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      Angie and Jackie escorted Sergeant Jake Wilcox into the police station’s interrogation room, where I sat waiting. Bruce and Gene waited on the other side of the room’s one-way glass, and Jackie would go join them. Angie would be just outside the door.

      On the table sat a covered plate of good Southern cooking: fried chicken, collards, mashed potatoes, and some fresh, sweet tea with ice. I was armed, of course, with my trusty Les Baer Custom .45, and I regarded Wilcox with the coldest look I could muster.

      I was pissed at the three men we held captive, but I wasn’t the kind of asshole to just execute them. That was going to be up to the rest of the family once I figured out a little more about them.

      Jake took a seat. His hands were handcuffed in front of him and wouldn’t impede him from eating if he took that choice. Of course, if he decided to go for me, I’d shoot him without a second thought, and then dump the body in the Chattahoochee.

      I think he’d figured that out, too. Slowly, the sergeant reached over and dragged the plate closer.

      “This smells really damn good,” he said. “Last meal?”

      “Depends on you, I reckon,” I replied.

      He shrugged in answer, took off the covering, a plastic plate-cover from the local hospital, picked up his plastic spork, and dug in without a word. After a few minutes of me watching him, he looked up and met my gaze.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “Ultimately,” I replied. “Price.”

      He snorted.

      “You ain’t asking for much, country boy,” he said with a smile. “What’s he worth to you?”

      I shrugged and answered, “I mean to deal with him, one way or another. You and your team were the last straw in my book.”

      Price had actually tried to have me killed, or at least been a distant cause behind attempts on my life around four times, now. The first was a crazy man at the Alabama Welcome Center, same with the second, but that time, we’d been hunting him, too. The next time, third by my reckoning, took place in Atlanta, when three men in a humvee had tried to take out me, Bruce Gassler the survivalist, Gene Campbell, helicopter pilot, and Bill Foreman, physical trainer. Sure, they might not have been associated with the not-so-good reverend, but it was easier to assume they were.

      Last but not least, Jake Wilcox and his team of former soldiers and weekend warrior wannabes had directly attacked my home after luring Jackie Purcell and me away. They hadn’t counted on us escaping their trap, or on me getting back to the house as fast as I had.

      All but three of the team were in the ground now. I didn’t want to risk making my pigs sick from them.

      Jake probably suspected all of this, but he sat across from me, chewing on some fried chicken and giving me the eye. After a moment, he took a breath, swallowed, and said, “I am not about to die for that nutcase, but I want some guarantee that you aren’t going to just double-tap the three of us once you have what you want.”

      “I might be many things, sergeant,” I replied, looking the man in the eyes. “But I’m not a murderer. The three of you happen to be P.O.W.s by my reckoning, and I’m going to treat you as such. You get two chances to argue your case. Once to me, and then once to the rest of the civvies back at the homestead.”

      “Uh-huh,” he said, focusing his eyes on me for a moment. “I’m surprised you haven’t already made up your mind.”

      “I try to be more than fair. A lot honestly depends on how helpful you are,” I finished, resting my palms on the tabletop in front of me.

      “You aren’t going to make this easy,” he said, then took another bite of chicken.

      “Put yourself in my shoes, sergeant,” I said flatly. “How would you have dealt with this?”

      “I’d have shot all three of us,” he replied after finishing his mouthful.

      “Then aren’t you glad you ended up with someone like me, rather than someone like you?” I focused on him as he nodded slowly, pausing with a half-eaten chicken breast between his hands.

      “I want you to consider this very carefully,” I continued. “Price sent you here to deal with me. Instead, you lost half your team to a Marine, an Army mechanic, an old Army pilot from the ‘Nam era, a bunch of civilians, and a coyote.” My lips stretched in a thin smile. “My little family out there is extremely motivated, and so am I. You just need to understand one important thing; Never, ever mistake my kindness for weakness.” I leaned over the table and dropped my voice to a near whisper, “And I’m the nice one.”

      People who’d served didn’t tend to rattle easy. Sometimes we had our triggers and twitches, old scars from unseen wounds that we’d suffered during our duty, so I didn’t expect anything out of Jake Wilcox from my words, not really. Imagine my surprise when he nodded slowly and let out a long sigh.

      “At least,” he said slowly. “You aren’t crazy.”

      I smirked.

      “Price is, like, Jim Jones levels of nuts,” the soldier continued. “He honestly thinks that it’s his place to drag the United States back from whatever bullshit apocalypse hit us. He’s got charisma, too, a good old southern reverend combined with a fast-talking used-car salesman and a dose of back-office politician.”

      Jake shook his head.

      “He’s got a tech guy, too,” he continued. “Some fellow by the name of Chandler. He was some kind of high-tech entrepreneur prodigy. Even managed to get cellphones working throughout most of Birmingham.”

      I let out a low whistle at that. Penny Tran had some ideas about that, but we were far from being able to implement anything, yet.

      “What about power?”

      “Generators and solar,” Jake replied. “Of course, he wants to get one of the hydro plants operating again, but we’re in for a lot of work in that case.”

      How many people did Price have? He was ambitious as hell in any case. We’d really have to up our game to compete with that.

      “How many people?” I asked.

      “Thirty or so,” Jake replied. “Most of them from a couple of isolated compounds that the reverend apparently knew about before this virus or whatever. He might have more by now, too. I don’t really know. Only about ten of us were formerly active duty, and if you dealt with Stern’s team and mine, you’ve knocked that down by about half.”

      “What were these compounds? Militia?”

      “Religious,” he said, scowling. “Kind of cultish and insular, but they see Price as the right hand of God or something.”

      “Great,” I muttered, then gave the sergeant a serious look. “If you want to change sides, I’ve got fried chicken and hard work.”

      “I think,” he said slowly. “That might be preferable to shooting people for Raymond Price and Jonathan Stern.”

      “You keep mentioning that name,” I said thoughtfully. There was something about it that hovered at the edge of my mind. A couple of years ago, a disgraced special ops soldier had gotten shipped back from the Middle East for a court martial after killing a bunch of civilians. “Is that the same Stern that got court-martialed a few years back?”

      “Yeah,” Wilcox nodded. “Anyway, screw it. You guys may not have the bigger group, but you look a hell of a lot more like the type of people I can stand.” He let out a long sigh and looked down at his handcuffed hands. “For what it’s worth,” he added with a shake of his head. “I’m sorry for trying to kill you.”

      I just eyed him. Apologies only went so far, but it was a start.

      The sergeant was silent for a moment, gazing at me as if trying to gauge my reaction. When I said nothing, he continued, “Price and Stern, along with that Baron Chandler guy, have set up a little suburban empire in Birmingham. It’s all based around a little neighborhood church, too. Not everyone’s a bad guy up there, though. Some folks were just looking for a little hope, and they didn’t have someone like you around to give it to them.”

      I wasn’t here to be a leader, not really. My little family mattered to me, and it had slowly grown, maybe out of control. Still, I had grown content, if not happy, to be the center of this little community, and I’d protect it as best I could. Having two trained soldiers, and whatever Samuel was, would be helpful.

      Not necessary, I thought as I gave the man across from me a thoughtful look. But useful.

      He watched me warily, and I couldn’t really blame him for that.

      “I just have one question,” I said slowly.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “Why were y’all gunning for us?” I asked. “What in the ever-loving hell got Price’s panties in a twist? We’re two-hundred miles away, for Christ’s sake.”

      Wilcox frowned.

      “I can tell you what he told us,” the sergeant replied. “Which is that you took out one of ours that was trying to make contact a few months ago. Price was in contact with a fellow named Hunter Blake. This guy claimed to be military, too. Knew the right things to say to convince me and Stern both.”

      “So, Price told us that Blake had seen you and one of the girls, the little bottle-blonde, out and about, and that he was going to try to approach you and see what you were about, and if you might want to come to join us.”

      I bristled a little at the “bottle-blonde” comment, but it wasn’t exactly wrong. Jackie did prefer keeping her hair blonde over the basic brown that was her natural look.

      If Jake noticed my glare, he didn’t react.

      “I got my team and came to investigate a loss of contact,” he continued. “We found the ruins of the blind at the rest area, along with what was left of Blake, or so we thought. Son of a bitch left a lot of explosives in the center.”

      “We disarmed them,” I said flatly.

      “Yeah,” Wilcox nodded. “Found the guy’s house, too, but someone ransacked it.”

      “That was us, too.”

      “Price’s next orders were to watch your farm and get an idea of what you were about. It wasn’t until, hell, about two weeks ago, that we got orders to clean you out, take any prisoners we could, and head back to base,” he told me. “We didn’t expect as much trouble as we got, to be honest.”

      I chuckled.

      “We’re fierce,” I told him, then lapsed into a long silence. My eyes drifted to the one-way glass where the others were. “I’m inclined to give you a chance, Sergeant,” I said. “One. Singular. Screw it up, and you’re done.”

      “That’s right generous of you,” he drawled, meeting my gaze curiously. “Wish I’d met you and yours before I ran into Stern and Price.”

      “If you’re actually serious,” I said. “I’ll give my recommendation to the others and see what they say.” A slow smirk spread across my face. “It’s not just my decision.”

      With that, I rose slowly and walked out of the room, locking the door behind me. Angie stood across the hall, holding a riot shotgun at rest, one hand resting lightly on the pistol grip.

      “How’d it go?” she asked.

      “I didn’t have to shoot him,” I replied. “Yet.”

      She laughed.

      “That’s a good start, I suppose. What next?” Angie asked.

      “Let’s bring Samuel out,” I opined. “I want to leave Wilson to stew.” The young soldier had been the closest thing we’d had to a problem child during the last week. He was generally surly and uncooperative, just shy of being openly rebellious. I had no idea what he was about, but I meant to find out.

      “Sounds good to me,” Angie said. “Are we leaving the sergeant in there?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Maybe I’ll bring him some more chicken.”

      “He a joiner, then?”

      “Maybe,” I said thoughtfully. “It’s going to be up to the group as a whole, but I think I’m willing to give him a chance. We’ll want to watch him closely, though.”

      “Yeah,” she said, shifting the shotgun to her shoulder. “Which room?”

      “C, I think,” I answered. “I’ll be there in a few minutes. I want to get some feedback from the others.”

      “Sounds good,” she replied. “I’ll meet you in the room with Sammy.”

      I nodded and walked off to the observation room, slipping in quietly. The others, Jackie, Gene, and Bruce, paused their conversation, and they all looked at me.

      “What?” I asked, suddenly self-conscious.

      “Well,” Bruce broke the ice. “What did you think of that?”

      “Felt earnest enough,” I replied with a shrug. “I’m maybe sixty percent on him.”

      “Was he just following orders?” Gene asked, scowling.

      Bruce snorted, and Jackie gave the older, bearded man a curious look.

      “Sounds like it,” I answered with a sigh. “That’s the part I don’t like. But if he’s serious, and willing to just slide on out of Price’s organization to join us, then either he’s a bit flexible with his loyalties, or the reverend really is as bad as we think.”

      “He’s had his men try to kill us a couple of times,” Bruce cut in. “I’d bet on the latter at Vegas odds.”

      “Yeah,” I looked out into the interrogation room where Jake Wilcox had finished his meal and put his head down on a pillow formed of his folded arms. “Just to have it said, though, this is the last time we play nice. There’s too much at stake to let our enemy realize we’re merciful and start taking advantage of us.”

      Jackie sighed.

      “I understand,” she said softly. “I don’t like it, but I do understand.”
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      Jake got his second serving of food, and I walked in with Jackie to deposit a plate and a glass of iced tea in front of Samuel. I made a show of adjusting the holster of my Les Baer, then took a seat while Jackie left to join the watchers in the observation room. Angie, as usual, stood guard in the hall outside.

      Sam’s eyes darted from me to the covered plate and back.

      “Go ahead, son,” I told him. “We’ve been feeding you all for a week and haven’t poisoned you, yet.”

      “It’s the yet I’m worried about,” he said breathlessly, but still reached for the food with his handcuffed hands.

      I leaned back in my chair and watched him fumble the cover off and dig in. The young man ate like he was starving, and I couldn’t help but give a bemused smile.

      “Now,” I said. “I know we’ve been feeding you.”

      “Nothing this good,” he mumbled around a mouthful of food.

      “Slow down and enjoy it then,” I suggested, folding my arms across my chest. “Funny thing about good meals. You never know when it’s going to be your last one.”

      Sam froze and lifted his head slowly to regard me with wide eyes. That definitely got his attention. I just regarded him, my face as close to expressionless as I could manage.

      He swallowed hard.

      “Just messing with you,” I said, finally cracking a smile. “What happens next is pretty much up to you, and the rest of the family.”

      “Family?” he asked, eyes still wide.

      “Everyone in my little group here is family,” I answered. “Adopted, married, or whatever. Hell, maybe clan is a better word.” A slow grin spread across my face. “Anyway, I’m curious what you can tell me about Reverend Price and his operation up in Birmingham.”

      “Oh,” he took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and spun a tale that agreed, for the most part, with what Jake Wilcox told me. I sat quietly and listened while the young man talked. He confirmed most of my suspicions, too.

      The thing is, he was tech-savvy to the degree that maybe only Penny could compete with. He wasn’t as good as this Baron Chandler guy that he and Wilcox had talked about, but he could be quite an asset.

      Provided he wasn’t a danger.

      Once he finished and turned his attention back to the meal, I stayed silent, contemplating what I’d heard. Sam didn’t seem to be all that bad a guy, just easily manipulated by anyone who made him feel important.

      “Okay, Sam,” I drawled. “What I don’t get is what you actually think about Price and his plan.”

      “Price is crazy,” he replied. “I mean, I’m Jewish, so he’s not like anti-Semitic or anything, I don’t think. He’s just, well, he thinks he’s the next big thing.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      “He thinks he’s doing God’s work,” Sam answered. “Or maybe that he is God, or a messiah, or something. He doesn’t treat his own people badly, so long as we do what he wants, and he’s really free with rewards and praise. It’s weird. I don’t know why he hates you guys, either. Maybe it’s because you’ve got all the women or something.”

      “What?”

      “Aside from the Warriors of Christ group,” he replied. “There’s maybe four women in the whole group. Most of them are older, too, except for a little girl.”

      “Warriors of Christ?” I asked, drumming my fingertips on the tabletop.

      “Yeah, a sort of militia-slash-cult compound that we found a bit north of Huntsville,” Sam said. “They were isolated and managed to miss the plague that wiped everyone out. There are a couple of other militias, too, but they weren’t as lucky, really.”

      I nodded and frowned. Sam had put at least one name to the compounds Price had contacted, but he hinted at larger numbers, maybe, than what Wilcox suggested. In that regard, at least, I suspected the sergeant had the more accurate estimate. Sam was a bit excitable.

      “Not your kind of people?” I asked after a long pause.

      The young man shook his head. “Not at all,” he told me. “I joined Sergeant Wilcox and his team as their tech guy in hopes of just getting out of Birmingham.” The young man looked down at his hands, then raised his head and gave me a sheepish smile. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I shot at you and your girl.”

      “Jackie,” I said flatly. “You’re lucky we felt like taking prisoners.”

      He paled and nodded vigorously. “Thank you for that.”

      “Yep,” I said and looked at his empty plate. “You want more chicken or anything?”

      “Oh! Yes, please,” he replied as I stood up, giving me a good facsimile of puppy-dog eyes.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” I told him as I headed out into the hall, closing and locking the door behind me.

      “What about this one?” Angie asked almost as soon as the lock clicked shut.

      “Opportunist,” I replied. “Selfish. Pretty much an average twenty-something male, I reckon.”

      “So, do we put him into a barrel and bury it,” Angie asked. “Or do we house-train him and let him into the house?”

      I laughed and gave her a curious look.

      “Did you ever read Heinlein?” I asked.

      “I saw Starship Troopers,” she replied.

      “He said something about male children; that they should be put into a barrel and fed through a hole until they reach eighteen, at which point you make the decision to seal up the barrel or let them out.”

      Angie giggled and shook her head. “Pretty extreme, but I can kind of see where he might’ve come from with that.”

      “Yeah.” I turned and stared at the door for a long moment. “I think I’m going to recommend bringing him in, too, under the same conditions as the sergeant.”

      “I’d recommend we don’t house them together,” she opined.

      “I agree. Once the others give me their opinion, we can see who’ll sponsor them. For now, though, Let’s get Private Pryor into a room and see how he stacks up,” I said. “I’ll go get him a plate and meet you there.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said with a broad grin before disappearing off down the hallway, heading for the detention cells. Emptying this place out would definitely free up some resources. Sitting on these three for a week had been a pain in the ass, what with guarding them and feeding them.

      I headed into the observation room. Someone had made coffee, and Jackie offered me a steaming cup of it when I walked in. I smiled and gave her a grateful nod.

      “That boy needs boot camp,” Gene groused.

      Bruce smirked.

      “I agree with you there, old man,” the survivalist said. “I had a look at that AR-15 of his. Expensive and with lots of toys, but it barely looked like it had ever been fired.”

      “I’m not sure I trust him with a gun of any kind, yet,” I threw in. “Same as Wilcox, though, I’m recommending we offer them a place, but we keep our eyes on them. Ultimately, it’s up to the group as a whole, though.”

      “Everyone deserves a chance,” Jackie said.

      “Singular,” Bruce commented. “As in one. These nitwits have already blown it by attacking you.”

      “I’m mixed on this,” Estelle said slowly. “I’m not sure I want to trust them, but I’m not happy with the idea of executing them, either.”

      “I’m not sure how to count that,” I said. “And Bruce, are you going to be staying with us, or heading back out to Arizona?”

      “I don’t know, yet,” he replied, shrugging his thin shoulders. “Jury’s still out.”

      “You love us,” Jackie teased, fluttering her eyelashes at the older man.

      He just snorted and looked back at the young man staring wistfully at his empty plate.

      “Well,” I said. “Time to see what Wilson Pryor’s about.”

      “Good luck,” Gene tossed after me as I took my coffee and headed to the last empty interrogation room after gathering up another couple of covered plates.

      One plate went to Samuel, and the last accompanied me to the room where I would wait for Angie to bring Wilson. The third surviving member of Wilcox’s team. He had been quiet and sullen throughout the week, barely interacting with any of us when we delivered food and checked on the prisoners.

      I settled into my chair and folded my hands on the tabletop. Would the young soldier be a problem? Maybe. I’d have to handle him just right if I was going to break through to him.

      The door clicked open, and Angie prodded Wilson Pryor into the interrogation room. He wore a sour look and didn’t even glance at the plate of food as he ambled over to the chair opposite me and flopped down as best he could with his handcuffed hands.

      “That’s yours if you want it,” I told him, gesturing to the covered plate.

      Wilson grunted and regarded me.

      I huffed and met his gaze.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” I asked, smiling faintly.

      He scowled, and his eyes flickered in the direction of the plate before returning to mine.

      “Fried chicken,” I told him. “It’s probably getting cold.”

      Wilson’s left eye twitched.

      I reached up and rubbed the bridge of my nose.

      “Okay, private,” I said firmly. “What the hell is your problem? You and your squad attacked us without any warning, same with that team in Atlanta.”

      “We were told you murdered one of our people at the Welcome Center,” he said at last. “Even still, we just planned to watch you, but Price radioed the order to Sergeant Wilcox.”

      “Let me tell you a little something about Hunter Blake,” I drawled. “That son of a bitch tried to kill me twice and packed the Welcome Center with explosives to see how many more people he could get.”

      “Why should I believe you?” the young man demanded.

      “What reason do I have to lie to you?” I countered. “You and yours tried to kill me, too. By all rights, you should be fertilizing my garden, but here I am sitting down and offering you a plate of damn good fried chicken, while you’re an ungrateful little shit. Didn’t the Army teach you better, son? Hell. Didn’t your mother?”

      Wilson stiffened, but I wasn’t done with him, yet.

      “Maybe you ain’t figured it out yet,” I said. “But we’re all Americans. I was Army, same as you. Did my time in Afghanistan during the war and walked away with a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star. Since this virus hit, I’ve been doing my best to pull together the people I’ve found and give them a place to live and feel safe.”

      “Until that asshole Blake pulled his shit, and the rest of you showed up with your war-faces on, I was perfectly happy to go about my day without having to hump around a combat rifle. Now, thanks to you, I had to resume carrying something a bit meatier than a hunting rifle as part of my daily outfit.” I paused and took a breath, glaring at the wide-eyed young soldier across from me. “Like I told your sergeant, I’m through playing nice. Now, you eat your damn fried chicken. Then we’re going to have a conversation about where you want to be in the near future.”

      “But-”

      I slammed my fist down on the table.

      “Eat. Your. Goddamned. Chicken,” I growled.

      Wilson reached for the plate.

      Truth be told, I never reached the rank of sergeant. I held E-4 specialist when I was discharged, but I’d been acting squad leader for my mechanic team, and I’d worked with enough sergeants that I could play one passably well, especially when it came to shouting down trainees and wet-behind-the-ears privates just shipped over from boot.

      None of them needed to know that, though, but I figured the sergeant suspected.

      I settled back into my chair and crossed my arms to watch Wilson Pryor dig into his meal. He ate fast, like I’d expected, done in less than ten minutes. I nodded slowly as he replaced his utensils on the plate and covered it.

      “Feel better?” I asked.

      A slow nod was his answer, and he wouldn’t meet my gaze.

      “What do you think of Price?” I asked pointedly.

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “He’s ambitious, but…” Wilson’s voice trailed off.

      “But, what?”

      “The people he’s found,” the young man replied. “They’re more like… fanatics… terrorists… At least the ones who aren’t just civvies are.”

      “What about them?” I wanted to know. If there were just people in Price’s groups that weren’t fighters, then we’d want to be careful. Likely, they didn’t know what their leader was doing.

      “I’m not sure how many people are just flat out non-coms,” Wilson offered. “There’s a little community of about ten or so that live in the neighborhood around the church. They garden and scrounge and do work on things, but none of them carry anything more than maybe a sidearm or shotgun, if that.”

      I nodded slowly and studied the man.

      “You looking for points with us, then?” I asked after he looked up and met my gaze.

      Wilson nodded slowly.

      “I think so,” he replied. “I never should have raised arms against fellow Americans, not even now. Not without damn good reason.”

      “Good choice,” I said. “Guess the next step is to see how the rest of the family decides.”
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      Siouxsie and the Banshees’ “Cities in Dust” played quietly in the background as we all gathered in one of the briefing rooms of the Opelika police station. The little family had grown in the past few months, and while we hadn’t really felt any growing pains yet, I was determined to hold them off for as long as possible. One way I intended to do that was gatherings like these.

      Town halls, so to speak.

      Everyone had food, along with sodas, sweet tea, or water, and we lounged around like it was more of an indoor picnic than a serious discussion. Virgil had Tommy and Irene off at a smaller table, with Penny helping. Everyone else sat around the conference table that Bruce, Virgil, Bill, and I had moved into the large, open space.

      “The gardens are doing well,” Jackie reported, in between nibbling on some of the fried chicken we had. “Same with the animals. We’ll be seeing a bit more livestock in a few months, which should put us in a better position of sustainability. Not just that, I think there’s going to be a strong comeback among wild critters, too. We’ll still want to be careful of the usual suspects, Lyme disease, rabies, and parasites, but I think we’ll be pretty well off.”

      “We’ve got a good supply of fuel,” I added as she settled back down. “Solar is powering the main house and cottage, along with the well pumps. We’ve got propane for most of the generators, which will last awhile. Gas, aviation fuel, and diesel, though, will slowly become a problem unless we can lay in stockpiles of oil and do our own refining.”

      “Feasible, but not easy or quick,” Bruce threw in.

      “Right,” I said. “We also need to build our defenses up from motion sensors and a wi-fi camera network to something a bit less friendly. That group in Birmingham is a little over a hundred miles away, but they’ve been happy to get up in our business a couple of times, now. With extreme prejudice. I, for one, am not content to let this stand.”

      “Letting bad behavior continue only encourages it,” Angie mused.

      I nodded and looked around the room. Almost everyone paid attention, even the two teenagers. Tommy, though, was engrossed in playing with baby Irene.

      That was fine.

      “We’ve got three prisoners,” I continued. “None of them seem overly happy to remain a part of Price’s Birmingham township, and we’re going to have a talk about their fate once I finish my original thought.”

      I scanned the room and took a deep breath before I continued.

      “Our defenses are kind of shoddy. We’re decently armed, especially with the BearCat, Bruce’s M35, and the Blackhawk to back up our small arms. Our-” I paused and sucked in a breath. It felt wrong to use the word enemy as a description for fellow survivors and Americans, but that’s what they were. “Enemy has access to armor from Anniston Depot, and God only knows what from the Redstone Arsenal. Fortunately for us, he doesn’t have that many people, but unfortunately, they still outnumber us.”

      Michelle Young, one of our newer folks, raised a nervous hand. I nodded in her direction, and she stood. It was almost amusing, given that she’d been a teacher before the virus hit.

      “Can’t we just talk to them?” she asked, looking around at the rest of the room before focusing on me.

      “I’ll leave it up to all of you,” I said slowly. “I ain’t inclined to answer two attacks with an olive branch, and from what our prisoners said, the good reverend isn’t likely to reach out, either.”

      “Oh.” She settled back down in her seat and looked down at her hands.

      I hated to burst anyone’s bubble like that, but we were pretty much heading down a path that would lead us into a fight that I didn’t want. Hell, I doubted any of us wanted it.

      “What are you proposing?” Gene asked. “Defense-wise.”

      “You want the long or short list?” I shot back, smiling faintly.

      “Let’s go short,” he replied.

      “Better access control,” I said. “Posts, fences, razor wire at the perimeter to go with Penny’s cameras and motion sensors. Scheduled patrols. Maybe a gate or blocking vehicle on the road along with spike strips. I’d like to start reinforcing the houses, too.”

      “May I throw in some suggestions?” Bruce asked, looking right at me.

      “Go right ahead,” I answered.

      “Home fortifications are all well and good, but you might want to consider clearing out trees and such around the houses to eliminate cover for attackers,” he said. “Barring that, well, maybe traps?”

      “I’m not so sure about traps,” Angie spoke up. “With all the animals and the kids…”

      “Yeah, probably not the best idea,” Gene mused.

      “Well,” Bruce grumbled. “There’s always going on the offensive.”

      “I like that idea,” Gwen opined. “Dangerous, but…”

      “Definitely dangerous,” I agreed. “But something to consider.”

      “Really?” Bill Foreman asked. “Is that a good idea? I mean, maybe they’ll just give up and stay where they are, since they failed.”

      “We got lucky,” I said flatly. “What happens if they show up in a tank, or helicopter, even a damn Cessna with some idiot tossing grenades out the window?”

      Everyone grew silent. Gene, Angie, and Bruce all nodded slowly. Bill deflated visibly. He’d been with us when some of the men from Birmingham attacked Bruce’s big truck on the road to the National Guard depot in Atlanta. We’d been damn lucky that the old survivalist had a Gatling gun in the back. I’d had no idea that 45-70 rounds like that would mess up a humvee like they had. We’d won that one, but by the skin of our teeth.

      “Anyway,” I continued. “What I’m proposing is to shore up our defenses here, but I want to take a few people to Maxwell-Gunter in Montgomery and see what we can find. Once we’re happy with home defense, I mean to take some volunteers and go check out Birmingham.”

      “If you’re really sure,” Jackie said slowly while the others, mostly the folks with no military background, murmured back and forth.

      I nodded.

      “We have to,” I told her. “We also need to expand our ability to broadcast. That radio station at Auburn is a good bet, at least for the local area. I suspect we need to go shortwave to get reach like Price has, though.”

      “That’s for sure,” Penny spoke up. “He’s got a clear broadcast out to at least one-hundred and fifty miles, and the shortwave can reach, well, around the world with enough power.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, then scanned around at the concerned faces of my friends and family. Then I focused on Estelle and Gwen. “We have to pull the rest of your associates out of the CDC and get them to Auburn. It’s still further than I’d like, but it’s almost an hour even by helicopter to get to Atlanta, and we already know they’ve been under surveillance by Price’s men.”

      “Pretty sure he wants the nuke,” Bruce muttered. “We need to shut that thing down.”

      “We’ll need to address the pathogens we have stored there,” Gwen observed. “But Estelle and I agree. We’ve looked at the closer facilities, and they’ll serve, provided we can get reliable power.”

      “Reliable power seems to be our biggest issue with damn near everything,” Gene said, and focused on me. “What’s our priority?”

      I reached up and rubbed the bridge of my nose. There was so much to do, and a lot of it required my direct attention. Still, there were things that the others could do.

      “First,” I said slowly. “I think we need to address the elephant that isn’t in the room. We need to decide what to do with our prisoners. Gene, Bruce, Estelle, and Jackie witnessed me talking to them, so I’m going to have them tell you their thoughts.”

      “What about you?” Bill asked.

      “I’m abstaining,” I replied. “For now. I’m going to step out. Come get me when you’re ready to put it to a vote.”

      “What sort of vote?” Bruce asked.

      “Secret ballot, I’m thinking,” I replied. “That way, there’s no chance anyone will get called out.”

      “What are our choices?” Estelle wanted to know.

      “There are only two options I can see,” I replied. “We can bring them in, or we can execute them.”

      With those words, I picked up my Solo cup of sweet tea and walked out. Silence followed me as everyone basically stared at my back until the door clicked shut. I closed my eyes for a moment and sighed, then headed off for the front doors of the police station.

      Maybe it was too soon to put this decision on the family at large, but I figured they needed to start thinking about the hard things. I trusted my people to present the case as they saw it and to understand my own thoughts about it, but I didn’t want to influence the judgment of the three surviving members of Price’s attack force.

      Two of the men we held were military, soldiers from before the virus who’d just kept on serving, only under the command of a very dangerous man. I wasn’t sure that some of my own feelings, positive or negative, wouldn’t creep in. Of course, they had attacked us, but it had been under orders from their superiors, and they hadn’t known any better.

      But they still attacked Americans and survivors, with intent to kill or capture. We’d responded in kind and given them far more of a chance than they’d given us. If we did this, we’d have to monitor them, and I had an idea or two about that, too.

      If we had to execute them, then I had a plan for that, too.

      I yawned and took a drink of my tea as I stepped into the station’s lobby and looked around. We had the bare minimum of lights going, but the HVAC hummed quietly away, keeping the place comfortable.

      The day outside was partly cloudy, with a slight breeze. Across the parking lot, the big coywolf Goldeneye sat, watching me as I emerged. He seemed to grin, wide pink tongue lolling out of his maw as he panted lightly. His tail thumped once, then he stood, stretched, and disappeared off behind some stalled cars.

      “Hello to you, too,” I said to the empty air. Goldeneye was, in part, one reason I was willing to give Wilcox and his surviving men a chance to prove themselves to us. Maybe it was all just superstitious nonsense, but we’d gone hunting the big coywolf after he’d led attacks on our homestead, and ended up rescuing and caring for him.

      He repaid us by watching over the farm. In fact, he’d even helped us defeat Price’s soldiers.

      I took another sip of my tea and started a slow walk around the outside of the police station. Of course, it had only been a week since the attack, and maybe six months or so since the virus. Time had gotten a little weird. Sometimes it passed quickly, and other times, glacially. We’d seen so few people that ending up in what was effectively war against a group over a hundred miles away held a feeling of bizarre unreality. If I felt the strangeness of it, then I was certain that most of the others did, too.

      Still, I was certain that I was ready to do what needed to be done. Gene, Angie, and Bruce all agreed with me as well and were fully prepared to help out. Estelle, though, held a more defensive position. She wanted us to be ready if we were attacked, but not go seeking trouble. Still, I knew she’d support me no matter what. Jackie, too, didn’t like the idea of going after Price, but she resigned herself to the idea fairly quickly.

      Interestingly enough, Gwen Markovsky, the forensic pathologist, was gung-ho about shutting down the Birmingham group. Then again, she seemed like a protective sort.

      I paused and took another drink. My ice was melting faster than I’d expected, which meant the volatile concoction of sugar and strong, black tea was thinning to something that might resemble drinkable to someone not from the South. I could tolerate it.

      By the time I got back around to the front door, Jackie stood waiting for me in the shade of the entryway. She smiled and walked up. As she grew close, she threw her arms around my neck and planted a warm kiss on my lips.

      “Hmm,” she said when she drew back. “Sugary.”

      “Positively diabetic,” I agreed.

      She laughed and shook her head, then met my gaze with a serious expression. “We’ve come to our decision,” the young woman told me.

      “What did you figure out?” I asked.

      “All things considered,” she said slowly, intentionally drawing out the suspense, “We had good arguments both ways. It was like one of those courtroom dramas.”

      “Who was the judge?” I asked.

      Jackie just grinned.

      “Bruce,” she said at last. “He claimed that since he wasn’t here for the attack, he was the closest thing to impartial, and no one could really argue with him about that.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “Anyway, Estelle laid out the case for and against, we discussed it for a few minutes, then voted,” she continued. “All but two votes were for giving them a chance, so I was sent to find you.”

      “Works for me, I reckon,” I drawled. “Now we just need to figure out the details and see how things go.”
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      New world problems required modern solutions. With Penny’s help (She actually did most of the setup work), we rigged up a way to utilize ankle monitors on our new, probationary members. It was one way to keep track of them without having to put an escort on any of the three. The idea was a simple one, given the very limited access we had to the tools we used to take for granted: If the monitor was removed, an alarm would sound, and if the wearer left the property, an alarm would sound.

      Otherwise, we’d just have to keep our eyes on them as much as possible, at least until we could maybe get some kind of local cellular service.

      If I had met Penny before the virus wiped out most of the world, I really would have wondered how and where she learned to reprogram an ankle monitor, but right now, I was just happy to know her. Sam seemed to know his way around tech, too, but it would be awhile before any of us actually trusted those three.

      I leaned on the porch rail in the early morning and gazed out over the yard and animal enclosures. Suzy, one of the homestead dog pack, trotted over, and I bent down to ruffle her fur. She looked up at me with wet brown eyes and panted, grinning and putting up with the attention for a minute before she trotted off to do her rounds. Off in the distance, a coyote yipped.

      “Penny for your thoughts,” Jackie said as she drifted quietly out to join me. She held two steaming cups of coffee and offered me one when she drew close.

      “Thanks,” I said, putting off my answer for a moment as I collected my thoughts, then for a little longer while I sipped my coffee. Finally, I said, “We need to deal with Price and company.”

      “I know,” she said after a moment of silence. “When do we leave?”

      I froze, then slowly turned my head to regard her.

      The young woman just smiled up at me. “You said ‘we,’” she explained. “Do you honestly think that I’d stay behind? I was right there when we went after Hunter Blake, you know, and intend to be right there when we deal with, whatever that means, Reverend Price and his cult or whatever.”

      “Who do you think we should ask along?” I wanted to know. It was best just to go along with Jackie, rather than try to dissuade her. She wasn’t the worst person to have around in a tight spot, and ever since our business with the Blake nutcase and the hunt for Wilcox and his men, she’d grown even more determined. The girl had toughened up in the past few months.

      Jackie huffed and leaned on the railing of the porch. “Bruce, Angie, and Gwen, I think. In addition to you and me, of course.”

      “Of course.” I studied her thoughtfully for a long moment. “Why not Estelle?”

      “Because she can keep this place running smoothly,” Jackie answered. “Everyone looks up to her about as much as they look up to you, and no one wants to get on her bad side. That way, we’ve got a solid core going on the expedition, and good backup less than an hour away by helicopter if we need it.”

      “True,” I mused. “Good catch, there.”

      She smiled brightly. “You’ve taught me well.”

      “Once this is done, and we can take a breather,” I said after another long pause. “I still owe you that D&D game.”

      “I know,” she said, then laughed and drifted over to lean against my side. “At least you’ve watched some anime with me.”

      “I do like the Hero one,” I admitted.

      The door out onto the porch suddenly burst open, and Penny, followed by Angie, rushed out.

      “Henry!” the teenager exclaimed. “Radio! CDC’s in trouble.”

      “What the hell?” I said, glancing at Angie.

      She just jerked her head inside. “It’s Finley. He says they’re under attack.”

      I swore and took off for the radio room, a converted den near the back of the main house. Everyone else followed.

      “-there?” asked the radio in Dr. Bob Finley’s voice. He sounded mostly calm, but his tone quavered a little. “Bug Town to Homestead. Where are you?”

      “Right here,” I said as I grabbed the microphone and squeezed the send button. “I copy, Bug Town. What’s the sitch? Over.”

      To Angie, I said, “Go get Gene out of bed and start prepping the Blackhawk.”

      She nodded and took off. Taking a cue, Jackie added, “I’ll get Bruce and start grabbing gear.”

      “Five or six unidentified attackers,” Finley reported. “We sealed the place as soon as we got the alarm from Philip. He didn’t make it inside, but we still hear shooting, so he’s still out there, I think. I hope…”

      “We are on our way,” I said. “Just hold on.”

      “We will,” Bob replied. “Umm, over and out.”

      I got up fast enough that the chair almost flew across the room and focused on Penny. “Keep listening to the radio,” I told her. “Call us on our frequency if anything changes.”

      “Got it,” the teenager nodded, grabbed the chair, and settled in as I hurried off out of the room to gather the other troops.

      We moved as quickly as we could. Jackie and I grabbed guns and ammo, then ran across the road to the open field where Angie and Gene were already going through the pre-flight checklist. Bruce had racked one of the M60s and was manhandling another onto its mount.

      “How much longer?” I asked as I pulled myself up into the back portion of the cabin. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      Gene looked back over his shoulder.

      “Nope,” he replied. “Strap your asses in. We’re in the air as soon as Bruce gets done screwing around with that M60.”

      “Hold your horses,” the old survivalist grumbled. “I’m almost done.” With that, he opened the action on the machinegun, fed in a belt of 7.62, and slammed it shut. “Machineguns ready.”

      Angie had the copilot’s seat, so I moved to sit at the gunner position behind her while Bruce settled in behind Gene. Jackie belted herself into the closest seat to me, and we all donned our headsets.

      The low whine of the turboshaft engines filled the air, then built to a low roar as the lifting blades picked up speed. It felt almost painfully slow to me, but soon, we rose into the air and started forward, gaining altitude as the Sikorsky accelerated and turned, heading in a mostly northeastern direction.

      “Think they’ll wait for us?” Gene asked over the cabin comm.

      “Doesn’t matter,” I replied. “We need to get there anyway, so don’t spare the fuel. Worst case, we can refill at the depot.”

      The old pilot laughed.

      “I’m leveling out at a thousand feet and putting the proverbial hammer down,” he told us. “Hold on to your butts.”

      The helicopter’s nose angled down, and it picked up speed. Below us, the countryside sped by in greens and browns. It wasn’t long before we passed over the small town of LaGrange, Georgia. Abandoned houses and shops stretched out below, along with the hulk of this enormous resort hotel they built a couple of years back. It hadn’t been open that long, either. Supposedly, the place was an indoor, family-friendly water park with a wolf theme or something. I’d been curious, but never really had much of a chance to check it out.

      Kind of a shame.

      “What’s the plan?” Bruce asked.

      “I’m thinking a low approach and a flyover with us on the guns. Likely, they’ll hear us and hide, or leave,” I answered.

      “Unless they’ve got something heavy enough to hurt us,” Gene tossed in.

      “Yeah,” Angie grumbled. “That’s encouraging.”

      I glanced over at Jackie and saw she was wide-eyed and pale. “It’s okay,” I mouthed to her and smiled. She nodded in return but didn’t look fully convinced.

      “At this point,” I said. “We shoot first and ask questions later. Almost losing to Wilcox and his people was a big wake-up call. I didn’t want to admit it at first, but I thought we all could work together… that we all could help each other and fix the world…”

      My voice trailed off. I wasn’t sure why I was saying this, any of it, but these were my friends, my family, and I trusted them. Jackie leaned over and reached out to put a warm hand on my shoulder.

      “I really couldn’t understand why people, with so few of us left, would want to hurt or kill other people,” I continued.

      “Humans aren’t the most sensible creatures,” Bruce opined. “I can do without most of them. Present company excluded, of course.”

      “I love you too, Brucey,” Angie teased.

      “Except for you,” the old survivalist said with a grin.

      “Stay on task, people,” Gene admonished. “At this speed, we’re due in less than fifteen minutes.”

      “Right,” I said. The others made various sounds of acknowledgment. “Anyway, at this point, Price and any of his folks bearing arms are subject to extreme prejudice.”

      “I’m with you,” Jackie surprised the rest of us when she spoke up. Usually, she was the voice of kindness and reason. “I wanted to believe the best of people, but…”

      “But it’s hard,” Angie filled in. “Yeah, sweety. Me too.”

      “So, the message I’m hearing,” Bruce said, “is that we’re on a mission.”

      “Right,” I acknowledged. “But first, we ensure the safety of our CDC friends and deal with the attackers if they’re still there. Bob is going to hate it, but we need to move them to the homestead, now.”

      “Agreed,” Angie said firmly. “We can’t guarantee the security of the holdouts anymore.”

      “That’s what Estelle and Gwen have been saying,” Jackie broke in. “Bob doesn’t want to leave, and they think he’s afraid of the new world.”

      “He might be,” Gene mused. “He might be. Hell, I kind of am, myself.”

      “And here I didn’t think you were afraid of anything,” Bruce teased.

      “Heh,” the pilot said. “Okay, Angie. See if you can get anyone from the CDC on the radio. We’re about to hit the city.”

      Atlanta had some tall buildings and such on the outskirts, but nothing like the skyscrapers in the downtown. We flew over the west side and turned a bit more southerly, the terrain below us still going by at a fast clip.

      Angie tapped a few buttons on one of the helicopter’s panels and kept her cabin microphone open as she sent, “Blackhawk One to Bug Town. Can you read me, Bug Town?”

      A reply came almost immediately.

      “This is Bug Town,” Dr. Jeremy Franklin answered. “Where are you, Blackhawk?”

      “Minutes away,” Angie answered. “What’s your sitch? Over.”

      “We think the attackers are inside,” he replied. “We secured the lab, but-”

      The connection cut with no warning. Angie tried for a few minutes more while we circled and descended. If the enemy severed the cable to the rooftop antenna, then that would explain how the connection suddenly cut.

      “I’m doing a flyover,” Gene said. “Get on the guns, you two.”

      Bruce and I scrambled to man the machineguns as the pilot brought us down to just above treetop level and followed the road around the fenced perimeter of the CDC building. The main entry looked like a war zone. Someone had crashed through the gate with a cab-over tractor of some kind, and it burned near the ruins of the little guardhouse that Phil manned. There was no sign of our friend, but a facedown body in black paramilitary BDUs lay not far from the truck’s hulk.

      “No movement out here,” I reported, trying hard not to grit my teeth. Hopefully, Phil was okay. He was a good guy and had stayed behind to ensure the safety of Drs. Finley and Franklin when everyone else from the complex decided to move out to the homestead in Opelika. If he was hurt, or, God forbid, killed, then that was another pound of flesh to exact from Price and his cadre.

      “What’s the plan if they’re inside?” Angie asked.

      “We have to get them out,” I replied. “Gene, set us down on top of the parking deck. Angie will lead me into the main building towards the secure labs. I’ll bet that’s where the doctors are. Then take back off and see if you three can find Phil.”

      “Acknowledged,” Gene replied and banked the chopper towards the deck in question. A few moments later, the landing gear touched down on the concrete and the engine noise ratcheted down a notch.

      I left my position and while Jackie settled in behind the M60 and donned a helmet. It took me under a minute to strap on one of the Improved Outer Tactical Vests we kept loaded in the Blackhawk. Angie already wore one out of habit, I reckoned, something I should start doing. We both donned combat helmets, grabbed our weapons, and exited the helicopter, hauling ass away as the Blackhawk’s rotor blades spun up faster and it lifted into the air.

      Angie had her M32A1 grenade launcher slung over one shoulder, and we both carried M27 Infantry Automatic Rifles. I had a pistol grip Remington 870 12 gauge over my shoulder for backup, in addition to my good old Les Baer .45. Her own sidearm was a Sig Sauer M17, and we both carried what I hoped was an adequate supply of ammunition.

      “Ready?” I asked as we double-timed towards the main operations building, where I expected our friends were holed up.

      “As I’ll ever be,” the young Marine replied, shooting me a grin.

      The loading bay door in the back gaped open. We broke cover to head for it, only to retreat immediately when some asshole on the turret M2 of a Stryker Infantry Carrier Vehicle started shooting.
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      Angie and I got back under cover the instant we saw the Stryker’s M2 start to move. A second later, bricks and mortar blew off the building’s corner as the .50 caliber rounds tore chunks out of it.

      My Marine cohort spouted off some decidedly unladylike phrases as we put more of the building between us and the corner. The guy on the machine gun continued to make that section of the building structurally unsound for a few more moments, and we crouched and readied ourselves to ambush the armored transport if it exposed itself. I had my rifle, and she’d swapped quickly to her grenade launcher.

      “You know a way to get behind him?” I asked. Angie was a lot more familiar with the CDC than I was. She’d been one of the Marine guards assigned here before the Reaper virus really showed its teeth.

      “Maybe,” she replied. “But I know I can get above him.”

      “Even better,” I said with a grim grin. “I’ll see what I can do to keep him busy while you drop a grenade on his head.”

      Angie nodded and set off back the way we came while I turned my attention back to the dangerous corner. My ears rang, despite the protection of the helmet, but the machine-gun fire had ceased.

      It was time for me to do my part. I crept slowly to the corner and risked a quick peek around it. The APC squatted past the loading dock, positioned where it would be hard to see from the air. With the blind corner, it would be easy to cover against approaching attackers.

      The gunner’s helmeted head barely protruded above the gun shields mounted flanking the M2. I scooted back quickly after my look, but no shots followed. I took a deep breath. Since I didn’t know how long Angie would take to get above the Stryker, if she even could, I’d need to keep up a distraction.

      I readied my rifle, leaned around, and squeezed off about ten rounds worth of suppression fire from my M27. The .50’s barrel swung around as rounds sparked off of the gun shields, and I vanished back around the corner as the target started firing, cutting more chunks from the corner of the building.

      “Dammit, Angie,” I muttered. “Hurry it up.”

      Almost as if on cue, there came a bloop from above, followed by a yell of surprise, and a loud boom. The ground shook, then a few more explosions followed the initial one. Once silence fell again, I risked a look around the shattered corner. The Stryker was mostly intact, although smoke drifted from the empty gunner position. Its M2 lay on the ground a few yards away, along with part of an arm.

      I swallowed hard and refocused on the gaping loading entrance of the CDC research building, weapon up and ready, while I waited for Angie. She wasn’t much longer.

      “Four grenades left,” she reported as she moved up beside me, her own M27 at the ready. “Then it’s back to tear gas.”

      “We’ll shake Bruce down for more after this,” I told her. “Then check every nearby armory we can find.”

      “Sounds like a plan. Ready to take the plunge?”

      “Not really, but let’s do it anyway,” I replied, smiling thinly.

      There was nothing else to say. We advanced on the open door across the way, prepared to take and return enemy fire. Nothing, however, happened.

      “They had to have heard that,” I muttered.

      “Probably,” she acknowledged, then pointed. The interior roll-up door had been breached as well.

      “Alright, then,” I said, making a few quick adjustments to my gear. “Can you get us to where you think Bob and Jeremy are?”

      “On point,” she answered, and slipped off towards the broken door. I followed, rifle ready.

      The power was still on, which was a plus. We’d be on equal footing with the enemy, although they probably expected us. Here and there, we saw signs of our quarry’s passage, doors kicked in, and the offices ransacked. These guys had been both quick and thorough.

      “So,” Angie said. “There’s a back way down.” She came to a stop at a nondescript section of beige wall, pushed a pop-panel in, and slid it to the side, exposing a card reader and fingerprint scanner. “Bob gave me access to this after your first visit, just in case of an emergency. It leads to the labs and the reactor.”

      I nodded while she ran her id card and put a bare fingertip on the biometric reader. A moment later, the click of several locks sounded within the adjacent wall. She closed the panel, moved to the wall, and pushed it open. Beyond, dim emergency lighting illuminated a set of stairs going down.

      We stepped in, and I helped her return the door to its original position. The locks all clicked, and she gave me a sly look, then smiled.

      “You just unlock it from this side with that lever,” she told me, pointing to a small hand-hold set into this side of the door. It can be overridden if anyone triggers a breach, but it seems like we still have containment.”

      “What will it take for them to get into this area from the other side?” I asked as we started down the stairs.

      “Heavy munitions,” she replied. “The main door is stronger than a bank vault. Same with the back door, here.”

      It wasn’t long before the stairs ended in a room with a simple, metal door that was about ten feet high by ten feet wide. A sign on the door stated, “CDC Employees Only - Special Containment Protocols Required.”

      “That’s inviting,” I said dryly.

      “Any tampering disables the scanner,” she said, popping another panel beside this door. This time it was ID card, fingerprint, and retina. Locks clicked, and she pulled the door, easily two-feet thick but perfectly balanced, open. “Ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be,” I replied.

      Somewhere beyond the doorway sounded a muffled explosion, and everything shook for a second before settling down. Angie swore.

      “I guess they brought the heavy munitions,” I commented as we entered, and she pulled the door shut behind us.

      “Yeah,” was all she said before we hurried off along corridors lined with labs behind plexiglass and locked rooms with biohazard signs. Where were the doctors?

      Angie did seem to know where she was going and led me determinedly onward. A few halls and turns later, she stopped at a closed-door labeled “Control and Logistics - Authorized Personnel Only.” Instead of fiddling with the access panel next to the door, she just knocked on it. Dun-dun-dundundun.

      Someone on the other side tapped out “Dun-dun,” and Angie shot me a grin and stepped back as I shook my head in bemusement. Locks clicked, and the door opened to reveal a rumpled and wide-eyed Jeremy Franklin stared at us for a moment, then let out an almost hysterical laugh.

      “Bob said you’d come in the back door,” he said rapidly. “I didn’t believe him, but… here you are.”

      “What’s the situation?” I asked as Angie and I pushed our way in.

      “There are five of them inside. They tried to blow the vault door just now,” Jeremy reported. “We’ve been watching them on the monitors.”

      “Any sign of Phil?” Angie asked.

      He shook his head. “They cut our outside cameras and the radio. We aren’t sure what they want.”

      “Probably everything,” I said, then sighed. “Okay, guys. Let’s talk to Bob and see if there’s anything we can do before they decide to bug out or manage to get in.”

      “You can’t give them anthrax, can you?” Angie asked. We all looked at her in shock.

      “Well, first, that’s unethical,” Jeremy protested. “And second, anthrax is not terribly fast acting. Most diseases aren’t.”

      “I’d lean more towards ricin,” I said quietly, “or go old school with mustard gas.”

      “I’m not sure I like this you,” Jeremy opined as he led us deeper into the secure section. It wasn’t much further, though, before we entered a room full of monitors and other electronic equipment, including radio and satellite communications gear.

      Dr. Robert Finley, acting director of the CDC post-Reaper Virus, sat glued to one of the monitors that showed a smoke-filled hallway containing several moving figures.

      “Looks like they’re about to try again,” he said. “I really wish they’d given us an actual deterrence budget, but most everything here is to keep pathogens in, and terrorists out. The government didn’t think we needed more than a squad of marines and some of the most armored doors and walls outside of NORAD.”

      “A burn cleanses the inside of the vault, too,” he continued. “Pretty useless for us, unless they actually make it past the door.

      “Could you fake it?” I asked.

      “Fake it?”

      “Yeah, set off the alarms and recordings announcing a burn or reactor overload, or something?” Angie, Jeremy, and Bob all looked at me like I’d grown an extra head.

      “What would that accomplish?” Dr. Finley asked.

      “It’d get them out of here,” I replied. “Angie and I could head back upstairs and set up a crossfire.”

      Jeremy sighed. “Is that really necessary?”

      “Jeremy,” Angie broke in. “Phil might be dead. These people want to kill us. This is one time when it really is necessary. Henry has tried to avoid this moment because there are so few of us left, but these people… they won’t stop, and they won’t make peace.”

      I put a hand on her shoulder and focused on Finley. “Can you trigger the alarms and drop the place into emergency power, like the reactor is shutting down or something? Anything to make them believe they’re about to go up in flames.”

      Finally, it seemed like the green light went off in the director’s head.

      “Oh!” he exclaimed. “Yes, there is. Get moving. I think I know what to do.”

      “Maybe fill me in, Bob?” Jeremy grumbled.

      “A drill,” he replied. “Go on, Henry. Get moving. You’ll hear what I’m doing on the way out.”

      I nodded and glanced at Angie. “Let’s go,” she said.

      We hurried back the way we came, and as we did, the intercom crackled. “This is Dr. Robert Finley, acting Director of the CDC. To the men trying to crack the vault, your last attempt triggered a containment breach. The system is now in failsafe, the reactor is shutting down, and a burn is being initialized.” The lighting triggered red as we burst out of the vault and ran for the stairs as the heavy door swung silently shut.

