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                                                                      Chapter 1
 
     The pounding of my heart matched the pounding of my feet on the hard mountainside as I ran zig-ity zag-ity through the trees.  I stayed several steps ahead of the three walkers that had surprised me when I came around a huge boulder. Nearly falling on my butt, I ran downhill until I figured out they could do better running with gravity, so I turned uphill.  I'd just managed to stay ahead of them but I was tiring fast and could feel them getting closer.  My lungs burned and I had a stitch in my side but I kept going, the thought of being eaten spurring me on.  Thighs burning, I dodged trees and boulders as big as buses, jumped over logs and bypassed huckleberry bushes trying to put some distance between us.
     The walkers appeared last year after a virus struck.  I had no idea how the rest of the world was doing because communications were dead, but the virus seemed to be everywhere.  Civilization had died too, so in order to survive, I'd grabbed my sister, Lacy, and escaped Florida to an abandoned resort in southwestern Montana. I'd been living in Montana when my parents decided they wanted a second honeymoon in Italy. I offered to keep Lacy company, and it was during this time the virus struck.  My only thought was to go where there were no walkers, or at the very least, fewer of them, so we headed north.  Along the way we met friends who sought the same thing, so they joined us in the trek across the country and when we arrived at Lions Lodge, in southwestern Montana, we carved out a home.  My close friend, lover and zombie fighter was as happy about our extended family as I, so it was him that I relied on now.
     "Mason!"  I yelled, hoping he would come to the rescue.  "Mason!!!"  I nearly fell over a log and though I clambered over it quick enough, the walker behind me did fall over it.  I was running out of air so I reached out mind to mind,  MASON!  I was grabbed from behind, so I elbowed the walker and broke free. "Help!"  I screamed and he did.
     "Wake up, JD."
     "Huh?"
     "Wake up, honey, it's just another dream, except for the elbow", he mumbled that last bit.  Holding me tight, he whispered love words into my hair until I calmed down and understood it was just another stupid dream.  While I relearned how to breathe, I stared out  the window at the stars.  He always opens the window shade when we go to bed so we can watch the stars before falling asleep.  He knows how much it means to me to know that I'm really back in Montana where there's no pollution to muddle the view.  A star streaked across the sky and I relaxed into the strong arms surrounding me.
     I awoke the next morning alone in the bed.  Mason was an early riser, and too be honest, I used to be, but found myself getting complacent, relying on him.  Still, I should have woke up when he did.  Throwing back the covers, I stepped to the window and gazed at the mountains, wondering at the view.  Snow capped mountains stood guard at the end of the valley, beckoning the viewer closer. The floor of the valley was covered in yellow and purple flowers, like a thick carpet, with pine, willow and oak trees thick with leaves waved gently in the breeze.  I could see several deer in the distance and smiled, knowing their young would be  close.
     The smell of coffee beckoned to me so I took a quick shower and donned my trademark black jeans, tee shirt that read "I see dead people", socks and Nike's. Following the aroma of cinnamon bread and coffee, I sauntered into the kitchen.  Sarah, our resident cook and wife to our computer technician, Duke, was busy washing dishes while her daughter of ten, Mandy, drank orange juice at the table, tossing pieces of cinnamon roll to Bubba, a Chihuahua, wienie dog mix and her best friend.  His owner, Howard, was our mechanic.  I could see him in the back near the corral talking to Mason, while our cow was munching on hay, and chickens scratched in the yard near it.
     “How's it going, Mandy?"  I asked.  She gave me a thumbs up, while she was bent under the table talking to Bubba.
     "Mandy,"  Sarah said, "eat your breakfast and you can help Sam and Melody in the greenhouse."
      "Oh, boy," she said, then drained the orange juice so she could hurry outside.  Sam or Samantha was the favorite of our mechanic, Howard.  She was about Howard's age which could be anywhere from 40-60 because of his excellent health.  She didn't look too shabby either which is probably why he acts silly in love around her.  We try not to laugh in their presence but it's difficult.  
     Melody is our new mama.  She gave birth to a gorgeous little girl on Christmas day and we'd all managed to spoil her rotten.  Melody arrived with a husband in tow.  When he was mauled to death by a mountain lion, we found out that he was actually her brother.  They had pretended to be married because a member of their team was an asshole and would've caused trouble for them if he'd known who they really were.  He (the asshole), died when he attempted to steal our helicopter.  Our computer tech, Duke had sabotaged the copter, and it crashed killing the man at  the same time.  We mourned Dave, but not more than his twin, Melody.  She named the baby Davini which means cherished and she was.  We called her Davy after her uncle.
      Sam and Melody had taken over the greenhouse.  They always came in covered with dirt, talking about some new hybrid they were developing.  They spared several feet of the greenhouse for flowers and brought some in every few days.  It made things light, airy, beautiful and homey.    
     Mandy flew out the door, with a little, four legged behind her barely making it out before the door slammed on his tail.  Giggling floated back to us as Sarah and I watched her run into the greenhouse.  Bubba got distracted by a smell and was busy going in circles, nose on the ground, Mandy forgotten.
