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    FOREWORD 
 
    - 
 
    As I've said many times, no project like this is created in a vacuum. Writing is just the start of the process. Getting the completed project into the hands of the reader takes a good deal more effort.  
 
    Fortunately for me, I have Dan Edwards and the team at Creative Texts Publishing to make that effort. Once I send the completed tale to them, it then falls to them to develop suitable cover art, edit and proof the book, prepare it for print versions and format it for Kindle. Then comes promotion, advertising, and other activities that fall under the general heading of marketing. If it weren't for Dan and Creative Texts, I'd have to do all that myself. Which would mean a lot less time for me to write.  
 
    And, lets be honest, it probably wouldn't be done half as well if I were doing it myself. So thank you, Dan and Company, for trying to make me look more like a writer, and less like a story teller sitting on the porch of the country store. If we still had a country store.  
 
    I must also, as always, thank my family for encouraging me, and for correcting me when I drift too far off course. Not that I would do th- squirrel! Just kidding. It wasn't a squirrel. What was I saying?  
 
    Jokes aside, their help and encouragement is sometimes what helps me get over rough spots in the stories I'm working on. Their suggestions often alleviate writer's block when nothing else will. I'm blessed to have them. No other word is sufficient to describe them.  
 
    No list of thanks would be complete without thanks to you, the reader. If not for you, there would be no me. At least not in the sense of me, the writer. I want you all to know that pretty much every word I write, and every idea I hatch or plot, is done with you in mind. I want you to enjoy what I write, because if you don't, then I've failed at my job, and my goal. Which is to give you a few hours of enjoyment and a break from the troubles of real life. For that few hours, I want you to feel as if you're living on the Sanders' Farm, fighting the apocalypse to a standstill. If I manage to do that, then I feel like I'm a success.  
 
    As always, I'll leave it to you to decide if I did that or not.  
 
    N.C. Reed  
 
    


 
  
 
  

 PROLOGUE 
 
    - 
 
    The Worthy Ezekiel Talent stumbled down the alleyway holding one arm to his ribs while he used the other to steady himself against the wall he leaned upon. He wasn't sure, but it was possible that his arm was fractured. Once again, his message of peace and understanding of what had befallen the world had fallen on deaf ears. Once again, he had been persecuted by those who would not see.  
 
    His work had never been easy, but the Uttermost had warned him and all the others that such work was never easy and thus only the truly worthy could be called upon to perform it. Anyone could work the fields. Any loyal follower could be a soldier. But only those rare few could truly be Worthy.  
 
    Talent had proven his worth on more than one occasion, but this time, this Lewiston, was proving to be much harder. Much more difficult.  
 
    Perhaps they were a hardier breed than those he had brought the word to before. Perhaps they were better prepared for the wrath of God that had fallen upon them. Perhaps they were simply better at living from the land itself than others. That last was a trait worth admiring, even cultivating, with the right mindset. 
 
    Unfortunately, this area lacked that mindset as yet. They had not yet suffered enough, it seemed. They had not yet been brought low enough. Not brought to their knees as others had been.  
 
    The result was not only a rejection of the word of the Worthy, but also of Talent himself, usually at the cost of physical persecution such as today's beating. But it was of no matter.  
 
    He would rest. He would heal. He would try again.  
 
    But there would come a time when it would be necessary to loose the Army of God upon these unbelievers if they continued to refuse the word that he brought. There would come a time when mere words were no longer used. Then, it would not be the wrath of God that brought the proud low, but the wrath of the Worthy. Wrath that would see fire and brimstone rain down upon those who resisted the Uttermost's holy message.  
 
    But not yet. Not quite yet. Talent had been taught many things since his indoctrination, and patience was one of them. Patience and forgiveness. He would exercise both, and rest for a while, allowing the memory of his words to linger with the people that had heard them.  
 
    Then, armed with the absolute conviction that he was right, he would return to try yet again.


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    - 
 
    A lot could change in two months. It usually did, too. Weather, of course, as the seasons changed. Work schedules. The way the sun crossed the sky during the day. The crops in the fields and the fruits on the trees.  
 
    It was that last change that had the Sanders' farm buzzing with activity for the last two weeks now. Even before this, there had been daily activity in the huge gardens as everyone pitched in to help harvest the fresh food growing there. Some of that food would be eaten that same night, whereas the rest would be canned, or perhaps dehydrated, and stored against the needs of winter.  
 
    But now, harvest was upon the farm. The true harvest that required the massive farming machinery to move once more as grain was harvested not by the basket, but by the bushel. And where the hay fields would be cut one final time before they began to lay fallow for the winter. 
 
    Two months was also a long time for someone to be in training. A long time to test the determination that had started you down the path that found men and women screaming at you as you tried to be better today than you were yesterday. As you tried to go further, go faster, carry more, work quicker than when you began.  
 
    And that wasn't the whole of it, either. Every day, after running for miles and doing what seemed like endless calisthenics and drills, after blessed periods of classroom instruction, then, after all that, heading off to the gardens for a four-hour shift of gathering vegetables. No one was exempt from that, including some rather unexpected participants.  
 
    “My God, I just thought the first class was hard,” Sam groaned and she and Abby headed up the hill to what was known as the Cabin Garden. “I hurt in places I shouldn't even have.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Abby agreed. She cast a surreptitious glance to the side to take a look at the most surprising of the participants. Jasmine Webb saw Abby look her way and smiled slightly, though she remained silent. 
 
    Jasmine had not spoken a great deal since she had returned to the farms. After the ordeal she had endured, no one blamed her. Her sister-in-law, Daisy, had endured even worse, but seemed, at least on the outside, to have dealt better with it. Abby worried that Jasmine was a ticking time bomb and couldn't help but keep an eye on the older woman.  
 
    “Wasup, biddies?” Marcy George caught up to them, draping an arm over the shoulders of each of the older girls. “Y'all older women be drag assin' around like you ain't never. I swear,” she chuckled as she shook her head.  
 
    “Laugh while you can, youngster,” Sam replied with a tired laugh. “You aren't going anywhere but downhill, now.” 
 
    “Girl, please,” Marcy scoffed. “I'll still be going like the Energizer Bunny when the rest o' y'all done fell out on the ground.” 
 
    “Big talk in a small package,” Abby snorted, but had to smile at Marcy's enthusiasm. The teen had been through a great deal, and had ultimately had to separate herself from her family over a major difference of opinion. Everyone had tried to rally around Marcy and remind her she still had family around her, blood or not. 
 
    “Hey! Ain't nothin' wrong with this package!” 
 
    - 
 
    Zach Willis was on hay duty along with several other 'soldiers', including Xavier Adair himself. It was an excellent way for them to stay in shape, and the work had to be done by someone.  
 
    Zachary had stayed very close to Xavier and his estranged brother, Byron, for the last several weeks. Zach had certain issues that needed to be restrained, and both brothers had experience in that sort of thing. The pair had offered to take Zach under their wings, as it were, and Zach had taken advantage of this to learn all he could from the older men.  
 
    “Something I don't understand, X,” Zach said as he tossed another small bale of hay onto the trailer. While the Sanders also used the larger round bales, they still maintained their 'square' baler, using the smaller bundles to fill the loft of their barns.  
 
    “What might that be, Zachary?” Xavier asked, pausing to take a drink from his canteen before grabbing another bale of hay.  
 
    “Two, maybe three times, we've done stuff that Clay said we wasn't gonna do,” Zach noted. “He gets mad every time, but he don't punish us. I can't tell if he's really mad or not. But why would we go against his orders like that, anyway? I mean, he is in charge. He was your officer before, right? Did you guys do that kind of thing to him when you were overseas?”  
 
    “On occasion,” X nodded slowly, clearly considering the question. “It comes down to responsibility, usually. Clay has a great deal on his shoulders, you may have noted. He must make decisions for the majority of this farm and the people who now call it home. That means he sometimes, perhaps even often times, is forced to make distasteful decisions because he has to act with the best interest of everyone here. And remember that interest includes you and I, as well as all the others.” 
 
    “I get that,” Zach nodded.  
 
    “When we go against Clay's orders, it's not a spur of the moment thing where we are fomenting revolution against the authority figure,” X grinned slightly, though it didn't reach his eyes. “We do the things that Clay wants to do, but can't. We make the runs that Clay so desperately wants to order done, but can't afford to give that order because it might hurt this farm and the people on it. You will note that when we are in combat, no one questions his orders,” he pointed out. 
 
    “True that,” Zach agreed.  
 
    “Never, ever forget something, Zachary,” X turned deadly serious for once. “Clayton Sanders is a good man. A fine solider and a better friend. He is also the closet thing to a demon you will ever experience in this world. In combat he is cold and calculating, ruthless to the point of viciousness, and completely unforgiving. Without mercy of any kind. You never want to be on the wrong side of that. Ever,” he stressed to make sure the point was hammered home. When Zach nodded his understanding, Xavier continued.  
 
    “The kind of work we did. . .the people who assembled those teams looked for certain psych profiles in their search for recruits. We are, all of us, damaged in some way. By damaged I mean we have issues that most people in a civilized society would frown upon,” he explained. Zach nodded slowly, knowing he was in that category himself.  
 
    “When you take someone like that and put him into the grinder that we were fed into, it changes you,” Xavier continued. “It takes the material that's already there and finishes it, so to speak. Think of a clay pot. Until it's fired, it's not really good for anything. Afterward, it's a useful tool that can be used in a number of ways.” He paused again, once more considering his words. 
 
    “It also becomes brittle,” he finally settled for saying. “Like that pot, men like us become brittle. By that I do not mean we become weak. Quite the opposite, in fact. Those weaknesses, if they ever existed, are long behind us. But we do develop triggers that will set us off against something. We are hunters, Zachary. It's all we ever were, really. We hunted terrorists, we hunted child traffickers and sex traffickers, criminals of many kinds who had escaped the justice they rightly deserved by hiding in the wild places left on this earth.” 
 
    “And killed them,” Zach interjected.  
 
    “And killed them,” Xavier nodded. “They were more than deserving of death, and we were more than happy to deliver justice to them with a bullet, a blade, with bare hands or anything else we could use.” He stopped suddenly, as if realizing he had spoken too much. 
 
    “Back to your question, however,” he smiled again, “when you have worked with someone long enough, you develop a sense of what the other is thinking. Using our last incident as an example, we knew women and children were being held prisoner, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How do you think Clayton felt when he had to look at the numbers in front of him and make the decision to leave those women, and especially those children, in the hands of barbarians such as that?” Xavier asked.  
 
    “I never really thought about it,” Zach shrugged. “I mean, that's all above my pay grade. If I had a pay grade, anyway.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Xavier nodded firmly. “We are allowed the luxury of not considering all those things, because we are not in command. Clayton does not enjoy that luxury. So, he was forced, as the man in command, to make the decision that we could not undertake a mission to free those poor souls.” He paused yet again, looking at the far horizon. It was clear to Zach that Xavier wasn't looking at what was in front of him, but was instead seeing something else. Somewhere else. 
 
    “Leaving children to that fate is especially difficult,” Xavier finally said quietly. “We've been there before. Once too many times, in fact. So, rest assured,” he turned his gaze back to Zach, “it hurt him to make that decision. Tore at his soul, even. At the very fabric of his being.” 
 
    “So, we did what he really wanted to do, but couldn't,” Zach said rather than asked.  
 
    “Yes,” Xavier said simply.  
 
    “So, how do we know when to do something like that?” Zach asked after a few more bales of hay.  
 
    “You, do not,” Xavier shook his head. “That is something you must always leave to those of us who have served with him, and know how he thinks. And even we sometimes make mistakes. I will say, however, that we have a decent track record. More than decent in my opinion, though I am admittedly biased.”  
 
    “Cool,” Zach nodded as he slung another bale of hay onto the trailer. “So, we didn't get in trouble because we actually did something he wanted to do himself, but couldn't,” he wanted to make sure he understood. 
 
    “Essentially, yes,” Xavier confirmed. “But never mistake that as weakness on his part,” he warned. “It's not. He knew we did something that needed doing, and allowed it to go, as he did with the Webb farm rescue for instance, despite the problems it caused him. But remember, you need to always leave that kind of decision to Poncho, or perhaps to Nate. Not yourselves.” 
 
    “What about you?” Zach asked, looking squarely at his mentor. 
 
    “I think we have established that I am not the kind of person to be placed in a position of any authority whatsoever,” Xavier chuckled. “I care very little for rules or moral conventions, and less for consequences. No one wants me making such decisions, and I am man enough to admit I am not the proper person to be making them, anyway.” He paused one last time, looking at his protege carefully. 
 
    “Reckon I'm not, either,” Zach said after a moment of thought. “I guess I need to let others do that kind of thinking. I'll just stick to killing bad guys.” 
 
    “An excellent decision, my young apprentice,” Xavier smiled brightly. “Now, let us finish with this appalling chore so that we can shower this, this cattle fodder, off and enjoy something cold to drink.” 
 
    - 
 
    “So, we're going to open trade with Jordan, then?”  
 
    Jose 'Poncho' Juarez was in Clay Sanders' small office, inside what was commonly called Building Two, on what had once been the Troy farm. 
 
    “As a trial,” Clay agreed, a frown on his face. “I don't think I can rightly refuse our people the opportunity to trade with people outside our small outfit. And, we can trade some as well. The farm, I mean.” 
 
    Clem Pickett and Clint Dawson, Jordan's Mayor and Militia Commander, respectively, had made repeated overtures to Clay to try and repair the damage the two of them had caused with their wild suspicions of Clay plotting to control the entire area, Jordan included. These suspicions had been fired and fueled by Franklin George and his wife Malitha in large part, though Clay was certain others were equally responsible. Several of the town's residents had openly called for Jordan to seize the Sanders Farm and all its assets, bringing all of it to Jordan, 'where it belonged'.  
 
    Clay had responded to this with an open invitation to anyone who felt as if they could just waltz in and lay claim to the work of five generations of his family.  
 
    There had been no takers.  
 
    At the time, Clay had dismissed both Pickett and Dawson, and their apologies, telling them in no uncertain terms that they were not welcome anywhere near the farm or its occupants. He had meant it at the time, angry at what he considered a waste of his time and resources in helping Jordan get on its feet simply in hopes that the farm would not be so isolated and alone in the new landscape they found themselves in.  
 
    Over time, however, Clay had come to realize that his decision was somewhat short sighted. The people on the farm deserved to be able to ply wares and trade their skills to people in Jordan, and the farm could certainly use labor from the town, purchased with beef from the Sanders' ranch. He mentioned that item to Poncho now. 
 
    “Does that mean we're allowing people from town out here to work?” Jose frowned.  
 
    “Hell no,” Clay's reply was immediate. “So far, the biggest deal I've made is trading smoked beef for cords of fire wood. Jake made a similar deal for wheels, tires and other parts stripped from vehicles abandoned on the Interstate. Things he can use in his shop. He made a list and gave it to somebody he knows. Once they've got the stuff ready, we'll take a truck and pick it up, and drop off the beef and some fresh vegetables in return.” 
 
    “Well, that does sound like a good deal for us,” Jose agreed. “It means we don't have to keep freeing up our own people for labor runs.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Clay nodded. “We got enough going as it is, right now. For that matter, I'll be on a combine harvester starting tomorrow, so you'll be in charge unless there's an emergency.” 
 
    “I thought your niece was going to do that?” Jose frowned. “Not to mention Cliff Laramie. What happened that you have to drive?” 
 
    “Well, Abby is still going through the training program with the women who volunteered for it,” Clay reminded him. “Her, Sam, Marcy George and Jasmine Webb all decided to try their hand at it. So far no one has quit, have they?” 
 
    “No,” Jose shook his head, a bit embarrassed that he hadn't remembered Abby being part of the training class. 
 
    “And Cliff's hand is still a bit iffy,” Clay made a shaking motion with his own hand. “Remember that rail caught his hand back a couple months ago.” That had been when the farm had been grabbing old railroad rails for the steel.  
 
    “Yeah, I just thought he was going to be able to operate the machinery,” Jose was nodded, making a small note on the white board along the wall.  
 
    “He can operate most stuff, and is driving a truck right now that's hauling hay,” Clay informed him. “But operating the harvester is a bit more complicated. Even the one we have to pull behind the big tractor. So, it's Ronny and me for the most part, with Dee Talbot and Robert helping out on the side. Gordy could normally help, but he and Corey are only just now getting back to battery and I don't want to interrupt their recovery. They're working out three times a day trying to get back into fighting trim, and I want to let them finish. Besides, it's a lot quicker job this year, anyway, since we aren't hiring out to gather crops for other folks,” he sighed. “It's just us, now.” 
 
    “Still going to do Jordan's?” Jose asked. 
 
    “Their fields are behind ours since they planted so late,” Clay shrugged. “If we do decide to, we can do it after we're done. But the majority of what they planted this year has to be gathered by hand. We can do some things, but vegetable gardens are still vegetable gardens, no matter how huge they are. They do have a few large corn fields I know, so we may do that for them, but if they want to keep it on the cob then they'll have to drag it by hand. They've got the people for it,” he shrugged again. “They can manage.” 
 
    “Well, sounds as if we've got it covered then,” Jose closed the marker in his hand and set it on the desk. “It's been so quiet-,”  
 
    “Don't jinx it,” Clay said immediately, picking up a stapler and mock threatening to throw it at his friend. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Jose chuckled, raising his hands. “No jinxing today. What now?” he looked at his watch. 
 
    “I'm going to get something to eat,” Clay rose, stretching before grabbing his rifle.  
 
    “That sounds like a fine idea, actually,” Jose agreed. “See you later.” 
 
    - 
 
    Lainie Harper had found herself in a curious position when things had first come apart. As Clay's girlfriend, she certainly had a place on the farm. But she knew nothing of farming, and less of handling livestock. As a former runaway, turned waitress, turned exotic dancer, and finally turned night club manager, Lainie did not have many talents that lent themselves to farm work. She was strong, much stronger than she appeared to those who didn't know her, but she was still unskilled.  
 
    As time wore on, however, one particular skill of Lainie Harper's had come into its own without any sort of fanfare or difficulty.  
 
    Lainie was an excellent seamstress. Excellent as in she could make anything, even without a proper pattern. If you had an old pair of overalls and wanted a new one, she could dismantle the old pair and use them as a pattern. She had a sewing machine that would do almost anything that such an instrument could be made to do, and she had plenty of materials. In a pinch, she could do it by hand. 
 
    Lainie had not been rich when the lights went out, but she had been rather well off. Not only had she owned the night club she had worked in all her life and rose to manage, she had carefully managed the often excellent pay she had received both as waitress and as dancer, turning that money into a rather hefty portfolio of stocks and bonds. As soon as Clay's niece and nephew, a pair of brilliant twins, had announced that the CME had struck, Lainie had returned to Nashville and liquidated her assets. Some she had put into gold and silver at Clay's suggestion. The rest, she had put into things. Well over one hundred thousand dollars, closer actually to two hundred thousand, had been spent in a matter of hours as she, Clay, Gordy and Janice Hardy, a teen girl that Lainie had befriended, ran themselves ragged filling truck and trailer.  
 
    That included fabric of every usable kind that Lainie could find, and thread to go with it. Lainie repeated this action at Columbia just a day or so later, buying bolt after bolt of denim and other hardy materials to be used in making clothing in years to come when 'off the rack' was just a distant dream.  
 
    So, when people began showing up without clothing, Lainie was one of people in a position to help, and help she did.  
 
    One of her first jobs had been to sew jeans and shirts for Gordy's friends. The poor boys had nothing but the clothing on their backs, and while they were provided with the BDU uniforms the others wore most often, a person sometimes wanted to wear plain old jeans. She had made sure they could.  
 
    Odd jobs here and there had led her to where she was now, which was operating a small shop in Building One, where a clothing 'store' of sorts had been established. Beverly Jackson and Amy Mitchell worked there as well unless needed elsewhere. 
 
    One of the things that had been done in recent weeks was a systematic search of every empty house for miles. Every usable item that could be found had been taken and brought to the farm for use at a later date, including every single item of clothing.  
 
    That clothing had been washed thoroughly in their small laundromat, disinfected with Lysol and other cleaners, and then sorted by size and then type. Many of the people on the farm had found themselves there with nothing but the clothes they wore. Many other refugees would be in the same shape. These clothes, left behind by people who had fallen victim to the Storm in one way or another, would be repurposed to help those individuals. Anything that had no real use or purpose would be taken and reused in some other way. Thin material that was unsuitable for wear as work clothing, for instance, was repurposed into making underwear.  
 
    Lainie, as the best seamstress on the farm as well as being far ahead of most everyone else in the area of working materials, had been placed in charge of all that.  
 
    “Lucky me,” she muttered to herself as she began to sort through another bundle of recently cleaned clothing.  
 
    “Lucky what?” Beverly Jackson asked as she finished relocating the new bundle of freshly laundered clothing from the laundry room.  
 
    “Just thinking how lucky I was to find something I could do,” Lainie smiled, more or less telling the truth.  
 
    “True,” Beverly nodded, the look on her face showing that she knew, more or less, what Lainie had actually meant. “I have to admit I didn't care for this idea at first,” Beverly waved at the clothes. “I mean, you know, other people clothes. But then I got to thinking about it. How is it any different from going to a consignment store, or a dig store or whatever they call them around here? People go to places like Goodwill, or did, anyway, and buy clothes all the time. We're washing and disinfecting the clothing, so. . .where's the difference?”  
 
    “There isn't one,” Lainie nodded. “And, we're lucky to have so much, considering how many people here on the farm came here with so little. This is a big help.” 
 
    “It is that,” Beverly agreed with a firm nod.  
 
    “How are the boys doing?” Lainie changed the subject, stopping to look at her friend over the latest bundle of clothing.  
 
    “They're coping,” Beverly had relaxed her ethical restrictions some in the wake of the CME. While she would still never violate the confidence of someone who used her professional skills as a psychologist, she would and did discuss broad subjects such as how someone was faring during a trauma.  
 
    “Kade was more than a friend,” Beverly continued sadly. “He was more of a brother. The situation is very similar to when we lost Big John. And the boys, despite their age, seem to be taking their cues from their mentors and bottling up their anger and grief rather than releasing it. They will occasionally talk about times they shared when they were little boys, but steadfastly refuse anything else. Their visits are becoming less and less frequent, now. Soon they won't be coming at all.” 
 
    “Some people have to work things out for themselves,” Lainie shrugged. “I just. . .Kaden's presence was so big, it's hard to see it empty, now.” 
 
    “It was the same for John Barnes,” Beverly nodded in understanding. “Ultimately, all we can do is be here for them,” he sighed deeply. “And trust that if they need our help, personal or professional, they'll come to us.” 
 
    “If they're really modeling themselves after Clay and the others, I wouldn't hold my breath on that,” Lainie sounded almost mournful.  
 
    “I'm not,” Beverly agreed as she took the laundry basket and headed back to the small laundry room. “I know better.” Lainie watched the other woman out of sight before returning to her task. No sooner had she started, however, when the sound of a throat clearing drew her attention toward the back door of the building, the closest entry to where they had established the small clothing area.  
 
    Lainie looked to find none other than Angela Sanders standing there.  
 
    Straightening, Lainie had to resist the urge to run her hand through her hair and straighten her clothing to make herself 'presentable' to the woman who was, in essence, her mother-in-law. Relations with her had gone from strained to non-existent many weeks ago, all due to Angela's own behavior toward her youngest son.  
 
    Now, here she stood.  
 
    “Can we talk?” Angela asked politely, catching Lainie by surprise.  
 
    “Of course,” Lainie gestured toward a near-by chair.  
 
    “No,” Angela shook her head. “I…I'd like to take a walk, if you don't mind. I have a lot to say, and it honestly helps me think about it all when I walk.” 
 
    Lainie looked at all the work around her and almost refused, but something about Angela's attitude made her reconsider. Finally, she nodded. 
 
    “Sure. I could use a break. Just let me tell Bev.” 
 
    - 
 
    Lainie walked in silence next to Angela Sanders, allowing the older woman to set the pace of a conversation she had wanted to initiate.  
 
    “I have done so much wrong,” Angela finally said, or more accurately sighed. “Maybe incorrect in some instances rather than wrong, but either way, it still wasn't right, which is all that's important.” She paused a minute before smiling slightly, though it was a bittersweet look on her. 
 
    “I used to think I ran this place, you know,” she told Lainie. “I'm sure you could tell that by the way I treated you when you first showed up here. I never really had a job away from this farm after Gordon and I married, or at least once we started our family. I worked in a garment factory until I was pregnant with Robert, and after he was born, I just stayed at home.” 
 
    “It was a good life, if a hard one sometimes. It's a true saying that there's no real easy work on a farm or a ranch either. Even cooking and cleaning for so many and so much is exhausting. With a child added to that, working away from the farm was just not practical.” She stopped walking, and Lainie stopped beside her. 
 
    “We were never poor, you understand,” Angela continued. “Oh, we had times when things were strained, of course. Everyone does. But they were temporary, and usually brought on by us trying to get something done as quickly as possible. But between Leon the Elder and Gordon, this place grew, and thrived, and we never really did without. Gordon was always good to me,” she smiled softly at the memory of better times. “He essentially let me do whatever I wanted, and so did Leon, though he griped about it, of course,” she actually laughed at that.  
 
    “So, over the years, I came to think I ruled this place,” Angela began walking again. “When all this started, I thought I took it okay. I made my lists and I went and bought things I knew we would need going forward and might never be able to get again. But in my mind, in the back of my mind I mean, I think I saw this as some temporary thing. Even with Clay and the twins warning that it would be catastrophic and permanent, I think in the back of my mind I just viewed this as any other disaster we've weathered, and planned accordingly.” 
 
    “Gradually I realized how wrong I was,” she admitted after a brief pause. “As I did, realize it I mean, I began to try and hold this place together as it had always been. Whatever happened out there in the rest of the world, I wanted to keep this place normal. Safe. Unchanged, maybe is a better word but I think normal suits my mindset at the time much better.” She looked at Lainie closely. 
 
    “I wanted this one place to be untouched by the misery around us. I thought if I could do that, just to this one little place, then we would all be better off. And at first, that was okay,” she made a slight nodding motion with her head that ended in a side-to-side movement of indecision. “Clay argued with me of course, and Leon, the Elder I mean, did too. Gordon usually sided with me, but I can see now that he did that out of love for me and not necessarily because he thought I was right. He's a good man, like that. Love means a great deal to him. For all of us, I mean,” she waved an arm to encompass the original Sanders' farm. 
 
    “I wanted things that I thought Clayton should go and get for us,” she went on. “I wanted thing done my way. I wouldn't see the dangers he tried to show me, because they interfered with the normality that I so wanted to preserve here. When we had to build that orphanage, I wanted beds and mattresses for the children. All children need beds and mattresses. Malitha and Marla agreed with me, so here we went, demanding that he go and get them. You remember how that turned out.” 
 
    “Then there was the fight over the lesbian couple,” she sighed again, much more deeply this time. “My bible tells me their lifestyle is a sin, and that was as far as I was willing to see. Clayton was the one who reminded me that there were plenty of other sins, and that we were supposed to love the sinner even as we hated the sin. Isn't that something? I should have been teaching him, and yet he was teaching me. What does that say about my attitude?” 
 
    Sensing this was not a question Angela wanted her to answer, Lainie remained silent.  
 
    “Anyway, I sided with the others against my own son,” she exhaled mightily at that admission. “Even when I found out Malitha had lied, I still insisted things be done my way. I would never have tolerated that before all this happened, Lainie. Never in a million years. I can take a lot and still smile, but not a lie.” She paused. 
 
    “And yet, I tolerated one of the most terrible lies ever, didn't I?” she continued after that brief pause. She stopped suddenly, looking at Lainie.  
 
    “I didn't mean to just unburden on you that way,” Angela apologized. “That wasn't the purpose of my visit. I need your help, Lainie. I want, no, I need to repair my relationship with my son. I need to make up for the way I've treated him, but more than even that, I need for him to see that I love him dearly. He is my son and I would love him no matter what he did. I might chastise him for doing wrong, but I would love him while I did it.” 
 
    “I have allowed my fear to override my good sense,” she said frankly. “I really am not scatterbrained, you know. I may not have a college education, but I did graduate high school, and in the top twenty at that. But despite that, I have allowed fear of all this,” she waved her hand to encompass all points around them, “to dominate me, and to lead me into making some terrible decisions. Decisions I never would have made otherwise. Of course, without all this happening, I wouldn't have had to make them to start with, would I?” she shrugged slightly.  
 
    “I need to undo that damage, Lainie,” Angela stated firmly. “Part of that has to begin with you, I think. I need to make amends to you for the way I've slighted you at times. We, by which I mean our entire community before the disaster, can be a stuffy bunch. Looking down our noses at those who make different life choices than we do, and never once considering what led them to make those choices. How those choices might have been all they had at the time. How desperate they might have been to escape their situations. We call ourselves Christians, but we fail to show it when we act like that,” the older woman shook her head slowly, then looked up again. 
 
    “I am sorry, Lainie Harper,” Angela said firmly. “For anything I said or did that slighted you in any way, I apologize. Please try and remember that part of that was just wanting what was best for my son. And know that I can see, now, that you are absolutely the best thing that has ever happened to him,” she smiled. “You put a light in his eyes that he never had before, Lainie. All he could think about when he was a boy was leaving here. Seeing what was over the hill or around the corner. He came home changed, changed a great deal in fact, but still with no light shining where it should have been.” She paused for a minute, taking each of Lainie's hands in her own. 
 
    “You did that,” she said simply. “By whatever fates brought the two of you together, you have made him better for it. I doubt that any woman, anywhere, could have done more for him than you have. So please accept my thanks for treating my son so well, and for loving him like you do.” She suddenly drew the younger woman into a fierce hug, both a shock and a surprise to Lainie, but after a moment of hesitation, she hugged Angela back, if not quite as firmly.  
 
    “Know that I love you, too,” Angela said into Lainie's shoulder. “I know the two of you aren't married, but you live and love as if you are, and in these times that's worth more than any piece of paper.” She pulled back and gripped Lainie by the shoulders. 
 
    “I love you, Lainie, for what you've done for my son, and for what you've done for my family. And, most of all, for who you are. You've made a place for yourself in this family and I am so glad to have you. So very glad.” She hugged Lainie again, much softer this time and very briefly.  
 
    “Thank you for giving me the time to say all that,” Angela smiled. “And for walking with me, too. It helps me work through things when I walk.” 
 
    “I understand,” Lainie spoke for the first time. “For me it was my car. I'd drive around Nashville, just circle the town on the interstate and think. It was a quiet time for me.” 
 
    “Yes, I can see that,” Angela nodded slowly. “I'm sorry you've lost that. Maybe you can find something else to take the place of driving. I do so hope so. I doubt I've said this to you before, and that's to my shame, but welcome to the Sanders family, Lainie Harper,” she smiled brightly. 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Sanders,” Lainie smiled brightly.  
 
    “Just Angela,” the older woman shook her head. “Call me Angela. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    - 
 
    One of the duties that Greg Holloway had deemed important in his office of 'Community Marshal' was to make sure that no one was watching the farm. There had been several attempts to raid the ranch since things had gone so poorly, and nothing said there wouldn't be more. In fact, Greg was in no way trusting that someone or several someones from Jordan might be willing enough, or stupid enough, to at least try and steal from the ranch, if not outright attack them. 
 
    Thus, Greg made a round of the ranch perimeter ever three days or so, checking everywhere that anyone might be able to lay hidden and spy on the farm. Today he was using a small battery powered golf cart rather than an ATV.  It was dry enough that the cart was more than able to navigate the small trail that Greg had carved out for himself, and it had the added advantage of being fairly quiet, as well. 
 
    Operations, as the radio room now wanted to called, knew where he was, and he was sure that Jody Thompson and Heath Kelly were also both aware of where he was, watching from their high perches around the farm. Kurtis Montana might be on the tower at the cabin area, as well. Greg hadn't checked the duty schedule before heading out, something he normally would have done.  
 
    “Slipping in my old age,” Greg chuckled to himself aloud. At twenty-eight years old, old age was still a little ways away, though he hoped to make it one day. He slowed as he traveled the last little bit of fence line, checking for any sign that someone had been there. He found nothing out of the ordinary, though he had noted sign of several different animals. That was a welcome sight so far as he was concerned. After the monster wildfire back in the spring, there had been a complete absence of wildlife for some time. Now, it seemed, wildlife was making a comeback. By mutual agreement among the hunters of the farm, no hunting would be done for the time being. They had to give all the wildlife time to recover.  
 
    Greg crossed the road, making for Building Three, where the cart was parked when not in use. As he approached the building, he saw the familiar figure of Talia Gray waiting at the back of the building. She approached him slowly as he checked to make sure the cart didn't require recharging.  
 
    “Have a nice ride?” Gray asked, smiling.  
 
    “I did, in fact,” Greg replied with a nod. “We are momentarily safe from poachers and voyeurs. Other threats I'm not so sure about,” he laughed.  
 
    “I'm glad to hear that,” she nodded slightly. 
 
    “How's training going?” Greg asked as he took his rifle and other gear from the cart. 
 
    “It's brutal,” she admitted, absently rubbing her shoulder. “Like nothing I've ever encountered. If I wasn't already a runner, I'd probably have quit by now.” 
 
    “Has anyone else quit?” Greg asked, curious.  
 
    “No,” Gray shook her head adamantly. “Despite what I said, we all swore we'd stick it out. When someone lags behind, we all help out. Twice we've done something over rather than leave anyone behind.” 
 
    “That's awesome,” Greg complimented. “And it will pay off in the field, too. When you can help your squad mates or they help you. It can be the difference between making it or not.” 
 
    “We're going to make it,” Gray said firmly. “All of us. It may not be easy, and we may not impress you real soldiers, but we're going to finish it.” 
 
    “Good,” Greg smiled. “So, what are you doing now? Don't all of you have some kind of limited duty after training each day?” 
 
    “Today is my day off,” Gray smiled. “I guess I should say my late afternoon off, or something,” she shrugged. “I thought I'd see what you were doing.” 
 
    “Well, now that my little patrol is over, I'm not doing anything unless there's an emergency. Which I fervently hope there isn't,” he added with a wry face.  
 
    “Same here,” she nodded. “So, got anything you'd want to do?” she asked him. 
 
    “I'm sure I can think of something,” Greg smiled. “Let’s see if we can grab a basket of food and a blanket first. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    “It really does,” she nodded readily.  
 
    “Then let’s go.” 
 
    - 
 
    “So, Ace, what's going on here?” Millie Long asked, crowding Leon ever so slightly since she knew it flustered him. 
 
    “I'm trying to repair this drone's rotor,” Leon replied, sweat breaking out on his forehead as Millie pressed into his back. “And…there. Done.” He straightened up a bit, which just helped Millie fluster him that much more. 
 
    “You're really good with your hands, Ace,” Millie murmured in his ear. “I like that in a man.” 
 
    Before Leon could think of a response, the radio came to life.  
 
    “Vehicle incoming from the highway,” Jody Thompson's voice was calm and cool. “One vehicle only. Looks like the HumVee that the mayor uses.” 
 
    “They're expected,” Clay's voice was next across the radio waves. “We'll meet them on the pad.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Jody replied, ending the discussion. 
 
    “Wonder what that's all about?” Leon murmured. “I know we were thinking about trying to open trade with Jordan again, but I thought it was already worked out.” 
 
    “Maybe this is something else,” Millie shrugged, then hugged Leon tightly to her. 
 
    “We could always go try and eavesdrop,” she whispered. “See if we can figure out what's going on.” 
 
    “Please,” Leon scoffed, waving a hand. “If I want to listen, I will. I've got a directional parabolic microphone with an amplifier.” 
 
    “Where is it?” Millie asked, more than willing to try and hear what the news was. 
 
    “I, uh, well, the thing is,” Leon stammered. 
 
    “You don't know, do you?” Millie smirked.  
 
    “Someone moved it,” Leon both looked and sounded indignant at her humor. “That's all.” 
 
    “Maybe they were using it themselves?” Millie asked, eyebrows raised.  
 
    “Maybe,” Leon shrugged. “Anyway, it'll turn up eventually. Things always do.” 
 
    “Well, in the meantime, if you aren't busy, let’s go and try to be nosy,” Millie held out a hand. Smiling, Leon took it. 
 
    “I've always got time for a beautiful woman,” Leon told her. The statement made her stumble just a bit, but she recovered nicely. 
 
    “Do you speak Chinese?” she asked him. “Cantonese, or even Mandarin, maybe?” 
 
    “No,” Leon shook his head. “Sorry. Leanne and I always meant to order a learning program for it, but then all this came up and we just sort of sidelined all of that. We had learned German and some Russian, and we've got a language pack around here somewhere for Farsi, but we hadn't gotten into it when all this started. And there's been no reason to, since.” 
 
    “That's cool,” Millie shrugged. “Just wondering.” She tugged his hand to get him to follow her lead outdoors. 
 
    “Why does it always make you stumble or stutter a bit when I call you beautiful,” Leon resisted her tugging just enough to hold them in place. “You have to know how pretty you are, Millie,” he told her, doing his best not to stammer even as his face turned red.  
 
    Millie hesitated for a minute, clearly coming to some kind of private decision. Leon waited patiently, giving her the time she needed. 
 
    “It's silly, really,” Millie said finally.  
 
    “If you don't want to say, then don't,” Leon told her at once. “It was just something I was wondering about. And if you want me to stop-,” 
 
    “I don't!” she interjected quickly, and maybe a bit too loud. “I just...in traditional Chinese, my name is Měilì de lóng,” she said softly. “It translates roughly to 'beautiful dragon',” her blush was almost glowing by now.  “It was what my mother used to call me. Her beautiful dragon.” 
 
    “Wow,” Leon almost whispered. “That is awesome!”  
 
    She looked at him, studying him closely.  
 
    “You really think so?” she asked, almost shyly. 
 
    “Hell, yeah!” Leon was enthusiastic. “And it's fitting, too,” he added, smiling. “You are definitely a beautiful dragon so far as I'm concerned.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Millie tried to shush him, her face feeling as if it were on fire. As she drew closer, Leon took advantage of it to do something he'd wanted to do for weeks. As soon as her lips were close enough, he kissed her. 
 
    He could feel her surprise when his lips touched hers, and for a microsecond he feared he had made a mistake, but then he could feel her lose that tense stance of surprise as she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back. Thoroughly. 
 
    Leon had never kissed a girl before, at least not like this. He had kissed Missy Ellison on the cheek in the 5th grade, but that was a long time and a world ago compared to this. He had never experienced anything like this. He let his hands roam over her just a little, but carefully, as he leaned into her presence. Finally, they were forced apart by the simple need for air. 
 
    “Oh, wow,” Millie whispered. “I have wanted you to do that for so long,” her breath was hot on his cheek as she let her head lay on his shoulder. “You really are slow for a genius.” 
 
    “I make up for it in other ways,” he smiled at her.  
 
    “I'm going to hold you to that,” Millie warned, raising her head to look him in the eye.  
 
    “You do that,” Leon had no idea where his bravado was coming from. “But I'd rather hold you to me,” he winked, and her face burned once more.  
 
    “Do you still want to try and hear what's going on at the pad?” he asked her, grinning mischievously. 
 
    “As long as you're with me, sure,” Millie smiled back. “C'mon, Ace. Let’s go get into trouble!” 
 
    - 
 
    Clay stood on the pad, waiting for the Hummer to ease down the drive. Behind him, His father, brother and brother-in-law were sitting at a picnic table, their backs to the building. Gary Meecham was with them to represent the people on the hill who had trades or skills that might be bargained for, such as his expertise on firearms or Darrell Goodrum's skill as a farrier and blacksmith.  
 
    The Hummer stopped and Clay was surprised to see that Dawson was driving with Pickett in the seat beside him. A woman and another man sat in back. Dawson was first out and opened the rear door on the driver's side for the woman to exit. 
 
    “Clay,” Dawson nodded. “How are you?” 
 
    “Doing fine, so far,” Clay replied. “Lot o' daylight left, though.” 
 
    “That is true,” Dawson laughed slightly. Pickett and the other man came around the front of the Hummer to join them.  
 
    “Gordon Sanders, Robert Sanders, Ronny Tillman, and... Gary Meecham, isn't it? This is Doreen Milligan and Ben Draper,” Pickett introduced. “I think they know who Clayton is, but Clay this is Doreen and Ben,” the mayor added. “Doreen is helping organize a textile operation in town, while Ben is heading up our salvage teams,” he explained.  
 
    “Y'all have a seat,” Gordon invited, pointing to the table, and to the chairs around it. “I take it by textiles, you mean clothing?” he asked Doreen. 
 
    “Well, yes,” Milligan replied as she sat down. “But also, shoe repair and repurposed clothing, alterations and things like that. Using material that isn't suitable for much else to make scarves, for instance. Knitting, for those who still have yarn. And making gloves for the winter.” 
 
    “That sounds like a huge job,” Gordon noted.  
 
    “It is,” Milligan agreed. “Some days I wonder how we get anything done.” 
 
    “Ben, it's good to see you upright and walking,” Gordon smiled at the man beside Milligan, offering his hand. “How are you and yours faring?” 
 
    “We're getting by,” Draper was not quite as friendly as Gordon, but was at least neutral. “Not as good as you all, but we're making it.” 
 
    “So, Mister Mayor,” Gordon decided not to pursue Draper's comment. “What is it we can do for you all today?” 
 
    “We want to work on something Clay mentioned a while back,” Pickett told him, startling Clay just a bit. “He mentioned we should think about a trade day type of thing, where folks could trade and barter for things. Even services and the like. Thing is, we have to make sure that it's regulated to where people don't get cheated, but otherwise, let it be as open as possible.” 
 
    “Sounds like a good idea,” Gordon nodded slowly, clearly thinking about it. “I take it you want to try and aim for people to start spending silver or gold coins and the like, as well?”  
 
    “If they're of a mind to, sure,” Pickett shrugged. “Can't eat either one, though, and they won't keep you warm in the winter, so I don't know if people will want to do that, at least right away. And, if you can't spend that money to replenish your goods or materials, then it's no good to you, anyway.” 
 
    “That is true,” Gordon agreed. “I've wondered what we could do about that, but other than planting a little cotton to see if we could spin it into material, we can't think of much else.” He held back the fact that they had also planted some flax seed. Flax was used to make linseed oil as well as linen, but it was usually grown in a cooler climate than middle Tennessee. If it grew here, and they could make something of it, then he would mention it, but not until then. 
 
    “Cotton is a good idea,” Pickett nodded. “Might be we could trade for some seed next year?” he asked. “Growing cotton that we could spin into fabric would be a big help for us.” 
 
    “I don't know how much seed we'll have, but I'm sure we make some kind of arrangement,” Gordon assured him. “A good deal of what we planted this year we hope to make into seed. We'll see how that goes.” 
 
    “That's all well and good,” Doreen Milligan cleared her throat, “but we have troubles and problems much closer than next year. While it's pleasant today, winter will be upon us before you know it. We need to make preparations for that now.” 
 
    “Not that it looks like you need much preparation here,” Draper mentioned. His tone indicated that he didn't like it much that the Sanders were better prepared than Jordan. 
 
    “We need a lot of preparation,” Gordon shook his head. “We've got over a hundred people to feed, clothe and house. We've got to be able to put back enough food to get all of them through winter, and provide warm clothing for those who have to be out even on a bitter day. Farm work is hard on clothing, and so is most everything else we do here. Add in working hay and silage for the livestock and that just makes it harder, not to mention cutting cord after cord of wood.” 
 
    “At least you've got it to do,” Draper shot back. “Some of us don't have anything.” 
 
    “That's not my fault, Ben,” Gordon tried to be amicable. “It's not like I took what I have from others. We've worked generations to build this place.” 
 
    That seemed to take the air from Draper as he let out a breath and nodded in silent agreement.  
 
    “Anyway, I'd say Doreen has the right of it,” Gordon went on. “It's fine for us to plan for next year, but we have to get there in order to make those plans work out. So, you're organizing a trade day,” he looked at Pickett. “Will it be like a flea market or a street market?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Pickett asked, frowning.  
 
    “Well, will it be only on certain days, or will it be open every day, all the time?” Gordon specified. “I assume that your constables will provide security for the vendors?” he added. 
 
    “As to security, yes,” Dawson interjected. “Backed up by small militia patrols that work the edge of town.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea,” Robert spoke for the first time.  
 
    “For someone like me, it's even more important,” Gary was nodding, throwing his oar in the water for the first time as well. “There could be tools or firearms left in a stall I was using.” 
 
    “I'd imagine that's true, too,” the older man nodded. “As to the market, we hadn't really thought about the days or hours, other than it being in the light,” Pickett admitted. “I suppose we could leave it open at all times, though. Every day, I mean, not all night and what have you,” he clarified.  
 
    “Would this be booths along the street somewhere in town?” Ronny asked. “Or were you going to try to put it inside, somewhere?” 
 
    “For now, it will be outside,” Pickett replied. “Come winter, we may need to try and move it indoors.  We're working with building owners like Doreen here,” he indicated Milligan with a nod of his head, “to rent space for vendors in their store fronts. That would be a deal between the vendors and the owners, mind you. The town itself won't play a role in that, other than trying to negotiate for it to happen at all. Once we get things set in a way everyone can live with, then the town's part of it will be done.” 
 
    “Again, that sounds like a good plan,” Robert commented. “It lets you keep the market running year-round, and it allows the building owners to profit from the use of their space, too.” 
 
    “It would be safer for tradesmen like myself, as well,” Gary agreed. “To have a permanent place that could be secured at night.” 
 
    “If we're going to see anything like a return to normal, we have to get an economy going,” Pickett declared. “That has to be one of our priorities. For me, it needs to rank right after safety and security, and food and shelter. It doesn't do any good for people to be trying to work on things if there's nowhere to sell their goods.” 
 
    “True,” Ronnie mused. “But you're not just talking about Jordan. Or not just Jordan and the farm, I should say.” 
 
    “No, I'm not,” Pickett agreed. “We need to spread out a bit and try to make some contact with the towns around us. We haven't done that until now, so we don't have any idea what shape they're in. Could be they're in the same way as Peabody went for all we know. But if not, then we may can get some trading going back and forth. Establish a system of moving goods even if it means using horses and wagons.” 
 
    “What towns do you have in mind?” Gordon asked carefully. 
 
    “Right now, just Lewiston,” Pickett replied. “I admit I'd be shocked to find they did any better than we did through the winter, but you never know. Lewiston is a lot bigger town than Peabody was, and had a good bit of manufacturing. We may find them doing alright, or we may find them burned down like Peabody. The only way to find out is to go see.” 
 
    “Have you sent anybody to have a look?” Clay spoke for the first time, having been determined to stay out of this talk. 
 
    “No,” Dawson shook his head. “We wanted to make this a trading mission rather than anything else. We wanted to have representatives from town and from the farm to go and speak to whoever is in charge down there, assuming anyone is. If they have any manufacturing or other production going, then someone has to be in charge of it, somewhere. That's who we'd need to talk to.” 
 
    “So, who are we talking about going?” Gordon asked. “That sounds like a trip that could turn dangerous with just a word or two. I know, or knew, a few people in Lewiston, but I have no idea if they made it through the winter or not. Hadn't had any word of any kind from there at all, to be honest.” 
 
    “Neither have we,” Dawson agreed. “That's why we wanted to send a delegation of sorts to see if we could work something out. That's where you come in,” he added, looking at Clay. Startled, Clay stood up from his slouch against the wall. 
 
    “Me?” he sounded as astonished as he looked. “I don't have anything to do with this stuff. I drive a tractor, sure, but that's it. I don't do any trading, or even know where to start!” 
 
    “I wasn't talking about the trading,” Dawson said pointedly. “We need you and your vehicles to safely carry the people who will do the talking to Lewiston and then bring them back.” 
 
    “I'm not so sure that's a good idea,” Robert interjected, looking at his brother. “I don't mean that against you, Clay. It's just that, if we're trying to get on the good side of whoever is in charge around Lewiston, or at least whoever is managing to manufacture goods there, maybe rolling up in a military convoy isn't the best way to do it?” 
 
    Dawson chewed his lower lip for a moment as the others remained silent. 
 
    “I admit, I hadn't thought of it that way,” he said finally. “I was just trying to think of a safe way to get people to and from.” 
 
    “Lewiston had a Guard contingent, too, as I recall,” Gary mentioned. “They may have some heavy gear of their own. Be a real bitch to try and head there for trading and start a small-scale war between people who ought to be working together.” 
 
    “Also, a problem,” Dawson sighed. “And here I thought I had planned so well,” he shook his head, chagrined.  
 
    “There's nothing wrong with your planning so much,” Clay said quietly. “It just needs tweaking a little. If we don't use vehicles, or at least military vehicles, what would be the next best way to go into town?” he asked the crowd in general. 
 
    “Either horses, or walking,” Robert replied. “It's thirty miles, give or take, to Lewiston, though. That's a long way to walk or sit a horse either one.” 
 
    “True,” Clay nodded. “But nothing says we can't trailer the horses to withing two or three miles of town and then ride in from there. Or walk either,” he shrugged. “Ms. Milligan, can you ride a horse? Or you, Mister Draper?” 
 
    “I haven't ridden a horse in years, but I used to know how,” Milligan admitted.  
 
    “I can ride, though I'm in no way proficient at it,” Draper added. 
 
    “So, we either need to think of something else, or else make sure everyone gets some time in the saddle before heading out,” Clay mused aloud. 
 
    “You thinking about doing this?” Robert asked, looking at his younger brother. 
 
    “This isn't on me,” Clay shook his head at once. “I am not in any way an authority figure or a trading expert. Man asked me to help get people safely to and from a particular point,” he nodded toward Dawson. “Assuming you four decide this is something we should be involved in, then I'll do it. If you decide we won't, then it's a moot point, anyway.” 
 
    “But you think we should do it,” Gary Meecham stated more than asked. 
 
    “You ain't listening,” Clay was shaking his head again, faster this time. “I am not a part of this decision. I will do whatever I can to help you guys with whatever decision you come to, but I will not be part of the decision-making process, here. I've had to do plenty enough of that as it is, and I go nothing to trade with, anyway. As to the idea, sure, I think it's a fine idea to try and establish some kind of economy again. There may be all kinds of opportunity in Lewiston for you guys to take good advantage of. I honestly don't know. I ain't been to Lewiston in a long time,” he finally declared. “Since 'fore I joined the Army,” he added in a mutter.  
 
    “I was there when the radio announcement hit,” Ronny recalled. “It was a madhouse then, for sure, but we left right away and came straight home.” 
 
    “Lewiston had a good-sized police force, as I recall,” Robert's look was calculating. “And Gary's right about their Guard detachment. I don't know the exact outfit, but it's part of the 278th, I do know that. They may have vehicles similar to Clay's, and will almost certainly have military grade weapons.” 
 
    “You're saying they might be a threat?” Pickett asked, frowning at the idea. 
 
    “I'm saying they may have made it through the winter much better than we did, and in good order,” Robert replied. “Peabody didn't have a Guard detachment to depend on, and we all know how good and honest our law enforcement was,” he snorted in derision. “Lewiston may not have had to face that particular problem when things fell apart. So, they may have done better.” 
 
    “You know,” Gary Meecham spoke up again, “if they did do better, and I'm not saying they did or didn't, doesn't it seem like they would have reached out to some of us by now?”  
 
    That statement was met with silence around the group. Gary waited a minute before speaking again. 
 
    “I, uh, didn't mean to kill the conversation, here,” he said cautiously.  
 
    “Just the opposite, I think,” Dawson was shaking his head. “You've just given us all something else to think about. Why haven't they reached out to us? Even just a cautious probing action if nothing else? Or even a messenger on horse or a bicycle?” 
 
    “It does bear thinking about,” Pickett sighed, rubbing his face. “I never even considered it.” 
 
    “Neither did I,” Doreen Milligan agreed. “And I honestly thought I'd looked at this from every side.” 
 
    “Didn't occur to me, either,” Draper admitted with a shrug. “I just assumed they did okay and that was that.” 
 
    “They may have,” Gary gave a shrug of his own. “I have no idea one way or another. I just… if they had all that, and they did okay for themselves, would there be any reason for them to reach out, to use my own words?” 
 
    “Lot of farm country there, and livestock, too,” Pickett mused. “Admittedly there's a lot of people there, compared to here, but not enough that the food growing in the area couldn't feed them all. But harvest was already in when the lights went out.” 
 
    “A lot of their farmers store their grain,” Gordon spoke for the first time in several minutes. “Some to use as silage, others to sell later, hoping the price climbs. Lewiston is still a rural community, just larger than Peabody or Jordan, so you can bet a lot of people would have canned food for the winter. Assuming they had good leadership and were willing to work together, they could have made it. It would have been difficult, but they could have made it.” 
 
