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To my parents: For without their love and support, their sacrifices for me and my education, and of course life itself; this would definitely not have been possible. Thank you for everything and for teaching me to be the person I am today. 
                
To my wife: For her love and support that has carried me for the better part of this last decade. Thank you for motivating and inspiring me every day.
 



 
Notes from the Author
 
Now, “Why write this book?” That’s the question I have asked myself several times. The answer came back surprisingly simple. I wanted to take a very dark (and as I see it) a very real subject and make it entertaining. I threw in some basic survival tips along to way so that it wouldn’t be pure fiction and you might learn something as you read along. If you don’t think the things in this book are real or could happen, then I invite you to turn on the news and watch it for yourself. Droughts, terrorist plots, Iran, swine flu, bird flu, the Eurozone shenanigans, China, solar flares, monetizing the debt… take your pick. Any of these (or a dozen others that I haven’t mentioned) has the potential cause some serious problems. Individually, they’re not too tough for America to handle. But we’re not as strong as we once were. If one or more of them happen together, shit starts to get really interesting. What does that look like? How would you deal with it? What would you do? 
That’s why I wrote this. To entertain you and to get you to think about the questions above. I didn’t set out to scare anyone (although I think I scared myself a little bit). I just wanted to make you ask the most important question people often ask, “What if…” If I can leave you entertained and questioning, if just a little bit, “what if…” then I will consider it a win. If I entertain you and get you started thinking about researching some basic preparedness techniques and supplies, then I’ll chalk it up as a raging success. 
By the way, several of the places mentioned in this book are indeed real places. I hope that no one takes offense because I used their home town or current residence. Nothing was done with malice. These locations just happened to be in the right spot to pull the story together. All of the characters are obviously fictional. Any reference or identification to an actual person is pure coincidence. As for the public offices, and the people that hold them, used in the book…They’re all fictional too. I have never met any of these people in real life, nor are the characters in this book based on them. I’m sure they are lovely professionals that do their jobs to the best of their abilities, day-in and day-out, and I wish them the best.
So, without further ado, I hope you enjoy.    
 
 



 
Chapter 1
 
Jan Jenkins sat in his office at the First Illinois Credit Union, looking over the papers for his next appointment. Being a loan officer had had its ups and downs the last few of years, but things were looking up. Money trickled back into the banking system, and they were being encouraged to lend. He checked his calendar. The Morrisons were scheduled for three thirty, Tuesday, 11 March 2014. Jan looked forward to approving their first home loan. He caught a movement out of the corner of his eye and looked up to see his friend, Clayton Tomin, standing in the doorway. 
“Hey, JJ, I’m heading out for a smoke. Wanna come?” Clayton asked. 
“You know I quit three months ago. Why do you keep harassing me?” 
“Because you need a break, man. You’ve been in here busting your ass for weeks. You trying to outdo the rest of the office or what? I bet you haven’t even gone to the bathroom today.” Clayton teased. 
JJ looked up and sighed. Clay was more than just a coworker. He was one of Jan’s best friends. They had been friends since Clay started working as a teller at this branch four years ago. They made an odd pair since Clay was a tall, athletic black man, while JJ was an average height, skinny white guy who leaned a little to the nerdy side. They had bonded over the Chicago Cubs. That first common ground and their teasing, easy-going personalities had quickly developed into friendship. “Sure, bro, let’s go. I’ve got twenty minutes before my next appointment, but let’s be quick about it.” 
“Sure thing, man.” Clayton said as he turned to head out to the small smoking area behind the two-story, brink bank.
JJ walked through the hallway toward the exit and passed the break room. He saw Tim Gennoski hanging out watching CNN. JJ asked if anything interesting was happening. 
“Nothing much.Just the same old stuff. Economy getting better, or so they say. Israel’s worried over Iran’s exercises in the gulf. Same old stuff, different day.” Tim stated. 
“Well, Clay and I are stepping out for some air. Wanna come along?” 
“Thanks, but I can’t.” Tim said. “I got a teller’s meeting in ten minutes. I’ll catch you next time.” 
“Sure thing.” JJ said as he turned to leave the building. He walked up to Clay just as he lit up a Newport menthol. Clay reached into his shirt pocket and handed the pack to JJ. 
“No thanks, man. I’m just out here to guilt you into quitting.” 
Clay took a drag and asked, “So, how are things with Sherry going?”
“Better, I think… I think I’ve got her off of the divorce track, but she still wants to do counseling. I don’t know if it’s doing anything, but I go. It’s hard to believe she just up and left six months ago. Maybe I can fix this and get my family back together.”
“How about the kids?They holding up with the separation?” 
“As good as can be expected, I suppose. Jimmy’s grades are slipping again. He’s throwing all his energy into trying to make the basketball team. I guess that’s better than getting bummed out and getting into trouble with drugs or gangs or some other crap.” 
“How bout my little girl?” Clay asked.
“Lucy is any typical thirteen year-old girl. She’s always on Facebook or twitter or some shit. I swear, as long as she has her cell phone or an internet connection, the world could fall to pieces; and I don’t think she would care.” 
“Don’t worry, man. I believe you can get everything back together. And, if for some reason, you can’t, it’ll be all right. When Janie and I broke up and I moved back in with my folks, I thought my life was over; but I pulled through it. You can too.” 
“Speaking of your folks, how are Marcus and Linda?” JJ asked. 
“They’re good. Dad got his first social security check the other day. I don’t know if he was happy to have the money or sad that he was old enough to get it. Mom’s doing good. She stays pretty busy taking care of Mamma D.”
“Ah, Mamma D. Man, I hope that when I’m, what eighty-four? That I’ll be that… lively.” JJ said.
“She’s eighty-six and gets more full of herself each day. Eighty-four was back in the mellow years, man.” Clay joked. “She got all excited yesterday when she got letter from David.” 
“That’s your nephew, right?”
“Yeah, that’s the one. He got activated in the Navy Reserves about a month back. He’s over there in the gulf, ‘playing with the Iranians’ as he puts it. Mamma D. is all worried about her great-grandbaby, but you should have seen her eyes light up when she got that letter. She’s been bragging to anyone that’ll listen about getting a letter from the other side of the world, like’s it’s something special. I guess now-a-days, an actual letter is something special.
“Hey, what you got going on this weekend? “ Clay asked. 
“Nothing too exciting. Lucy’s got a ballet recital Friday night. Show up for that and then take it easy. It’s been pretty lonely since they moved out.”
“Why don’t you come over Saturday for dinner? Mom and Pap would like the company, and it’d give you something to do. Then we’ll head out and hit the bars later. Sound good?”
“I don’t know. I’m not so sure that is such a……” JJ said. Tim cut him off as he burst outside.
“Guys, you gotta see this. It’s the latest breaking news on CNN!” Tim exclaimed.
“What the hell are you talking about, Tim?” Clay asked. 
“The Iranians attacked our ships out in the Persian Gulf. They’re saying that they sunk a couple of our ships! Can you believe it? We may be going back to war over there.” Tim said. 
“What the hell do you mean they sunk a couple of our ships? I didn’t think they had anything that could touch our ships.” Clay said.
“Clay, weren’t you just telling me that your nephew was over there?” JJ asked.
“Oh shit….” Clay trailed off. He flicked his half-smoked cigarette into the bushes and looked back up at Tim. “What else did they say, Tim? Any survivors? What all…..”
“I don’t know, Clay!” Tim said. “Let’s get back in and see.” 
They made their way to the break room. No one spoke as they walked in and joined the other employees who had heard the news and stopped to see what had happened. The pretty, brunette reporter came on and started her report. 
“As we were reporting earlier, three US….. hold on, we’re getting some more breaking news out of Israel. We have confirmed reports just coming in that three missiles have exploded in Tel Aviv. No word yet as to casualties or damages. We will check back in few minutes to see if we can get one of our reporters in Israel online. We’ve already received this video, posted to You-Tube just minutes ago.” The TV cut away from the reporter to a choppy video of what looked like a party on the balcony of a building. The people seemed to be enjoying themselves when the streak entered the top of the screen and slammed into a building that looked to be several blocks away. The explosion rocked the camera man. He regained his feet and continued filming. The whole block where the missile stuck looked to be on fire. The reporter cut back in. “And there you see the video posted to You-Tube just minutes ago. We cannot confirm the authenticity of the video, but it does match confirmed reports we have had that at least three missiles have struck Tel Aviv.” 
Clay glanced over to Tim. “I thought you said the Iranians had sunk some of our…”
The reporter began again. “We now take you back to our other developing story. We’ll bring you further details on the situation in Tel Aviv as they develop. As we mentioned earlier, two US Navy ships have been sunk in the Persian Gulf. Retired Admiral Jim Smith, a CNN military analyst, joins us now. 
“Admiral, can you elaborate on what we are seeing here?” The screen split into three parts, the two talking heads to either side of video that showed large floating fires on dark water.  
“Well, Pamela, what we know so far is that at approximately eleven fifteen PM, local time, three of our ships in the Straits of Hormuz were hit with a surprise attack by the Iranian Navy.” The Admiral started. 
“But, Admiral, we’ve been assured over and over again that our military forces are far superior to the Iranian Navy. What happened here?” 
“Well,” the Admiral explained, “as we have seen in the last couple of years, Iran has been vigorously developing new military capabilities. One of these has been the development of a shore-launched, anti-ship type of cruise missile. From the initial reports, we believe the USS
Enterprise carrier group was hit with a surprise barrage of fifteen to twenty of these new missiles. Three ships were struck with these weapons. One AEGIS equipped destroyer, one supply ship, and the USS
Enterprise itself were the apparent targets of the attack. Both the destroyer and the supply ship sank within minutes. The Enterprise sustained moderate damage. Minutes after the initial missile attack, eight ships from the Iranian Navy engaged the remaining US ships. Our Navy answered the challenge and returned fire, sinking six of the Iranian Navy ships. The Iranians then retreated back to safer waters.”
“What about casualties, Admiral?”
“There will be undoubtedly be many casualties from the damaged ships; but as of yet, we have received no casualty reports from the Department of the Navy. It is very likely that we will not see casualty reports for another couple of days. They will need time to notify families and next of kin.”
“Are we looking at a new war now, Admiral?” 
“I cannot speculate on that right now, Pamela. However, I cannot imagine that we, as a country, will allow this attack to go unanswered.” 
“Do you think there is any connection between the attack on our ships and the explosions in Tel Aviv, Israel?”
“While we haven’t had the analysis yet, looking at the timing of the attacks and the targets hit in the Strait of Hormuz, I believe they are part of the same coordinated attack. If this turns out to be the case, we may very well see military retaliation from Israel and future American involvement.” 
“Excuse us Admiral, we’re going to go back to one of our correspondents in Tel Aviv…” 
Clay walked out of the break room. JJ followed him into to the hall. “Hey, you all right, buddy?” JJ asked. 
“Yeah, I just need to get back home and keep an eye on the family. Mom, Pap, and Mamma D. are not going to take this well until we hear from David. Listen, I have one more appointment today at four. Can you take that one for me and I’ll catch up tomorrow?”
“No problem.” JJ said. “Just need the files and I should be able to look through it by the time they show up.” 
“Yeah, they’re in my top, left drawer. Here’s the key. I was gonna approve them, but you can look at it and make your own decision. I’m gonna go let Mary know that I’ll be heading home. Think she’ll give me hell?”
“Nah. Her brother was in the Army. I think she has a soft spot for military families. She should be cool.”
“All right, bro. I’m off.” Clay said.  
“Tell Mamma D. and the rest I said hello.” 
JJ took the meeting for Clay and went about the rest of his day without any further interruption. He checked in on the news before heading home, but no important updates had come in. 
 
JJ pulled up to his house in the Chicago suburb of Lombard a little after six o’clock. It was a nice house: four bedrooms, two baths, and big kitchen. It felt empty since Sherry and kids had left. He looked forward to seeing them again, even if it was just for a little while at the ballet recital. “Well, time for dinner.” He said to Rocks, his seven year old beagle mix. 
JJ wandered to the kitchen and opened a can of dog food. He plopped the contents into the bowl on the floor. Rocks enjoyed his dinner. With his day’s last chore done, JJ opened the fridge and grabbed some leftover Kentucky Fried Chicken and a beer. He marveled at how quickly he had reverted to bachelor life. His fridge served as another sad reminder of how much his life had changed in the last six months. 
He sat down with his pitiful dinner and flipped on the TV. Fox News filled the screen. He listened to the talking head as he ate. 
“As we go back to visit today’s events in Israel, we are learning now how lucky Tel Aviv is tonight.  We have confirmed with the military and news agencies in Israel that the three missiles fired at Israel today did indeed originate in Iran and were armed with nuclear warheads.” The talking head said.
“Holy shit!” JJ whispered to himself. Nukes?
Surely nothing would be left of Tel Aviv if they were nukes. He thought. He had seen the video earlier, and it didn’t look like any of the nuclear explosions he had seen on the Discovery Channel or in movies. 
The man on the TV continued to explain. “As best as the Israeli Defense Forces can determine, none of the three missiles that impacted Tel Aviv exploded as designed. The IDF has confirmed that two of the missiles were partially damaged by their missile defense shield, one penetrated into the city, and one was completely destroyed before posing any danger to Tel Aviv. 
“The missiles that did impact have created massive problems even though they didn’t explode as intended. We are joined now by our Israeli correspondent, Harold Shiraz. What can you tell us about what is going on there, Harold?” 
The scene changed to show a man wearing a flack vest and helmet standing on a street as fires raged in the background. “Things here are in absolute chaos. The fires are continuing to spread because the firefighters and other emergency workers are having difficulties getting close enough to the damage.” The Israeli correspondent stated. 
“Why are they having such difficulties reaching those in need?” The first anchor asked. 
“Well, Tom, as you reported earlier, these missiles did have nuclear warheads on them. Even though they did not detonate as planned, they have become what are known as ‘dirty bombs.’ The nuclear material has been released in the impact and the following fires. Firefighters and emergency crews have had to pull back to reequip with radiation-protecting suits and materials. To make matters worse, there have been several suicide bombers that have attacked emergency crew rally points across the city. 
“We also have attacks being reported from northern Israel, where small rocket fire has been coming out of southern Lebanon. Combined with the ongoing fires and general chaos going on in the capitol city, emergency crews are being stretched pretty thin. The Israeli Defense Forces are already being mobilized to come in and provide assistance where they can.”  
JJ found himself too down to pay much attention. Was it sad? Yeah. Did he really care? Not really. These assholes had been killing each other for thousands of years. This wouldn’t be the last of it. Things will be crazy for a few weeks and everyone will pay attention, at least until the next Hollywood starlet releases a new sex tape, goes to jail again, or skips out on rehab. He thought to himself. He flipped the channel and came across the latest reality TV show on MTV. He began watching, letting the chaos of drunk twenty-somethings play out their own special brand of stupid, take him away from reality. He didn’t like the show, but it gave him something to talk about with his kids. He needed as many of those subjects as possible.  
After watching TV for a few hours, JJ began to doze. His phone rang and woke him. He answered, and Sherry began some diatribe about him not paying enough to support the kids. He had just sent her a substantial check last week. Surely she can’t have gone through that already. He thought. He tried to remain calm and talk sense to her but failed. In the end, he just let her talk herself out. 
After an emotionally draining hour of being talked at, he hung up the phone. Sometimes he wondered why he even tried to work things out with her. He reminded himself that he had to try to keep the family together for the kids. He grew up in broken home and would be damned if he didn’t do all he could to keep his kids from going through that. Around eleven, JJ looked at the five empty beer bottles and half eaten chicken and realized how tired he was. 
In keeping with his tradition, he turned the TV back to the news and opened his laptop to log in and check his 401k. The news rehashed the events in the Mid-East with no major developments. His 401k was doing ok. It plodded along with the rest of the market. The Dow Jones Industrial Average had closed at 14,346 for the day. He wondered if oil would rise due to the events in Israel but was too tired to research it tonight. He’d check it out in more detail tomorrow. He stumbled off to bed.  
 
Clay was late coming in to work on Wednesday. He checked in with JJ around nine forty-five. “Hey man, how did everything go yesterday with that case I left you?” 
“Significantly better than you look, bro. Seriously, you look like shit warmed over.” 
“Thanks, dick. I didn’t get much sleep last night. Old people don’t need much sleep once they get so old and Mamma D. was very upset and worried about David.” 
“Did you guys get any word if he is ok?” JJ asked. 
“Nothing yet. We’ve been trying to get up with his mom, but can’t get her. Not really that surprising since she’s never been really involved with us or him since she dumped him on Mom and Pap when he was eight. He’d been trying to build a relationship with her since he graduated a couple years back, but I don’t think they’ve gotten that close. 
“We tried calling the Navy but they won’t release anything yet. I just don’t know if that’s good news or bad news. They may be keeping the names of the dead low key, or they may just have too many to work through right now. I just hope we don’t get one of those guys showing up on the doorstep telling us that he’s gone. Mom and Pap would take that bad, but it’d kill Mamma D.” Clay said. 
“Well, if there is anything I can do, just let me know.”  
“Thanks, man. But even if we get through this, it may be a long time before we can stop worrying.” 
“What do you mean?” JJ asked. 
“You haven’t seen the news this morning?” Clay asked. 
“Not really. Seems like the same old Mid-East stuff going on.” JJ said. 
“The President is supposed to make a statement here in about fifteen minutes or so. They’re saying we’re also supposed to having another one from the Israeli Prime Minister sometime this morning. I think they’re going to tell us we are going to war.”  
Mary saw Clay standing in the doorway and stopped by to say hello. “Good morning, Jan. Clayton. How are we doing today?”
“We’re all right, Mary.” Clay said to the short, plump brunette who managed this bank branch. 
“Well, since I saw you out here and with what happened yesterday with your nephew, I thought I’d let you know the President is about to speak. A couple of us are going to watch it in the break room if you want to come.” Mary said. 
“Yeah, I’d like to see that.” Clay responded. 
The three of them made their way down the hall and went into the break room. The network soon switched to the live feed from the President. The President gave an interesting mix of messages in his thirty-minute speech. Everyone in the break room remained silent until the President finished. 
True to the administration’s past performance, the President displayed lukewarm sentiments towards Israel. He condemned the attack on the American ships and stated that no further violence from Iran would be tolerated, less they risk a declaration of war from the United States. The US would send additional ships and ground forces to Bahrain to ensure the Strait of Hormuz would remain open. He expressed deep sympathy for the people of Israel and supported the Israeli Prime Minister’s earlier declaration of war with Iran, but stated that the United States would only lend logistical support to “our closest ally in the Middle East.” 
JJ, Clay, and Mary walked back to Clay’s office after the speech. “What the hell was that?” Mary asked.
“What do you mean, Mary?” JJ asked. 
“The mixed messages contained in that load of shit.” Clay said. “You know, I’ve been supporting that guy for a long time and supported him as strong as anyone; but that was just weird. They ATTACKED us and may have killed my nephew. Why aren’t we going over there and handing Iran their ass on a platter?”
   “I’m with Clayton on this one. What was that message? We agree with Israel that they should attack, but we’re not going to even though we were attacked? Something doesn’t add up here.” Mary said. 
“Maybe they’re still looking at other options.” JJ ventured. “Maybe they know that America just got out of two wars, and we’re not ready for another one just yet? One of the few things that did catch my attention on the news on the drive in was that the new Occupy protestors had adopted an anti-war purpose overnight. Maybe that had something to do with it?”  
“Maybe you’re right, JJ.” Clay said. “But this just doesn’t feel right with me. Something’s up.” 
“Anyway,” Mary cut in, “let’s get back to work and try to focus on our jobs. Maybe it’ll help take our minds off of all of this. I’ve got a TV in my office. I’ll send someone back to grab you, Clayton, if anything changes.” Clay and JJ thanked Mary and got back to work. 
The rest of the day progressed at a standard pace. No one ever came back to get JJ or Clay since nothing substantial occurred. The only new news was about the escalating unrest at the revived Occupy protests across the country. Even though they had been going off and on for almost three years and had died down over the last year, they had gathered momentum in the last couple of months. Just before he shut down for the day, JJ logged in to check his investments. He saw the Dow down almost two hundred points, not surprising given the news. The oil futures he had looked at earlier in the morning were up over eighty dollars to $183.45 a barrel. He started to kick himself for not buying in when he heard a small knock at the door. 
“Hey JJ, I just wanted to stop by and see you before we head out for the day.” Mary said, her hands wringing the bottom of her blue blouse.
“Sure, what’s on your mind?”
“How is Clayton really holding up? I know you two are buddies and you’d have a better read on him than I would. There will always some barriers between a boss and an employee. I just know he looked pretty rough this morning. I’m assuming it’s all related to his nephew. So, how’s he really doing?”
“Well, from what I’ve gathered, David isn’t just a ‘nephew.’ His mom up and left him with his grandparents when he was eight or nine. They pretty much raised him from that point on. When, Clay and his wife split up a few years later and Clay moved back in with them, they took on more of a father-son or maybe a big brother relationship. That all happened before I knew Clay. He hasn’t really talked about it too much with me. We generally just talk about current things going on and don’t get into each other’s past too much. But you’re right, he does seem pretty eaten up over it. I guess I would be too.” 
“Well, I’d appreciate it if you could help me keep an eye on him, especially if they do get some bad news. My brother was in combat over there in Iraq a few years ago. It helps to have someone who understands looking out for you. I’m not really sure what all we can do, but I’d like to know, just in case.” Mary said. 
“I appreciate that and I’m sure Clay will too. But speaking of bad news, nothing that bad mind you, did you see the price of oil this afternoon?” JJ asked. 
“No I didn’t. I didn’t know you invested in oil.” 
“I don’t but the news yesterday got me to looking at it. You know how the when something bad happens in the gulf, ours or theirs, the media jumps all over what oil is doing. Well, I thought I might make a little money on it, but I was too late. I looked into it a little bit this morning but didn’t get around to buying any. It went up over eighty bucks today.” JJ finished. 
“Wow! What’s it at?” Mary inquired. 
“One hundred and eighty-three bucks.” 
“Wow, maybe I should have traded in my SUV a couple months ago. If it keeps that up, gas is going to be up in the high three dollar range again.” Mary said. 
“Yeah, but don’t worry. It’ll go down in a few weeks.”
“I hope you’re right. Anyway, I have to get home. Kids and a husband to feed, and all that. Have a good night, Jan.” 
“You too, Mary.” 
 
Clayton came in early on Thursday. When he saw JJ head into his office he decided to go share the good tidings. JJ had just sat down when his friend walked in whistling. Clay smiled. “Hey, man. What’s going on?” 
“Nothing much.” JJ responded. “What’s going on with you? You look a hundred times better than you did yesterday.” 
“We heard from David yesterday evening. He’s ok.  He was on the carrier when it got hit, but was on the other side of the ship. He said things were pretty crazy and that he couldn’t tell us much. They were giving the crew ten minutes to call home and touch base with friends and family, so he gave us a call.” 
“I’m really glad he is ok. I know that takes a load off of your mind. Did he say anything about the other crew?” JJ asked.
“Not really. He just said it was bad. Real bad. Anyway, I have a good bit to catch up on. My head hasn’t exactly been in the game these last few days.” 
“I totally understand.” JJ said. “Wanna do lunch?”
“I can’t. I really need to get through some of my backed up work. Maybe tomorrow?” Clay asked. 
“Sure.” JJ said. 
Clay turned and left. JJ got back to work. He processed the paperwork for nine new loans and had his final meetings for two approvals. He had a lull around two thirty and decided to check in on Clay. As he walked down the hall, he noted that he hadn’t seen Mary all morning and decided to ask Clay about it. He knew she was trying to keep an eye on him, so maybe she had stopped by to check on him. “Hey, bro. How’s the work going?” JJ asked.
“Pretty good, man. I’m just about caught up from the last few days. Tomorrow will be jammed with meetings, a few approvals and some disapprovals. You know how it goes.” 
“Yeah, I know how that is. Say, have you seen Mary around today? I was going to talk to her about getting out of here a little early tomorrow before Lucy’s ballet thing.”
“Haven’t seen her all day. I talked to her admin this morning, and she mentioned something about a meeting all morning. She didn’t say what…” He trailed off as Mary walked by. 
“Hey, Mary!” JJ said. “How’s things? We were just wondering where you’ve been all morning.” 
“Hey, guys.” Mary said. “Clay, can we go out for a smoke?” 
“But you don’t smoke, Mary.” Clay said. 
“I used to, years ago, and I could really use one about now.” Mary said, her normal squared away persona a little frayed. 
“Sure, Mary. Let’s head out.” Clay said. 
, Clay handed her his pack and his lighter as they walked outside. Mary pulled one out and lit it. She coughed as she exhaled her first drag. “It has been a while, huh?” Clay asked. 
“Ok, Mary,” JJ said, “Wanna fill us in on what’s bothering you?” 
Mary filled them in on the emergency meeting and the events that had taken place that morning. “Either of you been following the news this morning?” She asked. 
“Not really. I’ve been buried, trying to make some room to take tomorrow afternoon off; and Clay has been focused on catching up from the last few days.” JJ said. 
“So, you guys didn’t see where they closed the stock market?” Mary said with a tight laugh. 
“What are you talking about, Mary? The markets aren’t supposed to close for another hour or so.” Clay said. 
“They’re not, but by the time we got out of our meeting shortly after lunch, they closed them down.”  
“Let’s start at the beginning,” JJ said. “What was this ‘emergency meeting’ this morning?”
“All of the branch managers were summoned to the corporate building downtown at seven this morning.”
“Ouch.” JJ stated. 
“Yeah. Apparently the Chinese really screwed us last night. About the middle of their trading day in Asia, the head of the Chinese state run bank made the announcement that they were absolutely not going to buy into the Euro bailout fund for Italy, Spain, and Greece.” Mary said.
“Ok. What does that have to do with us?” JJ asked.
“I had the same question. Some of the corporate guys briefed us on that. Well, as you know, the Eurozone countries have been giving these bailouts to Greece for the last couple of years. Greece always acts like they can’t make the next round, and Germany and France always come in at the last minute to give them more money. Italy was in trouble a year or so ago and has gotten itself back in the same trouble in the last couple of months. The size of the bailout needed was much bigger than what Germany and France can afford.  They were really counting on the Chinese to step in and help flip the bill. Now that China has stepped out of the deal, the whole thing is busted and Greece and Italy are probably going to default. Spain won’t be far behind them. The deal was looking like a sure thing to be approved next week.” Mary explained. 
“Ok. While all of that is very interesting, I’m with JJ. How does that tie in with us?” Clay asked.
“That’s what the meeting this morning was about.” Mary said. “All of that is what is out there in the news. What the higher-ups at corporate briefed us on this morning was how the American banks have been quietly funding money to the German and French banks, as well as the International Monetary Fund to shore up the past Eurozone bailouts. Our parent bank is actually pretty heavily invested in this thing. When the Israeli’s launched attacks on Iran…”
“What? They attacked!” JJ asked.
“You really have been out of it.” Mary said. “Yeah, they started doing airstrikes late last night. Anyway, when they launched their attacks, oil jumped to over two hundred and twenty dollars a barrel. The Chinese, and according to our own experts at corporate, they’re right, believe that the jump in oil will stall the US and the European economies. Because of this, they have lost all faith that the Eurozone can pull out of their recession and make good on their bailout funds. They see it as throwing good money after bad. I can’t really blame them. 
“As if all of that wasn’t bad enough, the guys at corporate briefed us on this because they thought we might see some pretty bad reactions in the market in the next week or so. We were all shocked when we walked out of the meeting and the Dow was down over on thousand points.” 
“A thousand points!” JJ said. “Holy shit. How did that happen?”
“The pullout of the bailout fund wasn’t the only bad news that China had for us. The market fell about three hundred points or so after their first announcement that they were pulling out. Right before we got out of the meeting, they made their second announcement. They began selling all of their US debt. Their rational was that with the Eurozone debt deal going under, the potential losses for US banks, the sluggish economy, and the skyrocketing oil prices; the value of the dollar would rapidly decline. So, they’re pulling out among fears that the banking sector is going to be hit, and hit hard. They are also concerned that we may begin printing more money to shore up the banks, like we did back in ‘08. By the time we got out of the meeting, markets had taken a seven hundred- point hit, triggering the automatic shutdown.” 
JJ and Clay looked at her, dumbfounded. JJ broke the silence as Mary lit her second cigarette. “Meaning no disrespect, Mary, but why did they tell you all of this? We’re just a smaller branch of the bank, and it’s a pretty big bank. Why pull in branch managers?”
“The whole point of the meeting was to prep us for what could be a very crazy few weeks ahead. We talked about possible layoffs if the bank goes under or is hit hard in the fallout of this. They are also setting up training classes for us next week on the procedures of what we do if we get a run on the branches. They figured that all of this would play out over a period of weeks or months. We were all shocked when we got out of the meeting and saw how fast this was moving. We could see some craziness tomorrow.” Mary finished. 
“But I don’t get it. Why would they let all of this out?” JJ asked.
Clay answered him. “Because they probably have known how weak the whole thing was for a while. They’re trying to brace for impact now because they’re scared.” 
“So, what do we do now, Mary?” JJ asked. 
“I’m not really sure. I’m going to hold a meeting with all of the bank staff at four today. There won’t be anything new to tell you guys, so you can take off early. Tomorrow could be a trying day. I’m going to need you to be here early and ready to help out wherever needed. Sorry about the afternoon off, Jan; but I think we all need to be here for whatever tomorrow brings.” JJ wasn’t happy but agreed that he would be there. 
“Well,” Clay said. “I’m gonna give Leesha a call and see if she wants to do something tonight, since we might not be able to do something tomorrow night.” 
“Leesha?” Mary asked. 
“Yeah, that’s his latest sweetheart. Pretty, young, gullible. Meets all requirements for the Clayton stamp of approval.” JJ said with smile. 
“Hey now! You forgot smart.” Clay said as he turned back to Mary. “She’s a grad student at the University of Chicago. Really smart girl. Seems to like me well enough.” 
“Sounds nice.” Mary said.
“What you thinking about doing tonight?” JJ asked. 
“I don’t know. I gotta see what her plans are. I think she wants me to go down to the Occupy Chicago protests tomorrow night.” Clay said. 
“Be careful with that.” Mary said. 
“Why?” Clay asked with a smile. “You part of the one percent?”  
“Not even close. But things are getting pretty crazy in those Occupy places. The news coming out this week is only going to make it worse. Hopefully Chicago will be better than the fires and attacks that have kicked back up in Oakland.” Mary said. 
“I’ll be careful, Mary.” Clay said. “I should really get going. Thanks for the afternoon, Mary. We’ll be here early, ready for tomorrow.” With that, Clay pushed the rest of his pack to her and walked back into the building. 
 
Clay called Leesha on his way home. “Hey ,baby, what you up to?” 
“Nothing much. Just prepping some of the food stuffs for the big march tomorrow.” 
“What big march?” Clay asked. 
“You see the news today? The market is crashing again and there’s already talk of the government bailing out the banks again. We ain’t gonna let those asshole bankers get away with stealing our money again. The one percent can’t keep bleeding us like this!” 
“Easy, baby. You know I work for them ‘assholes.’ They’re paying for me to take you out tonight.” Clay said.  
“What do you mean?” Leesha asked. 
“I got the afternoon off and wanted to spend some time with my pretty girl.” Clay said. 
“Oh, sweetheart, you know I can’t tonight. I’m gonna run down to the protest area and take this food and supplies for the march. We’re gonna shut down the business district tomorrow. We’re expecting ten thousand people to march. You remember Jessie Kaminski? You met her a few weeks ago when we went down to protest. Anyway, she’s heading up the Chicago Occupy movement now, and she really needs my help getting all of this stuff prepped. We gotta get this done. We have to show these pigs that they can’t just keep abusing the ninety-nine.” 
“So, what I’m hearing,” Clay ventured, “is if I want to see you, I need to come help you get all this shit moved.” 
“That would be awesome, baby. I’m over here at the college union house. We can load up your Tahoe and get a lot of this shit down to Grant Park where we can get everything all set up. You are so sweet to help me. I’m gonna remember this after the march.” Clay liked the sound of that and headed to meet Leesha. He gave his folks a call on the way to let them know he would be late tonight. 
Clay picked up Leesha and they loaded the supplies into his SUV. He enjoyed the drive over with Leesha. She was so pretty and so passionate about what she believed. She talked the whole way about how wrong it was for the government to keep giving out money to the banks and ‘fat cats’ while they screwed her and her fellow students out of their future by not providing jobs and not caring about how she was supposed to pay off her student loans. She was excited about the President’s speech and his “courageous resolve” to keep America out of another war. Clay couldn’t help but smile at her as she talked. 
They arrived at the perimeter of the protest. The police performed a quick inspection and allowed them through to the interior to deliver the supplies. Clay got a little nervous. He had only been down here a couple of times, weeks before the protest had picked up again after winter. Leesha was excited to show him where she had been protesting, off and on, for almost a year. Things back then had been pretty tame. A few die hard protestors had camped out for months at a time, but they had been somewhat orderly. Now, as he looked around, Clay saw a lot more people than before. People crowded everywhere. This was a different place than he had visited before. Leesha directed him to a big tent in the center of the park where she said Jessie was directing all of the supplies. The setup impressed Clay. Food lines, portable bathrooms, and material lines for making signs and other protest items stretched for dozens of yards. 
                Jessie caught sight of Leesha as they entered the tent. After a quick reintroduction and thanks from Jessie, several people escorted Clay back out to his SUV and unloaded it. After the supplies were distributed, Lisa caught back up with them and invited them to stay for a speech she planned to give. 
                Lisa spoke about the problems in America over the past few months, especially the events of the last couple of days. The way the protestors repeated everything the speaker said unnerved Clay. “Thank you all for coming.” Lisa began. “We have a lot of work to do over the next few days and weeks. As many of you have seen, America may be going back to war. The economy is on the verge of another crash like we saw in 2008. Wall Street ‘fat cats’ are going back to the government with their hands out, again. We must stop this! We are the ninety-nine! Our voices must be heard! If they will not listen, we must make them listen! Tomorrow we will march and tell Washington and their cronies in corporate America that enough is enough! We do not want another war that will cost hundreds of American lives and billions of dollars! We demand that the government quit selling our future to big corporations! We will not tolerate the one percent stealing more and more from us, even as they send people to take our homes! We need jobs and social benefits to see us through these dark days! We paid our fair share. Where is theirs? We all have responsibilities that the government needs to help us meet. We have mortgages and student loans and healthcare cost that the government needs to help us pay or provide us with the means to pay. 
                “I won’t lie to you, my friends. Tomorrow, we may see resistance from the police. They are not our enemies. They are just the tools of big corporate lobbyist trying to silence us! The cops should be on our side. We are fighting for them and their pensions as well. If they don’t understand that and try to silence you, fight back! We cannot afford to let anyone silence us! You must carry the message! You must speak out and help the cops even if they don’t want it! You must not let them silence or oppress you! We have rights! We have the right to assemble and be heard! If the establishment will not hear us, then we have a responsibility to transform that establishment into one that will! Be ready, friends. Tomorrow will be challenging, but we will prevail!” The crowd roared their approval. 
Clay felt uneasy about the protest. The protestors had become more and more adamant, but this escalated into what he felt might be dangerous. He wasn’t sure what Lisa had meant, but he thought he heard her tell the people to fight the police. That usually didn’t end well. So far the Occupy Chicago movement had been benign, but others on the west coast had erupted into small riots at times. He hoped Chicago wouldn’t follow suit. 
He checked his watch. It was getting late. He had to be in early tomorrow to help out with whatever had Mary so worried. Leesha walked him to his vehicle. “Babe, I know you re deeply committed to this thing, but please be careful.” 
“What are you talking about?” Leesha asked. 
“Lisa. Her message tonight has gotten everyone all riled up. She was basically saying that they should fight the police. Look around. People here are getting out of control. It’ll only take one incident to set them off.” 
“Clay, we are the ninety-nine. We have a right to be here and be heard! What are you trying to say? You think we’re wrong?!” Leesha asked. 
 “No, no. You have a right to be here. I just want you to be careful. This place has gone from a protest to something that could turn into a full riot.”  
“So, you don’t want me here? You think I can’t fend for myself? I’m here with my brothers and sisters, and we will be heard.” She explained. 
“If I had my way?” Clay asked. “I’d keep you out of this shit tomorrow. I’ve got a bad feeling about it.” 
“Well, I’m gonna be here, in the front lines, fighting for all of us.” 
“I know that, baby. I just want you to be careful. You know I’m attached to you.” He said. 
“If you were really attached to me you’d support me.” She said.
“You know I do but…” 
“I mean be here with me.” She said. 
“I can’t. I gotta be at work early tomorrow. Look, it’s almost eleven. I need to get going. You know I love you. I just want you to be careful tomorrow. I know better than to try to talk you out of getting into this. Please promise me that’ll you’ll be careful and leave if things start to get out of control and this turns into Oakland.” Clay pleaded. 
Leesha’s expression went from angry to something else, then to almost happy, before slipping back to anger again. Oh shit. What did I say this time? Clay thought
“You, love me? That’s the first time you said that.” 
He thought back on what he had just said and realized it was true. He smiled down at her, her big brown eyes shining up at him. “Yeah, I guess I do. So, please just be careful tomorrow.” 
She ran into his arms and kissed him. “For you, I will. You go get some rest for your big day tomorrow.” She let go of him and started walking back to the tents. 
As Clay began to get into his SUV, Leesha called back to him. “Hey Clay!” He looked up at her. “I love you too!” 
Clay left the protest and made his way home with a big smile on his face. She was so passionate, so headstrong, and so sexy. He had gotten lucky with this one. He just wished he could shake the bad feeling he had about where the protests were headed. 
                
 
 



 
Chapter 2
 
Anxiety chewed at Tom as he worried that the meeting would not go well. As liaison to the Federal Reserve, he was here to brief the Secretary of the Treasury before the emergency meeting of the Federal Reserve Board later this morning. The Dow dropped more than a thousand points yesterday, the largest selloff in history. Everyone expected Friday’s opening numbers to be down another five hundred points. 
                The Secretary’s admin answered the phone, nodded, and hung up. “She’ll see you now, Tom.” 
                “Thank you.” Tom said as he stood up. He straightened his yellow tie and dark blue suit before walking into the Secretary’s office, 
“Good morning, Madam Secretary, Deputy Secretary, Mr. Undersecretaries.” Great, Tom thought, the Under Secretaries for Domestic Finance and International Affairs. This will not go well at all.

                “Good morning, Tom.” The Secretary of Treasury said. “Please tell us why we are here. What’s that Fed planning to do about yesterday’s market meltdown?” 
                Right to the point. Tom supposed it was best to get this out sooner rather than later. “As you know, the markets took the heaviest losses ever in a single trading session yesterday. The openings for this morning are looking a little better, only down another five hundred points.” 
“Yes.” The Secretary said. “We know this. Get to what the Fed is planning to do.” 
                “They are still trying to formulate a plan, ma’am. I’m here to give you the situation. As of right now, they do not know what they are going to do.” 
                “What do you mean they don’t have a plan? How could they not have a plan?” She asked. 
“Ma’am, if you would please let me explain, there are some things that you may not be aware of.” Tom pleaded. 
“Go ahead, Tom. Fill me in.” 
“As you know, the announcement by the Chinese to pull out of Eurozone bailout took the markets by surprise. That caused the big selloff yesterday. The implications for Europe are dire. Greece will definitely default within the next two weeks. We expect Italy to begin defaulting about a month after that. Spain will go after that. The chain reaction of defaults will spread to France and Germany within the next few months.  Please keep in mind, this timeline is assuming relatively normal operations without panic from the public.” Tom explained. 
“What do you mean by ‘panic,’ Tom?” The Under Secretary of International Affairs asked. 
“Well, sir, we’ve all seen what has happened in Greece every time they are forced to take another austerity measure. Riots in the streets, burning buildings, general chaos. The fear is that several countries in Europe will experience rioting on a similar, if not more exaggerated, level. The Euro is on the verge of collapse. The pullout of the Chinese almost certainly means that it will. We expect Europe could see a continent-wide run on the banks. If that happens, our timeline is nothing more than a rough guess. Many feel that the defaults and collapse of the Euro and, possibly, the European Union could come within weeks instead of months.” 
“What projected impact does that have for the US?” The Under Secretary for Domestic Finance asked. 
Tom looked at the Secretary of the Treasury as he responded. “Fear of this collapse, the war between Israel and Iran, and our possible involvement in that conflict has pushed the overnight rate to quadruple since yesterday. Banks are scared to lend to each other, much less anyone else. We can expect this rate to continue to rise. 
“Madam Secretary, the credit market is shutting down. Once all of this becomes public knowledge, the panic could make it even worse. We could see the credit markets grind to a complete halt by the middle of next week.” 
“So, Tom, are we talking about another round of bailouts and quantitative easing to get us through this like we did in 2008?” She asked.
“The Fed doesn’t know if that will be a viable option, ma’am.” Tom said.
“What the hell do you mean they might not think that is an option? It worked last time and we got the credit flowing again. Why wouldn’t it work this time?” 
The Under Secretary of Domestic Finance answered her. “It might not work like last time because we are already starting to see velocity on the previous bailout funds we’ve released since 2008. Inflation is beginning to climb. We’ve been trying to manage it as best we can. We feel that it can be contained to the 1970’s level stagflation levels over the next five years.” He paused. “If we dump that much more currency into the system, we could lose containment and end up in a hyperinflation situation.” 
Tom picked up the story. “We may also have another problem with the quantitative easing solution, ma’am. The other big Chinese announcement this week was that they are selling off their US bonds. We have had reports that the British and Japanese are planning to follow China’s lead and drop the dollar early next week. 
“In 2008, we were able to raise much of the funds by selling additional bonds. We only monetized a little of our debt then by having the Fed buy some of those bonds. Even then, it was a tricky matter to use intermediaries to act as middle men to purchase the bonds on a secondary market and avoid panic. This time, we may not have that option. If the other countries have lost faith in the dollar, then it is highly unlikely that we will find any buyers for new bonds. That would leave us the option of the Federal Reserve buying the bonds, resulting in a direct monetization of the debt. I am of the opinion that such a situation would make the Under Secretary’s inflation predictions a gross underestimation.” 
No one spoke for several seconds, the gravity of the situation hitting home. The size of the problem overwhelmed them, the fear of such a beast sinking into their souls. The Secretary of the Treasury finally asked. “So, we can’t stop this?” 
“Not that we know of. Ma’am.” Tom said. “The Board is working like mad to find a solution for today’s meeting. Interest rates from the Fed are, and have been, as low as we can go for the past several quarters. The bailouts are an option, but are filled with danger. With the world dumping our bonds, our money becomes worth less and less. The dollar dropped over fifteen percent of its value against other currencies yesterday, with the notable exception of the Euro. Once all of this hits the public, there very well could be a run on the banks in the US. We’ve already seen some activity heading that way in the electronic money market accounts.” 
“We won’t let it get out.” The Secretary said. 
Tom chuckled to himself, not sure he had heard her correctly. “What’s so damn funny, Tom?” She snapped. 
“You can’t contain this, ma’am.” Tom said.  
“We can and will! We’ll keep in down and buy us some time to deal with this. More time to find a solution is what we need.” 
Tom smiled to himself. “And if you don’t want to play ball, Tom, you can get the hell out!” She yelled. She turned to her subordinates and started barking orders. “Terry, you and Robert get in touch with presidents of all major banks and the Fed. Tell them we are going to….” 
Tom cut her off. “You don’t get it, ma’am! This is bigger than the US, than Europe, than all of us! This is already on its way out the door. It can’t be stopped, even if we tried. This isn’t just some bump, some pothole in the yellow brick road to prosperity that we can drive on through. This is a goddamned black hole that we’ve stepped into! It’s going to suck us down no matter how hard we try to carry on or try to fix this. 
“I’ve been in the financial sector, one way or another, for over thirty years. In all those years, seeing the crash in the 80’s, again in the early 2000’s, the 2008 crisis, and everything in between, all I can deduce is that the gig’s up!”  
The Secretary glared at him. Yes, he could see it now. She was afraid. Hell, he was afraid. She composed herself and asked in a cold voice, “What do you suggest we do, Tom? Make it good because they’re probably the last words you will say as an employee of the Treasury Department.” 
Tom tried to compose himself. “We need to manage the fallout as best we can….. This bomb is going to explode. We need to be prepared to handle the aftermath as much as possible.” 
“What do you think we’re looking at, Tom?” The Under Secretary of Domestic Finance asked. 
“I think this will hit, and hit fast. I don’t believe our analysts have the timing right. It’s not that they aren’t the best and brightest. They just don’t have a working model to draw from.” Tom said. 
“Sure they do.” Said the Deputy Secretary of the Treasury. “Things like this have happened before.  The Weimar Republic in the early 1900’s, Argentina and Russia in the 90’s, and even the US in the Great Depression. We do have models for these types of situations, and we can find a way to save this.” 
“With all due respect,” Tom said, “we don’t have anything for a situation like this. The combination of inflation, the bonds, and the sheer scale of the problem is like nothing else we have ever faced. There is no way to stop the credit market from freezing and then crashing. It will probably be nonexistent by the end of next week. Over half of American companies require that credit to operate. Not to improve efficiency or get them through hard times or expansions, but to operate. They need it to make payroll, to order the next shipment of materials, to do all of the other functions they have to do just to keep the doors open. When that credit dies, half of American business will die within a month. There will be mass layoffs. Many companies will die off without the credit. Unemployment will skyrocket. And what do you pay your employees with even if you can stay open? Dollars that we print just to give away? Inflation would run amuck. And that’s the best case. Once all the shit hits the fan, the people will lose faith in the dollar. It’s only worth what people believe it is worth. It’s not backed by gold or land or anything real. 
“Ma’am, I believe with all of my heart that we will regress to a barter society within a month.” 
Tom’s passion seemed to move her. The Secretary looked to her staff. “What do we do?” 
“If Tom is indeed correct,” The Deputy Secretary said, “Then we have no choice but to take drastic action, immediately. I propose that we confiscate all precious metals and draw up plans to print new money backed by those metals and government owned land. If I’m not mistaken, that’s how Germany pulled out of it in the 20’s.” 
“Roosevelt also did that in the 30’s with the gold supply.” The Under Secretary for Domestic Finance said. 
“Yes.” Tom stated. “But they were already dealing with a gold-backed currency. He already had a process to handle the gold, to collect it, and manipulate the money with it. We will be starting from scratch. Setting up a system to handle this abrupt of a change in monetary policy will take time. Time we do not have.” 
 “What do we do, Tom? What do you suggest? So far you’re throwing out problems and killing ideas. Did you come here with any solutions?” The Deputy Secretary asked.
“No, sir. I don’t have any solutions for you. Regressing the currency policy to the gold standard or a land standard may be our best option. I just don’t know how long we have before we can get the new currency out.” Tom said. 
“Here’s what we’re going to do.” The Secretary said. “Terry and Robert, you get to work preparing a brief for the President. We need to brief him well before the meeting with the Fed. We need to fill him in on just how bad this is and what the possible fallout might be. Tom, help them and develop some plan for going back to the gold standard. I want an executive order drafted for the President’s signature, authorizing us to confiscate gold, silver, and platinum reserves as needed to build our backing for the currency. We need estimated timelines and measurable steps to implement this.”  
Ma’am,” Tom interrupted, “How frank are we planning to be with this brief?”
“Very frank.” She said. “We need supporting documentation from you as to how bad this could be. We don’t have the luxury to pull together new data and analysis for this. Go back to everything you can get from the 2008 crisis all the way back to the depression. We need legal justifications, precedents, procedures, and financial projections as to how this will work and how it will help the situation.” She saw that Tom was holding something back. “What else have you got, Tom? Spit it out. We’ve only got two and a half hours before the meeting with the Fed. I need this brief together within the hour. We need to get moving on this.” 
“Ma’am, I would like to include some additional information that might be relevant to briefing the President but falls outside of our responsibilities. I have an old friend from college who is the Chief Executive Officer of a major transportation company. He and I have often had in-depth conversations about the supply chains and how the industry works.”
“Get to the point, Tom.” She said. 
“Are you familiar with how the US supply chain works?” Tom asked. She made no reply. “We live in a just-in-time society. The transportation industry is vital to all aspects of business. My friend’s company is a major transporter of food products.” 
“I don’t see where this is going.” The Deputy Secretary said. 
Tom continued. “You see, the average American grocery store receives over ten shipments a day in order to keep the food fresh and the stored stocked. Many other industries operate on similar timelines. Some a little longer, but they all operate on this principle. As long as the supply chain is whole and working, doing business this way can improve efficiency and reduce overhead. My point is the secondary impact that a credit market collapse could have.” 
He saw understanding spread over the Secretary’s face. “What will this mean, Tom?”
“If the credit market shuts down, it would be several days or weeks, maybe even longer before some of these companies get back to normal operations. With that kind of disruption in the supply chain, coupled with the rising fuel prices resulting from the recent events in the Middle East, we could be looking at severe shortages of everything from food to medical supplies and everything in between. I believe this could set off a chain reaction that would cause an exponential increase in civil unrest. I would like to mention some of these consequences in our brief to the President.” Tom finished. 
“Do you have any data, documentation, studies, or any other materials to support you position?” The Under Secretary for International Affairs asked. 
“No, sir.” Tom answered. “We may be able to get supporting analysis from Homeland Security or FEMA.” 
“No.” The Secretary interjected. “That is not our lane, and we are not in a position to brief the President on that level of conjecture.” She saw the objection rising in Tom. She cut him off. “We will invite the heads of FEMA and Homeland Security to the briefing. If they see the same threat as Tom, they can speak up. Now, everyone get to work. You have forty-five minutes.” 
As she finished and everyone stood up, there was a knock on the door and the Secretary’s admin walked in. “Ma’am, you asked me remind you when the markets were about to open.” 
“Thank you.” The Secretary said as she picked up the remote on her desk and turned on the TV. Everyone stopped to watch the opening bell. The Dow started down three hundred and forty points, better than what they had all suspected. 
“Maybe this will not be as bad as we think.” The Deputy Secretary said. 
As if reacting to the Deputy Secretary’s words, the market lost another one hundred and twenty points. Everyone watched the markets for a few minutes as they stabilized. The Secretary broke the spell. “I want that brief on my desk in forty minutes, people.” Everyone scrambled out of the office to get to work.  The Secretary and Deputy Secretary began giving instructions to the admin on how to set up the meeting with the President. He was out in California this morning. They would need to interrupt his schedule and get a secure video teleconference set up.  
As they talked through the specifics of the meeting, the admin glanced up at the TV. “Oh, shit.” She said.  Realizing how inappropriate her outburst was, she apologized to the Secretary. “I’m sorry, ma’am It’s just…”
The Secretary looked up at the TV.  “No, it’s ok. Oh shit doesn’t even scratch the surface.” The markets had closed after only being open fifteen minutes and falling more than eleven hundred points. She looked over to her deputy. “I think we forgot something in the meeting… We need to shut down the market for Monday before we have another day like this.” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 3
 
Khalaf and Layth were warriors of Allah in every aspect of their lives. They held much in common. Khalf had been born and raised in Syria. Layth had come from Lebanon. Early in their lives, each of them had witnessed the abuses of Israel. While still in their teenage years, both had lost relatives in oppression by the Jewish state. The ideals of Hezbollah called to them ever since they had been old enough to hold a gun. They had been partners ever since they met smuggling rockets into the Gaza Strip in 2007. During that operation, Khalaf had saved Layth from being captured by the Israeli Defense Forces. After Khalaf had distracted the IDF guards at the checkpoint and allowed Layth to pass, they had formally met, at a safe house in the strip. Layth thanked Khalaf for his assistance. The two discussed why they were there, their shared hatred of Israel, the damage they would deal to the Zionists, and their common pasts. They became friends and reaffirmed their devotion to ridding the earth of the corruption of the West and the Zionist pigs that controlled them. Theirs was a bond not only of religious fervor and mutual hatred, but of friendship as well. 
Their journey into paradise began in Syria as part of a Hezbollah recruiting network when they were summoned by the Imam in January 2011. The Imam was a secretive cleric who only communicated with an elite inner circle of Hezbollah and clandestine Iranian Revolutionary Guard operating in Lebanon. No one outside of the inner circle even knew The Imam’s name, but everyone knew his word was unquestionable. He was the wizard behind the curtain of the Iranian forces that funded and ultimately controlled Hezbollah. No one knew where The Imam had come from, but rumor had it that he was member of the original 1979 revolution in Iran. He had been burned in the fighting and had turned to clerical studies to fuel his recovery. All that was known was that he had earned the highest level of respect and trust of the Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini and remained in the closest of Iranian power circles following the death the Khomeini.  
Khalaf and Layth met with the agent of the Revolutionary Guard in a small alleyway off of a side street in Nabatieh, Lebanon. Two men placed bags over their heads and led them to a vehicle. Their captors drove for about twenty minutes and led them into a house. Once inside, the men removed their hoods. The guards led the pair to a hidden basement in the house. At the far end of the basement, one of the guards opened a panel in the wall and led them through a small tunnel to another secret room. 
The Imam greeted them as they entered. “The peace of Allah upon you, brothers. I apologize for the crude methods of your delivery, but one can never be too careful. The Israeli Defense Forces would love to find this place, not to mention the joy the Mossad would take in killing me. It is better that they never even learn that I exist.” 
“I have brought you here to become the holiest of Allah’s mujahedeen. You will be part of a very special assignment, one that requires extreme discipline, dedication, and perseverance. I’m sure you have questions?”
Khalaf and Layth exchanged glance and Khalaf answered. “Just one, holy imam. What would you have us do?”
“Exactly the type of dedication that Allah requires.” The Imam said, his burned face twisting into a smile. “You are part of dozens of special mujahedeen who have been sent to America.” The Imam handed them a sealed envelope. “Inside you will find travel documents bearing your pictures and false names. You will also find cash for the different places your travels will take you. 
“You will travel from Lebanon to Turkey. From there you will make your way to Algeria and then to Guatemala. There are instructions in the packet for you to contact our brothers and their associates in Guatemala. They will deliver you to the package in northern Mexico and take you into America. They will instruct you on how to avoid detection in America and give you the name of our contact in Maryland.”
The Imam noticed the worried face on Layth. “You have misgivings, brother?”
“Imam, I am just concerned about avoiding detection.”
“Do not worry. Our associates have been helping hundreds of thousands people of sneak into and live in America for years. You will not be their usual cargo scum, but honored guests in their care. While their ends differ from ours, their short term goals marry to our own. We will use them for our own ends, but do not trust them. Their hearts lust only for gold and power. We strive for Allah’s holy purpose. Fear not to use them for your needs. 
“Your brothers will instruct you on the package before you cross into America. You will know what to do once they have spoken.” 
“How will we know when to carry out Allah’s plans?” Khalaf asked. 
“When the home of the Mahdi draws blood from the Great Satan and the rains the fires of hell onto the capital of the swine, you shall know the time draws near for you to strike the head of the Great Satan. Go, now, in the everlasting peace of Allah. Go. Fulfill your tasks, and we will meet again in paradise.”   
 
In April 2011, Khalaf and Layth reached the most dangerous part of their journey along the New Mexican border with Mexico. Their new associates in the Cartel would be guiding them across the border in just a few hours. The journey had been long and tiresome since they had landed in Guatemala. 
They had been driven by car across the border into Mexico. A small bribe to the Mexican police at the border crossing ensured their passage. Once inside Mexico, their handlers directed them to stow away on freight trains to avoid unwanted attention and detection. They made their way along six different trains until they arrived at the central Mexican city of Durango. They met their contact at the predetermined rendezvous point. He picked them up in an old American made pickup truck. The journey to the compound several miles east of Les Palomas took fourteen hours. They drove through the night and arrived a few hours after dawn. 
When they reached the compound, one of their brothers met them. After prayers, a light breakfast, and a short nap; their brother led them to a disused shed at the southern edge of the compound. He led them to a trap door in the center of the shed and down into the cellar. “There is Allah’s tool, bothers.” He gestured to the wooden crate in the corner of the cellar. It was about seven feet long and four foot wide. Their guide opened the top of the crate, revealing a metal coffin. Khalaf and Layth were confused. “Don’t worry, friends, this is not your coffin. This is the death of the Great Satan.” 
“What is inside?” Layth asked.
Their guide opened the lid. Several metal cylinders similar to scuba tanks filled the coffin. “This, brothers, is powdered nuclear waste, americium and some other unpleasant materials. The metal coffin is just another precaution. Plus, it is a convenient transport container.
“Here” He said as he handed Khalaf an envelope. “These are instructions on how to detonate for maximum dispersion and how to make explosives out of readily available chemicals. Your contact at the Maryland mosque may also be able to provide some materials to you.” 
“This will be a nuclear bomb?” Layth asked.
“No, this will be what the infidels call a ‘dirty bomb.’ It will not explode like a nuclear bomb. It will explode and spread the contents of the canisters to the four winds. These chemicals themselves are not very deadly. Their real power is the fear that the bomb will ignite in the hearts of the infidels. The Americans have a deep fear of anything radioactive. If you are smart, you will detonate upwind of your main target. The cloud will blow into the area and will drive the infidels into a frenzy of fear, destroying and disrupting everything in their path.” 
“We were under the impression that we would be killing many infidels in the name of Allah, not scaring them like children.” Khalaf said. 
“You must have faith, my friend. Allah has called you to be a part of the greater whole. Does the case of the bomb explode, killing the infidel? Does the explosive itself, bow up and damage anything? No, it has no focus and barely heats the air around it. Can the bomb become an instrument of Allah without the fuse to detonate it?” 
Khalaf looked confused, but Layth smiled. “Your friend here is beginning to understand your part. You will be the fuse that detonates the larger bomb of Allah. You will create the chaos and panic that your brothers will use to bleed the Great Satan. You are not alone in this. I myself have guided over a dozen warriors such as you to America. I have given some of them biological agents as their tools. Others I have given chemicals. Our new partners have been most helpful in delivering us our tools over the last few years. 
“There are others like me doing the same. I have heard it from the ones who recruited me in Iran, that this was planned by the Supreme Leader and his holy council themselves. It is not for us to question, but to obey the will of Allah and bring about the return of the Mahdi. Working together, you mujahedeen, you holiest of Allah’s warriors, will cause many times the deaths and panic than the idiots of Al Qaeda caused when they brought low the towers in New York.” 
Khalaf smiled as understanding of their mission coalesced in his mind. “There is the understanding you seek, brother.” Their guide said with a smile. “Go, rest yourselves. We will leave tonight and have you on your way to Allah’s purposes by the morning.”  
 
At nine that night, their guide escorted Khalaf and Layth to the shed. Their hosts arranged all-terrain vehicles for their trip. One of the three vehicles pulled a trailer containing their crate. As they walked up, the cartel members covered the crate in desert camouflage netting. “Why are we using these toys?” Layth asked. He learned that the US Border Patrol, while handicapped by the government, still got lucky sometimes and intercepted people making the crossing. 
Their guide explained. “Usually we are able to hike across the border. It is easier to avoid detection that way. Due to your special load, we will need assistance. You will notice that these ‘toys’ are anything but. They have been fitted with special mufflers to eliminate noise. The netting our hosts are covering them with also reduces their heat signatures.” He nodded to one of the cartel members. The man put on his night vision goggles, climbed aboard the ATV, and started the engine. While only fifteen feet away, Layth could barely hear the engine. “Fear not, brother. Our friends have taken hundreds of tons of contraband into American with these very ‘toys.’” Their guide prayed with them one final time and left them to their journey. 
The convoy made their way to the United States over the next seven hours. They followed winding, dry riverbeds and canyons that led from the compound, across the border, and into New Mexico. Whenever they crossed a fence or other obstruction, the cartel members moved a section of the obstacle, passed through, and replaced the barrier as it had been. They left no trace of their passage. Once they entered New Mexico, they found their rendezvous point and concealed the ATVs. Within minutes of waiting at the rendezvous point, a farm truck pulled up. The cartels sprang into action. In less than two minutes, Khalaf, Layth, and their precious cargo rode along the county back roads on their way to their next meeting. 
Within the next hour and a half, they met with their new contact outside of Deming, New Mexico. Their contact provided them with a fairly new van into which they loaded the casket. He explained that the van was clean but should be dumped when they got to their final destination. Khalaf and Layth began their long drive to Maryland. 
When they reached Maryland, Khalaf stayed with the van while Layth made contact with their brother at the mosque. The man provided them with a list of people who were known to rent houses to illegal Mexican workers for cash and asked no questions. After much discussion, they decided on one of the properties about thirty minutes away in West Virginia. The brother gave Khalaf a disposable cell phone and the location of where they could find work. He told Khalaf that he would call when he had made the arrangements for the property and a new vehicle. 
Khalaf and Layth lived in the van for the next two days until they received the call from the brother at the mosque. He gave them the address of the house and told them they were to meet the owner at three thirty the next afternoon. He also brokered a trade for their van. 
The meeting at the house in Martinsburg, West Virginia proved to be an interesting experience. The man arrived thirty minutes late. Layth did all of the talking. They were both nervous about this meeting since it was the first one that they had had with someone who wasn’t part of their mission. As Layth began the conversation, the old white man talked over him. “Hola.” The man said. “You boys bring me five hundred dollars in cash on the first of each month. You go break anything, you fucking fix it. You got it. You late on the rent, I’ll call INS on your ass and get you kicked back to Mexico faster than you can flip a tortilla. You understand me boy?” Whether it was Layth’s lighter complexion or the intermediary their contact had used, Layth could not say, but this idiot thought they were Mexican. All the better. Layth thought. He had picked up bits of Spanish on their journey from Guatemala. 
“Si, senior. We pay on time and no break no…thing.” Layth responded.
“Good.” The old redneck said. “I don’t wanna be bothered with you. You just pay up and don’t bother me with shit and we’ll be all right.” The man gave them the keys to the house and left. 
After the old bastard left, the partners pulled the van behind the house and waited until nightfall to unload their cargo. The house was a small two bedroom in horrible repair. Holes glared in the sheetrock and mold grew in the living room. The men found no good place to hide their cargo. They stashed the casket vertically in the closet of one of the bedrooms until they could find a more permanent solution. They left and met their next appointment, trading the van with an older Hispanic man who needed a better vehicle for his house painting business. He sold them his early nineties model, blue van. 
Now established, Khalaf and Layth began their lives and preparations for the signs. Their security pattern kept one of them at home at all times to secure Allah’s tool. The other went to work or purchased supplies. They always worked odd jobs for cash only. Several places in the surrounding towns served as gathering points for undocumented workers. Almost every town in the area had one within a quarter of a mile from the local home repair stores. People would hire them for the day to do everything from yard work to construction. Khalaf found regular work with a moving company. Sometimes he even went into people’s homes to help them move. He found the decadence of the Americans hard to stomach. Their homes seemed shrines to materialism and greed. 
Through the next few months, they cut a hole in the concrete slab in one of the bedrooms and built a false floor to conceal their coffin. They slept in the other room since neither felt safe being so close to their package. They lived their lives with as little interaction as possible from outsiders. They were vigilant about never speeding or breaking any minor laws that might result in a traffic stop, since that was about the only way that they would be caught. 
Every week one of them would make a run for supplies. Over the months they collected large amounts of household cleaners, fertilizer, and diesel fuel. They knew that the government tracked some of these items so they only bought small quantities at a time from several different sources, some over an hour away. 
They received two more messages from their contact. They met an unknown contact set up by their former contact and were given seven pounds of plastic explosives and detonators. They never knew who the man was, but he said their ‘mutual friend’ had settled the payment. They never heard from the contact or the brother at the mosque again. They continued their lives and preparations. Their hatred and faith sustained them in their isolation.
 
Khalaf finished his morning prayers. His thoughts ran over everything that had led to this point. Today, Saturday, 15 March 2014, would be the day that he would enter paradise. 
Layth stood and looked at Khalaf. “My brother, do you remember what the imam said to us when we began our pilgrimage into glory?” 
“How could I forget?” 
“Do you believe the signs have been fulfilled?” Layth asked. 
“I do… Today is the day that we meet Allah. Come, we only have an hour before daylight. We should make preparations for the tool Allah has delivered to us and be ready to go after the noon prayers. The protests will be largest this afternoon, giving us the best distraction to strike.” 
Layth and Khalaf had felt the time had been coming for the last few months. They had upgraded the shocks on the van to make sure it could handle the weight they would place in it today. They loaded the canisters into the van. They loaded buckets of fertilizer and diesel fuel. They placed the plastic explosives on top of the first layer. They ran the detonator cord to the front of the van, removed the cylinders from the coffin, and secured them to the walls and ceiling of the van. One of the canisters ruptured and a small amount spilled onto Khalaf’s arm, burning him. Layth was worried, but Khalaf just wiped it off and wrapped the wound. He said to Layth, “What does it matter? Tonight I will have new arm in paradise.” Layth smiled and continued securing the canisters to the van. Once they had secured the canisters, they loaded two full propane tanks into the front and rear of the van’s cargo bay. They filled any residual space with more buckets of the fertilizer and diesel mixture. Once they ran out of space for buckets, they filled the smaller spaces with two-liter bottles filled with gasoline. 
When they finished around ten thirty, the finished product looked horrible but should prove effective. Khalaf revered it with awe, appreciating that almost everything here had been procured and fabricated with readily available products. His and Layth’s ingenuity had made this possible. The irony that the Zionists had provided the means of their attack was not lost on Khalaf. It was time. They went back into the house, purified themselves, and observed the noon prayers. All of their preparations complete, they made their way to the van and left. 
 
The drive into Washington, DC took two hours. They learned on the news that a large anti-war/Occupy protest was scheduled for Lafayette Square. Tens of thousands of people were expected to attend. Khalaf and Layth discussed the merits of attacking the Capital Building, the Occupy protests, or the Pentagon. After a heated discussion on the drive in, they decided that their tool was not enough to affect the Pentagon, nor would it be productive to strike the Capitol building on a weekend. They decided to target the protests since they would provide the highest body count, contaminate the most people, and cause the most fear and chaos. After all, those were the Imam’s instructions all those months ago. 
The weather forecast for the day predicted partly cloudy skies with wind coming out of the north-west around five miles per hour. Considering this, they would blow their van as close as they could get to the north-east of the White House, as close as they could get to the protest. With luck, the radiation would spread through the crowd of protesters and into the White House. Many unknowns clouded their path, but their faith guided them. 
They encountered no issues on their trip into DC until they came to Washington Circle. As they entered the round-a-bout, they saw that the police had closed off the roads east of the circle, blocking their exit. Layth began to get nervous. He swerved the van and almost clipped the sedan in from of him. “What do we do now? There are police and people everywhere!” 
“Take the exit to the north there. We will try to find another way around.” They did as Khalaf suggested and headed north on New Hampshire Avenue. 
 
Patrol Officer Mark Reilly, one of the officers at the Washington Circle barricade, made note of the erratic driving. He turned to his superior, Master Patrol Officer Johansen. “Hey, Jim, did you see that blue van? He freaked out when he saw us blocking the road.” 
“Nah, I missed it. I’m more worried about all of these dipshits out here marching. This is bigger than we thought. I just hope none of these assholes start throwing shit at us like they do out in Oakland. Did you get the plates on the van?” Jim asked. 
“Just that it was from West Virginia.” Reilly said. 
“Probably just some guys from out of town trying to get to the protest. Wouldn’t worry about it. Keep your eyes on these folks behind us. That’s where the danger is. Keep your eye on the ball, Mark.”
“I don’t know. Something about that van just doesn’t seem right.” Reilly said. 
 
Khalaf and Layth drove several blocks north but found no open, eastbound roads. “Where do we go?” Layth asked. 
“Take the block back around to Washington Circle. We will bust through the Pennsylvania Avenue barricade. There are people everywhere. We cannot help but kill dozens. Just drive straight until we hit the White House. We will meet Allah there.” 
Layth made two left turns and soon entered Washington Circle from 23rd Street. He accelerated as he came around the curve and aimed for the Pennsylvania barricade. 
 
“Jim, there’s that van again.” Reilly called out. “He looks like he’s…Oh shit!” He exclaimed as he heard the van’s engine rev and the vehicle pick up speed. 
“Stop it!” Jim said as he stepped into the middle of the barricade. He tried to dodge to his right as the van accelerated into the barricade. He failed. The van clipped his hip and threw him several feet onto the sidewalk. The van broke through and barreled into the crowd, headed for the White House.
Reilly sprinted to his downed supervisor screaming into his radio. “Eleven ninety-nine! Officer down! Older model blue van broke through the barricade, heading south-east on Pennsylvania Avenue! Two male suspects in front of the van! Possible attack! Stop at all costs!” 
 
With the exception of the cop, most of the crowd got out of the way. The van hit some, but most avoided the speeding vehicle. When the van came up to the corner of James Monroe Park, a woman herding a group of children across the street blocked their way. Most of the children screamed and scattered out of the van’s path. One little eight-year-old girl wearing a yellow hoodie froze in terror. The van centered her. The bumper lifted her, allowing her face to smash into the windshield before the impact threw her forward. She landed a few feet in front of the van and rolled once before the van passed over her. Layth felt the bump and soft squish as the back left tire ran over her. He focused on the road, looking past the lock of blond hair the girl had deposited in the now-broken windshield. 
Three police officers at another barricade in front of them saw the commotion coming and, thanks to Reilly’s warning, were prepared. About forty feet in front of the barricade, the officer’s opened fire. Khalaf and Layth ducked as the forty caliber rounds slammed into the cab of the van. The van served to the left and hit several people before glancing off of the building and continuing forward on the sidewalk. Layth looked up. They had passed the police and were running over several people now. He maneuvered the van back onto the road and kept the accelerator pressed to the maximum. The van bucked as bodies passed under the tires. He could heard bullets impacting the rear of the van. He looked over to Khalaf and was about to ask if he was ok when he noticed the two growing red spots on Khalaf’s chest. He began to pray and continued on. 
The crowds had heard the commotion and were now thinning as Layth approached the intersection of 18th Street. The police had erected concrete barriers at this intersection. The cops manning the barricade opened fire. He did not duck this time, he had to get around the barricade. He swerved to the right to go around the barricade and between the building and the sidewalk on the south side. He barely registered the heavy thumps in his chest. As he neared the barricade, fire erupted in his left cheek. His vision went red, and he felt a hard thump from the back of the van. The rear of the van struck the barricade, ripping off the left wheel. The van fish tailed, its momentum carrying it several yards down the road in s shower sparks from the missing wheel. The rear slipped to the south side of the road and the van flipped. It rolled three times before sliding the last ten feet on its side. 
As Layth regained his senses, he realized that he had been shot in the left cheek and several times in the chest. His left eye no longer functioned. His struggled to breathe as his lungs filled with blood. He noticed that the van was now burning. He looked down to Khalaf and found that he was alive. He reached for the detonator, but it lay out of reach. With his last remaining strength, Khalaf grabbed the detonator and lifted it to Layth. They both closed their hands around the detonator. Layth looked at his friend. He had taken a bullet on the chin. The remaining bones of his jaw flapped over to the side of his face. He looked in his friend’s eyes and whispered, “Allah akb….” His last word interrupted by the explosion. 
 
Reilly, not trying to be a hero, just doing what most cops would do, ran toward the danger. He left Jim and decided that he had to help stop the van if he could. When he heard the other cops open fire he ran faster, adrenaline spurring him to more speed than he had ever known. He had just reached Monroe Park when he felt the explosion and saw the flames lick the sky. He stopped, stunned to his core. He gazed for a few seconds longer, stuck in disbelief. He had to help, he realized, and began running again. Before he had passed the park, another officer came over the radio. “Stay back! For the love of God, stay back! Eyes burning, I can’t see. Help me Jesus, I can’t see!” Violent coughing carried over the radio. “Lungs burning. Can’t breathe…” more coughing. “Oh fuck! It’s chemical….it’s chemical!” 
The words scared Reilly to the center of his being. Visions of his comrades on 9/11 ran through his mind. He didn’t know what to do. The streets filled with panicked people. The protestors become a violent wave of human flesh, trampling everything in their path, other people included. Terror coursed through the streets.  He thought back to 9/11 and found courage in the memory of his peers who had ran into the burning towers. He would do what he had to do. He had friends, coworkers, and innocent victims in the blast zone. He was going in to save as many as he could, chemicals be damned. The smoke rose into the sky, staining the beauty of the bright blue sky and soft, white clouds. The gentle breeze that had felt so nice earlier took on a sinister feel as it carried the radioactive particles into the heart of the nation’s capital. 
 
 



 
Chapter 4
 
Will Baker was working in his garage when he heard someone knocking on the door. It was Sunday, and his shop was closed. He wondered who would bother him here on a Sunday. He went around to the office and opened the door. “George! What the hell are you doing here?” He asked. “I thought you were up in Minnesota this week.” 
“Change of plans, buddy. They cancelled my seminar. I had a few days off, and thought I’d swing down here and visit mom and dad. I called your mom, and she said you were probably up here working on your four wheeler. Thought I’d come surprise you.” George said as he hugged his cousin. 
Three years older than Will, George had been a like a big brother. They had been best friends their whole lives. Their mothers were sisters and lived about thirty minutes away from each other. George and Will grew up helping their grandfather run his small auto-body shop in Lake City, Tennessee. After graduating high school, George had gone off to college and became a salesman in the medical industry. Will spent four years in the Marines until returning home to help his grandfather in the shop. His grandfather had passed away last year. Will inherited the shop and couldn’t be happier keeping it open. 
“That’s awesome. It’s good to have you down here. How long you gonna stay?” Will asked. 
“The seminar was scheduled for all week. I figured I’d come stay a few days here, check on the folks, make sure you’re staying out of trouble, and get back to Miami on Friday. One of my buds is opening a new club down there Saturday night. Should be a good night.” He said with a wink.  
“So, you still selling those medical drills and drilling the young ladies?” Will joked. 
“You know it.” George said. “Speakin of drilling young ladies, where’s my new cousin-in-law? I haven’t seen her in a year or so. I was thinking we could all go out and get some dinner one night this week” 
Will punched him in the shoulder playfully. “Jenny’s doing an internship at one of the big hospitals over in 
 Knoxville. She’s working tonight, tomorrow night, and Tuesday night. I’ll give her a call and see if we can do Wednesday.” 
“Sounds good. So, how’s business?”
“No too bad. I’m putting on a new addition next month. Gonna open up a small engine repair area. Let’s go in and I’ll show you.” Will said. 
“There’s a lot of memories in here.” George said as they walked into the garage. “Remember when we used to run around here like heathens and play while grandpa would fix up the cars. Man we used to worry him shitless with all the crap we got into.” 
“Yeah, remember when you broke your arm screwing around with one of the jacks? I thought he was going to whoop your ass before he took you to the doctor…. Man, I miss that old man.”
“Yeah, me too. You been over to see grandma lately?” George asked.  
“I visited her a couple weeks ago. She’s not doing too good. Her dementia is worse. They moved her into one of those rooms where she has supervision twenty-four/seven. You gonna go by and see her?”
“I dunno.” George said. “I doubt she would even know that I was there. To be honest, I’m afraid to go see her. It just scares the hell out of me.” 
It saddened Will to hear his cousin avoiding their grandma, but he doubted there was anything he could do about it. Care of his grandma had been the only serious fight they had since they had been adults. Will let it go. Trying to lighten the mood a little, he asked if George wanted to see the ATV he was working on. 
They walked into the garage area. “Looks pretty beat up, but you’ll have it running in no time. So, what’s the hurry on this thing?” George asked. 
“I bought it last week from a guy who wrecked it pretty bad. I’m trying to get it fixed up to take out turkey hunting in a couple of weeks. I talked to your folks and they said I could hunt out on the old place.”
“Man, I haven’t been out there is years. Hunting was your and grandpa’s thing. I never got into it. I haven’t even thought about that place in a while. Dad set it out in trees didn’t he? After they finished the cabin?” 
“Yeah, Uncle Barry has about a hundred acres set out down there. Should make a good crop when they get cut. That’ll probably go to you or Suzie one day.” 
“Man, what the hell am I going to do with the land? I hardly ever get back down here anymore. I doubt sis and her big shot lawyer husband will want it. Maybe I’ll just sell it to you.” 
“That could work, as long as you don’t try to gouge me on it.” Will said with a smile. “Hey, you want a beer?” 
“Yeah, that would be great.” George said. They walked back into the office area. George turned on the TV as Will went in the back to get the beer. A newscaster began talking about the latest attack. When Will got back, George motioned to the TV. “You been keeping up with this shit? Another terrorist attack on the US. Who would have thought we’d be looking at this many? You think we’ll see any more?” 
“Damn, man. That’s what? The third one since yesterday when they hit the Washington? What happened this time?” Will asked as he handed George a beer. 
“It happened earlier this morning. Apparently some guy ran into a mall in Wisconsin and started shooting up the place. When the cops arrived, he blew himself up.”
“Holy shit.” Will said. “How many killed?” 
“Oh, it gets better. Apparently this raghead wasn’t working alone. When the cops and firefighters showed up after the explosion, another guy drove a car full of some sort of homemade explosive into a group of emergency vehicles and blew it up. I think they just said the death toll was up to seventy-six.” George said. 
“Good God.” Will said. ”They killed almost two hundred in DC and forty-three in Boston yesterday. What is going on? It seems like they’re attacking all over the country.” 
“Not only that.” George said. “The markets are crashing and Israel and Iran are at war. I was watching the news last night while I had a layover in Chicago. Apparently the Iranians have invaded and taken over part of Iraq. They have been launching more missiles and shit at Israel. They also blew up one of the big refineries in Saudi Arabia. The analysts they interviewed said that could triple the price of oil when the markets open this week. Israel has been fighting back, launching some missiles of their own, but they’re getting blocked by Jordan and Syria from really deploying troops. The whole world seems to be blowing up.”
“Sounds about like the Biblical end of the world type stuff… Fucking crazy. Anyway, nothing we can do about it. Hey, where you staying tonight?“ Will asked.
“I was probably going to stay over with mom and dad. Why?”
“I was just gonna invite you over. We could get some steaks, have a BBQ, play video games, and drink too much beer like we used to before you left.” Will said. 
“Yeah, sounds pretty good. I gotta run back to the house and get some of my stuff. I’ll go do that and head over to your place?” 
“All right, I’m going to run by the grocery store and pick up some stuff. See you there in an hour?” Will said. 
 
Will was shocked at how little food the grocery store had left. They were running low on everything. The meat isle had been decimated, only a couple packs of hamburger remained. He went back to the office area where he found Ted. They had been on the baseball team together in high school, and Ted was one of the few guys that had stayed around and worked his way up from bagger to manager. He knocked on the door. “Yeah! Who is it?” Ted asked. 
Will opened the door and walked in. “Wow, you look a little worse for the wear there, buddy.”  
“No shit.” Ted said. “Have a seat. Man, things are getting a little nuts.”
“I noticed. What’s goin on?” 
“The news, bro. The news. It has everyone scared. People are buying up stuff like they do before we get a bad winter storm, or tornado, or something. To add to it, we had a truck that was supposed to come in today and they won’t be here until tomorrow. I just got off the phone with the guy from the distribution center. He’s telling me there is some sort of problem with the shipping companies. He’s talking crazy, saying stuff about how companies can’t afford to ship the food and stuff because the companies will lose money. Guess the gas prices are killing them. He said something about the credit market shutting down and that the trucking companies not being able to make payments. He’s sending me the truck for twice our normal price. I’m not supposed to tell you this, but he said he got a call from one of his buddies up at corporate. They’re saying that the money isn’t going to be good anymore and inflation is going to eat it all up. He said all of their international shippers have cancelled shipments. I think he’s a little crazy, but who knows.” Ted shook his head. “I’m sure it’s all just hype, but I’m just trying to deal with all of that.” 
“Sounds like quite the job. I just stopped in to get some stuff to BBQ tonight. George got a chance to come visit, and I was going to grill something. You’re welcome to come if you want.” 
“Oh, sorry, dude, I can’t. I’m gonna be here pretty late as it is. Leslie wouldn’t like me bailing on her and the girls on such short notice, either. I’ll make the next one. Tell George I said hello.” 
“Will do.” Will said as he walked out of the office. He continued his shopping but didn’t find what he needed. He ended up with some hamburger and a loaf of high-fiber hotdog buns. He wasn’t sure what he would make out of it. He figured it didn’t matter that much anyway. He had a couple cases of beer at home. They may have to just drink their dinner. It wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
Will had been home for twenty minutes when George pulled up. Will apologized about the poor dinner and explained about the grocery store. George seemed a little worried about all of the panic but didn’t let it bother him too much. They opened a few beers and grilled the burgers. They played the latest football game that had come out for theXBox. Will was down three games to one and losing the fifth when his cell phone rang. He looked at the caller ID and answered. “And how is my favorite naughty nurse tonight?”
“I’m ok, except that I’m engaged to this dirty mechanic.” Jenny joked. “But seriously, I can’t talk long. Things are pretty busy down in the emergency room, and I might get pulled to go down and help out.” 
“I’ve got some good news.” Will said. “George flew in for the week. He fly’s back to Miami on Friday and he wanted to see if we could do dinner Wednesday night. That ok with you?” 
“He might not be going to Miami on Friday.” Jenny said. 
“Well, he has his ticket all booked and ready.”
“Oh my God. You haven’t heard have you?”
“Heard what?” Will asked.  
“There was an attack on the Miami airport a few hours ago. Two guys went into the airport. One went into the entrance and got all the way to the security line where he blew himself up. The other guy went to the arrivals terminal where everyone gets off the plane and blew himself up. When they blew up, a white powder flew everywhere… Will, they’re saying it might be anthrax. Because of where they attacked, hundreds of people are stuck in the airport and may have been exposed”
“Sweet Jesus, Jenny. That’s just crazy.” 
“What’s crazy?” George asked. 
“I’ll tell you in a minute.” Will said. “Are you ok, Jen?” 
“Yeah.” She replied, her voice shaky. “I’m just scared. They’re saying that there might be more attacks. They might shut down the airports. Will, they’re putting cops to guard the hospital.” 
“Do you need me to come get you? I’ll be there in a few minutes if you do.” Will said. 
“No. I need to finish my shift. I’m going to head out to my mom’s house when I get off. Joey has gotten her all riled up.” She said. 
“Yeah, you know your brother. He’s always been one of those survivalist types. I always thought he was a little weird, but now I’m starting to think he may have been on to something. What’s he got to say about all of this?” Will asked. 
“I don’t know. I haven’t talked to him. Mom just called earlier and said he had come by and was trying to get her to get out of town with him. I just need to get over there and see what is going on.” 
“I understand, darling. I’m here if you need me. Just give me a call. Be careful, and I love you.” 
“I love you too.” Jenny said. “I’ll give you a call when I get up tomorrow.”
Will walked back over to the couch as he hung up. “What was all that about?” George asked.  
Will picked up the remote and turned on the news. The attack on the Miami airport was plastered all over the screen. Will looked back over to George. “Looks like we may need to make plans for keeping you here a little longer.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 5
 
Ned hadn’t slept in over thirty hours. As Coordinating Director for the Department of Homeland Security operations center, he managed all of the agency’s communications. Business had surged since Saturday. Terrorists had carried out four attacks in the last two days. He looked up from the report he was reading and saw the clock. It read 0547 on Monday. Rush hour all across the country would start in a couple of hours. He said a silent prayer that the worst had passed, but he doubted it. If the terrorists coordinated their attacks, he expected rush hour to be worse than anything they had seen. An attack at rush hour could kill several hundred people and cause enough fear to grind the country to a halt. Most of DC had already been shut down from Saturday’s attacks. While the low-level radioactivity proved relatively harmless, the heightened security and panic stifled day to day activities. He closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair to gather his thoughts. A knock on his door disturbed him. 
“Hey, boss.” Bob Gilford, one of his division points of contact, said. “I brought some coffee and figured we might discuss what you are planning for this morning’s brief to the secretary.” 
“Thanks, Bob.” Ned said, taking the cup of coffee Bob offered. “Have any good news for me to brief the secretary?” 
“Not really. Our guys are working on trying to find out who the attackers are, but we’re not having any luck. Passport checkpoints, immigration paperwork, and student visas are all coming up negative. We did get a hit on one of the guys that bombed DC. One of our CIA brothers was able to get with one of his Israeli buds and determine that one of them was a low-level Hezbollah grunt. We’ve got nothing on any of the others.” 
“How the hell did they get in? Someone like that should have set off a shitstorm of warning bells.” 
“Well, sir, they would have only set off alarms if they came by the channels that had alarms in place.” 
“What are you getting at, Bob?” 
“If these assholes came through Mexico or Canada illegally, they wouldn’t have hit any of the alarms.” Bob replied. 
“Are you suggesting that’s what we brief? Shit, do we even know how many or if there even are any more in the country?” Ned asked. 
“That’s exactly what I’m suggesting we put in the brief.” Bob said. 
                Ned’s brow fell as he thought about how that would go. “No, Bob. I’m not ready to throw that turd into the punch bowl just yet. You know how sensitive the immigration and border bullshit is. Do you even have any proof that this is where they came from?” 
                “There have been a couple of reports that came out of our Border Patrol guys back in 2008 and 2009 that talked about finding prayer rugs and other Muslim stuff on some of the Mexican border smuggler’s trails. I didn’t hear what happened to those reports. 
“As far as how many there are… our CIA, FBI, and even NSA liaisons aren’t coming up with anything concrete. Their best estimates say there are probably another ten or so sleeper agents out there. They are confident, especially with the possible ID on the guy in DC, that these sleepers are tied in to Iran and the war. So far, we haven’t been able to track down any electronic communications, emails, text, or any other damn thing that pinpoints, or even gives a reliable estimate of the number of sleepers or targets.
”Jeff’s group is coordinating every possible law enforcement body under the sun to secure possible targets. They have cops and FBI agents on alert guarding hospitals, government buildings, and mass transit points. After the Miami attack, airlines and airports have extra personnel assigned from local police departments and augmentees from the FBI, not to mention anyone even remotely connected to the TSA, to beef up security. I gotta say, though, boss, if we try to keep this up for very long, we may need to tighten the priority of potential targets or call in National Guard resources to help high-risk assets.” Bob said. 
 “So,” Ned said, rubbing his temples. “You want me to tell the secretary and other agency heads that we don’t know who they are, we don’t know how many there are, we don’t know what their targets are, we have no fucking idea how they got here, and you want to call in the National Guard? Goddammit, NO!” 
Ned regretted his harsh tone when he saw how offended Bob looked. He took a deep breath, stared at the ceiling, and let out a slow sigh. He looked back at Bob. “Listen, Bob. I’m sorry. I’m just running a little ragged after these last few days. We’re not going to put all of that in the brief, but I would like you to write up some talking points just in case they ask questions that head down that path. We’ll answer as best we can, but we can’t just go putting out unsupported theories out there to this audience. 
“Stop right there.” Ned said as Bob started to speak. “I agree with you, but I’m not ready to fall on that sword just yet. We’re going to stick to the facts and field the questions as best we can. More than likely, everything you said will come out in the meeting; but I need the brief full of facts. How bad is the Miami situation?” 
“Pretty bad.” Bob said. “There were over a hundred immediate casualties in the blasts. We have confirmed that the powder was a cutaneous strain of Anthrax, similar to what was put in the mail on 9/11. We got kind of lucky there since it’s not nearly as deadly as the respiratory strain, but it got everywhere. Some people are definitely infected. The whole place is still under quarantine to reduce further contamination. We have some twenty-five hundred people stuck in the facility. Our hazmat teams have been going inside to deliver supplies, treat those affected, and separate out those that were infected. They should have everything sorted out by Wednesday.”
“I guess that’s something of better news.” Ned said. “All right, we have what, four hours until the brief? Get with the other division leads and we’ll go over the final brief at nine.” 
“Will do, boss.” Bob said as he left. 
Ned watched Bob leave. This was going to be bad and they had little to go on. He hoped they would get something solid to give the secretary before the brief. 
 
At ten till ten, Ned walked onto the main floor of the operations center. The final brief preparations had gone well. He thought he had a decent brief to give the secretary and would avoid too many uncomfortable questions. As he passed by the operations floor on his way to gather the final products for the brief and head over to the secretary’s office, the phones in the center began to light up. He stopped and looked around as Suzanne, his media relations liaison, ran up to him. “Ned, you have to see this, now!”
“I’m on my way to brief the secretary, Suz. I don’t really have time…” He said as she cut him off. 
“No! You have to see this before you go. We’ve had another attack!”
“Shit! What do we have?” 
Suzanne barked orders at one of her subordinates controlling the overhead projectors. A live feed from Headline News came on the screen. Hundreds of people poured out of the subway stations in New York City. Suzanne started briefing him. “They’re reporting that there have been several simultaneous attacks on the New York subway system.” 
Ned turned to the person manning the station responsible for police coordination efforts. The man on station was on the phone. Everyone was on the phone now. “What details do we have?” Ned asked the man on station. 
The man asked the person on the other end to hold. “Sir, we have initial reports coming in now. There appears to have been at least four attackers. Bombs have gone off at Lexington Avenue, East Broadway, and 110th Street. We have reports of officers shot at East Broadway. They tried to stop a suspicious suspect when the guy pulled a gun, shot two officers, and ran into the station. 
“Officers at Lincoln Center are reporting that they engaged and killed a suspect. The man appears to have been carrying a small scuba tank disguised in a large backpack filled with an unknown gas. HAZMAT teams have been dispatched to the scene to take possession of the tank. 
“One of the FBI agents assigned to assess risk in the subway system was in an adjoining station from one of the attacks. He reported seeing a greenish cloud being pushed down the track by the airflow from a train. He reported people started coughing and gasping for air. He suspects a chemical attack.” 
“Jesus! Do we have any casualty reports yet?”
“Nothing yet.” The man said. “Just a lot of reports of people rushing out of the stations in a panic.” He looked over to one of his colleagues who was still on the phone. The man on the phone gave him a thumbs up. The briefer turned back to Ned. “We have shut down all remaining subway lines to keep people from getting exposed and spreading the toxin.” 
“Good job.” Ned said. He pointed to a woman standing a few feet beside him. “Go get Sang in here right now!”
Two minutes later, Ned’s deputy, Sang Ngo, entered the operation floor. Ned turned and spoke to the small, middle-aged Vietnamese man who walked up to him. “Sang, we’ve had another attack. I’ve got to head up and brief the secretary. Manage this situation as best we can right now.
“Suz, get with the secretary’s office and set up a video teleconference in her office. Sang, I’ll tie you in as soon as we get the video up and running and you can give us an update in the meeting.” Ned headed off to gather his brief copies and go to the Secretary’s office. 
 
The briefing was an absolute mess. Sang briefed the senior leadership on the attacks in New York, and the meeting erupted in a shitstorm of questions. He didn’t have many answers. It took over twenty minutes for the discussion to die down enough for Ned to continue briefing. Ned finished briefing the Secretary of Homeland Security on the adjusted security manning on high value targets and began the next section of the brief. “Madam Secretary, we are looking at possibly reevaluating our list of potential targets into…..” 
“Excuse me, Ned, Madam Secretary.” Sang interjected over the video screen. “We are getting updates now that you really need to hear.” 
“Go ahead, Sang.” The Secretary said.  
“We have just gotten a report in from the NSA and confirmed by the Department of Energy. We are experiencing a massive cyber-attack right now. These hacking attempts are being targeted at the power grid, specifically power plants and smart grid enabled transformer stations.” Sang reported. 
“Have any of these attacks been successful?” Ned asked. 
“Yes.” Sang said. “We have lost several coal power plants and substations. We do not know if there have been any damages at the plants or if this is just a logical shutdown rather than physical destruction. We have our Energy Department counterparts doing inspections now. I will bring those reports as soon as we get them. As of right now we have major outages or rolling blackouts in eight northeastern states and three Midwestern states.”
The Secretary grimaced. “Do we know where these attacks are coming from or who is doing the attacks?” 
The CIA senior liaison asked before Sang could reply. “What kind of attacks are these? Are they simple denial of service type attacks or something deeper?” 
Sang addressed the Secretary’s question first. “As of yet, we have not been able to identify the persons or organizations responsible for the attacks. We have managed to track the location of one of the attacks. NSA believes it was originated in a public library just outside of Los Angeles. We have not been able to locate the source of any other attacks. 
“As for the type of attack, the Department of Energy is telling us that these are system-level attacks. The malicious code is imbedding itself into the computer systems of the plants and changing variables, locking out controls, and redirecting power. The attacks are apparently quite sophisticated.” Sang finished. 
 The Federal Emergency Management Agency Director looked to the CIA representative. “Mr. Ngo has stated about the sophistication of these attacks. Does that tell you anything about the possible origins of the attacks? Who could do something on that level?” 
The CIA representative cocked his head and thought for a couple of seconds. “First of all, I would like to point out that I am not making official accusations at this stage; but based on my knowledge of cyber warfare, I would say that this level of attack would only come from a handful of state actors. The US, China, Russia, and Israel would be the most likely suspects for developing something of this sophistication. I think we can rule out ourselves and Israel.” 
The FEMA Director turned to Ned, “I guess that rules out your theory that all of this may be connected to Iran.” 
“Not really.” The CIA representative said to the FEM Director. “Russian aid has been instrumental in the development of the Iranian nuclear program. Back in 2009 they helped the Iranians by providing fuel for their civilian reactor projects and a Russian organization even assisted Iran in getting a reactor working in 2012. With that level of support, it would not be that big of a stretch to think that they have provided expertise in other ways.”  
Ned turned to face the video teleconference camera. “Thank you, Sang.” Ned said turning back to the Secretary. “We will look into….” 
“I have more, Ned.” Sang said. “We have also had three physical attacks on nuclear power plants in Braidwood, Illinois; Shearon Harris, North Carolina; and Millstone, Connecticut. Given the success of the previous attacks, these are somewhat good news stories. All three attacks were thwarted.” 
“Do we have any specifics on these attacks?” The Secretary Asked. 
“Yes, Ma’am. The attempts in Illinois and Connecticut were car bombs. The attackers tried to drive through the barriers at the gates of the plants. In both cases, they made it through the initial barriers but were stopped when the security details at the facilities opened fire and killed the suspects. At the North Carolina facility, four men scaled the outer fences and were detected. Facility security tried to apprehend the subjects. The attackers fired on the security agents and were killed when they returned fire.”
“Well, that’s some good news for once.” The Secretary agreed. “You look like you have more to say Mr. Ngo. Do you?” 
“I have received updated information on the attacks in New York.” Sang said. 
“By all means, go ahead Mr. Ngo.” The FEMA Director said. 
“Our HAZMAT teams collected the unspent canister at the Lincoln Center station and have completed their analysis. The toxin appears to be chlorine gas. The injuries sustained by passengers are consistent with exposure to chlorine gas. This is actually a bit of good news in that the gas is a respiratory irritant and is not extremely deadly like sarin or ricin. Casualty reports have over four hundred people killed and over two thousand people injured. Many of those injuries resulted from the people panicking and trying to escape the subway stations.” Sang said.
“Do know where the attackers got this gas?” The Secretary asked. 
The FBI representative spoke up. “Chlorine, like most of the bomb materials we saw in DC, is easily made with common household chemicals. While it would have taken them a while to make that much to compress into pressurized containers, it is feasible. These guys could have been here for years making this stuff.” 
“Ma’am,” Sang cut in. “The worst news we have is the general public in New York City.” The room became quiet as Sang continued. “After the attacks and shutdown of the subway system, we have millions of people effectively trapped in Manhattan. The Occupy Wall Street protestors began to riot as the news about the attack spread. With the police and other law enforcement agencies all preoccupied with the attacks, the riots are going unchecked. We are also seeing looters and flash mobs taking advantage of the situation in some of the other areas of the city such as Queens and Brooklyn. The Governor of New York has called in the National Guard to try and suppress the outbreaks.” 
The Secretary turned to her Department of Defense representative. “Colonel Pratt, I need you to get the specifics on how the National Guard is going to handle this and list of requirements that we can help with. Get with our FEMA guys and coordinate any relief needed for those trapped there. Until we clear the subways, we may have people trapped there for days. Don’t take any crap from the Governor or the Mayor. I don’t want this turning into another Katrina.” The Colonel left the room and the meeting broke up a few minutes later.
 
