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    Acknowledgment – 
 
    Change your thoughts, and you change your world. –Norman Vincent Peale 
 
    Once you have set a goal, know in your heart, you can reach them. It may mean educating yourself to gain a skill to be successful, but then still remember some painters paint a thousand canvases before someone takes notice, sculptors work decades before selling their first work and of course, fiction writers write in boring technical fields while writing dozens of failed novels before publishing the first one. In every case, the person changed the way they thought and changed their world.  
 
    I have lived my life by this motto. So can you…. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    San Antonio-The Attack 
 
      
 
    A biological attack on US military bases included San Antonio. The viral agent spread across the compounds, then the communities surrounding those bases increasing the death and destruction. While coping with the hundreds of dead and dying from the unknown agent, confusion reigned. The real horror became evident when the dead reanimated and attacked the living.  
 
    Elizabeth Jameson received a warning from her military police husband. He demanded she takes their two daughters and leaves the city, immediately. When caught in a massive traffic jam on a freeway, Liz and her children were separated while trying to escape the ensuing massacre. Liz secured her daughters behind a fence then led the infected away. While trying to get back to her children, an infected attacked Liz. She was rescued by a trio of Viet Nam Veterans, Harry Walters, David Simon, and John Tilman, who then volunteered to aid her in her quest to find her daughters. Liz and the vets arrived just in time to witness three soldiers in a military vehicle spirit away the children in a mad dash to escape the infected swarming the alley. Liz and her saviors mounted motorcycles and raced after her daughters. Ultimately, their quest is abandoned when Liz falls ill, and they are met by members of the Pine Springs Canyon compound.  
 
    The day of the attack, Matt Monroe was just another soldier struggling to cope with life back in the States. Like most off-duty time since his return, he was spending the day drinking. With the infected swarming the streets, Matt was rescued by fellow soldiers, Jake Curtis and Larry Benson, from the rundown bar. Finding it impossible to escape with a passed-out Monroe, they dropped him into a dumpster and secured the lid. When the two men returned to the alley to rescue their friend, they found two children hidden in the trash bin along with him. Surrounded by the infected, the soldiers grabbed the kids and barely escaped. Matt and his team, with other rescued survivors, find security and safety at a campground. Over time Matt rescues more survivors in need of sanctuary including a brash, rough-speaking, female truck driver. Despite his promise to take the children to Pine Springs Canyon, he and his fellow soldiers rescue even more survivors while the camp struggles to feed and clothe an ever-growing population of mostly children and women. The struggle to get the children to their family is complicated and ends up postponed time and time again, but Matt is determined to get them to family. 
 
    Steve Benton, a double amputee, was in a rehabilitation center with Della Marshall and unaware there had been an attack until the city was overrun by the infected, and they were trapped. When the infected broke into the facility, Steve and Della rescued a small group of teens left to fend for themselves. Together the group faces loss and danger as they continue their journey to Pine Springs Canyon. The road is more dangerous than ever as they near their destination. 
 
    Brian Jameson, surviving the initial attack on the military base in San Antonio, makes his way through the city despite a torrential rainstorm flooding the municipality. He collected survivors and rescued others from the abuses of their fellow Texans. Brian faces danger at every turn as he travels hundreds of miles to Pine Springs Canyon where he hopes to find his wife, Liz, and two daughters. During his race to find his family, he is forced to face the atrocities of the new world delaying his quest time and again. Brian meets more than the dead when he is forced to face an adversary from his past. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
    Come and Go 
 
    In the treatment room at the Pine Springs Canyon Lodge, Carrie rinsed the still open wound on Ben Nascha’s arm for the last time. After blotting the injury with sterile gauze squares, she pulled a lighted magnifying glass over the outstretched arm for a closer look.  
 
    Ben seemed more curious than alarmed at the still-healing fissure in his forearm. “Well, Doc? What do you think? Can I keep it?” 
 
    “It’s not as bad as it was,” Carrie mumbled while she rotated Ben’s arm back and forth examining the flesh under the glaring light. Finally, she announced. “Well, I only see healthy tissue, but with that said, it’ll still take quite a while to heal. I still can’t stitch it.” She looked up and added. “You should be on IV antibiotics for at least five days more days or longer. You should definitely not be going off into the mountains on a camping trip.” 
 
    Ben sighed. “Maybe, but the tribal elders have decided to move the camp, and I have to respect their decision. You’ll just have to give me pills.” 
 
    Carrie sighed and packed the wound while she tried to provide a laundry list of reasons to remain close to the lodge, but Ben was just as determined to leave. In the end, she bandaged the wound and gave up any further protests. Carrie disinfected a plastic top and bottom splint, taped them together, and finished the dressing with an Ace bandage to hold both halves in place. She replaced the sling over his shoulder and eased Ben’s arm into the sleeve. “There you go. Now, let me get supplies together while you sit there and rest. I don’t want you passing out.” 
 
    Ben laughed. “I’ll try not to litter your floor.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    Liz Jameson watched her father, Will Edmonds, greet Ben’s son, Machn, when he entered the lodge. Machn led a black couple with two teens into the great room. Close on their heels was Tammy Robertson, carrying a single bag. Tammy glanced around as if checking into a hotel that was not meeting her stringent standards. 
 
    Liz cringed when she saw Robertson examine the room with such a critical eye. She wondered what her father would decide to do with Robertson, the civil rights attorney. As far as Liz was concerned, Tammy Robertson had not made a stellar first impression.  
 
    At a sudden commotion, Liz turned to see John Tilman, and Harry Walters saunter into the great room from the kitchen. Both men dressed in jeans and boots looked like bearded mountain men with sidearms strapped to their hips.  
 
    When John and Harry saw the black family, John stomped over to the black man’s side and rested his hand on the man’s shoulder and grinned at Liz and Will. “Folks this is the man I was telling you about, Jesse Burns and his wife, Becka. The kids are LJ and Pattie. Jesse and LJ are both experienced mechanics and Becka cooked at a retirement home.” John winked at Pattie. “The little ‘un is just trouble. Gonna be her daddy’s worse nightmare in a few years when she grows up to be the best looking girl in Texas. Gonna be a knockout.” He laughed and bumped fists with the gawky ten-year-old with skinny arms and knobby knees.  
 
    When the child smiled, Liz realized it was probably right. Pattie was all arms and legs at ten, but in five or six years, she would be a real beauty. In addition to a golden mocha complexion, she had large dark eyes and full lips that were quick to smile.  
 
    Will stepped forward and extended his hand and greeted both Jesse and Becka. “Welcome. We’re glad to have you with us.” 
 
    Liz echoed Will’s greeting, and after handshakes and a few words, Will nodded at John and Harry.  
 
    John laughed. “Come on, folks. We’ll get you breakfast then we’ll see you settled in your new home. The two men hustled the family off to the dining room. 
 
    Liz turned to Tammy. “Dad, this is Tammy Robertson.” This is going to be interesting. 
 
    Tammy Robertson struggled to maintain her appearance of boredom. “Sir. Thank you for accepting us into your little community.” She failed at any attempt to hide her scorn. 
 
    Will sighed. “You, Ms. Robertson, present a problem to our little community, as you call us. It seems as much as Ben tried to think of skills you could bring to the table, he could think of nothing you would add to our little community. You can’t cook. You can’t shoot a gun. You can’t even build a fire. You admitted yourself every plant you touch withers and dies. The fact is I just don’t have a clue what you offer.” 
 
    Liz struggled to keep from laughing while Will continued to study Tammy as he waited for a response. 
 
    “Well…I…I….” Outraged, Tammy began then faltered. 
 
    Will interrupted the stammering, “Add that to the fact, we’ll have another problem with where to put you. You see, we don’t have living facilities for single adults. Only families.” 
 
    Tammy glanced over her shoulder at Machn whose face was the mask of indifference. “Aren’t you going to say anything?” 
 
    Machn shrugged. “They already agreed to take you. I’m waiting for my father.” He looked at Tammy for the first time since walking through the door. “You are no longer my problem.” 
 
    As if on cue, Carrie led Ben into the great room, unaware of the conversation she was interrupting. “He’s as ready as I can get him.” She handed Machn a large box of supplies. “There’re supplies for cleaning the wound, packing material, and antibiotics. For heaven sakes, use the gloves once and throw them away each time you change the dressings. Do it every day. If it’s not completely healed in two months, come back for more supplies. I didn’t do all of this for you to screw it up.” 
 
    Machn smiled for the first time. “You’re the boss. Can he go now?” 
 
    “If I were the boss, he’d be turning around and heading back to bed, not chasing off to the mountains,” Carrie answered. “Go, but at the first sign of fever or infection, he needs to come back.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Machn turned to Will and Liz. “Thank you. John says you are familiar with the area we will be calling home. You will always be welcome to our valley.”  
 
    Ben shook hands with Will and nodded at each Liz and Carrie in turn. “Will, you and your family have been kind in a cruel world. We all face many struggles in the years to come, but we will always be grateful for your help and offered friendship.” He gave a quick nod, and Machn shifted the box under his arm before guiding Ben out the door. Footsteps crossed the porch, and a few minutes later, the motor of Ben’s truck roared to life. The vehicle drove away. 
 
    Will turned to Tammy. “What to do with you is still a problem, but for now, you may as well come and have some breakfast.” He led Liz into the dining room, unconcerned whether or not Tammy followed. She followed, but she failed to hide the frown distorted her face. 
 
    When they entered the dining room they found, Harry and John sat at the table with the Burns family. The group laughed as if old friends. John continued a story, “And LJ turned on the main valve with Jesse still looking into the line with the shutoff wide open wondering why it wasn’t working.” John laughed. 
 
    Jesse slapped his son on the back with a broad grin. “The first shower I’d had in a couple months,” His laughter boomed. 
 
    Pattie pinched her nose. “LJ still needs one.” 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, but this may help that issue, young lady,” Will laughed and handed Pattie a plastic bag of supplies before he turned to John. “Put them in the unit next to your cabin. One of the boys stocked it with some basic supplies yesterday afternoon. Maria and a couple ladies put these together for the women coming in. They said the ladies would like the stuff inside. Stop by the store so they can get clean clothes then get these folks settled. Be sure to show them the golf cart and explain the solar system on the water, so everyone gets a warm shower. Once they get their truck unloaded and refueled, they can put it behind the cabin.” 
 
    “Got it.” John gave a thumbs up. “We’ll pick up stabilizer for it at the warehouse.” 
 
    Will gave a quick nod, then turned to follow Liz and Tammy to a table with the remains of a breakfast of boiled eggs, ham, biscuits, white gravy, coffee, and juice. 
 
    Tammy looked at the buffet. “I don’t eat…” 
 
    Will interrupted and stepped up to the table, “Suit yourself. Go sit down, and we’ll join you in a minute.” 
 
    Tammy picked up a plate, a biscuit, and a glass of juice. She carried the small meal to the table and settled on a chair looking as if waiting to be sentenced, knowing in a sense, that was what it would be. 
 
    Liz and Will stood at the buffet, adding biscuit, gravy, ham, and eggs to their plates. Each carried cups of coffee to the table, then Liz went back for juice for both her and her father. When all three were seated and eating, Will continued his conversation from earlier. 
 
    “Young lady, despite all you’ve seen, you seem to have failed to grasp the fact that you have nothing to offer to this brave new world. Now, that said, we offer you a chance to become a productive member of society.” 
 
    Tammy looked up from nibbling at the dry biscuit long enough to mumble. “Thank you.” 
 
    Liz was enjoying the food. She imagined her child and smiled at the thought of him growing with the high-calorie diet of late. Suddenly she was snapped back to the conversation around her. 
 
    “And to ensure you stay on track, my daughter will be the one to guide your development of new skills. She will see that you find a niche to aid our community.” 
 
    Liz looked on in horror. “I’m sure…” 
 
    Will reached over to cover Liz’s hand with his own. “I’m confident that two mature women will be able to work something out.” He stood. “Meanwhile, I have a lot on my plate this morning. Liz, don’t forget to find her a place to sleep.” 
 
    Liz sat, staring at her father’s retreating back. Finally, she whispered under her breath, “Coward.” 
 
    Tammy laughed. First, it was a chuckle, then she saw Liz smile, she burst into a full belly laugh. Reluctantly, Liz joined in.  
 
    Shaking her head, but still smiling, Liz returned her attention to her plate. Around a piece of ham, she asked.”So, back home, did you live in a condo or an apartment?” 
 
    “Neither. I inherited an eighty-year-old three-bedroom craftsman from my great aunt,” Tammy answered. “Mind if I get a bit more breakfast?” 
 
    “No. Of course not,” Liz answered. 
 
    When she came back, Tammy had ham, coffee, another biscuit with packets of butter and jelly. “The house was a mess.” She smiled at the memory as she added.”Probably hadn’t been touched since my aunt moved in when she was a twenty-year-old war bride. The woodwork was beautiful, and just needed a lot of elbow grease. Of course, back then, I was working on a budget, so I did all the painting, water lines, new electrical…oh, I added high-speed internet lines, media, the whole shooting match. It’s amazing what you can learn on Youtube,” Her voice trailed off, and her smile disappeared.  
 
    “Sounds like it was a lot of work,” Liz responded. 
 
    Tammy chuckled. “You wouldn’t have believed how bad the bathrooms were; crumbling tile, mold, and water damage.” She sighed. “It took three years, lots of nightmares all rolled together. I learned a lot, though. I found out about weight-bearing walls, plumbing, electrical, repairing water damage, installing sheetrock, mud, floating tape. The list goes on and on.” 
 
    “You managed the contractors?” 
 
    “Contractors, hell!” Tammy laughed. “I did most of the work with the help of a cousin that worked construction off and on. When I had a project, Abe was there. He helped when he could, explaining what to do and why then he left me to it. I know how to do almost anything from electrical, plumbing to tiling.” Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Abe was with me. He died that night the bandits attacked the camp. He was the only family I had left.”  
 
    Liz responded softly, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Tammy shrugged. “Abe told me to survive. Have a good life. I don’t see how that’s going to happen.” 
 
    Liz laughed. “We all lost people we loved. Are you ready for that new life?” Tammy looked up and nodded, then Liz continued. “Alright. You have skills. With that said, let's get your bag and get you settled. We have a community store for non-food supplies, anything from shampoo to clothes.” 
 
    “That’s unexpected,” Tammy commented. 
 
    “It won’t be endless, but we cleaned out a couple discount stores. Threw it all in a parade of eighteen-wheelers. We still haven’t cleaned out all the trailers.” Liz sighed. “There was no organization to what they collected. They cleaned out a whole clothing department in two sporting goods stores. All sizes of sports and hunting clothes when they went to get weapons and survival gear.” Liz laughed. “After that, we started created search lists. We didn’t need any more soccer uniforms. You’ll see a lot of kids all dressed the same.” 
 
    Tammy laughed. “Never know. You may want to start team sports.” 
 
    Liz stood and smiled. “Let’s get you settled.” She led Tammy back in the great room that served as the entrance of the Pine Springs Lodge where Tammy looked around and actually began to appreciate the care and skill it took to create the rustic beauty. At the side of the expanse was the shaved wood stairs and railing leading up to the second level balcony sporting six doors. Liz led Tammy to the front door where her bag lay. 
 
    “This place is beautiful. I heard it was going to open as a hunting lodge.” Tammy commented. 
 
    “The website went live two weeks before the attack. A few calls had already come in inquiring about hunting trips,” Liz answered. “Now we worry about who saw the site.” 
 
    Tammy picked up her small handbag, and Liz led her up the stairs to an open bedroom door. She turned the wooden plaque on the door to read occupied then prompted Tammy inside. “This will be your room, right next to Dad’s. My room is at the other end of the balcony if you need anything.” 
 
    “OMG!” Tammy whispered. “Here?” She looked from the dresser with the TV and DVD player to the woodstove, the curtained window, two queen beds with quilts, to the small bath, and closet.  
 
    “I can’t say you’ll always be alone since it has two beds, but for now, this is where you can rest your head. We still have six half-finished cabins and expect more survivors to find their way here.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Liz laughed. “We have the supplies to finished more cabins. Being this remote, Dad had materials brought in by the truckloads. He just completed phase one. It was cheaper to get all the materials at once. Besides, with the storage sheds of supplies, workmen could always find what they needed.” 
 
    “Sure, isn’t anything just around the corner up here,” Tammy agreed. 
 
    Liz grinned, “Come on. If you’re up to it, we're going for a ride and pick up clothes, and I’ll show you around.”  
 
    ***** 
 
    John hung on the side of the truck and guided the Burns family down a gravel path a few hundred yards from the lodge. They rounded a stand of trees, and he pointed to his and Harry’s cabin and explained they shared the home with two children. Cody and Trace who now stood outside the bungalow waving excitedly. John directed Jesse to back up to a second cabin nearby. Cody and Trace ran to the cabin after they parked. 
 
    “The general imagined anyone coming up here for hunting would come in groups, so the cabins are set up pretty well for families. The construction was scheduled in two stages with eventually a total of sixteen cabins in total projected. What you see nearest to the lodge is the first group, and that first segment of cabins is completed. They’re rustic, and not fancy, but serviceable.” 
 
    “Remember, we lived under tarps and on the run for months,” Jesse laughed. “I’m sure what you can provide will be a hell of a lot better than what we’ve been facing for the last few months.” 
 
    Next, to Jesse, Becka sniffled and wiped the back of her hand at the corner of her eye. “It’s perfect. It feels like heaven after the way we’ve been living. She leaned into Jesse and hid a sob. After a full minute, she pulled away and smiled. “Sorry. Guess I’m just a little overtired.” 
 
    John laughed. “You haven’t even seen inside.”  
 
    Jesse parked the truck, and the family jumped out to find Cody and Trace standing at the cabin waiting and excited to meet the new arrivals.  
 
    While the boys played it cool, Trace walked up and grabbed Pattie’s hand. “I’m Trace. You want to be my friend? I have a candy bar. You want some candy?” 
 
    Pattie looked shell-shocked, then giggled. “My name is Pattie, I like candy.” 
 
    John raised his hand. “Trace, calm down. Pattie and her family are moving in, so you got plenty of time. Let me show the family around then you girls can get to know each other.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” She answered, still with a smile creasing her face. She sat down on the steps with her chin in her hands. “I’ll wait right here.” 
 
    “Okay folks. Let's do the grand tour.” John opened the door with the key and gave it to Jesse. “We’re pretty trusting around here. Of course, none of us have much to steal, so not much point in locking doors when a cabin is not in use.” He stepped inside to the small cabin with a sitting area, a kitchenette with a coffee pot, microwave, a few open shelves with dishes and cups, a sink and back door. John pointed at a darkened hall. “Down there are two bedrooms and up above is a loft with twin beds. There’s a full bath with a shower. Each cabin has a cistern setup that catches rainwater from the metal roof. The water is filtered and used in the showers and toilet. Well, water feeds both sinks and is potable. The water heaters are solar-powered and on-demand. The storage batteries can also be charged by heat from the stove during winter, but you have to remember, you leave a bunch of lights on, and the batteries run out you get a cold shower and are left sitting in the dark.” John laughed. “That’s freezing cold showers in winter. Also, keep in mind, the cistern is the only water source for the shower. Run it dry, and you’ll be hoping for rain and taking spit baths until it does.” 
 
    Pattie looked confused. “What’s a spit bath? Sounds, gross!” 
 
    Everyone laughed.  
 
    “We’ll discuss it later, Pattie. What about meals?” Becka asked. 
 
    “All meals are served at the main lodge. Three a day. Breakfast is between six and eight, lunch is served from eleven to one and dinner between five to seven. Now that said, and shit happens, so exceptions are made, and if you come back late, there will be some around to reheat something.” 
 
    “Thank you. I think we can work with that. If you need help in the kitchen, I have experience in the area,” Becka volunteered. 
 
    “I’ve already discussed that with Will. They’ll be glad to know that you’re willing to help in the kitchen. Now that said, we need to discuss some rules we’ve established around here. If someone gets sick or injured, no matter how minor, they see the doc. Someone goes off-site, they get screened at the lodge. No exceptions.” 
 
    “No problem. It sounds reasonable.” Jesse agreed. “Where is the garage? You said something about me and LJ working there.” 
 
    “Will agreed it would fill a real void that we have. I’ve been filling in, but I just don’t have the skill, for damned sure,” John answered. “Oh, I almost forgot. Be sure to close bedroom doors at night. Knock and don’t enter until you’re sure the person inside is okay no exceptions.”  
 
    “Why?” Becka asked, looking a little confused. 
 
    “You know what happens, now. We all have to take precautions. Whether it’s a child or an adult,.if a person is sick, be careful about going into a room.” 
 
    Suddenly understanding, Becka whispered. “We’ll remember.” 
 
    “There’s a battery clock, and a couple LED lamps around. They’re rechargeables, and small solar charger is in the desk drawer. It’s up to you to keep the extra’s charged.” John headed toward the door then turned back. “Jesse, if you want to follow me. There’s a solar-powered golf cart in the garage. The boys rolled it out into the sun this morning so it should be charged up. You can start using it at lunchtime. It’s up to you to keep it charged.”  
 
    Jesse stuck out his hand to John. “You folks have done so much. I don’t know how to thank you.” 
 
    “You’re part of the community now and will be filling a need,” John answered. “You folks get cleaned up, and familiar with the place. I’ll be at the maintenance shed down by the community store if you want to ride down to pick up some clothes. Otherwise, Trace will be hanging around since she’s excited to have a new friend so if you need anything, she’ll probably know who, what, when, or where. We did clean out a Bass Pro, so we have shoes and clothes. Not much for style, but it's new.” 
 
    Harry added. “We have a lake about a mile back in the canyon that is stocked with trout and catfish if you’re interested.” 
 
    Jesse laughed and gave him a thumbs-up. “LJ and I will be ready for that fishing trip when you have time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    A Helping Hand 
 
    Steve Benton looked over the edge of the bluff at the dead villagers pursuing his friend, Della Marshall, and the single survivor of the attack on the village. Della had climbed down the side of the cliff to help a young girl that had been hidden away during an attack. In most cases, having prosthetics on his lower legs didn’t stop Steve from much, but Della insisted the bluff would be too much for his blades. He was left watching her go, and now she was in trouble. 
 
    Della went after the girl and then helped her bury the old women that had hidden the girl in an outbuilding saving her life. Steve stared at the villagers as one by one they began to reanimate, first with a twitch of a hand, a jerk of a leg, then roll over and get to their feet. He felt like half a man as Steve watched the murdered occupants of the small community lumber toward the sound of the shovel burying the old woman. Now, all he could do was watch Della, and the girl run for their lives. 
 
    Steve felt his heart race as he checked the load in his rifled, “Zack, we need the rope from the packhorse.” “Hurry! I need you to tie it off and be ready to help Della and that girl gets up the bluff.”  
 
    Steve watched Della dragging the young girl along, as she struggled with a Mexican market bag. Why in the hell wasn’t she dropping the damned bag? Della hiked the bag up to her shoulder and urged the girl faster while glancing back at the monsters getting closer. Steve raised the rifle to stare at the scene, unfolding at the base of the bluff. After witnessing men in kifayas attacking the residents, Della was determined to rescue the only survivor. Steve’s heart raced. Her determination looked like it was going to cost her life, and there was little he could do to help. He might be a sniper, but even he couldn’t take out all of them if they got to the women before they got to the side of the bluff. 
 
    ***** 
 
    “Run!” Della screamed. 
 
    Martina, the girl Della had come to rescue, screamed back at her, “Dios mío!” She dodged around a short hurricane fence at the rear of the yard with Della following close behind and raced across the open expanse toward the base of the bluff. Martina stopped, gasping for breath. “I can’t! I have to rest.” 
 
    “Only if you want to die!” Della pushed Martina onto the gravel trail. “Go! They’re coming over the fence!” She turned to look over her shoulder again and gasped. She pushed harder against the girl's backside.  
 
    Martina started up the trail and grabbed at a clump of the brush as her feet slid on the loose stones on the narrow track and caught herself. She groaned when she looked up and saw the path angled from left to right all the way up the face of the cliff. She leaned forward and dug her shoes into the scrub grass at the edge of the path. 
 
    Della’s shoes were little better and backslid every few yards as she made her way up the trail. “Faster!” 
 
    Martina scrambled to reach another clump of grass, but it pulled free of the loose soil, and she slipped, jamming her knee into the ground, tearing flesh through her pants leg. Pain exploded up her leg, and she screamed. She laid where she fell and began to cry. 
 
    “Get up!” Della grabbed Martina’s arm and pulled her to her feet and pushed her forward just as the first of the infected reached for Della. She pulled her handgun and fired into the monster’s face. The spray of blackened blood, brains, and bone splayed across the infected woman behind. Both infected fell backward. There was a report from above, and another infected fell. Suddenly a length of rope flew past Della's face. 
 
    “Grab it!” A frantic male voice called out overhead. Della grabbed at the line. She gave it a tug and shoved it at Martina. “Grab the rope! Pull yourself up as you go.”  
 
    Della turned and fired at a snarling old woman with a cross around her neck. The hollow-eyed, monster fell back, knocking two more infected from the trail. Della shot again then followed Martina up the game trail with the aid of the rope to keep her on her feet. She fought with the bag over her should while she made her way up the trail. Meanwhile, Martina climbed faster, moving further and further ahead. Della holstered her handgun and pulled herself further up the path. Sweat dripped down her faced, her shirt clung to her damp skin. She heard a gun report from above but was too busy trying to stay on her feet and ahead of her pursuers to look.  
 
    “Drop the damned bag and get up here!” 
 
    “Not a chance.” Della gasped. “You’ll thank me!” 
 
    Another shot and the sound of bodies tumbling and falling behind her made her stop and turn. The scene resembled a pinball game with bodies hitting each other, tripping and knocking against the next until the entire cluster of infected tumbled down the trail.  
 
    “Come on, Ms. Della!” Zack called out. “Just hang on.” 
 
    Della clung to the rope and let strong arms from above pull her up the trail. She got to the rim, and Zack’s thick, dark arms pulled her over the edge and to safety. “You had me scared shitless, Ms. Della. Don’t ever do that again.” 
 
    “You’re always there to save me,” Della laughed breathlessly. 
 
    Steve pulled the bag from her shoulder and dropped it to the ground. “No damned bag is worth getting yourself killed over, Della!”  
 
    Della pulled free from Zack and retrieved the bag and righted the contents. “You’re going to be damned glad I brought it.”  
 
    Steve, Della and their small band of survivors stood staring at the cluster of infected below. The monsters stumbled, fell and shambled around at the base of the bluff trying to decide if they wanted to climb the trail.  
 
    Steve held out his hand. “ Move back. Let’s not give them a view of dinner options, and maybe they’ll lose interest.” 
 
    Everyone stepped back from the edge, as black smoke billowed from the windows of one of the houses. A few minutes later, there was an explosion from within the home, glass shattered and flames roared from the windows and doors. One by one the infected climbing the trail turned and stumbled down the path being drawn by the raging inferno. The infected crossed the field to shamble toward the firestorm without any thought of the danger of getting too close and becoming walking roman candles. The burning monsters fell against others and lit them on fire, and soon dozens of infected faltered to a second house, and it became an inferno. The entire village would burn. With any luck, there wouldn’t be any occupants to attack any who happen upon the enclave in the future. 
 
    Steve watched for nearly an hour before he decided to walk away. He wondered if the monsters retained any memory when distracted, but it didn’t look like it. It would be worth exploring at some point, though. He struggled to his “feet” to make his way back to camp. He slung the rifle over his back, and once he was balanced on the running blades, he strode to the campsite.  
 
    Zack had been busy. He had built a Dakota fire, and now a pot rested on the wire rack on the ground. Zack lifted the lid, and an aroma wafted up from the contents that made Steve’s stomach rumbled with hunger.  
 
    The young girl sat on a log near the campfire, unsure of what to do. Steve walked over to her and sat down. Della introduced her. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your village, Martina. I wish I could have helped.” Steve answered. 
 
    “You had a gun,” Martina answered more than a little accusatory. 
 
    “The villagers would still all be dead. Those men would have realized WE were up here and come after us too. Most of us would have died, and Della and Darlene would have been taken, too,” Steve answered softly. “I’m sorry for your loss, but these people are my family to protect. It was my decision, and I’ll have to live with making that choice.” 
 
    Martina remained silent for a long time before she spoke. “I understand, but it doesn’t make it any less painful.” 
 
    “I know.” Steve got up and walk to the others where Della was spooning beans, rice, and ground beef mixture into bowls. Della passed each a bowl, spoon, and tortillas. Zack took a bite, his eyes closed, and he sighed so loud even Martina gave a hint of a smile.  
 
    Zack opened his eyes and looked around the small group. “What? It’s the best thing I’ve eaten in weeks.” 
 
    Steve spooned a bite from his own bowl, then mumbled agreement around a full mouth of the beans and rice. “I have to agree with that, for sure.” 
 
    Della sat down next to Martina, handing her a bowl, spoon, and tortilla. “We are honoring your grandmother by NOT letting this meal go to waste. We don’t go to sleep hungry tonight, thanks to her.”  
 
    Martina nodded and began to eat. Finally, she asked. “I can’t ever go back, can I?” 
 
    “No,” Della answered. “You’ll need to come with us. We’re going to a safe place.” 
 
    “Do you like to ride?” Zack asked.  
 
    “Until my parents were killed two years ago, I had my own horse,” She answered. 
 
    Steve laughed. “Good, now we’ll have more than one person that knows what we’re doing,” At Martina’s puzzled expression, he continued, “Only one that knew anything was Darlene, and she’s had to keep up with the rest of us. Most of us can barely stay in the saddle.” 
 
    That night they slept with the amber glow of the village burning in the distance. It was sad, but the light gave Steve and Zack, plenty of light to watch the infected. Many were so indifferent to the flames they ended up becoming walking torches. In the end, it was a sad epitaph to a dying community. 
 
    The next morning Martina walked to the bluff and gasped at the sight of the charred skeleton that remained of the village below. Most of the clapboard buildings were gone, and only a couple dozen of infected remained upright, with many of those little more than charred corpses. After a silent homage to the dead, the group of survivors returned to the camp to gather their supplies and ready to resume their journey to safety. 
 
    Steve consulted Matina about the area and was surprised to see her familiarity with their current location and getting to Dell City, not far from Guadalupe Mountain Park. She was even acquainted with the roads near the park. 
 
    After sorting supplies and culling down again, Martina made adjustments on the Della and Steve’s stirrup lengths, and distribution of supplies mounted behind three of the lightest riders. With Martina riding one of the horses that had been used for supplies, Steve led out only to call Martina to his side. “Would you consider leading us?” When she looked puzzled, he continued. “I’ve been faking it. You’re a rider and know the area. If you see anything that you question, just let me know, I’ll be right here behind you.” 
 
    Martina nodded and urged her mount to move forward with a hint of pressure from her knees. Her first change of direction convinced Steve he’d made the right decision. After nearly an hour of silent riding, Martina turned to Steve. “Why would you use this horse for a packhorse? He’s a beautiful thoroughbred.” 
 
    Steve laughed. “He didn’t seem too friendly. He didn’t mind the saddle and packs, just wasn’t willing to let anyone into the saddle.” 
 
    “Can we stop for a few minutes?” Martina asked. 
 
    Steve looked around, then nodded. “Sure.”  
 
    She motioned everyone closer. “These are well-trained horses and will respond to leg and seat pressure. You are working too hard at reining the horses. Apply pressure to your right seat and leg, your horse should move to the left, or turn left. Do the reverse, and it will move to the right. A light pressure of the right rein against its neck on that side means for the horse to turn left, and vice versa. Leaning forward will be enough to get your mount moving unless you want to run. Lean back to stop and apply a little pressure on the reins to stop.”  
 
    “Really?” Della said with trepidation. 
 
    Zack leaned forward and reined to the right, and his mount responded. “Whoa!” He tried again, more prepared this time. He leaned back, and his mount stopped. “Way, cool.” 
 
    “Relax a little and practice,” Martina advised then her lips hinted at a smile. “Most of you sit a saddle like a sack of potatoes.” 
 
    Steve laughed. “My butt can attest to that.” 
 
    An hour later, the group crested a ridge looking at a small town in the distance. Martina stopped and pointed to the cluster of buildings. “That’s Van Horn. I used to live there and still have friends from high school. We could spend the night.” 
 
    Steve pulled his binoculars to his face. He stared at the scene below. Dozens of figures wandered the streets with no apparent destination until a vulture swooped down to pick at a body lying in the middle of the road. The walking corpses turned at the flutter of wings and headed for the vultures. He let the glasses fall back to lie against his leg. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    Martina wiped the tears from her face then turned her mount from the city and urged the horse to a trail leading away from the town. Silently, each of the riders followed. An hour later, Penny began to whimper, and fuss.  
 
    Steve called a halt. “Let’s stop, eat something, and rest for a while. My butt needs a break.” 
 
    Darlene called out. “It’s okay. We can keep going.” 
 
    “Please, no.” Della laughed. “I’m with Steve. I’m tired, and I need to pee.” 
 
    Everyone chuckled, and Martina led the group to a small cluster of trees to rest in the shade. She stepped out of the stirrups and called out. “Watch for snakes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Stand or Fall 
 
    Knowing who was coming to attack the family gave Captain Brian Jameson an advantage. If this ambush was successful, maybe the family could live in relative peace being so far off the main roads. The people needed help dealing with the rogue military division led by Captain Griggs, and Brian would be the help they needed. He glanced at his watch and walked out to review preparations one last time. Brian walked down the narrow road studying the heavy equipment work done by Mr. Gutterman’s two older sons.  
 
    Rob and Jim had been hardworking and capable of moving a lot of dirt in a short time, which was a damned good thing. Brian stopped short to avoid the decoy made up of three of Grigg’s own men killed in the first attack. The reanimated outlaws were chained to their bikes and stumbling around the downed motorcycles in the middle of the road. When they saw Brian, they raised their arms, moaned, and tugged against the weight of the heavy bikes. The scene was staged between deep ditches so the attackers would not be able to back from the ambush and cut a tree to the point that it could be dropped behind the last vehicle to ensure they were trapped. The waist-high mounds of dirt piled up to be used for shooter hides behind the trenches were camouflaged with a freshly cut brush. Satisfied with the preparations, Brian walked back to the ranch house and found more rifles and handguns were being passed out to defenders.  
 
    Brian studied the men and women intent on fighting the military that threatened the family. His men included; Billy, the young soldier that had been with him since the beginning, Leon and Juan, two construction workers they’d found passed out in a San Antonio bar, and the latest addition to they’re group, deserters from the scavenge team sent out by Major Bishop, Privates Carpenter, Allen and Simms.  
 
    While the family men had worked the heavy equipment, the women of the family prepared a hearty meal of fried venison with rice and gravy with homemade bread. Slices of fresh tomato and a large pitcher of cold spring water topped it off.  
 
    “Come on, Captain. The men are eating. You gotta eat, too,” Lauren Gutterman called out. 
 
    Mr. Gutterman echoed. “Yeah, gotta have a good meal under your belt, young fella.” 
 
    Brian walked over, and Lauren handed him a plate with a cup of coffee. “Thank you, ma’am.” He settled on a wooden step and watched the sun slip behind the treetops as he ate. 
 
    Some of the men filled magazines between bites of the quick meal while others laughed and teased about the beer they wished they had and didn’t.  
 
    “How long before they come, do you think, Captain?” Lauren asked. 
 
    Brian sipped at the cup of coffee. “Hard to say for sure.” He tossed the dredges of his cup into a flowerbed and handed his plate and the cup back to Lauren. “We’re as ready for them as we can get. Could be as soon as midnight, but my guess would be dawn. Sun would be in our faces. Griggs would use the sunrise at his back to his advantage.” 
 
    “But we won’t be facing the sun.” Rob laughed. 
 
    Once the group had eaten, thermoses were filled with hot coffee for the long night’s wait for the attack they knew was coming. During the last few minutes of daylight, the family and men sat on the front porch, resting and waiting. 
 
    Brian crossed the yard to the road and studied the preparations one last time. It was dark when he returned, then stopped to talk Billy.  
 
    “Well, Sir? You think it’ll work?”  
 
    “Long as we don’t jump the gun,” Brian answered. “You set up for the first watch?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Billy answered. 
 
    A dozen people, half of which were civilians, facing twenty hardened criminals, and whatever experienced soldiers that were still willing to follow Captain Griggs seemed a stacked deck. That was the big unknown. According to Carpenter, a lot of the soldiers were not willing participants, but how many were unhappy enough to mutiny would be the big question. 
 
    If Major Bishop’s right-hand man, came, it was going to be a real fight. Griggs was a man that would be determined to kill everyone they found here. He would take killing his people personally and would ensure everyone involved dead before he drove away. The only way to avoid them all dying would be to kill Griggs first. Brian hoped he could guarantee that happened. 
 
    “Captain, are you sure we should do this?” Mr. Gutterman’s gravelly voice asked. 
 
    “Sir? If we don’t, he’ll hunt you down, folks.”  
 
    Mr. Gutterman coughed deeply before he answered. “Will this work?” 
 
    Brian was silent for a few seconds before he answered. “I hope so. I know the man, and he won’t give up. He and the gang members he brings will try to kill everyone. Griggs and his boss Major Bishop have been killing anyone who speaks up or protests. We have to ensure no one is going back to warn Bishop. After talking to Carpenter, I think most of the soldiers Griggs is bringing will be glad to be free of him if I can kill him.” 
 
    “Makes sense. You think we can take this Griggs and his men out.” 
 
    “We’re sure as hell going to try, sir. But some of us might die.” He turned to the old man. “If any of them escape, they’ll keep coming. We can’t let that happen.” 
 
    Mr. Gutterman nodded then stared into the dark. “Will they come before morning?” 
 
    “It would be foolish, and Griggs is a lot of things, but foolish is not one of them. He’ll come at dawn, thinking to surprise your family.” Brian paused for a moment, then added. “My concern is that they will send a couple scouts.” 
 
    “How likely is that?” 
 
    “It’ll depend on the number of men and whether or not he trusts them,” Brian answered. “We have to take out as many as possible as fast as we can.” 
 
    “I think I can help with that. Rob was a Navy Seal,” The old man gave Brian a sly smile then continued, “and Jim was a Ranger. My boys might be able to even things up a little bit.” 
 
    Brian chuckled. “Well, it would improve our chances of success to eliminate the scouts.” 
 
    The old man waved Rob, and Jim over to where they were standing, and the old man walked away. After a brief discussion, Brian and the brothers had a plan for taking out the scouts. Guards were posted. Jim, Rob, and the first shift found placed to sleep. Brian took the pillow and a quilt he’d been given and found a corner of the front porch to bed down. He looked up at the full moon and wondered about his wife, Liz, and his daughters. Brian prayed they were safe at her father’s place in the Guadalupe Mountains, and he would survive the coming battle to see them again.  
 
    At three in the morning, men woke and grabbed fresh thermoses of hot coffee and changed places with the first shift on guard duty. Brian met Billy and Leon coming in from their post on the crest of the hill.  
 
    “Did you see anything? Brian asked while wiping at the stubble on his chin. 
 
    Billy yawned. “Headlights. Four motorcycles and two vehicles, from the looks of it. I saw them stop about two miles from here at the switch back to the north. My guess is they thought they would rest up, and wait for daylight.”  
 
    “How do you know it’s them?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Carpenter and Juan took a hike through the woods to check it out and came back saying they bedded down for the night after posting a couple guards. I guess they think we’re stupid,” Leon commented. 
 
    “Griggs is predictable,” Brian answered. “He’ll send the scouts, one or two along each side of the road.” Brian winked, “And I think we got that covered now. Carpenter gave me a breakdown of the soldiers left, and most are either staying because they’re afraid to turn their backs on Griggs or hard cases. Then add the last half dozen or so bikers, well, he’s not working with the cream of the crop. Hit the rack and get a couple hours sleep. You three have earned it. You gotta be sharp in a couple hours.” 
 
    Jim appeared in black with a sidearm, two knives and multiple magazines in a webbed vest when he walked up to Brian. “You stay close to the home place, Rob and I got this.” He rested a hand on the handle of his SOG Seal Knife.  
 
    Rob appeared geared up similarly. He chuckled softly as he poked at his older brother. “Good thing you’ve got us young guys to do the hard stuff for you, Captain, you’re a little long in the tooth to be doing night games.” At Brian’s easy shrug of agreement, Rob continued. “We’re gonna take out the scouts as soon as they clear the convoy then take out anyone we come across as we head back this way.” 
 
    Jim chuckled. “Just see that when the attack happens, you’re ready to protect our family and kill that bastard, Griggs.” 
 
    “Count on it.” Brian gave a quick nod. “I owe him a bullet between the eyes from a long time ago.” 
 
    Rob gave a quick nod, and both he and Jim disappeared into the night.  
 
    Brian watched the shadows fade into the dark then turned his attention back to Private Dale Carpenter, and Private Mark Allen. They were assigned to take out as many of the bikers as possible during the initial assault. “You’re sure you can do this? You have to take out as many of the bikers as you can. They’re criminals and won’t leave survivors if given a chance.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I was the top of my marksmanship class, and Allen is a country boy. He doesn’t miss.” Carpenter grinned with pride. 
 
    “I need each of you to be outstanding today, and to come out of this alive,” Brian responded. “Check you’re kitted up then head out. Make damned sure you’re ready when those bastards come down the road. When I disable the lead truck and take out the driver, that will be your signal to take out as many of the bikers as you can. You’ll only have about twenty seconds to kill as many as you can with them shooting back before it will all go sideways. Watch out for Rob and Jim and don’t shot them.”  
 
    “We got this,” Carpenter answered then added. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    At Brian’s quick nod, the two men walked away. 
 
    Juan walked to Brian’s side. “What was that?” 
 
    “Men taking their lives back,” Brian answered. “I hope I’m not getting them killed.’ 
 
    “From the way they talked, they were marked men already.” 
 
    “For sure now,” Brian responded. 
 
    The next two hours Brian were spent ensuring the men were ready for the attack they knew was coming. Fallbacks positions were identified and stocked with supplies. Finally, he walked back into the house and met Mr. Gutterman, Jenny, and Lauren. “If they get past the boys at the roadblock, the three of you have to get outta here,” Brian ordered.  
 
    “Hell, no!” The old man protested.  
 
    “You folks got kids to protect.” Brian gave Mr. Gutterman a piece of paper with directions to Pine Springs Canyon. “It’s a safe place and a note for my wife. Take the kids and get there. I left a truck down the road about a mile hidden in the brush on the right. The keys are on the front tire on the driver’s side. All I ask is, don’t let this map fall into the wrong hands.” 
 
    Mr. Gutterman accepted the paper and passed it to Jenny. “Jenny and Laura will do as you say, Captain, but this is my land. I won’t be driven from it by thugs.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Brian answered. He looked at his watch and walked toward the house. “Let’s get everyone in place. Stay out of sight. It won’t be long.” 
 
    Brian ensured Leon and Juan was set up in their ambush position, then returned to Mr. Gutterman and the woman with Danny. “Simms, don’t leave their side. Anyone shows up you don’t recognize, shoot ‘em.” Simms nodded, and for the first time, Brian noticed he hadn’t even started shaving yet. “Don’t get killed, kid.” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Simms mumbled. 
 
    “This goes sideways, Take the women and head up to the cabin until it’s over. Do I make myself clear?” Brian ordered. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Brian turned to Billy, “Do what you need to and don’t get killed, either. Any soldier that raises a weapon at you, kill ‘em. Now get in position.” 
 
    Billy laughed. “No problem. I gotta be around to keep you outta trouble.” 
 
    Brian gave him a quick nod and walked away. He made his way to the hide where Leon and Juan were hunkered down behind the second pile of dirt and brush barrier ahead of the downed motorcycles with their walking dead riders. “If everyone does their part, we should be able to pull this off. Griggs is an arrogant ass of a man and will be in the first truck,” He whispered. 
 
    Brian turned at the slight pressure of a hand on his shoulder. Rob whispered, “Two scouts were sent. Not the best, but not the worse.” He brushed his sleeve where the fabric slit and a dark wet spot glistened in the dawn. “Only a dozen men coming; four on bikes, the rest in two trucks. Looks like the military personnel is using the two trucks. Is this Griggs a big black guy?” At Brian’s nod, he continued. “He’s in the first truck. Bikes are in the lead. They’ll be here in ten minutes.” 
 
    “No matter what happens, make damned sure Griggs dies. As long as he’s alive, he’ll keep coming for your family,” Brian ordered. “I owe that bastard.” 
 
    Rob nodded. “No problem. He’s a dead man, one way or the other.” He turned and slipped away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Big Black Bitch 
 
    Matt Monroe barely pulled himself through the passenger door of the big black rig by the time Tate Hamilton stomped on the accelerator and power shifted into the next gear and hit the front gate with the cattle guard on the front of the bumper. His butt hit the leather, and he slammed the door while Tate plowed over nearly a dozen of the infected that were drawn to the entrance by the sound of the pickup they had used to get to the truck dealership. At the first intersection, Tate down-shifted and turned the rig toward a cluster of buildings in the distance. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Matt demanded as he managed to jam the metal end of the seat belt home. “You drive like you have a death wish.” He glared at Tate’s maniacal grin.  
 
    “And you’re a grouch. Lighten up,” Tate chortled as she stomped the clutch and shifted again. “I need to do a little camouflage on this bitch. As, for what I’m doing, I know a little strip center with a hardware store.” 
 
    “Why would you want to cover up this paint job? It probably added 10K to the price tag?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Believe me, it’ll pain me, but the bitch will stand out like a neon sign on the road.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose we’ll be lucky, and this place is not going to include infected?” 
 
    Tate laughed and raised her hand and rocked it from side to side. “No more chance than any other place, I guess. Saddle up cowboy, this is going to be as much fun as the rest of this world.” 
 
    “Sure. One of those bastard bites me, and I’m gonna be pissed,” Matt grumbled. 
 
    Tate downshifted and guided the rig around a corner. Ahead was an open stretch of road with only a few houses dotting the landscape. She looked over at Matt visibly, relaxing with leaving the more populated area behind. “You do realize this is just the calm before the storm, right?” She chuckled. 
 
    Matt slumped down in the seat somewhat sullen. “I’ve decided I don’t like you very much.” 
 
    “Come on, don’t be such a stick in the mud,” Tate teased. “Tell me something interesting about you, and I’ll tell you something interesting about me.” 
 
    “No, thanks. You’ll only tell me some bullshit that won’t be worth hearing,” Matt answered, sounding more belligerent than he really intended. 
 
    “Then twenty questions,” She answered with a laugh, ignoring his sarcasm. “I go first. What’s with you, Larry and Jake? They act as if the three of you are joined at the hip?” 
 
    Matt settled back with his arms folded across his chest. “We started out in boot camp together. It began when Larry short-sheeted Jake about three nights in. We’d had our asses handed to us and we're dead on our feet. The Sergeant was a real hard-ass. We barely got out of the showers when he called lights out. It was quiet as shit. Jake climbed into bed, and we heard the rip from one end of the barracks to the other. Jake caught hell, and the Sergeant raked him over the coals. Jake thought I did it. Paybacks started. Jake glued my shoes to the bottom of my locker, I jammed the end of a tack in the lock on Larry’s locker. He never figured out why the lock froze. You get the idea.” Matt laughed at remembering. “In the end, a Drill Sergeant got fed up with the bullshit and during a tirade in front of the entire squad called us the Three Stooges.”  
 
    Tate looked puzzled. “I don’t get it.” 
 
    “My last name, Monroe, he made the connection to Moe, Jake shaved his head like Curly one of the Stooges, and then there was Larry. The Sarg just made the Three Stooges connection, Moe, Curly, and Larry. It stuck. We were together…that was enough.” 
 
    Tate burst out laughing. “I get it! You must have been real assholes.” 
 
    Matt shrugged. “I guess. We outgrew the bullshit and worked well together. We look out for each other and always will. They’re my family.” He squared his shoulders.  
 
    “Your turn,”  Tate laughed. “That’s the deal.” 
 
    “What’s with the tats?” Matt asked. “How many you got?” 
 
    “Only one,” Tate answered. 
 
    “Cop out. It’s fucking huge. People don’t just get one tattoo that big without a story behind it.” 
 
    Tate glanced at Matt, who was stared at her expectantly. “I was on the west coast waiting a couple days for a load. I had broken up with a boyfriend and wanted his name on my shoulder covered up. I walked into a tattoo shop that had some amazing artwork on display. The artist looked like Eric Estrada back in the day. You know who that is?” She asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the CHP rider with black hair, big white Chiclet smile,” Matt smirked. 
 
    “He was good looking, and we got to talking about getting some coverup art done. One thing led to another when he brought out some amazing pot.” Tate laughed. “Anyway, make a long story short; I got a hell of a tattoo out of it after spending a week with him.” She suddenly looked sad. “I hate to think of him being a walking shitbag out there on the west coast. He wasn’t the kind to survive this kind of life, I’m afraid.” 
 
    Matt interrupted. “Your turn. Ask away.” 
 
    Tate squared her shoulders. “Are you sure.” He nodded, and she asked, “Why did you start drinking?”  
 