    “Well, I think the idea of 'reaching out' needs to be tabled, for now,” Dawson said, raising himself up from where he had been leaning on the Hummer, perhaps in unconscious imitation of Clay leaning on the building. “That done, we should try and decide about what we do ourselves. I should say you all should do that,” he amended. “I actually need to borrow Clay for a few minutes on a different matter if he doesn't mind.” He looked at Clay. 
 
    “Sure,” Clay agreed readily enough. Their past problems aside, Clay had no real animus for the other man. “Let’s take a walk.” 
 
    - 
 
    “So, what's on your mind?” Clay asked as the two walked slowly down the drive.  
 
    “Originally, nothing,” Dawson admitted. “That remark about Lewiston caught me by surprise. I wasn't worried when we came out here. In fact, I was kinda hopeful. Now, I ain't so sure.” 
 
    “You mean about them having a Guard presence?” Clay asked, and got a nod in reply. 
 
    “I honestly know almost nothing about the Guard or Reserve either. I never served with them overseas or trained alongside them here at home. What could they have there, and who would be able to use it?” Dawson asked. 
 
    “As to what they could have there, according to Tully, every armory will have a company's worth of small arms and enough ammunition, generally, to outfit that company for initial contact. Other than that, it depends on the unit. They could have everything from a few armored Hummers to an Abrams tank, or anywhere in between. Let’s get Vic and let her tell us what she knows.” 
 
    - 
 
    Millie looked at Leon as the two eased back inside. They had stopped listening when Clay and Dawson had departed.  
 
    “I hadn't thought of any of that,” Leon said, shamefaced. 
 
    “None of them had either, you know,” Millie reminded him.  
 
    “I'm-,” he started, but then stopped short, face reddening a bit. 
 
    “Smarter than the rest of us?” Millie teased. “You don't have to be embarrassed about that, Ace. It's easy to see that you and Leann, and JJ too, are head and shoulders above most of the rest.” 
 
    “Not you, though,” Leon semi-objected. 
 
    “Me, too,” she laughed lightly. “Sure, I'm plenty smart, and the stuff I know about, I'm as close to an expert as you can find out here, I guess. Well, besides your uncle, anyway. But as smart as I am, and I am smart,” she stressed, “I'm not nearly as smart as you guys. So, stop being embarrassed to say it. You're smarter than most of the rest of us.” She paused before adding; “So what?” 
 
    “What do you mean, 'so what'?” Leon looked confused.  
 
    “Leon, no one is going to think of everything,” Millie tried not to sound overly exasperated. “Not even you or your sister. And, not to hit a sensitive spot here or anything, but you are just sixteen. There's a lot of things you aren't going to think of simply because you've never experienced them. Same with me, she shrugged. “I'm a little older, but not enough to matter.” 
 
    “What do you mean, exactly?” Leon asked. It wasn't a challenge, just a request for information. 
 
    “Well, have you ever had to think about paying utility bills?” Millie asked. “Or going grocery shopping?”  
 
    “No,” Leon admitted.  
 
    “Well then, why would you think about Lewiston, wherever that is in the world, having a National Guard detachment? Anyone in your family in the Guard?”  
 
    “No,” Leon was beginning to see her point. “I get it. Okay, so I'm excused for missing that. But what can I do, can we do, to learn a bit more about Lewiston?” 
 
    “Other than going there, which we are not doing,” Millie pointed a black painted nail at his nose in warning, “nothing.” 
 
    - 
 
    “They're not a full troop,” Vicki Tully told Clay and Dawson. “They're a detachment, I think from D troop, but... don't start me to lying. I can't really remember. If I remember right, they're scouts, so there may be a Brad there for training, but they would use Hummers and MRAPs in the field, so that would be the bulk of their vehicles, I'd imagine. They should have a pair of heavy trucks, and call it a half-dozen Hummer trucks, but,” she held up a finger,” remember that a lot of our equipment didn't come back from the Middle East when we did. We left our equipment behind for the unit taking our place and were supposed to be issued new gear when we got home.” 
 
    “Which I bet didn't happen,” Dawson raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Man wins a cookie,” Vicki nodded. “Now, all of our small arms came back with us, and they would certainly have restocked munitions that were supposed to be kept on hand, assuming that hadn't already been done. And just because my Troop didn't get new gear on time doesn't mean Lewiston hadn't already gotten theirs. That's a different Squadron from where I was, so I don't know.” 
 
    “How come you went all the way to Columbia instead of going to Lewiston?” Dawson asked, curious. 
 
    “Well, for one, I go where I'm told to go,” Vic laughed. “For two, after my EOD training, I was sent to an Ordnance troop. I know folks who drive for hours to drill, though, so Columbia wasn't a big deal.” 
 
    “Hours?” Dawson really had no knowledge of the National Guard. 
 
    “Pilots especially,” Vicki nodded. “Our choppers are spread all over the state in penny packets for training, but for some guys it was still a long drive. But you can't just leave a fully operational Blackhawk or Apache at any old airfield,” she grinned. 
 
    “No, we wouldn't want that,” Dawson laughed. “Well, so we know a bit more, but not much. Would this Detachment have a company level armory, or just enough for themselves?”  
 
    “Good question, and I don't honestly know, for sure,” Vicki admitted. “But I'd err on the side of caution with that one. With all the emphasis on Homeland before this happened, it would be very possible that they had a full load out. Another thing to remember is that the scout outfits are usually too far out in front for support from other outfits. I have no idea if they have any Gustavs or Stingers, but if they could get their hands on them, you can bet they'd have them. All alone like that, way out in Indian country, you will trade, steal or bargain for anything you can get that might keep you alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know that's right,” Dawson nodded grimly. “We were usually sent out in platoon detachments to outposts when I was in the Sandbox, but we always tried to have at least one LAW for every fire team. They were damn handy for taking out cave snipers.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Vicki was nodding. “Anyway, I hope that helps. It's all I really know about them. Well, other than to remind you that if I'm remembering right and they are scouts, expect them to be tough. They take it seriously. Know what I mean?” 
 
    “I read ya,” Clay nodded, grinning. “Thanks, Vic.” 
 
    “You betcha,” the bouncy trooper saluted before moving away at a job. 
 
    “She's kinda... energetic, ain't she?” Dawson noted, watching her go. 
 
    “Bundle of it,” Clay agreed. “And always ready for a fight, too.” 
 
    “Well, I don't know whether to feel better or worse,” Dawson admitted. “But I'm leaning toward better. However, I'm also having images of a town full of idiots, or worse, zealots, with a company sized weapons armory at their disposal.” 
 
    “You'd know it by now, I think,” Clay disagreed. “Think about it. That bunch from Huntsville running around everywhere, and then that outfit that hit you guys before coming out here? If Lewiston was into that kind of thing, they'd have been here by now.” He was silent for a few moments, thinking. Before he could speak again, the sound of people running came to them, and soon a line of eight women in shorts and tee shirts went by, all huffing with a rucksack on their back and a rifle in their hands. Tandi Maseo was running with them, backwards, yelling a cadence when he wasn't screaming encouragement.  
 
    “Who are they?” Dawson asked, turning to look at Clay.  
 
    “Women we found in cages in Peabody,” Clay left out the details. “They don't want to be victims again, so they decided to learn to fight. We're teaching them to fight.” 
 
    “How many people do you have out here trained like that,” he nodded to the disappearing group of women as they moved up the hill and out of sight. 
 
    “That's need-to-know,” Clay said flatly. “And you don't.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Dawson held up a placating hand. “You're right. That was out of line. I was just curious, though, I promise. The reason I asked was that I've been thinking maybe we could have some joint training sessions. Maybe get used to working together.” 
 
    “Are we working together?” Clay asked him, eyeing him closely.  
 
    “I sure hope so,” Dawson sighed. “Look, I don't claim to speak for old man Pickett, but for myself, I really am sorry. I hate the whole thing ever happened, and like I told you before, in hindsight it's easy to see how stupid it was. I look at it now and can't believe I ever considered it for an instant, but... I was only half paying attention to anything other than training the people who were going into the militia and I probably missed more than one discussion. Remember, I lead the militia because of my military background but I have nothing to do with running the town. I'm sure there was more said in meetings I wasn't present for that would have made it much easier to see things clearly, but I wasn't there for them.” 
 
    “And, once we saw one threat, I started looking for them everywhere since that kind of became my responsibility when I agreed to take on the militia job. It was really easy to see a group of former special forces as a threat, man. Especially with the arms you guys carry and the vehicles you drive.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Clay gave Dawson a little slack. “The thing that made me the maddest I guess, was Pickett's threats against us, and his holier than thou attitude once we helped you guys get up on your feet. He acted as if we were responsible for protecting Jordan instead of you, and at the risk of our own home. That stuck in my craw good, over and above that bullshit about taking over. Had I not already been so mad, I'd probably have just laughed at that. Look at all this,” he spread his arm around him. 
 
    “Hundred different people, all going a different direction, and all 'needing just a minute',” he used air quotes. “With all this, why the hell would I want more?” 
 
    “True that,” Dawson nodded. “Never volunteer for anything.” 
 
    “Anyway, I'm not opposed to some kind of joint training, but not until we finish with harvest and get everyone squared away. That's more important to us than anything else, right now. And I imagine it will be for you before long,” he added. 
 
    “It will,” Dawson nodded. “Plans right now are to use half of our militia to gather our crops, while folks from town either can or dehydrate what we can harvest. We have other teams moving through the woods for anything growing wild that survived the fire. Not much, but signs are good for next year.” 
 
    “We better head back,” Clay decided to end things there. “We'll be accused of plotting if we're gone too long.” 
 
    Dawson laughed, even though he thought it was probably at least half true. 
 
    - 
 
    “So, we're going to aim for every Monday, for now?” Pickett asked as he looked around the table. 
 
    “Works for me,” Gordon nodded. No one objected, so it was decided by mutual agreement that two weeks from the next Monday would be the first day of the market. 
 
    “For now, it will be barter only, unless someone just wants to accept precious metals,” Pickett more or less declared. “Is that alright with everyone?” he checked with the group. 
 
    “I would imagine it will work that way for some while,” Robert nodded. “Like you said, you can't eat that silver or gold.” 
 
    “What I figure,” the old man replied. “So, for now, vendors can set up on the street for free, or work out an arrangement with the store owners to set up inside. However, the street market will be off to the side where it doesn't block access to the stores in any way. Too bad we don't have any food vendors like a carnival,” he chuckled. “I could sure go for a good corn dog about now.” He stood and the people from town joined him. 
 
    “We'll all think on what to do concerning Lewiston in the meanwhile, I should reckon,” he looked at Gordon. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Gordon agreed. “I would like to know, but not at the expense of losing anyone to a shooting. For now, I think we can limit ourselves just to us and see how it goes. It occurs to me,” he said suddenly, his face lighting up, “that if we can establish a solid market here, or in Jordan anyway, then others would wind up wanting to come to us, instead of the other way around.” 
 
    “I hadn't thought of that at all,” Pickett had to admit, his voice soft. “Boy, if we could do that...” 
 
    “That would really go a long way to putting us back on the right track,” Draper sounded very happy at that thought.  
 
    “It would be good for every business in town and for every trader as well,” Milligan looked very thoughtful. “Stores like mine might get goods on consignment from people who can't make the trip regularly, or maybe just don't want to.” 
 
    “Might open the market up more than one day a week if it grew, too,” Pickett was getting into the idea. “Gordon, I think you've hit the best idea of any of us all day!” he offered his hand and Gordon took it.  
 
    “If you build it, they will come,” Clay whispered, remembering a movie he and his father had both loved when he was a kid. His father, at least, heard him and turned to exchange grins with his youngest son. 
 
    Once the Jordan group were gone, Gordon looked at Clay.  
 
    “Think it will work?” 
 
    “Have to wait and see, but I think it's worth pursuing,” Clay replied. “We can't keep going the way we have been. Well, we can, but people are going to start wanting more and better stuff, and we don't have it. So, you have to trade for it or buy it. Sooner or later, if there's a big enough demand, someone will fill it, somehow. This idea has worked all over the world, including here. It can work here again.” 
 
    “What are we going to sell?” Gordon asked.  
 
    “I'm just going to look,” Clay raised a hand as if to ward off the question. “Gary, you gonna offer to reload?” 
 
    “I'm still thinking about it,” Gary admitted. “It depends on what the market bears, to be honest. My supplies aren't bottomless, so I'll have to see what I can do. Once I'm out of primers or powder, then I'm just a gunsmith and, without ammunition, gunsmiths aren't going to be in great demand. I'll need to learn a new trade,” he laughed, though it sounded brittle, as if the thought had just occurred to him. 
 
    “We all may need to learn how to do something to help ourselves in the long run,” Ronny stated. “This world has changed, and the fact that we kept a small part of it won't last forever. That said, I got work to do.” 
 
    “Me too,” Clay nodded. “Corn waits for no man.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    “Okay, ladies, this is for all the marbles,” Nate told the assembled women. All were in full gear and pack, rifle in hand.  
 
    “You have fifty-nine minutes to make it from here to the interstate, back to here, through the assault course and fire ten rounds, none of which can be outside the seven ring,” he told them. “You've done all of this before, so you know how it goes. Pace yourselves, but don't dawdle. The more time you save up front?” 
 
    “The more time you have behind!” came the shouted reply from his trainees.  
 
    “Excellent!” Nate laughed. “On the mark then!” He raised a hand and took up stopwatch that was hanging around his neck by a cord. 
 
    “Go!” 
 
    Twenty-one women took off at a run, heading for the highway. Tandi was waiting for them on a battery golf cart with his bag and a cooler of water, just in case. As the group passed him, he waved and started to slowly follow.  
 
    “Well, that is that,” Nate said, letting out a long breath. “Win, lose or draw, we're done.” 
 
    “You think they'll all make it?” Clay asked. He had not been a part of the training himself. A week had passed since the mayor of Jordan and his little group had visited. Clay and Ronny had finished the harvest the day before, though there were people still working the gardens as they continued to produce into the early fall.  
 
    “I think so,” Nate nodded. “This isn't quite as tough as what we put the boys through,” he added. “They aren't doing as many acrobatics, and they're not running quite as far, but otherwise it's about even.” 
 
    “Well, most of them are athletes, just like the boys,” Clay shrugged. “And to be honest, I don't think one or two miles, one way or another, is a big enough difference to count. If they can actually do it, then I'm more than satisfied. For that matter, if any of them finish in under an hour-and-a-half, I'd be likely to include them.” 
 
    “I'm glad you said that,” Nate grinned. “That was the time we determined was optimal. None of them have a watch, so they have to guess at the time. They'll push themselves a little harder, which is why Tandi is rolling along to keep a look out, but honestly, Clay, they're ready now. This is just our idea of a graduation exercise. They've all done this before, and all of them have turned in good times.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn't push them, then,” Clay said softly, watching as the last woman disappeared down the road, Tandi following in the golf cart. 
 
    “Sweat now or bleed later,” Nate reminded him. 
 
    “True,” Clay admitted. “Well, I got stuff to do I guess, so let me know what happens.” 
 
    “Will do, Bossman.” 
 
    - 
 
    “There they go,” Leanne Tillman said as she watched the women trainees moving up the road. She lowered her binoculars and sat down again beside her boyfriend, Heath Kelly.  
 
    “There they go,” was Heath's quiet reply as he used his own binoculars to watch everywhere else. Leanne had been coming up to visit him since the first night he had asked her to dance in Leon's club, but he never let her visits interfere with his duties, and she was careful to make sure she didn't, too. 
 
    “I would have done that,” Leanne said idly, looking out over the tower's edge. 
 
    “Too young, Leanne,” Heath replied without looking. They'd had this discussion before. “They cut off the age at eighteen.” 
 
    “Marcy George isn't eighteen!” Leanne replied. Another tired argument. 
 
    “Special circumstances since she's essentially an emancipated teenager,” Heath reminded her.  
 
    “Some of you were only-,” 
 
    “Desperate times, Leanne,” Heath didn't let her finish, this time. “And why are you so determined to do this all of a sudden?” he asked. “Don't you have enough work to do as it is? This place could barely function without you and Leon, and JJ.” 
 
    She tried to hide it, but Heath caught the adorable blush on her face at the compliment. 
 
    “I just want to be like the others,” she shrugged.  
 
    “Why in the world would someone as special as you are want to be like everyone else?” Heath demanded, saying just the right thing. 
 
    “You think I'm special?” she asked, eyes wide. He'd fallen for that trick before, however.  
 
    “You know you're special,” Heath told her. “Both of you are. I have no idea how smart the two of you actually are, but I can tell genius when I see it, Leanne. Everybody at school was always talking about how smart you two are. Some were just jealous, I admit, but others were admiring, and more envious than jealous. I wish I was that smart,” he told her before pulling his binoculars back to his eyes for another look around. 
 
    “You're smart!” Leanne sounded defensive.  
 
    “I'm smart, yes,” Heath admitted. “But I'm not brilliant. You two, and probably JJ, are. We're lucky to have the three of you. We'd be lucky to have just one of you,” he amended. “Having all three is like a blessing from on high. Think about all you and Leon have accomplished since this started. Where would we all be, right now, without the work the two of you put in?” 
 
    “That's true,” she said demurely, looking down at her feet. “I suppose I do my share, even if I don't run and jump and shoot.” 
 
    “You do more than your share, and you know that, too,” Heath told her. “How many hours of sleep do you get at night? Just on average?” 
 
    “Maybe six, I guess,” she shrugged. “There's just always stuff to do. That's all.” 
 
    “That's right,” Heath replied, sounding as if she had made his point for him. “There's always stuff to do that only you and maybe two other people can do. Anybody healthy enough can run, jump and shoot. That's easy. Keeping things together like you do? That's another game entirely.” 
 
    “You always know just what to say, don't you?” Leanne changed gears on him, but Heath had seen that move before, too. 
 
    “That's my job,” he laughed lightly. “Knowing just what to say.” He paused from his scanning to wink at her, then went back to work so she could pretend that he didn't see her blushing furiously.  
 
    - 
 
    Clay had a surprise waiting for him as he walked into his office, in the form of his mother. Angela Sanders was sitting in a chair, waiting for him to arrive.  
 
    “Mom,” he said neutrally, barely missing a step at the surprise of find her there. “What can I do for you?”  
 
    “You can come to dinner on Sunday,” his mother replied evenly, her voice soft and carefully absent of any challenge.  
 
    “I think we've established that's not the best plan for me,” Clay politely refused. “I do appreciate the invite, of course.” 
 
    “Clayton, please,” she leaned forward in her chair. “I'm trying to make things right with you, I really am. I've been talking with Lainie-,” 
 
    “She told me,” Clay nodded. 
 
    “Then you know that I'm doing all I can to make up for how I behaved toward you before,” Angela told him.  
 
    “You don't have to make up for how you actually feel about things,” Clay shrugged. “You made it pretty clear what you thought, more than once, and that's fine. I can respect that and work with it.” 
 
    “That's not. . .I was going to say not fair, but it is,” she leaned back again. “It's not accurate. I don't feel that way, and didn't then, not really. I just wanted to maintain a sense of normality around here. If Lainie told you we talked, and what about, then you know this.” 
 
    “She did, and I do,” Clay nodded. “Thing is, mom... I could overlook pretty much everything else, but even after you found out Malitha George had lied through her teeth about an innocent woman, you still took her side against me. To be honest, that tells me all I need to know, right there. In a less civilized environment than we've managed to create here, that could have led to Trudy Leighton being murdered, probably in some savage manner by ignorant red-necks. And you seemed perfectly okay with that at the time. That I can't overlook, mom.” 
 
    “That was wrong of me, and I apologize,” Angela agreed. “It never entered my mind that Malitha would lie to me, Clayton. When it came out that she had, I just didn't believe it, or maybe didn't want to believe it. And, I'm adult enough to admit that I was angry with you for not doing what I wanted and I let that influence me, and my actions,” she added, her voice quiet. 
 
    “So, you were okay with an innocent woman being lynched, maybe, because you were angry with me,” Clay summarized what he was hearing. 
 
    “I would never be okay with something like that,” Angela shook her head, face red in near anger. “I just wanted them gone!” 
 
    “Because you didn't like them or the choices they make,” Clay stressed. 
 
    “Yes,” Angela exhaled a deep breath, her face showing that she had surrendered. “And that was wrong of me, too, Clayton. Like I said before, I wasn't thinking straight. Thinking clearly. I was off balance, and trying to fake it until I could get back on track. I didn't do a good job at it, but I was trying. I realize how bad it was, but it wasn't entirely on purpose. I meant for an entirely different set of events to happen. Not what did happen.” She stood, carefully straightening her dress before looking him in the eye. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” she told him plainly. “I can't go back and undo what happened. I can't make it not have happened, or change the effect it had on you or the others here. I can try to make up for it, but you have to be willing to let me. I've asked for your forgiveness, which is all I can do. The rest is up to you. The invitation for dinner is an open one,” she finished and departed without another word. 
 
    Clay counted to sixty before he expelled an angry breath. He had almost liked it better when she was ignoring him. Then, he could put the whole thing aside and not deal with it. He recalled a conversation with Lainie, just a few days prior. 
 
    “Your mother came to see me,” Lainie had said as the two sat over their finished supper. 
 
    “What now?” Clay had expected some other great problem to fall on him. 
 
    “She just wanted to try and make amends,” Lainie said simply. “Maybe you should talk to her?” 
 
    “I think we saw where that gets me, didn't we?” he was careful not to take any anger out on Lainie, who had been his biggest supporter of all and didn't deserve it.  
 
    “She's making the effort, Clay,” Lainie rose and gathered the dishes. “You need to think about making one in return.” 
 
    She was right.  He had acknowledged it then and acknowledged it again now. Lainie was almost always right, so long as her temper wasn't involved. His mother had not always been kind to Lainie, so if she could see the wisdom in offering or accepting an olive branch, maybe he needed to look at it, too. 
 
    Part of the problem was that the same stubbornness that drove his mother also ran through his own veins, and thus, he didn't want to accept any branches of any kind. Clay had one glaring weakness above all others, and that was the simple fact that once he had had enough, or felt he had been betrayed, then that was it. He was finished. His mother's actions had been reckless in the extreme and had helped fuel a division that had broken a family apart and ended up making their position weaker than it already was. That same division had then led to a divide between himself and the leaders of Jordan, fueled by the same hate that his mother had listened to rather than listen to her own son, undoing weeks of work at forging a better relationship with the town and a working partnership going forward into whatever the world had or would become. That was damage that was still being felt, even as both sides worked to repair it. 
 
    So, he wanted to stay angry about all that, he really did. At the same time, however, his mother had asked for his forgiveness and attempted to make things right not only with him, but with Lainie as well. That was something he couldn't just outright ignore. He knew what it had cost her to admit that she was wrong. He could count on one hand the times he had heard her say it. He imagined his father wouldn't need two hands to count the times he had heard her admit it, either.  
 
    Reluctantly, he decided he would go to dinner. He would allow his mother the chance she sought. If she didn't do as she promised, then it wouldn't be because he had not given her the opportunity. He would not allow himself to be at fault here, or to do as his mother had done. He would make his decision without it being influenced by anger or the need to get even.  
 
    “Because I'm an adult, dammit,” he said to himself. “That's why I get to drink booze.” 
 
    - 
 
    While Clay came to his reluctant decision, twenty-one women were already running back toward the farm from the interstate, Tandi Maseo behind them. Several were in danger of falling behind, but the others adjusted their pace without a word, allowing those who lagged to stay in the group. Tandi nodded his approval without anyone there to see.  
 
    Sooner than they expected, the farm came back into view.  
 
    “We're half-way there,” Abby told the others from her spot near the front. “We can do it!” A few ragged cheers met her exclamation, but most saved their wind. They veered off the road and onto the beaten track they had forged over the last few weeks, the hard-packed earth feeling only slightly softer than the pavement. Around and behind the buildings of the Troy farm, they headed for the obstacle course that had served everyone on the farm since the spring. 
 
    There they would find tires to navigate, poles to walk, and walls to cross over as well as wire to crawl under, in mud of course, which made it harder to keep their rifles clean. There would be Dummy targets to butt-stroke with their rifles, more dummy targets to stab with their knives, and, of course, they would have to do it correctly with Nate watching them closely.  Finally, they would move on to the range after a last hundred-yard sprint. 
 
    Shooting wasn't terribly difficult once you got the hang of it. Shooting when your breathing was coming in ragged gasps was much harder. It required the conditioning to steady your breathing quickly, and the discipline to wait for that to happen before shooting.  
 
    Abby, typically, was the first to fire. 
 
    - 
 
    Hearing gunfire, Clay made his way over to the range. A quick count assured him that all of the young women had made it this far. Checking his watch, he raised an eyebrow at the estimated time elapsed. Not bad at all. 
 
    He arrived just as the last woman finished firing and ejected the spent magazine, clearing her rifle for inspection. Nate walked down the line, looking for anything wrong or out of place. Satisfied, he climbed onto the golf cart beside Tandi and they rode to the targets, fifty yards away. As Tandi drove parallel to the target line, Nate inspected the targets one-by-one, counting holes and checking their placement. It took time for them to do all twenty-one of them, and that was time for the women to become nervous. 
 
    “Ladies,” Clay spoke from behind them, making all of them jump, including Abby, who he could hear cursing under her breath at being caught out.  
 
    “It looks as if you all made it in good order,” he complimented. “Any difficulty?” 
 
    “No, sir!” the reply was a little ragged, but spirited for all that. 
 
    “Want to do it again?” 
 
    “Hell no,” was the general consensus, and he laughed.  
 
    “Well, you will have to, just so you know,” he warned them. “We all do something similar to this at least once every two weeks, and we all do different parts of it every day. It's a necessity if we're going to stay in shape and be ready for whatever happens our way. So, assuming you passed, welcome to our world,” he smiled broadly. “Was it all you hoped it would be?”  
 
    “It sucked,” Samantha Walters replied at once, placing her pack on the ground and carefully laying her rifle atop it. Others soon followed suit when Clay didn't stop or chastise her for it. 
 
    “That was always my observation as well,” Clay agreed. “What was the hardest part?”  
 
    “Learning to shoot.” 
 
    “Shooting.” 
 
    “Obstacle course.” 
 
    “Definitely the obstacle course.” 
 
    “Obstacle course, no question.” 
 
    “So apparently we're running long on the obstacle course being the hard part?” Clay asked, and got a majority of nodding heads.  
 
    “You know, we didn't have all this when the boys had to go through training,” he indicated the obstacle course. “They had to run through the woods over different obstacles, and the guys would change them every two days or so, and not tell them,” he chuckled. “First time it happened, it was hilarious to see their eyes widen right before they hit the ground or got knocked off their feet.”  
 
    “But it taught them to expect the unexpected,” he pointed out. “It taught them not to take anything for granted. Not even something as simple as an obstacle course. You remember that, all of you. Don't make assumptions, don't take anything for granted. You check, you double check, and if you have to, you check again. Yes, there will be times when you have no choice but to act, but that's why we plan. We plan for every contingency we can think of, and we use that plan whenever the need arises. Everyone knows that plan, whatever it may be, and if everyone sticks to it, then we have far fewer problems in dealing with whatever issue we're looking at. Don't forget that. Discipline will save you when everything else fails. Discipline and the will to succeed.” 
 
    “What about courage?” someone asked. Clay didn't know who it was, and didn't ask. 
 
    “Courage is simply being afraid and doing what you have to do anyway,” he replied simply. “Don't put too much stock in courage simply for the sake of courage itself. Not worth it. A soldier can bravely charge a gun emplacement, knowing he can't defeat it, and get killed, without any kind of thought to it at all. That's not courage. It's waste. Waste of life, waste of training, waste of resources.” 
 
    “Courage means being afraid, but instead of doing something stupid, or wasteful, you find a way around whatever is in your way. It's perfectly alright to stab an enemy in the back. Some people say it isn't sporting, but this isn't a sporting event, so I call bullshit. If my enemy wanted sporting, he should have stuck with something like badminton, or some other dangerous activity like that.” 
 
    He got the expected laughter rolling down the line as the golf cart came up behind the women. He nodded to where Nate and Tandi were getting off the cart. 
 
    “Better pay attention,” he warned. “This is where the metal meets the meat.” All of them whirled to see the other two soldiers looking at them with long faces.  
 
    “First, the good news,” Nate said solemnly. “All of you managed to pass the shooting part of the qualification. Some just barely, I will admit, but everyone did it.” He paused, more for dramatic effect than need, drawing things out. 
 
    “The bad news is that none of you finished in the time you were given,” he announced simply. “From first to last, the elapsed time was sixty-seven minutes to sixty-nine minutes, plus or minus some odd seconds.” 
 
    A chorus of groans and startled disbelief went up the line.  
 
    “Quiet!” Tandi snapped and all complaining stopped, though the crushed looks didn't go away. 
 
    “The other good news,” Nate continued, “is that the actual time for completing this drill was one hour and thirty minutes,” he announced with a broad grin. “Which means all of you passed. Simply put, ladies, I lied to you. I gave you that bogus time, knowing you had no watches, so you would push yourselves. And not only did you push yourselves and finish at least ten minutes under the wire, but you finished as a group, refusing to allow any of your fellow trainees to fall behind! That is outstanding teamwork! Well done to all of you!” 
 
    Stunned silence met his declaration.  
 
    “Well?” Nate asked them. “No one is happy about any of this?” 
 
    “You lied to us?” one incredulous voice asked.  
 
    “Of course, I did,” Nate nodded. “I'm your training officer. I was always going to tell you that you weren't good enough, that you had to do it again, that you had no business being here, anything that I could think of, really, to either motivate you to go further and do more, or else to quit before you got yourselves or one of your friends injured, being somewhere you didn't belong. That's my job. To make things so difficult that you either excel to show me up, or else quit because you can't take it. And I will add to my earlier compliments that as hard as things got, and as hard as we pushed you, I never sensed any of you breaking, or thinking about quitting. Some of you may have been thinking about it, but it didn't show. Whatever weaknesses you may have had, you kept them to yourselves and you kept moving.” 
 
    “Which lets us know,” Tandi took over, “that you'll do that in the field, if it comes down to it. We have to be able to depend on you, just like you have to depend on us. Simple as that. This wasn't just about you,” he pointed out. “The two of us already knew you could do all this,” he waved to the obstacle course and firing range, then out to the road.  
 
    “This whole thing, while meant to train and condition you for work in the field, also serves to let everyone else know that they can depend on you're in the field. That's what this final exercise is really about. To show you, and to show everyone else, that yeah, you've got what it takes, and you proved it. For the people that it matters the most to, nothing else really matters at all. You can do it, and you proved it. To yourselves and everyone else. This is your graduation exercise.” 
 
    “I can't believe you lied to us,” was the only response. One voice from the crowd. 
 
    “I think some of you may be missing the point,” Clay spoke up, once again startling most of the young women, all of whom turned to look at him once more. 
 
    “And just what is the point?” Abby demanded, earning her a raised eyebrow from her uncle which shut down whatever else she was about to say. 
 
    “The point is that all of this is behind you, now,” Clay told them. “You're done. Finished. Yes, you'll have to continue to train, keep up your conditioning, and once you break down into teams you'll still have to work at learning the kind of small-unit tactics that fire teams depend on, but your basic training, arguably the most difficult part of any military training, is done. Not only that, but you passed, and with flying colors at that!” 
 
    “It means hit the showers, ladies, and you all have tomorrow off! Rest, relax, go fishing, read a book, sleep, do whatever you want. Now go! Clean those rifles, store those packs and then get gone!” 
 
    Suddenly it seemed to finally sink in that they were completely finished, other than cleanup. In a flurry of movement, rifles and packs were hoisted over shoulders and an excited, if tired, group of women took off for Building Two. Clay laughed as he watched them go, then turned to look at Nate. 
 
    “You almost got your ass kicked,” he noted. 
 
    “Ridiculous,” Nate waved his comment away. “I had it all under control!” 
 
    “Yeah, I could see that from way over here,” Clay shook his head as he snorted in derision. “I'm headed home. You guys should probably stay away from any of those girls until tomorrow at least.” 
 
    “You're exaggerating the problem,” Tandi shook his head. 
 
    “One of those girls is my niece, and I've known one or two of them almost as long,” Clay pointed out. “Maybe not as well as the rest of my family does, but I know them, or know of them. Trust me. Make yourself scarce the rest of the day, or at least give them a wide berth.” 
 
    “Yes, mom,” Nate stuck his tongue out. “I could stand a day off myself,” he stretched his arms over his head. 
 
    “Dream on, buddy,” Clay said over his shoulder. “Check the duty roster!” 
 
    “What?!” 
 
    - 
 
    “So how do you feel, now that you're done?” Gordy asked as Sam joined him on the porch. Gordy had been pushing himself hard to get back into shape and he was practically there. He had just ran the course himself the day before. 
 
    “I'm tired,” Sam dropped into the seat next to him. “That's how I feel. And mad.” 
 
    “Mad?” Gordy frowned. “What about? You passed didn't you?”  
 
    “They lied to us!” Sam exclaimed. “Told us we had less time to finish than we really did! There's no telling what else they lied to us about!” 
 
    “That's their job,” Gordy shrugged, echoing Nate without knowing it. “It's their job to push you as hard as they can, trying to break you down. If you can't cut it in training, you sure can't cut it in the field. So, they push you. And yes, lie to you. Things like 'if you can't do better than that you may as well quit,', when you've actually already done better than expected or necessary. It pushes you to try harder and do more. That's all.” 
 
    Hearing Gordy say the same things that Nate did made Sam pause a bit, and think. 
 
    “They did it to you guys, too?” she asked. Gordy snorted in reply. 
 
    “We wish that was all they did to us,” he laughed tiredly. “You guys went through a standard basic training regimen. We didn't get that. We were thrown straight in to their commando level of training because we were all supposed to be in good shape, being athletes and all.” 
 
    “What happened?” Sam asked. “I mean, you obviously made it,” she added. 
 
    “They kicked our asses all over this farm is what happened,” Gordy told her flatly. “What you guys did was conditioning and discipline training, for the most part. Giving you the basic skills you need to step up to the next level. For instance, before you went through this training, could you have run from here to the interstate and back?”  
 
    “No,” Sam admitted. 
 
    “Would you have known how to field strip a rifle, other than yours,” he raised a hand to ward off her objections, “clean it and put it back together? Even in the dark? Under pressure?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I could go on, but you get the message,” Gordy stopped there. “Dozens of tiny details that are now ingrained in all of you, that you can call on and perform without a second thought. Without hesitation. In a firefight, time counts. You can't spare a second you don't have to.” 
 
    “I never thought of that,” Sam admitted. “Not like that, anyway,” she amended. “Everyone was mad in the shower. Nate and Tandi are not our most favorite people right now,” she almost growled.  
 
    “Then you better remember that Nate vastly outranks you, so does Tandi, and Tandi is the medic that will look after you if you're hurt in the field,” Gordy replied flatly. He couldn't bring himself to say 'shot', because he didn't want to think about her being shot.  
 
    “When you say it like that, it sounds pretty stupid,” she sighed. She stood, then bent down and kissed him lightly. 
 
    “Leon agreed to let us use his 'club' exclusively tonight to celebrate, so that's where I'll be.” 
 
    “Don't drink too much!” Gordy called as she stepped off the porch.  
 
    “You know I don't drink!” she called back. 
 
    “You just might, tonight,” he chuckled to himself as he leaned back again into his chair. While healed, more or less, his stamina still took a hit after something like running, which he had done today. Corey was even worse, but still close to being ready.  
 
    Close enough, the two of them had decided. Jaylyn Thatcher would have the last say, though, not them. 
 
    Meantime, they would work. 
 
    - 
 
    “Where did this bottle come from, anyway?” Abby asked, looking at the large bottle of bourbon sitting on the small bar in her cousin's 'club'. 
 
    “Nate brought it,” Talia Gray slurred just slightly. “Said it was a graduation present and we had earned it.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Kim Powers had already had two shots, which were definitely hitting home.  
 
    “Hey, I want some!” Marcy demanded, pushing her way through to the front. 
 
    “You're under age,” Abby objected.  
 
    “Emancipated teenager!” Marcy declared as if it were some kind of talisman. “Grown up!” 
 
    “She has a point,” Gray nodded as she poured a shot for her. Marcy quickly downed the shot, which promptly took her breath away.  
 
    “Oh,” she breathed more than said as Gray handed her a glass of water. Taking it, Marcy very rapidly drank the water down, trying to cool the fire that the bourbon had started.  
 
    “That is harsh,” the 'emancipated teenager' declared. “I think I'll stick to something else,” she raised a hand against the bottle.  
 
    “Nate's trying to buy his way out of trouble,” Amanda Lowery said, her voice almost a growl. “When I get hold of him-,” 
 
    “Might wanna hold up on 'at,” Sam noted from the bar. She had in fact started to drink despite her statement of temperance before leaving home. 
 
    “Why?” Lowery demanded, getting to her feet. “He's got it coming. Both of them do.” 
 
    “Well, first of all, we're kin'na in'na military kin'na thing, now,” Sam slurred slightly. “And Nate he really seriously outranks us and Tandi is like, the medic and stuff. Really better to have 'im on your good size, I mean sides. No, I meant side. Anyway, atop of all o' that, they're both comman'os who have been all over the world killing people, so the ass kicking would very likely be in reverse, though 'at's jus'a guess on my part,” she finished in one breath, mostly because she had to.   
 
    “She makes a solid point,” Gray noted. “We've allowed ourselves to forget who and what they are during all this. Remember, we volunteered for this. We can't complain when they give it to us, Mavis.”               
 
    “Who's Mavis?” Kim Powers asked. 
 
    “She is,” five different fingers pointed at a red-faced Amanda. 
 
    “Dammit, don't call me Mavis,” Lowery retorted. “I don't know why the hell I wanted to do all this, anyway,” she grumbled.  
 
    “You wanted, and I quote, 'to kick ass and take names',” Freda Fletcher said from the other side of the bar. “I remember it well.” 
 
    “I do recall hearing you say that,” Heather Patton nodded like a bobble head on the dash of a car. She had already imbibed a good deal of Nate's gift and was feeling it. 
 
    “I did say that,” Lowery nodded. “Fine, I won't be mad. Or try to get even. But I need another round, bartender, to get over the loss,” she extended her glass.  
 
    “That's the spirit,” Gray nodded as she poured Lowery another drink. Amanda held it up in a silent toast before downing it in one shot.  
 
    “I think I'm gonna si'down again,” she said. “Some o' you don't look s'good.” 
 
    “I was noticing that myself,” Abby agreed, also nodding like a bobble head figure.  
 
    “I look fine,” Mikki Reeves commented, examining her arms as if inspecting herself.  
 
    “Me too,” Danica Bennet agreed, also doing a self-inspection.  
 
    “We all look fine, considering the day we've had,” Gray cut the rest off. “But by all means, everyone sit down. We won't have as far to fall, that way.” 
 
    “Who's going to fall?” someone asked just as someone else collapsed. Luckily, they hit an air mattress used for spectators to sit on when watching others play video games. 
 
    “See? She falled a lot furtherer. . .further? yeah further. Further than she had to,” Gray tried to point, but was a few degrees off. “Er'body need to si'down,” she ordered. Everyone found a place on the floor. 
 
    “We all got a reason for being here?” Gray asked, once everyone was as situated as they were going to be. “Other than wanting to kick names and what have and so such?” She was starting to speak nonsensically due to inebriation.  
 
    “I wanted to be here ‘cause I don't ever aim to be put in a cage ever again,” Petra Shannon said firmly. She was a large young woman, only slightly smaller than Mattie Simmons had been. Her arms were firm with muscle and her shoulders broad. “Ever, again,” she stressed. 
 
    “Same here,” Eva Albert agreed. “I can't get any revenge, 'count of they already killed the bastards that killed my family,” a few tears trickled down her face, but she wiped them away. “But I can damn sure kill the next ones,” she raised her glass to cheers from everyone still conscious.  
 
    And thus it was that a group of young women who had already seen the horrors that prowled the world around them now, shared their stories. They would look back in years to come and call it the Unburdening. The baring of their souls and their pain with the only people they were sure could and would understand just what they had been through.  
 
    The only person not present was Jasmine Webb. 
 
    - 
 
    “Jasmine, is that you?” Nate asked, frowning at the young woman sitting Indian fashion on the pad. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she replied quietly.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Nate asked, concerned.  
 
    “I think so,” she sounded uncertain.  
 
    “You think so?” Nate walked closer and came to her front. “Do you have to guess?” 
 
    “I was married,” Jasmine said, completely off the subject. “Did you know that? I was married. Happy. It was a hard life, but I'm not lazy, so that didn't bother me.” 
 
    “No, you're definitely not lazy,” Nate agreed, wishing he could make Beverly Jackson appear before him. “You proved that when you were in training. One of the hardest workers in the crowd.” 
 
    “It was nothing,” she shrugged. “I'm used to hard work. I never minded it. But then, we left here, after all that work,” she suddenly sounded very sad. “We had made a fine place here, but the old man, he said we were going, and no one tried to argue. Mamma Webb did, just a little, but it didn't matter. Josh was a good man most times, but he was a hard man, and he was stubborn to a fault. Did you know him? I can't recall.” 
 
    “I met him before you guys left,” Nate affirmed. He hadn't heard Jasmine say so much since she'd returned and that was months ago.  
 
    “I guess I was more lucky that Daisy,” he saw the trail of a single tear on Jasmine's cheek in the light. “A lot more lucky than Bernice. Poor Bernie. Lost her husband, and then her baby, and then everything else. We lost so much. So very, very much.” Another tear started flowing. She looked up suddenly, right at him. 
 
    “How do we get that back?” she asked plainly. “How do I get back what I lost?” 
 
    Nate sighed as he folded his legs and collapsed on the ground in front of her, careful to maintain his distance. He was probably the last person this girl needed to talk to, but he feared if he left her alone to go and get Beverly, or called for her over the radio, that Jasmine would flee. Or worse, for her, stop talking. So, he stayed.  
 
    “Jasmine, look at me,” he said softly, and she did. 
 
    “You can't get any of that back, sweetie,” he said softly. “None of us can. We all lose so much, all the time. We look back on things, even good things, and see where they could have been better. Where better decisions could have been made. But what you went through, that can't be undone. Not just for you, but for you sister-in-law or anyone else who had to go through it.” 
 
    “She's not really my sister-in-law anymore, is she?” Jasmine asked absently. “I'm alone, now. It took me all this time to wake up and see that, but I see it now.” 
 
    As if the first two tears had been the signs of a crumbling dam, tears began to roll in ever increasing numbers as Jasmine finally, after all this time, broke down. Broke down and faced what had happened to her. Nate was amazed that she hadn't done this during the difficulty of training, but after what she said, he decided she had focused everything on the hardships she was going through physically, ignoring everything else.  
 
    Sobbing now, Jasmine reached out to him, and Nate embraced her, holding her tight as she buried her face in his shoulder and cried for everything she had lost. For everything she had been through. She cried for a life she could not have again, no matter how desperately she wished for it. Cried for dreams that had been shattered by the violence brought upon her by cowards and thieves.  
 
    She cried for so long that Nate had no real idea how long they sat there. He held her until she stopped shuddering and hiccuping, and her breathing fell into a steady rhythm.  
 
    She had cried herself to sleep.  
 
    As he was wondering what to do, Vicki Tully walked up, making her rounds as part of the night watch. She had a raised eyebrow but said nothing.  
 
    “Help me up,” he whispered. “Try not to wake her.” She did, as Nate straightened his legs and then stood as Vic both help him and made sure that Jasmine didn't fall from his shoulder.  
 
    “Will you get the door?” Nate asked the short trooper and she nodded. Together, the two of them got Jasmine to the clinic, which was blessedly empty at the moment, where they put her in a bed. Nate pulled a curtain around her while Vicki carefully loosened Jasmine's clothing but didn't remove it. 
 
    “What's going on?” Kaitlin had been on call when they had come in, but Nate had motioned for quiet. 
 
    “She had. . .a breakdown, I guess,” he shrugged helplessly. “I was the only one there and she started talking, and then the tears started, and before I knew it, she was bawling her eyes out. She literally cried herself to sleep.” 
 
    “It will be good for her,” Kaitlin murmured. “Crying is the best stress relief there is, and if anyone deserved a good cry, Lord knows it would be her or Daisy.” 
 
    “She feels alone,” Nate told them both. “She feels like she's alone now, with her husband gone. Like that somehow disconnects her from the rest of the Webb family, I guess?” He had no idea how else to explain what she had said.  
 
    “She asked me how she could get back all that she had lost,” he recounted sadly to the two women. “What the hell do you tell a woman who has been through something like that, when she asks how to get it back?” His face looked stricken, as if he were in pain on her behalf. “It might have been the saddest thing I've ever seen,” he whispered.  
 
    “She's strong,” Vicki assured him. “She'll make it, and we'll help her. The first thing is to probably to get Beverly talking to the Webb clan about it.” 
 
    “I'll keep an eye on her tonight, and call Bev in the morning,” Kaitlin promised. “You look like you got other business to attend to,” she smiled at Vicki, who nodded and adjusted her rifle. 
 
    “That I do,” she agreed. “I'll see you guys later.” She slipped quietly out and was gone, leaving brother and sister alone, save for the essentially unconscious Jasmine.  
 
    “Want to talk about it?” Kaitlin asked, as Nate just stood there.  
 
    “What's there to talk about?” Nate asked her. “You know, I've been all over the world, Kait, stopping shit like this from happening to other people, or hunting down the people that did it and killing them. And I come home to find the same damn thing happening in my own country,” he shook his head and looked at the floor.  
 
    “Was it all for nothing?” he asked the tile floor, it seemed. “I used to tell myself I was making the world a better place,” he raised his head to look at her. “I did. Every time I did something that was terrible, I told myself it was to make the world a better place. For people like you, and Nat.” 
 
    Kaitlin said nothing, just stood and listened. Her brother had never once spoke to her about what he had done when he was in the military. Never. When he said nothing else, she decided to try and speak to him. 
 
    “Nate, you did make the world a better place,” she told him softly. “The animals that hurt Jasmine and the others are gone now, fertilizing a hay field, and you did that. The people who took those young women captive are dead and you did that. You and all the others are keeping this place safe and mostly sane for the rest of us, Nate. Think of what you've done instead of what you couldn't do. No one made the Webb family leave. Don't take the blame for decisions other people make.” 
 
    “Is that the RN talking, or my sister,” Nate grinned at her, and she laughed, very softly. 
 
    “Both,” she hugged him tightly. “You did a good thing, tonight, Nathaniel,” she told him as she pulled back, and held him by the shoulders to look in his eyes. “You did a wonderful thing for her. Take that with you, and go and see Cristina and baby John. Take it easy for a little while, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded, smiling ever so slightly. “Thanks, sis.” 
 
    “That's what big sisters are for,” she smiled brightly. “Now go on.” 
 
    She watched him go, then went immediately to the phone system and connected to the house. She very quickly filled Cristina in on what had happened and warned her to watch Nate's behavior, just in case. Cristina promised to be ready and Kaitlin hung up, going to check on Jasmine.  
 
    Tonight would be a long night no matter what happened.  
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR  
 
      
 
    “Oh, my God.” 
 
    Samantha Walters had to force her eyes open, then immediately closed them, hissing at the pain the light of day... no, the light overhead, had caused.  
 
    “Damn,” she heard a young male voice say from very far away. “Looks like someone had a good time.” 
 
    “Keep it down, will ya?” a female voice she didn't quite catch asked thickly. “Tryin'a sleep, here.” 
 
    “No sleeping here,” the young male voice insisted. “Not now, anyway. Got work to do.” 
 
    “We get today off!” someone, Abby? maybe? insisted. Samantha tried to raise up and see, but couldn't quite manage it yet. 
 
    “Well, maybe you do, but the rest of us still gotta work!” the male voice. . .Leon? again, she wasn't sure, shot back. “Y'all wanna keep layin' there, well that's fine, but don't be complaining about noise and light. Y'all was supposed to clean up and close up when you was done, not pass out and... oh, God! What the hell is that smell!” he demanded.  
 
    “Shut. Up.” Abby demanded, finally managing to get to a sitting position.  
 
    “Or what?” Leon demanded. “You don't scare me, Abigail. And right now, any of the little kids could kick your ass. You can't barely open your eyes, even,” he snorted. “Someone puked all over the floor over here! I'm gonna go and look at the roster and check the Operations room, and when I get back, whatever else has been done, you better have cleaned all this. . .this, up! Or I'm telling Aunt Patricia!” 
 
    The door slammed closed hard, causing a chorus of groans from the slowly waking crowd.  
 
    “I hate that little shit,” Abby muttered as she made it to her feet. 
 
    “Damn,” Talia Gray was the next to stir as Leon stomped away. “What the hell is that smell?” 
 
    “Someone couldn't hold their booze,” Amanda Lowery grumbled. “Or much else, it smells like,” she added with a wrinkled nose. “Good grief. We need to get the door open and air this place out. Maybe turn the fans on.” 
 
    “I got it,” Abby said, staggering slightly as she began to move. Samantha had managed to make it to a sitting position and was now trying to get to her feet. Abby grabbed her friend's arm and helped, hauling the much smaller woman upright.  
 
    “I'll get the back door,” Sam told her. 
 
    “Like hell,” Abby was already past her and moving away. “That's where the bathroom is! I'll get the back door, thank you. You get the front door, and then hit the fans.” 
 
    “I called it first,” Sam was indignant. Or at least as close to indignant as she could manage in her state. 
 
    “Today doesn't work like that,” Abby insisted. “And see if you can find out who threw up!” 
 
    - 
 
    “What's in your bonnet, Ace?” Millie asked as Leon stomped into the radio room. Millie had the morning watch alone since there wasn't much traffic lately.  
 
    “That bunch of wanna be soldiers ruined my club, that's what's wrong!” Leon told her as he grabbed the clipboard with the roster and looked at it. “Someone puked all over the front and it smells like someone was too lazy to go to the john, too. All I asked was not to mess things up, and to clean up when they were done. Now I ask you, is that too much of a burden?” 
 
    “Apparently,” she shrugged. “Sounds like they tied one on.” 
 
    “You'd have to see it to believe it.” 
 
    - 
 
    “I am not cleaning that up,” Sam said as she stepped past what looked like Jena Waller, sprawled on the floor next to a puddle of... ew. 
 
    “Neither am I,” Kim Powers muttered, right behind her. “She should have stopped after one.” 
 
    “I think we all should have,” Sam remarked as she reached the door. “Once we get some-, ahhh!” She cut herself off with a yell as she opened the door to bright sunshine beaming down on them. 
 
    “Close it, close it!” Kim shouted. Sam did so, effectively blinded for the moment.  
 
    “That was a mistake,” Sam mentioned.  
 
    “Never been drunk or hungover, have you?” Kim snorted. 
 
    “Never,” Sam agreed.  
 
    “Well, it won't get better for a while,” Kim promised. “And like it or not, we're gonna have to face that ball of fire. We have to vent this place before a bunch of much more hungover people start waking up to smell this-,” In the background, someone retched, followed by the sounds of someone losing whatever was in their stomach. 
 
    “Too late,” Sam muttered.  
 
    “Okay, I'm gonna need to get outside, or I'm gonna make it worse,” Kim was holding her hand over her mouth and nose now. “Move!” 
 
    The former cheerleader bounded to the door and was outside before Sam could even reply. Amanda Lowery followed, opening the door and propping it open. A small breeze coming through indicated that Abby had opened the back door in a similar manner. 
 
    “Where are these fans at?” Amanda asked Sam. “The last thing we need is any more to clean up.” 
 
    - 
 
    Leon resisted, barely, the desire to bust back into his club with an air horn, blasting the deafening tone through the building. He was still angry, but he wasn't that angry. Though that might change if things weren't cleaned up. He had waited an hour with Millie, doing busy work that he would have done sometime during the day, anyway, visiting with her as he did so.  
 
    The two of them had danced around each other for a while, he more than Millie, before admitting their feelings out loud to one another. Both had pretty much figured it out by that point, but it still needed to be said. Once it was, the two had settled into a comfortable relationship with each other. Much faster than his sister and Heath Kelly had, in fact. Not that Leon was keeping score or anything.  
 
    Seeing the door opened, Leon prepared for the worst as he stepped into the open doorway. Inside, Talia Gray was finishing up with mopping the floor while others straightened the room and put things where they belonged. The building now smelled of lemon and pine and disinfectant. He noticed that not everyone was still there. 
 
    “Looks like the others ditched the rest of you,” he mentioned as he stepped inside.  
 
    “They were just making it worse,” Gray shook her head. “Light weights, the whole bunch,” she snorted. “The ones who could manage the smell stayed to clean things up. And sorry, by the way,” she told the much younger Leon. “That wasn't the plan when we met up over here. Nate gave us that bottle, though, and, well, here we are.” 
 
    “I assume you at least had fun getting to this point?” Leon asked, mollified now that his precious club was being righted. That had been a lot of hard work. 
 