      A computerized voice rang out in a friendly, female voice. “Burn active in one minute. Please evacuate the complex.”

      “That, gentleman,” Bob’s voice quavered as he spoke. “Is the last failsafe of the CDC. The lower labs seal, a chemical accelerant is released, and everything in here gets fried. I suppose you have a way out that we don’t. If so, I suggest you use it. Once the labs burn, the rest of the building will implode.”

      Before the intercom cut, Jeremy said plaintively, “Doctor, isn’t there anything we can do to stop-”

      We hit the halls running and barreled out onto the loading dock. I pointed towards the smoking hulk of the Stryker, then headed for the building opposite the bay doors myself. Angie headed over and settled in behind the APC.

      Hopefully, that crazy plan would work. We’d have just until they saw what happened to their getaway vehicle. I settled down into a prone position, M27 aimed steadily into the depths of the building.

      “Ten,” the computerized voice said, faint at this distance. “Nine…”

      Four men came charging out of the building, running like their boots were on fire, and their asses were catching. All of them wore digital camouflage and carried kit much like ours. For just a second, silhouetted in the open portal of the CDC’s loading dock, they froze, unable to process what happened to their Stryker.

      Angie and I lit them up.

      Bullet resistant vests and other gear don’t do a hell of a lot against direct hits, and both of us were firing controlled bursts of three-to-five rounds at a range of less than fifty yards.

      All four dropped in the space of seconds. Overkill on our part, maybe, but we’d committed.

      “Are you okay?” our headsets crackled. “The lights are acting up all over the CDC building. Over?”

      “We’re fine,” I replied. “We made contact with Bob and Jeremy, but no sign of Phil.”

      “We’ve got Phil,” Jackie radioed back. “He’s hurt, but…” There was a pause. “But stable.”

      Angie hadn’t moved from her position. The countdown ended. I think both of us might have been afraid that Dr. Finley really activated the failsafe.

      Nothing happened, but there was no sigh of relief. The doctor had reported five men inside the building, and we’d only gotten four of them.

      “Are you good?” Bruce asked over the radio.

      “Five enemies down,” I replied flatly. “One is still inside. Swing around and cover the main entrance while Angie and I try to flush him out. Over.”

      “Understood,” Gene broke in. “On our way.”
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      The distant sound of the helicopter’s blades began to approach, circling towards the front of the building. I looked over at Angie.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Once more into the breach,” she replied with a grin.

      Together, we re-entered through the broken doors. This time, instead of leading me through the secret access corridors, she hurried straight for the main way down. Maybe if we were lucky, we’d catch the last of the intruders.

      I kept my M27 up and ready, index finger resting alongside the trigger guard. Every sense stretched to the breaking point of alertness. If one of these men was still in the building, he could be anywhere, and unlike the four we’d gunned down, he likely had real combat experience.

      Or he could just be a lucky son-of-a-bitch with giant brass balls.

      It wasn’t hard to find the route the five men took to get to the levels below. They’d broken every door from the cafe to the secured area on the main level, then through that to the stairs. Apparently, they’d had some idea of what their target was, which concerned me. If Price had someone that was familiar with even some secrets of the CDC, then that was problematic.

      “Is this the only way out?” I asked.

      “As far as I know,” she replied. “Though if he took a different way out, he might be ahead of us, and the chopper.”

      “We need to clear this building, if nothing else,” I sighed and shook my head. “Let’s get started.”

      Angie gave me a nod and gazed down the stairs while I radioed to the Blackhawk hovering outside. “Eye in the sky, do you have any contacts, over?”

      “Nothing, boss,” Gene replied. “We’ve got eyes on the roof and the main entrance. All quiet on the front.”

      “Acknowledged,” I said and sighed. We had three options. Either there’d been a miscount of the number of enemies, he’d escaped before we got into position, or he was still in the building. Honestly, I hoped for the first option.

      Still, we had a job to do. Angie and I closed and taped the door, sticking a piece of tape across the crack between the door and the jamb. Then we ran a quick descent down to check the area outside the vault. Nothing. The main floor could wait.

      Over the next hour, Angie and I quickly made our way through the four floors of offices, moving quickly but carefully, observing cover protocol at each turn and door. We taped the stairway door going in and coming out, just to make sure our quarry didn’t double back around to escape while we searched.

      Nothing.

      We reached the roof without incident and waved to the hovering Blackhawk.

      “Safe to set down?” Gene radioed.

      “If you haven’t seen anything yet, then yes,” I answered. “Don’t let your guard down, though.”

      Gene started dropping altitude in a slow descent to the parking lot while Angie and I returned to the building.

      The main floor tape was loose.

      “Shit,” I whispered as we exchanged glances.

      “Maybe we did that?” she murmured.

      “I’m pretty sure it stuck.” I held up a finger, then two, then three.

      On three, we burst out into the corridor. I went right, and she went left.

      Still nothing.

      “Head down and get Bob and Jeremy packed up,” I said. “I’ll cover the door here and give our outdoor folks a heads-up.”

      “Want me to get them to trigger an actual burn?” she asked.

      “Can they just lock down everything and set a burn to trigger if anyone breaches containment?”

      “They should be able to,” she answered. “I’ll check.”

      With that, she was gone. I swept my gaze back and forth and spoke into my mouthpiece. “Eye, change of plans. We couldn’t find the target, but he might have slipped us. As of right now, the mission is evac.”

      “Got it,” Gene replied. “We’re buttoned up, locked and loaded, and the engines are hot. Shame we have to give up on the place.”

      “Yeah,” I said, then brought up my M27 and aimed down the hall where I thought I saw a shadow move. I’d gone straight to jumpy as hell. It was like the movie Aliens. The bastard could be anywhere.

      Tink, tink, tink. A canister rolled around the corner, and I had a second to hold my breath and react before it erupted in smoke. The acrid stink of tear gas reached me before the gas began rolling down the hall. I squeezed off a five-round burst and charged.

      It was stupid, brave, and I’d have to be lucky to catch the bastard by surprise before the gas incapacitated me. At least I had my experiences in basic training to fall back on. Knowing what to expect was probably the best defense in this case.

      Especially since I didn’t have a gas mask.

      We’d definitely have to add those to the kit, but this had been a rush, and it had been a few years since I’d served active duty.

      Still, the gas hadn’t reached full effect as I rounded the corner. A shadow loomed. Shots rang out as we both fired. Fortunately for me, a moving target is harder to hit than a stationary one, and my bursts of fair laid the last guy low as my eyes blurred and my lungs burned for breath.

      This was really going to suck. I struggled back towards the stairway, passed it, and saw cleaner air ahead. About that time, I had to take a breath against the burning in my sinuses, which immediately set me to coughing. That was how I ran into Bruce, somehow carrying one of the M-60s in his skinny, old man arms. He had a gas mask on, caught my arm, and helped me out into the daylight.

      Folks chattered back and forth on the radio while I found a place to lean and tear off my helmet. The debriefing from after my own gas chamber experience in basic training flooded back to me. I forced my eyes open and kept my hands down, breathing as best I could. I’d been exposed a bit longer than in training, but, hard as it was, I did everything that I had been trained to do to speed recovery.

      Jackie joined me, just resting a hand on my shoulder in reassurance while I sniffled and coughed and spat what must have been gallons of mucus onto the cement.

      Still, by the time Angie arrived with Doctors Finley and Franklin, I was mostly coherent.

      “What happened?” Bruce asked. At least he wasn’t carrying the M-60 anymore.

      “The guy we missed found me,” I answered, then coughed a bit more. “He tossed some tear gas, but I think I got him.”

      “If you have another set of protective gear,” Angie said. “We can go check.”

      “Works for me,” Bruce said. He walked over to the open doorway of the Blackhawk and rummaged around a bit before handing a second gas mask to the Marine. That done, he shouldered his prize HK91, and the two of them headed back for the building while donning their protective gear.

      I finally got a clear breath without wheezing and straightened up, then looked over at Dr. Finley. “You aren’t going to give us any trouble, are you?”

      He shook his head. “You’re right. We’re too exposed here, and I really didn’t want to admit it.”

      “We also really didn’t want to believe that anyone would attack us,” Jeremy added.

      “Guys,” Jackie broke in. “Can we stop the pity party and get you two doctors to check on Phil? We did the best we could, but he’s not in the best shape.”

      “Oh, right!” Suddenly Bob was all business as he and Jeremy pushed past to the helicopter.

      I looked over at Jackie and gave a downcast look. I’d forgotten him, too. She just looked back at me and smiled faintly before getting out of the doctors’ way and coming over to rejoin me.

      “He’s really not that bad,” she whispered. “I just wanted to get them to feel useful.”

      “Good job,” I muttered back. “Are there any more gas masks in the chopper?”

      “Bruce had those in his own kit,” she replied. “So I don’t know.”

      I was so proud. Jackie was picking up the lingo.

      “They can do the cleanup, then,” I said. “We need to scavenge the ones out by the loading dock, but I don’t know that you need to see that.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t, but I probably need to if we’re going to kick Price’s ass.”

      I nodded slowly. My eyes, nose, and throat still burned. “Gene,” I called. “You mind if Jackie and I go strip anything useful from the guys by the loading area?”

      “Nah,” called the old pilot. “I can still stand guard over medics.”

      “Doctors,” Bob complained.

      “Right now, you’re medics,” Gene insisted as he climbed out from the cockpit, and grabbed one of the spare M27s. He checked the action, cocked it, and took a position where he had cover from the Blackhawk on one side, but could monitor every approach with a minimum of movement.

      I reloaded my rifle and readied it, then Jackie and I headed off for the loading area. Hopefully, we’d gotten all the attackers, but from the information we had, I suspected we did. Hopefully, one of the dead men was Jonathan Stern, Price’s military right arm.

      That would certainly make life easier, if we believed Wilcox. I rather doubted it, though. Whenever things looked to be smoothing out, that was when they suddenly veered off into the ditch.

      It wasn’t long before we came around the building, passed the hulk of the Stryker, and Jackie got her first look at the bodies. She paled a little but flashed me a smile. When we had the fight at the homestead with Wilcox’s team, Jackie had avoided the worst of the cleanup. This time, though, she’d volunteered.

      She edged past the dismembered arm to get to the four corpses while I did a quick check of the interior of the APC. The gunner had taken the brunt of the explosion, but that had made a pretty disgusting mess of the interior of the vehicle. At least I couldn’t smell it after the tear gas. I closed it back up and went to the M2. The mounting bolt was broken off, and the gun looked a bit battered, but I could probably get it working again with some time in a machine shop.

      I would need to brave the abattoir inside the Stryker to grab any .50 caliber ammo boxes that might have survived, but I’d do that after we carried the first round back.

      Jackie had four rifles over her shoulder and had knelt down to retrieve magazines when I walked over. “Let’s carry this back and see if we can get a duffel or a sack from the chopper.”

      Her eyes met mine, then drifted to the heavy machine gun over my shoulder. “Okay.”

      It didn’t take us long to haul the first load back. I had to sit down for a bit. My lungs hadn’t recovered quite as well as I hoped from the tear gas. I’d be fine, but right now, I had a bit of shortness of breath to contend with.

      Bruce and Angie returned while I was taking my breather, carrying with them an actual M-16A4 along with some magazines and a few other goodies.

      Like goddamn tear gas grenades.

      I sniffed and smiled at them. “That all the asshole had?”

      “You’re lucky,” Bruce informed me. “He had three of these.” The old survivalist pulled out a green sphere to show me.

      “Is that what I think it is?” I asked.

      “Enhanced Tactical Multi-purpose,” Bruce replied before Angie could answer. “Entered service in 2016.”

      “After my time,” I observed, then pointed to the damaged M2. “If that thing isn’t too broken, we’ll have a new toy.”

      Jackie nudged me. “We need to finish up.”

      “We should get Phil someplace more comfortable,” Jeremy called from inside the helicopter. “And I think we’d like to just get going before we have second thoughts.”

      “Okay, then,” I said. “Bruce, get the docs to help you load all our new gear while I take Jackie and Angie to finish acquisitions.”

      “Alright,” the old survivalist replied, then turned to start talking to Bob and Jeremy.

      Jackie, Angie, and I grabbed a canvas duffel from the back of the Blackhawk and hurried back to the scene at the loading bay. We grabbed all the extra ammo and sidearms that the four men had carried, then sent Jackie back to the helicopter with it.

      “What do we do with the bodies?” Angie asked.

      I sighed and shook my head. “There’s no time to give them a burial. I’m thinking just load them into the back of the Stryker and light the whole thing up.”

      “That works. Bruce and I dragged your friend to the bay.”

      “Good. We won’t have to go get him,” I turned to face the vehicle. “Nice shot with that grenade, by the way.”

      “Thanks. I suppose you want me to get any ammo cases out of there?”

      “If you please,” I said with a sick smile.

      She shook her head and laughed. “Wuss.”

      “It’s your mess, babe,” I told her.

      “Can’t argue with that.” She situated her gas mask first, then walked around to the back of the APC, pulled the doors open, and made a quick inspection. “You know, we might be able to salvage this thing with a pressure washer and a lot of Lysol. Are you sure you want to burn it?”

      “Do you want to drive it back to Opelika with all the chunky bits steaming up the back?”

      She turned back to me and tapped her gas mask.

      “Marines,” I muttered. “Okay. See if she’ll start. We’ll burn the other bodies on the concrete.”

      “Yes, sir,” Angie teased. She didn’t salute, but that was an unspoken rule in the armed forces. Never salute another soldier, even in jest, when you’re out in the field. It makes the other soldier an immediate target if a sniper is watching.

      Of course, if a sniper was watching us now, we were in trouble.
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      I was actually surprised when the Stryker started. Either these things were a lot tougher than I expected, or the grenade had mostly just exploded outside. Probably the latter.

      “Ha!” Angie shouted.

      “Meet us back at the homestead, I reckon?” I called back.

      “Right,” she replied, her voice partly muffled. “Unless you want to ride with me.”

      I looked over the bloody mess in the back of the vehicle and made a face. “I think I’ll pass this time. You want us to fly overwatch?”

      “If you want to,” she said. “It’s got a full tank, looks like, so I won’t need to stop.”

      “We’ll make sure that you’re clear to the edge of the city, then fly on ahead. I’ll get the pressure washer hooked up, and we’ll handle the mess at the back of the property.”

      Angie laughed. “Roger that. Let’s get this over with.”

      I buttoned up the back, hit it a couple of times with my fist, and backed off as she dropped the APC into gear and started it rolling forward.

      She stopped suddenly, then popped her head up out of the gunner’s position. “What about the bodies?”

      Damn, I’d almost forgotten in the excitement of getting the armored vehicle rolling. “Right,” I called back.

      The engine stopped, and she popped the back and crawled out. Somehow, the young Marine had only managed to get blood on her boots and nowhere else. I had questions, but they’d wait.

      “What do we do with them, now?” Angie asked.

      “Someplace out of the way under…” I sighed. “No, we’ll do it right.” With that, I activated my radio. “Gene, do you copy?”

      “I copy,” he came back almost immediately. “What’s the hold up?”

      “Call it guilt,” I replied. “Button up and head on back to the homestead. “The Stryker still runs, and Angie and I will bring it back soon as we handle the bodies. Is there anything else that needs to be done here?”

      “Let me check.”

      “Aww,” Angie teased. “You really love me.”

      “Quiet, you,” I said, smiling back.

      A few minutes later, Gene reported back. “Jeremy and Bob want a clean break for now. We’ll be in the air in a hot minute and get Phil someplace more comfortable.”

      “Copy that. See you back home.” I clicked off and turned to Angie. “Okay. Let’s see if we can find some fuel and go with the original plan.”

      The Blackhawk started to spin up over in the front parking lot of the building as we went searching. Eventually, in one of the parking decks, we found a jerry can of gasoline in the back of a pickup truck. It was maybe a gallon, but should serve to start the fire we needed.

      Less than two hours after the others departed, Angie and I had cleared out the worst parts of the mess from the back of the Stryker. The hatch to the gunner position was mostly a loss, and there was some interior damage that hadn’t immediately been visible. However, I was certain I could fix it.

      “We still need to pressure wash it,” I observed. “But I think I can ride in this.”

      “Too good for it before, huh?” she teased.

      I grinned back. “You Marines might be crazy enough to ride around in a slaughterhouse, but in the Army, we had this thing called hygiene. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”

      Angie pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Maybe. I don’t remember anything in regulations about it for vehicles, though.”

      Both of us laughed at that, and I took the step of pulling her into a kiss, thereafter. The battle was, hopefully, over, and we dealt with it the best way we knew how.

      “Henry?” Angie asked after that first kiss, her eyes searching mine. “Want to?”

      “Where?” I asked. After the day we’d had, I definitely wanted to. My breathing quickened as she kissed me again instead of answering, then pulled me around to the side of the APC.

      I pressed up against her, pinning her body between mine and the armored flank of the Stryker. Our lips met again, and Angie hooked one of her muscular legs around mine. She was fairly panting with desire at this point, and I wasn’t much better.

      It wasn’t long before she started fumbling with my belt, so I helped her. Our tongues continued their dance even though we had to pull our bodies apart a bit. Soon, both of us had our pants down around our booted ankles, my erection rubbing against her lower belly.

      She pulled back and gave me a smile with damp, parted lips, then turned around and bent over for me.

      Perfect.

      The sex was quick and intense with an explosive release that neither of us expected as we came together. I leaned into her as she sagged, her body twitching a bit from the aftershocks, and covered her hands with mine.

      “God,” Angie murmured as she pushed back against me, rocking her hips a little. “I needed that.”

      “You weren’t the only one,” I told her. “Is this how Marines do it?”

      She giggled. “Always ready, you know.”

      “I’ll remember that.”

      We pulled apart and, almost simultaneously, bent down to pull up our pants. That seemed a lot funnier than it was, and we started to laugh again, hugging one another.

      “Guess we shouldn’t screw around any longer,” she said with a mischievous look on her flushed face.

      I shook my head. “Probably not. We still have a couple of hours drive ahead of us.”

      “Think they took off the governor?” She asked, referring to the speed governor often installed in military and other service vehicles. In the case of the Stryker, it kept it around thirty-five miles an hour. That would stick us at around a three-hour drive back to the homestead. Without it, though, the vehicle ran at about sixty or so miles an hour. We were still close to two hours away at that speed, but it was nowhere near as bad as with the governor.

      “I hope so,” I replied. “I don’t know if I can remove it in the field.”

      “Guess we’ll find out,” Angie told me. “Not that I mind spending time in tight quarters with you, though.”

      “You’ll be driving,” I pointed out.

      “Unless you want to,” she countered.

      “I drive most of the time,” I said. “Go for it.”

      Laughing again, we piled into the APC, and she started up the rumbling diesel engine. We slowly accelerated past the still burning corpses of our enemies and circled the main CDC building, heading for the exit road.

      This kind of behavior in the aftermath of a fight wasn’t uncommon among soldiers. We’d survived a lethal encounter, so we celebrated that. It was kind of like how people sometimes laugh and gather after a disaster or cling to each other in an affirmation of life after a deadly event.

      I squirmed a bit in the uncomfortable bench seat behind Angie’s driver’s position and debated opening the roof access hatch above me. Sure, the gunner’s position was mostly destroyed by the grenade, but everything else worked. Even the driver’s electronics did. We had full GPS, so long as the satellites continued to function.

      We also had satellite communications. I wondered if Price’s tech guy had set up GPS tracking on their vehicles. It didn’t really matter, one way or another. I didn’t plan on taking this slowpoke on the scouting assault I had planned. That would be the BearCat. It was faster, nearly as well armored, and better in an urban or suburban setting.

      Our task ahead wasn’t an easy one. I leaned my head back against the hard wall behind me.

      “Are we there yet?” I teased. Fortunately, the vehicle had its governor disabled, which was good for us. The full tank of diesel would definitely let us reach the homestead, even at the close to maximum speed Angie drove at.

      “Really?” she asked. “Do you want me to turn this thing around?”

      “That depends,” I replied. “Is sex involved?”

      “It could be,” she laughed. “Change your mind about hurrying home?”

      “Not really,” I sighed and leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “I’d just hardly call this hurrying.”

      “I’m driving as fast as I can,” she shot back, then laughed. “Maybe we should build our own armored vehicle.”

      I snorted. “That would look like something out of Mad Max, with a generous helping of U.S. Military.”

      “Frankencar,” she agreed. “Still, what would you build, if you could?”

      “Hard call,” I replied. “Mobility is good, armor is good, but we’d need to figure out the best balance between the two. Tentatively, I really like the BearCat we have. I’d like to poke around and see if we can find one or two more. They aren’t as tough, but I think they’re a lot better in an urban or suburban role than this, or an M1A1.”

      “I really don’t know if we could field a tank with a full crew,” she opined. “It wasn’t my M.O.S.”

      “I was certified to drive any land vehicle in the Army and do maintenance and repair,” I said. “But realize that is driving it from bay to bay, and in non-combat situations. I never had combat driver training.”

      “Trial and error, I guess,” Angie laughed and shook her head. “That’s how we have to do lots of things, now.”

      “Yep,” I stretched and winced a little. My neck and shoulders were a mess, and I was tired. All the adrenaline was burning out of my system. “Since we have time,” I said after a minute, “I might as well bend your ear about something.”

      “Bend away.”

      “Well, let me start with a question: What do you think about taking the fight to Price?”

      “I like the idea,” she answered immediately. “Hell, I prefer it to fortifying our home. Farms aren’t made for that sort of thing, Henry, and at least four of us know that.”

      “Yeah,” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “I think we need to move fast, now. Unfortunately, none of us are actually strategists, and while Bruce thinks he is, I’m not sure he considers every variable. Hell, I probably overthink.”

      “You do,” she said honestly, and I could hear the grin in her voice.

      “Thank you for your support,” I said wryly.

      “Anytime,” she said. “What do we know?”

      “Location, approximate number,” I replied. “They have power and supplies to spare, and they have active cellular at least across part of Birmingham. They’ve got access to the Anniston Army Depot and Redstone in Huntsville. Other than that, I don’t think they have any kind of airpower.”

      “So we have the head start there.”

      “Right,” I continued. “But I’m really reluctant to risk Gene in an assault situation, considering that he’s the only one we have that could train anyone else. I don’t think anyone has a guerilla warfare background, despite the fact that Bruce can make explosives and seems to know his way around practically everything weapons-related.”

      “At least prior to two-thousand,” Angie added. “Still, it’s better than nothing.”

      “Overall, I suspect that we’re up against a group with a numerical advantage and an equipment advantage. I don’t want to just rack up a bunch of missiles on the Blackhawk and level their settlement, either, so we can just table that thought before you suggest it.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “You never let me have any fun.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Keep it in your pants, soldier.”

      “Why?” she teased. “You don’t.”

      “That was by invitation, and you know it.”

      “I do, but still.”

      “Can we stay serious, please?” I asked.

      “Right,” she said. “So you think there may be non-coms that we could bring over?”

      “I suspect that’s what most of Price’s people are,” I replied. “Normal people looking for some kind of stability.”

      “By taking out Price, we’re going to seriously fuck with that stability, you know.” She glanced back at me for a moment, her eyes serious.

      “I know,” I said. “Wilcox mentioned a couple of militia groups that work with the Reverend. I suspect they aren’t located in the city. If we can get the locations out of the sergeant, then that might be the place to start.”

      “Huh,” she mused. “That’s clever. You might find some civilian recruits there, too, but it’s likely to get pretty ugly.”

      “Kind of like Waco?” I asked. The standoff and subsequent fire and other events happened when I was just a kid, but I remembered hearing about it, then reading about it when I was older.

      Angie shrugged. “I hadn’t even been born when that happened. It’s just that every group like that has people that are effectively prisoners, you know? They might be victims of Stockholm Syndrome, or whatever, and they might fight you.”

      Nothing was ever easy.

      “When did they start hiring Marines that were smart?” I asked, grinning. It was a common joke in the service about the Corps and crayon-eating. That said, we all respected those men and women for serving in the branch that ended up being on the front lines before anyone else, more often than not.

      “When I signed my recruitment papers,” she threw back. “Henry, love, this is going to be ugly as sin one way or another. It’s survivor versus survivor, winner takes all. The thing is, nobody really reckons that we’re all going to lose if we fight.”

      “I know,” I said. “That’s what’s kept me waffling about how to deal with Price.”

      “Scout it out,” she suggested. “Let’s take a couple of small teams and check out their main holding, and the militia compounds.”

      That was one of the options I was considering, and it sounded like at least one of the people I trusted most agreed with it. I still had to talk to the others, but small teams, keeping a good defense back at the homestead, was probably the safest way to go.

      The thing is, would safe get me the results that I needed?
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      Two days later, I sat around the breakfast table with Jackie, Estelle, and Angie. We’d already eaten and mostly cleaned the table. Morning chores were done, and Virgil had Tommy and baby Irene. They were out and about, probably with Penny, or having lessons with Michelle.

      I drummed my fingers nervously on the table-top. Angie and Jackie knew what was going on, but I hadn’t talked to Estelle, yet. She did know, from our talks at the police station, how I felt about Price and his attacks on us, and what I wanted to do about it.

      Until now, though, I hadn’t actually presented a plan to anyone.

      “Okay,” Estelle said finally. “You look like you’re about to explode, Henry. Out with it.”

      Jackie let out a soft giggle and got a side-eye from the doctor.

      “Now I know you all have been talking, and I have heard a thing or two from Bob. You probably think I won’t be behind anything you want to do about Price, right?”

      That was the problem with smart people. They figured things out faster than you could come up with the best way to talk to them. I just nodded.

      “Good,” she grumbled. “Nice to have an honest answer. What are you planning to do that I won’t like?”

      “I mean to take the fight to him,” I replied after a quiet moment. “Otherwise, we’re going to always be on the defensive, and I reckon he’ll just keep escalating.” Then I started ticking off on my fingers: One man. Three men in a humvee. Six men with drones, a truck, and a humvee. Six men in a Stryker APC. What’s next? A tank? A helicopter gunship? Or just thirty yahoos with rifles, grenades, and a bone to pick?”

      Estelle nodded slowly. “I understand,” she said, then smiled thinly as our gazes met. “I’ll be here to patch you up if you need me, and I’ll keep this place running while you’re gone. That is what you plan, right?”

      “I wasn’t going to tell you what to do,” I replied. “You can come with us if you’d like.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’d rather not. One of us should go with you, and I think the most likely candidate is Gwen. She served her internship in a trauma ward, as well as working as an EMT on her way through school. That one can handle stressful situations better than the rest of us.”

      “You did a good job when we met you,” I said.

      “And with Goldeneye,” Jackie added.

      “Girl,” Estelle laughed. “You have no idea.”

      “Anyway,” I said, smiling a bit. “The idea is that I take a small team of the more military-minded among us and see if we can dissuade Price from continuing to harass us.”

      “I know what you mean by ‘dissuade,’” the doctor noted. “And I appreciate you trying to soften it for me.”

      “Not just for you,” Jackie added softly.

      “What I’m thinking,” I drawled. “Is heading up that way with anyone willing to volunteer. I mean to talk to folks individually and see who’s good to go, but that doesn’t let anyone off the hook. The homestead still needs a solid crew to defend it, and I’m sort of worried we don’t have the people to make a real difference.”

      “Why not go in the helicopter?” Estelle suggested. “Shock and awe.”

      “Too risky when we only have one pilot,” I answered. “Gene has the most experience, but he has a skill we can’t really replace.”

      “I’m in,” Angie leaned forward and smiled at me. “Somebody needs to watch your ass.”

      “Okay,” I said, then looked at the other two. “Estelle, you’ve already said you’ll stay. What about you, Jackie?”

      “I don’t know,” the young woman admitted. “I want to, but then I worry I’d be in the way. Still, I can hunt, and I can shoot. I just,” she sighs. “Don’t deal well with being shot at.”

      “Nobody does,” I told her. “Think about it. You’d be great either here or there, love.”

      “This is a case where there’s no pressure at all,” Angie added. “Nobody needs to be even the slightest bit reluctant if we’re doing this. It’s a gamble and a half.”

      “But one we need to take,” I said. “Otherwise, we’ve got no peace.”

      “I understand,” Jackie murmured. “I just don’t like the idea of not being there to help if anything goes wrong.”

      “We definitely need a contingency plan, Henry,” Estelle said flatly.

      “Gene,” I replied. “We’re about an hour away from Birmingham by helicopter. He can grab any of you willing to man a gun and come rescue us if we get into trouble.”

      “That sounds a bit far to me,” the doctor said. “I’m not sure I like it.”

      “We could set up a forward base, I guess,” I said, thinking out loud. “But I don’t like the idea of leaving this place undefended. We just don’t have enough people to do everything we need to do, and that’s really driving me crazy.”

      “The problem,” Jackie said, her voice still quiet, “is that we don’t have enough military folks to defend the homestead and take the fight to Price. We need to take a risk, make the desperate choice, and pray that it turns out to be the one that protects us the best.”

      I nodded.

      “Spot on,” Angie agreed.

      “I hope you aren’t suggesting that we abandon the homestead,” I exclaimed, taken aback.

      Jackie shook her head. “No, no,” she said. “Just that you should make your choice based on what you need to end this.” The young woman raised her eyes and looked plaintively at me.

      “Don’t worry about us,” she continued. “Trust me, and trust Estelle.”

      “Hey,” I reached over and put a hand on top of hers. “I do.”

      “What about Wilcox?” Angie said, her voice flat.

      “What about him?” I asked. The sergeant and his two associates had been model, quiet citizens. I suspected they didn’t want to draw any attention to themselves, not after the chilly reception they had after we allowed them to join us. To their credit, though, they were trying.

      “He’d be useful as hell against Price,” the Marine said. “I don’t like the idea much, but it would be a good test.”

      “Take one of them with us, maybe?” I mused. “That might work, and it might be less a risk than all of them.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Estelle demanded.

      I grinned. “Sure,” I told her. “I’ll get Bruce to watch him.”

      We all laughed at that, then Angie focused on me. “So who do we expect, then?”

      “If we really do want Jake,” I said. “That makes me, Angie, Bruce, Jake…” I trailed off. “What about Phil?”

      “Still recovering,” Estelle answered. “I can’t condone letting him too far out of my sight.”

      “Don’t forget Gwen,” Jackie reminded me.

      I nodded. “So that’s five of us, against who knows how many of them. Long odds, but better than if we let them prepare and come to us.”

      “When do you want to leave?” Estelle asked, her face unreadable. “You want to make sure that you’re prepared, right?”

      “I’m going to go talk to folks as soon as we’re done here,” I replied. “Leave in the next day or so, depending on how long it takes us to get a couple of things loaded up.”

      “Did you ever fix the hatch on that vehicle you and Angie brought back?” Jackie asked.

      “Yesterday,” I answered. That particular project, as well as replacing the mount for the M2, had taken most of the day and cost a pittance in swearing, barked knuckles, and blood. Bruce and Gene helped. Once we were done, we’d taken the Stryker out for a drive, then test-fired the .50 in time-honored Alabama tradition.

      We shot some road signs.

      “Everything’s good to go,” I continued. “That thing is proof against small arms fire and can probably bounce grenades. The tires can run flat for quite a while, and you can control inflation from inside the vehicle.”

      “So if there’s an attack,” Jackie said. “Get folks into that and get them to safety?”

      “Right,” Angie replied. “It drives more or less like a car. Too bad it doesn’t have one of the remote turrets.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Still, it’ll be good if you have to get people together and retreat.”

      Estelle nodded.

      “You do have a promise to keep once you’re done with this, Mister Henry Forrest,” she said, fixing me with the sharp gaze of her dark eyes.

      “I remember,” I said, smiling faintly. “And I mean to keep it, too.”

      “What’s this?” Angie asked.

      “Remember?” Jackie said. “Henry promised to get power back on at the medical research building in Auburn.”

      “Oh,” the Marine exclaimed with a grin. “That. Guess it means we have to win and come home, huh?”

      “That’s the mission,” I agreed. “Win and come home.”

      We both knew it wasn’t going to be nearly as easy as that. Still, being positive like this was definitely a way to keep morale up.

      The four of us chatted for a while as we finished our coffee and a last couple of homemade donuts, then I picked up my morning quota of kisses from the three of them and left to go look up the other possibilities.

      Bruce was probably the easiest to find. He preferred to camp out either in the back of his old M35 truck or in a tent nearby. Usually, one or two of the dogs would shack up with him. This particular morning, he was sitting in a camp chair, doing maintenance on one of the many long arms he stocked in the rear of his truck.

      “Hey, Bruce,” I said as I walked up.

      “Well,” he observed. “You look to be all business this morning.”

      There was another folding chair nearby. Apparently, he’d had some company this morning. I settled into it and folded my hands. “I’m ready to take the fight to Price.”

      “Well,” the old survivalist said. “God-damn, boy. Let’s do it.” A broad grin split his weathered face. “When do we leave?”

      “Tomorrow, if I can get everyone I want and get moving.”

      “I’ll finish my maintenance and be ready, then.” A satisfied look crossed his features. “Who else is joining this war party?”

      I rattled off my list of hopefuls, and he nodded with each one, until we reached the last: Jake Wilcox.

      “You really mean to bring him along?” Bruce asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I know it’s a risk, but he could be more useful for what he knows about our enemy’s distribution of forces. He’s also one of the few trained fighters we have.”

      “What about the kid?” he asked, referring to Wilson Pryor, one of Wilcox’s surviving team.

      “He’s a kid,” I replied. “Just out of boot when the virus hit, and a bit too surly and uncooperative for my tastes.” Of course, Wilson hadn’t been too bad. Like the other two, he toed the line, but something about the boy’s personality grated on me. I still hoped that he’d get over himself, but it was a wait-and-see game.

      Bruce nodded. “Fair assessment. We need to get moving on having Gene train a couple of people, too. He and I aren’t getting any younger, no matter how good we feel.”

      “I understand that,” I said, and we sat in silence for a bit before I asked, “You aren’t looking to go out in a blaze of glory here, are you?”

      “Hell, no,” he protested. “I’m not looking to go out at all. Not without seeing my place in Arizona again.”

      “Good,” I grinned. “So we win and come home.”

      “Win and come home,” he repeated after me, then raised his battered metal coffee cup in a salute.

      “Any idea where Wilcox is, anyway?” I asked, looking off around the yard.

      “Probably over at the other house,” Bruce replied. “Why not check the tracker?”

      “Because I kind of feel like an asshole doing that,” I replied. “Stupid, I know, but the main thing I really care about is making sure none of them trigger any of the out-of-bounds alarms.”

      “I suppose I understand. Give them a degree of trust and see what they do with it, eh?”

      “Right,” I replied with a nod, then pushed my way up out of the surprisingly comfortable camping chair. “Go ahead and start getting ready.”

      “Will do,” he said, grinning. Bruce was really looking forward to this. Hopefully, any problems we had on this mission wouldn’t fall on him, but it still made me worry.

      I sighed to myself and walked off towards the road. I’d either catch Jake or Gwen next, whoever I saw first. Hopefully, they’d be willing to fill out my little team.

      Hell. Hopefully, we’d be able to pull this off.
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      We had small trailers for each of our probationary family members, both to give them a bit of privacy, and to cut down on their interactions with others. There was still a fair bit of bad blood running beneath the surface, despite the grudging acceptance of the three into our merry little band.

      Sam and Penny got along best, it seemed. Virgil was pleasant with everyone and did gently share his religion whenever he could. The teenager’s practical view of the Bible and his devotion to the teachings of Jesus was really kind of refreshing. He didn’t judge and didn’t push any points of dogma. It was very much a live-and-let-live approach, and he was appalled at what he heard about Reverend Price.

      Still, I doubted he’d approve of our plan to take the fight north.

      Wilcox, on the other hand, was with Bill Foreman out in the field, talking and watching the horses. That actually seemed like a promising sign to me, so I just walked on by for now and went looking for Gwen. I found her on the back porch of the Roberts House as we’d started calling it.

      Bob, Gwen, Jeremy, and Phil all sat enjoying the mid-morning air with a pot of coffee on the glass table between them.

      “Hey, y’all,” I said as I walked in, the screen door slamming a bit too loud behind me.

      They didn’t seem to notice or care and greeted me pleasantly. Bob offered me some coffee that I declined. My stomach felt a bit sloshy already from what I’d had back at the house, and the short walk really hadn’t helped.

      “Hate to get straight down to business,” I said. “So I won’t. How are you doing, Phil?”

      He shot me a grin. “Alive, thanks to you all. I’m still on light duty, and it’s nice to sit around, eat Jeremy’s cooking, and drink sweet tea all day.”

      “That’s so bad for you…” Bob muttered.

      Gwen and Jeremy looked at each other and laughed, and then everyone focused on me.

      “So what’s business?” Phil asked.

      I couldn’t really think of a reason not to fill all of them in, so I did, starting with my thoughts on Reverend Price, the attacks, and a growing sentiment among the original members of the family that we needed to do something about the proven threat. Much of it, particularly our general opinion of Price himself and what he did, was already known, but bore repeating.

      When I was done, I looked over at Gwen. “How would you feel about joining this foray? We really could use someone with EMT and trauma experience.”

      Gwen Markovski, forensic pathologist for the CDC (former), returned my look with her lips pressed together and a little crease between her eyebrows as she pondered. Finally, she nodded. “Well, I guess somebody needs to keep you out of trouble. When is this happening?”

      “We leave tomorrow,” I replied.

      “Short notice,” she said. “But okay. I’ll have my kit ready to go.”

      “Are you certain this is a good idea?” Bob interjected.

      I resisted the urge to lay into the older man about his stubborn refusal to leave the CDC, even after most of his staff had left, almost cost several of us our lives. No, he didn’t deserve that.

      Instead, I just nodded and said, “It’s the only choice, Doc. If we wait for them to come at us here, it’ll be worse than us going on the offensive.”

      “We could just move,” Jeremy spoke up.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I’m not moving.”

      That was when Gwen weighed in. “This is home,” she told them. “Maybe the four of us don’t have the same attachment as everyone else, but Henry and the others kind of pulled your asses out of the fire. The least we can all do is support them. Seriously, guys, this is our home, too, now, and everyone has done a great job to make us feel at home.”

      “Once we’re done,” I added. “You’ll have a new lab, too. Hell, you might even be able to go back to the old one.”

      “Maybe,” Finley sighed and looked down at his hands.

      “We’re kind of risk-averse,” Jeremy explained. “It was kind of our job to mitigate these things. You really don’t know how frustrating it was to just watch this virus run its course.”

      “I can imagine,” I said, and shot him a smile. “No one is judging you, you know.”

      They both nodded, and Gwen reached out and put her hands on theirs. “We move ahead,” she told them, then looked at me. “I promise I won’t disappoint,” the dark-haired woman said. “And if necessary, I can defend myself.”

      “How are you with guns?” I asked.

      She made a face. “I really haven’t shot anything…”

      “We’ll give you a quick briefing when we find a forward base,” I said. “That way, even if you don’t have the practice, or aren’t a good shot, you can at least handle a firearm without hurting yourself.”

      She nodded slowly. “Okay.”

      “Good,” I said. “Thank you.” Our eyes met for a moment, and she flushed slightly.

      “I’ll go start assembling my equipment then,” Gwen said with a soft sigh. “It’s been a while since I’ve worked on actual living people.”

      “I hope it’s like riding a bike,” I said dryly.

      Bob, Jeremy, and Phil laughed at my joke, but Gwen just looked at me like I’d grown a second head and hurried off.

      I sobered quickly. Hopefully, I hadn’t offended our medical recruit. It wasn’t long before I made my own excuses and went to corral the last person I needed to talk to, Sergeant Jake Wilcox.

      He leaned on the corral fence, smoking a cigarette, a cowboy hat pulled low over his lean features.

      “You look like a Marlboro commercial,” I said as I walked up.

      He snorted. “Wasn’t that before your time?”

      “Maybe,” I replied. “Doesn’t make it any less true.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said in an amused tone. “So, what can I do you for?”

      “You’re having too much fun with this,” I grumbled. “I want you to come with us to Birmingham.”

      Wilcox froze for a moment. I’d certainly caught him off guard with that.

      “You what?” he asked. “For a moment, I thought you suggested that you want me to come with you to Birmingham.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting,” I said. “I’ve thought about what you said back at the cop shop. On top of what happened in Atlanta, we don’t have a choice but to dive into this headlong.”

      “So, if I understand you correctly,” he drawled. “You mean to take the fight to Price and Stern?”

      “Hell, yeah,” I replied. “We don’t really have a choice, do we? The son-of-a-bitch will never let us be. He’ll keep poking and poking, with heavier and heavier firepower, until he crushes us under his heel. I was already planning on going after him in the aftermath of your attack on us. The attempt at the CDC just moved up my timetable.”

      “So, sergeant,” I continued, “What do you say? Want to take up arms and redeem yourself?”

      “Do I really have a choice?”

      “Sure,” I replied. “But I’m going through with this, with or without you.”

      “Sounds like a song cue,” the sergeant muttered. “Okay, fine. I’ll help, if only because you’ll get yourself killed trying, and Price’s counterattack will wipe this place off the map. He’s not screwing around, you know.”

      “I know,” I said. “We got lucky in Atlanta. So this time, I want to be good.”

      “One condition,” he said.

      “What?”

      Wilcox lifted his leg and pulled up his pants to reveal the ankle monitor. “This comes off.”

      “I was planning on it,” I told him. “When we leave. You’ll get a rifle and a sidearm, too.”

      “Damn,” he grinned. “I really won the lotto. Why me and not Wilson or Sam? They’re probably a bit less insubordinate.”

      “They also weren’t in command of their unit,” I pointed out. “Sam is a civvie with tacticool, and Wilson was just out of basic when the virus hit. Who would you pick?”

      “Probably you or the little Marine girl,” he admitted.

      “Angie,” I said.

      “Yeah.” He took another drag on the cigarette and blew smoke out of his nose. “I’m happy to give Price some payback for this bullshit, honestly. If I work out and we survive this, could you commute the sentences of my guys?”

      I smiled and nodded. “Yeah,” I replied. “I think I can.” That’d be the least I could do for the sergeant, but if that’s what he wanted, then I’d be happy to push it through the others.

      “When do we leave?” he wanted to know.

      “Tomorrow morning. I’ll have a kit ready for you, and the key to your monitor.”

      “Who all is coming?”

      “You, me, Angie, Bruce, and Gwen,” I replied. “Four fighters and a medic.”

      His expression didn’t change. “How many vehicles?”

      “Two. The M35 and the BearCat.”

      “BearCat is a good choice over the Stryker for this. I’m not sure about the big green truck, though…” He looked off towards the main house. “Why not ditch it and take two armored vehicles?”

      “Room and cargo space,” I replied. “With the deuce, we can take everything we need to set up a forward base. If we take the Stryker, it is the forward base, and we have a few less toys and changes of underwear.”

      “Not my first choice, but you’re in command of this shindig. What’s mounted on the BearCat?” He was certainly grilling me over the operation, but that was one reason I wanted to get the sergeant involved. I needed someone to think about things I might miss. At least I had answered for him.

      “M2,” I replied. “We’ve got about fifteen hundred rounds for it, though I might add another thousand from our stores.”

      He whistled. “Okay, that’s not bad. The BearCat will work better for the suburbs near Price’s church. Is it a four-by-four?”

      I nodded. According to the info packet in the cab, it was a 4x4 with enhanced armor and a large turbo-diesel engine, as well as extra protection for the gunner, and a universal mount to which I’d added the M2 from a particular humvee.

      “Should be good for the militia compounds, too,” he observes. “They’re ‘turn off the paved road.’ None of them have any actual armored vehicles beyond meth-lab welding jobs that could stand in for Mad Max knockoffs, but they have guns. Lots and lots of guns.”

      “They’re a militia,” I said. “That’s kind of to be expected.”

      “Truth,” Wilcox agreed. “Anyone with any real training is in place near the church, though. Along with the heavier equipment, and, of course, Stern.”

      “So the compounds kind of sink or swim if there’s a problem?” I asked. “How far out are they?”

      “At least an hour from Price’s neighborhood,” he replied. “They do have spotty cell coverage from what Chandler did. That means that you might be able to hit them and not worry about any reinforcements coming in when you go after Price himself.”

      “That makes sense,” I replied. “We could screw up the cell towers, too, and lay booby traps on the roads.”

      “Caltrops, spike bars, claymores,” Wilcox suggested, grinning beneath the shadows of his hat.

      “Sounds like we at least have some bare beginnings of something that might resemble a plan,” I said with a grin of my own. “Thanks for agreeing to help.”

      “Hell, man,” Jake said. “I’m getting something out of it, so don’t think it’s out of the goodness of my heart.”

      “Mercenary,” I told him.

      “Even Uncle Sam paid me. Just not all that well.”

      “Don’t I know it.” I started to turn, then paused and looked back at him. “I got a suggestion.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “Lose the hat.”

      “Why?”

      I grinned. “Because it makes you look like an asshole.”

      Wilcox laughed at that, as did I, when I turned the rest of the way and sauntered off down the drive to the road between the Roberts House and the homestead.

      This was going to be challenging, but I felt pretty good about it. Probably the hardest part would be keeping someone from killing Jake. My money was on Angie or Bruce…

      I spent the rest of the day going over the two vehicles and getting them fueled up, then collected everyone who was going on this little expedition and put them to work loading everything we needed. We’d stick with radio communication and keep regular long-range contact with the homestead. If we needed to, Gene, Jackie, and whoever else thought they could man an M-60 would fly to our rescue, but if we did everything right, he wouldn’t need to.

      Hell, we didn’t even need to do everything right. We just needed to do a few important things. Between now and then, though, I really needed to figure out what those were.

      I did like the idea of taking out the militias first. That ensured that we wouldn’t have to deal with any reinforcements or outside support when we went after the Reverend himself. It also opened us up to the chance he’d know we were there. Still, we could probably disable the cell network they used. The electronics in those towers were pretty robust, but they weren’t built to withstand deliberate sabotage.

      Hopefully, Price hadn’t already moved an Abrams from the Anniston Depot to his little neighborhood. That would throw a wrench into the works really quickly.
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      The next morning, we headed West on I-85. At Montgomery, we’d pick up I-65 North and make our way towards Birmingham. I drove the BearCat, with Gwen and Angie riding with me, while Bruce followed in the M35 with Wilcox.

      “Did you plan that?” Angie asked.

      “Plan what?” I countered.

      She jerked her hand over her shoulder at the big green truck trailing behind us. “Sticking those two together.”

      Gwen giggled but didn’t say anything.

      I just shrugged. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah, right,” the Marine said, then turned to look out through the armored glass of her window. “Man, things are really starting to get overgrown.”

      Her comment drew my attention, and I took a closer look. The grass on the median and the right-hand side of the interstate was thick and lush, approaching twelve-to-eighteen inches high at a guess. Kudzu was starting to spread out from where it had died off over the winter, and the undergrowth around the base of the pines and oaks appeared thicker and wilder.

      “Guess that’s to be expected,” I mused. The interstate itself felt a little rougher under the heavy, thrumming tires of the BearCat. Like the Stryker and probably every other military vehicle out there, the paramilitary vehicle’s GPS functioned pretty much perfectly. Trust law enforcement and military gear to be a little bit ahead of civilian tech.

      The GPS on our phones should still work, but it had the small problem of requiring a cellular connection to make sure all the geegaws and real-time updates worked. Thus it was basically useless. Strict GPS units worked fine, though, and we had decent access to them.

      As usual, when I drove, my mind wandered. Angie watched out her window and idly seat-danced to some kind of modern mallcore that was on her MP3 player. The young Marine had quite a music collection on her phone, and even if it wouldn’t work as a phone, it could still be hooked into the BearCat’s sound system.

      Gwen sat in the back, going through her medical kits for the umpteenth time. As confident and swaggering as the forensic pathologist could be when she focused on her own field, she seemed nervous to be back in the saddle as an emergency doctor. Still, from everything I’d seen and heard, I was happy to trust my life to her… if necessary, which, hopefully, it wouldn’t be.

      Approaching Montgomery, the air was clear. The haze that had been present the last time we passed through was gone, and the sky was a bright blue overhead with a few wispy clouds. Everything looked the same. It was just as eerily empty as it had been before. Now, though, the fires had burned out, and the wind had swept the smoke away.

      Had it really been months since we’d bothered coming into the city? We made our way to Atlanta almost every couple of weeks. Once we dealt with Price, I hoped we’d have time to do more scouting in the surrounding area. Maybe follow up on some of the people Bruce encountered during his trip to the CDC from Arizona.

      Crazy old coot. I did like him, though. He added something to the group that no one else, not even Gene and his “I’ve been everywhere, man” life, did. It was a healthy paranoia that encouraged preparation and being ready for anything. I’d resisted at first, but now, I was firmly in that camp.

      Maybe a little too firmly.

      “I guess you’ll need me to follow you to engagements?” Gwen asked from behind me.

      “That’s the plan,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the road. “Angie, Jake, and I will be the forward line. You’ll stay with Bruce and help with extraction if we need it. He’ll be our sniper, and once we find a place for our forward base, we’ll give you a quick course in spotting.”

      “Spotting?” she asked.

      “I might as well tell you the basics,” I replied. “Have you seen any of the war movies with snipers or even watched long-range shooting competitions?”

      Gwen laughed softly. “Not really. I was honestly more interested in MMA and my jiu-jitsu training. Really helped me to work through my frustrations in college and my residency. Even proved useful a few times when I worked as an EMT.”

      “Cool,” I said. She’d taken advantage of Goldeneye’s distraction back when Wilcox and Pryor tried to grab hostages. She’d disarmed the younger soldier and threw him off the porch, despite him having a significant size advantage.

      “So, spotting,” she prompted when I trailed off.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Basically, the spotter serves as both lookout and assistant to a sniper. They watch for targets and for anyone closing in on their position. They also watch the shots and suggest adjustments to aim. We’ve got the extra optics in the big green truck.”

      “You’ll have to show me what I’m supposed to do,” she said. “I work better with hands-on demonstrations.”

      “We should be able to arrange that,” I said with a laugh. “I don’t mean to stay that close to ground zero.”

      “I like that,” Angie said. “I’m going to start calling our target Ground Zero.”

      “Whatever floats your boat, I guess,” I said, turning the armored truck onto the northbound on-ramp of I-65. Other than the dark windows in the buildings that we passed, the city could have been frozen in time. We didn’t see much broken glass, either. Everything was just so empty.

      “This always creeps me out,” Gwen observed, peering out my driver’s side window. “I always expected the apocalypse to be more violent, you know? The Reaper Virus just suddenly made the world empty.”

      “The quiet apocalypse,” Angie said. She hadn’t turned away from her own window, though her fingers still tapped on her arm along with the current song playing. It was something I didn’t recognize, but it was dark and hard and fast, so I was good with it.

      “Weird thing to call it,” I said thoughtfully. “But apt.”

      “So,” Gwen spoke up again after a while. “I used to play games on my computer at home. There was this one set up in Alaska or something, I think. Some sort of magnetic event knocked out the power, and people waited and waited, then started to leave. You played this guy and his ex-wife who got separated in a plane crash. Kind of seemed like there was something odd going on in the background, too, like the world wasn’t quite right even before the power went.”

      “Sounds interesting,” I said. In the Army, we’d had a console or two in our barracks, and often whiled away our free time with video games, and I’d played some more in college. I hadn’t really gotten into computer gaming or anything, though, despite hearing a lot about it from friends and seeing some of the games played.

      “Too bad everything was online,” Gwen grumbled.

      “I already miss social media,” Angie agreed.

      “Really?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “It was fun connecting with people everywhere and generally doing stupid shit.”

      “Remember when it was all farm games?” Gwen asked, laughing.

      “Wow,” Angie said. “Yeah. Then it became all about politics and being offended at everything and stopped being nearly so much fun.”

      That right there made me glad I’d never really gotten too involved in anything online. I might have been kind of interested, but I never really had the time, not with studying first, then getting my business started. Maybe I’d missed something, but considering the situation now, I was kind of glad I hadn’t gotten sucked into those things.

      High-rises and skyscrapers gave way to crowded neighborhoods that turned quickly suburban, then rural as we rumbled onward, gaining elevation as we headed north. My plan was to find us a place a little to the south of Hoover, preferably a larger house in a rural area with a well and septic system. Then we’d dig in and see if we could make scouting runs against the two militia compounds.

      On the western side, about thirty miles outside of Birmingham, and forty-five or so from Ground Zero near the university in Homewood, was the Holy Freedom of Alabama militia compound, then north, maybe fifteen miles in the direction of Huntsville, was the Children of the Son compound. Wilcox hadn’t actually been to either, but he’d met with some of the surviving representatives of each of them, playing bodyguard for Price along with Jonathan Stern.

