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			Prologue

			 

			Six days ago, the modern world had come to an end as a massive coronal mass ejection, or CME, hit the earth. If that alone wasn’t bad enough, several satellites had mysteriously detonated, releasing electromagnetic pulses or EMPs on the earth. In the blink of an eye, most of the modern world reverted to the early nineteenth century. 

			Caught thousands of miles from home at a truck stop, Nathan did what he could to help those around him. The quick collapse of society startled even Nathan, a reserve police officer and nurse.  Not long after the lights went out, Nathan had to use deadly force to protect the innocent.

			Seeing all those at the truck stop get away safely, Nathan met Amanda, who had survived on her own after watching her whole family slaughtered at the hands of a street gang. Not really wanting to take the teenager with him, Nathan offered to leave her with the group he had met but Amanda believed only Nathan could protect and teach her.

			The day they left the truck stop they met a rather obese boy named John, who practically begged to be allowed to just follow them for protection. Feeling sorry for the kid, Nathan allowed him the chance to prove he wouldn’t be a burden and let him join them for a little while until he could find a place to leave both children where they would be safe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			 

			Nathan sat watching the sky slowly lighten as dawn moved in. He reached a hand down to caress Amanda’s head. He’d had her sit up with Ares till ten and then he took over watch. She didn’t really care since he gave her the handheld night scope. Smiling, Nathan knew she’d had it on the entire time. 

			He had done his watch with his back against a tree in a light doze with Ares’ head in his lap until two a.m. That was when he heard Amanda moaning in her sleep a few feet away from him. He got up, went over and sat down beside her, rubbing her head till she calmed down. Ares laid down on the other side of her. Without his early warning system on his lap, Nathan stayed awake. 

			Taking a sip of his second cup of coffee, he looked over at John. When John had laid down last night, Nathan had him rest his legs on his pack to elevate them. The only movement that boy made all night was snoring. At times Nathan was sure they could hear John in Atlanta.

			When the sun was up Nathan still let them sleep, knowing both were tired. He put down his cup and stood up and stretched out. Then, moving away, Nathan started doing stretch exercises over his entire body. Then he started doing pushups, sit ups, lunges, and back extensions. When he was done he was sweating rather well. He turned to get his cup for some more coffee and found Amanda sitting up and looking at him.

			“What was all that?” she asked, tilting her head.

			“Stretches and exercises,” he said, picking up his cup and walking over to the coffee pot. He poured another cup; still seeing steam on the liquid, he smiled.

			“We walked carrying those heavy packs. Isn’t that enough exercise?” she asked.

			“It’s only working certain muscles and the stretches loosen up all the muscles. The human body is very stubborn. If you don’t use muscle, it takes it away,” Nathan said, pouring in some powdered cream and sugar.

			 “Why didn’t you wake me so I could do it too?” she asked, letting out a groan.

			“You were tired and needed sleep,” he answered, pulling out stuff for breakfast.

			“I want to do it,” Amanda said.

			Letting out a long sigh, Nathan shook his head. “Well, you saw me do it, so copy what I did,” he said.

			She crossed her arms. “It’s not the same,” she said flatly.

			“Okay, tomorrow I’ll wake you up and we can do them together,” Nathan promised her and she perked up. He walked over and woke John up then moved over by the folding stove and fixed some food. John got up and grabbed his clothes and got dressed. He came over and sat down with them. Nathan spooned out the MRE scrambled eggs and bacon.

			When they finished breakfast, Nathan put bandages back on Amanda’s feet and handed her his plate and the pot he used to fix breakfast. “I have to wash your stuff too?” she whined.

			“I tend your owies, teach you how to survive, let you take over my dog, and you don’t want to do chores?” he asked in shock.

			“I’m teasing,” Amanda said, hugging him then walking over to the creek.

			Nathan walked around, taking down the camp and packing up. Today Amanda had on the pants he’d gotten for her out of the truck and they fit, kind of. He was glad he’d grabbed the suspenders from the baseball uniform for her. Still, wearing his jacket and hat made Amanda look a lot smaller than she really was. 

			As they were loading up, Amanda looked at John. “Ready?” she asked.

			“I’m ready,” he said smiling. 

			“Amanda, put your gloves on,” Nathan said, tightening straps on his vest.

			“What is it with you and gloves?” she said, pointing at his gloves. “It’s not cold,” she let him know.

			“This coming from a girl who had to have her hands wrapped up like Q-tips from cuts and scratches,” was all Nathan said. Blushing, Amanda pulled off her pack, took out her gloves and put them on. Then she grabbed her pack, ready to leave.

			Nathan tied the solar charger to the top of his pack to recharge the batteries for the NVG that Amanda ran down, then pulled on his pack as Amanda loaded Ares’ pack on his back and buckled it on. Finally ready, they followed Nathan through the woods. Amanda was surprised when, after only fifteen minutes of walking, they stepped out on a gravel road. Not even stopping, Nathan turned left, keeping a steady pace. She ran up to him, well, not really a run but more like a fast waddle, and grabbed his left hand.

			John, upon seeing that, moved to Nathan’s right side and the two kids started the scanning. They saw several deer and a ton of rabbits. When a snake crossed the road in front of them, Amanda let out a scream and climbed up Nathan like he was a tree. Before Nathan could do anything, Amanda was sitting on the top of his pack.

			“What the hell are you doing?” he asked as his legs trembled from the added weight.

			“That was a snake,” she said as if it explained everything.

			“It never came near us,” he said. “Will you get down? With my pack on you’re about ready to take me down,” Nathan said, fighting the urge to just drop her.

			“I can’t,” she said, looking down and wondering how she’d gotten up there.

			With his legs screaming for relief, he snapped, “You climbed up so climb down!” 

			“Help me,” Amanda pleaded. Nathan kneeled down and with John’s help they got her off the top of his pack.

			When she was down, Nathan looked at her. “Amanda, next time, just jump behind me,” he said.

			“Are you kidding? That thing was a hundred feet long,” she informed him.

			Nathan closed his eyes, shaking his head. “It was barely five feet long and it was a king snake. It wouldn’t hurt you.” 

			“How could you tell?” she asked. Knowing if a snake would hurt her seemed like good information to have.

			“By the shape of its head and the color of its body,” he answered.

			“I just saw a snake,” she admitted.

			Seeing Amanda still trembling and looking at the grass where the snake had slithered off, he asked, “Have you ever been camping?” 

			“Yes, we rented a cabin at Yellowstone last year,” she said.

			Giving up, Nathan stood up and walked over to the side of the road. He pointed at a plant and pulled it up from the ground. “This is Amaranth, and this one is Palmer Amaranth. It is okay to eat from top to bottom,” he told them. He continued down the road, instructing them on how to pick out several edible plants. In two hours they both could pick out the three plants Nathan had shown them. 

			They sat down for their first break and Nathan pulled out his map. “Come here you two,” he said and pointed at the map. “We are right here,” he said. “See the bend in the road and these lines that are forming a smaller and smaller circle? That is the hill in front of us.” Then he explained the legend and the elevation lines.

			Amanda looked at the map then around them. “Which way are we going?” she asked and he drew his finger along their route. “We’re going to be going across that creek right there?” she asked.

			“Very good. Yes we are,” Nathan said, very pleased.

			“Where are we going?” she asked.

			“We are going to try and camp here tonight,” he said, pointing past a dirt crossroad.

			“No, I mean Idaho,” she said.

			“It’s not on this map,” he said.

			“If it was,” she insisted.

			Nathan held the map up in front of them and pointed up and to the left. “Two hundred feet that way,” he said.

			Amanda and John looked where he pointed. “How many snakes are we going to see?” she asked.

			“Well I don’t have the latest snake travel times so I really don’t know. They very rarely car pool,” Nathan answered, rolling the map up.

			“Nathan, they’re creepy,” she whined, stomping her feet.

			“They’re just reptiles,” he said, standing up.

			“They don’t have legs and they stick their tongue out all the time. That’s creepy,” Amanda said, which made perfect sense to her. 

			Shaking his head, Nathan reached over on his pack and took off his tomahawk. Walking over to the ditch, he chopped down a small tree and trimmed the braches off. Then he cut the top off, leaving a four and a half foot walking stick. “Hold this,” he said, handing it to Amanda. She took it, wondering what to do with it as he put his tomahawk away.

			“The Indians carried those,” John said, looking at the tomahawk.

			“They sure did,” Nathan said, picking up his pack.

			“They are on several games I play,” John said.

			“Yep, I play several with them also but the real one doesn’t kill someone with one hit,” Nathan said, grabbing the stick and walking along.

			“What’s with the stick?” Amanda asked.

			“So I can find a snake,” he said.

			“You’re going to find one?” she exclaimed, fighting the urge to run.

			“You can outrun a snake,” Nathan assured her. Amanda looked at him unconvinced. Coming up to a tree line, he led them into the woods, looking around several logs and clumps of bushes. He moved over to a log and froze. “Over here,” Nathan said quietly.

			The two came over and stood on either side of him. “Do you see it?” Nathan asked in a quiet voice.

			“See what?” John asked in a whisper.

			“The snake,” Nathan said, and Amanda started shaking.

			“You see a snake?” she asked in a normal voice, looking around feverishly.

			“Amanda, don’t be so loud. The louder you are, the better they hear you. You can see him too if you just look,” Nathan said, staring straight ahead. “Look ten feet in front of me then one foot to the left of the white flower or Indian potato I just taught you about.” John gasped when he saw it and took a step back.

			Amanda scanned where he’d said to look but didn’t see anything but dead old leaves and some green potato plants. Then the dead leaves moved just a bit and suddenly, just like she was looking at ‘Where’s Waldo,’ she saw the snake. She whimpered and grabbed Nathan’s arm.

			“Don’t move fast or make noise. That is a Copperhead; he’s poisonous and can be mean,” Nathan told them.

			“Shoot it,” Amanda commanded.

			“It’s not doing anything to us,” Nathan said.

			“It’s looking at me and sticking its tongue out. It’s going to kill someone,” she tried to reason with Nathan in a soft whisper. 

			“If I kill it we’re eating it,” Nathan told her.

			She slowly rotated her head till she was looking at the side of his face. “You have lost your mind,” she whispered.

			With a slight shrug of his shoulders, he said, “They taste pretty good.” 

			“Don’t shoot it, I really don’t want to eat a snake,” John said quietly.

			Nathan chuckled. “That snake is about three and a half feet long. Now that we don’t have anti-venom available its bite would really be painful, but you would probably survive unless it got you in an artery,” Nathan told them. “Now stay right here. I want to show you just how much he doesn’t want to bite you,” he said, moving toward the snake.

			He reached out with the stick and tapped the ground in front of the snake several times before the snake even moved. The kids watched intently as the snake tried to leave and Nathan used the stick to turn it back around. After five minutes the snake finally struck at the stick and Nathan backed away. The snake turned around and slithered off.

			Nathan turned around to see Amanda trying to climb John, but all she was doing was pulling him to the ground. “Amanda, quit that,” Nathan quietly snapped. To John’s relief she listened. 

			With wide, scared eyes, she said, “It tried to kill you.” 

			“Yeah, after I wouldn’t let it run away. Even you fight when you don’t have a choice,” he said, and she stopped shaking to look at Nathan. 

			It suddenly dawned on her. “You had to do that to make it bite,” she said, understanding.

			“Yes. Now if you are walking along not paying attention and step on his ass, he will pop you. If you were just lying there and someone stepped on you wouldn’t you hit them?” he asked. 

			“How did you find it?” she asked.

			“I had to look for it,” Nathan said and led them back to the road.

			After a mile he went back into the woods till he found a grass snake. Amanda came unglued when he picked it up to show them the round head. Then Nathan looked around till he found a black Kingsnake. Picking the snake up, Nathan called them over and Amanda shook her head no, seeing the snake was almost as long as Nathan was tall.

			“Amanda, come here or I’ll bring it there,” he said, and she slowly inched over, expecting them all to die. Ares was just walking around waiting for Nathan to put the snake down. It was a long chase toy to him though not the best one.

			After Nathan taught them how to tell the difference between the snakes, he made them touch it. Amanda extended her hand gingerly, expecting not to ever see it again. Even with her gloves on, she jerked back when she touched it and the snake jerked back from her. Nathan thought she was fixing to pass out.

			Without him telling her to, Amanda reached over again and touched it and the snake’s head turned toward her. “Okay, the dangerous end is looking at me,” she said, not taking her hand away, afraid the snake would chew it off.

			“It’s not poisonous. It has little bitty teeth; it catches and eats the poisonous snakes,” Nathan told her.

			She looked at him in shock. “It eats the bad ones?” she asked, amazed at that information.

			“Yes, that’s what I’m trying to tell you. No snake likes girls or boys,” Nathan said as the snake slid on her arm up to her elbow.

			“Are you sure this one is a Kingsnake and not a Cobra?” she asked.

			“Well we have only walked one day and a few hours today so I don’t think we’ve reached India yet or Africa,” Nathan said as the snake moved up to her shoulder.

			Slowly relaxing, Amanda looked down at the snake. “Its head is round,” she said, looking at the snake closely. As it turned around and went back towards Nathan, she asked, “It’s that bad of a scaredy-cat?”

			“Amanda, you are a hundred times bigger than he is. How would you like for a sixty-foot man to pick you up in his hand and yell in your face?” Nathan asked, shaking his head.

			Slowly, Amanda reached up with her other hand, petting the snake’s head. “I’m sorry,” she said and the snake stuck its tongue out to her glove. It only took fifteen minutes but she finally held it and Nathan pulled out his camera and took a picture. The snake was draped around her neck and its tail was on the ground. John held the snake after her and said he thought it was cool.

			When they were done admiring it, Nathan took the snake and let it go and told Ares he couldn’t chase it, which made Ares mad. He didn’t get to hold the thing. 

			As they walked back out to the road, Nathan pointed out the different trees to the children, telling them how to tell them apart and which ones were of use. Once they hit the road they walked along at a good pace, listening as Nathan taught them. 

			It was noon when he stopped them for lunch, walking them off the road where they dropped their packs and ate. Then he told them to leave their packs and led them to a pond. “Watch where you step,” Nathan told them and both immediately focused on the ground.

			“Why are we watching the ground?” John asked, scanning the ground carefully before he moved.

			“There are a lot of snakes here,” Nathan said.

			“How can you tell?” Amanda asked.

			He pointed to the grass to his side then to his front. “Those are snake skins.”

			“It might be a Kingsnake,” she said, suddenly the expert.

			“Oh, I’m sure there are some around but I came to show you the real mean one,” Nathan said and Amanda started stepping real gently.

			“You know they’re here?” John asked, trying to levitate.

			“Yeah, I see three now but they’re in the water,” Nathan said, walking along the edge of the pond.

			“You see three of them already?” John said with a quiver in his voice.

			In a quiet whisper, Nathan said “Move up to me.” They moved beside him and both immediately saw the long black snake about seven feet away where it was sprawled out on the ground in the sun. 

			“That’s a Kingsnake,” Amanda whispered.

			“Look close. Its head is like a triangle and even though its scales are dark you can see the pattern on that one. Some you can see the pattern better and others only where the scales meet the belly. That is a Water Moccasin or Cottonmouth,” Nathan told them.

			“Are you going to poke that one?” John asked.

			“No,” Nathan said, holding out his arms and walking backwards, pushing them back with him. When they were about fifteen feet away he turned and took them to their packs.

			“Why didn’t you poke that one?” Amanda asked.

			“That species has attitude. It will chase after you for a few feet, but if you are fishing and it doesn’t like where you’re fishing, it will try to run you off. I usually leave,” Nathan told them, walking back to the road.

			“They’re that bad?” John asked as they trotted up to him.

			“They can be, and when they bite they do it more than once. I went fishing with a man in Louisiana running trout lines and we pulled up next to the bank and one fell out of the cypress tree into the boat. Now it could’ve stayed in the tree, we were just passing by, but I guess we were in its fishing spot. It dropped down, landed with a thud and started striking at everything. Since it wanted the boat so bad, I jumped out and let the damn thing have it and swam to shore,” Nathan told them.

			“You jumped out of a boat where there was one snake into water where there could have been hundreds?” Amanda asked in shock.

			“I knew there was a pissed-off snake in the boat. I didn’t know that about the water,” he said.

			“Why didn’t you shoot it?” John asked.

			“Did that the next year hunting gators in Texas. One fell in the boat and struck at the guide, who pulled out his pistol and shot it just as I did. Let me tell you how hard it is to put your fingers in that many holes trying to run the boat to land,” Nathan told them as they laughed.

			He pulled out the map and passed it to John. “Where are we? That way is north,” he pointed. Slowing his walk, John looked around then at the map.

			“There,” he said, pointing.

			“Very good, John,” Nathan said, taking the map. “What is that plant there?” he asked, pointing at a fence line.

			“That looks like the onion plant but it’s tall,” Amanda said, looking at the plant.

			“No, that is a death lily and it’s poisonous,” he said.

			“How can you tell about mushrooms?” John asked.

			 “Don’t eat the damn things,” Nathan said, shaking his head.

			“Can’t you tell?” John asked.

			“Nope,” Nathan replied. “I know a man in Washington State that has taught me a lot about plants and he collects mushrooms. Three years ago he collected some and ate them. He almost died. If someone with that much experience can’t tell, I’m not going to try,” Nathan said.

			Amanda nodded. “I like that thinking,” she said.

			“Don’t you eat mushrooms?” John asked.

			“Only from the store. Those are grown at a farm and removed from the bad ones,” Nathan answered.

			They walked on into the afternoon, eventually coming up to the crossroads. It was only two dirt roads crossing. “There’s a store up ahead. Let’s check it out,” Nathan said.

			“Not another store,” Amanda whined.

			Nathan ignored her as they came to the crossing. The store was set back off the road and a truck was parked outside. Nathan adjusted his rifle and uncovered his badge as he walked toward it. He opened the door and stepped inside, feeling like he was walking back in time. This was an old store. “Ares, stay,” he said, and Ares sat down outside the door.

			“Leave your packs outside,” an old lady called out.

			Stepping in the doorway, Nathan took his hat and sunglasses off. “Ma’am, if you don’t mind the kids will stay right here. I’m just after some bottled water and some from your faucet. I’ve come to find out, if you don’t keep your stuff close it goes missing,” he said.

			The old lady chucked at him. “Then it’s okey dokey,” she said, gesturing for them all to come in. Just then a man came around the corner. He looked even older than the lady.

			“Ain’t got much,” he said, smiling. Nathan saw the cooler and walked over, grabbing three bottles of water. He noticed they were cold. “Wife has the grill up if you want something,” the old man said.

			“What’s on the menu?” Nathan asked, walking up to the counter.

			“Burgers, chicken strips, or grilled cheese.”

			“Burgers, guys?” Nathan asked, looking at the two, and they nodded their head vigorously. 

			“Six burgers with the works, please,” Nathan said and the old lady moved off.

			“It’s cash only though,” the old man said. 

			“That’s no problem, sir,” Nathan said, looking around. “What’s in the back room?” he asked.

			“Just odds and ends. City folk call it a thrift area.” 

			“Mind if I have a look?” Nathan asked.

			“Come on, I’ll show ya,” the old man said, walking around the counter.

			“You two stay right there,” Nathan said as he followed the old man. He walked into the back room and saw clothes racks. He moved through pretty fast and found one set of sweat pants, a t-shirt, a pack of underwear and socks for John. Then he saw the old man talking to another man sitting at a table in the corner. Nathan walked over with the items. “Found what I need,” he said, smiling.

			“Be back in a minute, Herbert,” the old man told the man at the table, gesturing for Nathan to follow him back out front. Nathan nodded at the man and noticed dominos on the table. Nathan wasn’t sure why but he didn’t like Herbert. Got a funny feeling about him, Nathan admitted to himself.

			Nathan sat the stuff on the counter and looked behind the old man. “Are those fresh eggs?” he asked.

			“Collected and washed this morning,” the old man said, adding up the stuff.

			“I’ll take two dozen,” Nathan said.

			The old man nodded and continued adding then said, “Nineteen dollars and fifty-two cents.” 

			Nathan pulled out a twenty and set it on the counter. “Don’t suppose you would consider a trade?” he asked.

			“Depends on what you’re trading,” the man said as the woman brought out a bag.

			Nathan reached into his tote bag and pulled out the revolver he’d taken off Green Coat Man. “This,” Nathan said, sliding it across the counter.

			“You want to trade a four-inch Smith .38 for this stuff?” the old timer asked in amazement.

			“Okay then, how about ten canned goods thrown in? I saw some stew over there,” Nathan said.

			“You steal this?” the old man asked.

			“Nope, killed the man,” Nathan said, and the old man and lady stepped back from the counter.

			“Why?” the old woman asked.

			“He attacked and tried to kill that little girl by the door,” Nathan told them.

			The old man and woman looked at Amanda then at each other. The old man slid the gun back to Nathan along with the bag of burgers. “It’s on the house,” the old man said.

			Nathan slid the pistol back. “It’s a gift,” he said.

			“Son, if you takin’ out people like that I’m rootin’ for ya, and this is my way of helpin’ ya,” the old man said.

			“I want help. When evil men come in, line their heads up in the sight and pull the trigger,” Nathan told the man. The old man picked up the pistol, swung the cylinder open and dropped the shells into his hand. “Sorry that’s all the ammo I have for it,” Nathan said.

			“I got lots of ammo,” the old man said. “When this started I tried driving to town to buy a few more guns but nobody would sell none. Didn’t matter what you wanted to pay. Then you just come in here and trade for a few knickknacks,” the old man said, shaking his head. 

			Nathan smiled then paused. “You fixed your car on the first day?” he asked.

			“What was wrong with it?” the old man asked.

			“It just started up?” Nathan asked.

			“Yep, that Dodge done me good since I bought ‘er back in 1950,” the old man said.

			“So you guys have some cars running?” Nathan asked.

			“There’s a few, but mostly older ones. Ain’t even heard of a newer car running since the power quit,” the man said.

			“John, put your pack down and get ten cans of that stew,” Nathan said, pointing at them. Turning back to the couple, he asked, “Have you heard anything from the government?”

			“Shit, what’s worth hearing?” the old woman shot at him.

			“There is going to be a presidential address tonight at seven,” the old man said. “Where you headin’ to?” 

			“Idaho,” Nathan said.

			The old man let out a long whistle. “That’s a long way to be goin’.”

			“Yes sir, it is,” Nathan agreed and started grabbing stuff.

			“You comin’?” Herbert yelled from the back.

			“I’m winnin’ so shut up!” the old man yelled back.

			“Why you even let Herbert come here is beyond me,” the old woman spat at her husband. Nathan was glad someone else didn’t like Herbert.

			“He don’t bite my head off,” the old man said as Nathan finished grabbing his stuff.

			“Keep that gun handy,” Nathan told the old man.

			“I will. It beats my old six shooter. You be safe out there and keep the young’uns safe,” he said as Nathan walked outside with a wave. 

			He distributed the cans between their three packs. “Okay, let’s go and set up camp. I want to hear what the moron in charge has to say,” Nathan said as he started off down the road. 

			After a few miles, they walked a few hundred yards off the road till they were by a large pond, which had the kids freaking out. “Hey, we have to have water and I’m not in the mood to carry it,” Nathan told them.

			Nathan spread out his stuff and watched as Amanda moved her blankets beside his. Shaking his head, Nathan noticed John moving his sleeping bag closer. 

			“Amanda, you have first watch of four hours. John you have the last four hours. I’ll take the middle called the shit shift,” Nathan told them. “Now we take whore baths every other day and a full bath on the others,” he told them.

			“What’s a whore bath?” Amanda asked, confused.

			“What you did last night, washing out of a cup of water,” he said.

			“Why’s it called a whore bath?” she asked.

			As he unpacked his pack, Nathan looked up. “In between customers that’s how whores would wash,” he said.

			“What the hell did their customers buy that stunk that bad?” Amanda asked and John fell over laughing.

			“They—” Nathan froze as he looked at Amanda’s inquisitive and innocent face. “I’ll tell you some other time,” he said, taking off his vest.

			“That’s not fair. John knows,” she said, looking at John who was smiling at her. “Oh I guess you think it’s funny you know and I don’t?” she popped off. 

			“No,” he said, still smiling.

			“Then why are you smiling?” Amanda demanded with a very grumpy face.

			“Y’all haven’t made fun of me all day and have just been real nice to me, like friends,” he said with an open-mouthed grin.

			“Why would I make fun of you?” Amanda asked. “Momma told me I couldn’t make fun of other people because it hurts their feelings. I know when some girls at school make fun of me because I’m so skinny and don’t wear a bra it hurt my feelings.” 

			Agreeing wholeheartedly, John nodded. “It does hurt my feelings, but y’all haven’t done it.” 

			Nathan leaned over. “And we won’t,” he told John. “If I say something bad to you it means we are getting ready to fight but I kinda like you so I don’t see that happening. We are friends here,” Nathan told John as he grabbed the radio.

			“I ain’t ever had a real friend,” John said. “Except on X-Box and Facebook,” he added.

			“Those are just people,” Amanda said, laying out Ares’ blanket.

			Nathan strung up the clothesline and hung up a sheet. Then he got the shower bag and hung it up behind the sheet. Walking over to his pack, he pulled out a five-gallon collapsible jug. “John, your duty every time we set up camp is to fill this jug and hang it where I’ve got the clothesline. Amanda, your job every morning is making sure all the water bottles are full,” he said.

			“Oh, I get the girl job,” Amanda said, flipping her hand at Nathan. 

			“It weighs over forty pounds,” he said.

			“My pack weighs over thirty and I carry that,” she said smartly.

			“On your back,” Nathan said. “John, get out your water pump today and alternate between everyone’s every day. Today take Wonder Woman and see if she can carry the jug,” Nathan told John, but he was looking at Amanda. Nathan pulled the stove out of John’s pack, figuring it had enough fuel for tonight as he set up and started some water boiling. Then he set up his fuel tab stove and started more water boiling for a dozen eggs.

			Looking up, he saw Amanda giving everything she had to toting the water, sitting it down every few feet and shaking her hands. Finally she stepped back and let John pick it up and carry it over. In her defense, even John’s actions showed it was heavy. Nathan helped him hang the water up. Then, reaching into the bag from the store, he pulled out the clothes for John and tossed them over.

			“Gee, thanks,” John said, holding them up.

			“We’ll get you some more clothes in a few days,” Nathan said. “You shower first then go to the lake and wash your clothes. Then you, Wonder Woman. I’ll go last. I want to be done in an hour so we can hear the broadcast after we’ve eaten,” he said as John stood up and took his shirt off. Nathan grabbed the shower bag and filled it with the cold lake water and dumped a pot of hot water in. Shaking the bag, he put his hand in to find it warm. “Hang it up,” he said, holding the bag out to John. Nathan noticed the red areas on John’s body were nowhere near as raw looking as they’d been last night.

			While John was showering Amanda leaned over to Nathan. “John looks like he lost weight today,” she said in a low voice. 

			“Oh I’m sure he did,” Nathan said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he lost five pounds, maybe a little more,” he added.

			Raising her eyebrows, she said, “I thought you couldn’t lose that much in a day.” 

			“Under normal circumstances yes, but this isn’t normal. I’m sure John was used to eating what you would eat in a week for one meal,” Nathan said.

			“You would die if you ate that much,” she said, leaning back.

			“No, you’d be surprised,” Nathan said, taking his shirt off.

			Amanda pulled her shirt up to her nose. “Wow I stink,” she said, grabbing her shirt to pull it off. Nathan leaned over, grabbing her arms to stop her.

			“You are a girl and don’t have a bra on,” he said, leaning back.

			She looked at him in shock. “Last night you made a fuss when I talked about wearing panties and bras and today you complain I don’t wear a bra,” she said, letting her hands fall into her lap. “Make up your mind,” she said.

			“It’s the same thing. You’re a little girl,” Nathan said, and Amanda didn’t like the way he called her a ‘little girl.’ 

			Seeing John walking to the lake, she stood up and stomped off to the shower. Ares looked at Nathan. “Don’t look at me, I don’t know,” he said to Ares. Not understanding, Ares laid his head down, staring at the bag of hamburgers that smelled real good. He was kind of hoping one of those might end up his.

			Once Amanda finished, Nathan ran over and showered after filling the bag up again. Drying off, he looked for his dirty clothes and didn’t see them. Putting on some clean ones he walked down to the lake to find Amanda scrubbing his clothes. “I could wash them,” Nathan said. 

			She turned around and looked up at him, her hair wrapped in a towel. “I was washing mine so I just grabbed yours,” she said then turned around and continued. He smiled and left her gently singing a song softly to herself. It was from that boy pop star. Shaking his head, he walked back to the camp as Ares headed over to Amanda.

			“Oh, you’ll go check on her but not me,” Nathan said as Ares walked past. Ares never paid him any attention. 

			A few minutes later Amanda joined them and they ate the burgers, Ares getting his fair share. Then they sat and waited on the broadcast. The radio station suddenly came on and they all listened as a woman announced the President.

			“My fellow Americans. We have been hit with something the likes of which mankind has never before faced. Let me assure you, America and her allies will survive. Power outages on the North American continent are reported at ninety-eight percent. The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission has assured me that steps are being taken to get the plants back on line. As many of you have heard, I have ordered Martial Law in all cities with a population over one hundred thousand. This is to maintain civil authority. I have signed an Executive Order limiting the Interstate travel of civilians. 

			“Travel within the state will be dictated by the local governments. I have urged the governors to declare martial law when and where needed. We cannot have people moving from city to city as we drop off food and supplies, taking away from those that live there. Food shipments started going out to every major city in America two days ago with the military transporting and dispensing the food. Now to make sure people only get what is allotted to them a national identification card is being issued to each person at time of the first pick up. You must bring proof of who you are and it will be checked with the Social Security Administration and the FBI. 

			“I must warn you not to try to falsify your identity. The issuing people will have access to the information and anyone trying to falsify their identity will be detained. All those that are detained will have to wait until this crisis has ended before they get their day in court. I have been told by several experts that it will take several months to do this.

			“All those in the martial law zones will turn over all firearms effective immediately. We must remove the weapons so criminals cannot have access to them. In New York alone they have lost two hundred and seventeen officers since this event started. I’m told that the story is the same across the country. Any person that does not turn over firearms to the police when ordered can and will be detained. Resistance to the confiscation of firearms can be viewed as the need for deadly force. The ATF and Homeland Security are assisting in the removal of firearms from the martial law zones. Rest assured once the crisis is over the weapons will be returned to their owners.” 

			Hearing that, Nathan scoffed as the President continued.

			“I have signed another Executive Order suspending all mortgage and rent payments, but taxes are still due. Since this crisis has thrown so much confusion into our economy I’m postponing due date for taxes till June the first. You need to make arrangements to pay your part. If you cannot ascertain how much you made due to this event you are to use the prior year’s taxes as your guide. Make arrangements with your local tax assessor’s office. The IRS will be able to gain access to your account to help you make your payment. No refunds will be sent out for obvious reasons. 

			“Now, as many of you have heard, China and the Soviet states are at war with each other. I have sent diplomats to each side to see if we can get the war stopped in this time of global crisis. In the Middle East, Iran launched what was thought to be a nuclear warhead at Israel but it was shot down by their defense system. Israel retaliated with four nuclear strikes against Iran and has closed its borders. No other exchange from either has occurred and again we’ve sent envoys to pursue peace.

			“Until this crisis is over I will be making weekly radio addresses, as will the heads of both parties. Every day at this time on the broadcast network, daily updates will be given. Let’s stand together and unite to get America going again,” the President finished up. Another man came on then and started going over firearm collection points in cities across the country.

			The man was rattling off details, but Nathan didn’t hear anything as he leaned back against his pack. Amanda looked at Nathan, “What’s that mean?” she asked.

			Not even looking at her, Nathan said, “We’re fucked.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Day 7

			 

			John was sitting up with his back against the tree, looking out across the lake. Every few minutes he would turn his head around and gaze back into the woods. When it was dark he used the cool NVG to see what was out there. He had seen a few deer and a raccoon by the lake, and had watched it catch a fish. He had never felt so good in his life. Nathan and Amanda were the coolest people he had ever met.

			Nathan talked to him and not down at him. John loved learning about the woods and guns. Thinking about guns, he looked down in his lap at the Taurus lying there. Nathan had said if he played with it he would spank him and bite off his finger. Just to be sure holding it in your hand wasn’t playing with it, John left it in his lap. If someone tried to get them in camp then he would use it.

			John had thought about that last night and knew he would use the gun if someone tried to hurt any of them. He wasn’t losing these two for anything. They had not once called him any names, and they included him in everything. Nathan even checked him every day to make sure he was doing good with his infection. 

			Though he would never admit it, John hated being fat. When people made fun of him he would come home and just eat and play on the computer. His mom would hug him and try to make him feel better but it never helped.

			Thinking of his mom, John started crying softly. She was the only person before Nathan and Amanda who had never made fun of him. She made him laugh, and she’d listen to him talk about his games. His mother was the only thing he missed from the old world, and he hoped she was happy in heaven. He prayed she could see him now. At the store yesterday he had stepped on a scale beside the door after he took off his pack and he almost passed out. He had lost almost thirty pounds since the power went off and now was less than three hundred pounds.

			John noticed the sky was getting brighter and looked at his watch that Nathan had given him, seeing it was almost six. Carefully laying the pistol beside him, he crawled over and tapped Nathan on the shoulder and Nathan lifted his head up. “It’s almost six, sir,” John whispered to him.

			Nathan sat up, rubbing his face. “Anything happen?” he asked John.

			“Just some animals,” John said. Making sure the safety was on, John picked up the pistol, ejecting the magazine and taking out the live round. Putting the bullet back in the clip John put the magazine back and handed the pistol to Nathan.

			“Keep it, but still don’t play with it,” he told John, yawning.

			“Thank you sir,” John said, putting the pistol on his pack. Nathan looked over at John and grinned at the kid. He really liked him a lot. John was always eager to please and very attentive. 

			He leaned over and tapped Amanda, “It’s time, so get up, sleepy head.” 

			Amanda sat up, rubbing her eyes. “The sun’s not even awake yet,” she said grumpily, stretching.

			“You’re the one that wanted to stretch and exercise, so don’t complain at me,” Nathan said, standing up.

			“Man you’re crabby in the morning,” Amanda said. He turned around and looked at her and started laughing. Her hair was puffed out like an afro that was ten inches tall. “What?” she said.

			“Your hair is going everywhere,” he said.

			“It’s not my fault. You said you were going to braid it again for me and then you fell asleep,” she said, crossing her arms.

			“I’m sorry. I’ll braid it before we leave,” Nathan promised, making her happy. 

			Amanda jumped up and put on her socks over her bandages. Then she moved over to Nathan. 

			“Copy what I do,” he said as he started stretching.

			John watched them start stretching. “What are y’all doing?” he asked.

			“Amanda wanted to stretch and exercise with me before we start,” Nathan told John.

			“Can I?” he asked hopefully.

			“Not sitting down,” Nathan said.

			With a grin that filled his entire face, John jumped up and joined them. An hour later they were all sweating as they sat down and started fixing breakfast with real eggs. After they ate and cleaned up, Amanda filled all the water bottles and hydration bladders. Nathan drained the water out of the container and they packed up the camp. Nathan made Amanda lead them back to the road and then he led them out for the day.

			Holding his hand, Amanda looked up at Nathan. “You said we could average about fifteen and sometimes twenty miles a day but we’ve only been doing around twelve,” she pointed out.

			“Yes, I want to get you conditioned for it. That’s why I’m teaching you along the way and taking a lot of breaks. We will travel for four days and take one off to rest when we start moving. Not even I can just take off and go that far, even with food prepared along the way,” Nathan said.

			“We have food,” she said. 

			“Not enough to make it. We will have to hunt, fish, gather plants, and live off the land. By then I expect we will be resting every third day to secure food.”

			“What will we hunt?” she asked.

			“Birds, rabbits, squirrels and any game that crosses our path,” Nathan said.

			Feeling a little squeamish, she murmured, “Okay,” more to herself than him.

			Continuing the lessons, Nathan showed them edible plants and poisonous ones. Much to Amanda’s delight, he didn’t find any more snakes. He showed them animal tracks and told them what made them. When they rounded a corner a rabbit was sitting in the middle of the road. Nathan reached over his shoulder and pulled out his .22 and aimed at the rabbit’s head twenty-five yards away. The suppressor muffled the shot as he pulled the trigger, taking the rabbit’s head off.

			Putting the rifle on safe, Nathan slid it back in its scabbard on his pack. “How many suppressors do you have?” John asked as they walked to the rabbit.

			“Nine all together,” he said then remembered he had one more. “Make that ten now,” he added. “I only brought the ones for the M-4 and 10/22. I had the one on the HK 23 delivered,” he said.

			“What?” John asked.

			“He killed the guy that was carrying it,” Amanda said in a very cheery voice.

			“What was he doing to you?” John asked.

			“He was going to kill us so Nathan killed him and his friend. The next day when the others came back he killed seventeen more,” she said nonchalantly. 

			Looking up at Nathan as they walked, John asked, “Is she joking?” 

			“It’s a bit more involved, but she covered the high points,” Nathan said, looking at Amanda. “I had to take out those that were coming or they may have followed us,” he said.

			Seeing Nathan stare at her out of the corner of her eye, she said, “I’m not saying anything about you fighting an army.” 

			Nathan stopped and looked down at her with a fake scowl. “I think I’m fixing to hold you down and spit in your ear,” he delivered the mock threat, pulling out a can of Skoal.

			Seeing the can of snuff, Amanda looked at him with a mad face. “When are you going to quit that nasty stuff?” she screeched.

			“When I want to,” he said, filling his bottom lip up and putting the can back in his pocket. As he started walking, she caught up and grabbed his hand.

			“It’s not good for you,” she said earnestly.

			 “I know,” he said, nodding and spitting a stream of tobacco on the road.

			“And it’s gross,” she added.

			“Yep,” Nathan agreed.

			“Then why do it?” she asked.

			“I want to,” he said. “There will not be any more in a few weeks so I will have to quit again,” he informed her.

			Shaking her head softly, Amanda closed her eyes. “You mean you had quit once already and started again?” she asked.

			“Yep. Being trapped over two thousand miles away from home upset my nerves. I’m sorry,” he answered, spitting out a stream of tobacco.

			Amanda pulled his arm so he would look at her. “If you hadn’t been trapped there I would be dead,” she said. “I don’t want to die,” she said with sad eyes.

			Seeing the sad face, Nathan stopped and took off her hat, kissing her on the top of her braided head. “I didn’t think of it like that. I will do everything I can to make sure you grow old and have kids that pester you,” he said, smiling.

			She wrapped her arms around him, hugging his waist. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to say that. I know you wanted to be home and not here with us,” she said sobbing.

			He lifted her chin up and wiped the tears off her face. “To be honest, I’m glad that I’m here to help you and John,” he said. “Even if you are trying to steal my dog,” he added.

			“I’m not trying to steal him, he loves me,” Amanda said indignantly.

			Nathan laughed and kissed her head. “Yeah and I can see why. I love you too, little one,” he said and started walking again, pulling her along.

			“Ah sir, I don’t want to be rude, but I’m glad you’re here too,” John said.

			“John, if you call me sir one more time I’m holding you down and spitting in your ear,” Nathan warned him. 

			“Amanda’s right, you need to stop that stuff,” John said.

			“You too?” Nathan said, stopping at the rabbit. “Amanda, get out a zip lock bag.” He pulled out his Playtex gloves then grabbed his knife. “Watch,” he said and skinned the rabbit in four minutes flat. He threw the skinned bunny into the bag and had John pour water over his gloves so he could wash off the blood.

			“That was fast. I went hunting one time with a man in our neighborhood and it took him two hours to skin a deer,” John said with awe.

			“I raise rabbits so I have practice,” Nathan said, drying his gloves and putting them up. He turned to see Amanda still holding the bag at arm’s distance, looking in distaste at the skinned bunny.

			“You raise rabbits and kill them to eat?” she asked, making a funny face.

			“Why else would I raise them?” Nathan asked, taking the bag.

			“Ah, because they’re cute and fluffy?” she answered.

			“Yes they are, but they’re tasty and a rabbit will produce a thousand times its body weight a year in offspring. It only takes a few to feed a family. By the way, Ares loves them,” he said, putting the bag in her pack.

			Looking over her shoulder, she warned him, “That better not leak on my clothes.” 

			“Hey, you sealed it,” Nathan said, grabbing her hand and setting off.

			The lessons continued until lunch, when they stopped and ate. John looked at Nathan curiously. “Nathan, were you in the military?” he asked as a soft wind rustled the trees, the only sound they could hear except each other.

			“No,” he replied.

			“Where did you learn all this stuff?” John asked.

			“My dad was in the military and started it,” Nathan said, getting a faraway look. Shaking his head, he came back to the here and now. “Then I started taking classes for this. Everything from survival in the desert to scuba diving. I traveled the country and learned where I could. In Maine was one of the best survival classes I’ve ever been to. In Washington State there is a place that has classes on combat. I learned a lot when I joined SRT, but they taught me so much more. There’s another one in Texas. The point I’m making is the knowledge is out there. You just have to find it,” Nathan said.

			“Man, I wish I would’ve known you before this,” John said, dreaming about the possibilities. Then a thought hit him. “Nathan, do you know any martial arts?” he asked.

			“Yes. Black belt in three forms. I’m studying two more right now.”

			“Can you teach me?” John asked hopefully.

			“If you want to learn,” Nathan said.

			“Me too?” Amanda chimed in.

			Nathan laughed, turning his head back and forth and looking at them sitting on each side of him. “If you’re serious I’ll do it, but at any time I see you’re not I’ll quit and won’t start back up.” 

			“Okay,” they said together.

			“After we work out in the mornings we will have a class,” he promised them. John just looked off, dreaming of being super cool. Amanda just wanted to be able to beat the crap out of someone. Finished eating, they hit the road and Nathan continued with the lessons, making them pass the map back and forth to find the places around them. During the afternoon break he showed them a bend in the road. 

			“If we are separated this is our rally point. If you get lost you know what the area looks like. Go to this area and wait for two days. If no one shows, they’re dead,” Nathan told them. “Every morning at breakfast we will set up a rally point of the day,” he added.

			“Why do you keep saying dead?” Amanda asked with a pissy voice.

			He looked at her and put his arm around her. “It’s possible Amanda, and you have to remember that. If you try to act like it’s not then you will lose focus and it will happen. I’m sure those bangers never considered the possibility of them dying,” Nathan said.

			“But we’re with you,” she pointed out.

			“That is an edge, but I’m not Superman. It doesn’t take something make believe to kill me. That is why I’m teaching you,” Nathan said gravely.

			She smiled at him, “It’s going to take years for you to teach us what you know. So you can’t die till then,” she said.

			“I’ll make a special note in my project book,” Nathan said. “Ares is trying to get the bunny in your bag,” he told Amanda.

			She turned around, seeing Ares pawing at the zipper of her backpack. “Ares, no,” she said, and he looked at her like, ‘Well you don’t want it, it’s in here.’ She reached over and petted him then hugged his neck. Picking up his bowl off the ground, she poured out the water then folded it up, putting it in his pack. “Ares, here,” she said and he trotted over, still looking at her pack. “You carry yours, I’ll carry mine,” she said, putting his pack on and buckling it.

			With gravel crunching underfoot they continued on. It was around three when the mosquitos swarmed in. Struggling on down the road, after soaking down each other in bug spray, they finally made camp. Setting out the ThermaCELL they started getting a reprieve. Even Ares learned that if he stayed near the little things the biting things left him alone. 

			Getting out his folding shovel, Nathan showed them how to dig a fire pit and build a fire. The two loved the fire since it seemed to help from being eaten alive. They cleaned up and washed clothes as Nathan pulled out some aluminum foil, placing the bunny meat in it. Using the plants that they had gathered through the day then washed, Nathan cut them up, added them to the meat and sprinkled some spices all over. Then he wrapped the concoction up in the foil; when the fire died down he dug out the coals, laid the foil in and raked coals over it. Then he covered the pit with dirt.

			“Why can’t we have a fire at night?” John asked.

			“It’s too easy to spot and smell. Remember, we don’t want to be seen,” Nathan said. 

			“How are we going to avoid being seen going through town tomorrow?” Amanda asked.

			“Oh, we’ll be seen but we’ll just blend in,” he said. “Or we can take a twenty-one-mile detour,” Nathan added.

			“No, let’s go through the stupid town,” she said. “Are we stopping for anything?” 

			“Not if we can help it,” Nathan said.

			“What did the President mean about paying your taxes? The banks are closed and nobody is working,” John asked.

			“That’s how I think they’re going to gain assets. People won’t be able to pay and the government can take their homes. Think of all the areas in Atlanta that have burned down. The government takes over that land and sells it and makes money. Or they don’t sell it and make people stay closer together so they can watch us for our ‘wellbeing.’ They can get access to your money in the bank, but you can’t get it to eat,” Nathan answered him.

			“That’s not fair that they can take your money but you can’t get it,” John said.

			“Welcome to life,” Nathan said, lying down. “You never get ahead, because they come and take it and give it to someone else,” he added.

			“What do you think the Hollywood stars are doing?” Amanda asked.

			“Fighting to live just like everyone else I’m sure,” he said.

			“Why? They’re rich,” she said if that explained it all.

			“Where is their money Amanda?” Nathan asked.

			“Oh. I guess I didn’t think of that,” she said.

			Nathan looked at her, “Amanda, only the super-rich and the politicians are the ones not experiencing this like we are,” he said.

			“You mean there are people richer than Justin?” she asked.

			“Amanda, there are people that would consider what he’s worth to be pocket change. They are very powerful families that have money in the trillions. Remember the top five percent of the rich pay something like sixty percent of what the nation pulls in for taxes,” Nathan said. “Us regular people pay the other forty percent,” he added.

			“It sucks to be rich only to have that much money taken away,” she said, resting her head on her pack.

			“Yeah, but it would definitely have its perks,” Nathan said, drifting off to sleep and leaving John awake for guard.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Day 8

			 

			They were all sweating as they packed up camp after breakfast. For an hour and a half they exercised and Nathan started teaching them the fundamentals of martial arts. As Amanda put Ares’ pack on him, she really wanted to lie back down and take a nap, but she wasn’t going to tell anyone. She could be tough too. Putting on her pack, she watched Nathan dig out the rabbit he’d buried in coals last night. She walked over as he unwrapped it.

			When Amanda smelled it her mouth started watering. She watched him pull off a piece and hold it out to her. “Open up,” he said and she opened her mouth. He put the piece in her mouth and she chewed it up. It tasted wonderful. She watched Nathan pull off a piece for John. “Tastes good, huh?” Nathan asked, looking down at her.

			“Yes it does,” she said, smiling.

			“This is lunch,” he said, wrapping the meat back up and placing it in a bag. Putting on his pack, Nathan started off, leading them out of the woods and to the road. When they reached the road they took their positions on either side of him. “Today we will be leaving this forest and crossing the valley. We are coming up to habitable areas again so keep your eyes open,” he told them.

			“The map said we are going by a military base. Don’t we want to avoid them?” John asked.

			Very pleased that John was thinking, Nathan nodded. “Yes we do, but most of the base is closed down. But there is still a large military presence there and a military depot on the other side of town. Remember the story we worked on and stay with it, but don’t talk unless I nod at you,” Nathan told them.

			“This new way is really a hassle,” Amanda said. “We have to act like who we aren’t but also who we were,” she said, making sense to her.

			Nathan just nodded and agreed, not wanting to have a debate with her. He was learning fast that the mind of a teenage girl made its own conclusions and once it was set, it was set in stone. He would just try to chisel a few bits in to make sure she got some right. Not that he didn’t like Amanda; he actually adored her. Nathan smiled. If he’d had a daughter he would’ve wanted her to be like Amanda. Just minus some of the attitude. 

			They walked along for twenty minutes when John sped up till he was beside Nathan. “Aren’t you going to teach?” he asked.

			Startled, Nathan jerked slightly when he heard John. He looked at him, “Oh sorry, just lost in thought,” he said. “Let’s begin.” First he tested them on what they had covered so far, then he started on new stuff till they saw ahead where the road turned from gravel to pavement. “Okay, this is it. Keep your eyes open,” Nathan said.

			As they walked the forest fell away on their left, gradually turning into an open field. Up ahead they saw the state road and could see people pushing carts in either direction. Coming up to the stop sign they looked in both directions to see about thirty people on the one-mile stretch of road right and left. Four people sped by them on bicycles, with one pulling a trailer. They all noticed everyone was armed with at least a rifle across their back.

			They crossed the highway, staying on the small blacktop road. “Can we get bikes?” Amanda asked in a low voice.

			“I’ve thought about that myself but I’ve never carried this much gear on a bike. The most I’ve ever biked with was fifty pounds. Then you need to realize it’s really hard to shoot when you have to steer. If anything, I would want some horses,” Nathan said.

			“Horses? I know they’re awesome, but come on. They can’t get us to Idaho,” she said.

			“Amanda, horses have been transporting men for thousands of years. You can carry a lot of gear, and as long as you have good grass the horse can live off the land with you,” Nathan said.

			Liking the sound of that, she asked, “How far could we go a day if we got horses?” 

			“About thirty-five to forty miles a day if we had pack animals,” he answered.

			“That’s it? We could go more than that on a bike.” 

			“Yeah, I’ve biked and averaged around forty-five miles a day, but I was dead tired every day. Riding a horse takes a lot out of you but not like riding a bike loaded with fifty pounds of gear. I also had this dog that wanted to chase every deer in the state of Idaho,” Nathan said, looking at Ares. Ares was in the lead but didn’t turn around, although his ears flickered.

			“Ares is too well-trained for that,” Amanda snapped, coming to his defense.

			Laughing, Nathan said, “He was only a puppy then so I cut him some slack. He did learn a lesson why bucks have antlers. That deer scooped him up and threw him twenty feet.” Nathan’s body shook with laughter. 

			“Did you shoot that deer for doing that to him?” she demanded.

			He stopped laughing, “No, Ares shouldn’t have pissed him off. His dad, Apollo, went and had a talk with the deer though,” Nathan said.

			Amanda smiled at the thought of another dog. “Will I like Apollo?” she asked.

			Nathan shook his head. “Apollo is what a guard dog is supposed to be. He very rarely plays. It took me a year and a lot of training to get Apollo to listen to Tim and Sherry. Ares is not like any dog I’ve had before. He listens, does a good job, but he makes up his own mind.”

			“Well yeah,” she said.

			“Amanda, a guard dog is only supposed to follow one person or two at most. When you introduce someone to a dog like that, it’s to let the dog know not to rip their arm off if they walk toward me. When I introduce people to Ares, he decides if he’s going to listen to them,” Nathan said.

			“You mean he’s not supposed to do the stuff I say?” she asked, sounding a little disappointed. The way Ares acted with her, Amanda thought she was a dog whisperer. 

			“Not really, but somehow he knows I like you and are no threat to me. Then you have to admit Ares really likes you,” Nathan said. 

			“Well duh,” she said, and Nathan gritted his teeth. “So Apollo won’t listen to me?” she asked.

			“Hell, I don’t know anything anymore. I’ve had Shepherds since I was fifteen and thought I knew them pretty good till Ares came along. One of the hardest things to teach a dog is to guard someone that is not their master, Apollo never learned it. Well, I should say he didn’t till I taught Ares. Ares had the concept down in three days and I swear Ares taught Apollo what I wanted,” Nathan said.

			“What’s Ares’s momma’s name?” she asked.

			“I can’t remember. I studded Apollo out and got the pick of the litter: Ares,” Nathan said.

			Somewhat offended, she asked, “Don’t you own girl German Shepherds?” 

			“I’ve only had one and she was a pain in the butt. I bet she chewed up ten pairs of shoes. She was with me on patrol one day and we got a call that a man had robbed a store and ran up into some woods. I get the call and show up with Pandora. She finds the guy’s trail and fifteen minutes later I’m yelling for him to give up. I’m not going to tell you what he said, but he didn’t give up. I released Pandora and she tore into that man thinking there must have been a prize inside. I gave her the attack command, but she was taking bites on all his arms and legs trying to pull them off. I ran over and gave her the command to stop, but she didn’t. I had to grab her to pull her off then she bit me four times,” Nathan said, shaking his head. “I’m not going to lie; I almost shot her ass right then and there. The sheriff told me she couldn’t be on the force anymore. I bought another puppy and trained them. Pandora stayed on the farm, but she died when Apollo was just a puppy.”

			“Maybe you shouldn’t have named her Pandora,” John said, making Nathan laugh.

			“Why not?” Amanda asked and John said the story of Pandora. “That’s stupid,” she said. “I want a girl dog, but like Ares.”

			“Amanda, it takes long hours teaching a dog what Ares knows, longer if they’re stupid,” Nathan informed her.

			“I don’t care,” she said, undeterred.

			“Okay, we’ll see.” He smiled down at her. 

			She hugged his arm that she was holding onto as they followed the road up into the hills overlooking a wildlife refuge. When they were on the ridge, Amanda looked down to the valley. “It’s beautiful,” she said.

			Nathan nodded. “Sure is. Makes me miss home,” he said, walking on. It was almost noon when they came around a curve and saw a group of men about fifty yards away stripping a car that was on the side of the road. “Get behind me, and if shooting starts, run for the woods,” Nathan said in a quiet voice, letting Amanda’s hand go. He kept a steady pace as he walked toward the men.

			The men had stopped as soon as the three came around the corner. Dropping their tools, the three grabbed an assortment of firearms and moved to the back of the stripped car. Nathan counted three and scanned the woods. He glanced down at Ares and he was just looking in the direction of the three men, but not coming to attention. Then Nathan felt the wind on the back of his neck. He sighed as he said a silent apology to Ares. 

			Nathan stopped twenty yards away from the group. “Morning, gentlemen,” he said, tilting his head toward them. The one on his right was carrying a pump shotgun and wore a white t-shirt and more gold chains than Mr. T. The one in the middle had a few chains dangling against his bare chest, and he was holding an automatic pistol. On the left was a man dressed in a blue tank top, with a gold rope chain that looked an inch thick. In his hand was what looked like a single shot shotgun that had been sawed off. 

			“What chew want,” one mouthed off.

			“Just moving down the road,” Nathan replied. He had his rifle gripped in both hands but not pointed at the three. The three each had their rifles aimed at the ground as they studied Nathan.

			“Put yo gun on the ground and we let you walk away, boy,” Bare Chest popped off.

			“I’m sorry I can’t do that,” Nathan said, slowly reaching up and uncovering his badge. The three saw the badge and got a little nervous. “I’m just moving down the road. Let us pass in peace and you can continue to work on your car,” Nathan told them.

			The trio shared glances with one another and then Bare Chest looked back at Nathan. “Guess you didn’t hear. Put yo gun down. The first we gonna shoot is the kids,” he said, showing off his gold grill.

			“The dog will kill one of you and I’ll kill the other two,” Nathan told them, taking some of the confidence out of them. To prove the point, Ares bared his teeth, letting out a low growl.

			“Yo, you keep Cujo in check or I’ll crank the gat on ‘im,” Tank Top said, shuffling his feet.

			“Then I suggest you let us pass and continue to work on your car,” Nathan said casually, bracing his feet. He could see Bare Chest tensing his muscles. Seeing Bare Chest starting to raise his arm, Nathan dropped down as he swung his M-4 up, squeezing the trigger before the cross hairs settled on his chest. The three bullets slammed into Bare Chest’s shoulder as he squeezed the trigger on the automatic, filling the quiet with a loud boom compared to the long cough of the suppressed M-4. Continuing his swing, Nathan observed T-Shirt raising the pump shotgun up. Nathan rested the cross hairs on T-Shirt, squeezing the trigger as Nathan dropped down, rolling to his left then coming up on his knees.

			The three bullets hit T-Shirt in the low center chest mere inches apart. T-Shirt dropped the shotgun and grabbed his stomach, trying to scream. Nathan never noticed as he swung back across the two and aimed at Tank Top, who was staring at his two buddies writhing on the ground and bleeding everywhere. He turned to look at Nathan and saw the gun aimed at his head. Tank Top could see Nathan’s eye staring back at him through the scope.

			“Drop it and you might get to live today,” Nathan said. Tank Top let the sawed-off shotgun drop from his numb fingers until it hit the ground with a thud. “Two steps forward and kneel down and spread ‘em. I’m sure you know the routine. I still have lots of bullets so don’t get cute,” Nathan said in a cold, casual tone. The man did what he was told and Nathan stood up, keeping his rifle aimed at the three.

			He risked a quick glance over his shoulder to see Amanda and John both with pistols out and aimed at the ground. “We will talk about this,” Nathan said, turning back around and walking over to the three men, kicking their weapons away. Pulling out some zip ties, he tied up Tank Top and stood up, then pulled the MK-23 and shot the other two in the head, silencing the moans.

			“Yo, you the po-po! You can’t just drop a cap on someone! You acting like a gangster with that gat!” Tank Top yelled.

			“Shut it or I’ll just smoke your ass now,” Nathan said, aiming, and Tank Top shut up. Kneeling down, Nathan went through their pockets and pulled out wads of cash and bags of different drugs, throwing it all in a pile. When he leaned over Tank Top to empty out his pockets, out of curiosity he looked at the chain around his neck. “Holy shit, this is real!” Nathan shouted, pulling the chain off. “This thing has to be over a pound and a half and worth over thirty grand,” he said, holding it up.

			“It cost thirty seven G’s,” Tank Top informed him.

			 “And you wore it?” Nathan shouted at him, flabbergasted.

			“What the hell else was I gonna do with it?” he popped off.

			“Well you just gave it to me, so thank you,” Nathan said, putting it in a small pouch on the front of his tote bag.

			“You jackin’ my bling!” Tank Top shouted.

			Nathan looked down at him. “Hey, you and your buddies tried to kill me. I think a little compensation is in order,” he said, motioning the kids over. “Pick up their weapons, John, and Amanda, you get the money and put it in your bag,” he said, moving over to the other two where he found their chains were real as well. “Damn, being a banger here must pay off,” Nathan said, taking the chains off and throwing them in his tote bag. 

			Walking over to Tank Top, he pulled him up and walked him to the side of the road and zip tied him to a metal fence post. “You can use that post to cut the strap and leave. It should only take about twenty minutes. If I see you again I’ll kill you, so I suggest you wait till we are out of sight,” Nathan said and walked away.

			He went over to John and grabbed the pistol. Seeing it was a piece of junk 9mm, Nathan took out the clip and the round in the chamber and handed them to John. Then he took the pistol apart and threw the pieces into the woods. He grabbed the sawed-off shotgun and broke it open to find it was a 20-gauge. Throwing the shell, he popped the hinge pin and threw the barrel into the woods on his left and the trigger to the right.

			He took the pump shotgun and looked it over. It was an 870 tactical with extended magazine tube and a five-shell holder on the side. Looking at the shells and seeing buck shot, he nodded with approval. “Let’s go,” he said, walking off. John and Amanda followed him Tank Top grumbling and grousing behind them.

			Working the slide, Nathan emptied the shotgun then put in six rounds and handed the gun to John. “Don’t play with it. I’ll show both of you how to work it tonight,” he said, handing him the other shells. They rounded a curve about a mile away from the abandoned car and Nathan stopped and looked around. 

			“There,” he said, pointing a hundred yards away at the tree line. He led the two a ways back from the road. “Let’s eat,” Nathan said, dropping his pack.

			Looking back the way they had come, Amanda whispered, “Are you crazy? They could have friends.” 

			“Oh I know they do and they’re close,” he said, kneeling down.

			“Well let’s go,” she whispered, still not dropping her pack.

			“No, I don’t want them catching us in town or worse, going to get more friends. We will know by the time lunch is finished how they will play. If they are bent on revenge they’ll be here soon. If not, they will bed down and wait,” Nathan said.

			“There could be a bunch of them,” John said nervously.

			“No, we would’ve heard them and Ares would’ve smelled them,” Nathan said.

			“He didn’t smell those three,” Amanda pointed out.

			“The wind was behind us,” Nathan said, reaching into his pack and pulling out the cooked rabbit. “I want both of you to stay right here and eat. Give Ares some. He’s staying here with you. I will be right in front of you watching the road. You’ll be able to see me. We leave in thirty minutes,” he said, getting up. “If you hear gun shots just stay down till dark. If you see anyone but me coming, let Ares say hi.” He headed back to the road.

			Amanda and John looked at each other and sat down. Putting the meal between them, they slowly ate. Ares would shove his head over, reminding them to give him some. Amanda dropped his pack and pulled out his bowl as John handed her a bottle of water. She filled Ares’ bowl as they sat there in silence, afraid someone could hear them swallowing. 

			Squirrels scampered through the trees, but they ignored them. Suddenly Ares turned his head, letting out a low growl. Amanda put her hand on him. “Quiet, Ares,” she whispered. Seeing John moving to lie down on the ground, Amanda did the same, pulling Ares down with her.

			Nathan was just inside the tree line behind an oak tree. He waited about thirty minutes till he heard running feet coming at him. Bringing the rifle to his shoulder, Nathan aimed down the road. A few seconds later he saw three men trotting toward him with Tank Top in the lead. He was now carrying a bolt action rifle. The one closest to Nathan was carrying an AK with a forward grip, and the guy on the far side was carrying a shotgun.

			Pulling his rifle tight into his shoulder, Nathan sighted on AK first since he posed the biggest danger. When they were fifty yards from him, Nathan squeezed the trigger, hitting AK in the chest and dropping him. Swinging to Tank Top, Nathan squeezed the trigger just as Tank Top turned to look at AK. The three rounds hit him in the left chest and he crumpled, dropping his rifle. Shotgun dove to the ground as Nathan swung his aim to him. Shotgun rolled, trying to aim his weapon just as Nathan squeezed the trigger, hitting the asphalt where Shotgun had been a split second before. Lifting his aim, Nathan squeezed again, hitting Shotgun in the left side above the hip.

			Shotgun let out a scream as Nathan moved up and shot him in the chest. Dropping his magazine, Nathan rammed in another, listening to the others whimper. Getting tired of it, Nathan flipped to single and shot both in the head. He stood there quietly for about ten minutes, listening. Nathan then stood up, picked up his magazine and walked back to the kids. Again he saw them both holding their pistols. They were pointed in a safe direction but held at the ready just like he’d showed them.

			He didn’t want them to try to get into gun play yet. He wanted them to think ‘Run’ and not fight till they were more prepared. But he’d talk to them about it at another time. “Get your stuff on,” Nathan said, grabbing his pack and tote bag.

			“We saved you some,” John said, holding out the wrapper.

			“Bring it,” Nathan said, watching Amanda put on Ares’ pack. John picked up the shotgun. “Let’s go, and stay close,” Nathan said. Moving slowly out to the road, Amanda and John saw the three bodies. John felt sick looking at the two that Nathan had shot in the head.

			Nathan walked over to the AK and picked it up. It had a folding stock and a nice tactical scope with a fiberglass stock and fore grip. He saw AK had a range bag slung across his shoulder. Pulling it off and trying not to get much blood on it, Nathan opened it up to see four more magazines and ammo. Seeing shotgun shells, he reached in and pulled out a sling that had fifteen buckshot rounds in the pockets. Dropping it back in, he looked at AK’s gold necklaces covered in blood and sighed. 

			Pulling money out of AK’s pockets, Nathan moved to the shotgun. It was a nice Benelli, but better for duck hunting than fighting a battle. Taking the shells from the gun and the man’s pocket, Nathan threw them in the AK’s tote bag. It seemed Shotgun was the poor one of the group, having only drugs in his pockets. Nathan grabbed his bling and saw it was real. “Not too poor,” Nathan said, throwing it in with the other bling. “Let’s go,” he said. 

			“What about that gun,” John said, pointing at Tank Top’s rifle. “I hunted with one just like that. You can hit someone real far away.”

			“Yes you can, but it only has the bullets in it. No extras. It’s not worth carrying something that heavy that we can’t use but a few times. And remember, it’s not sighted in for us,” Nathan said, leading them away. He handed John the tote bag. “Here is your bag.” Nathan reached in and pulled out the sling and clipped it to the shotgun. Then he grabbed the magazines and walked over to Amanda. “Put these in your bag and keep this slung. Don’t put your hand on the trigger or the grip. Don’t worry, it’s not loaded, but I don’t want people to think you can’t cut loose,” Nathan said, handing the AK over.

			“When do I get a machine gun?” John asked.

			“It’s not a machine gun,” Nathan said. “If Amanda could shoot the shotgun I would’ve given it to her. But it would set her on her little ass if she did. You can handle it,” Nathan said. All geared up, they started off to town. 

			Little did they know that if they’d gone just half a mile past the stripped car and down a small dirt road a few hundred yard into the woods, they would’ve found a large stash of food, weapons, ammo, cash, a working truck, and a mountain of other useful supplies. The supplies would just sit there wasting away as the world slowly sank into chaos. 

			It was noon as they stepped literally from the woods right at the edge of town. “What town is this?” Amanda asked.

			“This is what’s left of the base. Saks is up ahead,” Nathan said. As they walked on he saw two HUMVEEs driving away from them with soldiers standing behind machine guns. Nathan looked down to make sure his badge was uncovered. “John, get right behind me and keep the shotgun on your shoulder. Amanda, don’t let go of my hand unless I let go,” he said, and they moved closer.

			Nathan stopped abruptly, just about giving both of them heart attacks. Reaching in his tote bag, he pulled out the ten-foot leash for Areas. He handed the leash to Amanda as he clipped it to Ares’ collar. “Hold it tight,” he said and led them on.

			Almost panting, Amanda felt like her heart was beating a million miles an hours as she held Nathan’s hand in one hand and held onto Ares’ leash in a death grip with the other. Everywhere she looked she saw military trucks like they had on TV. There were men and women running around, all carrying really big guns, yelling and jumping in trucks. A few looked at their small group but they didn’t pay much attention to them. She looked up at Nathan, who was just looking straight ahead.

			Looking closely at his eyes behind his sunglasses, Amanda saw they were moving everywhere but his head stayed pointed straight ahead. Her head snapped forward and she copied what he was doing. It took them an hour to walk out of the area, having to stop a few times to let trucks drive past them down the road. The road they were on ended ahead at a stop sign at a T-intersection, and directly across the road was a field with hundreds of people walking around with a lot of tents put up.

			Now accustomed to the quietness of the new world, the sounds of activity were making her nervous. Amanda could see men, women, and kids moving everywhere; she didn’t know what they were doing but they all had panicked looks on their faces. When they came to the stop sign two pickup trucks loaded with people drove by. She noticed they weren’t Army trucks but regular old ones. Nathan just about ran her over when he turned left onto the road in front of the camp of people. A man ran over and began walking backwards in front of them.

			“Please give me some food,” he begged.

			“None to spare, sir, and if you ask again I will be forced to detain you,” Nathan barked at the man. The man’s shoulders slumped and he wandered off toward the camp.

			Staying on the road, Nathan was keeping a pace Amanda wasn’t used to and her legs were starting to get tired. She tripped once as Nathan turned off the road they were on and moved into a subdivision. “We can rest just a little further ahead, okay?” he said softly, looking down at her.

			All she could do was smile up at him. Her mouth was so dry she couldn’t talk. Fear was racking her body and all she wanted to do was hide. She saw Nathan’s hand reach across her to her drinking tube and put it in her mouth. Amanda gripped it with her teeth and started to suck down water.

			“Slow down, not too fast,” Nathan murmured. She raised her head to look around; there were still people around the houses, but nothing like the numbers they’d seen at the camp and the old military base. 

			Seeing Amanda wasn’t drinking anymore, Nathan reached back over and took the tube from her mouth and clipped it back to her pack. “Thank you,” she whispered and he squeezed her hand.

			“Someone’s following us,” John told them in a low voice. Amanda almost took off running hearing that. 

			“How far back?” Nathan asked.

			“I’m not good with distance but they are by that house with the four men sitting on the porch,” John said.

			“Eighty yards,” Nathan said and Amanda just looked up at him in awe. “Tell me if they get closer than that. Can you tell if they have a rifle?” he asked.