    “Well, we did at first,” Gray sighed. “Went downhill somewhere around maybe the third shot, I guess. After the fifth, things are really fuzzy,” she snorted. “We're almost finished. Give us another twenty minutes, maybe, and things will be right. Promise,” she crossed her heart with a pained grin. “We might want to rent this place again, after all. 
 
    Over my dead body, Leon thought as he headed out again. Knowing that if they asked nicely, he'd cave in and let them. Dammit.  
 
    - 
 
    Jasmine Webb came awake slowly at first, but when she didn't immediately recognize her surroundings she panicked, sitting straight up in bed and grabbing instinctively at her clothing. Which was why neither Vicki nor Kaitlin had tried to remove them, merely loosened them enough to let her be comfortable. 
 
    She recognized the clinic after a few seconds of panic. She was on a hospital bed with a curtain pulled around her. She also realized she felt better than she had in a very long time. As if some great weight that had been pushing down on her had been removed. She moved her legs to the side of the bed and stood, stretching just a little, before tightening her belt and shirt. Presentable, she stepped around the curtain to find Beverly Jackson and Jaylyn Thatcher talking quietly. 
 
    “Why am I in the infirmary?” Jasmine asked. Startled, the two other women jumped slightly before laughing at each other. 
 
    “You needed a place to sleep, honey,” Beverly told her, smiling. “You had a long night, after you had already had a long day. How do you feel?” 
 
    “I feel pretty good, actually,” Jasmine admitted, the words sounding strange in her ears. “Better than I have in a long time, to be honest.” 
 
    “Good,” Beverly smiled. “It looks like it's going to be a beautiful day outside. If you want to use the restroom and get put together, why don't we take a walk afterward? I'd really like to talk to you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Jasmine nodded. “What about?” 
 
    “About you, of course.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Well,” Patricia's voice was only slightly mocking as Abby and Sam stumbled into the house. Sam had stayed to help clean, but Abby had turned out to be one of the people who couldn't stay without making it worse, so she had waited for Sam to be done. 
 
    “Look what the cat has finally drug up,” Patricia smirked, her arms crossed as she leaned against the kitchen door. “I've got some breakfast here if you want it. Scrambled eggs and sausage, with-,” she didn't finish as Abby turned right around to plunge back outside, her hand to her mouth. 
 
    “About what I figured,” Patricia laughed. “What about you, Missy?” she raised an eyebrow at Sam. “I thought you didn't imbibe?”  
 
    “So did I,” Sam muttered. “Apparently I'm a trend follower,” she shrugged. “Since everyone else was doing it, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, I know,” Patricia chuckled. “You apparently did it better than Abby?” 
 
    “I don't know,” Sam admitted. “She may have had more than I did. I didn't last too long.” 
 
    “Hm,” Patricia nodded. “Well, here,” she offered two aspirin and a glass of water that she had waiting. “Drink all the water you can this morning. It will help.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Sam gasped.  
 
    “You're welcome, honey,” Patricia laughed. “Okay, you seriously need to get out of those clothes and get a shower,” Patricia noted as she came near. “Seriously.” 
 
    “I know,” Sam nodded. “That's next.” 
 
    “Use the bath in my bedroom,” Patricia told her. “Gordy is in the hall bath and Robert has already gone to work.” 
 
    “Bless you,” Sam whispered, patting Patricia on the arm as she staggered down the hall. 
 
    “He already did, sweetie,” Patricia whispered back. “He already did.” 
 
    - 
 
    Despite the pain involved in waking up, the night of drunken sharing had been therapeutic for most of the women involved. All of them felt terrible, with headaches and difficulty seeing properly in bright light, yet all of them felt oddly better, as well, as if they had lost some kind of weight they had been unconsciously carrying around. 
 
    Jasmine Webb was also feeling much better. While not having drank a drop, her awakening, as Beverly privately called it, had been nothing short of miraculous. As Jasmine listened to what her behavior had been like the night prior, a slow flush started at her neckline and worked its way up her face as she felt embarrassed and slightly ashamed of throwing herself on to Nate like that. Beverly assured her that while Nate had been alarmed, it had only been for Jasmine's well-being and not at the act itself. She further assured the young woman that Nate was glad he had been able to help her, even in such a small way. Jasmine didn't think of it as small, but didn't say that aloud.  
 
    Further progress was made when the assembled Webb clan scoffed at the idea that Jasmine was somehow no longer related to them. 
 
    “Once a Webb, always a Webb,” Sammy had stated firmly from his place as the new patriarch of the family. “You'll never be alone as long as there's one of us around,” he promised. More tears had accompanied that statement, but these were tears of relief and happiness, so Beverly felt it safe to leave Jasmine in her family's care.  
 
    The rest staggered toward the cabin they shared on the hill top, gathering their toiletries and heading straight for the showers. It would have been terrible for all concerned had they not been given the day off.  
 
    There were several jokes at their expense, and Gordy had little mercy for Sam or Abby, though he wasn't unkind about the whole thing, just annoying. Both made rude gestures and vague threats of unspecified bodily harm at a later date. When they were able. 
 
    Despite how it started, the day wasn't too bad, all considered.  
 
    - 
 
    Classwork began the next day as the new recruits began learning how to work in an established fire team and respond to emergencies on the farm. Once defensive measures were covered, they would begin on field maneuvers. As before, they still had to work on the farm, either in the garden or at odd jobs that needed doing. They also had a physical component every day, as promised. One of which was a class in hand-to-hand combat taught by none other than Xavier Adair and Tandi Maseo. 
 
    “-and then twist here,” Xavier said as he wrenched Petra Shannon's arm around, ignoring a startled cry from the young woman, “and strike here,” he landed a soft blow on the inside of her arm. To her surprise, the blow, easy though it was, forced her to drop her blade, which Xavier caught before it could hit the floor. 
 
    “You have now disarmed your opponent, while potentially arming yourself,” Xavier stated as he handed the rubber training knife back to Petra. “If you don't want or need the dropped blade, sweep it away from the contest as your opponent tries to recover, but not at the expense of pressing your advantage.” He paused and stared down each of the young women present, the weight of his eyes seeming to actually push them back a bit. 
 
    “Always, always, press any advantage you manage to gain, and do not let up for any reason until your opponent is dead, or disabled,” he told them firmly, his eyes blazing and voice hard edged. “This is not a game, dear ladies. If you are engaged with an opponent, any opponent, then take advantage of anything you can, any way you can, to eliminate your opponent. Because that's what they will most likely do to you.” 
 
    “Okay, who's next?” Tandi clapped his hands, trying to lighten the mood after Xavier had darkened it. 
 
    “Me,” Amanda Lowery stated, stepping forward. “Try me,” she almost challenged. Xavier's smile was similar to what Samantha Walters imagined a shark's would be when seeing a bleeding seal in the water. She fought not to shiver.  
 
    “Of course,” Xavier bowed slightly as he stood, waiting. Lowery took two steps to close the distance before suddenly launching into a spinning heel kick. As her foot came up to kick Xavier Adair in the head, hopefully knocking that damnable smirk from his face, she felt hands wrap around her ankle and calf, and suddenly found herself face down on the floor of the barn, her leg pulled up behind her into what wrestlers called a half-crab. Lowery cried out in surprise, and in anger, immediately trying to reach around her to grab some part of Xavier's body to gain leverage.  
 
    “First mistake is allowing your face to telegraph your intentions,” Xavier told the rest of the young women as he continued to hold on to the struggling Lowery. “Second mistake is allowing confidence in your own abilities to override your caution of your opponent. Always go into a match with the idea that your opponent may know something that will give them an advantage. Third mistake,” he stepped aside, flipping Lowery onto her back as he released her leg and stepped back, “is allowing emotion to enter into your thinking. You don't hate, fear, despise, sympathize, empathize, think of your opponent in any way whatsoever, other than as an obstacle that must be overcome and eliminated. Do not let your emotions cloud your thinking, guide your actions, or give away your intentions.”  
 
    Xavier looked down at Lowery who was still on her back, staring daggers at him from the ground. 
 
    “Would you care to try again?” he smiled as he extended a hand to her to assist her up. She grabbed his hand, and then his arm, wrapping her legs around his arm and trying to execute an arm bar take down and submission hold.  
 
    Xavier surprised her again, this time by not resisting her move, and simply rolling with it, across her torso and then back to his feet, free of her grasp. His foot had already risen when Tandi yelled. 
 
    “Red!” the small medic snapped out. Xavier froze, looking down at Lowery with his face devoid of emotion. For her part, Lowery stayed very still, prepared to defend herself even if she was no longer sure she could. The look on Xavier Adair's face was concerning to say the least. Some would say terrifying, in fact.  
 
    Slowly, Xavier set his foot back onto the barn floor, his face never leaving his opponent, for that was now what she had become in his eyes. 
 
    “It really is rather rude to abuse a hand extended in aid, my dear,” he suddenly smiled, and again, Samantha Walters had a vision of a shark, not necessarily a hungry one but simply one following a trail of blood, swimming in for the kill. Not a meal, just a kill. Then, Xavier took a step back, nodding at Tandi before taking his place next to the medic. 
 
    “Let’s change things up a bit,” Tandi again clapped his hands, bringing the air of anticipation to a close. Lowery slowly got to her feet, looking at Xavier Adair as if she'd never seen him before.  
 
    “Next up we'll look at some leg work,” Tandi continued, drawing her attention to him. “Miss Lowery, since you seem to already have some training in that area, I'll ask you to assist me.” 
 
    - 
 
    “What do you think, Doc?” Corey asked as he and Gordy sat on a bench side-by-side, awaiting her decision. She had given each of them the same physical she had performed on literally thousands of soldiers going into a combat zone over her years in the Army, sparing neither dignity nor privacy. She looked unhappy as she stared down at them. 
 
    “I want to say no,” she told them flatly. “I really do. But I honestly can't,” she admitted. “Both of you have passed the physical, even if only barely in your case, Corey,” she told him with a raised eyebrow. “I would much rather the two of you be a bit more easy at getting back into the groove, but, I can't argue with your results. As bad as I hate to say it, and I mean that, you're both cleared for duty.” 
 
    “Yes!” both boys cried at once, fists raised and then bumping against each other’s. 
 
    “Are you that eager to go back into action?” she asked them softly. 
 
    “It's not about going into action, Doc,” Corey said, losing his enthusiasm in the face of her scrutiny. “It's about being able to do our part.” 
 
    “He's right,” Gordy nodded, almost solemn. “There's so few of us, and so much we still don't know about what's going on in the world, we can't afford to be down if we can manage to be on our feet and helping. That's why we worked as hard as we did,” he ended with a shrug.  
 
    “Well, I can't argue with that, either,” Thatcher sighed. “Please take care not to get shot again?” she asked nicely.  
 
    “We will do our absolute best, that I promise,” Gordy swore. “Getting shot sucked.” 
 
    “Getting shot twice, or actually being shrapnelled, is that a word?” Corey asked Thatcher. “Anyway, being hit twice sucks twice as much,” he affirmed without waiting for a reply. 
 
    “Get out of here, both of you,” she had to smile at their antics despite what she thought of as bad news. “You're both free from restrictions, but please exercise some common sense as you ease back into working. Your muscles need time to get their memory back!” she raised her voice as the two beat a hasty trail for the clinic door even as she spoke.  
 
    “We will!” both promised over their shoulders as they disappeared out the door. 
 
    - 
 
    Gordy and Corey were not the only people getting physicals today, either. 
 
    “So, what's the verdict?” Sienna Miller asked hesitantly as Thatcher examined her neck. 
 
    “You're healing well,” Thatcher told her, stepping back. “I think you're okay to go back to work, but exercise caution when lifting for a few days yet and ease back into anything strenuous. If you feel a pull, or God forbid a tear anywhere in your neck, stop whatever you're doing immediately. If it feels like a tear, come find me right away.” 
 
    “Will do,” Sienna promised, putting her blouse back on. “I admit, it was getting boring to just sit around.” 
 
    “You've sat in the garage nearly every day with Jake Sidell,” Jaylyn raised an eyebrow at the former MP. “How boring could it get? You already spent as much time in the garage as you could, you Grease Monkey,” Thatcher used the paper in her hand to pat Sienna's forehead.  
 
    “Yeah, but telling him he's wrong isn't nearly as satisfying as showing him he's wrong,” Sienna grinned back. “I need to be down there with him, showing him what's what.” 
 
    “He's been a mechanic most of his life, I understand,” Thatcher's eyebrow crept a little higher. “And these kids are much like the ones back in Texas, so I hear. Rather pull an engine out with a tree limb and rebuild it on a picnic table as to eat,” she laughed lightly. 
 
    “That doesn't mean he did it right!” Sienna argued, laughing herself as she made for the door. “Thanks, Doc!” 
 
    “Didn't really do anything, but you're welcome,” Thatcher replied.  
 
    - 
 
    “Damn!” 
 
    “That hurt?” Thatcher asked as Shane Golden sat on the table in front of him. 
 
    “Not at all,” he replied sarcastically. “I usually hiss and cuss like that when I'm feeling good.” 
 
    “Let’s not be a smart ass to the doctor while she's checking you out,” Kandi Ledford said from behind him, where she watched.  
 
    “Let’s not refer to a physical exam of a wound as me 'checking him out', either,” Thatcher laughed as she continued to poke and prod at the long scar across Shane's shoulder.  
 
    “Don't hide the pain, Rat,” she warned him when he winced once but didn't say anything. “I need to know if it hurts, and where.” 
 
    “Isn't it always going to hurt?” he asked her over his shoulder. “A wound this deep?” 
 
    “It may always give you some trouble,” she admitted. “But this particular kind of wound, with no damage to tendons, bones or other vital areas, usually doesn't continually hurt or give you problems. Your main issue was blood loss, which we've pretty much eliminated by building your blood back up where it should be.” She stepped back from him, allowing him to turn to face her. 
 
    “This is the second time today I want to say no, but can't really justify it,” she sighed. “The wound is still tender, and I'd imagine it hurts worse than you're willing to admit, but I don't see anywhere that it's in danger of bursting open again. However… however!” she raised her voice as Shane almost jumped off her table. 
 
    “However, hotshot!” Kandi echoed, and Shane froze. Thatcher had to fight not to laugh at how easily the blonde could control one of the most dangerous men she'd ever met. 
 
    “However,” Jaylyn continued in a calmer tone, “I would like for you, as with the others, to ease back into things in case we've missed something in your wound, or more likely,” she said sarcastically, “that you've hidden it from me, and putting strain on your shoulder pulls on the wound. Please?” 
 
    “He'll do it,” Kandi answered for him, and Thatcher couldn't hide her laugh this time as Shane's face turned red. 
 
    “Get out of here, you two,” she ordered, making a shooing motion with both hands. “Play footsie somewhere else!” 
 
    “Hey!” Shane grinned suddenly. “Doctor's orders!” 
 
    “Dream on, soldier,” Kandi snorted. “Let’s go.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Stacy, you seem to be getting around much better,” Jaylyn noted as the soldier walked in without using his cane. 
 
    “I'm good,” Stacy Pryor agreed. “Leg holds my weight fine, and hurts less than I expected. Which is good, because I seriously need to be working toward getting back in shape.” He slid up on the table. 
 
    Jaylyn probed the wound carefully, clearly pleased with what she found. 
 
    “I think you can get back to working out, Stacy,” she said finally. “This is going to be sore at times, but I suspect you already know that,” she raised an eyebrow at him. “There was no bone damage and the muscle seems to have healed fine. All I ask is that if you feel anything off, you stop what you're doing and come see me right away. We don't want anything to cause a setback for you.” 
 
    “Sounds good, ma'am,” Stacy slid off of the table. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    “I'm glad to be here to do it,” she assured him. “Remember. Ease into things, and gradually ramp the pressure up.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    - 
 
    Amanda Lowery was angry. She stalked around Building Two trying to burn off some of that anger, and just happened to run in to Xavier Adair and Zachary Willis. 
 
    “No, not there,” Xavier was saying as Zachary struck with a training knife. “Once you have ensnared the arm and positioned it out of your way, use your shoulder strength to drive the blade through the side and between the ribs.” He demonstrated what he wanted Zach to do. 
 
    “I have to twist the knife to get the blade horizontal, so it doesn't get blocked by the ribs,” Zach nodded understanding as he backed away. Which let him see Lowery standing behind Xavier. 
 
    “Got a visitor,” Zach nodded slightly in Lowery's direction. 
 
    “I know,” Xavier smiled. “Care to join us, Miss Lowery?” he raised his voice. 
 
    “Is that all you do, practice killing people?” she demanded, walking slowly forward. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Zach nodded. “It's what we do,” he shrugged, as if the notion gave him no more trouble that taking out the trash. Which, it didn't. 
 
    “What do you two do for fun?” she demanded. “You both need to get unwound,” she added, hands on her hips. “You especially,” she looked at Xavier.  
 
    “You are wound pretty tight, X,” Zach nodded seriously, the corner of his mouth twitching as he fought not to grin. 
 
    “Your input in this discussion is neither needed nor desired, apprentice,” Xavier replied loftily, which for him was about as playful as he got. He turned to face Lowery. 
 
    “What do we do to unwind, you ask?” he looked at her closely. “We stand ready to commit acts of great violence, for the most part. We train every day to be able to do this, you may have noticed. As my young and somewhat mouthy apprentice noted, that is our vocation.” 
 
    “So, by volunteering, it's my job, now?” Lowery asked, crossing her arms in a defiant pose.  
 
    “Actually, no,” Xavier surprised her. “None of you are as capable as the rest of us, I'm sad to say. You will most likely be used in a defensive role, which will allow the rest of us to venture out into the world and kill people and break things, to use Zachary's somewhat simple approach to the issue.” 
 
    “What?!” Lowery seemed outraged by the reply. “What do you mean we're not as capable as the rest of you! He can't be more than eighteen-,” 
 
    “Nineteen, actually,” Zach interjected, but was ignored. 
 
    “- and I am a grown ass woman with three years of jiu jujitsu under my belt!” she finished hotly. “And I did just finish your damn training program a few days ago!” 
 
    “You finished basic training, yes,” Xavier agreed simply. “Congratulations, by the way. Well done. And speaking of your heretofore hidden talent in the Brazilian martial arts, what rank are you?” he inquired.  
 
    “How do you know it's Brazilian?” she demanded without answering. 
 
    “Your use of an arm-bar take down, while unsuccessful, smacks of it,” Xavier replied. “The Brazilian practice is primarily based on grappling and submission holds. Your immediately going for such a move after failing with your surprise spin heel kick made it evident what form you study. How far have you advanced?”  
 
    “I'm ranked purple belt,” she replied. “Was up for brown before the world melted,” she added. 
 
    “Then how did you manage to get into the situation you were in?” Xavier asked, curious.  
 
    “You may or may not know it,” she replied sarcastically, “but martial arts aren't much use against a machine gun.” 
 
    “That is very true,” Xavier nodded. “I take it you surrendered, hoping for a chance to apply your skills and escape at a later time?” 
 
    “Yes,” her head actually moved back an inch in surprised at his question. “I did.” 
 
    “Excellent planning,” Xavier complimented her. “Never waste yourself on a lost cause. Escape and evade if you can, and if not, stay alive and look for a way to do so later. Well done,” he complimented her again.  
 
    “Thanks,” Lowery replied, her anger melting in the face of the discussion.  
 
    “Quite welcome,” Xavier answered. “Now, with that done, do you wish to join us, or just keep watching in anger?” he asked, almost but not quite taunting.  
 
    “What happened to me not being as capable as you are?” she demanded. 
 
    “How do you think we got that way?” Xavier asked in way of reply. “We worked at it. Just like this.” 
 
    She studied the two of them. She hadn't had much contact with them since her arrival at the farm, though she did know that the two of them were the primary reason she was not still in a cage in Peabody. Or much worse. 
 
    She refused to show it, but Xavier Adair was absolutely terrifying with his overly polite manner while seemingly always ready to strike a killing blow from out of nowhere. But his 'apprentice'... 
 
    Zachary Willis was still just standing there, training knife in hand. When she looked at his face, he was looking back, perfectly still. He didn't move other than breathing, waiting on her to speak or move.  
 
    Like a predator. Waiting for its prey to make a mistake.  
 
    “You two are scary,” she finally admitted.  
 
    “Why?” Zach's face finally showed the slightest emotion, twisting into a small frown. “What did we do?”  
 
    “Do?” she looked almost shocked at the question. “Neither of you has to do a damn thing! Just your presence is fucking terrifying!” she blurted without thinking.  
 
    “I don't get it,” Zach's frown didn't go away.  
 
    “You seriously don't realize it, do you?” she demanded, looking closely at him.  
 
    “I think this is a discussion best left for another time,” Xavier smoothly intervened before Zach could reply further. “My offer is still available, by the way. You're welcome to join us.” 
 
    “Promise not to hurt me?”  
 
    “No,” both replied at once without a trace of humor. “I'm afraid that the way we train in private does, sadly, often lead to injury,” Xavier continued sole. “But the more you sweat, hurt and bleed here, the less you do it out there,” he pointed toward the interstate. “Train the way you intend to fight. Fight the way you trained. Remember that if you forget everything else I've said.” 
 
    “Have either of you ever hospitalized the other one?” she asked, eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Only overnight,” Zach shrugged.  
 
    “True,” Xavier agreed. “Never more than overnight for observation.” 
 
    “I know, deep in my heart that I'm going to regret this,” she said finally. “But what the hell. Sure. Teach me how to kill people and break shit.” 
 
    “I kinda like that better,” Zach said. “Kill people and break shit? Instead of things?” 
 
    “Hardly fitting for polite company, but it does have that backwoods charm to it, doesn't it?” Xavier shrugged. “Very well, Miss Lowery. Here,” he tossed her a rubber training knife she hadn't seen until that second. She did manage to grab it from the air. 
 
    “Defend yourself,” Xavier said. Before she could react, Zach had her on the ground, disarmed, his practice blade at her throat. She looked at him in shock, but his expression had never changed even as he had put her on the ground. There was just nothing there to see. 
 
    “Welcome to the real classroom, Miss Lowery,” Xavier told her. “Again.” 
 
    - 
 
    It was amazing what a little peace could do for people. A year ago, that would have seemed ridiculous, but after the world stopped moving, it became an eye in the middle of a huge storm.  
 
    The Sunday before the first street market in Jordan rolled around, and Clay and Lainie made their way down for dinner in Angela's outdoor dining area. There were some raised eyebrows around the table as the two showed up, but his mother's smile was megawatt.  
 
    “I'm so glad you came,” she hugged him tightly.  
 
    “Me too,” he lied slightly, since he still wasn't sure he'd be glad. The two took seats as everyone gather around. Clay noticed Ally moving a bit more carefully as her belly swelled. 
 
    “How you doing, Ally?” he asked. 
 
    “Is that a trick question?” she looked at him over the table, though her small smirk took the sting from her statement. “Honestly, I'm better than I have any right to be,” she shrugged. “At my age, and with the modern world gone, I'm amazed. Patricia has taken great care of me,” she smiled at her sister-in-law, “and I've been careful. I don't have any real right to complain,” she concluded.  
 
    “You look good,” he smiled. “Got that whole 'glowing pregnant woman' vibe going for you,” he winked, and she laughed.  
 
    “Always a charmer, ain't you, little brother.” 
 
    “He makes the effort sometimes,” Lainie agreed, nudging his shoulder with her own. 
 
    “Okay, that's it,” Angela set the last platter on the table.  “Daddy, if you'll say grace we can eat.” 
 
    - 
 
    With the meal over, Clay was at a loss as to what to do. Should he stay and visit, should he get up and leave, or what? His mother had been nothing but polite during the entire meal and desert, peach cobbler no less, and his family seemed genuinely happy to see him there. He noted that Sienna Miller had joined them alongside Jake and his daughter. He caught the big mechanic's eye and raised an eyebrow along with a nod at the copper haired solider. Jake shrugged ever so slightly and grinned just as faintly, showing his happiness. Clay was happy for his friend.  
 
    Another friend was Greg Holloway, who was sitting midway down the table with Talia Gray at his side. This was a new development as far as Clay knew, so he didn't say anything. He knew from Jake that Greg had not enjoyed the best luck in the romance department, so Clay silently hoped that this time would be better. There were no proprietary cues between the two as yet, so they were apparently still in the exploratory stage of their relationship.  
 
    Samantha Walters was nearly a shadow she was so close to Gordy, and Clay fought a laugh at that. They made a cute couple, and Gordy was a much better match for the tiny cowgirl than Clay would ever have been.  
 
    “Clay, how many are going to the market tomorrow?” Gordon startled him out of his ruminations. He turned to the head of the table to look at his father. 
 
    “I don't know yet,” he admitted. “A lot of people have expressed interest, and we've already drawn lots for the security detail here at the farm, so I guess from everyone else, just whoever shows up at the pad.” 
 
    “How are you going to carry everyone?” Greg asked. 
 
    “If we have to, we can use the ODB,” Clay smiled as he said it, referring to the Olive Drab Bus sitting in their growing vehicle park. It had been an almost automatic nickname for the vehicle. “But we'll allow passengers in the Ghost as well. We'll be using it and one of the armored Hummers to escort the bus.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Greg agreed. “What time?” 
 
    “Eight o'clock,” Clay replied. “Market starts at seven, I think, but I figure with it the first day, it'll take them a little bit to get straightened out. We should get there just as they get the kinks out.” 
 
    “Also, a good plan,” Greg agreed. “I'm interested in seeing how they handle it all.” 
 
    “Me too,” Clay agreed. He turned to his mother. 
 
    “Are you going, Mom?”  
 
    “I'm still considering it,” she replied. “I would like to go and see what's available, but more importantly, for me anyway, is to see how people plan on paying for things. I expect barter to be the primary exchange, but I'm wondering what will be considered more valuable. It should be an interesting experiment.” 
 
    “It will be,” Leanne spoke up from down the table, folded against Heath Kelly, who looked extremely uncomfortable as Ronny sat across the table from them, giving Heath the occasional glare. Just for good measure, he assured Alicia when she complained. Father's prerogative.  
 
    “Everyone will have something they think others want, which means they will place a high value on their goods,” Leanne continued, ignoring her father's behavior. “That value will only come down under two conditions.” 
 
    “First,” Leon took over, “will be a lack of trade. If the vendor isn't getting anywhere, that means the medium for trade will change, or be reduced in hopes of stimulating sales. Or trades in this instance.” Clay hadn't even noted that Millie Long was sitting with Leon, and smiled just slightly. Good for the twins. 
 
    “Second will be when someone comes along with a trade that the vendor wants worse than he wants the price for his or her goods,” Leanne finished. “Haggling will be the story of the day, I'm sure. I hope they've considered that and have their constables ready for that,” she made a little face at the thought.  
 
    “Well, I'd like to go and see, but I think I'll wait for the next one,” Gordon said from his place at the head of the table. “I don't really have any needs, and I expect tomorrow to be a crowded, shoulder shuffling affair, which I really don't have any desire to participate in. I'll just take a day off and rest tomorrow, I think.”  
 
    Clay looked at his father and hid a frown. He'd missed it before, but his father looked tired. More so than at almost any time since things had changed so dramatically. He thought about asking his father if he was okay but decided against it. If Gordon was having a problem, he might not want it known.  
 
    “Well, all anyone who wants to see what's happening has to do is be at the pad at eight,” Clay repeated as he stood. Lainie stood beside him a second later, ready to follow him. 
 
    “I think we're going to head home,” he announced. “Dinner was great, Mom,” he smiled at his mother. “Loved that cobbler, too,” he added while rubbing his belly. 
 
    “Here's some to take home,” Angela surprised him with an airtight container with two very generous servings of cobbler locked inside. 
 
    “Nice,” he drew the word out as he leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Thanks again. We'll see everyone later.” 
 
    “Good night,” Lainie smiled as she followed him out. The first thing they noticed was a very slight chill in the air. 
 
    “Early fall, I guess,” Clay shrugged. “Nice, though,” he added as Lainie laced her fingers between his. 
 
    “It is,” she nodded. “Good excuse to have a fire,” she said teasingly.  
 
    “It is,” he nodded. “We might have to see about that. But it's a better excuse to huddle under a blanket while we sit outside and look at the stars.” 
 
    “You got me there,” Lainie agreed.  
 
    “We can always eat this delicious pie,” Clay added. 
 
    “I was already convinced, but I'll take the incentive,” she laughed. “It's a date, Cowboy.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    In the end, they had to use the ODB, as the pad had a large group of people assembled well before eight. An armored Hummer with an M240 machine gun would lead the procession, followed by the bus, one pickup (in case something needed to be hauled home) and then a four-wheel Cougar with an M2 machine gun. It seemed perhaps a little heavy, but there was never any way of telling what might happen these days.  
 
    At eight o'clock, the small convoy pulled away from the farm for the short run to Jordan. Clay had taken eight people for security duty, intending to let them swap out, with four on duty at any one time to guard the vehicles. Everyone was encouraged to go in pairs or more, and never be separated from the group if they could help it. Women especially were encouraged not to be alone or out of sight of the others, just in case the crowd was more than the constables in town could handle. Other than that, there was just a reminder that the group would load up to return to the farm at two in the afternoon, and not to be late.  
 
    The trip into town took roughly a half-hour, and as Clay anticipated, the small street market was still in a slight state of disarray as vendors worked to settle into place. The street was already crowded as people from all over the area had come to see what would be offered, and what it would cost.  
 
    The arrival of the farm visitors drew a lot of attention, but it didn't last. The vehicles themselves had long since become familiar, and no one bothered to go and gawk. People streamed off of the bus and gathered in a group as Clay reminded everyone once more about trying to avoid dangers.  
 
    The first security shift was Zach Willis on the M2 aboard the Cougar and Mitchell Nolan behind the wheel, Tandi Maseo aboard the M240 on the Hummer and the more or less recovered Shane Golden in the driver's seat there. Kandi Ledford was not part of the security detail, but had accompanied Shane, and would wait with him until he was relieved to see the market. The relief would be Gordy Sanders, Kevin Bodee, Curtis Montana and Greg Holloway. Talia Gray had also accompanied Greg Holloway, and Samantha Walters had come along as well, so the two of them would likely add themselves to the security detachment.  
 
    “Have fun, but be safe,” Clay warned once more before everyone wandered away to see what they could see. 
 
    “Shall we?” he extended and arm to Lainie, who ran her own through his and smiled. 
 
    “Oh, let’s do.” 
 
    - 
 
    In all honesty, Clay hadn't expected to find anything at the market he wanted. He had brought a handful of silver coins and one gold one just in case.  He had two pistols, a rifle and a shotgun in the Hummer, all taken from dead enemies, along with a supply of ammunition for each. He figured if he found something he really liked they would get him a long way in a trade.  
 
    He and Lainie were roughly half-way down the line of small booths when Lainie stopped short. Clay had taken one step and tried to take another before her arm stopped him. He turned back to see what had caught her eye and saw her looking at a booth with small bottles of lotions and several bars of soaps. 
 
    “Oh, I want to look at those,” Lainie almost whispered.  
 
    “Well, let’s go and look,” Clay told her. The two walked over to the small booth, waiting as someone in front of them bartered for a bar of soap. Once that person moved on, they stepped up, looking things over.  
 
    “Good morning,” a small framed, middle aged woman smiled at them. “Let me know if you see anything you like.” 
 
    “What are you accepting as forms of payment?” Clay asked, more from curiosity than because he wanted any 'Goat Milk Health and Beauty Aids', as the sign above them read. 
 
    “I'm trying to be flexible,” the woman shrugged. “As long as it's something I can use, then I'll try to trade for it. Food items, certain oils and fruits, things like that.” 
 
    “Oh, this smells heavenly,” Lainie was inhaling a bar of soap. 
 
    “Good choice,” the woman smiled. “Apple pectin and peach pectin combined with dehydrated goat's milk and coconut oil. It lathers well and is good for your skin.” 
 
    “What do you want for it?” Lainie asked. “I don't know if we have anything with us we can trade. We could run back to the farm for some kind of food items she would like, couldn't we?” she turned to Clay, sounding for all the world like a little girl in a store.  
 
    “We can't just-,” he started, but the woman interrupted him. 
 
    “You own a farm?”  
 
    Clay turned to look at the woman, who was now studying him carefully. 
 
    “Yeah,” he nodded. 
 
    “How big is it?” she asked, head at an angle as if calculating something on a black board. 
 
    “Little under four thousand acres, give or take,” Clay replied honestly. It wasn't as if everybody around them didn't know that.  
 
    “We need to think about trying to make some kind of deal with her, Clay,” Lainie told him. “If she can make soaps, I mean. The lotions and other stuff are nice, I admit, but soap?” she raised an eyebrow at him.  
 
    “Well there goes the bargaining,” Clay said wryly, resisting the urge to laugh. “I suppose we could try and make some kind of bulk deal, if she's up to it.” He turned back to the woman. 
 
    “You're the ones who pulled up in the military rigs, aren't you,” she stated rather than asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Clay nodded. “They're escorts for the bus carrying our people.” 
 
    “That's a lot of people for a farm,” she noted.  
 
    “It's more of a community these days,” Lainie told her. “The Sanders' Farm.” 
 
    “Really,” the woman sounded very interested in that. “I suppose that makes you Sanders, then?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Clay nodded. “I'm Clayton Sanders.” 
 
    “My name is Evelyn Lacey,” the vendor replied. “Nice to meet you Clayton, and. . . .” she looked at Lainie. 
 
    “Oh, I'm Lainie Harper,” she introduced herself, taking the offered hand. “Nice to meet you, too!” 
 
    “So, Evelyn,” Clay turned back to business. He really didn't care anything about fruity smelling soaps, but he could tell Lainie did, so he was going to see what he could do. “What does it take to trade you out of some soap? And how much of it could you produce, if we could offer a suitable barter for it?” 
 
    Lacey studied him for a minute before replying. 
 
    “How many people are you trying to buy soap for?” she asked finally. 
 
    “Right now, just one,” Clay smiled, looking at Lainie. “But she's right. We do have a lot of people. Having a steady supply of real soap would be helpful. What would you want for it?” 
 
    “Well,” Lacey looked contemplative, “actually, there's something I need. And I need it worse than anything that I want at the moment.” 
 
    “What is it you need?” Clay asked warily, expecting her to want her own armored car. 
 
    “I need safety, Mister Sanders,” Lacey declared flatly. “I need a safe place to lay my head at night, and a good safe place for my goats to graze. And, when I run out of ingredients that I have on hand, I'll need some type of oils and things like fruit,” she pointed to the soap that Lainie had not yet put down, “to make my products with. That's what I need at the moment. And while there are things I want, the things I need are a little more pressing, to be honest.” 
 
    “Having problems?” Clay asked. 
 
    “I'm beginning to,” Lacey nodded. “I had to hide my goats before coming here this morning. I can only hope they're still there when I get back. Some of my 'neighbors' have been doing their best to take and eat them. I have two stock dogs, and one was shot two weeks ago. It was a minor wound, thankfully, and so long as I can keep the wound from getting infected, she should recover, but-,” 
 
    “Oh, we have a vet!” Lainie exclaimed, soap still in hand. “Oh, sorry,” she added as she realized she had interrupted.  
 
    “You do?” Lacey asked, her interest clearly ratcheting up a bit. 
 
    “A vet assistant, actually, but yes,” Clay fought a sigh. This was not going to go his way. He could see that now. 
 
    “Well, that's what I need,” Lacey told him. “I can produce soaps and other products so long as I can get the things I just mentioned, and some electricity on occasion. I don't suppose you have a generator or a solar panel, do you?” she cocked her head to the other side this time as she studied Clay. 
 
    “Yes!” Lainie exclaimed again. “Sorry,” she ducked her head this time as she apologized.  
 
    “What kind of accommodations are you expecting, Miss Lacey?” Clay asked. “We're a little cramped for room at the moment, and will be for a little longer. About all we can offer you is a room. Truthfully it may just be a bunk in a house with other women,” he admitted.  
 
    “I need a place to work,” Lacey said. “As far as living arrangements, there are some things I'd like to bring with me, but if you have storage room, then a small room or a bunk is fine for the time being. I'm willing to compromise to be safer. And get clear of my neighbors.” 
 
    The last thing Clay had intended was to become the landlord for a goat farmer. He looked at Lainie's hopeful expression, however, and realized he might as well give in now and avoid the rush. 
 
    “Where is it you live, Miss Lacey?” he asked. “And just how many goats are we talking about?” 
 
    - 
 
    “Where are we going, man?” Titus Terry asked as he crawled into the truck with Nate Caudell.  Behind the truck was one of the box trailers the first group had used to bring their things to the farm before the lights went out. Behind them, Cliff Laramie was driving another truck, pulling their largest horse trailer.  
 
    “Apparently we're going goat wrangling,” Nate sighed as he put the truck in gear. 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    - 
 
    The first thing was to pack up Lacey's gear and products at the market, which caused a little bit of a stir, but things soon settled down again as passersby lost interest.   
 
    “How did you get here with this stuff?” Clay asked. 
 
    “With a game carrier,” Lacey replied, pulling out a folding game cart from a big sporting goods store chain. “And a back pack,” she pulled an enormous pack, similar to what mountain climbers might use, from beneath her table. 
 
    “Damn,” Clay muttered. If he was figuring things right, she lived almost ten miles from Jordan...  
 
    “I rode a bicycle,” she added, helping him figure it out. “I have a three-wheel bike,” she pointed to the spot behind her booth. “It was a challenge,” she assured him. 
 
    “I bet,” Clay readily agreed.  
 
    By the time they had her things loaded in the truck they had brought, Nate had pulled in with Cliff right behind him.  
 
    “Gordy, Sam, Kevin,” Clay said as the trio returned from meandering through the market. “Take the Hummer and ride shotgun for them,” he pointed to the trucks. “They're going to gather the lady’s things and take her to the farm. She's had issues with her neighbors, so be prepared to deal with that.” 
 
    “Awesome,” Kevin said as Gordy and Sam both nodded.  
 
    “Want me to go?” Zach asked, looking at the market. “There's not really anything here I'm gonna want. I ain't got a way to pay for it if I did,” he added with a negligent shrug. Which reminded Clay that he had to work out some kind of system to 'pay' at least the people working to defend the farm. He had completely overlooked that. 
 
    “If you want to go along, sure,” Clay nodded. “Just watch out for the neighbors. They've already shot one of her dogs.” 
 
    “Well, we can't have that,” Zachary said, sounding so much like Xavier that Clay almost made him stay behind after all.  
 
    “Try to avoid trouble, Zach,” Clay told him. 
 
    “Of course,” the teen replied. “I don't go looking for trouble, Boss. It finds me all by itself.” 
 
    That was true enough as far as it went, and Clay couldn't argue against it.  
 
    “Get her stuff and head straight back to the farm by the shortest route. If you have any trouble, call us,” Clay told Kevin.  
 
    “Will do, Chief,” Kevin promised. “Load up gang!” he spun his finger in the air as he took the wheel of the Hummer. Gordy and Sam would drive the pickup they had loaded Lacey's booth contents into, while Zach swapped the turret in the Cougar for the one in the Hummer. Lacey climbed carefully into the Hummer's passenger side front seat. 
 
    “Where to ma'am?” Kevin asked. 
 
    - 
 
    The trip that had seemed so far and took so long on her bicycle was just a twenty minute jaunt for the small convoy of vehicles. Far sooner than she had expected her house came into view. She was cursing as soon as it did. 
 
    “Those bastards are in my yard!” she all but hissed.  
 
    “Take it easy,” Kevin told her. “We'll get rid of 'em, get your things, and be home for supper. Zach!” 
 
    “I got 'em,” Zach called back, turret motor whirring as Zach slewed the gun around.  
 
    “Just hang on, now!” Kevin called. “We may not have to shoot 'em!” 
 
    “I'm just preparing for the possibility, man,” Zach replied easily. “I'm good either way.” 
 
    “That's what I'm worried about,” Kevin muttered to himself as he pulled the vehicle into the yard. The trucks followed without hesitation, everyone parking on the grass in front of Lacey's home. The door had been broken open it appeared, and three men were on her front porch while another man and two women were in her yard. Lacey was out of the Hummer before Kevin could get parked good. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here!” she shouted, storming toward the trespassers without any regard for her personal safety.  
 
    “Where the hell are those damn goats!” one of the men on the porch shouted. “I've tried being nice and it's gotten us nowhere. I'm done being nice!” 
 
    “You may want to rethink that, Hoss,” Kevin said simply, M4 resting easy in his hands as Zach watched over him from the turret. Less than a minute later, Gordy, Sam and Nate had joined him as Titus Terry watched behind them. 
 
    “Who the hell are you,” one of the women demanded, hands on her hips. 
 
    “Well, that's not really important, now is it?” Kevin smiled at her. “What is important at the moment is that you are all trespassing, and have broken into this nice lady's home. That's just not cool. Not at all.” 
 
    “She's got something we want,” one of the men on the porch said. “Once she gives it to us, we'll go.” 
 
    “No, you'll go now,” Kevin assured him. “One way or the other. The one way is a lot easier on both of us, well, on all of us really, but if you want the other way,” he pulled the charging lever on his rifle, loading a round into the chamber, “we can accommodate you. We're flexible like that.” 
 
    Gordy, Nate and Samantha all mimicked Kevin's actions, standing ready for trouble. It seemed to finally dawn on the group of thieves that they were not in a position to be making demands. 
 
    “We'll be back,” the apparent leader threatened Lacey as he stomped down the porch steps and into the yard.  
 
    “Dude, you do realize the situation here, don't you?” Kevin asked incredulously. “I mean, hello? Military vehicle, machine gun, angry people with automatic rifles, shit like that? You need to start making better life decisions, neighbor dude. Before someone pulls your head off or something.” 
 
    “Like you?” the man actually sneered. Behind Kevin, Zach pulled the charging level on the M240, which got everyone's attention.  
 
    “More like me,” he said easily. “I'm the actual trouble maker in the group,” he smiled slightly.  
 
    “You think we're scared of you?” one of the women asked, despite one man's attempt to drag her from the yard and keep her quiet. 
 
    “Might want to be, but that's up to you,” Zach replied calmly. “Won't hurt me either way.” 
 
    The hostile group left after that, making their way down the road, satisfying themselves with throwing threats back as they withdrew. 
 
    “Sons-o'-bitches,” Lacey muttered. “Look at my door!” 
 
    Her house had not been totally trashed but a good many of her things were on the floor, and some were broken. 
 
    “No reason for this,” she sighed sadly as she picked up the pieces to a figurine. “This doesn't get them what they wanted, so why do it?” 
 
    “They're bullies, ma'am,” Kevin shrugged. “There's not much rhyme or reason to anything bullies do, in my experience. We'll start loading your furniture, but you may want to go ahead and get your goats and your dogs now. Will the goats come back here with you alright, or should we try to get the trailer to wherever you have them stashed.” 
 
    “They'll come here just fine,” Lacey promised. “Jack and Jill can herd them without any difficulty.” 
 
    “Jack and Jill being your dogs, I guess?”  
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    - 
 
    “I'm not gonna end up being hit by a goat and throwed across the road or nothing, am I?” Titus asked, walking beside Lacey with his head constantly turning, watching for the neighbors.  
 
    “No, young man,” Lacey replied, still angry about her house, both the damage and the invasion of her privacy. “None of them are strong enough to do that.” 
 
    “That implies that I might get hit by a goat, and just be throwed across the yard,” Titus frowned.  
 
    “You well might,” Lacey agreed. “They're cantankerous animals, after all. The older billy is quite a rascal, I'm afraid. But you'll have more trouble with Jack.” 
 
    “And Jack would be?” Titus asked. 
 
    “Jack and Jill are Aussies,” Lacey replied absently as they neared a secluded barn. When Titus didn't reply she looked up to see him looking at her blankly. 
 
    “Australasian Shepherds,” she clarified. “Livestock dogs,” she added. 
 
    “Oh, Clay will be tickled at that,” Titus chuckled. “Are they able to have pups?” 
 
    “Assuming Jill can recover from being shot, then yes,” Lacey nodded. “I've allowed her to carry two litters of pups and she did fine. Why?” 
 
    “We've got a herd of Kangal pups that are growing into the role of guardian dogs, too,” Titus informed her. “But four thousand acres is a lot of ground to cover. And, most of the pups have adopted, and been adopted by, at least one person, so they're not always out in the pastures.” 
 
    “I see,” Lacey nodded. “Stay here,” she ordered as they got to within twenty feet. “Jack will growl a bit, but if you don't show fear, he'll leave you alone. Jill is hurt, but able to walk slowly, so I doubt she'll pay you any mind, but don't press in on her. Being shot has left her short tempered.” 
 
    “Does that to most people, in my experience,” Titus nodded sagely. 
 
    “And just how much experience would that be?” Lacey's tone was not quite mocking, but it was close. 
 
    “Lost one of my best friends a couple months ago,” Titus replied evenly. “Two more were shot but recovered. One of them is helping load your furniture.” 
 
    “So, things haven't been all peaceful for your group, either?” Lacey asked as she pushed a sliding barn door open. 
 
    “Peaceful? No,” Titus shook his head. “It takes work to keep us safe. Sometimes it takes blood,” he added philosophically. It was a sad sound, coming as it did from a teenager, Lacey thought.  
 
    “I'm sorry I said it like that,” she told him as goats came spilling out of the enclosure, glad to be free of the confines of the small building. 
 
    “No worries,” Titus promised. “Where's your-, oh, shit,” he started backing up as a very large, hairy dog with startling blue eyes came out of the barn and made directly for him. 
 
    “Don't give ground,” Lacey told him forcefully but calmly. “He's challenged by your presence, and so he's returning that challenge. Give him a chance to see that you aren't a threat.” 
 
    “What about my chance to see that he's not a threat?” Titus demanded, though he stopped moving away. 
 
    “That's not how this works,” she informed him. 
 
    “Of course, it's not,” the teen shook his head. “That'd be too easy.”    
 
    Jack didn't charge him, but did advance menacingly, growling quietly as he did. Titus instinctively tightened his grip around the rifle, but stood his ground, waiting. Jack circled him slowly, sniffing as he went, and Titus waited, though he did extend a hand for the dog to smell if he wanted.  
 
    “You've done this before,” Lacey said approvingly.  
 
    “Kangals are touchy,” Titus agreed softly. “But there's also a huge German Shepherd and two Belgian Malinois at the farm, so yeah, I've had to do this a time or two.” 
 
    “That's quite a menagerie of dogs,” Lacey mused. “I don't know how my two will fit in.” 
 
    “Don't ask me,” Titus semi-apologized. “I don't know a lot about dogs, period, and what little I could say about livestock dogs I've learned since we got the hounds, so that ain't much.” 
 
    There were thirty-two goats in all, it turned out, with one large billy goat whose horns curled around the sides of his head twice. 
 
    “Watch him,” Lacey warned. “His name is Diablo, and he earned that name.” 
 
    “Diablo,” Titus muttered. “A demon goat. Great.”   
 
    Meanwhile, Jack had decided that Titus was alright and had moved to collect the goats. While Jack was working, another shepherd, this one a little smaller and wearing a blood-stained bandage along a clean shaven spot on her hip, came limping from the barn behind the goats. 
 
    “That's Jill,” Lacey explained. “Like I said, give her room, since she's a little short tempered at the moment.” 
 
    “Got it,” Titus promised. 
 
    “Jack!” Lacey called sharply and the dog stopped to look at his master. 
 
    “House!” she ordered. Immediately the dog began herding the goats toward the house, moving from one side to the other of the group to ensure none of them strayed. 
 
    “That's pretty cool,” Titus smiled at the sight. 
 
    “I thought you had livestock dogs,” Lacey replied. “Surely you've seen this before.” 
 
    “Well, like I said, they're still pups,” Titus shrugged. “And I try my best to avoid the large animals. I'm a city kid. I try not to do cows and horses if I can help it.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    - 
 
    It took less than two hours to load Lacey's things onto the trucks, trailer and into the Hummer. Aside from a small amount of furniture, the bulkiest items were either the ingredients for her products, which she had in large bulk stores, and supplies for her goats, which for the most part consisted of a scant number of near empty feed bags and various health care products. 
 
    “I wish I could carry part of that fence,” she sighed, looking at the very secure fencing around the bulk of her small 'farm'. “That was a lot of money and no small amount of work.” Gordy looked at the cattle panels and nodded. 
 
    “We use something similar all over the ranch,” he told her. “If you want, I'll ask Clay if we can bring a flatbed back over here and get it. We can put it to good use for your goats there, too. There's not much those idiots can do to damage it. About all they can do is steal it.” 
 
    “They're too lazy,” Lacey snorted. She turned a bit introspective as she examined the small house while Gordy moved to help Titus and Kevin with the equipment she used to make her products.  
 
    “I've lived here a long time,” she said aloud, but to no one in particular.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” Samantha said softly, having come to her side without Lacey noticing. The older woman jumped a bit, but turned to look at her. 
 
    “I had to leave my home, too,” Sam told her. “It was trashed while I was... gone. Had I been there when it happened, I might not have survived, I don't know,” she shrugged. “I left a wonderful place behind that had always been my home. The only home I'd ever known before I came to live with the Sanders.” 
 
    “You and that tall one are a couple, aren't you,” Lacey stated rather than asked. 
 
    “We are,” Samantha blushed cutely.  
 
    “You look good together,” Lacey complimented. “He's a fine-looking boy. And coming into his manhood nicely, it looks like. Good for you,” she smiled suddenly. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sam mumbled. “And he is a fine young man,” she agreed. “The best,” she added with just a little pride. 
 
    Finally, everything was loaded. Lacey made one last walk through of her home and out buildings, ensuring that nothing she needed or valued was left behind. That done, with goats bleating and dogs barking, the small convoy turned around and headed for home. 
 
    - 
 
    While Nate, Titus, and the rest were 'goat wrangling', the remainder of the group was still at the market, though it was beginning to wind down. Once you had seen everything, there wasn't much left to do. There were no food vendors selling corn dogs or funnel cakes, there were no carnival rides, or shows, or anything else that might once have accompanied such an event. Just people who had things they hoped to trade for other things. 
 
    Having made the only deal he intended to make, and not having intended to make that one, Clay continued to walk the street with Lainie until they, too, had seen it all. He had stopped to converse with a handful of people he remembered from his teenage years or, less likely, had reacquainted himself with since he'd been home. He exchanged a brief greeting and social pleasantries with Dawson and Pickett, who looked very pleased with themselves, all things considered. 
 
    “I'm hoping to add to it as time goes on,” Pickett informed him. “Maybe some kind of entertainment, and some food items as well. Anything we can get or think of for people to enjoy.” 
 
    “Might want to look into domino tournaments, or Rook card tournaments,” Clay suggested. “Always a crowd pleaser.” 
 
    “Damn, that's a good idea,” Pickett muttered. “Thanks, Clayton!” 
 
    “Welcome,” the younger man nodded. “We're gonna load up and head home, I think. You all take care.” 
 
    Once they were sure everyone was loaded and no one was missing, the short convoy headed for home. 
 
    - 
 
    As luck would have it, the two groups arrived about five minutes apart, the market group getting there first. The first problem developed immediately as the ranch dogs indeed reacted poorly to the arrival of the two Aussie Shepherds. 
 
    “Well, this is an issue, I see,” Clay rubbed his face with both hands. Nothing was easy.  
 
    “Bruce, go lay down!” Jake ordered. The large dog looked at Jake for a moment before going and plopping down in the shade of a tree. 
 
    “My dogs are usually well behaved, but since Jill was shot, they've been more aggressive,” Lacey offered by way of apology and explanation. 
 
    “It'll work out, one way or another,” Clay decided, just before two of the Kangals arrived to investigate the 'disturbance', and immediately went into attack mode, or maybe defense mode. 
 
    “Stop it!” Sam hissed at both pups, and the two dogs immediately sat down, each licking their face.  
 
    “Damn,” Clay's eyes widened. “That was cool.” 
 
    “We should get a dog,” Lainie whispered.  
 
    “Can you not see that we have plenty of dogs?” Clay snorted. “We went from none to. . .what do you call a herd of dogs, anyway?” he asked to the crowd in general.  
 
    “I don't think dogs come in herds,” Titus Terry replied for the group. “But goats do, and we got a buggy full of 'em. including one great big evil looking sucker named Diablo.” 
 
    “Diablo?” Clay groaned. “Really?” He turned to look at Lainie. 
 
    “You see what I do for you?” he joked, winning him a big smile and a kiss. 
 
    “You're wonderful,” she whispered back. 
 
    “I really hate to break all this up,” Kevin interjected, “but we need to see about a place for these goats, and for her things. Sometime today, probably.” 
 
    “She's got probably thirty cattle panels that we need to try and go get, Uncle Clay,” Gordy mentioned.  
 
    “Thirty-seven, in fact,” Lacey informed them. “Bought two and three at the time whenever I had the money.” 
 
