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                                                        Chapter 1
 
 
     The screams were getting closer and louder so I cringed back against the wall of the cabin under the front porch trying to blend in with the wood.  Trying to hold my breath, so no one would hear me panting like a horse in labor, I finally just covered my mouth with both hands and waited.  The screaming continued coming from all directions at once. It combined with the pounding of footsteps above me and slamming doors adding to the noise.  A dragging noise above me along with groaning told me not to breathe at all because that was the noise a walker makes.  
     The walking dead or zombies had been with us for a couple of years now.  I'd fought them for so long it seemed like second nature but I didn't have my crossbow with me so I hid out under the porch until I could figure out how to get inside the cabin without being seen.  There was no shame in hiding.  Really. 
      When the noise slowly quieted,  I chanced it and vaulted from under the steps, grabbed the railing, swung myself onto the steps, then ran across the porch, sprinting for the door.   I ran into it hard enough to bounce me back a step, then I grabbed  the knob, pushed my way inside and eased the door shut.  My breathing sounded loud, even to me, so I covered my mouth , ran to the back of the dining room , jumped on the counter, slid on my butt to the other side and dropped to the floor.  Like they do on TV.  If I hadn't been so scared I would've been impressed.  Slamming my sweaty back against the cabinet door, I brought my knees up under my chin while I listened to the screams muffled only slightly by the thick walls of the cabin.
    If the walkers couldn't hear you, you were OK, cause sound was a big draw for them.  Their favorite noise was wind chimes.  They'd stand around for days trying to eat a wind chime and I vowed I'd never have another one.  I grabbed a tea towel off the handle of the stove in front of me and covered my mouth as I panted.  I felt the panic attack closing in on me but was determined to keep it at bay until I could figure out another place to hide.  Then I planned to have the best panic attack on record.  
     I'd started having them when I found myself under a mountain, sitting on top of a nuclear bomb surrounded by walkers with no way out.  Oh, yea, the lights went out too.  If that doesn't do it nothing will. 
     The screaming continued outside and I wondered if I'd ever sleep again.  Sweat covered my body in a fine sheen.  My clothes and hair stuck to my skin so I used the tea towel to wipe my face, shoving my hair back and probably making it stand up worse. I tried to calm down and was taking deep breaths when  something hit the side of the cabin with enough force to vibrate the pictures on the wall and rattle the windows.  A sissified yelp escaped me, so I went back to taking deep breaths again and resisted the urge to look. 
     Running steps warned of another escapee as they hit the door, then opened it, ran inside and slammed it.  I knew this wasn't a walker because the walkers couldn't run, or open doors, or use one word expletives.  They just dragged their feet and moaned.  Oh, and ate you if they got the chance.   I winced as I realized the screaming horde outside might have heard the door, then braced myself as the runner came my direction. I took a deep breath as Mason, my better and worse half, collapsed on the floor beside me.
     “Have you ever heard so much screaming?"  He said, as he panted and tried to talk at the same time.   All I could do was shake my head.
     "My God, I can't believe it."   I nodded, heaving great big breaths into my closed off lungs..
     The cabin had been our home since we'd arrived seven months before.  We needed a home for the winter because our home in Montana had been destroyed by militants while we were out picnicking one day.  We didn't have enough time to find another place, secure it and figure out how to stay warm let alone feed 17 people before winter set in.  So we headed south and ended up here at the hot springs in central New Mexico for the winter.  Some of our friends and family had elected to stay behind to find a new home so when we returned in June, we'd have a  place waiting.  We were about two weeks away from leaving.
     The back door opened and steps walked past our hiding spot, then they stopped and came back.  Dukes head peered around the corner to look at us, then the rest of him followed as he came over and stood looking at us, smiling.
     "Hiding from the little children with water canons I see? Poor, little children just want to play and the big mean zombie fighters can't take it.  Wait till I tell the others."  He puffed himself up as well as a little person could but jumped a foot when the door opened behind him.  Mason stood and helped me up while I laughed at Duke.  He turned a wonderful shade of pink, matching the Hawaiian print shirt that was his trademark.  Sarah came around the corner, saw us and shook her head.  "I swear you guys are such wimps.  A little water never hurt anyone."  She went to the fridge and while she was getting a bottle of water, Duke brought his water canon up and pointed it at her.  
     Sarah and Duke were husband and wife.  Duke is short (no pun intended) for John Wayne.  His last name is Many-horses, yep, he's also Native American on top of being a little person. Add to that the best techno geek and security man in the world and you an amazing person.  Sarah, his wife,  was a corporate lawyer from Atlanta and an average person who has a wonderful affinity for cooking, so she was our chef.  She's tall at 5'9”,  with short blond hair and the prettiest blue eyes you ever saw.  They had a sweet daughter, Mandy, who kept our favorite and only pet, Bubba, company.  Bubba belonged to Howard, our mechanic. If I knew them both, they were hiding somewhere also. 
     Mason grabbed my arm and we inched our way past the counter, around to the other side and squatted down just in time for the screams to begin.  It wrung giggles from me which Mason tried to cover as he put his hand over my mouth.  When that didn't work he kissed me instead.  That worked.
     Another scream parted us pretty quickly when a water soaked Sarah started after Duke who was the one doing all the screaming.  He was a smart man cause he was running out the back door while the front door opened to admit Lacy and a bunch of kids.  Mason looked at me and thought,  Meet me at the cliffs in half an hour.  I need some quiet. 
     I nodded my head and started  helping Lacy dry off the kids that were coming inside, laughing and sopping wet.  Experience taught us to take the canons, empty them right away and put them away or there'd be another battle inside.  The adults who were just as waterlogged, dragged themselves in soon after. 
     The cliffs Mason was referring to is an open pueblo that contains 200 rooms and were carved over 700 years ago by the local indians.  When we arrived here last year, ten year old Bobby and Sally, his six year old friend was using one of the rooms to sleep in.  It was only accessible by rope ladder which he'd pulled it up at night for security.  Mason and I used it now for the peace and quiet we yearned for after spending all day with  15 children.
     We'd accumulated the children in small groups until we had 15 of them.  We had them arriving by twos, and found most of them in a Sams warehouse.  We had to talk them into coming out here to live because all they'd known was the warehouse.  Shoot, we had to enlist Mandy to teach them how to play.  I have to say she's done a wonderful job.  
     The cabin hadn't been big enough so we brought in two double wides, set them as close to the cabin as we could get and made them into homes for the kids.  It was constantly noisy, something me and Mason haven't been able to get used to so we ran to the safety, peace and quiet of the cliff dwellings whenever we needed alone time.
     The water fight began innocently enough but you know how that goes. Put a bunch of kids and adults who enjoyed playtime together with water canons and you've got a water war.   It seemed to happen about once a week and the children were mellow, or as mellow as they could be, for a while after wards.  But water and dirt doesn't make for clean kids, so they were being herded out to the several hot springs to play in the pools of warm water.  Me and Mason spent that time to get our heart rates back to normal.  We couldn't help ourselves.  We enjoyed our peace and quiet and when those kids started screaming we started hiding no matter how many walkers we've destroyed in the past.  
     I told Lacy where to find me, took a walkie and headed out the door, two bottles of water tucked in my backpack, crossbow in hand and a skip to my step.  I'm a strong, red-headed, blue eyed twenty-nine forever kinda of girl.  My chest is acceptable and I have a slim waist.  My preferred dress style was jeans, tee shirts and white socks and purple Nike's.  Lacy, my sister, says I have a strong personality but I think shes wrong about that.  Mason says I'm a strong telepathic so that might be what she was referring to.  I suppose that could be it, but I'm a pussy cat, not a push over.
    An hour later, I lay naked in Masons arms basking in the afterglow of love, watching the clouds slowly move across the sky above the cliffs across from us.  He caressed my arm as he lay beside me catching his breath.   
     "You ready for the meeting tonight?" He asked.
     "Nope.  I love those kids like crazy but we can't make them go with us. I know we've taught them as much as we know about surviving but still to just leave them here will be tough."
     “Yeah, I agree but most of them were living in a warehouse before we got them so they've had some experience.  I'll hate to leave Mikey behind  but if he wants to stay I'll just deal with it.  I'll sure miss him like crazy though and worry about him for the rest of my life."  Mikey was a ten year old who'd shot me  It was an accident but he'd been enamored of me every since.  Mostly because I was the first person he'd shot who had survived.  I'd become very fond of him too and leaving him behind was going to hurt.
     "Me too."  I whispered.
     We'd heard from my cousin Ken last night.  He and half a dozen others had stayed in Montana to find us a new home.  He'd picked up a few others in the process and finally found a place.  They had the perimeter lined with 53 foot trailers as fences, security cameras everywhere and even found a herd of cows so we were just waiting for the snow to melt off the roads before coming back.  Since road departments no long existed we had to wait for the snow to melt and the road to become passable before we could go anywhere.  Then we had to deal with bridges being out, collapsed overpasses, traffic pileups and buckled roads from all the earthquakes we'd been having. We'd be better off on horseback and covered wagons I think.
     Here in New Mexico, the roads were just fine.  We'd had temps in the 70's for a while now and Ken said they'd had a lot of 50 degree days in May which was reasonable for Montana so we'd be leaving soon.  In the meantime, we taught our kids everything we knew about surviving so when we left we knew they could take care of themselves.  We'd be leaving two adults maybe three so it wasn't as if we were leaving 2 year old babies, still we were going to worry about them.
     The cabin was full when we returned.  We planned to have the meeting after dinner so it was a quiet bunch who dined on venison stew that night.  Tomorrow evening we planned a big barbeque but we had to get through this meeting first.
     When we finally got around to sitting down, no one knew what to say.  We just looked at each other and it seemed they wanted me to be the one to start it so, I sighed the big put upon sigh and started to stand.  Mason grabbed my hand and thought, I don't think you need to stand if it makes you nervous, just sit next to me. I squeezed his hand and began.
     "As you all know, we'll be heading back to Montana soon.   We have to make a couple more trips to town and the first one will be tomorrow but by the end of the month, we'll be leaving.  I know almost every  one of you plan to stay and that was our agreement back almost six months ago?"  I looked around me and got several nods so I continued,  "and it's still all right with us but we wanted you to know, if anyone wants to go with us we'll sure take you.  I'm not going to tell you about Montana unless you plan to go back with us.  That way no one is influenced.  So, if any of you want to go, talk to us later and we'll answer any questions you have."
     They looked at each other and when no one jumped us and ran to us I was disappointed to the max but I knew they'd been thinking about it so I could wait them out.  Flynn stood up to get another cup of coffee and said, "I need to know who's going into town with us tomorrow so we can brief you.  Also, there will be another drill later to test the new security system Duke and Sid's developed.  If this meeting is over, I'll meet with tomorrows detail now, the rest of you can go."
     We all nodded, then I squeezed Masons hand and moseyed out to the porch.  I had a knot in my stomach cause Mikey hadn't acted like he was going with us but I knew he had to do what was best for him.  They all did.  I'd managed just fine to survive the major disappointments of this savage new world, I just refused to like it.
    Sitting in my favorite chair, I watched the sky darken into dusk and rocked, thinking back to Montana and the lodge.  I'd watch the stars come out there too and thrilled at the falling stars I made wishes on.  Mason would come out and sit with me and we'd just rock and enjoy.  I'd be glad to get back home but I had a feeling it would be more Kens home than mine cause he found it but I'd cross that bridge when I came to it.
     When the door opened I thought of Mason but it was Lacy instead.  "How ya doing, kiddo?"  She'd had a miscarriage a few months back and it knocked her for a loop but she came out of it just fine.  Still, I always asked how she was.  I couldn't help it and she finally gave up being angry by it, knowing I did it out of love.
     "A little sad.  I hate to leave the kids behind.  Mikey has become the child I never had and I'll just hate it if he decides to stay with the others.  But I can't make him go, he'd end up hating me and I couldn't stand that.  How do you do it?"
     "Do what?"
     "Stay so detached from them."
     I looked at her as my mind tried to process what she'd just said. 
     "Detached?"
     "Well, that's the way I see it."
     "Well, I'm not 'detached' as you put it.  I'm just not going to influence any of them to go with us, Lacy.  It has to be their decision,  that's all."
     Before she could reply, the door opened again, and Mikey stuck his head out.
     "JD, can I talk to you a minute?  That is, if it's OK with Lacy."
     Lacy smiled, winked at me and went back inside, ruffling his head as she walked by.  I heard her say something to someone before the door closed.  Mason slipped into my mind and back out just as fast and I smiled.  What a duffus.
     "What's up, Mikey?"
     He walked over to me and put his hand on my knee.   
     "I want you to tell me about Montana.  I can't decide if I want to go till I know all about it.  You said we have to make a 'formed' decision and I'm not 'formed, so..."  I tried not to smile but failed, so I reached over to a chair, slid it over to me and motioned for him to sit.  Then I began to tell him about Montana.  It took longer than I thought it would but I enjoyed every minute.  I could almost smell the sweet air, and see the eagles by the time I was through. He nodded, then rose from the chair put his hand lightly on my knee and went back inside.
   Soon Mason came out and leaned against the porch railing.    He'd stayed for the meeting. 
     "Well, there's a bunch of us going tomorrow, were you going to go?"  I smiled.  I'd been bitching about being left behind without being asked so many times, that he made sure he asked now.  It also seemed as though if he left me behind I somehow got hurt.  I don't know why, it just worked out that way.  Mason felt better about me going to keep me healthy.  So far it worked.
     "Na, I think I'll stay here and take a ride.  You wouldn't want to go for a ride just for the hell of it?"  The young ones had gone out one day and came back with several horses.  A couple of them still had saddles on and their backs were a mass of sores, so our resident vet, Lucy, went to work on them and had them fit as fiddles in a couple of months.  I'd learned to ride and enjoyed it more than I thought I would, so when I got the chance, I was on a horse.
     "You know, with the crew that's going tomorrow I don't think they'll miss me at all.   You're on, brat.  I'll go tell Flynn.  Oh, and Sarah wanted me to tell you brownies are for dessert if you're interested."
     I smiled, yep, I'm interested.  He smiled back at me, offered me his hand and we went in to chocolate up.
              
                                                                                    
 



 
                                                           Chapter 2
 
 
              I awoke in the dark. I lay there listening to somebody or something walking on the roof of our camper.  I followed the movement with my eyes while I tried to elbow Mason awake.  The something in question chose that moment to jump up and down a couple of times which had a much better effect of waking Mason than my pointed elbow did.
     "What the hell,”  he said, as he sat up in bed and rubbed his eyes.  Right then the walking overhead turned into running.  It sounded like someone was simply running back and forth,willy-nilly.  “What IS that?” he asked, as his head followed  the movements hither and yon.
     "I don't know?  That's why I woke you up.”  Our heads moving back and forth with the movement now.  He looked at me then unbelievably said, “Can you read it's mind?”  
     “Geez, Mason.  I don't know.  Let me think...hmm.  Do I even want to read 'its' mind?  Hell no, I haven't read its mind nor do I intend to.”  I got out of bed and began searching for my clothes, mumbling.  “Like I even know what 'it' is for Gods sake.  If you want 'its' mind read, then do it yourself,” I said pointing my shoe at him with every word.  He was just looking at me with 'that' look.  “Oh for heavens sake, get a grip already...”  Then the  loudest, most horrendous scream I'd ever heard came from above us.  Mason was out of that bed in a shot and had his clothes on before I even got my other shoe on.  Of course  I'd ducked although I have no idea why.  He was armed and dangerous in a blink of any eye while I was mentally calling Lacy who is in the camper behind us.  I ran to the kitchen, kneeled in the booth, and looked out the top part of the window. 
    The bottom of the window is blacked out to keep walkers from looking inside and seeing you and getting all excited and whatnot.  I couldn't see anything but stars when I looked out, so I sat at the table and stared at Mason while he tried to see in the dark.  Then I wondered what time it was.  The walking above had stopped, so we looked at each other like fools while we waited for Lacy to shine a light at us to see what the noise is all about.  
     I can't see anything, Lacy thought,  but I damned sure heard that scream.  George said it woke up some of the kids but otherwise no one else was bothered but us.  Did you hear walking on your roof?
     Yeah, then running, jumping up and down, the Texas two step and the Cowboy cheerleaders at half time before the screaming started.  You sure there's nothing out there?                                                                                                                
     Mason was on his way out the door when I heard another scream.  It almost sounded human, but didn't, if ya know what I mean. He hesitated and squared his shoulders before taking an tentative step out the door.  Something shook the camper again and he slammed that door so hard I jumped.  “My God,”  he said as he crouched on the floor, ducking down like the roof would come down any minute.  I'd been doing the same thing a few minutes earlier so I didn't comment.  The hair was standing up on every part of my body, then the scream sounded again but it sounded like it was farther away.  We heard it one more time, barely, before it quieted again.  “Well, hell,”  he mumbled, before opening the door and walking out into the predawn light.  When he didn't scream, I followed him out and heard all the sounds of morning, bugs and birds and turkeys so I relaxed, a little.
     People started coming out of the woodwork. Tentatively at first then with more purpose and we all congregated in the yard in front of the cabin.
     “Well?” asked Duke, looking all around us.
     “Well what?  It sounded kinda like a panther to me. But I didn't see it so I can't be sure.”  Flynn said, as he scanned the area with a pair or binoculars.  “I think it's gone now, but I don't like the idea that it was so close.  It might be a good idea to go after it.” 
     “I'll go do some research and see what I can find  out.”Duke said.  But, If you ask me and you didn't, if the damned thing doesn't want to be found, it won't be and we could be wasting time and energy looking for it.”  Clint nodded his head as he continued to look around.  We were a bunch of  nuts standing in the yard twirling around in circles hoping to find the 'it' that had screamed.  Now that they figured out what to do or in this case what not to do, they were hungry.
     “OK, now wait a danged minute.”  They all turned to me and waited.  “I don't think a big cat made that noise on the roof of the camper.  It was too small for that.”
     “No, I think it was a panther or bobcat or something like that.  A bobcat is smaller than a panther so it could have been what was walking around on the roof.”
     “Really?  Then why did it leave?  Better yet, why was it walking on the roof.  And running back and forth and jumping up and down? No, it was something else and I think we should find out what.”
     “How JD?”  Lacy asked.  “Unless we  actually see it, we can't begin to figure out what it is.”  Then  everyone trooped inside the cabin in search of coffee.  I just stood there with my hands on my hips, frustrated with the response and the fact they were right.  No one had seen the 'jumper' in question so we didn't know what it was.  Evidently we didn't care what it was, until we had some coffee.  I finally threw up my hands and followed them inside but not before I felt the hair on the back of my neck rise.  I turned to look at the hills of the valley searching the trees and cliffs but saw nothing. Yet I had the feeling the nothing in question was watching me.  It would be back.  I thought bring it on and flipped it the bird before going inside and slamming the door.
      Around the breakfast table they discussed whether they should go to town as planned or go hunting for the screamer.  I kept quiet because I had other plans.  I was going to go find out what that thing was that was playing on my roof this morning.  Mason kept looking over at me, expecting me to jump into the conversation at any moment and when I didn't he squinted his eyes at me.  I gave him the innocent 'what?' look while I blew into my coffee mug.  Then I smiled big and scooted the chair back.
     “Where do you think you're going?”
     “Out to the rocking chair.  Want to join me?”  I smiled at him again and went outside to sit in the dawn and scan the cliffs around me.  The squeaking of the chair and the tapping of my shoes as I pushed lightly on the wooden floor soothed me while the feeling of being watched stayed.  I couldn't find its source, although I looked everywhere.   Mickey came outside and handed me a small pie.  It was half moon shaped and contained peach pie filling.  Sarah made them so they could be eaten on the go and we all loved them.  We chatted for a few minutes then he ran back inside when Bobby yelled for him.   They were best friends now and when Bobby yelled, Mickey went running.  I took a bite of the pasty and sighed, then followed it with a sip of coffee.  
               Something made a noise and I looked for the sound.  I finally saw movement in the corner of the roof rafters and when I squinted, a pair of small, black, beady eyes looked back at me.  Mason, dammit, get your ass out here.  The eyes didn't even blink but neither did mine.  They were about the size of marbles, black and shiny.  Mason!  The door slammed open with a bang as Mason propelled himself out, armed to the teeth and spinning in circles looking for the enemy.  Just then the eyes jumped at me, landing on my shoulder in a blur or white and black, then it grabbed the pastry from my hand and began eating it. I made a very unladylike squeak which surprised me enough to make me duck again.  Seemed like I was doing that a lot lately.
              I froze.  I couldn't even look at Mason, whose feet turned slowly in my direction.  I watched them and when they didn't move, I raised my eyes just enough to see his waist.  My head wouldn't move any farther cause the 'it' in question was sitting on my hair.  I usually keep it short but I've been overdue for a haircut from some time.  I was hoping to get Sarah or Lacy to cut it before we left.  Soon, a lot of someones clomped their heavy boots out to the porch and stood looking at me.  I knew this because all the toes of the boots were pointed my direction.
     Then I heard a snicker.  It was followed by a couple more snickers then they all started laughing.  Great big guffaws and belly laughs.  The ones that make you grab your stomach and snort coffee up your nose. I still couldn't raise my head cause of the something sitting on my hair, so I had no idea what was going on.  I was not only curious as you might imagine, but I was quickly becoming pissed off.  Sloppy, wet eating sounds were great big booming noises so close to my ear and just when I was ready to do something, a great long, skinny, fuzzy tail wrapped itself around my face right under my nose.  That of course, cause the laughing, snorting troop of idiots surrounding me to start rolling on the floor.  I, however, was Not amused.
              I found my legs and stood.  At this height I could see the faces of my 'rescuers' which were various colors due to their hilarity.  My new 'friend' was starting to get heavy on my shoulder, so I walker over to Mason and glared at him.  I guess my glare is losing some of its effectiveness because Mason just looked at me.  I noticed his lips thinning and his chin moving and realized he was trying not to laugh.  I bent forward a bit and said,               “You WILL get this thing off my back,”  snickers rose behind me, “right this minute or you WILL sleep elsewhere the rest of your natural life. Do. You. Understand?”  Evidently, he didn't cause he chose that moment to resume laughing. I turned just in time for Mickey to come back out on the porch and yell, “A monkey, look everyone.  JD, found a monkey.”  For some reason this prompted my 'heroes' into action because they jumped at the door en mass to stop the kids from coming out.  The cabin shook as they barricaded the door with their bodies .
              “A monkey, Mason?  That's what's sitting on my shoulder eating my pie?  A damned  monkey?”
     The guys didn't know whether to look at me or Mason.  They finally decided that the best defense in this case was to back off.  So they all, man to man, stood behind Mason and tried unsuccessfully not to laugh while a monkey sat on my shoulder eating my breakfast.  So I walked towards Mason who started to back away.  OK,  so I turned towards the cabin and came face to face with a window full of kids.  As a group they tilted they heads to one side and said, “Aww”.  Well, that wasn't a good idea so I turned back to the guys, who parted as I approached them.  Then I slowly walked down the steps, so the monkey on my back wouldn't get excited and shit down my back on my way to my camper.  Every step of the way was punctuated with laughter and smacking noises in my ear.  When I  finally got inside, I barricaded the door because Mason just done pissed me off royally and he wasn't getting in my bed for a long time.
     I took a moment and locked down my mind.  I imagined a brick wall that narrowed at the top to gradually meet and close off.  Then I reinforced it with steel and re-bar and mortar.   No one had access to my mind until I took down the wall.  My feelings had been hurt and that's how I planned to deal with it.  
     I made my way to the bathroom where I stood and looked at the monkey in the mirror.  It was all black except for its face, chest and from the upper arms to its finger? tips.  Its tail seemed as long as the body.  It reminded me of the organ grinder monkeys of long ago.  At present, its tail was tightly wrapped around my face, and under my nose.  Our eyes met and although I blinked several times it continued to lick the remains of my breakfast from its fingers. I turned the water on to get it a drink and it jumped down on the edge of the sink where it drank from the facet.  I sat on the toilet and watched it as it jumped from the sink to the bed, landing right in the middle where it curled up in a ball and proceeded to go to sleep.  
              I thought of closing the door and locking it in, but why?  It hadn't hurt anything and keeping it locked up wasn't the best thing for anyone.  I opened the window over the bed and pulled out the screen so it could get out when it was ready, and headed back to the cabin.  All the guys were sitting on the steps but were smart enough to move out of the way before I got there.  Mason began to follow me around.  He got my coffee, then another pie, then sat beside me while I ate.  I ignored him.  He tried to get inside my head a few times but the wall was still up and all I heard was knocking.
              “JD, I'm sorry, honey,  but it was so shocking I didn't know what to do.”
     I looked at Sarah and said, “ Can you make these little pies with apple pie filling?”
     She smiled and said, “Yep, you name it, I can do it.  They freeze good too.”
Bless her little heart.  “I'll look into it and see what I can do.”
              “Great Sarah, sounds like a plan.  Let me know if you need any help.”
     “JD, darling, please don't be mad.” 
     “Mason, if you haven't figured out yet that she's pissed at you then you need to talk to Duke.  He can give you some pointers.”
     “How is Duke this morning, Sarah?  He's the only one I haven't seen today.” Mason gave up talking to me but sat beside me while I ate.  I hoped he gave up soon and left me alone cause I just couldn't deal with him or the guys yet. They'd let me down and I just couldn't deal with it.   
.     “He's around someplace.  He said something about checking the solar panels on the Dukemobile  So if you're looking for him that's probably where he is.”
     “OK, I'll check with him before we leave.”  I turned to Mason and asked, “When are we leaving cause I can be ready anytime?”
     “I thought we were going horseback riding while the other team went to town.” He almost sounded like he was going to cry.
     “Not any more.  I want to go to town so that's what I'm doing.  You can go riding if you want to.”  
     “But what about the panther?  I thought we'd go hunting for it today.”
     “I'm sure everyone here knows how to handle a gun.  If they see it they can shoot it.  From what I've heard they're night hunters anyway, so no one will probably see it anyway.”  I got up and started for the door when he grabbed my arm.  I turned on him fast.  “You will not touch me again unless I touch you first.  You will not sleep next to me again unless I ask.  Until I'm over being mad at you, and I have no idea how long that will be, you will keep your distance and I'm so serious about this that you don't even want to cross me.  Do. You. Understand?”  I didn't wait for a response but continued out the door and headed to the Dukemobile
     We found the Dukemobile in Colorado and Duke fell head over heels for it the moment he saw it.   It was around 30 feet long with pretty purple swirls that roamed up and down its side.  The front bumper was triangular and the headlights were recessed. The grill was extra large and hung over the front bumper while the windshield looked like a five foot compact disc hanging over the front of the vehicle and just on top of the grill.  The tandem rear end was closed in and the whole thing looked like it came from another planet.  Oh, and lets not forget the observation deck on the roof, the three tip outs and the inside, which had enough electronics to send a space ship to the moon.  What cinched the whole thing were the words 'Communication/Command Center Larimer County' written in large letters on the side.  The steps leading the the inside were covered in red carpet Duke had gotten somewhere making me smile every time I went inside.
   “Hey, Duke, we're going to town soon, you have a list of stuff you want this time?” He was at the big 10 foot long desk working on something and looked at me sideways before going back to working.  “Yea, it's on that board there next to the door.  You look better since you shaved.”  I flipped him the bird, grabbed the list and stomped outside to wait on the team going to town.  It was a very quiet group that left  that morning.  The guys knew me well enough to leave me alone.  Mason tried several times to read my mind but the vault I had around my mind refused to let him in.  He finally settled in the bunk behind me.  Eventually he planned to stay close until I indicated he was forgiven.  Until then there would be no monkeying around.  
     Pun intended.
              
 
 
 
 