			“They don’t have a rifle, but I don’t know about a pistol. I’m scared to use my binoculars,” John said in a quivering voice.

			“Good man, that’s thinking. It would draw attention to us,” Nathan said. “There’s a food mart up ahead. We will take a break in the parking lot,” Nathan told them in a low voice.

			“Bullshit! We are leaving!” Amanda shot back in her regular voice.

			Nathan looked down at her in shock at her response. 

			“I agree with Amanda. Let’s get the hell out of here,” John whispered loudly. Still looking at Amanda, Nathan could tell she was terrified.

			“Okay, we will continue, but let’s slow down a bit,” he said, easing the pace.

			Amanda nodded and tilted her head up at him. “Okay, but if you stop I’ll meet you at the rally point,” she said matter-of-factly. “Something’s wrong here,” she said, turning her head to look straight ahead.

			Nathan smiled, glad she could feel it. He had no idea what was going on here but he didn’t like it. “The person is getting closer, half the distance so forty yards … and it’s a girl,” John whispered.

			“What does she look like?” Nathan asked.

			“She’s a little taller than Amanda but filled out really well with pretty tanned skin. She has blue shorts, red tight shirt, hiking boots, long black hair, no jewelry, and a large black backpack like mine,” John whispered back, making Nathan chuckle.

			“She’s a hottie, huh?” Nathan asked.

			“How do you know? You haven’t even seen her,” John said, amazed that Nathan could tell just from his description.

			“John, you told me everything but her eye color,” Nathan said, trying not to laugh.

			“She has on sunglasses so I couldn’t see,” John admitted. “I snuck a quick peek with my binoculars.” 

			Unable to control himself, Nathan stared to laugh. “Just watch her and make sure no one is following her,” he said.

			“Haven’t spotted anyone yet,” John reported.

			They’d walked another half hour when Nathan spoke. “We are stopping ahead for ten minutes. Don’t take your packs off and stay close,” he told them.

			“Hello, we’re still here,” Amanda said in a low voice, looking at a crowd of people at a small store.

			“Amanda, we have to stop and give Ares water. He doesn’t have a drinking tube,” Nathan said.

			“Oh Ares, I’m sorry,” Amanda said, reaching down and rubbing his neck. Ares looked up at her, panting hard with his tongue hanging out. Amanda felt bad just looking at him. “I’ll get you some water in a minute, Ares, don’t worry,” she promised and he rubbed up against her, knocking her into Nathan. “I know Ares, I love you too,” she said, running her hand down his back. 

			Nathan stepped off the road and onto a lawn in front of an abandoned business. He stopped under a tree and Amanda dug into Ares’ pack, pulling out his bowl. Nathan handed her a bottle and Ares was lapping it out of the air as she poured.

			As he looked around, Nathan could still see a lot of people in front yards, and some were looking back at them. He turned to look at the building behind them and saw it was a computer repair store. “That’s why it’s empty,” he mumbled.

			“She’s heading to us,” John said in a low voice. Nathan turned around to look.

			“If anyone tries anything, just kill everybody. Ares is still thirsty,” Amanda commanded. Nathan smiled as he gazed at their follower.

			He had to agree with John. She was a hottie. Young, but a hottie. She peeled off the road and crossed the lawn towards them. She slowed her step as she neared. “Can I come closer please?” she asked. Nathan nodded and she walked over. He looked down at Ares, still lapping, and Amanda, who had taken off his pack and was rubbing his fur.

			When their follower got closer, Nathan could see she was in her late teens or early twenties. She stopped in front of them and held out her hand. “I’m Jasmine,” she told them, taking off her sunglasses.

			Pausing for a second, he reached out and shook her hand. “Nathan,” he said.

			“You guys were moving along,” she said, smiling. “You must know about the refugees coming in?” she asked.

			“Nope, just moving through,” he said as Ares finally quit drinking.

			“That’s why I was following you. I knew you were leaving,” she said, and Nathan shook his head.

			“No, this is our group. Go join another,” he said, knowing what was coming.

			Jasmine looked him in the eyes. “You’re the first I’ve seen who aren’t a bunch of rednecks, gang bangers, or people who’ve never walked further than the front door of their house. I’m not stupid. I’ve seen over a dozen women raped in the last week, two people shot, one beat to death, and three stabbed. I know what’s going to happen if I stay here longer,” she said.

			“Amanda, get the pack on Ares, we’re leaving,” Nathan said, seeing several people take an interest in the group. “Jasmine, I’m sorry, but we’re leaving,” he said.

			“Fine, I’ll follow,” she said, putting on her sunglasses. Across the street two men came out of a house and pointed at the group. With the grins on their faces, Nathan knew they weren’t pointing at him.

			“Okay, you can come with us but I’m the boss. The first time you don’t do what I say and endanger us I’ll tie you up and leave you behind. If you get one of these kids killed you won’t be far behind,” Nathan said like he was ordering pizza, and then he looked at Amanda as she put the bowl in Ares’s pack. 

			Nathan didn’t say anything to them as he grabbed Amanda’s hand and started walking out of the subdivision. Not long after that they came around a curve to a four-lane highway like the one the camp was on. “Ahh, shit,” Amanda said, looking at the road.

			“Amanda, watch your mouth. Enough is enough, you’re a little girl. You’re tough, but still a little girl,” Nathan said, never breaking pace to the highway. 

			“Watch my mouth?” she popped back. “That’s a big fucking road. Bad stuff is close to big fucking roads,” she said, pointing with her left hand holding the leash.

			“I’m not kidding on the mouth, I’ll spank your butt,” Nathan said, looking down at her with a gleam in his eye. “I know it’s a big road but you are attracting attention. We want everyone to think we’ve been here a thousand times and know where everything is at,” he reminded her.

			She looked down shamefaced. “Sorry,” she said.

			“You can cuss tonight when we camp, just not too loud or where I can hear it,” Nathan said. Amanda jerked her head up with a smile as they turned onto the highway and crossed over to walk on the southbound lane side. 

			They made it another mile only to see a camp on the other side of the road. A group of young men were standing just off the shoulder of the road yelling out stuff no doubt aimed at Jasmine. “Jasmine, hold John’s hand,” Nathan said over his shoulder.

			A few minutes later he heard several “Awws” from the group followed by a few challenges at John. “John, don’t even look at them,” Nathan warned, never slowing pace.

			“Yes sir,” John said and Nathan let it slide, hearing the tremble in his voice. He didn’t know if it was from fear or from holding Jasmine’s hand. Knowing boys, Nathan figured the latter. 

			When the sun touched the horizon they were still walking and Amanda looked up at him. “That’s our rally point; we’re supposed to camp,” she said. “That’s the road on the right with the pond on the left with a gentle slope to the southwest.” She pointed off to the left.

			Nathan was very impressed. “You go, girl,” he said. “Yes it is, but look around. There’s too many people still around. We don’t want to head into the woods with fifty people watching where we went in.” 

			Lifting her chin up, she said, “I’m not complaining, but I really don’t want to walk all night.” 

			“Can’t we slow down? She’s getting tired,” Jasmine asked from behind them.

			“I’m not talking to you,” Amanda sang out. “Nathan, I can keep going. I’m just saying,” she said, leaving it open.

			“Amanda, I know what you mean. My legs are numb, but I’m not in the mood to kill more people today just because they want our stuff unless I have to. If this keeps up, ammo is going to become an issue,” he said.

			“Okay, so where are we going?” she asked, taking a drink.

			“There’s another spot a mile up about two hundred yards off the side of the road,” Nathan said.

			“Out across the fields?” John asked.

			“You two are getting good with remembering the map,” Nathan told them. “Yes, we cross the field into the woods and find a spot to crash.”

			Only half the sun was peeking above the horizon as they entered the field then walked into the tree line. The mosquitos were waiting as they stepped into the woods. With the exception of Jasmine, the others just let the damn things feast, only swatting when the little bastards tried to fly in their noses. 

			They reached a small clearing half a mile in and Nathan dropped his pack, pulling out the ThermaCELL, followed by Amanda. No sooner than the things were on then the torrent of bloodsuckers abated. Praising his holy ThermaCELL, Nathan set it down and started pulling out gear. “Just get what you need to sleep. No washing or anything else, we will do that at our next camp. I’m sure there are others in these woods,” he said in a low voice and turned to see Jasmine had a holy ThermaCELL held out against the bloodsuckers of the night.

			“Jasmine, do you have a gun?” Nathan asked.

			“No, I have pepper spray and a Taser,” she said proudly.

			Blinking his eyes rapidly, Nathan was caught totally off guard. “Okay, you and John go to sleep. Amanda and I will take first watch and wake you after midnight. No talking above a whisper,” he warned them, feeling Amanda moving beside him. He looked down to see her spreading out Ares’ woobie. 

			The woobie was barely on the ground when Ares walked over and just flopped down. Nathan sat down and pulled out the night vision scope and his monocular. Putting the head harness on, he clipped the monocular on and reached in his tote bag and pulled out two stripped down MREs. 

			He and Amanda ate the MRE’s as total darkness sat in. When they were finished, he picked up Amanda and put her between his legs and leaned down to whisper, “If you hear something, move slow and use the scope to look. If you see something, tap my leg. Let’s tap each other’s leg every so often to make sure we don’t sleep,” Nathan explained to her and she nodded.

			It was only ten minutes before Nathan felt her breathing fall into a regular pattern. Nathan patted his leg and Ares moved over, putting his head on Nathan’s leg. Slowly wrapping an arm around Amanda, Nathan sat watch in a light doze, waking when he heard the slightest noise and  letting the others sleep through the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Day 9

			 

			Amanda awoke with a startle and felt an arm tighten around her. She started to panic till she felt it was Nathan’s arm by his elbow pad on his shirt. Blinking her eyes to get the sleep out of them, Amanda noticed it was still dusk. It was darker than that a few minutes ago, she thought. She grabbed Nathan’s arm and turned it till she saw the face of his watch. It was almost 5:30 a.m.

			She leaned her head back and looked up at Nathan. “You didn’t tap me to stay awake,” she whispered.

			“You just looked too cute to wake up,” Nathan said and she smiled up at him.

			“My butt hurts big time and my legs are numb,” she said with a grimace.

			“Well get up and wake the other two, we’re leaving,” Nathan said. “Tell them to be quiet. There are people in the woods to the north. I’m guessing but I figure less than a hundred yards from us,” he whispered.

			Not liking others that close, Amanda slowly eased over to John and Jasmine, shaking them awake and telling them to get ready and be quiet. In just that little bit of time she was gone Nathan was packed and rolling up Ares’s woobie. Amanda turned to get her stuff to see it was in and on her pack. She picked up Ares’ pack and lifted it on his back and buckled it on.

			Not able to help it, Nathan scoped out Jasmine as she stood up, stretching. “Whoa,” Nathan mumbled as he walked over to Jasmine and watched her roll up her sleeping bag. “Jasmine, tell me you have some pants in your pack, please?” Nathan asked in an almost begging voice.

			“Pants? Yes I do,” she said, not understanding.

			Relieved, Nathan asked tactfully, “Will you please put them on, and how about a shirt that’s not so—revealing?” 

			Putting her hands on her hips, Jasmine snapped in a harsh whisper, “This shirt covers everything.” 

			Giving up on tact, Nathan asked in a straightforward manner, “Okay, how about a shirt that’s baggy and doesn’t show you to be a hottie with real nice tah-tahs?” 

			Seeing the look on Nathan’s face, she stifled a giggle. “No, they’re all like this. I’m sorry. If that’s the case I don’t think you’ll like the pants either,” Jasmine informed him.

			“Get your stuff packed and I’ll be back,” Nathan said. He saw John looking around on the ground, making sure he didn’t leave anything.

			Very impressed with John, Nathan made a mental note to say something as he reached in his pack and pulled out his ACU top like Amanda was wearing; he also pulled out his ACU pants. He pulled out a belt and cut a length of paracord then walked back to Jasmine. “Put these on,” he said, handing her the pants. She started to comply but the pants caught on her boot. Nathan helped her pull them on and couldn’t help but notice she was solid muscle and in really good shape. 

			His ACU pants were large and long and swallowed Jasmine, but he was able to tighten the waist till the pants at least didn’t fall down. She put the belt on as he ran the paracord over her shoulders, making her some suspenders. When he tightened the cord he noticed her tah-tahs were kinda big and were holding up the string. He wanted to run the string around the tah-tahs but he wasn’t about to go there. He hesitated and glanced at her as she was working on the belt. “Um, Jasmine, could you …” Nathan said, pointing at the cord.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Like around the hooters,” Nathan said, motioning on his chest. Rolling her eyes, Jasmine sighed and pushed the cord off her breasts as Nathan tightened the cord and tied it. Jasmine tucked the pants legs in as Nathan walked back to his pack. 

			“Man, she’s got some knockers,” Amanda told Nathan when he bent down to get his gear.

			“Yep,” was all he said, putting on his gear and trying not to laugh at Amanda’s description.

			“Nathan, if I don’t take this damn vest off tonight I’m going to shoot someone,” Amanda said, adjusting it under her clothes.

			“We’re staying by Lake Henry. It’s only twelve miles away,” he said. “I want to make it by this afternoon. We need a day of down time.”

			“Fine by me,” Amanda said.

			Knowing something was up because Amanda didn’t complain, he narrowed his eyes and asked, “Are your feet hurting?” 

			Looking up with a totally innocent face, she said, “I put some new socks on and the bandages were a little bloody.” 

			“Will you answer the damn question?” he barked out in a whisper.

			“Yeah, they’re hurting a little, but nothing like yesterday,” Amanda admitted, slumping her shoulders. A part of her really didn’t like that she couldn’t bluff Nathan, but the rest of her loved it that he cared that much for her.

			Grateful she answered without a debate, Nathan patted her shoulder. “Thank you. Did you check the ground?” he asked.

			“Didn’t find anything except the empty food wrappers,” she said. “And I buried them like you taught me.”

			“Let’s go then,” Nathan said and turned to see Jasmine and John waiting. “Single file okay? I thought I heard some people coming through the woods in this direction around midnight,” he whispered. Checking his rifle, he started off at a slow, easy walk as his body reminded him he hadn’t stretched today.

			Easing through the woods, Nathan saw an orange tent off to their right. He pointed and the others saw the tent in the false dawn’s light. When they reached the field, Nathan looked down and saw their footprints in the dirt of the field. He clearly remembered only a few others’ tracks in the field and he could now see literally three to four dozen sets heading to the woods. 

			He picked up the pace. As they reached the road, the sun peaked over the horizon, letting them know a new day had started. Putting on his sunglasses, Nathan fought the urge to flip off the sun and looked at the others. “Same order as yesterday. Jasmine, we haven’t told you how we operate so just follow our lead, okay. I have one water bladder full. How about everyone else?” Nathan asked.

			“Mine’s half-full and I have one bottle,” Amanda said.

			“I have one full bladder and one bottle,” John said.

			“Both of mine are full and I have one bottle,” Jasmine said, looking around.

			“Okay, that will get us to our next camp spot,” Nathan said, pulling out the map. “Here is our rally point. We’ll stop up ahead and eat breakfast somewhere.” Amanda and John looked at the map, running their fingers over it then looked up, nodding. Nathan rolled the map up, shoving it in his pocket.

			“Rally point?” Jasmine asked.

			Holding up her head with a snotty look, Amanda said, “Where we meet if we get separated.” 

			“But Nathan has the map,” she said.

			“That’s why you look at it to check the route. Two miles ahead we come to a county road to the left and follow it to the dam, then go to the second cove on the west side of Henry Lake,” Amanda said in a slightly sassy tone.

			Taken aback, Jasmine looked at the little girl like she was possessed. “You memorized that with just that small glance?” she asked.

			“Yeah, didn’t you?” Amanda asked, adjusting her hat and giving a snort as she lowered her sunglasses.

			“Amanda, you’ve had some practice.” Nathan gave her a look. “Come on before people start to wake up,” he said, leading them off. Amanda grabbed his hand and held onto Ares’ leash as they headed down the road. Nathan heard whispering behind him and chose to ignore it. They were almost at the road to head west when he saw two trucks parked together on the far side of the road. Propped up against one of the trucks was a hand-painted sign that read, ‘Fresh Hamburgers $20.’

			“Let’s see if they’re for real,” Nathan said, leading them across the median to the trucks. There were about nine people, all wearing pistols, gathered around a gas grill. He spotted several huge jugs in the back of one of the trucks. 

			“Are you insane? Twenty dollars for a burger?” Jasmine asked from behind him. “I don’t have any money,” she admitted.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll pay for it,” Amanda said.

			“Don’t pull out all that money up here or we’ll have to shoot our way out,” Nathan warned Amanda.

			“Momma said you always count your money in your purse. I’ll count mine in my ammunition bag,” she said, making Nathan laugh.

			They walked over and a woman with short hair and a stocky build came over and met them. “What can we get for ya?” she asked.

			“Is the meat really fresh? Power has been off for a while,” Nathan asked.

			She let out a laugh. “We still have cold storage, but to answer your question it was ground yesterday,” she said, leading them over and opening a cooler up. Nathan saw pounds of good red meat.

			“We’ll take ten, please,” he said and the woman startled and backed up and the group fell quiet.

			“I’ll need to see the money before I put ten pounds of meat on the grill,” she said.

			“Amanda, pay her,” Nathan said, letting her hand go. Amanda dove down in her bag, looked at her hands, then came back out holding two one-hundred-dollar bills.

			“With everything, please,” Amanda said, holding out the money. The woman took the money and a man started putting patties on the grill.

			“What’s in the jugs?” Nathan asked. 

			“Lemonade and tea,” she said. 

			Smiling, Nathan reached around and pulled out his two empty bottles and handed them to the woman. “Fill them for me please; sweet tea in one and lemonade in the other,” Nathan said. “Everyone, fill up,” he said over his shoulder then looked at the woman. “Tell Amanda what we owe you,” he said. He stepped away and looked over at the other truck and noticed a coffee pot.

			He went over to Amanda and opened her pack up and pulled out the cup she used, a big thermal coffee cup he had given her at the store. “What are you doing?” she asked, turning her head.

			“Getting your cup,” Nathan said, zipping her back up.

			“What if I wanted to use it?” Amanda asked.

			“Use Ares’ bowl. They have coffee,” Nathan said, stepping over to the other truck. He reached in his bag and pulled out a twenty, “Twenty dollars for a cup of coffee,” he told one of the men sitting on the tailgate.

			A massive black beard with a man’s body attached took the twenty. “Help yourself,” he said, moving out of the way. Nathan poured a cup and added some sugar and creamer and put the lid on before taking a sip. “Thank you,” he said with a sigh, looking at the beard with a body and a set of eyes. The beard began just below the eyes, expanding outward and almost touching both shoulders before extending to the belt buckle. Nathan could only guess but he figured the Beard was at least a foot thick. 

			“You’re welcome, but you still ain’t taking our guns,” the Black Beard said with smiling eyes.

			Nathan smiled, having noticed the pistol on his hip. “Don’t want ‘em. If I had extras I’d give ‘em to you,” he told the Black Beard and it started to laugh with the others.

			“You’re not from around here?” the Black Beard asked and the others leaned forward.

			“Nope, headed to Idaho,” Nathan said, and they all looked at him with awe.

			“That’s a mighty long walk, fella,” the Black Beard said.

			“You better believe it,” Nathan agreed.

			“That why you left town so early?” the Black Beard asked.

			“We weren’t in town,” Nathan said, mesmerized that such a massive Beard could have a body and talk.

			“Makes sense. You have all them fancy shootin’ sticks, figured you’d shoot at the officers trying to take ‘em,” the Beard said.

			“Come again,” Nathan said, trying to follow what the Beard was trying to tell him but the eyes were distracting him.

			“All the towns around the Fort passed an ordinance that no firearms are allowed inside city limits starting today. Don’t matter if you keep them inside or not, they want them. That’s why we set up out here. City limit is just half a mile down the road,” he said, waving in that direction. Nathan remembered all the footprints; they’d been inside the city limits. 

			“What genius came up with that?” Nathan asked.

			“The agent over this area, he’s part of Homeland. They’re fixing to bring a bunch of people in from Birmingham that got burnt out. I saw the first truck loads and it ain’t nothing but trouble they’re bringing,” the Beard said. Nathan was just dying for the eyes to say something. If the Beard had a life of its own it just stood to reason the eyes did to.

			Breaking his stare at the eyes, Nathan looked in the bed of the truck and noticed several long arms. “Don’t you think you’re playing it a little close, being this close to the city limits?” he asked.

			“Nah, they have enough to enforce in town today. This is our last trip out. We’re heading back up in the hills,” the Beard said.

			“Now that’s smart,” Nathan said.

			“Yep, we just need to make a little more money to get more feed for the animals till we can harvest a crop,” the Beard said earnestly.

			Really liking the Beard, Nathan nodded and reached in his bag; he pulled out two hundred dollars and gave it to the Beard. “Here’s my contribution to the cause,” Nathan said.

			The eyes looked down at the money and Nathan was sure they were going to talk this time. “What you wantin’ for this?” the Beard asked.

			Damn it, thought Nathan, let the eyes say something. “I want you to survive this,” Nathan said, draining his mug. The body attached to the Beard took his cup from him and poured another cup of coffee, stirred in some cream and sugar and handed it back to him. Taking out his camera, Nathan snapped a few pictures of the Beard. Nobody would ever believe him without proof.

			“Mister, I’m indebted to ya. This should almost get us,” the Beard said.

			Putting his camera up, Nathan took a sip. “Damn, you fixed it better than I did,” he said and reached in one of the outer pouches and pulled out several gold chains. Pretty close to a pound, and he didn’t care that he’d taken close to four pounds of gold off the assholes. “Here, for fixing my coffee better than I did,” Nathan said, holding them out. “Don’t let any gang bangers see ‘em. I had to kill a few to get into town and they might know the bling,” he told the Beard, wanting the damn eyes to say something.

			“I’m glad you got ‘em ‘fore they got you. That’s what I’m sayin’. We had some in town but now they’re bringing ‘em in by the truck loads. This here is real gold?” the Beard asked.

			“Yes sir, that is close to a pound. Before the lights went off that would’ve been worth twenty thousand dollars,” Nathan told the Beard as Amanda came up behind Nathan and put his bottles in his pack.

			“Sir, I ain’t ever going to be able to repay you for this,” the Beard said and the other men stepped forward, patting Nathan on the shoulders.

			Amanda stepped to the side of Nathan as the Beard spoke. “Wow,” she said, looking up at the Beard and taking a step back in shock.

			“Hey little missus,” the Beard said, looking down at her gently.

			“Where’s your mouth?” she asked the ball of hair in total amazement.

			“It’s in here.” A hand came up and touched the beard.

			“Are you sure? The hair doesn’t move when you talk,” she said, leaning forward and looking at the Beard real hard.

			The hands went to the Beard and pulled back inches—a lot of inches—of hair, and sure enough soon they could see a mouth. “See, I told ya,” he said as he let the hair go and the mouth disappeared. He turned around and handed the gold to a young boy who put it in a bag.

			Nathan lightly slapped Amanda’s shoulder. “You spoiled it,” he whispered at her then looked at the Beard. “You stay safe, and if you get in a shoot-out with the government types stay hidden,” Nathan warned them.

			“You do the same,” the Beard said, and the other men shook Nathan’s hand as he thanked them for the coffee.

			He walked back to the other truck as the woman was putting the food in bags. “Thank you,” Nathan said.

			“You have a good person managing your money,” the woman said, looking at Amanda.

			“Thank you,” Nathan said as the Beard came over carrying a jug of lemonade. He whispered to the woman whose eyes got real big. The woman leapt at Nathan, wrapping her arms around him and kissing his cheek.

			“Thank you sir so much,” she said, wiping her eyes.

			The Beard came over and tied the jug to Nathan’s pack. Nathan didn’t want to tell the Beard he could feel that eight pounds. “This is for ya later today,” he said, stepping back in front of the group.

			“Thank you, sir,” Nathan said, and just then he heard a loud vehicle pull up behind them. He turned around to see a deputy step out of an old truck. He had a huge handheld radio hanging off his shoulder. Not taking his eyes off the deputy, Nathan turned his head to the side. “There’s another one in the truck. If we start shooting we have to take them down fast,” he said over his shoulder to the group.

			“They already have two crosshairs apiece,” the Beard said.

			The deputy walked over with his hand on his pistol and looked at Nathan. “I’ll have you lay that on the deck. All weapons are to be collected county wide,” he said.

			“I’ll lay your ass on the deck first. I’m a POST-certified officer. Any action against me will be viewed as a hostile act and I’ll cut you in half,” Nathan said and the officer jerked upon hearing the words. 

			“You’d shoot a fellow officer?” he asked incredulously, taking his hand off the pistol.

			“For following a law like that, in a heartbeat. Then as I stepped over your corpse I’d take a piss,” Nathan informed him.

			“I’m just enforcing the law,” he told Nathan.

			“No, you’re enforcing fascism. I took an oath to stand against that. It’s called the Constitution. If I’m not mistaken you did as well,” Nathan said. 

			The officer looked at the group behind Nathan. “We are impounding these vehicles. All working vehicles are to be turned over immediately. You will be compensated,” he told the group, who started mumbling.

			“You can’t do that. I bought them and they are keeping them for me,” Nathan said and the officer looked at him hard.

			“You must be wantin’ some today,” the officer said, squaring off to Nathan.

			“Looks like I’m fixin’ to get some,” Nathan said with a southern drawl, watching the officer closely as his radio went off. It was calling all officers to a large shootout in town. “Looks like someone didn’t want to give up their shit,” Nathan said. “Your move, leave or die,” Nathan said casually.

			“Oh, I’ll be back,” the officer said, turning around and jumping into his truck. He punched it, throwing dirt up as he sped toward town.

			Relieved he didn’t have to start the day off with a shootout, Nathan turned around. “I think you guys need to call it a day and get the hell out of here,” he told them.

			“We heard and thanks for that. I think he’d have tried us,” the Beard said. “You need a lift?” he asked. 

			“Which way you going?” Nathan asked, and the man pointed north. “No, we’re heading west. You hurry and get out of sight,” Nathan said as the rest of the crowd loaded up their stuff.

			“You too and be careful,” the Beard said as Nathan led his group across the highway. As they started down the road the two trucks pulled out, heading north and picking up speed.

			They were a mile down the road when Jasmine moved up beside him. “You were going to shoot that cop, weren’t you?” she asked.

			“Better believe it,” he said without hesitation.

			“He’s a cop like you! You are a cop, right?” she asked.

			“Yes I am, and have been for over fifteen years. But you don’t take guns from people in times like this. If you’ve seen what you said you’ve seen, then you should understand.”

			“But if they got all the guns then it would be better,” she said slowly.

			“First, it’s impossible to get all the guns. But let’s say just for argument’s sake they could. That means a man that is three hundred pounds can grab you, throw you down, and do what he wants. You can’t stop him without a gun,” Nathan told Jasmine. “Think about it, if they are bigger and stronger than you, what options do you really have?” 

			“That’s what the police are for,” she said.

			“No, we show up after the crime has occurred and try to catch the criminal. The only reason we are here is to enforce the law and generate revenue. That means it has to be broken first. We can’t do anything till the criminal commits a crime. If you had a gun and the man threw you down and you shot him, you stopped a crime you thought was going to happen. If I tried that I’d be in prison,” he said then looked at her. “This is all before now of course. If I think someone is going to do something to me or these two, I poke holes in them with this,” he said, holding up his rifle.

			“What about me?” she asked.

			“I’ve already taken steps to help you, but until you prove you’re an asset to us I can’t say,” Nathan said. “I’m being honest and I’m sorry if that upsets you. I have two that I’m teaching to survive and live. If you hamper that then we part ways.” 

			She walked beside him, lost in thought for two miles. He was fixing to ask her if she wanted to leave when Jasmine spoke up. “I knew I picked the right group. I’m sorry if I said anything that hurt your feelings or upset you,” she said.

			“You didn’t do either,” Nathan said.

			“Just tell me what I can do. I’ve never even held a gun before.” Jasmine looked at the ground. “I’m a student at the University of Alabama in Birmingham. When the power went off it was like a big party the first day. On the second I saw my first rape and ran to my dorm. The next day we heard screaming and found two guys raping a girl in the dorm. Several of us tried to help, but they started punching us, knocking several girls out and throwing them in the room they had a girl tied up in. I ran to my room. I backpack a lot so it was packed already, and I grabbed it and my money and ran to one of the sorority houses.

			“I had a friend there and he is a true geek. He has a really big radio that he talks to people on. When I got there he was listening in to military units and I heard how bad it was. I stayed with him till that night and saw how the party was heading downstairs and left,” she told Nathan. Amanda walked over and put her head on Jasmine’s arm as they walked.

			“Where’s your family?” Nathan asked.

			“Boston,” she said, wiping tears off her face.

			“So you were trying to get there?” Nathan asked.

			“No. On the second day I heard on the radio that the military was putting the loss of life over ten thousand from the fires alone. They said the part of town where I lived was a war zone,” she said sadly. “I was just trying to find a safe place where I won’t have that stuff done to me. If my family’s alive, I’ll find them if this ends,” she said. 

			“Well if you ever want to head north we’ll help outfit you up,” Nathan said.

			Jasmine chuckled. “Last night was the first night I’ve slept since this started. Someone was watching out for me,” she said and looked at him. “Why didn’t you wake us for our turn?”

			“To be honest, I wanted John to get some sleep, but you looked like you needed some as well,” Nathan said.

			“Thank you,” she said, and Amanda got Nathan’s attention and pointed at a group of trees off the side of the road.

			“Let’s eat there,” she said with authority.

			“You guys heard her, let’s eat there. She paid for it,” Nathan said, walking off the road and heading off into the trees.

			They dropped their packs and dove into the hamburgers and Nathan had to admit they were pretty good. He watched the others eating and smiled, glad he was with them. Ares ate his burger in two bites and sat there patiently, looking at everyone and letting them know he could stand to eat some more. 

			Amanda looked over at Jasmine who was sitting across from her. “Jasmine, how old are you?” she asked.

			“Nineteen,” Jasmine said, smiling. She had taken off the jacket top Nathan had given her and was leaning back on her pack.

			Amanda just stopped chewing, still staring at Jasmine, “Can I ask you something?” she asked, her mouth full of burger.

			“Sure, Amanda,” Jasmine said.

			“How did your boobs get so big?” she asked.

			Trying not to laugh, Nathan started coughing as he inhaled a mouthful of hamburger. He stood up and leaned over, trying to cough out the hunk of meat stuck in his throat; his eyes were streaming. Jasmine ran over and slapped his back really hard and he spit the mouthful on the ground. Ares ran over and ate it and looked up at Nathan like, ‘Hey, you spit it out.’ Then he stared longingly at the rest of the burger in Nathan’s hand.

			“I’m choking to death and you worry about food?” Nathan rasped in a dry voice at Ares. Ares just sat down, his gaze locked on the burger. “Forget it,” Nathan said, sitting back down and draining his bottle of lemonade. Once he’d regained his composure he looked at Amanda. “Don’t ever do that again,” he said with only a hint of rasp to his voice.

			“What? I want to know. I’m only six years younger than her and I need to know this,” Amanda shot at him. “She. Has. Hooters,” Amanda said, enunciating each word. Nathan fell back laughing, as did everyone else but Amanda. She was looking steamed. “This is not fair, guys. Do I have to take some vitamins or something?” she asked. This sent the others into more fits.

			Finally Jasmine leaned over and wiped her face off. “No, Amanda, they just come. You don’t do anything,” she said. Amanda looked at her and saw Jasmine was telling the truth.

			“Well, they need to hurry up,” she said, taking a bite of burger and sending Nathan rolling again. Amanda was starting to find that very irritating.

			When Nathan could breathe he looked at Jasmine, “Thank you for getting that hunk of food out of my throat so I could breathe with Amanda trying to kill me and all,” Nathan said, and Amanda just mumbled at him. He refilled his bottle of lemonade and passed around the jug so everyone could do the same.

			Feeling really good, Nathan stood up and started getting ready, and on queue the others followed. Stepping onto the road they continued west. Behind them they could hear a vehicle go down the highway they’d left behind. “Can I walk beside you, Nathan?” Jasmine asked him.

			“Sure,” he said.

			“Sorry, it’s hard to talk to the back of a head,” she said, falling in step with him. “Where are we going?” 

			“There’s a lake up ahead. We’re going to stay there tonight and probably tomorrow,” he said.

			Shaking her head, she asked, “No, I mean what’s our destination?” 

			“Oh. Well the kids are determined to follow me to Idaho where I live,” Nathan said.

			“If you don’t mind, why are you going there? It’s really far. I mean, I understand you live there and all.” 

			“I have several friends that I made a promise to. I said if something like this happened I would stick with them. We joined a group and have a set up in the mountains,” he said.

			“The mountains, that’s good,” she said.

			“Shit, you’ve not walked the damn things. I wanted a retreat in Nebraska or South Dakota,” he said.

			“Why?” she asked.

			“We bought a thousand acres in Idaho and can only use like a hundred and fifty of it. My friend Aiden is from Texas and said he never knew you could buy vertical land. I wanted a spot we could actually comfortably live off of and not just survive off of,” Nathan explained.

			“That makes sense, so why did you join with them?” she asked.

			“I consider them my family and, to be honest, I have to agree with them. We all lived in Idaho and in something like this we would’ve had to tromp a thousand miles to get to our shit,” he said.

			“Where’s your family?” Jasmine asked.

			“I’ll tell you another day. Today is a good day,” Nathan replied.

			“I’m sorry, and yes, it’s a good day,” Jasmine said, looking around. “Do you think I’m doing the right thing? Should I head to my family?” she asked.

			“Jasmine, you’re asking the wrong person. I’m prepared to travel across a continent to get home, but I know what’s waiting for me. We planned for stuff, had meeting spots, radio frequencies set up and so much more. I can tell you this, if I had not promised them I would come home, I’d be at a man’s farm in Georgia. His name is Jessie,” Nathan said.

			“So you thought about staying?” she asked.

			“Oh, I more than thought about it, I came very close to staying,” he admitted.

			“So you don’t think I’m being a coward?” she asked.

			“Can I talk straight with you and you won’t get mad?” Nathan asked.

			“Yes,” she said slowly, not wanting more boob questions.

			“Did you and your family ever talk about a place to meet in an event of this magnitude?” he asked.

			“No, of course not,” she scoffed.

			“Does your family own a hunting lodge or a place far away from other people? And do they have it stocked?” he asked.

			“No,” she answered.

			“Do any family members have something like that?” Nathan asked.

			Thinking about it for a few minutes, Jasmine said, “My uncle owns a sailboat.” 

			“Close,” Nathan said. “What I’m getting at is this: If you go there and you start at your house … if you make it, that is. Where do you go from there? This is a big country. To be honest with you, in your shoes I would do the same thing. Wait till it cools down then look,” he said.

			“My friend with the radios, Charles, said it’s going to be two years before it will even be close to the way it was,” she said.

			Nathan nodded. “Maybe, but I think it’s going to be longer.” 

			“You don’t think we can rebuild?” Jasmine asked, not really wanting the answer she knew was coming.

			“Oh I know we can, but have you heard what the government is doing?” he asked.

			“Yes, trying to rebuild, wanting people to stay in place so they can take care of them,” she said.

			“Exactly, take care of them. Not let them take care of themselves. They are demanding taxes get paid, but people can’t get to their money. But the government can.” 

			“They stopped people from having to pay rent and mortgages,” Jasmine pointed out.

			“Okay, you don’t see a problem already?” he asked.

			“Well no. That would have been a big problem coming up with that much money when no one has a job,” she said.

			“Yes it would be, but remember, people that own houses are the workers. Granted, some workers live in apartments, but for the most part they will buy a house eventually. That’s what most people save up for. Now if you tell those workers they have to pay their taxes and they aren’t able to, and then you take their houses, look at the equity this country just came into,” he said. 

			“That’s far-fetched,” Jasmine said skeptically.

			“I don’t think so, but you’ve heard them talking about taking the guns. If they were so worried about our safety they would be out training people to shoot. If someone breaks into your home and kills your kids you can’t even call 911. You have to go find 911,” Nathan said.

			“You have a point there,” Jasmine said, nodding. 

			“Tonight I’ll let you read what a friend sent me literally minutes before the grid went down,” he said.

			“You have a computer?” she asked in wonder.

			“Yes, and a tablet,” he said.

			“I miss my computer,” Jasmine said, looking all dreamy.

			“There’s still no Internet,” he said, chuckling.

			“I just liked to sit and type,” she said.

			They came around a curve and stopped. There was an eighteen-wheeler delivery truck stopped on the side of the road. Nathan hopped up and looked inside, but didn’t see anything, and there was no sleeper on the back. He walked to the trailer and saw it was secured with a padlock. He took out his crowbar and stuck the end in the lock and pried it open.

			“We’re going to get in trouble,” Jasmine said, looking around nervously.

			“You’re kidding, right?” Nathan said. “People are starving and this is just sitting here. I’ve broken car windows shopping for my team and didn’t feel the least bit bad.”

			“I did tell him he couldn’t look in all the cars because it would take too long,” Amanda chimed in. 

			Without looking at her, Nathan held up his hand. “Drop it,” he said. “You mean to tell me if you find something that will help you survive you’d leave it, even though you might die?” he asked Jasmine.

			“Well no, but what if it’s someone’s?” she asked.

			“That’s different, you’d have to fight them to take it. That’s criminal,” he said.

			“This was locked,” Jasmine pointed out.

			“Nobody’s here,” Nathan replied.

			“Okay, I see what you’re saying,” she gave in. “You carry a crowbar? They weigh a ton.” 

			“Hold out you hand,” he said. When she did he laid the crow bar across it and she gaped. 

			“I feel like I’m going to break it,” she said.

			“Fat chance. It’s made out of titanium and weighs seven ounces. I had to have a key to the city,” Nathan said, taking back the crow bar and securing it to the bottom of his pack with straps. He opened the trailer’s doors and looked at the pallets. “Spank me and take away my credit card,” he said, looking at the pallets of food. “John, Amanda, keep watch. Amanda, take Ares’ pack off in case someone comes.” 

			“You said we weren’t going to take it if it belonged to someone,” Jasmine said.

			Nathan dropped his pack. “Jasmine, if someone shows up and sees what’s in here they’ll shoot us to keep it for themselves. Just because I’m smart enough to open the damn thing doesn’t mean I’m going to just let someone take it from me,” he said before climbing in.

			He opened up the wrapping on the pallets and started pulling off cases and setting them in the door. Then he walked down the length of the trailer. “Toilet paper,” he called out.

			“I want some,” Jasmine said, grinning as he tossed her two packs.

			He brought up three cases of ready-to-cook rice meals and more canned goods. Squinting at his haul, he looked at the group. “This is all we can carry and I have my doubts on that,” he said, trying to figure out how to do this.

			He jumped down and started filling packs. John’s pack was the most empty, therefore it got the most. There was still too much, so they all grabbed an armful. Nathan closed the doors and put the busted lock back on and set off, the others falling in behind him. The area they were heading for was three miles away, and they all had at least one case of something in their arms. No one even paused to look out over the dam as they went across. They were too loaded down to enjoy it and just wanted to get to their destination.

			Peeling off the road, they followed a small dirt road then moved off into the woods until they came to a small inlet on the lake. Twenty yards from the lake, Nathan dropped his case of stew on the ground abruptly, scaring everyone. “This is camp,” he said, panting. John just dropped to his knees and fell on his face.

			Nathan pulled off his pack and helped John get his pack off. Then he pulled out his poncho liner, spread it out and grabbed his sleeping bag, the others following suit. In an hour they had the area set up nice. Nathan took off his vest and laid it on his woobie. When Amanda saw that she stood up and pulled off the jacket and the big t-shirt and took off the vest she had on.

			“You wear a bulletproof vest?” Jasmine asked in wonder.

			“He made me,” she said, pointing at Nathan accusingly.

			“That I did, and when we leave you’ll put it back on,” Nathan said, taking off his shirt and throwing it in a pile. Pulling his suspenders off next, he took off his undershirt. “I think that thing can walk around by itself,” he said, throwing it down in disgust.

			“What now?” Jasmine asked.

			“Relax, and later we’ll set up the shower then start getting clothes clean,” Nathan said, laying down and taking off his boots and socks. He looked over at Amanda inquiringly.

			“Oh, I’m coming,” she said, walking over in her socks. She plopped down and held out her feet. They didn’t look as bad as he was expecting. Once he’d cleaned them he didn’t replace the bandages, wanting to let them air out. Amanda gingerly walked back over to her spot, where she dropped her pants, leaving just her panties on, and sat down on her blanket. She glanced at Nathan and the look on his face spoke volumes. “You walk around in your boxers so don’t start,” she said, lying down.

			“She has you there, Nathan,” John said. Nathan just pulled off his pants and laid back, closing his eyes. He was asleep in seconds.

			Hearing water splashing, Nathan opened his eyes and noticed the sun was getting close to the horizon. He looked to the water and saw John bathing and Amanda swimming. “You had mud in your cuts once, I’m not digging it out again,” he warned.

			“She has on my swimming shoes,” Jasmine called out. Nathan turned and saw her in the water with the kids. He caught his breath at seeing Jasmine in a bikini. A little red string bikini. 

			“Hoochie mamma,” he said in a low voice, letting out a puff of air. He looked around for Ares and didn’t see him. Standing up to call him, he found Ares swimming behind Amanda, trying to catch her. Nathan grabbed his shower kit and headed to the water. 

			They swam and played for an hour before Nathan finally climbed out. He looked around for his clothes and saw them hanging on the line, drip drying with everyone else’s. “Jasmine and I washed them,” he heard from behind him as Amanda walked past wrapped in a towel.

			“Thank you,” he said, hanging up his towel. Walking behind the shower curtain/blanket, Nathan changed underwear and hung his wet ones up. Then he went back to his bedroll and laid back down, closing his eyes as Amanda leaned over.

			“And you want to know why I want tah-tahs,” she said.

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about and I’m not sure I want to know,” he said, cracking his eyes and squinting at her.

			“Your eyes almost fell out when you saw Jasmine in a swimsuit. John can’t even look at her. All he does is stutter,” she said.

			“My eyes didn’t almost fall out,” Nathan said, closing his eyes.

			“You’re saying she’s not pretty?” Amanda asked.

			“I didn’t say that. Yes she is pretty, but she’s a teenager. Besides, that isn’t a bikini. I’ve seen more cotton in the top of a medicine bottle,” Nathan said firmly.

			Shaking her head, Amanda said, “You’re so weird.” 

			“I’m fixing to hold you down and spit in your ear,” he warned her.

			“If you put that stuff in your mouth now, I’ll pee in your sleeping bag,” she threatened him.

			“You get to dry off Ares,” he said.

			“So?” she asked.

			“You’ll see,” Nathan said and was soon back asleep.

			Seeing Ares running toward his woobie, soaking wet, Amanda grabbed a towel and jumped up. “Ares, here,” she said, pointing in front of her. Skidding to a halt, Ares looked at her and cocked his head to the side but didn’t come.

			“Ares, here!” Amanda snapped, stomping her foot. With his tongue hanging out, Ares sat down and just looked at her. “I know you didn’t,” Amanda said, storming over to Ares and holding up the towel.

			When Amanda was a step away, Ares lunged, grabbing the towel and growling. Startled, Amanda let the towel go and Ares took off around her with the towel in his mouth. “Ares!” she yelled, spinning around to see a soaking wet Ares dive on her sleeping bag and crawl inside.

			With her mouth hanging open, Amanda stood frozen as she watched Ares disappear into her sleeping bag. “Told ya,” Nathan said with his eyes still closed. “When he’s wet and someone tries to dry him, Ares crawls in their bed.”

			“Nathan, he’s soaking wet! Where am I supposed to sleep!” Amanda screeched.

			“Ares’ pallet is dry,” he mumbled with a smile before drifting back to sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Day 11

			 

			Nathan woke up at 5:30 with his watch vibrating. Yesterday they had just lazed around, and Nathan taught everyone how to use the shotgun and the AK he had taken off the gang bangers. Next he’d gone over the M-4 for several hours then his pistols. The kids taught Jasmine how to read the map and, to their surprise, she already knew about edible plants. They ate like kings all day and cleaned all their clothes and packs off, simply enjoying having a moment to relax. 

			As Nathan sat up, he rubbed his shaven face and looked down to see Amanda’s leg across his lap. He lifted it off and put it on the blanket. Her head was lying on Ares, with the rest of her body spread out on her blanket. Nathan leaned over and brushed the hair out of her face gently.

			He stood up, buckled his pants and slipped on his flip flops. He looked over and saw Jasmine standing watch at her spot on the other side of Amanda. He waved at her and she returned it, smiling. Turning around he saw John on the other side of him. Nathan found it hard to believe he was the same kid he had taken under his wing just six days ago.

			When they’d met John, he’d said he was a forty-six in the waist. Yesterday Nathan had given him his other pair of ACU pants. They were adjustable in size up to a thirty-eight. John put them on and buttoned them; he had to suck in his gut a little but he got them on. Even Nathan was worried about that much weight loss in such a short time. John still had excess skin but it was not taut anymore and his legs no longer had that bruised, scaly appearance.

			John told them he had never lived on what he was eating in a day before this happened. When he told Nathan what he normally ate in a day, Nathan was shocked. He approximated it at fifteen thousand calories, and John said he never did anything except play on the computer. Nathan had even asked John to eat some more at supper last night. He had steadfastly refused, saying he would eat the same amount as Nathan did.

			Shaking his head, Nathan smiled at John and walked over to the lake and just stared out over the water. Hearing movement behind him, he turned to see Jasmine carrying two cups. “I fixed you some coffee when I fixed some,” she said, handing him the cup.

			“Thank you,” Nathan said, taking the cup. “Anything last night?” he asked, taking a sip and savoring it.

			“Heard a few trucks on the road across the dam about an hour ago, but they didn’t even slow down,” she said. 

			“Traffic is moving again,” he said.

			“You thinking about trying to get a vehicle?” she asked.

			“No, they have it locked down. It’s much easier slipping through on foot.” 

			“That’s a long walk,” she said. 

			“I ain’t got nothing better to do,” Nathan said, taking a sip.

			“If you don’t mind, can I come?” she asked, taking a sip of her coffee.

			He blinked and glanced over at her. “It’s going to be long and hard. I can tell you we will run into trouble,” he said. “You’ll have to fight,” he added.

			“I’ve thought about that, Nathan, and I figured out I’ll have to fight anywhere I stay. At least with you I get to learn how to,” she said.

			Impressed she had figured it out without him pointing those facts out, Nathan smiled. “I don’t mind, and I’m sure Amanda and John won’t mind.”  

			Jasmine coughed and a smirk spread across her face. “I don’t think John knows what I look like. When he does looks at me he stares at my boo— my tah-tahs,” she said, trying not to laugh.

			“Well he is a boy,” Nathan said, raising his eyebrows.

			“Oh, I like him and he’s so nice. I don’t think I’ve met anyone who’s happier now than before the power went off. I think if his mom was around he would be the happiest person on the planet,” Jasmine told Nathan with a little regret in her voice.

			“I really like that kid,” Nathan said.

			“John thinks you are some type of god sent here to walk among us mortals,” she told Nathan.

			“Damn, that sounds cool,” Nathan said, thinking about it and making her laugh.

			She got a serious look on her face that he had learned to avoid from the women he dated. “Nathan, you have good friends with families. Why haven’t you married?” she asked.

			Last night he had pulled out his computer and shown them pictures and videos of him with his four friends and their families. “I don’t know, haven’t found the right one I guess,” he said.

			“You’re not like a serial killer or a man that collects morbid things are you?” Jasmine asked seriously.

			“Well I have to admit I’ve killed over twenty people in the last week. I collect guns, knives, video games, gold, and military equipment,” he admitted.

			She shook her head. “You know what I mean.” 

			“Ah no, I don’t. I met you less than forty-eight hours ago, Jasmine,” Nathan reminded her.

			She laughed, spilling her coffee. “I’m sorry, you’re right. I feel like I’ve known all of you for years,” she said, shaking the coffee off her hand. “I’m just trying to figure out why a woman hasn’t wrestled you to the altar.”

			Shrugging his shoulders, he said, “Guess I haven’t found one who knows how to wrestle. What about you?” 

			“What about me?” Jasmine asked.

			“Are you engaged?” he asked, not seeing any rings on her hands. “I mean, I don’t see a ring or any jewelry.”

			“I usually don’t wear much more than earrings, but seeing what happens when you bring attention to yourself, I took them off when all this started. But to answer your question, yes I was, till I caught him with a girl when I went home on spring break. I wanted to surprise him and boy, was I surprised,” she said, forcing a smile.

			 “I’m sorry I asked,” he said, feeling awkward.

			“No its okay, I just couldn’t believe he’d do that. Everyone told me but I wouldn’t listen,” she said.

			“Well we all have to do something that makes no sense every once and a while,” he said.

			Jasmine looked back at Amanda where she was sprawled out. “That girl is amazing. I don’t think I could’ve lived through what she has been through and remain sane. Don’t you think she and John should be more mournful?” Jasmine asked him. Yesterday when Nathan told her Amanda’s story, Jasmine wanted to go to Atlanta and start mowing down people.

			“That child is tough,” Nathan admitted. “And to answer your question, no, people live for the day now. If you start feeling mournful you’ll die, and those two know that. Any that don’t know that will die off. Bereavement will come in time,” Nathan said, looking out across the water.

			She nodded her head, thinking about Nathan’s answer and liking it. “You ready to start the day?” Jasmine asked.

			“Hell no, but let’s do it anyway,” he said walking over to wake the two up. 

			John jumped up and pulled on his new pants with little effort. It took Ares licking her face for Amanda to get up. Jasmine had joined the group workouts yesterday morning and John just about passed out when she put her arms around his neck in a chokehold. They were practicing how to get out of holds and Nathan was sure if Jasmine tried to choke out John, he wouldn’t fight and would in fact probably volunteer. After that Nathan was the one who worked with John in hand to hand.

			After they went through the morning routine they ate and packed up. It was just after eight as Nathan sat there looking around the clearing, lost in thought. This spot held a lot of good memories for him in the short time they’d been there, and he just wanted to savor it. He had taken a ton of pictures but Nathan just wanted to burn it in his mind. Ares brought him back to the world by rubbing his head on Nathan’s lap.

			“Okay, we’re leaving,” Nathan said, reaching down and rubbing Ares’ head. He climbed to his feet and shouldered his pack, then turned around and headed through the woods till he reached the dirt road. They started off in single file at first; Amanda was behind him with her AK across the front of her chest and the little .38 on her hip. John had the shotgun across his chest and had given Jasmine the 9mm. She carried it in the front pouch of the belt to her pack that locked around her waist. 

			Nathan turned around and walked backwards for a moment, taking them all in. He smiled as he looked at John, who was beaming from ear to ear as he walked along at the back of the group. Nathan turned back around and followed the road. 

			He led the small group along the dirt road, pointing out things of interest as they went along. It was when Nathan noticed a church up on the right that he stopped, holding up his hand. He pulled out the map to check where they were as the others came around him.

			“Are you lost?” Amanda asked, grinning.

			“No, I’m looking for a tree to tie you to,” Nathan said, looking up from the map to the church.

			“You aren’t leaving me so forget it,” she said.

			Nathan lowered the map and looked at her. “Amanda, I think Ares would whine until I came back and got you.” 

			Shock spread across her face. “You wouldn’t?” she almost shouted.

			“Well yeah, I’d whine too,” he admitted. “For about an hour,” he mumbled and she hit his arm. “Okay,” Nathan said, smiling.

			Jasmine came over. “What are you studying so hard?” she asked.

			“Making sure I’m adding right,” he said.

			“Adding up what?” Jasmine asked.

			“Well, it’s 10:30 and according to the map we’ve gone nine miles in two and a half hours.” 

			“Really, it doesn’t seem like it,” she said, peering down at the map.

			“You added wrong, Nathan, that’s over three miles an hour and the best we’ve done is two and a half. Unless we’re getting away from something then we do three,” Amanda said, counting on her fingers.

			“Like I’m going to take the word of someone who counts on their fingers,” Nathan said, grinning.

			“You count on yours,” she shot back.

			Jasmine looked at Nathan, “No, we’ve gone that far,” she said and the others agreed.

			“I say let’s keep to the route and camp just south of Ashville. I don’t want to get caught close to the Interstate close to dark,” he told them.

			“You mean we’re going to stop for the day at noon?” Amanda whined.

			“Yes, and you did that without using your fingers,” Nathan said, and she stuck out her tongue. He reached in his pocket and pulled out his Skoal and put a dip in before she could grab the can.

			“You spit in my ear and I pee in your sleeping bag,” she warned.

			Nathan just spun around and headed off to the camping spot. They could at least make sure it was a good one. As they passed a field they saw a tractor out spraying the crops. In another mile they saw another one. Nathan knew tractors and both of the ones they saw were old 1960 models, but they were working.

			A mile from their campsite they saw a man working on a fence by the road. The man looked up at the group. Seeing them all armed, he picked up a rifle and Nathan waved at him. The farmer waved back. Once he saw the others were kids he lowered his rifle as they stopped on the road in front of him.

			“Thought y’all was coming to invade us,” he said, smiling, and set his rifle down.

			“Well I’m glad to see you have it with you,” Nathan said.

			The man shook his head. “It’s a shame that you have ta work with your gun at your side,” he told Nathan. 

			“That’s the truth, but the alternative is worse,” Nathan said and the man started laughing.

			“You got that right, fella,” he chuckled, slapping his leg.

			“Had trouble around here?” Nathan asked.

			“Hell who ain’t, but yeah the Joneses lost two cows the other night. Someone shot ’em and didn’t know how to clean ’em and just left ‘em ta rot. The Millers had someone break into the chicken coop last week and take ten hens. But the worst was two day ago when someone killed Old Man Mac. Thing is, nothing was missing,” he said grimly.

			“Sounds like you and your neighbors need to bring on some help,” Nathan said.

			“Shit, I can’t afford to be payin’ someone,” he said.

			“Let ‘em work for room and board, just check them out before you bring them in. Not telling you how to work, but I’d take in a family. Man’s much less likely to get into mischief if his family is about,” Nathan said.

			“Now that’s worth thinkin’ about,” the man said, looking off.

			“Glad I could help,” Nathan said. “Any trouble ahead? We’re going to Ashville.” 

			“Not till you get to the Interstate and there might be none. But yesterday they said a passel of people were just walking down the Interstate. They said they was goin’ to Chattanooga, why I don’t know, but Merle said it took four hours for the group to walk past. Merle is the constable and said they found eighteen dead bodies on the road after they passed. Two of ‘em was stabbed, an’ the others died of dehydration the doc said.” 

			“Thought the government closed travel to other states?” Nathan asked.

			“I heard the same, but they still went that way,” the old man said.

			“We won’t hold you up anymore, sir, and remember to get some help. If they can’t do nothing but watch your back that should be enough for a plate at supper time,” Nathan said, holding out his hand. The man shook it and they headed off.

			When they were a ways down the road the three flocked around Nathan. “What was that about?” Jasmine asked.

			“Oh, I just wanted to see if someone ahead was taking weapons,” he said.

			“No, about the animals?” she asked.

			“Jasmine, people are hungry. They are going to take. Not many people know how to hunt, and even fewer know how to skin and butcher an animal,” he said.

			“What about the old man someone killed?” John asked.

			“My guess? He pissed someone off a long time ago and they came a calling,” Nathan said.

			“What?” Jasmine said.

			“Think about it. He gets killed and nothing is taken. That’s because someone didn’t need it at a time when everyone needs something,” Nathan said.

			“That’s horrible,” Jasmine said, frowning.

			Letting them accept this new world on their own, Nathan didn’t reply and just kept walking till they came to a point where the woods came down and met the road on both sides. Nathan saw the fence and started to worry about sleeping on someone’s land. Since asking was out of the question, he shrugged and crossed anyway and the others followed.

			Moving slowly through the woods, he listened for anything against the background of the forest and only heard birds. Picking up the pace, they soon found the pond and Amanda immediately went into hysterics. “Water Moccasins are going to kill us all,” she whined.

			“We slept by water for two nights and you didn’t freak out,” Nathan said.

			“That was a river,” she said.

			“Amanda, it doesn’t matter. They were around and we are still alive,” Nathan said and she froze.

			“They were there and you didn’t tell me?” she gasped.

			He looked at John. “Did you know they could’ve been around?” he asked.

			“Yeah, I saw one,” John replied.

			“I don’t know if I like you anymore, John. You should’ve told me,” Amanda popped off.

			Not in the mood, Nathan shook his head. “Amanda, we are in the wilderness, kind of. Animals are going to be out here. We are in their home,” he said, speaking slowly.

			Looking around on the ground, she said, “Tell the Water Moccasins and Copperheads to go away then.” 

			“What about the rattlesnakes?” Jasmine asked and Nathan shook his head no. 

			“A what kind of snake?” Amanda gasped, and Nathan just sank to his knees.

			Jasmine put her arm around Amanda. “It’s okay, if you look where you step you’ll be fine,” she said, leading her to a spot under a big oak tree.

			“I’m sorry about telling her about the snake, Nathan,” John said, walking over to him.

			“That’s fine, I saw four,” Nathan said, burying his face in his hands.

			“She’s from the city. Why is she so scared of snakes?” John asked.

			“I have no idea,” Nathan said, shaking his head. The two dropped their packs and took off Ares’ pack.

			Jasmine was holding Amanda’s hand as they walked back over to John and Nathan. “I’m going to show her that if you look carefully you can see them,” Jasmine said.

			“Tried that,” Nathan said. “No further than twenty yards from me and don’t get near a rattlesnake or let Ares near it. I’m not in the mood.” 

			“I’ve walked the Appalachian trail twice,” Jasmine said.

			“Ares has been around a bunch of snakes,” Amanda piped in.

			“I’m not talking about snakes, I’m talking about things that use guns and walk on two legs,” Nathan popped off. Seeing Ares jump up upon hearing the word ‘rattlesnake,’ Nathan groaned, knowing Ares could find a rattler in about five seconds flat. He reached over and patted Ares till he sat down then chose his next words carefully, “I’m not kidding about the ‘other’ snake. Leave it be.”

			“Oh sorry, didn’t think about that, and if I see a rattler I’ll leave it,” Jasmine said.

			Jasmine led Amanda around the area and they didn’t find any snakes. Nathan wanted to tell them to look under a log they walked by but kept his mouth shut. They came back and Amanda was smiling as she sat down. “We looked and didn’t see any,” Amanda announced proudly.

			“That’s good. Let’s get camp set up,” Nathan said emotionlessly.

			“You’re just jealous because we can look for snakes as good as you can,” Amanda said with a smirk.

			“Yep, that’s it,” he said.

			“We couldn’t find one, so there’s none here. Not even you can find one near us,” Amanda challenged him.

			“Yep, sure can’t, can we set up camp now?” Nathan asked in a flat voice.

			Jasmine looked up at him. “There’s none around here, Nathan,” she assured him.

			Speaking like a computer, he said, “Yep, there’s none here.” 

			“You can’t find one so just accept it. We can find one if it’s around,” Jasmine said.

			“You’re that sure?” Nathan asked, way past irritated.

			“I’m positive,” Jasmine said proudly.

			Spinning around, Nathan grabbed his tomahawk, headed over to a sapling and chopped it down. “Oh shit,” Amanda said, standing up and thinking about getting up on Jasmine’s shoulders.

			“Amanda, we looked. There’s none here,” Jasmine said as Nathan stormed by them with his stick. He walked over to a rotten log they’d walked by twice and kicked the log till it rolled. Then he stuck his stick down and lifted it with a snake on the end. Jasmine got to see and feel the Amanda snake experience as she screamed and climbed up on Jasmine’s shoulders even though Jasmine was sitting down.

			Nathan walked over with the snake on the end of the stick. “Amanda, what kind of snake is this?” he asked.

			“COPPERHEAD!” she screamed.

			“Amanda, that’s enough,” Nathan snapped, and to his surprise she shut up. She was sitting on Jasmine’s shoulders looking at the snake and it looked pissed off. Ares just stayed sitting down. He didn’t like that particular chase and chew toy.

			Nathan took the snake away from camp and let it go. He walked back over, picked up his rifle and stopped in front of Amanda, holding out his hand. “Come,” was all he said. Amanda climbed off Jasmine’s shoulders and grabbed his hand. He gave her the stick and led her off. Jasmine watched them go, then stood up and motioned with her head for John to come along as she followed them.

			Not willing to turn down Jasmine for anything, John jumped up and joined them. Nathan worked with Amanda for three hours. At first he did the searching, finding a lot of snakes. Then he made her look and in the end she found three snakes on her own and even picked up a grass snake. It was close to dark when they returned to their packs, but for the first time since she’d seen the snake cross the road Amanda didn’t feel terrified of them.

			They all took turns on watch having hopefully experienced the last Amanda snake freak out, but Nathan wasn’t going to hold his breath.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Day 12

			 

			With his back against a tree, Nathan waited on his coffee to percolate as the sky started to slowly lighten. Hearing movement, he turned to see Jasmine sit up, rubbing her eyes. She turned and saw Nathan watching her and smiled at him. Nathan couldn’t help but smile back. She stood up and stretched out.

			Sucking in a breath, Nathan quickly looked away, feeling his heart race and all sense of grogginess flee from his body. That girl has got to wear some clothes when she goes to bed, Nathan thought, forgetting about the coffee. The Id in him was demanding another look as his Super Ego said no. Super Ego won but it was a close match. Seeing the coffee up in the glass knob, Nathan snatched up his cup and poured it full.

			“Can I have some?” he heard a whisper in front of him. He just motioned to the pot, not looking up. “Thank you,” Jasmine whispered and he just nodded. Risking a look, he saw she had on shorts and a shirt. When he looked up, she was grinning at him. “Is John rubbing off on you?” she asked coyly.

			“Nooo,” he stressed. “You stood up naked catching me totally off guard. I was averting my eyes out of kindness and morality,” Nathan said. He said it but he didn’t believe it.

			“I had on a bra and panties,” she said in a smartassed tone.

			“You need to check again,” he said.

			“They are thongs and a low-cut bra,” she snapped. 

			“I’ve seen more cotton on a gun cleaning patch,” he said as she started laughing and couldn’t stop. Unable to fight it, he joined her, laughing till his sides hurt. When the fit left them she sat down beside him on his woobie. 

			“I can sit here, can’t I?” she asked.

			“Sure, you’ve got clothes on now,” Nathan said, sipping his coffee. 

			“We’re not starting that again,” she informed him.

			“You’re lucky John didn’t see you. I’d have to give him CPR,” Nathan said.

			“I doubt that,” she said, smiling. “I really loved what you did for Amanda yesterday,” she said, lowering her voice and leaning into him.

			“What? Waste another day learning snakes?” Nathan asked, still a little pissed.

			“No, showing her that her fear was unfounded and she could conquer it,” Jasmine said.

			“It was a wasted day. I needed to continue teaching the guns, start on how to move and start basic traps,” he said.

			Jasmine looked at him in shock. “You really think it was a wasted day?”

			“She would’ve figured it out on her own and there are worse things to fear than snakes,” Nathan said. “You had to push it, huh.”

			“Nathan, I promise you I thought there were no snakes in the vicinity. How was I supposed to know you have their personal addresses?”

			Raising his eyebrows and nodding his head, Nathan said, “That was good.” 

			“Thank you,” she replied, tilting her head toward him.

			“She needs to learn to face the real things that can hurt her not the boogie man under the bed,” he said.

			“Didn’t you have a boogie man under the bed?” Jasmine asked.

			“Nope, he was in the closet,” Nathan replied.

			“You beat him?” she asked.

			“Yep, Dad locked me in the closet for one night to prove there wasn’t one,” Nathan said.

			Jasmine looked stunned. “Seems a little harsh,” she pointed out.

			“No, not really,” Nathan said. “It proved the point. Same with Amanda. I thought by holding a snake and seeing how easily they could be found Amanda would see they are just another part of nature and not demon spawns of hell.” 

			“Yes, it worked,” Jasmine agreed.

			Nathan cut his eyes at her. “I meant the first time we went over snakes.” 

			“She’s just a little girl,” Jasmine snapped.

			“Exactly,” Nathan said, slapping his thigh. “A little ‘girl.’ People will want to hurt her and if I’m not there I want her to at least be able to fight back.”

			“It was one day, so please let it go,” Jasmine begged.

			Nathan nodded. “Okay, I will,” he agreed and looked at Amanda, who was snoring softly. “She kicks in her sleep, hard,” he said, shaking his head and rubbing his leg where Amanda had kicked him last night.

			“I’m sure she has nightmares,” Jasmine said softly, looking at her new little friend.

			“Oh she does, but she curls in a ball and whimpers when she’s having them. If you rub her head she calms down then beats the shit out of you in her sleep,” Nathan informed Jasmine.

			She laughed. “Well, you survived another night. Time to wake them up.” 

			***

			The four set off after the morning routine, walking down the road in the morning light. Off through the fields they passed they watched farmers tending livestock and at one house children playing on a rope swing.

			Seeing the kids playing on the swing, Jasmine had a pang of sorrow hit her. She envied those kids and yet felt pity for them. They were playing when every moment should be used to secure what you can. Yet what is life for a child without playing? Should she ask Nathan if they could take a day or two off and this time let the kids do something just for fun?

			Sure, they’d had fun at the lake, but learning how to take a gun apart gets old after a while, even if you take a different kind apart every day. Nathan did deserve some credit; he kept it interesting and fun. Never in a million years would Jasmine have ever believed she would learn how to use a gun. Yet she’d joined in with Amanda and John, shooting that—she had to think what the little one was called. Oh yeah, the .22. 

			Remembering Amanda jumping up and down when she hit the can was a moment Jasmine would never forget. The girl had handed the rifle to Nathan and started dancing, saying she was ‘bad.’

			Jasmine looked over her shoulder at the kids playing by the house and wondered who was right? Those kids were happy, no doubt with all the laughter, but the house wasn’t on a farm. It had a large lot but she didn’t see a garden or any animals. How were the parents going to provide for those kids in just a few weeks? Jasmine had no illusions about how bad things were going to get.

			At the refugee camp she’d been at it was already way past bad. She had only been there three days and she’d learned never to sleep in the same place twice, keep what you have close, and tell no one what you have. Many had asked her what she had in her pack and she would just tell them clothes. Two men and a woman had cornered her at the food tent and even looked in her pack for food. Thankfully, they didn’t know anything about packs and never even looked in the scent-proof food bag.

			That was when she put her pack on and went to wait by the road. She couldn’t even begin to count the people who had walked past her along the road. From just a single person to groups over a hundred. Yet she just waited till she noticed a young girl holding onto a man’s hand, guiding a dog with a chunky kid right behind the two.

			As soon as she saw them, Jasmine knew she wanted to join them. It took her completely by surprise when Nathan said no. Jasmine knew she was strong and pretty and would be an asset to any group she joined. Yet Nathan had looked at her as an inconvenience and a burden. She could tell by looking at his face, although secretly she’d been thankful he had on sunglasses so she couldn’t see it in his eyes. If she had, it was quite possible she would’ve walked away.

			Glancing over her shoulder one last time, she felt sorry for those kids in her heart. They would play today and perhaps a few more after that, and then they would pay for it. The worst part was they didn’t even know better and would pay for their parents’ lack of understanding more than likely with their young lives.

			She turned around to find Nathan stopped and looking at her, which caused her to stop. “Walk with me,” he said and started walking away. Quickening her step, she caught up to him and matched his pace. “You can’t help them so don’t let it get to you,” he said.

			“There’s no way you knew what I was thinking,” she said and he chuckled, which irritated her.

			“You were feeling sorry for those kids back there playing knowing they’re going to pay for it later,” he said. The color drained from her face and her step faltered. Nathan reached over and grabbed her arm, pulling her along till she matched his pace again. “There’s nothing wrong with it, just don’t act on it,” he said.

			“How?” was all she could get out.

			“It was written all over your face,” Nathan said.

			 She smiled and glanced over; as usual he was scanning the area in front of them with very little movement of his head. Always on alert. “Guess I should wear a veil then,” she said.