 
 



 
Chapter 6
 
William Meyers was a senior board member on the board of directors for Midwest Food and Freight, one of the largest food distributors in the Midwest. They specialized in refrigerated container shipping, moving fresh foods and frozen goods from farms to the wholesale distributors and out to the consumer; but they had a hand in the packaged items as well. Inflation had been a constant worry in the food market for the last two years. Keeping the company going on just a five percent profit margin had been tough. Several salmonella outbreaks and the rising price of fuel had taken its toll. Thankfully, the prices had risen slowly. Most consumers didn’t really pay attention or notice the smaller increases in food prices. They didn’t so much care that if, for instance, their peanut butter went up twenty percent as long as it happened slowly. It was only about sixty cents. The rumbling came when they got the final bill at the grocery store, if they even noticed then. If they did, they usually blamed the grocery store. Was it unfair to let the retailer be the scapegoat? Sure. Did the transportation companies really care? Not as long as the dollars kept rolling in and the margins fit. But all of this was about to change, in a big way. 
Meyers sat down behind the broad mahogany desk in his study and glanced at his computer screen. He was glad that they had invested in the IP based video-telecommunications equipment for the executive leadership. Otherwise, they would have all been driving in to the corporate office in downtown Chicago; and everyone knew that place was a tinderbox tonight. The program worked similar to the Skype application he had on his laptop except that it was secure. They couldn’t have someone listening in on their board meetings. To tell the truth, it had rarely been used. Tonight the investment paid off.  
Meyers checked to see who was online. All eight board members, the chief executive officer, the chief financial officer, and the chief operations officer had one of these secure sets. Almost everyone was online, waiting for the CEO to connect. The meeting was set for seven that Monday evening. The CEO’s executive assistant had emailed a set of the slides that they would go over. Meyers didn’t like what he saw. The slides painted an ugly picture with those numbers and charts. 
The only noise was the sound of Mr. Bartley. He was having some sort of dispute with his wife about the summer house down in Miami. At eighty-three, Bartley was the oldest board member and the least competent with technology. Meyers thought back with a small smile about the time when Bartley had ordered their tech support guy to change the channel on his computer. He later heard his secretary telling another worker that it had taken that same tech guy over two weeks to train Bartley to use the teleconference equipment. Finally the poor bastard had to put color coded stickers on the keys and write out step-by-step instructions. Meyers could kick that same tech guy for not putting the “mute” command in those instructions. But what could you do? Bartley’s father had been a founding member of the company back in the 1930’s.  
Meyers heard a ding from the machine that indicated someone had just joined the conversation. The familiar voice of the CEO came over the speakers. “All right, let’s get down to it. Shall we? Everyone is on I see. We’ve gotten read receipts from everyone that they received a copy of the brief. If anyone hasn’t got a copy, let us know now.” Everyone was silent, even Bartley. He must have realized the TV show was on and shooed his wife out of the room. “I’m going to start off by letting our chief operations officer give us a quick rundown of where we stand and then turn things over to our chief financial officer to give us the projections of what everything means. We’ll finish with a discussion about what to do and, hopefully, a decision. Garry.” 
 The chief operations officer took over, his nasally voice filling the speakers and his face popping up to fill the screen. “As you have all heard, the protests in most major cities have caused quite a disruption. We have had trouble delivering to those stores closest to the affected areas. DC, New York, and Miami are effectively shut down until further notice because of the terrorist attacks. This is largely inconsequential since we have very few assets working out of these areas. 
“The two issues have joined to form somewhat of a problem with the Teamsters union. As you know, about seventy percent of our drivers are represented by this union. They issued a statement this weekend that they are going to stand in solidarity with the Occupy protestors to oppose the possibility of another financial bailout that might arise from the financial crisis we witnessed last week. Earlier today, they issued a safety statement in response to the terrorist attacks. They are urging all of their members to avoid driving in highly populated areas due to the possibility of the terrorist attacks. We are projecting that these two actions will reduce our workforce by approximately forty to sixty percent by tomorrow. 
“The second major complication we have is that approximately thirty percent of the cold storage warehouses that we are contracted to deliver to have been affected by the recent power outages. They are screaming that we have to get their supplies to market before it spoils. They have estimated that several products will begin spoiling within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours. They are demanding that we move those items yesterday. We have rearranged delivery schedules and tried to account for the reduction in drivers, but we will come up short. I mention this only because this may lead to lawsuits down the road. 
“The next issue we are having….” He paused as everyone watched Bartley talk on one of the minimized windows at the bottom of the screen that allowed everyone to see each other, not just the full screen of the current speaker. Apparently Bartley had found the mute button after all. “Mr. Bartley,” the chief operations officer said, “you seem to be on mute. Please use the mouse to unmute and continue.” 
The group watched Bartley fumble around with his computer, mumbling to himself for a few seconds. He finally found the unmute command just in time for the group to hear “…Goddamned piece of shit!” Meyers noticed all of the little faces at the bottom of the screen trying to conceal their laughter. “Don’t you have any good news for us, Garry? Things are tough and are going to get tougher. We can’t afford any lawsuits right now. Let’s get our legal guy to go over the contract again. This isn’t our fault.” 
The chief operations officer took back the conversation. “No, sir, it is not our fault and I defer to the legal department’s projection for us getting sued. I doubt we will. Even if we don’t, not meeting the expectations of these customers could cost us clients. And to answer your other question, I don’t have any good news, just more bad.” 
“As I was saying, we run both ends of the distribution chain. We get stuff from the manufactures or growers to the wholesalers and from them out to the stores. We are starting to see a breakdown in the seller/wholesalers relationship. Mr. Finch will explain in more detail about why that is happening. What I can tell you from an operational point of view, is that we have already had some orders cancelled. Some of these are short order contracts and others are long-term contracts. It would seem that there has been a run on food markets similar to what we’ve seen from the banking sector last Friday. Stores are requesting more and more goods but some of the suppliers can’t meet the demand or won’t from fear of the inflationary environment last week’s actions may have. We have already had several cancellations from our overseas suppliers. It seems they have the same fears. What this amounts to gentlemen, operationally speaking, is that we will only be able to fill about twenty percent of our orders for the next week. If all of this blows over, we may be able to pick back up once prices have stabilized and more certainty evolves from the situation.” 
“Can we afford to go that long without turning a profit? That’s an eighteen percent drop in this month’s revenue. We’d bleed cash. The way the markets are looking, we might not even be able to access emergency funds to cover this. Can we borrow the money?” the CEO asked. 
“I guess this as good of a lead in to my part of the presentation as any.” Mr. Finch, the chief financial officer said. “The short answer is, no. This is all stemming from the spontaneous dumping of American bonds last week. The dollar is only as good as the ‘full faith and credit of the United States.’ It would appear that the world has lost faith in us. What this means at a business level is that the credit market has ground to halt. There is a possibility that we could get a short-term loan to cover the projected losses for this month and keep our doors open, but the interest would be so high that it would still bankrupt us. If we can even get to our corporate investment accounts, which I doubt we will be able to, we would have to sell at a substantial loss. That might help cover the interest. What this really leaves us with is our cash accounts, which simply aren’t enough to cover this kind of slide; and that is just talking about this month.  
“Our suppliers and wholesalers are also concerned about the possibility of immediate inflation. They’re probably in the same boat we are as far as finances goes. If they meet their contracts and sell to the wholesalers too low, they will take a loss, not only from the high interest borrowing they may have to do, but from the gapping whole that inflation will gouge into their cash and operating budget. The wholesalers are in pretty much the same situation. One thing I don’t know if they have tried to figure is what we need to decide tonight. That is, how much are we going to charge for deliveries and are we going to honor the contracts that we have? We have some flexibility built into the contracts for fuel price fluctuations, but not to the magnitude we have seen since Iran tried to cut off the Persian Gulf.” 
“What do you mean by not honoring our contracts?” Meyers cut in. 
“Exactly that, Mr. Meyers. We’re quite seriously looking at a choice between honoring those contracts or going out of business altogether.” 
“Yes, but wouldn’t that open us up for a breach of contract suit?” The CEO asked. 
“Yes, just as everyone else will be open to the same suits. We may be looking at initiating our own with the companies that provide our fuel. There’s no guarantee that they will be able to meet their contracts. I’ll be honest, this will be a huge legal quagmire. From a financial point of view, we’re looking at adjusting our prices and maybe staying afloat or closing up shop. Given the problems Garry has already lined out with operations and the financial issues we’re facing, uncertainty is going to paralyze us. We need to make sure the company can survive.” 
Bartley decided to chime back in. “You talk about people raising prices to meet our corporate needs. What will this mean to the end consumer?” And there it is. Thought Meyers. That’s why we have the old guy around. While we get bogged down in the financials and business of the corporation, he always kept an eye out for the consumer.  
“Sir, let’s use an example of a two dollar can of soup. By our estimates, and we can’t be very certain of anything right now, that two dollar soup could cost upwards of forty-five dollars by the end of the week.” 
To hell with the sixty cents on peanut butter! Meyers thought to himself. People would freak out over that big of a jump, and rightly so. “Can people even afford that? Hell, I can’t afford that.” Bartley said.
“Again, it’s another piece of uncertainty.” Finch said. “We do have one other option, although it’s not without its own risk. We could suspend operations until the situation calms down. We wait it out with our assets in hand and hope inflation doesn’t eat us alive. When things even out again in a week or so and we can get our drivers back to full delivery strength, we can start operations again. We could put workers on unpaid leave for a few days, layoff the unnecessary, and remove the uncertainty of the fuel situation. We would have enough cash to barely cover our expenses. In short, it would get us to next month. If things don’t improve, we probably wouldn’t have made it anyway.”  
“We can’t do that!” Meyers burst. 
“Why not?” the CEO asked. 
Meyers thought about the question and the thoughts led him back into the ‘80s when he had just gotten out of college and began his career in the industry. It had been at another firm and seemed a lifetime removed from where he now sat, but he remembered his first manager at the distribution center, a grizzled old bastard named Gus. He remembered the day when Gus relayed why he was so passionate about the food business. “Hey, Willie, get over here. I want to show you something.”  The old man had said. When Meyers arrived, Gus looked at a shipment of beef that he had gotten a good deal on and was shipping out at a discount. “Sure, I’m not making as much as possible, but we’re still making our margin. You know why I’m doing this, son?” Meyers shook his head. “Because we are in the best business in the world. We provide people with the raw materials to make one of the two most valuable products on earth, and we make the second possible. Know what that is?” Again, Meyers shook his head.  “Turds!” The old man laughed. He could see Meyers didn’t understand. “From our beginnings, mankind has done two things to get us where we are today. That’s making turds and babies! Without lots of food, people don’t get neither.” 
Finch jerked Meyers back out of his nostalgia. “We can, and I think we must, Mr. Meyers. I think this is the only way the company can survive.” 
“We’re not talking about LCD TV’s or furniture, Mr. Finch.” Meyers said. 
“I can guarantee you, Mr. Meyers, that those companies are having this exact discussion right now, if they haven’t already had them.” 
“But those products aren’t food, Mr. Finch. This is food. We can’t just stop delivering food. People will be impacted in a significant way.” Meyers said. 
“Going out of business will help them?” The CEO asked. 
The discussion dragged on for several hours. When the meeting ended around midnight, the board had decided to save the company, along with shareholder value, by suspending operations until the crisis passed and the uncertainty cleared. Meyers didn’t sleep well that night. He was too ramped up from the fight he had given the rest of the board. By the time it was all said and done, only he and Bartley had voted against the suspension. When sleep took him shortly before dawn, it found him deep in prayer, prayer for forgiveness and for the thousands of people that would go hungry in the next few weeks. Unbeknownst to him, dozens of other companies also made decisions according to their own situations. Decisions that would make turds and babies harder to make.   
 
 
 



 
Chapter 7
 
JJ looked at the clock. It was eight fifteen  PM. He had spoken to Sherry over an hour and a half ago. She usually took only forty-five minutes to travel from her apartment to the house. He wondered what could be taking her so long. He had talked for three hours to convince her to bring the kids over and stay until things calmed down. Downtown Chicago had deteriorated since the unrest yesterday. With the terrorist attacks that had taken place earlier in the day, the rioting had spiraled out of control. Sherry lived much closer to downtown. Getting her and the kids further out of town could only be for the best.  
JJ glanced back at the news. The entire world seemed to be falling apart. It was Monday night. How the hell had everything come to this in just under a week? He had no answers. All he knew was that he was scared and thankful to soon have his family back together under one roof again. He needed something to tear his thoughts away from worrying about Sherry and the kids. Had something happened to them? Had they not gotten out in time? Had the mobs gone through their neighborhood? “Stop it!” He chastised himself. Rocks ran up to lie down at his feet and started to whine. He reached down to scratch the dog’s belly and remembered that he had forgotten to feed him. He walked back to the kitchen and pulled down a can of dog food, opened, it and put it in Rocks’ bowl. 
After he fed Rocks, JJ paced in his living room. He looked back at the clock. Two hours since he had talked to Sherry. He was reaching into his pocket to call her cell again when the doorbell rang.  He rushed to the door. Sherry, the kids, and her parents rushed through the door. He noticed the tears and running mascara on his wife and daughter’s faces. “What the hell happened?” JJ asked as he noticed Tara, Sherry’s mom, holding a blood soaked rag to Sherry’s father’s head. Jimmy was pale with shock. Even Rocks running up to greet him had no effect.
“I’m so sorry we’re late.” Sherry said as she ran into his arms. This was a different reaction than he expected from his estranged wife. She started sobbing into his chest. “I went by to pick up mom and dad when we heard on the news that there were people rioting a couple of blocks away from them. We got them in the car and decided that we needed to stop by the grocery store to pick up some things for our stay here and get mom and dad’s meds. Oh, it was horrible, Jan. There were people everywhere yelling and fighting over what little food that was there.” 
“JJ, the store was empty.” Tara said as Sherry buried her face in JJ’s chest, too shaken continue. His daughter came up to bury herself alongside her mother. 
JJ hugged them both as close as he could, as close as only fear and threat of loss can make someone cling to another person. JJ to his mother-in-law. “What happened to Scott’s head? There’s ice in the freezer if we you need it.” Sherry and Lucy released JJ and the family went into the kitchen and began getting clean rags, band aids, and an ice pack for Scott. 
Tara finished the story while she wiped Scott’s head and applied a fresh bandage. “We got past the crowd outside and we were finally able to get in. They had a clerk yelling at people to keep calm and explaining that the store was short on several items because they had only received about half of the supply trucks they normally received. With all of the terrorist attacks and the riots getting out of control downtown, people had rushed to the stores and bought up everything. It was bare bones on everything by the time we got in. 
“We looked around for a while and could barely find anything, so we went up to the pharmacy to see if we could get our meds filled. There were people lined up, yelling at the pharmacists. He was trying to tell everyone to stay back because he was about out of a lot of regular prescriptions. One old man started yelling above the others that he had to get his heart medication refilled or he wouldn’t make it through the next couple of days. Things kept heating up as the pharmacists tried to explain that he couldn’t help the man. A young fellow, looked like he could have been with the old man, but who knows, took up one of the waiting area chairs and threw it through the glass on the pharmacy area door. It was one of those metal wired reinforced windows, so it didn’t break all the way through. After that, everyone just started brawling right there on the floor. Several people tried to break down the door before we left. We got out of there as soon as we could.” 
“That’s horrible.” JJ said. “Where were the cops or the security guards?” 
“They’re just spread too thin.” Scott said holding a towel packed with ice to the lump on his forehead. 
“So, what happened to your head?” JJ asked. 
“My grandson has a hero’s spirit.” Scott said. 
JJ looked over to where his son sat leaning against the counter. He looked a little better. “What happened?” JJ asked. 
Sherry, having composed herself a little more during Tara’s explanation, picked up the tale. “When we got outside, there was a delivery truck pulling up to the store. The people in the parking lot surrounded it, offering the driver stupid amounts of money for whatever he was carrying. It was like something out of a bad zombie movie. Unfortunately, the crowd made the truck stop between the store and where we parked. We tried to go around the crowd and had made it to the back side when I heard Lucy scream.” 
“Some asshole grabbed her.” Scott said. “I went up to the guy and told him to let go of my granddaughter. Well, the son of a bitch did, just long enough to punch me in the face, or tried to anyway. I almost ducked, but as you can see, he got me on the forehead. Nothing too bad, but the jerk was wearing a ring that cut me, and you know, head wounds bleed like a bitch, especially being on the blood thinner and all. I don’t need stitches or anything.” 
“Scott!” Tara chastised. “Watch the language. Your grandchildren are in the room.” 
Scott continued. “Grandchildren. That’s where James came in as the hero. When the guy punched at me, Jimmy ran in and pushed him down. Knocked him flat on his ass. The girls took off running for the car. It didn’t take us long to catch up with them and get in the car. The jackass that hit me got up and ran after us. Sherry almost ran over the bast…” Scott, noticing the impending look of disapproval from his wife, continued. “uh… uncouth young man as we drove off. Probably better off if we had hit him.” 
“Holy shit.” JJ said, now garnering the reproachful look from Tara. He turned to his daughter. “I’m so glad you are ok.” He embraced her again. He let her go and walked over to his son. “James, I’m so proud of you for taking care of your sister and grandpa. That is exactly what you should have done.” He finished as hugged his son. 
“So,” Scott said. “You’ve heard our tale. What’s been going on around here? Any more excitement going on in the world?”
“Not much. The news reports have mostly been about the riots in most of America’s big cities. The cops are stretched pretty thin like you said, Scott. Flash mobs and looting are happening in New York, DC, Boston, Chicago, you name it. Europe is having pretty much the same thing. Several states have called in the National Guard to calm things down. Ever since New York went crazy this morning, almost all of the protest in the big cities turned into riots. 
“Israel and Iran are tearing at each other pretty bad. Iran has invaded Iraq and Israel has invaded Jordan in order to get at Iran. Things over there keep getting worse. The news hasn’t been covering it that much since they have their hands full with everything going on here. Several states are without power. They haven’t given an ‘official’ explanation, but I think it’s related to everything that’s going on.” 
“How about the bank and your job?” Tara asked. 
“Friday was insane. Everything was pretty quiet until mid-morning when the crowd started to show up. After the market closed early, people started pouring in to withdraw their money. It was like a scene out an old movie about the Depression. You know, a good, old-fashioned run on the banks. We finally had to close up shop a little after noon. My boss called me yesterday and told me they weren’t going to open today because they couldn’t work out any security arrangements on such short notice. After the last two days of trading last week, they made the announcement on the news that the stock markets would be closed until at least Wednesday. I haven’t heard anything from my boss on what’s supposed to happen tomorrow, but after what happened on Friday and with all of the riots springing up, I’m not going back in until I know it’s safe.” 
“I think that’s a good idea, dad.” Lucy said. “Does that also mean we don’t have to go to school?”
“No,” Sherry said. “You won’t be going back to school until all of this is cleared up.” 
“When do you think that will be, mom?” Jimmy asked. 
“I’m sure it’ll just be a few days, sweetheart. They’ll have everything settled by this weekend. Next week will be back to normal.” Sherry said. 
JJ wanted to contradict her but found the false hope comforting as well. One look at Scott told him that the old man didn’t believe a bit of it, but he held his silence just the same. “I think we should get some food and check the news to see if anything has changed. Have you eaten already, Jan?” Tara asked.
“No, I just fed Rocks and have been worried sick about Sherry and the kids. I had no idea you were coming. I take it you weren’t able to get any food at the store?” 
“We got a couple of items but not much.” Tara said. “Let’s see what you have in the cupboard.” Tara said. 
“There’s not much.” JJ conceded. “I’ve pretty much gone back to bachelor life these last few months.” An uncomfortable silence settled over the kitchen. “Anyway, I think there is some mac and cheese in the pantry, some cereal, and some canned soup.” 
“That’s ok, Jan. You guys go check the latest news and let us girls see what we can come up with.” Tara said. 
JJ, Scott, and Jimmy went into the living room. They sat down and Jan turned on the news. The man reported on the scene from downtown Chicago. Police officers in riot gear tried to control the crowd. Protestors threw whatever they had at hand at the police. Rocks, glass bottles, and the occasional Molotov cocktail flew into the police lines as tear gas and rubber bullets answered back. The three men watched in silence as the reporter talked on about how the protest had been sparked by the violent reaction to the protest in New York where protestors had clashed with police and National Guard members. The camera panned to show several buildings on fire. The reporter stated that fire departments were having difficulty getting to the burning buildings because of the mass of protestors blocking their way. Chicago looked like the pictures of Athens, Greece over the last couple of years. Now the devastation had come home, to their backyard, to their doorstep. After showing scenes of Chicago burning, the report went on to show similar scenarios playing out in several other US cities. 
Just when they had seen enough of America destroying itself, the report changed. Another reporter covered the screen. “We have just learned of two new terrorist attacks that have taken place this Monday evening. This brings the total terrorist attacks on America since Saturday to eleven. We have confirmed reports from our affiliate station in Baton Rouge, Louisiana that at seven thirty PM Central time, a U-Haul truck packed with explosives penetrated the security of the Baton Rouge Oil Refinery and exploded. No word on casualties; but as the video in the bottom of your screen shows, the fires are raging out of control. Authorities have not been able to give an estimate on how long it will take to contain the blaze or the approximate damage done to the refinery. All we know for certain is that this refinery produces somewhere on the order of five hundred thousand barrels of oil a day. 
“The other attack happened just moments ago. Another car-based explosive detonated along an oil pipeline in central Arkansas. We have no report of any casualties or damage. This pipeline supplies crude oil for further refining. We don’t have much more detail to report but will bring that…” 
Scott reached over, grabbed the remote, and turned off the TV as Tara, Sherry, and Lucy brought in dinner. Somehow the ladies had found more food than Jan remembered having. It was by no means a feast, but it was a filling mix of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and soup. Scott filled the ladies in on the latest news. Lucy went to turn the TV back on but JJ stopped her. “Not while we’re eating. Ok, sweetheart? I would like us to just sit down and have a family meal and forget about the craziness for just a minute.” 
“I’m not sure that’s…” Sherry started, but Scott stopped her with a glare and a slight shake of his head. They ate their meal and tried to talk about normal life but found it almost impossible. Their thoughts and words kept coming back to the recent events. After dinner, Tara began cleaning up and asked Jimmy, Lucy, and JJ to gather their luggage from Sherry’s car. They complied as Tara and Sherry put away the dishes, cleaned the kitchen, and gathered the remaining food for breakfast. When the bags had been put away and the sleeping arrangements had been made, Sherry hugged the kids and sent them off to share one of the guest rooms. The excitement of the confrontation at the grocery store had worn off, leaving everyone incredibly tired. Sherry and Tara left soon after the kids. Tara asked Scott, “You coming to bed, hun?” 
“Not just yet. I’ll be up in a minute. I wanted to step out for a smoke before bed.” Scott said. Tara just smiled and shook her head as she went upstairs. Scott gathered his jacket from the hall tree and fished out his pipe and bag of tobacco. “Come join me outside, Jan.” 
“You have to be the last guy on the planet to still smoke a pipe.” JJ said.
“Yeah, just another old dinosaur, but you just can’t get the rich flavors from a cigarette or a cigar.” Scott grabbed a pinch of the tobacco, packed it into the pipe bowl, and lit it. “I’m afraid this might be a dying habit, in more ways than one.”
“Maybe,” JJ said. “But who knows, it could make a comeback.” 
“I’m not just talking about the old timers like me dying off.” Scott said. “You smell that, Jan?” 
JJ did smell something odd. His neighborhood was quiet. He lived far enough from downtown that the general unrest hadn’t spread this far. “Yeah.What is that?”
“I’m not too sure. I think it might be the smoke coming from the fires downtown. You didn’t see the grocery store, Jan. It was bad. I’ve never seen panic like that in this country, even in the sixties riots or the Rodney King fiasco. Those were pretty much just bad neighborhoods acting out. This was everywhere we went tonight.” 
“Yeah, but the National Guard should be able to help the cops get everyone back in line and get things back to normal.” JJ said. 
“Perhaps. But what if they don’t? Besides, it’s not really the riots that have me concerned.” 
“So, what’s got you so worried?”
Scoot took a big puff on the pipe. “Just that, Jan. What if things don’t get better? The riots are a symptom, not the problem, at least not yet anyway. The economy has just had the largest disruption ever. The terrorist attacks have succeeded in making the public scared. All of that is bad enough. What concerns me is what we saw at the grocery store. It’s been less than a week since all of this started with the attacks in the Middle East and the markets freaking out. The grocery stores are already running low or out of food? What’s going to happen when all of those scared, pissed off people in all the rioting cities start to get hungry? What’s going to happen when medicines and first aid supplies start running short? I can’t believe the pharmacy we stopped at was out of everything. Maybe they were. Maybe they were just overwhelmed by the crowd. Surely every grocery store in the area couldn’t be as bad as that one was. We didn’t really look around after our little encounter. We just wanted to get here safely. But how long will it be until they start to run low on supplies?” 
“Speaking of meds, how are you and Tara on your meds?” 
“Mine aren’t too bad. I’ve got about thirty days’ worth of my high blood pressure meds and the blood thinner. Tara brought two months’ supply of her insulin with her.” Scott answered. 
“That should be more than enough to see you through until the city gets everything back under control.” JJ said. 
“Yeah. You’re right. Maybe I’m just being paranoid about all that is going on, but what I really wanted to talk to you about is making a plan to get us out of here if we need to.” Scott said. 
“What do you have in mind?” JJ asked.
“My brother has a place down in Alabama. It’s a pretty big farm. He raises all of his own food and stuff. It’s pretty out of the way to be bothered by anyone. It could be a good place for us to go and wait things out if they get too bad.”
“You don’t think that’s a little extreme?” JJ asked. 
“Maybe it is, but what’s the real harm if we go? You said it yourself that you are going to take a few days off of work to see what happens with the banks. Unless something happens real soon, I’m betting they won’t be up and running again anytime soon. Even if the rioting and such calms down, the markets are still in the shitter. Tara and I are retired. No worries on where we go. Sherry could use a few days off as well. The kids might miss a little school, but nothing they can’t make up. All I’m saying is that we should be prepared to get out of the city if we need to.”  
“I don’t know, Scott.” JJ said. “I still think that’s a little over reactive. I mean, hell, they have the National Guard involved now. They’ll get everything calmed back down. The terrorist attacks can’t go on forever. When they get that calmed down, the markets will fall in line. Everything will be all right.” 
“Goddammit, Jan.” Scott said. “I’m scared. I don’t remember ever feeling this helpless. We have to do something. I’m not saying we up and abandon everything right this second. I just want us to prepare.” 
“All right, Scott.” He had known Scott for nearly twenty years and had never heard him even hint at being afraid of anything. Scott was one of the last tough guys left out there. He had been drafted into Vietnam, survived two tours, and had never looked back. It rattled JJ that Scott was now admitting he was afraid. “What do you have in mind?” 
“I just want us to go out early tomorrow and see if we can pick up some stuff. You haven’t got much food. We’re going to need more of that and some gas. I figure we’ll fill up your and Sherry’s cars and maybe even some gas cans. Tara and I only grabbed an overnight bag when Sherry showed up and begged us to come along. I didn’t think much of it at the time, but now I’m wishing I had brought more with me. Maybe we can swing back by the apartment and pick up some stuff tomorrow morning. If things get worse, I think we should be ready to set out by Thursday.” 
“That’s sounds ok to me.” JJ said.  He really didn’t want to go out tomorrow, but if Scott thought it was a good idea to prepare a little bit, what harm would it do to placate the old man? They did need food, after all.
 
Scott woke him with a shake at six the next morning. “Get ready to go. I want to get out and be back here before most people are out and about today.” 
Scott had filled Tara in on what they had planned when he went to bed the night before. The women and children wouldn’t be alarmed if they woke up and the men weren’t there. The two left the house and climbed into JJ’s Camry. “Let’s head to some of the stores further out. They shouldn’t have had the rush that the ones closer to downtown may have seen.” Scott said. 
JJ started the car and drove a few miles to another suburb further outside of Chicago. They passed by a gas station that advertised gas at eight dollars a gallon. “Holy shit! How is that even possible? I thought that was price gouging or something.” 
“With the war and the attacks on the oil refinery last night, I suspect we might see it go even higher in the next few days.” Scott said. “Heaven forbid things keep going like this for a couple more weeks.”
 The parking lot was overflowing when they pulled up and got out of the car. People already queued outside the door by the time Scott and JJ arrived. The store manager allowed only a few dozen people at a time into the store in an attempt to avoid the mobs of people that had trashed several grocery stores in the last couple of days. An armed security guard helped the manager keep the crowd in check. Scott and JJ learned from talking to other people in the line that the city still burned. The riots had kept going until the wee hours of the morning. The police and National Guard were trying to get people out of the city, but the unrest had shut down most of the public transit. Many people found themselves stranded in the city. Droves of protestors had looted several businesses and shops as they attempted to walk out of the city. The riots weren’t calming. 
Fifteen minutes later, JJ and Scott entered the store. They walked around in wonder at all of the empty shelves. They passed the refrigerated section. “Everyone always buys out the milk, bread, and eggs first. I’ve always wondered why that is. Is there some sort of fantastic milk sandwich that I’ve been missing out on my whole life?” Scott asked. The comment brought a slight smile to JJ’s lips as they shopped on. They gathered about a week’s worth of canned food. Everything fresh was long gone. 
Scott grabbed the last two cartons of cigarettes and four packets of his favorite pipe tobacco from the shelves and headed toward the checkout. After they checked out and packed their purchases into the Camry, Scott said to JJ. “Well, since we didn’t get anything perishable, you wanna try to go back to my place and see what we can get?” JJ agreed and they started the drive towards the city. 
Things weren’t so bad until they came to within a few blocks of Scott’s house. Burned cars and trash lined the streets. Several fires smoldered in trash piles and burned out buildings. “My God.” Scott said as they passed the wreckage. “This looks like a fucking war zone. I’m glad Sherry came and convinced us to get out of here. I wouldn’t have thought we were in any danger. Oh shit, look at my building!” 
The eight story apartment complex that housed Scott and Tara’s third story apartment was scorched. “Looks like they only got the entrance.” JJ said. “Your place looks ok.” JJ pulled the car in front of the building. “At least parking is good today.” JJ said. “You know, Scott, we haven’t passed any traffic in a while.” 
“Yeah, I noticed that on the way in. I had no idea that it would be this bad. Let’s make this quick. I’ve got a good idea on what I need to get. It shouldn’t take long.” They made their way through the burned out lobby area and took the stairs to the third floor. They walked down the hall to Scott’s apartment. He unlocked the door, and they entered the Reed’s two bedroom apartment. Scott went to the back of the guest room and appeared with two large suitcases. They spent the next few minutes gathering clothes and food and stuffing them into the suitcases. “Almost forgot something.” Scott said as he went into his bedroom and reached up to the top of the closet. He pulled down two small boxes. JJ didn’t see what Scott pulled from one box and put into his pocket. The other box was heavy. He handed it to JJ and asked him to put it in one of the suitcases. “That should do it.” Scott said. “Let’s get back to your place.” 
They rolled the heavy suitcases down the hall and hauled them down the stairs. As they exited the lobby into the street, Scott noticed two thugs looking at their car. One of them held a brick and stood ready to break into the car when Scott shouted. “Get the fuck away from my car!” 
The threat didn’t scare the two men off. “Whattcha got in the bags, old man?” The thug without the brick asked. 
“Just leave us alone.” JJ pleaded as the thugs began walking toward them. 
“I don’t think we will. Tell me what’s in the bags, old man, before I put this brick through your head instead of the car window.” 
“Piss off.” Scott said. 
The thugs took another step toward the men. JJ reached into his pocket and took out his cell phone. “Who you callin, hero?” One of the thugs asked. 
“Leave us alone or I’ll call the cops.” 
“Look around you ignorant fuck. There ain’t no cops around. Just give us them bags.” The thug with the brick said. He raised the brick as if to throw it at JJ. 
Scott pulled his right hand out of his jacket pocket and pointed something small and black at the thug. The thug dropped the brick and began backpedaling. “Easy there, old man. We were just messing around.” 
“I don’t give a fuck what you were doing. You’re not getting our bags, or our car, and are going to get on your goddamned knees right now!” Scott said as he held the gun inches away from the thug’s face. The thug began getting down to his knees. Scott saw the other one take a step forward. He took a step back and pointed the gun at the second thug. “You too, dipshit.” Both thugs got on their knees. “JJ, load the bags into the car and start the engine.”  
JJ did as he was told while Scott covered the thugs. After he loaded the bags, JJ fumbled with the keys while trying to start the car. “What’s taking so long? Start the fucking car!” Finally JJ got the keys in the ignition and started the car. Scott backed up to the passenger’s side and climbed in, still pointing the gun at the thugs until he closed the door. “Step on it!” He ordered. The car took off down the road. 
“That was amazing!” JJ said. “I’ve never seen a real gun before. What are you doing with one?” 
“I keep it around just for something like that. It’s one of those things like insurance. You hope you never need it, but if you do, you’re damn glad you have it.” 
“So, what is that, like a forty-five or something?” JJ asked. 
Scott laughed. “No, son, this is just a little Ruger three eighty. It’s not very powerful or intimidating, but it’s small and would have put a big enough of a hole in those assholes to make them reconsider whatever it was they were doing at the time.” He racked the gun back, cleared the chamber, took out the clip, and handed it to JJ. 
“It’s tiny.” JJ said as he held the gun. 
“Yeah, it’s small enough to fit in a pocket, but about as powerful as anything I ever figured I’d need.” 
“I’m sure glad you had it. That was getting ugly in a hurry.” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 8
 
Wednesday evening found Will staying with Jenny at her parent’s home. He had lost power yesterday and decided, with much urging from Jenny’s brother, to stay with them at her parent’s house. Joey brought over a lot of supplies from his place, one of them being a spare generator. They gathered around the TV after dinner. America was beginning to look like some shithole country caught up in the Arab Spring movement. Cities across the country burned as the riots spread like a plague. The largest were hit the hardest. Atlanta, Chicago, Boston, New York, St. Louis, Detroit, LA, and several others burned out of control.  
The news began a story on the stock markets. The lady anchoring the news told a grim story. The markets had opened for all of two hours on Wednesday before they fell another twelve hundred points. The latest fall prompted the New York Stock Exchange to announce that the markets would remain closed until further notice. The anchor lady spoke to her colleague about the unfolding events. “Charles, many companies are now reporting that the credit market has completely collapsed. They speculate that unless the credit opens up, up to fifty percent of them will not be able to make payroll this pay period. Major suppliers of oil are saying that the continued violence in the Middle East and attacks on American oil infrastructure have driven the price of oil to over three hundred and fifty dollars a barrel. Transportation companies that are still operating are reporting that their cost will skyrocket unless gas prices come down. This combined with the financial crisis stemming from the European debt crisis and countries all around the world fleeing the US dollar, leads experts to predict that America could see unprecedented inflation by the end of the month.” 
“This sounds like dire news, Kristi.” The other news anchor said. “What impact are we going to see on the average American?”
“Charles, expert sources are telling us that this could be utterly catastrophic for the average American. America’s four largest credit card companies have announced that they will no longer be able to extend credit to individuals for the time being.” 
“What will that mean?” The reporter asked. 
“Well, if you go to use a credit card or debit card, you will not be able to process your transaction. Many people depend on credit cards and other forms of credit-based payments to do everything from buying groceries to gasoline. Many businesses have instituted a ‘cash only’ policy. As we saw on Friday last week, several banks have had runs on their branches. Our experts tell us that many banks will be temporarily closing branch locations around the country to prevent or curtail future runs on the banks.” 
“Wow, Kristi, it sounds like the entire commerce system is on the verge of collapse? What advice do we have for anyone who now doesn’t have a working credit card or the ability to get cash out of the banks? How are people supposed to buy the basic necessities they need to live?” 
“That is a problem that FEMA and other government agencies are trying to confront. The Treasury department announced plans today to begin issuing a new currency, backed by precious metals, within the next thirty days. They plan to issue the new currency to banks, allowing them to reopen and distribute the new currency to the customers. FEMA is teaming up with the National Guard to set up food distribution centers around several large cities around the country……” Jenny’s dad, Chuck, turned down the TV. 
“This is what I’ve been talking about.” Joey said. 
“You really think this is it?” Joey’s mom, Kerry, asked. 
“I think so. What did you see in Knoxville?” Joey asked Jenny.
“I didn’t see much of anything. I got pulled into the ER. It was just too busy in there. Luckily, most of the cases were pretty minor. The cops were able keep everything from getting out of control. So…“ She yawned and trained off. “I can’t handle this right now, Joey. I’ve got to get some sleep. I’ve pulled three, eight hour shifts, back to back.” 
“Ok, sweetheart.” Will said. “Why don’t we get you back to your room and let you sleep.” He got up and led her back to her room. He came back in the room a few minutes later. 
Joey explained to his dad what he thought was coming. “We need to get out of here.”
“Why do you think we need to go, Joey?” Chuck asked. 
“I think this is just the beginning. Did you hear the report on the news a few minutes ago? They’re saying you can’t even use money anymore.” 
“That’s not exactly what they were saying.” Kerry said. 
“It might as well be the same thing. If you can’t get to cash and you can’t pay with credit cards, what exactly are you supposed to do?”
“I’m not sure.” Chuck said. “You don’t think that the new currency is going to help things?”
“I don’t.” Will said as he sat down on the couch next to Joey. “If things are as bad as they say with the inflation and all, I’m probably not going to take any money for my work. How could I when I wouldn’t even know how much to charge to make sure I could pay for the parts? The new money could work out, but they said it could be months before they get it out to the banks. What am I supposed to do until then? I guess I could do the work on credit, but again, how much do I charge? What’s the new money going to be worth? How am I going to survive until then? I can’t buy food with the credit I give to people I do work for.” 
“I guess I didn’t think of it that way. Come to think of it, my paycheck is supposed to be in next week. I wonder if the insurance agency is going to be able to pay me. Hell, I’m wondering what we are supposed to do with any new claims we get in?” Kerry said.
“All right.” Chuck said. “You’ve got me. What are we supposed to do about all of this?” 
“I’m not entirely sure.” Joey admitted. 
“Haven’t you been on this ‘apocalypse’ kick for years?” Will asked. 
“Yeah, but to be honest with you, I never really thought it would happen. I mainly just got into it as a fun hobby thing.” Joey said.
“All right.” Kerry said. “What do you think is going to happen next?”
“Worst case?” Joey asked.
“Yeah, worst case.” Chuck said
Joey sat back in the couch and thought for a second. He leaned forward and started listing things off. “I think we can probably expect the businesses to close up for a while. Will’s example is going to play out throughout the whole economy. Once things start getting in short supply, those people that can will lead a mass exodus out of the cities. Those people that can’t get out of the cities will begin dying off. Starvation will get some once the food runs out. Minor medical ailments will get others as medicines and basic medical supplies begin to run out. Diseases will come back with a vengeance. Stuff that we’re normally used to just shrugging off will kill people by the millions. Once you throw in weakened immune systems from starvation and dead bodies just lying around, anything could happen. The flu could become a real killer again. Hell, we could even see the no-shit plague come back into full swing. Jenny would be able to tell us more about all of that.”
A tear ran down Kerry’s cheek. “Why are you crying, mom?” Joey asked. 
She sniffled and wiped away the tear. “I’m just thinking about what you just said. All those people getting sick and dying. All of those children. God, I hope you’re wrong.”
“Me too.” Joey said. “But that’s just the worst case. Maybe the National Guard will be able to do something to help people. My main concern right now is that we have food and can avoid the mass exodus from the cities. We need to get away from populated areas.” 
“But we’re not in a populated area.” Will said. 
“True, but we’re sitting about twenty miles from a city with a population of over 200,000 people. When the shit starts to hit the fan, those folks have to go somewhere. Some of them will be headed up this way. I don’t think we should be here when they do decide to leave the city.” Joey said. 
“So, where do we go?” Chuck asked. 
“I can’t go anywhere.” Jenny said walking back into the room. 
“Hey, what are you doing up, Jen?” Joey asked her. 
“You guys have been so loud in your discussion, I can’t sleep. Besides, from what I heard, you are scarring the shit out of me.” Jen replied. 
“Sorry about that, little sister.” 
“Why can’t you go anywhere?” Will asked her. 
“Because of my internship at the hospital. That would pretty much kill it.” 
“Better the internship than you.” Joey said. “If you heard what we were saying, do you really want to be around when all of that happens?” 
“First of all, why do you even think that will happen?” Jen said. “Sorry I asked. Spare me the story again. I think I heard it all a few minutes ago. Helping people is what I want to do. How can I turn my back on those folks in their darkest hour?” 
“How can you stay there and help them when you know how bad it could get? Would you stick a gun in your mouth and kill yourself to help a bunch of people you don’t even know?” Joey asked.
“I hardly think that is the same thing!” Jen said, while at the same time Kerry said. “Joey, that’s not really appropriate.” 
The conversation degraded into a heated argument for the next few minutes until Chuck finally cut through all of the noise. “Will! What do you think? You’ve just been sitting back while these folk have been yelling back and forth. What ya thinking, boy?” 
Will looked at Chuck and then to Jen. The room settled into silence, waiting on his words. “I agree with, Joey.” Jen started to protest, but Will kept talking. “I know you want to help people and that’s one of the things that I love about you, but you’d be putting yourself in a lot of danger to help complete strangers. If we go somewhere, and I think we probably should, there will be people there that will need your help as well.” 
“Like who!?” Jen asked. 
“Like me. Your mom and dad. Joey. Especially, Joey. My folks, probably. Anyone we meet on the road that we can help. You’ll still be helping folks, except they won’t be strangers.” 
Jen bowed her head. She was too tired for this. She tried to tell herself that she hadn’t just lost the argument, but in her heart, she knew Will was right. She couldn’t let him go off without her. Would he even do that? Probably not. She thought. He’d come to the hospital and die right alongside me. “Ok.” She whispered. 
“All right!” Joey said. 
“We still have to figure out a place to go.” Kerry said. 
“I think I’ve got that figured out as well.” Will said. “My Aunt and Uncle own a piece of land outside of Spring City, about sixty miles north of Chattanooga. It’s about a hundred acres or so. They have a camp house that will sleep eight. It’d be cramped, but we could make it work. There are a lot of pine trees for lumber and some cleared land for a garden or whatever.” 
“That sounds perfect.” Joey said. “Does it have water?”
“Yeah, it has a well and a pond.” 
“Outstanding.” Joey said. 
“I knew Jen did well in picking you for a future son-in-law. When do you think we should leave?” Chuck asked.
“I think we should pack up tomorrow and head out there early Friday morning, if that’s ok with you, Will?” Joey asked.  
“That should be fine. I’ll go call my Uncle and make sure that it’s ok and see if they want to come.”
“What all should we take with us?” Kerry asked.  
“As much as we can.” Joey said. “We have no idea how long we will be out there. It could be a couple of days or several weeks… or permanently if things truly go to hell in a hand basket.” 
“That’s a lot of food. I’ll clean out the freezers and put everything in coolers…” Chuck began. 
“No.” Will said. “We need to bring them. The cabin has power.” 
“We won’t be able to move all of that.” Jenny said. 
“Sure we will.” Joey said. “We’ll take my flatbed trailer. We’ll also load up all the vehicles and convoy out there.” He turned to Chuck. “Dad, you should probably bring the camper. We can stuff it full of stuff too. We might also need the sleeping space until we can get everything set up. Oh, and mom, make sure to bring all of your seeds for the garden. We will need to break ground and start growing our own food. Will, make sure your folks bring every bit of guns and ammo that they can get their hands on.” 
They spent the next few hours discussing a detailed list of everything they should take. Joey surprised everyone when he announced that he had about six months of freeze dried food for one person. Combined with what they had in the freezers, they should have a couple months of food for everyone. Will talked to his family and discovered that they were already planning to head to the property. They were happy to have their new family members join them. Before they went to bed, Will put the phone on speaker and the entire group discussed their list of materials. Will went to sleep with more peace than he had felt in a week. They had a plan. They would be all right, he hoped. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 9
 
Things had taken a turn for the worse in Chicago on Monday night. The riots had turned violent when the news of the crackdown on the protest in New York reached the protestors in Chicago. People threw bottles and Molotov cocktails at the police all through the night. He and Leesha had been lucky to be on the opposite side of the protest when the chaos broke out. Things had seemed a little better by midmorning Tuesday. The National Guard had arrived and had contained many protestors. The fire department had been able to get in to some of the burning buildings and extinguish them. He and Leesha had been caught up in the group of protestors that had been fenced in at Occupy headquarters at Grant Park. He wasn’t sure you could call it “Occupy” anymore. Tons of people had shown up over the weekend. Antiwar protestors, people who had rushed the banks, gangs, and others had come out of the woodwork to join the chaos. There were hundreds of thousands of people packed into downtown Chicago. 
With the public transport shut down for fear of terrorist attacks, the authorities had trouble dispersing the crowds. In order to subdue the chaos, the police had broken the protestors into sections and fenced them in. Clay had heard that there were at least six different holding areas. While this allowed emergency responders to access areas of downtown that had been closed off by the protestors, it compressed the agitated citizenry. They verged on the edge of critical mass. The National Guard brought in buses to remove the protestors, but it took a while to move so many people. 
Clay had just returned from getting him and Leesha some water, his quest for food being unsuccessful, when he saw the spark that lit the real flame that engulfed Chicago. He and Leesha sat on the edge of the protester border on the south side of Grant Park. Clay noticed the group of fifteen to twenty men dressed in gang colors approaching the National Guard members from the south. As the men approached the police line, the guardsmen ordered them to stop. They ignored the orders. When the group came within a dozen feet of the guardsmen, a young man pulled a handgun and shot one of the National Guard members in the face. 
Having hit the guardsman, the boy opened up on other targets. The other National Guard members reacted by firing into the gang. The fact that the men had shot in self-defense didn’t matter. The shots rang out into the park and released the building tension in the crowd. People broke away to run through the guards. The guards, not knowing who was shooting or why, began to fire into the crowd, trying to save themselves from the tidal wave of bodies surging toward them. The mood of the crowd changed from sheer terror to a white hot anger. The front line of the crowd tried to escape back into the park as the riffles tore into them but found themselves blocked by others behind them trying to get out. After the initial pause, the crowd surged forward and overtook the guards. 
Clay and Leesha avoided the first rush but got caught in the second. Clay stepped on and over several bodies as the crowd pushed them forward. As they ran through the crowd, Leesha fell. Before Clay could get to her, a man stepped on her ankle and fell on top of her. Clay heard her cry and jerked the man off of her. She tried to rise but couldn’t. Clay picked her up and helped her get out of the street. Everywhere he looked, protestors swarmed the National Guard troops. Some had taken weapons from the guardsmen and fired at the authorities or just randomly into the crowd. 
Clay and Leesha hobbled toward the buildings to the west, taking cover behind anything they could find. They stopped to rest in the cover of the Van Buren Street station. A large group of protestors ran by, the leader waving an M16 taken from one of the soldiers. They fell in behind the group. When they reached the corner of Congress Parkway and Michigan Avenue, the group ran into reinforcements of police and National Guard. The authorities opened fire. The protestors fought as best they could, throwing firebombs, bottles, rocks, and anything they could find at the cops. As the fighting raged, Clay guided Leesha to cover behind a burnt-out car. He saw no escape. Protestors and authorities fought behind and in front of them. Tear gas, Molotov cocktails, and gunfire rained through the streets. 
Clay thought back to a show he had seen on the Discovery Channel, years ago, one of those “survival” shows. The host had talked about escaping a city in a crisis. The expert had suggested that the sewer system could be used to leave the city without becoming a target. Clay scanned around. He spotted a young woman lying over a manhole cover thirty yards away. He left Leesha and ran to the trunk of the car. Thankfully, the bottom of the trunk had burned with the rest of the car, allowing him to find what he needed quickly. He reached in and pulled out the tire iron from the car’s spare tire well. He ran back and grabbed Leesha, helping her cover the short distance. Leesha fell about ten yards short of the goal. Clay dragged her that last little distance. He reached down to roll the young woman off of the manhole cover. She was lying on her stomach and blood covered her back. Clay almost threw up when he rolled her over. Parts of her collar bone protruded from the bullet’s exit wound, a hole that would easily have accommodated Clay’s entire hand. The bullet must have exploded when it hit the bone. There was nothing Clay could do for her. 
As fires from the buildings and fire bombs illuminated the evening, Clay removed the cover and pushed Leesha into the hole. He let her hang until she found the rungs. Clay began to maneuver himself into the hole when a man ran up and swung a piece of wood at his face. Clay tried to reach up and block the blow but failed. The stick hit him in the right cheekbone, opening an inch-long gash in his face. Clay fell back with the blow and looked up to see the man trying to get at Leesha. The man, so intent on grabbing her or following her down the manhole, never saw blow Clay had rained down on the back of his head with the tire iron. A crunch sounded as the back of the man’s head caved in. The man fell halfway into the hole. Clay reached down and pulled the man out of the way. As Clay turned the man over, he saw that his blow had struck the man hard enough to knock one of his eyes out of his skull. The dead man’s eye dangled on the nerve as blood poured out of the socket. Clay dry heaved, his body rejecting the fact that he had just killed a man. After a few dry heaves, Clay climbed into the hole. He replaced the cover and climbed down the rungs. 
Once they had reached the bottom, Clay pulled out his cell phone and used the screen for light. The manhole rivaled a scene from a horror movie. He had felt the slickness of something on the rungs and vaguely recognized the smell but didn’t register the sensations until he saw the sewer in the light from the phone. The young woman had bled all of her life into the manhole. Blood streaked down the walls of the concrete tube and dripped from the rungs. Leesha began to cry. He comforted her as best he could. When she recovered, he led her away. He had no idea where he was going, but he needed to get back to his house and check on his folks. He figured that would also be the safest place for Leesha since she had no family in the city and nowhere else to go.
They walked late into the night until they became too exhausted to continue. They spent the night in the sewer. They woke tired and hungry but continued on. Neither of them knew they were. They took several twists and turns until they had no idea which way they were headed. They walked until they couldn’t hear the riots or gunshots coming from the street above. 
They tried to exit once. Clay climbed up to the top of the manhole and opened it just enough to see out. Everywhere he looked, smoke and fire filled the street. He couldn’t tell where they were. He climbed back down, and they continued walking. They spent another night in the sewers. On Thursday morning, they reached a place where they couldn’t hear the riots or gunshots. Clay climbed up the rungs and looked out. Smoke still hung in the air, and he could see a few fires, but nothing too dangerous. They climbed out of the sewers. Smoke drifted across the streets and into the sky from hundreds of burned-out buildings and cars. The sounds of traffic were absent, replaced by the eerie sound of sporadic gunfire in the distance. 
“Do you know where we are?” Leesha asked. 
“Yeah.” He said. “Looks like we’re in the Lower West Side.” 
“Shit.” Leesha swore. “You mean we stayed down there for two days and only went like six fucking blocks?”
“Looks like it, babe; but at least we’re here and alive. Take a look around.” 
Leesha began to cry. Bodies decorated the streets. So many bodies. Almost every building they could see had either burned down or displayed fire damage. Leesha collapsed into Clay’s chest as he led her to the sidewalk. They sat for a minute as she cried herself out and regained some composure. With her head still on his chest, she turned her head to look at him and asked, “Where are we supposed to go now?” 
Clay looked down at her, smoothed back her hair, and kissed her on the head. “I’ve got to get back to Bridgeview and see if my folks are ok. I want you with me.” 
“I might as well. I doubt I have anywhere to go. My parents are hundreds of miles away. So is my sister. From the looks of things, I doubt the college survived. All my friends will be scattered across the city. Hell, most of them were back at the protest with us. Do you think they made it?”
“I don’t know, babe. I hope they did. We got out, didn’t we?” 
“Why, Clay?” Fresh tears rose in her eyes. “Why did they shoot at us?”
“I don’t know. I think they were just scared.”
“We were scared too. That doesn’t give them the goddamn right to just shoot us in the streets.” 
“No. that wasn’t right, but they were right to be scared. Just like we were right to be scared. Yeah, they had riot gear and guns, but look what happened. The crowd rushed them and took away their guns. There are a couple of dead soldiers over there.” Clay pointed to where a stray dog scavenged off of the corpse of dead soldier in military fatigues. 
“Oh, God!” Leesha said as she started to cry again. 
Clay let he cry for a minute before he grabbed her head in his hands. “Sweetheart.” She didn’t respond. He repeated again louder. “Sweetheart.” Nothing. “Leesha!” She opened her eyes and focused on his. “We have to get out of here. I don’t think it’s safe here.” He pulled her to her feet. “We have to keep going.” 
“How far is it to your house from here?” Leesha asked as they hobbled down the street. 
“I’m not sure.” He said. “Ten, maybe eleven, miles.” 
“Oh…Clay, I don’t think I can make that. I’m so tired and so weak.” 
“I know. Me too. Shit, we spent two nights in the sewer and haven’t eaten in three days.” 
Clay limped along the street in central Chicago. The Thursday morning daylight played into strange shapes and colors as it filtered through the smoke coming from the burning cars and buildings. The smoke stung his eyes and burned his lungs. He adjusted Leesha’s weight on his shoulder. She didn’t weigh much, but he had to stoop over to allow her to get her arm over his shoulders for support. They walked for several blocks. The city resembled a ghost town. They caught fleeting glimpses of other people. Some saw them from the windows of the few remaining buildings and hid. They had gotten within a block of a group of three or four teenagers before the group noticed them and ran off. “Where is everyone?” Clay asked to himself. 
“They probably left or are hiding.” Leesha said. 
“That’s what I would have done if we hadn’t been in the middle of the protests.” Clay said. 
“I’m so sorry that I got you into it, Clay. I didn’t understand what you were worried about, but I would have never thought that it would have turned into this. I am glad you were there though. You saved my life.” 
Clay smiled at her. “I’m just glad you are ok.” 
She glanced to her left. “Look! There’s a cab!”  
“Holy shit!” Clay said. Until now, every car they had seen on the street had been either gutted or burned. The car sat half a block away. Clay led Leesha over to the edge of a burned house to take cover. “You stay here and I’ll go check it out and see if there’s anything we can use.” 
Leesha nodded, and Clay walked toward the cab. The front left tire of the cab rested on the sidewalk in front of a burned out convenience store. The cab looked sound. All of the windows had been broken and there were several large dents in it; but it looked like it might run. Clay circled around the back and saw some fire damage on the front driver’s side. He slowly approached and opened the driver’s side door. Everything inside looked serviceable. He brushed the broken glass off of the driver’s seat, climbed in, and searched for the keys. He checked in the ignition with no luck. He looked in the glove compartment, the ashtray, and on the floor. Disappointment set in when he checked the visor and came up empty. He scanned the rest of the car and found nothing of useful. 
He got out of the car and was turning to go back to Leesha when he noticed the bodies on the floor of the burned shop. He could see five. The fire had all but destroyed the four deeper in the shop and the head, shoulder, and left arm of the one by the door. The dead man lay face down. Clay saw the bullet wound in the man’s lower back. The man wore foreign clothes like those favored by Middle Eastern cabbies. Clay felt bad for stereotyping the man, but who gave a shit anymore? He had to get Leesha to safety and get back to check on his family; and he could tell that he wouldn’t be able to do that on foot. 
Clay walked over to the man and reached down to touch him. The smell of burnt flesh and hair turned his stomach. The man had started to bloat in the warm spring weather. Ants covered the exit wound in the man’s back, making the wound into a teaming mass of bugs and gore. He grabbed the man’s right arm and turned him over as gently as he could, trying to ignore the stench of gas the body released in protest to being disturbed. Clay reached into the man’s front left pocket and found only a money clip and a wallet. He stuffed those into his own pocket and reached into the man’s other pocket. He found the keys. He got away from the body and back into the cab. He prayed his hunch was right, and this man owned the cab. He found one of the keys that looked like an ignition key. It didn’t fit. He thumbed through the keys one more time and found another ignition key on the ring. He held his breath as he inserted the key and turned it. The cab puttered to life. “Thank you, Jesus.” He said as he put the car into reverse and backed over to Leesha. 
Clay was helping Leesha into the car when he saw two men emerge from the burned out remains of a building across the street. They must have been hiding in the structure and heard the car. Clay thought as he rushed to get Leesha into the car. The two men walked toward the car. One held a tire iron in his left hand, similar to the one Clay had tucked into the back of his pants. The other man drug a baseball bat in his right hand. 
When the strangers came within fifty feet of the cab, one man called out in an Eastern European accent. “Hey, man! Can you give a couple of guys a lift?”
Clay ignored the men and brushed aside the broken window glass from the passenger side of the cab. “Aren’t you going got answer them?” Leesha asked as he pushed her into the car. 
“Look at these two. I make it rule not to give anyone a ride who comes asking with weapons out.” He rushed around the front of the car to get into the driver’s seat. 
“Hey asshole!” The other man shouted as they began to run toward the car. Clay slammed the car in gear and lurched forward as the men descended on the car. The one with the baseball bat swung at Leesha, but the windshield support blocked the blow. Fresh fragments of glass sprayed into her lap. The cab clipped the other man mid-swing. He bounced on the hood and rolled under the car. The sound and feel of the wheel crushing the man’s chest sickened Clay as the cab accelerated down the street. 
“Oh my God, Clay! You just killed that guy!” 
“I know…” Clay said in a low voice. “That’s the second one this week.”
Leesha began to protest but hesitated, really looking at Clay. His hands trembled and his eyes were wet. She realized the fragile state her man must be in. She just looked at him and said. “It’s ok, baby. He would have killed us. They both would have, for no better reason than to take the cab. You didn’t do anything wrong. It was self-defense.” 
Tears streamed down Clay’s cheeks. He tried to respond, but his voice would not cooperate. He just nodded, eyes focused on dodging the burned out cars in their way, and drove. 
Clay composed himself by the time they reached his neighborhood. They hadn’t seen very many people on the streets and only a couple of other running cars. Every store they passed looked like it had been looted and burned. Clay’s heart beat faster as they turned on to his street. He prayed that the violence hadn’t made it this far. He prayed that they would stop seeing burned cars and houses as they got closer to home. The scene never changed. News tears sprang to his eyes when he pulled up to his house. Only the garage remained standing, the rest a smoldering pile of burnt support beams and ashes.
Leesha put her hand on his as he gazed out to the wreckage. “Maybe they got out of here. Just because the house burned, doesn’t mean they did.” Clay nodded and opened the car door. 
He walked through the remains of his home. He didn’t recognize the place at first. Rooms, hallways, and corners of his house, so familiar to him only a few days ago, seemed an alien landscape. He walked back to where Mama D’s room should have been. He felt relief to see the burned wheelchair crumpled and sitting empty by what used to be the back wall of the house. Maybe they did get out. He thought to himself. Mama D practically lived in that chair. Maybe mom and dad picked her up and moved her out of the house at the last minute. A sinkhole of despair opened in his heart when he saw the little charred body under some rubble behind the wheelchair. Mama D. had not made it out. As Clay cleared some of the charred timbers from the pile covering the body, he saw another burned hand sticking out from the pile. He recognized the topaz ring his father had given his mother. It was her favorite piece of jewelry. She never took it off. Clay stepped away from Mama D. and reached down to the burned hand. He squeezed his mother’s hand. Sobs took him. After long minutes of despair, he slid the deformed ring from her hand and tucked it into his shirt pocket. There might not be anything else left to remember her by. He didn’t think she would mind. 
A fierce battle raged in Clay’s mind as he knelt at his mother’s body. He knew that if she and Mama D. were here, his dad was too. All of his family…dead. These people had been his rock. They had nurtured him as child, taught him right from wrong, and developed him into the man he became. Through thick and thin, through girlfriends, divorce, and financial turmoil, these shriveled, burned things under the rubble had always been there for him, had always caught him when he stumbled and fell. The weight of their loss pressed down through his physical weaknesses of hunger, exhaustion, and dehydration. He wanted nothing more at that moment than to lie down with them in the rubble and die. As he began to collapse to the side and curl up next to them, his right arm caught him, an involuntary action that wouldn’t let him just lie there and die. Cold ice began creaking up his spine, coming from somewhere deep inside him. Determination spread through his core and enveloped the remainder of his mind. The fuzziness of the last few days faded as a singular thought replaced it. Survive! His mind threw doubts at him. How? You have no idea what to do? The stronger, primal part of him responded. It doesn’t matter. You will do what needs to be done when it needs to be done. I will survive!
He turned for the area of the house still standing, the garage. The cold determination turned into a fiery hate by the time he entered the garage. He hated what he had been through the last few days, hated the way his parents had died, hated what the world had turned into, hated what he must and endure in the future. The anger sharpened his thoughts as he rummaged through the garage. Although it looked better than the rest of the house from the outside, the garage had not escaped damage on the inside. He walked to the back wall and found a box of medical supplies left over when his father had a knee replaced several years ago. Inside he found a couple of ace bandages and some medical tape. He shoved these into his pocket. Behind the box, he found his dad’s old crutches. He gathered a few more things that he thought might be of some use, including the pellet gun and a couple of boxes of pellets he had given his nephew David when he turned twelve. He thought of David and prayed that he was ok. If things didn’t get better soon, he doubted he would ever see David again. He was half a world away on a ship in the Persian Gulf. Clay said a silent prayer asking God to watch over his nephew and give him the best life that he could. 
Clay handed the ace bandages and the tape to Leesha when he got back to the car. He loaded the rest of the gear into the back seat of the cab. Leesha looked up at him. Even from a distance, she had seen enough to know that Clay’s family hadn’t survived. “I’m so sorry, Clay.” She said as she hugged him. Clay just nodded. She could tell that it was too early for him to discuss. “Where do we go now?” 
“I’m not sure, but I think we have to get the hell out of the city. My friend JJ lives a little further out of the city. Maybe things weren’t so bad out that way. I think we should go by his place and see what’s left. If there’s nothing there, we’ll just drive out of the city and hope we come across somewhere that hasn’t been hit by riots. Maybe they’ll have some food.” 
 
Things looked a little better as they got further away from the city, but not much. They passed other cars on the road and saw people on the streets. Some walked out of town with suitcases or shopping carts filled with their possessions. They passed a few stores where crowds of people looted whatever they could find. Occasionally they passed by pockets of people still engaged in battle with the remaining police and National Guard. Clay stayed clear of those areas. 
Burned-out cars and debris blocked off several of the streets, forcing them to travel slowly and take several detours. Over an hour later, they pulled into JJ’s neighborhood. The roadblock surprised Clay when they turned onto JJ’s street. Two rows of cars had been positioned end to end to form a barrier across the street and stretching into people’s lawns to connect to the houses. Clay stopped the car fifty feet in front of the barricade. He saw several nervous men stand up from behind the cars. Some had guns, others improvised weapons like baseball bats or yard tools. Clay started to get out of the car when an old man yelled at him to keep his hands on the wheel. 
The old man, in his late sixties or early seventies, walked out toward the car. He held a golf club in his left hand. The old timer looked like he was in pretty good shape despite his age. He would have no trouble swinging the club. The man stood a tad under six foot tall, sporting gray hair sprinkled with a few back ones that wouldn’t surrender to old age. He looked like a man whose age had taken away most of his fat and exposed the knotty muscles beneath. Clay noticed the bandage on the man’s forehead and met his cold blue eyes as he came within just feet of the car door. “You live here?”
“No.” Clay admitted. “I just came to….” The old man cut him off. 
“Neighborhoods closed. No one’s coming in.” The man said as he slid the small, black pistol out of his pocket and held it close his hip. “If you don’t live here then keep moving. We don’t want any trouble and don’t want anyone stealing or looting our neighborhood. You and the lady just keep on driving.” 
“You don’t understand…” Clay began. 
“No! You don’t understand!” The man said. He tightened his grip on the small pistol, ready to use it if Clay didn’t leave. 
“My friend, Jan Jenkins lives in this neighborho….” 
“I don’t care!....” The old man trailed off. “How do you know Jan?” 
Finally, we’re getting somewhere. Clay thought to himself. “We’re friends. I work at the bank with him.” 
The tension in the old man’s arm relaxed as he slid the little pistol back into his pocket “Jimmy!” The man yelled as he turned back toward the blockade. Clay saw JJ’s son stand up from behind one of the cars. “Go get your dad and tell him to get his ass out here, now! He has visitors.” 
The boy took off running. Clay felt relieved that at least his friend and his family had made it through the riots. The old man looked back to Clay. “As soon as Jan comes out and vouches for you, we’ll let you in. I think I’ve heard him mention you before.” The man said as he extended his right hand to Clay. “I’m Scott Reed. Jan’s father-in-law.” 
 
“Clayton!” Sherry said as she ran a hug him as JJ led him and Leesha into the house. “It’s so good to see you! We weren’t expecting you to show up here. Oh my god, what happened to your face?” She asked all at once. 
“Good to see you too, Sherry. It’s been a long time.” Clay said. “This is my girlfriend, Leesha.” 
“I guess it has been almost a year since you and your folks had us over for dinner. Where’s Mama D. and your parents? Are they ok?” Sherry asked.
The tension in his body at the mention of their names and the sadness in his face told Sherry all she needed to know. “Oh, Clay, I’m so sorry.” 
“Come on in and let’s get you cleaned up. You two look like hell.” The woman Clay didn’t know said to them. 
“That’d be my wife, Tara” Scott said coming in behind the group. 
“Lucy!” Tara called upstairs. “I need you to down the street and get Mrs. Gray. Tell her we have some newcomers to the neighborhood who need some first aid.” 
Lucy came downstairs, hugged Clay, introduced herself to Leesha, and ran off to fetch Mrs. Gray. “Mrs. Gray?” Clay asked after Lucy left and JJ had guided them to the kitchen to sit at the table. 
“She’s a retired nurse practitioner in the neighborhood. We’ll have her look at your wounds and probably give you a couple of stitches on the cheek. What the hell happened man? You two look like you’ve been through hell. Last time I talked to you, you were going with Leesha down to the protests. Were you guys there where it all blew up?” 
“Yeah.” Clay said as he looked over at Leesha. 
“Oh my God.” Sherry said. “It looked horrible on the news, at least until we lost power. What’s going on out there? We just keep seeing the fires light up the sky at night and the smoke during the day. Several hundred people have passed through and tried to get in the neighborhood. We haven’t left the neighborhood since Tuesday morning. How bad is it?” 
“First let’s get some food and water into these two.” Scott said. “They look like they are about to pass out.” 
Sherry and Tara prepared some canned soup and instant lemonade for the two. When Clay had eaten almost all of his, JJ asked him again. “What’s it like out there buddy?”
“It’s worse than anything you could imagine.” Clay began. They told JJ and his family about all they had seen and been through since Tuesday night. Tara, Sherry, and Leesha openly cried by the time Clay finished telling his family’s fate. Everyone sat in the silence, absorbing the news. Their world had fallen apart. What would they do with the pieces that were left?
Lucy broke the silence when she opened the door and led Mrs. Gray into the kitchen. Mrs. Gray was a pudgy Hispanic lady in her early sixties. Scott introduced her to Clay and Leesha. She looked them over and asked Scott and JJ to move Leesha to the couch and have her lay down. She got to work cleaning Clay’s cheek. “How did you get this?” She asked, a slight accent in her soft voice. Clay told her the story about escaping into the manhole and the man who had hit him with the piece of wood. He omitted the part where he killed the man. “You are very lucky, Mr. Clayton. He didn’t break the bone; however, your cut is infected. Here.” She said as she reached into her purse and retrieved a tube of Neosporin. She applied the ointment into the wound. “This should take care of it. You seem pretty healthy and able to fight it off. I would like to give you some antibiotics, but all I have is this ointment. When I get done, try to change the bandage once a day or as often as you can. You can keep the ointment. I have a couple of others. Be careful with it. We may not get any more for some time.” 
She pulled at the wound and pushed it back together.  “You need stitches, and I’m sorry to say that all I have for the pain is this topical spray. It’ll probably burn more than the stitches will hurt.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Clay said, trying to sound unconcerned. He hated needles of any kind. He felt the sting as the lady passed the needle back and forth into his face. The tug of the string through his skin was the worst part. He swore he could feel the individual fibers of the thread rubbing as it passed through him. When she finished, Clay had eight stitches in his cheek. 
“There. That should do, dear.” Mrs. Gray said as she reached back into her bag and removed a maxi pad. “There will probably be some scarring, but hopefully it won’t be too bad. Maybe it’ll even impress your young girlfriend. Every time she looks at you she’ll be reminded of how you saved her.” Somehow, her words made Clay feel a little better.  
“What’s with the pad?” Clay asked as Mrs. Gray cut it into strips. 
She took one of the strips, placed it over the wound, and taped it onto his face. “There’s not much for bandages around here. The material in the maxi pad is pretty much the same thing and works as a good bandage.” She handed him the rest of the makeshift bandages and left to go check on Leesha. 
Leesha was almost asleep when Mrs. Gray came in to check on her. After days in the sewer and the streets of the protest before that, the couch felt like a little slice of heaven. Mrs. Gray took a damp cloth and wiped the dirt and soot from Leesha’s face. “Aren’t you just a pretty little thing.” Mrs. Gray said. “Are you Puerto Rican?” She asked. 
“No. I’m blended.” Leesha said. “My dad’s white and my mom’s black.” 
“Oh. You look so like my sister did at your age. You could be my niece. I thought maybe you might be from Puerto Rico as well.” When she had cleaned her face, Mrs. Gray asked her, “So, what’s wrong with your leg, hun?”
“I tripped and fell while we were escaping the protests. Some fat asshole fell on me when I went down and hurt my knee. It’s feeling a little better but it still hurts.” 
“Let’s get these pants off of you and have a look.” Mrs. Gray said. The men turned away and went into the kitchen with Clay while the women stayed to assist Mrs. Gray.
Scott and JJ sat down at the table where Clay leaned over, holding his head in his hands. “You ok, buddy?” JJ asked. 
Clay raised his head. “Yeah. Sorry. I’m just dead tired. How’s Leesha?” 
“We don’t know yet.” Scott said. “Mrs. Gray was getting her pants off to have a better look when we decided we needed to be elsewhere.”
“Listen, I’m sorry about what happened at the barrier earlier. If I had known who you were and what you had been through, I would have let you in ASAP. I know the last thing you wanted to find was some bitter old bastard pulling a gun on you.” 
“It’s ok.” Clay said. “I understand you were just trying to protect your family. I would have done the same thing, except I probably wouldn’t have been as nice about it.” He looked over JJ. “Speaking of protecting your family and such, what have you guys been up to? That barrier was a pretty good idea.” 
“I know.” JJ said. “I wish I’d have thought of it. Scott here had convinced me that we needed to leave the city. We started packing up and getting ready to go when the shit hit the fan Tuesday night. A lot of our neighbors had already left when the fires started. We were scrambling, trying to get out with everyone else, but we didn’t have much food or supplies. Things were getting scary by Wednesday. We planned to get out Thursday morning, when one of the guys who heads up the neighborhood watch came by Wednesday afternoon. He said he was holding an emergency meeting of the neighborhood to help us protect ourselves. He’s the one who organized everyone to set up the barricades. He convinced some folks from around the neighborhood to concentrate on this block. He said that was the only way to make this place ‘defensible.’ Lots of folks, like Mrs. Gray, who were single, opened up their homes to allow several families to stay on this block for a little while. We had just about everything set up by Wednesday night when people started flooding the streets outside the neighborhood. Tom Dabrowski, that’s the guy’s name, convinced everyone to pool together what weapons there were in the neighborhood and set up guard shifts. I wish we had more guns, but you know Chicago.” 
“This Tom guy sounds like he’s got everything all figured out. What’s the deal with this guy? What made him so qualified for everyone to fall in with him?” Clay said. 
Scott answered, “Everyone was scared. They kept calling 911 and the police but never got any answers. I guess the systems were overloaded. Anyway, by Wednesday, Tom shows up with a plan. He says that when the cops don’t protect us, we have to protect ourselves. He said he was in the Air Force security forces back in the ‘90s. No one else had any better ideas so everyone just fell into line.” 
“Anyway,” JJ said. “He found us a few shotguns and a couple of hunting rifles from some people in the neighborhood. We all share out the weapons when we do watch.” 
“All of that sounds pretty good to me.” Clay said. “So, what’s the plan? You guys just going to stay here and try to wait it out?” 
 “I think that’s the best plan.” JJ said. “I didn’t have much food here at the house. A lot of the neighbors didn’t have a lot either. One of the guys who lives next to Tom worked for a distribution center for one of the local grocery store chains. I forget which one. Anyway, he told Tom about some trucks that had come in Monday, but that the company was holding back because of problems with credit or finance issues or some shit. Anyway, Tom led a group of us over there early this morning and we were able to ‘borrow’ one of the trucks. It was packed full of food. The neighborhood should be good for a few weeks or more. Tom has set up some of the women to cook and ration it out. He’s really got us all to come together. Hell, I didn’t know half the folks on the block two days ago. Now we’ve pretty much met everyone, and we’re pulling together like you wouldn’t believe. Everyone donated all their food stocks, weapons, and even homes to the common kitty. I think Tom really knows what he’s doing. I wouldn’t have believed all of it if I hadn’t seen it. I’m just thankful he got it all working, because he’s feeding us.” 
“So, why didn’t you guys get both trucks?” Clay asked. 
“We tried. We couldn’t find the keys for the other one, so we sent a group of guys back in their trucks and SUVs to get the rest. When they got there, the whole warehouse was burning. Guess the mob finally made it to that part of town, we have the first truck. That should be enough to get us through.” JJ said. 
Clay noticed that Scott hadn’t said anything and looked disgusted. “Scott, I know that I don’t know you, but you look like you might punch someone. You don’t think all of this is a good idea?” 
“I don’t. I think this a horrible fucking idea.” Scott said . 
“Why’s that?” Clay asked. 
“No, no, Clay. You don’t want him to go down this path again.” JJ said. 
Scott didn’t pay any attention to JJ. “Because I think the whole thing is about to collapse.”
“What the neighborhood?” Clay asked. 
“Not the neighborhood, son. The whole country.” Scott answered.
“That can’t happen.” Clay said. “They’ll get the riots calmed down, rebuild, and get everything back to normal. Surely they will.” 
“Not this time.” Scott said sounding angry and sad at the same time. “I thought that too for the first couple of days after the war started and the markets crashed. I held on to that belief even when the riots took a turn for the south on Monday. Since we’ve been staying here with Jan, I’ve been thinking about nothing else. I’ve come to the conclusion that we need to be as far away from Chicago or any other big city as possible.”
“And why’s that?” Clay asked. 
“Everything we have today runs on oil. Everything we have, from our electricity, to our food depends on it.  The war and the economy are going to throw a big hiccup into the entire supply system. When the guy from the warehouse started talking about the trucks being in the distribution center and the company holding on to it, that got me thinking. That just didn’t make sense to me. I got to thinking about why they would do that. It wasn’t until I thought about it from a business point of view. The inflation from the higher gas prices is going to make everything go sky high. The government is announcing that they are going to make new money, but that won’t be out for at least a month. It doesn’t make sense for the companies to ship things when they have no idea how they will be paid. If the credit’s no good and cash is suspect, where’s the incentive for them to keep operating as normal? When you throw in the danger that they will putting their drivers in to deliver to a place like Chicago that has gone batshit crazy, not to mention that most of the stores have now been looted or burned, would you keep sending shipments in, even if you could get them?” Scott finished. Clay nodded his head in agreement. 
Scott continued. “Now’s here’s the scary part that I haven’t even mentioned to Jan here. If everything breaks down, the supply chain, the stores, the credit, all of it; what are we left with? We are basically put back into the frontier days. The power has already gone out. One of the guys in the neighborhood who worked for the electric company said that was to be expected given the fires and all. The collapsing buildings might damage the power grid or whatever and a whole section of the city loses power. He said they tried to call him in to help fix some of it, but he won’t leave his family with all of the riots. Can’t say I much blame him. It’s not exactly the best time to send in repairmen. You mentioned rebuilding. How long do you think it’s going to take to rebuild all of the shit that’s been burned or destroyed in the last three days? Months? Years? What happens to that entire infrastructure during that time? Is there enough of it left to sustain the folks while we build the new?
“It was really the food truck that we stole that solidified everything in my mind. People are going to start stealing whatever food or resources that are left. When they realize what has happened, people will be killing each other over a can of tuna. There’s still some food in the grocery stores that haven’t been burned and the depots like the one we raided last night. How long will that last? You were in the thick of it, Clay. You went without food for what, two, three days? How are people going to react when they haven’t had any food in a week? A month?  Think about this.” He said as the turned to JJ. “Given the myriad of shit that could and is going wrong to send us back to pioneer days, do you have any idea what the population of Chicago was before they built trains and trucks and other shit to move people and food in here?” 
JJ shrugged and shook his head. Scott answered. “It was around half a million. That’s where it was in the late 1800’s before the trains and trucks. The city now has close to ten million. Without the infrastructure to bring in food, how long do you think that ten million people can go without resupplies? How much food does it take to feed that many people? I know that the population has decreased somewhat in the last couple of days between the ones that died in the streets and fires and the ones who got the hell out of Dodge when the riots happened; but how many do you think are left? From what Clay has told us, they’re not even picking up the bodies yet.” Scott breathed deeply and sighed. 
Scott had succeeded in terrifying the men. Neither one of them had thought of it that way. JJ second guessed his decision to stay. He had thought only of the food for the week. What if it did take longer than that? “Scott, won’t the government do something to fix this? You know, like they do in normal disasters like hurricanes and tornados? If we can just hold out here for a week or two, FEMA or someone will show up with food to see us through the rebuilding.” 
“Maybe.” Scott said. “But I doubt it. Look back at Katrina. The hurricane wasn’t that bad. It didn’t kill that many people. What really turned that whole thing from an unfortunate storm to a full-out, goddamned disaster was the half-assed way the aid was delayed and distributed. That was only three days of screwing around that turned New Orleans into a hell on earth for a lot of folks. It’s been three days here, Jan. You’ve seen the helicopters flying around, but have you seen any aid tents, anyone handing out food and water?” Jan shook his head. “The last reports we saw on the TV before the power went out were about most other big cities in the US going through the same type of crisis. When FEMA shows up at a disaster area with food and clothes, they have to bring that aid in from somewhere. If the whole country is as fucked up as Chicago, where are they going to get enough aid? Who’s to say that they won’t decide they can’t save everyone and give priority to say DC over us?”
“Where do you want to go?” Clay asked. He had turned about as pale as a black man could. JJ looked down at his own hands as they shook. Scott was right. Even if the neighborhood did survive the riots, the supply truck they had taken would only last for a couple of weeks. What would happen then? 
JJ turned to answer Clay’s question.  “Scott has a brother down in Alabama who has a farm. He thinks we should try to get down there.” 
“That’s a long way, Mr. Reed.” Clay said. “You think we can make it? If what you’re saying is true, then won’t it be dangerous to be on the roads?” 
“Yes, it will; but I think our best bet is out in the open, moving toward the farm rather than waiting around here for mobs of starving people to find us.” 
“JJ, I think Scott’s right.” Clay said. Before he could ask when they should leave, Mrs. Gray entered the kitchen. 
Clay shot out of his chair and asked. “Leesha, is she going to be ok?”
“She’ll be fine.” Mrs. Gray assured him. “Just light sprains on her ankle and knee. Let her stay off of them and rest for a couple of days, and she’ll be ok. I taught her how to use the ace bandages and tape that you gave her. I would tell her to ice it, but I’m not sure that’s possible with power out.” 
“Thank you so much.” Clay said as he hugged the lady. “What do I owe you?” 
“Oh not a thing, Mr. Tomin. I’m glad to help. But, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a couple of other people to go check on before I head home tonight. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She said as she turned to go.  
The men reentered the living room where the women sat talking. That night they adjusted their sleeping arrangements to accommodate Clay and Leesha. Leesha and Clay went to bed early on sleeping bags in the living room, while Scott and Clay filled Tara and Sherry in on their conversation with Clay about the seriousness of the situation. They sat together in the kitchen late into the night planning their trip to Alabama.  
 
 
 



 
Chapter 10
 
The sun was just beginning to set on what turned out to be a beautiful Saturday in southern Tennessee. “Hey, Will!” Chuck shouted into the cabin. “We got people coming down the road!” 
Will had just finished repairing the generator and making sure the electricity worked in the cabin when he heard Chuck’s call. He grabbed one of the AR-15’s that Joey had brought with them and ran out to the front porch. He saw the big Ford truck coming down the unpaved driveway. “Don’t worry, it’s Uncle Barry and Aunt Pam. They probably have George with them.” 
The truck pulled up beside the Chuck’s camper. “Hey, Will!” Uncle Barry said as Will’s parents’ car emerged from the trees about eighty yards away from the house. Their car pulled up behind Barry’s truck. His mom opened the door and a massive golden dog jumped out and sprinted over to Will. Will tried to fend off the hundred and twenty pound golden retriever/chow mix that attacked him with playful jumps and licks. “Hey, Bear! I love you too buddy.” Will said. 
Will’s parents exited the car. “Where’s grandma?” Will asked. 
“We stopped by the home.” Jim said. “They haven’t had any problems so far. It’s a good distance out of town. After we talked with the staff, we decided she would be better off there. The cabin is not going to be a good place for her. They have provisions for emergencies up there and can care for her.” Will hated himself for admitting it, but his dad was right.  
“So, who all we got here?” Barry asked.
“Uncle Barry, this is Chuck Williamson, my future father-in-law.” Joey and Kerry walked out from behind the camper. “This is Jenny’s mom, Kerry and her brother, Joey.
“Everyone, this is my Uncle Barry and Aunt Pam and my cousin George.” 
Everyone shook hands and greeted each other. Chuck walked up to Barry and extended his hand. “Mr. Johnson, thank you so much for letting us stay here. It means a lot that you would open up your home to me and my family.” 
“Don’t mention it.” Barry said. “If you folks don’t have a safe place to go, you are more than welcome to stay here until all of this blows over. Besides, we hardly ever come out here anymore, only once or twice a year.” He looked over at Will. “So, you look like you’ve been busy. What all have you gotten done?”
“We got the generator up and running again, as well as the well pump. We’re working out the sleeping arrangements. We were expecting you guys yesterday. We made it here Thursday night. What took you guys so long?” 
George answered. “It took us a little longer than we thought to get everything ready to go. We started on the highway and hit all the traffic. We were forced to take the little county back roads. It was probably for the best since the highways are becoming a mess. You’d think with gas so expensive and in such short supply, there wouldn’t be so many folks on the road; but as your brother-in-law predicted, those that could get out of the populated areas did.  We got stuck for three hours. When we finally got to the cause, it was a wreck, pretty bad one. They had tried to call the cops, but they were too busy with other stuff to get there. Apparently someone just pulled out the injured folks and finally pushed the cars off the road so people could get by... Crazy.” 
“Well, we’re glad you all made it ok.” Jenny said. “We were getting really worried about you, especially since the cell phones died yesterday.” 
“We’re getting ready for dinner. I’ll go thaw out some more fish to fry while you guys help Mr. Johnston and George unload the truck.” Kerry said. 
“Sounds good, but please, call me Barry.” Barry said. 
Everyone ate a satisfying dinner and got to know each other a little better. The women cleared the table as the men retired to the living room to finish setting up the TV. “I saw the satellite on the roof.” Will said. “So I went ahead and got the generator hooked up and wired into the house. I fired it up for a little while earlier to test it out. The lights work. Hopefully we can have power out here until everything goes back to normal. I was thinking I could go fire it up and we could see if we can get the satellite TV working.” 
“That sounds great. I’ll go with you.” George said. The two men walked to the back of the cabin. The minor repairs worked, and the generator sprang to life with just one pull. 
The satellite started its boot sequence as they walked back into the room. The six men pulled up some chairs from the attached dining area and took a seat around the TV. 
“We heard on the radio that all major US cities have been put under martial law.” Jim Baker said. “Dozens of them.” 
“Which ones.” George asked. 
“All the major ones on the east coast. Miami, DC, Atlanta, Philadelphia, New York, Boston, all the big ones. Said they all had uncontrollable riots. The rest of the country isn’t doing much better. Chicago, Denver, and Phoenix were on the list as well. The way they talked, Detroit and L.A. pretty much don’t exist anymore.” 
Barry let out a whistle. “That’s bad.” 
“Yeah.” Jim agreed. “They said they were delivering food and supplies to those cities and trying to direct people to them. Sounded like another Katrina situation.” 
“I heard from one of my neighbors that Phoenix is getting pretty bad too. His folks retired out in one of the Phoenix suburbs. He got an email from his mom before the power went out. She said they were having reports of people dying in the desert.” Barry said.
“It’s not even hot out there yet.” Will said. “What’s going on?” 
“Apparently a lot of folks from California tried to escape the riots and unrest in L.A. They just got in their cars and drove. Some of them went north until that got clogged up and others turned east. The ones, who left first, bought up all the gas. Folks just tried to make it with whatever they had in the tank. A lot of people just ran out of gas on highway and caused a huge jam on the I-10. Thousands of folks ended up stranded out in the desert. It doesn’t have to be that hot for people to fight and kill each other when they’re stuck out there.
“My neighbor’s mom also said they had some attacks in Phoenix itself. Apparently terrorist blew out several electrical substations. He said half the city was without power. He said terrorists had tried to attack the Hover Damn but failed.” 
“Hmm.” Joey said.  “Smart.” 
“What do you mean smart?” Jim asked. 
“Don’t you see?” Joey said. “These aren’t random. These terrorist guys aren’t just trying to cause fear and panic by blowing up buses or planes. They’re cutting out important resources. Think about it. What’re the two things that Americans can’t live without? Gas and electricity. That’s what’s happening. They’re taking out power and gas. Then they’re setting off the sparks of fear like they did in the New York subway and watching America burn itself down.” 
“That’s a bold guess. You think these guys are that coordinated?” Chuck asked. 
“Hell, yeah. When did all this start?” Joey started. 
“I don’t know.” George started in. The conversation devolved into an almost heated argument about who was doing what and what the government was doing right and wrong.  
Will cut in. “Guys! The TV’s up.” He picked up the remote and turned it to Fox News. 
They caught the TV correspondent in the middle of his broadcast. The background behind the anchor showed the Eiffel Tower, a dark shape silhouette against the orange glow from fires burning behind and below. “As we have seen tonight, France has become the third European government to fall in the last two days. Earlier this week, both Italian and Spanish governments were ousted and replaced. The military stepped in and staged a successful coup in Italy and now has control of all governmental functions. In Spain, the leading communist party has become increasingly popular since the financial crisis erupted last week. On Friday, they announced that they were in charge of the government. There has been no legitimate transfer of power in Spain, so we may be looking at another coup or perhaps a parallel government and possible civil war. At this point, it is hard to tell. We will follow that story as it develops.
“It has been four days since the Euro, as a unit of currency, was effectively abolished. Every country in the Eurozone has experienced widespread riots and civil unrest. Germany announced yesterday that they will begin printing new Deutsche Marks to replace the Euro. The Netherlands, Italy, and Belgium announced that they are switching their national currencies to the Swiss Franc, a move that has Swiss leaders and politicians scrambling from fears that mass demand for their currency outside of their borders will create a potentially catastrophic deflationary situation for the Swiss economy. Until now, Switzerland has remained relatively unscathed from the European turmoil. We will see if they can continue to avoid getting sucked down with the rest of Europe.” 
The anchor in the US asked his colleague, “We have heard rumors that Great Britain was expected to make a rather drastic announcement today. Have you heard anything about that?” 
The international correspondent answered. “From what we can tell, Great Britain is expected to announce a full annulment of all European Union treaties and ties to the EU. Analysts we have spoken to fear that this will create a cascading effect that will reduce the European Union to a blip in the history of Europe within a matter of days. As of yet, Great Britain has not made that announcement, but we think it is just a matter of time.”
“What about the Asian countries, have we heard any news from them?” The anchor asked. 
“Almost all Asian countries are following the Chinese example set almost ten days ago when they pulled out of the European debt deal and began shedding US treasuries. Japan and South Korea are pulling back all economic ties with both the US and Europe as fast as they can. They want to limit their exposure to the dollar and what was the Euro. As we know, Japan in particular has had a rather stagnant economy for some years now. It’s unclear exactly how this will affect their economic outlook. What we can tell you is that Asian manufacturing jobs, particularly those in China and Japan, will probably be hit pretty hard since the they are major suppliers to the both the European and American markets, markets that at this point do not exist.” 
“Thank you very much for that incredible report.” The anchor said. “We hope to hear more from you as things in Europe continue to develop. Stay safe.” The correspondent vanished from the screen, replaced with an aerial shot of a burning city. Thousands of people swarmed over what looked to be a makeshift military or refugee camp. The anchor described the scene. “We bring you back to the United States where you can see what is left of the city of Cincinnati and the FEMA refugee center established there. As food shortages and lack of power have forced people to become more and more desperate, riots have broken out at several FEMA relief stations. Witnesses reported that a rumor spread through the line that the FEMA relief center had ran out of food. The people in line began to get unruly and a fight broke out in the food distribution line. We have reports that the National Guard tried to quell the violence, but the displaced citizens became worked up into a riot. As you can see from the footage, the relief center was overwhelmed by thousands of Cincinnati residents looking for food, water, and basic medical supplies.” 
“In other news,” the anchor continued. “Sources close to the NSA have stated that they have determined the cause of many of the power outages being experienced in the central and eastern United States. The unidentified source, who asked not to be named for fear of reprisal, stated that the outages are the work of cyber warfare attacks carried out on the national power grid. He said it was similar in structure to the Stuxnet virus targeted at Iran in late 2010. The source stated that over ninety percent of all coal burning power plants and up to sixty percent of all natural gas power plants in the United States have been affected. He reported that the computer virus caused physical damage to the plants, burning out generators and other vital components in the process. 
“When asked how a computer virus could cause physical damage, the source explained that the virus did a variety of things such as provided nominal feedback to the control stations while overheating the generators, shutting down cooling systems, and sending power surges that fried transformers and other sensitive grid systems. Since it has targeted many of the same components and the damage is so widespread, government officials are expecting it could be three to six months before power is restored to some areas. 
“In better news, the source did say that no nuclear plants and only some hydro-electric systems themselves were damaged, but critical infrastructure outside of the plants may have suffered some damage. In total, sixty percent of the United States may be without power for up to six months. No word yet as to the effectiveness of government efforts to contain the virus. Some experts speculate that it could continue to spread to the rest of the power grid in the days and weeks ahead.
“The power outages are expected to affect millions of Americans in a variety of ways. One way people will be impacted is the lack of communications. Up until recently, many cellular networks have been providing vital communications services for many people affected by the power outages as well as rescue crews. Cellular phone networks have become increasingly important to communications as the power goes out across the country and effectively cuts the internet and telephone systems. However, cell phone towers are now failing all across the country as their backup power supplies are being depleted. In large areas of the country, people may find themselves completely cut off from communication with the outside world or emergency services. 
“Gasoline shortages have also become widespread across the country. Demand for gasoline has reached levels never seen before. Many oil and natural pipelines have been shut down because the pumps used to pressurize the pipelines run on electricity. Many municipal water systems run on electrical power and may begin to fail as their backup power systems are depleted…”
George reached over and turned down the TV. They had been so fixed on the broadcast that the men hadn’t noticed that the women had slipped into the room and settled behind their significant others. He looked up and saw tears in all of the women’s eyes and some of the men’s eyes. 
Silence stretched for several minutes as the gravity of what they heard hit them. “Well, this changes everything.” Will said.
Everyone looked at him. “What do you mean?” His father asked. 
“We all came out here thinking this would be a few of days or maybe a couple of weeks at worst. Thanks to Joey, we brought almost everything we need to stay here indefinitely. I think that may be what we’re looking at.” 
“I don’t understand.” Kerry said. “How could they get into the power system? I thought all of that was protected.” 
Joey sat up. “I saw a show on that once. They set up a mockup of the computer systems and a generator. They got a hacker to try and attack it. Within about three minutes he had done pretty much the same thing the guy on TV said happened. Apparently a lot of the technology they use to network the power grid is old, sometimes going back to the 1970’s. I’m guessing that in their rush to hook everything up to the ‘smart grid’ to save carbon and the goddamned spotted owls, they probably opened up a lot of these old systems to the internet.”
“How it happened doesn’t really matter.” Will said. “We have to act on this information as a reality.” 
“What do you mean?” Jenny asked. 
“We have to adapt and overcome.” Will said. “We have a lot of work to do. First of all, we need to figure out a permanent sleeping arrangement. We’ve only got one full bed and three bunks. We still need to come up with five more permanent spaces.” 
“We’ll stay in the camper.” Chuck said. 
“That’s fine for now, but will you guys be ok there in for six months?” Will asked. 
“Do you really think it’ll come to that?” Joey asked. 
“I think we have to plan on that.” Will said. “So, Joey, you and Chuck figure out how we need to deal with that. Joey, I also need you to get everyone’s guns tomorrow and do a complete inventory on what we have and how much ammo we have for each one. Mom and dad, I need to figure out what all seeds we have. We need to get a garden going as soon as we can.” 
“I’ve got some wheat and corn out in some sacks in the shed.” Barry said. “They’re feed corn and wheat for planting green patches for the deer. I don’t know if they’ll come up, but you’re welcome to them.” 
“That’s a start.” Will said. “I also think we need to dig a trench across the road and maybe put up some barricades.” 
“What on earth for?” Jenny asked him. 
“If this goes on long enough, we might attract attention, even way out here. We’re going to need some basic defenses in case we are discovered. We also need to get a tally on how much gas we have.  Tomorrow, everyone needs to go out and check their vehicles. We’ll probably need to either keep siphon off the gas into some gas cans or consolidate it into one vehicle. That way it’ll last a little longer. Gas is going to be real important, so we’ll need to ration it. We’ll use it mainly for running the generators to keep the freezers going and the water pump running… Damn, that’s another thing. We’re going to need to come up with another way to get water. We may be able to stretch the gas out for a while, but it’s going to eventually run out.” 
“Holy shit.” George said. “You really are thinking this is going to be a long time deal.” 
“Think about it.” Will said. “How long will people be able to go without gas or power? How long until the food runs out? How long until the water stops flowing? If the power stays out for six months, this is not going to be a six month ordeal. The lights won’t just come back on and everything will be ok. If it’s that bad, then a fairly large portion of the population is going to die off pretty quick. What’s left of the population will most likely be living like animals by the time that six months is over. No, in this country, if the lights go out for that long, they may never come back on again.” He let that hang in the air. Let it ferment into his family until they began to grasp the true depth of what they could be facing. 
When he thought his point had sunk deep enough, Will continued listing things that they might want to do. One of the items Chuck had brought was a chainsaw. “I think we need to start clearing some lumber as soon as possible. We’re going to need a big stack for cooking, smoking food, and heat this winter. We might also make some new beds or even add on to the cabin if we can.
“Jenny, you’re going to have a pretty specialized job. You’re the only one here with a lot of medical training. I’m going to need you to collect anything and everything that we can use as medical supplies. We need to categorize everything we have and identify what we don’t have. Then we need to find alternatives. You also need to train us on some basic first aid techniques.” Will looked over at his uncle. 
“Uncle Barry, once upon a time, I remember you telling me your granddad still used an outhouse. Do you think you could find us a place to build one?” 
“My God.” Pam said. “Surely it can’t come down to that.” 
Joey smiled sadly at her. “Ma’am, do you realize there are now ten of us living here, for better or worse, and we only have three rolls of toilet paper left?”
“Holy shit.” George said. 
“Exactly.” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 11
 
Wabash Valley Correctional Facility in Carlisle, Indiana housed just over twenty-one hundred prisoners, ranging from minimum to maximum security inmates. Only three supply shipments had arrived since the power went out twelve days ago. Warden Philips was getting nervous. His superiors hadn’t provided any direction. The last news report they heard before the power died said that Indianapolis was one of the dozens of American cities now under martial law. He doubted they would hear anything out of Indianapolis for a long time. Things were getting tough at the prison. The first staff member to abandon his post left five days ago. The prison now ran with less than half staff.
“Warden Phillips?” Officer Carlos Ricco asked as he knocked on the office door. 
“What do you need, Carlos?”
“Sir, it’s been eight days since we received any supplies and three since the last time we were able to feed the population.” 
Warden Phillips rubbed his temples. “How are we looking on fuel for the backup generators?” 
“We will probably run out sometime today. When that happens, we’ll be blind. The CCTV cameras will shut down and the alarms won’t work. What are we going to do, sir?”
Warden Phillips ignored the question. “How do we stand with staff?” 
Carlos hesitated and looked at the floor. He didn’t want to answer this question. The desertion of his fellow guards disheartened him more than the other aspects of the tragedy. He couldn’t believe how the men and women he had served with for years had abandoned their post. He looked up to meet the Warden’s dark eyes. “We’re down to less than twenty percent. They’ve just not come to work. They go home at the end of the day and stay there to protect their families, especially since they don’t know if they’re going to get paid or not. Even if they do, it won’t be worth anything. To tell the truth, while I’m disappointed in them, I don’t half blame them.” 
“Then we have a very tough decision to make, Carlos.” 
“What’s on your mind, sir?”
“In these walls we hold some of the worst animals that society had to dispose of, but we also hold some descent men that just made a wrong choice or were down on their luck.” He sat back in his leather chair, dreading what he was about to say. “The way I see it, we have three choices. We can sit here and do nothing. At the rate we’re going, all staff will be gone within a couple of days. We just lock everything down and leave these folks in here to die. Granted, it’s better than most of them deserve; but worse than others. We just don’t have the time to sort them all out. 
“Our second option is to just let everyone go. We just shut down and open the gates.” 
“You can’t do that!” Carlos said. “That would equate to condemning every descent citizen in the area to a death sentence. The gangs would tear each other apart first and then head out to the countryside to reap God-only-knows-what havoc.” 
“Relax, Carlos. I agree with you; however, I don’t really like option number one either. Even animals deserve better than to be left to die like that.” Carlos agreed. “I’m going to need your help to sell the third option the remaining guards. Can you help me do that?” 
“I’ll do what I can. What are you thinking?”
“We round them up and shoot them.” 
“You can’t be serious!” 
The Warden looked at him with desperate eyes. Carlos had worked with this man long enough to know that he had not come to this decision lightly. “I’m afraid I am, Carlos.” 
Carlos weighed the implications of the Warden’s suggestion. He couldn’t think of anything better. Could he kill these people in cold blood? Could he convince his other guards to do the same? A thought occurred to him. “Sir, why don’t we just release the minimum security prisoners? They’re not usually here for bad offenses. We could let them go and… ah…dispose of the more dangerous types?” 
“I’ve thought about that.” The Warden said. “Each prisoner we let out, whether one of the animals in maximum or the descent guys in minimum, will be just another mouth to feed, another competitor taking food and resources out of the mouths of the surrounding population, from our friends and families, from our children.” 
Carlos wanted to protest but couldn’t. The warden was right. “I’ll spread the idea around with the other guards.” 
“Thank you.” The warden said. “Let me know what the feeling is around noon. I’ll probably get everyone together around two and announce the plan. If all goes well, we’ll shut this place down and head home, probably for good, this evening.”  
 
Aurelio Godinez sat in his cell and thought over his plan. He thought he knew what awaited him as soon as the news started reporting about the economic collapse and the war. He didn’t know how long it would take for everything to collapse, but he figured it might. He hoped it would. He knew he was right when some of the guards stopped coming to work. With the staff getting shorter and shorter each day, he figured the guards would eventually come to put them down. It’s what he would have done. He didn’t worry. He had a plan. 
As he waited for that moment, he thought back to how he had ended up here. He’d joined MS-13 at age twelve and killed his first man when he was fourteen. He’d killed many men and women since. He’d worked hard to build a fearsome reputation and loved every second of it. Violence, in its most primitive and naked forms, excited him like nothing else. Just thinking of some of the gruesome murders he’d committed got him hard. His favorite was the woman he had disembowel down in Mexico. Others had come close over the years, but that remained the best. His reputation for such gruesome acts earned him the nickname ‘Vicio.’ He would have thought it fitting, if he’d given a shit. 
He thought back to the single event that landed him a permanent home in Wabash, the little piece of ass he’d raped eight years ago in the southeast quarter of Fort Wayne. He had just run a medium shipment of coke up from Mexico and completed a good sale to a local contact. He felt pretty good that night and thought he deserved a reward. The rest of his colleagues went out partying, spending their cut. Vicio had taken a walk. Dark had just fallen and the cool October air felt good, fresh, invigorating. As he walked by a trailer park, he ran across the little bitch. He didn’t know that she was fourteen at the time. He didn’t know she was a good girl from a poor family who was walking back home from studying with a friend. He didn’t give a shit when he later learned that she was the best student in her class and had dreams of being a pediatrician. All he had cared about was finding some fun. He walked up behind her and grabbed her when she passed in the shadows between street lights. He had dragged her into the trees across the street from the trailer park to enjoy her.
One of the neighbors must have seen something and called the cops. They showed up while he was in the middle of taking his reward. He never got to finish. One of the policemen had vomited when they saw her lifeless body, her head crushed in from soft-ball sized rock he had hit her with. The trial had been quick. In less than a year, he found his new home in Wabash. 
He looked around his cell and down at his hands in quiet thought, at the tattoos that ran over the backs of them. The rest of the cell block yelled and screamed, trying to get some attention and some food. The guards had locked them down and hadn’t fed them in three days. He admired his strong, dark, wide hands. They fit his body well. He took after his mother’s side of the family, making him short, wide, and dark. He wasn’t very fast, but he had honed his given lot well. He carried very little fat on him now. He worked long hours to transform himself into a short, broad wad of muscle and violence that commanded respect. Over the years he had killed with guns and blades. He prided himself on his skill with a razorblade. What skill Botticelli lent to a paintbrush, Vicio matched with a razor. But those were just tools; his hands were the real weapons, weapons that couldn’t be taken from him. They had won him much respect when he first arrived at this shithole seven years ago. 
Vicio looked over at his cellmate, a tall black man named Donald. He held the same contemplative look as Vicio. Don had been a Blood when he got transferred to Wabash Valley. He had integrated with his new gang brothers, but life was tough in a maximum security prison where over fifty percent of the inmates were white, and ninety percent of those were controlled by a gang that hated “niggers.” The Aryan Brotherhood infested every nook and cranny of Wabash. Their core membership, their “council,” wasn’t that large; but they held the place under tight control. Don didn’t buy into Vicio’s plan to unite the gangs when he had first bunked with him five years ago. Vicio made some headway in unifying the gangs. His reputation helped him unify the Hispanics into one gang inside the prison. Over the next few years, Vicio’s reputation grew as he killed two more inmates and sent dozens to the infirmary. Don had proved instrumental in helping Vicio get the Bloods into the new prison gang. It wasn’t long until the Crips set aside their differences long enough to join in as well. To call it a gang wasn’t accurate. It was more of a nonaggression/mutual protection pact to balance the Brotherhood. Vicio trusted Don like he did no one else. Living together that close for five years in such a shithole prison and watching each other’s backs and corn holes would do that to even hard men. Don knew Vicio’s plans. 
When the inmates down the hall ratcheted up their unrest, Vicio knew the guards had come into the cell block. He held his breath and looked over at Don as the last of the guards entered. This was the only moment that concerned him. As he had explained to Don, the most dangerous part was figuring out what the guards would do. If the guards were smart, they would just shoot the inmates in their cells. Vicio hoped they weren’t that smart. He had learned a little about the warden during his stay at Wabash. He was known to be a good, moral man. Vicio wondered if Warden Phillips would have the balls to kill the inmates or if he would let them starve. He hoped that the man’s conscious would lead him to give them the mercy of a short death. He also hoped that the man’s conscious would make him do something stupid and descent like corralling the prisoners in the yard so that they could have proper burials or some shit like that. He figured the guards wouldn’t be stupid enough to attempt to coral all of the prisoners at once. They would most likely lead them out in small groups. His entire plan counted on just one of the twelve men he had conspired with getting out of their cell, fighting their way to the block control room, and disengaging the electronic locks. Once everyone was out, the prisoners would decimate the guards. With all of the guards dead or preoccupied, he could deal with the fucktards that ran the Aryan Brotherhood scum. 
Vicio glanced over and saw Don praying silently. He would have prayed too if he thought the Almighty gave a shit. He ignored the yelling and screaming of the other inmates as he listened for the sound of cell doors unlocking or for the gunfire that would mean their deaths. One of the guards gave instructions through a megaphone. “Listen up, you degenerate bastards! We know you are hungry and thirsty. We have just received a shipment of food and the warden has decided to feed you in groups out in the yard. When you hear your cell door unlock, step forward with your hands on your head. If any of you get so much as a cunt hair out of line, we will shoot you! Understand?” 
Vicio’s heart leapt as he heard a quarter of the cells in the block clink open. Half of the cells across the hall from him opened. He’d bet on the guards taking them out in smaller groups and had chosen men positioned to make sure someone got out in the first group. He smiled when he realized that four of his men were in the first group. The other prisoners yelled obscenities and threats at the guards and those released.  Shouts of “Fuck yeah!,” “About Goddamned time!,” and others came from the open cells. 
The prisoners came out of their cells as instructed. Vicio saw that there were fourteen guards and thirty prisoners. Guess the retards thought that one guard with a shotgun gun and a sidearm was enough for two prisoners. Vicio thought. The prisoners filed out toward the exit to the yard. Vicio smiled, when one of his men filled past one of the guards, lunged low at the guard, and tackled him. Before the prisoner could get the man’s gun away from him, the guard beside him lowered his gun and decorated the block floor with what little brains the prisoner’s skull contained. The second guard, so intent on the kill, didn’t see the other prisoner come up behind him and execute a rear chokehold. The other guards tried to react, but the rest of the prisoners attacked, sending the whole block into mayhem. Shots fired out and blood began pooling on the cell block floor. In all of the chaos, Vicio saw two of his guys running toward the control room. He just hoped one of the dumb fucks had the good sense to get the keys off of one of the guards. 
Vicio saw that dickless shit Ricco lock the door through the control room window. As the two men rushed up the short flight of stairs for the door, one of the guards broke loose from the mass of gunfire and human bodies. The prisoner he struggled with managed to get his shotgun. The guard pulled out his sidearm and made two new holes in the prisoner’s face before he could rise. The guard saw the two men heading for the control room and realized what they were attempting. He fired at them, striking the one that had managed to grab a shotgun. The bullet stuck the man in his left kidney. He turned as he fell and began shooting into the crowd. His first shot took down the pursuing guard. The rest tore into the crowd. 
Vicio saw the other prisoner fumble with the keys, working to get the control room door open. The guards had taken down most of the prisoners by this time. Vicio guessed the lack of food and water had weakened the prisoners. The seven remaining guards regained control over the six prisoners. It would only be a matter of seconds before the guards dispensed with the remainders and fucked his plan. “Hurry up you lazy cocksucker!” He yelled at the prisoner who held their freedom in his hands. 
 