                                                Chapter 3
 
              A few hours later found us up to our armpits in walkers.  I don't know how it happened, the guys said they'd cleared the  small gun shop, but here we were, climbing the walls again.  Literally.              
     I was standing on top of a cabinet on one side of the room, just out of reach of grasping hands.  Across the room from me on the opposite wall, each standing on the top of a steel gun vault, was Mason and Andy.  Andy looked like he was about ready to die of fright as he plastered himself against the wall and panted.   I was catching my breath while I contemplated how to get out of this new mess.  I looked at Mason who just shrugged his shoulders while we looked at the mass of stinking, rotting bodies below straining to reach us.  The rest of the crew was locked in the back room and since I had no telepathic connections to any of them, I had no way of knowing what they were doing.  I hoped someone came up with something soon, this was simply not acceptable.
     We'd decided to hit the gun store barely minutes before entering it.  Clint or was it Randy, said it was clear, so we were happily grabbing what we could when Andy let out a squeal, that I'm sure he will be embarrassed about for the rest of his life.  He pushed the walker away with enough force that it fell, and then that 14 year old was up on the gun safe before I could really process it.  Mason followed suit and after I did a quick spin around looking for a place to hide,  I climbed the shelves next to me on the opposite side of the room.  I yelled to the guys in the back of the store who saw the horde and slammed the door.  Next thing we knew there was a crowd of walkers divided on each side of the room stinking up the place.
    The slight breeze coming in the doorway swept the smell upwards right under my nose.  I felt bile rising in my stomach and swallowed continuously while I tried to ignore the raised hands reaching for me.  The combination of rotting flesh, unwashed bodies in the 90 degree heat and foul breath was so alien I couldn't describe it.  While I tried to look calm and remain still, I happened to noticed one of the walkers at the back of the herd that just watched me.  He didn't strain forward against the wall of bodies in front of him like the rest were doing, but just watched.  I looked at Mason then motioned towards the walker in the back of the horde.  See that guy in the back?  He isn't like the rest of them.  He's just watching.
     He looked and then grew very still as he turned his whole attention on the guy.  He reminded me of the time when me and Lacy was being chased by a herd of senior citizen walkers in northern Florida.  Just because they're seniors don't mean they're slow by any means, but I noticed a lot of them would just stare at you, like this guy was.  I have no idea why, Lacy and I tried to think of reasons for this but we finally decided it was the age of the walker before dying the first time that mattered.  Still, this one, who looked to be around 60 when he first died, acted differently and  in a group like this it was just plain spooky.  I have no idea why he's acting that way as long as he does it over there.  I   could always count on Mason to be pro active.  Bless him.   .
     I felt my shelving unit start to get a little shaky so I scooted the day packs off the next unit and shuffled over to it.  I decided to be as still as possible to calm the diners while I racked my brain to come up with some way of getting them out of the building. I noticed the guys across me were having some problems with their footing also and were trying to settle into another position when a loud horn sounded somewhere close.  They froze too, then I saw Riley hurry across the street and throw a grenade.  I wanted to duck down but I was trying to get the walkers attention off of me.  The explosion did a wonderful job of it though.  They all froze, then turned as one body and started out the door, the watcher walker at the head of the pack.  I saw a long, piece of glass sticking out of its back when it led the others out.  Mason and Andy hadn't seen Riley and had no idea what happened but as luck would have it, froze when the grenade went off and stayed that way when the walkers started out the door.  
     Another explosion, this one farther away, had the herd turning right and disappearing out of sight, letting me move.  I sat down on the top shelf among the dust mites, and dangled my legs over the side while I rested my head against the wall.  I was gasping large, lungs full of air with each breath but I didn't think I was having an asthma attack, just nerves.  I saw Andy's legs weren't  doing much better and when I looked at him he smiled a bit and gave me one thumbs up.  I returned the gesture.
     Mason jumped down, then after a quick check out the door, motioned to me it was OK, and I jumped down.  My legs were too wobbly and I ended up on my butt.  Mason grabbed a large tarp and some duct tape and started covering the big picture windows part way up while I struggled to make my legs work.  We just needed to cover up the bottom parts so that someone standing on the other side couldn't see inside.  The walkers don't  jump up and down, although there was this one time a walker saw itself reflected in a window and went crazy.  I don't know how long it clawed at that window to get at its reflection.   I got bored watching.   Andy jumped down and helped him cover up the windows then pulled a display cabinet about eight feet high over to the doorway to keep out any more undesirables.  We'd been in the process earlier when the trouble started so it didn't take long to finish.
      While they were doing that, I staggered to the back of the room and let the boys out. When I opened the door about four guns came up and pointed at me.  Smiling at them I turned around and went back out to sift through all the merchandise on the floor. We'd made a mess in our hurry to climb the shelves.
     “Riley should be back any time.  He'll come back in through the back door.”  said Clint.  I nodded to let him  know I'd heard, then started putting the cans of  black powder in the cart we'd stolen from the parking lot.  
     I'd met Clint when we were living at the Lodge in Montana.  He had established a small colony of his own nearby with his wife Melody and their daughter, Clarissa.  They'd been picnicking with us the day the lodge was destroyed.  Their place was destroyed too, so we all banded together.  
     Riley returned after setting off two more grenades down the street.  He was all puffed up and full of himself but looked all dejected when no one paid him any mind.  He was married to my cousin Georgina or George as we all called her.  He was in the military unit at the nuclear facility when we rescued them.  Her and Ken was all I had left of blood relations and I'd become very fond of him.  
    I patted his shoulder and nodded to let him know he was appreciated and took the cart back to the door where I grabbed some gun belts and started filling them with ammo.  I don't know why this little store hadn't been hit before now.  There were enough militia and private citizens still alive that they should have cleaned the place out long ago.  The only reason I could come up with was the herd of walkers we encountered when we arrived.  In fact, we were so surprised about the amount of goods we found here, we ignored the possibility of trouble.  Live and learn.  
     There was so much good stuff in the little store that we decided to clean it out and come back another day to finish up the stuff on our lists.  We still had a little over ten days before we planned to leave so there was plenty of time.  Andy found a pallet jack in the back and we started using it for the bigger stuff. Guns and rifles of every description was removed from the walls and stacked on the pallet.  Rifle scopes, binoculars and spotting scopes followed suit.  Duffel bags were filled with knives, axes, compasses, canteens and gloves.  You never can have enough gloves. My favorite was a 40 MM U.S. Army Ammo Can filled with neat stuff like first aid kits, glow sticks, thermal blankets, ponchos, fire starters, can opener, mess kit and MRe's.  Each one weighed about 25 pounds so I left them to the big, muscular guys.  I let them carry the five gallon buckets filled with MRE's also.   I was busy admiring the crossbows.
     You wouldn't think that a small store would have so much stuff but by the end of the day we had a semi trailer full.  The back of the store was a small warehouse with merchandise stacked to the ceiling, so, of course, we had to empty it also.  We found that if you just took some stuff and planned to come back another day, when you returned the place was empty.  It was better to do it all at once and not have to fight off the crowds, like we did today.
     I was anxious to get back because I was nasty. I wasn't the only one, so I didn't feel too self conscious about it, still I stunk and was yucky.  I tried to ignore it the rest of the day but on our way home, the closer we got to the bath I had in mind, I felt nastier so  I bailed out of the truck head first in my rush for the hot springs and clean clothes. The guys would unhook the trailer near the entrance to the valley to be emptied a little at a time.  Then they were on their own with the baths.  I had a special place to get clean, a small two person pool in a secluded area out of sight of everyone.  There were three trees which shaded it and it was about six feet deep and surrounded by bushes, making it nice and cool in the hottest part of the day.
     It didn't take me long to shuck the clothes I'd worn and jump in.  The bottom was a bit warmer than usual but I ignored it and scrubbed myself raw.  I discovered some gunk in my hair that made me shudder so I paid special attention to shampooing.  I had a plastic tub that I kept a change of clothes and bath stuff in nearby.  It seemed I was always stripping and jumping in then wondering later how to get to the camper and clean clothes without being seen.  So the tub was kept ready and it was a good thing.  After I was pretty sure I was presentable to the general population and especially the kids, I relaxed in the pool and let the tensions of the day go away.  The picture of the staring walker, though,  was seared into my pupils and I was going to ask the guys about it when I returned to the cabin.
     I was anxious to look at my new crossbow.  I had a thing for the things. I'm not sure why, except they're fun to shoot.  I got a boatload of arrows or bolts and several buckets of tips.  I was a very happy camper to say the least.  The kids would start taking the survival kits to various places in the hills for backups.  I'd come up with the  idea in Montana to fill a trailer with additional emergency supplies just a month before we ended up needing them.  It had saved our butts when the lodge was destroyed.   There were three places here that would be used for backups just to be on the safe side.  I think the cliff dwellings was one but that was their cup of tea and I let them keep their secrets.  When we left to for Montana, they would need to feel as safe as possible and this was one way to accomplish that.
     I hated to leave the relaxed comfort of the springs but someone, I think it was Lacy, had been trying to scale the wall I'd built in my mind so I needed to find out what she wanted.  When I'd closed off the telepathic part of my mind to Mason, I'd closed it off to everyone who had the ability, namely, my sister Lacy and cousin George.  Some of the little kids were good at it to but they didn't use it much with me.  They weren't very good at telegraphing their thoughts to just one person yet, so I had to teach them.  So far, its been a frustrating process.  Young minds are just as hectic as their bodies.  Always in motion.  So I spent an a hour a day with them trying to teach them some control, which always left me exhausted.  I'd come to almost dread it, but it needed to be done so they could teach the others.
     We'd about done all the teaching we could here.  All the things we'd taught them had been written down by Sandy, our resident nurse.  She'd been writing a manual of all the medical things she needed to impart to Lucy and Angie, since they would be taking over the medical part of the duties.  Joe, our ex military medic, was feeling pretty confident about how good they were picking it up on the medical procedures.  That made me feel a bit better.
     I met George halfway back to the cabin.  Her hair was a bit darker than mine but she wore it short also.  Smiling green eyes made me smile as she approached me.  Her slim build was similar to mine and many people thought we were sisters.  She had a lilting almost Irish brogue which was beautiful to hear although where she got it is beyond me.  Still, I could see how Riley fell in love with her.  
     She was looking better than the first time I saw her, under a mountain in Arizona surrounded by military men and sitting on a nuclear bomb.  She'd been helping her father, my Northern Uncle Bill, with research on the cause and elimination of the zombie virus.  He thought he was pretty close to an antidote when the bomb went off.   We'd managed to get her and her husband out just hours before and took them back to Montana with us.  Then the backup information was destroyed with the lodge so it seemed we were stuck with the virus again.
     She walked back to the cabin with me.  “The kids went through the houses in the area again.  We were pretty confident they'd be OK, but Howard shadowed them to be sure.   He said they were very careful and we shouldn't worry about them anymore.  That helped but not as much as I'd hoped.”
     I mumbled something while trying to concentrate on my walking.  I was unsteady because the hot springs made my muscles loose but also because the adrenalin I had in abundance earlier had disappeared leaving me almost weak and teary eyed.  I knew the reason for the tears that fell but they were there just the same.  George turned me into her shoulder and I wept. We'd all been doing a lot of that lately with the move creeping steadily up on us and I think we'd probably just cry till we were a hundred miles down the road.  Leaving has that affect on everyone.
     I'd let down my shields in the process of crying and found it was a big relief.  Keeping that kind of barrier up all the time was energy draining.  Mason swept through just then bringing me warmth and love and I stopped being mad.  At least, until I turned the corner and there was the little monster sitting on Mikey's shoulder.  I couldn't help myself, I groaned.  Mikey saw us and jumped down from the rock with the little monster staying right with him.
     “Look JD, he likes me.  All the other kids are jealous cause he likes me better.  Can I keep him?  Please.”
     “Mikey, this is a wild animal.  He isn't a pet.”
     “I know.  Sarah explained it to me.  But he wants to stay and he likes me better than anyone so can I keep him?”
     “Yeah, JD.  Can he keep him?”  Mason seemed to be a bit out of breath so he must have been running to get here so fast.  Maintaining the shields must have been hard on him too.  
     “If it wants to stay, we'll let it but you can't keep it in a cage.  I don't believe in cages. It will have to wear a diaper at night if it stays inside, because, well you know why. Anyway, I don't care as long as it stays away from me.”  I let Mason take my hand and we walked to the cabin to eat. 
     Duke in all his glory explained that the little monster was a Capuchin monkey and “was considered  a New World monkey. With the exception of a midday nap, they spend their entire day searching for food.  At night they sleep in the trees, wedged between branches.  They are undemanding regarding their habitat and can, therefore, be found in many differing areas.”  I tried to raise one eyebrow to let him know that I didn't give a shit, then I kept eating my venison steak and ignored the little monster in question.  The monkey, not Duke, who filled us in on everything
     Later that night it wasn't the monkey that woke us but the screaming.  Mason hit the roof, literally, as he jumped out of bed to dress. Pretending I hadn't see him rubbing his head, I dressed because with my luck we'd be up all night again.  Lacy let me know she was flooding the area with light so don't look out the window.  Boy did she.  I found out later it was several million watt flashlights from Lacy, George and Duke.  The panther was finally located.  So now what?  
     I grabbed my crossbow and got a surprised look from Mason.  Lacy was yelling at me to stay in the camper but I was determined.  I was just abut to go out the door when Lacy reminded me who the man of the house or cabin was.  Dammit!  Not wanting to make Mason look bad, which would be a pretty hard thing to do anyway, I offered him the crossbow.  He gave me a funny look, grabbed his rifle and night vision goggles and crept out the door.  I sat at the table and entered his mind to tag along for the ride.  (I referred to it as piggy backing because I was literally in his mind looking out of his eyes.)  I hated the thought of destroying such a beautiful animal, but with so many kids running around we had to do something.  The kids came first.
     While Lacy and George gave him directions, we saw him look up into the trees.  It was somewhat disorienting hanging around in someones head as they walked around and doubly so in the dark.  Add to that the green glow from the goggles and I had to hold onto the table in front of me to keep from toppling onto the floor.  He knew I was there but ignored me as he looked for the panther.  We both spotted the big cat at the same time.  When he brought the rifle up to sight it in, I looked away, mostly because the motion made me woozy.   I'd tried to do this several times with Lacy and had the same results.
     The rifle shot startled me just the same.  The cat screamed when the bullet hit it, then it was silent.  I left the camper and joined the others to look at it.  It was a beautiful animal, and in good health. His fur gleamed in the glow of the flashlights and you could see the muscles in his shoulders, so it'd been eating good.  It was a shame and I truly regretted his death.  I let the guys take care of the animal while I went back to my camper and made some coffee.  I was sipping from my mug which read, “I do all my own stunts.”  Lacy got it for me but I'm not sure what it's supposed to mean.  That's where Mason found me when he came back.  We sat at the table and discussed the past few days until we ran out of coffee then walked back to the cabin to eat breakfast and plan the next run into Storm City. 
      It was the biggest city near us and we needed to get what medicine we could for the trip and more clothes.  Since we'd been feeding the kids they'd grown in every direction.  Even Lucy and Angie needed something else to wear, so we were dragging them along, kicking and screaming it seemed.  They never wanted to leave the security of the springs and said so, loudly.  Well, I never wanted the lodge to be destroyed and have to drive a million miles to live someplace for a few months just so I could drive back a million miles...etc, etc. etc. They went but they didn't like it.
      I stayed behind to help Sarah make caramels and teach the kids mind control.  Mikey was picking up on it quite well although, he nearly turned blue in the face from the effort, making Mandy yell smurf every time.  We finally had to send her outside because he was getting so self conscious about it, he was reluctant to try.  The kids from the warehouse were much better at it than the others mostly because they'd had more practice and that was the safest way to communicate without being caught by Burly, the fat bastard who ruled them.  He died there and good riddance.  I was teaching them to focus their thoughts directly at one person without broadcasting to everyone within five miles. I was actually teaching two classes, with Nevada helping me with the warehouse group since they already knew her and Bobby helping with the novices.   It was tiring but I enjoyed it just the same.
     Sarah had finished with the candy, while Abby, her 13 year old helper and budding chef, did the cleanup.  She was a funny girl, always joking and making everyone laugh.  Not to mention she was going to be beautiful when she grew out of the awkwardness of her teens. I'd noticed her eyeballing Andy several times so there might be a romance in the making.  I didn't want anything to do with that.  I had enough troubles of my own.  I did notice the addition of makeup to the shopping list and she might have been the one to put it there.  I'd check with her before my next trip to Storm City to see what exactly she wanted since the term 'makeup' was a pretty broad one.
     Duke was setting up a command center in one corner of the dining room.  The Dukemobile was going back with us to Montana.  I didn't see him leaving it behind anyway.  Those left behind would all be included in the security of the area and several, of the kids, Andy, Sid, Abby, Bobby and Kevin were being taught a lot of the major details like repairing and replacing equipment.  I was pretty sure Bobby would be going back with us cause he had a thing for the Dukemobile where he slept. We'd see.   Abby and Nevada was learning to cook and preserve meats and vegetables, while they all had a hand in the gardening. Flynn was teaching them how to shoot, reloading the shells and gun safety. 
     Flynn was veteran of the Iraqi War and he carried a scar on his face, from his left ear to his corner of his lips. His six foot, muscular frame was topped by a bald head and a neatly trimmed mustache which framed a sexy smile.  He fell madly in love with Melody who was nearly always at his side.   At the moment he was having entirely too much fun, since he had every gun known to man lined up on the two picnic tables.                
      We'd learned early on that an assault weapon was good in a crowd but you had to hit each walker in the head to destroy them and that was hard with a gun like that.  After the first bullet was fired all it did after that was recoil and accuracy diminished.  So they were kept as a back up, but the kids were still taught how to use them.
     Howard and Samantha took as many people, young or old as wanted to learn how to mechanic.  Bruce, whose wife Nancy tried to kill me so she could have Mason but was killed instead, seemed to be a pretty fair mechanic so we were looking for another tow/mechanics truck for him before we left. He had pulled an old shed over from one of the houses to store his tools, which he'd 'borrowed'  from all the surrounding homes.  Air compressors, saws of every description, drills and all the little things that go with them.  All the guys liked to gather around the old shed and talk about the stuff.  I think its a guy thing cause I could care less.  The only female involved is Samantha.  She was what was left of a para military unit that overtake us.  We killed the rest of them.  Her and Howard had formed an attachment with their shared love of mechanics.  He was her age which was around 50 or so and were always together.  Bubba, our resident mascot and Chi-weenie dog belonged to Howard.  
     Bruce and Angie seemed to be hitting it off so Mason and I gave him a box of condoms for his birthday.  We didn't trust birth control pills anymore since they were so outdated and condoms was the only thing we found in abundance.  It seemed we were having a birthday party every time I turned around.  I'd picked up a trailer of gifts a few months ago and it was kept locked all the time.  Sarah had the key so if you wanted anything you had to go through her.  She planned a big ceremony to hand over the key the day before we left.  I don't know who the unlucky recipient would be and that was ok.  Everyone was sweet talking her hoping she will give it to them.  I was looking forward to that part of the going away party.
     We got an email from Ken.  I don't know how, it had to do with a government website and Duke hacking the site and blah, blah, blah.  I was excited to read it and couldn't wait for my turn since Duke was playing keep away with it.  It was long and I was thrilled.
     The place they'd found was also a hot springs.  It even had a caboose set up as a cabin for a couple to live.  It was located in southwestern Montana in a beautiful valley much like the one we had at the lodge.  This one didn't have a rock wall protecting the valley but a cliff a couple of hundred feet high looking down into a ravine.  They'd been in the process of placing trailers along the edge for a fence to keep the cattle from falling off.  
     He painted a picture of a smaller lodge but more out buildings and several springs.  With a small herd of cattle and game in the mountains we wouldn't have to scrounge like before.  They've even started a back up trailer so a repeat of the lodge wouldn't happen again.  He told of the additions, how well Jill was faring with her pregnancy and how much they missed us.  I wanted to keep the letter for myself but I passed it on to Lacy who was in tears the whole time she read it, wiping her eyes and blowing her nose. 
     We spent almost an hour talking about the watcher walker we'd seen at the gun store.  Andy said he hadn't noticed but Clint said he'd seen the same thing once in Iowa.  No one could come up with an idea as to why they act differently so we finally gave up thinking about.  Unless it affected  us directly and we could do something about it we'd worry about it later.
     I looked over at Mason and saw the look in his eyes and things tightened below my waist.  We said our good nights and retired to our camper where I closed the windows right away and lit some candles.  There was no animal noises that night.  Just human ones and when I finally went to sleep it was with a smile on my face.
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        Chapter 4 

 
              The flurry of activity over the next week left us breathless.  Someone was always coming up with something else we needed to tell or teach the kids.  The thought of them defenseless was almost unbearable.   A part of our brain was yelling at us for leaving them behind, while another part said it was a different time than when civilization ruled.  These kids were a lot more mature because they'd already learned to defend themselves.  We couldn't help it though and had to remind ourselves constantly to back off.  Still, Lacy was writing things down when she remembered them and had a pretty impressive book going.
     I  was in the middle of a mental focusing lesson when something tickled my mind.  I looked around at Lacy to see if she was doing it and she was looking at me for the same reason.  We both frowned and then we both realized what it was.  Jumping up and running outside, we both scanned the heavens.  When Mason came outside to see what we're doing, I yelled, “It's Ken.  Ask Duke to radio him.” 
     Just then I heard the plane and got the message from Ken   Hey, Brat, got a place I can land this thing?  I looked at Lacy and we both had the biggest smile on our faces. Mason came out to say Duke was directing Ken to the landing strip which was actually a paved road nearby, and George and Riley came out with an SUV we used to ferry the kids around in.  We jumped in and headed for the airstrip.  The plane landed and jockeyed over to our position before Ken shut it down and opened the door.
     His new plane had four seats and reminded me of the one Sky King flew in an old TV series. I'd find out later it was a Cessna 310 B which was the same kind used in the TV show.  He got out and then turned to help a very pregnant Jill from the plane.  We looked at each other then ran to help her to the ground.  Joe was gong to have a fit.  He'd hoped he'd never have to deliver another baby after Melody had Davy at the lodge.  I think he was ready to have a nervous breakdown by the time he put that child in her  arms.  When he finds out he gets to do it again, he won't be decent to be around.  
     Two more people got out of the plane, one was Alice who was the medic who helped Don and another man, I'd never met.  Lacy and I laughed at the small built woman who waddled towards us clearly ready to give birth any time.  She laughed too when she saw us and we cried as we embraced each other.  Ken was busy shaking hands with the rest of the group.
     When the excitement died down to a dull roar, Ken told us he'd already told Duke about their arrival.  He wanted to surprise us and boy howdy did he ever.  He hugged me,  grinned and said, “I didn't think I could ever miss anyone like I've missed you.  You're the glue to this whole shebang, kiddo, and we sure will be glad to see you come home.”  Sweet talker.  I just hugged him again and whispered, “Me too, Ken, me too.”
     He introduced the new man as Todd, a member of the air force who flew anything with wings or props.  He was a tall, slim man, who kept pushing his glasses up on his nose and chewed on a tooth pick.  He'd come to teach anyone that wanted to learn, to fly. He would be staying behind to help with the flight school.  
     When we got back to the cabin, Joe turned white when he saw Jill, then hustled her into the examining room, followed closely by Sarah and Lacy who'd been present at Davy's  birth.  Ken started to follow but I grabbed him and started introducing him to all the kids.  He got a standing ovation when he announced that he was willing to teach anyone that wanted to to fly.  But he wanted to get back to Montana soon, so they needed to pick out the ones wanting to learn.  Right away, the two oldest, Abby and Andy stepped forward and took Ken and Todd  away from us.  With the excitement over  we went out to the truck and took Todd's things into an empty camper sitting near the cabin, and Kens and Jills things into the cabin Bruce and Nancy had used. While Mason checked to see if the plumbing worked OK and lit the hot water heater, I stocked it with some bottled water, and makings for coffee.
     Jill came out of the clinic and Ken jumped up quickly to help her sit at the table. “Looks like our date is a bit off on delivery, Sweetie. According to Joe and Sandy, it could be any minute.”
     “Minute!” Ken yelled, then sat beside her suddenly pale and shaking.  “I can't take this Jilly, I just can't.  Promise me, you won't do this again, OK cause I just can't do this again.”
     She laughed and smoothed his hair back.  “Poor baby, this has been tough on you hasn't it?  It'll be over soon according to Joe because he thinks I could go into labor any time.”  Ken looked at Joe and squinted his eyes.
     Joe thew is hands up and laughed, “Don't blame me big guy.  I had nothing to do with it.”  Jill drew Kens attention away from the still laughing Joe and kissed him.  “He's been like this since we found out I was pregnant.   I'm looking forward to the day I can relax with my baby.  I'm sure tired of carrying it.  I'll let him do some of the carrying.”  
     “Why take the chance to fly down here now, Ken?  I'd think the altitude alone would kick off the labor.”  Mason said.
     Ken paled again, but after reassurance from Jill he told us.  “I remembered how you guys had to do so much backtracking because of all the bridges being out and all.  I thought it would easier on you if I flew ahead of you and checked the roads out.  Then you wouldn't be doing so much backtracking.”
     We all started talking then.  Just the idea of not retracing ever single road made the trip ahead look almost pleasant.  It took on more meaning knowing it would be easier than the trip down and I was almost anxious to begin.
     “I also wanted to have Joe deliver the baby.  We really don't have anyone even close to being as capable and I couldn't chance the delivery there.  We'll be glad when you get back, Joe.  We lost one of the new guys when he stepped on a rusty nail and got gangrene.  Don didn't  quite know how to handle it when it came right down to it.  Don't get me wrong, he did all he could but I just think, if you'd been there, it would've been different.”
      “Ken,”  said Joe.  “you have to have more confidence in your medic.  There may have been any number of reasons why that man died and I may not have been able to help either.  I don't think Don could have done anything differently that I would have.”    Ken nodded his head and reached for the bottled water I'd put in front of him.  
      “I brought some manuals for the ones that want to learn to fly.  Todd can teach them about helicopters if they want to learn.  I don't like them cause the props make too much noise but that's just me.  I'll get the manuals as soon as Jilly gets settled.” 
      Jilly?  OK, must be a pet name.  She blushed, as she gently caressed her large stomach.
     “Are you going to have enough fuel to do all this flying?”  asked Clint.
     “Yeah, there's a couple of places we stopped at on the way in and refueled.  We had to take out some walkers but it wasn't as bad as you would've thought.  We can go back the same way.  I saw a few bridges out but other than that the roads seem in good shape.”
Just then Jill tried to stand up. “If someone would just show me where I can lay down for a bit, I'd be grateful.  It's been a long time since this morning and I'm awfully tired.” I looked over at Joe, who looked worried but when he saw me looking he nodded his head.  I took her hand and started to lead her to the cabin, Ken followed along behind like a little puppy.
     “Do you want me to carry you, baby?”  Ken asked.
Jill sighed, squeezed my hand and shook her head.  I had some trouble keeping a straight face.  I could see why she was tired though, he would drive me nuts.  We managed to make it to the cabin without anyone giving birth or having a nervous breakdown and after making sure Jill was comfortable, we left Ken sitting by her bed to keep watch while I sat on the porch in my favorite spot.
     Mikey came out and sat on the top step, quietly watching the monster playing in the trees.  I figured he had something on his  mind so I waited him out, enjoying the quiet.  
     “JD?  Would it be ok if I went to Montana with  you?”  he said it so quietly I almost missed it.  
     “I don't see why not.  If it's something you really want to do.  We won't be able to come back if you change your mind, so this has to be something you're sure of.”
He turned and smiled at me, “I'm sure.” He got up and stood in front of me.  Then he bent till he was almost nose to nose and whispered “I'd miss you too much if you were gone.” Dammit.   
     In a voice that was choked with emotion I whispered back, “I know how you feel.” Then I kissed him on the nose.  “Better start packing then, I don't want you to forget anything.”
     He smiled really big said loudly, “Yeah, cause we ain't coming back.  I gotta go tell the others.  Watch Monster for me will you?”  Then he ran inside and slammed the door, yelling as he went. That got the attention of Monster, who looked at me with his beady little eyes that I swear he squinted at me.  I squinted my eyes back at him.  I'd forgotten the thing was Mikey's pet so it looked like it was going too.  Great.  Masons gonna love this.
     Soon Nevada came out and  leaned against the log post of the porch.  I had hoped she would want to go with us but I was afraid to ask for fear of being rejected.  Now I had my hopes up again.  She sighed deeply, as said, “I don't suppose you'd have room for one more.  I mean, with Mikey and Monster you're probably getting kinda crowded.  I sure wouldn't want to crowd anyone but I think I'd like to go to Montana.”  This was almost too painful to watch.
     “Nevada,”  I said.  She scrunched up her shoulders, waiting.  When she didn't turn I continued, “I would always have room for you.”  She turned quickly, a look of surprise on her face, then she threw herself into my arms, crying.  Well, hell, this was too much for me.  The monster screeched as he jumped down onto the railing, coiling his tail around it.  Mason floated into my mind, soothing me as I tried not to boo hoo too loudly as I held the small girl crying on my shoulder.
     When the screen door squeaked open a bit later, I tensed thinking it was another child wanting to go.  Instead, Flynn came out and sat on the top step, his favorite spot. Monster walked across the top railing and then jumped on Flynns shoulder, his small hand grasping Flynnes hair as he stared off into nothing also.  Nevada finally sat up, wiped the tears from my cheeks, smiled then whispered something about packing and went quietly back inside.  I waited for Flynn to smart off something in his usual Flynn way but he just sighed.  I managed to swallow my raspberry tea past my swollen throat, then I sighed.  This leaving business was beginning to really get on my nerves.
     “Joe just informed me that Kevin and Amy are going back with them.  Along with Mikey, Nevada, Bobby.”  Bobby age 10, was here when we arrived, keeping us at bay with an empty gun for a while.    We'd made his bedroom in the back of the Dukemobile while his little friend, Sally age 6, had been adopted by George and Riley.  Although, I hadn't heard,  I was pretty sure she'd be going back.  “With the way they've been showing up around here, losing seven won't be a big loss.  They'll replace them fast enough I reckon.”  
     I reckoned too.  Seemed like we were a magnet for kids.  Every time we turned around we found more, or they found us.  They were remarkably resourceful, to survive surrounded by things wanting to eat them.
     So we'll be taking back seven kids, eight, when Jill gives birth.  Wow, I was impressed.  I didn't expect any back nine months ago, now here we were a mobile maternity ward.  Nine months, now, that's a thought. Oh, well, I'd have been miserable without Mikey and Nevada so I was really glad they were going..  I know Mason had a soft spot for them both so he won't complain too loudly.  The smile that popped up on my face, stayed with me the rest of the day.  
     I sat at the dining room table and listened in on the first flying class of the day.  There were several kids listening to Todd as he regaled them with stories of his flying career. They were engrossed with him and I smiled at Mason as he sat beside me with his coffee and mine.  Smooching at his general direction, I watched Nevada, as she drew the scene from the back of the room.  She was a wonderful artist, one that Randy spent a lot of time with, showing her how to blend paints.  She preferred acrylics while his medium was oil, but they spoke artist  lingo all the time.  She even walked around with her hands forming a square, looking through them for the best position.  I even lost her one day, finally finding her in the cliff dwellings painting a picture of the valley.  
     Flynn had taken to collecting diamond willow.  A wooden branch that was straight with diamond shaped indentations where the branches fell off..  He spent hours removing the bark then using the white and brown stick for canes, picture frames, walking sticks, whatever he had a particular yearning for.  Sometimes you'd find him and Bobby, sitting quietly at the end of the porch, each with a small knife removing the bark.  I was told it was a guy thing, so I left them alone. 
     I was in the middle of telling Mason about the kids coming with us when Ken yelled in my head at me.  Mason jumped too, cause Ken yelled loud enough.  Lacy must've heard it too cause she and Joe came running out of the clinic.  Actually, Joe was being dragged along behind a white faced Lacy and when he turned his pale face to me I mouthed JILL, making him reach the door before Lacy.  Mason started to get up but I grabbed his hand.   “Remember, Melody, Mason?  Do you really want to go there?”  He slowly sat back down and reached a shaky hand for his mug.  “I don't envy Ken right now.  He must be a basket case.”
     “Ken?”  I asked, “What about Jill?  Leave it to a man to be worried about another man when it's the woman giving birth.”  I nodded towards Todd to keep talking to the kids. We didn't need to get them worked up right then.  
     She's giving birth in the cabin, JD.  Could you send Lucy or Angie over with the med pack and as much of the stuff we had ready for her to deliver in the clinic.  Leave it to her to do things differently.  
       I located Lucy and gave her the news.  Angie was already in the clinic so we didn't have to go far to get things done.  Flynn offered to carry a lot of the stuff when they hurried to the cabin.  They were there a long time it seemed to me but we soon had a beautiful son for Ken.  He was a basket case when he finally came staggering into the cabin, a smile as big as the world on his face.  I don't know where he'd gotten them but he had a box of cigars that he handed out to everyone.  Duke was thrilled cause he was getting short of the things.  He always seemed to have one hanging out of his mouth.  Sarah threatened him with torture if he ever lit one, so he was happy to just chew on them.  After being congratulated to death he retreated to the cabin refusing supper to sit with his family.  Sarah took their dinner to them on a large tray, followed closely by me carrying the large bag with diapers, formula and bottles.    I just wanted to see the little guy that had Ken wrapped up in knots.
     Ken sat in a chair near the bed, where a pale but smiling Jill, sat sipping some broth. He was holding a blanket wrapped bundle in his arms, smiling down at it with wonder.  A tiny hand was wrapped around his index finger as Ken kissed the babies little nose.  Joe was drying his hands as he watched Ken with his son.  A strange look passed over his face and when he caught me watching he smiled and shook his head.  
     “Just a passing fancy, JD.  Nothing more.”
     “Yeah, Joe, I know what you mean. But in moments like this you can't help feeling what you're feeling.”  He nodded, gave Jill orders for rest and left quietly.  I stood behind Ken so I could see the guy better.  I wasn't going to ask to hold him yet.  He needed time with his dad first.  I didn't think Ken was going to share just yet anyway and that was fine.  I could wait a bit longer. 
     The baby had his nose and chin.   A thin layer of fine brown hair with reddish highlights covered his head.  His eyes were closed but his lips kept flashing quick smiles  while his dad murmured nonsense near his ear.  I looked at Jill and the look of love on her face cause me to catch my breath.  To love so completely and deeply was a thing of wonder.  I didn't know what was more beautiful, that newborn baby or the mother watching him with his daddy.  I caught her eye and she smiled at me.  I winked at her and motioned I was leaving.  She nodded and went back to watching Ken while I stepped out and quietly closed the door.
     Mason was waiting for me on the steps. He enclosed me in his arms, holding me in the dusk, as the sky turned from pink, to purple, to dark blue.  He kissed me on the nose then we walked back to the dining room to watch 'Avatar' with the kids.  I cried then too.
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        Chapter 5
 
 
              The flurry of activity surrounding the process of leaving had us running into each other left and right.  I was dropping things every time I turned around and it was getting downright aggravating. The campers and fuel truck were lined up and ready to go.  The guys had gone into town the day before and found the tanker. We'd fueled up all the outfits and was as ready as we ever would be.  All we had to do now was get past all the danged crying.
               The tears were flowing pretty good by the time I hugged and kissed everyone there was to hug and kiss.  Todd was going to stay to get the flight school going, then if he wanted to, he could fly back to Montana.  It was up to him.  He seemed like a likeable enough guy and he'd fit right in.  I'd finally finished with the farewells and went to the big truck we were pulling the tanker with, climbed inside and blew my nose while I awaited Mason.  Mikey and the Monster were riding with Howard and Samantha in the tow truck.  Bubba and the monkey had become friends and Mikey loved the tow truck. It was red, fire engine red and had a neat horn according to Mikey.  It sounded like a fog horn to me, but Howard suggested they ride with them and everyone was happy.  I think he knew how much me and the Monster didn't get along and wanted to spare us.  I don't know and didn't really care as long as 'it' was somewhere else.`
              When we finally drove away, I tried really hard not to look in the mirror.  It had been our home for nine months and I would miss it.  I'd miss the cliff dwellings and the meadow where we trapped all the turkeys and the way the valley changed colors in the evening.  But I'd miss the people most.
              Ken  had taken off before we left.  He made sure Jill and his son Anthony or 'Tony' was safely settled in the medical van with Joe and Sandy.  We'd picked the van up at a military installation right before we arrived.  It was all set up for Jill and Tony so they'd be comfortable.  Ken had buzzed out of the valley after nuzzling that baby and talking nonsense  to him for fifteen minutes. He'd radio back to us about how the roads looked ahead which would keep us from having to backtrack all the time.  When we left Montana we spent most of the time backtracking.  With Ken flying ahead of us, he would help us choose the best roads and eliminate most of the backtracking.  Then when he got low on fuel he planned to find a small airport close by and refuel. The first day would be a run through to see how it would work.  It may be a long day.
              We pulled into a small town about mid afternoon.  It looked deserted, except for the hippo wandering around in the middle of main street.  We sat in the truck and just stared at it, trying to figure out if it was safe or not.  There was a time when Lacy and I was on our own, we came upon a buffalo who had an attitude problem.  I figured it was because it had been chased by walkers and hated all who walked on two feet.  It sure hated us and we didn't stick around to see what it would do,  watching it in the rear view mirror as it chased us out of town.  So when I was sitting there looking at the hippo, I was a bit hesitant.  Mason turned toward me, started to say something, changed his mind and went back to staring at the hippo, who was slowly chewing on a clump of grass.
              “Well, hell.”  he finally managed to mutter.  Just then the radio went off scaring the crap out of both of us.  Mason juggled the radio before he answered it.  It was Duke asking what we planned to do. Mason looked at me.   I just shrugged my shoulders so he answered he didn't know.  Okay, that works for me.
              “Anyone, have any ideas I'm open to them.”  The radio was quiet for a long time before  Lacy came back on and said, “Let's ignore him and do what we came here to do.”
              I thought that idea had merit, so trying to ignore the elephant in the room, I mean hippo in the middle of the road we eased up to the 'General Merchandise' store.  It seemed out of place here in the middle of nowhere, but the windows and door was intact so we were fairly comfortable with the idea it was okay.  Ken had landed at the small airfield nearby to refuel. We could see him walking towards us in the distance as we pulled into the shade of the building next door. 
              The weather had turned off  hot.  Small dust devils popped up every time we turned around covering our sweaty bodies with dirt.  One was so big it shook the truck as we drove through it but at least we got the windows up before the dust billowed in.  As soon as we stepped out of the truck I started sweating.  The temperature gauge in the Dukemobile said it was 88 outside so that explained a lot.  We quickly stepped onto the shaded boardwalk in front of the store and waited for Ken.
              The sky was a soft blue with no clouds.  Every once in a while a gentle breeze would brush against you cooling your skin so we looked forward to them. The birds were silent today so that made things a bit creepier and the sound of the wind you couldn't feel moaning through the buildings made you skin crawl.  The hippo didn't appear to notice us but I knew those crafty devils could turn on you in a New York minute, so I covertly watched him.  Flynn had found a fenced yard that he let the kids and dog loose in. 
              Lacy, Mercy, Melody and Sarah was standing guard while they played, while Sandy   and George was getting things ready for the night.  I don't know where the Monster was and didn't care.  I figured Mikey would keep an eye on him.   Ken jumped up on the end of the boardwalk, smiling big.  “You're not going to believe this but I could swear I saw a hippo...”
              “Been there done that, Ken.  Big old hippo at the end of the street quietly eating a clump of dead grass.  Don't worry about it.”
              He nodded, frowned, glanced down the street then got back on track.  “If y'all want to spend the night here, I can fly out farther and scope the area.  The airfield has a lot of fuel on hand so I could make several trips.”  He looked around at the store windows and said, “What we getting here?”
              “We don't know yet.”  Mason said, “but it was too good an opportunity to pass up. We need some more baby wipes so I can get some of this sweat off.”  He was wiping his forehead and the back of his neck with a dirty napkin.  I  peeked into the building but it was too dark to see much.
              “We'll need night goggles.  It's dark as pitch in there.”  I had my forehead to the glass, shading my eyes with both hands.  All I could see was the end-caps, and one was filled with Twinkies.  My stomach choose that moment to growl.   
              “Duke is gonna love this.”  I said, locating Sarah across the street, gun in hand and leaning on the fence, watching the kids play.  It always surprised me to see her armed, since she was our mild mannered housekeeper/cook.  I smiled  when Duke swaggered over to her, gun and holster slapping against his hip.   He wore cut off jeans, Hawaiian print shirt and baseball cap with  red and green cowboy boots.  Oh and the ever present unlit cigar hanging out of his mouth.   
               I looked at Mason and tilted my head in Dukes direction.  He looked, did a double take, then nudged Clint.  Randy came back with several goggles while this was going  on and as he handed one to Howard, he glanced at Duke and froze.  His hand was still out with the goggles as he stared at Duke. He started to laugh but I cut him off by covering his mouth. 
              “Don't laugh at him out loud.  It would break his heart.”  He nodded his head behind my hand but his eyes had teared up and his breathing became labored.  
              Mason got hold of himself faster than the rest, grabbed his goggles, tossed me mine and turned towards the door.  I hung my goggles around my neck, cocked my bow, patted my handgun, which hung under my arm in a shoulder harness and got in line behind Mason.  The others managed to get hold of themselves, prepared to enter the building as the door was opened slowly.  
              It was a double set of very old doors, with glass in the upper parts.  They didn't make a sound though as they were eased open so they'd been well taken care of.  The windows had small  shades pulled down so when the doors were opened, more light fell into the room but it was still dark enough to need goggles.  As a matter of habit, Mason and I took the right side of the room while Randy and Clint took the center and Flynn and Riley took the left side. 
              We crept silently down the isles to the end, then took up positions at the doorway leading to the back of the building.  It looked like a cluttered room with a greenish glow.  The goggles made everything appear green  which always gave me the creeps.  We started forward when we were stopped by a noise.  Scuffling came from the back of the room. Mason motioned for Clint to follow him but I stopped him with a shake of my head.  I can do this, I thought at him, its just another room.  I looked at Clint who just shrugged his shoulders and stepped back.  Mason was still thinking about it when I stepped into the room and began to search it.  When its quiet and dark, and you're scared anyway a sigh sounds loud.  His sounded very loud.  I smiled and continued searching the room.
               Moving a box away with my toe, I jumped when a rat ran out.  I didn't turn to see what Mason was doing cause I pretty much thought he was watching me.  I heard him move behind me and knew he was shadowing me which irritated me to no end.  I can take care of myself.  I found a steel staircase in one corner of the room and started up.. Mason was right behind me again and a quick glance told me the rest of our team had spread out in the room.  I heard a growl then a thump and knew a walker had been dealt with.  Ken wandered through my mind and told me he was watching every ones back. Then he sent me a picture of Clint killing the walker. 
              Half way up the staircase I notice it wiggling a bit. I hoped it held together long enough to check out the office upstairs.  It was glassed in and overlooked the whole store.  It hung in the air and I guess it'd been there long enough that the thing was rusting away.  I'd take a quick peak and leave as quickly as possible. I don't know how I ended up upside down.
              That's the way things happen with me. One minute everything is just a bit nerve wracking and the next minute the whole world is upside down.  In this case, however, I was the one upside down, watching Mason fight with a walker above me.  I watched in fascination as he fought it off.  Then he cleaved its head right down the middle with his handy dandy machete.  Upside down it looked a whole lot worse than it does right side up for some crazy reason.  The thing fell off the steel landing and hit the floor with a thud.  When it got quiet again I heard a noise and twisted around to find another walker coming at me from the ground.  He reached up for me but I was about six inches out of reach.  It was still too damned close for me.
              “A little help here would be nice.”  I said to Mason as he jerked another walker towards him then bent double in a crouch to let it fall over him to the floor.  Looking down at me, he saw the problem and started down the stairs when they started to buckle.  The screeching of the rusty metal was piercing in the green room.  The noise, however, didn't bother the walker below me who wasn't interested in anything but me as it strained upwards.   If it jumped I was a goner and although I'd never seen one jump, my luck would have it jumping like a freaking kangaroo. As hard as it was straining though, I'd just die of a damned heart attack and get it over with.
              From what I could tell, my shoe was caught in a metal crossbeam.  I couldn't get the traction to move it to get loose and at the moment staying where I was appealed to me more than what awaited me below.  Mason finally got off the staircase making it more stable so I breathed a small sigh of relief.  Now if he'd just kill the damned thing below me we could work on the problem of getting me loose.  Someone shot the thing in the head splattering me with gunk and goo.  Stinking gunk and goo and in the position I was in, it didn't take  much for me to upchuck.  
              I saw a ladder coming at me before it disappeared behind me.  I heard water running somewhere and then I was getting my face washed while a hand struggled to free my foot. I was just too miserable to pay a lot of attention until Clint, Riley and Mason got a firm hold on me while my foot was released from above.  They gently lowered me to the ground but being upside down for so long made me dizzy and my knees weak.  Mason helped me outside while the rest cleared the room.  
              Lacy was waiting for me on the boardwalk.  Since we're very telepathic, she'd been getting messages from Mason and Ken while I hung around.  Settling me on the top step, and leaning me against the railing, Lacy gave me a bottle of water and a small bottle of mouthwash.  I smiled weakly at her and used the bottle of water to my advantage. 
              Feeling almost human again, I went to the Dukemobile and used the shower.  It was the best of all the campers showers and the biggest.  When I emerged I found clean clothes on the bed and my nasty ones gone.  I didn't care if I ever saw them again.  When I rejoined the others the bodies had been removed and the gunk cleaned up.  Ken had returned to the air and wouldn't be back for a while.  The ladies were checking out the contents of the general store while the men watched the kids, and animals.  The hippo still munched on the clumps of weeds here and there in the street. He stopped a moment to look at me then went back to munching again.
              “Don't even think about it, big boy.  I am so not in the mood.”  I mumbled towards him as I stepped on the boardwalk.  Ken stopped me in my tracks when he wandered into my mind, We'll have to avoid the road out of town, the bridge is out and there's no way around it. 
              Fine with me, I'll check the map.  I continued into the store, limping a bit from my injured foot.   As a concession to it, I stopped in front of the end cap that once held Twinkies.  It was bare.  Damn, I thought and looked around for the person responsible.  I found Lacy smiling at me from the end of the isle.  Then she held up a Twinkie and waggled her eyebrows.  Squinting at her I limped her direction.  The world could end tomorrow but there would always be Twinkies, well, at least until they ran out.  I needed to find the recipe so Sarah could make them.  I loved Twinkies.
              I sent her a smooch as I took the pastry and found a small stool where I could savor the moment.  It tasted a bit stale (probably been on the shelf a year or so) but was wonderful anyway. All I needed to make my day was a glass of cold milk.  Well, that thought was a waste of time.
              “You're pathetic,”  Mason said, hands on hips.  “If a third world country captured you and demanded information all they'd have to do to get it is hold a cupcake in front of your nose.”
              “Listen buster, a Twinkie is not, I repeat, NOT a cupcake.  Big world of difference.”  I stood up and brushed the crumbs from my shirt.  “Besides, any self respecting Twinkie eater wouldn't be caught dead in a third world country.  Not a Twinkie in sight.  So there.”  I patted his cheek and wandered into the back room, relieved to see the mess gone from the floor.   Repressing a shudder I saw everyone was oohing and arching over something in the corner where the rat had scared the crap out of me so I wandered over to see what the fuss was about.
              It was a litter of kittens.  The mother was nowhere to be seen but the kittens looked to be around a few weeks old. Their eyes were barely open.  I don't know what the deal is with kittens but everyone was acting stupid.  They're so cute.  The kittens were healthy so mama had been feeding them well.  We decided to leave them alone while we finished messing around in the store.
              I heard a loud crash and looked up to see Randy smashing out the windows high,   near the roof line.  It was so hot in there we needed some air circulating. We couldn't open the door cause you never knew what would wander in.  No one felt like guarding a doorway that may or may not need guarding.  I know this for sure.
              They had a small clothing department so we cleaned them out of nearly everything.  I was sweating so bad that I could see another bath fairly soon but I wasn't the only one. When I passed by the door to catch a breath of cool air, the smell of roasting meat caught my attention so I changed course and wandered over to the fenced in area the kids had been playing in.  It seemed to be a small park and it had picnic tables set up along  with grills.  Sarah, Duke and Clint had some meat grilling along with what looked like potatoes.   Sarah pointed to the lot next door and I saw a volunteer garden.  She'd been busy.  I gave her a thumbs up, grabbed a bottle of water and watched the Monster and Bubba playing in the shade of a tree.
              Okay, Ken thought at me, I have a route that might work, I'm heading back now.  Is there anything to eat around there?
              Yeah, we're heating up some protein.   
              Great. Protein.  I can't wait.  
              I laughed at him and hurried to help Jill sit at the table. Taking Tony from her, I talked nonsense to him while he made funny baby noises.  He had his father features except for Jills small nose.  I'd never wanted a child for myself.  I didn't think I'd make good mama material and never felt maternal except towards Lacy. I was happy and content with my lot in life most days.  The rest of the time I yearned for stupid sitcoms and telephones.  Some people are never happy, so I considered myself lucky.  Well, except for the hanging upside down part.  
              I'd had my close call with walkers for the day.  Seemed like every day I had some encounter of some kind.  I knew I was accident prone, always had been, even my birth was an accident according to my mother so I wasn't surprised about a lot of the strange things that happens to me.  So condensing them down to once a day was okay by me if the fates decided to do it that way.
              Still, a person has to know their limitations.  I know, I really do.  Its the walkers that haven't figured it out.  Yet.
 