     Sarah and I stepped out on the deck. I was going to say something to Mason when a sound caught my attention.  It was a plane, a small one, not a jet.  I frowned and started studying the sky, everyone else doing the same.  We turned in all directions, wandering into the side yard to get a better view, away from the lodge.
     "Sounds like a small plane," Flynn said, and just then the sound of the alarms Duke installed all over the lodge went off, scaring us all.
     "I swear, that damned thing is going to give me a coronary."  Sarah said, then hurried inside to tell Duke to shut it off.  Lacy was sitting with Davy while Melody worked in the greenhouse and Duke monitored the cameras during the day...giving it over to Flynn at night.  We had a system, that worked just fine for us. 
      Randy ran out and pointed to the north and we watched until we spotted a small plane approaching.  He handed a radio to Mason who turned it up so we could all hear.
     "...approaching from the north.  Again, I say, requesting permission to land.  Lions Lodge, this is Aeronca Champ N bar one-nine-four-eight-AZ requesting permission to land.  I am approaching from the north."
     "Permission granted, private plane, you have plenty of room."  replied Mason, after a quick approval from the rest of us. To Randy he said, "Get our weapons  then have Lacy relieve Duke, I need him here more than the monitors."  I ran with Randy to get the weapons and my little revolver Mason got me for Christmas, which I stuck in my front jeans pocket.  Melody ran inside relieving Lacy of babysitting duties.  By the time I was back outside, the plane had landed and was taxiing up to the small parking area in front.
     "Wow,"  whispered Duke, "A 1948, Aeronica, Model 7, Champ, single engine, two seats, fixed gear plane.  I haven't seen one of these in years and it's in mint condition."
    "Don't get carried away, Duke."  Mason whispered,  "We need your input here more than a description."
     "Harrumph!"  Duke said, then stood a little straighter, ignoring the rest of us as the the top part of the door swung up and the bottom half folded down. A hairy leg, with sandals attached, felt around for the step, then stepped down to the ground.   A pair of khaki shorts with the hem torn was followed by a hairy belly, partially covered by an unbuttoned sleeveless denim shirt.  He was holding a briefcase which he sat on the ground, then turned towards us slowly.  Standing quietly he waited with his hands raised high over his head.   Smart man,  Mason whispered in my mind,  I wonder who he is.
     I suppose you want me to wander through a strange man's mind?
     You're better at it than I am.  You do it.
     I don't want to.
     "JD?" Mason asked out loud.  I took a put-upon deep breath and dropped my shields.  "Kenny!"  I yelled and threw myself into my cousins arms.  He laughed as he swung me in a circles, my legs swinging in a wide arc.  Lacy threw herself at us and just barely standing, he crooned at us like he always did when we were little.
     "I was wondering when you'd read my mind, little girl."  He set me down and looked at me while I was did the same to him. 
     “I knew it was him.  I got those signals he always sends out.  Before you ask, Melody is watching the monitors.”  Lacy said, as she beamed up at him.
     "It's the beard.  That's why I didn't recognize you.  When did you start a beard?"
     "You tried to find razors lately, girl?  It's just not worth the trouble."
     "Trouble my ass, if I can shave my legs, you can shave that bush off your handsome face."  I grabbed said bush with both hands and kissed him hard on the mouth.  Someone cleared their throat and we turned to see a line of people staring at us.  Mason was frowning so hard his eyebrows touched.  Probably didn't help much that Kenny was grinning so big.
     "Everyone I'd like to introduce Kenneth James Darling, my handsome second cousin from South Carolina.  Or was, last I knew."
     Everyone let their breath out at the same time.  If I'd have been any lighter the breeze would have knocked me down.  Well, maybe not that bad.
     After the introductions were done, he picked up the briefcase and walked with us into the lodge, his arm over my shoulder.  Inside, we sat at  the dinner table while Sam, Melody and Sarah fussed around and got us some coffee and peach cobbler.  Lacy was practically in Kenny's lap, while I sat opposite and smiled so hard my cheeks hurt.
     Duke returned after transferring the monitors video feed to the bank of monitors hanging on the dinning room walls.  That way we could all eat together and watch the monitors at the same time.  I don't know how many monitors Duke has squirreled away, but they were his thing not mine.
     After several minutes of idle chat, I finally got down to the real reason he was here.
     "How did you find us, Ken?"
     "Well, now, there's a story.   Remember Northern Uncle Bill, moms brother in Chicago?  Well, he isn't in Chicago anymore.  He and George is in Flagstaff at a Nuclear Facility, or was when I left two days ago."
     "Northern Uncle Bill?"  asked Duke.
     "We have a Uncle Bill in Chicago and one in Miami.  So we have a Northern Uncle Bill and a Southern Uncle Bill."  I explained.
     "We've got to get em out, JD, we have no other choice.  The soldiers are fighting over who's boss.  They're all afraid to leave, but refused to let anyone else leave while at the same time they won't let anyone inside. It ain't safe anywhere. If we don't get them out they won't last much more than a week, because they're running out of food and water.  We have to go."
     "Why should we put our lives on the line for someone we don't even know?"  Flynn said, saying what was on all their minds.  I didn't want to leave either.  Safety is a wondrous thing and we had been very comfortable for nearly a year. 
     "Well, the only one that should go is me, since it's my relations."
     "Like hell,"  Mason yelled standing up so fast his chair fell to the floor.  "You don't go anywhere without me."