      The sergeant hadn’t been that impressed by them and was less thrilled when he got a few assigned to him for his investigation in Opelika. I had the impression he was even less happy with the fact that some of them were dishonorably discharged. The men had been okay soldiers, but a bit slovenly and insubordinate. They hadn’t talked much about their groups.

      Apparently, aside from Jonathan and four men close to him, the members of the militant arm of Price’s group were drawn from the militias, and the Reverend seemed to have them completely under his sway.

      The idea of dealing with fanatics made me nervous. Americans didn’t really tend towards being suicide bombers, but I didn’t really have much faith in any militant, hyper-religious types.

      Leaving Montgomery, it was less than a hundred miles to Hoover on the outskirts of Birmingham. While Montgomery was the capital (former capital?) of Alabama, Birmingham was the largest city. It was a pretty nice place, I thought, or at least it had been.

      The road noise was almost hypnotic, thrumming through the frame of the armored truck. Bruce’s M35 set our pace, which meant that I had to keep my speed around fifty or so, a fairly sedate pace, but one that gave us more of a chance to experience our surroundings. Here and there was a car parked off to the side of the road, or fetched up against the retaining wall. There were none of the gigantic traffic jams you’d see in post-apocalyptic shows or movies, no obvious corpses in the street.

      There was no power, no lights. Traveling along the interstate and seeing the roadsides slowly being reclaimed by nature was a sobering sight. It made me want to travel even more, and kind of reminded me a little of an old Stephen King novel that I’d loved growing up. It had been about a disease that pretty much ended the world and set the stage for a personal conflict between good and evil.

      Fortunately, that wasn’t what was happening here. We were just people, going up against other people, like pretty much every war in history. Sure, World War Two did end up being a metaphor of good versus evil, what with all the atrocities committed by the Nazis and their allies, but there had been later cases of genocide and truly disturbing shit that didn’t nearly match the level of that conflict.

      Thinking about it, I wondered, briefly, if I was truly in the right going after Reverend Price in his seat of power. I felt that I was, considering that in every case, Price’s men had attacked us. They had threatened us, and we’d given them more than enough chances to just leave us the hell alone. It was going to be a small war, but if that was what the Reverend wanted, then that was what he was going to get.

      I glanced over at Angie, then took a quick peek back at Gwen. Both women seemed lost in their own thoughts, although I suspected Angie was dozing while she leaned against the door.

      Hopefully, this would be over with soon, and we could get back to working on building our little community. My thoughts grew ambitious. Perhaps we could pick up more people from the surrounding area. Maybe even recruit any of Price’s that wanted a more normal, less cultish life. I hadn’t asked Wilcox about whether or not there even were people like that, but I needed to. If there were any innocents in this, then we needed to make sure they didn’t get caught in the crossfire.

      Up ahead, the exit sign for Hoover loomed, and out of courtesy for the old survivalist in his big green truck, I signaled and changed lanes. Funny how some habits died hard. We still drove in the right lane, roughly followed traffic flow, and really didn’t think anything of it. How ingrained in us were these sorts of things, I wondered.

      The BearCat passed a flower-painted Volkswagen van, looking for all the world like it traveled time straight from the sixties. It looked to be in pretty good shape, too. Maybe I’d collect it on the way back. Those old VWs were tough and long-lasting, and the painting might amuse Jackie.

      I turned onto the off-ramp and decelerated. It was time to find us a place to hole up and lay our plans. This particular area was really more suburb than rural, but I suspected from the maps we had that there were areas we could hunker down in and no one could find us.

      We just had to find them.
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      It took about two hours of driving around the quiet suburbs and shopping centers, along with refilling the tanks of our vehicles from a Walmart gas station’s underground tanks, to locate the perfect place.

      A golf course.

      I didn’t really catch, or care, to check the name of the place, but I’d seen it on the GPS maps. After we didn’t have much luck finding anything with a well, the course would serve in lots of ways, although we might have resort to camp toilets, or dig latrines.

      Anyway, even with an overgrown green, we could set up a quick training exercise for Gwen spotting for Bruce. I could see just what the old survivalist shot, as well as how good he was with it. Once we’d parked behind the clubhouse on the green, putting us out of sight of anyone driving by on the access road, we all gathered around.

      “A golf course?” Bruce snarked. “Want to practice your game, Tiger? When’s tee time?”

      “Figured I’d like to see you shoot long range, old timer,” I told him. “Thought you might like to get a chance to turn an icon of suburbia and politics into a shooting gallery.”

      That stopped him in his tracks. Angie snorted and caught Gwen by the arm. “We’ll go look for good spots for indoor camping,” she said. “What about you, Sergeant? You want to walk the green and glad-hand, or do some real work?”

      “Get on with you and your real work,” I grumbled, then turned to Jake. “Do you have any experience setting up a practice range?”

      “Tactical or long-range shooting?” he countered.

      “Long-range,” I answered. “Gwen needs a quick primer in spotting. I wanted to set up some targets for Bruce to show off his sniper skills while getting her to work with him. That way, we’ll have overwatch and medical in a good spot ready to go if we screw the pooch.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Wilcox studied me for a minute. “You’ve got a pretty good tactical sense. I’ll feed you what little I know about the setup we need to tackle.”

      “I know it’s going to be challenging,” I said as the girls wandered off.

      Angie had her M27 slung, but Gwen wasn’t carrying. She should be safe enough for now, but we’d really need to ensure she at least carried a sidearm.

      “Cell towers, radio,” I sighed. “Pretty much no matter what we do, he’ll know we’re coming, especially since they probably know by now what happened in Atlanta.”

      “We can hope they send someone to check,” Jake replied. “Cut down the manpower even more. I’m sure Price is pulling his hair out.” The soldier grinned. “Wish I could see it.”

      “If you didn’t like the man, why d'you follow his orders?” Bruce asked over his shoulder as he dragged a heavy rifle case from the back of his truck.

      “Old habits, I guess,” Wilcox replied. “He sold us a story about how Henry here had murdered one of our people and was in tight with the CDC, then when the team watching them didn’t report back, he gave us a go order. Our plan was to capture some of your people, force you to surrender, then carry you back to the village.”

      “The village, huh?” I asked.

      “Seems like that didn’t work so well,” Bruce said.

      “Chill, Bruce,” I told him. “Did you guys do this all the way here?”

      “Actually,” Jake said with a faint smile. “We talked about guns and gunsmithing.”

      Those were safe topics, actually. Especially among the people here. “Right now, we’re all on the same side, so let’s try to keep things civil.”

      My eyes weren’t on Bruce when I said that, and Jake knew that at least the one comment was targeted at him. “End Price and Stern, free the civvies that they’ve got under their thumbs, and we’re definitely good.”

      “Fine, then.” I focused on Bruce. “What the hell is that?”

      He’d gotten a large, gunmetal rifle out of its case and snapped a big box magazine into the receiver. I recognized the thing, of course, but I kind of wanted to hear the old survivalist’s spiel.

      “This,” Bruce said with a broad grin, “Is a Barrett M82A1 with the Leupold Mark Four optics. It’s chambered for fifty BMG and has an effective range of almost two-thousand yards. I’ve got twenty slightly overcharged hand-loads in four magazines, and I’ve zeroed it at a thousand yards with them. I’m willing to shoot standards to get Gwen properly trained, but I might be off by a teeny bit at the longest range.”

      Jake shot me a look. None of us really knew much about Mister Bruce Gassler’s record. He just demonstrated a lot of book knowledge of weapons, reasonable firing accuracy and discipline, good tactical knowledge, and extensive survival skills.

      “Let’s place some targets around, then. We’re going to go live tomorrow afternoon, and I want to get the basic training for Gwen over tonight.” I said. “We’ll even do a little shooting in the dark, since you’ll depend on her even more, then.”

      “Where d'you even get that thing?” Jake asked. “That’s one of the pre-acceptance models, isn’t it?”

      “I have friends in low places,” Bruce replied. “Never underestimate the ability of an American with cold, hard cash and a dealer’s license to find about anything that might be on the market.”

      “Like that HK93,” I muttered.

      “Now, I saw the old Gatling gun,” the Sergeant continued. “But what else do you have back there? Walther WA-2000? HK G11? Gyrojet?”

      “Walther, yes,” Bruce acknowledged. “G11? No. I saw one, though, same with a gyrojet. They were new enough on the market that I even managed to talk the owner into letting me test fire it.”

      “Gyrojet?” I asked.

      “Yep. Worst spread I’d shot in ten years, but no recoil to speak of,” Bruce said, nodding. “Thought it might be fun to have in the collection, but I picked up a nitro express at that show, and most of my disposable income at the time went into that. Glad I didn’t get one of those weird little things. Especially since they stopped making the ammo for them after they dropped production.”

      “Neat idea, though,” I said. “I think it popped up in one of the Gardner James Bond books, didn’t it?”

      “Licence Renewed,” Bruce said. “Bond pops out of a pool and shoots a guy with it.”

      “Cool,” I said. I mean, who wouldn’t want to fire a gun that shot tiny rockets? Maybe the accuracy was garbage, like Bruce said, but still, there was something really cool about the attempts to make science-fiction weapons actually work.

      “I don’t think you’ll need that,” Jake indicated the huge rifle on the survivalist’s shoulder. “We just need to figure out where to put targets for her to spot for you.”

      “Fine,” Bruce grumbled, then unloaded the Barrett and stowed it away again. After that, we all walked off into the overgrown green. The grass was up around knee-high, the water hazards ripe with lily-pads and algae. It was kind of surreal, considering how much work usually went into landscaping these courses, after they were designed and built.

      Still, there was a lot of space to work with, so long as we could find places to hang some sort of two-foot by two-foot targets, preferably metal ones that would make a nice ring when the big rounds impacted them.

      Bruce set us at a minimum of three-hundred yards, so we found some markers, paced it roughly out, marked the first spot, then went to five-hundred, eight-hundred, and one-thousand, which was at the back of the property and barely even visible from the clubhouse.

      “Three-hundred to five-hundred is probably the maximum you’ll be able to take advantage of,” Jake observed as we walked back. “The neighborhood isn’t that easily accessible, and there are lots of canopies as well as houses.”

      “I’m really less worried about that than I am about the compounds,” Bruce said. “I might be able to do some damage with the Barrett and get their heads down before you lead the charge in the BearCat.”

      “That’s the last resort if we can’t just slip their fence and catch them by surprise. Yeah, I know they’ve probably got systems similar to what we have at the homestead, so it won’t be easy. I still want to get an idea of how many combatants versus noncombatants they have.”

      “Probably a good idea,” Jake said. “Some of the guys that came to meet price would have a kid, or some dead-eyed chick with them. Hell, they’re probably cooking meth, what with no limit on Sudafed any more.”

      I shook my head, and Bruce scowled. “We really need to do something about this,” the old survivalist said. “I always mean to keep my distance from people after something like this happened, but damned if I can’t turn away from trouble.”

      I caught the sergeant giving the older man a curious look. Had he expected anything different, I wondered.

      We still had a lot to do, and the day was going by fast. Back at the vehicles, the girls were waiting.

      “Okay, so, here’s the preliminary report,” Angie said. “There’s plenty of room to camp, but no power. The generator must have kicked on automatically, and it’s bone dry. You’ll have to see what you can do about it, Henry.”

      “I’ll take a look,” I said. “What else?”

      “Bats,” Gwen said. “Looks like rats and squirrels too, probably.” She shrugged. “Still, it could be worse.”

      “I’ll look into getting power on if you can help Jake and Bruce set up the targets. We already marked the spots for them,” I said.

      “What are we using for targets?” Angie asked.

      “An Alabama tradition,” I told her. “Street signs.”

      “Of course we are,” she said with a shake of her head. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      “I’ll stay and see if I can help,” Gwen offered.

      “You’ll have to show me where you found the generator, at least,” I said. “We’ll go see if we can scrounge up fuel or run cables from the ones we brought,” I said. “Place like this definitely had wells to cut costs.”

      “If you say so,” Bruce said dubiously. “Anyway, we’ll be back.”

      The three of them piled into Bruce’s truck. It started up with a deep rumble and dropped into a diesel idle. He’d let me do some maintenance on it after it had gotten a little shot up in Atlanta when we went looking for a helicopter. Now it purred like a kitten. A very large kitten, but still a kitten.

      I took a deep breath and gestured to Gwen. “Lead on,” I told her.

      She smiled back at me and started to walk off. I followed, taking momentary advantage of the view of her backside. Estelle, Jackie, and Angie all confirmed that the doctor was interested in our little family and me, so I didn’t feel the least bit bad checking Gwen out.

      Before she wised up, though, I hurried to catch up. “We need to get you comfortable with a sidearm,” I said.

      “I know,” she sighed and looked askance at me. “I can’t put it off any longer, can I?”

      “We’re actually on a combat mission in the field,” I said, grinning back. “Probably shouldn’t.”

      “What would you suggest?” Her eyes went to the Les Baer on my hip. “Yours seems kind of big for me.”

      The nineteen-year-old recruit in me resisted the stock answer of “That’s what she said,” and, instead, I just nodded. “.45 isn’t a bad round, but...you know what, hold up a minute.”

      I stopped, drew my pistol, popped out the magazine, locked the slide back, and held it out to her. She eyed it for a moment, then gingerly took the gun in both hands. I picked up the round that had been in the pipe and pushed it into the magazine.

      “Go ahead and press down on that little lever,” I indicated the lock. “It’ll snap closed, then you can see how it feels.”

      “Why didn’t you just give it to me closed?” she asked.

      “Safety,” I replied. “I’ll walk you through gun safety procedure, too, but right now, I just want to see how the .45 feels to you.”

      Gwen settled the grip in her hand and fumbled with the lock, then almost dropped the whole thing when it snapped shut. I winced, that pistol would have been about two months of my salary as a private, but I guess now, if I wanted to go searching for one, it’d be free.

      Even still, I had mixed feelings about this.

      “It’s not quite as heavy as I thought it would be,” she said, then lifted the gun, mimicking how she’d seen most of the rest of us hold our pistols. She actually rested her index finger on the trigger guard, rather than putting a finger on the trigger.

      “Want to try shooting it tonight?” I asked. “We’ve got some other guns in the same family as that one. We’ve also got some smaller and lighter ones.”

      “How about I test fire a few different ones?” she suggested as she proffered the Les Baer back to me. “I’m not weak, really. I don’t know if I need a lighter one.”

      I took it, loaded the magazine, and racked a round before putting the safety on and holstering it. “I’ve seen your arms,” I said. “We’ll just have to find something that fits your hand just right and feels comfortable when you fire it. There are a lot of factors to consider.”

      “Like what?”

      We started walking again while I went over different kinds of actions, long and short trigger pulls, trigger safeties versus thumb safeties, and, of course, the different kinds of rounds and my own personal opinions of them. By the time we got to the generator shed, I think her eyes were crossing. Still, she had a few things to think about for training later.
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      Gwen led me to a nondescript shed that matched the rest of the golf course’s buildings. Aside from a small exhaust stack and vents, it wouldn’t stand out to the typical patron of a place like this. The door had been rather brutally jimmied, but I supposed I should be glad that Angie hadn’t used her grenade launcher, especially since she’d conned more 40mm high explosive rounds out of Bruce.

      I shook my head as I walked up and pushed the door open. The interior, of course, was dark, but a fairly substantial generator loomed in the shadows. It would be enough to power the clubhouse, caddy shack, and other buildings, as well as the large spotlights up on their poles.

      Of course, I had to get it working, first.

      I pulled a headlamp out of my pocket and put it on, clicking the switch as I stepped into the generator room. The engine was bolted to the concrete floor. A control panel sat prominently ahead, mounted on the frame of the generator.

      “We tried turning it on and hitting the ignition switch,” Gwen said from behind me. “Nothing.”

      “Huh,” I grunted. “It might just be easier to use one of our generators to power the clubhouse and the pumps.”

      That said, I did a quick look over the panel’s wiring and took a short walk around the generator itself. Everything seemed sound, but that didn’t really mean much. “Did you look outside the building for a gas regulator?”

      “A what?” she asked.

      “I guess not,” I said with a smile as I came back out. Gwen eyed me with a faint frown, brow furrowed.

      “Natural gas,” I explained.

      “Oh!” She exclaimed and shook her head. “We didn’t look for that.”

      “That might explain the problem,” I said, then walked off around the shed. Sure enough, a natural gas regulator with usage and pressure gauges was mounted next to the wall, with pipes coming out of the ground and leading into the wall. There was no pressure or usage indicated.

      “This might explain everything,” I muttered.

      “Hm?” Gwen leaned close enough that one of her breasts brushed against my arm. It was a deliberate move on her part, and I glanced over to see her smiling at me.

      I smiled back with a slight nod. Not the time or place, but if she was offering, I was interested.

      “Natural gas does last awhile after the power goes out,” I said. “But it’s a lot of pipe, delivering a product over long distances. You have to keep the pressure up, and while some of the pumping stations use the natural gas to power their own pumps, so they’ll last if the power goes out. The thing is, breaks along the lines, open pipes, and even fires like the ones in Montgomery can all screw up pressure along the lines.”

      “So,” she mused. “If there’s no pressure, then the generator can’t work. Kind of like the human circulatory system. If the heart stops, everything else does.”

      “Yeah,” I nodded. Trust a doctor to put it in the most morbid terms possible while nailing it perfectly. “Of course, someone might have just turned off the gas.” With that, I pulled out a multi-tool, folded out the pliers, and tested the valve.

      Much to my surprise, it turned. The pressure on the readout started increasing.

      “Holy shit,” I said.

      “Is it working?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Might not be for long, but we might have power.”

      Gwen grinned. “Lucky us.”

      With the valve open now, I paused to sniff for the distinctive additive smell of natural gas. When I smelled nothing, I headed back inside. Using the headlamp, I looked over the sequence on the control panel, flipped a couple of switches, then pressed the start button.

      The generator rumbled to life and immediately went under load.

      “All the lights are on,” Gwen called from the doorway.

      I swore. Whoever had shut some things off hadn’t bothered with others.

      “Let’s see if we can find the breakers, then,” I said as I hurried back out. “Clubhouse first.”

      “Alright!”

      We raced to the clubhouse and spent the next fifteen minutes searching frantically for any kind of controls to shut off the lights on the green. When we finally found them and turned them off, we both were happy to take a seat in the cafe and just lean back for a minute.

      “That was fun,” Gwen said.

      “It kind of was,” I agreed, then laughed. “You’d think we were too old for this kind of thing.”

      “Getting old is when you stop having fun,” She countered. “If we have time, do you want to let me try some different guns?”

      “We need to do that,” I said as I started to rise. “Okay.”

      “Cool,” she said. “Sorry if I seem kind of reluctant about it.”

      “I figured you had your reasons,” I said as we headed out for the BearCat. Bruce and the others still weren’t back yet, but I hadn’t heard any distant gunshots or explosions, so they were probably okay.

      “It’s all wrapped up in wanting to heal people,” she said. “Which is funny because I know how to fight, but I did that to defend myself. EMTs go to rough areas, sometimes, and working trauma isn’t exactly easy.”

      “I heard about that,” I said. “Interesting path for someone who’s pretty much pure research, right?”

      “Forensic pathologists are a bit more field-oriented,” Gwen replied. “We have to observe and sample, and then we analyze in the lab. Understanding a disease and figuring out how to fight it requires seeing it in action. Some things are pretty horrifying, as you can imagine.”

      “I really thought it was more a legal sort of thing,” I admitted.

      “Cause of death has lots of uses,” she explained. “I got interested in investigatory medicine, particularly in the identification of pathogens, whether bacteriological or viral. My time in EMT and trauma sent me along a path where I wanted to focus on diseases as opposed to stitching up drunk idiots who dove through a plate-glass window into a swimming pool in a ‘hold my beer and watch this’ moment.”

      “Darwinism in action,” I said, vaguely amused. I had known lots of people like that, both in and out of the service. Hell, I’d even been one a couple of times.

      “If only,” she snorted. “My job was to make sure the idiots stayed alive to breed.”

      “You’ve got a merry band of idiots under your watch, now,” I said, shooting her a grin. “Hopefully, you can keep us alive.”

      “How about you don’t get hurt in the first place,” she said firmly. “Then I’ve done my job by proxy.”

      “Trust me,” I said as I opened the door into the BearCat. “I’ve been shot. It’s not something I’d care to repeat.”

      “Good,” she replied. “Field stabilization sucks, and I don’t have a good OR or nursing team.”

      “Yeah,” I said as I began pulling out some of the other sidearms we’d brought, clearing each as I did before I laid them out. “Here, have a look at these and see if anything appeals.”

      “I want to actually try that pistol of yours,” Gwen said, looking over the guns I’d selected. All of them were current US military or police issue, based on what we’d collected. There wasn’t much need, at least in my eyes, for concealed carry weapons on an operation like this.

      “Okay,” I said. “We’ll start there. I’ll set you up some targets at about thirty feet. That’s about the furthest range you’ll want to pull a sidearm out.”

      “Should I learn to use one of those?” she indicated the M27 on my shoulder.

      “Might be a good idea,” I told her. “But we’ve got to teach you a lot fairly quickly.”

      “I know,” she sighed. “I’m woefully unprepared for this.”

      “I think you’ll do fine,” I said.

      “Thanks.”

      Leaving her to look over the selection, I went back to the clubhouse to collect some plastic bottles of long-dead soda. The cans might still be drinkable, but I wasn’t really that interested in anything still in plastic. I returned to find her waiting, with three pistols set aside.

      “These are pretty comfortable,” she told me as I paused. “I think they’re all different.”

      I had a look. She’d chosen a Glock 19, a Sig Sauer M11, and a Beretta M9.

      “Good choices,” I observed. “No difference in caliber, but that’s not so much of a problem. Most military and police weapons are 9mm.”

      Gwen nodded slowly. “And yours is a .45?”

      “Right,” I said. “I’ll walk you through loading and such once I set up some targets.” With that, I walked off to place twelve bottles of soda at different places, all facing away from the clubhouse and out into the green. Just for grins, I shook each one up thoroughly before I set them down.

      “Really?” she asked as I came back to the truck.

      “Yep,” I replied with a broad grin. “There should be some kind of payoff.”

      “I suppose,” she grumbled, then looked off into the distance. “Where the hell are they? Is it that hard to collect some street signs?”

      “I don’t know about Wilcox,” I said. “But Bruce can complicate anything and probably ended up arguing with Angie.”

      “More time for us, I guess,” she mused.

      I nodded, then drew and placed my Les Baer beside the other pistols. “Go ahead and take a couple of shots with that,” I said. “It’s hot. The safety’s on. Remember what I showed you?”

      Gwen nodded and picked the .45 up rather gingerly. “What about ear protection?”

      “Right,” I replied. I’d almost forgotten, myself. I retrieved two sets of COMTAC headsets from the BearCat and offered her one. “Same thing we use in the chopper, but we’ll be wearing helmets. It muffles sounds over a certain volume, and we’ll be using radios.”

      She nodded, and we both donned the headgear. I stepped back and gestured towards the targets. “Show me what you can do,” I told her over the comm.

      Gwen nodded and took an inexperienced Chapman stance. It might have been more Weaver, but I generally had a hard time telling the difference. She sighted, then pulled the trigger.

      A bit of dirt kicked up past and between two of the targets as she missed, swore, adjusted a little, and fired again. The gun jerked a bit when she shot.

      “Okay, hold up,” I said.

      At least the doctor learned trigger discipline. She put her index finger along the barrel and aimed down while I talked. “Line up your sights, breathe in, breathe out, squeeze, don’t pull. You’re jerking the trigger.”

      “Well,” she grumbled. “I am a virgin.”

      Realizing what she’d said, she quickly added, “At shooting.”

      “You aren’t doing bad,” I said. “Try again.”

      Gwen nodded, lifted the Les Baer, aimed, and fired. The first bottle exploded in a shower of soda, and she yelled, “Take that!”

      I laughed. “Good one. Now, I’m going to help you with your stance a bit, and you can free shoot the rest of the magazine.”

      “Okay.”

      I came up behind her, nudged her feet a little wider, then guided her arms into a slightly more correct position. When she pushed her ass back against me, I should have expected it, but she caught me by surprise, and I froze for a moment. Too bad we’d dicked around so much with everything. I knew the other girls didn’t mind, but this wasn’t a family outing. Angie, Bruce, and Jake could be back any minute.

      While the idea was kind of exciting, there was no time, and if Gwen wanted in, then I wanted to make sure she got the welcome she deserved.

      I smiled at her when she gave me a worried look. That must have been the right thing to do, because she relaxed visibly.

      “Try again,” I said.

      Ready, aim, fire. Then a miss.

      “Do you like the round?” I asked.

      “It’s not bad,” she replied. “The recoil is tolerable, but I can’t aim to save my life.”

      “You’ve fired four rounds,” I told her. “We fired thousands in the military just for practice. Want to finish out that magazine, then switch to one of the nines?”

      “Nines?” Gwen gave me a curious, head-tilted look.

      “Nine millimeter,” I replied.

      “Oh! I should have known that,” she exclaimed.

      “Hey,” Bruce’s voice crackled over the comm. “We’re almost back.”

      “Are you decent?” Angie laughed.

      “Dammit,” Bruce grumbled. “Stop it, girl.”

      “Hey,” I broke in. “I didn’t know this was a public channel.”

      “We were out of range until just now. That’s a local-only radio,” Bruce filled in. “Probably a mile, maybe two?”

      “I knew that,” I said. “I just thought I’d picked an unused channel.”

      “Anyway,” the old survivalist said. “Get back to whatever you were doing. We’ll see you soon. Over and out.”

      “Just teaching the doctor to shoot,” I said. “Over and out.”

      Gwen looked at me and rolled her eyes, then covered her mic and mouthed, “Good thing we didn’t do anything else.”

      I grinned back and nodded before mouthing, “Too bad.”

      She blushed at that, then turned and quickly fired off the last four rounds, hitting twice. I took the Les Baer back, reloaded it, and returned it to my holster.

      “What next?”

      “How about that one?” she asked, indicating the Beretta. “It felt pretty good, and a bit more solid than that one.” She pointed at the Glock. “But that one was light.”

      “Good choice,” I told her. “We’ll still shoot them all. Different weapons will feel different when you fire them, even if you’re shooting the same round. You’ve got trigger pull, slide distance, and all sorts of other factors. That’s why we don’t have just a single standard.”

      Gwen nodded. “Your forty-five was fun, although it did kind of hurt my hand.”

      “These are a lighter round,” I said. “You might like them better.”

      “Guess we’ll find out,” she said with a bright smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      The rumble of Bruce’s M35 preceded it, and Gwen and I paused to watch it trundle in our direction. Brakes squealed a little as it came to a stop on the other side of the parked BearCat. Angie hopped out of the passenger door while Bruce shut the big truck down, Jake emerged from the back, and all of them came walking over.

      “Any luck with the power?” Bruce asked right off the bat.

      “Go inside and check,” I told him, smirking.

      “What was the problem?” Angie wanted to know.

      “Someone turned off the gas,” I told her, and she swore soundly.

      “I didn’t think of that,” the Marine complained.

      “No worries,” I said. “At least it still works for now. No idea how long it will, though. Anything could go wrong along the way from the wellhead.”

      “Natural gas, eh,” Bruce said, nodding. “Relatively self-sustaining, generally, in the case of a power outage.”

      “For so long as everything remains intact between here and wherever,” I agreed. “I’m not counting on it lasting too long, and we’ve got no way to track problems and fix them, yet.”

      “I like the ‘yet,’” Gwen said with a faint smile. She still held the pistol she was about to fire, barrel down, her finger resting on the trigger guard.

      “Good choice,” Angie observed, looking at the Beretta M9 in Gwen’s hands.

      Jake grunted and nodded.

      “Headset time,” I told them. “Gwen’s test-firing a few options to see what she’s going to start carrying.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Bruce said as he came up to the rest of us. He had his own headset around his neck. “How’s she shooting so far?”

      “About fifty percent with my forty-five,” I reported. “Not bad for someone new to shooting.”

      “Not bad at all,” he said, looking over at my improvised targets.

      “We need to work on a range at the homestead,” Angie suggested. “Anyway, I think we’ll take a break and watch, yeah?” She looked at the other two.

      Wilcox shrugged, put his headset on, and leaned casually against the BearCat.

      “Well,” Bruce said. “We can’t exactly set the targets downrange of you while she’s shooting, so I guess a break it is.” He shifted his own headset to his ears and wandered back to the big green truck.

      Angie chuckled and then climbed up onto the Bearcat to sit cross-legged on the hood while I turned my attention back to a faintly blushing Gwen.

      “Ready?” I asked her.

      “I’m not terribly sure about having an audience,” she replied. “But I think so.”

      “You’ll do fine,” I told her and took a step back and to the side. “Fire when ready.”

      She nodded and lifted the M9, sighted, and popped a bottle on her first shot. A grin spread over her face, and I smiled to myself. She might be getting the bug.

      Gwen took two shots to hit the next bottle, then got the third on her first shot.

      “Okay,” she said over the comm. “I like this.”

      “Still want to try the others?” I asked.

      She thought for a moment, then nodded. “I should,” she said. “As much as I like this, I might like one of the others more.”

      Angie grinned at me from the hood of the BearCat as Gwen went to pick up the Glock next. Our doctor took a couple of shots, missed the first, hit with the second. A thoughtful look crossed her face, then she squeezed off a third shot, hitting another bottle.

      “Hard call,” Gwen said. “This one is lighter and just as comfortable to fire.”

      “I like that particular Glock model,” Angie threw in. “It is lighter and more compact, but it doesn’t pay the price in accuracy.”

      “I kind of prefer the Sig,” Jake added from where he leaned on the BearCat’s fender. “The whole point is to figure out what works the best for you, you know?”

      “Exactly,” I agreed. “Everyone is going to have a weapon of preference. You want to find yours.”

      “I guess I should try the last one, then,” Gwen said and walked over to put down the Glock and retrieve the Sig. She hefted it thoughtfully, then walked back to the line I’d kicked out on the dirt. “It’s a little thicker than the M92,” she observed, “but I think it’s about the same as the Glock.”

      I caught Angie smirking, and my inner twelve-year-old thought, “That’s what she said,” but I just nodded and told her, “Take a few shots.”

      While she settled back at the firing line, I paced over to where the other guns were laid out and cleared each one so I could reload their magazines.

      Gwen missed the first shot, like she’d done fairly consistently during this exercise. The second and third, though, splattered the plastic bottles effectively.

      “Hm,” she said thoughtfully. “That wasn’t bad. I think I do like the Glock better, but it’s very close.”

      “There you go,” I said and looked over at Angie. “How about you get her fitted with a holster? I figure she should start getting used to carrying.”

      “On it,” the Marine replied and slid down from the hood to escort Gwen over to Bruce’s truck.

      “Are we done?” Bruce asked over the comm.

      “Yep,” I replied. “Let’s get things set up for spotter training.”

      “Right,” Jake pushed off of the fender, stretched a bit, and we headed over to meet Bruce, collect the signs they’d gathered, and head off into the overgrown green to place them.

      “So,” the old survivalist asked as we carried the signs out into the knee-high grass. “Where do you want me to shoot from?”

      “Where do you want to shoot from?” I countered.

      He paused and looked back at the two vehicles and the clubhouse beyond. “Clubhouse roof, I think,” Bruce answered. “Good view of the course, but just awkward enough to push Gwen a little.”

      “Not a bad choice,” Jake agreed. I could tell that the sergeant was studying us, but I wasn’t sure if he was impressed or not. It didn’t really matter to me, so long as he stayed on our side, but still, I was ready to shoot him if he decided to turn his coat.

      It took a while to get the street sign “targets” placed. Maybe we should have taken one of the vehicles, but part of the test would be getting Gwen to identify targets, then help Bruce to locate them and adjust his aim. Fifty BMG was damn near a guaranteed kill shot if it hit anywhere on a person’s torso. It was also good for pretty much any unarmored vehicle target, and could punch through normal exterior and interior walls while retaining enough energy to kill who- or whatever might be hidden behind those walls.

      Some of the targets were half-hidden, as well. Part of Bruce’s job in this was to teach Gwen how to look for such things. I thought we had a pretty good setup by the time we started to trudge back to the clubhouse.

      By the time we got back, the girls had broken out MREs for everyone to eat, supplemented by some canned sodas.

      “Since the power’s back,” Angie informed us. “We’ve got one refrigerator on, and some drinks in it. Might as well enjoy ourselves a little.”

      “Eat, drink, and make merry,” Jake said. “For tomorrow, we may die.”

      “Aren’t you just mister ray of freakin’ sunshine,” Angie huffed at the sergeant, then looked at me. “Once everyone eats, then we’re working with Gwen on spotting, right?”

      “Seems I have a lot to learn today,” the doctor muttered dryly. “I’m good for it.”

      “It’s easy,” I say. “You just get to sit with Bruce, locate targets for him, tell him where they are, and let him know if he missed, and by how much.”

      “Easy,” she nodded, clearly unbelieving.

      We divvied up the MREs, took our sodas, and headed over to the outdoor patio of the clubhouse. The tables and chairs were still in decent shape, although we had to pick them up and dust out the gathered leaves before we could sit down.

      “This ain’t so bad a place,” Wilcox said, once we tucked into the food.

      “Better than Afghanistan,” I observed.

      “That’s for damn sure,” he agreed, smiling faintly.

      The conversation trailed off as we filled ourselves on military rations and lukewarm sodas.

      “You know,” I said thoughtfully. “I wonder if I can get running water in this place.”

      “There are pumps for the irrigation,” Bruce said as he pointed to another shed. “Pretty sure that’s the pumphouse.”

      “I’ll check it out,” I said. “Hell, we might even still have some water pressure from the tower, unless a line broke.”

      “I doubt this place is on city water,” Wilcox opined. “The question is how potable it is.”

      “We’ve got several filter pumps for that,” I said. “We just need to make sure we use them to purify any water we plan on drinking.”

      “Of course,” he said, nodding.

      I leaned back in the creaking metal chair and yawned. Not even a day had gone by, and I already missed the homestead. The reckoning was coming, and like any sane man, I already wished it was over.

      “Well,” Bruce’s voice broke through my brooding. “If everyone’s done stuffing their faces, we should get on with the training.”

      “Right,” Gwen sighed and rose to her feet. “Where are we going, and what do I need?”

      “Alright,” the survivalist motioned to her. “Come with me, and I’ll get you outfitted. We’ll be shooting from the roof of the clubhouse.”

      “How do you mean to get up there?” she asked.

      “There’s bound to be access for the HVAC,” he replied as they walked off. “If not, there’s probably a ladder.”

      Jake, Angie, and I watched them go.

      “Well,” Wilcox said. “There goes an odd pair.”

      “You have no idea,” Angie muttered.

      “I think she’ll surprise him,” I said, nodding. “She’s sharp.”

      “Of course she is,” she agreed. “I still don’t know a damn thing about Bruce’s service record.”

      “He doesn’t talk about it,” Jake added. “I get the impression it was traumatic for him. Thing is, he knows too much to have just been a civilian.”

      “Wish we still had the internet,” I chuckled.

      “We could at least look him up and see if he was CMH or Purple Heart,” Angie grumbled. “As it is, we just have to take him at his word.”

      That was an interesting assumption. I couldn’t remember Bruce ever saying he’d served. He did wear dog tags, I thought, but I’d never seen them. Maybe it didn’t really matter, so long as the old man could do everything he claimed to be able to.

      “If anyone would actually know,” I said. “It’d be Gene.”

      “He won’t say,” Angie complained. “I tried that angle.”

      “Of course you did,” I laughed.

      “I think that I’m going to hit the head before the shooting starts,” Jake said. “Anyone need a drink from that fridge?”

      I weighed the option of following him, then dismissed it. If he vanished, then we’d pull up stakes and head straight for Price’s church, if it was even where we’d been told. I was taking a hell of a chance on the man.

      “Beer of some kind,” Angie said. “Any kind that doesn’t have “Light” in the name.”

      “Gotcha,” he nodded. “What about you, Henry?”

      “I think a beer sounds good,” I replied, watching Bruce and Gwen heading from the M35 towards the clubhouse. He had the heavy rifle-case for his Barrett, and she carried a smaller, but still substantial, rucksack.

      “Better hurry,” Angie warned.

      “Yeah,” the sergeant replied. “I’ll be right back.”

      He hurried off after the pair to catch up before they walked into the building. I looked over at Angie.

      “Go for it,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Doctor Markovski,” the Marine grinned. “If you can find the time. When we get back, if you can’t.”

      I sighed and blushed faintly.

      “You all are sick,” I grumbled, then laughed. “You’re going to wear me out.”

      “What can we say, Specialist Forrest,” she teased. “You’re a catch.”

      “I never would have imagined that before-” I waved a hand in a circle.

      “Nah,” Angie asserted. “I’m pretty sure you were always a hell of a catch. It’s just that there were too many distractions before.”

      “Two doctors, a student, and a Marine,” I said with a shake of my head. “And you all get along. I’m a lucky son of a bitch.”

      “Yep.” She grinned. “You are.”

      “Far be it from me to complain, then,” I said. With that, I leaned over to kiss her.

      The young woman met me halfway. Her lips parted against mine, and our tongues had a quick tangle. When we drew apart, I asked, “You’re sure?”

      She nodded. “So’s she.”

      “I guess you talked to the others?”

      “Of course,” Angie laughed. “Do you really think that Gwen would leave that sort of thing to chance? She’s friends with all of us. The last thing she wanted to do was poach. It’s just that she saw how happy the four of us are, and she kind of liked you from day one.”

      “I kind of wish that it hadn’t been the end of the damn world that improved my desirability,” I mock-complained. The women were probably the best thing that had happened to me since I woke up in the aftermath of the Reaper Virus.

      I was happy as hell that Doctor Gwen Markovski wanted to be a part of my little family, but I did need to find the time to speak with her. In private.
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      Angie and I watched from the patio while Bruce and Gwen set up a little sniper nest on the roof of the golf course clubhouse. Jake came back about halfway through with a six-pack of Samuel Adams.

      I just grinned as Angie asked, “Where the hell did you find those?”

      “The kitchen cooler,” he replied. “There’s some pretty nice stuff in there. Doesn’t look like anyone raided this place at all.”

      “Just the rodents,” I observed, recalling the rats and mice we’d seen when we first entered the building.

      “True,” he said. “Cooler was sealed, so nothing had gotten in.”

      He took a seat as we all popped the tops on the beers and settled back to watch events unfold above us.

      Bruce was showing Gwen some item or other, probably optics. He already had the big Barrett Light Fifty loaded and sitting on its bipod while they talked.

      “So,” Angie fixed her eyes on Jake. “What convinced you to change sides?”

      Like Jackie or Estelle, the young Marine wasn’t afraid to say what she thought or ask the hard questions. I’d never specifically asked the sergeant about his motivations, but my talk with him at the jail in Opelika convinced me that he wasn’t entirely kosher with Reverend Price and his new world order, or new neighborhood order, or whatever. I just leaned back, sipped my beer, and listened. It wouldn’t be long before we’d be surprised by shooting from above, but for now, I was curious.

      Jake glanced at me, then back at Angie, and frowned slightly.

      “I never really bought into what Ray was selling,” he replied finally. “I mean, he did offer stability to the survivors that filtered in, and I was one of the early ones. Oddly enough, he already had Stern and Chandler with him.”

      “Where do they fit in?” I asked, unable to hold back.

      “Jonathan Stern, you know about,” Jake answered. “I think I told you a little about Baron Chandler, too, didn’t I?”

      “Tech guru, isn’t he?” Angie asked.

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Got the cell network working across Birmingham, set up the radio broadcast and long-range communications we’ve got. That’s the one flaw I’m seeing in this idea of taking down the militia compounds first. Price will know.”

      “I’m almost counting on it,” I told him. “We’ll move fast and disable a couple of the towers to create a distraction, then hit the compound on the west side. We’ll have what, about a half-hour or so before reinforcements get there from Price’s church?”

      Jake nodded slowly. I’d thought a great deal about how to conduct this attack. We needed to divert or disable the militias from coming to the aid of the suburban group. Small, fast attacks were the best way I figured to do it. Price and Chandler wouldn’t likely leave their home base, but we’d get some of the combatants out of the way chasing us.

      Angie studied me.

      “What’s on your mind, Henry?” she asked.

      A moment later, we all jumped as Bruce’s big rifle spoke. The first target dinged as the fast-moving, half-inch round punched a hole clean through it.

      “Maybe we should have put on our headsets,” I complained. The others nodded, and we put them on.

      “-right where you said you’d put it,” Gwen said over the radio.

      “What’s the next one?” Bruce asked calmly.

      “That’s the five-hundred yard one, right?” she asked.

      “Yes, it is,” he replied.

      “About, umm, two hundred yards further on, left, half hidden by landscaping.”

      Gwen sat beside the prone Bruce, headset on and eye pressed to the viewfinder of a nice-looking, tripod-mounted spotting scope.

      “Alright,” he announced. “I see it. Taking the shot.”

      A moment of silence, then a thunderous crack shook the air as he fired. Another ding, and Gwen announced, “Hit. A bit high, and the target fell over behind the bush.”

      “No problem,” Bruce said. “Where’s target three?”

      “Umm,” she trailed off.

      I don’t know why we were all so fascinated watching and listening in on Bruce calling targets, but we were.

      “Right,” Gwen said. “About three-hundred yards. Just in sight at the edge of the second sand trap.”

      “Damn,” Angie muttered. “She’s good.”

      I just nodded and took another sip of beer, eyes focused on the roof of the clubhouse.

      “I see it,” Bruce reported. “Taking the shot at eight-hundred yards.”

      Another big boom, but no ding followed.

      “Miss,” Gwen said. “Low.”

      “Got it,” Bruce said. “Taking the shot.”

      That time the fifty-caliber boom was followed by a solid ding from the distant target.

      “Damn,” Jake mouthed, right before taking another drink of beer.

      One miss and one hit at eight-hundred yards weren’t bad. I wondered how well they’d do at the thousand-yard mark.

      “Hit,” Gwen reported over the comm. “A little left and high.”

      Bruce just chuckled. “Last one, and I’ve got one round left in the magazine.”

      “Alright,” Gwen said. We watched her scan the green for a long moment. “Two hundred yards or so past the last one, right on the edge of the woods. It’s tucked halfway behind the pine tree with the broken top.”

      “Good eye,” Bruce commented. “I see it.” He grew silent, then murmured, “Taking the shot.”

      Another moment passed, then the thunder-crack of a shot. As the echo died off, Gwen reported. “Hit. A little low, but…” her voice trailed off.

      “How long did it take you to get that good, old man?” Angie said over the radio.

      “Do you know how little there is to do in the Arizona desert, girl?” he says with a laugh. “After I bought this thing, I spent a lot of money over four years shooting it. It’s not like I didn’t have the space.”

      “That explains a lot,” I said thoughtfully, then, “Well. I’m satisfied.”

      “Yep,” Angie agreed. “Where d'you learn to teach, Gassler?”

      “Some things are easiest with a blank slate,” he replied. “Gwen here followed instructions to the letter. She’s a positive joy to work with, unlike you.”

      Jake raised an eyebrow and looked at me. I just shrugged. They had been like that with each other almost since I first met them. Hell, if they were ever nice to each other, I’d start worrying.

      “Okay, you two,” I looked up at the roof. “Quit playing around up there and let’s plan our attack. We start before dawn tomorrow.”

      “Great,” Angie sighed. “No sleeping in?”

      “Nope,” I said. “I want to get this over with and get home.”

      “That sounds like a good idea to me,” Bruce said over the comm. “Sooner started, sooner done.”

      “So long as we don’t die,” Wilcox added.

      “Go get some more beer,” I said to him with a roll of my eyes. “We don’t need your bad attitude.”

      “Not without alcohol at least,” Angie laughed.

      “Right, right,” the sergeant stood and wandered off towards the clubhouse while Gwen and Bruce made their way down from the roof with their gear.

      Eventually, we all gathered back on the patio with a couple of maps from one of the rest areas we’d passed. Jake marked three points, one to the west, one to the north, and one not that much further north than our current position.

      “Those are the targets,” he said. “I know what you want to do, but we could hit Price, probably before his reinforcements could get there.”

      “That’s not the point,” I said, resting my hands on the table and frowning faintly. “I want to hit the compounds first because we’ll spread out whatever forces he’s got on a wild-goose chase.”

      “How much effort are we putting into each one of these, then?” Bruce asked, tapping the two marked compounds.

      “We need to move fast, hit hard, and leave them thinking we’re a much bigger force. I’ve been thinking about it,” I said. “I know it sounds a bit overcomplicated, but our best weapon here is surprise and misdirection. You guys had some intel on us, but how much did you pass on to the Reverend?”

      “Not much,” Wilcox replied. “Just that you had enough people for a small farm, poorly defended. We never saw much of your,” he chuckles. “Military arm, until you took us out. Glad I kept my particular team together.”

      “Yeah,” Angie said. “You don’t seem real broken up about the men we took out.”

      Jake shrugged. “Militia types on loan. Kind of assholes, really. Not the kind of soldiers I really wanted to be saddled with, but Price kept the experienced men close, sending one or two out on the missions Stern and I ran for him.”

      “That’s why you only had the one actual soldier, along with the civvie tech expert,” I mused.

      “Yep,” he nodded. “There were maybe five of us in total from the different bases in Alabama, and about fifteen or twenty militia types. They mostly stayed at their locations until Price called for them… or rather, when Stern did.”

      “Huh,” I muttered, then, “Anyway. I’m starting to think there’s no point in disabling their communications. They have radio and limited cellular.”

      “That’s why I’m suggesting that we don’t fool around with the militia bases,” Jake waved a hand at the map. “If we give them time to prepare, then we’ll face a stronger resistance.”

      “But,” Bruce threw in, “I think I see the virtue of Henry’s way.”

      Angie leaned back in her chair and took a drink of her beer while Gwen just listened. Jake looked sharply over at the old survivalist. “How so?”

      “They have communications,” he explained. “Still, we have surprise on our side, along with a highly mobile combat vehicle. I think the idea of creating confusion in the ranks is better than heading straight for the head of the hydra.”

      “Price will have Stern guarding him, but…” Jake trailed off. “But other than one or two soldiers, that’ll be it. Most of the people living near the church are non-coms. There’s no real fortification, just neighborhood gates. I mean, there’s remote arm Claymore mines out and about, along with a handful of armed civilians who make up his congregation. I know my way around there, unless it’s changed.”

      “We should figure it has,” Bruce says. “Better to be pleasantly surprised than blown the hell up.”

      “Definitely not a fan of being blown up,” Gwen commented.

      “I suppose I get it,” the sergeant said thoughtfully, then leaned back with his beer and scratched his head. “I just hope it works out like you expect it to.”

      “Are you still in?” I asked.

      “Hell, yeah,” he replied. “The more I think about it, the more I want to see the look on Stern’s face when everything comes crashing down.”

      “What’s your beef with Stern, anyway?” Angie asked. “You worked for him, didn’t you?”

      Jake spat. “With,” he replied. “Only under Price’s orders.”

      “You know much about Jonathan Stern?” I asked Angie.

      She shook her head. “I think I’ve heard you guys talk about him, but other than him being the right-hand man of Ray Price, I’ve got no idea.”

      “Jonathan Stern was court-martialed a few years before the virus hit for supposedly murdering a bunch of civilians during an op in Afghanistan,” I replied. “A state politician reached out through a Senator and got his sentence commuted by the President. As I recall-”

      “The state politician who started it all was Reverend Raymond Price,” Bruce filled in. “I followed that case.”

      “Stern is the kind of soldier that gives us a bad name,” Wilcox continued. “He’s a right bastard with a mile-wide mean streak. I still suspect that he’s the real power behind the throne in Price’s group, but the Reverend calls the shots with the militias.”

      “I remember his re-election campaign for the state senate,” I mused. “Most of the people I knew thought he was a few fries short of a Happy Meal, but he somehow pulled it off.”

      “Wasn’t he going to be trying for the Senate in 2020?” Gwen asked. “I saw something about him on the news, I think.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past him,” I said, then shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter, now, I guess. Jake, do you know if there are non-coms in the militia compounds?”

      “Like I said back at the homestead,” he answered. “Probably. Some of these guys came in with girls in tow. Really meek and dressed all like Amish or something.”

      “Holy Handmaids, Batman,” Gwen muttered.

      “Yeah, no,” I said flatly. “Guess we’ll have to dig a little deeper.”

      “That’s what I was afraid to hear,” the sergeant complained.

      “You know,” I mused as the gears in my brain whirred. “I have a better idea, now.”

      “What is it?” Bruce asked. “And does it involve us getting shot?”

      “No to the second question,” I replied, then swept my gaze around the table. “Let’s just take that compound, free anybody willing to join us, then ambush anyone Price sends.”

      “Huh,” Angie said, exchanging looks with Gwen. “Might work.”

      “Unless they’re there of their own free will,” Jake grumbled. “Then we have to shoot them.”

      “That’s a hell of a choice,” Bruce said, stroking his mustache. “We’ll have to go dig Price out, most likely, but he seems to be more the type of person to keep throwing his limited manpower at a problem than taking direct command.”

      “It might separate Price and Stern,” I added. “That would make this,” I tapped the Reverend’s neighborhood on the map. “A little easier.”

      “It might,” Jake hid his mouth behind his beer bottle as he took another swig. “I’m uncertain, but that’s your fault.”

      “How is it our fault?” Angie demanded.

      “You won,” he replied. “I thought I had the advantage, but no.” A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. “Still. Whatever you want to try, I’m game.”

      “No matter what it is, we’re going to get moving before dawn, and hopefully strike at first light,” I said as I stood. “I’m going to get some sleep.”
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      Oh-Dark-Thirty found us creeping along a rural road, lights off, navigating by infrared and low-light as we headed towards the Holy Freedom of Alabama compound. We’d left the M35 back at the golf course, which meant Bruce, the Barrett, and Gwen had packed into the BearCat with the rest of us.

      The plan was to drop them along the road leading into the walled and fenced off area itself, then Angie would get on the M2 in the vehicle’s turret while Jake, in armor, walked ahead to clear any noticeable obstacles. We were counting on the guards being lax or nonexistent in the wake of the virus, although we were ready if they weren’t.

      I braked to a halt and stared at the monitors. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Angie and Jake leaned in to look as well.

      “A bus?” he asked.

      “Yep,” she confirmed.

      “Someone watched The Road Warrior,” I grumbled. An old Greyhound bus sat motionless across the road ahead, metal plates welded over the windows and covering the tires. IR showed the engine was a little warmer than the surrounding metal, but there was no sign of anyone. On either side of the road was a ditch, and the forest beyond came right up to the edge of it.

      “This complicates things,” Jake said.

      I looked back over my shoulder. “Bruce, can you get into position from here?”

      He scooted up and looked at the road ahead, then the monitors. “Sure,” the old man replied. “I can take Gwen and get into position, then give you a quick report back.”

      “We might need it,” I said, nodding. “Looks like we’ve got to find another way around.”

      “Or move the bus,” Jake suggested.

      “We won’t have much time once it starts up,” I mused while Bruce and Gwen gathered their gear and disembarked. The old guy paused to help her into a set of low-light gear, then donned his own optics and closed the door. “But, go ahead, sergeant. Hell, let’s lead with it.”

      Wilcox grinned. “Should be able to knock down a gate.” He nodded and started getting his gear together. “Just make sure not to shoot me,” he told Angie.

      “No guarantees,” she said, grinning broadly.

      “Open up the comms, and we’ll wait for Bruce’s report,” I said and dropped the BearCat into idle as Jake slipped out and closed the door quietly behind him.

      Like Murphy always said, no plan survived first contact, even if there weren’t any enemies out and about.

      Time ticked by. Jake got into position and settled in to wait. Angie moved to man the turret, and I watched the monitors. The vehicle was equipped with more than just front-facing cameras. It had a full, three-hundred-and-sixty degree view of the surroundings, with low-light and infrared capabilities. The Atlanta Police Department had spared no expense purchasing this particular BearCat, and we were the ones who benefited.

      It took a lot less time than I thought for Bruce to report in. His quiet voice crackled over our headsets, saying, “We’re in position on the roof of a house about a quarter-mile from the compound and up on a hill. Good view from here, but we are a bit exposed.”

      “How do things look?”

      “Quiet,” he replied. “Couple of guards, but they aren’t really paying a lot of attention. Looks like all the heavier guns point out.”

      “What about non-coms?” I asked.

      “None in sight, wait, hold that thought,” He got quiet.

      “There is a man dragging a woman from one of the buildings by her hair,” Gwen reported flatly.

      “It’s go time,” I said.

      The bus roared to life and began trundling up the road towards the gate, building speed as I guided the armored truck onto the road behind it. My heart quickened as adrenaline surged through my system.

      “Taking the shot,” Bruce said over the radio, and a moment later, I imagined I heard the flat crack of his Barrett Light-Fifty.