 
 
 
 
                                                        Chapter 6
 
              It was hot.  I mean hot as hell kind of hot.  The temperature was probably around a million degrees or at the very least 99.  I was sweating in places I know had no sweat glands.  You're probably wondering why I wasn't in a nice air conditioned room somewhere sipping an ice cold mint Julep, listening to soft music and getting my feet rubbed.  Well, so was I.  Instead I was sitting in the crotch of a tree in the roaring hot noon sun, sweating buckets and waiting for the brood of walkers below me to go to hell.  Oh wait, we're already there. 
              Actually, I was waiting for Mason to return with ammunition.  Have you any idea how hard it is to hit a mans head from above him?  Well, I have a very good idea and it's damned near impossible. When Mason found a nice clear spot he jumped down and ran away followed briefly by a few ambitious walkers but they soon returned when they were outdistanced.  I would've followed suit but I hurt my foot yesterday while hanging upside down in the back of that store a million miles down the road.  So I'm hanging (upright)around today in a tree although what kind I have no idea.  I was wondering if it had any edible parts but only briefly.  If it took Mason that long to get back it'll be too late.  
              Lacy would be all over the history of the tree.  Something about it being the state tree, (it was) you could eat some part of it (pinon nuts are fought over by the locals and birds) and it was fast growing (right again).  I knew that for a fact cause I could feel it growing under my fanny.  Actually, I couldn't but until I heard the gunfire, and the first of the horde below me began to fall, I had visions of my skeleton melding with the wood of the tree to form some grotesque bird feeder.
              When the walkers did began to fall I knew I had been rescued.  It seemed weird to see them fall and not hear gunshots but I found out later they were using silencers.  I lost some skin from my backside on the bark of the tree when I was helped down.  Mason was gonna carry me back to the RV but I talked him into helping me limp through the bodies instead.  I knew there was a cold bottle of raspberry flavored tea waiting for me cause Lacey 'told' me so.  I settled back against the cool seat, savored the tea and the cool air pouring from the vents.
              It had started out as another typical day in the long monotonous trip back to Montana. The heat had been relentless, slowing man and machinery alike.  It seemed all we did was break down, mostly because we'd resorted to driving the dirt roads.  The paved ones had buckled and the bridges were a shambles after months of neglect, so we drove the secondary roads.  You'd think they'd be a mess too, but the locals took better care of them than the government did and we made pretty good time although it was just a dirtier, longer drive.  The dust clogged up the air filters and two vehicles had to have their radiators flushed not to mention visibility at times was non existent.  Taking turns driving at the head of the line everyone had a chance to spend some part of the day dust free.  I was looking forward to my turn.
              It was during one of the change overs that we noticed a small town in the distance.  It was more out of a need to do something different than the need for any supplies that we decided to investigate. It turned out to be a Cantina, like a small tavern.  It had several out buildings, a large barn and a couple of houses.  We checked out the everything but the barn and when we were satisfied we'd done as much damage as we could to the other buildings we started that direction.  Bad move.  The one thing you always have to remember is to be on guard all the times.  Always.  There are times you have a tendency to forget that rule.  This was one of them.  
              We'd been laughing and joking about some nonsense and just flung that barn door wide open like we knew what we were doing.  It must have been where the locals were keeping the walkers.  All the walkers.  They poured out of there like a dam had burst making us scatter to the four winds.  All I could do is a running, limping kind of thing, stopping occasionally to fire off a shot.  When I managed to get my senses about me, I realized there was no where for me to go.  The land spread out in front of me like a plate, waves of heat radiating off it making the distance look like a lake. I saw a large tree not far away to my right and headed for it.  I had no other choice.  
              Mason passed me like I was standing still, sprinting for the tree and climbing it like a monkey.  When I got there, out of breath and limping badly,  he reached down, grabbed my hand and yanked me onto the lower branch.  After a minute he helped me climb to the next limb about three feet above us.  When we got settled I was amazed at the amount of walkers below us, grunting and wheezing.  The noises they were making was natural for walkers.  They didn't even sound out of breath.  I shot one just for that alone.
              There were several children.  I hate to see walker children, squealing and crying for food.  Even if it was me they wanted to eat.  I hated it even worse when I had to put them down, but it was the best thing anyone could do for them.  They're the ones I spent my last ammo on and then I missed one.  Have I mentioned how hard it is to hit someones head when you're looking down on it?  
              I was out of ammo and Mason spent his.  We sat there like birds on a swing in a gilded cage.  I sent Lacy a message while I was running and she said help was on the way but the truck was clogged with dust and it'd be a few minutes.  Mason caught his breath and said, “Maybe I could lead them away.  I could run to the truck...”
              “You leave me alone in this tree and I'll kick your ass.  We wait.”  He put his arm around me and we watched the herd below for a while, hoping help would come, hoping they'd get bored and wander away, hoping it was a dream.  It wasn't and I was tired of the whole thing.  I was thirsty, my ankle hurt, I was hotter than hell.  I was not much of a mighty, zombie killer any more.  I needed to buck up but I was tired, bone tired and wanted to go home.  When I realized what a whiner I was,  I reluctantly told Mason to do it.
            I watched as the walkers dropped like flies the allowed Mason to help me back to the camper.  Now I was enjoying my second bottle of tea and feeling the sweat congeal on my skin from the cool air conditioning, thinking I needed a shower.  
              A knock sounded on the door, so I came out of the bunk and let Clint in.  “We found a cache of weapons in that barn that would make an Army general lick his lips.  They must have been saving them for something.”  He took the offered bottle of water, then wiped the sweat from his brow.  “There's something for everyone so Riley and Randy has gone looking for a truck and trailer to haul them with.  We just can't leave them.”
              I nodded at him and took his offer of help to go back to Lacy and Randy's camper.  It seemed we'd spend the night here, loading the weapons.  Mason and Howard used the tanker to fill up everyone's fuel tanks while we waited.  Flynn, Joe and Clint decided to see if there were any rabbits in the vicinity while the rest of us tried to stay cool.  We tried to part the outfits in the shade of the buildings but had to move them as the shade moved.  Still it worked out somehow.  The kids ran all over the place in sight of the rest of us, heavily armed and watchful.  I was dreaming of the time when we could let them run and not have to worry about keeping a watch out.  From what Ken has told us, the new place was that kind of home.
              He'd taken pictures and drawn a map of the place and it was beautiful.  I so missed the mountains of Montana in the spring.  Wild flowers grew everywhere, the sky is the prettiest blue you've ever seen and the air fresh and clean. It wasn't unusual to see bald eagles, elk and deer in the middle of the day and the snow melt running in the creeks so cold and sweet it made your eyes cross.  It sure beat this unbearable heat of the south. 
    I had no idea where we were.  I had hoped we'd gotten out of New Mexico and into Colorado just because it put us a state closer to our destination.  But my luck had been running crappy lately and I figured if anything we were in Mexico.
              Giving that some thought sent me in search of the maps.  Sarah shook her head at me for limping along in the heat, but I just smiled, waved and in general ignored her. I was studying said maps when the men returned with several rabbits and a few pheasants.  Since Nevada was the oldest of the kids, she helped Sarah in the kitchen of the Dukemobile making biscuits from the sound of it.  Bobby and Kevin sat on the observation deck back to back keeping watch.
              A tarp had been strung between the vehicles for shade, where Jill sat nursing Tony, Lacy was reading, Howard and Sam were talking transmissions and George and Riley were quietly talking.  I didn't see Joe and Sandy but I knew they were busy somewhere, they always were.  I also didn't see the Monster but figured Mikey kept a tight rein on him and he'd show up when I least wanted him to.  
              I finally figured out we were in southern Colorado, heading north.  I can't begin to describe how happy that made me.  If we kept up this pace we should be able to spend tomorrow night somewhere cooler.  Ken entered my mind then and announced his impending arrival at the same time the boys above did.  He'd found a small airfield close by and was using the fuel shamelessly.  He said he was almost disappointed it had no hippo.  He slipped the image of the hippo eating in the fenced in area we had spent the night in.  I smiled and relayed the image to George, Lacy and Mason.  I don't know why but that hippo bugged the hell out of Ken. I might ask him about that later. 
              We had several pheasants roasting on the fire when the guys returned with a truck to haul the weapons.  The smell was wonderful so it didn't take long for the truck to be loaded and dinner eaten.  We decided to stay the night and security was set up while Joe wrapped my aching ankle.   “You've got to rest this foot, JD. It'll keep getting worse if you don't.  You can sit a few of these adventures out for a change. The guys can handle them without you.”  I started to make a comment but Mason gave me the 'look'.  I wasn't going to say anything bad but I guess what I had to say wouldn't have made any difference anyway so I shrugged it off and settled against the back of the seat.  I grinned at Mason, patted Joe on the shoulder and sipped from my bottle.  We'll just have to wait and see.
              “Keep it elevated as much as possible and try to stay off it for a couple of days.  If you need anything for pain, I have some Tylenol but I don't want to give you anything stronger unless absolutely necessary.”
              “Okay, Joe, I'll be a good girl.”
              “I'll just bring you your dinner so you won't have to walk on that foot.”  Mason said.  I just shook my head and thought about tomorrow and how much closer we were to home.  I had had enough of zombie hunting for a few days.
              The next day was a breeze although I was keyed up just waiting for something awful to happen.  Call me paranoid. I couldn't believe the luck we had.  Before we knew it we were in Wyoming, driving hell bent down the road.  Occasionally we'd see or hear Kens plane but otherwise we just drove.  Except for when we stopped to eat or fuel up or take care of other business.  Bodily functions continued regardless of the danger.  We had more kids to contend with so that was a lesson we seemed to have to learn every day.  It was late in the second trouble free day that the new set of problems presented themselves.  I was hoping we'd make it through two whole days but it wasn't meant to be.
              Ken had been telling me about a settlement he saw from the air.  It was in a valley surrounded by tall mountains and almost inaccessible.  We thought good for them, I hope they do okay when someone shot Ken from the air.  Well, his plane was hit by a missile of some kind and I watched, horrified as his plane, wobbling and spitting and sputtering landed hard.  It bounced along the ground close to the road we were on, hopping over brush and barely missing trees and gullies before it hit something and flipped over.  The dust was choking and for several terrifying minutes I couldn't reach Ken by mind or see him in the debris.  I saw several people running his direction and started there myself but Mason grabbed my arm.
              “You stay here.  Don't forget your foot.”  With that said he disappeared into the choking dust.
              “Stay.  Sit.”  Like I'm a dog, I thought. I'll be damned if I was gonna sit here with a sprained ankle when Ken could be dead.
              He's alive and bitching.  George thought back to me.  Okay, he wasn't dead.   I saw Clint run that direction with a backboard and that's when I decided to do something.  Anything at this point was better than waiting.
              I put my throbbing foot down and climbed, (it was more like falling) down from the truck before hobbling over the med trailer to wait with Jill and Sarah.  Jill was pale but holding little Tony to her chest as she strained to see what was going on.  A scream from the wreck site made us all jump and we had to hold Jill back.  
              “They'll be here soon, hon.  Just hold on bit more.  We'd just be in the way. Dammit.”  Sarah said.  
              Nevada and Bobby was in control of the kids who knew something awful had happened. We waited forever (turned out to be about half an hour) before we saw them carrying the backboard back to the medical trailer.  Mason did a double take when he saw me, then scowled big time but he knew better than to say anything.  I ignored him to look at the bloody mess on the board before they hauled him inside followed closely by Sandy, Lacy and Jill still clutching Tony tightly to her chest.
              After Mason got things settled inside he and the other men came outside to wait with the rest of us.
              “He was shot down by someone at that settlement.  We need to set up security just in case they decide to pay us a visit.  I really don't want to loose those weapons we just picked up but I'd trade them for safe passage through this valley.  I won't give up the rest of the vehicles though.  Anyway, we need to keep a sharp eye out.”
              I looked over at the Dukemobile and saw the roof raise.  The boys were already getting it set up for security.   A scream made me jump a foot in the air and I turned to look at the med trailer.  A pale, shaken Jill stepped out, stopped and looked around.  Sarah put her arm around her and led her to the a tree with little shade and sat her down on a chair someone had placed there.   Melody gave her a cool bottle of water, taking the sleeping baby,and lay him gently in the small travel seat pulling the blanket over him to block the sun.  Then we all waited with her to find out Kens fate.
              A little over an hour later, Lacy came out and walked slowly to our little group.  Grim faced she explained Ken had been lucky he wasn't hurt anymore than he was.  His right arm was broken above the elbow and the scream we heard was Joe setting it before putting a cast on it.  He had several bad cuts that were being stitched and a dislocated shoulder.  They couldn't tell if there were any internal injuries but he was a mass of bruises.  A nice bump on the head had him in and out of consciousness so it was gonna be a while before they could determine anymore injuries. 
              We'd stay put the rest of the day although I was all for leaving the valley behind.  I didn't want to have a visit in the middle of the night but Ken didn't need to be moved so we waited.  Sarah cooked up a little something for the kids but I wasn't hungry.  Mason brought me something anyway and I managed to gag down a biscuit with fried Spam.  Did the stuff ever go bad?  What kind of shelf life does a can of Spam have anyway?  I was all for trading safe passage through this valley for a case of Spam.  Hmm, there's a thought.
               
              
 
 



 
                                                        `              Chapter 7
 
              Mason  had just settled me down in a chair under the tarp, stretched between two trucks, with a nice, hot cup of coffee when the shouting started.  I recognized the  Kens voice and figured he was feeling better.  Maybe better was not the right word but he was going to be ok if he was yelling, right?  I revised that thought when I heard Jill yelling back at him.  
              I sighed and stared at the foot that was propped up on the stump Mason had lugged over for just that purpose.  I was supposed to keep it up.  I was supposed to stay off of it.  But I couldn't let that noise continue so I dragged my sore self out of that comfortable chair and headed for the medical trailer.  Mason caught up with me holding my coffee in one hand while I maneuvered myself and my crutches up the steps into the trailer.
              Ken had been laying in a hammock.  It was going to be used to keep the bouncing around in the trailer to a minimum until we could tell whether or not he had internal injuries.  We needed to get out of the general area just in case the shitty folks who shot him down wanted to finish the job.  We needed to get out of here and was only delaying our departure because of Ken.  I sighed again.  Well hell.
              Ken brightened up when he saw me.  “JD, tell Jill that I am fine and need to check my wings.”
              “Nope, can't do it.  You look like hell, and your wings are history.  So, why all the yelling?”
              “I need to check out the plane and...”  he gestured wildly behind him and when I looked I could see Joe sitting at a small desk drinking coffee.  He nodded my direction, then blew lightly into the cup before taking a sip.  I frowned then looked back at Ken, “Joe, says I'm in no condition to be climbing all over the crash site. Can you believe it?”
              “Yep, cause, Ken, man  you look like shit.  The plane is history so just forget about it.”  I was looking for a place to sit cause my foot was starting to throb.  Jill started to get up and let me have her seat when I motioned her to sit back down.  “We can sit here and argue about it all day and that plane is still going to be history and you are still going to look like shit.”  Where do people sit in this place I thought? “ We need to leave before the people who shot you down decide to come after us and take everything we have.  So straighten up and fly right.” I saw Joe stifle a laugh at my use of the flying term and Jill suddenly got very busy also.
              “Oh cute, JD,” see he was paying attention, “you tell Joe I'm ok.”
              “Remember the other day when my ankle really hurt and Joe said I had to rest it or it would get worse?”  He started to say something but I continued.  “You said and I think this is a quote, 'Now, JD you just let Joe take care of you because he knows what he is doing'.  That is what you said, isn't it?”
              He started to say something, stopped, started again, then all the air went out of him.  "I mean, you did say that and I agreed because Joe does know what he's doing.  You were in a plane crash, fool, a plane crash caused by a missile being shot at you and all you want to do is cause more problems.  Now, my foot really hurts, we've wasted more time on arguing with you than was necessary and we need to leave.  Now.  So Jill, get little Tony, please, and make yourself comfortable so we can get this show on the road.  I want to go home.”  I turned to leave the trailer meeting Mason at the door.  He picked me up and carried me to the truck, settled me in and gave me my coffee.  Then he smiled, kissed the tip of my nose and whispered, “You're my hero.”
              We'd seen several flashes of light coming from the mountain where the attack originated which kept us constantly on alert. When we finally got on the road we made it out of the valley with no more mishaps that day.  Well, that's if you don't count the backtracking we were doing again.  Sometime around evening we found ourselves in Montana.  Finally.  I was beginning to wonder with all the set backs we'd been experiencing if we would ever make it back.
              Ken had been in so much pain that Joe finally sedated him.  Actually it was Jill that suggested very strongly that he be sedated because he was still yelling at her about his precious plane. Jill had a general idea of how to get to the new place but we found a nice spot next to a creek, with plenty of shade and decided to wait for Ken to get a bit better before we continued on.  I was all for continuing on but as usual I was overruled.
              I sat by the small river with my fishing pole propped up next to my ankle.  It was propped up on yet another stump and I was thoroughly enjoying the sun and slight breeze that danced through my hair.  The temps were pleasant, probably around 70 which was wonderful after the stifling heat of New Mexico.  Low humidity made my skin dry but I didn't care, I was almost home.
              I heard humming next to me and looked to see several women lined up on the beach in various states of undress, sunbathing.  Kids were playing on the beach downriver a bit and Bubba and the Monster were playing fetch.  I don't know when Mikey taught him to throw a stick but it kept both dog and monkey entertained for hours.  My ankle had quit throbbing so I figured if I was a good girl, I could walk on it in a few days.  By then, Ken should be easier to live with and we could continue our trip.  I can't remember the last time I went on a trip and didn't have any problems.  It seemed like our way of life now but I sure missed the old days.  
              Ken awakened in the evening of the next day, hungry and grouchy.  Joe couldn't take it anymore so he gave him leave to sit outside with me, which I thought was cruel.  It was so he 'could keep and eye on the both of us', and after I helped him out and all.  I thought I was a lousy patient but Ken had me beat.  He wanted this and that and something else.  Then the sun was too hot, the seat too hard, and the coffee too sweet.  He whined and bitched until I couldn't take it anymore.   I got up, grabbed my fishing chair and hobbled it and me about 25 yards down the beach.  Then I hobbled back and snatched my pole, shot him a dirty look, then limped back to get my umbrella and by the third trip he finally asked me what I was doing.
              “Getting the hell away from you.  The bitching and whining is driving me crazy.  You can't just sit and relax and enjoy the weather, and heal, oh no, that would  be too easy.  You have to bitch and complain about every little thing like you're the only one with problems.  Well, I've had it.  Sit here and enjoy your misery, I'm going fishing.  Way.  Over. There.”  Motioning with my bottle of water towards my new spot, I followed said bottle and reacquainted my butt with my chair.  The peace and quiet was so intense I fell asleep. 
              The smell of food dragged me out of a dream about lamps, (shrug) and I was wiping the drool off my chin when Mason brought me a plate of fried fish.  I looked towards my fishing pole and saw it laying half in an out of the river.  Well, hell.  Mason laughed  at me and we ate while he told me that Ken was apologetic about his behavior, Flynn and Randy had raided a neighbors farm for the canned tomatoes and macaroni which accompanied the fish.  We also had a nice, apple tart for dessert.  He recovered my pole and helped me to get into the medical trailer so Joe could look at my ankle and Ken could glare at me.  I just kept smiling at him which had him all confused but I didn't hear him complain about one thing the whole time I was there.
              It was when I was getting ready to leave that he decided to apologize for his lousy behavior and promised to be better.   I nodded, blew him a kiss and retired for the night next to my favorite navy seal.   I was impressed with his inventiveness to make love to me and not hurt my ankle and rewarded him accordingly.  Then I slept like a baby.
              We were eating breakfast the next morning when Duke jumped up to answer the sat phone.  He handed it to Ken, then turned toward the creek and put his hands on his hips.  I wondered about asking him about his weird behavior when Ken exploded.
              “What the hell are you talking about?”  He yelled into the phone.  I didn't have to listen in, his mind was broadcasting like a sports announcer.
              “The hell I will,” he yelled, “We're only a day away.”
              I turned from him and limped over to Duke.  We both stood there staring at the river, neither one of us wanting to say anything.
              “You took a vote?  Well, ain't that just great.  You all took a vote leaving us with no where to live and that's it?  Just like that.  Well, we'll just see about that.  Now, you just wait a damned minute...Hello?  Hello!”  I turned in time to catch the phone after Ken threw it.  He just looked at me with the most grief stricken look I've seen in a long time.  Well, maybe not that long ago, but it was horrible to behold.
              He looked around at the faces of the group.  Taking a deep breath he said the words I'd already knew.  “They took a vote and decided the compound was just big enough to house them and no more.  We will have to fight them to live there and believe me when I say, we wouldn't win.  After what happened at the Lodge, I had it fortified to the rafters.  No one is getting in there and that includes us.  We're homeless, again, and I can't begin to tell you how sorry I am.  I thought I knew those people but I guess I was wrong.  I put our lives on the line, my son and Jilly's,  because of my bad choices and I don't know if I can live with myself because of it.”  He turned to go back to the medical trailer but Jill stopped him.  
              “We both trusted them and now we have to face the consequences.”  She turned to me, tears in her eyes, then unable to bear the look on our faces looked down at the sleeping babe in her arms.  When a tear fell onto his little face, I stepped forward.
              “We can all stand here and cry or we can band together and try to figure this out.  I say we think on it a bit, cry or whatever we're doing at the moment, then think about what we have to do next.  We'll talk about it after lunch.  Until, then we don't blame anyone for anything because we can't.  It's survival of the fittest or meanest or the most desperate.  They evidently need this to feel safe and our being there was going to upset that balance.  I don't know but I can't think about it right now.  I'm going for a short walk then I plan to help the ladies with lunch.”  No one said anything, so I started down the beach, looking for a quiet place to grieve the loss of another home, and the friends that took it from me. 
              We'd depended on them to find us a home after we left for New Mexico and they had.  Ken and Jill had been along to help and from what he described to us, they did a great job.  But they had decided that after a little over a week that they would do better on their own and I have to respect that.  Okay, so we have to find another place.  At least, this time we had several months to do it in.  That would help, but the work involved would be exhausting on all of us.  That couldn't be helped and I was quickly tired out just thinking about it so I sat on a stump near the river wanting nothing as much as a long nap.  
              Mason sat beside me and put his arm around my shoulders, pulling me snug under his armpit.  I put my head on his shoulder and watched a leaf swirl in the water, catching momentarily on a rock before floating downstream to disappear around a bend. I sighed deeply.  Then Mason sighed too.  I smiled at that.  He was so tuned into my feelings that what I felt he felt.  It was weird to be so connected but I'd miss it if it was gone and right now I needed that more than anything.
              We sat and talked for quite some time.  Admiring the beauty of the land around us and basking in the sun and slight breeze we talked out our disappointments and fear clearing our heads for what was to come.  After a while we went back to camp and I watched the ladies, each absorbed in their own thoughts, slap together a meal of sorts.   The kids were quiet too, sensing the adults had something of importance on their minds, so they read, or colored or fished in the river.  I was so proud of them.  The conversation started to pick up during the meal and the discussion was the type of home we wanted, or had in the past zombie-free life.  It was a way to heal after the setback we just had, so no one let the moment pass without contributing something.
              Ken had drew maps and descriptions of the places he had thought would be good places before finding the one we lost.  We poured over the maps, discussed the possibilities to death long into the afternoon before finally deciding to discuss it more in the morning. I wanted a natural spring. It would provide needed water plus could be used to power mills to grind the wheat and electricity to run the green house and water the livestock.  I wanted a damned spring and that was that.  They didn't argue the fact just the location.  I was argued out by the time dinner rolled around and the discussion continued till almost dark.  The kids needed to be taken care of, and security set up for the night so we just stopped talking and took care of business.  I was looking forward to loving Mason all night cause I was wiped out from all the stress.  Sex is a great stress reducer and I was as tight as as guitar string. 
              The morning found us looking for a place again on the maps.  Ken suggested the old prison at Deer Lodge but it was made from stone and I knew how hard it was going to be staying warm in there.  Besides it wouldn't give us any room to grow anything and I was looking for a place in the open for livestock and I wanted to be able to see the mountaintops, not just stone walls.  There was a nice place in the Snowy Mountains, south of Lewistown that was a dude ranch so we thought we would check it out.  We could get there by afternoon if we left soon so we started packing things up for the three hour drive. 
              The three hour drive turned into a six hour drive.  Lewistown was full of walkers and there was only two ways to get on the road to the Snowy's, both led through the middle of town.  We back tracked so many times that I lost count and finally settled for waiting in the Shop-co parking lot while Randy, Clint and Riley went around setting off car alarms and stereos on the other end of town to draw the walkers away from first street.  When they satisfied it was safe we hurried through an obstacle course in the Yogo Inn parking lot and onto the road leading south of town.  
              We thought of stopping at the reservoir on the way but it had only one way in and out so we kept going.  A roadblock of walkers stopped us a mile south of the reservoir but we managed to take them out.  I don't know why there was so many of them out there but didn't really care, we cleaned them out just the same.  We missed the turnoff to the ranch and had to go back.  I was pooped and out of sorts by the time we pulled up to the ranch house.  The view was breathtaking but the security was non existent.  It seemed like I wasn't the only one not happy with things. Mason stood there with his hands on his hips and thought, I don't like this.  No security, and putting up trailers for fences would take the rest of my life.  I just don't feel comfortable here.
              I knew we needed to get out and clear all the buildings but I was just out of the mood to kill anything.  I sat and watched with the other ladies as the men chopped, hacked and blew the brains out of anything on two legs not living.  All in all they put down 16 walkers and a very angry dog. I couldn't set idly by anymore after that so I got out and helped drag the bodies to a ravine, poured gas on them and set them afire.  Experience had already taught me that I didn't want to smell that odor, so I wandered around inside the large ranch house and checked out every nook, cranny and closet.  Especially broom closets near the back door.  When my ankle started to warn me about an imminent failure, I collapsed into a leather chair and winched at the creaking and crackling it made in protest.
              It would do.  For the time being anyway. 
              So we moved inside, took stock of what was needed, made up some beds for the kids and settled down.  Tomorrow we'd decide what to do but for now, we would just rest, regroup, and prepare for the future.  Again.
 