     "Oh yea? Well let me tell you something, he-man, I'll damn well go where ever the hell I want and not you or anyone else will stop me."
     "You want to test that theory?"  His eyes had gone all black and I knew it wasn't going to be pretty.  I hate authority, especially when it was directed at me.
     I started to tell him the way it was when I was interrupted by Ken.
     "Sit down both of you.  I didn't come here to start a fight.  She won't go anywhere without me so don't get all cave man on us.  It won't do any good and in the end, she'll do what she wants to, anyway."
     "Sounds like you know what you're talking about.  Guess being related helps."
     "Don't talk about me like I'm not here.  It pisses me off."
     "OK, now let me see if I can explain this without ticking anyone off."
     "That would be best."  Lacy said shooting me a look that said calm down, then sending waves of love and understanding that wrapped around my mind and  heart like a warm blanket.  Thanks, I thought back at her.
     Then a thought hit me so I hard, I nearly gasped.  "Oh, my God!  He did it didn't he?"  I said softly.
     "Did what?"  Randy asked, looking from Ken back to me.
     "Uncle Bill is a research scientist."  I said looking from one to the other of them.  Willing them to understand what I was saying.  When no one guessed it, I continued, looking at Ken.  "He developed the anti-virus for the walkers, didn't he?"
     Ken smiled big and placed the briefcase I'd been wondering about on the table.  Flipping the locks he slowly opened it like a present, revealing the many papers inside.  He reached in and pulled out a letter sized envelope and handed it to me. My uncles, sloppy scrawl on the front said it was mine.  I looked at Ken as I slowly traced my name on it.
     "The paperwork from the lab Norther Uncle Bill been working on is in this briefcase.   Lab results and equations and such.  I don't understand it all.  George put it all on a disc for you.  There's a computer program there also so it can be downloaded. There's maps of the route there, and what not.  He just told me to get this to you."
     "But how did you find me?"
     "Are you kidding me?  All you did was talk about Lions Lodge.  It was Lions Lodge this and Lions Lodge that.  Every time you had some time off you came to Lions Lodge.  Weekends, summer vacations, Christmas. You practically lived here and then you were talking about working here cleaning rooms and being a waitress.  Uncle Bill got the coordinates and put them in a GPS contraption and I taped it to the windshield of the plane, and here I am."
     He plopped back in the chair and pushed it back to balance it on its back legs.  He used to do that all the time, and it was nice to see him to it again.  Grinning he waited, drinking his coffee and watching everyone in the process.
     "I can only give you 24 hours to think about it, then I'm headed back to try to get em out on my own.  Its a days flying time for me but if you're going, it'll be two days driving time.  The way I figure it, it will be two days getting in, maybe two days there and then out, before the bomb goes off in seven days."
     "Wait a minute, did you just say bomb?  What bomb?"
     "The installation is set to explode when the generators that powers the air, water, filtration and security locks quits.  The fuel tanks that keeps everything going is drying up.  When that happens...KABOOM!  It was a security measure that no one can figure out how to by-pass.  Seven days, JD, that's how long we have."
     "Couldn't we just haul some fuel in there and fill the tanks?
     "That idea was attempted, but some fool broke the valve to open the tanks and now they can't be refilled.  Some high end company back east makes the valves. They didn't have an extra one on hand and they don't know how to make one."  
    "Great, now we have to do this or we could all die from diseases the geniuses have been playing with.  It's not fair, it just isn't fair."
     "Not exactly, the explosion is designed to kill everything in the place.  Good idea in theory, it just doesn't account for the people living there."
     "Well, I'm going and would fly in with you but there isn't room in the plane for two others so we'll have to drive.  We could drive in...."
     "Hold on a sec there, Calamity Jane, you aren't going without me, so just stop talking around me."
     "Calamity Jane?!"  I stood up and put my hands on my hips.
     "That's enough, you two.  Geez, you guys married of something?" 
     "Or something."  Lacy replied.  I saw the look and shifted my perspective.  
     "No, you are NOT going.  I nearly had a heart attack getting you out of Florida and I am not worrying about you, too."
     "JD, I'm not a child anymore."
     "You aren't going, dear, so sit back down."  said Randy, softly.  She turned to say something to him, but stopped at his expression and quietly sat back down.  Randy took her hand and kissed it gently.  I was going to have to ask him how he did that.  
     "The way I see it,"  Mason said, "JD and I can take that shiny new Volvo because it has a bunk and pull a tanker of fuel behind us.  That would save time looking for a place to re-fuel all the time."
     "Good idea,"  Kenny said.
     "It was my idea,"  He frowned at me so, I shut up. Reluctantly.
     "Then when we get there, we can switch to something else to get them out.  Since we don't know the extent of the bomb blast, we'll need to put a lot of space between us and the facility or find a place nearby to protect us for a short period.   We can fine tune it on  the way there.  If you're going, Ken, then we need to talk some more and look at the maps you brought.  We can plan to leave in the morning, if JD can be ready in that time."
     "I'm ready now,"  I replied, and left the room, stomping all the way to my bedroom to pack a few things.  Lacy was close behind, listing all the reasons I should stay.  I sighed as I began packing.                                           
 