			“I think John would go into hysterics if you did,” Nathan pointed out, grinning.

			“You wouldn’t?” she asked curiously.

			“I’d miss seeing your face, but I wouldn’t go into fits,” Nathan said. 

			Turning her head and looking off at a distant house, she said, “You still think of me as a burden, don’t you?” It was more of a statement than a question.

			“Yes,” he said truthfully. 

			Not able to help it, she smiled and chuckled. “At least you’re honest.”

			“Hey, you asked. If you don’t want to know, don’t ask,” he said.

			They walked for a few more minutes and she finally blurted out, “Why did you give in and let me join you?” 

			Letting out a big sigh, Nathan admitted, “Call it a moment of weakness. If we would’ve gotten into an argument it would’ve drawn more attention I didn’t want. And you had drawn several admirers. You would’ve never made it back to that camp, at least not without being attacked,” he added.

			Hearing that sent a chill up her spine. “I saw the two on the porch across the street. I could’ve out run them,” she said, sure of herself.

			“There were two more with them looking out the window, but you had six following you from that little store we walked by before stopping,” he said.

			“No, they were just done,” she said.

			“Sure, empty-handed after standing in a long line only to browse. And it was six men,” he pointed out. 

			A chill ran up her spine as she realized she’d missed that. “You brought me just to protect me?” she asked.

			“No, to get you out of a tight spot,” he said. “But you listened as we left and didn’t put the group at risk,” he said and she giggled.

			“John started shaking when I held his hand,” she said, giggling and looking back to see him bouncing along and smiling ten steps away. When he saw Jasmine looking at him he blushed and waved at her. Turning back around, she said, “The next morning when we started walking and Amanda grabbed your hand I tried to hold his because you said to ‘act like yesterday.’ John kept whispering at me that Amanda always held your hand to let you know when she saw something. She would squeeze your hand and he would cough. I almost had to wrestle that boy to hold his hand,” she admitted, still giggling. 

			Nathan laughed with her and then she became serious. “Why don’t you see me as an asset?” she asked. “I’m strong, smart, and I may not know the woods like you but I’ve hiked a lot,” she pointed out.

			“Yes you are, but I drew the wrong first impression. I thought you would want to be catered on and we don’t have the time for that,” he said. “Next, you draw attention I really didn’t want. You’re a very pretty girl,” he added.

			She didn’t like the way he classified her as a ‘girl.’ “How about a pretty woman?” she corrected. 

			“How about a young woman?” Nathan amended. Nodding her head that she would accept that, he continued, “Beauty is an asset but also a curse, and I’ve seen too many marked since this has started because of it.”

			“I’m sorry I’m a ‘pretty young woman,’” Jasmine said, smiling.

			“Don’t be,” Nathan said. “But don’t flaunt it and draw attention we don’t want.” 

			“I will try to look horrendous then,” she said with a smirk.

			Looking over his shoulder, Nathan motioned John forward and waited till he kept pace just behind him. “John, Jasmine wants to shave her head and pull all her teeth out to look ugly so nobody looks at her,” Nathan said over his shoulder.

			The smile on John’s face fell off, hitting the ground with a clank. “No!” he whined.

			Jasmine turned around and hugged him, “Don’t worry, I won’t,” she said, and his smile jumped back on his face as Amanda came over and joined the others. Ares was a few steps in front of the group, gazing longingly into a field where some sheep were grazing. He wanted badly to chase the fluffy things.

			Jasmine moved back beside Nathan. “Okay, so I keep baggy clothes on, what else?” she demanded.

			“When we talk to others, especially around groups, don’t talk. Don’t look down, either, because that shows submission. Keep your hair pulled back, sunglasses on, and we have to find you a hat. Always appear confident even if you don’t feel it. In other words, look like you’re ready to fight at the drop of a hat,” he said. 

			“I hate hats,” she mumbled. “Why not talk?” she added.

			“Two reasons. One, I don’t want people to focus on you. Second, I will probably be lying and don’t want you screwing it up,” Nathan explained.

			“Hey, I can stretch the truth with the best of them. I can’t tell you some of the excuses I’ve come up with for turning in papers late at school,” Jasmine admitted.

			“We might use that later, but you will have to look the part first,” he said.

			She looked down at the camouflage clothes she was wearing and the gun sticking out of her waistband. “I don’t look mean enough now?” she wondered. She thought she looked like a total badass.

			“Not really, but we will work on that,” Nathan said, spotting the town up ahead. “Alright, in this village, same as always. Amanda, clip the leash on Ares and stay next to me. I’ve seen him eyeing some sheep here lately. John, behind Amanda, and Jasmine, behind me. If either of you see male attention directed at Jasmine, hold hands. As usual, if something happens pass by me to the rally point. I’ll meet you there,” Nathan said, finished giving out instructions.

			They all moved into positions and Amanda put the leash on Ares, who groaned. “He wouldn’t really chase the sheep, would he?” Amanda asked.

			“Not when he’s working, and he knows he’s working now. But that is his weakness, chasing sheep,” Nathan said. “He doesn’t even try to catch them. Just chases them and makes them freak out.” Amanda pulled down her hat and grabbed onto Nathan’s hand. She thought it would be pretty funny to watch Ares chase the sheep.

			It was only mid-morning when they entered the small town but there were people scattered about and they all noticed the strangers walking down the road. Nathan didn’t like it because he could see resentment and outright hostility on many of their faces. He glanced down to make sure his badge was prominently displayed and it was.

			By the time they were in the center of town they had all eyes on them and very few people were talking, just staring at the group. Nathan led the group to the side twice so a truck could pass them then he moved them back away from the sidewalk. Everyone he saw was armed with some type of gun and he wanted distance from them.

			No one in town made a threatening gesture, but it was very clear they weren’t welcome. When they passed the last building Nathan fought off an urge to pull down his pants and moon the assholes but it would’ve been too much trouble. As they left town the people walking into town moved to the side of the road, giving them harsh looks.

			When they were almost to the Interstate, Jasmine asked from behind him, “What the hell did we do?” 

			“Have no idea, but we won’t be staying close again,” he said.

			Amanda looked at a motel off the Interstate, “I wish we could stay there,” she said.

			“It’s not worth it; no air conditioner,” Nathan said.

			“Speak for yourself,” Amanda popped off. “I want to sleep on a bed. The ground sucks,” she said. 

			“How in the hell would you know? You spend half the night on me or Ares and the other half on both of us,” Nathan said.

			“Well, y’all move,” she said as if that explained everything. Nathan shook his head as he was learning a valuable lesson. Don’t argue with a teenage girl: they are always right and love to prove it. He decided to keep his mouth shut.

			They walked under the Interstate, only encountering a few people and those were all heading south. At noon they left the road and sat down in the trees just far enough away that they couldn’t be seen easily but could see others on the road. As they ate a couple of trucks and a car passed.

			“Is it me, or are there more cars working here?” John asked.

			“No, we’ve seen more vehicles moving since we entered Alabama,” Nathan confirmed for him.

			“Why?” he asked.

			“Don’t know. The EMP might not have been as strong here, or maybe because they had more time to work on them,” Nathan offered.

			They sat and ate, each going over their personal thoughts until Nathan leaned back on his elbows. “Out of all the foods, I’m going to miss chocolate the most,” he said then added, “and then my Dog Tag.”

			“We have chocolate, and why would you want to eat a dog tag?” Amanda asked.

			“Dog Tag is a beer that I like. It’s made in Montana. Yeah, we have chocolate for now, but cocoa’s only grown around the equator and it will be a while till we get some more,” Nathan said with a sigh.

			Amanda sighed. “I’m going to miss Taco Bell,” she said.

			“Soda pop,” John said.

			“Coffee,” Jasmine said.

			“Well that just makes sense,” Nathan said, laughing.

			“What?” Jasmine asked, wondering what he found funny.

			“At home we have greenhouses that are full of coffee plants,” Nathan said, still laughing.

			“Oh I’m so there,” Jasmine said, smiling. “I just have to wait till they grow, huh?” 

			“No, they are all seven years old and last year we got almost nine hundred pounds,” Nathan said.

			She sat up. “How the hell did you grow coffee in Idaho, even with a greenhouse?” she wanted to know.

			“Wasn’t easy,” Nathan admitted. “Took us a while to come up with a heating system that would keep the plants warm but not use much energy, human or power.” 

			“Can I just ask why and you not make me feel stupid?” Jasmine asked, cringing.

			“I’m sorry if I’ve done that,” he apologized. “Think about it, Jasmine. If you could grow coffee, what the trading power of that would be if things went bad? That’s why we put a lot toward it.” 

			She looked off thinking about that for a minute and nodded. It would be worth a lot. “You guys thought of a lot,” she said.

			“Yeah, but we didn’t do cocoa,” Nathan said, getting to his feet. “There are about a thousand other things I would’ve added,” he said, stretching. The rest of them joined him, grabbing their packs. “Before we disembark I need to take care of some business,” Nathan said, walking to the woods.

			“Me too,” Amanda said.

			“Count me in,” Jasmine said. Since Amanda didn’t grab the paper she pulled it out of her pack and followed her as John and Ares followed after Nathan.

			Several minutes later they hit the road and continued walking on through the rolling hills. Small mountains to the rest of the group; just foothills to Nathan. They passed a few other people heading toward town and none of them showed any signs of anger toward their group. “Guess we haven’t pissed these guys off yet,” Amanda pointed out when the last group passed by.

			“What did we do that was different?” Jasmine asked.

			“I have no idea,” Nathan said, trying to figure it out. Suddenly Jasmine came up beside him and looked at his vest, making him look down as well. “What? I got food on me?” he asked, making brushing motions.

			“Your badge. It’s covered up,” she said.

			“Well yes, unless we’re in a town I keep it covered. Makes a good target out here,” he said.

			“That’s what’s different,” Jasmine said, smiling. Nathan looked at her unconvinced. “Nathan, it’s the only thing different,” she told him.

			“She’s got a point,” John said. Nathan was sure if Jasmine said it was daylight at midnight John would agree.

			“Okay, why?” he asked her.

			“Shit I don’t know, but they don’t like the fact you’re a cop,” she said, looking at his badge. “Or a type of cop,” she added.

			“Come again,” he said.

			“The word ‘Sheriff’ on the back is covered up. All the people can see is a man with military gear and a badge,” she said. “I saw some like that but they had different clothes on.” 

			He nodded. She had a point. “Yeah, they could see I’m a fed, but why show that much hostility anyway? I know country people don’t like the government but damn,” Nathan said.

			“Well, since I didn’t make it to the quilting party last night I don’t know,” Jasmine said.

			“I think I’m going to spit in your ear,” he said, reaching for his can. Amanda and Jasmine grabbed his arm.

			“Please don’t put that nasty crap in your mouth?” Jasmine begged.

			“I’m going to throw it away,” Amanda threatened.

			“Don’t even think about it. I only have two cans left and I want to enjoy it,” Nathan said, moving his arm away from his pocket.

			They left him alone so he wouldn’t get a dip and followed along. Mid-afternoon they came upon a small country store. Two young men were sitting on the porch in chairs with a real old man. “I think I hear banjos playing,” Nathan said, looking around. 

			“I don’t hear anything,” Jasmine said and the others agreed.

			“Deliverance,” Nathan said, looking at Jasmine. 

			“From what?” she asked.

			“Never mind,” Nathan said, suddenly feeling very old. “Let’s keep close together. I want to see how they act around us to see how far away we move to make camp,” he said, continuing on to the store.

			The three men just smiled pleasantly at the group as they walked over and Nathan swore the first person that said he had a pretty smile was getting shot. All three men had a rifle beside them and didn’t seem the least bit scared of the group, which settled Nathan somewhat. 

			“Afternoon,” Nathan said, stepping onto the porch and nodding his head. The three nodded at him and said hi. 

			The door of the store opened and the ugliest old woman Nathan had ever seen or could’ve imagined walked out. “If ya come inside, leave the packs,” she said gruffly.

			“Ma’am, we can’t leave our packs out here unattended. We’ve learned several valuable lessons lately; let nothing out of your sight being one of the first,” Nathan said.

			“Young man, if somebody can take those packs off this here porch with them three sitting then you ain’t goin’ to do any better,” she let him know right fast.

			“Yes ma’am. We would like to fill up our water and buy some food,” he said and that perked her eyes up.

			“Pump is out back and I cut up seven pounds of bacon this morning after Paw and the boys slaughtered the hog. I’ve been sellin’ BLT’s,” she said.

			“You have power to store meat out here?” he asked.

			“Yep, propane. Don’t like firin’ up the ‘lectric genny, makes too much noise. Drawin’ in all kinds of folks. Had a group of colored boys here two days ago drivin’ an old car that could jump up an’ down, believe it or not. But they wanted to take some stuff from us and not pay for some gas,” she told them.

			“I hope they didn’t hurt you guys,” Nathan said with concern.

			The old woman and the three men fell out laughing. “Oh you funny, I like ya,” she said, slapping her thigh.

			Seeing that reaction, Nathan liked these people. “We’ll take ten BLTs,” he told the old woman and she quit laughing.

			“I ain’t told you how much,” she said. Nathan pulled out a hundred and handed it to her.

			“Will that cover it?” he asked.

			“Shit, I hopes so. If not, hog prices are stupid,” she said. “I gots to finds some change and a pencil so I can be subtracting,” she said, turning around.

			“Ma’am, keep the change. It’s nice to see some friendly people for a change,” Nathan said and she smiled at him.

			“Very kind of ya, young man,” she said, walking into the store.

			Nathan turned to the three who were just rocking in their chairs. He fought to keep the sound of banjos out of his head. “Why are the people in town so hostile?” he asked.

			“Them city folk always hostile at somethin,’” the old man said and the two beside him nodded.

			“No, they seemed mad at us in particular,” Nathan said. “Has something happened lately?” 

			“Besides the power goin’ out?” one of the younger men spoke up. The two started laughing and the old man stopped rocking his chair and swiveled his head to look at them and they froze mid-laugh. 

			“Be disrespectin’ again, Billy, and I’ll get the plow line after ya,” the old man threatened.

			Billy looked down. “Yes sir,” he said, and the other man nodded.

			The old man started rocking again and looked back at Nathan. “Word came down on the CB last night that troops shot a bunch of people trying to get inta Chattanooga.” 

			Nathan blinked. “Shot?” he asked.

			“Yeah, they said there was a bunch dead. One man said the people didn’t even try to run when the troops opened up, just stood there to be shot,” the old man said.

			“Shit,” Nathan said to himself.

			“I sayed more than that when I heard it. That’s why me and the grandkids sittin’ outside today. Just to let the G-men know we ain’t afraid of ‘em,” he said, smiling grimly.

			“Well I’ve had some trouble, but none with them yet,” Nathan said. “I hope those men in the jumping car didn’t cause any damage or hurt anything.”

			“They can’t shoot fer shit,” the old man said. “Two gots away but they left seven behind. We planted ‘em an’ said some prayers over ‘em.” He smiled again.

			“Cool,” Nathan said.

			“Where you headed if ya don’t mind my askin’?” the old man asked.

			“Not at all. We’re headed to Idaho,” Nathan said.

			The old man stopped rocking and looked at Nathan. “Young man, that’s on the other side of the world, close to ‘Laska,” he said.

			“Yes sir, it is, but I’m a cop and have family that needs me,” Nathan said.

			“I can see ‘bout the family, but the government has taken over all the police stations. Hell, ever our constable ‘round here threw his badge in when they said he reported only to them,” the old man said.

			“That makes a lot of sense now,” Nathan said. “Well sir, between me, you and your kin, I’m using the power of the badge to get home. Then I’m goin’ on my farm and any son of bitch that tries to get me off I’ll plant under next year’s corn,” Nathan said. The three started laughing, slapping their legs and holding their sides. 

			“Hell, I really like ya now,” the old man said as the woman came out holding a paper bag. 

			“Here ya go, and I put some fruit in there for tha little girl. She’s lookin’ a little peaked,” the old woman said. 

			“Thank you, ma’am,” Nathan said, handing the bag to Jasmine.

			“You need anything else?” she asked.

			“A ride would be great. Two thousand miles is a long way to get home,” Nathan said, putting his hat on.

			“We can’t take ya that fur, but how fur down the road?” she asked.

			Nathan froze. “As far as you can take us,” he said finally, and the old woman looked at the man. 

			“They’s good people,” she said. 

			“I knowed that, woman,” he snapped. “I’ve been talkin’ to ‘em, haven’t I,” he added. Then he looked at Nathan. “Where you headin’ local?” he asked, and Nathan pulled out his map and walked over to the man, showing him their trail.

			The old woman came over and joined them. “Hell, the young’uns can take ‘em to the lake,” she said.

			“Ah ma’am, that’s over sixty miles away and past another Interstate. It puts the men at too much risk,” Nathan said, shaking his head.

			The old woman just looked at him and smiled. “That’s what I like about ya. You thinkin’ of others even when they tryin’ to help ya. Come here,” she said, walking to the corner of the store and pointing behind it. Nathan could see about a dozen small houses with several kids playing and adults sitting around.

			“Those be my young’uns and grand babies. Forty-one in all. Just let someone mess with us. We’ll plant ‘em,” she said, looking back at him. “You didn’t need food, you can’t be foolin’ me. You wanted to meet and see how we was and liked us. Then tried to help us out, so we gonna do the same,” she said.

			“Ma’am, those that take us will be alone coming home,” Nathan tried to tell her.

			“If I ain’t worried, then you shouldn’t be,” she told him.

			“Yes ma’am,” Nathan said and pulled out two hundred dollars.

			“No, we doin’ this as a friend,” she said, trying to wave the money away.

			“Even a friend pays for the gas,” Nathan said.

			“Where the hell you buy yo gas?” she asked.

			“Ma’am, it would make me feel better knowing I’m accommodating you in some way,” he said, still holding out the money.

			She took the money. “You girls come with me so I can give ya an apple pie to take with ya,” the old lady said, then walked back into the store. They looked at Nathan and he nodded. As they ran after the old woman she stopped them. “You can’t take the packs in ‘cause you’ll knock stuff off the shelves,” she told them. Jasmine and Amanda looked at Nathan and he nodded again. They dropped their packs and followed the old lady inside.

			 “John, get the bottles and take them to the pump and fill them,” Nathan said. “Ares, you can’t go in the store. Go with John,” he said and Ares groaned and followed John. Nathan looked at the old man. “Can I help you in any way?” he asked.

			“Don’t see how. ‘Fore the black fellers came a car of city boys came out, and none of ‘em left,” the old man said. “Between just them two we made mo’ money than we did in the last ten years. Don’t know where they gots it but it’s ours now,” he told Nathan.

			Nathan laughed. “You don’t know how much better that makes me feel,” he said.

			“Don’t be worryin’ ‘bout us. But I hafta say it’s right nice ta see manners from ya. Givin’ Ma that bill for those sandwiches’ was kind, sir,” he said, smiling. He gestured to the two men beside him. “Go get the truck and pull it ‘round here. Getcha another box of cartridges and tell your daddy to go with ya,” he said.

			“Oh come on, Papaw, let us do it,” Billy begged.

			The old man looked at them and smiled. “Okay, but don’t be actin’ a fool, and drive safe. If the G-men say somethin’ just head home and tell us on the CB. We’ll be ready for ‘em,” the old man said firmly and the two men jumped up, grabbing their rifles. They ran off the porch hooting and hollering. “They’re the light of my years,” he said, looking at Nathan.

			“Thank you sir, and I hope this doesn’t bring trouble to your family,” Nathan said, holding out his hand.

			“Trouble’s comin’ son, only a matter of time ‘fore it finds us all. Me, I’d prefer to face it sooner than later,” he said.

			“Yes sir, but I’d really like to be home before I start stirring the pot,” Nathan said.

			“Nothin’ wrong with that, but ya may not get the chance,” he told Nathan, shaking his hand.

			“Then I’ll just have to start stirring,” Nathan said as the two girls came out carrying an armload of stuff followed by the old woman. Even encumbered as she was, Amanda was still managing to eat a caramel apple and she was grinning from ear to ear. Nathan just smiled and rubbed her head as the truck pulled around with John and Ares already in the back.

			Nathan helped to put the stuff in the truck and the old woman and the old man hugged everyone goodbye. When the old man went back to hug Jasmine a second time it bought him a slap to the head from his wife. After the goodbyes everybody jumped in and the driver took off down the road. The two men knew the area a thousand times better than any map Nathan had. They went down logging trails and down roads on farms that weren’t even on the map. The group sat in the back and ate as the two drove.

			Jasmine looked over at Nathan. “I guess you’re going to give us a ticket for riding in the back of the truck, huh?” she asked.

			Eating his sandwich, Nathan shook his head no. “Hell, I was eleven years old before I knew a truck had a front seat.” 

			“I’ve never ridden in the back of a truck,” Amanda said, smiling and eating her sandwich. 

			“Me either. This is great,” John said, looking out at the world going by.

			Nathan looked at Jasmine. “How about you? Have you ridden in the back of a truck before?” 

			“No, but that doesn’t mean I’m a little kid,” she popped off. “They passed that law before I had the chance to,” she said, trying to defend her position. 

			Unable to restrain himself, Nathan started to laugh, which only irritated Jasmine more. “Jasmine, you can now tell everyone you’ve broken another law with us,” he said, smiling. Relieved, she smiled and polished off her sandwich. 

			 An hour and ten minutes later they stopped and Nathan and his crew got out, hugging the men bye. Wishing them well, the two left. Jasmine asked Nathan, “Why did they give us a ride?” 

			“They said because I was friendly and gave her a large tip,” he said. “I really think they wanted to flaunt their nose at the government, letting them know they’ll do what they damn well want.” He looked at the three and smiled, “Man, do I miss cars.” 

			Amanda snatched the map out of his pocket and opened it. After studying it she looked up. “They carried us seventy-three miles,” she said with awe. 

			“Yep, at least five days of travel in little over an hour,” Nathan said as Amanda handed the map back.

			“Makes me feel bad for taking cars for granted,” John said, picking up his pack.

			“We have about two hours of light left. Let’s camp on the other side of the dam,” Nathan said as he strode away.

			They made camp, cleaned equipment, then ate pie. Gathering around Nathan, they listened intently as he started teaching them more about how to survive. After a while he pulled out his tablet and showed them pictures of the guys and their families in Idaho. One by one, they drifted off to sleep, leaving Amanda awake for guard. She continued to look at the pictures for a while, with Ares beside her and her head on Nathan’s lap.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Day 13

			 

			John was on guard when the light started creeping back into the sky. He looked over at the three sleeping and felt really good. They actually liked being around him and listened to what he had to say. Nobody ever said anything bad to him when he asked a question or made fun of him.

			Reaching down, John tugged on the pants to see if they had loosened up some, but they were still snug. The only complaint he had was that his belly, his arms, his neck—hell, everything itched. He’d told Nathan last night and Nathan had taken a look, then informed him that it was the fat dying off and the skin tightening back up. Hearing that, John wanted to dance, but he didn’t know how.

			Hearing movement, he turned to see Jasmine lift her head up and his heart stopped. He didn’t want to tell her but Jasmine was the prettiest girl he had ever seen. She had a body like he had only seen on some of the websites he wasn’t supposed to go to.

			When she stood up John felt his heart stop and his face get real warm, as she was clothed only in panties and a bra. He watched her put on some jogging pants and a shirt. Slipping on her sandals, Jasmine started some coffee and walked over to him.

			“Morning, John, did you see anything last night?” she asked.

			In visual overload, John just stood there with his mouth open and his eyes bulging out of his head. It took a second for his brain to process she was talking to him and what the words meant. Then he just slowly shook his head no. “Want some coffee?” she asked and he shook his head no again.

			“Wake everyone up, I’m going to the bathroom,” she said, patting his cheek.

			When she walked by John realized he was holding his breath. Letting it out slowly, he turned around, watching her step behind the blanket they’d hung up. “Today is the best day ever,” he said as he walked over and shook Amanda and Nathan awake.

			The group worked out and Nathan noticed John wasn’t paying attention like he usually was. When he asked John about it all John could tell him was, “Today is the best day ever.” Nathan had no idea what he was talking about and let it go, not sure he wanted the answer.

			They packed up and Nathan studied the map, then took off with everyone following. Amanda came up to him and grabbed his hand. “John’s acting weird,” she said.

			“How so?” Nathan asked.

			“He just keeps talking about how this is the best day ever,” she said.

			Nathan smiled. “Yeah, he said the same to me. I bet he’s just happy that we’re safe,” he offered.

			“Maybe,” Amanda said not convinced. “How far today?” she asked.

			“I’m thinking we should get eighteen miles,” he said.

			“We are walking really well. I think we can get more. Like twenty,” she said.

			“I think you’re right, but I don’t want us to drop every night. If we piss someone off and have to run, I want reserves,” he said. Jasmine moved up closer, seeing the two talking.

			“Just kill ‘em,” Amanda said, waving her hand.

			“What if there are a bunch of them?” he asked.

			“You shot seventeen,” Amanda pointed out.

			“Okay, what if there are a hundred?” Nathan asked.

			She thought about that for a minute. “You’re right, we should run,” she agreed.

			Sighing with relief, he said, “You really had me worried there, girl.” 

			“Well, you fight anybody,” Amanda said.

			“Not if I can help it, and if I do I try to stack the odds in my favor,” Nathan told her.

			Amanda looked up at him. “We came around that corner and those bangers wanted some trouble and you gave it. There were more than you.” 

			“They left me with no choice. They were going to kill us. Remember, never give up your gun. No matter what the other guy says. Even if they are holding me with a gun to my head, never give up your weapon. Once you do I’m dead and you’re dead. Try to shoot them, run, but don’t give up your gun,” he told Amanda.

			“Really,” she said.

			“Amanda, think. Why would a man who’s holding a gun to your friend’s head or demanding you drop your gun let you go if you do? You aren’t a threat anymore, therefore you’re dead,” Nathan said. “The death they will give you makes a gunshot seem kind,” he added.

			“Like Momma,” she said, looking down.

			“Hey squirt,” Nathan said, making her look up. “You remember, you’re with me and if I’m still breathing the fight is on. And don’t forget we’ve got that dumb dog,” he said, pointing at Ares.

			“He’s not dumb,” Amanda shot back.

			“You said he was, for licking his butt,” Nathan reminded her.

			“Well I’m sure it’s important to him. He does it all the time, so leave him alone,” she said.

			“That’s my little firecracker,” Nathan said.

			Out of the blue, Amanda asked, “Who were the girls I saw in your ‘friends’ folder?” The disdain was evident in her voice.

			“Huh?” Nathan asked, hearing the tone.

			“Just give me the thing and I’ll show you,” she said and he handed her the tablet. After it was on she turned it to him. “These?” she asked with more than a little attitude.

			“Oh, those are old girlfriends,” Nathan said. Then he saw her counting. “Twenty-four,” he said.

			“You’ve had twenty-four girlfriends?” she asked.

			“No, I’ve had more. Those are just the ones I dated for a while,” he said. Then she started to pull up each one and question him as they walked through the woods along a dirt road. They stopped mid-morning for a break and continued on. The entire time the inquisition continued. When Amanda finished with the girlfriends she moved to his friends and kids, asking a ton of questions about each.

			It was just after noon and Nathan was getting ready to call for lunch when they came around a bend and he saw a car in the distance. They had seen a few stopped cars on the back gravel roads but Nathan didn’t like the looks of this one as he raised his binoculars. Amanda never stopped asking questions as he looked the car over carefully.

			“Amanda, turn it off and be quiet,” he said.

			She heard something in his voice and turned off the computer pad and looked up. “It’s a stopped car. We’ve seen like a billion,” she said.

			“It’s a cop car and I swear there is a bullet hole in the windshield,” he said as she put the tablet in her tote bag.

			“Oh man, does it have some holes in it,” John said beside him. Nathan lowered his binoculars and looked at John. He was using his massive binoculars. “Someone shot that car all up,” he said.

			“Let me see,” Nathan said, holding out his hand for John’s binoculars. When John passed them over, Nathan noticed they were Marine 20-100x70s. “Jesus, you can see Mars with these damn things,” Nathan said, lifting them up to his eyes. He felt like he was standing right in front of the car. “Yep, it’s shot to shit,” he said, looking at the front of the cop car.

			“Let’s go around,” Jasmine said.

			“That’s going to take some time and add fifteen miles to our trip,” Nathan said, still scanning the car and the surrounding area.

			“Screw that, let’s go this way,” Amanda said. “If someone is there we’ll crank a gat on ‘em,” she said, making Nathan lower the binoculars and look at her.

			“Excuse me,” he said.

			“Yeah, we’ll just crank a gat on ‘em,” Amanda repeated.

			“Where did you hear that?” Nathan demanded.

			“Those bangers you shot,” she answered, adjusting the AK on her chest.

			Shaking his head, Nathan handed the binoculars back to John. “Don’t bunch up. I’ll take this side with Amanda; you two take the other side,” he told John and Jasmine.

			They progressed slowly down the road and when they were about a hundred yards away from the car Nathan noted some shell cases on the road. Then he noted tractor tire tracks. Keeping his weapon ready, they approached the police car and a familiar smell crept into Nathan’s nose. As he moved around the side he saw something covered up with a tarp behind the car.

			Easing around, he told everyone to stay as Ares came forward on high alert. Ares was just looking around wanting to know what all the tension was about. Moving over to the tarp, Nathan crouched down and pulled it back to find an officer shot multiple times in the chest. Nathan threw the tarp off and didn’t see his duty belt or weapon. Leaning over, he touched the officer’s chest, confirming he didn’t have a vest on.

			He looked around, keeping in a crouch. 

			“What is it? He’s dead,” Jasmine said.

			“Don’t be loud,” Nathan said in a low voice. “Who covered him up and where’s his rig and weapon?” he asked, standing up and moving slowly around the body. “Ares, search,” he whispered. Ares looked at him then at the woods in front of him. “Ares, search,” he commanded and Ares just looked at the woods and trotted towards them, stopping in the ditch. He turned to look at Nathan then at the woods.

			“You guys stay on this side,” he told the three and moved to Ares. He heard someone behind him throw up as he eased up to Ares. He thought he saw something about twenty yards in, so he ventured deeper into the woods, wondering why Ares wasn’t leading him. When he reached the spot he found out why.

			It was another officer and she was dead as well. “Search” only told Ares to find a live body, not a cadaver. She was a stocky female. And unlike the other officer she was in tactical gear.

			He grabbed her M-4 and called the others over. Laying the rifle down, Nathan spotted her wound on the inside of her left thigh. “That probably got the femoral artery,” he said, undoing her Tac vest and pulling it off. Then he pulled off her shirt and took her concealed vest off, throwing it in the pile. 

			He heard the others coming up behind him. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the three were just staring at him with blank faces. He looked down at Jasmine’s feet then looked back at the officer’s feet. OK, that’s close, he thought, taking her boots off and throwing them in his pile. Seeing her backup pistol, Nathan took it off and it joined the pile. Lying next to the officer was a notebook with some supplies. Opening the notebook, he found it was a handwritten journal. He skimmed the final entry.

			“What happened?” Jasmine asked.

			“It says in here,” Nathan said, laying the notebook on the body. “Someone on a tractor came by and shot the first one. This one stayed here for at least two or three days and then they came back and got her,” he said, not finding anything useful in the supplies.

			“What are you doing?” Jasmine asked.

			“Getting her stuff. She doesn’t need it anymore,” Nathan said.

			“You can’t desecrate a body like that,” she said. Totally taken off guard, Nathan fell off his heels onto his butt. Ares moved over and found food that Nathan had passed over. Ares didn’t see the need to waste it. 

			“Oh I see, so when you are shot down the road I have to look at you and say ‘I’m sorry we didn’t take the dead cop’s stuff so you could help us defend ourselves and you got shot.’ Is that it? Because in case you haven’t noticed we aren’t going to be buying a lot of tactical gear like I’m wearing,” he pointed out.

			“It just seems … wrong,” she said.

			“In a regular world it would be, but now she doesn’t need it and we do,” Nathan said and continued stripping the body down. “Read the journal and see what else it says. John and Amanda, start grabbing this crap and set it on the hood of the car,” he told them and they started moving. Standing up, he saw the female’s officer’s tote bag and grabbed it. 

			Undoing the belt, he rolled the body and found a boonie hat in the same ACU pattern of her fatigues. Not seeing anything else useful, Nathan walked out of the woods. Throwing the stuff he had on the hood he opened the door but didn’t see the keys in the column. Not finding them inside anywhere, he walked back to the body, digging in her pockets and finding the keys. He continued emptying her pockets, only finding some photos and a spring-assist knife. Grabbing them, he walked back to the car and threw the pictures and knife on the hood.

			Walking to the trunk, he opened it using the key as John and Amanda came and stood beside him. “Wow,” Amanda said, looking at all the stuff. “How did you know she would have the keys?” she asked.

			“She was in her tactical gear and he wasn’t. That meant she had already been in the trunk,” Nathan said and started pulling out gear. Then he saw the dead officer’s war bag, the bag the tactical gear would be kept in. He opened it, looked at the boots and smiled. The dead officer had been just a bit taller than John and a little lighter in the ass, but Nathan was certain it wouldn’t take much longer and John would be able to fit in his clothes. 

			He started tossing out gear and handed John the other M-4. Seeing some ammo cases, he grabbed them. Finally the trunk was empty except for the dead female’s uniform. Reaching down, Nathan removed her badge and put it in his pocket. He went to the front seat and went through their belongings, finding a few extra magazines and a box of shells. He looked at the shotgun in the holder and left it. 

			Moving to the dead man, he just patted him down, only finding his backup weapon and a spring-assist knife. Nathan took the man’s boots off and grabbed his knife and backup pistol. Seeing Amanda and John had moved the rest of the stuff to the hood, he joined them. 

			Jasmine looked up from the journal. “The male officer, Tony, got shot the day it happened. Around six p.m. The woman’s name is—was Glenda. She’s only been on the force for two years. She said it was the Gordon brothers and their crew and names them off. They came by on a tractor pulling a trailer. It wasn’t till they got close that Glenda saw who it was. They shot Tony and she started shooting at them. She says she thinks she got one but only wounded him. She grabbed her gear and moved off the road, grabbing Tony’s stuff for his wife.

			Jasmine wiped her eyes. “She ate what they had in the car and the brothers came by again the next day on foot. She says she knows she wounded one then and they kept yelling at her they were killing all officers. She drove them off and they said they would be waiting. Out of food and water, she was going to risk going out the next day but the brothers drove up real fast in a truck. They got her in the leg and she kept shooting till they left. She says she knows the truck is dead, ‘cause she dumped a clip in the engine. Her last entry is four days ago,” Jasmine said, closing the notebook, tears running down her face.

			Wanting Jasmine to understand, Nathan walked over to her and pulled her to the side of the road so they could see the cop car. “Look at the bullets in the door and the cases on the ground. They had automatic weapons. They may have been trying to kill cops, but I think they wanted the weapons,” he said.

			Jasmine nodded her head. “Glenda wrote that they yelled that to her,” she said.

			“So you want to leave it for them?” he asked.

			“I was going to take it anyway but I’ll bury the shit before those assholes get it now,” Jasmine said. 

			“Let’s get this stuff and get the hell out of here,” Nathan said.

			“Nathan, we just can’t leave them like this. Please,” Jasmine begged, looking at the officer on the ground and off into the woods where Glenda’s body was.

			Shaking his head, Nathan moved over to the man and started rolling him up in the tarp. “If those shitheads show up while we do this I’m spanking your ass,” he told Jasmine. They all ran over to help. John struggled gamely but then threw up from the smell, and Amanda threw up as they put the body in the backseat. Nathan went back to the woman’s body and picked her up in a fireman’s carry and laid her gently on top of her partner in the backseat. 

			Nathan closed the doors and walked to the front of the car. “Put the notebook in the front seat and let’s get the hell out of here,” he said, grabbing a bag. Everyone loaded up their arms and walked away, leaving the memorial to the officers. 

			Before the car was out of sight, Jasmine glanced back and looked at it one last time. She hadn’t told Nathan what the Gordon brothers told the woman they were going to do to her after they got her gun. Jasmine didn’t want to scare Amanda. “That’s not going to happen to me or Amanda,” Jasmine whispered and trudged onward, saying a silent prayer and hoping Glenda’s husband would find out what happened to his wife.

			They had spent way too long at the car and Nathan stopped and looked at his map. There was no way they were making their site with all the extra crap they were carrying. There was a small ravine off the dirt road half a mile before it ran into the paved road, and Nathan decided that was the camp spot for the night.

			When they reached the small ravine, Nathan stopped and looked down in it and nodded. They climbed down into the ravine and started laying out the equipment. Nathan had never been so happy to see ammo till he started counting it up. The can that should’ve held a thousand rounds held only three hundred. The male officer’s vest was full with five hundred rounds. The female’s vest only held a hundred.

			Nathan made Amanda load the empty magazines while Jasmine and John cleaned the weapons. They each took a Tac vest and pistols, with Jasmine keeping the pistol John had given her. The female’s spare fatigues fit Jasmine perfectly except in her chest, and she couldn’t get the concealed vest to fit for the same reason. The tah-tahs were too big. 

			Standing there in a t-shirt, she looked over at Nathan, who was just smiling. “Don’t worry about that vest. The Tac vest will stop a rifle round but it’s heavy. If you want, you can shed a few pounds by taking off the shoulder, groin, and neck guards like mine,” he offered. She smiled and did comply with his instructions. 

			“Amanda, take off your vest,” Nathan said, grabbing the one Jasmine had thrown down. By the time he walked over to Amanda she was stripped down to her t-shirt. He put the new vest on her, crossing the straps and pulling the side panels closed. It fit. It was a little big, but at least it didn’t wrap around her twice. “Oh, I like this one,” she said till she smelled it. She wrinkled her nose but kept quiet. Nathan nodded approvingly. She was learning.

			With the gear divided they all started to clean it up. Since they were in a ravine, Nathan let them use light. They were done before midnight and had started getting ready for bed when they heard a tractor going down the paved road half a mile away. They listened as it continued down the road, passing the dirt road without turning.

			“Think that was them?” John asked.

			“Don’t know and we aren’t going to find out,” Nathan said. They agreed on the guard shift with John demanding the last one. Nathan just nodded and lay down and was asleep before he knew it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			Day 14

			 

			Nathan’s eyes shot open as he felt Ares’ chest vibrate with a low growl. Reaching over, he grabbed his rifle and sat up. Seeing Ares still lying down, he relaxed a little. “If you woke me because a deer was close, I’m eating your breakfast,” he told Ares.

			Then off in the distance Nathan heard a tractor and his pulse quickened. Straining to listen, he noticed the noise was starting to get fainter. Rubbing his face, he laid back down, seeing John in the starlight looking at him. Nathan waved and John waved back.

			Nathan started thinking about their route for the day. From the sound of the tractor they were going to be close to that area, but was it the same group? It could just be a farmer, he thought. The alternate route added another day of travel and took them close to three big towns. That was the reason he’d chosen this route; they only came near small villages of a few thousand. The closest town to them now was Jasper, and it was well over ten miles away.

			Thinking about it, he concluded they would hear the tractor and be able to hide long before the men driving it would see them. Smiling to himself, Nathan stood up and grabbed stuff for coffee. Sitting down at the end of the ravine with John, Nathan started the coffee up, wanting to hurry up and start the day. Granted, they had scored big time, but it had cost them a half a day’s travel.

			Noticing the sky was getting brighter, he looked at his watch to see it was almost six. Hearing movement, he looked toward the end of the ravine where Amanda and Jasmine were sleeping. He saw Jasmine stand up, clothed just in her bra and panties, and caught his breath again. Looking at Jasmine, Nathan knew if there was a God, he was a man. Only a man could put together a woman like that. Glancing at John, Nathan saw him with his mouth hanging open and his arms just hanging by his side. A look of blessed peace was on John’s face, along with a little drool coming out of the corner of his mouth.

			Nathan would almost swear the boy wasn’t even breathing and he tried not to laugh and spoil the moment. Glancing at Jasmine, Nathan saw her bend over as she grabbed her jogging pants; John stumbled back as he looked at her butt. She dressed and walked over to them, patting John on the arm and squatting down by Nathan.

			Jasmine looked at him laughing silently. “What’s so funny?” she asked.

			“Just remembered a joke I heard a while back,” he said, not wanting to spoil the moment or embarrass John or himself.

			“Oh tell me, I really need to laugh,” Jasmine pleaded, pouring a cup of coffee.

			The laughter left Nathan’s body as he panicked. “I don’t tell them very well and only screw them up,” he lied.

			“Please,” she begged.

			“It’s not really proper,” Nathan lied again, hoping she’d quit digging.

			“I can tell you some raunchy ones,” Jasmine assured him.

			Letting out a long sigh, Nathan racked his brain. “Okay. A construction worker on the fifth floor of a building needed a handsaw. So he spots another worker on the ground floor and yells down to him, but the man can’t hear him. So the worker on the fifth floor tries sign language.

			“The man on the fifth floor pointed to his eye meaning ‘I,’ pointed to his knee meaning ‘need,’ then moved his hand back and forth in a sawing motion. The man on the ground floor nods his head, pulls down his pants, whips out his tube steak and starts masturbating.

			The worker on the fifth floor gets so pissed off he runs down to the ground floor and says, ‘What the fuck is your problem! I said I needed a hand saw!’

			“The other guy says, ‘I knew that! I was just trying to tell you: I’m coming!’” Nathan finished and Jasmine fell back on her butt laughing and John joined in. Nathan sighed and thought about telling Jasmine the truth later, but figured, ‘No, this is too good.’

			Sitting back up, she looked at him, smiling. “Thank you. I really needed to laugh,” she said.

			“Glad I could help,” he said, pouring a cup of coffee.

			Jasmine sat there staring into her coffee. “Do you think we’ll see those guys?” she asked.

			“I sure hope not, and if we hear a tractor we hide,” Nathan educated her. 

			“Even after what we saw?” she asked.

			“Especially after what we saw. We don’t have the ammo or the time to right the injustices of this new world. If we come upon someone we can help, we will do our best if it doesn’t involve too much risk to us, but if we can’t, we leave. A bunch of guys on a tractor with guns falls into the chapter entitled, ‘Leave those shitheads alone,’” Nathan said.

			Jasmine let out a long puff of air. “I guess you’re right,” she concluded.

			“Hey Jasmine, I’ve just taught you how to operate your weapon and you’ve only fired mine three times. You’re not ready to start getting into some shit, girl. I’m teaching you so you can stay alive, not get into a war. At least not yet,” Nathan informed her.

			“I know, it just seems unfair,” she whined.

			“Yes it is and that’s what sucks. Life is unfair and good people get the shaft,” he let her know.

			She nodded her head. “Thank you, and you have my permission to spank me if I try to do something stupid,” she said.

			He thought for a minute. “Damn, didn’t know I needed permission,” he said.

			“Well you have it so it doesn’t matter,” she said smartly.

			“Alright, let’s get the firecracker up and get the morning stuff out of the way,” Nathan told them.

			An hour and a half later they were on the road. Jasmine and John were now decked out in tactical gear. John had sucked and pulled till he got the clothes to fit. Looking at Jasmine, Nathan had to admit Jasmine looked hot in the gear. She kept looking down at the drop holster on her thigh then back up. It had taken Nathan an hour last night to show both of them how to draw the pistol out of the holster by pressing a release and for them to get used to it. Jasmine and John both had the officers’ messenger bags for tote bags. They left everything they couldn’t use in the ravine, hoping it could help someone else someday, although they did take Nathan’s concealable bulletproof vest. Leaving something like that was just too much for Nathan. He could leave some of the guns, but not the vest or ammo.

			With Nathan in the lead and Ares next to him, the others stayed in a staggered file behind him. It took Nathan awhile to explain that in single file one bullet could take out most of them. Glancing back, Nathan watched little Amanda looking around like she was told to. She had informed everyone that she wanted a gun like theirs. Nathan had promised he would do his best to get her an M-4 and she accepted that, but Nathan secretly had little hope of ‘finding’ another one. To be honest, Nathan was tickled pink they had what they had. 

			They had walked for an hour when Ares let out a soft growl. Like a switch, Nathan dropped down into a crouch then eased into the ditch, telling Ares to follow. Looking behind him, he saw the others follow his lead. Looking down at Ares, Nathan saw him staring intently off to the side of the road. Fearing an ambush, Nathan scanned up ahead with his binoculars and didn’t see anything. The other three moved up to him.

			“What’s wrong?” Jasmine asked.

			“Don’t know. Ares smells something he doesn’t like,” he said, looking at Ares. “Follow me and be ready to run,” he told the three. “Ares, easy show,” he commanded and Ares started walking forward. As they moved up, Nathan saw where a tractor had been coming and going out of the woods. Dirt on the road showed it had been going right and left, but the wettest, freshest tracks were heading away from them.

			“What, Ares?” Nathan asked as Ares looked past the dirt road into the woods.

			“Come on, let’s get the hell out of here,” Jasmine said, a slight tremor in her voice as she looked at the impressions in the dirt from a tractor.

			“Ares doesn’t like something,” he said.

			Nodding as she looked up at Nathan, Jasmine said, “Right, all the more reason to leave.” 

			“Just stay quiet and follow me,” he told them and eased down the driveway. They followed the twisting dirt track through the woods for half an hour then heard what could only be a kid scream off in the distance to their front. Nathan led them off the dirt path into the woods and motioned them around. “I’m going to see what’s going on and you three stay here. If I’m not back in three hours, leave. If you hear a lot of gunfire, leave; and if Ares comes back and grabs his pack, leave. Go to the rally point and wait till morning. If I’m not there by that time, leave,” Nathan told them in a commanding voice.

			“Wait. Let me come with you?” Jasmine begged him.

			“That is a no,” Nathan said. 

			“What about ‘We can’t save the world,’” she said.

			“Unless we are at a spot we can help, I’m going to see what’s going on to find out if we can help. If we can’t, be ready to leave when I get back. Now if I can take them out, I’ll send Ares back to bring you. He’ll probably go to Amanda. Bring my pack and his and hurry,” Nathan said, handing her the map. “If something happens, make sure you get my pack. There is stuff you’ll need in it.” 

			Tears started welling up in her eyes. “Let’s just go,” Jasmine begged. Amanda came over to them.

			“Come on, let’s forget this and leave,” Amanda said, trying to convince him.

			“Guys, we’re wasting time. We know some of them are gone. Stay here,” Nathan said, dropping his pack and reaching over to undo Ares’ pack. “Stay safe,” he said then started walking away, staying inside the tree line beside the dirt path. 

			After a few hundred yards he could make out some people talking and laughing. Seeing the hair on Ares’ scruff starting to stand up, Nathan reduced his pace and eased forward.

			In about fifty yards he reached a slope, where he hit his belly and moved carefully to the top. The voices became more distinct, and he heard more laughter. Then Nathan heard a man yell and others laughing. A gunshot split the quietness of the morning, and he heard several kids screaming. Not being able to take the kids’ screaming, he moved forward at a snail’s pace with Ares staying right beside him.

			Coming over the rise, Nathan crept forward very carefully through the bushes. Looking out onto a plateau next to a small meadow, he saw three men seated in chairs around a camp fire. Several more chairs stood empty. A man was standing over another, who was spread-eagled and tied to stakes driven into the ground. The man was aiming a pistol at the person on the ground and was holding a bloody hand to the left side of his neck; blood was oozing out from under his hand.

			They were still about sixty yards away and Nathan couldn’t hear what the man was saying, but he sounded pissed off. Clearly the other three thought it was funny. Then the person on the ground screamed and Nathan realized it was a woman. Lifting up his rifle, Nathan turned the focus up on his scope and the figures became clearer. Scanning around, he spotted another group off to the side: a man, a woman, and two boys, all tied up with tape over their mouths.

			Looking for the kids he’d heard screaming, Nathan found them tied up on the other side of the circle; behind the man with the gun. Finishing his search, Nathan aimed at the gun-wielding man. I’m fixing to die, Nathan thought, taking a deep breath. Moving his crosshairs from the three men sitting and the one standing, Nathan was sure he could get two before the other two moved, but they had M-4s or AR-15s. He could see them leaning against the chairs.

			“Ares, protect the group,” Nathan whispered and calmed his breathing. Aiming at the gun holder, he flipped to burst just as the man lifted up his arm and aimed at the woman. Nathan squeezed the trigger and didn’t even wait for impact before aiming at the next man and squeezing.

			Moving to the third man, Nathan saw him turning, pulled the trigger and advanced his sight to the next, only to find him standing up and aiming an M-4 in his direction. Nathan calmly squeezed the trigger and watched all three rounds hit him in the belly. The man dropped his rifle and collapsed, screaming shrilly.

			“Ares, come,” Nathan said and took off running, praying none of the men’s companions were close. He could hear two of them screaming as he came up to them; he shot them both in the head, silencing them.

			The woman started to babble and Nathan put his fingers to his lips. Ares was looking off to the left toward some buildings. Nathan could tell there was something he didn’t like over there. Crouching down next to the woman he pulled his knife out and started to cut her loose. She’d been shot in the abdomen. He whispered, “Stay quiet, the dog senses something over there.” Then Nathan moved to the man, woman, and two boys.

			He pulled the tape off of the man’s mouth. “How many in those buildings?” Nathan asked.

			“I don’t know!” he whispered back.

			“Where are the other five then?” Nathan asked and the man looked at him with astonishment. “There are nine chairs around the fire, and I only killed four,” Nathan said, rolling him over and cutting his hands loose.

			“They left right at dawn,” he told Nathan.

			“Cut everyone loose and be ready to run,” Nathan said, handing him his knife before moving towards the buildings.

			“Ares come. Find,” he said and Ares slinked ahead of him with his head down. One of the buildings was like a small house with a shed beside it, and the other two were large and made of metal. They bordered the side of a large field. Ares moved toward the two metal buildings and led Nathan between them. 

			As Nathan came around the corner, he found a man hanging from a rope which tied his wrists together; he was covered in blood. He didn’t have a shirt on but Nathan could tell by the pants that he was a cop. Taking off his glove, Nathan felt for a pulse and couldn’t find one, but the man was still warm. Nathan backed away as Ares smelled the man’s legs. “I’m sorry, friend. If you’d lived another few minutes you would’ve known I got some of ‘em,” Nathan said.

			Pushing the anger away, he looked inside the metal buildings to find them piled full of stuff. Not taking the time to look at what it was, Nathan moved to the house. Opening the door, he froze. Everywhere he looked were guns and stacks of boxes. Making sure there was no place for someone to hide, he stepped back out. After checking the small shed, Nathan headed back to the group and noticed giant mounds of supplies around the entire area.

			Inside the circle of chairs, Nathan saw four kids kneeling beside the woman on the ground. The man he freed came over. “Thank you, sir,” he said, handing Nathan his knife back.

			“Do you have gear here?” Nathan asked.

			“Yes sir,” he replied.

			“Get it,” Nathan said, going to the woman on the ground. He looked at Ares. “Go get Amanda,” he said, and Ares took off as Nathan knelt down. He moved the woman’s hands to find a small hole high in the left abdomen with dark, almost black blood oozing out. “Damn,” Nathan said.

			“That’s about what I said too. We have bad bedside manners,” she said.

			“Yes ma’am, but I’m a nurse and I should know better,” he said.

			She smiled at him, her eyes bright. “So am I.” 

			Nathan looked at her and wanted to cry. “Ma’am, I’m sorry,” he said.

			“For what? You saved my babies. That man said—” she stopped as tears started rolling from the corners of her eyes.

			“He—he’s gone, okay,” Nathan said. “You’re all safe. I can give you something for the pain, but—” he stopped.

			“It will lower my blood pressure, making me sleep, and I’ll slip away,” she finished. “No, I think I’ll spend the time with my kids,” she said, trying to smile.

			Nathan looked down and for the first time noticed she was nude. Jumping up, he looked around and found a blanket lying on the ground and covered her up. “Thank you,” she said. “My name is Lillian.”

			He nodded. “I’m going to have someone come over here in a minute, okay. I have to make sure this area is safe.” 

			“I’ll stay right here,” Lillian said and then looked to her kids, who started hugging her and crying.

			He headed over to the four men he’d shot and grabbed the first rifle he came to. It was an M-4 police issue. There were three more. The last one, an AR-15, was leaning against a chair and Nathan picked it up, noticing it had every bell and whistle known to mankind. The man and the two boys came up just then.

			“Can I have my rifle back?” the man asked hesitantly.

			“Thought this was too high dollar for this fool,” Nathan said, handing the rifle to him. The man and boys had on their packs and the two boys had shotguns in their hands. “You need to get out of here,” Nathan told them, looking at the mom and her kids.

			“If you don’t mind, we’ll stay for a bit,” the man said.

			“Sir, the others might be here soon,” Nathan said.

			“That’s what I hope,” the man said.

			“Fine, but if you stay, we attack them my way. Nathan Owens,” he said, holding out his hand.

			“Howard Mans. My wife Jackie and my sons, Glen and Leon,” he said pointing.

			“Howard, move the two that don’t have their heads blown off into chairs so it looks like they’re just sitting there. We’ll figure out how to arrange the others,” Nathan said.

			“Will do,” Howard said, and they went to work. Nathan saw Ares coming back with his woobie in his mouth. Jasmine, John, and Amanda were right behind Ares and even from where he was, Nathan could tell they’d been crying. Jasmine and John each had a strap of his pack and were more or less dragging it. Amanda was trying to carry Ares’ pack and run, barely doing either. 

			Nathan went to them and Jasmine and Amanda dropped the stuff and ran at him with John right behind them. As they reached him, Jasmine slowed and slapped the shit out of him, sending Nathan’s sunglasses spinning off his face. Before he could do anything he felt a sharp pain in his leg. He looked down to see Amanda kicking him in the shins.

			“What the fuck!” he yelled and the three lunged at him, wrapping their arms around him and crying. The anger left Nathan’s body faster than it had arrived and was replaced by confusion.

			“I’m shooting your damn dog!” Jasmine cried out in hysterics.

			“He’s so stupid!” Amanda yelled in tears. John just blubbered something out. 

			Nathan wrapped his arms around them, giving them all a big hug. “Will someone tell me what the hell is going on?” he demanded.

			“We heard shots and some kids screaming. Then we see Ares just bouncing down the road. He ran up to Amanda and then turned around. Thinking everything was okay, we started to move and Ares ran to his pack, grabbing his woobie. We thought you’d been killed! We were crying as we tried to put the pack on him so we could leave. He pulled his woobie off and ran up here. That’s when we knew you were okay,” she said, her story punctuated by sobs.

			Nathan looked at Ares sitting there calmly on his woobie, “I’m so kicking your ass!” Nathan yelled at him. Ares just barked once—Woof!—like “Bring it.”

			“I’m cutting that woobie up,” Jasmine said, burying her face in Nathan’s chest.

			“Ah Jasmine, he’s a trained attack dog. That wouldn’t be a good idea for you,” he said.

			“I don’t care. We almost—” she stopped crying abruptly, angrily wiping tears from her face. Nathan looked at John and lifted his chin up with his hand.

			“I’m good,” Nathan said, looking him in the eyes.

			“I’m sorry I’m crying,” John said, wiping his face.

			Nathan smiled. “Don’t be, it’s what makes us human,” he said. He pushed them back gently. “Guys, look at me. We don’t have time. That woman over there was shot. She has four kids, and she is going to die,” he told them.

			“We have to get her to the hospital,” Jasmine said.

			“Remember, shit doesn’t work,” Nathan said, and Jasmine’s face crumpled; she felt stupid. “I’m sorry,” Nathan said, lifting her chin up and she smiled at him. “I need you to get a pen and paper and start writing. I want their names, dates of birth, social security numbers, where they were born, and whether they have any family left. Basically I want to know as much as you can get in twenty minutes. Get my camera and take pictures of the mother and kids. Record her talking to them, okay,” Nathan said and she moved to get his camera and start writing. 

			“Amanda, John, there are M-4s over there. I’ve taught you how to tell the difference between the M-4 and the AR-15. Find any M-4 and put it by my pack. Don’t go near those buildings, okay,” he said and they took off.

			Howard walked over. “I’m sorry they beat you down for rescuing us,” he said, motioning to the three.

			“Nothing to do with that. The darned dog told them I was dead,” Nathan said, glancing around. Howard looked at Ares, wondering how the dog could talk. “Where do they park the tractor?” Nathan asked.

			“They left from over there,” Howard said, pointing towards a pile of stuff. “They load the trailer and haul it up here and dump it.” 

			“How fast do they drive up the dirt road coming here?” Nathan asked.

			“Not very. The tractor isn’t in that good of shape.”

			“You have your stuff ready?” Nathan asked, looking at the bodies. He nodded approvingly; three of the bodies were in chairs and the one missing half his head had a cowboy hat over his face like he was asleep.

			“Yeah,” Howard said. 

			“Get your gear to the other side of the clearing. If it goes bad, get out,” Nathan said as Amanda and John came over.

			“We could only find three,” Amanda said.

			“Okay, you two take our gear to the other side of the clearing by that big oak tree over there,” Nathan told them, pointing at the tree thirty yards away across the small meadow. The two took off after grabbing their things. He looked back at Howard. “Get some blankets and stuff and make it look like you and the kids are still in the same places,” he said, and Howard called for his family.

			Just ten minutes later everyone froze, hearing the tractor off in the distance. Nathan ran over to Lillian. “Ma’am, we can’t move you,” he said.

			“Just get my kids and go,” she said.

			“We can’t; they’ll catch us. We have to kill them,” Nathan said and she nodded. “I will leave you here and get the kids and the others to the far side of the field. At least they’ll have a chance, okay?” 

			“Kids, go with Jasmine for now. You can come back later, okay,” Lillian told them. “Natalie, keep Emma quiet, and that goes for everyone or those men will kill us.” They each kissed their mom as Jasmine came over.

			“Jasmine, head over to that tree where our things are, and take the kids with you. If you see them shooting at me, light their ass up and tell Howard the same, but I will be here so check your shots,” he said. “Remember, wait till they shoot at me so you can take them by surprise.” She nodded and kissed him on the mouth. Spinning around, she guided the kids across the field. Standing there in shock from the unexpected kiss, Nathan shook his head and turned to check on the others.

			He watched Howard lead his family away and Nathan looked down at the mom to find her smiling up at him. “I’m all right, I’ve got a little time,” she said.

			“From the sound of the tractor we’ll know how much in fifteen minutes,” Nathan said, walking over to the last man, who was missing most of his head. Nathan dragged him over to Lillian and put the blanket over his head. “I’m sorry.” 

			“Don’t be, if this is what I can do to help,” she said.

			Nathan nodded and ran to where he’d ambushed the first group from. Looking around for Ares, he felt him bump his leg. “Okay, one more time and don’t get me in trouble this time,” Nathan said, changing magazines and crouching down in the bushes.

			He heard the tractor pull off the road and turn down the dirt path and his heart started beating fast. Taking slow, deep breaths, Nathan tried to calm down as he heard faint hooting and yelling over the loud tractor. As he heard the tractor make the final turn he slowly twisted his head and looked down the dirt track.

			The tractor slowly came up the small rise and he could see a man in the driver’s seat with a woman sitting beside him. As the tractor pulled forward, Nathan saw the trailer come into view with four men in it. The only one who appeared to be unarmed was the woman. He stayed down as they drove past him at a normal walking speed. 

			When the group saw their buddies sitting in the chairs, all facing a man lying with the woman by the fire, they started cheering. Nathan stepped out behind them. The trailer was thirty feet long and Nathan crept up to the back edge and brought up his weapon. The four men in the trailer were standing up behind the driver, lined up along the front brace and facing forward. Nathan aimed at the one on the far right in the back of the trailer. Letting the crosshairs settle in right between the shoulder blades, Nathan squeezed the trigger.

			Not even waiting for impact, Nathan moved his sights to the left, squeezing the trigger. With the sound of the tractor they couldn’t even hear the muffled report of the shots as Nathan dropped the third one in the trailer. The fourth man in the trailer looked curiously at his friends just as three bullets hit him in the side.

			Some blood from the shot hit the woman and she turned just as Nathan’s gun bucked. His shot hit the driver in the spine and he fell over, knocking the woman off the tractor as he slid to the ground. Nathan took off running and saw the tractor bounce as it drove over the driver’s body. 

			Trying to get to the tractor before it ran over Lillian, Nathan saw the woman who’d fallen off get up and turn toward him. In mid-stride, Nathan reared back with his right fist and lashed out, punching her in the jaw. The woman’s body spun two complete twists before she crashed to the ground.

			Nathan ran up to the tractor, pulled the throttle down and reached over and pulled the choke out, killing the engine as the tractor bumped the first chair in the circle. With the engine off, quiet returned. Suddenly Nathan heard a scream and a dog growling.

			Spinning around, Nathan sprinted for the trailer and found Ares tearing into a man holding a pistol. It was one of the men he had shot in the trailer. Nathan aimed at the man’s head and squeezed, watching it disappear. Ares moved to each body as Nathan climbed up on the trailer and shot the other three in the head. With an irritated look, Ares rolled his eyes at him and moved to the back of the trailer and sniffed. At first Nathan thought it was some clothes lying there all piled up then noticed it was a dog.

			Knowing Ares could handle it, Nathan jumped down and looked at the woman, who was struggling to stand back up. She slowly raised her hand and pointed to the driver’s body. “You killed Stevie!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.

			“You really want to shut up. I’ve had a bad day,” Nathan said in a normal voice.

			“You bastard, you killed Stevie!” she screamed.

			“Sucks to be you,” Nathan said, raising his rifle and shooting from the hip. Two of the three bullets hit the woman in the gut, sending her to the ground screaming as Nathan walked over and stood beside her.

			When they heard the tractor’s engine die, Jasmine and Howard had crept across the field with rifles ready. Jasmine saw Ares sitting down at the back of the trailer and motioned the kids to go to their mom. “Howard, will you get that body away from her?” Jasmine asked and Howard motioned to his boys to help move the body.

			The kids ran to their mom, Natalie holding little Emma in her arms. They all knelt down next to Lillian and started talking to her. Still not seeing Nathan and hearing a woman scream, Jasmine moved to the front of the tractor then walked to the other side. She found Nathan with his foot on a woman’s bleeding belly; he was putting pressure on it to make her scream. He lifted up his foot and Jasmine could see the woman talking frantically. He did this a few more times. Then, without a second thought, Nathan raised the rifle with one hand and shot her between the eyes.

			Nathan turned around and walked over to Jasmine. “There’s no one else that knows about this place, but they have family and friends about six miles from here. They’re all scared to even try and find this place. She was the first one they brought up here. She was married to the driver,” Nathan said. Then he looked at Howard, who was dragging the body away.

			“Ask Howard to get the boys to drag all those bodies to the other side of the tractor. They’ll start to smell soon, so the further the better. I want you to fix something to eat for these kids and Howards’ family. They haven’t eaten in a while. Get Amanda to love on Ares,” Nathan said.

			“What are you going to do?” she asked.

			“I want to be alone. I’ll be over there,” he said, pointing to the house and the two adjacent buildings. “There’s some things over there I don’t want any of you to see, so don’t come and get me. Send Ares,” he said and dropped his vest on the ground. He laid his rifle on it and walked away. Jasmine stared after him sadly before making her way over to the kids.

			When he stepped between the two buildings, Nathan fell down on all fours and retched out everything in his stomach till he thought he was going to die. Remembering the woman screaming as he stepped on her wounds, the retching increased, making his stomach cry in pain.

			Jasmine told John what needed to be done then snuck off to follow Nathan to make sure he was alright. She heard him vomiting and ran back over to the mother and kids. Kneeling down, Jasmine took some pictures and recorded some video as Nathan had instructed her. Lillian looked over at her and smiled. “I look atrocious,” she said.

			Jasmine lowered the camera. “Just moderately,” she said, smiling.

			“I’ve told you everything about me and my kids. What about you and your group?” Lillian asked.

			“We’re just trying to survive,” Jasmine said.

			“Can you be a bit more specific? I really want to know the type of people who rescued my kids and will be watching over them hopefully,” Lillian said with pleading eyes. Jasmine gave her a quick run-down of how the three had run into Nathan, what they’d been through, and where they were going. Then she answered some questions and talked with the kids, even getting them to smile a bit. 

			Jasmine looked up and saw Nathan walking towards them pushing a wheelbarrow. Compared to when he’d left, he didn’t look much better. “Can I go check on Nathan? I’ll be right back,” she asked.

			“Yes, and would you ask him to come here?” Lillian asked as Jasmine stood up. Smiling at Lillian, Jasmine hurried over to Nathan.

			“Are you okay?” she asked as he stopped next to Howard and his family, who were eating a small meal. 

			“Yeah, I’m good, just tired. Bone tired,” he said. “Howard, this is a big tent and a big camping gazebo. Can you get your boys and John to set them up? Then get the pile of tarps by the first shed and start covering this stuff up? I have to take care of something over by the shed,” Nathan asked.

			“Yes, we can do that, but aren’t we leaving?” Howard asked.

			“You can, but we aren’t. Not today,” Nathan said, looking at Lillian who was talking to her kids.

			“Why are we covering this stuff up?” Jackie, Howard’s wife asked.

			“We don’t know all what’s here, and it’s going to rain. Let’s save what we can,” Nathan said and she seemed satisfied with that.

			Howard stood up. “Let me help you with what’s behind the shed,” he told Nathan.

			Nathan held up his hand. “No, I found two more. I don’t want anyone to see them,” he said. “They were female officers and that’s all I’m going to say. This was the group that killed the two cops we found,” he told everyone, but he was staring at Jasmine. She gasped.

			Howard dropped down in his chair. “My God, they said they were stringing up pigs. I thought—” he stopped.

			“No kids back there, whatsoever, until I check the entire area. They don’t need to see it and you don’t either,” Nathan said firmly. “Howard, you keep yours and mine busy so they can’t wander back there.” 

			Jasmine got his attention then. “Lillian wants to talk to you,” she said. Howard grabbed the tents and moved with his family to set them up and called John and Amanda over to help. When he took out the boxes holding the tents, Howard spied the digging tools in the wheelbarrow.

			Nathan walked over and knelt down by Lillian. He could see her face was much paler and her lips were almost gray. “Hello Nathan, I want to thank you again,” she said.

			“Just wish I’d gotten here sooner,” Nathan confessed.

			“I’m glad you got here at all,” she informed him. “Nathan, I want to ask if you’ll make sure my kids are taken care of. Please don’t drop them at one of the shelters; we tried that and were lucky to leave with a few bruises.”

			“So no family then?” he asked, and Lillian shook her head no. “I’ll find them a good place, and if I don’t, I’ll watch over them myself,” Nathan assured her.

			“Jasmine told me you’re taking your group to Idaho,” she said and Nathan nodded. “Unless you find a great spot for them I’d rather risk their safety with you on the trip.” 

			Nathan looked at the four kids who had stayed close to their mother, paying close attention to the two youngest, especially the little blond baby girl. “Some of them are not big enough for a trip of this magnitude. I don’t think you know what you’re asking,” he said.

			“I know what I’m asking. If you think you have enough supplies to take care of them where you’re going, I would rather risk their safety on a long trip than a slow starvation at a center,” she said.

			Nodding, he sighed. “I’ll do my best.” 

			“Don’t waste time burying me. You have too much you need to do,” she said.

			“Already have the stuff,” Nathan said and she smiled.

			“That big oak tree over there then. I’ve always loved oak trees,” she said. Her eyelids were drooping and she began to blink very slowly.

			“Any other wishes?” he asked.

			“My historian has them,” Lillian said, smiling weakly at Jasmine. “Let me spend a few minutes with my kids, please,” she said, and Nathan stood up and grabbed Jasmine’s hand and they walked away.

			Jasmine lifted the camera and took a few more pictures. “Why would you want pictures at a time like this?” she asked.

			He stopped and looked down at her. “Jasmine, out of those nine men over there, I shot seven in the back. If I survive this, fifteen years from now I don’t want some do-gooder putting me up on trial saying I should’ve tried to talk to them first,” he said.

			“But the others you shot …” she said.