    Matt gave Tate a look of instant regret. After a long couple of seconds, he answered, “I told you I got a unit of my own. Well, my last mission ran into a shit-storm, over there. It happened on the border of Iran and Iraq, about a year ago. Did you hear about the explosion in Iran? It was a lab and a big bullshit story about the US doing it was just that. We had a team go in three days later to check out a nearby village, and suddenly they went dark. My team was sent into the village to find out what happened to the team and villagers. At first, we thought they were just sick or injured, and we could help them, but one by one, my men were attacked and killed. We were forced to defend ourselves. While we waited for evac, my guys got back up, and I had to put them down. Only three of us survived. We got a thorough examination when we got back to base. I didn’t understand the implications at the time, but the other two had been bitten. I got reamed a new asshole and shipped back to the states then told to forget what I had seen or else. I got threatened with a section eight discharge when I kept asking about my men.” Matt shrugged. “I was glad Jake and Larry weren’t on that team. They came back from the Sandbox a few months later, but I’d crawled into a bottle by then.” 
 
    “So you knew,” Tate whispered as she downshifted and made a turn that faced a more populated area. “You saw it.” 
 
    “And crawled in a bottle instead of facing it,” Matt answered. 
 
    “And if you’d said something, you really think they wouldn’t have locked your ass up?” The silence lasted for several minutes, then Tate pointed toward the road ahead. “That’s where we’re going.” 
 
    Matt looked up from his shaking hands through the windshield. A sign at the front of a small strip center advertised; D&D ACE Hardware, Julie’s Linens, Beeker Pet Store, and The Corner Sandwich Shop. He did a quick three-sixty and saw the entrance of a fenced subdivision on the far side of the strip center, a few random houses and a school in the distance. “The sound of this rig could be a dinner bell for the dead in the subdivision. Those infected stomping around by the trash on this side of the buildings are a good indication there are a lot more around.” 
 
    “I’m still stopping. We can take care of the infected before we go in. Easy peasy,” Tate quipped.  
 
    “Famous last words,” Matt growled, then added. “Slow down, I’ll take out the trash.” 
 
    “See, I knew you’d get behind the plan. We start with the hardware store, and if all is well, we get some sheets and towels from good old Julie’s.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. Never enough bedsheets,” Matt snarked as he opened the door and stepped out. He hopped off the steps of the big rig still mumbling under his breath. Matt stood back, waited for the truck to pass, and watched two infected head his way. He cleared the machete from the scabbard on his belt and tested the grip. “Well, let’s get on with it, folks.” 
 
    Both infected looked to be teenagers. The closest was a tall and thin boy with his apron from the sandwich shop dangling from his neck. His bare arms were shredded with the bone visible through the decaying flesh in places. Despite that, he raised his arms and reached for Matt, his face drew back, and he moaned as he stared through eyes sunken into dark hollows with clouded films obscuring any color or traits of life. Bite marks marred his face while tufts of hair were missing from his skull, exposing bone in the openings. 
 
    Matt held up the machete while the kid continued to shuffle forward. As the monster neared, Matt adjusted the aim and at the last minute jabbed the kid in the eyes. The point sunk deep into the socket and the brain. The kid went down so quickly, the body pulled the machete from Matt’s hand. The second kid stumbled over the first and flopped on the pavement at Matt’s feet. Still stretched out on his belly, the infected kid reached for Matt’s leg. Matt kicked out, knocking hands that were missing most of their fingers aside. A closer look and Matt realized the kid was a girl. Or what was left of a girl. She had been chewed on around her head, her ears were gone, and most of her scalp. Matt took his foot and rolled her onto her back, pulled the blade from her companion, and pointed the end of the weapon into the temple of the bald head. He pushed down on the machete, and the girl lay still. 
 
    “Pssst!” Tate hissed. “Quit jacking around.” 
 
    Matt turned and jogged to the front of the hardware store, where Tate had parked the rig, just as Tate jammed a tire iron between the door and door jam. She pushed her weight against the end, and there was a crack, and the door swung open. Tate stuck her nose into the narrow gap and sniffed. “Nothing. Just smells a little dusty.”  
 
    “Let’s get this done. While you look for paint, I’m going to look for fuel stabilizer. We’re going to start needing it soon enough.” 
 
    Tate pushed open the door and stepped inside. The front wall of windows allowed enough light to see the overhead signs and find the cans of spray paint on the back wall. She grabbed a cart and a handful of canvas shopping bags from a checkout. She rolled the shopping cart toward the back of the store. 
 
    Matt grabbed a couple canvas shopping bags and headed toward the auto supplies where he cleared all the fuel stabilizer shelf. He secured the bag then headed for the garden supply center. He found a pegboard of machetes, knives, and blades. Matt looked around, saw a display of canvas tarps, and opened a package. He laid it on the floor and began throwing items on the canvas. Matt tossed Tate a roll of duct tape. “Use this to secure the bags when you get them full. We’ll hang them on the back rack of the truck.” Then he sent a second roll toward her. “Don’t make it too heavy.” 
 
    After Matt filled the canvas with knives and machetes, he secured it with a length of rope and picked it up to check the weight then cringed. It was weightier than he thought it would be, but still pulled it to his shoulder and went to the door. He looked outside, up and down the street. “Still clear, but hurry up. I’m gonna tie this on the rack in the back. Set your filled bags outside, and I’ll hang them too. Be right back.” 
 
    Tate opened the first bag and started grabbing the dark greens, blacks, rust, and browns and piled them inside. After thirty cans, she taped it closed and opened a second then added the rest of the paint before she grabbed a roll of duct tape and bound it closed and set it aside. She opened yet another bag and picked up cans with several shades of grays, the dark primers as well. Then she threw in plastic drop cloths and rolls of blue tape.” She bound the second bag, then stuck her hand through the round of tape and dragged all the bags toward the front.  
 
    Matt opened the front door just as Tate got there. She pilled the bags outside and shoved the roll of duct tape at him. “Got all you want?” Matt asked. 
 
    “I do. Give me a minute to put the bags in the back then we’re done here,” Matt growled then ducked back outside as Tate walked away. 
 
    “Not quite,” Tate called out. 
 
    Three minutes later, Tate appeared just as Matt finished taping the last bag of spray paint to the rack behind the cab. He turned back and passed her the roll of tape. “Let’s go. 
 
    “We got time. I’m getting some sheets and shit.” Tate turned and headed next door to the linen shop.  
 
    Matt followed with a pained sigh. “Damn woman!”  
 
    Tate hurried next door to the Linen store and popped the door open. She stuck her nose in the store. “Let’s go.” She threw open the door, took a look around, then made her way to the single register. She grabbed a handful of leaf-bag-sized store bags and jammed them into Matt’s chest. “Get towels. As many as you can. The camp needs them.” 
 
    Matt shuffled down an aisle and scooped stacks of towels into the bag, pressed the air out and jammed a few more in. When it was full, he tied the top and tossed it toward the door. He walked to the second row of shelves and walked down, dropping towels and wash clothes into the bag. After the third bag, he called out, “Time to get outta here.” 
 
    “Get one more bag.” 
 
    “Then we’re done,” Matt demanded. 
 
    Tate tossed a bag toward the door. “Fine. God, you are such a douche nozzle.” 
 
    They both met at the door at about the same time each carrying bags. Matt turned to Tate. “You bring those, and I’ll bring this four. They all go in the sleeper, and we get the hell outta here.”  
 
    They stepped out of the storefront and heard a collective moan from the housing subdivision entrance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Losing Control 
 
    Major William Bishop stood ramrod-straight in front of the deposed mayor’s office window looking down at the town square of Utopia. He watched as the men and women assigned to the food production team trudged off to the latest demolition site. The ground would not be ready for cultivation until the fall, but it was better to keep the populace exhausted than letting them think about anything more than the next meal and sleep. Maybe more housing needed to be leveled and land cleared. 
 
    Captain Marcus Griggs was a hard man and had been with Bishop for nearly seven years, and Bishop knew he could depend on Griggs to get a job done. During their trek to Utopia, they only lost one team of deserters, and the fools ended up dead bait, Griggs saw to that, then he locked down the town within twenty minutes of arriving in Utopia. Griggs even brought back the bikers as new recruits. They were a hard lot that could be used as cannon fodder if needed but in the meantime. They kept the townfolks in line. They enjoyed the job of harassing the populace. It kept everyone scared enough to not cause trouble. Despite all that, now he felt like Bishop felt like he was losing control. He frowned at the sound of the door opening and called over his shoulder. “Is Griggs back?” 
 
    Sergeant Russell Mason, a rough-looking man in fatigues, stepped through the open door. “No, Sir.” 
 
    “Did you find anyone who knew where they were headed?” Bishop asked. 
 
    “No, Sir. The biker said something about heading south and getting there by nightfall. Since he was leading the team, Captain Griggs didn’t feel the need to share the details.” 
 
    “Son-of-a-bitch!” Bishop swore. “He took over a dozen of my men and four of the leather jackets which leaves us shorthanded. We’ve only got a dozen soldiers and six of Ryder’s boys left. Where’s Ryder?” 
 
    “Downstairs, Sir,” Mason answered. 
 
    “Damn it! I told him to leave Angie and those women alone. He’s probably harassing them again,” Bishop cursed. “Are we having any more trouble from the sheriff?” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Mason answered. “Putting him and the city council on the work crew building the new fence gave them something else to worry about besides being a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “I’m surprised they haven’t dropped dead in this heat,” Bishop chuckled. 
 
    “Another week and they just might,” Mason snorted. 
 
    “Get downstairs and send Ryder up here,” Bishop ordered.  
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Mason saluted, turned, and walked out of the room, leaving Bishop turning back to the window. He studied the quiet of the town square and hated to admit it, but he was worried about a nagging feeling there could be trouble. He wasn’t a man for premonitions, but he always paid attention when he had a gut feeling. His gut told him it was time to worry. If he lost Griggs, then what? Give guns to the populace? Would they fight alongside his men? 
 
    Ryder stormed through the office door. “Well, Bishop. What’s on your mind?” 
 
    Bishop turned slowly. “Major Bishop or Sir. How many times do you have to be told you are in the military, now?” 
 
    Ryder flopped down in the armchair in front of the desk. “Your army seems to be getting smaller, Major, Sir,” He responded with a sneer. 
 
    Mason stepped through the door and folded his arms across his chest. “Tread lightly Private Ryder. You’ll be on the crew, breaking rocks along with the sheriff.” 
 
    Ryder raised his middle finger at Mason. “Fuck you. Empty threats.” 
 
    “Enough. You two, shut up. We have a problem,” Bishop growled. “Griggs is not back this morning.” 
 
    “Sir, Captain might have stopped to clear out a supply depot or warehouse he came across. We’re having a real problem keeping up with enough supplies around here,” Mason answered wickedly. “A couple of the men were talking about hunting. Or maybe he found some fresh recruits like Dickhead, here.”  
 
    “Maybe.” Bishop scowled as he turned to Ryder. “You get the rest of your men on the gates. Sgt. Mason, you make sure the men are on double shifts and rotating locations. I don’t want the locals to realize how short we are on manpower.” 
 
    Ryder got to his feet laughing. “You afraid they might decide to try to kick your asses out of their little town?” 
 
    “Not likely without guns,” Mason answered. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Ollie Ford drug his arm across his bright red forehead. He glanced toward the two guards and whispered to the man next to him. “I’ve been watching. Griggs didn’t come back last night. That’s two teams in two days.” 
 
    The man next to him glanced over his shoulder. “Don’t mean shit,” He answered. 
 
    “Yes it does, Marvin. The first bunch left, and only one man came back. Within an hour of his return, Griggs tore out of here like his ass was on fire with a whole bunch of men,” Answered Chase Robbins, a tall black man with thick arms whispered. “The wife told me last night. She was working in the garden down the street from the town hall and watched it all happen.” 
 
    “Why are we building a fence this far from town?”  
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Ollie looked around, then added. “We have to take back our town.” 
 
    “How?” Marvin Ocasio asked. “We don’t have guns.”  
 
    “Go along with me.” He nodded at Chase. Without further comment, Ollie fell to the ground like a stone. 
 
    “Oh, God! You bastards are killing him!” Marvin yelled at the soldiers standing twenty feet away. 
 
    One of the soldiers and a rough-looking biker rushed to Ollie’s side. The biker kicked at Ollie’s ribs, and the soldier pushed him away. “Quit being such a fucking asshole.” The soldier poured water on a rag and wiped it at Ollie’s reddened face. When Ollie laid still, the soldier turned to Marvin and Chase and asked. “Has he got a heart condition or something?” 
 
    “It’s the heat!” Chase glared at him. “Look at him. You’re killing him, making an old man work in the heat, like this. You’re American soldiers and look what you bastards are doing to American citizens. Your mamma would be ashamed.” 
 
    The biker stepped closer as if to attack the black man, but the soldier jumped to his feet and shoved the biker back. “Get away from him.” He pointed across the road. “Get over there and shut up!” He pointed at a fellow soldier and shouted. “If that bastard moves, shoot him,” The soldier lowered his voice and looked back at Chase. “Look, most of us don’t like this shit anymore than you do. Please don’t provoke them.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    New Lease 
 
    Liz parked the golf cart and turned to Tammy to explain. “Two carts stay at the Lodge. We can assign you one if you agree to work on the unfinished cabins.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She hesitated then added. “I’m sorry, I was a bitch.”  
 
    “You’ll get no argument from me,” Liz chuckled. “But we’ve all had our moments.” 
 
    Tammy walked up the stairs to get cleaned up. Her door slammed, and Will appeared opening his. He looked to the great room below and saw Liz. He came down the stairs and asked. “Who in the hell was that slamming the door next to mine?” 
 
    “Tammy Robertson.” 
 
    “Why in the hell did you put her in that room?” Will demanded. 
 
    “You told me to take care of her. I found a job she can do, and she needs a place to stay, so there you go,” Liz adopted a look of pure innocence with her answer. “You told me to handle it, so I did.”  
 
    Will snorted and walked down the stairs to his office frown creasing his face while Liz laughed at his retreating back. 
 
    The front door opened and Randy crossed the room and smiled at Liz. “You look like the cat that ate the canary.”  
 
    “Got a little payback for getting saddled with the problem,” Liz laughed. “Dad deserved it.” 
 
    Randy shrugged. “Can’t argue with that, but he’s had a lot to deal with feeding nearly fifty people three times a day. Then add the ongoing hassles with the goat herder’s son.” 
 
    “Yeah, that man is a pain in the ass that doesn’t seem to be getting any better.” 
 
    “I’m taking him on our trip looking for cattle. I’m hoping he has some herding skills.” Randy answered. “I’m taking Jackson, too.” 
 
    “I’m glad you found Jackson and Gina when you did. Gina has turned out to be a real asset. She’s taken over the grade school classes and turned out to be a real gem,” Liz announced. 
 
    “Jackson pulls his weight too. We need to find a lot more people like them,” Randy echoed. “Being out in the middle of nowhere has its disadvantages. We have to travel a hell of a lot further to find what we need.” 
 
    As if on cue, Gina led a dozen children across the great room and toward the back door. Each of the children smiled and waved hello.”Good morning Ms. Liz and Mr. Randy.” Gina nodded as she led her assemblage past them and mouthed a thank-you. 
 
    Liz smiled back. “Good morning, Ms. Gina. Good morning class.” 
 
    The class echoed the greeting back and a tirade of giggles. Gina kept the students moving, and a minute later, they disappear out into the morning sun.  
 
    “What was that all about?” Randy asked. 
 
    “Her and their two kids were in pretty rough shape when they got here. Two weeks of decent meals, and now the school and the kids sleeping and laughing again,” Liz sighed. “They’re good people, so take care of Gina’s husband.” 
 
    Randy nodded. “I’ll do the best I can.” 
 
    Liz gave him a hug. “You stay safe, too.” 
 
    At dawn the next morning Randy stood on the front porch slurping at a cup of hot coffee while waiting for the rest of his team. When the door opened, he nodded at Will and Liz. “Morning.” 
 
    “Did you get the boxes of supplies?” Liz asked. 
 
    “Both.” Randy chuckled. “I appreciate the supplies, but I am past the mothering.” 
 
    Will laughed. “You two bicker like ten-year-olds.” 
 
    Both Liz and Randy were still teasing each other when two trucks drove from around the back of the lodge to park behind Randy’s extended cab. Jackson stepped from the middle truck waving at the group on the porch. “Morning, folks. We’re ready to go if you are, Randy.” 
 
    Miguel stepped from the second large truck. “Amigos, we’re burning daylight.”  
 
    Randy laughed and tossed the contents of his cup into the dirt at the side of the steps. He handed the cup to Liz. “We won’t be gone for more than a week. We’ve got at least five ranches identified.” 
 
    “Don’t take chances. We’ll figure something else out if it doesn't work out.” 
 
    “We can carry a dozen cattle in the trailers each. If we find them, we’ll head back right away.” 
 
    “Just be careful,” Liz added as she shoved a large thermos at Randy. “This is my favorite, so don’t lose it. It’s Starbucks coffee.” Randy took it and tucked it under his arm. “I mean it, take care of the thermos.” 
 
    The trucks rolled out with a minimum of fanfare. The compound was just coming to life. Randy’s red truck rolled over the bridge, followed by Jackson’s massive F-150 with dual rear tires and pulling the trailer, and Hector in a ten-year-old Chevy.  
 
    Miguel glanced in the mirror. “Are we heading North or South?” 
 
    “We’ve been south so if we head North then East, we can check out three ranches between Pine Springs and the two places I know in the Bell Canyon area. Their pastures are remote enough; some of the livestock might have survived.” 
 
    “What if there are people there?” Miguel asked. “Maybe infection not make it out this far.” 
 
    “It would be nice to find the ranchers alive, and that’s why we brought the extra supplies to barter. If we need to trade for cattle, we will.” Randy looked at Miguel. “We only take from abandoned ranches.” 
 
    They rode in silence for a time while Randy appreciated the rising peaks of Guadalupe National Park to his left and the foothills to his right. The lodge was in the lower boundaries of Pine Springs and the National Park, so miles of open grasslands, pine forests and high mesas provided untapped resources for the new community. He frowned as he pondered the water situation that would always be a problem for the Pine Springs Canyon community. 
 
    “Qué?” Miquel asked. 
 
    “The water situation is gonna be a problem before long,” Randy answered as he dodged around a sedan with all four doors hanging open.  
 
    “Por qué? Why?” 
 
    “Will and I were talking about water needs if our population grows beyond our initial projection for the hunting lodge needs. There’s a limit to the housing we have and we sure as hell can’t keep a bunch of people in tents when the temperatures dip below freezing,” Randy answered. 
 
    “We need Ingeniero? Sí?” 
 
    “Engineer? Hell, it would be nice, but I don’t know any. Maybe we can only support a community of a hundred people.” Randy snorted in frustration. “I guess we could find ranches nearby for people, but who would want to move there?” 
 
    “Look.” Miguel pointed to the road ahead. Half a dozen infected had been milling around and suddenly heard the trucks. They turned and began to stumble down the road toward them.  
 
    Randy eased up on the accelerator. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Ahí! From the ranch?”  
 
    “Shit. I know the family,” Randy cursed. 
 
    The vehicles eased closer, and finally, Randy stopped about thirty feet from the group. Both he and Miguel silently retrieved their rifles and used eight shots to end the family of four adults and two teens from their suffering. 
 
    “It took you two-shot to kill the old man,” Randy commented.  
 
    “And you missed the kid the first time,” Miguel chided in response. 
 
    “Point taken.” Randy closed the door and moved the vehicle to within a few feet of the bodies. He stepped out of the truck and waved Pablo and Jackson to his side. While waiting for the two men, he and Miguel pulled the corpses to the edge of the road, two adult males, two teens and a naked preteen with dried blood up and down his bare legs. 
 
    “Donde esta la mujer de la familia?” Pablo asked. 
 
    At Jackson’s puzzled look, Randy answered, “The women of the family?” Suddenly feeling less safe, the three men each scanned the area around the trucks ending their perusal staring at the distant ranch buildings. “I haven’t got a clue.” 
 
    “Look at the bodies. The niños had their throats cut, and hombres were shot in the stomach,” Miguel whispered.  
 
    Randy stepped closer. “Look at their wrists. They were tied up before they were killed. “The men were attacked whatever happened to the women watched what happened.”  
 
    After a full minute of silence, Jackson cleared his throat and asked. “Did they have cattle? Maybe we need to move on.” 
 
    Randy shrugged. “They used to have a few cows around the house. I never paid much attention. More importantly, where are his wife and two daughters?” 
 
    “Well, let’s check it out,” Jackson answered. 
 
    “No, not you and Pablo. Miguel and I will do it. No point in all three trucks heading up there.” He nodded at Jackson, “You hang here with your vehicles. Keep an eye out. We’ll signal if we need you.” 
 
    Jackson gave a quick nod then he and Pablo walked back to their truck. Randy and Miguel climbed back into his pickup and turned onto the long driveway heading toward the ranch buildings. As they got closer, they could see at least a couple of the buildings had suffered fire damage.  
 
    “Keep your gun handy. I got a feeling this won’t be good.”  
 
    “Si señor Randy,” Miguel answer as he studied the structures.  
 
    Randy pulled into the barnyard and stopped the truck. Both men saw the bodies of cattle at the side of the barn. Randy turned off the motor, and he slowly opened the door and stepped out of the truck nearly gagged at the smell of rotting meat. Buzzards raised in a dark rustling cloud from a pen at the side of the barn. Flies swarmed from opened stomachs ruptured by the gases of the heat baked innards of the bodies rotting in the sun. A few scrawny chickens prowled the yard.  
 
    “Should we pick up the chickens?” Miguel asked. 
 
    “Not right now. We can always come back,” Randy covered his mouth and nose with his arm and answered a little distracted as he walked toward the house. Suddenly he stopped. “Everyone was tied and lined up in the yard here. They gut-shot the two men here, first. While they lay dying, they slit the two older boys’ throats.”  
 
    “Looks like over half a dozen attackers,” Miguel answered. “They drug the rest of the family into the house.” 
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Randy cautioned. “You know what happened to the rest of the household, don’t you.” 
 
    “We give them peace.” 
 
    Randy pulled his handgun then walked up to the steps to the front door. He tapped lightly on the door. Beyond the door, he could hear a soft moaning. “Shit. I was hoping.” He took a deep breath, then pushed the door open. Miguel followed close behind. 
 
    Randy crossed the small entry hall to the living room. Miguel pulled a machete from a scabbard and pointed toward a darkened hallway then walked toward it. Randy whispered after him. “I’ll clear this, then be right behind you.” 
 
    “If I need help, I call,” Miguel answered. 
 
    Randy turned to the opposite way and looked in the living room and saw a place deliberately destroyed. Glass knick-knacks and decorations had been shattered, furniture upholstery slit open and the stuffing tore from inside, while chairs and tables from the dining room broken into kindling. Images of a happy family lay amid the shattered remnants of their lives. Randy watched the hallway as he moved toward the sunlit kitchen doorway. He studied the destruction of property. Cabinet doors were torn from the cabinets, dishes, pots, pans and shattered glasses covered the floor. Amid all the ruin was spoiling food. A disgusting smell wafted up from the toppled and open refrigerator still filled with rotting food. Staples from the cupboards had been tossed amid the shattered houseware. The smell of urine mingled amid the other odors. Flies swarmed from the piles of rot.  
 
    At the sound of footsteps, Randy stopped and turned to see Miguel wiping his machete on a towel. He looked up and saw Randy and motioned toward the door. When the two men got outside, and they were headed toward the truck Miguel spoke, “Niña was young, Cinco o seis, maybe. I gave her peace. No niña should have suffered as she did. The men who do this should not live.” 
 
    Randy nodded and walked to the driver’s side of the truck. He opened the door and settled on the seat. “Why?” He demanded as Miguel closed the passenger door. “Why would anyone do this.” 
 
    “Animales,” Miguel answered. “They left a little girl to die like that. She was covered in her own blood.” 
 
    “I’ve seen that before,” Randy whispered. “There should have been another girl and the mother.” 
 
    Miguel moved his head from left to right. “No. I think they took them.” 
 
    Randy cranked the engine and sped out of the barnyard. When they got to the road, he paused long enough for Jackson and Pablo to start their vehicles. The three trucks drove away. Finally, Randy turned to Miguel with a worried furrow of his brow. “That’s too close to home.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Hamilton Pool Preserve 
 
    “We’ve been here for five weeks!” Jason Abraham, one of the eight survivors hiding out at Hamilton Pool, called out from the back of the group. “We can just stay here. There’s fish in the pond.” 
 
    Kelly Boudreaux wiped moisture from her face. “We can’t stay here? You saw the news programs and news feed before the Internet crashed. We’re safe here for now, but we’re running out of supplies.” 
 
    “Look, we’re all tired and arguing is getting us nowhere.” Dan Larson stepped up to raise both hands palms out. “Jason is right, but so is Kelly. We’re safer here than in the city, but it’s also true we’re out of supplies. We only have a couple hatchets for weapons, and we have to resupply no matter what we decide to do. We’ve almost fished out the pond. It’s getting harder and harder to catch anything at all lately. Let’s eat and plan on where to look for supplies? Do we come back here or leave? If we do leave, we need to decide where we go from here. 
 
    Kelly cleared her throat. “I think we all have an idea of what we need to discuss this afternoon. Think about it, after we eat, we’ll discuss it.” Without waiting for anyone to answer, she slipped her hand in Dan’s, and together they walked toward the small fire where beans and rice were cooking. 
 
    When out of earshot of the others, Kelly announced. “Sharon said it was the last of the rice this morning.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why we have to make a decision today. It’s not getting better. No cell service, no Internet. Before then, they talked about closing the Texas borders.” 
 
    “That’s rich. How will the government close the borders? They couldn’t do anything about all the illegals coming across the Rio Grande.” Kelly laughed without a hint of humor. “ I used to love Hamilton Pool,” She added morosely. “Now it feels like a prison.” 
 
    Dan nodded. “It seems that way to me too. But when we leave, then what?” 
 
    Kelly and Dan walked to the gathering around the small fire where a pot of beans and rice had been set aside and Brit, the youngest of the group, was dividing the contents into seven bowls.  
 
    Brit looked up and forced a smile. “Sorry. This is it.”  
 
    Dan and Kelly picked up bowls with a few beans and cooked rice floating in the watery brown broth. “It’s fine, Brit.” 
 
    Jason stomped up to the row of bowls, took one look at the colored broth and threw it back at Brit. “Tired of you putting fucking dirty water in a bowl and calling it cooking.” 
 
    Brit slumped to her knees, crying. “I’m trying!” 
 
    Dan rushed to Jason and pushed him away from Brit, pressing his spread hand against Jason’s chest. “Quit being a dick! It’s not her fault, it’s the end of food.” 
 
    Jason stumbled on a clump of grass and fell on his butt. “I’m tired of eating fucking beans and rice!” 
 
    “We’re all tired of it.” Dan leaned over and extended his hand toward Jason, but Jason slapped Dan’s hand away and scrambled to his feet. Dan tried to placate Jason’s tirade, “We have to stick together and be there for each other.” 
 
    “This is all Mark and Bruce’s fault. They’re probably having a damned beer and laughing at us still sitting out here,” Jason lamented. 
 
    “Use your head. You have to know that’s not true,” Dan argued. 
 
    “I’m not staying!” Jason glared at Brit. “Come on. We’re leaving.” 
 
    Kelly, her arms still around a sobbing Britt, watched the exchange in silence until then. “She doesn’t have to go anywhere with you. We’re all going to leave soon enough.” 
 
    Jason glared at Kelly. “I’m leaving now. Britt came with me; she’ll be leaving with me.” 
 
    Dan stepped between Jason and Brit. “No. You’ve been a real shit for weeks. We’ll leave, but Brit will be riding with Kelly and me.” 
 
    “Then, fuck you! Fuck, y’all!” Jason screamed as he stormed to a pile of camping supplies, picked up a pack, and walked up to a path toward a distant parking lot. “Stay, I’m leaving,” He called over his shoulder. From the ridge overlooking the pool, he called out. “Go to hell, all of y’all.” He turned and disappeared. Two minutes later, his Mustang cranked, and the tires spun out when he left the parking lot. 
 
    Dan picked up his bowl of soup and sat down next to Britt and Kelly. He passed a pot of beans and rice to Britt. “Try to eat. He turned to everyone, we’ll be leaving in the morning. We have to have supplies and have to know what’s going on out there.” 
 
    Kelly slid onto the rock next to Dan. “No discussion?” 
 
    “No. Since Mark and Bruce didn’t come back, it means its worse than even the last of what we saw on the Internet. They would have. I know them. They would have come back if they could have.” 
 
    “You think they’re dead?” Kelly whispered. 
 
    Dan nodded as the remaining members of the group settled around to discuss what they had just witnessed and what to do next. “They wouldn’t leave us hanging. We kayaked the Colorado River together. I knew them.” 
 
    One of the other members of the group added. “No. Bruce and Mark were not the kind of friends to leave us hanging like this.” 
 
    Britt looked up. “Maybe I should have gone with Jason. After all, we came together.” 
 
    “Hell, no. Jason’s gonna get himself killed,” Dan answered. 
 
    Kelly rested her hand on Britt’s shoulder. “He’s beyond reason. He’s dangerous right now. When he calms down, he’ll be back.”  
 
    Britt nodded. “Where will we go?” 
 
    Dan looked around the group and wondered about that himself. The group was not what he would call hardcore survivalist. In addition to himself, Kelly and Britt there were Mark and Bruce’s girlfriends, Jen and Sarah and one other couple; Rudy and Denise. We have no choice. 
 
    Dan sighed. “We need to gather weapons. Tire irons, anything we can find to use to defend ourselves. We only take two vehicles; my F-150 and maybe Rudy’s SUV. I think we should head to San Marcos. It’s a small enough town to give us an idea of what we’re facing. If everything is okay, fine. We check in with the local cops and ask about heading home. If it’s as bad as I’m afraid it is, Rudy knows a new hunting outfitter’s store located on the edge of town. We get in and get guns, ammo, clothes, and food.” 
 
    “Then, what?” Jen asked. “What about Mark and Bruce?” 
 
    “They would have come back if they could. I don’t think we’ll ever know why Mark and Bruce haven’t come back, but now we have to try to survive,” Dan answered gently. 
 
    Sarah whispered. “You think they’re dead?” 
 
    Dan hesitated for a long minute, then answered. “Yes,” Both girls looked shell-shocked but remained silent, so he continued. “If it’s as bad as I think it is, we can’t stay. We have to decide where to go. Anyone have any ideas?” 
 
    Kelly spoke up. “My great uncle has a farm in Fayette County. He has hogs, cattle, and a huge garden. The house is big enough for all of us.” 
 
    Rudy raised his hand. “My uncle is working at an out-of-the-way resort out west, Guadalupe National Park.”  
 
    “It’s only seventy-five miles to my uncle ’s ranch. Guadalupe National Park is halfway across the state, almost eight-hundred miles,” Kelly protested. 
 
    Dan held up his hand. “I know your Uncle’s place is closer Kelly, but it's between San Antonio and Houston, plus its barely thirty-miles from Austin. If it’s as bad as the Internet and news services claimed, there’ll be lots of infected moving out from the cites in mass, eventually.” 
 
    “No matter which way we go, it’s gonna be bad,” Rudy announced. “We’ll still have to get past Fredericksburg, Menard and Fort Stockton no matter where we go.” 
 
    “But it won’t be as bad as San Antonio,” Dan answered. 
 
    “What about our families?” Sarah asked. “I’ve got Bruce’s keys; we could each go check on our families using the cars.” 
 
    Dan sighed. “That’s your choice but remember we all saw the fires and explosion on the horizons. I’m hoping my folks survived, but my mother worked on the base, and my dad worked downtown. We have to be realistic. Chances of even getting to our homes safely are non-existent.” 
 
    “The city is gone, and the best we can hope for is our families were evacuated.” Kelly sighed with the sudden realization she might never know the fate of her family for sure. “Maybe we’ll find FEMA camps where they have a central listing of survivors. Our big question for now is; how do we survive.” 
 
    The small group of weekend campers turned exiles looked at each other as resignation settled in on each and every face. Brit squared her shoulders. “What you’re saying is, we’re on our own, and the best chance of a safe place is away from a populated area.” 
 
    Dan nodded. 
 
    The group looked at each other, and Rudy finally answered. “We need to cross the state.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    No Lights 
 
    Steve stepped out of the saddle and watched Zack, Della, Darlene, and little Penny do the same. He turned to Martina. “How far? They can’t take much more.” 
 
    “We’re close. The ranch is not far from the intersection ahead. A few hours ride, so we’re almost there.”  
 
    “That’s a good thing. The rest of us have just about had it.” Steve reined his mount toward a grove of live oaks. He finally stepped from the saddle. 
 
    Steve led Darlene and her daughter to a fallen tree and handed them each a bottle of water. Darlene settled the crying child on her lap and gave her a drink then moistened a rag to wipe at her face. The all-out wailing became an exhausted whimper. Darlene turned back to Steve, “Thank you. She’s just so tired.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Darlene. She’s been a real trooper. Not many four-year-olds would have held up as well as she has. I’m pretty tired of all this riding myself.” Steve rubbed at his butt cheeks. 
 
    Zack reached into a bag hanging over the back of his saddle and handed a package to Steve. He chuckled as he held out his hand to collect the reins from Steve, Della and Darlene then with Martina’s help, led the animals to a shallow stream. “Save some of that jerky for me.” 
 
    Della settled on the fallen tree next to Darlene. “Steve, how are your legs?” 
 
    “Little sore,” Steve answered. With a raised an eyebrow from Della, he added. “Well, maybe getting more than a little sore. I’ll be glad when we get to this ranch.” 
 
    “When we get there, I want at least eight hours of no prosthetics at all,” Della responded. 
 
    “No, chair.” Steve laughed. “So, I doubt that will be happening.” 
 
    “You have the walking prosthetics at least,” Della argued. 
 
    “We’ll see.”  
 
    After an hour of eating dried meat and the remains of tortillas, the group wandered off for a few moments of privacy to relieve themselves. Once back together they each finished off water bottles and stowed the plastic containers. Martina and Zack returned with the horses. “Is everyone rested up enough to go on. A couple of hours, and we should be at my friend’s ranch.” 
 
    With a great deal of reluctance, the group mounted up. Darlene mounted, and Zack passed a sleeping Penny into Darlene’s waiting arms. She draped a shirt over her shoulder to shade Penny’s face and protect her from the scorching sun, but it was still hot without much of a breeze. Martina led again, and the riders followed.  
 
    Time seemed to stand still as they traveled the rough terrain. They stayed within sight of the road and avoided riding on the roadway when they could. By the time the sun began to slip low toward the horizon, they had rounded a hill, and a few buildings in the distance could be seen. Most were fairly unremarkable, but one a small building with a red roof stood out. Suddenly everyone sat up a little straighter anxious to get to the small ranch.  
 
    “Is that it? The place we’re going to?” Darlene asked. 
 
    “Yes. My friend’s place is just a small ranch, but we can rest there. Pine Springs Canyon entrance is twenty miles further down the road then another eight back into the canyon. I know these people; their daughter used to compete in the rodeos,” Martina answered. 
 
    A few minutes later, they got to within a hundred yards of the building and sat quietly watching two men wandering aimlessly between the barn and the house. Martina stood up in the saddle, ready to call out when Steve put his hand on her arm. “Don’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” Martina turned more than a little confused. “I know them.” 
 
    “They’re infected,” Steve answered. “We need to leave before they notice us.” 
 
    “We need water. The horses need water. They can’t carry us for another whole day or even two without water.” 
 
    “Then, we kill them.” Steve asked, “How many people should be there?  
 
    “Four,” Martina whispered. 
 
    “Then the mother and one of the kids are missing?” Steve asked. After a quick nod from Martina, he continued.  
 
    “They could be inside the house.” 
 
    “Not alive. The infected father and son would be trying to get in the house if that were the case. Whatever happened, the women are either dead or gone.” 
 
    Martina snorted. “Fine. Then kill them. We need to water the horses, or we end up walking.” 
 
    “Martina, you don’t seem to understand the score,” Steve sighed. 
 
    “You want to kill them?” She said softly. 
 
    “No. The two are already dead, just like the villagers were dead,” Della interrupted. “And if we hadn’t got away, they would have killed us just like these two would if given a chance. Anyone who dies now will come back. Even you and I. Even your Grandmother. I made sure your grandmother would not come back. She would have been condemned to wander the earth in endless torment. Would you have wanted that for her?” 
 
    “You did something to her? She was already dead!” Martina gasped. 
 
    “I gave her peace. If not, she would have risen to be like the others. That’s what the illness does. If we die, we rise up to attack the living,” Della whispered. 
 
    “Then what’s the point? We’re all going to die and become monsters,” Martina answered. 
 
    Della reached out. “That’s been our fate to be born live and die. This is the results of the terrorist attack. Now if we don’t think ahead, we can become a danger to people around us, so we have to take precautions.” 
 
    After several minutes of sobs, and tears, Martina looked up, wiped her face, and squared her shoulders. “Then we need to do this. The horses need water and feed. We need to rest for the night. This is a good place that has what we need.” 
 
    Della smiled at her. “Not you. But as long as you understand. This has to be done.” She turned to Steve and Zack as she pulled a hammer from her belt. “You ready to do this?” 
 
    Leaving Darlene with Penny and Martina behind, the trio rode down the rise to the barnyard. Della, Steve, and Zack stopped at the gate, tied the horses to the fence and slipped across the cattle guard with Steve taking a running leap over the rails. He landed, teetered and then righted himself. “Well, that was jarring.” He laughed. “I’ll bet I could get good at the broad jump if I tried a little harder.” 
 
    “Pay attention to your new fan club,” Della chided. 
 
    The two newly dead looked up and began shuffling toward them. The older of the two was a middle-aged man with no shirt or shoes. Strips of flesh dangled from his chest and back in apparent signs of torture. His feet had been battered bloody and raw. Multiple stab wounds in the gut showed he’d suffered a long time before he had died. The teen had undergone much of the same injuries before being shot in the chest.  
 
    “Spread out. Let’s see if we can separate the two,” Steve suggested. 
 
    Della stepped away from the two men. “Hey!” The older of the monsters turned to her while the kid focused on Zack. 
 
    Steve chuckled. “Must be a fan of chocolate.” 
 
    “Hey, go black you don’t go back,” Zack laughed as he swung his blade at the side of the younger monster with enough force to cave in the temple of his head. The undead crumple to the bare ground with a split skull and gaping wound oozing black goo. 
 
    While the older monster focused on Della, Steve stepped up behind him, grabbed the shoulder, and jabbed his blade into the base of the skull. The infected’s knees collapsed, leaving Steve bouncing on the prosthetics to keep from being pulled over on top of him.  
 
    He stepped back to get his balance. “Martina said there were two women. You think they’re in the house?” 
 
    Steve turned away from the destroyed pickup and SUV then toward the barn. “We have to clear the outbuildings, then we’ll check out the house.” They cross to the door of the barn. Steve moved toward the open doors and nodded at Zack. “Della, watch our backs.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    After retrieving small flashlights from their pockets, Zack and Steve stepped into the shadows. Zack mirrored Steve’s slow perusal into each of the stalls. At the far end of the barn, they saw two doors.  
 
    “Should I open the doors?” Zack asked. 
 
    “Sure. Let in some light. We can look for feed for the horses,” Steve answered as he turned away. 
 
    Zack picked up to the crossbar and set it aside. He pulled at the door, but it was stuck.  
 
    Steve turned at the sounded of the rattling and laughed. “Pull up on the rebar on the floor.”  
 
    “Thanks, man.” Zack leaned down and found a piece of L-shaped rebar at the ground. He pulled up, and the doors pushed open suddenly. The opening darkened with massive equine silhouetted by the sun. Zack stumbled and fell on his butt with a yelp.  
 
    Steve turned ready to meet the danger only to watch half a dozen horses walk into separate stalls and turn to face an empty bucket at the front. Steve saw Zack spread eagle on the ground where he had stumbled back away from the door and begun laughing. “They scared the shit outta me.” 
 
    “Me too,” Zack echoed from his prone position on the bare earth floor across the aisle.  
 
    “Let’s lock the stalls then finish this.” Steve walked to the first compartment and fastened the gate. For the first time, he really noticed the saddles slung over stalls and tack hanging from walls. Steve moved to the next pen, and closed the gate, moved to the last just as Zack did the same on the opposite side of the aisle. He and Zack walked into the barnyard to see Darlene and Martina dismounting. “What are you doing here?” he asked. 
 
    “The horses need water,” Martina answered. “They worked hard and need water. The Kenyon family had horses, so there should be feed.” 
 
    “We haven’t cleared the rest of the buildings.” Steve objected. 
 
    “Then finish, we’ll be in the barn,” Martina replied as she led the horses toward the barn. 
 
    “We let the horses from out back into the barn and put them in the back six stalls,” Steve announced. There’s a water tank out back with a solar pump on the windmill, but they seem to be waiting to be fed.” 
 
    “I got it.” Martina led horses toward the barn without responding. Darlene and Penny followed without comment.  
 
    Steve looked at Della and nodded. “Stay here and watch over them. The horses came into the barn, so I think it’s safe. I think they most have stayed away from the barn, and that’s why the kid and old man ignored them.” 
 
    Zack and Steve crossed the barnyard to the last of the outbuildings with opened doors revealed a tool shed contained hay and a tractor with a bale spear to move the round bales. “Check around back, Zack. Be careful.” 
 
    “Got it.” He walked around the side of a building and reappeared with a thumbs-up.  
 
    Steve made his way around the tractor and bales of hay to verify nothing lurked in the shadows when he noticed a slight mound of grass. He used his machete to move aside a section and found clothing. Steve looked closer and realized he was seeing the remnants of dress for a woman and young girl’s including underwear and a pair of shorts. The garment had been slit up the side. He noticed another corner of fabric nestled under the rags and dug a little deeper. When he pulled it free, he pulled free a white and black fringed scarf. 
 
    “What’s that?” Zack asked. 
 
    “A keffiyeh,” Steve whispered. “I don’t think we’ll find the women here but let’s clear the house and get settled for the night.” He stormed away, leaving Zack behind. “No lights.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Fun and Games 
 
    “Perfect,” Matt muttered under his breath, then yelled over the sound of the dead stumbling their way outside. “Get your ass moving, Tate!” 
 
    “Bitch, bitch, bitch. You’re getting to be a real buzz-kill,” Tate snorted as she staggered down the aisle dragging two bags of bedding toward the door. She pushed past Matt still holding the open door and saw the dozen infected quicken their steps at the sight of her. “Well, shit! You could have warned me.” Tate hurried to the truck cab and dropped one of the bags before she jerked opened the driver’s door to shove the second into the driver’s seat before climbing the steps into the cab and pushing it out of the way. Tate glanced through the windshield to see the monsters stumbling closer, then stepped down to pull the second bag in behind her. Once back inside, she leaned over the back of the seat to open the storage hatch under the bed. She pushed the overstuffed bags inside. 
 
    “Get that shit stowed! I don’t want my ass bit over a fucking bag of bedsheet!” Matt growled. He threw another bag on the passenger seat then hurried back to the store to grab the last of the towel-bloated plastic. He jogged to the driver's side of the cab, jerked open the door and tossed a bag of towels at Tate’s backside then slammed the truck door closed. “Get moving!” 
 
    Inside the truck, Tate slammed the bed-decking down and closed the latch. She pulled and twisted against the bag wedged between her butt and the steering wheel, until she could pull the top bag free and toss it into the sleeper. “Bastard!” She yelled as she picked up the second bag of towels wedged behind her and pushed it between the seats and into the bed. 
 
    Matt picked up the last three bags of linens at the door of the store and lumbered back to the rig and opened the passenger door. He threw the first bag inside and glanced around the open door when he reached for the next bundle and cursed. “Get moving, in there, shit is getting dicey out here!”  
 
    Matt dropped the last two bags and pulled his blade from the scabbard on his belt and walked to the front of the rig to hack and stab at the closest two infected. Both corpses were little more than ashen, skin covered racks of bones. Once both laid sprawled on the pavement, he jogged back to the cab and picked up the second overfilled bag and tossed it into the truck seat and reached for the last bag of linens.  
 
    “Leave it!” Tate screamed as she opened her door and dropped the next three closest monsters closing in on Matt with her handgun. 
 
    “Hell no! You had to have fucking towels. Now get the bags out of the way so I can get my ass in the damned truck,” Matt argued. 
 
    “Dickhead!” Tate threw her handgun on the dash and slammed the door closed behind her. She grabbed the closest bag then jerked and pulled until she got it between the seats and shoved onto the sleeper bed. Tate grabbed the second bag and pushed it behind the seatback while she yelled at Matt. “Get in here, dumbass!” 
 
    Matt threw the last bag into the cab pushing it at Tate while he climbed the steps and forced his way into the seat despite the screams of protest from Tate as the bag pressed her into the opposite door. Meanwhile, an infected rounded the passenger door and grabbed Matt’s retreating boot before he could close the door. Matt kicked and yelled. “Damn it! Shit!” He kicked at the clinging monster, but the infected beast clung with surprising tenacity. 
 
    Tate slammed at the bag in protest, trying to push it back at Matt then realized his dilemma. She stopped pushing and climbed over the stuffed bag, grabbing the handgun from the dash in the process. With her face inches from Matt’s, Tate took aim at the monster then pulled the trigger. She watched the dead release Matt’s foot and yelled. “Close the damned door!” 
 
    Instead, Matt howled as the monster fell away. “You shot me!” Finally, he jerked his foot into the cab and slammed the door, all the while swearing. “God damned, crazy, fucking bitch! You shot me! God-damn it….”  
 
    A streak of heat burned across the inside the thigh of his pant leg. Matt pushed Tate back in her seat then drug the last bag caught between the seatbacks toward him then shoved it into the sleeper. He turned back to his smoldering pants and slapped at the black spot frayed strings of his pants leg. “You are fucking nuts. You could have hit my damned femoral artery or my foot.” 
 
    “If I didn’t do something, you were gonna get bit anyway. I save your ass.” Tate turned the key in the ignition as she glanced in his direction. “You can thank me for doing it now.” 
 
    “You’re crazy? You shot me.” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. There’s no blood.” She reached over and stuck her fingers into the hole in the fabric then held up a bloodied finger. “Well, barely, any blood, anyway.” 
 
    “Just get us out of here,” Matt growled. 
 
    Tate started the big motor and stepped on the clutch, shifted and stepped on the accelerator. The truck began to roll forward, shoving infected aside with the modified chrome guard mounted above the massive bumper. “I hate getting this big black bitch dirty,” She turned to Matt and continued. “Aren’t you glad we got this rig? She cuts right through the crowd.” 
 
    “You could try to go around a few of them,” Matt argued. 
 
    “Hell no. It would be the long ways around. Besides, this is fun. You have to admit, shopping now days is kind of exciting,” Tate retorted with a mischievous grin. 
 
    Matt looked at her and growled. “You are a fucking mental case.” 
 
    Tate shrugged. “Not really, just adapting. I did one of those surveys on Facebook once. It said I was highly adaptable,” She answered, then roared with laughter as she slapped at Matt’s leg.  
 
    Matt jerked his leg and snapped. “It should have said crazy,” He snarled as he shoved her hand away. “Keep your hands to yourself, woman.” 
 
    “You know you want to see my black kitty,” She teased with a wicked grin. The big rig rolled over half a dozen more bodies, then Tate shifted gears when they cleared the last of the infected. After a moment of silence, she laughed. “You peeked! When I was cleaning up at the stream, you were looking,” She batted her eyelashes at him and whispered. “Perv.” 
 
    “Nothing perverted about enjoying a good looking ink job,” Matt answered as he reached into his go-bag at his feet and pulled a bandage from the pack. He stuffed the sterile gauze inside the pant leg through the hole and used a piece of duct tape to hold it in place over his pants leg. “How long before we get to camp? I’d rather not bleed to death.” 
 
    “You’re such a whiner,” Tate laughed. “Sit back and relax. Play with the toys.” She ordered as pointed at an array of icons on the screen. “Are you computer-literate or a tech dummy?” 
 
    Matt scowled. “What do you want?” 
 
    “Flip to the navigation screen and see if it works,” She answered then added. “This rig is all tricked out and probably would have been close to two bills. I’m hoping all the navigation services were downloaded. Besides, it has auto-braking, fuel-saving system, front, back, and side cameras, full-blown stereo, in the front and back, Flat Screen, Blue Ray Player, Frig, Microwave….” 
 
    “Sounds like everything, but a shitter,” Matt answered as he thumbed through the menu guide. 
 
    He punched at the display screen in the middle of the dash. He scrolled through the main screen menu to access navigation. After a second screen, the unit displayed the current map.  
 
    “There you go. You’re not as dumb as I thought. I’m surprised it’s still available,” Tate quipped. 
 
    “GPS shouldn’t be a problem for a while. They continually monitor and tweak satellite positioning, so eventually, it’ll start degrading, but it shouldn’t be for a while,” Matt advised. 
 
    “I figured it’ll be good enough until we get where we’re going.”  
 
    “You got family there, right?” Matt asked. 
 