      The barbed wire and wood walls over the compound loomed ahead in the darkness, and explosions rocked the armored bus as it plowed through what had to be a nest of claymores arrayed along the sides of the dirt road. Jake swore loudly, but the heavily reinforced vehicle rumbled on to strike the steel gate like a battering ram.

      Several tons of bus moving at about thirty miles per hour, especially with probably a thousand pounds or more of steel welded to it, was about as effective a breaching device as we could want. The steel gate wasn’t anywhere near a match for it, and the bus quite literally tore the gate from its moorings and threw aside. As the bus rumbled on through, it crashed into the main house before coming to a final stop.

      Machinegun fire rattled sporadically from the guard towers, and people scurried hither and yon, emerging from the buildings in little more than skivvies, but armed with various small arms, up to and including what looked like M27s.

      Not far away, a shocked woman sat in the dirt beside the remains of a burly man who was missing about a quarter of his torso.

      “Free fire,” I said. “Watch for non-coms, though. Angie, I’m going to try to get the woman under cover.”

      “Bring her in if she’ll come,” the Marine replied grimly, adding short bursts of M2 fire to the general chaos.

      I grabbed up my own rifle as I slid across and out of the BearCat to drop down not far from the frozen woman.

      “Get in,” I shouted to her, pointing to the open door behind me as I turned and took aim at one of the towers. Two men were working on pulling up the mounted gun to turn it on the courtyard.”

      Finally getting that she was being rescued, the woman nodded to me, then pointed towards a smaller cottage. “Help,” was all she said before clambering up into the armored car.

      I backed up to the door. “Angie,” I said over the comm. “Keep things tight here. I’m going to button you up.”

      “What’s up?”

      “Non-coms in the cottage,” I replied. “Jake, meet me there.”

      “Quick as I can,” came the reply.

      One of the guards in the tower lost his head to Bruce’s fifty while I took off running for the smaller house. About halfway there, Wilcox joined me, and we hit the porch at the same time, moving to flank the doors.

      There weren’t many people here, like we expected, but the main house flared with light, and whoever was inside started shooting out. Guards evacuated the towers to run for cover, heading for the main building as well.

      “Holy shit,” the sergeant muttered as he quickly checked the door. “This thing’s bolted from this side.”

      I shot a look at the windows. All of them I could see were barred, and the construction didn’t look new at all. I briefly wondered if these people had been involved in human trafficking before the virus, or if this was just normal for these kinds of cults. They’d never been much that I’d paid attention to.

      “Cover me,” I said to Jake. This was definitely a make or break moment.

      “Someone on the roof with a sniper rifle,” Bruce reported. “Pretty sure they’ve spotted me.”

      “I see them,” Gwen said. “Behind the chimney on the northernmost corner.”

      “Got him,” Bruce muttered. “Taking the shot, then getting under cover.”

      Jake swept the business end of his M27 over the emptied courtyard. For all the fire and thunder, I only counted three or four bodies. That did jibe with what we knew of the place, that there were maybe ten combatants at the most.

      While he covered me and Bruce took the shot, I pulled the lock gun out of a pocket on my vest and applied it to the padlock and twin deadbolts holding the steel door of the cottage closed.

      “Got it,” I reported after a minute.

      The chimney of the main house practically exploded as Bruce’s shot struck it square on. Whoever was behind it was either dead or under cover.

      “I lost him,” Gwen said.

      “Pulling back,” Bruce added.

      “Find a new place to set up,” I said. “We need the overwatch.”

      “On it,” came the answer.

      “Ready?” I asked Jake.

      “Pretty much,” he replied. Silence reigned over the courtyard. Even the small arms fire from the central building had stopped.

      I took a deep breath and opened the door into the cottage. “Anyone here?” I yelled. “We’re here to help.”

      After a moment, a woman’s voice called, “If you are, then, please. We’re in here.”

      “I’m not so sure of this,” Jake muttered.

      “We have to,” I said. If there were people in trouble, there was no way I’d pass them by, even if there was a risk.”

      “Be careful,” Angie said. “Our new friend says there should be five in there, but there might be one or two in the main house.”

      “I hope not,” I said as I advanced into the house. “That’s going to be a hard nut to crack.”

      “I’ll keep them pinned down,” she told me. “They’re probably planning something or getting heavier weapons.”

      “With our luck, it’s the latter,” I muttered.

      I emerged into a living room sort of area arrayed with several cots. All but two had women, ranging from teenager to middle-aged, crouching on the floor beside them. I scowled. There was a camp toilet by each cot, and the women all had chains from a band around their ankle to the leg of their cot, and the cots were bolted to the floor.

      One of the older women, probably in her forties or early fifties, looked up at me. “We heard the shooting, and we don’t know who you are, but can you get us out of here?”

      I looked at them. None of these women wore anything more than a nightgown, and their eyes held a tormented emptiness.

      “On it,” I said, slinging my rifle. “Jake, keep watch.”

      “Yeah,” he replied darkly, and I knew he’d seen what I had.

      “Are there any others?” I asked the older woman.

      “Millie,” she said. “Horace dragged her out right before the shooting started.”

      “She’s safe,” I replied. “They didn’t make it to the house, and the girl’s in the armored truck. What about in the main house?”

      One of the younger girls shook her head. “Tonight was Jeffrey’s night with us,” she said. “Horace was taking Millie to him.”

      “Who’s Jeffrey?” I asked as I started working on the older woman’s bolted cuff with my multi-tool.

      “He’s the leader here,” another girl said. “And there are the Walker twins.”

      “They don’t count,” said the older woman.

      “Yeah,” piped in a third. “They’re part of the cult.”

      “I have an important question,” I said. It wasn’t hard freeing the first of the women from her cuff, and she stayed low and moved to the doorway behind Wilcox. Small arms fire started up again, then the rattle of the BearCat’s machinegun quieted that down. “Did any of you get sick and recover, or have you been isolated here?”

      “Nina got a cold last week,” one of the girls said.

      “How long have you been here?” I started on the second set of cuffs.

      “I’ve been here a couple of years,” said the older woman. “Nina and Alice, maybe a year, then Christine and Millie a couple of months ago. Horace caught them traveling through, and the Reverend said he could keep them.”

      “Henry,” Jake said, disbelief in his voice. “You’ve gotta see this.”

      “Hold on,” I told the girl I was working on, Christine. She nodded, and I hurried to the doorway.

      A side door of the house opened, out of view of the Bearcat, and someone wearing what had to be EOD armor came marching around the house, along with a pair of heavyset folks in military kit, carrying M-16s with underslung M203s.

      “Incoming with grenade launchers,” I said over the comm. “This side of the house. Heavy armor.”

      Just as I said that, one of the two turned and squeezed off a couple of short bursts in our direction. The armored one shouted something that I couldn’t make out, and his escorts peeled off to head towards where Jake and I took cover.

      “Thanks,” Angie said as I turned and shouted down the hall.

      “Get down and stay down!”

      The two attacking us didn’t have much in the way of cover, but they must have been wearing some kind of level III armor. We couldn’t get the penetration to drop them from the 5.56 mm rounds the M27s used. Something bigger was in order.

      A burst of fire from the corner drew my eye. The bastard in the modified EOD suit packed a flamethrower.

      “Should’ve gone with the Creedmoor,” I muttered as Wilcox and I kept firing at the armored pair. Fortunately for us, they couldn’t do much more than sporadic suppression fire.

      Unfortunately, we couldn’t do much better.

      Bloop!

      A sudden explosion sent the big man with the flamethrower flying back around the house. Our two dance partners swung around in surprise.

      “Taking the shot,” Bruce said over the headset.

      One of the two stiffened as his helmet blew off his head in a spray of red. The old survivalist and Gwen must have moved to a new position to rejoin the battle. The other one recognized the better part of valor and took off towards the shelter of the house.

      I shot their legs out from under them, then Jake and I focused our fire on keeping the EOD armored guy down. Angie fired again, too, the 40mm grenade taking him dead center and sending him sprawling again.

      Then he exploded. One of our shots must have breached the fuel tank of the flamethrower. He staggered a few steps, dropped to his knees, then fell forward onto his face and burned. His two escorts burned as well as they’d fallen well within the blast radius of the flamethrower’s fuel tank.

      Silence fell once again.
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      “Everyone okay?” I asked over the comm. “Sound off.”

      “I’m good,” Angie reported first.

      “Bruce here,” the old survivalist said.

      “Gwen Markovski, reporting.”

      “You know I’m okay,” Jake grumbled from beside me.

      “Bruce, I need to borrow your spotter. We’ve got about five, maybe six women who need to be checked out,” I said. “Angie, go with her, and bring a tool kit.”

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “I’ll bring…” There was a pause. “Millie, here.”

      “On my way,” Gwen added.

      “Ladies,” I called back into the cottage. “Some of my folks are coming in to see to you. Millie is with them. Sit tight, and everything will be okay.”

      “We’re good at sitting tight,” the older woman called, and I realized I hadn’t gotten her name.

      Still, we still had a job to do. There was no way to tell if these people had called or radioed for help, yet. We needed to round up any more of them, and we also needed to put out the ones on fire.

      Enter Angie. She doused the three dead with spray from the BearCat’s fire extinguisher on her way to the cottage. That would keep any of their ammo from cooking off, at least.

      “Thanks,” I told her as Jake and I passed by. Gwen was about halfway to us, moving quickly with her EMT bag over her shoulder. Angie gave me a nod and moved to the doorway of the cottage.

      Jake and I flanked the door that the flamethrower guy emerged from. He covered me while I tried it. Unlocked. I nodded to him and turned the handle. The steel door swung open on a dim, cinderblock hallway. I slipped in, and the sergeant followed. We cleared the main level, quickly going door to door. At the front of the house, we found a couple of dead men in wife beaters and soiled boxers caught by machine-gun rounds that punched through the wood and cinder block, along with the steel door.

      Jake and I exchanged glances. The place was tough, made to resist small arms for sure, but not much stood in the way of .50 caliber rounds aside from heavy vehicle armor. Maybe it was a testament to the construction of the place that the M2 shots hadn’t gone any deeper into the house.

      After Bruce moved from his first overwatch position, someone could have possibly snuck out the back, though. That was a possibility we couldn’t discount. What we did find as we finished our search were doors up to the attic, and down to the basement.

      “Up or down,” Jake asked.

      I studied the doors for a moment, then pulled out my multitool and some pennies that I had found in the pocket of a pair of jeans a month back. He watched me wedge a small stack of them between the door and the jamb, then grinned. We both knew that trick. You could effectively block a door that opened inward blocked by putting pressure on the bolt so that the mechanism couldn’t move it. Someone still could force it, but not quietly or easily.

      The sergeant shot me a thumbs-up, and we turned to the basement door. We already knew it was unlocked, which meant that it wasn’t that likely anyone was still in the house. It was still our job to clear it.

      Finding no one shooting at us down there was a relief. Instead of soldiers, the basement held a small infirmary, a couple of steel cabinets, and a little chapel of sorts. The worship area was full of lots of imagery of the Archangel Michael and the Confederate flag. In some of the pictures, Michael held a sword in one hand and a flag in the other. Most of them were painted on black velvet.

      “Does that angel have a mullet?” Jake whispered.

      I stifled a laugh, although the comment made me look twice. Despite that, we cleared the basement and moved back up to the attic door.

      After I pried out the coins, the handle turned easily, and we made our way up the stairs with weapons ready. Just as my head cleared the top, I heard a shotgun rack and backed off quickly, right behind Wilcox. Whoever was up there fired, racked, fired again, blowing up chunks of wood and flooring.

      “They’re inside,” a man said. “They’re trying to get to me.”

      Well, either there was more than one up there, or this guy was communicating with someone outside.

      “I think they’re after them women,” he continued. “Yeah. I’m ready for ‘em.”

      Jake looked at me and shook his head, then patted one of the tear gas grenades on his belt. I nodded and pulled on my gas mask. Ever since the fight at the CDC, we’d added them to our standard kit. It hadn’t taken any real convincing to get the sergeant to adopt the practice, and he’d insisted on loading a few of the gas grenades.

      “Y’all still down there?” the man shouted.

      “Yep,” Jake called back, his voice a little muffled by the mask. The shotgun boomed again, and he drew the grenade, pulled the pin, and tossed it up the stairs as we headed back down.

      “Oh, shit!” the man yelled. “Gas!”

      I pulled the door shut, and we withdrew, taking positions far enough out of the way to not worry if the fellow came down shooting. From the loud sounds of cursing and coughing, our enemy probably didn’t have a mask.

      It took two blasts of the shotgun and a fumbling yank of the door for the man to get it open and come stumbling out.

      Jake and I both fired as he turned the shotgun in our direction. The short bursts stitched bloody holes across his torso, and our target fell.

      “I see smoke,” Bruce called over the radio. “Are you guys okay?”

      “It’s tear gas,” I replied. “We had to flush one out. He was on the horn with someone.”

      “You get him?”

      “We did,” I acknowledged.

      This particular militia member wore a set of grimy coveralls with a name patch that read Abel. A cellphone lay at the bottom of the stairs, its badly cracked screen showing a lock pattern. I picked it up. There was no connection.

      Considering everything we’d overheard, someone would head this way, and we needed to make sure we had a welcome ready.

      We also had to get the women to safety.

      “Possible incoming from somewhere,” I said over the comm. “Angie, are the ladies ready to travel?”

      “Almost got the last one free,” she replied. “Gwen’s giving them a quick look-over, but no one seems to be hurt or anything.”

      “Finish up quick as you can,” I told her. “Bruce, I need you to join Jake and me. We’re pulling out in ten.”

      “That’s what she said,” Angie laughed, then grew serious. “We’ll be ready. The last one’s free, and I’m going to get the others to move their things to the BearCat.”

      “How far are we going?” Jake asked.

      “Not far,” I answered. “We’re taking the women to the house Bruce and Gwen used for a sniper nest, and the rest of us are going to set up for a quick ambush.”

      He nodded. “We’ll have maybe twenty minutes to an hour, depending on who was on the phone with that guy.”

      “Be nice if it was Price,” I mused. “I’d love to get things over with quickly.”

      Bruce joined the pair of us, and we did a quick run-through of the house and other buildings. The sergeant hadn’t been kidding when he said these people had a lot of guns. They had ammo to spare, too. More than we could carry in the BearCat, but there were a couple of pickups that looked like they could have been rejects from a Mad Max movie.

      Still, with the time we had, we needed to limit ourselves. The whole point here was to make it look like we’d hit the place and moved on fast. We grabbed some ammunition, which included a full box of 40mm high-explosive grenades, and piled into the BearCat to head back up the road and down the dirt road to the house on the hill.

      I found out the older woman’s name was Rose. Her husband had joined the cult and brought her along, but he’d died soon after, and she’d been passed to Jeffrey. All the women had been married to the cult leader and shared around.

      It sort of took the sting out of killing all of those men, at least for me, and from the looks on the other’s faces as Rose recounted a quick version of their story, they weren’t shedding any tears, either.

      It was just a little after sunrise when we set up our rescues in the fairly nice, if empty, house on the hill. Bruce and Gwen went back to their nest, while Jake, Angie, and I portaged a spare M2 down to the road and back into the woods across from the compound entrance. Once we were there, we set up the machine gun as quickly as we could while watching the road.

      This time, in addition to my M27, I had my dearly beloved 6.5 Creedmoor. I moved off to one side and concealed myself in some undergrowth while Jake took up machine gun duties with Angie close by with her M32 grenade launcher. Whoever showed up to investigate was going to be met with extreme prejudice.

      Unfortunately, we had to indulge in the favorite pastime of the US Military; hurry up and wait.

      Minutes ticked by. It was over a half-hour since we cleared out of the compound. What was taking them so long?

      Of course, right as I started to consider we should get up and leave, the rumble of tires reached me, and over a hill from the north came a humvee leading a Stryker. I glanced over at Wilcox. He’d been the one that said the militia wasn’t that heavily equipped with armored vehicles.

      “What the hell?” Jake muttered over the radio as the two vehicles turned down the dirt road.

      “Two vehicles,” I radioed to Bruce.

      “I see them,” he said, then paused. “Looks to be about ten men. They’re spreading out.”

      “Any obvious commander?” I asked.

      “There is,” he replied. “Want me to take him?”

      “Hold a minute, Bruce. Take the shot when I give the word,” I replied.

      “Roger,” he answered.

      “We need to disable the Stryker,” I said and looked over at Angie. “Can you get close enough to hit it with some grenades?”

      “Of course,” she replied.

      “Do it,” I said, and she nodded and slipped off. “Let us know when you’re in position.”

      Jake and I waited nervously for the next few minutes while Bruce gave us a running commentary of the newcomers’ activities as they spread out and began a careful sweep of the militia compound.

      It wasn’t long after that Angie reported, “In position.”

      I slowly rose and leaned against the broad pine that I’d chosen for cover, then lifted my Creedmoor and sighted down the road to the compound. I could see one of the towers and the back end of the Stryker through the broken gate.

      “Are you out of Jake’s field of fire, Angie?” I asked.

      “Best I can be,” she replied. “I’ll head for the ditch on the left side of the drive. Give me thirty seconds.”

      “Gotcha,” Jake said.

      “Alright then,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Light ‘em up.”

      The boom of the Barrett and a sudden explosion inside the rear of the APC happened almost simultaneously. I aimed at a visible head, squeezed off a round from my rifle, and my reward was the sudden disappearance of my target. Chaos reigned.

      “Guy on top of the Hummer,” Gwen said over the radio. “Looks like he sees us.”

      “I got him,” Bruce said.

      Another 40mm grenade went off, followed by a second shot from Bruce. I fired a couple more times, then switched to my M27 and began squeezing off bursts of fire into the backside of the Stryker.

      Automatic fire chattered from the compound.

      “Clear,” Angie reported breathlessly.

      “Firing,” Jake replied in answer as he began squeezing off bursts of .50 caliber rounds. He slowly swept the M2 from right to left through the woods.

      “One headed for the rear guard tower,” Gwen said.

      “Got him, too.” Bruce fired again. “The machine gun’s not doing much more than keeping their heads down,” he reported. “They’re disorganized and panicked. Looks like they’re retreating into the houses.”

      “Good enough,” I said. “How many are down?”

      “About half,” he replied. “Along with their leader.”

      “Jake,” I said. “Ceasefire. Angie, could you get close enough to take a shot at the humvee?”

      “Sure can, boss,” she answered.

      I nodded and kept my M27 aimed into the thin smoke. Nothing moved as a minute passed, then another.

      Bloop! Bloop! Bloop!

      Three explosions blossomed up at the compound as, I imagined, the enemy humvee went up in flames from Angie’s rapid-fire M32.

      “Got it,” she reported. “Pulling back.”

      “Everyone but Bruce, ceasefire,” I commanded. “Hold overwatch and pop any hostile that shows their face. Angie, are you up to helping me clear?”

      “Good to go,” she replied.

      “Need me along?” Wilcox asked.

      “More the merrier,” I told him. “Let’s finish this and move on.”
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      I took point as the three of us moved carefully up the driveway to the broken gate and the smoking Stryker. Beyond it, the humvee sat on four flat tires, windows blown out, and a shredded corpse sprawled over the turret.

      “Damn,” Jake muttered. We’d all seen the aftermath of Angie’s love affair with the grenade launcher, so it wasn’t really that much of a surprise. Still, 40mm high explosive ammunition worked a number on the human body.

      There was no sign of anyone else in the yard, and the whole place was quiet.

      “Did you see which way they went?” I asked over the radio.

      “Two in the main house,” Gwen answered. Well, she was the spotter, after all. “One in the women’s quarters, and two in the back garage.”

      “Think they’ll get reinforcements?” I looked questioningly over at Jake.

      “I doubt it,” he said, indicating the corpse of a fully geared out soldier now missing half his head. “That’s Jim Avery there. He was one of Stern’s circle and was probably working with the Children of the Son. Most of these guys don’t look like they had a clue once he dropped.”

      “Probably not,” I agreed, keeping an eye on the three locations Gwen indicated. “We have a wrinkle, though.”

      “Those folks we freed,” Angie swept an alert gaze from the main house to the garage, to the women’s quarters.

      “Yeah,” I said. “We’ve got to get them to safety before we can hit the northern compound.”

      “I could take them to the golf course in the BearCat while the rest of you clear this place,” Angie suggested. “Do you want to call Gene?”

      I fancied I saw a shadow beyond the broken door and raised my rifle, but it was gone before I could squeeze off a shot.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Get him to bring Estelle. Jackie can keep the homestead running.”

      She nodded, hesitated a moment, then handed Jake the grenade launcher and bandolier of grenades. “I want that back, you understand,” she told him firmly.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he answered before doing a quick check of it.

      Angie hurried off, and we settled in behind the ruins of the humvee. Nothing moved. I could feel them watching us, but they didn’t have the gumption to make a move. At least, not yet. They probably suspected a sniper, and also likely saw one of our number hurrying back out of the gate.

      “What’s the plan, boss?” Wilcox asked.

      “Please tell me that Angie left you with some of the tear gas canisters,” I said.

      He did a quick check of the bandolier, then nodded. “Yep. Want me to load them up?”

      “Swap out three HE,” I said. “We’re going to run around the corner of the house, out of sight of everything but the women’s quarters. Hit the door with an HE, then send in a tear gas. That’ll get some attention, I’m sure.”

      “Good start,” he agreed. “What’s the rest of the plan?”

      “Once we do that, we’ll move over to the women’s quarters, dealing with anyone coming out, then you’ll do the same thing with the main house. We’ll flush them out for Bruce or for us.”

      “What about the garage?” Bruce popped in.

      “Anyone comes out, shoot them,” I replied.

      “Will do,” he said.

      “Ready?” I looked over at Jake.

      He nodded.

      “Go.” I took off running for the corner of the house. Someone inside popped off a couple of rounds, but we made it without incident, otherwise. We pressed our backs against the building for a moment as Jake scanned the closed door of the women’s quarters.

      “In for a penny…” I heard him mutter as he stepped forward, raised the grenade launcher, and-

      Bloop!

      The door, along with a section of wall to either side of it, blew inward. The concussion wave threw both of us back against the house wall and knocked the breath out of me for a moment. The sergeant fired again, this time sending a smoking tear gas canister through the opening.

      Wearing our gas masks, we split up and ran across the way to flank the hole where the door had been. Curses and shouting from inside preceded coughing and the sounds of someone falling over himself as they squeezed off a few random shots on their way to the exit.

      The door across the way suddenly burst open as well, and two men in paramilitary gear burst out. I opened fire immediately, followed by Wilcox, and we cut them down before the last man broke free of the swirling gas and staggered from the shattered opening.

      Jake shot him with a quick short burst from his M27, and the militia soldier sprawled out on the dirt. A second later, the boom of Bruce’s .50 echoed through the trees.

      “One down,” he reported. “How are you guys doing?”

      “Three,” I replied.

      “One left,” Wilcox said.

      “Still in the garage,” added Gwen. “Angie’s loading up the women now.”

      “I can speak for myself, you know,” complained the Marine.

      “We’re moving in on the garage, now,” I said, lifting up my own M27 and starting forward.

      The sergeant fell in behind and to my right as we closed in on the garage workshop. I was actually a little surprised that the guys who’d fallen back to there hadn’t taken one of the pickups and run for it. Maybe they didn’t have the keys and didn’t know how to hotwire a vehicle. It’d be a pretty ironic ending for them, if that was the case.

      Of course, we did have grenades and other heavy weapons, so maybe they’d geared up for a last stand. There was one left. Maybe he’d do the smart thing and surrender.

      When a vehicle roared to life in the confines of the compound’s garage, Jake and I exchanged unbelieving looks, our faces still concealed behind the gas masks. The last attacker meant to flee, I reckoned. There was no way, though, that I was going to forgive what these men had done to the women we’d found. If I’d understood what I heard earlier, then the Children of the Son militia, and Price himself, either condoned, helped, or at the very least looked the other way.

      Not only had these bastards attacked me and mine, but they’d done their damnedest to steal the future from others. Innocents.

      One of the pickups, the heavier armored of the two, burst through the garage doors and fishtailed in the dirt as it slewed around and headed towards the broken gate. I dropped to one knee and fired after it. Jake swung the grenade launcher around and fired as well, putting a 40mm round into the driver’s rear wheel well.

      While the explosion didn’t utterly destroy the armored truck, it did blow off that wheel and sent the thing spinning sideways to crash sideways into the base of one of the flanking guard towers. Weapon ready, I hurried towards the wreck with the sergeant hot on my heels.

      No one emerged from the smoldering pickup as we closed in on it. Jake swapped to his rifle and covered me as I reached for the door, popped it opened, and ducked aside.

      “Clear,” he said after a moment, dropping the barrel of his weapon.

      I leaned around to look into the cab. The explosion and subsequent wreck, along with not wearing a seatbelt, had put an end to the last of the Children of the Son attackers. He rested silently against the caved-in passenger door, neck at an unnatural angle.

      “Think there’ll be another welfare check?” I asked as I shouldered my M27.

      “Maybe,” he said. “What’s the plan?”

      “Get the other truck and start loading it up,” I said with a shrug. “Bruce and Gwen, you there?”

      “That we are,” the old survivalist replied.

      “Can you see the road from there?” I asked.

      “Clear enough,” he answered after a moment.

      “If you need us to,” Gwen added. “I can watch one way, and he can watch the other.”

      “Do it,” I said, and looked at Jake.

      “Strong back and weak mind?” he asked.

      I laughed. “Well, it ain’t like either of us are too stupid.”

      “We ended up here,” he said dryly.

      “And we just won this without any of us getting more than bruised.”

      “True.” The sergeant said with a slow nod. “Once Angie gets back, what then?”

      We set off for the garage to extricate the other pickup. The truck itself was a decent older GMC stepside, with four-wheel drive and off-road tires. It had been modified with welded on sheets of metal and a heavy-duty brush-guard. Manhole covers had been bolted to the rims to protect the tires.

      “This is the worst example of redneck engineering I think I’ve ever seen,” I said, shaking my head. “At least it runs.”

      “Fix later,” Wilcox grumbled. “Loot now.”

      I laughed at him, and we went to start stripping the dead of their ammunition and weapons as efficiently as possible before we moved on into the house to retrieve case after case of assorted rifle, shotgun, and pistol ammunition.

      “See what I meant?” he asked as we carried out more guns of various makes and loaded them into the truck bed.

      “More guns than sense?” I asked. It certainly seemed that way to me, and I wondered how many people had once called the compound home. From the facilities, I wouldn’t have thought more than twenty or thirty at the most.

      “Yep,” Jake nodded and paused to survey the yard. “We aren’t going to be able to haul most of this.”

      I nodded and eyed the Stryker, then dusted off my hands and went to take a look inside. Maybe it wasn’t as screwed up as I thought it was.

      “What are you doing?” Jake asked as I walked off.

      “Seeing how screwed up the APC is,” I answered. “If we can still use it, that might solve a couple of our problems.”

      “Pretty small percent if it’s just a couple,” he muttered, but followed me anyway. The sergeant was as tired of moving ammo boxes and guns as I was.

      The back hatch of the Stryker stood open and was a mess. However, it looked like the screen at the driver’s position was intact. Maybe, like with the APC back in Atlanta, most of the damage was only cosmetic. I took a breath and clambered in. The interior still smelled like a grenade went off, a faintly acrid odor that burned my nostrils.

      What seat cushions there were had been torn up by the blast, and one of the gunner’s screens was pretty much destroyed. The driver’s spot, though, looked to have been mostly protected from the blast. In all likelihood, Angie had placed the grenade in or under the gunner’s seat, which sent most of the blast into the passenger compartment.

      Lucky me.

      I fiddled around for a minute, then tried the starter. The diesel rumbled to life, and the viewscreen powered up, showing me the fore and aft views.

      “I’ll be goddamned,” Jake said, leaning over my shoulder. “Either fortune really smiled on us, Angie is an amazing shot, or you’re a wizard with vehicles.”

      “Maybe a little of everything,” I said, then switched to my comm. “Bruce, we’ve got the APC working. Wasn’t hard.”

      “Good,” the old survivalist radioed back. “What’s the plan?”

      “We need to wait for Angie to get back with the BearCat,” I replied. “Then we’re heading to the other compound.”

      “Why?” Jake asked.

      “Because if that group had any captives, we’re going to free them,” I asserted. “Hopefully, Price is in the dark about what’s going on.”

      “He might be,” the sergeant mused. “I never got the impression that he knew much about what went on in these compounds. That was mostly Jonathan.”

      “Think he’ll show up, especially after what happened with that one guy. Avery, yeah?” I said.

      “Jim Avery,” Wilcox said. “Maybe. I kind of doubt it, though. He’ll want to keep close to home and shore up the defenses. That’ll be its own problem.”

      “Well,” I said, throwing a grin over my shoulder. “We’ve got two Strykers and a BearCat. Too bad we haven’t got more soldiers.”

      “Yeah,” he said quietly. “We need to remedy that.”

      “Speaking of,” Bruce broke in. “I’ve got some ideas for training once we get back.”

      “I want to hear them,” I said.

      “I’ve heard them all,” Gwen said. “How do you think we’ve been amusing ourselves up here?”

      We all laughed, and I shook my head and looked back at Jake. “Go ahead and get the truck up to the house on the hill,” I told him. “I’ll back this thing out onto the road and load up the M2.”

      “Sure you don’t need a hand?” he asked.

      “It’s heavy,” I said, “but it ain’t that heavy. I was a farm boy, remember?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he said. “Want me to button her up?”

      I nodded. “Better than dragging the ramp around.”

      “Figured.” Jake turned and made his way out the back, closing up the rear door. I waited until I saw him pass in front of me to shift the armored vehicle into reverse and start backing out of the broken gate and down the driveway to the road. Once there, I made sure to pull well out of the way so that he could drive by, then left the engine idling while I disembarked and went to get the machine gun we’d left in the woods.

      Even unloaded, the damn thing weighed over a hundred pounds. But I hadn’t been boasting when I told the sergeant it wasn’t a problem. I hefted the gun into the rear of the APC, then went back for the ammo canister.

      As I rumbled up the driveway to the house on the hill, I thought, “All we have to do now, is wait.”
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      “What do you mean we’ve ‘lost contact’?” I demanded, glaring over my desk at Jonathan Stern, the only man in my organization that I actually trusted and respected. He owed me. I’d saved him from rotting in a military prison, mostly because I needed a man with his particular talents and lack of morals.

      “I mean that after the Holy whatever of Alabama called the Children of the Son about an attack, Jim Avery took most of them and went to check it out,” he replied, his voice as unemotional as ever. “None of them have checked in, and it’s been two hours.”

      “Two hours,” I said flatly.

      Jonathan nodded. “Plenty of time for them to get out there and appraise the situation. Avery didn’t even call in their arrival.”

      “You don’t need my permission to send someone to double-check,” I said, folding my hands on the desk in front of me. “That is your purview.”

      “I came to you because something feels off,” he said, regarding me with his dark, dead eyes. He reminded me of a shark, but he was my shark. Even before the virus, Stern had been my head of security, and divine providence had left him with me at my right hand. If he was concerned, then I was more than willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.

      “How so?” I asked, pointing at the door, then the chair opposite my desk.

      He gave a single nod, locked the door, and took the offered seat.

      “Ever since Hunter Blake,” Jonathan began. “We’ve lost two members of the Sons under my command in an attack on people from the CDC, then no contact for weeks from Jake Wilcox and his team, and now we’ve got no eyes on that group in Opelika.”

      “What does this have to do with the current situation?” I asked.

      “Bear with me, sir,” he replied. “We send Al Brady with a team to monitor the CDC and discover there are only three people left. You order them to take the place, and we lose contact with them later that day. I go personally to check out what happens, and find the place buttoned up tight and empty, with the burnt remains of the men in the middle of a parking lot.”

      “My point is, Reverend,” Stern continued, “that we’ve got maybe three men left that have any actual experience beyond getting kicked out of Boot and joining a semi-religious militia. I’m assuming Avery is dead or captured, and I suspect it’s your Opelika group that’s behind it.”

      “Do you honestly believe they could attack even one of the militia compounds and win? Quickly?” I asked, meeting his gaze.

      “Yes,” he said flatly. “You forget that I was in that humvee they shot up in Atlanta. Not only do they have the equipment, they know how to use it. The old man with the M35 truck is a terror, and that man who’s organized the group really has his shit together. I suspect that you finally pissed them off enough that they’re coming for us.”

      “There was no way that I was going to leave an uncontrolled group anywhere in my great state,” I said, scowling. “Not with as many women as he has, and as few as we have.”

      “We probably have fewer at this point,” Stern observed. “I suggest we write off the militias, cut our losses here, and relocate.”

      “Seriously?” I snapped. “After all the work we’ve done here?”

      “Yes, Ray,” he said with a sigh, reaching up to rub the bridge of his nose. “We’re running out of people, and we’re running out of time. I have no idea what’s going on out there. Do we have hours? Days? Are they even coming here?”

      “How in the hell should I know,” I grumbled. This was unexpected, coming from a hard man like Jonathan Stern. I expected it from Baron Chandler, but not from him. “What’s come over you, Jon?”

      “It’s not just me, sir,” he said quietly. “Trent and Alex, too.”

      “And you’d just have us up and flee from what, a farmer and a bunch of podunks?”

      “Think about that, Ray,” he said, his flat eyes meeting mine again. “These podunks have beaten us at every God-damned turn. We’ve been hamstrung because you want to capture them and assimilate them into your organization, but that’s not going to happen. Their leader’s made it quite clear that he’s going to fight us at every turn.”

      “Even if you did turn him, he’d probably have your place within a year. He’s good with people.”

      “And I’m not?” I demanded. “Look at what we have, Jon. We’ve got power, running water, and cellphones. What has he got? A farm? Some researchers from the CDC? We’ve got doctors, and we’ve got soldiers. What’s more, we’ve got you and me.”

      “What about Chandler,” the big soldier asked. “And what about all of MY men that we’ve lost?”

      His voice didn’t raise, but I felt my cheeks flush, and I took a deep breath to calm myself down. “If the farmer wants to do this, it’ll be on our terms.”

      “How do you mean to manage that?” Stern’s brow furrowed as he asked me that.

      I smiled.

      “Gather our people in the church,” I told him. “Get your men and any recruits we’ve still got, and prepare. Do we have any kind of armored vehicles?”

      “We do,” he said. “We’ve got a Stryker APC and a LAV-25.”

      “Whichever one has the longest range,” I said. “Have it readied to evacuate us. I want to see if I can lure the farmer into a confrontation. Since I expect he’ll want to protect any supposed innocents, that shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “You mean to use your congregation as hostages,” Jonathan said with a slow nod. “Clever. It might even work.”

      “It should,” I said with a thin smile. “You and your men will set a trap for them. I’ll need you close, though, especially if they do take the bait.”

      “Of course.” Stern nodded slowly. “You saved my ass, Reverend. I won’t forget that.”

      “Now’s your chance to save mine,” I said, spreading my hands beatifically. “Let’s see if our enemy thinks himself a hero, or if he’s just a practical man.”

      “Hopefully, the former,” Stern said as he rose.

      “If you see Baron,” I said, “send him in.”

      “Of course.”

      Jonathan unlocked the door and opened it to reveal Baron Chandler, tech guru, and another of my confidants, waiting. I suspected the young man had installed some kind of listening device in my office. If he had, I didn’t really care. Once I decided I was done with him, I’d make sure he knew it.

      “What can I do you for, Reverend?” Baron asked, smirking annoyingly.

      “Ah, Baron,” I spread my hands and smiled disarmingly. “I have need of your expertise.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “I need all of your early warning systems on alert,” I told him. “And I need you scanning radio communications. If you can find what our enemy is using to coordinate, then we’ll be a step ahead of them.”

      “Wait,” the young man said, his skin growing pale. “Are they coming? Now?”

      “I thought you already knew,” I told him. “Why else would you be outside my door when I needed you?”

      “Umm,” he paused for just a moment. “I was on my way to speak with you, and Mister Stern walked out just as I arrived.”

      A likely story, I thought. You were listening to the door, you little shit.

      “Divine providence, then,” I smiled. “Jonathan Stern and I believe that our enemy is on their way to shut down our good work.”

      He nodded slowly. “I’ll do what I can, Reverend,” he said. “Is that all?”

      I nodded. “That will serve,” I replied. “Now hop to it and pray you’re done before they get here.”

      Baron nodded and scurried away while I felt a vague sense of satisfaction that I’d managed to wipe that interminable smirk from his face. If we didn’t need his skills for the power and electronics we’d gotten working, I probably would have handed him off to Stern for training as a foot soldier. As it was, the young man knew we needed him, and that he basically held the whole operation hostage. It made me even angrier that we’d lost the Jewish boy along with Jake Wilcox’s group. He could have handled most of our needs, but he disappeared along with them.

      “Oh, Lord,” I muttered. “Why do you test me so?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, gathered my thoughts, and paced off down the hall leading into the cathedral. I would be there waiting while Stern and his men gathered the congregation. It wasn’t like there were that many of them. We had fourteen; eight men and four women, with two children. One of my goals had been to find wives for the rest of the men, since we’d need them to help increase the population as years went by.

      Fortunately, both of the militia groups had been involved in human trafficking through Alabama before the wrath of God struck. They had several young women in their stables, as well as a few loyal thugs.

      Still, it was a start. Blake reported that the group in Opelika was a man and a woman. He’d tried to take out the man and failed. That group grew. Wilcox reported several women and a few men, maybe two or three of whom seemed to know their way around a rifle.

      Then he’d gone dark.

      Uncertainty niggled at the back of my mind as I paused at the elegant double doors that lead into the sanctuary proper. How had these people managed to drive us back so far? They meant to confront me in the seat of my power, according to Jonathan Stern.

      I had God on my side, and I would bring them in, show them the error of their ways, and if they did not repent. I would crush them and end this little insurgency once and for all. Then I would create my own world order, here, in Alabama.
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      None of us had any patience left. I took the lead in the Stryker. Gwen and Bruce rode with me, while Jake and Angie took the BearCat. She drove, and he manned the roof-mounted M2. We hit the front gate of the Children of the Son’s compound like the wrath of God himself.

      The two or three guards manning their towers wilted under .50 caliber fire, one tumbling from his perch with, I imagined, a Wilhelm scream. I turned the APC to the right, and the BearCat broke left. Bruce took his HK93 and exited out the back. I followed a bit slower.

      “Sit tight,” I told Gwen. “Let us clear the place. If we find anyone that needs your attention, someone’ll come to get you.”

      She nodded and took a seat on one of the benches, her Glock held loosely in her right hand.

      “Just don’t shoot me,” I said with a wink.

      “Go on,” she said, her eyes meeting mine for a moment.

      I suspected the doctor wasn’t doing as well as she presented, but that was something I’d have to look into later. Right now, we had work to do. So I gently squeezed her shoulder as I started by. Perhaps much to my surprise, Gwen caught me by the collar and pulled my head down. Her lips met mine in a sudden, eager kiss.

      When we pulled apart, she just blushed and pointed at the door. I nodded and hurried after Bruce. This was the moment I’d been waiting for, but the timing was all wrong. Later, though…

      I buttoned up the back, and the four of us advanced on the cluster of buildings within the walls. No one stirred, no shots came our way.

      “Maybe we took care of them all over at the other compound,” Jake suggested.

      “No complaints from me if that’s the case,” I said as we moved carefully up to the porch and doors of the main house. Bruce, Angie, and I took watch while Jake tried the door.

      “Locked,” he reported.

      “Try a gentler method,” I suggested as Angie reached to sling around her grenade launcher.

      “Right,” she muttered.

      I swapped places with the sergeant and pulled out the lock gun. A few moments later, the last of the three locks clicked open, and I drew back. This time, Angie opened the door to reveal a large den of some kind, or maybe a bar. There was a ratty pool table, some mismatched chairs and stools, and a big velvet Jesus painting hanging on the wall.

      “I hate how people like this profane everything that man stood for,” Bruce muttered.

      “Yeah,” I agreed and swept my gaze to the two exits from the room. It was strange that I never figured Bruce for a man with any real faith in anything other than his own hands, Heckler, and Koch. “Let’s clear this place and make sure there are no more captives, or surprises.”

      “Agreed,” Jake said. There was something different about the sergeant as he raised his rifle and headed for one of the exits.

      “You didn’t know, did you,” Angie broke the uncomfortable moment of silence.

      “No,” Wilcox growled. “Wouldn’t have stood for it, either.” He looked at the rest of us. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

      “Accepted,” I spoke up quietly, then reached out and clapped the other man on his shoulder. “Now, let’s finish this.”

      “Yeah,” he said with a glance at the rest of us. “Let’s.”

      Continuing the tradition of our entry into the compound, we went through the main house and the remaining buildings like a hurricane. We found no other combatants, but we did find three young women huddled together in what was little more than a shed. Angie comforted them while I went to get Gwen. This was something the two women could handle better than we could.

      I wound up leaning against the side of the Stryker while Bruce sat nearby on a camp stool he’d produced from somewhere, idly cleaning his rifle. Jake had found a pack of cigarettes and a lighter, and paced back and forth around the rest of us, chain-smoking them.

      “I reckon we aren’t done, yet,” I said, massaging my temples with gloved fingers. “One last battle to end this war.”

      Bruce was silent, but Jake paused his pacing and looked at me. “Today?”

      “Any more time we wait gives them more time to prepare,” I said. “We’ve come this far, so once Gwen and Angie are done with the girls, we can get them to the clubhouse and-” I drew a deep breath. “Finish it.”

      “I’m ready,” Wilcox said. “I just wish we had more soldiers.”

      “This is on us,” Bruce finished working on his rifle and stood, hefting it onto his shoulder. “But, I might suggest making a call.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “They don’t need to get involved.”

      “Only if you’re sure,” the old survivalist said, eyes narrowing a bit.

      “I am,” I said, nodding. “Do you really think we’ll need more?”

      Angie came stalking out of the house where we’d moved the girls and walked up to me. “Gwen’s going to be awhile,” she said. “Those three aren’t in great shape, but she thinks she can get them medicated and calmed down enough to transport them to the clubhouse. The van we found in the garage is in good shape, and she wants to use it.”

      “I suppose,” Bruce said. “She wants us to get a move on.” He looked up at the sun, then at his watch. “Hell, we’ve only been up for eight and a half hours, and it’s barely lunchtime. Let’s all eat a Snickers, drink a Coke, and get this show on the road.”

      The Marine grinned at him, then looked questioningly at me. “I’m still on point,” she said. “It’s your call, though.”

      “Bruce has a good point,” I said. “Let’s eat a little something, hydrate, and hit the road. Should I go see Gwen?”

      Angie shook her head. “No, they seem to be terrified of guys, so probably the sooner we’re on the road, the better.”

      “I’d like to just kill these people again,” I muttered.

      “You and me both,” she agreed.

      “I think we’ll third and fourth that sentiment,” Jake threw in as Bruce nodded.

      “Okay,” I said. “The Stryker is mostly a battering ram at this point, which is fine. All our firepower is in the BearCat. We know the layout of the neighborhood where Price is, and we know it’s going to be hard for Bruce to find a sniper position. What I want you to do, old man, is armor up. You and your prized rifle are coming in with us.”

      “Suits me,” he answered. “I need Gwen there if I’m going to sniper right.”

      Angie snicker. “Sniper right.”

      “It’s a real term,” he said pompously.

      “Fine,” I said. “Whatever. Let’s break out the protein bars and move out.”

      Ten minutes later had us back on the road. We took a stop to refill the two diesel engines. They sputtered a bit which didn’t make me happy. The fuel was losing its potency, which was a problem I’d foreseen. It just didn’t seem like the militia group had considered it. The idea of traveling to the Strategic Petroleum Reserve had its appeal, but so did a visit to the Northeast Gasoline Supply Reserve.

      Still, if we could get a small refinery operating, then crude oil was our best option. It was a lot more shelf-stable than any kind of refined petroleum.

      Once again, I drove the Stryker APC with Bruce for company, while Jake and Angie followed in the armored truck. The BearCat would have been a much more comfortable ride, but I had plans for the APC. It might not survive them, but that was a risk I was willing to take.

      “Okay,” I said over the comm. “I’m going to be paranoid. Let’s keep radio silence unless there’s a problem.”

      “Probably a good idea,” Jake said.

      “We’ll follow your lead, boss,” Angie told me.

      “Good,” I said. “Switching off.”

      “And people call me the paranoid one,” Bruce said with a chuckle.

      “Just thinking,” I said. “The fellow working with Price was a telecom guru. He might be able to pick up radio frequencies. If we run silent, then we might catch them by surprise.”

      “I didn’t say it wasn’t a good idea. It’s just that you’re starting to think like me.” He shrugged.

      “I’m not so sure that’s a good thing,” I said, half teasing.

      “You say that now.” Bruce laughed.

      “Do you think any of the other survivalists would be willing to throw in with us?” I asked out of the blue.

      “A lot depends,” he replied. “Most of us just want to be left alone. This was perfect. I just happened to be a patriot as well as a libertarian, so I wanted to find out what the Hell happened.”

      “Funny, wasn’t it,” I mused. “Us running into each other at the Walmart gas island.”

      “Yeah,” he admitted. “I saw you parked there, and I figured I’d pull in and see how you reacted.”

      “Bet you didn’t expect me to just act like it was another day at the gas station, did you?” I asked, smiling.

      Bruce snorted. “I didn’t expect anything. It was a happy surprise.”

      “Thanks for sticking around with the CDC folks, and for all the help you’ve given us,” I said after a few long, quiet minutes.

      “Stop right there,” he commanded. “You’re talking like we’re not going to make it through this, and you want to get all sorts of bullcrap off your chest. I’m not here to ride in your wahmbulance, boy. Pull it together and let’s just kick Price’s ass as quick as we can so we can all go home.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said with a shake of my head. “Guess I am worried, after how easy it was to stomp the militia compounds.”

      “We were smarter and had the element of surprise,” he said, and I could imagine the old survivalist shrugging.

      “I expect we don’t have that advantage anymore,” I mused. “How was Gwen as a spotter?”

      “Really good, actually,” he replied. “Can I keep her?”

      “That’s her call.”

      “I’ll ask her then.” He fell silent for a bit, the rumble of the engine and the roar of the eight tires on the asphalt highway. “I’m probably not going to stick around much longer after this, though.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder. Bruce had mentioned several times wanting to go back home to Arizona. “You sure?” I asked him. “We’d love to have you here.”

      “Hell, Henry,” he snorted. “I hate the humidity here, and I really want to get back home and sleep in my own bed. It’s been months. All I really wanted to do was see if anyone was at the CDC and get some answers. Didn’t have any thoughts about helping build your little farm commune.”

      “You callin’ me a commie, Arizona?” I drawled.

      Bruce laughed. “Good one. Still, I want to go home. That doesn’t mean I might not be back, though.”

      “We’ll leave a light on for you, you know that?”

      “Much obliged,” he said. “You could always come out to pay a visit, too.”

      “I kind of feel like I need to do the responsible thing,” I said. “Still, might be a fun trip.”

      “Especially if you’re looking to do some recruiting,” he offered. “There were a lot of survivalist enclaves out there. I knew places in Texas, Arizona, Nevada, and Utah.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I said. “A lot depends on how this wraps up, and what we have to do back home.”

      “Don’t keep me waiting too long,” he said. “I probably don’t have too many good years left.”

      “You had good years?” I teased.

      “Lots of ‘em,” he replied. “I just didn’t spend the right ones doing what I wanted to do.”

      “What was that?” I asked.

      “Nice try,” he said. “I know that you and Angie have been nosing about trying to figure out where I served and such. I’ll tell you, but I want you to swear you won’t tell anyone else, not without my express permission.”

      “If it’s that painful-”

      “It is,” he admitted. “But I think you should know. Especially since I think I’ve proven myself to you.”

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “I swear.”

      “You’re a good man, Henry,” the old survivalist said. “The truth is, I never made it through Basic. I signed up at eighteen and shipped out for training at Fort Benning. Ended up taking a bad fall on an obstacle course and broke my left leg in two places. I was four weeks from graduating…” He trailed off for a bit. “I healed up, but there were enough atrophy and damage that they gave me a medical discharge. Still, I pursued all the training I could after that; paramilitary, marksmanship, hiking, climbing, you name it. I ended up in pretty good shape, and when I inherited my grandfather’s old place, I dove into survivalism. Hell, it was the seventies and eighties when everyone lived under the shadow of the mushroom cloud.” He sighed. “I guess I just kept going with it.”

      That explained a lot. Bruce had almost been a soldier and had pursued as much of that dream as he could while remaining a civilian.

      “Your secret’s safe with me,” I said. “Not that I think anyone else will give you shit for it. We all noticed that you never actually claimed service, so no stolen valor complaints.”

      “I appreciate that,” the old man said. “Still, I wish I’d been able to serve.”

      “Does Gene know?”

      “Yeah,” he laughed. “We actually met in Basic and kept in touch. He’s an old friend of mine.”

      “That explains a hell of a lot,” I joined in laughing with him. “Whatever, Bruce. I’m glad to have you on my side.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ready?” I asked Bruce as we exited the interstate and turned onto the road leading to Price’s neighborhood, or Ground Zero, as Angie called it.

      “As I’ll ever be,” he replied.

      We rolled on through a fairly nice area. Or at least, it probably had been. Lots of shopping options and wide streets. I slowed a bit as I turned down the road leading towards our ultimate goal. My heart rate picked up.

      Ahead, the road had been blocked by a school bus. No one fired on us from it. Had we really reduced the Reverend’s forces so much? I just eased the Stryker up to where the front ram plate kissed one of the bus’s fenders. Tires squealed as I goosed the big diesel and slowly shoved the blockage out of the way.

      That was one. Still, we took no fire. Surely they knew we were coming at this point.

      “We should be encountering resistance by now,” Bruce muttered. “It’s probably a trap.”

      “Probably,” I said, then reached up and popped the driver’s hatch with a sigh. I needed a better look around than the small screen gave me.

      “Watch for snipers,” Bruce said.

      “Why don’t you go see if you can force open the hatch to the M2,” I said.

      “Right,” he grumbled and started moving as I poked my helmeted head up and peered around at the surrounding houses. Some of them still looked lived in, but there was no sign of people. Over the rooftops, not very far away, rose the steeple of a small church. That had to be our target.

      “Hey,” Bruce called. “I got it.”

      “Get on the gun, then,” I said. “Don’t forget your helmet.”

      “All it’ll do is contain the splat if I take a shot,” he called back.

      “Easier clean up, then,” I returned. “I don’t trust this at all.”

      A dog chained in a well-manicured front yard started barking at us as we rolled by. I took the next turn, creeping closer and closer to the church. Finally, we came to an open park, a school, and a short distance away, what had to be Price’s church.

      This was it, I thought. It wasn’t the last challenge we were likely to face, but it was the most dangerous and immediate one. Another Stryker was parked in front of the church, but no one sat in the turret, and it was buttoned up tight.

      “This is freaky,” I muttered, easing my vehicle to a stop. The door of the church shifted a little.

      “Get ready,” I called to Bruce. “They know we’re here.”

      “Jake’s at the gun on the BearCat,” he called back. “I think we’re all ready.”

      “Anyone up in the steeple that you can see?”

      “Nope. All quiet.”

      “Well, damn,” I said. “What the hell are they doing?”

      We held our position while I scanned the nearby houses and the church for movement. If there was anything, I couldn’t see it. The whole thing smelled of a trap.

      “Guess we’re going in,” I said. “Stay on the gun, Bruce, keep watch, and if you see any hostiles, light them up.”

      “Will do,” he answered.

      I clambered up and out through the driver’s hatch, shut it behind me, and dropped down on the starboard side of the big vehicle before raising my rifle and backing around to the APC’s rear. I wanted a good look at the houses opposite the church and the school.

      Still nothing.

      From the rear of the Stryker, I waved to Angie where she sat behind the wheel of the BearCat, and to Jake in the gunner’s position. Then I low-ran over to the door and leaned close to a gun port. “Angie, I need you along with me. We’re going in.”

      “I’ll relay that. Do you want Jake to stay on the gun?” she asked.

      “No. I want him to circle around to the back of this place.” I paused and looked at the church, focusing my eyes where I thought cameras might be.

      They were there, too. I just hadn’t noticed them before. “We’re being watched, too. No idea how many cameras they’ve got, but assume they can see everything we’re doing.”

      “Got it.” She drew back and disappeared into the rear of the vehicle. I heard a brief exchange between her and Jake, then the vehicle rocked a bit, and the rear door opened. A moment later, the Marine joined me, M27 in hand and M32 slung over her shoulder and ready to be swapped out with a quick movement. She shot me a grin.

      “Ready?” I asked.

      “Ready,” she said. “Jake’s on his way around to the back of the church.”

      “Good,” I said. “Let’s do this.”