Carlos heard the lock click open as the prisoner got the right key into the slot. He ran to throw his weight into the door and keep the man out, but he was too late. The door rushed to meet him, knocking him back to the wall. He barely had time to get his shotgun up as the man rushed him. The blast took the man where his collar bones met, staggering him back out the door to bleed out on the floor. Carlos saw the other prisoner with the gun fall. He scrambled to his feet and rushed toward the door. He had only taken two steps when the other prisoner fell into the doorway. Carlos leveled his shotgun a second too late. The prisoner’s shotgun blast tore into Carlos’s hip and spun him around. He landed facedown, next to the wall. The prisoner struggled to his feet and staggered over to the control panel. Carlos ignored the roaring pain in his hip and the numbness in his left leg as he sat up against the wall. He saw the unbelievable flow of blood coming from the prisoner’s lower back. He didn’t have time to aim, shooting on instinct. A red plume appeared in the prisoner’s upper back as the momentum of the shot threw the prisoner onto the control panel. As the prisoner fell back, his hand found the master release button. 
                
Vicio and Don watched in disbelief as the guards killed the last of the prisoners in the first batch. Five guards had survived the onslaught. Vicio couldn’t accept that his plan had failed. He hated failure. They had seen the dying prisoner enter the control room and heard shots. He figured the man had failed and was dead. The doors should be open by now if he had succeeded. Vicio knew their chance was gone. After this colossal fuckup, the guards would just leave them to starve. He glanced over at Don. He liked the son of a bitch but wondered how long he could survive eating him. He had hardly finished the thought when he heard that beautiful buzz and click. His heart leapt as he and Don rushed out of the cell. 
                As a hundred bloodthirsty murders and rapist ripped apart the guards, Vicio found his next target in his plan. Jerry Schwartzman, that white supremacist fuck who led the Brotherhood bitches, had lost his shirt in the scuffle. He raised his arms in triumph, contorting the Nazi Reichsadler tattoo that covered his back and shoulders. Vicio had no trouble finding the six foot seven inch behemoth. Vicio palmed the small blade from a disposable razor. He had hid this in various, creative ways for months, just waiting for an opportunity. He charged at Jerry, but another Brotherhood member saw him and intercepted. The man threw an overweighed right hand at Vicio. Vicio leaned back to dodge and sprang forward and low when the man’s momentum carried him too far. He hugged his attacker from behind and ran his right hand down into the man’s crotch. With satisfying release, Vicio felt the small blade severe the ligaments in the man’s groin. The man collapsed on his useless leg. Vicio still hoped to surprise Jerry and turned just in time to catch a left hook on the chin. The blow sent him reeling. He landed well and rolled onto his back, looking up at the Brotherhood leader.      
“You spic fuck! You’re going to earn the name ‘wetback’ after we gangfuck your greasy, beaner ass!” The giant white supremacist yelled as he pressed his advantage and mounted Vicio. A little dazed by the initial blow, Vicio let the bastard get past his guard. He tried to catch one of the giant’s arms but couldn’t as he pummeled Vicio with blow after blow. Vicio knew he was in trouble. He had managed to get his arms or hands in the way of the blows, turning them from lethal to just damaging. He tried to reach the big man’s face but fell short. After seconds that seemed like years, Visio maneuvered his left knee inside Jerry’s mount. He thrust outward for all his might. The push caused the giant to shift his weight and bring his upper body down just within Vicio’s reach. The tiny blade shot up in Vicio’s hand and left a deep, clean cut that started on Jerry’s nose, passed through his eye, and curved slightly up at the outer edge of the socket. The giant screamed as he jerked away and covered his eye with his hands, blood and eye jelly seeping through his fingers. Vicio brought his left knee back in to weakly smash at the man’s dick. The blow wasn’t hard but it rolled the big man over and off of him. Vicio rolled, climbing to mount the man when he looked up into the barrel of a shotgun aimed at his face by another Brotherhood member.
The unexpected blast tore off the jaw of the Brotherhood man in front of him, leaving a gaping hole in the bottom of his face. The man fell, clutching at his mouth that was no longer there. Vicio looked over to see one of his Crip amigos holding a smoking shotgun and smiled. He turned his attention back to the giant. The man rolled over on his stomach, regaining his composure with refreshed rage. Vicio mounted him from the back and grabbed his right arm. The big, dumb bastard made the fatal mistake of turning away from him. Vicio smiled as he rolled over with the man and placed him in an arm bar. The arm snapped when Vicio thrust his hips. He rolled away from the big man and got to his feet. The big bastard held his broken arm and tried to rise. Vicio’s boot dislodged several of his teeth. 
With the giant cowering on the floor above a growing pool of blood and teeth that fell from his mouth and eye, Vicio barked orders to his gang members. They gathered the leaders of the Aryan Brotherhood and forced them to their knees in front of him. Some fought and were quickly dismissed with the boom from one of the stolen guns. Vicio smiled as he realized that all the firearms were in their possession now. 
“Don! Bring me some handcuffs and one of the batons from the guards.” Don complied. Vicio walked over to Jerry and sent him sprawling with a hard kick to the short ribs. He grabbed the broken arm and rolled Jerry onto his stomach where he handcuffed his wrists behind his back. Vicio grabbed the handcuffs and dragged the big man to one of the picnic-style tables in the center of the block. “Help me get this big fuck up on the table!” He barked at two of his followers. They slammed Jerry up on the table. Vicio got two more men to hold his legs. 
“You, ‘minorities!’ Crips, Bloods, MS-13, Latin Kings, and others represented here at beautiful Wabash Valley Resort and Spa. We have all suffered at the hands of these inbred, sister-fucking ‘supremacists!’ Well, they don’t look so goddamned superior now, do they?” He looked at the nine remaining true Aryan Brotherhood members on their knees before him. Some showed fear, some apathy, and some rage. “To all you other white trash simpletons who followed these assholes, their time is at an end. You will follow us now or you can meet the same fate as these bitches.” He addressed his new gang now. “These useless fucks on the floor, they are a gift to you my black brothers! Save the bullets. We will need them later. Execute these pieces of shit!” A couple of the men on the floor tried to rise and meet their fate in battle rather than cowering on their knees, but they were not fast enough. Waves of minority gang members and even some of the white prisoners descended on the kneeling men. They bashed at them with baton, fist, and feet. When the last Brotherhood member became a boneless mass congealing on the floor, Vicio spoke again. “This cocksucker,” He said as he grabbed the top of Jerry’s skull and pulled his head back. “Is a gift to my hermanos! This fucker tormented us!” He said as he reached down and pulled Jerry’s left nipple with his left hand and cut it off in a slash from the tiny razor blade. Jerry screamed in pain, the sound muffled by his broken, blood-filled mouth. 
“Not only did this fucking scumbag cause us misery and pain,” Vicio said, “but he made a personal enemy in me. Now I show you how I treat my enemies!” He nodded his head and the two men on the tabletop with Jerry threaded the baton through the handcuffs and lifted it, partially raising Jerry up by his arms. “Hold his head still.” Vicio ordered a fifth man as he slid the blade into the skin at the base of Jerry’s neck. Like a master artisan, Vicio slid the blade in a bloody circle around the big man’s neck, careful not to cut anything vital. Jerry struggled, but all he could do was yell impotently. The circle made, Vicio made a slit from just below the crown of Jerry’s head and ran it down his neck bone to join with the circle. He gently peeled back where the corners met. When he had enough to give him a sure grip, he jerked up, over, and down. Jerry screamed a soul searing yell as his face came away in Vicio’s hands. Vicio held up the face as a trophy to his gang. He saw several of them shrink back in horror at what he had just done. More than a few of the men he had once thought of as hard turned away and dry heaved. Yes! He thought to himself. Fear is how you control and motivate hard men. They are mine!  
As the crowd calmed, Vicio launched into the speech he had been planning for over a week. Fear gave him a hook into the men. Now he had to solidify it with something almost as powerful, hope. “Mi Amigos, these guards came here to kill us today.” He said gesturing with the mask in his hand for effect. “They came to kill us because the world outside has crumbled and fallen! They wouldn’t have made this move if they were not weak and beaten. This was desperation! If they had any strength left, reinforcements would have come in and put us down when we killed the guards. This is our freedom. Freedom, not just from this stinking shithole prison, but true freedom! The world outside will be lawless and ripe for the taking. It is now a world where hard men can remake it in our own image, and I know of no harder men than the inmates of Wabash!” 
The men roared their approval. When the roar died down, one lone dissenter yelled out a question. “They had no food for us. How is hard men gonna make it without food?” 
“You say we got no food? I say we have a feast!” Vicio said. 
“Fuck you. What feast?” The man yelled back. 
Vicio resisted the urge to go gut the man right there. This called for patience, a virtue he had never really had but was learning to cultivate. He looked out at the man. Let it be for now. He told himself. I can always find him once things have settled and make him my bitch. The thought made Vicio smile at the man. He grabbed the dripping skull of the whimpering white supremacist and turned it toward the man. “This is meat, mi amigos! From where I stand, I see several piles of meat waiting for our feast!” Several of the famished men looked around and saw the bodies of the other inmates and the guards as food for the first time. Smiles spread across several faces. Vicio smiled back, the violent thug now transformed into a monster, the monster now transformed into a tyrant.   
 
Officer Carlos Ricco lay on the floor with his back against the wall of the control room. He faced the door but couldn’t see Vicio as he made his speech. The angle didn’t stop the words. He looked down at his busted hip. He couldn’t feel his leg, much less attempt to get up to walk. He bled, but it wasn’t coming in bright spurts. He took that for a good sign. The shot must have missed the artery. He might be able to save the leg if he got help soon enough. It hit him that there would be no help. He was cut off from the outside world. Even if he could get out, he couldn’t find any help with the state of the world outside. Being devout Catholic, he did what he had always done when he was afraid. He prayed. He mumbled a prayer to Saint Matthew when he heard a laugh at the doorway. Lost in his prayer, he hadn’t heard them ascend the steps. 
He looked up and met the dark, almost inhuman eyes of Vicio. The beast, surrounded by his newly won devotees, smiled at him and held up hand draped with a human face like a sock puppet. Vicio pretended to talk to the face and stuck his thumb out of the puppet’s mouth like a tongue. Vicio laughed again. The face turned toward Carlos and stuck its tongue out at him. Carlos reached for his sidearm. He considered trying to kill Vicio but knew it was useless. The damage was done. The monsters freed from their cages. He couldn’t stop them. The only thing he could stop was a fate worse than that of Jerry. Carlos closed his eyes and prayed. He prayed for his wife and little girls. He prayed for forgiveness for what he was about to do. He hoped Jesus and Saint Matthew would forgive him for being too weak for face the slow, painful death he knew he would find at Vicio’s hands. He felt the cold metal barrel of the forty-caliber Glock on the roof of his mouth right before he pulled the trigger. His life ended before he heard the shot. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 12
 
JJ and Clay manned the barrier on the north side of the block. Clay thought back over everything that had happened since he had arrived in the neighborhood eleven days ago. The place had changed quite a bit. 
Tom Dabrowski had established himself as the unquestioned compound commander. His experience as a former Air Force security forces sergeant gave him just enough credibility that his over-assertive personality went unchecked. No one else in the neighborhood, with the exception of Scott on old Mr. Perkins, had any military experience. Tom kept a keen eye on every aspect of the compound and could always find fault with something someone did. In short, he was a condescending, micromanaging prick. Neither Clay nor JJ liked him; but since everyone else in the neighborhood kissed his ass, they played along. 
Tom had enlarged the compound to include another block of the neighborhood. He convinced or coerced most people to donate their resources for the good of the community. Everyone went along since he had delivered and now controlled their main food supply, the stolen food truck. Seeing the masses of hungry people streaming by the neighborhood as they escaped the burning wreckage of Chicago served to affirm Tom’s authority. 
Tom had set guard schedules and roaming patrols for the makeshift compound. He organized neighborhood meetings each evening to assert his authority and to make the people feel informed and involved. He planned and organized groups to go out and secure cars from the neighborhood and the surrounding area to beef up the defenses. They scavenged cars and removed anything of value such as batteries, tires, and gasoline. They stored these items at the central house. The bodies of the cars were taken apart. They turned cars on their sides and used the seatbelts and wiring to attach doors, hoods, and trunks to the upper sides of the overturned cars, giving the wall extra height. A few men would roll a car to a spot, strip it down, turn it over, and secure the scraps to the top. They could raise ten foot or more of barrier in less than forty minutes. Organizing four crews, Tom completed the makeshift walls in three days. Tom had houses that joined in the wall boarded up on the outward-facing exterior to complete the defenses.
Tom kept everything of value in one of the larger brick homes on the block. He called it the “central house.” He had taken it over as his headquarters and personal dwelling when its owners couldn’t be found. Tom moved in and set up bunks for guards and storage for common supplies such as the food, weapons, and salvage. His men had found an old generator and hooked it to the house to provide power. Tom had the only house in the neighborhood with electricity, maybe the only one in Chicago for all they knew. He shared little. Every day, Tara would go to the house to beg some ice to put in the cooler containing her insulin. The power was used to cook the communal meals. Beyond that, Tom rationed resources with strict control.  
Lots of folks had passed by the neighborhood over the last week and a half, trickling by in small groups. Some begged for assistance or to be let into the community. Others had demanded. In every case, they had been turned away. After Clay and Leesha had arrived, Tom had given strict orders that the guards were to turn away anyone who wasn’t immediate family or lived in the neighborhood. He made a good case about not being able to take care of every stray that happened by. Their food and supplies were limited. Water began to run low. The community had to watch out for itself, Tom preached; and that included protection from people that would deplete their strained resources. JJ found himself agreeing with Tom on that point. Clay remained wary. To Scott, the barriers worked both ways. They kept people out, but they also trapped him and his family in.
They only had one serious incident when a middle aged man had tried to force his way into the compound and secure a new home for his family of six who stood behind him. It had gotten so bad that Tom had appeared on the scene to deal with it. When the stranger had tried to grab one of the guards, no one said a word when Tom pulled out a forty-five caliber pistol and shot the man. The man’s family had scattered into the urban wilds, now fatherless and alone. JJ doubted their chances of survival.
Most of the “wandering dead,” as Scott termed them, stayed clear of the compound. The barrier and guards made an effective deterrent for most folks looking to escape the city. What few malignant bands they encountered had decided that the compound wasn’t worth the trouble while less risky salvage existed. It was all a bluff; but as long as it held, the compound stayed unmolested. Scott had argued after seeing the first of such bands that it wouldn’t be long before starvation and desperation would band together enough folks to rush the compound. The barriers and guards that provided intimidation and defense against small bands would turn into a signal beacon of people protecting something better than what was on the outside, an invitation for attack. The few guns and other rudimentary weapons would lose their potency as a deterrent, and the compound would be overrun. Scott kept the family secretly preparing to leave if the opportunity presented itself. 
The first squad of National Guard troops had arrived at the compound four days ago. The four Humvees had driven up to the gate late that afternoon. The sergeant in charge said they were coordinating relief efforts and relocating people to FEMA shelters and relief centers. He threatened that he was authorized to remove people with force if necessary. Tom arrived at the gate once the news of the contact spread. Tom and the sergeant had gone off to the side to talk. Tom convinced the man that the community was ok for now, hadn’t had any trouble, had a week’s worth of food, and would love some assistance. The residents of the compound didn’t need to be relocated but would direct anyone that came by to the shelters. The sergeant had his men unload a couple cases of bottled water and left, searching for less fortunate folks. They hadn’t heard from them since. 
At the neighborhood meeting that evening several people had questioned whether or not they should go to the FEMA shelters. Tom reminded them of the situation and how bad Katrina had been. “How much food and supplies do you think there are at these shelters? We’ve seen on the news that similar things have happened all over the country. Some of the shelters have already been overrun with people.” He pointed out that there would be hundreds of thousands of people crammed into tents or living outside at the camps. “What would happen if there was a shortage? You’ve all seen how it can take the authorities days or weeks to get aid to small-town tornado victims. Can they control that many people? Would your wives and daughters be safer living in those conditions?” He argued. In the compound they were surrounded by friends and neighbors, people they could trust. He said he had made arrangements with the sergeant to have supplies delivered to the compound. There was no reason to go to the shelters. They could eat and live in their own homes until everything got back to normal. Most of the crowd found themselves agreeing with Tom. That was the one thing where Scott agreed with Tom. Neither one trusted the government nor the idea of gathering all the refugees into such concentrations. 
The major news stations went off the air the next day. Only radios worked now and most folks had run down their batteries. They had no idea what the shelters were like and how other cities were faring. They hadn’t seen any more of the National Guard. 
Things had gone well until three days ago when Lucy accidentally mentioned something about the family wanting to leave. Lucy had developed an interest in medicine and wanted Mrs. Gray to teach her everything. She had volunteered to help Mrs. Gray with any medical issues. Sherry and Tara asked Lucy to see if Mrs. Gray could tell them what kind of materials could be used as makeshift medical supplies. Mrs. Gray had given her several ideas and had asked why Lucy wanted to know all of this. Lucy replied that she just wanted to make sure that her family had all of the supplies they needed. One of Tom’s newfound lackeys happened to be in the house to get stitches in the hand he had cut somehow. The lackey reported back to Tom that JJ and his family were hoarding supplies that Tom had ordered to be held in the common house.
The family expected some sort of action from Tom. None came. Then things had come to a head yesterday when Tom had called them out at the neighborhood meeting, demanding that JJ and his family hand over any supplies that he might be hoarding. JJ told him that they had turned everything over, but Tom made a production of explaining how it was wrong to hold out anything when other folks had donated everything they had to the cause. Clay had corrected him, pointing out that they had given two cars (JJ’s car and the cab he had brought to the neighborhood) in addition to food and covering guard and patrol duties. Tom went on a rampage about to survive, everyone had to share and pool resources to make it through. Two of his lackeys moved to stand very close to JJ. Scott mused at how fast fear and panic allowed groupthink to overtake reason and turn good folks into mindless assholes. All it took for some folks was a guy with a half-assed plan, and they would follow it to the death. JJ came close to giving in, especially since he was conflicted about leaving. Scott stood up to the two men and had yelled back at Tom, questioned his right to take their personal property, and summarily told him to go fuck himself. 
They knew Tom was a vindictive bastard. They had seen how he had dealt with a few other dissenters. He had publicly berated them and their families and withheld food and supplies. They had experienced the public accusations. JJ wondered when they could expect to see reduced rations. So far, nothing had happened. JJ looked down at the golf club in his hands and over to the small hunting rifle in the hands of one of the other guards. That was one thing that had happened. It would be a while before any of his clan would be trusted with a gun again. The only thing holding Tom at bay was that he didn’t quite have enough power to order people out of their homes or just take their stuff, but he was working toward it. With every decision the community accepted, Tom took another step toward his own little kingdom. 
Another change was that Tom made sure to keep at least one of his loyal men at each of the two gates at all times. While Clay couldn’t prove anything beyond a hunch, he knew that they were to keep JJ and his family from running off with supplies as much as keep the others out.  
 
Clay looked up as movement at the end of the street caught his eye. What caught his eye wasn’t a person. It was a running vehicle. A lone hummer slowly rolled toward the compound. “You think this guy is like the ones we saw the other day?” Clay asked. 
 “He looks like he’s alone. I thought they were going to be bringing in supplies. Can they carry very much in one Humvee?” JJ asked.
Scott walked up to the gate, which consisted of a car offset to the others so that it could be rolled out of the way. “Hey guys. I’m here to relieve you Clay.” He said as he approached. He looked down the street and saw the hummer pull up and stop ten yards from the gate. “What do we have here?”  
“We don’t know.” Clay stated. “He just pulled up.” 
Two men exited the hummer. They wore National Guard uniforms, carried M-16’s on their shoulders, and M-9’s on their hips. “Stay where you are!” Tom’s lackey in chief said. “What do you fellows want?” 
The shorter of the two men stepped forward and said. “I’m Staff Sergeant Flores. I understand my aunt, Mrs. Gray, is still living here. This is my friend Specialist Hall. We’ve brought some supplies. We’re looking to move in with my aunt and join your community.” 
“What kind of supplies?” The lackey asked. 
“We got our guns, some ammo, a case of bottled water, and half a dozen MRE’s.” Flores responded. 
“I’ll have to get Mr. Dabrowski. He’ll want to see you in person. You two guard the gate while I go get Tom.” The lackey said to JJ and Clay as he turned and ran off toward the common house.
Scott stepped around the car that was their gate and walked up to Sergeant Flores. “How come you boys are out here looking to join with us? Shouldn’t you be guarding the FEMA shelter or whatever it is you do there?” 
“And you are?” Flores asked.
“I’m Scott Reed. Nice to meet you.” Scott said as he extended his hand. 
Flores took the offered hand. “The shelters are all but gone.”  
“What happened?” Clay asked. 
Specialist Hall began to speak but stopped short. He looked over at Flores as if asking for permission. “It’s ok, Kevin, they’ll find out one way or another.” 
“Find out what exactly, Mr. Flores?” JJ asked.
“We deserted.” Hall said.  
Scott whistled. “Just right on out with it there, son...That’s a big deal.” 
“Not as big as you would think.” Flores said. “Shipments of food were getting less and less frequent. They were flying it in to Midway and O’Hare where we used the hangers and the airport buildings to set up the biggest relief centers. We were also delivering food to other smaller camps around the city. We were pretty short staffed at Midway since a lot of people didn’t or couldn’t report when called up, but we were managing. We had crews out clearing the streets to get to the camps and deliver the food. The guys assigned to O’Hare were doing the same. There were a lot more folks than the authorities had planned for. Folks were on half rations but making it. 
“Everything was going ok until about three days ago when we started getting about half the shipments that we normally got. Desertion had gotten pretty bad by that time. We had lost about a quarter of our folks who said they had to take care of their own families or were just getting burned out working twenty hours a day. Anyway, we tried to stretch the dwindling supplies of food and took on extra shifts to cover the ones who had left, basically working twenty-four hours a day. You just can’t keep that up for long. The brass recorded the deserters but no one was doing anything about it. Hell, some of them had left. The next day we only got one shipment of food. It just wasn’t enough, so we decided to skip the shipment to one of the outlying shelters. 
“When the refugees learned they weren’t going to get any food that day, they got restless. One of the guys that made it back to Midway said the whole place had turned medieval right before they left. They just couldn’t keep control of the crowd. They began to riot. People beating other people to death for an MRE or a real prize like SPAM. I don’t want to believe that, but who fucking knows? Most of those folks hadn’t eaten in several days when they got to the shelter. The best we could do was give them half an MRE a day. Then they got less than that. Then they got nothing. I guess I can’t blame them for being pissed. But, Jesus Christ! It’s only been a little over a week since the fires.”  
Hall picked up the story. “After the center collapsed, we didn’t get any more shipments. We began to run out of food at the Midway shelter. I don’t know if what Smitty said about the other camp was true, but we could see what was about to happen at the Midway shelter. We had thousands upon thousands of folks sleeping in the terminals, in tents on the fields, even some on the runway. That many folks can go through a lot of food in a day. The place reeked of shit. It just simply wasn’t meant for that many people. Port-a-johns filled up and people were shitting in the corners and on the floor. Some folks had died, but we didn’t have anywhere to put them or the people to put them there. We organized some of the refugees and got them to pile the bodies outside as they died. Shit was going downhill fast.” 
Flores took it from there. “Our LT came to us yesterday evening. He said he was bugging out. He saw the writing on the wall. The higher ups in DC were trying to redirect some food to us but were having trouble since all the other big cities were having similar issues. He said that FEMA only kept a certain stock of food and supplies on hand at any given time, positioned around the country in distribution centers. They would respond to a disaster and give out the aid, then order some more and restock. Pretty standard logistics shit. He guessed that all of the need had overwhelmed their supplies. Can you believe it? FEMA out of food in less than ten days? With the power outages and the economy FUBARed, they weren’t going to be able to get any more supplies. It was turning into a big, goddamned pissing contest to see who would get the remaining supplies. Who would live or die. We just gathered up what we could and took off.” 
“So, where is your LT?” Tom asked. Neither Scott, JJ, nor Clay had heard him and his two minions walk up behind them. 
Flores looked at Tom. “You must be Mr. Dabrowski. I wanted to thank you for letting Sargent Easterling know that my aunt was ok. I’m glad he was able to swing by the other day. It means a lot to me that you’ve been looking after her, and everyone else here, it seems. Where is Aunt Cristina?” 
“She’s back at her house tending to one of our children. The little guy had climbed up on the wall here and fell off. She thinks he may have broken his arm. I’ll take you to her in a minute. So, what happened to your LT?” 
“He lived over in Evergreen Park with his wife and two kids.” Flores continued the story. “He had told his wife that everything was going to be ok and that she and the girls should stay inside and lock the place down. He was Mormon and was always talking about how their religion taught everyone to be prepared for some shit like this. He said they always kept a few months’ worth of food and water around, so they should have been ok. He had spoken to her a few times on her cell, but hadn’t heard from her since two days after the fire. He wasn’t too worried. He was a good man and kept to his duty. He just shrugged it off that maybe her battery had died. 
“When we left, we figured we’d swing by his place, pick up his wife and kids, and whatever supplies we could get into the Humvee. His neighborhood was pretty beat up by the time we got there. The fires had gotten to a lot of it. His house was ok. It was brick and only had a little scorched section of the roof. We pulled up and noticed that the door was open. We all got out and readied our guns. We searched the house and found two dead men with gunshot wounds in the kitchen, but we couldn’t find his wife or kids. He said she had a small thirty-eight revolver she kept in the house and maybe she had killed these guys and gotten the girls into the basement with the supplies. That was their fallback plan, he said. 
“We called out as we went into basement. We didn’t want her to accidentally shoot us if she was down there. We didn’t hear anything so we went on down. From what we found, it looked like someone had found out about the stash of food and supplies and decided to take it. The place had been ransacked. We found another dead guy at the foot of the stairs. We scanned around with the flashlights on our M-16’s and found the LT’s family in the corner. They were all dead. We hung back and let the LT grieve over his family. It was fucked up. It looked like someone had hit them in the head with a hammer over and over again, but we weren’t close enough to really tell. The LT stood up and turned toward us. He wasn’t freaking out or anything. He was just kinda… cold. He smiled at us, but we could see the tears rolling down his face. I started to go to him, but he just snapped to attention, thanked us for our service, saluted us, and shot himself in the head.”
“Fuck.” JJ whispered. 
Flores nodded. “We didn’t really know what to do. There wasn’t anything we really could do. The LT hadn’t slept in almost a week. Hell, none of us had. I guess the exhaustion and the pressure of the FEMA camps weakened him somehow. Seeing his family must have just pushed him over the edge. It took us a little while to gather up the nerve to do it, but we finally went over and got all of his weapons and supplies. We searched the house, but there was nothing left.  Whoever had gotten in there cleaned the place out.” Flores wiped his eyes dry and looked back at Tom. “So, Mr. Dabowski, you’ve heard our story. Neither one of us really has any place left to go. My folks are back east and Hall’s folks here died when he was a child. Can we join your community?” 
“Of course you can, soldier.” Tom said. He turned back to his guys and said, “Get the gate open and that Humvee in here. JJ, Clay, and Scott, can I see you over here a moment?” He said as he walked off to the side. “Look, fellas, folks around here are already scared enough as it is. We don’t need to go spreading anything about the FEMA camps for now. That’d just scare the shit out off some already frightened people. Understood?” 
JJ and Clay agreed. Scott shocked JJ he nodded in agreement. He was sure Scott would freak out over this. Something was up. “Thank you, men. I really appreciate you letting me be the one who breaks it to the community.” Tom said as he walked back over to his men and led the Humvee back to the community house.  
“What gives?” Clay asked Scott when they were alone.     
“You don’t see it do you?” Scott asked the two. “One of the reasons that slimy piece of shit has gotten away with as much as he has, is because people think they can just ride this thing out. He’s trying to hold this info close so he can manage it and not lose his grip on the neighborhood.” 
“You really think he’d do that?” JJ asked. 
“Abso-fuckin-lutely.” Scott said.
“Then why don’t you just tell everyone tonight at the neighborhood meeting? That way he’d have to tell everyone what happened.” JJ said.
“Because he’s partially right. I don’t know that it would do any good except to upset folks. Once they realize that this isn’t going to end anytime soon, who knows what they’ll do? No, we’ll let him have his game and the compound. You too have work to do. You get home and get everything ready to go tomorrow.”
“You still on that?” JJ asked. “What the hell, Scott? Didn’t you hear what the army guys said? There’s another riot going on. Shit’s getting real bad out there. We can’t go out there in that. Besides we still only have one car and eight people.” 
“First of all, where do you think all of those starving folks are going to go? I think we’ve been lucky that we haven’t seen that kind of shit here because the FEMA centers directed the flow of folks away from us. Without them, those folks are going to spread out again. We’re going to see a lot more refugees as those folks go searching for food. You heard the story about their LT. That will be at our doorstep within days. These shitty walls aren’t going to deter people like that, especially when softer targets like women and children become less and less available. The folks we’ve seen have been the wandering dead. In here,” Scott gestured to the walls, “we’re the sitting dead. No, we need to get the fuck out of here, yesterday. 
“As for our second problem, I don’t have an answer. We may have to just cram in there together until we can get out of here and figure something else out. Now you two get going. I’ll help out when my shift is over.” Scott walked back over to the gate as JJ and Clay made their way back to JJ’s house.  
 
Scott stood in the midmorning sun, trying to get his head around their plan. The whole family had tried to come up with a solution to their dilemma. Tom hadn’t said anything about the FEMA shelters at the meeting last night. Scott wasn’t surprised. 
They needed more information from the outside, and Scott knew but one place to get it. Sherry volunteered to go see Mrs. Gray, complaining about “female troubles” as an excuse to talk to the newcomers, who were staying with Mrs. Gray. Sherry impressed Scott when her stupid-sounding plan worked. After a little chitchat with Mrs. Gray about heavy flows or some shit Scott didn’t care to think about concerning his daughter, Sherry met Flores. She, Flores, and Mrs. Gray ended up having tea and discussing the world events for over an hour. What she found out was even worse news for the group. 
When pressed on events outside of Chicago, Flores talked despairingly about the state of the roads. From what he had heard, the interstates and major roadways were a mess. The people who had left at the first sign of trouble were probably ok. If they had a particular destination that wasn’t too far away, they might have made it. The ones who waited a little bit, were boned. The first ones out bought all the gas and supplies they came across before the money had gone to shit. With little or no replacements being shipped in, many places along the major roadways ended up swamped with outsiders as their cars ran out of gas and they became stranded. Once the power went out, the situation had gotten worse. Flores overheard some of the pilots talking about the massive traffic jams they had seen flying into Chicago. They said it looked like hurricane evacuations, except all the traffic had died. Cars ran out of gas and were pushed off the road where they could be. Places like bridges and overpasses became choke points as several layers of vehicles built up with nowhere to ditch them. No one really knew what had happened to all of the travelers since no ground convoys gone that far out. They were too occupied trying to keep the peace in the big cities. Many of the towns along the interstate had burned. The military leadership thought fighting between the travelers and the locals over dwindling supplies might have been the reason. Either way, it didn’t matter to Scott. He learned all he needed. Stay the hell off the major roads. They were a deathtrap now.  
Scott had sold the family on the dire need to get out of the compound before they were trapped by the coming swarms of people he thought would come. The family stayed up all night preparing their getaway plans in light of the new information from Flores. The first problem they identified was their meager supply of food and water. They lived on the community rations like everyone else. No person in his right mind would go out into the shitstorm outside the walls without these things. They struggled trying to figure a way around this. Even if they could steal the food from the community house, those stocks were running dry. Tom kept the stock numbers close hold, never allowing the community to know how much was left; but JJ and Clay had seen the truck the night they stole it. They knew the ninety or so compound residents would eat through the food quickly. Even without the security concerns, no one wanted to steal from their neighbors. They decided that they might just have to leave without any food or water. Maybe if they stuck to the back roads, they could find some on the way.
The second problem they encountered was transportation. They only had Sherry’s SUV. It was supposed to seat eight, but that was without any of the stuff they would need to carry. They needed the ice chest for Tara’s insulin, sleeping bags, blankets, and other small odds and ends. Those alone would cut the seating in the SUV down to six. They could tie everything to the top of the SUV, but that would attract too much unwanted attention from Tom and his lackeys. They wondered how far they could get since Sherry’s SUV held just under half a tank of gas. Scott figured that on the interstates, that would get them a third of the way to his brother’s farm just north of Tuscaloosa, Alabama. Driving on the back roads and avoiding towns would reduce that by God-only-knew how much. Then there was another problem with just getting around Tom’s watchdogs and out of compound. They found problems with everything they thought of. It was overwhelming. 
They decided that they would load the SUV that night in order to avoid detection. They would all pile in and head for the western gate of the neighborhood at three the next afternoon. That would be just before JJ and Clay got off their shift. The two men would move the gate car and hop in as the SUV drove by. With any luck, they would be gone and on their way before Tom or anyone else knew what was going on. Scott’s greatest fear was that Tom would try to stop them. He wasn’t sure what would happen if he did.  
 
The next day proved to be beautiful spring day. The wind out of the west kept the drifting smoke and scent of decay from Chicago away from the compound. Scott stood on the front steps of the house and looked up at the clouds as they floated by. “Hey Scott, get your butt over here!” The old man yelled at him. Scott looked around and found the source. His grandson Jimmy accompanied the old man in the walker as he walked toward the house. 
“Mr. Perkins, how are you?” Scott said to the man as he walked two houses down to meet them. Scott had talked to the old man a few times when Sherry and the kids still lived in the neighborhood. The old timer had been like a great grandfather to James and Lucy since Jan and Sherry moved into the neighborhood some ten years ago. Mr. Perkins was a real-deal war hero. That Jimmy had begun escorting the man on daily walks to the end of the block and back pleased Scott. He hoped some of the old timer’s determination and sense of duty would rub off on Jimmy. 
“I’m as good as can be.” Mr. Perkins said. Scott wondered at how ancient Mr. Perkins looked. His skin was like wrinkled, wet rice paper stretched loosely over his skull. He still had one good eye, but his left was so clouded with cataracts that Scott couldn’t imagine that Perkins could see out of it. “Your boy and me was talking on our walk this morning.” Scott’s pulse quickened.  
“And what did you talk about, Mr. Perkins?” Scott asked. 
“I think it’s better discussed inside.” 
Scott and Jimmy helped Mr. Perkins and his walker into the old man’s house. “Relax, Scott. You look like you’re about to piss yourself. Jimmy let slip that you and yours are thinking about getting out of here. Now before you get all pissy with him, he did good. I agree with you about getting out of here before that pompous little shit Dabrowski gets everyone killed.” Mr. Perkins said as he took a seat in his recliner.
“So, you think it’s getting bad too?” Scott asked. 
“I may only have one good eye, but I ain’t blind yet. This place is goin to be in a world of hurt. Now Jimmy told me all bout your plan; and I gotta say Scott, you’re out of your damned mind if you think it’s gonna work.” Scott’s anger flared, but he realized the old man was right. “You planning to go out with eight people crammed into one car with no food or water… Madness! But I understand how you feel. Now, I think I can help.”
“What do you mean?” Scott asked. 
“Better show ya. Now help me get out into the garage.” 
As the men stepped into the dark garage, Scott could make out boxes and an old car. “Turn the light on, boy, before I trip and break a skull!” Mr. Perkins snapped. Jimmy rushed to the switch and turned on the lights. The old florescent bulbs flashed into life, revealing an old, blue Pontiac Bonneville and boxes and boxes of freeze dried food. 
“Mr. Perkins, where did you get all of this stuff?” Jimmy asked. 
“Well, bout two years ago, one of my grandsons sent me all this shit for Christmas. I thought he was out of his damned mind, but I’ve been thankin God for that boy every night since the riots.” 
“This is incredible, Mr. Perkins. What’s in the backpack?” Scott asked.
“I ain’t real sure. It’s all part of some emergency kit that they delivered. I ain’t never opened it.”
“How have you kept all of this here? I thought Mr. Dabrowski took everyone’s food and cars and stuff.” Jimmy said. 
“That little bastard tried. He came over here askin’ for this and that and tryin’ to explain how the community really needed it. I woulda probably gone for it if I hadn’t been watchin that snake for years. I’ve seen his type a hunnerd times in my life. They do whatever they can to boss other folk around. I told him where he could go. Guess he figured takin stuff from an old man was beneath even him. Anyhoo, all of this stuff should make your trip down to Alabamy a bit easier.” He fished the Bonneville’s keys out of his pocket and pressed them into Scott’s hands. “It should still run. Clarence, down the street, used to come by every so often and keep it up for me. He’d mess with the car and I’d tell him stories bout the war. He was fascinated by the war. Anyway, he kept in full of gas. Should be able to get a few hunnerd miles outta it.” 
“Mr. Perkins, we can’t accept this. This stuff could keep you going for months.” Scott said.
“To what end, Scott?” The old man asked. “Son, I’ve seen ninety-one winters. I know it ain’t gonna be long for me now.” Scott tried to interrupt him, but the old man charged on. “Listen to me, boy. I’ve only got about another week or so of my meds left. They ain’t gonna be makin any more mail runs for some time. I figure I can probably get another week outta these old bones after my meds run out. I’m done for, and I’m ok with that.” 
“Mr. Perkins, What kind of medications are you on? Maybe we can find you some.” Jimmy said.
“Jimmy’s right, Mr. Perkins. You could come with us. Maybe we could find a pharmacy out of town that still has some medicines.” Scott said.
“Shit, son. They got me on so much stuff there’d be no way to find it all. Who knew it took so much to keep a cranky old bastard like me alive? Blood thinners, high blood pressure, heart medicine, you name it I’m on it. Besides, I doubt there’d be any Viagra left in those pharmacies!” He laughed as he slapped Jimmy on the shoulder. Scott smiled. 
Mr. Perkins paused and fixed Scott with his good eye. “Son, ever since I stepped off that boat into France in 1944, I’ve treated every day I’ve had since as a gift. I shoulda died a dozen times that day and I knew it. God gave me the rest of my days. Even these last few days, as bad as they’ve been, are a gift. I’m just one of the lucky ones who was able to see it. A lot of my buddies never got those gifts. Now, if something a tired old man can do to give Jimmy here and my sweet, little Lucy a chance to have those gifts, then I’m more than happy to do it. Hell, boy, it’s my duty… I’ve seen the grim reaper before and cheated him more than once. I guess I’ve kept that old son of bitch waiting long enough. This time it’ll be like meeting an old friend. Now quit that bawlin and help me back to my chair. I’m tired and need a nap.” 
Jimmy and Scott led the old man back to his living room and settled him into his chair. Jimmy covered Mr. Perkins with a blanket. Scott tried hard not to cry. He leaned over and hugged the old man as hard as he thought the old man could stand. “Thank you so much, Mr. Perkins. I don’t know how we can ever repay for this.” 
“Don’t you worry bout none of that. You boys just get them womenfolk down to Alabamy. Now you better go get all of that shit loaded up and ready.” 
Scott and Jimmy loaded the supplies into the Bonneville. They went to check on Mr. Perkins before they left. They found him snoring, his mouth agape, and drool running down his chin. Scott leaned over and wiped the old man’s mouth without waking him. He turned and left the house. 
 
Scott opened Mr. Perkins’ garage and fired up the Bonneville at 2:43 PM. He pulled out and drove over to Jan’s house. Tara, Sherry, and the girls streamed out of the house and climbed into the SUV. Scott spotted Tom and one of his lackeys running toward the car. They must have heard the Bonneville when Scott started it. “What are you doing, Scott?” Tom asked as the two men approached the car. Jimmy climbed into the passenger’s seat. Scott opened his door and told James to take the wheel and leave the car running. He stepped out of the car, determined to do whatever was necessary to make sure Tara and his family got away from here. 
“We’re leaving, Tom.” Scott said. 
“What’s in the back of the car?” The lackey asked. 
Tom shifted so that he could see the back seat. “That’s a lot of food, Scott. Where did you get it and this car for that matter?” 
“That’s none of your damned business.”  
“That’s food that the community could use. Hell, we need it, Scott. You’re not planning to steal all of that from us, are you?” 
“It was never yours to begin with. You talk about the community needing it. We need it, you arrogant ass.” Scott said. 
“The hell it’s not!” Tom shouted. “The only way we can survive is to share resources and wait this thing out.” 
“Wait what out, Tom? You heard the National Guard guys. The whole world is fucked, and you will be too if you stay here. All those starving people from the FEMA camps, you think you can keep them out with your shitty car fence?” Scott asked. 
“That’s our food and we’re not going to let you take it.” The lackey spoke again. 
“Yeah, by what right do you have to stop me, asshole?” Scott said. 
“This right, right here!” Tom said as he unslung the M-16 he had gotten from the National Guard boys. 
Scott had prayed this moment wouldn’t come. He had hoped they could get out without having to confront Tom. Well, a lot of good the hoping and praying had done. The two jackasses in front of him had been so focused on the car and the food that they hadn’t noticed that Scott had kept his hand in his jacket pocket during the conversation. That hand slid out of his pocket and pointed the little three eighty at Tom. 
Scott’s reflexes weren’t fast enough as he pulled the trigger. The brief moment of hesitation allowed Tom to get the M-16 on him and fire a shot. Scott didn’t even feel the hit as he watched his own bullet punch a neat little hole right above Tom’s naval. He didn’t have time to enjoy his luck. The lackey pulled a pistol from behind his back where it had been tucked into the waistband of his pants. Scott fired twice in rapid succession. His first shot grazed the man on the arm, but his second shot took him right below the chin. 
Scott stood transfixed, looking down on the two men bleeding out in the street. Holy shit! He thought. I did that. Jimmy’s yell broke the spell. Scott’s mind snapped back into his body. Tom wiggled on the ground and groaned as Scott stepped over him and grabbed the gun. He did the same with the silent lackey. Scott raced around the car to the passenger’s side, threw the guns into the back seat, and climbed into the car. 
Sherry’s SUV lurched forward and did a quick U-turn. Jimmy copied her. Scott was glad he had been teaching his grandson to drive for the last few months. He felt too nervous and disturbed to drive at the moment, especially since he couldn’t feel his right arm. He glanced down at the sleeping limb and realized that he had been shot. He had heard Tom’s gun fire but assumed the man had missed. Now he knew better. A trickle of blood leaked from a hole in the upper part of his shoulder. No time to treat it now. They had to collect Jan and Clay and get the hell out before more of Tom’s lackey’s tried to stop them. He looked around for them but saw only a few of the compound’s residents. Most people had run inside at the sound of the gunfire. A couple of the braver men had stepped out in front of their homes, holding whatever makeshift weapon they could find, ready to defend their families. They watched in disbelief as the vehicles headed toward the exit. Jan and Clay rolled the gate car out of the way when the SUV and Bonneville turned the corner and sped their way. They didn’t know what to make of two cars but had no time to question. They piled into the SUV and were off. 
They planned to drive as far west out of the city as possible until it got dark. If they made it to an unpopulated area, they would stop for the night and assess the next part of their route. They hadn’t driven two blocks when they saw a mass of two hundred refugees approaching from the north. Several tried to flag them down or leapt in the road to stop the cars. “Don’t even slow down. I don’t care if you hit them, just don’t stop the damned car!” Scott told Jimmy. Luckily all of the walking dead jumped out of the way of the speeding vehicles as they swerved around burned out cars and piles of debris in the road. Scott looked back at the crowd as they drove away. Some of the desperate bastards ran after the car, but others turned to where the car had come from. He figured a group that large would find the compound soon enough. When they did, whatever protection the compound had enjoyed would vanish. He wished his formed neighbors well but knew that was not how it would end. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 13
 
Will looked at his watch, not to check the time so much as to check the date. With no regular schedule, the days blended to together. His watch read Thursday, 3 April 2014. He stuck the shovel into the ground, crossed his hands over the end of the handle, and rested his chin on his hands. The sun began setting as he finished his side of the defensive ditch. He watched the clouds turn to golden shades pink and vanilla as the sky behind them settled into a deep purple. Sweat rolled down his face. He looked down at George as he dug the last few feet of his side of the ditch. Will smiled. He hadn’t worked this hard since he left the Marine Corps. It felt good to do hard physical labor again, but he doubted the feeling would last till morning. 
The family had made a lot of progress in the last week. When George finished his part of the ditch, their defenses would be fairly sound. The ditch angled in toward the cabin and met a vertical side about three feet deep. They had piled up the disturbed earth into a mound on top of the vertical section. The ditch stretched a little less than a hundred yards from tree line to tree line, across the dirt road that provided the only access to the property. Joey walked up to the ditch, carrying the modified four wheeler ramp. The ramp would be their bridge to get vehicles in and out of the cabin area. “Hey, bro, wanna give me a hand with this?” 
“Sure. Let’s have a look and see how you’ve done.” Will was glad he had brought his small welder to the cabin and taught Joey to weld a few days ago. It was a simple job. They had cut out the folding metal spacer bars in the middle, spaced them back out to fit vehicle tires, and welded reinforcing metal pipe, left over from the cabin’s construction a few years back, to strengthen it. Will inspected the welds as Joey sat down the new and improved ramp. “It’s a little messy, but it should work. Good job, Joey.” 
“Thanks. Let’s see if it fits.” The two men walked past George as he finished his side of the ditch. George followed them over to where the ditch cut through the old dirt road. They lowered the ramp into the ditch. It didn’t fit well, but it would work. 
“Looks good. We can go out and find some rocks to stack on the bottom there and level it up.” George said as he walked up to join the guys.
“That’s a good idea. Hey fella’s, it’s getting dark. You guys about ready to head back? We still need to get some grass to feed the rabbits.” Will said. 
“I already fed them some of your uncle’s feed corn from out back.” Joey said. He was proud of the live traps he had made from old scraps of fencing they had found behind the cabin. He had twisted them into an open ended, rectangular box and made a door on the other end that hinged where it met the top of the cage frame. He fastened the door to the top of the inside of the cage with a bend in a wire that ran along the top of the trap and down to a flat lever on the bottom. Joey had explained the idea was that the animal would go into the cage after the bait and hit the lever. This would push the bent wire up and out releasing the cage door to fall down and trap the animal. Will had his doubts, but Joey swore he had seen a guy selling traps like this at a flea market years ago. Joey caught three rabbits last week and one raccoon. They had built small cages for the animals out of some of the remaining pipe and fencing wire. Everyone had been worried that Joey was wasting valuable food trying to trap the animals, but now he had turned those few bits of scraps into a renewable source of food that could last years if managed correctly. One of the female rabbits was already pregnant. This early in the year, she and maybe even some of her baby girl rabbits from this litter, would breed again this year. If they could keep them fed and build a cage big enough for them, these rabbits could provide them with protein all year round. The rabbits would also be a good trading commodity if the family ever ran into someone to trade with.
While the rabbits were vegetarian, raccoons ate anything they could get their grubby little paws on. If they could catch a male to go along with the female they had, they would be a good garbage disposal that had the added benefit or giving back some meat to the family. While neither Will nor anyone else at the cabin had ever eaten coon, they couldn’t afford to dismiss the option if everything didn’t get back to normal. Will’s dad pointed out that he had known of some old folks that ate opossum. He hoped they could catch a few of those as well. Will thought he could eat coon, but possum stretched even his strong stomach. Those goddamned things were just hideous and nasty. He decided the he would make every effort to see that the rabbits did well. 
As the three men walked the back to the house, they saw the lights in the cabin were on. The electricity had come back on five days ago before going out again a day later. It had come back on yesterday. Will took it as a good sign. Maybe someone, somewhere was doing something to fix the problem. 
Ever since the satellite broadcasters had gone off the air, their only source of news was from a hand-cranked radio that Joey had brought. They had trouble finding signals. Either the radio wasn’t the best quality or broadcasting had stopped. Every once in a while, they picked up an emergency broadcast message, but it didn’t relay anything useful. It just repeated a loop that directed people to the various FEMA shelters scattered around the big cities. They knew from the last thing they had seen on TV that most of those shelters had collapsed under the weight of supporting so many people.  
“I’m glad the lights came back on.” Joey said. 
“Me too.” George agreed with him. “I hope they stay on for good this time.” 
“What do you think, Will? You think the lights are back on for good?” Joey asked.
“I honestly don’t know. I’m hoping that since they’ve been on again, off again, on again, it means someone is working on them; and will fix them for good.” 
“Yeah, I bet the guys up at the TVA have been working round the clock. They could be getting rid of that computer virus we heard about. Maybe the shutdown we had the other day was them cleaning the last of it out of their systems.” Joe said.
“Maybe.” Will said. “But I wonder how many people are going to be there or out riding around to fix the lines if something goes wrong. If we get another storm like the one we had back in February, we could be without power again for a long time. One damn storm or tornado could put us right back to where we were. I just don’t trust the power anymore, and I think we need to make sure that the family is ready to go on without it again.” 
“Shit, Will!” George said. “Things are already fucked up enough without you being a downer.  Let’s just enjoy them while they last.” 
“Oh, I agree, bud. I’m gonna take a hell of a long, hot shower tonight and enjoy every precious drop of warm water. All I’m saying is that we can’t take it as sign that everything is ok and give up on our other projects.” 
“I agree with, Will. We need to keep up with our plan. Just look at us. We all had jobs, so did a lot of other people who just didn’t go back to them because of the economy or the riots. I don’t imagine the power company will be all that different. We need to press on until we can call up a Domino’s and get a large supreme with cheesy crust delivered to our doorstep in thirty minutes or less. Then we’ll know everything is back to normal.” Joey said.
The other two men laughed. “Shit, I’ll even cut them some slack. They don’t even need to get it here in thirty minutes. I’d settle for an hour or two.” George joked. They continued laughing when Bear came running at them, barking up a storm. Will hoped the big dog would end up being a good watch dog. They needed one now that they had the rabbits and the raccoon. Hell, maybe with a little work, the big mutt could even help them hunt.  
The smell of roasting turkey hit them as they walked into the cabin. Kerry and Betty were in the kitchen cooking up some canned vegetables to go with the turkey. Jenny and Pam set the table. As Will walked over to give Jenny a kiss hello, she protested violently, telling him to wash up before he got near her again. The other men walked in the back door of the cabin. “Hey, hun.” Barry said as he walked up to his wife and gave her a quick peck on the cheek. He looked over to the younger men. “You boys get the finished with the ditch?” 
“Sure did, Dad. You guys get the outhouse finished?” George asked.
“Yep.” Jim answered. “As soon as we move it over the hole you guys dug earlier, we can use it.” 
“It’s not the best quality of work I’ve ever done. But considering it was a tree last week, I think it’s pretty good. Shouldn’t even give you splinters.” Chuck said.
Kerry came out of the kitchen. “Dinner’s ready as soon as you men go wash up.” She said as she sat the bird on the table. 
The men filed into a line to use the bathroom. Joey looked over at Will and said, “Jesus, dude, you stink.” 
“And you’re as fresh as the north end of a south-bound mule.” George shot back in his cousin’s defense. Even the older men got in on the joking and teasing. 
Chuck looked up into the mirror and addressed the other guys. “I never really understood how much we took for granted. All the teasing aside, we do smell like shit.”
“I doubt that will get any better. The one bar of soap we found is almost gone. What are we going to do after that?” Jim asked. 
“I don’t know. But I think we need to add it to our list of stuff we need to try and make or buy.” Barry said.
The family had diner and enjoyed being with each other. Joey had thought that such close quarters would drive them insane. Surprisingly, it made them closer. He hoped that continued, but he had his doubts. A week was one thing. Six months would be another. After dinner, they took the scraps out to the back porch for Bear and, the family gathered in the living room. They checked the TV and radio for any news. They found no broadcasts on the TV and the same emergency broadcast information on the one radio station they could receive. 
“We’ve got some things we need to cover tonight.” Will began. “First of all, I’m calling first dibs on the shower.” Everyone chuckled and teased him. “All right, I think we may need to go out and see if we can get some supplies.” 
“It’s been over two weeks since things went to shit. Do you think we are going to be able to find anything out there now?” Joey asked.
“I’ve got to agree with Joey. I can’t imagine what you think you are going to find out there. The stores and stuff were pretty bare before we came out here. I doubt they have been restocked. Hell, with what we saw on the news, I doubt the stores are even there.” Chuck said.
“Then it’s a good thing we’re not after food then.” Will said. 
“You’re thinking of hardware and stuff?” Jim asked. 
“Exactly. I don’t think there is any food or medical stuff out there at all now. Everything of any immediate value was probably looted. What I’m thinking about is the stuff that most folks didn’t even think about when everything fell apart. I’m talking about the true rebuilding stuff that was hopefully overlooked by people just trying to get food.”
“What kinds of stuff are you thinking about?” Kerry asked. 
“Let’s ask dad.” Will said as everyone looked over to Jim. “How’s your fish basket coming along?” 
“It’s pretty sad. I ran out of the scrap fencing that we found. That’s the kind of thing you are thinking about, isn’t it?” 
“Yes. Listen, we’ve done pretty well so far. We have power, even if the grid goes down again. We have the scavenged solar panel recharger from the RV and the generator. We also have the freezers. We all have a roof over our heads, for now. What we’re missing are the materials to really make ourselves independent. Uncle Barry, how hard was it to cut the lumber down to size using a chainsaw?” 
“That was pretty bad, son. Those things are designed to cut trees down and trim limbs. We had a hell of a time using it to cut planks good enough to make the outhouse. Not only did it suck, but it got dangerous too. The chain kept wanting to catch as we tried to make the lengthwise cuts. Damned thing kept trying to kick back on me.” Barry said. 
“That’s what I’m talking about. We’ve got ourselves set up for a few months. Hell, we might even make it to winter, but we have lot to do before we get where we can stay out here for however long it takes. What I’m proposing is that we go out and try to find these things. I want you guys to think about what we need to get started.” Will said. 
“I’ve got a few things I can think of right now. I’m just curious where you plan on getting all of this stuff?” Joey asked.
“And if we do find a place that has it, how are we going to pay for it? Our money’s worthless.” George said.
“We trade for it.” Will said. 
“What if there’s no one at the store?” Betty asked. 
“Then we just take what we need.” Joey said. 
“You mean steal it?” Jenny said. 
“If that’s what it comes down to, I think we should. Is it really stealing if there’s no one to claim it?” Will asked.
“I guess not. I just don’t know that we have anything worth trading.” Jenny said.
“That’s not true. We have the guns and the cars and even some of our food, if we have to. That stuff should be pretty valuable now.” Pam said.
“Too valuable.” Jenny said as Will thought it. 
“I don’t really understand. The pioneers settled America without all of this stuff. Why can’t we do the same?” Kerry said.
“First off, they did have a lot of this stuff. They didn’t just move out to the wilderness with nothing. They brought a lot of raw materials they needed with them. They had folks that knew how to do most things themselves. They knew how to tan hides, how to build and work a forge. Not only did we not bring what we need to make these things, we don’t know how.” Barry said.
Kerry’s brow sank. “So, do you have a plan, Will?” 
“Kinda. Uncle Barry, do you know any of your neighbors round here?” Will asked. 
“Not really. I’ve met the guy who owns a farm up the road, but I couldn’t tell you his name. Why?”
“I’m thinking that we should start making contact with some of the folks around here. Like Uncle Barry pointed out, we don’t have all of the necessary skills to be self-sustaining. Maybe some of those folks do. Who knows, some of them may have livestock or a running tractor. Who knows?” Will asked. 
“Speaking of tractors, we need to get our garden going soon. It’s going to be a lot to do with just the tiller. A tractor would be nice.” Jim said.
“I’ve got bad news on the seed front. I’ve inventoried all of our seeds. It’s not a whole lot. Most of what we have are hybrids or genetically modified seeds. We’ll be able to get a good crop of tomatoes, string beans, butter beans, and an assortment of peppers this year; but I have no idea what will happen if we save those seeds. They may come back true, be sterile, or come back as something strange. I just can’t say. I looked at the feed corn that Barry had out here. I have no idea if it will grow or not. How long has it been out here anyway?” Betty asked.
“It was back when I used to come hunt out here. I had a deer feeder put up. That was probably five or six years ago.” Barry said.
“That shouldn’t hurt the seed, I don’t think. I have a package of mixed garden herbs. We should be able to get some of those up as well. If we run into a farmer or get to a store, we need as many seeds as we can get. Fertilizer too.” Betty said. 
“That should be on the top of our list. So, what have we got to trade, besides the guns?” Will asked.
“We got the tiller, the trucks, the car batteries, the small solar panel recharger, the generators, the chainsaw…” Chuck started. 
“Let me stop you there, dad.” Joey said. “We get the picture. I think we need to discuss what we should set aside as off limits for trade.” 
“Good point. I suggest that we set the generator and the guns as off limits.” George said.
“Well, I think we may need to trade one of the guns or at least some of the ammo. Joey, you did the inventory on the guns. What all do we have?” Will asked.
“Well, we have the three AR-15’s with about two hundred and fifty rounds, one AR-10 type rifle with about one hundred and forty rounds of three-oh-eight, one 7MM Remington magnum automatic with about sixty rounds, one thirty-thirty with about twenty rounds, one .twenty-two magnum automatic with a little over six hundred rounds, two forty caliber handguns with two hundred rounds, one thirty-eight special revolver with forty rounds, and three twelve-gauge shotguns (two pumps and one automatic) with about a hundred and fifty assorted rounds.“ Joey sighed as he finished. 
“That’s a whole arsenal.” Jenny said. 
“It could be better. There are a couple of things we may be able to trade there. We can probably spare one of the pump shotguns, the thirty-thirty, and some of the ammo. I think we should hold on to all of our more tactical stuff like the AR’s and the forties. We should probably hang on to the heavier buckshot rounds as well. We’ll trade off the bird shot first, and work our way to the number six and number four shot. Before we get too involved into this, I think we need to find someone to trade with. We can make first contact and then arrange to come back for the trade. Sound like a plan to everyone?” Will asked.
Everyone nodded. “I guess the next thing we need to do is to figure out who should go.” George said. 
“I’ve been thinking about that. I think me, Joey, Uncle Barry, and Kerry should go. Anyone got any objections?” Will asked.
“Hell yes! Why don’t you want me to go?” George asked.
“Calm down, George.” Pam said to her son. 
“I don’t want you to go, George, because we need some people here to guard the place. I think four of us should be large enough to be safe and small enough to be agile. We can set two in the back with the AR’s, one in the passenger’s seat, literally riding shotgun, and the driver.”
“Do you think it’s wise to have one of the women go? It could get bad out there?” Chuck said. 
“It could, but we’ve got to start thinking about the worst case. If things are as bad as we’re thinking they could be, we have to change our ways of thinking about a lot of things. Women can’t be any different from the men when it comes to defense. I know Kerry knows how to shoot.” Will said. She was one of the few women he knew that had been an avid hunter until a few years ago. “If something goes wrong, she’ll be able to use the shotgun well enough to cover the rest of us. I also want one of the women along because it might go easier for us if we run into someone who wants to trade. Having a woman with us may put whoever we meet at ease. Kerry, are you willing to go?”
“Yes, Will.” Kerry said. 
“What about me?” Jenny said. 
“Listen guys, we can’t sit here all night debating on who can go and who shouldn’t. Depending on what we find, we’ll all sit down and develop some sort of training system to make sure we all know what to do. Until we make sure that everyone is good with the guns and knows what to expect, this is the group that goes out. Me and Joey are going because we’re the only men with military experience. Uncle Barry is coming along because he owns this place and these are his neighbors. Having the actual owner may make some of them more friendly. Who knows? We’ve already discussed why Kerry is going.” 
“Ok. I think we’re all on board with the people going out. I just have one question.” Jim said.
“What’s that, dad?” 
“How exactly are you planning to approach these people?” 
“What do you mean?” Joey asked.
“Think about it, son. What would your first reaction be to four armed people that just showed up at your door and ask to ‘trade’?” Chuck asked.
“You’re right. We’d defend ourselves first. People would pull guns and things would get tense.” Will said.
“So, how do you think we should handle that?” Kerry asked. 
“I think you should have one person, probably dad, go unarmed up to the door while the others cover him. He should probably take a pen and some paper to leave a note, if the people won’t come out.” George said. 
“That’s brilliant.” Will said. “Who are you?” 
Everyone cracked up and spent the next few minutes teasing each other. The release felt good after the tension that had developed over the trip discussion. 
 
Will checked the truck one last time and made sure the flatbed trailer was secure on the trailer hitch. They filled it with gas and put a five gallon gas can in the back. The rest of the gas had been combined into the RV’s big tank for storage. It would last longer in a tank than in a can. They siphoned off just enough each day to run the generator or the other gas powered tools they had. 
Will looked at his watch as the crew climbed into the truck. It read a quarter past nine. The sun finished burning away the morning dew. Barry sat in the truck bed with Will. Kerry took shotgun, and Joey climbed behind the wheel. The rest of the family gathered to say goodbyes and wish them luck. They promised to have someone on lookout for them while they were gone. The others planned to prepare the garden and start planting the seeds they had. Tension gripped everyone as they said their goodbyes, not knowing if it could be their last. When did a  trip to see the neighbors and into town turn into such an expedition? Barry thought to himself. 
The truck stopped when it came to the ditch. Will and Barry got out and set the improvised ramp into place. Once the truck crossed, they gathered the ramp and stored it in the back of the truck. They were off.  
The cabin sat deep in the woods. Over the years, many surrounding properties had been purchased by big lumber corporations and set out in pine trees. With the exception of the four acres that surrounded the cabin, trees covered Barry’s land as well. These factors kept cabin isolated. Barry only knew of one neighbor who lived a few miles down the road. Will thought it would be as good of a place to start as any. 
As they approached the unpaved driveway to the single story, white farmhouse that sat about eighty yards from the road, Will scanned the residence for any signs of danger. Nothing jumped out as strange until they pulled into the driveway. When they made the turn, the angle shifted, allowing Will to see the barn behind the house. Two cars sat parked in front of the barn and another that sat half way inside the open barn door. Added to the old green Chevy truck parked in front of the house, Will counted four vehicles. Will tapped the roof of the truck and Joey pulled to a stop. “What’s wrong, buddy?” Joey asked. 
“Just a feeling. Back out into the road again and get the truck pointed away from here. I want us to be able to get outta here quick in case something goes wrong. We won’t have time to dick around with the trailer and turn the truck around.” 
“Will do.” Joey called back as he put the truck into reverse. 
“What wrong?” Barry asked. 
“How many people did you say lived here?” 
“As far as I know, just the old farmer and his wife. Why?” 
“If that’s right, it looks like they have company. There were three cars parked back by the barn. Could be nothing, but it could mean they’ve got more people than we do. I just want us to be ready.” 
“Good eye.” Barry said. “So, what’s the plan?” 
“Leave your AR here with me and make sure you have the forty caliber pistol hidden behind your back in your pants. You got the note we wrote out?” Barry nodded. “Good. Then you’re just going to walk up to the house and stop about 30 yards from the door. Shout out and see if you can get someone’s attention. If they tell you to piss off, walk back here and leave the note in the mailbox. If they’re friendly, make friends and see if they’re ok with us coming up to the house.” 
“What if they’re not friendly?” Barry asked.
“Then we’ll cover you as you try to set a new world record for the fifty-yard dash. Just get back here and jump in the bed of the truck. We’ll haul ass outta here and know not to come back.” 
“Wish me luck.” Barry said as he climbed out of the truck. 
Barry walked down the driveway and stopped when he got about thirty yards from the front porch. “Hello? Anyone home?” No reply. “Hello? We’re your neighbors. We just want to check and make sure everything is ok.” Again, nothing. He started walking closer to the house. The front door opened. 
“Hold it right there.” An old man, well into his seventies, said as he opened the door, an old double barreled shotgun leading the way. He didn’t look happy with his lips pressed into a thin line behind his white, close cropped beard. “What can we do for you, stranger?” 
Barry saw movement out of the window to his right and saw a younger man pointing a rifle at him. “My name’s Barry Johnston. I own a cabin about three or four miles down the road here.” 
“What you want with us?” The old man said. 
“We came out here to get away from Knoxville when all of the trouble started. We’ve been staying in the cabin until it all blows over. Ever since the TV stations and radio stations went down, we don’t know what’s going on. Things looked pretty bad the last we saw. We figured we’d check on you and see if there was any way we could help each other out.” 
“What’s with the other folk with the guns in the truck?” The old man asked. 
“The one in the back is my nephew, Will. The lady in the passenger side is his mother-in-law, Kerry. That’s her son Joey driving. We didn’t mean to scare anyone with the guns. We just didn’t know what we’d find. If you weren’t here, we thought we might ride into town. Just wanted to be prepared.”  
“That’s understandable.” The old man said as he lowered the shotgun. “Name’s Jeff Burke. Why don’t you have your boys pull up the truck and we’ll introduce everyone.” 
“Nice to meet you, Mr. Burke.” Barry said. He turned around and waved for Joey to bring the truck up the drive. 
When the truck stopped, Will, Kerry, and Joey stepped out. Jeff yelled to whoever was in the house, letting them know everything was ok. Two men in their forties came out the door, followed by a middle aged woman, and another who looked to be in her sixties. Lastly, two young girls about ten or twelve came out. “Just call me Jeff.” The old man said as he waved to everyone. “This here’s my wife Kelley.” He said indicating the older woman. “My daughter Candace and her husband, Bill. Their two girls Nellie and Sarah. This fella here is my son, Jeff Jr. Everyone this here’s our new neighbor, Mr. Barry Johnston.” Barry introduced everyone from his side of the meeting. Everyone shook hands and began mingling.
“You folks want some sweet tea?” Mrs. Burke asked. 
“That would be most welcome, if it’s not too much trouble?” Will said. The ladies went inside to make the tea. The men climbed up on the porch where Jeff took a seat in the swing. Everyone else filled up the remaining rocking chairs or leaned on the porch railing.  
Jeff leaned forward and was about to speak when they heard a crackling sound coming from the old green Chevy. All of the newcomers turned in surprise as they listened to the broken message “Message fro….. the Rhea County Sher….. Department. All interstates remain closed. Rhea County Highway rem…. open from the Macedonia Junction north of Spring City to Graysville. FEME re…..f not available for Rheas county. Curfew and martial law are still in effect. Next update at eleven o’clock.” 
The three men looked at Jeff. “You guys have a working radio?” Joey asked. 
“Sure do. I had that CB in the truck for going on thirty-five years. Hardly ever used the damn thing. Still amazed it works, to tell you the truth.” Jeff said. 
“What was that broadcast?” Will asked. 
Jeff Jr. leaned back against the porch rail and let out a six inch stream of brown spit into the yard. “That’s the sheriff’s office. They been tryin to keep everyone informed since the TV’s and radios quit workin.” He said around a large wad of tobacco in his left cheek. 
Candace exited the house and approached the men with a tray loaded with glasses of sweet tea. Everyone took a glass except for Jeff Jr. Kerry, Kelley, and the girls came out to join the men on the porch. “What kinda news have they been putting out?” Joey asked. 
“Just local stuff, mostly. The interstates have been shut down, like you heard. Guess everyone in almost every big city tried to get out and get somewhere safe or to a relative’s or somewhere once everything went to hell. The interstates just broke down. Once that happened, folks just walked to the nearest place they could find and stayed there.” Bill said.
“I can imagine.” Barry said. 
“That’s what happened up in Rockwood, right off the I-40. From what the truckers on the CB said, it sounded like the town’s population quadrupled overnight. Can you imagine what would happen in good times when, bam! You got twice as many folks to feed and house overnight? That’s why the county shut down the roads up north of here and down at Graysville. The way I figure it, we’s pretty lucky. The Rhea Highway is about the only major road close to us. They close that off, and they can keep most of the riffraff away from us.” Old Jeff said.
“Lucky for us, we were down here visiting Candace’s folks for the girl’s spring break. Otherwise we’d be caught up in Louisville. It’s hard to imagine, but I wonder if we even have a home to go back to. I’m hoping my sister and her kids are ok. They were still up there as far as we know. We’ve had no word from them since everything happened.” Bill said.
“You fellas mentioned something about helping each other out. What did you have in mind?” Old Jeff asked.
“We’re looking for some items to help us build up the cabin. We have some stuff, but the cabin is pretty small for all eight of us. We also need some stuff to grow a garden. How are you guys on food?” 
“We got plenty of food, for now. Kelley’s been canning our own stuff for years. That what you after? Food?” Old Jeff said.
“No, sir. We’re after seeds, lumber, and fencing. We noticed you have a barn back there. Do you farm?” Joey stated.
“I used to. Gave it up a while back when I realized I was getting too old and there wasn’t enough money in it anymore. We got a few cows and goats. Pets as much as anything else. Got a few chickens too.”
“How many animals do you have?” Kerry asked. 
“We got about ten female goats and two males. We got four cows. If this keeps up, I guess we’ll have to find a bull, somewhere. We got about thirty or so chickens.” Old Jeff said.
“That’s awesome. Is there any way you would be willing to trade with us for some of them?” Will asked. 
“Depends on what you’re talking about trading and what you’re wanting.” Old Jeff said. “There’s not a whole lot that we need right now.” 
“What would it take to get one of the male goats, two females, a rooster, and a couple of hens?” Barry asked. 
“That’s a lot.” Jeff Jr. cut in. 
“Well, I imagine you’re going to be starting a garden here pretty soon. Do you need any help with that? We can come help out around the farm. We also have some gas, some ammo, and some guns.” Barry said.
“Where did you say your cabin was?” Old Jeff asked Barry. 
Barry told him again where the cabin was. 
“That’s the old Hill place, ain’t it?” Old Jeff asked.
“It is.” Barry answered. “My father-in-law grew up out here. Gerald Hill. Did you know him?”
The old man’s face split into toothless grin. “Hell, son. We’s kin. My mother was a Hill.”
 
After Barry and Old Jeff discussed it at length, they discovered that Pam’s great grandfather and Jeff’s grandfather had been brothers. After realizing they were related, Old Jeff joked that everyone in Tennessee was related somehow, and cut them a pretty good deal. Will smiled to himself as the Ford pulled away from the house a little after one that afternoon. They had worked a deal for two female goats that they could breed with the males that Jeff would keep, one rooster, and three hens. In exchange, the men promised to help with the farm two days a week, the five gallons of gas they had on them, and twenty rounds of bird short for the shotgun. Just for good measure, Old Jeff had thrown in twenty yards of chicken wire that he had left over in the barn. He also agreed to let them have some heirloom seeds for squash, corn, and rye; as long as they gave him their other male rabbit and the next female that they caught. It had been a successful outing. 
The group decided to press their luck that afternoon and ride into Spring City to see if they could find anything else on their list. The figured they would go into to town, head back to make the trades with Old Jeff, and be home before dark. 
They stopped at four more farms on the way into town and introduced themselves. It seemed like people here were going to be all right. Everything seemed normal until they got to the edge of town. “Everyone put your guns away.” Joey directed as they rolled into view of the roadblock. Two uniformed Spring City Police officers and two plains clothed men with shotguns guarded the way into town. One of the policemen walked up to the truck as it pulled to a stop I front of the roadblock. 
“What you folks doing here?” The cop asked. 
“We’re just trying to get into town and see if we can pick up some supplies.” Joey said. 
“Well, son. There ain’t any food left, especially for outsiders. Where you folks from?” 
Joey saw the cop check out the plates on the truck and figured it was best not to lie. “We’re from up a little north of Knoxville.” 
“What bring you folks down here?” 
“We got out of Knoxville when everything began to fall apart. We’re staying at Mr. Johnston’s cabin.” Joey said.
“And who is Mr. Johnston?”
“That’d be me.” Barry said as he waved to the cop. “These are my guest. My wife inherited a piece of land a little ways west of here. We built a cabin on it years ago.”
The cop glanced into the passenger’s side and looked over Kerry. He saw the shotgun. The cop tensed. Will prepared for the worst. The cop looked up at Will and Barry. “You boys packin too?” Will just nodded. “Hold’em up where I can see them.” The cop said. Will noticed the other guards now held their guns at the ready position. At a wrong word from the cop, this could get shitty. “That’s some nice hardware. Normally, drivin around with loaded weapons on a public road is against the law. But thangs ain’t exactly normal. I guess if you’d been gonna use them on us, you’d done so by now. Go ahead and put’em down.” Will said a silent prayer of thanks as the tension dissipated from the situation. “Hell, I wouldn’t go out unarmed these days neither. Guess you folks heard about all the bandits going around?” 
“Actually, no. We’ve been cut off up at the cabin for over a week. You’ve had some problems?” Will asked.
“You could say that. We ain’t had a whole lot around here, but we’ve gotten several reports from the east and south of here that they have. A lotta folks high tailed it out of Atlanta and Chattanooga when things got bad. We got some radio calls that said they had problems with small groups robbing folks on the road, taking everything of any value in hopes of findin some food or being able to trade for some at the next place they get to. That’s why we closed off the town. We’re hoping to deter anyone who thinks they can find something in here.”
“That mean you’re not going to let us in?” Will asked. 
“Normally, I wouldn’t; but I buy your story. If you’re living up at the cabin like you said, then you’re a part of this town now, like it or not. We got about fifteen hundred or so new residents since thangs went down. I gotta warn you though, thangs is pretty tough inside. We’re all eating out of a communal pot now. It’s been over two weeks since we’ve had any food delivered to town. Most folks gave out everythin they had in their freezers to try and feed folk that didn’t have nothing rather than let it spoil with the power going in and out. Had some fights over that. We been sending hunters out to kill deer and other wild game. Hell there ain’t a stray dog left in the place. They’ve just about killed everything for a ways around. Folks’d be leaving here too, if they could, but there ain’t no more gas left. We had a couple of fillin stations, but we used a lot of that for the police and emergency vehicles. The talk of bandits has some scared into stayin. The mayor and police chief confiscated about a thirty head of cattle from the local farmers about a week ago. We killed the last one last night.
“Guess what I’m tellin ya is to be careful. You look like you haven’t missed a meal and you got gas. People might envy that.” The cop signaled for one of the other men to move the center car of the barricade and let them in.
“We appreciate the warning, officer.” Joey said as he put the truck into gear and pulled through the gap. They drove around for a little while, passing houses crammed full of people. The good people of Spring City have big hearts to open their homes like this. Will thought. He hoped their big hearts wouldn’t be the death of them. As much as it shamed him, he couldn’t say that he would open up to complete strangers like that, like Barry had done. He looked over to his Uncle and thanked him again for letting Jenny and her folks stay at the cabin. Barry just nodded in silence as they passed the wanting, needy stares of the town’s residents. Folks looked out of windows and packed porches to see the newcomers, wondering how they had been fortunate enough to have gas to run around town. From their stares, Joey guessed it had been a while since they had seen anyone besides a city official in a running vehicle. 
As they drove past the elementary school, the scene of three little girls skipping rope would have been a welcomed sight if you could look past the refugees now living in the school turned emergency housing. Spring City had been a gem of southern life, a real Norman Rockwell kind of place. Cute houses sat on trimmed lawns, set back in treed neighborhoods. It would have been a great place to live the small town dream before the collapse. Will doubted that people had even locked their doors at night before. Now, refugees crowded everywhere and a desperate tension hung in the air. Roaming bands of hungry children ran to and fro. They noticed the truck and swarmed around it, begging the strangers for food or candy or anything. It reminded Will of the hordes of Iraqi children he had seen on his last tour supporting Iraqi Freedom. Joey got away from the children as fast as they could. They didn’t have anything to give them. Tears stained Kerry’s face as they left the children behind. 
After a few blocks, they found what they were looking for, the town’s only general hardware store. “Kerry, I think you and Joey should stay and guard the truck while Will and I head in to see what we can do.” Barry said. Will saw that the store still displayed an open sign. He hoped that it was. 
The little bell on the top of the door rang as they opened the door. The place seemed dark and deserted. They called out as they made their way to the back of the store to the service desk. They had almost decided that the place was empty when they heard a noise from the little office behind the service desk. The florescent tube lights of the store sputtered to life and a wiry little man crept out from the office. “Thought I heard someone come in. How can I help you?” The man asked. 
“You’re actually open?” Will asked. 
“Sure am. What else is there to do? Gotta say, business had been slow lately. Sorry I didn’t meet you earlier. I was dozin a bit in the office. I keep hoping for someone to walk in with some food to trade. That’s about the only thing to hope for anymore. Are you them?” The man asked. 
“Sorry, mister.” Barry said. “We don’t have any food to trade. We might have some other stuff that could interest you. Mind if we look around at what you got?” 
“No problem.” The man said, running a hand through his unwashed, brown hair. “But if you ain’t got food, we probably don’t have a deal.” 
 
An hour later the group finished loading the supplies onto the trailer. They hadn’t got everything on their list but had found a couple of other useful items to compensate. They took every bit of plywood the man had, a dozen 2x4 boards, a little under a hundred yards of chain-link fencing, two hundred yards of chicken wire, a couple of axes, a few saws, a five gallon bucket of nails and screws, a beat up CB radio out of the man’s truck, several bags of concrete, a draw knife, other odds and ends, and an old hand-operated water pump the man had out back. Will wasn’t entirely happy with the trade. They gave up one AR, two magazines, and forty rounds. In the end, what they had gained would get them that much closer to self-sufficiency than the rifle and the ammo would. The wiry man had been happy to make the trade.
On their way back home, they stopped by to let Old Jeff and his folks know what was going on in town. After a little discussion, they amended their previous agreement to include a mutual defense pack to protect against the bandits. Jeff Jr. taught them how to use the CB, and they designated channels to contact each other. They left Old Jeff’s just before sunset.
As they pulled up to ditch, Will and Barry broke out the ramp and put it into place. Barry looked up at the darkening skies off to the west. The last rays of sunlight highlighted the tops of the ominous blue clouds. “It’s been pretty warm the last couple of days. I reckon that might be a cold front coming in. Might mean bad weather tonight.” Barry said.  
“Could be. I didn’t see anything about storms when I checked the weather this morning.” Will said.
“You kidding me, boy?” Barry said, raising an eyebrow and fixing Will with a skeptical stare. 
“Sorry. Bad joke.” 
Barry wanted to be mad. The whole situation was nothing to joke about, but he couldn’t keep the small grin from his lips. The entire family met them beside the cabin as the truck came to a stop. “Holy shit!” George said. “Looks like you guys really cleaned up. That’ll have us set up in no time.” 
A sudden gust of wind blew the old Tennessee Titans baseball cap from Chuck’s head. He scrambled to catch it. He looked up and said. “We need to get everything put away no before the weather gets bad. We can stack all the wood and perishables under the back porch. Betty and Pam have dinner ready and I’m hungry. So let’s get moving.” Everyone hustled to unload and store the newly acquired supplies while Bear ran around barking his supervision. 
The first sheet of cold rain descended on the cabin minutes after they unloaded the last of the supplies. “Let’s get inside before we get an extra bath this week. You can fill us in about what’s going on in town over dinner.” Chuck joked. 
Everyone sat down to eat a dinner of fried chicken breasts and canned corn. The freezers still held a good amount of food and their canned goods brought from home held up well. With proper rationing, they had another couple of months’ worth. “So, how was everything in town? Folks holding up ok down there?” Jim asked.
“It’s not good, dad. Not good at all. We got stopped by the town police when we entered the town. They have roadblocks set up to keep people out. He filled us in on a lot of what was going on. There have been bandits robbing people on the roads. He said a lot of folks had left the big cities and were wandering into the smaller towns. Some folks are trying to take any food or valuables from them.” A sudden flash of light cut Will off. The following thunder shook the cabin. 
After the noise faded, Barry took the lead. “From what he was saying, there hasn’t been any food delivered to the town in a couple of weeks. They got, what he said, was fifteen hundred or so refugees that were able to make it out of the more populated areas. The town opened up and let them in. Now they have too many mouths and are almost out of food. The gas shortages and the bandits are keeping people in place.” More thunder rolled over the cabin. “I don’t think we need to go back to town for a while. The people we met inside were getting desperate. The cop said the mayor and the chief of police had confiscated some cattle from some of the town’s residents. That scared me. What scared me more was that he said they had already eaten through most of it.” 
“Good God.” Pam said. “How much beef can people eat?” 
“A lot, apparently.” Kerry said. 
“If you think about it, you only get about six hundred pounds of meat off an average cow. Divide that out by forty-five hundred folks or so, and that’s what, four or five ounces a piece? And that’s just for one meal. I don’t imagine thirty cows would go that far.” Chuck said.
“I don’t think we should go back there for a while. I don’t think it’s safe.” Will said. 
The wind and thunder continued to batter the cabin, the rain playing discordant tunes on the tin roof. “I think we may have more to worry about. Those people were already looking pretty desperate, and they’re not even out of food yet. Who knows what will happen when everything runs out? They saw us. They saw we loaded up supplies in a running vehicle and left. We practically told that cop how to get here, and we bartered away one of our best weapons.” Joey said.
“So, what are you worried about?” Jenny asked. 
“What if they get desperate and come up here after us? We’ve got a pretty good thing going here compared with those folks. I know I’d be thinking about it if I was in their situation.” 
“I was thinking about that too.” Will said.  “I think we need to set up a watch tower on the roof of the cabin.” 
“A tower?” Pam said. 
“I think what he means is more of a platform. We discussed it the other day while digging the ditch. We need to set someone to keep watch.” George said.
“I’d say we need someone up there 24-7.” Will said. “And now we have the materials to make one. Joey and I could come up with a schedule to keep someone up there all the time. Now that we know how bad things are, we have to protect ourselves.”
Barry leaned forward to be heard over the pounding rain. “What do we do if they attack in mass? Ones and twos will be easy enough to defend against, but a group of ten or so could overwhelm us.”
Betty supplied a good answer. “There’s no one living up in the woods behind us. Maybe we should store some stuff back up there in the woods so that we have a place to run to.” 
“That’s a great idea, mom.” Will said. The storm intensified. The constant pounding of the rain on the roof changed and became more intense, sounding like a thousand ball-peen hammers trying to tear through the tin roof. “Shit. That sounds like hail.” The lights went off. “Guess the storm took out the power lines.” Joey said as he reached into his pocket and wound the crank of the emergency radio/flashlight. After a few brisk cranks, he turned on the led flashlight and sat it up on its end in the center of the table. The sterile blue light reflected off of the rafters and tin roof of the cabin to bath the room in a soft, eerie light. Will looked back over to his mother. Her skin had taken on the tone of a dead person in the light. “So, you want to be in charge of the emergency bug-out supplies?” 
“Sure. Everyone just let me know what we want to put out there and I’ll take Barry with me to find a place tomorrow.” 
“We might want to arrange something beyond our agreement with Old Jeff to protect against bandits to include a lookout for the locals.” Chuck said. 
“That sounds good.” Joey said. 
“You have to think that if things are that bad in small towns, things have got to be much worse in the bigger areas. I don’t think things are going to go back to normal for a long time.” Will said. The comment hung in the air for a moment. “They may never go back to normal. I think we have to start thinking of the long term.” 
“How long?” George asked. 
“The way I see it, I don’t think things will stabilize until at next least spring.”
“Why spring, sweetheart?” Jenny asked. 
Joey provided the answer for Will. “Because by then, all of the people who are going to die, will have been killed off either by the roaming bands of thieves, starvation, or disease. The folks that are left will be the ones who are strong enough to survive. The population will balance to what the land can naturally support. Things can begin to rebuild from there.”
“Ah. The ugly side of natural selection.” George said. 
“Yep.” Will agreed. 
“So, will things go back to normal by then?” Pam asked. “Once everything settles down, they’ll get the power back on and the gas running again, won’t they?” 
“That will depend.” Barry said. 
“On what?” Chuck asked. 
“On who the survivors are.” Will said. He looked around and saw that not everyone understood. “If the people at the gas companies don’t make it, no one will be around to refine the gas. Even if they do survive, did the guys who drill the oil or load it into tankers, or ship it to the refineries survive?  Even if all those people do survive, did the guys who make the parts for the refinery survive? If something breaks after being shut down for so long and not maintained, can they make a replacement? The world as we knew it was built on so many specialized people stacked like dominoes. When one piece falls, the others will go with it if no one can step in to replace that part of the chain. It took the US over a hundred years to develop the connections and specializations to make everything work right. Without gas and power, how long will it take the folks that survive to learn how to do all of that stuff again? After things stabilize again, it’ll still be years before those things begin to fall back into place.” 
A sad look descended on the family. Will figured it as good a time as any make his next announcement. “I do have one more favor to ask of everyone, especially Jenny… Seeing that everything is probably not going to go back to normal for a while, we may be out here a while. Jenny, I know we’ve been engaged for a while and you were planning a big wedding.” He got up and walked over to where Jenny sat. He got down on one knee, just like he had in those beautiful gardens when they had gone away for the weekend to the Biltmore over in North Carolina six months ago. Jenny had always loved that place for some reason. “I know it’s not the big wedding you wanted, but will you marry me?” 
Jenny began to cry as she breathed out a yes and bent down to hug Will. 
“That’s all good, and I’m happy for you, but who are you going to get to marry you? It may be a while before we find a preacher and the justice of the peace seems like a long shot.” Chuck said.
“I was thinking that Uncle Barry might do it.” Will said. 
“I’m not ordained or anything. It wouldn’t be legal.” Barry said. 
“Who cares?” Jenny said. Not legal? She thought. Does legal even matter anymore? If people weren’t already a law unto themselves at this point, then they soon will be. She continued talking to Barry. “It’ll be as legal as it needs to be. You have the most legal authority as there is now. You own this land. It’ll be enough for us, for the family, and for God; and it’ll be more than enough for me.”  
“So, guess that’s settled.” Chuck said. “When do you want to do it?” 
“Tomorrow’s fine with me.” Jenny said. “If the weather cooperates, we’ll just do a small ceremony down by the pond.” 
Will looked up to see smiles all around, the least of which on his face. The women’s eyes were wet. He supposed that was to be expected. At least this time, he could take comfort that the tears there were for a happier purpose. God knew they needed as many of those as they could scrape up in these troubled times. “There’s one more thing I would ask you all. We didn’t get all of the supplies we needed to really add on to the cabin. I think we should begin cutting some trees and build a log cabin. We got the chainsaw, axes, chisels, and the draw knife. That should be everything we need to build one. We can cut the logs to size with the chainsaw and use the limbs to make fence posts for the goats. The camper is nice, but it’s not made to be lived in for months on end. If we start now, we could have a new cabin done by winter.” He scanned the faces and saw acceptance dawning around the room. “Besides, my new wife and I will probably want some privacy.” 
“I’m in, but do you think we can do it?” Joey asked. 
“Sure we can.” Chuck said. “It’ll be just like the pioneer days. Once we get the hang of it, we can make others for ourselves or just add on rooms to the new one.” 
The family became engulfed in discussion as they waited out the storm. No one was likely to sleep with all of the noise from the storm. They talked about well wishes for Will and Jenny, plans for their wedding tomorrow, and arrangements for building the cabin. Barry noticed Pam move over to stand by herself as the others talked. He saw the small sobs shaking her shoulders as she looked out the kitchen window at the raging storm, tears cascading down her troubled face as the rain washed down the panes of glass set into the window. “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” He asked as he walked up and put an arm around her. 
“Even in all of this, Jenny just looked so happy. It reminded me of when our Suzie got engaged. I’ve been trying to hold back all the worry and fear over her and Jeremy and our grandsons because I knew there wasn’t anything we could do for them. Seeing Jenny just brought it all up to the surface. We haven’t heard from them since we came out here. Do you think they’re ok? Do you think they’re still alive? Do you think they’re……” She cut off as the sobs racked her again. She buried her tear streaked face into Barry’s chest. Tears fell from his eyes as well. He had the same thoughts and fears about his little girl and her babies. 
“Listen, babe.” He said as he cradled her head in his hands, working his fingers through her graying hair. “They’re in a small town in Texas. You know those crazy rural Texans. They all have big guns and horses. If anyone’s gonna keep things under control, it’s those guys. Jeremy was doing well in his law business. I’m sure he made a lot of connections out there, connections with land and cattle and resources. Plus, his whole family is out there not far from them. I’m sure Suzie and the babies are either at Jeremy’s folks’or with one of his buddies. Maybe even the one that owned the deer hunting ranch. They’re probably living in a cabin and waiting things out, just like us. Until we know any different, we just have to hope and pray that God is watching over them and keeping them safe.” He looked down at his wife. She looked up at his face. “Let’s say a prayer for them right now.” He said. “I could use the practice, since I’m apparently performing my first wedding tomorrow.” She smiled, barely. After they prayed together for their daughter and her family, separated by distance and God only knew what chaos in between, he felt better. He could see in the way his wife relaxed her shoulders and let the tension drain from her face that she did too. 
                After they finished their short prayer, they rejoined the group and the talk of weddings and cabins and goats. No one asked them what was wrong. For that, Barry was thankful. They all knew what was eating at them and that they sometimes needed their privacy to sort it out. Everyone at the compound had felt the same way at one point or another in the last few weeks. Brothers, sisters, parents, grandparents, friends, cousins: they all had someone they cared about out there in the crumbling world and no way to know if they were ok or dead, finding food or starving to death. The family talked late into the night about plans for the cabin. The storm raged on into the night It passed shortly after dawn. The power never came back on.
   
 
 



 
Chapter 14
 
Travel was slow for JJ and his family. After leaving the compound, they had toiled with road obstacles and avoiding large groups of people evacuating Chicago. They spent the first few hours trying to find their way out of suburban sprawl around Lombard. Dead cars and bloated corpses clogged several roads. They had ever seen anything like it except Hollywood apocalypse movie. The bodies and burned hulls of cars lay strewn across the roads. Scott and Jimmy could only guess how some of the arrangements had come to be. Some were obvious wrecks. Some had been piled onto the sidewalks or in yards to clear the roads. Some had been placed to block off a road or protect a house. It was a depressing and ominous drive. Once they had avoided the first mass of people, they stopped to treat Scott’s bullet wound as best they could, which ended up being an old shirt cut into ribbons, splashed with whiskey, and tightly tied around his shoulder. The hole stopped bleeding. 
They saw a sliver of order when they passed by three neighborhoods that had erected similar compounds to the one they had left. Looters had broken in and cleaned out the first compound leaving it a smoldering ruin. The sight made JJ thankful Scott had been such a persistent ass about leaving the city. He finally began believing the old man was right.
The second neighborhood fort they passed stood in worse shape than the one they had left, but it was intact. Scott wondered how long it would remain that way. The scarecrows manning the makeshift walls of cars and piled junk gazed at the passing vehicles with a mixture of loathing and lust. The convoy breathed easier as they left the vicinity of the new waypoint for the sitting dead.
The third compound was the best organized of all. The family couldn’t get a decent look at it since road blocks had been erected blocks before the old church building that housed the main compound. These folks had set up multiple layers of defense. Maybe they’ll make it. Clay thought. He would never know. They left the area as quickly as possible. 
Everywhere they turned, obstacles seemed to spring into the road to block their escape. They had driven around for over three hours when Scott ordered Jimmy to flash the car’s lights at Sherry and stop the caravan. Scott rolled down his window as Jimmy pulled the Bonneville up beside Sherry’s gray Honda Pilot. “No. Stay in the car!” Scott barked. Sherry shut the door and rolled down her window. “I think we need to stay in the cars just in case we need to make a quick getaway. We’re just burning gas running around here. We need to get the hell out of town as soon as possible.” 
“I know, dad!” Sherry said. “It’s just that everywhere we turn, there’s something in the damned way. We still have to get across the 355. Did you see the onramps? Junk was piled up everywhere. How are we going to get across there?” 
“I don’t know, sweetheart. I just don’t know. I know that Flores guy said the roads were bad, but this just bullshit.” Scott said. 
“Let’s head north. Maybe we can go up and hit East North Avenue and get across. I think there’s a pass under the highway.” Scott heard JJ say from the back of the SUV.
“We could, but that’s a long ways off, close to back where we came from. You think we can get back up that far? I really want to be outta this shithole before it gets dark. It’s hard enough to dodge all of the shit in the road now. It’ll be almost impossible once it gets dark.” Scott said.
“Dad, are you sure you know where we are? Because I have to admit, I don’t have a clue. Hardly anything looks the same anymore and we’ve had to take so many turns.” Sherry complained. 
“Hell, girl, don’t you have that GPS in your car?” Scott asked. 
“I do, but I haven’t turned it on. I didn’t think it would work.” 
“It should work. The power going out doesn’t have shit to do with the satellites. Turn it on and make sure we know where we are.” Scott said.
Sherry reached down into the center console, pulled out the little GPS, and plugged it in to the power port of the SUV. After waiting a few seconds, the GPS found the satellites and pinpointed their location. Scott heard it ding and asked, “So, where are we, exactly?”  
Sherry looked at the device and responded, “It says you’re wrong; we’re up by Villa Park.” 
Scott heard people talking in the back of the SUV. He heard Clay’s voice speak out of the rear window, but couldn’t see him. “Hey, Scott, if we’re that far northeast, we’re not far from the railroad tracks. Do you think they would be as bad as the roads?” 
“That’s a brilliant idea! It’ll be a bumpy ride, but at least we’ll be moving in the right direction instead of wasting gas trying to find a way out of this rat nest. We’ll follow you.” Scott said.
The convoy headed northwest dodging wreckage until they reached the Grace Street crossing and were able to get on the tracks. Once on the tracks, they made much better time. They encountered a few obstacles, but nothing that they couldn’t get around. All trains had stopped running by this point. The family kept as fast a pace as their bodies and the cars could handle on the rough tracks, which equated to roughly twenty miles an hour. Scott wished they could go faster but wasn’t sure the Bonneville could take it. Hell, he wasn’t sure he could take it. 
They passed through Glen Ellyn and Wheaton without any trouble. With the exception of the odd stalled railcar and the occasional hobo or two, they had the tracks to themselves. They saw burned out buildings and general riot as they passed neighborhoods, but they didn’t see any people. Scott took this as a good sign. With any luck, most folks had forgotten about the railroad tracks and had stuck to the streets and roads to flee the city. 
They made good progress until the came around a curve in the tracks and into view of the West Chicago Metro station. Sherry’s brake lights lit up as she brought the SUV to a stop. Jimmy pulled up and stopped beside her. After everything they had seen in the last couple of weeks, the hundreds of people gathered on the tracks still managed to shock Scott. What the hell are they doing? Scott asked. It didn’t really matter. They blocked the tracks. He tried to count a few, but there were just too many. Two hundred? Four hundred? He didn’t know. All he knew was that an assload of people stood between his family and their best shot of getting out of town. “Dad,” Sherry called over to him, “what do we do?” 
“I don’t know, hun. Who’s in the front with you?” Scott asked. He saw that several of the people gathered at the station had noticed the two vehicles sitting on the tracks. Some pointed while others began to drift toward the stopped cars. They were about five hundred yards away. Scott feared that the crowd might rush them. He didn’t know what would happen then. If they were as bad off as he guessed, they would tear the vehicles apart with their bare hands to get to the food inside. 
“Mom is in the front with me. Why?” Sherry asked. 
“Tell her to trade places with Clay.” 
They didn’t ask questions as Tara got out and shuffled to the back of the SUV to let Clay out. When Clay emerged from the vehicle, Scott called him over. “You know how to use this, son?” Scott asked as he handed the M-16 and the extra magazine to Clay. 
“I think so. Just point and pull the trigger, right?”
“This here is the select button. I’ve got it on semi right now. Don’t touch that. This is the safety. Flip it to go live. With any luck, we’ll scare them off with a couple of shots, but don’t do warning shots. Shoot at them. If we shoot and nothing happens, it won’t stall them for long. If they see a few of their friends drop, that should slow them down more.” One of the leaders of the mob, a large man with a long gray beard and wild hair appeared, at the front. He held a scary black rifle, similar to the one Clay now held. The man yelled something at the crowd and pointed the rifle in towards Scott and the family. The crowd broke into a quick trot. The man raised his rifle and began shooting at the cars. “Everyone down!” Scott yelled as wild bullets began screaming towards them. The idiot shot while running over rough terrain. No one could aim doing that. Scott hoped that was a sign the big ass didn’t know what he was doing. The windshield of the Bonneville turned into a giant spider web in front of Scott’s face as one of the wild bullets passed through it with a cracking sound. “Clay, get back in the truck. Sherry, don’t stop for anything! Anything, you hear me!” Clay climbed into the passenger’s seat. “And, Clay, shoot that bushy motherfucker first!” 
Sherry slammed down the gas, and the SUV lurched forward. The big bushy man kept firing at them. Clay leaned out the widow and flipped off the safety. The SUV pounded along the railroad tracks, making aiming hell. He fired into the crowd. The M-16 spat fire and threw brass out the window. His first few shots went wild, kicking up track gravel yards before the rushing crowd. He fired again and saw people drop to the ground after his last two shots.   
The crowd recovered from the loss and rushed forward at a sprint. Why aren’t they moving? Sherry thought to herself. What’s wrong with them? She held that thought as the SUV slammed into the front line of the mob. The first several people jumped clear and revealed a small child. Sherry couldn’t avoid the child. She couldn’t tell if it was a little boy or a little girl. She just knew that it made a crunching sound as the weight of the SUV plowed through it. She screamed and wanted to cover her eyes, but didn’t dare. “Don’t fuckin stop, Sherry!” Clay yelled at her as he pulled back in from the window. She sucked in her bottom lip and bit it to keep from screaming. She tasted blood but didn’t care. She lost count of the people she hit and the bodies that the SUV left in its wake, but she didn’t stop. 
Jimmy ducked down as low as he could and still see to drive. He kept the Bonneville floored as he tried to keep up with his mother. Scott leaned out the window and tried to clear them a path with the .45 caliber he had taken from Tom Dabrowski’s lackey. The angle of leaning out the window and the recoil of the gun sent flames of pain into his chest as they tore at the hole in his shoulder. The Bonneville reached that perfect speed where the shocks could no longer absorb the bumps in the road. They fishtailed as they met the oncoming crowd. Bodies thudded into the side of the car. The impacts absorbed the extra sideways momentum of the car and helped Jimmy as he turned into the slide, just as his grandpa had taught him. He regained control of the car and sped through the crowd. Within seconds they passed through the other side and followed the SUV down the tracks to a better place called elsewhere. 
The family followed the tracks for another twenty minutes without seeing anyone else. A picturesque scene greeted them as they crossed the bridge over the Fox River into Geneva. The lazy river ran with a steady serenity that couldn’t be worried with the troubles of the world. Scott wished he could capture that serenity and share it with his family. He watched Jimmy struggle with his conscience after running through the crowd. Jimmy had killed people with the Bonneville, and he knew it. Scott noticed how the boy’s hands shook as he gripped the wheel. “Just keep on driving, Jimmy. You did what you had to do. Just focus on the road. We’ll be safe soon.” He couldn’t tell if his words helped the boy, but Jimmy kept his eyes on the tracks. 
Short minutes later, Scott had Jimmy flash the SUV with his headlights and stop the convoy as they approached the Brundige Road crossing, just west of Geneva. The Bonneville pulled up beside the SUV as they left the tracks and pulled onto the pavement. Scott winced in pain as he opened the door and walked over to where his daughter sat, staring down the road from the driver’s side of the SUV. He felt like he had been put through a tenderizer. He had gotten so used to the jarring of the rough tracks under the car that it seemed his body wanted to continue to bounce even though they had stopped. His arm hurt where he had torn open the bullet wound and his legs felt like poorly constituted jelly. Everyone in the SUV sat in silence, trying to soak in the events of the last few hours. “Ok, Sherry, it’s getting dark. We haven’t seen any people for a while, but I don’t want to attract any attention with headlights. With no power on, any lights will be a beacon for anyone to come check us out. We’ll take the lead and find us a spot to camp for the night….” He let his words trail off as he noticed Sherry starring at the same sport on the road. He reached up and touched her strawberry blond hair. She turned and looked at him. Tears stained her cheeks. She bit her bottom lip, reminding Scott of his little girl from years past. She had bit hard enough to draw blood. Scott produced a napkin from his pocket and wiped the semi-dried blood from her chin. “I think you’ve done enough for today, sweetie. Would you like someone else to drive?” Sherry looked up at her dad and nodded. He opened the door and led her to the back. “Jan, get out here and drive.” He ordered as he got Sherry into the back seat. As JJ got out and took the driver’s seat, Scott used the dying sunlight to read the map and check their location with the GPS. “I think we should head over here.” Scott said, pointing to a spot on the map less than a quarter mile north of where they were. “Follow, us.” He said to JJ as he got back in the car with Jimmy. 
The Bonneville led the convoy along the road for a little over a quarter of a mile and turned off into a field. The farmer hadn’t had a chance to till it before everything shut down. Tall weeds and grasses covered the ground. Scott looked at the map. There should be a stream somewhere up to the east. He directed Jimmy to drive further into the field and soon found the little stream. Jimmy pulled the car to a stop. The SUV pulled in beside them. Everyone piled out of the cars and came to stand in front of the Bonneville. 
“So, what do we do now?” JJ asked. 
“We should probably get some sort of sleeping arrangements set up for the night.” Clay said. 
“Clay’s right. It’s getting dark. Let’s unpack all of the sleeping stuff and get the food and stuff in the Bonneville sorted and packed better. We can tie some stuff to the top of the truck and get some extra room that way. If we make enough room, we may even be able to sleep in the car if it gets too cold or the weather doesn’t hold.” Scott said. 
Everyone walked to the back of the SUV and started unpacking the sleeping bags and blankets they had brought from JJ’s house, everyone but Sherry and Jimmy. Scott noticed them standing in front of the vehicles, looking out at the stream and fields, trapped in a thousand-yard stare. He walked over to talk to JJ and Clay. “Clay, can you take over the unpacking?” 
“Sure, Scott. What’s wrong?” 
“I think Jan and I need to go check on Sherry and Jimmy. He hasn’t been the same since we ran into the crowd on the tracks. I’m not sure they’re ok with what they had to do. Speaking of what we had to do today, you seem to be holding up pretty well for having shot some people. You sure you’re ok?” 
“I’m fine as can be.” Clay said. “Those folks I shot weren’t the first I’ve had to kill in the last couple of weeks. I’m still not comfortable with what I did today, but it’s easier than the first guy. Maybe it’s one of those things that gets easier in time or each time you have to do it.” Scott nodded and motioned for JJ to go to 
 Sherry. He walked over to talk with Jimmy. 
“Hey, bud, you ok?” Scott asked. He could see Jimmy’s hands shaking. The boy just shrugged shoulders. “You only did what you had to do to keep your family safe. You know that, right? You didn’t do anything wrong. You didn’t do anything you need to feel ashamed about. Those folks would have either killed us for our cars or the food we had. If they didn’t, they would have taken everything we had and left us with nothing. That’d be the same as killing us.”  
Jimmy turned to look at his granddad. Scott could see the tears had broken loose. The silence between them drug out, Sherry’s crying into JJ’s chest the only distraction. Finally Jimmy spoke. “I killed them, grandpa. I killed all of those people with the car.” Sobs shook the young man’s frame. 
“It’s ok.” Scott whispered. He put his arms around Jimmy and hugged him close. “You only did what you had to do.” As if admitting it had finally made it real, he broke down, sobbing into Scott’s good shoulder. 
“But I…killed people.” He said between sobs. “I’m a bad person now. I killed those…” The words cut off as Jimmy reached for his belly and bent over, throwing up what little food he had eaten that day. He kept going until all of the food was gone and the heaves became dry. Scott felt bad for his grandson but could do nothing to help. This was something Jimmy would have to live with, something he would have to overcome. Jimmy finally wore himself out and collapsed to the ground on his knees. 
Scott knelt beside him. “Listen to me, boy.” He said in a more forceful tone. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You did what you had to do to protect your family. Even if that means you had to kill some folks, it doesn’t make you a bad person. If anything, it makes you a man. You had a hard choice to make. Would you have been a better person to let those people kill your grandma, your mom, or Lucy?” 
“I guess not.” Jimmy said. 
“Right, then. You were given a bad situation and did the best you could to protect your family. That’s a good thing. Now you rest up here and try not to let any of this bother you while we unpack everything and get us something to eat. Sound good?” Jimmy nodded. Scott rose and saw Jan still holding Sherry as she continued to cry. He figured she might have a harder time than with it than Jimmy. He had seen the little boy that Sherry had run over when the SUV first met the crowd. He hoped Sherry could forgive herself for that. 
Scott walked back to the SUV as Rocks and Lucy emerged from the high weeds after relieving themselves. The dog ran past him and continued over to comfort Jimmy. Scott didn’t care for the mutt, but saw the benefit of having him around just for the comfort he gave the grandkids. 
Tara walked to meet him as he approached. She stumbled a few feet before they met by the rear passenger’s side door. “You ok, baby? You look a little out of it. When’s the last time you had a shot?”
“Before we left the neighborhood.” She said. 
“Have you checked your levels? We may need to get you a shot soon.” 
“Can’t check the levels.” She said. “I can’t find my testing stuff. I think we may have left it back in the neighborhood or it got lost along the way. Don’t worry, I’ve had this for twenty years. I know when I need my medicine.” 
“Then let’s get back here and get you….” Scott started. She interrupted him by holding up a filled syringe. 
“I’ve got it covered.” She said. “Get back there and help with dinner if you can.” 
Lucy helped Scott scrounge around in the trunk of the Bonneville until they found the bug-out bag Mr. Perkins had given them. Inside, they found everything they would need for the first few days of their journey: several MRE-style containers of food, a first aid kit, and a water filter. Clay and Leesha went to fill some old, two liter, plastic soda bottles with water from the stream. Scott and Tara set up the camping stove they found in the kit. Fifteen minutes later, everyone gathered between the two vehicles to eat dinner. Jimmy had recovered somewhat. He wasn’t quite back to normal. Scott wondered if he would ever be the same after today. Sherry ate, but she stared into nothing and kept silent. The rest of the group talked a little and made rough plans for how they would get to Alabama.  
After dinner, Lucy and Tara broke out a hand-cranked flashlight from the bug-out bag and bandages, needles, and thread from the emergency kit’s first aid package. They cleaned the bullet wound in Scott’s shoulder. Scott tried to remain calm as Lucy stitched him up like Mrs. Gary had taught her back in the neighborhood. He winced every time she stuck the needle in him, but was surprised at what a good job she had done. Clay still had the tube of antibiotic ointment and gave some to Scott. After they applied the fresh bandages, Scott informed everyone that he wanted to leave at first light. They had a long way to go, and who knew what obstacles they would run into. They only had a few weeks’ worth of food and needed to cover as much distance as possible before their food began to run low. Being exhausted from their escape from Chicago, everyone found their sleeping bags or shared blankets. 
Scott got up and walked to the front of the Bonneville. He sat on the hood, careful not to sit on any of the bloodstained places donated by the people in the crowd. He fished his pipe and his pouch of tobacco out of his pocket and filled the bowl. He was about to light it when Clay walked up. “Mind if I join you?” The tall man said. 
“Not at all. You still got any smokes left?” Scott asked. 
“Not a one. I was wondering if I could share your pipe?” 
“Certainly.” Scott said as he sucked the flame into the bowl. After a few puffs to build up the smoke, he took a long drag and handed the pipe over to Clay. “It’s the least I could do, you know. I want to thank you for helping look after my family. You’ve been a big help, from helping with the neighborhood guard to helping us get out of there, not to mention shooting the folks in the crowd.” 
“Man, it’s me who is thankful for you guys. Without you, we would have probably ended up getting caught in the mobs and would be dead by now. Leesha and I owe you our lives, the way I see it.”
“How is she holding up?” Scott asked. 
“She’s still a little rattled, just like the rest of us. Hell, I can’t even believe that things have gone downhill this fast. Less than a month ago, the biggest thing I worried about was online poker tournaments. Now, I’ve lost my whole family and have no idea where we’re going or how we’re going to get there. Shit, I don’t know if we’ll survive another run in like on the tracks. It’s almost…”
“Too much to think about.” Scott said. “Yeah, I feel the same way. Son, you may have lost your family, but I consider you part of ours now. You and Leesha both. We have to stick together to make it. Listen, will you drive the Bonneville tomorrow? I don’t think Jimmy is up to it. He really shouldn’t have been driving today. He did well, but I think it took a lot out of him.” 
“He’ll be fine. JJ’s always talking about him at work. He sounds like a tough kid. But yeah, I’ll drive the Bonneville.” The pipe, having been passed back and forth several times, died as Clay took one last drag. He wiped off the stem, tapped out the ashes, and handed it back to Scott. “How much of this stuff do you have left?” 
“Not much. The rest of this pouch and one more. It’s probably for the best anyway. They say this shit will kill you. Anyway, I’m off to bed. Thank you for driving tomorrow.” Scott said. He walked over and lay down beside Tara, who was already snoring softly. Clay looked up at the stars for a few minutes before finding his own sleeping spot by Leesha.
Lucy lay awake, having trouble falling asleep. She rolled over on her back, underneath the blankets she shared with her brother, and looked up at the stars. They were so pretty out here with no city lights or fires and smoke to disturb the view. The night was peaceful, except for the soft sound of her mother crying. Lucy stared at the stars and wondered if everything would be ok. She wished on every star that she could see that it would be. She reached into her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. She knew the battery was about dead, but maybe she could get a signal. It died seconds after she discovered that she still couldn’t get a signal. She missed her friends. She missed being able to see what everyone was doing on the social media sites. She hadn’t heard from her friends since right after the riots. She hoped they were ok. Crushing loneliness hit her as she realized that she would never have that kind of communication with her friends again, even if they were alive. She couldn’t remember ever not being able to chat with or check the status of her friends with a few quick taps on a keyboard of one type or another. Eventually, the rhythmic sound of her mother’s sobs carried her into sleep. The stars overhead passed slowly by. They didn’t grant any wishes that night. 
 