 
 



 
                                                                      Chapter 8
 
              I was awakened in the softness of the dawn by Mason whispering in my ear.  “Look out the window, JD.  Come on and wake up or you'll miss it.”
              I started to say something but he put his hand over my mouth.  So I looked cause I thought it would be the last thing I'd do before I killed him.  I changed my mind when not ten feet from our window, I saw a Whitetail deer giving birth to her fawn, who it seemed, was a twin.  The other newborn was lying nearby, panting heavily from the birth.  It looked like mama had managed to clean the baby up before stopping to give birth to the other fawn.  I smothered an 'aw' with my pillow as I lay on my stomach, chin propped up on my pillow, snuggled next to Mason and watched the scene unfold before me.  
              When I was just starting to notice Mason's nudity, something caught my eye and around the corner of the barn a walker staggered.  I rolled out of bed and started looking for my clothes, chanting 'pants,pants, pants,' bra, bra, bra'  while Mason grabbed his pants and shoes, and was out the door.  I gave up finally and looked out the window as the walker zeroed in on the deer.  “Hurry, hurry, hurry,”  I whispered to Mason as the walker reached out to grab the newborn that had just been dumped on the ground by its mother.  Just as the deer managed to get her wits about her, the gun went off and the walker fell.  Mama managed to nudge her kids up and they all three staggered off into the trees.  Mason went over to the walker and nudged it with his foot, then gave me a thumbs up before being joined by Randy who was dressed in jeans and shoes also.
              This walker had on chaps and one cowboy boot.  It's shirt was ragged  and half its right arm was gone, the bone sticking out with rotted meat surrounding it.  I shuddered, found my bra and finished dressing before joining the others in the dining room.  Sarah was digging around in the pantry so I helped myself to the coffee then sat watching watched her until she finished.
              “Looks like enough supplies for about a week in there.  I wouldn't stay any longer than that unless you boys are planning on scouting out some food from the neighboring ranches.”  She said, then got Duke his coffee and headed for the Dukemobile.   I looked around and thought to Mason, Tell everyone that that we will be here long enough to figure out our next move and heal.  He smiled,  blew me a kiss which I ignored, then said to everyone, “Let's sit it out here for a week, let everyone heal and rest then we can figure out where to go next.  Of course, we need to set up some major security, but that shouldn't be too hard.  I don't know about the rest of you, but I'm tired.  Not knowing where we're going isn't helping any either so we need some time to figure that out.  What do you say?”   He looked around and then everyone started talking at once.  From what I could gather, everyone was okay with the arrangement and Ken could recover some of his strength while my ankle healed a bit more.  Good.  I wasn't in the best of moods either, and staying here would help.  Standing on the porch I looked out at the mountaintops surrounding  us.  There was still snow on the Snowy's.  I couldn't see the Judith or Moccasin Mountains because of the hills surrounding us but that was okay.  The trees had a blue cast to them and in the distance the color of blue went from light to dark making the them appear shrouded in fog.  Two eagles soared in the distance, wings spread wide to catch the wind currents while the sound of birds talking to each other and remember the lodge.  
              The pain from the loss of the lodge had lessened to just sadness now.  I could remember the hand hewn logs of the lodge and weathered, river stone fireplace with a smile now.  We'd made it a home and it had kept us safe and warm.  Like a good friend it sheltered us and then it was destroyed.  I had felt privileged to live there and would never forget it.  Randy had drawn a picture of it and had copies for each of us for Christmas this last year.  When I found a new home I was going to ask him to paint a large picture to put over the new fireplace.  
              I was jolted out of my reverie by Mason plopping down on the step next to me.  “We need to put some chairs out here.  Just doesn't seem right sitting on the step.”  I smiled as I remembered the lodge porch, with the rocking chairs set up with just a small table separating each one.  I remembered one time there were five of us sitting out there rocking and talking.
              “Yep, we need some chairs for sure.”  I said back, just because something needed to be said to fill the silence.  We both sat and watched the eagles for a while before he helped me back into the dining room where a chair had been put with a small stool before it.   I couldn't tell who the culprit was because they all acted guilty but on the table in front of it was a pile of maps and atlases, with a bottle of raspberry tea nearby.  I didn't have to ask.  What the hell, might as well go for it.
              We spent nearly a week there, my foot getting better and Ken learned not to bitch quite so loudly.  The scenery was breathtaking and we watched the deer who got brave enough to come back up to the building again.  We didn't see any more walkers and that was okay with us.  The kids could play with supervision and the guys nearly emptied the nearby lakes of bass.  Our plan was to take the road south through the mountains, to keep from going through Lewistown again, and come around to the highway then nearly to Great Falls but go south and west again on rock roads.  If Lewistown was bad then Great Falls would be a nightmare and we'd had enough of those.
              The morning we left was a busy one.  The place had given us sanctuary so we made sure it was closed up, with a sign on the door telling whomever that if the place was still closed up then it was safe to enter.  I hoped that if someone did come in after us that they had the presence of mind to find out for themselves first.  I wouldn't trust a sign to tell me it was okay, but then I don't trust most things nowadays as a general rule.
              We hadn't been on the road ten minutes when we had to stop at the top a hill.  There, with burned and blackened trees on both sides, we watched an elephant lumber across the road.
              “Hey is that what I think it is?”  Asked Duke on the CB radio.
              “Yep”,  I replied into the mike. It looked at us but didn't make any more threatening gesture than that, before it continued around a large boulder and disappeared.  Mason looked at me, then back at the boulder then me again.  I shrugged my shoulders and watched the boulder too.  Soon, Mason shook himself, and we continued down the mountain to the flatland below.  We soon found ourselves at Hobson, a town of about 215 souls.  I sincerely hoped they weren't all walkers.  We'd stopped because something was wrong with the medical van.  While our two resident mechanics worked on the problem, I got out the maps and started looking for the next place we could camp.  
              “Looks like we're going to have to replace the oil pump on the van.”  Howard said, as he wiped the oil from his hands.  “It may take a couple of days and I don't like sitting here so close to possible danger.  Is there a rest area or camping spot nearby?”  I was looking at the map when I saw a lake nearby boasting camping facilities.   
              “Will it make it another few miles?  There's a lake nearby we could stay at for a few days if you need that much time.”
              “Lead the way.  If we have to, we can tow the van that far.  I have the parts, I just need the time.”  
              Mason nodded and we proceeded to the lake.  It was large and surrounded by the Little Belt and Snowy Mountains.  Nearby, the small town of Utica once boasted the residence of the local western artist, Charlie Russel or so says our resident historian, Lacy.  Randy, Clint and Riley wanted to visit it so we sent them on their way, while the rest of us got out our fishing chairs and put lines in the water.  Duke stayed with the Dukemobile so he could monitor the security although you could see for miles in every direction, while the two older boys planted themselves on the roof with binoculars.  
              Ken and I were led to a chair, handed a bottle of water and a fishing pole and left to fend for ourselves.  I admired the scenery for a few minutes then promptly fell asleep, waking a while later to whistling.  I opened one eye and watched Ken as he whittled a small branch into an even smaller one all the while whistling a senseless tune.  I couldn't see the reason for it but I couldn't begrudge him since I was inspecting the inside of my eyelids.  Dust in the distance did get my attention and was relieved to see the boys were back from their expedition.
              Randy had a large painting in his hand which turned out to be a painting Russel did  called “A Quiet Day in Utica” while Clint and Riley had several hunting rifles and ammunition in hand.  I was about to comment on the finds when a flash of light from over the mountains caught my attention.  When I looked everyone stopped talking and turned to look.
              It was a silver disk, shaped like a saucer hovering over the mountaintops.  Occasionally, it would dip and sway but mostly stayed in one position while us mere humans stared open mouthed in its direction.  Language skills took a leave of absence while we tried to decipher this new, weird experience in our otherwise crazy lives.  I was relaxed in my chair while Mason had walked over to stand near me.  After a few minutes the disk rose into the sky then was gone in a streak of light into the flatland's east of us.  
              I sat quietly while I thought about it.  Everyone else was doing the same thing except for the kids which hadn't noticed the show.  Mason turned to me and stared.  I stared back.  Seemed like the thing to do at the time and I was without a thought in my head as to what I'd just seen, so I went with it.
              “Shit!”  someone said, I thought it was Duke.  Then like everyone had been primed like an old pump they started to talking at the same time.  Mason still stared at me.  I don't know what he expected me to say but I was pretty content to stare back.  My brain wasn't functioning.  I heard the words, “flying saucer and UFO's” bandied about until I was brought alert by a scream.  Jumping up, I saw Nevada fighting with a very large fish on her line and discovered at the same instant that I had to visit the restroom.  I hated that that part of my brain was connected to my bladder but I couldn't do anything about it.
              Mason was standing at the bathroom door when I emerged nearly scaring me into going right back inside.  
              “You saw that right?”
              “Yeah, babe, I did.”
              “What do you make of it?”
              “Well, I hate to state the obvious but I think it was an unidentified flying object.”  I started around him but he grabbed me and held me close.  His heart was beating like a drum and I held him back because I realized that he was more scared than I was. I think on my part it was ignorance while he was ex military and this meant a lot of the stuff he had been taught had just flown off into the distance like a streak of light. 
              “I'd seen some things while in the military.  Things I couldn't explain.  Didn't want to explain and couldn't talk about.  I put them to the back of my mind, hoping I'd never had to face them up close, like today.  But I wasn't the only one that saw that thing.  Everyone, but the kids who were playing, saw it.  I don't know to protect us from it, JD.  Hell, I don't know if I need to protect us from it cause I don't know what the fuck it was!”  He was getting worked up.  I shushed him and patted his back and held him until his breathing quieted.
              “We'll be okay, Mason.”  I whispered.  “We'll do just fine and if or when the time comes to worry about it we will.  Until then we have to go on with our lives because we just can't do a damned thing about it right now.”  He bent back far enough to look down at me.  Those blue eyes fringed with those impossibly long eyelashes gazed at me like it was the first time he actually saw me.  Combine that with the that lock of hair that curled just so in the middle of his forehead and I was done for.  When he kissed me my toes curled, as they usually do but this time there was more to the kiss.  He'd been worried about keeping me safe and most of the time I fought him on it.  Today he sensed danger but could do nothing about it cause he was scared too.  When the kiss ended he leaned his forehead on mine and sighed.  I smiled up at him patted his cheek and we went back out to talk to the others.  What we'd all seen demanded a conference, although I don't know where we expected it to go.  Maybe just an acknowledgment that we'd all seen the same thing would be enough, but I wasn't betting on it. 
              I'd have been rich if I had bet on it and everyone had money etc, etc.  We'd thought the kids had been too busy to see it but we were wrong.   However, we were surprised to find they had no fear of the phenomenon just curiosity.  That worked for me because I had plenty to go around.   I found we were spending more time looking up than around and that bothered me.  I felt like we needed to stay grounded.  We could run into a walker while looking for an alien and that would be worse.  The real danger was on the ground so, anytime I saw someone looking up, I cleared my throat and they'd go back to doing whatever.  I had to resist the temptation a few times myself but with everyone trying to keep their eyes off the sky, we were pretty keyed up by the time we settled down for our nightly star gazing.  As much as we wanted to see something all we got were a few falling stars and that was enough to cause everyone to jump up and point.  I finally decided I would be too worked up to sleep if we kept this up so decided to turn in for the night.
              Mason was hot on my heels as I finally managed to climb into the bunk.  His hands seemed to be everywhere and my breath was caught on several occasions before he  collapsed next to me, one arm slung across my sweaty stomach.
              “I don't think I could survive another UFO sighting.”  I managed between breaths.
              “You and me both.”  He panted.
              He got us a bottle of water and we cooled down as we gazed out the window above us.  Stars twinkled in the night sky as the coyotes yipped in the distance and you could almost believe things were right with the world, no walkers or aliens or elephants roaming the mountains of Montana.  Almost.
 



 
 
 
                                                        Chapter 9
 
              We spent two days at that beautiful lake.  I was walking with just a slight limp while Ken was looking better.  If you can say the purple, reddish, blackish bruises on the edge of  greenish,  yellow is better.  We all fished and caught the biggest, prettiest rainbow trout you've ever seen and enjoyed fish prepared in every way imaginable.  It was after lunch the day before we left that Mandy yelled, “What's that?”  We hadn't heard her say it in a while but it still made us jump up and look wildly around, weapons ready.  Flynn had been sitting in one of the fishing chairs, leaning back on two legs when she yelled.  He fell back, the legs going out from under him causing him to hit his head.  Melody ran over to him to help him up as I stepped over him to see what the 'it' was.  I could see a dark blog in the distance but couldn't make out a form.
              I found Kevin and Bobby on the top of the Dukemobile with binoculars looking that direction and waited for them to tell us.
              “It looks like a buffalo, to me.”  Kevin said, as he continued to look.
              “I think you might be right, Kevin.  I see several of them in that ravine,”  Bobby said as he leaned that direction.
              “Buffalo?”  Duke said.
              “Yeah, Bison or American Bison divided into two subspecies, plains and wood bison,” Lacy began, “but mostly known as the American Buffalo.”
              “Oh God, someone stop her.”  Duke mumbled, as Lacy continued extolling the buffalo and it sub species.  I smiled as Randy walked her around the back of the medical van while she kept talking.  Her voice gradually subsided as we all watched the buffalo until we got tired of it then continued to clear the camp for the exit tomorrow.
              Howard wandered in a little before sunset, looking all clean and spiffy.  “I was wondering if I might have you'alls attention for a minute?”  Samantha walked up beside him all clean and spiffy too and as Howard turned to her, she grasped his hand and smiled up at him.  
              “Samantha here has honored me by saying she'd be my wife, so we thought we'd do it tonight if it's all the same to you all.  You're like family to me,”  he turned to Sam, “to us and we wanted you to witness this, if you don't mind.”
              I'm not going to cry.  I'm not going to cry.
              When we just stood there and smiled like idiots, he turned to her,  grasped her hands in his larger ones, pulled them to his chest and gazed into her eyes.
              “When I met you I thought you was the prettiest little thing God ever put on this crazy planet.  I still think that.  You wrapped me up so tight I couldn't think for thinking of you and I knew almost from the git go that I wanted you next to me for the rest of my life.” Tears were rolling down her cheeks as she gazed lovingly into his eyes.  “I got the feeling you felt the same way, and I thought I had to be the luckiest sum bitch that ever walked the face of the earth.  When you said you'd marry me I thought we'd better get this done, cause I needed the other half of my heart next to me or I would surely die. That's the reason for getting married tonight, so I can have you next to me for the rest of my life cause I won't ever be able to live without you.  You have my heart, Sammy, and all my love is wrapped up in it.  It will always be yours and I promise to take damned good care of yours, forever and ever.  Amen.”  Then as he gently kissed her, I cried. Yeah, I know, I know.
              We were all a little misty eyed as we congratulated the happy couple.  Sarah said if she'd known she'd have baked them a cake but they said it could wait.  Mason was eying me strangely and I knew what he was thinking.  Flynn had to get two stitches in his head from the fall from his chair so he was nursing a headache as Melody fussed over him.  I just shook my head.  The big, old, Army Ranger hurt his widdle head. We sat around until late watching the sky for UFO's and listened to the coyotes.
              The next day Mason grabbed me from behind and whispered in my ear, “I was gonna see if you'd marry me last night after Howard and Samantha but there was no way in hell I could've topped what he said.  I figured I'd wait for another time, when what I had to say would sound better  Still, it was a grand speech.”
              “Yeah, it was.  But you don't have to make a speech to me, Flathead.  I know you love me like the American Buffalo loves the tall grass.” I said, as I waved my hand in the direction the tall grass was growing.
              He laughed like I knew he would and nuzzled my neck.  “Yes,” he said, “I surely do.”   I leaned back against him and just enjoyed the moment before Riley, my cousin in law, yelled, “Wagons Ho!”
              We laughed, climbed into the truck and began heading west towards Great Falls.  Most of the way was blacktop but in order to avoid  the city itself we took the gravel roads just east of there towards the Missouri River, hoping to cross it at Ulm.  We wanted to get to Highway 200 so we could skirt Glacier National Park to Kalispell in Northwest Montana.  It used to be a six hour trip but with the new world population of walkers and weirdos we figured it would probably take most of the day and part of tomorrow.  
              Ken had found an old real estate brochure listing a large piece of land near Kalispell for sale, boasting sweet, well water, several ranch houses and wind turbines.  Self supporting it said and we were very interested.  I hadn't thought of using real estate listings before so I'm glad someone did.  The pictures looked great and if it was the same in real life, then we'd found our new home.  I was anxious to see it.
              We ended up on dirt roads again.  This meant we were being dusted  pretty good.  We had to slow down because we kept falling back from each other.  That put us so far behind each other that at times we were out of sight.  We were down to a crawl by the time I saw the flashes in the distance.  We stopped while we discussed what it could mean.  Mason, Clint and Riley decided to check it out while we fixed lunch and monitored the kids.
              Curiosity finally got the better of me after an hour so I climbed into the crows nest on the top of the Dukemobile to see what the fuss was about.  
              “It looks like a big party going on out there.”  Kevin said, as he peered through the spotting scope.  “Lots of people moving around in a one spot.”  I grabbed a set of glasses myself,  looked and he was right, it did look like a party was going on.  As soon as I thought it, I could hear the music. I frowned as I watched the guys sneak up on them.  Then I watched as they crept back to their truck.  I met them at Lacy's RV to hear the results.
              “We are not, in no way, shape or form going that direction.  There is a traffic jam from hell on the bridge and a couple of hundred walkers.  Some fool had a solar powered radio playing a music disk.  It is sitting on top of a RV and the walkers can't get to it.  A person could learn to hate Taylor Swift's, 'We're Never Getting Back Together' after listening to it for a straight year.  We have to find another way across that river.”  He took the map Lacy handed him and spread it out on the hood of the truck. It didn't look good.
              The only place to cross the river other than Great Falls was Ulm and Cascade before you hit Helena and we so did not want to go to Helena.  The horde of walkers waiting there would be impossible to get through.  The only other place was east of Great Falls, and we really didn't want to go east. Ft. Benton had a nice place but you crossed the river into downtown there too.  There was a ferry at a place called Carter between Great Falls and Ft. Benton but that meant more backtracking, again.  So we would keep our fingers crossed for Cascade and send the tow truck with the big, old, nasty looking snow plow on the front, in first.
              Taylor Swift sang us on our way as we drove another bunch of boring, dust chocking miles to Cascade.  Mason and the boys once again went in to scout the area, returning to tell us the bridge looked clear. Howard and Sam in the tow truck was positioned in front of us then we fueled up everyone, unhooked the fuel tanker which was almost empty anyway and crossed the river that had once been a lifeline for all the people living nearby but which had suddenly become a major pain in our butts.  We just wanted to get across the damned thing.
              We got the kids and animals belted in pretty good, belted ourselves in, said a prayer and took off.  Howard roared across the bridge and made a left at the first intersection.  The sound of the engines must of awakened most of the walkers cause we started to see them after we turned onto the road after the bridge.  Howard hit a couple, sending them flying like rag dolls to land with sickening thuds on cars and in yards.  We continued on to the interstate where it was a wild ride to make a sharp, right hand turn.  Then a few cars were kicked to the side as we plowed through them, onto the interstate then back the way we had come to make another turn onto rock road that would take us to Hwy 200.  Finally we were back on safe ground and headed where we wanted to go.  
              The way we wanted to go evidently was on another dusty road.  It was flat land, covered in green with Square Butte to our left.  It looked like a mountain that God had cut the top off of.  It was called that because it was flat as a pancake on top.  It looked odd sitting out in the middle of all that flat land but further to the west were the Rocky Mountains still covered in snow.  We found a place on the road with trees around it and decided to stop there for something to eat before continuing on.  We never knew what the conditions ahead were so we took our rest where we felt the safest.  The boys once again climbed on top of the observation deck of the Dukemobile to watch for trouble, Abby taking them their food.  I think Abby and Andy had something going on and I worried about it.  They needed to have the 'sex' talk since they were both 13 or 14 but I didn't want to be the one to do it.  I'd better talk to Sarah or Mercy and see what they thought. 
              I was chewing on that thought when Lacy asked if I knew where Sally was.  Sally was six years old and precocious.  We seemed to be constantly looking for her.  She could disappear right in front of you she was so good.  I sighed and got up to help look and when we didn't find her right away all hell broke loose.  Andy yelled that he saw movement in an area near Castle Butte then we heard her scream.  I took off at a dead run, grabbing my gun off the table.  Heading in the direction of the scream, I heard feet running behind me.  Andy ran past me, his fifteen year old long legs eating up the ground.  He tossed me the walkie talkie as he flew past me, not missing a step.  The ground was pretty flat but dotted with sage brush so you jumped over it or ran around it.  That took a lot of air, or maybe I was just getting old.  No wait...that wasn't it.  I lost sight of Andy quickly and that scared me bad enough that it spurred me on faster.
              I saw a rock wall ahead of me and started to slow when I caught sight of the opening to the left of it.  So being me, I hit the wall, bounced to the left and around the corner. That was gonna hurt later.  It did slow me down but another scream got me going again and when I rounded the next corner, open air met me.  I managed to grab onto a scrub tree growing seemingly from the rock and held on as my momentum swung me around the tree to land on a ledge on the other side.  While I was relearning to breathe, I held onto that tree for dear life, panting like a puppy.   I held my hand to the stitch in my side, and my forehead plastered against the warm bark of the tree as I tried to calm down.  I hated heights.
              “JD.”
              “My God!”  I jumped so bad that I almost slipped.  Looking to my left, I saw  Andy lying flat on his stomach as he grasped Sally's tee shirt.  She was hanging over the side of the cliff, and looked to be unconscious.  I couldn't see her face as her head hung limp with the rest of her body.  Beneath her was about 100 feet of air before the rocks below.  Shit!
              “JD, she's getting heavy.  Do you think you could give me a hand?”  Andy whispered.  He had his other hand wrapped around a protruding rock a few inches above his head while his body lay flat on the ledge, his other arm hanging over the edge hanging onto Sally while she dangled in his grip.  I couldn't see any way to reach her without laying on top of him and letting go of the tree at the moment wasn't going to be possible.  I'd have to get around the tree to the ledge on the other side before I could help him. 
              “How the hell did you get over there and catch her at the same time?  Never mind, don't answer that. I'll have to get back on the other side of this tree, then maybe I can drag you back to me.”
              “Whatever, you're gonna do, do it soon.  She wakes up, and I won't be able to hold onto her. She's afraid of heights.”  I knew how that felt.
              “Okay, give me a sec, I'm not fond of them myself.”  The only place to put the walkie talkie was in my pants waist band.  I finally managed to get my fingers to let go of the tree, as I turned and inched my way around it to firmer ground on the other side.  I heard Sally moan and knew we'd run out of time.
              The tree had grown out of the rock at an angle about two feet above  the ledge. So, after I removed the walkie from my pants,  I got down on my stomach and started to inch forward to get Andy's feet.  The walkie talkie chose that moment to squawk, scaring the crap out of me.  “JD, have you found her yet?”  Sounded like Joe but I wasn't sure.
              I grabbed the walkie talkie and yelled, “Yes, but she's hurt.  Give me a minute.”  Putting it aside I got on my stomach, trying very hard to ignore the open space inches from my arm.  Sally moaned again as I grasped Andy's feet and began to pull him backwards, under the trunk of the tree.  It was harder than I thought it would be.  I was flat and he was too but had the added weight of Sally hanging off his side so as I lay on my stomach pulling him backwards the strain was unbelievable.  I raised up a bit too soon and scraped my back on the tree, then I hit my head on it.  When I finally got away from the tree and could stand, pulling him was easier.  The walkie kept squawking but I ignored it as I managed to get him pulled back far enough that I could reach over him and grab Sally.  Between the two of us we managed to get her onto solid ground mere moments before she woke, screaming.
              Of course, Joe choose that moment to slide around the corner, nearly tripping over us and doing a header over the cliff.  I grabbed his shirt, jerking him around and into me, knocking me off my feet as he grabbed the tree to steady himself.  “Don't move Joe.  Just stand still a minute.  Anyone else behind you?”
              Panting he just stared at me, wide eyed at nearly falling to his death.  “Jesus”, he said as he looked around, “of all the places to find to nearly kill yourself, JD, you picked a damned fine one this time.”  Now why did he think I picked this place?  I was chasing after Sally and Andy so technically they choose the place, not me.  Shaking my head, I indicated the two kids lying on the ground and when he saw them, the medic in Joe took over and he went to work on Sally who had quit screaming and was crying while Joe held her tight.  I helped Andy stand up, checking for any serious injuries.  His stomach was scratched up pretty good from the rocks on the ledge, mine was a pretty good match.  He was favoring the arm he'd held onto Sally with, and had a nice cut over his eye, but looked pretty good otherwise.
              Joe picked up Sally and was preparing to go back to the trailer when Mason and Clint rounded the corner at a good clip.  Me and Andy managed to stop them before they went over the edge and after a rather embarrassing session of hugging we managed to move around the rock wall and back on the trail.  “That was a pretty view up there,”  Clint said as he helped Andy along.  I looked at Clint then back but couldn't see the drop-off or even get the idea that one would be there, let alone a 'nice view'.  There was wide open space on the incline leading to the rock wall, but you'd never guess a hundred foot drop-off was just feet away after rounding that corner.
              Mason had his arm around me and Clint was helping Andy who had developed a limp, while all of us followed Joe who was carrying Sally.  That's the way we were when I heard the sound of footsteps behind me.  I stopped with Mason taking another step which propelled us in a small circle to end up facing a walker. Since I had one arm full of Mason and the other cradling a walkie talkie I wasn't prepared.  Lucky for me, Mason was feeling pretty darned protective because he jerked out his fancy model 1911, .45 caliber automatic pistol and blew a nice hole in its forehead.  The pistol had belonged to his dad and was the only thing he had left that was his.  He wore it like Wyatt Earp, in a nice, leather tooled holster, on his right leg, low and sexy.  The walker had been a forest ranger once upon a time because it still had its uniform on, although one arm was missing along with one ear and its shoes.  
              After Mason shot it we spun around and continued to follow the others who had just spared a backward glance at the walker, and returned to camp where a lot of fussing went on.  Then a lot of blame was heaped upon every head for letting Sally wander off, Andy for chasing after her and me for not taking a walkie talkie.  I just sat there and let the noise wash over me cause I had faced a hundred foot drop and survived.  I was feeling pretty darned good.  I caught Andy's eyes across the compound and when he grinned at me and winked, I knew we'd formed a bond out there on that cliff.  I grinned back and gave him a thumbs up just before Joe got a hold of him to put his shoulder back in.                
              Sally ended up with a nice concussion after chasing the pretty bunny rabbit.  Andy got two stitches in his forehead and a sling for his shoulder.  He had hoped it would be more than Flynn's but not that time.  I got my belly and chest scrubbed down, removing several rocks embedded in the cuts and of course,  a gallon of peroxide poured on it.  Mason  mumbled soft words of nonsense while he tortured me but didn't stop no matter how much wiggling I did.  Although we all had minor injuries it was decided we'd spend the night while Joe hovered over Sally and Mason tried to get back on my good side.  Evidently being a heroine does not mean you get privileges, you just get left alone.  That worked just fine for me and Mason cause he had a lot of making up to do and all night to do it.
               



 
 