      We hurried to the front doors of the church and flanked them. I nodded to Angie, reached over, and tested the latch. Unlocked. This was both unexpected and extremely worrisome. I shifted my grip on my rifle and slowly pulled the door open, expecting any moment for it to hang on a tripwire or for someone to open fire.

      “Friends,” boomed a smarmy voice from inside. “We are gathered here today, under the eyes of the Lord, to witness the judgment of God upon the heathen.”

      Angie swung around and entered, and I followed, rifle up. The doors from the foyer into the sanctuary were open, and Price himself stood at the far end at the podium before the altar. Maybe ten or so people crowded fearfully in the pews between him and us.

      We advanced.

      “Price!” I called out. “It’s over!”

      “Of course it is,” snapped another unfamiliar voice, then a shot rang out. People screamed as one of the congregation fell sideways, pumping blood. “Lay down your weapons and step forward, or these people die.”

      Hell, no.

      I went in first, firing high at Price, but he ducked behind the podium. Angie came in on my heels, sweeping left while I swept right. Two targets were on my side, and one on hers. The reverend was gone, out through a door behind the altar. That was fine. Hopefully, he wouldn’t get far.

      All the men were in full kit, two had their rifles up and ready. The third held a woman with one arm around her neck, and a pistol to her temple. Angie fired first, knocking the soldier on her side off his feet. People dove under the pews, yelling and crying in surprise. Stern’s action hadn’t exactly had the desired effect of keeping them in line, not after their leader fled.

      I slid sideways as the second soldier fired, bullets stitching along the wall in my wake. My return fire took him in the chest and shoulder, and he went down hard.

      That left their leader. He just held the woman, eyes locked on me. “Stand down,” he said. I heard the fallen men groaning and moving. Their armor must have stopped the worst of our shots, but they were definitely down for the count.

      At least for now.

      “Please,” the woman begged.

      Angie started side-walking through the pews towards the side of the church her target was on.

      “I said,” Stern snarled. “Stand. The fuck. Down. Or I kill this bitch.”

      “Angie,” I said, eyes focused on the big soldier.

      She froze.

      “Weapon down,” I told her. We’d seen Stern shoot a man in cold blood. He wanted us disarmed, and we knew it, but we did have a last gambit, or at least, I did. I was an okay shot with a rifle. From here, I could probably shoot the murderous soldier, but I wasn’t good enough to take him without hitting his hostage. Angie had a better line on him, but she wasn’t a full marksman either. We were probably equally good with the M27s. With the Les Baer, though...

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I don’t want these people getting hurt anymore.”

      That said, I lowered my gun and put my hands up. “Okay, Stern,” I said as Angie did the same. “Let her go, and you can walk out of here.”

      “You think that’s my play?” he asked, grinning.

      At that moment, a muffled burst of gunfire sounded from the rear of the church, and Jonathan’s eyes flickered off of me. It wasn’t long, but it was enough. Since I got out of the service, I’d really gotten into pistol shooting, including draw and shoot. I probably had more range time with my Les Baer than I had with a rifle during my entire service time.

      That moment of distraction was all I needed to drop my hand, draw my .45, and shoot my opponent in the face. His firearm discharged as he fell back, but the bullet splintered a pew as the woman fell aside. Angie brought her gun back up, and I just sprinted around to cover the big man.

      Or I would have. Unfortunately, the soldier I’d shot grabbed my leg as I went by and sent me sprawling. I fell, rolled onto my back, and shot him twice with the Les Baer before scrambling the rest of the way around to put myself between the cowering woman and the body of Jonathan Stern.

      “Angie,” I called out. “Check the back.”

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      “Dandy,” I replied. “Go!”

      I heard her running feet, glanced over at the woman. “It’s okay,” I said, smiling faintly at her. “Are you hurt?”

      She just shook her head, wide-eyed, and continued to huddle as I got to my feet. The man I’d shot wasn’t moving, but Angie’s was still making noise.

      Jonathan Stern had fallen face down, and blood pooled around his head, staining the grey carpet of the sanctuary. I started around him, focused on getting to the other side of the place, past the fearful congregation.

      When he surged to his feet and grabbed me around the waist, it took me completely by surprise. I was lifted and thrown painfully into the pews. My pistol went one way, and my helmet another.

      He faced me as he fumbled the chin strap of his own helmet loose and threw it aside. Half of the man’s face was a bloody mess. My shot hadn’t caught him dead on, since he’d been in the process of turning, but it had torn off part of his nose and took his right eye.

      “Gonna kill you with my bare hands,” the big man snarled as he grabbed onto the pew between us and threw it aside.

      I barely had time to put my guard up before he was on me. He grabbed me by my armored vest and hauled me to my feet. I punched him twice, once in the stomach and once in the side. It was like hitting a brick wall.

      Stern let out a grunt, then dragged me around and threw me against the altar. Pain shot through my back, but as he closed, I got my guard up and kicked at his leg. Stern twisted his leg out of the way, backed off, and reached for his sidearm. I dove sideways out of the way as he took a couple of random shots. People screamed and scrambled.

      “Shut up!” he bellowed, glaring around at them with blood splattering from the death mask of his face. “Shut up! Shut up!”

      Each time he yelled, he fired again. I kept moving, spied my Les Baer under a pew, and dove for it. Two 9mm shots hit me in the back, flattening on the hard armor I wore. They still felt like a hard couple of punches just above my kidneys, and I staggered, fell, and then rolled to my feet, pistol in hand. I was glad I’d worn the heavier kevlar with the inserts intact, despite the discomfort and the weight.

      “No,” I said as I squeezed off three shots at the big man. “You shut up.”

      Two took him in his armored chest, and he staggered. The third, though, followed the natural rise of the barrel and took him in the temple as he twisted to get out of my line of fire.

      The other side of Jonathan Stern’s head blew out in a spray of blood, bone, and brain, and he dropped like a rock. I fell back to sit on the altar steps while the congregation finally got their shit together enough to make a run for it.

      All of them, at least, except for the woman Stern held hostage. She just sat on the floor, hugging her knees and crying softly. Hopefully, Bruce wouldn’t gun them down, but since they were unarmed, I doubted it would be a problem.

      A pew scraped on the carpet as the man Angie shot forced himself up and started to swing his weapon, some kind of submachine gun, in my direction. I shot him twice with the Les Baer that was still in my hand, and he went back down.

      I got up and trudged over to that side of the room, wondering what the hell was taking Angie so long, then put two more rounds into the downed soldier.

      About that time, she did burst back in, rifle at the ready. Behind her, Jake Wilcox frog-marched a tall, dark-haired young man along. The sergeant had his own rifle in a one-handed grip.

      “Are you okay?” Angie demanded as she hurried over and hugged me tight.

      The “ow” and wince convinced her I wasn’t.

      “Henry Forrest,” Jake said, pretty much ignoring the Marine while she fussed over me. “Meet Baron Chandler. Found him chained up in a bathroom.”

      “Hello,” the fellow said. “Thank you for the save.”

      “Hi,” I nodded to him, then looked at my people. “Where’s the Reverend?”

      “Out back,” Jake replied. “He won’t be a problem anymore.”

      “Good,” I said, then closed my eyes and let out a long sigh. “Now comes the hard part.”

      “Hard part?” Angie asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, and waved a hand in the direction of the crying woman. “Convincing her and all the other folks that we’re the good guys.”

      “I can help,” Baron piped in. “I know everyone.”

      “He does,” Jake added. “Baron did a lot for everyone that Price never saw.”

      “The reverend saw me as competition,” the young man explained. “Especially since I took attention from him, what with repairing the tech and stuff.”

      “I’ll vouch for him,” Jake tossed in.

      “Good,” I said, after a moment’s thought. Maybe we’d actually lucked out, here. I took a deep breath and looked over at Jake. “You two go and see if you can get everyone to meet over at the school gym or the park or something. Angie, please go and see if you can do something for her.”

      Angie nodded and headed towards the sobbing woman, slinging her rifle across her back and out of the way.

      “Yes, sir,” Jake and Baron both said, and headed to their respective assignments while I just took a seat in one of the pews. Adrenaline was a bitch.
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      I took that momentary sit down to catch my breath and do an internal inventory of my injuries. My back and left shoulder ached from the fight and where I’d been thrown around. Where I’d been shot, though, hurt like a bitch despite the armor. I leaned forward, squirmed an arm around, and fumbled for the rounds.

      They’d hit just above my kidneys, but thanks to the plating in my armor, the hits hadn’t really injured me aside from bruising. I looked over to watch Angie talking quietly to the weeping woman. The woman kept shaking her head, but finally looked up.

      Angie rose and offered her a hand up, which she took. “We’ll be outside, Henry,” she called over to me.

      I nodded, then forced myself to my feet as they walked out. Somehow, it seemed wrong to leave the dead sprawled where they were on the floor of the sanctuary, so I took a few minutes and dragged them all together and off to the side. There wasn’t much to be done about the blood, though. That would have to wait until later.

      I felt dazed. The combat had been so fast that I really hadn’t had time to think.

      Once I was done with that, I clicked my radio on.

      “-you there?” Bruce was asking.

      “I thought,” I said tiredly. “That I wanted radio silence.” My feet carried me up onto the altar and out the door Price had fled through. It led through some offices and by some storage rooms to a rear exit. Jake said the reverend wouldn’t be a problem, but I really had to see for myself.

      “Oh,” he said. “I figured that since the excitement had died down, you might want a quick report.”

      “Go ahead,” I shouldered my M27 as I pushed the back door open and blinked at the daylight. A LAV-C2 sat there a short distance away, half of its eight tires resting on the rear sidewalk of the church. Raymond Price’s body lay sprawled near the back door of it, an expression of surprise on his dead face.

      Jake had shot him center of mass, and three bloody holes marred his dark suit. There was something surreal about the whole thing, really. Maybe I hadn’t wanted things to end like this, despite the expectation that it really was us or them.

      I looked down at Price’s corpse. Sure, I’d seen Raymond Price on television, and heard him on the radio, but in death, all of that malice drained away like blood.

      I reached up and scratched my head thoughtfully. All this trouble just from one man.

      No. It wasn’t just one man. Price had been shocked and surprised when Stern shot the civilian in the church. They hadn’t planned that. Maybe the disgraced soldier had been more of the problem than the reverend. Still, we were in a difficult spot, and there was no way that I’d ever have surrendered myself or my little group to these people.

      I crouched down, reached over, and closed Price’s eyes. Then, with a creak of my knees, I straightened, rolled my neck, and went to see if Baron, Angie, and Jake had managed to gather the Reverend’s former congregation.

      “Any word on Gwen?” I asked over the comm.

      “Not yet,” Bruce answered. “I’ve been listening for her.”

      “Guess it’s the congregation and us then,” I sighed. “I hate public speaking.”

      “You’ll do fine,” Angie popped into the channel. “We’ve got them all in the park. Right now, they’re nervous about being inside with anyone, and they’re scared as hell of us.”

      “Yeah.”

      I didn’t walk back through the church. Instead, I circled the structure to stop by the BearCat long enough to struggle out of my armor and drop the M27 along with it. Armed with only my holstered Les Baer, I walked slowly towards the park where the others were, aside from Bruce, still sitting in the gunner position of the Stryker.

      Price’s former congregation talked quietly amongst themselves as I walked up. Jake and Angie were off to the side, looking as non-threatening as they could, while Baron chatted with the nervous-looking people.

      “Hi,” I started. “Can y’all quiet down for a minute?”

      Angie started to move, but I waved her off. Baron glanced back, then said something quickly to the folks closest to him and turned to face me. The rest of the group piped down and gave me their attention.

      “You probably don’t know me,” I said. “But my name’s Henry Forrest, and I was a soldier in the U.S. Army well before all of this happened. I fought over in Afghanistan, earned a Purple Heart, and came home, unlike lots of folks.”

      “Now, when the virus hit and killed damn near everyone, I ended up starting a little group of survivors down in Opelika. I didn’t know a thing about you and all this,” I gestured at the surrounding area, “until some guy tried to kill me near the welcome center on Eighty-Five.”

      They muttered back and forth while I gave them all a moment, then I continued. “Price and Stern kept attacking me and mine wherever I went. They attacked the CDC and my friends there, twice. They sent Jake here and his men to attack my home and my family.”

      “I couldn’t just stand by and let that happen, so I talked to my folks, and we decided we’d take the fight to him.” I looked around and sighed. “I’m really sorry that y’all got hurt by this, and I wish things could have been different.”

      “What now,” asked an older, balding man. “Who’s going to show us the way?”

      “Looks like you aren’t doing badly,” I replied. “You’ve got gardens and power. Baron there can keep you operating in that regard. Otherwise, we’d be happy to trade with you for meat and other goods, or you can come down to Opelika, find a house and join us. Your choice.”

      “You mean,” someone else in the little crowd said.

      “We’re free?” asked another.

      “Free is kind of a relative term,” Baron said, looking up at me. “What conditions do you have?”

      “None,” I snapped, waving a hand back towards the church. “I’m not like… them…”

      “So there’s nothing you want?” the woman from the church asked.

      “Just peace and quiet,” I replied.

      Angie nodded and grinned, then spoke up. “Seriously, if the Reverend and his bullies hadn’t messed with us, we wouldn’t even be here.”

      “What about the militias?” Baron asked.

      “Dealt with,” Jake answered, then stepped up beside me. “You all know me. I was sent to kill or capture this man and his family. Frankly, he kicked my ass. Instead of executing the lot of us, he took the survivors in. You could do a lot worse than throwing in with Henry here.”

      “Or if you want to just build up for yourselves,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t mind helping.”

      “We,” Angie asserted. “Don’t mind helping.”

      “We need someone to protect us,” another person said.

      “I can handle it,” Jake volunteered. “Long as they don’t mind me.”

      “You were always good to us,” one of the women in the crowd said. “Why would we mind?”

      “There you go,” Baron looked over at me. “I’m pretty sure we’ll have to discuss things, but I’d be happy to ally with you. We’ll need a reliable way to communicate.”

      “Of course,” I agreed with a nod, then looked back towards the church. “We need to take care of the cleanup.”

      “Let us help,” one of the men stepped forward. “I think we can handle it.”

      “I’ll stick around,” Jake volunteered. “I can keep things straight.”

      “So long as you keep on the right path,” I told him, grinning.

      “Of course,” we clasped hands.

      “Go home, Specialist Forrest,” said the sergeant. “Just make sure you stay in touch.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “First though…”

      Stepping forward, I walked among the people who had been the congregation and victims of Raymond Price and Jonathan Stern, shook hands, spoke words of encouragement, and learned their names. There was a strange satisfaction to it. We likely wouldn’t be friends for a while, but at least, now, we could work together.

      For my part, I wished they would relocate, but I did understand why they didn’t want to. Bruce hung back, watching. Sometimes he was a people person, and sometimes not.

      The man Stern shot was named Philip Spain. He’d been one of the most vocal of Price’s supporters, although not well-liked by most of the congregation. I couldn’t help but wonder if the disgraced soldier hadn’t picked that particular man on purpose.

      As we all drifted apart to go our separate ways, the folks of the Birmingham group, together with Jake Wilcox and Baron Chandler, split up. Some went to clean up the church, while the rest retreated to their houses to recover.

      I walked with Angie back to our vehicles.

      “Okay, Bruce,” I said over the comm. “Pack up anything you want out of the back of that shitheap and get in the BearCat. We’re going to go get the ammo truck from the Holy what the hell of Alabama compound, then head to the golf course.”

      “Still no word from Gwen,” he reported.

      “I’m here,” her voice crackled over the comm. “It just took me a while to get everyone settled and find you guys. I really hate using a map.”

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “I just pulled off the interstate. Do you need help or anything?”

      “No,” I replied. “Just hold tight, and we’ll meet you on our way out.”

      “Good.”

      So we met back up with her on the main road. Angie swapped to the van, and they set off for the clubhouse to check on the women from the compounds. Bruce and I headed east to pick up the gear we’d scavenged.

      The BearCat was such a better ride than the Stryker.

      “I want more of these,” I said as we drove.

      “They ain’t bad,” he agreed. “I mean, they’re a little on the soft side, but I could get used to riding in something like this.”

      “Even more than your M35?” I asked.

      “Well,” he hemmed. “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “You’ll never let that thing go, will you?”

      “Probably not,” he said, then smiled over at me. “We’ve been through a lot together, and she’s never disappointed me.”

      “When you’re ready to go,” I said. “Let me know, and I’ll tune her up and make sure she’ll get you back to Arizona.”

      “I was hoping you’d tag along,” the old survivalist admitted. “I’ve gotten to like your company.”

      “I might,” I answered. “But I’m not sure. There’s a lot to do at the homestead before I’m really happy with things, and there’s always the risk of more people like Price and Stern turning up.”

      “You’re a homebody, Forrest,” he said, leaning his head back on the headrest of the passenger seat. “Nothing to be ashamed of, and it doesn’t change that I wouldn’t mind company on the road.”

      “Help me get everything in order,” I offered. “And I’ll probably do it. It’s not like the place can’t run itself.”

      “Get a trailer for either this thing, or that big truck of yours,” he said. “Bring one or two of your ladies, if you want. The more, the merrier.”

      I looked sharply over at him. His face was unreadable behind the mirrored sunglasses.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Just been thinking a lot,” he replied.

      “You were able to think during all this?” I exclaimed. “Really?”

      “Sure,” he said. “I spent my whole life training for this kind of thing. I mean, it’s no substitute for experience, but I think I did a good job.”

      “You did,” I admitted. “You did a damn good job, and I’m proud to have you as a friend.”

      “You’re making it weird,” he said, a smile growing beneath his mustache.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Sorry.”

      “If you mean to check out the petroleum reserves, and look for a refinery that might be salvageable, then I know where to go,” Bruce continued. “I know where oil fields are in Texas, Arizona, and New Mexico, and I know where there are a few more survivors.”

      “Enough to make a difference?” I asked.

      “Likely,” he answered. “They weren’t troublesome when I passed through, at least, but I didn’t make too much effort to pull over and get to know them. I was kind of paranoid, then.”

      “That’s not necessarily a bad thing,” I finally admitted. The new world was a dangerous one. The people who survived weren’t necessarily the good ones, either. It was disappointing, but true.

      “Kept me from good company and maybe an extra gunman or two that might have helped us out on this little expedition,” he said. “Still, I have to commend your tactics. The blitz was a solid strategy that overwhelmed nearly every defense it went up against. You didn’t really give these bastards time to breathe, and your ambush was picture-perfect.”

      “I’m still not all that happy about it,” I admitted, at least in part to myself. “I wish we could have found a better way.”

      “Maybe this was the better way. I’m pretty sure the women we rescued would agree.”

      “Yeah,” I mused. It was about four in the afternoon, and the sun was sinking off to the west. Sure, I wanted everyone close by, especially since the world of travel had changed so much to become more difficult. The roads would degrade, the forests would overtake the cities. Eventually, the works of man would become obsolete, and we’d fade into obscurity.

      Unless, of course, someone did something about it.

      “You know what,” I said. “Yeah, Bruce. I’m in. Like I said, we get things cleaned up at the homestead, and I’ll go with you, so long as we turn it into a scouting run.”

      “Sounds like a plan to me,” he said.
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      Bruce and I walked into the clubhouse and were immediately met by Gwen. “Angie told me all about what happened,” the doctor declared. “I need to have a look at you.”

      “I’m fine,” I grumbled. “How are the folks we rescued?”

      “Resting,” she answered. “Now, since you got shot, I need to have a look. If nothing else, I see the furrowed brow and the slower than usual walk. You’re hurting, and I can probably help you.”

      The truth was, she was right. My back and shoulder hurt like the dickens.

      “Fine,” I admitted with a sigh.

      “I think I’m going to find some beer,” Bruce said, turning with a wave of a hand. “And take a nap.”

      Gwen led me to an office not too terribly far from the cafe that was actually outfitted as a small doctor’s office. It wasn’t something I expected to see in a golf clubhouse, and I paused at the door.

      “You don’t think these places don’t keep a doctor on staff?” she explained. “Overweight, elderly men giving themselves heat stroke by marching around a shadeless green after a little white ball?”

      “I never thought of that,” I mused. “Golf was never my thing.”

      “I played a few times,” she said as she motioned to the examination table. “Take off your shirt and sit down.”

      I did as I was told, putting my shirt and t-shirt over the back of a nearby chair.

      “Huh,” I said, looking down at my chest and arms. There was a good bit more bruising than I expected.

      Gwen turned and eyed me, then sighed and shook her head. “What am I going to do with you, Henry?”

      “Painkillers,” I suggested. “A hot bath, maybe, or a massage?”

      “A massage would just make that worse,” she replied. “Same with a hot bath. Painkillers and maybe ice are the best bets, but I want to make sure nothing’s broken, and there isn’t anything potentially worse going on.”

      “If you’re sure,” I said. “I feel pretty good, aside from hurting.”

      “Pain is how your body tells you to slow down.” She took a deep breath and moved to have a look at my back. “That’s not good.”

      “What?” I craned my head around to try to see what she was talking about.

      Her fingers touched my back, and I winced. “You’ve got a lot of bruising near your right kidney, and a fair bit just in general. Nothing looks to be a hematoma.” She prodded my ribs, and I grimaced. Everything was tender.

      “Nothing broken either,” Gwen continued. “That doesn’t mean something isn’t cracked, though. Any tingling or numbness anywhere?”

      “No,” I said with a shake of my head. “I was just moving slowly because it hurts.”

      “Let’s see what we can do about that then,” she said. “Are we staying the night?”

      “We don’t have to,” I said. “But what about the women?”

      “They’re going to need a few days to recover and get used to being free,” she said. “Honestly, most of them are going to need therapy, and it wouldn’t surprise me if some of them are pregnant.”

      “That’s got to be rough,” I said. “Poor girls.”

      Gwen nodded. “The reward for work well done is always more work,” she said. “We did some good here, Henry. It’s just that we need to do even more.”

      I leaned forward and rested my elbows on my knees, stretching my back a bit. Nothing cracked or popped, which was good, I hoped. “We need to figure out if they’d be better off going to the farm, or staying here.”

      “There’s space here for them to have their own places and be close to people that can probably help them.” She drifted back and stood in front of me. “Probably.”

      “You want to stay and try to get things taken care of here?” I asked.

      “Do I want to?” she countered. “No. Should I? Probably. The homestead has something like four doctors if you include me.”

      “We could get someone else to do it,” I said.

      “I’m torn,” she said, raising her eyes to mine. There was a strange look on her face, a deep longing that I knew all too well.

      We stayed like that, silent, for a few minutes before she resolved something and backed away to lock the door.

      “Gwen-” I started to say, but she silenced me with a finger against my lips.

      “I’ve wanted this,” she said quietly. “I’ve wanted to be yours, like Jackie, Angie, and Estelle.”

      Then she leaned in and kissed me. It wasn’t the first time, but there was a lot of passion behind this one. Our lips parted, our tongues tangled together, and my own desire for the short, dark-haired woman grew. She realized it too as she drew back and gazed at me.

      “Me too,” I admitted. The others had done their part to push the two of us together, but there had been an instant level of attraction between Gwen and me when we’d met. We couldn’t really deny that.

      She kissed me again, resting her hands on my thighs, and my heartbeat sped up even more. “Are you sure you’re up for it?” she asked softly.

      “You’re the doctor,” I murmured. “You tell me.”

      One of Gwen’s hands slid up my thigh to rub the growing hardness at my crotch, and she smiled against my lips. “Feels like it to me,” she whispered.

      “Mhm,” I replied. “That’s what I thought, but I wanted a second opinion.”

      She let out a soft giggle, then started undoing my pants. “We don’t have long.”

      “Do you want to rush?” I asked, moving my hands to her hips.

      Gwen lifted her head and looked into my eyes. “Yes,” she replied. “I think we both need it.”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Angie, too,” the doctor kissed me again as she pushed my pants open and started pulling them down.

      “Is there a line?”

      “Maybe.” Our tongues danced again as I lifted my hips to let her tug the ACU pants down. She got them as far as my knees, then ran her hands over my bare thighs before pushing herself up.

      We both looked down at my erection, and then she gave me a mischievous look as she tucked an errant lock of hair behind one ear. The next thing I knew, Gwen was going down on me. One hand curled around my shaft as her warm mouth engulfed me.

      She moved quickly, her tongue and lips teasing as she started fumbling at the fasteners of her own trousers. Her breath hissed from her nostrils. A minute or an hour later, she let me go and swore softly. “Shit…”

      “What?”

      “My boots,” she whimpered.

      I stroked a hand over her hair. “It’s okay.”

      “Be right back.” Gwen pulled away and practically fell into one of the waiting chairs as she fumbled rapidly at her boots, first one, then the other. Her pants joined them on the floor, and she climbed up to straddle me, wearing only the ACU shirt.

      We kissed again, while she reached down to guide me into her. Both of us groaned as our bodies merged, hips meeting eagerly. I ran my hands up her thighs and slid them beneath her top, stroking her pale, almost feverish skin as she started to roll her hips. She moved a little erratically, already on edge with desire.

      Truth be told, I wasn’t much better off. I ached for her, and for the sweet release of climax, but I did my best to hold it back as the lovely doctor rode me, her hips grinding delightfully against mine.

      My fingers sought and found the clasp of her bra as I rocked and made shallow thrusts of my own against her eager body. Her breath came hot against my skin, and I was so acutely aware of her inner walls squeezing around my girth.

      Eventually, I got her brassiere undone, slid my fingers beneath it, and sought her breasts with my hands. There was a moment of surprise when I found her nipples were pierced. I teased them with my thumbs, drawing a gasp and a happy moan from her lips.

      “Next time,” I said. “Slower…”

      “Ah, yes,” she panted.

      I bucked my hips. It wasn’t going to be much longer. Just that motion, though, may have been just enough to take Gwen over the edge. She stifled a cry and clung to me, her hips rocking back and forth. That was enough. I tensed and arched a bit, holding onto her as well as I climaxed.

      “Oh, God…” she whispered in my ear as we held one another. “I see why you’ve got a collection.”

      “I think y’all are deluded,” I said, chuckling softly, “but I’m happy.”

      “That’s good,” she murmured, her breathing slowing a bit. Her body still tensed and released around mine, which sent shivers of pleasure through me.

      All too soon, though, it was over. We squirmed our way apart and got cleaned up and dressed after Gwen checked to see if Angie was actually waiting outside the door. The young Marine wasn’t, but that was fine. I ached all over, despite having no regrets at all.

      The pair of us walked hand in hand back towards the cafe, only to be intercepted by Angie. She stood in the hall wearing a broad grin, hands on her hips.

      “Have fun?” she asked playfully.

      Gwen blushed, but lifted her chin and grinned back. “I did,” she said firmly.

      “I did too,” I admitted.

      “Good,” Angie said. “Sorry, I’m late. Can I have my turn, now?”

      “Sure,” the doctor said, then gave me a kiss and pulled away before sauntering off down the hall.

      The other girl slid up to me, a smile on her face. “You up for another round, Henry?” she asked.

      “I’m a bit achy from being shot,” I told her honestly. “But I’d be a fool to turn you down.”

      Angie nodded and caught both of my hands in hers. “Being in a fight with you is becoming a real turn-on for me.”

      “Kinky girl,” I said, smirking a bit.

      Surviving a dangerous situation always tended to put people into bed together. It was some sort of psychological response. We wanted to celebrate life or make new life together when we survived a disaster or a battle. Something like that.

      “Yeah,” she said, then pushed up on tiptoes and threw her arms around my neck before kissing me soundly.

      “Where do you want to go?” I asked when we came up for air.

      “Locker room?” she asked.

      I nodded. “Where is it?”

      “This way,” she replied, pulling away. She led me by the hand through dimly lit halls and finally into a large empty room with lockers lining the walls and several wooden benches.

      “We’re far enough away to not disturb anyone,” the Marine said, her eyes locking onto mine. “And there’s more than enough space.”

      “Sounds like you have something in mind,” I said.

      “Maybe I do.” She shrugged out of her camo overshirt. Beneath it, the fit young woman wore an olive green tank top. It was pretty obvious that she wasn’t in a bra, either, and her nipples drew my eyes as they strained at the fabric.

      “Did you know Gwen’s are pierced?” I said.

      “Really?” Angie smiled. “I want to see.” She grabbed the hem of her shirt and tugged it up over her flat, trim belly. Her breasts lifted a bit, then popped out from under the top as she pulled it the rest of the way up and off.

      I took a deep breath. She wasn’t big in the chest, but she had a nice shape to her. My eyes went to hers as she tossed the tank top on one of the benches.

      “I can see you like that,” she said. “Maybe I should striptease for you more often.”

      “Maybe you should,” I said huskily, then took a breath. My pants already felt a couple of sizes too small, even in the wake of Gwen’s delightfully frantic lovemaking.

      Angie was being a deliberate tease. She began dancing for me, hips swaying back and forth, which did interesting things to her anatomy. Somewhere along the way, she’d pushed her trousers down low on her hips.

      “Damn,” I muttered, staring.

      “I’m glad you like it,” she replied with a grin. “I took a few classes in belly dancing ages ago. Seemed like a fun way to exercise.”

      “Looks like you’re good at it.”

      “I’m glad you think so,” she said with a laugh. Her body swayed and shifted as she made boots and ACU trousers sexy.

      I drifted over and sat on one of the benches to watch her. She worked her way through a playful routine that was about two-thirds elegant belly dancing, and one-third stripper. Boots came off, then pants, leaving her in a rather practical pair of boy-shorts in a pale lime green and Marine-issue socks.

      Somehow, she made it work. I couldn’t help but stare as she danced slowly closer.

      “Hi,” she said as she bent down to kiss me, then pulled away, turned, and pushed down her underwear, giving me a full-on view as she bent over.

      With Angie and Gwen, it was definitely a great end to an otherwise rather terrible day. Even though we had won, I wasn’t happy with the cost, but those two showed me it had been worth it.
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      It took a couple of days for us to wrap everything up in Birmingham. The surviving members of Price’s congregation proved both helpful and compassionate. One of them, a rather small woman in her fifties, was a social worker with a psychology background. With Gwen’s help, she could make a place for the displaced “rescues” from the militia compounds. Her name was Carol Proust, and she looked kind of like Angela Lansbury from the “Murder, She Wrote” era.

      The horror on the faces of these people made it plain to me that they weren’t bad sorts. They had just fallen in behind a leader who cowed and played them. It wasn’t the first time something like this happened, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      Somewhere in there, several of us, including myself, Jake, Baron, Bruce, Angie, and a couple of the congregation sat down to powwow about the future of the world without Raymond Price.

      Baron and Jake, along with Carol Proust and a middle-aged man named Aaron Sansing, sat around the outdoor picnic table in the park by the church. It was a comfortable day, not too warm and not too cold. Off in the distance, someone had fired up a grill, and the smell of charcoal and cooking meat tingled my nostrils. Like us, the folks under Price and Stern didn’t really lack for much of anything.

      I wondered how they’d take to being part of my organization.

      This thought crossed my mind as the others quieted down and looked in my direction. I coughed and gazed around the table.

      “Right,” I said, and smiled. “First, thank y’all for coming.” My eyes focused on Carol and Aaron, especially. “I was hoping we could have a decent conversation and maybe move things along a bit.”

      “That works for me,” Aaron said. “What I’m trying to figure out is whether or not we’ve traded one dictator for another.”

      I just took a breath and shook my head. “Nope,” I said. “Not at all. I mean to help you folks out, work out some trade back and forth, but I don’t care how you live your lives.”

      “Really?” Carol asked. “You’re leaving Mister Wilcox here to watch over us, though, right?”

      “You know,” I mused and leaned back in my chair. This was taking a weird turn. “Would any of you like to come down to Opelika and see what we’re about? If you like it, throw in with us. I really do think we could make a decent start of rebuilding.”

      “I still think that we can get actual wired power going here, along with regular communication,” Baron broke in. “Right before you arrived, Henry, I managed to make a breakthrough.”

      “How is this relevant?” Bruce asked.

      Baron waved him off. “The satellites work,” he exclaimed. “I was able to access my company’s network and get some satellite phones operational.”

      “Well,” I said. “Damn.”

      Satellite phones would make communication between Opelika and Birmingham a lot simpler. Hell, it’d make anything we needed to do to reach out to other survivors easier.

      I raised a hand before Baron could go into a detailed explanation. “Hold up,” I told him. “Let’s stick with the business at hand, and then we’ll get you to fill us in there.”

      “Right, right,” the tech guy nodded and fell silent.

      “That derailed my train of thought,” I muttered and rubbed the bridge of my nose while I gathered my thoughts. After a moment, I looked at Carol. “Yes, I am leaving Jake to work with you folks. Y’all know him, I think.”

      She nodded, as did Aaron.

      “He’s a pretty solid guy,” the latter said. “But then, Price never really mistreated us.”

      “Unless you count lording over us at every opportunity,” Carol added. “And you didn’t see much of what the big one, Stern, did when you were away.” Her eyes focused on Jake.

      The sergeant looked down at his hands where they clenched on the table. “I didn’t know.”

      “I know that,” Carol smiled sadly and reached over to pat his hand. “You’ll be good for us.”

      “If there’s anything any of us can do to help,” I said. “Let us know.”

      “I know we are,” Aaron paused. “Skittish, right now. That will pass, though. I think, ultimately, this will be good for us.”

      “Why not join us in Opelika?” I asked. “It’ll be a lot easier than trade runs.”

      “We’ve made our homes here,” Carol said. “Maybe in time, though.”

      “I can live with that,” I said, nodding. “I think that until y’all decide to come south, we’ll agree to free movement back and forth, full cooperation-”

      “Henry,” Aaron said, raising a hand. “Price and his men held the guns and controlled the stores for our survival.”

      “We aren’t survivors,” Carol added.

      “Good thing we are,” I told her. “We can take care of you.”

      “And teach you what you need to know,” Bruce chimed in.

      “The more people who know how to handle themselves,” I agreed. “The better.”

      We chatted for a bit more, and Aaron and Carol seemed genuinely surprised when I started asking about their needs and how to improve their quality of life. Eventually, we diverged into topics that lost everyone but me, Bruce, and Baron. Carol and Aaron excused themselves, as did Jake, leaving the rest of us to discuss infrastructure and technology.

      “So,” I broke the brief silence. “You had something to say about satellites.”

      Baron nodded while Bruce leaned on his elbows, eyes unreadable behind his shades.

      “I managed to link some satellite phones to my company’s satellites,” the young former tech magnate said. “It takes a bit of work, but with the phones and what’s still operational up there, we might manage five to ten years of pretty much global communications.”

      “That gives us a little bit of time to track down and organize other survivors,” I mused. “What about the cell network?”

      “If a tower isn’t damaged,” he replied. “I can get it working. Unfortunately, I need unlocked phones that I can fiddle with. The problem is that it’s terribly unreliable. The reverend didn’t care about the sat phones. He wanted the cells working.”

      “Makes a kind of sense, I reckon,” I said thoughtfully. Having the satellite phones would be a godsend until we could work up reliable power and radio. “Satellite communication has a bit of a delay and some clarity issues, or at least it did from what I remember in the service. I have noticed that GPS units still work.”

      “They do,” Baron nodded and studied me thoughtfully. “What’s your background?”

      “Mechanical engineering,” I replied. “I can work on pretty much any vehicle out there, too.”

      “Useful,” the young man said and glanced over at Bruce.

      “Eclectic,” the old survivalist said without being prompted. “A little of this and little of that.”

      “That isn’t terribly helpful.” Baron reached up and rubbed the bridge of his nose.

      “Care to take a trip down south with us?” I asked. “I’ve got a couple of good techs down there, even if they’re a little unconventional, and I’d like your insight.”

      He was silent for a moment, thinking, then nodded. “I can do that. I wouldn’t mind getting to know you and your people too.”

      “Good,” I said with a sidelong glance at Bruce, who seemed to be distracted by a squirrel scampering around in a nearby tree. I’d get no help there. “I’m going to do a walkthrough of Stern’s stockpiles, and maybe you can tell me a bit more about what he was up to.”

      That caught the survivalist’s attention, and he perked right up. “You know where things are, kid?” he asked, focusing on Baron.

      The young man nodded sourly. “I do.”

      “What are we waiting for, then,” I stood, and the others followed. “Lead on.”

      “We’ll start in the basement of the church,” Baron said, leading us in that direction. “Then I’ll show you where Stern kept his command and control. Jake could have done that, but I think he’s been distracted.”

      “We all have,” I muttered.

      We collected a ring of keys from Price’s office and descended through a locked door down into the little church’s basement. Down there was room after room loaded with crates of hardware and ordinance.”

      “Hot damn,” Bruce exclaimed. “It’s like Christmas.”

      I laughed, then went about looking things over myself. They mostly had cases and cases of ammunition; 5.56, 7.62, 40mm grenades, .50 BMG. Bruce crowed some more as he exclaimed, “AT4s, Henry! I never could get one of these.”

      “Bazookas, right?” Baron asked.

      “Anti-Tank weapons,” I answered before Bruce. “I’m surprised they never came after us with some of this stuff.”

      “Price didn’t want the militias to know what all we had,” the young man explained. “Stern agreed, to a point.”

      “To a point?” Bruce eyed Baron.

      “Escalation,” the young man gazed down at his feet.

      “So, they meant to use this on us,” I said flatly.

      “Yes,” Baron agreed. “They did.”

      “I think we’ll take it,” I said. “What else is there?”

      “This way,” he replied quietly.

      The other rooms, storage closets, and classrooms bore similar crates. There were weapons, too, and armor and electronics, enough to outfit thirty or forty men, at least. We really had done the right thing in bringing the fight here like we did.

      I turned to the other two. “We’ll get some of this loaded up to build up the defenses in Opelika. There may not be any more trouble waiting for us, but like you said, Bruce, we’re a little low on fifty cal.”

      “You know,” Bruce said a couple of hours later as we sat under a picnic shelter at the park near Price’s Church. “I think I’ll stick around here for a bit.”

      “You too?” I complained, smiling faintly. “Gwen, Jake, and you. It’s just going to be me, Angie, and Baron heading back to the homestead.”

      “Oh, I’ll be back in a week or so, most likely,” he continued. “I just want to poke around Birmingham a bit.”

      I eyed him. Once the old survivalist had his mind made up, there was no changing it. “Just be careful,” I told him. “You aren’t replaceable.”

      “I know.” He grinned, eyes unreadable behind his mirrored sunglasses. “I do fully intend to satisfy my curiosity and return to Opelika. You aren’t getting out of your promise so easily.”

      I snorted. “That was never my intention.”

      “Sure.” He continued to grin.

      “You’re just messing with me now,” I laughed, then shook my head. “Fine. Have your fun. I’ll start getting everything in order for our trip out west.”

      “So you weren’t just pulling my leg, huh?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. Why would I? We’ve got to start networking across the country, finding people, setting up communication. And doing the best we can to rebuild.”

      “You’re still committed to that, aren’t you?” Bruce asked. It wasn’t really a question.

      I nodded, just the same. “Hell, yeah,” I said. “Sure, everything’s a frontier again, but we still have a lot of the old tools at our disposal, and people that know how to work with them. Maybe there’re more folks out there with the skills we really need to get things moving again.”

      “You know there are not enough people all together in one spot to make a huge difference,” he observed. “You aren’t going to get manufacturing out of fifteen folks who can barely tend a garden.”

      “No,” I admitted. “But we can at least make a start with everything that’s leftover.”

      “True,” Bruce said, looking out at the nearby neighborhood. “There’s a lot of material that’s just sitting and rotting away.”

      “More than enough to last us for a while,” I said. “I’ll admit I’m worried about infrastructure and integrity of…” my voice trailed off. “Lots of things.” The United States had been full of large-scale engineering wonders: Bridges, dams, power stations, and buildings that required a great deal of maintenance.

      He just nodded. “Yeah, you’re right to be worried.”

      “No argument there?” I gave an ironic smile. “I’m shocked.”

      Bruce snorted. “Argue with an engineer talking about building? Yeah, right.”

      I laughed. A couple of folks were tending their garden across the street. Aside from the parked military vehicles, we could be sitting in a park in any suburban neighborhood in the South. Most of the houses had solar panels on their roofs, and a generator puttered along in the distance.

      “Who do you think might be interested in taking a trip?” he asked after a few minutes.

      “Other than me?” I leaned forward on the picnic table and rested my chin on my folded arms. “I don’t rightly know. A doctor would be useful, I think. No idea if we’d need another shooter.”

      “Can’t really go wrong, there.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “But when all you have is a hammer, everything starts looking like a nail.”

      “True,” he said. “But the right weapon is a tool for every occasion.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I’ll see who I can sell on a road trip. I still want to get things taken care of for Bob and the others.”

      “What? Power at the Auburn medical center thing?” he asked.

      “Yeah, the research arm at the college,” I replied with a nod, then reached up and scratched my head. “We’ll stop by and shut down the gas at the clubhouse on the way out.”

      That said, I slid off the picnic table bench and got to my feet. “I should hit the road.”

      He rose as well and walked over to shake hands with me. His grip was firm and dry, and he grinned up at me.

      “Have a safe trip,” he said. “Try not to let Angie distract you too much.”

      I laughed. It was a reasonable concern. Both Angie and Gwen had monopolized me the past couple of nights, with the Marine being absolutely fascinated by the doctor’s piercings.

      It had been a hell of a lot of fun, but I found myself missing Jackie and Estelle. I wondered what they’d say about the whole situation. Both Angie and Gwen reassured me that everything was on the up and up, and I trusted them.

      After I left Bruce, I collected Angie from where she was shooting hoops with a couple of the girls from the compounds. They didn’t back off, but they didn’t approach, which I guess was something.

      She gave the girls hugs, passed the basketball to one, and jogged over to me. “Hi! Is it time?”

      Spandex shorts, a sports bra, and cross-trainers with ankle socks really looked good on Angie’s fit body. I smiled. “Yeah. We need to say our goodbyes, then shut off the gas at the clubhouse on the way out.”

      “Sounds good,” she said. “Where first?”

      “I already talked to Bruce. Should I meet you at the infirmary?”

      Angie nodded. The infirmary was where Gwen was. Along with Carol, she wanted to give all the people a quick evaluation, both physically and psychologically. At least the woman that the doctor was working with seemed really stable. She’d just kept her head down and worked with people on the side to help them cope with Price and his cadre.

      Apparently, Baron had done similarly, though he wasn’t nearly as universally liked as the older woman.

      While Angie jogged over to talk to Bruce, I walked to the infirmary and tapped on the door. Carol opened it and squinted up at me for a moment. “Hi, Henry,” she said. “Come on in. Gwen’s with a patient right now, but she should be free in a minute. I’ll let her know you’re here.”

      “Thanks,” I said as she showed me into the waiting room. They’d really been busy, but Carol had originally set the place up. Stern had a medic to tend to the military men, while the civvies had Carol, who had apparently been a nurse as well.

      I took a seat while she disappeared into the back part of the house. It was kind of unfortunate that there weren’t any kids, but the older woman had set up the place like a regular general practitioner’s waiting room. There were magazines, toys, and chairs. Here, you could almost forget the world wasn’t anything near normal anymore.

      Maybe five minutes later, the door opened, and Angie poked her head in. “Hey, no Gwen?”

      “Not yet,” I replied. “She’s with someone.”

      “Oh, right,” she joined me, flopping into the adjacent chair.

      Literally a moment later, Gwen walked a young woman in a long dress out. They paused as the woman looked at me curiously. Her eyes were red, and she sniffled a little. I gave her a concerned smile.

      “Lynne,” the doctor said. “I know you haven’t had a chance to meet him, yet, but this is Henry Forrest. Henry, this is Lynne McCabe.”

      “Pleasure to meet you,” I said quietly, unsure whether to stand or not. The women we’d rescued were timid and tended to cower around men. All but their den mother, Rose, who had the mannerisms of an old west saloon madam, complete with a heart of gold.

      “Thank you,” Lynne said softly. “We all really appreciate you and your friends, Mister Forrest.”

      “You can call me Henry,” I told her. “We’re pretty much friends, right?”

      She nodded and smiled softly back, then looked at Gwen.

      “I can walk her home,” Angie offered, rising.

      “Please,” Gwen said.

      Angie and Lynne left together, and I gave the doctor a questioning look.

      “Angie’s been helping us out while you were going over the state of the union with Carol, Aaron, Bruce, and Baron,” she explained. “We administered pregnancy tests to all the women we rescued, and we’ve got four positives. Nobody is more than three months along, and they’re all pretty healthy. I’m not happy the youngest is fifteen, but…” she trailed off with a sigh. “Anyway, they all mean to keep their kids. I wouldn’t have blamed them if they hadn’t, though.”

      “I can’t imagine how hard it is,” I said, finally rising and catching Gwen in a tight hug.

      She wrapped her arms around me and buried her face in my chest. “This is exactly why I went into research, you know.”

      “I know,” I said, nuzzling into her hair. “Hopefully, this isn’t something you’ll have to deal with.”

      “It’s going to be,” she told me. “I just can’t turn away again. You’ve shown me that.”

      Gwen pulled back enough to look up into my eyes. “I’d rather go back to the homestead with you, but I’m needed here.”

      “I do understand,” I said. “It’s only a couple of hours away, so you’ll see me every so often.”

      “I want you for a week before you go off with Bruce,” she said.

      “Damn,” I muttered. “Does everyone know we were talking about a road trip?”

      “Yep,” she grinned. “Angie’s a whistleblower.”

      That got a laugh out of me, and I just shook my head. “You won’t go, will you?”

      Gwen shook her head. “I really can’t,” she replied. “I know we’ve just… hooked up? Tied the knot?” A sly grin spread across her face. “I am happy being yours, you know.”

      “I’m happy, too,” I said. “And yeah, all the others call themselves my wives. I’d like it if you did, too.”

      She nodded. “I will, then, husband,” Gwen said with a happy smile. “I’ll come to visit, too, once things settle down here.”

      “Any idea who might move into a leadership role?” I asked.

      “Baron, most likely,” she replied. “People aren’t that fond of him, but he’s trying really hard to present himself as an organizer. He does have the skills, but there’s the baggage of him having worked with Price.”

      I nodded slowly. “People listen to Carol, right?”

      “Yeah, and me, it seems.”

      “You two put your heads together and figure out who you want to support, and I’ll support you,” I told her. “I trust you, and I’m taking Baron with me down to Opelika. He wants to see the place, and I want to get to know him better.”

      Gwen nodded and pushed up to kiss me, wrapping her arms around my neck. For that long moment, I didn’t want to leave. Then she drew back, “That could be interesting. Go on, Henry, love, and get out of here. When will you come back?”

      “It depends on how things are going with all the projects I’ve got back home,” I admitted. “I’ll try to make at least a day or two every week.”

      “I can live with that for a while,” she said. “I still want to monopolize you for about a week, though.”

      “I think we can manage that before the road trip,” I said. “Anyway, I should get going before I don’t.”

      We kissed again and parted reluctantly. It was kind of a shame there wasn’t more time. Angie met me outside, a curious look on her face.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Would you like me to get my nipples pierced?” she asked as we started walking towards the BearCat parked in the street near the church.

      “What brought that one?” I laughed.

      “Well,” she blushed a little. “They look really sexy on Gwen, and I thought you might like them on me, too.”

      I slipped an arm around her waist, making sure to keep my hand on bare skin as opposed to spandex. “Babe,” I said. “I find you sexy, no matter what.”

      “Oh,” she said and went quiet as we walked, her arm around my waist as well. Just before we reached the armored truck, though, she said. “I kind of think I want to get them pierced, anyway.”

      “Okay,” I told her. “You don’t have to ask me for permission, you know. Just make sure you find someone that knows what they’re doing.”

      “That is the hard part, isn’t it?” She sighed and leaned against me. “Maybe later, I guess. Though if we get lucky and recruit someone with those skills, it’d be kind of cool.”

      “Go for it,” I said, grinning.

      “Maybe I will.” She looked up at me, smirking a little.

      I opened the passenger door for her and gave her bottom a playful swat as she climbed into the cabin. “Hey!” she objected. “No teasing!”

      “Who said I’m teasing?” I said.

      She twisted around and leaned down to kiss me. “Let’s get home,” she told me. “There are people waiting for us.”

      “Yeah,” I said, and closed the door carefully, then headed around to the driver’s side. At least we’d radioed an update to the homestead, so we didn’t have an attack helicopter sweeping in. That wouldn’t have done much to calm the situation in the wake of the fight at the church. We needed to pick up the trailer full of armaments I’d loaded with Bruce, Jake, and some others from the neighborhood, collect Baron, and get on our way.
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      At the golf course, the generator was still putt-putting away on its natural gas supply. We shut it down, then I went and turned off the gas at the meter. The targets we’d put up out on the green were still there, but then, who was going to mess with them? The rabbits I saw hopping around in the tall grass?

      Baron followed us around like a puppy, asking questions, and sticking his nose into everything. I suspected he’d get on my nerves within fifteen minutes of leaving.

      I heaved a sigh when the young man wasn’t looking, then was surprised when Angie caught my arm to let him pull further ahead as we headed back to the vehicle. “What’s on your mind?”

      “Too much,” I replied. “Everything we’ve done. Everything we still need to do.”

      “Stop,” she said and bounced around in front of me. “Breathe.”

      I paused and looked her in the eyes as she gazed back at me.

      “I know,” I said. “I know.”

      “We won this one,” she said as she stepped forward and put her arms around my neck. Our eyes met.

      I rested my hands on her hips. “Yeah. Now we need to get home.”

      “We do,” she agreed. “But first…” Her lips met mine, and she kissed me quite soundly and thoroughly. Breathless, we stepped back and smiled at each other. Life, at least at this moment, was good.

      Hand in hand, we returned to the BearCat where Baron leaned against the nose. “Ready?” he asked.

      “Are you?” I countered with a grin.

      Angie laughed, and we all loaded up. I started it up and aimed us for the interstate. We’d refueled near the neighborhood, which we’d have to come up with a new name for. Ground Zero just didn’t really work anymore. The people were decent folks who’d been taken advantage of.

      They’d seen their leader and his men killed by me and mine, and then we’d promptly turned around and helped everyone out, revealed that the Reverend’s allies kept women enslaved, and that he’d been attacking us both in Atlanta and Opelika. The fact that they’d turned around so quickly in the face of evidence had heartened me.

      Instead of staring out the window at the overgrown scenery going by, Angie watched me drive. Baron rode in the back where he could play with the electronics and other toys built into the armored car. I had made sure that he knew what not to touch.

      Her attention kind of made me self-conscious.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Oh,” she said, chuckling softly. “Just enjoying the view.”

      “Not much to see, really,” I grumbled.

      “You obviously don’t see yourself the way we do,” Angie said, grinning at me.

      I turned my attention back to the road, keeping a lookout across the median as best I could.

      “Are you looking for something?” Angie asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “On our way to Birmingham, I saw a pretty cool looking Volkswagen breadbox van done up in the best of nineteen-sixty-nine. I kind of wanted it.”

      “Really?” she asked. “You want a hippie-mobile?”

      “Sure,” I said. “Why not?”

      “Are you sure you didn’t pass it already?” she wanted to know, craning her neck to peer past me. “Or maybe it’s further along.”

      I shook my head. “It should be right around here.”

      “Maybe someone else got it?” she suggested.

      “There are folks alive that we’ve just missed, so I guess that’s possible.” I let out a sigh and leaned my head back a bit. “Oh, well. It’d probably end up being just one additional project that I’d never fully realize.”

      “And that’s just what you need, another project,” Angie laughed. “See. This is why we love you.”

      “We?”

      “You should know by now how we feel about you,” she replied. “If not, you’re pretty dense.”

      “I know,” I said. “I feel the same, too. Never thought I’d even want more than one woman, but you, all of you, really make me feel special.”

      “Personally, I just wish we could clone you,” Angie said, laughter in her voice. “I wouldn’t mind a threesome with a couple of Henry Forrests.”

      I just laughed and shook my head.

      The rest of the trip went much like that, up until we reached Montgomery. Angie suddenly asked, “Do you want me to come on this road trip of yours?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” I countered.

      “I guess I didn’t want to ask to stay,” she replied.

      “Why?” I glanced sidelong at her.

      Angie huffed.

      “Well, first, do you really want to trust the defense of Homestead to Wilson Pryor, Sam, and Gene?” she asked.

      “Ugh,” I muttered. “I see your point. Gene’s the closest thing to a functioning adult with military experience that we’ve got if you come along.”

      “Yeah,” she said, scowling a bit. “That’s what I started thinking. I’d love to go see what sort of place spawned Bruce, but I just can’t, in good conscience, make the trip.”

      I nodded. “Fair.”

      “It sucks being responsible,” she complained, then leaned her head against the armored window. “Gwen’s going to stay with the Birmingham folks, and I’m going be staying in Opelika. Who’s going to go with you?”