Everyone moaned and bitched as they stirred awake and made their way out of their bedding shortly after sunrise. None of them were used to sleeping on the hard ground, and their bodies protested with aches and cramps at being put through such torment. It didn’t help that they had spent several hours the previous day being jarred up and down along the train tracks. 
Within the hour, they had all made their way down to the stream and washed up a little, filtered more drinking water, and had breakfast. They repacked everything in a much more comfortable arrangement. They packed the sleeping materials into plastic garbage bags that Tara had thought to bring along and tied them to the roof of the SUV. They split the food up and stored some in each vehicle. Clay took command of the Bonneville, where Leesha, Scott, and Jimmy rode with him. Everyone else rode with JJ, who drove the SUV. 
With a little less than a quarter of a tank of gas in the SUV, Scott knew they couldn’t make the whole trip in the cars. If gas and food deliveries had been shut down for over two weeks, he doubted they would be able to find anywhere to refill. He knew better than to try the interstates after what they had seen. While it may have been bad in Chicago, they still had to pass several cities that had populations of over 100,000. Those folks would have backed up the roadways surrounding their cities as well. Although it might not be as bad, Scott didn’t want to take the chance. He took the GPS out of the SUV and installed it in the Bonneville. He would ride shotgun with Clay and navigate. “Well, let’s get to it.” Scott called out the passenger’s side window of the Bonneville. He plugged in several waypoints along the GPS route to his brother’s farm in Alabama. He tried his best to keep them away from populated areas. A slight vibration in the Bonneville worried him as they drove off.  He hoped the old car would hold up for the trip.
Scott gazed out the window as the convoy made good time down the flat, straight roads. He saw nothing but farmland and a couple of houses, some of which still looked habitable, some not. This early in the year, hardly any of the fields had been plowed. He doubted any of them had been planted. He was no farmer, but he had discussed it enough with his brother to know a thing or two about it. Some of the smaller farms might be planted if their owners had stocked up on fuel before everything shut down. Even if they had enough fuel to plow and plant the fields, unless things started flowing again tomorrow, it would take a while to catch up. There wouldn’t be enough fuel left to fertilize, irrigate, and harvest by the end of the season. Scott knew that this fertile soil produced a lot of soybeans and corn. Two things that went into just about everything from cow feed to processed human food. Without those harvest, mass shortages would be a certainty, even if there was a way to transport it all and process it. If. If. If. Too many damned ifs. “If a bullfrog had wings, it wouldn’t bump his ass every time it jumped.” He muttered to himself. 
“What’s that?” Clay asked. 
“Oh, nothing. I was just looking out at all the fields out there. Just thinking about how they won’t have a harvest this year.” 
“I hadn’t even thought of that.” Leesha said from the back seat. 
“Yeah, me either, until just now.” Scott admitted. “I just look out there and keep thinking about how broke the chain is.”
“The chain?” Clay asked. 
“Yeah, the food chain. The supply chain. What we’ve been through these last three weeks is just the beginning for a lot of folks. When everything shut down, it set off a chain of events, like these farms and fields out here. If they don’t get fuel, then there will be no replanting. There will be no corn or other crops to ship out to the food companies. There will be no food for livestock.  Everything will be on short supply from eggs, to milk, to you name it. Everyone without the means to produce their own food will be royally screwed. Even if this ends up just being a one or two month disruption, it’ll echo out for years to come. Just one catastrophe after another. The folks that stayed in the neighborhood, even if they survive, who’s going to be there to ship food to them next year? Who’s going to have the food to ship?”  
“So, if everything is going to fall apart anyway, why are we going all the way to Alabama to live?” Jimmy asked.
“Because, your Great Uncle Thomas has a farm there. It’s secluded. We wouldn’t have to worry about folks trying to steal from us. There’s not nearly as many people in Alabama as there are up here. Besides, folks down there take care of each other. It’s a place where we can raise our own food and start a new life if we have to.” Scott said. He held his own doubts as to why he needed to get down there. All the reasons he gave were valid enough, but they could work out here just as well, once the roaming hordes died off. He hoped Thomas was ok. He wished they had left as soon as all the shit hit the fan. They should have already been down there. It was a good plan, when he had first thought of it, when he first realized they need to get the hell out Chicago. Now he supposed it was just as good a plan as any since he couldn’t think of anywhere else to go.  
Within half an hour of driving, they came to the town of Nottingham Woods and found it deserted. Random cars piled up all around the town and burned buildings bared their bones for all to see. “Why do you think this place is empty?” Leesha asked as they approached the outskirts of town. “There’re cars everywhere. Where’s all the people?” 
“I don’t know, baby.” Clay said. “You’re right, there’re cars everywhere. Look at all of them stuck up there on the highway.” 
Scott examined the GPS. “That’s the Ronald Regan Memorial Toll Way. Looks like people got stuck up there trying to get out the city.” 
“That still don’t explain where everyone is.” Leesha said. 
“Maybe it does.” Scott answered. “I’m guessing the folks that got on the toll way got stuck and flooded into the town. They probably ate up everything that was there. From the looks of the damage, maybe the locals fought with them over the food, or maybe they fought together with the second wave of folks that made it out of the city. Either way, that many people probably cleaned the place out and took off to find another place that still had something to offer.” 
“I guess that makes sense, but wouldn’t they give them some food? I can’t believe folks would turn on each other over something as simple as food.” She said. 
“Baby, would you let a stranger have or take your food?” Clay asked. 
“I’d share it.” Leesha answered. 
“And what then?” Scott asked. “When that was gone, would you keep sharing until everyone had nothing?” 
Leesha didn’t answer. She sulked a little and fresh tears came to her eyes. Scott knew that he hadn’t made her cry. The situation had. Hell, he felt the same way.  
They drove for over an hour without speaking, passing several small towns. The towns came in two types. The first type was the smoldering wreckage left after masses of people had swarmed through, much like what had been left of Nottingham Woods. This close to Aurora and Chicago, Scott had anticipated this. The masses that had left Chicago could have easily walked this far in a couple of days. They had to go somewhere, after all. Some of them had come this way and gutted the towns. He hoped that they had kept moving or stayed to the bigger roads that he was trying to avoid. With any luck, their accidental delay in the neighborhood compound would turn out to be a blessing in disguise, sparing them from the worst of the masses. Scott hoped some of them would die off or disperse into the countryside in smaller groups.
The second type of town provided a little more hope, but not much. These towns had tried to secure themselves similar to what Dabrowski had done in the neighborhood, except on a bigger scale. Old cars, cinder blocks, trees, garbage, and anything else that could be used to make a barrier had been used to create roadblocks around these towns. They gave Scott hope that if they did fail to get to Alabama, they might be able to live in a place like this. Out here, the town fort idea might work. The cloud that hung over that hope was that the towns had walled themselves off for a reason. They might not let newcomers in. 
The family continued on, avoiding both types as best they could until they came to the town of Morris just after noon. Scott had reservations about coming into a town this large, but they had to cross the Illinois River somewhere. It seemed like as good of a place as any. “All right, Clay,” Scott said as he took down the GPS and held it over so that Clay could see it, “we’re going to turn onto Highway 47. That’ll take us by the fairground here and leave us a straight shot to the bridge.” 
“Won’t that take us through the center of town?” Clay asked. 
“Yeah, but after looking at the maps here, this is the closest place to cross.” 
Minutes later, Clay led the convoy south onto Highway 47. They saw several stalled cars pulled off to the side of the road. Clay drove down the road until they saw Interstate 80. “Slow down, big guy.” Scott said. 
“What’s up?”
“Check out the interstate.” Jimmy said. “There are eighteen wheelers blocking the road.” 
“They look like they were put there on purpose. You think the local authorities did that?” Clay asked.
“That’s what I would do.” Scott said. “Let’s pull up slowly and see what’s going on.” 
As they approached the bridge that the highway made over the I-80, Leesha cried out. “Stop the car, Clay!” 
“What’s wrong?” Clay asked. 
“Look over there. Are those people coming down the road?” She asked. 
Scott looked to where Leesha pointed. The slight elevation of the bridge gave them a good view of I-80 and the north side of the town. He saw over a hundred refugees approaching from the town from the east. “Shouldn’t we get out of here?” Clay asked. 
“Let’s hold up a minute.” Scott said. “Look at the city. It looks like they’ve set up barriers around the big building there. It looks like a hospital. They have the road blocked off. I don’t think the crowd has seen us. With any luck, we can blend in with the rest of the dead cars around here. Let’s see how the town reacts to the crowds.” 
“Why do you want to see that?” Leesha asked. 
“They have the road blocked, keeping us from getting across the river. If they let those folks in, they may let us get across.” Clay said. 
“Exactly.” Scott agreed. 
Scott got out and went back to the SUV. He explained the plan to JJ. “Be ready to get the hell out of here if things go south.” He turned and walked back to the Bonneville. 
They watched the ragged group of refugees meander down the road and approach the town. They didn’t seem dangerous. As the first refugees neared the outer barrier surrounding the hospital, Scott and Clay saw them talk to the people guarding the town. Everything seemed amicable at first, but the gates didn’t open. While they couldn’t hear what was said, they saw the refugees tense and the discussion grow animated. The rest of the refugees arrived as the first wave rushed the barrier. The family watched as the first refugees to climb the wall fell back into the crowd. The sounds of the gunshots proceeded their fall seconds later. “That’s that.” Scott said. He turned to Clay. “Let’s get the hell out of here. There’s no way they’re going to let us through, especially not after this.” A barrage of gunfire emphasized Scott’s statement. The men guarding the walls fired into the crowd trying to disperse them. Scott saw the barriers fall to the refugees as the cars pulled away. He wished the residents well with their new guests. 
“How are we going to get across now?” Jimmy asked. 
“We’ll just have to try our luck further west. There’s another bridge at Seneca. I think it’s a much smaller town. Maybe we’ll have better luck there.” Scott said. He hoped they would. He hoped to just find one place that hadn’t been destroyed or refused to accept strangers. 
 
Thirty minutes later, Clay turned onto Main Street in Seneca. He saw deserted neighborhoods on the northern outskirts of the city limits. He brought the car to a stop a couple hundred yards from the canal that cut through town. Six men guarded the vehicles that blocked the road. “What do you think, Scott?” 
“I think we’ve found a place that has some good sense. Very clever. They’re using the canal like a moat, just like the castles back in the middle ages. I think we should pull up very slowly and see what they’re like. Leesha, you and James should get out and go get in the truck with Jan.” Scott said. 
“But I wan…” Jimmy started. 
“I don’t care, son. This could go really well or real bad. I want you back there with your mom and dad just in case things don’t go well.” Scott said. 
“But…”
“Here.” Scott cut him off again. “I want you to take the GPS back to your dad. If things go bad, you guys will need it. I’ve programmed in the route to Thomas’ place. You guys get there or get somewhere safe as fast as you can. You hear me?” Jimmy hung his head. “You hear me, Jimmy?” 
 “Yes, sir.” He took the GPS and got out of the car. 
As Leesha did the same, she turned back and put a hand on Clay’s shoulder. “I love you. Please be careful.” 
Clay’s massive paw dwarfed her hand as he laid it on top of hers. “I will, baby. I love you too.” 
Once the two had climbed inside the SUV, Clay pulled forward to the beginnings of the short bridge. Scott held up his hands as five of the six men held their guns at the ready. The sixth man, an older fellow with a gray goatee and a shotgun, walked forward. “Please get out of the car.” The man instructed. These men, in their civilian cloths and weapons, were obviously not part of law enforcement. Clay couldn’t decide if that was a good sign or not. The men exited the car. “So, what you folks doing in our little town?” 
“We’re just passing through. We want to cross the bridge. Is that ok?” Scott replied. 
The man looked the two over and asked, “Who’s in the truck back there?” 
“My wife, my daughter, her husband, my grandchildren, and Mr. Tomin here’s girlfriend. We don’t want any trouble. We just need to get across the river… May we pass?”
“I don’t see why not.” The guard said. “We’re just looking out for the refugees drifting in from Chicago. Have you seen any of those folks out there?” 
“In a way, we are those folks; but I’m guessing you mean the large groups of people looking for somewhere to go.” 
“You guys look better off than the few refugees we’ve been hearing about over the police radios. Must be those other people. You seem harmless enough to me. So, have you had any run-ins with the other type?”
“Yeah. We just saw some up the road a little bit in Morris. We were going to cross there but happened to pull up right as a group of refugees attacked the place.” Clay said. 
“No shit?” The man with the goatee asked. “We haven’t heard that over the scanners. I wonder what happened.” 
“We don’t know. We left as a few hundred of them were coming off the I-80 and trying to get over the barriers. The guards started shooting at them, and we decided we needed to find another place to cross.” Scott said.
“Damn, Karl.” One of the other guards said to the man with the goatee. “We have to tell the mayor.” He turned and addressed Scott and Clay. “Would you folks be willing to tell the mayor what you saw?” 
“What about our other car?” Scott asked. 
“They’re welcome too.” Karl said. 
Scott turned to go, but Clay hesitated and asked. “How are you folks doing inside?” 
“I don’t follow.” Karl said. 
Scott didn’t know what Clay was doing. “How are you guys on food and supplies?” Clay asked. 
“We’re good.” Karl said. “We’re not going to steal anything from you, if that’s what you’re asking. We have a grain silo in town at the shipping docks. Luckily the damn thing was just about full when everything started to shut down with the terrorists and all. We got gas too. Had a tanker truck heading for somewhere up near Chicago when the riots broke out. The driver had a cousin living here and pulled in to visit family and let things calm down before he finished his route. He’s a town resident now. Isn’t that right Harry?” The man who had addressed him earlier nodded. “Mark here will take you over to the high school. That’s where the mayor set up after he pulled everyone back across the canal. So, you guys coming in or what?”
Clay’s face split into a grin. He climbed in the Bonneville and took the wheel. “That was good thinking, Clay. I must be slipping.” Scott said as he waved to the SUV with his good arm and climbed into the car. 
“Don’t worry about it.” Clay said. He fired up the car and began to follow the man who had climbed into a small Nissan truck. “Just had to make sure these folks were legit.” 
 
Their guide, Mark, entered a small office in the school administration section, leaving them to wait with the secretary. Short minutes later, he emerged and led them in to see the mayor. Mark made quick introductions for the group and moved back to stand by the door. A fat, bald man wearing wire rimmed glasses over his large green eyes greeted them from behind a wooden desk. “Good afternoon! I’m Tim Brack, the town mayor.” The fat man said. “Mark says that you have some news from our neighbors up in Morris. Tell me, what did you see?” 
Scott and Clay gave the group’s account of the crowd at Morris while the rest stood in silence. The mayor listened to their account with a tense expression. He didn’t ask questions, but Scott saw the man mentally chewing over each word before digesting it. After they had finished giving their account, Mayor Brack rubbed his bald head and removed his glasses. “Thank you good folks for bringing us this news. We didn’t hear any of this on the police radios. That’s odd. Our chief of police and the police chiefs of the neighboring towns have been trying to keep up with each other. It’s been kinda off and on with the power being out and some of the towns running low on fuel for backup generators. I hope that’s all that’s wrong up in Morris and everyone up there is ok. 
“Mark, go tell Mike that we need to double the guard at all town entrances for at least a week, starting immediately. If we do get any visitors, tell Garry to put them in the houses outside of the canal and we’ll feed them as best we can.” Mark nodded and left to carry the mayor’s orders to Mike, the Chief of Police.
“That’s very generous of you and the town.” Clay said. 
“We have enough food in the grain silos to last our population more than six months, plus whatever fish we can pull from the river. The manager at the grain silo has been kind enough to donate their contents to the city and allow us to distribute it for the well-being of his friends and neighbors. We know things seem pretty bad out there right now, but the town believes that we just need to be able to hold out for about three months and everything should be fine. That’ll give the government enough time to handle the really bad areas and get everything moving again. We hope to help anyone who manages to get here survive until everything gets back to rights.” 
“That’s a goodhearted plan, but, Mayor, it just wouldn’t be right not to tell you the rest of our story and give you all the information that we have. I’m afraid things are a little worse out there than you may have heard.” 
“Oh? How so?” 
Scott and Clay told their tale of escape from Chicago and the confrontations with the roaming bands of refugees. Again, the mayor listened in his careful manner. The two men left out any mention of the people they had been forced to kill or injure on their journey. When Clay finished the tale and brought them current, Scott looked at the mayor again. “You see, Mr. Mayor, I think it’s going to be a lot longer than three months before the government fixes this, if they even can fix this. If people show up asking for food and sanctuary, you might need to turn them away or at least plan on something longer than three months.” 
“I appreciate your concerns, Mr. Reed, but we are a Christian community and will help out those in need as much as we can. I do thank you for your inputs, and I will bring this up to the city council at our nightly meeting. I’ll push them to make plans for a longer timeline, like you suggested; but I imagine we’ll carry on with our good neighbor plan. 
“And speaking of our good neighbor plan, you folks are welcome to stay here as long as you want. We have a few bunks left in the elementary school that we converted to housing if you want to live inside the canal perimeter, which I would suggest. But, if you want more privacy, we can also arrange for one of the houses outside the canal. Choice is yours.” The mayor said. “We also have a doctor here that can look at your arm. If there’s anything you need, just let Marshal, our Town Resources Coordinator, know and he’ll see what he can do. As of right now, the only thing we are not rationing out to people is gasoline. So… would you fine folks like to stay? We could use you on guard duty if you feel so inclined to help.” 
Scott looked back to his family. The last few weeks had been hard on them. He didn’t like the give and let live attitude of this place, but it seemed safe enough. He hoped that these people were right and that they could handle any groups that showed up begging. He didn’t miss the irony of him, a beggar in his own right, being worried about them giving away too much and getting compromised. He knew it was a hard thing to do, to deny the needy; but when things were tough, the choice to give handouts or the guilt of not giving them could mean the difference between life and death for either side. The family looked at him, waiting on an answer. He churned it over in his head one last time. They would stay, but he would keep them ready to move out at the slightest hint of trouble. “Mr. Mayor, we accept. We would love to help you and your community and become part of it. Now, where did you say that doctor was?” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 15
 
Jessica Blake lay face down on her father’s bed on the first floor of their blue, wood sided house just a couple blocks down the street from the Methodist Church in Mount Carmel, Illinois. Tight cords cut into her hands as they bound them to the headboard, leaving the rest of her vulnerable to whatever whims pleased the gang members at the time. She no longer cried as the hairy Hispanic gang leader violated her. She barely even made a noise anymore.
She had screamed and cried the first few dozen times they had raped her or stuck her with various other objects. One man seemed to enjoy burning her with cigarettes. After three days of torture, she had broken and become numb. Her body had decided it couldn’t take any more. The nerves that registered the pain threw up their arms in disgust and quit functioning. How many had had her, had abused her? Fifty? A hundred? She’d lost count. She couldn’t tell if it was the hunger, the thirst, or the constant rapes and torture that did it; but somewhere along the way her mind gave up as well. Her thoughts became fuzzy, fickle things that floated away on the breeze like dandelion seeds blown on the breeze. 
She turned her head to her left and saw the broken form of her father lying naked and bleeding beside the dresser in the corner. She tried to blink the haziness out of her dry eyes but failed. She wondered how many gallons of tears she had shed that first day when the rapes began. She had been given no water since being tied to the bed. Her lips dried and cracked. Blood had clotted in the empty sockets where her front teeth had been before the big black guy had knocked them out. In retrospect, trying to bite his manhood as he shoved it into her mouth had not been the best idea; but it had been an act of defiance, her only way of fighting back. She took pride in that act, even though it left her mouth a ruin. 
They were probably going to let her die of thirst while they used her. Maybe her father was already dead. Maybe he was the lucky one now. She thought she could hear his breathing between the grunts of the man using her. She prayed that the sound wasn’t her father’s labored breathing. She prayed that he was dead. She prayed that she would die. 
Her father had been the Deputy Sherriff of Wabash County. When the gang arrived and took over the town, they had killed the Sherriff and most of the town’s police officers. Anyone who put up a fight had been slaughtered. They killed many of the men in the town, butchered them for everyone to see, and cooked them, openly feasting on the body parts and laughing about how good they tasted. Once they found out that her dad was the new law in town, the gang leader had decided to make an example. To make sure that everyone else stayed in line, they had tied her father down in the town square and sodomized him. Sometime later that evening, the gang leader learned that the new sheriff had a daughter hiding at home. They broke into the house, found her hiding in one of the closets, and brought her father in to see his little angel get her due. 
Jessica held no hope that help would come. The rest of the survivors had been corralled into the high school’s gymnasium and imprisoned there. They had gotten the message. They knew there was no more law and order and that her and her father’s fate would visit any that dared to resist. 
She tried to think. How long had it been since the sickly-looking white guy with the glasses had raped her father and the others made her watch? How long had it been since the wiry little man had finished and stuck her father a few times in the short ribs with that hunting knife? How long would it take a man to die from that? She had no idea. She just hoped that he was dead. That was the only respite left for them now. Merciful death.    
She always thought of herself as a good girl. She always followed the rules and held a 3.8 grade point average. She had maintained her virginity until these animals had arrived two days ago. She was supposed to be graduating high school in a couple of months. She had already been accepted to college. This was not how her life was supposed to go. Her life was supposed to be great. She had it all planned out. One last tear began to well in her eye as she lamented those shattered dreams. 
The man riding her grabbed a fistful of hair and yanked her head back. This was nothing new, but the pressure and smooth-sliding object on her neck was. The shock took away most of the pain as she felt her life flowing from the slash in her neck. She said a silent prayer of thanks as she lost consciousness. 
Vicio removed himself from the dead bitch and wiped his knife on the bed sheet. He had hoped for more from her, but letting the others have a go at her broke her quickly. She had been fun when they first began, fighting and kicking. A regular little firecracker before she broke. Since then, all fight had left her and all pleasure for him. He killed her out of boredom as much as anything else. As he pulled up his pants, he heard a whispered sob from the corner. The Sherriff still lived. Vicio walked over to the man. The boys had done a number on his face. One eye swelled shut and the rest of the face looked like a wad of grape jelly. Vicio smiled as he stepped into the first kick to the man’s stomach. It took six more kicks until the man lost consciousness.
Vicio passed by the kitchen on his way out of the house. One of his lieutenants, Connor, was finishing off a beer that he had found in the sheriff’s fridge. “Connor, go tell Cook that we have two more for dinner tonight.” Vicio said. He smiled as he exited the house. He stopped on the front porch and looked out over his new conquest. 
He thought back over the last few weeks. This was the third town that they had captured. It would be a good place for them to hang out and rest for a few days. The gang needed a break after the busy couple of weeks since escaping Wabash. He chuckled to himself as he thought about how he had gone from inmate to commander of a small army in a day. By the time he had everything under control, he had left Wabash with just over seven hundred hardened criminals.
After all of the killing and feasting at the prison, the survivors had scavenged everything of any value or use left at the prison. They departed into freedom with four trucks, two prison buses, and an assortment of some thirty firearms. Vicio knew it wasn’t enough, but it was a start. He led his new army north to Sullivan. It had been easy to roll into town and take whatever they wanted. The group had walked to within a mile of the road that led into Sullivan. The dumbasses in Sullivan hadn’t even blocked off the road. Vicio led the attack in one of the pickup trucks, flanked by the prison buses filled with some of the toughest bastards he commanded. The convoy drove into the center of town and drew the attention of the two hundred or so men defending the little town. When the chaos began, the rest of his men charged in surrounding the town. The fighting didn’t last long with the defenders caught from behind as they exchanged fire with the buses. Vicio had the town in under an hour. 
The town held minimal supplies of food, except for the remaining inhabitants. The capture had only cost Vicio twenty men but yielded him some supplies. They took some fifty more firearms from the town’s defenders and residents. Then he found one of the most important finds he could have imagined, a busted fuel tanker truck. Of course, it was empty; but one of his men had been a mechanic before getting sent away for killing his brother-in-law in a drunken rage. The mechanic had been able to get it running and jury-rigged an electric water pump and a generator to the truck. The pump allowed them to extract the gasoline remaining in the underground storage tanks of the town’s two gas stations. He commanded his men to search through the town and collect any gas they could find left in cars or anywhere else it may have been stored. They collected all motorcycles and ATV’s that could be found. Large vehicles would use up too much gas. The smaller ATV’s and bikes would allow them to stretch what little gasoline they had found. The mechanic had also found a welding machine in one of the town’s garages. Vicio had him weld on sheet metal they had found onto the buses, three of the pickup trucks, and the tanker truck to form makeshift armored vehicles. When the gang left town three days later, they had an armored tanker truck with a little less than a thousand gallons of gasoline and five improvised armored personnel carriers. 
The gang then headed south to Vincennes. The town had been better fortified than Sullivan, with cars pushed together to form a barricade into the city. The barricade proved no match for his new rams, the armored prison buses. They punched through and invaded the town without much resistance. The residents of Vincennes hadn’t fared as well as those of smaller Sullivan. Vicio knew that Vincennes had held a little over fifteen thousand people before the troubles and expected a bigger fight. When they captured the town, they found a fire had gutted half of it. Weeks without food shipments had weakened the remaining residents. After the initial attack, many of the defending residents had fled or given up. In all, Vicio left Vincennes a week later with a few hundred more gallons of fuel; enough bikes, ATV’s, trucks, and trailers to transport his new army; and over a hundred more weapons. The most shocking aspect of the whole operation had been that he had gained recruits. Sure, the initial fighting had taken seventy-four of his men, but forty of the captured men had begged to become part of his gang. After making each one of them kill one of their neighbors, Vicio had allowed them to join. It dawned on him that hunger and uncertainty did strange things to people. His new recruits had been decent folk before all of this. Now they were scared, desperate, and broken; willing to do almost anything for a little certainty and leadership. Deep in his mind, he began to have visions of becoming a warlord. He would provide that leadership, that certainty that people would get fed and protected. He could do whatever the hell he felt like. Nothing of law and order remained to stop him.
Vicio had taken a different tack in taking Mount Carmel. Instead of brute force breaking the town’s defenses, he had sent small teams of men into the town at night. The guards had been lax. After all, this place probably hadn’t seen many refugees or large groups of people. His men had infiltrated the pathetic barriers and taken out the guards. When Don, his former cellmate, had flashed out the all clear with a flashlight, the buses had rammed through the barricades and the gang swarmed into the town in the depth of night, making as much noise as possible. Vicio wanted the town in a panic. He wanted the fear to paralyze the survivors and break the will of any resistors. With the exception of a few heroes like the bitch-ass sheriff, the plan had worked perfectly. Some men came out of their homes, guns blazing, and were dealt with. Many others gave up in the confusion, fearing they were outnumbered. This time Vicio’s army would net a gain in numbers. Those he lost would be replaced with new recruits from Mount Carmel. 
Vicio smiled as he stepped off of the porch and climbed on to his new Harley Davidson motorcycle. It was time to begin recruiting. The gang had captured about twenty-five hundred residents. He had anyone over sixty or under ten killed for food. He had the survivors locked in the gym, where they had sat for three days without any food or water. He hoped some of them would be ready to break and the recruiting could begin. Vicio didn’t know how many converts he could expect. It didn’t matter as long as it replaced the thirty-four men he had lost. The treatment of the deputy sheriff and his whore daughter had been spread through the gym population. Vicio had ordered that the cooking fires and BBQ grills be placed in front of the gym so that those starving inside could smell their friends and neighbors cooking. He wondered which was worse for those trapped inside, the smell of their loved ones being cooked or that they were starving and would eat that flesh if they could get to it? The thought made Vicio smile as he pulled up in front of the gym and smelled the cook fires. 
Don walked up to the gym as Vicio arrived. “Hey, boss.” Don said as Vicio dismounted from the bike. 
“How is everything with the supplies?” Vicio asked. 
“We got ten mo bikes, six ATV’s, and about seventy mo guns. Got guys still goin through houses tho. We’re runnin low on meat again. Cracker’s spoil mo quicker than I’da thought. Maybe we should…” Don trailed off as Vicio put up a hand and looked over to where one of the gym guards seemed to be sleeping. 
“Is that lazy bastard sleeping?” Vicio asked in a quiet, even tone. He gestured to the man. The prisoners had tried to escape a couple of times. Each time, the guards had shot and killed a few of them, more food for the gang. Vicio knew the majority would be getting weaker and broken by now, but he also knew they would be getting desperate. Some of them might weigh getting shot trying to escape as good odds compared to slow starvation. If they caught this asshole sleeping, that might give them enough hope to try and escape again. 
Vicio walked over to the sleeping man and kicked his foot. “Wake up, sweetheart.”  
The man came to and stood up. “What up, Mr. V?” The man asked. 
“Walk with me.” Vicio said. He turned and walked over to Don. The rest of the guards noticed the activity and watched. As the men approached Don, Vicio said to the guard, “Give Don your gun.” The man reached for the pistol tucked into his pants but hesitated. “Now.” Vicio said, giving the man a broad smile. The man gave Don his weapon. 
Vicio turned to the other watching guards. “What did I tell you son of bitches to do?” 
The guards looked at each other for a second until one of them spoke up. “You said guard the people inside and shoot them if they try to get out.” 
“That’s right. Can you guard something while you’re asleep?” Vicio asked.
The guard who had been caught sleeping realized the danger. “Look, Mr. V., you didn’t say we couldn’t catch a nap. I just got a little slow after banging one of the women prisoners. I didn’t mean to….”
“I don’t give a fuck what you thought!” Vicio said. He looked back to the guards. “Can you guard the prisoners while you are asleep?” He asked them again. 
This time all of the guards replied with a strong, “No.”
“What am I to do with this piece of shit?” Vicio asked the guards. None of them spoke. Vicio pulled his knife out of his belt. 
The guard in trouble didn’t see the knife as his fear turned into anger. “Listen, mother fucker, you said we was to….” 
Vicio turned around and jammed the knife into the man’s groin. He jerked the blade up as he pulled it out. The guard screamed as he bent forward grabbing his nuts. He lifted his hand and blood spurted down his leg, his femoral artery in ruins. The guard collapsed to his knees babbling as the blood spurted onto the asphalt parking lot. The rest of the guards watched as the man bled out in front of them. Vicio turned back to the remaining guards. “When this piece of shit bleeds out, cook him up with the rest.” He looked at each man in turn and asked the group. “Any of you other fuckers going to fall asleep when I tell you to guard something?” To a man, the all shook their heads. “I didn’t fucking hear you!” They all responded with a mixture of “No, sir!”, “No, Mr. V.!”, or “No, Vicio!” That’s better. Vicio thought. Although they were all a bunch of scumbag degenerates, he still had to give them some sort of disciple. 
Vicio put his knife away and walked over to the grill next to the gym door. He lifted the lid of a pan next to it and saw a whole forearm, hand and all, cooked. He picked up the arm and took a bite, enjoying the taste so like pork. “Andy,” he said to the man who had cooked the arm, “you are a goddamned good cook.” Andy looked at him and smiled. They are afraid of me. Vicio thought. Even better, they think I am crazy.
Vicio turned to Don. “Have any of the prisoners broken yet?” 
“No. We ain’t had none yet.” Don said. 
“Well, let’s go in and see if we can change that.” Vicio said. He took another bite from the arm and walked into the gym door. He knew that he just had to get one to break. Break one in front of the others and more would follow.
After days of being locked in the dark gymnasium with no food, no water, and no working facilities; the inhabitants smelled disgusting. The gym reeked of stale piss, body odor, and shit. Several people looked sick. Many others had developed a cough. A few of them had died. While the weather wasn’t yet hot, it was warm enough to make living under a metal roof with thousands of your new best friends unbearable. As Vicio stepped over the body of one dead woman, he took a bite of the arm and smiled to himself. This place was wretched. 
He looked around at huddled masses of people scattered around the floor. “Don, I’m thirsty. Hand me that bottle of water you have.” Don complied. Vicio took a long drink, letting some spill down his chin, and handed it back to Don. A man, no older than twenty-five, reached up and grabbed Vicio’s leg. 
“Please…Please, sir. Can I have some water?” The young man asked. 
“And why should I give you water?” Vicio asked the man and took another bite from the arm. He could see the young man’s mouth trying to water at the sight and smell of food. 
“Sir, I just want so….” 
“Just give it up, Chad.” A young woman sitting a few feet away from him said. “This bastard is just going to leave us here to die.” 
“No he’s not!” The man said. “You wouldn’t do that to us, would you, sir?” 
“Water and food are precious. I can’t just give them away to people who aren’t part of my army.” Vicio said. He smiled down at the man as if what he had just said was the saddest truth in the world. Before the young man could respond, Vicio asked him another question. “How long have you been without food, boy?” 
The young man looked confused for a minute and answered. “The town ran out of food about a week before you showed up. My cousin,” he gestured to the girl who had spoken earlier, “and I had a little bit of our own. We ran out of that a few days back.” 
Vicio pulled out his knife and cut the pinky finger from the arm he had been eating. He leaned down to where the young man sat and said, “Just this one time, I’m going to break one of the rules.” He tossed the finger at the boy, who devoured it. The other residents, still strong enough to care, took notice of the young man eating. If these people have been without food for a week, this should be much easier than Vicio had planned. 
Vicio stood up and the boy grabbed his ankle. “Please, sir… some water to….” 
“I told you boy. Food and water are only for my troops.” 
“I can be one of your troops!” The young man pleaded. 
There it was! “I can’t just let anyone join my army… What would you do to get in?” 
“Anything! I’ll do anything you ask me to!” 
Vicio leaned down and looked at the young man. He smiled and glanced over to the girl who had spoken earlier. “Kill her.” 
“I can’t! She’s my cousin. I can’t…” 
Vicio cut him off with his calm, firm voice. “Kill her and you can join. Kill her and you get to eat and drink as much as you want.” 
“I can’t…” 
Someone in the back yelled out, “Don’t you dare, Chad. Your mother will…” 
Chad’s primal scream cut off the random person in the back. He lunged for his cousin, grabbed her by the throat, and climbed on top of her. They struggled and flailed at each other, both weak from starvation. Vicio laughed as he enjoyed the show. Chad cried as he slammed her head into the hard tile floor of the gymnasium lobby. Suddenly, the girl reached up and managed to work her thumb, with its brittle but long nail, into Chad’s left eye. The man screamed in pain and let go of the girl. She got out from under him and reversed their roles. She didn’t have the strength to choke him or slam his head down as he had hers, so she clawed at his face and eyes. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the shiny blade of the knife Vicio dropped by her side. She grabbed it and slammed the point into Chad’s chest. She drove it into his chest eight times before he stopped struggling. She sat on top of him, tears streaming down her face, blood seeping from the cut on the back of her head where Chad had pounded it against the floor. Tiny sobs racked her small frame. 
Vicio pushed her off of Chad with his boot and retrieved his knife from the man’s chest. “That was the best thing I’ve seen all week!” He said. He heard people in the back crying or swearing or cursing him. He paid them no attention. “Come on, Don. Let’s get out of here. The livestock is making me sick to my stomach.”
As the two gang leaders turn to go, she cried out, “Wait!” 
Vicio turned. “You owe me food and water.” She said.
Vicio smiled. “It would seem that I do.” 
 



 
Chapter 16
 
Will took a sip of his instant coffee while everyone else slept. He watched from the front porch of the cabin as the sun began its journey into the sky, dispersing the morning mist as it rose. He expected another busy day, just as every day had been busy since he got married two weeks ago. They had made good progress on setting everything up. Joey had managed to catch four more rabbits and two opossums. Everything had been going well until three days ago. 
Every day, they had received at least one report over the CB from the Rhea county Sherriff’s Department. Three days ago, the county had stopped its broadcast. Will had discussed the matter with Old Jeff and Jeff Jr. over the CB, but they didn’t have any idea what had happened. 
Will had been working on the ATV and had it running well now. Last night, he and Joey had made plans to take the ATV into town and check that everything was still all right. Maybe they had some news about what was happening and why the county had stopped broadcasting? They hadn’t run the idea by the family yet. Breakfast would be interesting. 
Will heard movement in cabin and turned to look in the window. Aunt Pam was up and making breakfast. Everyone else would be up and about soon. He turned back to the brightening sky and debated whether or not to just stay out here and enjoy the sunrise. He decided to go inside and help with breakfast. 
 
Will looked down at his watch. It read ten after ten. Joey walked up and climbed on the ATV, his AR-15 slung over his shoulder. Will adjusted the AR-10 hanging from his back and the forty caliber pistol on his hip so that Joey could climb on behind him. Breakfast had been long and tiring. It had taken a little more than an hour to convince the family that a little recon was needed just to make sure everything was ok. After the long debate, everyone had consented. Joey climbed on and Will started the motor. Barry and Chuck lowered the ramp into place as Will pulled up to the ditch. 
“Be careful, boys.” Chuck said as the two men crossed the ditch. “We’ll be here waiting for you when you get back.” 
“Thanks, dad.” Joey said. Will drove over the ramp and sped off down the road. 
 Within minutes, Will pulled the ATV to a stop in front of Old Jeff’s place. The entire family came out to say hello. “Where you boys going?” Old Jeff asked as he approached the men and extended a hand to each in turn.  
“We’re just going to pop down into town and check on everything.” Will said. 
“It looked pretty bad down there last time we went.” Joey said. “Now the radio check-ins have stopped, we just figured it might be a good idea to know what was going on down there. You haven’t heard anything on the CB lately, have you?”
“Nothin cept for you folks for three days.” Jeff Jr. said. “If you find out anythin, let us know when ya get back.” 
“Will do.” Will said. “Anyway, we just wanted to stop by and check on you guys since we were coming by your place. How is everything with you?”
“Were doing pretty good.” Old Jeff’s wife, Kelly, said. “Only thing that’s really changed is that Sarah here has developed a fever and pretty bad cough.” As if on cue, the ten-year old girl began hacking away. “Candace, get that girl back inside. She needs to be in bed, not out here yappin with the neighbors.” 
“Yes, mamma.” Candace said as she took the girl back inside. 
“You know, my wife’s a nurse. When we get back from town, we could drive her back down here and get her to take a look at Sarah, if you want.” Will said.
“That’d be real good of ya.” Old Jeff said. 
“No problem.” Joey said. “We’ll even keep an eye out for some cough medicine while we’re down there.” 
                “Well, we need to get goin.” Will said. “We’ll stop by on our way back. You folks take care.” 
                “You too.” Jeff Jr. said as they men pulled off toward the town. 
 
The ride into town had been quiet, peaceful even. The houses that they passed looked to have been abandoned. Grass grew unchecked around the houses and many had windows missing or doors ajar. Will slowed the ATV to a crawl when they came into sight of the barricade into town. They saw three men guarding the gate. Will turned back to Joey. “I’m going to pull us up nice and slow until we get about two hundred yards from them. We’ll stop and wave. If they respond, we’ll head on in. Sound good to you?”
“Yeah. No problems here.”
“Did you grab Uncle Barry’s binoculars when we left?” Will asked. 
“Got’em right here. You want them?” 
“Not yet. We’ll check out the guards when we stop.” 
Minutes later, Will stopped the ATV at a forty-five degree angle to the road. He stood up on the ATV and waved at the barricade guards. He saw them talk to each other for a minute before waiving back. “Looks like they’ve had a change of management.” Joey said as he handed the binoculars to Will. 
Will put the binoculars to his eyes and asked over his should, “What do you mean?” 
“Take a look at the dudes on the left side of the barricade. Last time we were here, there were two normal-looking white guys and two uniformed cops guarding the town. One of those guys has a shaved head and is wearing a bandana over his face.”
“So?” Will asked. 
“The other guy is now a black dude. And check out the guy to the right. How come his pants are sagging down like that?” 
“Really, dude? Don’t you think you’re being a bit paranoid with the stereotypes here?” Will asked. “There were only four guys we met last time. They can’t guard the gate all the time. Maybe these guys were here last time and just weren’t on shift then. Or, maybe, they’re some of the new folks that came into town and wanted to help out.”
“Ok. Explain Mr. Ass-out there on the right.” 
“Dude, the last time we were here, the cop told us they were out of food. If they haven’t found any more, people would lose a lot of weight in two weeks. Not everyone has been getting regular meals like us. 
“So, if you’re done bitching about details, are you ready to get on with this? We’re probably making them suspicious by hanging out here this far for so long.” 
“Fine.” Joey said. “I just wanna say that I have a bad feeling about this.” 
Will handed the binoculars back to Joey and pulled forward. They had gone about fifty yards when Joey looked through the binoculars over Will’s shoulder. He saw a man’s head sticking up from the passenger side window of one of the barricade cars. The barrel of the gun the man held almost reached to the driver’s side window. “Turn around!” Joey said. 
Will made a sharp left, just coming perpendicular to the road when a tiny section of road a few yards in front of them exploded. Shards of pavement flew up into the air as something struck the front, right rim of the ATV. The sound of the gunshot followed. 
“Fuck!” Will yelled as he gunned the ATV and spun it around in the road, heading away from the barricade.  
Joey looked back to the sound of more gunshots erupted from the barricade. Two men on an ATV came around the corner of the building just behind and to the left of the barricade. The man in back was firing a gun at them. “Gun it, bro! We got someone on our six!” 
“What are you talking about?” Will yelled back to Joey. 
“Two dudes on an ATV are chasing us and shooting at us!” 
“Christ!” Will said as he floored the ATV away from the barricade in a random zig-zag pattern. 
“Quit this zig-zag shit, man! They’re gaining on us!” 
Will glanced back. They were now about three hundred yards away from the barricade. The zig-zag wouldn’t help much. It would be a hard shot for a still target, much less one speeding away. He straightened out the ATV and sped away from the pursuers. “You got any ideas?” He asked Joey. 
“I don’t think we can outrun them!” Joey responded. The other ATV raced after them, about two hundred yards behind and gaining. The road took a turn to the south, leading along the valley floor before turning again to head up into the high hills to the west, toward the cabin. “Hey! When you see a spot on the ditch with tall grass, slow down and I’m gonna roll off! Drive on for a hundred yards or so and draw their fire!” 
“Are you fucking stupid?” Will yelled back. 
“Just do it!” Joey yelled as more shots rang out from behind them. 
“There!” Will said. He swerved to the right and slammed on the brakes. Joey let the momentum of the swerve carry him. He rolled four times before he came to a stop in the three-foot tall grass. Joey burrowed into the grass as much as possible as Will accelerated down the road. He readied his AR-15 and waited. He didn’t have long before the other ATV would be on him. With any luck, the assholes chasing them would think that they had hit him and would keep on after Will. 
Joey lay in the ditch until he heard the other ATV getting close. He rose out of the ditch on his knees and raised his rifle. The driver never saw him, but Joey saw the look of surprise in the passenger’s eyes as he pulled the trigger as fast as he could. He got off six shots before the ATV passed. 
He didn’t know if he had hit them. The ATV swerved to the left and rolled over, throwing the two men. They struck the pavement and rolled. The passenger had managed to hang on to his weapon and struggled to get to his feet. The other man laid shaking and twitching in the middle of the road, a pool of blood expanding around him. Joey guessed he had hit at least one of them. Only seconds had passed since the men had fallen onto the road, but the passenger had stood facing towards WIll. Joey ran toward him with his rifle trained at the man. A gaping hole bloomed from under the man’s right shoulder blade, followed by the thunder of  Will’s shot. Joey looked up the road to see Will bracing his rifle on the seat of their ATV which sat perpendicular to the road. The passenger collapsed face down in the road. 
Will got back on the ATV and sped back to where Joey stood over the dead men. “You ok?” Will asked. 
“Yeah. Why?” Joey asked. 
“Your elbow, bro.” 
Joey looked down to see his right elbow bleeding out of a four-inch gash. “I’ll be ok. I think I know a good nurse who’ll stitch this up for me.” 
“Yeah. You’re a crazy bastard. You know that?”
Joey chuckled and agreed. “But at least I got a good shot off.” He said gesturing to the ruin of bone and brain matter coming out the back of the driver’s skull. He reached down and rolled the guy over. One of his shots had hit the man just below his right eye. 
“Yeah. You can brag about it later.” Will said. “Can you help me turn over this ATV? We need to grab the guns, any ammo these guys had, and get the fuck outta here. I didn’t see if there were any more of them coming, but they saw which way we went.” 
“Good thinking.” Joey said, as he helped turn over the ATV. They grabbed the men’s weapons and started their new ATV. 
Will looked over to Joey. “You drive on to the cabin. I’m gonna stop off at Old Jeff’s and let them know what happened. I’ll be ten or fifteen minutes behind you.”  
 
Will pulled into Old Jeff’s driveway a little after noon and parked close to the house. Old Jeff, Jeff Jr., and Bill sat on the front porch swing. They all came down to greet Will. “Damn, son. You look like you done seen a ghost.” Jeff Jr. said as he shook hands with Will. 
“Saw Joey speed by like he was on fire.” Bill said. “Looks like you boys traded for another four-wheeler.” 
“You might say that.” Will said. Exhaustion set in as the adrenaline began to wear off.
“What happened, son?” Old Jeff asked.  
Will recounted the tale of getting shot at and the ATV chase. 
“Why would they just attack you?” Bill asked when Will had finished his tale. 
“I don’t know. Maybe the town got taken over by the bandits the cop told us about last time we went down there. Maybe things got so bad that they decided to keep everyone out of the town. Maybe they’ve become the bandits now. Maybe…. I just don’t know.” Will finished. 
“In any case,” Od Jeff started, “It ain’t a place none of us needs to be goin’ anytime soon.” 
“I definitely won’t be going back down there.” Will said. He looked into Bill’s eyes. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to get any medicine for you little girl. I know Jenny is going to be pretty busy with Joey for a while. If you want, I can drive Sarah up to the cabin, have Jenny look at her and bring her back.” 
“That sounds ok to me.” Bill said. “I’ll run in and get her.” 
Bill returned a few minutes later with the girl and her mother. “This is Mr. Baker. You remember him don’t you?” Candace said to Sarah. Sarah nodded. “His wife is a nurse. You’re going to ride with him up to their cabin and she’s going to make you all better. That ok?” Sarah nodded. 
Will could tell the child didn’t feel well when she climbed onto the ATV. He looked at Bill and Candace and said, “I’ll have her back as soon as I can. Jenny took some medical stuff with us when we came out here. Hopefully, she’ll have something for Sarah.” Candace, Bill, and Old Jeff thanked him. He drove off toward the cabin. 
 
Jenny had cleaned Joey’s wound and was beginning the stitches when Will brought Sarah into the cabin. The rest of the family sat around the living room asking Joey questions and discussing the attack. They had come to the same conclusion that Will and Old Jeff had. “Hey, everyone, this is Jeff’s granddaughter, Sarah. She hasn’t been feeling well and I promised Jeff and his folks that Jenny would have a look at her.” Will introduced everyone to Sarah. Kerry went into the kitchen to get the girl something to drink. 
Jenny paused her stitching and greeted Sarah. “Can you sit right here until I finish with Mr. Joey?” Sarah nodded and took a seat on the couch in the living room. Will had left the door open and Bear had followed them into the house. Pam was about to shoo him away when the dog went over to Sarah and started licking her hand. It seemed to make the little girl feel better, so Pam let him stay. 
The family talked to Sarah and tried to make her feel at home until Jenny and Joey came into the room. Joey wore a makeshift bandage to cover his elbow. “Sis, say’s I’ll be fine. You fellas want to get some fresh air with me?” Joey asked. The men stood and headed out to the front porch. 
“Ok.” Jenny said walking over to Sarah. “Where does it hurt?” 
 
 Will noticed that Joey’s hand shook as the men sat around talking about the incident. “You ok there, bro?” 
Everyone quieted. Joey looked up with a nervous smile. “I’m fine. I’m still just a little jumpy after all of that.” 
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of, buddy.” Will said. 
“What’s that?” Joey asked. 
“Killing someone.” Will said. 
“I know. We had to do it. It was either them or us. They attacked us. I know it all makes sense and it was the right thing to do. But… But why does it feel so bad?”
“It’s just not something we’re used to. We’re raised that it’s not natural or right to kill people. Sometimes, that is a lie. Sometimes, it’s the way things have to be.” Will said. The other men pretended not to listen in. 
“But you killed someone today too. How come you’re all fine and fucking dandy?” 
Will sighed and leaned back against the porch railing. “It wasn’t my first time. The first one is always the hardest. People had told me that before. I always thought it was cliché, but it’s the God’s honest truth.” Will took another breath and smiled at Joey. “But you’ll be ok.” 
“What do you mean it’s not the first time?” Joey asked. He looked puzzled for a second then he asked. “Iraq?” Will nodded. “You never told us that before.” 
“It’s not something I really like to think about.” 
“So, how do you know I’ll be ok, because for all the shit I talk, I sure as hell don’t feel ok.” Joey said. 
“Because you didn’t hesitate. You didn’t freeze up. You came up with a plan, as crazy as it was, and pulled it off. I’ve seen other men that have frozen in that kind of a situation. In the next few days, you’ll go through some doubt and regrets and think about all sorts of shit that could have been different. You just need to trust yourself and what you did. No matter what else happens or could have happened, at that point in time, it was them or us. You did the right thing.” 
“Thank you.” Joey said. 
Will looked up at the other men. “This speech goes for all of you too. With things like that going on down in town, who knows what will happen. Any one of us could be in that situation.” No one spoke for a few minutes. “Uncle Barry, do you have anything to drink?” 
“I have a bottle of Maker’s Mark and maybe some Jim Beam. That work?”
“Sounds good. I think we could use a little drink. Jenny might want some as well.” 
“I didn’t know she liked the hard stuff.” Barry said. 
“For that girl’s cough.” Chuck said. “Whiskey makes for one hell of an improvised cough syrup.” 
 
The women set out an early dinner a little after five that evening. Jenny and the other ladies wanted to make sure Sarah got a good meal before they sent her back home. From talking to the girl, they learned that Old Jeff was pretty tight on food. They still had a good bit left, but Jeff was determined to stretch it out as long as possible. Barry had reached Jeff Jr. over the CB and let him know they were going to feed the girl an early dinner and bring her back. Jeff Jr. thanked them and told them that would be fine. 
The family sat around after the meal, talking about their dreams for building up the cabin and their land. Sarah seemed to perk up at the mention of all the rabbits they planned to raise. Like most healthy ten-year old girls, she loved all cute, fuzzy animals, including puppies, kittens, and rabbits. Bear had taken a liking to Sarah. He hadn’t left her side since she arrived at the cabin. 
Will looked down at his watch. It was just past six thirty. “It’ll be getting dark in a couple of hours.” He looked over at Sarah. “I need to have you back before the evening starts to get chilly.” He got up to exit the cabin and go out back to get the ATV when the CB crackled. 
“Barry? Will? Joey?” Old Jeff’s voice broke over the CB. Chuck sat closest to it, so he picked up the mouthpiece. 
“Jeff, this is Chuck. Over.” 
“Chuck, we got us a problem here. Two truckloads of men just pulled up to the house. They’s got trailers behind the trucks with men in ‘em. There must be fifty of’em.” 
Will walked back into the room and took the mouthpiece. “Jeff, this is Will, we’ll be down there to help as soon as we can. Over.” 
“Nah, you boys stay where you are. If they starting trouble, there ain’t nothin you could do noways. I’ll head out to see what they want and let ya know.” 
“Wait. Jeff!” Will said. No response came. 
“We need to get down there!” George said.
 “Not so fast.” Will said. He looked torn. “We don’t know if they’re armed. We don’t know what they want. Let’s assume even half of Jeff’s count was right. We can’t take on twenty-five armed men, especially from the open. Hell, we couldn’t hold off against that many here.” 
“We couldn’t?” Pam asked. “I thought that was why you boys dug the ditch.” 
“It was.” Barry said. “But that’ll only stop the trucks. If that many folks want to come up here, they’ll probably take the house. Sure, they’ll be on foot for a hundred yards or so, and that’ll give us some advantage, but I don’t think we could hold off that many. Who do you think they are?”
“Will, do you think it could be the folks from town?” Joey asked.
“Given that we hadn’t heard anything from the town in two weeks and nothing from the county in three days, I don’t think it’s coincidence that we get visitors on the same day we go to town and almost get killed. I think we have to assume that it’s the same folks. They must have seen which way we drove off. There’s nothing else out here after Jeff’s place besides us. If they keep coming down this road, they’ll find us.” 
“What do you think they want?” Jim asked. 
“Supplies. Food. Gas. Guns…Us.” Joey said. 
“So, what do we do?” Kerry asked. 
“Well, I think we should wait and….” Will trailed off as the CB came back on. 
“Oh my God! The killed papa! My GOD!” the woman on the CB screamed. 
“Momma!” Sarah screamed and started to go to the CB. Chuck grabbed her and held her back with a hug. 
“Mr. Johnston! If you can hear me, they killed papa and Jeff Jr. and Bill! They’re….” The CB transmitted her incoherent screams as gunshots sounded off in the background. 
Will pressed the talk button and spoke, “Candace! Candace! We’re here! We hear you!” He waited a second as muffled voices, sobs, screams, and gunshots sounded through the CB. “Damn it! She’s holding down the transmit button. As long as she’s got it pressed, we can’t talk to her.” 
More screaming and a loud bang came through the CB. A muffled voice yelled out, barely understandable over the other screams. “Hey, bitch, where’s the food? Huh? You got food? There more people around here that have food? You better tell me o……” the CB transmission ended. 
Will looked over to Sarah. She shook in fear as Chuck tried to comfort her. He looked around at the rest of the family. “We need to get the fuck out of here right now.” 
“What about all of our stuff?” Pam asked. 
“We need some of it. If there are as many of them as Jeff said, we can’t fight them off. Jeff’s place was only four miles or so down the road. It won’t be long before Candace or Kelly tell them about us or they figure it out on their own and take the short drive down here. We need to out of here before that happens!” 
“I’m not leaving! They can’t just take our stuff!” Pam said. “I thought this place was defensible.” 
 “Sweetheart, we can either fight them for it and probably get killed over it, in which case it becomes their stuff; or we can do what Will says and grab what we can and get out of here.” Barry said. Pam began to cry, tears more of anger than of pain or fear. Barry looked up at Will. “What are you thinking?” 
“Where are we going to go?” Jenny asked. 
“North, through the woods. We’ll just head north. We can’t get by them on the roads. If we head up into the hills, the ditch will stop their trucks and they won’t have an advantage in following us. Uncle Barry, you and Aunt Pam go get all of the gas in the cans and load them up onto the ATV’s. George, you and mom, get all of the guns and ammo that you can. Jenny, pack up and get all the medical stuff you can find and have it ready. Everything gets tied on to the ATV’s or put in one of the backpacks. We’re going to have to move most of this on our backs. Dad and I’ll grab the emergency food Joey brought out here with us. We’ll swing by and pick up the supply stash we set out in the woods on our way out.” 
“What about me?” Joey said. 
“Get your gun and watch for any trouble. If anyone drives up, you hold them off and buy us some time before you retreat and catch up with us.” 
“One more thing.” Jenny pointed out as she gestured to Sarah. “What do we…” 
Will cut her off. “She’s one of us now. Get her on one of the ATV’s. I want all of this done in the next five minutes. It’ll probably take them a little while to search Jeff’s house and make their way down the road. I want us gone before they get here. I’m hoping we can be gone before they get a chance to see where we went.” 
“Oh my God!” Pam whispered as she looked out the window. Black smoke rose just above the tree line. 
Everyone threw stuff onto the ATV’s and tied it down as best they could. When they finished, Chuck and Sarah climbed aboard one of the ATV’s while Barry and Pam climbed onto the other. Will informed Joey that they were ready to leave and told him where he wanted him to take the family. He planned to stay back for a little while and observe the invaders. Joey and the family drove off into the trees covering the hill to the north of the cabin. 
Will walked a few hundred yards up the hill from the cabin and hid behind a thicket of pine trees. Some part of him hoped that the people who had attacked Jeff and his family wouldn’t find the cabin, and he could lead his family back to live there. Now that they knew the town was more dangerous and that Jeff and his family were gone, they could cut trees and place them across the road and set up listening post to detect threats. They should have done these things before, but he didn’t think things would get that bad. All those hopes and might-haves left him thirty minutes later as he watched forty-odd men unload from the trucks and trailers, and secure the cabin. They rummaged through the property and scavenged everything that was left. He was glad the family had gotten out of there. They could not have held off such a large group. He watched as the men found the ditch ramp and brought their trucks in to load all of the family’s belongings. A few armed men guarded the perimeter while the rest loaded up the freezers, the generator, the goats, and everything else they could find. 
Will had almost lost interest and was ready to go when he heard barking coming from off to his left. No, Bear! The dog had gone with the rest of the family. What was he doing back there? The guard dog in Bear took over. Will watched through the binoculars as Bear rushed one of the guards, barking and growling. A single shot rang out and Bear’s barks turned into yelps. Another shot, and the yelps stopped too. One of the men loading up the supplies picked up the dead dog and put him in the truck with the goats. Will tried not to cry, but he couldn’t stop a tear from rolling down his cheek. Bear had been a good dog, a good friend. An internal battle raged within Will. Part of him wanted to go down there and kill every one of those sons-of-a-bitches. The more logical part of him knew that starting a gunfight would just lead to the thieves looking for them, probably finding them, and definitely killing them if they were found. He tried to tell himself that sometimes you had to let a friend go to save the rest. 
The daylight began to fade into late evening as his internal conflict continued. Finally, he compromised. One shot, out of the blue, wouldn’t put him or the family at much risk. The bandits wouldn’t even know where it came from. He looked through the scope and found the bastard that had shot Bear. The man watched as the last of the supplies were loaded up. Will put the crosshairs on the man’s chest. His finger touched the trigger. No, that would be too clean, too quick. He smiled as he lowered the crosshairs to right below the man’s naval. His finger squeezed. The man doubled over, holding his ruined gut, and fell to his knees. He tried to scream but found it hard to breathe through the pain and shock. Will hoped he enjoyed that feeling for however many hours it took the man to die. The rest of the bandits, being caught by surprise, screamed and fired randomly into the trees. They began running back to the trucks. All except for one man who ran up and threw a Molotov cocktail into one of the cabin windows before running back to the trucks. Will watched the bandits leave and the cabin burn for a few minutes. Nothing remained for them here. He didn’t know where to go, but he knew they couldn’t stay here. As he turned to go back and join the family, he noticed that in their rush to leave, the bandits had left their wounded comrade. He squirmed in the grass in a few yards away from the burning cabin. Somehow, on his way to join the family, Will wore a smile over his sadness. 
 
Will and Joey tried to warm themselves and a can of water for coffee with the little camp stove from Joey’s survival pack. Soft rain drizzled on the camp. All the natural materials around them were too wet to burn. After Will had caught up to the family last night, he led them north until they reached a creek. In all, they had traveled a little over two miles last night. They made camp by the creek since Will didn’t think crossing the creek in the dark would be a good idea. Everything had been going as well as it could have until the rain moved in late last night. When morning found them, no one had rested and everyone was soaked. 
Will looked up to see Jenny check on Sarah and feed her some of the instant oatmeal they had grabbed before abandoning the cabin. Sarah ate a little and then shook her head. Jenny walked over to the camp stove to sit by her husband and brother. “How’s our little girl?” Will asked. 
“Poor thing is burning up. It looks like she has bronchitis. She was so pitiful last night. I don’t think she slept at all. If she wasn’t crying for her family, she was coughing up a storm. Her fever is up and I don’t know anything we can do for her. We need to find her a nice dry place to rest for a few days.” 
“I hope we can.” Joey said. “Last night sucked.” 
Chuck walked up to the little stove and coughed a few times. “You can say that again.” 
“How long have you had that cough?” Jenny asked. 
“Just woke up with it this morning. Why?”
“Sarah was hanging on to you pretty close yesterday. I hope she didn’t give you her bronchitis.” Jenny said. 
“That sweet little girl? Nah, I’m just old and wet. We’re going to need to do something about that.” 
“Good plan.” Betty said. “But seriously, what are we going to do?” 
The entire family came together over the stove to listen to the new plan. Will found everyone looking at him. “Well, I didn’t really have a plan but to avoid getting killed last night. I guess we can just head north. If I remember correctly, there is a county highway that leads up to Crossville. I figure we find that road and follow it until we find a place to shelter for a few days. Then we can make a plan from there.” 
“That’s it, dude? Just find a place to shelter for a few days?” George asked. 
“You got a better idea?” Will asked. 
“Boys,” Barry interjected, “we’re all tired… and wet. I doubt any one of us got any sleep last night. If you haven’t got anything better, George, then I think that is the best idea we have so far. Just one thing, Will, what do you mean by a place to shelter?” 
“I figure that once we get on the road, we might come across a house or barn or something. Anyplace that keeps us warm and dry will do. We can take stock of what we have and figure something out from there. That sound like a plan?” No one voiced any objections. 
“How far can one of those ATV’s go?” Pam asked. “If I remember right, Crossville is about thirty miles away.” 
“Most ATV’s have somewhere around a five gallon tank. Both of them are pretty much full. They usually get somewhere between thirty to forty miles a gallon, depending on terrain. We’re going to be losing a lot in the woods and up these hills. How much gas do we have, dad?” Will asked.
“Bout six or seven gallons in the gas cans. If what you’re saying is right, we should have enough to make it.” Jim answered. 
Behind the group, Sarah had a coughing fit. She coughed so hard that she began dry heaving. Kerry rushed over to comfort the little girl. She put her had to her forehead and looked back to the group. “We need to be quick about finding someplace.” 
 
Jim had always been a heavy-set man and had never been in what one would call great shape. He looked down at his watch. They had been travelling a couple of hours. The hike was hard. Even though the rain had stopped, the ground was still wet and slippery from the night before. It required more effort than normal to climb hills and maintain footing. Will had set a pretty hard pace out of concern for Sarah. They had to find somewhere to hunker down soon. The girl’s cough seemed to be getting worse by the hour. 
“Come one guys.” Will called back down the hill. “You can see the road from the top of the hill. It’s not far.” 
Chuck and Barry gave the ATV’s a little extra throttle and began climbing the hill. Jim and the rest of the family began their ascent to the top of the hill. Everyone breathed a little harder by the time they reached the top. Jim had fallen behind. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. He struggled to cover the remaining thirty yards to the top when Will called down to him. “Come on, old man. You can make it.” Jim tried to smile and reply, but he couldn’t breathe. The pack on his back grew heavier and heavier. He pushed ahead with all the energy he had left. He slipped about ten feet shy of the crest. His left arm began to throb. Will saw him fall and came down to check on him. “Hey, dad, you ok?” His smile faded when Jim raised his head to look up at him. “Oh, shit. Jenny!” 
Jim’s vision blurred a little and the ache in his arm developed into a shooting pain. He tried to smile and tell Will that he was just a little winded but couldn’t form the words. He felt a heavy weight on his chest. Will’s face blurred by. He felt someone yanking on his backpack straps. Jenny’s face came into focus. Her face very close as she asked him something. Could he hear her? He nodded. He grabbed his arm. God that hurts. His breathing became more difficult. 
As if from another room, he heard Jenny, “Will, he’s having a heart attack!” Fear shot through him at her words. The rush of adrenaline and the demand for oxygen didn’t help his breathing situation. Someone grabbed him from behind and rolled him onto his back. “Should I do CPR?” Someone asked. He couldn’t make out the response. His wife’s face came into focus above him. That face that he found so beautiful in her youth and even more beautiful now, after all these years. Life had left its mark on that face, as it did all faces. But instead of marring her like it did some, time had left a beautiful patina. His son’s face settled beside his wife’s. They both cried and told him how much they loved him. As his vision faded into a long tunnel that framed those faces, a deep calm replaced the panic. Dying quickly and painlessly (relative to what he had seen in the last few weeks) from a heart attack, surrounded by those that you loved most, was not such a bad way to go. Men have died much worse deaths than this. He thought as the tunnel absorbed the faces of his wife and son.  
Will continued the chest compressions on his father for several minutes. Eventually Jenny grabbed him and tried to pull him away. He fought her. He couldn’t, wouldn’t let his dad go without a fight. Joey grabbed him in a headlock and pulled him away. He tried to fight, tried to strike the man holding him, but Joey held him in a tight grip. Exhaustion and despair washed over him. The will to fight left him. Joey released his grip, and Will turned around, burying his head into his buddy’s chest. He cried harder than he had ever cried before. Moments later, it was his mother he was crying against. They held each other for a while and wept. 
The sound of a racking cough distracted Will from his pain long enough to look up and see Sarah shivering on the ATV. Everyone looked away from him and his mother, respecting their privacy as best they could. Pam took a step toward them; Will gave a nod of his head. He passed his still hysterical mother to her sister and stepped away to wipe his eyes. He had no idea how long they had been there. He saw Chuck cough again. “We have to keep going.” He said. 
George walked up and put his arm around him. “What about your dad, Will?” 
“What about him?” 
George swallowed. He had no idea how difficult this would be to say. “Are we just going to leave him here?” 
“Of course we’re not!” Barry said, stepping over to the two men. “We can’t just do that.” 
“We can’t take him with us.” Will said. 
“Sure we can.” Jenny said. 
“What? Tie him onto one of the ATV’s? They’re already full of shit. Drag him behind one of them? Just how are we going to do this? We don’t even know how far we’re going to have to go before we find someplace to settle for even a few days. How long are we going to drag a body around with us?” Will hated the anger he felt but couldn’t suppress it. 
“We could bury him.” Pam said. 
“With what? Did you bring a fucking shovel along?” Will snapped. Fresh tears sprang to his eyes. 
“So, what are we going to do?” Jenny asked. 
“I… I don’t know.” Will said. “I… guess we just have to… leave him here.” He broke down, tears falling as he held Jenny.
After tense moments of silence, a hoarse voice spoke up. “Will’s right. As much as I hate to do it, Will’s right.” Betty said. She wiped the tears from her eyes. Everyone knew she was right, that Will was right. They had no means or time to dig a grave. They couldn’t strap him on the ATV’s like some dead animal from a hunting trip and take him God-only-knew where to be buried, whenever that would be. The only thing they could do was leave him.
Barry and George reverently picked Jim up and placed him at the base of an old pine tree. Jenny gathered some pine straw and made a little pillow next to the trunk. The men straightened his legs and folded his hands over his belly. By the time they were finished, Jim looked to be taking a nap under the tree, resting in the comfort of a well-worn flannel shirt, faded blue jeans, and the spring breeze. The gathered around and said a prayer for their fallen friend, uncle, husband, and father. 
Two hours after Jim had collapsed, the family redistributed the gear and supplies that Jim had carried and continued their journey. Will walked beside his Aunt Pam. “I’m sorry for what I said earlier. Can you please forgive me?” 
“Of course I do, honey. Of course I do. We all loved your dad very much. I know that it was just this bad situation talking and not really you.” 
“Thank you.” Will said as he hugged her. They took a few more steps and Will stopped. He turned and looked back at his father seemingly asleep under the tree. It wasn’t much for the man he had loved and idolized his entire life. He thought about what his father would have said about it, about the kind of man he had been. Will smiled. He knew that it was enough. 
 
By midafternoon, the family stopped in front of the first house that they found along the road. The single story, brick house sat back fifty yards from the road. Will directed everyone to wait while he, George, and Barry went to check it out and see if anyone was home. The house lay on a crawlspace, steps leading up three feet from the ground level to the porch. The door hung ajar, opening into the house. The screen door teetered in the breeze. Will looked at the sky, which threatened to rain again. They needed someplace dry before the rain came. 
George and Barry covered him as he stepped onto the porch and yelled into the house. “Hello! Anyone home?” No response. Will pulled open the screen door, rusted latches creaking in defiance. “We’re travelers in need of assistance! We don’t mean any trouble or harm!” Again, nothing. Will motioned for Barry and George to come up on the porch. Once they were in position, Will stepped into the house. 
The front room was orderly and neat. He saw a fireplace to his right and a wood-paneled hallway leading from the left. He scanned the hallway. The first opening on the right led to the kitchen. Pots, pans, and empty cans lay scattered around the counters, interspersed with dirty dishes. The room was empty. Across from the hallway entrance, the back door hung ajar, revealing steps leading down to a covered porch before giving way to a spacious back yard. Will motioned Barry closer. “You stay here and make sure no one surprises us from the rear.” He signed to George to follow him down the hall. None of the doors down the hallway were closed. If anyone was home, they should have heard his greetings; but it never hurt to be careful. 
Three steps down the hall brought them to two doors facing each other. The one on the left was a laundry room. A mixture of dirty men and women’s clothes littered the floor. The other room was a bathroom. Two tooth brushes sat in an empty glass next to a tube of denture cream on the sink counter. “This looks like it may have been and elderly couple’s home.” Will said. The pictures on the hall wall showed dozens of different people of varying ages, but all the pictures looked to be at least ten or twenty years old. 
The last two rooms at the end of the hall proved to be bedrooms. The one on the right seemed to be the master. The bed had been slept in, the sheets in disorder and nightclothes littered around. A Bible lay open on a dresser by the window, an overturned box of twenty gauge shotgun shells beside it. The other room appeared to be an unused guest room. Nothing seemed out of place. “Looks like no one’s home.” George said. 
“Yeah, looks that way. Let’s head back up, get your dad, and do a sweep of the back side of the house. Someone who lived here had a shotgun. I’m not gonna be able to sleep well here until I know that person is gone or doesn’t care if we stay here.” 
The three men walked through the tall grass in the back yard. The riding lawnmower pulled under the back porch looked unused and neglected. They made a sweep to the back right of the yard. Will stopped when he saw something behind a large bush, something underneath the flowering pear tree behind it. He raised his pistol and stepped around the tall bush. Two bodies lay between a decorative bench and a birdbath. They had been there for weeks. Will saw that one corpse wore the remains of a large blue dress and the other a disintegrating pair of overalls. A single-shot shotgun lay beside the remains of the old man. Will picked up the weapon. “Uncle Barry, go get everyone inside. Have them pull the four wheelers in the back under the porch. George and I will meet you in the house.” 
“So, what do you think happened back there?” Gorge asked as they walked back to the house. 
“You know as much as I do, bro.” 
George shook his head. “It looks like the old man did his wife and then himself.”
“Old and alone, out here with everything gone to shit, maybe they just decided they couldn’t take it. Maybe they had health issues. Who knows?” 
George looked at him and smiled, a smile more of condolence that of mirth. “Maybe they figured they had lived a good long life, saw where the world was heading, and decided that they’d rather not see it all go to shit.” 
 
Will sat by the fireplace as the thunderstorm beat against the house and raged into the night. A cold front had moved in and given a chill to the recent nights. He was thankful that Chuck had insisted on bringing in some of the firewood when they first arrived at the house. The firelight danced on Sarah, Kerry, and Chuck as they lay covered and shivering on the mattress in front of the fireplace. George and Barry had moved the mattress from the guest bedroom and placed it by the fireplace so that they could be close to the warmth of the fire. 
In the three days that they had lived in the house, Sarah’s condition had deteriorated. Jenny suspected that Sarah had developed some form of pneumonia. Chuck and Kerry had become infected and were sick with a fever and coughing fits. George had developed a slight fever and runny nose but displayed none of the hacking coughs the others had. 
Will got up and sat by Jenny on the couch. The rest of the family slept in the back rooms, partly from a need to sleep without someone coughing all the time and partly out of fear of contraction. With no immediate medical care available, something as benign as the common cold garnered serious concern. A search of the elderly couple’s medicine cabinet resulted in Tylenol PM, some aspiring, and a few expired prescription drugs: heart medications and high-blood pressure pills. As for their own supplies, they had plenty of gauze, stitching, and bandage materials but little actual medicine. Will would have liked to be sleeping with the rest of the family in the back of the house but couldn’t leave Jenny. She had staged a near constant vigil over her parents and Sarah, who she regarded as a little sister. She needed him to comfort and support her. 
As he sat down, she leaned over and snuggled against him. Her eyes never left the bed of sick people on the floor. “How long do you think we can stay here?” Jenny asked. 
“I’m not sure. We have less food than we thought. Maybe two weeks’ worth on meager rations. We need to be eating more with the sick people around. They need extra strength to fight off the bronchitis, and we need it to not come down with it. We’re going to have to move in the next few days or come up with some food. 
“I also don’t want to be right off the road like this. We just pulled up and happened to be lucky that no one was living here. The only reason we were able to stay at the cabin for so long is because no one had really come to look for us. We were pretty hidden. The longer we stay here, the more likely it is that someone will find us. If the folks from Spring City just take a short drive up this way, they’ll be sure to find us. Then where would we be?” 
Jenny sighed and nodded. “I just hope we can stay a few days until they get a little better.” 
“Is there anything we can do for them?” Will asked. 
“Not that I know of. I just keep giving them aspirin for the fever and a little wbushiskey for the cough. Besides making them eat and keeping them in plenty of water, which we are running out of, I just don’t know what else to do.” 
“Me and George will make another run over to the pond and get some more water tomorrow. Maybe the rain buckets we set out will give us some better quality water after tonight. We’d be truly boned if Joey’s survival stuff didn’t have the iodine tablets in it.” Will said. 
“Thank you.” She said. 
“It’s just water, honey. We all need it.”  
“No, thank you for all that you’ve done for me and my parents. If it hadn’t been for you, we would probably all be dead in Knoxville or back at the cabin or…” she trailed off. “And for helping me take care of them now. I’d be lost without you.” He hugged her tight and kissed her forehead.  
As he kissed his wife, something in the room changed. The mood of the room took a more ominous, oppressive feeling. The change manifested not in the fire or ambiance, but in the breathing of the little girl lying on the floor. Her breathing went from an irregular, raspy, struggled thing to an erratic, weak gurgle. Jenny got up and knelt beside the sick girl. Will followed. Jenny reached down and touched the girl’s head. A burning heat assailed her hand. Jenny tried to rouse Sarah, but the girl wouldn’t respond. She lay motionless as Jenny shook her. The commotion awoke Chuck and Kerry. 
“What’s going on?” Chuck asked after a coughing fit and spitting a chunk of phlegm into a cup. 
“Sarah’s not responsive, dad.” 
“Is there anything we can do?” Kerry asked. 
“No.” Jenny said. 
For the next fifteen minutes, Will watched Jenny cradle the girl and sing soft lullabies to her. Will felt helpless. The tragedy of losing his father only days before replayed in his mind. His mother wouldn’t eat what little food they had. Sarah stood at death’s door and Chuck and Kerry seemed to be following her path. It was too much to take. Before, all the tragedies they had seen on TV and in the town had not touched them. Affected them, yes; but not touched them. Some part of him had disconnected from all of the bad things happening and shielded him. Not now. This was in his face, looming too big to ignore. He felt himself breaking inside. 
 A sudden jolt from Sarah broke Will from his depressing train of thought. The girl shook for a few seconds before she lay back against Jenny’s lap. Her eyes opened in a look of stark terror as the last gurgling sounds rolled from her lips. Jenny wept as she ran a hand over the young girl’s face and closed her eyes. Will let Jenny hold the girl and cry over her for a while before he put his arms under Sarah and lifted her from Jenny’s lap. 
Will carried Sarah’s body through the kitchen and out the back door. He didn’t know what to do with her but knew that the others didn’t need a reminder of the seriousness of their condition. Without thinking, Will carried her through the rain to the back of the garden where the bodies of the elderly couple rested. He laid her out under the pear tree like they had done with his father. He straightened her dress, brushed her blond hair from her face, and laid her hands over her stomach. He turned and walked away, feeling the chill of the rain seeping deeper and deeper.
 
 



 
Chapter 17
 
Scott opened the door and walked into Dr. Davidson’s office in Seneca. The small waiting room contained two other people that Scott didn’t know. The little bell on the door rang again when Scott shut the door. He looked at the battery-powered clock mounted above the check-in counter. It read ten after ten in the morning. As he walked up to the desk, Lucy ran out to meet him. “Hey Grandpa.” She said as she gave him a big hug. 
The day after they had arrived two weeks ago, Lucy began volunteering here or in the classroom across the street in the middle school where the town’s other three doctors practiced their craft. Scott felt pride that his granddaughter hadn’t given in to the recent hardships but had thrown herself into soaking up as much medical knowledge as she could. It had taken a little push back in the Lombard compound, but once Lucy had attached herself to Mrs. Gray, she had developed an insatiable appetite for medical training. With schools being shut, he was glad that she had picked out a trade to study. He wondered if this would be how education would be now, formal education replaced by apprenticeships. He was thankful that the medical staff here in Seneca had agreed to teach her. He made a mental note to thank Dr. Davidson. Scott knew it was no small task for a sixty-year old doctor to take a thirteen-year old girl as an assistant, no matter how mature she acted. 
“Hey, sweetheart. What have you been learning about today?” Scott asked. 
“Dr. Davidson has been teaching me about the brain today. We have a….” 
“Where is she? It’s that little red-headed bitch isn’t it! She turned me in! I fucking knew it!” A man’s voice coming from one of the exam rooms cut Lucy off. 
Another voice called out, “Charlie, Tommy, get in here!” 
The two men who had been sitting in the lobby got up and ran behind the front desk and down the hall to the exam room. Seconds later, sounds of a struggle reached the waiting room. Dr. Davidson and the two men came into the hallway. Dr. Davidson turned down the hall away from the waiting room as the man who had been in the exam room escaped his captors and almost made it to the lobby before the men restrained him. “There she is! I’ll kill you for this you little cunt!” 
Scott put himself between the three men and Lucy, his hand reaching for his little three eighty pistol in his pocket. “Hold him still!” Dr. Davidson commanded as he walked up behind the struggling men, syringe in hand. The two men held the man, who began to scream. Dr. Davidson injected the needle in the man’s neck. The two men kept a firm grip on the man until he stopped screaming some thirty seconds later. After the screaming stopped, the patient relaxed and almost lost consciousness. Everyone breathed a little easier. “Get him back home, fellas. Keep him in his room. That tranquilizer should keep him down for the next eight hours or so. Tell his folks that I’ll come by tonight to talk about possible solutions.” 
“Thank you, doc.” One of the men said as they left. 
After the men left, Scott looked around to check on Lucy. She was a little rattled, but was, for the most part, fine. She had grown from the young girl who would have broken down in tears at such an attack just a month ago. Scott guessed they had all been forced to grow up and face some hard issues in the last month. “What the hell was that about, doc?” 
“Yes… I’m terribly sorry about that. You ok, Lucyloo?” Dr. Davidson asked. She shrugged her shoulders and nodded. The doctor continued. “Again, sorry about that. That unfortunate young man is Daniel Barron. He’s a mild paranoid schizophrenic who ran out of medication a few days before you and your family arrived.”
“Isn’t that psychiatrist stuff, doc?” Scott asked. 
“Normally, yes. However, Danny’s dad is on the city council and a good friend of mine. He was seeking treatment from a psychiatrist up in Aurora and I was working with him by monitoring Danny on a local level to keep it quiet. He was going to be switched to a new medication right before everything broke down.” Dr. Davidson said. 
“Should you really be telling us all of this, doc?” Scott asked. 
“Again, normally, no. However, given that Danny is out of meds and not likely to get any anytime soon and the stress that the breakdown of the country has put on everyone, Danny is starting to become something of problem around town. He was in here because he assaulted a young woman yesterday. Nothing too graphic, mind you, just shoved her around, yelled at her, threatened to kill her. It was all very similar to what just happened with Lucy. I’m going to have a heart-to-heart with his parents and the mayor tonight to try to find a solution.” 
“Well, if those guys hadn’t been able to hold him back and you hadn’t given him that shot, I thought I was going to have to provide a permanent solution.” Scott said. 
Dr. Davidson looked down at the gun in Scott’s hand. “Yes, well, you can put that away now.” 
“Sorry about that. I forgot I still had that out.” Scott said as he put the gun away. “So, what kind of solution are you talking about, doc?” 
“To be honest, it may come down to your solution in the end.” Dr. Davidson said. 
“Isn’t that a little harsh?” 
“It’s very harsh, but if things are as bad as you reported to the mayor when you got here and don’t get any better, we may not have any realistic options. I’m going to suggest that his parents keep him locked up in their house. I doubt that will work. He’s actually a very smart young man. We could put him out of the town, but I can’t really see that working either. To tell the truth, I’m at a loss on this one. I don’t have what I need to treat him and don’t have any means to get any.” 
“What about that shot you gave him?” Scott asked. 
“That was from a dwindling supply of a mild tranquilizer that I keep in the back. It’s not going to last very long if we try to keep him subdued. Besides, I have at least three more patients in town that I’m watching that I might need to use it on.”
Scott’s eyes widened at that. “Oh nothing to worry about, yet.” Dr. Davidson explained. “They’re not nearly as bad as Danny and they all have meds, for now; but they’re all running low. I imagine there are a lot of people in the same situation right now. There may even be some more in town that I’m not aware of. Bi-polar disorder, schizophrenics, depressives, you name it. They’re all out there with dwindling supplies of meds. We’ll just have to deal with our problems as they arise…
“Anyhoo, enough of the chitchat. I assume you’re here for me to look at that arm.” 
“Yes, sir.” Scott said. 
“Let’s get you on back.” The doctor said.
 
“How’s everything going?” Scott asked JJ as he approached the northern barricade of the town later that afternoon.  
JJ stood guard duty with Karl, the man they had met when they first came to town and the family dog, Rocks. “Pretty quiet. How did things go with the shoulder? Looks like you got out of the sling.”
“Dr. Davidson said it was pretty much healed. Clean through shot and all that. Took out all of the stitches. He said I just need to take it easy for another couple of weeks. He gave me some exercises to do. It’s still a little weak, but should make a full recovery.” 
“How’s Lucy doing at the clinic?” JJ inquired. 
“She’s eating it up. You should go check her out for yourself, if she’s still there when you get off shift.” 
“I’ll try. Clay’s not supposed to relieve me until eight. She better not be working that late.”
“Sherry working in the kitchens tonight?” Scott asked. 
“Yeah. What about Tara?”
“I think she’s helping out with the kids this evening.” Scott thought back over the two weeks that they had been here. A communal kitchen ran out of the school cafeteria provided for refuges his family and those who had left homes beyond the canal to move into the safe area of town. Everything in the town seemed to work well. The family integrated into the community and had taken up jobs, as needed, to help. JJ and Clay took watches on guard duty. He and Jimmy began helping the mayor’s supply management team, while the women had either volunteered at the kitchens, medical facility, or childcare for those doing other jobs. They had even hung a little curtain around their section of the classroom that had been set up as a barracks of sorts. It offered little privacy but was better than nothing. The plus side of it, according to Scott, was that it forced them to keep all their supplies in one spot and ready to go at a moment’s notice. While the rest of the family had just about made up their minds that this could be their new home, Scott held out reservations. 
Scott’s train of thought led him to one of the more interesting developments that had happened since they had moved to town. Some of the town’s residents had worked at the LeSalle County Nuclear plant a few miles south of town. After realizing that the government may not be to their rescue, mainly based on Scott and his family’s report, the mayor sent a team of men to try and restore power. Scott turned to face Karl. “Hey, Karl, you know some of the guys who went to the nuclear plant a couple days ago. Have we heard anything from them?” 
“Yeah, they got back last night and made their report to the mayor. Apparently it wasn’t good news. They said the plant was safe and secure. It had apparently gone into some sort of automatic shutdown. The bad news is that something had sent a surge through the substation leading out of the plant. The guys said it was fried. They said they might be able to get some power back up and running, but without being able to get new parts from out west, they’re going to have to take apart some of the less damaged parts and put the working ones together again. It might take a couple of months.”  Karl said. 
“Well, I guess that’s better than totally screwed.” JJ said. 
“Yeah.” Scott agreed. “If we could get power back… man that might make a world of difference. I wonder if there’s anything we can do to help?” 
“If you think you can let the mayor know. He’s going to be asking for volunteers with any experience to help at the city council meeting tonight.” Karl turned back to watch the road leading out of town. 
“I think I’ll do that.” Scott said. If they got power back, this really could be their new home until the end of the chaos. 
Scott and JJ talked for a little while longer. Scott had just turned to walk away and go see the mayor when Karl said, “Hey, JJ, I got someone moving out there.” Scott stopped and turned back around. 
“What did you see, Karl?” Scott asked. “I don’t see anyone out there.” 
“I just caught a glimpse of someone going around the corner of the green house about a hundred and fifty yards on the right.” 
The three scanned the road for movement. Nothing moved. “There!” Karl said. A person emerged from the side of the house across the street from the one Karl had pointed out. Rocks began barking. The person, it looked like a young man from that distance, yelled something behind him and motioned toward the barricade. “What the hell do you think that’s about?” Karl asked. 
“I have no idea.” JJ answered. More people began coming out from houses in the neighborhood. “Oh my God.” JJ whispered. The men waited and watched as people just kept coming. “There must be hundreds of them.”  
“Scott, since you were heading back that way, hurry up and get the mayor. We need more men up here, now!” Karl said.
In less than ten minutes Scott, the mayor, and twenty armed men drove up to the barricade in trucks. Karl and JJ had kept the gathered mass across the canal. They were just hungry refugees, malnourished, scared, and confused, looking for some place to go. Scott was amazed at how many of them there were. Hundreds of desperate faces looked across the canal. The last time Scott had seen a mass of refugees this large was when he had witnessed the sack of Morris. 
 
Scott and Tara sat next to JJ and Leesha at the town hall meeting in the school’s gymnasium. Two days had passed since the refugees had arrived. Since very little space was unoccupied inside the protected borders of the town, the mayor gave the refugees permission to use the houses outside of the canal. The refugees didn’t have a leader, per se, but they seemed to follow a man named Jacob Townsend. He and a group of his friends exercised the most sway over the crowd of refugees. At the latest count, over seven hundred and sixty refugees now lived across the canal. Marshal Whithers, the town’s emergency resource coordinator and supply manager had been running himself ragged trying to get food and supplies to the refugees. The medical staff had also been stretched thin over the last couple of days trying to treat what refugees they could. Many were beyond help. With little antibiotics, medicines, and other supplies, treating the refuges was a next to impossible task. 
The mayor stepped up to the podium and began the meeting in the high school gymnasium. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you all for coming. I know you are all excited and anxious about the new refugees living outside the canal perimeter.” A murmur of agreement ran through the thousands gathered in the gym. “That is why we have called this meeting tonight. As many of you know, the town council has met a lot since the arrival of our new guests. We have approved a plan to deal with the refugees.” Sounds of approval circulated through the gathered crowd. 
“The first order of business is housing. We have decided that we will continue to house them in the houses outside of the canal. Now, we realize that some of you now living inside the canal area still own the houses that the refugees are living in. We will respect those rights and guarantee to fund any repairs and restore all rights once a more permanent solution can be found to housing our new neighbors.” Scott heard a little discontent in the crowd. 
The mayor continued. “Several of the refugees have been interviewed and many have similar stories. Most of them have walked town to town from the suburbs of Chicago and the surrounding area. Their reports tell of mass chaos around Chicago. Some of them have run into gangs. Some of them were living at some of the FEMA shelters when they ran out of food and collapsed. To sum up, things outside of our community sound pretty grim. We now believe that the crisis is something that may last a lot longer than we were originally anticipating.” The crowd hushed, hanging on the mayor’s every word. “So, to ensure that we get the most out of the supplies that we have, the council has decided to cut back to half rations, with the exception for those deemed by the medical staff to require extra rations such as pregnant women.” Discord erupted through the audience. People complained that rations were already small and monotonous. After several minutes of shouting, the mayor regained control.   
“This measure of half rations will only be temporary until we can get out own food supply.” 
“And just how the hell are we going to do that?” A faceless voice yelled from the crowd. 
“I’m glad you asked, good sir. There are several acres of farmland within the canal perimeter that we can farm without risking any exposure. We will begin to use the town’s fuel supply to run farm equipment and break ground on these fields this week. Several of our good folks, Patrick, Jerry, and Gus, to name a few, have small farm equipment such as tillers and ATV’s that they have offered to share and run, if need be, to allow everyone to plant personal gardens in their yards. We will be turning the high school football field into farmland as well. We have conducted an inventory of seeds and materials at the co-op and will begin distributing farming packets to people as soon as the ground is prepared.” The crowd seemed to ease back from the edge it had approached earlier. This was a plan, something they could work toward. “You can sign up for supplies, assistance, and materials at my new office, starting tomorrow. We have a schedule prepared for the common fields and will work to fit in any personal requests that we can.”
“The last order of business we have to present to you tonight is the food distribution. As you know, we have been working the school cafeteria around the clock to meet the needs of ourselves and our new neighbors. Anyone wishing to volunteer to man the kitchens is welcome. Up until this point, we have been using trucks to deliver food to the refugees. With the exception of a few fights over people rushing the line, it has been pretty successful. Sadly though, this is not a sustainable option. The fuel used to deliver those supplies needs to be carefully rationed toward our farming efforts. Starting tomorrow, we will be allowing groups of one hundred refugees at a time to cross the canal and get their food at the cafeteria, just like the rest of us.” Scott expected a big reaction at this news, but the crowd accepted it. He saw from the look on the mayor’s face that he wasn’t the only one surprised. 
 