    “My cousin, for sure, my mother and sister, I’m hoping. They lived in Houston, and I’m hoping when the city was evacuated, they made their way to Pine Springs Canyon.” 
 
    “Your father?” 
 
    “He died about three years ago. I was driving with him back then, so I paid his truck off then gave my mom the title. She gave it back to me to use on a trade-in on my orange rig,” She sighed. “I loved the Orange Bitch. It was like I lost my dad again,” She turned to Matt and gave him a big grin. “Now I’m gonna have a Chamoe Bitch. It’s gonna be awe-inspiring.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Matt expanded the navigation screen. “You recognize the road ahead?” 
 
    Tate shrugged. “I haven’t been on it if that’s what you’re asking. I know where it comes out, more or less.”  
 
    “More or less,” Matt grumbled. 
 
    They turned on the narrow blacktop, and Tate accelerated. “Hear that engine? Now that’s a thing of beauty.” She grinned. The truck crested a hill, and Tate looked into the distance.  
 
    “What’s that?” Matt asked. 
 
    “How in the hell am I supposed to know? It doesn't look good.” 
 
    “Slow down,” Matt ordered. He reached into his bag for binoculars and brought them to his eyes. After a minute of studying the mayhem in the distance, he stuck them back in his go-bag. “There’s at least thirty infected surrounding half a dozen people on top of that black panel truck. We have to help them.” 
 
    “Here, we go again.” Tate carped as she shifted the truck into gear and accelerated. 
 
    “Stop close enough to draw their attention and lay on the horn if they don’t notice.” 
 
    “I get it. We’re the new bait. What do you expect us to do, take ‘em out ourselves?”  
 
    “Only if you want to be out there close and personal. I intend to stay in the truck, myself.” Matt chuckled. “It would be nice if you’d run over the majority of them if they cluster up. 
 
    “Asshole.” She mumbled. “I guess your goal is to take another opportunity to mess up my truck.” 
 
    “Well, you were the one to brag this truck was indestructible. And of course, you do understand ammo is a finite asset, we need to use it sparingly,” Matt answered. “As I remember, you had all kinds of fun a couple hours ago.” 
 
    “Your wish is my command,” She answered with an evil smirk. 
 
    Tate blew the air horn, all the while accelerating the big rig. It was an assault on the ears that was near deafening when used almost continuously. The cab barely jerked when the first body fell under the massive tires with the truck doing forty miles per hour. Nearly instantly, the brush guard slammed into half a dozen more of the stumbling monsters, and the guard pitched them aside into crumpled masses of broken bones and shattered bodies. 
 
    Matt clung to the handle above the door while Tate gave the horn blast after blast and laughed at his discomfort at not being in control. She stepped on the accelerator then aimed the front of the truck at the next cluster of infected. When the group of infected gathered toward the opposite side of the road, the rig suddenly hurled toward the panel truck. The survivors on the top of the panel truck crouched down hugging each other and stared in horror at the huge truck hurling toward them.  
 
    “Damned it! You’re going to hit the truck!” Matt yelled. 
 
    Tate plowed through the infected, slammed on the airbrakes, the rig slid across the slime of fetid blood and decaying meat of the decimated bodies before she cut the wheel and downshifted then hit reverse. After a moment of hesitation, the deep treads of the tires caught traction and burned backward in a billowing cloud of smoke. Tate jerked the steering wheel, and the rig lurched to the side with the return of traction. She clutched and shifted again and steered the big truck to turn around to face another group of infected about thirty feet from the panel truck. Tate accelerated away from the panel truck and raced toward a new bunch of infected. Two seconds later, she hit them full force tossing bodies to the side and repeating the process one last time. In less than five minutes, Tate had decimated the gathering. 
 
    Tate stopped the rig a dozen feet from the truck, opened the door and stepped out with a wave then used a handgun to put down the last few standing monsters. She turned back to Matt. “Well? You gonna help clean up and meet these folks?” 
 
    “Hell. Now there’s no doubt in my mind you are fucking crazy,” Matt snarled as he grabbed his machete and stepped down from the cab. He walked amid the mayhem stabbing at the heads still showing signs of animation. When he was finished, he walked up to the panel truck and called up to the group huddled on the top. “You can come down.” 
 
    Tate slipped up next to him, holstered her handgun then smoothing her orange spiked hair. She looked up and grinned. “It’s safe now.” 
 
    A massive black man dressed in the remains of a police uniform and service belt stood up and waved. “Thank you.” He was a head taller than the other two adults and the two teens on the top of the truck. 
 
    Matt waved back. “Come on down. Looks like you could use some help. Maybe we can get you rolling again.” 
 
    The officer climbed down from the back of the large black truck. The small group descended, looking around suspiciously. The black man walked over to Matt with his hand extended. “We’re really glad you two came along. I was out of bullets.”  
 
    Matt looked at the police SWATT vehicle, then back at the officer. “I would have thought you stumbled onto a pretty good stockpile.” 
 
    “Got raided before we found it.” He shrugged.” Other than a few loose rounds on the floor, it was empty. We picked it up for the number of people we could carry, and it was good for ramming stalled cars to get outta the city.” 
 
    “You came from San Antonio?” Tate smiled at the rest of the gathering group. 
 
    The cop nodded. “We hung around for a while,” The officer continued, “My name is Rudolf Griffin. Yeah, I know, like the reindeer but never go by Rudolf, call me, Griff. We were in San Antonio when the city was attacked. How about you folks?” 
 
    “I’m Matt Monroe, and the maniac is Tate Hamilton,” Matt answered.  
 
    “That was some nice driving, young lady, even if it was a little scary for us,” Griff laughed. At Tate’s silent shrug, he continued. “My friends and I want to thank you both for saving us. We were set up for a world of hurt.”  
 
    Matt laughed. “Actually it wasn’t much trouble at all.” 
 
    Tate punched Matt on the arm and mumbled. “Asshole.” She turned to the group. “Can you get the truck running?”  
 
    “No. Sorry. It’s a lost cause,” One of the men announced as he stepped forward. Both arms were covered in grease. He pointed to the raised hood. “I was trying to squeeze out a few more miles when we got surrounded.” 
 
    Tate glanced to Matt and shrugged. “Guess we’ll have to figure out something else. Gather up your shit.” She turned to Matt. “Let’s make room.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Seeds of Rebellion 
 
    The soldier pointed at a tool cart. “Get that cart and let’s load the sheriff up then get him to the infirmary.” 
 
    Chase and Marion carefully loaded Ollie, now limp, red-faced and sweating profusely, into the wheeled cart. Chase looked down, and suddenly Ollie winked then his head lolled to the side. Chase jerked and stumbled forward in surprise. To cover his shock, Chase pressed his fingers to the vein at Ollie’s neck. He mumbled over his shoulder, “His pulse is weak. We have to hurry.” 
 
    “Shit!” The soldier cursed. “Pick up the cart and let’s go.” He turned and called back at his cohorts. “Give the rest of the men water and a ten-minute break.” 
 
    Chase and Marion pushed the cart while the soldier walked in silence for a few minutes, then Chase asked. “Why are you boys, with this bunch?” 
 
    “He’s our commanding officer. We’ve got no choice,” The soldier answered. 
 
    “A real man always has a choice,” Chase countered. 
 
    Ten minutes later, they got to the doctor’s office, Chase and Marion carried Ollie inside and placed him on an exam table. Chase flopped down in a chair exhausted.  
 
    The soldier reached out to grab at Chase’s arm. “We have to get back.” 
 
    The gray-haired nurse slapped at the soldier’s hand. “What is wrong with you? You are supposed to be helping us. Not killing us. Leave him alone. Don’t you see he’s near heatstroke?” At the soldier’s hesitation, she pushed him toward the door. “Get out. These men are in no condition to go back out in the heat to work.” Chase and Marion were left in the room with Ollie and the nurse. 
 
    The soldier escaped the berating with the slam of a door. The doctor appeared in the waiting room. “Well, you brought me a patient, young man?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Dr. Lang,” He answered. 
 
    “Is he bleeding, lost a limb, or look to be dying?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Sir,” answered the soldier. “Seems I brought more than one according to your nurse.” 
 
    “Well, I guess I’d better go see what I can do,” The doctor responded as he closed the door shutting the soldier out behind him. “Gladys, what do we have here?” Gladys called from a back room, and the doctor followed her to the examination room. When Doc stepped to the door, he saw Ollie stretched out on the examination table, he added. “What’s going on here?” 
 
    Ollie propped himself up on one elbow. “As promised, I’m here for that delivery.” 
 
    Gladys snorted down the beginning a laugh and slapped her hand over her mouth. She made an exaggerated cough and raised her voice. “Sorry, Doc.”  
 
    “What about me? I had to haul his fat ass over here?” Chase lamented. 
 
    Gladys gave him a second glass of water and a damp towel. “Sorry, Mr. Robbins. The look on Doc’s face was just too much.” 
 
    “Maybe, but hauling the sheriff over here just about done me in. I thought I was going to have a heart attack,” Marion protested. 
 
    “Nonsense. You’re in your prime,” Gladys answered. 
 
    “My delivery come in?” Ollie interrupted.  
 
    “Sorry, Ollie.” Dr. Lang went to a cabinet. “Angie was only able to get three handguns.”  
 
    “It’ll have to do,” Ollie answered. 
 
    “She said she can get more tonight,” Doc whispered. 
 
    “We have to do something before they get more people like Ryder’s crew in here. Besides, I think some of the soldiers will join us. I just need time to talk to them,” Ollie protested softly.  
 
    “How are we getting out of here with the guns?” Chase whispered. 
 
    “I got an idea,” Gladys said. She turned and opened a closet door. From inside, she rolled a wheelchair into the room. “Call it heatstroke, tell them he has to rest for at least a couple of days. He can slip the guns in the back of his pants.” 
 
    “That can work,” Chase answered. “The guy outside doesn’t seem like a bad kid. Mostly, they’re terrified to cross Griggs and Bishop. I heard them talking once, and one of the guys said Griggs killed a whole squad when the female leader crossed Bishop.” 
 
    “Taking orders is no excuse,” Doc groused. 
 
    “They’re mostly scared kids. They were just out of basic training when the shit hit the fan. They were assigned to Bishop’s command, and he was appointed to civilian protection detail. No one imagined the infection would become as virulent as it was as quickly as it did. It’s why they gave the kids to Bishop. They figured he couldn’t screw up a protection assignment. No one thought this was more than a temporary inconvenience back then,” Ollie argued barely above a whisper. 
 
    “They should have known he was a psycho,” Chase protested. 
 
    “Not how the military works,” Ollie answered. 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted the conversation. “What’s going on? Is the sheriff going to be okay?”  
 
    Gladys pushed Ollie down and pulled the cloth from Chase and slapped it over Ollie’s head just as the door opened. “What do you think is going on? The poor man has heatstroke. He’s barely conscious. You ought to be ashamed of yourselves the way you people treat us.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” He mumbled as pulled the door back closed. 
 
    Dr. Lang smirked at Gladys. “Why don’t you take care of the problem for us Gladys? Go give Bishop a piece of your mind.” 
 
    “Well, some of those boys mind me better than you do,” Gladys retorted. 
 
    Gladys opened the wheelchair and waved Ollie over. Once he was settled, she went to the sink, and soaked a towel with water, dripping the water over his head, then draped it over his head. 
 
    “What the…” Ollie started by Gladys held up her hand. 
 
    “Hush. You have heatstroke start looking pathetic. I have to soak you down.” She slapped another dripping towel over the back of his neck and his khaki shirt darkened with the water. “Now act like you can hardly sit up.” Gladys pushed him forward in the chair and stuffed the three handguns behind the sheriff’s butt. Once she was done, she pulled him back in place. “Now, stay sitting slumped over.” 
 
    Dr. Lang opened the door, and Gladys stepped behind the chair to wheel it out. When Chase rose to follow, she stuck her hand on his chest and pressed him back in the seat. “You stay, you’re barely able to walk.” 
 
    The soldier rose to follow, but Gladys glared at him. “You’ve almost killed him. Now you want to act concerned? I’m taking him home. He needs bed rest, and you and that fake general have done enough.” 
 
    “Ma’am….” 
 
    “Don’t ma’am me! Your mamma would be ashamed of you,” Gladys scolded. 
 
    The soldier looked at his feet. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “You stay here and see that Mr. Robbins gets home. I’ll see the sheriff gets home because he deserves the concern and courtesy that your men seem to be reserved for the fake general of your’s.” 
 
    “Please, ma’am. You can’t talk like that.” He looked around as if someone would hear him. “If Sergeant Mason hears you, he can be really mean.” 
 
    “You needn’t worry about me, I’m not afraid of a tin soldier that is a traitor to this country. And neither should you be. Your daddy raised you better.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” The soldier mumbled. 
 
    Gladys left the soldier standing while she rolled the wheelchair outside into the late afternoon sun and down the sidewalk toward the sheriff’s house. 
 
    While they rolled down the side walked, Ollie turned around. “Why don’t you just walk over and shoot Bishop and Mason?” 
 
    Gladys shoved his head down and whispered. “I wish I could.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    First Shot 
 
    The ambush was set, and Brian looked to Rob one last time. “Let's get ready. It won’t be long now.”  
 
    “Good luck, Captain,” Rob jogged past Leon and Juan, giving them a quick wave before he stopped in front of Jenny. The couple spoke briefly, then he kissed Jenny goodbye and hurried down the road. Rob waved at Carpenter and Allen before he disappeared into the shadows on the right side of the blacktop.  
 
    Brian walked to the tractor with the front-end-loader dropped to the ground at the barnyard entrance and rested his rifle on one of the filled bags of sand balanced across the top of the bucket. He removed the cap from the scope and leaned close to the sight in the furthest motorcycle. Brian looked up and watched as the first rays of the sun dance on the chrome of the downed motorcycles. The infected chained to the bikes moved sluggishly between the machines. A sudden noise behind him made Brian turn. 
 
    “Don’t get jumpy, young man.” Mr. Gutterman placed his rifle on the bag of sand at the opposite end of the bucket. “Don’t bother to tell me to go back. I won’t be doing it.” 
 
    Brian gave the old man a quick nod. “Don’t shoot until I do.”  
 
    “I ain’t no jumpy kid,” Mr. Gutterman snorted. 
 
    The sound of the motorcycles and heavy-duty engines of the trucks approaching could be heard beyond the distant hill.  
 
    “They’re almost here,” Brian announced. “If this goes south, get back to the others and get the hell outta here. Protect your family.” 
 
    After a grunt of understanding from the old man, Brian put his eye to the scope and watched the convoy of vehicles approaching. The seconds ticked by as the procession crested the hill and came into view. Griggs, in the first truck, was following behind the bikers expecting an easy takedown. Arrogant Bastard. His men got their asses handed to them, less than twenty-four hours ago. Now he’s rolling in planning to be large and in charge.   
 
    Brian smirked when he saw the riders slow at the sight of their comrades up and moving around. He smiled as he realized, Griggs had outsmarted himself with his sunrise attack. Thinking to catch the family in bed, he ended with the sunrise in his eyes.  
 
    Mr. Gutterman chuckled. “You’re on, Captain.” 
 
    The bikers stopped, and the lead truck was forced to slow. Brian sighted on Griggs’ angry face making demands on the soldier behind the wheel. He moved the site to the driver and slid his finger from the guard to the trigger. He inhaled, exhaled, and caressed the metal. Brian increased the pressure until there was a crack of the rifle, and the window exploded where the driver had been. The truck motor raced, and the vehicle rolled forward toward the bikes. Griggs grabbed for the steering wheel, and Brian fired again, but the windshield turned into a spider web of lines obscuring inside. The truck lurched forward and knocked down two motorcycles. The riders toppled to the pavement. 
 
    Mr. Gutterman fired his Mossberg, and another biker lost control and accelerated into the crashed bikes within reach of one of the infected chained to the bikes. The wounded biker screamed as an infected fell on him and began ripping flesh from his face. The second infected joined the first, and the screams of terror from the injured biker mingled with the volley of gunfire. 
 
    The lead truck jerked to a stop and half a dozen soldiers spilled from the back of the vehicle. The soldiers answered a salvo of bullets from Carpenter and Allen with rounds of their own. Griggs stumbled from the transport holding his shoulder and waved his handgun at his men. “Spread out! Kill those bastards!” He yelled. 
 
    Before Brian could take another shot, Griggs disappeared behind the side of the truck. Brian yelled at Mr. Gutterman. “Stay here and don’t let anyone get past you.” Leaving his rifle, Brian pulled his handgun and dodged to the side of the road just as shots pinged off of the blade of the front-end loader, causing him to stumble.  
 
    There was an answering shot from the Mossberg, and Mr. Gutterman yelled. “Move it, Captain!” His rifle barked twice more. “I’ll give you cover!” 
 
    Jenny and Laura hurried around the heavy equipment to join Mr. Gutterman in protecting Brian. They both began shooting at the bikers and soldiers. Brian scrambled to his feet and jogged to the side of the road and squatted behind the first berm. He glanced down and saw Carpenter laying in a pool of blood unmoving. Brian leaned close.  
 
    Carpenter’s eyes focused on Brian. “I messed up,” He sighed as his eyes filled with unshed tears. His breathing grew shallow and labored.  
 
    Brian touched Carpenter’s hand. “You did good, soldier. Rest now.”  
 
    The light in Carpenter’s eyes slowly faded.  
 
    Allen pressed a dressing to the side of Carpenter’s neck. “I can’t stop it.” 
 
    “Nothing, anyone, can do.” Brian holstered his handgun and pulled his knife from his belt. He rolled Carpenter to his side and slid the blade into the back of the soldier’s skull. Brian pulled the knife free, cleaned it with a swipe in the grass, and secured it back on his belt. He picked up Carpenter’s rifle and pushed it into Allen’s chest. “Don’t get killed, and kill anyone that shoots at you.” 
 
    Allen gave a quick nod. 
 
    Brian used the ditch to run toward the truck and Griggs. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The tree ensuring there was no retreat for Grigg’s raiders fell with a crash, and the ambush was committed to its bitter end. The troop carrier truck stopped, and at the sound of gunfire, Rob and Jim jumped from behind the brush on either side of the road and killed the driver and passenger of the second truck. Rob and Jim took out the two soldiers with each fatal bullet wound.  
 
    Meanwhile, Billy and his cohorts bounded up from behind the felled tree that blocked the last truck’s retreat and yelled at the occupants of the canvas-covered carrier. “Get out here with your hands up, or we start shooting!” Amid all the gunfire from in front of the truck could be heard voices from inside the back of the carrier yelling at each other.  
 
    Billy yelled again. “Throw your guns out, or we fire!” 
 
    “Damn it, do what he says!” Someone inside yelled. 
 
    “I’m not dying for that bastard,” Another voice answered. 
 
    “Don’t shoot!” A voiced pleaded. “Wait”  
 
    Billy yelled again, “Get out here now!” 
 
    Over the gunfire, someone called out. “We’re coming out, don’t shoot!” 
 
    “Throw your guns out, then one at a time hands up!” Billy yelled. 
 
    Guns were tossed out of the back of the truck. One by one, young men jumped from the tailgate. The soldiers with Billy held weapons on the men. “Hands on your heads! Get on your knees!” Men complied but looked nervously over their shoulder at the continued gunfire at the front of the convoy. 
 
    “You’re outta the fight. So don’t be stupid.” Billy advised. He nodded at his men. “They move, shoot ‘em.” He turned and headed toward the gunfire to rejoin the fight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The End 
 
    Kelly, Dan, Brit, Jen, Rudy, Sarah, and Denise spent the afternoon sorting the remaining supplies and making plans. After a lengthy discussion, they decided to take only two vehicles, Dan’s pickup, and Rudy’s SUV. Sarah would drive Rudy’s SUV with him riding shotgun, Jen, and Denise in back. Dan would take Brit and Kelly. They loaded the supplies not needed for the night then settled down to wait until morning. The feeling of being trapped that had permeated the group was gradually slipping away and being replaced with one of anticipation after finally deciding to leave. As the sun began to set, Brit portioned out the last of the granola bars and cooled freshly boiled water.  
 
    Brit made a nervous titter. “I’m so ready to get the hell outta here, but I don’t know whether to be happy or scare shitless.” Everyone laughed.  
 
    “I’m sure we all feel the same way,” Kelly agreed. 
 
    Dan folded the map he and Rudy had studied until the light got too dim to read by. He stuffed the state atlas into his backpack at his side. “Rudy and I have talked it over, and we agree our best option is to head west,” Dan announced. 
 
    “But…,” Kelly began. 
 
    “Kelly, your uncle’s farm is too close to Austin. It’s naïve to think the infected won’t move out of the cities when there’s no one left in the metro areas to attack. Besides, the military will open camps away from populated areas. We just need to find one of the camps. They’ll set up in places like Willow City, or the Mason areas. Both would be away from major populated areas and a good place for a camp at the recreational campgrounds. There may be even signs directing survivors to the camps.” 
 
    “You’re optimistic,” Kelly retorted. “We may get out in the middle of nowhere, and no one will be there but more monsters, but I get the point. As much as I hate to, I guess I have to agree.” 
 
    “Well, if anyone else has anything to add, now’s the time,” Dan responded as he looked to the others. 
 
    “I hate to think we’re leaving Bruce and Mark behind,” Sarah whispered. “They were just going to the Stop-n-Shop.” 
 
    “It’s been three days since Bruce and Mark left,” Dan argued. ”We’ll drive by the store to fill up the vehicles and get supplies. Maybe we’ll figure out what happened to them. They wouldn’t have deserted us willingly.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sarah whispered. 
 
    When the light from the solar lamps began to fade, everyone drifted off to their tents. Sarah and Jen shared a tent since Bruce and Mark failed to return while the two remaining couples entered their own tents. Kelly straightened two sleeping bags while Dan opened the vent at the top. Before he walked back inside, he could hear Brit inside her and Jason’s tent crying. After hesitating a moment, he stuck his head inside the tent he shared with Kelly and whispered, “Should you say something?” 
 
    Kelly nodded. She got to her feet and slipped out of the tent, “Brit?” 
 
    From inside the tent, Brit stifled a sob and whispered, “Yeah?” 
 
    “May I come in?”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Brit whispered. “I’ll be quiet.” 
 
    “No, it’s not that.” Kelly opened the tent flap and slipped inside. “You want to talk?” 
 
    Brit blew her nose and sniffed. “Jason’s been so angry,” At Kelly’s nod, she continued. “He said he hated me. No matter what he finds, he won’t come back.” 
 
    “He doesn’t,” Kelly argued. “I’m sure he’s worried about his family and just as frustrated as the rest of us being trapped here.” 
 
    “Before we came, he told me he wanted to break up, but I convinced him to come along. I guilted him into coming along on this trip. He didn’t want to, but I persuaded him, he would feel differently without worrying about school and grades.” 
 
    “That explains a lot,” Kelly whispered. “He should have been grateful. You probably saved his life.”  
 
    Brit sniffed. “God, why would he be grateful? We’ve been stuck here starving for weeks.” 
 
    “He would have been in the middle of the outbreak,” Kelly answered as she wrapped her arm around Brit. After a few minutes, she pulled Brit to her feet. “Come sleep with us. You shouldn’t be alone tonight.” 
 
    “I can’t…Dan….” Brit began. 
 
    “He won’t mind. He’ll understand. Besides, this tent is stifling. We open the vents at the top of our tent, and it’s not so bad.” She forced a chuckle. 
 
    Brit allowed herself to be led to Dan and Kelly’s tent. To Dan’s credit, he barely registered the new arrival. “We have an extra pillow you’re welcome to use.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Brit made her way to the pillow and laid down.  
 
    Kelly sat down between the two friends. Dan plumped his pillow on one side of the opened sleeping bag and waited patiently while Kelly settled next to him. He draped his arm over her waist, pulled her close, and whispered into her ear. “You did the right thing.” 
 
    Dan and Brit seemed to find it much easier to fall asleep than Kelly. She spent hours listening to every night sound and worried about leaving the pond. What would they see when they left Hamilton Pool? She was concerned their tomorrows would be filled with pain and loss. Finally, her eyes drifted closed when exhaustion took over. 
 
    Sarah’s angry voice called out. “Get out! What are you doing, Jason?” 
 
    “Get off me!” Screamed Jen. “Owwww!” 
 
    Dan jumped up bumping Kelly aside, he vaulted from the tent and looked to the left where angry voices shattered the night. Denise pulled at the flap while Rudy pulled at Jason’s leg dragging him from the girl’s tent were angry voices yelling when Sarah screamed. “He tried to bite me!” 
 
    Dan grabbed Janson’s other foot, and with Rudy’s help drug him from the tent. With Jason rolling and thrashing to grab at Sarah’s ankle again, Dan and Rudy pulled Jason several yards from the girls. Rudy dropped the right leg, and Jason leaned back to try to reach for Dan’s hands. All the while, Jason’s jaws snapping up and snarled viciously at Dan.  
 
     “Stop it, Jason!” Dan ordered as he jerked his hands away. “You’re acting crazy. What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    Kelly appeared with a flashlight and directed the beam at Janson, and for the first time, the trio saw the horror that had once been Jason glaring back at them. Dan dropped his leg on sight. 
 
    Brit screamed. “He’s infected!”  
 
    Jason hissed and scrambled to his knees to lunge at Dan. Dan jumped back, and Jason fell on his belly, still reaching and snapping at Dan’s bare legs. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Rudy shouted as he pushed Denise clear of Jason’s grabbing hands.  
 
    Dan picked up a four-foot branch from the fire pit supply of wood. He pushed against Jason’s chest as he studied a mass of wounds on Jason. “Man, you’re hurt, quit this shit! Let us help you.”  
 
    Kelly reached inside the tent for a tire iron. “Look at his arm!” 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you, buddy.” Dan pushed against the branch, but it crumbled, and Jason reached out. Dan slapped Jason’s bloody hands away and stepped back. He looked to the rest of the group, unsure what to do next.  
 
    Jason spun around, his jaws snapping and grabbed for Brit who stood frozen by the mayhem. Kelly stepped up and swung the tire iron down on his arm. Jason’s forearm snapped in the middle, and the hand and wrist dropped, but Jason ignored the injury and grabbed at Brit with his other hand. Brit screamed and stumbled back, landing on her butt. Before Jason could reach for her again, Kelly swung the tire iron a second time. It caught the side of Jason’s head, glanced off the skull and peeled back a flap of his scalp. Jason turned and hissed at Kelly ready to attack, but Dan stepped up and slammed the limb into Jason’s head with enough force to drive his face into the ground. Jason’s skull slammed into hardpacked ground and bone shattered. Blackened blood oozed from the gaping wound. He laid there unmoving as the sun peaked over the rim of the hill beyond the pond and everyone got a good look at what had been their friend with the first rays of the morning sun. 
 
    Brit screamed. Her shrieks filled the dawn.  
 
    Kelly dropped the iron and stepped in to face Brit. “Brit! Stop!” Kelly grabbed her arms and shook her gently. “Brit? Listen to me. Jason was infected. It wasn’t him anymore!” When Brit continued to shriek, Kelly slapped her across the face. The impact echoed across the grotto, and the dawn fell silent.  
 
    Brit took a deep, shaky breath and stared at Jason’s body. “He…he was…gonna….” 
 
    Kelly whispered. “It’s over. Let’s go back to the tent and start packing up.” She nodded at Dan as she guided Brit into the tent. A moment later, she set Dan’s shoes outside the tent. 
 
    Dan walked over and stepped into his footwear. Rudy followed suit. When he reappeared from his and Denise’s tent. 
 
    Dan called out from Jason’s body. “Grab a leg.”  
 
    Together the two young men pulled Jason away from the camp. When they stopped, Dan used the toe of his shoot to turn Jason to his back. Dan squatted down to study the injuries to Jason’s body. “His arm is torn open, and he probably bled out quickly while something tore at his arms and chest. No way Jason could have survived this shit. No way he should have been walking around,” Dan whispered. 
 
    “But Jason was. This is what was on the videos,” Rudy answered. “He was trying to bite the girls.” 
 
    “Shit, the girls. Did either of the girls get bit?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The Quiet 
 
    Steve jammed the scarf in his pocket and turned to approach the house without a word. Zack was left to follow more than a little confused. When they got to the house, shattered glass crunched under their feet as they cleared the house while the afternoon sun teased at the mountains in the distance. The house was a mess. The cushions on the couch and top of the mattresses had been slit open, doors were torn from the cabinet, and many of the dishes and pans tossed around and destroyed. Shattered glass littered the floor in all the rooms. The women stood at the front door staring at the destruction. “We can stay in the barn,” Steve commented. 
 
    “It’ll only take a few minutes to straighten up and sweep the floors.” Della walked to the couch and flipped the cushions over and patted them into place. “See!” 
 
    Zack walked into the dining room and righted the chairs. “I guess it won’t take long.” He picked up a towel and wiped the shattered glass from the tabletop. 
 
    Steve turned to Darlene. “Keep Penny on the porch until we get the glass cleaned up.” He walked toward the kitchen. “Come on, Zack, let’s see what we can use to clean up the kitchen.” 
 
    “There’s a couple utility brooms in the barn. I’ll go get them,” Martina said with a hesitant smile. 
 
    Forty minutes later, Steve stood at the kitchen door and glanced around the kitchen. The trash had been hauled to the back of the house and the surviving kitchenware rinsed and returned to the cabinets. “Why did you do dishes?” 
 
    Della shrugged. “If we’re staying….” 
 
    Steve interrupted. “We’re not staying. We’re only forty miles from Pine Creek.” 
 
    Della snapped. “We’re tired.” 
 
    “It’s dangerous.” Steve protested. “One night.” 
 
    “The whole world is dangerous.” She walked to the opened kitchen door and pointed to the backyard. “That’s why we need to stay for a couple days.” 
 
    Steve walked to the opening and looked out to see Darlene pushing Penny on a swing. The four-year-old was laughing with each swing into the evening wind. Darlene smiled and laughed with the joy that Steve had not seen since he had met her. “Two nights. Then we leave.” He picked up two plastic buckets and stepped out the back door. “I’ll get water.” 
 
    Della nodded at Zack, and he followed Steve with two more buckets as he walked toward the windmill at the side of the barnyard. 
 
    Martina laughed. “Does he know you’re the real boss?”  
 
    “He’s determined to get us there safely.” Della shrugged. “He just needs to open his eyes sometimes and see there’s living to do along the way.” 
 
    By nightfall the windows were covered with black plastic trash bags, the barn closed up, and the small group sat around a kitchen table with a single candle to light the room. They had found the stove worked since there was still propane in the tank behind the house. Earlier, Martina had pulled dried pork and a bag of pinto beans and rice from their supplies and using a few of the spices from a cabinet to create a real treat. They found a few remaining fresh vegetables in a spring garden to add to the meal and sat down to a veritable feast. 
 
    “Not bad,” Zack announced around a bite of beans and rice followed by a big mouthful of fresh tortilla. “Glad you found the bag of flour. I sure am a fan of your tortillas.”  
 
    Martina giggled. “Gracias.”  
 
    “Now if you could just learn to fry chicken, I’d be in love,” Zack answered. Amid the peels of laughter, Zack looked up. “What? I really like fried chicken.” 
 
    Steve laughed and held up a clenched knuckles toward Zack. “I do, too.” 
 
    Zack fist-bumped Steve’s fist, “I’m wasting away. I need a good woman.” Laughing, he slapped at his shrinking middle. “I’ll marry the first woman I find who can make fried chicken.” He turned to Martina with a wide grin. “Can you fry chicken?” 
 
    “I can make chicken enchiladas,” Martina answered. “Sorry, I have never made fried chicken.” She made an exaggerated frown. 
 
    Steve, Della, and Darlene giggled. Penny looked around the table and asked, “I will be girl, f’wen?” 
 
    Zack grinned at Penny. “You always my best girl, bright, and shiny, Penny.” 
 
    “When we leave here, it’ll be two day’s ride?” Steve asked Martina. 
 
    “If we take all the horses from here, maybe a bit longer. We’d be adding a line of five more animals.”  
 
    “That would give us a bargaining tool if they’re restrictive on who they let into the camp.” 
 
    “We could add saddles and bridles. That would increase the value of the offering. We could keep our horses and just trade the new mounts,” Martina offered. “We could look for other items and pack them on the horses.”  
 
    “Now you have the idea. I don’t want to take a chance they’ll turn us away,” Steve answered. “Eventually they’ll need more than gas vehicles. I hope they appreciate that.” 
 
    With full bellies and a few yawns, Della finished cleaning up the kitchen while Steve rose and walked to the front of the house where he opened the door and pulled a straight-backed chair in front of the opening. Steve rested the rifle nearby and placed his handgun on his lap.  
 
    Darlene and Penny settled in one of the bedrooms. Martina washed up and disappeared into the bedroom her and Della agreed they would sleep in. Zack laid down, and the house grew quiet.  
 
    Della cleaned up and reappeared on the porch in clean jeans and shirt with bare feet. “It’s quiet,” She whispered. 
 
    “For now. But we shouldn’t stay,” Steve answered. “We’re too close to the road. If the people that killed the family comes back, we’re dead. It’s that simple.” 
 
    Della sighed. “I know. But why would they come back? There’s nothing left. At least that they know of. Everyone needs to rest.” She glanced at his legs. “Go get cleaned up. Everyone else is asleep, and I can keep watch.” 
 
    Steve started to protest, then slowly stood on legs nearly too weak to hold him upright. He imagined the ease if he still had the wheelchair then quickly dismissed the thought and teetered his way across the room to the hall. Sitting outside the bathroom was a wheeled office chair. He pulled the chair through the door, and a few minutes later, he settled on the toilet and removed his prosthetics. He laid them across the back of the chair seat. When he examined his legs, both stumps were red and tender. “Shit,” He cursed under his breath. He rested his legs on the side of the tub and poured cups of cold water over the angry red stumps. A closer look found no open wounds. “At least that’s something, I guess.” Steve found alcohol in the cabinet and wiped out the silicone cuffs of the prosthetics. He washed up, changed to the clean underwear laying on the chair and into the jeans after cutting off the legs. Steve stuffed his dirty clothes in his backpack. He debated about putting back on his prosthetics and decided to just keep them with him and use the chair. He silently thanked the DIY channels for the “wood floor” craze as he rolled from the bathroom. 
 
    In the living room, Della was sitting at the front door. She twisted at her thick curls, creating small tight coils. She turned to Steve. “You look better. How’s the chair working?” 
 
    “Pretty good with a wall or something to grab,” Steve answered. 
 
    “I’ll get Zack to string a rope around the walls and down the hall tomorrow.”  
 
    “You have an answer for every problem, don’t you?” Steve laughed. 
 
    “Not really,” She answered as she smiled at Steve.  
 
    Steve suddenly realized how Della had changed. She had grown quieter over the weeks on the road, and she looked exhausted. “You’re always taking care of the rest of us, how are you holding up?” 
 
    Della chuckled softly. “Are you asking for clinical diagnosis or personal opinion?” 
 
    “Asking as a friend,” He answered. 
 
    “Angry, I’m pissed that someone knowingly released this plague on the world. I’m depressed that I’ll probably never know what happened to my family, not my parents, my sister and her family and a dozen other people I consider family,” She shrugged and continued. “Sorry, I guess you could add a little self-pity mixed in with being overtired.” 
 
    “You have a right to those feelings,” He paused, then added. “Most of us feel the same way. Why don’t you get some rest?” 
 
    “No. I don’t think I can sleep. If you want to, I can keep watch.” 
 
    Steve laughed. “You hear that?” He cocked his head and glanced toward the back of the house. The loud snuffling and snorting of Zack snoring could be heard. “I’ll sleep out here. Wake me when you get tired.” He rolled to the living room and the couch. He laid his prosthetics on the floor next to the sofa and slid off the chair to the cushions. He adjusted the pillow and looked up to see Della standing at the door. 
 
    “Goodnight,” Della whispered. 
 
    “Night, Della,” Steve answered back. His eyelid slid closed quickly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Old Friends 
 
    Matt signaled the black man to follow. “Come on Griff, we’re heading north, and you folks will be coming along, at least for a while.” 
 
    “There’re communities along the way, maybe we can find vehicles,” Griff commented. 
 
    “Or not. It seems when we make plans, it never seems to work out the way it’s intended,” Matt retorted with a gruff laugh. “Shit always seems to happen.” 
 
    Matt climbed into the cab and tossed the three bags now resting in the sleeper, out for Griff to catch. He laughed with the sudden impact of the stuffed bag. 
 
    “What the hell?” Griff dropped the first bag and caught the next one. 
 
    “Towels,” Matt answered with evident frustration. At Griff’s sudden look of confusion, Matt continued. “We got a camp, and it’s for them.” 
 
    Griff placed the third bag next to the first two. “Whatcha gonna do with the bags?” 
 
    Matt stepped out of the cab with the duct tape in his hand. “What do they say about duct tape? It has a million, and one uses?” Matt climbed up on the back of the rig, grabbed the rack, and pressed the end of the tape around the cross beam of the large steel bar. He played out a length and raised the first bag up, and Griff passed up the first bag. One by one, Matt bound the heavy duty plastic bags to the cross beams behind the sleeper. When he was finished, Matt jumped down and tossed the tape back into the floorboard of the truck. 
 
    Tate climbed into the cab and stepped between the seats to reach up and lower an upper single bunk. She locked it into place with two latches at either side of the unit. When she was finished, she climbed down and stared at Matt standing next to Griff. “Well, seems we’re going to be up close and personal, do I get to know who’s riding in my rig?” Tate asked. 
 
    Griff laughed. “The kids are Aaron and his sister Emma. You met Mason, he was an auto mechanic at a Ford dealership, and lastly, there’s Jacob. He was a pre-med student, visiting friends in San Antonio when the shit hit the fan.”  
 
    Tate gave a quick nod. “The kids can climb up to the top bunk and sit cross-legged. Should be enough room for the rest of you in the bottom, with Griff getting the middle since he’s the biggest. You might have to scrunch together, but that’s the deal.” Tate gave an impatient wave of her hand. When the men hesitated, she added, “Come on. I’m not standing here forever. We’re burning daylight.” 
 
    Griff laughed. “Emma, Aaron? Hop in, kids.” 
 
    Griff helped the two teens into the cab, and they climbed into the seat where Tate directed them up into the bunk. Both kids were waif-thin and bore dark circles under their eyes. They jumped into the cot and pulled their legs up out of the way.  
 
    When they were seated, Tate announced, “There’s a couple pillows in the side cubbies.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aaron answered quietly. “We’re good.” 
 
    With the kids settled, Matt directed Mason behind Tate’s seat then Griff climbed in with Jacob behind the passenger seat. Matt righted the seating then set a case of water in the footwell and grabbed a plastic bag from a storage compartment under the sleeper. Still clutching it in his arm, he squeezed into the seat and slammed the door. “I’m good.” 
 
    Tate climbed behind the wheel and cranked the engine. The rig rumbled to life and moved forward while Matt passed bottles of water from the case over his shoulder until everyone had a fresh bottle. He pushed the plastic bag down on his feet and found power bars and Slim Jims to Griff to pass out to the others. As Matt got deeper into the bag, he found sweets. “Anyone want fruit cups?”  
 
    Emma, who hadn’t uttered a sound, popped up, “Me, please!” 
 
    The cab suddenly burst into laughter. Matt chuckled. “I guess that means, yes. Ain’t got a spoon, Griff, cut a wedge outta the top before you pass it up to her.” He handed the container of fruit cocktail back to Griff. “How about you, Aaron?” 
 
    “Shit. I want some of that too,” Mason declared. “I ain’t had anything sweet besides candy bars in months.”  
 
    Aaron laughed. “If you have extra. Sure.” 
 
    The truck grew silent for several minutes while the small group wolfed at the first food they had had in nearly two days. With thirst quenched and bellies no longer aching, Emma curled up against her brother and fell asleep. Arron relaxed against the side of the cab and stared at the road ahead through the windows at the top of the sleeper. 
 
    Griff asked. “Got any ammo you can spare?” 
 
    “Is it a 9 mil?” Matt opened the center consul and removed a box and passed the bullets over his shoulder. “You got extra magazines?” 
 
    “Yep. Two extras,” Griff answered.  
 
    “Is it the only weapon you have?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Had more but we lost ‘em when the others died.” Griff grew quiet, and Matt turned to see a frown. “Three were friends.” 
 
    “Cops?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Yeah. Two. We picked up both of the guys in the suburbs,” Griff barked a laugh. “The other was a guy, named Benny. He was from my neighborhood. He was a shoe salesman at Penny’s.”  
 
    Suddenly everyone began laughing, and the tension of their loss faded. Mason announced. “Benny was a second-string football player that got released early the first season.” 
 
    “Yeah, he was six-four and weighed close to three hundred,” Griff chuckled. “He had a real fetish for women’s shoes. Found a perfect place to enjoy it and earn a paycheck. I asked him once about the old ladies with bunions and ugly toenails, and he just shrugged and grinned at me.” 
 
    Mason laughed. “I caught him smelling Collin’s boot one night.” 
 
    “We’re all bent one way or another. He was harmless until it came to putting down the dead.” Griff grew morose. “He was a good man when it came down to it.” 
 
    “We got trapped, and he held back the infected so we could get away,” Jacob whispered. “We left him.” 
 
    “He was bitten,” Griff added. “He knew what it meant.” 
 
    Mason added. “He saved us.”  
 
    Griff snapped a bullet into the magazine in his hand. “Good men died. At least he won’t be among the monsters.” He took a deep breath. “I used my last bullet to make sure of that.” 
 
    “I hope someone can do me the same,” Tate whispered. 
 
    Aaron stared at the road ahead while Tate steered the rig through a labyrinth of abandoned cars and possessions left spread across the highway and ditches. A UPS truck rested in the middle of the abandoned vehicles. Remains of bodies lay across the pavement. 
 
    “This looks like it was bad,” Griff commented.  
 
    “It was,” Tate answered. 
 
    “What do you mean? It looks like someone took out a bunch of these assholes with a steamroller.” 
 
    “Had to be done,” Tate answered. “Rolled right over ‘em.” 
 
    “You did it?” Matt asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I had to save a kid,” Tate answered. “He was trapped on top of the UPS truck. He was the nephew of Phil and Beth Nolan. Phil was trapped in the hill on the bluff and couldn’t get to the kid, most of his family was missing,” She explained as she nodded toward a distant hill. “I didn’t know it at the time, but they have a compound just up the road.” 
 
    Griff announced. “It’s getting late. Do you think they would let us spend the night there?”  
 
    “It would be better than driving at night or trying to find a place to spend the night. We could look for a vehicle in the morning,” Matt added. 
 
    “Maybe,” Tate answered with a bit of hesitation. “Not many options around here. 
 
    “Got along well with them too, huh?” Matt asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Tate whispered, then added a little louder. “It’s fenced and on a bluff. What it’s like now. Who knows?” 
 
    “What about Bandera Falls? It’s only about ten miles from here. A lot more options, there.” Griff commented. 
 
    “It’s gone,” Tate answered. 
 
    “Gone? What do you mean gone? It’s a town of twenty thousand people. There should be at least a couple truck dealerships.” 
 
    “There was, but I burned most of the town down from what I heard. The town was overrun with infected. A couple of other people and I went in to rescue Phil’s missing family. I handled the distraction, and it got a little outta hand.” 
 
    “You burned down a whole town, and you’re saying it got-outta-hand?” Griff laughed. “That’s a little more than a distraction, I’d say.” 
 
    Matt snorted. “She does shit like that all the time.” 
 
    “I guess we’re stuck searching for a vehicle in Bandera with less than a thousand people,” Griff answered. 
 
    “In the morning,” Tate announced. “Meanwhile, we’re checking on my friends.”  
 
    “You’re driving,” Matt muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, and don’t you forget it,” Tate retorted. 
 
    Griff laughed. “That leads me to believe, you don’t get to drive this sweet ride.” 
 
    Matt turned back with a mock look of horror. “I don’t want my ass shot.” 
 
    “See Emma, some men are semi-trainable,” Tate responded. 
 
    At peals of laughter, Tate steered the rig past the UPS truck and turned toward Bandera then found the gravel road a few miles later. Tate down-shifted and watched the overgrown brush until she saw the turn-off. Tate was sure she was looking at the entrance, but now it was barred by a wall of mesquites and dried grass. Tate looked closer and realized it was camouflage across the road entrance. She decided if that were the case, then there would be guards keeping an eye on the entry. Stepped out of the truck, she raised her hands. “I’m Tate Hamilton. Tell Phil, Tate Hamilton is here to see him.” 
 
    Several minutes later, the barrier slowly pulled back, and a familiar face waved at Tate and told her to drive the truck through the opening. When the back end cleared the fence, it swung back in place and again the road to the bluff hidden from the road. 
 
    Tate steered the rig around a large oak tree and began the climb up the narrow gravel road as it wound up the backside of the bluff. She down-shifted, and the truck made it around the last curve, and the compound came into view.  
 
    The compound was a beehive of activity. People ran across the open ground, shooing kids to the house while men gathered at the gate with rifles and handguns. 
 
    “Hold up there!” A large man with a full beard and Stetson met them at the gate. At his side, stood a second man with a cane, she recognized as Phil, a man who was still in a wheelchair the last time she’d seen him.  
 
    Tate slammed the truck into park and stepped out of the cab. “Doyle, you old goat!” She yelled. 
 
    Doyle’s face split with a wide grin. “Hamilton? I see you got a new rig. How you been?” 
 
    “You know me. Getting by,” Tate answered as she walked closer to the gate. “Phil? It’s nice to see you up and around.” 
 
    “Getting there,” Phil said. “Didn’t expect to see you again. Thought you were heading out west.” 
 
    “You know how life is. It can surprise you,” Tate answered. “We need a place to spend the night. We picked up some folks that need a new ride, and we plan on going to check out Bandera tomorrow.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Plotting 
 
    The bedroom of the small craftsman home was stifling despite the high ceiling and open windows. Ollie Ford poured freshwater in the antique bowl from the pitcher and dipped a washcloth in water and draped it across the back of his neck then resumed his walk around the bedroom like a caged lion. When the doorknob rattled, he dove for the bed and flung himself across the rumpled sheets. The door opened, and Hana, Ollie’s wife of thirty years, appeared.  
 
    “Ollie!” The small Asian woman scowled. “You stay in bed, or I tie you.” 
 
    “Hanna, I can’t just lay here. All the men are out there being worked to death. I have to do something.”  
 
    “Angie brings more guns tonight,” Hanna argued. “We must be patient.” 
 
    “Patient my ass….” 
 
    Suddenly there was a pounding at the front door. “Ford! Get out here!”  
 
    Hanna ran to the front door. “Please. He sick.”  
 
    From outside the door, an angry voice ordered, “Get your ass out here, you’re not contributing. You and that chink wife are gonna starve.” 
 
    Hanna jerked open the door. “I work. Every day I work in the garden. You not contribute.” She stuck her finger in his face and scolded. “You soldiers no work. You bully.” 
 
    “Shut up, bitch!” The soldiers stormed past Hanna, pushing her aside, he stormed toward the bedroom.  
 
    Before he got there, Ollie appeared still in his white boxer shorts and wife-beater T-shirt. “Leave my wife alone!” Ollie yelled.  
 
    Hanna picked herself up from the floor. “My house! Get out of my house!” Hanna pushed at the intruder. 
 
    A second soldier rushed into the house and stepped between Mrs. Ford and the first soldier. “Please, Mrs. Ford.” 
 
    The first soldier continued to harass the sheriff. “Ford, get out here in five minutes, or I’ll have to throw your wife in jail.”  
 
    “Fine,” Ollie yelled, and the soldier turned on his heels and walked outside, leaving the second soldier to escort Ollie to the job. 
 
    “Get out! You bad soldier!” Hanna yelled after him. 
 
    “Hanna, please,” Ollie sighed. “You can’t provoke them, honey.”  
 
    “Please, Mrs. Ford, he’ll come back and hurt you,” The second soldier pleaded. “I’ll wait outside.” The soldier gave a quick nod at the sheriff, then walked toward the door. 
 
    Hanna rushed to Ollie’s side and wrapped her arms around his thick middle. “My husband should be treated with respect.”  
 
    The door closed and Ollie sighed. “Honey, I need to get out there. I can’t give them a reason to search the house. Now be nice and get my work shoes, please.” 
 
    “I get shoes, but this ends soon! I shoot bad soldiers,” Hanna whispered. 
 
    When Ollie stepped outside the small house, the first soldier had disappeared and only the second soldier remained. He looked as if he would rather be anywhere but where he was. “What’s with the long face, young man?” Ollie asked. 
 
    The young soldier looked around, then turned back to Ollie and whispered. “Sir, your wife scares me,” He lamented with a look of dejection on his face. 
 
    Ollie laughed as he looked at the name tag on the uniform. “Pollard, I reckon she is a force of nature. I met her in Nam when Hanna was barely sixteen. The Viet Cong attacked her village, and she ran with a dozen kids into the jungle. When they came back, all the adults were dead, so Hanna gathered all the kids then walked over thirty miles to an American base. The General there was going to turn them away until she sent a necklace from one of the kid’s to the General. When she walked into his office, she was carrying a blue-eyed child from the village. She recognized the General from a picture the mother had shown her when she returned to the village pregnant after working at the base.” 
 