			“They can be argued self-defense. Granted, the gang that was walking down the road would take some work, but I don’t think any of their families will survive,” he said.

			“The man under the bridge?” she asked.

			“Oh, that was personal. Someone wants to prosecute that, I’ll plug the chair in myself,” Nathan said.

			Jasmine looked over her shoulder. “How much longer does she have?” she asked.

			“Less than an hour,” he said.

			“I’m going to stay close to her,” Jasmine said.

			“When she goes, let the kids say good bye and make them sit down and write a letter to send with her. I’ll make some more tasks for them later,” he said and she seemed startled. “We have to keep them busy. If they freeze up we can’t carry them. Well, the one-year-old we could,” Nathan said, looking at the little blond girl.

			“She’s twenty-six months old and her name is Emma,” Jasmine said.

			“You’re kidding me, right?” he asked, still watching the children.

			“No, and before you ask, nothing is wrong with her. She’s just little for her age. The boy’s name is Tom and he’s thirteen. The girl with the light brown hair is Natalie and she’s twelve. Next you have Casey. She’s ten,” Jasmine told Nathan, pointing out each kid.

			“Keep them busy. I have to go and—” He didn’t finish, but just turned around and left. Forty minutes later the three older kids let out a wail, dropping down and hugging their dead mother. Little Emma stuck her thumb in her mouth and stared silently down at them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			 

			An hour and a half after he walked back to the sheds, Nathan returned, pulling a heavy-duty wheeled lawn cart with three tarp-wrapped bundles. 

			He had found the two females when he’d walked behind the shed looking for water after he puked. They had been left tied up in a frog position, naked. When he cut their bonds he looked for a means of death and couldn’t find one. Wanting to forget what he was doing, Nathan wrapped the bodies in tarps and put them in the lawn cart. As he grabbed the handle, Nathan was sure he would remember the details on his death bed.

			Pulling the cart over to the fire area, he noticed the two tents had been put up and most of the stacks of supplies had been covered. Jasmine and Jackie were dressing Lillian. Off to the side, Amanda and Ares were sitting with the kids at a picnic table. The older kids were busily writing away.

			Hearing digging, Nathan looked out across the field and saw Howard, his two boys, and John digging four graves with picks and shovels. Nathan sighed, thankful he wasn’t going to have to dig the officers’ graves. All four of the grave diggers were stripped down to the waist and were at knee depth already.

			Towing the cart behind him, Nathan headed across the meadow. When he reached them he said to Howard, “I can take a turn.” His gaze was locked on the empty holes, and he looked shell shocked. 

			Howard looked up at him and dropped his shovel. “Nathan, are you okay?” he shouted, hastening to climb out of the hole.

			“Yeah, I can take a turn,” Nathan said, reaching for the shovel. Having heard Howard shout, Jasmine came running over and skidded to a stop as Nathan turned around.

			She ran over to him and patted him down. “My God, are you hurt?” she asked. Nathan looked down. He was covered in blood and gore.

			“No I was—” He stopped and looked at Howard. “That’s good enough for the officers. Get Lillian’s ready,” he said, bending down and lifting one of the bundles. Howard grabbed the end, helping him place it in the grave. When the other two were in, Nathan grabbed a shovel. “We’ll need markers,” he said, shoveling dirt over the bodies.

			Everyone just stared at him as he worked. He was literally coated in blood and other body fluids from the three bodies. Slowly they went back to doing what needed to be done. By the time the three graves were filled in, the boys were waist deep in Lillian’s grave. Jasmine came over to Nathan with a bowel of water and a soft cloth and washed his face.

			Finally done, the group carried Lillian over. She’d been wrapped in a sleeping bag and a tarp, and they gently lowered her in the ground. Nathan looked around to find everyone was staring at him expectantly. He took off his boonie hat and held it over his chest. “I’m proud to say I knew Lillian. She put her family first and her kids stayed with her till the end. Never once did she think of herself, worrying only about the well-being of her children. I’m sorry I didn’t get to know you better in life, Lillian, but I will do my best to find a place for your kids or I’ll keep them with me,” he said, putting his hat back on.

			The kids threw in flowers they’d gathered from the meadow, and ten-year-old Casey came over and handed some flowers. “You can put them in with Momma too,” she said.

			He reached down, brushing the hair out of her face. “Thank you Casey, I will,” he said and put the flowers in. Then he motioned for everyone to gather around. “Jasmine, Jackie, I want you two to walk the kids around and find rocks to place on the grave, okay, but don’t leave our sight,” he told them and they led the children around the area collecting rocks.

			Nathan, Howard, and the boys had the grave filled in by the time the kids started coming back, their arms loaded with rocks. Nathan directed them to place the rocks on the pile of dirt. Jasmine walked over and dropped a pile of rocks and he grabbed her arm. “Keep them busy,” he said and she nodded.

			Nathan went over and collapsed at the picnic table. Howard sat down across from him. “I don’t have words for the thanks I owe you,” he said.

			“It’s okay, you don’t owe me anything,” Nathan said. “You want to get your family ready to leave tomorrow.” 

			“Aren’t you leaving tomorrow?” Howard asked with a little alarm. 

			“I can’t. I have to figure out how to transport the two little ones. I’m sure Tom and Natalie will be able to walk, and Casey will be able to walk some. But little Emma, I just don’t know,” Nathan said, lying his head down on the table and wondering what he’d got himself into.

			“I’ve talked to Jasmine. Why don’t y’all come to my dad’s farm. It’s just south of Tupelo and on your way,” Howard offered.

			“We can’t take any more time off. We’re going to be cutting it close as it is getting there before winter,” Nathan said.

			“Well let’s crank up that tractor and run to my dad’s farm,” Howard offered.

			“That’s how the gang here got it. They shot the family off of it. The damn thing only goes at a jogging pace, so outrunning someone is out of the question. We’ve already proven it can be heard a long way off. If it was faster, maybe,” Nathan said, raising his head off the table.

			“There’s a truck back there. I saw it when we were covering stuff with tarps,” Howard suggested, and Nathan shook his head.

			“The engine block is shattered. I already checked it out. You also have to remember the government has stopped all Interstate transport. I was told they opened fire on a large crowd heading for Chattanooga.” 

			“I heard that and a few others,” Howard said.

			“We’ll have to stay on foot or get a truck that doesn’t announce its arrival ten miles away,” Nathan said. “We’ll have to sneak across any state lines. That’s why I suggested you and your family go ahead and take off. We’ll slow you down.”

			“Ah, no offence but I talked it over with my family, and if you don’t mind we’d like to stay close to ya,” Howard said shyly.

			“Don’t have a problem with that, but I operate my own way,” Nathan said.

			“Yeah, that’s what I mean. I’d—” he started. “We’d feel much better off with you leading us home.” 

			“Howard, I’m not the infallible leader,” Nathan said. “Sure, I’ve trained and prepared for stuff, but I will let you in on a secret.” Nathan looked away. “When this happened, I froze. I knew I needed to leave the store I was at but I kept putting it off. If Amanda hadn’t come along, in all reality I would probably still be in that store or dead. Dead more than likely,” he added, looking back at Howard.

			“Nathan, you can’t judge yourself like that. Who’s to say you weren’t being held up there until it was time to start out,” Howard said and Nathan just looked at him, turning that over in his mind.

			“Okay, we’ll talk more tomorrow. We have about two hours of light left,” Nathan said as thunder roared through the sky. “Not much longer till it rains.” He looked up and surveyed the dark clouds rolling in from the west.

			“Think we should get in that building?” Howard asked.

			“Howard, with as much stuff as they’d stuffed in there, we’d be lucky to get half the kids inside,” Nathan said.

			“We can move the stuff out,” Howard offered.

			“Howard, it’s full of guns and ammo,” Nathan said. “I would really like to look at it before we throw it in the mud. We have the tents up,” he suggested.

			“I want to get my boys something more than a shotgun then,” Howard said.

			“Oh, we’ll be fitting out hardcore,” Nathan assured him. “Keep them busy, I’m going to see just what’s in there and what else is around that we can use. Howard nodded at him as he walked to his pack.

			There was a pile of M-4s laying on his pack, and his vest and rifle were off to the side. Amanda came over and said, “We found all the ones that shoot fast.” 

			“Good girl. Take them in the tent, okay,” he said. He grabbed his pack and vest, throwing them in the tent. Slinging his rifle and tote bag over his shoulder, he headed to the buildings, praying he hadn’t missed another body.

			He stepped into the main building to find it was wall to wall guns. Stacks of guns were on the floor and against the wall, with hard gun cases stacked everywhere and bunk beds along the wall. Nathan guessed the building was barely a thousand square feet. Then it hit him; it was likely a hunting camp. He started poking around and noticed price tags on everything. Picking up several items, he saw they were from pawn shops, a local sporting goods store and a surplus store. Standing in the middle of the cabin, Nathan looked around at all the gun cases but was too tired to even think about opening them.

			Against one wall Nathan saw a table with hard plastic container boxes stacked in rows. They were longer and wider than ammo boxes. Walking over, Nathan flipped the clamp lock on one and lifted the lid, seeing it held rows of something that gleamed dully in the light. Grabbing one of the plastic items, he pulled it out. His heart stopped as Nathan looked down at his hand. 

			It was a one-ounce Gold Eagle fifty-dollar-piece in a hard plastic display case. The case was full of them. Laying the coin down, he looked at all of the boxes on the table, now realizing they were coin boxes. He started opening them up and finding more gold coins and one-ounce silver coins; then found another which contained five-ounce gold bars. He quickly closed the boxes he had opened and looked under the table.

			He found suitcases, a large canvas satchel bag, and more coin boxes. He pulled out a suitcase, opened it and gasped upon seeing stacks of money. “The bitch was right and I stepped on her for telling me a lie,” he said wonderingly. He grabbed the satchel and tugged, but it didn’t budge. Pulling hard, he slid the satchel across the floor. He unzipped it and found heaps of gold jewelry stuffed inside.

			Noticing a black bag inside, Nathan grabbed it, untied the end and looked inside. It was filled with sparkling diamonds. Closing the bag, he tied it up and threw it in his tote bag. Glancing around the room, he saw some empty spots under some of the beds. Grabbing the coin boxes, he carried them over to the beds and pushed them underneath and all the way to the back. Since he was only able to carry one at a time because the damn things were so heavy, it was slow going, but he was done by the time he heard the rain start to fall. Picking up the suitcase with the cash, he slid it under another bed and arranged guns around it until he was satisfied it couldn’t be easily seen.

			In a panic, he looked around the room for more of a find but only found more weapons and accessories. A knock at the door almost made Nathan pull his gun out. “Nathan, are you in there?” he heard Jasmine call.

			He walked over to the door and opened it. “Yeah, I’m here,” he said, looking at a soaked Jasmine.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, stepping in and shaking the water off. She stopped and looked at all the guns. “Holy shit,” she said, looking around. Spotting the empty table, she asked, “What was there?” 

			“Nothing, they probably ate there,” Nathan said and she looked at him with a ‘you expect me to believe that’ look.

			“You lie for shit,” she said.

			“You’re right, I’m lying. Don’t ask me why right now, but it’s for our group.”

			“You can trust us,” she said.

			“Oh I do, but we have Howard and his family here. I have to be sure before I say anything else,” he said.

			“What the hell can be that important?” she demanded.

			“Don’t say anything to anybody or you go your own way,” Nathan said and reached in his tote bag and pulled out the bag of diamonds. Grabbing Jasmine’s hands, he sat the bag in it, opening the top.

			She looked down and her eyes got three times their normal size. “Holy fucking shit,” she gasped. “I can feel the weight of them,” she exclaimed, and her hands started to shake.

			“That’s what I mean, I figure that’s around three pounds,” he said.

			She closed the bag. “We can’t tell anyone.” 

			“Duh, that’s what I told you,” Nathan reminded her.

			“What are you going to do?” she asked.

			“We are going to see how trustworthy our new people are before even talking about this. If they are good then we will share it. But either way this will end someday, and this will be for those kids out there,” he said.

			She nodded. “Okay.”

			“I want you to go back up there and let me finish looking around,” he said.

			“You found more, didn’t you?” she asked.

			“You have no idea,” he said with a bewildered look.

			“I’ll keep them there, but don’t take too long,” she said before running out the door.

			He looked outside and saw the rain was coming down pretty hard. Putting his rifle on the table, Nathan ran over to the shed with all the carts on the outside and grabbed another lawn cart. Wheeling it to the door, he moved some of the coin boxes and the canvas bag of jewelry to the cart. He pulled the cart feeling his muscles strain as he struggled to move it into the woods. Going about fifteen yards in, Nathan found a small gully and laid the boxes and bag down.

			Dragging the empty cart back, Nathan filled it up again with more coin boxes. He managed to get all but two in the cart and dragged it back to the ravine. After one more trip, he put the cart back where he’d found it and then grabbed the suitcase. He found a box of trash bags, wrapped the suitcase up and put it with the gold then covered everything with leaves. He eyeballed the site and was satisfied that it was well hidden.

			 Walking back, he could see the ruts from the cart turning into small rivers. “That thing was heavy,” he said out loud. Just guessing, he put the weight at over four hundred pounds each trip.

			Upon reentering the building, he grabbed his rifle and then paused. “Hell, I’m not tired now,” he said, putting his rifle back down and going over to the stacks of gun cases. He went through them and stopped at a Savage 110 BA in .338 Lapua. Picking up the sniper rifle, he said, “I know someone who wants a rifle that shoots a long way.” He put the rifle back in its case and set it on the table.

			***

			Jasmine had run back to the group, still incredulous at the amount of gold and gems she’d seen. She found John and Amanda in the gazebo sitting in chairs, with Ares sprawled out on the floor. As she walked in, she took off her top, stripping down to her t-shirt and immediately getting John’s attention. “Where is everyone?” she asked, wiping water off her face.

			“They went to sleep when the rain started. We told them we would stay up and keep watch,” John said, not blinking. The t-shirt Jasmine was wearing was soaked and transparent. 

			Jasmine giggled and walked over to him and lifted his face till he was looking at her. “John, do me a favor. When you talk to me, look me in the eye then look down,” she said and he started blushing. “Hey, it’s okay, but you have to learn to be more subtle about this. You’re starting to turn into a hunk and girls are going to pay attention to this,” she said and his eyes got big.

			“I am?” he asked, delighted.

			“Yes, you are. I don’t mind, but others will, trust me. When you talk, look them in the face and don’t let your head drop with your eyes,” she said.

			“Okay, I will,” he promised.

			She turned around and his eyes dropped but his head stayed up. “Amanda, how are you doing with all this?” she asked.

			“I’m good,” Amanda said, playing on Nathan’s tablet.

			“How do you think the other kids are going to be with this?” Jasmine asked.

			“They’ll get through or they won’t.” Amanda shrugged.

			Jasmine shook her head. “That’s not nice; we have to help them. They are part of our little group now, our family,” she told Amanda as she wrung out her shirt over Ares, waking him up. Ares jerked his head up and looked at her. “That’s for scaring the life out of me earlier,” she said, and Ares just moaned, plopping back down.

			Jasmine walked over to Amanda. “What are you so intent with?” she asked.

			“Just memorizing everyone,” she said, flipping through pictures.

			Nodding her head in approval, Jasmine said, “That’s smart.” 

			Laying the tablet down, Amanda looked at her. “Jasmine, I really like you, but I have to tell you something,” she informed her.

			“I really like you too, Amanda,” Jasmine said.

			“He’s mine and you can’t have him,” Amanda said. Jasmine leaned back.

			“Who?” she asked.

			“Duh, Nathan of course,” Amanda said. Totally caught off guard, Jasmine just blinked at her. “I see the way you look at him and talk with him. I found him first, he’s mine,” she told Jasmine in a little commanding voice.

			“Yours for what?” Jasmine inquired. 

			Amanda looked at Jasmine like she was so stupid. “My boyfriend?” she said, rolling her eyes.

			“Sweetie, you’re thirteen,” Jasmine told Amanda; she wasn’t sure what emotion she was feeling now.

			Amanda rolled her eyes again. “Duh, and you’re only nineteen. I’m not stupid. Momma said you can’t have a boyfriend till you’re seventeen or it’s puppies loving,” Amanda informed her.

			“Puppy love,” Jasmine corrected, wondering what the hell she was supposed to say. “So what are you going to say to Nathan?” 

			“You don’t say it,” Amanda said, flipping her hand at Jasmine. She couldn’t believe Jasmine was this stupid about boyfriends. “You write them a letter and they give it back,” Amanda pointed out.

			Not able to stand anymore, Jasmine grabbed a chair and pulled it over by Amanda. “You wrote a note asking what?” Jasmine had to know.

			Amanda closed her eyes and shook her head. “If he would be my boyfriend when I’m seventeen. Gosh, I told you already.” Jasmine replayed their conversation. She didn’t remember that. Suddenly Jasmine was filled with the desire to find her mother and apologize for her teen years.

			“So you wrote a note asking him to be your boyfriend?” Jasmine asked. “What if he says no?” 

			“He can’t. He saved me and he loves me,” Amanda said with a smile. 

			“Can I see the note?” Jasmine requested. Amanda dug in her tote bag and pulled out a folded piece of paper. Opening it up, Jasmine read: “Nathan, will you be my boyfriend when I turn 17? Check yes or no and give it back.” There was a box beside each. Refolding the paper, Jasmine handed it back, smiling. “Amanda, Nathan is a man. He’s old enough to be your dad.”

			“Well he’s old enough to be your dad too and you still go after him, but I found him first,” Amanda said, letting her know it wasn’t open for debate.

			Jasmine wracked her brain trying to figure out what to say. “He’s a man,” was all that she could think of.

			“That’s just an older boy,” Amanda said.

			John came over to join the conversation. “Amanda, you can’t date a man. Besides, I know Nathan loves you. He loves both of us, but it’s not the same,” he said. Jasmine wanted to kiss John for the help.

			“That just means he already loves me,” Amanda said.

			Jasmine let her head fall back. “Amanda, it would be like you asking your dad to be your boyfriend.” 

			“He was my dad and you can’t do that,” Amanda snapped. 

			“Will you wait to give him the note?” Jasmine asked, not wanting the little girl to get hurt till she could make her understand.

			“You might tell him,” Amanda said.

			Jasmine looked her right in the eyes. “I can promise you, I won’t,” she said.

			“Okay then, I’ll wait a little while,” Amanda said and smiled.

			***

			Leaving the building Nathan strode through the slanting rain to the tents. He saw his three companions sitting in a circle inside the gazebo and headed that way. By the time he reached them, the rain was barely a drizzle. Jasmine was sitting in front of Amanda, and John was at Amanda’s side. The tension in the air was so thick he could cut it with a knife. 

			Putting his hands on his hip and taking a wide stance, Nathan said, “Now whatever you three are having a problem with, get over it. Take off your gear and get on the floor and wrestle it out.” 

			Jasmine and John stood up and looked down at Amanda. “Fine,” she said in a sassy attitude. “Ares, here,” she commanded, and Ares ran over to her side as she stroked his back. “Who wrestles me first?” she inquired with a lopsided grin.

			“I’m outta here,” John said, walking away.

			Spinning around, Jasmine stopped in front of Nathan, raising her finger to his face as if to say something then dropped it to her side. Then she took a breath and pointed at him again, then let out the breath, dropping her hand. “You figure this out for yourself,” she said, grabbing her wet shirt and walking out.

			Nathan watched her go and turned to Amanda. “What the hell is going on?” he demanded. Amanda shrugged her shoulders, smiled at him then sat back down with the tablet and began going through the pictures again. “Put the tablet up,” he said and she took a breath to start a line of choice words. “Pick your rifle from those that you gathered and get it clean,” he said.

			Putting up the tablet, Amanda walked over and actually spent ten minutes choosing a rifle. Seeing that it wasn’t raining anymore, she went outside to the table. Nathan just shook his head as Ares looked at him before heading outside. “What?” Nathan asked.

			Ares snorted and walked past the table, heading to the trailer behind the tractor. “Ares, I told you no!” Amanda snapped and Ares stopped.

			“Let him go, Amanda. He’s probably found some food he wants,” Nathan said. What he really wanted to say was, “Ares wants to run away because you guys are driving us insane and slowing us down.”

			“He’s been wanting to go over there but I wouldn’t let him,” Amanda said, taking the rifle apart.

			“Any reason?” Nathan asked.

			Amanda nodded her head. “Well yeah, when you found me Ares made me feel better and it helped the other kids some too,” she said. “So I wanted him to stay near us.”

			“Does he listen to them?” he asked.

			“No, and I think he’s scarred of Emma,” Amanda said as she finished taking the rifle apart.

			“That’s the little one, right?” he asked and she nodded. “That’s impossible,” Nathan said.

			“Okay, whatever you say,” she said in a tone that spoke volumes. Nathan remembered something his mom had said when he was a little boy. Something about “Just wait till you have kids of your own.” Nathan bit his tongue and thought happy thoughts. Calmer, he still wanted to unload but now his tongue hurt. He just stared at the back of Amanda’s head till he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.

			Looking up, he saw Ares walking over with another, smaller dog following behind him. “What the hell,” Nathan said, walking around the table to face them. Ares led the dog closer and stopped in front of Nathan, panting. Nathan’s eyes got wide. A German shepherd puppy! No wonder he kept wanting to go over to the trailer. Nathan knelt down beside the dog and it cowered down then rolled on its back with its tail between its legs.

			Smiling at the dog and offering his hand to it to be smelled, Nathan looked down. “Oh no you don’t, Ares, you can’t have a girlfriend.” Ares went prone in front of Nathan and gave him the puppy dog eyes. “Begging isn’t going to help,” Nathan said as Ares let out a whine.

			“A puppy!” Amanda squealed. Jumping from the table, she ran over but Nathan stopped her.

			“We don’t know anything about it,” Nathan said, not letting her get close.

			Amanda looked at the dog still lying on its back and looking up at them. “Well check it out,” she said.

			“It could have any number of diseases that Ares could get. We don’t have vets around,” he said and that froze Amanda.

			“But she’s scared and lonely,” Amanda said pleadingly as Jasmine and John came running over, their rifles in their hands.

			“Where did the dog come from?” Jasmine asked with some alarm.

			“It was in the trailer when they drove in. I just forgot about it. Ares attacked one of the men I shot because he’d pulled a pistol and was going to shoot me when I ran past to stop the tractor. After I shot the man, Ares went over and smelled the dog. I figured it would run off but it stayed right there, cowered down,” Nathan explained.

			Jasmine held out her rifle and pushed it into Nathan’s hands. “Okay, I’ll hold your rifle, you don’t have to ask,” he said as Jasmine walked over and knelt down by the dog. She looked the dog over then held its mouth open to examine her teeth.

			“It’s a German Shepard about seven months old. She looks in good shape, considering,” Jasmine said.

			“So you’re a vet?” he asked.

			“No, but I worked in one’s office for three years in high school. That’s what I was studying,” she said.

			Amanda clasped her hands and started jumping up and down. “Can we keep her please?” she repeated a dozen times, adding “pretty” in front of please every other repeat.

			Nathan started rubbing his temples. “Amanda, enough!” he finally snapped and she stopped talking but kept jumping up and down, holding her hands in a prayerful grasp in front of her. “That is more food we have to carry,” he said.

			“Ares has a pack. We can get her one,” Amanda offered.

			“It took Ares a long time to get to the weight he’s at now, and she’s a puppy and can’t carry a pack yet,” he said.

			“That’s not fair,” Amanda said. Nathan gave Jasmine a pleading look.

			“Hey, don’t even get me in this,” she said, standing up.

			“Thanks for the help,” he said, handing her rifle back. He looked back at Amanda. “You are learning how to fight. I don’t think you have the time to train her,” Nathan said, meaning “I don’t have the time to train her.”

			“I can train her as we go,” Amanda offered.

			“Do you know how?” Nathan asked and Amanda dropped her hands and looked down at her feet.

			“No,” she moaned as Ares low-crawled over beside Amanda and looked up at Nathan with pleading eyes.

			“I’m fixing to just go and hide somewhere so no one can find me forever,” Nathan moaned, grabbing his face with his hands.

			“Okay! I won’t keep her! Don’t leave!” Amanda piped with alarm, staring wide-eyed at Nathan. Nathan dropped his hands from his face and looked down at Amanda and saw fear on her face and her body trembling. “Please don’t leave me, I won’t ask again,” she said with tears forming in her eyes.

			Nathan knelt down and held out his arms and she ran over and wrapped her arms around his neck. He hugged her tight and murmured in her ear, “I didn’t mean that, Amanda, I swear to you on my soul. I wouldn’t leave you for any reason. You got me out of that stupid store and you make me remember why I like the quiet and alone time.”

			“Huh?” she asked with her head still buried in his neck.

			“You’ll understand when you get older,” he said, picking her up. She wrapped her legs around him and Ares sat up, panting. Nathan pushed her head back and brushed the tears off her face. “If you do this, you do this all the way. You can’t let learning about other stuff go because of this dog. We have a long way to go and it’s going to be hard. We’ve barely begun and look at the crap we’ve been through. Are you sure?” he asked.

			Amanda nodded. “I’ll do my best, I promise, and I’ll keep doing everything else,” she said.

			“We have four more in our group and some of them are little. You’ll have to help,” he said.

			“They have an older brother and sister,” she pointed out.

			“They need more. That’s why they’re with us,” Nathan said. Amanda thought about that for a minute. 

			“You mean we’re family?” she asked.

			Nathan lifted his eyebrows. “Well I guess you can say that.” 

			“Okay then, I promise,” she said and kissed his cheek as he put her down. He looked over at Jasmine and John and saw John pass Jasmine something.

			“Passing notes?” Nathan asked.

			“No, I won the bet,” Jasmine said, holding up a hundred dollar bill. “You gave in,” she said with a smile. “Someone has you in the palm of their little hand.” Jasmine spun around and walked away with her hair bobbing from side to side.

			Amanda and Ares loved on the new dog and she ate it up. “What are we going to call her?” Amanda asked.

			“She’s your dog,” Nathan said, wanting to crawl in a hole and never come out.

			“No, she’s ours, it has to be a Greek name like the other dogs,” she said.

			“Athena,” Nathan offered.

			“Athena, I like that,” Amanda said. Nathan showed her how to work on teaching the pup her new name. After a few minute, he said, “Stay here and remember, you have a rifle on the table that is in parts.” 

			“Okay,” she said as he walked off, mumbling. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Day 15

			 

			The next morning, when Jasmine woke up she looked over but didn’t see Nathan on his bed roll. She had laid it out last night hoping he’d get some sleep. He still hadn’t said all what he’d found, but he seemed real excited about it. She stood up, grabbed her jogging pants and t-shirt and threw them on. She looked up to see John on watch and he smiled at her.

			She couldn’t help but chuckle as she waved her fingers at him. Slipping on her sandals, she stepped over Amanda and Athena who were cuddled up together. Best friends already. Not seeing Ares around, Jasmine stepped outside and saw Nathan at the table working on a rifle. Before she could head over, John came up to her and handed her a cup of coffee. Telling him thanks, she walked over to Nathan.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			“Putting a scope on this rifle,” he answered, knowing she could see that.

			“Yes, but did you get to sleep?” she asked.

			“No, I’ve been digging around in the piles of stuff,” he said.

			“You found more?” she asked in a low whisper.

			“Not more gold, but a lot of useful stuff,” he informed her.

			Jasmine shook her head. “We are carrying a ton now. Do you know how hard it was dragging your damn pack up here?” she asked.

			“When the bladders are full it weighs about what you do,” he said, looking through the scope as John set down a cup of coffee for Nathan. “Thank you, John,” he said without looking up. When John moved away, Nathan turned around. “I should’ve known that I wasn’t special enough for him to fix coffee for,” Nathan said, taking a sip.

			“I’m not responding to that,” she informed him. “Now what are you wanting us to pack over hell’s creation?” 

			He pointed at a line of cases. “Open those up and tell me what you find.” he said.

			She walked over and opened one. “It’s a night vision monocular like you wear.”

			“That’s right, and I found seven of them,” he said. “Also found two thermal scopes.” He grinned.

			Jasmine shook her head, smiling. “Okay, those are worth carrying, but what are you doing today? Why can’t we leave yet?” she asked.

			“I have to get some transport for the little ones ready,” he said, pointing to a lawn cart with four huge tires.

			“Where the hell did you get that?” she asked.

			“From beside the shed where I got the rest of the carts.” 

			“What the hell is it here for? These shit stains don’t look like farmers,” she pointed out.

			“Oh, in fact they were farmers. They have a twenty-acre crop of pot and it looks to be some primo stuff. There are buds over a foot long.” 

			“That’s why they didn’t bring many people here,” she said, remembering what the woman had told Nathan.

			“Yeah, and they had a small meth set-up out in the woods,” he added.

			“Well, now that we have more crap to carry, what do you want to do today?” she asked.

			He put down his tools. “I want you and John to teach the three older ones about the M-4 rifles,” he said.

			“Nathan, Casey is ten.” 

			“I said teach them, not arm them. I want to see which ones will understand. You’ve seen what happens to the unarmed out there. Age is not a consideration,” he said, remembering what Lillian had said.

			She nodded. “Okay I’ll do it. What are you going to do?” 

			“Get their ride ready,” he answered.

			“And Amanda?” she asked.

			“She’ll keep the little blond girl entertained,” he said, picking up his coffee.

			“Emma,” Jasmine said. She looked at the tent with the others. “Did they ever wake up?” she asked.

			“Of course, they’ve been out to pee.” 

			“They were worn out,” she said. Then looked at him. “What is all this?” Jasmine asked, waving at all the junk.

			“It turns out the girl was telling the truth. She told me they were survivalists, just not the type I’ve seen. They had plans on what to hit the second anything went bad. They started the first night, getting—” he stopped and she nodded. “Then they moved to weapons and ammo, then food. Then one got the idea of the trucks on the roads that were delivering food. They wouldn’t have to fight, just unload it. They would hold people at gunpoint to do that.” 

			“Yeah, that’s how they got the ones here,” she said.

			“I know,” he nodded. “But they continued and killed any cop they came across. I figure there are five or six semitrailer-loads here of food alone. Both of those sheds by the field are full of ammo and there are two more piles beside them. I haven’t searched the shed beside the house yet. If they would’ve stopped they could’ve lived here like kings for years,” he said.

			“We’ll leave tomorrow right?” she asked.

			“What has you so antsy?” 

			“You have to ask?” she said, nodding her head toward the tractor then the graves.

			He wouldn’t look at her, but he nodded. “I know. Yes, we’ll leave tomorrow, but we are meeting today to talk about routes.” The tent behind them opened. Howard stepped out and walked over.

			“Damn, it’s tomorrow,” he said, putting a shirt on.

			“Yeah, let ya sleep,” Nathan said.

			“You look like crap.” Howard sat down.

			“Thank you, Howard, for telling him,” Jasmine said, looking at Nathan.

			“I’ll wash in a minute,” Nathan said grumpily. He laid out what needed to be done and how he wanted it done. The two nodded as he got up and grabbed some clean clothes. Then Nathan headed to the pump.

			Howard looked at her. “He always like that?” he asked.

			“No not really.” 

			“Well, let me get them up so we can start,” Howard said, getting up.

			The group moved with purpose throughout the day and the three kids were kept busy learning gun safety as the others helped and gathered equipment to leave. Nathan packed the cart with food and ammo. Then he strapped the sniper rifle to the side of it. He wasn’t carrying it if they had to pull the damn cart. He grabbed several blankets and pillows from the mountain of stuff and made a pallet on the supplies. Then he grabbed some tarps they could use for shelter since there were so many of them now. 

			Getting some rope, he made a harness that he could hook to his shoulders to pull the cart without holding the handle. Checking the tires, he looked up to see the little blond girl in front of him. “Why aren’t you with Amanda?” Nathan asked. She looked at him with what could only be described as a flehmen reaction. She curled her lips out, exposing her teeth at him. “What the hell?” Nathan said, standing up, and the girl squealed, spun around and took off running. Well she thought she was running. 

			Nathan took two large steps and grabbed the back of her little overalls and lifted her up. “Why did you do that to me?” he asked the little girl. She just giggled and did it again. “Are you trying to scare me?” he asked as Amanda ran over.

			“Man, she can move,” Amanda said, holding out her arms for her. “Come here Emma.” 

			When Nathan handed Emma over she looked back at him and did it again. “See that, she walked right over here and did that to me,” Nathan told Amanda as Emma curled up her lips exposing her teeth.

			“Yeah, she does that to Ares and he walks away from her,” Amanda said.

			“He’s a smart dog,” Nathan said, looking sideways at Emma. “Find out what she means by it.” 

			 “How?” Amanda asked.

			“Ask her?” 

			“Nathan, she only says a few words and her favorite one is ‘No.’”

			“Well, ask her brother and sisters then,” he said, moving back to the cart. “That kid’s weird,” Nathan said getting back to work.

			He was packing more stuff into the cart when he heard someone walking up. Turning around, he saw Jasmine carrying a box. She stopped beside him, and said, “Nathan, I went to search the shed by the cabin, you know, to look for—” Jasmine paused and Nathan nodded his head in understanding. “Well, I didn’t find more but I think you need to see what I did find.” She opened the box.

			“Whoa,” Nathan gasped.

			Jasmine smiled. “These what I think they are then?” she asked.

			“Yep, those are 5.56 suppressors,” Nathan said, pulling one out and drooling over it.

			“There are six more boxes like this one and some of them have different numbers on the side,” Jasmine said. “So can we have suppressors now?” 

			Nathan studied the suppressor then looked back in the box and pulled something else out. “I do believe so,” he finally said.

			“What’s that?” Jasmine asked, pointing at the piece of metal in Nathan’s hand.

			“It’s a special flash suppressor that goes on the rifle, and the suppressor screws onto it,” Nathan said, handing it over. “Show them to me,” he said, walking past Jasmine and heading to the small shed.

			Jasmine spun around and walked beside him. “Is it a lot of work?” 

			“Those in that box aren’t. You just have to unscrew the original flash suppressor and put that one on,” Nathan explained.

			“So we can still leave tomorrow?” she asked hopefully.

			“Yes, I don’t see why not, but why are you in such a rush?” Nathan asked as they reached the small shed.

			Jasmine put the box down and grabbed Nathan. “Nathan, these guys’ family will eventually come for them. Granted, the woman said none had been here, but these pieces of shit supported them and those family members will be expecting stuff. We have found kids’ and women’s clothes so these guys weren’t just getting stuff for themselves,” Jasmine told Nathan.

			“I know, but there is a lot of stuff here we can use,” Nathan said, pointing to the box at her feet.

			Letting out a sigh, she said, “Yes, but eventually people will come looking for them and we shouldn’t be here. Hell, they could be looking for them now.” 

			Opening the door to the shed, Nathan bent down and picked up the box and carried it in. “Yes they could, but if we leave before we’re ready we could just as easily die out there as right here,” he said, putting the box down. He saw a small work bench with an M-4 in a vice. A pipe wrench was on the flash hider and the barrel was really scarred up. “Please tell me you didn’t do that?” Nathan asked, pointing at the weapon.

			“Hell no, I found it like that,” Jasmine said. “I see and know how you treat weapons so I wouldn’t even try that.”

			Nathan chuckled, shaking his head, “These guys were true idiots then,” he concluded.

			Jasmine walked over to the work bench and lifted up a notebook. “Only on some things,” she said upon scanning the notebook. She turned it to face Nathan so he could see the writing. “This is a list of stores they planned to hit. Beside each one is the address of the owner or manager. It’s quite detailed and well thought-out,” Jasmine said as Nathan took the notebook.

			“Holy shit,” was all Nathan could say.

			“Yeah, there are gun stores, sporting goods stores, over a dozen jewelry stores, and if you notice, most are crossed out.” 

			Nathan nodded in agreement. Reaching over, Jasmine flipped to the next section. Nathan looked at the top of the page reading “Cops” in big letters. “This is a list of cops’ addresses and again you can see some crossed out,” Jasmine said, fighting off a shudder.

			Nathan flipped through the pages and was at a loss for words. Names were crossed out and several pages were filled with notes. In another section Nathan found “People who prepare” written at the top, and other sections labeled “Trouble People,” “Pay Back,” and several others. All had lists of names and address with some already crossed out. “Fuck me,” Nathan mumbled.

			“That’s what I’m trying to tell you,” Jasmine blurted out. “This group had a hit list for supplies and securing the area around them, and I can bet you money the rest of their families knew about it. They might not know where they were operating from, but they knew the plan. Do we really want to wait around for them?” 

			Nathan closed the book. “We leave tomorrow, but Jasmine, I really don’t think we have much to worry about.” Jasmine took a breath to speak but Nathan held up his hand. “Think about it. If these guys trusted their families then they would be here helping. Now think about the type of men that were out here. Do you think the families would risk trying to find the evil fuckers? Hell, my money is on the fact that their families are too scared of them.”

			“You willing to take that chance, especially after all we’ve seen here?” Jasmine asked.

			“Yes I am,” he replied. “We have time and a true gift here.”

			Throwing her hands up in the air, Jasmine huffed, “Fine, show me how to do the guns then,” she complained.

			“No, I’ll do them. You go and get the cart loaded,” Nathan said. He gave her a list of stuff to put in the cart and what the others needed to look for in the stacks of supplies.

			Late that afternoon, the group sat around the table as Nathan laid out the route, using back roads and logging trails. When he was finished, Jasmine looked at him. “How long?” she asked.

			“We will get to Howard’s dad’s farm in seven days,” he said and got groans from around the table.

			“Why not take 78?” Howard asked from behind him.

			“Because it’s a four-lane highway and will be full of people.” 

			Jasmine looked at the map carefully. “If we did take it, how many days would it take?” she asked.

			“We’d make it to the state line the fourth day and to Howard’s family farm on the fifth,” he said.

			“You didn’t even look at the map,” she snapped at him. 

			“What, you don’t think I wouldn’t have added it up and planned that route?” he asked with a ton of attitude. 

			“So you laid out two routes?” she asked.

			“No, seven. With the first one I gave as the safest, and the last the most dangerous,” he said.

			“That’s two days added for trying to be safe,” she said in disbelief.

			“It won’t matter if we get there or not if we die,” he said, stressing the last word. “We are pulling a fancy wagon with kids in it. If we get in shit we will have to kill or be killed. Running is not really an option anymore.” 

			Jackie leaned over. “We can surrender,” she offered.

			“Look what happened last time,” he said sharply and Jackie recoiled. “If you go with me, we live or we die, but we don’t surrender. There is no Geneva Convention here. They will do what they want, as you’ve seen,” he said and she nodded.

			“What if we travel at night?” Jasmine asked.

			“What?” Nathan asked.

			“Well, you have us carrying the damn night vision stuff; let’s use it. We’ve seen very few people travelling at night and I bet not many will have night vision,” she offered.

			“Well …” he said, not convinced.

			Jasmine put her hand on his arm. “I know you want to take the safe route. I do too, but two days?” she pointed out.

			“Jasmine, we’d be in Mississippi by now if I’d taken the fast route,” he said and she lost her smile. “Fine, I tell you what. We head down and try a night of travel. If it works, we’ll stay on 78, and if not, we’ll get off,” he said and she nodded. “No matter what, we are off before we get close to the state line. We cross on a tiny bridge in the middle of nowhere.” 

			Seeing nobody objected, Nathan stood up. “Let’s eat and get some rest and leave tomorrow,” he said. They all nodded and went to make sure everything was ready while Jackie started some supper. Nathan went back to the shed and finished up on the weapons. Everyone in his group was armed with an M-4; in Howard’s group, his sons had M-4s and Howard and Jackie had AR-15s. All the weapons had suppressors, scopes, tactical slings, lights, lasers, and forward grips. 

			Nathan had found several AR-15 “pistols” with ten-inch barrels. He took the uppers off of three and put them on M-4 lowers for Amanda, Casey, and Natalie so their rifles had ten-inch barrels. Then Nathan dug through the stack of weapons till he found two 10-22s. Taking them to the work shed, Nathan used a dye set to thread the barrels and mounted suppressors on them. Next he did the same for the sniper rifle.

			The .338 Lapua was an excellent round, but very expensive, so Nathan had little hope of finding more as they traveled. He was sorely tempted to take a case of .308 because that was a very common round, but decided to just take a case of .338.

			After supper, Nathan led his group out to the meadow and let them shoot their rifles. Unless someone was close, they wouldn’t hear the suppressed shots. Howard led his family over and joined in with them. After everyone had shot a few hundred rounds, Nathan took them back to the tables to clean their weapons. 

			The new kids worked in silence, except for Emma. She just ran around laughing and showing her teeth to Nathan, which still freaked him out. When everything was done, Howard and his boys set up a few camp showers for everyone.

			Nathan was sitting at the table going over the sniper rifle and spotting scope with John when Emma came over and pulled on his shirt. When Nathan looked down, Emma pointed at her tummy. “Poop,” she said.

			“Well, go to the bathroom,” Nathan said, pointing at the blanket they had thrown up for privacy.

			“Tee-tee,” Emma said and grabbed her crotch, crossing her legs.

			“You can take care of both at the same time,” Nathan said, pointing again at the hanging blanket. 

			Casey came over to Nathan. “She can’t squat down. You have to hold her up,” she said.

			Nathan’s eyes got big as he looked around for Natalie, Amanda, or Jasmine, but didn’t see them. Looking back at Casey, he said, “You do it.” 

			“I’m not big enough,” Casey said.

			“Well teach her how to squat down then,” Nathan said in a panic.

			Casey smiled at him. “She just pees on her clothes.” 

			Nathan let out a sigh and stood up. Emma showed him her teeth as she held out her arms to be picked up. “Why do you bare your teeth at me? You want to bite me?” Nathan asked, unsure if he wanted to pick up the little girl but doing so anyway.

			Hearing a soft giggle, Nathan looked down at Casey. “That’s her way of smiling at you,” Casey explained.

			Holding Emma out at arm’s length, Nathan studied the curled back lips and exposed teeth. “If you say so,” he said, pulling Emma to his chest and heading to the hanging blanket. He turned around to see Casey just standing there. “Hey, you need to show me what to do,” he said. Casey smiled and followed Nathan to the area behind the blanket.

			Nathan put Emma down. “Okay, so let’s do this,” he said with conviction.

			Casey bent over, clasping her fingers together at arm’s length and forming a seat. “Do this so Emma can sit down,” she commanded. Nathan grabbed Emma and sat her in his hands as he bent over. Casey giggled. “You have to pull her pants and pull-up down first,” she said.

			Grumbling, Nathan put Emma down and did as he was told. Picking Emma back up, he held her in the makeshift human swing. Emma held on to his arms and started giggling. “Hey, we’re here for business so no laughing,” Nathan snapped, which only made Emma giggle more.

			It felt like Nathan was bent over for hours holding onto little Emma, but it was actually only a few minutes. Emma barely had any weight to her, but staying bent over was not helping Nathan’s tired back. Finally Emma looked up at him. “She’s done,” Casey informed him.

			Nathan put Emma down and was reaching to pull up her pants when Emma bent over at the waist, assuming the position. Stepping back, Nathan gasped, “What the hell.” 

			Casey walked over with the toilet paper. “You have to wipe her,” she told Nathan, holding the roll out.

			Panicked, Nathan looked at Casey then at Emma, who was still bent over. “Oh, now this is too much,” he said as Casey shoved the roll in his hand. Feeling humiliated, Nathan pulled off a handful and did the deed. Finished, he pulled up Emma’s pants and she turned around and held out her hands. “You can walk, I’ve seen you do it,” Nathan said gruffly, looking down at her.

			Casey walked over and hugged Nathan’s leg. “You have to pick her up and give her love and tell her she did a good job,” she said.

			Nathan closed his eyes and started dreaming of digging a hole and hiding in it. Sighing, he picked Emma up and hugged her, telling her she did a good job, without much emotion. Emma squealed and kissed his cheek. To Nathan it was an open mouth drooling on his cheek, not a kiss. Looking down at Casey hugging his leg, Nathan tilted her head back so she could see his face. “From now on, when Emma is around me you are to stick close and tell me what to do,” he said.

			Smiling at Nathan, Casey squeezed his leg in a hug. “She likes you.” 

			“She has a funny way of showing it,” Nathan said, reaching down and picking up Casey in his other arm and carrying both back to the table. He spotted Jasmine, Amanda, and Natalie with towels wrapped around their heads.

			Jasmine frowned upon seeing Nathan carrying the two. “We were looking for them so they can take a shower,” she informed him with more than a little attitude.

			 Putting the two down, Nathan stood up and scowled at Jasmine. Seeing the look, she actually took a step back. “Listen, woman!” Nathan barked. “I’ve been humiliated and I’m not in the mood. Let me tell you something: when a kid assumes the position to be wiped you know right then: you have no dignity left,” Nathan snapped as he turned and stormed away.

			Everyone at the table watched him, mouths agape. Amanda asked Casey, “What was that about?” 

			Shrugging her shoulders, she said, “I don’t know. Emma just had to go to the bathroom.” 

			Emma ran over to Amanda and gestured to be picked up. Reaching down, Amanda picked her up and waited. Seeing Casey was finished with her explanation, Amanda huffed. “That’s all? I’ve taken her to the bathroom before, so what’s the big deal?” she asked, looking around the table. To her surprise, Howard and his wife were laughing, as was Jasmine. “What’s so funny?” Amanda demanded.

			Jasmine shook her head. “Only Nathan,” she replied as Casey leaned over to Amanda.

			“Amanda, Nathan didn’t wipe her real good but still used like half a roll of paper,” Casey whispered loudly.

			Jasmine walked over and took Emma from Amanda and held her hand out to Casey. “Let’s go get cleaned up so we can leave,” she said, leading them away to the showers.

			Amanda spun around, looking at John for an explanation. John just shrugged his shoulders. “What? I don’t know,” he told Amanda, who threw her hands up.

			“Boys,” she cried out, heading to the tent they had set up for their group.

			John went back to the chart he had drawn up for bullet compensation. Nathan had explained it was called a D.O.P.E. chart (Drop On Previous Engagement). “Girls are so weird,” he mumbled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			Day 16

			 

			Feeling defiled and humiliated, Nathan had fallen asleep on the picnic table. Hearing song birds, he cracked his eyes open and looked around to see John and Howard’s boys sitting at the other picnic table. Lifting his arm up, Nathan read his watch. 5:18. Laying his head back down, Nathan tried to go back to sleep but couldn’t. He had stayed up late packing and preparing for their trip.

			The wagon they were taking was going to be hauling several hundred pounds of supplies; he’d made a small area, padded with blankets, for Emma to sit on or lay down. Since she was so small, Nathan didn’t even factor in her weight. He was certain he had taken craps that weighed more than her.

			Everyone in his group had radios now after Nathan had found some more. With the stuff he’d collected here, Nathan actually felt pretty good about their odds now. They’d make it to Howard’s dad’s farm. Nathan was secretly hoping the others would stay there.

			Feeling something tap his arm, Nathan looked over to see John holding a cup of coffee. “Thought you might need it,” John said shyly.

			Nathan sat up. “You have no idea,” he replied, taking the cup. “Go wake the firecracker and Jasmine and let’s get the morning workout done,” Nathan told John as he took a sip. 

			Grinning, John walked over to the tent to wake the girls up.

			Sitting up on the picnic table, Nathan’s body informed him it didn’t like the sleeping accommodations last night. Slowly standing up, Nathan looked at the backpacks lined up outside each tent. Nathan had to admit they had everything he could think of they would need, with the exception of transportation.

			Ares and Athena bounded out of the tent, followed closely by Amanda. She stretched her arms out as she yawned widely, staring at Nathan. Seeing her hair going everywhere, Nathan got off the table and walked to her pack, pulling out a brush. Amanda smiled and bounced over to him as Nathan sat down at the table. Amanda sat down between his legs as Nathan brushed out her hair.

			“You really need to quit going to bed with your hair wet,” Nathan said, trying to get a knot out.

			“Well you just walked off,” Amanda shot back.

			Nathan stopped brushing and leaned over, looking in Amanda’s eyes. “If I’m not mistaken, you have two hands,” he informed her.

			“Yeah, but you do it better than I do,” Amanda responded. Giving up, Nathan just brushed out her hair then braided it up as John walked over with Jasmine, Tom, Natalie, Casey, and Emma following.

			Nathan looked at the four kids but concentrated on Casey and Emma. “John,” was all he said. John gave a sheepish smile and pointed at Jasmine. Shaking his head, Nathan turned to look at her.

			Jasmine stood there with her arms crossed over her chest. “What? I think they need to get up and perform the same things we do,” she said.

			Nathan narrowed his eyes. “You don’t force it, they have to want it,” he growled.

			“I asked them last night,” Jasmine said.

			Nathan just closed his eyes and bit his tongue but couldn’t think happy thoughts. When he finally opened them, Emma and Casey were standing in front of him. “Yes,” he said.

			“Will you brush our hair?” Casey asked, smiling.

			Amanda jumped up from between Nathan’s legs. “Oh, you’ll love the way he brushes hair. He doesn’t even pull hard,” she gushed, guiding Casey to sit down between Nathan’s legs. Nathan just mumbled something about “handing in his man card” as he started brushing Casey’s hair. Emma watched for a second then climbed up in Nathan’s lap as he brushed Casey’s hair.

			“Hey, I’m doing something here,” Nathan protested, looking down at Emma.

			Emma sat down in his lap with her back to his chest. “No,” she said over her shoulder.

			“No what?” Nathan asked.

			“Sky,” Emma said, pointing up.

			“I know it’s up there, but no what?” Nathan asked as he looked over Emma’s head  and concentrated on brushing Casey’s hair.

			“Grass,” Emma said, pointing down at the ground.

			“Yeah, what about it? Are you going to tell me what you said no about?” Nathan requested.

			“No,” Emma snapped.

			Nathan closed his eyes. “Emma, be nice or I’ll let you pee on your clothes,” he warned.

			“No,” Emma said then blew him a raspberry, covering the top of Casey’s head with spit.

			Jasmine was holding onto John as she laughed at Nathan. John would’ve laughed but Jasmine was holding onto him so she wouldn’t fall. “Emma, stop that,” Nathan snapped. Whether she understood or not, Nathan didn’t know, but she just sat there quietly watching him brush Casey’s hair so he accepted that. Casey’s hair was light brown and thick, just like Amanda’s, so it took Nathan a little while. When he was done, Nathan braided her hair then sat Emma down in her place.

			Emma’s hair was blond, almost pure white and thin. It should have only taken Nathan a few minutes, but Emma kept turning her head and looking around. When Nathan was finished, Jasmine walked over, still laughing. “What about mine?” she asked.

			Nathan looked up. “Don’t push it. I feel like I just herded a group of cats across the state,” he said, standing up. This only brought tears to Jasmine’s eyes as she laughed even harder. “You could’ve helped,” Nathan said grumpily.

			Wiping tears from her eyes, she replied, “They asked you, not me.” 

			Nathan grumbled as he walked off, followed by the group. Howard and his family watched as Nathan led the group doing stretches, exercises, then martial arts. To her credit, Emma did try, for about ten seconds, but gave up and just ran around the group, chasing Ares and Athena.

			When the group was done, they sat down at the table. Emma crawled up in Nathan’s lap, with Casey on one side and Amanda on the other. “Hey, you can sit beside me,” Nathan said, looking down at Emma.

			“No,” she said, looking back at him then turning around with her back to his chest.

			“Told you that was her favorite word,” Amanda said as Jackie and Howard started putting food on the table.

			Knowing a stream of words was on the tip of his tongue that the kids shouldn’t hear, Nathan kept his mouth shut as he fixed a plate. Not feeling Emma moving he looked down to see her sound asleep. “You’re just going to go to sleep right there, huh?” Nathan asked the sleeping form.

			Feeling a touch on his left arm, Nathan looked down to see Casey laying her head on his arm as she ate. “That’s so cute,” Jasmine said, smiling from across the table, and Amanda giggled beside him.

			“I don’t like you today,” Nathan said then shoveled the food on his plate into his mouth. When his food was gone, Nathan reached back and pulled out a can of Skoal from his pocket, putting a pinch in his lip. The smile fell off Jasmine’s face and the giggling stopped from Amanda.

			Amanda made a disgusted face. “I can’t wait till you run out of that crap,” she said.

			“Good thing I found a lot more here then, isn’t it. That shouldn’t happen for quite a while,” Nathan snickered.

			Amanda looked over at Jasmine, “Quit making him mad,” she warned.

			“Hey, you were doing it too,” Jasmine shot back.

			Amanda crossed her arms. “I’m allowed to. You aren’t,” she declared.

			Jasmine was at a loss for words as Nathan tried to remember if he’d ever given that permission to anyone, let alone a thirteen-year-old girl. Not in the mood for more irritation, Nathan knocked on the table. “Everyone, let’s check our stuff and make another pass through to see if we are missing anything. Remember, whatever you bring, you will carry, so make sure it’s worth it,” he told them.

			“Can’t we put it in the wagon?” Jackie asked.

			“Unless you’re pulling it, no. The damn thing is already close to four hundred pounds and I’m pulling it,” Nathan said. Jackie jerked her head back like Nathan had insulted her.

			“I can’t carry that pack Howard put together for me,” she told Nathan.

			“Not my problem,” Nathan said. “If you make your husband and kids carry it they won’t be able to fight, and they’ll get tired quickly. If we get into a fight and they die it’s all on you for taking advantage of them. If you want to see them suffer so you don’t have to carry something heavy go ahead, but you guys are on your own. We will not be a part of you trying to kill them.” Nathan stood up slowly, holding Emma and trying not to wake her up.

			“I would never do that,” Jackie exclaimed.

			“Then I’m sorry for implying that, but that’s what it sounded like to me,” Nathan said, walking back to the tent to lay Emma down. 

			The group got up and made a last run through the area. Nathan went over his pack and the trailer again. He didn’t tell anyone, but between him, Ares, and the cart, they were carrying over fifty pounds in precious metals and several pounds of diamonds. Nathan had also pulled several stacks of cash out. Then he made ten stacks of five thousand dollars each to give to each person except Emma. Truth be told, Nathan would’ve given Emma the whole bag of cash if she would’ve left him alone.

			As Nathan finished making his last walk-through Howard came over to him. “Howard, don’t be mad about what I said to Jackie,” Nathan said.

			Howard froze then smiled broadly. “Mad? I came over here to thank you. It would’ve taken me days to convince her, but you did it in less than five minutes,” Howard chuckled.

			Nathan grinned. “Well then I’m glad.” 

			“Hey, I wanted to tell her that but I have to live with her,” Howard replied honestly.

			“She mad?” Nathan asked.

			“Oh, she was till I explained it to her. Now she is adding more stuff to her pack,” Howard replied.

			Glad Jackie wasn’t mad at him, Nathan looked around one last time. “I wish we could take more,” he admitted to Howard.

			“Yeah, but we’re going to be pushing it with the weight as it is,” Howard stated.

			“I know, but still,” Nathan said. “Come on, it’s almost eleven. Let’s get the troops ready.” Nathan headed back to the tables and Howard fell into step besides him. 

			After a quick lunch, Nathan had all the new kids put on vests, except for Emma. Not that Nathan didn’t want one on her, but the smallest one hung past her feet. Emma’s vest was in the wagon. Also, everyone had a sleeping bag now and reluctantly Nathan had agreed to bring along an eight-man tent.

			Nathan tried to get Casey to put her pack in the wagon but she steadfastly refused. Tom and Natalie were carrying their M-4s and looking real nervous. When Casey was said M-4 would stay in the wagon, she threw a tantrum, to put it mildly. Tired of the yelling, Nathan walked over and handed her the weapon. “You play with it one time and I will spank your bottom,” he warned her.

			“Don’t worry, I won’t,” she said, smiling. “I’ll make you proud of me,” she promised.

			Nathan noticed Jasmine had a disapproving look on her face. “Jasmine, I’m not in the mood. I have a fresh dip and will spit in your ear,” he warned. Shaking her head, Jasmine picked up her rifle and mumbled something. “My group, come here!” Nathan barked out.

			They all walked over to him somewhat reluctantly and stopped around him. “Let’s go say goodbye to Lillian and ask her to watch over us. We have a long ways to go and danger will be everywhere,” Nathan told them before turning around and heading to the grave. 

			Each of Lillian’s children said goodbye along with the others. “Kids, remember she is watching over you. I’m not going to say don’t be sad, but keep it under control. If you lose focus, you or one of us can die,” Nathan told them.

			Tom walked over to Nathan. “Don’t worry, sir, and thank you.”

			“No thanks necessary, and it’s Nathan, not sir,” Nathan said. “Let’s get going. Remember to watch us and do what we do. John and Amanda, teach the others what you’ve learned so far when I’m not teaching them.”

			The group followed Nathan, with Howard and his boys bringing up the rear. Nathan didn’t head back down the dirt road they’d come up originally. Instead, he headed west through the woods, pulling the wagon behind him. Nathan soon found out pulling a wagon through the woods was a hard workout. They had to take areas that the wagon could go through. Not long into the journey, Nathan took off his backpack and put it in the wagon with Emma.

			Putting the strap harness, Nathan started pulling the wagon and it was much faster going. His pack had been throwing him off balance. It took over an hour to cover the two miles through the woods to reach the small dirt road leading south to Manchester. When they reached the road they stopped to drink then Nathan led them on. The only problem they encountered was that Emma wanted to get out of the wagon and be carried.

			Nathan pulled her out and made her walk, instructing everyone not to pick her up. When she sat down in the road, crying, Nathan picked her up and put her back in the wagon. It didn’t take her long to get tired. In the hour it took them to reach the road that went around the village of Manchester, Emma fell asleep. Nathan pulled an umbrella out and shaded her from the sun. He wouldn’t admit it but he did it so she wouldn’t wake up soon. Needless to say, Nathan wasn’t in the best of moods.

			Pulling the wagon with his rifle across his chest, Nathan never stopped grumbling. “Want me to help?” he heard beside him. Looking down, he saw Casey looking up at him smiling. Her face was red and sweat rolled off her head, dripping on her rifle.

			Nathan chuckled. “Thank you sweetie, but I better do it,” he said.

			“Okay, but if you need me to, I’ll pull it,” Casey said with determination. She stopped and waited on Amanda and Natalie to catch up then walked beside them.

			Nathan looked back over his right shoulder and noticed John and Tom walking together talking. Behind them he saw Howard’s family. Not seeing Jasmine, Nathan stopped and turned around only to find her walking on his left side a few feet behind him. 

			Jasmine saw him looking at her. “What?” she asked.

			“Didn’t know where you were at,” Nathan admitted and started walking again. Ares and Athena, who were in front of Nathan, started trotting along again.

			“Well glad you’re worried about me,” Jasmine said.

			“Huh,” Nathan scoffed. “If I lost you, John would go into convulsions.” 

			Jasmine walked up beside him and nudged him playfully. “You wouldn’t miss me?” she asked.

			Nathan looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “Yes I would,” he admitted, making Jasmine smile. “Seeing you get up naked every morning is a better jump start than any cup of coffee,” Nathan added.

			Jasmine slapped his arm. “I’m not naked,” she snapped.

			“Hey, have you got any complaints?” Nathan joked.

			“It seems like it from you,” Jasmine said. 

			Nathan smirked. “Leave a dirty old man alone.”

			“Old man!” Jasmine shouted, making Nathan stop. “You are not an old man!” she bellowed at him.

			Clueless to what he’d done now, Nathan held up his hand. “Jasmine, need I remind you we are trying to be covert? You know, ninja-like. When you scream like that, it kind of ruins it.” 

			Shame crept up on her face as she looked back to see everyone staring at her. “Sorry, guys, he just pissed me off,” Jasmine said with a weak smile.

			“Pee-pee,” Nathan heard from behind him. 

			His shoulders slumped as Nathan’s head dropped to his chest. “Damn, you woke her up,” he muttered.

			“I’m sorry,” Jasmine said and went to get Emma. As she reached down to pick her up, Emma slapped her hands. “No,” she snapped at Jasmine. She climbed out of the wagon and ran to Nathan. Stopping in front of him, Emma held out her arms to be picked up. “Pee-pee,” she whined at him.

			“I really don’t like you now,” Nathan told Jasmine, taking off the harness. Picking Emma up, he headed to the ditch. He set Emma down, pulled down her pants, and suffered the indignity of being a human toilet. Casey came over with the tissue when Emma assumed the position.

			When Nathan finished he felt somewhat violated and felt the need to tell someone, but couldn’t bring himself to do it and still feel manly about himself. In a hospital it was different story; he’d taken care of patients before who couldn’t use the bathroom by themselves. But Emma wasn’t a baby; she was over two. Nathan believed two-year-olds should be able to wipe their own butts. 

			To her credit, Jasmine didn’t smile or laugh as Nathan carried Emma back to the wagon. “Emma, you did very good,” Nathan said without feeling in his voice, but he did give Emma a big hug before putting her back in the wagon. “Ares, come,” Nathan commanded. 

			Ares trotted over and Nathan took off his pack and laid it on top of his in the front of the wagon. “Ares, lead,” Nathan said, putting the wagon harness on.

			Ares barked and moved up front as Nathan started pulling the wagon. “I’m just a wagon-pulling jackass,” Nathan barked out at no one. The group fell in behind Nathan, not really wanting to get close to him the way he was talking out loud to himself. “I cannot believe this shit!” he snapped.

			Amanda jogged up to Jasmine who was behind the wagon. “Go talk to him and calm him down,” she said.

			“I’m the one who pissed him off. You do it,” Jasmine said in a low voice.

			“Hell no, I don’t want him mad at me,” Amanda whispered back. “Let’s get John to do it.” 

			“What’s he supposed to say to Nathan?” Jasmine asked.

			“I don’t know, but he’s a boy so he should know,” Amanda said.

			Jasmine thought about it as Casey ran past them up to Nathan. Jasmine tried to stop her, but was too late. Casey fell in beside Nathan and looked up at him. “I don’t like wiping her butt either, but Momma told us we have to teach her. Momma made me quit because I would use most of the toilet paper on the roll every time,” Casey said.

			Nathan chuckled. “The only reason I didn’t was because we don’t have that much.”

			“That’s why I didn’t do it, Mr. Nathan. Since the stores are closed I don’t want to waste it, but I’ll do it from now on if you want me to,” Casey said earnestly.

			“Thank you, but your sister has only let me take her to the bathroom today,” Nathan sneered. 

			“I’m sorry, but Emma really likes you and so do we,” Casey said as she grabbed his pants leg in an attempt to help Nathan pull the wagon.

			Nathan looked down at her and smiled, knowing what she was doing. “You don’t have to help,” he said. “I need you to be able to run or take care of Emma if something happens, and you can’t do that if you’re tired from helping me pull the wagon.”

			Casey let go of his pants leg and put her hands on her weapon. “Well, I’ll help keep a look out then,” she offered.

			“Now you’re talking,” Nathan said, smiling proudly at the little girl.

			Casey scanned the area in front of them as she walked beside Nathan. “I just have to tell you one thing though,” she said meekly. “If someone jumps out at us I’ll shoot at them, but will you tell me where my bullet goes? I can’t keep my eyes open when I pull the trigger,” she confessed.

			Nathan started to giggle and it turned into a laugh. “Casey, I would be more than honored to do that for you if you’re protecting me,” Nathan finally got out. Hearing that, Casey smiled and let out a long breath. “Don’t worry, I can teach you how to keep your eyes open when you pull the trigger,” Nathan said.

			“Really?” Casey asked and Nathan nodded.

			Behind them Jasmine and Amanda were walking with their mouths open after watching the scene. “How did she do that?” Amanda asked.

			“I have no idea, but I’m sure you could’ve done it too,” Jasmine said. Amanda trotted up to join Nathan and Casey, leaving Jasmine following the wagon.

			John, Natalie, and Tom walked up and joined her. “Casey is a sweetheart. She always tries to make people happy,” Tom told Jasmine.

			“Boy, do we need her. I thought for a minute Nathan was fixing to yell at me for waking up Emma,” Jasmine confessed.

			“Why did you yell?” Natalie asked.

			“Because Nathan called himself an old man,” Jasmine replied with tons of sarcasm.

			 “Well, he’s older than all of us,” Tom pointed out.

			“He’s not even forty,” Jasmine replied.

			“Well that is kind of old,” Natalie said.

			“Have you seen how he moves and how hard he pushes himself?” Jasmine asked.

			“I didn’t say he acted old, I just meant that forty was kind of old,” Natalie defended herself.

			John coughed. “Jasmine, he’s double your age, so if he wants to say he’s old, he can.” 

			“So what. He’s not old,” Jasmine snapped.

			John put a little more distance between them. “Jasmine, he’s the boss so if he wants to say he’s a midget, we just agree with him,” John tried to explain.

			Jasmine snorted, laughed, and coughed at the same time. “Now you have a point,” she agreed. 

			John smiled, glad she wasn’t mad at him, but she had to see that Nathan was the best thing ever and if Nathan said he was old, then he was old. Glancing up to Nathan, John saw Amanda and Casey had him laughing. That was good. John had been worried about him lately.

			They walked till five, finally reaching an old quarry that was close to I-22. Although I-22 was an Interstate, it ran through a bunch of nothing all the way to Mississippi.

			Nathan stopped under some trees next to the quarry and looked at the Interstate half a mile away. Pulling out his binoculars, he could see a few people traveling in small groups and a lot of people on bikes. Dropping his binoculars, he commanded, “Everyone get some sleep. We leave at dark. Two people up at all times. I’ll be one. Everyone else draw straws.” Nathan walked over to the wagon and picked Emma up.

			“You did very well,” Nathan said in a cheerful voice and she raised her lips, giving him that weird smile. Seeing her scrunched-up face and little teeth, a shiver ran down Nathan’s spine. “You are such a cute kid till you do that,” he said. Emma clapped upon hearing that. “Ares, come,” Nathan called out and put Emma down.

			Ares trotted over to him, “Emma, chase Ares,” Nathan said, and Ares looked at Nathan and whined. “Hey, don’t start. You didn’t have to carry your stupid pack,” Nathan said as Emma let out a squeal and ran toward Ares. Just before she reached him, Ares bounced back. Emma gave chase, laughing the entire time. Ares kept right out of her reach, moving in and around the group.

			Nathan took off his rifle and set it on the wagon then took off his vest and dropped it. He was soaked in sweat. Grabbing a bottle of water, Nathan drained it. Next, he took off his shirt, t-shirt, boots and socks, and laid them out to dry. Grabbing a pair of shorts from his pack, Nathan stepped behind a tree and took his pants off, putting the shorts on. Then he hung up his pants to dry out as well. 

			Jasmine was taking a drink when Nathan stepped back out in his shorts and coughed. Nathan’s muscles ripped out across his body and glistened in the sunlight. Jasmine caught her breath, staring at Nathan. Realizing what she was doing, she looked around surreptitiously at everyone only to find them staring at Nathan also. “Well, if they are, I am,” Jasmine muttered before turning back to Nathan.

			“Nathan, you’re almost naked,” Amanda said from behind Jasmine. Jasmine fought the urge to tell Amanda to shut up.

			“I have shorts on,” Nathan popped off, pulling out some food, more water and his woobie from his pack. He walked over to Amanda and Casey and sat down on his woobie. “I’m a boy so I can go without a shirt,” Nathan told Amanda.

			Amanda whined, “Nathan, it’s hotter than—”

			“Don’t say it,” Nathan warned. “Yes it’s hot, and you need to take your boots and socks off to let them dry.” Hearing that everyone took off their boots and socks, the air suddenly had a not so kind fragrance.

			“I’m soaking wet,” Amanda whined.

			“Keep your t-shirt on,” Nathan said, turning to watch Emma chase Ares. Athena had joined the game now and Emma was having trouble deciding which one to chase. 

			Jasmine turned around and scooted over to Nathan’s woobie as she took off her boots. “You think the risk will be acceptable traveling at night?” she asked, staring at Nathan’s body, thankful she had on sunglasses so he didn’t notice. Everyone heard the question and moved over to listen, except Emma who was still chasing after the dogs.