 
 



                                                        Chapter 2
 
     Lacy was pacing.  I hated it when she did that.  I was packing and trying to stay out of her way, but she wasn't paying a lick of attention to what she was doing, so I kept running into her.  Finally, I grabbed her by both arms and steered her to the love seat where I sat her down.  Sitting beside her, I leaned my head back and closed my eyes, waiting for her to begin.  It had started out to be a nice day, then a plane, a cousin and a briefcase later everything was out of kilter.
   "I don't want to lose you,"  she said, "I couldn't bear it if anything happened to you."  I sighed, here comes the tears.
     "I don't plan on anything happening to me but I can't sit here all safe and sound when our family needs help.  It would've been nice if someone would've come to our aid but we managed ok.  I'll will again.  I just don't have a choice in the matter."
     "You always have a choice, JD.  What has Northern Uncle Bill done for us?  He is the most untouchable, standoffish, heartless man I've ever met.  All that genius made him hateful and mean. Not like Southern Uncle Bill, who is a big teddy bear.  I love George though and I hate to see her hurt, but Northern Uncle Bill has no heart.  He's  gotten her into this mess now he wants someone else to do the dirty work to make sure she's safe."
     "That's true and I understand your position, but he has the means to end this virus, we have to get him out. George is just the person to give me the incentive to do this.  He knows it too, but I'm more concerned with George than him.   Mason and Ken will be there so we'll be ok.  I don't know what else to say, but I don't want to be fighting anymore about it.  Please, just help me out here a little."
     "OK, sis, I can't convince you not to do this, so as much as I hate to I'll support you but I won't like it and I will miss the hell out of you till you get back."  We hugged and sniffled a bit then I finished packing a few things before heading back downstairs.
     The menfolk were outside gathered around Ken's plane.  Duke right in the middle them.  I didn't care a thing about it so wandered into the kitchen where lunch preparations were under way.  The ladies had been whispering when I entered the room but quieted suddenly.
     "Should I wait in the dining room till you finish talking about me?"Grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge, I tapped some Koolaid into it  and shook it up while I waited for an answer.  They looked everywhere but at me, so I shrugged and turned to leave.
     "We don't know why you have to go too.  I mean, the guys can handle it just fine, why do you have to go?" asked Melody.
     "You all want your men to leave not knowing when or even if they'll return?"
     "Well, no, not when you put it that way."
     "I thought not.  Look, this is my family and they need help, so no one else needs to go.  Granted he may have found an anti-virus for the walker problem and that would be great, but when it comes down to it, it's my responsibility.  So, what's for lunch?"
     They stood looking like they wanted to say something else, then everyone started talking at once.  Things were back to normal or at the very least, they had nothing else to say on the matter.  I wandered back into the dining room and found the letter Northern Uncle Bill and sent me.  I took a breath and opened it.
 