    “That was smart,” Pollard comment. 
 
    “Yeah, that was my Hanna. Anyway, that’s where I met her. She was the prettiest little thing back then. Hanna and the kids were settled on the base, and she took care of all those kids and her two younger brothers while the General made arrangements to send all of them to Saigon then on to the States where they would be adopted through some humanitarian organization. I contacted my folks, and they volunteered to take in Hanna and her two younger brothers until I came home and we could marry.” Ollie stopped and smiled at the memory of the Hanna meeting him at the airport. “She was beautiful to see when I stepped off that plane in San Antonio.” 
 
    “Sir, Sergeant Mason is not a man to care much about all that. If Mrs. Ford makes him mad, he’ll shoot her,” The soldier responded. “He’s not a good man.” 
 
    “Neither are Bishop and Griggs,” Ollie added. 
 
    “I know,” The soldier responded. 
 
    They walked in silence, and Ollie glanced around the town he loved and sighed. It resembled little of the quiet village of friends and neighbors he once enjoyed. The park under the trees in the town square now was littered with trash from the bikers. They spent night smoking dope and drinking while harassing any of the locals careless enough to b caught out after dark. They walked past the second block, and Ollie looked to the west and saw the expanded garden. Hanna must have taken the back street to get to the garden. He could spot her amid the other women in her rice hat. Before the infections, she usually worked in her herbs garden at least a couple days a week, but now, she was out there working with the women, preparing the ground for a bumper crop out of that new garden in the months to come. Ollie snorted at the thought of who they would have to share a bountiful garden with. To hide his disgust, Ollie asked, “Where are you from, soldier?” 
 
    “Atlanta,” He answered. “The family’s gone. The calls ended when the city fell.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” Ollie commiserated.  
 
    They walked in silence for nearly fifteen minutes when they got to the gated entrance. Pollard pointed to the team clearing ground rubble for a second wall. “Try to look busy. It’s only a couple of hours until the end of the day.” 
 
    “Thanks, soldier.” Ollie threw a wave. “Come visit sometime.” He watched the soldier walk back toward the town with shoulders slumped as if he were heading to his own execution. “Hmm. Interesting,” Ollie whispered. 
 
    “Get to work, Ford,” A middle-aged armed soldier snarled. 
 
    Ollie pulled on a pair of gloves and walked to where Chase and two other men were clearing a pile of rocks from the intended barrier line. “What is going on now?” 
 
    “Busy work if you ask me,” Chase commented as he threw a shovel full of loose gravel to the ditch. 
 
    “Gonna put a kill box on this side of the gate. If a vehicle comes through with a bunch of infected or under attack, it gets stopped long enough to get cleared.” A middle-aged man, by the name of Mel, answered. “Not a bad idea, actually.” 
 
    “Get to work over there,” the soldier yelled as he walked to the shade of the medical tent.” 
 
    “What a dick,” mumbled Mel. 
 
    At sunset, the work crew was herded toward the road and walked back toward the town. Ollie mopped at the moisture on his brow. Just as Ollie began walking, Chase pulled Ollie’s arm over his shoulder. When Ollie tried to pull away, Chase whispered. “Stumble a little and act like you’re barely able to walk. We need to talk.” 
 
    Ollie did what he was asked. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    “It’s an excuse to be close enough to whisper,” Chase chuckled.  
 
    “Good grief,” Ollie grinned. “You’re not exactly a breath of spring.” 
 
    “Hold your breath and lean on me,” Chase whispered. “Pollard, the kid that brought you out today, looks like someone killed his dog. And he’s not the only one. The best count is four, Pollard, Smith, Marino, and Childers, and those boys will revolt if given a chance.” 
 
    “I think you might be right,” Ollie stated. “Childers is the black kid, right?” 
 
    “Yep,” Chase answered. “He spends most his time out in the garden sneaking water to the woman and the rest of his time keeping the low-life away from the younger women. I think he’s sweet on Nellie’s girl, Beckie.” 
 
    “If we could get them to help us it would leave them only eight soldiers, Ryder, and what’s left of his men,” Ollie echoed. 
 
    “Still over a dozen men,” Chase answered. “All armed and trained better than us.” 
 
    “The soldiers have automatic weapons and handguns. If Angie comes through tonight, we’ll have seven more handguns.” 
 
    “If we take out the guards, one by one, we’ll have more weapons. Or we could break into the armory….” Ollie commented. 
 
    “Shit, Ollie. You act like we’re Special Forces or something,” Chase grumbled. 
 
    “We’re still Americans. We believe in freedom. Look around. We’re no better than slaves.”  
 
    “I take it you have a plan.” Chase led Ollie up to the steps of his little clapboard house. 
 
    “Yep.” Ollie reached for the door. “See you after dinner.” 
 
    Chase turned away and headed toward his own house down the street. “Don’t get caught.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The Ambush 
 
    Brian watched Griggs sneaking from behind the front tire of the truck toward the back of the carrier. Brian climbed the rise of fresh earth and challenged him. “Griggs, you bastard! Show yourself!” 
 
    Griggs stop and rose to his full six-foot height, turned and swaggered back to the front of the truck. He stepped from behind the front grill. “Well...well…well,” His deep baritone called out, “I figured your ass was dead meat back on base, Captain.”  
 
    “You should have been in prison,” Brian answered as he faced Griggs. 
 
    “But I wasn’t,” Griggs responded as he stepped out on to the road. “You did all this over a bunch-a-rednecks,” Griggs snarled mirthlessly. “You were always such a fucking Boy Scout.” 
 
    “You were an officer. You had a chance to be a decent human being and save people.” 
 
    “You dumb shit. It’s the end of the fucking world. You can play choir boy all you want, but in the end, we’re all gonna end up walking shit bags,” Griggs answered as he pointed his handgun at the dead bikers chained to their motorcycles where they strained against the chains trying to reach him. He fired twice. The infected bikers fell.  
 
    “How we end doesn’t matter, it’s what we do before then,” Brian answered.  
 
    Allen, Leon, and Juan and the Gutterman family stood up one by one. Each holding rifles aimed at Griggs.  
 
    “Drop the gun. It’s over, You’ve got nowhere to go,” Brian continued. 
 
    Griggs slowly turned his handgun toward Brian, and suddenly a single shot rang out. A bloom of red appeared in the middle of his uniform shirt. He struggled to hold the firearm pointed at Brian, but his hand fell to his side, and he dropped the gun and slumped to his knees, staring at Brian. “You haven’t won anything,” Griggs whispered with a wicked sneer. 
 
    Brian walked up and studied the dying man. “It could have been different for you.” He answered as he holstered his gun and pulled a military knife from his belt, letting Griggs look at the blade glistening in the early morning sun.  
 
    “Go to hell,” Griggs whispered, then face planted on the blacktop road. 
 
    Brian squatted to one knee and drove the blade into the side of Grigg’s head. When he was finished, he wiped his knife, then rose to face the Gutterman family, Allen, Leon, and Juan. He nodded toward the dead bikers. “Make sure none of them get back up, and we’ll start cleaning up. I want all the dead accounted for.”  
 
    When the task was underway, Brian walked to the back of the truck where Billy, Rob, and Jim held half a dozen soldiers. The silence was deafening in the quiet of the morning. The remaining men from the assault team had been stripped of gear and rested on their knees with their hands on their heads. Two of the men looked barely out of their teens. Brian sighed. “What are you doing with this bunch?” 
 
    “Orders sir,” One of the older soldiers, a Private First Class, answered.  
 
    “Orders to kill civilians?” Brian asked. 
 
    “No, Sir!” The private protested. “We were told the salvage team was attacked without provocation.”  
 
    “You believed a biker? Tell me you weren’t stupid enough to believe what that piece of shit had to say,” Brian argued. 
 
    “All we ever heard was from Griggs. He’s been shooting out orders since we left San Antonio. We were on a security detail guarding civilians, they had some infected, it went to shit, and Bishop took off leaving the survivors.” 
 
    “How many civilians did y’all save?”  
 
    The private looked confused, then his face crumbled. He looked at the other men, and the rest of the group verified what he already knew. “None,” The man answered. 
 
    “And you weren’t concerned?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Sir, if I may speak freely,” Another man responded. At Brian’s nod, he continued. “Bishop and Griggs are crazy. Griggs hunted down a squad that deserted after the female leader was assaulted by Bishop. They killed them from what we heard.” 
 
    “And none of you boys had the balls to do anything about it?” 
 
    The kid looked stricken. “No, Sir,” he whispered. 
 
    Brian rubbed the stubble on his chin as two shots rang out while the six soldiers cringed. “What am I going to do with you, boys?” 
 
    “Sir, this is the first time we’ve been out of Utopia since we got there two months ago,” The private answered.  
 
    Brian looked at Billy. “Zip-tie ‘em. Put ‘em in the shade with two guards. I’ll deal with them later.” He walked back to the front of the truck where Leon and Juan were unchaining the motorcycles. 
 
    “Hey, boss. Do you ride?” Leon grinned. 
 
    “Not really.” Brian turned to Rob. “Can you dig a hole in that clearing? We’ll load up the bodies and bury ‘em. None of ‘em deserve better. We’ll have to figure out a place to hide the trucks and bikes.” 
 
    “There’s a gravel pit about a mile from here. We can hide the trucks there and have them available to scavenge parts.” Jim commented. 
 
    “That’ll work. Is the one that escaped yesterday here?” 
 
    Rob pointed at a body. “They have no one to lead them back here unless he told someone elsewhere we were.” 
 
    “The kid says there were only two officers, Bishop and Griggs.” 
 
    “Will this Bishop come after us?”  
 
    “Hard to say. He’s the kind of man to always let someone like Griggs do his fighting,” Brian answered. 
 
    “But he could,” Rob commented. 
 
    “Won’t matter if we’re gone,” answered Mr. Gutterman. “We ain’t bothering with all that. We’re loading up what we need then moving up to a place I know in the hills. He turned to his sons and gave a quick nod.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Brian watched the family make quick work of cleaning up of the military trucks then loading them all their personal possessions. They used a heavy truck filled with supplies from the barn and pulling a trailer with livestock and chickens. They moved the old broken down piece of farm equipment blocking the lane drove through the narrow path then replaced it. 
 
    Brian watched them disappear through the overhanging trees and brush.   
 
    “They said they only had a hunter’s cabin,” Juan said. “Where will they live?” 
 
    “I think the family has more up there than they let on. If they think they can build a new life up in the mountains, more power to ‘em,” Brian answered. 
 
    “What are we going to do with the kiddie brigade?” Leon nodded toward the men taken from the back of Grigg’s truck and the two from the initial raid.  
 
    Brian walked to the men. “You two, Privates Allen, and Simms will be going with us. You others are a problem.” 
 
    One of the six prisoners stepped up. “No, Sir. We are not a problem.” He looked to his fellow soldiers. All nodded their agreement. “We’re free of Griggs. But we’ve got friends back in Utopia that feel like we do. Now that we’re free, we want to do something about getting rid of Bishop.” 
 
    Brian laughed. “Well, there’s a good possibility that’s exactly what I’m planning on doing. If you want in on it, You just reenlisted in my army.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Escaping 
 
    Kelly wiped at the black putrid slime that covered the broken skin on Sarah’s ankles as she cried softly. Dan dug into the red bag pulling medical supplies and handing Jen the bottle of wound wash. Kelly twisted off the cap and poured the brown liquid over the teeth marks. She grabbed a gauze package and ripped it open, then scrubbed at the damaged flesh, while pouring more disinfectant over the wound. 
 
    Jen squatted down to hold Sarah’s hand as she stared at torn flesh. The broken skin on Sarah’s ankle oozed blood as Kelly repeated the cleaning process until half the antiseptic wash was gone, then she grabbed a bottle of alcohol and poured it over the torn flesh. At Sarah’s shriek, Kelly wiped the wound dry with another sterile pad and dribbled antibiotic ointment from a tube over the injury. She laid a gauze pad over the top and wrapped gauze around her ankle then secured it with tape. 
 
     “I’ve done all I can,” Kelly announced. 
 
    “Am I going to get sick?” Sarah whimpered, her face mirroring her terror. She looked at Dan and Rudy. Neither answered.  
 
    Finally, Kelly whispered. “We’re going to find help.” 
 
    Sarah looked at them pleadingly. “Please don’t let me turn into something like those monsters!” She squared her shoulders and looked at each of them before adding. “Promise me!” Each, in turn, gave a quick nod or submitted their promise. 
 
    After the tense confrontation, Dan cleared his throat. “But it won’t come to that.” 
 
    “You don’t know that. Just don’t forget your promise,” Sarah added as she got to feet and limped toward the back of the tent to pick up her pack. Let’s get the hell outta here.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, and the two boys backed out of the tent. 
 
    Dan nodded at Rudy. “Half an hour.” 
 
    “No problem,” Rudy answered as he disappeared into his tent. 
 
    Dan went into his and Kelly’s tent and began rolling up sleeping bags and deflating the air mattresses. He looked up when Kelly appeared. “Is Brit okay.” 
 
    Kelly shrugged. “As good as she can be.  
 
    “You know Sarah’s infected,” Dan announced.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Sarah’s going with us, right?” Kelly answered. 
 
    “Yes, of course. Maybe the military can treat the infection by now. We have to at least try to find them,” Dan suggested. 
 
    Kelly threw a few clothes and bottles into her backpack, and together, she and Dan carried their bedding and packs out of the tent. He pulled the fiberglass poles from the shelter, and the fabric collapsed in on itself. With a couple of quick folds, the accommodation was rolled into a tight bundle.  
 
    Dan looked toward the others who were all at the same point except for Brit. She stared at the tent she had shared with Jason as if afraid to touch it. Finally, Dan asked. “Do you want to take your tent?” 
 
    “No. I never want to see it again,” Brit answered. 
 
    Kelly stepped inside the tent and quickly picked up Brit’s clothes and the few supplies left insides. She stepped back outside and added two bottles of water to the pack. “ That should do it.” She passed it to Brit. 
 
    Dan looked at Rudy. “Let’s see if we can make it up to the vehicles in one trip. Keep a hand free with a weapon. We don’t know if there will be other infected with Jason.” He handed Kelly the tire iron and picked up the thick branch with a knot on one end. Each of the girls followed suit, picking up thick branches while Rudy grabbed a hand ax and tucked it in his belt so he could help Sarah up the trail. They began the short walk to the parking area. Midway up the trail, the group stopped to give Rudy a chance to catch his breath while Dan walked ahead to look around. He came back with an all-clear. 
 
    Brit looked back at the beautiful falls with the narrow stream spilling over the collapsed dome into the natural pool that was created by large slabs of limestone with large stalactites forming the grotto that now was covered in moss, maidenhair fern, and was home of cliff swallows. Looking closer, she could still see Jason’s body lying at the side of the once clear pond. “I’m glad we’re leaving. I don’t want to see Hamilton Pool ever again.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” Kelly adjusted her backpack and added. “I’m glad we’re leaving, too.” 
 
    Brit nodded and turned away and followed Jen. 
 
    Dan crested the bluff and looked around the open parking area. There were four vehicles parked on the asphalt; Dan’s F-150, Mark’s Mustang, and Rudy’s small SUV. Dan tossed the supplies in the back seat of his Ford extended cab, as did Kelly and Brit. Rudy led the others to the SUV. 
 
    Jen announced. “I’ll sit in the back with Sarah. I’m going to give her a couple aspirin.” 
 
     “Denise can ride shotgun. No problem,” Rudy answered as he raised the tailgate and tossed his supplies and pack inside. He took the girl’s bags and the red medical kit next to the back seat in case they needed them. Rudy pushed the button to close it and walked to the driver’s door and slid behind the wheel. Jen and Sarah settled in the back seat. Sarah already showing signs of fever on her face. Rudy cranked the engine and rolled down the window and called out to Dan. “I’ll follow you. I’ll blink the lights if we need to stop.” 
 
    “Don’t ride my bumper in case I have to back up,” Dan answered. 
 
    “I’ve got three-quarters of a tank,” Rudy calls out. 
 
    “I filled up coming in so after you fill up we should pretty it pretty far before needing to fill up again.”  
 
    Dan glanced at Kelly, then Brit sitting in the back seat. “Buckle up.” He shifted the truck into drive. He steered the Ford from the parking lot and toward the highway. The road was clear for the first mile. The canopy of trees on either side gave the riders an eerie feeling of being alone until they spotted a red sports car in the ditch on the left side of the blacktop.  
 
    “It’s Jason’s,” Brit whispered as she clutched at the back of Kelly’s seat. 
 
    Dan slowed. He glanced out the open window as he drove by. The inside of the car was smeared with dark brown stains on the light-colored seats. “That’s how he ended at the camp. He just followed the road.” 
 
    Kelly glanced around, then added. “I don’t see any other infected.” 
 
    “He must have been attacked and escaped,” Dan commented. 
 
    Brit looked up. “He was coming back to warn us. Maybe he really didn’t mean it when he said he didn’t love me.” 
 
    Kelly leaned back and covered Brit’s hand. “I’m sure you’re right. He cared about you and wanted to warn us. That’s why he was coming back.” 
 
    Dan accelerated, and they moved away from the car. He looked in the mirror to see Rudy slow at the side of the red vehicle then accelerate. The canopy of Ashe Juniper lined the road ahead as they left the Bald Cypress and cliffs of the grotto with its jade green pool and fifty-foot waterfall, the moss, the maidenhair fern, and cliff swallows behind. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Hope 
 
    Della woke Steve near dawn. She curled up on the couch and was sound asleep within minutes. Meanwhile, he returned to the office chair to roll out on the veranda and wait for the night skies to brighten as hints of dawn crept across the horizon. Steve rubbed at his stumps and finally sighed in resignation as he picked up his prosthetics. A few minutes later, he rose to ensure his legs were seated in the silicone cuffs. He turned to face the sound of the approaching footsteps behind him. 
 
    “Morning? Why didn’t you wake me?” Zack whispered. 
 
    Steve nodded toward the couch. “Della watched most of the night. I think seeing Martina’s community being wiped out has been hard on her.” 
 
    “It makes me think of my own family and the fact I’ll probably never know what happened to them, too.” Zack mused. 
 
    “It might be easier that way,” Steve advised. 
 
    “My mom was happy that morning. She was happy I was going into the intern program,” Zack added. 
 
    “I’m sure both your parents are proud of you, Zack,” Steve said. “You’ve done more than your part saving us.” He nodded toward Della. “Without you and Della, I would be dead.” 
 
    “Without you, those rednecks would have done worse to both of us.” 
 
    “Alright, I give. You saved me, I saved you. Makes us even. Let’s get some coffee,” Steve whispered with a chuckle. 
 
    Zack's shoulders relaxed. “Sounds good. They have a gas stove and a camp coffee pot. You know how to do that?” 
 
    “Come on Tonto-junior, I’ll show you the ways of the percolator coffee pot.” Steve led Zack to the back of the house and the kitchen. A few minutes later, the two men walked through the front door to the porch and settled on two scuffed up Adirondack chairs.  
 
    “At least its better than grounds in a pot,” Zack mused. “But not as good as a Starbucks’ café mocha.” 
 
    “Not as expensive by a long shot,” Steve added. “It’ll be a long time before money means much again. Maybe never.” 
 
    “Yeah, think?” You mean, I’m carrying my wallet and bank card for nothing?” 
 
    “Yep. Worthless as me buying a pair of shoes,” Steve chuckled. 
 
    Zack looked stricken, “I’m sorry, man.” 
 
    Steve sat his cup down and looked at Zack. “Forget about it.” 
 
    Zack gave a quick nod, then glanced around the barnyard. “I wish we could stay here. I know we can’t, but it’s nice.”  
 
    “It is nice. I had a friend with a ranch when I was a kid. I liked mornings out there. He joined the Army with me. Last I heard, he was still in Afghanistan. He knew Randy too so who knows, maybe one of these days I’ll see him again. Not likely, but it’s nice to think we might end up together again.” After a pause, he asked Zack. “What about you? Were you ever exposed to country life?” 
 
    “Me? Not much chance of that where I lived,” Zack answer with a hearty laugh. “Ready for more coffee?” 
 
    Steve passed his cup. “I can get my own, you know.” 
 
    “I know. I’m getting some, so I offered,” Zack laughed. “Don’t act like I’m your man, Friday. Next cup you get for both of us.” He walked inside and reappeared a couple minutes later with fresh cups of the steaming brew. Zack settled on the empty chair, and both men sat in companionable silence watching the morning arrive in all its glory.  
 
    After a few minutes of enjoying the quiet, Zack sat up and cocked his head. “Do you hear that?” A rumbling of motors could be heard just as the sun crested the horizon.  
 
    Steve stood and pointed toward a distant curve in the road. “They’re coming from the north. Get everyone up and ready to head out the back door to the barn.”  
 
    Zack hurried into the house with Steve close on his heels. While Zack ran down the hall, Steve closed the front door then stepped into the living room to wake Della. He pulled down the window. 
 
    Della looked up quizzically. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “Someone’s coming,” Steve answered. “Get our packs together, and get everyone ready to head out the back door.” 
 
    Della hurried into her shoes and tied the strings tight. She rushed around gathering items into her pack as the other came from the back of the house. “Who is it?”   
 
    “I can’t tell. Just keep moving,” Steve ordered.” 
 
    Three trucks rolled into the barnyard with a cattle trailer parking near the closed barn doors. Four Hispanic men and two western dressed men stepped out of the vehicles as if looking for someone. 
 
    One of the men crossed to the barnyard then back to the house. He looked around one last time before calling out. “Gene, Betty? Are you awake?” 
 
    Zack with Darlene and Martina in tow hurried toward the back door and knocked over a chair in his rush through the room. Horrified, he stopped. A voice from outside called out to them. 
 
    “Come on, Gene. I hear you inside,” A voice called out from outside. 
 
    Steve ordered. “Lead them behind the shed. Martina knows where to go even if you have to walk. Ask for Randy, Randy Matherson.” Before she could protest, he opened the door and stepped out to face the glare of the rising sun.  
 
    “Who are you? Where are the Kenyon family?” One of the men demanded. 
 
    “We got here last night. We buried two men outback. Both were tortured and gutshot. There was no sign of the women from this family,” Steve answered.   
 
    Suddenly a voice with a Hispanic accent called out from the barn. “Jefe de Diez Caballos. Ten horses.” 
 
    Steve raised his rifle and pulled it to his shoulder. “We rode in on those horses. Get back in your trucks and move out.” A man stepped forward that suddenly looked familiar. 
 
    “Where is the rest of your party?” The man appeared to be the leader asked. 
 
    “Right here?” Zack answered as he stepped outside and to Steve’s side. 
 
    Della echoed. “And here.” 
 
    “Move on, we’re here,” Darlene called out from the living room window while a bedroom window opened and another rifle barrel appeared. Another window opened, and another weapon appeared. 
 
    “Wait a minute. We’re not taking property belonging to anyone. We knew the family, and we’re just checking on them,” A man commented from the front truck. 
 
    “Didn’t sound that way,” Steve argued with the man who seemed hesitant to show his face. 
 
    “Sorry, not our intent,” The leader’s voice trailed off, and he suddenly began to laugh. A chuckled turned into an explosion of mirth. He slapped his legs and snorted as he made a feeble attempt to stifle his laughter. Finally, he took a deep breath, and faced Steve and tilted his hat from his face so Steve could recognize him. 
 
    “What the hell is wrong with you, man?” Steve demanded.  
 
    “Only gimp I know with more balls than brains that has any business in this neck of the woods is Steve Benton.” Randy’s face split into a wide grin as Steve’s face changed with recognition. 
 
    Steve passed his rifle to Zack and stumbled down the steps to meet Randy Matherson with an extended hand. “Look who’s calling people names, you crazy ass bastard. Last time I saw you, they were trying to lock your ass up in a padded cell.”  
 
    Randy pulled Steve into a bear hug. “It’s good to see you, brother.” He stepped back and laughed. “You’re walking around on springs, now? 
 
    Steve laughed. “Thanks to Della. You remember her, from the VA.” He turned to the side of the house and motioned for Della come outside.  
 
    Della walked to Steve and Randy. “You look good, Randy.” 
 
    “Miss Della. You sure have been keeping some strange company.” Randy laughed. 
 
    Della laughed. “You don’t know the half of it.” She turned to the house. “Come out, everyone, it’s fine. This is the man we’ve been looking for.” 
 
    Zack, Martina, Darlene, and Penny approached. Steve introduced them to Randy and his crew.  
 
    “I take it you were coming to the lodge?” Randy commented as the group sat around with cups of coffee and a makeshift breakfast. 
 
    “I remember the invitation back in the day,” Steve laughed. “Just thought I’d take you up on it and even decided to bring a few friends.”  
 
    “Well, if you don’t mind, we’ll load up the horses, and we’ll squeeze everyone into the trucks and be back at the Canyon in less than an hour.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    The Lowdown 
 
    “Not sure you’re going to want to stay after you hear about our current problem,” Phil announced. 
 
    “Well, let’s talk about it. Maybe we’ll have some ideas on how to solve it,” Tate answered. “Mind if we come in.” 
 
    “Oh, sure, you know the drill. When we get everyone cleared, we can sit down with something to eat and discuss it. You can decide if you want to hang around afterward.” 
 
    Tate waved at the group, and one by one, Matt and the five members of Griff’s party climbed out of the truck cab.  
 
    Doyle’s face brightened as he tried to stifle a chuckle. 
 
    Tate glared at him. “What is your problem?” 
 
    Suddenly, Doyle burst out laughing. “You’re driving a clown car!” He hooted and slammed his hand on his leg as laughter filled the afternoon stillness while more people heard his comment and joined in on the joke. “How many clowns you got in there, Tate?’  
 
    “Fuck you,” Tate snarled. 
 
    “Is there a new circus in town, since the Ringling Brother’s closed? Well, hell, if I’d known you were gonna join up, I might have come along,” Doyle chortled amid peals of laughter. 
 
    “Keep it up, and I’ll be shooting you, asshole,” Tate snorted. 
 
    Matt walked to Tate still glancing at the people spilling from the truck, “Come on, it is funny. Quit being such a sour puss.”  
 
    “My rig is not a fucking clown car,” Tate scowled.  
 
    “Eat something; you’re not yourself when you’re hungry,” Matt teased as he held up a granola bar. “Oh wait, never mind. You’re always foul-tempered.” He returned the bar to his pocket with a chuckle. 
 
    Doyle who’d started to calm down doubled over with renewed mirth. “Yeah, you’d think running over dead people would improve her temperament, but obviously it hasn’t so I pity you, folks in the clown car.” He burst out laughing again.  
 
    A middle-aged woman with a gray bun at the top of her walked to the fence, ignored the men, and smiled at Tate. “Hi, Tate, it’s nice seeing you again. Would you unroll the canvas? You and the girl can get this over with, and we’ll get you inside and settled.” 
 
    “Thanks, Beth,” Tate unrolled three sides of the enclosure outside the fence and led Emma inside. 
 
    Beth unrolled a canvas at the front. “Whenever you’re ready.”  
 
    Tate closed the panel of the enclosure with Emma inside. Tate pulled up her shirt and slid down her pants. “Ready,” She called out, and Beth looked through the fenced panel then gave the nod.  
 
    “You’re good, Tate. Now your friend?” Beth asked. 
 
    Tate looked toward Emma. “Your turn, kid, gotta show you ain’t bit.” Emma easily complied. 
 
    At the same time, the men in the group were directed to a similar enclosure then guided through the same procedure. When everyone passed inspection and redressed, the gate was opened, and Tate parked the rig at the side of the garage inside the compound. 
 
    Phil led Tate, Matt, and Griff to his office. “Beth will feed the rest if you three want to join me in my office. She’ll bring your dinner there so we can talk.” The group got to Phil’s office, and each settled in chairs while Phil made his way behind his desk. “That’s a relief.” Phil sighed. 
 
    “You’re getting around better than last time I saw you,” Tate commented.  
 
    “Yeah. A little more time and hopefully back to normal and none too soon judging by the state of the country. You got a new rig.” 
 
    “Yeah, some assholes kill the Bitch. Matt pulled me out of it.” She slapped at Matt’s thick arm. “Me and soldier boy here went shopping for my new rig in Hondo earlier today,” At Phil’s raised brow, she laughed. “Yeah. It was fun.” 
 
    “Did you burn it down, too?” Phil asked. Matt and Griff both looked at Phil who continued to chuckle. 
 
    “No, we left you plenty of Deadheads to take care of,” Tate answered. 
 
    “I know there’s a story behind that,” Griff commented. 
 
    “We can get into it later,” Phil answered with a chuckle then turned to Griff. “What’s your story?” 
 
    “When things went to shit, three of us from my station got out of San Antonio picking up survivors along the way. At one time there was a dozen of us but one by one we lost folks including two of my buddies. About twenty miles from here, our SWAT unit gave up the ghost, and we got surrounded by the dead shits. I was outta ammo, and I don’t know what we’d have done if Tate and Matt hadn’t come along,” Griff answered as everyone turned at the sound of footsteps outside the door.  
 
    “Y’all don’t mind me.” Beth turned to a teen and directed him. “Ben, honey, set that food down and get trays out of the hall closet. Set one up in front of each of our guests.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Ben grinned when he saw Tate. “Hey, Ms. Tate, nice rig.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’ll be even better after I repaint it. Planning on stealth mode,” Tate laughed. 
 
    “Awesome,” Ben answered as he set a full plate in front of her. “Sweet tea or lemonade? It’s cold, but no ice. Got water too.” 
 
    Tate made her choice, and Ben returned with glasses for all. Drinks were passed out, and Phil sat back. “If you don’t mind, y’all go ahead and eat; I’ll give you the lowdown of our situation.” 
 
    “By all means, sir,” Griff responded. Matt and Tate agreed with a nod, as well. 
 
    “About a week ago, two vehicles came down the road. Ben’s taken to watching for trouble for us. Seems since I’m walking more, I have too much to attend lately. They were tearing down the road as if in a panic. They got past the UPS truck and turned toward Bandera. Anyway, ten minutes later, half a dozen more trucks, big ugly ones with men hanging on to the roll bars in the back. The men, Ben could see, had lots of tattoos and dressed like prison gangs or gang bangers. The first group was being chased by the second bunch, and they followed them into Bandera. It didn’t sound like much of a gunfight. I imagine the first group was pretty defenseless. Anyway, we laid low and hoped they’d move on.” 
 
    “I take it, you know they didn’t,” Tate asked. 
 
    “No. We sent a couple scouts out, and the gang bangers in the trucks actually set up in town. They cleaned out the Bandera courthouse and set up shop. It’s a big stone building, and with the general store and a few stores on the far side of town, it looks like they’ll be around a while. The worse part is they’ve been traveling the back roads looking for supplies and people.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Matt asked. “Go after them or wait around for them to attack?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
    Caught 
 
    Ollie sat in the sweltering heat of the small living room with all the windows open. Hanna brought a glass of tea and settled on the footstool at Ollie’s feet. She looked up at him with the same look of love and devotion she had when he had stepped off the plane coming home from Vietnam. He hadn’t even noticed the war protestors because all he saw was the young woman he’d fallen in love within the camp so long ago.  
 
    “You are just as beautiful as you were when you came into camp all those years ago, Hanna.” 
 
    “You blind old man. Don’t talk foolishness,” She looked down, then whispered, “I love you, old men.”  
 
    “I love you, người yêu dấu,” Ollie answered. 
 
    A gentle knock at the back door made both of them jump. Ollie whispered, “Its Angie. Stay here and talk to me loud enough to cover our voice in the kitchen, honey.” 
 
    Hana gave a quick nod. She pulled an album from a nearby table. “We look at pictures. I always like this one. You remember when you see Tuan and Binh first time you come home.” She forced a loud laugh. “Both so grown up. I miss my brothers. The boys safe, I know they smart and….” 
 
    Ollie could still hear Hanna’s voice prattling on as he crossed the small darkened kitchen to the back door. He glanced out the window and saw the hint of a dark shape standing in the shadows. He unlocked the door and opened it slowly. A hand passed him a mysterious bundle, then quickly turned and disappeared. Ollie closed the door, locked it, and he shoved the package into the empty potato bin. 
 
    “I like this picture of Tuan’s eldest son. He looks like Tuan as a boy. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Ollie settled on the chair and glanced down at the photographs. He smiled. “Yeah. spittin’ image of the scrawny kid when I first saw him, người yêu dấu.” 
 
    Sudden a light knock at the front door interrupted. “Sheriff Ford?”  
 
    Not recognizing the voice, Ollie called out. “Who is it, and what do you want? 
 
    “PFC Pollard, sir. Me and two friends would like to talk to you. Please, sir if the wrong people see us out here, we’re dead,” Pollard pleaded his voice sounded near panic. 
 
    Ollie nodded to Hanna, and she hurried to lower shades at the front windows, while Ollie opened the door. He stepped back and let the three men enter. All three men pulled off their hats and stepped into the room. Each, in turn, introduced themselves. Ollie nodded at Hanna, and she pulled out her Dan Ty Ba and began to play the four-string instrument in the living room. Ollie led the men to the dimly lit dining room and nodded toward three chairs. He settled in the forth. Once he was seated, he looked at the men and studied the crestfallen faces. “Well, boys, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Sheriff, we want to help,” answered PFC Pollard. 
 
    “Help? What exactly are you willing to help with?” asked Ollie. 
 
    “Sir?” Pollard squirmed. 
 
    “Look, boys, I don’t know what you think is going on, but I’m a tired, overworked, old man. You want to help, give me an easier job. You boys are treating the people here like slave labor. You turn a blind eye to Ryder’s men abusing the women around here and look the other way when the men are beaten.” 
 
    “Sir, not us, we know this is wrong,” Pollard answered. “We’ve got a plan. We have access to arms, and we’d like to help get the town free of Bishop and Ryder.” 
 
    The next morning Pollard and another of the men from the night before showed up at the door to collect Ollie for the work crew. Both men seemed almost cheerful. Ollie looked around. “No, biker?” 
 
    Pollard laughed. “Nope. They’re condemned to guarding the gates.”  
 
    “Try not to look so cheerful. Someone is going to figure out something is going on.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Pollard answered as his face lost the smile. “You’re right.” 
 
    Bishop looked at the pale mound of pasta, bits of canned meat and a few pieces of tired broccoli on his plate. Two nearly melted ice cubes floated in his tea. “This looks like shit.” He mumbled.  
 
    “No one’s been out hunting, and with the crews not bringing back supplies, we’re going to be eating grass in three days.” 
 
    Bishop jerked up the tray and threw it at the young PFC who had just delivered his lunch. “Get that shit cleaned up and get me an MRE!” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” PFC scooped up the mess onto the tray and disappeared. A few minutes later, he reappeared with a bucket and rag to clean up the mess.  
 
    “Where is my damned MRE?” Bishop growled. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. Coming right up,” The PFC answered as he ran from the office. 
 
    Mason laughed. “Kid’s gonna shit his pants if you keep riding him.” 
 
    Five minutes later, the PFC brought in a pot of hot water and three MREs. He mumbled. “Your choice, Sir?” He presented the packets for selection. Bishop pointed to one, the PFC spilled the contents to the tray. The young man laid out the substances as if a five-star restaurant. A moment later, he handed a bag with the rehydrated meal inside. 
 
    Bishop leaned back and dug in. The PFC stood there until Bishop glanced up and flicked his hand. “Finish cleaning up then get out.”  
 
    Three minutes later, the PFC escaped the office to the sound of Mason laughing. “How can you eat that shit?” 
 
    “You get used to ‘em,” Bishop answered. “Now, what did you find out? 
 
    The humor disappeared from Mason’s face. “We know who’s been taking the guns.” 
 
    “Round ‘em up at dusk. I want everyone on the square when the crews come in. The only exception is the bikers and leave them on the gates. Everyone needs to see what happens to traitors, and I want them all back out when we hang ‘em at dawn.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
    Stop and Shop 
 
    The riders in the F-150 traveled in silence for nearly half an hour until Dan eased off on the accelerator and stepped on the breaks. Ahead, in the distance was the ram-shackled excuse of a store with two pumps on the fueling island. A Jeep with the top left open sat in the parking lot in front of the gas pumps. Dan motioned for Rudy to pull up so they could talk. “Isn’t that Mark’s?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rudy answered as he pulled a pair of binoculars from the seat and studied the vehicle parked at the single pumping island in the parking lot. He studied the back of Jeep and what appeared to be a collection of bags sticking above the back tailgate. 
 
    Sarah sat up, saw the vehicle, and slapped at the back of the seat. “We need to get down there. Mark and Bruce must need help.” 
 
    “We see the truck.” Jen pulled Sarah’s arm back gently. “He’s looking for them right now.”  
 
    Dan stepped out of the truck and reached out for the field glasses. “We can’t just go rolling in there without knowing what’s going on.” He focused on the right side of the building and saw an old pickup truck. The vehicle was parked at an angle, and Dan saw a gun rack mounted in the cab window. “I can see something in the gun rack in the truck.”  
 
    “What about Bruce and Mark?” Jen demanded. 
 
    “No sign of them, yet. Just Mark’s truck by the pump,” He continued scanning the front of the store. “The windows and the door seem to be intact, but I don’t see anyone moving around inside the store though. The inside of the glass on the windows and door seem to be smeared with blood.” Dan studied the Jeep. “It looks like Mark and Bruce loaded supplies in the back of the Jeep already though. I don’t see a gas nozzle hanging in the tank, so it’s anyone’s guess if they got the Jeep filled up.” Dan moved the glasses back to the front of the truck and continued his perusal. He studied the Jeep and tried to examine the bags of supplies. He turned his attention back to the pickup at the side of the building and announced. “The truck has a rifle. We need to get it and see if there’s ammunition in the cab. The Jeep is full of supplies, and we need those. Kelly can drive my truck to the other side; I’ll jump out and drive it away if the keys are in the ignition. If not, pop the back door, and I’ll transfer all the bags and water cases to the back of the truck.” 
 
    “What if Mark and Bruce are inside and need our help?” Jen asked. 
 
    Dan sighed and turned to look at Sarah, “If they were still alive they would have gotten to the Jeep and come back to the camp. The Jeep still sitting there after three days says it all. If they’re inside, do you want to see them in the same condition as Jason?” 
 
    Sarah began to whimper. Jen turned to her to clutch at her hand. Finally, she whispered. “No. I don’t want to see them like that.” 
 
    Rudy announced. “I can get the rifle. While you take care of getting the supplies, Denise can drive the car down to the side of the store, I’ll bust out the window if the doors not unlocked and get the rifle and ammo then we’ll head out and wait for you down the highway.” 
 
    Dan announced. “While you do that, Kelly can drop me at the Jeep, and I’ll follow you and Kelly.” 
 
    Kelly leaned out the truck window. “Only one problem with the plan,” Everyone turned to face Kelly, and she continued. “The Jeep is a standard transmission.” 
 
    “Shit!” Dan cursed. “Then we give up on taking the Jeep. You can park next to the Jeep, I’ll grab the supplies what I can, then leave.” 
 
    “No. We have a better chance of getting all the supplies if we take the Jeep. I grew up driving tractors and trucks with standard transmissions. I can do it,” Kelly argued. “It’ll be quicker to just take the Jeep and transfer supplies somewhere safe.” 
 
    “We don’t need to do that, we can just transfer the supplies,” Dan countered. 
 
    “No. Why take the time. We can be in and out if the keys are there,” Kelly fired back. “You said so yourself, no one in sight. This will be the best chance of getting all the supplies.” 
 
    Dan gave up the argument and finally answered. “Alright. Rudy, take the tire iron to break the window.” 
 
    Rudy exchanged places with Denise, so she was driving the SUV. Kelly slid back in the passenger seat of the truck while Dan climbed behind the wheel of the F-150. He leaned out the window. “Any questions?” When no one spoke up, he added. “The rest of you girls, stay in the vehicles and keep watch for us. If anything moves, you let us know.” 
 
    Dan started the engine and slipped the truck into drive. As he neared the store, he glanced at Kelly. “You sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “It’s the safest way to get all the supplies,” Kelly protested. “They knew what we needed.” 
 
    Dan gave her a quick nod then slowed the truck to drive under the old-style awning between the gas pumps and the storefront. He watched as Denise steered the SUV around to the side of the building. He glanced at Kelly then back at the storefront. Three monsters appeared at the window. Each slapped hands against the glass, anxious to reach Dan sitting in the truck. “Hurry.” The sound of the escalating assault against the glass intensified. 
 
    Kelly jerked the passenger door open, jumped out and stepped between the pumps to the opened Jeep door and slid into the driver’s seat. She reached her hand to the ignition and groaned. NO Keys! She slid her hand behind her butt in case she missed the keys in the seat getting into the Jeep. Suddenly she looked at the store at the sound of glass cracking.  
 
    Dan watched the storefront at the sound of the glass cracking. He stared when he recognized one of the monsters as a clerk. His face had large chunks of flesh torn from one cheek, while his arms exposed large wounds with white exposed bone. “Move it, Kelly!”  
 
    More aggressive pounding and cracks raced across the glass then suddenly the glass shattered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
    New Home 
 
    Randy led Steve’s small group into the Lodge at Pine Springs Canyon. Steve grabbed at Randy’s arm. “Shit, man. This place is impressive as hell.” 
 
    Randy laughed good-naturedly. “It would have been top shelf all the way, that’s for sure. Now it’s survival.” He stopped at the sight of an older man in dark green fatigues approaching. “Let me introduce you to General William Edmonds.” 
 
    After introductions, Darlene, Penny, Martina, and Zack were settled with a meal in the dining room while Will led Randy, Della, and Steve into his office. “Folks, have a seat and enjoy your lunch. We can talk.” While they ate sandwiches of homemade bread with sliced meat, goat cheese, and fresh mayonnaise, he continued. “The men are putting your horses in a corral near the storage shed. We’ll empty one end and build out a stable before winter. We’ll do our best to take care of them in exchange for using them in working cattle.” Will turned to Randy. “No problem getting the men headed back out looking for cattle?”  
 
    “None at all,” Randy answered. 
 
    Will turned back to Steve and Della. “Now, about the horses. What do you want for them?” 
 
    Steve looked to Della. “You’ll have to ask Della and Martina.” 
 
    Della nodded. “How about we work out some kind of a long term loan agreement as long as they’re well treated? How much goodwill do we earn?” 
 
    “A lot, folks,” Will turned to Randy, “These folks can move into the last empty cabin if they want to stay together.” He turned back to Steve and Della, and they nodded. “It’ll be tight since it’s only three bedrooms, but we’re down to that or tents since the rest of the cabins are unfinished shells.”  
 
    Della smiled. “Whatever you have to offer is better than the open road and infected stumbling into the camp, which is what we’ve faced getting here. We’d be grateful for what you have available.”  
 
    Will laughed. “Ms. Marshall, you’re safe here, we’re just getting a little crowded I’m afraid. We’re working on the problem, but it's slow going with the knowledgeable personnel shortage.” 
 
    “Please call me Della, General.”  
 
    “Then call me, Will.” He turned to Randy. “You said the Kenyon's were attacked?” 
 
    “Steve knows more about it than I do. He said he had to put the father and son down,” Randy answered. 
 
    At Will’s raised brow, Steve answered. “I found the father and a teen had been tortured and gut-shot. The house was ransacked. Martina told us there were a teen girl and a mother in the family, but we didn’t find them at the house. What sign I did see was not good.” He reached into his pocket and threw the black and white keffiyeh on Will’s desk. “We saw more of these when Martina’s community was attacked. The men that attacked the village took the younger women and girls with them when they left. Most of the men were wearing keffiyehs and full beards.” 
 
    “Damn,” Will cursed. He got to his feet and walked to the window where he stared at the forest beyond the trench with the raised drawbridge for a full minute before he turned back to the others with an understanding look on his face.  
 
    Della looked from Will to Randy, then back to Steve. Finally, she asked. “Do I want to know what y’all seem to know and are NOT talking about?” 
 
    After a brief silence, Will answered. “The Internet claimed there was a terrorist training camp up north of here about a hundred miles. I didn’t pay much attention to it at the time. Figured it was Internet hype. Since the attack, I’ve been more worried about MS-13 and the drug cartels moving north from south of the border. We’re still getting screwed even after all those traitors were found guilty of treason and sent to jail.”  
 
    “Shit. We could be caught in a vice here,” Randy grumbled. 
 
    “Thought you ought to know,” Steve answered. 
 
    Will shrugged. “I’d rather know than get blind-sided and not be prepared for it.” 
 
    “Are we going to be safe here,” Della asked. 
 
    “Safer than out on the road,” Steve answered. 
 
    “No need to worry now. We’ll start making plans and prepare as well as we can.” Will spent the next twenty minutes while everyone finished eating explaining the progress of building community sustainability and additional cabins. In the end, he continued. “Randy can you get these folks settled in their new home and give them a chance to clean up and rest before dinner today.” Will turned to Steve and Della. “Welcome to Pine Springs. Rest up, and I’ll see you at dinner.” 
 
    Randy led Steve and Della out into the great room where Maria, Carrie, and Liz fussed over the new arrivals.  
 
    Liz smiled at the approaching group. “We’re just visiting, so they’re ready to head to their new home, all except Martina. After visiting with Maria, she thinks she would like to stay with Maria’s and her family.” 
 
    Della started to protest, then saw the older woman with Martina holding her hand, smiling, and visiting softly then responded. “She’s safe, and that’s the important thing. Just know she’s always welcome with us.” 
 
    Martina stood and walked to Della and gave her a quick hug. “Thank you for all you have done for me. I will be forever grateful.” She returned to Maria, and the two left the dining room. 
 
    Liz reached out to place her hand on Della’s arm. “Maria lost her only daughter coming back from Mexico. They’ll be good for each other.” She cleared her throat. “I hear you’ve had medical training. Tomorrow, please visit with Carrie about working with her in our Medical Department.”  
 
    “I’ll be glad to help any way I can,” Della answered. 
 
    Randy stepped closer. “Steve, let’s get your folks settled in your new home.” 
 
    The group, led by Randy, walked out of the lodge and climbed onto a golf cart big enough to hold, Randy, Della, Darlene, Penny, Steve, and Zack. While Randy drove, he explained meal times, water supply including limitations, then added. “After we provide some basic needs when new arrivals first get here we expect everyone to pull their own weight. Of course, you’ll start out with a substantial credit to take care of extra clothes and personal supplies. We have a store of sorts, and individual credit comes from work, and everyone is expected to put in eight-plus hours a day no matter what the credit status. We have too much to do to have anyone think they can sit around and be slackers. Kids are a different matter. We have a school and a daycare for kids. We expect teens to school half days, and to take self-defense and firearms classes in between work projects.” 
 
    “Can that horse credit be divided between the five adults?” Della asked.  
 
    “Sure. Credit gets issued in a variety of ways,” Randy answered as he pulled up in front of a larger cabin at the edge of a cluster of six units.   
 
    “Are we living here?” Darlene gasped at the sight of the log cabin with its covered front porch and four rocking chairs sitting at either side of the door in front of the windows. “It’s lovely.” 
 
    Randy laughed. “Yep. It’s only three bedrooms. One more thing, we ask you to close the bedroom doors at night, and no one enters a room without someone inside speaking first.” At Della’s puzzled look, he continued. “We lost a family when a man died, came back, killed his wife and two kids. Just do as we ask. Knock and wait. Teach your daughter.” 
 
    Everyone climbed off the golf cart. Randy walked to the house, pulled a key off a nail, and opened the door. He stepped back, and everyone filed inside slowly. “Liz had your packs and a couple new changes of clothes brought in. She does pretty well, guessing sizes, but if it’s not right, send someone to the metal building, I pointed out and exchange them for better sizes. You can use the washateria, but we do ask you to wait until you have a full load. There are only six washers and dryers since we weren’t expecting a community.” He turned to Zack. “Big guy, if you’ll help me, we’ll roll the cabin’s golf cart out in the sun. This is Cabin Six, so you get Cart Six. Use it to get around when you need transportation. Just remember to park in the sun. It’s solar and will keep charging when it’s not in the shade.” 
 
    Randy led Zack to a small garage at the side of the cabin, and together they rolled the cart into the sun. “Thanks. See y’all at six this evening.” Randy climbed on the primary lodge vehicle they’d used to come to the cabin and backed up, then drove away. “Relax and rest or look around. Just don’t wander too far until you learn your way around.” 
 
    Zack walked into the cabin to see Steve coming from the hallway. Darlene announced. “Zack, you and Steve get the two front bedrooms. They’re smaller, but they have big beds. Darlene and I can take the larger bedroom with two beds.” 
 
    Zack shrugged. “It’s fine with me.”  
 
    Della turned back around and disappeared down the hallway. 
 
    Steve walked to a window and opened the glass as he added. “The girls are getting cleaned up. I turned on the ceiling fans but let’s open the windows.”  
 
    “Now, what do we do?” Zack asked, and he walked to the kitchen and opened the window over the small sink. “I guess I never thought we’d make it here so I never gave it much thought about what I’d be doing after we got here.” 
 