			Thinking for a minute as he ate, Nathan took a long drink of water then looked at Jasmine. “Don’t know yet, but we should be okay. It’s hard to move at night without making noise, but we should be better off than others since we have the NVGs. I’m worried about ambushes mostly, because most people stop at night and we will be walking past them. It will be tempting for some, I believe,” Nathan said.

			Everyone sat in silence till Emma let out a squeal as Ares let her catch him. Then Ares jumped away, making her laugh and she chased after him once again. John sat down on the ground beside Nathan. Amanda and Casey had scooted over onto his woobie with Jasmine and there was no more room. 

			“Nathan, how about letting me and Tom pull the wagon? We talked about it and really want you to be ready to shoot and move. Let’s face it, tied to a wagon you won’t be able to do that very well,” John said.

			Nathan looked at John then at Tom. “Gentleman, let me tell you that son of a B is heavy.”

			“Yeah, but you have two harness for it so both of us can pull it at the same time. We really want you to be able to shoot,” John said, and Tom nodded in agreement.

			“Hell, we’ll help too,” Howard offered. “I have to agree with John, it would be nice to have you free to deal with any rowdy friends.”

			Jackie leaned over. “I’ll pull the thing if you mow down people that try to hurt us,” she told everyone. 

			“Oh I’ll do that, attached to the wagon or not,” Nathan replied.

			“Well, let me and Tom pull it tonight and see how we do?” John asked.

			Reaching over, Nathan patted John’s leg. “Hey, if you two want to, be damned if I stop you. Howard, I want you at the very back of the group with one of your boys. We will have our radios tonight. If you see something, call me in the front. Jasmine and Jackie, you two will be in the middle with radios on to keep us posted on the condition of the group. I want us to spread out over twenty yards, from me at the front to Howard at the back.” Nathan lay back and crossed his arms behind his head.

			“What about us?” Amanda asked, motioning to Casey and Natalie.

			“Two of you will be beside the wagon making sure Emma is okay and not making noise. The others will be walking with me and you guys will trade out. If John and Tom get too tired to pull the wagon, we’ll make some changes,” Nathan answered.

			“I’m going to fill the water jug,” John said, standing up, and Tom followed. Nathan was very proud of them as they picked up their rifles as they walked over to the creek with the jug and water filter. Emma ran over and jumped on top of Nathan.

			“Emma,” Nathan whined, lifting the sweat-soaked kid off his chest. “Drink,” Nathan said, holding out his bottle, and Emma just looked at him like he was stupid. Jasmine ran over to the wagon and dug out a sippy cup from Emma’s pack and brought it over.

			“She can’t drink out of an open bottle yet,” she said, handing the cup to Nathan.

			“We are fixing to work on some stuff, girlfriend,” Nathan told Emma as he filled the cup and handed it to her.

			Emma turned the cup up, draining it. “No,” she said, handing the cup back to Nathan.

			“You are one confused child,” Nathan said, taking the cup and filling it back up. “Say ‘more,’ Emma. ‘More,’” Nathan said, holding the cup but not giving it to her.

			Emma reached out, opening and closing her hands. “No,” she snapped.

			“More,” Nathan said, holding the cup over her head.

			“Ahh,” Emma grunted, trying to reach it.

			“More,” Nathan repeated.

			“Moor,” Emma groaned, reaching for the cup.

			“I’ll take that,” Nathan said, handing her the cup and picking her up. Wiping the sweat off her face, Nathan hugged her. “That was very good,” he said and kissed her forehead then started to wipe the salty sweat off his lips.

			“Mooor,” Emma grinned.

			“Finish that, then we’ll talk,” Nathan said, lying back down.

			Ares walked over behind Emma and licked the side of her face. Emma let out a squeal and took off after him. Amanda laughed and lay down, putting her head on Nathan’s belly and looking up at the tree branches overhead. “Nathan, you’re the best,” she said and patted his chest.

			“Well thank you little lady,” Nathan chuckled.

			Casey spun around and laid back, putting her head on Nathan’s chest as well. “Yep, Nathan, you are cool, but I want to know how long it took you to get these bumpy muscles?” she asked.

			“Had to earn them.” Nathan reached down and rubbed both girls’ heads. Jasmine felt a little envious of them as the two just casually lay back on Nathan. She really wanted to join them. All of a sudden, Nathan started calling out multiplication tables and the girls started answering.

			After fifteen minutes, Nathan asked, “Twenty-three times eighteen?”

			Both the girls paused while working the problem out in their heads. “Four hundred and fourteen,” Jasmine said as John and Tom came up. When John heard Nathan teaching he dropped the water and ran over, sitting down next to the small group. Tom joined him, not knowing what was going on.

			“Yep,” Nathan said and Amanda and Casey groaned. 

			Jasmine spun around and laid her head on Nathan’s legs. “Since I’m testing as well, I get to lay down with you two,” she said, grinning.

			“I almost had it,” Amanda said.

			Nathan started calling out bullet speeds and ranges then tested them on what he said. Whoever answered, Nathan would reach down and pat their head or give John and Tom a thumbs up. When Natalie answered a question Amanda and Casey scooted over and Natalie laid her head on Nathan’s chest with them.

			Emma dragged herself over and lay down on the other side of Nathan after chasing Ares for an hour. When Nathan sat up the four girls just moved down and lay back down on his legs. Smiling at them, Nathan pulled out the beef stew he had heated up with a fuel tab and slowly fed Emma as he kept teaching. When the sun touched the horizon Nathan told everyone to get up, which they did, reluctantly. When Nathan stood up he noticed little Emma sound asleep.

			“Thank you, Ares,” Nathan said, pulling his clothes down and dressing.

			When he was dressed, Nathan grabbed his and Ares’s packs off the wagon, laying them on the ground. Nathan picked up Emma, wrapping her in his woobie, and put her in the wagon. After putting his pack and Ares’s pack on, Nathan checked his rifle, then put on his NVG monocular and lifted it out of the way. They had found seven good ones at the camp and several of the cheap ones. Nathan gave Howard’s family two of the good PVS-14’s and kept five, but Nathan kept both the thermal scopes. He had further to go than Howard did and felt justified.

			Nathan motioned everyone around him. When everyone was around him, Nathan pulled out the rolls of money he had made for everyone. As he passed them out in the failing light he heard gasps. “Everyone keep this money close, it’s five thousand dollars each. If you get separated from us use it to get to the farm. Don’t show it to anyone other than this group or they’ll probably kill you. Remember to not bunch up, and if someone stops us fan out slowly. Whoever is beside Emma get her and get behind cover. What is the difference between cover and concealment?” Nathan asked.

			“Cover will stop bullets and concealment just keeps you from being seen,” John answered.

			“That’s right John,” Nathan said. He could see the whites of John’s teeth as he smiled.

			“Amanda, can a car stop rifle bullets?” Nathan asked.

			“Only some, and only if you’re behind the engine block or wheels, but don’t trust it,” Amanda replied.

			“That’s a good girl,” Nathan said. Amanda walked over and hugged his waist. “Remember noise and light discipline. People will shoot at what they hear and light they see at night. Let’s get this show on the road,” Nathan said heading to the interstate.

			By the time they coved the distance to the interstate it was dark. With clouds overhead they could make out the road but nothing else. Nathan lowered his monocular and turned down the road. John, Tom, Jasmine, Amanda and Natalie all had on NVGs like Nathan’s. At that point Nathan was really glad he forked out the money for them before this crap happened. Casey had one of the cheap ones, which she didn’t mind. It was just bigger than and not as detailed in vision as the others, but she could see in the dark and that was all that mattered to her. Howard made his boys rotate the good one with the cheaper ones. Jackie just wore one of the cheaper ones.

			Nathan kept track of time since the mile markers on the side of the road kept the distance for him. After the first hour of walking they made it over three miles and there was very little talking. Up ahead over a mile away Nathan noticed the highway split with trees growing in the median. Nathan’s attention was drawn to campfires burning. In the green light of his monocular each campfire looked like a small sun.

			They had passed only one group of people on the side of road. Since the people were over a hundred yards away nobody was worried. As everyone in the group moved up they all looked at the campfires. “What is it, a Boy Scout camp out?” Tom asked.

			“I wish,” Nathan replied. “I count over twenty fires and the closer we get I’m sure the number will grow.”

			“Think we can make it past them without them knowing?” Jasmine asked.

			“Doubt it, but their night vision is ruined. They won’t be able to see much farther than the fire,” Nathan answered. 

			“We are wasting time standing here,” Amanda said.

			Everyone chuckled at her, “Yes ma’am, we are wasting time,” Nathan said. “When we get close I’m going stop you several hundred yards back. I’ll ease forward and check it out.” Nathan turned and started walking.

			 The fires turned out to be over two miles away. When the group was three hundred yards away Nathan pulled them to the side of the road and told them to eat and drink. Snapping his fingers, Ares moved over beside Nathan. “Time to work,” Nathan said as Ares let out a low growl. Amanda ran over and took off Ares’s pack.

			“He can’t fight very well in this,” she said, carrying the pack to the wagon. 

			Nathan smiled and headed down the road toward the camps. Just like he thought, the closer he got the more he spotted. Oddly, there were only campfires in the median and none on the sides of the road. When Nathan was a hundred yards away he moved to the shoulder of the road and kneeled down. Reaching over his back he pulled the thermal scope off his pack.

			For thermal scopes this one was in the upper-range in quality and wasn’t bulky. This model was not an actual scope but mounted in front of a rifle scope or a monocular mount like the NVG Nathan had on, but it was longer and heavier than the NVG. The price tag on the box read $6,500 and Nathan thought that was a steal.

			Nathan turned it on and waited for it to heat up. He lifted the NVG over his left eye scanned ahead with his left eye. His heart almost stopped when he saw all the people shapes in the woods in the median. The interstate curved half a mile ahead and Nathan could see people the entire length of it. Setting down the thermal, Nathan pulled out his map and saw that the median continued between the roads for four miles.

			Picking up the scope, Nathan eased down the road and noticed everyone was inside the tree line and very few were asleep. To make matters worse, he could tell many were drunk. He adjusted the hunter’s ear he picked up in the supplies. Every once in a while he could hear screams. Sometimes they sounded like a man and other times like a woman. The screams were coming from all over the median.

			Easing down in the outside ditch, Nathan looked around to make sure no one was close. Seeing the closest to him was across the interstate sixty yards away Nathan keyed his radio. “Jasmine can you hear me? Over.”

			“I hear you Nathan, over,” she answered.

			“Can the others hear me? Over,” Nathan asked.

			“Yes they can,” Jasmine answered. Nathan waited for the over to tell him she was finished. After a minute he heard, “Sorry, over.”

			“There are people all over this median and some are partying hard. I can tell you some things that shouldn’t be happening are, but we can pass by, over,” Nathan said.

			Nathan waited a little while and was fixing to call back when his ear piece went off. “About how many? Over,” Jasmine asked.

			“Hell, I see several hundred in front of me now and it looks like people are camping all the way down this median, which is four miles long. It could be thousands, over,” Nathan said.

			“Are you fucking shitting me!?” Jasmine shot back. “Over.”

			“Negative on defecating on you, over,” Nathan replied.

			“What about going around? Over,” Jasmine asked.

			“Negative, we either have to use the fields or go back to where we started and back track to alternate route. Move to me staying in the inside lane and let everyone know not to go to the outside shoulder, over,” Nathan said. He wasn’t walking back or making the boys drag that wagon through fields.

			“Copy, we are packing up, over,” Jasmine said.

			“Jasmine, tell Amanda to keep Athena on a leash beside her and have both Casey and Natalie beside the wagon in case Emma wakes. We can walk by unnoticed from what I’ve seen, but we can’t draw attention, over,” Nathan said.

			“We copy and are moving to you, over,” Jasmine said quickly. 

			“Calm down or you’ll make a mistake. Relax and pass it along. Fear is contagious but so is a relaxed state, over,” Nathan called back.

			“Copy,” Jasmine replied in a more normal tone.

			Nathan sat in the ditch drinking water and waiting on the others. With his NVG he could make them out easily. They shone brightly walking along the road. The only time they ventured off the shoulder was to move around a car. Nathan turned the thermal off and put it away. 

			In fifteen minutes he was leading the group again down the shoulder. The only noise they made was the occasional crunch of gravel on the road. With the noise coming from the median they had little to fear of someone hearing it. 

			As they walked everyone looked at the groups in the woods until they spotted a group with some women tied up to trees and several on the ground with men on them and others around yelling. Nobody looked into the woods much after that except Nathan and occasionally Howard. Everyone in the group fought tears as they walked quietly down the road. It only took them an hour to clear the four miles because Nathan picked up the pace to get them out of there, hearing the occasional sniffle behind him.

			When they were several hundred yards away Nathan prepared to stop, and saying a silent prayer of thanks that Emma had stayed asleep. Everyone gathered around as Amanda stood in front of him. “What are you doing?” she asked.

			“Resting,” he answered.

			“Bullshit! We are getting away from here,” she said in a harsh low voice.

			“Little girl, watch your mouth! And to let you, know that damn wagon gets heavy,” he said looking down at her.

			“I’ll pull the damn thing! Did you see what they were doing to those women?” she whispered harshly. 

			“Which group?” Nathan asked. 

			Amanda staggered back from him and Jasmine caught her. “Nathan, we just want to get away from here,” Jasmine said. 

			“John and Tom, are you two still good?” Nathan asked quietly.

			“Sure, with our packs in the wagon it’s actually easier than just carrying packs,” John answered. 

			“Then head ‘em up and move ‘em out,” Nathan said. Howard grabbed his arm.

			“We have to do something,” he told Nathan.

			“Oh we are, we’re leaving,” Nathan replied.

			“We have to help those people,” Howard said, pointing back at the median.

			Nathan shook his head. “I hope you’re kidding.”

			“No. I know you saw what was going on back there,” Howard said.

			 “Yep, sure did. I’m getting this group away from that.”

			“How can you just walk away?” Howard asked.

			“Easy. Turn and start walking,” Nathan replied.

			“We can help some of them.”

			“No we can’t. I have no idea who those people are but there are more than eleven hundred of them. I don’t know if you noticed but a lot of that group had military weapons. Hell, I spotted a hummer with a fifty cal on top. They would wipe us out and take the women in our group to join theirs. I’m getting the hell out of Dodge and taking my group with me. You want to stay and die, fine, but let us get a head start,” Nathan said. He turned and started walking down the interstate.

			The others followed, leaving Howard standing in the road. Jackie came back. “Howard, you can’t help them, but you have a family you can help. Let’s go,” she said, and pulled him after the group.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Day 17

			 

			It was four a.m. when Nathan led them off the interstate and back into the woods, stopping beside a small lake half a mile from the road. Everyone dropped their gear and collapsed. Counting the ten miles from the camp, they had traveled twenty-six miles. Nathan struggled to sit up. “John, Amanda, and Jasmine, we have stuff to do before we can sleep,” Nathan said, standing.

			Seeing Nathan get up, the others followed and started setting up camp. Everyone was soaked in sweat but nobody cared. After they ate and filled water jugs all the kids collapsed. Nathan took off his gear and hung it up. Howard walked over as Nathan poured the dogs some food and water.

			“Nathan, I’m sorry. You were right, we would’ve died,” Howard admitted.

			“If we were lucky,” Nathan said.

			“Weren’t you worried about them spotting us?” he asked as Jasmine and Jackie came over.

			“Even if they had, I don’t think they would’ve done much if we stood tall,” Nathan replied as he started checking his gear. “They are mean and evil, but think of them like a dog with a bone. We were just a bone walking down the road. They had a bone, so why fight when you’re enjoying your bone? Now if we had tried to take their bone then that’s a different story. I don’t think all of that group was together. I think they were a bunch of different assholes.” Nathan pulled out batteries to recharge.

			Howard sat and thought about what Nathan said. Howard looked up as Nathan pulled out his solar recharger. “How many more would’ve had to been guarding us for you to have turned away and not rescued us?” Howard asked.

			“If all nine had been there, I probably would’ve left,” Nathan said. “Howard, you have to judge your opponents and their numbers. Hell, I took on over thirty outside of Atlanta, but they weren’t much of a threat because I engaged them at distance. They couldn’t run because they had to hold up their pants with one hand and shoot a rifle with the other. Not much to be scared of but even an asshole can get lucky. Those shit bags at the camp were dangerous. They had good equipment. But the first four were drunk and sleepy. I could tell by the way they moved. I still thought I was going to die but I figured it was worth the risk.” Nathan stopped to see if Howard needed to ask a question.

			Not getting any questions Nathan continued. “Howard, if I had to face a larger group at the truck stop, say like sixty, I would’ve left. That’s too much lead coming at me and the asshole luck factor goes up for a lucky shot. I don’t care if that group tonight was only armed with steak knives, I still wouldn’t attack them. Those numbers are too big for a group our size. Hell, I wouldn’t attack them with a platoon of SWAT. Don’t throw away your life for nothing. Now, if those shit bags had grabbed one of my group, it would have been a good day to die. But if I die I don’t have much hope for those with me. In a few more weeks I really think they’ll be able to make a pretty good run without me, but not now.”

			Howard thought about what Nathan said as Nathan continued working on his gear. “I understand. Thank you for getting my family and those kids.” Howard stood. He patted Nathan on the back and held out his hand, pulling his wife up. They lay down on their packs.

			Nathan laid out the panel, hooked up the battery charger, and started loading batteries. He turned around to see Jasmine staring at him. “What?” he asked.

			“How come you get to walk around in boxers but say something when I wear bra and panties?” she asked.

			Putting his hands on his hips, Nathan looked at her. “Well for one guys aren’t sexy like a woman, and you are pretty hot. Second even girls will look at another hot girl but guys don’t look at other guys. So everyone sees women as sexy,” Nathan said.

			Jasmine giggled, “You are so full of shit you should be brown. Nathan, you are very hot,” Jasmine said.

			Nathan’s jaw hit his chest as he looked at Jasmine and a red flush crept up on his cheeks. “Ah—you’re just tired,” he stuttered.

			“Whatever,” she said. She kicked off her boots and took off her combat top, leaving on her t-shirt, which Nathan was thankful of. Then she pulled off her pants. “Don’t start,” she said, throwing them on her pack.

			“Okay,” Nathan said. He knelt by Amanda, who was snoring softly. Nathan untied her boots and pulled them off. Jasmine did the same for John. Shortly they had all of the kids’ boots off. Jasmine was about to lie down when she noticed Nathan taking the clothes off the kids.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			“Letting them dry off,” he replied. It took both of them to take John’s clothes off. When they were finished they heard a soft giggle behind them. Turning around they saw Emma standing up in the wagon. “I will watch her, go get some sleep,” Nathan said walking over to Emma.

			When he stopped at the wagon, Emma jumped into Nathan’s arms. Nathan sat down with her and fixed her something to eat. When Emma was done the sun was over the horizon. Nathan walked around, gathering his group’s clothes. He stopped and looked at the kids. All the girls were laid out in t-shirts and panties. John and Tom had on underwear and every one of them was snoring. Nathan noticed a small blister on Casey’s foot. “I’ll fix that when you get up,” Nathan said. He walked to the lake with an armload of clothes. He dropped them on the bank then went back and carried Emma and his rifle back.

			For the next two hours Nathan washed clothes while Emma splashed in the water. When the clothes were done Nathan picked up Emma and waded out in the water. Nathan bathed both of them then carried Emma back to then shore. Nathan pulled out his tablet and showed Emma how to draw on it. She thought that was the best thing ever.

			It was noon when Nathan woke up Howard and Jasmine for watch, telling them to wake others up in two hours. Nathan didn’t just fall asleep, he crashed.

			A buzzing in his ear woke Nathan up. Cracking his eyes open, he noticed the sun was setting and he could hear people talking softly. Sitting up Nathan saw everyone up and eating. Nathan stood and stretched as Jasmine lifted up a cup of coffee for him. “Damn, that was some sleep,” Nathan said, taking the coffee.

			“I’ll say. You didn’t even wake up with all the gunshots we heard toward the highway around three,” Jasmine said.

			Suddenly several sets of arms wrapped around Nathan. “Thank you for washing my clothes,” Amanda said.

			“Yeah, me too,” Casey and Natalie said in unison.

			Emma ran at a fast wobble to Nathan and wrapped her arms around his knee. “Well it was my pleasure ladies,” Nathan said. He tried to hug them back but just settled for patting each on the back till they let him go.

			“Thank you,” John and Tom said walking up. Nathan just raised his cup to them.

			“Casey, you have a blister on your foot. Does anyone else?” Nathan asked.

			“What if your feet just hurt?” Amanda asked. Nathan didn’t reply. Amanda raised her hand toward him. “Don’t say it, Nathan,” Amanda said.

			Nathan shook his head and got a first aid kit from his pack. After putting moleskin on Casey’s blister, Nathan got dressed. His group started the morning routine and were joined by Howard’s family. When they were done Nathan showed Amanda how to teach basic commands to Athena. With Ares helping it was pretty easy.

			At seven they listened to the presidential address. It was announced that all the military was back stateside and was working to bring the lawlessness under control.

			When the address was over everyone stood up, getting ready to leave. “This should make crossing state lines interesting,” Nathan said, picking up Emma and putting her in the wagon.

			Howard put his hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “We only have to make it to Mississippi. My uncle is the Sherriff of Lee County.”

			“That could come in handy,” Nathan admitted.

			Howard laughed. “My other uncle is the general over the Mississippi National Guard,” he said.

			“Damn if you aren’t full of all kinds of surprises,” Nathan said walking around making sure nothing was left.

			“Those two are my dad’s brothers. My mom’s brothers are all CEO’s of big companies and we rarely ever see them,” Howard said as Nathan led them to the interstate. 

			It was dark by the time they reached the interstate, and everyone had their NVGs on. Little Emma was snoring in the wagon. Nathan noticed people lying in the road ahead and held up his hand for everyone to stop. Using the thermal, Nathan found that the bodies were cold and there were a lot of them.

			Turning around, Nathan discovered everyone looking down the road at the bodies. “They’re dead,” he told everyone. 

			“What happened?” Jasmine asked.

			“How the hell am I supposed to know that?” Nathan asked. “I see dead people. For all I know, they drank bad moonshine,” Nathan said.

			Jasmine looked away, “I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

			“Hey,” Nathan said, grabbing Jasmine’s arm. “You’ve seen just as much as I have. I’m sorry but even you have to admit that was a stupid question at the time. We see dead bodies strung out on the interstate three hundred yards away and I’m asked the five W’s and the sixth question. What you should be looking around for are the ones who did it,” Nathan said.

			“I’m sorry, it’s just a habit,” Jasmine said, smiling. Nathan had to admit, even in the glow of the night vision she still looked good.

			Amanda came over to Nathan, “What are the five W’s and sixth question?” she asked.

			“Who, what, when, where, why and the sixth question is, how,” Nathan told her. 

			Amanda thought about that for a minute. “Damn, that would answer everything,” she mumbled.

			Jasmine laughed, “Yes it’s considered the basic for information gathering,” she told Amanda.

			Nathan turned away from the two, “I want you all to stay a hundred yards behind me,” he said, walking ahead with Ares.

			When he was out of ear shot Amanda leaned over to Jasmine. “I was just about to ask him the same question,” Amanda admitted.

			Jasmine patted her arm. “It’s a habit and Nathan’s right. We need to quit asking him questions like that. He has enough to worry about.”

			“How can we learn, then?” Amanda asked.

			“Try to figure it out for ourselves then ask him,” Jasmine replied. “Come on, let’s go.”

			The group followed a hundred yards behind Nathan and watched as he eased up to the bodies. When Nathan stopped to look at something the group stopped. Nathan never stopped longer than a few seconds. When he stopped at one cluster of bodies he pointed his rifle at them and everyone gasped when the area in front of him lit up. 

			Jasmine dropped down to her knees, seeing the light on Nathan’s M-4. Then she noticed the light was very bright in her left eye with the NVG but her right only saw a faint purple light and only when Nathan spun the light toward them. Then suddenly the light was gone. “What the hell was that?” Amanda asked.

			“I have no idea but I wish he would’ve told us he was going to do that,” Jasmine answered. Seeing Nathan move off down the road, they followed.

			The group weaved around the bodies and tried not to look at them but it was hard. It seemed just like regular people: men, women and children. Suitcases and personal effects were scattered everywhere. The bodies were stretched out on a hundred yard section of the highway and everyone noticed very few had died off the highway. The bodies had been shot multiple times with really big guns.

			As the group approached the end of the carnage they noticed Nathan in the median picking stuff up still a hundred yards in front of them. This time the group didn’t stop when Nathan did, they just moved out of the killing field.

			Nathan looked up seeing the group get closer and moved back to the interstate as he keyed his radio. “Listen up! I want everyone to keep an eye out around us. If you see anything, let me know, over,” he said over the radio.

			“What did you find? Over” Howard radioed back.

			“Stay off the radio unless it’s important. Others can hear and trace, over,” Nathan answered.

			 Jasmine’s heart started to race, threatening to beat out of her chest. This is my fault! I wanted a faster route, and Nathan wanted a safer route, she thought. She started to breathe faster, looking around for something to attack them.

			Nathan kept a fast pace but no one seemed to mind. In truth, if Nathan had begun to run that would’ve been fine with the group. They noticed some cars had been pushed out of the road by something really big, leaving the roadway clear but the shoulder and median full of vehicles wrecked, in some cases utterly crushed piles of metal. 

			They had walked for six hours nonstop before Nathan halted and scanned a stand of trees off the road with the thermal scope. Not seeing anything other than a few deer, Nathan led them off the road into the group trees. As everyone kneeled down around him they started asking questions. Nathan held up his hand for them to stop.

			“Guys we don’t have time to chit-chat, we are in some serious shit. We are south of Hamilton and are getting the fuck off this interstate, now. I want everyone to drink and eat because we are out of here in fifteen minutes. Don’t use the radios unless you have to and keep your transmissions short. The longer you talk, the easier it is to find us. Now get to it.” Nathan dropped his pack.

			When everyone saw him pull out food they did the same fighting the urge to ask questions. Nathan pulled out his woobie and poncho and called Amanda and Jasmine over. “I have to look at the map and my tablet. I’m going to throw the poncho and woobie over me. You two get out your blankets and if you see any light escape cover it up fast, understand?” They both nodded.

			Amanda and Jasmine walked around Nathan and threw their blankets over where they saw light escaping. After a few minutes, Nathan put his stuff away. Amanda and Jasmine sat down beside him and they ate in silence. True to his word, after fifteen minutes, Nathan motioned for everyone to move out.

			They followed Nathan a mile further down the interstate where a bridge crossed over with no exit to the interstate. Everyone helped to gently ease the wagon up the bank so Emma wouldn’t wake. They followed the small county road. The tension in the air slowly dissipated the farther they got from the interstate. Everyone began to realize how tired they were, but they kept up with the pace Nathan was setting.

			An hour later they turned off the county road onto a gravel road in a forest. Out on the interstate there was a little light coming through the cloud cover, but in the forest they could only see with the NVGs. The only sound they heard was the crunch of gravel underfoot as they followed Nathan. Since nobody except Nathan knew where they were it was all they could do. Since they had left the interstate they didn’t even know where they would stop now.

			They saw a few dark houses off the gravel road. They did see a family of raccoons playing in the road but when the raccoons spotted Ares they raced off into the woods. They turned down a dirt road and Nathan stopped the group at a turn off after an hour. Nathan motioned for them to wait as he and Ares walked down the turn off. 

			The woods fell away from the road to a small field beyond the turn off and Nathan spotted the barn he had seen on his tablet tucked back in the corner. “Ares, time to work,” Nathan whispered moving to the barn. On the side of the barn facing the field there were two big doors for moving a tractor in and on the opposite side was a smaller door with a hasp handle. They circled the barn. Ares didn’t alert to any presence so Nathan went inside. There were no windows. Nathan looked around with his NVG and found an old tractor and assorted junk. In one corner were empty beer bottles and an old fire pit. From the looks of the place kids came here to drink, but other than that it looked abandoned. 

			Nathan and Ares went back and led the group to the barn. Barn was being generous in description; it was more of a large walled off shed. Leading the group inside Nathan pointed over to the back corner. Nathan dug out a lantern from the wagon carefully so Emma wouldn’t wake up. “Turn your NVGs off,” he said, lighting his lighter. 

			The barn filled with a soft glowing light as Nathan lit the lantern. He hung it from a nail in the wall then dropped his pack and took the pack off Ares. Ares grabbed his woobie in his mouth and pulled it off his pack. “I got it, Ares,” Nathan said, spreading out the woobie. Ares plopped down on it.

			“Yeah, I’m tired too,” Nathan said, rubbing Ares.

			“Okay now—,” Amanda started, but Nathan held up his hand.

			“We have to secure this area. I’m going to walk around the building and knock where I see light coming out, and you have to block it. Someone needs to get food ready and water bottles need to be collected. Someone else set up camp.”

			Circling the building, Nathan only found two spots where light escaped between the boards. When someone inside covered them he couldn’t see any light. Back inside, Nathan laid out his woobie beside Ares’s. He pulled off his boots and took off his vest. Casey and Amanda sat down beside him and offered him a bowl of stew.

			Nathan cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Before I tell you what I saw I want your opinions,” he said. “Jasmine, you first.”

			“I counted seventy-four bodies before I had to stop. They were men, women, and children. Someone went through everything they were carrying. The road looked like it had been cleared. I think someone killed them to take their stuff,” Jasmine said.

			“Pretty good. Howard?” Nathan said and started eating.

			“Same. It was a big group that wiped them out,” Howard pointed out.

			“Okay. Amanda,” Nathan said.

			“Whoever did it just wanted to kill,” she mumbled.

			Grinning that Amanda had seen past the bodies, Nathan asked, “Why do you say that?” 

			“There were pretty girls in the first group along with kids,” Amanda replied.

			“First group?” Jackie asked. “We walked through another one?”

			Amanda shook her head. “No, about two miles farther down on the other side of the Interstate was another pile in the ditch,” she replied sadly. 

			“You’re right, firecracker,” Nathan said, patting her leg. “You are alive. Don’t feel bad about that. What happened was a bad thing but not our fault. Don’t let it get to you. John, you’re next.”

			John looked around then back at Nathan. “We didn’t see anyone camping along the road. We traveled over twenty miles without seeing another group,” he said.

			“Very good, John,” Nathan said, and John grinned. “Anyone else?”

			Amanda laid her hand on Nathan’s leg. “What do you think happened?” she asked.

			“They weren’t killed by a gang,” Nathan said, pulling a brass casing out of his pocket. “This is a 12.7 mm casing. The U.S. military doesn’t use this but several U.N. nations do.” He held up a handful of empty shell casing with metal links. “At the first site there were at least two mini-Gatlings. They shoot over four thousand rounds a minute. The piles of brass convinced me that’s what killed those people. If it had belt feed weapons with a slower rate of fire some of those people could’ve run. They just didn’t have enough time. I think it was one of the alphabet agencies with a group of U.N. troops.”

			Howard shook his head. “There is no way the government could move U.N. troops here that fast. It hasn’t even been three weeks yet.”

			“Before this shit happened there were over thirty thousand U.N. troops stationed in the good ole USA. And who said we moved them here? Why couldn’t their own government move them here?” Nathan asked.

			 “Foreign troops can’t be stationed on U.S. soil,” Jasmine snapped.

			“I didn’t let them come here,” Nathan said.

			“Why do you think U.N. troops were stationed here?” she asked.

			“I keep up on current events,” Nathan said.

			The group sat in silence for several minutes. “Nathan what does this mean?” Jasmine asked.

			“Nothing good,” he replied. “It’s too many coincidences. I think this is a power grab, and whoever is in charge wants the population pure sheep. Those who don’t comply and follow orders, like stay off the highway and stay put, well…you saw what happened. We are in deep shit,” Nathan said.

			“This is America! They can’t do that!” John exclaimed.

			“You would be surprised what they can do here in America. Less than five hundred people run this country and those who hand out the most free stuff get elected. I can’t get on my high horse because I’m just as guilty as the rest of the population. I didn’t speak out enough as they took whatever they wanted. Now here we are,” Nathan said.

			“We can’t let them get away with it,” John said.

			“We are over a thousand miles from my group. We aren’t in much of a position to start a battle,” Nathan said.

			“How far are we from Mississippi?” Howard asked.

			“Two miles,” Nathan said, which got several gasps from the group. “I’m sorry I picked up the pace but I really didn’t want to run into the group patrolling that stretch of highway.”

			“You mean—” Amanda checked her watch. “We traveled thirty miles in eight hours?” she asked.

			“A little more than that, firecracker,” Nathan said smiling. “I’m sorry for pushing everyone.”

			“I wanted you to lead us in a run,” Jasmine confessed. Others nodded their agreement.

			“Don’t think it didn’t cross my mind,” Nathan admitted.

			“So what do we do now?” Jasmine asked.

			“What we planned. We get to Howard’s family farm. The only thing this changes is that we have to be more careful,” Nathan answered. “Jasmine, come up with a watch schedule with two people on duty at all times. One adult and one of the kids,” Nathan said. “Get some rest, everyone. We leave at dark.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Day 18

			 

			Nathan watched the sun go down as he packed up the solar panel and newly recharged batteries. Amanda and Casey were helping with Emma just watching her run around them. Everyone got eight to ten hours of much needed sleep, with those on watch keeping Emma awake, fed, and happy. None of which were easy. 

			With the stuff put up Nathan and Amanda continued training Athena, with Ares helping. Athena was a smart dog but nowhere near what Ares was. When everyone was up the ‘morning’ workout routine was done and everyone started to eat.

			“Howard, I think it would be best if we approached your dad’s farm in daylight,” Nathan said.

			“Yeah, I’m sure it would be in our best interest,” Howard agreed.

			“We have forty miles to travel to get there. Let’s see if we can make it halfway tonight then start out a noon tomorrow and get back on a day travel schedule. That should put us there a day sooner.”

			“Why not just move close at night and wait till morning?” Jasmine asked.

			Nathan grabbed his chest in mock surprise. “This coming from the person who wanted the fastest route?” he exclaimed.

			Jasmine looked down. “You were right. The fast route could’ve gotten us killed,” she mumbled.

			“Hey because you and the firecracker wanted the faster route it probably saved our lives,” Nathan said. “Don’t forget you were the one with the night travel idea.”

			“How do you figure it saved our lives?” Amanda asked.

			“We were going to be moving on secondary and state roads. I don’t think whoever is trying to stop traffic will bother with small county roads, and the gravel roads will be impossible to monitor. But if we had used my original route we would be four days from our destination, not two. I think we would’ve run into those wanting the roads closed,” Nathan confessed. 

			“You really think so?” Amanda asked.

			Nathan nodded. “Yeah. Remember, we would’ve been traveling in daylight.”

			“I say let’s just move at night till we get to your place, Nathan,” Amanda offered. 

			John nodded. “I like that plan.”

			Nathan smiled. “Let’s just get to Howard’s family first.”

			“So we travel at night then wait till morning when we get close?” Howard asked.

			“Guess so,” Nathan said as Emma ran over and wrapped her arms around him, giving him that freaky smile. “You’re so weird.” Nathan said making her giggle.

			At dark the group left staying on gravel roads. It didn’t take long before Nathan told everyone they were in Mississippi. With only scattered clouds they didn’t need the NVGs much and most walked with them flipped up and off. Nathan stayed twenty yards ahead with either Amanda or Casey beside him.

			After midnight Nathan stopped the group so everyone could eat and rest. Amanda sat down beside him with Casey. “How are we going to cross the river ahead?” Amanda asked. 

			“One of the bridges in Amory,” Nathan replied.

			“That’s a town,” Amanda said.

			“I’m not swimming the Tombigbee River,” Nathan said.

			“Let’s cross somewhere there isn’t a town,” Amanda said.

			“Bridges are usually in towns. We would have to travel thirty miles south to cross a small rural bridge then travel thirty miles back up,” Nathan stated.

			Amanda let out a sigh. “Man that sucks.”

			“Yes it does,” Nathan agreed.

			They reached the outskirts of Amory at two. Nathan guided them around neighborhoods. There were three bridges here: two for vehicles and one railway. They would cross on the closest, on Highway 6.

			When they reached the village Nathan spotted a roadblock as they approached. He searched with his thermal scope but didn’t see anyone. “Everyone, stay quiet in case the guys who are supposed to be manning that roadblock are asleep nearby.”

			Everyone gripped their rifles tightly as they followed Nathan to the roadblock. The roadblock consisted of cars parked across the road with walkways between them. To one side sat an empty guard shack. They passed without incident and continued on. They heard an occasional dog barking but nothing else.

			As the group turned on to Highway 6 they spotted the bridge. Barring their way was another roadblock. This one was manned. Four men stood around a barrel with a fire. The men just seemed to be talking to each other but they all had rifles across their backs. To everyone’s surprise, Nathan strolled right down the middle of the road to the bridge.

			He calmed his breathing as he walked. He realized the guards were dressed in t-shirts and jeans, not typical dress for paramilitary. When he was fifty yards away the guards still hadn’t seen him. “Hello to the bridge!” Nathan called out. He beckoned the rest of the group to join him.

			The guards all jumped, looking for Nathan. Nathan knew they couldn’t see him after looking into a fire. “We’re coming forward!” he called. One of the guards lifted a massive spotlight. “You put that light on me and I will cut you in half, boy!” Nathan shouted, making the man freeze.

			The guards slowly pulled their rifles off their backs. “You can pull your rifles off your shoulders, you’re not being that sneaky but you point them at us you’re going to get shot. We aren’t pointing rifles at you, so be nice,” Nathan said, stepping into the edge of the firelight the burning barrel was giving off.

			When the guards saw him they all stiffened, but as the rest of the group eased in to the light the guards began to relax. “Gentlemen I didn’t mean to be rude but that damn light you would’ve fried my night vision goggles,” Nathan explained.

			A man with a t-shirt claiming he was “Born in the USA” stepped forward. “How the hell did you get into town?” he asked.

			“Walked,” Nathan answered.

			“None of the other checkpoints have called in,” USA said.

			“You tell me how I got here then,” Nathan said.

			“What road did you come in on?” USA asked.

			“Highway 25. There was a checkpoint but no one was there,” Nathan replied.

			USA looked back the other three. “Todd and Jack are in deep shit,” he said then looked back at Nathan. A tall man with t-shirt with a hand holding a joint and captioned “This bud’s for you” stepped beside USA. 

			“You better not have hurt them,” he snapped with a scornful voice.

			“Hey ‘Bud’,” Nathan snapped. “If we had hurt them, why in the fuck would I be talking to you? I can see you are of astute mind but hey dumbass. You are standing beside a burning barrel; you can’t see shit past fifty feet. Look at our weapons—we have suppressors. It would’ve been nothing to sneak up here, squeeze off a few rounds, and throw the bodies over the bridge. But we didn’t. We wanted to let you know about the abandoned roadblock and ask how the road was ahead.”

			The guards went pale as they realized how close they came to death. USA nodded. “Thank you, sir, for telling us about the roadblock. I’m sorry if we offended the ladies or kids,” he apologized. 

			“No harm, no foul. We are just trying to get home, close to Tupelo,” Nathan said.

			“You’re the first travelers we’ve seen in three days, since the government demanded everyone stay in place. Travel is forbidden unless approved by Homeland. Several Homeland groups run the interstates. We heard on the radio that they shot some people on I-55,” USA said.

			Nathan nodded. “We saw some bodies on I-22,” he said. The guards exchanged worried glances. “Didn’t know they were that close?” Nathan asked.

			“No sir. The police chief will need to know about that. On the CB we heard they often roll into a town collecting weapons. That’s why we have these road blocks,” USA said.

			“So you haven’t heard of any close?” Nathan asked.

			“No sir. From what we’ve gathered, they stay near big cities and big roads. Several good ole boys around here went over to I-55 and let the air out of seven of the Homeland boys,” USA said.

			“Well gentleman, we have to go. A word of advice: put burning barrels at the other end of the bridge and you guys stay in the middle,” Nathan told them.

			“Hold on mister, you have to wait for the Chief before you leave,” USA said.

			“Let me make myself clear: I’m leaving. I’m not asking permission. Since this shit has started I’ve put over twenty bodies in the ground. I’m tired and getting pissed off,” Nathan growled. He turned to the group. “Head out.”

			Bud held up his hand to Nathan. “It ain’t like that. The chief wants to know what’s goin’ on. He ain’t tryin’ to control nobody.”

			“We have a long ways to go and we only travel at night. I’ve told you what we’ve seen so you can relay it to your chief, but we’re gone,” Nathan said, backing away.

			The four noticed he was backing away and was very casual about it. They all lifted their hands away from their weapons. “Sir we’re goin’ to get in trouble,” USA complained.

			“Let’s say I give you something for your trouble,” Nathan said, reaching in his pocket to pull out his roll of money. He tossed it to USA. “That’s five G’s for giving us information about the road ahead. Try to take any more and you’ll die for your greed.”

			USA looked at the roll then to Nathan. “You won’t have anything to worry about here. One piece of advice: If you hear horses on the road, leave ‘em be. That’s the Kirby family and they’ve been unkind to a few folks lately.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Nathan replied. He turned to find Jasmine waiting for him. She smiled as they sped up the catch the group. When Nathan and Jasmine rejoined the group everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

			“Nathan why did you give them the money?” Jasmine asked.

			“Something for something,” Nathan told her.

			“But weren’t you worried about them wanting more?” Jasmine asked.

			“No not really but after we had gone a thought might have crept into their heads so I let them know they would have to die for more,” Nathan told her.

			Amanda moved over to his left and grabbed his hand. “You were kind of rude but I thought it was cool.”

			“I was rude but not so rude as to irritate. A man becomes much more reasonable if you explain to them you could’ve killed him easily but didn’t because you didn’t need to. Hell, if I had been one of those guys I would’ve given us food for not just killin’ me,” Nathan said.

			“You’re so smart,” Casey said, hugging Nathan’s waist as they walked.

			Jasmine followed watching in silence as the two little girls played Nathan into the palms of their hands. She had to admit, they were doing a very good job. “So you were right about government groups shooting people,” Jasmine said nicely. She wanted to get in on this as well.

			“Of course he was right,” Amanda chipped in. Jasmine sighed. She wanted to butter Nathan up as well but the two little girls were taking her thunder.

			“Amanda, that wasn’t nice,” Nathan said. 

			“Sorry,” Amanda said, hugging his left arm.

			Nathan turned off the highway and after an hour he led them off the road into the tree line. “There are houses less than a half a mile from here, so keep it down,” Nathan told them as he dropped his pack.

			“Shouldn’t we move farther out?” Jasmine asked.

			“This is the best we can do before dawn and we are only ten miles from Howard’s dad’s place,” Nathan said, dropping his vest. He pulled out his tablet and solar panel. Amanda and Casey took off Ares’s pack and set up water and food for both dogs. Then Amanda started working on commands with Athena. Nathan stripped down and put on some shorts as John and Tom came over carrying the jugs of water.

			“I’m showering and washing these clothes. Tomorrow I’m wearing another outfit,” John announced.

			Nathan looked at John in the false dawn. Pulling that wagon had taken some weight off him but Nathan could see that John was getting bigger in the chest and thighs. He was putting on muscle. “I think I’m going to do that as well,” Nathan said.

			Howard’s boys set up a shower area as everyone preformed their tasks. When the sun was up Nathan showed his tablet to Howard. “Howard, is this your dad’s farm?”

			Howard studied the tablet. “What is that program?”

			“It’s downloadable. It’s a subscription service so you can renew the satellite images every ninety days,” Nathan said. “Plus with this one I can add topographic lines with the satellite images.”

			“Man, that is too cool,” Howard said. The rest of the group took interest. Amanda and John had seen it already and even used it, but nobody else had. “This is his property,” Howard said drawing around an area with his finger. “It’s nine hundred acres: three hundred in timber, four hundred in fields, and two hundred in pasture. It has three ponds and two creeks.” Howard pointed out the areas.

			“What’s this group of buildings?” Nathan asked, indicating the middle of the property.

			“That’s the farm,” Howard said as Nathan zoomed in. “That’s the house, barn, shop, storage shed, hen house, pig barn, milking house, and greenhouse. These two trailers are where the two farm hands and their families live.” Howard pointed out each structure.

			“Now that’s a set up,” Nathan said, impressed. “So your dad has two brothers. How many siblings do you have?” Nathan asked.

			“Five brothers and two sisters,” Howard replied.

			“Any that stayed on the farm?” Nathan asked.

			“Just my baby brother Mickey,” Howard answered. “If you don’t mind me asking, why you so interested?”

			“Just trying to understand,” Nathan said zooming back out. “You are going to need twenty shooters, at least, to defend this farm. I would go for thirty. And without go-go juice you will need another twenty just to run the farm,” Nathan said.

			“Damn, you really think so?” Howard asked.

			“Howard, your dad already has food production. People will figure it out sooner or later. In the country is food,” Nathan said.

			“Will you explain it to my dad?” Howard asked.

			“I really don’t want to wait around too long. But I’ll talk to him if he wants,” Nathan said.

			“You really should,” Howard said. “I heard you talking about using horses. We have horses but I doubt dad will sell them now. But he knows everyone in the county and he could get you some horses. I don’t know the cost.”

			“That puts a whole new spin on things,” Nathan said.

			Amanda grabbed Nathan’s arm. “Nathan, I’ve never even been around a horse. What if it tries to eat me?”

			“Firecracker, you don’t look like a bale of hay. Maybe a pretty flower. Horses don’t eat meat. They might bite the shit out of you if you’re not careful,” Nathan said.

			“I don’t want them to bite me, either!” Amanda exclaimed.

			“Dogs bite too,” Nathan said, smiling.

			“Okay. But if one chews my leg off I’m cranking the gat,” Amanda declared, making everyone chuckle. Amanda jumped up. “Come on Casey, let’s wash everyone’s clothes.”

			John smiled. “I really love Amanda sometimes.”

			“Firecracker does grow on ya,” Nathan admitted.

			Everyone moved off as Nathan went over to the wagon and woke up Emma. Nathan learned real fast, Emma didn’t like to be woken up. He was sorely tempted to give her some Valium just so she could go back to sleep. Once she had her sippy cup she calmed down. Nathan fixed them some food and they sat on his woobie, eating.

			Everyone was taking care of gear and eating as Amanda and Casey carried up armloads of wet clothes. Natalie helped hang them up to dry. When the clothes were up, Natalie gave Amanda and Casey the food she had fixed for them. Jasmine walked back from the shower, wrapped in a towel. 

			She headed for her pack and dug out some clothes, then just dropped the towel and put them on. Nathan swore his eyes extended three inches out of their sockets when her towel dropped. He knew he should turn away but his animal brain won, hands down. When Jasmine was dressed, Nathan realized he had been holding his breath and let it out.

			Hearing his sigh, Jasmine turned around. “Oh I’m sorry Nathan, I thought you were showering with the rest of the boys.” She blushed.

			“Uh-huh,” Nathan said with a look of bewilderment on his face as Emma hit his leg with her sippy cup for more water.

			“I’m really sorry. I should’ve looked around,” Jasmine said, sitting on the woobie.

			“Uh-huh,” Nathan said, still gawking at her. Emma was starting to grunt with each hit now.

			Jasmine took the cup, filled it with water, and put some powdered drink mix in it, shaking it up. She handed the cup back to Emma, who took it happily. Jasmine wanted to laugh at the flabbergasted look on Nathan’s face. She smiled and patted his cheek. “Are you going to be okay?”

			“Uh-huh,” Nathan said.

			“Can you say anything else?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“You want me to drop my towel again?” she asked, giggling. 

			Nathan’s face flushed bright red and he stuttered, making Jasmine laugh. “Nathan is not here right now, if you would leave your name and number he will contact you when he returns,” Nathan blurted out.

			Jasmine leaned over and kissed his cheek, “You can blink,” she whispered.

			Nathan realized he hadn’t blinked since the towel hit the ground so he did and grinned. Shaking his head, he looked down at Emma talking to her cup. At least that’s what Nathan thought she was doing. It was just gibberish but she seemed intent. “I will say this,” Nathan said as he stood up. “Wow!” Nathan handed Emma to Jasmine and grabbed his shower bag. “I need a cold shower,” he said, walking away.

			Jasmine laughed and looked at Emma. “You think he still sees me as a little girl?”

			“No.” Emma gave Jasmine that weird smile.

			“Me neither,” Jasmine said, hugging Emma. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			Day 19

			 

			Dreaming of his friends back home, Nathan felt a hand grab his shoulder and jumped up looking for his attacker. John raised both hands in defense. “Nathan, it’s just me. It’s five and everyone is up.”

			Nodding as he tried to calm down, Nathan checked his watch. It was five in the afternoon. “I had guard duty at one.” Nathan saw that camp was already packed up.

			“Natalie and Jackie took it,” John said.

			“I have to tell them thank you,” Nathan said. He saw that someone had already laid out clean clothes for him. His only possession not packed was his woobie; even the clothes Amanda had washed were put up. “Who packed my shit?” Nathan asked, pulling on his clothes.

			“Jasmine and Amanda,” John said with a big smile.

			Amanda came over carrying his tablet and spun it around. “Who are these people? This was at the store you found me at,” she told Nathan with more than a little attitude.

			It was the group photo of him with everyone at the store. “I told you their names and about them already,” Nathan said pulling on his boots.

			Stomping her foot, she demanded, “This is important. You should’ve showed me.” She thumbed through several pictures. “Are these people even real?” she asked turning the tablet around. 

			It was a picture of Brad, Abigail, Ashley, and Raymond. “Yes, the family of models,” Nathan said, standing up. 

			“That’s impossible, nobody can look that perfect,” she said, looking at the picture as Jasmine and Casey stood behind Amanda. “They’re not real.”

			Nathan laughed. “What, you think they were computer-generated?” He grabbed the RV catalog out of his messenger bag. “Here,” he said, handing it over.

			“Shit, they’re real,” Amanda said, looking through the book.

			Nathan laughed and started to get ready for the day’s routine as Tom carried Emma over. The others followed. After stretches and exercises Nathan again showed several punches, kicks, holds, and escapes. Everyone had to deal with Emma kicking them in the leg. Nathan finally gave Emma the tablet so she could draw.

			Two hours later everyone was sitting down eating. Nathan was fighting to get Emma to eat which was unusual because she normally ate fairly easy. That evening Emma was pushing Nathan’s patience to the limit. Even with Amanda and Casey sitting with them on the woobie, Emma was a pain. Grabbing Nathan’s camera, Jasmine took several pictures of the episode. When Nathan finally had Emma fed he ate and lay back. He was no sooner lying back than Amanda and Casey had their heads on him, using his belly as a pillow.

			“Do I make a good pillow, girls?” Nathan asked, looking down at them.

			“Yep,” Casey said grinning.

			“Well then let’s talk about meat preserving and tanning,” Nathan said and started the lesson. Everyone moved closer. Jasmine sat down by the girls and lay back on Nathan’s legs. She was soon joined by Natalie. Nathan paused, looking down at the four, who just smiled at him. After an hour Nathan started to question them. This continued until dark, when Nathan told everyone to get up. Emma had crawled on his chest and fell asleep, so Nathan very carefully stood up, carried her to the wagon, laid her down, and covered her up with his woobie. 

			Nathan buckled on his gear, then picked up his pack, grunting hard. “Shit, did it get bigger?” Nathan asked no one in particular. When he was set he looked around, the area making sure nothing was left. He had started making them bury all leftovers. The only trace he wanted to leave was disturbed ground.

			Nathan led the group to the road and they started off. There was a full moon and no clouds so it was very bright. No one had NVGs turned on, but all still wore them. Nathan laughed, remembering the first night everyone complaining of headaches after wearing the monoculars all night. Now the NVGs didn’t bother anyone. 

			They had barely been walking an hour when they heard gunshots off to the southwest. They usually heard several during the night and more during the day but this was a lot more gunshots than usual. After two minutes the shots were still going and increasing in intensity. Nathan led the group to the side of the road and up into a stand of trees. Pulling out his map, Nathan listened to the battle.

			 “You think you can figure out where they are?” Jasmine whispered.

			Nathan smiled at her. “I’m very proud of you. You didn’t ask what the shooting was about. You asked something we can work out.”

			Jasmine smiled, thankful she hadn’t asked that, because it was her next question. “Well, can you figure out where they are?”

			Nathan laid the map out and everyone gathered around. “Which way is it coming from?” he asked. Everyone pointed to the southwest. Nathan took out his compass and ordinated it with the map. “We are here,” Nathan marked with a grease pencil and looked up and listened to gunfire, still at an incredible tempo. He picked up the compass, checking the azimuth. “It’s between four and five miles away.” He set the compass back on the map and pulled out his protractor. “The sound is coming on bearing 224.” He drew a line from their position. “Just northwest of the town of Nettleton. My guess is here by this small lake.” Nathan pointed at the map. 

			“I don’t know who lives there, but I’m sure my dad knows,” Howard said as the gunfire started to taper off. Finally it stopped.

			“Anyone want to take a guess how many weapons that was?” Nathan asked.

			“About twenty or thirty,” John answered.

			“Very good, John, that’s right,” Nathan said. “How much ammunition do you think was used?” 

			John thought for a second. “A couple of hundred rounds?”

			“More,” Nathan said.

			“Six hundred?” John asked.

			“More,” Nathan replied.

			“A thousand?”

			“I estimate over two thousand, closer to three,” Nathan said. “Those were AR-15s with at least one M-4 shooting on auto. You can shoot two hundred rounds in a minute easily using semi. What does this tell you about that fight?” Nathan asked.

			“Neither side cared about how much they shot,” Amanda answered.

			“So what does that tell you?” Nathan asked her.

			“They have more,” she answered.

			“Yes. My guess is someone attacked a house and was beaten off. Did you hear how the gunfire tapered off, then stopped? You do that to get away from someone,” Nathan said.

			“Couldn’t the people in the house be the ones that got away?” Amanda asked.

			“Think about that. If someone is attacking, they will surround you. You figure out what happens if you try to leave then. If the defenders had lost, the firing would’ve tapered but would be still be going on as the attackers mopped up,” Nathan told them.

			“How do you know this stuff?” Amanda asked, amazed.

			“I read, I think, and I’ve been in and watched enough assaults on houses to know,” Nathan said.

			“You are so awesome,” Amanda said, grinning.

			“Well thank you, little lady. What does everyone think now?” Nathan asked the group.

			“A group of attackers is leaving from there,” Jasmine said, getting worried.

			“That’s what I’m talking about. You’re thinking,” Nathan said, folding the map.

			“Should we be worried?” Jackie asked, looking around.

			Nathan stood up. “Definitely.” He put the map away. “If they move northeast they will get close. There is only one road that they can take. But they could move anywhere.” Nathan hiked back to the road with the others following.

			Nathan lowered his NVG. “Don’t bunch up, and keep about ten feet between each other. Don’t walk behind someone. Watch me and if something happens go to the same side of the road I do.” Nathan started down the road.

			Everyone lowered their NVG and spread out on the road. As one, the group took a deep breath and followed Nathan down the gravel road. They soon turned onto a small paved road. It was less than thirty minutes after the gunfire that Nathan suddenly turned and ran to the right side of the road. Everyone followed him. Nathan pointed to the trees and everyone jumped the ditch. John and Tom each grabbed an end of the wagon with several others and carried it across then set it back down and pulled it into the woods.

			When everyone was in the trees Nathan slunk to them, keeping his rifle aimed down the road. When he reached the group he laid down on the ground and everyone copied him. Less than a minute later they heard galloping hoof beats on the road. Amanda pulled Athena down, whispering for her to be quiet. Seconds later, over a dozen horses galloped past. Everyone stayed prone as the galloping hoof beats faded away then disappeared. 

			All eyes turned to Nathan, who just stayed put. The mosquitos started to come out and Nathan pulled out his Thermal Cell making the spawns of hell leave. The group stayed prone for an hour before Nathan stood up and motioned everyone to the road. When everyone was on the road Nathan led them at a fast walk for half an hour before turning onto a small gravel road. 

			After an hour he led them once again off the road to a small cluster of trees that surrounded a pond in the middle of a field. “Okay everyone, keep your voices down and always keep an eye out,” Nathan told them and dropped his pack. He wanted to grab his woobie, but Emma was wrapped up in it and there was no way he was waking her up at two in the morning.

			 “I think we’re on the Carter farm,” Howard told Nathan.

			“We are two miles from your dad’s place, but we aren’t moving till light,” Nathan replied.

			“How did you know the horses were coming?” Amanda asked.

			“Heard ‘em,” Nathan said, grabbing a bottle of water. “Ares let me know something was coming.”

			“I was listening and I didn’t hear them till we were in the woods,” Amanda said.

			Nathan reached up and pulled something out of his left ear. “I heard them,” he said, holding out the small object.

			“What is that? Is that a hearing aid? You have to have a hearing aid?” Amanda fired off the questions, feeling disappointed.

			“No—, well it is kind of a hearing aid, but this is a ‘Hunter’s Ear.’ It amplifies sounds to give me super hearing. It also blocks out loud gunshots. When I have the ear bud in for the radio I lose a lot of hearing on my right side so this more than makes up for it,” Nathan said.

			Amanda gasped. “You had something that gives you super powers and didn’t tell me?”

			Shocked, Nathan looked at the little girl like she was insane. “Amanda, it’s not super powers. It’s an edge.”

			“I want an edge,” she said, crossing her arms.

			“You have a ballistic vest on. You’re carrying an M-4, a compact 1911, and a .38. You have a PVS-14 night vision monocular. That’s quiet an edge,” Nathan said in a monotone.

			“I want super hearing,” Amanda mumbled.

			“Will that make you happy so you’ll quit making me miserable?” Nathan asked.

			“I’m not making you miserable,” Amanda pouted.

			“You do when you pout,” Nathan said.

			Amanda sighed and wrapped her arms around him. “I’m sorry,” she said hugging him. 

			“You make me crazy,” Nathan said, kissing the top of her head. Nathan reached back to his pack and pulled out a plastic box that looked like a soap box. He opened it and pulled out some small objects out. “They are color-coded: red for the right ear and blue for the left. Swap them out with the ear bud for your radio,” Nathan said. Casey watched closely. 

			Nathan turned the right one on and leaned Amanda’s head over and showed Amanda how to put it in, then wrapped the back around her ear. “It’s kind of loud,” Amanda said in a louder-than-normal voice, then slapped her hands over her mouth. She sat for a second in wonder. “This is so cool,” she said in a quiet voice.

			“Remember to turn it off when you go to sleep and put it in this when you take it out,” Nathan said, giving her an empty snuff can. “Don’t worry, I cleaned it out,” he said when she looked at it in disgust.

			Amanda took the can then sat there listening to all the sounds she now heard. Nathan looked up to see John giving Jasmine money. “Don’t tell me you bet again?” Nathan asked.

			“Yep,” Jasmine said, smiling.

			Casey crawled into Nathan’s lap and looked up at him. “Can I have one too?” she asked in a meek voice with big sad eyes. Without pausing Nathan pulled out the plastic box and put a hearing device in Casey’s ear, making her giggle. When Nathan finished, Jasmine was giving John money.

			“What now?” Nathan asked.

			“I didn’t think she had you in the palm of her hand yet,” Jasmine said, shrugging her shoulders.

			 “How many of those things to you have?” John asked Nathan.

			“Several dozen,” Nathan said.

			“What?” Jasmine exclaimed in a hash whisper.

			“Well they’re light, they’re small, and they give you a great advantage,” Nathan said.

			“My ex-fiancé was a hunter. Those damn things are expensive,” she said. 

			Nathan scoffed, “No shit! I paid three hundred for mine. But they had cases of the things back at the camp. So I loaded up on them and batteries. These are actually much better than mine,” Nathan said.

			“I want one,” Jasmine said, stomping her foot.

			A grin split Nathan’s face. “Since the towel hit the ground, I guess I have to give you one.” Even in the moonlight he could see Jasmine blush. “Come here.” He put one in her ear and gave her an empty snuff can.

			“You keep your empty cans?” John asked.

			“Yeah. Small water-tight case, a thousand different uses.” Nathan motioned to John and gave him a set as well. Seeing Tom and Natalie kneel down Nathan smiled and gave them some as well. He realized Howard and his family were looking at him expectantly. Chuckling, Nathan waved them over and gave each a pair, but he was out of empty snuff cans. 

			Nathan watched everyone listening for sounds far away. It really was like having binoculars for your ears. Jasmine sat down beside him and put her head on his shoulder. “Thank you. This is cool,” she whispered.

			“You’re welcome,” Nathan said, putting his arm around her and pulling her to him for a hug.

			“Why didn’t you tell us about them?” she asked, putting her arm around Nathan.

			“You saw how Amanda reacted with the ‘hearing aid.’ I just let you guys think I’m some super soldier,” Nathan said.

			“Well you are,” Jasmine said, burrowing into his side. “I guess I’ll have to drop my towel again,” she snickered. 

			Nathan’s pulse quickened and a cough stuck in his throat. “What, and give me a heart attack?”

			“From the grotesque shock,” Jasmine giggled.

			 Nathan stared at her. “Woman, you are so hot you can walk by a block of ice and melt it. You’re so fine men fight over drinking your bath water,”

			“Wow,” Jasmine said, grinning. “Thank you.”

			“Just saying,” Nathan said. They could hear everyone around them whispering. With the ear buds, they could hear what they were all saying. The kids were talking about the riders and Howard’s family was talking about seeing their family. Jasmine wrapped her other arm around Nathan’s waist. She smiled when he didn’t move away. All the kids crawled over to them, forming a circle.

			“Hey Nathan,” John said. “Why did we lie in the woods so long after the horses passed by?” he asked.

			“I heard you five talking about that. You all came up with good reasons. Those horses were running like they were being chased. I didn’t want to get out on the road and get caught up in some people looking for revenge,” Nathan said.

			“Damn, I didn’t think about that,” Amanda said, hitting her leg.

			“They could have come back to check their trail. That was good insight you had,” Nathan said.

			“You heard that?” Amanda asked.

			“Yes, and the other words you threw in there as well,” Nathan said with a frown.

			Amanda grinned, “I didn’t like them.”

			“We don’t know them or what happened, so don’t judge until you get information,” Nathan said.

			“You judge people all the time without information,” Amanda shot back.

			Letting out a long sigh, Nathan said, “Amanda, I’ve been a cop and a nurse for a long time. I can usually judge a person’s character just from body language and their expressions.”

			“Did you like the riders?” she asked.

			“No, they were assholes,” Nathan answered.

			“That’s what I thought,” she complained.

			“A gut feeling is something to go on but you need to get a little more life experience to develop it,” Nathan said.

			“So I can’t dislike somebody if my gut tells me they’re bad?” Amanda asked.

			“I didn’t say that. It’s true, your gut is sometimes right, but don’t start ‘cranking a gat’ on people because of it,” Nathan said, and everyone giggled. “Okay, it’s test time.” Nathan started asking questions about what he had taught them so far.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Day 20

			 

			Everyone was eating and being quizzed as dawn broke over the horizon. When Nathan stood up everyone else did as well, and they all checked around the area. With everything collected they followed Nathan across the field to the road. In less than an hour Nathan stopped the group.

			“Howard, I think you and your family need to lead us in,” Nathan said.

			“I was going to suggest that,” Howard said, and started down the road.

			It didn’t take long before Howard turned off the road and down a long driveway. Up ahead the group saw the group of buildings. Nathan was shocked at the size of the house with, its massive columns on the front porch. The house was a giant antebellum plantation house. Nathan had seen it was big from the satellite photos but only from the roof. The barn on the other side of the ‘yard’ was even bigger. The ‘yard’ was over forty acres.

			“Holy shit, Howard!” Nathan cried out. “That isn’t a house, it’s a hotel!”

			Howard and his family laughed. “You could say that. It’s been in the family for over two hundred years. It has fourteen bedrooms and nine bathrooms. The first construction was in 1799,” Howard said with some pride. “When my granddad was a kid they updated it with electricity and water.” 

			“Shit,” was all Nathan could say. 

			Nathan could see movement at the house, but they were half a mile away so he couldn’t tell what the people were doing. Suddenly a squad car came toward them from the house. Oddly, it was a black and white 1957 Chevy, complete with a fish bowl light and two silver sirens on the hood.

			“That car is a work of art,” Nathan said as it stopped in front of them and two older men with guns jumped out.

			The men never aimed the guns at the group as they froze. Then the one on the passenger side cried out, “Howard!” and ran to Howard, followed by the other.

			Nathan and his group stopped as Howard’s family ran to the two old men. Everyone was crying as they hugged. Nathan looked down the road and saw more people running toward them. Ten more people ran up and joined the hug as Nathan and his group moved closer together, watching the reunion. 

			It was a full ten minutes before Howard turned around with tears on his face. “Dad, this is the man that saved my family, Nathan Owens.” Howard led his dad to Nathan. “Nathan, this is my dad, Bob Mans.”

			Nathan held out his hand but Bob dove at Nathan and wrapped his arms around him, squeezing the air out of his lungs. “Whatever you need, tell me. I’m indebted to you for life,” Bob cried into Nathan’s shoulder.

			Nathan returned the hug, hoping the old man would quit squeezing so hard. “No sir, it was my pleasure.”

			Bob let go and Nathan sucked down a lungful of air. The old farmer had one hell of a bear hug. “Nathan, thank you seems kind of poor, but I’m serious. Tell me what you need,” Bob said.

			“A place to sleep and a little grub would be nice,” Nathan said as Emma let out a loud screech. Looking over his shoulder, Nathan saw Emma standing up. “You can get out, you do it all the time,” Nathan told her. Emma just extended her arms and open and closed her hands to be picked up.

			Complying with to order, Nathan picked her up and kissed her cheek making her giggle. He turned to Bob, “You have a shock collar that would fit her?” Nathan asked.

			Bob let out a loud laugh. “I don’t think they make ‘em that small.”

			Out of nowhere a gray-haired woman flew at Nathan and wrapped her arms around him. She cried into his chest as she squeezed him. Nathan was just thankful she didn’t have Bob’s strength. “Nathan, this is my wife Mindy,” Bob said as Mindy let go.

			“Let’s get you to the house and get some food in ya,” she said, stroking Emma’s cheek.

			“Sounds good,” Nathan said as Bob went down the line hugging each person in Nathan’s group.

			Two men took the harnesses from Tom and John and pulled the wagon to the house. As the group moved up to the house Nathan was becoming more impressed as the house kept growing, or maybe he was shrinking. When they reached the house more people were there waiting and lots of hugs and tears were shared.

			Nathan pointed at the porch and his group dropped their packs. The kids sat down in the rocking chairs that lined the porch. Nathan turned around and surveyed the barn and the field that was to the front of the house. “Jasmine, stay here. I’m going to walk around.” He handed Emma to her. Emma let Nathan know she wanted to go with him. 

			Stepping off the porch, Nathan called Ares to follow, as the Mans family was still celebrating the return of Howard and his family. Nathan was beyond shocked at the size of the metal barn. He had seen smaller aircraft hangers. Walking in through the front sliding door, Nathan stopped staring at a combine, a massive tractor, two little tractors and backhoe. Even with all this equipment there was still room for more. Nathan noticed several rooms in the back, but he didn’t go in them. Seeing stairs Nathan went upstairs to the loft and was stunned at the stacks of bales of hay. Moving to the front he looked out the loft door that faced the road. Looking down, he stepped back from the edge; the ground was forty feet away.

			Being a typical guy, Nathan thought the barn was too cool. Upon heading back downstairs Nathan laughed at the chicken coop. He had a chicken coop! Bob had a chicken operation! Nathan guessed there were over two hundred chickens there. Nathan’s nose told him where the pigs were. He continued exploring and stopped at the horse corral. There were over a dozen horses, and they all looked great. There was a massive Belgium that Nathan liked. 

			The horse all came over to check him out and Nathan petted and stroked their necks. Hearing barking behind him, Nathan spun around to see Ares bouncing around a billy goat. The billy was pretty damn big, with a full, thick curl of horn. He just chewed his cud as Ares barked at him.

			“Ares, you keep that up and he’s going to pop you,” Nathan warned. Ares stopped barking, looking from Nathan to the goat. “Come here before you get in trouble,” Nathan said, tapping his leg.