 



              JD,
 
              I see Ken has found you and that you are well. 
              Ken has informed you of our whereabouts and situation.  I don't know of the conditions outside our compound but if it's half as bad as inside I do not want you to come to my aid.  I would appreciate, however,the rescue of Georgina.  I can't conceive the thought of her death and if there were another way I would have discovered it by now.
              I have failed. I don't like the feeling and now know how you feel.
              I have included all pertinent information for our imminent rescue in the briefcase.  Study it well.  You will of course, follow the enclosed directions and I will see you in several days.  The fate of the world is in your hands.
              Failure is not an option. 
              Read George's letter and she will give you the final preparations.
 
              Wm May
 
     It's amazing how quickly he can piss me off.  I don't know why, since I've been dealing with his indifference all my life.  A mind such as his is so full of his work that he has no room for anything else.  I had learned to live with it, I just hadn't learned to like it.
     Lacy picked up the letter, read it and tossed it back on the table.  She just looked at me, shook her head, walked to the window and watched the men at the plane, crossing her arms defiantly.  I sat down and started to look through the array of paperwork in the briefcase.  A map "suggested" a route to the facility as well as times to drive each day and places to rest.  It included a departure time and arrival time.  Oh yea, let me see, looks like around $50,000 in cash.  I shook my head as I read the information, dividing it into two piles...relevant and not.  The money went into the not relevant pile.
     Mandy wandered in, picked up the envelope, shook it and out came a photo SD card.  It sat on the table like a giant, black widow spider, ok a small one, but scary just the same.  Lacy turned at the sound of it hitting the table, then put her hand on my shoulder as we stared at it.  "Well, hell."   I tried to put it in my camera the wrong way at first then with fumbling fingers I managed to snap it into place.  I started looking at the photos of  Uncle Bill with his glasses perched on his nose as he stood before a microscope, at his desk behind a stack of papers, with his arm around a colleague, eating dinner...wait.  I went back to the picture of his arm around a colleague and studied it a moment.
     "Lacy do you know how to put this picture on a computer and blow it up?"  I asked handing her the camera.
     "Sure, follow me." 
     After several moments of fiddling with the computer, the picture was enlarged on the 22" monitor.  There he stood again.  There was something about it I couldn't put my finger on.  I've never seen his arm around anyone, including George, why is he doing it now? 
     "Why is he putting his arm around that person?  He doesn't even look like he's enjoying it."  She leaned forward and squinted her eyes, then stepped back and squinted her eyes.  I wondered if that helped so I tried it and got dizzy.  I shook myself like a dog, walked back a few more steps and bumped into the chair so I sat down.
     "What are you two doing?"  asked Mason as he blocked the door from several people who were frowning at us.  Lacy and I jumped like we'd been shot.
     "Good heavens, do you have to sneak up on a person like that.   You'd think you weren't taught good manners."
     "My manners are just fine and I wasn't sneaking.  You just don't pay attention to what's around you most of the time."
     "You were sneaking and I pay plenty of attention...when it's deserved that is."
     "Are you sure they're not married?"  Ken asked Flynn, who was grinning.
     "Oh, for heavens sake, Ken, we are not married."
     "Then you need to quit acting like it."  he said going to the sink to wash his hands.
     Mason and I looked at each other with our mouths gaping open.
     We don't act that way, do we? he asked.
     Absolutely not, I don't know where he got that idea.   I said, "Lacy and I have discovered something we don't understand.  Ken, did you ever see Northern Uncle Bill put his arm around anyone let alone have his picture taken that way?"
     "Never, he said it was a sign of weakness."  When everyone turned to him he hurriedly said, "that's what HE said.  He always said he didn't have time for the niceties of life and his work was the most important thing to him.  Family was just a nuisance, something to interrupt him."
     "He said to read Georges letter, do you have it?"
     "Damn I nearly forgot."  He said digging in his pockets. Finally he came up with a small disc. "You can't be serious.  She put it on a disc?"  I said, taking the disc and putting it in the computer.  Lacy did her thing and George appeared.  A short, pixie look alike,  her blond hair was cut boxy square all round her heart shaped face.  A turned up nose and small pout y lips made her adorable, and most men noticed, she however, didn't.  Her most repeated phrase was 'I don't know what all the fuss is about'.  She was wearing a white lab coat, and her reading glasses hung by a string round her neck.  Her eyes kept darting somewhere behind the camera, so she was afraid of being caught.              
 