    Steve nodded. “I understand the feeling. How about we get cleaned up, rest a little, then look around.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Zack answered as Darlene and Penny walked from the back hallway. 
 
    Darlene pulled the towel from her hair. “Della will be out in a minute then one of you two head in there.” She walked to the kitchen as she finger-combed the knots from her hair. She examined the opened shelves of essential dishes and glassware. Darlene opened drawers and cabinets and gave a yelp when she saw oatmeal, packages of noodles, soups, tea, and a jar of instant coffee. “Oh, my God. Even Coffee!” 
 
    Della appeared. “Zack, you or Steve get cleaned up. You both smell pretty gamey.”  
 
    At Penny’s giggle, Darlene and Della both laughed and waved their hands in front of their noses.  
 
    “Fine. I can tell when I’m not wanted.” Steve shuffled off with a chuckle. 
 
    “This place is pretty sweet. Microwave and frig,” Zack answered. 
 
    Darlene sat down to brush at Penny’s hair. “We’re lucky to be here,” She mused as she finished brushing Penny’s hair, and the child wandered over to the couch to look at a children’s book lying on the coffee table. Darlene brushed at her own hair as she cried silently. Both Della and Zack looked on unsure of what to say. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
    Look See 
 
    Phil’s face mirrored his concern when he spoke. “I’m not sure what to do. They’ve taken over the town, and that includes the stores in the area that folks haven’t scavenged from yet in the last six months. Now we know they’re searching the area for more places to raid and it’s just a matter of time before they find us up here.” 
 
    “Do you know the number of people over there now? Do you think they could have hostages?” 
 
    “Ben was watching when they first came down the highway and counted trucks and men in them and came up with at least eighteen, maybe twenty. He wasn’t quite sure, but we can talk to him about it again. Considering that, it could mean there are as many as a couple dozen. As for hostages, I don’t know. After the raiding in the area, it would be a good bet they have captives now, but Ben didn’t mention seeing any at the time.” 
 
    “You can bet on it if they’ve been raiding survivor camps,” Matt retorted. “Could be what they’re really looking for now.” 
 
    “Makes sense now that you say it.” Phil looked troubled. “They wouldn’t have killed all the women they come across. I hate to think of the life they’ve suffered.” 
 
    “We’d need to assume there are hostages,” Matt agreed as he rubbed at the stubble on his face.  
 
    “I don’t think a bunch of men like those would run around without women for long,” Tate snorted. 
 
    “Don’t think much of men?” Matt raised a brow. 
 
    “I agree with Tate. Men like that wouldn’t miss a chance to take women captive,” Griff announced. “It’s their nature to be abusive.” 
 
    Phil raised a hand. “We have to know if there are hostages before we take actions. Someone needs to go into town for a recon before we can do any planning.” 
 
    “You’re right. If it was just a case of killing them, we could blow up the building. If there are captives, we have to free them,” Matt agreed. 
 
    “I’ll do the recon,” Griff announced. 
 
    “Not alone,” Matt answered. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not sitting around waiting for the boys to come home,” Tate argued. 
 
    Griff raised a hand. “Only two of us are needed. We go in quiet, look around, and come back out.” 
 
    “We won’t be taking your truck. This needs to be quiet,” Matt added. 
 
    An hour before dusk, Griff and Matt gathered a few supplies in two backpacks plus machetes, knives, and handguns, for emergencies only. They dressed in black and used camouflage face paint provided by Ben from a mysterious trunk in the attic.  
 
    Both Phil and Tate watched without speaking. Matt glanced toward the two of them and could see Tate was fuming. “You may as well calm down, the fewer people that go on this little jaunt, the less chance of losing someone. Besides, if the gang attacks before we scope it out, they’ll need you here.” 
 
    “You act like I’m helpless,” She argued. 
 
    “You’re the best shot I’ve seen in a couple years. That’s exactly why you need to be here. You have to help protect the people here until we can come up with a plan,” Matt answered as he shouldered the pack. 
 
    “They’re going to sneak in, take a look, then sneak back out with the gang none the wiser. You’re not always quiet. They’ll have Ben to lead them in there. A quick in and out.” Phil commented. 
 
    “He’s just a kid,” Tate argued. 
 
    Suddenly Ben appeared at the door holding a pair of night-vision goggles. “I thought these might help.” 
 
    Phil looked up, “Where did you find those?” 
 
    “I found them in that box under all that old military gear. I was looking at the pictures.” His face fell as he added. “I couldn’t find batteries.” 
 
    Phil reached in the drawer in a side cabinet and laid two packages on the corner of the table. “Forgot I had those. I think one of these should work.” 
 
    Matt reached out and took the goggles still wrapped in plastic. “These are Pulsar Edge GS Night Vision Goggles. They take a couple triple-A batteries.” He examined the unit and looked closer. “This gear is a headache to wear, but they can be used as a handheld in a pinch. Either way, they’ll come in handy.” 
 
    Griff pocketed a spare set of batteries. “Any chance there’s a second pair?” 
 
    Ben raised his hand and displayed another item hanging on a wide strap. “It’s a Pocket-game tracker. Thermal Imaging Monocular Sight is what the box said.” 
 
    Griff retrieved it. He looked at the unit and grinned. “We can check it out in a closet.” Pill nodded toward a door. Griff disappeared, closing the door behind him. He reappeared with a wide grin on his face. “It just takes a twist to turn it on. Good to go.” He draped the strap over his neck, grinning. 
 
    “Hey, what about me?” Ben protested. 
 
    “You’re using these until we get to within sight of the town, then you hide out until we get back.” 
 
    “And if you don’t get back?” Ben asked. 
 
    “If we don’t, we probably won’t be coming back. Get back here and tell Phil to prepare for the worse,” Matt answered. 
 
    “Come on kid, we’re just going in for a look-see. We’ll all make it back just fine.” Griff picked up a second pack. 
 
    Phil handed Matt a set of keys. “It’s a little beat up, but the SUV is a hybrid and quieter than anything else in camp. Ben will lead you down the roads and a footpath into town and show you how to get to the backside of the town hall. Just watch for wandering dead.” 
 
    Matt chuckled. “You really think we have to be told?” 
 
    “Sorry. Just worried. Dawn is six-thirty, so you need to be headed back by five at the latest, or you take a chance on meeting a bunch of the gang heading out.” 
 
    “We’ll be back by dawn,” Griff reassured Phil. 
 
    Matt drove while Griff folded his six foot six form into the passenger seat. Ben climbed into the back then leaned between the front seatbacks to serve as a guide. The gate of Phil’s compound slid open, and Matt steered the vehicle through the opening.  
 
    “Down the bluff then take a right on the blacktop,” Ben directed and Matt complied. The electric motor purred softly as the three studied the shadows, and gloom along the roadway without headlights. “There! Just after that big tree. Take a left. It’s rough going, but the road will take us around to the back of town.” 
 
    Matt guided the small hybrid over the gravel and dirt trail with deep ruts and knee-high weeds down the center. The trio inside the vehicle bounced against the roof of the car. Matt fought the steering wheel as it was jerked from left to right with deep ruts in the road. “Shit. It’s a bike trail,” He growled. 
 
    “Yeah. I had a couple of friends in town, and we used to tear up the road back here. Well, until this happened. I guess they’re both rotting somewhere or stumbling around looking for someone to eat.” 
 
    Catching the pain in Ben’s comment, Matt interrupted. “What did you ride, Honda or Yamaha?” 
 
    “Uncle Phil has two bikes. One is a Kawasaki and the other a Honda. It was great in the summer. After I turned thirteen, I spent a lot of time out at Uncle Phil’s, and he pretty much let me do whatever I wanted as long as I didn’t kill myself,” Ben answered. “It’s going to veer to the left, and after a quarter-mile, there’s a hill that looks down at the backside of the town. The town hall is only a block in from there.” 
 
    “Got it,” Matt answered, then the car grew quiet as all three looked toward the dark buildings amid the flora of trees in the distance. He lowered all the windows. The night was filled with the sound of crickets and night creatures. 
 
    “There’s a light moving on top of that building. It’s someone smoking a cigarette,” Griff whispered. “Let’s stop here.” 
 
    Matt braked and put the car in reverse to make a K-turn, so the hybrid was facing the way they had come. After pulling the keys from the ignition, he changed his mind and jammed them back in place. “Ben, get behind the wheel. If you hear anything coming through the wood that doesn’t whistle, get the hell outta here.” He whistled to demonstrate then added, “We’ll do it twice.” 
 
    All three got out of the dark blue hybrid, and Ben slipped into the driver’s seat. Matt rested the night vision goggles on his head and made a tentative scan of the woods. “Kid, I don’t see anything out there but pay attention. I don’t want to have to face your family if something happens to you.” 
 
    “You won’t, sir. I’ll keep watch. Just be careful. The trail heading down into the town is off to the right between the two bushes. It comes out behind a bright yellow house. Off to the right, you’ll see the sandstone building. It’s the town hall and has windows at the back, but there’s a parking lot you’ll have to cross. Once you get across that there’s landscaping next to the building for cover,” Ben answered. 
 
    “Kid, it’ll be alright. Stay here and stay alert,” Griff chuckled. “We got this.” 
 
    Matt turned toward the trail and scanned the terrain. It would be a reasonable descent with few obstacles as far as he could tell. He stepped away from the vehicle and descended the narrow path with Griff close behind. They picked their way through the brush all the while scanning the shadows searching for movement. They crept from a bush to clump of trash, in making their way into the small town.  
 
    Suddenly Griff placed his hand on Matt’s shoulder. Both men stopped and watched as a shadow coalesced into a man carrying a rifle. Matt watched a man walk a couple steps then stop. After a minute of fumbling in his pockets, he stuck a hand-rolled cigarette in his mouth, and a flame flared to life. For a split second, a face with a myriad of tattoos appeared. Just as quickly, the face disappeared, and the tip of a blunt moved up and down. A second man jogged up and reached out. The first man passed the smoke to the second. They spoke then the first man laughed and grabbed at the front of his pants. 
 
    They passed the cigarette back and forth for a couple minutes then resumed their patrol down the narrow path and disappeared around the corner of the next house.  
 
    Griff stepped close and whispered. “I didn’t expect guards this far from the main building.”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
    In Hiding 
 
    From the ridge overlooking the gate at the highway leading into Utopia, PFC Allen pointed at a narrow pass. “There, see the narrow trail heading into the woods? We head down that way, and it leads into town behind the River Retreat Park. We can go around and get through the fence behind the park. There’s a turnstile with a hooked chain to get through. Bishop and his bunch don’t know about it. Locals have been sneaking out for weeks and bringing back meat that way. They bring it back in the morning all cooked and pass it around.” At Brian’s questioning look, he explained. “Bishop ordered short rations for folks not able to work. They had to do something.” 
 
    “How do the townspeople know who to trust?” Brian asked. 
 
    Allen shrugged. “White handkerchiefs.” 
 
    “Explain?” Brian whispered. 
 
    “The Sheriff’s wife gave them to a few of us. We wear it visible in a back pocket, and they know we’re friends. If we know someone is outside the fence, we make sure we’re around the areas to ensure they make it back inside without being seen by the wrong people.” 
 
    “Will it still work? Is anyone left inside that can help?” Brian asked.  
 
    “I think so. If we can get down to the Retreat, then get close enough to the fence and wait until dark to go inside.”  
 
    By dusk, Brian and his new team made their way to the ball field and hid in the brush and trees to wait. With Allen at his side, the group watched the last guard walk toward town. As the guard disappeared around the corner of a distant building Allen led Brian and the rest of the soldiers, Juan, Leon, Billy through the turnstile, then relocked it. Allen led the group toward the town across the park when they were suddenly forced to stop behind the remnants of several demolished houses at the edge of the ball field. From the shadows, they watched as the demoralized townspeople and soldiers alike were herded along by older looking soldiers and a couple bikers to the tennis court now surrounded by a circle of headlights.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Brian asked Allen. 
 
    “I don’t know. The only time this has happened before, someone was brought up on charges where Bishop claimed treason. The guy was hung on the main square. This won’t be good,” Allen whispered. 
 
    Brian glanced around and watched the team slip farther into the shadows. “We need to get off the street before someone sees us.” Once the last of the townspeople had moved past their hiding place, Brain asked. “Where do you suggest we go, Private?” 
 
    “There’s a street of empty houses behind the sheriff’s place. Sheriff Ford is a good man, and hopefully, we can coordinate with him. He’s been catching hell from the Sergeant, so I hope he’s not in the middle of this shit storm since Bishop put him on fencing a week ago.” 
 
    Another soldier added. “He didn’t look terrific the last time I saw him, but that wife of his is tough as nails. She works in the garden all day, but always has the energy to chew on my ass about something.” 
 
    “I look forward to meeting her,” Brian whispered. “Simms, stay and watch. You know where to meet us, right? The rest of you move and pay attention. Don’t be seen.” 
 
    The men melted back into the shadows. Brian worked his way to the front of the group and with Allen leading out they crossed the street to the back of the schoolyard. They moved through the trees behind Cypress Street, behind the church to an open lot.  
 
    Allen looked back toward the glow of the headlights of vehicles surrounding the tennis court. “We have to cross.” 
 
    “Go behind the houses and stay in the dark as much as possible,” Brian ordered. 
 
    Allen, with Brian close behind, led the team across the playground behind the outbuilding past the drive to stop behind the bus barn. Allen raced across the street and disappeared behind a house, then reappeared and waved the group forward. It took three minutes for the entire group of men to find safety in the bushes alongside the house.  
 
    Brian saw the last soldier melt into the brush and slipped between two of the head-high oleanders and hurried alongside a small gray-blue bungalow. Allen cut across the back yard and vault over a short hurricane fence. Again, everyone followed suit, through the dark. Allen turned to the others. He nodded toward a small dark bungalow. “That’s the Sheriff’s house.” 
 
    Brian whispered. “I want the fence open, between this post and the corner.” He pointed to two men. They immediately pulled multi-tools and began the task. “Make it quick. I want everyone out of sight before the sheriff comes back home in case he’s not alone. Let’s get the vacant house open.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” both men whispered. 
 
    The rest of the group crossed the yard and after a knife was slipped between the back door and door jam of the empty house. The door opened, and Brian stepped inside. After smelling nothing more than dust and stale air, he opened the door, and the rest of the team slipped inside. “Get the windows covered. No light except when you have to and keep the beam away from the windows.” 
 
    Drapes were pulled, plastic bags found under a sink and quickly taped over windows at the front of the house. When the team was settled, guards were assigned. “Let me know as soon as you see lights or movement in the sheriff’s house,” Brian ordered. He pointed to two more men and assigned them to watch the back of the house. “Rest of you eat and rest. It looks like we’ll be busy later.”  
 
    The men opened packs, drank water, and ate MREs taken from the supplies Griggs had brought on his raid. Some even curled up on kits and tried to sleep.  
 
    With only a single beam of a MAG light, Allen provided Brian with a detailed outline of the small town. “Bishop took over the big house across the street from the town hall, here. Most of the residents live between Johnson Street and the school. The ones that lived further out were moved toward the center of town for protection. Most of the houses across the street from this house have been razed to clear the land for planting.” 
 
    “Sounds like the beginning of a good plan for the future,” Bishop commented. 
 
    “It was Bishop,” Allen whispered. 
 
    “No one ever said he didn’t have organizational skills or even foresight for that matter. He just lacks common decency and honor,”  Brian responded. 
 
    Allen answered softly. “That’s about right.” 
 
    A loud whisper called across the gloom. “Sir? Sir, you need to see this.” 
 
    Brian eased over to the curtained window to watch three soldiers knock down the sheriff’s back door. They stormed inside the house, and within minutes, the sound of furnishings being tossed around filled the quiet of the night. Voices called out demanding if anything had been found. 
 
    “Damn! That’s not good,” Brian whispered. 
 
    PFC Allen crept closer to watch and gasped. “Damn! They’re going to kill them!” 
 
    Brian held up his hand. “Quiet!” He whispered. 
 
    They watched as the beams of light danced across windows, through the opened back door. The sound of shattering glass, ripping and tearing of furnishings and smashing of wooden furniture could be heard across the distance. Twenty minutes later the men converged at the back of the house to smash yard furniture, then destroy a small shed at the side of the house. The soldiers conferred then double-timed back to the front of the house and away. The night grew quiet. 
 
    Brian leaned back. “They’re looking for something. My guess is, they didn’t find it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
    Drive Away 
 
    Kelly glanced around the front of the Jeep. She opened the console, scratched at the assortment of junk in the container and was surprised to see a handgun wedged at the side of a stack of papers. Kelly pushed aside the envelope and saw a box of ammunition. She dropped both on the seat and slammed the top shut in frustration. Where are the keys? Kelly glanced up at the visor. No Way! So cliché. She grabbed the screen and jerked it down, and the keys dropped into her lap.  
 
    “Kelly, move it!” Dan yelled. 
 
    Fumbled the keys at the ignition on the dash, Kelly missed the slot, and the keys slipped from her hand. “Crap!” She startled at the sound of exploding glass and cascading shards spilling on concrete. The SUV revved at the side of the building, and the vehicle sped away.  
 
    “Damn-it, Kelly move it. There’s infected in the store, and they’re breaking out!” Dan yelled as the first of the three infected came through the glass with two more close behind. 
 
    Kelly leaned over, grabbed the keys, and held them tight while she slid them into the ignition. She turned the key, and the engine roared to life.  
 
    “Drive!” Dan yelled. 
 
    “Crap!” Kelly screamed as she stepped on the clutch, jammed the stick into first and accelerated before she released the left peddle with a jerk. The engine sputtered and nearly died, Kelly stomped her left foot while her leg trembled.  
 
    Dan saw the Jeep buck and stall and yelled out the window.”Get out of there! Come on now, Kelly!”  
 
    Kelly took a breath and eased off on the clutch and pressed her right foot on the gas again. This time with the Jeep moving forward, she accelerated, and Kelly jerked the wheel to the right and waved Dan away. He pulled out, and she followed.  
 
    Just as she neared the edge the parking lot, she clutched, and engine sound quietened, and suddenly she heard a hoarse voice call out.  
 
    “Kelly! Wait! Don’t leave me! I’m here.” Kelly eased off of the gas and turned back to the store to see someone on the roof. He was waving his arm frantically and screaming at her. “Wait! Come back! Kelly!”  
 
    She slammed on the brakes. Turned and looked to see a man waving frantically from the store roof. It took several heartbeats to realize who it was.  
 
    “Bruce! Oh! My! God! Bruce!” Kelly yelled. Suddenly an infected slammed against the back of the Jeep. Kelly engaged the gear and eased away from the monster and accelerated after Dan’s tail lights while she raised an arm and yelled. “We’ll be back!” She continued to wave as she drove away, hoping Bruce understood they would return. 
 
    Kelly followed Dan’s truck until she caught up to his pickup and the SUV, and they stopped after they heard her blowing the horn and saw her flashing the Jeep’s headlights. She pulled alongside. “We have to go back!” 
 
    Dan looked shocked. “After what just happened, no way! The infected just fell out of the store. Why would we go back? The back of the Jeep is filled with supplies.” 
 
    “Bruce was on the roof,” Kelly answered. 
 
    “Shit!” Dan cursed as he glanced toward the store in the distance. 
 
    Rudy stepped out of his car then came to stand between the Jeep and Dan’s F-150. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Dan answered. “We have to go back. Bruce was on the roof.” 
 
    Rudy grinned. “The old truck had a gun. Who’s good with a rifle?”  
 
    Kelly held up the handgun. “Bruce had this. So we have a rifle and a handgun.”  
 
    “I don’t think we all should go back.” Dan held out his hand for the rifle. “Rudy and I can take the truck, toss up a rope and Bruce can climb down. Then we meet back here.” 
 
    “You do realize I’ve never shot a rifle or a handgun, right?” Rudy asked. 
 
    “Shit,” Dan cursed. 
 
    “I’ll go,” Kelly said. “I can shoot the handgun. Rudy and Denise can take care of Sarah and Jen, and we’ll leave Brit with them.” 
 
    Dan looked as if to argue, then thought better of it. “Fine, if they’re still walking around Kelly can run ‘em down, or I’ll shoot ‘em before we even get close. We’ll pull up to the side of the building, and I’ll toss up the climbing rope I have in the back of the truck. Bruce can tie it off and slide down. It’ll be a quick in and out, half an hour at the most.” 
 
    Kelly looked around. “You should be fine here with no houses and abandoned cars in the area. Just keep watch. Get some water and something to eat. Transfer half of it to your vehicle. We’ll move the rest to the truck when we get back.”  
 
    “Alright. We can do that. You two, be careful.” Rudy agreed as he gave a quick wave, and stepped to the SUV, spoke with Denise and then began passing out water and sorting through the supplies in the Jeep while Kelly scrambled behind the wheel of the truck.  
 
    “Don’t scratch my grill,” Dan snarked as he picked up a case of water from the Jeep to put in the truck. 
 
    “Really?” She asked then turned to see the smile on his face and gave a quick nod. “We can do this, right?” Kelly laid the handgun on the seat. She released the magazine, verified the loaded, and slammed it back in place then racked the slide. She slid the butt of the gun under her leg and tucked the box of ammunition behind her butt. 
 
    Dan climbed into the bed of the truck and scratched through a duffle bag. When he found the rope, he leaned around the side of the pickup and knocked on the window. “Good to go.” 
 
    Kelly rolled down the window and started the pickup then slipped it into reverse while Dan grabbed the roll bar with one hand while hanging on to the rifle with the other. 
 
    “If they aren’t on the road to drive over, stop, and I’ll use the rifle to take them out,” Dan called out. 
 
    Kelly waved her hand out the window, “Got it.” She glanced at the handgun. It didn’t take long to get back to the store and see Bruce again waved frantically from the roof. He called out in a hoarse whisper. “I knew you’d come back.” 
 
    “Where are they?” Kelly steered into a full circle, parking next to the single-story building. She turned to watch Dan rear back and throw the bundle of rope to Bruce on the flat roof. He leaned over the short wall and reached out.  
 
    “Hurry up. Tie it off and climb down so we can get the hell outta here!” Dan yelled. 
 
    Bruce stumbled from view. Minutes ticked by before he reappeared with the bundle of rope clutch in his arms ready to toss over the side of the building. As they sat there with a constant thumping inside the store grew more insistent and more unnerving. The sun beat down on the blacktop, and quivering waves of heat rose up from the asphalt. Tar glistened with the late spring heat, and the faint pungent smell wafted on the still air.  
 
    “Bruce, come on!” Dan yelled again. 
 
    Unable to hear Bruce over the truck motor, Kelly turned off the pickup. Without the idling engine, the thumping grew louder, and suddenly, the sound of the footsteps on the shattered glass could be heard. It had to be at the front of the store. “Come on, Bruce, the infected are coming!” Kelly called out. The jostling and faltering footsteps moved more quickly at the sound of her voice. 
 
    “Trying,” Bruce croaked, as he appeared overhead and tossed the bulk of the rope over the lip of the roof. He threw his leg over the edge and clung to the rim, struggling to wrap his fingers around the cord. 
 
    Dan glanced at the approaching infected. “Move your ass!” 
 
    Kelly retrieved the handgun and leaned out the window. She aimed at the closest infected, a man wearing boots and a plaid shirt walking toward the cab of the truck. Blood-stained rips and tears exposed grievous wounds on his arms and face while the side of his neck hung open with a flap of skin exposing his windpipe. She remembered him. He was hanging around the clerk when they came to Hamilton Pool Park. The clerk that now followed the cowboy. Kelly stared at the woman. She had been pretty once, but now, she looked as if she had been attacked by wild animals with arms and legs in shreds. Torn folds of flesh swung free with each stumbling step toward the truck.  
 
    “Guys!” Kelly yelled. “Hurry up!” Kelly fired. The bullet hit the side of the man’s throat, but he only spun around then resumed his trek toward live warm flesh. 
 
    Dan glanced over the cab and saw the pair of monsters stumbling across the parking lot. “Shit or get off the pot, Bruce! Time to move it, man!” 
 
    Bruce clung to the edge of the building with the truck bed less than eight feet below. He finally let go of the roof and grabbed at the rope, barely catching it. Instantly his hands began to lose their grip. Kelly fired at the cowboy again, and Bruce lost control and dropped on top of Dan with both crashing on the bed of the truck with a loud boom.  
 
    Kelly jerked around to see Bruce on top of Dan gasping for breath. “Dan? Bruce? Are you alright?”  
 
    Dan lay motionless with Bruce on top of him. Kelly opened the door ready to jump from the cab when Dan eased Bruce off of him, still gasping for breath and got to his knees, reaching for the rifle. “Get back behind the wheel and get us out of here.” 
 
    Kelly turned back to face the infected man and realized how much closer the monster was. She leaned out to line up on him again and was ready to fire when the cowboy’s head exploded before she pulled the trigger. She jerked her head around and saw Dan with the rifle braced on the cab. 
 
    “Get us out of here,” Dan yelled as he pointed the barrel of the rifle at the woman. Dan fired, and the infected woman dropped like a puppet with the strings cut. Another shot and the third infected fell to the ground.  
 
    Kelly slid into the seat, tucked the handgun under her leg, and cranked the engine, ready to pull away when Bruce yelled, “We can’t leave, Mark is inside there.”  
 
    Dan stopped Bruce when he started to climb out of the bed of the truck. “Bruce, we need to leave. Why wasn’t he on the roof?” 
 
    “I can’t leave him like that. He shoved me in that closet after he got bit. I promised not to leave him,” Bruce protested. 
 
    Dan tapped on the cab and yelled at Kelly. “Pull out front about twenty feet from the pumps.” 
 
    Kelly drove around the lot to park facing the pumps and the empty lot. She leaned out the window and asked, “What’s going on?” 
 
    Dan jumped out of the truck bed and turned to see Bruce stumbling over supplies to do the same. Dan held up his hand. “Not you.” He opened a bottle of water and passed it to Bruce. “You can barely stand.” He looked to Kelly, and she gave a quick nod. 
 
    “I put a bag of supplies in the cab, so get in the passenger seat and turn on the air. Get some water and something to eat. You’re dehydrated, so go easy. I don’t want you puking in my truck.” 
 
    “He’s my brother,” Bruce whispered as he protested, then slumped back against the truck. Dan opened the door and helped Bruce into the pickup seat.  
 
    Kelly ignored the sobs of resignation and replaced the full magazine in the Ruger then stepped up to Dan. “I’m ready, let’s look for Mark?” 
 
    Dan gave a quick nod as he grabbed a hatchet from the bed of the truck. “We have to make sure he’s laid to rest. Not just for Bruce’s sake. He was our friend too.” 
 
    “We can do it,” Kelly whispered. “This is our world now.” 
 
    Kelly’s heart slammed against her chest as she and Dan approached the store. Her steps hesitated when it crunched on the shattered glass.  
 
    Dan turned to her. “You gonna be alright?” 
 
    “No, but Bruce needs this,” She whispered.  
 
    “I’ll lead, you watch my back.” Dan led Kelly to the door and called out. “Come on, buddy. We’re here for you.” He waited, and then heard the rhythmic knocking from inside the building again. 
 
    “Do you think that’s him?” Kelly asked. 
 
    Dan stepped into the gloom of the store. The light from the broken windows exposed the cluster of racks and display shelves, all in disarray. Several cases of water had been stacked by the door. The back of the store was deep in shadows. “Where is he?” Dan asked quietly. 
 
    Kelly flicked on the flashlight Dan had given her and pointed it at the checkout counter. “Nothing over here.” She heard the slight shuffle and directed the light at the sound. “Bruce said there was a storage closet.” 
 
    “Bruce told me Mark could hear him on the roof? Even after Mark was infected, he knew Bruce was up there,” Dan speculated as he stepped around a fallen rack and saw a shadow across a splintered door in the distance. 
 
    “You think that’s him?” Kelly adjusted the direction of the beam of the light as she asked.  
 
    “Yeah. No mistaking that red hair.” Dan answered. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    “There,” Kelly whispered as she pointed to the back wall. Light streamed down across a ladder built on a wall. “Well, that explains how Bruce got on the roof.” 
 
    The monster that had once been Mark stood in the closet looking back at them. Kelly raised the gun, aimed at his head, and fired. Mark collapsed. 
 
    Dan turned to Kelly. “I could have used….” 
 
    “No. It will be easier for Bruce this way.” 
 
    Bruce ran into the store. He looked to them, and Dan nodded toward the closet. Bruce fell to his knees and began to sob. He retrieved the hatchet and broke open the door and pulled Mark’s body from the enclosure. Once laid out, Bruce straightened Mark’s clothes and used paper towels and bottles of water to clean his face.  
 
    Meanwhile, Kelly walked out into the sunlight and crossed the lot to the truck. She climbed into the cab and cranked the engine. She slammed the pickup into gear and pulled it around to the front of the store. Kelly backed up to the store and slammed the truck in park, then ran around to lower the tailgate. “We need to make this quick, Dan.” 
 
    She stepped inside the store and with Dan carried half a dozen cases of water to the truck. When that was loaded, Dan reappeared and went back in for two more boxes of supplies. Kelly picked up another box from the back, “We should pick up any medical supplies, bug spray and something to put on Bruce’s sunburn.” 
 
    “I think we got about everything worth getting. The infected walked over most of the stuff and ground it into muck on the floor,” Dan answered. 
 
    A few minutes later, Bruce appeared and grabbed a plastic gas can out of the back of the truck. “Are you done?” When Dan nodded, Bruce walked back to where his brother lay for a final goodbye.  
 
    Dan led Kelly outside. “Move the truck.” He walked to the body of the cashier and grabbed her under the arms to drag her into the store, then walked back to retrieve the cowboy and lay him next to the woman.  
 
    Bruce reappeared just as the first burst of flames lit the back of the store. “Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 
 
    New Mission 
 
    Steve, Zack, Della, and Darlene with Penny in tow walked into the dining room at the main lodge where Liz and Randy met them at the entrance.  
 
    “Welcome. I hope you found everything you needed for now at the cabin. Let us know if we can help with anything I didn’t think of,” Liz greeted them. 
 
     “We appreciate all you’ve done for us. Thank you,” Della answered with a wide smile. “I can’t get over feeling clean after feeling, so grubby for so long.” 
 
    Will Edmonds walked up to the small gathering and nodded. “No. We have a lot to thank you for. Your equine contribution does a lot to secure our future. There’ll be a day when the vehicles we have will be a thing of the past. We have to gather livestock to secure our prospect, and what you brought was a big step in that direction.” 
 
    “Exactly our thoughts in bringing them,” Steve answered. “We were hoping you would appreciate our contribution.” 
 
    “Oh, we do. Now, Randy will show you around the operation later, and you can get to know a few people you might find interesting then let us know where you think we can use your talents. I know from Randy, you have some unique skills,” Will chuckled. “I’d like you to take a few days to get acclimated but right now come join us for the noon meal and get to know some of our people.” 
 
    The room held at least fifty people in varying stages of dining. At the front of the room was a serving line with a setup for serving from a steam table complete with glass front with an offering of salad, bread, and a mixture passed out in bowls for the noonday meal. Across the dining room were circular tables with clusters of people visiting and in varying stages of eating. Several glanced up and waved or nodded at the new arrivals.  
 
    After a few words with a couple groups, Liz led them to the buffet and encouraged them to go through the line advising. “All we ask that you not accept servings of items that you won’t eat. We are trying to be careful not to waste food.” 
 
    “No problem, ma’am,” Zack laughed. “I’ll eat anything y’all put on my plate.” 
 
    After a handful of chuckles, Della answered. “No problem. We’ll remember, but it all looks good to me.” 
 
    Liz smiled. “Children are exempt. Let your daughter eat what she will.”  
 
    ***** 
 
    When the meal was over, most of the resident had passed by the new arrivals, introduced themselves, and welcomed them to the Canyon. After a few minutes, they hurried off to their jobs leaving, Liz with the newcomers. “Steve, Zack, I’m going to take Della and Darlene to visit with Carrie. Can you two find something to do on your own?” 
 
    Steve laughed. “I think Zack and I can manage without a guide. Come on, bro.”  
 
    The two men strolled toward the golf cart with Zack grinning from ear to ear. “They have a garage. They do all the truck maintenance there. I talked to one of the men, and he said I could come down and check it out.”  
 
    Steve chuckled, “No more cowboying and horses for you?” 
 
    “Hell, no,” Zack laughed. “And if I never ride one again, I’m fine with that. What about you?” 
 
    “Wasn’t so bad after the stirrups were adjusted, but I know one thing. I’m not sitting around on my ass,” Steve answered with a little more bite than he intended. “Sorry. It just seems like everyone will have a job lined up except me.” The two men stepped off the porch and headed for the golf cart when they were suddenly stopped by a voice calling out. 
 
    “Mr. Benton, Steve Benton? If you don’t mind, could we speak for a few minutes?” 
 
    Steve turned to see at a man he had not met before extending a hand toward him. “The name’s Brett Tylor.” He pointed at his two companions. “This is Harry Walters and Ken Poole. I hope we’re not interrupting.” 
 
    “Zack and I were just heading out,” At their looks of disappointment, he asked. “Gentlemen, what can I do for you?” 
 
    “Sorry. If it’s important, we can talk later,” Harry answered. 
 
    “No, Zack was going to drop me at the cabin while he headed for the maintenance shed,” Steve clarified. 
 
    “One of us will be glad to get you back to your cabin when we’re finished talking,” Brett announced. 
 
    “That works.” Steve turned to Zack, “I’ll catch you later, buddy.” 
 
    Zack grinned as he threw a loose wave. “That works,” He climbed on the golf cart, switched on the motor, and drove away.  
 
    Steve turned back to the trio. “Now, what can I do for you?”  
 
    Brent pointed toward several picnic tables under a stand of trees. “Let’s sit down.” Steve followed the trio to settled on the seat. “You were the one who brought back the keffiyeh, right?” 
 
    “Yes. I found it. It was at a ranch about twenty miles down the highway from the turnoff heading up this way. What happened was ugly,” Steve answered. 
 
    “You know what it could mean?” Brent began. 
 
    “I know exactly what it does mean. It wasn’t the only evidence,” Steve explained Della’s rescue of Martina and the raiders that had killed the villagers. “It was typical of what I saw ISIS do in Syria. They killed the men, the old women, and all the male children. They took the younger women and young girls after covering them in burqas before they drove away. Like I told the General and Randy, I’m concerned there is a camp out here. One close enough to be a danger.” 
 
    Brent glanced at Ken. “That’s where you come in. We heard the story about the village, but Martina didn’t mention the women and girls being taken. That’s even more reason to be a concern.” 
 
    “She didn’t see what happened to them, just the results, and we didn’t tell her about the women taken. No point,” Steve answered. “I get the impression this is going somewhere.” 
 
    Harry laughed. “I told you he was quick.” 
 
    “We’re going out on a scavenging run and thought you might be interested,” Ken laughed. 
 
    “I take it; this is going to be more than just looking for chickens.” At Ken’s nod, Steve commented. “You’re damned right, I’m interested. When do we leave?” 
 
    Ken got to his feet. “Tomorrow morning, if that’s not too soon.” 
 
    ***** 
 
    The next morning, Steve woke up before most of the household. He began packing a backpack. Steve packed a few necessary medical supplies, power bars, and extra bottles of water. He had spent the evening cleaning his weapons, and two spare magazines were full, his K-bar on his belt and a machete clipped to his pack.  
 
    “You don’t have to do this,” Della protested as she walked from her bedroom. “You just got here. You need time to rest and give your body a chance to regain some strength.” 
 
    Steve looked up. “We talked about this last night. What do you think I should do? Sit on the porch and watch everyone have a job. All I know how to do is be a soldier.” 
 
    “But we’ve only been here one day,” Della argued. “It could wait a few days. What about us?” 
 
    “You’re safe now. I can do what I know how to do to ensure you and all these people stay that way.” 
 
    “Your legs are barely healed up from the last time you went all Rambo.” 
 
    Zack appeared. “Who’s going Rambo?” 
 
    Della hooked a thumb in Steve’s direction. “He’s going out today scavenging with a group.” 
 
    Zack brightened. “Need me?” 
 
    “Thanks for the offer, but I need you to take care of our family. Someone has to look out for Ms. Della, Ms. Darlene, and Penny. If anything bad happens, I need you to be here to protect them. Can you do that?”Steve asked. 
 
    “No problem. They’ll be at the lodge, and I’ll be close by at the maintenance shed,” Zack answered. 
 
    At Steve’s questioning look Della clarified. “I’ll be working at the clinic, and Darlene will be at the daycare teaching the preschool. Penny will be there. We have eight younger children, and they have only had a couple of young teens doing the job until now, and they’ve been overwhelmed. It’ll make it easier with adult guidance.” 
 
    “See, you’ve all found a job. Della. Everyone has to be useful. That includes me.” 
 
    “Fine,” Della capitulated. “You get yourself killed, and I will be pissed!” 
 
    “Ummm,” Penny giggled. “Ms. Della said a bad word.” 
 
    Everyone laughed, and Steve made a face of mock shock. “She sure did. Come tell me goodbye, munchkin. I’ve got to go to work.” 
 
    She darted into his arms and hugged his neck. “Bye, bye.” 
 
    Steve turned to the others. “I might be gone for a few days. Don’t worry. Make sure you get into those weapon classes. Watch out for each other. Any problems go to Randy or Liz.”  
 
    Darlene rushed to Steve, threw her arms around his neck, and pulled him close. “Take care of yourself.” She stepped back a little embarrassed. “Come back soon.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a knock on the door, and Della hugged Steve and whispered, “You better come back, or I’ll never forgive you.” 
 
    Steve returned the embrace then held her at arm's length to look at her face. “I’ll be back and take you on a picnic with wine and candles.” 
 
    Della teared up. “I’ll hold you to that.” 
 
    “Hey, are you going with us or sitting on the porch today?” Ken called from outside. 
 
    Steve freed himself and picked up the backpack. “Take care family.” He stepped out the door and closed it as he walked out. 
 
    “Morning soldier,” Harry called from the cab of the pickup. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 
 
    Worse Case 
 
    Matt and Griff studied the parking lot and grounds surrounding the town hall and saw the path being used by guards to patrol the immediate area.  
 
    Griff chuckled softly. “It was a joint.” 
 
    “I guess that can be in our favor,” Matt whispered back as he pulled a flap of fabric from his watch face and glanced at the time. “Let’s wait and see how long it takes them to make it back around.” 
 
    They stepped back into the shadows and squatted down to wait. Seven minutes later, two different men walked past. The first man wore a Panama hat, had a gun at his waist, and carried a machete while his companion wore baggie pants and wife-beater t-shirt while he packed a gang-banger Uzi with a twenty-five round magazine.  
 
    Griff leaned close to Matt and whispered. “Where to when we head out?” 
 
    “The back door of the yellow house across the field.” 
 
    “What about infected?” Griff asked. 
 
    “They wouldn’t be acting like total idiots if they thought there were infected around.” Matt glanced at his watch again. “I figure they cleaned out the town of infected. Now they’re just patrolling for protection from the living.” 
 
    Six minutes later, the second group had disappeared, and the first two men had reappeared. Matt noted it gave them at least four-minutes break with neither group in sight. The first pair stumbled past discussing snacks they could find in the empty houses the next afternoon. They snickered and laughed while deciding whether to smoke another joint or not. When they finally disappeared around a corner, Matt tapped Griff’s shoulder then stepped out to take one last look before darting across the open field to the overgrown yard behind the yellow house. They crouched behind the foliage of dense oleander and looked back toward the path where the second pair of thugs should appear from behind a building. When Matt verified the way was clear, they raced across the yard to the back door of the cottage. Just as they stepped onto the small vine-covered porch, the second group of guards shuffled across the gravel path and came into view. Matt and Griff pressed against the deep shadows of the vines and stood motionless, waiting. The minutes ticked by as the rogues shuffled along their assigned routes this time noticeably more impaired. Finally, when they disappeared from sight, Matt stepped up to the doorway and used the blade of his knife between the door and jam to force the door. After a quick pop, the door opened. He held his face close to the cracked doorway and took a deep breath, after a sniff or two, Matt deemed the house safe to enter and slipped inside with Griff close on his heels. 
 
    Once within, Matt and Griff made a quick perusal of the house to verify they were alone, then walked into the shadows of the darkened room at the front of the house. Furniture was overturned, and the residue of mayhem remained. Matt glanced over his shoulder and whispered. “Keep watch back here. I’m going to try to get an idea of what is going on in the town hall. I wanna see if we can make it across there next pass when those fools walk by.”  
 
    “Gotcha,” Griff whispered. 
 
    Matt dropped the goggles over his eyes and made his way through the house to the front living room. The door stood ajar while one window was shattered and half of the curtain fluttered in the light breeze while the other half lay in a puddle on the floor. Matt bypassed the shards of glass on the hardwood and walked to the door. He pressed his back against the wall and looked out into the night at the building across the street and parking lot beyond. Matt stood looking at the street and parking lot for several minutes before he stepped back into the shadows again. He walked to the dining room and asked, “Any change?” 
 
    Griff stepped back from the doorway. “Nope. They just passed the open area to signal each other. It’s the only way they can be using only two pairs of guards.”  
 
    “There’s a street in front of the house to cross and an open parking lot at the back of the town hall with several pickups parked there. Honestly, it’s a good set up with the open area to the side of the building on the right and the burned pile of rubble on the other side. When we do this, both teams will have to be taken out at the same time, or we’ll blow the element of surprise,” Matt announced. 
 
    “We don’t exactly have access to a SWAT team, bro. It’s gonna be hard to sneak up on these fools for a bunch of untrained cowboys,” Griff commented. 
 
    “It’ll take some planning,” Matt answered. “Come on, time for some recon.” 
 
    Matt led Griff to the living room then stood at the door to watch the open street to the left and after two minutes saw baggie pants and wife-beater. He looked to the right and saw the tokers disappear around the corner of the brick building. He looked back to the left where baggie-pants and wife-beater went behind a building. Time to move. Matt and Griff stepped out the front door of the yellow house, crossed the street, and made their way to the collection of pickups. They hunkered down between two of the trucks. Matt pulled his knife and pushed the tip of the blade between the tread of a front tire. The breath of air escaping was a gentle hiss until he’d release some of the pressure then drove it into the tread and gave it a twist. 
 
    Griff leaned close. “Why’d you do that?” 
 
    “I did it for the aggravation factor,” Matt chuckled softly. “I don’t see a spare tire under there, do you?” 
 
    Griff leaned down and looked behind the rear wheel, then snorted. “Nope. You’re a real bastard, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Only to assholes that deserve it,” Matt answered. “Come on, time to move out.” 
 
    Matt led Griff to the next row of vehicles then glanced left and right before they darted to the overgrown bushes at the back of the building. They crouched down just as the tokers appeared at the end of the block.  
 
    “That was close,” Griff whispered. 
 
    “They would have done better with three pairs of guards.”  
 
    “Better for us this way.” 
 
    “And bad for them,” Matt whispered. “Check in the windows. Keep an eye out for the guards when you look into street-level windows. Watch for snakes. Take the right side, I’ll take the left side of the building.” 
 
    “Man, did you have to mention snakes?” Griff carped as he turned and scuttled away. 
 
    “Sorry, bro,” Matt chuckled as he turned and duck-walked to the first pair of windows, he glanced over his shoulder and saw the guards disappear behind the small bungalow next to the yellow house. He pulled down the night vision goggles, stood slowly, and peeked into the first window.  
 
    The room was dark and looked to be an office with a service counter. Matt could see office furniture had been piled behind the bar, and now light-colored mattresses were scattered around the room. A few bodies were stretched out on them, obviously sleeping. One of the sleepers clutched a bottle to his chest. Matt could hear the sound of one-sided partying from somewhere deeper inside the building. A door opened, and Matt dropped to his knees. 
 
    He squatted behind a bush and looked toward the guard route and saw saggy-pants, and wife-beater appear. He crawled behind the shrubs to a window with dim lighting, wiped at the grime-covered glass, and looked through the window. It was a room of file cabinets and shelves, but he could see the light beyond the maze of metal. Matt made his way to the second set of windows and peeked over the hedge. The tokers were just appearing again. He slipped back down below the bushes and wiped mud and dirt from the glass. Matt leaned down to look inside and instantly fell on his butt when a pair of eyes stared back at him.  
 
    The spectator fell back in terror as well. Matt slowly raised the night vision goggles, then motioned the young woman closer. He could see the shimmering movement in the distant candlelight, and she slowly reappeared. The frightened woman looked over her shoulder then approached the window. When she got to the glass, she pressed both hands on the glass and mouthed. “Help us!” Again and again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 
 
    Gear Up 
 
    An hour after the soldiers left from searching the sheriff’s house, one of the men Brian assigned to watch the tennis court made their way back to report. He was covered in sweat and looking more than a little shaken. “They arrested the sheriff, his wife, and two soldiers. They tied them to posts Mason had beat each and every one of ‘em. One of the soldiers looks dead, but they just left him there to turn.” 
 
    “What are they looking for?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Guns. I heard Mason keep asking again and again about stolen guns?” 
 
    “Where are the town’s people now?” Brian probed. 
 
    “They’re herding the townsfolk through the cafeteria for the evening meal then to their homes. Bishop declared the town’s under curfew. Any townspeople caught out on the street will be shot,” The soldier answered after accepting a bottle of water. 
 
    “What about guards on the prisoners, or Bishop and Mason?” 
 
    “Two guards on the prisoners, and it looks like at least half a dozen followed Bishop and Mason back to the house where Bishop has been staying.”  
 
    “I want to know if they move. Take one of the men with you. We’ll take down Bishop and Mason an hour after dark.” Brian pointed to two more men. “Find a white or light-colored sheet and cut it into four-inch strips. Make sure everyone has a strip around their left arm. When the time comes, anyone without one is not friendly. The rest of us will be in place by then.” After a series of rips and tears, the strips were handed out, and men disappeared with additional bands in their pockets to pass along to friendlies. The next thirty minutes, Brian spent outlining assignments, and each small group dissolved into the fading light.  
 
    When the majority of the men departed, Billy whispered to Brian. “There’s still more of them than us with the bikers.” 
 
    “We can’t help that part, but we have the element of surprise. We’ll round ‘em up in small groups and secure them. In the meantime, we need to find one of the sheriff’s friends; Carpenter was telling me about, a black man by the name of Robbins. He can help with townsmen to replace bikers on the walls,” Brian answered. “Watch the school and watch for a tall black man.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, one of the soldiers watching from the back door turned and whispered, “Pssst. Sir? Someone is at the sheriff’s house. They’re in the back yard near the bushes.”  
 
    Brian glanced out the open slider then stepped through into the dark as silently as a ghost. Brian crossed the street to the opening in the fence and slipped inside the yard. He used the Oleander bushes to approach the figure now reaching into the ground and opening a hidden trap door. The person nearly disappeared into the ground when Brian heard a soft click, and a beam of light illuminated a man’s silhouette dissolve into a hole. Brian stepped closer and raised his handgun. “Don’t move.” 
 
    The man dropped the pin light and raised his hands. “Who are you?” 
 
    “You wouldn’t know me,” Brian answered. “Turn around.” 
 
    “You’re not one of Bishop’s men.” The tall black man asked. 
 
    “A man here to kill Bishop,” Brian answered. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Chase Robbins. Are you military?” The black man answered as he lowered his hands. 
 
    “I’m Captain Brian Jameson, from Sam Houston, San Antonio,” Brian answered. 
 
    “It’s about time the military got this shit under control,” Robbins answered. “How many men did you bring?” 
 
    “That isn’t what this is. The government is non-existent, and Bishop’s actions here prove it. I know exactly what him, Griggs and Mason have been up to. They and the men with them have all committed treason against the American people.” 
 
    “Agreed but what are you going to do about it?” Robbins asked. 
 
    “I have soldiers here, and we’re going to remove them,” Brian answered. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Robbins turned to show Brian a duffle on his back, “We had plans to do the same thing. I got weapons and a dozen men to use them plus four soldiers. Well, only two now that two were arrested.”  
 
    “Where are your men?” Brian asked. Robbin's brows furrowed as he debated sharing too much information. Before he could answer his face betrayed his concern when he saw one of Brian’s men approach.  
 
    “Patrol approaching down the street, Sir,” The man whispered. 
 
    “We need to move. Bring your guns.” Brian turned and walked away, leaving Robbins to follow. 
 
    After a grunt and gentle closing of the root cellar door, Robbins caught up and whispered. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Back there,” Brian answered as he squatted under the bar of the opened back fence. “We have to get out of sight.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Robbins whispered as he followed. 
 
    Without further discussion, they crossed the darkened back yard and into the gloom of the house across the street. Once inside, Brian slid the door closed and pulled the drape back in place. He stood at the glass and watched as a flashlight beam danced across the sheriff’s yard. “Well, that was close.” 
 
    Robbins set down the heavy bag of weapons and looked around to study the faces staring back at him. “Hi?” He whispered a little tentatively. 
 
    A man, from Bishop’s group, stepped forward and stuck out his hand. “Man, you look like you’re waiting for the firing squad.” 
 
    Robbins shrugged. “Curtis? I thought you were dead. They said all of you were dead,” He whispered as he looked deeper into the shadows and saw six more soldiers from Utopia. “You got away?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” The soldier answered. “The Captain killed Griggs.”  
 