			Ares bounded over, panting. Nathan patted his back and continued his exploration. It was over an hour later that Bob and another man found Nathan in the greenhouse. “How do you like the set up?” Bob asked.

			“Set up? This is a paradise,” Nathan said.

			Bob laughed as he pointed to the man coming behind him. “Nathan, this is my brother Rodger. He’s the sheriff.” Rodger wrapped his arms around Nathan. Thankfully, Nathan had taken a deep breath before this, because Rodger was just as strong as his brother.

			When Rodger let Nathan go Nathan had little circling lights in his vision. “I’m grateful for what you did for Howard,” Rodger said. “Not many would do that.”

			“Well sir I thought I could help so I did,” Nathan said when he was able to breathe. Looking at his watch, he saw he had been gone for almost two hours. “How’s my group doing?”

			“They’re asleep on the porch,” Bob said. “Except the little one. Emma, right?”

			“Yeah. I should’ve known,” Nathan said. “Let me go get her.”

			“My wife has her and they’re in the kitchen. Let Emma stay there for a bit. We don’t have grandbabies that little anymore,” Bob said.

			Nathan nodded. “Okay, but if Mindy gets driven mad it’s on you.”

			“She is a good little girl. When my daughter was that size I wanted to take her to the preacher and get the devil thrown out,” Bob said.

			“Never thought about that,” Nathan said, more to himself than Bob. Both Bob and Rodger busted out laughing.

			Rodger wiped his eyes. “Howard told us how you came by your group. I have to say I’m pleased to know ya.”

			“Just trying to help without getting killed,” Nathan replied. “Did Howard tell you about the gunfire we heard last night?”

			“Yeah. We heard it here as well. The Kirby family tried to hit a farm to the south of here. The farm lost one and the Kirbys lost two that we know of,” Rodger answered.

			Bob led them out of the greenhouse and turned to Nathan. “What do you think of the set up?” he asked.

			“I told you it’s paradise,” Nathan said.

			“What about security? Howard said you were real good on that,” Bob said.

			“You want me to be honest or blow smoke up your ass?” Nathan asked, shocking Bob.

			“You don’t think we’re secure?” Bob asked with a worried tone.

			“No sir,” Nathan said. “It wouldn’t take much for a determined enemy to take you.”

			“How so?” Rodger asked.

			Nathan pointed to the fence that surrounded the yard. “You only have one fence to break up an assault. You need another one halfway to the house, and you need to put the barbed wire closer together so your enemy has to climb over and you can shoot his ass. You don’t have anyone watching the back where the woods run right up to the fence. You need to cut those trees back about twenty yards. They give the attacker something to hide behind so he can shoot at you. You need multiple gates along the driveway so the attacker has to get out and move them. I would get boards and drive nails in them to make spike traps. It will work on horses or cars. You also need to get people out at the corners of your property to give you an early warning system. Then you need to build a four-foot-tall, three-foot-deep box around your house and fill it with dirt so people in the house are safe from bullets,” Nathan said. “Want me to continue?”

			“Shit, you’re good,” Rodger said, impressed.

			“You told Howard we needed twenty guns” Bob observed. “Why that many?”

			“That would be the minimum,” Nathan said. “You want enough to defend with a wall of lead, but also some to push the attack back without losing your strength of defense.”

			“Hell, I don’t have enough guns to outfit all the people here now. We aren’t even going to talk about ammo,” Bob said with a worried expression.

			“Well your brother is the sheriff,” Nathan said.

			Rodger laughed. “We had to confiscate ammo just for the department. I was able to bring some but it seems you want pounds of it.”

			“More like tons,” Nathan said and Rodger started coughing.

			“We could ask Dennis,” Bob said to Rodger.

			“They are using up what they have, and before long they will be using it against those government boys,” Rodger said.

			“I want to talk about that later, but hold on a second let me think,” Nathan said. An idea began to form in Nathan’s head. “Rodger, how are your deputies holding up?”

			“Not good, we can’t get money to pay ’em,” Rodger replied. “I’ve been paying in food that Bob’s been giving me.”

			“How many trucks and trailers could you get here tonight?” Nathan asked.

			“Six. If you count Bob’s, seven,” Rodger said.

			Nathan smiled. “What if I told you I can get you several tons of supplies, at least four tons of ammo, and about a thousand rifles?”

			“I would want to know who we’re going to kill for it,” Rodger asked with a stern face.

			“Nobody. I already did that when I rescued Howard,” Nathan said.

			Rodger gasped. “You think it’s still there?”

			“Pretty damn sure, but it won’t be for much longer. What you have to ask yourself is whether you kill federal agents if they try to stop us,” Nathan said.

			“Shit, one of my deputies already shot a Homeland boy,” Rodger stated with a hint of pride.

			“You sure you can get back to the spot?” Bob asked.

			“Without a doubt,” Nathan answered confidently.

			Bob looked at Rodger then back to Nathan. “What do you want out of the deal, one of the trucks?” Bob asked.

			“No, it would just get me killed. I want to ask you to buy me some good horses and tack. Don’t offer yours because you’ll need them. And there are a few things at that camp I want,” Nathan said. 

			“That’s it?” Rodger asked, shocked.

			“Basically, yeah,” Nathan replied.

			“How many horses?” Bob asked.

			“At least six. No more than ten,” Nathan said.

			Letting out a long whistle, Bob shook his head. “Nathan, I don’t have enough for that trade. I know where we can get some horses but I don’t keep that kind of cash around.”

			Nathan pulled out ten thousand dollars out of his messenger bag and handed it to Bob, along with four gold eagles. “That enough?”

			“Shit, I could buy winged horses with this!” Bob shouted.

			“I need tack too, don’t forget,” Nathan reminded him.

			“When was the last time you bought tack?” Bob asked.

			Nathan just laughed. “Well, we have deal?”

			Rodger looked at Bob and nodded. “We have a deal,” Bob said, holding out his hand. Nathan shook Bob’s hand, then Rodger’s. 

			“Bob, I’m going to ask you to stay here in case this goes bad. I need Rodger in case it’s just law enforcement,” Nathan said. Bob was getting ready to unload when Rodger put his hand on Bob’s chest. “Bob, I want your word you will take care of those kids in there if I don’t come back,” Nathan requested.

			Stunned but also filled with pride, Bob took a step back. “I would be honored. But you come back.”

			“I’ll do my best. But I want your word you will watch over them while I’m gone,” Nathan said.

			“If they’re hurt, it’s because I’m dead,” Bob said with a straight face.

			“Well I’m going to let you gentleman get the stuff ready. I’m going to get some sleep, if you don’t mind. Make sure I’m up at four,” Nathan said, walking up to the house. Nathan never made it inside the house. Instead he just joined the rest to the group on the front porch. Lying down in front of his group as they slept in the rocking chairs, Nathan soon dozed off.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			 

			Nathan was dreaming that he was walking around his home in Idaho, talking to Tim and Sherry, when Sherry came over and poked him in the left eye. Then Nathan heard her giggle. “Sherry?” Nathan asked as he struggled out of his dream and felt another poke in his eye. 

			Feeling like all his life energy had been sucked from his body, Nathan cracked his eyes open to see a small, smiling face less than an inch away from his. “What the hell?” Nathan startled, jumping back and Emma giggled as he hit the rocking chairs behind him. Blinking his eyes and realizing his left was really sore Nathan looked down at Emma.

			“You assaulted me in my sleep?” Nathan asked, rubbing his eye.

			“No!” Emma shouted. She crawled onto his lap.

			“Well what did you do to my eye?” Nathan asked as she laid her head on his chest.

			“NOOO!” Emma yelled into his chest.

			Letting out a sigh Nathan hugged her tightly, making her giggle. “I think you’re going to make me crazy,” Nathan said, kissing the top of her head. To his surprise and shock, Emma didn’t answer. Nathan felt a wet nose on the back of his neck.

			“Ares, quit,” Nathan said. Ares walked around and sat down, panting. “Why didn’t you stop her?” Nathan asked him. Ares just cocked his head to the side looking at Nathan. “Don’t look at me like that,” Nathan said.

			“Huffff,” Ares snorted, and moved over, putting his face in Nathan’s.

			Nathan scratched Ares behind the ears. “Oh all right.”

			“What are you doing awake?” Nathan heard beside him. Glancing over, he saw Jasmine glaring at him with her hands on her hips.

			 “I was assaulted in my sleep,” Nathan said with a yawn.

			“Ares wouldn’t do that,” Jasmine said with an unhappy look on her face.

			“Well he didn’t, Emma did. She kept poking me in the eye,” Nathan replied in a peeved tone.

			“Emma!” Jasmine snapped, and Emma burrowed further into Nathan’s chest. “I’m sorry Nathan. She was chasing Ares around the house while I helped fix some food. I only turned my head for a second,” Jasmine apologized. 

			“It’s fine I had to get up anyway,” Nathan said, standing up while holding Emma to his chest. “What time is it?”

			“Almost three,” Jasmine answered.

			“You guys didn’t get much sleep,” Nathan said, noticing all the rocking chairs were empty.

			“Us!” Jasmine exclaimed. “You’ve only been asleep for a few hours.”

			“I’m good to go. Where are the kids?”

			“Some are inside helping and the others are out back getting some trucks ready to go somewhere,” Jasmine replied. 

			Nathan sat down in a rocking chair and Jasmine sat down beside him. “Damn, they moved fast,” Nathan mumbled.

			Jasmine narrowed her eyes, “What does this entail?”

			“I’m going to lead a group back to that camp and get those supplies. They could really use them here. Plus I’m getting us some horses,” Nathan told her.

			“What supplies? And whose horses?” Jasmine asked, not seeing how the two fit together.

			“For this group to survive they need more stuff to defend themselves with, and the rest of the supplies wouldn’t hurt. I made a deal with Bob that I would lead him to the site and load it up. Then he would get us some horses,” Nathan explained.

			“Oh,” Jasmine said with a tone that indicated she didn’t like the idea.

			Nathan sighed. “Why don’t you stay here with the kids? With those supplies they will make it.”

			Stunned at the question, Jasmine sat back in her chair. “You want us to stay?” 

			“Yes,” Nathan replied honestly.

			Jasmine looked out over the yard, lost in thought. Nathan was about to ask her what she was thinking when she spoke. “Tell you what, if all the kids stay I will too. But I just want to know why you want us to stay.” 

			Nathan took a deep breath. “If you guys travel with me you could get hurt badly, or even killed. This trip has already been dangerous enough and hell it’s barely started.”

			“So you just want us to be safe?” Jasmine asked, with a smile still looking away.

			“Yeah,” Nathan replied with a long face.

			“I thought you didn’t want us with you because you didn’t enjoy us,” she said.

			“Since you brought it up, all of you do tend to drive me insane,” Nathan said.

			Jasmine turned to him and smiled. “Family does that to you,” she said. Nathan jerked back at her words. “I want to ask you: do you know for a fact if you left us here that we would be safe?” 

			Blinking his eyes rapidly, Nathan stuttered, “I— I can’t answer that for a fact.”

			“My answer stands. If all the kids decide to stay I will also,” she said.

			“Will you help me talk them into it?” Nathan asked hopefully.

			“Nope,” Jasmine answered instantly.

			“Will you tell me your reasons?” Nathan asked.

			“Love to,” Jasmine said turning her chair so she could look right at him. “This trip will be dangerous but the destination will be safer than here. Also, you are teaching us how to survive. They can’t do that here. We would have to learn it by trial and error. I really think several errors would cost lives. And we like you. Not that we don’t like the group here. But they aren’t you.”

			Feeling she explained herself pretty well he shrugged his shoulders. “It was worth a shot,” Nathan muttered.

			“If we stay, will you miss us?” Jasmine asked.

			 “Yes, I will,” Nathan said honestly.

			 “That makes me feel better,” she said, reaching over and patting his leg, then stood up. “What time are we leaving going back to the camp?” she asked.

			Shaking his head, he told her, “First ‘We’ aren’t going, I am.” Jasmine took a deep breath to retort and Nathan knew it wasn’t going to be good as he held up a hand for her to stop. “Listen, I’m not exposing you or the kids to unnecessary risk, and that’s what this is. And I have a request for you.”

			“What?” she asked, letting the air out in a loud shocked huff.

			“If something happens to me I want your word you will look after those kids,” Nathan said.

			 “You think you had to ask me that?” Jasmine barked at him, narrowing her eyes.

			“It would make me feel better knowing,” Nathan replied.

			“I would do whatever it took to take care of those kids, with or without you,” Jasmine said, making Nathan smile.

			“In the bottom of the wagon, you will find a box with ‘supplies’ written on it,” Nathan said, winking. “It is twenty pounds of stuff you can use for them.”

			“Well don’t let anything happen to you and we will be just fine,” she said, kneeling beside him. “We’ve become attached to you.”

			“No kidding,” Nathan said, looking down at Emma, who was asleep with her arms wrapped around his chest. “Come on I have some work to do.” They walked inside and lay Emma on a couch. Nathan told Ares to ‘stay.’

			They found Rodger out back with a group of men around five massive tandem axle cargo trucks and one old army deuce-and-a-half. Looking at the other trucks, Nathan could tell they were all farm trucks, none older than 1970. Three of the trucks were pulling empty forty-foot cotton trailers.

			Walking over and wearing a big grin, Rodger waved his arm toward the trucks. “Think we can get all of it with these?” 

			Nathan looked at him with a flat expression. “No, no chance in hell.” 

			The smile fell off Rodger’s face. “You’re kidding, right?” 

			Nathan shook his head. “We would need three times this to get all of it.”

			“Damn,” Rodger said in amazement. 

			“I’ll drive the deuce and lead the group,” Nathan said, walking over to the old army truck.

			“Sounds good,” Rodger mumbled as he followed.

			Walking to the truck and glancing around, Nathan observed ten men working on the trucks, several wearing deputy uniforms. “All of these your men?” 

			“No, just the ones in uniform. The others are hands here on the farm, or family,” Rodger answered as Nathan climbed up in to the cab of the deuce and a half. “You know how to drive one of these?” Rodger asked.

			“We have one and two five tons at the retreat,” Nathan said, turning on the plugs then firing up the engine. “Engine sounds good.” 

			“Better be, I had it rebuilt last year,” Rodger said. 

			“Bet that cost a pretty penny,” Nathan said, shutting it off.

			Rodger scoffed. “It did. I remind Bob of that every time he uses it here on the farm.” 

			Nathan glanced around. “Where is Bob?” 

			“He went to see about your horses,” Rodger answered.

			Nodding as he jumped out of the truck Nathan walked over to a picnic table and pulled out some maps. With Rodger’s help, they laid out a route to the camp. Hearing lots of dogs barking, Nathan looked up to see Bob riding down the driveway on a horse leading a string of horses with two donkeys. Nathan counted five horses with the donkeys. Beggars can’t be choosers, he thought. All the horses looked in excellent shape, from just a glance. “I see you had some luck shopping,” Nathan said as Bob rode up.

			“Yeah. Two more will be brought over tomorrow. All these range for fourteen to fifteen hands. One of the two that will be here tomorrow is a draft, seventeen hands high. The other is an appaloosa, sixteen hands. I could only get three saddles and some tack for these but we can get some more in town at the co-op,” Bob said as one of the farm hands led the horses off.

			“You went by yourself?” Nathan asked in an unforgiving tone.

			Bob brushed him off with a gesture. “Please, I went with two of the hands. They are riding around the property now,” Bob replied making Nathan feel better. “They get some rooms cleared out for you yet?” Bob asked.

			“Huh?” Nathan asked.

			“I told them to clean some rooms out for y’all to sleep in,” Bob answered.

			Rodger took his hat off, rubbing his balding head. “Ah, no I’ve had everyone getting the trucks ready,” he said sheepishly.

			Seeing Bob get red in the face, Nathan spoke up. “If you don’t mind, I wanted to sleep in the loft of the barn. It’s out from under foot and it gives us two places of fire if we are attacked.” 

			Bob studied Nathan. “We are good people here, Nathan,” Bob said misreading Nathan’s gesture.

			“Bob, I know you are good people. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be here. You need to spread out inside this yard like we talked about,” Nathan said. “I just want a place to crash that is easily defendable. If the kids want to stay inside, that’s fine, but I would like to stay in the loft.”

			Bob smiled. “You are more than welcome to stay there. I just didn’t want the guest that saved my son and his family to sleep in the hayloft.” 

			“I do thank you. If the kids and Jasmine want to stay in the house, I appreciate it.” Nathan thought for a moment. “There is one thing though. I want a hot shower.”

			Bob laughed, “Yeah me too.”

			“You don’t have a generator?” Nathan asked.

			“Of course I do. But it got fried with everything else,” Bob told him.

			“Have you tried to fix it?” 

			“Not yet, but we’ll get to it. If we can’t, then I’ll throw the old one back on. To be honest, we’ve been pushed hard. The big tractor I just bought died and we can’t fix it. We did get the two old ones running. The fields were already planted and had to stay tended. We just finished spraying them day before yesterday,” Bob said.

			“We’ll talk more tomorrow,” Nathan said. “I’m going to get John. Rodger, go and get the NVGs from Howard’s family. I’ll collect them from my crew. Just remember, we want them back.” 

			When Nathan was gone Bob looked at his brother. “That man is something else.”

			Rodger nodded and sighed. “I wish we could get him to stay here.” 

			When the sun ducked below the horizon the line of trucks pulled out. All lights were off and each driver and at least one other person in each truck had on night vision. The kids had acted just like Nathan thought they would when he told them only John was going: They went ballistic. When Nathan finally got them calmed down, he explained why and told them if they didn’t like it they could stay with this group. But if they stayed with him they had to do what he said even if it didn’t make sense. Reluctantly they agreed.

			Nathan took the lead with John beside him and Ares in between them. John held his M-4 out the open window. John had never been picked for anything over anyone else and Nathan had picked him to go on a mission. Not football or a game but a real-life mission. He was so excited he could barely stay still. Nathan had said if anyone got in the way, Nathan was going to run over them. If anyone shot at them, John was to shoot back, no matter who it was. John smiled and agreed he would shoot back. He thought this was the best thing ever. 

			Rodger was at the back of the convoy in his ’57 Chevy police cruiser. There were at least three car lengths between each vehicle and they were moving along at forty-five miles per hour. Nathan knew that would give him enough time to brake if they come up on a blockage. 

			They were on a dirt logging road that they would use to enter Alabama when Nathan’s radio went off. “We’re in ’Bama,” Rodger called out.

			“Copy, stay alert,” Nathan called back. Seconds later they pulled onto a small blacktop road. “Moving it up to sixty,” Nathan radioed. This road had only a few blind corners and long sightlines. Nobody answered but Nathan looked in his mirror and saw everyone keeping up. He would’ve loved to go faster but many of the old trucks, the old deuce he was in included, were maxed out at sixty.

			Less than two hours later, Nathan slowed the convoy. Up ahead on the right was the dirt road he had led his small group down. I seemed like two lifetimes ago instead of days when he had last walked up this road. They shut the trucks down and Nathan climbed out, followed by John and Ares. Two men jumped out of the trucks behind them and climbed in the truck Nathan was driving. Rodger pulled his car up and climbed out the passenger side with another deputy getting out the back.

			“Thought only you drove that,” Nathan said.

			“Usually,” Rodger said, grabbing AR-15s out of the car for him and the deputy. “If we have to bullshit someone, I wanted the car ready to roll.”

			Nodding in understanding, Nathan spoke to the group. “Okay, stay close. If we see someone we will make a judgment call. If they look like the ones that were there, they get the same. If it looks just like regular people we will only take what we need and leave them what’s left.” 

			The deputy held out his hand. “What if they don’t want to let us have it?” he asked.

			“I found it first. If they want to fight for it then that’s on them. There are literally tons of stuff there,” Nathan said walking away. “Ares, lead.” Ares took off a slow trot heading down the dirt path.

			The group followed Ares, not hearing anything but insects. When they reached the small rise, Ares only paused to growl at some raccoons eating the bodies of the men Nathan had shot. One of the raccoons stood up and hissed at Ares, making the others do the same thing. “Ares, leave them alone. That many would kick your ass and mine,” Nathan commanded in a whisper.

			Ares looked over his shoulder at Nathan with a pleading look. “Forget it. Search,” Nathan snapped.

			Ares took off in a slow trot as Rodger looked around at the mounds of stuff. “Holy shit,” he gasped. “There have to be twenty tractor trailers full here.” 

			“Easy,” Nathan said. “This group had planned out what they were going to do if something happened. They didn’t stockpile anything, they just went and took it. Evil but smart.” Ares came trotting back. “Call ‘em up, the area is clear,” Nathan said reaching down to pat Ares on the head. Ares didn’t him any attention, looking at the raccoons by the bodies.

			“You’ve been here. Where do we start?” Rodger asked.

			Pointing to the back at the cabin with the small shed and the other sheds, “There, that is where the guns and ammo are. Later I will point out the food stocks.” Nathan said, looking at the cotton trailer still connected to the tractor. “Rodger, you think we can hook that trailer to one of the trucks that doesn’t have one?” he asked hopefully.

			“Of course! All these trucks are used for that, hauling lots to the gin,” Rodger said moving over to the tractor.

			“There are some small tanker trailers back there by the fields. Think we can take them too?” Nathan asked.

			Rodger thought about it. “One or two for sure but I don’t know if we can tandem haul with the loads we’re taking.” Nathan guided the trucks in as Rodger walked back over. “Won’t be a problem taking that trailer. Wish we could take the tractor as well,” Rodger said with longing.

			“Supplies first. Bob has tractors,” Nathan said as the trucks shut down.

			“Yeah, two small fifty horses. There is a reason he bought the big ones. That operation was wearing the little ones out,” Rodger said as Nathan looked around. “What?” Rodger said, focusing his attention on the eye with the NVG.

			“It took us over five days to walk from here. We just drove it in less than two hours,” Nathan spat in disgust. “I miss cars,” he said, reaching for his can of snuff. 

			Rodger patted him on the back. “I’m surprised you made it that fast.” Men were already emptying out the sheds. They had eighteen including Nathan, but two were always going to be on watch. The group turned off the NVGs and broke out chemlights. 

			Nathan smiled, as he seen several men hauling out guns from the cabin. “Glad I moved everything,” Nathan said, walking over to the old deuce. It was parked just past the cabin, almost to the field of pot. 

			“Moved what?” John asked, grinning.

			Nathan looked at John with his ear-to-ear grin. “What you and I are collecting. Once we are done we will load up other stuff. That was the deal. What I put on this truck was for my group. What we can’t take we will leave for them.” Nathan said and slowly smiled looking at the grin on John’s face.

			“Okay, let’s get to it,” John said, standing straighter and poking out his chest. Nathan patted him on the shoulder and led John over to the same cart he used to hide the contraband. Leading John into the woods Nathan uncovered all the boxes and a few suitcases. John shook his head at all the boxes and bent down to pick one up. “What’s in this?” He grunted and strained to lift just one up.

			“I’ll show you later, it’s a surprise,” Nathan said as John struggled to carry the box over to the cart. There were two dozen boxes laid out in the gully, and each weighed over a hundred pounds. Slowly they moved all the boxes to the truck. John was tried but he’d be damned if he was saying anything. They went back for the suitcases, which were just as heavy.

			When they finished they moved on to a pile and Nathan pointed out what needed to be loaded. Nathan pulled out an MRE and handed it to John. “Eat fast, we have a lot to do.” Nathan pulled out one for himself as well.

			“Thank you,” John said, not so much hungry as tired. “You going to tell the others to eat?”

			Glancing over, Nathan saw two trucks and trailers fully loaded and the men still working hard. “Yeah, I guess I should,” Nathan said walking over. Ares joined him and was looking up at Nathan with a pleading look. “Well you didn’t chase the coons,” Nathan said handing Ares some food.

			Nathan found Rodger carrying a large box that he handed to some men on a trailer. Nathan noticed how tightly packed and organized the trailer was and was impressed. “You might want to stop and get a quick bite,” Nathan said when Rodger turned around.

			Rodger nodded. “Everyone take fifteen. Get some food and water,” he called out softly. Looking back at Nathan, he said, “You got want you wanted.” 

			“Not all of it. Don’t worry, we can’t carry all of it and you and your brothers will get the rest.” 

			“Hell, keep it. This is worth more than anything,” Rodger said, leaning back on the trailer and opening an MRE. “I’ve talked to Bob about what you said, moving some of my deputies out to the farm. He agrees it’s a good idea. We’ll make it a substation for the southern half of the county. I’m betting with what we get here I’ll be able to feed most of my force at least for some time,” Rodger said then started to devour the meal.

			“Yeah, and the farm will supplement what we get so your deputies will be fed. But we’ll talk more later,” Nathan said. He returned to John to find him moving stuff into the back of the truck. 

			Lowering the suitcase he was carrying to the ground, John stopped and looked at Nathan with his ever-present smile. “How much can this truck carry?” he asked.

			“A lot. Why?” 

			John pointed to the stack of boxes behind the cab, filling half the bed. “I don’t know how much that is but it’s got to be a lot.” 

			“Hm, didn’t think about that,” Nathan said, raising his eyebrows. “You’re right, those boxes are around half a ton alone. Let’s load the rest of the bed and see how the truck is setting on its springs before we load other stuff,” Nathan offered and grabbed a box. 

			The two worked in silence till the bed was full. Seeing the truck was starting to ‘squat’ Nathan told John that was good. The two saw the others pull over small fuel trailers using the ’57 Chevy. Nathan noticed two of the trucks had fuel trailers hooked up in double towing. “What about the other trailer?” Nathan asked, pointing at the cotton trailer still hooked up to the old tractor.

			Rodger wiped his forehead. “I just thought we’d hook it to yours. Didn’t really think you wanted to be hauling fuel, with you being in the lead and all,” Rodger said as a man handed him a bottle of water.

			“Well you do have a point there,” Nathan said glad someone was thinking ahead besides him.

			“We will be done here in a few minutes. Let’s get that trailer moved over to your truck and load it. We need to go in the next hour or so,” Rodger said, looking at his watch.

			“No, we need to leave in less than an hour. We won’t be able to go much faster than forty-five even if we want to,” Nathan said, pointing at the loaded trucks. “I prefer to use the cover of darkness.”

			“Let’s get that thing loaded then,” Rodger said, and called some men over.

			In forty minutes the group was pulling out. Even the Chevy was towing a fuel trailer. They stayed in the same file, with Nathan in the lead. Nathan found out quickly there wouldn’t be a fast getaway. It took him almost half a mile to get up to fifty. “Need to slow down, over,” Nathan heard on the radio. He looked in the rear-view mirror.

			The group was spread out as the trucks struggled to pick up speed. “Can everyone do forty-five, over?” Nathan asked.

			“Just barely, over,” came a reply followed by one more.

			“Okay, let’s keep it at forty, over,” Nathan called out. “Shit,” Nathan said to himself, slapping the steering wheel.

			Ares and John looked at him. John chuckled, “Nathan, at least we have the trucks. We couldn’t carry this much in years by hand.” 

			“Yep, I guess you’re right. Keep a sharp eye out. We are making noise but aren’t going fast so people will have a chance to get to the road.” 

			With the barrel of his rifle out the side window, John looked out the front window and patted Ares on the head. “Nathan, why did you let me come?” 

			“Easy: you listen. Those that listen are less likely to die or get me killed,” Nathan replied.

			John smiled bigger. “Thank you. Can I tell you something and you won’t get mad?” 

			“Sure,” Nathan said, trying to will the trucks to go faster.

			John looked down. “You’re my best friend,” he said, embarrassed.

			Nathan reached over and squeezed John’s shoulder. “You’re one of mine too. My best buddies will be yours too,” Nathan told him. John looked up shocked.

			“You mean, they’ll like me?” John asked flabbergasted. 

			“John, you’re a good guy. I don’t know what kind of people you’ve been around but I’m guessing they sucked,” Nathan said as the truck slowed as it struggled up a hill, pulling the sixty-foot trailer.

			“They always made fun of me,” John mumbled. 

			Fighting the urge to rock back and forth in the seat to help the truck up the hill, Nathan glanced over at John. “I don’t know if you’ve looked in the mirror lately, but you have lost a lot of weight,” Nathan said.

			John looked up, smiling. “Sixty pounds,” he said proudly. “Even though I’m not losing much anymore.”

			“You’re getting to where you’re supposed to be. I’ve noticed you are starting to put on muscle.” Nathan grinned at him.

			“I wish my mom could see me,” John said with a longing look.

			“She can,” Nathan said quietly as the truck crept up to the top of the hill. “Shit we’re going to be coming in during daylight,” Nathan said grabbing the radio.

			“Boss, we are going to be coming in during waking hours, over,” Nathan called out to Rodger. They didn’t want to use names.

			“Yeah, I was just talking about that with my guys. We might need to take alternate route, over,” Rodger replied.

			The alternate route was the bridge to the south of Amory. They had assured Nathan it didn’t have a roadblock, since it sat outside of town. “Boss, that’s close to trouble, over,” Nathan replied.

			“You have a better idea? Over,” Rodger called back.

			“We could hold up somewhere till dark, over,” Nathan offered.

			It was a few minutes before Rodger answered. “Negative, we are expected and I don’t want the others to come looking for us. I’ll lead since I know the back roads to the bridge, over,” Rodger said.

			“Negative on you leading. You are too small and have hot stuff behind you. I know the route, so don’t worry. But everyone be ready to ‘play’, over,” Nathan said.

			“You can bet on that. I’m going to have to rebuild the transmission after this, over,” Rodger called back.

			Glancing over, Nathan instructed John, “Get ready. If someone shoots, just aim and squeeze.” He motioned for Ares to lie down. John nodded and the smile eased off his face as he checked his weapon.

			Fifteen minutes later Nathan turned off their route, heading for Amory, then turned off onto a small dirt road. He had to slow down to a crawl as he turned onto another dirt road and looked in his mirror to see the trucks pulling double almost dive into the ditch so the trailers would stay on the road.

			Seeing everyone had made the turn, Nathan started to pick up speed slowly. As he drove down the dirt road, Nathan got out his map and checked his position. The sky was getting brighter and the NVG was starting to white out. Reaching up he turned down the intensity and gripped the steering wheel tighter.

			Several miles later he spotted the highway that ran to the bridge only a mile up the road. “John, keep alert,” Nathan said, as he barely slowed making his turn. Up ahead he spotted Amory in the distance and the roadblock at the edge of town.

			“I see them,” John said, bringing his rifle up and following the roadblock as they turned. When they straightened out, John lost sight of the roadblock and looked forward. “The bridge is clear!” he said with joy.

			Sighing with relief, Nathan said a silent prayer, glancing in his mirror to watch the trucks behind him make the turn fast. Seeing the Chevy, make the turn Nathan pushed the pedal down, building speed as fast as he could. “They’re shooting at us!” Rodger called out. 

			“Don’t stop! Let’s get the hell out of here, over!” Nathan yelled as he crossed the bridge over the Tombigbee. 

			“It looks like a truck just pulled out from the roadblock after us!” Rodger yelled.

			“Shit!” Nathan yelled as he pulled to the side of the road. “Everyone keep going, we’ll catch up, over,” Nathan shouted into the radio as he guided his truck to a stop on the side of the road. The other trucks drove past as Nathan turned to John. “If something happens to me, get back to the farm on foot, understand?” 

			With his heart pounding, John nodded as Nathan jumped out of the truck and shut the door before Ares could get out. As Nathan’s feet hit the asphalt, he brought up his M-4 just as Rodger passed by him. Looking through his scope, he saw a truck crossing the bridge. He could see several people in the back of the truck shooting at him. Since they were a mile away, Nathan paid them no mind as he kneeled down in the road, sighting on the grill of the truck. Raising the crosshairs up till the bottom mil mark on the reticle was on the grille. 

			He slowly squeezed the trigger when the truck was six hundred yards away, and the rifle bucked in his hands. Watching closely, Nathan saw the impact on the bumper. Smiling, he flipped the weapon to burst and lowered his aim since the truck was coming at him. Squeezing the trigger the rifle shuddered. He saw all three hit the grille and steam erupted out of the engine block. Not stopping, Nathan emptied the magazine and loaded another.

			This time he aimed at the windshield. It took two bursts till he saw the windshield spider web out. The truck was only three hundred yards away as it coasted off the highway into the ditch. Shifting his aim, Nathan put the rest of the clip into the side of the bed and cab. Feeling his bolt lock back, Nathan jumped up and grabbed the door, jumping in. He threw his rifle at John. “Load it quick! If they weren’t pissed off before they are now!” Nathan shouted slamming the shifter into first gear.

			John dropped the empty magazine as Nathan looked into the mirror and saw a man open the truck’s door and fall out. Nathan was in third before he saw a muzzle flash behind him, and the old deuce picked up more speed.

			“Look out!” John yelled. Nathan took his eyes off the mirror and looked forward to see Rodger’s car on the side of the road, picking up speed. Nathan slowed down, keeping Rodger’s car and trailer in front of him. He didn’t want a lucky shot to hit the fuel trailer. Mythbusters said it couldn’t be done, but he’d be damned if he was going to find out if a bullet could ignite a five hundred gallon fuel trailer. 

			In a few seconds they rounded a curve to see the other trucks moving at a slow crawl. “I’m moving to the passing lane. We are going home, over!” Nathan shouted in the radio.

			“Shit, we were waiting on you, over,” Nathan heard someone call out. It was false dawn and his NVG was becoming useless so he took it off. Seeing Nathan take his off, John did the same.

			“You think you got one?” John asked, passing Nathan’s M-4 back.

			“Have no idea. I just wanted them to leave us alone,” Nathan said grabbing his rifle. 

			“Is it alright to feel a little weird?” John asked looking out the front window.

			Nathan laughed, “I think I need to change underwear when we get back.” 

			Shock spread across John’s face. “You were scared?” he asked in disbelief. 

			“Shit yeah, I was scared,” Nathan said. “If getting shot at doesn’t make you scared you are insane.”

			John breathed a sigh of relief. “Well that makes me feel better because I might need to change my undies as well.” 

			Nathan laughed as they continued down the road. After only ten more minutes they were pulling into Bob’s long driveway. Before they even got close to the house they could see people pouring out of it running toward them. 

			John reached over tapping Nathan’s arm. “I guess they are glad to see us,” he said smiling and sticking his hand out of the window waving at the crowd. Nathan smiled as he pulled over to the barn. 

			When he stepped out of the truck he was hit by Jasmine as she flew at him, knocking him down. They landed in a crash with Jasmine hugging him tight. Nathan winced from the impact as he felt other impacts driving him into the dirt. Opening his eyes, Nathan saw the kids piling on Jasmine’s back, crying.

			The weight started to get to Nathan, driving the air from his lungs. He really wanted that air. Not meaning to hurt them, Nathan started throwing people back till he could breathe. “John!” he heard Amanda yell. Rolling over to his hands and knees, Nathan watched John get the same treatment. The only difference was that Amanda reached him first, not knocking him down. Jasmine and the others took care of that. 

			Pulling in air to his lungs never felt so good as Nathan closed his eyes, filling his lungs, and felt small arms wrap around his neck. Opening his eyes, he found Emma latched on his neck. “Miss me?” he asked.

			“No,” Emma said with her arms around his neck.

			“Did you get a job?” Nathan asked, smiling getting up on his knees and hugging her tightly.

			“No,” Emma said smiling. Then she looked up. “Sky,” she said.

			Nathan laughed. “Yeah, that’s the sky,” he said getting up and walking over pulling bodies off of John. By the time he got to John, John’s face was red from lack of air.

			Jasmine spun around with blazing eyes. “We were telling him we were glad you got back!” she shouted.

			Seeing the wild look in her eyes, Nathan took an involuntary step back. “And for that we are much appreciative but he needs air. You guys were crushing the air out of him,” Nathan said, pointing at John, whose face was still red.

			Jasmine’s hands flew to her mouth as she helped John up. “John, we’re so sorry!” she cried out, followed by everyone else.

			With everyone’s help they pulled John up. He had his customary smile. “Oh it’s okay, I’m glad to see y’all too,” he said, hugging everyone. Ares bounded out of the cab of the truck, barking at the group, telling them, ‘Hey I’m here too.’ The kids hugged Ares and Athena joined them.

			Jasmine turned to Nathan, who was stretching his back. “What happened? How did you hurt your back?” 

			Looking at her out of the corner of his eyes, Nathan snapped, “From someone knocking me on my ass.” 

			“You got beat up?” Jasmine cried out.

			Nathan stumbled back. “Ah no, when you knocked me on my back knocking the air out of me,” he replied.

			Flying at Nathan, Jasmine wrapped her arms around him and Emma. “I’m so sorry. I was just worried. You guys were supposed to be back before sunrise,” she said pulling back wiping tears from her eyes.

			Nathan wrapped her in a hug. “It’s not like we wanted to be late. But thank you.” He kissed the top of Jasmine’s head. Not liking that ‘kid’ kiss, Jasmine moved her hands to the back of Nathan’s head, pulled it down, and kissed him on the lips.

			 “You kiss me on the lips buster,” she said, releasing him and smiling.

			Fighting not to blush, Nathan laughed. “People could get the wrong idea.” 

			Jasmine scoffed, “Like I care.”

			Bob ran over with the rest of the family. Howard and his family wrapped up Nathan and John then Bob walked over as Nathan held out his hand not wanting to be crushed again. Bob batted his hand out of the way and wrapped his arms around Nathan.

			“Oh shit,” Nathan muttered as the bear hug started. Luckily Bob’s wife Mindy slapped Bob’s arm.

			“Bob, quit squeezing him so tight. He’s changing colors,” Mindy snapped.

			Letting Nathan go quickly, Bob stepped back. “Sorry,” he said, embarrassed. “Just glad y’all made it.” He reached out to shake Nathan’s hand.

			Nathan looked at the outstretched hand with dread. If his arms can do that, will he break my hand? Nathan thought as he slowly grasped Bob’s hand firmly and quickly pulled in Bob for a ‘man hug’ with one arm. Caught off guard, Bob returned the hug and Nathan let go, getting his hand back uncrushed.

			“We’re glad to be back and to see you too,” Nathan said, hugging Mindy.

			“We’re fixing to start unloading,” Bob said, pointing to the barn. “We pulled out the tractors.”

			“Is one of the rooms in there empty?” Nathan asked, pointing at the barn.

			“Yeah,” Bob answered.

			“Can we use it to store some stuff?” Nathan asked.

			“Hell yeah, I’ll give you the keys to it,” Bob said, walking toward the barn.

			“Later will be good. If you don’t mind, I want some food,” Nathan said.

			Bob stopped and turned around. “The rest of the guys you went with are already inside eating. We’re emptying the trucks,” Bob said.

			“We’ll empty this truck,” Nathan said, pointing at the deuce-and-a-half. “Don’t worry, you will understand later.” Nathan motioned to John to follow him to the house. 

			Seeing the two head to the house, Jasmine and the kids followed. They entered the back into the kitchen and Jasmine led them to the dining room area. In there they found the group that had made the run eating. Nathan put Emma down, which made her start yelling.

			“Emma, I need to eat,” Nathan whined, looking down at Emma.

			Emma reached up and was opening and closing her hands. “Naafen,” she cried out.

			Surprised by that, Nathan smiled and reached back down. “Well since you almost said my name I guess I have to hold you now,” Nathan said, picking her up. Emma squealed and wrapped her arms around his neck.

			Grabbing Nathan’s arm, Jasmine led him to a chair at the table then brought him a plate. Like a starving man, Nathan vacuumed up the bacon, eggs and hash browns. Looking around the table at the group and seeing John smiling filled Nathan with warmth he had not felt in a long time. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Day 21

			 

			When Nathan finished eating he led his group back to the barn and was amazed to find most of the trucks empty. Looking at his watch, Nathan confirmed that he had only been inside about an hour. “Shit, they are fast,” Nathan said leading his group to the deuce-and-a-half.

			“What?” Jasmine asked.

			“They’re almost are done unloading,” Nathan said.

			“Nathan, Bob has five boys and one daughter, who are all married with kids. Then you have Rodger’s three boys and their families. Then you have the four field workers and their families. Last night while you guys were gone, six deputies showed up with their families. They have close to fifty people who can work here,” she told Nathan.

			“Wow,” Nathan said. “Then they have an excellent shot at making it.”

			“I’m still not staying,” Jasmine snapped.

			Not even replying, Nathan walked over to Bob, “Which of those rooms can I use for storage?” he asked.

			Bob pulled a key from his pocket and led Nathan to a small room in the corner. “We used to store parts in here but it got too cramped so we built a bigger one,” he said pointing at a much larger room on the other side of the barn. Opening the door, he showed Nathan a small ten-by-ten room. “This big enough?”

			Nathan nodded. “Oh yeah.” 

			When they were alone, Nathan and his group unloaded the truck, putting some ammo and all the gold, silver, jewelry, and cash in the small room. Locking the door Nathan went up to the loft with everyone tagging along. They looked out the loft window over the farm. “I’m sleeping up here,” Nathan told everyone. “You can sleep in the house if you want.”

			 “Casey and I are staying here with you,” Amanda said. Everyone else agreed they wanted to sleep there as well.

			They went back to the house and gathered up their packs and the wagon, moving everything but the wagon up to the loft. As they were setting up, Bob brought them some old army cots to use. Nathan took a quick nap and was up again for lunch. He made his way to the picnic tables that were set up outside and he and his group sat down. The kids moved so Bob and Rodger could sit beside Nathan.

			Rodger took off his duty belt. “I could sleep for a month,” he said dropping down on the bench.

			“I hear ya,” Nathan said. “I had to take a nap.”

			“I did too,” Rodger replied. Bob snorted with laughter.

			Nathan grinned at the two. “Since you two run this group, I need to meet with you tomorrow afternoon. Just you and no one else. I really wouldn’t advise telling anyone about what we discuss or what I give you.” They both looked more than a little alarmed.

			“What the hell do you have?” Bob asked.

			“Tomorrow,” Nathan replied, and Bob reluctantly nodded his head in agreement.

			Rodger leaned over the table. “Our other brother, Dennis, will be here tomorrow. Can we bring him?” 

			“Does he help make decisions for this family?” Nathan asked.

			Bob and Rodger laughed, and Bob answered, “The General thinks he runs this family! If it weren’t for him the farm wouldn’t be here, not to mention the help he’s given us since this started.”

			“Fair enough,” Nathan told them.

			Bob grinned. “Just to let you know, Howard is his favorite nephew. Dennis and his wife can’t have kids so they spoil ours and the grandbabies. He’s been by twice since this started but only for a few minutes. He told us last week he was coming up to spend the night tomorrow.” 

			“Do you think he knows what’s going on?” Nathan asked. 

			The smiles left Bob and Rodger’s faces. Rodger nodded. “He knows a lot about what’s going on. He hasn’t told us much but he knows much. He’s keeps a straight face but we know him and Dennis is worried about something.” 

			Staring off, Nathan thought about what he needed to get done then addressed Bob. “I need you to get some people to show the kids how to ride and care for horses. I’m going to use several hundred rounds of ammo teaching the kids and Jasmine how to shoot. If you don’t mind.” 

			“We can start this afternoon. We have enough saddles to get started,” Bob said.

			“Rodger can you take me to the co-op to get some tack?” Nathan asked.

			Shaking his head, Rodger held up his hand. “After lunch. I’m not moving till I eat,” he said in a firm tone.

			“Hey that’s what I’m doing here,” Nathan said, laughing.

			The food was set out and everyone fixed a plate. Sitting back down, Nathan watched Emma just lower her face into her plate, shoving her face into some mashed potatoes. “Are you guys just going to let her eat like that?” he asked the group as Emma came up for air.

			 “That’s how she eats off a plate. We’ve tried to feed her but when she sees a plate, she thinks it’s a food trough,” Jasmine told him as Emma dived back down.

			Getting up, Nathan sighed and picked up Emma, who started yelling. He grabbed her plate and went back to his spot. “Hey! That’s enough!” Nathan snapped, shocking Emma and everyone else into silence.

			With wide eyes, Emma looked at Nathan with more than a little uncertainty. Nathan picked up his spoon and started it towards Emma’s mouth. Having none of that, Emma turned her head and pushed the spoon away. “Fine, the hard way then,” Nathan said and put her between his legs, wrapping her up. Grabbing the spoon, Nathan guided it to Emma’s mouth as he held her head still. Emma wouldn’t open her mouth so Nathan pinched her nose closed. 

			When she tried to breathe through clenched teeth, Nathan shoved the spoonful of mashed potatoes in her cheek. This gave her a lopsided chipmunk expression. Dropping the spoon, Nathan held his hand over her mouth as she tried to push the food out but couldn’t. Emma fought so much she started swallowing the food. It caught in her throat, and she started to gag. 

			Hearing and feeling the heaves, Nathan removed his hand, letting her cough up the food, then sat her down and shoved a spoonful in as she gasped for air. Emma fought again and gagged. Nathan held her away from him as she coughed up the food. Ares caught on to this and ran up to them, eating what Emma spit on the ground.

			The third time Emma fought she was weaker so she actually swallowed some food, but she still coughed and gagged. Repeating this process several more times, Nathan got Emma to eat. With watering eyes Emma realized Nathan wasn’t going to stop and it didn’t feel good. Reluctantly, Emma opened her mouth and let Nathan feed her. 

			After the potatoes were gone Nathan looked down at Emma, her eyes puffy and watering. “Emma, that was very good of you to eat without fighting me. I always win, so fighting me is useless. You will be the only one to lose,” Nathan told her, getting another spoonful. He looked up to find everyone staring at him. “What?” he demanded.

			Seeing Emma’s head wobble on her shoulders from exhaustion, Jasmine gaped at Nathan in shock. “You could’ve choked her to death,” she accused. 

			“I’m a nurse, I could’ve gotten her breathing again,” Nathan said with certainty. “In case you’re wondering, once I got her breathing again, I would’ve made her eat some more. Resistance is futile.”

			Watching the interaction, Bob and Rodger chuckled. Rodger leaned over the table. “You could’ve just taken her plate away till she ate like you wanted her to.” 

			“I prefer the direct approach, less time-consuming and less headache,” Nathan said as Emma continued eating. She was scared what would happen if she didn’t eat.

			“Hey I’m just saying,” Rodger said as everyone else went back to eating. Ares looked up and moaned, seeing Emma wasn’t going to give him any more food.

			“Ares, shut it,” Nathan snapped and Ares just laid down, giving Nathan sad eyes. Not able to take it, Nathan grabbed a chicken bone off Jasmine’s plate and threw it to Ares. “There, you big baby,” Nathan said as Ares snatched up the gift.

			“Nathan,” Rodger said as he wiped his mouth, “what else do we need here?”

			“A ham radio and someone who knows how to work it,” Nathan said, dumping another spoonful in Emma’s mouth.

			“It’s that important?” Bob asked.

			“Bob, it’s information. Information is what you need. They could run all the radios and keep up with what’s going on around you,” Nathan explained.

			 “I could see if Glen has his up and running,” Rodger told Bob.

			“If it is, see if he wants to move his family out here then,” Bob said, nodding.

			“Glen runs a computer store in town and has a nice radio set up. All I know it’s big with a bunch of lights and boxes,” Rodger told Nathan.

			Feeling Emma’s little tummy getting round and seeing she wasn’t going to stop eating as long as he put food in front of her face, Nathan turned Emma around, putting her head on his shoulder. Emma was asleep almost instantly. Then Nathan picked up his fork and shoveled food down. “Is he someone that can be trusted and will work?” he asked between bites.

			“Hell yeah, more than some of our family,” Rodger answered.

			“You can’t let anyone ‘skate by.’ If they don’t work they have to be dealt with fast. It’s bad for morale and breeds resentment. It’s your family and farm, but that’s my advice,” Nathan told Bob and Rodger.

			“They work or we will put them in a tent on the back of the farm and let them fend for themselves,” Bob snapped.

			“What if that doesn’t work?” Nathan asked. Bob and Rodger considered what Nathan said. “Family can screw you just as bad but most of the times worse than outsiders. I’m just saying you need to think about it,” he told them as he finished eating.

			“Let’s hope it never comes to that,” Rodger said looking down at his hands.

			“You still need to expect it,” Nathan said, motioning to Jasmine to get Emma. “Rodger, can we take a truck to get the stuff at the co-op? I don’t think I can get everything in your Chevy.” 

			“Sure,” Rodger said, still thinking about what Nathan said.

			Suddenly, dogs barked at the front of the house and everyone stopped eating. “Is anyone watching the place?” Nathan asked, looking around. Bob and Rodger jumped up, grabbed weapons, and ran for the corner of the house. Many of the men did the same, following them. “Guess not,” Nathan said, grabbing his rifle. 

			Running around the corner of the house, Nathan saw several men heading back to the table. Walking through them, he found Rodger and Bob staring down the driveway. Following their gaze, Nathan saw two people on horses leading several more. He stopped beside Rodger and Bob. “Know them?” Nathan asked. 

			“Yep, that’s the rest of your horses. That’s Glenda and Mark. They run a horse rescue down the road. She’s a vet and he’s a farrier,” Bob said, raising his arm and waving at the two.

			“You really need to get some people on watch,” Nathan said as the two rode into the yard.

			“We are. We already started making the guard areas but we didn’t have radios. With the stuff we brought back, we do now. The women cleared out my old office so we can monitor radios there,” Bob said, as the two stopped and climbed off their horses.

			“Here’s the rest of your horses,” Mark said walking over to Bob.

			“They’re his,” Bob said, jerking his thumb at Nathan.

			Mark sized Nathan up. “None of your horses need shoes, they all have good hooves but you need to care for them,” he told Nathan offering his hand.

			“I’m going to get some more supplies today,” Nathan replied shaking his hand.

			Glenda extended her hand. “Bob told us you were going to ride them to Idaho, is that right?” 

			“If they’ll get us that far,” Nathan answered, shaking her hand.

			“Only if you take care of them,” she said with a stern look.

			Knowing she was worried about the horses, Nathan smiled at her, “Ma’am, I was raised with horses. If I had mine, I wouldn’t think twice about riding him that far. I have a lot of stuff and really don’t want to have to hump it on my back,” he said.

			Glenda smiled, feeling better. “After Bob left, Mark and I talked,” she said, holding up two gold eagles. “We want to give these back.” 

			“Keep ‘em, you’ll need them,” Nathan said, ignoring her outstretched hand and walking past her to look at the horses.

			His eye immediately fell on a massive grey horse. “I like the Percheron,” Nathan said rubbing the massive neck. The horse regarded him with uncertainty, then enjoyed the stroking of its neck.

			“Good eye,” Mark said. “She’s twelve years old and an excellent horse. The only problem will be buying a saddle and tack. They have some at the co-op but was expensive before this crap happened.”

			Looking the horse over Nathan was happy with the horse. Each person in his group would have their own horse. They would also have one pack horse and two pack donkeys. “I can’t thank you enough,” Nathan said.

			“With what you paid us for these, we will be able to feed the rest of them,” Glenda said, handing over a stack of papers. “Here are their papers and bills of sale.”

			Nathan took the papers and Bob led the horses and Glenda and Mark to the back of the house. “Will you be ready to leave in ten minutes?” Rodger asked.

			“Won’t be a problem,” Nathan said, heading to the back of the house.

			He found Jasmine. “I’m going to town to get some stuff for the horses. No, you can’t come,” he said, seeing her take a breath to ask. “You and the kids have to start learning how to ride and care for horses. Bob is going to teach you, so start rounding up the posse. Remember your life and theirs will depend on how well you ride and take care of your horses.”

			“Oh, all right. Just be careful,” Jasmine said, hugging him.

			“I’ll make a special point to do that,” Nathan told her returning the hug. Letting her go, Nathan jogged over to the barn and grabbed his messenger bag. Walking around to the front, Nathan saw Rodger in a ‘74 Chevy quad cab at the front of the house. “Nice truck,” Nathan said, climbing in the passenger seat. Looking back he saw Howard and his two boys in the back. Everyone had their weapons between their knees.

			Revving the engine, Rodger put the truck in first gear and pulled away. “Yeah, I remember when dad bought it. We almost sold it but instead we kept it in the barn.” He pointed to the brand new Chevy 3500 dually in the front of the house. “Bob just bought that three months ago and all it’s good for now is a lawn ornament.” 

			Nathan understood. “I have the truck my mom and dad bought me in the garage. It’s still in pristine condition,” he said smiling thinking of the truck. “How long did it take you to get this one running?” 

			 “It just started up. Most of the older ones did. We had to replace the points in the ’57 but that’s it.”

			“Have you guys tried the other vehicles in the barn?” Nathan asked.

			“Just this one and the two small tractors,” Rodger said. “Why?”

			“That big barn is metal, it could form a Faraday cage,” Nathan said.

			“A what?” Howard asked from the back.

			“Faraday cage. It’s basically a shield made out of conductive metal. Electricity travels around what’s inside,” Nathan said.

			Rodger slowed down taking his foot off the gas, “You mean the combines, backhoe, and the other stuff inside might work?” Rodger asked hopefully.

			“You mean you haven’t tried it?” Nathan asked, shocked. He had tried his truck at least three dozen times. 

			“Not that I know of. I mean, the big John Deere wasn’t working but it was parked outside,” Rodger said stepping back on the gas.

			“When we get back, let’s see if they work,” Nathan said as they passed a family on bicycles. “Who knows, the barn may have stopped enough of the pulse to save what’s inside.”

			“I’m going to start praying,” Rodger said as they continued on. It didn’t take long for them to reach town and Rodger pulled into a parking lot. Nathan saw it was a computer supply and repair shop. “Glen lives here, in the back with his family,” Rodger said, getting out. Howard and his boys got out and positioned themselves around the truck.

			Walking over to the door, Rodger banged on it a few times and they saw a man’s face look out of the window beside the door. Then the front door opened to reveal a middle aged, lanky geek with black hair and thick glasses. “What can I do for you, Sheriff?” Glen asked.

			“Glen, is your radio working?” Rodger asked.

			“Sure, the solar panels are keeping the batteries charged,” Glen answered, and motioned them inside. When they were inside, Nathan almost hit the floor laughing. There was a woman and a small boy, both built just like Glen, complete with black hair and thick glasses.

			“What have you heard?” Rodger asked as Nathan fought not to laugh.

			Glen shook his head. “Nothing good. They’re putting the death toll in the New England states at six million. Florida is just as bad. California is a war zone; half of L.A. is burning.” 

			“What about the government?” Nathan asked.

			Turning, Glen looked at Nathan with suspicion. “Glen, this is Nathan, a good friend of the family,” Rodger said as Nathan held out his hand.

			Glen shook Nathan’s hand. “The government is holding back before sending troops in. It seems like they want some of the people to die. Rodger, they have set up relocation camps. You don’t even want to know what’s going on inside them.”

			“I know, I’ve heard it from some travelers. The government calls them ‘Crisis Centers,’” Rodger said, nodding. “Have you had any trouble here?” 

			“Yes, we had someone try to break in two days ago,” Glen said, looking at his wife nervously.

			“They couldn’t get inside?” Rodger asked looking around.

			“No, I shot at them,” Glen answered nervously.

			“Good for you,” Rodger said, making Glen and his family jump back. “Did you hit them?”

			“I found some blood but I didn’t follow it,” Glen said, relieved. 

			“That’s smart, son,” Rodger said. “I have a proposition for you—,” Rodger stopped as Nathan put a hand on his chest.

			“Sorry, I have to know,” Nathan said. “What did you shoot them with?”

			“Tactical 870,” Glen answered, confused. 

			A grin spit Nathan’s face, “You are the coolest computer geek I have ever met,” Nathan said patting Glen on the shoulder.

			Glen smiled at the compliment. “We may be nerds but we’re not ‘stupid’,” Glen said making quotes in the air. “The strong will prey on the weak unless the weak get an equalizer. We bought two AR-15’s, the 870, two Glocks, and some other stuff.” 

			“Rodger, may I?” Nathan asked. Rodger nodded, wanting to know what Nathan was up to. “Glen, did any of your computers survive?” Nathan asked.

			“Of course,” Glen said, thinking Nathan was an idiot for asking a question like that. Apparently so did Glen’s family, as his wife and son snickered.

			“That’s good,” Nathan said. “What Rodger was going to ask you was if you would join them out on the farm. You and your family would have to contribute but it will be a thousand times safer there then here. You will need to bring your computers and set up an inventory system, monitor the radios, and help design alternate power systems.” 

			“That’s it?” Glen asked, not convinced.

			“No,” Rodger said, amazed at Nathan’s quick thinking mind. “If the farm is attacked you will have to help defend it. You’ll also have to help out around the farm.” 

			Glen looked at his wife, who was nodding yes. “When would we have to leave here?” he asked.

			“When you’re ready,” Rodger said.

			“It will take me till tomorrow morning to have everything packed up. Do you realize the antenna weighs over a ton? It retracts down to twenty feet tall but it’s heavy and I can’t move it without a lot of help,” Glen told them.

			“I will have people over tomorrow to help,” Rodger promised.

			“We can bring our stuff?” Glenn’s wife asked.

			“Yes ma’am. We will give you one of the rooms in the house,” Rodger said, which made her sigh with relief. 

			“Glen, can I ask you a favor?” Nathan asked.

			“As long as it’s within reason,” Glen answered. 

			Nathan nodded. “I want to broadcast a message twice and tonight at eight p.m. I need you to write the response down for me.” 

			Glen shrugged. “Sure since we’re leaving.” He headed for the back of the store and his family followed. Nathan shot Rodger a questioning glance, unsure if they should follow. Rodger just shrugged his shoulders and followed anyway.

			Walking into the back, Nathan saw a living area with a working TV and small kitchen off to the side. In the back corner was a massive radio set up. Along one wall was a built-in bookshelf taking up the entire wall. When Nathan got close he noticed many of the books dealt with computers, but two whole shelves were survival books. “Nice collection,” Nathan said. Glen turned around and Nathan pointed at the survival books.

			“We have ten times that in flash drives,” Glen said, sitting down at the radio. “What frequency?” Nathan told him. “That frequency is supposed to be off limits,” Glen said, dialing the frequency. Over the speakers they heard a steady hiss.

			Glen handed Nathan the microphone. Nathan closed his eyes, praying the guys were listening. “Yaba-daba-do,” Nathan said slowly. He waited five minutes and repeated it. Finished, he handed the microphone back to Glen.

			“What the hell was that?” Glen asked.

			“A code to let them know I’m alive,” Nathan said. It was a code telling his group he was alive and coming home, and he had guest.

			Glen nodded, taking the microphone, “So you’re in the prepper game?” he asked.

			“Oh yes,” Nathan said. “Thank you.”

			“No problem. We’ll record what they send back,” Glen said. 

			Rodger pulled Nathan back to the front of the store, followed by Glen and his family.

			“We’ll pick you up tomorrow,” Rodger said as Glen opened the front door.

			“We’ll be waiting,” Glen said with his wife and son agreeing.

			Nathan and Rodger jumped in the truck along with Howard and his sons. Pulling out of the parking lot Rodger looked at Nathan, “You think they were listening?”

			“They are supposed to monitor that frequency anytime someone is not in camp,” Nathan answered as Rodger honked the horn for a group of people to move to the side of the road. Several people started to flag the vehicle until they spotted Rodger in his sheriff outfit.

			“Much trouble in town?” Nathan asked, noticing everyone was carrying a weapon.

			“No more than expected. But those that cause trouble know if they try to start with most people, they will get shot, not arrested. This seems to control the situation,” Rodger said, turning onto the main strip.

			“Yes, I’ve noticed the stealing element suddenly develops a sense of self-preservation when they know the victims will shoot. Suddenly that TV they wanted to steal isn’t worth it,” Nathan replied as they drove on.

			In a few minutes they pulled into the co-op. There were only a few people around and a few vehicles that seemed to be running. Rodger pulled around to the back and once again, Howard and his sons stayed with the truck. Walking in Nathan was shocked how big the place was. “Come on. Let’s see Keith, the manager,” Rodger said leading, Nathan to the front of the store.

			There were only a few people in the store but when Nathan spotted one, they were always escorted by an employee. Seeing this made Nathan realize the only reason they were walking around without an escort was because Rodger was the sheriff. Reaching the front of the store a tall black man in overalls came over and shook Rodger’s hand.

			“Rodger, I can’t extend any more credit till you and Bob pay the current bill, sorry. I can’t deliver the stuff Bob ordered last week.” 

			“It’s okay, Keith. I’m here so Nathan can pick up some stuff,” Rodger said, motioning to Nathan.

			“It’s cash only sir, I’m sorry,” Keith told him.

			“That’s okay, I have cash,” Nathan said, handing Keith the list he had made.

			Taking the list, Keith’s eyes got bigger the more he read. Looking around to make sure no one was around, Keith said quietly to Nathan, “You realize this is going to be over three thousand dollars?” Nathan reached in his messenger bag and pulled out a five-thousand-dollar roll.

			“Here’s five grand,” Nathan said. Keith took the money in shock. “I really need this stuff fast.” 

			“We’ll get started now,” Keith said, and motioned several workers over.

			Nathan grabbed a buggy. Walking around the store he put stuff in the buggy. Seeing kid’s hiking boots, he grabbed several different sizes for all the kids. Rodger walked around with him. “What would you have done if you hadn’t had that money?” he asked as Nathan put in a stack of riding dusters.

			“Walked my ass off,” Nathan said.

			“You can stay here with us,” Rodger offered.

			Nathan met Rodger’s eyes. “I really appreciate the offer, but I’ve made a promise to go through this with my friends. I wish the kids would stay but I really doubt they will.” Stopping at a rack of riding dusters, he started grabbing.

			It was an hour later that Keith came over to get them and noticed the full cart. “We can get that rung up and you can get your change in my office. I don’t like to let people know how much money is around here,” he said leading them up front.

			When they were in Keith’s office, he said, “The total is five thousand two hundred and sixty-seven dollars.” 

			“What’s Rodger and Bob’s bill?” Nathan asked, fishing some more bills out.

			“I can’t discuss another client’s bill, sir,” Keith said with a stern face.

			“We owe just over nine thousand,” Rodger told Nathan.

			Nodding his head impressed with the figure, Nathan threw a bank stack of hundreds on Keith’s desk. “That should cover their bill. You can deliver their stuff tomorrow.” Nathan threw another stack on the desk. “That’s for future purchases.”

			Pushing back from the desk, Keith looked at the twenty grand sitting in front of him like it was alive. “The stuff will be delivered tomorrow,” he said in a quiet voice.

			“Thank you, Nathan. Keith, is the stuff loaded?” Rodger asked.

			“Yeah, it’s in your truck,” Keith said, picking up the bills.

			“Thank you,” Rodger said. He grabbed Nathan’s arm and guided him out of the office and then the store. When they were loaded up in the truck Rodger spun up gravel leaving the parking lot. “Did you steal that money?” Rodger demanded. 

			“Hell, no!” Nathan snapped.

			“You just threw down twenty-five thousand dollars like it was Monopoly money!” Rodger shouted.

			“In a few more weeks I think Monopoly money will be worth more,” Nathan said calmly, shrugging his shoulders. Rodger just stuttered at that. “What, Rodger? You think people are going to keep using worthless bills? Why not use them while I can, while other people will take them?” 

			“Where did you get that kind of money?” Rodger asked.

			“I didn’t steal it, so what does it matter?” Nathan said. Rodger just kept looking back and forth from Nathan to the road. “Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies,” Nathan finally said.

			Rodger laughed. “You know, I think Keith shit his pants seeing that much money.”

			“What the hell happened?” Howard asked from the back. Rodger told him. Howard looked stunned. “You are a very remarkable man,” Howard said to Nathan. 

			“I can help, so I do. I have more than I need. If I couldn’t, I wouldn’t,” Nathan told them truthfully. They rode the rest of the way in silence.

			When they got back to the farm, they saw all the kids and Jasmine in the small horse pasture walking their horses. Rodger pulled over and Nathan unloaded the saddles. Then they drove to the barn to unload the feed and other supplies. As they were unloading, Rodger climbed in the combine as Bob walked in the barn. Seconds later, the combine fired up.

			“Holy shit!” Bob screamed. “You found parts to fix the combine!”

			Nathan put his index finger in his ear, shaking it around and trying to get the ringing to stop. He really wished he had left his Hunters Ear in. “No, Bob, it wasn’t broken,” Nathan said. Howard told Bob the conversation they had riding into town. Bob tried all the other machines and they all fired up. Bob and Rodger smiled. “We just might get through this yet,” Bob said as they walked out of the barn.

			Nathan fell in beside them. “That is what you always tell yourself,” Nathan said as they made their way to the horse pasture. Nathan grabbed the saddle, blanket, and tack he bought for the Percheron. Carrying it over to the stable Nathan grabbed the guide rope and placed it over the Percheron and guided over to the stable.

			Talking to the horse, Nathan saddled it in no time. “He’s done that a time or two,” Rodger said to Bob.

			“Damn, he’s faster than anyone here,” Bob said, agreeing.

			Slowly, Nathan climbed in the saddle. Mark had said all the horses were trail horses but Nathan had learned long ago, until you know the horse, you can’t trust it. The massive grey horse sat patiently, waiting for Nathan to get settled.

			Feeling the horse relaxed between his legs, Nathan did the same then guided her out into the pasture. Getting the feel for the massive animal, Nathan had to admit she handled wonderfully. “I’m going to call you Smoke,” he said, patting her neck.

			Smoke whinnied as Nathan led her into a trot. The kids stopped leading their horses to watch Nathan trot around the pasture. Amanda turned to Mark and Glenda, who had stayed to help. “He’s riding. Why can’t we?” she asked.

			Glenda watched Nathan, impressed with his riding. “I can tell he’s ridden horses a long time,” she told Amanda.

			“Please let me ride,” Amanda whined. 

			Mark raised his eyebrows at Glenda. “I thought the horses were bad.” He helped Amanda into the saddle then moved around helping the others.

			Nathan, seeing the kids getting in the saddles, broke Smoke into a gallop and rode to them. Pulling back on the reins, Smoke slowed and Nathan guided her to Amanda. “You ready?” he asked.

			“This is easier than a car. This is your steering wheel, gas, and brake all in one,” Amanda said, holding up the reins.

			Nathan laughed. “Yes, but a car doesn’t have a mind of its own.” 

			They led the horses around the pasture in a slow walk for the rest of the afternoon, with only Casey falling off once. She just jumped up and climbed back on all by herself. Nathan helped the kids unsaddle their horses and brush them.

			It was only when they sat down for supper that the kids figured out riding in saddles for a long time hurt. Bob sat by Nathan as he fed Emma, who was just opening her mouth when the spoon came close. “Can’t anyone else feed her?” Bob asked.

			“No, she goes insane,” Nathan replied as Casey handed him a piece of paper.

			“I drew this for you,” she said, smiling.

			Taking the paper, Nathan looked at the picture. “This is beautiful! When I get home, I’m hanging it on the wall.” She hugged him. Nathan leaned down and kissed the top of her head. Then she ran off giggling. Nathan picked up the picture and looked at it then turned it to Bob. “What is this supposed to be?” he asked in a whisper.

			“A dinosaur?” Bob shrugged.

			“Shit, I thought it was a duck,” Nathan said looking at the picture. Folding the paper up carefully, Nathan put it in his messenger bag. Everyone sat around talking till dark then headed off to bed. Nathan led his group to the barn and when they were asleep, he went down to the little room where they had put the boxes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Day 22

			 

			Everyone was awake before dawn and except for Nathan had very sore butts. Seeing them hobble around, Nathan didn’t have the heart to tell them they were going to ride all that afternoon. Nathan pulled on his boots and grabbed his vest and rifle.

			“What are we doing today?” Jasmine asked.

			“After breakfast, we are going to shoot. I want each of you to hit what you are aiming at,” Nathan said, putting Emma’s little boots on.

			Jasmine sighed with relief. “Thank God. That saddle hurt my butt in places I never knew were there.” She forced herself to bend over and put on her boots.

			Nathan smiled and picked up Emma. “Sorry, riding lessons resume this afternoon.” 

			Everyone let out groans as they followed Nathan out of the loft. In the dawn light, they could see breakfast being laid out on the picnic tables. They fixed plates and sat down to eat. Bob joined them.

			“How do you guys like riding?” he asked looking around the table only to be met with moans. “Felt the same way when I started.” 