Three days had passed since the town hall meeting. Scott watched the town grow more and more tense each day. The night after the town hall meeting had been his first chance to get the family together for a discussion. To his surprise, they shared his concern about the stability of the town. While most of Seneca’s inhabitants had taken the refugees in stride, the family had not. Scott attributed it to their escape from Lombard, seeing the various compounds overrun along the away, and witnessing Morris being assaulted. This time, he had no trouble convincing them of an escape plan should something happen in Seneca. The only dissenter was Lucy. She had grown to love the place, and why wouldn’t she? This was the first time she had felt safe since leaving Lombard. This was the place where four doctors mentored her and trained her in the basics of her new passion. “We live here now. Why shouldn’t we help if there’s trouble? Isn’t that what we’re supposed to do?” She had asked. It had taken Scott and the rest of the family a long time to run through the possibilities with her and convince her that if something major happened, they wouldn’t be able to help anyway.  
In their time in Seneca, Scott had traded some of their goods to get some supplies. They each now had a backpack with a few days’ worth of the emergency food they had been given in Lombard and some basic survival gear. Scott had removed the GPS from Sherry’s SUV and carried it in his pack. He laid out a plan for them to grab their gear and head to the south barricade, the one that overlooked the bridge across the river, if anything threatened Seneca. He figured that would be their best route of escape since the refuges clogged the north entrance. He hoped that things kept going well enough and that they would never need to use his plan.  
Scott made his way into the cafeteria and saw that it was filled with people. The next group of refugees to be let through for the midday rations was due any minute now. The cooking detail prepared the grain mash and fried fish over propane deep fat fryers. Normally, these were for outdoor use, but since the power and gas lines that ran the cafeteria’s normal cooking appliances were down, the twelve fryers the town had found were the most efficient way to prepare the food. 
Scott had volunteered to help distribute food today. As he approached his station behind the counter, the doors opened and the refugees entered. They mingled with the others in line. Scott recognized one of the armed men escorting the refugees as Charlie, one of the men that had helped Dr. Davidson with Danny the other day in the clinic. Scott never heard if they figured out a solution to the Danny problem. The arrival of the refuges had eclipsed everything else. He hoped he got a chance to ask Charlie about the situation before he escorted the refugees back.  
As he began to fill plates with the wheat mush and fried fish from the river that would be the day’s ration, same as yesterday’s and the day before that, Scott noticed that some of the refugees carried weapons. He had been against the decision to let the refugees be armed in the secure area and had voiced his concern to the mayor. The mayor had stuck with his decision, arguing that all men had the right to protect themselves, especially since the town’s guards weren’t able to protect and police everyone. 
Things progressed well until Mary Clarke came up to be served. One of the other servers assisted her several places in front of Scott’s station. The medical staff had informed the food service volunteers of Mary’s condition and gave permission for her to have extra rations. At three months pregnant, she hadn’t begun showing yet. The server gave her the extra rations. Things should have ended there, but when the server gave the man behind Mary his normal ration, the refugee questioned why she got more than he did. The server tried to explain, but the skinny, pale man grew irate. “No! You listen to me! We’ve been starving for weeks! We get here and you give us this shit and now you give her more! What makes her so fucking special?” 
The yelling drew Charlie over from the door. “What’s the problem?” He asked the irate man. 
“You fuckers are giving us half of what you get! All we’re asking for is the same as you!” 
Another refugee approached the man, stepping out from the crowd of refugees watching the exchange. Scott recognized him as Mr. Townsend, the unofficial refugee leader. “Hey, brother, calm down.” Townsend said. “These people are being very generous by giving us anything.” 
“Fuck you!” The irate man yelled. 
“Get to the back of the line!” Charlie said, readying his shotgun. 
Before Scott realized how serious things were, the irate man noticed Charlie moving his weapon. The refugee pulled a handgun from behind his back. Townsend saw what was about to happen and stepped to stop the man from pulling his gun. He was too late. A shot rang out, and Townsend fell backward. Both Mary and the serving lady screamed. The irate refugee looked at the screaming women and raised his weapon at them. An oppressive boom shook the room. The irate refugee flew back onto the shattered glass of the serving counter, blown back by the OO buckshot from Charlie’s twelve gauge pump. 
The other Seneca guards rushed to support Charlie. Because of the crowd, several of the remaining refugees hadn’t understood the entire exchange. As the initial crowd around Townsend ran to escape the violence, all the refugees in the back saw was Charlie’s smoking shotgun and two of their own bleeding out. Out of fear and confusion, maybe even anger, the refugees that were armed drew their weapons. Charlie didn’t see the new threat, but one of the other Seneca guards did. Several pistol shots rang out and two more of the refugees dropped to the ground. The remaining refugees returned fire. They didn’t pick individual targets. They just opened up in the direction of the guards. Scott estimated that there were at least ten armed refugees left. 
Scott dropped to the floor and crawled his way to the kitchen area several feet behind the serving line. He took cover behind a stainless steel island cabinet as shots rang out and bullets tore into the serving line counter and the walls behind him. The room erupted into chaos. The refugees and Seneca residents not shooting or pinned down by the bullets flying around the room scrambled for cover. 
Several refugees ran around the serving counter and made their way to the kitchen area in search of cover. Scott watched in horror as a bullet stuck one of these refugees high in the back. The man stumbled, lost his balance, and fell into one of the deep fat fryers, knocking it over. The heated oil splashed over the burner flame and ignited. The resulting flash of fire pressed a wave of unbearable heat over Scott. The refugees and Seneca residents closest to the burner caught on fire. Without thinking, Scott got to his feet and ran for the door. He prayed that the fire would distract the gunfight long enough for him to make it. He had to get out before the fire spread to the other fryers and the propane tanks that fueled them. He dove under the thick black smoke collecting around the ceiling and lunged for the door. He slipped out of the cafeteria building seconds before the first explosion. Scott fell to his knees and rolled as the fireball erupted from the closing doors and blew out the cafeteria windows. He regained his feet to see several people engulfed in flames run from the building. 
Scott stood paralyzed by the sight. Seconds dragged on like hours. A second blast from the cafeteria staggered him. He realized that there were ten other fryers in the kitchen area and a couple of spare propane tanks. He turned to run, knowing these would explode as well. A large crowd of people gathered around the burning building. The town’s lone serviceable fire truck pulled up to the building. With no running water, the men began fighting the fire with the water in the fire truck’s tank. Once that ran out, they would need leave the scene and refill. The rest of the propane tanks began exploding. How much food had been lost? How much equipment ruined? They would have to go back to cooking over fires. That would be much less efficient and more labor intensive because they would have to cut trees and gather any other source of fuel. 
Several gunshots jolted Scott out of his stupor. The gunshots sounded muffled. For the first time, he realized blast that knocked him to the ground had hit him harder than he thought. He was dazed. He had failed to keep focus on the immediate situation. He looked down at his hands, watching them shake. Blood dripped from the fingers on his right hand. He didn’t feel hurt or register any injuries. He shook his head. The group of onlookers had grown bigger. That’s where the gunshots had come from. He thought to himself. The men guarding the north barricade must have come to help with the fire because hundreds of the refugees had moved close to the building. 
Scott noticed some of the refugees running away with food from the storage area of the cafeteria which was now engulfed in flames. One man had a fifty pound bag of grain and was pulling it away from the burning building. Scott didn’t know if the man was trying to rescue the food or steal it. It didn’t matter. Another gunshot rang out and the man fell clutching his leg. A Seneca guardsman ran up to the man and aimed down at him before another boom produced a hole in his right breast. Another firefight broke out in the street. “What the hell is wrong with you people?” Scott shouted at everyone and no one in particular. 
Shit! This is it! He said to himself. This is the sign to get the hell out of town. He prayed that the rest of the family recognized it. He ran to their housing area. Luckily, the cafeteria and the academic building that housed them weren’t connected. The fire hadn’t spread past the cafeteria, yet. He ran in to find Tara, Sherry, and Lucy gathering their backpacks.
“Stop, mom! I have to get out there and help these people! That’s my job!” Lucy screamed.  
Sherry tried to make a response, but Lucy cut her off with a resounding “No!” As she turned to leave, Tara reached out and grabbed her arm with her left hand. Her right hand flew in a blur and produced a loud crack as it slapped Lucy across the face. “You get your damn pack and go to the bridge like we said!” Tara said. Lucy began crying but did as she was told.  
“Grab as many of the bags as you can!” Scott ordered as he reached behind his bunk. He reached behind the bed and found the bag that contained their spare weapons. People screamed and ran from gunshots outside the classroom window. The battle grew further and further out of control outside. “Hurry up!” Scott said as he grabbed the weapons and three backpacks. “We need to get out of here now!” 
Within minutes the four family members ran out of the emergency exit that led to the south of town. “What about the others?” Sherry asked. 
“We’ll just have to pray that they got the message and will meet us there like we planned.” Scott said. He looked around for threats as the ringing in his ears faded. “Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to go two at a time to that building over there to the south. Once we all get there, we’re going to cross the street and continue in pairs, taking cover behind the buildings until we get to the edge of town. Then we’re going to run for the barricade and take cover behind the cars. Got it? Lucy, you and grandma up first.” 
Scott looked back at the town as they crossed the street. A large group of refugees fought with the Seneca residents. A couple of the refugees had stolen some of Seneca’s working automobiles and were driving into crowds of residents as they banded together to defend their homes. Chaos reigned as it was difficult to tell the refugees from the Seneca residents. People fought as small groups against one another rather than as large coordinated teams. At least fighting will keep everyone distracted while we get the hell out of here. Scott thought. 
As Scott led the run to the next house, he saw JJ and Clay running down the street toward the town. “JJ! Clay! Over here!” He motioned for the men to come over to the house where Scott and the ladies had taken cover. 
“Thank god you guys are ok.” JJ said as he ran behind the house. He embraced Sherry and Lucy. “Where’s Jimmy and Leesha?” He asked. 
“We don’t know.” Scott said. “Why were you two running toward the town?” 
“I was guarding the south barricade with Terry when JJ brought us lunch.” Clay said. “He had just arrived when we heard the explosion and the smoke started coming up. Terry went to check out the problem while I stayed at the gate. We figured that if it was something bad, you guys would come running. When you didn’t show, we decided to come see if we could find you.” 
“We got your bags for you.” Sherry said. 
“We need to get everyone back to the barricade.” Scott said.
 “No.” JJ said. “I’m going to find James and Leesha!” 
“I’m going too!” Sherry said. 
“No! We can’t get split up! We have to meet at the barricade. That’s where James and Leesha will be headed. We get as secure as we can behind the barricade and wait for them. If they don’t come, then we’ll go back after them!” Scott said.
“That’s our grandson and Clay’s girlfriend. We can’t just leave them in there!” Tara said. 
“We can’t go searching for them in all of this shit!” Scott said. “We don’t even know where they are. For all we know, they could be waiting on us at the barricade.” 
“Thank, God! Look!” Sherry said pointing back toward the town. 
Jimmy stumbled out from behind the now burning school classroom building. He moved as fast as he could, but the limp in his left leg slowed him. Scott called out to him. Jimmy scrambled across the small schoolyard less than a hundred yards away from the family when the ground by his feet flew up in a small explosion of grass and dirt. A man stood across the street and about fifty yards north of James, cocking the lever on an old lever action rifle. The man broke into a run chasing Jimmy. Clay didn’t know why the man would shoot at Jimmy. Maybe the man thought Jimmy was a refugee? Maybe the man was one of the refugees? It didn’t matter. Clay unslung the scoped, bolt action thirty-thirty that he had been issued to guard the barricade and took aim. The man aimed at Jimmy again. Clay got the man in the crosshairs. This would be a challenging shot, rushed, with no rest, and a hundred and thirty yards away. Clay pulled the trigger as the man turned to his left. “Fuck!” Clay murmured as he saw that he missed. He caught movement out of his peripheral vision as Jimmy fell and tried to get back up. Clay then saw the reason why the man had turned. The man fired the rifle at Rocks as he barked, growled, and jumped around getting closer and closer to the man who had attacked Jimmy. Clay fired again. This time the bullet struck the man in the hip. He yelled as he fell. Rocks took advantage of the man’s fall and attached himself to the man’s forearm. 
JJ ran to Jimmy as he stumbled toward the group. Tara held Sherry back as she rose to follow. JJ caught his son about fifty yards from the family. He took one shoulder and helped his son to the cover. Sherry embraced her son and began to cry. Scott looked Jimmy over. Blood seeped from a three inch tear in the boy’s blue jeans on his left thigh. Otherwise, he looked ok. 
“What happened, baby?” Sherry asked. 
“Leesha and I had been at the co-op helping sort the seeds and fertilizers and other garden stuff into the garden packs. We were heading in to get lunch when the cafeteria blew up. We didn’t know what happened. Glass and trash and little bits of burning stuff flew all around us. I got up and saw Leesha. She had a cut on her head. People started shooting everywhere. I didn’t know what to do. I tried to grab Leesha and drag her to the south gate like Grandpa had said.” With tears in his eyes, he tuned to Clay. “I’m sorry Mr. Tomin, I couldn’t help her.” 
Clay’s face had gone stony. “Is she dead, Jimmy?” 
“No, sir. I don’t think so. I think she was breathing. I drug her under some bushes and decided I had to get one of you guys to help.” 
“You did good, son.” JJ said. “Where exactly is she?” 
“She’s behind the bushes behind the back door to the cafeteria.” 
“JJ, Scott, you guys get to the barricade. I’m going back for Leesha.” Clay said. 
“I’m going with you.” JJ said. “Scott, can you get everyone to the barricade?” 
“Yeah. We’ll be fine.” Scott said as he put an arm around Jimmy. “You boys hurry up. We’re going to cut across the softball field there and get in that patch of trees. We’re only about a half mile away. You guys catch up when you can. If we don’t see you in twenty minutes, I’ll come back”  
JJ leaned over and kissed Sherry and Lucy on the forehead before the two men took off. Jimmy yelled out for Rocks and the dog let go of the man he had been attacking and ran toward the group. Scott led the family across the softball field and made it to the trees. When they reached the dead cars that made up the barricade on the north side of the south bridge, they unloaded their bags and used the barricade as cover. 
Clay and JJ ran up the side of the street. The fighting had moved further and further away from their area of town. JJ had his pistol out while Clay covered him with his rifle. JJ approached the man who had shot at Jimmy. The man looked up with glazed eyes. He was fading fast. Rocks hadn’t done much damage to the man’s arm, but Clay’s bullet had ruined his hip. Bone jutted out of the man’s pants like a small iceberg in a sea of blood and torn flesh. JJ put his pistol away and grabbed the man’s gun. It was an old cowboy gun that shot thirty-eight specials. The gun looked like it would hold ten, maybe twelve rounds. JJ had no way of knowing how many were left in the tube magazine. He opened the lever just enough to see that here were at least two rounds left. He looked down to see the man trying to speak. JJ thought about shooting the bastard again, but decided not to waste the bullet. By the time JJ stood up, the man had passed. 
JJ and Clay ran toward the cafeteria. Smoke drifted into the street from the burning buildings. The fire, left to burn in the chaos, had spread to the academic building as well as some of the nearby houses. Gunshots, muffled by the smoke in the air and distorted from echoing around buildings, rang out from the other side of town. No one paid any attention to the two men as they made their way behind the burning cafeteria. JJ took watch as Clay searched the bushes for Leesha. He found her seconds later. Jimmy had hidden her well. “JJ, I got her!” Clay yelled. 
JJ rushed over to where Clay leaned over Leesha. “Is she ok?” JJ asked. 
“I don’t know, man. She’s breathing, but she won’t wake up.”
JJ looked around. “We need to get the hell out of here and get back with the rest of the family. Grab her around the shoulders. I’ll take her legs, and we’ll carry her.” Clay reached down and ran his hands underneath Leesha’s underarms while JJ slung his gun and grabbed her behind her knees. 
They trotted, side-by-side, carrying the unconscious woman in between them. Gunfire continued from the other side of town but seemed to have slowed. They passed the last of the Seneca neighborhoods and entered the open stretch to the bridge some two hundred yards away. Clay felt all of Leesha’s weight shift to him. Clay turned to see JJ lying on the ground, clutching the back of his right leg. JJ pulled his hand from his leg and saw that it was covered in blood. He started to scream. “Shit! I’m hit, Clay! They got me!” 
Clay glanced up and noticed the three men and one woman who had come into the road from the neighborhood a block behind them. They yelled and raised their guns to fire again. Clay grabbed JJ by the collar and dragged both him and Leesha to an abandoned car parked on the side of the street. He pulled them behind the car as bullets shattered one of the passenger side windows and the back glass. 
“Can you walk?” Clay asked. 
JJ clutched his leg. He pulled his hands away, and blood spurted out in steady beats. He looked up at Clay. His bottom lip quivered too hard to speak. He shook his head. Clay unslung his rifle and popped up from behind the hood of the car. Bullets struck the other side of the car as Clay shot at the group coming down the street towards them. The pressure of the oncoming fire and adrenalin rushing in his veins didn’t allow for aimed shots. His hand blurred, racking back the bolt action as he fired off two more quick shots before ducking back behind the car. He knew he hadn’t hit any of them, but he hoped that would make them take cover and buy him some time. 
“We have to get outta here.” Clay said as he leaned back against the car. 
JJ mustered enough composure to talk. “I….I can’t make it, man.” 
“Sure you can.” Clay said as another volley of bullets tore into the car. 
JJ shook his head. “I…I…just can’t.” He paused and stared ahead at nothing in particular. He nodded to himself as if he had made some sort of decision. “Can you... damn this is starting to hurt…can you take Leesha by yourself?” He asked Clay. 
“Yeah, but I’m not…” 
JJ cut him off. “You take her to the barricade while I keep these assholes busy.” Clay started to interrupt him, but JJ kept talking. “You get her back to the barricade, get Scott, and come back for me. Ok?” 
Clay didn’t like it but saw the sense in JJ’s plan. He and Leesha had a chance to make it to the barricade. They may even be able to come back and get JJ. If they did nothing, they would end up dead. Clay looked down at JJ and nodded. “Ok.” 
JJ began to get up, but his leg was useless. “Help me up.” Clay helped him prop up of the knee of his good leg. “Now you get Leesha and let me know when you’re ready.” 
Clay bent down and picked up his unconscious girlfriend. He draped her onto his shoulders in a fireman’s carry. He held her arm and leg with one hand while holding his rifle in the other, using it to balance himself. “Ready!” He shouted over his shoulder at JJ. 
“Go!” JJ said. He pivoted on his good knee and braced himself on the car’s hood just above the bumper. Clay lurched to his feet and began running down the road. Gunshots rang out and more holes appeared in the car. This time JJ answered with a shot from the lever action cowboy rifle. He started to cycle the action but found he had braced himself too far on the hood. He couldn’t work the lever action against the hood of the car. He spun back behind the car cursing as several bullets ricocheted off the hood. He pivoted again, this time leaving enough room to work the action of the gun, and began firing at the four attackers. 
 
Scott and the family watched Clay sprint down the middle of the road towards them. Scott wished he could help; but in this position, he couldn’t provide cover fire for fear of hitting Clay. Even if he could shoot past Clay, he couldn’t see the attackers on the other side of the car. If Clay would just move over and run down the side of the street instead of the damned middle of the road, maybe he could provide cover fire. Scott stood up from behind the barricade and waved his arm at Clay, trying to get him to move over. Clay didn’t get the message. 
Scott began yelling and motioning with both arms. JJ and the attackers continued to exchange fire. Clay was less than a hundred yards away when he got Scott’s message and moved over to the side of the street. Scott saw one of the attackers made his way behind the car to flank JJ. 
 
JJ thought he had a good sight on the woman by the tree. He pulled the trigger. Click. The rifle had run out. How could so many people shoot so much and not hit shit? He thought as he reached down and pulled out his pistol. He caught movement from his right side. He began to turn as the boom erupted and a sudden pressure in his right side helped spin him. A numb wetness appeared on his lower back, opposite of where the pressure had been. The man who had come behind the car worked the bolt of his rifle for another shot. JJ threw up his hand, pistol in it and jerked the trigger. His first shot missed. The second took the man in his side, just above his crotch. His third impacted the man’s face as he doubled over from the second shot. 
As soon as the man fell, another shot rang out from behind him. “Shit!” JJ yelled as he backed away from the second attacker who had been covering the first. He scrambled away, dragging his worthless leg as he went. A sudden spray of asphalt from his left let him know that he had retreated from the cover of the car. He couldn’t go back toward the car. He rolled away from the new attack and found himself exposed in the road. Absolute panic stuck him. He sat up and began firing his pistol in the general direction of the attackers. After a few shots, the gunshots stopped. The sound of him yelling and the click, click of the empty gun filled the street. 
 
 Scott squeezed off several rounds at the second attacker that had flanked JJ. He watched in almost disbelief as the back of JJ’s head flew away. His son-in-law fell on his back, quivering on the street. “NO!!!” The scream distracted him. He saw Jimmy get up from behind the barricade and begin to run toward his fallen father. Sherry yelled after him and managed to grab his arm. The young man was stronger and broke free. Sherry managed to fall after him and grab him by the waist as he started again. Jimmy tripped and fell. Clay, who had just lain Leesha down saw the commotion and grabbed Jimmy around the neck as he started to rise. Jimmy screamed at Clay to let him go. His dad needed help. Clay dragged the kicking young man behind the barricade. He leaned his mouth close to Jimmy’s ear but spoke loud enough for all to hear. “He’s gone, son. We can’t do anything for him now. We have to get out of here. You understand?” Jimmy continued to struggle until Clay shook him. “You understand?” Clay asked again. Jimmy wiped the tears from his eyes and nodded. 
Scott fired a couple more rounds from his M-16 at the attackers. They seemed reluctant to approach the barricade. “Everyone, grab your packs and let’s get the hell out of here!”  
“I need you to help me with Leesha.” Clay told Jimmy. They carried her like he and JJ had. The group ran across the bridge and into the trees on the other side. Scott took the rear and ensured the attackers didn’t follow. 
Once they were out of Seneca, Scott assumed the lead. He led them south, into the hills, for another hour before he let them stop. They found a secluded spot in the low hills south of the river and made camp. 
Clay and Jimmy sat Leesha down. She had not regained consciousness. “Do you think you can do anything for her?” He asked Lucy. 
“I don’t know, Mr. Tomin. It looks like she has a concussion. I don’t know when she’ll wake up. All I can do is clean her cut and put in some stitches.” 
Clay nodded, and Lucy retrieved the emergency first aid kit from one of the survival packs. “Man, you must be exhausted.” Scott said to Clay. 
“Yeah.” The big man said. “I would kill someone for a glass of water.” He frowned to himself. That expression had lost its humor over the last couple of weeks. 
“We passed a pond not too far back.” Scott said. “Guess we need to go get some water and bring it back.” He looked a little puzzled for a second. “Anyone got anything to carry water in, in their pack?” No one did.  “Shit” Scott cursed. “How the hell did I not think of that?” He took a couple of deep breaths and calmed himself. He needed to think. “Ok, the first thing we need to do is go through and see what all we have in our packs. Hopefully we didn’t forget anything else.” 
The group spent the next hour going through their meager belongings. Their supplies disappointed Scott. He had six rounds left for his M-16. Clay had fifteen left for the thirty-thirty. They had the three-oh-eight pistol with a box of ammo and the pellet gun. When divided out, they had six packaged meals a piece and some canned chili. They had their camp stove with ten of the little fuel pellets. The only water container they found was a sixteen ounce sports bottle that had been in the original pack from Mr. Perkins. Scott didn’t know where the hell the water filter had gone. They couldn’t find any of the iodine pills that had come in the pack. Somewhere in the confusion and excitement of leaving Seneca, the group had lost JJ’s pack. Scott thought it was probably lying next to the barricade, but he wasn’t going to go back and get it. Someone at Seneca had probably already found it. “Goddammit!” Scott mumbled to himself. 
“All right, we don’t have anything to carry water in except for this shitty little bottle. We’re going to repack and move everything down by the pond tonight. Everyone clear?” Scott said.
“Wait a minute.” Clay said. “Leesha’s waking up!” 
The young woman moaned and raised her head. “My God, why do I have such a headache? What happened?” She asked. Clay smiled down at her. 
“Ok, Clay, you and Lucy stay here with her. The rest of us will move the camp. You can fill her in on what she missed. Hopefully she’ll be able to walk by the time we get done. We’ll come back and help you move her if she can’t.” 
 
As dark settled over northern Illinois, Scott walked up to Jimmy, who sat alone by the pond. Scott sat next to his grandson. He saw that Jimmy had been crying. Everyone was going to miss Jan. He and Sherry may have drifted apart, but he had always been a devoted dad and a good son-in-law. Now that the business of setting up camp was over, idle time led to daunting reflection of the day’s events. Reflections that revealed how big of a hole had been left in their lives. When the adrenaline of the escape calmed, a tidal wave of despair rushed in to fill the void. Scott didn’t blame the boy. Lucy and Sherry had been crying and talking ever since the camp was set. Hell, he felt like crying too. They were homeless again, and the world had turned into a dangerous place. He had to be strong and figure something out for the group. 
After sitting in silence and looking out over the calm waters of the small pond for several minutes, Scott turned to James. “You know, I remember when your mother brought your dad home to meet us for the first time. I opened the door and thought to myself, ‘So this is the skinny kid that thinks he’s good enough for my daughter?’ I gotta admit, I didn’t like your dad much at first. I guess that’s the way of the world. Father’s never really like the men that take their daughter’s away. 
“As the years passed, I guess you could say that I built a tolerance for your dad. He seemed to make your mom happy, and I guess that’s what really counts. Anyway, you want to know when I first really started to like your dad?” Scott looked over at Jimmy. He made no response to Scott’s question. 
“The first time that I really started to like your dad was shortly after you were born. You were our first grandbaby, and we were oh so proud of you. I had started to warm to Jan watching him play with you. I guess you were about five months old when you came down with a really bad cough and fever. We didn’t know what was wrong with you for a while. Your little lungs started to fail. It turned out you had pneumonia. Anyway, you were in the hospital for over a week. 
“Your dad never left the hospital the whole time. He did everything he could to get in there and be with you. He was so scared that something was going to happen and he wouldn’t be there to fix it. Not like he could really do anything, but he wanted to be there. Looking back on it, it was funny the way he would rush in there and the nurses would rush him right back out. The very next opportunity he got, he was right back in there. I bet he didn’t sleep for four days. Anyway, I figured that a man who loved something that was so precious to me couldn’t be all that bad of a fella.” 
Jimmy looked at his grandfather. Tears streamed down his face. He leaned into Scott and hugged him. “I miss him so much, grandpa!” Jimmy sobbed into Scott’s shirt. “I can’t believe he is gone. I can’t believe the last thing I said to him was so stupid. Why didn’t I tell him how much I loved him? Why didn’t I…” Jimmy's voice broke but the sobbing continued. Scott held him until he quieted. 
“Don’t worry about the last thing you said to him, son. Your dad knew how much you loved him, just like you know how much he loved you.” Scott pushed Jimmy away so that he could look at him. “Hush now, son. It’ll all be all right. You hear me? Now I know that you’ve been down here by yourself for a few hours, and sometimes a man needs that. But you’ve got to be there for your mom and sister as well. You’re the man of the family now. They’re back at camp crying and missing their husband and father. You need to be with them, help them through it.” 
Jimmy and shook his head. “I can’t help them. I can’t even help myself. I don’t know what to do.” 
“That’s ok, son. You don’t always have to know what to do. You just have to be there. I know it would do your mom a lot of good if you would talk to her. Now, can you go be there for them?” 
Jimmy reached over and hugged his grandfather again before getting up to go. Scott watched the boy, who was coming into manhood in such a turbulent way, walk back to camp. Scott turned and looked out over the pond. He glanced up at the first stars starting to peek through the veil of night. It was his turn to be alone for a minute. He needed to think about where they would go, how far they could get on the supplies they had, and how to find new supplies. Deep in thought, he didn’t hear Clay approach until the man sat next to him. 
“How’s Leesha doing?” Scott asked. 
“She’s ok. She took JJ’s death pretty hard, especially knowing that he died helping us escape. She’s pretty tired, so she turned in for the night.” 
“I didn’t think you were supposed to let people with concussions sleep.” 
“Technically, I don’t think you are. I read up on it once when my nephew got one. You’re supposed to keep them awake for a day or so to make sure they don’t have any sort of brain damage or swelling. The thing is, if they do pass out or something, you’re supposed to get them to a hospital where they can do surgery or relieve the pressure or something. Let’s face it, Scott, if something happens to her now, there’s exactly shit we can do about it. Who knows, maybe the sleep will help her. All I can do is pray that she’ll wake up tomorrow.” 
“Tomorrow…” Scott echoed. 
“Yeah. You got a plan?” Clay asked.  
“Well, the first thing I’m hoping is that Leesha will be up and moving. I’m also hoping that we don’t all get sick from drinking the untreated pond water. We really have to figure out something to do with the water, because we’ll all eventually get sick if we don’t. We only have about seven days of food, and that’s if we just eat one of those meals a day. That’s gonna be tough. I just don’t know, buddy. I just don’t know.” 
“We gonna keep on pushing towards your brother’s place?” 
“Unless you have a better idea. It’s a long walk. There have to be other towns between here and there that have their shit together. Maybe we’ll come across one of them and they’ll let us in.”
“Sounds as good as anything else. How long do you think it’ll take to get there?”
“If figure that if we can make twenty miles a day, which may be optimistic, we can make it in under a month.”
Clay grunted and shook his head. “We’re going to need some more stuff to make that kind of a trip. I think we need to head back to the road and see if we can scavenge some supplies from some of those houses we passed by. They could at least have something to carry water in or to cook in.”
“You think we can do that without running into anyone else? The last thing I want is another shootout.” 
“I think we can if we’re careful. You know, maybe watch the place for a couple hours before hand and cover each other going in. We should be ok.”   
Scott nodded and stood up. “Well, Clay, I’m beat. I know you have to be as well. We better get some sleep if we can. As long as you’re making a list of things we need to gather from abandoned houses, add some better bedding to it. We’re going to need something better than a couple of blankets and a sleeping bag.” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 18
 
The afternoon heat pressed down on central Tennessee as spring tried to establish itself. Will looked up as he approached the house from behind the back yard. He passed by the grave they had dug for Sarah and the old couple the day after she had died. One week had passed since his dad had died. Sarah had died four days ago. Despite the tragedies of the week, everyone seemed to be doing better after just a few days. The pain of those losses hurt and would for some time, but the constant struggle for survival seemed to expedite the healing process. Either that or it just helped repress the pain, allowing it to fester and return at later date. Right now, they had no guarantees there would be a later date.
Living in the house was a little better now. They had been low on food, everyone giving up their shares to help strengthen Chuck and Kerry as they battled the illness that had killed Sarah. They were down to four days of supplies left when Joey had killed the old doe yesterday. Stupid thing had just walked up to the back yard like a furry blessing from God, manna with hooves. That kill led Will to his current task, cutting firewood from a dead tree in the woods behind the property to replenish what Joey had used to preserve as much meat as possible, smoking it into jerky. Will, George, and Barry gathered wood. Betty and Pam helped Joey cut up and smoke the meat, while Jenny cared for her mother. 
Will set the firewood on the back porch where Joey had built his smoker. The small charcoal grill they had found at their new home hadn’t been up to the task of smoking and drying the meat quickly. Joey had taken the grate from the grill and the one he found inside the oven, fastened them to a small frame made out of pieces of wooden lawn furniture they had found, and covered the whole thing with scrap plywood scavenged from an abandoned doghouse behind the garden. He cut the legs off of the grill and used it as a base to keep coals in the smoker. He hung the thin strips over the rungs of the grates, filling it with as much as he could. He had completed several batches already.
Will stretched. Hauling three armfuls of wood for a hundred and fifty yards had worn out his lower back. He needed a break. He looked over at the ATV’s. Maybe they should have used them to get the wood, but they didn’t to save the gas in case they needed to move on. “I’m going in to check on Jen. You need anything?” He asked Joey. 
“No thanks man. I’m just about done.” 
“Good. Just let me know if you do.” 
Will walked into the kitchen. The ladies tended the huge pots of stew they had made out of the remaining deer. “How’s everyone?” Will asked as he walked into the living room.  
Jenny knelt down by the mattress on the floor washing her mother’s forehead with a damp cloth. Chuck sat on the couch, watching his daughter work and worrying over his wife. “I’m doing much better.” Chuck answered. “That extra food has really helped. I’ve still got a little cough, but my fever’s broken.” 
“Mom’s still unconscious.” Jenny said. 
“How’s her breathing?” Will asked. 
Chuck shook his head. “It’s bad, son. She sounds like she’s breathing through a garden hose filled with water.” A tear rolled down his cheek as he looked at his wife. 
Will felt the depression hanging heavy in the room. They knew Kerry was dying. It was just a matter of time. “Is there anything I can get you?” He asked Jenny. 
“Some antibiotics would be lovely.” Jenny said.
Will ignored the jab. Maybe he had been wrong about everyone moving on and getting a little better. Sure, things had them preoccupied, but maybe that was just a thin veil for the anger, despair, and sadness everyone felt. Jenny had been bitchy ever since the night that Sarah died. Part of it was exhaustion she felt from watching over her parents twenty –four hours a day. “I’m going to be in here helping the ladies clean up so they can put dinner on, in case you need anything” He said. 
That evening, the women served the stew with a can of vegies they had found in the back of the pantry. Betty had done most of the cooking. Will could tell that she was trying to keep busy and keep her mind off of his father. She had been doing things like that lately, picking up after people, making everyone’s bed or pallet, cutting up the deer, anything to distract herself. He looked around and guessed the house looked better now than it had when the elderly couple had lived in it.
All of the family, with the exception of Jenny and Kerry, ate around the table in the kitchen. Will took her a bowl of stew and some broth for Kerry. He sat down next to her and tried to comfort her. He tried to make his words sound reassuring, telling her that Kerry could still pull through. His words rang hollow even to himself. 
 
The next morning, Will woke to the sound of crying. He had fallen asleep on the couch. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and saw the sky beginning to lighten outside the window. Jenny and Chuck sat on the floor next to Kerry. Jenny leaned over her mother’s chest and cried. Chuck had his arm around Jenny, whispering something to her. Will didn’t need to ask how Kerry was. He made his way across the room and sat down next to Jenny. There was nothing to do. Another helpless situation that he couldn’t fix. Jenny buried her head into his chest. Will hugged her for a moment until he saw Chuck, tears streaming down his face, looking down at his newly departed wife. Will reached over and brought Chuck into his embrace as well. 
After a few moments, Will whispered to Chuck. “We need to go wake Joey.” Chuck nodded and rose to his feet. Will held Jenny as Chuck walked down the hall to where Joey had made his cot in the spare bedroom. When Joey and Chuck returned, Joey ran over to sit beside his sister. He reached out and touched his mother’s forehead, letting his fingers linger as he ran them over her face. No tears came from Joey, just a distant, disbelieving look. Will backed out of the room as Chuck sat down to grieve with his children. 
Will woke George with a light shake on the shoulder. “What’s going on, buddy?” George asked as he sat up and yawned. “What time is it?” 
Will didn’t have the words for lengthy explanations. He looked at George and shook his head. “We need to go did another grave.” 
“Kerry? Aw, shit.” George said as he ran his hands through his disheveled hair. ”Man, I’m sorry. Is Jenny…”
“She’ll be ok.” Will said. “I’ll go wake your mom and dad.” 
 
Two hours later Will handed George the shovel as he climbed out of the shallow grave. The three men took turns digging so no one would get too exhausted. Besides, they only had the one shovel. “Three of our folks in a little over a week. It’s a lot to take.” Barry said. 
“Not to mention Sarah’s folks.” Will said. 
The men dug in silence for a little while, looking at the grave, lost in their own thoughts. They dug in the garden, facing away from the house. None of them noticed Joey walking up to the grave, as George laid the shovel on the ground and pulled himself out of the now four-foot deep grave. “Damn. I wish we could have just put her in the other grave so we wouldn’t have to dig two.” 
“What the fuck, man?” Will said.  “That’s pretty…” A roar cut him off as someone leapt across the open grave and tackled George from behind. 
Will watched as the two men rolled. When they stopped, Joey was on top of George, slamming his fist into George’s face. Oh, God. Will thought. Joey must have heard that. Out of all the stupid shit George had ever said, he had to say this where a man whose mother had just died, could hear him. George struggled to fight back, but the blows kept him pinned. Joey yelled something that Will couldn’t make out as he grabbed him and pulled him off of George. Once Will had Joey to his feet, he rotated him and gave him a shove. Barry rushed over to help his son up. 
“You bastard, if you ever say anything like that again I’ll fucking kill you! You got me, you piece of shit!?” Joey yelled. 
George stood, wiping the blood from his nose and mouth with his sweat stained shirt. Will hoped George would apologize, but he knew his cousin too well for that. “Fuck you!” George spat. “I’m sorry your damned mother died, but I didn’t mean anything by it. I just don’t want to be out here digging another goddamned grave!” 
Joey made another lunge for George, but Will held him back. Barry put a hand on George’s shoulder to keep him from going after Joey. Joey acted like he was turning to go back to the house. He reversed quickly and shoved past Will. Before anyone could register what was happening, Joey held a pistol pointed at George. Will stepped between Joey and George. “Move!” Joey commanded through gritted teeth. 
“I can’t do that, brother.” Will said. 
“This doesn’t concern you, Will.” 
“What are you going to do? You going to shoot George?” 
“I’m going to put a fucking bullet in his shit-eating mouth!” Joey stated. 
Will saw the gun shaking in Joey’s hand and the tears building and eventually spilling from his eyes. “Listen, this isn’t the answer. George isn’t your enemy. You know he’s a smartass. He didn’t mean what he said, the way he said it.”
“I really don’t give a shit.” 
“Well…”George started to say something, but Barry silenced him with a look. 
“Listen, bro. We’re all tired. We’re all scared. We’ve all lost someone we care about. This sucks… But we can’t turn on each other, no matter how stupid someone acts or the stupid things they say. We’re all on edge and want to lash out at anything that pisses us off. We have to be even more forgiving of each other in times like these. George was just trying to say that he didn’t want to be out here digging another grave. None of us want to be out here wasting time and energy to put someone we loved into the ground, but it’s the right thing to do, while we can do it.” He paused and locked eyes with Joey. “At least we’re able to bury your mom...” 
Joey lowered the gun and started to say something, but he turned and walked away from the grave and the men standing beside it. Once he had gone back in the house, George turned to Will and said. “Man, can you believe that son of a bitch?” 
Will shook his head. “You’re an impossible asshole.” He turned and walked away. 
George started to say something to Barry, but Barry turned and walked toward the house. He took a couple of steps and turned back to George. “Hey, dumbass, I would lay low for a little while if I were you. When we come out here in a little while to bury Kerry, I suggest you hang back and pay your respects from a distance.” Barry continued on his way toward the house. 
George was pissed. Pissed at Joey. Pissed at Will. Pissed at his dad. And most of all, pissed at himself. He walked over to the side of the back garden and waited for the other men to bring out Kerry. 
Twenty minutes later, George watched as Will, Barry, and Joey brought Kerry out of the back door. She was wrapped in the sheet she had died on. Will and Barry held the sheet to either side of her head while Joey supported her lower body. The women filed out of the door behind the men. As the group drew close to the grave, Jenny shot George dirty looks. Chuck and Joey ignored him. 
The men laid Kerry in the grave. Chuck held Jenny as she cried. Joey walked up and put his arm around his sister and his dad. The group looked at the bundle in the bottom of the grave in silence for several minutes. No one had the right words to say. Chuck and his children were too shaken to speak. Barry finally spoke, addressing Kerry. “We didn’t have the chance to know you for very long, only just a few short weeks. From what we did learn of you in that short time, we loved you.” Pam stepped closer to her husband, put her arm around his waist, and wiped away a tear with her free hand. “You were kind, helpful, and provided comfort to all of us with your presence. You selflessly cared for all of us, especially Sarah. You lent strength to us when our friend and brother Jim passed away. You were part of the core that held us together. We will miss you, Kerry. We hope you have found the peace that you deserve.” 
By the time that Barry finished, tears stained every face, even George’s. Will wiped his eyes dry on his shirtsleeve and filled the shovel with dirt. He stopped short of dropping the first load of earth into the grave when Jenny dropped down to her knees. She reached her hand toward the grave. Joey sank beside her and held her back. “We love and miss you, mom.” He said as Jenny began to sob against his chest. Will dropped the first of many shovelfuls of dirt into the grave. He glanced around at the group as he worked. He saw despair, sadness, and hopelessness in the faces of his family. He had been wrong about people moving on quicker now. The traumas of the last weeks were digging through his family, waiting for any opportunity to break through. Nerves on edge, fear of the future, not knowing when things would get better, where to go, or what to do had left the group listless and fragile. 
 
The next day, the family sat at the kitchen table eating another round of deer stew for lunch and discussing what to do next. Barry excused himself to go to the bathroom. Joey wanted to go out hunting again while Will argued the merits of conserving ammunition. George walked into the room. 
Last night had been tense for the family. George avoided the family as much as they did him. Whenever he got close, the other family members would shut down. Joey, Chuck, and Jenny cursed him. His own parents shook their heads in disappointment. Even Will avoided him. The only person who hadn’t expressed disgust at him was Betty. 
The room grew quiet as George stood there, looking down on them. “I have something to say to everyone, if that’s ok?” No one spoke. George took that for about as much consent as he could hope for. He looked down at the floor and clasped his hands together in front of him, wringing them. His face showed the fruits of Joey’s beating, a busted lip and a swollen left cheek that was beginning to turn dark. “I was wrong. I didn’t mean to be so insensitive. I miss her too, you know. I just hope that you can please forgive me.” 
Joey and Chuck just looked at him. Jenny rose up out of her seat. “Hell no! You have no idea how much that hurt.” 
“But I…” George stammered. Jen kept talking over him.
“You wish she had died earlier just so you wouldn’t have to do a little extra work! That’s the laziest most hurtful thing anyone has ever said. My mother dies and you say something so hurtful, and then just walk in here and apologize and expect us to forgive you? No! I don’t forgive you. I wish Joey had shot you yesterday when he had the chance.” She began to cry again. 
Will had never seen her so upset. He tried to calm things down. “Sweetheart, don’t you think that’s a little harsh?”
“No! So much has gone wrong, and he hasn’t done anything but get in the way most of the time. I don’t know why we…”
Barry rushed into the room. “We have company coming down the road!” 
The group looked around at each other. Will was the first to his feet. “What do you mean ‘company?” 
“Just a group of people walking down the road. I was coming back from the bathroom and just happened to glance out the front window, and saw them there.” 
Will rushed to the window. He counted six women and eight men, all armed except for one woman who looked to be about eight months pregnant. They stood less than three hundred yards away from the house. He saw one of the women in the front of the group turn back to the others and point toward the house. 
“What do you think they want?” Pam asked. 
“Maybe they’re just like we were, just looking for some shelter.” Will said. 
“Or maybe they’re scavenging or raiding the homes along the road to see what they can get.” Joey stated. 
“Do you think they might just pass us by?” Betty asked. 
“I doubt it. I just saw one of the women point to the house. I think they’re going to come check out the place.” 
“What should we do?” Jenny asked as she looked out the window on the other side of the front door. 
“I don’t know.” Will said. “I don’t think they’re raiders. One of the women looks pregnant.” 
“Do you think they need help?” Jenny asked. 
“I don’t know. They look pretty ragged.” Will said. 
“I say we take a few shots at them before they get to close.” Joey suggested. 
“And fire on a pregnant woman?” Chuck asked his son. 
Joey shrugged his shoulders. “If they are hostile, then we’ll have wasted a good chance to thin their numbers before they get close enough to fire at us. The closer they get, the less effective cover the house will be.” 
“If we do shoot at them, they’ll definitely be hostile.” Will said. 
“Or it could scare them off.” George said.  
“No. I don’t feel right about shooting at folks just going down the road. Especially since they have a pregnant chick with them.” Will said. “Let’s just see what they do.” 
They watched as the group walked up the road. The group of strangers turned and walked down the driveway. The man leading the group made a motion with his arm. The group stopped and fanned out about forty yards in front of the house. The leader and another man kept going forward. “George, raise that window and get your gun ready. I’ll do the same. Joey, you head back to the guest room and cover them from there.” 
Joey pulled out his pistol and handed it to Jenny as he turned to go down the hall. “Just in case, little sis.” 
Will locked the front door and took aim at the leader from the window. The two men were now twenty-five yards from the house. “Stop right there!” Will shouted out the window. 
The men complied, noticing the guns poking out of the windows. “We don’t mean any harm.” The leader said. “We’re just looking for food and a place to stay.” 
Will turned to the rest of the family who stood by the kitchen doorway. He whispered, “Barry, you, Chuck, and mom get all of our supplies ready to leave. Pack everything you can on the ATV’s as fast as you can.” They began packing stuff up and taking it out the back door. 
“You thinking of running again?” George asked. 
“There’re at least fourteen of them. If they want this to get messy, I don’t know that we can win, even though we have the house for cover. If we run, we can almost definitely make it.” 
“I’m tired of running.” George said. 
“Me too.” Will agreed. “There are just not enough of us.” 
The man in the front yard called out again. “We just want some food… Please?” 
“I’m sorry. We can’t help you.” Will called back. “Where are you coming from?”
“We’re coming out of Crossville.” The man replied. 
“Why did you leave there?” 
“Things have just got too bad. The city got a lot of people coming in from the highway when things first started to go bad. We tried rationing the food we found in the grocery stores and what the National Guard dropped off before they left; but with the extra people, the town ran out three weeks back. Figured we’d head south, out of town and see what we could find.” The man said. 
“You believe him?” George whispered. Will shrugged his shoulders. 
“We can’t help you. We don’t have any extra food.” Will said. 
“Please Mr. My girlfriend’s pregnant. I have to feed her. Just a little something, sir?” The man pleaded and motioned behind him. The pregnant woman walked up to join him.
“Will, don’t we have something to spare? I mean, she’s pregnant.” Jenny said. 
Pregnant… “Jenny, wouldn’t a pregnant woman miscarry if she hadn’t eaten for three weeks?” Will asked.
“It’s possible. It’s definitely not good for the baby. She might not, depending on how fat she was before they ran out of food. It’s hard to say without knowing more. Why?” Jenny asked.
“Just trying to figure out if they’re telling the truth.” Will said. 
“We can trade Mr.” The man out front said. “We ain’t got much, but we’ll trade for some food.” 
“Would you trade your guns?” Will asked. 
“Man, first you say you can’t help us because you got no food. Then you try to get us to give up our guns! You got food and you’re just going to let me and my wife and baby starve?” The man yelled. 
Shit.
Will thought to himself. I didn’t mean to imply that we had food. I just wanted to see if we could get some guns. “We don’t have any food!” Will yelled out the window. Wait, the man just said that she was his girlfriend a couple minutes ago. Now she’s his wife. Did this mean the man was lying? Will wondered when he had lost his capacity to trust people. 
“Don’t you lie to us! I can’t believe you’re just going to let a pregnant woman starve to death!” The man continued. 
“Come on, Will. Can’t we spare something for the mother?” Jenny pleaded. 
A gunshot from the other end of the house cut off Will’s reply. Joey ran into the front room and yelled, “One of them slipped through the tree line on the side of the yard and was headed behind the house. I didn’t see them until it was too late. I got a shot off but didn’t hit anything.” 
Will turned to the rest of the family, “Get back there and protect Barry and Pam.” He turned and looked out the window. The man out front panicked at Joey’s shot. He raised a gun and fired at the house. He made a gestured to the group behind him. Bullets streaked through the widows. Everyone inside, except for Will, ducked and scrambled back to the kitchen. 
 
Barry tied some of their supplies on the ATV’s while Chuck and the ladies went inside to collect more. A woman with a rifle came around the corner of the house. She was as surprised to see him as he was her. She raised her gun as he dove behind the ATV. She was so focused on Barry that Jenny surprised her when she led the family out of the kitchen and onto the back porch. The women spun and fired a shot that hit the wall to the right of the doorframe. Jenny let out a high-pithed scream. She reached for the pistol that Joey had given her. She didn’t aim. She just pointed and started jerking the trigger. The gun fired the first seven times she pulled the trigger. It made clicking noises after that. 
The woman with the rifle turned to run. Tufts of grass and dirt flew up all around her. She thought she might escape until something heavy thudded into the top center of her back. She fell facedown. Her legs no longer worked. She couldn’t feel anything below her shoulders. Oh, God! I can’t breathe! She thought as panic took hold. She dried to drag herself away using her hands, fingernails breaking in the dirt as she scrambled to get away. She didn’t make it far. 
 
Will popped his head up to see out the window. The pregnant lady was running back toward the group, who had all either crouched or laid down, guns trained on the windows. Will saw two men rush for the front door. Another volley of bullets forced he to duck back below the window. He heard the men try the door, but the lock held. He scrambled back to the kitchen door just before one of the men shot the lock. Splinters flew from the door and sailed in his direction. 
Will saw one of the men step into the doorway. With his back against the wall, he shot from the hip. He squeezed of eight rounds as fast as he could from his rifle. His first shot tore a hole in the door frame. His second and third shots dropped the man. The rest of his shots went wild through the door. He used the opportunity to scamper through the open kitchen door and take cover behind the wall. 
A woman in the front yard screamed. Will heard footsteps on the front porch. He braced his gun on his shoulder and swung around the wall. Through the open door he saw the man he had killed lying on the porch. Beyond the dead man, Will saw the group leader crouching next to the pregnant lady. She was on her knees, supporting herself on her right hand as her left clutched her swollen belly. No. No. No!
Will screamed in his head. Between shrill screams, the woman yelled, “Oh, God! Ricky the baby!” Blood spurted from her abdomen. It squeezed through her fingers and ran down her dirty yellow t-shirt, collecting in dark puddles on her jeans.  
Will ducked back behind the wall and began to shake. He wanted to puke, but his body failed him even in that. He had killed several time before, but they had always been justified either in self-defense or, in the case of the guy that had killed Bear, out of what he considered justifiable retribution. He had never killed an innocent. That just wasn’t who he was. Was it? The woman was innocent wasn’t she? She didn’t have a gun, did she? The baby inside of her was innocent. One of his wild shots out the door must have hit her. It was an accident, of sorts. What had he done? Just a little shot discipline would have saved the baby. Just a little. The trembles became worse. 
The sound of the ATV’s starting jarred him out of his stupor. Must leave! A voice deep inside of him cried out. Gunshots continued to pelt the house from the front yard as he made his way out the back door. A dead lady sprawled in the grass, and Jenny was shaking. He didn’t have time to ask questions. “Let’s go!” He barked as he led the family through the back yard and past the garden and the fresh graves of Sarah and Kerry. George and Joey brought up the rear, making sure no one followed as they entered the woods behind the house. No one followed. 
 
Late that evening, Will sat on a rock, high on a hillside overlooking the I-40 interstate to the north. They weren’t close to the interstate, but he could make out a few abandoned cars sitting where their drivers had left them. The fading sunlight gleamed off of their windshields and metallic bumpers. The rest of the family made camp on the south side of the hill. Will tried to be strong for his family. He had tried to comfort Jenny as she cried. The woman she had killed that afternoon had been her first. He hoped she would also be her last. Will had tried to tell her that it was ok, that she had done the right thing. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make her believe. She continued to cry, dealing with the guilt that she would bear for the rest of her days. Maybe Will couldn’t convince her because it was hard to convince someone of something that you had lost faith in. 
Images, forever seared into his memory, of the pregnant woman clutching her swollen belly flashed in his mind every time he closed his eyes. He couldn’t take any more failed attempts to reassure Jenny. He left her in the care of Chuck and Joey. Maybe Joey would know what to say to her. Will just needed to be alone, to go somewhere to reflect on what he had done and what they had to do next. That was how he ended up sitting on this damned rock, starring out over the Tennessee hills as the first stars appeared in the sky. 
He heard a rustle in the grass and the snap of a twig as someone approached behind him. He didn’t bother to look back. He assumed it was one of the family. Maybe it was the man whose baby he had killed, come to take revenge. He didn’t care either way. He watched the surrounding countryside fade from dark shades of green to deep colors of purple and black as the day gave way to night. George sat down next to him on the rock.
“You been up here by yourself for a while.” George said. “You ok?” Will didn’t answer. 
“You upset about Jenny having to kill that woman?” George asked. Will shook his head. 
“Man, ever since we were kids, we’ve been best friends. I know when something’s eating at you. What’s the matter?” 
Will kept looking out at the darkening countryside. “I killed her.”
“Who? The woman out back? That was Jenny. You don’t have any blame for that.” 
“Not her.” Will said. “The pregnant lady and her baby.” 
“I don’t understand. What do you mean you killed her?”
“While the rest of you were escaping out the back, the two men who had been in the front yard ran up to the house. I almost emptied my magazine on them. I just shot recklessly out the front door.” 
“Yeah, we heard you as we were trying to get out. I was about to come back in and help when you came through the kitchen door.”
“Yeah, well, I turned back to make sure that they weren’t barging in the house, and I saw her. Jesus, George, she was sitting in the front yard screaming. Just screaming and holding the hole where her baby had been.”
“Are you sure it was you?” George asked. “They were shooting at the house. Maybe one of her own hit her.” 
“I don’t think so. I wish I could believe that, but the way she was hit… I’m pretty sure it was me.” The men sat on the rock in silence for a few minutes. Will looked George. “I’ve killed folks before. It never really bothered me. They deserved it. At least that’s what I believed. But how do you live with yourself when you’ve killed a baby that hasn’t even been born? It was hard enough to eventually justify the others that I’ve killed, but I did it. I just don’t know how to go on, knowing that I killed a little baby that hadn’t done anything to deserve it.” He reached up and wiped away a tear with the back of his hand. 
George just looked at his cousin for a moment. “Man, it may have been your bullet that killed her and the baby. It might not. But one thing’s for certain, you didn’t put her in danger to begin with. You didn’t set her in the middle of a firefight. You didn’t lead a group to come steal from someone and bring her along.” 
“I’ve been thinking about that too, running it over and over in my mind ever since we left. No one would do that. Maybe the guy was telling the truth? Maybe he was just trying to find a way to feed his family? If that’s the case, then I can’t even use that to come to terms with what I did.” 
“Just to be clear, you didn’t aim at her. It was an accident. Right?” George asked. 
“Of course I didn’t aim at her!” 
“Easy, bro. I’m just clarifying the facts. So, you didn’t aim at her and you didn’t bring her there. If they weren’t going to attack us, why did they send someone around the side of the house?”
“Maybe they were just trying to make sure it was secure. I don’t know. But I do know that everything didn’t go to shit until Joey shot at her.” Will said. 
“Ok, even if they weren’t going to attack, the guy leading the group was stupid to bring up a pregnant lady that close to an unknown group. Man, we were scarred. They were scared. In times like this, you have to almost expect things to go wrong with people so on edge. I mean, look at us. We were at each other’s throats yesterday, over just words. Poorly chosen and timed words, but still, just words.
“Given all that went down, I don’t think you can blame yourself for her death. It was just an unfortunate chain of events… But I can tell you something. We need you. You’re our chief, bro, and we need you back.” George finished.
“How the hell did I end up being our leader anyway?”
“I think it was when you talked Jenny into leaving and going to the camp house. Ever since then, you’ve made decisions for us and have done a pretty good job so far.” 
“How can you say that? All I’ve done has been to get us run off from the cabin, trekking through the woods with hardly anything, and now I’ve gotten us kicked out of the new house. How the hell can you still have faith in someone who fucks up that bad?” Will asked. 
“I don’t think those things were your fault. Shit happens. I can tell you this. I don’t think we’d be half as good off as we would be if we hadn’t had you making those decisions. I think everyone else feels the same way. Sure, we got run out of the cabin, but if you hadn’t made us leave, we’d probably have ended up dead. We need you back, brother… So, what do we do now?” 
“I don’t know.” Will said.
“Any thoughts?” George prodded. 
“I’m tired of running into hostile groups. I think we have to get as far away from folks as possible. Every time we end up meeting someone, things seem to get shitty.” 
“That’s not entirely true.” George said. “We did pretty good the first time we went to town. We did pretty good with Old Jeff and his folks.”
“Yeah, but the last couple of times have been pretty bad.”
“Ok. So, how are we going to get away from everyone?” George asked. 
“If I remember correctly, up there above the I-40 is a wildlife refuge. Catoosa Refuge or something like that. I think we should head as deep into the woods as we can and see if we can set up there.” 
“You think we can find a cabin or something up there?” 
“I don’t know, but I’m tired of running. Maybe if we can get way back in the woods, we’ll have a chance to make a home and not run anymore.” 
“Yeah. I’m tired of running too.” 
“Our problem is that our group’s too small.” Will said. “We simply don’t have enough people to fight off even small groups of folks. We could handle a couple of people at a time, but anything over about five people will match us.”
“How do we fix that?” George asked.
“We either need to avoid all people as much as we can or join a larger group. Like you said earlier, it’s going to be hard to join up with other people with everyone being on edge. “
“Well, it’s getting late. We need to get back and let everyone know we’re heading north tomorrow.” 
 
The next sunset found Will, again sitting on the side of a large hill, looking out to the north. They had coved a lot of ground. Will guessed they might have gone as far as fifteen, maybe even twenty miles north. The weather had been clear all day and looked like it would continue into the night. The ATV’s had run low on gas, so they loaded their remaining gear on one. They drained the gas from and ditched the other. They passed several abandoned lake houses on their trip. They avoided them as best they could, just in case they might be occupied. If they didn’t find anything better, they might circle back around and observe one of the more remote ones for activity and maybe make it their new home. 
Will heard Joey and George approaching him. He was glad they had made up. Well, made up may have been a stretch, but at least they were civil to each other. “What you thinking about?” Joey asked as the two men reached Will. 
Will thought telling Joey about the woman. So far, that was just between him and George. Maybe that’s for the best. Will thought. “Just thinking about how far north we need to go to get away from folks. To tell the truth, I’m surprised we didn’t see anyone on the I-40 or around the houses we passed.” 
“They may have been hiding, hoping we’d just pass by.” George said. 
“Maybe.” Joey agreed. 
“What brings you two up here?” Will asked. 
“Dad’s pretty much got the camp set for tonight down by the creek. He’s got a fire going and the ladies already have a good start on supper. So, we figured we’d come up here and see if we could get a signal.” Joey said as he pulled out the old CB radio. 
“You really expect to get anything?” Will asked. 
George shrugged his shoulders. “Not really, but who knows. The only sure-fire way not to get anything is to not turn the damned thing on. Maybe we’ll get lucky. Besides, it’d be nice to know if there are people around using these things.” 
Joey hooked the radio to the battery he had scavenged from the discarded ATV and turned it on. Nothing but dead air. The men sat around and made plans for their day. They discussed where they should go, possibilities for finding a place to settle, and what to do if they ran into another group of people. 
A crack of static burst forth from the radio and cut off all conversation. A voice struggled to be heard through the static. “….Clay count….iff’s office… Status ch….surro….ties…” Static overcame the voice before the transmission stopped. Joey looked at the CB, trying to get the signal back. It wasn’t the signal that had died. The old CB had quit working. The battery might be dead. He didn’t know.
“What was that?” George asked. 
“It sounded kinda like the calls that we used to get back at the cabin.” Will said. 
“Did it say Clay County?” Joey asked. 
“I think so.” George said. “Either of you two know where that is?” 
“I think it’s up round the Kentucky border.” Will said. 
“What’s with the look, George? What are you thinking?” Joey asked. 
“Just wondering… If they’re still making CB calls, that means that someone there is still in charge, right? That someone there has a group of people that hasn’t been overrun and shut down.” 
“It could also be a trap. Lure people in with a signal and a message of hope, then ambush them. What do you think, Will?” Joey asked.
“I don’t think it’s a trap. The gang that took out the Rhea county office didn’t do that. Maybe George is right. If there are people there that have managed to survive all of this shit and keep things together, they may be our best hope.”  Will said.
“What do you mean?” Joey asked. 
“George and I were talking yesterday. We were discussing how we can’t keep on running from every group that we meet, but we have to because our group is too small. This may be our group to join, George.” Will said.
“You want to try to join the people in the town?” Joey asked. “What about what happened at Spring City?” 
“I know it’s a risk, but we have to find someplace to go, someplace to stay. If we keep running, we’ll eventually run out of supplies. If we can join group large enough, maybe we can help them protect it and become part of that group.” Will said.
“And what if they’re just as screwed as Spring City was? What then?” Joey asked.
“Then we’ll keep heading north.” Will said. “Besides, we haven’t got anything to lose. If it sucks, we’ll just pass by. Do you still have that road map?”
Joey nodded. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 19
 
Kirk crouched in the tall grass growing in the middle of the field. He turned east to face the road. The sun hung almost directly overhead. He raised his Savage .300 Winchester Magnum to his shoulder and used the scope to check out the small county road. He had been trying to avoid roads since the breakdown of society. While he hadn’t seen any bandits or other dangerous people on the roads, he worked under the assumption that they were around and would be using the roads. That was why he travelled cross country. 
Being two hundred and fifty yards from the road, his camouflage a (matching set of turkey hunting gear complete with hat) would make his five-foot eleven, two hundred and fifteen pound frame look like nothing more than a dark patch in the weeds. Although designed more for woodlands than grasslands, it worked well enough. He even wore camouflage paint over his face and rough, five-day-old beard. 
As he scanned the road from north to south he didn’t see any threats. He lowered the gun and was about to stand up when he caught a metallic glimmer out of the corner of his eye. He looked over to where the road ran behind a small stand of trees to the north end of the field.  He lowered his backpack to the ground, adjusted the zoom on his scope, and raised his gun. 
He found the source of the metallic glint, a watch on the arm of an older man who led a sad-looking group of people. An older woman and a middle aged woman followed behind the older man. A teenage boy walked a few yards behind the women, with what looked like beagle, trailing after him. A dark-skinned woman and a teenage girl with red hair walked next to the boy. A tall black man brought up the rear of the group. Only the old man in front and the black man at the rear seemed to be carrying weapons. Kirk scanned back to the teenage girl. Her shoulder-length, red hair blew in the breeze. His heart sank a little at the sight of her. She seemed familiar even though he knew he had never seen her before. 
Kirk wondered where they were headed. He had observed several groups of people trying to make their way along the roads in the last few weeks. Most of them were refugees from big cities, starving and trying to find a new home, some place that would take them in and provide just a little safety and security. Most of those had nothing but the clothes on their backs. At least this group seemed to have some supplies. They all wore a backpack of one kind or another. 
Kirk watched the group travel down the road. They seemed weary but determined. Kirk thought about making contact, if just to see the girl up close; but decided against it. Perhaps they would get to their destination, wherever it was. Perhaps they would not. He lowered his gun and watched at a distance. As he reached down and pulled out his canteen to take a drink. He saw another gleam from far to his right. He put the canteen away and raised his rifle once again. The scope revealed a truck and three motor cycles driving toward the group of travelers. Maybe they’re part of the same group? He thought to himself, but that didn’t make sense. He could see that the passenger in the truck held a long gun. The three on the bike’s had long guns slung across their backs and at least one of them had a side arm that Kirk could see. 
Kirk lowered his rifle and pulled his pack up in front of him. He stood it up on its end and placed his rifle on it. This interaction could be quick or it could take a while. Either way, he intended to watch. 
 
Scott walked south down the road. He felt like shit. The pond water had given him, Leesha, and Sherry the shits for two days. He found it difficult to have the shits when you didn’t have enough to eat. They had plenty of clean water… now. Their excursion into one of the houses on the side of the road had yielded a supply of empty two-liter bottles and a large cooking pot. They could now boil any water they came across and avoid another round of the shits. They each carried three bottles in their packs. Scott took another painful step. With the shits, no toilet paper, and sweating in the warm May weather, he had developed a wonderful chaffing in some rather uncomfortable areas. He knew some of the others suffered similar problems. Hygiene had fallen to an all-time low. 
He took another step forward. Something shiny caught his eye from ahead. He squinted to the distance. It can’t be. He thought to himself. It was a truck, and it was heading down the road toward them. He turned back to the group. “We got company coming down the road. Everyone get up here with me.” The surprised group shuffled up to Scott. 
Clay pulled up his rifle and looked through the scope. He lowered it after a few seconds. “Looks like a truck and a couple guys on motor cycles.” 
“Do you think they’ve seen us?” Tara asked.
“Probably.” Clay responded. 
“What should we do?” Sherry asked. 
“Clay, you take this.” Scott said handing him his small pistol. “I’ll talk to them while you stand back and cover me. Jimmy, you and the ladies go hide over there in the ditch. Maybe they won’t bother us, but I don’t want them to know how many people are in our group.” 
“No. I’m going to stay with Clay.” Leesha protested. 
“Baby, you need to go with the others. If this goes bad, you and the other girls may need to run for it.” Clay said.
Leesha started to argue, but a slight shake of the head from Clay stopped her. She turned and walked over to the ditch with the other women and Jimmy.  
Clay felt a little better now that the rest of the family was in some sort of cover. “How do we do this?” He asked Scott. 
“I figure we keep walking until they drive up. I don’t think we can avoid them now. So, let’s get our guns ready and hope for the best. Who knows, maybe they’ll help us.” 
Clay grunted. “Maybe.” 
The truck came to a stop in the center of the road twenty feet in front of Scott. Clay hung back about ten feet behind Scott. Two motorcycles pulled up on the left side of the truck. Another stopped on the other side. The men on the motorcycles got off as the passenger side door of the truck opened and a man got out of the truck. One of the men who had climbed off of the motorcycles aimed a pistol at Clay and Scott. The man from the passenger’s side of the truck raised a shotgun at them. Clay and Scott tensed.
                A man stepped from the driver’s side of the beat-up, old, red Chevy truck. “What you men doing out here?” The man said through a bushy beard. 
“Just passing through.” Scott said. “We don’t want any trouble.” 
“Where ya headed?” One of the men from the motorcycles asked. 
“South. To stay with family.” Scott said. “Just let us be and we’ll keep moving on. Like I said, we don’t want any trouble.” 
“That’s good.” The driver of the truck said. “We don’t want any either. But you see, you gotta pay to pass through here. This is now a toll road.”  
“We don’t have any money.” Clay said. 
“That’s fine, boy. Those guns will work just as well. Besides, we can’t let just anyone come through our area with guns. That’d just be irresponsible.” The man from the passenger’s side said. 
“Absolutely not.” Scott said as he adjusted his grip on his rifle.  
“I wouldn’t do that, gramps.” One of the younger men on the motorcycles said. 
Scott looked around. They faced five men. The only one who didn’t have a gun pointed at them was the man with the beard who had driven the truck. He obviously led this little group of thugs. Scott knew they were screwed. The best they could hope for was to take out one or two of the men before they were gunned down. “Let’s see what’s in those packs.” The truck passenger said. 
Scott and Clay hesitated. The driver of the truck scratched at the blue du rag on his head and spoke again. “Now you son of a bitches are just being rude. Drop your damn guns and hand over those backpacks!”  
Scott hesitated. He turned to look at Clay as he began to raise his gun. Scott stopped him with a shake of his head. He turned back to the thugs, let out a defeated sigh, and laid his gun down in the road. He heard Clay do the same. He hoped that these assholes would just take their stuff and go. With any luck, they wouldn’t notice the rest of the family, and they could continue their journey without anyone getting hurt. 
Two of the men who had ridden the motorcycles slung their guns over their shoulders and came over to Scott. The one in the John Deer hat picked up Scott’s gun while the other in torn jeans and sunglasses moved to pick up Clay’s. As the man stood from picking up Clay’s gun, he caught a glimpse of a face poking out of the grass in the ditch about twenty yards ahead to his left. He slammed the butt of Clay’s gun into Clay’s midsection, doubling him over. He raised the weapon, aiming at the bushes where the face had been. “We got more people in the ditch, Boss!” He yelled. 
The leader frowned and looked at Scott. “How many more people are in your group?”  
Scott stared at the man. 
The leader pulled a pistol from the waistband of his pants and aimed at Scott’s head. “Whoever is in the ditch has till the count of three to come out into the road with your hands up or I’m putting a bullet in the old man’s head!” No one moved. “One!” The man counted. “Two!” Scott saw satisfaction in the man’s eye. He turned around to see the rest of the family walk out from the ditch.  
“Well, well. You got some nice looking women with you.” The leader said. “This changes everything.” 
“Just take whatever you want, and let us go on our way. Just don’t hurt anyone” Scott said.
“Fuck you, old man.” The leader said. “We’ll do whatever we want and you’ll be thankful if we leave you alive.” 
 
Kirk watched the confrontation. He didn’t have to hear what was going on to understand. One of the men walked up to the old man and sent him to his knees with a blow from the butt of his long gun. The black man tried to grab the gun of the man next to him. They struggled for a few seconds until the man who hit the old man mashed the butt of his gun into the black man’s head. The black man fell. Three of the bandits gathered up the women and led them back by the truck. The young man tried to fight back when the one of the bandits grabbed the young redheaded girl. The bandits proceeded to kick the shit out of the kid. The dog attacked the bandits beating up the kid. One of the bandits shot the dog in the side. It yelped and ran off to the bushes. The bandit threw the young girl to the pavement hard. Kirk knew how this would end. 
“Fuck.” He muttered to himself. He just wanted to be left alone, not get caught up in someone else’s trouble. Too late now. He thought to himself. He couldn’t watch them hurt the girl. Time to move. He lowered his rifle and began to run at a crouch, trying to stay below the level of the field grass. With any luck, the bandits would be preoccupied with their new prizes and wouldn’t notice a dark lump of grass moving their way. He dropped to the ground and low crawled when he got within a hundred and fifty yards of the road. He crawled for another seventy-five yards. 
He popped up on one knee, using the other to brace his arm as he looked through the scope. The group hadn’t seen him. One of the bandits held a gun on the three men lying, bleeding in the road. Another guarded the women as the other three men pinned the black girl over the hood of the truck. She fought, but after a few blows to the head, she settled down. The black man tried to get up, but the guard kicked him in the head.
Who to hit first? Kirk asked himself. He had a ten round clip and one in the chamber, two shots per man with one to spare. Should he take out the aspiring rapists first? They stood closest to cover but furthest from the captives. It was risky. He might hit the dark girl. 
He could take out the guards first and hope the captives could fight back. Why are they keeping guards on the men and other women anyway? Seemed like a liability to Kirk. He expected that they would have shot the men, not tried to hold them. Maybe they had a use for captives that Kirk hadn’t thought of? Maybe these were just amateur thugs who didn’t know what in the hell they were doing? “Screw it.” He said to himself. He took a deep breath, let it out about half way, paused, and gently squeezed the trigger. 
The bandit behind the bent over black woman had just pulled down her pants while the other two held her arms and shoulders pinned to the truck hood. His blue du rag fell off as he unbuckled his belt. He was about to start when the one hundred and ninety grain hollow point bullet excavated the contents of his ribcage. 
Kirk swung to his left. The man guarding the men looked toward the truck in confusion. The rifle roared again. Kirk had rushed his shot and hit a little low. He saw the man double over and fall. The beauty of such a high powered rifle was that it produced so much shock, that anything close to a vital hit proved fatal. 
Kick swung back to his right. The two men who had held the girl had taken cover behind the truck. One of them crouched behind it. The other jumped in the bed. The dark girl fell to the ground, trying to pull up her pants and crawl away from the truck at the same time. The man who had been guarding the remaining women turned to run for the truck as well. Kirk’s third shot went high and took the man in the arm. He spun and fell, his weapon bouncing away on the road. 
Kirk jumped to his feet and ran toward the truck. He figured he would take out the man in the back of the truck first and then deal with one behind. He didn’t know exactly where either man was so he fired a shot into the bed of the truck before he came up and braced his back against the driver’s side wheel well. He heard movement from the bed of the truck at the same time he heard a scuffling come from the other side of the truck. Stupid!
He cursed at himself as he spun to face the man coming across the front of the truck. He turned just enough to see the man had him, his pistol pointed at Kirk’s head. He didn’t fear dying. In a way, it would be a release. The strongest emotion in him at that moment was anger. Anger at himself for being so stupid. Anger for what they would do to the little redheaded girl, when he died. 
Four quick pops rang out in front of the truck. The bandit who aimed the pistol at Kirk twitched and fell to the ground shaking. Kirk looked to where the shots had come from. The tall black man held a ridiculously small pistol. His eye was swollen shut from the beating he had taken earlier. He locked eyes with Kirk and nodded. 
Kirk spun around as the man in the back of the truck stood up with his hands in the air. “I give up man! I give up! We were only just messing around!” 
Kirk stepped up to the man, grabbed him by the front of his shirt, and hauled him out of the truck bed. The bandit hit the ground hard on his back. Kirk wasted no time slinging his rifle and pulling out a piece of five-fifty cord from one of his pants pockets. He rolled the stunned man over and tied his wrists together. He searched the man and found only a pocket knife. He grabbed the man by the hair, dragged him to the other side of the truck, and slammed him into the passenger’s side door, propping him up on his knees. “Please don’t kill me, man! We weren’t actually going to hurt anyone!” The man pleaded.  
Kirk looked back to where the group congregated around the older gentlemen. They would be ok. A few bruises and scrapes, but nothing they couldn’t get over. The thug that Kirk had nicked in the arm tried to crawl away. Kirk walked over and kicked the man in the ribs. When he turned over, Kirk thought better of his shot. The man’s right arm was a bloody mass of ruin just above his elbow. Kirk wondered how the limb hadn’t been blown off. The bullet had hit the bone and exploded. The man was bleeding out fast. Kirk pulled another piece of rope and tied a tourniquet around his upper arm. The man cried out in pain as Kirk cinched down on the rope. He was still a dead man. Kirk didn’t need him to die just yet.
He grabbed the man by the hair, dragged him over to face his companion leaning against the truck. He jerked the man to his knees. Kirk leaned down by the man so that their heads were side by side. He looked at the man leaning against the truck. “Listen good, asshole. I’m going to ask you a few questions. The quicker and better you respond, the better your day gets. Understand?” 
“Fuck you!” The man said between gritted teeth. 
“Wrong.” Kirk said as he pulled a combat knife from the horizontal sheath strapped to his belt. Kirk grabbed the man around the neck with his left arm. He dug the point of the knife into the man’s good shoulder. The more the man fought and screamed, the deeper Kirk’s knife went. 
When the man quit screaming, Kirk asked. “How many men are in your group?” Kirk turned his head as he heard movement. The older gentleman had broken away from the group and was stepped toward him.
“You can’t do this, mother fucker!” The bleeding man said. “I have rights! You can’t just torture someone!” 
The older gentleman stopped a few feet short of Kirk and the bleeding bandit. Kirk looked up at the man and told his prisoner. “You got one more chance to tell me how many men are in your group and where they are.”  
“I said fuck you, dipshit. What you’re doing is wrong. I’m gonna get a lawyer and sue the fuck out of you when this is all over!” 
This asshole can’t be serious! Kirk thought. Given the situation, no one could say something that damned stupid. Kirk turned from the older gentleman and looked back at the bandit still tied and leaning against the truck. “Son, you must be some kind of special stupid to say something like that.” The bleeding man started to say something, but Kirk covered his mouth before he could begin. “I tell you what, dumbass. Hell’s full of lawyers. Have yours call me when you get there.” Kirk jabbed his knife into the man’s neck at a downward angle just above his collar bone and tore it up, back, and out of the man’s neck. He pushed the bandit forward on his stomach as he let go, leaving the man to bleed out in front of the other bandit. 
The older gentleman from the group took a step back, and Kirk heard the women in the group gasp as they turned away. The remaining bandit began crying and babbling, snot and dribble spewing form his mouth. Kirk walked over and leaned down to stare the man in the face. “Your turn. How many men are in your group and where are they?” 
Kirk stepped back and looked down at the man. A darkening circle of piss emanated from his crotch. “I don’t know, man. I don’t know!” 
“Think… Think very hard. Your life depends on it.” 
“There’s twenty or so of us… We live out at the Smith’s old farm place, east of town.” 
“What town?” Kirk asked, examining the bloody blade of his knife. 
The bandit’s eyes grew wider, much like the wet spot on his pants. “Gibson City, man! Gibson City!” 
“And what are you doing out here on the roads?” 
“We’re just scavenging, mister. That’s all we’re doing. Trying to find food or supplies. Things have been pretty rough in town. We had a group of folks come through and try to take our food. We got tired of people coming and begging or stealing so we got together and started taking from the folks headed into town. We’d steal whatever they had and run them off. We weren’t looking for any trouble. Just protecting ourselves. I swear!” 
Kirk looked down at the man and nodded. The bandit seemed to relax a little, taking Kirk’s nod as acceptance. “How many trucks and bikes do you have? How much gas?” 
“We got about three trucks and ten bikes, but we don’t got much gas. We’re running low.” 
Kirk paused and looked the man. He stepped over and leaned down, looking the man in the eyes. 
“Are….are you gonna let me go, mister? I swear, we won’t make any more trouble. We’ll keep to ourselves and…” He trailed off as Kirk smiled at him. The bandit was locked into Kirk’s dark green eyes. He started to cry again as the knife slid underneath his sternum, tearing through his diaphragm, and piecing his heart. He tried to scream, tried to get free, tried to do anything, but his body refused. 
Kirk wiped his knife clean on the dead man’s shirt and stood up. He sheathed his knife and turned to face the group. The tall black man and the older gentleman had recovered their weapons and moved in front of the women. Even the teenage boy, still bleeding from his nose, stood between Kirk and the women. He couldn’t blame them. They had the shit kicked out of them, almost killed, and almost forced to watch one of their women get raped. No, a solitary man, even one who had just saved their lives, wouldn’t be welcome.  
Kirk addresses the older man since he seemed to be the one in charge. “Where you folks heading?” 
“South, to stay with my brother.” The older man said. 
“You guys look ok. Maybe a little shaken up, but you’ll be ok in a few days. I’d suggest you get going wherever it is you’re going. You heard the man. If he told the truth, and I think he did, there’s fourteen or so more of these scumbags roaming around pretty close to here. Don’t know how many resources they have, but if they have the gas, they may come looking for these guys. I suggest you not be here when they do.” The older man nodded. 
“One more thing,” Kirk said. “Stay off of the goddamned roads. They may be the easiest way to travel, but they’re also the easiest way for these shitbags to get around too. Like he said, they were looking for refugees from the city or a random passerby to steal from. They look on the roads because they know that’s where most folks will be.” 
Kirk looked up to the tall black man and nodded. “Thank you friend.” Kirk said as he turned away from the group. 
“Why?” The older man asked. 
“Why what?” Kirk asked over his shoulder. 
“Why did you kill him? He was tied up and no longer a threat. You could have let him live?”
Kirk turned around and looked the older man in the eye. “He deserved it.”
The older man studied him for a moment. He nodded. “Why save us?”
Kirk glanced behind the old man at the young redheaded girl. The old man noticed, but Kirk didn’t care. Let him think what he would. He looked back at the older man. “Maybe you deserved it.” 
Kirk felt this would end the conversation. The older man relaxed his grip on the gun and stepped forward, extending a hand. “My name’s Scott.” 
Kirk looked down at the hand for a second before he grabbed it. “Kirk.” 
“Well, Kirk, thank you for saving me and my family. Where are you headed?”
“Just travelling.” Kirk said. 
“Where to?” 
“Just traveling.” 
“Well, Kirk, if you don’t have anywhere to go. You’re welcome to come with us.” 
“Scott, don’t you think we should discuss this?” The older woman in the group said. Kirk assumed from her tone and age that she was Scott’s wife. 
“No.” Scott answered back. He knew he’d pay for that later. 
Kirk looked Scott over for a minute before taking a good look at the rest of the group. His eyes lingered on the young girl. She shrank away under his gaze. Scott noticed as well, apprehension settled on his face. Kirk realized that they didn’t really want him. The old man did this out some misplaced sense of gratitude or hope that Kirk would provide them with protection or supplies. He looked at Scott. He had no plans. “Yeah, I’ll help you along on your trip for a little while.” The apprehension remained on Scott’s face. 
 
The family covered a little over three miles before they stopped to make camp about an hour before sunset. They set up camp in a copse of trees next to a small stream on the edge of two fields. Scott told the teenagers to go gather wood for a fire. Jimmy and Lucy walked off and began picking up sticks. Kirk sat and watched the family work. He was amazed they had made it this far. He found their gear pathetic. Their food was fading fast. They lived off of one meal a day. They would never be able to survive, much less keep up a good pace, with so little food and so far to go. 
Kirk hadn’t talked much on their journey that afternoon. Scott had introduced the entire family, but Clay and Scott were the only ones who dared talk to him. Most of their conversation centered on the hike. Kirk had helped plan their route and discussed how they should proceed. The men seemed reluctant to ask him anything personal, although Kirk knew they were curious. Kirk drank the rest of the water in his canteen and walked down to the stream to refill it and wash the paint from his face. On his way back to camp, he fished out one of his iodine pills, slipped one into the canteen, and shook it. He knelt down next to his pack and watched. Some of the family saw him not making any preparations for camp and gave him curious looks, too afraid to look at him with outright displeasure. 
The teenagers returned with the wood for the fire and placed it in the center of camp. Kirk watched as Scott took the older, semi-rotten pieces and used them for a brace. He laid some of the medium pieces against the brace and placed a handful of semi-dry leaves under the whole thing. Scott pulled out a lighter and lit the leaves. Kirk watched. Maybe I shouldn’t judge them too harshly. They were city folks after all. They had probably never had to start a fire from scratch before a couple of weeks ago. He thought. He doubted they had ever gotten one going like this, except for maybe pure luck. 
Kirk walked over and squatted next to Scott. “That’s going to be some fire when it gets going.” 
“Nah, it’ll only be a couple feet high.” Kirk saw Jimmy approach so he could hear the conversation. 
“Still going to put off a lot of light into the night.” Kirk said. “You know how far we’ve traveled and which direction. Didn’t the guy I questioned say that there were more of them, living out east of town?” Scott didn’t reply. He just looked at Kirk. “My point is that we know there are bad guys around these parts. We wouldn’t want to do anything that might bring unwanted attention. With the power down, any light source is bound to draw attention. I know the fire won’t be that big, but the land around here is pretty flat. At the right angle, someone passing along that road we crossed a mile back might be able to see the light coming off of the fire.” 
Scott frowned. “What do you suggest, Kirk?” 
“Why don’t we have a smaller fire in a Dakota hole?”
“What’s a Dakota hole?” Jimmy asked.
“It’s a fire in a hole.” Kirk answered. “You dig two holes. You build the fire in one. In the other you make a small tunnel from the bottom to the bottom of the other. That way the fire can suck air from the second hole. It burns pretty well; plus, it’s more hidden since the fire is in a hole.” 
“I’m not sure I follow you.” Scott said. 
“Well, if Jimmy will help me gather some better wood, I’ll show you.” 
“What’s wrong with the wood we already have?” Scott asked. 
Kirk reached down and picked up a piece of wood from Scott’s stack. He pressed his thumbnail into the wood and flaked off part of it to show Scott and Jimmy how weak the wood was. “This shit you got is either beginning to rot or wet. They’re going to be very hard to light and smoke like hell when you do get it to burn.” 
Kirk got up and walked over to his pack. He turned it on its side and untied a small hatchet tied to it. “Come on, Jimmy, let’s go get some dry wood.” 
“But we looked around, Mr… I’m sorry, I don’t even know your last name.” Jimmy said. 
“It’s Chandler. Kirk Chandler.” 
“We looked, Mr. Chandler. This was the best wood we found.” 
“I don’t doubt that. Come on. I’ll show you.”  
Scott stood as Kirk and Jimmy walked away from the camp. Kirk turned back. “Scott, would you be so kind as to find us about five double handfuls of the driest leaves you can find?” He didn’t wait for an answer. 
Kirk led Jimmy over to a group of trees several yards away from the camp. “Ah, here we are.” He said as they approached an old hickory tree. 
“But we already looked around here, Mr. Chandler.” 
“Look again, boy. This time, don’t just look on the ground.” 
Jimmy looked around, but he didn’t see. Kirk let him search a little before he pointed the hatchet to a dead limb bout seven feet off the ground. The limb was about four inches in diameter where it left the trunk. It still held on to several branches when it tapered off some eight feet away. “What about this dead limb?”
“I guess it could work.” Jimmy said. “How are we going to get it down?” 
Kirk walked up to it and slammed the hatchet into the base of the limb twice, cutting a nice wedge. He walked around and struck the other side in the same way. He walked out to the end of the limb and grabbed some of the lower branches. The limb snapped off of the truck as Kirk pulled it back toward where Jimmy stood. “Just like that.” 
“Jimmy, do you know why we chose this limb?”  
“No, sir.” 
“In a situation like this, when you need firewood quickly and need to burn it soon, always look for standing dead trees or dead limbs like this one. Since they are standing up off the ground, they don’t tend to get too wet or hold water very long. That makes them easier to light, and they’ll burn cleaner. You understand?” Jimmy nodded. “Now, if you’re going to stay in a place for a couple of days, you can get wood like you got earlier and prop it up next to the fire. As long as it doesn’t rain, you can dry it out with the fire and burn it the next day. 
“Now, can you tell me what makes this tree good to burn?” 
Jimmy looked up at the tree and guessed. “Is it because it is a deciduous tree?”
Kirk smiled. He hadn’t expected such a specific answer. “That’s kinda right. You see deciduous trees are what most people call hardwoods, because the wood is much harder than softwood trees. Do you know what softwood trees are?”
Jimmy guessed again. “Conifers?”
“That’s right. You see, hardwoods like this hickory here are a pain in the ass to work with. We’re going to have to put forth a good effort to break this limb down; but it’ll burn for much longer than the softwood. You see pine trees, like that one over there. Their wood is much easier to work with, but it’ll burn up much faster, so you’ll need more of it. You got it.” 
“I think so, Mr. Chandler.” 
“Hey, you see that dead limb lying on the ground over there?” Kirk asked. Jimmy nodded. “Run over there and bring it back.” 
Jimmy returned with the six foot piece of damp wood. “I thought you said that this kind of wood wouldn’t burn well.” 
“I did, but we’re not going to burn this one.” Kirk looked up and pointed to a large clump of dead twigs and dried leaves clumped together toward the top of the tree. “Do you know what that is, Jimmy?” 
“It looks like a real big bird nest.” 
“Close, son.” Kirk noted how the boy bristled at being called son. He’d have to watch what he said until he pieced together more about this little group. Perhaps he had held himself too distant from these folks on their hike. 
“That’s a squirrel nest. You see, squirrels breed a couple of times a year. One of them is around this time of year. That means that hopefully, some of the squirrels should be working on these nests and running around looking for food.” Kirk took the damp branch and leaned it against the tree. “You see, there is one fact almost every animal has in common, we’re generally lazy. The idea here is that the squirrel will find it easier to climb up the angled branch rather than climb straight up the tree. That’s where we’re going to catch him.” 
“What do you mean catch him? You can’t catch a squirrel. What are we going to do with a squirrel?” Jimmy asked. Kirk smiled. He had the boy’s undivided attention. 
“We’re going to eat it, and we’ll catch it with this.” Kirk said as he pulled out a small roll of thin wire. Kirk pulled out his knife and cut a length of wire about a foot long. “Come watch this.” Kirk said as he began working the wire. He folded about an inch of wire back on itself and twisted it around several times, forming an eye. He left about a quarter of an inch of the piece he had twisted free. He took the free end of the wire and ran it through the eye. Once he had a circle about two inches in diameter, be bent the wire so that the circle would remain. He turned the quarter-inch piece and made sure that it stuck in toward the center of the circle. He wrapped the remaining wire around the branch and fastened it there. 
“You see, Jimmy, we want to have the loop big enough for the squirrel to get his head through as he climbs up the limb. We want this piece of wire sticking into the circle so that it’ll catch on the hair and pull it tight. The squirrel will run through, the circle will tighten, the squirrel will fight and fall off, and he’ll be hanging here for us to come get. Sound good to you?” 
“I guess, Mr. Chandler. Do you really think we can catch a squirrel that way?” 
“Sure. It works with rabbits too, if you can find a good trail. The bad part about it is that you generally have to set out a few snares and it can sometimes take days before you catch anything. I see a couple more spots where we might want to set some out. These little guys should be up and running around before we get up tomorrow. If we’re lucky, we may be able to come by and have breakfast waiting for us.
“You’ve never been out in the woods much, have you, Jimmy?” 
“No, sir.”
“Would you like me to teach you what little I know about how to hunt, and trap, and survive out here in the woods?”
“Does all of this stuff really work?” Jimmy asked.
“It’s been keeping me going for the last few weeks and it’s what the settlers did when they moved west back in the old days.” 
“Then, yeah. I think that might be some pretty good stuff to know now.” 
“All right, let’s get started.”  
Kirk and Jimmy set up four more snares on the trees surrounding the big hickory. By the time they completed the last one, Kirk had Jimmy doing it by himself. “Let’s head back to the camp and show your grandpa how to build a proper fire.” Jimmy stopped examining his snare and nodded. 
Jimmy outpaced Kirk and was telling Scott about setting the snares when Kirk came up to the camp, dragging their firewood. “All right, do you know how to split wood, Jimmy?” The young man shook his head. “Scott?” 
“Not with a little hatchet like that.” 
“Fair enough. Would you mind just cutting the limb into foot-long sections while I show Jimmy here how to dig a Dakota hole? Also, where’s the cooking pot you said you have?” 
“Clay took it to get water.” Scott said as Kirk handed him the hatchet. 
Kirk walked over to his pack and pulled out a folding entrenching tool. “Ok, so we’re going to dig two holes, one for the fire to go in and the other to let the fire have air. We really need to know how big the pot is so that… speak of the devil.” Kirk cut off as Clay and Leesha returned to camp with the large stainless steel pot. “Clay, would you bring that pot over here, please.” 
Clay sat the pot down in front of Kirk. “We’re going to do something a little different here. We really don’t have a way to put the pot over a fire. From the looks of things,” Kirk pointed to the charred bottom and slightly melted plastic handles on the pot, “you guys just shoved the whole thing into the fire.” 
“Like you said, we didn’t have a good way to put it over the fire.” Clay said. “You got a better idea?” 
“Yeah, we’re going to modify the Dakota hole to make a stove.” Kirk said. He began to dig a hole. “If we keep the hole smaller than the bottom of the pot, we should be able to just set the pot on the ground above the fire.” Kirk dug the hole about a foot and a half deep. He moved over about a foot and dug another hole. “This hole will let the air into the fire.” Kirk set aside the entrenching tool and pulled out his combat knife. He stuck the knife in the first hole and burrowed a small hole in the bottom toward the second hole. When the knife couldn’t dig any further, Kirk worked from the second hole. When he finished, he stuck his hand into the bottom of the first hole, lowered his face into the second hole, and blew. “Yep, I can feel the air. This should work. I’m just going to cut out a couple of notches on the side of the fire hole so that it’ll have a way to vent around the pot.” 
Kirk looked up to see that he had a small audience. Leesha and Tara watched from behind Clay. Scott had cut about three lengths of wood but had stopped to watch. Sherry and Lucy sat next to a tree some fifteen feet away. Kirk watched as Lucy shook her head at whatever her mother said to her, her think red locks quivering around her shoulders. Even in her sad face, those green eyes sparkled. He saw that Leesha had seen him looking at the girl. “Scott, can you hand me one of those pieces of wood?” Scott complied and returned to cutting up the rest of the limb, a sour look on his face. 
Kirk looked up at Jimmy and Clay. “Usually the driest and best wood for starting a fire is in the center of the log. We need to split these open to get to it.” He turned the length of wood on its end and laid the knife across the end of the wood. He reached back toward where Scott was working and picked up another piece of wood. He struck the top of the knife with the second piece of wood as if it was a hammer. The wood split down its center with three more strokes. Kirk continued the process twice more, quartering the piece of wood. 
He stood up and grabbed another piece of wood from Scott’s growing pile. He handed his knife and the new piece of wood to Jimmy. “You want a turn?” 
Jimmy worked a little slower but got the hang of it as Scott finished chopping the limb. Kirk pulled out the wire he had used for making the snares. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a multi-tool from his pocket and cut a length of about three feet. “Man, you got all sorts of toys, don’t you.” Clay stated. “What you doing now?” 
“Well,” Kirk said as he doubled the wire back on itself and began twisting a loop around one of the semi-melted handles of the pot, “we still need a way to handle a hot pot. I don’t really want to burn the shit out of myself, so, I’m making us a way to grab it off of the fire.
“Speaking of which, what are you folks eating tonight?” 
Clay, Tara, and Scott looked at each other. Scott sighed and said, “We have a couple of packaged ready-meals.” 
“How many you got left?” Kirk asked. Scott didn’t want to answer. Kirk guessed that they either thought he might take their food or were maybe embarrassed about how little they had. “Listen guys, I don’t want or need any of your food. I was just wondering how you guys were fixed for supplies.” 
“We have two each left.” 
 “Wow, with all of the hiking and excitement, you guys must be starving.” Kirk stood and walked over to his pack. He rummaged around towards the bottom and pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle and a smaller handkerchief. He opened the bundle, pulled out several slices of dried meat, and tossed them into the pot. “Dinner’s on me tonight.” 
“What is that?” Leesha asked. 
“It’s dried rabbit meat. I’ve been hunting as I’ve travelled along. I got four of these guys a few days ago, so I ate one, cut up the others, and dried them just for such an occasion.” 
“I thought raw meat went bad pretty quick.” Tara said. 
“Normally it does. I cut this into thin slices and smoked them over a fire to dry them. It’ll last a couple of weeks that way, as long as you can keep it dry.” Kirk looked back toward the edge of the trees. “Hold on a second.” He said as he walked way. A minute later he came back with a hat full of green leaves and a handful of pine nettles. “I figured we needed something else to go with the rabbit.” Tara, Leesha, and the rest looked confused. “Clover.” Kirk explained. “It’s not the most flavorful, but it’s supposed to have a good bit of protein in it. We’ll just boil it along with the meat.”
“How do you know all this shit?” Scott asked. Kirk smiled and retrieved a small book sealed in a plastic bag from his pack. He tossed it to Scott. Scott looked at the book, Peterson Field Guide to Edible Wild Plants.
“That little fella has been worth its weight in gold since everything fell apart.” Kirk said as he took his knife back from Jimmy. He took the smaller branches of the limb and cut them down into kindling. He broke off a couple smaller pieces of wood and laid them into the Dakota hole to form a base for his fire and to keep from trying to start the fire on the damp earth. He reached over to the pile of dry leaves that Scott had gathered and took a double handful. “Light me up, Scott.” He said. Scott retrieved his lighter and lit the small bundle in Kirk’s hands. Kirk blew on the small flame until it had spread through the bundle in his hands. Once it was too hot to hold, he dropped the lit wad into the hole. 
“I saw you trying to start the fire earlier.” Kirk said to Scott. “You tried to light the big stuff directly. Man, wood’s got to be pretty dry for that to work. It’s much easier if you start small, with the leaves and stuff here, then add the kindling, and then the bigger stuff.”  
“I never was any good at this stuff.” Scott said. “Jan would have been better at this.” 
“Who’s Jan?” Kirk asked. No one answered. Jimmy choked up and Lucy turned away, trying not to let the others see her tears. Kirk guessed that Jan must have been a missing part of the group. Everyone was present: mom, son, daughter, grandpa, grandma. Everyone except dad. Kirk didn’t press the question. He built up the fire, blowing in the other hole to stoke the flames. Once it burned well, he placed the pot over the hole. 
Kirk sat down, removed a small patch of handkerchief cloth from his pocket, and spread it out in his lap. He reached over and grabbed some of the greenest, youngest pine nettles he had gathered and cut them into tiny pieces that fell onto the cloth. When he had a nice pile in the cloth, he pulled out a small section of wire, attached it to the cloth, and tied up the edges of the cloth into a little bag. He tossed the bag into the pot. 
“Really?” Jimmy asked.
“What’s that for?” Clay inquired.  
“It’ll make pine nettle tea as it boils with the stew.” Kirk said. He could see everyone now thought he was crazy. “It’s not the best tasting, but it has plenty of vitamin C in it. You know, it takes more than meat to stay alive. Scurvy can be a real bitch.” 
“Scurvy? Dr. Davidson mentioned that, but we never really got into it.” Lucy said. This was the first time she had spoken to Kirk. He looked up at her, transfixed by her. He didn’t ask about Dr. Davidson, there would be plenty of time for him to get to know these people and their stories. 
After an awkward pause, he continued, addressing the group. “Yeah, it’s caused by vitamin C deficiency. It used to kill a lot of sailors back in the colonial days before they figured out how to stop it. Men would set off on long journeys with loads of salted meat and fresh water. Then after several weeks at sea, they’d start having bleeding gums, muscle weakness, paralysis, and eventually die. Then someone figured out that if they took oranges and lemons along the trip, they could stay healthy. It wasn’t too much longer until they figured out the part about vitamin C. It’s almost unheard-of nowadays with modern nutrition and all. Given all that’s happened now, I suspect it’ll make a comeback. “
“It’s funny, in a way. Since the food stopped coming to the grocery stores and everything broke down, there are people out there killing each other over something as stupid as a can of tuna. There’s plenty to eat all around us, if people just knew how to get it and how to prepare it. Even the ones who win the fight for the tuna can will probably end up dying off eventually because of things like scurvy or other nutritional deficiencies; never knowing that canned stuff doesn’t have everything they need to live.” 
Kirk looked up to the sky. The light was fading fast and he had one more thing to do before it got dark. “Scott, can you watch this for a minute. Just make sure the fire doesn’t go out.” He walked over to his pack and dug around until he pulled out a black plastic jar a little larger than a jar of mayonnaise, a small wrapped bundle that held a couple of smaller boxes, and some sort of press or clamp shaped like a pair of pliers without a head. Kirk ensured he was a safe distance from the fire and fished out three spent casings he had gathered after the gunfight. 
Clay walked over to where Kirk sat by his pack. “What are you doing now?”
Kirk looked up to see the group once again focused on him. I guess I should have expected this. He thought to himself. These folks had never run into someone like him before. Here was this guy who had showed up out of the blue and saved their asses just in the nick of time. Then he starts travelling with them and showing them all sorts of basic woodcraft, that was completely alien to them. Hell, he’d stare at a guy like that too if the roles were reversed. “When I went back to get my pack after the little encounter on the road, I was able to find these three casings from the shots I fired. I’m going to reload them and add them back to my ammo stocks before they get lost, or I forget about them.” 
“You can do that?” Scott asked. Kirk screwed in the resizing die into the hand press. “I thought you had to have a bunch of fancy equipment to do that.” 
“It generally works better that way.” Kirk said as he clamped down on the first case, the pin pushing out the primer. “This Lee hand press will get the job done. It’s only a couple of pounds and fits pretty well in the bag since it’s so small.” Kirk resized the other two casings and fished out three new primers from one of the boxes in the bundle. He inserted them and used the press to seat them. 
“How does it work?” Jimmy said. 
“The first part resizes the casing and removes the spent primer. I used this little tool to insert the new primer here.” He showed Jimmy how the little tool worked, then screwed in the expanding die. “This die will make the neck of the bullet just a little bigger so that we can seat the bullet.” He expanded the three casings. “Now we add the powder.” He said as he pulled a little funnel from the bundle and inserted it into the casing. He used a tiny scoop to measure out the powder from the black jar and pour it into the casing. “Now, we use this die to seat the bullet and crimp the case.” He inserted the last die and a bullet from yet another little box filled with bullets. He worked the press and the bullet began to slide into the casing until it slipped. The bullet caught the edge of the case and folded it in on itself. “Shit!”
“What happened?” Clay asked. 
“It got a little off, and I’m a little out of practice. Anyway, I just ruined this round.” Kirk retrieved his multi-tool and used the pliers to pull the bullet out of the ruined casing. He poured the powder from the ruined case into one of the new cases. The next two bullets turned out fine. 
“So, why go through all of the trouble?” Sherry asked. 
“Because it’ll probably be a long time before I come across some more of this particular ammo. I’ve got to stretch this out as long as I can.” 
“What do these others do?” Jimmy asked, pointing to the other three die in the bundle. 
“They do the same thing, except for the forty caliber pistol I have here.” Kirk said as he packed up his reloading supplies. 
“Man, what all have you got in that pack?” Leesha asked. 
“The reloading stuff. Some basic camping stuff, like the hatchet, the entrenching tool, a couple boxes of matches, a compass, a cooking tin, utensils, lengths of rope, a poncho, sleeping bag, change of clothes, a dozen or so MRE’s, the dried meat, a basic fishing kit, and some other odds and ends. I’ve also got about seventy-five rounds for the rifle there, and a couple of boxes of buckshot and birdshot for the shotgun tied onto my pack.” 
“Man, that’s gotta be heavy.” Clay said. 
“Yeah, give it a tug.” Kirk invited. 
Clay reached down and pulled up the pack. “Damn, man.” 
“Yeah, I guess it’s around sixty to seventy pounds, and worth every ounce.” 
“Are you one of those crazy survivalist people?” Tara asked. 
“You mean those guys that live up in the mountains of Idaho or Montana and prepare for the end of the world? No, I’m not one of them. Although, given all that’s gone down in the last couple of months, maybe we need to rethink the term ‘crazy’ for those folks and apply something a little more flattering… prophetic, maybe?” 
“So, if you have MRE’s, why are we eating rabbit and clover?” Leesha asked. 
“I just like to save those easy meals for hard times. They’ll keep better than anything I can do out here and are good to have on hand for rainy days when it’s hard to get a fire going. While the weather is good and we have it, we’re better off eating off the land.”
“How’s the stew doing?” Kirk asked Scott. 
“It’s boiling pretty good.” 
“Good.” Kirk said. “Let’s see if we can add a little flavor.” Kirk produced a small bottle of tabasco sauce and a tiny packet of salt and pepper. “I had these left over from one of the MRE’s I had the other day. Should be a good use for them now.” He emptied the contents into the stew. “About ten minutes of boiling and it should be ready. I know this seems like a dumbass question, but you guys have something to eat with?” 
“Yes.” Scott answered. “We found some bowls and silverware where we got the pot.” 
“Good.” Kirk said. The conversation died as everyone waited for the stew to be done. The aroma was already beginning to permeate the campsite and teasing appetites. 
Once the stew was ready, they all took a portion. It wasn’t Kirk’s tastiest creation, but it was nourishing and filling. “Do you think the wood is going to last long enough for us to boil some water?” Scott asked. 
“I doubt it.” Kirk said. “Why do you want to boil some water?” 
“We need to sterilize some drinking water for tomorrow. We’ve…had some issues with that.” Scott admitted. 
“Yeah, a couple days of regular meals and clean water should help your problem. But, you don’t have to boil water. Just use some of these.” Kirk said as he tossed Scott the small bottle of pills. 
“What’s this?” 
“Iodine pills. Put’em in the water, shake it a little, give it fifteen minutes to work, and it’ll make the water safe to drink.” 
“You sure?” Scott asked. 
“Yeah. They’ll work.” Kirk said. 
“I wasn’t talking about them working.” Scott said. “This seems like a pretty valuable thing to just give us. You sure we can have them?”
“Of course. I’ve got a couple more bottles in my pack.” 
“Of course he does.” Leesha said. 
Kirk just smiled. “Speaking of your troubles and vitamins and all, I’ve also got some multivitamins in the pack. You guys could probably use one a day for the next few days till you recover from your issues from the water.” 
Suddenly, Tara, who was flipping through the edible plant book, looked up and asked. “So, Kirk, where are you from?” 
 “Florida. How about you folks?”
The group talked into the night. Kirk gave short answers with vague facts about his life while he coaxed out their story of escape from the Chicago compound to Seneca, and from there to the encounter on the road. He even got them to open up about how Jan had died holding off the group of thugs while Clay and Leesha escaped. As the conversation began to focus more on Kirk, he stood and said, “Well, folks, it’s getting late. We need our rest for tomorrow’s hike. If it’s all right with you, I’d still like to put as much distance as we can between us and whatever’s left of the gang we encountered today. Do you guys do guard shifts?” 
“No. we haven’t been.” Sherry answered. “Should we?” 
“I’d suggest it.” 
“What would we have to do?” Leesha asked. 
“Just stay awake and make sure no one comes after us in the night.” 
“Do you really think they would?” Scott asked. 
“I honestly doubt it, but I’d rather be safe than sorry, wouldn’t you?” Kirk said. 
“I suppose. You thinking three-hour shifts?” 
“That’d be about right.” Kirk said.
“I’ll go first.” Clay volunteered. Scott volunteered to take second. 
“Guess I’ll go third.” Kirk said as he went to his pack and retrieved his poncho and some five-fifty cord. “One more thing, Clay.” The tall black man looked up at him, the dying light of the coals reflecting in his eye that wasn’t swollen shut. “Did I see a bb gun tied to your pack?” 
“Yeah. What about it?” 
“I was wondering if I could borrow it tomorrow.” 
“Sure, but why?” Clay asked. 
“Man, those things are great. You can kill just about any kind of small game with them: birds, rabbits, squirrels. They’re quiet and don’t draw any unwanted attention. Best of all, they don’t use bullets. You don’t need any gunpowder. Just bb’s. How many bb’s do you have for it?” Kirk asked. 
“A couple hundred or so.” Clay said. 
“Awesome. Anyway, just leave it by me when you trade off shifts. I may see what I can get us for breakfast tomorrow since I’ll be taking last watch.” 
Kirk took his poncho and walked over to a group of bushes several yards away from the camp. He looked up at the clear sky. It didn’t feel like it would rain, but it was better to be careful rather than wet. It wasn’t cold enough to warrant unpacking the sleeping bag. He would just sleep in his clothes. He used the rope to tie the poncho to some of the branches, making a makeshift tent. He gathered some of the softer pine nettles and leaves and shoved them under the poncho to fashion a bed. The others in the group made their own arrangements across the camp from him. They just had some blankets and a pillow or two. Kirk felt bad for them. 
He couldn’t blame them for keeping their distance. He was, after all, keeping his own distance in a way. The thought occurred to him that maybe he shouldn’t be so trusting of them either. They had guns and were short on supplies. They could kill him in his sleep and take all of his stuff. He hoped that what little knowledge he had given out today made them think he was more valuable alive. That should be enough to get him to the point where they built up enough trust not to have to worry about each other. Besides, they seem like good people, just a little down on their luck in the shitstorm the world has turned into. He thought to himself. 
He could hear Scott and Tara talking as they lay down to sleep. He couldn’t make out the conversation until he heard Tara say in a whisper, which carried the force of a yell. “I just don’t trust that man.” Kirk listened to their sounds for a little while longer until he fell asleep. 
 