 
                                                        Chapter 10
 
              We finally got back on the road the next day.  Everyone had orders not to get hurt. Ken was recuperating well and would be able to find a new plane soon.  Jill has been giving him hell about it but that wasn't going to stop him.  He loved to fly.  Flynn was just embarrassed about not getting hurt in the line of duty, Andy was basking in the glory of  being a hero,  ignoring the dislocated shoulder and stitches and Sally was being spoiled rotten.  I itched a lot and kept scratching my belly like an old hound. 
              It didn't take long for us to reach Rogers Pass which was a good thing after eating about a pound of dust.  We were surprised it was blocked though, and Howard had to use the tow truck to push the cars off the road along with some walkers so we could get around the corner.  It quickly turned into one hell of a mess.  The snow plow didn't sit directly on the road, so some bodies would either get stuck under the blade or get rolled under it and the big tires of the truck would squash them.  The road turned into a gory, slick, quagmire of blood and guts.  The radio was swamped with reports of kids getting sick and I knew some of the adults were having trouble, so as soon as he made enough room, we hurried down the road.  Randy and Clint inspected the two cargo vans left on the road but one was full of sugar substitute and the other with mail.  They didn't waste any time following us out of the pass.  We didn't have any trouble getting through Lincoln and soon we turned north, headed towards Kalispell. 
              We were coming into an area that was very mountainous.  We were west of the Continental divide and Glacier National Park. It was dotted with waterfalls, rock slides and scenic view that took your breath away.  There was mountain goat, moose and elk everywhere now that they weren't hunted like before.  The small towns that were strewn about were quaint and friendly at one time.  Now we tried to avoid them all but mostly we were going to avoid the bigger towns, so we pulled onto a  gravel road to bypass Kalispell on the south.  This took us through the mountains and valleys of the Mission mountains but we didn't mind.  I could still remember Texas. 
              The ranch Ken was taking us to was in the mountains anyway and damn, it was a beautiful drive.  We stopped at a campground and prepared to spend the night next to a creek set back in the pines and away from the road.  The pines were thick and the smell of sap was heavy in the air.   Howard had to park his truck a bit from us and downwind because of the blood and guts . The kids were still a bit green by bedtime but the rest of us had rallied and admired the view of the mountains till it got too dark to see.
              About the time we were getting ready to call it a night, the  UFO appeared again.  I don't know if it was the same one we'd seen previously, but it was the same shape and size.  It hovered 1000 feet above the ground, gently swaying back and forth.  No one said anything as we watched it, then my mind was hit with a blast of light.  Well, maybe light wasn't the right word but it felt like lightning cutting through my brain and I awoke in Masons arms, again.  The headache that appeared right about then bent me double and I was violently ill.  Mason gently moved me to one side so I wouldn't get any on him. 
              A bottle of water appeared and I was able to rinse my mouth, then I took the Tylenol that was offered and rested back against Mason who was resting back against a log.   It was really dark and when I peeked, the UFO was gone.  The headache went away after a few minutes and I was able to stand with a little help.  I noticed Lacy, George and Ken was having the same trouble.  Mason just seemed to enjoy the ground.  I then realized it was the people with telepathic abilities that were affected.  I found out the next morning some of the kids had headaches and nausea so I think they had gotten hit too.
              I asked Sarah if she saw any kind ray or missile or anything but she said I just moaned, grabbed my head and fainted. So did the others.  She said the UFO took off after a few minutes and didn't return.  We were all unconscious about an hour and awoke at nearly the same time.
              “It was like lightning struck my brain.  I think they,” pointing in the direction the UFO had been in, “did something to us but all I feel now  is buzzing in my head like it's full of angry bees.”  I rubbed my neck then started to walk but my legs felt like they had no bones in them and I nearly fell.  Flynn helped me to a chair where I sat shaking like a junkie.
              Joe wrapped me in a blanket before he proceeded to torture me with a bright light in my eyes.  The blanket helped although I didn't know I was cold.  He said it was shock, that we all were experiencing it and although we were improving it was best if we just rested till we felt better.
              “What the hell is it, Joe?”  I asked, my teeth chattering.
              “I don't know.  It reminds me of severe shock but I don't know what caused the blackouts, nausea or headaches.  Your eyes were dilated way out of proportion and there's a rash on your face and neck but it's fading.  You all have the same symptoms but I don't know if there's any permanent damage.”
              “They did something to us but I don't know what it was.” I  said, warming up to the conversation.
              “Well, they come back and I'm gonna take them out with a missile.  See how they like it.  That was an act of aggression, and we will meet it with aggression the next time it's stupid enough to show itself.”  I turned and saw Flynn standing behind a misty eyed Melody.  “We can't let them attack us and get away with it.  If we hadn't been so busy taking care of our wounded, we would have retaliated right then.”
              “I don't think it was meant to be mean.”  I held my hand up to silence them.  “What I mean is, it didn't feel like it was an attack.  It felt like...oh, I don't know.  I can't think right now.  Just don't get excited yet.  Let's sleep on it and see what develops tomorrow.”  I leaned into Mason and he took the hint to help me up and into bed.  I acted meek and mild to get the others off the talk of attacking an other worldly being because I just didn't know what had happened to us.  Joe allowed us to go to sleep simply because he didn't know any other way to help us.  I'm glad cause I slept like a baby and woke happy and content for the first time in weeks.
              We were going to get to our new home today, I just knew it.  I threw on some clothes and jumped from the truck into Mason arms which was a neat trick, since he wasn't expecting me.  He'd come with coffee and in his surprise dropped the cup on the ground, leaking all that yummy goodness into the gravel.  I laughed at his expression and kissed him hard before wiggling down and heading for the smell of coffee, pulling him by the hand behind me.
               It seemed like I wasn't the only happy camper in camp.  Lacy, George, and Ken along with most of the kids were in a merry mood. The exact people who were knocked unconscious last night.  Some of my merry mood diminished as I accepted a cup from Sarah who wasn't happy in the least.  Her fine groomed eyebrows were nearly touching she was frowning so hard and I knew my mood wasn't going to last any longer.  I sighed, found a chair with the rest of the happy group and waited, sipping my hot coffee and studying the people around me.  They'd get to it in a minute and I was determined to wait them out.  Thank God it didn't take very long.  Joe stepped forward.
              “From what I've been able to figure out, you were all hit by some kind of mind ray, for lack of a better phase.  Each of you are telepathic and exhibited the same symptoms such as severe pain in the front of the brain, unconsciousness which lasted about 45 minutes, headache, nausea, signs of shock, shivering, and rash.”  He was pacing and when he said each symptom he pointed at each of us in turn, like it was our fault. “The kids were affected to a lesser degree, I don't know if it's because most of the...ah ray...was directed at the adults or if the aliens didn't...ah, shoot...them with the same...um,strength...ray. Dammit, I don't have a single idea of what I'm talking about.”  He sat hard on a log and hung his head.  I kinda felt sorry for him, he looked so sad.  Sandy, his assistant, stood next to him, her hand on his shoulder.
              “I don't feel bad at all this morning.  The headache is gone and so are the other symptoms we had last night.  I don't know if I'm 'happy' so to speak, but I'm just thrilled not to feel like I did last night.  I don't think my telepathic abilities have been enhanced,”   I stared hard at Ken and thought, do you? When he glared at me and thought no, I smiled and continued,” or hurt and I doubt it will have any lasting effects.  What I do know is, it's over, we're alive and happy and there isn't a damned thing we can do about it.  Watch us like a hawk, cause I know you're going to anyway and let's get back on the road, after breakfast.” 
              “What if it comes back?”  asked Lacy, rubbing at a spot on her neck.  “I don't want to go through that again.”
              “Honey, there isn't anything we can do about it and worrying isn't going to help.  We go about our business, find a home and get settled.  Worrying about what might happen doesn't help anyone.  Now I'm hungry for some fried spam and itching to get back on the road.”   I froze, with my coffee to my lips.  I have never liked spam and bitch every time I even smell the stuff.  I gag it down because we don't have anything else to eat.  When we had a home, they would have to wait for me to leave to eat the stuff, I hated it so badly.  So to say I was hungry for some was just plain out of character for me.  Everyone knew it too, cause they stopped in their tracks and stared at me.  Sigh.  It's going to be a long day.
              Boy was that an understatement.  Everyone watched everyone, dissecting every single word to the point that by afternoon no one would say anything.  The kids bounced back the way kids do and didn't seem to notice the crazy adults.  We managed to make it to the ranch in question by late afternoon with a minimum of problems.  We encountered a few walkers that didn't present a problem and two traffic jams we were able to get around with little trouble.  The guys even stopped long enough to scrounge the contents for supplies, grabbing a CB radio and GPS unit.  Guys are so funny.
              The road leading to the ranch was gravel with pine trees lining it on both sides and log rail fence running about a mile.  You could see the ranch itself, which I didn't like because it would be hard to defend.  After you turned on the very nicely groomed, gravel road it was maybe a half mile to the lodge.  There were several outbuildings, and according to the signs one was a gift shop, an office, laundry and pool hall.  The main building was shaped like an H and was huge.  It was two story and I counted ten windows upstairs.  It was all log and the prettiest I've ever seen other than my lodge.
              We sat and stared at it for several minutes.  Mason nudged me and pointed and I could see several wind turbines sticking up behind the lodge.  They were still.  I thought okay, that helped but I still didn't like the setting...it would be almost impossible to defend.
              “It'll be hell defending this place.”  Duke said over the CB.  I just shook my head.  That man had to be telepathic.
              “Well.  Are we gonna get out or sit here all day?  Flynn asked.
              I sighed, reached across Mason and pulled the big horn on the truck.  
              “Damn, JD, you want every walker within miles to come running?”
              “Yep, just to get it over with.”
              Several people got out, armed and ready and waited for the walkers to show up.  We waited and waited and nothing happened.   I looked over at Mason, who just shrugged  and looked around.  Soon I heard a squeak and looked towards the front door, which was slowly opening.  I thought at first it was a child, they were so small and after the reception we got in New Mexico I wouldn't have been surprised.  It turned out to be an elderly woman and the gun she held was almost bigger than she was. 
              “Good Lord, I hope she doesn't hurt herself with that thing.”  Mason said, quietly.
              “No shit, what the hell is it?” I asked.
              “Stop that damned whispering.  I hate it when people whisper.  You got something to say, say it, dammit!”  she yelled.  She hadn't pointed the gun yet and I hoped she didn't.  It might go off by accident.
              “Ah, hello,”  Mason said loudly.
              “Too late for that shit.  State your business or leave.”  Then she pointed the gun.  It wavered up and down before the barrel finally hit the floor.  “Damn fool thing,”  she muttered, as she wrestled with it, ”I don't know how he handled this piece of crap, it's heavier than a fucking bull moose.”  Finally giving up on it, she leaned on it.  I figured if it went off now it would blow a hole the size of New Jersey in the porch floor but shouldn't hurt anyone.
              “We've been driving for nearly a week, looking for a place to live.  There are 27 of us, 9 children and 18 adults.  We had a place in SW Montana but it was destroyed by militants and we've had to find a new place.  We're able bodied  and can provide protection as well as fix those wind turbines for electricity.”
              Is that so?  You say you have 9 children with you?  Where?”  she said, peering at the motor homes.
              “They're there believe me.  Two of them are infants.  We would appreciate sanctuary.”  Now all we had to do was wait for her to decide.  Standing proudly she stared at us.  I figured she was in her late 60's and was dressed in jeans, long sleeved, chambray shirt and the brightest red Nike's I've ever seen.  Her glasses sat low on her nose and her gray hair was so short she almost looked bald.  When she made up her mind, the stoop of her shoulders straightened a bit but she didn't get taller.  All five feet of her gave us the once over then she smiled.
              “What the hell,”  she muttered, turned and started back inside, completely forgetting the monster gun she was leaning on until it fell with a clatter to the floor.   Every one of us ducked, expecting it to go off but it just wobbled on the floor and lay there.  She turned back at the noise, waved at it, then walked back inside the building.  We looked at each other, shrugged and started up the steps.  I was taken aback when the biggest dog in the universe galloped out the door and down the steps. It ran over to the semi and proceeded to pee on every single one of the tires.  Wow.
              “I think I'll just have a nervous break down and get it over with.”  I heard Duke mutter.  One of these days he may do just that, he threatens often enough.
              Mason took my hand and up the steps we went. I didn't like the fact that it was dark inside.  I did like the fact that we could see windows directly across from us but they were covered so I'd have to ask about that.  The smell of pine was heavy in the air but it was the smell of roast chicken that made me smile.  A noise behind me startled me into looking and I saw Flynn pick up the huge gun.  He smiled at me and shook his head. 
              “It isn't loaded and the firing pin is gone.  She couldn't have fired it but it would have made a wonderful club if she was able to lift it higher.  Must weigh a ton.”  He set it on the floor near the door, then we walked into the building. 
              I finally spotted her in the gloom, stirring a large pot in a makeshift kitchen in the corner of the living area.  The usual adornments of a log cabin were everywhere but someone had gone bat shit crazy with the antlers.  There were antler chandeliers hanging from the ceiling which was to be expected, we had one in the lodge but the many tables had antlers for legs, coats racks made of antlers, table lamps, coasters, picture frames.  Even the key-chains for the rooms had antler key bobs with the room number engraved.  Geez.  Talk about overkill. 
              “Are you the only one here?”  I asked.
              “Oh no, I have Baby. He nearly ran you down when you came up the steps.”  She continued to stir the pot, adding some spices from time to time.  After taking a final sip, she nodded, then sat at the end of the table and lit a cigarette.  That surprised me but not as much as I racket I heard from down a long hallway to our right.  The boys took the stance, ready to shoot whatever came out but nothing did.  She took a long drag on the cigarette, inhaled deeply, blew it out, and put it out.  “Man I'm gonna miss that when they're gone.”  Looking at the men with weapons drawn, she laughed.  “I mean the cigarette not the noise.”
              “What was that?”  Mason asked.
              “That's Marc.  Before you get bent out of shape, he's dead and locked in the coat closet.  I have my best jacket in that closet,” she said with a small smile, “but I can't get it out cause he wants to eat me every time I try to open the door.  Damn near did the last time I tried.  The slightest noise and he starts making a racket.”
              “A  walker?  You have a walker in here?”  I said, getting angry because the kids had started arriving inside.  Lacy heard me and started to turn the kids around to take them back to the RV's.
              “Oh, hell, come on back in here, kids.  He ain't gonna hurt nobody, he's locked in.  Why every walker on the place has been locked into their rooms so they can't get out.”
              “Every walker on the place?  How many do you have?”  Mason said, checking his ammo supply.
              “Well, let's see.  There's was that lovely, young couple in 2A on their honeymoon.  Such a tragedy.  The little lady in 6A just wanted to be alone. I think there's a story there but don't know what it is.   A couple in 10A.  All they did was fight.  He was such a shit so it's ok he's dead.  Now upstairs...”
              “Hold it, just a minute.”  I said trying to absorb what she was telling me. “Do you have a count of them or have the room numbers written down?”
              She waved in the direction of the board where the keys were kept.  “The keys hanging there indicate a room with walkers.  The others are open rooms and safe.  They ain't gonna hurt ya.  They're locked in.  Do you have all your senses, girl or do I need to talk slower?”  She moved over to the pot and turned it off.
              I looked at Mason, who was standing there with his mouth open. Flynn and Clint were just as dumbfounded.  I turned as George and Riley came in loaded down with weapons and placed them on a table, then I started to remove keys from the key board to hand out.
              “What..is..your..name?”  She asked, as she started to cut some slices off a loaf of fresh bread.
              “I'm not dense or hard of hearing, ma'am.  I'm just surprised you've been living with walkers in the house is all.  We'll just take care of that and you won't have to worry anymore.”
              “But I wasn't worried before dearie.  I just don't go where they are.  Geez, if you're so worried about the ones that locked up in here, you're just going to love the ones in the pool.”  She shook her head as she turned to check the chicken.  I looked at Mason, then slowly walked to the window and pulled back the curtain.
              Outside the window and just off the hardwood deck was an Olympic size pool, minus the water. Inside that pool, I could just see the tops of  heads.  Lots and lots of heads.  Moving heads. Good thing a chair was behind me because when my legs went, I sat down, hard.
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              “Jesus Christ!”  Flynn exclaimed, loudly.  Immediately, a loud smack was heard as a spatula bounced off his head. I was close enough to try to catch it and managed to juggle it in the air before actually dropping it. “Fudge!” He said as he rubbed his head.
              “You don't use that kind of language in my house young man.  No sir, not in my house.  Just take that kind of shit outside.”
               He grumbled as he did just that and a few minutes later I saw him walk by the window with my crossbow, lots of arrows or bolts and Randy close behind with an ax  wearing a raincoat. I shuddered, closed the curtain again and turned to the nice, little old lady.
              “I was wondering...um..”
              “Hazel.  I was named after my granny on my mama's side.  Though, people don't care about that anymore.”  I started to say something but she cut me short again. “All they care about is the next toy and themselves, always about themselves.  Don't give a rats ass about some defenseless, old lady.”
              “Yes, well...what?”
              “We were wondering,”  Mason said when he saw my confusion, “with your permission of course, if we could take care of the walkers.  I don't know if we will be staying but we would like to do this for you in return for your hospitality.”  Boy, that Mason, could talk.  And without a shovel, too.
              “Hell, if I care.  Go for it.”  She continued to work on the meal as Mason just stood there, uncertain of what to do.  Just what kind of language is allowed around here anyway?  I chuckled as I gently shoved him towards the table laden with weapons.  He loaded up, took the keys for the first floor and started for the coat closet, Clint close behind.
               I helped Sarah and Lacy get the kids settled and places set for dinner, to take my mind off of the sound of thumps outside.  The Monster, our monster, sat on Mikey's shoulder after irritating Baby for a few minutes.  Bubba was stationed at Mandy's feet waiting for the occasional crumb she would 'accidentally' drop.  Occasionally, a loud bang would come from down the hall but otherwise it wasn't too bad.  My imagination was working overtime as Hazel made over the children, finally settling into a rocking chair with baby Tony, as Jill and Ken sat nearby.  By the time we had the children fed and quieted down, the men came back signaling the job was done.  The upstairs needed clearing yet, but it could wait for a bit. Flynn and Randy would need baths.  I don't have the words to describe how nasty those two were. 
              “Miss Hazel, my name is Duke and I think I can fix the wind turbines.  If you could tell me where the room that holds the batteries is, I'll check things out and see what I can do.”
              Hazel opened her eyes and looked at Duke.  From the top of his head to the tips of his toes.  He hadn't dressed to meet people today so he was wearing his cowboy boots with denim shorts, an Hawaiian shirt that made your eyes hurt and the cap that almost matched.  I braced myself for the rude comments I thought would surely come but was surprised.  “Well, its nice to meet someone who might know something about those things.  Down that hallway,”  she said as she pointed at the hallway in question, “is a door marked, 'Battery Room'.  You should find some tools in there.  I thank you ahead of time for your trouble.”  She smiled, lay her head back and closed her eyes.  The rocker never slowed down.
              Duke headed for the hallway to the 'Battery Room' and I jumped up and said, “I'll go with you, old man, to make sure it's clear.”   
              “We need to haul away the bodies, Hazel.  Do you have any idea of a place we could put them?  I don't want to burn them, the smoke would draw more walkers.”  Mason asked, as he poured a glass of water.  Hazel had her head on the back rest, eyes closed, but she was rocking so I knew she was awake.
              “Out the west door and down the hill a bit is an old mine shaft.  It has a cement cover now cause the old mine played out.  It might take a bit of straining to get it off but you should be able to fill it up and put the lid back on.”
              “Are you sure?  There's quite a few bodies in that pool alone.”  
              “Yep, it's a pretty deep shaft or so I was told.  Should be plenty of room.”  That rocker never missed a beat.  Mason looked from her to me, shrugged his shoulders and settled down to eat.  I hurried to catch up with Duke. 
              Once the deck was safe, Flynn and Randy elected to eat out there, although, I don't know how they could stand it.  A breeze had come up and the smell was pretty bad inside with the windows closed, so it must've been worse out there.  But I think they'd gotten used to it because they sat there eating and laughing so I wasn't going to say anything.  They may have to sleep out there tonight, though, because I just couldn't see Lacy and Melody letting them anywhere near them otherwise.
              Baby, the monster dog, lay sprawled out in the middle of the floor, surrounded on all sides by kids.  Some were asleep, but others just lay there petting him.  By the time I caught up with Duke he was standing in front of the door in question, hands on hips.  I knocked a couple of times but we didn't hear anything, so I had Duke stand to one side as I eased the door open, but it was unoccupied.  Huge batteries lined the far wall, while big machines with lots of gauges, buttons and switches were on either side.  Duke found a tool box and started checking things out.  I leaned against the door for a minute watching him, then got bored and started back to the main room.
              “Shit!”  Duke yelled.  I cringed, expecting the wrath of Hazel to land on him with both feet but it remained quiet.
              “You okay in there?” 
              “Yeah.  Do me a favor and see if one of the turbines are moving?  
              “Okay.  Give me a second.”
              I pulled the curtains back on one of the windows and came face to face with a walker.  It immediately started to attack the window.  I didn't want it to break the glass but didn't want it inside either so, just when I was getting ready to pull the trigger, it went down in a heap.  Leaning forward so I could look down at it to make sure it was dead, a scruffy old man appeared, tipped his hat at me, removed the machete from the head of the walker and dragged it away.  It all happened in the space of a couple of seconds.  I know my mouth was hanging open but I walked over to Hazel anyway.
              “Who's the old man, Hazel?”  I asked, still stunned.
              “Old man?”  She frowned, opened her eyes and smiled. “Oh that's  Stewart.  I haven't seen him in a while, glad to know he's still kicking.  I wondered where all the wood was coming from this last winter.  Huh. Old Stewart.”
              “He just killed a walker outside the window and dragged it away.  Not very sociable is he?”
              “Naw, not friendly at all.”  She smiled again.  “Bless his old heart.”  Then she dozed off again.
              “JD, you see that turbine yet?”  Yelled Duke, clearly agitated.
              “Oops,”  I whispered and peaked out the window, again.  One wind turbine was moving.  Running back to him, I gave him the information while he continued to cuss, very, very, quietly.              
              “My head feels funny,”  Mikey said.  
              “Mine too,” Andy replied.
              When I thought about it, mine did too.  I ran to the window and scanned the sky.  When I didn't see anything I went out the front door followed closely by Mason.  There hovering in the sky 200 hundred yards away was the silver UFO.  
              “Crap,”  I said.
              “Well, hell, where is a bazooka when you need one?”  Flynn said, as we stood there and watched.  I decided not to give the damned thing another thought and went back inside to console the kids.  Hazel was smiling but her eyes were still closed.
              “They're back.”  She said, rocking slowly.  “They come back to check on me every month or so.”
              “Who?”  I asked.
              “The cute little guys in the flying saucer out front.  They talk to me in my head and help me out on occasion.  They want me to go with them but I don't want to leave my Walter behind.”  She frowned then.  I turned to Mason and mouthed 'Walter'?
              “Are they talking to you now?”  Mason asked from behind me, shaking his head and mouthing 'later'.  It dawned on me then that we were not communicating with our minds and I realized we didn't want the 'little guys' outside to hear us.
              “Yeah, they said they brought you here.  They told me you were coming, that's why I made so much dinner.  I wasn't aware of the children or I wouldn't have met you with the gun.  They want to know if you are going to stay.”
              I looked at Mason who just shrugged.  “It's gonna be hell trying to defend this place, JD, you know that  Maybe we can stay a bit but we need to find something safer.”
              “Say,”  Hazel said, leaning over to give Tony to Jill, “What about a fort?”
              “What fort?” 
              “Well, there was a feller with more money than sense that came up a few years back and decided he wanted to build himself an old western fort.  It has tall log walls and rooms for people to stay in, water and everything.  There's even big old gates you could close off at night.  I have a pamphlet around here somewhere about it.” 
              She started to get up but didn't make it very far.  Moaning she settled slowly back into the chair.  “Damned, old arthritis.”  she moaned, rubbing her knee.  She pointed towards the keyboard. “You should find it in one of those drawers.”
              I was starting to get a headache and Mikey was looking a bit pale.  “Hazel, could you ask your 'friends' if they would stop whatever they're doing?  It's giving us headaches?  The little ones can't take it.”
              “Oh, dear, I hadn't thought about that.” She closed her eyes and a few seconds later, my head stopped buzzing.  “I'm sorry, dearie, I'd forgotten about the headaches when they first visited me.  It takes a bit before talking to them doesn't hurt anymore.”
              “But they aren't talking to us.  They just make our heads hurt.”
              “Oh, but they are talking to you.  That's the buzzing you're hearing and it does make your head hurt the first few times they do it.  It will ease with time and you'll be able to talk to them like I'm doing.  They don't want to hurt us.  They want to help but there's just so much they are allowed to do.  Can't mess with the order of things or something like that.”
              Flynn came in to say the UFO had left.  I noticed the kids getting sleepy so I asked if we could put the kids to bed here or if she preferred us to sleep in our RV's.
              “Oh, no dear, I fixed the rooms for you as soon as I heard you were coming.  You just put those babies to bed if you like.”
              Mason grabbed a flashlight and we started down one of the hallways when the electricity came on, with a blast.  Music blared, a static filled TV roared like a mad dragon and every light in the place came on.  It was a mad scramble to turn everything off and cover the windows so the light wouldn't attract walkers.
              “Duke!” I yelled headed down the hallway.
              “I got it.” He yelled back and the lights outside began to flicker off.  I hadn't realized there were so many outside lights.  All the outbuildings had lights and two big lights were at the entrance with a yard light every 20 feet leading to the front door.  Good grief, no wonder they needed wind turbines, the electric bill would've been hell otherwise.
              Mason and Randy went outside to check the upstairs windows for lights and sure enough there were four lights on upstairs.  After heaving the loudest sigh I've ever heard, they went upstairs with Clint, Flynn and Riley behind them.  There were several crashes and loud thumps before they returned and announced they'd killed all they could for one night.  They were going to bed after showering in the RV's.  The hot water heaters in the ranch would need some time before hot water would be running. 
              Hazel announced her bedtime as well and headed for the couch.  I said, “Hazel, if you'd like to take one of the bedrooms I'd gladly give up the one you had ready for me.”
              “Honey, my old back ain't gonna let me lay down in any old bed.  I sleep like a baby most nights right here so don't worry your head about it.  The morning is going to find us working our tails off to finish this place for the next crew coming in so get some rest and I'll see you bright and early in the morning.”
              “Wait.  What crew?”  I asked.
              But she'd already lay down and put her back to me.  I thought about waking her but then thought I might as well get some rest.  It had been a stupid, long day, not to mention a gory one.  I needed a bath and some loving, exactly in that order.
              
              
              
              
              
                                                        Chapter 12
 
              “Ow!  Dammit, that hurts!”
              “Oh, for Pete's' sake, how old are you?  Four?”  
              I turned the corner in time to see Joe checking out Kens many injuries. Ken was always a baby when it came to not feeling good.  His dislocated shoulder was healing nicely although he was complaining about the therapy.  His broken arm was doing okay also but not good enough for him to be  fighting walkers.  As his cousin, I've had more than enough of Ken's whining over the years and becoming an adult hasn't seemed to improve him.
              “Tell him I'm fine, JD.”  he said, as soon as he caught sight of me.
              I looked around but didn't see Jill so I had to take care of it myself this time.
              “Where's Jill?”  I asked.
              “Won't do any good.  She escaped a few minutes ago, to bathe Tony.  I'm almost done here anyway, so, if you can't shut him up, escape with the rest of them.”  Joe said, as he put a band-aid over an old cut on Kens forehead.  Ken tried to back away from the band-aid but Joe finally just smacked it on his forehead.  Before Ken could say anything else, I did an about face and headed for the living area.  The wonderful smell of coffee hit me in the hallway so I followed the smell like a hound dog to the kitchen area.  
              It was empty except for Sarah and Jill.  I peeked out the window and didn't see anyone there either.
              “Where's everyone?”  I asked.
              “Mason, Clint, Flynn and Randy went over to the fort to check it out.”  Lacy said as she came in from the front porch.  “They couldn't wait to see if it would be okay for our new home.  I told them to wait for you cause you always have to be involved in everything they do, but they left anyway.”  I sensed from those few sentences that Lacy was a bit put out that I went with the guys all the time.  As I stirred my coffee, I thought about all the times I'd gone with the men into horrible situations, sometimes getting hurt in the process.  I watched the women as they made breakfast for the kids and thought maybe I should spend more time with them and less with the men.  Then I thought, I wasn't made that way. I'd always gone into trouble headfirst because I thought I had no choice.  No wait, I'd always done it because I thought I could do a better job,  that I would go nuts not knowing what was happening.  I had to admit it, I just plain enjoyed the excitement of discovery.
              “Well, then, I'll just take my coffee outside and enjoy the sunshine.  Call if you need any help.”  I'd have stayed and helped out with things but the quarters were so tight, Lacy and Sarah was bumping into each other so I took myself to the porch and found a chair very similar to the one I had at the lodge, plunked my butt into it, set my coffee on the floor nearby and proceeded to piggy-back Mason.
              This is a process where I jump into Mason's head and look out of his eyes.  I've done it a few times and he always knows when I'm there.  It gets easier each time but the point where I'm here and then there, is disorienting and if I wasn't sitting down when it occurred, I was liable to fall.
              I closed my eyes, thought of Mason and immediately saw the forts two front gates, one ajar.  We looked at Flynn as he quickly peeked around the open door to look inside.  Shaking his head, he looked a second time, taking his time and even stepping in the doorway to look to his left and right.  Putting out his hand, we handed him the binoculars and waited some more as he examined as much of the place as he could.  When he finally turned and leaned against the other door, he wiped the binocular lens before he handed them back.
              “I didn't see anything but that doesn't mean anything. This place is huge.  There's a line of cabins build against the farthest wall we'll have to clear and a few against this wall but I don't see why we couldn't make this a neat place.”  Flynn said.
              Just then Randy joined the group.  Mason turned to look at him and the motion was quick enough that it made me dizzy.  Our sight is out of synch when I piggyback so when he turns his head quickly I have trouble focusing and the result was nauseating.  
              You okay, kiddo?  Mason asked.  
              Yeah, just move your head slower and I'm be fine.  We'll discuss you leaving me behind when you get back.
              Now, JD, there isn't any reason to be upset.  I thought I'd let you sleep, cause you were really tired.  Once we clear this place, and see it's secured, I'll come back and get you.  Just don't drink all the coffee.
              I'll be ready.  I watched as Randy explained all was quiet and we'd have to go into each building to make it secure.  I knew that already.  It seemed everywhere we went we had to check out every nook and cranny.  Walkers could be found everywhere from inside showers, closets and under beds.  We've even found one inside the trunk of a car.  If it was big enough for a walker, you stood a very good chance of finding one there.  We went in the gate, closing it loosely behind us.  If we needed to get out quick, we would hit that door hard and we wouldn't want it to slow us down.  Clint and Randy went right to the door marked Gift Shop while 'we'  turned left towards the first building near the gate, marked Office.  I watched quietly as they cleared the office, then moved to the managers quarters behind it.  A long, dark hallway led to the small apartment which Mason cleared quickly before meeting Flynn at the restrooms.  A walker scared the crap out of everyone when it fell out of the door like it'd been leaning against it.  Astonishment made the guys over zealous and the walker was beheaded before it hit the ground.
              Overkill.  I whispered. 
              I heard that, and it's the walkers fault.  Shouldn't jump out at people like that.
              I laughed, while they grabbed the walkers arms and pulled it outside, bumping it over the plank sidewalk and dumping it in the side yard.  Flynn was nice enough to gather up the head so I didn't have to see Mason do it.  Flynn knew about the piggybacking we  did but I don't think he had a good grasp on the idea.  Talking to us made him feel 'gross' as he put it.  I picked that bit of information from his brain once, and I didn't have a problem with it.  Sometimes it felt gross to me too.  
              I finally got a good look at the area when Mason slowly scanned it for me.  It was huge.  You could fit a large, Super Walmart parking lot inside with room left over.  I could see the tops of three wind turbines over the top of the log walls surrounding the fort, but they were still.  I figured Duke would get them moving in no time.  When Mason turned to walk back inside, I was drawn out of his head when Lacy tapped my on the shoulder.
              Shaking my head to clear it, I looked up at Lacy.
              “Sorry to interrupt your piggybacking, but I think you need to see this.”
              Frowning, I followed her inside and down the hallway to one of the rooms.  Melody was standing there frowning at something inside, but turned and put her finger to her lips telling me to be quiet.  I approached the doorway and at the sound of Sally talking, I peeked around the doorjamb.
              She was talking to an empty corner of the room.  “I know your lonely but I don't think you should hide in here.  We are nice and they would like you.”  The she nodded some more, leaned forward and whispered to no one, then giggled.  
              Okay, so now what?  I believed in ghosts.  Always have but I've never really seen one.  I remember a few times going to bathroom in the dark and stepping around something in the hall I couldn't see.  I'd think about it later and attribute it to a ghost but I hadn't really seen it.  Just felt it.  Evidently,  Sally not only saw it but was talking to it and getting responses.  I had no idea what to do about it.
              I was saved from having to react when she turned and saw us.  When she turned back to her new friend evidently she was alone.  Sighing big, Sally smiled at us and shrugged.
              “Honey, how long have you been able to see ghosts?”  Melody asked.  Okay, that works.
              “I didn't see any before I got hurt.  Am I in trouble?”
              “Oh, no sweetie you would never be in trouble for that.  Do you see any others?”  I asked.
              “There's a lot of them here but they don't bother anyone.  Susan just wanted to know what was going on and why there were so many people here when there was just Hazel before.  I told her we couldn't stay cause it wasn't safe and she's sad but said we should go then.  I like her, she's nice.  Can I go now?”  Such innocence at such a young age.
              “Sure sweetie, I think Clarissa was looking for you a few minutes ago.”  Melody said then we watched the little girl run down the hall.
              “Well, I don't know what to say.”  I said.
              “Me either.   I'm still dumbfounded.  What can we do?”  Lacy asked.
              “We can't do a damned thing except love her.  This is her thing just like telepathy is our thing.  We  support her and accept her special power.  We have no choice.”  I glanced back into the room but still didn't see anything so I went back to the porch.
              How's it going, or mighty hunter?  
              We're getting a nice pile of bodies here but it's been easy.  We're almost done and should be back in about an hour.  Looking forward to something to eat.  We've worked up a powerful hunger, woman.
              Watch it there, oh Mighty Hunter or you'll be eating canned peas.  
              I just love a good can of peas.  He laughed, then sent me a mental picture of the fort.  I took my cup inside and washed it just noticing that Hazel was absent.
              Finding Sarah, I asked about the little woman's location and she said in the chicken coop.  So I wandered outside, skirted the nasty swimming pool, past the bath house and found the chicken coop on the other side.  Hazel was clucking to her feathered friends while she spread some hay on the floor under the nests.
              “Hey, how's it going?”  I asked, smoothing the hay on the floor nearest me.
              “Oh, Hello, JD.  I was just thanking the chickens for the eggs I got this morning.  They like a clean house so I thought it was the least I could do.”  Shooing the chickens away from the door, she latched it.  “Did you rest well last night?”  
              “Yes, I did.  A  real room with a real bed is heaven.  I'd gotten used to the bunk in the truck and hadn't realized it was uncomfortable until I slept in a real bed.  We thank  you for the hospitality, Hazel.  You would be surprised at the hostile world we live in now.”
              “Which is why I'll stay here.  I love it here, it's my home so I have no plans to leave.”
              “Even if we move to the fort?”
              “Yes, I would miss you all, but you won't be far away and another group is headed here as we speak so I won't really be alone.”  I started to help her up the steps into the main house but she moved away from me and used the rail.  I smiled as I followed her inside.
              Since we'd cleared the building last night, we moved the kitchenette to the original kitchen and dining room.  It was finally ready for use and I was pleased to see the kids eating oatmeal and toast, while a huge coffee urn was brewing some of the best smelling coffee I'd ever smelled.  I was drawn to it like a magnet.
              When Mason returned he found me on the porch, in the rocker sipping my Colombian, dark roast coffee in the biggest mug I could find.  I was in heaven.  The big smile on my face told him so evidently because he didn't seem too concerned about me being mad at him.  Actually, I wasn't really mad at him anyway, since I'd figured out the reason behind it...my safety.  I could go with that, this time.
              He grabbed my coffee, took a drink making his eyebrows climb.  I smiled back and wiggled my eyebrows.
              “Now this stuff could grow on you.”
              “You're just a pushover,”  I said, just happy to have him near.
              “After we eat, we'll go back over and check things out.  I want Duke to check the wind turbines and see how much trouble it would be too put up security.  I found a home for us but I need you to see it before we decide.  I think it'll work for us.  The walls are sturdy, there's a spring and corrals so we wouldn't have to do to much to make it ours.”
              “I think we should bring Ken with us.  He is crying about being left behind and he is able enough.  Joe says he just needs to watch his arm but otherwise he should do okay.” 
              “That works for me.  He's good, pays attention and takes orders, so I look forward to having him with us again.  We need to start looking for a plane for him soon.  I'm concerned that the fuel is going to run out.  I don't mean the fuel will be hard to find but it's getting old and old fuel does more damage to an engine than you could believe.  I think we need to start looking for horses or put Duke to figuring out some kind of alternative energy source.”
              “Maybe we could get one of those electric cars.  I know we would be able to haul much in them but if we run the idea past Howard maybe he could come up with something.”
              “Sounds like a plan to me.  We should talk to Joe, he would be a good asset.  With his military training he shouldn't have much trouble blending in.  You should think about taking him with you one of these days.  I'd imagine he's about ready to do something other than listen to us whine.”
              Just then Joe came out.  “What do you need, JD?”
              Confused, I looked from him to Mason.  “I didn't call you.  Must've been someone else.”
              “No. It was you, I recognized your voice.”
              “We were talking about you, Joe, but we'd didn't talk very loud and we didn't call out to you.”  I looked at Mason and while doing so, shouted in my mind, Joe!  When he jumped I had my answer.
              “How long have you been telepathic, Joe?“  Both men jerked around to face me.  “You heard me just then didn't you?”
              “JD, I swear I've never been telepathic, but I did hear you just then.  Can you hear me?”  He screwed up his face and closed his eyes.  I would've laughed but that could have hurt his feelings.  When he finished, I did smile.  
              “Nope, nothing but you're definitely a receiver.  We might be able to work on you so you can do both.  I don't know why you're able to receive when you weren't able to before but with the UFO's visiting and now Sally's talking to ghosts...”
              “What?  When did that happen?”
              “This morning.  I saw it myself.  I wouldn't worry about it, though.  We can't do much about it and she seems okay with it so don't say anything for now.”
              “Okay, so why were you all talking about me earlier.”
              “JD suggested we take you along on some of our little side trips.  You seem to do nothing but medical stuff and we both think you might enjoy something different.”
              “I'd love a chance to roam around a bit.  Before I joined the guard, I used to go hunting and fishing all the time.  Nothing like being in the great outdoors.  I had a thing for rock collecting too.  Panning for gold, hunting gems that kind of thing.  My ex wife went along most of the time and we'd have competitions on who could find the most valuable gems.  I was teaching myself how to facet them when the world went to hell so I'd like to get back to that again too.”
              Wow.  I don't think I've ever heard so many words strung together from Joe before.  He told us all about his childhood in Kentucky and his family.  Meeting his wife at a church picnic and getting married in a chapel in Las Vegas.  His family was all gone now, no siblings or aunts or uncles.  I almost felt bad because I had Lacy, Ken and George but then I couldn't imagine life without them.  We were his family now.  We knew he was very close to Sandy, his assistant but they were quiet about it.  You'd notice a touch or look every once in a while, but otherwise they didn't advertise it. 
              Just then Mikey announced lunch, so we all trooped inside the dining hall.  I went back to the coffee pot, while the kids got Koolaid.  It was a noisy bunch at the table that day and I almost felt like I was home.  Almost.  I knew we would probably make the fort our new residence so I was trying very hard not to get too attached to this place.
              A movement caught my eye and I noticed a shadowy figure standing in the corner of the room.  I wouldn't have cared too much if I hadn't been able to see through him to the painting on the wall behind him.   Well hell.  That's just what I needed to make my morning complete.
              
 
                
 
 