			“Where can I take them to practice shooting?” Nathan asked.

			“I’ll show ya. We have a little range down by the creek,” Bob said.

			After breakfast, Bob showed them the area and Nathan dropped the boxes of ammo he was carrying. He went over the basics again the showed them how to shoot. Even though they all had suppressors, Nathan made them wear the ear protection he had given them. Since little Emma refused to stay behind, Nathan found some ear muffs for her. 

			They started at twenty-five yards and everyone hit their targets. They moved to fifty yards. By noon, having gone through over a thousand rounds, everyone was hitting targets a hundred yards away. Nathan had them move from targets up close to far away and back again, changing magazines constantly. Nathan called them together and made them pick up spent shells before they headed back for lunch. 

			They met everyone at the picnic tables and Bob filled Nathan in on what they were doing. “We got a load of lumber and are building a type of dorm for those coming out here. We started on the boxed berm around the house but made it four feet wide instead of three. The new fence is being put in around the house twenty feet inside the old one and will have ten rows of barbed wire instead of three. Then we are putting rolls around the top strand. We are also going to add three more strands to the old fence. We turned the goats loose and they are eating the grass like crazy. I thought Mindy was going to die when they ate her flowers but I told her those flowers were going to get dug up when the berm got put in so she didn’t cook the goats. The gate and guard house are done and we have three deer stands put up out back for lookouts. Thank you again for paying off the co-op bill. I bought several tons of natural seeds. Thank God this was a rotation year and I planted soybeans.” 

			“Rotation year?” Amanda asked, following the conversation.

			“You can only plant cotton so many years in a row. Then you rotate crops to put back into the soil what cotton takes and take out what cotton leaves behind,” Nathan told her.

			“Man, that’s smart,” Amanda said, taking a long drink. Nathan was amazed that she hadn’t grown since she had been with him. Amanda only weighed eighty pounds and was just over five feet tall. No matter how much he fed her she didn’t gain weight. Normally that would be good but with the trip they wanted to follow him on he wanted her to have some reserves built up.

			 Nathan looked up seeing someone come over and realized it was Glen. Stopping beside Nathan, Glen handed Nathan a sheet of paper. “Here is what came over. I recorded it and wrote it down. I have no idea what code you’re using but it’s a good one.”

			Nathan read the note and sighed with relief. 

			Amanda stood up. “Well what does it say?” 

			“Everyone is at the camp. Tim and Sherry made it with all my stuff and animals. I will have to look on my tablet for the rest of the code words and numbers,” Nathan said, leaning back smiling.

			“Can I see it?” Amanda asked. Nathan handed it over. The note read:

			Looney tunes in the house stop.

			Alfalfa and Darla in the club with the gang stop.

			Daffy is taking a bath stop.

			Batman is working stop.

			Mickey was almost in trouble stop.

			Message follows, 2,7,9,24… (and a lot more numbers).

			 “This means something?” Amanda asked, not convinced.

			“Alfalfa is Tim, that’s the code telling me they made it to the camp and the gang is all my stuff. If they had to leave something behind it would say ‘in the car’ and instead of gang it would say ‘at work’. Looney tunes refers to everyone at the camp that are members,” Nathan said.

			“Aren’t Tim and Sherry members?” Jasmine asked.

			Amanda sighed, “No, Jasmine, I’ve told you. They are part of the camp because they are Nathan’s family. Do you listen to anything I say?” she asked.

			Jasmine let it slide and asked Nathan, “So will we be accepted there?” 

			“Jasmine, I just asked you if you listen to me!” Amanda threw her hands up. “The camp only allows each ‘family’ as many people as it can support for a year. Nathan has enough for us for two years. I know I’ve talked about this.” 

			Nathan shrugged his shoulders. “Don’t look at me like that. She wanted the story of my life and I’ll be damned if she didn’t commit it to memory,” Nathan told her.

			Jasmine just laid her head down on the table, mumbling. Amanda shook her head watching her. “Really, Jasmine, we are family now. You haven’t been paying attention,” Amanda told her. Amanda looked at Nathan, “When will you know the rest?” she asked.

			“When I get my tablet,” Nathan said.

			“I’ll get it,” Amanda said, moving away.

			“Hold it,” Nathan said, grabbing her. “Take the note. Use the file ‘Cooking’ to find out what is says. I want you to write it down and bring it to me, understand?”

			“Sure.” She kissed his cheek and took off running. 

			Casey looked at Nathan, “Did Nolan make it alright?” she asked. Nathan nodded and Casey smiled.

			“Who’s Nolan again?” Jasmine asked without lifting her head up.

			“Tim and Sherry’s baby boy,” Casey said, making Jasmine groan. “Nathan, can I go and help Amanda?”

			“Yes, but remember you have riding this afternoon so you two make it quick,” Nathan said. Casey slung her rifle over her shoulder and took off running after Amanda.

			Jasmine looked up. “I—,” she started to say and closed her mouth. Grabbing Emma, she walked to the stables, calling the other kids to follow.

			Watching Jasmine walk away, Nathan shook his head. “Somehow and for some reason, I think I’m going to pay for that later,” he mumbled.

			He walked around to the front of the house so Bob could show him the progress. They heard diesel engines and saw three military hummers coming down the driveway. Nathan noticed two of them had fifty calibers with soldiers manning them. “Hope those are friends because when Ma Deuce talks, you listen,” Nathan said, referring to the fifty cals.

			Bob laughed. “Yeah, seen ‘em in action a few times. That’s our brother Dennis.” 

			The small convoy pulled in. Out of the back of a HUMVEE stepped a man who Nathan could see instantly was Rodger and Bob’s brother. He didn’t need to see the four stars on his collar.

			The General hugged Bob, then turned to Nathan and extended his hand. “You must be Nathan. I’m Dennis.” 

			To say Nathan was shocked would’ve been an understatement. “How the hell did you know that?” Nathan asked, wanting to find a tin foil hat.

			Dennis laughed as Nathan shook his hand. “I met up with Rodger in town. He told me about you,” Dennis said.

			Relief flooded Nathan’s body. “You had me worried there, thought I was being tracked,” Nathan admitted.

			The happiness fell off Dennis’s face. “You will be before long,” he said with sadness. Then he looked past Nathan and his face lit up with a smile. Nathan turned to see Howard and his family running toward Dennis. Dennis held his arms open as they all hugged him.

			 “It seems they are just as happy to see Dennis as they were you,” Nathan said to Bob.

			Bob shook his head. “Dennis thinks they’re his. I’ve asked Mindy more than once if he was right but she just grabs a broom and tries to take my head off,” Bob told him. “To be honest, I like it. He has a son and family with them.”

			They left Dennis with Howard and his family. Nathan pointed out other things he would do and was surprised to find Bob had pulled out a small pad and was making notes. They went inside to the area where Glen was setting up the radios and were shocked to see them up along with two computers.

			Glen looked up when they entered the study. “The solar panels will be up in a few minutes and I will be able to start.” 

			“What about the antenna?” Nathan asked.

			“It was put in an hour ago,” Glen said, then looked at Bob. “Thank you for bringing us out here.”

			“Thank you for coming. You like the room Mindy gave y’all?” Bob asked.

			Glen laughed. “It’s bigger than our first three apartments, and yes we love it.”

			“You need anything, let me know,” Bob said as they left.

			They headed out back and Bob told Nathan he needed to get back to work so Nathan watched from the stable fence as the kids and Jasmine rode around. Hearing someone approach, Nathan turned around to see Dennis. “Getting ready to leave?” Nathan asked.

			“No, I’m moving some stuff over and my wife will be staying here,” Dennis said, leaning on the fence with Nathan watching the kids ride. “I’ll never be able to say thank you enough. You need anything, let me know.”

			Nathan thought for a second. “Dennis, I want to ask you a question. What is Operation Dark Titan?”

			Dennis closed his eyes. “I don’t know how you found out about that but be careful who you ask. I’ve had two officers ‘disappear’ for asking what it was.”

			“You don’t know?” Nathan asked, getting worried.

			“I didn’t say that, I just know who to ask,” Dennis said. “It’s big, and if they think you know then you aren’t around long.” 

			“You don’t trust me enough to tell me? I realize we just met,” Nathan said.

			Dennis shook his head. “No, I don’t want to put you in danger. If they find out I know, there are ways of making people talk, and I owe you. I have no illusions, general or not. If they think I’ll expose it then I’m dead, but not before I talk.” 

			“How big does this go?” Nathan asked.

			Not answering right away, Dennis pointed out in the field at the kids and Jasmine riding around. “Are you willing to risk their safety?” 

			“I don’t know where you’ve been. Their safety is already at risk. I just want more info to be better prepared,” Nathan said.

			“Fair enough,” Dennis said. “First, how did you find out about Titan?”

			“Got several e-mails before the crash, some were internal government memos. One said Operation Dark Titian was set to run,” Nathan answered.

			“I pray they don’t know you received those memos. There was a hack into the NSA storage facility two days before the flare. The contents were thrown up on the web, and I know for a fact the hackers are dead. It doesn’t matter that they were in Canada. I don’t know how far they got in tracing the info that leaked or if they can still trace it but I do know they are looking for anyone with that information. Two independent alternative news sites’ entire staffs were killed in ‘apparent robberies’,” Dennis told him.

			“It sounds to me like they knew the CME was coming,” Nathan observed.

			“It does, doesn’t it?” Dennis told him smiling.

			“That’s impossible. We don’t have the understanding of the sun or the computing power to run simulations if we did,” Nathan said.

			“There you’re wrong. The NSA has more computing power than you can imagine. They had a probable window of four days for the flare and it fell on the first. They have had some monkey wrenches thrown in but for the most part they are rather happy,” Dennis said with a pained face. “Operation Dark Titan was launched over a year ago.”

			“Do you know who ‘they’ are?” Nathan asked

			“Money men, the alphabet agencies, but only those at the very top and I don’t think it was just those here. Most every senior member of the U.N. was brought in,” Dennis said.

			Nathan sighed. “I know it doesn’t matter but why?” 

			“Money. We were broke. The government gets capital and we need new stuff. Now they can take what they want without word really getting out,” Dennis said.

			Feeling utterly helpless, Nathan just wanted to lie down and die. This was way over him. “How will the military play in this?” 

			Impressed, Dennis chuckled. “That’s the game changer. If they take the control slowly then it will be a few years before a revolt. If they take control fast, it will just happen sooner. From what I’ve read, less than forty percent of military forces will become hostile to Americans.” 

			“Well, that’s a relief,” Nathan said.

			“It is until you realize that as of today there are a quarter of a million U.N. troops on U.S. soil and a hundred thousand of our troops are shipped out to their countries,” Dennis said.

			“We suppress them and their troops suppress us,” Nathan said.

			“Yep,” Dennis said nodding.

			“When will the gun confiscation start?” Nathan asked.

			Dennis shook his head. “It started ten hours after the flare. The ATF may not have kept a national registry but Homeland did with the NSA’s help. Then they sent the good ole ATF to do what they always wanted, take the guns.”

			“What are you going to do in all this?” Nathan asked.

			“I took an oath to a piece of paper and the United States of America. That’s why I’m bringing my wife here,” Dennis said.

			Nathan fought the urge to look around for an attack. “How long do I have to get home?” 

			“You were too late when the flare hit,” Dennis said sadly.

			“I mean before the military starts fighting?” Nathan asked.

			“There are already. Oath Keepers are attacking now. I would say three, four months tops before full-scale military battles take place,” Dennis said.

			“I can do that,” Nathan said, feeling a tad better.

			“Can your camp be seen from the air?” Dennis asked.

			“One little shack, the rest are built into the hillside. We didn’t do that to hide from big brother, it was purely an insulation issue. Not being seen easily is an added bonus,” Nathan explained.

			“I wish you would stay, we could use you here,” Dennis admitted.

			“I gave my word,” Nathan said. 

			“Then I must say it has been an honor to meet you,” Dennis said. “What are you going to do when you get home?” 

			Nathan smiled. “Be a big pain in the ass.”

			Dennis laughed. “I would lay my money on you ripping the ass off.”

			“Thank you, I owe you now,” Nathan said, holding out his hand.

			Dennis shook his head. “Let’s just consider us even.”

			“You will be with your brothers tonight right?” Nathan asked.

			Dennis nodded. “Yeah they told me you needed to talk to all of us so I’ll be there after supper.” Nathan watched Dennis walk back to the house then headed for the barn to start getting gear ready.

			After supper the three brothers followed Nathan to the barn and he led them to the small room he had stored the supplies in. Nathan lit three lanterns, filling the room with light. “You trying to blind the old men?” Rodger asked.

			“You are blind,” Bob said.

			“This coming from the man who misses the first deer every year,” Rodger snapped.

			“I have to let some live,” Bob said sincerely. 

			“Nathan, what did you want to talk to us about?” Dennis asked, knowing those two would keep going for hours.

			“What I’m about to show and give you, I want two promises. The first is, if something happens and the kids have to return here, you give them a place to live. Next, you can’t tell anyone about this until I’m gone. I would really advise not telling anyone,” Nathan said, standing between two piles on the floor.

			“I hope you know we would take care of them without the oath,” Rodger said, his brothers nodding.

			“Call it peace of mind,” Nathan said.

			“Well you have it,” Rodger said.

			Nathan opened on of the boxes and grabbed two rolls of double eagles. He opened the containers and poured them on the table in the center of the room. The three men moved over looking at the gold pieces. “Now you see why I wouldn’t tell many. If you don’t think the person can keep their mouth shut I’d advise not telling them,” Nathan said as each one picked up a one-ounce coin.

			Dennis looked at his brothers. “We tell no one unless the other two agree.” 

			“I have to tell my wife,” Rodger said to Dennis.

			“Shit, Mindy and your wife keep secrets better than either of you,” Dennis told them.

			“What about your wife?” Bob asked.

			“I’m not telling her, no need,” Dennis replied. “Nathan how much are you giving us?” 

			“That pile there,” Nathan said, pointing at the big pile. He opened a suitcase. Inside were bank-banded stacks of money. The three looked at the money then at the stack of boxes and suitcases. Then they looked at the smaller stack. “That one’s mine,” Nathan told them.

			“Ours is bigger?” Bob asked.

			“I’m taking what I can carry,” Nathan replied.

			“How much is in our pile?” Rodger asked.

			“I have no idea. I would say over five hundred pounds of gold and about that in silver. Never even bothered to count the cash,” Nathan said.

			Dennis pointed at the other suitcases. “Those are cash too?” 

			Nathan picked one up and opened it, showing the jewelry. “Nope.”

			“We’re rich,” Bob said, looking at the money.

			“Bob, don’t start,” Dennis barked. “You could’ve hid this and come back for it,” Dennis said to Nathan.

			“Why? It’s more than I need. I’m taking some for those kids. When this ends I want them to have some shot at a future,” Nathan replied. “May I offer a suggestion?”

			“Partner, you can do whatever the hell you want,” Bob said.

			“Let Rodger use some of this to pay the deputies. Bob, you give them food. This way they see the help they are getting is coming from citizens and not the government. Rodger, keep tabs on what you spend so you can recoup it when this ends,” Nathan said.

			“Who else knows about this?” Dennis asked.

			“Jasmine, but she doesn’t know how much,” Nathan said.

			“Howard doesn’t know?” Dennis asked.

			Nathan shook his head. “Didn’t see why he would need to.”

			Dennis let out a sigh. “Thank God, that boy can’t keep a secret to save his life, and this could cost it.”

			Bob grabbed Rodger’s arm. “Did you hear that? Dennis said Howard wasn’t the best at something. It has to be a miracle.” 

			Narrowing his eyes, Dennis glared at Bob. “Never said my boy was perfect, his faults are only few. He likes sharing with others.”

			“See you spoke to soon,” Rodger said, snickering.

			“It’s not my fault my boy is the best of the batch,” Dennis said, picking up a stack of bills thumbing through them.

			Bob threw the coins he was holding down on the table. “When did you sleep with Mindy?” he demanded.

			“Never, Howard is just my clone,” Dennis said, smiling. Nathan laughed and was joined by the others.

			“You guys are great!” Nathan declared. The brothers one by one hugged him. One part of Nathan’s mind thought they wanted to crush him and keep all the gold.

			As Nathan gasped for air, Dennis slapped his back. “I hope you make it home. Get ready for the storm.” He held out an envelope. “It demands safe passage for you. I don’t think it will work, and if it does, not for long.”

			“Damn, I wish I would’ve thought of that,” Nathan said, taking the envelope.

			“Howard did,” Dennis said looking up at Bob. “When are you heading out?” 

			“Two or three days. I want to kids to get comfortable on the horses and using their weapons,” Nathan said swearing one of them broke one of his ribs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Day 26

			 

			Nathan stood at the front of the house with his group in the late afternoon. The horses were saddled and pack animals loaded. Everyone had come out to tell them goodbye. They had spent the last three days getting ready and Nathan did feel better about their chances but wished they would’ve stayed.

			When he had asked it almost became a screaming match, well it did for Amanda and Casey. Finally calming everyone down, Nathan told them they didn’t have to stay and the discussion promptly dropped.

			The group could at least shoot now, which made him feel good. But hitting paper targets that don’t shoot back is one thing. Since they had limited ammunition for the sniper rifle, only he and John had trained with it. Then Casey and Jasmine got in a fight after Nathan worked with them, teaching them pistols. Casey wore a pistol the next day. Jasmine said ten was too young to be carrying an M-4, much less a Glock pistol.

			In the end, Nathan sided with Casey. As long as she showed that she was responsible, he’d be damned if she couldn’t protect herself.

			Nathan watched as the kids mounted their horses. Emma would be swapped out riding with others but Nathan had a feeling she would be with him most of the time. Every time he turned around she was there. That alone could make him crazy, but then Amanda and Casey stayed close. Nathan would never tell them he had secretly dreamed of sneaking off.

			Looking at the eight hoses and two mules, Nathan thought of the old pioneering days. “Everyone mount up!” Nathan yelled.

			The group climbed onto their horses. Nathan had decided since they did so well traveling at night they would continue it, at least until they got to less populated areas. “Thank you,” Bob said, shaking Nathan’s hand. He had already crushed him in a hug. “We’ll be waiting for you broadcast saying you made it.” 

			“You guys stay safe. When this is over, let’s get drunk,” Nathan offered.

			“That sounds like a plan, partner,” Bob said, patting Nathan’s leg.

			Nathan gave Smoke a gentle kick and she started off down the driveway. When they reached the road, Nathan looked back to check everyone’s placement, with him in the front and John at the back no further than twenty yards behind. Those in the middle took turns leading the pack animals.

			Everyone loved their horses but loved the donkeys also and soon learned that the things were smart. Ares and Athena didn’t care for them but the donkeys couldn’t have cared less about the dogs. Turning around Nathan scanned the road ahead. 

			His M-4 was across his chest and he had mounted one of the thermal scopes on it. The other went on the BA 110 sniper rifle. Everyone, except Emma, had on NVGs. When they reached the small blacktop, Nathan led them onto the shoulder so the horses’ hooves stayed in the dirt. This not only protected them but they couldn’t be heard a long way off.

			With no clouds and a bright moon they really didn’t need their NVGs but Nathan still checked every so often. Leading the group west, he stayed off any main road and several times cut through fields and trees. At midnight he stopped them at a small stream so the horses could drink again and they could grab a quick bite to eat.

			Very irritated, Jasmine carried a much awake Emma. “She’s riding with you!” Jasmine commanded.

			“You do know I’m leading this group and I’m likely to be the first one shot,” Nathan snapped.

			“No one would shoot a man carrying a kid,” Jasmine snapped handing Emma over.

			“Well I’m happy to hear that,” Nathan said, taking Emma.

			“Come on, who could shoot a child?” Jasmine said. She tried to cross her arms but her M-4 was in the way so she put her hands on her hips.

			Nathan looked at her with a flat expression. “So no child has ever been murdered before?” 

			Some of the fire left Jasmine’s face. “Yes, some have. But those are sick people.”

			“Then thank God they’re all dead and no one else is a sick person,” Nathan growled.

			Jasmine stomped her foot. “Fine, I’ll take her!”

			“No, she can ride with me. But you need to realize this is not a trail ride,” Nathan said, giving Emma some food.

			“Believe me, I know. But she is driving me crazy. She won’t sit still and I have to always keep telling her to be quiet,” Jasmine barked.

			Nathan looked down at Emma who was just ‘smiling’ with her curled lips at Jasmine. “Why didn’t you get one of the others to take her?” Nathan asked.

			“She won’t ride with them,” Jasmine said finally calming down.

			“Well we will have to keep her awake tomorrow,” Nathan said.

			“Nathan, she was awake all day today while we slept. She’s been up longer than all of us,” Jasmine pointed out.

			“Well she’s with me now so let’s get moving,” Nathan said, putting Emma up in his saddle. Climbing up, Nathan pulled her back to him and led the group back to the road.

			No sooner than they hit the road, Emma started pointing at stuff and babbling. Giving up after ten minutes of telling her to be quiet, Nathan answered her. To his credit, he did get her to lower her voice when she babbled. Listening to her babble, Nathan was convinced she knew everything and was trying to tell him.

			When Emma saw a shooting star streak across the sky she squealed and pointed at it. Nathan clamped a hand over her mouth, certain they heard that squeal in Idaho. “Emma, not loud. Monsters are around,” Nathan said again.

			Emma blew a raspberry at him when Nathan took his hand away. “What the hell was that noise? Over,” John called over the radio.

			“Emma spotted a shooting star, over,” Nathan called back.

			“My hunter’s ear shut off then came back on, just wanted you to know, over,” John called back.

			Nathan’s heart beat fast. “John, are you shitting me? Over.”

			“Yes. I thought it was a bird, over,” John called back.

			Hearing gravel crunch coming up behind him, Nathan turned to see Jasmine pulling in beside him. “Told you,” she said without looking at him.

			“Hey, she’s just two! I bet you weren’t this good at two,” Nathan snapped.

			Jasmine turned in her saddle, looking at him with a smirk. “I’m sure you’re right but you said we needed to be quiet. It almost sounded like she was your own child,” Jasmine said slowing her horse pulling in behind Nathan.

			Looking down as Emma pointed at a sign, babbling in a low tone. “That’s a sign. It says ‘Ice on bridge when cold,’” Nathan told her and Emma babbled back at him then pointed at the stream under the bridge. “That’s a creek, water,” Nathan said.

			“Wawa,” Emma said, then continued to babble.

			Nathan sighed. “Yes Emma.” He was thankful she was at least keeping her voice down. They had been riding for over an hour when Nathan realized he hadn’t answered a question in a long time. Then it occurred to him he hadn’t heard babbling in a while. Glancing down he saw Emma was asleep with her head back and her mouth open. Nathan was holding her around the waist so she wouldn’t fall off.

			Nathan pulled Smoke to a stop and Jasmine caught up to him. “Get a blanket,” Nathan told her.

			“It’s burning up out here. You don’t need to cover her up,” Jasmine told Nathan like he was an idiot.

			Grinding his teeth as he spoke, Nathan said, “Just get the blanket.” Jasmine mumbled and pulled one out of her saddle bags. She held it out to Nathan. “Jasmine, get off your horse and fold and cut the blanket like I tell you,” he sighed.

			“Like I knew that,” Jasmine said under her breath.

			It only took a few minutes and a lot of swearing under the breath for both of them and a baby sling was made. Two holes were cut so Emma’s legs could poke out, then Nathan tied the sling across his body so Emma’s head was by his left shoulder and her body ran across his, with her legs hanging off his right hip.

			Very happy now, Nathan started them off again. “That was a good idea, where did you get it?” Jasmine asked, riding beside him.

			“From an old cowboy movie,” Nathan said proudly.

			Jasmine giggled. “See you can learn stuff from TV,” she said in a low tone, and pulled behind Nathan.

			“Wish I would’ve learned more,” Nathan said after she was gone. “Shit, I studied so I could survive. Not care for kids and a woman.”

			Jasmine wasn’t quite out of electronic earshot, but didn’t reply. Instead she only smiled. Nathan referred to her as a woman.

			It was an hour before dawn when Nathan led them off the small road off into the tree line. They stopped at a barbed wire fence. Nathan called Tom forward to cut the fence, then led the others through. Tom used some wire to put the fence back up. Nathan had shown all of them how to cut fence and told them they would be doing a lot of it. Then he showed them how to put it back together. Everyone thought it was to be nice so the animals in the fence couldn’t get out. Nathan then told them it was so if anyone was looking for them it was covering their tracks.

			John stayed and covered Tom till he finished. When Tom climbed back on his horse, they kicked their horses into a trot to catch up. The found the group crossing a grass field heading for a pond on the other side. Nathan led them around the pond to the trees ten yards behind it. Nathan pointed at an area and everyone climbed off.

			Ares sat at Nathan’s feet. Nathan pulled Ares’s woobie from his saddle bag. “Here it is,” Nathan said, handing it over. Ares grabbed the woobie in his mouth as Nathan grabbed his own. When Nathan laid his out, Ares let his go. Picking it up, Nathan spread it out beside his. 

			Very carefully, Nathan pulled the ‘Emma sling’ off and laid her on his woobie. Then he removed his saddle. Hearing a grunt, Nathan turned to see Casey on the ground with her saddle on top of her. “Stupid thing,” Casey said rolling it off. When Casey started jumping to grab the bridle, Nathan walked over and eased it over the horse’s head. Nathan figured the horse wouldn’t like the bit ripped out of its mouth.

			Wearing a big smile, Casey handed him the lead rope and Nathan put it on, leading the horse out to the grass. When Nathan stopped he looked down to see Casey putting the Velcro hobbles on. “Casey, you really don’t want to get under a horse,” he said, thinking of a thousand bad things happening.

			“Pepper wouldn’t hurt me,” Casey said, smiling, as she started drying the horse off with a towel.

			“I beg to differ,” Nathan said, walking back to his horse. After drying his horse off, Nathan helped the boys lift the pack saddles off. Nathan hung up a rope and everyone hung up their horse blankets to dry. Seeing Casey’s saddle laying where it fell, Nathan picked it up and carried over sitting it beside his. Daylight was spreading across the sky when everyone sat down.

			Looking at his watch, Nathan realized it took them almost an hour to tend horses. Amanda crawled over to him. “Let me see the map, please,” she said, holding out her hand. Nathan did note she said please, but it sounded like it was just tacked on. Nathan handed over the map and ate a protein bar.

			Amanda ran her fingers over the map then went over the trip in her head. “You passed our camp site rally point,” she said, looking up finally.

			“Sure did. We have someplace to go,” Nathan said, lying back and using his saddle for a pillow. Reaching up, Nathan pulled his boonie hat over his face.

			“We went over forty miles,” she pointed out.

			“You complaining?” he asked.

			Not liking the attitude, Amanda threw the paper down and took a deep breath, then looked at the sleeping Emma. “Nathan, we can make it in less than two months,” she said, wanting him to see what she was seeing.

			Lifting his head up, Nathan tilted his hat back on his head. “Your point is?” he asked not knowing what the hell her point was.

			“Naaathaaaaan,” she whined, dragging out his name. “We will be there before winter. We have almost enough food to last us the whole way. We don’t have to worry about the trip.” 

			Everyone just looked from Amanda to Nathan as he sat up. “Amanda, come here.” Nathan patted the blanket in front of him. When she sat down Nathan reached out and held her hands. “This trip is still going to be hard. We got a break but you can’t relax. Others can hurt us, we can get hurt, the weather could turn bad, or any of a thousand different things,” he said, wanting her to understand the danger.

			Amanda sighed. “Those things could always happen,” she pointed out.

			“True, but if we got hurt, we could go to a hospital. If bad weather came in, we could rent a hotel room. If someone stole our car, we could call the police and insurance company to get a rental. We have none of that Amanda. We can only count on what we have,” Nathan told her.

			Tears welled in Amanda’s eyes. “I just didn’t want you to worry so much,” she said, and the dam broke with tears running down her face. Nathan pulled her over hugging her tightly. “You worry all the time about us hardly getting any sleep. You always check on us no matter where we are. I just wanted you to stop worrying so much,” she wept. 

			Feeling like an ass and not sure how that happened, Nathan looked around and noticed a few more tears. “Amanda, I don’t think I will ever stop worrying about you guys even when we get home. Not for a long time have I worried about someone other than me or a dog. Now I care about you guys and if any of you got hurt—” Nathan paused as ice gripped his heart. “I don’t know what I would do,” he admitted.

			Dragging her sleeve across her nose, Amanda leaned back, looking up at him with tears running down her face. “I love you bunches,” she said, sniffling. Then she threw her head into his chest. Nathan rubbed her head and was hit from his right, feeling arms wrap around him.

			Looking down, he saw Casey, crying, “I love you too.” 

			John ran at them with his arms open and tears on his face. “Oh shit,” Nathan said as John hit them, taking them all down. As he was on the ground, he felt more impacts and struggled, lifting his head up to see everyone piled on him.

			“Ahh,” he heard beside him. Well, almost everyone. Then Emma jumped on his head.

			“Guys, can’t breathe,” Nathan managed to get out. Slower than he liked, they all got off. “Guys, I love you too,” Nathan admitted more to himself than to them.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Day 27

			 

			Nathan and Casey took the first watch and entertained Emma. Nathan checked his gear then his saddle then grabbing a brush, Nathan headed to Smoke. With the hobbles on, Smoke met him and nuzzled his chest. Stroking her head, Nathan gave her some dried fruit and started brushing her. When Nathan watched Emma run under Smoke like the horse was a bridge, he picked her up as he continued to brush.

			Looking over he saw Casey brushing her horse though she had to lead it to a stump so she could get the back. Thinking that was very smart, Nathan laughed and kneeled down to check Smoke’s hooves. Then he walked around checking the other horses’ hooves, knowing they would each have to brush their own horse. Eyeing the donkeys Nathan turned around and took Emma to Casey.

			Then Nathan checked the donkeys. He had limited experience with donkeys but he knew they were smart, strong as hell and could kick you with their back leg when you were standing beside their head. The last point was the only one that mattered to Nathan at the time. The donkeys loved his attention and loved the brushing, telling him with their soft baying. He gave both some dried fruit and went back to get Emma and Casey. Their shift was up so they woke up Amanda, Natalie, and Jasmine.

			Taking his boots off, Nathan lay down with his head on his saddle and watched Ares sleeping beside him. Nathan laughed as Ares ran in his sleep. He lowered his hat over his eyes and was asleep almost instantly. 

			When Nathan felt something land on his chest giggling, he woke with a start. Moving his hat he looked on his chest and saw Emma smiling at him. “There are other people you can jump on,” Nathan grumbled. Emma just giggled at him.

			John came over, followed by Tom. “Sorry, she got away,” John said, picking up Emma.

			Reaching out Nathan grabbed her. “I got her.” Nathan said sitting up. John looked like someone shot his dog. “John, it’s no problem. A wise man once said, ‘There is only one way to stop a toddler: don’t have one,’” Nathan said, making John laugh.

			Nathan watched the boys head over and brush their horses. The horses were tied up to a rope strung between two trees. Nathan had told everyone the last shift had to move the horses back to camp when they started. Looking at his watch Nathan felt good seeing he got almost six hours of sleep. Emma slapped the side of his face and yelled at him.

			“You better rectify, woman. I’ll bounce you like a basketball,” Nathan warned. Seeing her rear her hand back again, Nathan popped her hand. “No,” Nathan snapped. “I hit harder. Do you see me hitting you for no reason?” 

			Acting like Nathan broke her arm, Emma poked out her bottom lip. “You will not hit me,” Nathan said and put her down. Emma pouted with tears running down her face. Lying back down, Nathan watched Emma from under his hat. Emma looked over at John and Tom then back to Nathan. Slowly she climbed on Nathan’s chest and laid her head down.

			Patting her back, Nathan smiled. “You’re a mess,” he said. Emma lifted her head up, smiling, and babbled. “You have the memory of a fruit fly,” Nathan said, shaking his head. Holding Emma tightly, he sat up and started some coffee.

			Hearing blankets rustle Nathan looked over to see Jasmine stand up, stretching. Like always, she was in her bra and panties. Looking behind her, Nathan spotted two spellbound boys staring. Maybe I should say something to her? Nathan thought. “Nah, what’s life without some beauty?” he said out loud. 

			Pulling on a t-shirt and shorts, Jasmine tip-toed over in her bare feet. Seeing that Nathan was sitting right in the middle of his own woobie, Jasmine stepped beside him and hit his shoulders with her hips for him to scoot over. Reluctantly, Nathan complied. 

			“What’s with the tip-toe? The ground is dry,” Nathan pointed out.

			Jasmine pulled her hair back in a ponytail, tying it up. “There are stickers,” Jasmine told him.

			Seeing the coffee percolate, Nathan poured a cup and handed it to Jasmine. “Thank you,” she said, smiling. She played with Nathan’s hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. “Don’t you let your hair down when you sleep?” she asked.

			“No,” Nathan said, pouring a cup and waited for Jasmine to finish with the creamer and sugar. When he was finally able to take a sip he noticed Jasmine hadn’t been talking. Looking at his side he noticed she was just studying him and that made him nervous for some reason. “What?” he asked.

			“Just looking at you,” she said and looked away. Nathan fought the urge to run instead he pulled out a pot to boil some water. “You think we will make that many miles often?” she asked.

			Nathan nodded, pulling out some oatmeal. “We should manage about thirty-five a day. On the prairies we could get as many as sixty. In the mountains we may move thirty-five but only gain twenty,” he said.

			“Huh?” she asked.

			“Remember, you’re traveling up and down as you go forward. I’ll be happy with twenty-five,” Nathan said.

			“No problems, what’s the time frame?” she asked.

			“Fifty days,” Nathan said after thinking about it.

			Jasmine extended her legs and crossed her ankles, sighing with relief. “That sounds so much better than four months,” she said smiling.

			Nathan was just looking at her legs and didn’t hear what she said. Realizing his eyes were burning because he wasn’t blinking, Nathan went back to fixing breakfast. Jasmine smiled, catching the stare. “You know, Amanda was right, you worry about us too much,” she said.

			“Just let me worry so I can get all of you there safely,” Nathan said, looking back at her legs.

			Seeing him stare, Jasmine fought back a giggle and the urge to tell him her face was higher up. “At least you see we care about you and are grateful for you,” she said, uncrossing her legs and crossing them again, putting her right leg that had been on the bottom on the top.

			Breaking the hypnotic effect of her legs, Nathan jerked his eyes away to see the water boiling and dumped some in the oatmeal. Stirring the oatmeal quickly, “Thank you,” he said and put some oatmeal in a bowl for him and Emma.

			“Am I making you nervous?” Jasmine asked, tapping his side with her leg.

			“No,” Nathan answered quickly but glanced over as she set her leg down. 

			Grinning, Jasmine stood up. “I’m going to get the girls up,” she said, tip-toeing over to her blanket.

			Nathan looked down at Emma. “The good Lord wasted no parts when he put her together,” he said. Emma nodded her head, babbling. Nathan was sure she was agreeing with him. Everyone ate then started getting the horses ready to go. Tom and John helped the girls get their saddles on but the girls strapped them on. Nathan was going to help Jasmine but she snatched up her saddle, doing it herself. 

			Getting the pack animals ready was what Nathan didn’t like. They didn’t unload the pack saddles, they just lifted them off and on. Each was almost three hundred pounds. Everyone had front and rear saddle bags and Amanda, Casey, and Natalie had more supplies strapped to their saddles, since they all weighed next to nothing.

			Even though they were riding, Nathan made everyone wear their backpacks. When the complaints started he explained if they fell off and their horse ran off, they still had supplies. That shut everyone up, but didn’t stop the complaining; they were just quieter about it.

			When the camp was packed Nathan checked everyone. “Nathan, how come you sometimes have your weapon off safe?” John asked.

			“What’s your primary safety?” Nathan asked.

			John held up his trigger finger. “This not on the trigger till I’m ready to shoot.”

			“That’s right,” Nathan said. “Because we have little Emma, a.k.a. I have to touch everything, when I have her I put it on safe. So far she doesn’t like guns,” Nathan said.

			“Shit who could blame her? You made her stand beside you as you shot that water jug with a twelve gauge,” Jasmine said.

			“Sure did and it showed her it can hurt her,” Nathan replied.

			“You could’ve let her wear better ear muffs,” Jasmine shot back.

			Nathan looked over at her, “I’ll be sure to stop at the next store and pick some up.”

			John stepped over and grabbed Nathan’s arm seeing where this conversation was heading, he needed answers. “Nathan, I mean what’s the point? We carry ours on safe,” John asked.

			“And will continue to carry them like that until I tell you different. You will follow the five safety rules,” Nathan said picking Emma’s ‘sling.’

			“The why don’t you?” John asked.

			Nathan grabbed John’s shoulder. “John, when it happens, it happens fast. Usually the first thing you notice is someone shooting at you. That split second could save me, since I will be the first target. You will get to take your safety off.” Nathan told him letting John’s shoulder go and catching Emma who was chasing Ares.

			John looked shocked and Jasmine reassured him. “It’s okay, John, no one’s going to shoot Nathan.”

			“He thinks they are,” John said, a little scared.

			“Then that’s their problem,” Jasmine said. “Remember he said most people don’t know how to shoot so they’ll miss. You can fill in the blanks of what Nathan will do to them,” she told him walking to her horse.

			Feeling a little better, John’s customary smile returned but uneasiness settled in him as he walked over and climbed on his horse. They stopped and let Tom take down the fence and put it back up so no one would be the wiser that they had stayed there. Jasmine was just happy the cows weren’t able to get out.

			They were only on the road a few minutes before darkness fell. Clouds had rolled in through the day and Nathan was praying it didn’t rain. Everyone turned on their NVGs and followed Nathan. The new group was catching on fast. Casey was having trouble reading the map but was getting it. Natalie love the idea of learning martial arts and the morning routine was her favorite part of the day. Tom idolized John and this made John ecstatic. They were becoming best friends, as were Amanda and Casey, even though Casey was three years younger. Not to say Natalie wasn’t friends with Amanda but a bond was developed between Amanda and Casey. Natalie, strangely, was bonding with Jasmine.

			Sitting straight up in his saddle, Nathan was thinking of his group as they trotted down the road and turned onto a county road. Unconsciously, he reached down and patted a sleeping Emma as he looked around not seeing or hearing anything Nathan led them to the shoulder almost in the ditch. In an hour he stopped and let everyone catch up to him.

			“I-55 is up ahead. It should be empty but we are staying close together. What’s the rally point?” Nathan asked.

			“Small church two miles south of Route 6 on Highway 35,” they said in unison but quietly.

			“Ares, lead,” Nathan said, kicking Smoke. A mile up the road a dog started barking from a house off the road, but thankfully didn’t come out to the road. Slowly but steadily the area in front of them began to get brighter, then Nathan started seeing the glow of fires with the NVGs. The road they were on crossed over the interstate but had no connection to it; it wasn’t even paved. It was just a farming road over the interstate.

			From half a mile away Nathan stopped trying to make sense of what he was seeing. He could see dozens of fires along the interstate. Reaching down he turned on the thermal scope and waited for it to heat up. Lifting up his rifle he looked through the scope. “Holy shit,” he said out loud.

			There were thousands of people camping in the median. Then he looked in the fields beside the interstate and saw the white heat of bodies lying in small groups. Every so often he would spot a human shape that was cold. Focusing on the bridge he could see a few people sleeping on the shoulder next to the railings and in the center of the bridge was a barrel with a fire in it.

			“What the hell do you see?” Amanda asked.

			“A shit load of people,” Nathan said. “There are some on the bridge.”

			“Well let’s just cross the road,” Jasmine offered.

			“There are thousands down there stretched out on all the road I can see,” Nathan told her.

			“What the hell are they doing here out in the middle of nowhere?” she asked, offended people were in their way.

			Nathan lowered his rifle. “I’ll go and ask one and find out.” 

			“Smart ass, you know what I mean,” she snapped.

			Bringing his rifle up he continued to scan the area. “I’m pretty sure they are using the interstate to travel where they heard it’s safe. Remember we are only fifty miles from Memphis.” 

			“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Casey said, gripping her rifle tightly.

			Never taking his eye off the scope, Nathan popped off, “Amanda, quit teaching Casey your language.”

			“Screw that! Let’s do what she said and get the hell out of here. Something is wrong, I can feel it,” Amanda said in a low voice.

			“Yes there is something wrong but remember, never rush, that’s when mistakes are made,” Nathan said, lowering his rifle.

			Amanda sat up in her saddle. “We waited. Let’s get our asses on the other side of that road,” she politely told him.

			“If you see me kick Smoke into a run you do the same but stay close,” Nathan told them, kicking smoke in the sides. As he got closer he didn’t notice anyone moving on the bridge. All the bodies looked like they were asleep or hiding. “Move up closer to me and don’t look into the fires long with your NVGs, it could damage them, over,” Nathan said quietly over the radio.

			The closer they got to the bridge the more Nathan just wanted to start shooting and clear a path through. When they were thirty yards away Nathan saw on the side of the road a man, woman, and three kids. They looked like they had escaped a concentration camp. They were all lying on their backs with swollen bellies poking out. Nathan thought they were dead till one of the kids lifted his head and looked at them. Seeing the hopelessness on the kid’s face, Nathan knew they were dead already, they just hadn’t quit breathing yet.

			On the bridge they saw more people lying on the ground sleeping. Looking off the bridge they all caught their breath. As far as they could see both ways along the interstate, campfires burned. Suddenly a man stood up in front of them and ran toward them.

			“Food, please!” he yelled, running at them. Ares launched at the man, grabbing his arm and dragging him to the ground. Bloodcurdling screams from the man woke those around him and they jumped up. Seeing the group, they charged screaming for food. 

			“Let’s get the fuck out of here!” Nathan yelled, kicking Smoke hard. Smoke could see what was in those people’s eyes. She wasn’t a horse to them but a meal. Launching forward Smoke was at a full run in two strides followed by the others.

			“Ares, Come!” Nathan screamed. Looking forward, Nathan saw a dozen people run out of the abutment on the other side blocking off the end of bridge with their bodies. Raising his rifle, he flipped to auto. Putting the crosshairs chest high on the group, he pressed the trigger waving it back and forth over a twenty foot area till his bolt locked back.

			Seeing bodies fall down and hearing cries of pain, the group moved to the sides of the bridge but still advanced. Reaching over Emma, who was screaming, Nathan slapped in a new magazine and shot the ones on the left that were again running towards them till his magazine locked back. Letting the M-4 go, Nathan reached for his pistol on his thigh and was turning to those on the right when he saw bullets hit the bodies and infrared lasers dance around on the people charging them. Pulling his pistol out, Nathan’s arm got tangled up in the sling of his rifle that was hanging over his chest.

			Freeing his arm he looked back to the left and seen UV lasers dancing across bodies in his NVGS and bullets riddle the bodies. Turning his eyes back to the end of the bridge, Nathan saw a man stand up and run at him. Raising the pistol, Nathan closed his left eye with the NVGS, lined up the XD, and pulled the trigger. The unsuppressed pistol shot sounded like a cannon among the screams for food and moans of pain. The .45 slammed into the man’s chest, making him stagger. The two rounds that followed put him down.

			Smoke jumped over a pile of the dead and dying and ran down the road. Nathan turned to make sure everyone was still with them and caught John clearing the pile of bodies. Starting with John, Nathan started counting and counted ten horses but noticed an empty saddle. He pulled hard on the reins and Smoke slowed. As Nathan looked at the horse to see who was missing he saw a little head poke over the saddle and an arm reach up, trying to pull up the body as the horse ran past him. Nathan knew who it was.

			Kicking Smoke hard, Nathan took off after Casey. He could see her one leg was still in the stirrup and she was trying to climb on but the shaking horse was making it impossible. Nathan could tell she was getting tired from her efforts as he neared her. Reaching forward, Nathan grabbed the harness and pulled back, almost pulling him and Emma out of his saddle when Casey’s horse sped up. 

			Nathan yanked back hard and kicked Smoke in case the damn thing did that again. Nathan felt the horse slow down. Letting go of the hackamore, Nathan grabbed the reins, pulled back, and wrapped the reins around his saddle horn. Then he lifted up Casey, who let go of the saddle in exhausted relief. Emma was screaming and Nathan couldn’t figure out what to do with Casey as he turned around to see the others pull their horses to a stop around him.

			Lifting his gaze, Nathan could see a passel of people running down the road at them about half a mile away. “Jasmine, take her! We have to go!” Nathan yelled, holding Casey out. Jasmine pulled Casey over as a shot rang out behind them. Nathan looked around making sure everyone was okay then fear gripped his heart. “Ares!” he yelled.

			“He’s with Athena in front of us!” Amanda screamed.

			Nathan turned and saw the dogs in his NVGS as he kicked Smoke in the sides. Smoke took off running with Casey’s horse beside them. Looking over his shoulder Nathan saw the group falling behind rapidly and could tell they weren’t even running anymore. “Pulling back into a canter, over,” Nathan called out over the radio as he slowed Smoke. 

			Smoke complied, easing into a canter and Nathan saw Ares and Athena slow down. “Jasmine, is Casey hurt? Over,” Nathan radioed.

			After a few seconds, Jasmine replied, “She’s says she’s fine, only tired, over.”

			“Feel over her and check, over,” Nathan called back.

			What seemed like a lifetime but was just a few seconds later, Jasmine called back, “She’s okay and everything is where is should be. Over.”

			“John, how are you? Over,” Nathan asked.

			“I need new shorts, over,” John said.

			Nathan turned off the dirt road they were on heading down another one, calling out, “Amanda, how are you? Over.”

			“I’m awake, it don’t think I’ll sleep for a year, over.” She answered.

			“Tom, how about you? Over.” 

			“I’m good, over,” he answered in a quivering voice.

			“Natalie, over” Nathan called.

			“We don’t have to stop for me to pee, over,” she said, factually. 

			“There’s a creek five miles up ahead where we will stop and rest, over.” Nathan said. Emma was still screaming. 

			“Bullshit! We aren’t stopping until the sun comes up! Over!” Amanda shouted over the radio.

			“Amanda, the horses need water or we are walking, over,” Nathan said. “Hey doodle bug did that scare you?” Nathan asked picking her up so she could wrap her arms around his neck. “I know that scared the shit out of me.”

			When her arms wrapped around his neck, Emma quit screaming and was crying softly as Nathan slowed Smoke into a trot. Pulling Emma back, Nathan looked into her face. “Hey doodle bug,” he said, smiling, and Emma smiled back and wrapped her arms around him, hugging his neck.

			When they reached the bridge they all rode the horses down to the water and circled around Nathan. The clouds had parted, letting star and moon light pour around them. Nathan turned off his NVGS and flipped them up, seeing that the others followed. “I told you guys it would get bad,” he said. “We have another five miles to make camp.” John held up his hand. “What, John? You don’t have to raise your hand,” Nathan said.

			“How far are we from the interstate?” John asked.

			“You don’t know?” Nathan asked.

			“I’m not sure but I thing eight miles,” John said uncertain.

			“About that,” Nathan replied as John blew out a breath of air, relaxing. Nathan took a bottle of water out and helped Emma get a drink. “Who all shot?” Nathan asked looking around and everyone raised their hands. “We’ll talk about this when we make camp,” Nathan said, leading Smoke out of the creek. Ares and Athena bounced around, splashing water everywhere.

			The whole group smiled, watching the dogs play, as they rode back up to the road. As Nathan led them to the campsite he replayed the events at the bridge. Try as he might, he couldn’t see anything that would’ve changed the outcome. A soaking Ares and Athena running past him broke his trance.

			Shaking his head trying to try to clear it, “I need to worry about the here and now, not the was,” Nathan said out loud, scanning the road. Emma pointed at the moon, babbling. “Yes, moon, Emma,” Nathan said quietly, patting her head.

			As they neared the campsite, thunder ripped across the sky. Nathan wanted to start screaming as lighting flashed to the west, followed by another crash of thunder. Nathan keyed his radio. “When we get to the camp I want Tom and John to get the Alaskan tent and set it up. Everyone else get the horses settled in. I’m going to get the ropes set up to keep the saddles off the ground, over.”

			“Why don’t we put up the other big tent for the saddles and backpacks? Over,” Jasmine asked.

			Nathan thought about it, but he just didn’t want to take the time putting up two tents. After thinking and looking at the sky, he sighed keying his microphone, “I’ll set up the other tent, with Natalie, over.” Dropping his hand the first drops of rain started falling.

			Now Nathan was thankful he had decided to bring the tents. He had fought about the decision for a day. One tent was an Alaskan expedition tent that could have a stove in it, even though they didn’t have one. It weighed sixty pounds but was thick-walled, well-made, and, in regular times, very expensive. For the life of him he couldn’t see why a hunting store in Alabama would even have one.

			The other was a lightweight eight-man expedition tent. It weighed only twenty pounds, and Nathan knew it would hold back rain and wind but not cold. The other tent they carried was a two-man backpacking tent. It was brought in case they were left without the horses. 

			All the food was packed in water-tight bags and all the backpacks were waterproof, but it paid keeping the outside dry when you could. All of the saddles were lightweight except Casey’s and Amanda’s. They had the real saddles, full leather and wood, and heavy. Nathan’s was the biggest but also one of the lightest, without the saddle bags. On the outside it looked like a regular saddle but was made of formed carbon fiber with gel pads and wrapped in leather. In regular times Nathan could’ve bought an assault rifle for the cost to the saddle. But it was the only one at the co-op that fit Smoke, who was a big horse. The fact that his saddle only weighed twenty pounds was a godsend. 

			Though he would never admit it, Nathan loved those gel pads in the seat of his saddle. He used to think off those being very sissified. Now that his butt wasn’t numb at the end of the day, he secretly hoped he could do the same for his other saddles.

			The land around them was getting flatter the closer they got to the Mississippi River. On each side of the dirt road, fields stretched out. This area really limited the choice of campsites. Nathan eased off the road, leading them into a field of alfalfa. Everyone had put on ponchos to stay dry but the rain was coming down hard now.

			At the back of the field was a ribbon of trees that followed a creek. Stopping at a large cluster of trees, Nathan climbed off his horse. He pointed out the areas he wanted everything, and they got to work. Nathan had the most trouble even though he normally could set up a tent in a few minutes. With the ‘Emma sling’ on and occupied, Nathan started developing a respect for mothers everywhere.

			With his tent done, Nathan found that everyone else was finished with their tasks and watching him. The reason they didn’t come over to help was Nathan was cussing up a storm as he worked on the tent. “I want everyone to go in the big tent. No talking about what happened. Write down what you saw and did. I’ll take care of the rest of this.” 

			Leaving Emma on his woobie in the tent, Nathan grabbed a lantern and lit it, so the others could write. He put everyone’s saddles on their packs, then rigged up a rope line, after cutting two small holes in the tent. He hung the blankets and tack up, then covered the trail saddles. 

			Grabbing feeder bags he went over strapping one on each horse and donkey. When he was finished, the level of light was still the same. He could see without his NVGs but not very well. Nathan finished up and headed into the tent to find the group just sitting around. Some were looking around and others were reading what they had written.

			Dropping his gear at the door, Nathan pulled a towel out of his messenger bag and dried off his hands and sat down. “Give me what you wrote and eat. Jasmine, I want you and John to keep an eye out,” Nathan told them. 

			Glancing over the papers Nathan noticed Natalie wrote the least, while Jasmine wrote a partial book. Taking his time, Nathan read over the dissertations. He was very proud of his group. Everyone was still awake when he was finished. “Amanda, get Jasmine and John,” Nathan said. Amanda left to get them as Nathan pulled out a pack of scrambled eggs with bacon. Pouring in some water and cracking a heat pack, Nathan slid it into the warming pouch. Nathan was sure somewhere in the universe he was committing a crime, pouring water to reconstitute eggs. 

			When everyone was inside Nathan looked around at them. “Guys, I’m very proud of you. Each of you watched the area you were supposed to. Every one of you checked where your team was before opening fire. I’m going to be honest with you, I thought we were going to shoot each other on that bridge. But we didn’t, each of you kept track of each other,” Nathan told them getting some smiles.

			Turning to Jasmine, “Jasmine, that was fast thinking turning on your IR laser when you couldn’t see through your scope. That reminded the others,” Nathan praised her. Jasmine just gave him half a smile and looked down.

			“John, I can’t tell you how proud I am of you,” Nathan said, and John’s face broke into a wide smile as he sat up straighter. “You kept our back clear so we could escape.”

			Nathan called on each and praised them. When he was finished, most were smiling. “I want everyone to listen,” Nathan said in a serious voice and a flat expression. “Let it go.” He enunciated every word. “The only thing you could’ve done differently was die and get the rest of us killed. I can assure you, our deaths wouldn’t have been fast or pretty,” Nathan told them making sure they understood.

			“They just wanted food,” Jasmine whispered.

			“What we had wouldn’t have done them any good and we would’ve starved, if we were lucky,” Nathan told her. “Even if we’d have given them what we had, they would’ve taken the horses, dogs, guns, and everything else. I’m pretty sure every girl here would’ve been raped by now. They would’ve kept you together so each of you could watch the other get violated. Your screams wouldn’t mean anything, and begging wouldn’t work.” Nathan raised his voice. “You couldn’t have fought them off with your hands. You had one choice, kill them or die. For the girls, the dying would come later,” Nathan snapped as he stood up feeling pissed off.

			“I know!” Jasmine shouted. “I still don’t feel good about it!”

			“Jasmine, don’t feel anything about it. You’re alive, we are alive, mission accomplished. Accept it and leave it,” Nathan barked.

			“It’s not that simple!” Jasmine snapped.

			Nathan closed his eyes, controlling his temper then sat down. “Jasmine, did you ever lock yourself out of your house?” 

			Jasmine jerked, hearing the question. “Yes,” she answered.

			“Did you worry about it when you got inside?” Nathan asked.

			“No,” Jasmine said, caught off guard.

			“You solved a problem. When the problem was overcome you left it in the past,” Nathan said.

			“I didn’t kill people to get in my house,” she snapped.

			“You didn’t kill those people, they killed themselves. The ones you shot knew we would fight and kill them. I had just dropped half a dozen, they knew we would kill but they still attacked. They didn’t need weapons with that many bodies,” Nathan told her.

			“It just hurts,” Jasmine mumbled.

			“It’s good you value life like that, but it also means you don’t value yours or ours in the same regard. Think about what would’ve happen to the kids if you hadn’t acted. Would it still hurt? Listening to them scream in pain and hunger?” Nathan asked.

			The color drained from Jasmine’s face hearing Nathan’s words. “No.”

			“They say it’s good to have that hurt but the hurt will make you hesitate next time. It happened to my partner. We were in a shootout with a group that had a rolling meth lab. I shot two and he shot one. It ate at him and he pulled over a biker a year later. The biker went for a gun. Greg got his out first but yelled for the man to freeze until the man had his gun out. The biker shot Greg three times before Greg got off the first shot. Two of the shots hit Greg in the vest and the third hit him in the neck. It was all captured on his dash cam. We got to hear him die, telling his wife and kids he was sorry for not shooting sooner,” Nathan said. “He always felt guilty about killing that man and it cost him his life.”

			Nathan looked around at the group and could see understanding dawn on the group. Jasmine stood. “I’ll try, I promise. I can also promise you, I won’t hesitate to do it again,” she vowed.

			“Then you will be fine,” Nathan said, pulling her into a hug and letting her go. Sitting back down, Indian style he pulled Emma onto his lap and started feeding her.

			John let out a cough. “Nathan, what mistakes did we make?” he asked shyly.

			“Well ‘we’ didn’t make mistakes. I should’ve watched the area longer or looked for another crossing,” Nathan told him.

			Amanda jumped. “Piss on that, douchebag!” she screamed, making Nathan drop the bag of eggs. “I remember we wanted to leave, not you!” she bellowed at him, pointing her finger at him. Putting her hands on her hips, well hip bones, she continued, “You told me we can’t prepare for everything, sometimes we just have to do it. We didn’t see lookouts awake, we didn’t see guns, we didn’t see a big threat. Now say you made that mistake and I’ll bite your dog!” 

			Amazed that such a loud voice could come from such a small person, Nathan just stared in shock at Amanda, wondering who she was and where she came from. “I was just saying—,” 

			“Ares, come!” she yelled. They heard scratching on the tent door.

			Nathan looked at the door. “Ares sit,” he commanded. “He will bite you back,” Nathan warned Amanda.

			“I don’t care,” Amanda said, crossing her arms over her chest.

			Holding up his hands in surrender, “Okay, it wasn’t a mistake it was a learning experience. Next time we’ll know better.” 

			Amanda spun at Jasmine. “He’s right, when people come at us they’re bad. Pull the trigger and make them go away. I swear if you get hurt because you ‘feel bad,’” Amanda quoted with her hands, “I’ll punch you in the face.” In complete shock and total bewilderment, Jasmine just nodded at Amanda.

			Amanda spun around to Nathan. “Now what mistakes did we make?” she asked, narrowing her eyes.

			In reality, Nathan wanted to tell her none but knew that would just piss Amanda off more. Normally that wouldn’t bother him, but she was a pissed off teen girl with a Glock strapped to her thigh. He really didn’t want to push it. “We used too much ammo to clear a path,” Nathan pulled out of his ass.

			“What about the magazines I lost?” Amanda snapped.

			That made Nathan chuckle, “The only reason I didn’t lose mine was they dropped in Emma’s sling,” Nathan said. “That’s something we have spares for. But you bring up a valid point. We need to have bags on our saddle we can drop empty magazines in,” Nathan offered. 

			This seemed to satisfy Amanda and she sat down. John looked over at Nathan hoping Amanda was done. “How much ammo did we use? I only use one and a half magazines,” John said.

			“About six hundred rounds,” Nathan told him picking up the pouch of food and started feeding Emma again.

			“Six hundred rounds!” John, Tom, Natalie, and Jasmine shouted together.

			 “A little more or a little less, but that’s a close estimate from what you wrote,” Nathan told them.

			“We were only shooting for a few seconds,” John pointed out.

			“From the time of first shot till we cleared the bridge was two and a half minutes, more or less,” Nathan said.

			“Who shot the most, you?” Jasmine asked.

			“No, I only used two mags and half of one in my pistol,” Nathan said.

			“I used five and one for my pistol,” Jasmine said, holding out her chin in defiance.

			Amanda stood beside her. “I used six and I rocked my gat as hard as I could,” she said proudly. Nathan tried hard not to smile as little Amanda tried to talk gangster.

			“How many did you shoot?” Jasmine asked, and they both just shrugged their shoulders.

			“A lot,” Tom said.

			As Nathan ‘flew’ the spoon full of eggs at Emma he said, “It doesn’t matter, we’re alive. Jasmine and I will take first watch. Girls you have the middle, and Tom and John the end. Get some sleep.”

			Everyone found a spot to lay down as Nathan and Jasmine got ready with the rain pounding out side. Nathan looked down to see Emma was sound asleep. He wrapped a blanket around her and stepped outside. The tent had a covered entry and they stood in it, watching the rain pour down.

			“We need to check the horses and take the feed bags off,” Nathan said. Jasmine followed him and helped tend the horses. As the rain slackened they led the horses out to the field to let them graze. They moved back to the trees and watched the horses.

			“How many do you think we killed?” Jasmine asked.

			“No idea.” Nathan said. “We probably shot over a hundred but no more than two hundred.”

			“Two hundred,” Jasmine moaned.

			“You know what happened to Casey?” Nathan asked.

			“Nothing, I checked her over,” Jasmine said.

			“No, I meant how she almost fell off her horse.” 

			“My horse jumped some people lying on the ground and I almost fell off,” Jasmine said.

			“A man grabbed her and pulled her off,” Nathan said and Jasmine gasped. “She pulled her pistol and emptied her magazine in his face. The only reason she stayed with her horse was the sling of her M-4 was wrapped around the saddle horn and her foot was caught in the stirrup. Otherwise she would be dead and so would I. I would’ve gone back,” Nathan said.

			“And I didn’t want her to have a pistol,” Jasmine moaned, falling to her knees in the mud. “I almost killed her,” she sobbed.

			Nathan pulled her up. “No, you voiced you opinion. It made me think about it harder and I could tell she treated the pistol with respect. I’m counting on you to help me get these kids through this. Remember what Tom, Natalie, and Casey saw done to their mother. Think about Amanda watching her whole family get killed and her mother get raped and John finding his mother dead. They can’t feel sorry for defending themselves. More importantly, they can’t see us feeling sorry for defending them. What do you think that conveys to them, if adults feel sorry for killing someone who wanted to hurt them?” 

			“I—,” Jasmine stuttered, and tears started pouring out of her eyes, mixing with the rain. “I never thought about it.” She stopped. “I don’t want anything to happen to them. I would die for them.” 

			“I want you to make others die if they want to hurt them,” Nathan said, pulling her in tight for a hug.

			“I’m sorry,” she said.

			“Nothing to be sorry for, you’re learning the rules in a new world,” Nathan told her.

			“Aren’t you learning the rules too?” she asked, meeting his eyes.

			“No, the rules were the same in the old world, just buried beneath the false security people believed in,” Nathan said. Jasmine didn’t understand. “Protect and provide for what’s yours. Count on no help but your own. The lives of those who want to take from you hold no value. Live each day like it’s your last and if you have a dream see it through,” Nathan said letting her go.

			Nathan looked back out across the field. “Go get some sleep. I’ll wake Amanda and Casey for the next shift. You and Natalie can take the one after.” Jasmine saw the hardness of his face and nodded. He had opened her eyes on how to survive and more importantly to live.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			Day 28

			 

			After Jasmine left, Nathan stared out over the field until he felt and thump on his leg. Not even looking down he petted Ares. “You did good today,” Nathan said, then kneeled down in the mud, hugging Ares. “I smell like a wet dog now,” Nathan said. Ares panted at him with his tongue hanging out. 

			They stood guard till noon and the rain lightened up to a steady soaking rain. It was better than the deluge earlier but it still made being outside a miserable experience. Nathan guided the hobbled horses to the tie line beside the camp. Hearing loud snorts, Nathan turned around to see Ares and one of the donkeys touching noses.

			“Donkey, you hurt my dog and we eat you tonight,” Nathan warned, but the two just studied the smells of each other. When they were satisfied they both turned away. “You better not piss them off,” Nathan warned Ares, stepping under the covered area of the tent. Ares shook the water off his body, nearly drowning Nathan.

			“You better be happy you did that here,” Nathan said, wiping the water off his face. Stepping inside, Nathan found everyone awake and cleaning weapons. “What the hell? Why aren’t you guys asleep?” he demanded.

			“We couldn’t sleep so we became productive,” Casey said, smiling holding her rifle barrel up with the other pieces around her.

			“I stood a long watch so you could get some rest,” Nathan whined.

			“Sorry, but we couldn’t sleep,” Casey said, putting her rifle back together.

			John put down his rifle he was cleaning. “Nathan, it hasn’t even been a month. Why were those people so starved-looking?”

			Nathan took off his wet gear. “A supermarket only has three days’ worth of food on its shelves, and most people only have three days’ worth of food at home. It’s been said the average person is six days from starvation and they’re right.”

			“But they shouldn’t look that skinny yet, should they?” John asked.

			“It takes a long time for someone to starve. Eating only one meal a week can keep you alive for months. Granted, you can’t do much. I follow the rules of three: three minutes without air, three days without water and three weeks without food causes death,” Nathan said.

			John nodded. “Okay but when those people ran at us I thought they were zombies.”

			“That’s not even funny,” Jasmine snapped. “I almost dropped my rifle thinking that.”

			“Zombies aren’t real. What we faced was. Remember, there are real things out there to be scared of. Don’t be afraid of zombies,” Nathan said.

			Amanda scoffed, “I don’t care what comes after us, it’s taking a dirt nap.”

			“Where are you learning all these new sayings?” John asked, smiling.

			“Nathan has a bunch of books on his tablet,” Amanda said. 

			Smiling, Nathan looked down at his woobie and didn’t see Emma. Quickly scanning the tent, he spotted her in Jasmine’s lap, watching Jasmine put her pistol together. “Jasmine, your turn,” Nathan said, feeling like they didn’t like his sacrifice and gift of staying up for a long guard shift.

			“Natalie, let’s go,” Jasmine said, moving Emma, who ran to Nathan. Nathan had to hold her at bay as he stripped off wet clothes. When he was done, Emma dove on his chest. Unlike the others, Nathan had no trouble going to sleep. 

			Nathan felt something tap his foot and opened his eyes to see John. “Nathan, it’s five,” John said. Nodding, Nathan tried to sit up and felt a sleeping Emma on him. Sliding her off, Nathan was a little grossed out to see a puddle of drool on his chest. Reaching to grab his clothes, Nathan wasn’t shocked to find them still very damp.

			Girting his teeth as he put them on, Nathan looked around to see only he and Emma were the only ones in the tent. “Where is everyone?” Nathan asked putting on dry socks, some things he had to draw the line at and wet socks were one.

			“Outside packing up,” John said.

			“Did any of you sleep?” Nathan asked, worried.

			“Everyone got a few hours,” John admitted.

			Putting on the rest of his gear, Nathan shook his head. “This is not the weather you want to be tired in.”

			John shrugged. “Sorry. We smell smoke outside.” 

			That stopped Nathan making him look up. “Which direction?” Nathan asked.

			“From the east,” John said gravely. “It’s still raining, as you can hear. You said rain would suppress the smell of smoke.”

			Nathan grabbed his rifle. “Come on,” he said, walking out.

			John passed by him. “You can smell it good out in the field.”

			Nathan followed. He saw Ares standing at the edge of the field and grabbed John’s arm to stop him. Turning on his thermal, Nathan eased up to a tree then crept from tree to tree till he was near the edge of the field. Nathan gave a low whistle for Ares to come.

			Looking through the scope Nathan couldn’t see any hot makings of people but did see several deer. Then he caught the smell of smoke. It wasn’t overpowering, but it wasn’t weak, either. “Shit, that’s too close,” Nathan said standing up heading back to camp.

			“John, get the tent down. We will wait till dark to leave,” Nathan said, turning the scope off.

			“That’s close, isn’t it?” John asked.

			“Less than a mile,” Nathan said. The others, seeing Nathan coming, back ran over. “Get everything ready in case we have to leave fast but we don’t move till dark,” Nathan told them.

			“You think it’s some of the ones from the Interstate?” Jasmine asked.

			Nathan shook his head. “There is no way, we’re nineteen miles away. With the shape those people were in they couldn’t run that far.”

			“What if they had bicycles?” Amanda asked.

			The concern was approaching anxiety. “That is possible. But it’s probably someone else just trying to stay dry,” Nathan offered.

			“You lie for shit,” Casey snapped.

			Nathan glared at Amanda. “What?” Amanda asked. “It’s freedom of speech, she can say what she wants. I read the constitution and bill of rights on your tablet,” Amanda popped off.

			“Stop teaching her words,” Nathan warned Casey. “It is possible that it’s not anyone from the interstate and much more probable,” Nathan said. His answer made him feel better.

			“Bullshit,” Casey said and Nathan glared at her. Amanda stepped over and wrapped an arm around Casey, putting her hand over Casey’s mouth.

			“She just meant to say we shouldn’t take the chance, we should make tracks,” Amanda offered seeing Nathan getting mad.

			“We leave at dark,” Nathan grumbled.

			Jasmine stepped between Nathan and the girls. “How about we pack up and follow this creek till dark, then head to the road?” she offered.

			“By the time we are packed and saddled up it will be dark,” Nathan said.

			Jasmine pointed to the horses. They were saddled and the pack animals loaded. Nathan turned around to see the other tent was down and only the tent he and Emma were sleeping in wasn’t packed. But John and Tom already had it down. “Emma better not be in that tent,” Nathan warned.

			“Natalie has her,” Jasmine told him as Natalie walked over carrying Emma. Emma was sticking out her tongue trying to catch rain drops.

			Afraid to say anything in reply, Nathan pulled out his map and studied the area. “Change in plans,” he said. Tom and John stopped packing the tent to listen. Nathan pointed an area a mile east of the Mississippi River. “This is the rally point on this side,” he said. He pointed out another on the west side. “This is for the other side. If we cross and get separated, go there. Don’t cross the river to come back.” Nathan rolled the map up.