Once everyone was squared away for the night, Scott lay down beside his wife. “What a crazy day.” He said to her in a hushed tone. 
“Yes. Very.” She said. 
“You still a little pissed?” Scott asked. 
“Yes. You shouldn’t have just invited him into our group without us having talked it over. What do we know about him? He doesn’t talk very much.” 
“What do you mean he doesn’t talk very much?” Scott asked. “He’s pretty much done nothing but talk about the assload of supplies in his pack and being prepared and how to catch rabbits and reload bullets. Granted he’s taught us all something useful today, but he really seems to like teaching Jimmy.” 
“That’s not what I mean. He’s talked about all of that stuff, but when it comes to him, personally, he hasn’t really said anything besides he’s from Florida and he’s travelling. Doesn’t that strike you as odd?” 
“A little, but honestly, what was I supposed to do back on the road? He had just saved us, all of us, from what would have probably ended up as you girls being raped and us guys getting killed. I really didn’t know whether or not to hug him, shoot him, or just run away. I figured that he’d just saved us. If he meant us harm, he could have just let those men kill us.” 
“Yeah. But I just don’t trust that man!” She said a little loudly. 
“Keep it down. He’s not that far away, and I’m sure he’s not deaf.” He sighed. “So, what do you want me to do? Just up and ask him to leave us tomorrow?” 
“You could.” 
“You know, I get the feeling from him, that if we did that, he would actually just leave.” 
“He might, or he might decide to kill us and take all of our stuff.” 
Scott tried to suppress a chuckle. “What’s so damn funny?” Tara asked. 
“Sweetheart, we haven’t got anything he wants. He’s so far beyond us in this survival stuff that we can’t even being to catch up. He’s got better gear and better skills. I doubt he means us any harm.” 
“But you don’t know that.” Tara said. 
“I don’t. It’s just the feeling I get from him.” 
Tara looked up at the stars peeking through leaves above and thought in silence for a minute. She turned back to Scott. “I think there is one thing that we do have that he wants.”
“Yeah, what’s that?” Scott said with a frown. 
“Have you picked up on the way he looks at Lucy? I know it’s a scary, sick thing to propose, but you saw how the men on the road were today. What if that’s his thing? What if he likes little girls? To be the way he is about his past and to know all of this crazy survivalist shit, maybe he’s just trying to get close to her.” She shook her head. “Maybe I’m just being paranoid about it.” 
“You’re not being paranoid about it.” Scott said. “Me and Clay both picked up on it. I don’t like it any more than you do, but then again, all he has done is look at her. That’s why Clay volunteered to take the first watch. We had already discussed taking watches tonight while he was out getting wood with Jimmy. In fact, Sherry is going to be awake while Kirk has his third shift. 
“At this point, I don’t really know what to do besides watch him. I don’t feel right trying to do something to him in his sleep, not after the way he saved us today. If we all stay together then he shouldn’t get a chance to do anything to Lucy without one of us being there to raise hell and get the others. I think we’ll just watch him for a while until we get to know him better. Then we can either ask him to leave or try something when he’s asleep.” 
“I guess.” Tara agreed. 
“Anyway, hun, I love you, but I need to catch a nap before I relieve Clay in a few hours.” 
 
Kirk walked back up to the camp shortly after sunrise. He had walked about during his guard shift, using Clay’s bb gun to take a pair of doves that he found sitting in one of the trees around the camp. He had also gathered some more clover and a few wild onions. It should be a descent breakfast. Most everyone had woken up and was stirring out of bed as he reached the camp. Clay and Scott made unhappy sounds as they stirred, both of them feeling the full effects of the ass kicking they had received on the road yesterday. Kirk expected that Jimmy would be sore as well. He looked around and didn’t see the young man. 
“Mr. Chandler! Come check it out!” Jimmy said as he came jogging back up to the camp. Apparently youth had compensated for the soreness the young man should have felt. He still looked a little rough, a black eye, swollen nose, and a scab over his busted lip. 
“What is it, Jimmy?” Tara asked.  
“We got one! We got a squirrel!” The boy said. Kirk smiled. 
Kirk and Jimmy retrieved the dead squirrel. Kirk sent Jimmy to gather up the rest of the snares. “Sherry, would you and Lucy get us some more water while me and Jimmy get the squirrel ready?” The ladies grabbed the pot and started off toward the stream. “Scott, can you start a fire?” Scott gave Kirk a disapproving look but moved to start the fire. Kirk couldn’t tell if they resented him because he was there or because he gave them tasks. He didn’t mean to be bossy. He was only trying to get everyone involved. 
“All right, Jimmy, this is how you skin a squirrel.” He took the squirrel’s back legs and had Jimmy hold them apart. “First, you want to cut a circle around its legs. Then we make a cut down each leg till they meet in the middle like a V. Got it?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“All right, we peel the skin back a little bit from the legs and over its butt. Now we cut through the tail, grab the tail and the lose skin from the legs and pull.” The hide turned inside out as Kirk pulled the lose bit from the ass of the animal over its head, leaving only the front feet and the head attached to the hide. Kirk took his knife and cut off the head and the front feet. “You can do almost any animal like this. Even on the large animals like deer and cows and stuff. You may have to make a cut down their belly and lay them over one their side to pull the skin off. Do one side, roll them over and do the other; but you can get it. The principle’s the same. Got it?” 
“I think so.” 
                “Now, let’s take out the guts.” Kirk said as he used his knife to open up the squirrel’s abdomen. He pulled out the intestines. “If we had to and were going to stay here a little while, we could clean them out and make a cord out of them.”
                “Why would you want to make a cord out of the guts?” Lucy asked. She showed more interest than Kirk would have assumed. 
“Because you can never have enough cordage. Besides, if you cleaned it up and sterilized it, you can use it for making stitches and stuff.” That lit up her face and brought a sparkle to her eyes. 
Kirk removed the rest of the innards into his hand. “Can you identify all of these?” 
Lucy pointed at each one as she named them. “That’s the heart, the lungs, the liver, and I’m not sure what that is.” 
“That’s the uterus. This was a girl squirrel. What we’re looking for here is any sort of disease, any spots or dark colors, or worms in the heart, liver, or lungs.” 
“They don’t look like they have anything wrong with them.” Jimmy said. 
“Why would we care if the squirrel had anything wrong with its organs?” Lucy asked. 
“To make sure that they’re ok to eat.” Kirk said as he pulled out the healthy looking organs and tossed them into the pot. Lucy made a face, and Kirk smiled at her. 
“Lucy, come help me gather up our blankets.” Sherry called out. Kirk watched her turn and go help her mother. He noticed Tara looking at him with pursed lips. Leesha’s face wasn’t much friendlier. Under their disapproving gazes, Kirk did something that he hadn’t done in years. He felt his face grow warm as he blushed. 
He cut the squirrel into quarters and dropped them into the pot. “Let’s clean these doves.” He said to Jimmy. He ran his right thumb into the dove’s neck, underneath the breast, and grabbed its back with his left hand, his fingers touching underneath the bird. He used the leverage to pop out the bird’s breast. It came free of the bird, taking the wings with it. He clipped these off with the knife, wiped off a few stray feathers still stuck on the bare breast, split the breast in two with his knife, and dropped it into the pot. He handed the second bird to Jimmy. The young man struggled with tearing the breast out, but managed after a couple of tries. He smiled at Kirk as he dropped the split breast into the pot.  
Scott had the fire going, using the last bit of the wood they had gathered yesterday. “You making another stew?” Clay asked Kirk. 
“Yep. When you need to get the most nutrients out of something, a stew is usually the best way. You get the water and everything that gets absorbed into it.” Clay nodded as Kirk cut up the wild onions he had found, mixed them with the clover, and dropped the greens into the pot. 
When the stew was ready, the group filled their bowls. Kirk noticed that Tara hung back from the rest. She got something out of her pack and turned away from the group. Seconds later, she put something back into her pack. Kirk couldn’t make out what it was, but it looked almost like a needle. 
As they ate breakfast, the group planned their hike for the day. They would head east of town and cut south for as far as they could get. Scott hoped to cover twenty miles, but Kirk convinced him that it would be better and more realistic to shoot for ten. They found a small creek on Kirk’s road atlas that should make a good place to camp. Kirk instructed them on plants to look out for along the way. He got his edible plant book back from Tara and showed the group some diagrams of some edible plants like thistle, clover, wild onions, and dandelions that they should look for on the way. 
By midmorning, the group departed. Kirk felt how they watched him. Only Jimmy and Lucy didn’t watch him like a hawk. He smiled sadly to himself and kept walking. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 20
 
On the third afternoon since receiving the garbled CB broadcast, Will and his family came to a fork in the road where Tennessee Highway 53 and Highway 52 met. They had kept to the woods and travelled cross county until the hills and low mountains forced them to the roads late yesterday. Thankfully, they had not encountered any other groups. The few houses and farms they passed appeared uninhabited. Will doubted that they were, but he didn’t want to risk a confrontation. 
Will looked at the crossroads. Can’t exactly turn back now.  He thought to himself. The north fork would take them to Celina, where he thought the broadcast had originated. He hoped this went well. They were low on supplies. Their remaining ATV had run out of gas soon after they had taken to the roads. They lived off of what they carried on their backs. 
Will led the group up the hill to the north, staying to the right side of the three-lane road just in case they needed to take cover in the ditch. When they reached to top of the hill, they encountered the wall. The road here had been excavated into the small mountain, leaving a sheer rock face on either side of the road. Someone had piled cars on top of each other, creating a wall that stretched across the road from rock face to rock face. All except for a single heavy-duty truck parked parallel to the road. Will assumed the truck was the gate. Repurposed hunting stands stood just behind the wall, their shooting platforms high enough above the wall to give the four men inhabiting them a good vantage. All four men trained their guns on the group. 
The group followed Will’s lead, slinging their weapons and holding up their hands as they approached the wall. When they were within fifty yards of the wall, one of the men from the watchtowers called down. “Stop right there!” 
“What do you people want?” Another armed man said as he and a friend climbed on top of the heavy-duty center truck. 
“We heard your CB broadcast and thought this might be a place that would offer refuge to folks with nowhere left to go.” Will shouted back. 
“We’ll see.” The man called back. “We’re not taking in just anyone. We have a process. I’m going to explain it to you now. You ready?” The man took out a small notebook. 
“Yes, sir.” Will called back. 
“First, we are going to ask you some questions. You will answer. If we do not like your answers, you will turn and walk away. If you do not leave or try to get through the barrier, you will be shot. 
“If we do like your answers, then you will drop your weapons and supplies and step away from them. We will collect your gear and escort you to a quarantine facility. Once you have passed the three-day quarantine, you will be questioned again. If at any time you do not wish to enter the town or want to leave, we will escort you back outside the city barriers and return your stuff to you. Is this acceptable?” 
Will had expected a lot of things coming to Celina. Such a formal, structured process was not one of them. “I’ll need a few minutes to talk this over with my group. Is that ok?” 
“Of course. You have five minutes.” The man on the truck shouted back. 
“What do you guys think?” Will said as he turned back to his family. 
“I don’t know.” Barry said. 
“I don’t like the idea of giving up our weapons.” Joey said. 
“I agree.” George said. 
The women were quiet. “What do you think, mom?” Will asked. 
“I’m just wondering about this three-day quarantine. How are we supposed to eat?” Betty said. 
“Good point.” Will replied. “What about you, hun?” 
“I think the quarantine is a wonderful idea.” Jenny said. 
“You do?” Joey asked. 
“Yes. They’re being very smart about how they let people in. If they’re as bad off for medical supplies as everywhere else we’ve come across, then you can’t just let someone carrying something infectious into the town. Something as simple as the flu could wipe out a bunch of people. Heaven forbid someone gets in with something like tuberculosis or worse. This place has a good doctor or doctors that are at least doing something to combat epidemics. I’m willing to bet that the last part of the quarantine will be an examination by a medical professional.” Jenny said. 
“I’ve been sick. Do you think they’ll keep me out?” Chuck asked. 
“You seem to be recovered, dad. As long as you’re not showing any symptoms, you shouldn’t be contagious. They should let you in.” 
“What about you, Will? What’s your take on this?” Pam asked. 
“I think we should go for it.” Will said. “Whoever’s running this place has managed to keep at least those guys fed. They’ve also managed to not get overrun, although I don’t know if they’ve had to fight off any intruders; but the defenses look pretty strong. I like the fact that they’re looking for multiple threats to the community. If we’re going to try to find a place to live, I think this is as good as we may come across.” 
“What if they just take our stuff and kill us while we’re in the quarantine?” Joey asked. 
“I don’t think they will.” Will said. 
“Why not?” Barry pressed. 
“That guy’s reading off a checklist. Either that or he’s just very interested in the little notebook he has. I think that whoever is in charge here has set up a pretty good organization. Not the kind of thing that you would expect from someone who just wants to take all of your stuff.” Will said. 
“But what if they do?” Joey said. 
“Listen, I can’t promise you that they won’t. I just don’t believe that they will. But if we are going to find a home, we’re going to have to trust someone.” Will said.
“Well,” George said, “let the man know.” 
Will turned back toward the man on the truck. “If you take all of our stuff, what will we eat while we are in quarantine?” 
 “You will be provided with normal rations for your time in quarantine… So, you in?”
“What questions do you have for us?” Will asked. 
“Are you travelling as a group or are you individuals?”
“We’re a family.” Will answered back. 
“Line up and introduce yourselves. Please list your occupation or any skills that you have that might benefit the town.” 
“What sort of skills?” Will asked. 
“Just answer the questions.” The man replied. 
Will stepped forward. “I’m Will Baker. I am a small engine mechanic. I also served as a Marine.” He pointed to Jenny. “This is my wife, Jenny. She’s a trained nurse. This is her brother Joey Williamson, he’s a supply manager for Wal-Mart and a former Army soldier…” 
Will continued with the rest of the family. When he finished, the man on the truck turned and said something to the man beside him. They talked for several seconds before Will interrupted them. “Do we get in?”
The man looked up. “Why do you want to join our town, Mr. Baker?”
“We had our own secluded cabin in southern Tennessee until it was overrun by a band of thieves and raiders. We had to abandon it. We took up residence in an abandoned house we came across until we were chased off from there as well. We want to enter your town to become part of a community. We want to work and contribute to the security of your community.” 
The man on the truck fell silent for a few seconds. “Please walk over to the left side of the road and deposit all of your weapons and gear. Once you are done, go back to the other side of the road.” 
Will and the family did as the man asked. Men climbed down and removed the cinder blocks under the truck’s tires. The truck rolled back, opening a passage in the car wall. Three men came out of the opening. Two kept their weapons at the ready as they approached Will and his family. The other pulled a small cart and collected their gear. The man they had been speaking with appeared in the opening. “These men are going to be your escort to the quarantine facility. Do not get close to them or try to touch them in any way. If you do, you will be shot.” 
Will and the family walked through the opening where two more armed men joined the escort team. Will looked around to see several other men behind the wall. The escorts led them away from the wall and into a small metal building on the edge of town. The family walked in, and the escorts locked the door behind them. Will looked at their new surroundings. Six cots, bedding materials, and a metallic picnic table furnished the room. A couple of buckets labeled dry and liquid waste sat under a pair of makeshift toilets. Will hoped this wasn’t a huge mistake. This would be the end of their family or the greatest gift they could have received.  
 
The woman who opened the quarantine door three days later wore a medical uniform, a surgical mask, and gloves. Two armed men followed behind her. They also wore masks and carried their weapons in gloved hands. The woman spoke. “Good morning. I’m Dr. Moore. I’m here to examine you. Please follow my directions and do not make any sudden moves. My escorts will deal with any aggressive behavior. Do you understand?” 
The woman began her exams. She listened to their breathing, to their heartbeats, and used a mercury thermometer to take everyone’s temperature. She took blood pressure readings and looked in their mouths, ears, and noses. When finished, she removed her mask and turned to her guards. “They’re not carrying anything dangerous as far as I can tell. They’re good to go.” She turned back to the family and smiled. “Welcome to Celina.” 
The guards removed their masks as well. The one on the right addressed the group. “The Sheriff would like to see you. Please follow me.” 
Will balked. “When do we get our gear back?” 
“After you meet with the Sheriff.” The man said. “Please follow me.”
The family followed the guards into town for about a mile. Will saw a lot of activity in the town. A couple of tractors worked in the open areas around the town, while men used tillers to plow smaller areas. The group stopped in front of the sheriff’s office. The guards led them into the single-story building, down a short hallway, and into an office toward the back. A tall, skinny, white-haired man with thin, wire-rimmed glasses stood up from behind the desk. A three fifty-seven Smith and Wesson revolver sat holstered on the man’s hip. “Good morning folks. I’m Sheriff Terrance White.” 
Will stepped to the front and introduced the group. He noticed the shadowbox hanging on the wall. It contained military memorabilia. “Were you in the Army, Sheriff?” 
“Yes.” The Sheriff White. “I moved back here in eighty-eight when I retired from the Army as a Lieutenant Colonel. I ran for sheriff the next year and won. Been doin this job for twenty-six years now.” 
Will did the math. He guessed the Sheriff would be close to seventy years old. “Well, sir, why did you want to see us?” 
“Right to the point. I like that. I don’t usually meet with newcomers right away, but given your group’s skills, particularly the military and nursing experience, I wanted to welcome you personally. Being a small town in rural Tennessee, we don’t have a whole lot of ex-military guys living here. Oh, don’t get me wrong. Our little town is very patriotic and sends several young men and women a year off to the forces. Not many of them ever make it back. They get out into the big wide world, get some training or some college, and end up settling down somewhere else. I’ve only got a handful of ex-military guys living here right now.” The Sheriff looked up at Jenny. “And you can never have too many medically trained people in times like these. I just want to sit down with you folks and personally discuss how you might best fit into the community.” 
“Why the emphasis on the military experience?” Joey asked.
“Like you folks told the guys who interviewed you while you were in quarantine, the world’s become a dangerous place. We’ve been lucky so far. We didn’t get a huge wave of people looking to get out of the cities. The town population has just about doubled since everything went south, but it came in smaller groups that we could handle. We’ve got close to twenty-five hundred souls calling Celina home now. After the first big wave of about three hundred folks, we set up the protocols that you went through. Since then, we’ve just been letting in people with skills that the town could use. We’ve been fortunate that we haven’t had to turn away too many people. However, I don’t expect that’ll be the case forever. Folks around these parts are good people, but they’re not soldiers. While most of them have guns, they’re hunters and fishers and farmers rather than trained soldiers.” 
“The guys at the gate seemed to be pretty disciplined.” Will said.  
“They are. Being sheriff, I got to know just about everyone in town. When all of this went bad, I gathered up the folks that I knew had some military experience and deputized them. I had half of them keeping order with my trained deputies and the other half working as cadre to teach the rest of the folks.”
“It seems like you have a pretty good system.” Will said. “What do you need from us?” 
“While my folks have pretty good discipline for regular folks in irregular times, the more men I can get with the type of training you’ve had, the better.” 
“I see.” Will said. He looked up to the wall behind the sheriff. A large map of Celina hung on the wall. Will saw the chokepoints and defensive positions had been highlighted in red. Green plots that he assumed to be farms filled in the open areas. Some buildings had been colored blue. 
“You like the map, son?” The sheriff asked. 
“Yeah, it looks like you have everything drawn out pretty well.” Will said. 
“Thank you.” Sheriff White said as he turned to point out some of the highlights on the map. “As you can see, we’ve got barricades set up on all three of the roads into town. The mountains and the river create a natural barrier for the rest. We’ve got enough open land inside the perimeter to farm enough food to live off of and some pasture land too. We’ve even got some set aside for cotton and other utilitarian crops, just in case this thing drags out for more than a year.” 
“We noticed some of the tractors working the fields as we walked into town.” Barry said. “How do you still have fuel? How have you got all of this set up with no supplies coming in? The other towns we’ve seen or heard of have been a hot mess.” 
“It’s all in the planning, Mr. Johnson. Like I said, I’ve been the sheriff for a long time. For the most part, it’s a pretty quiet job. We have our drunks, car wrecks, and the occasional meth bust; but no real major crime or catastrophes.  
“The responsibilities of sheriff never really hit me until Katrina. I saw the cluster fu…” He coughed. “Excuse me ladies. Sometimes I get carried away. I mean, when I saw the mess that the feds made out of that place and how the local government sat there with their thumbs up their butts, I realized that if something happened to Celina, it would be on my head.”
“But what would go wrong here?” George asked. “It’s not like you’re in an earthquake zone or on the coast.” 
“Well, after 9/11, some folks from the Tennessee Valley Authority came in and did a risk assessment for possible targets. One of the things they identified was the dam to the east of town. They thought it might be a target for terrorists. I didn’t think it would be, so I didn’t take their recommendation too seriously, until Katrina. What if we got some bad flooding or a tornado? Anyway, I started organizing with the local churches and some of the farmers. We began making plans for emergency fuel and food in case we had to fend for ourselves for a while. The sheriff’s department ordered as many extra weapons as we could, but our budget was pretty small. Since I was getting my retirement from the military, owned my house, and was getting paid for being sheriff, I had more than enough money to live on. I began paying for some stuff myself, and man, did the wife give me hell for that.” He shook his head with a smile. “I bought all of the reloading supplies that we’re using now. We’ve got enough twelve gauge, two twenty-three, and forty caliber rounds to wage a small war.” 
“But why do all of this?” Pam said. “There’s no way you could have known something like this was going to happen.” 
“I didn’t, but I also didn’t believe in doing a half-assed job of it either, once I set my mind on it. You see, I’m a little bit obsessive compulsive, at least that’s what my wife and kids call it. I even went so far as to get one of my old Army buddies to come out and visit for a couple of weeks. He did a tour being the disaster and recovery planner at Ft. Benning before he retired. He came out. We did a little hunting, a little fishing, and came up with a pretty good plan for the area.”
“So, where would you like us to fit in?” Will asked.
“Have either of you got any experience with urban combat?” 
Joey shook his head, but Will nodded. He looked uncomfortable. “Sore topic, son?” The sheriff asked. Will shook his head. “Good. I really need someone to help train my folks on urban combat engagements. You see, I drove tanks for a living. Back then, we were pretty focused on open terrain, fighting off the commies. Things have changed. I ain’t got any tanks. We’ve got a pretty good barrier set around town, but our biggest weakness is if it gets breached. I’ve set up some fallback positions, but I’d really like to get someone who has seen street-to-street and door-to-door tactics. Do you think you could help me out, Mr. Baker?” Will nodded. 
“Good.” The sheriff said. “Now, for the rest of you. Mrs. Baker, you’ll obviously be headed the hospital. I could use a man with supply experience, Mr. Williamson.” He said nodding toward Joey. “The rest of you can check in with Mr. Crawley. He’s my head deputy. He’ll arrange a place for you to stay. I think we still have some bunks left or there may be some room at one of the churches. They’ve opened their doors to provide shelter for newcomers like yourselves. Crawley will also explain the two-week trial period and the food chips.” 
George interrupted him. “What do you mean two-week trial period?” 
“Just that, son. You’ll be closely supervised for your first two weeks here. You see, this whole mess has effectively sent us back to the frontier days. Like Captain Smith said when he established Jamestown, ‘he that will not work shall not eat.’ If your group doesn’t pull its weight, you may be asked to leave. I don’t think that’ll be a problem. You seem like good folks. If what you said in your interviews was true, then you’ll be just fine.” 
“What about the food chips?” Betty asked. 
“We ration food. It’s served twice a day at the churches. Since money’s no good anymore, we use food chips. Your supervisor will distribute the next day’s chips at the end of the day. You take the chips to the churches and hand them in for a ration of food. Crawley will explain the details of the system to you. After all, he did come up with it, and it’s been working pretty good. You can even use the chips like money at the market, if you need to. Just don’t try to cheat the system. We had to exile several newcomers because they tried to store up food by making counterfeit chips.” 
“What about food we already have?” Will asked. 
“Well, you can keep it, trade it, or donate it to the communal pot in exchange for extra chips.” 
“Where would we trade food?” Pam asked. 
“We have a market every Saturday outside the courthouse. It’s really more of a switch-and-swap setup than a traditional market, but you can meet people there that need something or have something to trade for work or another item.” A knock at the door interrupted the sheriff. A short, black man stood at the doorway. He looked to have been portly once but had shed a good deal of weight. The skin under his chin that once made multiples, now hung loose and empty. His blue jacket with the TVA logo over the left breast pocket hung too loose on him. He held a three-ring binder overflowing with papers. 
“If you’ll excuse me, I have another important meeting to get to with Mr. Porter here.” The sheriff said as he turned to go. “But one last thing, and Crawley will fill you in on this, everyone, no matter their job, is expected to train in town defense every other weekend. I know you folks will have more questions, but Crawley will answer them. It was good to meet you.” 
“You too, Sheriff.” Will said. 
 
After they had spent close to an hour getting work assignments, a brief on the food chip system, and schedules for town defense training from Deputy Crawley and several of his underlings, the family picked up their equipment and found their way to their new quarters at the First Baptist Church. 
Will looked around the old Sunday school room in the annex of the church. Hanging curtains divided it into four sections, each containing four cots. Deputy Crawley had been nice enough to accommodate them all together, giving them two of the four bays in the room. A metal barrel in the hallway provided drinking water for their new home. Their guide explained that they would need to work out the schedule with Brother Bob, the head of this church, to gather water from the water treatment building and refill the barrel. Two portable outhouses sat twenty yards from the rear entrance of the church annex, each one labeled as solid and liquid waste. 
“Why are they separating the waste?” Joey asked their guide. 
“The sheriff has the former high school chemistry teacher and a chemical engineer that we let in a while back making fertilizer out of it. Apparently it’s not good to just use crap as a fertilizer until it breaks down and compost or something. But they’re treating the urine somehow and say it’s good to go right now. You’ll see a crew of guys come by and collect all of the waste every other day. 
“Well folks, I gotta get back to guard duty. I’ll come by in the morning to show you everything else you need to know. I know you guys have to be tired from your trip and quarantine.  Why don’t you get settled in and rest up a bit. See you in the morning.” He gave them each two food chips before leaving.
The family unpacked their belongings. George looked over and saw Will smiling. “Why so happy, bro?” 
“It would seem that the sheriff has thought of just about everything. He’s arranged for housing, started farming, and recycling waste for fertilizer. Plus, he’s got a lot of weapons and the defenses seem pretty good. Don’t you see, George? We’ve found our group. This is probably about as safe as we can get.”
Joey frowned. “Yeah, I agree with all of that.”
“Then why the frown?” Jenny asked. 
“It’s just that this place is making preparations for a long time. Kinda makes me wonder if the sheriff knows something that we don’t about how permanent all of this will be. I don’t think you do things like set up a place to process piss into fertilizer if you plan on everything going back to normal soon.”
 
 
 



 
Chapter 21
   
The weather had held and Kirk’s new group had made good time over the last three days, travelling a little over fifty miles. The land had been flat and easy to traverse. Nothing interesting had happened until yesterday, when they encountered another group. Kirk had been in the lead and spotted the strangers as his group cut across a field. A group of twenty or so strangers had been travelling west on an old county road. Kirk stopped his group and had them lie low in the overgrown weeds. He watched the strangers pass by through the scope on his rifle. They never noticed Kirk and his group hiding in the field some five hundred yards away. The strangers were a sad group. Only three of them carried weapons, and they didn’t seem to have very many supplies. They looked ragged and hungry. Kirk wished them well as they passed down the road, but he felt in his gut that most of them would probably die soon. 
The next day, Kirk chose a spot by a creek to camp. He sat his pack next to an old oak tree. Down the hill from him, a creek about forty feet wide meandered through the small section of forest. He pulled out his road atlas and examined it. He traced the route they had followed. After studying the map for a little while, Kirk decided that they were along the northern part of the creek that fed into the lake just to the west of what the map called Walnut Point State Park. He looked around at their surroundings as the last of the group made their way up to him and started to unload their packs. He liked what he saw. The creek was big enough that it should hold some fish. Edible vegetation grew all around. Squirrels ran along the treetops, playing and jumping from limb to limb. He even saw a fresh pile of rabbit shit a few feet away and deer tracks down by the creek bank. 
“This looks like a good spot to set up camp. What do you think, Scott?” Kirk asked. 
“As good as any we’ve come across.” The old man agreed. 
“Jimmy, would you and Lucy gather some firewood for tonight, please?” Kirk said. The two teenagers grumbled a bit but were soon off hunting for suitable wood. “Scott and Clay, I want to show you guys something.” He motioned the two men over. He pointed out the animal signs that he had seen. “Scott, you’re the leader of this little group, right?” The family looked to Kirk more and more as they got to know him a little better and he taught them more about how to fend for themselves, but he thought it wise to placate Scott every now and again to head off any resentment that might be build up.  
“I suppose.” 
“Well, I was just thinking that we might want to stay here for a couple of days. Our meat is getting pretty thin. I think we could replenish a good bit of it here. Plus, I don’t think a couple days of rest would hurt anyone. What do you think?” Kirk asked. 
“But won’t that slow us down?” Clay asked. “I mean the sooner we get where we’re going the better, right?” 
“Festina lente, my friend.” Kirk said. 
“What?” Clay asked. 
“It’s Latin for ‘hurry slowly.’ It was a favorite saying of the Roman legions, and Augustus, I believe. It sounds funny but makes a good bit of sense when you think about it. The premise being that you’ll make better time in the end by taking the time to move deliberately and being well prepared. I think that if we take a couple of days to build up our supplies, we can move quicker for about the next week, if we’re lucky. We won’t have to worry about finding food as much and can travel until it’s almost full dark, rather than stopping a few hours beforehand to find a good spot.” 
Scott frowned as he thought over the option. “It sounds like a good idea to me.”  
“Good.” Kirk said as the group began making preparations for the camp. 
Minutes later, Jimmy and Lucy brought back several good limbs for the fire. Kirk gave Scott the hatchet and his combat knife to begin breaking down the branches into firewood. He walked over to his pack and pulled out about thirty feet of five-fifty cord and his emergency fishing kit. He looked over to where Lucy, Jimmy, and Sherry were talking with Leesha. “Any of you guys ever make a trot line before?” The group shook their heads. 
“What’s a trot line?” Lucy asked. 
“Come on over here, and I’ll show you.” Kirk said as he cut a two and a half foot piece from the end of the cord. He pulled out the seven inner cords. “Can you hand me that rock there, Jimmy?” Jimmy handed him the softball-sized rock. Kirk tied one end of the long piece of cord around the rock, looping so that it met at ninety degree angles around the rock. He did it again, offset at a forty-five degree angle to the first loop so that the rock couldn’t come out of the rope. He took out seven hooks from his emergency fishing kit and tied them onto the seven smaller pieces of inner cord. Once Kirk had the hooks secured to the seven strings, he tied the seven stings to the cord that he had fastened around the rock. He left about three feet between each string and explained. “The idea here is that we’ll bait the hooks and throw the rock as close as we can to the other side of the creek. We’ll tie off this end to something on the bank here. The hooks will hang down in the water. If we’re lucky, some fish will swim by and take the bait. When we pull the line back in, they’ll be there for us, ready to clean and eat.” 
“So the trot line fishes for us?” Sherry asked. 
“That’s the idea.” Kirk said. “We can take care of other business and come back and check this every couple of hours.” 
“What are we going to use for bait?” Leesha asked. 
Kirk rummaged around in one of his pockets and produced a small bundle. He unwrapped it, and Leesha gagged. “What is that and why does it smell so bad?” 
“It’s the organs from the quail we killed last night. I hoped we’d make it to the stream today, so I held on to them to use as bait. They’ve been hot in my pocket all day. That’s why they smell a little less than fresh. It’s actually a good thing.” Kirk said. 
“A good thing for what?” Sherry asked. “Making sure we don’t get too close to you?” 
Kirk laughed. “For one of the most prevalent fish in North America, the catfish. They love smelly crap. Usually, the smellier the better. It’s perfect for the trot line. While you can trot line for just about any fish, I’ve found that catfish is usually the best.” Kirk cut up the quail innards and baited the hooks. He asked Jimmy to bring him a stick and a rock. Kirk grabbed the rock tied to the cord and threw it into the creek. He took the stick and rock that Jimmy brought him and used the rock to pound the stick into the creek bank. He tied the free end of the trot line around the stick. “There. We’ll let that sit until dark and check it. If we have anything, we’ll take it off and bait the hooks again and let it sit out all night. In the meantime, you ladies feel like doing a little fishing?”
“I thought we just did.” Leesha said as Clay walked over to join the group. 
“No, I’m talking about real fishing.” Kirk said. “Let’s go get you some poles.” 
Kirk led the group down the creek bank for a little piece until they came to some saplings about six feet tall. He selected three of them and pulled out his multi-tool. He pulled out the knife, bent the saplings over and cut them at the base, where they bent the most. The little trees broke open as the knife released the stress of bending them. Kirk ran the knife around the other side and severed the samplings. He then ran his knife along the trucks of the trunks to remove any little limbs. When he finished, he had three straight poles. “For this I usually like to use green wood if I can find any. It’s a little more limber and gives more with the fish.” He led the group back to where they had set out the trot line and retrieved the remainder of his fishing kit. He cut three lengths of fishing line from the kit, fastened them to the small ends of the poles, and secured his three remaining hooks to the other ends of the lines. He took out three small pieces of lead and attached them to the line about four inches above the hooks. “You got any experience fishing, Clay?” 
“Yeah, I used to go with my dad a long time ago.” 
“So, you can show the ladies how to bait a hook and take the fish off the line?”
“Yeah.” Clay chuckled. 
“Good. Now all we need is some bait and some bobbers.” Kirk used a couple pieces of the inner five-fifty cord to secure dry pieces of wood to the fishing lines for makeshift bobbers. He showed Clay and the ladies where they were most likely to find some worms in and under the semi-rotten dead leaves from last fall. He dug with his hands until he caught six of them. “My favorite bait for something like this is grasshoppers.” He said as he kicked around in a section of tall grass, scattering several of them. He and Jimmy caught five of them, which they put in a small plastic bag with the worms. Kirk led the group over to the creek bank, baited a grasshopper on the hook and handed it to Clay. “Here you go, big guy. You’re in charge of catching dinner.” Clay smiled at him and began teaching the women how to cast out their line. 
Kirk looked at Jimmy. “You ready to do a little hunting and set some snares?” 
“Yeah!” Jimmy said. 
“Clay,” Kirk called back, “do you mind if I borrow your pellet gun again?” 
“No problem. It’s tied up in my pack.”   
Scott looked up from cutting the firewood. He saw how excited Jimmy was around Kirk and how he soaked up everything Kirk taught him. Scott still didn’t trust Kirk. He wanted to, but he just couldn’t get past the way the man leered at Lucy. He hadn’t done anything but look at her, but it bothered Scott; however, he had to give the man credit for the profound change that had come over Jimmy. With Kirk around, Jimmy had regained some of the youthful exuberance that Scott feared had been snuffed out of him when Jan had been killed. He may not trust they guy, but he had to admit that things were better with him as a part of the group. Hell, he’d even noticed Sherry warming up to Kirk, even though she was as suspicious of his motives toward Lucy as the rest of them. Maybe Sherry was just trying to distract the man away from Lucy and alleviate any threat that was there, but Scott knew his daughter. He felt she was developing a liking for the guy. 
“Hey, Scott. Where’d the misses get off to?” Kirk asked as he and Jimmy approached the camp to collect Kirk’s snares and Clay’s pellet gun. 
“She took your plant book and set off gathering us some food.” Scott replied. “What are you fellas up to?”
“Just off to do a little hunting and set some snares.” 
Kirk and Jimmy walked a little ways away from camp. Jimmy had set three squirrel snares already and was finishing his fourth when movement from above caught his eye. “There’s a squirrel.” 
Kirk saw the squirrel, but he smiled to himself and asked, “Where, Jimmy?” 
“Up there! See him running?” The young man said as he pointed up to the tree. 
Kirk watched as the squirrel went around the other side of the trunk. He and Jimmy circled around the tree, but the squirrel was gone. “Where did he go?” Jimmy asked. 
“He’s up there, somewhere.” Kirk assured him. “You see, one of the things that squirrels do to protect themselves when they get scared is to get into the fork of a tree branch and ball up. The little shits become almost invisible, if you don’t know where to look for them.” 
“How do we find him?” 
“Look for limbs that are about the size of the squirrel or a little bit bigger. Look real close where those limbs fork off into other limbs. Sometimes you can see them, all balled up there.” Kirk scanned the tree. “Ah, there he is.” 
“Where? I don’t see him.” 
Kirk pointed to the fork where the squirrel hid. “You see how the fork just doesn’t look right? Look at the one next to it. See how it makes a V shape. Now look back at that one. See how it just doesn’t seem to fit the V shape, like there’s a knot in the tree?” 
“I see it. That’s the squirrel?” 
“I think so. We’re about to find out.” Kirk raised the pellet gun, took careful aim, and shot at the lump in the branch fork some thirty feet above them. 
The squirrel jumped as the pellet stung it. It tried to run along the branch but slipped. It fell from the tree. Kirk saw Jimmy race toward it, as if he was going to catch it. “Jimmy, stop!” He barked. The young man skidded to a halt. The squirrel impacted a few feet from Jimmy, bounced a couple of feet in the air, and hit the ground running as it fell back to earth. It climbed back up the tree. Kirk turned to Jimmy. “Boy, don’t ever mess with squirrel until you know it’s dead. Pound per pound, they have got to be one of the toughest little critters around. They’re not deadly, but they will eat your ass up.” 
The young man looked crestfallen but nodded. Kirk looked up to see the squirrel about to jump to another tree. He aimed the air rifle at the squirrel. It would be a near impossible shot to hit a running squirrel. He was about to pull the trigger when the tree rat slipped again. It didn’t run away when it hit the ground this time. When the squirrel’s tail quit twitching, Kirk smiled at Jimmy. “Now, we can get the squirrel.” Jimmy ran over and picked up the dead animal. 
Kirk and Jimmy spent the next half an hour setting snares. They set up four more squirrel snares until they came across a briar thicket. Kirk pointed out to Jimmy how to identify rabbits trails leading into the thicket. He showed him how the grass and leaves would be pressed down from use in the thickest part of the trail, how it looked almost like a little tunnel. He showed Jimmy how to set a stick into the ground and lay a snare, similar to the squirrel snare, around the stick and use a smaller stick to hold the wire loop in place in front of the little tunnel-like openings. He explained how this was the best place to put the snares because the rabbit would almost have to go through the snare if he chose this trail because the thick plant growth and force of habit would make the rabbit go that way. By the time they were done, they had three rabbit snares set on trails leading out of the thicket. 
“You ever used this air gun?” Kirk asked Jimmy as they walked back in the direction of the camp.
“No. We didn’t really think it was worth anything until you showed up.” 
Kirk stopped and explained how to aim, control his breathing, and how to squeeze, not pull or jerk, the trigger. After a few dry fires, Jimmy seemed to have the hang of it. Kirk pointed up to a pine tree not far away. “See if you can hit that bird.”
Excitement and determination danced in Jimmy’s eyes as he took aim at the dove. The pellet whistled in the air and thudded into the branch beneath the dove. Jimmy pouted at his miss. “Reload quickly.” Kirk whispered to him. Jimmy pulled the lever back and inserted the bb that Kirk handed him. He gave the gun a few quick pumps to build up pressure. The dove didn’t go far. It landed in the next tree over. “Try again.” Kirk said. Jimmy raised the gun. He took several deep breaths, taking a long time to aim. Kirk was about to say something to the young man as the bb left the barrel. The dove jumped up from the branch it had been sitting on, flapped once, twice, and then cartwheeled to the ground. Jimmy took off running after the downed bird. Kirk smiled as the boy ran back to him, grinning from ear to ear, holding his prize. “Good shot, son. You keep that up and you’ll be feeding all of us soon.” Kirk noted that Jimmy didn’t flinch this time at being called son.   
When the men came back to camp, Jimmy carried a dove, a wren, and a robin with him. Tara had returned with a large collection of clovers, thistles, dandelions, watercress, and wild onions. Clay, Leesha, Sherry, and Lucy had managed to catch six small pan fish, the biggest about four inches long. Kirk and Jimmy walked over to the trot line. Jimmy pointed out that it looked like something was pulling on the line and moving the stick a little bit. When Kirk pulled in the line, three catfish splashed to the surface. Two were descent sized, over a foot long. Then other was about half that size. Kirk removed the fish, baited the hooks and threw the line back out. 
“Wow.” Clay said when they all gathered around the camp. “Looks like we have a feast!” 
“We sure do.” Scott said. “What do we do with it all, now that we have it? Should we eat it all?” 
“Absolutely not.” Kirk said. “We need to set up a smoker. We can jerk most of the meat and eat everything we can’t. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He went off towards where he had cut the fishing poles. Clay and Leesha went back to fishing while Lucy and Sherry talked to Tara about the plants she had harvested. Jimmy sat down next to his grandpa and told him all about how he had killed the birds.
A few minutes later, Kirk came back with three greenwood poles like the ones they had been fishing with, a couple of green branches, a bundle of thin sticks, and another dead limb for firewood. “What’s all that?” Tara asked as he sat it down near his pack. 
“This is our smoker. We need to dry this meat out and get it smoked. It’ll keep for a while that way. The only problem is that it’ll take several hours to dry out. We need to get it started soon. Why don’t you get dinner started with the smallest of the catfish, a couple of the little brim there, and the smallest of the birds that Jimmy killed. I’ll get this going.
“Jimmy, you and your sister want to learn how to do this?” Kirk asked. They teenagers watched as Kirk took the three long poles and tied them together at one end. He spread out the bottom to form a tripod. He then took three of the longer branches he had gathered and tied them to the tripod, forming a triangle about sixteen inches above the bottom. He made two more bases above the first one. He built a small grate above each of the three bases with the smaller limbs. The entire group watched as he worked. He didn’t bother explaining much. This part was pretty self-explanatory. “Clay, would you look in my pack, get the entrenching tool, and dig me a small fire pit a little smaller than the base of this tripod and about six inches deep?” 
“Sure thing, man.” 
Kirk used one of his folding pocket knives to fillet the smallest catfish. He then cut the fillets into small, thin strips. He popped out the fishes eyes, cut them open, and threw them into the stew pot. Tara looked at him in disgust. “Sorry.” Kirk said. “There’s a lot of vitamins and such in the eyes. Out here, every calorie counts. Besides, they won’t preserve well.” Kirk continued to work on the animals, filleting and cutting everything into thin strips. “The most important thing to remember in doing this is to make sure you get as much fat as possible off of the meat. The fat will still turn rancid and make you sick, even if it is jerked. The meat will not.” He cut away a small piece of fat from the squirrel and threw it into the stew pot, which became the home for the organs and other edible waste products. 
Kirk finished cutting up the meat, several handfuls of it, about the time that Clay finished with the small fire pit. Kirk began laying the strips of meat over the grates and asked, “Jimmy, would you build me a little fire in the pit Mr. Tomin just dug?” 
The young man and his sister gathered up the dead limb that he had brought back earlier, broke it down, and built a small fire. Kirk watched them out of the corner of his eye. Kirk looked up to see Tara giving him what he had termed her “pissy face.” She didn’t like it when Kirk took too much of an interest in Lucy. Kirk continued stacking the meat. 
When he finished, Kirk picked up the entire tripod and set it over the fire. “We don’t want to get the fire too high.” He explained as he knocked it down with a stick and spread the hot coals around the small fire pit. “We’re looking more for heat and smoke, which is why I got these green limbs. The green wood will throw off a lot more smoke, which will help preserve the meat.” He grabbed his hatched from Scott and began turning the green limbs into green chips. Once he had a good sized pile of them, he tossed a few onto the coals of the low-burning fire. He fished around in his pack and came up with a smaller, extra poncho. He eyeballed the tripod and measured off the appropriate length to fold the poncho. He wrapped the tripod with the poncho, starting just below the first rack and ending a few inches below where the three poles met at the top. Kirk fastened the poncho with some cord. When he had finished, it looked like a small, tall tee-pee with an opening at the bottom and a smaller one at the top. The poncho did an excellent job catching the smoke. A slow steady stream of smoke rolled from the gap he had left at the top.
“I don’t mean to be difficult or nothing,” Leesha said, “but won’t the poncho melt?” 
“It shouldn’t.” Kirk answered. “It’ll keep a good bit of the heat and smoke in, but the vent at the top should keep it from getting too hot. Besides, it’s a good foot above the coals. As long as we don’t let the fire get too high, it should be fine. Whoever has watch tonight will need to look after the fire though.”
“What do we do now?” Clay asked. 
“Just need to flip them in about three hours. Then let them smoke for about another three. By that time, they should be completely dried out and preserved.”
“So this is what you meant by gathering up supplies.” Scott stated. 
“Yep.”
“How much do you think we need?” Lucy asked.
“As much as we can get.”
 
Later that night Kirk sat by himself, tending the smoker fire and pulling first watch. He looked out across the main campfire at the other members of the group. Consciously or unconsciously, they still made their beds on the other side of the camp from him, an unspoken sign of distrust. One spot lay unoccupied next to Scott. Tara had risen a few minutes earlier and walked into the woods. He assumed that she had just gone to answer a call of nature. 
He saw a movement in the shadows in front of him. He looked up and saw Tara walking toward him. She held her arms crossed in front of her chest as she approached. She sat down a few feet from him. She didn’t uncross her arms as she sat, trying to hide the gun that Kirk knew rested in her right hand. 
“Good evening, Mrs. Reed.” He said, tipping an imaginary hat. “What brings you over?” 
Her eyes burned with intensity. “Kirk, you’ve been with our group for several days now, and we don’t really even know anything about you. I think it’s time we fixed that.” 
“What do you want to know? I’ve pretty much told you all there is to know.” 
“Don’t lie to me. All you’ve told us is that you’re a single, insurance salesman from Florida who is just out on the road travelling after the disaster… That’s bullshit, and you know it. No insurance salesman knows the type of stuff that you do. Where did you learn all of this and where did you get all of your equipment? I’m sorry, but I can’t believe that an insurance salesman from Florida simply shows up in Illinois one day, comes in like a one-man army, kills a bunch of armed men, rescues my family, and then teaches us all this stuff about how to survive. It just doesn’t add up, and I want the truth.” 
“What’s this all about, Tara? Isn’t a man’s pain his own?” 
Tara paused. “No. Not when it concerns my family. I would do anything to protect my family. Anything. So, I need to know who you are before I let you any closer to my family, any closer to Lucy.” She noticed the slight wince Kirk made when she mentioned Lucy’s name. “That’s right. I’ve seen you looking at her. We all have, and quite frankly, I find it disgusting. I’d have killed you in your sleep on the second day if Scott hadn’t stopped me.” 
“That why you’re hiding a gun under those crossed arms right now? You come to kill me because I look at Lucy?” 
“It’s disgusting. Every time you talk to her, you fawn over her every word. It looks like you might drool yourself. That little girl’s been through so much in the last year with her parents splitting up, everything going to hell in a hand basket, losing her dad, him getting shot in the street like a dog while we all watched… No, if I can stop some pervert like you from seducing her or taking advantage of her, then I’ll die to do it. I’m already a dead woman.” 
Kirk repeated slowly to himself. “Seduce her?” He looked up at Tara and laughed mirthlessly. It was an almost painful sound. The laugh unnerved Tara. She pulled the gun out of hiding and trained it on him. “I have something to show you, Tara. You wanna put the gun away?” She glared at him. Her hand didn’t move. “Or not.” 
Kirk reached into the neck of his shirt. “What are you doing?”  
“I have something to show you. Don’t worry. I’m not going to try anything. Besides, you’re the one who came over here with a gun threatening to kill me if I don’t open up to you. Well, this is part of me opening up.” He pulled out a metallic chain from his undershirt, lifted it over his head, and tossed it over to her. It landed inches away from her leg. She noticed that being separated from it seemed to pain him somehow. 
Tara kept the gun leveled at him as she reached down and picked up the chain. The chain was the type soldiers used to wear their dog tags. She grasped the hard plastic case attached to the chain and held it up to look at it in the light of the low fire. She looked at the two wallet-sized photos encased in the clear plastic. The first one was of a pretty, blond woman who looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties. Tara turned the case over and her breath caught. “This looks just like Lucy when she was a baby.” She said to herself. The little girl sat on a studio prop, the ruffles of her blue dress spilling out all around her, creating a stark contrast to her curly orange-red locks. The smiling child looked to be about two or three years old. “Who are these pretty young ladies?” Tara asked.  
“That’s my wife Karen and our little girl Clarice.”  
“I had no idea. Where are they now? Are they waiting on you back in Florida?”
Kirk gave a sad, slow shake of his head. “I guess you could say that… They were killed in a car accident nine years ago.”
“I’m… I’m sorry.” Tara said. 
The pair sat in silence for a few moments while Tara stared at the picture that could have been her granddaughter. Finally, Kirk spoke up. “I never meant Lucy and harm. I would never do those things you suggested. I mean, seduce her? Part of me can’t really believe you would think that, but another part of me understands. Given your story and how you guys were when I found you, I guess I can see where you would get that idea.” He paused for a minute. “I guess… How do I explain this? When you look at Lucy, you see a granddaughter that you know and love and would do anything to protect.  When I look at her…I see… I see the ghost of the little girl that Clarice should have been. The little girl I would do anything to have back. You said I look at her with lust… in a way you may be right. Lust for all the birthday’s that Clarice never had, for watching her grow up and become a young lady, for the dread of meeting that first boy that she brought home…” 
“Oh my God.” Tara whispered. “That’s why you saved us isn’t it? Scott kept wondering why a random stranger would risk his life to take on and kill five armed men? You did it for her?” Tara asked holding up the picture of Clarice. “You did it for Lucy.”
Kirk hung his head. Tara lowered her gun. Tara handed him back the chain. “I’m sorry, Kirk. I think I may have misjudged you.” A moment passed in silence. Kirk poked at the coals of the fire with a stick, spurring them back to life. “Kirk, please tell me who you are?” 
Kirk raised his head. “Why? Haven’t you heard enough?” 
“About why you are infatuated with Lucy? Yes. About why you rescued us? Yes. About who you are? No. About how you were able to just walk up and take out those five men like it was nothing? No.
“For starters, why would an insurance salesman from Florida be in Illinois? How do you know all of this wilderness stuff?”
Kirk took a deep breath and slowly released it. “I grew up in Kansas. That’s where I learned a lot of this survival stuff. My Grandpa taught me. It was kind of a tradition with the old man. He claimed that his grandfather had been a full-blooded Chippewa Indian and had taught him as a little boy. 
“After I graduated high school, I went to the Naval Academy for a couple of years. I woke up one day and decided that I didn’t like boats, or the ocean for that matter. So, I dropped out. I goofed around for a couple of years and finally decided to go back to school. I got a ROTC scholarship at Florida State. That’s where I met Karen. I was a year ahead of her and she wanted to wait until she graduated to get married. I went into the Army after graduation. Got stuck in the infantry. I came back for Karen’s graduation. We got married later that same week.” 
The dam had broken, he wasn’t sure that he could stop talking now, even if he tried. It had been years since he discussed these dusty old memories, afraid to touch them because of how much they hurt. Maybe it was Tara and the passionate way she listened, but he touched them now. They demanded release.
“I did the infantry thing for a couple of years. It wasn’t that bad, but I wanted something more. I applied for and got a Special Forces slot.” 
“Special forces?” Tara asked. “Like the Navy Seals?” 
“Oh, better than that. Rangers, then Green Berets. I picked up some more of the survival and… other useful training there. Got assigned to Fort Campbell, Kentucky. Things were going pretty good. I really liked the job. Clarice was about a year old when we deployed to Afghanistan. Our patrol ran into some trouble. Anyway, I took a couple of bullets to the leg, almost lost the damn thing. When I got back, recovery was a real bitch. The worst part was actually Karen. I thought she understood what I did and accepted it. I guess the reality of it never hit home until she saw how close I had come to not coming back. She kept going on and on about how she couldn’t raise Clarice alone and how if the men in dress uniforms showed up on her doorstep one day, it would kill her. I think it hits a lot of families that way. Some make it through. Some split up. I ended up giving up the Army. Karen was one of the most stubborn women I have ever met. It was part of her charm until she turned it on me.” Kirk chuckled. 
“So, I got out. Clarice was two. We moved to the Tampa area where I got a job at a management consulting firm… We were there a little over a year before the accident. Just an everyday trip to the grocery store on a Tuesday afternoon. Who knew, right?  
“After the accident, I just kinda lost it. It was weird. I had always been the tough guy. The guy that nothing ever bothered. I’d killed men and seen a couple of my buddies get killed. I’m not going to say those things didn’t bother me. They did. But this… this just crushed me. I didn’t eat. I don’t think I moved for a week. Eventually I just crawled inside of a bottle for the better part of a year. First I lost the job. Then went the house. I lived on relative’s couches and friend’s spare rooms for a while. 
“To this day, I don’t really know what happened to snap me out of it. I just woke up one day, covered in my own puke. I looked around and found that the anger I had at God for taking them away, anger for the asshole that ran the stop sign and killed my girls, anger at my friends and family for not having the answers that I needed but knew they didn’t have… All that anger had turned on me. I was angry at myself. That anger should have led me to end it all; but somehow, it motivated me to get my shit back together. 
“A few weeks later I got a job selling used cars. It wasn’t long until I got the job at the insurance company. It’s nothing I’m passionate about, but it’s something to do.” 
Tara sat and soaked it all in. Her heart wept for this man she had assumed a monster. The pieces started fitting together. “How did you end up out here?” 
“Oh, I came out to Waterloo, Iowa to burry my mom. She was from there originally. She moved back to live with her sister after my dad passed away. She died a week before everything went to shit. I stuck around for a few days after the funeral to tend to some of mom’s affairs. 
“The day before I was supposed to fly out, they shut down all of the airports after the attack on Miami. I’d worked enough asymmetrical warfare tactics and strategic planning meetings to recognize what was going on. I knew it would get bad, but I didn’t expect it to get this bad. Anyway, after the airports shut down, I stopped by one of my mom’s friend’s stores. He was an old Vietnam vet that ran a combination surplus/outdoor store. I had been there a couple of times before. He had always had a liking for me ever since I told him about my Special Forces days. He’s the one who hooked me up with all of the gear. The news reports kept getting worse. When the food shipments stopped, I knew that towns and cities would become dangerous. I really didn’t have anywhere to go, so I figured I’d just set out cross country for a while. See how everything played out. That’s how I ended up running across you guys.” 
“What about your home in Florida?” Tara asked. 
“It’s really nothing but an almost empty apartment. Just a shell where I sleep. Nothing really pressing for me to get back to.”
“So, you said you thought you knew what caused all of this? I’d really like to hear that. Scott and I have been trying to figure that out and wondering when everything will go back to normal.” 
Kirk laughed. “It really wasn’t that hard to figure out. I’m guessing Iranians must have had sleeper cells in the states for a while. They knew how closely tied the American financial system was tied to Europe. They also knew that by kicking off a war and disrupting the flow of oil, they would send the economy into a tailspin. They just needed to get the timing right. I think the Chinese inclusion into the European debt shitstorm gave them the opportunity. It’s hard to say if they knew the Chinese would drop the U.S. debt, but it worked in their favor. Couple all of that with synchronized terrorist attacks from the sleeper cells, and you get a lot of people scared shitless and one hell of a mess. If I had to guess, the attack on Israel was the signal for all of the sleeper cells to activate. Once they did and news got out, every other shitbag from every other terrorist organization in the world that had cells in the U.S smelled the blood in the water and dogpiled on. You see, they didn’t need to take us out directly. They just needed a big enough hit to start a chain of consequences that led us here. In a sick way, it was rather brilliant.” 
“So, do you think everything will go back to normal?” Tara asked. 
“Not for a long time. I think we’ll get back there eventually, but I think it’s going to take years to do it. My biggest concern is that a lot of stuff can happen in those years.”
Neither spoke for a moment. “Ok, Tara, I’ve been honest with you and given you my whole story. I think it’s my turn.” 
“Fair enough, I guess. What would you like to know that we haven’t already told you?” 
Kirk wasn’t sure what he had seen Tara doing the other day but felt she was hiding something. He took a gamble on a hunch. “What have you been injecting yourself with?” 
Tara coughed and covered her face. “It’s nothing really. It’s…”
Kirk cut her off with a look. His brow lowered and his eyes bored into her. He didn’t need to speak. His eyes said it all. I told you my secrets. Your turn.

“I’m a diabetic.” 
“Ah. That would explain a couple of things. One thing I don’t get, why hide it from me? Do the others know?” 
“They know.” Tara said. “It’s just that I didn’t know you. I didn’t want you to think I was some sort of invalid or anything. I wanted to keep up strong appearances. I know it sounds silly, but it just felt right.” 
Kirk shook his head. “It’s ok. I think I understand. I guess we all have some things we need to keep to ourselves… most of the time.” He smiled at her. “So, insulin is rather fragile isn’t it? How much do you have left?”
“It’s hard to say. It’s sensitive to temperature. I don’t have any test strips, but I know what I’ve got has started to degrade. Scott and I looked for some before we left Chicago, but we didn’t have any luck. I had a couple months’ supply when we left. I’ve noticed it getting weaker, but it’s hard to tell with how our diet has been. You’re supposed to throw it out after it’s been out of refrigeration for thirty days or it starts to go bad or lose strength.” She trailed off. 
“I see. That’s why you said you were already a dead woman when you first came over. I thought that was a weird choice of words, but it makes sense now. Is there anything I can do for you to make it better, maybe try to find you some more?”
“Thank you, but no. I don’t think there is anything any of us can do. Even if we found a pharmacy full of the stuff tomorrow, how long do you suppose it has been out of refrigeration? It might help me last a little longer, but unless they start shipping new vials, and God only knows what has happened to the manufacturing plants through all of this, it’s a losing battle.”  
They sat there for a minute until Tara finally stood. Kirk stood with her. “I better get some sleep.” Tara said. “I’ve got a lot of gathering to do tomorrow.” Before she left, she walked up to Kirk and hugged him. “Thank you, Mr. Chandler.” 
“For what?”
“For opening up to me. For sharing your pain with me. And for saving my family. Don’t worry. I’ll keep the details of our conversation private.” She let go of the embrace and made her way to lie beside her snoring husband. 
Kirk looked up at the stars he could barely see through the treetops. He felt nervous about having told someone all of his story. It had been seven long years since he had talked about that part of his life with anyone. Yet, somehow, he felt relief as well. It will be what it will be.
He thought to himself as he watched the leaves dance in the cool breeze. 
 
The next two days passed pleasantly. They caught six squirrels, four rabbits, over a dozen fish, and gathered a lot of edible plants. When they left the small creek, they had enough food to last for over a week. Kirk had enjoyed his time with the group. He didn’t know what Tara had said to them, but they had warmed up to him. Maybe he imagined it, but he thought Sherry might be flirting with him. Tara had told him the story of Sherry and Jan’s marriage the night after they had their big talk. He knew that Sherry and Jan had been split up for months before everything went to hell. He also now knew how Jan had died. He had to respect the man for that. He decided to take things slow with Sherry, if she was indeed flirting with him. The only problem was that he was attracted to her as well. It was a tight rope to walk, but one he felt he must for Lucy and Jimmy’s sake. 
It rained on them the day they left camp and started travelling again. Kirk tried to talk the group into finding some sort of shelter, but Scott had pointed out that they had nowhere to go. Kirk supposed he was right, so they walked on. The rain wasn’t hard, just cold. Kirk gave his ponchos to Sherry and Lucy. He gave his jacket to Leesha to help keep her dry. He had tried giving it to Tara, but she had refused. The cold rain didn’t bother Kirk. He thought about some of the crazy shit he had done in his younger years. He smiled to himself as he confirmed that he had been through worse than this. 
They had just come to the intersection of two fields when they encountered the barbed wire fence. Kirk instructed them to be careful crossing it. He stepped on the bottom strand and lifted up on the middle and top strands. Everyone went through fine, until Tara slipped in the mud and caught her left leg on one of the barbs. The scratch wasn’t deep, but it ran for several inches. Kirk and Lucy agreed that it didn’t need stitches, but they treated it with the last bit of antibiotic ointment Clay had. Tara didn’t seem to be in any pain. Now knowing her condition, Kirk couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing. 
That evening, Kirk lashed the two ponchos together and strung them between some pine trees. He gathered some sticks and used them as tent stakes. He tied the ponchos to these as well, making a large makeshift tent for them to get out of the rain. He kept it low, the center only about four feet tall, to ensure that no rain blew in. After splitting a dead limb they had found hanging on a tree, Kirk got a fire going after four failed attempts. They dried their clothes as best they could, had their meal, and talked deep into the night. Kirk felt that they had accepted him. He knew that was Tara’s doing. He might have a bunch of new friends in the group now, but Tara was his best. 
The next day they waited to see what the weather would do. The rain broke around ten in the morning, and the camp soon after that. They made decent time and traveled a good distance before they set up camp. The teenagers now accepted it as part of their duty to gather firewood whenever they stopped and got to it as soon as everyone set down their packs. Everything was still a little damp, so Kirk started the fire as soon as he had enough materials. After they had their normal stew of whatever wild plants they could find, a couple of pine nettles, and dried fish. The group laid out their bedding. Where, before, they had slept on the opposite side of the camp from him, Tara and Scott now made their bed on one side of him while Sherry made hers on the other. Kirk liked the change.
Kirk noticed Tara whisper something into Clay’s ear. Clay nodded and announced that it was time for a story. The big man had become the camp entertainer over the last few days. Kirk had to admit, the man had a gift for telling stories. Clay moved to the other side of the fire and gathered everyone around him. Kirk was about to get up and join them when he felt a tap on his shoulder. “Tara wants you to look at something.” Scott said. Kirk looked up to see that she had moved a little ways away from the fire. 
Kirk walked over and crouched down beside the woman. “What’s going on?” He noticed that she was a little flushed. He had ignored it earlier in the day, chalking it up to the hike; but that should have gone away by now. Tara raised her pant leg a little to show him her scratch. The scratch was red and puffy. Three angry red lines raced away from the small would. Kirk reached out a hand to feel her head. She was warmer than she should have been. “That’s not god. We need to get…” 
Tara cut him off with a raised hand. “What? Antibiotics? Good luck out here.” 
Kirk wasn’t cowed. “We can treat it with natural remedies and see what that does. There’s got to be something in that book about…”  She cut him off again. 
“Scott, it’s time.” She said. 
“Time for what?” Kirk asked. 
Scott ignored him. “I’m still against it. We could still find you some medicine. We could run into a hospital tomorrow. We could…” He trailed off looking at her peaceful face. He saw that she had come to terms with her decision. 
“Time for what?” Kirk repeated.
 “Scott and I discussed this some time ago, before the collapse. We watched one of those apocalypse movies where everything shut down. He asked me what I would do if we ever ended up in a situation like that. I told him that I would just simply overdose on my insulin. I think he thought I was playing around when I said it, but now that we’re actually in one of those situations, we talked about it again. He convinced me to hold out just a little longer, and I have. Now, I think it’s time.” 
“I don’t understand.” Kirk said. “Why would you want to do that?” 
“How much do you know about diabetes?” Tara asked. 
“Nothing much, really.” 
“Let me tell you what’s in store for me. My insulin is running out. It’s getting weaker by the day. I’ve got another infected spot on my stomach from reusing my last needle for over a week. I have no idea how bad my blood sugar is now because I have no way to check it. All I can go off of is how I feel, and it hasn’t been good. 
“You see, Kirk, diabetes doesn’t actually kill you. It just tears up everything else inside your body so that something else can come in and kill you. You have a hard time fighting off infections. That’s why you see so many older diabetics missing a foot or a leg. If that doesn’t get me and I last long enough without the insulin, my organs will start to fail or I may go blind.” 
“There’s no telling how long it could take, weeks, months, maybe even years. I don’t think it’ll take that long for me. I think that little scratch on my leg is going to do me in. You see the lines. Being a diabetic and having no access to any real medical facilities, I’m done for. It’ll take days for the infection to spread through my leg. A couple more days after that, and I’ll die, delirious with a fever, chills, pain, and not in my right mind.” 
“And if you follow through on your plan?” Kirk asked. 
“About fifteen to twenty minutes after the injection, I’ll just go to sleep.” 
“I still think you’re giving up on me.” Scott said. “I need you too much to lose you now.”  
“Do you need me so much you’d watch me suffer before I die?” Tara asked. Scott didn’t reply. Tara looked up at Kirk. “What would you do, facing those odds?” 
Kirk finally understood why he was here, why he had been a part of this conversation. Scott began talking. “I don’t think what he says really matters. He’s not your…” Kirk placed his hand on Scott’s shoulder. 
“No, I’m not her husband, but I think it’s her decision. I think that if you love someone, you sometimes have to support their decisions, even if those decisions suck.” Kirk said. “I can’t say that I would do the same in her place, but I can’t not say that either.” He looked down at Tara. “So, young lady, how do you propose to go about this?” 
“I’m not sure. I guess I figured that I’d say my goodbyes to everyone tonight. Not tell them what I’m going to do, but just tell them how much I love them. Then, I guess I would just do it in the night. You would just pack up and leave me here in the morning.” 
Kirk saw the tears running down Scott’s face. “How about this. I’m going to make you another little fire over here and set up one of the ponchos as a tent. I’ll take all the watch shifts tonight and make sure you have any privacy that you need.” 
“Thank you.” Tara said. 
“I do have one suggestion, though. I think you should tell Sherry. I know it’ll be hard, but if you don’t she’ll resent it for the rest of her life.” 
Kirk walked away, leaving Tara and Scott alone. “That’s why you had him come over here wasn’t it?” Scott asked. “You knew he would agree with you when I wouldn’t. I know you two have been getting close these last couple of days, but to bring him in on this?”  
“I believe he’s a good man, Scott. I knew he’d agree with me. So, yes. That’s one reason I invited him into this. He’s a good man, but he’s also a hard man. That may have been a bad thing a couple of months ago, but the world has become a hard place. I think you may fair better being a hard man in hard world.”
As the night wore on, Kirk made his preparations while Clay entertained the group with stories. Tara told Leesha and Clay how much they had come to mean to her. She told her grandchildren that they were the light of her world. She told Sherry of her plan and the two women had cried and talked for hours before Sherry went to bed beside her sleeping children, but she didn’t sleep that night. Tara had even come to hug Kirk and thank him one last time. She made him promise to look after her family. “They’re my family too, now.” Kirk told her. That was all she needed to hear. 
Sometime after midnight Tara filled her three dirty syringes with all of her remaining insulin and laid them beside her. She lay in their makeshift bed next to her husband. “I still don’t think you should do this.” Scott said. “But I don’t want to see you suffer either. I just wish we had more time together. Just a little more time.” 
“Just be thankful for the time we did have together.” Tara said. “I am.” She rolled over on her side and ran her hand through his hair. “Besides, I have one last wish.” 
“And what’s that?” Scott asked, trying to hide the bitterness in his voice. 
“Make love to me one last time.” She said as she rolled over on top of him. 
Scott was too conflicted with emotions to respond. He didn’t need to as Tara covered his mouth with hers. She pulled off her top and undid her bra. She pulled up Scott’s shirt and ran her hands through his chest hair. He sat up and pulled his shirt off. She assisted with his pants, then removed her own. She eased herself down on him and rode him with the vigor she had possessed when they first married and the experience of all the years in between. She rolled off of him and moved on her side. He spooned her, entering from behind, slowly at first, building into a faster passion until they both came. 
Scott breathed in the smell of her hair as he lay next to her. He wanted this moment to last forever. She felt so good next to him, her body perfectly nuzzled into his. She just felt… right. He tried to stay awake for as long as he could, but sleep claimed him. 
Tara smiled to herself when she heard Scott’s soft snores. She reached over and grabbed the syringes without having to move away from him. She smiled to herself as she injected the first one. Tears ran from her eyes before she finished the third one, yet she still smiled. She wiggled even closer to Scott, feeling him hug her tighter in his sleep. It had been a good life. She spent the next fifteen minutes remembering the best times of her life. She thought about when Scott had proposed. Their wedding day. When Sherry was born. When her grandchildren had been born. She thanked God for giving her every second of life. She yawned. She was getting very sleepy…
 
When Scott opened his eyes the next morning, the first thing he noticed was how cold Tara was, still snuggled up to him. He cried softly. He kissed her neck and the back of her head. He rolled her over and took a small bit of solace in the peaceful smile on her lips. If he didn’t know better, he would have said she was enjoying a nice dream.  
Kirk dug a shallow grave with his entrenching tool as the rest of the family wept. Sherry and Scott prepared Tara’s body, clothing her in just her t-shirt. They decided that the rest of her clothes and gear would be needed by the other group members. They said a short funeral service for her and filled in the grave. Shortly after nine that morning, they broke camp and continued their journey with heavy hearts. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 22
 
Shortly before noon, Vicio looked out the window of his new house on Main Street and surveyed his latest conquest of Booneville, Indiana, a small town just ten miles north of the Ohio River. Nine weeks had passed since everything had shut down. People had only thought they were hungry before. Now, they starved as supplies dwindled and everything was picked clean. Vicio’s group had been able to steal or scrounge up some supplies in the eight other small towns they had raided since he had left Mount Carmel, but Booneville held almost nothing. Vicio had pulled into town without resistance. From what he gathered from the population, over half of the town’s nine thousand inhabitants had died or fled. It took little to coerce the remaining population to turn on each other. He maintained his strategy of letting those who killed a neighbor or friend to join his group. Not only was the psychological devastation beautiful, but it supplied his army with meat. 
“Commander Vicio, your captains are here.” Ed said as he knocked on the living room door.
Vicio had formed his fledgling staff a couple of weeks ago. His army had grown too big to manage on his own. He hated the staff and their meetings meetings but found them necessary to run his army. “Bring them in.” 
Vicio began his little campaign with a small band of hardened criminals. In just a few short weeks, he had amassed an army just under five thousand people and all of the ass pain that came with them. He had been forced to grow, both as a leader and as an administrator. He didn’t give a shit about the individuals he commanded, but he did care about the power they afforded him. He found himself forced to care about the first in order to maintain the second. Some of the recent changes he had been forced to make consisted of breaking his men into ten units of approximately five hundred soldiers and organizing men on bikes and ATVs to function as scouts. In order to conserve people and fuel, Vicio had his scouts drive to nearby towns and identify ones worth attacking.
Transportation had become a big problem. They found less and less fuel at the towns they raided. It seemed that desperation had driven some of the survivors to find their own means of pulling fuel out of sleeping gas station storage tanks. His army still found some fuel, but it wasn’t enough to transport his army. To move the bulk of his army to attack new targets, he had scavenged every trailer that his army could find. By piggy-backing the trailers to the buses and the few trucks he had, he made a sort of roadway train to move his troops. The process was slow but far better than marching.
One saving grace was that one of the men he had recruited in Mount Carmel had been a radio technician in the Air Force. Ed had first approached Don, Vicio’s second in command and former cellmate, talking about how he could fix radios for extra food. Don had turned the tables on the nerdy, lanky cracker, making him fix a couple of busted CB radios and walkie-talkies or die. When Don mentioned it to Vicio, he had Ed put to work organizing all of their communications. Ed set up a radio net and trained several men on their basic use. He had worked himself up to become something akin to Vicio’s executive officer and head of communications. Ed was the one who had begun calling him Commander Vicio. 
Vicio looked over the map on the small table in front of him as his captains, his staff, and Ed walked into the room. His ten unit commanders stood in the back of the room. Vicio’s supply captain and Don stepped up in front of the other ten, knowing they would be the first questioned. 
Vicio looked at his supply captain, Brad, and wondered what shitty news he had for him today. Brad was a tall, painfully thin black man who sported a pair of rather effeminate, rimless glasses. He been a manager at a grocery store before the shit hit the fan. That experience made him Vicio’s best candidate for managing their dwindling supplies. Vicio looked down at the map before he spoke. He had crucial decision to make today and knew what Brad and Don had to say could change the course of the army. He had two targets in mind, Evansville, Indiana or Owensboro, Kentucky. Evansville was a large city, maybe too large. Owensboro was smaller, but still a big place. He needed to cross the Ohio River, and one of these two towns would be the lucky one to provide that crossing. “What have you shitheads got for me today?” He asked Don and Brad. 
“You want da scout report first, boss? Don asked. Vicio nodded. 
“Well, seems our boys didn’t find nothin good at Evansville. They said da place was a mess, Boss. Said they was cars blocking most of the roads. Said it’d take a lotta work to move them out of da way. They also said they saw at least four big compounds on the way to da river. They didn’t see no ready supplies. I think it gonna be a real bitch to move our guys through there.” Don reported. 
Vicio frowned. He had hoped to find more devastation, more supplies, and less resistance at Evansville. He had no way to tell how well populated or armed the compounds were or what resources they held. He studied the map. They’d have to fight through the better part of the city to get to the bridge. It would be tough to fight their way through while having to move road obstacles. “What about Owensboro?” 
“Better story there, Boss. Road’s clear right up to da bridge. They got a wall of cars set up on the far side of the bridge. Da boys said from what they could see, that da place is pretty beat up.” Don finished. 
Vicio nodded and was about to make his decision when Don asked. “I don’t get it, Boss. Why you wanna go down there?” 
Vicio’s first thought was to cut the man for questioning him. If it had been anyone else but Don, he would have. He took a deep breath to calm himself. “Because, to the south of these towns is the most places to attack. Like our scouts reported back, big cities are a mess. They’ll either be destroyed or full of compounds and roadblocks and shit. We need to concentrate on medium to small towns. They should have held together better. They’ll be the best place to find supplies and easy food.” Vicio made his decision. “Once we take Owensboro, there will be dozens of places to raid to the south and east.
“What’s left of our shit?” Vicio asked Brad. 
Brad addressed Vicio nervously. He had seen how violent and unpredictable Vicio could be, and this scared him, just the way Vicio liked it. “Well….Well…sir, we’ve got about four days’ worth of food. We’ve been holding back on the preserved stuff and stretching it out, like you ordered, but I’m afraid even that won’t get us very far.” 
“What about weapons and gas?” Vicio asked. 
Brad sweated under the pressure. He knew the story of his predecessor. When the fuel had started running low, the man had argued with Vicio about how to ration it. He was cooked up the next day after Vicio cut his throat. “It’s….Well…..It’s…..” 
“Just fucking say it!”  
Brad winced. “The fuel truck’s about half empty. We found less than two hundred gallons in this town. If I may suggest…I mean, if it were me…. Maybe, if it’s ok, we might want to march the army instead of using the trailers.” Vicio looked displeased. “It’s just a suggestion, Commander. Having the trucks and buses pull all of that extra weight is burning up more fuel than we thought. I just…” 
Vicio smiled. “It’s ok, Brad. Now, tell me about the weapons.” 
“A little over half of our people have guns now.” Brad said. “And those that do have guns, they’re low on ammo. We…”
Vicio cut him off. “What about the rest? What kind of weapons do they have, Mr. Supply Man?”
“I… I don’t know.” Brad said. 
Vicio smiled at him again and stepped up to Brad. He saw the sweat beading on the man’s brow. A quick backhand sent those drops of sweat frying across the room and Brad to the floor. The man lay there, quivering and clutching his bruising face. Vicio leaned over and yelled at the man. “Listen you little bastard! I don’t give a fuck what you give them, but you get all of my men armed! Give them axes, knives, shovels, fucking anything! You got me?” Vicio stood up. “Also, get them shields.” 
“Shields?” Don asked. 
Vicio fixed him with a hard stare. “Yes, shields. Anything to protect them. Scrap metal, old car doors, fucking anything that might stop a bullet. I’ll be damned if they won’t be able to fight just because they don’t have guns. Even against a walled town with guns, five thousand men charging the wall should be able to get through and overrun the place. They’ll do better with some sort of protection.” Vicio turned to Brad who had managed to sit up. “You get them shields, you little bitch. You get them shields or we’re going to have a little extra food for the next supply man to count. You got me, pork chop?” 
Vicio turned to his ten unit captains in the back of the room. “You all help Pork Chop here find your men some weapons and shields. Be quick about it. We’re marching for Owensboro tomorrow morning. Now get the fuck out of here.” 
As the group left, Vicio called to Don. “Stay back for a moment.” Once the others had left, shutting the door behind them, Vicio addressed Don. “We’ve been friends a long time, lived in that shitty cell together for a long time. But things have changed. You’re still my deputy, but I’m the commander now. Don’t ever fucking question anything I do or say in front of the rest of the men again.” Don nodded. “Good. I’d hate to have to feed you to the troops. Now, one more thing before you go. Help Brad and find some way that we can mark our people. There’s just too many of them now, and I don’t want our men killing each other because they can’t tell the difference between our army and these pitiful fucks in one of the towns we raid.” 
“You mean like a uniform, Boss?” Don asked. 
“Nah, that’s too much. I’m thinking a bandana or some type of cloth tied around their arm. Just something that says, ‘I’m part of Vicio’s army. Don’t shoot me, asshole.’” Don nodded and left the room. 
Now alone in the room, Vicio picked up the map and looked at it again. He needed to plan this out a little better. He had to have a plan for when they broke Owensboro. He maintained a firm grip on his army, partly through fear and partly because he was the man with the plan. To keep that grip he had to be a step ahead of the army with his plans, never letting them see any doubt. Today’s meeting had been a little too close. He studied the map. The best targets seemed to be along the route southeast from Owensboro to Bowling Green. From there, a steady supply of easy targets led to the east. He didn’t know where he would end up. He supposed that at some point, he might need to set up a permanent headquarters and send out his army from there to raid and bring back supplies. But that was a ways off yet. He still didn’t know where he wanted to have his new base. He had been to Atlanta once before and liked it. Perhaps he’d steer them in that direction and see what was left of the place. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 23
 
Kirk, Jimmy, and Clay hid in the bushes on the north side of the Ohio River while Scott and the ladies camped on the bank of the river some two miles away to the northeast. The three men could see the Glover Cary Bridge that led into downtown Owensboro about a half mile to the west. Kirk had led them here because they needed to cross the river to continue on their journey south. Only two places held a bridge that might be crossable, Owensboro and Highway 231 the bridge over to the northeast. Kirk had ruled out their other option because of his policy of avoiding people, something he figured would prove impossible in Evansville. He had chosen to make camp halfway between the Owensboro crossing and the 231 bridge. That way the group could scout out both locations and see which was safest. Kirk used the opportunity to test Clay and Jimmy on recon skills such as moving invisibly through the woods and fields and basic observation skills. He had been training them almost two weeks now and hoped this exercise would bring it all together for them. 
Kirk thought back on the last couple of weeks. They had covered a lot of ground in the ten days since they had buried Tara. Kirk had expected Sherry to be the most distraught over her mother’s death. She had cried herself to sleep for the first couple of nights, but that passed. She soon accepted her mother’s choice and understood why she had done it. Scott had taken Tara’s passing much worse, slipping into depression. He still performed everything the group needed of him but was almost lifeless. Kirk suspected that if it wasn’t for his daughter and grandchildren, Scott would have offed himself the day after Tara had. He tried to keep the old fellow busy, but there was only so much to do. When Kirk had killed the small deer five days ago, it had been a welcome relief, not only for the food, but to give Scott something to do. He had him build six different fires to smoke as much of the meat as quickly possible. It hadn’t dawned on Kirk until they broke camp the next day that he had assumed leadership of the group. Scott deferred to him now. No one seemed to mind. 
Clay broke his train of thought. “It looks like they’ve got the bridge pretty much sealed off.” Clay remarked as he lowered his scoped thirty-thirty.  
“Yep.” Kirk agreed as he looked through the scope of his three hundred magnum rifle. The residents of Owensboro had blocked the bridge with a wall of cars two deep and two high about a hundred yards north of the south bank of the river. “Guess we’ll go with option B.” He looked over to where Jimmy sat by a tree a few feet away. Kirk had taught them how to attach local plants to their clothing, compensating for their lack of camouflage. He also had them paint their faces. Jimmy looked like a clump of dead grass with eyes. The young man seemed to love this type of training. Kirk felt good about being able to pass on what he had learned from his grandfather and the Army to someone else who loved it. He used hand signals to tell Jimmy that it was time to go. 
Kirk looked up to see the sun hanging midway in the west. He figured they had plenty of time to make it back to their camp before dark. Just as they had stood to go, Jimmy asked. “Do you hear that?” 
“No. What do you hear?” Clay responded. 
Jimmy held up his hand. Kirk heard the low rumble coming from the northwest. He could tell by the look on Clay’s face, that he heard it too. “It sounds like a big truck or a bus or something.” Kirk said. He motioned to the two men that he was going for a better look. He ran through the trees and stopped just short of the small county road that ran beside the river. The grasses in the untended fields kept him from a clear view. He looked around and found a low branch on an oak tree. He climbed the first branch, bringing him some six feet above the ground. “Fuck me running.” He whispered to himself as he looked through the scope. Through the trees lining the main road to the bridge, Kirk saw several thousand people walking beside a large bus. Seconds later, another bus appeared, followed by more people. He scanned the field cross from him to make sure none of the people were cutting across to their location. None were. They all used the road.
Kirk dropped from the tree and ran back over to Jimmy and Clay. “Two big buses and couple thousand people just showed up. Most of them I could make out were armed and were wearing something tied around their left arms.” 
“What are they doing?” Clay asked. 
“I have no idea.” Kirk said. “If I had to guess, they looked like a small army. They’re too well fed and provisioned to be a super-large group of refugees. Then there’s the markings tied around their arms. Could be some local militia that formed and is taking over the area? Who really knows?” 
“What do you think we should do?” Jimmy asked. 
“We need to stay clear of them. I say we move back another five hundred yards and see what happens. If the town opens up for them, then we may be able to cross.” Kirk said as he motioned for them to follow.
Kirk led them east until he found a suitable tree to climb. He had to go higher this time, but eventually found a spot about twenty feet off the ground where they could see the bridge and make out parts of the army setting up on the north bank. Kirk handed each of the men a piece of five-fifty cord and ordered them to tie themselves to the tree. “No sense in going through all of this shit to survive, and die because you fell out of a tree.” 
The men watched the bridge and the army for over two hours. Kirk noted that the army didn’t make any efforts to set up camp. They either plan on being let in or attacking before nightfall.
He thought. He braced his rifle against a small limb above his perch. He wished he had a pair of binoculars. The gun, even though braced, was getting heavy. Something flashy caught his eye on the bridge. A group of four motorcycles drove onto the bridge. They stopped about seventy yards shy of the wall. Kirk could only imagine their conversation with the people behind the wall. The man in charge of the group, a black man was all that Kirk could tell from this distance, gave the wall a gesture that Kirk assumed was the bird. The men on the bikes turned around and drove back across the bridge. Kirk saw one of the bikers fall, his bike swerving to the left before hitting the side rail. An instant later, Kirk heard the shots that had hit the man. 
As the other bikes make it to the north side of the bridge, the sound of motors revving and yells from the crowd reached him. The two buses barreled, side-by-side, down the road and onto the bridge. Kirk saw that the buses were armored with old car hoods and other scrap metal fastened to the front and sides. Kirk estimated that they must have been going at least fifty miles an hour when they impacted the wall. The wall of cars didn’t have a chance. Two on the top of the wall fell into the river as the rest scattered along the bridge. The crowd of people swarmed across the bridge behind their battering rams. 
The inhabitants of Owensboro had been smart though, building a second defensive wall where the bridge met the south bank. Gunshots from the second wall rang out as the buses tried to reorient themselves. One bus was rendered useless, having run up on the guard rail. Its left front tire hung in the air; its axel grounded on the barrier. The second bus lined up for a run on the other wall as the mass of people caught up with it. People swarmed everywhere. Kirk wondered at the logistics of keeping that many people fed. Clay verbalized Kirk’s thoughts. “Man alive. How do you feed that many folks, Kirk?” 
“I have no idea. They must have a stash of food somewhere. Either that, or they’re taking it from town raids like this one.” 
The second bus broke the remaining wall. The inhabitants of Owensboro stormed out of the broken wall like ants from a kicked anthill. The groups mixed together, but the invaders made steady progress. Kirk turned back to Clay and Jimmy. “I want you guys to get back to camp. Now! When you get there, make sure there are no fires. Have everyone hide in the bushes by the side of the road.” 
“What about you, Mr. Chandler?” Jimmy asked. 
“I’m going to hang out here and maybe get a closer look.” 
“Then I’m with you.” Jimmy said. 
“No. This could be some really dangerous shit. You’re just not up to it yet.” Kirk said. The young man lowered his eyes. 
“No fires. Got it.” Clay said. “What are we going to do about dinner?” 
“Remember when I said I kept those MRE’s for emergencies? Well, this counts. You’ll find them in the bottom of my pack. Split one between two of you. Just make sure you put my pack back the way it was and keep it ready to go. When I get back, we’re going to leave. I want the two of you to keep a good lookout for anyone coming toward the camp. Have everyone packed up and ready. The skies should be clear and the moon should be out tonight. I fully intend for us to be across the river on the 231 bridge and as far away from these guys as possible come daylight.” 
“Why all of the panic?” Clay asked. “These guys just attacked a whole town. Why would they even bother with a group as small as us?” 
“They may not, but I just want to be on the safe side. We still don’t really know what happened down there. That’s why I’m going in for a closer look.”  
Clay looked up at the sky. The sun had begun its slow descent into the horizon. “It’ll be way past dark when you get back, won’t it? How are we supposed to know it’s you?” 
“I’ll give a Bob White call.” Clay looked a little confused. Kirk demonstrated. “When you hear me give it, do it back to me. I’ll find you.”
The three men descended from the tree and split up. Clay and Jimmy set a good pace for the northeast. Kirk followed the setting sun. 
 
The battle in the town lasted a little over an hour. Kirk watched from the trees until he saw the last of the army and the big fuel truck cross the bridge. He prepared to cross when a group of several hundred people, all wearing a cloth on their left arm, came out of the town and onto the bridge. They gathered up the dead and dragged them back into the town. They finished as the last light of day faded.
 About an hour after dark, Kirk crossed the bridge. He kept low by the side rails, taking his time. He saw several large fires burning in the street past where the bridge led into town. The army had set up at the foot of the bridge after the battle. An attack from the rear didn’t seem to be a concern from them.  
As he reached the scattered cars of the wall, he crawled halfway underneath one and shouldered his rifle. Because of the bridge’s elevation, he had no trouble seeing several blocks into town. A group of naked women tied down to the hoods of some cars caught his eye. Men lined up to take their turns. He couldn’t tell if the women were alive or not. Kirk didn’t know which would be worse, hoping the women were dead and not experiencing the unpleasantness or the thought of a bunch of dudes lining up to pump a dead girl. 
He saw the guy that must be in charge standing on a car hood, pointing and directing the others, who jumped to obey. Kirk saw it was the same black fellow he had seen on the motorcycle. Kirk followed one of the man’s points, leading him to a man dragging a dead body near one of the fires. When the man dropped it, another man, covered in blood and holding a butcher’s knife, cut the clothes from the corpse. Once he had the body naked, the man cut up the corpse. He handed pieces of the dead man to another man who took them over to the fire where some parts roasted, some grilled, and some boiled. Kirk now understood part of the logistics of feeding such a large army. He wanted the thought to make him sick, wished for it; but it didn’t. Not that he approved, but he saw the logic in it. It was an abomination; however, it was food. 
He moved his scope to an approaching vehicle. Three passengers stood in the truck bed. The truck stopped in front of the black man. Kirk read the body postures of both men as a stocky Hispanic guy with tattooed hands gave orders to the black man. They talked for a few minutes and the truck pulled off. So that’s the real master, or monster, of this little army. Kirk thought. Who you are?
Approaching footsteps jarred Kirk from his thoughts. He saw three sets of feet approaching the wrecked cars where he hid. He had been too focused on what was going on in town to notice the men approach. Dumbass! He cursed at himself. If he moved, they would see him. It was dark and only his legs, from the knees down, stuck out from under the car. He hoped they wouldn’t notice him if he was still. Kirk watched as the feet walked to the back of the car pile. He thought he was in the clear until one of the pairs of boots stopped.
“Dude,” one of the pair of feet said, “looks like the vultures missed one. This poor bastard ended up under the car.” 
“Think we should grab him?” One of the voices said.
“Of course, dipshit. It’s meat ain’t it?” 
Kirk laid his rifle down and reached behind his back with his right hand to retrieve his combat knife. The car concealed the move. No sooner had he hidden the knife in his right hand, the blade concealed from above by his forearm; a pair of hands grabbed his feet. He went limp as the man dragged him from under the car. Once clear of the car, one of the voices asked. “He one of ours?” 
“Nah. Ain’t got the cloth on the arm.” 
“Turn him over and let’s see how bad he got it.” The third voice ordered. 
Kirk barely opened his eyes, just enough to see the shadow the man cast in the moonlight. When he felt a hand touch his right shoulder, Kirk spun, lashing out in a backhanded motion with his right hand. He saw the combat knife tear through the kneeling man’s neck. The man fell back in a spray of dark, warm blood and tripped, falling to lean against the bridge’s guard rail. He died making gurgling sounds.  
The second man stood mere feet away from Kirk. Kirk kicked in an arch with his right leg, striking the man just above his right knee. The man collapsed to the ground. Kirk rolled to his opponent and shoved the knife into the man’s chest, just below the sternum. His blade went in clean, tearing the diaphragm before piercing the man’s heart. Kirk twisted the knife as he jerked it out. 
The third man made a move to draw a weapon. He stood a little further away from Kirk than the others had. Kirk made a desperate lunge toward the man, swing his knife wildly as the gun drew on him. Kirk felt a slight jolt in his hand as the knife hit the bones in the man’s wrist. The gun clattered to the ground. The momentum from his lunge had taken him to lie just shy of the man’s feet. Kirk reversed his grip on the knife to the traditional stabbing grip and slid it behind the man’s right knee. He felt the man’s ligaments snap as he jerked the blade forward and up. The man let out a yelp as he fell. As soon as he hit the ground, Kirk’s left hand closed over the man’s mouth as his right drove the knife into the man’s left eye, silencing the screams. 
Kirk regained his feet and looked around to make sure there were no other threats. He saw the bridge was empty and dove under the car to retrieve his rifle. He wasted no time getting off of the bridge and slipping back into the trees on the north bank of the river. As he left the bridge, he wondered if it was a good thing that he had killed those three son-of-a-bitches or a bad thing that he had fed the rest of them. 
 
Clay sat under a large bush by the county road. He had the rest of the group packed and ready to go, hidden in a small thicket twenty yards away. Jimmy guarded their other side. Clay looked down at his watch. It was almost eleven. He had kept a sharp lookout for hours now, but Kirk hadn’t appeared. He almost shit himself when the Bob White whistle came from behind a tree less than ten yards from him. He almost panicked and brought his gun up, but calmed himself enough to give the corresponding whistle back. A dark figured moved out from behind the tree and into the moonlight streaming through the trees. 
“Holy shit, Kirk! How did you get that close without me seeing you?” 
“You got a lot to learn, brother.” Kirk said. Although he couldn’t see it, Clay heard the smile in Kirk’s voice. “Where are the others? We need to move. Now.” 
“What happened out there?” Scott asked as he brought the family out of the thicket. 
“Ran into three of them. They won’t be bothering us anymore.” Kirk said. 
“Was it bad?” Clay asked. 
Kirk didn’t know if Clay asked about the three men or what the militia was doing to the town. He answered the latter. “Remember your question about how to feed so many people?” 
“Yeah.” 
“They’re cannibals, Clay. I watched them butcher and cook up both their own dead and the dead townspeople.” 
“Holy shit.” Scott said. 
“Exactly.” Kirk replied. “That’s why we’re getting the hell out of here. The moon will give us enough light to see by. I want us across the river and on our way east by daybreak. This is going to be a long day. I don’t plan on stopping until we set camp tomorrow. Any questions?” No one spoke. 
As the group moved in the direction Kirk indicated, Sherry grabbed his arm. He spun to face her. They had been spending a good bit of time together since her mother’s death. She walked next to him on their hikes when she could and spent the last part of every evening talking and flirting with him. Kirk had proceeded cautiously with her. He knew that she had been through a lot over the last few weeks. He wanted to pursue her harder but held back out of fear of taking advantage of her. “Don’t you ever do anything so stupid, again!” She hissed at him.
“What do you mean?” 
“Doing something so dangerous. Those men could have killed you! I just…” She turned away. 
“What?” Kirk asked as he gently turned her toward him. 
She reached up, grabbed his head, pulled it down to hers, and kissed him. After an intense couple of minutes, she disengaged and hugged him close, resting her head on his chest. “I can’t stand to lose you too.” She whispered. 
“Don’t worry. You won’t.” He knew it was a lie, but one she needed to hear. “Come on. Let’s catch up.” 
                