      “Jackie and maybe Estelle, or Bob, maybe,” I answered, shrugging. “I haven’t thought that much about it, yet.”

      “Yeah, it’s going to be a month or two, isn’t it?”

      “Hell,” I replied, chuckling. “At least. We still have to handle fortifying the place a bit and get Bob and Jeremy all set up at the Auburn research facilities. Who knows how long that’ll take?”

      “Solar for the Roberts’ house, too,” Angie added. “And the trailers.”

      “Yeah.” I shook my head. “Thanks for reminding me.”

      “Anytime,” she laughed.

      “I’ll leave the heavy lifting to you, then,” I grumbled.

      “You did promise to teach Jackie and me the basics of mechanics and electrician work,” she pointed out.

      “Damn,” I said. “That’s right.”

      At that point, Baron stuck his head up between the front seats. “What’s this about a trip?” he asked.

      I side-eyed Angie and explained the whole thing about heading out to Arizona with Bruce and a couple of others for hopefully the last time. He nodded along and made interested noises in all the right places, then said, “I’ll make sure you’re outfitted with extra sat-phones, so you can pass them on to any other survivors you meet.”

      “That’s nice of you,” I told him and meant it.

      His offer sort of broke a bit more of the ice between him and me, and we started to talk a bit more as we traveled. Angie kind of led the conversation while I drove, asking Baron questions about what he did before the Reaper Virus changed the world.

      In short, he’d been something like the Bill Gates or Elon Musk of communications technology. Whatever there was to know about anything wired and wireless, he knew it.

      “Price never would let me experiment,” Baron complained. “I wanted to get some of that sweet tech from Redstone and from Anniston. Did you know they stored chemical weapons there for destruction? Stern said he thought they might not have destroyed everything back in 2011, but he hadn’t managed to find anything before, well…” He trailed off.

      The thought of Price and Stern with chemical weapons made my blood run cold, but the young man’s words brought some relief, too.

      “How privy were you to their plans?” I asked.

      “Fairly,” he replied. “That’s why they locked me up when they were expecting you.”

      “Sounds like they didn’t think you were all that loyal,” Angie said.

      Baron sighed.

      “Price caught me listening to him and Stern,” he explained. “I really was getting sick of both of them.”

      “What do you think about joining up with us?” I asked, sparing him a glance as Montgomery grew in the distance ahead.

      “It sounds a hell of a lot better than what I had before,” he answered. “But for the love of God, please leave me out of any decision on who’s going to be the figurehead up there. I just want to get back to building things.”

      “You know,” I said. “I think we can work something out.”

      I took the exit from I-65 south onto I-85 east. We were almost home.

      Over the last hour to the homestead, we just joked and laughed like we had before things got so bad with Price and Stern. Considered everything we’d learned, maybe the Reverend had just been the figurehead, but somehow, I doubted it. Stern knew what he was doing, but he wasn’t much more than a brute. He had experience and cunning, but, I suspected, no expansive ambition. Someone had to give the former soldier a mission, or else he’d likely just while away the time like any other soldier.

      As the Reverend’s bodyguard and executor, he had direction and structure. The thing is, nothing the people told us suggested that Price was the kind of man to support the kind of slavery his allies maintained.

      I shook the dark thoughts out of my head and smiled as I took the exit close by the farm and aimed the rumbling diesel down the last couple of miles to home. Angie straightened up in her seat and leaned forward a little, smiling. Even she was looking forward to getting back home.

      So we pulled into the yard to a party. Everyone was gathered to greet us. Virgil had dug a firepit and was roasting ribs, corn, and slabs of meat on a steel grill he’d placed over the coals. We found out later that there were foil-wrapped potatoes, too.

      There was beer, cider, and music to go along with the generally festive atmosphere, and I felt kind of bad that Bruce and Gwen wouldn’t be here. Jackie pounced me the moment I got out of the BearCat, and then Estelle took a turn. There was a definite promise in the air for later in the evening.

      When I finally extricated myself, Angie and I introduced Baron to the family. Penny, of course, fangirled the moment she actually realized who he was.

      Once the three of us finally got settled, hulking plates of ribs and barbecue, with corn, potatoes, and baked beans set before us, the questions started. Before I could even start answering them, Gene banged on the table.

      “Okay, everyone,” he boomed. “Why don’t we just let the man tell the story, then we can ask for the details later.”

      Everyone quieted down as I rather deliberately nibbled at a rib. I scanned past the gathered folks to examine the livestock. We didn’t seem to be missing any pigs or cows, but then, I hadn’t really paid much attention to how many we had. Whether this feast came from our own animals, or from free-range that Virgil, Jackie, or someone else had culled, it was still really good.

      I delayed about as long as I could, until Jackie nudged me with an elbow, and Estelle just gave me a look.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “We went to Birmingham and shacked up at a golf course clubhouse. Since there was still a flow of natural gas, we got the power on, too.”

      “Jake had briefed us on where Price’s neighborhood was, along with information about two militia groups that he’d allied with. Rather than risk a chance of reinforcements, we decided to hit those places first, and hit them hard.”

      “The first one was a fight. Jake and I ended up having to clear the buildings, and we found where these people had captives. Women.” I just shook my head. “Finding that out made it easier, I guess. The last guy we had to deal with was in communication with others, and since he called for help, we moved their prisoners to a safe place and set up an ambush.”

      “When the reinforcements got there, Bruce took out their leader, and Jake, Angie, and I cleaned up the rest. Gwen took the rescued women to the golf course, and we waited to see if anyone else was coming.”

      Baron listened intently. He hadn’t heard the whole story, and his eyes went wide while I talked about the militias. After a moment, he kind of shrank in on himself and grew quiet.

      I’d talk to him later. I still had a story to tell.

      “They didn’t,” I continued. “Once we were all back together, we headed for the other compound and repeated our blitz. There were only a couple of defenders left, so we took care of them and rescued even more women.” I scanned the others as I paused. There was no indication of sympathy on their faces, not even Virgil, who might be the most compassionate of us, outside of maybe Michelle, the former teacher.

      “Things got a bit weird after that. Gwen took these folks to the clubhouse while the rest of us headed for Price. As it turned out, he was waiting for us. Angie and I went into his church while Bruce watched the front and Jake covered the back. Price gave us some talk about joining him, and when we turned him down, his man Stern shot a random civilian and grabbed a hostage, even though we’d dropped the other two guards.”

      “I faced off with Stern while Price ran, tricked him, and shot him with my forty-five. Angie went after Price while I checked on the civilians.”

      “Apparently, the bastard hadn’t died, and ended up throwing me around before I got my gun back and shot him a few more times.” I shook my head. “All the civvies but the hostage ran.”

      “Jake shot Price as he tried to escape. That’s what distracted Stern enough for me to get the initial drop on him. We kind of got lucky, but I ain’t going to complain.”

      I fell silent, as did everyone else at the table. They all mulled the events over in their heads, and then it was Estelle who spoke. “Glad you’re back, love.”

      “We are!” Jackie added, then threw an arm around Angie’s neck. “You too!”

      “Sounds like you did good,” Gene said. “All of you. Nice job dealing with the militias. Folks like that really give those of us who served a bad name.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “I’m mostly live and let live, but what they did to those poor women…”

      “Probably best not to think about it,” Estelle said.

      So, of course, I already was. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to make this road trip, especially since I could easily imagine that there might be other groups, like those militias, who basically practiced slavery. I had to hide my sudden rage behind a drink and more food, but I suspected that at least my wives picked up on my mood.

      “So,” Jackie said. “What’s the plan, now?”

      “Fortify the homestead,” I replied, grateful for the momentary distraction. “Then, well, Bruce wants to head back to Arizona. I mean to go, too, and scout out a couple of refineries, and the national petroleum stockpile on the way.”

      “I’ll be staying here,” Angie said. “But-”

      “I want to go,” Jackie interrupted.

      “I rather expected you might,” I said, grinning. Honestly, I’d hoped Jackie would be one of the ones to join the road trip.

      “I’m staying,” Gene said. “Too much uncertainty about refueling stops.”

      “We probably would take the helicopter,” I told him.

      “All the more reason for me to stay here, then.” He grinned.

      “We’ve got plenty of time to think about it,” I waved a dismissive hand. “For now, though, I think we should eat more.”

      “That’s the best idea I’ve heard,” Samuel chimed in.

      “You already eat too much,” Penny teased.

      “More to love,” the heavyset young man said firmly, before starting to put together another plate.

      We all laughed and helped ourselves to more of Virgil’s masterpieces.

      “You know,” I said, looking over at him. “This is probably the best barbecue I’ve had in years.”

      Baron immediately spoke up in agreement. “Damn fine, sir,” he said with a wan smile. Something was definitely on his mind.

      He flushed and looked down. “Thank you, sir,” he murmured.

      “Oh, come on,” Penny nudged him. “You’re as good as some of those pitmasters.”

      He mumbled something I couldn’t hear, and she punched him in the shoulder. “Yes, you are,” she exclaimed. “You should be proud of it.”

      “If you think so,” the boy said, then sighed. “Pride is a sin, though.”

      “Unrighteous pride, Virgil,” Estelle spoke up. “Or excessive pride. You’re a damn fine man on the grill, and you should take happiness from knowing that.”

      “And from being complimented on it,” Phil added. “I agree with Henry about how good these ribs are.”

      “See?” I said. “Take a compliment.”

      “Alright,” he said, looking up and smiling shyly. “Thank you.”
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      By popular demand, we took the next day completely off, aside from unloading the crates of weapons and ammunition from the BearCat. I stayed late in bed with Jackie, Angie, and Estelle, then we all had breakfast up at the Roberts’ house. I’m not sure who’d come up with the idea of doing boardinghouse style meals, but if I ever found out, I’d put them in charge of organizing breakfast and supper. Lunch would always be catch as catch can.

      After breakfast, I caught up with Baron.

      “Spill,” I said as I slowed my pace to match his sauntering walk back towards the main house.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Something hit you pretty hard last night,” I replied. “What’s on your mind?”

      Baron shook his head. “I just didn’t realize how bad things were. If you hadn’t come along…”

      “Hey,” I clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s over, now. No use beating yourself up.” He probably wasn’t the only one. The folks in Birmingham had seemed to be in shock after my revelations about what was going on under the hood.

      “I’ll try,” he said. “As it is, I’m on board with you now. Just tell me what you need, and I’ll do my best to make it happen.”

      “Reliable communications, like we talked about,” I told him. “Maybe spend some time with Sam and Penny and help them out. Hell, maybe they can help you.”

      He nodded slowly. “I can try.”

      “You’ll do fine.”

      About the only other bit of business I engaged in was a meeting with Bob, Jeremy, and Estelle about the medical center situation. We’d hardly settled down when Doctor Finley sighed and shook his head.

      “It’s not really something we can work with,” he said. “I’ll save you the effort of trying to set up power there. The facilities are good for teaching and regular-level research, but if we really want to dig into the virus and work on manufacturing basic vaccines, then we need the CDC.”

      “Much as I hate to admit it,” Estelle added. “Bob’s right. We can do basic work at any of the hospitals around here, once we clean them up, but there are things in Atlanta we just can’t replace.”

      It would save a lot of work to simply not have to worry about installing solar over in Auburn, but I didn’t care for having so much distance between them and us. Especially after the attacks.

      “My problem,” I said after a moment of silence, “is that I can’t guarantee your safety. We don’t have enough people.”

      “You left people in Birmingham,” Jeremy pointed out.

      I sighed.

      “Yeah,” I admitted. “I did, but Gwen and Bruce won’t be staying there any longer than they need to, and Jake is taking over defense for them. Wilson is asking if he can go rejoin his sergeant, but Sam seems to like it here.”

      Dr. Finley shifted in his chair and crossed his arms. “We need to do something, Henry,” he said. “And we need to go back to the CDC to do it.”

      I shrugged and focused on him. “I’m not going to physically stop you from going back to Atlanta. I don’t like the idea, and I am worried that you won’t be safe there.”

      “We understand,” Bob said.

      “Definitely,” Estelle agreed. “So we have kind of a proposal that might take the edge off.”

      “Hopefully,” Jeremy added.

      “I’m all ears,” I said.

      “There’s four of us,” Estelle started. “Two or three of the people here are interested in, well, interning. One or two, plus an intern, and someone with military experience.”

      “So, we’re taking three or four people, and sending them to Atlanta.” I looked from one to the other, right down the line, ending with Bob Finley. “That leaves the homestead pretty light.”

      “We know,” Estelle said. “I think we need to figure out a lot of things, and maybe, since Price is out of the picture, we’ll have time.”

      “But we need to go back and check on things,” Jeremy added.

      I nodded.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “I’m going to get things started here. Since I’m planning the road trip with Bruce, we’re going to be fortifying this place up a bit. However, I would like you to go ahead and pick a guard for an initial foray to scout the place.”

      “That’s fair,” Jeremy said.

      “My one condition is that we maintain at least one active doctor at the homestead no matter what,” I finished, looking them all over again. “Honestly, you’re probably going to take Phil, which is fine. Wilson wants to return to Birmingham, which will get him out of our hair and put him back under Jake’s command.”

      Estelle chuckled. “That boy is wound way too tight.”

      “Yeah,” Jeremy agreed.

      “While I’m gone, though, I would like it if you just locked the place up. Failing that, though, skeleton crew; one researcher, one assistant, and one guard.” I told them. “We’re too few to spare more.”

      “Then I may need to stay,” Estelle said, and when she caught my distraught look, she smiled. “I said may. You aren’t the only one who wants to see what sort of hole Bruce crawled out from under.”

      Bob laughed and shook his head.

      “We’ve got stockpiles of basic vaccines,” he said. “The kids have been taken care of, and we updated everyone’s tetanus and pneumonia shots. We literally have no way of determining what flu strain to worry about, so that’s kind of pointless. What we can do, though, is to prepare to treat anyone that comes down with anything.”

      “This is why I like y’all,” I said, smiling a bit. “I’m really sorry to be so tight-assed about security, but I’m still getting over Price and Stern.”

      “We all are,” Jeremy said. “This is a situation totally beyond the experience of most of us.”

      “Speaking as a combat vet,” I agreed. “I’d say all of us.”

      “Exactly,” Estelle said, reaching for another drink. We had a small cooler with some ice and cold sodas.

      “Are we done?” I asked. “I’m not rushing you. I’m just wondering if I can relax, or if you’re going to try to lean on me some more.”

      “I think we’re done,” Dr. Finley said, looking at his associates. “Do either of you have anything?”

      “Nope,” Jeremy shook his head.

      “Just a mild headache,” Estelle complained, then smiled. “I’m ready to get back to it.”

      “Actually,” I held up a hand. “I just had a thought. Could we maybe set up one of the other houses along the road as a sort of mini-hospital?”

      “Probably,” Bob said. “Why?”

      “Because of proximity,” I replied. “Say I have an accident with a combine or a chipper shredder. It’s minutes to one of the other houses and almost a half-hour to the closest hospital.”

      “He’s got a good point,” Estelle mused. “We’ve all done field hospitals as part of our work, so we should be able to make a house a hell of a lot safer than a tent in botfly territory.”

      “Agreed,” Finley nodded. “That would be more useful than trying to turn a local hospital into a research facility.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “Easier, too.”

      “Of course,” Jeremy laughed.

      “We’ll let you go, if you want, Henry,” Estelle said. “You probably don’t want to hear us arguing over our wishlists.”

      “Nope,” I took the opportunity to rise and start for the door.

      Estelle motioned me over before I could make it out, though, caught me by the front of my shirt, and pulled me down into a kiss. “Later,” she whispered in my ear before letting me go.

      I wandered on outside with a little bit of a spring in my step. Sometimes I felt young again, especially when my wives made me feel wanted. Of course, they always did. Even if one wasn’t in the mood, another was, and I’d really gotten used to the attention and the, ahem, activities. Out in the fields on the Roberts’ side of the road, people were going about their usual activities.

      Bill Foreman, the young physical trainer, had Michelle, Penny, Virgil, and Tommy out doing something that looked like exercise. Susan Hart and Gene Campbell sat on the porch with tea, and baby Irene was perched on the old helicopter pilot’s lap.

      “Thanks for watching her,” I said, nodding at the baby.

      “Oh, it’s no problem at all,” Gene grinned. He’d been making any excuse to spend time with Susan, and I was pretty sure they’d be moving in together any day now.

      “Where’s Sam?” I asked. “Shouldn’t he be out there?”

      “Jackie grabbed him and Wilson for something,” Susan answered. “They’re back at your house.”

      Curious, I thought to myself. Muscle, animal handling, and technology? Hopefully, nothing was up.

      “Guess I’ll go be nosy.” I grinned. “Send the kids over when they’re done working up a sweat. I want to go ahead and get some projects started.”

      “Will do,” Gene said.

      About halfway back to what I called the homestead (it wasn’t just the whole place, but rather my old home), Goldeneye, the big coywolf, trotted up beside me. He likely wouldn’t follow me down the drive, since the dogs and he had worked out a nominal truce. Still, I nodded hello to him and kept on going.

      Over by the cattle pasture gate, the three prodigals were hovering around some kind of contraption and seemed deep in a rather animated discussion. They didn’t notice me as I slipped up. Apparently, they’d gotten their hands on a cattle feeder, and were in the midst of debating the best way to get it installed in the pasture.

      The cows, of course, had gathered around to ‘help.’

      “Mornin’, y’all,” I drawled in my best Texan. “Shouldn’t you be at morning P.T.?”

      Jackie whirled around and brightened. Then she rushed over to bounce into my arms and kiss me soundly. The others weren’t nearly as enthusiastic, but they did come over as well. Sam looked a little sour, but I knew he had an interest in the young woman, which she might be accidentally encouraging by being nice to him. That was Jackie, though, nice to everyone.

      Except, of course, if they pissed her off.

      “So what’s this?” I asked.

      “Oh, we picked up a cattle feeder,” she explained, oblivious to the fact that I could pretty obviously see it. “I wanted to have it installed before you came back from meeting with the doctors.”

      “Didn’t happen,” Wilson grumbled. “We were going to pull the trailer in, drop the ramp, and use the little Cat to pull it out.”

      “It’s on skids, right?” I craned my head to look past them at the big yellow hopper perched on the heavy-duty trailer. At least they hadn’t used my truck. Not that I minded Jackie driving it.

      She nodded.

      “Why not unload it out here, then drag it into the field?” I asked. There were merits to both methods, but I did remember the cows being kind of afraid of the little tracked multi-purpose Cat we had. Using it would make them back off from the gate instead of crowding around like they were, now.

      Jackie smacked her forehead with the heel of her hand and laughed. “Oh, jeeze. I’d forgotten these guys didn’t like the Cat.”

      “See,” I grinned. “This is why y’all pay me the big bucks.”

      “You got paid?” Sam asked, smiling a bit.

      I laughed, as did the others. Wilson looked off at the shed. “I’ll get the Cat, then. Would the rest of you mind loosening the tie-downs?”

      “Henry and I can do that,” Jackie said. “Sam, will you get the manual and see if we need to do anything to get the solar panel set up?”

      “Sure,” he replied.

      “This thing’s solar, huh,” I observed. “Maybe we should get more of them.”

      “They have some larger ones at the feed supply,” she said while we climbed up into the trailer and started undoing the ratcheting tie-downs. “If this works, then we can set them up for the horses and the other cattle.”

      “Maybe find something for the pigs and goats, too,” I mused.

      “Well, the kids seem to like feeding and playing with the goats,” she peeked around the side of the thing at me.

      “Well,” I looked back at her. “Any time we can save on animal care and chores is more we can spend making this place better.”

      “You were talking about, what, fortification?”

      I nodded, finished with the strap I was working on, and moved to the next one.

      “We’ll never make this place into a compound or anything,” I replied. “But we can set things up with ready defenses.”

      “We’ve got too much space, don’t we?” Jackie asked.

      “Yeah,” I nodded. “That’s the problem. But we can also use that to our advantage. The dogs and the other animals are a decent warning system, along with Penny’s cameras and motion sensors. I’d just like to set something up that reaches further out.”

      “Like what?” she asked. We finished removing the straps holding the automatic feeder in the trailer and moved to drop the tailgate and ramp.

      “Maybe some kind of detectors up the road and other stuff in the woods,” I replied. “Tree stands and watches.”

      “That could work, I guess,” she said. “You are right, though. We don’t have nearly the people we need to make everything we want to do work.”

      “And that’s the frustrating part,” I admitted as we watched Wilson back the little Cat from its shed. “I know we can do better. We just need to lure people in from Birmingham or wherever.”

      “Are there enough people, though?” she asked.

      I was about to answer when Sam came walking back up, carrying a rather thin manual. “We just remove the protective layer and set the timing intervals after we load it with feed,” he said. “Seems pretty easy.”

      “Nothing against farmers,” I said, “But we like easy.”

      Jackie giggled and shook her head, then looked at Wilson as he idled up. “Okay, so,” he said. “Chains?”

      “Yep,” I replied. “That’s a smaller one, but it looks like it’s pretty damn heavy.”

      “Alright,” he actually smiled. “Where do you want me?”

      “Back up to the bottom of the ramp,” I told him. “We’ll rig the chains.”

      “Yes, sir,” he replied and started maneuvering the little tracked vehicle into position. He was a bit jerky, but that was fine. Just a bit of practice and everything would be good.

      I gathered up the towing chains. Jackie and I hooked them onto the frame of the automatic feeder, and then we attached them to the Cat while Sam looked on. He was a smart man, but his knowledge of farming and heavy equipment was lacking. Still, if I got him and Penny to put their heads together, we might end up with an efficient security system that could cover the whole farm. I’d put my own knowledge to building some blinds and tree-stands. Hidden positions would work a lot better than towers.

      All of us got out of the way, then, while Wilson eased the Cat forward, slowly (and loudly) dragging the feeder out of the trailer and down the ramp. As expected, the cows retreated from the gate, and we were able to complete the setup, fill the thing with feed, and retreat before they returned to investigate.

      It was a good day.
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      The next day, I split up two teams. One would recover two more of the feeders, while the other would get us as much feed as we could store. We filled the Roberts’ garage with it, leaving paths through so we could make sure vermin didn’t get into it. The feeders we added to the other bull’s pasture, and to the horses’ field.

      Goats followed us around, as well as dogs and the younger members of the group. Virgil, in particular, seemed fascinated by the feeders and how they worked. I took the time to explain it to him.

      “It’s run by a simple timer and a twelve-volt system,” I said. “The solar panel on top provides it with adequate power, so we don’t have to mess with it.”

      We’d set up solar-powered pumps that tapped into the main wells, so it was easy to fill the troughs for the animals. More and more of the free-range livestock that had survived the initial couple of months had started wandering around the general area.

      The last time I drove to Opelika, there’d been about five or six cows cropping grass in the front yard of one of the nicer houses.

      “But we have to keep feed loaded, I see,” Virgil observed. “How long will a hopper-full last?”

      “That, I don’t know yet,” I admitted. “A lot depends on how much they eat, so we’ll have to figure it out.”

      He nodded. “We could have kept feeding them like we had been.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But now we have more time for other projects.”

      Those other projects included a couple more prefab sheds that we put up over the next couple of days. It actually did help to have reduced maintenance on the livestock. Wilson and Sam both seemed really anxious to prove themselves, and even Baron lent a hand. Most of all, Wilson had changed from the sullen young man he’d been. Maybe it had been Jake’s conversion and our subsequent stand against Price and Stern, or maybe he just wanted to go back to Birmingham.

      It really didn’t matter to me.

      Once we had the sheds in place, I asked Jackie, Sam, Penny, Baron, Gene, and Wilson to meet with me the next morning. Jackie and I met them on the expansive porch of our home, while Estelle sat nearby on a rocking chair, feeding Irene.

      “So, what’s this all about?” Gene asked first. His eyes glanced over our dress and the fact that I had my Creedmoor and Jackie her slightly customized AR-15.

      “Nothing nearly so adventurous,” I ignored the curious looks. “We’re going to walk the property, and I’d like for you all to help figure out the best spots for blinds and stands, as well as cameras.”

      “Why the guns?” Penny spoke up.

      “Habit,” I said before Jackie could comment. “At least we aren’t packing the heavy hardware.”

      “That’s true,” Sam said. “Should we arm up?”

      I shook my head. “Nope. If anything happens, you guys book it back to the houses and warn everyone. Jackie and I should be able to slow any attackers down enough for you to escape safely.”

      “You’ve thought this out?” Gene asked.

      “At least a little,” I admitted.

      “What do you need me for?” Baron asked.

      “You wanted an idea how we worked around here,” I replied. “Plus, you’re part of our tech team.”

      “Oh, right,” he mused.

      “Don’t forget the lunches,” Estelle reminded me.

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “Everyone’s got a canteen and a lunch bag on the table inside, so go get ‘em.”

      Jackie and I already had our lunches in day packs. The others filed into the house and gathered theirs while I leaned over to get a kiss from Estelle, then planted one on top of Irene’s hand. She burbled happily.

      “Good luck out there,” Estelle said as the others returned to the porch.

      “Thanks,” Jackie said, then bounced off down the stairs, followed by Penny, Sam, Baron, and Wilson. Gene just gave me the eye.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I ain’t exactly feeling up to going for a long walk,” he admitted. “I’ll sit this one out, if you don’t mind.”

      “You okay?” I asked.

      He shrugged.

      “I’ll give you a doctor’s excuse,” Estelle said. “Provided you actually let me have a look at you.”

      The older man nodded slowly. “Might be a good idea.”

      The doctor nodded and shooed me off. “Do what you need to do. I’ll take good care of my patient here.”

      “Thanks, love,” I told her, then focused on Gene. “You get to feeling better.”

      With that, I headed off after the others, having to jog a bit to catch up. Jackie was full of her usual boundless energy and had gotten the show on the road without looking back.

      Sam was last in the line, and I caught up with him fairly quickly. “Jackie,” I called. “Slow it down.”

      “Oh!” she exclaimed and paused, looking back. “Is Gene coming?”

      I shook my head. “He begged off, but the six of us should be able to figure this out.”

      “Alright then,” she said and smiled. “Where to first?”

      “Let’s go up to the road and head east,” I said. “The way you were going. Probably about fifteen minutes walk.”

      We set off at a slightly less vigorous pace, with Sam huffing along in the rear. Penny and Baron stayed back with him, while Wilson and I flanked Jackie, more or less. We followed the fence around the homestead’s pastures. Not the larger ones on the opposite side, though. The Roberts had more land than my grandma did. At the road, we instinctively fell into a single file, this time with me in the lead.

      I walked until the stop sign at the top of the road came into view, then stopped and turned to the others. “Could we set up a sensor or something up there at the stop sign to let us know if someone turns down the road?”

      “Probably,” Penny said and looked at Sam. “Wire?”

      He nodded. “It’d have to be at this distance, unless we can get cellular or something.”

      Baron was obviously not paying attention, his eyes wandering the nearby field and forest.

      “Maybe Baron can do for us what he did for the Birmingham folks,” I suggested to get the young man’s attention.

      “What exactly do you have in mind?” the man in question asked, looking around curiously.

      “I want to set up a sensor or something here that will alert us if anyone turns down the road,” I explained. “I’m not sure how reliable it’ll be to keep extending the wifi coverage from the house to here, especially with weather and power to worry about.”

      “We can make a casing for them,” he said. “Wire in solar power and the right kind of batteries, and it’ll be easier than hacking a cell tower for coverage.”

      “That’s a good point,” Penny said. “Simple.”

      “I can probably think of a better way, given time and resources,” Baron mused, then studied her and Sam for a minute. “Or we can. Maybe put our heads together once we get back to the house?”

      “Good idea,” Sam agreed, smiling. Penny nodded happily, as well.

      Wilson looked around. “Lots of cover on the south side. Not so much on the north. I’d definitely go through the woods.”

      “There’s some difficult terrain back there, which is why there aren’t any houses until you reach the homestead,” I answered. “We’ll go look at that next.”

      “Did the Roberts own everything in that side?” Penny asked, pointing north.

      “No,” I replied. “About half that land was for sale, as I recall. I kind of wanted it for another shop.”

      “Could build it now,” Sam suggested.

      “Yeah,” I said thoughtfully. “Might do that once we get a bit further along.”

      “Yeah,” Penny said. “It hasn’t even been a year.”

      She was right. Hell, it had only been around six months at this point. Everything had happened so fast in the wake of the Reaper, from first contact with Price’s people to the recent reckoning. How would they look for the rest of the year?

      “Okay, so what do we need to do for a wired alarm?” I asked. “Run two miles of wire?”

      “Well,” Penny said. “We’ll need to calculate power and resistance first. The wire needs to be chosen based on that.”

      “I suspected as much.” I had a passing familiarity with Ohm’s Law and general power/voltage/distance equations. “You two figure out what you need, and I’ll get it and run the cable.”

      “Alright,” Sam said, nodding. “We can do that.”

      “Hold up,” Baron said. “I thought we wanted to make this wireless.”

      “Ultimately, yeah,” I said.

      “Why waste time with wire?”

      “It’s what we have,” I replied. “How quick can you work up casings and extend the house wifi out this far?”

      “With help from Penny and Sam,” he said, “And a trip to some shops in town around here, probably a few days.”

      “Cool. Let’s do that then. I didn’t think it’d be so quick.” I motioned to everyone. “This way.”

      Jackie fell in beside me, and the others filed along behind as we headed into the woods on the south side of the road. We squished through the ditch which was still muddy from recent rainfall, and clambered up the opposite side. Wilson and I had to help Sam up the slope.

      “Okay,” I told him as he leaned against a tree, panting. “You’re not going to miss any sessions with Bill. We’ve got to get you in shape.”

      He just nodded breathlessly. “At least I made the walk without too much trouble,” he said.

      Apparently, by ‘not too much trouble,’ Sam meant half the speed of the rest of us. At least he was doing a little better than he had been when I first met him.

      “It’s a start,” Wilson grumbled. He’d had to work with the heavyset young man as part of Wilcox’s team, and I got the impression that Sam hadn’t been the easiest person to deal with.

      Now, though, he was trying to be better, at least as far as I knew.

      “Okay,” I said. “When you’re ready, Sam.”

      Jackie wandered over and leaned into me. I put an arm around her. Penny wandered around nearby, looking up at the trees. “So what are you looking for out here?” she asked.

      “Good trees for stands,” I replied. “Places for blinds. I want to set things up so we can harass anyone who tries to move in on us.”

      “Like this,” exclaimed Jackie as she knelt to greet Goldeneye, who suddenly just seemed to appear in our midst. Wilson and Baron practically jumped out of their skin, and Sam pressed back against his tree, eyes gone wide.

      The big coywolf seemed to grin, then plopped down on his butt in front of Jackie, with a look that said, “I know you have food, and I want some.”

      She just laughed and pulled some jerky out of a pocket in her cargo pants, then offered it to him. He took it with gusto, chuffed, and then trotted off into the undergrowth.

      Penny came up next to me and watched him go, along with the rest of us, while Jackie stood and bounced a moment on her toes before looking back at me. “Okay, I’m good to go now.”

      “What the hell was that?” Baron demanded.

      “That,” Angie grinned. “Was GoldenEye. He’s a half-wolf, half-coyote friend of mine.”

      “Oh,” the young man said, as if that explained everything.

      When no more questions were forthcoming, we set off again, catching occasional glimpses of our canine friend. There were a lot more animals out and about than I expected, particularly rabbits, along with plenty of deer sign. We could probably make it through the year with a few hunts and liberal use of Virgil’s smokehouse.

      “Should we start scouting the local area a bit more thoroughly for other people?” Penny asked. “Or did you do that before we moved here from Atlanta?”

      “We did some,” Jackie said. “Probably not enough, but we put out signs inviting people to drop by.”

      “Oh,” the girl said. “Did that work?”

      “Not really,” I said. “At least not yet.”

      “Do you think there are still people out wandering around?” Sam asked.

      “I don’t think I’d be surprised if there were,” I said. “Occasionally, I see a thing or two that makes me think we aren’t alone. Hell, we didn’t know Virgil was living five miles away from us until a few months ago.”

      “Wow,” Wilson said. “Really?”

      “Oh, yes,” Penny chimed in. “He told me about it. It really didn’t occur to him he could just walk up and say hi for a while, then he just risked it.”

      “I remember,” I laughed. “He showed up in the yard with his four-wheeler.”

      “That was a surprise,” Jackie said, smiling. “But he’s the sweetest kid.”

      “That’s true,” I agreed. “Anyway, this is our first stop.”

      I pointed at several trees, plus a natural blind formed from a tangle of undergrowth. “I was thinking tree stands here, maybe with zip lines. If I can work it up, I’d love to make the whole area traversable without ever touching the ground.”

      Penny’s and Jackie’s eyes lit up.

      “You didn’t tell me that,” Jackie exclaimed.

      “I just thought of it,” I replied, shrugging. “If you look back, you have an almost unobstructed view of the road, and of the approach to this area.”

      While Jackie went to check out the undergrowth, Wilson peered back towards the road. “This wouldn’t be a bad spot,” he said thoughtfully. “Someone here with an anti-material rifle of some kind would have really caused us problems.”

      “As I recall, we caused you problems anyway,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he agreed. “We really didn’t know what we were getting ourselves into.”

      “So you finally see that?” I asked.

      He just nodded.

      “Why do you want to go back to Birmingham?” I asked him straight up. “We really could use you here.”

      “Because it was home, I guess,” He said. “At least the closest thing to it after the virus and all.”

      I nodded. “I get it. Still, if you change your mind, it’d be good to have you and Sam both.”

      “Really?” the other young man spoke up.

      “Sure,” I said. “You’ve both got skills we need here. Between you and Penny, you can do about anything Baron Chandler can do, I’ll bet.”

      Hearing his name taken in vain again, Baron eyed me, one eyebrow lifted. I winked at him.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Sam muttered, looking down at his feet.

      “Sure we can,” Penny exclaimed. “I followed a lot of what he did early on, and I know I can do at least some of it.”

      That was an interesting fact, as long as the girl wasn’t boasting. I looked from her to Sam. “You aren’t pulling my leg, are you?”

      “Not really,” he said. “I mean, we’ve been messing around with some of the devices we’ve got here, and we’ve put together a pretty good little wifi network with a server that’ll let us talk between the two houses using a tablet.”

      “Okay, that’s useful,” I said. “Just the houses?”

      “I suppose it’ll work wherever the wifi reaches,” Penny said.

      “Which means out as far as the cameras,” Sam added. “What with all the extenders.”

      Baron nodded. “Good idea, actually. You both have definitely got it going on.”

      The man was a hell of a lot meeker than I expected him to be, or else he was so far out of his depth he didn’t know which way to swim. I suspected the latter, but he’d learn.

      I looked over at the bushes. “Jackie? You done?”

      “Oh, sorry,” she called back from some place off to the left of where she’d gone in. “I was curious how far I could go before you noticed me.”
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      Gene turned out to be mostly okay. He’d run out of his hypertension medication and hadn’t told anyone. We had plenty of that particular mixture in our stores, and Estelle hooked him up. Of course, I had one more thing to worry about, and we really needed to get him passing on his piloting skills.

      We spent the next couple of days raiding local sporting goods stores for prefab blinds and tree stands, then the days after that setting them up. Penny, Sam, and Baron put together extender modules, as they called them, using a solar panel, a twelve-volt battery, and a wifi extender, all mounted inside a small, all-weather doghouse, complete with lockable door.

      Additionally, they worked out a system of relays based on using standard driveway sensors. Something I didn’t know was that the typical, off-the-shelf motion sensor could relay to a receiver about a thousand feet away.

      Good to know.

      We spent about two hours setting up their system after everything was built, then tested it. Everything seemed to work. We had motion sensors and a couple of wifi-enabled trail cameras set up watching the road, with monitors back at the house.

      “The one thing I’m not sure about,” Penny said. “Is how well it’ll work in the rain. We’ll keep an eye on it.”

      Sam nodded.

      “It should be fine,” Baron asserted.

      We’d set the motion sensor up unobtrusively, but we’d have to make sure that it had a clear path of view of the road. Monthly maintenance, probably. The cameras were hidden in trees overlooking the intersection, and the wifi units were concealed in thickets and underbrush between us and the house.

      While we stood admiring our work, a familiar diesel rumble sounded from out of sight up the road and towards the interstate. My ears perked up.

      “Someone’s coming?” Sam said, a confused look on his face.

      “It’s the Big Green Truck,” I said, grinning. “Bruce is back.”

      “You can tell that just from the noise?” Penny asked.

      I nodded. “Engines have their own sound, each and every one of them. It’s almost like a fingerprint. You can learn to identify a particular car or truck just by the sound of its motor if you want.”

      “Huh,” Sam said.

      When Bruce’s M35 came into view, I waved him down and stood back with the two younger folks while he rumbled and squeaked the big truck to a halt in the road in front of us.

      “Well,” he yelled out the open passenger window. “Howdy!”

      “Going our way?” I called back.

      “Sure,” he replied. “Need a lift.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt,” I replied.

      “Pack yourselves in then,” he straightened while walked up and pulled open the passenger door. There was more than enough room in the cab for all of us if we were cozy, and the trip wasn’t really that far.

      Instead of making anyone really squeeze, Penny perched on my lap with her hands on the spartan dashboard.

      “Unsafe,” Bruce muttered as he shifted gears, worked the clutch, and started us going. We rumbled and grumbled our way to the driveway of the homestead where he shouted, “Hold on!” and took the turn.

      We all leaned sideways, then bounced in our seats as the truck idled down the driveway to come to a squeaking halt in the yard.

      “I need to check your brakes,” I said to the old survivalist. “When did they get this noisy?”

      “Up in Birmingham a couple of days ago,” he answered as Baron, Penny, and Sam piled out, leaving the two of us to talk.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Pull over to my workshop, and I’ll take a look in the morning.”

      “Not now?”

      “Nope,” I replied. “I’m trying to take life a little easier. My doctor recommended it.”

      He laughed at that.

      “Speaking of doctors,” Bruce gave me a sly look. “Gwen probably needs a visit.”

      “Oh?” I quirked an eyebrow at him.

      “Yep,” he answered. “Away less than a week, and all she can talk about is you. I swear she wanted me to deliver a pair of panties, but I turned down that one.”

      I blushed a little and shook my head. “You’re pulling my leg on that.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “How will you ever know?”

      “I’ll ask her,” I replied, grinning at him.

      “Do it,” he says. “If she gives you the chance.”

      “Hey,” Jackie yelled from outside. “You two just going to sit there all day, or do you mean to come on in and say hi?”

      Bruce leaned out of his window, looked dead at her, and tapped his index finger on the brim of his cap. “Hi,” he said.

      I laughed even more.

      “Get your ass out here, old man,” Angie exclaimed. “Don’t make me drag you in for dinner.”

      “Oh,” he looked over at me with a broad grin. “You didn’t say food was involved.”

      “Isn’t it always involved around here?” I said as I slid over and climbed down. “Pull her over to the workshop once you’re free again.”

      “I’ll do that,” he said.

      We went inside, talking about this and that, then perched around the dining room table. Tommy, like usual, was out with Virgil, Baron, Penny, and Sam had retreated to the Roberts’ place to return to their planning. Soon we’d either have the internet back or die of wifi induced cancer, one or the other. I laughed to myself about it, then got tapped by Estelle to help make dinner.

      “How much?” I asked.

      “Assume everyone else will wander by as soon as they find out Bruce is here,” she replied. “I’m thinking about something simple. Thaw some of the buns in the oven and cook up a bunch of hot dogs and sausages to go with sauteed onions and peppers, maybe some cheese.”

      “That sounds damn good to me,” I said with a nod. “I’ll go gather everything.”

      Our cold storage was a bunch of large chest freezers with their own connection to the solar array, along with a battery and backup generator. I hadn’t wanted to take any risk with that stuff. The last thing we wanted was to lose all the food we’d managed to salvage, and, of course, make. We were already baking and freezing our own loaves of bread. Virgil made sausage, mostly smoked pork and venison, but he’d started experimenting a little, too.

      Instead of hauling everything inside, I delivered the bread and informed her that I would fire up the grill. She just waved me off like she’d expected that very thing, and I wandered back outside, stowed the meat out of reach of the dogs, and loaded the big barrel grill with charcoal. Sure, it’d take awhile to get up to temperature, but it’d work great if we ended up with another cookout.

      Within an hour, I was glad I’d gone that route. Apparently, the kids spread the work up the hill and across the way, so we were flooded with people as soon as they smelled the smoke. Estelle had worked some magic and gotten help, so we had buns, hot dogs and sausages, onions and peppers, and a big pot of barbecue beans.

      “Oh, God,” Jackie complained about the beans. “I think I’ll go camp with Goldeneye tonight.”

      “They’re good for you,” Gene chuckled.

      “Yeah, right,” she muttered.

      Virgil led a prayer over the food before we really got down to business. I stuck with manning the grill and put my plate on a side-table. I’d take a bite or two in between filling plates and adding more food to the flames. It was nice just to watch folks.

      “Need a break?” Bruce asked as he walked up. “I can run that for a bit while you eat.”

      “Oh, sure,” I said. “I think things are slowing down a bit.”

      “Are we out of food, yet?” Virgil called, eyes wide.

      “No,” Bruce answered. “But if you’re going to eat much more, we will be.”

      I laughed and made room for the older man. “I do really appreciate it,” I told him. “How long are you staying?”

      “I’m here to help you finish up, then you, me, and whoever else is going on this road trip will head up to Birmingham,” he explained. “There, you will spend some time with Gwen while the rest of us kibbitz and help out with things there.”

      “Once she unties you and lets you go,” he continued. “We’ll head west on I-20. There are other options. But that’s the route I took, so I’m recommending it.” The old survivalist cracked open another package of hot dogs and added them to the grill as another plateful was emptied. We were running low on buns, though.

      I nodded. “I’m fine with that,” I said, mulling over where I knew I-20 ran. The biggest city along the way was probably Dallas-Fort Worth, although we’d hit Vicksburg, Shreveport, Tucson, and then Phoenix. “Where in Arizona are we heading?”

      “Between Gila Bend and Dateland,” he answered. “I reckon you’ll want to hit Phoenix?”

      “In and around cities might be some reasonable places to look for people,” I replied. “If it’s not too much of a problem.”

      Bruce shrugged. “I don’t want to take too long getting there, but if we make incidental contact, or run across obvious survivor-sign, that’ll be fine.”

      “That’ll work for me,” I said. “Especially if we luck into a larger group that’s at least kind of friendly.”

      “Any idea who’s staying and who’s coming?” He wanted to know.

      “Jackie, for sure,” I replied. “Estelle is still hemming and hawing about making sure this place still has adult supervision, but with Angie staying behind, she’s pretty likely to come around.”

      “Good,” he said. “We can use a doctor.”

      “Bob and Jeremy will handle healthcare while we’re gone.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” he muttered, eyeing them over the hood of the grill as they ate and chatted with the others. “Not sure I want research doctors as GPs.”

      “Estelle’s a research doctor,” I pointed out. “So’s Gwen.”

      “Right, but they have sense,” he said.

      I guess I couldn’t really argue that point. Bob and Jeremy were knowledgeable, skilled, and would probably do a hell of a job. What they didn’t have were bedside manner and general common sense.

      “Speaking of,” I said. “They’re planning a quick trip into Atlanta to check on the CDC and see about the feasibility of splitting time between there and here.”

      “Mighty free with the gas,” he said.

      “Well, the ultimate plan is to use the Tesla we found, along with maybe a couple of Leafs,” I observed, then took a bite of my hot dog and chewed slowly while I watched Bruce make a sour face. “The reactor should be able to solve most of the problems with power, since they can plug everything in, charge it, and make a round trip on a single charge.”

      “Okay,” he admitted grudgingly. “That could work.”

      “We can charge electric cars on the solar here, too,” I continued. “I don’t think we’ve had to use the backup generators in weeks, now.”

      “Fine,” he said. “I’m glad.”

      “What do you use out in the middle of the desert?” I asked, smiling faintly.

      “Oh,” he said, grinning at me. “Solar, a windmill, and a couple of propane generators.”

      “You were messing with me, weren’t you?”

      “Maybe a little,” Bruce said, nodding and still grinning. “And you thought you were getting me.”

      “I did.”

      “I’m sharper than that,” he said, tapping his temple. “Remember that.”

      “Okay, Mister Sharper-Than-That, you’re burning the hot dogs.” I pointed at the grill.

      “Oh, shit!” he swore.

      I chuckled a bit. They really hadn’t gotten beyond the edible stage, although one had caught fire. Bruce handled extinguishing them quite adroitly, and then graciously moved the most carbonized dogs to his own plate.

      The actual dogs, however, had caught wind of possible inedible food and crowded around the grill with begging eyes. I tossed the butt-end of one of my buns to Suzy, which almost started a fight.

      “Girls,” I yelled. “Back off.”

      I surprised a few people at the tables, but they quickly figured out I was yelling at the dogs. Our pack, however, played innocent while I berated them.

      Eventually, I took the grill back from Bruce. We were definitely past the home stretch. Only Sam and Jackie were back for more, and they waited patiently while I grilled up the last of the pack.

      There were five hot dogs left. They each took two, I took one, and then after asking around to see if anyone wanted the last, lonely little sausage, cut it up and gave the dogs a treat.

      Just for that little taste of human food, the furry monsters would hound me forever, though. They crowded around when I finally settled in at the picnic table to enjoy a cold beer and shoot the shit with the family.

      Yeah, I considered everyone in the homestead family, now. Even the former troublemakers. Guess it was time to let them out of the ankle monitors. I banged on the table for quiet.

      “Hey,” I said loudly as everyone quieted down and looked at me. “Quick group meeting time.”

      “Aww,” Gene complained. “Can I finish my beer?”

      I held mine up. “No, this’ll just take a minute.”

      He sighed dramatically, then focused on me.

      “Okay,” I said. “I want to propose that Wilson and Sam get freed of their monitors and welcomed into the fold.”

      “Seconded,” Jackie spoke up.

      “All in favor, then?” I said.

      Hands went up.

      “All opposed?”

      No-one.

      “Well,” I said, nodding. “It’s unanimous.” I turned to the two young men, raised my beer, and said, “Welcome aboard.”
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      A few days later found us back in Birmingham. The trip back with Bruce, Baron, Jackie, and Estelle was uneventful, as I expected. With no one around to start trouble, all we really had to worry about was the weather and the slow degradation of the roads and other infrastructure.

      Needless to say, I found myself swept away almost immediately upon arrival.

      “So…” Gwen said, her head resting on my chest as we recovered from our recent activities. Our reunion had been vigorous, to say the least, and both Jackie and Estelle had given us our time alone. There seemed to be an unspoken understanding between my wives that they might have to give one another alone time on occasion. So far, it had worked quite well.

      “So?” I asked.

      “The others mentioned something,” she continued. “A tradition, maybe…”

      “Speed dating?” I asked, smiling up at the ceiling.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “It might be a little late for that, but it sounded fun.”

      “It’s never too late,” I said, stretching a little beneath her. “You start.”

      “What do I do?” she asked.

      “Just ask me a question,” I answered. “Anything you want to know.”

      “That’s it, huh,” she mused. “Do you like piercings?”

      “Depends on who’s wearing them,” I replied. “I really like yours, and it seems like Angie does too.”

      Gwen blushed and laughed softly, raising her head to look at me. “Your turn, right?”

      “Yep,” I replied, then asked, “Motorcycles or cars?”

      “Motorcycles,” she answered. “I need to see if you’ll let me borrow the one you’ve got some time.”

      “The Hellcat?” I said. “Sure. So long as you let me ride with you on something.”

      “Of course,” she replied, then thought for a moment. “Pizza or wings?”

      “Pizza,” I replied. “Preferably all meat, but I like onions and peppers.”

      “I’m not exactly sure what I’m trying to learn about you,” she complained.

      “You’ll figure it out,” I told her. “Skirts or jeans?”

      “Depends on where I’m going,” she replied. “Thongs or panties?”

      “What guy doesn’t like a thong?” I said. “Beef or pork?”

      That seemed to catch her by surprise, but she seemed to have the idea. “Fish.”

      I nodded. That was useful information there.

      “Ink or no ink?” she asked.

      I sort of figured she was a bit self-conscious about her own tattoos. The doctor had, in addition to nipple and bellybutton piercings (a ring with a dangling sapphire), upper arm sleeves from shoulder to elbow that looked a lot like Yakuza-style tattoos; very colorful with fish and stylized water. Another tattoo followed her spine and looked like it was some long word or phrase in Cyrillic. That one ended in a pair of flared wings just above her backside, the classic tramp stamp.

      “Once again,” I answered. “Depends on who’s wearing it. You’ve got some really nice work on you, and I’m kind of surprised it’s all on your back.”

      “I wanted to be able to hide it,” she admitted. “My folks were a bit conservative and didn’t know I was into that sort of thing.”

      “I think it’s gorgeous on you,” I told her.

      Again she blushed. “Thank you.”

      “Hmm,” I paused to think for a bit, running my fingers up along the smooth, soft skin of her back. “Books or movies?”

      “Books,” she answered. “Sex or violence?”

      “Most definitely sex,” I replied, grinning. “If you hadn’t figured that out, yet.”

      “You’re good at the violence thing, though,” she said thoughtfully.

      “Being good at it doesn’t mean I like it,” I answered, turning my gaze up to the ceiling. The fan above the bed spun slowly. “Office or field?”

      “Oh,” she chuckled and leaned over to kiss me. “Good one. I’d have to say field. You learn a lot from observation and gathering specimens.”

      “Don’t like being tied up at the office, huh?” I teased.

      She blushed. “I suppose it depends on who’s doing the tying. “Kinky or vanilla?”

      I walked right into that one.

      “That depends, too,” I answered. “And the kink. I figure both can be just as much fun, depending on what you want.”

      “Good one,” she said as she snuggled closer. “Your turn.”

      “Love or lust?” I asked.

      “Why do they have to be mutually exclusive?” she countered. “The best love includes lust, and the best lust includes love.”

      “I can’t argue with that,” I said and leaned my head back into the pillow, eyes drifting shut.

      “You think you can handle all of us?” she asked.

      “Depends on what you mean by handle,” I said thoughtfully. “I do love you all. It’s not something I really was prepared for, either. All my life, it was the standard one man and one woman. That kind of expanded out into letting people who are in love get married. I did know some folks who were poly, but I never really understood it. Hell, what do you call us?”

      Gwen laughed and shifted against me, her body sliding against mine until she kissed me deeply. “You’ve got a harem, Henry,” she said. “I never imagined being happy like this, either, but here we are.”

      “Do you want anyone else?” I asked.

      “No,” she replied. “Not at all. I’m pretty sure I can speak for the others, too.”

      “You haven’t known us that long.”

      “I was friends with Estelle before the virus happened,” she said. “She’s deeply in love with you, and you can see it in how Angie and Jackie act. They are too.”

      “Yeah,” I mused and took a deep breath. “I guess you’re right.”

      Gwen laughed. “I’m always right.”

      “Oh, really?” I asked, not opening my eyes.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied and kissed me. “My turn?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Again?” she asked, her breath sweet and hot against my lips.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Hell, yes.”

      When we finally came out of the bedroom, it was well into the night. Jackie and Estelle had claimed other rooms in the empty house, so we had the den to ourselves. Outside, the night was dark, with stars visible overhead in a mostly clear sky. I stood in the window and gazed out at the mostly silent neighborhood, lost in thought.

      “What’s up?” Gwen asked, padding up beside me on bare feet.

      “Just thinking,” I said. “How are the folks we rescued?”

      “Recovering,” she answered. “I’ve been reading up on obstetrics and gynecology, and working with Carol to set up a women’s center as well as filling out our general practice. She’s been counseling them to the best of her ability.”

      “I’m just afraid it won’t be enough. Still, there’s plenty of people willing to take care of kids.”

      “Estelle’s good with them,” I said. “She had Tommy and Irene when Jackie and I met her.”

      “I know,” Gwen smiled. “She offered, too.” Then she sighed and leaned against me. “I don’t like the distance.”

      “At least we’re figuring out a way to avoid too much fuel usage,” I said, recounting the idea of using solar and the CDC reactor to charge electric cars.

      “How do they work without the cellular connection?” she asked.

      “About like a regular car,” I answered. “They do lose a lot of features, which kind of makes me lean towards some of the simpler electrics. Still, the Teslas have more range.”

      “True,” she replied. “What about hybrids?”

      “Still use fuel,” I replied. “And the weight ratios kind of make them a lot less efficient than pure electrics.”

      “Smartypants.” She grinned.

      “I like cars,” I said with a shrug and grinned back. “Not as much as girls, mind you, but…”

      “Good,” she said, smirking. “Girls will last a lot longer than cars.”

      “True,” I said thoughtfully.

      That night went on like that, and Gwen and I eventually went back to bed to just sleep. The next morning started late for us, but we went out into the neighborhood to make our rounds.