     "Hey JD, It's been awhile hasn't it?  We're in trouble here, kinda like when you fell down the well and we had to call 911 three times to get you out.  Remember how we hounded dad to secure that thing?
     Anyway, I never had that kind of problem unless you count the time I wrecked that 1973, 2-door Ford.  It was a pain in the ass every time you got in and out the back.  
     You're probably wondering why we just don't leave on our own.  To tell you the truth, we're just too scared.  I'm scared in here and scared to leave.  Please JD, help us.  Please.
     We need you, JD.  I know you don't live at 2216 SW 14 St. anymore but Ken said he could get this to you anyway.  Be careful.
     Hurry
     06-25-12
 
 
     "Play it again, Lacy, and I'll write down all the numbers she mentions."
     While I got pen and paper Lacy prepared to re-play the video.
     "What's going on?"  Mason asked.
     "Well, Northern Uncle Bill, used to play mystery games with us. We hated it because most of them didn't make sense, but we did it or cleaned the basement. George always won.   She's talking about things I have trouble remembering so it has to be the numbers.  Give me a minute to write this stuff down."  While the video replayed, I wrote the numbers down,  Mason came in with the chalk board from the check-in desk in the great room.  He leaned it up against the wall under the monitor.  When I was done he wrote the numbers on the chalkboard and stood staring at it.
     "Does this letter have anything to do with the pictures on the camera?"  Flynn asked.  Seems like we were all getting in on it but that was good because we needed as many perspectives as possible to figure out what was going on.
     "Knowing him, I would have to say yes.  It is out of character for him to be smiling and friendly so it means something.  I just haven't figured out what yet."  Ken started mumbling as he went from one picture to the next.   Every monitor in the dining room had a picture on it.  Eight in all.  Lacy and him continued to move from one to the other, almost like a dance, stepping forward and back to avoid bumping into each other but never taking their eyes from the monitors.  I read the letter over and over, putting the numbers down in rows up and down, backwards and forwards, till I was cross eyed.
     "Excuse me, please", said Sarah.  "I have a question."
     I turned to her and waited.  She walked over and tapped Ken on the shoulder, making him jump.
     "I was just wondering how you got away and where you got the briefcase."
     My eyebrows climbed up my forehead as I looked at Ken.  His mind was still on the photos so it took a moment for the question to sink in.  When it did, he grinned and sat at the table.
      "I was to get sanctuary at the facility because I was related and could fly a plane.  But I got to there a bit late..my plane had engine troubles.  Anyway, when I arrived, they wouldn't let me in.  The blast doors on the entrance were already closed and you needed a code to get in.  I didn't want to be too far away and the walkers were everywhere so I settled in a fire rangers observation tower about a mile away in case Northern Uncle Bill and George got away.
     It was a miserable place, hot in the summer and cold in the winter.  Walkers were milling around the bottom of it but I had taken out a section of the stairs at the bottom and used a rope ladder that I could raise to keep them from reaching me.  I had to make raids into town for food and batteries but I watched the entrance the whole time.  Soon the guards disappeared, I have no idea where they went.  I started to see people come out and dump bodies every so often.  There were only four or five bodies at a time so I would go down and check them out, to see if I knew them.  I did some, so I got to checking them for addresses of loved ones...I don't know maybe I thought I could let them know about their loved ones.  
     Anyway, one day when the bodies were dumped a black briefcase was placed right in the middle of the parking area.  They knew I'd been checking things out I guess, so I got the briefcase, found your address and ran to town for my plane.  Here I am."
     "Did you happen to see a key pad of some kind near the entrance?"
     "There's a box on the right side so that might be it."
     "I have it," shouted Duke.
     We looked at each other and waited for Duke to tell us what he had.
     "That 'get in and out of the backdoor' thing got me thinking so I checked the satellite feed and found the back door of the facility.  It is camouflaged in the rock of the mountain near the base, but it's there.  See?"  We looked and I didn't see it at all. 
     If we park at the back door, ride up to the entrance in a four wheeler we could come out the back door, get in the truck and drive away.  Sounded like a plan to me.  Now if we could figure out the codes.
     I was brain dead by supper, so I wandered outside to clear my mind.  There were arguments and discussions going on between everyone it seemed, so I was content to sit on the bottom step and watch Mandy and Bubba fight over a rag.  It was a tug of war, between a little girl and a small dog and she was letting him win.  Then he would take off, wait for Mandy to catch him and the tug of war was on again.  The nonsense of it helped me ground myself again.
     Supper was all talk not much eating.  We were getting things figured out with very little input from me, so I wandered outside to get some fresh air.  As I stood there a star streaked across the sky and flamed out.   I was in the rocking chair watching the stars, when  Mason came out and sat on the stool next to me.
     "You ok?"
     "Yea, just watching the stars."
     "We could do that upstairs."  What a hopeful heart.
     "Yea, we could."  I continued to rock slowly.
     He sighed, and stood, then bent and put a hand on each arm of the chair.  Leaning down he kissed me gently, then with more meaning.  I put my arms behind his head and he stood with me in his arms.  Using the outside stairs, I nibbled his neck as we went in the upstairs door, and then into our bedroom.  I managed to kick the door shut just as things got interesting.
              