                                                        Chapter 13
 
              The ghost looked like an old man, with bib overalls and ball cap.  He had a small beard and he was looking straight at me with black, hollow eyes.  I jerked my head away and looked down at my plate so fast my neck popped.  Then with every fiber of my being I resisted the urge to look back at that corner. Mason bent towards me and whispered, “You okay?”  I couldn't speak but not because I was too scared too, I just didn't want anyone else to hear.  I see a ghost standing in the corner of the room to your right.  It's an old man and he is looking at me. “Don't look!”  I yelled, when he turned that direction.  I squeezed my eyes shut at the outburst, knowing when I opened them I would see everyone looking at me.  Yep, well, hell. I kinda smiled at them, shrugged my shoulders and proceeded to doctor my coffee.  I don't see anything, Mason said as he doctored his coffee. I don't dispute the fact that you saw something, though.  I just wonder why all of a sudden you and Sally are seeing ghosts.
              “Look, there he is!”  yelled Sally, pointing at my corner and scaring the crap out of me.  Some people stood and others just stared open-mouthed at the corner in question.  Except for me and Mason and we didn't need to stare at the corner to know what was there.  “See I told you I could see ghosts.”  Then she smiled and waved at him, sat back down and proceeded to eat her lunch.
              You saw him too, didn't you sis?   Lacy, asked.
              Yeah and before you ask I have no idea why.  I'm processing it now so after I give it some more thought I'll let you know what I come up with.  I smiled at her then proceeded to eat my lunch.  We had a fort to inspect and I was looking forward to it.  I was ready to settle down in one forever spot.  I was sure everyone else was too.  
              Lunch was an unsettled affair.  Everyone was concerned about the corner of the room and although I peeked once in that direction, it was just an empty corner again.  I'd felt ghosts before but I'd never seen an apparition.  He wasn't menacing or gross looking although after seeing a lot of gross walkers I wouldn't have been too surprised.  He appeared to me and Sally as just a man and I'm so appreciative that I can't begin to express it.  I'll talk to Sally when we get back from the fort.
              I was standing on the steps, waiting for everyone to decide who was going to the fort when Baby came stampeding towards me.  I could actually feel the ground vibrate as he ran at me.  I backed up the steps and around the corner by the time he hit the bottom step and braced myself in case he wanted to jump up on me.  He slid to a stop but not before colliding with the door leaving gobs of slobber on the glass.  While he was shaking some sense back into himself, Mason opened the door and barely got out of the way as the dog threw himself into the room, stepping on Masons foot in the process.  He yelped, Mason not the dog, and jumped around on one foot while Baby disappeared into the main hall.  I heard a loud crash and thundering steps as he made his way to the kitchen.  Duke stepped out and stared at us as I laughed and Mason sat on the top step, rubbing his aching foot. 
              “I'd say put that animal on a leash but I don't think they make them that big.  Man, I could ride him like a horse he's so big.”
              “Tell me about it, old man.  I think he broke my toe.”
              “Well, then I guess you'll have to stay here while me and JD check out the fort.”
              “Don't you worry about me, old man.  I've been stepped on by a horse before, I'll survive.  Where's Randy and Riley?”  Mason was standing and trying out his foot.  We all jumped when we heard another loud crash from inside.  
              “I think I'll just wait in the truck.”  I said, as I headed that direction.  “That monster might get thrown out of the house soon and I don't want to be in his path.”
              I had company in the truck while we waited for Randy and Riley.  We made a good decision when Hazel threw open the door and with a broom, swept the monster out the door.  Baby sighed big, walked in three big circles and settled down for a nap.  When Randy came out, he nearly tripped over Baby who didn't move an inch.  Riley walked wide around him and both men piled into the four wheeler and we proceeded to the fort. 
              The drive to the fort was a short one as well as gorgeous.  Mountains climbed into the sky all around us, some still topped with snow.  The sky was pale blue, with fluffy clouds moving slowly around the mountains and down the valleys.  Birds floated on the wind stream, their wings outspread.  We followed a stream that we never crossed and when we came around the last bend, there the fort was in all its glory.  I see what Hazel meant when she said the owner had more money than sense.  It was huge and sat in a clearing surrounded on all sides by mountains and trees. I think is was bigger than a super Walmart and parking lot combined.
              We pulled into the parking lot outside the gates.  Log everything prevailed...rails, signs, parking lot outlines and benches.  I don't know how many trees that guy killed to make things look 'rustic' when only a few would've worked.  Randy jumped out of the four wheeler and opened one of the gates for us to drive through.  Riley followed us into the enclosure where I sat dumbfounded at what I saw. 
              “Wow,”  Duke muttered.
              “Yeah,”  I answered.
              The office I saw when I piggybacked Mason was to our left, the gift shop to the right.  Log buildings and corrals continued down the front of the fort to just corrals down each side.  A catwalk ran around the inside of the walls with a enclosed guard tower on each corner.  Trees abounded which surprised me, along with a spring on the right side, a large building sat lonely in the center near the back.  I would later find out it was a school house.  All along the back of the fort were cabins with two large ones on each side of the fort.  I could barely see the tops of three wind turbines sitting idle outside the walls.   
              “The walkers bodies are in a ravine at the end of the valley.  The animals too.”  Mason said, seeing me look for the bodies of the walkers.   “Gotta thank God for those ravines.  I'll see if I can find some lime to throw on top of them since they're to the west of us.  Wind direction is going to play a big part in where the animals are corralled.”  I couldn't agree more. 
              I'd already seen the area in the front of the front when I piggybacked so I was more interested in the other structures.  I walked up the three steps to the school house and found the door opened easily.  I walked back in time when I entered.  Old school desks sat in front of a black board with the teachers desk just in front of it.  Pictures children had drawn were tacked to the wall while a pot bellied stove sat to the rear near a small pile of firewood.  Pegs for coats and stocking caps lined the other wall above a small table with a pitcher and basin made of enamel.  It was just one room, and I had no clue what we could use it for. Maybe storage.  
              I glanced out the window and saw the many benches situated under the trees in park like area between the school house and cabins.  A small pond boasted a few fish and rocks were situated in various places so you could sit and admire your surroundings. Informational signs about living in the fort 150 years ago were situated all over the place. 
              I walked out the back door and visited the chicken coop.  I finally approached the large building on the corner near the back.  The sign above the door said it was the 'Officers Mess Hall' and inside there were tables set up around a huge fireplace.  It had been used for a cafe' because behind a moveable wall was a kitchen with fridge, stove and sink.  The pantry was full which made me feel a lot better.  There was no back door which didn't make me feel better.  I was all for an alternate escape route especially since the walkers.  There were hardly any windows either.  The big picture window at the end of the room looked out on the parade grounds as did the one near the door.  That was all the natural light there was.  Nope didn't like this place at all.  Too much like a cave or underground research facility.  I left rather quickly to investigate the remaining cabins.
              The cabin next to the officers mess hall had two rooms.  Big picture windows in each room allowed some light.  It had heat vents so I knew it was heated in the winter but in old times the fireplace in the mess hall would heat this room while another fireplace in the main room would heat it and the room in the next cabin.  I found that to be the case in all the cabins along with a two burner hot plates, small microwaves and tiny fridges.  The bathrooms in each cabin were basic but serviceable.  I didn't see a single cabin I  wanted to live in so I don't know what Mason was talking about.
              Speak of the devil there he was coming out of the long narrow building at the opposite end from the Mess Hall.  It had a sign that read 'Mess Hall' and didn't have a huge picture window in it.  I didn't even want to go inside.
              “It would make a great clinic and living quarters for Joe and Sandy.  The Officers Mess hall would be a great dining room and kitchen.  I think if I pull the Dukemobile along side that small building over there with the wind turbine batteries, I could kill two birds with one stone.”  Duke said.  I followed the point of his finger and saw the small building in question.  It was near enough the dining room that he wouldn't have much trouble in the wintertime.  “I could hook up to the electrical grid for heat and be close enough if anyone needed anything.  I love it.”  He brushed his hands together, grinned real big and sauntered off towards the wind turbine building, whistling of all things.  I've never heard him whistle. Mason walked up beside me and watched him too.  He looked at me funny and we both started to laugh.
              “Where's this place you thought would make a great little love nest for us.  I haven't seen anything that I like so far.”  I asked.
              “Come here,” he said and taking my hand led me off the sidewalk onto the grass then pointed up.  I looked up because I was really curious now and saw the guard house.  The door opened onto the catwalk which had stairs leading down the outside of the clinic walls.  I frowned at him and started up the stairs.   Mason was hot on my tail, excitement rolling off of him in waves.  I waited for him at the door then walked slowly inside expecting...well, I didn't know what to expect.
              I was pleasantly surprised.  A small loveseat sat near the window to the right of the door where you could look out and see the whole fort spread out before you.  In the distance was mountains almost blue with spruce and snow sitting like whipped cream on top.  Too the left of the door sat a small fridge and microwave on top of a counter.  It was under a large picture window facing the east.  The fort was gone in this view and two valleys lay separated by a small mountain range, creeks running through both of them.  Pine and spruce trees mixed up with aspen and lodge pole pine made a tranquil setting for the small herd of deer laying in the valley on the east.  Eagles swooped and swayed in the light breezes while butteries by the hundreds fluttered all over the place.
              Against the far wall was the bed underneath a huge picture window, facing the south.  Another beautiful view presented itself and I nearly cried it was so pretty.  Next to the bed was a large closet nestled next to the full bath designed like an old outhouse.  Next to it was an armoire.  I was in love.  The windows with no obstructive views would let in a lot of sunlight during the winter and I would be able to see the stars at night.  Yep, this was the place.  
              I turned and found Mason standing very close so it wasn't a stretch to put my arms around his neck and hug the stuffing out of him.  He chuckled and squeezed me back, nuzzling my neck and making things down low wake up.  This may not be the time but it sure as hell was the place, still we needed to act like grownups, so with a sigh I stepped back and grinned like a crazy person at him.  He looked just as crazy back at me.
              “You the man, jar head.  I love it.”
              “I knew you would.  All these windows had me as soon as I walked in the door.  There were no walkers in here, so it's not going to stink.”  He said, walking to one of the windows.  Leave it to Mason to talk so pretty.  I walked up behind him, put my arms around his waist and rested my chin on his shoulder.  “I think it's a dandy place and I think the whole fort will work of us.  The kids can play freely and not have to worry about anything.  There's room for some stock and if we need more electricity we can always get another turbine.  I'd say we were home, Mace.  Finally.”
              When we walked out on the 'terrace' I looked down and saw Randy, Duke and Riley coming up the steps.  “There you two are,” Randy said, “we thought we'd better come looking for you.  The others at the lodge are getting worried so we thought we'd start back.  That is, if you two don't mind.  Hey, it's pretty up here.  Is that a cabin?”  he said, pointing to my new place. 
              “Yes, OUR cabin has officially been claimed.  So stay out. You pick a cabin yet?”
              “Naw, I thought I'd better let Lacy do that or she'll kill me.”
              “Yeah,”  Riley said, “I'm gonna let George decide which one she wants too.  Mama didn't raise no fool here.  I don't care anyway.  What do you'll think of the arrangements.  Think this will work for us?”
              “I do,”  Mason said with a nod from me.  “It has everything we need and security.  We don't even have to build any walls unless we want to expand and I don't see that happening any time soon.  We just need to find out what supplies we need and start making a run into Kalispell for them.  I'd say we could move in anytime if we had enough food and supplies.”
              “Okay, so why don't we go back and get everyone and bring them over and let them see for themselves, then meet at the dining room to talk about it?”  It was agreed to in a hurry and in no time we found ourselves back at Hazels rounding everyone up.  The kids were excited about getting out of the building.  Since we had no fences in place they had to stay inside.  All those kids inside for three days was getting on everyone's nerves.  Even Baby had taken to hiding and with the size of that dog, that was saying something.  I managed to talk Hazel into going with us.  Flynn picked her up and gently put her in the front seat of the Dukemobile. She was smiling real big when we pulled out of the parking lot.  That smile got bigger when she saw the fort.
              Containing the kids until the gates were closed was a job cause they were ready to explore.  When we finally released them, kids ran everywhere.  Eventually, Sarah and Melody had given stern orders about not leaving the fort or getting on the catwalk.  With all the running and screaming it looked like they didn't care. Most gravitated to the school yard to play on the swings, slides and jungle gym equipment.  I noticed Randy went with them to watch because he'd already looked at everything.
              I wandered around the outskirts of the fort, looking in the gift shop, cafe, office and guard shack.  The office and managers apartment would make a nice place for someone but it was clear across the parade grounds from everyone else so I wasn't sure who'd want it.  The gift shop and cafe could be a nice place for storage but still it was so far from everyone that it was unworkable.  I'd let the guys decide what they wanted to do with the place.
              I noticed Mason, Flynn and Clint on the catwalk and wondered what they were up too.
              Not much, Brat, just discussing the weather.  It wasn't a surprise that he was reading my mind.  I could feel him sitting in the back of my mind nearly all the time now.  It was a nice feeling.  The women are checking out the cabins.  What are you doing?
              Wondering what we're going to do with the gift shop and cafe.  They're so far away from everyone else that I don't think they'll be of much use.
              We'll worry about them later.  We're just waiting for the ladies to decide which cabins they want and then we'll meet at the dining hall.
              Okay, I think I'll just mosey that way myself.
              I stopped at the playground and watched the kids for a few minutes.  When I notice the women going into the mess hall, I joined Randy and we arrived at the same time.  I noticed Mercy sitting near the window so she could watch the kids so I sat nearby.  Sarah came from the kitchen, writing on a piece of paper.  Lists.  Always with the lists. We seemed to live for lists.  Since you couldn't just run into town for something on a whim you had to make a list.  It helped immensely if you could remember to take them with you but if you didn't you could bet someone else had one.
              “The kitchen will do but I'd like to have a bigger refrigerator.  The pantry is smaller than our other one but it will do if we work on the shelves.  There's enough dishes and pans so all we need is food.”  Sarah said, still concentrating on her list.
              “The clinic will work, I just need some supplies and I can transfer some form the mobile unit.  I would like to make it into a sort of ambulance if needs be.”  Joe was busy with his list too.
              “I think this will work just fine for all of you.  I just love it here.”  Hazel said, as she looked out the window.  “The kids will grow and everyone will be safe.”  She nodded like she was agreeing with herself and I agreed.
              We all looked toward Howard, who shrugged. “Sam and I can use the blacksmith shop for a garage because it has a lot of tools already.  I think we need several snowmobiles and a couple of four wheelers but other than that it looks like it'll work.  The office and apartment next to it will work for us to live in and before you ask we don't mind being away from the rest of you.  Not that we don't want to be near you but I think it would work just fine for us.”
              Randy approved of the corrals and said they were in good shape so we could start gathering animals as soon as we were ready.  We needed to find fodder for them but there was enough room.  Everyone became busy making lists except me.  I noticed Mason wasn't writing anything so we were the hold outs.  I had my new home in mind and couldn't decide whether to put up curtains or not.  I know, I know.  I should have been thinking of other things but I was too excited.  I decided to wander the grounds some more while everyone was busy writing, so I walked to the swing set and sat in one of the swings, rocking and waiting.  Soon Mason joined me.
              “I see what you mean about how closed in that place is.  You've spoiled me for the great open spaces.”  He swung slowly back and forth will me while we enjoyed the quiet.  A small breeze came up and ruffled my hair which made me smile.  I remembered how I'd sit in the tree swing in the yard of the lodge and turn in circles until I'd wound the rope up tight then let go, twirling around until I was too dizzy to stand.
              “I'm gonna love this place, Mason.  It's gonna be home for us.  We can use the school house for just that, a schoolhouse. We can relax for the first time in almost a year.  I'm tired of roaming, and to tell the truth I'm just plain tired.  If we all agree, I think we can move in tomorrow and plan on a supply run the day after.”
              “Yep, I agree, that is if they finish their lists by then.”  Then we both chuckled at that.  We waited patiently in shade of an old oak tree, just a  swingin'.



 
 
 
 
                                                        Chapter 14
 
              Hazel came out to our little park area while we were admiring the view.  She hobbled with her cane to a bench and sat down like the weight of the world was on her shoulders.  Taking a deep sigh, she smiled at us then looked around.
              “It's sure pretty here.  Kind of funny that I tried to talk that idiot into investing his foolishness somewhere else.  When I realized he was gonna do it no matter what I said, I made him promise to leave as many trees as possible.”  She chuckled then said, “I think I must have been a dog in a past life, cause I sure do like my trees.”
              I was going to say something but she seemed to want to talk so I let her.  Mason was quiet as he swung slowly next to me.
              “Anyway, his daddy was a trial from the time he was born.  Always getting into trouble in one form or another until we moved here from New York.  We had our hands full that first year, then he finally settled down with a little extra help from our friend, John Wayne.”  I gasped because he was my hero and to know she knew him made my day.  She smiled at me.  “Old Duke was a presence that's for sure.  One summer he asked to take the boy to Utah where he was making a film and Gary jumped on the offer with both feet.  When he came back all he could talk about was cowboys and indians. I think he started drawing plans for this fort about then.  When his son was born, he instilled in him a love for the wild west and he was thrilled to stay with us to work the ranch.  I didn't know what he had planned for this little part of the world until after he had a contractor.  Then the fight was on, let me tell you.  I finally gave up and extracted a promise from him to leave as many trees as humanly possible.  He did a good job, I think.”
              “He sure did, Miss Hazel.  It's downright beautiful here.  I think it's gonna make a wonderful home.”  A racket above me announced the arrival of Monster, our Capuchin monkey who adopted us in New Mexico.   A cute little monkey, our Monster, but he liked me even less that I like him.   It worked for us as long as we stayed away from each other.  I looked around and finally found Bubba sniffing the ground around one of the corrals.  He was going to be bone tired by bedtime.  We'd left Baby at the retreat to guard the place mostly because no one wanted him in their vehicle.  He was huge and had this terrible habit of rolling in dead, stinking, rotting stuff.  He stayed home.  So all the animals were accounted for.
              “I'm glad, cause those little ones need a safe place to live and play.  This would make a wonderful...”
              “What's that?”  Yelled Mandy and both Mason and I jumped up,  in point.  Back to back we looked for the 'that' that Mandy had conditioned us for.  The only time it wasn't trouble was when Duke found his Dukemobile.  So we were ready for danger.  Well, Mason was, since he was armed, I was ready to Kung Fu the 'that' to death.  But I didn't see anything.  
              “I don't either,”  Mason said, proving he was once again hearing my thoughts.  Tension made his voice squeak,  so he cleared his throat.
              “Oh, shit, not him again.”  Hazel said pointing to my left.  We were so close that her finger was two inches from my nose and the smell of onions made me remember when my mothers hands always smelled like onions.  Most people wouldn't like it but that meant she was cooking and when she cooked you knew she loved you.
              My head followed the finger in question and I looked over the top of the fort's wall.  There coming at us at a pretty good lick of speed was a hot air balloon.  A Darth Vader mask hot air balloon.  I agreed with Hazel, not him again.  The very same balloon crashed landed in our yard at the lodge one rainy day.  A muddy, miserable looking human being covered in mud announced he was there to save our souls. It was only after we'd fed and watered him that I remembered he was actually Micky the Mutton-head, a clown in the Bozeman fair a few years before.  He'd  quit the clown business to give hot air balloon rides at $25 a pop about the time young female children started to disappear.  No one ever proved he was the pervert in question but after the way he ogled Mandy and Clarissa, we dumped him back in his balloon and sent him on his way.  Now here he was again.  
              “I don't see anyone in the basket.”  Hazel said, shadng her eyes with her hand.
              “Mandy honey would you go inside and get everyone for me?”  The sound of running feet announced they'd already gotten the message.  Flynn and Clint ran up the steps to the catwalk with binoculars while the balloon dipped and tilted back and forth.
              “Crap, it's gonna hit the fort.”
              “Yeah, like it couldn't just land in the courtyard.  Or no that would be too easy.”  I think that came from George, my cousin.  
              I cringed as it dipped below the fort wall and then  it hit, making us all duck.  I don't know why we ducked but there it is. I looked up at Flynn while he checked the road.  “It's clear,”  he finally said and we rushed the gate.  The damned thing was made of logs so was heavier than a boatload of elephants.  We managed to get it open enough to squeeze through and then rushed to the crash site.
              Darth Vader was melting over the fort wall, while the basket underneath lay on its side against the logs.  Mason dug his way through the balloon and disappeared under it.  
              “Joe.  Give me a hand.”  he yelled, his voice muffled by the balloon.  Joe rushed by me and disappeared into Darth Vader.  Well, hell, this is getting old.  I couldn't take it anymore and started to follow Joe when Sandy, his nurse, pushed by me with an old fashioned stretcher.  How did she know he needed it?  I thought. So I started in again when everyone came out.  I must be getting slow.
              Mickey the Mutton-head was laying on the stretcher. He'd taken a hell of a beating.  I couldn't tell if he was alive or not but from the way they were acting I'd say yes.  They hurried to the clinic while the rest of us busied ourselves with trying to close the gate again.  There had to be a better way of doing it and I'd have to talk to Duke when he had some time. Getting the security cameras up and running was more important right then.
              I looked up and found Flynn, Randy, Clint, Riley and Ken walking the catwalk with binoculars although I don't know what they were looking for.  Everyone else was standing around the clinic entrance to see about the pervert.  Jeez, we haven't officially moved in yet for all this crap to be happening.  When we lived at the lodge there was one thing after the other, militants, wildfires, walkers of course, even mountain lions but I'd hoped to get a bit settled before hell started to break out here. I guess the guys on the catwalk were looking for whoever had beaten the Mutton-head into a pulp.  I crossed my fingers that who ever it was wasn't going to follow the balloon straight to us.  I glanced out front and saw Darth Vader had deflated all over the wall and into the yard.  We'd have to do something about that but only after everyone was sure it wasn't followed.
              “Well, looks like Mickey finally pissed someone off.”  Hazel said from behind me.  I jumped, again.  Man, I needed to settle down or slow down on the coffee.  Nope, the coffee stays.  It's all the excitement that's putting me on edge.  
              “Yeah, the last time I saw him I said I'd kill him myself if he came back. I guess someone had less patience than I did.”
              “Well, the good Lord will decide if he's ready for him or not.  I almost hope He is.  That man is just plain nuts.”  
              “Aw, come on Hazel, quit dancing around what you really mean and tell it like it is.”  Duke said from behind me, making me jump again.  Why does everyone sneak up on me?  Geez.
              Hazel laughed and actually patted Duke on the head, making him frown.  “Don't be frowning at me, young man.  I show affection when I want and how I want so deal with it.”  She hobbled over to one of the many benches lining the walkway in front of the  cabins.  There were small tables made of logs and branches every little way with dead plants, their dry leaves moving slightly in the breeze.  One table had a mug sitting on it but it looked like it'd been there for ages.  I could picture pretty plants on the tables, with soft cushions on the benches and plants hanging off the porches ever few feet.  It would look great.  Duke frowned at me although I have no idea why, then headed towards the hot air balloon.  It looked sad all deflated like that and I had no idea what we were going to do with it, but I'm sure Duke will come up with something.  His mind never rests.
              I sat next to Hazel, at a loss as to what I could do.  The kids were all playing on the playground, now the excitement was over.  Andy and Kevin were climbing all over Darth Vader while the older girls were watching the kids.  I watched the men on the catwalk watch, whatever, while everyone else was inside doing, whatever to Mickey.  I sighed and leaned back against the log wall, Hazel did to and we just enjoyed the moment.  Of course, when you really relax and enjoy something, that's the time for someone to interrupt you.  
              The door opened and Mason stepped out, closing the door behind him gently.  “It doesn't look like old Mutton head is going to make it.  Joe said it looked like too much damage was done to his insides.  So now we are the proud owners of Darth Vader.”  He walked to the edge of the walkway, and put his hand on the wall looking out at the balloon.   “What the hell we gonna do with a hot air balloon?”  I don't think he was really asking a question so much as talking to himself.   Hazel and I looked at each other and shook our heads.  I had no idea either.  
              While he stood there, his forearm on the post, one foot crossed over the other, I was able to admire his form.  His blue tee shirt was stretched tight across shoulders that tapered down to a small waist.  His hips and legs were encased in tight blue jeans that seemed to go on forever and emphasized the muscles there.  But it was his hips that held my interest as I remembered how they felt in my hands the night before and I felt my face heat up.  I heard a soft chuckle next to me and turned to Hazel who just smiled, knowingly and I blushed harder.  She patted my leg and walked over to a bench near the playground.  Mason finally finished his musings and sat beside me where we watched the kids.
              “I think I'm liking it better here all the time.  It's quiet and peaceful and safe.  What do you think, Brat?”  
              “I think you're right.  Once we get the security cameras in and supplies it might get downright boring and I can live with that.”
              Just then Duke came up very excited.  “I just heard from our kids in New Mexico.  The reception is great and I'm hoping I can set something like Skype up so we face-time them.  They're all doing good.  Bruce has learned to fly and a couple of the kids are learning.  They have several more cows and hogs so their food supply is looking good.  They said to say hey to everyone.”
              “Good, I was just thinking about them.”  Mason looked at me and winked and I knew he felt me thinking about him a few minutes earlier.  I stuck my tongue out at him.   He laughed then sobered when the door to the clinic opened.
              “Mickey didn't make it.  Didn't even regain consciousness.”  Joe said, as he wiped his hands on a towel.  “We need to figure out what to do with him.  Start a cemetery or find a ravine, I don't rightly care but with the way its warming up we need to do something soon.”
              “I've almost got the turbines running.  I was just taking a break to tell y'all about the kids in New Mexico.”  He turned and ran back to the shack near the wall, his gun holster flapping against his leg as he ran.  He was always armed and since his name was Duke, he dressed like a cowboy everyday, although, the Hawaiian print shirt and ball cap distracted from the costume. And who cared that his cowboy boots stopped at his knees and his jeans were cutoffs.  He was the man.  He would be over the moon when I tell him about John Wayne and the retreat.  
              “What about the kids in New Mexico?”  Joe yelled after him but Duke just waved as he went back inside.  Joe turned to us with a frown but lightened up when we told him the story.  I left them to figuring out the dilemma of poor Mickey and went in search of the ladies.  We had lists to collaborate on and collect.  Then we had to figure out where we were going to fill those lists.  First, though, we needed electricity and there is only one person we knew fit that bill. I knew he was busy working on the problem so I wasn't worried.  If it was broken he would either fix it, rebuild it or get rid of it and get a new one.  He was also training Mandy and Andy about the turbines so I don't know what we'd do without him.
              Jill came out of one of the middle cabins with Tony.  “I told Ken he can cut some holes in the walls up high and put in some windows so we can have some air.  We are not using air conditioning because it uses too much power so putting a few windows in isn't going to kill him.  You know Ken, though, he had to whine about it.”
              “He knows you're right.  The whine is all show.”  I said, as I crooned at Tony.  He had his mama's eyes but Kens chin and the softest, strawberry blond hair I've ever felt. He also had a set of lungs that would tell the people in the next county when his pants were full.  He was just plain adorable.
              “Yeah, I know what you mean.  All the women are gonna want windows in their places too so the guys better gear up.  Where are they anyway?”
              “Joe told us we need a burial detail for Mickey, so Ken is security on the walls while the rest of the guys take care of it. I would like to stay here tonight but we don't even have electricity...” and just like that a light went on over Jill's head, literally.   “How does he do that?”  I wondered aloud.
              “Scary isn't it?”  Jill said, laughing softly while she gently rocked the sweet baby in her arms.  Just then I could here a celebration of noise erupting from the turbine shed.  We looked at each other and laughed.  Sarah came out of the cabin nearest the dining room saw us and waved.  “He did it again, I see.” She yelled, then waved again and went back inside. 
              “We don't have supplies either, so I guess we'll stay at the haunted house one more night.”
              “Did you really see a ghost this morning or were you just saying that to make Sally feel better?”
              “I saw him and he saw me.  He was an old geezer, bib overalls, battered cowboy hat and maybe six feet tall.  I really don't know if he was that tall or he was just hovering in space but it doesn't matter.  I don't why we're all getting paranormal abilities all of a sudden but that is one I could do without.  Scared the crap out of me, although I don't know why I was scared.  It didn't seem to bother Sally at all.”
              “Kids are naturals.  They haven't been told they aren't supposed to see ghosts and they haven't watched a boat load of scary movies either.  None of the other kids said anything about it, so I think so far it's just Sally. She just chocked it up to another adult in the room and that was it.  Like the lady she was talking to in one of the rooms earlier in the day.  I don't think they will hurt anyone, they just want to be noticed.”
              “I guess, but with the 'skills' I already have I don't need anymore.  What the hell is that noise?”  I suddenly remembered our 'friends' in the sky and start searching for a silver disk.  No one else seemed to be bothered, so, I stepped out in the yard to look some more.  The noise stopped.  Back on the porch and there it was again.  Then I saw it.  An electrical bug zapper hung in the corner of the porch, it's blue light shimmering  softly in the dimness of the corner and its little motor humming away.  I started laughing and was soon joined by Jill.  We were still chuckling when Mason returned.  I let him think I was just plain happy to see him, though.  A mans feelings are hurt so easily don't ya know.    
 
              



 
 
                                                        Chapter 15
 
              We couldn't talk Hazel into spending the night in the fort so we all went back to the 'haunted house' for dinner and a shower.  Baby was thrilled to see us but when he came barreling at Hazel she just laughed as he skidded to a stop right in front of her.  It's as if he knew she was fragile.  The rest of us scooted out of his way just in case.  Bubba came up to him and had to get on his hind legs to give Baby a kiss, Monster just avoided all of us by climbing into the rafters of the porch.  I ignored them all in favor of a shower.  We had some planning to do and I wanted to be fresh for it.  Seems like everyone had the same idea so it didn't take long before we were seated at the big dining room table. 
              Lacy was busy consolidating the many lists.  Some things were written down several times and we needed to narrow it down and decide where we were going.  Duke was busy checking the internet for the locations of all the warehouses in the area.  We had the choice of Whitefish, Libby, Columbia Falls, and Kalispell before we started looking outside our comfort zone.  
                The one thing we took advantage of was toilet paper.  I dreaded the day we couldn't find any more.  I was willing to go miles out of our way just to get it. We would store it in large plastic totes, to keep the mice out.  They loved toilet paper for their nests.  We were going through it like water now that our group had expanded, so we needed lots of it right away.  I knew there was a place in Missoula that was a pulp mill and made toilet paper, so we may have to make a trip there. We also stored a lot of Kleenex, paper towels and feminine products for the same reason.  We'd left almost all of our plastic totes in New Mexico, so we had to get a whole bunch of them, again. Yea, for plastic.
              Duke brought us a printout of the warehouses in the area and went back to see if he could hack the computer system at the pulp mill.  That would tell him if there was a trailer of toilet paper there or not.  He was good about that kind of thing.  He was printing paper out by the reams and since I could only wonder at what he was doing, I ignored him. 
              Mason and a few of the guys along with Andy was perusing some maps at another table, while Howard and Samantha was checking out the nearest trucking companies to see what they had in the way of cargo.  Everyone was busy, as it took us all just to get things figured out.  Sarah with her kitchen supplies, Joe with his medical, Melody and Mercy with the garden .  It seemed everyone had a job.  I would put myself almost anywhere I was needed but mostly hunting, fishing and warehouse runs.  I could shop until I dropped.  I also fought the walkers better than some of the others.  Lucy killed one but for days afterward she was sick and weepy. I know Jill and even Sarah could chop and dice with the best of us but they were more useful elsewhere.
              We had a school to set up this time too, so that was something new we had to figure out along with the electronics, always the electronics.  Seemed everywhere we went we had to find cases upon cases of electronics.  Everything for security and medical along with wind turbine and solar panels.  We shouldn't forget ink for the printer either since  our lists were long and planning took most of the long day we'd already had.  The morning would find us planning the rest of the trip, but for tonight I had a sexy Mason that needed to be shown just how much he means to me.
              When I finally stumbled into the dining hall the next morning, everyone was already eating, getting ready for the trip to town.  I glanced real quick in the corner of the room but it was empty so I got my coffee and sat next to Mason.  He put his hand on my knee and squeezed and I smiled.  Yeah, I remember last night. I can't forget it, Brat.  I don't think my back was supposed to bend that direction.  I blushed, which made Lacy, who sat across from me, smile.
              Randy cleared his throat, which told me he was getting the byplay between us, and I had to squelch the urge to run to my room.  Geez.
              “JD, would you like to go with us today?”  Mason asked.  We'd fought numerous times about them planning to go on these trips without me.  Now, he asked as if he didn't already know.  We discussed it at length last night and I finally decided to stay behind only because I planned to go to the fort with the rest of the ladies and do some major cleaning.  They would return to the fort with the supplies.
              “No, thank you for asking.  I plan to join the ladies at the fort today.  Maybe next time.”  I smile sweetly at Randy who had the good sense to blush then turned to Mason.  
              “Hon...”
              “JD!  I need to talk to you.”  Nevada proceeded to grab my arm and pull. “Now, JD, it's real important.”  Pulling and tugging with the strength of  three men, I shrugged at Mason and allowed Nevada to pull me into the restroom near the dining room.  As soon as we were safely inside she burst into tears.  At a loss of what to do, I finally pulled her into my embrace and whispered into her ear.  “What's wrong pumpkin?” 
              She mumbled something, but I couldn't make it out so I put my finger under her chin and pulled her tear stained face up to me.  “I'm dying, JD.  I'm so scared.”  I felt my eyebrows climb into my bangs and blinked a few times.
              “What makes you think you're dying, sweetie?”  I whispered.
              “Because I started bleeding this morning and it won't stop.  I think I have cancer. I didn't cut my self or anything so it has to be that, doesn't it?”
              Well, crap on a cracker.  She had no idea what was happening to her body and I had no idea how to explain it to her.  Damn.  I thought about seeking out Sarah but I couldn't do that to her and Nevada had come to me for help.  Then I thought of Lacy.  Hey, Lace, you know anything about explaining to a young girl about her periods the first time.
              Hell no, you're on your own there, JD.  Just don't draw any pictures okay, you'll scare her to death.
              Very funny, smart ass.  Nevermind, I'll figure it out myself.              
              I held the crying girl a few more moments then took her to my room where I kept the supplies she was going to need.  I was never told about the monthly terrors before hand either.  I figured I was dying too, so I knew how she felt.  Mason touched my mind once during the process, but left us alone to stumble around the whole issue.  When we returned to the dinning room, much later, Nevada was feeling better although a bit put out that she had to go through the process once a month for nearly the rest of her life.  I was exhausted mentally cause I had no idea what to say or how to say it.  We'd muddled through and was relieved when the men finally left, except Ken, who was still recuperating.  Duke, Howard and the older boys Kevin and Bobby were staying behind for security but they usually did anyway.  After cleaning up the kitchen area and trying to talk Hazel into going with us,  we finally loaded up some cleaning supplies and headed for the fort, minus Hazel and Baby.  She had some knitting to do.  
              The fort itself was surrounded with trees but not enough to obstruct the views.  The valley behind it tapered to a canyon. It was so deep you couldn't see the bottom for the shadow the rock walls cast.  I think that was where the bodies were dumped.  The area would be fenced off for a cow pasture using the trailers we got today.  I figured with the amount of supplies we needed we'd end up with enough trailers to do the job before long.
              The turbines were working so I knew we'd have electricity.  Funny how you miss the things you used to take for granted the most, like electricity.  Running hot water was another one on the list.  I hurried upstairs, excited about getting our room set up just right.  As I cleaned and vacuumed I moved furniture into a more pleasing arrangement and when I moved a tall armoire, I found a door behind it. I looked over at the closet and then back at the door, then at the bathroom door and back at the door again. Why would a door be hidden behind an piece of furniture and where did the do lead?  I pulled out a chair and sat right in front of the door and thought about it.  Was a walker hidden in there?  Would something jump out at me?  Was it rigged to explode?  Okay, that was just silly. Well, hell.
              I stomped over to the open door and looked around the courtyard until I spotted Kevin.  “Hey Kevin,” I yelled, “would you come up here a minute, and bring a rifle with you?”  He waved and ran to the garage where Howard was working, and soon came running out with a rifle.  Howard followed him to the doorway and when he saw me he waved. I waved back like I was the happiest fool in the world.  I didn't want anyone to get excited until they needed to, so I didn't alert him to any trouble.  He went back inside and I walked back to the door in question and stared at it some more.
              Running footsteps announced the arrival of Kevin and the room shook as he slammed headlong into the doorjam of the room, panting and wide eyed.  I just shook my head.  “Here ya go, JD.  What's up?”  He panted the words out as he bent at the waist, the rifle, barrel up, in his hand.  I looked closer and saw the safety was on so I decided to wait till later with the lecture about running with dangerous objects.  Or was that just for scissors? 
              “I found this door hidden behind this armoire.”  At the confused look on his face, I pointed to the furniture in question and said, “Clothes closet.”  He shook his head.  “Why do you need two closets?”
              “I  don't.  It was in front of this door, hiding it.  I didn't want to open it without backup.”  We both remembered when I was training him in New Mexico to search rooms.  You always  have backup.  It worked too, until Mikey shoot me through a closed basement door.  Now I stand to the side of the door in question and have backup.  Even now I was nervous about that door but I figured it was just the thought of finding walkers behind it or getting shot through it that made me uneasy.
               Kevin was breathing normally and watching me closely by the time I had done all the figuring I could.  Oh for heavens sake.  I moved the chair to a safe place, stood to the side of the door, positioned Kevin against the wall across from the door, rifle ready, safety off and slowly turned the handle.  It was locked.  I slumped against the doorjam and took a deep breath.  Up to that point I'd been holding my breath.  Good thing I didn't pass out...Kevin would've had a fit. 
              “Look for a key.”  I said, as I started to do the same thing.  He finally put the rifle down and just like a man, stood there and looked around.  I brushed past him and began to open drawers, looking in the cushions of the couch and around the top of the doorjam.  I found the key tacked onto the top of the doorjam.  It just got stranger and stranger, which made me more nervous so before I stuck the key into the door knob, I just stood there staring at the door until I noticed Kevin watching me.  Well, that wouldn't do, so I motioned him back to the wall, rifle ready while I stood to one side, and unlocked the door.  The I slowly turned the handle and the door was flung wide open slamming into the armoire. My heart slammed into my chest as the door bounced back and slammed closed again. 
              “Shit, shit, shit.”  Kevin repeated, panting like a puppy again. I couldn't reply because I was finding it hard to get the air I needed.   Then it happened.  I felt the giggle start low in my stomach, and try as I may, I couldn't keep it away.  It crept up my lungs, past my throat and burst out of my mouth with the loudest laugh you've ever heard.  Kevin looked at me like I'd lost my mind, then the corner of his mouth turned up and he started laughing too.  That, in itself, is funny because he sounds like a jackass when he laughs; he haw, he haw.  I was in jeopardy of wetting my pants, so I darted into the rest room slamming that door behind me with the same force the other door had slammed.  The jackass in the other room bayed louder and it was plain mayhem for the next few minutes.  When I finally got hold of myself, I grabbed some Kleenex and went into the other room.  The unruly door was open and Kevin was gone.  I stomped my foot,  ”Why does this shit keep happening to me?”  I asked the ceiling.
              There was light coming from within, so I stuck my head inside.  “Kevin,” I whispered.  No reply.  Of course not.  Why did I think there would be.  I stepped father into the room.  It was small, almost like a hallway and turned to the left or towards the back of the room.  There were three steps down then another door at the end, on the right side.  A small window, probably 3x3, was letting the light in.  “Kevin”, I said a bit louder.  Man, I saw this in a movie sometime or other and it was really creepy then.  I can't begin to describe how creepy it was now.  I slowly reached out to the doorknob and just as I touched it, it turned on its own.  A very unlike-me squeak jumped out of my mouth and I hightailed it back to the room, covering covered all of four feet in four seconds flat and completely forgetting about Kevin. 
              I thought my heart was going to jump out of my chest it was beating so hard.  Breathing heavily, I started towards the door again, when Kevin jumped out of it.  Okay, maybe he didn't jump out but under the circumstances it looked like it.
              “Hey, JD, I found a hallway back there that goes all the way down to the kitchen.  It runs the whole length of the fort and there's doors to all the rooms.  It's really cool, you should come look.” He finally noticed I wasn't doing so good and leaned forwards staring at me. “You okay, JD?  You don't look so good.  Maybe I should go get Joe.”
              “No, that's okay, I'm just tired and a bit...well...tired.”  I waved him to the couch as I sat hard in the dinette chair.  This day has turned into the weirdest one I've had in sometime.  I'd almost lost count of the weird days I've had in the past, what, two years?  I took a big swig from my water bottle and looked over at Kevin.  He was sitting patiently on the couch, waiting to see what I was going to do next.  Poor kid.  I had no idea what I was going to do next, and I was the adult.
              “You want me to go get Howard?  He's strong and everything.”  I had no idea what 'everything' meant and had no intentions of finding out.  So I shook my head, grabbed his rifle and headed into the hallway, Kevin right on my rear.  He was right about the hallway running the length of the fort.  It was like the catwalks around the top of the wall but was inclosed with a lot of windows stretching all the way to the end.  I was walking along admiring the view when Lacy jumped out of a doorway.  We both screamed at the same time, flattening ourselves against the wall.
              “Damn, JD do you have to sneak around all the time?”
              “I'll have you know I just found this hallway coming from my room and I was not sneaking.”
              “I'm the one that found it JD.  You were in the bathroom.”  Kevin was all excited about finding the hallway so I'd let him take the credit.  My heart couldn't stand any more stress or so I thought until Jill stepped into the hallway too.
              “Hey, guys, there's a hallway back here.”  She said oblivious to the fact that we already knew.  “I can't wait to tell Sarah.”  She waved and went back to her room leaving the door open for the light.  
              “This is great, now we don't have to brave the weather to go to the dining room.  I just found the door to the second floor a few minutes ago.  It was hidden behind a big clothes closet.  Don't you think that was strange?”
              “Yeah, and I think we need to stop the others from opening those doors until they are cleared.  No telling...”  A loud scream reverberated through the hallway, we each turned a different direction trying to locate the direction it came from.  It came again and sounded like Sarah so we headed for the end of the hallway.  The door was locked again, and while I was trying to decide what to do, Kevin ran into the back of me, nearly knocking me out with the rifle.  When did he get the rifle? I thought.  I could hear a lot of bangs and thumps coming from the other side but they were faint so I decided to go downstairs.  We tried two of the doors until we found one open then ran down the stairs into the cabin below, and bounced into the front door.  I finally go it unlocked and slung  it away and using the doorjamb I swung myself in the right direction and ran towards the dining room and smoke coming from the open doorway.
              It was crazy inside.  Tables and chairs were laying around in various stages of destruction.  A walker completely engulfed in flames staggered around in front of the counter separating the kitchen from the dining room. Sarah was on the other side, spraying the walker with Pam to keep him lit I guess.  The blazing walker was lighting napkins on fire and Nevada throwing the napkin dispensers at the walker wasn't helping.  Suddenly remembering I had a weapon I brought it up, sighted it in and pulled the trigger.  Kevin ran for the fire extinguisher and managed to put out the fire.  The smell was unbelievable.
              Lacy ran to the swinging doors of the kitchen, grabbed Sarah and Nevada and pulled them close.
              “Was anyone bit?'  I asked.  But no one was paying attention to me.  Lacy started checking the two for bites, while I went around stomping napkin fires out.  Duke came flying in the door and when he saw Sarah, he ran to her, losing the ball cap that was his signature.  I picked it up before it could catch fire and went outside to get some fresh air.  I would be so glad when the guys get back.  
              We managed to set things to right and get rid of the body.  There were little scorch marks on the floor from the napkin fires and the furniture wasn't that bad off, it had just looked like it.  When they finally returned it was nearly dark.  It took nearly all of us to get those damned heavy gates open so they could drive the trucks and trailers into the courtyard.  I let them fight the danged things closed.
              “Damn, we need to do something about those gates.”  Mason said, as he wiped the sweat from his brow.  
              “You'll have plenty of time to do that tomorrow.  Did you have any trouble?”  I asked.
              “Nope, not a lick.  It was as easy as taking candy from a baby.  You do anything exciting today?”  He took my arm and we headed to the mess hall.  I contemplated about whether to tell him or let someone else.  I had it taken from my hands when Abby came running out. “You should've seen the walker Sarah set on fire.  It stunk something awful, I got to find Flynn.”  We watched her run away, then Mason frowned at me and asked, “What walker?”  
              Crap on a cracker!
              