    “Well, we can use those to build a permanent pen for the goats, just like she did,” Gordy ignored the irrelevancy.  
 
    “Okay,” Clay nodded. “You work that out, Gordy,” he ordered, surprising his nephew. “Rest of you, there should be a place for the furniture in the back of Building One, I think. May be room for all of it. Miss Lacey, you need to separate out what you want to try and keep with you. Where did the twins get off to?” 
 
    “Want me to call 'em?” JJ Jackson asked from the door of Building Two. 
 
    “No, you can answer my question I imagine,” Clay replied. “Is there an empty bunk upstairs?” 
 
    “One,” JJ nodded. “All the way to the back, on the left.” 
 
    “When Miss Lacey gets her gear together, can you show her where it is?” Clay asked. 
 
    “Sure,” JJ readily agreed. “Need any help?” 
 
    “That would be wonderfully nice of you, young man,” Lacey nodded as she sorted through the contents of the trucks.  
 
    “Well, that seems to take care of that,” Clay patted himself on the back. 
 
    “Herd… of… goats,” Kevin Bodee spoke slowly, reminding Clay that not everything was worked out. 
 
    “Yeah, damn,” Clay had forgotten. “Put them in the isolation pen for tonight,” he decided. “There's a little barn in there to give them shelter if they need it. What about your dogs, Miss Lacey? For that matter, JJ can you call Terri and tell her that one of Miss Lacey's dogs needs her attention?” 
 
     “Right away,” JJ moved back into the building. 
 
    “What do you mean, 'what about my dogs'?” Lacey asked. 
 
    “Are they gonna get along with the rest, or do they need to be separated, or what?” Clay asked her. “There's no way they can stay with you up there,” he pointed to the upper floor of the building behind him.  
 
    Lacey examined the scene around her. Bruce was still under the tree, watching the two Aussies but otherwise quiet. The Kangals had seemed to lose interest once they decided that the two shepherds weren't a threat, but that was subject to change in an instant. 
 
    “I'd like to say they'll be fine just staying outside, but with so many other dogs out here, I just don't know,” she finally admitted. “If there's somewhere else I can stay, then I can keep them with me,” she offered. “I don't usually have them in the house, but they are house broken.” 
 
    “Would they stay with the goats in the isolation pen?” Clay asked her, thinking. 
 
    “Well. . .probably,” she replied. “How big is this pen?” 
 
    “It's five panels by ten, with a small barn,” Gordy fielded that one. “It's empty at the moment. There's plenty of room for them, even in bad weather.” 
 
    “Then yes,” Lacey nodded. “Do you have anything I can feed them?” she asked carefully, aware of how much she had already asked for. “I have very little of anything left,” she admitted.  
 
    “Cliff, can you take care of that?” Clay asked. “Corn and oats okay for the goats?” he asked Lacey. 
 
    “That would be the best meal they've had in some time,” she nodded gratefully.  
 
    “Add some beef and rice for the dogs,” Clay added. The older man sketched a salute and headed to get the required items. Terri Hartwell arrived as Cliff departed, driving a golf cart that was assigned to the square of houses on the hilltop.  
 
    “JJ called and said one of our dogs was shot?” Terri asked, looking around. “Sorry I took so long. I had literally just walked in to the house when Trudy came and told me I had a call.” Terri had been among those visiting the market. 
 
    “It's Miss Lacey's dog,” Clay said, handing the last item on the list off to someone else. “Is that it, for now?” he asked the crowd. When no one replied, he waved a hand in a silent good-bye and headed for home, hand-in-hand with Lainie and her fruity soap. 
 
    A very expensive piece of fruity soap.  
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    It turned out that the goats were a big hit with the kids. The first morning after Lacey's arrival, Clay made his way down to check on things and arrived to the sounds of laughing children and barking dogs.  
 
    When he got within sight of the isolation pen, he saw Lacey's male Aussie bounding around, barking in what Clay assumed was a friendly, happy fashion, considering that the kids were laughing and Bruce, lounging nearby, wasn't trying to kill the new dog. 
 
    In the shade of the barn lay the female Aussie, her wound freshly tended by Terri Hartwell. There had indeed been a hint of infection, but Lacey had held the shepherd's head while Terri expertly cleaned the wound and administered a shot of penicillin. The bandage was now much smaller, Clay noted idly as he came to a stop behind Dixie Jerrolds. 
 
    “Field trip?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    “New animals in the zoo,” Dixie shrugged, returning his smile. “And the goats are a big hit.” 
 
    “Wait until they've got their own pen and start playing king of the hill,” Lacey chuckled. “The kids will probably want popcorn while they watch the younger goats try and knock Diablo off the top.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Clay looked at her, “why Diablo?” 
 
    “Oh, his attitude,” Lacey told him at once. “Ornery, obstinate, and sometimes just plain mean. Diablo fit him perfectly.” 
 
    “Shame the Old Man didn't live to see it,” Clay murmured, smiling faintly. “Well, enjoy your field trip kids!” 
 
    With that he headed to his small office to check on whatever fresh problem had emerged for today. 
 
    - 
 
    “Are you telling me nothing is wrong?”  
 
    Clay was looking at the Duo and their two Minions, all standing together in Operations, as they explained what was going on across the farm. 
 
    “Nothing,” Leanne and Leon echoed one another.  
 
    “Nothing at all,” JJ was nodding.  
 
    “We're all good!” Janice Hardy beamed in her own, unique way. 
 
    “You're sure,” Clay stressed, looking from one to the next. 
 
    “Positive,” the twins replied in unison. Leon offered a clipboard with the current operations that were ongoing, but Clay raised a hand. 
 
    “No, I trust you,” he assured them. “I just wasn't sure I heard you right. Well,” he relaxed slightly. “That is a refreshing change.” 
 
    “Ain't it though?” JJ grinned.  
 
    “This calls for a celebration,” Clay decided.  
 
    “What?” four voices asked as one. 
 
    “No, no,” he waved a hand. “No, I meant for me. I can't recall a day since this started that something didn't need my attention.” He paused again, considering.  
 
    “I'm going swimming,” he decided, turning on his heel and heading out before anyone could ask him more. 
 
    - 
 
    Lainie had returned home while Clay was changing into his swim trunks and wolf whistled as he came walking into the living room with a towel. 
 
    “Well, hey there, Cowboy,” she smiled broadly. “Don't you look sexy,” she practically purred. 
 
    “Thank you, dear lady,” he bowed slightly. “It was brought to my attention just minutes ago that there was absolutely nothing wrong at the moment, anywhere on this farm. An unheard-of occurrence during this experience which I intend to take full advantage of.” 
 
    “By doing what?” she asked. 
 
    “I'm going swimming.” 
 
    - 
 
    “This is nice,” Lainie remarked as she laid back onto a beach style blanket, sunglasses over her eyes. She was wearing a red bikini swimsuit that Clay heartily appreciated and approved of, though it was modest enough for PG company should that happen. 
 
    “Thank you,” he nodded, tossing his towel onto the blanket beside her. The small water hole was something he and Gordy had constructed by damming a small stream using wooden boards and street sign poles, which allowed them to slot the boards into place, but then raise them if needed during a heavy rain. The result was a clean, moderately deep pond with clear, normally cool water from the spring fed, rock bottomed creek. The rocks washed the water clean as it ran across them and left the little pool bright and clear in the sun. That also helped with the danger of snakes, since the clearer water allowed everyone to see the danger before it could threaten them. 
 
    “Gordy and I did most of the work on it. Built it not long after I got home. I actually put the sand here as an afterthought, since I wasn't expecting anything to survive,” he recalled those dark days somberly. 
 
    “Hey,” Lainie snapped her fingers repeatedly at him. “Nice, sunny day, with no problems here. Focus, Cowboy. Having a good time, remember?” 
 
    “I'm not likely to forget that with you looking so awesome,” Clay assured her. 
 
    “Why thank you, Cowboy,” she smiled lazily. “I do try to entice you whenever I-,” 
 
    “Whoooo Hooooo!” a suddenly appearing JJ Jackson shouted. “CANNONBALL!” Two seconds later a wave of water washed up, splashing them both.  
 
    “-get the chance,” Lainie finished with a sigh. “So much for necking on the beach,” she laid back once more and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Weeeeee!” Leanne literally screamed as she ran and jumped into the water, Leon right behind her. 
 
    “Damn kids,” Clay muttered as he joined them in the water. 
 
    - 
 
    Gradually, word spread that the swimming hole was open. Drifting in by twos and threes, there was soon a small crowd of semi-rowdy people around the small pond, about half in the water while the other half reclined on towels or blankets to watch the fun. Clay was pleased to see that everyone who had been trained to defend the farm had also brought their weapons and gear. He also noted that several of them would be fighting in swimsuits of one kind of another, but that was a problem for some other time. He made his way out of the water and over to the blanket where Lainie was still lounging.  
 
    “Was this what you had in mind?” she asked humorously as he plopped down beside her, not quite sullen. 
 
    “No,” he sounded put out. “But, what the hell,” he shrugged helplessly as he laid back beside her. “Look at the fun they're having, ya know?” 
 
    “Definitely a party,” she nodded adjusting her position so he had room on the blanket to join her comfortably.  
 
    “Yeah,” Clay snorted. “Great party.” 
 
    - 
 
    “You notice there's nothing to clean up?” Leon asked as he, Leanne, JJ and Janice all headed home from a hard day at the. . .pool. 
 
    “Everyone cleaned up after themselves,” JJ said approvingly. 
 
    “No,” Janice shook her head, her pony tail swishing behind her. “No, that's not it. There's no bottles or cans, no plastic or aluminum bags, no trash like you would normally see. Not just there, but anywhere,” she added. “There's no more disposable society, now.” 
 
    “True,” Leanne nodded, wrapping her towel around her like a sarong. “I hadn't considered that, Janice, but you're right. That's all gone, now.” 
 
    “Maybe it's better this way,” the older girl remarked. “Better for nature, I mean,” she clarified. “I've seen pictures of animals trapped in those plastic things that hold soft drinks together? That won't be a threat any more. Same for rusty cans or broken glass to step on around water like that,” she motioned over her shoulder toward the water hole they had just left. “All of that has to stop, now. At least for a while.” 
 
    “I hadn't considered that, either,” Leanne admitted. “And you're right, of course. We've always had difficulty with people using our road to ride and drink beer, then tossing their bottles and cans out on our property. It takes a long time to police this entire place for litter. And it's a pain.” 
 
    “Haven't had to do it once since the lights went out,” Leon mused. “I guess there are a few silver linings after all?” 
 
    “Only a few, but yeah,” his sister agreed.  
 
    “Yeah,” JJ sighed. “Only a few.” 
 
    Good mood thoroughly soured, the quartet parted ways to go home. 
 
    - 
 
    “Well, that didn't end the way I wanted it too,” Clay mentioned as he and Lainie walked home hand-in-hand. 
 
    “No, I'm sure it didn't,” she sounded amused as she replied. “Poor Cowboy.” 
 
    “I'm not really complaining,” he told her, smiling. “Especially once you take a look at everyone who came out and had a good time. We needed something like that, and the market was a bit of a letdown, I think.” 
 
    “Except for the goats,” Lainie interjected immediately. “The goats were a very good thing.” 
 
    “You do smell very fruity,” Clay teased and Lainie blushed as he sniffed her ear. “And milky. In a goaty kind of way,” he added with a soft laugh. 
 
    “Stop that!” she shoved him away. “It tickles!” 
 
    “I can't help it,” he grinned. “You smell so. . .yummy,” he grinned lecherously.  
 
    “You are the absolute worst,” she shook her head, but smiled as she looked down. “The worst.” 
 
    “Aren't you glad?” he kept on, and she nodded slowly. 
 
    “Yeah, Cowboy. I really am.” 
 
    - 
 
    “That's not how that goes.” 
 
    “I have been doing this all my life,” Jake groaned, glaring at Sienna Miller as the two laid beneath a truck they were trying to repair. It was an older model they had found abandoned on the interstate that should be running, but was not. If they could repair it, then it would become a valuable trade item. 
 
    “Apparently not the right way,” Sienna shot back with a nasty grin. “Those bolt holes don't line up like they should,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Yes, they. . .don't,” Jake's voice trailed off slightly as he realized she was right. Again. Grumbling under his breath he turned the small pan until it was properly aligned and began to bolt it back in place. The pan covered a group of wires that Jake had checked to see if they were the problem. 
 
    “Are you distracted by something, Big Guy?” Sienna asked playfully. “Can't keep your mind on business? Something catching your eye, maybe?” 
 
    “Do you ever just hush and enjoy the silence,” he asked her, though there was no heat in it. He enjoyed her company, and her playfulness, and she knew that, now. 
 
    “Never,” she assured him. “Life's too short to be quiet.” 
 
    “You are definitely from Texas.” 
 
    “Why, thank you!” 
 
    - 
 
    “Ya know, this would be awesome if the world hadn't ended like it did,” Talia Gray remarked as she sat beside Greg Holloway in the cupola over Building Two. There was a spectacular sunset to the southwest, the kind they didn't get to see often. The sun was reflecting off of some stray clouds, further lighting up the growing dark. 
 
    “It's awesome anyway,” Greg shrugged. “For us, at least. You know, in some places, I guarantee they don't realize anything even happened,” he assured her. 
 
    “Oh?” she looked at him. “Speaking from experience?”  
 
    “Yes, as a matter of fact,” he nodded as he lifted a pair of binoculars to his eyes to scan the area around them. 
 
    “Where?” she waited to ask until he was done looking around for the moment. 
 
    “Where, what?” he asked, glancing over at her before returning his attention to the job at hand. 
 
    “Where was it that they wouldn't know the world stopped turning?” she clarified for him. 
 
    “For me, a little village about 60 kays north of a town called Zaranj,” he replied after a few moments of consideration. “It had a name, but I could never pronounce it. I think it was the name it had thousands of years ago. It's an old country.” 
 
    “Where? What country, I mean?” 
 
    “Afghanistan.” 
 
    “Why were you there?” she asked. 
 
    “Zaranj has a major highway running through it that runs all the way from Iran back to India,” Greg told her. “The poppy trade is huge throughout the region, and there was an effort to interdict the trade. My platoon had a small outpost called Ramh Hadun. It's Arabic for Sharp Spear. There's a Persian name for the village, as well as a Balochi pronunciation, the local dialect,” he explained, “but they're difficult to pronounce. They don't translate well, either. The outpost sat between two mountain ranges, along one of only two routes through the mountains to Zaranj from one of the largest poppy fields in the area. Our job was to make sure none of the poppy made it through.” 
 
    “And they wouldn't notice that the lights went out?” she asked, leaning forward in interest.  
 
    “Well, they might notice a difference in traffic, I guess,” he shrugged. “But there was no electricity there, or running water. Light came from torches and lanterns and water from a well. The village was about three kilometers off the main road, so traffic didn't actually have to go through there. The traffic was the major way for villagers to get to Zaranj. They would hitch a ride with someone, anyone who would offer, actually, but then usually have to walk back. Take about two to three days if all went well.” 
 
    “Did you stop the poppy trade?” she asked. 
 
    “No one ever stops the poppy trade,” he replied cryptically. “They never will.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Those look like marijuana plants,” Olivia Haley noted as she watched Jaylyn Thatcher carefully tend to a row of small plants inside one of the seed garden greenhouses. 
 
    “They are,” she nodded as she watered the line. “So are the next five,” she nodded behind her. “After that are poppy plants.” There were six more rows of flower pots. 
 
    “Using these to make pain killers?” Olivia asked. 
 
    “Among other things,” the doctor replied. “The plants have different elements that can be used medicinally, so long as they aren't abused. What prescription meds we have will eventually be used up, or wither with age. We have to be able to make our own before then. Especially morphine for wounded soldiers, but also other analgesics for less serious uses, and perhaps decongestants.” 
 
    “You know how to do all that?” Olivia was impressed. 
 
    “In theory,” Jaylyn sounded unsure of herself, which was very rare. “I have the equipment and the chemicals needed to produce a good bit of all of them. What I do not have is experience at it. I have books, and even video instruction, but that isn't the same thing.” She finished inspecting the plants and moved to the next row. 
 
    “So, you're trying to get a head start,” Olivia mused.  
 
    “I am,” Jaylyn confirmed. “And also trying to get the plants to reproduce for me. I need new seeds for more plants. These can grow fine here, but they aren't necessarily native to the area. If I can get them started, then we should always have enough. Between these and the plants Daisy Webb brought back from her mother-in-law's gardens, we should be able to keep natural drugs on hand for almost any normal use.” 
 
    “We need that,” Olivia nodded absently. She had bounced back at least part way from the loss of Kaden Ramsey, mostly by literally burying herself in her work in the gardens. Watching Jaylyn Thatcher tend to plants that the doctor insisted be tended only by her, Olivia suddenly realized the importance of the plants. 
 
    “Should we not have these divided among more than one greenhouse?” she asked, and Jaylyn froze in the middle of her inspection. 
 
    “I mean, you know, in case something was to happen to this one?” Olivia added, startled by the older woman's reaction to her question. 
 
    “Would you go and get Mrs. Sanders for me, please?” Jaylyn asked with a smile.  
 
    - 
 
    Angela Sanders didn't approve of 'illegal drugs', but she had admitted to the need for them in order to make 'medicines'. When she arrived at the greenhouse, Olivia had already explained to her what had happened. 
 
    “-got room in the Number Four garden,” she was saying as the two arrived back in what had been named the Number Six garden. 
 
    “Olivia made an excellent point that I should have thought of as well, Mrs. Sanders,” Jaylyn wasted no time. “It would be best if we could divide these plants into at least two places. Possibly even three, assuming it won't bother the rest of your operation.” 
 
    “We don't really have anywhere other than Number Four that has any room, tonight,” Olivia noted. “But we can carry half over there tonight, and I can work on making room tomorrow somewhere else.” 
 
    “Aren't you concerned about not having them all where you can keep an eye on them?” Angela asked. 
 
    “I can't keep an eye on them now,” Jaylyn shrugged. “I have to trust and depend on the others to know how important these are. And right now, only you and Olivia really work here. Both of you are certainly trustworthy.” 
 
    Carlene Goodrum had not returned to the seed work, and likely wouldn't for some time yet, if she ever did. The domestic violence incidents between her and her husband, Darrell, had led to Darrell being beaten within an inch of his life by Xavier Adair, with an assist from Zach Willis at the end, and to Carlene being treated for PTSD brought on by years of abuse. For his part, Darrell had turned his attitude around completely and was almost healed from the brutal beating he had gotten for his actions. The Goodrum children were also visiting with Beverly, and were only staying with their parents part time, as Darrell and Carlene worked out their troubles. 
 
    “Well, then I suppose we need to get moving,” Angela agreed. “Olivia, dear, be a sweetheart and get the large wagon. You can start hauling plants that way while I go and make sure Number Four is prepared for them.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    - 
 
    “So, you have to break down the original product from the plants using the acidic supplements,” Olivia was saying an hour later as she and Jaylyn Thatcher finished placing the last wagon load of plants into their new home. 
 
    “You seem to be grasping all this really well, Olivia,” Jaylyn noted. “Were you by chance an Honors Chem student in high school?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Olivia shook her head. “No, we were too small for anything like that. I took CHEM 1 and 2, along with some other classes from Columbia State, through the satellite program at CCH. It was a chance for me to get a jump start on an Associate’s Degree in Chemistry,” she explained. 
 
    “It sounds like you did just that,” Jaylyn noted. “When I start trying to create our own medicines, would you like the chance to work with me and make that happen?” 
 
    “Oh,” Olivia's eyes lit up. “I'd like that very much!” 
 
    - 
 
    The women who had completed their basic training had been told to report to the classroom with all their gear, weapons included. As soon as they were assembled, they were told to deploy to the pad in full gear, but were told explicitly not to load any weapons.  
 
    A uniform groan went up as Nate Caudell came by at a run, yelling for them to follow and keep up if they could. They had run perhaps three hundred yards when they were suddenly surrounded by what sounded like gunfire. In a mild panic, they looked around frantically for where the fire was coming from. It lasted for five more seconds before Tandi Maseo and Kevin Bodee emerged from a row of nearby bushes. 
 
    “That was what we call an Immediate Action Drill,” Bodee informed the group as they tried to reclaim their calm. He was carrying a loud speaker and what looked like an MP3 player. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Tandi added dryly. “You're all dead now. All that training, wasted.” 
 
    “That's not fair!” Abby shouted, and all three soldiers turned toward her as if on a turret. 
 
    “What did you say?” Nate demanded, stalking toward her. “Did I hear the word 'fair' coming from your mouth, Miss Sanders?” he demanded, getting right into her personal space.  
 
    Abby realized that she had uttered a forbidden term, but it was already done, so she remained silent. 
 
    “Fair does not exist on a battlefield, Miss Sanders,” Nate informed her icily. “Do the rest of you hear me? Fair does not exist on a battlefield! Let me hear you say it!” 
 
    The group mumbled through the phrase; their speech disjointed.  
 
    “I can't hear you, ladies!” Nate bellowed. “Fair does not exist on a battlefield!” 
 
    “Fair does not exist on a battlefield,” they repeated, closer together this time. 
 
    “Louder!” Nate screamed. “Like you actually mean it this time!” 
 
    “Fair does not exist on a battlefield!” they shouted this time, more or less in unison.  
 
    “I better never hear the word 'fair' from any of you again when it comes to training!” Nate demanded. “This is called an Immediate Action Drill. In the event you are surprised by enemy action, an automatic reaction to a particular action can save lives. For instance, while you should never face live artillery, if someone in camp or in position were to yell 'incoming', you would scatter and hunt shelter immediately, without bothering to think it through! That way, two or three of you might avoid getting splattered into bloody splotches on the ground! If you are on patrol and suddenly come under fire, you will hit the ground and immediately hunt cover and look for a way to return fire! This could prevent the ambush from succeeding, and, once again, prevent the untimely death of at least a couple of you that we have worked so hard to train!” 
 
    “There can be as many drills and plans as there are scenarios you can think up,” his voice returned more or less to normal after that. “Today, we begin working, among other things, on ingraining those responses into you until they are second nature. Until you can be brought awake in the middle of the night and know exactly what to do. Sound off, one through four!” 
 
    - 
 
    With harvest finished and the gardens winding down, canning also nearing completion and most other work also ending, it was decided that there would be a return to the 'get togethers' that had fell by the wayside in view of the work that needed doing, the loss of Kade and the wounding of so many others, and the heat of summer. With the 'swimmin' hole' apparently now a permanent fixture, the unanimous decision was that the meal would be on the banks of the little pond.  
 
    Roast Beef, hickory smoked pork, and a veritable cornucopia of vegetables and bread were spread among a dozen tables or places on 'expedient platforms' in the form of small trailers or simply boards placed over saw horses. Work details were kept to only the most vital functions and security was two hour shifts of minimal personnel.  
 
    The young women rescued from Peabody had not yet experienced a celebration day and were suitably awed and impressed with it. 
 
    “What are we celebrating?” one asked.  
 
    “Being alive,” Samantha replied. “We're celebrating being alive, and free. Not starving or dying of disease or in some kind of slavery. And for the end of the harvest being brought in,” she added as an afterthought. “We have a lot to be thankful for.” 
 
    It seemed odd, in America, to be thankful to such familiar things. Things that they had all long taken for granted and come to think of as the normal state of life. The people who had been in other countries, much poorer countries, knew far better than the others what 'normal' looked like for much of the world.  
 
    But to those born in America, raised in America, rural America at that, where such things were known but were things that happened to others who were far removed from America, the last several months had been a very abrupt and very rude wake-up call. One many failed to survive. 
 
    “That makes a lot of sense,” the young woman nodded at Sam's reply. “And you're right. We do have a lot to be thankful for. But if this,” she waved a hand around her, “is for the end of harvest, among the rest of the things you mentioned, what do you, what do we I guess I should say, do for actual Thanksgiving. The holiday, I mean,” she added. 
 
    “Pretty much the same thing,” Sam shrugged. “Before the events that led to you guys being here, we were trying to establish doing this roughly once a month, give or take. To make sure that we all spent good times together as well as tough times, and to encourage everyone to get to know everyone else. It was a great idea then, and just as good now. So, eat up and move around, and make new friends,” she grinned.  
 
    - 
 
    “Quite the party, Clayton,” Gordon noted as he settled heavily into his chair, plate in hand. “Quite the party. 
 
    “Are you okay, Dad?” Clay asked with a slight frown. 
 
    “I'm getting old, son,” Gordon shrugged. “Other than that, as far as I know, I am. Just tired a lot more.” 
 
    “Have you talked to Patty or any of the others about that?” Clay asked. “There's no advantage to them being here if you're not using their services.” 
 
    “No, I haven't,” Gordon shook his head. “Suppose I ought to, but. . .if there's something really wrong with me, well, there won't be much they can do about it. And I'd rather not put Patricia through that, if you know what I mean,” he gave Clayton a loaded look. Clayton was about to argue when the context of that look on his father's face came home to him. 
 
    “No, I suppose you wouldn't,” he replied instead. “But I wish you'd at least consider it,” he added gently. His father regarded him for a few moments before nodding slightly. 
 
    “Alright,” he replied just as gently. “I'll think on it some.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    - 
 
    Olivia sat by herself, watching others around her have a good time. She envied Sam and Gordy, Marcy and Titus, and there was Corey and Terri, and of course Leanne and Heath. Across the way were Leon and Millie Long. She envied them all, but refused to allow herself to be jealous. It would be disrespectful to Kade's memory to be jealous. 
 
    But, Lord, how she missed him. He had been the one to draw her out from the shell she had surrounded herself with. The shell that had helped her separate herself from the terrible events that had happened to her family when the sky had lit up. The shell that protected her from that reality as she fought to keep her sisters safe, sheltered and fed.  
 
    His constant attempts to get her to laugh, or even to smile, had eventually been too much for her stoic attitude, and had won her over. He had never pushed too hard, but he had been relentless in his pursuit to help her see that life, no matter how bad, was still wonderful if you looked in just the right way, at just the right spot. 
 
    She and her sisters were safe. With shelter over their heads from Mrs. Sanders and her family, and plenty of food on the table, even if it got boring to the others, sometimes. Having the same foods over and over might be boring to the others, but for Olivia and to a lesser extent her sisters, who had almost starved through the winter, boring was just fine so long as it was there.  
 
    Thus, despite the emptiness caused by Kade's loss, life was still wonderful. Sad, but still wonderful. With a faint smile on her face, Olivia turned to the plate in her hands and began to eat. She could almost hear Kade encouraging her, telling her he could see her ribs through her shirt. From anyone else it would have been an insult, perhaps, but he had always made it sound like a cross between actual worry and good-hearted teasing. Always delivered with a warm smile as he urged her to do something about it.  
 
    So, she ate, imagining him beside her, urging her to take another bite or two, just for him. She shook her head in memory of past exasperation as she would take another bite or two to make him hush. She missed him so much it hurt, but life was still wonderful, so long as you looked at it right.  
 
    - 
 
    Martina Sanchez sat beside Jose Juarez, watching Rae squeal in delight as someone splashed water on her in the 'pool'. Martina smiled at the sight, more happy than at any time in recent months that she could recall.  
 
    “This is a good day,” she murmured to Jose. He nodded, tearing at a pork rib as he did so.  
 
    “It is that,” he agreed. 
 
    “We really do need to do this more often,” she sighed, turning her attention to her own plate. 
 
    “Well, get the ladies organized and start planning your own shindig,” Jose told her. “No reason you can't. And no reason it has to be everyone. There's nothing wrong with just having a small dinner for all of us down here, or for all of them up there,” he nodded toward the collection of cabins on the hill. “Clay's folks get together every Sunday, as I recall. Just them. Start doing the same for us.” 
 
    “Hm,” Martina replied, her mind already working. It was a good idea, she decided. But who to get to help her? 
 
    Interesting.  
 
    - 
 
    Jody Thompson sat beside Abigail Sanders, eating his meal with as much care as he possibly could. He was unaccustomed to eating among other people, thus he needed to concentrate on using mannerisms that others would expect at such an event.    
 
    “You look like you're afraid that plate is going to break,” Abby teased gently.  
 
    “I'm concerned about not appearing. . .well mannered,” he replied quietly. “I do not wish to appear less than civilized in group company.” 
 
    “You don't worry about me seeing you that way,” she reminded him, though not in way of complaint. 
 
    “That's different,” he shook his head, but didn't look at her. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, leaning toward him until she could rest her chin on his shoulder. 
 
    “Our situation is in no way similar to a gathering like this,” he explained, still not looking at her.  
 
    “'Our situation'?” Abby repeated. “And just what is 'our situation', Mister Thompson,” she asked softly, her teasing manner having vanished into something more serious, though still kind. 
 
    “We are. . .at least, I'd prefer to think that we will. . .I'm not good at this kind of thing,” he sighed in frustration as he gave up.  
 
    “Do your best,” she turned to face him, riveted on him now. “Tell me what our situation is, Jody,” she urged.  
 
    “I… I care very deeply for you, Abigail Sanders,” he finally looked at her, his brown eyes full of intent. “I care deeply for you, and among my people, it is considered the height of disrespect to hide anything, any kind of behavior, from someone who might one day be more to you than simply someone you care deeply for.” 
 
    “More?” Abby raised an eyebrow. “How much more?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “More in the sense that I must speak to your father, more,” he admitted, his face actually darkening a bit as he blushed beneath her scrutiny.  
 
    Abby fought not to gasp at that information, and managed it only by the slimmest of margins.  
 
    “My father?” she managed not to stammer. “What does he have to do with anything?” 
 
    “We can go no further in this. . .situation, without his blessing, Abby,” Jody told her plainly.  
 
    “Jody Thompson, I am a grown ass woman,” Abby replied, though still in no way unkind. “I do not require my father's blessing to do a damn thing!”  
 
    The look he gave her very nearly took her breath away, and this time she did gasp, and even drew back a tiny bit. 
 
    “I do,” he said simply, a degree of finality in his tone that she could find no way around. “It is disrespectful to the family, otherwise. One must include the family that he hopes to become part of.” 
 
    This time Abby recoiled as if struck. That almost sounded like. . . . 
 
    “Hey, Abby!” Carol Kennard, one of the young women that had been rescued from Peabody, yelled. “Come here and check this out!” The two had gone to high school together and were moderately friends. 
 
    “You should join your friends,” Jody told her at once, as if grasping a life preserver. “This is not a discussion we should be having in this setting.” 
 
    “I don't want to join my friends; I want to finish this 'discussion'!” Abby all but whispered, raising a hand toward her friend to forestall further interruptions.  
 
    “Later,” Jody shook his head stubbornly. “We will talk later. Preferably after I have spoken to your father.” 
 
    “Dammit, Jody, I told you-,” Abby began, only to be cut off, something that was rare for Jody. 
 
    “Later,” he insisted simply.  
 
    Defeat mingled with disappointment showing on her face, Abby got to her feet. 
 
    “Later,” she sighed, shaking her head. Then she turned to go and join Carol Kennard, building up resistance to the idea of slapping the shit out of her as she walked. She had just interrupted a conversation that Abby had very badly wanted to have. 
 
    - 
 
    Clean up was a chore, as always, but no one complained. Dishes were washed and dried, then carried to whichever home or kitchen they had come from. Tables and chairs brought out for the occasion were carried back where they belonged by young men, assisted by young boys who wanted to act like men. Soon, the area looked as good as it had before the start of the celebration, save for a few places where the grass was flattened or else darkened from the heat and fire of the meat that had fed everyone. It would all recover nicely, as was nature's way.  
 
    Everyone agreed that it had been a good day. The weather had been perfect, as had the food, and no one had been looking to cause trouble for anyone else. Just a peaceful day full of good food and good company. For once, everything was wonderful, all the way around. 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Nothing lasts forever. Most especially, peace doesn't last forever. Not peace of mind, not peace among neighbors, and most especially not peace on Earth.  
 
    One week after the big swimming party, the sound of a great many heavy vehicles floated on the breeze to the cupola atop Building Two. Mitchell Nolan listened for less than a minute before lifting the telephone to call Operations, asking them to notify Clay without using the radio. He warned them that from the sound of things, this was military traffic, and they just might be able to intercept the radio. 
 
    Soon, people all over the farm were running for cover, either the bunkers they were assigned to defend or else for the shelters they were supposed to take cover in. It took time for the farm to reach full readiness, and therefore it was better to launch them toward it for a false alarm than to wait until it was too late for everyone to reach safety.  
 
    Mitchell reported the sounds getting closer, which most likely meant that whatever was creating those sounds was coming their way. With bitter regret, Clay ordered heavy weapons broke out of their storage lockers and prepped for use. Jody Thompson arrived in the cupola and replaced Mitchell Nolan, who then raced to assist Nate Caudell prepare their crew weapons in the large bunker near the pad. 
 
    The farm was ready with time to spare as Clay stood on the pad alone once more, waiting for a potential enemy to appear before them. He spared a moment to hope it was just someone with a large truck who had heard about the market and had taken a wrong turn.  
 
    That hope evaporated as an armored HumVee came into view, coming up the road at the head of a column of other vehicles. Among them a Guardian MP vehicle similar to their own. 
 
    “Well. . .shit.” 
 
    “Maybe it's the real thing,” Greg Holloway made Clay jump as he spoke from beside and slightly behind him. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” Clay demanded. “You're supposed to be-,” 
 
    “Man, with all those women trained and ready, every defensive position we have is crammed full,” Greg waved Clay's comment away. “Sides, you ain't got no business out here alone, no way. You can barely manage to talk to anybody new without starting a fight.” 
 
    “Is that right?” Clay asked, even as the HumVee pulled to a stop on the road, just to their front. 
 
    “That's right,” Greg nodded, taking two steps away to open the distant between them. “Still, we'll see how you do this time,” he added with a smirk as a man in a BDU uniform got out of the HumVee, alone. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Clay shouted to be heard. The man was studying a map, but also looking around him from time to time. When Clay shouted, he put the map down and looked at Clay directly.  
 
    “We're trying to find the town of Jordan!” the man called back. “But I think we made a wrong turn, somewhere!” 
 
    “Didn't you though,” Greg muttered.  
 
    “You got the right exit,” Clay walked closer, careful to keep his rifle hanging on the sling and his hands open and in sight. The turret hadn't turned his way yet, but it might.  
 
    “You got the right exit,” Clay repeated as he got within easier speaking distance, “but turned the wrong way. Jordan is back the other way,” he pointed back the way they had come. “Maybe. . .twenty minutes from the interstate at your speed.” 
 
    “I see,” the man sighed, rolling his small map cap up and snapping it close. “Well, someone took all the signs down, so we had to guess if we even had the right exit. I'm glad we got that much right, at least.” He looked around him. 
 
    “I'm assuming this place isn't as abandoned as it appears,” he almost sounded as if he were making a joke. 
 
    “You may safely make that assumption,” Clay nodded, ignoring the comment about road signs. “This is the Sanders Farm, by the way, and I'm Clayton Sanders,” he slowly offered his hand. The man took it just as carefully, a firm hand shake from each man forthcoming.  
 
    “Captain Lake Adcock, Tennessee National Guard,” the soldier returned his introduction. “Pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Clay nodded, though in truth that had yet to be seen. “Where are you guys out of?” he asked. 
 
    “The Military Police among us are out of Murfreesboro,” Adcock nodded back to the convoy. “Heavier vehicles we left along the interstate are from other units spread around the rural areas. Engineers, armored cav, artillery, it's a mixed bag of folks. And gear.” 
 
    “I see,” Clay mused. “I guess I just assumed you guys were out of Nashville. State-,” 
 
    “Nashville's lost,” Adcock's face hardened slightly as he interrupted Clay's next sentence. “Put that out of your mind. What's left of the city is a no-go zone for the time being. No one knows how long that might be.” The man's face told a story that his mouth left unsaid.  
 
    “I see,” Clay mused, letting the subject lie. “I assume the other major cities are just as bad?” 
 
    “You may safely make that assumption,” Adcock's reply was accompanied by a wry smile. “It's bad all over, Mister Sanders. And not just here. Everywhere.” 
 
    “You guys have communications with other states, then?” Clay asked. 
 
    “We have very limited connections to certain other facilities,” Adcock nodded. “It's nothing like as good as what we had, but then nothing else is, either. Several larger cities are, or were, burning. I have no idea what the current death toll is. I don't think anyone is much counting anymore.” He paused as Clay raised a hand. 
 
    “What are you after in Jordan, Captain?” he asked plainly.  
 
    “Food,” Adcock replied at once. “We were hoping to find somewhere to buy or trade for fresh food. We're a bit tired of MREs at this point, to be honest,” he sighed.  
 
    “I can well imagine you are,” Clay nodded. “How many men are we talking about?”  
 
    “I have ninety-seven men in all,” Adcock replied, seeing no reason to lie. “Men and women, I should say,” he amended. “I left the majority of them and our heavy equipment on the highway.” 
 
    Clay looked at the Hummer, then the Guardian, then the two MRAPs behind it, and the Hummer playing Tail End Charlie. He considered for a full minute before speaking again.  
 
    “You an honest man, Mister Adcock?” he asked the soldier suddenly.  
 
    “I'd sure like to think so,” the man took no offense. He was beginning to suspect that Clay was former military. “I'd probably leave the final declaration to those who've had to do business with me,” he shrugged. “But I would hope it would be favorable.” 
 
    “There's nowhere up here stable enough for heavy vehicles,” Clay came to a decision. “You can pull off the interstate and point your rigs the other way so you can turn around, or else get back on the interstate and keep going north. There's a big parking lot, other side of the interchange, used to be a friend of mine's truck stop,” he pointed back to the interstate. “You can establish a camp there, and we can feed you and your men this evening. You can bring them up in three different groups so long as your men behave themselves, which I will be holding you responsible for,” he added with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “What will that cost us?” Adcock asked. “I don't know-,” 
 
    “It won't cost you anything, Captain,” Clay assured him. “Just good behavior, that's all. And I should warn you now that you were right. This place isn't nearly as abandoned as it seems. Not by a long shot. This is why I warned you about your men and their behavior. There are quite a few women here as well, and all of them are well armed, well trained, and not in an overly friendly state of mind, if you know what I mean,” he stressed. Adcock caught on quickly. 
 
    “I read you,” he said firmly. “I have two very young lieutenants, but four excellent sergeants. Would you mind feeding us in four groups rather than three? I can assign a lieutenant to supervise two of the groups, though in reality the sergeants can be aiding me in training them a bit better.” 
 
    “A good friend of mine used to say that's what sergeants is for,” Clay smiled sadly. “I'll invite you to supper yourself and then ask you to stay and talk. We can fill you in on what's happening around here and you can do likewise for us about the rest of the state and region. That sound fair?” 
 
    “More than fair, Mister Sanders,” Adcock held out a hand again.  
 
    “Just Clay, Captain,” Clay smiled. “You'll meet Mister Sanders in a bit. Give us until. . .,” he looked at his watch. It was two in the afternoon. “Give us until six, and then start bringing your men this way. I think we can have something on the fire and ready by then.” 
 
    “This is very kind of you, Mist-, Clay,” Adcock nodded. “We appreciate it.” 
 
    “Wait til you taste it before you make that promise,” Clay grinned. “Six o'clock.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Jose asked softly as people scurried to prepare a larger than usual supper. They could feed one hundred extra people, but not without a good deal of effort. 
 
    “Not even remotely,” Clay admitted. “But they already know we're here, so there's no hiding. In all honesty, we could probably take them, but the cost to us would be ruinous. That Captain knows a good deal about what's going on elsewhere, though, and he seems like a decent enough guy. Didn't try to strong arm us or anything else. If he does have that many people along with whatever heavy equipment, then he could have threatened it, just to see how it went, but he didn't. That tells me he might just be okay. And I'd much rather face them in small, hungry groups, with food on the table, than in one big one, behind the kind of weapons they can bring to bear.” 
 
    “Well, that does make sense,” Jose agreed. “So, what are we feeding them?” 
 
    “Steaks,” Clay grinned suddenly. “Steak and potatoes, to be exact, along with corn, still on the cob. Easiest thing to fix for so many, and also the most plentiful food items we have. We can feed them tonight and not have it hurt us through the winter. Sound like a plan?” 
 
    “Sounds like a menu,” Jose nodded in agreement. “I'll work out a watch schedule. We'll have to keep a lot of our posts manned through this.” 
 
    “And make sure both cupolas are manned,” Clay agreed. “They'll need to use the night vision gear to make sure none of their people sneak around on us. I need to get the boys digging a latrine for them to use, too, I suppose,” he added to himself. “No, I can just get Ronny to do that, actually. I gotta go, man,” he told Jose absently.  
 
    “Yeah, you go, bwana,” Jose chuckled. “I'll make sure someone is in the hole on the far side of the house.” 
 
    - 
 
    The first group of soldiers arrived in two Hummers and two MRAPs. Twenty-seven soldiers in all, including the Captain, a young woman who turned out to be a first lieutenant, a very tough looking sergeant, and twenty-four others, eighteen men and six women, of various ranks ranging from PFC to buck sergeant.  
 
    “Captain,” Clay met the man with a handshake.  
 
    “Mister Sanders, Clay,” Adcock corrected himself. “This is Lieutenant Triana Flores, and this is First Sergeant Hewie Maxwell,” he introduced the people in charge of that particular group. “This is Clayton Sanders, the owner,” he informed his people. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, sir,” Flores smiled slightly, extending her hand. “And thank you for your hospitality.” She was tall, Clay observed, and lean. Her features were fairly plain, though not unpleasant, and her face was open and honest.  
 
    “Sir,” Maxwell was next, his gruff voice matching the gruff exterior. His hand was slightly scarred, and one finger was crooked, but his handshake was firm. Maxwell was taller than Flores by at least three inches, and broad shouldered, carrying a good deal of muscle that Clay figured was earned the hard way. While not as large as Brick or Jake, he was still a very large man, and his attitude was that of a no-nonsense NCO who was tough enough to handle even the most disruptive of enlisted men.  
 
    Clay immediately liked him. 
 
    “Lieutenant, Top Sergeant, welcome to Sanders' Farms,” he smiled. “There's a small table set up for your people to get cleaned up,” he pointed to a nearby field sink, “and then the tables are set up on the pad. I hope steaks are acceptable to everyone?” he asked deceptively.  
 
    “Steak?” someone behind them asked, but Clay couldn't pick him out. 
 
    “Quiet,” Maxwell said over his shoulder before anyone else could speak.  
 
    “Steaks sound wonderful, Mister Sanders,” Flores replied for the group as Adcock watched. “Sergeant, please get our people in line and have them get started,” she ordered Maxwell. 
 
    “Yes, ma'am,” Maxwell snapped to attention before turning sharply. 
 
    “You heard the Lieutenant!” he didn't quite yell. “Double line, right now! By twos to the sink, and then fall in at the mess! Move it!” Pause. “Kendrick, you shove someone again and I'll pull you out and make you watch until the last group is through!” he barked as someone tried to better his position.  
 
    “Yes, Sergeant!” the offender called from within the group. “It was an accident, Sergeant!” 
 
    “My ass,” Maxwell muttered, but didn't challenge the answer openly.  
 
    “Captain, if you and Lieutenant Flores would like to join us, we can step inside,” Clay pointed to Building Two. “There are facilities inside, as well,” he told Flores, who nodded appreciatively. “We can dine in a bit more privacy. I'd like to introduce you to my father and then we can tell you our story and we can hear yours. We have heard very little since all this started.” 
 
    “Thank you, Clay,” Adcock nodded. “Lieutenant, after you,” Adcock motioned. The young woman nodded her thanks and started for the building.  
 
    “Tough sergeant,” Clay complimented Adcock as they followed Flores.  
 
    “A good man,” Adcock agreed. “Solid and reliable. I'm very fortunate to have him and the others. As I said, we're a mixed bag of personnel, and they have only been working together a few months as a group. Having good, reliable NCOs is a godsend in that situation especially.” 
 
    “That it is,” Clay said absently. Adcock looked at him. 
 
    “I'm assuming here, which we know is dangerous, but I get the feeling that you're former military, yourself,” he said casually. 
 
    “Many of us are,” Clay admitted freely. “And those who aren't have been trained up to military standards. We're very fortunate ourselves, at least at the moment.” 
 
    “Sounds like that's not always been the case,” Adcock noted as they stepped into Building Two. 
 
    “It hasn't.” 
 
    - 
 
    “. . .and here we are,” Clay finished, having given an abbreviated version of their story to date, beginning with their plans to prepare for a disaster, leaving aside The Warning, at least for now. 
 
    “You have had it rough,” Adcock replied, sipping at a cup of delicious coffee. “I have to admit that the cannibalism issue isn't unique to your position here, either,” he sighed.  
 
    “I figured as much,” Clay nodded slowly. “Feared as much, I should say.” 
 
    “How bad has it been?” Gordon asked. After introductions he had been content to sit with Angela and listen as Clay spoke. Now, he wanted to ask questions of his own. 
 
    “Depends on where you're talking about, and what your definition of bad is, Mister Sanders,” Adcock replied. “In some areas similar to yours, it's been non-existent. People with means and know-how,” he motioned to Gordon at that, “have kept themselves and those around them fed. Mostly large operations such as yours that have opened their land to others in a trade. Labor, in exchange for food and shelter. For most, it's worked fine. Not always, but usually. I will say that it appears you have done as well or better as any of them,” he added politely. 
 
    “We ain't always done so well,” Gordon sighed. “My father tried to gather like-minded folks after the lights went out, and we started out strong enough, but gradually things started to fall apart and unravel. We survived two large splits, but it hurt. I think, or at least I'd like to think, we've pretty much recovered, but it was costly.” 
 
    “I'm afraid that's the story of the day, sir,” Adcock was nodding slowly. “When the lights went out, we had had two days warning from sources in the Pentagon. I say 'sources', because as far as I know, there was no official word until just before the radio and television reports that set everyone in a panic.” He shifted in his chair to get more comfortable. 
 
    “We had assembled some units already, under the guise of an emergency preparedness exercise, but without the Governor's declaration, we couldn't have a general recall. The official word was that we were trying to avoid a mass panic. Worked out very well, as you can imagine,” he snorted at the idea. 
 
    “By the time the Governor's office made the declaration, it was too late,” the Captain admitted. “We managed to save some equipment. The helos, at least some of them, were stripped of their most delicate instruments, but there wasn't enough time to get them all. Most of the Air Guard's planes were too large to fit into hangars, though I do understand that they managed to preserve two transport planes and one refueling craft. The transport planes were in Memphis and the tanker was in Knoxville.” 
 
    “Were?” Clay asked, leaning forward. 
 
    “Last I heard, all military air assets possible were taken to Arnold Air Base, near Tullahoma,” Adcock informed him. “It's rural there, of course I don't have to tell you that, and easier to secure. In addition, the Reaper units stationed in Nashville were able to save most of their drones, and Arnold has the equipment to operate them. It was all that could be saved due to a lack of personnel,” he shrugged helplessly. “If we could have activated at the two-day warning, we could possibly have saved it all,” he added bitterly.  
 
    “Politics is like that, son,” Gordon commiserated. “Go on.” 
 
    “Well, we had loaded a convoy from the main supply depot and started toward Arnold, but were diverted at the last minute to a state forest and park area. There were a few structures there we could make use of and plenty of water and area for camps. We established there and began stripping the vehicles of systems that we feared might not survive the blast, and we were waiting when the light show started.” He paused again, frowning. 
 
    “At first, everything was disorganized,” he continued after a few seconds. “There was little communications, and not much in the way of remaining SOP. The plans we had weren't followed at first because we didn't have the manpower to call on, and then, when the call up went out, it was far too late for most of it to be implemented. I... we, those of us in the initial bail out, that is, we made two runs into supply areas with the working trucks and other vehicles we had in the days immediately following the storm. We gathered equipment and munitions that were available and grabbed every MRE and crew meal we could find, along with water purification and medical gear.” 
 
    “It seemed like a lot at the time,” he grinned sadly. “But in reality, it was just a drop in the proverbial bucket compared to what we needed. Even though it was all we could do at the time, looking back it seems like we didn't do nearly enough.” 
 
    “Anyway,” he shook off the self-recrimination, “we began assisting where we could, but in all honesty, there wasn't much we could do at that point. We didn't have the gear or the people to help. People wasted so much at the beginning, right at the start of winter, as if the problem was just temporary and would go away soon,” his head was shaking sadly. “It took, maybe. . .two months, generally, for people to become desperate. Right around and after Christmas, I guess,” he glanced at Flores, who nodded. 
 
    “We got word from Nashville of a riot,” she said quietly. “Not just a disturbance, mind. There had been plenty of those in the days after the lights went out. This was different. It apparently started small, according to the reports we got from people still in the city. But it grew quickly, and then became violent. Buildings burned, people dragged from homes and stores and killed for 'hoarding', things like that on a mass scale that had so far been avoided.”  
 
    “It was the food shortage,” Adcock agreed. “So long as there was food, and everyone was separated, things were at least survivable, if you were careful. Once the food was gone, that was it. Even the people who had up until then been peaceful, came out in force.” 
 
    “It was a slaughter,” Flores looked almost sick. “Anyone with a scrap of food was a hoarder, and had to pay for inflicting pain on the others. Any kind of justification for what they were doing. I doubt America has ever seen anything like it.” 
 
    “No, I'd say not,” Gordon said sadly. Angela reached out carefully and patted the younger woman's hand. The young solider grasped her hand and squeezed gently, smiling ever so slightly in thanks. 
 
    “Wasn't just Nashville,” Adcock took the narrative back. “All the major cities had something similar, and so did several of the smaller ones. And it wasn't just Tennessee, either, of course. The last word that I heard from Pentagon sources before they went quiet was that riots of some kind were prevalent in almost every city, everywhere. Again, once the food ran out. That was the trigger.” 
 
    “We saw something similar here,” Gordon nodded. “People had the misconception that since farmers grow food, they always have food. With all the extra mouths to feed here, we barely made it through the winter. No one who hadn't lived this life could understand why we didn't have any food to give them,” he shrugged. 
 
    “It was the same in several other places,” Adcock assured him. “As I said, some met that demand by swapping food and shelter for labor to replace machines that no longer operated. Others were just bowled over, and then blamed when what little they did have ran out again.” 
 
    “They were often accused of hiding the food, and killed on that pretense,” Flores noted. Before she could say more, Maxwell interrupted them coming in from the outside. 
 
    “Sir, the men have finished eating,” he announced.  
 
    “Return to the assembly point and allow the next group to come down, Top,” Adcock ordered. “Lieutenant, you should see to that,” he added. 
 
    “Sir,” Flores stood, wiping her hands and mouth on her napkin. “Mister and Mrs. Sanders, allow me to extend my personal thanks for a lovely meal,” she smiled brightly at the older couple. “I sincerely appreciate your hospitality.” 
 
    “You're welcome, dear,” Angela answered for both of them. 
 
    “I'll be back shortly with the second group, sir,” Flores then turned to Adcock. “With your permission?” 
 
    “Carry on, Lieutenant,” Adcock nodded, pleased so far with Flores' performance. Once she was gone, he turned back to his hosts. 
 
    “She's come a long way since all this started,” he said frankly. “When we first assembled, she was as timid as bunny rabbit, not accustomed to giving orders to combat soldiers in the field, and thus unsure of herself. The last few months have seen her break out of that shell and begin the transformation into a real line officer. I'm rather proud of her development, to be honest.” 
 
    “She seems competent,” Clay agreed. “Smart, as well.” 
 
    “She is,” Adcock nodded. “Very smart. If things hadn't fallen like they had, she would have had a good career ahead of her. Now? Now we're just fighting to preserve a little piece of what we once had.” He paused for a minute, leaning forward to brace himself on the table.  
 
    “Changing the subject for just a minute, do you have working radio equipment?” 
 
    “Some,” Clay nodded slowly. “We're limited in range with our ability to transmit, but we can receive okay. There's not much to listen to, though,” he shrugged.  
 
    “We typically had operated without using what little we have in way of equipment,” Adcock stated. “But there have been. . .some disturbing messages being intercepted on certain wave lengths we can monitor. Very disturbing.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” Clay snorted. “The Worthy?” 
 
    “So, you have heard him? Them?” Adcock looked at him. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Clay confirmed. “We have. Some wild stuff, really. We've wondered if it's just one guy somewhere with a working transmitter who's bored, of if it's an actual group of some kind. We've had our own problems with other groups, so we know it's not impossible.” 
 
    “No, it's not impossible,” the Captain assured him. “We have had word, through word of mouth, actually, that the group, or at least a group using the Worthy title, has been making their way through the area south of us. Sending in 'prophets', who 'preach' to the masses, while what they're really doing is spying. Reporting back to this Worthy fellow about usable stores and people who can be added to their number or need to be cleansed. None of which I care for the sound of, to be honest.” 
 
    “We've heard part of that,” Clay agreed. “About the purifying part, anyway. Threats of an unspecified nature, doom and devastation to all those who refuse to surrender to the will of God, who has struck us down in His displeasure, and so forth and so on.” 
 