    “Can’t say that troubles me,” Robbins turned to Brian. “Sir, we’re meeting behind the Methodist Church at ten o’clock. We plan on freeing the sheriff, his wife, and the others, then kill Bishop, Mason, and the bikers.” 
 
    Brian looked at the men. “And that includes anyone in uniform that doesn’t give up immediately. Make sure to include a headshot while you’re at it. We don’t want anyone getting back up.” After a nod of understanding from each of the men, Brian continued. “Let’s get ready to move out. Leon, will you help Mr. Robbins with the guns for the townspeople, please.” 
 
    Leon grinned as he stuck out a hand to greet the man. “Leon Jones, sir. Glad to meet you. The Captain and PFC Billy there picked up Juan and me from a bar back in Taco Town. The four of us have been putting down shitbags for a few months now.” He flexed a bicep. “I got you covered.” 
 
    Juan stepped up. “He’s been dying to show off for weeks. You just made his day.” 
 
    Robbins shook hands with both men. “Glad to meet you, men. Call me Chase.” 
 
    After brief greetings, Brian whispered. “Move out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 
 
    The Wait 
 
    Kelly passed Bruce the second bottle of water and a package of jerky. “Slow down on the water, or you’ll make yourself sick.” 
 
    “If it hadn’t rained last night, I wouldn’t be alive today.” He set the bottle in the cup holder and opened the package of jerky. “I’m glad to see you’re both alright.” 
 
    “Bruce,” Kelly began then struggled to find the right words before she tried to continue. “Sarah….” Her voice trailed off. Her throat tightened, and she couldn’t find the words. 
 
    “What? What about Sarah?” Bruce turned and studied Kelly just as Dan pulled the F-150 in behind Mark’s Jeep and turned off the engine. He turned back to look out the windshield when he saw Kelly stare past his shoulder. Rudy, Denise, and Jenny hovered over Sarah lying on a blanket alongside the road in the shade of an oak tree. Bruce jerked open the door and rushed to Sarah’s side where he fell on his knees. His faced melted at the sight of her red fever face and blistered lips. 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart,” Bruce whispered as he grabbed her hand and raised it to his lips. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come back, but I’m here now. I won’t leave you again.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes fluttered open. “You’re safe,” She took a ragged breath, then whispered. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry, for what, honey?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “After all this, I’ve gotten sick,” Sarah moaned. 
 
    Bruce turned to look at the others in confusion.  
 
    “Jason left camp, and when he came back, he was infected and attacked Sarah,” Brit answered. 
 
    “It was my fault you were hurt. Jason tried to help me and was attacked by one of the infected in the store,” Bruce whispered as his face melted in despair. “He was coming back to camp to get help. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s alright,” Sarah smiled. “You’re safe, that’s all that matters, now.” 
 
    “No.” Bruce his voice caught with unshed tears.  
 
    Brit pulled Kelly aside. “She’s burning up and in terrible pain. We need to go back.” 
 
    Sarah’s eyes shot open. “No. I can’t move. Please, leave me here.” 
 
    Kelly stepped closer and slipped to her knees. She dampened a towel and laid it across Sarah’s forehead. “Don’t worry, sweetie. We’re not going anywhere. We’re going to stay right here until you feel better.” 
 
    Bruce looked up startled. “I’m gonna get some more water. I’ll be right back.” He got to his feet to follow Kelly. 
 
    Sarah smiled. “I’m so tired.” 
 
    “I’m going to get you a couple aspirin, so you’ll feel better,” Kelly whispered.  
 
    Sarah closed her eyes as Jenny wiped at her face.  
 
    Bruce walked to the jeep and pulled a bottle of water from a plastic bundle. When Kelly got close, he sighed. “I shouldn’t have called out to Jason. This is my fault.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Kelly answered. 
 
    “What are we going to do? She’s in so much pain,” His voice caught. “She’s dying.” 
 
    Kelly touched his arm. “We’ll wait. We won’t make it harder.” 
 
    “But, when she’s gone….” Bruce whispered. 
 
    “We’ll do what we have to before she changes,” Kelly answered. She grabbed a towel and poured a bottle of water on it. “Clean up, and I’ll get you a fresh shirt. I’ll give Sarah three Tylenol and a couple aspirin to help with the fever and pain.” Kelly walked to the pickup door and reached inside. After pulling one of Dan’s semi-clean shirts from a bag, Kelly found two bottles from a case of water. She walked back to the tailgate of the F-150 where Bruce poured another bottle of water over his head then wiped at the remains still clinging to his bare chest in time to accept the T-shirt. “Ready? Here’s some aloe for your sunburn.” 
 
    Bruce pulled the shirt over his head and stuffed the tube of aloe in his back pocket then answered. “Ready.” He walked with Kelly back across the road to where the others waited. 
 
    Kelly passed Jenny the aspirin, and Tylenol bottles then rested a hand on Dan’s arm. “We need to set up a camp. We’re going to be here a while.” 
 
    Dan looked beyond the big oak. “We can move the vehicles off the roads. Then move Sarah and set up camp a little deeper into the grove of trees back by the creek.” 
 
    “I think we have to,” Kelly echoed. “We need to be careful.” 
 
    “I’ll get Rudy and get started,” Dan answered. 
 
    “I’ll help. Give me a minute.” She walked to Bruce and pulled the gun from the back of her waistband. She laid the handgun on the ground next to him. “We’re going to move the deeper in the woods.”  
 
    He turned and asked. “Do you need help?” 
 
    “No. Dan, Rudy, and I can do it,” Kelly answered. “When we get a place set up for you and Sarah we’ll come back and get you.” 
 
    Bruce gave a quick nod, then turned back to Sarah. 
 
    After a brief discussion with the Dan and Rudy, they decided on setting up camp thirty yards from the road. They parked the trucks behind a stand of younger trees and brush, then Kelly suggested cutting several branches to ensure they would not be seen from the road.  
 
    “What’s with the paranoia?” Rudy asked as they propped the last of the limbs against the F-150.  
 
    “We have to be careful,” Dan answered. “My dad always said, if the Koreans every dropped an EMP society would devolve into a dog-eat-dog society. Of course, I don’t think this is quite what he had in mind.” 
 
    “In other words, we can’t trust people,” Rudy lamented. 
 
    Kelly added. “It will be a reality, I’m afraid. Some people will get desperate and do terrible things, while others will take advantage of anyone they see with something they haven’t. Remember the demonstrations at some of the colleges, people began with the intent of voicing a political stance, others used the opportunity to destroy property or steal.” 
 
    “That’s not comforting. Where do you want to set up tents?” Rudy asked. 
 
    “It’s too hot to set up tents. We can use the tarp between those trees. Closer to the water so we can catch a breeze.” Kelly pointed to a shaded area. “ 
 
    “Besides, we need to be able to see what’s coming at us,” Dan added. 
 
    “Maybe we should be taking Sarah to a hospital,” Rudy suggested. 
 
    “There aren’t any hospitals left. You saw the same things we did on the news feeds. They were overrun within forty-eight hours,” Kelly answered. “We’re on our own. I know you don’t want to accept it, but it’s true.” 
 
    “I just thought, maybe….” Rudy’s voice trailed off. 
 
    Kelly walked over and hugged the shorter young man, “I wish it were not true too. Besides, from everything we’ve seen, there is no cure. All we can do is make Sarah comfortable and be with her.” She stepped away as she fought the tears, filling her eyes. She cleared her throat. “Let’s set up camp.” 
 
    Within an hour, the camp was ready, and the trio made their way back to the road to move Sarah to the pallet they had prepared. Kelly stepped closer and was horrified in the change. Sarah’s face. Her complexion had grown even paler and taken on an ashen hue with blotches of red with fever, her cracked dried lips were blue and split while around her eyes had grown dark and sunken, and her eyes themselves become bloodshot and leaked thick nasty goo. Dan and Rudy faltered at the sight of her.  
 
    “Can we move her?” Dan whispered. 
 
    Bruce looked up. “She’s unconscious.” His face looked stricken.  
 
    Kelly squared her shoulders. “Then it’s a good time to move her. Rudy, Bruce, Dan you each grab a corner of the blanket. I’ll get the other.” She turned to Jenny and Brit. “Clean up, so no one knows we’ve been here.” She leaned down and grabbed the corner of the quilt. “On the count of three, Dan, Rudy, lead out.” After a quick count, they stumbled away from the road with their awkward load. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 
 
    New Direction 
 
    Steve slid into the back seat of the extended cab next to Harry Walters while greeting Brett Tylor and Ken Poole in the front seat. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Ken turned around and announced with a grin as he pulled away from the small cabin Steve now called home. Ken drove while the men talked for several minutes.  
 
    Steve watched the rough terrain leaving the canyon, noting the landmarks. They followed a narrow trail for what seemed miles of pine and oak before they got to a poor excuse of a gravel road. From there they again drove for nearly twenty minutes before the truck pulled on to a narrow blacktop. Ken turned to the right, and they headed south when he accelerated. 
 
    “Hell of a road to get to the lodge,” Steve commented as he clutched at the seat in front of him. 
 
    “Randy was telling me the roads into the lodge was scheduled to be graded and improved about a month after the attacks. In a lot of ways, it’s to our benefit, it never happened. In fact, they tore it up some to ensure it didn’t look like a road. A new road heading off the highway might have drawn unwanted attention,” Harry answered.  
 
    “Probably would if there was much traffic up this way,” Steve agreed. “Everyone seems to know Randy brought us in from the ranch out on the highway. How did you men end up out here in the middle of nowhere? I sure wouldn’t know to turn up this way.” 
 
    “Buddy of mine, John Tilman, and I met Liz in San Antonio. We tried finding her two girls when they were picked up by some soldiers. We left town in a big rig, carrying our motorcycles. We were trying to catch up to the soldiers that picked up Liz’s kids.” 
 
    Ken laughed. “Tricycles from what I heard.” 
 
    “Fuck you. Those two were fine pieces of equipment. If it hadn’t been for a bunch of assholes in a two-horse town, we’d have ridden them all the way to the doorstep here. As it was, those fine machines got destroyed, and we ended in a big-ass motor home. Along the way, we met a man with two kids. He was bitten, and we were burning his body when Randy stumbled across us,” Harry answered. 
 
    “That must have been tough,” Brett commented. 
 
    “Kids watched their mother turn, so they knew what was coming. They’re doing pretty good now, “ Harry announced. 
 
    “Kids are adjusting better than some of us adults,” Steve agreed. “I met Liz, you never found her girls, did you? That’s tough. And no word of her husband either?” Steve asked. 
 
    Harry moved his head from left to right. “Nope. When we found out about the baby, we had to give up the search. Lizzy wasn’t doing very good, and we needed to pull the plug, or she wouldn’t have made it. We were lucky to have Randy find us.” 
 
    After a nod of understanding, Steve tapped Ken on the shoulder. “What about you and Brett? What’s your story.” 
 
    “Not much. We came from Austin. The city went to shit real fast with liberals standing around flapping their arms and screaming for someone to save them.” Ken laughed and released the steering wheel while he flapped his hands in a mock helpless demonstration. Everyone laughed. “It was late afternoon, and four of us from the office were headed out for drinks after work. We had been shut up in an international video meeting and didn’t think much walking through the empty office since it was nearly six. We rode the elevator to the parking garage, got in my SUV, and headed out of the underground parking. When we got to the street, all hell had broken out. People were attacking anyone coming out of buildings. We stopped to try to save a woman and a pack of infected pounced on us. In the end, we barely got away.” 
 
    “I think it happened to a lot of people like that,” Harry said. “We saw what was happening on the TV, locked the door and watched until Lizzy stumbled along and we couldn’t let her die.” 
 
    “When we tried to save that woman, two of the guys with us were bitten in the scuffle. We didn’t know what would happen. Damned news was bullshit,” Brett added. “Kept saying the military would get it under control.” 
 
    Ken continued. “We went to my place, got cleaned up, armed, and headed out of town to my uncle’s place about thirty miles outside of town. We figured the military would get this fixed. By then, our buddies were sick. When we got to my uncle, he had been attacked by a neighbor that was still pounding on the front door. I killed the neighbor, relocked the gate, and found my uncle in a bad way. We secured the house, and we brought my friends inside. In the end, they all died, and more and more of the infected appeared around the farm. We packed up and headed west. Went through a lot of crap on the way. Saw a lot of shit I wish I hadn’t but we got far enough I guess. Randy stumbled across us about two months ago.” 
 
    “Like a lot of people.” Brett cleared his throat. “So what’s the plan?” 
 
    Ken cleared his throat. “See if we can make a difference.” He nodded at distant buildings. “That’s the Kenyon ranch, and Steve can tell us what he saw. We check it out and then go from there.” 
 
    “If it’s what you think?” Bret ask. 
 
    “One thing at a time. Steve, we heard bits and pieces of stories about Martina and how she came to be part of your group. Can you tell us in detail?” 
 
    Steve spent the next ten minutes talking about how the village had been attacked, the way the citizens had been gathered together, then killed and the young girls and women taken away. He explained how they looked and how they acted. In the end, he finished with, “Only place I’ve seen anything like that was during the years of watching ISIS terrorize villages in the sandbox.” 
 
    Larry looked troubled. “We need to know who’s doing this shit and when we find them, they need to be exterminated. There are too few good people for this kinda shit.” 
 
    Ken steered the truck off the blacktop and down the lane into the barnyard in front of the ranch house. The men stepped out of the vehicle. Steve led the trio into the shed, “The keffiyeh was in here.”  
 
    The men stood staring at the matted pile of hay. Harry squatted at the edge and began sifting through the winter feed. He moved dried stems and stalks until he got the bare dirt. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” Ken asked. 
 
    “Anything. Something. Don’t know, till I find it,” Harry answered. He continued digging and sifting through the hay and fodder. Suddenly Harry pulled a swatch of fabric and scrap of paper fell from the remnant. He leaned back on his heels and straightened the paper. After examining it, he passed it to Steve. The residue was the corner of a note. He turned it, squinted and turned it over. “I can’t make out shit.” 
 
    Steve held out his hand for the palm-sized scrap. He glanced at it, then passed it to Ken. “It’s Arabic.” 
 
    Ken accepted it. “This is the names of towns, I think. Arabic speakers don’t follow a standardized scheme when transcribing names. Usually, they’re transcribed as pronounced. I think this says ‘White’ something, then ‘Water’ maybe ‘Treat-something”. The last words are ‘Station.’ 
 
    Harry pulled a spiral tablet and stub of pencil from his shirt pocket and wrote each of the words on it; white, water, treat, and station. Maybe we can figure something out from this. 
 
    “I have an Atlas and a couple state maps,” Bret announced. “Maybe we can make some connections with locations.” 
 
    “The General told me where he thought the camp was, more or less. With this, we should be able to track it down. Let’s roll,” Ken said. 
 
    Two hours later the pickup was near the Texas-New Mexico border and still headed north, with Ken driving while Steve perused the map. He studied the White City area on the roadmap. “The only place I see a ranger station listed is near Camp Washington Ranch. It’s not as far as White City. It’s across the border a couple hours, but it may take some time to locate.” 
 
    “We told Randy we might be gone for a few days,” Brett laughed. “I hope you packed an extra pair of skivvies.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 
 
    Gear Up 
 
    Matt leaned close to Griff, “Seven women are being held in a basement room.” 
 
    Griff snorted. “I figured as much. There’s a real party going on in one of the rooms on the other side of the building, and the two women don’t look like willing guests.” 
 
    “Damn. So we have at least nine hostages.” Matt pulled his knife and pried at the narrow window until there was enough of a crack in the-facing removed to talk to the woman behind the glass. He leaned down and whispered. “Tomorrow night. Be ready.”  
 
    The woman slapped her hands on the wired mesh glass, her face betraying her panic. “No! Don’t leave us, please.”  
 
    Matt rested his open palm on the glass, and she stilled her hand. He looked her in the eyes and whispered. “We’re coming back.” He dug the opening wide enough to slip his knife through the opening. “We have to bring help. We’ll be back tomorrow night.” 
 
    The women glanced over her shoulder at the other prisoners behind her and nodded, then answered. “We’ll be ready.” 
 
    Griff had made his way to Matt side, and when he saw what he had done and pulled his own blade free of its sheath passed it to Matt then whispered. “Tell her I’ll want it back tomorrow.” 
 
    “Be ready when the gunfire starts,” Matt whispered as he slid the second knife through the opening. “We’ll be back tomorrow night after dark.” 
 
    “Please don’t leave us,” A second woman appeared in the window. 
 
    “We have to have help. Survive one more day, and we’ll be back,” Matt answered as he leaned back. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The first woman pulled the second woman away from the window. “Tomorrow night.” 
 
    Matt and Griff turned and rose to peek over the hedges. They watched the guards disappear from sight then hurried across the open parking lot to hunker down between two of the trucks. The guards reappeared, strolling across the expanse as if they hadn’t a care in the world.  
 
    The tokers stopped and waved at baggy-pants and wife-beater. “¿Qué Quieres, imbécil?” Wife-beater called out. “What you want?”  
 
    Baggy-pants and wife-beater headed down the street toward the tokers. Matt nudged Griff and pointed to the truck next to them. They rolled under the pickup and deeper into the shadows to wait. 
 
    The taller of the tokers held up a joint laughing. “¿Quieres un éxito?”  
 
    Baggie-pants rushed up to the toker holding the joint and slapped it out of his hand. “Dumb ass, El Jefe will cut your scrawny throat if he catches you. You two idiots get moving!” 
 
    The tokers hurried back to the far side street and disappeared around the front of the town hall. Wife-beater chuckled. “How did those two idiots make it out of the city without getting eaten?’ 
 
    Baggy-pants shrugged. “If they ain’t stoned, they shoot good ‘nough, but the assholes found a stash in one of the houses and they’ve been smoking that shit ever since. It’s quiet around here, so I ain’t said nothing about it, yet. But if they get caught by the boss, he’ll shoot ‘em just for being stupid.” 
 
    “Yeah. But warm bodies are getting hard to find. A couple of those women in the basement are downright old and used up,” Wife-beater commented.  
 
    “Time to go.” Baggy pants nudged him, and they resumed their trek and soon disappeared behind the town hall just as the tokers headed down the street behind the row of houses.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Matt whispered. 
 
    Matt, Griff, and Ben returned to the bluff, where they bedded down for the rest of the night but were up at dawn. Less than twelve hours wasn’t much time to plan the raid, but that’s what they had. In Phill office, Matt used a large piece of butcher paper to draw a diagram of the town hall to provide a layout of rooms and locations of stairs, doors, and hallways while Matt noted where the gang members had been sleeping, and prisoners were being held.  
 
    A dozen men volunteered to join the raid, but in the end, Phil made the final decision. “I won’t leave the compound defenseless to do this. I feel for those women, but we have women and children here, Matt.” 
 
    “I’m going,” Ben announced as he strolled into the office wearing hunting gear. He adjusted a holstered gun on his hip. 
 
    “Ben this is not a game,” Phil responded. 
 
    “Never thought it was. I’m not a kid, I’m twenty. It’s a whole new world, and I need to step up. After all, if not for someone helping me, I wouldn’t be here,” Ben argued. 
 
    Ben’s father, Bill, looked resigned. “We can’t disagree with that logic, Phil.”  
 
    The final count included Matt, Tate, Griff, Ben, Bill, a woman named Marge and a friend of Tate’s by the name of Doyle.  
 
    “We could use a few more people,” Matt commented. 
 
    “And if you don’t come back, it would leave the camp even more vulnerable with the gang made aware of our existence,” Phil argued. “I can’t afford to give up any more shooters.” 
 
    Resigned, Matt and Griff leaned over the completed map on the desk and devised an outline of a plan. When everyone understood their place and jobs, Matt looked up and added. “No prisoners. If any of you have a problem with that, stay home.” He looked at each of the members of the group in turn until they each had nodded their understanding. “Okay, now how do we get down the hill? I don’t want to take a chance vehicles are heard by any of that bunch.” 
 
    “There’s only the one hybrid car. Can we walk in?” Tate asked. 
 
    Matt turned to her. “Can you make a six-mile walk in two hours? I know I can’t and be ready to fight. I’m getting too old for that shit.” 
 
    “We could take the hatch and back doors off the car, pull out the seat back and there would be room.” Ben volunteered. “It won’t be comfortable, but I think it would work.”  
 
    “It won’t be pretty. But if we could cut the roof off that would remove enough weight to offset the number of people.” 
 
    Bill stepped closer. “I can do it. We have a cutting torch in the tool shed. I’m a fair hand at using it. I can even add a couple roll bars to hang on to.”  
 
    “Might work,” Phil agreed. “Your wife won’t be happy.”  
 
    “It’s a Soul, that’s a butt-ugly car,” He laughed. “Besides, it’s going for a good cause.” 
 
    Phil laughed. “I’m not telling Janice.” 
 
    “I’m not either until after the fact.” Bill shrugged. “We have to get there altogether if this plan is going to work.” 
 
    “Everyone else, get some rest. I’ll help Bill. We’re fed and geared up by eight,” Phil advised. 
 
    Everyone filed out of the room, leaving Bill, Phil, and Matt. Finally, Phil asking. “This will work, right?” 
 
    Matt nodded. “We have to make it work. Lives are depending on it.” 
 
    Bill turned to Matt, “Come on, man. We have an ugly car to take apart.” Matt laughed and followed Bill out the door.  
 
    ***** 
 
    Matt walked from Phil’s office, where he had slept on the leather couch. Tate and the other members of the raiding team were seated at the dining table, eating a hearty meal of stew with buttered rolls. Matt sat down, still rubbing the sleep from his eyes. He smeared butter on a dinner roll and ate it in two bites. Just as quickly, Beth replaced it with a second. Matt shoved a mouthful of stew in his mouth and closed his eyes, enjoying the savory taste of the meal. When he opened them, Tate was staring at him with a wide grin on her face. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just didn’t want to interrupt when you’re having a special moment,” Tate laughed. “Eat up, soldier boy.” 
 
    Conversations resumed, and the group quickly finished their meal. Matt drank the second glass of water, then placed both hands on the table. “Do what you need to then gear up. We leave in five.” He went to the half bath behind Phil’s office and used the toilet, then ran water in his open hand to splash on his face. He ran his damp hands through his hair before settling his boonie on his head. “I’m too old for this shit,” he mumbled as he walked out of the bathroom. 
 
    Bill laughed. “We all are, soldier. We all are.” 
 
    It didn’t take long to load up equipment. No one was happy with the transport, but all seven in the team managed to get loaded in the Soul. Matt drove while Griff rode shotgun, putting the two largest men in seats. The bag of equipment was nestled in the wheel well on the passenger side, leaving Griff with his feet resting on the bag. Matt laughed when he saw the big black man with his knees tucked up around his chest.  
 
    Matt turned on the car, and they headed out the gate. Matt retraced the route taken the previous night. They got to the hill behind the village by nine. The night was dark, with clouds drifting over the full moon.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 
 
    The End 
 
    They neared the church, and Brian called a halt when they were once again hidden in the shadows. He stepped close to Robbins and whispered. “We’ll hang back while you talk to your team and tell them we’re here to help. I don’t want to startle anyone.” 
 
    “Good idea.” He shouldered the bag of weapons and disappeared from the darkness to reappear a few minutes later near the church. Robbins slipped around the corner then a few minutes later, he clicked a pin light at the ground twice, and Brian led the other to the church. One by one, they disappeared into the church and down a set of stairs.  
 
    “Folks, this is the men here to help us,” Robbins announced to the small gathering of men and women. “The captain here led these men back to Utopia to clear the town of Bishop and Ryder and all their men.” 
 
    An older man rose from a chair and spoke up. “I’m Dr. Lang. We have to do this as soon as possible. We have at least thirty people hiding out at Walmart. They’ve been there for over a week with limited supplies. Plus, we have folks in need of medical care on the tennis court.” One of the military men in Robbins’ group began poking another man and laughing. Lang turned and glared at the man. “What’s so damned funny?” 
 
    The man turned to the doctor and answered, “They were eating. A damned roasted pig,” He chuckled.”Little Asian guy named Tommy from out there trapped a young hog and roasted it in a ground pit a couple nights ago. Mason was out there, sniffing around, and he started saying he knew he smelled roasted bacon. Rogers here pulled an empty pork rinds bag from his pocket. He farted so loud I heard it ten feet away. Then he starts telling Mason how his farts smelled like roasted pork since he’d been eating the pork rinds. He asked Mason what he thought.” By then, everyone in the group was chuckling at the tale. “Mason jumped in the Jeep and tore out like a scalded cat. Funniest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Dr. Lang frowned, “I’m sure that’s really funny, but right now, I need to treat the sheriff, his wife, and the soldier that’s still alive.” He turned to Brian. “Sir, I take it you have a plan.” 
 
    Brian spent the next ten minutes outlining his plan. Watches were synchronized and strips of white cloth handed out to members of the rebellion. The time was set for the coordinated operations, and men were sent to the gates to take down the bikers and secure the gates. The patrols were identified and using the soldier’s information they determined who would be detained while the rest of the men would go to the gym to secure the last of Bishop’s men. Once the teams understood their assignments, each disappeared with a determined looked on their faces.  
 
    Brian, Billy, Robbins, Leon, Juan, and three soldiers melted into the shadows and made their way to the big two-storied white clapboard where Bishop had taken residence. Most of the multi-paned windows remained dark, all but one.  
 
    Billy slipped through the quiet night to peek into the opened window of the lit room. He came back a few minutes later to whisper. “It’s an office. Bishop is sitting behind the desk drinking and bitching while Mason is pacing back and forth. They neither one look happy.” 
 
    “Good. We can take both at the same time.” He turned to Robbins. “Do you know the house?” 
 
    “Sure. It was the Mayor’s house. I’ve visited there several times, and I’m familiar with most of the downstairs rooms,” Robbins answered. “There’s usually two guards in the house, one in front and one in back.” 
 
    Brian whispered, “Billy, secure the front of the house. Anyone comes out without their hands raised or a rag on their arm, shoot ‘em. Don’t bother to ask questions.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Billy answered, then motioned for a soldier to follow. He disappeared into the night. 
 
    Brian turned to two men at his side. “We’ll try the back door. If it’s locked, I’ll get it open, but it’ll be loud. Be ready for trouble. Otherwise, we slip in, secure the guard, and get to the library before Bishop can put down his drink.”  
 
    ‘You know what they say about best-laid plans?” Robbins whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s been my luck since this shit storm started. Let’s do it,” Brian slapped him on the back. 
 
    “We’re with you, sir,” The soldier answered. “Let me go after the captain, sir. I should have done something sooner.” 
 
    “I’ll cover your back, Ramsey,” Robbins answered as he stepped aside to let the soldier follow Brian. 
 
    Brian led the two men toward the door using the back yard landscape to hide their approach. They moved from shadow to shadow until they were at the corner of the house. Brian sidestepped to the back door a few feet away. He glanced over his shoulder at the two men following him. “Ready?” Both men nodded, and Brian climbed up to the porch with his companions close behind. 
 
    Suddenly an explosion of curses could be heard through the open window of the library. A glass shattered on a wall. “It’s not over! We got a good set up. I’m not leaving it behind.” 
 
    Mason’s voice rose up. “How in the hell are we going to keep it? We barely have a dozen men willing to secure this place.” 
 
    “You’re not counting Ryder’s men,” Bishop answered. “They can keep the locals in line.”  
 
    “We’ll be lucky if they don’t poison us,” Mason grumbled. 
 
    Brian reached out and grabbed the doorknob. He gave a twist, but the metal barely moved. After glancing at the two men with him, Brian took a step back and drove his boot into the door. The latch had been flimsy and locking mechanism shattered on impact when the wood splintered. The door flew open, slamming against a cabinet, and Brian followed with his gun drawn. 
 
    All hell broke loose. Heavy boots raced across wood flooring to burst through the door and into the old style kitchen. Brian fired twice, and the first man, a guard, fell with a splotch of blood across his chest. Brian dodged to the side just as a second soldier fired. The shot missed Brian and his companions, but the window at the back door shattered.  
 
    When the man saw Ramsey, he hesitated. Ramsey rushed the guard and slammed his rifle into the soldier’s stomach, driving the man to his knees. Ramsey snarled, “Give it up Gutierrez! Hands on your head!” The man complied and Ramsey pulled zip ties from his pocket and bound his hands behind his back.  
 
    The sound of distant gunfire filled the night as Brian righted himself and stepped through the door with Robbins on his heels. Mason saw them first and fired. Brian heard a grunt at his right and fired. Mason’s chest blossomed in a bloom of red.  
 
    Before Brian could turn and check on his team, Bishop stepped into the hall, pointing a weapon at Brian. “Drop your weapon and put up your hands up! Or I’ll finish what Mason started. Do it now!”  
 
    After hearing a groan from someone behind him, Brian held his position and dropped his handgun, “It’s over, Bishop.” 
 
    “Captain, you seem to have forgotten the chain of command. I am your superior officer,” Bishop gloated as his arm relaxed. 
 
    “Means nothing after you committed treason against the American people,” Brain countered. A groan at his back gave him hope the man who had been shot might survive. 
 
    Bishop forced a humorless guffaw, “I have only one thing to say to that accusation. Marshall Law.” At the sound of more gunfire, he laughed. “My boys will shut this shit down.” 
 
    “You’re shut down. You left Americans to die out there,” Brian argued. “You may kill me, but you’ve lost everything here.” 
 
    Bishop shrugged. “So have you.”  
 
    Brian watched as Bishop slowly raised his handgun. Time suddenly slowed to microseconds as Brian dove for his weapon when suddenly Bishop’s head exploded. Brains and gore splattered on the wall at the side of the kitchen, while Bishop’s body slumped to the floor in a puddle of blood. Brian looked up from the pile of bodies to see Billy standing in the hall.  
 
    Billy looked at Brian and shrugged. “Sorry, Captain, he was just a prick, and I was tired of hearing his bullshit.” 
 
    “No problem, private. Can’t say, I disagree.” Brian turned to check Robbins on the floor.  
 
    Robbins gasped for breath. “Shit. Your boy there doesn’t mess around.” 
 
    “I guess not,” Brian agreed. “In this case, I’m damned glad. Someone see to this man’s wounds. Rest of you, let’s get to the tennis court,” Brian ordered. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 
 
    Uncertain Future 
 
    Dark settled in around the little camp where Sarah lay being ravaged by the infection caused by Jason’s attack. In the last twenty-four hours, her skin had turned gray, and she no longer had the strength to even turn her head when her stomach aggressively spewed its blackened contents. Bruce cleaned her face and tried to get her to swallow the last of the aspirin, but that too came up in a violent eruption of bile and foul corruption.  
 
    Kelly and Dan tried time and again to get Bruce to rest, but he refused to leave Sarah’s side. The campers took turns sitting with Bruce. All any of them could do was sit and wait with him. The day wore on until darkness fell with Sarah only getting worse. They decided having a fire would be dangerous, so they sat in the dark with a single shielded flashlight used to check on Sarah from time to time. It was terrifying to watch the ravages of the infection.  
 
    Sarah’s skin, once drenched in perspiration, grew dry and cracked from the fever that ravaged her body. All through the night, Bruce’s devotion seemed to keep his exhaustion at bay. He wiped at her face, moistened her lips, and brushed her matted hair from her eyes. By dawn, he swayed with fatigue, yet he persevered. 
 
    Dan and Kelly laid on their mattresses and sleeping bag under a second tarp but took turns sitting with Bruce. Rudy and Denise rested under another nearby with one erected for Jen and Brit nearby. When Jen returned to help care for Sarah, Brit was too frightened to sleep alone, so she returned to the air mattress next to Kelly. 
 
    Kelly woke when Dan returned. He settled next to Kelly and whispered. “It won’t be long.” 
 
    Kelly turned to Dan and whispered. “I know. Bruce is dead on his feet, but he won’t leave her. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “You or I need to be close,” Kelly answered. 
 
    “And after it’s over?” Dan asked. “The ground is too rocky to dig a grave.” 
 
    “We’ll wrap her in a tarp then cover her with rocks,” Kelly answered as she slipped on her shoes. “In the meantime, we need to get out there. Bruce is so close to crashing himself.” Kelly got to her feet and walked to Bruce’s side. She smiled at the first hint of the rising sun. 
 
    Dawn was peeking over the distant tree line. It was a kaleidoscope of orange, yellow and gold. Rays of the emerging sun seemed to be opening a gate across the pasture. Sarah’s eyes fluttered to narrow slits. She smiled at Bruce. “I-I-I lo-o-o-v-e yo-u-u,” She whispered. 
 
    Bruce leaned closer. “I love you. Please don’t leave me.” 
 
    Sarah’s breathing grew more ragged and labored. Dan and Kelly both moved closer to stand at Bruce’s side. When he swayed with exhaustion, Dan placed a hand on his shoulder. Bruce opened his eyes. Sarah gasped and shuddered then lay still. The watchers waited, and finally, she took a long labored breath. They remained, and she took one more breath, then her chest stilled. The sun crested above the horizon as Sarah’s eyes closed. Kelly watched for another shuttering intake, but after a full minute, she realized Sarah was gone.  
 
    Bruce collapsed. There were no tears left to cry, no wail of grief or protest. He just slumped to the ground, unconscious. Kelly whispered to Dan. “Help me get him to the tarp by Brit. Then I’ll watch Sarah if you will get the handled metal skewer from the grill set and the camp hammer. After we’re done, we can wake everyone. I don’t want anyone else to see this.” 
 
    After helping to drag Bruce to the makeshift bed, Kelly returned to watch Sarah. She had been a beautiful girl when they got to Hamilton Pool. Her pale, tear-dropped shaped face had been flushed with excitement at spending the week at the pool with Bruce. He would be going out of state the following fall, and she was staying in town. They were both determined to spend as much time together as they could. Sarah was such a cheerful person and added so much to the group. She loved to sit in the cavern and sing from the rocks in the grotto. Her voice and the acoustic of the cavern had made a beautiful sound. Now she would be forever silent. 
 
    In death, Sarah’s face no longer resembled the person that had arrived all those weeks ago. Her face was strained and drawn. Her eyes had sunken deep in her skull and were surrounded by dark circles. Her nose and mouth were blistered and raw, leaving smeared tracks of blood where either Jen or Bruce had tried to wipe it away. It wasn’t an image anyone would want to remember. 
 
    Kelly turned at the sound of footsteps. Dan carried gloves, the skewer, and hammer with a questioning look on his face. Kelly looked up. “I can’t use this.” She glanced down at the gun. “That would crush Bruce. Help me before she changes.”  
 
    With shaking hands, Kelly turned Sarah’s head to the side. She whispered softly. “We have to destroy the brain.” 
 
    “Are you sure we can do it like this?” Dan asked. 
 
    “That’ll work. I’ll hold it, you hit it one time hard enough to drive it into Sarah’s brain, then I’ll do the rest,” Kelly whispered. 
 
    Dan nodded. Kelly picked up the skewer and with gloved hands brushed blonde hair from Sarah’s temple. She placed the sharp metal tip above Sarah’s ear and took a breath and looked up at Dan. “Now!” She whispered. Without hesitation, Dan slammed the hammer down and drove the skewer deep into Sarah’s temple. Dan watched as Kelly still clutching the wooden handle gave it a vicious twist inside the skull and pulled it free and dropped it.    
 
    Dan knelt down, and Kelly fell against him and cried. She cried for Sarah, for Jason, Mark, her family and for the world. Dan held her while slowly one by one the rest of the camp except Bruce woke to realize what had happened. Dan rose to get a bucket, and the tools disappeared. The girls gathered clean clothes and reappeared to prepare Sarah for burial and best they could. Dan led Rudy to an overhang a short distance from the camp near a pile of rocks.  
 
    Kelly squared her shoulders and took the rag from the bucket and wiped at Sarah’s face. Kelly, Brit, and Jen rinsed the cloth and cleaned her face, arms, and brushed her damp curls over the wound at her temple. They changed her wet, soiled, clothes for a simple sundress. When Kelly was satisfied, she draped the top of the tarp over Sarah's face and turned to the others. “The tarp can be used to carry her.” She picked up a corner and looked at the others.  
 
    Dan walked to a corner and waited. Rudy and Brit joined them. They leaned down, and each grabbed an edge, then lifted. “Over there,” Dan commented. “On the far side of that oak tree. We’ll put her under that shallow outcropping in the depression and then use the rocks to seal the front.”  
 
    “Sounds like a good plan,” Kelly answered. 
 
    They stumbled across the camp past the tree and to the outcropping followed by Denise and Jenny. Kelly and Brit stepped back, and the two young men pulled and tugged at the tarp to get it in place. While they worked, Kelly walked to a pile of rocks and headed back just in time to see Dan and Rudy step away from the ledge. She placed the stone against the bottom of the tarp. Kelly looked to the other. “It’ll go faster if we form an assembly line.” 
 
    “What about Bruce?” Jen asked. “He should be able to say goodbye.” 
 
    “We can’t afford to wait. Bruce’s exhausted and will probably be out for at least twenty-four hours.” Kelly argued. 
 
    Dan and Rudy then each of the girls stepped into line, and in less than an hour, the opening was sealed. When they were finished, and the grave enclosed, Kelly and all the others each had skinned and scabbed knuckles and broken nails. They each walked to the stream and cleaned up and changed clothes. When Kelly was clean, she stood and turned to the group. “Let’s break camp. When we’re ready to go, we’ll get Bruce and head out.” 
 
    “What about Mark’s jeep?” 
 
    “I’ll drive it. Bruce is in no condition to drive it, and I don’t think we should leave it behind without him having a say since it’s his brother’s,” Kelly answered. 
 
    They broke up camp in less than twenty minutes. When it came time to leave, Dan and Rudy tried to carry Bruce to Dan’s F-150, but Bruce woke enough to demand to visit Sarah’s grave.  
 
    When taken there, Bruce was barely able to stumble to the rock covered tomb even with the help. The group stood at his side as Bruce stared at the rock face and newly erected rock wall. He pulled free of Dan and Rudy and knelt at the grave. “I love you, Sarah.” He pressed his hand to a flat rock Kelly had leaned against the wall. She had printed Sarah’s name using a black marker. Tears streamed down Bruce’s face. Finally, he stumbled to his feet, and Dan led him to his pickup truck. 
 
    While Dan and Brit settled in his truck, Kelly waved at the rest of the group. “Make sure we have everything loaded up.” She led the others through the camp, and they picked up the remains of bedding and cleared the last of the brush used to hide the trucks. When they were loaded up, Kelly looked around one last time and whispered. “Well, here we go.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 
 
    Answers 
 
    They backtracked on a two-lane blacktop, past a gravel road, and drove up to a single lane road with evidence of long term neglect. It was the patched and poorly maintained remains of a black top they could see beyond the turn-off that convinced Ken to turn and accelerate. 
 
    Harry leaned forward in the seat. “What’s going on?’ 
 
    “Randy told me about a couple ranches about six miles up this way. The road loops around back to the highway so not out of the way by much. He suggested we check on the ranchers out here and see if they’re okay or even still there. Maybe they have livestock we can scavenge on our way back. If the folks are still around, maybe they know about the goings-on up this way.” 
 
    Harry nodded. “Sounds like a long shot.” 
 
    As Ken steered the pickup along the rugged, broken blacktop, the four men saw nothing out of the ordinary until they got to the first ranch. It was a small rough collection of structures including a run-down house and cobbled-together outbuildings. It was easy to see there had been trouble. The corpses of two horses lay near a barn. Both were mostly consumed by buzzards and four-legged predators. The smell still drifted from the corral on the slight breeze.  
 
    Ken steered the pickup into the yard and stopped. Both Brett and Ken discussed the situation as Harry stepped out of the truck. He strolled to the corral as if it was the most normal thing in the world.  
 
    Steve called out, “Ken, don’t you think we’d better check….”  
 
    “Leaving that to you, kid,” Ken retorted. 
 
    Steve laughed and headed toward the ranch house with drawn automatic. By the time he got to the steps, Harry and Brett had joined him.  
 
    “You gonna knock?” Brett asked. 
 
    “Do you really think they’re still here and left that?” Steve responded. He walked up, tapped on the door with a handgun, and it creaked open.  
 
    “I guess not,” Brett mumbled.  
 
    Steve slowly pushed open the door. The smell of rotting meat wafted out in a choking wave that drove the men back.  
 
    Brett gagged. “What the….” 
 
    “Smells like rotting meat,” Steve answered as he pushed at the door and a wave of the stench washed over them. “Watch it. Could be infected inside.” He flicked on a light and fanned the beam from right to left. He waited, but there was no sound of shuffling feet and the distinctive moan of the dead.  
 
    “Could be a dead pet, a dog maybe,” Brett whispered, holding his breath. 
 
    Harry stepped around Brett. “Hang back, kid. I’ve smelled worse. I lived in the same pair of socks for the last two months. Gimp and I can handle this.  
 
    “Who are you calling gimp, old man,” Steve chided. 
 
     “Let’s get this over with. Smells like shit in here,” Harry grumbled. 
 
    Steve laughed. “You’re a little touchy about the age, old man?” 
 
    “Fuck you gimp. Move out. You’re bait, after that comment.”  
 
    Steve stepped into the gloom while fanning the light from side to side. He walked to the window and grabbed a handful of the curtain and gave it a jerk. The bar and heavy drapes fell to the floor amid a cloud of dust particles dancing across the morning rays of the sun shining through the window. 
 
    “Well, that answers the smell,” Harry mumbled into the bent elbow in front of his mouth. 
 
    A sizeable dog lay in the middle of the floor of the kitchen. Flies buzzed and circled the gaping wound of a slit throat. The golden retriever had been slaughtered. The white gold coat was bathed in blood.  
 
    “Let’s clear the house then get the hell outta here,” Steve answered. “Look for any sign of who did this.” He nodded toward the basket of dog toys. “There’s no way the owners did this.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Harry muttered as he headed into the kitchen. “Five minutes.” 
 
    Steve turned toward the darkened hallway. He passed an open door and with the gun pointed into the bathroom. The fixtures had been destroyed. Bloody handprints smeared the sides of the tub. Closing the door, he moved to the next opening, a bedroom. The room smelled of urine and dried blood. A quick scan verified no living or dead. 
 
    Harry appeared at his back. “Not worried about your back?” 
 
    “You were behind me. Besides, I recognize that old geezer shuffle,” Steve chuckled as he opened the next door with one hand as Harry fanned the light into the gloom. Again the room was a mess. 
 
    “A lot of violence happened in here,” Harry whispered. 
 
    “Let’s get through this then we can look around outside,” Steve answered. “I agree, something bad happened, and someone cleared out the dead.” 
 
    They cleared the house and headed back to the front door when they heard the first shot. There were two more before they got to the front door and saw both Ken and Brett standing in the middle of the barnyard with hands raised and their guns at their feet. 
 
    “Alright, you two get out of that house with your hands raised or your buddies out here will be in the dirt before you can raise a weapon!”  
 
    Harry stepped around Steve with hands raised. “We don’t want trouble.” 
 
    “Well, there’s been enough trouble here so just move along. There’s nothing to see here and nothing to gain by staying,” The gruff voice answered. 
 
    “We’ve seen enough trouble already. All we want is information, then we’ll move on,” Harry answered. 
 
    “Tell your man there by the door to step off the porch and then we’ll talk.” 
 
    Harry, Ken, and Bret glanced in his direction with Steve wobbling his way to the base of the steps to lean against the rail.  
 
    The voice made an amused sound then called out. “I’ll be damned. They got a gimp working for ‘em now?” 
 
    “We’re not working for anyone,” Harry answered. “We saw what was done to some folks a few weeks ago and trying to decide how to protect ourselves from the same thing happening to our group.” 
 
    I can tell you who did it and where they are,” The voice answered as an old man in boots, and a Stetson appeared from the shadows of a spreading oak tree. “Bastards killed the family that lived here.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that. We figured as much after seeing the inside of the house,” Harry answered. “Mind if I lower my hands. I’m tired as shit, of standing here like this, sir.” 
 
    “Sorry. Sure. Just don’t move to pick up your gun till we’re done here. Got some jumpy kids up in the trees,” The old man answered. “My name’s Cecil. Cecil Franks.” 
 
    “Glad to meet you, Cecil. I’m Harry Walters. This is Steve, Ken, and Brett. Like I said, we’re looking for answers, and it sounds like you’re the right man to talk to.”  
 
    An hour later, the old man was gone with Harry, Steve, Ken, and Brett climbing back in the truck and driving away.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 
 
    The Rescue 
 
    The night was dark, with clouds drifting slowly across the sky hiding the full moon overhead. The modified car driven by Matt parked and everyone, more than a little nervous, climbed out clutching weapons. Matt gathered the group close and whispered, “We’ll be going to the yellow house at the bottom of the hill for staging. Stay behind me and stay in the shadows. Be alert and watch for the guards. Griff will bring up the rear.” 
 
    After a quick nod of understanding from each of the team, Matt headed out leading the members through the brush and trees to the path. Once there, he raised his closed fist and squatted behind a massive stand of briers. The team followed suit with Griff nudging them into hiding. They waited and watched a pair of guards approach. The group remained still as the unfamiliar pair strode by without looking left or right. Matt’s team waited until a second set of guards appeared, then the original guards made their reappearance ensuring the same schedule of the night before. When the guards disappeared behind the house, Matt rose and signaled it was time to move out. The team made their way down the hill to the edge of the street and waited for the next pass of the guards. When the sentries disappeared, they hurried across the street and the deep backyard. One by one the small band raced inside the open back door of the yellow house. A few were left gasping for breath.  
 
    “Shit. I’m too old for this kind of exertion,” Doyle gasped. 
 
    Tate chuckled. “Should have stayed in the rocking chair, ol’ man.” 
 
    “You ain’t too old to spank, young lady,” Doyle chided. 
 
    Griff watched out the back door until the second pair of guards walked past the house and disappeared. “All clear.” 
 
    Matt turned to the group. “Tate head upstairs, the window in the front will give you a clear shot at the guard on the roof. Get set up but wait until you see us taking out the patrolling guards.” He fell silent as she used a penlight to locate the stairs. “Don’t jump the gun, that cheap-ass suppressor is only good for one or two shots. Then get down and make sure no one leaves the building.” 
 
    “Got it,” Tate faked a salute then disappeared up the stairs.  
 
    The night was filled with the sounds of insects and amid the chirps and buzzes was the sound of the slow raising of the window overhead. Matt whispered to the men behind him, “Everyone, stay off the broken glass at the front window. Griff, Doyle, Bill, the three you and I will be going out the front door first. We’ll get in place and then wait for the guards. You know where to go, Maggie? Ben?” Both answered, and Matt continued. “Remember, they’ll be able to see us when they turn to signal each other, so if you don’t make it all the way across to the stone building, stop at the trucks. Stay outside the town hall until we give you the signal all’s clear.” Matt led the group to the front door, then waited. Four minutes later, the guards disappeared in their rotation. 
 
    When the pair of guards disappeared, Griff led Doyle across the street to the parking lot. They hurried through the trucks to hunker down at the back of the town hall. Meanwhile, Ben and Maggie raced to their hiding place at the opposite side of the brick building to hide in the bushes. Matt led Bill to hide behind a porch then continued his journey to the small clapboard house next door to wait for the second pair of guards to pass. They remained in place ready for the signal. Matt flicked his penlight. 
 
    Matt glanced to where Griff and Doyle waited while hoping no one took a joint or piss break early to interfere with the plan. Matt’s team had to get this right, he suddenly saw movement at the upstairs window of the yellow house, and the rifle barrel appeared. There were a muffled pop and a flash. Matt saw the rooftop guard tumble from the roof, and the rifle barrel disappeared. The body crashed into the brush, and then there was silence.   
 
    “I told you, I heard something.” One of the guards nearby protested. 
 
    A second voice answered. “Bull shit. It was probably Hector on the roof. He’s always running his mouth or tripping over something.” The pair continued walking as they bickered until they stepped out from behind the house. The man pointed to the roof. “See, he’s on the other side the building.” 
 
    Matt nudged Bill, and they rush behind the two men. Matt reached out and grabbed his target under the chin and pulled back. He slit the man’s throat with a single swipe. Warm blood spilled over Matt’s hand, and he eased the body to the ground. One down. He hoped Griff and was taking out their targets on the other side of the building. He stepped over his target to help Bill. 
 
    Bill tried to mirror Matt’s maneuver but failed miserably. Bill struggled to gain control of the man fighting to get free of his grasp. Only Bill’s forty-pound weight advantage kept the man gasping instead of yelling a warning before Matt slid a knife blade into the man’s temple. 
 
    Gasping for breath, Bill whispered. “Sorry.” 
 
    Matt freed the blade from the man’s head and ending the first man’s chance of coming back. “It takes practice. You did what needed to be done.” 
 
    Tate appeared with the backpack of supplies from the side of the house. “He saw you. I brought the toys.”  
 
    Matt nodded as he reached out for the flashbangs. “It was your job. Let’s go.” He pulled three items from the bag, handed one to each of them. “Just like I showed you, toss it in the room, and close the door.” 
 
    “Got it,” Tate answered. 
 
    “I’m good,” Bill answered. 
 