 
 
 
                                                        Chapter 16
 
              “Well...”  I started.
              “I can't leave you alone for five minutes.”
              “Now, wait a minute.”
              “I mean it JD, you find more trouble to get into than anyone I know.”
              “What do you mean 'find' more trouble.  I didn't find anything.  Well, okay, maybe the door behind the armoire...”
              “What armoire?”
              “The one in the cabin, our cabin.  I moved the armoire and there was a door behind it and....”
              “You couldn't wait for me to get back to snoop?”
              “Look, caveman, I don't have to wait for you to do anything.  I was doing just fine on my own.”  I turned to go to said cabin when he grabbed me, whirled me around and into his arms for a tight squeeze.
              “Don't you yell at JD.  I was here to help her.  We don't need to you to protect her.”                Oh no, now what?  I could feel Mason staring at Kevin over my shoulder.  He was being thoughtful, trying to figure out how to talk to Kevin without making him any madder or hurting his feelings.  I just stood there and let him because I was well and truly pissed off.  I had no intentions of helping him out of the hole he'd just dug.  He finally loosened his hold on me which allowed me to turn in his arms to look at Kevin.  He was standing with his feet apart, fists on hips and a mad scowl on his face.  I'd never seen him look so angry and confrontational before.  He was ready to fight for me and I had no idea how to react.  Mason did.
              “You're right, Kevin.  I shouldn't yell at JD when she is perfectly capable of handling herself.  Especially when she has you to protect her.  It's just that I love her so much that I forget all that when I hear she's been in danger.  I apologize to you both for doubting you and I thank you Kevin for being there for her.”
              Kevin relaxed and started to smile and I knew Mason had done right.  Then the little brat nodded his head.  “Yeah, I know she can get into trouble all right.  Look at the time Mikey shot her.”  Ugh, men,  I thought and spun out of Masons arms and stomped into the dining room.  I could hear Mason and Kevin's voices outside the door so I walked to the counter and sat down.  I was growling like an old bear.  Besides it wasn't me that found the walker, it was Sarah.  I just found the door behind the damned armoire.  
              “Please don't be mad, Brat.  I love you and don't want you to get hurt.”  He put his arms around me from behind, his chin on my shoulder.  “I had to say something to  diffuse the situation with Kevin.  It seems you have a champion and I didn't want to alienate him.  He cares about you.  I don't know sweetie, but it seems I no sooner leave you behind and something happens.  You got to admit, this happens an  awful lot.”
              He was right.  I always get into some trouble or another when he leaves me alone.  It wasn't anyone's fault, just something that seemed to happen, a lot.  I deflated like the balloon outside.  “I know, it's just my life.”
              “What IS that smell in here?”
              “Oh, that's just the walker that Sarah set on fire.  Stinks doesn't it.  Maybe we should have a barbeque outside tonight.  Did you bring back  anything we could cook outside on a grill?”
              “No. But we talked on the way back about going out to see if we could get a deer.  That would be pretty good on the grill.  You want to come?”
              “Hell, yes!  I'll change my shoes.  I've been wanted to try those new boots we got in New Mexico.  I'll be right back.”  I jumped down from the stool and started for the door when Mason grabbed me again.  The momentum I had started spun me around and into Masons chest.  I looked up at him to cuss him out when his mouth closed over mine.  I lost track of time.  My arms closed around his neck and I melted against his body his tongue sending fire throughout my body.  Damn, that man could kiss.  I swear my toes curled.  Someone from behind us cleared their throat and I felt Masons lips move up into a grin.  He pulled back from me and his blue, blue eyes crinkled at the edges telling me how happy he was.  I sighed.  Back to the real world.
              “Yes, Melody?”  Mason asked behind my back.  I turned in his arms and smiled at her.  She blushed, then I blushed.  Then I said, “Got boots to change into.”  Then out the door I ran.  Our camper was just inside the gates so I had to ran a ways.  I had a hell of a time finding the boots since this was actually Lacy and Randy's camper and they put things where they want them.  Mason and I used the big truck to sleep in.  Aw, there they were.  It didn't take me long to get changed so I headed for Howard's house to see if he had a rifle I could use.  I had the little sleeve gun and my crossbow but I wanted a big gun for this.  An elk would be great, I thought as I walked back to the mess hall.  I had to detour when I saw Mason in the park, pushing Sally in the swing. 
              Soon Clint, Flynn, Riley and Andy joined us and I waved bye to everyone as we exited the gate.  I waited patiently while they huffed and puffed to close it.  
              “Seems to me if we plan to go in and out that thing we need to put a small door in the gate.  Just saying.”
              They looked at me like I had snakes coming out my ears.  Aw, they hadn't thought of a door evidently.  I smiled really big and watched at they looked at each other, then said, “We going hunting or are ya going to stand around looking cute all day?”
              They jumped like one of those snakes got them and we went around the corner of the fort to the woods beyond.  I trooped along beside them, so danged happy I could just sing.  I knew better cause I was really wanting that elk so I walked softly and grinned like a Cheshire cat. I found the going easy and didn't get out of breath like usual.  My asthma must be settling down and I'm glad about that.  I don't think there was an inhaler around that hadn't expired so it was a really good thing.  I'd behave though, so we wouldn't have to worry about it.
              You smile any bigger, the light reflecting from your teeth are gonna chase all the animals away.  Mason thought.
              I'm happy. So there.  And stuck my tongue out at him.  Childish I knew but it made him chuckle and drew nasty looks from the others.  
              Brat.  He thought.  I smiled even bigger.
              It felt like we must of walked 20 miles following a deer trail when we finally spotted the small herd of mule deer.  My heart began to race as we studied them from atop a small rise.  Using hand signals we indicated which one each would shoot and almost as one we did just that. Me, Mason, Andy, and Riley got a nice doe while Clint killed a buck.  We quickly field dressed them then unwound the plastic sleds we had packed into Clint's backpack to drag them back to the fort on.   Going back took longer so I was able to admire my surroundings.  There were eagles nests in the tops of the trees and some of them were playing in the slight breeze.  Multi-colored butterflies darted to and fro in the high grass while birds twittered to each other in the trees.  Two sand hill cranes squawked as they flew over, nearly giving Andy a heart attack while a cloud of no see-ums swarmed over head. 
              We must have taken a wrong turn because we found ourselves standing in front of a cave.  We discussed it for a few minutes then decided to come back another day.  The meat needed to be cooled soon or it would spoil. But we kept the location of the cave in our minds as we turned to go back to the fork that we'd missed the first time.  I spotted a small lake to our right and told Mason about it. Then he spotted the UFO hovering over the lake.  We stared at it for a minute then continued on our way.  Nothing we could do about it, so why waste time and energy staring at it.   We decided we would check the lake out later.  A mess of fish would be great. After we got back to the right path, Mason marked it with two or three rocks stacked together so we wouldn't miss it the next time.  It was getting late in the afternoon when we finally saw the fort and by the time we got to the gates, I was as hot and sweaty as the guys.  
              Everyone descended upon us with a lot excitement.  Sarah and Lacy took over the meat detail while the rest of us went to our cabins to clean up.  Abby and Nevada helped keep the kids rounded up while Melody and Mercy fixed up stuff to go with the meal.  Howard was getting the grills ready.  We needed several to cook all the meat and Howard was busy making like a chef, his big overalls and black felt cowboy hat jumping back and forth between the grills.
              Randy and Duke went to Hazels to see if she wanted to eat with us while chairs and small tables were brought out so we could relax in style.  It was a good day.  No one had seen any ghosts and we'd killed one walker and several deer.  Yep a good day for sure. Of course, the day wasn't over yet and anything could happen and it usually did but I was being optimistic.  I couldn't help it.  Deer steaks were on the grill and the smell was pure heaven.
              “They're back.”  Andy yelled from the catwalk near the front of the fort.  Nevada got a chair and put a cushion in it, then hung a small blanket over the back for Hazel.  She'd quickly became our favorite person and more so for Duke and Nevada.  I'm not sure why but she was likeable even if she was a bit rough around the edges.  Hazel had a crowd of kids around her as they escorted her to her chair.
              The deer was wonderful, the company better.  We were sitting around the compound watching the children play when I heard a trail whistle.
              “What's that?”  I asked and immediately everyone glared at me.  I realized I had parroted Mandy's saying but it was out and there was nothing I could do about it.  I shrugged then repeated it, “Well, what is that?”
              “Sounds like a train whistle but I can't tell from which direction.  It seems to be bouncing all over the valley.”  Flynn said, as Randy ran to the catwalk with his binoculars.
              “The train tracks run from Whitefish to Libby but has to go north then back south because of the mountains.  I think, however, we aren't more than about two miles south of them.”  Hazel said.  “Someone should tell them to stop blowing that horn or every walker in the area will be on them like ugly on an ape.”  As she drank her tea, the rest of us just stared at each other.  Where does she come up with that stuff?
              “I'll get my helicopter if someone wants to write a short note I can fly it to the train and tell them to shut up.”  Duke said, then he was gone.  He'd picked up the remote controlled helicopter in New Mexico and installed a small camera on the bottom of it so we could see 'around corners' as he put it.  I didn't know the radius but I guess we're about to find out.
              I grabbed a napkin off the table and wrote, 'stop blowing the horn, walkers are drawn to the noise, be quiet and someone will come for you.  Write a note back to let us know how many of you there are' and signed it Fort Majestic.  I folded the napkin and was ready when Duke and Mandy came out with the helicopter.  I think it was called a Chinook cause it was long like a bus and grayish brown.  It had a small compartment inside so I placed the napkin there.  When all was ready, Clint held it up in the air while Duke ran the controls.  Mandy came back out with a laptop and we watched as it flew between trees and over meadows in the general direction Hazel had pointed out.  At some points I got dizzy as it zig-zagged through the valleys to the train.  
              We found the tracks first.  We weren't sure which way to go from there so we turned right.  After watching the train ties zip by at an amazing speed, I turned away and caught Hazel watching me.  “I can't stand it either,” she said and smiled.  
              “So where's Baby?”  I asked as Duke made weird noises as he flew the copter.  
              “Oh, he decided he would guard the house.  He does that so well, don't you think?”  
              “Yes, I think he makes a wonderful guard.  I can't imagine what else he could do.”
              “Oh, well, he makes a great companion.  I don't know what I would have done without him to talk to.  At first he got excited every time one of the walkers would make a noise, then I'd have to quiet him.  It was a hell of time there for a while.”  I saw Flynn over her shoulder mouth, 'what a mouth'.  I tried not to grin since she smacked him on the head for cussing a few days beforehand.  She became interested in the laptop so I looked also.
              The helicopter was coming upon the train.  I had no idea where he was going to land the thing since there were only a caboose and two train cars attached to the engine.  Duke hovered above the front windshield of the engine until the fool saw the copter and stopped blaring the damned horn.  We saw several walkers on the steps and outside the door so he wouldn't be able to get to the helicopter.  He pointed to his right and when Duke flew that direction we saw a window that had been slid open.  It looked like it would be wide enough to fly the helicopter inside, so Duke very carefully maneuvered the helicopter through the window and set it gently in the man's hands.  He just stared at it for a moment then held it up and stared at the camera.  His nose hair needed trimmed. I looked away. 
              He looked to be around 35, but from the way he was dressed and the long beard he could've been 60.  The damned camera swung back and forth, to and fro for what seemed like forever before it settled on the console of the engine and we watched the man stare at us for several minutes.  I about to mouth off something obscene when he grabbed it again and it jiggled some more.  He'd found the note.  
              He read the note then started to look for something to write with.  I guess he looked everywhere cause soon he faced the camera, and shrugged his shoulders.  Then he held up the note, pointed to the part that asked how many people needed saving and held up one hand fingers splayed, closed it, opened it again and repeated the procedure one more time before holding up four fingers.  By my reckoning that equaled 19 and we had no room for them.  Duke flew the copter up and down a couple of times in a kind of nod to let him know we got the message before working his way out of the window and down the side of the cars.
              The windows showed the faces of several frightened people in the second and third cars but the caboose only held what looked like walkers.  Lots and lots of walkers.
              “Well, I need to get my tired ass back to the house.  We are going to have company.  It was a wonderful picnic my friends but the time has come to welcome more lost souls. Paul said this day was coming and it has.”
              “I'll be happy to take you back, Miss Hazel,”  Randy said, “and if you need me to stay and help I'll sure be happy to do that.”
              “Me too, Miss Hazel,”  Riley said as he placed the afghan around her shoulders, “It would be my pleasure to escort you home.” 
              “We'll both take you home and make sure it's secure for your new guests.”
                   I was having trouble keeping a straight face.  
              What a crock.  Lacy thought.
              Yeah, but cute.  Looks like we need to make a trip tomorrow so we need to start planning.  I'd like one day when we didn't plan a damned thing.  A  spontaneous day, like a Sunday.  Know what I mean, Lace?
               “I agree,”  Mason said next to me making me jump.  He put his hand on my shoulder to calm me and to say he was sorry.  “It seems like forever since we were at the lodge and could just laze a whole day away with no worries.”
              I sighed because I thought of the lodge often.  Sleeping in and lounging before the fireplace in my flannel jammies and thick socks watching the flames warm my toes with the sound of crackling wood.  I sighed again.  Soon, dammit.  
              I could hear the sound of the trucks leaving the parking lot to take Hazel home.  The helicopter returned soon afterward and I set about writing another note asking how many adults, children, injured or sick.  I also said anyone bitten or turned would not be coming back with us.  I didn't know how they would take that but it couldn't be helped.  We'd have to put them down sooner or later anyway so why bother with it and put our people at risk?  I had a short pencil and shortened it even  farther so it wouldn't throw the helicopter off kilter. Duke sent it and the note back to the train telling them someone would come for them tomorrow.
              I told him to see if anyone would let the helicopter into one of the cars so someone else could give us some information.  It wasn't like I didn't trust the engineer but it seemed like he was cut off from everyone else and they would know more about their condition than he would.  I left him to mess with the train while I helped clear away the days festivities.  
              Duke made several trips to the train until the helicopter finally needed a rest.  We had a general idea of the condition of the people on the train and it wasn't good.  The caboose was full of walkers.  One had been stuck between the cars until they finally dislodged him yesterday and the caboose door was locked from the outside.  So everyone that was left, and more accurate count was actually 17, were malnourished and dehydrated.  It seemed like every time they tried to get off the train and get some water the fool in the engine would blare the horn and the walkers would come running.  He hadn't figured out that the noise was attracting them.  We couldn't send food and water by way of the helicopter, it just wasn't made to transport anything bigger than the note and pencil, so we told them to hold on one more night and we'd be there tomorrow.
              I stood on the catwalk and watched the sun set.  It had been a wonderful day.  The food was wonderful, and I was surrounded by the people I cared about most.  I don't know why I was feeling out of sorts about the new people.  They'd be staying at Hazels house and I wouldn't be seeing much of them. Right?  Man I hoped so, with every fiber of my being.  I didn't like people as a general thing.  Not their personalities but their physical selves.  I'd discovered that there were people I liked to refer to as 'vampires'.  They don't suck your blood but your energy and you could tell when you were near one by how quickly you tired in their presence.  People made me nervous and the idea of these people just plain made me sick.  I hope it wasn't a foretelling.  I just didn't need any more paranormal 'abilities'.  
              



 
 
 
                                                          Chapter 17
 
              Our little caravan of two, horse-drawn wagons and two horses with riders, slowly made our way to the train.  The horses and wagons were borrowed from Hazel.  They were used for hay rides during the fall.  Joe and Sandy manned one while me and Mason got the other.  Actually, Mason and Joe were the only ones that knew how to handle a two horse team and I was hanging on since Clint and Flynn wanted to ride the horses. We should all learn to drive a wagon because one of these days that may be the only way to go, driving wagons and riding horses.
              Lacy, Sarah, Melody and Randy were at Hazels helping to get the place ready for the new people.  Duke, Mercy, Howard, Samantha, Ken and Jill remained at the fort. I couldn't imagine settlers coming across the nation sitting in a wagon, and arriving intact.  I know now why in the movies you see most of them walking beside the wagons.  I swear, my kidneys felt like they'd been rearranged.  Since we weren't on any real trail, we bounce over large rocks and deep holes, making me concerned about losing a wheel.  I couldn't admire the countryside because my attention was focused on hanging on for dear life. I couldn't look at anything because as soon as I did I was jerked another direction.  I hated it and was resolved to kick one of the boys off a horse on the way back.  They needed to feel the 'frontier experience'.  But then in most of the old westerns I'd seen the men were on horseback making the women drive the wagons.  Okay, nevermind.
              The men had poured over maps of the area before heading out so they knew about the ravines and creeks.  We avoided as many as possible but when we did have to cross one I got off and walked.  The water was ice cold but it felt so good to walk, I didn't complain.  Mason wanted me in the wagon though in case of walkers.  We were in the mountains of Northwestern Montana, how many walkers could there be?  When I'd finally decided we'd never find the train, I heard the whistle again.
              “What part of 'don't blare the horn' does this fool not understand?”  Mason said as he maneuvered around a huge boulder.  I would've replied but I was too damned busy hanging on.
              “Didn't we tell that fool to leave off the horn?”  Clint said, as he rode up even with Mason.
              “Yeah, but he don't seem to have much sense.  I'm more interested in who made him an engineer.  He can't seem to follow directions.
              We suddenly came out of the trees and there before us was a beautiful old train.  The red caboose almost rocked with the many walkers inside wanting out.  Two coach cars were between it and the blue engine.  Three walkers were on the engine trying to get the door open, while another stood on the steps leading to the door, trying to push the walker in front him off the steps.  The walker in the back was an old mountain man, from the looks of the beard, jacket with leather fringe (I didn't think they actually wore them) and fringed boots.  They hadn't seen us yet, cause the fool was still blowing the horn.  You could see him inside and when he wasn't blowing the horn he was stabbing at the walkers with what looked like a broom handle through the window on the side, nearing falling out in the process.  I nearly fell off the wagon when a shot rang out (thanks Flynn for the warning) and one of the walkers crumbled on the stairs.  Everyone's attention was on us then, and before they could get off the engine they were destroyed and we could approach the train.
               Flynn rode to the opposite side of the train to clear that side before we motioned for the people inside to come out.  They didn't.  Hmm. So I climbed the extra three feet of steps and they wouldn't let me in.  What the hell?  I turned and shrugged my shoulders at Mason who sighed, tossed the reins to Sandy, and climbed off the wagon.  Joe was at the other car trying to get those people to open the door.  I finally gave up and leaving the crazy people inside to Mason, headed to the engine.  He was still inside. 
              I knocked because it was a door dammit and that's what you do when confronted with a closed door.  Besides, if he tried to stab me with that broom handle I was apt to take it away from him and beat him to death with it.  I thought these people wanted to be rescued.
              “I though you wanted rescued,” I said to the door.  Then I knocked again.  I was starting to feel unwanted staring at that blue door.  “Come on, fool, you're being rescued here.  Time to act like it.”
              The door slowly opened then the fool who needed his nose hairs trimmed peered out at me.  I just smiled, see, no harm from me.  He looked behind me then stepped out and looked all around.  Geez, talk about rude.
              “So you ready to get out of here or would you like to blow the horn some more?”  I asked as I brushed past him and off the engine. I was so done with him.  I heard him walking behind me back to the first car.  He still hadn't said anything.  I guess it was embarrassment, he really stunk.  He'd need clean pants real soon, or I'd loose my breakfast.
              People were being gently herded out of the cars and into the wagons.  The ones in the worse condition were being seen to by Joe.  We handed out Gatorade and energy bars and wrapped blankets around them as we settled them in the wagons, making room in the other wagon for the ones that were to sick or weak to lay down.  They didn't make much noise just murmured thanks or wept quietly.  They were a sorry lot.  
              The kids seemed to rally faster than the adults but then that's the way of children.  I don't know why but they just bounce back quicker. They were helping the adults settle in, reassuring them that all was well.  One little boy of around 10 years old looked questioningly at me after reassuring an older adult and when I nodded he smiled, lighting up his dirty little face.  Once we had everyone loaded, Clint and Flynn busied themselves with destroying the walkers in the caboose and throwing them out onto the ground.  When I looked at Mason he said, “That caboose is too nice to let them rot inside.  Might want to use that it one of these days.”  I agreed.  It seemed like it took all day to get to this point but when I looked at my watch, I saw it was only a little over an hour.  It would take another hour to get to Hazels. I felt sorry for all the jostling those people took on the return trip but  I'd been there done that, so I rode behind Clint who rode in front of the wagons and didn't get to see their misery.  Chickenhearted of me I know but there was just nothing that could be done for it. 
               I was able to admire the beauty of the Flathead National Forest.  It was named after the Flathead Indians who lived in the area.  They were called that by the first Europeans who came to the area.  The Flathead call themselves Salish, meaning “the people”.  The area is beautiful, full of abundant wildlife, tall, snow covered mountains and lush valleys all abloom with every color.  The air was still a bit cool but fresh like sheets dried in the sun.  A flash of light brought my head around so fast that my neck popped, again.  There hanging, over a bunch of aspen trees, was our UFO.  Just watching, again.
              I see them too.  Mason thought at me.  We don't want to alert anyone right now so lets not say anything, yet. 
              I just love the way they're so helpful, watching us do all the work while they sit up there with their feet propped up on their control console, sipping mint juleps. He actually laughed out loud but I wasn't trying to be funny.  I put my back to the hovering disc and moved with the swaying horse almost falling asleep.  
              It was a quiet, exhausted bunch that arrived at Hazels. Some had to be carried inside and examined by Joe and Sandy.  The women wept while the kids dragged themselves inside, looked wide eyed at all the furnishings and wandered over to the table. The men just collapsed on the couches and chairs, obviously done in. 
              Sarah's nose wrinkled up at the odor but she helped the ones that could settle at the table get some chicken soup.  Mama always said if you're ill or tired, chicken soup was just what you needed.  Seemed like Hazel thought so too. The kids got finished first and didn't argue about baths, so they must have been tired of being dirty.  We had two kids to each bathtub and some in the showers.  Since we'd already started an emergency trailer, we had sweat clothes for everyone old enough to walk.  Fresh, clean children and adults lounged around the main hall softly talking among themselves until the last one settled into Hazel's rocker. I started to say something but she shook her head so I left well enough alone.
              “We'd like to say thank you but I don't think that would be enough for what you've done for us.  We wouldn't have lasted much longer in those cars.”  The spokesman was a man who appeared to be in his 40's.  He was thin but then they all were and was clearly enjoying the coffee Sarah had served on a big serving cart.  “Mr. Walker, the engineer, assured us that we'd be safe on the train and promised we'd get to Seattle safely but we didn't count on the bridge being out.  Then he decided to back the train back up to Kalispell and something happened to the engine, although the horn seemed to worked quite well.”
              “I thought it would bring help and it did.”  Mr. Walker said as he helped himself to another cup of coffee.
              “Yes sir, it did, not to mention all the walkers.”
              “Then why mention it.  I saved your asses back there and as soon as we recuperate we'll go back to Kalispell just like we planned.”
              “No sir, we won't.  You planned to return to Kalispell, not us.  We like it here just fine.”
              “Just a damned minute,” Walker sat up, “I'm in charge of this group and I say we go back to Kalispell.  I've got you this far, I'll take you the rest of the way.”
              “Well, now that's just a wonderful idea, Mr. Walker.  You just go to Kalispell.  We just found out there is no safe haven in Seattle so we've decided to stay here.”
              “Bullshit!”  He said, looking straight at me.  I raised my eyebrows at him more in wonder that whenever something goes wrong everyone seems to think its my fault.  Before I could say anything, though,  Hazel did it for me.
              “Mister Walker, I'll thank you to watch not only your tongue but your volume.  They want to stay, they stay but you will not.  As soon as you are able, you will leave here, never to return.  Do I make myself clear.”
              He stood as if to attack Hazel, making the rest of us stand at the same time, ready to protect her.  When he saw he was clearly not going to get any help, he walked out to the porch.  Ken followed him to make sure he didn't do any harm to anyone, since a lot of the kids were playing outside.    Flynn and Randy were already outside watching the kids since the security here was more of a problem than at the Fort.
              We're going to have to leave a couple of us here to protect Hazel from this fool.  I don't like the way he's acting.  
              Yeah, kinda reminds me of Sweets.  Sweets was an ex military, national guardsman whose real name was Calvin Sweet and who had a major, no pun intended, problem with not being able to be in charge.  He wanted to push everyone around and when we wouldn't let him he tried to fire a missile at us during his great escape.  Duke had disabled the controls in the helicopter Sweets stole causing it to crash, killing Sweets in the process.  Yeah, Walker reminded me of him.
              Mason causally strolled outside to talk to the men to see if they would be willing to stay until Walker left.  I motioned to Hazel to follow me to the kitchen area.
              “Miss Hazel, we're concerned Walker may cause trouble so we're going to leave a couple of the guys here to make sure he doesn't, if you don't mind of course.”  She smiled that sweet smile of hers, then patted me on the shoulder.  
              “That won't be necessary, dear.   
              “Why?”
              “He won't be here tomorrow
              “He...what?”
              “Are. You. Having. Trouble. Hearing. Again. Dear?”  she all but yelled at me.
              “No. No I'm not,” trying very hard not to yell back at her.  Geez.
              “I. Said...”
              “Please Hazel, don't yell.  I can hear fine, I'm just confused about...things.”  I waved my hands around not sure how to explain what 'things' entailed.
              “Well, dear, my friends will take him off our hands tonight.  So you really don't have to worry about him.  Although, it is awfully nice to have someone to worry about me for a change, I can tell you.  Come along, dear, we have guests you know?”  She left me standing in the kitchen with my mouth hanging open.  I walked to the window over the sink and looked out.  There, hovering over the tree tops about half a mile away was the silver disc.  I wondered why they all had to be silver.  Don't they have any gold or copper ones?  Shaking myself, I took a deep breath and returned to 'our guests'.
              Mason came inside at the same time as I entered the room.  I heard, he thought. 
              So you were that itch behind my ear.
              No baby, that itch wasn't me.  I was that low, heavy feeling below your belt. I don't know why your ears were itching.  To prove his point, I felt a very warm, heavy feeling in my happy place.
              Behave.  I said, and pay attention,  I put my hand up to stop his next obvious statement.  to what's going on.  Frustrated,  I shook my head and narrowed my eyes at him.  He finally laughed and put his hand around my shoulder.  We turned as one when Randy rushed in.  “He passed out, just crumpled up in a ball in that rocker out there.  We can't wake him up.”  He turned and rushed back out again.
              “I hope not,”  Hazel said as she gently brushed one of the new kids hair.  I think her name was Sky.  “I put enough Valium in his coffee to knock out  a jackass.  I didn't know if the caffeine in the coffee would keep him awake so I added a little more than I would've if he'd been drinking milk.  Still it may have been too much.  Or not enough, what with the expiration date ending two years ago.  I just don't know.”  she started humming while she brushed Sky's hair.  
              My God, that woman is just a cauldron of conflicting thoughts.
              Yeah, and she confusing too.
              Mason turned and looked at me.  I know what you're talking about.  I guess we don't have to keep someone here tonight after all.
              I agree but I'd feel better if someone was here.  We don't know these people.  
              We could stay.  I wouldn't mind staying just to help out some.  Just until some of the people here were able to help.
              We'd walked outside by the time we'd finished 'talking'.  Randy, Flynn and Ken stood over Walker trying to figure out what to do.
              “Where's Joe?  He'd better take a look at him.”  Flynn said.
              I put my finger at his throat and detected a slow beat there.  “I wouldn't worry too much about it.  Seems like Hazel was a step ahead of us and spiked Walkers coffee.  He should stay asleep long enough for her friends in the sky to pick him up sometime tonight.”
              “That old woman scares me.”  Flynn said.  “and I don't scare easy.”  He looked at us and shrugged his shoulders. 
              “Lacy and I have decided to spend the night.  It's just until some of the new people get on their feet.”
              “We thought about that too.  Do you think we should all stay?”
              “No.  I don't think that will be necessary.  I want to get back to the fort and see how they're doing. I hate to stay away too long.”  I said.  I was missing the place already.  “It's gonna be dark soon, so we need to make up our minds.   I think most of those poor souls inside are too tired to do much tonight.  Maybe tomorrow they'll feel stronger.”                “Especially after eating more of Hazels good cooking.”  Clint said, still frowning down at Walker.  “Are you sure he's still breathing?”
              I felt of his neck again and felt a bit of a heartbeat.  “Don't worry about him, Clint.  He's still breathing.  He needs to have a glass of water next to him in case he should wake up later.  I heard Valium makes your mouth dry.  Maybe lace it with some of Hazels Valium to make sure he goes back to sleep.”
              Clint laughed.  “You scare me sometimes, JD.  I swear you do.” 
              About that time Hazel appeared with a glass of water.  “I fixed him up some more Valium.  That stuff makes your mouth dry.”  She carefully set it on the table beside Walker and put a blanket across his lap.  “Temperature falls with the sun around these parts.”  She winked at us and smiled.  “Wouldn't want him to catch a chill now would we.”  Then she patted Flynn's shoulder and went back inside.  We all followed her with our eyes.
              “I take that back JD.  She's the one that scares me.”  Clint went to the truck we'd parked there this morning and got behind the wheel.  Evidently he planned to wait on us there.  Okay, I guess we say goodnight and head home.  I knew from the thoughts flitting around in Masons head that a nice roaring fire, raspberry tea and me on the bed  was in our near future.  I just love the way that man thinks.
              