    “You've definitely heard him,” Adcock chuckled. “We ignored it at first, thinking along one of the lines you mentioned before. Man with a transmitter, a little loony, spending his free time preaching to whoever could hear him. But the stories we're getting are hard to ignore, to be honest. We've tried to track in on it, but the best we've been able to determine is that he's somewhere southeast of us, probably around Atlanta, somewhere. Everything that has happened that we can pinpoint, seems to center on Atlanta.” 
 
    “That's what we worked out, too,” Clay decided to offer. “We don't have any reports or anything, but we did do a very rudimentary DF on his transmission. We figured within a few degrees of accuracy that Atlanta was the likely spot for him. At least, somewhere in that area.” 
 
    “We haven't had any word from Atlanta at all,” Adcock informed them. “And that is troublesome, since Atlanta is one of those hubs that is supposed to have at least some measure of protection, with installations there that are equipped to handle even this kind of disaster. We should have heard something from somewhere down there. The CDC if no one else.” 
 
    “I'd rather not think of the things that the CDC might hold, in the hands of a lunatic like that,” Gordon said gently. “It's bad enough what he's doing by just talking.” 
 
    “I agree,” Adcock replied. “The CDC is supposed to be protected against anything such as that,” he added. “There is a fail-safe there, I learned in school, that is designed to basically erase the Center and anything and everything stored there. Something between a MOAB and a nuke,” he told Clay in particular. 
 
    “An FAE,” Clay said without thinking. “Pump it through the ventilation shafts and flood the entire place, then light it up.” 
 
    “Yes,” Adcock was nodding. “That is my understanding.” 
 
    “What is a Moab?” Gordon asked. “I have to assume we aren't talking about the Moab nation in the Old Testament,” he added with a snort. 
 
    “In slang, it's 'Mother of All Bombs',” Clay chuckled darkly. “Officially, it's 'Massive Ordnance Air Blast', though it's also been called 'Massive Overpressure Air-delivered Bomb', or something similar to that anyway,” he shrugged. 
 
    “An FAE,” Adcock stated, “is a Fuel-Air Explosive. Essentially, pressurized or atomized flammable liquid that is dispersed under pressure and then ignited. A very devastating weapon, though not nearly so large. But if used as your son mentioned, it's not so much a bomb but an actual delivery system. If their fail-safe unit is such a weapon, it would basically flood the entire place with pressurized explosive vapor, which, when ignited, would literally blow the complex to atoms. Nothing they store in their vaults for study could survive.” 
 
    “In theory,” Clay added, and Adcock nodded. 
 
    “In theory,” he agreed.  
 
    “Good Lord,” Angela was shaking her head as she got to her feet. “How many ways does man have of killing each other?” She began gathering plates, having heard more than enough. 
 
    “Too many, I'm afraid, Mrs. Sanders,” Adcock stood, handing her his plate. “Thank you, Ma'am, for your hospitality this evening. We are indeed indebted to you.” 
 
    “I'd say it's the least we can do,” Angela smiled weakly. “Stay safe, young man,” she added as she departed. “Visit us again when you can.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ma'am,” he bowed slightly, resuming his seat after she had gone. 
 
    “You're very well mannered, son,” Gordon complimented.  
 
    “Thank you, Mister Sanders,” Adcock replied. “I appreciate that. I have to thank my late mother for it. She ingrained politeness into me from the time I was a small boy.” 
 
    “I'm sorry she'd no longer with you,” Gordon offered.  
 
    “She had a heart attack while I was deployed in the field in Afghanistan,” Adcock sighed softly. “I wasn't aware until three days after her funeral. It took that long to find me in the desert. Caused a riff between my two sisters and myself that never healed.” He sat up sharply, as if suddenly aware of what he had said. 
 
    “Back to our mutual acquaintance,” he told Clay. “My group is essentially a scout troop, looking for signs that our Worthy friend is encroaching into our area. If he truly does have 'armies', whether of God or anyone else, then we need to know where they are, and if they are a threat to us.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Clay nodded slowly. “I have to say, though, from listening to those insane rants of his, if they do have an army, or 'armies', then they're definitely a threat. To someone at least.” 
 
    “That kind of ideology is dangerous from either end of the spectrum,” Adcock agreed. “On that score, have you heard of anything in the immediate area that might indicate we've had a visit from his minions?” 
 
    “We don't get much information on the local front, to be honest,” Clay replied. “We've had our hands full here at home, and haven't tried to visit anywhere else. We've been to Jordan, the little town you were looking for, of course. Helped them get on their feet in fact, and arm their citizens with arms and ammunition we took from people trying to attack us. Helped them train constables to try and keep the peace. That sort of thing.” 
 
    “Other than that, we've been to Peabody twice, both times on rescue missions to reclaim people taken prisoner for nefarious reasons. First was a crooked cop who had a tiny little criminal empire running there, and second was some kind of militant wannabes who were gathering women and children as trade items. Some stayed here with us while the rest went to Jordan.” 
 
    “Tell me about these militants, if you don't mind,” Adcock leaned forward, arms on the table. 
 
    “Didn't get their names,” Clay admitted. “They pulled up here pretty much like you did, except they got out spouting a bullshit line about being under orders to seize food and firearms and expected our cooperation. Pretty much a line right out of a bad end times movie,” he snorted, though not in humor.  
 
    “Where did they go?” Adcock asked, frowning.  
 
    “They're fertilizing my eastern fence line,” Clay didn't bother to lie. “We lost one of our best kids to them, and had another half-dozen wounded, but we reduced their number, save for sixteen men left in Peabody. That night, against my orders, four of my men slipped into town, killed the rest, and brought the majority of the people they found in cages back here.” 
 
    “The other major trouble was with a so-called 'militia' group from outside of Huntsville,” Clay continued when Adcock didn't comment. “A large group of survivalists, they had quite the set-up, but burned through their stores like things would be okay in a few weeks. Once they ran low of food, they began raiding the surrounding countryside. Eventually they headed this way and attacked Jordan. While Jordan was defending against them, we came up from behind and helped reduce them. After that, we found out where their compound was, and my group joined with a few hearty souls from town took that compound and cleaned it out. Went a long way toward equipping the town with weapons, ammo, gear and even some solar panels and a generator. That and several working vehicles and a good store of fuel, though when I say good store, think of it as a country store gas station. A little of this and a little of that. Jordan had some fuel, of course, in their own version of small-town filling stations, but what they picked up did help.” 
 
    “Is that all?” Adcock asked, sitting back again, his face showing his interest.  
 
    “Well, the trouble with the cop and his 'posse', of course,” Clay shrugged. “And then my dad's friend with his Committee for Reconstruction,” he dug at Gordon a bit.  
 
    “That man was never my friend, Clayton Sanders,” Gordon raised an eyebrow, but acknowledged the dig for what it was. A joke.  
 
    “Sounds like you've had plenty of difficulty for someone trying to keep their heads down,” Adcock noted. 
 
    “Plenty,” both Sanders replied at once.  
 
    “Well, my mission was simple. Is simple, I should say,” Adcock amended. “Investigate this Worthy business, see if there's anything to it at all, and if so, find out if they are a threat to our region and if possible, determine how much of a threat.” 
 
    “That doesn't sound all that easy to me,” Gordon noted. 
 
    “I never said easy, Mister Sanders,” Adcock shook his head. “Just simple.” 
 
    “They're rarely the same thing in the Army, Dad,” Clay verified.  
 
    “That is an unfortunate truthism,” Adcock's face made a cross between a grimace and a smile. “Have you any ideas about where any of this “Worthy's” people might be?” he asked Clay, getting back on point. 
 
    “None,” Clay shook his head. “We've had no contact with other towns, as I said. I do know that the Huntsville group claimed to have more or less stripped north Alabama before heading our way. We also know, or believe, that they attacked some towns on this side of the line, but that is all unsubstantiated information gleaned from their members. They also reportedly had a series of run-ins with a large gang operating out of Birmingham, which was why they turned this way when they did. Some kind of agreement not to go further south, I guess?” 
 
    “I see,” Adcock mused. “My problem is a bit compounded. We are technically supposed to be supporting the local and state authorities in 'restoring and maintaining order',” he raised his fingers in quotation gestures. “Same old tired words, applied in an entirely new setting. One they aren't meant for, I might add.” 
 
    “For the most part, there aren't any more local or state authorities,” the Captain continued, laying out his problem. “A few men and women, here and there, doing their best to keep a small piece of sanity for the people around them, usually including their own families. And they aren't interested in going anywhere else and leaving their families behind.” 
 
    “Don't blame 'em for that,” Gordon said firmly. “Man's family, or woman's, has got to come first.” 
 
    “I agree,” the soldier sighed. “Problem is, however, that it leaves groups like mine being responsible for trying to keep that civil order, and we really aren't equipped for it.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gordon frowned.  “I'd think one hundred heavily armed soldiers would be more than enough for most problems they run into.” 
 
    “In a more stable world, yes,” Adcock agreed. “But, without a court system to try offenders, without a jail system to hold them, or a prison system to lock convicted offenders up in, we become extremely limited in our ability to enforce any kind of civil law.” 
 
    “You become judge and jury, as well as police,” Gordon saw the problem. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Adcock replied. “And that is a problem. I can't imagine using military force in a situation where someone stole something because his or her child was starving. Or where someone killed to protect his or her family,” he looked at Clay, who nodded. “How do I investigate that? How do I process evidence? Where do I send it? Assuming I found a real judge, by what law these days do I have them tried? Who prosecutes and who defends? I have all these questions, and I have zero answers to them,” he threw up his hands in defeat. 
 
    “All you can do is all you can do,” Clay said quietly. “You have to let locals sort out their own troubles, regardless of how they decide to do it. Even if things were more or less normal, you'd never be told to do it yourself, but just to support locals who were responsible for doing it. Like fire-teams deploying with deputies for increased firepower. You support, not instigate, or even respond on your own.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Adcock replied firmly. “That's it exactly. Even the training we have in that very thing falls far short of preparing any of us for taking the reins of enforcing the law ourselves. And with no courts, there's no way to seek real justice, other than ways I'm not willing to avail myself of.” 
 
    “There aren't many things that are punishable by death,” Clay agreed.  
 
    “I don't envy you, son,” Gordon said, getting slowly to his feet. “I really don't. I wish I had an answer for you, but I can't imagine what it would be. We got spoiled, having all that modern technology and food on the shelf, ready to go. We got used to a more or less civilized way of doing things, like laws and courts and the like, and then when we lost all that, seems like we just went ahead and lost our minds as well.” He had made his way to where Adcock had stood, and shook the younger man's hand. 
 
    “Good luck to you, son, and Godspeed,” the elder Sanders told him. 
 
    “Thank you kindly, sir,” Adcock bowed his head slightly even as he shook Gordon's hand.  
 
    “Son, I'm going to head home,” Gordon turned to Clay, clasping his son on the shoulder. Clay patted that hand twice before clamping it to his shoulder to stop his father. 
 
    “Did you talk to Patty?” he asked, looking at his father. 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Gordon nodded. 
 
    “Goodnight, Dad,” Clay patted the hand once more. 
 
    “Night, Son,” Gordon returned as he departed.  
 
    “Your folks seem like great people,” Adcock said admiringly once Gordon was gone.  
 
    “They are, leaving aside the fact that they are still parents,” Clay chuckled at the statement. Before he could say more, Flores stepped inside. 
 
    “Second group is having chow, sir,” she reported. “Sergeant Gleason is supervising.” 
 
    “Very well,” Adcock nodded. “I'll join you momentarily, Lieutenant.” 
 
    “Sir,” she snapped to, then turned and departed.  
 
    “Sergeant First Class Gleason is tough as shoe leather,” Adcock told Clay, smiling. “Was RA for almost thirty years, then stepped into the Guard at just under fifty. Had to drop a stripe to do it since he didn't transition, but it didn't slow him down. Even at his age he can outdo all but the most determined young soldiers. A great example for the men to follow, to be honest.” 
 
    “Sounds like a real lifer,” Clay agreed.  
 
    “So,” Adcock decided to get back to the point. “Any suggestions as to where I should start looking for signs of this 'Worthy' outfit? Other than Atlanta, I mean,” he clarified with a grin. 
 
    “Try Lewiston and points south, I guess,” Clay thought about that. “Which way did you come to get here?” 
 
    “We used 65 from just south of Murfreesboro,” the other man replied. “Came south from there. Flores and Gillis, my Second Lieutenant, were the ones who suggested this was farm and cattle country, so we should try and trade for or buy some fresh food while we were in the area.” 
 
    “Smart move,” Clay nodded. 
 
    “Turned out to be,” the Captain nodded. “Anyway. Lewiston?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Clay nodded. “Moderate sized town south and a little east of here. It's a good bit further off the interstate than say, Jordan. This really is rural country. If not for the interstate I imagine no one would ever use this road but us and a few beer drinking teenagers.” 
 
    “That is likely a fact,” Adcock nodded absently, looking at his map. 
 
    “Here is it,” Clay pointed to a small dot. 
 
    “Ah,” Adcock circled the small town's dot with a grease pencil. “Well, that is more or less the next town from Jordan, I guess,” he studied the route into town. “Should we go to Jordan and then turn south, or use the interstate, you think?”  
 
    “That road from Jordan ain't a highway,” Clay pointed to the slim line. “It's a back road, mostly fit for log trucks and heavy tractors. I know that the interstate was clear enough for traffic just a scant few weeks ago, and we haven't seen or heard anything that leads me to believe that there's much traffic out there since then. I'm sure people are using it, just probably not right through here. Like I said, this is really rural out here.” 
 
    “Don't expect that to last,” Adcock told him plainly as he rolled and snapped his map case shut. “Especially now. After harvest season, I mean,” he clarified. “Smart people will know there's food out here, somewhere, and they'll be on the lookout for it.” 
 
    “We figured,” Clay nodded his understanding. “We're prepared for that. Surprised, really, that we haven't seen more of it. We've taken in a lot of people, including a group of kids taken from their parents. Built a small orphanage at the top of the hill, there,” he pointed to a dim light in the distance that was coming from inside the hilltop mess area.  
 
    “Amazing,” Adcock shook his head even as he smiled. “This is nothing short of amazing. In the middle of all this, you still take in not only adults, but orphans. You really are rare people, Clayton Sanders.” 
 
    “I guess,” Clay was uncomfortable with any kind of praise. “I've not always been in favor of it, on a group-by-group basis, but one group that looked like it was all women, and each of them with a child, came walking up the road one day. It was a setup from the word go, and I was almost sure of it, but my folks insisted we take them in. We had to kill five men who were hidden among them, trying to use them to barter food, they said. Once we got them here, we discovered that other than four women, all the others were not the mothers or even the proper guardians of the children they carried. They used the kids as cover to get inside and try to create a disturbance right before we were attacked by the aforementioned and not overly mourned reconstruction committee.” 
 
    “Well, they don't seem to have been successful,” the soldier noted.  
 
    “No, they weren't,” Clay settled for saying.  
 
    “If I were to find abandoned or suffering children during my patrol, would you consider taking them on?” Adcock asked carefully. 
 
    “Let’s talk about that tomorrow,” Clay suggested. “Not on a full stomach. Or a shot of bourbon, assuming you'd care for one?” 
 
    “Social and professional constraints dictate that I politely decline,” Adcock said carefully. “Things being what they are, however, I would gladly partake of a snort with you in private. Wouldn't do for any of them,” he nodded his head toward the door, where his men were being fed, “to see me imbibing. Or even know that there's alcohol around, for that matter,” he laughed. 
 
    “Come with me then,” Clay led the way back to his small office. “We'll hoist one to finish off dinner and then head outside. Come back tomorrow. We can talk about whatever we can do.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “So, who were all those guys last night?” more than one person asked at breakfast. “Where they really soldiers or was it another group like the last one?” was the real and more prevalent question that most of the young women rescued from Peabody wanted answered. Once assured that they were the real deal, some of the tension left them, but they remained in a high state of alert.  
 
    Clay had invited Adcock to a late lunch at two o'clock, which would give him time to discuss Adcock's request with others in the group. 
 
    The results were typically mixed.  
 
    - 
 
    “Well, of course we'll take them,” Angela Sanders sounded as if it were a foregone conclusion. 
 
    “Mom, it's not that simple,” Clay said calmly, wanting to avoid another rift between himself and his mother. “We could be talking about children with disease, or children with mothers still attached, or any other number of things. We don't know who we might end up getting, or what they may bring in with them.” 
 
    “I'm afraid he's right, Mom,” Patricia actually chimed in to support him. “Taking in people from here in our local area, some of which we already knew, was risky enough. Taking in people we have no information on, even children, is very risky. I don't have the inoculations I would need for our kids or any new ones. I also don't have a way to run labs on them to see what kind of disease or illness they might have. And I hate to say this, maybe more than most, but we are strained to the breaking point already. And not just medically.” 
 
    “We cannot simply turn away a child,” Angela said firmly. “We can't.” 
 
    “So, which of our kids do you want to let go without?” Clay asked her. “Or, which of the orphans do you want to sacrifice to your ideals? Because if we take in a strange kid,” he got louder in order to talk over her protests, “that could be just the choice you end up making, even by accident.” 
 
    “Mrs. Sanders, he does have a point,” Jaylyn Thatcher said quietly. “Like Patricia, I can't stand the thought of not helping. It goes against everything we swore to uphold. But in this case, where it's essentially a large family group like ours, it is a problem I can't see a way around. We don't have the labs, as Patricia pointed out. We also don't have any proper isolation areas, nor the medicines we would need to treat diseases we might be able to identify. Which means in turn, we couldn't treat our own people when they caught the illness as well,” she ended strong. 
 
    “There's more to consider here than just that,” Clay tried to get off the subject of children at least temporarily. “Can we estimate how well we did in the harvest? Or what we might still glean from the gardens? I know they're starting to peter out,” he raised a hand, “but nearly one hundred acres of gardens should have some food left. And we should have a few apples and peaches left, maybe?” 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Gordon asked.  
 
    “Just thinking of what we can trade to Adcock and his men and women,” Clay replied. “They're doing a large-sized job. If we can help them, everything they do is to our benefit. I'd go so far as to gift it to them, just to be sure we're on their good side, if I'm honest.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Mitchell Nolan mused. He wasn't technically part of the group, but Beverly was.  
 
    “So, we give food to soldiers, but we ignore children,” Angela just had to wade back in. 
 
    “Mom, I am begging you,” Clay said softly. “Please don't do this. Not again.” 
 
    It was the tone of his voice that drew her attention, more than the words he spoke. She hadn't often heard her youngest son plead. With her, or with anyone else for that matter. She took a deep breath and released it, then got to her feet. 
 
    “I think it's best if I remove myself from this discussion,” she said simply, but not unkindly. “I'm afraid my objectivity is compromised. And, honestly, I do have work to do. Please excuse me, everyone.” With that she was gone, leaving the little group behind her. Clay dropped his head slightly for just a second, but recovered so fast that only his father, and maybe Lainie, had seen it. 
 
    “We can feed them another meal, I'd say,” Gordon got back on track. “But one hundred soldiers eat a lot.” 
 
    “They waded through every potato and cob of corn we had managed to gather over the last three days, last night,” Martina Sanchez agreed. “I don't regret letting them eat, mind you. You could tell they were hungry for real food, and they were surprisingly well-mannered, considering that they're living in the field. I'm just agreeing with Mister Sanders that so many men, and women, eat a lot even at one sitting.” 
 
    “Okay,” Clay nodded. “What else? Or who else?”  
 
    “I'm not opposed to making a trade,” Jose noted. “I'm not sure how wise it would be to make it a gift. Might bring them back to us for another gift, even if we don't have it to spare next time.” 
 
    “They already know we're here,” Clay shrugged. “They got a good meal last night, and they'll remember it for a long time to come if all they've got is MREs. Since there was no hiding from them once they showed up at the door, it seemed like making friends was the better play. And we got some information about what's happening in the rest of the world. I think that was worth the price of a good meal, even for so many.” 
 
    “All of that is true,” Jose agreed. “And, let’s be honest. If they are somewhere to the south, we probably won't need to expect trouble from that direction in the near future.” 
 
    “Good point,” Mitchell agreed. He was limiting his contributions, since he wasn't really meant to be there. 
 
    “I don't see any problem with what we've done so far,” Beverly dipped an oar into the discussion. “But whatever decision we make, we need to have a goal in mind. Just what is our goal, here? To make them our friends? To bribe them? Buy them off? I was in the shelter with the children, so I haven't spoken to any of them. Were they polite? Crude? Demanding, or demeaning in any way? Things like that.” 
 
    “They were all very polite,” Martina assured her. “On their best behavior, I'd say, in fact. Their sergeants rode herd on them and their officers ensured they behaved, even among themselves. Every group like theirs we meet may not be that way, but these were. How long will it last? That I cannot say.” 
 
    “The fact that it's lasted this long says a lot about both them, and their leadership,” Jose pointed out. 
 
    “If they had decided to simply attack us, could we have stopped them?” Beverly asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Clay, Jose and Mitchell all replied at once. “But it would have hurt,” Jose added before Clay could do so. 
 
    “Were they aware of that?” Beverly inquired.  
 
    “No,” Clay shook his head. “They knew we were hiding a great deal, but not what, or how much.” 
 
    “So, the odds are that their behavior was the actual way they normally conduct themselves,” Beverly extrapolated. “In that case, and assuming nothing changes, I don't see why we can't be friendly toward them to the extent we can afford. I do, however, suggest that our military capabilities remain hidden from them,” she suggested. “There is no reason for them to know that. Bad enough that they will see everyone armed.” 
 
    “I can get behind that,” Clay nodded. “I would likely have done it anyway, to be honest. Just my nature,” he grinned.  
 
    “We could give them a couple of smoked beeves, I guess,” Gordon mentioned.  
 
    “I'm not part of this, really, other than for this right here,” Dee Talbot spoke up from where she was sitting on the ground, outside the immediate circle. She got to her feet, dusting herself off as she moved toward them. 
 
    “We've given away a lot of your beef since I got here, Mister Sanders,” she told Gordon. “We've consumed a lot of it, as well. After the wake-up call we got from Kandi, Sam and I began working on increasing the herd, where before we had been limiting it to simply replacing what we were using ourselves. That was a mistake, and we have taken steps to rectify it, but that takes time. Every time we slaughter a cow, it takes a year-and-a-half to two years to replace it. Normally, with a herd the size of yours, that isn't an issue. But our initial actions, combined with how much we've used, have left us in a bit of a quandary. One we can solve, with time,” she promised, “but it does take time. We're only perhaps three months into that two-year time frame. Remember that we have to anticipate how much beef we're going to consume during that two years, atop all other concerns. And there are a lot of people on this farm, many of whom have a very large appetite.”  
 
    “We're not running out of cows,” someone scoffed, but Clay couldn't tell who it was. 
 
    “Not yet,” Dee agreed. “But if we keep eating them, and not replacing them, we will. Worse, we won't be in a position to buy anyone off or make friends with them or anything else, at least with beef, and still feed the people on the ranch. Not and maintain a good herd, anyway. It's all about management. Proper management I should say. In the past, Mister Sanders and his family didn't have to worry about things like this. They sold their beef, kept what they wanted, and then bred their cows again to start over. We're not doing that. We've been using the cattle that are there, and until recently, we haven't been replacing them with new cattle.” 
 
    “You've got a schedule worked out by now, I imagine?” Gordon asked.  
 
    “We do, sir,” Dee promised. “Sam, Gordy and I have established a solid plan, and figured her prize cattle into that as well. When it starts to pay dividends, we'll be in very good shape, to be honest. Until then, however, we estimate there are twenty-two head that are likely too old to breed again, or else have not been good mothers in the past, according to Gordy. There's nothing wrong with the meat, so eating them isn't an issue. But once they're gone, you start cutting into the heifers that are already bred, or else young bulls that we've set aside to use later, once they're grown.” 
 
    “After that, we have nineteen calves born recently that will be old enough to slaughter in about ten months. Keep in mind that they won't be at the optimal weight and age for slaughter cattle, but they can be used. We have twenty-five head that we had already bred to replace what we had used, and they are around five months in. Beyond that, everything in the pipeline is about three months of gestation along, tops.” 
 
    “So, giving the soldiers two head would be giving away around eight percent of our usable beef-on-the-hoof,” said Clay, calculating. 
 
    “Yes,” Dee nodded firmly. “As I said, that doesn't include the new calves, but there's only nineteen.”  
 
    “There are two already smoked halves hanging in the walk-in,” Gordon pointed out. “And we've got various cuts spread all over the place in freezer storage for eating but I have no idea how much, or how long, it will last. Never had to figure that before,” he admitted.   
 
    “I doubt anyone has,” Dee patted his shoulder lightly. “Like I said,” she continued to the group at large, “we can do it, and continue to do it. Just know that if we do, we're going to be hurting ourselves in the long run. Probably not so bad we don't recover, but it will hurt.” 
 
    “Seems as if everything has to hurt, some way or another,” Beverly sighed. 
 
    “In this new world of ours, everything is painful,” Clay agreed. “Okay. Do we agree to take in more children, or no?” 
 
    “Based on our medical capabilities, I have to say no,” Jaylyn said sadly. Patricia merely nodded her head. 
 
    “I assume that will also go for any adults,” Clay looked around. 
 
    “If it's someone we know, then we can at least consider it,” Patricia offered. “Same for a child, for that matter. But, again, for the same reasons, I have to say no just in general.” This time it was Jaylyn nodding agreement. 
 
    “Do we take the plunge and offer the Guard folks the meat?” Clay asked. 
 
    “I say we do,” Mitchell advocated. “And when we do, let them know that it came out of our freezer, and essentially out of our mouths. The mouths of our families. That shows we're trying to help them, and even willing to suffer a little to do it. That will hopefully make them reconsider coming back just to mooch off of us again.”  
 
    “I agree,” Gordon was next. “They're trying. We can help. If we have to eat vegetables more, well. . .that's good for us, right?” he smiled at Patricia.  
 
    “That it is, Pa,” she smiled gently. “That it is.” 
 
    “Okay, so we give them the smoked beef, we decline on more orphans,” Clay listed off. “What else?” 
 
    “What else is there?” Gordon asked for all of them. 
 
    “I've thought about asking Jake if he wanted to let them use his building and parking lot for a winter bivouac, assuming they need one in the area,” Clay admitted. “If they are close by, then we can try to stay in the loop about what's going on. It's not a perfect plan, but maybe a decent one.” 
 
    “I don't know, man,” Mitchell was the first to speak. “I don't know that I want a company of soldiers camped out on our doorstep in winter time.” 
 
    “Jordan might not like it, either,” Gordon mentioned, judging that it needed to be said. 
 
    “Jordan will get over it, I'm sure,” Clay snorted. “I am more concerned with what Mitchell said, though. It might not be the best idea. How about if they ask, we offer. Assuming that Jake is okay with it?” 
 
    “Even if he's not, there's not much we can do about it,” Jose shrugged.  
 
    “That is true,” Clay admitted. “So, I won't bring it up, but will try to have a response to it. Anything else?”  
 
    - 
 
    “Parts?” 
 
    “Yeah, parts,” Jake nodded as he cleaned his tools. “If they use the same vehicles you do, then they may have parts we can use. I admit we don't need 'em at the moment, it was just a thought.” 
 
    “It would mean admitting we had all that, though,” Clay reminded him. “I'm decently sure that all our hardware was out of their sight.” 
 
    “Hadn't thought of that,” Jake shrugged. “Anyway, sure. If they want to use the place, let 'em. I got no use for it nowadays, and I couldn't actually stop 'em from taking it over if they wanted it anyway. Let 'em have it.” 
 
    “Well, only if they ask after a place here locally to stay,” Clay reminded him. “I didn't want to offer your place up without your okay.” 
 
    “It's fine,” Jake promised. “You think we can trust this bunch?” he asked. 
 
    “I don't trust anybody who ain't living on this farm at this moment,” Clay admitted. “But, that said, I do think they're good guys, and trying to do the right thing. Enough so that I'm willing to help them if we can. Up to a point.” 
 
    “Suits me,” Jake shrugged once more. “I got no business in that business no way,” he laughed. “I'm a mechanic. That's what I know.” 
 
    “You're a lot more than just a mechanic, dude,” Clay punched his large friend in the arm.  
 
    “Like what?” Jake asked, rubbing his arm. 
 
    “Well, you're a bear repellent, for one thing, and- ow!” Clay exclaimed as Jake returned his punch.  
 
    “Go on and get out o' here,” Jake laughed. “Ya runt!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, we can't all have 'Goodyear' tattooed across our big ass!” Clay yelled over his shoulder, trying to rub the feeling back into his shoulder as he went. 
 
    - 
 
    “I got a present for you guys,” Clay led off with the good news. “We have a full smoked beef hanging in our refer. We'll send it with you when you go. Better yet would be if you've got a truck you can send for it, or call down for it. It was a big cow.” 
 
    “A gift?” Adcock acted as though he hadn't heard properly.  
 
    “Yep,” Clay nodded. “From my father, who said, and I quote, 'they're trying, we can help'.” 
 
    “That is awesome, man,” Adcock was still a bit shocked. “Is there a catch?” 
 
    “Other than we probably can't do it again any time soon?” Clay shrugged. “No. Just a helping hand for you and your folks. Probably won't go far among so many, but it'll provide at least one good meal, for sure.” 
 
    Adcock quickly called on the radio for a truck to be brought down to collect the wonderful gift, while Clay called to have it brought to the pad. Twenty minutes later, six soldiers strained and grunted to get the two massive halves onto the truck. Finally done, Adcock ordered them back to their staging area, with orders to lock the truck down until his return. 
 
    “Thanks, Clay,” he said softly as his men drove out of sight. “Last night was a huge morale boost to my men. Not even the food, so much as just seeing that at least some places were still doing alright. Not that the food wasn't great, mind,” he added with a smile.  
 
    “Glad you liked it,” Clay clapped the other man's shoulder. “Now. We discussed your request about accepting other orphans, and I'm afraid the answer has to be no. I understand that wasn't what you hoped to hear,” he added at the fallen look on Adcock's face, “but listen to our reasons before you think poorly of us.” He laid out the reasons that the medical professionals had set forth, and by the end, Adcock was nodding his understanding. 
 
    “That is completely understandable,” he replied. “I shouldn't have asked.” 
 
    “No harm in asking,” Clay shook his head. “And if we had the gear and the facilities, and the room, I have to add, we might have said something different. As it is, we just don't have a place for any more at the moment. We're honestly sleeping atop one another as it is, and not in a fun way,” he added with a laugh. 
 
    “I get you,” Adcock nodded. “So. We're going to head south, I suppose, toward Lewiston. I am still thinking about going through Jordan, though.” 
 
    “Send someone ahead of you,” Clay warned. “Better yet, we can contact them by radio and you can explain you want to meet them and pass through going south. They do have a few heavy weapons taken from that group in Huntsville I told you about. You don't want to get an RPG in the fender.” 
 
    “No, I do not,” Adcock agreed. “Are they at least friendly to outsiders?” 
 
    “I can't say,” Clay admitted. “None of us are outsiders, for all that we're at odds far too much of the time. We've had our disagreements, but at the moment we're working back in the direction of friendly, if not friends. A call from here might even calm their suspicions. I don't know.” 
 
    “We'll try that, then,” Adcock nodded. “Tell me about your difficulties with them,” he requested. “What am I going to hear from them about you?” 
 
    “About me, personally?” Clay laughed. “No telling, to be honest. A few of them seem sure I'm the anti-christ. Maybe some others think better of me, I don't know. Let’s head for the radio room while I tell you about it.” 
 
    - 
 
    Pickett and Dawson had been more than delighted to have Adcock's patrol come through Jordan on their way to Lewiston, even inviting them to stay the night if they wanted. Adcock held off on that decision until he could look things over, but told them he'd be there soon.  
 
    “If you take that back road, watch for obstacles in the road,” Clay had one final piece of advice. “Trees, cars, whatever you can think of. People have been blocking their roads off to keep traffic out. Of course, without so few running vehicles it's of limited value, but it's still happening.” 
 
    “Thanks for everything, man,” Adcock offered his hand as he prepared to go. “I can't thank you enough.” 
 
    “I'm genuinely glad we were able to do it,” Clay assured him truthfully. “If you get a look at Lewiston and it's not terrible, I'd appreciate knowing how things are there, assuming you get back this way. We've had no word from that area since this started. Don't make a special trip or anything, just if you're in the neighborhood.” 
 
    “Will do,” Adcock agreed. “Hopefully it will be good news. Thanks again.” He got into the Hummer and nodded to his driver. With a final wave at Clay, he was gone. Back up the road and out of sight. 
 
    Clay found himself wishing he'd had the resources to offer a permanent camp for the soldiers. It would have been difficult to imagine a better buffer between the farm and trouble than one hundred grateful and heavily armed soldiers. 
 
    - 
 
    “Well, I'm glad they're gone,” Eva Albert said flatly, as things on the farm returned to normal. “I don't want to be around them,” she shuddered.  
 
    “They aren't all bad,” Abby noted. “Not all soldiers, I mean. And I'm not even completely sure that those other assholes were really soldiers, to be honest.” 
 
    “They looked like soldiers,” Albert was shaking her head. 
 
    “You looked in a mirror lately?” Janessa Hayes asked. “You look like a soldier, too, nowadays.” 
 
    “That is true,” Abby nodded. “Anyway, they were headed toward Lewiston, last I heard. So, gone and away.” 
 
    - 
 
    “I'm sore,” Corey said quietly as he and Gordy paused for a breather. Both were still pushing hard to get back to their former conditioning. It wasn't easy. 
 
    “Same here,” Gordy nodded. “I don't remember it being this difficult the first time.” 
 
    “We hadn't been laying around shot up for two months, last time,” Corey reminded him. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Gordy replied with a slight frown. “That's probably it. Come on,” he bumped Corey with his arm. “I need to finish. I got to ride the pastures this afternoon, and it's getting dark sooner now, with fall on the way.” 
 
    “You miss playing, man?” Corey asked suddenly, as he stood.  
 
    “Sure,” Gordy admitted. “It was a part of our lives for as long as we can remember. But it was a means to an end for me. A way to get a degree without going deep in debt. Now, I don't see a need for that,” he grinned. “I miss being part of a team, but then I'm still part of a team, here.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Corey agreed, nodding. “I miss it, but it's nothing I can't live without, I'm finding. Not that we get a choice,” he shrugged. “Alright, then. Let’s get moving.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Damn it!” Amanda Lowery slammed her hand on the ground. She was frustrated at her lack of success. She had yet to take Zach down, let alone Xavier.  
 
    “Again,” Xavier ignored her agitation. It was natural. 
 
    “Gimme a minute, here,” Amanda growled, slowly crawling to her feet. “That kid is not natural!” she pointed at Zach. Zach frowned at that, a rare show of emotion for him, she noted idly.  
 
    “That kid is well trained,” Xavier replied calmly. “And he trained just like this. He is also somewhat stronger than you, and has the added bonus of actual combat experience. He has faced opponents on the battlefield, which you have yet to do. You are still learning, and in fact Zachary is as well. He is simply at a higher level than you are. You didn't start out as a brown belt, did you?”  
 
    “No.” She dusted herself off as she looked at her instructor. “No. I didn't. I started out just like this, actually,” she took a deep breath, held it for a few seconds, then expelled it in a rush. “I started out getting my ass kicked just like this.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Zach told her. It was rare for him to say much during training. Almost like he was a machine. It was spooky. 
 
    “Alright,” she said finally, picking up her training knife. “Let’s go again. I will eventually take you down,” she warned Zach.  
 
    “I hope you do,” Zach replied simply. “That would mean you're getting better. You would also be pushing me to stay ahead of you. We have to push one another. That's how we improve.” It was the most he'd spoken to her during any kind of training.  
 
    “Well said, Zachary,” Xavier nodded, clapping Zach on the shoulder. “So. Again,” he clapped his hands between them. “Faster this time!” 
 
    - 
 
    “The canning is done,” Dottie Greer reported, settling in around the table where several other women were meeting to discuss their work. “What vegetables we still glean from the gardens now, we'll just eat. I do have fruit still dehydrating, but that takes a bit longer. It's also not really labor intensive, with an electric dehydrator, so that won't be a big problem moving forward. We're also using sun drying racks, however. The electric dehydrators won't last forever.” 
 
    “We are still getting some good vegetables from the gardens,” Alicia noted. “I have to say, I'm surprised to see them still doing that well this far into fall. It's a good windfall.” 
 
    “Some years are like that,” Angela nodded. “What about other projects? The seed garden is doing quite well, by the way,” she added. “Lord willing and no disaster befalls us, we'll have more than enough seeds coming in starting next year. We'll continue growing seed plants in the greenhouses even through the winter. If we can start to produce plentiful amounts of seeds, and seedlings perhaps, that would be a tremendous trade item, heading into the future.” 
 
    “That is awesome,” Greer noted. “Not having to worry about seeds and seedlings is a huge problem solved. A great worry lifted.” 
 
    “Sewing?” Angela looked at Lainie. 
 
    “We're behind, of course,” Lainie laughed. “We're doing okay, but with so many new people, especially so many women, it had to be expected. One of the biggest requests, no pun intended, is sports bras. They aren't terribly difficult to make, but they are time consuming, and they're also taking a lot of elastic. We're trying to salvage elastic from the clothing we've found in abandoned houses for some of that, but it's still time consuming. I don't know what we'll do once all that is gone,” she admitted.  
 
    “We still have to try the cotton and linen ideas,” Angela nodded. “Now that we don't have to spend every spare minute picking or canning, we can look at that. I saw it done as a girl, but that was a long time ago, and I didn't help with it. I do have an instructional video and some books, though. I have actual antique tools for it in my attic, family heirlooms no less, so we can copy those to get what we need to set up for it. This year it won't matter much, as we don't have that much to work with, but it was always just an experiment. It has become much more important, now.” 
 
    “We planted twenty-five acres each in cotton and in flax,” she continued. “We'll have to work that up in order to separate the seeds and let the flax begin to separate into strands. Same for the cotton. We'll all have to sit in class I suppose, and watch the instructional videos. The twins got the best they could find, many of them from recreational reenactment groups who actually practice early living. They'll be using the very methods we need to learn.”  
 
    “My mother used to talk about that kind of thing when I was a girl,” Dee Talbot said fondly. “I never got to see it done other than in a museum setting, but it always looked fascinating.” 
 
    “I can sew,” Amy Mitchell was shaking her head slowly. “I can even knit a tiny bit. But this is something I know nothing about.” 
 
    “I do know how,” Evelyn Lacey offered tentatively, as this was her first 'meeting' with the others. She was accustomed to being alone. “Or did. I learned years ago, but I don't have the equipment needed, so I would be horribly out of practice.” 
 
    “I have to admit that I have never seen any of that done, even on television,” Beverly shook her head. 
 
    “Nor have I,” Martina agreed. “I'm afraid we have depended on synthetic materials and store-bought clothing for too long in my family,” she admitted. 
 
    “We all have,” Dee Talbot shrugged. “It was part of being modern, right?”  
 
    “So, is there anything that needs our immediate attention?” Alicia asked, shifting a bit uncomfortably in her chair.  
 
    “I honestly don't think so,” Lainie said, looking around the table. “We're doing all we can on the things we're behind schedule for, so really, that's all we can do, right?”  
 
    “Right,” Dottie Greer nodded.  
 
    “That said, I think it's time we had a lady's night,” Lainie stated firmly.  
 
    “What kind of lady's night?” Angela asked. 
 
    “One where we can relax and have a good time, I hope,” Dottie Greer smiled broadly.  
 
    “That was exactly what I had in mind,” Lainie nodded firmly. “I already asked Leon and he said we can use his club, so long as we, and I quote, 'don't puke in it'. I am positive there's a story there,” she laughed, “but I didn't ask him about it. I suggest we all make some finger foods, maybe fry up some chips and make some dip, just whatever suits everyone, and have ourselves a night. We can play games, watch a movie, tell stories or all of the above. Just as long as we have a good time.” 
 
    “Are we inviting the girls that just did that training?” Angela asked. 
 
    “They had their party,” Lainie shook her head. “This is for the rest of us. We can invite Janice, and Millie, since they didn't go to the other party. Oh, and Lila Webb. Anyone else?” No one suggested anyone.  
 
    “Well then, I suggest we spread the word and get started,” Lainie rubbed her hands together. “What night do we want to plan this for?” 
 
    “Speaking of Lila, we're gonna need to get volunteers from the crowd to work the orphanage,” Beverly noted.  
 
    “Good point,” Lainie agreed. “I'll ask Clay to make sure that all the women who took the training are off watch that one night, or at least part of them are,” she amended on the fly. “Surely a few of them can watch over mostly sleeping babies.” 
 
    “Surely.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Are you kidding me right now?!” shrieked Kim Powers as she stood at the table, having been in the process of changing a diaper when she was urinated on by a giggling two-year-old.  
 
    “Keep it down!” Abby insisted, patting a little girl on her shoulder and trying to get her to sleep. “All we need is for you to wake all of them up!” 
 
    “I don't recall volunteering for this,” Freda Fletcher complained, cleaning up where a four-year-old had decided they didn't like supper all that much, after all. 
 
    “You recall sitting down to eat this morning?” Abby asked her. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “That was you, volunteering,” Abby assured her. “This is what it's like around here. There's always something to do, something that needs doing. Think about the women who have to work here every day, for goodness' sake. All they asked from us was one night. And not even the whole night.” She paused as she changed shoulders. “At least I hope not,” she added softly. 
 
    “I notice there are no guys here, helping out,” Heather Patton stage whispered. “Why is that, you think?” 
 
    “The ones who didn't work today are on duty tonight,” Abby explained.  
 
    “A hundred years of women's lib, down the drain,” Kim Powers sighed as she finished cleaning herself and the little boy she was changing. 
 
    Just in time to be urinated on again. 
 
    “Are you kidding me!?” 
 
    - 
 
    “It was nice of Leon to let us use this little place,” Beverly noted as she examined the small 'club'. “We need something like this for the grown-ups.” 
 
    “I've said that same thing,” Lainie agreed. “But, so long as we can use this one once in a while, I'm happy,” she admitted. 
 
    “Was this his idea?” Dee Talbot asked. “I mean, on his own?” 
 
    “It was,” Lainie nodded. “He got the older kids, the boys anyway, to help move things around, but the idea, and most of the other stuff, is all Leon.” 
 
    “He's a smart kid,” Martina noted.  
 
    “They're both very smart,” Alicia said proudly, though not in the same way she once would have. “I used to laugh and say I haven't been able to help with their homework since they were in fifth grade.” 
 
    “Intimidating,” Beverly nodded. “I can fully relate. I had to break down and hire a tutor for JJ. Seven years of college, two sheepskins on my wall, and I had to hire a tutor,” she said, glumly. “Little smart mouth college girl with a double major. Still wearing braces. God, I hated her.” 
 
    “I didn't have that option,” Alicia admitted. “Well, not entirely true. I was able to hire their teachers to help them achieve what they wanted. We just didn't have anyone else local that could serve as a tutor for them. The Old Man paid every summer to send them to camps for kids who were above average. They loved to go, but I hated it,” she sighed. “They'd be gone three or four weeks of the summer. That first week? Was great. Quiet, peaceful, time for Ronny and I alone. Couldn't ask for more. After that, it was terrible to have them gone so long. They looked so happy to be going and so sad to be home. It was depressing, really,” she rested her head on her fist and took a drink of her soda.  
 
    “Same here,” Beverly agreed. “JJ would be gone somewhere and I'd get home and start wondering what I forgot,” she laughed. “Like I forgot and left him somewhere.” 
 
    “I used to leave Clayton at the gas station in Jordan,” Angela said, remembering. “Robert and Alicia were older and I often left them at home since Gordon was usually here somewhere and Leon was on the hill. Clayton was just old enough to get out of the car and he loved to go into the garage with Mister Peterson. Mister Peterson would entertain his questions about what he was doing and why, never did see him angry or short. But if I wasn't looking, or paying attention, then I wouldn't realize he was out of the car and I'd just drive away. I'd get home to the phone ringing. Mister Peterson calling to tell me I'd left something at the station.” 
 
    “My mom left me so often I begin to think she was trying to tell me something,” Evelyn Lacey nodded. “Left me at Food-rite. Left me at City Drug. Left me at the nickel and dime store. Turns out she was in early onset dementia. No one knew about that stuff back then,” she added sadly. 
 
    “I'm sorry,” several of the women said at once.  
 
    “Thanks,” Lacey smiled. “It was a good while back.” 
 
    “Doesn't make it hurt less,” Angela noted.  
 
    Lainie listened but didn't offer anything personal, herself. She had been left at times, but it wasn't by accident or because of disease. At least not one treatable by medicine.  
 
    Over by the televisions, Millie, Janice, and Lila were looking through the games. 
 
    “I've never been here before,” Lila admitted, looking around. 
 
    “We need to change that,” Millie stated firmly. “Next time we're doing something, I'll have Ace make sure that his uncle gets you out of work for it.” 
 
    “Ace?” Lila asked. 
 
    “It's what she calls Leon,” Janice informed her. “This looks fun,” she held up a game. “We have to try and ride skateboards and snowboards through obstacle courses.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun,” Lila smiled. “I've never played on one of these very much,” she added shyly. 
 
    “Me either,” Janice nodded. “Never had one, or access to one, until I came here.” 
 
    “Well, then it's settled,” Millie told them. “The two of you will play here. I'll see if there's something on the other machine for me, and be available to help you two if you need it.” 
 
    “You can play the winner,” Janice offered, repeating something she had heard before while present with the others. 
 
    “No, not tonight,” Millie made a pushing motion toward the two girls. “Tonight, you guys play. Have fun. It sounds like I had better access to that stuff when I was younger, so the two of you have at it. If nothing else, it will prepare you for when you visit and the others are playing,” she smiled at Lila. 
 
    “Okay,” the younger girl smiled back. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You bet!” 
 
    - 
 
    Unlike their younger counterparts, the older women knew when to call it quits. Some had left early, like Angela, Alicia, and Evelyn Lacey. Other stayed a bit longer, but in the end, it was Lainie, Beverly and Martina that closed the place down, ensuring they had cleaned up and returned everything where it went. 
 
    “Oh, me,” Lainie laughed as they exited the building. “Janice is a hoot, is she not?” 
 
    “I can't for the life of me see how she can be so naive one minute, and then the next start spouting out information like she's the internet,” Beverly was shaking her head. “It's incredible, but. . .wow,”she finally settled for saying. 
 
    “She has had a hard life, that one,” Martina commented as the three women stood on the pad. 
 
    “Yes, she has,” Lainie nodded. “I don't like to think about her chances if I hadn't found her when I did. As it was, she survived on guts and determination, despite her naivete. Listening to her talk about all she has been through sometimes just makes me shiver.” 
 
    “And you have not had the easiest road, yourself, eh chica?” Martina cocked her head a little to one side as she studied Lainie. 
 
    “No,” Lainie was quieter as she answered. “No, I haven't.” Sensing that Lainie didn't want to talk about any of that tonight, Beverly faked a yawn, something she had learned to do early on when she started dating again.  
 
    “I'm sorry, girls, but I'm beat,” she apologized. “I'm going to head in. I had a great time,” she hugged Lainie tightly. “This was a terrific idea.” 
 
    “I agree,” Martina also hugged Lainie. “We must do this again, and soon. Perhaps make it a regular thing.” 
 
    “Next time we should play cards or a board game or something,” Lainie nodded. “But tonight was good for all of us, I think. A chance to just sit, talk, and visit.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Beverly agreed, walking toward home. “We learned a lot about each other tonight. And that's a good thing. Night!” she waved.  
 
    “Good-night!” Lainie called back as Martina joined Beverly on the walk home. 
 
    “You know,” Martina said slyly, “you could have just said we need to go home. No need to fake that yawn on me.” 
 
    “Wasn't for you,” Beverly assured her.  
 
    “I know,” Martina nodded slowly. “That one carries so much sadness,” she observed. “She really has had a very hard time.” 
 
    “She has,” Beverly agreed. 
 
    “Perhaps tonight has been good to her as well.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Hey, Party Girl,” Clay smiled as Lainie walked up on to the porch. Clay was sitting in the near dark of a small, shaded lantern, enjoying the cool evening air. 
 
    “Hey, Cowboy,” Lainie smiled back as she plopped down beside him. “What's up?” 
 
    “Nothing much,” Clay shook his head, then leaned over to kiss her briefly. “Have a good time?” 
 
    “I think we all did,” she nodded, leaning over on him and placing her head on his shoulder. “We learned a lot, Beverly said. From visiting.” 
 
    “Like what?” Clay asked. Lainie grinned in the dark. 
 
    “Well, like the fact that Angela used to leave you at Peterson's Filling Station when you were a kid?” 
 
    Clay burst out laughing, the sound ringing through the night. It was a happy sound, Lainie thought as she laughed with him. A good sound. 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    The Worthy Ezekiel Talent resisted the urge to swear as he once again retreated from the town commons area. Set upon by a half-dozen men and women screaming blasphemy at him, he had endured another beating, this one worse than any he had taken since the lights went out.  
 
    He didn't understand. Never in his time as a servant of the Uttermost had he suffered so much, for so little gain. True, there was always a certain amount of disrespect, opposition and even violence, but never without gaining followers as a result.  
 
    Not so, this time. In the weeks he had been here in Lewiston, he had gained not a single follower. The hatred directed toward the message he carried was almost as palpable as the evidence of his beating. He hugged his ribs tighter as he struggled to breathe. He was reasonably sure that he had cracked, if not completely broken ribs on his right side. Courtesy of a large boot, worn on the foot of a large man. A large, angry man who had taken exception to being told he was going to suffer the wrath of the Army of God if he did not change his ways. 
 
    Perhaps, in hindsight, that was not the smartest thing to say to an already angry individual of that size.  
 
    Staggering out to the edge of town where his own meager camp was hidden, Talent all but collapsed into his small tent, careful to stay off his right side. He wished for a pain reliever, but his training dictated that he trust that his being a messenger for the Uttermost would protect him and grant him whatever aid he needed. Only the strict indoctrination he had been given prevented him from laughing at that notion. His pain was proof that the message itself did not protect him. 
 
    But that did not lessen the importance of the message, he told himself sternly. He carefully removed the small computer unit from his pack and unwrapped it from the protective roll he stored it in. Typing out a quick message report for transmission, he paused as he considered adding his code for failure.  
 
    He had never failed. True, he had suffered on more than one occasion, but he had never outright failed. He had noted, however, that as he made his way deeper into rural America, there were fewer and fewer people who heeded the message. The last town had been a perfect example, as roughly ten percent of the townspeople had remained after the Cleansing by the Uttermost's military arm. Those who were not killed were taken as laborers for the farms further south. Farms that fed the Worthy's people. His Army.  
 
    But not Talent himself, who was forced to scrabble to get by on his own. Proof, he was told, of his dedication to the Uttermost, and his message.  
 
    No. No, he would still not admit defeat. Not yet. He would rest, heal, and try once more. A gentler message to start, perhaps? A more direct appeal to the least advantaged of the townspeople? He entered the code to compress his report, then raised the small antenna outside the flap of his tent. Reviewing the message once more in his mind, determining he was satisfied with it, he pressed SEND on the tiny keyboard. He sent the message three times over a ten-minute period to ensure it was received. There was no danger of interception, he had been promised. Of course, he had also been promised that providence would protect and provide for him as a servant of the Uttermost.  
 
    So far that hadn't always worked out.  
 
    The message sent, Talent quickly and efficiently disassembled the unit and returned it to the protective confines of his bag. That done, he lay back in exhaustion, his eyes closed as he tried to use mediation to stop his pain.  
 
    Maybe it would even work, this time. 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    “That's odd,” Millie said to herself, watching a bank of radio receivers. 
 
    “What's odd?” Leon asked. He tried to work with Millie as often as possible, just to spend time with her. 
 
    “This needle is twitching,” Millie pointed. “The meter shows we're receiving something on this frequency, but there's nothing there.” 
 
    “You sure?” he looked over her shoulder. He didn't have to see her roll her eyes to know she did it. 
 
    “Gimme a break, Ace. I know a little bit about radio.” 
 
    “That wasn't what I meant,” Leon sighed in exasperation. “Why do you always assume that I'm questioning your abilities?” 
 
    “Because you are?” Millie replied with a question of her own. 
 
    “I am not, in fact,” he told her. “I meant have you checked to see if there's something other than voice traffic on that frequency. Something similar to Morse, maybe. Might even be Morse, I guess,” he added with a shrug. 
 
    “Oh,” said Millie. More to cover herself than anything. “No, but I'll do that now.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Leon rolled his own eyes, this time. 
 
    “Don't roll your eyes at me, Ace,” she warned without looking. “It's not nice.” 
 