			“So we are getting the hell out of here, now?” Jasmine asked hopefully.

			“Pack the tent. I’ll make a walk around. Everyone pull out your dusters with your rain gear. Make sure you can get to your weapons,” Nathan said and started walking around making sure everything was packed. 

			Jasmine walked over carrying a cup of coffee, “Here I made you this; already put your stuff in.”

			“Thank you,” he said, taking the cup. Jasmine pulled the Emma sling off her shoulder and tied it around Nathan. “So I get relegated to Emma duty right off the bat?” he asked, taking a long sip.

			“Nathan, let’s face it. If she had been riding with anyone else last night…I don’t want to think about it,” Jasmine said walking away checking to make sure they had everything.

			“I didn’t think about that, you’re right,” Nathan called out after her.

			When they were packed Nathan noticed Casey and Amanda putting new batteries in their NVGs. Damn, we couldn’t recharge today, Nathan thought as he put new ones in his. Since the thermal was not on for long he left those. “Change the batteries in your radios, too,” Nathan told everyone. He smiled at everyone in full length black dusters, thinking they looked like a group of time-traveling cowboy warriors.

			After everyone was done they mounted up. Nathan had to adjust the ‘Emma sling’ so she could see in front of them. They rode slowly through the trees as the rain soaked them even with rain gear on. At dark Nathan stopped them and had Jasmine make another sling for Emma while Nathan stripped her and wrapped her in his woobie. He put the new sling under his Gore-Tex jacket and duster then put Emma in, zipped up his jacket, and buttoned his duster, feeling like a kangaroo he looked down. Emma looked up at him grinning with quivering lips. 

			When he saw Emma quit shivering he led them to the road. Reaching the road they came out on a dead body lying in the middle of the road. It was the body of a woman stripped naked and very thin. No one could see any sign of violence. Nathan kicked Smoke in the sides and moved past the dead woman.

			Amanda and Casey trotted up beside him. “Did she starve to death?” Amanda asked.

			“That would be my guess,” Nathan said.

			“Then why was she naked?” Casey asked, pulling her poncho hood back so she could see Nathan.

			“I’m sure someone took her clothes,” Nathan answered.

			“That’s wrong,” Casey said.

			Nathan shook his head. “She didn’t need them anymore.”

			Both girls thought about it and sighed, pulling their horses back in line. Nathan stopped everyone a mile from the river. “Get off your horses, we missed the morning workout,” he told them climbing down.

			“You’re kidding right?” Amanda asked.

			Nathan saw her quivering lips. “We are freezing to death. We have to heat up in case of trouble.” With Emma asleep in her sling under his jacket and duster, Nathan did different exercises to warm up. In an hour they were all breathing hard and Nathan made them eat. When they climbed back in the saddles they all felt better, although they were still wet.

			They turned off the small blacktop onto a highway. After so long traveling on small roads it felt weird to be on a road with lines painted on it. Up ahead they saw a sign: Helena, Arkansas—2 mi. Unconsciously, everyone tightened their grips on their weapons in one hand and reins in another. Dennis had told Nathan the Helena Bridge was one of the few bridges across the Mississippi that wasn’t locked down yet.

			Pulling Smoke to a stop and turning on his thermal, Nathan could just make out the bridge in his NVGs. Bringing his rifle up, he noticed a camper parked on the side of the road that was warmer than the cars around it. “There’s a camper parked up there and it looks like someone’s inside it. I don’t see anyone around the bridge though,” he said, lowering his rifle.

			“What do we do?” Jasmine asked.

			“We cross the bridge. Swimming isn’t an option.” 

			“What if they stop us?” she asked.

			“I’ll try to lie. If that doesn’t work, we kill them. People aren’t going to stop me from moving around. I don’t care who they are. Get in your positions.” Nathan kicked Smoke and stayed on the shoulder of the road.

			As they got closer they could see two state trooper cars parked by the camper. When they were less than a hundred yards from the bridge a smell hit them. Nathan knew what it was as the others fought not to puke. Looking down in the ditch ahead, Nathan saw a pile of bodies as the rain-swollen ditch flowed over and around the bodies.

			If it smells like this in the rain, I’d hate to be here in the bright, sunny daytime, Nathan thought, keeping his eye on the trailer. When they were almost to the bridge, Nathan led Smoke up to the roadway. Smoke’s hooves sounded loud, clacking on the asphalt. Nathan didn’t see any movement from the camper.

			Nathan took his eyes off the trailer and lifted his rifle to look at the other side. He only spotted abandoned cars and trucks. Once they were off the bridge they moved back to the shoulder as Nathan led them to Helena. Even though he should’ve been used to it, Nathan fought off the heebie-jeebies seeing a town with no lights whatsoever. 

			They entered the city proper, and Nathan led them to the center of the road as they moved through the town. Rounding a corner, Nathan spotted several burning barrels set way off the road. Lifting up his rifle and looking through the thermal, Nathan saw a group of men setting under a porch around burning barrels. They were sixty yards away and he could see the bottles being passed around.

			“Trouble? Over,” he heard Jasmine ask in his earpiece.

			“Not unless we take their booze, over,” Nathan said, continuing on. They passed another house with a group sitting on the porch, but they didn’t have a fire. Those on the porch just watched them pass.

			When they passed through the last subdivision everyone gave a sigh seeing at the trees formed up on their right and open fields to their left. They were three miles outside of town when Nathan turned down a small county road.

			“Hey this is our camping spot? Over,” Amanda called out over the radio.

			“We can’t stop, we have guest, over,” Nathan called back. 

			Amanda casually turned around to look behind them but couldn’t see anything. “Are you sure? I don’t see crap, over,” she called back.

			“Where’s Ares? Over,” Nathan called out.

			Amanda looked in front of the group and didn’t see either of the dogs. Looking back behind John she saw them following John’s horse. As she watched, Ares turned and looked back toward town. “Ares and Athena are behind John, over,” she said.

			“Exactly. Ares smells something he doesn’t like. If they’re on foot we will leave them behind, over,” Nathan told her.

			“The dogs run around everywhere, over,” Amanda said.

			“They’ve been there since we left town, over,” Nathan called back.

			Casey chimed in, “You mean Ares knows someone is following us but we can’t see them?” then the added, “Sorry, over.”

			“Dogs are smart and Ares is the smartest I’ve ever seen, over,” Nathan told her loving this conversation over the radio.

			“How can something be that smart but lick its own butt? Over,” Casey asked.

			John keyed his microphone. “Maybe Ares is so smart because he licks his butt.”

			Nathan coughed, blowing snot out his nose. “Then I’m staying stupid, over,” Casey answered.

			The sky slowly started to lighten as they turned onto another farm road. When the group was all on the new road, Nathan grabbed his binoculars and looked behind them. Over a mile back he spotted four people riding bikes going the same way they were. “Let’s pick up the pace, over,” Nathan called out, kicking Smoke into a trot.

			Emma opened her eyes from the increase in bouncing. “Ahh!” she shouted.

			Nathan looked down to see a grumpy face looking at him. “Sorry doodle bug, but we have to go,” Nathan said, digging out a blueberry breakfast bar.

			The rain had stopped and the clouds slowly passed over by the time they had to turn again. When Nathan looked back he didn’t see the people on bikes. Sighing with relief, he dropped his binoculars and grabbed his map. He spotted a river up ahead less than a mile away and that usually meant trees. Pulling out this tablet he confirmed this by looking at the satellite images on his tablet. On one side of the road were two ponds, and no houses close. 

			When they got to the area, Nathan carefully led them into the woods, trying not to leave a highly visible trail. After they moved back into the trees they found a small clearing beside one of the ponds. Nathan climbed down and the others followed. Everyone tended horses first and dried them off using all the towels and two blankets. Lines were put up for the clothes and equipment. Amanda collected batteries and set up the solar charger. 

			Since his woobie was wet, Nathan hung it up and pulled out his sleeping bag instead. It was already getting hot but he wasn’t lying on the wet ground unless he had to. He looked around the area at all the gear laid out to dry. It reminded him of a yard sale. Even the two tents had been unrolled and were lying in the sun. 

			Emma ran around Nathan in her little panties, babbling, as he sat on his sleeping bag. Nathan was cleaning his weapons when Jasmine dropped an armload of stuff and handed him a plate. “I fixed this for you and Emma,” she said in a weary voice.

			Nathan took the plate without looking up. “Thank you. Emma come here and eat.” Nathan put his rifle back together and looked up. Jasmine was standing over him in her bra and thong. Nathan coughed as drool dripped down the back of his throat. 

			“Do we need to do anything else? I really need to sleep,” Jasmine said, fighting to keep her eyes open. Unable to talk, Nathan just shook his head. He watched Jasmine unroll her sleeping bag beside his. “You are taking first watch, right?” she asked.

			“Yes,” Nathan told her in a scratchy voice, swallowing hard.

			Dropping down on her sleeping bag with a thump, Jasmine was soon breathing in an even rhythm. John and Tom stood a few feet away with open mouths. Nathan chuckled, then heard stuff hitting the ground behind him. Turning around all three girls had dropped their sleeping bags and dropped down on them. 

			When he was finished feeding Emma, he looked up to find John and Tom still staring. Nathan waved at them and then laid his head down on his hands, motioning them to go to sleep. Reluctantly, they grabbed their sleeping bags and laid them beside Jasmine. Nathan was sure if they weren’t so tired they would just stare at her all day. But both boys were soon snoring softly.

			With his weapons cleaned, Nathan carried Emma to the pond. He bathed them both quickly in the cold water and noticed Ares sleeping on the bank. “Ares, come,” Nathan called out, making Ares jump up. Knowing why Nathan wanted him in the water Ares slunk out. Nathan scrubbed him down. Emma just kissed Ares and babbled away. Nathan had no idea what she was telling Ares but it sounded important and Ares must have understood. Ares didn’t like baths and he was standing still for this one.

			Walking over to his sleeping bag, Nathan hung it up so Ares wouldn’t crawl in it. Then Nathan dried everyone off with damp towels then washed the towels and blankets. Next Nathan washed his and Emma’s clothes, then cleaned and polished their boots. It was noon when he finished and returned to the camp to see the hobbled horses grazing and two lying down.

			He snuck a quick look at Jasmine’s legs, then grabbed her shoulder. “Jasmine, wake Natalie, it’s your watch.”

			Faster than he expected, Jasmine sat up, smiling, and woke Natalie. Nathan laid back and couldn’t remember if he closed his eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Day 29

			 

			Hearing Emma giggle, Nathan opened his eyes to see it was dusk. Jerking awake, he sat up to see the horses lined up and saddled up. Rubbing his face Nathan looked around to see everyone sitting in a circle with their packs set in a line. Fighting cramps, Nathan stood up and stretched, looking at his watch to see it was almost seven.

			Turning around to get his clothes of the line he didn’t see his clothes or the line they had hung on. Glancing beside his sleeping bag he noticed everything was laid out neatly beside his sleeping bag. He pulled on his clothes and approached to the group. 

			Amanda held out her little hand. “We wanted you to get some sleep.” She spoke in an authoritative voice.

			Nathan froze. “Just wanted to say thank you.”

			“Sure you did,” Amanda said. “Let’s do the routine.”

			They worked out and practiced martial arts, then grabbed a bite to eat. They gathered their gear at dark, then climbed on the horses, and Nathan led them back to the road. As they rode they spotted another dead body that was very thin lying on the side of the road. Nathan had a nagging feeling that was going to become common, like the cars and trucks everywhere.

			As they got closer to the town of Brinkley they come up on a large group of bodies. They smelled them long before finding them on the road and in the ditch. Bullet wounds told of their demise. Looking at the bodies Nathan figured it happened, two maybe three days ago. What he couldn’t figure out was why they were shot here? They were several miles from town with nothing but fields. 

			Not liking what he was seeing, he got off and walked around the bodies, then around the area. In ten minutes he got on his horse. Emma called out, “Wa-wa,” as a small hand reached out of the sling, grasping in the air. Without thinking, Nathan pulled out her sippy cup and filled it up, giving it to her. Holding the reins, he beckoned the others. “Let’s go,” he said, kicking Smoke.

			Nathan pulled out his map and changed their route. They circled around Brinkley and moved farther out into farm land. Finally at midnight they stopped at a small creek and watered the horses. They all stayed in their saddles. Everyone pulled out food, keeping a sharp eye about, although they could see for a long way so the odds of someone sneaking up were remote. 

			“Why the change in route?” John asked, shoving food in his mouth.

			“Something wasn’t right. Just like when we rode past that camper on the bridge. They should’ve heard us,” Nathan said, thinking.

			John smiled. “Have you been in a trailer here when it rains hard? You can’t hear anything.”

			Nathan nodded his head. “That makes sense, I guess. But those people were not all killed at the same time. And everything of value was taken: rings, wallets, necklaces, and earrings. There was one couple that had a wagon and at least two that were riding bikes. They were robbed. So why did the others keep coming up on dead bodies?” Nathan asked.

			“We did,” Amanda pointed out.

			“We have NVGs and two dogs. We moved in seeing no trouble,” Nathan corrected.

			“We moved up to a group of dead bodies on the road,” Amanda snapped.

			Nathan was about to unload but stopped. “Of course, that’s the trap. You don’t see anything, and you take chance to find something. Then they spring the trap,” he said, more to himself that the others.

			Jasmine shook her head as she took a bite. “You worry me sometimes with how weird you act.”

			“Hey, sis, you back off,” Amanda popped off. Jasmine froze, not from the tone but the word “sis.” She smiled at Amanda. “He may be weird but he’s the leader and he knows more than anyone I ever knew,” Amanda declared, crossing her arms over her chest.

			“You guys are just following me,” Nathan said, then drained a bottle of water. Amanda stuck her tongue out at him.

			John put his stuff away. “Is this what you meant by getting worse?” he asked Nathan.

			“This is the start,” Nathan said, sliding Emma down so he was more comfortable.

			“Start?!” Casey exclaimed.

			“Shh,” Jasmine shushed her before the others, but agreed with her reaction.

			“Don’t get me wrong, what happened after was bad,” Nathan said. “That was the bad people in our society acting. Now we are starting to see what desperate people do. Why do you think I avoid people? If I were starving and didn’t know how to survive, I would steal. Everyone will, you can say you wouldn’t but when you know you’re dying, self-preservation takes over. People will do what they have too to live.”

			“So we can’t trust anybody?” Casey asked.

			“Only those that know how to survive and have the means. A starving man isn’t going to save your life, he’s going to eat what you have as you die,” Nathan said.

			“That sucks,” Casey said looking down and putting her food away not hungry anymore.

			“You have no idea how much,” Nathan said.

			“You’re hinting about cannibalism, aren’t you?” Jasmine asked in a low voice.

			Nodding his head, Nathan took a deep breath. “Unfortunately, we will see it.”

			“You said we were going to stay away from people,” Natalie interjected.

			“Try, but I figure people will start to move out of the cities. They will think the forest and country are covered in food. When they don’t find it, they’ll find other people,” Nathan said, kicking Smoke to lead her out of the creek. 

			Jasmine moved alongside him. “You really think that will happen?”

			“I’m sure it already has, it’s just not large scale yet,” Nathan said. Jasmine didn’t respond and just fell in behind Nathan.

			They barely made it a mile when John called over the radio, “Nathan, will you teach us over the radio? Riding all night gets boring and we can’t really do it during the day, over.”

			Nathan laughed as Amanda came over the radio. “Boring, hell, it’s spooky. My mouth stays so dry I drink all my water, over.”

			“All right, let’s go over what you need in a ‘bug out bag’. It’s a bag that you pack to live three days out of,” Nathan said, resuming the lessons. The others rode in silence as Nathan quietly talked over the radio.

			When they stopped for camp Nathan noticed the attitude was much better. Everyone worked with a smile as they set up camp. It may have been his imagination but even the animals seemed happier. Since Emma only had two moods, happy and mad, she didn’t really count even though she ran around, getting in the way and laughing.

			As daylight filled the sky, Nathan showed them the different animal traps he had explained. Then showed them animal trails in the woods and set a few snares. It was only eight when he lay down on his woobie, resting his head on his saddle. Ares come trotting over with his woobie and Nathan spread it out at his feet. Looking up as he sat down, Nathan saw Casey running over carrying a sheet of paper and sat down beside him smiling.

			“I drew you another picture,” she said proudly. 

			Taking the drawing, Nathan looked at it. Casey’s drawings reminded him of the Rorschach inkblot test. She had given him a dozen at the farm and two so far on the trip. Every once in a while he saw her drawing with the colored pencils Bob had given her at the farm. Nathan nodded. “It’s beautiful! Explain it to me so I get it right.” He had learned that trick on the third drawing.

			“Silly,” Casey said, scooting over. “This is me on my horse falling off and this is you riding to rescue me,” she pointed out the picture. Nathan sighed. He had thought it was two dragons fighting.

			“See, that’s why I need you to explain them. I thought you were rescuing me,” Nathan said, grabbing her leg and squeezing to make her yelp. He let go of her leg and patted her cheek, then pulled her close for a big hug. “Thank you, it’s so beautiful.”

			Casey kissed him on the cheek and ran to Amanda. Nathan watched her run off and pulled out a pen and turned the drawing over to write the description she told him on the back. Studying the drawing, he could almost see it but still liked it. Nathan carefully put it with the others in his messenger bag.

			Jasmine dropped her saddle and spread out her blanket. “Why don’t you let us take watch today?” 

			“Jasmine, I may be old but I’m not frail,” Nathan grumbled. Looking up at her Nathan wondered what the hell he said to get that pissed off look. She literally looked like she was fixing to kick his ass.

			“You are not old,” she enunciated in a growl. “You have been pushing hard. We’ve all got sleep. You take care of us. Let us take care of you every so often.” She still had that pissed off expression.

			Nathan smiled and patted her blanket to sit down. When she sat down he grabbed her hand. If he had been paying attention Nathan would’ve seen the expression leave. But he just wanted her to calm down and wasn’t looking at her face. “I have to stay alert and tight. That means just enough rest to recharge, just enough to eat to stay just a little hungry. In other words, always just a little uncomfortable. Too much sleep makes you groggy and dulls the senses. Not enough and you hallucinate, seeing shit that’s not there. Too much food does the same: you’re content. But only enough to make the stomach shut up keeps you alert.”

			Jasmine thought about what he said and nodded. “Sounds like a load of crap. Where did you learn that?” 

			“From an Apache who taught me survival and real guerrilla warfare,” Nathan replied.

			Jasmine sat in shock. “Who else did you learn guerrilla warfare from?” 

			“My dad, until he died. Then I went to a training camp in Panama that was run by an ex-SEAL. Don’t get me wrong he was good, but he showed sky scrapers. The Apache showed me the nuts and bolts.” 

			“Why?” Jasmine asked, shocked. “Why would anyone not in the military want to learn that?”

			“Why not? If something happened, most of my enemies would outnumber me or my group. I can’t fight a war of attrition, I’d lose,” Nathan answered. Looking at Jasmine’s face, Nathan didn’t know what emotion she was feeling.

			What Nathan didn’t know was Jasmine didn’t know what emotion she was feeling. “So how long have you studied for this?” she asked.

			“Well if you put it like that, all my life. But the survival helped me before this. It teaches a proactive, stance not a reactive stance. The fighting has come in quite handy being a cop. You look at it like I learned all of this for a collapse, a zombie rising or an alien invasion. No, I just wanted to always know that I could take care of myself. Staying in shape has given me some great hikes and vacations,” Nathan said.

			Suddenly it hit Jasmine: the reason was simple. With the knowledge of survival, you could make your own decisions and not depend on others. Survival was knowledge, how to drive a tractor or make a cake from scratch. It was any and all knowledge. If you knew psychology you knew how people would think. The physical knowledge should come first but without more to back it, the actions of survival were meaningless. If you killed game and ate it but wasted the hide when you needed clothes, you failed.

			Nathan was looking right in her face when he saw the light come on. “I think you understand now,” he said, patting her cheek. Jasmine snapped back with the pat on the cheek and scowled. To Nathan it was innocent. To Jasmine it said Nathan saw her as a child. She had just seen him do the same thing to Casey.

			“I understand but I’m not a kid,” she snapped.

			Caught off guard, Nathan leaned back and replayed the conversation, trying to figure out when he called her a kid. Ares suddenly jumped up, giving off a low growl. Nathan grabbed his rifle and vest. Seeing Jasmine stand up, he pushed her down and keyed his radio. “Ares says someone is coming. John, find a spot to hide. Casey, get Emma and hide close to John. Amanda and Natalie find a different spot, over.” Nathan buckled his vest and turned on his thermal. 

			Looking down at Jasmine he saw her putting on her vest and grabbing her rifle. Ares was intent on the field they passed through. They were several hundred yards back in the woods beside a small creek. The hair was up on Ares’s back and growls rattled his chest.

			Leaning over to Jasmine’s ear, Nathan whispered, “They will be here soon. Find John. All of you call out your targets and keep your sights on them. They are following our tracks in so aim that way and tell everyone not to move. Go!” 

			Jasmine headed toward the others as Nathan pulled packs down and covered them with blankets. Standing up, Nathan forced nice calm breathes as he checked his rifle and scanned in the area they rode through with the thermal. It didn’t take long till he found spots of white moving through the trees. Lowering his rifle and calming his breathing, Nathan moved twenty feet from the camp. “Six coming, following our trail. Four are carrying rifles, over,” Nathan radioed in a low voice. A log was on the bank of the creek and Nathan sat down to wait. He could hear the group walking now with his hunter aid.

			Ares crouched low beside him with a low growl. Hearing a louder growl on his other side, Nathan turned to see Athena with hackles raised. “Athena, sit and stay,” Nathan commanded, and Athena did as she was told. “I’m going to have to tell Amanda she’s doing a good job,” Nathan said, rubbing her head.

			“Ares, lay,” Nathan said, and Ares crouched. Nathan was on one side of the small creek and the others were following the trail they had made coming in. “At least one has on body armor, over,” he said into his radio.

			As Nathan waited he heard John in his ear bud. “Six: four men, two women. All the men have on vests like yours. Three men and one woman are carrying M-4’s and one of the weapons has another barrel. The other woman is carrying a gun I don’t know and the other man is carrying a machine gun. It looks like a SAW from Call of Duty. They all have pistols. They are stopped forty yards from the tree line. One of them is looking at you with binoculars,” John called over the radio.

			Nathan looked toward the group and raised his hand, waving. “They saw that, over,” Jasmine said over the radio. Staying calm, Nathan was fought the urge to call the others and tell them to relax. He could hear the edge in their voices over the radio.

			“They are moving to you, over,” John called out. Nathan felt a little better hearing the “over.” It told him John was remembering what he learned. 

			It was only a few seconds later the six came out of the tree line together in a tight cluster. “Either very good or stupid,” Nathan mumbled. Then the group spread out. “Well, I know now.” Nathan wondered about his course of action. The six stopped on the other side of the creek about forty feet away.

			“Morning,” Nathan said, nodding, holding his weapon low.

			“Morning,” the man with the M-203 grenade launcher said, nodding his head. They, like Nathan, all held their weapons low. 

			With a false smile and relaxed posture, Nathan just watched the group. He could tell he was making them unsure of themselves. The women and one man kept glancing sideways at the others. They had him outnumbered and outgunned but he was staring at them with a friendly smile. 

			“We was hoping you would offer us some food,” the man with the SAW finally said.

			“Sorry, already ate and don’t have none to spare,” Nathan answered, still smiling.

			“Why don’t you wake the others so we can get introduced?” SAW asked.

			Barely shaking his head, Nathan grinned. “They need to sleep. I don’t like introducing them to strangers until I get to know them.” 

			“What if I insist?” SAW threatened.

			“Then you’ll die,” Nathan informed him with a smile.

			“Let’s calm down here fellas,” 203 said, looking at SAW.

			“Don’t see nothing to get excited about,” Nathan replied, looking around at all of them. That unnerved them. He never looked at one of them, just stared at all of them. One of the women moved and Ares was on his feet, growling. “Careful, ma’am, these dogs don’t like fast movement. They can run over thirty miles an hour. That means they will be on the other side of the creek before you can blink your eyes twice,” Nathan warned. The woman raised her hands slowly.

			“I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

			“Ares,” Nathan said. Ares quit growling but didn’t lie back down.

			“That’s not being friendly, mister,” SAW said.

			“Wasn’t trying to be friendly. Just stating fact,” Nathan replied.

			“Now, we just come to talk to you,” 203 said.

			“So talk,” Nathan said.

			“You’re kind of far off the beaten path,” 203 said.

			“Not really,” Nathan said.

			The man stared at Nathan, wanting Nathan to talk some more. “We really want some food,” 203 said.

			Just as Nathan was about to answer in his ear bud he heard Jasmine say, “Now.” Behind him he heard the suppressed shots and five visitors jerk backed from bullet impacts and dropped. The woman who had raised her hands stared at her group with wide eyes as Jasmine pulled her trigger a second time, sending the woman to the ground.

			“Ares, work,” Nathan snapped, bringing up his rifle and running across the stream. He ran to the end of the line they had formed. Ares ran to the woman, who raised her arms. Nathan saw all four men had been shot in the face. 203 was still moaning. Nathan fixed that with his rifle. Both women were still alive. They one who raise her hands had a wound in her chest. The other had two; one was right at her sternum.

			Moving over Nathan took their weapons and tossed them away. Seeing the woman that was shot twice was dying fast Nathan moved to the other. He leaned over and looked down at her. “You’re going to live a while, so answer my questions and I promise it won’t be more painful. How many more in your group?” he asked.

			“None,” she whimpered.

			“How did you find us?” he asked.

			“We saw you on the road last night and found where you turned off in the woods,” she answered.

			“We would’ve seen you if you had been near the road. Now answer the question,” Nathan said, pulling out his knife.

			“We have some stuff that sees in the dark. We were a long ways off the road in a house,” she said looking at the knife.

			“Is that where your stuff is at, the house?” Nathan asked.

			The woman shook her head. “No, it’s back by the field, we put some bushes over it.”

			“Why didn’t you just kill me?” Nathan asked.

			“We were but you waved at us and Ben said you knew we were here. They were going to bully you into surrendering,” she said. “Can I have some water?” she asked.

			“Where did you get the weapons?” Nathan asked, pulling a bottle out of the woman’s thigh pocket. 

			After the woman took a drink, she replied, “Thank you. We took them from some soldiers we killed.”

			“Soldiers don’t carry the weapon you had,” Nathan said.

			“That was from the ATF agent.” She coughed, bringing blood to her lips.

			“How many groups like yours around here?” Nathan asked, hearing some of his group move around him.

			“We’ve seen several,” she said, grimacing. 

			“Do you have supplies besides what you hid in the field?” Nathan asked.

			“No,” she said.

			Nathan stood up. “You should’ve left us alone. How many has your group killed?” 

			“I don’t know,” she said. Nathan kneeled back down with the knife. “I don’t know! A lot. I didn’t count, I didn’t want to know!” 

			“I believe you,” Nathan said, standing back up. “Are there other government troops around?” 

			“We saw several other army trucks driving around and some helicopters starting to fly around us lately,” she answered.

			“Thank you,” Nathan said. He squeezed the trigger of his rifle, putting three bullets in the woman’s face. He looked over at Jasmine.

			“What? They came here,” Jasmine snapped seeing that look. “You were just talking to them and we all knew they wanted our stuff,” she said.

			“I’m impressed,” Nathan said. “You and Tom strip them of everything and take it to camp. Tell Casey to stay with Emma over there. The rest of you come with me.”

			“What about Athena?” Amanda asked.

			Athena was still sitting where he commanded. “Tell her to come on,” Nathan said, following the trail out. Not trusting the dead woman, Nathan sent Ares ahead. When Ares reached the field and looked back at him, Nathan led the others up. 

			Before they reached the field Nathan spotted the large pile of brush. Pulling the bushes and dead limbs off, they found three garden carts. They were piled full of stuff. “When you have a good idea someone is bound to copy it,” Nathan said moving to the front of the cart.

			“What?” Amanda asked. Nathan pulled up the handle and showed her the same type of harness he made to pull the wagon in Alabama.

			“Should have patented it,” Nathan said. He grabbed the harness and to pull the one of the carts through the woods. John grabbed one and Amanda and Tom pulled the other. With the fat tires they were fairly easy to pull but they had to go around a lot of obstacles.

			When they reached the creek there were six bodies stripped to underwear lying on the bank. None of them paid any attention as they rolled by. It took some work but they rolled the carts through the creek to camp. On the other side Jasmine had all the gear laid neatly in in groups.

			“I’ll take first watch,” Nathan said.

			“No how about all of us lay this stuff out and pack what we need?” Jasmine more told than asked.

			“It’s going to take a while,” Nathan said.

			“You are wasting time then,” she said moving to a cart.

			John eyed the weapons Jasmine had gathered and held up the odd weapon he couldn’t identify. “What is this?” 

			“HK G-36,” Nathan said, pulling stuff out of the cart. Seeing John wanted more information, Nathan stopped. “I’ll tell you about it later.” John put the gun down and moved over to help.

			They all started on one cart. There was some money that they left. They had enough. A lot of the clothes were going with them but they would wash them first. John, Tom, Jasmine and Amanda all got an extra set of boots. They found three thousand rounds of 5.56 ammo and two thousand of that was belted to be fired in the SAW. They had four Beretta pistols and one Sig-226 with almost a thousand rounds of ammo. They found six more NVG monoculars that were better than the ones they had. Then Nathan pulled up another monocular, letting out a low whistle.

			“That makes seven?” Amanda said looking over.

			“This is a thermal monocular,” Nathan said, staring at it with longing.

			“It can’t be. The thermal scope on your M-4 is huge. That’s just a bit bigger than the regular NVGs,” Amanda said.

			“This is the latest generation. Last I checked this would set you back 12 G’s.” Nathan set it down carefully.

			“What the hell is this?” John said, pulling out binoculars with only a Cyclops end. 

			“No way!” Nathan said. “The woman said they watched us from a long way off the road. They used these, thermal binoculars.”

			“The military has all of this?” John asked.

			“They have more shit than I can tell you about,” Nathan replied. They continued pulling out gear and the pile grew. 

			“Wow, look at the big bullet,” Casey said, holding up an M-203 round.

			“That is a grenade,” Nathan said.

			“I thought this was a grenade?” Amanda asked, holding up a hand grenade.

			Seeing such a little hand holding a hand grenade made a shiver run down Nathan’s spine. “Don’t play with those,” Nathan said, taking it from her. “This is a hand grenade. That is a grenade you shoot out of that big barrel on that M-4.”

			It was one in the afternoon when they finished. Tom, Natalie, and Amanda had tactical vests, but Casey was just too small. She got the smaller concealable vest from Amanda and didn’t have to wear Nathan’s anymore. Nathan had the SAW, the M-4 with the 203, and two more M-4’s. They left the others and the HK G-36; it didn’t take the same magazines. Leaving those behind almost made Nathan go into convulsions. They were only bringing a few of the pistols in case they needed to trade.

			They found a bag of jewelry but left it, seeing wedding bands and necklaces with blood on them. Jasmine felt bad about the pile they were leaving but they couldn’t carry it. All the food and MREs they took. All the ammo and magazines they could use. Then all the NVGs, thermals, binoculars, and clothes would help, but the pile they were leaving behind was quite large.

			Just looking at the stuff they were going to add to the pack animals, and saddles of the smaller kids made Jasmine feel bad for them. Without talking to Nathan, everyone agreed that Nathan would sleep and they would take watches. Jasmine knew Nathan would convince himself to carry more. Amanda took Nathan’s binoculars as he took the new ones and Amanda gave Casey her little binoculars. 

			John got the thermal scope on Nathan’s rifle and Nathan took the new one. Jasmine was jealous of that one. When Nathan showed them it could switch out with their NVGs, clicking to the head harness, she really wanted one.

			Jasmine and Natalie took first watch. Natalie stood guard as Jasmine packed, then they switched. When she woke Amanda for the next shift it occurred to Jasmine that she had killed and ordered the killing of six people but didn’t have the least bit of remorse.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Day 30

			 

			Everybody was tired as they climbed onto their horses. Seeing the slow movement from the group, Nathan didn’t work them too hard during the morning routine. With the camp packed, Nathan stared at the pile they were leaving in the waning dusk. Ares raised his leg, pissing on the pile.

			“Well thank you, Ares, you marked it for us,” Nathan said, chuckling.

			Jasmine stopped beside him. “You said we didn’t have to have the rest of that stuff, it would only be nice to have,” she reminded him.

			“I know, but we are leaving a lot. I hope someone can use it,” Nathan said, kicking Smoke.

			“Well—” Jasmine stopped as gunfire started to the northeast. Nathan stopped his horse and pulled out his map as Amanda and Casey stopped beside them. Amanda reached over and pulled the map away from him.

			Nathan just slowly turned to look at her but Amanda and Casey started working out where the gunfire was coming from. When Amanda pulled out her compass and squinted through the aiming sight Nathan wanted to laugh at the determination on her face. Casey’s tongue stuck out the side of her mouth as she drew the lines Amanda was telling her.

			“It’s coming from somewhere close to Cotton Plant,” Amanda told Nathan, handing the map back.

			Nathan looked at the map and lines and listened to the gunfire. “Yes it is. This side of Cotton Plant.” Nathan patted her leg.

			“What the hell kind of guns are those?” John asked.

			“Belt-fed machine guns. Hear the steady rate of fire? They only pause to keep the barrel from melting,” Nathan said as an explosion sounded far off in the distance. The gunfire slackened to the occasional pop or short burst.

			“The defenders lost,” Jasmine said.

			“Sounds like it,” Nathan said, looking at the map.

			“I swear, if you say we have to go that way, I’m hitting you,” Jasmine warned.

			“I wouldn’t go that way on a dare. They are about three miles from us. We will stay on the dirt roads and avoid the one paved road we were going to use,” Nathan said. “Rally point stays the same.”

			“Think we will have to hide from them?” Casey asked.

			“Well we will if we have to,” Nathan said. “Keep an ear and eye out. I might teach later but let’s stay alert.” He kicked Smoke to go.

			They were all scared as they followed Nathan out of the woods and turned on the dirt road. John at the back of the group gave the thermal scope a workout looking behind them. With the exception of seeing wildlife he didn’t see anything else and that was fine with him.

			They stopped several times, watering the horses. The only time they got out of the saddle was to use the bathroom. They heard another long gun fight to the south of them when they finished their lunch break. That gun battle lasted over thirty minutes and they were amazed at the volume of gunfire with several explosions. 

			“I don’t know, so don’t ask, over,” Nathan said over the radio.

			Then, just as suddenly as it started the gunfire stopped. It didn’t even taper off. A thousand questions were on everyone’s mind but nobody had any answers. Nathan stopped as they came upon a four-lane highway that they knew was 67. The rally point was on the other side.

			“Guys, we’re going under that highway,” Nathan told them.

			“Nathan, people stay under those bridges,” Amanda reminded him.

			“I know, but there is traffic driving on that road without lights,” Nathan said as he looked through the thermal binoculars.

			Casey threw her hands up. “Why would anyone drive without lights?” 

			“So they don’t get shot,” Amanda said.

			“Oh, that’s smart, I guess,” Casey said.

			“What else does that tell you, Casey?” Nathan asked.

			Casey sat and thought, then her eyes got wide. “They can see in the dark like us,” she said with fear.

			“Yes that’s why we are going under,” Nathan said, putting the thermal away. “Change of course.” Nathan headed north.

			They rode for an hour and came to a large creek. They traveled off the road, following it. They could see the highway off in the distance when Nathan yelled out, “Move now!”

			Nathan kicked Smoke hard and galloped away from the creek to a large group of trees. He led them to the middle of the trees and stopped. When everyone stopped they heard the ‘thump-thump-thump’ of a helicopter off in the distance. Everyone looked around as the noise started getting louder. It sounded like it was right over them, then the noise continued on.

			Everyone stared at Nathan as he tilted his head back with his eyes closed. “Let’s go, and stay close,” he said suddenly, wheeling Smoke back the way they came. They followed in a trot back to the creek and Nathan led them to the highway. Much to everyone’s relief, no one was under the bridge.

			They followed the creek for almost an hour and Nathan kept checking the map, something he had never done before. Before anyone knew it they went under another bridge, still following the creek. Nathan kept them near the creek, even crossing from one bank to the other. Off in the distance they heard another helicopter but it didn’t get close to them like the other one did.

			At the start of the day they had gone over the route, but Nathan had changed it so much nobody knew where in the hell they were. They just followed Nathan as he followed the creek. It was almost the time they should be stopping for camp when Nathan led them away from the creek. When he led them up to a dirt road everyone wanted to cheer, feeling much better.

			They barely went a mile and Nathan turned them off the road, following another creek. They heard several more helicopters off in the distance. Amanda couldn’t wait to get off her horse and go to sleep. They still didn’t stop, even going under another bridge. Around them the world lit up as the dawn announced a new day, and still the air was alive with the distant sound of helicopters. Amanda was starting to get worried when Nathan stopped them beside the creek. There were trees around them but nowhere the horses could graze.

			“We camp here,” Nathan said, climbing down.

			“What was all that about?” Jasmine asked.

			“Didn’t want to be seen,” Nathan said as he took off his saddle and carried it to a large oak tree. Nathan dropped his gear and started tending his horse.

			Jasmine just stood there waiting for more. “I get that but you’ve never acted like that.”

			Nathan turned around. “Those were troops moving, Jasmine. The first helicopter was a Blackhawk. I have no idea what kind the second one was. There are choppers flying all around here. They are doing something around here and we need to get out of here.” 

			Jasmine just stared at Nathan not knowing what to say. Amanda did. “Where are we?” she asked. Nathan handed her the map and pointed. “Damn, we went a long way,” she said. “How far away do we have to go to get out of this area?” 

			“Here,” Nathan pointed.

			Amanda looked at the national forest Nathan was pointing at, “We’ll be there tomorrow before midnight,” she concluded.

			“Hopefully,” Nathan said.

			Amanda handed the map back. “I’m going to sleep. Wake me for my shift,” she said, moving away to finish tending her horse. She froze. Slowly she turned around looking at Nathan realizing she saw something on Nathan’s face she didn’t like: He was scared.

			Everyone else saw it. John grabbed Nathan’s arm. “Nathan, what is it?” he asked in a timid voice.

			Nathan shook his head. “I don’t know what’s going on,” he admitted. Off in the distance they heard ‘boom-boom-boom,’ followed by several explosions. “That is an Apache gunship,” Nathan said.

			“What is your best guess to what’s going on?” Jasmine asked.

			Throwing up his hands, “I have no idea, unless they are just locking down the population,” Nathan said, dropping down to his knees. 

			Amanda ran over to him wrapping her arms around his neck. She could see on his face that Nathan didn’t know what to do. “We still have to get home. Nothing has changed,” she said, squeezing him tightly.

			“Firecracker, I don’t know how we got by them last night,” Nathan admitted.

			“What?” Amanda barked, taking a step back.

			“They were inserting troops around the area. If you listen carefully you can hear them still inserting troops,” he said.

			Everyone gathered around. “What do you mean, inserting troops?” Jasmine asked, feeling her mouth getting dry.

			“Let’s get under the trees first,” Nathan said. They moved the horses under the trees.

			When Amanda tied her horse off she spun around. “That’s why you kept us beside the creeks. They have trees beside them!” she exclaimed.

			“Amanda! Not so loud,” Jasmine snapped, and Amanda clapped a hand over her mouth, realizing what she did.

			Walking over to her, Nathan pulled her down as he sat down, and everyone sat in a circle around them. “Yes, that’s why we stayed beside the creeks. There are too many open farming fields around here and those choppers have thermals. We can only hope to keep the trees covering us.”

			“Okay, we have to get out of this area. How do you think we should do it?” Jasmine asked.

			Shrugging his shoulders, “Shit if I know, I’m making this up as I go,” Nathan admitted as Emma hit him in the chest with her sippy cup. Without thinking, Nathan took the cup from her and filled it up and returned it. When Emma burrowed into her sling Nathan realized that was a conditioned response.

			Everyone sat looking around at each other and Jasmine spoke up. “Let’s just keep doing what we are doing then, traveling at night.”

			“If you listen, you’ll notice those choppers are to the west. That’s all well and good but they are landing people everywhere,” Nathan said.

			“How do you know they are landing people?” John asked.

			“Listen to them,” Nathan said, and everyone became quiet. They listened to the sounds of a lot of choppers around them. “Hear that?” Nathan asked. “The whine decreases for just a minute then becomes louder after a fifteen to twenty seconds, just enough time for a chopper to set down and unload. There is no way they are just ‘dropping off equipment.’”

			“Okay everyone calm down. Nathan, that includes you,” Jasmine said, shocking everyone, including Nathan. “First, why? We are in the middle of fucking nowhere Arkansas. We have Memphis a hundred miles to our east and Little Rock seventy miles to our south. Where are these choppers landing? There is nothing around us but small towns and villages. What are they doing this for all of a sudden? Let’s work this out, guys.”

			Nathan pulled the map out and Amanda turned on the tablet. They all looked at the map and tablet, listening to the choppers. “So every time the helicopter engines change pitch like that, you think they are landing troops?” John asked Nathan.

			“Yeah,” Nathan mumbled.

			“This is where the first one flew over us, right?” John asked, pointing at the map. Nathan nodded his head. “That chopper flew to the southeast and landed about here on 367, at this little crossroads,” John said, marking the spot. He closed his eyes, concentrating. 

			Everyone realized John was listening. “I can—” Nathan started to say, but John held up his hand for Nathan to be quite.

			Opening his eyes, John looked down at the map. “If we are here, that chopper sounded like it landed along this line,” he said, marking a line to the northeast. “I’m betting right here at 305 and 36.” John marked the spot.

			“Yeah, that would be pretty close,” Nathan agreed. He took the grease pencil from John. “That is why I was looking at the map so many times last night,” Nathan told them. He marked X’s over the area around them.

			“Shit, I thought you were lost,” Casey admitted.

			Nathan pointed his finger at her. “Young lady, I’m fixing to get a bar of soap,” he warned.

			“Sorry,” Casey replied, smiling.

			John just stared at the map with all the X’s Nathan drew. “Oh shit,” John mumbled when it hit him. “Nathan, look.”

			Snapping his eyes to lock on John, Nathan saw John was pale. He looked down at the map. “What?” he asked.

			“It’s like Call of Duty. They are running blocking actions,” John said. “They are blocking escape routes.”

			Shaking his head, “John, these choppers can only carry ten to twelve men. That many can’t stop the masses we have seen,” Nathan said.

			John looked shaken. “They don’t have to. In COD, you call in strikes,” he mumbled.

			“Impossible,” Nathan scoffed as an explosion sounded off in the distance. “They might do something like that later but you don’t start wholesale slaughter at the beginning of a crisis.”

			Jasmine grabbed his arm. “You do if you’re purging those that don’t follow directions, so others won’t try to fight later.”

			Nathan jumped up. “Now who needs to relax?” he asked as they heard a jet scream overhead. Seconds later they heard several large explosions to the southeast. Nathan dropped to his knees and drew a line. “That was near Antioch,” Nathan said as a steady thump from a cannon on an attack chopper sounded off to their east.

			“Nathan?” Amanda asked looking around.

			Reaching over Nathan took the tablet from Amanda. “Get the horses ready,” Nathan said studying the tablet. 

			“What?” Jasmine asked slowly standing up.

			“John’s right,” Nathan said, pointing at the map. “They are only setting out lookouts, trying to get people to stop moving. Once people stop moving they can find them.”

			“Just like you said, America is big. Hell we are in bum fuck Egypt now. They can’t just find us,” Jasmine said.

			“If they just saturate this area with drones scanning the ground they will find everyone,” Nathan said pointing at the map.

			Shaking her head, “That is too labor-intensive. They can’t do that to the entire state, much less country,” she replied.

			“Look at the map,” Nathan said pointing. “They aren’t. We are in a grid between two large cities. They are trying to stop movement.”

			Jasmine looked at the map where all the X’s were. Each was close to a crossroad or a high point on the map, forming a corridor between Memphis and Little Rock. There were smaller corridors running off the main one. “Oh damn,” she mumbled, seeing what Nathan and John described.

			“Get your horses ready. We are moving,” Nathan said. 

			“Let’s wait till dark,” Amanda pleaded.

			“Firecracker, listen, if they get more lookouts out we won’t be able to slip past them. They can spot us just as well in the daylight as they can at night from the air,” Nathan said.

			“What—” Amanda started to say.

			“Amanda!” Nathan snapped, cutting her off. “We have to get the fuck out of here! Get ready to leave or I will throw you over my saddle.” He hugged her. “We need to move,” he whispered. 

			Amanda looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ll be ready in a second.” She scampered over to her horse.

			“The horses have gone fourteen hours straight already. We can’t push them too much harder or we’ll be walking,” Jasmine said.

			“I know,” Nathan said looking down at the tablet. “Get ready, Jasmine.” Jasmine helped everyone get saddles back on horses. Nathan figured out the route he wanted and grabbed his saddle. 

			In fifteen minutes he was leading them through the woods, heading northwest as the choppers buzzed overhead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Day 32

			 

			Nathan’s horse was dragging its feet through the woods as dawn slowly crept up. The only animals that hadn’t tripped in the last forty hours were the donkeys. Nathan looked behind him at everyone asleep in their saddles. He only had a few hundred yards to go before he could stop and let them rest. None of them could go any farther. Over the last two days he had moved them over fifty miles in stop-and-go runs.

			Reaching down he patted Smoke. “Only a little further, girl,” he said wearily. Smoke didn’t acknowledge him. He spotted the small meadow up head he had found on the satellite map. They were ten miles to the west of Clinton, Arkansas in the National forest. During the mad dash Nathan had to change routes a dozen times, hearing gunfire or helicopters in the direction they were going. They had finally slipped into the National Forrest at three that morning. 

			During the entire trip the only time they were on a road was to cross it. Nathan was so sick of fences he wanted all of them outlawed. He looked down to see Emma was passed out in her sling. Rubbing her head, Nathan had to admit for a two-year-old she did great during the mad dash.

			They reached the meadow and Nathan guided Smoke around the edge to the stream on the west side. Yesterday he had tied a rope from him, connecting everyone’s horse. The rest of the horses just followed Smoke where Nathan guided, their riders asleep in the saddles. Reaching the spot they were camping at, Nathan slowly climbed off and almost fell down from putting weight on his legs. 

			Feeling her horse stop, Jasmine woke up and noticed Nathan was off his horse. She looked behind her and noticed everyone was asleep. She climbed down, untied the guide rope Nathan had rigged up, and led the rest of the group up to Nathan. When she stopped she saw Nathan spreading out his woobie gently laying Emma down. 

			Gathering the last of her energy, Jasmine went down the line, waking everyone up. Casey and Amanda had started riding together so they wouldn’t fall off as they slept. As Jasmine woke them up, she had to catch them as they slide off as she woke them up. When they were standing on their feet Jasmine let them go and Casey fell down on her butt.

			She looked up at Jasmine and Amanda. “My legs are asleep,” she explained in an exhausted voice, tapping her legs with her hand. Nathan picked Casey up and carried her over to his woobie, laying her beside Emma.

			“Get some sleep, little one,” Nathan said turning around walking over to Smoke, taking his saddle off. John and Tom had both climbed down and were leading their horses. Amanda stumbled and dropped her pack, then fell down beside Casey. Slowly rolling over, she took off her rifle and put it on the ground beside her.

			John stopped beside Nathan. “Are we safe now?” He really didn’t care if they were or not.

			Slowly Nathan turned to look at him. “As we can be, I haven’t heard any choppers to our west.” 

			“What about that one I heard around four o’clock?” Tom asked.

			“It landed on a hilltop two miles to our northeast,” Nathan said. Amanda was already snoring. Giving them a weak smile, Nathan started taking the other horses’ saddles off.

			The others helped, and soon the tired horses were hobbled and eating out in the meadow. Jasmine, John, and Tom hung up the horse blankets so they could dry out. They noticed Nathan wasn’t with them. They looked around to see Nathan studying his map as he took Ares’s pack off.

			“I swear if another chopper comes near us I’m going to shoot it down,” John vowed.

			“What are you doing, Nathan?” Jasmine asked, dropping to the ground beside him.

			Nathan looked off to the northeast. “Have someone awake at all times. The rally point is here,” he said, handing her the map pointing at the X. “If I’m not back by tonight I won’t be back at all,” he said, standing up.

			Not tired anymore, Jasmine jumped up and grabbed his vest, spinning him around. “Whoa buddy, what do you think you’re doing?” she asked in a harsh whisper.

			“I saw that chopper land last night. I know where they are. I’m going to find out what the fuck is going on,” he said.

			Studying his face, Jasmine saw his glassed-over eyes. “You’re about ready to drop. You can’t take off and expect to catch soldiers,” she snapped at him.

			Sluggishly blinking his eyes, trying to make Jasmine focus in his vision, Nathan slurred, “Jasmine, I’m not in the mood. We have to find out what’s going on. We can’t keep this pace.”

			“Jesus, you can’t even talk straight you’re so tired,” she said. “Get some sleep first,” she begged.

			“They may not be there later. I have to move now,” he said, looking back to the northeast.

			“They may not be there now,” she tried to explain.

			Nathan shook his head. “No, I watched the chopper hover and four men rappelled down,” he said, patting his leg for Ares to come over. “They are watching that road. From the hill they landed on you can see down that small valley.”

			She grabbed his arm. “Nathan, you can’t go. You have to rest. You haven’t slept in sixty hours.” 

			Nathan let out a long sigh. “If we don’t find out what the hell this is about we can’t make it home. If it’s going to be like this the whole way we will get caught if we’re lucky, killed if we aren’t. I know how much I have left in me and you are making me drain what I need to get this done,” he explained. “Get the group taken care of.”

			Jasmine stood frozen, watching him walk away with Ares beside him. She turned to John. “What do I do?” she asked.

			“Nothing. We can’t stop him,” John said as he watched Nathan disappear into the woods across the meadow.

			“He’s going to get himself killed,” Jasmine replied.

			“If we go with him I can guarantee you he will get killed worrying about us. He never once slept leading us here. When he stopped to water the horses he would get off and check on us. He might make a mistake moving toward them, but I can be certain we would,” John said.

			“So we just let him go off alone?” she asked, throwing her hands up.

			“Yes. If we go with him we will get him shot,” John said, walking away to set up the camp. Jasmine looked across the field, wiping tears off her face.

			“Please be careful,” she whispered and went to help John and Tom.

			When Nathan was half a mile away from camp he knelt down and reached in his pocket. One thing Nathan had learned if he took his Adderall like it was prescribed he didn’t daydream and could remember anything. But if he took two, sleep wasn’t his top priority. Nathan pulled out three tablets, tossed them in his mouth, and looked at Ares.

			“Daddy’s tired, boy, but we have to make sure the others are taken care of.” Nathan rubbed his head. Even Ares eyes looked tired, but he panted at Nathan with his goofy grin. Struggling to stand up, Nathan headed off with Ares beside him.

			Thirty minutes later Nathan was feeling better but he knew it wasn’t going to last long. Holding out his hand, he could see a fine tremor. He glanced down at Ares and Ares was looking around. I wonder if a dog can take Adderall, Nathan thought. Not wanting to experiment, Nathan continued on.

			It took him two hours to cover the three miles to the hill. He pulled Ares close. “Ares, time to work,” he whispered. Ares suddenly became rigid. Nathan crept forward with Ares beside him scanning the forest.

			When they reached the top Nathan slowly crouched down to his knees and looked at Ares. Ares stared off to the left side of the hill. Giving Ares a pat he stood up, and crept forward, heading to where Ares was looking. Gently moving through the woods, they made almost no sound, stopping every five feet to scan ahead.

			Suddenly Ares froze and Nathan followed suit. Out of nowhere Nathan heard a person talking over a radio to his front. Like he was melting, Nathan lowered his body to the ground, careful not to make any noise. Ares seeing him lay down copied him.

			Nathan searched in front of him through the trees and spotted two men talking twenty yards away. He quietly moved to put a big pine tree between them and eased up to his feet moving to the tree. When he reached the tree he could hear the men talking quietly with his hunter’s ear. He crouched and eased his head around the tree.

			Two men were ten yards from him on a bluff looking out over the small valley. Then Nathan noticed two more men lying prone looking at the valley with binoculars fifteen feet from the talkers. The two men lying down had on weird camouflage. Moving his gaze back to the other two, he noticed one had on black fatigues and the other had on regular army fatigues. 

			When regular fatigues turned a little, Nathan spotted a gold oak leaf on his collar. Oh, he has to come with me, Nathan thought. He looked at the other man. His black uniform had no rank or insignia on it.

			Nathan drew back behind the tree, trying to figure out how in the hell he was going to pull this off. The two men talking quietly had M-4’s but they had them slung on their shoulders. Nathan was sure the others would at least have them close. 

			Reaching up, Nathan uncovered his badge. “Fuck it,” he said under his breath. He wheeled around the tree, leveling his rifle at the two talkers, and crept forward. He had closed half the distance before the major noticed him. The major froze and Nathan shook his head, motioning with his rifle for him to put his hands up.

			Black fatigues noticed where the major was looking and froze, seeing Nathan coming at them with a big ass dog baring its teeth. The both slowly raised their hands as Nathan stopped ten feet from them. “Turn around slowly. Get on your knees with your hands on your head,” Nathan whispered. The two slowly did what he told them as Nathan followed them with his rifle sights, watching the two men keeping surveillance on the valley.

			When the men were on their knees, Nathan snap-kicked the major in the back of the head and butt-stroked the man in black. Bringing his rifle to his shoulder, Nathan saw one of the men lying prone turn around. Nathan squeezed the trigger, putting three rounds in his face, then sighted on the other man, putting three in his back. 

			Looking down he saw the man in black was moving. “Ares, get ‘em,” Nathan said pointing. Ares lunged forward latching on the man’s arm as Nathan moved to the major pulling out a zip-tie. Nathan zip-tied the man’s thumbs and middle fingers behind his back. 

			Standing up as the man in black screamed at Ares, who was trying his best to pull the arm off. Nathan walked over and kicked him in the face. “Ares, here,” Nathan said as the man fell back unconscious. He zip-tied the man like his friend. Nathan approached the two he had shot. 

			Rolling them over Nathan knew they weren’t part of the U.S. military just from their facial features. From their pockets he pulled out papers that had Cyrillic writing. “Damn, Red Dawn,” Nathan said. He emptied their pockets, throwing everything in his tote bag.

			He went back to the other two and pulled out his knife. Cutting their uniforms off, he cut the sling to the rifles and threw them aside. Pulling the shoelaces out of their boots, Nathan tied their legs together with enough slack that they could walk. Moving to the clothes he cut off he emptied their pockets.

			“What the hell are you doing, officer?” the major demanded.

			“Got a call about a peeping Tom,” Nathan said, moving on to the packs.

			“You don’t know the trouble you’re in, son. Your best bet is to cut me loose and let’s see if we can work something out,” the major said. 

			“Your best bet is to shut up before I tell my dog to chew your dick off,” Nathan said, going through the packs. Wisely, the major shut up as Ares eased over growling at him.

			When the man in black woke up, Nathan moved over and pulled out some duct tape. Taping the men’s mouths shut he pulled them to their feet. Wrapping some para cord around each one’s neck Nathan leaned forward. “I’m in a bad mood. If you want to live, don’t give me a reason to kill you.” He pulled on their leashes, leading them down the hill.

			It was noon when Nathan called over the radio, “I’m back with friends. Don’t shoot.”

			Everyone was awake and worried sick, waiting for him. Across the meadow they saw him leading two naked men with rope around their necks out of the woods. “Told you,” John said to Jasmine, walking toward Nathan.

			“John, take them to separate trees and tie them to it with the knots I showed you. For no reason are they to be cut loose. If they have to shit or piss they can do it on themselves,” Nathan said, handing the para-cord and zip ties over to him. Nathan held up his hand, stopping Jasmine and the girls before they hugged him. “Jasmine, keep everyone away from them. I have to sleep, I’m sorry.” Nathan collapse on his stomach on his woobie. Ares moved over beside him and laid his head on Nathan’s back, and in seconds both were snoring.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Day 33

			 

			Soft whispering close by slowly woke Nathan up. When he opened his eyes he blinked several times, making sure his eyes were open because he couldn’t see. Sitting up, he heard gasps behind him. He could see the shadows of the tree line across the meadow and all the horses were grazing. Turning around, he saw the shadowy outline of his group looking down at him. “Hey guys,” Nathan croaked. They dove down on him.

			Nathan didn’t complain as they hugged the air out of him. He could feel their relief that he was okay. “I don’t mean to be rude but I have to pee really bad,” Nathan groaned and they moved back.

			“Nafan, pee-pee,” Emma called out.

			“Yes, I do,” Nathan said, getting up. Emma came over, holding her groin. “Emma, let me go first,” Nathan pleaded.

			“Nathan, go, I’ll take her,” Amanda said, picking up Emma. Well Emma didn’t want Amanda and she let everyone know it.

			When Nathan stepped off his woobie he jerked his foot up. “Ow!” he yelped, picking his foot up and falling on his butt. He had stepped on something sharp. Then it dawned on him. “Where the hell are my boots?” he cried. Then he realized he was in his boxers. “Guys, I’m in my underwear,” he informed them.

			Jasmine knelt down beside him. “We took them off to wash them,” she said as she put his flip flops on him.

			“You better not have taken advantage of me,” Nathan said as he waddled over to a tree.

			The comment caught Jasmine by surprise. “Excuse me?” 

			“Jasmine, I have ten gallons in me. Give me a minute,” Nathan gasped. When Nathan finished he actually wanted to lie back down but walked to the group. “You guys all right?” he asked.

			“Us? What about you?” Jasmine asked.

			“Tired, but other than that I’m good,” he replied. He looked at his watch and saw that it was almost three a.m. “Damn, eighteen hours,” he mumbled.

			Casey put a bottle of water in his hand. “Drink this,” she commanded.

			Seeing the stern look on her little face, Nathan drained the bottle and handed it back. “Thank you, little one.” John handed him some food. Not even asking what it was, Nathan shoved it in his mouth. “Thank you,” he mumbled with a full mouth.

			“You’re sure you’re okay?” Jasmine asked as Amanda came back with Emma. Emma jumped out of Amanda’s arms and ran to Nathan. He picked her up, nuzzling her.

			“Much better now,” Nathan assured her. “How are the horses?” he asked, sitting back down on his woobie.

			The others joined him. “They need more rest but they are fine for now,” Jasmine replied.

			“Have you heard or seen anything since I was asleep?” he asked.

			“A chopper flew over from where you came from and we heard an explosion,” John said.

			They saw Nathan chuckle. “I left a grenade under one of the bodies.”

			“Well it pissed them off, it flew around for an hour and shot a bunch of bullets to our south,” Jasmine told him.

			“Did it come near here?” Nathan asked.

			“It just flew over us, never slowing down. The canopy is pretty thick here so unless they land in the field they can’t see us,” Jasmine said.

			“That’s good,” Nathan said, looking up seeing what Jasmine said was true. “Where are the two I brought back?” 

			“Tied up like you said,” John answered.

			“They give you any trouble?” Nathan asked.

			“Not unless you mean the smell of them pissing and shitting on themselves,” John replied.

			Setting Emma down, Nathan set Emma down, stood up, and dug in his bag for more clothes. He dressed as everyone just watched. “At daybreak I’m taking those two away from here and they are going to answer some questions I have.” He looked around for his vest.

			“I cleaned your vest. It’s hanging up,” Amanda said, pointing behind him.

			“Thank you,” Nathan said. He took it off the line as Jasmine handed him his rifle and he nodded at her. “I hope you got some sleep.”

			“Yes, we all slept,” Jasmine replied. “What are you going to do to them?” 

			“Question them. Make them give me answers,” Nathan said.

			“The major is in intelligence and the other is a regional director for Homeland,” Jasmine said. 

			“How the hell did you find that out? Nobody was to go near them,” Nathan asked.

			“You have their IDs in you tote bag,” Jasmine answered. “Please don’t do anything you’re going to regret,” she added.

			Ignoring her Nathan looked at his group, “Let’s eat,” he said. They all followed and started breakfast. They asked Nathan about what happened and he told them. Ares moved over and informed Nathan, he wanted some of his food. The group sat and talked until the sky started to lighten. 

			When Nathan could see the two tied up to trees in the dawn light, he stood up pulled his Tomahawk off his pack. Amanda ran over to him, “What are you going to do?” 

			“Going to get some answers,” he said, rubbing her head.

			Looking down at his hand, she asked, “With a Tomahawk?” 

			“It’s up to them. They can answer without it or with it,” he said. “John and Tom, help me move them away from here.”

			Everyone followed Nathan to the two, who were sleeping. Even Nathan was impressed with how John had tied them to the trees. He untied the major and pulled him to the other side of the meadow, then he brought the Homeland Boy over. John retied them to trees sitting down. Nathan brought over two feed bags and placed them over their heads.

			“Guys, go back to camp,” Nathan ordered. Reluctantly the group left as Nathan spread out other stuff he brought over. The two were tied up ten yards apart. “Gentlemen, I’m going to ask you questions. It’s up to you if you can walk away when I let you go. If your answers don’t fit each other’s story it won’t go good for you,” Nathan said. Grabbing his headphones, Nathan put them on the major and turned up the volume so he couldn’t hear what the other man said. Pulling out his camera, he set it to video and started recording.

			Taking the bag off Homeland Boy, Nathan dragged a log in front of the major. Then Nathan put one in front of him. Grabbing Homeland Boy’s legs, Nathan tied his ankles to the log. Homeland Boy didn’t fight him. Nathan pulled out a water bottle and ripped the tape off the man’s mouth.

			“First name?” Nathan asked, holding up the water bottle.

			“Keith,” he answered. Nodding, Nathan let Keith drink the bottle down.

			“Why are there so many helicopter insertions here?” Nathan asked.

			“Three companies of the Arkansas National Guard went rogue four days ago. We were trying to contain them before they reached other units that have gone rogue,” Keith replied.

			“What do you mean by going rogue?” Nathan asked.

			“They killed a platoon of U.N. troops that opened fire on citizens in Little Rock. They shot down two Homeland choppers and freed over a thousand people from a detention center,” he answered.

			Nathan smiled. “Keep answering like this and you will walk out of here just fine,” Nathan assured him. “What were all the explosions we heard?” 

			“Some were choppers that found the Guard and others were large groups of civilians moving,” Keith answered, watching Nathan twirl the Tomahawk.

			“What is ‘Operation Dark Titan?’” Nathan asked.

			The color drained from Keith’s face as his eyes got big. “I don’t know where you heard that, but you need to forget it,” he said.

			“If I ask again, you lose your left foot,” Nathan said, standing up.

			“Okay, okay! Six months ago, NSA said there was a ninety-eight percent probability of a massive solar flare hitting the earth. It was projected to be much bigger than the Carrington Event. They gave a four-day window. We got orders that told us to be ready to corral the masses. The government was taking control. Operation Dark Titan was set in motion over a year ago for an event like this when the NSA found out they could predict solar flares reliably,” Keith answered.

			“What about the EMPs?”

			Closing his eyes, Homeland Boy took a deep breath. “The Air Force and CIA had killer satellites in orbit around the globe. When the flare hit, they detonated them worldwide.”

			“How far up the chain?” Nathan asked.

			“The top,” he answered, watching the Tomahawk.

			“What other countries?” Nathan asked.

			“Eighty percent of the U.N.,” he replied. “Seven other nations had killer satellites up with ours to make sure the masses could be contained.”

			“Any uprising of the military?” Nathan asked.

			Keith looked at him nervously. “Yes.”

			After five minutes, Keith had offered no more new information. Nathan sighed. “How much of the military?”

			“Almost all of SOCOM and forty percent of the active force. Seventy percent of the reserves and Guard units,” Keith answered.

			Nathan was pleased with that answer. “How many U.N. troops are on U.S. soil now?” 

			“Last week there were one point two million here, with more coming, I don’t have current numbers,” Keith answered.

			“How many can be expected?” Nathan asked.

			Keith looked up helplessly. “Up to nine million.”

			“Thank you,” Nathan said. He took the headphones off the major taking and put them on Keith, then put the feed bag over Keith’s head.

			Grabbing the major’s legs he kicked at Nathan. “Boy, do that again and a foot comes off. It’s up to you how you answer. Keith did well and got water. Put your feet on the log or I start chopping,” Nathan commanded.

			Slowly the major put his legs on the log. Nathan tied them down and held up another bottle of water. “First name?” he asked.

			“Rusty,” he answered.

			Nathan let him drink the bottle. Nathan asked the same questions and the answers were close till he got to numbers of U.N. troops expected. “What do you mean, ten million?” Nathan asked.

			“That’s what I was told would be on the ground here in six months,” he answered.

			“Who will be the main forces?” Nathan asked.

			“China and Russia,” Rusty said.

			“How are you handling the Midwest?” Nathan asked.

			“We are only keeping the large population centers under control. Large farms are put under state control,” Rusty told him.

			“Why did Keith tell me twenty million U.N. troops?” Nathan lied.

			“Shit, he wouldn’t know. He would be able to tell you how many agents are in an area, but the military is working with the foreign units,” Rusty said.

			“What did Arkansas’s governor think about his rogue troops?” Nathan asked.

			“I don’t know. He was executed seven days ago, along with every other red state’s governor,” Rusty replied with a smirk.

			“Wipe the smirk off or I’ll do it for you,” Nathan warned, twirling the tomahawk.

			“Come on, we won. Cut me lose and we can work something out,” Rusty promised.

			“I will cut you lose after I get answers. Keep up the answers and you can be back in your world in a few days. It shouldn’t take them too long to find you,” Nathan said standing up walking over to Keith taking the bag and headphones off Keith. He then put them on Rusty and continued the questions.

			At noon, Nathan walked back to his group and told them all he found out. It was late afternoon when he finished. John summed it up the best. “We’re fucked.”

			“Yeah, it’s fixing to go to hell in a hand basket,” Nathan agreed.

			“What the hell do we do?” Jasmine asked. 

			He reached over and grabbed her hand. “Get home and start the fight.”

			“What are you going to do with them?” she asked, motioning toward the prisoners.

			“Can the horses leave tonight?” he asked.

			“Yes but we have to go easy on them,” she said.

			“When we leave I’ll cut them lose like I promised,” he said.

			Amanda jumped up. “Like hell! Leave them tied to the tree. They knew about this and could’ve warned people. They killed my momma!”

			Shaking his head, Nathan held up his hand. “I told them I would cut them lose,” he repeated. “Now that each of you knows what’s coming and what they are doing, do you want to turn yourselves in? If you are caught with me, we will be shot. Any soldier or law enforcement officer not reporting, is a deserter and considered a hostile.”

			They all looked at each other and Jasmine looked at him. “We stay with you. Better to die on ground of our choosing on our feet than starving on our back,” Jasmine said.

			Smiling at her, “Together then,” Nathan said holding out his arms. They all group hugged. “Get the horses ready,” Nathan said.

			As the sun set Nathan led Smoke to the prisoners. “Gentlemen, I’m a man of my word.” Nathan said, walking over and cutting the ropes holding them to the trees. They moved over to Nathan and turned around so he could cut their hands lose.

			Nathan took a step back and pulled his pistol out with the suppressor attached, placed the suppressor against Keith’s head, and pulled the trigger. Then Nathan shot Rusty before he even moved. Leaning down over the bodies, he cut the zip-ties off. “See you’re free, you pieces of shit, you can go now,” Nathan said. He turned and climbed up on Smoke.

			Ares walked over to the two bodies and lifted his leg. “That’s telling them, Ares,” Nathan chuckled. He led Smoke to the others, who had watched. “I let ‘em go,” he said, moving past them. Looking at the bodies across the meadow, the others fell in behind Nathan.

			Hearing the others behind him, Nathan took a deep breath, “I will keep them safe,” he vowed. Weaving through the trees, Nathan led them northwest, toward home. He didn’t like the odds, but he would do his best to get them home safe and sound.
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