    “Let’s go.” Matt shouldered the bag and headed across the parking lot. He glanced at Griff to see him finishing off the second pair of guards. Griff and Doyle got to the back door just as Matt grabbed at the handle. They looked at each of the other. “Tate, Bill, stay here.” 
 
    Bill agreed, but Tate protested. “Not me. I’m helping. Besides, I’ll go after the women. You take care of the rest.” 
 
    “Alright, Phil said the stairs were behind the door marked File Room.”  
 
    Leading with his handgun, Matt opened the door. A man sat at a chair with his feet on a desk and a baseball hat tipped down over his eyes. He looked up just in time to see a muzzle flash of the gun when Matt fired. He tipped and slid off the chair to the floor.  
 
    Tate waited long enough to see the three men with flashbang in hand reach the doors, grab a knob, and jerk them open. She jogged past to the file room door, yanked open the next access while holding a handgun as she flicked on a penlight. It was an ugly, poorly maintained portion of the building that smelled damp and of mildew. Without additional lighting, it was foreboding as hell. Fanning the narrow beam from lift to the right, she saw three doors at the base of the worn wooden steps. One door bore a sign specifying Maintenance, the other doors were unmarked.  
 
    Heavy footsteps overhead, followed a series of booms from the flashbangs overhead. Shooting began, and Tate ignored the sound of the mayhem, knowing Matt, Doyle, and Griff were not the only ones shooting. Suddenly there was a slam against the door to the right. Tate reached for the knob, and there was another slam against the wood.  
 
    “Let us out!” 
 
    “We’re here! Help!”  
 
    Startled by the barrage of pleas for help, Tate stumbled over boxes near the door. She righted herself. “I’m here. Stop beating on the door.” She grabbed at the knob and quickly learned it was locked. “Where is the key?” She asked through the door. 
 
    “Upstairs. The head guy has it.” A voice from behind the barrier answered. 
 
    “Kick it down!” Another woman demanded. 
 
    “I’ll take that under advisement.” Tate examined the lock. It was a new addition to secure the contents behind. She pushed and tugged at the doorknob testing for any give or play but decided it was a lost cause. She rolled up a piece of tissue from her pocket and shoved a bit in her left ear while she yelled. “Get away from the door!” She pushed the second scrap into her right ear, raised the handgun, and fired at the lock. The metal of the mechanism exploded, and the door swung open. Tate cringed and rubbed at her ears, jerking the tissue away. “Fuck! I hope y’all are worth destroying my hearing for the rest of my life.” 
 
    The women appeared in the door to stare at Tate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 
 
    Aftermath 
 
    Brian pressed a towel over the wound on Chase Robbins’ chest when Billy rushed into the kitchen. Brian looked up and snapped, “Report!” 
 
    “The town is secured.” Billy walked to Mason’s lifeless corpse, pulled a knife, and shoved the blade into Mason’s sightless eye socket as he continued. “Ryder and two of his men rode out the east gate leaving it open, but we’ve got it secured now. We have eight of Bishop’s men and two bikers in jail. It’s a little warm and dark as hell down there, but personally, I don’t give a shit since we had to carry out the city council members.” 
 
    “We’ll be at the doctor’s office, report over there.”  
 
    Billy nodded. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Leon, let’s get Mr. Robbins to the doctor’s office,” Brian demanded as he finished securing the towel with the duct tape. Leon and Juan picked up Chase and stumbled toward the front door. Brian held the door open and called over his shoulder, “Billy, get Ramsey to organize clean-up crews. Get the bodies taken care of, we don’t want any coming back. Get those people in from Walmart and see they get fed and places to sleep. Work with the townfolks to get everyone accounted for and make sure people that need it, are taken for medical treatment.”  
 
    “Yes, Sir. I saw keys in the Major’s jeep out front,” Ramsey called as he walked away with the remaining soldiers. “You can use it to transport Mr. Robbins.” 
 
    Once Chase was settled in the front seat, Leon and Juan climbed in the back, Brian jumped behind the wheel and drove the Major’s vehicle to the small white clapboard house where a group of people clustered around the front porch. The crowd parted as they neared the house. 
 
    When they saw Robbins, an attractive black woman rushed up to Jeep. “Oh, my God! Chase!” 
 
    Robbins tried to reach out. “I’m fine, honey. It’s just a scratch,” He mumbled. 
 
    “Doc!” The woman called out then turned to Brian. “I’m his wife, Doris. Bring him inside.” 
 
    A thick-bodied, gray-haired woman approached. “What is it, Doris? We’re working on the three survivors.” She noticed Brian and the two men easing Chase from the Jeep and hurried to them. “Oh my, bring him this way.” 
 
    Carrying Chase, they followed the woman to a room set up for kids with balloons and clowns painted on the walls. She pulled the exam table away from the wall and turned to Doris as the men laid Robbins down and pulled out the footrest. Once Robbins was laid down, she opened his shirt and rolled him to the side. “Go get Doc and tell him it’s a gunshot wound that penetrated the upper right chest with an exit. He needs to get in here.” 
 
    Doris disappeared, and Gladys looked at the two men. “Either of you had medical training?” 
 
    Leon glanced up as he continued undoing Chase’s shoestrings. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Gladys glanced at Brian. “If you aren’t gonna help, get out.”  
 
    Brian met Doc at the door. “I hope you’re not bringing me any more customers tonight young man,” He growled as he slammed the door behind Brian’s back. A few minutes later, Gladys reappeared. “Stick around. I need a strong back.” She disappeared into a room and returned with a sheet-covered gurney. “Follow me.” 
 
    Brian did as he was told, and when he entered the room, he heard a sucking sound. He realized immediately it was coming from the wound on Chase Robbins’ chest. He had an open pneumothorax. Even Brian could identify it by the typical sucking sound heard as air moved from the atmosphere and into the chest through the chest wall. Chase had complained of chest pain, and Brian had noticed the decreased breath sounds on the injured side of his chest. 
 
    “Grab his feet,” Doc ordered.  
 
    While Chase struggled to take each breath, Brian, Leon, and Doc moved Chase to the gurney. Once there, Gladys pushed Brian aside, and Leon and Doc pushed the gurney out the door and down the hall into a room at the end. After standing there watching for a full minute, Gladys walked out to face Brian still waiting.  
 
    Gladys gave a dismissive wave. “Doc is doing all he can. You can go find something to do. We’ve got this taken care of as much as we can.” She looked at him pointedly. “There’s a dead soldier out there tied to a post. He needs to be given peace.” 
 
    “That’s a brave man, please don’t let him die,” Brian requested. 
 
    “He’s strong, and the doctor is doing everything he can.” Gladys gave a quick nod.  
 
    Doris reached out as Brian walked through the waiting room. “Thank you for what you’ve done for all of us.” Her voice caught, and she took a deep breath. “No matter what happens, you’ve saved this community.” 
 
    Brian gave a quick nod and escaped the room to step out into the sultry night. He saw Billy approaching from across the square. Brian stopped at the top of the stairs to wait for him.  
 
    Billy made a textbook salute. “Sir.”  
 
    Brian returned the salute and responded. “Report, Private.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Billy reported the current situation. “There were thirty-two people at the abandoned Walmart, most either malnourished or minor injuries, six with untreated long-term health issues, but they can wait until tomorrow. Ramsey and a team have taken them all to the school for showers and a hot meal. The women got together and found clothes since they were in pretty sad shape. Pollard and half a dozen locals are rounding up mattresses and the ones without families will be taken to the mayor’s house for the night. They figured to get them settled in some of the empty houses nearby tomorrow.” 
 
    Brian took a breath and asked. “Casualties?  
 
    “The team at the west gate lost a man when they tried to take the two bikers. Both bikers were killed in the gunfight. Six of Bishop’s men died resisting the takeover. The rest of his men laid down their arms without a fight, and we have them locked up.” Billy answered. 
 
    “And the resistance?” Brian questioned. 
 
    “Eight injured, including Mr. Robbins. Three of Bishop’s prisoners were pretty beat up, one of them is the sheriff’s wife. The fourth man was dead and turned. Pollard took care of him. We lost seven more in the fighting,” Billy added. 
 
    Everyone is accounted for, and the dead have been taken care of?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Yes, Sir. We have all our people at the funeral home. What should we do with the others?” 
 
    “Load Bishop, Mason and their men in the transport and in the morning take them out by the Walmart. Take a couple of cans of gasoline and burn the bodies.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Billy responded. 
 
    “Now, get together with Pollard, set up a guard rotation, get together with the town folks, and find out what they need help with. We’re going to have a long night to make arrangements for the men in the gym, I hear there are a barracks of sorts. Make sure there are enough cots, so there is a place to sleep for the four of us.”  
 
    Before Billy could answer, a middle-aged woman stepped up to Brian. “I’m Victoria Daniels. Sir, that won’t be necessary. You’ve done so much for all of us. My husband and I have room and would be honored if you would stay with us. The house is across the street from the school, so you’ll be near your men.”  
 
    Brian nodded toward Leon, Juan, and Billy. “All of us?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Whenever you’re ready, of course, and we’ll throw in a shower and clean clothes.”  
 
    Brian started to decline the offer, but one look at Leon and Juan’s faces and laughed. “I’m afraid I’d have a second rebellion if I declined the offer. Thank you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 
 
    Make Peace 
 
    Bruce pulled free of Kelly’s grasp. “I’ll drive the jeep.” 
 
    Kelly stared at him for a full minute before she gave a quick nod. “But I’m riding shotgun, in case you need a break.” 
 
    “Fine. Get in the jeep,” He snapped as he stomped to the vehicle, slid behind the wheel and cranked the engine.  
 
    Kelly hurried around the back of the vehicle to slide into the passenger seat just as Bruce jammed the gearshift into first and spun out. She clung to the door jam and grabbed the dash. “What are you doing? Slow down!” She yelled as she looked over her shoulder to see the rest of the group rushing to get in vehicles and follow. 
 
    Bruce accelerated, shifted, and accelerated again. He white-knuckled the stirring wheel around a sharp corner while he changed into fourth gear and jammed his foot into the gas pedal. 
 
    “Slow down!” Kelly screamed at him. “We have to stay together.” 
 
    “We’re dead!” Bruce yelled, braked as he eased up on the accelerator. “We’re just too stupid to know it.” He slowed the vehicle to barely a crawl. Suddenly he jammed his foot on the brake peddle, stopped, and turned off the engine. He banged his head against the steering wheel again and again while he cried. “I should have been there! Sarah’s dead because I wasn’t there to protect her.” 
 
    Kelly reached over and covered his hand with her’s and pulled the keys from the ignition. “You’re not to blame for Mark or Sarah’s death. You were trying to do the right thing. That’s all any of us are doing now.” She ignored the sound of the engines behind them. She glanced at Dan in the pickup. “You’re exhausted. Let me drive while you rest.” 
 
    Bruce sighed and stepped out of the jeep to walk around the front while Kelly climbed over the gearshift and into the driver’s seat. Bruce opened the door and slid inside to settle on the passenger seat. He pulled the door closed and snapped the seat belt across his front. He leaned the seat back and closed his eyes.  
 
    Dan pulled up next to the jeep. “We should put the top on the jeep. The windows are under those bags in the back. It’s not much protection, but it’ll at least be something if we run into trouble. Besides, it’ll cut down the sun and wind while we’re driving.” 
 
    Kelly pulled the keys from the ignition and stepped out of the jeep. With Dan’s help, she moved half of the bags to the back seat then pulled up the framed canvas. Dan held the window panel to the opening and started the zipper. He showed Kelly how to secure the cover and then moved to the passenger back window. They returned the supplies then zipped in the door windows and closed the back window. Once finished, they stood at the back of the jeep to speak.  
 
    “I think we need to check out Horseshoe Bay on our way to Llano. My GPS gives the address of a camping supply store not far from the highway,” Dan announced. 
 
    “I’ll follow you. Maybe Rudy and Denise will ride with you. His vehicle rides so low to the ground,” Kelly suggested. “But this isn’t a good vehicle, either.” 
 
    “I mentioned it to Rudy, but he’s not ready to leave the SUV behind.” Dan shrugged. 
 
    “Then it’s three gas tanks to fill, I guess. I’m not sure that’s the best, but let’s go,” Kelly answered. 
 
    Dan leaned down and kissed her. “Blink your lights if you need to stop.” 
 
    Kelly turned and walked to the jeep. She settled inside when there was a sudden knock on the door. Kelly jerked around to see a smiling Dan holding a pillow. She opened the door and retrieved it. “Thanks, hon, that might make him more comfortable. Later.” 
 
    Dan threw a loose wave and walked away. A moment later, the big truck decked out with the wide wheels, brush guard and roll bar, came to life. He slipped the shift in gear and pulled around the jeep. Kelly started the jeep engine and reached over Bruce to slide the pillow at his side before she shifted the vehicle into gear to follow. 
 
    They neared a small community with a couple dozen houses behind a corner store. Dan slowed when he saw a cluster of people stumbling toward them in the road ahead. He glanced in the mirror and waved at the vehicles behind Kelly. The route left little room to turn the big truck around. He slowed, and both Kelly and Rudy pulled up close enough to talk. “There’s infected ahead. We have no choice but to go through them.” 
 
    Kelly announced, “We just don’t stop, no matter what. You have the brush guard to knock them out of the way. The jeep has a four-wheel drive and the big tires with the deep tread, so I’ll be fine. Rudy can follow in our wake.”  
 
    Rudy shrugged then gave a quick nod. “We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Dan answered. “Okay, we’re doing this. Stay close so we don’t get separated.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Kelly called out as he pulled away. She put the Jeep in four-wheel drive and followed Dan with Rudy close behind. 
 
    Dan accelerated down the hill and knocked the first of the infected aside when he clipped the dead man with the right bumper. The truck barely cleared the body when the pickup hit three more infected, one a child with blood-streaked down the side of the face. The little thing fell in front of the wheel, and the skull barely made a pop. Brit’s face betrayed the horror when she turned to look back through the rear window. The herd of infected moved ever closer to the vehicles from the houses at the road ahead. Dan called out above the roar of his engine. “Tighten up. They’re getting bunched up.” He raised his window against the stench of decay and corruption. 
 
    Kelly reached over and zipped up the passenger window the last few inches and turned off the ventilation. The intake of outside air had filled the jeep with a disgusting collage of offensive smells of death and decay.  
 
    “What the hell?” Bruce sat up grumbling. He looked around, and he was suddenly fully awake. “Shit!” 
 
    “Wake up,” Kelly pushed the handgun into his lap, “I need you!” 
 
    Kelly was relieved to see Bruce straighten in his seat with his head swiveling from side to side then look through the back window in surprise. Kelly glanced in the rearview mirror and saw Denise’s look of horror as bodies slammed against the small SUV. Each hit rocked the car with the effort to get to the occupants. Both Rudy and Denise jerked and cringed with each assault and dent. Kelly glanced at the handgun. “Can you use this?’ 
 
    Bruce dropped the magazine and slammed it back in place. “I’m good.” He crawled between the bucket seats and shifted bags to one side to settle down near the back window. He grabbed the zipper for the rear plastic. 
 
    Kelly called out. “Be careful. Don’t let them get close to you.” 
 
    “Just follow the truck,” Bruce answered. “I got this.” 
 
    Kelly clipped a teen with half her face hanging down from an open wound on her neck. She stumbled and lurched into the front fender of the jeep. Kelly jerked the wheel just as Bruce fired the handgun. “Sorry!” She called out. 
 
    “Try to hold it steady. I need to make these shots count we only have half a box of shells,” Bruce called out then fired again. Kelly glanced up in time to see an infected fall away from the passenger side of the SUV. 
 
    Meanwhile, two monsters slammed into the back tire of the pickup, and the heavy tread pulled another one into the wheel and under the tire. The infect woman disappeared under the bed while the second tripped and lurched alongside the fender into the front of the jeep. Kelly yelps then white-knuckled the wheel trying to hold the Jeep steady as a thick-bodied man fell to the highway. “Hang on, gonna have a bump!” The body rolled and disappeared below the headlight, and the Jeep jerked and bucked twice as each wheel ran over the body. 
 
    Bruce grabbed an overhead bar and caught himself. Kelly looked up just in time to see Rudy attempt to dodge around the body but ended up clipping another infected, leaving the body sprawled across the hood. Rudy slammed on the breaks, the body fell away, and he accelerated to catch up. More bodies moved closer just as Dan gunned the F-150 engine. Kelly stepped on the gas and shifted to catch up.  
 
    “Is Rudy okay? Are they coming?”  
 
    “He’s coming, keep going,” Bruce yelled as he fired one last shot and an infected near the passenger side collapsed with its arm still reaching for the small car sped by. Bruce closed the back window and climbed across the back seat and back into the front passenger seat.  
 
    “Not too bad,” Kelly smiled. “You okay?” Kelly shifted again, and they left the small community behind.  
 
    “As okay as I can be, I guess,” Bruce answered as he opened a bottle of water and passed it to Kelly. “The two most important people in my life are dead. I have to make peace with it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Kelly answered. “For what it’s worth, she fought Jason off and protected Jenny. They were both asleep. We thought we were safe.” 
 
    Bruce opened his own bottle of water. “Yeah, we all were pretty naïve. We know better now.” With that, they fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    They drove for nearly three hours when they passed a sign advertising a rest stop. Kelly blinked the lights, and Dan flashed his tail lights twice in response. A few minutes later, he pulled to the left of the highway and Kelly pulled up, and Bruce opened the window. “I need a pit stop. I’ve had two bottles of water. Besides, I need to walk around. My butt feels paralyzed,” Kelly called out. 
 
    “Sounds good. We can stop here but let me look around, first,” Dan answered. He stepped out of the truck with the rifle in hand. He looked through the scope then fanned around at the shade at the side of the road. “Looks clear, but stay alert.” 
 
    They spent twenty minutes drinking water, eating jerky and chips when Bruce emerged from the bathroom, washed and in clean clothes, and looking a lot better than he had before. He walked up to Kelly and Dan. “I’m sorry. I acted like a dumbass.” He turned to Kelly. “Thank you for not giving up. I’d be dead if you hadn’t heard me and come back.” 
 
    Kelly passed him a chocolate snack cake. “We’re glad to have you with us.” 
 
    Bruce squared his shoulders. “I think Rudy ought to leave his car and ride in the truck. I’ve seen what the infected are like and his car won’t survive another herd like this morning. He may get better gas mileage, but it sits too low to the ground and won’t make it over another body like that one again. Besides, it’ll get bogged down the first mud hole or ditch we need to cross.” 
 
    Rudy scowled. “We need to leave the Jeep; it has soft sides, not even glass. That won’t be any better protection either.”  
 
    “I agree, but if you get surrounded again or have to cross rough ground, you’ll be fucked in the SUV. The Jeep is high enough, and with four-wheel drive, we can drive over them.” Bruce argued. “You can ride with Dan. Kelly or I can manage for now. In a pinch, we can have a backup for a quick in and out. In the meantime, we’ll keep looking for a better ride.” 
 
    “With the lift kit on my truck, you’d be safer,” Dan added, looking at Rudy. 
 
    Denise grabbed Rudy’s arm. “They’re right. There’s room inside the truck with the second seat. They almost got us.” 
 
    “We can take turns riding in the Jeep. Bruce and I both can drive it,” Kelly argued. 
 
    “But….” Rudy began then looked at Denise, and the hardness in his brown face softened. “We need to get supplies out of the back of my car.” 
 
    Denise’s eyes filled with tears as she stared at Rudy for a long moment and whispered. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I love you,” Rudy smiled sadly. “We’re going to be alright.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 38 
 
    Finding Hope 
 
    “So do you believe what ol’ man Franks said?” Brett asked. 
 
    “I saw the graves,” Ken answered. “Why would he lie?” 
 
    “If we believe him, it means we have a better idea of where to hunt for those bastards,” Harry announced. “You know where this place is, Ken?” 
 
    “It’s not far across the New Mexico state line. It’s just over the border then we turn west on the road about ten miles north of the welcome center. He said there’s a big oak tree on the north side of the turn-off. We have to keep on eye on the mileage to be sure we don’t miss it. The sign could have been removed, but it’s not a state road so we’ll have to watch out then we’ll do some careful rooting around to find the camp.” Ken answered. 
 
    “We sure don’t want to get caught by the men I saw. If they’re still all together, there were half a dozen trucks with at least four men in each,” Steve added. 
 
    “So that camp could be a good size?” Harry asked.  
 
    “I guess we’ll see how seriously outgunned we are,” Ken commented solemnly.  
 
    The cab grew silent as the pickup raced down the highway. Miles clicked by, and after an hour, Ken slowed the big truck and pulled off the road on a small side road and pulled back under a grove of trees. He stopped and lowered the windows.  
 
    “What’s going on, Ken?” Brett asked. 
 
    Ken stepped out of the truck and walked to the road. The other three men climbed out and followed him to a stand in the shadows of thick full mesquite. “I thought I saw vehicles behind us. Now I hear something for sure?” In the distance, there was a faint whine of engines. His face tensed as he pointed to the highway they had just traveled.  
 
    “Sounds like two or three vehicles,” Harry announced. 
 
    Everyone stepped back into the deep shadows of the stand of brush. They watched as three old pickups approached the turn-off. Each vehicle held several men in the bed and two in the cab. As the pickups drew closer, a commotion began in the back of the last truck. A shrouded form rose from the bed of the pickup, and two men jumped up and shoved the person back down, but the dark image rose again as if too stubborn to submit. The two men threw the black-clad person back down, then jerked weapons up to slam against the fighter’s head. The shrouded figure fell to the bed of the truck. Once the blood lust was released, the men continued to assault on the victim until suddenly the driver saw the commotion, slowed and stopped. A hand raise above the side of the bed and grab at one of the men. The hand of the victim raised to clutch at the attackers but was torn from a pant leg of the man. The attacker kicked at the raised arm then slammed the butt of a rifle down on the body one last time. 
 
    “What the....” Brett commented. 
 
    “It’s a captive.” Steve raised his rifle as they sped away. 
 
    Harry reached out and pushed the barrel of the rifle down. “No. Too late.”  
 
    The body was pushed out the back of the truck, and the trio of pickups raced away amid laughter from the attackers. 
 
    “Fuck!” Ken cursed. “Let’s get down there.”  
 
    “Whoever it was is probably dead,” Harry commented. 
 
    “Maybe. At least we can make sure the poor thing doesn’t get back up and keep walking,” Bret answered. 
 
    The four men climbed back in the truck, and Ken guided the pickup back the way they had come. They turned north and pulled off the road when they got to the still form lying alongside the road. Harry stepped out and pulled the oppressive burqa from the captive laying on the ground. Dark hair spread in a tangled mass at the back of a woman’s head. Brett squatted down and slowly pushed tendrils from her cheek. He slowly rolled her over and gasped at the open wound across her face. She moaned softly.  
 
    “She’s alive!” Brett yelled. 
 
    “Shit!” Harry curse then quickly pulled a rag from his pocket. He pressed it to a bleeding wound on the girl’s head. “Brett, hold this,” He turned to Ken and called out, “Get the first aid pack in the truck. Get it. ABCs, Steve,” Harry called out as he turned to straighten the girl’s legs and arms and moved his hands up and down her limbs, checking for broken bones.  
 
    Steve struggled to his knees and quickly examined the girl and called out, “Airway, okay, breathing is good, she has multiple contusions and possible concussion. The head is the only open wound. She’s been beaten pretty badly so hard to tell about internal injuries.” 
 
    Ken got back with the medical supplies and began pulling packets from the bag. Steve opened a trauma dressing and pressed it to the head wound. He pushed Brett’s hand against the bandage and accepted the C-collar from Ken. Once it was in place, Steve used the stethoscope and pressed the end to her chest. He draped it over his neck and began using his fingers to examine her ribs. “I can feel a couple ribs moving. She might have internal injuries. No way to know for sure.” 
 
    “Right leg is broken. If this young woman survives her face will never be the same.” Harry announced. He glanced at the pile of supplies Ken had laid out. “Hand me the penlight and get the blanket around her. We don’t want her going into shock.” Ken complied, and Harry leaned close and gently raised each eyelid then flicked the light across each in turn. When Harry was satisfied, he continued. “Ken, I need a couple of those splints to stabilize her leg. We need to get off the road. They might decide to come back.” 
 
    Steve laid gauze pad on the raw flesh of the girl’s faced, then grabbed a roll of gauze and wrapped it around her head to hold the trauma pad. “She’ll need stitches, but Harry is right. Ken, help me up. We’ll rig up a stretcher.” Ken pulled Steve to his feet, and the two men walked away. 
 
    Steve stopped at the truck to pull a small hatchet from behind the seat then headed into a small stand of Little Leaf Walnut. The trees were small and shrubby, with several stems, so they picked stems two-three inches in diameter and cut two and cleaned of branches and leaves. They took it back to the truck and used a tarp and para-cord to create the stretcher. Steve picked up a blanket to cover the plastic. 
 
    As they returned with the stretcher in hand, Ken turned to Steve. “You know who that was, right?” 
 
    “No doubt in my mind,” Steve answered. 
 
    “How bad is she?” Ken asked. 
 
    “We need to get her back to the camp. No way can we take care of her,” Steve responded. 
 
    “I was thinking about that. There was a Suburban at the back of that last abandoned ranch. It was back behind the shed but seemed to have a decent set of tires on it, and the ground was bare like it was being moved pretty regularly. Maybe it still runs.” 
 
    “Keys might be a big problem.”  
 
    “We got a screwdriver. It might turn the ignition. If not, I can hotwire it, maybe,” Ken answered. “If it works, we split up, but we can’t just let her die.” 
 
    “We can have her back there in four or five hours,” Steve added. 
 
    While they loaded the girl on the stretcher, Steve outlined the plan to check out the farmhouse. Putting rolled sleeping bags under each of the four ends raised the pallet a few inches from the bed of the truck. Brett moved supplies to one side of the pickup and made a corner to sit next to the injured girl in the back of the pickup. She groaned softly as he laid damp gauze pads over her damaged face. She whispered. “Rattle…snake. My sister.” 
 
    “No rattlesnakes. You’re safe, now.” Brett looked panicked. “Let’s get there, but we’re not stopping at every shack from here to the camp. We have to get there as soon as we can.” 
 
    “We got this man. One-shot,” Steve answered as the other three men climbed into the cab. 
 
    Ken cranked the engine and turned the truck around to head south. Twenty minutes later they pulled into the barnyard and around to the back of the shed. Ken jumped out of the cab with Steve with Harry close on his heels. Harry raced to the farmhouse while Steve stumbled into the vehicle to search for keys. Ken reached behind the seat to a toolbox, opened it and scratched for the screwdriver and a pair of wire cutters. When he found them, he dropped the lid and closed the door. When he passed the bed of the pickup, he hesitated. “How is she?” 
 
    “She’s still alive. I gave her water. She keeps mumbling something about a rattlesnake and then her sister was taken. I don’t know what the rattlesnake comment means, but they took her sister too. We need to get her sister back.” 
 
    “We got this. One way or the another, we’re gonna try like hell to get ‘em back.,” Harry answered as he headed toward the station wagon. 
 
    Steve appeared at the side of the vehicle. “Nothing here.” 
 
    Harry lumbered toward the two vehicles. “It’s a no-go in the house. Couldn’t find anything except a few blankets in a closet.” He tossed them into the back of the truck. 
 
    “I guess it’s up to me.” Ken climbed in the car, leaving the door open. The afternoon heat was oppressive. He laid the wire cutters on the seat and shoved the screwdriver into the ignition. He pulled his heavy knife from his belt and gave a screwdriver a couple hard taps. When he was satisfied, he grabbed the screwdriver handle and turned it. 
 
    The starter choked and made a grinding sound while the engine tried to catch. Just as suddenly it coughed and died. “Fuck.” Ken pumped the accelerator a couple times then tried again. The starter caught, and the engine roared to life. Ken pumped the gas, and the motor evened out. He glanced down at the dash. The needle on the fuel line moved slowly from left to right. It stopped at three-quarters of a tank. 
 
    “You got this?” Harry asked as he started to walk away. 
 
    “Not so fast. I’m checking out the engine before we take off.” Ken announced as he pulled the hood release. He stepped out of the car and walked to the front. A full minute later, he slammed the hood and walked back to the driver’s side. “I’ll move around to the back of the truck. We’ll lay down the middle seat then just slide her into the back.” 
 
    Supplies were placed in the front. Brett settled in a narrow seat behind Ken sitting in the driver’s seat. The girl woke up and saw the men and started to thrash around, but Brett whispered a few words, and she quieted. She turned to Harry. “My sister…only twelve.” Tears filled her eyes and spilled down the side of her face. “They’re going to the ranger station.” She sighed, and her eyes fluttered. 
 
    Harry patted her shoulder, awkwardly. “We’ll do our best, little girl.” 
 
    “Hope….” The girl passed out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 
 
    Aftermath 
 
    Matt tossed the flashbang and slammed the door closed. He glanced back at the other two men and noted they had accomplished the same maneuver at their assigned rooms. The booms were ear-splitting, followed by yelling and the sounds of utter chaos. Glass shattered, and shots were fired into the room from outside. Doyle and Griff looked at Matt, and he gave a quick node, and all three opened doors and joined the assault.  
 
    Smoke wafted through the open door exposing the mayhem and disorientation of the gang members inside. Matt, with his handgun at the ready, scanned the room. Amid the mattresses and piles of personal items spread around the floor, three men lay near the smoldering and sputtering canister. One guy had blood spilling from his ears and nose, another clutched at his ears, while the last rubbed at his eyes screaming. The man stumbled over a small fire smoldering in the middle of a mattress while ignoring gunfire in the rooms down the hall. Suddenly four shadows moved through the haze scanning for targets. Matt fired at two of the men, then stepped back out of the room while their companions looked for the shooter. 
 
    Matt yelled. “You’re surrounded, give it up!” 
 
    One of the men fired at the door and wood splintered overhead exploding with a cascade of shards near Matt’s head. He ducked and peeked around the door facing just as they fired again. Matt used the muzzle flash and fired. The man fell. A second man turned to point the barrel of his handgun at Matt, but Matt fired again. The man fell to the floor, clutching his neck. The last two bandits, still stumbling around from the effects of the flashbang, tried to aim their weapons.  
 
    Matt called out. “Drop your weapon!”  
 
    “Screw you!” One man shouted as he stumbled toward a desk for cover and fired a shot that went wild and clanged against a metal light fixture overhead. Matt returned fire, and the man collapsed.  
 
    Matt looked into the room again. The smoke from the smoldering mattress was clearing, and Matt saw the last bandit stumbled across bedding to squat behind a dark shape huddled on a pile of blankets. When the last of the haze cleared, Matt could see the man had grabbed a woman. The outlaw crouched behind the hostage and wrapped an arm around her neck. She pulled against the choking grasp as her captor drug her up against his chest, putting his gun against her head, and yelling. “I’ll kill her! Drop your gun!” 
 
    Matt laughed. “Don’t be a dumbass. You kill her, you’re dead. Throw out your weapon.” 
 
    The gunfire in the rooms down the hall ended.  
 
    “I mean it. I’ll kill the bitch!” The man shouted. 
 
    Doyle and Griff joined Matt. Griff peeked around the doorway. “Bet I can shoot his ass, without ruffling that little girl’s hair,” Griff called out. 
 
    More voices announced Tate and the female hostage’s arrival. 
 
    Matt forced a loud chortle. “Shit, last time you did that was a mess. It took that guy nearly an hour to die.”  
 
    “Not my fault. Stupid bastard jerked at the last minute. Come on, it’s my turn,” Griff complained in an exaggerated whine. “I’ll do better this time.” 
 
    Suddenly there was a weapon discharged at Matt’s back and the man collapsed, leaving the woman screaming and pulled to the floor on top of the dead man. She crawled away, dragging a blanket to her to cover her naked chest, still emitting short wails of terror. 
 
    Doyle, Griff, and Matt turned with drawn weapons, ready to face a new danger and saw Tate with half a dozen women huddled behind her, each looking as if they had been through hell. The woman in the room continued to yelp and gasp for breath. Tate looked back at them with a puzzled expression. Finally, she stepped into the room and ordered. “Be quiet! You’re fine. I didn’t shoot you, but if you keep up that noise, I just might.” The room fell silent. She turned to see the three men staring at her. “What?”  
 
    “Good grief, Tate. Don’t you think you could have warned us?” Matt complained. 
 
    “You were too busy bull shitting with that dumbass. We need to get these women food and clothes,” Tate answered.  
 
    With the spell of terror broken, several of the women rushed to the hostage to comfort her. The rest made a real effort to move further from the men. 
 
    Matt nodded at Doyle. “Make sure the rest of the rooms are clear then bring the rest of our people inside.” He looked at the dead bandits. “We need to make sure these assholes don’t get back up. We’ll stack the bodies outside. Go through their pockets to check for keys to the trucks.” He nodded at Tate. “Get the women whatever they need, access to water, the kitchen, and see they get cleaned up. Maybe find clean clothes and fed if you can. Maggie can help you when she comes inside. Bill and Ben can watch the front and back doors while we’re dragging out bodies.”  
 
    Tate nodded at one of the women, and she stepped forward to volunteer. “Clothes and food are stored in the room behind the reception desk. It’s locked.” 
 
    Griff grinned. “Not for long. Show me where and I’ll get it open for you.” He made an exaggerated bow while extending his arm. “Ma’am.” After the women collected the hostage, they led Griff to the storeroom. 
 
    When they got to the door, Griff stepped around the group and tried the doorknob. It was locked. Griff stepped back and kicked the heel of his left boot at the door under the knob. The jam cracked and splintered, but the door remained closed. He stepped back and performed the maneuver again, and the door swung open. He stepped inside and led with his handgun fanning the room. 
 
    The cavernous room was a treasure trove of supplies; guns, piles of clothes, bottled water, and cases of food. One of the women started to cry and slumped to the floor. The older woman that seemed to be leading the group grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her to her feet. “Enough now. We’re free of those animals, and the rest will take care of itself.” 
 
    Griff cleared his throat. “If you need anything, just let us know, ladies.”  
 
    The older woman stepped closer. “We can take care of ourselves now. Just leave us alone.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Griff answered more than a little baffled by the coldness in her voice.  
 
    A few minutes later, Griff joined Matt in clearing bodies from one of the back rooms. Matt looked up from the corpse he was searching. “Did you get the ladies something to eat and clean clothes?” 
 
    “Yeah. The room is piled high with supplies. They should find everything they need,” Griff answered. 
 
    “They didn’t need any more help?” Matt asked 
 
    “I don’t think they wanted me around to help. Honestly, they don’t act very appreciative,” Griff answered. 
 
    As if verifying his assumption, Maggie and Tate appeared. Both with puzzled expressions on their faces. “They would like us to get the bodies outside so they can clean the rooms. I don’t think they want us inside at all. I’m not sure they trust us.” 
 
    “Let’s get this job done, then we can worry about trust issues.” Matt glanced at the row of dead at his feet as he and Griff laid another corpse on the floor. “We have sixteen bodies. Can we get a couple of the women to verify we have the entire gang? We’ll get them outside while you get someone to look them over.” 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “I’ll ask them.”  
 
    Everyone else worked for several minutes dragging bodies from the town hall to the parking lot. Finally, Maggie reappeared with three women. The trio looked at the men laying on the parking lot, counted and named them before looking at Maggie and one of the women announced. “Four are missing. They left over a week ago and didn’t come back.”  
 
    “Shit,” Matt cursed, and the women startled. “Sorry,” Matt apologized, but they hurried back into the building. Matt and the small group of rescuers discuss the situation, and finally, Matt knocked on the door. One of the women answered, and Matt asked. “Could I speak to the leader?” 
 
    The older woman who identified herself as Beatrice appeared. “We appreciate what you’ve done, but right now we just want to be left alone.” 
 
    “The three women said that four men were missing. If the missing gang members come back, we need to make sure you’re protected?” Matt protested. 
 
    “We have guns, and we know how to use them. We’re not defenseless now,” Beatrice answered. 
 
    Matt sighed. “Alright. We’ll be out here getting rid of the bodies then help secure the building.” 
 
    “And what will all this help cost us?” She asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Matt answered. “You’ve been through a lot, and we understand that, but this attitude is bullshit. We just want to help.” 
 
    “As long as it’s understood, we owe you nothing. When we tell you to go, you load up and leave.” 
 
    Matt answered. “Understood. If you don’t mind, we’ll borrow a couple of the trucks to get rid of the bodies.” She gave him a quick nod, and Matt turned to walk away. 
 
    Maggie nodded at Griff. “Look, they’ve been through hell, and they don’t trust us. The best thing we can do is keep helping, and maybe they’ll feel differently given some time.” 
 
    Matt snorted. “What if the rest of the gang members come back?” 
 
    Tatt caught up with Matt, “Move out, big guy. You can’t control everybody.” 
 
    Matt, Griff, Tate, and Maggie spent thirty minutes loading bodies in the back of two of the trucks. Keys for three vehicles had been found. Matt called Ben to accompany him and Griff to help locate a place to dump the bodies. By the time they returned, Maggie and Tate had found two more sets of keys and piled the gang’s personal items in a hat and handed the collection to Beatrice. She started to close the door, and Tate reached out. 
 
    ‘What is wrong with you? We pulled your asses outta the fire, and you act like assholes.” Tate snarled.  
 
    Beatrice stopped and stared for a full minute then opened the door and motioned for Tate, Matt, Griff, and Maggie to enter. “You’re right. We’ve been rude and ungrateful. Please come in. We’re still cleaning and setting up the lunchroom, but we’re fixing food. You’re welcome to join us when the food is ready.” 
 
    “We can help with cleaning until then.” Tate pointed at Griff and Matt. “You need furniture moved, they can do it.” 
 
    Beatrice gave a quick nod and motioned for the two men to follow as she led them off toward the back of the building. Tate shrugged and nudged Maggie’s arm. I guess we can help with cleaning.” She walked toward the closest room. 
 
    Two women inside were using mops and buckets. Maggie glanced at the utility closet door standing open across the hall and realized the town hall had running water in a sink. “Look. I thought we’d have to dip water out of the fountain.”  
 
    “Fill the bucket. Let’s get this done,” Tate answered. She looked toward the hall then added. “Phil’s place is getting pretty cramped. This could be the answer to their overcrowding.” 
 
    “They don’t seem all that friendly here,” Maggie snorted. She lifted the bucket over the side of the sink then jammed a mop into the wheeled container and pushed it toward the first of the blood-splattered rooms with Tate close behind. Together they carried the ruined mattresses to the hall, then dumped them out the back door before they mopped, wiped, and cleaned until no trace of the blood-bath remained.  
 
    When the first room was cleaned, Tate and Maggie went out into the hall and headed back to the maintenance closet to get fresh water. Three women appeared, and one announced. “We’ll do the rest. We want all the keys to the trucks. You and your people can leave.” 
 
    Tate startled. “I don’t have the keys, I gave them to Beatrice. And when we leave will depend on our boss since he organized this rescue operation.” She scowled at the women. “Obviously you forget who let you out of that room downstairs because you sure don’t sound very grateful to the people who put their lives on the line.” 
 
    Beatrice walked up to hear the exchange. “You’re right. We have NOT shown our gratitude, and we’re ALL sorry.” She looked pointedly at the three women confronting Tate and Maggie. 
 
    Tate stuck out her hand to the woman who wanted the keys. “I’m Tate. This is Maggie. The guy standing watch is Bill, the kid is his son, Ben.” She raised her voice so it would carry to where Doyle stood to watch at the back door. “The ugly, old guy over there is Doyle. They ALL volunteered to rescue you, women when Matt and Griff reported what they found. Just remember that.” 
 
    Ignoring the last of the conversation, Doyle called back. “My mother always told me, I was the prettiest of the litter, I’ll have you know.” 
 
    Tate snorted. “Remember, I knew your mother, and she was blind.” 
 
    “Small technicality,” Doyle answered. 
 
    The women listening to the exchange actually chuckled. Tate gave Doyle a dismissive wave, then continued the list of saviors. “The last two are Matt, he was military. And the big black guy is Griff. He was a cop in the city. He rescued five people before Matt, and I met him. These are good people. They deserve better than you’ve been giving.”  
 
    Beatrice looked pointedly at the women gathered around. “We do appreciate what you’ve done. It’s just we’re all really leery of people telling us they want to help. That’s what got several of us into this mess.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that, but we’re not them. What about your families?” Matt asked. 
 
    “We’re all alone now.” One of the women answered. 
 
    Beatrice announced to the group. “These are friends now, and we will be treating these people like it. Am I understood?” 
 
    Matt looked around until he saw a small desk in a side office. Matt slid it to the back door, fished in his pocket, and laid out three more sets of keys. He walked to where the women stood at the closet door. “I put three sets of keys by the front door. If you can find a hammer and nails, you can put them on the wall.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Beatrice smile. “We do appreciate what you’ve done.” 
 
    “Ma’am. At this point, if it’s alright with you, I’d like to send part of our group back to the bluff. The rest of us will stay and see that you’re safe until you can decide what you would like to do.” 
 
    At the sudden whispers between several of the women, Tate groaned. “For Christ sake, what in the hell do we have to do before you trust us?” 
 
    Beatrice sighed. “You’re right. We appreciate your offer of protection. We’re tired and not thinking very well. We’ve gathered blankets and quilts, and if you don’t mind, most of our women need to eat and sleep.” She looked a bit timid. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “We’ll be here and stand guard so you’ll be safe? ” Matt asked.  
 
    “Thank you,” Beatrice answered. 
 
    “We’ll go through and clean the gang’s weapons tomorrow then spend a day or two making sure everyone can use them without shooting each other, if it’s alright with you, Beatrice?” 
 
    Beatrice nodded. “We can live with that. We’ll be saying goodnight. There’s food in the dining room.” The women turned and filed into the cleaned room when they heard a chair being slid under the doorknob inside the room. 
 
    Tate laughed. “That went better than I thought.” 
 
    Matt shrugged. “We’ll take turns sleeping a few hours. I’m sending Bill home in the morning to update Phil and tell him we’ll be here for a few days.” 
 
    “I need to get my truck,” Tate announced. 
 
    “Ride back with Bill. Maybe a few others will be willing to come down and help with the setup down here. I want to clear it with Beatrice first though. When you come back, well get some of the trucks moved to the side and make room,” Matt added. 
 
    “No problem. In the meantime, we need a place to bed down,” Tate responded. 
 
    “Get something to eat first,” Matt advised. He and Bill walked up the hill to retrieve the Soul and parked it behind the Town Hall.  
 
    Once back inside the Town Hall, Doyle and Griff had eaten and were standing watch at the front and back of the building. Tate and Maggie were pulling dirty mattresses from a small room at the rear of the building, and Matt walked to the maintenance closet to retrieve the mop and bucket to clean the blood from the floor. It was a room where six men had died and seemed to be covered in their blood. He mopped, rinsed and mopped again. Finally, he was done. 
 
    Tate looked up from the bloodied rag she was using to wipe the desk she was cleaning. “Bastards sure did bleed a lot.”  
 
    “You’re telling me. That was the third bucket of water. Now the room smells like disinfectant.” 
 
    “Better than shit,” Tate retorted. 
 
    Matt emptied the dirty water and turned on the faucet. He splashed water on his face trying to wash away the exhaustion. He had to keep moving; with another bucket of water, he cleaned the smaller room for a place to sleep. 
 
    When the room smelled of industrial cleaner and was void of blood smears, he pulled clean mattresses into the room, a desk, and half a dozen chairs. He looked around and decided it was as good as he could get it.   
 
    Tate and Maggie walked inside after spending fifteen minutes in the bathroom. “Shit, Almost like home.” 
 
    A few minutes later, Doyle stuck his head through the door. “Gonna get a bit crowded with only four mattresses?”  
 
    “Only clean ones I could find. No one is going to want to sleep on the ones those bastards were on. We’ll find furniture, but in the meantime, we get rid of the trash, and most of the stench will be gone.” Matt answered 
 
    “Want me to carry these last ones out?” Doyle asked. After a nod from Matt, he walked to the hall and started carrying out dirty mattresses.  
 
    When the job was done, Matt flopped down on a chair and put his head in his hands. “I’m too old for this shit.” 
 
    The back door opened, and Tate laughed. “You said it, not me. Why don’t you go get a blanket and sleep for a few hours? I’m good. When Griff or I get too tired, we’ll wake you and Doyle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 
 
    New Dawn 
 
    Brian organized two teams of medics to go with locals to treat residents in need of primary medical care not acute enough for the doctor but requiring attention. Slowly the townspeople came out to witness their town free of Bishop’s control. Those that failed to appear, other’s checked on and were quickly cared for and assured they were safe once again. 
 
    Meanwhile, as people realized they were free of the tyranny of Bishop’s rule, the streets filled with celebrating the town’s liberation. Huge pots of stew were put on to cook at the cafeteria, while sheets of biscuits were baked with supplies that had been hoarded by Bishop. Children that were seldom seen were now out and playing. Women gathered in groups to discuss the garden, a hidden back yard chicken coup with a few chickens and a few goats brought in from the Walmart. The townspeople were determined to make the life return to normal. When the meal was ready, all were called to the cafeteria. They ate their fill, congratulated each other, then drifted home to sleep without fear of being pulled from their beds.  
 
    Brian studied the last of the townsfolk as they wandered home. He smiled as he imagined them having a peaceful night’s sleep for a change. Brian was at peace with his decision to free these people from Bishop. He would have to accept the lives lost. He stood outside the cafeteria, watching the townsfolks disperse when one of his men approached. 
 
    “The last team came in, and everyone is accounted for now,” Pollard announced. “The missing old couple died, they were put down and taken to the funeral home. We found the two missing women. They were taken to the doctor’s house.”  
 
    “Did y’all get some food, soldier?’ Brian asked as he wiped at his eyes. 
 
    Pollard stifled a yawn, “Yes, Sir.”  
 
    “You’re men are dead on their feet. Go get some shut-eye,” Brian ordered. “Dismissed.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” Pollard snapped a salute, turned on his heels, and led two soldiers away. 
 
    Billy jogged up to Brian and came to attention. He saluted. “Sir.” 
 
    “At ease. Report.” 
 
    “Mr. Robbins is stable. The sheriff and his wife are alive, and it looks like they’ll recover. The surviving soldier probably won’t last until morning. He was one of Pollard’s men. He got a real beat down but wouldn’t give up any names. The doc is keeping him comfortable, and a couple of Pollard’s men are staying there,” Billy answered. “The woman that stole all the guns for the sheriff is there crying her eyes out. My guess is she was sweet on the soldier.” 
 
    Brian looked around and realized they were alone. “Well Private, it’s time to shut this down.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I’m pretty tired,” Billy answered. 
 
    They stood up and walked across the street to the Daniels house and found Mr. Daniels sitting on the front porch, smoking a pipe. A slender spiral of gray smoke escaped his lips when he smiled. “Well, Captain, you have everyone squared away?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Brian answered, then turned to Billy. “Go get cleaned up.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” Billy disappeared through the door. 
 
    “They brought some beer from the Mayor’s house for you. Would you like one?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I’d really like that,” Brian answered. 
 
    “You sit there, Captain.” Mr. Daniels disappeared into the house to reappear a minute later. “I got the young man squared away,” He chuckled. “He’s more asleep than awake.” 
 
    “I know the feeling.” Brian took a pull on the bottle. “This is the worse beer I’ve ever tasted.”  
 
    Mr. Daniels chuckled. “I imagine so. I never heard of Rolling Rock, before a couple of Ryder’s men drove the truck through the gate. Not that we got it.” 
 
    Mr. Daniels rose. “Young man, I’m up past my bedtime, and if you don’t mind, I’ll be heading to bed. My wife set out some clean gym shorts, a T-shirt, and bedding on the couch, just in case you don’t want to share a double bed with the private. The bathroom is the first door on the right. I don’t hear the water running, so I think the private is finished.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Daniels.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, please put out the candles on your way to bed. 
 
    “No problem, Sir. I’ll be in and out of that shower in no time,” Brian answered. 
 
    The next morning, Brian slipped through the front door and settled on one of the white-painted rocking chairs on the porch to watch the sunrise. Dawn was majestic after a light rain after midnight. Shades of oranges and reds crept up from the treeline in the distance until a hint of light bloomed into a new day. It was a peaceful place, this little community that had become an oasis in a world gone mad once tainted by Bishop.  
 
    The door to his right opened, and Brian glanced over his shoulder. “Morning Ms. Daniels.” 
 
    “Good morning, Captain.” She held out a cup. “Coffee?” 
 
    Brian accepted the drink. “I’m surprised you have coffee.” He took a sip and smiled. It was a little weak, but overall, the hot liquid tasted pretty good since it had been a while. 
 
    “Oh, we’re not supposed to have it, but one of the girls at the cafeteria sneaked coffee to us a couple times a week,” Victoria laughed. “That man, Bishop, was not a smart man.” At Brian’s raised brow, she just laughed.  
 
    Mr. Daniels appeared at the door with a cup in hand. “Good morning, Captain.”  
 
    “Mr. Daniels,” Brian greeted the older man. 
 