    “Who said I rolled my eyes?” Leon tried to sound innocent. 
 
    “Did you?” she asked, looking over her shoulder. 
 
    “Not the point, and doesn't matter for purposes of this discussion,” Leon tried to dodge. 
 
    “You did, didn't you,” she turned back to the receiver. “Well I'll be damned.” 
 
    “What?” Leon asked, moving behind her again. 
 
    “Listen to this,” she said, pulling the headphones off her head and passing them over. At first there was nothing, but then, very faintly, he heard a rush of noise. Just a second, and then it was gone. After several seconds, it was back. 
 
    “It's a burst,” Leon muttered. “A date packet, most likely. Son-of-a-gun.” He passed the headphones back to Millie.  
 
    “Keep listening while I get Clay down here. And start recording it.” 
 
    - 
 
    “It stopped not long after we called you,” Leon was still working over what they had learned. “Repeated three more times, and then stopped.” 
 
    “And you're sure that's what it was?” Clay asked. “We used stuff like that in the field, but it was all keyed to satellites. There can't be any satellites left in orbit.” 
 
    “You don't need a satellite for this to work,” Millie informed him, still surfing bands to look for more. “If you use HF transmitters and receivers, and have the DTE, or end of circuit terminal, then you can catch and decode data bursts. Anyone can, really, with the right equipment. Television stations used to do it back in the eighties to reduce the size of programming. It was meant for stations to use, but if you could catch it and record the end burst and then play it back in slow motion, you could read it. Usually compressed text messages. Spies used it all the time,” she raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “I wasn't a spy,” he told her with a frown. “I just used the radio I was given. Haven't got a clue how it worked, to be honest. Tandi probably does. He's a geek like that.” 
 
    “Nothing wrong with us geeks, now,” Leon didn't look up. “I can't tell you anything other than he was definitely using the HF bands. The packet was tight, too. Way too small to fully intercept, even if we had the gear to break it, which we probably don't,” he added absently. 
 
    “Probably?” Clay and Millie both said at the same time. 
 
    “What?” Leon looked up, still focused on the problem in front of him. 
 
    “You said probably,” Millie told him. “Does that mean you might be able to?” 
 
    “Well, sure,” he shrugged. “We can copy the burst on a disc, assuming we can get it all, and I've got a program-,” 
 
    “Of course, you do,” Millie smiled fondly. 
 
    “-that might work it out,” Leon continued as if she hadn't said anything. “But I doubt we can get it all. We're just catching a little bit of data. That means that whoever this is, they're either transmitting only a few words, maybe in a code for instance, or else we're missing most of the message. What we got could be bleed over from another wavelength, and we missed it,” he shrugged. “There are so many variables here I'd need to write them down to figure it all.”  
 
    “Honest, no bullshit answer, Leon,” Clay demanded. “Can you decode that or not.” 
 
    “There is no answer to that,” Leon shook his head. “I told you, the program might work or it might not. It's just a commercial program. This is not new methodology, really, but the tech is very new because it was very popular to use. Always being updated and improved. I read once that industrial espionage agents would use this kind of stuff to shoot data out of wherever they were spying. No way to catch them carrying anything out, because they weren't carrying anything out.” 
 
    “I don't care about industrial espionage, Leon,” Clay managed to keep his calm. “I care about whether or not this is one of that Worthy's idiots, sending information down the line to him. Or them. Whatever,” he waved aside the irrelevancy. 
 
    “I, don't, know,” Leon repeated slowly, trying to hammer his point home. “There is no way, and I mean none, to determine where this is coming from. That's the value, the appeal, of data bursts. It's incredibly difficult to track in on it. Probably why you were using it. You get one shred of something, assuming you get anything, then it's gone. We only got this because Millie saw the meter twitching. We still had to dial the gain up high just to get it. We can monitor the frequency, see if it repeats, and try to grab it on disc. If we can get it, then I can put it through the program, but,” he raised a hand, index finger pointing skyward, “if this is a military setup, then there is zero chance I'll be able to break it. I don't have that kind of gear. Never imagined I'd need it, and doubt I could have gotten it, anyway.” 
 
    “So, all we can do is hope it repeats, then,” Clay sounded disgusted.  
 
    “I'm afraid so,” Leon replied. “There is a limit to what we can do with the gear we have. This wasn't a scenario we ever thought we'd need,” he held his hands out to his side, palms up, in a gesture of helplessness.  
 
    “Not your fault,” Clay assured him. “We shouldn't need it. None of this was supposed to be a problem. Not for us at least.” 
 
    “It's still not, really,” Millie pointed out.  
 
    “It could become ours if we aren't very careful,” Clay told her. “Okay. Stay on it, and make sure everyone else knows what to look for. I want you two in here tomorrow at the same time you heard it today, just in case the sender is on a schedule. Make that the next several days. Adjust the duty roster to make sure you two are here.” 
 
    “We aren't working tomorrow,” Leon told him carefully, seeing a well-planned day off going down in flames. 
 
    “You are now.” 
 
    - 
 
    “No, I doubt we'd be able to decode it,” Tandi was shaking his head less than thirty minutes later. Clay had explained everything Leon and Millie had shared. More or less. 
 
    “Why?” Clay asked. 
 
    “Dude, do you not remember us having to wait for the signal to unscramble so we could hear what it said?” Tandi raised an eyebrow. “Those scramblers were strictly end-to-end devices. One on Command's end, the other on ours. No other device, anywhere, could decipher it because they didn't have the right code. It's what made that kind of communications ideal for what we were doing.” 
 
    “Oh,” Clay replied, unconsciously mimicking Millie from less than a hour ago. 
 
    “I forgot who I was talking to,” Tandi snorted. “Look, your nephew is right. Both of them are. If it's a standard commercial unit, then he can probably break it, assuming he can grab the entire thing, which I doubt. If it's Milspec, then forget it. Even built by the lowest bidder, it's still damn near unbreakable.” 
 
    “Damn near is not unbreakable,” Clay argued. Tandi sighed, resisting the urge to facepalm.  
 
    “Clay,” he said patiently, “the NSA uses Cray supercomputers to try and break those ciphers all the time. Or did, anyway. Their success rate is not optimal, to say the least. Last I looked, even your genius niece and nephew don't have access to a Cray, assuming any survived.” 
 
    “Oh.” It was the phrase of the day, despite being only one short word. 
 
    “If whoever is sending these packets is even half-way smart, the kids won't catch another one, anyway,” Tandi shrugged. “The frequency and the time will change each time, and only the end data user will know the freq and the time. Standard security measures. We used them ourselves,” he raised an eyebrow at his boss for emphasis. 
 
    “Stop doing that,” Clay complained. “I had you for that so I didn't have to know how it worked.” 
 
    “This is why officers are considered lazy,” Tandi pointed an accusing finger at him. “You can't do it yourself, so you order someone else to do it.” 
 
    “Don't you have work to do?” Clay demanded. He stalked away before a laughing Tandi could reply. 
 
    - 
 
    All of them had been right. They had been unable to intercept another burst, despite a week of trying. Schedules were rearranged to keep someone watching for it around the clock, but nothing came of it. No twitching meter, no rush of sound, no nothing. Wherever the initial transmission had come from, it wasn't being repeated, at least not on that frequency.  
 
    “Go back to the regular schedule tomorrow,” Clay told Leanne as he officially gave up. “There's no reason to continue this. We're not getting anywhere and it's wearing you guys out.” 
 
    “Okay.” It was a sign of how tired she was that Leanne didn't say more, simply nodded and kept working.  
 
    “Get some rest, Tiny Terror,” he rubbed the top of her head softly.  
 
    “I'm not tiny,” came the obligatory complaint.  
 
    “You're still my Tiny Terror,” he bent and kissed the top of her head before hugging her gently. For once she didn't object again, but simply hugged his arm as she smiled to herself.  
 
    “I'm headed home if you happen to need me,” he said, moving for the door.  
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    - 
 
    A week of listening didn't produce any results, but the day after Clay had ordered them to stand down, they did get a surprise.  
 
    “Bossman, this is Scope, on The Roof,” Nate called from the cupola. The Roof had become an unofficial name at first, but was gradually becoming more popular.  
 
    “Go for Bossman,” Clay replied. He had been cleaning the hooves of his favorite horse after a ride around the area to 'take the starch out' of the young stallion. He was till stamping his feet as Clay tried to check him over. 
 
    “We got vehicles incoming,” Nate reported. “Unless I miss my guess, our visitors are returning.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Clay immediately grabbed his gear and started that way. “If Poncho is nearby, have him meet them on the pad. I'm on the way.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    - 
 
    It was only the one Hummer this time Clay noted, making his way around to the pad. Adcock was talking to Poncho as they waited. Both saw Clay at the same time. 
 
    “Hello again,” Adcock smiled.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Clay replied, accepting the outstretched hand. “How goes it?” 
 
    “It's a mixed bag, to be honest,” Adcock admitted. “Got time for a chat?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    - 
 
    “So, what brings you back this way so soon?” Clay asked once they were situated in his office. 
 
    “We went through Jordan,” Adcock began. “Met with the Mayor and with the militia commander, Dawson. Seems like they're trying to get things going again, and they gave you a glowing recommendation, which I admit surprised me after our conversation,” he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, it surprises me as well,” Clay admitted. “Though I am glad to hear it. Maybe we'll be able to make nice after all.” 
 
    “We visited for a couple hours before we headed out, down that back road,” Adcock continued. “I don't know when you were on that road last, but it turned out to be in decent shape. You were definitely right about it being a back road, though. More twists and turns than a corkscrew. You were right about obstacles as well. We must have hit ten downed trees in the first four or five miles. We made camp on a small farm about ten miles south of town. No one was around, but there was a well we could use, so we stayed the night there.” 
 
    “Next morning it was more of the same, with trees, junk cars, even glass and plain old trash blocking the road. We made another five miles before I decided to give up and turn around. We came back through Jordan and took the interstate south, like you originally suggested. While it was a mess, we were able to make it through without near as much difficulty as we were having on that little road.” 
 
    “We got to the Lewiston exit, and found it about half-way blocked. Took us a little time to clear it, but we managed to get it done. After hearing about your problems with that group in Huntsville, I was surprised they hit you first.” 
 
    “That was probably our doing,” Clay admitted. “We had three gun battles with their group, eliminating each one of their elements completely. We assume that was what triggered them to come north after us. In our defense, they attacked us all three times.” 
 
    “Might explain it,” Adcock agreed. “Anyway, it was more of the same after that. Obstacles in the road every mile or so. It's almost as if they don't want visitors,” he added sarcastically. 
 
    “They may not,” Clay shrugged. “Like I said, we haven't had any contact with them at all. We're trying very hard to stay in our spot with our heads down. Not always working, I admit, but we're trying.” 
 
    “Anyway, we made it roughly half-way before we decided to make camp for the night. During the night we had a few of what seemed to have been false alarms, but I'm reasonably certain that someone was trying to get into our camp. At that point, after talking with Flores and my senior NCO, I decided to pull back. While I've got the strength, I think, to punch my way through, that sort of defeats the purpose if I end up looking like I'm going to war with whoever is out there.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Clay was starting to get a nagging suspicion about Adcock's return visit. “So, what did you decide to do?” 
 
    “We backed away and came back to your friend's truck stop to bivouac for tonight,” Adcock informed him. “And, I came down here looking for advice. You know these people, some of them at least. By that I mean this is your home area so you would know better than I how to approach people in this area. I really don't mean them any harm; I just need to get in there to investigate whether they've had any contact with this idiot or any other idiots that may be following him.” 
 
    “Well,” Clay sat back, thinking carefully, “truth is, I don't really know them. I left here at seventeen to join the Army. I came home twice in ten years. Once after basic, and once after my second tour in Afghanistan. Until I left the service and came home last year, I hadn't been back since. While it's possible I might know a handful of people there, especially if there are people there from Peabody, the odds are that I'm not going to be any help to you, really.” He thought for another minute or so as Adcock waited.  
 
    “Let me make a call,” Clay said finally. 
 
    - 
 
    “I might know some of them, still,” Greg Holloway nodded after hearing what Clay wanted. “If any of their Sheriff's deputies or maybe some of Lewiston PD survived, I would probably know them, even if just slightly. As far as friends go, I don't really, or didn't really, have any friends in town. But,” he rubbed his chin, “have you thought about whether or not some of the people from Peabody might have fled there?” 
 
    “I did, yeah,” Clay nodded. “But not until he started asking me about what kind of people they were,” he added. 
 
    “Well, Lewiston didn't have someone like Toby, at least that I know of, leading a criminal element out of Nashville into their area. Sure, they might have eased over that way once in a while, but they hadn't yet branched out that far in power, at least not that I had heard. And our run-in with them here should have made sure that they didn't move south even after the lights went out.” 
 
    “So, it's possible they're still moderately alright?” Clay asked before Adcock could. 
 
    “It's possible,” Greg agreed with a nod. “I'd even say probably if it wasn't for the likelihood that they behaved just like others did and wasted their resources. Which they probably did,” he shrugged. “It was right after harvest, though, and it's a rural area. If they didn't see the violence we did, or have some kind of communist bullshit seizures like old man Holman tried to run, then they probably did reasonably okay. I'd go so far as to say they even had some tractors that still run, and quite a few old vehicles. If they worked together, then. . .yeah. They could make it okay. For a while, anyway.” 
 
    “Well, the roadblocks they've thrown up indicate they aren't interested in visitors,” Adcock sighed. 
 
    “Or maybe they just aren't interested in some visitors,” Greg replied. “As in, visitors who are using military rigs and running around looting, raping and killing anyone they come across.” 
 
    “Now that makes sense,” Clay agreed. “If they had anyone watching the highway, or if they've talked to anyone who has been out and about, then they're likely aware that there has been a good deal of raiding like that. The roadblocks you've seen may simply be their way of trying to prevent, or at least discourage that kind of thing in their area.” 
 
    “Your prowlers were probably hunters, trying to get an idea of who you were and what you were after,” Greg continued. “See if they could ease in close enough to listen to what you had to say.” 
 
    “Probably a good thing you had your watch in pairs,” Clay commented. “If not, they may have tried to take one prisoner.” 
 
    “That would have made me have to move on the town,” Adcock said grimly. “I couldn't let something like that go.” 
 
    “No, you couldn't,” Clay agreed.  
 
    “I still need to get in there,” Adcock repeated, rubbing his face tiredly. “I know I sound like a broken record, but it's true. Any suggestions?” 
 
    Clay thought about that for a time, running over possibilities in his mind. He wouldn't mind getting into Lewiston himself, just to see what was going on somewhere else in the world. It was a selfish desire in some ways, he admitted, but at the same time it was good for the farm, and even for Jordan, to know what was going on there. 
 
    “Busting past the roadblocks is an invitation for a fight,” Greg was saying.  
 
    “That is true,” Clay agreed, his decision at least partly made. He looked at Adcock and smiled faintly. 
 
    “Tell me Captain. Can you ride a horse?” 
 
    - 
 
    Adcock had seven men and women other than himself who could at least sit a horse. All of them had been ordered to volunteer. The plan was rather simple. 
 
    “We'll trailer the horses to where you camped that night,” Clay said. “We'll make sure we get there with light left, and see if we can get someone to talk to us. I doubt it will happen, but we can see. Next morning, we saddle up and ride into town. I don't know exactly where you were so I can't figure how far from town you were in that spot. But however long it takes us to get there, we leave town in the afternoon with one hour more than that to get back. I don't want us trying to ride in the dark, or even in a hurry so long as we're on pavement. Horses don't always do well on pavement to start with, and running just makes it worse.” 
 
    “You keep saying 'we',” Greg noted. “Who all is 'we'?” Aside from Lake and his men,” he indicated Adcock.  
 
    “I'm still thinking on that,” Clay admitted. “I had thought about taking one of two of the boys, and letting them search for their families. I know Zach can ride, and Gordy can, of course. I've seen Corey taking lessons from Charlie, but I've no idea how well that's gone.” 
 
    “Could take Abby, or Sam,” Greg mentioned. 
 
    “No,” Clay was shaking his head. “Not on horseback, at least not this time. If there's a next time, I'll think about it, but taking either of them is inviting trouble. Both have already been through a great deal as it is. If things are worse than we hope, we might be handing them right into that kind of thing again.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Greg agreed. 
 
    “There are two women in my group that are going,” Adcock looked concerned. “Should I leave them behind?” 
 
    “That has to be your call,” Clay shrugged. “Your two women troopers are soldiers, not young women who have already been traumatized by would be kingpins.” 
 
    “I think they can hold their own,” Adcock said after a few seconds in thought. “I will explain it to them however. Give them the opportunity to back out if they desire.” 
 
    “That's a sound move,” Clay agreed, getting to his feet. “I need to go over to the radio room.” 
 
    “What for?” Greg asked him, curiosity on his face.  
 
    “We aren't the only people wanting to know what's going on in Lewiston.” 
 
    - 
 
    Two hours later, Clay, Adcock and Greg Holloway were talking to Clint Dawson and Clem Pickett. 
 
    “Yeah, I'd like to ride in with you,” Dawson nodded eagerly. “Even got a horse and saddle,” he declared proudly. “We did what your sustainment expert said and got to moving around some. Found several stock animals that were unattended. We ended up with a small herd of cattle, a few sheep, seventeen horses and a dozen saddles. Lot of gear with that, too. That's one sharp little gal, she is,” he nodded firmly.  
 
    “She is, indeed,” Clay agreed. “So. Who else among you would want to go? We have horse trailers to carry probably, twenty-six horses or so, when it's all said and done. I'd recommend we go with less than that or else we run the risk of looking like an invader. The Captain is taking the equivalent of two fire teams. I'm taking Greg, and probably my nephew and one of his friends. I want them to be able to look for some people that went missing in the Peabody fire. That's twelve. You make thirteen. Who else you got in mind?” 
 
    “I don't think Doreen can ride, but Ben can,” Dawson was considering. “What about you?” he asked Pickett. 
 
    “Too stove up,” Clem shook his head. “I'd love to go and see, and maybe if this works out I can, but not on a horse. Sorry.” 
 
    “Why not just leave it as me and Ben, then,” Dawson shrugged. “If we can make a contact or get started on some kind of arrangement then we can always go back and hammer out details then. That makes fourteen. Couple big trailers can carry us all.” 
 
    “True enough,” Clay agreed. “I suggest we wait until day after tomorrow. Give things a chance to settle down. We can ride up there tomorrow afternoon and set up a small camp. We might get lucky and someone want to talk to us there. If not, we can ride in the next day and see what's what.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Adcock agreed.  
 
    “Good with me,” Dawson nodded.  
 
    “We'll pick you up tomorrow at around noon,” Clay promised.  
 
    - 
 
    “I want to go!”  
 
    “Not happening,” Clay was already shaking his head as three different women spoke in unison. Lainie, Abby and Samantha all three were all but jumping up and down.  
 
    “Why not?” Abby demanded before the other two could speak. 
 
    “We have no idea what we'll find there,” Clay explained. “No idea what conditions are like or who might be in charge. Until we know what things are like down there, none of you, none of the women here at all, are going. If they're doing anything similar to what was going on here, then anyone we take down there would be at risk. That's a risk I'm not willing to take.” 
 
    Not even Abby had an argument for that one as all three nodded solemnly, their excitement at the news now gone.  
 
    “I'm taking Gordy and Zach so they can check and see if any of the boy's families made it down there,” he continued explaining. “Also, Gordy is hands down a better horseman than I am. I'm thinking strongly about taking Kurtis as well, just in case we do have horse trouble. We have eight national guard troopers who will be riding our horses, so anything could happen. Having the two of them along will let Greg and I worry about who's in charge and whether or not we can deal with them.” 
 
    “That makes good sense,” Gordon nodded slowly. “Who else are you taking?”  
 
    “That's it, from here,” Clay replied. “Dawson and Draper are going from Jordan. They have their own horses now, and saddles as well. We'll pick them up tomorrow and trailer their horses down with ours. We're going to Adcock's last camp and set up there, then we'll ride in the next morning, assuming no one makes contact with us tomorrow evening. I'm hoping we can have peaceful contact tomorrow, to be honest. I'd a lot rather talk to them ahead of time as to ride in unannounced.” 
 
    “You're taking a risk either way, but that would be better,” Gordon agreed. 
 
    “I need to make sure we've got our own horses and those picked out for Adcock ready,” Clay mentioned. “And I need to talk to Kurtis.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Sure. I can go,” Kurtis Montana said simply, once Clay explained the situation.  
 
    “Remember, we have no idea what we may find there,” Clay reminded him. 
 
    “That's true about anywhere these days, I'd imagine,” Kurtis shrugged. Clay couldn't argue that point. 
 
    “Bring along whatever tools you think you might need to take care of the horses,” Clay settled for saying. “You and Gordy will be responsible for that. The two of you are likely the best horsemen in the group, anyway. I have no idea if Dawson and Draper can really ride that well, but they're using horses of their own that they found. We're taking eight for the guard troopers to ride though, so you guys pick out eight good horses and saddles for them to use.” 
 
    “We run a risk of losing them you know,” Kurtis said quietly. “Having them taken from us,” he clarified.  
 
    “I've thought of that, too,” Clay admitted. “And, if it happens, then we'll probably end up in a shooting incident. I have no intention of being victimized for just trying to see if anyone is alive down there, and seeing if they're interested in trading with us or Jordan. Adcock is looking for a representative of that stupid ass doomsday guy on the radio, too, so we got that to look forward to.” 
 
    “Reckon there's one down there?” Kurtis asked, grinning.  
 
    “Might be,” Clay shrugged. “They're supposed to be working this way, according to what Adcock has been told. If they are, then Lewiston is really too big to ignore. We'll find out I guess, assuming we get into town.”


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Dawson and Draper were waiting when Clay pulled into Jordan at eleven forty-five. They were holding two good looking horses, one a black mare with strong lines and the other a tall, broad chested gelding with a paint coloring. The two men at least knew enough not to have saddled the horses, so Clay hoped that was a good sign. 
 
    The horses were loaded quickly and the two men settled in to the back seat of the quad-cab farm truck after stowing their gear in the trailer's front compartment.  
 
    “Good looking horses,” Kurtis complimented from the front seat. Gordy and Zach were waiting for them at Jake's with another truck and trailer carrying the rest of the horses.   
 
    “We found them grazing along the road,” Dawson shrugged. “I have no idea who they belonged to. I assume they escaped from a pasture after not being fed, but that's just an assumption. We'll probably never know.” 
 
    “How long to get to this camping spot?” Draper asked, ignoring the horse talk. 
 
    “No idea,” Clay admitted as he took the road back to the interstate. “We're going to wherever it was that the Guard troops camped last. Hopefully, whoever came to look them over last time will want to talk to us.” 
 
    “That's a lot of hope,” Draper commented. “Lot to ask for, walking up on a company of soldiers.” 
 
    “That's true,” Clay agreed. “And it isn't much of a hope, really, just a small one. I don't expect it to happen. I figure that unless we're extra lucky, we'll have to head in blind, on horseback.” 
 
    - 
 
    It took three hours to reach the spot where Adcock and his unit had made camp, and there was a new roadblock waiting for them when they got there. Adcock's men cleared it easily and began to set up their camp. Clay and the people with him unloaded the horses and picketed them inside what would be the ring of the camp, keeping them safe from predators, two legged and four. By the time he, Gordy and Kurtis had rubbed the horses down, watered them and given them their feed, the camp was established.  
 
    “Nice,” Clay commented, seeing the Temporary FOB package set up. Rigid structures supported by compressed air ribs that would house their entire group in relative comfort, even in adverse weather. 
 
    “It's old equipment, actually,” Adcock shrugged. “Some of the first ever deployed over in Iraq, I was told. I remember we used an upgraded version of this for an actual base when I was there in 2015 on TDY. They really are a huge step up. Never thought I'd more or less call one home, though.” 
 
    “Where are you from, Lake?” Clay asked quietly. He'd never asked, and Adcock hadn't volunteered the information. 
 
    “Nashville,” the solder replied just as quietly. “I left ahead of the howling mob. It was just me, so there was no one to worry about leaving behind. I reported to the armory at Murfreesboro because they were the nearest one where I found another soul. I guess they made the call out before the storm hit. I reported in and was put to work.” 
 
    “Who's in charge?” Clay wanted to know.  
 
    “Major Andrew Whitten, at the moment,” Lake informed him. “He's the S-3 for the 168th MP Battalion. He worked out of Dickson but lived just south of Nashville since he was active duty. Technically he's in command of all of Middle Tennessee, but since we don't actually have control of Middle Tennessee, he's trying to concentrate on the problems he can fix, and guard against something awful happening.” 
 
    “Like an army of doomsday zealots invading?” Clay gave a grin that was more of a grimace. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Okay, there's someone out there,” Kurtis said calmly as he sat around a tiny fire with Clay, Gordy, Greg and Zach.  
 
    “Yeah,” Clay mused without looking around. “Night birds and insects stopped about five minutes ago, and haven't started back. Whoever it is, they aren't getting along with the night too well.” 
 
    “Moving too fast,” Kurtis agreed. “They aren't as skilled as they believe, or else they're in a hurry.” 
 
    “No way to figure how many of them, is there?” Greg more or less stated rather than asked. 
 
    “No,” Clay agreed. “Could be just one. Once any of the birds stop, all of them do. Kinda like a bird dog honoring another pointer's set. He can't see the birds, but he'll point to support the dog that can.” Lake Adcock walked up to their small camp just then. 
 
    “Someone's out there, watching us,” he said easily.  
 
    “We know,” Clay assured him. 
 
    “I'm wondering how to proceed,” Lake admitted. “Do I call out and try to talk, or just wait and see what they do?” 
 
    “Six one-way, half-dozen another,” Clay shrugged. “You can speak to them and see what happens, or you can wait them out. If they're planning to attack, they'll wait until most of us are asleep, most likely. If you let them know you're aware of their presence, then they may retreat.” 
 
    “I think other than coming to talk to us, their retreating would be the best case for us,” Lake pointed out. 
 
    “Works for me,” Clay didn't offer an opinion. “Your rodeo, Captain. We're just the clowns,” he smiled in the fire light. 
 
    “Better get your barrel then,” Lake grinned back. “I'm about to poke the bull.” 
 
    - 
 
    “This is Captain Lake Adcock, Tennessee National Guard,” the PA was turned down low, and while it seemed to boom across the area, it was relatively quiet compared to normal. “We are not here to cause trouble for you so long as you aren't causing trouble yourself. We're trying to make contact with as many places as we can to evaluate what is going on around the area. We're also investigating the presence of certain agitators who may be working for a para-military force that is intent on trying to occupy this area. If you would like to speak with us, please do so. Come forward to the Hummer with the lights on and we can speak. So long as you make no threatening moves toward us, we will return that courtesy.” 
 
    After two minutes, Lake repeated the same message again, word for word, though anyone listening could tell it wasn't a recording.  
 
    “Movement front!” someone called calmly. Clay motioned for everyone to stay still as he looked at Greg.  
 
    “Might be someone you know,” he mentioned casually.  
 
    “I suppose I could go and see,” Greg agreed, getting to his feet. “Keep my seat for me,” he told Clay over his shoulder as he headed toward the Hummer himself. 
 
    “Will do,” Clay agreed, turning away from the fire to look outward. Seeing him do that, the three boys copied his move, facing outward and allowing their eyes to get the echo of the fire out of their vision.  
 
    “We stay put,” Clay said softly. “This may well be a ruse to let them try and steal the horses, or maybe the trucks. Could even be the prelude to an attack. Keep your back to the fire and your eyes and ears open.” He eased his hands to his ears to place his electronic hearing protectors in, and the three teens copied that move as well. They could still hear, but the ear buds would close off a sharp, loud sound to protect their hearing. A sound like a gunshot, for instance.  
 
    They sat for a long time, watching the outer edges of the camp's back. Clay saw some of Lake Adcock's men doing the same thing, with Lieutenant Flores and Sergeant Gleason quietly supervising. Twice during that time, Clay was certain he saw movement beyond the camp, and once he could hear movement as well, but no one tried to enter the camp, and no one shot at them. Clay took that last one as a good sign and a win. 
 
    After what seemed like half the night, Greg came slowly back, kneeling beside Clay as he watched out into the dark. 
 
    “One guy,” he said softly. “We aren't really friends, but I do know him. He's on watch, as they call it. Essentially a night watchman for this area. He wanted to get a look at us before he reported in. Lake talked to him, warned him we'd be riding into town in the morning, and that we were not looking for any trouble. So long as the town was peaceable, we would be as well. I mentioned that Jordan wanted to talk to anyone interest in trading goods and services, and mentioned that you might be interested in the same thing. I think that, more than anything, made the guy agree to go and report we're coming in peacefully.” He paused for a moment, and Clay looked at him, frowning.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He said there is a guy in town that's been spouting off about the worthy this and the worthy that,” Greg told him grimly. “According to him, the guy's had a tough time. No one wants to hear his message, and he keeps getting the shit kicked out of him. He says the guy more or less crawled off day before yesterday and hasn't been seen since, but that's not unusual. He mostly does that to lick his wounds and then return. The guy had been doing his best to stir trouble, but so far no one is buying.” 
 
    “So far?” Clay asked. “Does that mean he might in the future?” 
 
    “Bronson doesn't seem to think so,” Greg shook his head. “That's who the guy is. Van Bronson. Worked for the city for a while before becoming a deputy. We'd meet every now and then when there was trouble along the county line.” 
 
    “Wait,” Clay held up a hand. “Van Bronson that was a professional wrestler when we were in high school? That Van Bronson? The one who tried to wrestle Jake?” 
 
    “That's him,” Greg chuckled. “I used to remind of that incident every now and again, just to needle him a little.” 
 
    “Not you,” Clay scoffed. “Surely not you.” 
 
    “He takes it okay,” Greg shrugged. “No one else has ever been able to lay him out, so there's no shame in Bronson losing to Jake, either. Anyway, like I said, he's going to tell Seward, that's the mayor in town, Marvin Seward, that we'll be coming in tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Trust him?” Clay asked. 
 
    “Not as far as I could throw him, nowadays,” Greg replied at once. “Back in the day, yeah. He was a good deputy so far as I knew. The few times we worked together he was as straight as an arrow. Lot of water under that bridge since then.” 
 
    “That is true,” Clay nodded as Lake Adcock walked up. 
 
    “We'll head in as planned in the morning,” the Captain said. “I think the man was on the up and up, but the only way to really see is to go and actually find out. He said all the right things, and promised nothing, which he shouldn't since he's not in charge. Had he guaranteed our safe passage and so forth, we'd know he was lying, since that shouldn't be a promise he could make.” 
 
    “Sounds reasonable,” Clay nodded. “We'll make ready in the morning. What time do you want to head in?” 
 
    “I'd prefer it be full light before we go,” Lake replied. “I'd really like to see what's around us as we go.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Clay agreed. “Sounds as if the night has decided everything is okay,” he added when a whippoorwill started singing toward the front of the camp. 
 
    “Does sound that way,” the soldier agreed. “We'll set double watches, just in case. Good-night, gentlemen. Sleep well,” he added with a grin as he moved away. Clay laughed lightly as he rolled his sleeping bag out back from the fire a ways. The others followed suit, and soon everyone was sleeping, all of them with whatever precautions they normally took.  
 
    Tomorrow might be a long day. 
 
    - 
 
    “Man,” Gordy groaned as he got to his feet, stretching his limbs. “I'm getting too old for this crap.” 
 
    “Bitch, please,” Clay grunted as he got slowly to his own feet. “You're like, twelve. Wait until you've got a few more years on you.” He had almost said 'wait until you've been shot a couple of times', but remembered in time that Gordy had already enjoyed that honor. The memory made him look carefully at his nephew, noting that Gordy was gently rolling the shoulder that had taken a bullet some three months ago. Gordy caught him looking and dropped his arm. 
 
    “Just sore,” he assured his uncle. “Imagine it will be from now on,” he added.  
 
    “Probably,” Clay agreed. “Don't overdo it.” 
 
    “I'm a hundred percent,” Gordy promised. “Just sore is all, like I said.” 
 
    “Okay,” Clay didn't belabor the point. Gordy should know what he could and couldn't handle, after all. 
 
    Kurtis and Gordy saddled the horses the soldier would use before saddling their own. Lake and the men and women going with him examined the horses as if they knew what they were looking for, checking cinches, bridles and reins before mounting. Two had some difficulty getting aboard, but once they did, seemed to sit a good saddle, as the saying went.  
 
    Dawson and Draper, who had enjoyed the hospitality of the soldier's group tent the night before, arrived just in time to saddle their own mounts, having ignored them until that point. Gordy and Kurtis shook their heads at the callous disregard for the animals well-being, but remained silent. Clay noted that with his own silent approval. That wasn't their problem, and they didn't try to make it theirs.  
 
    “Are we ready?” Adcock asked, examining his own people and then looking to Clay.  
 
    “We're ready to move,” Clay promised after getting a nod from everyone.  
 
    “Deputy Holloway, would you mind riding with me behind our point man?” Adcock requested. “Since you know, and are known by Deputy Bronson?” 
 
    “Sure,” Greg agreed, allowing his M-4 to rest across his saddle, hanging from its strap. 
 
    “I'd prefer to be the one who decides if we shoot or not,” Adcock added, looking at the civilians in turn.  
 
    “I'd prefer not to be shot at,” Clay replied. “And while I don't mind following your lead, we're all trained and experienced. If we're threatened, we will respond. How we respond will depend on the threat level. That's all I can or will promise you.” 
 
    “That's fair enough,” Adcock surprised him. “You aren't mine to command at any rate. You are, however, part of my party, which makes me nominally responsible for you. It also will make me responsible for your actions. All I ask is that you keep that in mind.” It was well put, and Clay admired the man for his tact. 
 
    “Unless we're directly threatened, we're just along for the ride, Captain,” Clay promised formally. “We'll be on our best behavior, and try not to cause you any difficulty.” 
 
    “Thank you, Clay,” Adcock nodded, smiling. He put his heels gently to the gelding he was borrowing and started for the roadway. The other followed, with Clay allowing two of the soldiers to take the rear behind him and the teens. If it was their show, they could be responsible.  
 
    They had gone no more than half-a-mile when they were met by two men on horseback, waiting in the middle of the road.  
 
    “That's Bronson,” he heard Greg say. “Don't know the other one.” The group halted as they reached talking distance.  
 
    “Mayor wanted you to come unarmed,” the large man that Clay vaguely recognized as Van Bronson said. “I told him that was unlikely and he may as well accept that, which he did. I'd appreciate it if you guys didn't make me look bad, since I promised him you were professionals and would mind your manners.” 
 
    “We will do our very best to be good visitors, Deputy Bronson,” Adcock promised formally. “Some of us are lawmen ourselves. We understand the importance of keeping the peace.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Bronson nodded. “We'll take you in. Straight down the road, here.” With that he and the other man, whom he had failed to introduce, turned their horses and started moving. Adcock was able to bring his point man in as they were following the deputy, and soon the group was moving to follow Deputy Bronson.  
 
    “That strike you as normal?” Gordy asked softly.  
 
    “No, but these aren't normal times,” Clay replied just as softly. “All we can do is keep a sharp eye out and see what happens. This isn't our show, other than we may find someone we can do business with. The main thing is this speaker guy that Bronson told Greg about. We really, really need to talk to him.” 
 
    - 
 
    It struck Clay as odd that they were a three-hour horse ride from Lewiston. Odd, because he didn't see any way that Bronson could have ridden his horse to Lewiston, talked with the mayor long enough to 'argue' with him about disarming the soldiers, and then ridden all the way back to meet them in time. The math in his head refused to add up. That meant that either Bronson had taken a vehicle at least part of the way, or else they had at least some limited communications ability. 
 
    As their horses topped a small rise, Lewiston came into view. Clay hadn't seen the place since he was Gordy's age. It had changed a good deal, but then so had Peabody, he remembered. He really had been gone a long time.  
 
    “Don't look the same?” Gordy asked him, teasing. 
 
    “Nothing looks the same,” Clay admitted. “Lot happens in ten years. Buildings come down; buildings go up. People die or move. Or buy businesses. Punk ass nephews grow up, too,” he added, eliciting a laugh from Gordy as well as Zach and Kurtis.  
 
    At first glance things looked almost normal save for the absence cars on the roads. People were out and about, some merely walking around while others seemed to be moving with purpose. Their arrival caught the attention of quite a few people, he noted, most of whom gathered on the sidewalks of main street to take a look at their guests.  
 
    Bronson had apparently not lied about Lewiston's mayor knowing they were coming, he decided. He counted no less than six men with rifles watching them from rooftops, and another dozen along the ground doing the same thing. A handful wore uniforms and badges, while the others dressed in camouflage, which struck Clay as slightly ridiculous. They were wearing wood patterns used for hunting that would offer no help in an urban battle. Quite the opposite, in fact. The camouflage would stick out like a sore thumb amid brick and mortar. 
 
    “Really rolled out the welcome mat, didn't they?” Zach noted idly. Clay turned to look at the teen, but noticed that Zach had made no move toward his own rifle, but was merely looking around. 
 
    “What?” Zach asked, empty hands raised. “I'm just saying, man. Lot o' folks with guns giving us angry glares and shit. That's all.” 
 
    “I don't think they look angry,” Kurtis offered, turning to gauge the attitude of people around them. “They look more… belligerent… aggressive. Like they're expecting a fight, and they're ready for it.” 
 
    Clay nodded at Kurtis' comments, but remained silent. The hunter was right on the money, so far as Clay could tell. There were two kinds of people that he saw. Many, maybe most in fact, we just curious about who was coming to call.  
 
    But there were about two dozen he estimated that wore hard looks and were actively trying to stare a hole in Adcock and everyone in his party. That included Clay and his kids. His, because he felt responsible for them, despite how many gun battles they had been in already.  
 
    “They're hoping we do something that would justify them shooting us,” Zach spoke again, his voice flat. Clay was instantly on guard as Zach sounded eerily like Xavier, and Clay did not care for that in the slightest.  
 
    “Well, let’s try not to do that, then,” he said gently. “I don't want any of us shot.” 
 
    “Hell, me neither,” Zach snorted.  
 
    “Amen,” Gordy unconsciously rubbed his shoulder.  
 
    “I'm getting the feeling we ain't exactly welcome here,” Kurtis murmured. “These other folks is curious, but they don't like us being here, neither. They're just more subtle than the hunters are.” 
 
    Hunters. Odd choice of words until Clay remembered that Kurtis had once hunted man-eating predators for spending money. That took more than just balls. It took smarts. And it took the ability to be able to examine the scene of an ambush killing, too. 
 
    “Spread out just a little,” he said softly. “Do it accidental like, and don't touch a gun of any kind. Just put another horse space between us.” 
 
    None of the boys replied, but over the next thirty seconds, they had spread themselves apart just about enough for two more horses to fit between them. It wasn't much, but it was all Clay could do at the moment without possibly starting a shooting war that he could see no way to win.  
 
    Less than five minutes later, Bronson stopped his horse before Lewiston City Hall. Clay almost laughed as he noticed the old-fashioned hitching post now running along the front of the building. Bronson swung down and tied his horse to the rail. The other man kept moving around the corner, doubtless heading to a spot from which he could help shoot them, Clay decided.  
 
    “You, Holloway, and the men from Jordan can come inside,” Bronson told Adcock. “Rest can wait here.” Nodding in reply, Adcock dropped to the ground, handing his reins to the woman sitting next to his horse. Draper and Dawson slid from their own horses and tied them to the hitching rail. He saw Gordy, who had dismounted to loosen the cinch on Adcock's mount, frown when neither man loosened their saddle cinches and checked their horses, but again, the teenager said nothing. He knew when to keep his peace. Greg Holloway had already taken care of his horse and was waiting on the sidewalk.  
 
    “You gonna leave them horses like that?” Kurtis challenged, as only a man who had once depended on horses to live might do. Clay closed his eyes and waited for the explosion.  
 
    “What do you mean?” Dawson asked, waiting. “What did we do?” 
 
    “It's what you didn't do,” he replied. “You see what he just did?” Kurtis pointed to Gordy. “He let the strain off that horse while there ain't no rider on 'im. You just walked off and left yours. That ain't no way to do.” 
 
    “What do you know, anyway?” Draper demanded.  
 
    “He knows enough to know you should be loosening that cinch,” Bronson replied from the other side of his own horse. Having finished with his saddle, he stepped out from behind his mount to nod at Kurtis. The teen returned it, but said nothing else.  
 
    Adcock and Greg waited as Dawson and Draper took care of their horses, then followed Bronson into City Hall. 
 
    “Sorry,” Kurtis muttered. “Man needs to take care of his horse. Might be the difference 'tween living and dying.” 
 
    “That it could,” Clay agreed. “It's alright.” 
 
    “Where did you learn so much about horses, kid?” Sergeant Gleason asked. He was the only one of Adcock's NCOs that could ride. He was clearly curious, rather than challenging.  
 
    “I'm from Montana,” Kurtis shrugged. “You live and work on some of the big outfits out there, you better learn to take care of your horses. You don't, you just might die.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Gleason nodded. “I worked with some fellas once, a good while back. They liked to use horses, too. They treated their horses better than their families, sometimes. I asked, once, why that was. The answer was fairly simple. A man's worth among warriors was measured by his horse. If his horse was poorly kept, he'd be looked down on. At the time I felt like their priorities were out of whack, to be honest. But I've seen what happens to men on poor horses. After that, you gain a better appreciation of their attitude toward their horses, if not their families.” He looked at Gordy and then Zach. 
 
    “What about you kids?” he asked. He clearly did not mean 'kids' as an insult. The man was in his mid-fifties. Almost everyone in the group was a 'kid' to Gleason. 
 
    “I grew up with horses,” Gordy shrugged. “We use them to ride herd, no pun intended, on our cattle. We got a lot of fence to ride. As to caring for 'em, that was simple. I either did it, and did it right, or I got my ass beat,” he laughed. Most of the group laughed with him.  
 
    “I'm still learning,” Zach admitted. “I knew how to ride a bit, but as to caring for horses, I'm learning now how to do that. Gradually.” 
 
    “He means slowly,” Gordy threw in, to another round of laughs. Zach laughed too, shaking his head.  
 
    “Shame we can't look around some,” a soldier down the line said quietly. “Seems like a nice place.” 
 
    “Except for the angry looking guys on the rooftops with hunting rifles, I'd agree with you,” a female soldier murmured. “They definitely don't like us, it seems.” 
 
    “It's probably Uncle Clay,” Gordy took a jab at his uncle again. “He's usually not welcome anywhere twice.” The soldiers laughed once again as Clay glared at his nephew in mock anger. 
 
    “Mouthy little shit,” he growled. “See if I take you anywhere else.” 
 
    “And you figured I'd be the one to make trouble,” Zach snorted, earning him a look from Clay.  
 
    “Zach, you have to admit that you tend to be a trouble magnet,” Clay raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Who is it that puts me in those places again?” Zach appeared to ponder a minute before snapping his fingers. “That's right! It's you!” he pointed at Clay with wide eyes. Once more the entire group laughed. Clay took a cautious look around as he chuckled and realized that many of the people who had been watching them had lost interest. He carefully glanced around, taking in the buildings and their rooftops.  
 
    Yep. Still angry looking men with rifles up there. They weren't losing interest.  
 
    He heard the door the others had disappeared into open, and turned to see Bronson walking out with Greg and Adcock. 
 
    “Deputy Bronson is going to try and help us find our prophet,” Adcock said simply. Gordy fixed Adcock's saddle and remounted as Bronson and Holloway did the same.  
 
    “He disappeared to the south after he took a pretty bad beating,” the deputy said, leading them at a slow walk through town and toward the south end. “He was trying to preach his brand of religion to a couple drunks, and they took exception to it, and that was that,” Bronson chuckled slightly. “We got there before they could kill him, but they still got some good licks in.” 
 
    “Do you have that kind of trouble often?” Adcock asked.  
 
    “We never had anyone just walk into town preaching doom before,” Bronson was shaking his head.  
 
    “I actually meant the drunk beating thing,” Adcock laughed.  
 
    “Oh,” Bronson shrugged. “Sorry. Well, we do have a few stills running, and one man trying to make decent beer, so we get a few rough and rowdy fellers once in every while, but it's manageable. Most folks are just going about their business and doing right. Always have that one character in the crowd, though. Ain't that right, Sanders?” he said suddenly, over his shoulder.  
 
    “Which Sanders?” Gordy asked before his uncle could reply. Bronson turned in his saddle to look behind him. 
 
    “Well I'll be damned,” he grinned. “Gordy Sanders himself. Holloway didn't mention you was out here. How you doing, kid? Sorry about the ride,” he said before Gordy could answer. 
 
    “If that's all I lose, I'll be okay, Mister Bronson,” Gordy shrugged. “I'm glad to see y'all doing so well,” he added. 
 
    “We've had rough patches, but pulled through.” He noticed the soldiers looking confused.  
 
    “In case you gentlemen, and gentleladies,” he nodded to the two women, “didn't know it, you're in the presence of our equivalent of a celebrity. Young Sanders there was headed to UT, probably as a starting linebacker in his first year. Would have been this year, wouldn't it?” he sounded as if he was asking himself. “Anyway. Kid can absolutely knock a bull off his feet. More like Sidell than you, Clayton.” 
 
    “Robert always was bigger than me,” Clay shrugged. “I didn't figure you'd recognize me,” he added. 
 
    “Didn't,” Bronson replied. “Ain't seen you in what? Ten years? Holloway tuned me in that you was here. I didn't recognize the boy since he wasn't knocking somebody's helmet off,” he chuckled.  
 
    They made small talk for another five minutes or so as they rode slowly through town. Bronson slowed as they came to an area where the buildings were thinning out.  
 
    “Last time anyone seen him was through here,” the deputy told them. “I know he's camping somewhere out here, but I've never had reason to search him out so I don't know exactly where he is. We'll have to just amble through the bramble till we find him,” he laughed at his own joke. “I guess half of you come with me, and Greg can take the rest that way,” he pointed west. “You boys go where you're a mind to,” he added to Clay. “Just stay within sight and shouting range. Lot o' boys ain't happy with y'all being here.” 
 
    “They hide it so well, though,” Zach snorted. Bronson turned and caught sight of Zach. 
 
    “Well, now,” he smiled. “Zachary Willis, as I live and breathe. Funny seeing you here again. They had just got the sign put back up at the Piggly Wiggly when the lights went out.” 
 
    “That was not my fault,” Zach said at once. “I don't know who that asshole from Shelbyville was, but he was the one that rammed that sign.” 
 
    “After the two of you lit the street up at the green light,” Bronson raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “That is not the same thing,” Zach maintained. “If he couldn't handle it, he shouldn't have stood on it. I had no part in his crashing into the sign. Nor in his running off, now that I think on it,” he added. 
 
    “Ah, nobody cares anymore anyway, except maybe Hilda Martin. She don't get out much since her store closed, so you should be okay,” Bronson laughed.  
 
    “Can't carry you anywhere, either,” Gordy complained, and got a one fingered salute from his friend in return.   
 
    “Alright,” Adcock tried to get things on track again. “Sergeant Gleason, take three men and go with Deputy Bronson. The rest will come with Deputy Holloway and I.” He looked at Clay.  
 
    “Zach and I will ride with you,” Clay told the Captain. “Gordy, Kurtis, you go with Sergeant Gleason. He's the lead. It stays that way until we meet up again.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the two teens replied in unison, moving at once to join the Sergeant. Gleason looked at Clayton with a raised eyebrow. Clay shrugged and gave the sergeant a little smile, which was returned. He goaded his horse forward, as Greg and Adcock were already moving away. 
 
    “Let’s go see if we can spot a crazy man, Zach,” Clay jerked his head toward Greg.  
 
    “What if he ain't crazy?” Zach asked as he caught up to Clay. 
 
    “What?”  
 
    “What if the guy ain't crazy,” Zach repeated. “What if he either really believes all that horseshit he's shoveling, or else he's just using it to get something he wants?”  
 
    “Well, it depends,” Clay shrugged. “If this guy we're looking for is a zealot, and he's being used by a bigger zealot, then that produces one kind of trouble. If he's a zealot being used by the second type, the one who's after something, that presents a different problem, because the man behind this guy will be thinking straight, whereas the zealot may not be. Now,” he adjusted his position in the saddle, “if he's a peon, then whoever he works for probably won't ever realize he's gone. But if he's someone important to whoever is pulling the strings, then it becomes a bigger issue. They may send someone looking for him if he goes missing. Might even send a bunch of someones.” 
 
    “Which is worse to your way of thinking?” Zach asked. “The zealot, or the criminal?”  
 
    “The zealot,” Clay replied at once. “Criminals can usually be reasoned with, though not every time. There's no reasoning with a zealot.” 
 
    - 
 
    Kurtis Montana was watching the ground as he rode, letting his horse pick his way through the rocky and uneven land they were searching. His eyes were always moving, covering the same spot three to four times in the amount of time it took for his horse to ride past it. It let his eyes see the ground from slightly different perspectives.  
 
    Kurtis had learned to track as a young teenager, following older men who had to hunt and kill predators, and had to hunt and occasionally shoot rustlers. He had learned out in the wild how to tell what had come and gone, and when.  
 
    No one noticed Kurtis stop except Gleason. The older man pulled out of the group and rode slowly back to where Kurtis was squatting down, studying the ground.  
 
    “What have you found, son?” Gleason asked quietly.  
 
    “I don't know what kind of shoes this guy might be wearing,” Kurtis didn't look up at the soldier, “but a man with slick soled shoes slid off this little shelf right here, not more than three days ago.” 
 
    “How do you know it was three days?” Gleason asked.  
 
    “It rained four days ago,” Kurtis got to his feet. “Wasn't a downpour, just a gentle little rain. But it was enough to let him slip and slide down this little rise, here. It ain't rained since, either. This slide is still pretty much undamaged. That means it didn't rain on it except when it was still wet.” 
 
    “You got good eyes, son,” Gleason complimented. “Deputy!” he called to Bronson. “We may have a lead, here!” 
 
    - 
 
    “Boy, I don't know where you learned that, but you're a hell of a tracker, I can say that,” Bronson told Kurtis as he studied the slide. “I rode right by that, and I call myself a hunter.” He looked down at the bramble and shrubbery that ran for as far as the eye could see in the hill country.  
 
    “There is no telling where that idiot is, out there,” he said softly. “And you can forget getting the horses through that mess. If we want to find who did this,” he gestured at the slide, “we're gonna have to go in there on foot. And that is gonna purely suck.” 
 
    “Definitely,” one of the soldiers agreed.  
 
    “Let’s head down to where they are,” Bronson pointed to the other group, visible in the distance. “I really don't want to go in there,” he added softly. 
 
    - 
 
    “The truth is, if he ain't dead or dying, he'll be back in town in a few days at most,” Bronson told Adcock. “Heading into that brush is asking for a man to get hurt, and there's no way to take a horse in there without it hitting rocks. I doubt a horse could make it through, to be honest.” He looked at Greg Holloway. 
 
    “He's burrowed up in a den, just like an injured rabbit,” he told his fellow deputy. “We'd need a ton of luck to find him at all.” 
 
    “He's right,” Kurtis was nodding. “That bramble is as thick as anything I've ever seen. If he's out there in that, he's lucky he's not already snake bit.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Bronson agreed immediately. “Copperheads are still out, and we killed a four-foot rattler yesterday about a half-mile back into town.” 
 
    Captain Adcock was not liking what he was hearing, and neither was Clay, but it didn't seem to matter. In the end, there was nothing to do but abandon the hunt for now. 
 
    “What are the odds we've spooked him away?” he asked softly, looking around him.  
 
    “He's got no reason to think we're looking for him,” Greg pointed out. “If he doesn't think he's done something wrong, then he's got no reason to run. For all he knows, if he can see us at all, we're hunting game.” 
 
    “Even with us along?” Adcock asked. 
 
    “Especially with you along,” Bronson fielded that one. “We'd be more likely to help you get game than give you anything we already have of our own. No offense,” he added with a 'what can you do' gesture of his hands out at his waist, palms up.  
 
    “None taken,” Adcock promised. “I don't blame you. We are trying to trade for or buy fresh foods or livestock, but we're not seizing anything from anyone. None of us are.” 
 
    “So, we're back to town, then?” Clay cut in. “If we're not after him, then we shouldn't be talking about him like we're after him, in case he can hear us.” 
 
    “Excellent point,” Greg agreed. “I suggest we head back. We all need a break and some water. And we'll have to head back, soon.” 
 
    “Why?” Bronson asked.  
 
    “We need to be back in camp before night,” Adcock answered that one. “We're not experienced riders and being on pavement is hard on the horses as it is. I'd like for us to be done by dark.” 
 
    “I see,” the deputy nodded. “Then Greg's right. We need to head back. By the time you let your horses rest and you take a nature call, it will be time for you to head back. I'm sorry we couldn't find the little weasel.” 
 