 
 
 
 
                                                     Chapter 18
 
              It took another 10 minutes for us all to get loaded into the trucks.  Duke lagged behind doing something for Hazel but we finally managed to get on the road.
              “Finally.”  I said, “That ghost in the corner was making me nervous.”
              “You see him again?”  Mason said, taking my hand.  “I thought it was a bit chilly all of a sudden but I couldn't see anything.”
              “Yeah, well, I don't think he's dangerous or anything, I  just hate seeing things through him.  That and the way he just stares at me.”  
              “Well, we'll be home soon and a nice long shower is just what we all need.”
              “I'll say...What the hell!”
              We'd just taken a sharp turn in the road and there was a big, silver UFO blocking the road.  When I say big, I'm talking like a big house, big and it was sitting right in the middle of the damned road.  Wasn't going around this thing either because almost half of it hung over the road, and on that side of the road was a big, deep ravine.  Another reason we couldn't go anywhere was because the truck just plain quit.  Everything had stopped working, even our watches.  I was sitting sideways in the seat after throwing my hand on the dash to keep from going through the windshield.  I could only stare, mouth hanging open at another strange event in our strange eventful lives.
              The fort was about a mile from Hazels, but because of the creeks, ravines and hill sides we had to travel about five miles to get there.  There's a lot of bends and turns, and around one of the many bends in the road, there sat the huge UFO. 
              It didn't spin like a top and had no markings that I could see.  It hovered about 10 feet above the road and there were no windows or doors or legs, it was just a huge, fat disc.  I'd always thought it was silver but up close it looked like it was more of a gun metal gray.  A humming was just barely audible but it was vibrating all around and through me.  I think my teeth was vibrating with it but then I was scared shitless, so I could have been wrong. It was just there staring at us. Mason turned and looked at me.  I slowly turned my head and looked back at him and shrugged my shoulders.  I had no idea  what was up.  We'd been seeing the thing at a distance for over a month and it looked well, not dangerous.  Now it sat there in the middle of the road making a humming noise and still not dangerous.  That was okay by me cause I was still spooky from the ghost back at Hazels.  I didn't think I could handle little green men right now.
              JD, if a little green man gets out of that thing, I'm leaving you all behind and high tailing it back to Hazels.
              Duke wants to know what we do now. Ken said softly in my mind.
              Tell him I have no idea.
              With that thought a kangaroo jumped out of the trees to our left, hopped across the road between us and the UFO, over the steep embankment and disappeared from view. I think I blinked my eyes about a million times at that.  When I was just about tired of the whole thing, the UFO gently lifted in the air and in a blink of an eye disappeared from view.
              Just then the truck started up on it's own and Mason came unglued.  He jumped a foot, making me squeak like a girl and jump too.
              “Damn, Mason.  You nearly gave me a coronary.  Crap on a cracker.”
              “I nearly gave you...?  What the hell was that all about?”  He asked, as he wiped the sweat from his brow.  “And where the hell did that kangaroo come from?  Christ!  I need a drink.”
              And I lost it.  I laughed so hard I nearly wet myself.  I do that when I'm really nervous and the whole day has been a mixed bag of nervousness. I had no choice or control, so I broke up while Mason just sat there and glared at me which didn't help a bit.  I finally got myself together when Flynn blew the horn behind us scaring the hell out of me again.  A drink was definitely in order.  After one more glance at the sky, we slowly moved towards the fort, Mason hanging over the steering wheel and me staring out my window trying very hard not to laugh.
              When we pulled up to the gate, I got a good look at the area in front of it.  It was a nice sized parking area, wooded all around with picnic tables placed here and there.  A little creek ran along the side of the fort to the front and along the road to disappear God knows where.  A concrete outhouse sat secluded to the far side of the parking lot.  I'd already checked it when we returned from our hunting trip a few days earlier so I know it had a concrete floor.  When you sat on the toilet there was a breeze from hell coming up through it, almost making you forget why you sat down in the first place, especially in winter. The outside  was speckled with tiny rocks so it almost blended in, almost.  The grass was taking over  so we needed to do something soon.  Mostly to prevent snakes and skunks from taking up residence in the tall grass.  We needed a goat, or two.
              “We need to get some goats to take care of the grass.  It gets much taller and we could hide a mountain goat in here.”
              Mason looked around.  “Yeah, I see what you mean.  Snakes would just love this stuff and it would look better if it was mowed down.”  Then he stopped talking so he could help pull the gates open.  I wondered briefly when they planned to fix them, then pulled the truck through  and parked it in its spot near the garage where Howard and Samantha lived.  Howard was there to greet us along with a whole bunch of kids.  
              The rest of the evening was filled up with telling the story of the rescue interspersed with tales of UFO's and kangaroo's. Afterward, we sat on the bench in the park like area and watched the moon rise.  
              “I can't imagine a better place to be right now.”  Mason said, as he stared at the stars.  
              “Me either.  I can't believe I never knew about this place, or I'd have brought us here instead of to the lodge.”
              “I'm glad we got to live at the lodge, JD.  Nothing will ever take that memory from me.  Everything and I mean everything that happened there will be a memory I will enjoy till the day I die.  Mostly because you were a part of it but also because I've made some wonderful friends and learned a lot about life and what I was missing before the walkers arrived.  Peace and quiet beats the nightly news and rush hour traffic any day.”
              When it started getting too cool to be out, we headed for our room.  I was pleasantly surprised to find a fire lit in the fireplace sending out shadows to dance all over the place.  No telling who thought of it but I was grateful anyway.  I opened the window curtains and got us a bottle of water from the small fridge finding several of Sarah's apple tarts waiting for me.  We drank our water and ate a tart on the floor in front of the fire then proceeded to make love like two teenagers until we fell into an exhausted sleep. Sometime during the night we moved to the bed.  I was getting too old to sleep on the floor and still be able to walk upright the next day.  Comfort is starting to be my middle name. 
              We had a quiet few days with the biggest excitement being the phone system Duke set up between us and Hazel.  It rang into the main mess hall but was diverted to Lacy and Randy's apartment during the night.  Mikey had his own room and wouldn't be bothered with the phone ringing if it did ring during the night.  Joe and Sandy spent two days at the ranch seeing to the worst of the people from the train.  They would be okay.  As promised by Hazel, Walker disappeared that night.  The only thing that told her what happened was all of his clothes were left behind.  Even his watch was laying on the floor near the chair he had slept in.  No one seemed unduly upset by his disappearance and after a brief moment of wonder his name wasn't mentioned again. 
              It was nearly the Fourth of July and we had a big picnic planned in the fort.  It would be for all the people at Hazel's as well.  A get to know ya dinner so to speak.  We went  hunting the day before as we had nearly everyday since we arrived.  The freezers were full and the pantry was fatter than when we arrived.  We'd been working on Hazels kitchen getting it set up for a large number of people.  Her pantry was looking a lot better and the big walk in freezer was looking great.  All of the men that were on the train could hunt and loved to fish.  They went out every day hunting  and we combined our efforts on occasion.  One man was a tech wizard like Duke and they had their heads together nearly all the time.  The security at the ranch was starting to improve drastically.
              We'd been raiding outlying ranches and farms for durable goods with several trips into town for as many clothes as possible.  A game room on the second floor was made into a closet and the trailers used to transport the stuff were used as a fence around the back of the ranch allowing room for the kids to play without worry.  It also protected the livestock including the five cows that had been found wandering around the countryside.  Things were looking up.  They had several members who were cooks, one a chef from a fancy restaurant in Kansas City.  A surgical nurse helped set up the new clinic and a young man who had a knack for fixing things, set up a place for himself in one of the outbuildings.  
                  Our Fourth of July festivities began with a bang.  Literally.  I found out later it was the UFO breaking the sound barrier but it still scared the shit out of everyone.  We'd gone to Hazels to pick everyone up.  They had the horses and wagons hooked up ready to go but the adults wanted to ride in the trucks so the kids rode in the wagons.  I didn't know what the fascination was really, so I can't explain it.  We were just leaving the ranch when the UFO appeared, sat down gently in front of us and hummed.  I started looking for the kangaroo since I'd been conditioned to expect an animal with their appearance but didn't see anything, yet.
              Hazel opened the truck door and got out.  “I guess they want me to come with them.  Said it was time.”  She started to turn towards the disc but then turned back.  Everyone was getting out of the trucks and coming up front.
              “Why?  Hazel, are you sure you want to do this?  You don't know these, um, people, things.  Whatever.”
              “Honey,”  she said and giving me a hug.  “I've broken bread with them, although they didn't eat anything.  We've laughed and they've held me when I cried.  I've known them a lot longer than I've known any of you, so yes, I'm sure I want to do this.  I've been waiting for them to take me with them to the stars, away from all this.”  She waved her hand to include the whole ranch.  “They'll be back to watch over you and soon you'll meet them too but not now.  I have to go.  Thank you for all your help and concern.  I won't forget any of you.”
              She knelt down to Duke's level and gave him a big hug.  Then she whispered something in his ear and he nodded, tears bright in his eyes.  He threw her a kiss then turned and walked back to the his four wheeler.  I stood there with my mouth hanging open while she said goodbye to everyone.  My throat began to close and I knew I was going to cry.  While she hugged Mason he had a hold of my hand to keep me grounded.  When she turned back to me, I tried to say something but nothing would come out.  She smiled at me and placed her hand on my cheek.
              “You are a special person, JD.  You have a tough job but you've done great.  No one could ask for more from you but they will because they know you're there for them. Take some time for you.  You and Mason.  Be strong and remember somewhere, someone is thinking of you with love and thanks.”  She kissed my forehead, smiled again and headed slowly for the UFO.  A door appeared in the side and a long ramp slowly extended to the ground.  She started up and about midways, turned and waved at us, then stopped again at the top to wave some more.  I had my hand up but that was all I could manage.  The ramp started to slowly retract when it stopped and I heard a shrill whistle.  Baby came galloping past us and up the ramp and into the UFO, then the door closed.  In a few heartbeats, the thing lifted up and disappeared in the clouds.
              I was a mess.  Mason held me as I cried my heart out, gently rubbing my back and talking nonsense into my hair.  When I was finally able to get my mind and heart back under control, we got back into our outfits and headed back to the fort.  I could hear Lacy and George in my mind weeping, Ken was at the fort and I could feel his sadness.  He was still coming into his abilities and conveying feelings weren't one of his specialties, but I somehow knew how he felt.
              When we arrived at the fort, the smell of deer grilling outside didn't give me the same feeling as it would've if Hazel had been with us.  She loved that grill.   I was so not in a mood to be merry.  From what I could tell from the others, no one was in a happy mood.  It was if she had died on us and with that thought, the tears welled up again.  Mason took my hand as he drove through the gates and I brought it up to my chest and held on.  I was so tired of loosing people.
              The trucks and four wheelers parked in their designated places and the adults took their time getting out.  The kids however, ran around like crazies.  We stood watching them, sniffles being heard over the screams and screeching.  God, what a miserable bunch.  I turned and looked at everyone.  “We can mourn the loss of Hazel and make this day and the future miserable for ourselves and others or we can celebrate her and her life and make this a day to remember our freedom and what it cost to get it.  I am going to celebrate her life, if you don't mind, cause I think if she knew what a pathetic bunch of crybabies we were right now she'd kick our ass.”  I turned and walked up to Howard who was standing at the grill messing with the steaks.
              “You always have my vote, little girl.  Now, lets get the grub on the tables.”  I gave him a quick hug and helped Sarah get the grub on.  Before I knew it everyone was pitching in and our mood lightened.  There were stories going around about Hazel.  The others had only known her a few days but I guess she was busy making memories for them as she did for us.  I reckon several of us would remember either being clobbered with something or someone who'd been clobbered for cussing. They were nice memories and would get better with the telling.
              A rattling noise caught my attention and I saw Duke pulling a large wooden wagon toward the mess hall.  He used it often to carry almost everything since most flat screen TV's were bigger than he was.  He hardly ever asked for help as he didn't think of himself as a little person.  Just a person that had more trouble than most.  He wrestled the door open then pulled his wagon inside and let the door slam.    Sarah  raised her eyebrows at me and cocked her head his direction.
              Dammit!  Why does it always have to be me.
              Because you're one of his favorites and he listens to you.  Need any help?  Mason thought at me.
              Damn!  
              No.  I'll talk to him.  Thanks anyway, he-man.  I finally found him across the parade ground talking to Randy on the cat walk.   He tipped his hat at me and grinned.  
              I found Duke at the 'wall of security' as he liked to call it.  If we set up the security cameras in the mess hall he doesn't have to stay in the Dukemobile all the time. He just transferred the video feed back and forth as he needed it.  Then he can spend time with his family and friends.  Someone had found him a small recliner and had placed it in the corner next to the picture window.  A small table sat next to it with a whole bunch of remotes.   He was wrestling with the flat screen box trying to get the TV out.  If you've ever tried that you know those things are in there tight.  I grabbed the box so he could get a better hold on the contents.   He hesitated a moment then continued to fight the package. 
              “I can do this by myself you know?”  He said, grunting with the effort.  I let go of the box and turned to leave.
              “Okay, then I'll just leave you to it.  Call if you need help.”
              “No, wait, JD.  I didn't mean that.  I'm just...”
              I grabbed the box again.  “Yeah, I know. I am too.”  He looked at me with the saddest eyes.  I tried to smile at him and was worried that I might scare him away with the effort.  He looked back down at the box, took a deep breath and resumed fighting it.  By the time he got the TV out we were on the floor fighting back giggles.  Have you ever wrestled a mattress?  A big mattress like a full or bigger?  I would get so tickled that I would wet myself and I have no idea why.  That was where we were when Mason and Sarah came in the door.  We stopped long enough to see who it was and at the look on their faces we dissolved into giggles again.  It was the stress of the day that had done it and the damned flat screen but it didn't matter at the moment.  We'd be okay and that's all that mattered.  
              Duke ended up leaving the TV on the counter and joining the rest of us.  Someone set up a horseshoe game and the guys were showing the rest of us how manly they were.  We took a vote and decided that although the Fourth of July would always be remembered as our day to celebrate our independence we decided to refer to it from now on as Hazel's Day.  
              Everyone decided to spend the night and we managed to find enough bedding.  Some of the braver ones elected to string up hammocks in the trees.  We watched the stars till after midnight then we said good night.  It was a little cool but in Montana the temperature drops with the sun.  It could be 95 during the day and by morning it would be 50.  You just got used to it.  I enjoyed the open window and the cool air made me cuddle Mason that much closer.  I stared at the sky through our big picture window, watching clouds drift over the moon.  I picked one star and thought, It was a pleasure meeting you Hazel.  Maybe we'll see each other again one day.  Thank you.
 



 
 
 
                                          Chapter 19
 
              “Stupid, damned thing anyway.”  Grunting and more cussing followed so I followed the sounds.  I stopped at the corner and peeked around it.  A big mound of black balloon material undulated with the movements of Andy and Kevin as they tried to figure out how to fold the thing.  We were going to use it for a tarp since we'd decided to retire Darth Vader. We were afraid if he was seen in the air, people would shoot him down, since Mickey the Muttonhead was hated by one and all. 
               Some of the guys were hunting and firewood gathering.  I figured summer was nearly over after Hazels day.  Snow could be flying as early as September so we needed to get hunkered down soon.  The people at Hazels House were doing the same thing so everyone was busy little bees.  Right now though, I was dawdling around watching the boys try to fold the balloon.   They'd come out over an hour ago to fold it and put it in the gift shop.  Didn't look like they were doing very well, but I knew better than interfere, because they would just be embarrassed, then they'd be mad about it.  I quietly walked back to the door and hollered as I entered.
              “Hey, Andy you in here?”  There was more muffled cussing then whispering before he yelled back.  “Yeah, give me a sec.”
              He walked out like he'd been on a stroll with that little swagger teenagers perfected.
              “What ya need, JD.  Me and Kevin are busy.”  I smiled.
              “Mason wanted to know if you might want to go hunting this afternoon. Kevin can go too if he wants but I was kinda counting on him to give me a hand with the armoire.”
              “The what?”
              “The armoire.  It a portable closet.  I don't need it in my room but Sarah thought she could use it at her place.  So I thought I'd ask Kevin to give me a hand, since it's so big and bulky.”
              “Sure, JD, I don't mind.  We're just about done here, aren't we Andy?”  Kevin asked, giving him a pointed look.  I looked out the window trying very hard to keep a straight face.
              “Oh, sure,”  Andy said, hitching up his pants.  When the fad of droopy pants dragged into a 20 year fad, we all decided that if the guys can't wear their britches the way they're supposed to, then they wouldn't wear any.  Andy hitching up his pants was more of a habit than his pants actually being droopy.  He'd been one of the droopy pants boys.  “We've just about got this balloon licked.  Tell Mason I'll be ready after lunch.”
              “You got it.  Thanks Kevin for helping me out.”  They both returned to wrestling the balloon while I returned to the mess hall. We'd decided not to use the hot air balloon tethered to the corner of the schoolhouse. Duke came  up with the bright idea of using a weather balloon instead.  He had a reel of cable attached to the school house so it will go up pretty far. We would mount a couple of cameras on it so we could look for places that had electricity and putting up a weather balloon at night would let us find any place that had lights on. 
               It was so nice out that I decided to sit on the bench and watch the kids play.  Nevada was feeding the chickens we'd gotten from Hazels, while Randy and Ken patrolled the catwalk.  We almost had enough security put in that they wouldn't have to do that much longer and then I just may sit up there and admire the view.  I was distracted by Sally needing her shoe laces tied and then I heard Lacy calling for me.  I found her in George and Riley's apartment.  George was lying down with a wet rag over her eyes.
              “What's wrong?”  I said, as I sat on her bed. 
               “I've been sick every morning for the past week, that's what's wrong.”  There was a roaring in my head and I just sat and digested this new information. 
              “She's been sickly for at least two weeks.”  Lacy said, grinning.  “Isn't it wonderful?”
              “I guess it is, isn't it George?”  I asked.
              “If it's true, yes.  I just don't know.  Maybe I should talk to Joe.”  At the mention of his name, Lacy and I broke up.
              “He's gonna shit.”  Lacy said, laughing.
              “Yep.  He is just gonna love this.”  George peeked out from under her rag.
              “What?  Why?”  she asked.
              “Honey,  Joe is just a medic and when he joined the military he hadn't planned on delivering babies.”
              “Yeah.”  Lacy said, sitting on the bed.
              “So when he had to delivered Davy we thought he'd have a nervous breakdown. It was so comical, you'd thought he was the father.”
              “Then when Jill showed up and delivered, he was better but still I thought he'd pass out a few times during the process.  Now you.  He's gonna shit.”
              “You've already said that.  Do you think we should get him in here?”
              “Yeah, before you say anything to Riley.  He's liable to be nuts over it.”
              “That means saying nothing to anyone then.  News like that will spread like wildfire.”
               It was decided that I would be the one to summon Joe.  So I calmly went in search of him and Sandy.  Mason was installing some shelves in the clinic when I entered so I watched him work.  The green tee shirt pulled tight across his shoulders as he stretched to measure the board, then I could see the muscles in his thighs tighten as he bent to measure something else.  I heard someone clear their throat and jumped.  Joe was standing next to me and was just barely laughing. I blushed then passed him the note, I'd  remembered to write before leaving George's room.  Just to get him more confused I winked at him, walked to Mason, whispered something obscene in his ear and pranced out.  I heard the hammer hit the ground as I walked out, then some cussing.  I guess if you're going to injure yourself, doing so in the clinic is the best place.
              I didn't have to wait long at George's bedside.  Joe and Sandy appeared about five minutes later.  I found out it took that long to put a band-aid on Masons thumb.  I was sent out.  I don't know why Lacy got to stay and I had to leave.  But then,  I didn't know the process of the examination Joe had to do to find out if George was pregnant.
              You better find Riley.  Don't tell him he is going to be a father.  That's Georges part.
              I surveyed the outside before finding him on the catwalk talking to Ken.  Good, I needed to talk to Ken about Jill's birthday party we were giving in a few days.  Ken spied me and smiled that big, mountain man smile of his.  I don't know how long he intended his beard to get but it was growing pretty good.
              “What's up brat?”  He asked, giving me a great hug.
              “Not much.  I wanted to talk to you about Jills birthday party next week if you have a sec.”  
              Riley smiled and turned to leave. “Oh, Riley, George asked if you would come help her move the bed.  She's got it stuck catty wampus.”
              He frowned.  “Move the bed?  What the hell is she up to now?  I'm going to put my foot down on all this furniture moving.  Every time...”  His voice faded as he descended the stairs.
              I smiled at Ken. He frowned.  “What are you up too, brat?”
              “Nothing.  It's Riley's story to tell. Now about Jills party.” It was about two minutes later that we heard a war hoop from Georges place.  Everyone went running.  Ken looked at me and frowned then I could see the light bulb go off over his head.  “Damn”, he said and down the stairs he went.  I just smiled and looked down the valley.  I was looking for the UFO. We hadn't seen a sign of it in days. since Hazel was taken from us.  She said it would come back so I would keep looking until it does.  The nice people at Hazels place, (and I couldn't think of it any other way,) were doing nicely getting things ready for winter.  We were all doing nicely right now.  I say it that way because things have a tendency to go wrong at the strangest times.  I felt Masons presence and turned into his embrace.
              “I ought to spank your butt, making me hit my thumb with the hammer.  And since when do you have thoughts of making love on the catwalk?”  I laughed because the man just plain made me happy. 
              “You can spank my butt any time you want to, he man.  I was thinking maybe making love in that lake over there.  One day soon we could go fishing and take a swim and...”  I was silenced with another one of Masons kisses.  The ones with the tongue and the toes curling and things down low getting tight.  Yep, one of those kisses.  I pulled back far enough to kiss his nose.  “Maybe we could slip away to our room and talk about it.”
              “Hey guys, George and Riley are going to have a baby.  Ain't that grand?”  Yelled Andy, as he started up the stairs to the catwalk.  I rested my forehead on Mason chest, feeling him laugh as I muttered, “Damn, Damn, Damn.”
              “Later Brat,”  he said, then kissed the top of my head as we both turned to listen to Andy go on and on about babies.  I was just about to tell him to give it a rest when he turned and ran down the steps saying, “I have to find Kev.”  Mason took my arm and led me to the mess hall for lunch where the only topic of conversation was babies.  Looked like we were having a St. Patrick's Day baby.  Okay, I can deal with that.
              After lunch the men prepared to go hunting.  They'd also planned to inspect the cave we'd found that first hunting trip.  We'd already started a emergency trailer so if we  had to start over we had what we needed.  We needed to see if the cave was inhabitable too. It was a cave near the lodge that had saved our lives back about a million years ago.  So we were looking for another.   You can never be too prepared.  We waved Mason, Andy, Clint and Randy on their way, then Kevin and I proceeded to wrestle that armoire out of my place and into Sarah's.  We ended up needing Flynn and Howard's help by the time it was done.  
              I was enjoying a quiet few minutes with Lacy and Melody talking about nothing much in particular when all of a sudden my head felt like someone hit me with a sledge hammer.  On the heels of that feeling I could hear Mason scream my name.  I grabbed my head, started to stand and fell flat on my face.  I reached for Mason in my mind but couldn't find him, then my stomach expelled all I had eaten that day. I was on my hands and knees when it happened so that was a good thing.
              “Help me, Lacy.  I can't see.”  I whispered to Lacy.  I reached out blindly for her and Joe picked that moment to grab my arms.
              “Sit still, JD and tell me what's wrong.”  
              “Mason, it's Mason.  He yelled my name and now he's gone.  I can't find him in my head any more Joe.  Something's happened to him.”
              Flynn was standing nearby and I heard him yell for Ken, Riley and Howard.  While they were getting things ready to go, I managed to get my sight back.   Joe took my blood pressure and pulse and all that other crap.  
              “Dammit, Joe it was a psychic attack not a heart attack.  I have to go to him.”  I fought him tooth and nail until he finally gave up and went in search of his med bag.  I jumped up, reeled around in a circle and sat back down on the chair. Okay, give me a minute.  I searched for Mason again and again, nothing.  You better not be dead, asshole, or I'll kill you.
              By the time we were ready to leave I was yanking on that damned gate.  If they didn't fix it soon, I would and they wouldn't like the results.  Fighting nausea, I finally got some help and then went nuts waiting for them to close the damned thing.  When it was almost closed I took off and by the time they caught up with me they were all huffing and puffing.  Sandy was in better shape that I would have thought, but Howard was having a hard time keeping up with me.  I set the pace and it was a wild one.  Every once in a while they would make me stop so they could drink water and catch their breath.  I'd spend that time yelling for Mason in my mind.   I took sips out of the water bottle while hurrying along the deer trail.
              It was hot today.  It was July after all so it was to be expected but I didn't notice it too much.  I didn't notice the mosquitoes and no see ums either but I found out about it later when I was being treated for the bites.  I was so relieved to see the pile of stone indicating the trail to the cave, I began to pull my heavy gloves on.  There was a lot of dust in the air so I knew it was a cave in.  I just could not imagine anyone dying in there.  Each person was just too special.
              When we rounded the bend leading to the cave I was shocked at the amount of rubble.  It looked like the whole hillside slid down in front of  the entrance.  The ground still vibrated from the rock slide and we had to stand back as more rubble continued to bounce down in front of us, one of them hitting my ankle.  I yelled for Mason but there was still nothing, so I began to pull rocks out of the way.   Soon, the others were doing the same and all you could hear was the tumbling of rocks and labored breathing.
              After a few minutes, I stopped everyone and we listened to see if we could hear anyone.  I thought only good thoughts to Mason, telling him we were there, moving rocks out of the way and we'd get him out soon.  Then we went back to throwing rocks like maniac's.  This went on for a couple of hours till Howard let out a moan and sat quickly on a boulder.  Joe went to help and decided Howard's back was feeling the strain.   I wanted to scream at him to work past the pain, but I was hurting too so I kept my mouth shut, nodded at Howard to let him know it was okay and went back to moving a mountain.
     I was about ready to pass out when I felt a cool breeze coming from inside the cave. That renewed all of us and we put more into our efforts.  Soon we had a small hole opened and when I tried to wiggle through it, Flynn pulled me out of the way.
     “Let us make the opening bigger first in case more of the mountain decides to fall on us.” 
     I started to tell him what I thought of that idea when I felt Mason.  I held up my hand, closed my eyes and sought him out.  There he was, back where he belonged but he was in so much pain, I nearly doubled over with it.
     “Step back from him, JD.”  Joe said.  “You need to stay close to him but not close enough to take on his pain.”
     “If I can take it from him I will, Joe.  No one should hurt that bad.”
     “I know, honey, but you need to stay strong for him and the others.  We don't know what we're going to find in there.”
     “I know, Joe.  You're right.” I put my head on his chest a minute while I listened to the others making the opening bigger.  I took the water he offered and drank deep, then took what was left over to Howard.
     “He's alive Howard but hurting awful bad.”  He took the water and put his arm around me.
     “What about the others, girl.  You know how they are?”
     “No.  Mason can't tell me anything about that.  He hurts too much.  We'll know soon though.”  I stood next to him while the opening got about as wide as we needed it to be.  Then we slowly and quietly slipped inside.  The dust was so thick that I had to pull my tee shirt up over my nose and mouth.  I didn't need my asthma to kick up right now.  Joe would try to throw me out if it did.  
     When my eyes finally adjusted to being inside out of the glaring sun, I was finally able to make out several forms lying on the dirt.  I rushed to one and saw it was Clint.  He was unconscious and cut up pretty badly.  Lying next to him was Randy who was moaning and trying to raise his head.  I didn't see Mason.
     “Mason!”  I yelled, looking all over for him.  “Mason, dammit, where are you?”
     I heard a moan behind me and spun around.  There behind me, half covered in rock and dirt lay Mason.  I started to pull rocks and boulders off him and barely noticed when Howard started to help.  Joe was helping Clint and Flynn was helping Randy.  I remembered Lacy all of a sudden and sent her a mental note that we'd found them and they were alive. 
     There was an unusually large boulder on Mason legs.  He had a gash that was bleeding pretty good on his head, but head wounds bled that way.  I put my hand on it and applied pressure as blood seeped through my fingers.  Howard gave me a dressing and I put it against his head, then tried to get him to sip some water.  
     “Watch out with that water, JD.  He has a head injury so he might throw up.  I'll be there in a minute.”  He finally left Clint to Sandy, and checked on Randy who was finally sitting up before coming to help Mason.  He shone his flashlight around Masons legs but couldn't see anything.  Then he gently shoved the boulder to see if it'd move.
     “We need to get this thing off him.  I won't  know how badly his legs are injured  until we get it off.”  About then Mason moaned and I nearly died.  I hope I never had to hear that sound again.  My stomach clinched and I nearly got sick again but I didn't leave his side.  
     “Flynn, see if you can find a branch somewhere so we can lever this rock off  his legs.”  He ran from the cave, momentarily blocking the light.  Mason moaned again then opened his eyes.  “Hey,” he croaked out.  “You're here.”  I smiled through my tears and brushed the dirt from his forehead.  
     “Hang in there, cave man, we'll get you out in a jiffy.”  He nodded, winched and closed his eyes again.  I'm sorry, he thought. 
I teared up but smiled, Don't worry about it, I'll kick your ass for not being careful in a few days.  That brought another smile to his battered face.  He was starting to sport some pretty impressive bruises. His nose might be broken which meant two black eyes later, a large almost black bruise was forming on his left cheek and he had cuts all over the place.  His arm lay in a strange angle so it might be broken and we still didn't know about his legs yet.  He was alive and that's all I could think about right then.  
      Flynn ran back inside with a branch thinker than his arm.  It looked like it had been broken off and when I looked at Flynn he just said, “I was in a hurry.”  I had to move out of the way so they could work on the boulder but I didn't move as far as Joe wanted me to.  Sandy, with the help of Howard, moved Clint and Randy out of the cave to check them out further while Joe and Flynn worked on the rock.  It didn't budge, not even a bit.  I knew if we didn't get it off his legs soon, the circulation t would be cut off and he would lose them.  I put my weight with theirs and still we couldn't move it.
     “We have to get this damned thing off him and right now.”  Joe said, as he wiped the sweat from his brow.  Just then we heard the sound of creaking and moaning.  The cave was getting ready to have another fit, so as one we jumped back on that branch, putting all our weight on it again.  Just when I thought that boulder was getting ready to move, the branch broke and we all nearly fell onto Mason.  He, thank God, was unconscious again. There has to be something we could do but in my panic I couldn't think of anything.  It would take too long to go to Hazels and get more manpower.  His legs had to be uncovered, now and from the sounds the cave was making we needed to get out of here, soon.  
     We were standing there staring at each other when the cave opening darkened again.  I turned, thinking I would see Sandy and I did but another smaller person stood in the cave entrance in front of her.  They had a large head, big, almond shaped, black eyes that shone in the semi darkness and long skinny arms with four long, skinny fingers at the end.  Its skin was a dark color with what looked like tattoos all over it.  It looked like swirls to me and in the middle of its forehead there was a symbol of a yellowish hourglass.  Sandy stood behind it, with her mouth hanging open.  It didn't take long for my mouth to drop either.
 
              
              
              
              
                                          Chapter 20
 
     May I be of assistance? A voice sang in my head.  The familiar buzzing was back but under the circumstances I didn't pay much attention to it.
     “I...ah...”  I looked at Howard who was staring open mouthed at the little guy.  “Yes...assistance... please.”  I said, stepping to one side.  I was getting some really stupid looks from everyone so I just pointed to my head and then ignored them.  He/it didn't move forward but simply raised his hand, palm down towards Mason.  My hair started to raise on my head and my arms then I started to feel lighter but the only thing that levitated was the huge boulder on Mason.  We all stood around like statues then as if we'd been hit in the ass by a cattle prod, we jumped forward and pulled Mason free of the rubble.
     I believe haste is necessary.  The remainder of the cave will collapse soon.
     We gathered Mason up and managed to get everyone away from the cave just moments before the cave finished falling in on itself.  Dust and debris covered us and I'd just managed to get a rag over Mason face and using the tee shirt again, cover mine.  When the dust cleared we were relieved to see everyone was safe.  The little guy stood at the entrance to the cave with his hand up again, quietly staring and a feeling of intense peace and well being enveloped us all.  Joe was busy tending to Masons legs while I tried to clean some of the mess off his face.
     The buzzing returned and I noticed it near Masons legs.  Where Mason had been moaning and twisting with pain, he now relaxed and almost smiled.  Joe looked at me then checked his legs again.
     “I don't know what he did, but the breaks in his legs are better.  Not healed, mind you but a lot better.  He must be healing him.”  The little alien moved his hand from Masons feet slowly to his head and back again, then moved over to Randy.  He started to put his hand in front of Randy's face but he back away, the hand following him.
     “Oh come on Randy, don't be a puss.”  Flynn said.
     The alien stopped and looked back at me over his very skinny shoulder.  What is a puss?  My eyebrows climbed into my bangs and then I frowned at Flynn.  I saw he was serious so I tried to explain. “Randy is feeling apprehensive and Flynn,” I said pointing at Flynn, “used a derogatory term to shame Randy into relaxing.”  The large eyes didn't show any emotion so I had trouble figuring out what it could possibly be thinking.  But then again, did I really want to know what it's thinking?  Naw.  
     It finally turned and looked at Flynn.  This is the one that Hazel  hit in the head with a cooking utensil?  I grinned.  “Yes, he is the one.”                             
     “The one what?”  Flynn asked, looking from the alien to me and back again.  It turned back and when he tried to heal Randy again, he let him.  Soon he was smiling and said thanks before it moved to Howard.  By this time, we all knew the drill so they sat for the healing process and in a short time it was finished.
              They are not healed completely but they will in time.  Hazel asked this of me.  I regret I couldn't get here in time to heal the other.
              Other?  What other?  Then it hit me.  Andy.  Where was Andy?  “Andy!  My God, Andy's still in there.  We have to get him out.”  I started throwing rocks again when a feeling of peace stole over me.  “Stop that.  I have to get Andy.” I said.  The child man you call Andy is no longer there.  He left his body when the rock first fell.  I understand your human death rituals involve burial.  It has been done.  Your grief  is understandable. I have done all that I can except to deliver a message from Hazel.   
      I couldn't dig him out by myself and the others were just standing there with their heads down.  I was heartbroken and crumpled into a pile of misery at the entrance to the cave that took Andy from us.  Great sobs were ripped from me as tears ran down my cheeks.  The alien approached me and before I knew it some of the grief subsided.  I almost felt like it was taking from Andy's memory by not grieving but I knew that was unfair.  Andy wouldn't want me to tear my hair out over his loss.
              I looked up at the thing before me.  For some reason it wasn't cover from head to foot in the light film of dust as the rest of us were.  No facial expressions made it difficult to know what it was thinking but there I go again, wondering.
               You are welcome.  Hazel said you had great character.  You are a human female but not weak.  You are a warrior and talked about among the stars.
              Huh
     “Do you have a name?”
               Yes but you would not be able to pronounce it.  Hazel calls me Paul.
              “Paul?”
               Yes, she said she saw a movie with an alien in it named Paul, so she gave this name to me.  She said it is a proud name. 
              I did everything in my power to keep my face straight and my thoughts away from the movie.  I'd seen it too and had laughed my ass off.
      “Yes, it is a proud name.  You have given us a great gift today.  Healing is an honored profession and many would be envious of you.  Our gratitude is great.  Please give our love to Hazel and tell her we miss her daily.”
               This I will do.  I wish to return the animal that is her pet.  But her love for it is great.  Paul bowed at the waist, then there was a great explosion of light making us all duck.  When our eyes adjusted again, Paul was gone. I turned and looked back at the cave, put my hand on a rock and pushed myself to my feet.  Goodbye Andy.  I'll never forget you.  We began the trek back to the fort.  I relayed most of what happened to Lacy and dearly hoped she would tell Kevin so I wouldn't have to.  I had enough on my plate without that.  Chicken of me I know but I'd had a really bad day.
              I walked beside the litter carrying Mason as much as the path would let me.  Holding my hand he slept most of the way.  He complained of his many injuries itching at one point so that meant they were healing.  It was also at that point that I started itching and realized mine were more mundane.  I was nearly crazy from it by the time the fort came into view. Mosquitoes and No See Ums.   I had allergies, what can I say.  
               We were met at the gate by a quiet bunch of people.  Mercy flew into Clint's arms as Lacy tackled Randy.  Howard and Samantha embraced and I yearned to do the same with Mason but since he was the only one still too hurt to stand, I walked beside him to the clinic.  I glanced back just as I was following the litter inside and saw Kevin on the catwalk, looking for Andy.  Lacy.  Didn't you tell Kevin about Andy?
              I didn't have the heart, sis.  I just couldn't do it. 
               “Do I have to do everything around here?  Crap!  Thanks a lot.”  I left Mason in Joes care and went to Kevin.  Bring him to me, will you please.  Mason whispered. 
       Give me a few minutes.
              I stood next to Kevin as he watched the path we'd taken.  I didn't know whether to put my arm around him or not. 
      “You don't have to tell me, JD, I felt him die.  I was showing Nevada how to tie a knot in a fishing line so the hook would stay on and I felt him touch me on the shoulder.  I know you don't believe me and that's okay. I just want to know why.”  He looked at me and I realized he'd grown several inches since we'd left New Mexico.  He was almost looking me in the eye and his eyes were brimming with tears.
     “I don't know why, Kevin.  I wish I did but I don't.  We're all going to miss him like crazy, you the most.  We'll grieve and we should but he wouldn't want us to grieve too much cause that was just the way he was.  I'll be there if you need me and so will Mason, you know that.  But I just can't explain why you lost your best friend, Kev.”
     He nodded his head like I'd made sense although I didn't think I had.  He put his arms around my shoulders and cried his heart out.  I joined him and soon we were both sitting on the catwalk with our backs to the logs, legs spread out in front of us.  I took the time to tell him about Paul and how he healed everyone.  I didn't tell him that I had forgotten about Andy till it was way to late.  I don't think I'll ever get over that one.  He finally stood and then pulled me up so we could go see Mason.  I figured Joe and Sandy had him settled and had tortured him enough by then and I was right.  Mason was pale and dozing lightly when we entered.  
               Lacy was sitting with Randy, wiping the dust from his face with a wet rag.  She took in our wet faces and blushed.  I hope someone is telling the others.  I don't want to go through that again. 
              Yes, Sarah is telling them now.  George is comforting a couple of them in her room.
              I looked back and saw Kevin sitting beside Masons bed, shoulders bent, elbows on his knees, head down.  My throat tightened again but I willed the tears away at least until tonight.  Then I planned to have a good cry in the shower.  Although, I don't know why I had to hide my grief when everyone else was openly showing theirs. 
     Mason reached out and touched Kevin's arm, making him jump.  He turned and leaned down to hear something Mason was telling him.  Then he straightened and looked at me.  Nodding his head, he touched Masons shoulder before he left the room.
     I sat beside him and took his bruised hand.  “What did you say to him?”
    “I told him that the cave was really a mine.  Andy and I were further inside than the rest so when the roof started to come down, Andy shoved me away as hard as he could.  He saved my life, JD. He gave his life for my own. I don't know if I could ever repay that kind of sacrifice but I'm damned sure going to try.”
              “Me too, caveman.  I'll be right by your side helping you make Andy proud of us because he gave us another shot at life.  Regardless of what life has in store for us we'll meet it head on, together.  The walkers better beware because we have Andy, Paul and Hazel on our side.  Thanks to them, we've finally found sanctuary. 
 
                            The End...I think.
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