      Overall, the Birmingham group was doing well. I even got to meet some of the women we’d rescued and hearing their heartfelt thanks made me feel a lot better about the whole situation.

      Hell, I felt pretty good about our operation against the militias and Price by the time we met up with Jake and Baron. Jackie and Estelle joined Gwen and me, and the six of us settled down at a table in the park. Bruce was nowhere to be seen, although his M35 sat quietly in front of the church.

      “So you’re really doing it?” Jake asked.

      I nodded.

      “Yeah,” I said. “We’re just a small part of the country, and, face it, we really don’t have enough people to do any of the more ambitious projects we need to do.”

      “That’s true,” the sergeant said. “I’ve got nothing to offer aside from food, gas, and good wishes.”

      “That’s plenty,” I smiled.

      “I do have something,” Baron said, looking a little subdued. “I’ve got a full box of satellite phones on my workbench that I need to mod. We can spread them out here and Opelika so we can better keep in contact.”

      “How long before you can have them up and running?” I asked.

      “I can probably have five more by the end of the week,” he said. “Why?”

      “Because if we meet anyone along the way with an established group of people,” I told him. “I’d like to be able to offer them a way of communicating with the rest of us.”

      “Oh!” His eyes lit up. “That makes all the sense in the world. Will you be sticking around for a bit, then?”

      “He’s asking,” Jake said. “Because we’ve got a bit of an engineering dilemma you might be able to help us with.”

      “You just want me for my brain,” I laughed.

      Everyone else did, too, and it felt good.

      “You aren’t my type, Forrest,” the sergeant said. “Are you willing to have a look?”

      “Sure thing,” I replied.

      “We’ve got our own work to do,” Estelle said with a nod in Gwen’s direction.

      “I would like to run one of the phones down to Opelika in the next day or two,” Baron said. “If we leave in the morning, we should be back by nightfall.”

      “I can handle that,” Jackie volunteered before I could say anything. “You help with the project here, Henry.”

      “Alright, then,” I said and looked at Jake. “What’s the problem?”

      “Well,” he drawled, “it might be one of those big problems, but hopefully not.”

      My stomach dropped a bit. Anytime someone said something about a big problem, it was generally something bad.

      I gave the girls a look of despair, then stole kisses all around and stood. “Lead on, then.”

      “Sure thing.” He rose as well. “It’s a bit of a drive.”

      We started walking off, and I laughed. “You aren’t just taking me out of town to shoot me in the head, are you?”

      “Hell no,” Jake exclaimed. “Do you have any idea what sort of vengeance I’d face from your wives?”

      I laughed. “Well… I guess there is that.”

      “Especially since I’ve seen them in action.”

      “Okay, then,” I said as we headed towards a parked truck. “Where are we going?”

      “About midway between here and Opelika is Martin Dam,” he replied. “Baron checked out the remotes at Alabama Power, and couldn’t get anything to work. Even when he got the computers powered up, he couldn’t get a connection.”

      “I’m really not that kind of engineer,” I complained. “I guess I can look, and if there’s a simple problem, maybe fix it. You might just have a line down, somewhere.”

      “You’ve got a better chance of figuring it out than the rest of us,” he said with a shrug. “We do have a lineman, though, in case that turns out to be the problem.”

      “Why didn’t you take Chandler to check it out?” I asked.

      “Price, actually,” Jake replied. “He didn’t like sending Baron out anywhere. Didn’t trust him not to run, I guess, or maybe didn’t trust him. I always found the kid to be a pretty decent sort, for all he looks like a smarmy little bastard.”

      I nodded. “Why didn’t you or Stern do it?”

      “Honestly?” he said with a shrug. “I just kept my head down and played soldier while Price and Stern barked the orders. Nobody ever ordered me to do it.”

      “Fair,” I observed. “And they were too busy screwing around with the CDC folks and us.”

      “Yep.”

      Martin would be a great site to get operating. If I remembered correctly, it provided power for Birmingham, Montgomery, Opelika, and Auburn. Jordan was another dam that Alabama Power had operated.

      I wondered what its status was.

      Jake went around to slide into the driver’s seat while I climbed into the passenger seat. “I reckon y’all are just going to keep me busy for the week?”

      “At least during the day,” he replied.

      “Fair enough,” I said, laughing. “Hell, maybe we can get the on-site controls working.”

      “I’d settle for anything,” Jake replied. “We’re really moving to solar with emergency generators. Everyone’s worried the natural gas is going to stop flowing at any moment, too.”

      “That’s a reasonable worry,” I said as he started the truck and pulled out, heading off back out of town. “Wish I’d known what the plan was. I would’ve packed more than my sidearm.”

      “I’ve got a pair of M27s with five magazines apiece behind the seats,” He said. “None of us like going unarmed anywhere, and the dam is country enough that there might be backwoods survivors.”

      “Or more militia,” I muttered.

      “Or that,” he said. “Yeah.”

      We lapsed into silence, and he put on some music. Sergeant Wilcox liked the heavier stuff, a lot like I did. This time it was Dragonforce, but I’d caught him listening to other power metal bands and such.

      I smiled faintly and just tried to relax a bit. This was just an appraisal. A proof of concept, to see if existing power infrastructure could be restored to working order for our groups, and how difficult it would be to do.

      Jake drummed his fingers on the steering wheel as we drove along. It was probably about an hour or so to the dam, and he’d understand if I caught a nap. Ever since the virus, I’d regained some of my old soldiers’ skills, particularly the ability to sleep anytime and anywhere. Catnaps were something that most people seriously underrated, but that soldiers survived on.
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      Martin Dam was what is called a concrete arch gravity dam, spanning the Tallapoosa River and forming Martin Lake above it. It wasn’t as massive as some of the later dams built in the United States, but it still was about two-thousand feet from shore to shore, and probably somewhere between a hundred and fifty to a hundred and seventy feet from base to top.

      We rumbled up the access road to the dam control building until Jake braked to a halt in a parking area below the structure itself. Water cascaded over the top of the dam, and all the spillways were closed.

      “Well,” I said. “That explains a lot.”

      “Yeah,” he replied.

      “Hopefully, the turbines aren’t damaged.” I got out and walked over to look out at the Tallapoosa River. It was a little high, but not far outside its banks. The lake above, too, didn’t seem terribly flooded, considering that the flow over the top of the dam itself was maybe a foot or two at most.

      “What do we do?” Wilcox asked as he joined me.

      “Go up to the control room and see if we can open some of the spillway gates, then engage a turbine to see what happens,” I replied. “Ultimately, we want to open all of them, whether or not the generators will start.”

      “Right.” He gave me an expectant look.

      I just started up the access road to the large brick building ahead. In all truth, I didn’t know a hell of a lot about dams or hydroelectric generation. There was a fair chance this was going to be a bust.

      Up at the powerhouse building, the door opened with a creak, and Jake and I exchanged glances. Shouldn’t it have been locked? The interior was dark, and we both drew our sidearms and flashlights before heading in. Not too far inside, we found a man dead in one of the offices, a large revolver in his hand, and most of the back of his skull blown out.

      “Do you think he shut everything down?” I asked, keeping my distance as I circled the bloodstained desk. The body was mostly decomposed, aside from the skeleton, and there wasn’t even much stink in the air.

      “At a guess,” Jake said. “He’s been here since the early days.”

      “Sounds about right,” I agreed, then sighed. “Maybe he thought he was doing something responsible.”

      “Or he was sabotaging things,” Wilcox suggested, ever the ray of sunshine.

      “Maybe,” I said. “Let’s see if he left anything else unlocked. I don’t want to have to paw through his remains for keys.”

      “Right,” he said.

      We spent about a half-hour going quickly through the powerhouse. Apparently, the nameless dead man in the office had cut everything off. If water reached the turbines, they weren’t spinning. No power ran through the facility itself, and all the controls for the spillway gates needed power.

      At least nothing was locked, and even if it had been, I never went anywhere without the lockpick kit I picked up in the early days.

      “I think this is a bust,” Jake said, holding a flashlight while I inspected the controls for the turbines.

      “If I can figure out what the hell he did,” I grumbled. “I can probably undo it. I’m pretty sure that all the water going over the dam is probably damaging it.”

      “What could stop the turbines?” he asked.

      I scratched my head, then shook it. “I really have no idea,” I answered honestly. “I don’t see how it could hurt to just run through the place pushing buttons and flipping breakers. We might get the power on.”

      “Do you really think that’ll work?” he wondered.

      “Okay,” I said, pointing to the indicators on the old panels. “Everything looks to be generating electricity, just for some reason, none of it is…” I scowled. “Okay, let’s try that. Upstairs, downstairs, and in my lady’s basement.”

      “What?” Jake gave me a stupid look.

      “Just go and find breaker switches,” I told him. “I’ll do the same. We’ll meet back here in… fifteen minutes.”

      “Alright.”

      We split up and went searching. The building was a large one, and I practically jogged through my section, looking for controls, panels, or anything that might be keeping the turbines from powering the building.

      Time was almost up when I found something. I was rewarded by a distant creak when I worked the switches, then a metallic howl that quickly smoothed out. The lights flickered and came on.

      “Yes!” I shouted.

      Jake and I met back up shortly after that, and he smirked at my broad grin. “I see you did it,” he said, rather unnecessarily.

      “I’ll admit,” I observed. “I’m surprised, too.”

      “Eh,” he shrugged. “You seem to be pretty lucky, and good.”

      “More lucky,” I said. “Anyway, let’s get the spillway gates open. Someone will have to keep an eye on the place, and we’ll have to figure out how the power is routed and all of probably a thousand things.”

      “At least we’ve got this much of it going,” he said with a shrug. “Which is better than what we did have.”

      “I’d suggest dragging Baron down here to apply his particular brand of knowledge to the problem.” I looked over the controls, then started making adjustments. The roar of water outside began changing timbre.

      “Sounds like you’re doing something,” Jake said.

      “If we don’t get washed away in a flood,” I laughed, “then it’s the right thing.”

      Less than an hour later, we walked out of the powerhouse of the Martin Dam. All the spillways stood open, water falling into the collection pool below the dam, then rushing off down the lower section of the Tallapoosa.

      “At this point,” I mused as we got back into Wilcox’s truck. “Chandler and your linesman-”

      “Carl,” he said.

      “Carl, need to hit the various Alabama Power locations and figure out how to direct the electricity where it’s needed. I know they could adjust the flow based on demand and such, but I never studied how.”

      “Do you think he did?”

      “One of them ought to have some kind of clue. I’ll help as I can until it’s time to hit the road.”

      “Thanks,” he said as we started back.

      Over the next few days, I almost came to regret my offer of help. Aside from me, Carl, and Baron, there was very little technical know-how available to the Birmingham group. Most of the survivors were white-collar types; a nurse, Carol, Carl, the lineman/electrician, and Jennifer, the hobbyist mechanic and regional manager of a tire chain, were the only ones with any talent at getting their hands dirty.

      I really hoped they decided to move down to Opelika, but it didn’t look good, and Jake wouldn’t make any promises, other than saying he’d give it a shot.

      At least folks were willing to try. They didn’t want to give up their luxuries and were more than willing to help out with that in mind. It wasn’t the best motivation, but it worked. That was how the week went, days of work, and evenings of fun with Gwen, Jackie, and Estelle (mostly Gwen, since I had promised her the week).

      Baron’s satellite phone turned out to work amazingly well. We finally had a reliable method of communication, so long as the satellite didn’t fail. Maybe by the time it did, we’d be able to replace or repair it.

      Still, having an open line of communication between Birmingham and Opelika was a godsend. We went ahead and installed one of the units in the back of Bruce’s M35, then packed the additional ones away in padded boxes. They needed twelve-volt power, which meant any vehicle could run them.

      The young tech guru did walk us through operation and maintenance while we were at it. He’d worked magic for us, and I did really appreciate it, despite not fully trusting the man, yet.

      Unfortunately, by the time we left, no one had managed to figure out the power problem. That meant that they had to ask us to stay.

      “We can’t,” I told Jake as we sat with beers on the porch of his house. “I’ve got to honor my promise to Bruce, and we really do need to find other people.”

      “I know,” he said. “I just had to ask.”

      “Due diligence and all that?”

      “Yeah,” he slugged back most of his drink. “I knew what your answer was going to be, but I needed to ask, anyway.”

      I chuckled. “Are y’all going to be okay?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he waggled a hand. “We’re going to be fine. We just need time to adapt to life after Price, or rather, they do. Most of them need to be told what to do. Otherwise, they’ll just putter around and tend their gardens and talk about nothing at all. I guess he just killed a lot of their ambition and motivation or something.”

      “Or gave them everything in return for allegiance,” I said.

      “That too,” he agreed, nodding. “It was weird living here when Price ran things. You could almost imagine that the virus didn’t happen.”

      “I can see how that would have its appeal.”

      “Yeah.” Jake leaned back in his chair and stretched, then yawned. “Day after tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “We’re packing up tomorrow, then taking it easy. So you know, I’m not doing any work beyond packing.”

      “Gwen might have other ideas,” he smirked.

      I just shook my head. “That’s not work,” I said, smirking right back.

      He laughed at that.

      “Go on,” the sergeant waved me off. “Enjoy the night.”

      I finished my beer and stood. “See you tomorrow,” I said before walking off. The house we’d claimed was a couple down from Jake’s, and lights still burned in the downstairs window.

      Bruce sat in the living room with the three women, and all eyes focused on me as I entered. I looked down and checked myself.

      “What?” I asked.

      Everyone laughed but me, and I just sighed and went to plop down on a couch in the middle of the girls.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “Day after tomorrow,” Bruce said. “Unless you mean to chicken out.”

      “Nope,” I said. “Jackie and Estelle are still coming along, too.” My gaze swept to them. “Right?”

      Jackie grinned and chirped, “Right!”

      Estelle nodded and smiled. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

      Gwen just sighed and looked down at her hands. “I wish I could go.”

      “You could,” Bruce said. “There’s plenty of room.”

      “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “I need to stick around here to take care of the rescues.”

      “Is it really nice to call them that?” Jackie asked.

      “It’s not so bad,” I said. “I mean, it’s accurate without being insulting.”

      “True,” Bruce added. “We did rescue them, and it’s a quick way of knowing who we’re talking about.”

      “But no way should you call any of them that to their face,” Estelle said, shaking her head.

      “We haven’t,” I said. “At least, as far as I know.”

      The others all shook their heads.

      “Well,” Jackie said. “That’s good, at least.”

      Bruce stood and stretched, arching his back with an audible series of pops before sitting down again. “I wanted to see about maybe discussing route with you guys,” he said.

      “I thought we were going to follow I-20 like you did,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he nodded thoughtfully. “That causes one minor inconvenience for your plan.”

      That’s when it hit me. “Oh, right. The stockpile is in Baton Rouge.”

      “Right in one,” he said. “Now, if you want to do that on your way back, fine. We’ll still start out on I-20, but if you want to have a gander at the place on the way to Arizona, we’ll want to pick up I-59 and then go West on I-12.”

      “Then,” I added. “We merge back onto I-10 and follow it the rest of the way?”

      “Pretty much,” he said. “We’ll get to check out Houston, too.”

      “Is that the real reason you want to go that way?” Jackie asked.

      “Not really,” Bruce answered. “I’ve been to Houston a few times. Hell, it might be better without people, but,” he focused his eyes on me, “it’s a huge place. If there are survivors there, they’ll be well-armed, if nothing else, and there might be even more than there were in Atlanta.”

      “We probably didn’t even contact everyone in Atlanta,” Estelle threw in.

      “Probably not,” I said. “We’ll add that to the list of things to do.”

      “How long until it reaches the length of a CVS receipt?” Jackie asked.

      We all just stopped talking and looked at her. She shrugged and started giggling. That broke the dam on the rest of us, too, and laughter filled the den. When we all finally calmed down, I said, “I think it might have passed that point a month ago at least.”

      “Oh,” she looked down at her hands.

      “It was still funny,” Gwen said.

      “Okay,” Bruce stood again. “I’m going to get some sleep. That’s enough mirth for me.”

      “You can never get enough,” I said, grinning.

      “Watch me,” he retorted.

      “Sleep well, Bruce,” Estelle said. We all chimed in with various other well-wishes, and I walked him to the door and closed it behind him after he left, muttering to himself about crazy kids or something like that. I smiled to myself and turned to walk back and join the others.

      Almost as soon as I was back in the den, Gwen looked from Estelle to Jackie, and then to me. “So,” she asked quietly. “Anyone want to tie me up?” Her pale skin flushed red in the dim light.
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      None of the four of us really got much sleep that night, but we still woke up at oh-dark-thirty to say our goodbyes. For basic comfort and companionship, one of the women would ride with Bruce, and the other with me. Estelle had the short straw for the first leg, which would take us to Hattiesburg, Mississippi, where we’d swap off. We’d hooked up the camper to my Silverado yesterday and tested everything. It was all ready to go.

      Of course, camper shopping had been interesting. It wasn’t really something I did much, to be honest, so I knew there were lots of different sizes of travel trailer, and some fairly significantly sized ones used the regular sized trailer hitch instead of being fifth-wheel style.

      Rather than what I’d expected to acquire, which was closer to a fifteen or twenty-foot trailer, we ended up with a brand new, if somewhat weathered from sitting out in an unattended lot, thirty-seven-foot luxury camper. It was a lot more like a small house than a camper, but the one advantage of the current situation was that pretty much everything unattended was free for the taking.

      “You sure you don’t want to get a trailer of your own?” I asked Bruce as we finished the last-minute checks before heading out.

      He shook his head. “I’ll shack up with you if the weather’s bad. Otherwise, I’ve got my tent and the back of my truck.”

      “If you’re sure,” I said dubiously, but if he wanted to just use a mattress pad or a cot in the back of the M35 or in the surplus tent he had, I wasn’t going to press him to take a berth in the trailer.

      Estelle already called it the ‘love shack,’ which sounded rather appropriate to me, all things considered. I just wished Angie and Gwen could join us.

      Bruce looked up at the lightening sky and then at me. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” I agreed.

      Estelle eyed the M35. She’d ridden in it and wasn’t that happy to be company for Bruce on the first leg of the trip. Still, she’d drawn the short straw, so the doctor shouldered her pack, gave me a kiss, and headed after the older man towards the Big Green Truck.

      Jackie was already dozing in the passenger seat of the Silverado when I hauled myself up into the cab. Bruce and I started our trucks up at almost the same time. As he pulled off, I was glad I’d gone ahead and done the maintenance and checkups on both my truck and his. The brakes on the M35 had been a pain in the ass. All the brake shoes were worn down almost to the metal, and I’d had to machine the drums as well. Now the big truck was almost silent when she stopped.

      As for the hydropower issue, well, that was now in the hands of Baron, Carl, and Jake. I figured they’d have it solved by the time we got back, but if I was wrong, then I’d just have something else to do.

      I pulled out behind Bruce as he accelerated slowly down the residential street. Jackie yawned and stretched in the seat, then looked over at me and smiled.

      “Been a while,” she said. “Hasn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Hard to believe that it’s been less than a year, though.”

      “A lot’s happened,” she leaned over and reached for my hand. I shifted a bit, and we tangled our fingers together. “Are you happy?”

      “Mostly,” I admitted. “You and the others are great, but I’m still not entirely comfortable with what we had to do up here.”

      “That means you’re a decent guy,” she said. “If you’d been entirely comfortable killing people, well…” her voice trailed off.

      “Yeah,” I said. “I do know what you mean. Still, I feel like it should bother me more than it does.”

      “Why?” she asked. “They all sucked. They’d be the villains in a story and killed off by the scores.”

      “Scores?” I laughed. “You’re using that word.”

      “Yeah,” she laughed as well, then stuck her tongue out at me. “I am. What are you gonna do about it?”

      “Right now,” I replied. “Nothing. I’m driving.”

      Jackie giggled, then sighed. “I hope this is actually fun and relaxing,” she said. “I’m just nervous we’ll run into some problem or other.”

      “We are doing a scouting run, you know,” I said. “It’s not all meant to be recreational.”

      “Still,” she said. “It does suck that we don’t have Angie and Gwen.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.”

      We chatted on about nothing at all as Bruce took us back to I-65. It’d be a lot easier than trying to maneuver this massive trailer through downtown, at least. In about no time at all, we were back on I-20 and rolling Southwest. I-20 merged into I-59, and we slowly went from suburban towns to smaller, rural ones. The sides of the road and the median blocks were overgrown, and runners of kudzu had launched assaults on the shoulders.

      “Wow,” Jackie said, looking out the window. “It’s not going to be long before we have to clear the roads as we travel. I never really imagined how much road maintenance affected overgrowth.”

      “Are you really surprised?” I asked.

      “Not so much,” she replied. “Well, a little. The speed at which nature is reclaiming things is interesting.”

      Miles and miles of rural interstate went by. It was quiet, and not a little hypnotic. At least here, no one had thought, or been inclined to put out signs to invite contact with other survivors. By the same token, there were no warnings or roadblocks as we rolled past towns and through quiet countryside.

      Finally, we started seeing signs for Northport and Tuscaloosa, the last city before we hit the Mississippi border. As we drew closer, Bruce signaled, and we all slid over and stopped on the bumpy roadside.

      “Bathroom break,” Jackie said and hopped out as Estelle did the same from the M35.

      I chuckled to myself and disembarked to walk out and meet Bruce.

      “She wouldn’t use the bottle I set aside for her,” he grumbled.

      “Really?” I just gave him a look.

      “I don’t like to stop once I get going,” he said, then sighed. Both of the women had disappeared into the camper.

      “Fair enough,” I said, then walked over to the grass to relieve myself. He joined me after a minute, and we both finished up before Jackie and Estelle emerged.

      “I ain’t using a damn bottle,” Estelle said as she glared at Bruce.

      “Fine,” he sighed. “Sorry for suggesting it.”

      “Just because you can,” the doctor continued. “Doesn’t mean I can.”

      “My ex-wife did it just fine,” he said.

      No one said the obvious comeback for that, that maybe that was why she was his ex-wife. We were too nice for that.

      Apparently, the thought crossed Bruce’s mind, and he paused and grew thoughtful. “I wonder if she made it.”

      “Where did she live?” I asked.

      “Up a bit north of Phoenix,” he replied. “She inherited her parent’s place on the Nevada border, but I didn’t want to move.”

      “Tell you what,” I suggested. It was probably something I’d regret, but still, it was the friendly thing to do. “Once we check on your place, let’s head on up and see.”

      “I think I’d like that,” he said with a slow nod.

      Jackie drifted over and hugged him. Bruce tensed for a moment, then returned it, sighing. Estelle got him next, then said, “How about we get back on the road. We’re camping around Hattiesburg, right?”

      “That’s the idea,” I said, eyeing the distant rise of some of the tall buildings in Tuscaloosa. “Anyone want to make a side trip and check that out?” I wondered, waving a hand vaguely in the direction of the city.

      “Not unless we see invitations,” Bruce said. “With the interstates being in decent shape still, we could push on to Baton Rouge today, I think.”

      “You want to do that?” I asked.

      “That’s why I’m suggesting it,” he countered. “We refuel in Hattiesburg and then keep going.”

      “What do you think?” I looked at Jackie and Estelle.

      “I’m fine with it,” Estelle replied.

      “Me too,” Jackie said. “Let’s hurry up and get to Bruce’s place, then take the trip back slow.”

      I shrugged. “That works for me.”

      “I think I’d prefer that,” Bruce said. “Except we’re going to check out the petroleum reserve while we’re passing through.”

      “Good,” I said. “This is something that’ll be useful for all of us.”

      “I’ll be surprised if we don’t find some people there, too,” Bruce mused, then looked at the rest of us. “Ready to get back on the road?”

      “Yep,” I replied. The girls agreed as well, and we all headed back to our vehicles, started them up, and got back on the road.

      As we passed through Tuscaloosa, I did keep a sharp eye out for anything that might indicate survivors. We’d make a stop on our way back and do some exploration in more detail.

      “Hey,” Jackie said. “Look at that.”

      “What?”

      On one of the buildings, visible from the highway, was a large hanging sign with “Survivors” painted on it, and an arrow pointing down.

      I chuckled. “That’s one way to do it,” I said, and reached for the CB.

      “Tow Truck to BGT,” I said, holding down the mic button. “Do you read me?”

      A moment passed. “I read you Tow Truck,” Bruce said. “Guess you saw the sign?”

      “Sure did,” I replied. “Check it out now or later?”

      “My vote is later,” Bruce said. “Right now, I just want to go home.”

      “Fair enough,” I replied. “A few days shouldn’t make a difference.”

      “You think that,” Jackie muttered.

      “BGT out,” Bruce said. I could hear the disbelief in his voice at my impromptu call signs.

      “I think I’m closer to the camp of checking this out on our way,” I said, “but-”

      “Why not make a satellite call to Jake and see if he can do it? It’s only like an hour or so from Birmingham to here,” She said.

      I laughed. “Okay, you’re right. Do you want to do it?” We’d ended up putting one of Baron’s satellite phones in each of the vehicles instead of just the one in the M35.

      “Sure,” she said, grinning. Jackie loved to play with the tech toys, and she was a fairly skilled end-user. She fumbled around and pulled the case out from behind her seat.

      All the phones were, according to Baron Chandler, Iridium Extreme 9575s, and he’d registered all of them on his company’s satellites. They didn’t have full global coverage because of the positions of the satellites, but they could reach most of the Western Hemisphere. Each of them also had their own number, and he’d pre-programmed the numbers for the ones in Opelika and Birmingham for us.

      While I drove, Jackie made the call. She didn’t spend all that much time on the phone with whoever answered, just told them that there was a sign indicating possible survivors in Tuscaloosa, and that I had suggested Jake might want to send some people to make contact. We weren’t doing it because Bruce was in a hurry, and we couldn’t talk him into sidetracking.

      She turned off the phone on a positive note and turned to me after putting it back up. “Jake had the phone today,” Jackie reported. “He will see about putting a little team together for first contact over the next couple of days and will call to let us know how it went.”

      “Did you ever work in a call center?” I asked her out of the blue.

      “For a little while,” she replied. “Why?”

      “You are very professional on the phone,” I replied, then chuckled. “It was kind of impressive.”

      Jackie blushed.

      “Thanks, I guess,” she said, smiling. “I guess unless someone has to use the bathroom, our next stop is Hattiesburg, then?”

      “Yeah,” I looked off into the distance. The sky was turning cloudy ahead of us. “Too bad we don’t have any real way of checking the weather.”

      “Maybe a weather rock?” she suggested.

      “Yeah,” I laughed. “You saw the one at the house, didn’t you?”

      “I did,” she answered. “I love those things.”

      “So did my grandma,” I said. “All the little kitschy things like that.”

      “That explains some of the things in her cabinets and scattered around the house and the yard,” Jackie grinned. “My folks liked the cute stuff, too. I don’t know if you remember the gnomes at our house?”

      We’d been to Jackie’s house twice, once to check on her parents, then bury them, and again to pick up more of her stuff. She’d recovered from her grief fairly well, I thought. So had I, but I think I did it by focusing on work and the family I’d pulled together.

      Maybe we all needed to throw a memorial wake or something for all the folks we lost to the virus. I’d have to think about it and then see how the others felt about the idea.

      Hell, it was something to do while I drove.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuscaloosa fell away in the rearview, or rather the side view mirrors of my truck. It was still morning, really, considering we’d left before six a.m., and it was just now closing in on eight. We weren’t rushing, either, maybe sticking around fifty to fifty-five miles an hour.

      “Ugh,” Jackie leaned her head back against the headrest. “So slow.”

      I laughed. “Yeah. Imagine driving it.”

      “I don’t want to,” she said. “I’d forgotten how boring road trips could be.”

      “We haven’t even been going for two hours,” I pointed out.

      “I know!” She looked over at me and smiled. “At least I’m stuck in the truck cab with you.”

      “Militia to the right of me, cows to the left?” I asked.

      She giggled. “Something like.”

      “So I was thinking,” I began.

      “Dangerous,” she said.

      “Yeah, probably,” I continued. “I thought that maybe when we get back, we have a wake or something. We never had a memorial for the people we lost, you know.”

      Jackie fell silent, long enough that I shot a worried look her way.

      “That’s a good idea,” she said at last. “I like it.”

      “Think it’ll go over well?”

      “Probably,” she replied. “It’s like, most of us lost someone to the virus, so we’ve got that in common.”

      “Connected by loss,” I mused. “That kind of sounds bad.”

      “True, though,” she said, squirming a little in her seat. “I think people will like the fact that you remembered.”

      “Or they’ll be pissed at me for reminding them,” I said dryly.

      “Probably not. I think most people will remember the good things, you know?” Jackie turned her head and looked out the window at the scenery going by. “You did get us from day-to-day survival to nearly having all the old luxuries in the span of a couple of months, you know. You impressed everyone.”

      “All the tools were already there,” I protested. “I didn’t do anything special, really.”

      “Sure you did,” she countered. “You have a good heart, and you just put yourself out there, pretty much selflessly.”

      “Some folks would consider that a disadvantage,” I huffed.

      “Those folks are stupid,” she said. “Compassion and selflessness are what’s going to see us through this. Violence and hatred won’t do it, although they might have their uses.”

      “Righteous anger versus wrath?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “The whole thing about a good man going to war.”

      I nodded thoughtfully, fairly sure she meant me, but not certain enough that I felt the same. What drove me to lead a pre-emptive strike on Price and his allies was a protective instinct, coupled with a strong determination to kill rather than be killed. I still harbored a slight feeling of guilt for how I went about it, but considering we had been seriously outnumbered, with only speed and any overwhelming force we could manage on our side, I guess I didn’t feel that bad.

      “So what’s the deal with this gas stockpile thing you and Bruce were talking about?” she asked.

      “The Strategic Petroleum Reserves,” I said.

      “Yeah,” she nodded. “That.”

      “There are some sites in Louisiana and Texas where the U.S. stockpiled crude oil, pumped it into a series of caves, and put armed guards and control points above ground to protect them and allow for access to the stores,” I explained. “I know where they generally are, but not any real specifics.”

      “Do you think they’ll even be of use to us?” she asked.

      “I honestly don’t know,” I replied. “But I mean to find out.”

      “I wish we could have stopped and looked for those people in Tuscaloosa,” she said after a little more quiet.

      “I both blame and don’t blame Bruce,” I said.

      “Yeah. I understand wanting to go home after being gone so long.”

      Up ahead, the “Welcome to Mississippi” sign loomed. Despite our relative slowness, we were making pretty decent time. I slowed a little to put some room between us and Bruce’s M35, then braked hard as he did. I couldn’t see around him quite yet to figure out what the problem was, but he came to a full stop before saying over the CB. “Road’s blocked.”

      “What?” I grabbed the mic and asked.

      “I said the road’s blocked,” he said shortly. “Don’t you listen?”

      I took a deep breath to keep from swearing and asked, “What’s blocking the road?”

      “It’s the damnedest thing,” he replied. They still hadn’t gotten out of the truck. “There’s a goddamn tiger in the middle of the road.”

      “A what?” I looked over at Jackie. She shrugged back. “Come again, BGT, I swear I heard you say there was a tiger in the interstate.”

      “I did say that,” Bruce growled in the mic.

      A moment later, Estelle came on the CB. “It is exactly what Bruce said, Henry. There’s a tiger in the road up here. He’s just laying there across the lanes and looking at us.”

      “Can you get around him?” I asked.

      “We can try,” Bruce came back on. “I just don’t want him jumping in the back of the truck.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “That would be bad.”

      “What the hell is a tiger doing out here?” Jackie asked.

      “Maybe a pet, or got out of a zoo, or something,” I said. “If it was Louisiana, I’d say it was one of the roadside ones, but I don’t know if Mississippi has those.”

      “IGI,” Bruce said over the radio, and the Big Green Truck started moving forward, cutting a sharp angle onto the shoulder.

      I followed suit, guiding the laden Silverado off to the left side of the road, following our friend. Sure enough, stretched languidly in the road, warming itself in the sun, was a large tiger. It watched us as we trundled by, ears perked but otherwise unmoving. Once past the big cat, the M35 picked up speed, and soon, we were back in motion, heading on across the border.

      “That makes me wonder what happened to other zoo animals,” Jackie said thoughtfully.

      “Much as I hate to say it,” I said. “Probably nothing good. If they could get out, maybe they stood a chance.”

      “A lot of species can adapt to the environment of the U.S.,” she said, nodding her head. “But you’re right. If they couldn’t get out, they probably died.”

      “That guy looked like he was doing pretty well,” I said, changing the subject.

      “He did,” she said, looking in the side mirror, even though the tiger was miles behind us. “I wonder what he’s eating.”

      “Deer, maybe,” I said. “Although who knows? He might have found a warehouse full of kibble.”

      “Deer make the most sense,” she agreed. “Although a cat getting into a warehouse of kibble isn’t hard to imagine.”

      I let my mind wander a bit more as we drove on, heading through rural areas and on into suburban ones as we approached the first city past the border, a place called Meridian. As before, we watched for any sign of survivors. While we didn’t see anything as blatant as the sign hanging in Tuscaloosa, there were definite areas where fires had raged unchecked.

      Maybe all too soon, we were past and rolling on. The next city that I could remember from the map before Hattiesburg was Laurel, and it was maybe another hour or so. I was already feeling the lack of sleep from the previous nights, as much fun as they’d been.

      “You okay?” Jackie asked after I’d yawned a couple of times.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “Just feeling the past few days.”

      “Guess we should have let you sleep, huh?” she teased, blushing.

      “Did you enjoy that?” I asked.

      “Which part?” she asked in return. “There was lots to enjoy.”

      “All of it, I guess,” I shrugged.

      “Yeah,” she replied. “I kind of didn’t think I would, but as much as I trust you, it turned out to be more fun than scary.”

      “I was pretty nervous about it too,” I admitted. “Still, once Gwen walked me through things, it got easier.”

      “Yeah,” Jackie practically purred, and I glanced over to catch her flushing and looking at me while she chewed on her lower lip.

      “You too?” I asked, not really expecting that particular reaction.

      “Yeah,” she admitted after a moment of silence. “I guess so.”

      “Cool,” I said, grinning. I’d never had much exposure to certain kinks outside of late nights in front of the computer. Gwen had introduced Jackie and me to something new. Estelle, though, wasn’t terribly interested, although she did seem happy to watch the rest of us.

      Maybe the doctor liked to watch. That’d be almost ironic, but something that added to the complexity and depth of the relationships we all had. I definitely didn’t know what I’d do without my wives, and I hated the fact that not all of them had been able to tag along on this trip.

      Still, I did have a chance to spend time with Jackie and Estelle, which seemed to have been in short supply the past few months.

      And the road went on.

      Jackie and I teased and amused each other with jokes and stories while we passed through Mississippi, headed more southerly now along I-59. The billboards we passed looked a lot older than they had to be. Maintenance and weather, I reckoned. The need for someone to clean up and repair the world we were so used to when we weren’t looking had become fairly evident just from the grass and shrubbery along the edge of the interstate. The trees and such that provided a buffer between the road and the farms, towns, and rural roads looked thicker than they’d been, much like they were in Alabama.

      I suppose I shouldn’t have expected any different, but it really hammered home just how empty the world was now, and I couldn’t help but be a bit unsettled at the thought, even though I did grasp it on an intellectual level.

      Another yawn, and I stretched and rolled my neck. We were already coming up on Hattiesburg, and I could tell Bruce was planning an exit soon. He slowed and wobbled a little, checking out the signs rising above the trees and posted at the exits.

      We finally exited before we pulled into the city proper and pulled into a Stuckey’s. Bruce rumbled in first, but I wasn’t sure the place was big enough for the trailer I pulled, so I idled in the street while he cracked open the access ports to the place’s underground tanks.

      Jackie and I watched Estelle get out and start walking in our direction.

      “Time to use the bathroom and swap, I guess,” Jackie said, then leaned over to kiss me. “See you in Baton Rouge?”

      “Maybe before that,” I replied, grinning. “Go easy on the old man.”

      “Depends on if he goes easy on me,” she said and slid out. Estelle blew me a kiss as she walked by, and the two went on into the trailer.

      I leaned on the steering wheel and watched Bruce, my eyes scanning the store behind him. Dirt caked the windows, and there was pretty obvious runoff from storms and such. The door swung loosely on a broken hinge.

      At least none of the glass was broken, but the door made me curious. Not curious enough to go in. There were probably dead animals inside, considering the kinds of food Stuckey’s carried. I was really too tired to deal with that shit.

      The girls finished up, and Jackie walked over to talk to Bruce while Estelle joined me in the cab.

      “Have fun?” I asked her.

      She just sighed and shook her head. “If you call listening to hours of conspiracy theories from UFOs to the Kennedy assassination fun. It was kind of interesting, but it was starting to make sense, so let’s just say I am really glad to be handing off the reins.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, Bruce is an interesting guy.”

      “True.” She leaned back in the seat Jackie vacated. “So how about you? I guess you saw the tiger.”

      “We did,” I said. “It was kind of hard to miss.”

      “He thinks someone probably released it,” she said, waving a hand towards the M35. “Like it may have been a pet or something.”

      “If that’s true, then we’ve got another area to check for survivors,” I said. “We should probably be running a scanner, too, in case there’s more radio communication going on.”

      “He’s got that covered,” she told me. “Nothing so far. Not even around Tuscaloosa and the sign.”

      “At least one of us has their head on right today,” I said, shaking the body part in question. “How are you feeling, anyway?”

      “Not bad,” she replied. “I don’t sleep a lot anyway, so last night didn’t hit me too hard.”

      I rubbed my temples. “Lucky you,” I said, then chuckled. “I could really use some coffee or something.”

      “Could always go inside and see if there’s anything that survived,” she suggested.

      “I don’t think I want to risk that,” I replied. “There’s no telling how long that door’s been open, or what’s living in there.”

      “Oh,” Estelle peered past me at the Stuckey’s. “I didn’t notice that. Probably a good idea.”
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      It took about a half-hour for us to fuel up using the portable pumps we had, then we were back on the road. No one had been brave enough to delve into the dark depths of the Stuckey’s, though, not even Jackie.

      “Lord, this is so much more comfortable,” Estelle said as we pulled back onto the interstate.

      I laughed.

      “I can tell you that there were thousands of soldiers who agreed with you. We just normally rode in the back of those things,” I said.

      She laughed. “The back might be more comfortable. What sort of padding do they use for those seats, anyway?”

      “Springs with some really thin foam, I’d say,” I answered. “It’s not as bad as being in a tank.”

      “How bad is that?” she asked.

      “Okay, take three or four people,” I said. “And stuff them in an area about as big as the front seat of my truck here, only without the air conditioner. M1A1s are supposed to have environment control, but they really don’t, or at least, it’s not that effective in the desert.”

      “I can’t imagine much is effective in the desert,” she opined. “I spent some time in Africa and the Middle East, myself, as well as the jungles in Thailand and Brazil.”

      “You’ve been everywhere?” I teased.

      “Not like Gene, though,” she said. “Have you had much time to talk to him?”

      “Not nearly as much as I’d like,” I admitted.

      “You should hear his stories,” Estelle smiled and leaned back in her seat. “If he’s not just making things up, he’s seen and done some pretty amazing things.”

      “As I understand it,” I said, gazing off into the distance at the back end of Bruce’s truck. “He made it out of Vietnam without nearly as many issues as a lot of vets, despite being a combat pilot.”

      “Rescue and evacuation, mostly, but yeah,” she continued. “We talked a bit while you were on your mission.”

      “I guess that’s one way to describe it,” I shook my head. “Still, I need to take the time to really get to know everyone.”

      “You do,” she agreed. “Everyone thinks they know you, but they really don’t.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, giving her a curious, sidelong look. The trees and grass blurred by as we rumbled down the highway, every minute bringing us closer to our first goal.

      “You’ve got people thinking you’re some kind of hero, Henry,” Estelle said. “You kind of are, but you’re a man, too.”

      “What is a hero, anyway?” I asked.

      “That is a good question,” she said. “I think everyone has their own vision. The younger ones, and some of the older ones, really see your service as some kind of badge of honor.”

      I laughed. “We got that, or we got the dirty looks and snide commentary,” I told her. “What most people don’t realize is that a lot of us join up for the pay and the jumpstart on our future. The G.I. Bill, job training, and pretty much everything like that. Sure there are the guys who want to fight for God and Country, and even the ones who want to get out there and kill the foreigners, but for the most part, soldiers are just people.”

      “You act like a hero,” she said.

      “I do?” What she said actually surprised me.

      “Yeah,” Estelle continued. “You put other people first. Even in a situation as basic as how you behave in bed with us. It’s not about whether or not you get off, but whether you leave us satisfied, and maybe a little bit broken.” I caught her grin out of the corner of my eye and felt myself blush.

      “Well,” I said. “I want you to come back…”

      She laughed at that. “We’re already sold, lover,” she teased. “Or at least I am. Pretty sure Jackie and Angie are, too. Gwen, well, you gave her exactly what she wanted, so I’m pretty sure you won’t be able to get rid of her.”

      “Why would I want to?” I demanded.

      “I never said you would,” Estelle laughed some more.

      “What about you?” I asked. “You pretty much just watched.”

      Her dark skin grew a shade darker. “Noticed that, did you?”

      “It was kind of hard to miss,” I replied, smirking a bit to myself.

      “I’m not sure I care to surrender that much control,” she admitted, still blushing and looking down at her hands. “It’s really exciting to watch, but I just can’t imagine letting myself get into that position.”

      “Gwen surprised me,” I said, shifting a bit in the seat. Bruce had gotten his truck up to fifty-eight, close to the big machine’s maximum speed. The trailer behind us sat solid, well-behaved at our speed. “She never struck me as the submissive type.”

      “I didn’t know her to be that way, either,” the doctor said. “Maybe it’s her way of unwinding. She’s in control most of the time but likes to just put that aside when she’s having fun. We never really talked about our sex lives.”

      “Not your normal office conversations,” I said and chuckled. “For me, when I was in the service, it was all about bragging rights. Most of the guys and even some of the girls did it. I guess it was one way to relieve tension, along with pranks, competition, you name it.”

      “I’m not surprised,” Estelle said. Unlike Jackie, she didn’t keep watch on everything. She mostly just watched me and the road ahead. “We humans have lots of coping mechanisms. Sometimes they’ll get overwhelmed, though, and that’s when we lose it.”

      “Sometimes they’re pretty unhealthy, though,” I thought aloud.

      “Are they?” Estelle asked rhetorically. “I’m not so sure. Drinking isn’t bad, so long as you don’t overdo it. Same with some drugs. Hell, even sex, running, or working out, are all coping mechanisms. It’s all about doing things you enjoy to unwind from stress.”

      That got me thinking about the rest of my people. “Estelle,” I began. “Do you think we need to make sure everyone’s got a proper outlet?”

      “You are smart,” she grinned, then grew serious. “I think we do.”

      “What do you think of our folks at the homestead? I’m sure you’ve been watching them.”

      “I barely watch myself,” she said, shaking her head. “The kids seem to be okay mostly, except maybe Penny, but Virgil’s doing good by her. Bill and Michelle always feel like they’re on the edge of snapping, but they never do. Then Susan, Gene, and Bruce have it together and pretty much seem like they were made for this.”

      “What about me, Jackie, and Angie?”

      “You bury yourself in work to keep from thinking about what’s going on. It’s all about the next project for you, and your sense of self is all tied up in everyone else,” Estelle replied.

      “Really?” I said, unable to think of anything else. “Am I that bad?”

      “It’s not bad,” she said, shaking her head. “You cope. I just want you to make sure you’re doing stuff for you, too, and not hiding behind your duty.”

      “Duty,” I tasted the word. “I never really thought about it like that.”

      “I know you men are big on your duty,” she said. “But you can’t forget to live.”

      “I think that you four are doing a good job making me want to do more than just work,” I said with a smile.

      “Good,” she said. “That makes me particularly happy.”

      “What about them?” I asked. She hadn’t finished answering me.

      “Jackie pretty much lives in the moment,” Estelle said. “Maybe that’s how she copes, but she really just lets the past be, leaves the future open, and engages in the moment she lives in. We could probably learn a lot from her.”

      “Did you know that when I first met her, she was in a cheerleader outfit?” I asked. “I never asked her about that, I don’t think.”

      “Maybe it was just the first thing she grabbed,” Estelle mused. “Maybe it was something that comforted her. You’ll probably have to ask her for the details.”

      “I will.”

      “Angie is kind of a mix between you and Jackie,” the doctor continued. “She isn’t terribly introspective, though, which gives her a good leg up dealing with how the world’s changed.”

      “She’s a Marine,” I said by way of explanation.

      “I’ve known broody Marines,” Estelle countered.

      “Okay, fair,” I laughed. “She’s smart and has her shit together.”

      “Yeah. Angie’s really grounded. You could do a lot worse.”

      “I think I’ve done amazingly well,” I asserted. “Why did you want to be part of this… well, harem, I guess?”

      “Harem,” she tasted the word. “Well, I guess that’s not a bad description. Maybe before the virus, I wouldn’t have had any interest in a man with multiple partners. Now, though, it kind of feels like an issue of stability. Since you can support and please other women as well as me, then you’re able to provide and excel.”

      “That’s,” I said slowly. “A very clinical analysis.”

      “I am a doctor,” she said, and I looked over to see her smiling broadly.

      “I guess I never really expected to be in a situation like this either,” I said thoughtfully. “Any one of you would have made me happy, if I could have connected with you in the first place. Now, though, I’m just continually amazed at my good luck.”

      “Luck’s got nothing to do with it, honey,” she drawled, letting her southern show. “You’re quite a catch.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      We crossed on into Louisiana without incident, then merged onto I-12 at Slidell. Here, we did see what looked like a sign of more survivors. I got on the CB.

      “Bruce,” I said. “You guys hearing anything on the scanner?”

      “We thought we had something just as we took the exit,” he replied after a moment.

      “I’m not seeing any signs, but there looks like signs of post-virus looting,” I reported.

      “We see it, too. I think we caught them by surprise. You might be able to meet them when you come back through.”

      “Hope they’re friendly,” I called back.

      “Your problem then,” he said, then, “Ow!”

      “What Bruce means,” Jackie got on the radio, “is that he hopes we are able to make peaceful contact with survivors on our return trip. Isn’t that right?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I laughed and returned the handset to its cradle. Estelle just shook her head. “See what I mean about her?”

      “I love it,” I admitted.

      “Hell,” she muttered. “That girl got me to play veterinarian to a damn coyote. She can probably do anything.”

      “I honestly can’t disagree,” I said.

      There wasn’t much more indication of inhabitants as we rolled on out of Slidell and down I-12. We did, however, see a lot more wildlife, so much that we did have to slow down a bit. This led us to actually noticing a small boat bobbing in the Tchefuncte River, complete with someone fishing.

      They looked up at us and threw up a wave before returning their attention to what they were doing. Estelle and I exchanged glances.

      “I am surprisingly less surprised by that than I should be,” she said.

      “There are supposed to be a lot of smaller, isolated communities out here,” I said.

      “Are you saying that we might see some larger groups of people who never were infected, along with survivors?” she asked.

      “Maybe,” I said. “Kind of like the militias.”

      “That’s not exactly comforting,” she muttered wryly.

      “We’ll find out when we come back,” I said, filing away the location in my head. So far, we have had three definite possibilities, as well as quite a few more general ones. To me, at least, making contact with at least one or two other people would make the whole trip worthwhile.

      “You do realize that unless we gather all the survivors in one place and pool together,” Estelle said in her scientist-voice, “That we aren’t likely to be able to rebuild humanity.”

      “I know,” I sighed. “Don’t be a downer. We’ve got to do what we can, though.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “I just wanted to make sure you had realistic expectations.”

      “Of course I don’t,” I replied. “I mean to unite everyone into a new world order based on mutual respect and cooperation, no matter what our differences are.”

      “Now that,” she said, “Is something I can get behind. You are one inspiring son-of-a-bitch, Mister Forrest.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked, unsure if the doctor was teasing me or not.

      “Very,” she replied. “I might joke about some things, and I might tweak the nose of the man I love, but I wouldn’t mock his dream.”

      “Thanks,” I said, meaning it. “Having you and the others behind me really does mean a lot.”

      “I hope you realize we’d do anything you want us to, right?” she asked.

      “I hoped for that, but I wouldn’t assume it.”

      “Consider it said, then,” she asserted. “You will never be alone, Henry Forrest. So long as you have hope, so will we.”

      A happy warmth spread out from my heart at the doctor’s words, and I couldn’t help but smile. Estelle had put in words the feeling I had from all the others, and her calm expression really drove it into my heart.

      With my wives behind me, I wouldn’t stop, I wouldn’t give up, and I would win, no matter the odds.
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      The interstate roared on by under our tires, and we did, occasionally, see possible evidence of other people. It wasn’t much, but occasionally Bruce and Jackie picked up something on the scanning radio, or we saw a boat or a car on one of the roads adjacent to I-12.

      We really did see evidence of more people in the rural areas. That didn’t surprise me, but it did catch Estelle a little by surprise. She did, in fact, pull out a little notebook and start jotting down her thoughts on this. I let her be and focused on not dozing at the wheel.

      I missed my days in the service when I could party all night, do my watch, then catch a catnap for a few hours, and repeat. I’d been running a little light on sleep for the past few days, but I hadn’t expected it to catch up with me like this.

      At least I managed to hide my yawning as we traveled on.

      “Why do you think we’re seeing more people in the rural areas?” she asked.

      “Think about it,” I replied. “Sure, there’s not any kind of big medical facilities, but you’re looking at people who don’t really have a lot of contact outside of their little communities. That’s probably not all there was to it, but at least that’s what I’d think as a layman.”

      Estelle nodded.

      “I can see your point,” she mused, then yawned.

      I yawned too, and we both laughed.

      “So there’s an example of psychological contagion,” she observed, smiling.

      “Yeah,” I said, nodding as I looked back ahead of us. Signs were saying that we were closing in on Baton Rouge. “Not too much longer.”

      “Good,” she said. “I’m kind of tired of riding. It’d be nice to walk around a bit.”

      “We’re going to find a place to camp here for the night,” I explained. “Probably near the reserve site.”

      “Do you know where it is?”

      “Yeah. I marked it on the map for Bruce, too. We’ll go south on Highway 1, then head West on 1148,” I told her. “It should be pretty obvious.”

      “This sounds kind of like a wild goose chase,” Estelle complained. “Are you sure we won’t get lost in the bayous and end up in a voodoo version of Deliverance?”

      I laughed. “Well,” I said, stroking my chin. “No guarantees.”

      “That’s what I was afraid of,” Estelle rolled her eyes. “Well, you haven’t really led us wrong, yet, so I guess I’ll stick around for the long haul.”

      “Your faith isn’t misplaced,” I said.

      About that time, we entered the suburbs of Baton Rouge. Houses and stores gave way to tall buildings, commercial areas, and casinos. We merged easily onto I-10, and ahead of us was a massive bridge spanning across the Mississippi River.

      “That is a sight,” I observed as Bruce picked up speed, and I accelerated as well. The steel struts of the bridge rose ahead, supporting the central sections. My eyes fell on rust spots, places that would have received maintenance if anyone was available.

      On the other side of the bridge, we exited south on Highway 1, heading towards a place called Plaquemine. We were getting close. Then maybe everything would be quiet enough for us to settle down so I could finally get some sleep.

      Fortunately, our trip through the industrial park and docks abutting the Mississippi River proved uneventful, and we rolled along the empty highway at a sedate pace, looking for the next turn. I knew it was before we reached Plaquemine itself.

      We did see more than a bit of degradation along the waterfront. In one place that we passed before the road turned away from the river, a building on pilings had halfway collapsed and fallen into the brown water.

      “Nature takes its toll,” Estelle observed.

      We found the turn for 1148, and took it, bearing West and leaving the old Mississippi behind. We passed by farmland and some neighborhoods and trailer parks, then, eventually, Bruce slowed and turned down a two-lane road that bore no name.

      It had been a well-kept road, but the overgrowth, which had probably come right up to the edge of the asphalt, was creeping out and forcing it to a narrower footprint. Up ahead, a gatehouse sat dark and silent, with a steel-framed gate blocking the way. We halted and got out, all of us but Estelle slinging rifles and keeping alert as we approached.

      No one stirred in the compound beyond, and I went to check the gatehouse while Jackie and Bruce kept watch and covered Estelle. The doctor gazed around in fascination at the rather unassuming structures past the gate.

      It really didn’t take long for me to get the door to the guardhouse open, and I scowled past it at the corpse of someone collapsed over the small desk. Like most of the virus’ victims, he was strangely intact, albeit dry looking, which was doubly odd in light of the humidity here.

      “Well,” I called to the others. “This place didn’t manage to dodge the Reaper.”

      “I still don’t think it’s safe to drop our guard,” Bruce said.

      “I agree,” I called back, then inched into the cramped space and looked for some manual way to open the gate. I didn’t find one, but I did find a key and activation switch for a generator. Of course, nothing happened when I tried it, but I could always hope.