    “We'll locate him eventually,” Adcock replied softly. “Let’s do head back. I need to have another word with your mayor before we leave.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    The group returned about twenty minutes before twilight, enough light remaining that they were able to make it into camp with no problems. Lieutenant Flores was waiting for them near the center of camp. Clay didn't bother to stop and hear what she had to say. This wasn't his command, which meant it wasn't his business. He and his group took the horses to their picket area and began caring for them. Clay was finishing a rubdown on a second horse when Adcock approached him. 
 
    “Things were quiet here while we were gone, but elsewhere, not so much,” he looked grim. “We got a radio call from the Major while we were in town. A scout patrol found a small town that should have about thirty-five hundred people, but has maybe two hundred and fifty. That alone would be strange, I suppose, but those who are left are preaching that crap about being worthy and what not. One mentioned that those who weren't worthy were, and I quote, 'purified',” he raised his hands in an air quotes gesture.  
 
    “Well, that's not creepy at all,” Clay sighed, rubbing his face.  
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Adcock agreed. “The Major also asked if you would be willing to consider allowing a small team to winter on your farm,” he added, somewhat hesitantly. “He wants to try and have a small presence in several areas in the region to respond to what he called 'local events',” Adcock again used air quotes.  
 
    “How small are we talking about?” Clay asked.  
 
    “Likely a squad with an extra fire-team,” Adcock replied. “I'm guessing, you understand, but probably someone like Lieutenant Gillis, supported by an experienced NCO and then call it four fire-teams. Probably less than twenty, for sure.” 
 
    “I honestly don't know if we can feed so many extra people,” Clay answered truthfully. “I do know that we absolutely can't put them up. Like I said before, we're literally sleeping atop one another in some cases. It's one of the things we're hoping to alleviate in the next few months, weather and criminals allowing.” 
 
    “They'll have their own food and shelter,” Adcock assured him. “If you all choose to let them table with you on occasion, that's your decision and I'm sure they would appreciate it, but they'll have MREs with them as well as pre-thermed squad packs. And the smaller version of the tents we used here. They'll stand up to the winter just fine, and they're heated. The only thing I would ask is allowing them to use your shower facilities a few times a week, since they won't have one that will really be adequate for winter use.” 
 
    Clay mulled that over, but it simply wasn't something he could decide on his own. 
 
    “You plan to have a presence in Jordan, too?” he asked, stalling for time. 
 
    “We hope to,” Adcock replied. “I've also asked Mayor Seward for the same thing. We're trying to spread out for the winter. Partly hoping we can buy or trade for at least some supplies to sustain us, but mostly to try and be on hand to help in the event there's trouble.” 
 
    “I don't think you have enough junior officers or senior enlisted for too many of these penny packets,” Clay observed.  
 
    “It won't just be my group,” Adcock informed him. “I think the Major will try to keep one company sized response unit together, and spread the rest over the area we're trying to cover. I expect him to have commanders like me be responsible for a particular district, or maybe county if the population is large enough, keep a platoon sized response unit and then make occasional spot checks on the penny packets, as you called them. Our resources aren't bottomless, and this lets us use our fuel more efficiently. Meanwhile, we'll have to start trying to buy or trade for horses, I'd imagine,” he shook his head with a wry grin. “From horses all the way up to Abrams and Brads, and then right back to horses. Life really is on a wheel, ain't it?” 
 
    “I'll have to run it by the others, first. I can't make a decision like that on my own,” Clay finally told him. “I don't personally have a problem with it, so long as whoever you choose to be on the farm can keep a handle on the men with him. Or her. I don't need any kind of problems that a full squad of soldiers could cause. I have to wonder, though,” he added thoughtfully, “if you're wanting to place men in Jordan, why are you interested in keeping someone at the farm? We're not near anywhere that Jordan isn't.” 
 
    “Truthfully?” Adcock was frank in his reply. “We need outfits like yours to do well. Better than well, if possible. You may not have the resources to help us now, but if we can establish a way of paying for fresh foods and meats, then maybe you can plant more next year. We've encountered a handful of other operations like yours spread throughout the area, and are in the process of negotiating the same thing with them. We've got to have resources to try and keep our people working. Some of them have families that we're also responsible for. Right now, we're using a state park that had an inn, cabins, and group lodges to billet families in.” 
 
    “From among those people we've managed to gather a decent size group of people with skills we needed to start our own, much smaller operation. Gardens, making use of naturally occurring foods in the area, using orchards that few others seem to use. We don't take all of anything, mind you, leaving some for others no matter how badly we want it. We've also managed to start a much smaller livestock operation, with a handful of breeding stock to try and build us a herd over the next few years.” 
 
    “All that while still trying to keep the peace,” Clay mentioned. “Most people would just pull their horns in and sit quietly.” 
 
    “You didn't,” Adcock pointed out. “You've left your farm more than once, or even twice, to try and do the right thing, even though it's not your job to do. We're supposed to be doing this. The fact that we're no longer getting paid or being supported doesn't relieve us of that responsibility. Sometimes I'd rather it did,” he admitted. “But the bottom line is that someone has to do this, and it was our job from the beginning. Not everyone has shown up, and I suspect that those who haven't already, never will. They've either elected to take care of their own, which I fully understand, or else. . .or else they're simply not able to report in at all,” he settled for saying.  
 
    He left unsaid that the reason they were unable to report was that they were likely dead. 
 
    “This whole thing is really a mess, isn't it,” Clay said suddenly, his voice low. “Almost a year gone by and we're still feeling the effects of the disaster. I've warned my people all along that this was our new normal. Not to expect things to ever go back to the way they were. But knowing it's coming and seeing it arrive are two vastly different experiences.” 
 
    “We'll feel the effects for years to come,” Adcock agreed somberly. “There was a time where only the strongest and most hardy of people survived. We eliminated that for the most part, at least in first world nations. But the tools we needed to do that are gone, now. The support structures that enabled us to do that are gone, and you're right. We're unlikely to see them return. I've already seen children that died from starvation because there was no way for their parents to feed them. Others who will be stunted in their growth by malnutrition.” He paused, looking away into the growing dark.  
 
    “People with the hollow-eyed look of zombies who are just trudging along, trying to get from one day to the next. When they see us pull up, you can see them light up for a few minutes, thinking the help they expected last winter has finally come, late though it might be. I hate seeing the look on their faces when they realize that we can't actually help them. It's like. . .watching them fade away all over again,” he sighed. “I hate it,” he almost whispered.  
 
    “Of course, you do,” Clay clasped Adcock's shoulder in solidarity. “You're supposed to stop things like that. And when you can't, it's as if you've been stabbed in the heart. Or in the back,” he added darkly. “But if you keep letting what you can't do get to you, you aren't going to make it, man,” he warned. “You can't do it.” 
 
    “I'm aware of that,” Adcock agreed, his eyes flashing for just a second at being 'lectured', but the fire faded as quickly as it appeared. “I am,” he repeated, his tone losing its edge. “If I were anywhere else, I wouldn't think a thing about it, other than to note that I can't help. But among our own people, it's different. For perhaps the first time, I can really, actually, understand how men in some of the other nations I've been in felt when they were trying to keep bad things from happening to their people. I always thought I could before, to be honest. That I had enough empathy to understand what they were feeling. What they were going through. I'm realizing now that I didn't.” 
 
    “It's a shock to the system,” Clay agreed. “Seeing here what we saw so much of, elsewhere. And worse, knowing there's not a hell of a lot you can do about it. We've done all we can for those around us, and maybe a little more than we could afford to,” he admitted. “Some of that I argued against, I admit. Even now I still think it was a bad decision. I'm not sorry we did it, I have to also admit. I just think, from the standpoint of our own well-being, it was the wrong move. But ultimately, I'm responsible for well over one hundred people, many of them children. I can't afford to let sentimentality dictate my actions. I have to think of what's best for all of us, not just what I'd really like to see done.” He suddenly seemed to realize how much he was talking and stopped. Straightening, he looked at Adcock. 
 
    “I'll discuss this with the others when we get back,” he promised. “I expect they will want more information, including knowing who you'll expect to put there, before they'll make a decision.” 
 
    “There's no hurry at the moment,” Adcock admitted. “Winter is a ways off, anyway. We'll be moving to see what the situation is in the town the scouts found. Try to investigate and see what happened. It's actually over in Alabama a short way, I think, but jurisdictional lines are a little faded, these days.” 
 
    “Everything is, these days,” Clay agreed. “Everything.” 
 
    “We'll camp here again tonight,” Adcock said as he turned away. “Escort you back first thing in the morning, and then be on our way.” 
 
    - 
 
    The Guard convoy made sure that Clay's trucks got safely back as far as Jake's truck stop the next morning. The soldiers paused to refuel from their tanker truck before they headed south on their next assignment. Having returned Dawson and Draper while the Guard refueled, Clay and the others were headed home before they departed. Adcock made a fast trip into Jordan to talk to Picket during the refueling, probably about basing a squad or so of soldiers in town for the winter. Clay wondered what the answer would be, but didn't dwell on it, nor stop to ask. 
 
    Both Draper and Dawson seemed very pleased with whatever their discussion with Seward had produced, but Clay didn't bother to ask what it was. It didn't concern him, or his people.  
 
    Once the horses were off loaded and cared for, Clay told the others to take the rest of the day off and then headed for his small office. He found Jose Juarez waiting for him on the pad.  
 
    “Have a good trip?” he Jose inquired. 
 
    “In the sense that we didn't have trouble, yeah,” Clay nodded. “We also found that there's a guy that's been trying to hawk that worthy message in person in Lewiston, though he isn't doing well.” 
 
    “Folks not interested?” Jose asked. 
 
    “Folks beating him senseless,” Clay corrected. “Goes way beyond not interested. At this point, assuming there really is an army of God or whatever, I'd lay wages that the guy is gathering intel for whoever would be responsible for enforcing the worthy edicts, or whatever they call it. It's apparently already happening in other places.” He filled Jose in on the information Adcock had provided the night before. 
 
    “Damn,” Jose was shaking his head slowly by the time Clay finished. “That's worse than the criminal element, really. At least you can get a criminal to see reason, once in a while.” 
 
    “Said the same thing myself, more or less,” Clay agreed. “For the moment it's not an issue for us. That said, it could become one in a relatively short period of time. And with that in mind, we have to consider a request from Adcock's CO.” He laid out everything that the Captain had shared with him. When he was done, he sat back in his chair, studying his friend. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I'm automatically inclined to refuse, honestly,” Jose said thoughtfully, staring off into space as he thought the idea through. “We don't really know these people, and there's very little actual trust established between us, for the moment anyway. Adcock talks a good game, but one good meal and a joint exercise in public safety is not nearly enough to establish the kind of trust we need for something like that.” He brought his focus back to Clay.  
 
    “He said Gillis would be in charge?” 
 
    “Actually, he said someone like Gillis,” Clay clarified. “Not the same thing. It could well end up being people we don't know anything about at all, and haven't even met.” 
 
    “If it were Flores, and then either Maxwell or Gleason backing her, I'd be a lot more inclined to consider it,” Jose mused. “Flores is young, but she's smart, too. With Maxwell or Gleason to ride herd on the enlisted, I'd have far fewer doubts about things going well. The thing is, having maybe twenty men in close proximity to some of the people that have been so traumatized by what's happened over the last year... I think it's just asking for trouble. Begging for it, really.” 
 
    “I thought the same,” Clay nodded slowly. “Then, there's the fact that while they're eating field rats, we'll be over here eating high on the hog, so to speak. That's almost sure to cause a problem, eventually. But I don't know if we can afford to feed that many extra mouths. I won't lie to you, if we could feed them, then so long as you got what you wanted in terms of the personnel, I'd be tickled to have them here. Another fifteen to twenty well trained and experienced shooters would let us make this place a lot more secure.” 
 
    “It also lets them know what kind of gear we have, too,” Jose argued. “I'm not sure that's a good idea.” 
 
    “There is that,” Clay agreed. “I've thought about that, too. And there's no real way to hide everything for the entire winter. For that matter, others have already seen them and will talk, sooner or later. They would eventually see at least the vehicles if nothing else.  Might well try and demand we turn them over come spring time.” 
 
    “Which we will not be doing,” Jose said firmly. 
 
    “Which we will not be doing,” Clay confirmed. “We'll try and have a meeting on this soon. As soon as we can, but there's no immediate hurry. They won't be going into camp for a while yet. Still, I don't want to wait too long.” 
 
    “You want to do this, don't you?” Jose studied his friend closely. 
 
    “I think I do, but at the same time I don't,” Clay made a gesture of helplessness. “There are advantages and disadvantages, not least of which is being on the controlling power's good side. Having them owe us a favor is in no way a bad thing,” he pointed out. 
 
    “No, it's not,” Jose agreed. “I'll consider it both ways, myself,” he stood. “More shooters is usually a good thing in times like these.” 
 
    - 
 
    “I'm not so sure this is a good idea.” 
 
    While it seemed to be the general consensus, Kevin Bodee was the one who put it into words.  
 
    “Before we decide whether it's a good idea or not,” Clay raised a hand to quiet the murmurs in the small gathering, “I want us to review everything that would be attached to this in any way. First of all, can we afford to feed twenty extra people for the winter?” 
 
    “I thought they had their own food?” Alicia both asked and stated. It was not a challenge, as it once might have been, but a request for clarification. 
 
    “They will,” Clay confirmed. “That said, two things to consider. First, we could buy a lot of good will with a few meals over the winter. Second, the food they're eating is designed to last for years, but it's also trail food. Rations they need while on the move. If we can let them save that, it's a big help for them. They aren't making them anymore. Once they're gone, they're gone.” 
 
    “I thought we weren't going to take anyone else in,” Angela said quietly. “What happened to that?” 
 
    “We aren't taking them in, mom,” Clay clarified next. “They would essentially be wintering here, in camp. Much like the campaigns of old. Wars are fought in good weather, with garrison life or camp life in winter. Lake's CO is trying to spread his people wide in an effort to cover as much territory as they can. They don't have a bottomless fuel truck, either. They have to be as sparing as possible with it. He mentioned that they'd be back to using horses one day soon, just as we're starting to do. Considering that most of them are from an armored cavalry unit, he thought it was the height of irony. And it is, when you think about it. As he put it, all the way from horses to tanks, and then back to horses. A full cycle.” 
 
    “Anyway, come spring they would rejoin their reformed command and return to their work,” he finished.” 
 
    “Twenty people is a lot,” Lainie mused out loud. “But we purposely built a large cushion into our food preservation, as I recall. I don't know if it's that large a cushion, though.” 
 
    “It depends,” Alicia offered. “It depends on how many actual meals we're talking about. We'd need to know exactly how many people, and for exactly how long, or at least as close as possible. For instance, we could easily feed them for a month and be okay. We might have to do as Dee mentioned,” she indicated the other woman with a nod, “and slaughter a cow or two that we didn't want to, but it can be done. As long as we're not doing serious damage to our herd or our stores, it's not a burden we can't manage.” 
 
    Alicia's statement showed just how staggering her transformation had been since the disaster had struck. It had happened even before she had learned she was pregnant again, and had continued to evolve after that.  
 
    “Clayton, what are the advantages and disadvantages of having these soldiers on the farm?” Gordon asked. “Aside from the food use, I mean,” he waved his hand as if to push that argument aside. “What good does it do us for them to be here, as opposed to their not being here?” 
 
    “Probably the best question to consider,” Clay nodded. “The advantages are fairly straightforward. An extra fifteen to twenty shooters to defend this place,” he held up one finger. “Lake's CO will owe us a favor, assuming he's the kind of man who considers such things.” A second finger joined the first. 
 
    “We can establish a lot of good will, at least among the soldiers who are stationed here,” he raised a third finger. “And that good will can translate into a much a better relationship with the people who are or will be the managing authority in this area as things become more settled. Hopefully we'll begin to see a return to at least some organized law. Lewiston still has it in spades, actually, but they didn't go through the war that Peabody did. Peyton's involvement in organized crime made Peabody vulnerable to that kind of violence, whereas Lewiston was more fortunate in that regard.” 
 
    “As to disadvantages,” Clay continued. “First and foremost, it will allow them to see at least some of our hardware. There's no realistic way we can prevent them from at least getting a look at our vehicles. It's possible that they would demand we surrender them, which we will not be doing, to quote Poncho. They may also get a look at our armaments, which, to be honest, are a lot more powerful than what many of you have yet seen. Again, they may try to force us to surrender them, and again, we will not be doing that.” 
 
    “There is also the idea of having fifteen to twenty men in camp near some of the people on this farm who have been through so much trauma,” Clay said finally. “While Lake mentioned that many of his men had their families with them in their base camp, I wouldn't expect to see any of those particular men show up here. It's more likely to be single men, and women, instead. Single men and single women, in large groups and in close proximity, will normally end up with people pairing off, even if it's just for stress relief,” he spoke frankly. 
 
    “These aren't normal times,” Beverly Jackson noted firmly. 
 
    “Right,” Clay agreed completely. “While there are a number of unattached females here, they are unlikely to respond favorably to being approached in any manner, let alone one that includes any form of physicality. I suspect that no matter who the senior NCO is, he or she will not be able to completely contain the behavior of young soldiers who may well view this place as their equivalent of being on leave all winter after months of active duty.” 
 
    “Which means we'll have to do it,” Brick said from the back of the group. Several people turned to look at the big man, not even having noticed him being present. 
 
    “Which means we will have to do it,” Clay confirmed with a nod. “Now, I am not saying we would have any trouble at all, let alone anything serious. Dad just asked for disadvantages, and that may possibly be one.” 
 
    “Otherwise, we're looking at the difference of our standard of living as opposed to other people's. We've got it really good here, folks,” Clay reminded them. “That's not by accident, and we don't have anything we haven't earned, but it's still going to strike some the wrong way.” 
 
    “Like Don Draper's attitude when we met to talk about the trade day,” Gary Meecham noted. 
 
    “Exactly like that,” Clay nodded quickly. “And a good example. Despite how much help we've been to Jordan, there are still people harboring resentment toward us for nothing more than having what we've worked so hard for, for so many years. For our family, for so many generations. And I have to admit, I'm getting tired of hearing it,” he added. 
 
    “I think we all are,” Robert agreed with his younger brother. “I admit I had a lot of this figured all wrong, and that was one of the worst mistakes I made, right there. Thinking people would still be reasonable. Clay warned me over and over, as did others, and I ignored it. No, that's not accurate,” he corrected himself at once. “I didn't exactly ignore it, but I didn't want to believe it, which is almost as bad. The results are pretty much identical.” 
 
    “I think by every objective standard, we've done our Christian duty and more,” Angela agreed with her sons. “Just because I think we should do something else, or something more, doesn't mean that I don't think we've done enough. It's just my automatic response to try and help. At my age, habits like that are pretty much set,” she smiled faintly.  
 
    “I think all of us wish we could do more, Mother,” Gordon patted her hand gently. “Clayton, weighing the advantages you just pointed out against the disadvantages, which can you say outweighs the other?”  
 
    “The advantages,” Clay replied at once. “It's a fact that the people in Jordan, especially people like Dawson who is former military, already know we've got the MRAPs and at a minimum heavy machine guns. They've seen them, and they've seen us in them. If Adcock doesn't know that by now, he will someday soon, even if it's just a casual conversation and not someone who wants to cause us trouble. But, the one disadvantage may be a trump card, and that's the effect their presence may have on the people here on the farm who have already had a rough time. I have no way to know or even guess at what that effect might be.” He looked to Beverly Jackson, who raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “You know, if you wanted me to make an educated guess about that, a little warning would have been nice,” she told him, though her smile robbed the words of any sting.  
 
    “Poncho was supposed to tell you,” Clay lied at once. 
 
    “What?” Jose perked up. “What did you just say?” 
 
    “What do you think, Beverly,” Clay ignored Jose's sputtering. “Best guess, even if it's off the cuff.” 
 
    “There is no one-size-fits-all answer for that,” she informed him. “Each person is different. Each person experienced things in different ways or to different degrees. Each person has their own coping mechanism, some of which are stronger than others. There is no way to fit everyone together like that and make a pronouncement of how they will react to any given stimuli.” 
 
    “Well, what if we look at it from another angle,” Greg spoke for the first time. “Who would be most likely to have an adverse reaction to their presence?”  
 
    “Adverse reaction?” Clay looked at his friend with mock surprise. “Where did you learn that?” Greg didn't even look at Clay as he flipped him the bird, but continued to concentrate on Beverly for her reply.  
 
    “Any of them could be triggered by it, if the right conditions are met,” she said after a few seconds of consideration. “But, consider what they have done since they arrived here,” she continued. “All of them have completed an intense training course and are now heavily armed and able. For that matter, they're still training. Many if not most of them decided to pursue that training because they were determined to avoid any sort of victimization ever again. It may well be that the presence of a large group of strange, armed men will trigger the exact opposite reaction you expect. They could actually turn aggressive. Violent, even.” 
 
    “Hadn't thought of that,” Greg admitted, sitting back into his seat. “We're thinking of them as fragile flowers. We might be doing them a disservice here,” he looked at Clay. “And inviting trouble by doing it.” 
 
    - 
 
    “You really do invite trouble, do you not?”  
 
    Xavier was looking down at Amanda Lowery, who had just tried to catch Zach by surprise, jumping him as he came out of the big barn behind the Sanders' homes.  
 
    She was now flat on her back with a very real knife across her throat as the teen looked down at her with about as much emotion as if he were picking up litter.  
 
    “That was stupid,” Zach told her softly, releasing her and getting to his feet. Neither offered to help her rise as she got to her feet and dusted herself off.  
 
    “Well, I thought I might take you down like that,” she admitted ruefully.  
 
    “Why is that so important to you?” Zach asked her, his head tilting a little to one side as he studied her.  
 
    “It just is,” the woman almost snarled. “I'm tired of losing!” 
 
    “There is no losing,” Zach replied before Xavier could. “There's no winning or losing when we're training. There's just learning. Improving. That's all.” 
 
    “Well said, Zachary,” Xavier clasped the younger man's shoulder.  “Miss Lowery, I believe you are under a false impression concerning our actions, here. This is not a game. There is no hierarchy of prizes. Everything we do is designed to make us better at defending this farm and the people who call it home. There is nothing else. No medals, no prizes, no awards.” He paused as he studied the look on her face. 
 
    “Your emotions cloud your thinking,” he told her flatly. “I am somewhat surprised that a person who has your training would not be able to master her emotions. Especially when engaged in an training exercise such as ours. I surmise that your instructor did not instruct you in the arts of mediation at all?” 
 
    “Of course, he did,” Lowery replied. “I was very well taught, actually. I'm just competitive. That's all.” 
 
    “There's nothing here to compete for,” Zach was the one who answered her. “Just survival.” With that he started for his dorm at Building Two, nothing else to say.  
 
    “What is wrong with him?” Lowery asked quietly, watching Zach go. “For that matter, what's wrong with you?” she looked at Xavier, only to find him studying her intently. She watched as he seemed to consider his answer, something he didn't usually do. She could almost see it when he came to a decision. Just a slight change in his expression, and his eyes. 
 
    “Do you know how to feel sympathy, Miss Lowery?” he asked her politely. 
 
    “Of course,” Lowery nodded. “Does he need sympathy?” 
 
    “Are you, Miss Lowery, capable of feeling empathy for another person?” Xavier continued as if she hadn't spoken. 
 
    “Putting myself in their shoes? Yeah,” she replied when Xavier nodded once. “I can do that.” 
 
    “And are you capable of emotions other than the anger, jealousy and frustration that you have demonstrated when dealing with us?” Xavier's tone was slightly mocking, but only slightly.  
 
    “Of course, I am!” Lowery replied hotly. “What does that have to do with him!” she pointed to where Zach was disappearing around the row of trees that lined the Sanders' driveway.  
 
    “He, is not, capable of those things,” Xavier said slowly, drawing the sentence out as if trying to make sure all the words registered on her. Lowery stared at him for a moment, caught by surprise.  
 
    “Say what?” she finally asked. 
 
    “You, Miss Lowery, were born with the ability to not only have emotional reactions to outside stimuli, but also with the ability to note and react to that stimuli because others do. That last one is what we call empathy. You see others react to something, and you share in that reaction. A very human thing to do.” 
 
    “Not all people are capable of those things,” Xavier continued. “Not all people are able to associate the suffering of others with suffering of any kind at all. And before you begin to think he simply doesn't care about other people or their misfortunes, know that there is a marked and notable difference between a lack of caring, and an absence of the ability to even consider caring.” 
 
    “You're telling me he's a psycho?” Lowery said softly, as if Zach might hear. Xavier actually laughed softly at that, shaking his head slowly.  
 
    “The education system in this region must be truly appalling,” he said finally, more to himself than to her.  
 
    “Miss Lowery, a person suffering from psychosis is, by definition, lost from reality. Literally living in their own little slice of the world. Does anything about Zachary, or perhaps myself, give you the impression that we are somehow suffering from such a malady? Does our behavior fit that description in any way?”  
 
    “You're scary,” Lowery said flatly. “I know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose I am,” Xavier admitted. “As is Zachary, especially when provoked. And trust me on this; you do not want to see Zachary provoked. And you are avoiding my question,” he raised an eyebrow. “Does our behavior, scary or no, fit the description of someone suffering from the malady of the brain known as psychosis?” 
 
    “Not the definition you gave me, anyway,” her reply screamed reluctance even as she gave it. 
 
    “If you wish, visit the group who runs the Operations Room, and ask them for the definition,” Xavier suggested as he began walking away. “Particularly, speak with Janice Hardy. She has quite the active mind and will certainly be able to answer your questions.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Janice replied, smiling brightly. “Psychosis is a serious mental illness, such as schizophrenic disorder, characterized by defective or lost contact with reality, often with hallucinations or delusions. That's from Webster. Would you like to know what the Encyclopedia Britannica says?”  
 
    “No,” Amanda Lowery tried not to show her shock. This was turning into a hell of a day. “No, I don't need anything else, thanks. I appreciate your time, Janice.” 
 
    “Of course!” the blonde smiled happily. “I'm always happy to help!” 
 
    - 
 
    “So, not psycho,” Lowery said an hour later, having looked Xavier up to talk to him again. He was sitting on the porch of the house where Janice lived, in fact, with a glass of tea. 
 
    “Indeed,” was all he said. “I do believe we have pursued this particular discussion as far as is needful or necessary,” he continued after a moment of quiet. “I can see nothing more to be gained by continuing it. Let this discussion work in your favor, Miss Lowery,” he stood as he spoke. “Stop trying to compete with Zachary, or me, or anyone else. Stop competing, and start training as if your very life depends upon how skilled you can become. As if the life of the person next to you depends upon it. Because in the world we now find ourselves in, it does. Good day,” he smiled as he walked into the house, leaving her sitting on the porch steps. 
 
    - 
 
    “What do you mean by disservice?” Clay asked his friend. 
 
    “Just what I said,” Greg replied firmly. “We're sitting here talking about all of them as if they'll run away screaming the first time they see a soldier on the farm, but Beverly made an outstanding point. They've all made it through a hell of a training regimen, and are now always armed and able to care for themselves. If we're to the point that we're satisfied that they can defend this place, then maybe we should stop assuming they'll fall apart at the idea of a few guys in uniform living here for the winter months.” 
 
    “I agree,” Patricia spoke for the first time during this gathering. “Stop treating them as if they're fragile.   I know for a fact that Beverly has had several sessions with each one of the young women who were rescued, both before and during their training.” Beverly nodded in confirmation. 
 
    “If they were so fragile as all that, then Beverly would have had no choice but to recommend that you removed them from the program, at least until they were more in control of their fears and emotions,” Patricia concluded.  
 
    “That is true,” Beverly agreed. “Professional ethics would have demanded it.” 
 
    “So, give them the benefit of the doubt,” Patricia declared. “They may be nervous about so many men being here, but we've all just agreed that we will be, too. Let’s not blame them for our own fears by using theirs to make a decision. Or rather, to avoid making one.” 
 
    Silence reigned for several seconds as everyone digested that.  
 
    “Where would we put them?” Ronny asked suddenly. “I mean, they won't be living on the hill, will they?” 
 
    “No,” Clay shook his head. “I figured we'd put them in that field over to the east,” he jabbed the air with his thumb in the proper direction. “It won't be a large camp if we're talking about twenty people. The impact on the hay will be minimal, if any. And they may need to be close enough that they can shelter inside here in the event of truly horrible weather, like a blizzard or ice storm. I've actually considered building a shelter for their tent, for that matter. A solid roof over it to keep snow and ice off the frame. Those tents are built to withstand pretty much anything, but again, no one is making those anymore. The more protection we can offer them for it, the longer it will last.” 
 
    “If they get here soon enough, it would be a good time to get some free labor and build a few more dorms,” Jose tossed a new idea into the mix. “One there,” he pointed toward the hay field, “and at least one more on the hill. Maybe even one here, somewhere, for that matter. Behind here, maybe,” he pointed to the rear of Building Two. 
 
    “That's really not a bad idea, either,” Greg mentioned. “We do need the room. We could even take it one step further and build small houses, instead. For here and on the hill, I mean,” he clarified. “Build a new square here, or on the hill either one. For that matter, if we did that on the hill, we could just make a larger square around the one we have now. The facilities there will serve a lot more people than we currently have there.” 
 
    “That's not a bad idea at all,” Beverly agreed. “One of the problems that bothers everyone the most is the lack of personal space. New cabins to allow people to spread out, even a little, would go a long, long way toward fixing that issue.” 
 
    “Yeah, it would,” Clay said at once. “And the extra labor would be ideal for that. You know,” Clay rubbed his chin, “I was thinking, too, of what Lake said about his men having to learn to ride. He's got nearly one hundred men and women under his command, and only eight knew how to ride. What if we, in exchange for their help, build a permanent structure that they could use for the winter, and when they are in the area and need a billet. Then, we also use the winter months to teach whoever stays here how to ride?” 
 
    “We can do that, I should imagine,” Gordon was already nodding his agreement. “We have plenty of people here who are more than qualified to teach something like that.” 
 
    “We do, but we'll have to consider numbers,” Dee Talbot weighed in. “All of Charley's brood mares are already bred. They're two months along, give or take, but the usual gestation period of the average equine is pushing a year. It would be another six months, perhaps, before the mare would be able to be ridden, and the foal be able to get by without the mother. That leaves a great many of her horses out of the picture.” 
 
    “What about our horses?” Gordon asked her.  
 
    “You have a total of thirty-seven horses in your herd,” Dee replied and Gordon nodded. “Fifty-six when we throw in those we found when we were gathering the girl’s things. Of those, twenty-two are suitable to breed, and we will breed them when the others are near delivery. With your herd and Charlene's combined, we're looking at one hundred and nineteen horses. Right now, there are thirty-six of her horses that are bred, and six of your own. That leaves seventy-seven horses that are suitable for use right now, but we really don't want to risk the stallions if we're talking about taking them into combat, so that leaves sixty-two total that are available right now for solid, every day use, off the farm.” 
 
    “We can put the stallions back into the count for just riding and working around here though,” Clay broke in. “Right?” 
 
    “Of course,” Dee said at once. “It's good exercise for them, so it's beneficial to them as well as to us. The only reason I don't want them used on patrols where they are likely to be in combat is because I want to ensure we protect the blood lines. Between the two herds there are fifteen stallions, all of which are capable of siring offspring and only two of which are related. That is amazing,” she informed the group. “We can go for years without worrying about inbreeding. So long as we keep good records, we may never have a problem. That also means we can breed mules with the number of female jacks that are in your pasture, too. They will be much sought after in the future.” 
 
    “So we've got the horses to teach Lake's men, some of them anyway, how to ride,” Clay stated. “That's what I'm hearing, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dee nodded as she returned to her seat.  
 
    “Do we have sufficient gear and saddles for that?” Gordon asked. 
 
    “We have enough, and Kurtis is making new gear all the time, including working on saddles. And we collected a number of saddles from abandoned places, not to mention that Charley had several,” Clay informed him. “We're good.” 
 
    “Well,” Gordon seemed to look off into a distance that only he could see. Everyone waited as the family patriarch did his thinking. Finally, he seemed to refocus on the people around him. 
 
    “I'm not going to make the decision for the group, but I think that, pending our finding out what kind of people are being posted here, I'm going to say yes.” Several people tried to speak at once but Gordon held up a hand to silence them all, regardless of which side of the argument they took. 
 
    “I get that this may be unpopular,” he told them. “And, as I said, I'm not about to try and force this. But I want all of you to think about something before you make your decisions.” He leaned forward then, bracing his arms on the table where he was sitting. 
 
    “Clay, Jose, all of them, are pushed to the breaking point. Having the girls, sorry,” he smiled faintly, “the young women, added to the count will relieve some of that strain, but not all of it. Too many times they've had to go off this farm to do things that we simply could not in good conscience turn a blind eye to. That has made it even more difficult on them, and that leaves aside the cost in lives, or in resources. Not long ago there was a pitched battle fought right outside this building, and it was far from the first of them.” Gordon suddenly looked much too old, and it caught Clay by surprise. He looked toward Patricia in concern, to find her studying Gordon closely. 
 
    “Things will only get worse,” Gordon sounded tired as he continued. “Things will get worse and so will the people who have survived. I'm amazed that we haven't already seen a mass of refugees coming down the interstate from the cities to the north. I can only guess that there was enough around Nashville and Murfreesboro to keep them satisfied, at least for now. I can't see that lasting. I also doubt that there are many places where they're as able as we are to put a crop in and gather it at harvest. Or where they have over nine hundred head of cattle on the hoof, and a small herd of hogs.” As he spoke, he seemed to look at each person in the room. 
 
    “We're going to be overwhelmed sooner or later if we're alone and isolated,” he said flatly. “I didn't want to believe it, but I've seen too much of it already to doubt it. If we want to stay safe, and hang on to anything for the future, for the kids we're raising on this farm, then we better start making friends. Friends who can and will help us hold this place and the resources on it. So, I say that if Clayton and the others evaluate the people who are going to be placed here and are satisfied with it, then we do it. Clayton made good points as he laid this out. Our secrets are already out there for the most part, and we can't do anything about that. Twenty extra people to defend this farm, and with at least a thread of actual authority to do so, is more than just a big help. It might mean the difference between making it or not. If not now, then in the coming year or two.” Finished, he sat back, seeming to wilt in his seat. Clay saw Patricia frown, and knew then that his father had not gone to see her, or else he had and the news was bad. 
 
    “Anyone else?” Clay managed to get back on track despite his worry. The others looked around the room at each other, but no one raised any other points, either for or against. Gordon's words had hit home with everyone, it seemed. 
 
    “Then, with the proviso that Dad mentioned, we'll talk to Adcock when he returns and see what we can work out,” Clay announced. “Meanwhile, I want us to reevaluate our food situation with an eye toward deciding if we can feed twenty more people through the winter. Figure only two meals a day, breakfast and supper, and then figure it for only one meal per day, either way. If we can provide even one good, hot meal for them per day to supplement what they're getting from their field rations, then it will be a big help for them, and buy us a good deal more good will than just a place to stay. If no one else has anything, that's it, for now.” 
 
    As everyone got up to go, Clay caught Patricia's eye and nodded toward his office. She returned his nod and began to slowly make her way through the crowd, talking to others as she did. Clay made it first and was sitting down when she entered. He motioned for her to close the door, which she did before taking a seat. 
 
    “Has Dad been to see you at all?” he didn't waste time in getting to the point. 
 
    “No,” she replied. “And I hadn't noted until today how. . .drawn, he looks, for lack of a better term. How long has he been like that?” 
 
    “I noticed it a little over a week ago, I guess,” he frowned, trying to remember which day it had been. “I know it was before we fed the Guard outfit, because I asked him then had he seen you yet. He told me he was going to see you the next day, and, well, I forgot it,” he admitted. 
 
    “Well, he didn't,” she shook her head, rising. “If he doesn't come see me, tomorrow, then I'm going to see him. He may just need rest, but I want to try and determine that for sure. I'll see to it, one way or the other,” she promised firmly. 
 
    “Thanks, Patricia,” Clay smiled. “It helps to know you're there, covering stuff like this.” 
 
    “You can't do it all, Clay,” she warned him. “Stop trying. We don't need you ending up like that. I haven't seen you in a while, either,” she reminded him with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I'll try and get a physical before the end of the week,” Clay promised, realizing she was right. “I honestly hadn't considered it. But I will. And you can remind me whenever you think I need to.” 
 
    “I'll do just that.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Better,” Xavier nodded as Amanda got to her feet, dusting herself off. 
 
    “I still lost,” she pointed out. “How is that better?” 
 
    “Your actions were smoother and more controlled,” Xavier assured her. “Your method is improving. That's why we train this way, Miss Lowery. To improve. You are improving; therefore, this was better.” 
 
    “Okay,” she replied simply. She had stopped arguing after her talk with Xavier a week ago. Taking his advice to heart, she had dedicated her free time to practicing her own discipline, and to learning from Xavier. Zach was notably absent from their sessions for the last two days. 
 
    “Have I somehow offended Zach?” she asked Xavier, as she moved went to get a drink from her water bottle. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Xavier asked, doing the same. While it was cooler than high summer had been, it was still easy to work up a sweat when working hard.  
 
    “He's not here,” she waved an arm around them. “Is it because of me?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Xavier assured her. “Zach has to do a number of other duties, many of which you and the others in your group do not. He is currently performing one of those duties.” 
 
    “What's he doing?” 
 
    “He's on a road trip.” 
 
    - 
 
    “Boy, those assholes did a number to Miss Lacey's house,” Zach noted. Her small, once neat home was completely trashed, the door literally hanging from the hinges and many of the windows broken. There was evidence of a fire having been set on the porch, but it had apparently failed to catch enough to burn the house.  
 
    “Man, what does that accomplish?” Titus asked. “I mean for real. I'm mad at you, so I'm gonna beat your house up? How damn four-year-old can you get?” 
 
    “She expected it,” Gordy informed them as they stepped down from the small Cougar. Ellen Kargay was already pulling the Beast alongside the fencing panels they were there to collect. Tandi was riding with her as Gordy, Titus, Zach, and Kurtis were waiting to load the panels. In the Cougar's turret, Kevin Bodee sat behind an M240 machine gun, watching over them. The plan was to get them loaded quickly and then return to the ranch.  
 
    It had been Gordy's intention to return before now, but there had simply been too much happening and too few opportunities to do so. Finally, they had both the time and the manpower to try and retrieve Evelyn Lacey's fencing and erect a permanent enclosure for her goats. They had been fine in the isolation pen, but that pen was in use too often for horses and cattle to allow the goats to remain there.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get to it,” Gordy said, pulling on leather work gloves. “Faster we get to it, faster we get it done. I don't like being out like this.” 
 
    “I like it fine,” Zach shrugged. “It's nice out here.” 
 
    “We don't want to have the neighbors show up again, though,” Gordy pointed out. “I'd prefer to be gone before they know we're here.” 
 
    The four teens fell into a rhythm fairly quickly, two men to each panel, disconnected and then stacked on the low boy trailer behind Ellen's truck. Tandi had dismounted and was helping keep watch as the four teens worked to load the fence. They had loaded well over half when Kevin's voice interrupted them. 
 
    “Company coming,” everyone heard in their ear. “Five tangos moving down the road toward us. I recognize three of 'em from the last time. Can't make out the other two yet.” 
 
    “Keep going,” Gordy told the others at once. “Let Kevin and Tandi handle it unless something starts. We can get a good bit more done before then.” Having never actually stopped loading the fencing, the teens merely nodded and kept working.  
 
    “Okay, these assholes are armed, this time,” Kevin noted, and this time the boys stopped. Pulling rifles that had been stored behind the cab of the semi, the four spread out, letting Kevin and Tandi take the lead.  
 
    “That's close enough fellas!” Kevin called, using the PA system in the Cougar. “What can we do for you?” 
 
    “You can get the hell out o' here!” one yelled. “You're trespassing! This place is ours now!” 
 
    “Yeah, I don't think that's how that works,” Kevin actually chuckled over the PA system as he replied. “We're just here picking up some property that belongs to Miss Lacey and then we'll be on our way. Nice decorating you shitheads did, by the way. I can't imagine how tough you sons-o'-bitches must be, beating the hell out of a house like that.” 
 
    “Ah, shit,” Tandi muttered. Gordy looked over at him. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Every now and then, Kevin gets an attitude,” Tandi didn't take his eyes off of their visitors. “Something about this has hit him the wrong way, and now he's goading these bastards, trying to start a fight.” 
 
    “Ain't we supposed to not do that?” Zach asked the crowd in general. 
 
    “Last I heard,” Titus nodded. Before they could continue their own discussion, the neighbors were yelling again. 
 
    “We took the place over as a settlement for not letting us have them goats,” one of the men called. The five of them were still in the road, apparently hesitant to come into the yard. It appeared all of them were armed with shotguns, though one looked as if it might be a rifle.  
 
    “Ya know, there can't be three brain cells between the five of you to rub together,” Kevin laughed. “You never had any right or claim to the woman's property to start with, and you damn sure ain't owed nothing now. Now get your stupid asses back up the road and mind your business before something bad happens to you.” 
 
    “You threatening us?” one demanded. 
 
    “Why, yes. Yes, I am,” Kevin was nodding, even as he pulled the charging lever and chambered a round into the machine gun in front of him. “I was wrong, I guess. There must be a good half-dozen brain cells over there if you managed to figure that out,” he laughed again. 
 
    “Damn, damn, damn,” Tandi muttered. “Kevin, don't do this shit!” 
 
    “What is it now?” Kurtis asked softly, moving past Tandi to take a position at his far side. 
 
    “He's doing his best to draw them in,” Tandi shook his head. “This has already gone too far. If they don't start walking in the next little bit, he's probably gonna start shooting.” 
 
    “Why is he so up in arms about this?” Gordy asked.  
 
    “Hates a thief,” Tandi shrugged. “Hates bullies. Hates them. You see so much of that shit that it finally just. . .breaks you a bit. You get so tired of it that you decide there just has to be something you can do about it. In this case, shoot them.” 
 
    “Can't you stop him?” Gordy almost whispered.  
 
    “If I had caught it in time, maybe,” Tandi shrugged. “Not now. This bunch had pretty much terrorized Miss Lacey and shot her dog, too. He's mad about that, and he's probably going to take it out on-,” 
 
    The sound of ripping canvas cut Tandi's explanation short as Kevin Bodee walked a burst of gunfire across the front of the line of thieves.  
 
    Once more the somewhat dimwitted neighbors seem to realize how ridiculously outgunned they were and took off running for home. Kevin Bodee watched them run, laughing as he sent another burst of gunfire after them, once more chewing up pavement as the rounds impacted almost beneath the retreating toughs. 
 
    “Kev, that's enough!” Tandi called over the radio. “Let it go!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” the other man's voice betrayed his disappointment. “I didn't shoot nobody. Just havin' a little fun.” 
 
    “Get the rest of these panels loaded,” Tandi ordered. “Now. We need to get moving before he decides we ought to-,” 
 
    “We should follow these bastards home and burn them out!” Kevin called, cutting Tandi off once more.  
 
    “- do something like that,” Tandi finished. “Hurry,” he urged as he moved toward the Cougar, trying to calm his friend's anger down.  
 
    “You heard the man,” Gordy said. “Nine more panels and we're finished. Let’s get 'em and get gone before we end up in a war with the cast of Deliverance.” 
 
    “Who are those jackasses, anyway?” Titus demanded. “I never seen any of 'em before. And I think I'd remember them.” 
 
    “I never seen them before, either,” Gordy was shaking his head. “I didn't get their names from Miss Lacey. She never called them anything except 'those bastards' when we were here before, did she?” 
 
    “You know, now that you mention it, I think that was her go to phrase,” Titus agreed.  
 
    “Should have shot 'em all last time,” Zach grumbled. “I mean, what the hell, man? That was a solid little house. Would have been good shelter for someone.” 
 
    “Forget it, man,” Gordy told his friend. “It's already done, and we can't get bogged down in that crap. Let 'em be. We won't see them again after today, anyway.” 
 
    “You realize you just ensured we'll see them again, right?” Kurtis asked him, grunting as he and Zach muscled another panel up on to the trailer. 
 
    “He's right, man,” Titus was nodding as he helped Gordy with the next panel. “Jinxed us for sure.” 
 
    “Stop believing in wives' tales,” Gordy scoffed. “Besides, if we do see them again, I'd imagine that Kevin's gonna shoot them as soon as he sees them. So, either way, I'd say we're probably done with them.” 
 
    “You happy, now?” Tandi was asking Kevin as the boys continued to load fencing.  
 
    “Not really,” Kevin was unrepentant. “Maybe they'll come back.” 
 
    “We really didn't need the sound of a machine gun tearing up the countryside, man,” Tandi told his friend. 
 
    “Ain't nobody around to hear it,” Kevin made a pushing motion with his hand as he replied, as if pushing the comment aside.  
 
    “They were around,” Tandi pointed out. 
 
    “Besides them,” Kevin ignored the irrelevancy. “They had it coming.” 
 
    “I don't disagree, but we were trying to avoid that kind of thing,” Tandi reminded him. 
 
    “Oops,” Kevin held his hands up in a gesture of helplessness. “My bad.” 
 
    “Just keep a watch in case they come back,” Tandi gave up. “And I'd appreciate it if you remembered that Ellen is in that truck back there, man.” 
 
    The look on Kevin Bodee's face was instantly contrite as Tandi's words hit him. 
 
    “Shit, Doc,” he all but whispered, chagrined. “I'm sorry, man. I didn't, I mean I wasn't thinking. I'm sorry.” 
 
    “Just keep watch,” Tandi sighed, turning back to the rig. “We're almost done.” 
 
    “Alright.” 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, panels loaded and tied down, they were on their way home. Zach looked at the small house as they pulled out of the yard, shaking his head sadly. 
 
    “What a waste, man.”  
 
    - 
 
    Zach had helped to unload the fencing panels from the trailer before going to clean up. He was on the schedule for ground watch in an hour and didn't want to start out covered in sweat, dirt and grease. The cold water in the dorm shower jolted the fatigue out of him as he scrubbed himself clean. Towel wrapped around his waist, he made his way toward his room, having neglected to bring his fresh uniform with him.  
 
    He dressed quickly, donning his equipment even as he headed downstairs. There were roast beef sandwiches waiting on the lunch table, and he grabbed two of them along with a glass of water. Taking a chair that was out of the way of others, he ate his lunch in silence, watching the coming and going around him. He was about half finished with the second when he heard Vicki Tully's voice. 
 
    “Zach?”  
 
    He turned to see Tully standing nearby, also dressed for duty.  
 
    “Vic,” he nodded, waving negligently with his water glass. 
 
    “You're working the watch this afternoon?” she asked him. 
 
    “I am,” he replied around a mouthful of roast beef. “Just got back from getting those fencing panels, so I'm a little behind on time. I got the ground watch until six.” 
 
    “I'm down here working response this afternoon,” she informed him, clarifying that she was not rushing him to finish. “I think things are probably covered enough that you can finish eating.” 
 
    “I hope so, cause I'm hungry,” he laughed slightly. “You still helping train the others? The new girls?” 
 
    “When I'm needed,” she nodded. “Maybe three times a week or so. They're trained already, but they're working now on tactics and formations and things like that. All of them are doing pretty well.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” he said, meaning it. “More hands is always good.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed. “Well, I need to check in. I'll probably see you later,” she smiled over her shoulder as she moved away. 
 
    “See ya,” he raised his glass in a wave before taking another drink. He frowned slightly as she moved on. He had reached a point now where every time she spoke to him, he suspected there was an ulterior motive behind it. Had her continual poking at him when they were together affected him that much? He didn't know the answer, or how to get it. He'd have to work on that, he decided. It was too much like a weakness.  
 
    Finished with his meal, he got to his feet and checked his gear, adjusting his rifle as he made his way toward Operations. He had to check in as well. 
 
    - 
 
    “Still glad you went through all that?” Gordy asked as he and Sam enjoyed a rare moment of peace and quiet. They were riding the pastures, having actually had lunch together when Gordy returned.  
 
    “Mostly,” Sam nodded. “It was a lot of work, but it wasn't as if I had anything else to do,” she shrugged. “And I can honestly say I feel stronger and more confident, now, than I did before.” 
 
    “Good,” Gordy replied. “I'm happy to hear it.” 
 
    “You didn't want me to do it, did you,” she said, rather than asked.  
 
    “I don't want you to get hurt,” Gordy corrected. “Being well trained is a good way to avoid getting hurt. If you're asking me do I want to see you out here, in combat? Of course not. I don't want to see any of us having to fight. I likely won't get that wish, but that's life in the new world,” he shrugged.  
 
    “What was it like in Lewiston?” she asked, changing the subject.  
 
    “Hostile, for the most part,” he replied honestly. “I don't know if that was because of the soldiers, or maybe us, or if that's just them in general, nowadays. Either of the three is a valid response. The town itself was still in good shape. What we saw of it anyway.” 
 
    “It didn't make you mad, being treated that way?” she wanted to know. 
 
    “No,” he answered truthfully. “It's their home. They have the right to be prepared, and to not like having visitors. We usually do the same thing, just not out in the open. When someone pulls up here, there's usually a dozen or more guns on them, mostly hidden from view. It's no different.” 
 
    “I hadn't considered it like that,” she admitted. “This is home, so it seemed more appropriate for here.” 
 
    “Like I said, that town is their home,” he reminded her. “It's just like what we do here, on a larger scale.” 
 
    “Are they doing anything? Like, any kind of manufacturing, or any kind of business at all?” she asked. 
 
    “I honestly can't say,” he replied. “We didn't see anything like that, but then we weren't really allowed to look around, either. Well, other than going to look for the guy spreading all that worthy crap like from the radio.” 
 
    “I take it you didn't find him.” 
 
    “No. Bronson did say he'd taken a pretty good beating, though. He expects him to turn up sooner or later.” 
 
    - 
 
    “How can you possibly do that?” Leanne demanded, watching Xavier Adair. 
 
    “I've been working at this for many years, little one,” Xavier replied. He was currently doing the splits atop two barrels that were laying on their sides. Just looking at him made Leanne's legs hurt. 
 
    “I always thought that was just something for television,” she muttered, returning to her own stretching. Their class would start in ten minutes or so, and she wanted to be ahead of the others. 
 
    “This particular technique is of limited value,” Xavier admitted. As he spoke, he slowly brought his legs together, rolling the barrels toward each other as he did so. Before Leanne could comment, Xavier was standing, one foot on each barrel, balancing as they tried to roll from beneath him. 
 
    “That is just. . .incredible,” she shook her head. “I'll never be able to do that.” 
 
    “If you work at it, you will,” Xavier promised, jumping down to the ground. “As I was saying, that technique is of limited value other than as a stretching exercise. I have seen stuntmen execute the maneuver between two moving vehicles, but I cannot imagine a reason to do so outside the entertainment industry.” 
 
    “I can't imagine being able to do it at all,” Leanne continued to mumble. Xavier laughed lightly at her consternation.  
 
    “My little honey badger,” he gently rubbed the top of her head. “At the rate you apply yourself, you will soon be able to do anything you desire. None of the others work even half as hard as you do.” 
 
    “I want to survive,” Leanne told him. “To do that, I have to be able to defend myself.” 
 
    “That you do,” Xavier agreed. “And you will be. I promise you.” 
 
    - 
 
    “C'mon, kid,” Jake urged. “Exhale and push. You can do it.” 
 
    Below him, prone on a weight bench, Gordy Sanders struggled to press a bar that was already bending beneath the weight it held. Jake was ready to grab it if Gordy slipped.  
 
    Slowly, so very slowly, the bar began to rise. The right side was lower than the left as Gordy's recently wounded shoulder complained.  
 
    “I can't, Jake,” Gordy gasped. “My shoulder won't do it.” 
 
    Jake immediately grabbed the bar, taking the weight from Gordy easily. With little sign of strain, Jake set the three hundred pounds back onto the rack as Gordy lay still other than to rub his shoulder.  
 
    “Too much, too soon, kiddo,” Jake told him. “I should have stopped you.” 
 
    “I had to try it,” Gordy shook his head. “It shows how bad out of shape I got while I was recovering. I may have my cardio back, but my muscles are weak as water.” 
 
    “Kid, failing to get three hundred pounds into the air ain't weak,” Jake told him flatly. “You should be working with about half that, and pouring on the reps. That's how you rebuild muscle mass that you've lost. I want you to concentrate on that for the next thirty days, okay? One-fifty, every other day, working toward a minimum if three sets of ten. After that we'll start adding twenty pounds every twenty days, which is ten workouts, and go from there. You'll get there. You just have to be patient and put the work in.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gordy rose from the bench, still rubbing his shoulder. “Dammit. I thought I was healed.” 
 
    “Healed ain't the same as back to battery, kid,” Jake informed him. “You need to go and let Jaylyn check you, just in case,” he added as he unloaded the weight from the bar. “Don't take any chances.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gordy got to his feet and grabbed his shirt and a towel. “Yeah, you're right.” 
 