 
 



              
 
 
                                                        Chapter 3
 
     My butt hurt.  Kens butt probably did too but I didn't care, I was so not riding in the bunk. So we suffered in the passenger seat of the Volvo, riding on the edge of the seat for hours.  I had to brace myself on the dash and the gear shift rested between my legs which made it even more fun.  Not in the 'yippee this is a good time' kind of fun either.
     We'd argued about the seating arrangements for nearly 15 minutes before Mason, exasperated beyond sane, just started the truck and drove out of the small parking lot in front of the lodge.  Ken and I continued to haggle until we both just settled into the position we were in now.  Me staring at Mason, who ignored me completely unless he had to shift gears,  Ken staring out the window.  Occasionally Ken tried to push me from the seat, so I was bracing my feet against the base of Masons seat.  It was gonna be a long, exhausting trip.  I tried not to sigh so much but my rear end was smarting.
     We were on the interstate headed south, somewhere in northern Idaho, I think.  We were what the truckers called 'bob tailing' or without a trailer which made the ride bumpier.  Mason was driving around 60 mph to hurry things along because of the tension in the cab.  Every once in a while, he would glance at me but mostly just watched the road.  We were looking for a fuel tanker.  We had found two on the way from Florida to Montana last year so the idea did have some merit.  The problem was when the virus hit, there was mass panic.  People tried to escape to where ever and the result was clogged roads and gas stations.  The off ramps were a traffic jam from hell.  Even with the giant snow plow welded to the front of the truck, we couldn't push them clear enough to get to the pumps.  Most of the time the pumps wouldn't work anyway or there wasn't any fuel so we just looked for fuel tankers. 
     One concession to the miserable ride was the beauty of the  countryside.  Winding through the passes you could see for miles.  Cloudless blue skies sat on the snow capped mountain tops while green, pine trees that looked blue from a distance crowded the side of the mountains for sunshine and willows and cottonwoods lined the creek running full at the bottom.  The snow was melting causing the creeks to fill to overflowing.  A good rain and we would have floods for sure. We followed the creeks around the curves which seemed more like a roller coaster ride than a highway. Sometimes the walls of the canyons were so tall you had to stick your head out the window and look up to see the tops.  Winding around up and down would be dizzying and then we would find ourselves dumped into a town or city.  The quickness of the transition was a shock because the traffic jams was suddenly just there.  We'd take the opposite lane or even drive down the median if we had to, too get around the mess.
     We finally found the needed fuel tanker late in the afternoon.  We had to drive into the ditch and over two  driveways to get to it.  I was glad I'd made Mason wait till I was safely in the bunk before he began the transition or I'd have been thrown through the windshield.   The guys  hooked the tanker up, then we used the shade of some trees to eat lunch.  Sarah had packed fried chicken, peach pie and homemade bread.  We did it justice then enjoyed the quiet of the afternoon for a few minutes till we finally got back into the truck.
     I'd planned to drive but Ken jumped into the drivers seat before I could and sat grinning like crazy while I climbed into the bunk.  Mason was surprised I wasn't sitting with him so I waggled my eyebrows at him and pointed to the bunk trying to make him laugh.  He did, and while shaking his head, grabbed the curtain and closed it on me.  We drove the frontage road for quite awhile before we were able to get back on the interstate.  I lay down and soon the motion of the truck and my full belly soothed me into a restless sleep.
     I hadn't slept well the night before although Mason had done some serious 'work' to ensure I did.  I can remember waking and looking at the stars through the window several times.  I just didn't want to leave the lodge.  I was being stupid about it but I didn't know of another way to handle it.
     I was snoozing pretty good in the gently rocking truck when I was nearly thrown from the bunk and an angry dragon started growling at me.  Took me a minute to realize the Jake brake was the dragon.  We managed to stop without wrecking the tanker, but just barely.   Some pretty inventive cussing was coming from the front, so I pulled the curtain back to see what the fuss was about.  About that time, I was nearly thrown through the windshield when the truck was put into reverse backing up quickly.  A strong arm just managed to brace me from falling into the dash, but I grabbed the arm and slid under it falling on my butt and nearly breaking my nose in the process.
     "Dammit Ken, what the hell are you doing?"  I griped, as I crab walked backwards towards the bunk.