Kirk looked at the lightening sky some hours later. The last of the group had just crossed the bridge. He looked north at the soft colors of the fresh sky playing off of the ripples and waves of the river. He was tired. He knew his group was tired, but the gruesome sights he had seen in Owensboro drove him to keep moving. He saw the others watching him. He turned toward the rising sun and began walking. The others followed. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 24
 
“Goodbye, sweetheart. I’ll see you tonight.” Jenny said as she kissed Will on the cheek and left the bay that they had shared with her dad and Will’s mom for over two weeks. Will sat up and watched his wife leave as she began her walk to the hospital. Chuck and his mom had already left for the day. Because Will worked swing shifts on security, he had the day off and planned to visit some of the more interesting aspects of their new home. One of his first stops was a visit to Mr. Pae’s office. 
Will met Mr. Pae at last week’s city council meeting with the sheriff and the mayor. Normally, Will wasn’t included in the meetings. His boss, one of the sheriff’s deputies before the collapse, a man named Marcus Smith, usually attended the meetings since he was the town’s head of security. However, Will had been invited to update the council on the progress of their new urban combat training and a couple of Will’s suggestions for establishing a second defensive perimeter for the town. Mr. Pae was the town’s chief communications guy. According to the few folks Will had asked, Mr. Pae was something of genius when it came to radios and was responsible for the broadcast that had guided Will and his family to Celina. Will figured that he owed the man a thank you. He looked forward to spending some time with the man and hoped to learn some more about radios. 
Will stopped to check on the hallway water supply before he left. It was half full. It was his turn to get more water. He figured that he would fill it up later that afternoon so that it would be ready for the people coming back to the shelter that evening. 
As he walked along the road to the house Mr. Pae lived in, he saw Chuck and Barry walking behind a tractor, sowing seed on the last field to be planted. He waved at the men as he passed by. They returned the greeting and continued their work. Everyone in the group had found a job that suited them. Chuck and Barry assisted with the farming activities. Betty contributed by working in the child care and school the town had set up. Pam had found her place working in the kitchen. Joey helped manage the town supplies, and George became part of the security detail with Will. 
Even after living here for over two weeks, Will still looked around in amazement. The town was gifted with almost perfect geographical conditions to handle all that had happened. It was far enough away from major population centers that it hadn’t suffered very many refugees or mass panic. It was defensible, being surrounded by a river to the west, north, and east. The mountains provided a natural barrier to the south. Only three roads led into town, one to the east and one to the west over the river and the road they had taken from the south. The sheriff had blocked and defended each one. The land enclosed by the river and the mountains was flat and provided a rich base for farming. Will supposed it was as perfect a place as you could ask for to spend the breakdown of civilization.
Will passed by several of Celina’s wonders before he reached Mr. Pae’s place on the other end of town. The first thing that struck Will was the massive farming effort. They had planted every bit of land that could be harvested, except for a small strip to the north of town where a hundred head of cattle and about thirty horses lived. The supply folks had organized teams of people to milk the cows every day and had built a place to make cheese. They were also building antique-style farm equipment such as plows, carts, hay rakes, and other’s that Will didn’t know the purpose for, all designed to be pulled by the horses when the fuel ran out. Mr. Johnston, who had lived on a farm just outside of town before moving into Celina when everything went to hell, had set up some of his bee hives in various spots throughout the fields. One fellow had brought a portable sawmill with him when he moved into town. It ran on the east end of town where the town harvested the trees that grew inside the perimeter. Will could make out stacks of lumber that had been set out to cure. That lumber would become new houses and barns this fall. The scope of the efforts amazed Will. 
Joey and Will had discussed the farming efforts at length since Joey worked for the town’s supply chief and had insight into the farming operations. Joey had explained to Will that most of the seed they had this year was hybrid seed, and that they couldn’t count on it breeding true for next year’s harvest. However, the supply department had found a sizable stash of heirloom seeds that one of the local farmers had donated. The plan was to eat off of the hybrid plants this year but plant the heirloom seeds as well. Next year, the entire crop of heirloom seeds would go toward planting. Joey said the supply chief also had plans to cultivate the flat lands to the east of town next year.  
As Will continued down his path to visit Mr. Pae, he came by the water treatment area, another fascinating achievement of Celina. The same men that processed the urine into fertilizer had also built this facility. There wasn’t too much to it, but the idea impressed Will. The men had built a wood-fired kiln out of bricks and clay. They had taken the metal plumbing out of a couple of houses and used it to make a coil, which they then ran through the kiln. They had attached a hose to an old hand pump that sucked water in from the river. The water ran through a filter before being pushed through the coil inside the kiln. Piping hot, sterile water poured from the other side of the kiln. In effect, they were pasteurizing the water and killing off any harmful microbes. Their little system didn’t look like much, but it produced hundreds of gallons of safe drinking water a day. 
Will smiled as he approached the house Mr. Pae lived in. He knocked on the door and a young white lady, no more than thirty, answered the door. Will smiled at her. “Yes, my name is Will Baker and I’m here to see Mr. Pae, please.” He said. 
The young woman frowned at him and stuck out her hand. “I’m Marcy, Mr. Pae’s assistant.” She shook Will’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Will. What do you want with Mr. Pae? You’re new here aren’t you?” 
“Yeah, we just arrived a couple of weeks ago. I was told Mr. Pae was the man responsible for making the CB broadcasts. We picked up one of those broadcasts by accident. That’s what led us here. I just wanted to stop by and thank him. If we hadn’t heard what he made possible, I don’t know where we would be.” 
“That’s a touching story.” Marcy said. “You’ll find him in the back, third door on the right.” 
Will smiled as he thanked her and followed her directions. When he approached the room, the door was open. A small Korean man with greying hair and a dingy white shirt reclined in a chair, listening to a head set as he fiddled with some nobs on a radio in his lap. Will knocked and the older man jumped when he noticed Will. “Excuse me.” Mr. Pae said as he took off the headphones and stood up. 
Will extended his hand. “Mr. Pae, I’m Will Baker. I just wanted to come by and thank you.”
“Thank me for what?” Mr. Pae asked with just a hint of an accent, an accent forged in Korea but tempered by decades of living in the United States. The two men shook hands. 
Will invited Mr. Pae to sit down. Mr. Pae did and motioned for Will to pull up a chair. Will filled him in on their story and how the broadcast had saved them by leading them to Celina. 
“I see.” Said Mr. Pae. “You are very welcome. It’s good to know that what we do here is appreciated.”
“I also wanted to know if you would answer a couple of questions for me?” Will asked. 
“Sure.” Mr. Pae said. 
“That CB that we had got me thinking. I’d like to learn more about radios, if you would teach me?” 
“I’d be happy to.” Mr. Pae said. “This is your day off from the security detail, correct?” Will nodded. “You can come by any day you are off and I’ll show you what I know. We can start today if you want?” 
“That would be excellent.” Will said. “So, how did you get into radios?” 
“After the Korean war, my parents brought our family to America. My father was a radio operator for the South Korean Army. When we moved to the states, I was just a little boy. He would sometimes let me play with his old radio from the war and teach me how to use it. I just became hooked on them.” Mr. Pae said. 
“So, you’re not from here are you? Celina? How did you get here?”
“Oh no. I went to college and ended up with a master’s degree in electrical systems. I retired from BellSouth about fifteen years ago. I was living in Nashville, working as a consultant for AT&T, helping them manage upgrades to their cell tower network when everything broke up. My in-laws had a cabin up at the reservoir to the east of town. I headed up here as fast as I could, which was still pretty slow. I was one of the first groups of refugees that found a home at Celina.” 
“You mentioned your in-laws.” Will said. “Did they make it up here with you? What about your son or daughter?”
“Just me.” Mr. Pae said, his voice cracking at the end. 
“I’m sorry.” Will said. “I didn’t mean to pry.” 
“No. No. It’s ok. My wife died soon after I retired, ovarian cancer. My daughter lives out in Los Angeles with her husband. His parents had gone out to visit them and our little grandsons when everything happened…” he trailed off. 
“Have you heard from them?” Will asked. 
“Not since a few days after the power went out.” The older man paused and wiped a tear from his eye. “I guess that’s why I’m here, obsessing over these radios. Maybe I’ll hear something from them one day.”
Will wished he could tell the man that he would hear from his family, that they were still alive. He didn’t understand how the man could hope to hear news of his family over the radios. His confusion must have shown on his face. 
“You think I’m a little crazy?” Mr. Pae asked. “Maybe I am.” 
“It’s not that. “ Will said. “I just don’t understand how you hope to hear from them on the CB’s. I thought they had a pretty short range.” 
“So, you did come to learn! You are quite correct about the CB’s. They have a limited range. However, I have a short-wave radio here. If the conditions in the atmosphere are right, I can pick up signals from the other side of the planet.” 
“Really?” Will asked. “How?”
“You see, the radio waves that this operates on,” he gestured to the radio that had been in his lap, “eighteen-hundred to thirty thousand kilohertz, will bounce off of the ionosphere, one of the upper levels of the atmosphere. The signal goes up and bounces back down. We can sometimes pick them up if they come down in the right place.”
“That’s pretty cool. Do a lot of people have these?” 
“Unfortunately, no. Only a few people had them in the U.S. The CB’s you talked about were much more common. The problem is that you need a pretty big power source to boost he CB signals. All we have here is the solar panels you may have seen on the roof when you came up. We scavenged them from an RV that one of the locals had. They charge a row of batteries in the back room down the hall. We only have so much power to run everything.” 
“So, can the long range radios talk to the CB’s?” Will asked.
“Not directly. That’s actually what I’m working on, besides monitoring traffic. I figure the best way for me to ever know what happened to my daughter and her sons is to identify and contact as many of the short-wave radio operators as possible. So far, I’ve found several signals from Europe and the East Coast. Going west, I’ve only found a couple reliable sources out of Idaho. It seems that the damage from the collapse wasn’t quite as bad out there. Some of the people were already pretty independent. Anyway, I’m having trouble contacting others. I guess the rarity of radio enthusiasts that would have one, coupled with the lack of power in a lot of places, makes a working short-wave pretty rare. If I can just find enough of them, and get them tied in with local CB networks, we just might be able to piece together a rough natation-wide communications network. It won’t be very good or efficient, but it’ll beat nothing.”
Will was amazed. True enough, he had come to thank the man and learn a little bit more about radios, but his real purpose was to try to find out what was going on in the local area, to see if there was any news over the CB radios. He hadn’t expected this. This guy was trying to piece together a nation-wide network. Will figured that he had spent enough time getting to know Mr. Pae. He asked his question. “That’s incredible. I hope you can get things working again and contact your family.” Will paused. “You mentioned signals from Europe and the East Coast. Got any news on what’s going on in the world?”
“Surprisingly, quite a bit.” Mr. Pae said. “What do you want to know?” Will started to ask a question, but Mr. Pae stopped him with an upheld hand. “Just one thing, Will. You seem to care and seem like a nice young man. That’s why I’m going to tell you this. Just do me one favor.” 
“Sure.” Will said. 
“Don’t tell anyone that I told you all of this, please. I guess you can tell your immediate family, but that’s as far as it goes ok?” 
Will nodded. “The sheriff keeping tabs on the information that gets out?” 
“Not really.” Mr. Pae said. “He’s not hoarding it or anything. I give him and the mayor a daily scoop on everything we hear. He passes it all along to his deputies, who pass it on to others as they see fit. Most people just don’t talk about it because it’s not that good. Local things are more important.” 
“Then why don’t you want me telling anyone?” Will asked. 
“Most people don’t know that’s what I do here. I don’t want that to get out. I don’t want a line of dozens of people asking me for news every day. Understand?” Will nodded. 
“I bet you want to know everything huh? When was the last real news report you heard?” Mr. Pae asked. 
Will thought back “I guess it was over a month ago.” 
“Hmm.” Mr. Pae said. “I guess I’ll start off with the U.S. government.”
“We still have one?” Will asked. 
Mr. Pae shrugged. “Of sorts. The official government broadcast says that the government is working to bring back stability, power, and food. The President has declared martial law. They’re sending out FEMA and military coordinators to large metropolitan areas. We’re supposed to work with them when they show up, but, luckily or unluckily, we haven’t seen or heard about any of this ourselves or from the other signals we’ve picked up from the East Coast. 
“A couple of those signals claim that the government has pulled back its entire Atlantic and Middle Eastern fleet to Norfolk, Virginia. They don’t have any power either. They are supposedly running the entire base from the power generated from nuclear carriers and subs. The guy sending the messages says that they’re not much better off than the rest of the country. He says the whole government is now running out of the Navy base and doesn’t have any real power anymore. So, out of those two tales, you pick the one you believe.”  
 “Wow.” Will shook his head. “You mentioned Europe. Any chance we’ll get any relief from them? Maybe they can send some aid of some kind?” 
Mr. Pae shook his head. “The info we’re receiving out of Europe is sketchy at best. All we can say for certain is that Germany invaded France. We don’t really know why. Some sources claim that after the fallout of the debt deal and the economic collapse, Germany invaded to try to get back some of the billions of Euro’s that they had poured into the France, Spain, and Italy over the last several years. Other reports say that France struck first, although they don’t give any specific reasons why they did. Europe is split between the north and south, like a big European Union civil war. To the east, Russia invaded the Ukraine and some of its other old USSR puppet states.
“Reports also claim that the Middle East is in complete chaos. All of the Arab countries have banded together against Israel. From what we can tell, Israel is holding them off for now, but it’s a losing battle without European or American assistance. On the other side of the world, North Korea has invaded the South. We’re getting second or third hand reports about that. There’s no way to tell what’s really happening.
“It would seem that without the strong, stabilizing presence of the U.S. to keep things in check, the whole world has taken the opportunity to unleash sixty years worth of pent up frustration. You ask about outside help. I’m afraid we’re on our own for this one.”
The information floored Will. He knew things had been bad, but not this bad. Every time things seemed to get a little worse and he lost faith, some little part of him had thought that help might arrive from somewhere else. The government, Asia, Europe, it didn’t matter. Now he knew that no one was coming, at least for a long time. The long-term plans the sheriff was making made more sense. He knew what Will had just found out. They were on their own. Will looked up at Mr. Pae. “How can you say all of that with such a calm… manner? That’s crazy news. You don’t even seem the least bit affected by it.” 
“Well, I have had time to get used to it. Nothing’s really changed in a couple of weeks. We get some signals talking about battles and resistance or the FEMA directives or the President making another address, but nothing that changes anything.” 
After the initial shock of the news wore off, Will spent the next few hours talking with Mr. Pae. The man tried his best to explain how radios worked and educate Will on frequencies and modulation and a hundred other questions Will had about radios and how they worked. About mid-afternoon, a couple of men from one of the security teams knocked on the door. Will and Mr. Pae heard the men talking to Marcy in the front of the house and decided to see what was happening. As Will walked down the hall, he recognized the man talking to Marcy. It was one of his new friends that was assigned to the same security unit as Will. “What’s going on, Sean?” 
The stocky man turned and adjusted the shotgun slung over his shoulder. “Hey Will. Not really sure. We just got orders down from the mayor that we’re to go door to door and make sure all of the electricity is turned off at the breaker box for every house. He’s planning a big town meeting in front of the courthouse this evening at dark.” 
“That’s kinda weird.” Will said. He looked to Mr. Pae and saw him smile. “You know something about this, Mr. Pae?” 
“Of course I do. I helped Tom Porter with some of his designs.” 
“You going to fill us in?” Sean asked. 
“And ruin the surprise?” Mr. Pae asked, his eyes dancing with excitement.  
 
 Will joined Sean and the security crew when they left Mr. Pae’s to inspect other houses. When they finished with their section, they joined the crowd that had gathered in front of the courthouse. Will caught a glance of Jenny and the family on the other side of the street. He excused himself and walked over to his family. He noticed Chuck holding his mother’s hand. Chuck released it when Will got close. Will wasn’t surprised. He had seen the pair of them taking walks and eating dinner together. Jenny had not been in a position to notice the couple holding hands. Will wondered if she had picked up on how much time they had been spending together. It was a discussion for another time. 
“Anyone know what’s going on?” Will asked. 
“Not a clue.” Joey said. 
“It was very weird.” Jenny said. “The security guards just showed up at the hospital and asked some of the folks who had been there a while where the utility connections and stuff were. Made me a little nervous.” 
“I’m sure it’s nothing to be concerned with.” Chuck said. “Maybe they’re just doing some sort of maintenance check.” 
“Well, whatever it is, hopefully we’ll find out in a minute.” George said, gesturing to where the sheriff stood in the back of a pickup truck. 
The crowd broke into excited chatter as the truck stopped in front of the courthouse. The sheriff let it build for a few moments before silencing the crowd. When the crowd settled down, he reached down into the bottom of the truck bed and pulled out a large megaphone like cheerleader’s used at football games. 
“Good evening everyone. As you know, we have made a lot of progress towards our town’s long-term survival. Through the hard work of our farmers and those assigned to help them, we have planted enough crops that we should have a surplus of food when we harvest in the fall. Our security teams and deputies have fortified the town and made it secure. Our construction teams have been harvesting lumber and will begin building new homes and shelters for our new residents by the end of summer. In short, we have made ourselves independent. No matter what happens, we will survive this.” He paused as many people cheered. When the crowd quieted, the sheriff continued. “And this evening, I’m pleased to bring you one more tool that will ensure our survival and prosperity.
“As many of you locals know, the Dale Hollow Hydroelectric Dam is only about two miles outside of town. That dam has brought electricity to this town since the forties. Whatever caused the massive blackouts and power plant failures a couple of months ago also affected our dam. One of the first things that the town council and I did once we had stabilized the town after everything went dark, was to gather our best minds and get them working on the power plant problem.” 
“Many of you know Mr. Porter. He’s worked for the TVA for almost twenty years. We put him in charge of assessing the damage to the power plant and repairing it. With the help of some of the newcomers to town, particularly Mr. Pae who helped with the repair designs and Mr. Joel Sunderland who trained and led crews rewiring, Mr. Porter was able to identify the problem with the plant and take steps to repair it.”
“The actual generators in the dam itself were not damaged in the event; however, the transformers and pieces of the grid feeding off of them were. Mr. Porter and his team have been able to scavenge several burnt out transformers and grid components, combine them into a working system, and supply enough electrical power to meet the town’s needs. That’s why we’re here tonight, to recognize the team’s achievement and restore power to Celina!” Cheers rose from every throat. Will was a little skeptical but couldn’t help but get caught up in the excitement. The sheriff raised his hands and again quieted the crowd. 
“Now, a word of caution! Our homes have been without power for over two months. We just don’t know the state of the wiring in those homes. That’s why we had our teams come in and turn off your building’s power at the breaker box. Over the next couple of days, Mr. Porter and his crews will come through and inspect your buildings and turn the power back on. Please do not do this yourself. ‘Why not?’ You ask… Fire. We want to make sure that all of the buildings are safely powered up. With all of the extra people in town, every building is needed to house us and shelter our work. We just can’t risk having one of them burn down.”
“Now, the moment of truth. People of Celina, friends and neighbors, we will once again have lights at night! We will once again have heat in the winter, air conditioning in the summer, and power to cook our food! We will have working refrigerators and freezers to preserve our food supplies! We will have a working hospital equipment that will save lives!” The crowd vibrated with excitement by this point. The sheriff unclipped the walkie-talkie from his belt and spoke into it. “Mr. Porter, let there be light!” A little over two miles away, a nervous man flipped a breaker switch in the power grid control room at the Dale Hollow Dam.
The crowd held its breath in anticipation. The sky darkened as night began to fall. Nothing happened. Seconds stretched on like hours. A flickering of light caught Will’s eye as one of the street lamps fluttered to life. Suddenly, the entire courthouse lit up, every light in the building burning. The Sheriff turned toward the courthouse and made a “roll it” gesture with his right hand and arm. The old loud speakers on the outside of the courthouse screeched and wined as current rushed into them. The “Star Spangled Banner” began to play. The crowd erupted in every imaginable display of excitement. Somme yelled. Men and women danced in the streets. Some placed their hand over their heart and sang along. Some cried, either alone or hugging a friend or loved one. As the lights burned in the coming night, they burned away more than the darkness. They returned hope to the people of Celina. 
 
Will walked into the First Baptist Church, heading for his bay after a long day of work. He smiled as he opened the door and saw the lights on. Three days after the power had been restored and almost every house and building in the town had power. The city council had assigned people to work on getting the water system back up and running. It would only be a few days before hot showers became commonplace again. He couldn’t wait. 
Work on his secondary defensive positions had sped up since the crew was able to use power tools now. In a couple of days, they would complete the guard towers and the chevaux de frise barriers around the downtown area. While the wooden spikes of the barriers wouldn’t stand up to trucks, Will figured that it would slow down any advancing invaders on foot. In retrospect, they should have set them up back at the cabin before it was overrun. No time like the present to remedy old mistakes. Will thought to himself. Cutting the wood, building the actual barriers, and moving them into place had been quite a job. He was tired and looking for sleep when he opened the door to the room that held their bay. 
His mom, Chuck, and Jenny were waiting on him. Jenny and Betty sat on opposing cots, holding hands as Chuck stood behind, his hand resting on Betty’s shoulder. “What’s going on? You guys look like something’s wrong.” 
The women sat up straight and stopped holding hands. Chuck didn’t move. He just looked down at Betty and seemed uncomfortable. “You know when we had that discussion the other night about how much our parents had been spending time together and you saw them holding hands?” Jenny asked. Will nodded. 
“You know how we were going to talk to them about it but just weren’t sure how to approach them?” 
“Yeah.” Will said. “I guess that’s what we’re doing now?”
“Kinda.” Jenny said with a smile. “They actually came to tell us something.” 
“Mom?” Will asked. She blushed but didn’t speak. 
Chuck looked Will in the eye. “We’re getting married, son.” 
Will was speechless for a minute. His dad had passed away only five weeks ago, and Kerry only a week after that. Did they not have any loyalty their former spouses? Will wanted them to find happiness and live their lives, but this was too soon. He had expected that they might say that they’d started dating or talking or something. But married? He just stared at Chuck. Anger, jealousy, compassion, revulsion, and love all swirled together inside of him, turning his emotions into an incomprehensible mess.
“Anyway,” Chuck continued, “we’ve already talked it over with Brother Bob here at the church. We told him we just wanted something small and private. No big show on Sunday or anything. He said he can do it tomorrow… We just really wanted to get your and Jenny’s blessing.” 
Will stuffed down his anger for the moment. “What did Joey say?” 
“We haven’t told anyone else yet.” Betty said. “We wanted to let you two know first. Maybe if we get your blessing, you can help tell Joey.” 
“Why?” Will asked. “Why now?”
“Listen, Will. I know it hasn’t been very long since your dad passed away and Kerry too. But over the last few weeks, your mom and I have been talking and getting close. It all started as we consoled each other over your dad and Kerry. Then we became friends. It was a pretty rough time, but we bonded over that. The more we talked, the more we liked each other. We fell in love.”
“Neither one of us really thought we would survive in that week after Kerry passed. Lord knows, if it wasn’t for you kids, I probably would have given up. But your mom, she kind of saved me… Well, when you led us here, to this little miracle of a town, we found safety. Your mom and I found the time to get to know each other even better. 
“We began talking about the future, something I think we had both sort of given up on. When we really thought about it, we realized that we don’t have that much time left.” 
“What do you mean?” Jenny said. “We’ve gotten power back on and we’ll have the hospital back to normal in no time. Why don’t you have much time? What’s wrong?”
“Well, sweetheart,” Chuck continued, “all of those things are great, but the world has moved on from what it was. The hospital may be back up and running, but the medicines aren’t. Where am I going to get my next prescription filled for my cholesterol medicine? You see, while Betty and I were talking, we realized that even as good as the town is, the average lifespan is going to go down quite a bit. Before, you had medicines and other things that prolonged our lives. We watched our parents and some of their friends climb on into their eighties or nineties because of all of the great medicines that you studied. We’re just not going to have that luxury anymore.”
“I’m with Jen.” Will said. “I just don’t get it.” 
“Ok. What are we going to do if we need surgery? There’s not going to be any more shipments of anesthesia coming in. What little we do have needs to go to you younger folks. That’s only right and the way we both want it. As we talked through all of this, we thought back to our grandparent’s time when people generally lived to about sixty or sixty-five. We realized that we’re coming up in that age range, and that’s if nothing else goes wrong. This town is still a pretty fragile place. 
“Since we make each other happy and realize that we may not have much longer, maybe a good decade or so together, we decided that we shouldn’t wait. We figured we’d just do it now… If we can get your blessing?” 
Will sat down next to Jenny. Emotionally, he rejected it outright. It was just too soon. Didn’t he still owe loyalty to his dad? What about Jenny’s mom? When he thought through it rationally, Will realized Chuck made sense. Old age wasn’t the only killer. There would be more accidents now. The annual flu season would begin to kill off the young and old in the population like it did in the days before antibiotics and antivirals. Any number of things could still upset their lives, whether they liked it or not. 
Will looked up at his mom. Tears rolled down here face. She started to speak but Will cut her off. “Ok.” 
“Are you sure?” Betty said as she smiled through her tears. “I won’t do it if it hurts you. I just want to make sure that you’re ok with this.” 
“I’m all right… I understand. If it’s what you want and you make each other happy, then I shouldn’t stand in the way.” 
“Thank you!” Betty said. She got up and hugged her son. Chuck put an arm around them and shook Will’s hand when he and his mother released their embrace. 
“Thank you, son. I swear, I’ll take good care of her.” 
Will looked down at Jenny. She was the only one not standing. Her eyes were wet with tears. “Are you ok with all of this, sis?” Will asked. 
Jenny laughed as she wiped tears from her eyes. “That’s not funny… But, yes, I’m all right with it. I’m just happy for them.” She wiped away more tears. “I’m just a little emotional.” 
“Is everything ok?” Betty asked. 
“Oh, yes.” Jenny assured them. She took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling. She giggled to herself. “Since this seems like the day to drop news in everyone’s lap, I have some of my own.” She looked up and met Will’s eyes. “I’m pregnant.” 
The discussion with his mom and Chuck had trashed his emotions. Coupled with the long hours of work and the emotional beating he had just received, he didn’t know how to handle this. So many thoughts raced in his head. They all collided together like an interstate pileup. He felt overjoyed. He felt scared. I’m going to be a dad! Then the worry set in. How the hell do you take care of a baby in times like these? What if something happened to the town? How do I feed a wife and kid? Oh my God! There aren’t going to be any more vaccines? What if… What if… His mind almost shut down. It was too much to take. He sat down on the cot because his knees threatened to go on strike. He didn’t know what to say or do. He just said the first thing that came to mind. “Holy shit!” 
Jenny laughed uncontrollably. “I know!”
 
 
 



 
Chapter 25
 
Kirk rolled over in his makeshift tent and hugged Sherry as the first rays of light filtered through the trees. She lay naked, next to him under the sleeping bag. He breathed in the scent of her hair. It didn’t smell like some flowery perfume or some bullshit Irish dew-mist shampoo. It smelled much better than that. It smelled like her. Their relationship had skyrocketed the day after their encounter with the militia that had butchered Owensboro. Kirk didn’t know what had made Sherry catapult their relationship so far ahead. Maybe it was the fear of losing him? He thought about it and decided that he didn’t care. 
Raindrops rolled off the poncho as Kirk looked up and smiled. He thought it was weird, but he couldn’t remember being happier. They were living in the woods, having to hunt and forage for their meals, the whole world gone to hell; and he was having the time of his life. Having a family again had gone a long way toward repairing damage inside of him that he had barely known existed. He had shared all of his past with Sherry after they had made love for the first time. She was such a sweet, caring woman that she had wept with Kirk during the retelling. A part of him would always be in her debt for that and her acceptance of him. His new family didn’t replace the family he had lost all those years ago, but they did provide a lifeline back to the life he should have had, the fulfillment in his life that he had given up for dead. 
He heard Scott snoring in the tent they had made out of the old tarp they had found in an abandoned barn outside of Buffalo, Kentucky a little over a week ago. Lucy and Jimmy shared it with Scott. Kirk heard someone stir in the other tent occupied by Leesha and Clay. He had given them his spare poncho. The new sleeping arrangements had worked out perfectly in Kirk’s estimation. Lucy and Jimmy had accepted the fact that he and Sherry were in a relationship. Jimmy had been a little hesitant at first, but Lucy had reacted with excitement, surprising both Kirk and Sherry. Jimmy had come around in the following days. 
Kirk tried not to wake Sherry as he retrieved his road map from his pack. He opened the atlas to Kentucky. He wasn’t sure where they were. They had passed few landmarks and had avoided all towns and cities since they had fled Owensboro some sixteen days ago. The last landmark they had passed was the town where they had found the abandoned farm house. Everything of any real value had been scavenged, with the exception of the tarp and a couple of small hand tools. Any sort of triangulation wasn’t really possible since the maps he had were road atlases, not navigational maps. He had no idea what the compass offset would be in Kentucky, nor did the map have any topographical information on it to assist in identifying features. He tried dead reckoning, but that was unreliable. 
He had led them more east than south for four days after they had crossed the Ohio. He figured that was the best way to put some distance between his new family and the animals who now occupied Owensboro. On the fifth day, they had turned south. By his estimates, they should be coming up to the Tennessee border either tomorrow or the next day. Kirk knew that they would need to cross the Cumberland River at some point. The closest options he saw on the map were Burkesville, Kentucky or further southwest at Celina, Tennessee. Because of the way the river wound around the area, making loops to the south before heading back up to the northwest and turning south again, the best way would be to cross at Burkesville and then cross a smaller river that fed from a place marked on the map as Dale Hollow Lake. 
The trepidation Kirk felt at crossing another river surprised him. He knew it was all in his head, but with the new relationship he had found with the family and the near catastrophe that he had almost stepped into at Owensboro, he felt pressured to be overly protective of them. He had to make sure the crossings were safe. While he told himself that it was just bad timing with the Owensboro crossing, he couldn’t shake the feeling. He had begun to grow comfortable in their life the last couple of weeks, even though he knew it couldn’t last. They had lived off the land. Life was difficult, but simple. The family had become acclimated to roughing it. The bland food, the hard sleeping conditions, and the elements no longer affected them. He felt happy out here and hated to risk another encounter, even though he knew it had to be done. While he might live out here forever, he needed to find the others a home. They needed to be grounded somewhere. He thought about Sherry. He would be where she was from now on. 
A rustle from Clay’s tent broke his train of thought. He peered around the side of the poncho and saw Leesha stirring. She gathered some of the dried wood left over from the night before and lit a fire. Kirk yawned and his stomach rumbled. He might as well get up and help Leesha with breakfast. He yawned one last time and felt at his beard as he covered his mouth. It had gotten long again. While he thought it ridiculous to shave out in the woods, he did like to keep the facial hair down. The grey streaks it showed at the sides of his mouth and his sideburns made him feel old. Keeping the hair trimmed made him feel like he could hang on to his youth. He laughed at himself and how ridiculous the thought was, but it didn’t stop him from retrieving the little scissors in his grooming kit. 
The rain lessened after noon. The camp made a big lunch, using the oldest of their dried meat for the stew. They still had plenty left after cleaning out the old. The game and wild plants had been plentiful on their trek. Jimmy had turned into a good hunter. It was a rare day when the young man didn’t take the pellet gun out when they made camp and come back with at least a couple of birds, a squirrel, or a rabbit within the hour. Under Kirk’s tutorship, both Jimmy and Clay had become proficient at living in the woods. They had improved on their marksmanship, both long gun and handgun. They knew how to make fire, find food, make shelters, set traps, hunt, treat small wounds, and defend themselves. Kirk still trained them hard for an hour or so before the end of each day. He taught them self-defense moves, weapons handling techniques, small unit guerrilla tactics, and some ambush techniques. Although he wasn’t sure if Clay or Jimmy had caught on, Kirk had laid the foundation for his replacements. He knew that at any moment, any of them could be taken away. If the situation in Owensboro hadn’t went quite so well, the group would have lost him then. He took pride in the fact that the two men had come so far in just a few short weeks. While they weren’t Kirk’s equal yet, they would have a fighting chance surviving without him. Kirk had also been pleasantly surprised when Leesha and Sherry had begun participating in the training. They weren’t the equal of Clay or Jimmy yet, but they were gaining fast.
 
The next afternoon, the family crested one of the taller hills around them and looked down on a road. Kirk had the family stop while he and Clay went to check out the road. Jimmy and Scott stayed behind to guard their gear and the women. The two men avoided the small farm houses and buildings scattered along the road. Most of them seemed to be abandoned. The sign about a hundred yards from where they crossed the road told them that it was Kentucky Highway 90. Kirk covered the road while Clay returned to gather the family and bring them across. 
Once they were in the woods across the road and half way up the small mountain, Kirk stopped the group. He retrieved his road atlas and studied it for a few minutes. He looked up from the map and smiled. 
“What’s with the shit-eating grin?” Clay asked. 
“We’re closer to Burkesville than I thought. It shouldn’t be more than four or five miles east of here. You boy’s feel like doing a little scouting?” The men smiled. 
“You mind if I come along?” Leesha asked. Scott, Sherry, and Lucy moved off a little to find cover and harvest any edible plants in the area, following the routine they had developed whenever Kirk would take the guys out scouting or training. 
“Baby, it might get dangerous. I want you to stay here with Scott and Sherry.” Clay argued. 
“All right.” Kirk agreed with Leesha. 
Clay frowned at Kirk and was about to begin an argument when Kirk cut him off. “It’ll be a good training opportunity. She’s been training with you guys for over a week now. I hadn’t been teaching you much longer than that when I took you along. Besides, another pair of eyes couldn’t hurt.” Clay looked annoyed, verging on pissed; but he nodded. 
“Thank you, baby.” Leesha said. “If you hadn’t we both know you would have been sorry.” She said with a smile. 
“This won’t be a joke, Leesha.” Kirk cut in. “You stay with me and do exactly what I do and do everything I say. Got it?” 
“But I want to go with Clay. Doesn’t it make…” 
“Got it?” 
“I just…” 
“Got it!?” Kirk said again. 
Leesha nodded and Kirk continued. “You can’t go with Clay because of that little trivial bullshit you just pulled.” He could see she didn’t understand. “This is not about some lover’s stroll or you getting to spend time with Clay out in the woods. This is serious. If the shit hits the fan and we run into something like we did back in Owensboro, you have to be able to take orders from those of us who know better than you.” 
“And just who would that be?” Leesha said, getting a little hot. 
“For this mission, I’m in charge. If something happens to me, then Clay’s in charge. If something happens to him, Jimmy’s in charge. If it comes down to just you, you get back here and get the rest of the family as far away from here as you can. Got it?” 
Anger flared in Leesha’s eyes. Kirk had never spoken to like that before. He may have been like this with Clay or Jimmy, but she wasn’t going to take it. Who the hell was he to start giving her orders like that? Before, he had led the group by making suggestions and getting general agreement from the rest. Sure, it had been fairly easy, especially since Tara had died and left Scott emotionally damaged; but this was blunt, hard direction. A smartass reply rolled to her tongue as she wondered why the hell Clay put up with this shit. That thought stuck her. Why did he put up with it? She visualized what Kirk had just said. What would she do if Clay was shot? Would she stay with him or would she put the demands of the family above the man she now knew to be the love of her life? As she pondered this question, the anger left her. Maybe that’s why Clay put up with this. He trusted Kirk and thought he knew what he was doing. He hadn’t led them wrong yet. She half suspected they would have been dead weeks ago without him. She nodded. 
Kirk softened his voice. “Don’t worry. As you get better at this and get a little more experience, you two will work together fine. Right now though, like that semi-playful comment you just made, you probably won’t obey him the way it has to be. You two are close. Sometimes that closeness in one area gets in the way of another. We don’t know what we’re going to find up there. We could be stepping into a whole different world, and in that world, you have to obey him as a soldier, not argue like an equal in your personal life. Once you two get all of that straight it’ll make you stronger. But for now, it’s better to keep you apart. Got it?”
Leesha didn’t like it, but she agreed. As Kirk laid out the atlas on the ground and knelt beside it to go over the plan with the team, he noticed Clay grinning. He went over the terrain and the plan. Within minutes, the staggered group walked through the hills toward the town. Kirk let Clay take the point. Jimmy took second, following about thirty yards behind Clay. Kirk and Leesha followed another thirty yards behind. Kirk explained the staggered formation concept to Leesha as they went. 
“Troop movements usually staggered their soldiers ten or so yards apart. The main reason for this was explosions and ambushes. The soldiers up front would hit, and hopefully spring, the ambush before the main body of troops got hit. The ones in the back could provide cover fire and help the ones up front. It gave a better chance of survival. The other reason, the explosives, was so that if a soldier hit a landmine or had a grenade tossed at him, the distance between troops would minimize the damage done by the explosion and fewer people would get hurt. Understand?”
“Makes sense. So, why have you got us so far apart?” 
“We don’t have as many people as a normal unit would. We don’t really have to worry too much about explosives. I doubt any of the townspeople around these parts had any grenades, much less landmines. We’re so spread out because we need the guy up front to trigger any ambushes as soon as possible. It’ll give us more time to react.” 
“But that’s Clay up there. Isn’t that dangerous?”
“Yes. And if I wasn’t training you, that’s where I would be.” 
“So, what do we do if there’s an ambush?” 
“Well, Jimmy would take cover and return fire, hopefully suppressing the enemy’s will or ability to fire back. Clay, if able, would find cover and return fire. We would hopefully be far enough back that we can sneak around and flank the ambushers.” 
“What do you mean ‘flank’ them?” Leesha asked. 
“You see,” Kirk used his hands to gesture and explain the imaginary troop positions, “the enemy would have a lot of fire where everyone can aim at the target. If we can move to the side and change the angle while they continue to hold their position and fire or are pinned down from Jimmy’s fire, we can make it where only one or two of them can fire at us because their buddies will either be in the way or they’ll get shot. We, on the other hand, get advantages like being able to concentrate our shots on a smaller area and the possibility of hitting multiple people with fewer shots. Hell, we may even get lucky and have a bullet or two pass through one guy and kill the dude behind him.” 
“Pretty smart.” Leesha agreed. “So, how are we supposed to spot an ambush or an attack?” 
“Well, you start off by avoiding good ambush spots. Stay out of low-lying areas, trails that force you close together, open spots in the woods where there isn’t a lot of stuff to take cover behind, and open fields if you can help it. Besides that, you look for signs and screen the brush.” 
“Screen the brush?”
“Yeah. You’re going to see the asshole who steps out and starts shooting at you. It’s actually going to be pretty hard to miss him. So, you don’t spend your time looking in the open areas. Instead, you try to look through the bushes and trees and whatever else. If you just glance over a section of bushes, like that over there, you’ll just see the bushes. But, if you look closely at what’s behind the leaves and twigs and shit, you might catch a boot sticking out of the bottom or the dark outline of a person or suspicious lump, or maybe even a flash of metal. That glimpse can give you a split second advantage, time to hit the deck or find cover. When the shit hits the fan, that slight advantage could save your life, and that of our little team here.” 
“I see.” Leesha said as she stepped over some dried branches. Kirk was pleased at how well she had taken to moving quietly through the woods. “Kirk, I thought all of this commando stuff was supposed to be hard. All of this seems pretty easy.” 
“It is pretty easy. It gets a little more complicated when you factor in different types of weapons and a couple more formations to better utilize those weapons, but even that’s not that hard. We don’t have any of those types of weapons anyway, and I doubt whoever we encounter will either. 
“The hard part about all of this is maintaining the focus. It’s easy to take a short walk through the woods and do all of these things fairly well. The trick is to keep it up after hours, days, or even weeks of doing it all the time. Then, when the bullets begin to fly, holding on to that focus, knowing what your part is, and how to best help the team. Anyone can do the mechanics of this, but holding that focus, that core of what must be done when you’re getting shot and shit’s exploding all around you or you’re wounded and half of your team is dead or dying and it’s up to you to flank an entrenched enemy or provide cover fire, that’s when things start to get though. All the specialized training they put us through was about that. They beat the shit out of us while we went through drills like this. All to weed out those that didn’t have or couldn’t get that level of focus, that centered place where we instinctively did whatever needed doing to get the job done and the team to safety.” Kirk sighed, reminiscing on his training days and first missions. 
“Unfortunately, we don’t have the time or ability to build up any of that with you guys. You’re just going to have to get it on the job. I hope we can avoid anything like that, but if we don’t, remember your focus. That’s how you get things done out here and how you get out alive.” Kirk looked up to where Clay had just topped the hill they were climbing. He signaled a stop. Jimmy echoed his hand gesture to Kirk and Leesha. 
“Why are we stopping? Are we there?” Leesha asked. 
“Not quite, but this is where we quit talking. I’m going up to take point. You’re going to shadow Jimmy. Got it?” Leesha nodded. She followed him up to Jimmy’s position and took cover behind a tree next to Jimmy. Kirk kept walking to overtake Clay’s position. 
Kirk saw the town of Burkesville in the distance as he crested the hill. He motioned for Clay to advance to the south end of the town and make observations from a distance. He signaled Jimmy up to his position as Clay left. “Jimmy, you two stay here and cover us if anything goes wrong.” Jimmy nodded and Kirk took off toward the north. 
Some twenty minutes later, Kirk edged his way into a small clearing a little over half way up the hill to the west of town. He raised his rifle and looked down on the town through the scope. Most of the town seemed to be deserted. There were no fortifications or roadblocks around the town. The main reason that Kirk wanted this scouting expedition was to see how the locals had faired. The town was in a defensible area that looked to be surrounded by descent farmland and had a good water supply from the river. It was far enough out of the way that it shouldn’t have been hit with refugees. Kirk had hoped to find a tiny bit of America surviving here in the hills of Kentucky. What he saw depressed him. People moved around, walking from one place to the next. Even at this distance, Kirk could see that they were starving. Their soiled clothes and even their skin seemed to hang loose. Their steps were sluggish and erratic. Most were disorderly and unkempt. 
Kirk scanned the town and saw that some farming had been attempted. The tractors sat motionless in the fields, statues embedded in time now that they had no more fuel to power them, monuments to shortsightedness destined to rust with the passage of time. No cows or other animals populated the fields. Kirk assumed that whatever livestock there had been, had long since been eaten. It seemed that without proper preparations, even what should have been a defensible paradise in the midst of a country gone to hell, wasn’t immune. 
He scanned to the south and could make out the bridge across the river. It sat too close to town for Kirk’s comfort. While he couldn’t be sure, he guessed that only a couple of hundred people lived in Burkesville, too many to slip past. Crossing here would be risky. Kirk knew what would happen if they were spotted. These desperate people would rush them, at first begging for, then demanding, then trying to take their food. He couldn’t let that happen. He would have to stop them, and that meant shooting them. He had no desire to fire on these suffering souls, but neither could he help them. He and the family would have to take the bridge a couple of miles south of town and leave these poor bastards to their fate. He lowered his scope and made his way back to rendezvous with Jimmy, Leesha, and Clay. 
 
As night began to fall, the family made camp half way up one of the small mountains on the south side of the Cumberland River. Scott, Sherry, and Lucy made a fire and prepared a stew of dried squirrel meat, thistle, wild onions, and clover. Clouds filled the sky and threatened rain. Clay and Kirk set up the tents while Jimmy went out hunting. 
Jimmy returned right before dark. Today was one of the few times that he returned empty handed. The group ate their dinner as Clay told another one of his stories. This one was the comedic ghost story. Clay amazed Kirk when he just invented these stories out of thin air and made them so interesting and funny. He wondered if the man had always been this creative and funny or if it was a coping mechanism he had developed after the world had come crashing down. 
When Clay wrapped up the story, the family broke up to find their tents. Kirk took first watch. As the fire died down, he decided to take a stroll to the top of the hill some two hundred yards to the south. He had made it about half way when he heard someone following behind him. He knew it was Sherry. Kirk was glad that she hadn’t requested to come on one of the scouting missions. He loved her, but she sucked at moving quietly. He wondered if a three-legged rhinoceros could make as much noise as his new love. 
“What are you doing, hun?” He asked as she approached. 
“I just didn’t feel like sleeping while you are up and about. I thought I’d keep you company during your shift. Besides, we will be alone here in the dark woods.” She let that hang in the night. Kirk could hear her sexy smile in her voice.
Kirk stepped up to her, embraced her, and kissed her. When they broke apart, he said, “That does sound like a good way to pass a guard shift, although it might be a little distracting.” 
“So, where are you going out here in the dark?” Sherry asked. 
“I just wanted to see if there was anything to see from the top of the hill.”
“What do you think you’re going to see up here? It’s so dark; I don’t know how you’re going to see anything.” 
“Just thinking that if there’s another group like us, in the area, I might be able to see their campfire in the dark. Not everyone has the sense to dig a Dakota hole and hide their fires. I’d like to know if we’re not alone out here.” Kirk grabbed her hand. “Come on, let’s see what we can see.”
They walked to the top of the hill. Even with Kirk’s guidance, Sherry still found a way step on every twig and make a lot of noise. As they crested the hill, Sherry looked up to the sky. “Oh my God, Kirk. What is that?”
He followed the silhouette of her pointing arm and saw what she was talking about. Through the gaps in the hills to the north, the low-hanging clouds burned with a low orange light. “I’m not sure.” 
“Do you think it could be some town on fire or something?”
“It could be, but you’d think we would see some smoke or something going up into the clouds.” Kirk frowned. “It looks almost like the lights from a city that you used to see in the distance as you approached it along a highway at night.” 
“Lights? Do you think there’s some place out here with electricity?”
“I don’t know. Just because we haven’t come across one yet, doesn’t mean that there’s not some place that got things working again.” Kirk paused. “I guess we’ll find out tomorrow.” 
 
Kirk woke the family up at first light. He wanted to make a fair distance today. They might need to do a good bit of scouting before they crossed yet another river that they should run into today. The strange light’s they had seen last night worried him. While his head told him that the lights reflected off of the clouds were town lights, he didn’t let his heart have that hope. 
Shortly before noon, Kirk led the family as they topped another mountain. He suddenly motioned for everyone to get down. The family found cover. Clay low crawled up to Kirk’s position where he had ducked behind a tree. “What’s up, Kirk?”  
Kirk pointed to the south. Clay rose up and saw white clouds floating across a blue sky above the green mountains of northern Tennessee. Nestled in the valley below and contained in a horseshoe bend of a river, rested a town. Hundreds of people went about their business farming or cutting trees or a hundred different activities. “What is this place?”
Kirk retrieved his road atlas and identified where they should be and the name of the town. “According to the map,” Kirk said, “this is Celina.” He raised his rifle to look through the scope. Clay did the same. Kirk called Clay’s attention to several of the town’s features. “Man, look at this place. The road over the bridge is blocked off fairly well. Looks like there are fifteen to twenty guards manning the wall. We can probably assume that the other roads are just as well guarded. 
“Check out the open fields around the town. They’ve all been plowed and worked. Shit, that one to the east looks like it’s already sprouting. I like the defensive fencing making up a secondary defensive perimeter.” 
“What?” Clay asked.
“You see the big wooden X shapes with the pointed ends?” 
“Yeah. They don’t look like much.” 
“Well, they’re not intended to be another wall. They put those out to keep people from rushing the town center if the outer barricades get breached. They won’t keep people out very long, but they’ll slow them down so that the guys manning those interior fire positions and makeshift guard towers will have a clear line of fire to shoot at anyone trying to cross over them… Clever.”
Kirk paused as he continued to scan. “Check out the building to the southeast.” 
“The white house?” Clay asked. 
“No, the construction in front of it. What does it look like those men are using?” 
“Son of a bitch!” Clay exclaimed as he looked over to Kirk. “They’re using electric power tools. This place has electricity!” 
“Either that, or they have enough gas left that they feel building a barn, or whatever that is, is worth wasting the fuel.” 
“What do we do?” Clay asked.
“Let’s get the family back under cover and out of sight. We’ll let them know what we’ve found and discuss our options.” Kirk turned back toward where the family had taken cover and motioned for them to retreat. As the rest of the family pulled back several yards, Kirk and Clay turned to follow. 
Clay looked at Kirk as they walked. “You thinking of trying to get in there? You know, make contact?” 
Kirk frowned. “I don’t know yet.” 
“Why not?” 
“If you had a place that fortified, supplied, and organized; would you just let anyone in?” 
Clay thought for a moment as they walked. “I guess not, but I’m not sure. I still think it’s worth a shot.” 
“Me too.” Kirk agreed. “We just have to do it carefully and hope they don’t shoot first and ask questions later.” 
Kirk led the family a couple hundred yards back down the hill. He filled them in on what he and Clay had seen. When he finished, he could see Scott was agitated. He pressed on and suggested that the family develop a plan to approach the town. 
“I don’t like it. I doubt they’ll take us in. Even if they do, we’ve been in places that offered safety before. They’ve all failed. Why should this place be any different?” Scott said. “I think we need to keep going to my brother’s down in Alabama.” 
Kirk knew that Scott had changed when Tara died and had expected some eventual resistance. He just hadn’t thought it would be over something like this. “So, what’s so great about you brother’s place?” Kirk asked.
“It’s remote. We can farm there and live off the land, like you’ve taught us. We’ll be safe there.” 
“Assuming your brother is still alive and his farm hasn’t been ransacked by roaming refugees or that your brother himself hasn’t left the farm, how long do you think we will be able to survive there?” 
“As long as it takes.” Scott answered. The rest of the family listened to the debate. They could sense their future being decided by the group’s leaders, one who had the foresight to lead them away from danger in the beginning of the collapse and one who had the ability to keep them alive in the wilderness. 
“As long as it takes until what?” Kirk prodded. 
“Until everything goes back to normal or at least stabilizes.” 
“And what if it never does? Have you thought that far in advance?”  
“It will. It has to.” Scott said. 
“I agree with you, Scott. Everything will eventually come back together. I’m just not sure it will be in our lifetime.” 
“What do you mean?” Clay interjected. 
“When Rome fell, it took almost a thousand years for things to get back on track. We call that the Dark Ages. I’m not saying that this is on that scale, but I don’t know that it’s not. Look at all of the shit we’ve seen in the last couple of months. Things definitely seem medieval to me out there.” 
“Surely it can’t take that long.” Scott said.  
“But what if it does?” Kirk asked. He knew his next question would hit a nerve, but he didn’t see a way around it. “Would you condemn Jimmy and Lucy to live out in isolation with no prospects of finding love or having a real life, just taking care of us old guys until we died and they were left alone?” 
“Of course not!” Truth be told, Scott had never thought that far ahead. Could Kirk be right? After all, wasn’t Scott the one that had said all along that this may be a permanent problem? 
“It’s not what Tara would have wanted either.” Kirk said. 
“How the hell would you know what she wanted? You only spent a couple of weeks with her. How dare you bring her into this!” Scott almost yelled. 
“She never told you about the night we became friends, did she?” Kirk asked.
“She said you two had a heart to heart, and once she got to know you, she thought you were an ok guy. It took her a while to convince us of that.”
Kirk laughed. “Let me tell you the real story. I was on watch that night. After you went to sleep, she came to talk to me. She thought I was a threat and didn’t know what to do with me. Anyway, she came to me that night with that pistol Jimmy is carrying. I truly think she intended to kill me that night if she didn’t like my answers. We both knew that she didn’t have a good chance, but she was willing to try, even if it meant her life.” 
“She wouldn’t do that.” Scott said. “Tara didn’t even like guns. Even with everything that had happened, I just can’t see her actually killing someone.” 
“She was a strong woman.” Kirk said. “Sure, she was the kind that sat quietly while the world crashed around her and didn’t make a big fuss; but when it came to her family, she was willing to do anything to protect them. That’s how a lot of women are. They hide their true strength until they face a real threat. She got over her fear of the gun, of me, and the idea of killing someone because her family was in danger. Or so she thought. That’s how I got to know your wife.”
Kirk paused. He locked eyes with Scott. “So, yeah. I can say that she wouldn’t want to force her grandchildren to live out in isolation and miss out on a chance to have a life. I can say that she’d do anything to give Lucy and Jimmy and Sherry the kind of life they deserved, the kind of life where they would have a chance to be happy.” 
“So why do you want to go down to that goddamned town so bad?” Scott spat. 
“Because, there’s safety in numbers, if they’re the right kind of numbers. I think those people are the right kind, not only for what they have, but for what they’ve done with it. Those people have fortified the town with multiple levels of defense. They have started farming and building new buildings. They seem to have electricity. I think those lights Sherry and I saw the other night were the streetlights from the town reflected off the clouds. Whoever’s in charge down there has the right idea. They’re not just building to survive this disaster. They’re building something that can last. They’re laying the groundwork to thrive.” 
“That’s taking it a little far.” Scott said. 
“I don’t think so. They’ve got all of the right ingredients to establish a thriving community. They have security, food, water, and from what we could tell at a glance, the drive to make it into something more. Hell, in times like these, that’s the jackpot. They’re building a place where Lucy and Jimmy can join a community, grow up, have a family, and some stability in their lives. In all of our travels put together, we haven’t come across a place like this. A place with a real chance. I think it’s at least worth looking into.”
“Well, I don’t. I say we keep avoiding the towns and people like you’ve been suggesting.” 
Kirk studied the ground in front of him and sighed. He knew this was a big gamble. This would either split the group or put control of the back into Scott’s hands. He liked Scott, he really did; but Scott just didn’t have the background to see them through their journey, or to end it when they found the right spot. If it all went badly, Kirk could only hope that the training he had given Lucy, Jimmy, and the rest would give them a chance. “Then I guess this is where we part ways.” He said to the ground. 
The family took in a sharp breath, stunned and hurt by Kirk’s words. “You can’t!” Sherry said. “How could you even say something like that?” 
“Because,” Kirk said, “as good as we’ve had it out here in the woods, we have to find a home. Things won’t always go so well living out here. We’ve been extremely fortunate this far. When winter comes, we’ll need to be settled somewhere. It’s hard to live out like this when it gets cold. It’s a whole other ballgame. Things that are an inconvenience now, will become unbearable or life threatening. Even if I was alone, I would probably find someplace to winter by the middle of fall and start preparing. This place looks as good as anything we’re going to find.” 
“Well, I wish you luck.” Scott said. 
“Dad, no!” Sherry protested. 
Clay and Leesha had been watching the whole interchange, not feeling they had a place in it. They knew that they did, but the feel of the conversation seemed an internal family dispute. Clay guessed that was right since Kirk and Sherry were now and item. He made his mind up without speaking. He walked over to stand behind Kirk. Leesha followed him. 
Sherry watched Clay and Leesha make their feelings known. She couldn’t believe that Kirk would leave them. She wasn’t about to let him. “Then me and the kids are going with Kirk.” She announced. 
“No.” Lucy cried as she ran over and put her arms around Scott. “I’m going with Grandpa.” 
That hurt Kirk more than he cared to admit. He looked at her and Scott. 
“What about you, Jimmy?” Scott asked. 
“I’m going with mom and Kirk.”  
Scott looked on the verge of tears. Kirk knew that he had hurt the man. He just hoped that Scott would be able to forgive him one day. Scott looked down at Lucy. “Sweetheart, we can’t go on by ourselves. As much as I don’t trust this town, the family seems to have spoken; and we need to stick together.” He looked up at Kirk. “You better be right about this, Kirk.” 
 
 



 
Chapter 26
 
Will stood in the northern watch tower of the eastern gate to Celina. The barricade stood on the western bank, allowing a clear view of the fifty-yard-long bridge and the road beyond for another two hundred yards. The last ten days had been exciting and troublesome. The town sat on edge since a group of thirty-five refugees had tried to gain access. The guards tried to turn them away since the group didn’t contain anyone that possessed any skills the town needed. The group had not reacted well, threatening to attack the wall. The guards had been forced to fire on them. Seven of the refugees died before the group fled.  
Will felt bad about turning people away, but food supplies had begun to run low in town. The stockpile that the town had stored away had dwindled quickly. The town had reached the limit of people it could support. The sheriff had instructed the guards to turn everyone away who didn’t have specific, useful skills. The city council placed everyone on half rations until the crops began to produce. Joey estimated that the first harvest was still over a month and a half away. 
Will let his mind wonder as he watched the road. He marveled at how people, who had operated outside the bounds of seasons and natural cycles only a few short months ago because of their vast shipping networks and preservation methods, had been slapped back to a very real, very dependent relationship with Mother Nature. Before, the seasons had meant little besides vacations in the summer. Nothing had been unobtainable or out of stock because it had been shipped in from some place where it grew that time of year. Now the seasons meant toil and work during the good times to prepare for the bad times. As his mind worked through scenarios the primitive lifestyle would bring, Joey climbed the tower. 
Joey jolted Will out of his mental meanderings. “Hey, bro. What’s going on?” 
“Nothing much. Things have been pretty quiet. I don’t think that group is going to come back. What brings you out here?” 
“It’s kind of a slow day; so we thought we would check the condition of the walls and list any repairs that they need or ways to improve them.” 
“Like you did when you convinced the council to weld the hoods and trunks of cars to the front of the wall to make it harder to climb?” 
“Something like that.” Joey said with a grin. “So, have you and sis thought about any names for the bab…” Joey trailed off. “Holy shit! Will, I think that might be one of our refugees.” 
Will looked down the road as a single man dressed in camouflage stepped into it about fifty yards shy of the bridge. The man didn’t seem to be armed but carried what looked like a stick with a white cloth fastened to the end of it. After a few minutes of just standing there, waving his white flag to make sure that he was seen, the man walked toward the wall. He stopped as he approached the bridge. Will looked at the other guards on the wall and the other guard tower. All of them had their weapons ready, but no one had taken aim at the man. They were as confused as Will. None of the other refugees they had encountered had ever approached in such an unthreatening manner. They had all clung to their guns or some other weapons for fear something might go wrong. Only a few of them had been dressed in camouflage. Maybe the man was concealing a weapon that Will couldn’t see. Will raised his binoculars and studied him. He had first assumed that it was a black man, but Will now saw that this guy wasn’t black. He had painted his face and hands in camouflage paint. The man’s camouflage and bearing gave Will an impression of professionalism, odd for a simple refugee, even if he had been an avid hunter or woodsman before the collapse. 
As the man stood at the foot of the bridge with his arms held out to his sides, the pole with the white flag gripped in his right hand; Will’s mind raced. Surely this guy’s not part of the other refugee group. From what he had heard from the guards that had fended off the refuges, they had been a starving, rag-tag group. This guy didn’t look to be starving or disheveled. He looked hard. Will wondered why this guy would come out in the open like this. Perhaps he was a diversion for a larger group that might try to get into town from one of the other posts. Because of his military experience and his role at training the men to fight in town, Will was the senior guy at the guard post. He called down to one of the men on the ground. “Toby! Get on the radio and tell the other guard posts what’s going on here. Tell them that we have a guy who may be a diversion for another group that might try to sneak into town. Get the roving guard detail to get some more men and do a sweep of the perimeter.” 
“Will do!” Toby called up as he got on the post’s CB radio and relayed Will’s message.
“You really think this guy’s a diversion?” Joey asked. 
“I have no idea, but this is weird.”  
 
Kirk looked across the bridge at the wall and the twenty or so men who guarded it. He couldn’t make out most of them since they were on the ground level behind the wall. He just caught glimpses of them through small cracks and open firing ports cut into the wall. So, far so good. At least they haven’t shot me yet. That’s got to be a good sign. Now for the hard part. Kirk lowered his pole and laid it on the ground. He bent back up and cupped his hands around his mouth. “Thank you for not shooting me. I would like to speak with whoever is in charge.” 
A man in the north tower lowered his binoculars and shouted back. “I’m in charge of this gate. What do you want?” 
“I would like to discuss the possibility of joining your town or trading for some supplies.” Kirk felt uncomfortable being out in the open. He had watched the town for two days before deciding that being up front and honest was the best course of action. He knew the guard change times and noted the routine paths taken by the roving guard patrols. He knew that he could make his way into town undetected and take whatever he wanted; however, he doubted that would get his family a new home. 
“Are you alone?” 
Kirk hesitated. He had hoped to get more information out of the guards before he exposed the family. He had taken a risk by stepping out in the road. So far, that had been the correct move. While he had made his peace with risking his own life, he hated to do that to the rest of the family. “No.”
“How many are in your group?” 
“Seven.”  
“Where are they?” 
“Hidden in the woods.” 
“Bring them out in the road with you.” The guard said.
Shit.  He wasn’t ready to do that. “Will you let us in if they come out?” 
“It depends. We’re not taking any more refugees right now, unless you have skills that we need. Right now, those are pretty few and far between. Bring out the rest of your group.” 
“How do I know they’ll be safe?” Kirk asked. 
“What made you think you were safe stepping out in the road?” 
“I didn’t. But it’s a different thing to ask me to risk my family.” 
The man in the tower turned and conversed with one of the other men in the tower. He addressed Kirk again. “Listen, mister, we have a protocol to follow. I’m going to explain it to you. If you don’t like the terms, you can fuck off.” 
Kirk bristled at the attitude. Maybe this hadn’t been going as well as he thought, but the fact that the town had established a protocol gave him a sliver of hope. The man in the tower continued. “If you want to be let in, bring out your family and walk half-way across the bridge. Sling or holster all weapons. We will ask you some questions to determine if you have any skills that we need. If you do, you can join our town. We’ll take all of your gear and weapons and hold them for you until you complete a three-day quarantine. After your quarantine, we will return all of your equipment to you and you will be settled in town. 
“If we decide not to let you into town, you will turn around and walk past the bridge. If you do not withdraw immediately, you will be shot. Do you understand?” 
“Yes.” Kirk yelled back. “If we don’t get into town, will you still trade with us?” 
“We will see. Now, bring out the rest of your group.” 
Kirk did not like this asshole in the tower directing him around. He tried to imagine what he would do if he was the man in the tower. After a few seconds of thought, he decided that the guy wasn’t that bad. Kirk would have probably told any refugees seeking aid to piss off. He picked up his pole with the white cloth tied to it and turned toward the east. He waved it two times on either side of his body to signal to the rest of the family that it was ok to come out. 
Clay and Leesha stepped out of the trees, followed by Sherry and Lucy. Scott and Jimmy brought up the rear, carrying Kirk’s equipment. The group walked up to Kirk, and he filled them in on what was about to happen. “I don’t know what kind of questions they are going to ask, but I think we should be honest with them.” 
“What do you think our chances of being let in here are?” Clay asked. 
“I have no idea.” 
“Do you think you’d be better off without me and Leesha?” Clay asked nervously. 
Kirk didn’t understand. “I don’t see how we would. You thinking of leaving us?”
“No, man. It’s not that. It’s just that…well…Folks in this part of the world aren’t exactly known to be overly accommodating to brothers. They might not let us in. I’d hate to be the reason that they didn’t let you in.” 
Holy shit! I never even considered that. Kirk thought. I wonder how long they have felt that way? He looked at Clay and Leesha and saw their trepidation. “Listen, man, whether you realized it or not, you saved my ass that day we met. I won’t ever forget that. If you hadn’t wasted that asshole that got the drop on me in front of that truck, that would’ve been my end of story.” He paused, looking at each in turn. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re as much a part of our little family now as any of us, definitely more so than me. So, if they won’t take you in because of that, then they can go fuck themselves. That’s not a place I want to call home, no matter how pretty their walls and fields are.” Clay and Leesha smiled. Jimmy giggled. Lucy blushed. Kirk had been trying to curb his use of profanity around the kids. It was a hard habit to break. 
“Enough talking.” The man on the tower said. “You folks want in or not?”
Kirk led the family half way across the bridge. They stopped in a north-south line facing the wall. 
“All right. Are any of you sick or carrying any communicable diseases?” The family responded in the negative. “Good. Starting with you,” the man said pointing at Scott on the north end of the line, “tell us a quick version of your history. We want to know what you did before the collapse and how you ended up here. We’ll determine if you have any skills that the town needs.” 
Scott looked down the line at Kirk. Kirk nodded. Scott began talking. He told them about his time in the Navy years ago and how he had worked in various office jobs since then. Scott recounted the story of how everyone but Kirk had fled Chicago and made their way cross country. He glossed over some of the more harrowing details that happened in Seneca and the compound at Lombard. When he finished, Sherry told her story. And down the line it went until it came to Kirk’s turn. 
“You better have something good, mister. So far we haven’t heard anything that we can use. Bankers, desk workers, academics; not what we need. Scott’s time in the Navy might have been useful, but I’m afraid he’s too old now to be of any use.” Kirk glanced down the line and saw Scott deflate.  He assumed that Scott would be happy that they might not be let in. He had argued against making contact with the town in the first place, but Kirk guessed being told you weren’t good enough, even by something or someone you didn’t want, still didn’t feel good. 
Kirk studied the man in the tower. Something about the way the man spoke gave Kirk the impression he might have been a military man at one point. He had mentioned something about Scott’s military service. Maybe that was one of the things they were looking for. “Captain Kirk Chandler, U.S. Army Special Forces.” 
 
“What branch of special forces?” Will asked. 
“Green Berets.”
Will turned to Joey. “Dude, you know I don’t know much about the Army. I was in the Marines. All we really cared about the Army was not accidentally shooting you guys when you got in the way. Do you know anything about the Green Berets?” 
“I worked in a deployed unit once that supported some of their guys. I met a couple of them, but I don’t know a whole lot about them. Why?”
“I’m just trying to verify that this guy is not lying to us. I find it hard to believe that out of all the people we’ve seen come through here and stop at the town, that a Green Beret just happens to stroll up out of the blue.” 
“Good point.” Joey said. “How are you going to test him?” 
“Would you know the units of the special forces guys?” Will asked. 
“Maybe.” Joey admitted. 
Will yelled down to the man. “Captain Chandler, what unit were you in?” 
“Fifth Special Forces Group, Third Battalion.” 
Will looked over to Joey. “What do you think?” 
“Sounds good enough for me. Maybe Sheriff White will be able to tell. He was in the Army for a long time” He paused and ran his hand through his hair. “You want to let them in?” 
“I don’t know yet. While it’s not on our list of skills, I don’t think we can pass up a real spec ops guy. He’d surely have something to contribute to the town. Wouldn’t you think?” 
“Probably.” Joey said. 
Will turned toward the family standing in the road. “Captain Chandler, you may stay, but I’m afraid I can’t let the others in.”
Kirk shook his head. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” He said to the family. 
“After all of that, you’re not even going to consider it?” Will asked. If the guy was telling the truth, he hated to lose that expertise, but he didn’t know if the expense of the rest of the family was worth it.
Kirk looked back up at Will. “We’re a family. I’m not going to abandon them. Not for this town, or any other.” 
Sherry looked at him with tears in her eyes. Kirk couldn’t tell if it was because she was proud his decision or the loss of living in the town. 
“What are you doing?” Joey said to Will. 
“I was trying to see if they were that tight of a group. I was hoping we could get him without the baggage. But, you heard him. They’re a family. He called my bluff.” 
“Wait!” Will called out. He hoped that whatever this guy could do would be worth the baggage. The sheriff might chew his ass for this, but he doubted that he would get in any real trouble. “Walk to the left side of the road and drop your gear. Some of our guards will come out and collect your gear. Others will escort you to the quarantine facility.” Will paused. “Welcome to Celina.” 
Kirk looked over to Clay and smiled. Clay and Leesha smiled back. Sherry kissed him. Even Scott shook his hand. “You conned me, but I knew you wouldn’t leave us, you tricky bastard.” It amused Kirk to see Scott excited about the whole ordeal and moving into the town. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 27
 
On the third day of their quarantine, a tall, sandy-blond haired woman in a nurse outfit came in to examine them. She introduced herself as Nurse Baker. Lucy grabbed her attention when she began asking the nurse detailed questions about what the woman was looking for. Once the nurse had pronounced them clean of any apparent, infectious diseases; two of the guards walked over to Kirk. “Mr. Chandler, Sheriff White would like to talk with you. Please follow us.”  
He was agitated being away from his stuff for so long and being kept locked up in the quarantine room. “What about the rest of my family?” Kirk asked. 
“They’ll be taken to the courthouse, given their stuff back, given work positions, lodging, and food chips. You’ll get to be with them once you’re done with the sheriff.”
Kirk turned to Sherry. “I’ll catch up to you when I can. Just don’t let anyone get into any trouble until then.” He gave her and Clay a smile. He didn’t like being separated like this, but went along because he didn’t have much of a choice. 
The men led Kirk out the door of the quarantine shed. Kirk saw the clear sky and warm sun of midmorning. He turned to one of the guards. “So, where is this Sheriff White?” 
“Normally he works out of the courthouse or the Sheriff’s Office, but he’s making the rounds today, inspecting things and visiting the guard posts. We’ll catch up to him on the western gate.” 
Kirk fell silent, hoping that the men might talk among themselves, and he would be able pick up additional information about the town and how it was run. The guards didn’t talk much, even to each other. 
The men led Kirk to the southern watch tower of the west gate. One of the guys climbed the tower and the other motioned for Kirk to follow. When Kirk got to the top, the man that preceded him addressed a tall older gentleman. “Sheriff, this is Mr. Chandler.” 
The old man turned around, his white hair poking out from underneath a baseball cap with the word “Sheriff” written across the front. “So, you’re the Green Beret?”
“Yep. Kirk Chandler.” Kirk extended his hand. 
The sheriff took it. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Chandler. I’m Sheriff Terrance White.” 
“Nice to meet you, Sheriff. So, why did you want to see me?” He was tired and pissy and would have loved to have done this meeting some other time. 
The Sheriff frowned at the attitude. “I just wanted to meet the man that has caused such a fuss around here. We don’t have a whole lot of military folks around here, much less a Special Forces guy. Word of your arrival spread like wildfire through the town. Given our food situation, I wasn’t too pleased that Will Baker let you and your family in, but I’ve come to trust Will’s judgment in the last month or so since he’s been here. Boy’s got a good head on his shoulders. He’s a former Marine. Did you know that?” Kirk shook his head. “I guess if he felt it was worth the extra burden to allow all seven of you in for just your experience, I guess I’d like to find out just what it is you think you can offer us.” 
“Well, I’ve got a lot of unique skills. What exactly are you looking for?” 
The sheriff smiled. “They said in the interview that you bragged about watching the town for a couple of days before you just walked up to the gate. I guess we can start with what you learned.” 
Kirk thought for a moment. He knew this could be a critical step in his relationship with the sheriff and the town, but the man deserved to know the truth, especially if he was one of the town’s power brokers that could help Kirk make his new home more secure for his family. “Well, the first thing is your defenses.” The sheriff frowned. Kirk guessed that the man had probably set up most of them. Better tread lightly. A small voice inside of him said. He ignored it. “The basics are good, but they’re not run particularly well. Your guard changes are predictable, as are your roving guards. I didn’t see any patrols or signs of patrols while I was looking around. You’ve done a pretty good job at securing the roads into town, but they could be better. I do like the idea you have put into place with the secondary perimeter around the center of town, but it could be stronger. I noticed the hospital, which you seem to have running and functional, is not protected. The rivers are a pretty good natural defense, but I noticed that you still have some standing timber along them. A trained team could swim or float across the fiver, use the trees for cover, and be inside your perimeter before you had a clue. You have crews harvesting and cutting lumber. Why not have them take those trees first? Since there is really very little you can do to fortify the river bank, at least remove all possible cover. That way any enemy trying to sneak in would have to cross hundreds of yards in the open with no place to hide. The electricity, which I commend you on restoring, is also kind of a problem. The street lights and uncovered lights from the houses give off a lot of light pollution. That’s actually how we found your town. We saw the lights reflecting off of the low clouds in the sky like a big neon sign that read ‘come kill me and take my shit.’”
Kirk looked around. Some of the guards were pissed, their pride injured. Some were blown away, impressed by Kirk’s ability to break down all of the town’s security flaws in seconds. Others just stared, speechless. The sheriff fell into the last category. 
“That it?” Sheriff White said. “You know. There were several people in town that thought you were just bullshitting about being a Green Beret to gain entrance to the city. I’m not entirely sure myself, but I think you just convinced me.” 
“But our defenses are fine.” One of guards argued. He was one of the men from the first category. “We’ve held off all of the gangs and refugees without any real trouble for this long. Who does this asshole think he is to just come in here and rip on everything we’ve done?” 
“You misunderstand me.” Kirk said. “I didn’t mean to say that all of your hard work on the walls and gates was worthless. You’ve actually done a pretty good job, all things considered. Especially since you don’t have that many trained men and guns for everyone. I’m just saying that it could be better, and since I assume that I live here now, I’d feel better if these issues were fixed.” 
No one spoke for a minute. Finally the Sheriff spoke up. “While I appreciate your suggestions, you make it sound like we’re going to war against a well-trained army, not some lowlife gangs or starving refugees that just want some food. We’ll take your suggestions under advisement. I think you need to go to the courthouse now to meet up with your family” 
“Terrance, I’d like to talk to you alone, if you don’t mind. You seem to be in charge here and know your troops and their moral better than me. There is some info that might better be said in private before it gets out the town in general.” 
“Hell no.” One of the guards Kirk had pissed off said. “We really don’t know much about his guy. He didn’t say much in his entrance interview and even less during the times we talked to his group while they were in quarantine. I don’t think you should be alone with him.” 
“He’s right.” Kirk surprised everyone with his agreement. “If you have a man here you can trust to keep his mouth shut, I’ll be happy to be chaperoned.” 
The sheriff scratched the two-day-old stubble on his chin as he thought. “Charlie, you stay up here. Would the rest of you gentleman please climb down off the tower?” The guards grumbled, but they left. Kirk looked at this Charlie fellow. Just his luck. He was one of the ones he had pissed off. “Charlie here’s been one of my deputies for years. We can trust him… So, after all of that showboating, trash-talking bullshit you just pulled in front of my men, you better have a good goddamned reason for this ‘additional’ info.”
“Sorry about that, Terrance. I’m a little tired. I’ve been up for three days.” 
“You’ve been in quarantine for all that time. What, the accommodations not good enough for you?” Charlie asked. 
“It wasn’t that. I kept constant watch over my friends and family in case your guys came in to kill us during the night.” 
“Well, there was never any danger of that. We just had to be sure that you weren’t carrying anything contagious. You of all people should see the importance of disease suppression in times like these. Besides, we took all of your gear. You didn’t have any weapons. What were you planning to do if my guys had decided to do something?” The sheriff asked.
“I do see the importance of the quarantine and think it’s a good policy, but from our perspective, it’s a little daunting. ‘Sure, you can join our little club as long as you give up everything you have and get in this box for three days.’ The thought did cross my mind that it would be a perfect way to lull us in and dispose of us quietly, gaining our supplies at little or no danger to yourselves.
“As far as your guys taking our gear… Let’s just say that I found their training to be a little lacking.” Kirk looked at Charlie, who sported a twelve-gauge automatic shotgun, carried at the ready, and a revolver on his hip. “This is just show and tell. I’m not going to make a move.” Charlie nodded. Kirk reached his right hand down into his pants and between the upper parts of his ass cheeks. When he pulled his hand out of his pants, it held the little three eighty pistol that Scott had loaned him. He stuck his left hand down the front of his pants. He grimaced as the tape tore hair from his inner thigh and pulled out a four-inch locking blade, folding knife. 
“Shit.” Charlie swore under his breath. 
“I would suggest a strip search on new recruits.” Kirk said as he placed his weapons into his much more comfortable pockets. 
“Suggestion taken.” The sheriff said. “So what is this news that you thought only I should hear first?” 
Kirk told the men about his encounter with the militia at Owensboro. He left out no detail. Charlie paled when Kirk recounted seeing the women tied to car hoods and being used by whatever thug happened to walk by. Kirk thought Charlie might hurl when he discussed the butchering of the dead.  
“That’s why I think we need to seriously look at the holes I pointed out in the defenses.” Kirk said. “I don’t know what sort of training or capabilities these guys have, but to organize and mobilize a force that large to do something as simple as raid a semi-fortified town, requires some structure and leadership. Like I said, I’m not even sure who the leader was, although it think it was the thick-set Hispanic guy. I know nothing about him personally. He could be ex-military for all I know. The only thing I can say for certain is that if you judge a general by his troops, this bastard is a fucking animal.”
“I know that you’re thinking this guy’s a hundred miles away from here, raiding towns in northern Kentucky; and I hope you’re right. But we found our way here. He could do the same. And if there’s one band of degenerates out there like that, there’s bound to be more. I think it’s just a matter of time before one of them needs to cross the Cumberland River and accidentally finds this town or picks up a stray CB transmission like the one I heard your guys calling in the day we approached the town. He didn’t use call signs or codes or anything. Those messages are out there for everyone in listening range to intercept. All I’m saying is that it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared as best we could.” 
The sheriff studied Kirk. “I wish I could believe you were exaggerating all of this, son; but I see the truth in your eyes… Thank you for not putting this out in front of the other guards. You were right about that, but don’t ever pull any shit like you did before, criticizing all our work and my authority in front of my men. I can’t have that.”  
“I call it like I see it… I apologize.” Kirk said.
Sheriff White rubbed his temples as if thinking about what Kirk said hurt him. “You’ve made a lot of suggestions. In light of what you’ve just told us, they’re probably necessary and worthwhile. They’re just going to be hard to do with the food shortage. We’re already working pretty hard and eating half rations. Besides, do you really think we can get this place that much more secure?” Kirk smiled. “What are you smiling at, son?” 
“Hard work to get as close to perfect as can be. That’s how we stayed alive in my old Army unit.” 
“I do have a couple of conditions for living here and lending my expertise to the security of the town.” Kirk said. The sheriff frowned. “All right, let’s call them favors. You said you don’t have any scouts?”
“No, we don’t. Why? What are your favors?” 
“The first one is that I would like ten men and fourteen of the horses I saw in the fields to establish and train a team of scouts to roam outside of town and report back any threats. Second, I’d like Clay, Leesha, and Jimmy, (the black couple and the teenage boy in my group) assigned to my scouting teams. I’ve already halfway trained them on our trip here. And third, I’d like Lucy to be assigned to hospital duty. The girl’s got a strong calling for medicine. I think she’ll really prosper there. Sound like a deal, Terrance?” 
“Ambitious and arrogant little bastard aren’t you?” 
Kirk smiled. “There’s work to be done and I’m the best guy for the job.” 
“When do you want to start?” 
“I was thinking tomorrow. I need some food and sleep.” 
“I’ll send our supply master to your quarters in the Methodist church, tomorrow morning. He’ll get you started… Boy, I sure hope you can back up all the shit you’ve just said.” The sheriff said.
 “Don’t worry about my end, Terrance.” Kirk said as he turned to go. He paused as he began climbing down the guard tower ladder. “Say, did the electricity bring back hot showers?” 
The sheriff smiled. “Yeah, we got the town’s water system working again last week.” 
Kirk nodded and made his way to the bottom of the tower. He found his guards waiting for him. He had seen the Methodist church on their walk this morning. He began walking in that direction, leaving his guards to catch up. 
The Sheriff looked over at Charlie and then gazed out over his town. He had an uneasy feeling about Kirk. The man struck him as arrogant and smart. He’d run into his type before. He had little doubt that Kirk would do what he set out to do. He just had his doubts that the man could be controlled, a loose cannon. He guessed it didn’t matter as long as he delivered. He turned around and looked west, over the river. He tried to imagine several thousand men charging the town, using buses to batter the gates. In a way, it was too hard to picture. In another way, the aftermath of such an event was easy for him to picture. It was just too scary. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 28
 
Kirk walked out the First Methodist Church and turned toward the courthouse. His mind wondered over the last two and a half weeks since they had arrived in Celina and what a busy time it had been. Although it had taken a few days to ram it through the city council, the sheriff had delivered on his promises to give Kirk manpower, horses, and weapons to develop scouting teams. He had even gotten the work assignments for the rest of the family. Lucy thrived under the tutelage of the nurse that had inspected them at the quarantine building. 
As it turned out, Nurse Baker was the wife of Will Baker, the man who had first let them into town and one of the men who had volunteered for Kirk’s scouting teams. The Will was a prior Marine and took to the training much better than Kirk’s other volunteers. From Kirk’s observations, the guy would have made a good force recon troop in the corps. The scout training progressed well. He taught and drilled his men on ambush techniques, staying hidden in the surrounding countryside, basic horsemanship skills, proper radio call signs and codes, basic knife combat, and basic hand-to-hand combat techniques. Kirk had even set up a firing range of sorts using two more air rifles he had acquired and the one that Clay had. He set up dirt bank with a pellet trap so that the men could practice their shooting skills with the air guns without having to waste real ammunition. It wasn’t the same as shooting a real rifle, but the basics of breathing, sight picture, and squeezing the trigger were close enough. Of course all of the training was too much to be fully absorbed in just a little under three weeks, but the volunteers were learning fast. Clay, Leesha, Jimmy, and Will were ready to go out on their own. The others would be ready in a couple more weeks. That’s what led Kirk to the courthouse this morning.
Kirk mentally ran through the update that he planned to present to the council regarding his scouting teams and their progress. Kirk remained skeptical about how much power the town council held. The sheriff, the mayor, a couple of holdovers from pre-collapse offices such as sanitation and water, the three church leaders, and a few of the larger landowners made up the council. When Kirk had arrived in Celina, he assumed that the sheriff had taken over as the town’s authority and directed all major responsibilities. From what he had been able to gather, that was how it happened immediately after the collapse; however, after the first month of the crisis and everything seemed to be secure within the town, the sheriff had formed this new council and delegated many responsibilities to them. Kirk felt torn. Even though he and Terrance didn’t get along, Kirk realized that the sheriff was a good man and had the right intentions by giving the power back to town representatives. Kirk just felt he had jumped the gun on transferring authority back to a group. It was too soon to open up the town to the weaknesses or internal power struggles, posturing, and indecision that came when people shared power. It wasn’t that Kirk favored a dictatorship; but one could make a strong case that it was the strongest government to deal with a crisis. Well, it’s done now. He’s going to have a bitch of a time getting the power back. Kirk thought as he walked into the courthouse.
                The meeting was underway when Kirk walked into the room. Garry Smith, the town’s supply chief, gave him icy glances as Kirk took a seat towards the end of the meeting table. Kirk didn’t blame him. He had created a lot of work for the man. Not only had he taken fourteen of the town’s better horses for scout uses instead of possible farming and maintenance uses, but he had snatched up seven of the town’s few CB’s and walkie-talkies. This left a few of the normal guard positions without a radio. Garry hadn’t been happy when Kirk suggested that they could use old telephones from people’s houses and set up field lines. It wasn’t that much work, but it was something else that had to be done on top of everything else. Kirk had convinced Mr. Pae to assist in the project. Pae had devised a simple system powered by twelve volt converter that ran from a central switchboard to all of the guard positions. Mr. Pae and Scott were working on restoring the town’s regular telephone capabilities, but something had been damaged at the town’s electronic switchboard when the power went out, and they hadn’t been able to repair it yet. 
The sheriff also shot him cool glances. One of the conditions that Kirk had made was that he would command the scouts. The sheriff hadn’t liked that. Again, Kirk didn’t blame the guy, but he found it hard to give a shit. As far as Kirk was concerned, this town was far from secure. He thought about how well Lucy, Sherry, and the rest of the family had taken to this place. While it was far from perfect, Kirk felt that this was where he was supposed to be. He wasn’t a superstitious man, nor did he ascribe to the whole fate idea. But the coincidences that led him here: his mother’s funeral, the chance meeting of the Scott and the family, and the detour forced by the attack Owensboro, gave him the feeling that this was his new place in the world. He would be damned if he didn’t do everything he could to protect it. 
Kirk sat as several of the other town council members droned on about their projects. It wasn’t that Kirk didn’t care. He was distracted by his plans for later that afternoon. He felt the small band of metal in his pocket. He had agreed to help one of the town’s more aged residents with their garden for the rest of the summer in exchange for the small gold ring. It had taken him several attempts to find one in the town’s market. Most people weren’t selling such trivial things as rings now. They held on to them, hoping that when some sort of currency returned, they might be valuable again. 
“Mr. Chandler,” the mayor said, “we’re ready for your update.” 
Kirk gave his update in a curt, professional manner. He relayed that he now had three teams ready to go and the rest would be ready within another two weeks. The four concealed watch posts overlooking the most likely approaches to the town were complete. Kirk estimated that if a large group approached on foot, the town would have a couple hours of warning. He laid out a plan to send scouts to patrol a fifteen mile radius around the town and suggested that they might send some teams on longer missions in the future to investigate conditions in towns surrounding Celina. The council had few questions when he completed his report. He answered them quickly and left the room. 
Kirk looked at his watch as he waited in line for food. He hoped he wouldn’t be late. The workload at the hospital had been slow for the past few days. He had asked Sherry to meet him on the north end of town, by the horse pastures overlooking the river. Kirk moved up to the next place in line where he handed the serving woman two food tokens. She handed him two small rations. The size of the rations bothered him, not because of the small amount of food, but because of the dire circumstances that they represented. He couldn’t wait for the harvest and to see full rations again. That would represent a major milestone in the town’s long-term viability. He knew that so much could still go wrong between now and then, but he tried not to dwell on it, reminding himself that today would be a happy day. 
Sherry sat on the blanket Kirk had requested she bring to their picnic. To him, she was the embodiment of beauty. She sat, reclined on one arm, the blue dress she had acquired at the market spread around her. The breeze caught her blondish-red hair, causing it to caress her face. The blue sky, broken by white clouds, teamed with the green mountains beyond the river to frame her in a way that Kirk doubted any master painter could capture. Any nagging doubt that lingered disappeared as he sat next to her. 
Kirk laid out their small rations, and they made small talk as they ate. Once they were finished, the couple lay back on the blanket and watched the clouds float by. Kirk rolled over and propped his head on his hand. “You and the family seem to be doing well here.”
“Yes. We are. Lucy is enjoying the hospital work. I’m glad that they assigned me to work there with her. Did I tell you that she may have found herself a boyfriend?” 
“No. When? We haven’t been here that long.” 
Sherry giggled. “One of the local boys who is helping out with the farming. He’s sixteen. A little old for her if you ask me.” 
“What the… anyway. What makes you think he likes her?” Kirk asked. 
“He keeps coming in for the simplest of things. The most minor scrape or cut and he’s in there to be treated. He tries to wait in Lucy’s section and gets all frustrated when we make him go to another section. I think he’s trying to get up the courage to ask her to dinner one night.” 
“You think this kid is hurting himself just to have and excuse to come to the hospital and get a chance to see her? Dumbass.” 
Sherry was a little surprised to see Kirk take such a protective stance. “Oh, it’s not that bad. Just minor scrapes and such. I think it’s sweet… in a weird way. Besides, I think he’s afraid to just openly come up and talk with her.” 
“Why’s that?”  
“You.”
“What do you mean ‘me?’ I don’t even know the kid.” 
“True, but everyone knows that you and I are together. You’ve already built a formidable reputation around here. You just come in, talk to the sheriff like he’s just another local yokel, and convince the council to give you people and resources to set up your little scouting teams. Everyone’s seen how hard you work those guys and knows you’re teaching them to kill. All of that doesn’t exactly make you the most approachable guy in town.” 
“I still don’t get it.” Kirk said. “What’s all of this got to do with the kid that likes Lucy?” 
“He thinks you’re her dad or stepdad. I think that’s why he’s been afraid to just come out and ask to spend time with her. He’s afraid you’ll beat him up or something.” 
“I…well….” He sat up and pulled Sherry up to sit with him. “Stepdad, huh? Well, I guess that’s as much of a lead-in that I’m going to get.” 
“What are you talking about?”
“We all seem to have really found something here. Even your dad seems to have come around. Clay and Leesha are doing great. Jimmy’s on his way to becoming a good scout and has made plenty of friends here, even with the older guys. Everything seems to click here. I’ve even found myself thinking of this place as home since we’ve been here. I really can’t think of anywhere else to be. This place, it can be a place for new beginnings, a place where we can put the pieces of everything back together if we can make it secure.”
“I want this to be a new beginning for us as well.” Kirk continued as he shifted to one knee. “We’ve been through a lot these last couple of months, and I’m afraid we’re going to go through even more in the coming months and years. Now, I know it hasn’t been too long since you lost Jan, but I have to tell you how I feel. Whatever happens in our new home, I want to face it with you. I know we got off to what has to be one of the weirdest starts of any romance, ever.” Kirk removed the small ring from this pocket. The tiny diamond set in the center of the thin band sparkled in the bright sunlight. “Sherry Jenkins, will you marry me?” 
Sherry’s hands flew to cover her mouth as tears sprang to her eyes. She sat there for a few moments, not saying a word, tears sliding down her face. Kirk was unsure of the response. The last time he had done this, over a decade ago, his wife had said yes immediately with a huge self-satisfied grin on her face. Finally, Sherry nodded, her hands still covering the lower half of her face. Kirk reached up and gently pulled her hands away from her face. He cupped her left hand and slid the ring onto it. It was too big for her finger to make a good fit, but it worked. Kirk began to speak, but Sherry cut him off as she embraced him, cupped his head in her hands, and kissed him. He tasted her salty tears as they kissed and she forced him to lie back down. They were hundreds of yards away from the closest person. Kirk half folded the blanket, covering them as they celebrated their engagement. The Methodist minister married them the next day, the rest of the family and his scouting volunteers standing as witnesses. 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 29
 
While a meager celebration for the Fourth of July lifted the spirits of the Celina’s residents, one of its previous residents found himself following a starving group of religious zealots down a state highway in southern Kentucky. Samuel Frost had been among the first refugees to reach Celina. His wife and brother had accompanied him on his flight from Nashville as the food dwindled and the people turned on each other. 
Things had been pretty good in Celina before his wife had convinced Sam and his brother to help her create fake food chips. They hadn’t been hard to counterfeit. If only she hadn’t used so many of them to purchase things at the town’s market, they wouldn’t have been caught; but no, she had to go on a spending spree, using more chips than anyone could have earned. When he thought back on it, she had never been exceptionally bright. It hadn’t taken the sheriff very long to figure out who had committed the crime. He carried out swift justice, banishing all three of them almost nine weeks ago. 
They had entertained the idea of trying to sneak back into town, but decided against it. Most everyone in town knew their faces since they had been tried in public view before the courthouse. No, going back was not an option, since more than a few of the town’s residents thought they should be killed for their crimes. They had struck out east, trying to find a new home. 
Sam’s brother had been the first to go. A week after getting exiled from Celina, he stepped on a cottonmouth. The wound swelled and the pain became so great that his brother couldn’t move. Sam had tried a few home remedies like applying a tourniquet and cutting the wound open to let the poison spill out, but nothing helped. A couple days later, his brother died, screaming in pain as the infection and poison raced to see which could destroy his body faster. 
Sam’s wife had lasted for another three weeks after his brother. The lack of food and the cool night’s had gotten the better of her. She developed a cough, fever, and diarrhea. She languished for the better part of a week before passing in her sleep. Sam, now alone and starving, had made it to a town that let him in. He had been in Barbourville, Kentucky a little over two weeks when the Prophet showed up with his ragged group of followers. They had been harmless at first, just making a lot of noise and begging resources from the town. They made small camps inside the city wherever they could and preached their message. People tried to help them at first, ignoring the preaching and proselytizing of their leader’s message. Many found his message blasphemous to existing Christian doctrine. Even after all his time with the group Sam wasn’t sure if he believed in what the Prophet said. Some things fit along with what he had learned growing up in Sunday school. Other things just seemed crazy. 
The Prophet was a short, skinny, bald man in his later forties. His black, bushy eyebrows framed his almost black eyes and amplified the effect of his pale, shaved head. He wore a dirty, white bath robe for clothes. The Prophet preached that he had been chosen by God to lead a group of God’s new chosen people, the New Jews, west to the Mississippi River in order to fight and defeat the forces of Lucifer in an Armageddon-style, last battle. The Prophet claimed that Mosses and King David had delivered this message to him from Jesus Christ himself. It was the Prophet’s burden to travel the land, collecting the broken people and leading them to the Messiah and victory in the last battle. Sam could never quite decide if the man was a raving lunatic or truly spoke with the power of God. All he knew for sure was that the world had gone to hell in a hand basket and that this Prophet guy spoke with heartfelt conviction. For Sam, that and the promise of something better in an afterlife, was all it took. He joined the cult on the tenth day they had been in town.   
Things began to turn nasty when some of the Prophet’s two hundred or so followers got caught stealing food from the town’s shared resources. The town’s mayor and the police chief tried to arrest the men, but the Prophet sheltered them. When the town’s officials confronted the Prophet, they underestimated the effect the preaching had on the town. Many of their friends and neighbors defended the Prophet. The town split between people who hated the cult and wanted them gone and those who had, or soon would, join the cult. The end result was messy, leaving many people dead. The cult burned the town after they scavenged the place clean. Their group now numbered over four hundred as they marched west toward the final battle. 
Life in the New Jew congregation remained bleak, even with the addition of the scavenged resources. They marched from town to town, converting who they could. They never turned away a person who would swear fealty to the Prophet, and through him, God. The Prophet led prayer at least three times a day. Every evening before the camp slept for the night, he delivered the same sermon, proclaiming himself as the way for humanity’s salvation by leading the chosen to victory. The group shared food, as well as every other resource. The Prophet claimed all property and distributed it to his children as he saw fit. Usually the distribution came in the form of a watery soup that barely sustained them. Everywhere he looked, Sam saw the emaciated bodies and hollow, empty eyes of his fellow converts. 
Life went on this way until the Prophet led them to into Columbia, Kentucky. Sam’s back was sore and bleeding from the ritual flogging he had received the night before. If the Prophet was to be believed, Saint Paul had visited him during a dream two weeks ago and told him that, every day, seven members of the New Jews were to be flogged to atone for the sins of the group for that day. The Prophet had selected Sam yesterday. The Holy Circle, the ten high priests of the Prophet, had bound his hands that morning before the group departed. Seven of the Holy Circle had led the seven atoners by a lead tied around their necks. The other three of the circle had whipped the atoners until the group stopped for the night. Being an atoner did come with some perks. The day after their atonement, they were given extra food and allowed the privilege of walking at the head of the herd, side-by-side, with the Prophet. That was why Sam was one of the first people in the cult to see the town. 
The Prophet held up his hands and stopped the procession as Columbia came into view. Because of their elevated position on the Cumberland Parkway, they could see the entire town spread out before them. “Child Reeves,” the Prophet spoke in his low, grating voice, “what do you make of what the Almighty had put before us?” 
Sam looked over the same scene Priest Reeves surveyed. Thousands and thousands of people inhabited the town. The smoldering ruins of several homes spat acrid smoke into the sky. The wind changed direction and blew towards the southeast, carrying the smell of the burning homes and roasting meat with them. Sam saw the split second of fear in the priest’s eyes before the fanaticism returned. Whoever these people were, they were unlike any others the cult had encountered. They feared no attack. They had supplies, working trucks, and weapons. The cult had only a few guns, and those had been distributed to the Levites, the Prophets personal guard. Priest Reeves looked away from the town and stared at the Prophets shoes. Not even the priest were worthy to address the him directly. “Holy Prophet, chosen Guide of Mankind, I feel that God has given us warriors to convert.”
As if summoned by his words, a large group of the people noticed the congregation. Well over a hundred armed men, several motorcycles, and trucks began to leave the town and head toward the cult. 
 
Vicio stood on top of one of his buses as the strange group was led into town. His thoughts were worried. His army had reached an equilibrium at a little over fifty-five hundred troops. He still brought in new troops from the towns he raided, but the logistics of taking care of that many people, or lack thereof, killed off as many as he brought in. He had reached the capacity of his skill and that of his underlings. What he needed was a place to settle down and establish a base of operations. He had hoped to make it further before having to do this, but it seemed that would be the only way he could maintain this level of strength. 
Of course, in order to establish his base, he would somehow have to turn his army’s lust for battle and conquest into a more settled society. He had worked out a rudimentary system to do this. He would establish a strict code of laws. Anyone that broke those laws would become a slave. He would send out raiding parties to collect people from the towns that remained and transport them back as slaves, not food. Well, maybe fifty-fifty. The only way he saw to make his establishment work was to return to a similar system of slavery used on the old plantations. He had once heard a joke where black people had been referred to as ‘antique farm equipment.’ The full scope of that joke had never hit him until he began to think about making his stronghold and how to feed it. The only difference now would be that color would have no bearing in the new slave trade. He would elevate a warrior class and build a base of slaves to feed them. His new kingdom would be one of soldiers and chattel. The only real decision to be made was where to seat his capital. He needed somewhere defensible, preferably with existing resources. Columbia was not such a place. 
His train of thought broke when he saw Don and one of his captains break ahead of the group and head toward him. Vicio climbed down to meet them. “So, who the fuck are these assholes?” Vicio asked. 
“They claim to be some kinda religious group, boss. The little bald cracker up front leads them. Calls himself the Prophet or some shit. Says they’s on a special mission from God. Weird thang, boss, when we approached them, they just gave up. Cue ball there just told them to put down their guns and ‘submit’ to us.” 
“Interesting.” Vicio looked over at the Prophet. “Give me ten minutes, then bring this Prophet and his deputy into my office.” 
“I don’t think he’s the type to have a deputy, boss. You see them ten dudes with the colored rope around their necks? They’re his high priest or some shit.”
“Then grab one of them and bring him.” Vicio ordered. 
As he turned to leave and head toward the house he had claimed, Don asked, “Which one you want, boss?”
“It doesn’t fucking matter. Just pick one of the bastards.  He’ll be dead before nightfall anyway.” 
Ten minutes later, Vicio stood by the window as Don and three of his men led the Prophet and one of his priest into the dining room of the large, two-story brick house. Vicio studied the men as they entered. The Prophet wore what looked to be the remains of a bath robe and held a spark of cunning in his eyes. Just as Vicio suspected, the other man, the priest wearing a rag-like shirt and pants, held nothing but hollow fanaticism in his. While the priest was worthless, Vicio could use that sort of devotion, that sort of fanaticism, for his own means. He had been undecided about what to do with these ‘New Jews’ as they called themselves, until that moment. If he could harness that level of devotion, perhaps he could build himself a personal guard that would gladly die to protect him. The men he surrounded himself with now were adequate at best, held in check by a small amount of loyalty mixed with a larger portion of fear. Vicio knew that they would save their own necks before his. They just didn’t have the level of devotion that true religious zealots had. He began to formulate a plan. 
“Commander Vicio,” Don said, “This is the Prophet and his high priest, Mr. Reeves.” 
“Good evening, gentlemen.” Vicio said in his most charming voice and friendliest smile. 
“Greetings unto you, my child.” The Prophet said. 
Vicio smiled again, hiding his grinding teeth. Who the fuck is this to call me “my child? “I understand you holy men have come to convert me and my army to your religion. Tell me then, what would you have me believe?”
“I have been sent by the Holy Father to gather all mankind as we writhe in the consequences of our sin and yoke them together to meet the Father of Lies in a holy battle. We need men like you, child. We need your army to join our forces to combat Satan!” 
Vicio listened to the man, letting silence build until the Prophet could take no more. “I have been visited by Moses and King David and Saint Paul himself. They have directed me to amass this holy army, for it is the will of God. We will march to the Father of Water, the mighty Mississippi River, where God will deliver unto us the Messiah who will lead us to victory against all that is evil in the world. This will be the last battle. Jesus, praise be unto him, will rule the world for a thousand years. 
“I come to prepare the way, to collect His new chosen people, and wage this holy war!” The Prophet almost yelled by the time he reached the end of his speech.  
Vicio continued to stare at the man. He wondered what was wrong with this man. Had he been a lunatic before the collapse and had run out of medication? Perhaps the collapse of everything he had ever loved had broken him? The only thing that mattered was how Vicio could use him. 
“You have done well, my Prophet. For I am your Messiah!” Vicio said. 
The Prophet shook his head. “You are not he, my child.” 
At the Prophet’s denial, the tall, zealot priest stepped toward Vicio. “How dare you blaspheme th….” 
Vicio punched the priest in the mouth, sending him collapsing on the floor. The priests did not follow suit with the Prophet and shave their heads. This man retained a head full of long, dark brown hair. Vicio grabbed this and yanked the dazed man to his knees. He pulled out a four-inch long folding knife from his pocket. Vicio’s claim had failed, as he suspected it might. It was time for a new approach. He doubted that the crazy man cared for his own life. Maybe he cared about his followers. “Prophet, you will go out to your crowd and announce that I am your messiah or I will kill all of your people and serve them to my army as New Jew Barbeque, starting with this miserable piece of shit.” 
“I will not blaspheme at the threat to my people. He is but a servant of the true God. As am I.” 
Vicio put the knife up to the man’s head and jerked downward, severing the man’s ear. A stream of bloody spittle flew from the priest’s mouth as he yelled out. He raised his right hand to cover the bleeding hole that used to be his ear. Vicio grabbed the man’s hand and slammed it on the dining room table. The priest tried to rise, but Vicio slipped his knife behind the man’s right knee. The tendons and ligaments almost made an audible pop as the blade severed them. The man screamed again. Vicio held his splayed hand down. He placed the knife on the man’s little finger. He raised his left hand and slammed it down on the back edge of the knife, cutting the finger off and leaving a bloody gash in the table beneath. The priest yelled again. Vicio took hold of his hair and held the point of the knife to the man’s right eye. 
“You will do this, Prophet!” Vicio yelled. 
“I will not.” The bald man said. 
Something in the man’s tone caught Vicio’s attention. He studied the Prophet. He saw it, the perspiration on the man’s forehead. He had misjudged the Prophet, assuming his faith to be stronger than it was. No, the man did not care for his sheep. He might be insane, but he retained enough sense to realize that his life was in danger and to fear for it. Vicio smiled. It seemed physical violence might be all that was needed to turn this false prophet. 
Vicio released the priest’s hair and grabbed his ragged shirt collar. He used the knife to remove the shirt, stripping the man bare from the waist up. He reached around the man’s chest and rammed his knife under the man’s left ribcage. He yanked the knife across the man’s body, opening up his abdomen. The priest screamed a muted sound and tried to hold his intestines in with his hands. Vicio let him fall to the floor, dying in his futile effort. 
He stared at the Prophet. The sweat had developed into beads that ran down the man’s brow as he watched his dying high priest. Vicio locked eyes with one of his captains and gave him a nod. The man leapt forward, grabbed the Prophet, and slammed him onto the table. Another of the captains grabbed the Prophet’s right hand and held it out on the table. 
Vicio placed his knife on the last knuckle of the Prophet’s little finger. “I wonder how far we will have to go until you realize that I AM YOUR MESSIAH.” 
 
Forty-five minutes later, Vicio stood on top of the bus, gazing out at the cult members. The Prophet stood behind him, looking a little pale. The bloody stump where his right hand used to be was wrapped and tied in the shirt of his former high priest. The Prophet stepped up and addressed the crowd. “My children! My children, I bring you great news and holy tidings! We have found the Messiah! I declare that Commander Vicio is our Messiah! He will lead us to our victory against evil!” 
Some of the more devout in the crowd fell to their knees in worship. Some of the more skeptical shook their heads in disbelief. Some cried, and some shouted with joy. The Prophet held up his bloody stump and his left hand to quiet the crowd. Many noticed the missing hand. “My children, as you know, Saint Paul required a sacrifice of us! The Messiah also requires a sacrifice of us to prove our worthiness! Look upon my hand!” He thrust up his bloody stump. “The Messiah found that my hand had led me to sin! He declared that it was better for me to lose a hand to my sin than to lose myself in sinful ways! This! This is my sacrifice!”
The Prophet looked over his people. He called forth his Levites. “You, faithful servants, move to stand at my left!” The men stepped forward and did as asked. The Prophet pointed down the center of the crowd. “Those who name yourselves God’s newly chosen, divide to the left and right!” It took a few minutes, but the crowd divided itself. The Prophet pointed to the group on the right. “You will honor God in the most holy of ways today! You will be with him in paradise this day! For you are to be our sacrifice!” 
The crowd began to react. Vicio nodded to one of his captains who had arranged his men in place around the crowd. The men sprang forward and restrained the two hundred cult members designated for sacrifice. Vicio looked out on the violence. The chosen people didn’t help the sacrifices. Vicio smiled to himself. He thought he was going to like being a god. 
Don stood on the ground beside the buss. He held up the letter that the Commander had given him before they left the house. He read it again. “Watch the Prophet closely for two days and make sure he keeps to the story. Make sure he dies as quiet and as unsuspicious death as you can arrange.” 
 
Sam stood in the front, only yards away from where the Prophet had just doomed him. Two men came forward and grabbed him. One held a long knife. His thoughts left him as he began to scream and kick. “Please! No!” He screamed as the men began to drag him away. He realized that his misplaced faith had screwed him. Throughout his time with the cult, he had never mentioned Celina because it brought up a bad taste in his mouth and because he knew the Prophet and his cult wouldn’t stand a chance against a place like that. As he looked around at the thousands of people the new Messiah led, he knew they might have a chance. The fleeting thought that his information on Celina could save his life raced through his mind. He had to get the Prophet or the Messiah’s attention. “Messiah! Messiah! I know where there is food! Lots of food!” The two men on the bus did not hear him. He yelled out one last time before his shouts would be lost in the chaos of the other struggling sacrifices. “Master! I can feed your army!” 
Sam’s last yell made it to the Commander’s ear. The man turned and looked right at him. Vicio heard him and liked the title ‘master.’ He would see what this man had to say. If it wasn’t worthy, he would kill him himself. “You there!” Vicio yelled. The two men restraining Sam stopped. “Bring that man to me!” 
The two men brought Sam to the bus. Vicio motioned for them to put the man in the pickup truck. Once the man was loaded into the truck, he climbed in. Moments later, Vicio, Don, the Prophet, several of Vicio’s captains, and Sam sat in the dining room of Vicio’s house. They took turns questioning Sam about his wild claims of food stores and farming activities. Vicio had been impressed when Sam described the food chip system. Even though over two months had passed since Sam had been exiled and a lot could change in that time, Vicio let himself believe the place Sam described existed. After hours of interrogation and light torture to ensure that the man spoke the truth, Vicio decided to let Sam live. He gave his normal daily orders to his commanders and instructed Ed to start monitoring radio transmissions in hope of corroborating Sam’s story about Celina. He knew that they were too far to receive anything, but they would be headed that way soon. 
 