    “Course I am, kid,” Jake laughed. “Jake is always right.” 
 
    - 
 
    Shane Golden was waiting as Kandi Ledford exited Building One, her work there complete. She smiled when she saw him, warming him as easily as the sun might. 
 
    “Hi, solider boy,” Kandi said as she kissed him lightly. “Come around here often,” she batted her eyes playfully.  
 
    “Every chance I get,” Shane smiled back. “You finished for the day?”  
 
    “As a matter of fact, I am,” she nodded. “Why?” 
 
    “Well, I have a delicious dinner here,” he pointed to a basket behind him, along with an insulated water jug. “I thought we could watch the sun set somewhere while we ate.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea, Mister Golden,” Kandi hugged his arm. “Where did you have in mind?” 
 
    “You ever been in a hay loft?” Shane grinned. 
 
    - 
 
    Patricia Sanders frowned as she heard someone knocking at the front door. These days there wasn't much knocking at her house. With five adults living there, the door was usually swinging both ways most of the time.  
 
    Wiping her hands on a kitchen towel, she turned the heat down beneath the skillet on the stove and went to see who it was. She opened the door to find Jody Thompson standing there, straight as an arrow. 
 
    “Jody?” Patricia was a little surprised. Normally she didn't see Jody here without Abby. 
 
    “Mrs. Sanders, is your husband at home?” Jody asked, very politely. Almost formally, she noted.  
 
    “Somewhere,” she admitted. “Come on in and I'll find him.” 
 
    “I would prefer to wait here, if that is acceptable to you,” Jody surprised her again. “I need to speak with Mr. Sanders, and would prefer to do so in private, if he would be so good as to join me outside.” 
 
    “I, see,” Patricia said slowly, though she did not, in fact. “Let me get him.” She left Jody at the door and walked to the small room that Robert called his office or his laboratory, depending on what he was doing there.  
 
    “Robert?” 
 
    “What?!” he jumped in his chair as she startled him. “Sorry,” he apologized. “You scared the devil clear out of me,” he laughed. “What do you need, dear?” 
 
    “Jody is here,” Patricia told him. “He wants to talk to you.” 
 
    “Okay,” Robert nodded. “Send him on back.” 
 
    “He wants you to come outside,” Patrica shook her head. “He wants to speak to you in private, he says, and would prefer to do so outdoors.” Her tone indicated that she had no idea why Jody had made such a request. 
 
    “I see,” Robert's tone changed. Getting to his feet, he made sure that everything he had been working with was turned off. He had a sneaking suspicion about what Jody wanted.  
 
    “What is this all about?” Patricia asked him.  
 
    “Well,” Robert said slowly. “If I've got this figured right...” 
 
    - 
 
    “So, Jody is over at your brother's place,” Tandi mentioned casually as he sat with Clay at the small table outside Building Two.  
 
    “Yeah?” Clay leaned back, closing his eyes for a minute. “Having dinner with Abby and her folks?” 
 
    “Not quite.” The slightly mischievous tone to Tandi's voice had Clay's eyes snapping back open. He raised his head and looked at the medic. 
 
    “Not quite?” he repeated slowly. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “He went to talk to your brother,” Tandi fought not to smirk.  
 
    “So?” Clay knew there was something here he should see, but he couldn't figure it out.  
 
    “He's talking to Abby's father,” Tandi was now fighting not to roll his eyes. “You can't be this slow, man,” he added sadly when there was still no sign of recognition in Clay's eyes.  
 
    “I'm an officer, remember?” Clay snorted.  
 
    “True,” Tandi gave up. “Jody is talking to your brother. About his daughter. Your niece.” 
 
    “I know who she is,” Clay scoffed. “What the hell are you-,” He broke off suddenly as Tandi's words came home to him at last. 
 
    “No, man,” he was immediately shaking his head. “No way.” 
 
    “Yes way, dude,” Tandi was openly smirking now. He stood and placed a comforting, sympathetic hand on Clay's shoulder. 
 
    “I'm pretty sure you and Jody are gonna be related soon,” he laughed right in Clay's face.  
 
    - 
 
    “Jody, I appreciate you coming to see me,” Robert told the younger man. “But let’s be honest, here. Abigail is going to have a complete, conniption, meltdown fit at the idea of you, a man, coming to me, another man, to talk about her future without her involved. You're treading on very thin ice here, son.” 
 
    “I'm aware of her temperament,” Jody nodded. “But my people have their own ways, and they must be observed, at least as closely as I can. One of those ways is an announcement that the daughter is available for marriage. I cannot ask that she obey the customs of my people, nor that you would. As a result, I come to you, her father and the head of her house, and ask you now, formally, is Abigail of proper age that she can be wed?” 
 
    “Yes, she is,” Robert replied.  
 
    “Is she properly free of any other marriage, or any obligation that would prevent someone from asking for her hand?” Jody continued.  
 
    “She is,” Robert nodded. “Abby has never been married. She's never actually had a serious boyfriend that I can recall.” 
 
    “The old ways would require that I now leave a horse outside your home, then wait to see if she cared for it. If she did not, after four days, then the answer was no,” Jody explained. “If she did care for the horse, take him to water, groom and feed him, then bring him to me in return, that would indicate the answer was yes. At that point, I would have to speak with you, inquiring of her bride price.” He smiled suddenly. Robert did not recall ever seeing the young man smile, before. 
 
    “I can't really see any of that working out for me here, Mister Sanders. Can you?” 
 
    “No, son, I can't,” Robert laughed at the normal taciturn Jody. “It would be absolutely hilarious to watch, though,” he added, laughing harder still. “She would just about have an apoplexy over that.” 
 
    “That is likely the case,” Jody continued as the laughing died down. “So, I have to alter what would be the custom for me if I were still among my own people. The best that I can do is inquire of you about her status, and then seek to ask for your permission to court your daughter. My people no longer have marriages after a mere week of interest,” he smiled yet again. “The influence of evil European culture, no doubt.” 
 
    “No doubt,” Robert echoed, still smiling. He stopped walking and looked at Jody. 
 
    “I like you, Jody,” Robert said frankly. “More than that, I respect you. Abigail has always been a handful and hard to deal with, and yet, you seem to be able to deal with her better than even her mother and I have ever been able to do. For what it's worth, so far as I'm concerned, you have my permission, and my blessing, to court my daughter. May God have mercy on you,” he added with a straight-armed tap to each of Jody's shoulders in a mimic of a blessing or knighting either one.  
 
    “I hope you know what you're getting yourself into, here,” Robert finished as he started walking back to the house.  
 
    “I've had that thought myself, Mister Sanders,” Jody admitted. “As yet I am not completely sure, but I am leaning toward it.” 
 
    “Where are you from, Jody?” Robert asked suddenly. “Who are your people, exactly?”  
 
    “I was born on the Mescalero Reservation in New Mexico,” the younger man explained. “My father was a Mescalero Apache, while my mother was one of the last pure blood Mayans of her family. The reservation was opened to other tribes in times past, but my father met my mother at UCLA. My mother was living in Los Angeles at the time, working at the university. My father was there on a tribal scholarship, studying in the medical field.” 
 
    “There was a good bit of bad blood between the two families,” Jody continued softly. “My mother's pure blood heritage was much sought after among those of the Mayan descendants who wished to keep purity among their people. And my father's people were not at all pleased with his decision themselves, to be honest, though the arguments on his side were simply that such a thing would interfere with his finishing school and returning to the reservation to help his people. Not to mention that he was supposed to marry a good Mescalero girl from a good Mescalero family, and raise fat Mescalero babies.” He paused for a moment, looking across the road into the empty field facing Robert's house.  
 
    “I was a half-breed,” he said after a few moments. “No good to either family, each for their own reasons. My parents were both well-educated and have, or at least had, a good life of their own within their own peoples. But I belonged to neither group, it seemed.” 
 
    “My paternal grandfather took mercy upon me, ignoring the old women in my father's family, and raised me in the ways of the Mescalero. From him I learned the ways of old, the things that would have made me a man in times past. I tried to learn the same things from my maternal grandfather, but he refused me in all ways. At fourteen I ceased to ask, or to have any contact with them at all. I am sure it broke my mother's heart, but there is only so much rejection a child can bear, I think.” 
 
    “At seventeen, I decided to put the skills my grandfather had given me to work in the Army. I would never have been accepted as a member of the tribe despite my father's hard work, or my mother's. More importantly, I had no place in either family. My paternal grandfather was the only member of my father's family who did not pretend that I did not exist. It is in his memory that I try to adhere to the ways of my father's people, not for any love of them. There was no place for me there, and I doubt there ever would have been, disaster or no. But I eventually found a place of my own, and men whom I could honestly call brothers. Brothers who did not care what my blood line was, or what side of some line I originated from. When Clay made preparations here for us to weather whatever the disaster was going to be, my choice was an easy one. I stayed with the men who had become my tribe. My family.” He turned back to look at Robert once more. 
 
    “Now you know about me, as is proper,” Jody said. “I ask that this conversation remain between us. Those who need to know, already know, save for Abigail. I will tell her when the time is right, with your permission.” 
 
    “It's yours to do,” Robert nodded. “And for what it's worth? Your parent's families are dumber than dirt. No offense. You're a fine young man, Jody. Assuming Abigail doesn't kill you for this,” he grinned suddenly, “Patricia and myself will be proud to have you be part of our family.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mister Sanders,” Jody said, his tone solemn. “That might be the nicest thing ever said to me.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    It would be two weeks before Lake Adcock made his way back to the Sanders' farm. The days were getting shorter all the time as the world spun into early autumn. Leaves were turning and falling in showers when the wind blew.  
 
    Almost every day of that two weeks, the back country 'sawmill' made of chainsaws was in use, as the trees saved during the forest fire were turned into usable lumber, which was then stacked beneath an unused, wall less pole barn to dry. Housing was currently at a premium on the farm and the lumber was needed for building. 
 
    Everyone on the farm that could not ride a horse had been receiving lessons for that two weeks, and some longer than that. Charley Wilmeth was still the primary person responsible for training, but Gail Knight, one of the young women rescued from Peabody, had been a calf-roping competitor before the lights went out. Being more than a merely competent rider, she was now added to the list of people teaching others to handle and care for horses as well as to ride. Between the two of them and Kurtis Montana, and with occasional assistance from Abigail, Gordy and Ronny Tillman, everyone was learning at least the broad points of horsemanship.  
 
    “It's the way of the future, like it or not,” Clay was fond of saying.  
 
    That was not all that was happening in that two weeks.  
 
    - 
 
    “I don't really have time today, Pat-,” Gordon started. 
 
    “You've used that one too many times, Dad,” Patricia cut him off firmly. “I promised Clay I'd look into this, and I'm going to. I've already let it go longer than I said I would. He asked you to come and see us, and then I asked, and you said you would, both times. Here it is, two weeks and several days later, and you've not been to the clinic. I want you there, today.” Her tone brooked no argument.  
 
    “Patricia, you know as well as I do that if there's something seriously wrong with me, you probably won't find it, and if you do, you can't treat it,” Gordon told her gently. “What difference does it make?” 
 
    “It makes a difference to all of us,” she informed him. “What if it's something simple, and I can fix it? Hm? Why should you sit and suffer in silence when I might well be able to help you?” 
 
    
“Fine,” Gordon surrendered. “I'll be by in a few minutes.” 
 
    “I'll wait here while you get ready,” Patricia said, getting comfortable on the sofa in the den of Gordon's home.  
 
    “Fine,” Gordon repeated, waving his hands in exasperation as he went to shower and change. “Do what you want.” 
 
    “I was going to, anyway,” she called after him. Silently she was praying that Gordon was wrong, and that whatever was wrong with him could, indeed, be fixed. 
 
    - 
 
    “Mister Sanders, how long have you been feeling so fatigued?” Jaylyn Thatcher asked. Gordon was sitting on one of the clinic beds, hooked to the EKG machine.  
 
    “I'm old, Doctor Thatcher,” Gordon chuckled. “I've been tired for some time.” 
 
    “Of late, Mister Sanders,” Thatcher smiled. “You have been showing signs of fatigue, minor issues with your short-term memory, and what could be described as chronic joint pain.” 
 
    “Again, at my age, I think joint and muscle pain are part and parcel, are they not?” Gordon replied. “As to your question, I think it's gotten worse in the last. . .month, I guess. Month-and-a-half, maybe.” 
 
    “How many hours of sleep do you get a night, on average?” Doctor Thatcher asked him, looking at the EKG readout as she spoke. 
 
    “Not as much as I would like,” Gordon admitted frankly. “If I get six good hours of sleep, I'm lucky. I'm rarely lucky.” 
 
    “Your heart seems to be in good shape, Mister Sanders,” she smiled, looking up from the paper. “Your blood oxygen level is also good, holding steady at ninety-eight.” She folded the paper and set it aside. She looked at Gordon for just a moment, studying him. 
 
    “Mister Sanders, I think you're suffering from something called Chronic Fatigue Syndrome,” Thatcher said finally. “Essentially, a long period of little or no sleep at night eventually leads you to be chronically, or continually, tired. That in turn will cause aches and pains that you shouldn't be having, and it can eventually lead to much more serious problems.” 
 
    “I sleep when I can,” Gordon shrugged. “I just can't sleep often.” 
 
    “Has this been a problem before?” Thatcher asked. 
 
    “Not really, no.” 
 
    “I think I can solve your problem, at least in the short term, Mister Sanders,” Thatcher told him. “But I doubt you will approve of the treatment.” 
 
    “If we're going to be honest here, Doctor,” Gordon looked extremely tired, all of a sudden, “I am willing to do just about anything for even one good night of sleep. Of rest,” he added.  
 
    “I think I can give you that and a little more,” Jaylyn promised. She walked to a small cabinet and took something from inside. Returning to his side, she handed him a small bottle. 
 
    “There are seven compressed wafer tablets of cannabis in here, Mister Sanders,” she told him quietly. “Before you ask, yes, that means marijuana. Pure grade hemp, grown right here. Well, in a greenhouse behind your residence,” she amended.  
 
    “Dope,” Gordon sighed.  
 
    “Many of the medicines that we might prescribe for you to help with this problem would be derivatives of hemp or poppy, Mister Sanders,” Jaylyn informed him. “The truth is that those drugs are worth a great deal more to legitimate healthcare workers than they are as illicit drugs. It's just that the illicit users have given them a bad name.” 
 
    “I've heard the arguments,” Gordon nodded. “Including that marijuana should be sold and regulated, and taxed, just like alcohol.” 
 
    “Not a bad idea,” Jaylyn nodded as she began to remove the EKG leads from his chest and sides. “Or wouldn't have been. Doing so would have cut the illicit drug runners out of business and raised an incredible amount of revenue. Not to mention ending a great deal of violence that was part of the drug trade and trafficking issues.” 
 
    “And you're sure this will help,” Gordon held up the tablets. 
 
    “I'm almost positive,” she nodded. “There are usually a small percentage of people who are simply immune to the effects of the drug. It's possible you'll be one of them. If not, then you will begin to feel the effects within minutes after ingesting the tablet. I suggest you do so about thirty minutes before you plan to retire for the evening. You will begin to feel woozy, as well as drowsy, and there may be some slight dizziness. All of that is quite common. I would also suggest that you be finished with your preparations for bed before you take it. Once the drug takes effect, you should begin to feel relaxed, and then drift off to sleep.” 
 
    “For how long?” he wanted to know. 
 
    “Depends on your constitution, and how badly you're affected by your fatigue,” she shrugged. “I would guess that within the first three nights you will be completely relaxed enough to sleep eight to ten hours. Maybe more. Again, it will depend on your body's reaction, and how exhausted you are. And that's what this is, make no mistake, Mister Sanders. You are exhausted. And while that sounds mild, it can lead to any number of much worse problems. Take this seriously, please?” 
 
    “I will,” Gordon buttoned his shirt as he stood. “I wasn't kidding you when I said I'd do just about anything for one good night of actual rest.” 
 
    “I think this will do that very nicely,” she smiled. “Let me know if you have any problems at all. It won't matter what time of night.” 
 
    “Thank you, Doctor.” 
 
    - 
 
    “What are you guys doing?”  
 
    Amanda Lowery looked behind her to see Kim Powers watching as she trained with Xavier and Zach.  
 
    “We are in the midst of a training session, Miss Powers,” Xavier replied with his usual painfully polite manner.  
 
    “Wait,” Kim frowned. “I thought we trained for this on Tuesdays and Thursdays. In the barn.” 
 
    “The group does, yes,” Xavier agreed. “I'm afraid this is a somewhat more stringent environment than what you are accustomed to, with training that is a good deal more, harsh, shall we say.” 
 
    “Can anyone join?” she asked, looking at each one in turn.  
 
    “I'm afraid not,” Xavier informed her. “Miss Lowery was allowed to participate due to her training in martial arts. She possesses the base abilities needed for this type of combat.” 
 
    “What base abilities?” Kim inquired.  
 
    “Primarily? To be limber enough to withstand the strain placed on the body in this type of training,” Xavier answered. “We do not pull punches, here. Someone who is stiff is more likely to be injured.” 
 
    “I'm pretty limber,” Kim stated flatly. “You can't be a cheerleader and not be. I've been stretching as an exercise for years. I've also been doing yoga for nearly two years. And while I don't have any true martial arts training, I know how to box a little.” 
 
    “Let me see your hands, Miss Powers,” Xavier said suddenly. Surprised, the young woman nevertheless stepped forward and held her hands out for Xavier to inspect. He looked at the back of her hands, studying them carefully before turning them to look at her palms, her fingers, and then finally at her nails. Releasing her hands, he looked closely at her face, holding her eyes. While she wanted to shy away from Xavier's predatory look, she refused to do so, standing tall in the face of his scrutiny. 
 
    “Very well,” Xavier said suddenly. “Catch,” he tossed her the rubber training knife he was holding. “Defend yourself. Miss Lowery?” he turned to Amanda.  
 
    Amanda struck immediately, sweeping Kim's legs from beneath her, then landing on top of her, rubber knife to her throat.  
 
    “Well done, Amanda,” Xavier complimented. It was the first time he'd called her anything other than 'Miss Lowery'. She felt a flush of warmth at the realization, but tried not to let it show. 
 
    “I wasn't ready for that,” said Kim, but with a laugh rather than as a complaint.  
 
    “One must always be prepared for just such an attack, Miss Powers,” Xavier told her. “Here, we train as we would fight. Are you sure you want to join in? It will be painful. As I told Miss Lowery when she began, this is the real classroom.” 
 
    “If it will make me a better fighter? Yes. I'm definitely sure,” she nodded as she brushed herself off. “And savor the flavor, Mavis,” she told the other woman with a smirk. “You won't get another one that easy.” 
 
    “Well said,” Xavier approved of her attitude. “Make ready then, and try it again.” 
 
    - 
 
    Lake Adcock once more arrived in a lone Hummer, with just himself and a driver. Clay was waiting for him on the pad when the Hummer pulled in. The first thing Clay noticed was that the Captain looked haggard.  
 
    “Well met, Captain,” Clay smiled, hoping Lake was just tired.  
 
    “Clayton,” the other man nodded tiredly. “How are things going?” 
 
    “I'm guessing we're doing better than you are at the moment,” Clay dropped his attempt at humor. “What's up?” 
 
    - 
 
    “The entire town?” Clay mused.  
 
    “There are maybe five to six hundred people still there at most, at a rough guess,” Adcock made a wagging motion with his hand. “Most all of them mimicking that idiot on the radio. Creepy as hell, too,” he muttered.  
 
    “And they claim the rest were purified?”  
 
    “That's the word they're using, yeah,” Adcock confirmed. “One guy who was apparently faking it told us that there was a raid by a militant arm of this Worthy bunch, and they carted off a lot of people. The ones they didn't kill, at any rate.” 
 
    “Damn,” it was Clay's turn to mutter. “I was hoping this was all a bunch of bull, but that sounds like anything but.” 
 
    “We looked around for a week, but nothing,” Adcock shrugged. “No vehicles, no white robed idiots spouting garbage, and no townspeople. No 'Army of God' either,” he used air quotes. “It really was creepy. It's like they're carving a swath around the region through small towns like that.” 
 
    “They may be,” Clay nodded. “Too dangerous to go into the larger cities. Too much resistance. Even though people in rural areas are more likely to be armed, they're also likely to be spread thin. It's not a bad strategy if you're a bad guy or a zealot trying to take over the world, or whatever.” 
 
    “We don't technically have any authority there, since it's over into Alabama, but I haven't been able to make any contact with any Alabama authority of any kind,” Adcock told him. “Worse, it seems like Lewiston will be the next target, if they don't all toe the line.” 
 
    “What did your boss say about it?” Clay asked. 
 
    “Nothing we can do unless and until they show up,” Adcock clearly didn't like that. “It's all he can do. We're spread very thin, Clay. There's just not enough of us to do everything that needs doing, and this isn't the only problem we're facing. We're getting a few new folks here and there who hear we're working and report in when they see us, but with the communication problems, a lot of people won't know where to go.” 
 
    “True,” Clay agreed.  
 
    “Have you thought any about what I asked you last time?” Adcock changed the subject. 
 
    “We have,” Clay leaned forward and placed his elbows on the small table he used for a desk. “One of the major things people wanted to know was how many people, exactly, you wanted to base here, and for how long.” 
 
    “Like I said, it will most likely be between fifteen and twenty people,” Adcock told him. “Call it three or perhaps four fire teams, and a senior NCO in charge. I thought about trying to place an officer here, too, but if we base another group in Jordan, then I'll probably have one officer responsible for both groups. It's not that far, and with good sergeants, it should be enough.” 
 
    “The concern is having so many strangers on the place,” Clay told him. “Our folks want assurances that the men you base here will be on their best behavior. In return for that, we're prepared to try and feed them at least a few times per week, and provide riding lessons to anyone who needs them. You said you would end up on horses before long, so they need to learn to ride. We can help with that. For that matter, we can alternate the group from Jordan out here and teach them as well.” 
 
    “In return for what?” Adcock asked.  
 
    “Their help in getting new buildings up,” Clay replied. “We'll build a bunkhouse for your men, with their help, but we'll also build another for our own use, and perhaps a few small cabins. Their help would go a long way in getting that done in a timely manner. Even just standing guard would help, to be honest, but heavy lifting is always appreciated.” 
 
    “There's no reason they can't do that,” Adcock agreed at once. “Be a good workout for them if nothing else. Anything else?” 
 
    “Just to help us defend the place if we're attacked,” Clay shook his head.  
 
    “That's what they'd be here for, really,” Adcock stated. “Like I said, we need outfits like yours. We can't continue to try and keep any peace anywhere if we can't feed our people. Our supplies are already running low, and ideally, we need to keep as many MREs as we can for road and trail use. There won't be any more of them that I know of.” 
 
    “I'd say it will be smoked meats, parched corn and dehydrated fruits and veggies before long,” Clay agreed. “It's not bad, but it's not great, either. Still, it beats eating shoe leather.” He paused for a minute, thinking. 
 
    “Next year, we'll try to plant a much larger garden area,” he said finally. “I think we'll have the seeds for it, though I can't swear to it. We can plow a large field or two and then plant by hand. You'll have to post some men here to help plant, and then again as the plants start to produce. We just don't have the manpower to do that along with everything else. But if we can plant a hundred acres of garden for you guys, then that should help feed your group and more besides. We'll start having calves come to slaughter weight by then, too. And, hopefully, our pigs will have produced at least one litter all the way around. If we can get all of that going, then we can probably be very beneficial to your outfit.” 
 
    “That's exactly what I'm talking about,” Adcock nodded eagerly. “I expect this winter to be difficult. Last winter was hard, but we were a bit loose in our discipline, in my opinion. The only thing that saved us was a food warehouse where we managed to retrieve several truckloads of canned goods. If not for that, then I doubt we'd make it this winter, even with what little help we're getting from places like yours. As it is, winter will just about clean us out, I'm afraid. So, whatever we can do to lighten that burden will be of great help.” 
 
    “Well, there's the deal,” Clay told him. “We need help with building, we need help with security, though not as badly as we have in the past, and we'll need help when planting and harvesting season come around again, assuming we plant for you guys. In return, we will plant for you, we can provide at least some meals for the people you base here, and we'll teach them to ride and care for their horses. All of that is contingent on good behavior from the men and women you assign here, however,” he added the caveat.  
 
    “My father and everyone else were adamant about that. There is a group of young women here who were severely traumatize by a group of assholes posing as soldiers. Having a young man in uniform approach one of them, even politely, in the way young soldiers are known to do, could start a very bad set of issues. We can't afford those kinds of issues. Not when the women are probably at least as well trained as some of your men, and are now heavily armed. We've trained all of them, and the other women here on the farm, to the point that they could easily pass basic, and probably the AIT for Eleven Bravo.”  
 
    “I can see where that would be an issue,” Adcock nodded. “This place could play a major role for us in the next year or two, and well into the future, Clay. It's important to me that we have a good working relationship from the start. To be candid, I expect that we will become a version of state police, for lack of a better term. We have a great many people who were trained as Military Police as well as Civil Affairs, and it's something we're trained for, at least in part. We also have a few civilian police officers in the ranks. This region will likely be mine, barring my getting promoted and moved somewhere else, which honestly is unlikely.” 
 
    “Your farm, with the deal you just offered me, could end up being the cornerstone of our supply situation. That makes you, and your entire operation, people and all, very important. Important enough to make a permanent post here to help with security and other work. I can rotate my men through here in one-month intervals, allowing them a partial stand down and rest period, even as they stand guard and pick potatoes, so to speak,” he smiled. “Not to mention learning to be horsemen. And women,” he added. “Having a full rifle squad here at all times would perhaps go a long way toward easing your manpower problems.” 
 
    “So long as we can depend on them to behave, absolutely,” Clay agreed. “I have to stress the behavior part, though, because it was the one thing that absolutely everyone agreed on. They aren't scared, exactly, but they are concerned.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” Adcock nodded. “What if I put Sergeant Gleason here?” he asked after a few seconds of consideration. “You know him, at least a little. Do you think you can trust him enough?” 
 
    “I would be very surprised and disappointed if we couldn't,” Clay replied. “He seems very squared away.” 
 
    “He is,” Adcock confirmed. “And as I said before, he has the respect of every man in the outfit. He would be a good choice due to his horsemanship, as well. He seemed very comfortable on horseback when we went to Lewiston.” 
 
    “He did at that,” Clay agreed. “I think we've got an accord, here, Captain,” he stood, offering his hand. Adcock grasped it firmly.  
 
    “I'm glad to hear that. I don't know when we'll begin posting the winter positions, but unless something breaks with this development in Alabama, I suspect we'll do it by Halloween. Bear in mind that's a guess, but I think by the end of October we'll either be fighting this so called Army of God, or we'll be preparing for winter camp.” 
 
    “Let’s hope for the latter,” said Clay. “Even while we prepare for the former.” 
 
    “Well said.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    “Listen to me, good people! You must heed the warnings that have been given to us! We have been stricken by God's anger, a righteous anger that we deserved! He has punished us for our wickedness, and taken the things that enabled our sinful behaviors! So many have perished already, and still more will die in the days to come! We must prove ourselves worthy! If we are not found to be worthy, then our reward-,” 
 
    “Here's a reward for ya,” Talent's speech was interrupted as a large fist crashed into the side of his head, felling him with one blow. Stunned, he rolled from his side on to his back and looked up. A burly man in flannel with a mop of unkept blonde hair was looking down at him, face red with anger. 
 
    “I've heard enough of your shit,” the man growled. “You come in here, spreadin' that poison, tryin' to tell me that my wife and daughter died because of what? Because God hates us? I don't know what bible you think you're reading, pal, but it ain't the right one.” The man seemed to calm a bit, his anger apparently out of his system. 
 
    “I see you up here yelling that crap again, and I'll make sure it's the last time,” the man said flatly. As if to bolster that statement, he raised the front of the stained tee shirt to show a revolver stuffed in his waist band. 
 
    “You think I'm playin', you go right ahead and try me.” 
 
    Talent didn't speak, still stunned by both the powerful blow to the side of his head, and the impact of his head on the sidewalk below him. His attacker stalked away, leaving Talent to try and get to his feet on his own. Using a blue mail box that no longer served any purpose, Talent pulled himself up, straightening his robes as he did so. For the first time in many months, anger swelled within him. He told himself it was a righteous anger, one that he deserved to have. Anger at his treatment when all he was doing was spreading the message that everyone needed to hear.  
 
    As he tried to get his bearings, wondering if he had suffered a concussion, he could see the man who had attacked him speaking with a lawman. One that Talent had suffered dealings with in the past. Turning, he moved as quickly as he could, ducking into an alleyway and out of sight. Anger still boiling, he made his way down the alley to the next street, turning to walk down that street before crossing through another alley to a small backstreet that was well off the main roads of the town.  
 
    As he stalked toward his tent, his anger continued to bubble like lava. He had labored here for weeks, and had nothing to show for it but bruises and injuries. He had difficulty breathing from the damage to his ribs, and now he was suffering double vision from that vicious blow to the head. His arm was still swollen, indicating he most likely had an infection from a chipped or cracked bone in his arm from still another beating at the hands of these ungrateful wretches.  
 
    By the time he reached his rabbit warren campsite, he was beyond furious. Angry in a way he could not remember being since he left his old life behind in service to the Uttermost.  
 
    He had tried to be kind. He had been forgiving, not holding the attacks on his person against the town, or even the individuals who had assaulted him. He had been patient, working in peace and with kindness to try and show these heathen the error of their ways. And how had he been repaid? 
 
    With violence. Well, if it was violence they wanted, he would be glad to oblige them. There were ways of dealing with recalcitrant heathens and he had such a way at his very fingertips. 
 
    It was the work of mere minutes to assemble his small computer and transmitter. His solar charger had ensured that the battery was charged, and all was in readiness. 
 
    “Anybody see where he went?” a voice carried to his small tent. He had to hurry. This might well be his only chance to send his message.  
 
    “What is that over there?” another voice called. “That spot of yellow, there? In the brush?” 
 
    He had been spotted. It was only a matter of time before these heathen took him. But he would not be taken so easily, and certainly not by them. And not before he had sealed their doom with his own hand.  
 
    He typed his own information into the program, and then added a simple, one-word message that would be relayed to the Uttermost as a priority. Then, yes then this ungrateful town of degenerates would learn their place.  
 
    He paused with his finger over the send button, a last-minute twinge of conscience making him hesitate. 
 
    “Should have already shot his ass!” A new voice, much closer.  
 
    His momentary bout of hesitation gone now, he hit send. Waiting ten seconds, he would hit it a second, and then a third time, ensuring his message would be received. The code with his identity warned the Uttermost and his team that this would likely be his, Talent's, last message. That he was being persecuted, likely unto death. He would meet that death knowing he had served well.  
 
    His job finished, he quickly took a large rock he had brought for the purpose and smashed his radio, his computer, and the charger. They would get nothing of use from him. In his haste, Talent never noticed that he had not set the transmitter to a new frequency, but instead was using the same frequency as his last message. While it would reach his intended audience, it was a mistake he had been taught not to make. His urgency had made him careless in his final moments as a worldly servant. 
 
    Reaching into his bag, Talent took a small knife from within. He had used it numerous times to butcher and skin game as he traveled. This time, he would use it a different way.  
 
    He waited until he heard footsteps crashing through the underbrush before he acted. 
 
    “I am the Worthy Ezekiel Talent, servant of the Uttermost! In his name have I come to you in an effort to save you from your wretchedness, but you have spurned that warning! You have persecuted me at every turn, causing me pain and suffering which I have forgiven you for, and yet still you would harm me for nothing more than telling you that which you refuse to accept.” 
 
    “Very well! If you will not hear, then you shall see! For flaming fire and brimstone will rain down upon you and all your kind who have refused to know and acknowledge the Uttermost, taking vengeance in my stead and wiping you from this reborn garden that God has made for His people! The Worthy! Only the Worthy will inherit this new world!” 
 
    As the flat of his tent was jerked open, Talent waited until the heathen was looking inside before plunging the knife in his hand directly into his own throat, tearing his jugular open beyond repair. 
 
    “Holy shit!” Van Bronson jerked back as the sight of the weird little man ripping his own throat out. He started to call for help but then stopped. There was no helping this idiot. He already had the glassy eyed stare that Bronson had seen far too many times in the past. Whoever this moron was, he was dead. 
 
    - 
 
    “Hey!” Millie shouted, making Leon jump. He lost his grip on the clipboard in his hands and it clattered to the floor, papers flying in every direction.  
 
    “What?” he demanded, picking the papers up from the floor. “And was that completely needful?” 
 
    “I got it!” Millie shouted again. “He used it again! Same frequency and everything, and I got it!” 
 
    “No kidding?” Leon asked, his clipboard forgotten.  
 
    “No kidding,” she promised, taking a thumb drive from the recorder and handing it to him.  
 
    “Let’s see what we get.” 
 
    - 
 
    “This is it?” Clay asked, looking at the message. 
 
    “Word for word,” Leon nodded, yawning. He had worked on the burst with his deciphering program for several hours before managing to break it. Fortunately, whoever it was, they had used an older commercial system. One that his program was able to crack.  
 
    “This isn't much,” Clay said, shaking the message paper as if he might somehow get more out of it.  
 
    “This is his ident code,” Tandi Maseo noted, pointing to the top line. “The next line is the recipient. Looks like there is some ancillary coding as well, but there's no way to figure that out. Probably a word-for-word cipher. We'd need their code book to know what this means. The message is fairly self-explanatory.” 
 
    “How do you figure?” Clay asked him. “It's just one word!” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tandi snorted. “Brimstone. You take a zealot like this, one who has been attacked at least twice, and catch him sending a message like this one? What do you think Brimstone means, hm?” 
 
    The phone rang just then and JJ answered. 
 
    “Operations, this is JJ.” Pause. “As a matter of fact, he's right here. Hold on.” He held the phone up to Clay. “It's Mitch. He's on The Roof.” Clay took the phone, still holding the message in his other hand. 
 
    “What's up?” 
 
    “Vehicle coming,” Mitchell informed him. “I'm fairly certain it's Adcock, but I'm not positive. I am pretty positive it's a Hummer.” 
 
    “Roger that.” He handed the receiver back to JJ, who returned it to the cradle.  
 
    “Hummer coming,” Clay told Tandi. “Might be Adcock. Here, Deuce,” he handed the message back to Leon. “Hang on to this, please.” 
 
    Walking out onto the pad, Clay and Tandi waited for the vehicle to arrive. As it pulled into the drive, they could see it was definitely Adcock. He got out of the vehicle almost before it stopped moving. 
 
    “They found that zealot,” he said without preamble. No one would call him a preacher. It felt too much like apostasy. 
 
    “Great!” Clay enthused.  
 
    “Not so great,” Adcock was already shaking his head. “Stupid bastard killed himself as Bronson opened his tent. Jabbed a knife in his throat and ripped it open.” 
 
    “Damn,” Tandi muttered. “That's some hard-core shit, right there.” 
 
    “Ain't it, though,” Adcock agreed. “They want us to come have a look. He had a laptop and transmitter with him. You want to go?” 
 
    “Before we do anything like that, you should see something,” Clay motioned for the door. Frowning, Adcock followed him inside and into the radio room. Clay took the message back from Leon and showed it to Adcock in silence.  
 
    “Brimstone?” his frown deepened. He looked up. “You think it was him?” 
 
    “We don't know, but we do think it likely,” Clay shrugged. “Leon, you think if we had his gear we could tell if he sent this?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Leon mused. “Millie or Uncle Robert might be the better people to ask about that, but just off hand, I'd say even probably. There are a lot of variables, but if we can get the transmitter's ID, or the computer he was using, we might can match it to the burst itself. That is just a guess, though.” 
 
    “We can do it,” Tandi interjected. “He's right. If we can lift the machine's ID, then we can match it to the message. But, like Leon said, that's assuming we can get the ID information from his terminal.” 
 
    “Want to go down and see it?” Adcock asked.  
 
    Clay did not, in fact, want to go. He wanted to go home and pretend that since this idiot had killed himself, the whole thing was finished. But that odd message had come from somewhere. 
 
    “We'll follow you down,” he said finally. “I'd like for some of our people to get a look at Lewiston, even if it's through a window. We've got our own ride,” he said evenly. 
 
    “I've heard,” Adcock snorted. “We'll wait at the off ramp.” 
 
    “We won't be long.” 
 
    - 
 
    “X! Saddle up!” Tandi called. “You too, Zach. We're headed to Lewiston to see about that Worthy idiot on the radio. Assemble on the pad. Ten minutes!” 
 
    “Well,” Xavier turned to his two female students. “I'm afraid we'll have to continue this another time, ladies. If you will excuse us?” 
 
    “Hey, can we go?” Amanda asked suddenly.  
 
    “Yeah!” Kim nodded.  
 
    “Ah, I'm afraid Clayton makes those decisions, ladies,” Xavier told them. “You can, however, ask him. All he can do is say no. I suggest you be in full gear and ready to roll when you ask.” 
 
    “Cool!” 
 
    - 
 
    “Why?” Clay asked, looking at the two women, both of whom looked for all the world like freshman girls about to start high school. 
 
    “Why not?” Amanda shrugged. “We went through all this training. Still going through it, in fact. We'd like to do more.” 
 
    “And you?” he looked at Kim Powers. 
 
    “I would like to go, assuming you have room,” she nodded. “I promise I'll do what I'm told.” 
 
    As Clay considered that, Corey and Zach walked by, loading into the Cougar they had named Phantom. Zach immediately climbed into the turret, checking the big M2 machine gun before settling in for the ride. Corey stored his own gear behind the driver's seat and slid behind the wheel, checking the vehicle gauges. Clay spared a few seconds to watch them, noting that both young men now had the attitude and economy of movement that most combat veterans developed after a while. He reminded himself that he was their age on his first trip into Afghanistan. They were no more children now than he had been then.  
 
    “You called me?” Vicki Tully broke into his thoughts, and Clay turned to see the short trooper standing behind him, geared up. 
 
    “Road trip,” he said simply. “We're going to Lewiston. Climb in.” 
 
    “Got it,” she nodded and did as ordered. Clay turned back to the two young women behind him. 
 
    “You do exactly what you're told, every time you're told, no matter what it is,” he ordered. “That includes Zach and Corey. Both are veterans at this point and know what has to be done. If you don't, and you survive whatever might happen, then you won't be doing anything else like this. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir!” both women snapped at once. 
 
    “First thing to do is forget that 'sir' crap,” he fought the urge to snap. “We don't do anything like that in the field. Ever. Get aboard and store your gear.” Excited smiles plastered across their faces, Amanda and Kim both clambered aboard. Vicki helped them get situated as Tandi placed his medic bag in storage behind the passenger seat. Zach had dismounted to check the storage areas outside while Corey did the same inside. Clay never had to order any of it done, they just knew to do it, and did it. 
 
    “Like it should be,” he told himself. He turned to see Jose Juarez walking toward him. 
 
    “Road trip?” he asked, looking at the big MRAP. 
 
    “They found the zealot in Lewiston,” Clay nodded. “Offed himself as soon as Bronson opened his tent. We also intercepted a message burst which Deuce managed to decode. The timing is pretty close. We're going with Adcock to get a look at the gear and see if we can identify it as the same set that sent that message.” 
 
    “That's a slim bet,” Jose frowned. 
 
    “Tandi says if the equipment isn't damaged too badly, it can be done,” Clay shrugged. “Leon agreed with him. We'll see, I guess. You're in charge.” 
 
    “Great,” Jose replied sarcastically. Before he could say more, Greg Holloway arrived, geared up to travel. 
 
    “You sent for me, on great bwana?” Greg smiled. 
 
    “Going to Lewiston, brief you on the way,” Clay pointed to the Cougar. “Get aboard.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Greg climbed in, leaving Clay and Jose standing on the pad again. 
 
    “We'll be back as soon as we can,” Clay told his second. “If we're too late, we may stay the night, but I don't want to. So long as we don't see any threats on the way down, we'll come back tonight, even in the dark.” 
 
    “We'll be watching,” Jose promised. “Drive safely!” 
 
    Laughing, Clay climbed into the passenger seat up front and nodded at Corey. The big Cougar moved slowly down the drive and then out onto the road, headed for the interstate. 
 
    - 
 
    “What does ‘emrap’ mean?” Kim asked the group in general. They were almost to the interstate.  
 
    “It's an acronym,” Zach replied absently, looking out the window. “Mine Resistant Ambush Protected vehicle.” 
 
    “Why do we have one?” Amanda asked. 
 
    “We have several,” Tandi informed her. “Some we bought before the lights went out, and some we took from the same people who attacked some of you.” 
 
    “Oh,” Amanda's answer was more subdued.  
 
    “Zach, you're up!” Clay called back. “I don't think we'll have a problem, but let’s be ready.” 
 
    “On it, Boss,” Zach replied, stepping into the turret as he pulled his goggles down. 
 
    “What is he doing?” Amanda asked.  
 
    “He's checking the gun and getting it ready in case we need it,” Vicki told her, watching him work. 
 
    “Him?” 
 
    “Yes, him,” Xavier told her, eyes boring into hers. “Is that an issue for you, Miss Lowery?” he raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “Just... didn't expect it. That's all.” 
 
    “He's probably one of the best gunners out of the entire crowd,” Vicki told her. “Almost uncanny, in fact.” 
 
    “He is that,” Xavier agreed. “But don't tell him. It might go to his head.” 
 
    “I heard that!” Zach yelled down.  
 
    Up front, Greg was leaning forward from one side of the compartment while Tandi did the same from the opposite side.  
 
    “So, he's dead already?” Greg was clarifying the information he'd gotten. 
 
    “Killed himself,” Clay nodded. “But waited for Bronson to actually open the tent and be looking at him before he did it, yelling about the worthy thing the entire time.” 
 
    “Damn,” Greg muttered. “I hope there ain't any more like him at home. I've fought that kind of shit before. No desire to do it again.” 
 
    “Amen, brother,” Tandi murmured. “Why are we going, other than to take a look at the device?” he asked Clay.  
 
    “I think Adcock wanted us to go,” Clay frowned. “Why, I don't know, so partly it's to find out why. Also, if we want a look at the guy's gear, this is probably the only way to get it. To see if you can get the ID from it and check it against the message.” 
 
    “What message?” Greg frowned.  
 
    “Leon intercepted a burst packet from somewhere,” Clay told him. “Well, Millie did, anyway, and Leon decoded it. One-word message; Brimstone.” 
 
    “I don't like the sound of that,” it was Greg's turn to frown. “I don't think I like that at all, in fact.” 
 
    “Yeah, me neither,” Clay snorted. Their conversation was cut short by their arrival at the interstate ramp. Adcock's Hummer was sitting there along with an MRAP of his own and a truck loaded with a squad of men. Clay opened his door as they came even with Adcock, but didn't step down. 
 
    “I see the rumors are true,” Adcock raised an eyebrow. “Nice ride.” 
 
    “Bought it used,” Clay said dryly. “We'll follow you.” 
 
    “Very well,” Adcock nodded. “We may well stay the night,” he warned.  
 
    “We've considered it,” Clay replied. “We'll see.” With that he closed the door. They could talk when they got there.  
 
    “Let them get ahead and then fall into trail, Corey.” 
 
    “Got it, Boss.” 
 
    - 
 
    The trip was uneventful, but on arriving in Lewiston, Clay found that the atmosphere around the town's leaders and lawmen was tense to say the least. 
 
    “Never seen the like,” Bronson admitted as he sat behind a desk. “I've seen a lot of stuff over the years, but a man ripping his own throat out was a new one on me.” 
 
    “No accounting for zealots, man,” Greg shrugged. Vicki and Corey had remained with the Cougar, as had Amanda and Kim.  
 
    Clay, Tandi, Greg, Xavier and Zach had gone inside.  
 
    “And what was it he was saying?” Adcock asked, making notes as he went. He asked good questions, Clay decided.  
 
    “He was yelling about how we had persecuted him for bringing us the message of truth, or words to that effect,” Bronson recalled. “Threatening us with flaming fire and brimstone that would take vengeance -,” 
 
    “Did you say brimstone?” Tandi perked up at once.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bronson nodded. “Why?” 
 
    “Do you think it related?” Adcock asked Clay. 
 
    “What's related?” Bronson asked, leaning forward. 
 
    “I think I don't believe in coincidence,” Clay shrugged. 
 
    “What the hell are you bunch talking about!” Bronson demanded.  
 
    “We intercepted a radio message this afternoon,” Clay told the deputy. “A coded one. When we managed to decode it, it only had one word; brimstone. There was nothing else other than the electronic signature for the machine to send and receive the message.” 
 
    “He had a little computer,” Bronson nodded. “And some kind of transmitter. Tore the hell out o' both of 'em with a damn rock.” He walked to a shelf behind him and returned with a box carrying the remains of the equipment. 
 
    “Damn,” Tandi almost sighed the curse out. “He did a number on that stuff, man.” He reached into the box and began to sort through the pieces.  
 
    “What the hell is all this about flaming vengeance and brimstone and all that other business?”   
 
    “It's from the bible,” Zach said absently as he studied the law books in a case along the wall.  
 
    “What?” more than once voice asked. 
 
    “It's from the bible,” Zach turned to look at them. “Not word for word, but a mish-mash of different things from the bible. He's trying to use just enough scripture to make you think he's using the bible, but he's not. Fire and brimstone rained down on Sodom and Gomorrah, and-,” 
 
    “That was it,” Bronson snapped his fingers. “Flaming fire and brimstone will rain down. And… flaming vengeance, I think, no, flaming fire, I think, will extract vengeance in his stead.” 
 
    “That's a play on Second Thessalonians,” Zach told him. “'The Lord Jesus will be revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire, dealing out retribution to those who do not know God and to those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus'. He's twisted it around for his own benefit, but he's taken it from there, it sounds like.” 
 
    “Well done, Zachary,” Xavier complimented quietly. “And he's quite right, too,” he turned to face the rest. “A common tactic among heretics and apostates. Using bits and pieces of the Holy Word in order to draw in and lull the dull witted into a false sense of certainty in their new 'faith'. It will only work on those too lazy to do their own reading, or else on those who feel they have been betrayed at some point by their own religion.” 
 
    “A true zealot, then,” Adcock exhaled a deep breath. “Perfect.” 
 
    “So long as there ain't no Army of God with a flaming angel, or whatever, I don't see the problem,” Bronson shrugged. When no one spoke, Bronson rubbed his face. 
 
    “You gotta be kidding me,” he said finally. 
 
    “Wish we were,” Clay was shaking his head.  
 
    “We've seen evidence that this bunch does have at least some martial ability,” Adcock said slowly. “We've yet to determine just how much, but we're working on that. And, if he's the one who sent this message, then we have to assume that your town is now a possible target of their ire.” 
 
    “Well that's just great,” Bronson dropped into his chair. “I gotta get the mayor over here to listen to this,” he said, more to himself than the others.  
 
    “Man, I don't think I can get anything from this crap,” Tandi said from where he was studying the box of components. “Deuce or your brother might, but I'm not finding anything useful.” 
 
    “Who is Deuce?” both Adcock and Bronson asked.  
 
    “Just someone we know,” Clay shook his head at the irrelevancy. “If you want to let us take it along, maybe we can confirm one way or another that he either did or didn't send the message. Up to you,” Clay shrugged as if it made no difference to him one way or another. 
 
    “Have to ask the mayor and the sheriff when they get here,” Bronson was shaking his head. 
 
    “Okay. If you decide you want us to take a look, the Captain can bring it along with him,” Clay decided. “I don't see any way for us to contribute otherwise, so we're going. Load it up,” he told the others, turning for the door.  
 
    “Wait for the sheriff!” Bronson called. 
 
    “No need,” Clay told him as the others trooped by, out the door. “No offense, but we'd like to be back home as soon after dark as we can. There's nothing else we can do to contribute, other than try to identify the radio message origin. We can't do that here, so we'll be on our way. Captain, always a pleasure. Good to see you again, Deputy.” With that, Clay was the last one out the door.  
 
    Corey already had the engine running when Clay climbed aboard, even as Zach climbed back into the turret. 
 
    “Get us moving, Corey,” Clay ordered. “Same way out as we used coming in. Don't speed, but don't stop, either.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” Tandi asked. “If there is, I didn't see it.” 
 
    “This is going to end up being about defending Lewiston,” Clay told him. “I got nothing at all against them, but we are not going to spend our blood defending a town that's still in this good of a shape, full of oh-so-friendly, heavily armed people, and that has nearly one hundred soldiers to call on. If we stay, we'll get roped into doing just that.” He paused, looking out the window at the growing dark. 
 
    “We are not going to have this brimstone raining on us if I can help it.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  

 EPILOGUE  
 
      
 
    “Sir, we have a Brimstone message.” 
 
    The man behind the desk looked up, frowning at the messenger. 
 
    “Brimstone?” he repeated. “What does that mean, again?” 
 
    “Complete failure, with strong opposition,” the messenger replied. “The machine signature identified the sender as Dale Roberts, originally from the Atlanta area. He was a speaker with a good record in the cause.” The man couldn't hide the scorn he felt for people like Roberts.  
 
    “Roberts,” the man mused, thinking. “What did we name him?” 
 
    “Talent. Ezekiel Talent,” came the answer.  
 
    “Oh, yes. I remember him,” the man leaned back. “He was ripe for the picking by the time he came to us, wasn't he. Hell of a salesman. Made a good manure spreader as I recall,” he laughed contemptuously. That was how he thought of the people out 'spreading the truth', or as he liked to call it, shoveling shit. In reality, all they had been doing was spying, and leaving devoted followers behind them. Followers that could be used in any number of productive ways.  
 
    “Yes sir, he was,” the messenger nodded. “His code indicated that he was being hunted, and that rather than be taken, he would destroy his device and take his own life.” His tone indicated what he thought of that.  
 
    “Hate to lose that equipment,” the man behind the desk sighed. “Where was he?” the man rose and walked to a map. 
 
    “A moderate sized town in middle Tennessee, sir,” the messenger followed him and placed a red pin on the wall map. There were other pins there, or all different colors. Each color meant something.  
 
    “Hm,” the man rubbed his chin. “That's farm and livestock country up there,” he said out loud. “Did his previous messages indicate anything there that we could use?” 
 
    “He mentioned crop land and what he described as a 'bountiful harvest', but with people like him, he may have been talking about potential converts. As you say, however, it is prime country for livestock as well as crops.” 
 
    “We could use that,” the man decided suddenly. “Contact. . .Breaker, I think,” he tapped a spot on the map. “Tell him to get up there, scout things out, and then get back to us. But,” he turned to look at the messenger, now writing orders in the small ledger he carried. 
 
    “I want them to go prepared to stomp whoever they find flat. Just in case I decide to take that route.” 
 
    “Will do, sir.” 
 
    


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    A WORD FROM THE AUTHOR 
 
    (me again) 
 
      
 
    It's been a long wait between Fire novels, I know. I hope this was one was worth the wait, and that some of the questions so many people have had were answered, at least in part. (Can't answer them all at once, though. Got to leave at least some mystery for later, right?) 
 
    It's my hope that you have enjoyed this new installment of the Fire series and I appreciate you taking the time to read it. The series is still ongoing, of course, and was written to be open ended. Essentially, we explore the apocalypse together until you get tired of reading about the Sanders and the challenges they face is the post CME world… or until I run out of ideas.  
 
    If you did enjoy it, please remember to leave a review for it on your boookseller’s website. I know you probably get tired of hearing that request, but as I've said before, it's worth a great deal more than just telling me whether or not you enjoyed the book, though I'm always happy to know that.  Reviews nowadays are how the search algorithms are compiled. Essentially, the more reviews, and the better the review, the booksellers feature not only this particular book, but the series in general, and me as an author. This, in turn, often brings me new readers simply because they see my books featured more often, based on the reviews of those who have already read the book. Additionally, if you haven't 'followed' me on social media, take a second to do so. If you follow me on Amazon, Kindle will automatically alert you whenever I release a new book, regardless of the title or series. It's a good way not to miss anything new that I have going.    
 
    My groove, so to speak, has been seriously damaged over the last year, but I think I am finally getting back into things. Hopefully (note that word, “hopefully”. Very important word, there.) that means that I'll be able to return to my previous output in so far as work goes. I won't promise that, since as surely as I do, something will happen to prevent it, but I'm going to at least say that I'm making the effort. There are any number of projects that need my attention, so it's not like I don't have plenty to choose from. 
 
    I appreciate your patience as I worked through the issues that hit me so hard in the last year. I likewise am appreciative and thankful for the kindness and sympathy expressed to me in our time of loss. It meant a great deal to me, both then and now. 
 
    With God's good grace, it won't be quite so long before you hear from Clayton and the rest of the Sanders outfit again. 
 
    N.C. Reed  
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