    “Call me Daniels, everyone does,” The old man chuckled.  
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Brian answered. “How are you this morning? It was a pretty late night for a lot of you folks.” 
 
    “A lot better than we were.” Victoria rose and let Daniels take her rocker. “We need to do some organizing with supplies we have stashed.” 
 
    “But y’all have been starving.” Brian was more than a little confused. 
 
    “It was a case of practicality. A few of us, including the Mayor, Doc, and half a dozen others decided if the townsfolks knew about the number of supplies we really had, they’d load up and eat like it was an endless buffet. Only three of us that knew about the supplies survived that outbreak in town. Besides, do you think Bishop would have treated us any differently having access to half a dozen trailers of non-perishable foods?” 
 
    “Sorry. You’re right. It had to be really hard to watch what was going on,” Brian acknowledged. 
 
    “Doc, the sheriff, and I talked about it again and again. In the end, if he had known, Bishop would have kept the supplies, starved us, and we’d have nothing left when we got rid of Bishop and his men.” 
 
    “But your people were hungry,” Brian retorted. 
 
    “Young man, we did what we thought was the right thing to protect our future. We snuck a few things out when we could, but they watched us pretty close. With or without you, last night would have been it. We planned to take our town back. You and your men made sure there were fewer lives lost,” Mr. Daniels got to his feet and called through the screen door. “Victoria, let’s go have breakfast. I need to have a meeting this morning with the sheriff and Doc in a little bit.” 
 
    “What makes you think I’m a better man than Bishop?” Brian asked. 
 
    The old man laughed. “I’m a good judge of character.” He opened the door for his wife. “Come and have breakfast, Captain.” 
 
    Billy and Brian both passed empty coffee cups to Mr. Daniels. “Ready when you are,” Brian answered. 
 
    Forty minutes later, they returned to the Daniels house where Mrs. Daniels stepped inside to pick up her gardening gloves and a hat. “Captain, you and your friend’s clean clothes are hanging on the line outback. They ought to be near dry by now. Have a good day, dear.” She gave the men a loose wave and joined half a dozen smiling ladies as they walked down the street. 
 
    Billy approached Brian. “Sir?”  
 
    “Yes, private.” 
 
    “Pollard and I are arranging a burial detail for the residents. We’ve already sent another team to dispose of Bishop and his bunch about a mile out from the gate to the east.” 
 
    “Guard rotation set up for today?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Should we organize a couple scavenger teams?” 
 
    At a slight movement from Mr. Daniels, Brian answered. “Not right now. That will be all. You’re dismissed.” 
 
    “Yes, Sir.” Billy saluted and left. 
 
    When Billy was out of hearing, Brian asked, “I take it, you have something more important to be done?”  
 
    “Now that we realize this is not an overnight fix, we need to make plans for the long term. Part of that is a real inventory of what we do have. We need to prepare for a lot of things, but long term survival is paramount.” 
 
    As they walked, Brian asked. “And you three have a plan?” 
 
    “Yes, Captain. And now that you’re here, I think we can implement it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 
 
    What Next? 
 
    It was mid-afternoon when Dan stopped the pickup on the crest of a hill overlooking a shopping center in the distance. He pulled to the side, allowing Bruce to stop his Jeep alongside.  
 
    Kelly leaned out the passenger window toward Dan. “What’s up? Why are we stopping?”  
 
    “That,” Dan commented as he pointed at the mayhem going on in the parking lot in the distance. “What do you think they are doing? Look at that shit?” 
 
    “Is this Horseshoe Bay?” Rudy asked as he leaned out the passenger window of the pick up to get a better look.  
 
    Brit and Sarah leaned out the pickup windows to watch, as Brit answered, “According to the map, it looks like it is.” 
 
    A huge orange tractor made full circles around the parking lot with a front-end loader raised about two feet from the ground. The bucket knocked down infected then before the dead could get up rolled over them with large, wide tires with deep treads. The result was a crush of decaying flesh smashed over the asphalt. The driver sped up and circled again to knock down the last three lumbering monsters, then rolled over them one at a time. After a final pass around the parking lot, the Kubota tractor with a wagon in tow turned the corner to head around the back of the building. The driver made a half circle then with expert skill backed the cart to the loading docks of the camping and hunting supply store. The door of the enclosed cab swung open, and two people emerged from the tractor. It had been impossible to see the occupants of the cab with the tinted windows so watching a grey-haired matron wearing a gun followed by a huge man struggling to step out of the door was surprising, to say the least. 
 
    “Isn’t that an odd-looking pair?” Rudy commented. 
 
    “Well, what do we do, now?” Bruce asked. “We need to get in there, too.” 
 
    “We have to have weapons,” Dan answered. 
 
    “Bruce and I can take the Jeep and go down to check it out. We’ll be less intimidating than you would be in your truck,” Kelly suggested. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Dan protested. 
 
    Bruce laughed. “Look, it’s an old woman, and the big guy looks slow. Besides, what am I, chopped liver?” 
 
    “Dan, this makes sense. We won’t be as intimidating. Besides, the Jeep is fast enough to get us out of there if it gets dicey.” Kelly looked at Bruce. “The big tires will get better traction over that sludge of dead infected. Besides, you and Rudy can protect the girls, while you cover us with the rifle.” 
 
    Bruce added. “She’s right, you know it.” He cranked the engine and put the Jeep in gear. “Come on, Kelly.” 
 
    Dan raised his hand in surrender. “First sign of trouble, you get out of there.” 
 
    “We will,” Kelly answered and nodded at Bruce as she slid back into the seat. 
 
    Bruce released the clutch and pulled away to head down the hill while Kelly watched Dan and Rudy ready weapons in the truck cab. She turned to see the big man pull an ax from the cab of the tractor, in his hands, it looked like a child’s toy. “He’s over six-foot and weighs over three hundred pounds,” Kelly commented.  
 
    “He’s big, that’s for sure,” Bruce chuckled. “He won’t be swift though.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t have to be. As big as he is, he’d break bones if he hit you even once,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. How do you want to do this?” Bruce asked. 
 
    “Don’t get too close. I’ll talk, okay. I’ll be less intimidating,” Kelly advised. 
 
    “If you think so,” Bruce answered. 
 
    “Trust me. I don’t want those two to think we’re here to cause problems. We need weapons, and I imagine that’s why they’re here too.” 
 
    Bruce cranked the Jeep and drove down the hill to the parking lot and circled around to the back of the building. The couple had just made it to the store’s back door and were ready to open it when Bruce stopped the Jeep a hundred feet from the pair. Kelly stepped out of the Jeep and raised both hands. “Hi, there!” She called out. Both the man and woman turned to see who had called out to them and Kelly got a better look at each.  
 
    The woman wore a print house dress with work boots, her gray hair was pulled to the top of her head in a coil of braids. The man was massive in his coveralls, western boots, and a sidearm cinched below a thick middle with a western holster. Both raised a hand over their eyes against the afternoon sun, but neither raised a weapon. Finally, the woman waved her arm in a beckoning motion and called out in a gravelly voice. “Come on down. I’m near deaf and can barely hear yah, child,.” She called out. 
 
    Kelly slid back into the seat.  
 
    Bruce asked, “Well? What do you think?” 
 
    Kelly shrugged. “They don’t look aggressive. I think we should do it.” 
 
    Bruce steered the Jeep closer to the large tractor at the back of the sporting goods store. Kelly stepped back out of the vehicle but stayed close to the open door. “I’m Kelly, and this is Bruce.” 
 
    “Well, young lady, glad to meet you. I’m Bessie Harris, and dis is my boy, Bennie. He’s a little slow, but he drives dis tractor real good. You can tell your friends in dat big truck to come on down. We din’t miss y’all up there with your friends.” Kelly looked at Bruce, but he was as uncertain as Kelly. Bessie laughed. “It’s okay, sweety. We ain’t meaning you no harm. We coming to get supplies and ‘mangin’ that’s what you’re here for, so tell your friends to come on down.” 
 
    Kelly relaxed a little and asked. “That’s true. Are you and your son all alone?” 
 
    “Sure am. We’ve been taken Big Bertha around to stock up. We just run over the dead ‘uns. You kids don’t look too prepared to stay alive in this world now. You better get what you need before more of the dead come around. We ain’t staying no longer than we have tah.” 
 
    Kelly turned to Bruce, and he waved at the truck in the distance and waved his hand with a couple of quick movements. The pickup fired up and made the trip across the body-strewn parking lot to the back of the sporting goods store. Dan stepped out of the cab, followed by Rudy, Denise, Brit, and Jen.  
 
    Bessie laughed at the collection of teens. “If you aren’t a sorry looking bunch. Y’all dressed like you been to the beach, all sunburned and lookin’ half-starved,” Bessie commented as she led them to the loading dock. “Bennie. Get that door open, hon.”  
 
    Bennie took a prybar from the cab of the tractor, lumbered to the side door, slid the bar between the metal door and the frame and popped it open as if it was nothing. He stepped back and grinned at everyone for approval. “Open now, Mamma.” 
 
    Bessie patted his cheek and whispered. “Good boy. Now, put the prybar back. Gotta take care of our tools, son. When you come back, I need you to open both them overhead doors, too.” She turned to Kelly and the others. “I’ll get you folks started, then I got ammo and things to get for the boy and me.” She turned to Dan. “Young man, I’d suggest you back that truck up to the loading dock.”  
 
    Dan jogged to the truck and backed it to the loading designate location by the time Bennie raised the second overhead door. When Dan climbed back up on the loading dock, Bessie patted Bennie’s arm. “Stay here, honey, and keep watch while I take these folks inside to get them started. Call out if you see anything coming. Live or dead.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Bennie nodded. 
 
    Bessie led Kelly and the other across the loading dock while still giving advice. “If you don’t smell rotten meat, there’s a good chance you’re pretty safe from the dead. Don’t mean you’re safe from the living. They can be just as deadly. They’ll kill yah for a can of beans nowadays. This side of town was cut off from most of the traffic by a fire at the industrial park, so we’re lucky. The dead are not so many. We’ve been goin’ at ‘em pretty hard. Still plenty of deaders so watch out when you leave here. Just don’t head north. All the roads are blocked by the fires. Go south then you can head west if that’s your choice. For God’s sake, don’t head for the cities. San Anton’, Austin, Houston they all overrun. Now, you need better clothes; pants, boots, and socks. Decent shirts, too. Get weapons, and not just guns include blades like knives, machetes, and hatchets. Over in the back section near the camping section is buckets of packaged ready-to-eat meals. You’d best take as much as you can carry. You need to split up and get what you can. We shouldn’t stay for more than half an hour, forty minutes at most. Those dead things got better hearing than you and will be getting here soon enough.” As they walked through the loading dock, Bessie added. “Take as much water as you can carry too. You never know where you gonna find it.” Bessie pointed at the pallets of water and the food buckets on the loading dock. “That will spare you looking for it.” 
 
    Kelly, Dan, and the others stopped to decide who would collect which items, and then Kelly and Dan were off to locate guns with Bessie. Bruce and Brit grabbed carts to gather bladed weapons. Rudy and Denise were sent to assemble camping and fishing supplies. Each would load up and wheel the haul to the back loading dock then everyone was to converge on the clothing and boot section for personal clothing in twenty minutes.  
 
    When the F-150 and Jeep were loaded with supplies, and the group was dressed appropriately and acceptable according to Bessie, she directed Bennie to close up the back doors.  
 
    Dan held out his hand to Bennie. “Thanks, man. You’ve been a lot of help.”  
 
    Bennie grinned and pumped Dan’s hand before stepping back and smiling shyly. 
 
    Kelly walked up to Bessie and hugged her. “Thank you, Bessie. You’ve helped us so much.” 
 
    “You kids are welcome to come home with Bennie and me. It’s a long way across this state. No telling what you’ll find when you get to that place you’re heading.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 
 
    The Compound 
 
    Steve watched the old Suburban pull away with a puff of black smoke from the tailpipe. He looked at Harry and jabbed an elbow at his arm. “Well, that’s a fine mess you’ve gotten us into. You agreed to rescue a twelve-year-old with an old man and a gimp. Do you realize how big that camp could be?” 
 
    “Yeah. But I didn’t see you begging to head back to the lodge. Besides, I figured a gimp with a hero complex ought to be plenty of help,” Harry chided as he jabbed back. 
 
    “I think I know where they’re going. The girl kept repeating ‘rattlesnake’. I saw a place on the map called Rattlesnake Ranger Station,” Steve announced as they walked toward the truck. “Wish we had a few more guys.” 
 
    “Well, it’s just you and me, buttercup,” Harry laughed. “We got a full gas tank, most of the supplies and know where to go. What else could we need?” 
 
    Steve headed for the passenger door. “An army,” He answered. 
 
    Harry slammed the pickup door. “We got one. An army of two.” He cranked the engine and slid the truck into gear. “Let’s find that little girl.” Without waiting for an answer, he pulled out on the highway. “Check out the GPS and see if it still works. It should still be close. It hasn’t been that long since the world went to shit.” 
 
    “The systems need constant monitoring, but auto systems aren’t updated that often. We may need it if the assholes have taken down signs and mile markers,” Steve commented. 
 
    Harry grumped in response. “What can you see on the map around the Ranger Station?” 
 
    “Enough open space to think we should be taking back roads. They have a perfect place to set up forward positions if we go all the way up to the turn-off,” Steve answered. 
 
    “How far?” Harry asked. 
 
    “Not far. Turn off is less than ten miles ahead.” Steve answered. “I just hope we don’t meet those ragheads.” 
 
    “Amen, brother,” Harry answered. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, they saw the burned remains of a ranch. The only recognizable structure still standing was an aluminum storage bin with charred sides. Harry steered the pickup around the remnants of the outbuildings and found a narrow trail. They could see the top of the Ranger building roof in the distance. 
 
    “Close as I can get us,” Harry parked the truck under a stand of scrub trees and stepped on the break. “We hoof it from here.” 
 
    “Joy,” Steve commented as he turned around and pulled his scoped rifle from behind the seat. He slid from the truck and to the ground. He balanced on his running blades and gently closed the door. Steve adjusted the machete on his belt and the handgun holstered across his chest. He pulled the rifle from the back seat and pulled the strap over his shoulder. 
 
    Harry grabbed a heavy backpack, then looked over the bed of the truck and gave Steve a thumbs-up. “Let’s move out.” 
 
    Together they walked from behind the pickup and made their way up the gentle slope to the top of a ridge. “Sorry about the hike. Any closer and they might hear the truck,” Harry commented. 
 
    “I’m good,” Steve answered as he glanced over his shoulder at the destroyed property below. He looked to the back of the grain bin and saw white skulls amid the charred remains and stumbled just as the sound of shooting could be heard in the distance. 
 
    Harry’s hand shot out to steady him. “You okay, kid?” 
 
    Steve straightened up. “I’m fine. Let’s find out what’s going on.” 
 
    They made their way up the narrow trail that wound around a cluster of massive rocks. As they neared the head of the path where it began winding down toward a small creek at the side of the Ranger Station, they stopped to look down at the camp below. The abundance of trees hid most of the site, but they could clearly see the trio of trucks had stopped at the entrance and left the captives in the bed of the pickups. 
 
    “What the hell?” Harry asked. 
 
    Steve pulled his rifle around and laid his eye against the scope. The men from the three trucks had left the vehicles blocking the narrow gated entrance. They had run inside the compound and began shooting at the residents within the enclosure. Steve studied the targets of the assault and realized the people moving within the fenced compound were infected. They moved with the halting, clumsy steps of the dead. The men of the truck that had just arrived had rushed inside and were quickly being overpowered and lost amid the swarm of infected.  
 
    Steve moved the barrel from side to side, then slid the rifle strap back across his chest to hang the weapon at his back. “Come on. We have to get to the trucks.” 
 
    Harry stumbled to his feet and followed. “What?” 
 
    “The front truck is blocking one side of the entrance, but it won’t last long. We have to block the gates. When the infected run out of the warm meat, they’ll break down the gate. We need to get the gate secured then get the captives out of there.” 
 
    “What about the survivors inside the compound?” 
 
    Steve glanced over his shoulder. “If there’s anyone left, we can’t do anything about it. We’re saving who we can.” 
 
    Harry hurried to catch up to Steve, “You got a plan?” 
 
    “Pray for keys. We free the captives and pray at least one of them is in good enough shape to help move the last truck so we can move the other two. Swing the gate closed and then pull the front truck up to secure it.” 
 
    “Fucking genius!” Harry snarked around harried puffs for breath as they hurried down the path, “Maybe it’ll work if I don’t have a heart attack getting down there.” 
 
    Steve snorted at his footing gave way on the rock-strewn creek, and he fell back against the bank. “Damn-it!” He cursed. 
 
    Harry splashed into the creek, leaned down and pulled Steve’s outstretched arm up and over his shoulder and pulled him to his feet. Amid Steve’s protest, Harry growled, “Shut up. We ain’t got time for your whining.” When he got to the opposite bank, and Steve’s blades touched the ground, he released Steve’s arm, “Let’s go.” Harry stomped off without looking back. 
 
    Steve followed without commenting. They got to a thicket of green vegetation at the side of the road where the first of the three trucks were parked. “They’ve seen some gunfire recently.  No rust around the bullet holes,” Steve announced.  
 
    After a grunt of agreement from Harry, they turned to the compound. Screams could still be heard from the few remaining survivors. The rat-tat-tat of automatic gunfire could be heard in the distance as an ongoing assault on the living continued. As they watched, two men ran across the open grounds trying to escape at least a dozen infected.  
 
    “Look at the fuel truck inside the compound,” Harry commented. 
 
    “That’s how they’ve been running around raiding the area.” 
 
    “Well? What’s the plan?” Harry asked. 
 
    “Start moving trucks out of the way so we can secure the gate,” Steve answered.  
 
    “Stay here. I’m seeing if this is worth doing.” Harry used the cover along the road to make his way to the last truck. He took a quick look then made his way to the back of the pickup bed. Harry reached into the latch and lowered the tailgate. He vaulted into the bed and moved from body to body, pulling the sacks from over their heads, all were young, less than eighteen from their appearance. After cutting each of the bonds, only two girls moved and blinked at the sun. Despite that, all six appeared to be alive from the last truck.  
 
    One girl, no more than sixteen, tried to speak. “Wat…water.” She mumbled. 
 
    Harry dropped his pack and pulled a bottle of water. The girl tipped up the plastic and gulped a swallow. 
 
    “Easy, kid. Too much and you’ll be sick.” Harry advised. 
 
    She dampened her hand and wiped at her face then glanced around. “You’re not one of them?” She took another long drink of water. 
 
    “No. Look, we need to get moving to get you girls outta here,” He glanced through the back window and asked. “We got keys in this truck. Can you drive?” 
 
    “Yes, but the others?” The girl crawled over and shook at another girl’s shoulder. 
 
    “They have to wait. We have to secure the camp and keep the infected trapped inside.” He motioned a thumbs-up at Steve. “When we get inside the front two trucks and give you the signal, I need you to back up this truck so we can close the gate and used the front trucks to secure it.” 
 
    “But?” The girl argued as a younger girl next to her began to stir. She helped her to sit up and tipped a couple swallows of water to her lips. 
 
    “No buts, we have to do this then get the hell out of sight before we’re seen by the assholes inside. The girls are all alive. That has to be enough for now.” The younger girl stared at Harry and tried to slide behind the older girl. She began to whimper, and Harry snapped. “We either do this, or we’re outta here.” 
 
    “No!” The older girl protested. “I’ll do it.” She pushed the bottle of water at the younger girl. “Stay here.” She slid to the back of the truck and climbed out after Harry. “Becky, give everyone a few sips of water. Splash a little on their faces.” 
 
    “Donna?” pleaded Becky. 
 
    “Do as you’re told and stay right here,” Donna ordered. 
 
    Harry eased the tailgate closed. “Kid, there’s more water in the bag. You and the girls stay down and stay quiet. There’s shooting but don’t worry, we’re getting you outta here.” 
 
    Harry turned to the girl. “Get in the truck and be ready to crank the engine. When I give you the signal, back up about twenty feet into the clearing and watch what’s going on. If shit goes wrong use the map in my bag to go south. Find Pine Springs Canyon, you’ll find help there.” 
 
    The girl grabbed Harry’s arm. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t run off and leave us,” Harry laughed. “We need a ride to our truck.” 
 
    He led the girl to the cab of the truck, opened the door, and helped her inside. “Wait until I raise my hand from the front truck, Donna.” 
 
    “I will,” Donna answered. 
 
    Donna settled on the seat and turned to Harry. “I got this. Thank you.” 
 
    Harry looked in the back of the truck, and all the girls but one was passing water and sitting against the cab. Becky was holding the last unconscious girl and dripping water between her lips and wiping a damp cloth across her face. “Hang on girls,” Harry whispered to the collection of girls. One of them whimpered softly as Harry turned to Donna. “You know what to do.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 
 
    Peace 
 
    Beatrice sat with Matt at the table, eating MREs and discussing the future for the rescued woman. Beatrice leaned closer and announced, “We’ve decided to stay. We can find seeds from the gardens and houses around town. With the guns from the gang, we’ll have weapons. We can use the trucks to bring in fencing from that construction site on the edge of town to secure the area around the Town Hall.” 
 
    Tate looked up from her meal and glanced at the odd collection of young women. “You need more than you women to make a go of it.” 
 
    “We’ll find people,” Beatrice answered more than a little snarky. 
 
    “Sure.” Tate snorted. “With the attitude you’ve had so far, I’m sure they’ll just be flocking to the door. You’ll be shooting before they can raise a white flag.” 
 
    Matt cleared his throat. “Ladies, please.” He rubbed at his tired eyes. “Beatrice is right. They can make a go of it here if they find supplies and learn to hunt. They’ll have the guns the gang had. It would take a lot of work, but they’ve been through hard times already. That said; Tate is also correct in saying finding people will be difficult. I may have a solution for both problems, though.” Beatrice looked up from her bag of red sauce covered pasta with a raised brow, and Matt continued, “You know Griff, he’s a good man. There are several good people on the bluff, and they may have some that might be willing to move to the town. Those folks are survivors, and that’s what you’ll need to make a go of it here.” 
 
    Beatrice frowned. “I’m leery of more strangers.” 
 
    Matt jumped to his feet and slammed his hands on the table. “We’ve done everything we can to help you and the other women, but you still don’t trust us? Fine. We’ll load up and leave.” Matt picked up his weapons and headed for the door. Midway, he stopped and turned back to face Tate, Doyle, and Griff. “Well, are you coming?” He stormed out of the cafeteria with Tate and the two men scrambling to their feet and following without a word. 
 
    The men and Tate got to her truck, and just as Matt opened the cab door, Beatrice called from the back door of the town hall. “Please. I’m sorry. Come back. You’re right. We do need your help.” 
 
    Matt took a deep breath before he closed the cab door and slowly turned to face Beatrice. “I’m old, I’m tired, and I have my own shit to deal with. I won’t debate, I won’t cajole and I won’t argue. You take my advice, or I leave. We have exactly three days then I’m gone. The timer just started.” His glare demanded an answer. 
 
    “Alright,” Beatrice answered meekly. She led them back inside the building to finalize arrangements. 
 
    The next morning, Doyle drove to Phil’s with an invitation to bring interested parties to visit and possibly relocate. Meanwhile, Griff and Matt scoured houses at the edge of town to find clean mattresses and bed frames, dressers and even footlockers for personal items. When the sleeping quarters for thirty-five were furnished, they picked up an assortment of couches, chairs, and bookcases. During the excursion, three women followed behind to gather kerosene lamps, candles, addition linens and blankets, towels and books of all kinds. When they began picking up baby supplies in one of the houses, Matt asked about it, and a woman answered. “Rachel is pregnant. Probably won’t be the only one.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Matt whispered as Griff studied the worn carpet at his feet. 
 
    “She’s happy. It’s her husband’s baby. She found out right before he was killed by the gang.” The woman shrugged. “It’s all she has left.” 
 
    Griff grinned. “Then, we need to hit the pharmacy for baby supplies. They should have a lot of what she’ll need.” 
 
    Matt and the salvage group came across half a dozen houses with dead trapped inside and put them down. Afterward, they drug the bodies to the street to be collected and hauled away later. They sprayed a circled X at the front door of each house they entered and cleared, verifying it was free of the dead. At dark, the salvage groups returned to the town hall with loaded trucks and were amazed at the changes one full day had made.  
 
    Doyle had returned from the bluff with a dozen folks to help secure the building. Some were even considering staying. By the end of the day, most of the rescued women ignored the strangers or were friendly, talking to them without cringing and scurrying away.  
 
    Matt backed up the truck, filled with stacks of supplies from the drug store, near the side of the rear door. He slid from the seat and headed to the door with Griff close behind. The smell of cooking wafted from inside, making Matt’s mouth water in anticipation of a warm meal. He nearly stumbled as he took the top steps two at a time. 
 
    “What’s the rush?” Griff asked. 
 
    Tate opened the door. “Come on in y’all,” At Matt and Griff’s puzzled look, she continued. “They got the kitchen cleaned up, and it’s got a sink, propane stove, prep area, and serving line. It was better equipped than a snack shop so they can cook real meals and not just cold sandwiches.” 
 
    “I saw the big white tank outside, but didn’t figure it went to a stove or cooktop,” Griff commented. “I could eat the ass-end out of a skunk. When do we eat?” 
 
    “Right now,” Tate laughed as she led them to the dining room. “I’m hungry too, but I’d draw the line at rodents, big guy.” She punched his arm as he walked through the door. 
 
    They followed Tate through the building. The wood floors and walls were now clean and no longer covered in dirt and grim or blood. When they got to the cafeteria door, the men hesitated at seeing the change from a room filled with boxes to a functioning serving line. They could see a clean kitchen used to cook the evening meal that smelled far better than anything coming out of the Meals Ready-to-Eat pouches they had been eating. The men followed Tate to the serving line and picked up chunks of bread, bowls of stew made from canned meat, veggies and onions from local gardens with cups of coffee, the trio walked through a set of opened doors to a collection of folding chairs and utility tables where they settled to eat their evening meal.  
 
    Matt looked around and was impressed to see the bookcases now creating a divider between the dining area and a comfortable sitting area where several of the couches and chairs had been placed in clustered groups. Several people from the bluff lounged on the couches drinking coffee and laughing. Two of the rescued women sat at a dining table but seemed quiet and withdrawn. Matt was encouraged when a couple of the rescued women settled on a nearby couch and openly visited with the helpers from the bluff. One of the younger girls seemed to focus her attention on Ben.  
 
    “Well, this is an improvement,” Matt commented as Beatrice sat down at the table. 
 
    “You were right. Is that what you wanted to hear?” Beatrice answered. 
 
    “It’s not about being right or wrong. You have good people here, it’s time to depend on them. Like I said, I have obligations of my own. We’re leaving the day after tomorrow,.” Matt answered before he took another bite of stew. “You, Griff, and Phil can work out how much help you get from now on. All I can add is; remember it will ultimately mean the difference in your continued survival.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Beatrice asked. 
 
    “There are still dead trapped in some of the homes. One mistake and you’ll pay a high price,” Matt answered. “People will die.” 
 
    “I just assumed….” Beatrice’s voice trailed off. 
 
    “Yeah, like I was saying, mistakes will kill,” Matt stood up and announced. “I’m going to bed?” 
 
    Tate stood and led him back into the kitchen to show him where to leave his tray before following him down the hall. “Guard rotations are set up with two on the roof and one at each of the doors. The two broken windows were replaced with Plexiglass. We’ve got additional mattresses and bedding in our room near the back door now so it will be a lot more comfortable tonight.” Tate opened the door, and a single kerosene lamp barely lit the gloom. Mattresses were arranged in front of the opposite walls. Fresh sheets, a single blanket, and a pillow on each bed made Matt groan in anticipation. A hint of industrial cleaner lingered in the air, but the light breeze coming through the upper half of the screened windows made the room five stars as far as Matt was concerned. 
 
    “Anyone cares which bed, I take,” Matt asked.  
 
    “Maggie is in the back corner, and she might protest sharing,” Tate laughed. “The rest is open. We’ve been using the sink in the utility closet to clean up. There are towels on the shelf.” Tate turned and walked back toward the cafeteria. 
 
    “Wake me to take a shift,” Matt called out. 
 
    After washing the day’s grime from his face and upper body as best he could, Matt pulled his boots off and flopped down on a bed and closed his eyes. He fell asleep almost instantly. At some point during the night, Matt was vaguely aware Tate, Griff, and Doyle came to bed. When Matt saw the first hint of dawn, he glanced around and noticed their mattresses vacant once again. The only bed still occupied was Tate’s. She was curled up with a pillow clutched to her chest.  
 
    Matt slipped on his pants and boots then followed the smell of freshly brewed coffee to the cafeteria. Beatrice and another woman by the name of Doris were behind the counter working on breakfast. A large coffee pot sat at the end of the serving line. Steam wafted from the commercial container. 
 
    “Morning, ladies,” Matt called out. 
 
    Beatrice turned to look over her shoulder. “Morning. You’re up early.” 
 
    “Is that coffee ready?” Matt asked.  
 
    Beatrice glanced at the giant coffee maker. “It’s ready. I have to get some cups from the shelf.” 
 
    “I can do that if you tell me where.” 
 
    Beatrice nodded, and two minutes later, Matt was arranging cups on a tray to set by the coffee urn. “Don’t forget the sugar and creamer packets from that shelf.” 
 
    Within the hour, people were eating breakfast of handmade tortillas, powdered eggs, spam, and coffee. It was a different atmosphere than the day before. People were optimistic and ready to begin another day of making life better. 
 
    Phil and half a dozen more workmen brought the first load of security panels from the construction site at nine. While the rest of the screens were retrieved, they would decide on the size of the enclosure based on the number of units. After eating Matt and Griggs, spent the next two hours unloading the supplies from the drug store salvage trip. Once brought inside the town hall, two of the women sorted through the provisions creating a pharmacy for all the remaining drugs and OTC medications the gang hadn’t consumed and then sent the rest to either the pantry or supply room. A black woman was in charge of the pharmacy. She inventoried items in a school binder with ruled paper before adding them to the shelves. She studied the stacks of boxes still at her feet.  
 
    “Any chance they have shelves that can be removed and brought over here?” The woman looked at Griff and smiled. 
 
    “Ms. Caroline, I’ll build those shelves if I have to,” Griff grinned. “But I do think I can bring some movable shelves from the pharmacy. 
 
    “Thank you, officer, Griffon. Do you know if there were any pharmaceutical books?” Caroline asked. 
 
    “Call me Griff, everyone does. We’ll see what we can do on our next load,” Griff responded. 
 
    Matt walked out of the town hall door, shaking his head. When Griff caught up, Matt slapped him on the back. “I guess I know at least one person moving in with eyes for a certain pharmacy lady.” 
 
    Griff laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 
 
    The Calm 
 
    “So you do have options?” Brian asked Mr. Daniels. 
 
    “Captain, we have trailers of food that we couldn’t get to. We’ve starved for weeks because none of us would betray the town,” Brian looked confused, and he continued. “You saw the empty Walmart?” 
 
    “Yes, Sir. I haven’t been out there, but I understand a new store was set to open outside of town and it was where the refugees were staying.” 
 
    Mr. Daniels laughed. “After we got caught with our pants down and figured out what we were facing, the city council quietly went out there and consolidate resources into trailers. We got the trailers from the meat processing plant and drove them out to the junkyard at the end of Johnson Street. We rotated guards out there without a problem until Bishop rolled into town. The two men out there got trapped in the junkyard were sneaking food into town when they could until they got killed about a month ago. We lost both the meat and frozen food, but the other dozen trailers are still secure. Only half of it is grocery and OTC supplies.” 
 
    “That’s breathing room for now, but you have to start thinking long term,” Brian responded. 
 
    “We’ve started preparing for future crops and fall gardens. We’ve been making efforts to expand for a fall planting. Now that Bishop is gone, we can bring in the tractors to till up the park on the edge of town for cultivating. We’ve been hiding what we had. I figured, if Bishop got wind of it, he’d confiscate it and kill all of us once he had no need of a labor force. The junkyard is behind that abandoned building next to the river running into the lake, so we’ll have a ready water source. Right now, fuel and livestock are our biggest problem. Those assholes killed the remaining two cows we had.” 
 
    “What are your plans for finding livestock?” Brian asked.  
 
    “Check out the ranches in the area,” Mr. Daniels answered.  
 
    “You know fuel will only last a year or so, and that’s if you start using a stabilizer. Pipelines were shut down and refineries destroyed when Houston was overrun. There were massive fires that destroyed everything down around the production plants.” 
 
    Mr. Daniels face mirrored his distress. “We had no idea. We always thought it would be fixed, and things would get back to normal. All we had to do was hang on a year or two.” 
 
    Brian took a deep breath and chose his words very carefully. “The world we knew is gone. It’s done. We have to change a lot of things in our lives now, and that will include how we create a sustainable existence where ever we are living.” 
 
    “I guess we need to start thinking about how our grandparents lived,” Mr. Daniels added. 
 
    “In a nutshell. Yes,” Brian agreed. “This world has changed.” 
 
    “I get that. We need to set priorities, and I imagine, we need to use the fuel we have to find cattle, horses, chickens, hogs, livestock of all kinds while we can.”  
 
    “You need to find livestock you can actually feed and use to support your day to day existence. Chickens and goats would be easy to transport and cultivate. Horses would help with transportation, hunting, and in a pinch as a food source. Cattle will take more acreage, but would be feasible if you can convert acreage to hay.” Brian continued. “You might check out some books in the library and look into hydro-electrical power considering you have the river with all that running water. It might give you some potential for electrical power.” 
 
    “You’ve given me food for thought, Captain.” Mr. Daniels responded, his face reflecting his concern. “Please feel free to look around. Obviously, we could use your guidance here. In the meantime, I have a meeting with the surviving member of the city council, and I’ll share your thoughts. It’s troubling, but it’s our reality and better we get a handle on it sooner rather than later.” Mr. Daniels turned and walked toward the meeting. 
 
    Despite being anxious to leave Utopia and heading for Pine Springs Canyon, Brian felt an obligation to ensure the safety of the townsfolks. He frowned as he headed for the doctor’s office. What should Brian do about the soldiers left from Bishop’s command? Could they be trusted to be left in the town? Brian walked into the doctor’s office and saw the doctor’s wife writing notes in a chart. 
 
    “Good morning, ma’am. How're the patients this morning?” Brian asked. 
 
    “We lost the soldier as expected. He was taken care of then carried over to the funeral home.”   
 
    “And Mr. Robbins?” Brian asked. 
 
    “He’s doing much better, Captain. We had to put in a chest tube last night, but once the lung re-inflated and we got him patched up, no problem. It’s not fun, but we’ll remove the tube in a day or two if all goes well.” 
 
    “The Sheriff and his wife? Will they recover?” Brian asked. 
 
    “Ollie and Hana are both bruised and battered with a few broken bones, dislocations, and lacerations. It’ll be a long recovery for both, but barring complications, they will recover. One of Hana’s brother, Tuan, and two children were among the group rescued at the Walmart. Hana was excited to see him until she learned her other brother, Binh, and the rest of his family had died. It was heartbreaking to think they lost Tuan’s wife and daughter as well. I’m certainly glad Ollie was there for her when she got the news.” 
 
    “I can come back and speak to the sheriff later.” 
 
    “No, no. Ollie has been asking to talk to you,” Gladys answered. “I’m almost sure he’s awake.” She stepped from behind the reception desk and disappeared down a hall. After a minute of hushed conversation, she reappeared and motioned Brian toward a door.” 
 
    Brian walked to the designated door, and Gladys stepped aside. Brian stood at the entrance and took in the gathering cluster of people around the bed where a gray-haired sheriff in a hospital gown rested. One eye was swollen closed while his face and head was a testament to the horrific beaten he’d taken. One hand was encased entirely in bandages while the other arm was bound to his chest. A catheter snaked from under a sheet to a bag was filled with blood tainted urine.  
 
    As harshly as the sheriff had been treated, so had been the older Vietnamese woman who sat at his side in a wheelchair. Her arm was in a sling, and her face betrayed the abuse she had suffered. Despite her injuries, she rested her hand on the sheriff’s bare arm and patted it from time to time. On the opposite side of the bed sat a Vietnamese man at least ten years younger than the woman. Two teen boys stood behind the man. Both looked sad, and shell shocked. 
 
    Brian started to turn around and leave, but the sheriff called out. “Captain! Come in, Captain. This is my wife, Hana. This is her brother, Tuan. The boys are Tom and Ben.” He turned to the woman and whispered a few words, then nodded at the younger man and two teens. “Tạm biệt tình yêu. You go get something to eat, I’ll be right here when you come back.” 
 
    “Tạm biệt ông già,” Hana answered with a smile and with a nod, Tom stepped behind the wheelchair to wheel Hana from the sickroom. 
 
    When the group had left, the sheriff nodded toward a chair. “I hear you’ve been a busy man, Captain.”  
 
    “We still have to deal with a few things, but it’s coming along. I’m glad to see you looking a little better this morning, Sheriff.” 
 
    “I’m missing a couple fingers and pissing blood, but I’ll survive,” He responded with a shrug. “Are you going to have a trial for Bishop’s men?”  
 
    “I’m planning a trial. I’m hoping you have a few men to sit on a tribunal.” 
 
    “I think we can come up with some folks,” He answered.  
 
    Brian spent another twenty minutes with the sheriff before Gladys arrived with a small cup and half a dozen pills. She looked at Brian pointedly then handed the patient his medication. “You need to rest now, Sheriff.” 
 
    Brian stood. “I’ll see you again, Sheriff. We’ll be discussing the logistics of the trial soon, and hopefully, you can move beyond the trouble Bishop brought with his men. I do want to conduct an investigation and ensure we have all the soldiers in custody that abused or assaulted residents.” 
 
    “That sounds reasonable, Sir. Give me a day or two, and I’ll be up to speed again.”  
 
    “Sheriff Ford, you will not be up to speed in a day or two,” Gladys scolded. 
 
    Brian chuckled. “On that note, I’ll take my leave, Sheriff.” 
 
    Sheriff Ford chuckled and tossed the pills in his mouth and sipped at a straw sticking out of a glass of water. “Later, Captain.” 
 
    Brian left the doctor’s office and walked back to the City Hall. Mr. Daniels met Brian at the front door. “I know you need a place to establish a command and we’ve cleaned out the office that Bishop was using for you.” 
 
    “No, thank you, sir. I won’t take a city government office. You need to re-establish your city government. If you don’t mind, a small office nearby will do fine. We need to ensure your city government is functioning and establish a town security force answerable to the city government. I don’t want to be seen as an authority.” 
 
    Billy, with Pollard at his side, walked up to the Brian. “Sir, inventories are underway, burials are complete, the new arrivals have been treated as needed, and provided with housing and some basic supplies to get sorted out. Once they get settled in, they can requisition additional goods from the town supplies. Most were in pretty good shape thanks to the skills of a couple of men out at the Walmart.” 
 
    “They ran into some trouble before they got here from what I gather,” Pollard announced. 
 
    “Yes, sir. It was early on. The group lost a couple dozen folks when the injured from an attack turned in the middle of the night. They killed family then moved out to attack people nearby. Pretty sad to hear the tale.” 
 
    “Bringing this many from the city was still quite an accomplishment. I’d like to meet the folks responsible,” Brian commented. 
 
    “Sir, I guess you will soon enough. Mr. Daniels and a couple others have organized a meeting this afternoon.” Pollard answered, looking more than a little uncomfortable. “They invited you and your man to attend, but none of us that were in Bishop’s detail will be allowed to attend.” 
 
    “Soldier, I don’t think you have a problem. They just want to make sure the trouble is behind them. Your men are going to have to work for a while to earn their trust.” 
 
    Pollard looked stricken then gave a quick nod. “Yes, Sir. I guess we do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 
 
    Little ones 
 
    After moving four more hostages from the second truck, Steve joined Harry, and they made their ways back to the two vehicles parked in front of the gate. Harry glanced back at Donna one last time, and she gave him a quick thumbs-up. Steve eased the door open of the second truck, checked for keys, and turned to Harry and whispered. “Got keys, but you do know me driving this truck is gonna be tricky.”  
 
    “It’s an automatic,” Harry stated. “Just start it, put it in gear, and step on the gas. Get the hell outta the way so I can move the front truck and close the gate.” 
 
    “What about other captives inside the compound?” Steve whispered. 
 
    Harry scowled. “Seriously, you think an old man and gimp are gonna be able to rescue anyone left alive in there with all those dead assholes?” He snorted and walked away. Harry climbed into the truck sitting between the open gate just as two infected took notice of him and began stumbling toward the opening. Harry stuck his hand out the window and raised his arm. He called out, “Get moving!” 
 
    All three engines cranked, and suddenly wheels spun. Harry looked up to see the last truck driven by Laura roll backward. She wasn’t much of a driver; the pickup swerved from side to side, but she managed to back the vehicle into the designated spot in the shade and slammed on the brakes. When the truck stopped, she jumped out and hurried to the back and climbed in the back to help care for the other girls. 
 
    Steve hadn’t driven a regular vehicle since he’d lost his legs. The first attempt left his leg trembling and him cursing. “Shit!” He jammed the shift into park. He leaned down to free the bottom of the footpad caught under the edge of the gas pedal. He jerked it free while his knee trembled with the exertion of pressure against the prosthetic. Steve slipped the pickup back into reverse and pulled the left footpad from the break and carefully pressed his right pad on the accelerator. Still unable to gauge the pressure, the tires spun pelting the wheel wells with loose gravel. The truck raced back toward the shallow ditch at the side of the road, and before Steve could find the brakes, the back tires nearly went in. With a yelp of surprise, he stomped a prosthetic pad on thin air and pulled the emergency brake, and the truck stopped. He put the gearshift into park and turned off the motor. Steve grabbed his rifle then vaulted from the door. 
 
    “Last time I’m doing that!” He called out as he jogged toward the right gate panel. 
 
    Meanwhile, Harry jammed the first truck into reverse, stepped on the gas, and cut the wheel to the left. The pickup cleared the swing of the gates, he stomped the brakes, switched off the ignition, and jumped out of the cab. “That’s how it’s done, kid,” Harry laughed before he added. “Get your side of the gate up here and hold off those assholes!” He raced across the camp entrance and grabbed the right gate. He hustled the left panel toward the center where Steve waited with the right fencing panel.  
 
    Steve slung the rifle over his back, pulled his handgun, and aimed at the closest of the two infected lumbering toward them. The first shot went wide and hit the side of the face of a woman dragging a dark shroud from one shoulder. The bearded infected man at her side stumbled closer.  
 
    Harry got to the open gate on the left and called out. “Thought you’d be a better shot than that, gimp,” Harry chided. 
 
    “Get the gate secured old man!” Steve fired off two shots. A dark circle appeared in the forehead of the closest infected. The back of the man’s head exploded in a spray of blood and bone. The second shot took out the last of the pair, the woman’s face disintegrated. ‘Come on ol’ man! You got both legs, and you run like you’re a geriatric,” Steve harassed. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Harry laughed as he pushed the wire barrier to meet the gate in place by Steve and pulled his belt from his waist to secure both gates together. “Get in the truck and pull it up.” He grunted. 
 
    “You can do it faster,” Steve answered. “I’ll hold the gate, just get your ass moving ol’ man.” 
 
    Without arguing, Harry left the gate to move the pickup he had just parked forward. Harry jerked open the truck door and pulled his thick body back into the seat.  He turned the key, and the engine sputtered life, then died.  
 
    “Running out of time, ol’ man!” Steve yelled as nearly half a dozen infected stumbled toward the gate. Steve fired at the closest, and the man fell. The two blood crusted mates following the leader of the first stumbled over the fallen body. The three infected following the pair missed the pile-up and lumbered closer. Steve fired twice more. Two more infected fell. A young girl trailed the pack with what appeared a broken leg dragging her leg as she crawled along peeling skin as she moved. Steve fired, and her journey ended.  
 
    Meanwhile, Harry tried the ignition again, and the old engine caught, coughed, then died for the second time. “Shit! Come on you piece of shit!” Harry pumped the accelerator and turned the key, once more. After a grinding under the hood, the ignition caught and the engine roared to life.  
 
    Steve glanced over his shoulder at the truck, then back at the approaching dead. “Move it, Harry!” He yelled. “When they pile up against this gate, we’ll be in real trouble.” 
 
    Harry slammed the truck into gear and yelled out the window. “Out of the way!” He stepped on the gas and prayed. The pickup moved toward the joining of the two gate panels. 
 
    Steve heard Harry’s order just as he fired at the closest infect, a monster with long black hair that had once been a beautiful woman. Now both arms bore terrible slashes from wrists to elbows. Steve clung to the fencing as he stumbled back just in time for the pick-up to skid to a stop with the front bumper pressed against the hurricane fencing where the gates joined together.  
 
    Harry pulled the emergency brake handle and turned off the engine. He jumped from the cab with a rope from the back of the truck in hand and called out to Steve. “Get off your ass, gimp! We have to make sure they can’t push the gate open enough to get through.”  
 
    Steve bounced from the fence to his running blades. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Shoot the sons-bitches so I can tie off at the gate posts to the truck. I’ll toss you, your end to do the same.” 
 
    Steve stepped back from the fence, took aim, and shot twice. Infected fell to the ground, and again monsters tripped on the body. The second shot hit the shoulder of an infected woman. Her upper body twisted with the impact but kept stumbling toward the closed gate. 
 
    “This shit’s stupid! I’m giving them something else to focus on,” Steve yelled. He holstered his handgun, pulled his rifle, and aimed at a nozzle at the rear of the fuel tank.  
 
    Harry grabbed one end of the rope and hurried to the front of the truck. He climbed over the hood and wove the cord from one side to the other and out again then tossed the other end at Steve. “Tie it off at the truck bumper then the gate post.” 
 
    Steve fired at the nozzled at the rear of the fuel truck at the middle of the camp. The explosion was ear-splitting. The fuel tank exploded in a fireball of bright yellow and orange flames that reached out to consume dozens of the dead. Flaming bodies flew across the enclosure while a wall of hot air knocked all the infected and even Steve and Harry to the ground near the gate. 
 
    “Damn!” Harry yelled. “What in the hell?” 
 
    “I had to do something.” Steve used the fence to pick himself up. “Let’s finish securing the gate.” He made his way to the bumper of the pickup and pulled at the end of the rope Harry had tossed at him. 
 
    Harry struggled to his feet then tugged at his end of the rope, and it slid out at least thirty feet to tie off on the post. Harry glanced up to see Steve pulling at the opposite end. Both men secured the cable from bumper the fence posts. With the raging inferno in the distance, the infected no longer faced the fence but walked, crawled and stumbled toward the raging fire.  
 
    Harry stepped back and laughed. “Not bad for a gimp and an old man.”  
 
    “Not gonna last long. We need to get those girls and get the hell outta here.” 
 
    They got into the second truck with Harry behind the wheel. He backed the vehicle to where the girls waited. Both Harry and Steve stepped out of the battered truck and walked to the truck bed. 
 
    Becky and Donna sat in the bed with the eight other girls. All but one seemed to be recovering from the heat with bottles of water. Donna held the smallest girl, a little blonde of no more than ten. She lay across Donna’s lap when the older girl wiped her face and tried waking her again and again. The rest of the girls sat around Becky sharing power bars.  
 
    Harry walked to the side of the pickup, where Donna held the small child. “How is she?” 
 
    “She won’t wake up,” Donna answered. 
 
    Harry reached over pinched at the skin of the child’s arm. “She’s really dehydrated. Has she taken in any water?” 
 
    “No, Sir,” Donna whispered. 
 
    “Do what you can. We’re driving to our truck, and then we have a lot more water supplies. We’ll be able to do a lot more. Hang on, girls. Just keep putting water on her face and try to cool her off. Try to get her to drink if you can.” 
 
    “I’ll drive if you don’t mind, gimp,” Harry walked to the driver’s door climbed behind the wheel. 
 
    Steve slid into the passenger seat and answered. “Go to hell, ol’ man.” He turned to look at the girls in the back of the truck. “Looks like the little one is coming around.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thank you for sticking with our groups of survivors in their quest for a sanctuary in the world of infected taking over the state, country, and the world. I hope you come back for the next book that will follow. If you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on Amazon. Authors spend a great deal of time writing for your enjoyment, and your reviews make it all worth it. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    C. A. Hoaks 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    About the Author 
 
    Charlotte Hoaks spent the last twenty years working as a Technical Writer for some of the largest energy companies in Houston, Texas. Now retired, she is devoting her time and energy to a new kind of writing.  
 
    A life-long love of the written word has provided a solid foundation for her fiction writing. She’s been involved in local writer’s groups for over 30 years and published several online articles, editorials, and special interest newsletter. 
 
    Thank you for reading, “ESCAPE TEXAS DEAD.” If you’ve enjoyed this novel, please leave a review on Amazon  
 
      
 
    Check out the collection of short stories set in Adrian’s Undead Diary world by Chris Philbrook.  “ONLY THE LIGHT WE MAKE” on Amazon. The collection includes DEAD RISING, DAY ONE by C. A. Hoaks and additional authors: Chris Philbrook, Joe Tremblay, Shannon Walters, and many more. 
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