Midnight found Vicio sitting alone in the living room of the house, studying the road atlas by the light of a flashlight. He looked at Celina. It looked almost perfect. The map gave some detail about flatlands surrounded by high hills. A river ran around the town providing protection and water. He decided this would be the place where he set up his capital. The only problem was the people defending it. Sam had described basic fortifications and a small population. Vicio thought his large army should be able to overwhelm the town. He just needed to figure out how to attack it to capture as many slaves as possible. Should he split his forces and attack from two sides or concentrate on just one? These were questions for another day. There were plenty of towns between Columbia and Celina. He could pick up more recruits as he went. With any luck, he would be able to compensate for any losses that his army suffered and capture some of Celina’s population to be his new slaves to work the fields. 
 
 



 
Chapter 30
 
Will and Kirk waited in the lobby of the hospital for Sherry and Jenny. They had taken a break for lunch and decided to surprise their wives by bringing them lunch. They knew the girls were busy and wouldn’t have time to go get their own food. An outbreak of a stomach bug had assailed the town and flooded the hospital. It wasn’t serious, but the head of the medical staff requested anyone with symptoms to come in and get checked out to rule out any chance of a more serious outbreak. Both Will and Kirk appreciated the man’s protective nature of the community and its overall health, even if they did think he was over reacting. 
Lucy came down the hallway, Sherry and Jenny in tow. The girls made a big fuss about how nice it was that their husbands brought them lunch. Kirk didn’t have the heart to tell his new wife and Jenny that he and Will would be heading out for a week or more to scout out the conditions around Celina and maybe make contact with some of the nearby towns. That could wait for tonight. 
They sat, talking about current events around town and eating their small portions when the front door of the hospital opened. A young woman staggered in. She stumbled and barely caught herself as she crossed the threshold. Kirk inspected every detail of the woman. Her left cheek swelled, almost closing her eye. Her nose dribbled a small stream of blood onto her upper lip. Her thin lips were swollen, the bottom one busted. Bits of dry grass hung suspended in the wild strands of her hair. Her shirt was torn around the neck and was on backward. The front of her pants was torn, a dark stain of urine circled her crotch, and her knees were dirty. Will leapt up and rushed to help the woman. The woman confirmed Kirk’s suspicions when she jerked away from Will’s touch as he tried to put his arm around her. 
The two women rushed to the young woman’s side. Lucy started to rush towards her, but Kirk grabbed her shoulder. “Lucy, go find a doctor right away. Preferably a lady doctor if you can.” Confusion showed on Lucy’s face, but she ran off to do as he requested. 
Sherry and Jenny led the woman back down the hall to an exam room. Kirk stopped Will as he followed. Will frowned when he saw the muscles in Kirk’s jaw contract. The veins in his neck were beginning to bulge. “What do you think happened to her?” Will asked. 
Kirk looked him in the eye and raised a quizzical eyebrow. He could see Will hadn’t put the pieces together. “She was raped.” 
“Raped? Here in Celina? You think one of our own people did this to her?” 
“Yes. Don’t look so surprised, Will. Something was bound to happen eventually. They’re a lot of people confined in this small town. Listen. I don’t like it any more than you. One of the things I’ve argued with Terrance since we got here was the lack of police efforts. Sure, he’s got deputies running out of his ass, but they’re all focused on security. Beyond very minor disputes, all I’ve heard about this town says that they’ve only had one major infraction among the populace. Apparently they banished a couple of folks for counterfeiting food chips.” 
“Yeah, I’ve heard that story. Man, I just can’t believe this.” Will said. “I guess we’ve all been so concerned with just trying to survive and warding off threats from outside the town that we’ve all just taken any internal threats for granted.” He paused in thought. “You think we’ll find who did it?” 
“I suspect we will. There are only so many of us, and everyone knows everyone else, or at least, someone who knows everyone else.” 
“You think we should go back there and ask her if she can tell us who did this?” 
Kirk tensed. “Will, I imagine that the last thing she needs right now is another man poking around, asking her questions. The girls will take care of her for now.” Kirk reached into a pocket of his camouflage pants and pulled out two food chips. “I need you to go get Terrance and let him know what’s happened. Take these chips and get some extra food for the girl on your way back.” 
“Ok. Wait, aren’t those your rations for the day?” 
“Yeah. I just won’t eat tonight. Won’t be the first time. Besides, she’ll need it more than me. It might help calm her down a little.” 
“What about the rest of today’s training?” Will asked. 
“Put Clay in charge and have him go over hand-to-hand and bladed weapons drills.”
Sherry and Lucy appeared fifteen minutes after Will had left. “How is she?” Kirk asked. 
Sherry answered. “She’s in with the doctor and Jenny now. They’re giving her an exam. It looks like her left cheek has been fractured, and she’s been….” 
“Raped.”  
“Yes… can you believe it?” 
“Yes, but I don’t want to. I don’t suppose she has said anything about who did this to her?” Sherry shook her head. “I figured as much. Poor thing is probably scared shitless.” He looked down at Lucy and then back to Sherry. “First thing’s first.” Kirk said as he reached past the small hatchet tied to his belt and into the side of his pants. He pulled out the little pistol that Scott had given him. He pressed the gun into Sherry’s hands. “Take this. You remember how your dad and I taught you to use it?” Sherry nodded. “Well, if anyone tries something with you, use it and use it well. I’m sorry. You should have had this all along.” Kirk turned to Lucy. “Until we find out who did this and they are dealt with, I want you to stay close to your mom. Understand?” 
Sherry and Lucy went back to work while Kirk waited for the Sheriff and Will to return. They did ten minutes later. “Where is she?” The sheriff asked as he, two of his deputies, and Will entered the building. 
Kirk was about to respond when Jenny entered the lobby. She had heard the sheriff’s question. “Her name is Samantha Gaines, and she is resting in one of the beds now. The doctor gave her some pain meds for her face and other ailments.” 
Will looked to the Sheriff and his two deputies. “Either of you guys know her?” 
The sheriff and the deputy to his right shook their heads. The other deputy spoke up. “I do. She helps out in the gardening and with the work horses. She’s one of the refugees we got a few weeks after the collapse. She’s friends with my cousin Amy.” 
 “She said who did this?” Sheriff White asked.
“No.” Jenny said. “She’s pretty traumatized. She’d barely speak to me or the doctor.” 
“We need to get back there and question her.” The sheriff said. 
“Give her some time, Terrance.” Kirk said. 
“Can’t do that, cowboy. We need to get all the info we can out of her before the meds kick in. I’m not about to let something like this happen in my town!” 
“Take a breath, Sheriff. I saw her when she came in. She had been hit in the face. That should mean that whoever did this was in front of her, and she probably got a good look at him. We’ll find him. It’s just a matter of time. Give her a few hours to calm down and think clearly, maybe talk it out with one of the female nurses or docs, and she’ll tell us.” Kirk said. 
The sheriff snorted and pushed his way past Kirk. He led his deputies down the hallway. “Stubborn old ass!” Kirk muttered under his breath. 
“How bad is she, hun?” Will asked his wife. 
Jenny flushed. “She’s pretty bad, babe; but she’ll live. Whoever this guy was, he tore her up pretty bad…” she motioned with her eyes to Will’s crotch. 
“How…” Will began, but Jenny cut him off. 
“Let’s just say that he didn’t really care where he went.” 
The radio that Will wore crackled and Clay’s voice came over the airwaves. “Unit two back in the nest.” Will turned the radio volume down. 
“Let’s hang out to see what the sheriff learns.” Kirk said. 
The sheriff and one of the deputies emerged from the hallway. Will and Sherry stood as he approached. “Did she say anything?” Will asked. 
“No. You were right. She’s in a bad way right now. I left one of my guys to guard her door. If the guy who did this knows she can identify him, he might try to shut her up.”  
Kirk smiled. “Terrance, I have an idea of who she might talk to. Let’s give it till dinner time and see what happens.” 
“Good a plan as any. Guess you’re not going to tell me who this mystery interrogator is?” The sheriff asked.
Kirk looked over at Will. “I just heard that Jimmy and Leesha made it back from their perimeter patrol. Will, let’s go find Leesha?” 
 
The darkness outside the hospital doors reflected the mood in the lobby. “I still don’t know why you want me to do this.” Leesha said as she looked around at the group made up of Jenny, Sherry, Lucy, the sheriff, the deputy who knew the young woman, and Kirk. 
“Do you remember how we met?” Kirk asked. 
“Yeah, it was after you killed those guys that attacked us on the road.” 
“I guess that’s right, but I was talking about the first time I saw you. You were bent over the hood of the truck, pants down around your knees, about to get the same treatment that this poor girl got. As I recall, I stopped that with a well-placed shot.” Leesha blushed, the lighter apples of her dark cheeks fading into a darker crimson-brown. “Do you remember how that felt? To be so vulnerable and fearing what was going to come next?” 
Leesha looked at the floor. “I’ll never forget that, or what you did for us that day, Kirk.” 
“Well, imagine that feeling, except worse. That’s about as close as I can get to it, just describing it through your experience. You lived it. You felt it. You’re a strong woman, Leesha. I’m hoping that you can put those two things together and lend her some strength. Maybe you’ll find the words to comfort her, let her know it’s going to be all right, and find out who did this.” 
“I’ll try.” Leesha said. Jenny led her back to the woman’s room. 
The rest of the group waited in the lobby. After thirty minutes, the silence began to grate on Kirk. He turned to the sheriff. “How are the foot holes coming?” He asked, inquiring about the patches of ground on either side of each of the gates and a ten-yard perimeter around the inner defenses. After hearing Will’s tale of getting overrun by people on foot, Kirk had requested the supply and farming guys take posthole diggers and dig eighteen-inch deep holes to cover vulnerable patches of open ground. He hoped that any invaders that broke through the outer defenses would step in them and turn an ankle or break a leg. It wasn’t much, but it was another layer of defense.
“They should be done tomorrow.” Terrance said. “I gotta hand it to you, a makeshift human cattle-gap, that’s a pretty good idea. Where do you come up with this shit?” 
“Oh, I can’t take credit for that one, Terrance. I picked that one up from Caesar. He used similar holes when he besieged and defeated Vercingetorix to conquer Gaul. He placed metal spikes with barbs on the end in his holes so that when the Gauls stepped on one, they would be both wounded and stuck in place. I didn’t figure we had enough metal or workmen to do that. Still, with all of the chaos of charging through our other defenses and being under fire from our interior defenses, I suspect any large group of people will injure themselves at least a little. It should slow them down and allow our guys more time to shoot at them.”
The sheriff shook his head. The group settled back into silence. They sat that way for another twenty minutes until Leesha emerged from the hallway door. She wiped tears from her eyes. She looked at the group and said a name. “Brandon Hunter.” 
“Shit!” Kirk swore. 
“You know him too?” The sheriff asked. He noticed Will’s face flush red. 
“You know how I told you I was going to take on another round of volunteers for the scouts?” Kirk asked. He didn’t wait for a response. “Hunter’s one of them.”  
 
By eleven o’clock the next day, the trial concluded. The mayor had wanted to wait a couple of days, but Kirk, Will, and the sheriff had pressed him to get this over with. The sheriff’s deputies had found Hunter within thirty minutes of being given his name. He was a local guy that they knew on sight. Someone had mentioned that he had been somewhat of a troublemaker before the collapse. He had stayed on the edge of trouble for years, minor crimes here and there, but nothing serious. When they found him last night, the twenty-year old man had still been wearing bloody overalls from his attack. He had lied and told them that the blood was from a cut on his leg. A prompt medical evaluation found no injuries to account for that much blood but did find scratch marks on his upper chest and shoulder. 
Witnesses were gathered. Clay testified that Hunter had not come back after lunch. Another man said he saw Samantha walking in the general area where Hunter had last been seen. The most damning of all was Samantha’s testimony. Kirk didn’t know what Leesha had said to the young woman the night before, but it had an effect. Samantha exuded courage and determination before the jury and the town council as she gave her account and identified Hunter. 
“Brandon Hunter,” the mayor addressed the blond-haired, blue eyed youth standing in the center of the courtroom with his hands cuffed behind his back, “we, the city council and a jury of your peers, find you guilty of the assault and rape of Ms. Samantha Gaines. Bailiffs, please escort Mr. Hunter outside while we deliberate on the sentence.” Two of the sheriff’s deputies led the man out of the room. 
“What do we with do with him?” Reverend Thomas, the Methodist preacher asked. 
“We don’t have the manpower or resources to run a jail.” The sheriff said. 
“I vote that we banish him like we did the others a few months back.” Brother Bob said. 
The Garry backed him up. “I concur. We can’t expend the resources to hold him in prison. We might be able to do some sort of corporal punishment such as whipping or caning; but we don’t have any guarantee that it will work. The only permanent solution I see to this is to expel him.” 
Everyone seemed to agree and began getting ready to break the meeting. They planned to sentence Hunter outside of the courthouse and explain his crimes and their verdict to the mass of people who waited outside. Kirk spoke as they began to rise from their seats. “I think we should kill him.”
The council sat back down. “Mr. Chandler, you weren’t here when we established the rules and laws of this council. We recognized that we are the continuance of the laws of the country; however, we decided against the use of capital punishment against our own people. Besides, rape is not a capital offense.” The mayor said. 
Kirk was disappointed in the town’s leadership. He couldn’t believe that these people had slipped back into such a coddling mentality. Didn’t they get it? They were fighting for their lives. This wasn’t just some blip. Kirk was certain of that now. This was the beginnings of the new Dark Ages. They couldn’t afford to allow things to deteriorate any more. This was their sanctuary, their oasis in the chaos. Couldn’t they see that not meeting heinous crimes with aggressive punishments would undermine the security of town’s residents? He held his tongue as the council adjourned and proceeded to leave the courthouse.  
When Kirk walked outside, he saw Hunter standing on the courthouse steps before the assembled mass of townspeople. Rumor had spread fast and everyone seemed to have turned out to see the outcome of the trial. The mayor and the sheriff stood to the left of Hunter. They stepped forward and the mayor read the charges against Hunter. Kirk watched the crowd, trying to gauge their level of anger. He saw fear and disgust in many of the women’s eyes. He saw clenched jaws and lowered brows among the men. There was anger there, but was it enough? He was counting on this anger to make his plea. If he succeeded, he could harness it to change the way the town handled these sorts of matters, for the better he hoped. The mayor read the verdict and was about to read the sentence when Kirk interjected. “Wait!” 
The mayor stopped and turned toward him. The eyes of the crowd followed. “Mayor, you said earlier that you based the town’s laws on the standing laws of the United States. Correct?” 
The mayor, annoyed by the interruption, answered in the affirmative. The sheriff looked at Kirk with skepticism, trying to determine what he was up to. “In that case,” Kirk continued, “I say your verdict, and this whole trial in fact, is in error.” He kept his voice loud enough to carry over the now silent crowd. 
“What do you mean?” the sheriff asked. 
“You of all people should understand this, Sheriff.” Terrance didn’t understand, but he was sure he wouldn’t like where this was going. Kirk continued to address the mayor. “You authorized the guards to use deadly force against people who try to enter the town without permission? You allowed men to fire on people who tried to invade the town?” 
“That’s right.” The mayor said. It was a policy that everyone in the town accepted and most agreed with. 
Kirk hated having to play pointless word games to try to make the law fit into the box where it should, but sometimes it was the only way to set things right. “I would contend that you, through this decision, have declared us to be at war.” 
“I wouldn’t say that.” The mayor began to argue. Kirk cut him off. 
“Yet you order our security forces to kill people who would threaten or invade the town like we are being besieged. That sounds like a wartime scenario to me.”  The mayor tried to respond, but Kirk kept going, turning to address the citizens of Celina. “Friends! Your town council has tried this man and found him guilty of viciously attacking and raping a woman. Do you know what they plan to do with Mr. Hunter? With this animal that would attack a defenseless woman? One of our own? They want to banish him.” Kirk watched the crowd for a reaction. Only a few people seemed satisfied with the punishment. So far, so good.
Kirk thought. “Is this all we can expect for a punishment of this horrible crime?” 
Someone in the crowd yelled out “Hell no!” The voice was female. 
“I don’t think so either. Why release this man to freedom? Sure, he may have to fend for himself and will have to give up the security of Celina; but ask yourself, if this was you, your daughter, your wife… would you be satisfied with this half-assed punishment?” The mayor tried to rebuff the argument, but noise from the crowd drowned him out. Kirk raised his hands to quiet the crowd. 
As the noise from the crowd decreased, the mayor yelled out. “You have no right to make this argument! Who are you to try to override our decision?” 
                Kirk knew the mayor had no idea that he did have a legal argument. He hadn’t had a military law class shoved into his skull against his will like Kirk had. “I have every right. I contend that we are in wartime conditions. Even before we lost all contact, the federal government had declared martial law. When I arrived at this town, one of the requests that I made to the town council was that I be given men and resources to develop, train, and lead a group of scouts. You and the council approved that decision, effectively making me the commander of a military unit.” The sheriff’s eyebrows shot up. Kirk knew that Terrance had just figured out where this was going. He tried to speak, but Kirk yelled over him as he stepped up in front of Hunter. “Hunter is one of my recruits. He’s one of my own soldiers. As his commander, under the Uniform Code of Military Justice, which comes into effect under wartime conditions dealing with military members, I accept responsibility for his actions and administering the punishment for his crimes.” Kirk knew this was a stretch by every standard, but it was all he had. “As his commander, and by the authority I have just mentioned, I say that Mr. Hunter must pay for his crimes instead of just being set free.” The crowd reacted well to Kirk’s speech. “I say he has violated our most sacred trust by turning on and carrying out a war crime against one of our own. For this, he must be killed!” 
Kirk heard a scuffle behind him and turned to see the deputy from the night before, the one who knew the young woman, kick Hunter behind the knees, forcing the man to kneel. The deputy had been part of Hunter’s guards for the trial. He put the barrel of his shotgun to the back of Hunter’s head. “Just say the word.” He growled. 
“No!” Kirk barked. “He’s not worth the bullet.” Kirk noticed the sheriff, the mayor, and the rest of council yelling at each other, trying to figure out what was going on. Kirk knew he didn’t have long to carry out his sentence before the council reorganized enough to stop him. Hunter looked back toward the deputy who had lowered his gun at Kirk’s command. Neither the prisoner nor the council saw Kirk slip the hatchet tied to his right side out of its restraint. Hunter turned back toward the gasping crowd just in time to see the blur of the hatched head streak toward his face. As he opened his mouth to scream, the outer tip of the blade sliced through the bridge of his nose, cut through his right eye socket, and exited his skull just behind his ear. The blow sent Hunter falling over backward. His legs kicked for a few seconds as his brain sent garbled messages to his unresponsive body. Blood pooled around the man’s head by the time that his legs stopped twitching. 
Kirk stared at the council, who were now quiet. The Methodist minister threw up. Mayor Clemens and Garry looked at him in utter shock. The sheriff stared hatred at Kirk, his face so red with anger that Kirk wondered if the old man might have a stroke. Kirk slipped his hatchet back into its loop. The crowd had mixed reactions. Women shrieked and men yelled. About half of the crowd looked on in shock. The rest cheered. Kirk thought it was as much approval as he needed. He walked away from the courthouse before anyone had recovered enough to speak. The crowd parted for him as he climbed down the steps. 
As Kirk neared the end of the crowd, Will joined him. The two men walked off in silence. Will finally asked. “So, where we headed?” 
Kirk didn’t look at him. He kept walking, eyes forward. “Lunch.” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 31
 
Kirk and Will sat alone, eating their lunch in the cafeteria. The rest of the town had taken the better part of an hour to filter back to their jobs. The lunch crew had arrived and began dishing out food. Will and Kirk had been the first in line. When the majority of the other people had filtered in to grab their rations, they had stayed clear of Kirk’s table. He didn’t know if it was out of respect or fear. He hoped it was the former. The two men hadn’t seen anyone from the sheriff’s office or the town council yet. Kirk was expecting that they would try to hold him accountable for the execution at some point. He just didn’t know when. He didn’t know what he would do when they confronted him, but he figured that it couldn’t be too bad. Maybe they’d exile him. He smiled. 
As if summoned by the thought, the sheriff, the mayor, and the Methodist priest opened the door and walked into the cafeteria. They spotted Kirk and Will and marched over to their table. “We need to talk about what just happened out there!” The sheriff said. “We’ve come to take you back to the courthouse for an emergency town council meeting.” 
“To do what exactly?” Kirk asked.
“We haven’t decided what to do with you yet. The mayor here seems to think that we should try you for murder. I’ve been trying to explain the loose legality of what you did. They weren’t familiar with the UCMJ and its role between commanders and troops in times of war or martial law. I’m not entirely sure that everything you said wasn’t complete bullshit. That’s why we haven’t arrested you yet. While I don’t approve of what you did, and I certainly don’t want to defend you; I think we all need to sit down and discuss the rule of law in this town, how the martial law effected it, and clear up just who is charge of who and what.”  
Out of all the people in town, he had expected Terrance to be the first to jump on him for this. The fact that he was defending him planted a small seed of doubt in Kirk’s mind. Maybe he wasn’t as bad as Kirk thought he was. No, that had never been the problem. Kirk thought the sheriff was a good man. He just didn’t think he was handling things right. “Well, I guess we’d bet….” The radio at Kirk’s side sounded to life. 
“Eyes West to command post. Come in, over.” Jimmy’s voice cut Kirk off from the concealed lookout post on the top of the mountain seven miles west of town. Jimmy and Clay had gone out this morning to relieve the team stationed there. 
Kirk, glad of the interruption grabbed the radio and transmitted before the command post at the sheriff’s office could. “Eyes West, this is Scout One. Report.” The mayor shot daggers at Kirk for interrupting their conversation. 
“I have movement on the road. Three motorcycles carrying six men are headed toward the west gate.” There was a pause. Kirk was about to transmit again when Jimmy’s voice came back on. “They are armed and have strips of cloth tied to their upper arms.” 
“Roger, Eyes West. Hold position and observe.” Kirk said as he stood up. He faced the sheriff. “I’m sorry, gentlemen, but we’re going to have to do this another time.” 
“Like hell we will!” The mayor said. 
Kirk ignored him. “Terrance, call in your guard leaders. We need an emergency meeting right now.” 
“Now, look, if there’s…” 
Kirk cut him off. “The last time I saw men on motorcycles with armbands was in Owensboro.” 
The sheriff trailed off. “You don’t think it’s the same group do you?” 
“I’m not taking any chances. If they are, those men are probably scouts looking for a place to raid next.” Kirk paused and turned back to Will. “We still have two guys patrolling up north, don’t we?” 
“Yeah.” Will said. The mayor and the Methodist minister looked at each other in confusion. The sheriff looked worried. 
Kirk pressed the transmit button on his radio again. “Scout Four, report location.” 
Seconds dragged by before a response came back. “Scout Four reporting approximately three miles east by northeast of Eyes West.” 
“You heard Eyes West’s report?” Kirk asked.
“Yes, sir.” 
“Rendezvous with Eyes West and prep the bush for return trip.” Kirk said. 
“Roger. Moving out.” 
“What the hell is all of this?” Mayor Clemens demanded. 
The sheriff grinned and turned to explain. “Mr. Chandler here is assuming that once the bikers hit the west gate, they’ll turn around and travel back the same way to report back to their findings. I think he just set up an ambush to them on their way back.”
“Terrance, I need you to get back to the command post and make sure that Eyes West is notified when the bikers leave the gate.” Kirk said. 
To everyone’s surprise, the sheriff accepted the orders and left the cafeteria. “What are we going to do?” Will asked. 
“We’re going to the gate to get a good look at these guys if we can.” Kirk said. 
 
Clay leaned back on a tree next to the roadside as Jimmy lay prone, half concealed in a clump of bushes some ten yards from the roadside. They had made contact with Scout Four who held similar positions across the road. The plan sounded simple. Since Jimmy was the better shot, he would begin shooting at the bikers with the rifle when they got fifty yards out. Clay would pop out when they got within twenty yards and spray them with the shotgun. Scout Four would do the same. As long as the bikes weren’t too spread out and they maintained the element of surprise, they should be able to take the bikers out without much risk. Clay still didn’t like the odds, but he trusted Kirk. 
The soft crackle came over the radio. “West Gate reports that the envoy has just left along return route.” The ambushers tensed. All of them except for Cory in Scout Four had been forced to kill people since the collapse. They wouldn’t freeze. Cory was still an unknown. 
Clay took slow, deep breaths to calm himself. He heard the loud motors of the Harley-Davidson style motorcycles as they approached. He looked down to Jimmy. If he was as nervous as Clay, he didn’t show it. The sounds of the bikes grew louder. Jimmy’s gun roared. Clay heard the sound of screeching tires as he spun around the tree and into position. The bikes had been moving fast. He saw the one Jimmy had hit sliding along the pavement, its occupants rolling down the road. Clay heard fire from across the road. One of the bikes swerved away from Scout Four and began heading toward him. The driver saw him an instant too late. He tried to swerve back again, but this only served to give Clay their broadside as his shotgun fired. The buckshot tore into the two unfortunate men, opening fatal wounds all along their body. They lost control of the bike and rolled to a stop a few feet from where Clay stood. 
Cory shot twice, but the remaining bike had sped up rather than slowed down. It had flown past the ambush too fast to get a good shot. Clay raised his gun and fired at the retreating men. He thought he saw the man on the back move like he had been hit, but he didn’t fall. Clay watched the bike speed down the road with a mixture of anger and relief. A gunshot from behind him broke his concentration. Bark from the tree next to him sprayed through the air. As he ducked and turned, he saw one of the men from the first bike had recovered. The man staggered in the middle of the road, pistol in his right hand. As Clay raised his shotgun, he heard a shot from behind him. The man in the road fell like a puppet with its strings cut. Clay glanced back and nodded to Jimmy. 
The ambushers approached the remains of the bikers, wary that they may still be alive. One was. He had been on the first bike to go down. Clay examined the man and removed a small revolver from his waistband while Cory covered him. The man seemed to have a busted left knee and a little road rash, but otherwise looked very much alive. Clay stood up, walked over to Jimmy, and collected the radio. “Command Post, Eyes West and Scout Four report four down, three dead and one prisoner. Two escaped.” 
“Roger, Eyes West. Truck is on its way.” 
Ten minutes later, several of the sheriff’s deputies pulled up in a pickup truck. They loaded the prisoner and one of the bikes into the bed of the truck. Clay had punctured the gas tank on the one he had shot. He counted himself lucky that the damned thing didn’t explode and unlucky that his shot had wasted the gas. Cory rode the remaining bike back into the town, following the truck. Clay and Jimmy climbed back up to the top of the mountain and reclaimed their watch. 
 
Kirk walked into the courthouse where the deputies had brought the prisoner and placed in him in one of the old holding cells. He and Will approached the deputies, Cory, the sheriff, the mayor, and others of the town council who were waiting outside of the room. “He’s in there?” Kirk asked. 
“Yes.” Terrance answered. 
“He said anything yet?” Kirk asked. 
“Nothing so far.” 
“I wish we had gotten the other guys too. I think we have to assume that the ones that made it past the ambush have, or are heading back, to report on our town.” Kirk said. 
“If they are reporting to anyone.” The mayor chimed in. 
“I don’t think it matters if they get back or not.” The sheriff said. “We found a radio on one of the bikes. If they were sending a message back to someone, they probably sent it before they started heading back.” 
“Mr. Pae heard anything on the radios?” Kirk asked. 
“Nothing so far. They were using a different channel than us.”
“Well, I better get to work.” Kirk said.
“We’re not letting you in there. Nurse Baker and Doctor Williams are tending to his wounds right now.” 
Kirk looked around at the uncomfortable faces of the town council. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me? What are you guys planning to do, give him a goddamned cupcake and a glass of milk? We need to get him talking, yesterday.” 
“We want to ask you some questions first.” The mayor said. “Let’s start with why you ordered your men to attack six total strangers who were just riding down the road? They didn’t do anything to us. From what the Sheriff has told us, they just pulled up to the gate and turned around. What gives you the right to go killing random strangers just because they approach the town? We’re not that kind of people…” 
“Cover me Cory.” Kirk said. He walked up to the guard on the door and punched him in the gut, dropping the man to his knees. Before the others could recover, Kirk opened the door and stepped into the room, locking the door. Cory and Will were confused, but they followed Kirk’s orders and stepped in front of the door. 
Kirk startled Jenny and Doctor Williams when he burst in. The doctor was bent over, treating the cuts and scrapes on the man’s leg. “That’ll be enough for now, doc.” Kirk said to the man. 
“But we’re not done here.” Doctor Williams said as he pushed his silver rimmed glasses back up on his nose. 
“That’s ok, doc. If this shitbag doesn’t answer my questions, I’ll make sure to take the pain away.”  
“You can’t expect us to sit here and let you harm him?” Doctor Williams said. 
“Given that we’re locked in here now and I have two guards stationed outside the door to make sure that we aren’t disturbed, that’s exactly what I expect. I know this won’t be easy for you to watch, so why don’t you two go sit over in the corner and try to ignore what I’m about to do.” Kirk said as he reached into the front section of his cargo pants and pulled out a pair of channel lock pliers. 
The Doctor started to speak again, but Kirk silenced him by pointing for him to go to the corner. Jenny had been around Kirk enough to know when he was serious. She went to the corner but turned to face Kirk and the prisoner. The Doctor followed her.
Kirk pulled out some of his last five-fifty cord and replaced his pliers. The prisoner sat in a wooden chair up against the wall. As Kirk approached the man, he lunged at Kirk. Kirk stepped back, shifted his weight, and kicked the man’s busted knee. The prisoner fell to the floor screaming in pain. Kirk grabbed the back of the man’s shirt, pulled him up, and slung the man back into the chair. The prisoner tried to rise again and strike Kirk. Kirk slammed his fist into the man’s nose with a satisfying crack as the man’s nose broke. Kirk punched him in the solar plexus, stunning the man. Kirk wasted no time wrapping the cord around the man’s neck. He made several loops before running the cord under the chair and around the man’s kicking legs, securing them to the chair legs. Kirk ignored the weak strikes the man landed as he flailed his arms about. Kirk tied off the cord and removed another. He went behind the man and grabbed his right arm. He pulled it back and twisted. The man screamed as Kirk came close to dislocating the man’s shoulder. He tied the man’s wrist to the back of the chair and made a few loops around the man’s torso to keep him from thrashing about. 
Now that he had the man loosely tied down, Kirk made a second set of ties around the man’s legs, torso, and free arm, making the knots painfully tight and secure. The doctor turned his head away, sickened by the treatment of the man. When Kirk was satisfied that the prisoner was secure, he pulled his pliers back out and held them up for the man to see. “Listen good, you degenerate fuck. You and I are going to play a little game. I’m going to ask you a question. If you don’t give me the right answer, I’m going to take these,” he wiggled the pliers, “and I’m going to pull off your fingers, one knuckle at a time. When we run out of knuckles on this hand, we’re going to move to the other. If you make it through that, we move to the toes. If you make it past that,” Kirk smiled, “well, let’s just say that you’ll wish that your dad had pulled out of whatever whore gave birth to you. You got it?” 
The prisoner spat in Kirk’s face, blood from his ruined nose sprayed the room. “Wrong answer, asshole.” The last knuckle of the man’s pinky crunched as Kirk squeezed the pliers. The prisoner screamed. Kirk twisted the pliers and yanked, pulling off the last section off the finger. The prisoner screamed again, this time in a higher octave. Jenny and the doctor turned to the corner to escape the whimpering sound the man made as Kirk prepared to ask his next question. Jenny felt a tear slide down her cheek. 
“Ok.” Kirk said. “Now that we’ve had trial run, let’s start with something simple. What’s your name?” 
 
“Open the damn door!” The sheriff shouted. He looked to his deputies. “Get that door open! Now!” The two deputies on scene stepped forward. Will caught them in a stare that said he wasn’t about to move. The deputies hesitated. They had agreed with what Kirk did with Hunter. They had seen how hard the scouts had trained and respected and feared them.
The sheriff was beginning another shout when he heard someone running down the hall. Sherry ran up to them and hysterically asked. “Oh my God! What’s going on?” 
“Why are you here, Sherry?” Will asked. 
“I ran into the messenger that came to get the doctor. He said someone had been hurt out at the scout lookout west of town. My son was out there. Is it him? Is he ok? Why didn’t you bring him to the hospital? Why…” 
“It’s not your son, Mrs. Chandler.” The sheriff said. “Your son and a few other scouts staged an ambush and captured a prisoner.” 
Relief washed over Sherry. She saw Will standing guard by the door. “Where’s Kirk?” 
“He just went inside to question the prisoner.” Will said. 
“I still don’t get it.” The mayor said. “Why is Kirk so crazy about this? I don’t know him very well, but he seems to be scared of these guys.” 
“Kirk, scared?” Sherry almost laughed. 
“I don’t know who these guys are, but if he’s not scared, why did he order his scouts to ambush strangers on the road? We can’t just go around killing people just because they come up to our town. If we did that, you nor Kirk would be here.” The mayor stated. 
“I don’t know.” Sherry said. “I trust Kirk. He can be a little intense, but I know he’s doing what he thinks is best for the community.” 
“Best for the community?” The mayor asked. “Did you see the murder he committed this morning? Your husband is insane and danger to himself and us!” 
“No, I saw him execute one of his soldiers for raping a young woman. I feel he was right in that. I feel safer knowing that everyone saw what happens to someone who does something like that.” Sherry said.
Her statement chilled the conversation. Sherry turned to Will. “Do you know anything about why he ordered these people attacked?” 
Will shrugged his shoulders and addressed the sheriff. “What was that he said to your earlier? It was something about armbands? Wasn’t it?” 
“What armbands?” Sherry asked. 
“The report from Jimmy said that the men had strips of cloth tied around their arms.” The sheriff said. 
Sherry visibly paled. “Oh my God! They can’t be here.” 
“That right there!” The mayor said, pointing a bonny finger at her. “What is that? You know something don’t you? Tell us why your husband has gone all crazy on us!” 
“He asked us not to tell the town about it. He didn’t want to panic everyone.” Sherry began. She saw the sheriff flinch. “But he told you, didn’t he.” 
“Told you what, Sheriff?” Brother Bob asked. The two clergymen had been so quiet that everyone had almost forgotten that they were there. 
“About Owensboro.” Sherry said. “About three weeks before we made it Celina, we tried to cross the Ohio River at Owensboro. Kirk had us wait while he and Clay and Jimmy went to scout out the town and the bridge. They saw thousands of people storm the city. Kirk sent Clay and Jimmy back to the camp while went closer to the city. What he told us when he got back was something out of a nightmare. He said he saw the attackers collecting bodies. They butchered the dead, cutting them up and cooking them. He said there were women tied down, being raped by whoever came by. I’m glad he kept us away from there. Can you imagine what it would be like if thousands of people like that turned up at our town?” The Methodist preacher looked like he might be sick for the second time that day. The Baptist preacher muttered a prayer. 
The mayor turned to Terrance. “You knew about this? Why didn’t you tell us?” 
The sheriff sighed. “Because all I had, all we have now, is Kirk’s word. I didn’t want to stir up any trouble over what could or could not be a real threat. I didn’t know him and didn’t particularly trust him.” 
“But you trusted him enough to let him set up the scouts and have us work on his defense upgrades?” Garry asked.
“Why not?” Sheriff White said. “Most of them were pretty good ideas. They weren’t that big of a drain on resources.” 
“Ok.” The mayor said. “So Kirk may or may not have seen some horrible things while he snuck into that town. What does all of this have to do with us? Is he just paranoid?” 
Sherry was shaking a little bit. “He said the men that attacked Owensboro wore bits of cloth tied around their arms. He said he didn’t know why but thought it might be some sort of uniform or identifier.” The light switched on in the mayor’s mind. His eyes widened as the realization of what Kirk was doing hit him. The first screams from inside the room reached them. 
 
The door opened twenty minutes later. Jenny ran out crying. She saw Will and flung herself into his arms. He tried to comfort her. He looked up to see what had upset her so badly, but his view was blocked as the doctor ran out. Will saw what was in the room. The man had been tied to a chair. A big red spot covered the man’s chest. Will saw the man’s hands. He only had six fingers left. The remains of the missing fingers littered the floor in front of him. 
Kirk stepped into the doorway, wiping the blood from his face with one of the towels the doctor and Jenny had brought in with them. When he finished with his face, he wiped his hands and a pair of bloody pliers. Kirk fixed that town council with a flat stare. “Is that part of all your special training?” the mayor asked, looking a little ill. 
“Don’t ask questions that you don’t want answers to.” Kirk said. “Well, I confirmed it. It’s the same group. They know about Celina and are headed this way.” 
“Wait a minute, son.” The sheriff said. “You did all that even without knowing he was part of the same group that attacked that town in Kentucky?” 
“Yes. It was a hunch, but it turned out to be right.” Kirk said. The Methodist preacher looked nauseated. Kirk addressed him. “That’s right, father, I would have tortured an innocent man on a hunch. I know there’s a special VIP room saved for me in hell, so save your sermon.” Kirk looked back to the mayor and the sheriff. “Looks like we get to have that emergency meeting after all. We haven’t got much time. They’re closer than we think.” The group looked at Kirk like he had two heads. “Don‘t you guys get it yet? Did I do something horrible? Yes. But this isn’t a fucking game. When these animals show up, we’re not going to have a small skirmish. These fuckers are bringing a full-fledged war to our doorstep. There is no surrender with these guys. No reasoning. The last time I saw them, they were eating the people of Owensboro! There’s no telling how many other towns they’ve hit. They had thousands of men at Owensboro. How do you propose their leader, Commander Vicio, manages to feed these sick fucks? Who do you think is next on the menu?” Kirk let that sink in for a second. “Sheriff’s office in fifteen, and someone bring Mr. Pae and Doctor Williams.” He turned to Sherry, who was crying. He embraced her. Even though she knew it was Kirk, loved him, and knew he did what he did to protect the town; she cringed a little. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the evil times they lived in might be rubbing off on him. Kirk and his wife walked out of the courthouse. 
When they left, the mayor turned to the sheriff. “That guy is evil. I can’t believe he tortured that man to death, even if he did get critical information out of him. I just don’t know that’s it worth it. It’s just not who we are.” 
“I know what you mean.” Terrance said. “We may have to deal with Kirk permanently after this is attack is over.” 
Brother Bob spoke up. “I think you gentlemen may have Kirk all wrong.” 
“What do you mean, Bob?” Brother Clarke asked. 
“I don’t know that he’s evil. Sometimes it’s not ‘what’ we do, it’s ‘why’ we do it.” 
“I don’t follow you, Brother.” Sheriff White said. 
“What do you think of when you think of angels, Sheriff?” Brother Bob asked. 
“Kind beings with wings that bring good news, perform miracles, and help people.” The sheriff answered. 
“True. They bring good news like the birth of Christ and perform miracles.” Brother Bob agreed. “But they are also the ones who do God’s dirty work. Who did he send to destroy Sodom and Gomorrah? Who killed the first born children of Egypt for Moses? We might look at those acts as evil and wrong because they killed little babies and everyone in those ancient towns, innocent included. But that was God’s will; and they did it, no matter how ugly it was.” He paused. “Perhaps Kirk’s our angel, doing the dirty work so we won’t have to…” 
 
Kirk was waiting for the town council when they made it back to sheriff’s office. Once they were all inside the conference room, Kirk used thumb tacks to pin up the map of Celina that he had taken from the sheriff’s office and began laying out his plan. “All right everyone, this is how we’re going to do this since we don’t have much time.” 
“What do you mean we don’t have much time?” The sheriff asked. 
Will cleared his throat and Kirk shot the Sheriff a flat stare. 
“As I was saying, we don’t have much time. The asshole I questioned earlier said the gang was at Beaumont, Kentucky when they left on their mission. That puts them fifty miles out if they come south and attack the west gate. A little further if they go east, then south to attack the east gate. That gives us four days max to prepare. So, we don’t have much time. 
“I’m going to lay out my suggestions for how we defend the town. Please hold your questions and comments until I finish. We can address any issues that you think I may have missed or areas where we might make improvements after I lay out the initial plan. Everyone got it?” 
Reluctant heads nodded across the room. “All right, let’s get started. First of all, let’s start with what we’re facing. From my own observations and what I was able to get out of their scout, they have somewhere around three thousand armed men. Their group is not like ours in that every one of them is part of their fighting force. They don’t have much in the way of support functions. That gives them the advantage as far as numbers they can field against us. However, it also creates a disadvantage for them because they don’t have much of a supply system or medical. They have soldiers but little or no way to supply them and no way to treat their wounded. If we stop their initial charge, any time that we keep them occupied will only serve to weaken them at a faster rate than it will us. 
“They do have running vehicles, supplied with gas from a fuel truck they bring with them wherever they go. The scout didn’t know where the fuel came from. I’m assuming they’ve been taking it from abandoned cars and underground gas station tanks in the towns they’ve raided. We have to assume that we’ll be facing some sections of them that will be highly mobile. When I saw them at Owensboro, they used a big bus to ram the barriers set up there and breach the town. 
“The army is led by an ex-con they call Commander Vicio. The scout didn’t know much about the guy, not being part of his inner circle. From the rumor’s he had heard about the guy, he’s a complete psychopath. The scout told me a story about how this Commander Vicio found a group of religious zealots wandering the countryside looking for some messiah to lead them to victory against the forces of evil. This Vicio character proclaimed himself their messiah and somehow managed to get them to accept it. In short, we’re dealing with a psychotic, megalomaniac who is hell-bent on capturing towns to secure enough resources to keep his army going. Reading between the lines of what the scout said, this guy is not especially intelligent and rules mostly out of fear and ruthlessness. His M.O. is typically straight-on, frontal assaults, taking the towns by brute force rather than any sophisticated tactics. He apparently either doesn’t have the means or the ability to establish himself at any one spot and build an infrastructure to support his army. I think that’s why he goes from town to town. He’s trying to find and take enough resources to sustain his army. The scout said that whenever they took a place, they scavenged everything of any value. This includes killing the town’s residents and using them for food. That’s what we’re up against.” Kirk paused letting this sink in. More than one of the faces in the room had turned pale.  
“We know that they have radios and are using them to coordinate their movements.” Kirk turned to Mr. Pae. “Have you been able to gather any info on their signals?” 
Mr. Pae cleared his throat. “We’ve kept a constant monitor on the frequency we found on the captured radio but haven’t heard anything so far. I’ve got my two assistants scanning the other channels trying to pick up anything. So far we haven’t found anything. Scott did find one channel where he picked up some squeaks like someone was pressing the transmit button on a radio and not saying anything. We’ve been monitoring that but haven’t been able to make any sense out of it. It’s definitely intentional, but we haven’t seen a pattern yet. It’s not Morris code, but it could be some prearranged code. There’s just no way to tell.” Kirk tried to think of any way that was helpful but couldn’t. He thanked Mr. Pae and carried on with his brief. 
“We have just over twenty-eight hundred people in town. We have guns for approximately seventy-five percent of these folks if we spread them out over everyone.” Kirk looked around for confirmation. Sheriff White and Garry nodded. “All right, I think we have to work under the assumption that all of the enemy will have weapons. I don’t think that they do, but I think it’s better to assume that. We have a little over six hundred rifles in town. From what I got from their scout, they use the roads exclusively to move from town to town. Given their current location, I think it’s safe to assume that they’ll attack from the northern routes into town. That means they’ll come in through the east or west roads. We need to beef those up.” 
“I want us to move some unused vehicles to the gates to create an extension of the gates by a hundred feet on either side. I want some of the tractors to dig trenches behind the row of cars that we set up. I want our riflemen split into two groups, each group stationed behind the wall extensions. This’ll give them cover and allow them to spread out, increasing the amount of fire that we can focus on the bridges. I want as many of the assholes dead or wounded as possible before they cross the bridges. That’s our greatest bottleneck and our strongest defense. I want our shotguns and pistols set up in the inner defenses, with the exception of thirty for each gate to stand behind the gates and take care of anyone making it across the bridges. I think the shotguns will be most effective against closer range targets as they get slowed down in our foot-trap fields and the wooden barriers.  
“One of the weaknesses that I think we have is the hospital.” Kirk looked over to Doctor Williams, the head of the hospital. “I’m assuming that there’s no way to move the hospital equipment and set it up inside the inner defenses?” 
“That’s correct.” The doctor said. “We have no space to set up everything inside the interior. The buildings that we might need to move into just don’t have the room or the infrastructure to support all of our equipment. The best place to treat our wounded will be the hospital.” 
Kirk nodded. “You’ve trained all your people on basic triage techniques?” The doctor shook his head. Kirk ran his hand through his hair in annoyance. “Get on that immediately and make any other preparations you need to make to handle mass casualties. Get with Garry and set up a system to transport our wounded back to the hospital. I’m thinking we can use a couple of the pickup trucks to load up wounded from the gates and transport them back. If we have any ambulances, get them gassed up and running. I also want a doctor and a couple of medically trained people at the gates to triage on the spot and help stabilize the people we are bringing back.”
“Ok, getting back to defending the hospital. I don’t think it would be a wise use of resources to post people to guard the hospital. It’s just too far away from where the fighting will be. I suggest that we hide a group of a hundred or so men in the buildings to the south of town, but not so far that they won’t quickly be able to support the gates if needed.” Kirk pointed to a block of buildings on the map, just north of the Methodist Church. “In the event that whichever gate is attacked gets breached, this group can cut off the invaders from getting to the hospital. If the enemy goes straight for the inner defenses, this group can launch a surprise attack and flank them as they get caught up in the barriers and the fire coming from the center of town.” 
“I’m going to position one of our scout teams on the mountain just across the river to the north and another on the hills overlooking the hospital. From those positions, they should be able to see everything that happens. They should give us a huge tactical advantage by giving us real-time, bird’s eye reports about what’s going on. That’ll allow us to maneuver smartly and shore up any weak spots that develop.” 
Kirk ran a hand through his beard. “That’s it. Anyone got any questions?” 
No one spoke for a while. They sat there trying to absorb the plan and come to terms with the fact that this was actually happening. Finally Sheriff White broke the silence. “It’s a good plan, son. Who do you propose to lead it?” 
Kirk shocked the room. “You, Sheriff.” Will’s jaw dropped open. “You have the majority of the guards and men under your control. They know me, but I haven’t had the face time with them like you have. I think a complete change in leadership at this point might cause more harm than good. I think you should set up a base at the courthouse and control the action from there. I’ll be in the southern group guarding the hospital and providing backup in case things get ugly.” The sheriff was just as shocked as anyone else, but he agreed with Kirk’s assessment. 
“You mentioned that they rammed the other town’s barricades with buses.” Garry stated. “I think we should move some obstacles onto the bridges to discourage the buses from just driving up and ramming the gates.” 
“That’s a good idea.” Kirk agreed. “Just don’t use any old cars or anything that big. We need small obstacles that will deter the buses. One thing I do not want is to give their foot soldiers cover to hide behind on the bridge. So, whatever you use, try to minimize the cover it might provide. I think our chances are better to face one attempt at ramming the gate than allowing thousands of soldiers to run from cover to cover and eventually overtake us in sheer numbers. Even if we killed one of theirs for each bullet we fire, it’s still going to drain most of our ammo. I know the sheriff has a lot of reloading supplies, but I doubt we’ll have time to make ammunition while the fighting is going on.”  
“We dug up some fairly large rocks when we broke ground planting the fields. Would those work?” Garry asked. 
“Sounds perfect.” Kirk agreed. 
Will stood, leaning against the side wall through the entire meeting. He now stood straight and raised a hand. Kirk looked over and acknowledged him. “I don’t like what you said about the ammo. If this thing gets drug out, it may come down to hand-to-hand fighting. I think we need to gather anything and everything that can be used as a weapon and distribute them out. I’m talking knives, axes, baseball bats, everything. The scouts can train them for a little while before the attack.” 
“Good idea, Will. You might also see if we can find some shields for them to use.” Kirk said. Will nodded. No one had any more immediate questions. 
Kirk addressed the clergymen in the room. “Reverends, I have an equally important job for you three. I know a lot of people in this town are religious. Once word gets out about what we’re facing, there are going to be a lot of scared people in town. I need you guys holding as many worship services as you can and prepared to counsel as many people as you can. In a lot of ways, you guys may end up being busier than the rest us before this all happens. And, if I may, I’d suggest guiding your sermons toward some of the Old Testament stuff where the Israelites went to war and God protected them; but it’s really up to you. I just want our guys heading into this with as clear a conscience and sense of divine protection as you can manage.” 
Pastor Clarke spoke out. “Don’t you think that’s a little…disingenuous of us?” 
For a minister, this guy was really starting to piss Kirk off. Kirk reigned in his emotions and smiled at the man. “Brother, can you think of a better way that you might be of service than preparing those better than you to meet their fate’s with God’s blessing?” The man turned bright red. Kirk couldn’t tell if it was from embarrassment or anger. He saw Brother Bob suppress a small smile. 
“Do you think we maybe should attack first?” Mayor Clemens asked. “That’s something that might catch them by surprise, something they’d never see coming.” 
“Absolutely not.” Kirk said. “Historically, the defenders have the advantage. Our gates and defenses are the only thing that’s going to even out the numbers. We can’t afford to give that up.” Kirk looked down at his watch. This had gone on longer than he wanted. “Ok. We’ve all got a shitload of work to do. Let’s get on it.” 
The meeting broke up and most people left. Kirk caught up to Will by the door to the conference room. “Will, I need you to gather all of our scouts that are here and have them meet in the training area in twenty minutes. I have to run back to my quarters and get something. I’ll meet you out there.” Will nodded and walked off to find the other scouts. Kirk saw the Baptist and Methodist preachers talking. Minister Clarke nodded his head while Brother Bob talked. Soon the two broke up and Clarke left in a hurry, not meeting Kirk’s eye. 
“There a problem?” Kirk asked as Brother Bob approached. 
“Not really. He’s just a little rattled by all of this. He’s never had to deal with wartime ministry before. I admit, it can be a little confusing to preach love and salvation to someone who you are sending off to fight, kill, and die… Don’t worry. I’ll help him figure it out.” Brother Bob said with a smile. 
“You sound like you’ve done this before.” 
“I was a chaplain with an Army reserve unit out of Alabama during the first Gulf War. I know what needs to be done and will help the others. We’ll get our people ready.” 
 
Will and the rest of the scouts that weren’t manning the lookout posts waited in the small field to the northeast of the interior defenses as Kirk approached. Kirk greeted them and removed the bag he had slung over his shoulder and gently eased it to the ground with a clunking sound. He briefed his scouts on what was happening and gave them their assignments. 
“Will, I want you to stay with the interior defenses when the battle starts. You’ll help coordinate our reports with Sherriff White and his troops. Clay, I want you at the west gate, doing the same. Take Leesha with you. Scout Three, you’ll be at the east gate. You two,” Kirk said pointing at the two men behind Will. “One of you will go to the north watch post above the river. The other will take a lookout position on the hill over the hospital. You’re to report troop movements and any weaknesses you see in our defenses and let us know if any of the walls get breached. We’ll leave our guys where they are at Eyes East and West. The rest of you will be with me in the buildings to the south. Everyone understand?” They all nodded. 
“What’s in the bag?” Jimmy asked. 
Kirk smiled at the group as he picked up the sack. “This, my friends, is a special surprise for you guys.” Kirk reached his hand into the sack and pulled out a length of metal pipe that had been capped at both ends. A fuse led from one end of the pipe. “In here is all the gunpowder that I brought with me to Celina, plus a little extra I was able to swipe from the sheriff’s reloading supplies. I have impregnated some black powder into the fuses and coated them with wax. Once they are lit, you should have about four seconds to throw it. The wax will keep any water out of it. These little bad boys should still work even if you drop them in the river. I have packed nails and some other scrap metal bits into them as well. You’ll use these like grenades. You light the fuse, throw it, and kill or maim everyone within about twenty feet. I only had enough material to make a dozen of them. I’m giving three to each gate team, four to our interior guys, and two for the reserve guys.” Kirk’s smile faded as he fixed each man that he gave the pipe bombs to. “We have to be smart about using these. Don’t just throw them out in the open. Make sure you wait until you can kill as many of these bastards as possible.” 
 
 
 



 
Chapter 32
 
Vicio sat in the kitchen of his temporary headquarters in Tompkinsville, Kentucky. He looked out the window and saw the sun setting behind dark clouds. It would be dark soon and looked like a storm front was moving in. He glanced back down at the road atlas and studied it. In particular, he studied the area where his six scouts had been ambushed. Having five of them killed, their weapons and bikes lost, bothered Vicio. Two men had made it back. One of them had died shortly after. The other one confirmed the information Sam had told them. Perhaps he would let Sam live after all. 
This would be the toughest test of Vicio’s conquest. The town had barricaded all roads leading in. These people were well provisioned and held defensible terrain. Those two factors alone made the risk of attacking the town worth it. His army had begun to weaken from constant movement and poor diets. While he managed to keep them fed on a steady diet of meat, other essentials were missing and taking their toll. He was beginning to lose a lot of men to various illnesses. It was time to establish a base, and Celina provided the perfect place to do it. Vicio ran the numbers in his head and hoped his assumptions were right. According to Sam’s reports, the town’s population was smaller than Vicio’s army and consisted of an almost equal number of men and women. He worked under the assumption that most of the women in Celina wouldn’t be fighters. That would give him an edge in numbers, doubling or better the fighting force of the town since everyone in his army was a fighter. He still had the problem of the defenses, but he had a plan for that. 
He had trusted Don more than anyone else in his life by sending him off with a thousand men. They sat in several miles to the northeast in a little town called Burkesville, Kentucky. They should be planning their side of the attack just as Vicio planned his. Don would approach the town during the night and attack at dawn. Vicio wasn’t concerned about the watch posts that he figured would be on their route. He hoped that they reported the movement of a thousand people moving toward the town’s east road. When Don made his attack, the town should pull defenses from the rest of the town and weaken the west gate. Vicio and his four thousand soldiers would be waiting outside the west gate. He planned to send in two waves of people once the defenders had left to deal with Don’s distraction. The first wave of two thousand would charge with the buses to break the barricades. His scout had reported a second line of wooden defenses surrounding the interior of the town. Vicio would send his second wave in once the buses had crashed the outer gate. They would combine with the first wave and the buses to destroy the inner defenses. 
His only major concern was the lack of guns. Less than half of his people had them. He hoped the chaos of four thousand people charging in would distract and overwhelm the men shooting at them from the barricades. He wondered how much ammo they had. He was prepared to sacrifice most of his whole army if he could capture the place. He could rebuild later, but he had to have a base to do that. There was only one snag to his plan. 
He turned his focus back to the map. He thought he knew where the western lookout post must have been in order for them to set up the ambush on his scouts. He had sent twelve of his best men to try and find it. They were on foot and should be approaching the position now. With any luck, they would find it, kill whoever was inside and keep the town from learning about his primary attack force. As of yet, they hadn’t received the three squeaks on the radio that would announce that the road was clear. Vicio hated not being able to use his radio’s like they had before, but he saw the sense in Ed’s plan of squeaks to keep the town from eavesdropping on their messages. 
He looked at his watch. They would need to leave in the next two hours to make it to the town by dawn. He stood up and walked out into the house’s front room. Ed and his remaining captains lounged, waiting for the order to move out. Vicio smiled at his staff. “Let’s go run those fuckers out of our home!” 
 
Cory looked down over the Clay County Highway from his position in the Eyes West post. He couldn’t see anything. The cold front had moved in after nightfall. The drizzling rain wasn’t much of a problem, but the fog bank that came with it covered everything in the valley below him, obscuring his view of the road. He looked down at his watch and saw that it was almost three in the morning. Time to make another check-in. As he reached for the radio, a voice broke through the silence. “Command Post. This is Eyes East. We have movement in the road. Can’t make out numbers through the mists, but I can see headlights in the distance. They’re headed our way.” 
“Copy that, Eyes East.” The sheriff’s voice came over the radio. “Other positions check in.” 
Cory went first. “Eyes West reports all clear.” He said. 
“Copy that.” The voice came back. 
Cory was surprised to see that his hand holding the radio had begun to shake as he listened to the other watch post report. His anxiety over not being able to see the road below him eased as he realized that the Eye’s East report meant that the enemy army would not be approaching from his side of town. 
 
Clint watched the road in front of him from his position on the east gate’s northern watch tower. Day broke slowly over Celina. The light filtered and diffused through the rain clouds that sprinkled the town. He could feel the nervousness of everyone on the gate as they awaited the army spotted by Eyes East. By Clint’s calculation, they should be here by now. He tried to use the screening technique that Kirk had taught him when he had volunteered for scout training. It was no use. The fog was too thick to make anything out beyond two hundred yards. He peered through the scope on his bolt action thirty-aught-six rifle. He saw brief movement from a dark shape in the fog. Within seconds, he could make out several more. 
He turned to yell back at the rest of the men guarding the gate. “They’re here. Two hundred yards out!” He looked back through the scope. He could hear the bustle of the other men guarding the gate getting into position and his repeated warning making its way down the lines of cover to either side of the gate. The dark shapes in the mist materialized into people. My God! There’s so many of them! He thought to himself as man after man lined up in a swarming mass in front of the bridge. He trained the crosshairs on one of the shapes. He had to remind himself of Kirk’s instruction to not shoot until they started crossing the bridge but found it tempting to start early. He reigned in his emotions and held his breath as he waited. 
Muffled by the mists, the eerie sound of three short horn blasts came from one of the three pickup trucks that made their way into view. The foot soldiers shuffled to allow the trucks to the front. Men crowded into each truck bed. A roar from the gathered enemy answered the horn blasts and disrupted the otherwise silent morning. When the yells of the crowd faded, the truck let out three more blasts. The army yelled again. The trucks revved their engines. All three trucks gave one loud blast on the horn as their tires screeched on the payment, protesting the sudden acceleration of the vehicles as they took off toward the gate. 
Clint tried to keep calm but the warm sensation spreading in his crotch let him know that he had failed. He trained his gun on the first of the trucks barreling toward the east gate. His rifle roared when he thought he had a bead on the driver. Hundreds of other shots from along the gate fortifications followed his, dropping many of the enemy who charged behind the trucks. One of the trucks swerved as its windshield imploding from dozens of bullets. It hit one of the rocks in the road and flipped over, spilling the eight men who were riding in the bed. The approaching swarm of men took cover behind it. The other trucks swerved around the rocks as best they could, the men in back firing at the gate. The foot soldiers approached. Some fired guns while others ran forward, taking cover behind makeshift shields. 
Clint’s hand was a blur as he worked the bolt of his rifle. Within seconds he had spent the five rounds the internal magazine held. He ducked under the wall of the guard tower and began to reload from a box of twenty that he had. Bullets crashed into the roof of the watch tower. One of the regular guards took his place to fire at the approaching hoard as Clint rammed rounds into the gun. The guard shot twice before he collapsed back onto Clint. Clint swore and was about to yell at the man to watch what he was doing when he saw the blood spurting from the man’s neck. “Shit!” Clint swore as the blood sprayed into the open action of his rifle. He dropped his case of bullets, spilling several to the floor. He tried to cover the man’s wound with his hand. He turned to yell down at the medical people that he had a wounded man up here when a loud crash shook the wall and the guard tower. Clint ripped a strip of cloth from his shirt and tied it around the man’s neck. He wasn’t a doctor, but even he knew the man was as good as dead.
He heard Sheriff White’s voice come over the radio in the watch tower. “Hank, take half of the group guarding the west gate and shore up the east gate. That’s where they’re attacking!” A brief pause. “We’re sending reinforcements your way East Gate!”  
Clint looked out the back of the watchtower. He saw the medical people examining several wounded. He saw one young woman running around with one of the doctors. She carried a clear plastic bag of green, yellow, red, and black tags. She supplied the doctor with them as he triaged the wounded. Another two men came behind them and loaded the red tagged injured onto one of the waiting ambulances and pickup trucks. Clint poked his head around to look at the front of the gate. He could see where the truck had hit. The wall held but had developed a rather large gash. He surveyed the scene on the bridge. Hundreds of men scrabbled over hundreds of prone bodies of enemy dead or dying. He caught movement from the truck. A man emerged from behind it and raised a pistol at him. A shotgun barrel protruded from the new gap in the wall. Its blast removed the jaw and most of the neck of the man who had been pointing the pistol up at Clint. As soon as the man dropped, his gun falling from his hands, another man with a shield reached down, picked it up, and began firing. Even though some three hundred dead or wounded enemy troops littered the bridge, they kept charging. Within seconds, dozens of men were tearing at the wall. Many were repelled by the shotgun blasts. Many were not. Some tried to climb the wall. Some tried to find a way around it. 
Clint saw another group of men to his right. They carried shields and covered another man as he dashed for the truck. The driver and passengers in the truck had died before the truck had hit the wall. The man opened the driver’s side door and removed the corpse. He took the wheel and put the truck in reverse, running over those taking cover behind it. Clint figured the man was backing the truck up to make another run at the wall. He grabbed the pipe bomb that Kirk had given him and lit the fuse. He stood up above the protection of the watch tower wall and threw the pipe. The metal tube sailed through the air as the pickup truck reversed. It bounced off of the hood, flew, through the air, and deflected off of the windshield frame before landing in the cab of the truck. As the truck began to speed back towards the gate, the bomb detonated. The blast sent nails and broken glass from the truck into the enemy soldiers beside it. The truck, now on fire, rolled slowly forward. The enemy footmen, stunned from the blast, now rushed in force. Suddenly the truck’s gas tank exploded, shaking the entire gate. The truck rose up three feet off of the ground, the fireball blowing around it and out. Dozens of the enemy were thrown back, many now on fire. 
As the enemy mass congealed into another group heading toward the gate, Clint saw another pipe bomb fly out from the other watch tower where his fellow scout fought. The pipe landed in a fairly tight group of fifteen or so of the enemy, none of whom were left standing after the explosion and the resulting nails and shrapnel tore through them. Hope returned to Clint when he saw several groups of enemy soldiers turn and run toward the other end of the bridge. Many still kept coming; but somehow, Clint knew that it was over. They had broken and the town had held. He finished reloading his weapon and fired at the thugs who were too stupid to realize the fight was over. He took a couple of shots and then looked back to check on what was left of his own forces. 
The damage’s he saw weren’t as bad as he expected. The doctors and their assistants triaged some thirty or so casualties in various states of health. Clint felt something wet on his left shoulder. He looked down to see a small hole leaking blood. He didn’t remember getting hit. He looked back to see most of the enemy retreating, leaving over half their force dead on the bridge. As he turned to climb down the tower and get seen by the doctors, he saw the reinforcements from the other gate coming to assist them. 
 
Kirk and Jimmy saw the reinforcements from the west gate make their way to the sure up the east gate. They watched from the roof of the two story house just south of the inner defenses. The radio at Kirk’s side sprang to life, the voice belonged to Clint, one of his scouts at the east gate. “They’re retreating! We did it! We beat the bastards back!” Jimmy smiled up at Kirk, but his smile faded as he saw the worried look in Kirk’s face. 
“What’s wrong Mr. Chand….” The radio cut him off. 
“Command post, this is North Watch. I’ve got movement on the west road.” 
Kirk frowned and picked up the radio. “Talk to me, Clay. What you got out there?” 
Clay’s voice came back on the radio. “I don’t see anything. What’s he… Oh shit, Kirk! There’s a mass of people and two buses coming down the road!” 
“Goddammit!” Kirk shouted. 
“What’s wrong?” Jimmy asked. 
Kirk chastised himself for not having foreseen this. “That son of a bitch commander of theirs split his forces. The first attack was a diversion to make the west gate weak, and we took it, hook, line, and fucking sinker!” He grabbed the radio. “All reinforcements from the west gate get back to the inner defenses, now! Will? Will! Do you hear me? Get those guys into the interior defenses now! We have a larger attack coming from the west!” 
“Roger that. I’ve sent someone after them. What’s going on at the West Gate?” Will came back over the radio. 
 
Clay fired as the first bus filled with enemy soldiers barreled down the roadway. The second bus followed close behind. His shot missed the small slit in the makeshift armor secured over the windshield. His shot bounced off the armor as did the hundreds that joined it from the town’s riflemen. The bus swerved anyway and hit one of the rocks the supply guys had put on the road. Instead of stopping the bus, the rock just damaged it. The bus kept charging in, hitting and knocking the other rocks and small obstacles out of the way for the second bus. The right front wheel of the first bus suddenly detached and sent the bus slamming into and over the guard rail. Men inside the bus screamed as they fell to find their watery deaths in the Cumberland River. 
The second bus swerved around the last rock obstacle and barreled for the gate. Clay knew they were screwed. Once that bus got through the outer gate, it would have no trouble making it past the wooden interior defenses. He could only hope that the hundred or so men they had left at the West Gate could hold off the swarms of people until their reinforcements came. 
He watched as the bus impacted the gate and punched through the wall. Celina soldiers flew back from the impact as the bus came to a stop a few yards from the gaping hole in the wall. The riflemen behind the additional cover continued to fire at the hordes of savages that trailed the bus across the bridge. Clay saw several dozen enemy soldiers emerge from the bus. The guards below took out several of them as they exited the bus and began to fight. Clay knew they couldn’t keep that up for long before being pinned between the fighters from the bus and the oncoming mass of the enemy. 
Clay jumped down from the watch tower and rolled as he fell. When he finally stopped, he had his pipe bomb out and lit the fuse. He threw it at the bus some thirty yards away and lay down to cover himself from the blast. His aim was true and sent the small, foot-long section of pipe rolling under the bus. The explosion ripped through the bus causing the fuel inside of it to explode. The enemy soldiers inside screamed as they found themselves ablaze. 
Clay regained his feet. He saw several of the men and women he fought beside had been knocked down from the combined effects of the bus’s impact, the fire from the men in the bus, shrapnel from the bomb, and the bus explosion. Some of these injured or dead were members of the medical team assigned to the west gate. Clay peered through the gaping hole in the gate. Hundreds, if not thousands of men streamed across the bridge. They would make it to the gate soon. The only thing stopping them at that point would be largest number of people who could fit through the hole at one time. He scrambled toward the hole, shouting up for Leesha to hear. “Use the pipe bombs, Leesha! Blow the fuckers up!” He couldn’t tell if she heard him until he saw the small silvery object fly through the air, smoke trailing behind it. She had timed her shot perfectly. The bomb exploded some thirty-five yards in front of the gate just as the first wave of invaders approached it. The bodies of the first wave flew back, making a messy obstacle for the ones who followed. And follow they did. 
Clay saw several men with guns. Others held shields and hand weapons such as axes, clubs, bats, and whatever else they could find. There were too many. He knew the wall was lost. He lit the fuse on his second and last pipe bomb and threw it through the gap in the wall. “Retreat!” He bellowed. “Fall back to the courthouse!” The second pipe bomb exploded just outside of the gate, slowing down the invaders and buying Clay and his men time. 
The Celina soldiers abandoned their positions and began running back toward the center of town. The interior defenses were a little under a half mile away, a long distance to cover under fire. Clay grabbed eleven of the men closest to him. “You! Hold with me! Concentrate fire on that hole. Blow the shit out of anything that comes through!” He and his men backpedaled away from the gate and fired at the hole as the invaders began coming through. The other Celina soldiers made good time on their way back. As they retreated, Clay heard fire coming from his right. He looked over to see that Leesha had copied his strategy with twenty or so volunteers of her own. They were able to leapfrog back, each group taking turns covering for the other as they ran in thirty-yard increments. Once they got about two hundred yards from the gate, their fire became less effective. “Turn and run!” Clay shouted as he saw masses of enemy soldiers filing through the now useless gate. Gunshots rang out from behind them and sprays of mud exploded around them as the turned and ran. The man just ahead of Clay to his left fell as a bullet struck his left hamstring. Clay barely broke his stride as he grabbed the man by the back of the shirt, slung him over his shoulder, and continued to run through the wet grass and mud for the safety and cover of the interior defenses. 
 
“Shit!” Kirk said as he watched Clay’s retreat and marveled at his and Leesha’s quick thinking in covering each other in their retreat. Kirk had his men broken up into ten groups of ten men. He turned and yelled. “Groups three and four stand ground! The rest of you with me! Advance to west flanking position!” He and Jimmy ran across the roof of the building and slid down the ladder. The men hit the ground running and charged toward the buildings closest to the southwestern corner of the interior defensive barriers. 
Once the men were in position in and around the buildings, Kirk bellowed. “Hold fire until they are under one hundred and fifty yards out!” Kirk motioned for Jimmy and two of the men to come with him. One of the men carried the ladder from their previous position. Kirk motioned for him to set it up. Within seconds Kirk, Jimmy, and the other two men were on the roof of the building, looking out over the battlefield. Clay and his team were making good progress. Kirk could see the men returning from the east gate to take up positions in the interior defenses. He hoped that his group could hold off or distract the surging masses of people running in from the broken gate long enough for the reinforcements to take up useful positions in the inner sanctum of the city. He guessed that a thousand had already passed through, and through the scope on his rifle, he could see many more crossing the bridge.  
 
Vicio stood in the back of his command pickup truck and watched his men charge the bridge. Hundreds more would make it through within minutes. His original plan had gone to shit when he saw one of his buses disabled and the other blown up. He wanted his troops to stop just inside the gate and prep for a unified surge to take the interior of the town, the buses making short work of the wooden barriers. Now his men ran across the bridge at will and chased the retreating townspeople. He had to act now or risk losing his men as they were picked off trying to breach the interior. He only had one vehicle left that was big enough to make short work of the barriers. He knew it was a gamble, but one necessary to take the town. If he lost the battle for Celina, he would lose everything anyway. His army would be broken, starving, and angry. Given the type of degenerates that he led, failure would be weakness; and weakness would mean death and swift replacement for him. 
He motioned to the driver of the fuel truck, compelling him to pull up next to the command truck. Vicio yelled at the driver. “Take the lead and break those piles of wooden shit keeping us from the center of town!” 
Ed spoke up from behind him. “Commander, do you think that’s a good idea? They might shoot the truck. It could blow up. That’s our only…” Vicio’s backhand cut Ed off and sent him falling from the truck to land on his back in the mud. 
Vicio looked back up to the driver of the tanker truck. He raised his pistol at the hesitant man. “I said drive that big fucker across the bridge and make a hole for our men!” As the truck revved its engine and began to drive over the bridge, Vicio yelled to the rest of his army. “Follow the tanker, you worthless bastards! Follow me to our promised land!” He slapped the top of the truck’s cab, signaling for the driver to follow the tanker. Vicio felt exhilarated. This move was crazy; it would take the town by surprise. Once he broke the barriers, the townspeople would lose hope, and he and his men would have their new home. With any luck, there would be several young girls for him to take as prizes. An evil grin spread across his face as the truck began moving to follow the tanker. 
 
Will sat atop the roof of one of the buildings on the west side of the barricaded downtown area. Reports came in over the radio from the scouts positioned to the north and to the east of town. The invaders at the East Gate were retreating. The north scout radioed reports of thousands of people streaming into town from the West Gate. Will shouted orders and coordinated movements of the troops within the town center, assisting the sheriff in positioning men. 
From his vantage point, he could see entire battle unfolding to the west. He saw enemy soldiers pouring through the west gate. He saw the sheriff on the front line of the inner defenses giving encouragement and directions to the scared townspeople. Men and women alike aimed guns and prepared their secondary weapons as the hordes approached. Will, could also see the vastness of the approaching horde. There were just too many of them. The only thing that would keep them from rushing in was the wooden barricade and earthen obstacles. Those would only hold as long as the town could provide fire to slow down the invaders. The horde moved quickly, running headlong toward the town. In a way, Will supposed that was almost lucky. If they had approached in a disciplined manner, each group covering the other as they ran, the town would have a harder time lessening their numbers by the time they reached the wooden fences. Even with reduced numbers, Will doubted that the town would be able to hold off the swarming mass of people. He wondered how long it would take the townspeople to break. 
Gunfire erupted from the front line as Clay and his band of men retreating from the West Gate approached the inner fences. The townspeople were trying to provide cover for the group as the enemy gained on them. Within seconds, Clay and most of his men made it into town. The wooden gate closed behind them. 
The townspeople cut down many of the invaders in the first few seconds of the rush, but the horde kept coming, shooting wildly into the town as they ran. A few reached the foot holes. They fell as they tripped into or broke a leg in the holes. The one’s behind them saw what was happening and condensed along the road. The first off these made their way to the barricades. Will looked up after firing three quick shots into the gathering mass of people trying to make their way over the barricades. Two men fell to his shots. He saw Kevin, one of their newest scout recruits next to Sheriff White. Kevin lit one of the pipe bombs Will had given him. Will thought it was too soon, but there was nothing he could do to stop it. He could only hope that the explosion would thin out the horde a little and make them hesitate before charging to the wall. Kevin stood up from behind the sandbag cover he was using and prepared to throw the bomb. As he reached the half-way point of his throw, Kevin fell back, struck by one of the enemy’s wild bullets. The pipe bomb slipped out of his hand and fell to lie beside him. Will watched in horror as the bomb exploded inside the barrier. When the smoke cleared, Will saw dozens of his friends and neighbors lying dead or wounded in a circle around the immediate blast. Joey, his supply team, and the medical staff rushed to the injured. The supply guys gathered salvageable weapons and ammo from the site and distributed it to the reinforcements that moved up to take the place of their fallen comrades. The medical team did what they could. Most of the tags they placed on the bodies were black. 
“Big truck headed across the west bridge into town!” The voice called over the radio.  
Will looked through his scope. He didn’t see anything yet, his view blocked by the remains of the West Gate. He reached for the radio and was about to ask for confirmation of the report when he saw the truck push aside some of the damaged gate and roll toward town. “Dear God!” 
 
Kirk watched as the downtown barriers and the townspeople stopped the first wave of invaders. Some of them tripped and fell in the open ground as they stepped into the holes the town had dug. It didn’t take them long to learn. They began running down the road to make their charge at the town, making the fire from the townspeople more effective. He hoped that his side wasn’t taking many casualties. He saw the smoke rise from the explosion that had gone off by the front line. He hoped they all lived long enough to ask someone what the hell that was about. 
“What the hell is that?” Jimmy asked, pointing toward the West Gate. 
“Son of a bitch!” Kirk said as he saw the fuel truck push aside the damaged gate. The truck began speeding up, heading toward the town. Its horn blew to move the teeming masses of invaders from its path. Some got the message and scurried out of the way. Other did not. The truck didn’t wait for them. Several invaders were run over by the advancing truck. A pickup truck followed close behind the tanker as it gained speed. The hordes seemed to rally around the trucks, inspired and excited for some reason. Kirk raised his rifle and saw the thick Latin man standing in the bed of the truck. That must be the infamous Commander Vicio

The realization of what the enemy commander planned to do with the truck dawned on Kirk. If the defenses broke, Celina’s chances for survival would take a sharp nosedive. He knew what the truck would do to the town’s defenses and knew there was but one way to make sure that it didn’t. He doubted that bullets would be able to puncture the tank, the steel being too thick. No thoughts of heroism or grandeur ran through his mind as he handed his rifle to Jimmy. Someone needed to get one of the pipe bombs onto or under the truck. Kirk smiled at the young man. “Cover me, kid.” Kirk said as he tied a cloth around his upper left arm, slid over the lip of the roof, and lowered himself to drop on the ground below. 
Jimmy shouted something that Kirk couldn’t hear. Kirk ran off at what he hoped would be an adequate intercept angle toward the moving truck. The rain began falling harder as he ran, the cool drops hitting his face as his feet threw up mud and wet grass. He reached down and pulled out his two handguns, his own forty caliber and the forty-five caliber that Tara had held on him that night not so long ago. Luck blessed him as he ran the first fifty yards. None of the invaders, caught up in the chaos of attacking the town, seemed to notice one man coming out toward their flank. Some of them took Kirk for one of their own, noticing the strip of cloth around his arm. They advanced toward the town in disorderly, open ranks, leaving yards of space between them.
As he approached the first group of a dozen enemy invaders running toward the town center, one of the invaders recognized Kirk wasn’t one of theirs. He was dressed to well and headed in the wrong direction. The man raised a shotgun at Kirk who was still some thirty yards out. Kirk never slowed as three shots rang out from Tara’s forty-five. The man collapsed to the mud. 
The shots brought the attention of dozens of other invaders in the vicinity. Only about half of these carried guns. Kirk tried his best to zigzag and not slip in the mud as he ran into the oncoming enemy troops. He fired as he went. He turned and dashed, cut left, then spun back to his right, slipping in the mud but never losing the momentum he had built. Several of the invaders dropped. Some of the smarter ones knelt or tried to take cover. Others fired back. He was through the group before they knew what hit them.
He barreled on toward a much larger group. His right side hurt from the bullet that had struck him. He found it difficult to keep track of the truck. The constant sounding of the truck’s horn gave him his only clue. Kirk entered the larger group. When the forty-five ceased to bark in his hand and made clicking sounds, Kirk dropped the weapon in the muddy field and raised the forty in his left hand. He never stopped as enemy bullets streaked past him or sent up sprays of mud around his feet. To stop was to die. He had to keep moving, making himself a harder target. He didn’t try to kill the men he ran past. They were just obstacles keeping him from the tanker truck that continued to gain speed toward the fortified town center. Regardless of intent, several died as he ran along. 
The forty had just begun to click, when Kirk tried to sidestep a man blocking his path. He felt the burning tear in his left thigh as the bullet passed clean through. He fell, sliding in the mud. He turned to see the man who had been in front of him closing with a baseball bat. Kirk rolled, bringing out Scott’s little three eighty as he did. Three shots brought the man before him to a halt. Kirk scrambled to his feet as bullets tore into the wet ground where he had just been. Another sharp, thudding pain took him in the top side of his back but did not bring him back down. He raised the little gun and squeezed off some shots as he ran through the open crowd. 
As Kirk raced on, he saw the man who had just shot him. The man had Kirk in his sights. There was nothing to do but keep going. Before the man could pull the trigger and finish Kirk, his face exploded. Kirk heard the shooting from behind him as he ran and knew that Jimmy and his men were trying to cover him. This was the first time he had been able to witness their work.  He didn’t know how far out he was now, but was thankful the shot had been true. The three eighty began to click. Kirk let it fall.
As he charged though the invaders in his insane rush, Kirk retrieved the camping hatchet at his side with his right hand and the combat knife from behind his back with his left. He rushed past and sometimes toward the surprised invaders. His back and shoulder didn’t bother him. Neither did his leg. It just didn’t function as well as it should have. He knew that was a bad sign. He was slipping into shock from the wounds. He ran to the closest man, catching him as he turned toward Kirk. The blade of the hatchet opened the man’s skull. He spun and caught another with a slash across the face with the combat knife. He danced and bobbed and lashed out with all of the fury he had as he made his way through dozens of enemy soldiers. His arm swung, the hatchet catching a knee, or arm, or neck. His knife blurred beside it piercing organs and slashing throats. Exhaustion, amplified by the wounds he had sustained, caught up with him. His body went numb. It responded to his commands, its reflexes still relatively sharp, but all subtle sensations had been lost. He knew his injuries were bad, but he couldn’t let them stop him from reaching the truck. 
 
Will watched in amazement as Kirk fought his way through the throngs of enemy soldiers. They were so focused on reaching the town that most of them didn’t notice him until he was feet away, giving him an advantage of only having to fight a few at a time. Kirk made steady progress. Will knew that Kirk was a dead man. Even with the distraction, it was only a matter of time before a large enough group caught sight of Kirk. 
Will didn’t know why Kirk would make such a suicidal charge. The truck horn sounded again. Will shifted his focus toward it. Kirk fought his way toward it, only a few hundred yards away. My God! He thought to himself. Kirk thinks he can stop the truck! That’s what he’s doing! He going to use his pipe bombs to stop the fucking truck!
Will looked back to where Kirk fought, not with grace and beauty, but with efficient, gritty determination to make it through the crowd and do what had to be done. 
Will understood now. Kirk had rushed in knowing that he would die but that stopping the truck would be worth it and give the rest of them a chance to save Celina. Kirk moved forward, but a man caught him across the lower back with an ax. He fell. Will screamed. When the man came to finish him, Kirk kicked his knees out from under him and scrambled away towards where the truck was headed. Will watched. He had heard the stories of Medal of Honor winners doing shit like this, jumping on grenades to save the platoon, picking up burning munitions to throw them from an airplane before they could explode, or charging fortified positions with no hope of living to tell the tale. Kirk was cut from the same material, yet he was somehow more to Will at that moment. He was something out of a legend. The damned hero like Leonidas, fighting to the last drop of blood in a hopeless battle to give his friends and loved ones a chance to survive. 
Will saw that the next group that Kirk would encounter would be the largest yet. He doubted Kirk would make it through. Jimmy and the rest of Kirk’s men had been covering him as best they could, but they were some seven hundred yards away now, well out of range. Kirk was only three hundred and some change from the defense. “All rifles to me!” Will shouted. Several men on the rooftop stopped firing and came over to see why Will wanted them. Several others on the front lines below looked up as well. “That’s Kirk out there, fighting those bastards by himself. Everyone concentrate fire on the group in front of him and try not to hit him. We have to make sure he keeps going forward!” The men looked to where Will pointed and scrambled to find firing positions. 
 
   Kirk broke free from a man who tried to grab him and half stumbled, half ran forward to the next group. His mind barely registered that the group was too large for him to face. Several of the men spotted him and turned to attack or fire. Kirk yelled and charged at them. Bullets tore through the first line before he got within fifteen yards of them. He didn’t know why or how or care. He just charged. 
 
Vicio saw the lone man fighting his way, running toward the road. He couldn’t understand why one man had charged out into the troops. Maybe he was crazy, broken from the pressure of the attack. He saw the eighty or so men running out from behind the buildings to the south. They were trying to flank his major advancing force. 
He smiled. He knew he didn’t need to worry about them too much. Once the town’s fortified center was breached, the battle would be over. It would just be a matter of time. He looked around at the masses of men running beside his truck, trying to keep up. He was their rallying point. They may not love him, but they feared, respected, and obeyed him. He was their Messiah after all. 
 
Kirk threw his hatchet at a man who charged at him with a large piece of a two-by-four. The ax missed the man’s body but slammed into his knee. He fell over, no longer a threat. Kirk looked back toward the west. The truck barreled down the road, followed by more invaders. He stood some fifty yards from the road. A tight group of enemy soldiers gathered along the road, cheering on the truck. Up until now, the enemies he had faced had been fairly spread out, allowing him room to fight. That would no longer be possible. 
He was numb. His vision swam. He knew he had only minutes of consciousness left. His will reached out from the core of him and animated his body like a puppet on strings. He felt as if he controlled his body, this broken shell, from a distant place. He knew he only had one chance at this as the truck sped towards him. He reached down, pulled out his lighter and the pipe bomb. His first strike didn’t light. A man noticed him as Kirk tried again to light the fuse. 
The man charged Kirk, swinging a baseball bat. Kirk gritted his teeth and charged toward the man. He tucked his head down and took the full force of the blow on his left shoulder. The force spun him, but he recovered as the man drew back for another strike. Kirk kicked the man in the crotch. He tried the lighter again. The wick caught. Kirk yelled as he rushed the crowd, shoving his way another twenty yards into them, taking hits, cuts, and at least another bullet in his side as he did. The truck blew its horn as it sped toward the town. Kirk jumped up and launched the pipe. 
 
Vicio yelled in anticipation of his impending triumph as he watched the truck speeding down the road. Less than two hundred yards to go. The town wouldn’t stand a chance. He would have his base and grow his power until he ruled the whole damn state. 
A silvery object caught his eye as it flew from the crowd gathered by the road. The smoke trailing behind the slivery object worried Vicio as it landed in the road. The truck drove over it. The bomb exploded just before the truck cleared it.
Shrapnel tore through the rear of the trailer, blowing out all tires and puncturing the fuel tank above. The truck began to jackknife. The truck in which Vicio followed swerved hard, sliding on the wet pavement before rolling into the ditch. Vicio and his guards flew through the air and landed in the wet grass and mud.
 
Kirk struggled with an invader who was trying to stab him when he heard the bomb explode. Seconds later, the fuel truck exploded, throwing Kirk, his assailant, and hundreds of the enemy army back. 
Kirk felt the rain splatter on his face when regained consciousness less than a minute later. His ears rang, and the earth moved beneath him. He couldn’t see out of his right eye. He tried to roll to his right and stand up, but something was wrong with his arm. He craned his head around so that his left eye could see what was wrong with his arm. He looked down to see the bones of his forearm protruding several inches out from the skin. The remainder of his arm hung uselessly below it. He rolled to his left, vaguely aware of shooting pains in his left side. He knew he should be in much more pain, but everything felt dull and distant. 
He finally regained his fee and noticed just how far the bodies had been thrown. The explosion had been much bigger than he had anticipated. Another figure began to rise behind him. Kirk tried to focus on the man, but found that his eye wouldn’t cooperate. The man began staggering toward Kirk. When he came within ten feet, Kirk recognized Commander Vicio. 
Vicio saw the standing man and recognized him as the man who had charged in from the buildings to the south and blown up his truck, his only chance of taking the town. Vicio looked around and saw his army retreating, their will broken by the loss of the truck and the complete disaster that the battle had turned into. He focused on the man staggering around in front of him. If he lost the town and maybe his army, he could at least kill the asshole responsible for it. 
                Vicio pulled out a five-inch hunting knife from his belt and lunged toward the dazed man. Kirk saw the blade coming and did the thing that he suspected Vicio would expect least. He stepped into the wild attack. Kirk felt the knife slide into the ribs on his left side. He clenched his muscles and grabbed Vicio’s hand with his working arm, anchoring the knife in his ribcage. Kirk saw the surprise in Vicio’s eyes. The man had no idea that he fought a man who had already accepted that he was dead. 
Kirk slammed his head into Vicio’s face, breaking his nose. The bare bone of his right eye socket cut a gouge in Vicio’s face. The blow dazed Vicio but he fought back, punching Kirk with his free hand. Kirk tried to block with his disabled arm while holding the knife in his ribs. Kirk kneed Vicio in the gut. The man bent over and rose back up to punch Kirk in the mouth. Kirk took the blow and lost some teeth. Vicio reared back to strike again. Almost by reflex, Kirk thrust the jagged bones of his right arm into Vicio’s face, ramming the end of one into Vicio’s left eye socket. Vicio let go of the knife in Kirk’s side as he stepped back, holding his ruined eye. Kirk yanked the blade out of his side and stepped forward to meet Vicio. He saw the realization and fear in Vicio’s eyes as he swung the blade in a wide, upward arc. The blade slid in under Vicio’s jaw, tearing the tender tissue beneath before imbedding in the back of the Commander’s throat. Kirk jerked the blade out. He crouched and swung the blade up again, aiming lower this time. The blade entered Vicio just above his right hipbone. Kirk yanked it up, tearing a foot-long hole in Vicio’s gut. Vicio fell to his knee, coughing up blood from the hole in his throat while trying to hold his intestines in. 
Kirk watched Vicio collapse, his own feet feeling less than sturdy beneath him. He collapsed to sit beside the commander of the enemy army. He tried to maintain consciousness as he listened to the gurgling sound of Vicio’s last breaths. He felt his strength fading, the vision in his good eye collapsing to a narrow tunnel. 
 
Kirk regained a sliver of consciousness as someone, a dark shape, loomed over him and lifted him. The face looked a lot like Clay’s. Another man, at least he thought it was a man, grabbed his legs and lifted them. He heard sounds of a truck door shutting and a tailgate closing. Blackness claimed him again. 
 
Light flooded Kirk’s vision as the woman pulled open his eyelid and shined the bright light in it. He groaned as he felt lifted again. They laid him down on something soft. It took his mind a second to register that it was soft. He shivered with cold, and his vision blurred again. A beautiful face appeared hovering above him. He raised his right hand, or would have if it still worked. He tried to brush the red curls out of the crying eyes above him. “Don’t cry, sweetheart. Everything’s going to be all right, Clarice.” He whispered before the blackness claimed him again.
                
 



 
Chapter 33
 
Kirk groaned as he woke. He found it difficult. He registered that someone had left the room. A hand grabbed his shoulder and squeezed. Kirk tried to open his eyes. One of them didn’t work. A bandage covered the right side of his face. He saw a man looking down at him.
Dr. Williams spoke to him. “Welcome back, Kirk. I just need to do a few quick tests. That ok with you?”
Kirk nodded as the doctor shined a flashlight into his eye. He checked Kirk’s pulse, his breathing, and blood pressure. “You seem to be ok, all things considered. You’ll still have to be in this bed for another two to three weeks, but you should survive. You have some visitors. Talking may be a little rough at first. You were on a ventilator for about a week. We also had to put a feeding tube in you. I took it out yesterday while you were still sedated.” 
The doctor took a step back. Will took his place and stood by Kirk’s side. He gazed down at Kirk, and his emotions got the best of him. A tear clawed its way out of his eye. He said the first thing that came to his mind, something Kirk had told him after beating the shit out of him in their unarmed training sessions. It was a quote from one of Kirk’s favorite movies. “Get up you son of a bitch, cause Mickey loves ya!” 
Kirk stared up at Will with his one good eye. Slowly, he began to chuckle, wincing as it caused him pain. His first attempt to speak came out as a dry rasp. His throat felt like it had been sandblasted. He cleared his throat and tried again. “The town must have held for you to hovering over me making Rocky references.” Will smiled. “So,” Kirk began again, looking around the room, “where am I and what happened?” 
“What’s the last thing you remember?” Will asked him. 
“Throwing the pipe bomb at the truck. Did it hit?” 
“Did it ever. Shook the whole town and turned the battle. After you blew the truck, most of the bastards attacking us gave up and retreated back out the west gate. Some surrendered, and a few fought on until we could put them down.
“Man, what you did out there… that was absolutely insane. Some real Medal of Honor shit.” 
Kirk moved his right hand to wave off the flattery and noticed that his right arm now ended in a bandage half way down his forearm. There was a drip set up in his left arm. He looked back up to Will. “How long have I been out?” 
“Eleven days, man. You’re either the toughest son of a bitch I’ve ever heard of or the luckiest. I watched the whole thing, trying to cover you from the rooftop of the old city hall building. After the explosion and the main charge broke, Clay and some of his men from the west gate led a charge out of the middle of town to clear the field. I was able to direct him over to where I saw you last. You were barely alive when he found you. He got the docs over to you and moved you back to the hospital. The docs didn’t want to treat you at first. You know, triage and all. They black flagged you. They figured you were already dead. Clay knew what you had just done for the town and threatened to kill the guy if they didn’t treat you. Probably not the best way to get good medical treatment, but it worked.   
“We got you loaded up and moved back here. You’d lost so much blood that we all thought it was a losing battle. You would have died if the sheriff hadn’t made you guys give your blood type when you were in quarantine. You’re AB negative. So, we were able to collect volunteers and get some blood into you. We must have gone through nine people by the time the doc had finished with the surgery.”
Kirk held up his stump and examined it. “How bad is the rest of me?” 
Will hesitated. “You sure you want to know?” 
Kirk fixed him with an intent stare from his working eye. “Ok,” Will said, “You lost your right arm, as you’ve noticed. The doc was able to patch up your leg and the other seven gunshot wounds. Like I said, you were lucky. Most of them passed straight through. They had to remove some parts of you though. You lost a spleen and a kidney. The cuts on your back and the other shoulder weren’t too deep. Your left arm is fractured, but the doc says it’ll heal fine…” Will took a deep breath. “You must have caught some shrapnel from the blast. It just about took off the right side of your face. Your right eye and ear were gone when we found you. The doc says you’re going to have a lot of scaring; but you should survive. None of us thought you would. But, here you are. You’re lucky one of the doctors that ended up in Celina as a refugee was a trauma surgeon for years. She’s the one who really saved you.” 
Kirk let the news sink in for a minute. “Well, I never was much of a looker.” 
Will couldn’t help but laugh. “Where are Sherry and Lucy?” Kirk asked. 
 “They should be back in a minute. They’ve hardly left your side. Jenny just went to fetch them.” 
“So, now that we know I’ll live, how’s everything with the town? I bet the sheriff’s already got repairs and such underway.” 
Will shook his head. “He didn’t make it, Kirk. One of the pipe bombs went off behind the fence. It took out a lot of folks, including Sheriff White, Garry Smith, and a couple of others.” 
“Damn.” Kirk said. He hadn’t liked the sheriff, but he’d respected the man. Celina had lost a good resource when the old man had passed. “So, who’s running things?” 
“You are, kinda.” 
“How’s that work?” Kirk asked. “I’ve probably missed some things in the last week and a half.” 
“Well, word spread about what you did, charging out there like a madman and blowing up the fuel truck. With the sheriff gone, people needed someone to turn to. Tale of your actions kept getting bigger and bigger. You’re a legend now. The town council got together the day after the battle and decided that if it hadn’t been for you training the scouts, making the town’s defenses better, and blowing up the truck, we wouldn’t have made it. They decided to put you in charge if you survived. Since you pretty much treated me as a deputy before all of this happened, they decided I should run things for you until you recovered.”
Kirk nodded. “Even Mayor Clemens agreed to that?” 
“It was his idea, if you can believe it.” Will said. 
“Well, that’s the first sensible thing that they’ve done on their own since I got here.” Kirk said.
“Yeah, I think we’ll be better off with you in charge.” Will agreed. 
“It’s not me that I’m talking about… You, Will. You being in charge is right.” 
“Me?” Will asked. “But you’re alive. You should take over when you get better.” 
Kirk shook his head. “No. Not me. The men are going to need someone whole and tough to lead them. They need that man now. You heard the doc, I’ve already been in here for eleven days and will be for another few weeks. You’re already leading them. Just keep it up. Besides, I’m just a one armed, one eyed, old man now. It’ll be months, maybe years, if ever, before I’m useful again. I’ll never be back to full speed again. No, you’re the right man to lead Celina forward.” Will started to argue, but Kirk kept going. “I’ll still be around, doing what I can, giving advice, and being a general pain in the ass; but you have to step up now. I’m going to be pretty helpless for a little while until I adjust to all of this. Shit, I’ll have to get me someone in town who’s good at making things and see if I can get me a hook or something for the arm so that I can at least get some use out of it. Just don’t start calling me Captain Hook, all right Tinkerbell?”
Will laughed. “We’ll talk about who’ll be in charge later, but if you end up sticking me with it, my first action is to name you deputy.” 
“We’ll see.” Kirk said. “So, Mr. In Charge, how is everything with the town?”
 Will drew in a deep breath. “We had about six hundred casualties. A little over two hundred and fifty dead. The rest with various injuries. Most everyone’s up and moving around. We haven’t bothered to count their dead, but it was a lot higher than ours. About five hundred of them tried to surrender to us. After we had them restrained, I had them marched out of town and executed. I’d say we killed close to half of their force, but it’s hard to be sure. We’ve just been dragging their bodies a couple of miles out of town and dumping them in a ditch. I didn’t see the sense in wasting resources trying to bury them.
“I’ve promoted my brother-in-law, Joey, to the head of supply. He’s got crews working on rebuilding the West Gate. It’s almost done. I’ve got security teams posted just in case their survivors try to come back. Our scouts are back out at the lookout positions. From what they’re reporting, I doubt we’ll have much trouble with any of the enemy coming back. It seems that they’ve broken themselves into smaller groups, each taking off in a different direction. We had one report that they’ve turned on each other to some degree. I guess they were worse off for food than we suspected. One of our guys found a site where two of the groups had fought and killed each other, eating the dead. With any luck, they’ll either starve or kill each other off before they get the chance to bother us again.”
“As far as supplies and utilities go, they didn’t mess with them much. The power’s still on. So is the water. Some of the bastards did shoot and kill some of our cattle before they turned and ran or we killed them. We’ve put up ten cows in the town’s freezers. The fields were relatively unharmed. Some got a little trampled, but not too bad. 
“Our ammo is about gone. I’ve got eight guys working round the clock to reload from the stores the sheriff had saved up. We should have a good bit in a few more days. The battle also drained most of our medical supplies. It’s going to be a little harder to replace those, but we’ll just have to get by on herbs and home remedies until we can figure something out.” 
“Sounds like you have pretty much everything under control. I’ll go back to sleep now.” Kirk said with a smile. 
“Well,” Will said, “as far as the town goes, we should survive. I’ve got some plans drawn up to dig additional defenses around the downtown area. I’d like you to look at those when you feel up to it. I’m thinking we need to make it kind of like a medieval castle or something. You know, a heavily fortified place where we can hold up if something like this ever happens again. I’ve also thought about cutting gaps in the bridges to town and making some sort of drawbridge, but that’s going to be a little harder.” 
“Those actually sound like some pretty good ideas.” Kirk admitted. He could see something else bothering Will. “What else is on your mind?” 
“It’s the long term. I’ve had Scott and Mr. Pae scanning the radios constantly in an effort to gather any intel on the survivors that got away and might be using radios. So far, we’ve gotten nothing on that front.  We did pick up some interesting stuff on the short waves though.
“Two days after the battle, a broadcast came in from the east coast that a special Congress was held up in Virginia. They relieved the President and instated some Navy admiral as the new head of the government. He’s making plans and talking about sending out aid to the rest of the country. Personally, I think he’s full of shit. Some of the unofficial channels are saying it’s an old-style military coup, and I have to agree with them. Anyway, in the last week since that’s happened, we’ve picked up several signals from all over the country. Apparently three different enclaves of folks up the northwest have declared themselves independent states. We even received one signal claiming to be from the new Republic of Texas. I just don’t know what to make of it all. What does it mean for us in the long term?” Will asked. 
Kirk shook his head. “Nothing for right now. We just keep on keeping on. We’ll grow our food, shore up our supplies as best we can, and make ourselves stronger. In the end, it’ll probably end up being another civil war to one degree or another. The US could end up being four or five different countries before this is all said and done. But for now, we have to just stay alive and thrive. We should probably start sending out scouts to check out what’s left of any of the neighboring towns and see if we can find some allies.” He sighed. “For right now, we just make our town as strong as it can be.” 
Will was about to speak again when the door to the hospital room flew open. Sherry rushed to gently embrace him. Will turned to see Jenny standing in the doorway. “Where’s Lucy?” He asked. 
“She’s out with Jimmy. I made her get out of this room. She’s been with you ever since they wheeled you in here. She was about to drive herself crazy. I sent another runner off to get her. She’ll be here in a few minutes.” Jenny said. She motioned to Kirk and Sherry. “I think we need to give them some privacy.” 
Will smiled at the couple and cleared his throat. Kirk broke away from his wife’s embrace for a second. “We’ll finish our discussion when you get out of here.” Will said with a smile as he and Jenny left the room. 
Sherry looked down at Kirk, tears flowing down her cheeks. “Oh thank God you’re alive. I’ve prayed so hard that you’d wake up, and here you are.” Sherry gently ran here hand across Kirk’s face, fresh tears springing to her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Kirk. You’re handsome face…” 
Kirk blushed. He hadn’t seen himself yet but knew that it must be bad. “You think you can love a disfigured, messed up, one armed man?” He half-jokingly asked. He didn’t know what he would do if her answer was negative. 
Sherry looked a little hurt. “Kirk, you’ve single-handedly saved me and my family, our family, twice now, not to mention the whole damned town. No matter what happens, you will always be the most beautiful person in the world to me.” Kirk smiled. She smiled back and leaned down to kiss him. 
“Kirk! You’re awake!” Lucy said as she ran into the room to hug him. Jimmy and Scott came in behind her. Having everyone so concerned about him made Kirk feel a little awkward, but he also found it comforting. They talked for a little while about how things were going in the town and how happy they were that Kirk had survived and should make a full recovery. They all told their stories of how brave they though Kirk had been. It was a happy time even though they tiptoed around mentioning his permanent injuries.
After a little while, Clay and Leesha found their way to the room, guided by Will and Jenny. They joined in the talk and Kirk looked around the room, at all of the people who mattered most to him, his family. After almost an hour of visiting, Kirk felt like someone had kicked his ass all over again. Jenny noticed the exhaustion. “Everyone, I think Kirk needs some more rest. We don’t want to stress him too much after coming back to the land of the living. Let’s all get out of here except for Sherry. I think she may need to discuss some things with the doctor when he comes back.”
Everyone agreed and started to leave. As they walked toward the door, Kirk called out. “Wait.”
“What’s wrong, buddy?” Clay asked. 
“I just wanted to look at all of you one last time before I lay back down. It’s so good that we all survived that mess.” 
“It sure is.” Will agreed. “You get some rest. We’ll take care of the place for you. We have a lot of work to do, and we’ll save some for you till you get out. We’ve survived this far. Now, I think it’s time that we make Celina thrive.” 
The family left, everyone except for Sherry. She looked down at Kirk. She could tell he was in pain and knew he still had a long recovery ahead of him. “Do you think we can do it? Make Celina thrive?” 
Kirk thought for a second. “We have to.” Kirk held her close. “We’ll just have to.” 
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