      “Can you get me a couple of jerry cans of fuel?” I asked as I walked back to the others. “One gas, one diesel.”

      “Glad we brought them,” Bruce grumbled and motioned to Jackie. “Come on, kid. Let’s do this.”

      “It’s like we’re only good for grunt work,” Jackie complained, smiling and winking in my direction.

      “That’s for later,” I said. “This is for the generator in there that’ll let me open the gate.”

      “I could just ram it,” Bruce called over his shoulder, already nearly halfway back to the M35. Jackie hurried to keep up with him.

      I just shook my head and looked past the gate, eyes following the cables running from the back of the guard shack to a small building about ten yards away that sat at the back of what looked like a trash outpost, a large, covered slab with four rusting dumpsters.

      “I’m going to go ahead and go over while they get the gas,” I said to Estelle.

      She looked at the twelve-foot or so high gate, then at me. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I’m not that out of shape, yet.”

      With that said, I slung my rifle and pulled on a pair of gloves. It wasn’t going to be an easy climb, even though it would be a short one. I took a couple of steps back, then got a running start to leap and grab some of the bars of the gate, as high up as I could reach.

      I caught, then braced my boots, and went up hand over hand. At the top, I pulled myself up, then lowered myself down and used the bars to slide to the ground.

      “Not bad,” Estelle said, hands on her hips. “At least I don’t have to figure out how to patch you up from this side.”

      I laughed and stretched. Apparently, I still had it in me, although I really needed to get back to exercising regularly and running. While I still was a good bit more fit than the average guy, I really could stand some improvement.

      Bruce and Jackie didn’t ask questions. They just handed the jerry cans through the bars to me, and I headed off towards where I was certain the generator sat.

      I was right. It took some work to get into the locked building, but I fueled up the small generator sitting inside. Jackie slipped into the guard shack, and a moment later, the little motor coughed a few times and finally started. To be honest, I was a little surprised. The battery was the most likely thing to have die when something sat so long, but it still had enough juice to start the genny.

      A spinning amber light atop a pole just inside the gate lit up as the gate creaked and started to slide open along its track. Once it was open, we piled back into our trucks and entered the complex.

      I found an interior set of controls and closed the gate behind us, then shut off the generator. That way, anyone that followed us might at least give us some warning if they tried to get in, and I really had no doubts that Bruce’s M35 could knock that gate down if we really needed to.

      We passed a fenced area with a large tanker truck sitting outside it. Inside, a series of pipes emerged from the ground, then plunged back down into a concrete square embedded in the rough center of the fenced area. A guard tower sat at the corner of the fence, and opposite the closed gate was a prefab building of some sort.

      Instead of stopping there, though, we kept going until we reached another gate. The road continued beyond this one, with driveways into a parking lot to the north, and to another gate on the south. The fenced area southward sported several large buildings, with grey metal pipes and pumps beyond. Two large tanks also loomed to the south, squatting behind the buildings and surrounded by more arrays of piping.

      That had to be the controls for the whole thing. These gates, unlike the main one, were nothing more than locked, chain-link ones.

      In the end, we opened all the gates and spent the rest of the day exploring the buildings and pumphouses of the Bayou Choctaw location of the Strategic Petroleum Reserve. There were several corpses, mostly untouched by decay or animals, which was fairly typical of the virus, along with some military equipment. The guards had obviously been armed, and despite the rather weathered look of the place and equipment, everything was well-maintained beneath the surface.

      “Trust the government to hide something like this in plain sight,” Bruce observed.

      “It is pretty clever,” I said. “It’s laid out to open up fields of fire and all sorts of other things. The buildings are reinforced, even though they kind of look like crap from the outside.” I reached over and rapped on the aluminum siding of one of the pre-fabs. It sounded a hell of a lot more solid than any other building of its sort that I’d ever worked on.

      “The open areas with the hatches are the access points to the storage units?” Jackie asked, curious.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “According to everything I read about this place, it stores something like seventy million barrels of oil in several salt caves located about two-thousand feet underground.”

      “That is kind of amazing,” she murmured, eyes going wide.

      “If we can get the place powered up, then we can access it,” I stared at the tangle of pipes and pumps that formed the lifeline that would allow us to bring up the crude oil stored in the enormous caverns below. In theory, we could even pump it to a nearby refinery, like one of the ones in Plaquemine.

      “This it?” Bruce asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I’ve got all I need.”

      “This place is pretty secure,” he observed, shouldering his HK93. “And I’m good to pack it for the day. Tomorrow, though, we need to see how far past Houston we can get.”

      “How far is it?” Jackie asked as we started walking back to the trucks.

      “Not quite three-hundred miles to Houston,” Bruce called over his shoulder. He was in the lead as we walked, baseball cap pulled down to shade his shades. “Then a little more than a thousand to Tuscon, and a hundred and fifty or so to Sentinel. That’s where we’ll get off of I-10.”

      “So… we’re looking at close to fifteen-hundred miles,” I said with a low whistle. “About three days at five-hundred a day from here on out.”

      “I figure we’ll be closer to four-hundred,” Bruce said as we arrived at the trucks. “My ass won’t stand for much more than eight hours a day of riding.”

      We all laughed at that.

      “I don’t think the rest of us can really handle it either,” Estelle added. “We need to make more stops just to walk around.”

      Bruce just sighed and nodded. “I’ll pull us over someplace about every hundred miles,” he told her. “That should help a bit.”

      I nodded agreement, as did the girls.

      “Are you going to set up your tent or what?” Jackie asked as I walked off to start getting our trailer ready.

      “Planning on it, kid,” he replied. “I guess I could sleep in one of the buildings, or the back of the truck, but I like my tent.”

      “Okay,” she said, nodding. “If you need a hand or anything, just holler.”

      “Thanks,” Bruce said, smiling. “I will.”

      It took a little while to get the big trailer leveled and all the expansions in place, the generator put-putted along, and I had the air conditioner going by the time my wives and I retreated.

      We could easily refill our water tanks, so we all had quick showers and did a bit of cooking. It was nothing terribly creative, just some grilled sandwiches and canned veggies. Bruce joined us instead of breaking into his store of MREs.

      Outside, as the sky darkened, the swamp and bayou noises picked up, the various frogs and insects singing us eventually to sleep.
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      Houston was a mess. There really wasn’t any other way to describe it. The roads through Texas, once we approached Beaumont, weren’t any better. The Reaper Virus hit in the middle of a large and long construction project that seemed to stretch from the surprisingly complete welcome center, sitting more or less on stilts over swampland, into the empty downtown of the once-bustling metropolis.

      We practically had to inch through the place, especially after Bruce missed a warning sign and almost plunged his truck off the road down a thirty or so foot drop.

      In good news, we did pick up some radio chatter, including on the CB, and I chatted for a while with someone using the call sign “Lone Star” and someone else using “Petunia.”

      They were overjoyed to hear from out-of-towners and offered us hospitality on our return trip. All we had to do was send out a call on the CB once we were on our way back through, and I promised to pay a visit.

      Of course, I really hadn’t said much about my growing plan to build a kind of communication network between sites where we found survivors. Baron’s ability to tap into his company’s satellites and activate the phones we found would be a good start, but ultimately, as long as we had power, radio would probably take over.

      It took us a lot longer than expected to navigate through Houston, although we managed to avoid having to backtrack and find a bypass. Construction, large areas that had suffered fire damage, and what seemed like debris from at least one explosion kept us on edge as we passed through the metropolis.

      At least one of the downtown skyscrapers had partially collapsed, but it was something we just got to look at as we rolled on through. That night we camped at a rest area that was a bit closer to San Antonio than it was to Houston. The nights were a lot cooler than the days, which I should have expected.

      Still, it was kind of nice to just sit outside around a fire and gaze quietly up at the sky without all the light pollution we’d had before everything quietly ground to a halt.

      “Want to push on to El Paso tomorrow?” I asked out of the blue.

      “Tempting,” Bruce replied. “I do want to thank you for not stopping everywhere.”

      “We’ll do that on the way back,” I said, laughing quietly.

      “I guess I can do it,” Estelle grumbled. “So long as we take breaks.”

      “I’m fine,” Jackie added. “It’s so weird how empty everything is.”

      “Well, we were estimating around a ninety-nine percent overall fatality rate,” the doctor said. “I’m convinced it was a lot higher than that.”

      “Based on what we’ve seen so far,” I added. “I’d say one survivor per hundred-thousand to a million. It really is hard to say.”

      “I’d have to agree,” Estelle nodded. “The scale of it was boggling, and it looks like that was pretty consistent, aside from really isolated communities.”

      “We seem to be finding a few of them,” Bruce threw in. “You all are going to have a lot of fun heading back.”

      “You know,” I said. “We really could use you, Bruce.”

      “I’ve had enough,” he said. “I want to just sit around for a few months without having to deal with people. I’ll keep one of the sat-phones in case of emergencies, and maybe I’ll wander back your way if I start feeling lonely.”

      “Recharge time?” Jackie asked sympathetically.

      “I’ve had enough people to last awhile, yeah,” he replied. “Plus, I really miss my home.”

      “Only a couple more days,” I said. “If that.”

      “Yeah,” Bruce said wistfully. “If that.”

      He headed to his tent, and we put out the fire and retired to the camper as heat lightning started to play in the clouds off in the distance.

      The next day went by. We passed through San Antonio, and then pushed on through to El Paso, right on the border of New Mexico and Mexico. Bruce chose to lead us to a spot by the Rio Grande to camp, even though it was early night by the time we made it.

      All of us walked down to the river’s edge and stared out across the wide, slowly flowing stretch of water. It formed in Colorado, then made its way down the full length of New Mexico before forming part of the border with Texas, separating the United States from Mexico.

      Borders were one of those things that we all had drilled into us our entire lives. We knew the states and the countries, and we had signs to tell us when we were moving from one to another.

      The thing was, without the sign, you couldn’t tell. Maybe the language would change, or maybe it wouldn’t. People might be darker or lighter, or they might just look the same. Maybe they’d dress differently, or maybe not.

      I sighed thoughtfully.

      “What’s on your mind?” Jackie asked, leaning against me on my right while Estelle had my left. Bruce was down by the waterside, squatting down to inspect something or other.

      “Thinking about borders,” I said. “And how they don’t really matter anymore.”

      “If they ever really did,” the doctor said.

      “Right,” I agreed.

      Bruce insisted on a little night fishing, and I joined him while the women went on to bed. I didn’t plan on staying too long, either, but a few minutes after I sat down, the old survivalist asked, “What’s your real plan, Forrest?”

      Something in his tone suggested that I avoid any sort of prevarication or misdirection, and I just said, “I want to bring as many people together as I can.”

      “You want to be the king?”

      “Oh, hell, no,” I exclaimed. “I don’t even want to lead my little group. We just need to start talking, you know? Exchanging ideas and sharing our skills.”

      “That’s pretty much what I expected you to say,” Bruce said, then smiled thinly. “I’ll probably come back to Opelika once I’ve settled a few things here and closed up shop.”

      “If you’re sure,” I said. “We can still talk on the sat-phone.”

      “I’d prefer face-to-face communication.” He looked out over the river at the sparse buildings on the Mexico side. “Besides, against my better judgment, I’ve come to like the lot of you.”

      “That’s a bold admission from you,” I told him, stifling a laugh. “I thought you were planning to be the ultimate hermit.”

      “It’s tempting,” he shot back. “Very, very tempting. Now, I know you offered me help and company going to look for my ex-wife, but I think I just want to handle that on my own.”

      “Whatever you need to do, Bruce.” I stretched and leaned my head back to look up at the sparkling stars in the clear skies above. “Just remember to ask if you need help for anything.”

      “Of course,” he said and looked over at me, still wearing his dark glasses at night. “You all have been surprisingly good friends.”

      “Surprisingly, huh?”

      “Yep,” he said. “Go on to bed. I’m going to catch some shut-eye myself.”

      “Night, old-timer,” I said, grinning.

      “Get off my lawn,” he replied, grinning back.

      I waved and padded back to the camper. Who knew what tomorrow would hold?

      The next day we fueled up in El Paso and hit I-10 once again. There was no real sign of survivors here, but it was always possible people had headed for greener pastures. The river, though, wasn’t a bad place to stick around, though. Still, it was curious to me that we didn’t even pick up radio communications.

      Miles of desert and scrubland stretched out to either side of the highway, and we could really feel the heat of early Summer. Thankfully, we didn’t have to do without the air conditioner just yet.

      The border to Arizona passed by, and we kept going, rolling through Cochise and Benson, until, finally, we saw signs for Tucson. I reached for the CB handset and called Bruce.

      “Want to push on to your place?” I asked. “Fuel back up here and just go?”

      “Mighty considerate of you,” he replied. “If the ladies are up for it, I’d like that.”

      “I’m good,” Jackie said from beside me. “Estelle will probably want to swap, though.”

      “Estelle wants to swap when we fuel up,” Bruce informed us, and I kept the button off of send while Jackie and I shared a laugh.

      “Roger that,” I replied. “Anything interesting on the scanner?”

      “Hold on,” he said.

      “That’s weird,” Jackie observed.

      A few minutes later, Bruce came back on. “There’s a goddamn radio station out here. We thought we’d picked it up back in Benson, but I thought it might just be a leftover numbers station or something. There was no way, though, those don’t broadcast on the FM. Turn your radio to 96.5.”

      Jackie reached over and did just that. Sure enough, a staticky broadcast came on through, and a woman’s voice, backed by music, said, “One more day in this world, music lovers. I’m going to keep going until the town runs out of gas. Now that the shortwave’s working again and that crazy preacher isn’t overrunning everything, I mean to keep the music alive as long as I possibly can. Anyway, you aren’t here to listen to me, so I’ll put on a classic from the days of yore.”

      She dropped off, and John Yager’s “Benson, Arizona” started playing.

      “I’ll be damned,” I said over the CB. “That was almost wholesome.”

      “I kind of want to make a side trip,” Bruce admitted. “The signal’s getting stronger the closer we get to Tucson. At least it seemed to be.”

      “I’m game if you are,” I replied. “Any clue where there’s a radio station?”

      “No…” he trailed off but kept the mic open. “Dammit. I can check my charts and stuff at home, and we can come back. I had a map with stations and their operational ranges all diagrammed out.”

      “Why am I not surprised,” Estelle said.

      “It pays to be prepared,” Bruce stated, then the mic clicked off.

      We did stop for gas in Tucson and kept our eyes and ears alert for any sign of the mysterious radio station. Finally, as we were leaving, Jackie got really excited, bouncing in her seat and pointing at a billboard reading, “96.5 WDST, The Desert”. Spray painted below the lettering and blocking out an ad for some kind of chili cook-off or something was an address.

      “You see that?” I asked on the CB.

      “Sure did,” Bruce replied. “You know what, let’s pay a visit.”

      “Sounds good by me.”

      This close to his home, Bruce seemed to be feeling a lot less motivated to rush. If I guessed right, we had maybe two or three hours more to go before we arrived at Casa de Gassler. I guessed he knew the area, too.

      I followed him off of the interstate and onto an access road that paralleled I-10 for a bit before it turned off. We wound through a suburban area and finally ended up at a shopping center. An FM tower, well, towered above it, lights blinking along the girders.

      Parked in the lot were a couple of sports cars, a Jeep 4X4, completely open but for the roll bars, and a pair of propane trucks. Our target, a small, boarded storefront, sat beneath a modest “96.5 WDST” sign.

      Within a minute of us pulling into the parking lot, the front door of the place opened, and a woman of indeterminate age, wearing blue jeans, cowboy boots, and an AC/DC babydoll t-shirt, stepped out. She held an assault rifle that looked almost cartoonishly big for her five-foot height. Curly blonde hair was pulled back into a bushy ponytail, and she studied us curiously from behind black plastic sunglasses.

      “Hey!” Jackie called out brightly. “We heard your broadcast.”

      The woman tilted her head forward and peered over her shades at us. She held the big rifle easily, and I got a better look at it when she shifted her stance a bit.

      “AA-12,” Bruce said quietly. “Don’t get on her bad side.”

      “I’m right happy that someone did,” she drawled, sounding pretty damn Texas to me, which might explain the hardware. “Why don’t y’all come inside for a bit, and we’ll talk over some sweet tea?”

      A playful smile cracked her face. “I’ve got air conditioning.”

      “Consider me sold,” I answered the invitation. “My name’s Henry Forrest, this here is Jackie Purcell, Estelle White, and Bruce Gassler.”

      “Cassie Washington,” the woman nodded, then turned and shouldered the assault shotgun before opening the door of the station for us. “Welcome to Tucson. It’s really nice to meet some fellow survivors.”

      “There aren’t many of us,” Estelle observed.

      “You got that right,” Cassie said. “People around here all packed up and headed for cooler pastures, those that made it. Me, I just stuck around and scrounged what I needed. I almost gave up on the station, though, until I heard that preacher man.”

      “Reverend Raymond Price,” I said sourly.

      “That’s the one,” she nodded. “Scary dude. I figured I needed to share a message of hope to counter the fire and brimstone. Can’t say I shed any tears when he stopped broadcasting a couple of weeks ago.”
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      As was proper, Cassie served us tea that tasted like it was easily ninety percent sugar. We sat around a folding table in a mismatched set of chairs, ranging from wooden dining chairs to steel folding ones.

      “I make tea every day,” she explained. “Kind of a habit.”

      “No complaints here,” I said. “Thanks for your hospitality.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Jackie added. The others all chimed in with their thanks as well, and Cassie blushed.

      “I really haven’t seen anyone in person for weeks,” she said and shrugged. “Not after the last couple of folks I knew of headed north.”

      “Why’d they leave?” Bruce asked.

      “We heard some rumors, of course,” she replied. “I think more people survived in the desert states and the midwest, but I couldn’t say for sure.”

      “What sorts of rumors?” Estelle wanted to know.

      “Ranches and farms,” she said. “Deseret. This strange, hippie girl came through, saying that she’d run into a few communes in California, as well as some extended families that made it through. She was heading east to see what she could see.”

      “I hope she’s okay,” Jackie said.

      “Probably,” Cassie said. “It’s weird, but I can’t imagine anyone messing with her.”

      “One of those, huh,” Bruce muttered, then smiled at Cassie. “So why did you say here, of all places?”

      “Well, it’s home, for one,” she replied. “Plus, people actually found me by the radio station, like y’all did. Since I had food and fuel for the generator, I figured I’d stick it out until I started running low, then head north myself.”

      “I don’t know if you’d be interested or not,” I spoke up. “But we’ve got a place in Opelika, Alabama with farms, livestock, plenty of space, and good folks. If you might be interested in something like that, I’m sure we can get one of the local radio stations operating for you.”

      “I might just take you up on that,” she said thoughtfully. “Want me to start letting people know?”

      “Are there other stations?” Jackie broke in.

      “Who do you think I’d be letting know,” Cassie answered slyly. “I’ve been making sure everyone that comes through here gets a channel on the short wave, and we talk sometimes. Helps me keep it together.”

      “I reckon you need to know what happened with the preacher,” I drawled, then took another sip of the sugar water disguised as tea.

      “Probably,” she replied. “You folks aren’t working with him, are you?” Her eyes darted to the Atchisson as she said that, as if gauging whether or not she could get to and open up before we made a move.

      “Oh, hell, no!” Bruce exclaimed. “I might be crazy, but I am not that kind of crazy.”

      I just held up my hands after setting my Solo cup down. “The Reverend put together a group up in Birmingham consisting of civilians and military survivors, then brought in a couple of the local Y’all Qaeda militias.”

      “Y’all Qaeda?” Cassie asked as the others looked at me.

      “Derogatory term for your southern militant evangelicals,” I said with a shrug. “Kind of draws on the similarities in how they look and act compared to militant Muslims. I heard it from a friend of mine in the motor pool over in Afghanistan, right before we shipped back home at the end of our tour, and the Bundys were doing their first standoff.”

      “Oh, yeah,” Cassie laughed. “Wonder if any of them survived this.”

      “Who knows?” I asked, shrugging. America had all types, not all of whom I agreed with, and the whole ‘evangelical militia’ concept sailed completely over my head. “I’m not sure the Bundys were that sort. They were more like-”

      “Militant libertarians,” Bruce said. “Defending themselves against government overreach and abuse of power.”

      “Yeah,” I nodded in his direction. “That.”

      “Right,” Cassie nodded slowly. “Well, anyway. You were telling me about the Reverend and stuff.”

      I nodded and told the story from the beginning to the end. We might end up camping in the parking lot tonight, rather than pushing on Bruce’s place, but none of us really cared. Cassie was remarkably well-informed about where survivors were in the almost immediate area, and where they had gone. What really got me excited was that she knew how to contact them.

      “You know,” I said, rubbing the stubble of my beard. “Would you be willing to help with something, Cassie?”

      “Kind of depends on what it is,” she said, smiling. “But you told a good story about what happened to take that preacher off the air, and since you don’t seem like the kind of people to lie about something like that, I’ll hear you out.”

      “Here it comes,” Jackie whispered to Estelle.

      I ignored her.

      “I’ve been looking for a way to connect all the survivors across the country,” I told her. “We’ve got sat-phones and radio, but we haven’t reached out, yet. Frankly, I wasn’t sure how. We came on this trip to keep Bruce here company, and to see if we could meet up with other survivors.”

      “And you found me,” the DJ said, smiling.

      “We found you,” I agreed.

      “We’d already been working on rebuilding a network of radio stations,” Cassie said. “To pass around information. At least as long as we can manage to keep the lights on.”

      “What then?” Bruce asked.

      “Ever read “The Postman”?” Cassie asked, pointing to a rather dog-eared paperback sitting on a low shelf behind her.

      “I saw the movie,” I admitted. It hadn’t been one of Costner’s best, but I had kind of liked the idea of a dude on a horse delivering mail in the aftermath of an apocalypse that was quite a bit more violent than this one.

      “Good enough,” she said. “I mean, we’re looking at maybe thirty or forty folks across most of the mid and southwest, maybe more if you believe the stories of survivor enclaves that managed to avoid getting sick in the first place, but those of us that talked think that we really need to stick together.”

      “I’ll bet they weren’t happy to leave you here by yourself,” Jackie spoke up.

      “Not at all,” Cassie said with a thin smile. “Still, they weren’t going to change my mind.”

      “But you’re willing to head east maybe?” I asked.

      “I’ll have you an answer when you come back through,” she replied. “I don’t know if you folks want to try to push on to your destination or stick around. One way or another, I’ll be here when you come back this way.”

      “We’ll definitely make the stop,” I assured her.

      “Do you mean to go further West?” she asked suddenly.

      “We hadn’t thought about it, really,” I answered.

      “Something to think about,” she said with a smile. “But I figure you’ve got people waiting for you back home.”

      “We do,” Estelle said.

      “I can do it,” Bruce said. “You handle the radio stuff and get back to the homestead. Once I’ve handled my business, I’ll head West and see what I turn up. With the sat-phone, I can check in every night, and if I don’t, you’ll know something’s wrong.”

      “I don’t like the idea of you going alone,” I told him.

      He shrugged and grinned that annoying grin of his. “I made the trip to the CDC alone. This one’ll be shorter.”

      “Depending on where you go, I guess,” Estelle added.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “Anyway, do you want to push on through to your place, or camp out here?”

      “I think we can make it,” he looked at his wristwatch. “It’s seven-seventeen right now, and we’re only looking at about two more hours.”

      “Off with you, then,” Cassie said with a smile. “Keep your dial tuned into 96.5, and I’ll make sure to keep you entertained.”

      “Can you reach that far?” Bruce asked.

      “I’ve got a hundred-thousand watts at my beck and call,” she replied. “Why do you think I’m expecting to run out of gas pretty soon?”

      “That’s a hell of an output,” I said. “We’ll definitely talk more on our way back.”

      “See you then,” she said.

      We piled into our vehicles and pulled off into the night. Bruce took the lead once more and got us back to the interstate without incident.

      “This place is beautiful at night,” Estelle observed. She’d commandeered my passenger seat for the remainder of the trip.

      “That’s the desert for you,” I said. “Night always made it look better to me, too.”

      We followed the interstate for a while, then exited in the middle of nowhere, took a couple of turns, then left the paved road to follow a short, gravel drive to a gate with a fence that ran out of sight in the darkness. Bruce got out, unlocked the gate, and opened it. Then back to his truck, pull in, and off to the side out of the way.

      I rolled down my windows and pulled up beside him.

      “Head on to the next gate and wait for me,” he called. “It’s about a mile further on.”

      “Will do,” I said, and idled on up the bumpy drive until a fourteen-foot or so gate came into view in my headlights. It was flanked by four-by-four concrete pylons, and a steel slat fence topped with razor wire.

      “Damn,” Estelle peered up at the imposing edifice. “Boy wasn’t fooling about this place, was he?”

      I just shook my head.

      A few minutes later, Bruce pulled up behind us. Suddenly lights flared on, and the gate started sliding off to the left as an orange hazard light turned on and began spinning on top of the rightmost pylon.

      I took the cue and pulled on in after the gate finished opening, turning off to one side of the well-lit compound. The house itself was a fairly modest pre-fab looking place, roughly a cube, but topped with banks of solar cells. Off towards the back of the place, two windmills spun lazily in the night air, and a guard tower constructed of steel sat on a concrete base off to the left of the gate.

      The compound itself was pretty spacious, with plenty of room for the Silverado and its massive trailer. Bruce even had a shed and a workshop as well as the main house, and we all piled out and formed up near the front door.

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you have a remote control for the place,” I said as he walked up.

      “I set the batteries and everything to idle while I was gone,” he grinned. “No loss of power, here.”

      “This is really nice,” I said. “What’s the story?”

      He laughed. “Remember those old missile silos they were selling in the nineties?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I bought one, refurbished it, and built everything else on top of it.” He crossed his arms and smiled proudly. “I really do have everything I need here. Including a small hydroponics set up and lots of food, water, and ammunition.”

      I just nodded. The scale of this place was greater even than what I’d expected. “You power all this with solar and wind?”

      “I upgraded a few years ago, when Tesla put out those battery walls of theirs,” he replied. “Worst case, I’ve got generators, but this should last me a few years longer.”

      “Probably, yeah,” Estelle walked by, looking around.

      “Want the tour?” Bruce asked.

      “Sure!” Jackie chirped.

      “Welcome to my humble home,” the old survivalist said as he unlocked the door and led us in. Lights on motion sensors came on, revealing a fairly basically furnished interior. It was tidy and sparsely decorated, but comfortable and warm, all the same.

      “This is mostly for guests,” he explained. “There’s a kitchen back there, two bedrooms, and a shared bathroom. You’re welcome to it while you’re here.”

      “Thanks,” we all said and followed him onwards.

      Stairs led down into what was basically an armory, with a gunsmith’s bench, handloading equipment, and walls covered in weapons. Bruce’s collection ranged from flintlock pistols and rifles all the way to modern combat rifles, pistols, and submachine guns. Everything was labeled with a maker, a date of manufacture, and a date of acquisition, along with a colored sticker.

      “What are the stickers for?” Jackie asked, zeroing in on color.

      “It’s an easy way to match ammo types,” he explained. “All the guns that use 7.62x54mm are green, while 7.62x39mm are yellow, for example.”

      “That’s pretty damn clever,” I said.

      “Of course, it is.” He grinned and led us further down. This next level was a shooting range with four lanes. It maybe had a fifty-foot stand to furthest-point distance, but still, that was great for most small arms.

      From the shooting range, a tunnel led about sixty feet or so to an actual bulkhead door that he went through a series of shenanigans to unlock and open. Beyond it, the space opened out into a large, circular loft-style apartment. The bath was separated from the rest, but the bed, kitchen, and den were all open. Shelves of books, mostly survival manuals and reference books, lined the walls.

      “And this is where I sleep,” he said. “Downstairs from here are food storage, water, my hydroponics, and some backup gear.”

      “Quite a place,” I said.

      “No kidding,” Estelle muttered.

      Jackie raised her hand and asked, “Can I see the hydroponics?”

      “Sure,” Bruce said and led us onward.
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      We left Casa de Bruce after a couple of days, leaving the old man to his mysterious, or maybe not-so-mysterious work. I did know at least one thing he intended, and that was to go see if he could find any sign of his ex-wife. There was probably a great deal left unsaid, since I got the impression that they hadn’t parted on bad terms.

      Bruce got hugs from Gwen and Estelle, then watched us drive out of his compound to turn onto the road about a mile or so distant. We had the full directions back to the interstate, and it turned out not to be that much trouble at all.

      “Start back home, I reckon,” I mused as I merged eastbound onto the empty road. Here and there, a tumbleweed rolled past.

      “Looks like,” Estelle mused. “No rush, now.”

      “Right,” I said. “No rush.”

      Our first stop was Tucson, at the offices of WDST, the Desert. This time, we called ahead to give Cassie a heads-up, so maybe she wouldn’t greet us armed for bear.

      So, of course, she did. AA-12 on her shoulder, the woman greeted us in the parking lot, this time in sweatpants, a sports bra, and flip-flops. She grinned and motioned us on in.

      “Good news,” she said before we’d even settled down and poured ourselves a fresh glass of diabetes. “We’ve got FM coverage over Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, and Wyoming. At least until the power runs out.” Cassie knocked twice on the wooden tabletop.

      “We’ve got a lot to do,” I said, nodding. “Power and fuel are the big issues, and after that, food. Water and shelter, not so much, considering how empty everything is. I want to go ahead and get shortwave communication, ham radio, or whatever, set up, since that’s a lot lower demand on wattage than your monster here.”

      She laughed. “You aren’t wrong. All of this is pretty high demand.”

      I took a drink of my tea. Damn, it was sweet. “Any idea what frequency we want to use?”

      “Actually,” Cassie stretched over to that shelf and picked up a notebook that she offered me. “I made a copy of both agreed frequencies for shortwave and FM, and the names and locations of various contacts I’ve made. I spent yesterday on the shortwave with them, and the general opinion of your idea to build a community network is a good one.”

      I honestly couldn’t have imagined it being bad, but people can be strange. “Thank you,” I said sincerely.

      “Hey,” Cassie said as she reached over to touch my hand. “It’s a funny thing, but you’ve given people that don’t even know you a touch of hope. Don’t let us down.” She winked.

      “Are you coming with us?” Jackie asked.

      “Not yet,” the DJ said. “I’ve got work to do around here. Some people might be heading your way, though.”

      We had the resources, and we needed the manpower to move from subsistence to comfort. We also had to start really sharing skill training. Who knew what any of these folks might know.

      “You know,” I mused. “Are there any solar supply places around here?”

      Cassie thought for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know, but there are some houses with solar roofs and batteries in my old neighborhood.”

      “Those should work with the shortwave,” I said. “We’ll help you with an antenna if you want to get away from FM to save fuel. Or we can go bring you more propane.”

      “I have a broadcasting setup in one of them,” she said sadly. “It was already there. The old man who made it was a friend of mine. Anyway,” she brightened a little, “more propane is always good. There are several distributors around here.”

      We ended up spending the next day driving out to check propane trucks and the status of the fuel in storage tanks. I was glad the radio station had the foresight to set up propane generators instead of either natural gas or diesel, since the fuel did last longer.

      Unfortunately, it was quicker to burn through.

      Still, we probably had a couple of months of fuel parked in the shopping center’s lot by the time we were done. Cassie fed us, played music, and then saw us off the next morning after we camped in the lot outside.

      We headed east once more. In each town-sized area we passed through, we spent a short time trying to reach out to any survivors we could. Mostly, we found small family groups, a lot like how mine had started out. They were happy to have contact with the outside. If they needed it, we’d spend time setting them up with a shortwave radio, make sure they could tune into Cassie’s broadcast (now on FM and shortwave) and leave them with encouraging words.

      Sometimes we’d have to spend an extra day or two while Estelle treated an injury or an illness, or Jackie had to get involved with an animal issue or agriculture. My own knowledge of mechanics and engineering got a bit more of a workout than I expected, too. The rural folks, at least, knew how to work on cars. They just weren’t up on the alternative fuels for generators.

      Maybe I’d go down in history as the Johnny Appleseed of electricity.

      Still, we made friends and contacts.

      Even in the big cities like El Paso, San Antonio, and Houston, there weren’t any groups larger than maybe five or six people together. Sometimes they knew of others, but there almost seemed to be a lack of inclination to live close together, even if they were friendly, traded goods and skills, or whatever.

      Maybe it was just a Texas thing.

      Louisiana was a bit different. Fishing and hunting communities dotted the waterways, and it took us a bit of time to make contact with the first one, but after that, word spread like wildfire, and some grizzled veteran of the alligator hunts or catfish noodling was there to meet us when we crossed into the next band’s territory.

      These people had adapted surprisingly well and had taken in a few tenderfoots from the surrounding towns and cities. Still, the whole trip back only added about thirty folks to our list of contacts, and they ranged in age from toddlers to nonagenarians.

      When we reached Slidell, we spent a couple of days canvassing the neighborhoods and surrounding areas and found a group of about six that fished Lake Pontchartrain and warned us that New Orleans had faced another plague in the wake of the Reaper virus, and stood empty, populated only by vermin and sickly carnivores that preyed on them.

      Rather than ignore the directions of these people, we did what we could to help them, set up a shortwave for them, and moved on.

      “I’m starting to think that we dodged a bullet after the virus,” Estelle said as Slidell disappeared in the rearview.

      “How so?” I asked.

      “No secondary pandemics in our regions,” she replied. “What they described was literally yersinia pestis, bubonic plague. Sounds like it spread quickly, and no one recognized it, or knew what to do to treat it.”

      “Or didn’t have the ability,” Jackie added.

      “Right,” Estelle said.

      “Hopefully, we can keep it that way,” I said. “Did you notice the lack of doctors in these groups? There were some nurses and M.A.s, but nobody like you.”

      “That makes me really nervous,” she said with a laugh. “I don’t really want to be a commodity.”

      “What do you think about teaching?” I teased.

      “Ugh,” she replied.

      We moved on to Mississippi and made contact with a couple of small families in the rural areas. Here, there were a few pregnancies, but no signs of abuse or coercion, which I immediately looked for. The people were all friendly and happy to meet other folks.

      Once more, we spent some time with them, added them to our growing radio network, and headed out as soon as we were done. At this point, we’d been gone for almost a month, or maybe longer. I was starting to lose track of time.

      In Tuscaloosa, we hit the jackpot: a group of about ten folks, including two doctors, an electrical engineer, and several college students. Not only were they willing to join our network, they actually wanted to join us on our trip back to Opelika. We accepted happily, and after a couple of days of getting ready, we set out, after giving warning both to Birmingham and the homestead.

      In Birmingham, there was an extensive negotiation between Gwen and Dr. Maria DeSilva, which resulted in Gwen being able to return with us to the homestead, while the other doctor, a general practitioner with an OB/GYN background, and a psychiatric nurse by the name of Alphonse Morgan, would stay in Birmingham to help with the rescued women.

      I passed on the story of everything we’d done to Jake and Baron, visited with the other people for a bit, then we all headed home.

      The caravan of cars, trucks, and trailers crowded the yard of the home, our home. Angie and the others had another one of Virgil’s barbecues going, and I swear we had a few more picnic tables.

      Angie bounded into my arms and kissed me thoroughly before leading me to a table set in the middle of the rest. There Jackie, Gwen, and Estelle joined us, along with baby Irene in a baby high chair, and a very serious-looking Tommy.

      The newcomers were overwhelmed with the hospitality from the rest of my people, plied with food, drink, and conversation.

      “I think I might have your new pilots,” said Gene from behind me.

      I twisted around to look at him.

      “Good,” I said with a grin. “Who?”

      “Penny and Sam, actually,” he replied, shrugging. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised she’s got the aptitude, but I didn’t even think he’d be interested.”

      “Reckon we need some more helicopters?”

      “Probably,” he replied. “Can you teach maintenance?”

      “I can,” I said, then grinned. “Thanks.”

      He nodded. “Bruce okay?”

      “I think so,” I answered. “He had some things to do and stayed behind.”

      “His ex?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’ll see him again,” Gene had a bottle of water instead of his normal beer.

      I looked at it pointedly, then at him.

      He shrugged and said, “Doctor’s orders. I’ve even lost about five pounds since you left, and I’m feeling better. You might want to think about it.”

      “I will,” I said, smiling.

      Once I had stuffed myself, I went and chatted with everyone. The folks from Tuscaloosa seemed a bit overwhelmed, but I figured they’d relax in a few days. Right now, they needed rest and a bit of time to adjust.

      The dogs, of course, introduced themselves with bold aplomb, and even Goldeneye put in an appearance, watching the rest of the peons from the top of the driveway near the road. We’d have a busy few days coming up, but right now, I figured everyone deserved a break.

      Things were looking good.

      I spent that night with my wives, all of us piled together in an impromptu construct of cushions, pillows, and a couple of mattresses that we dragged into the main room of the house after pushing the furniture out of the way. To describe what happened would have done it an amazing disservice, but let’s just say that everyone eventually fell asleep, worn out.

      The next day, we didn’t leave the house until the afternoon. Angie joined me to go scouting houses on our motorcycles. We needed to get people placed as quickly as possible, and as close together as we could manage.

      Fortunately, it wasn’t that hard, although close, in rural terms, put us within about three square miles of each other. We set up generators for those houses to serve until we managed to get solar installed and made sure they had water. Only one of our chosen houses was on city water, which was its own problem. Water pressure was gone.

      We ended up picking another house, this one with its own well, and a small solar unit.

      All the houses needed cleaning as well, and we took care of it as respectfully as we could, using a small backhoe to dig the graves.

      Finally, I updated our shortwave with a larger antenna and made a call out to Cassie and her own contacts. Over the crackly connection, a veritable chorus of voices answered. My heart swelled with pride in my friends and my family, and no small amount in myself. We’d laid the groundwork for a recovery of sorts, even if it was a small one.

      There might be bad people like Price or Stern out there, still, but at the moment, we had a chance to at least make a few strides back towards being a connected group of Americans. Sure, I planned to reach out past the old borders eventually, but that was after we managed to at least recover some basic levels of being a true society.

      This was what I had envisioned after my family started growing. Bruce had laid the tinder, but Cassie was the one who’d really lit the fire by showing me exactly what was possible. I had become ambitious, and I really did think that we could build back from the brink.

      “Okay, everyone,” I said over the radio. There were even listeners here at the homestead. Rather than crowding me, they’d set up a listening station out on the porch, and I could hear them through the walls. “Many of you don’t know me, but my name’s Henry Forrest. I served in the US Army as a mechanic, and I studied engineering on the G.I. Bill.”

      “I like to think I’m pretty good at organizing,” I continued. “But that might just be because I surround myself with some of the best people. I’d like to offer my expertise, and that of my people, to all of you, and I’d hope you’re willing to do the same.”

      “We can fish,” someone said over the radio.

      “I am a carpenter,” said someone else.

      Apparently, the various operators out there had gathered the people they were with, and I spent the next half hour listening to people list off what they were able to offer.

      “This is pretty impressive,” I said at last. “We’re all spread out across the country, but we can work with that, so long as we can keep vehicles operating. Sure, it might be about five or six days from one end of the country to another, or longer considering the entropy of our infrastructure, but we should be able to share knowledge and skills.”

      “Hell, we’re Americans. We tamed the frontier, controlled the seas, and even walked on the moon. There ain’t nothing we can’t do if we put our minds to it.” I took a deep breath. “If you folks are in, then we can get this show on the road.”

      The chorus agreed, and I leaned back in my chair and sighed. This was it. This was what I wanted.

      “Thanks, everyone,” I said into the microphone. “You’ve made this soldier very proud. Now, let’s work together and start rebuilding. It’ll be small, and it’ll be slow, but I know we can do it. This is our chance, and let’s not waste it.”

      “Welcome, friends, and family, to the new world order.”
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      Grandad passed away a year ago, leaving behind a legacy of rebuilding, and one hell of a large family. Today was the first “Henry Day” that we all voted to celebrate in the wake of his passing. Old Henry Forrest left behind him a legacy of rebuilding that we all benefited from and supported.

      In the wake of the Reaper virus, there really wasn’t much left, or so I was told. We lost a lot: television, the internet, mass production, and a lot of entertainment options, at least according to my grandmother, Jackie. We do okay, though. Homestead and Opelika have power, regular shipments of fuel drawn from the old petroleum stores and refined nearby in what was Louisiana.

      Sure, we used the old names of states from the maps we had, even if they weren’t really accurate anymore. There’d been a few bridges that collapsed, and roads had washed out. It made things easier for the old folks and the first generation who grew up learning almost everything from them.

      My generation, though, was the one that started adapting all the knowledge of the previous two to working with what we had left. Our kids, the third generation, were already starting to learn the ins and outs of the new world. We kept them up on the science and technology of the pre-Reaper times, especially since Henry and the rest of the founders made sure to pass on that knowledge to their successors.

      It would be a long time before we had a need for mass production, or managed to do any of the things our elders told us that humanity had done. Every night, I look up at the moon and wonder how the Hell we managed to reach it. More people striving towards a goal, I guessed.

      Still, we had several hundred folks in the area of the original Homestead, and a few over a thousand in Opelika. Henry’s message, relayed through the last of the legendary Disc Jockeys, reached across what was the United States as well as into Canada and Mexico.

      According to the stories, slowly, over the months following the message, the people trickled in. Henry didn’t know what to do with them at first, but the family welcomed them all the same. These originals ranged in age from children to octogenarians, and in skill and education from grade school to post-doctorate.

      They all ended up forming the foundation of our modern settlement.

      “Caitlin!” someone called, and I looked up from my journal.

      “Hi, Tom,” I hollered back. “In the kitchen.”

      A moment later, my husband, Tom Kidder, walked in. He was wearing a jean jacket over a homespun button-down shirt and a well-worn pair of blue jeans and moccasins. It was an outfit fairly typical of our world, being a mixture of old and new.

      Slowly, I thought, the old world was wearing out and being replaced, at least those things that we could replace.

      “Working on the Journal?” he asked, a bit unnecessarily. The book in question sat open in front of me, and I had a pen, part of our stockpile, held in my hand.

      I grinned up at him. “Of course. I’ve really been trying to finish it up.”

      “How far along are you?” He sat down at the table and rested his hands on the worn, wooden surface. They were tanned, scarred with callouses and the usual wear from outdoor work. Tom was a mechanic and driver for Homestead and Opelika, helping to keep the old vehicles and heavy machinery working.

      “I’m revisiting the early stories that Henry told,” I replied. “How things went at the very beginning and all that.”

      “You’ve got all the diaries, right?”

      I did. I had writings from Grandpa himself, Grandmas Jackie and Estelle, and several others. Plus, Virgil and his wife Penny, Tom’s grandparents, were a good source of stories as well, and as the semi-official historian of Homestead, I did my best to keep them and write them all down.

      Maybe sometimes with a few embellishments, but usually pretty straight. Sometimes I had to fill in the gaps, though.

      “As far as I know,” I told Tom, grinning. “I mean, someone might be holding out on me, but I don’t think they have. Everyone was so big on knowledge and keeping the past alive…” My voice trailed off, and I looked down at the open journal between my hands.

      Tom reached over and covered my left hand with his right. His skin was warm and rough against mine. I smiled at him, then leaned over and kissed him full on the lips.

      “What was that for?” he asked after I drew back.

      “Being you,” I replied. “And making me happy.”

      Tom laughed and patted my hand. “Well,” he said. “Someone has to.”

      I laughed as well and pushed back from the table, and the legs of the chair squeaked loudly on the old linoleum floor. His eyes drifted down to the obvious swell of my belly beneath the long, loose dress I wore. For a moment, I felt extremely self-conscious. My normally lithe figure felt wrong, but I had plenty of women to tell me it was all normal.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked, concern suddenly evident in his voice.

      “Honestly?” I asked, meeting his eyes with mine and making a wry face. “Uncomfortable. Fat. Ready to be done with this.” The child would be our first, which was always the worst, everyone said. I closed my eyes and ran my hands over my distended stomach. For all that, though, I was happy.

      “We don’t-” Tom began.

      “Stop,” I interrupted. “We’ll be fine. Maybe once I heal up from this little one, I’ll want to have another one with you.”

      “I was just going to-”

      “No,” I told him, and giggled. “Isn’t it about time?”

      He made a solemn show of pulling out his old pocket watch. It had been a gift from his own, well, great-grandfather, I guess; a man named Gene Campbell, who’d pretty much taken over as Penny’s dad after the Reaper virus did its thing. It seemed so distant now, although it had killed billions.

      “It is,” Tom said. “Want me to go get the truck?”

      I punched him in the shoulder, and he winced. “I’m pregnant,” I told him loftily. “Not overweight. You don’t need the truck.”

      “I don’t think the motorcycle would be the best idea,” he responded, blinking and rubbing his arm. I knew I hadn’t really hurt him. All our men were tough and stringy from the hard work of keeping the farms and workshops going.

      “Fun, though,” I said, then shrugged. “Go get it. I’ll be right along.”

      “Yes’m,” he said, and we kissed again, lingering.

      “You’ll like the story I’ve got,” I called after him as he finally retreated back outside to get the truck pulled around. It was always fun to share one of the tales from the journals I’d compiled over the past couple of years. I’d even gotten a lot more compiled in the past couple of months as my pregnancy ran into its third trimester. That was one area where having a worrywart for a husband had played to my benefit.

      I pushed up out of my chair, gathered my journal, and waddled to the door and out onto the porch. True to his word, Tom had the truck waiting, so I eased down the stairs and clambered into the cab. The trip into town really wasn’t that far, and we’d both walked it, ridden bicycles, and driven. Still, the walk would have been a bit slow for me, although I could have made it.

      People had already gathered in the Opelika Municipal Park, or what people had taken to calling Henry Park. The man had touched everyone in some way or other, with his determination and grit. He’d brought a lot of us together and put us in contact with even more.

      Once we parked, Tom and I walked to the homemade stage and took our seats on it. I was actually going to be the one to open the festivities this time. Virgil had insisted, telling me that everyone loved my stories.

      I told him they were all crazy, but in the end, he convinced me to do it. At least this time.

      People drifted over from the food tables, carrying plates of Virgil’s barbecue. The old man was a self-made pitmaster, some old-world term that meant he was a master of cooking and smoking meat, making sauce, and filling bellies with pork, beef, chicken, venison, and whatever else someone brought to him to prepare. As was customary, part of the meat went to the pitmaster, which kept Virgil and Penny, along with their kids and grandkids, pretty damn well fed.

      Not that they didn’t have other skills, of course. Penny was one of our Technologists, along with Sam Rosenthal and Baron Chandler. Those three had helped to build the communications infrastructure we used now. The satellites had grown spotty as they aged, and our old phones were unreliable, but we could still reach most of the settlements. Those that hadn’t come to join us, that is.

      Sam and Baron were old men, now. Somewhere in their seventies. Same with grandmas Jackie and Angie. Gwen was in her mid-eighties, and Doctor Estelle White had preceded our founder into the grave by six months. She had been eighty-eight years old.

      Virgil, in addition to his cooking and smoking skills, was both the settlement’s butcher and its only preacher. He excelled in both positions, performed marriages of any and every kind, blessing them in the name of Jesus, or whoever the folks getting hitched might look to. What’s more, he offered compassion and hope to those without it.

      My story had nothing to do with any of them. Henry’s accounts of his travels and adventures neglected one important point. I smiled to myself and listened to Virgil welcome everyone. He was a master of talking just enough to not allow his audience to become bored.

      I was next. Butterflies danced in my stomach, along with my growing child. One deep breath followed another as I tried to settle myself.

      Then it was time.

      “Alright, everyone,” Virgil said through his microphone. “Let’s put our hands together for our dear Caitlin Knox, who’s going to tell us a story of the early days.”

      I stood as everyone applauded, blushing fiercely, and curtseyed awkwardly as I stepped up behind the microphone.

      “Hello, y’all,” I said, squinting a bit as a squawk of feedback went out through the amplifiers. “Most of you know me, but for those that don’t, yep, I’m Caitlin Knox. I’m kind of the historian and lorekeeper for Homestead, and the celebration committee wanted me to pull out a story, preferably one that most folks don’t know.”

      “I did,” I continued after a short pause. “It’s not going to be a long one, since I really don’t want to stand for too long.” That said, I patted my round belly, getting laughs, and a smattering of claps.

      “In some of my grandfather’s notes,” I began. “There was mention of a Volkswagen van, a colorfully painted vehicle with a distinctive box shape. Then again, talking to the Disc Jockey, Cassie, in Tucson, he mentions a ‘weird hippie girl.’ I went digging, talking to folks, because I was curious about this nameless traveler and what happened to her.”

      “What I found out, was that she came from California, someplace near one of the big cities, and took to the roads shortly after the Reaper hit. Her goal was to carry what she knew and a message of hope and goodwill to the survivors who needed it most.”

      I stopped for a moment and smiled back at Virgil. “Much like our dear preacher, here.”

      More applause and some laughter followed that.

      “There really wasn’t much in any of the family journals about this woman,” I said, scanning my eyes over the gathered crowd. “I didn’t know why, so I finally asked Henry himself, before he passed on. Maybe I should have started there, but I really did prefer doing my detective work through the diaries and notes that almost everyone kept.”

      “I didn’t!” someone called out, and my eyes focused on the grinning, wrinkled face of Angie Powers.

      “You’re a Marine,” someone else, another of the older folks called. I couldn’t see them through the crowd, though. “Probably didn’t have any crayons.”

      “Like you’d know, infantry,” Angie shot back.

      I giggled softly, then started again, letting the amplifiers drown out the good-natured bickering as I continued. “The ‘weird hippie girl’ was, indeed, the owner of the Volkswagen van that caught our Founder’s eye on his trip to Birmingham. She even dropped by Homestead, more than once.”

      “Of course, that was before there were more than thirty people here. Henry first met her when he, Jackie, and Tommy were fishing down by the ‘Hooch. It was near the bridge on Eighty-Five, probably three or four months after Henry’s famous ‘New World Order’ broadcast.”

      My feet hurt already, but this needed to be said. This bit of history was something a few people knew, and I thought it was important. Whether it was or not wasn’t something for me to judge.

      “She parked on the overpass and made her way down, while everyone watched. Jackie, of course, moved to greet her, and they hugged like old friends. Henry and Tommy joined them, welcoming this lean young woman with long, braided hair and dressed in jeans, sandals, and a tee-shirt under a fringed leather jacket. ‘Welcome to Homestead,’ Henry told her. Like he usually did, when someone new came through.”

      “‘Thanks,’ she replied. ‘I’d meant to stop by, but I’ve been oh, so busy.’” I recounted from my notes. Henry had a decent memory of conversations, and Jackie and Tommy both backed him up. “‘What’ve you been doing?’ he asked her. ‘This and that,’ she answered. ‘Some people needed my message. Some didn’t.’”

      “Henry studied her for a minute. ‘I guess we didn’t, did we?’ he said at last. She laughed and shook her head. ‘Nope,’ she said. ‘You’re on the right path.’ ‘What’s your name?’ Tommy blurted. She laughed and then squatted down to hold out her hand. ‘Erin Rivera,’ she said, and they shook hands.”

      “‘Will you stay?’ Jackie asked. ‘For a bit,” Erin said. ‘I could use the rest, I think.’”

      “Erin stayed at the Homestead for a year, helping out here and there. Probably a few of you remember her, or maybe not.” I shrugged and smiled as I looked around at the gathered folk. “When she left, she promised to spread the word of our little corner of the world to anyone who’d listen, and I suspect a lot of your parents and grandparents came here because of her message.”

      “Unfortunately,” I said with a soft sigh. “Erin never returned to Homestead. Henry went out looking for her, but all the leads dried up. Not even old Bruce Gassler and his wife were able to shake things loose with their remaining contacts. Still, she did a lot, and I’d like to see her remembered.”

      “Here’s to Henry Forrest, our founder, father, and friend,” I called out. “And here’s to Erin Rivera wherever she may be.”

      A cheer went up. It was a good start, to a great day, and hopefully, a glorious future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey, if you got here, I just want you to know that you’re awesome! I wrote this book just for someone like you, and if you want another one, it is super important that you leave a review.

      The more reviews this book gets, the more likely it is there will be a sequel to it. After all, I’m only human, and you have no idea how far a simple “your book was great!” goes to brighten my day.

      Also, if you want to know when the sequel comes out, you absolutely must join my Facebook group and follow me on Amazon. Doing one won’t be enough because it relies on either Facebook or Amazon telling you the book is out, and they might not do it.

      You might miss out on all my books forever, if you only do one!

      Here’s the link to follow me on Amazon.

      Here’s the link to my Facebook Group.

      Here’s the link to my mailing list.

      And if you are looking for more stories like mine, check out these great Facebook Groups for more authors and suggestions: Harem Gamelit, Harem Lit, and GameLit Society!
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