     "Don't look now, JD, but we have a wall of walkers in front of us.  Ken, I don't think that tanker will go much faster in reverse."
     "I know it, and I'm not real good at backing one of these things either.  Tell me when we have enough space between so that I can safely turn around."  He said, as he watched his side mirrors intently.  I stared open mouthed through the windshield at the 'wall of walkers' hurrying our direction.  There looked to be hundreds but adrenalin has a tendency to make things worse than they are.  I hope.
     Mason gave the word after a few minutes, and we turned around and headed back towards Idaho Falls, putting as much space as possible between the walkers and us.  We found a rest area where several other trucks sat and pulled in to,well, rest.  No one said anything for a while until I giggled.  I can't help it sometimes when I'm under stress.  
     The guys turned slowly and stared at me.  I just laughed harder.  Soon they joined me and the tension just slid away.  After we managed to get ourselves under control it was beginning to get dark and I had to use the restroom.  No way was I getting out of that truck in the dark, so I put the boys, who had the same idea, to work watching from each end of the truck while I took care of business.  I did the same for each of them and we quietly climbed back into the truck and pulled the curtains closed so we could study the map.
     We were south of Provo and since the interstate was obviously not going to work, we were going to have to take a state road around it south to interstate 70.  Then we could go east till we came to 163 which is the same road we traveled on the way to Montana.  It looked like a clear shot from there since we cleared that road last year, right?  Yea, I know, nothing is what it's supposed to be.
     We knew if we stayed here we wouldn't be able to sleep, so we drove out of the rest area, found another road going south before we took it and after pushing the road clear a few times, finally found the road we needed and headed towards the interstate again.  When we got on it we drove a couple of miles to another rest area before settling down for the night.                
     Mason and I took the bottom bunk, while Ken spread a sleeping bag on the top bunk.  The skylight was open on the truck and I was able to watch the stars with Mason's arm wrapped tightly around me.  It would have been perfect if Ken hadn't started snoring.  I'd forgotten the horrendous noises that could come from him in his sleep. The kind that kept everyone awake but him.  I thought it was similar to the Jake brake of the semi, but I could be exaggerating.  Even as children we would slip out of the room to sleep elsewhere because he would raise the roof.  Tonight, however, when the tension left, exhaustion took over and I fell into a dreamless sleep.
     The next day I got to drive but the guys kept arguing over the seat so I finally gave up.  I know, I'm a wuss, but for heavens sake, if I could do it so could they.  Right? Ken finally gave in on the seat so we wouldn't have to have a repeat of the day before.  While Mason drove again, I happily took pictures of the dessert scenery and tall mountains in the distance.  The colors of the rock was as different as day and night and soon my memory card was so full, I had to get another one.  I managed to get a good one of Ken snoring with his mouth hanging open.  I planned to enlarge it, frame it and give it to him for Christmas.  I needed to start thinking about that soon, but not while I was away from the lodge.  I missed it and my friends.
     Our schedule, per Northern Uncle Bill,  listed us as arriving in Flagstaff around 1pm but we were early.  I think northern Uncle Bill was figuring we would travel the speed limit.  Yea right.  
     The entrance to the facility was east of Flagstaff, so we were able to avoid the walkers we knew were waiting for us. The road itself was located on a gravel road near Mormon Lake.  It had a formidable gate across it that we weren't quite sure about.  So we unhooked the tanker in a large parking area nearby, pulled the truck around and fueled it up.  Leaving  the tanker sit, we headed to a small town south of Flagstaff with the word 'mountain' in the name which could have been any of them.
     We were looking for a four wheeler and a Humvee.  I wanted a tank.  See, I'm not a chicken,  but we weren't that lucky.  As it was, we found a six wheeler that would hold eight people that we planned to leave at the rear door of the facility for our daring escape.  Ken drove the semi back to the tanker and hooked it back up.  Then we would drive the pickup we found on the street to the front entrance, since we planned to escape from the rear.  I prefer to be surrounded with as much steel as possible and doors that lock.  I don't think a girl should be without a ton of steel especially in the presence of walkers.
     Mason backed up to the rear entrance, pocketed the key and jumped into the truck.  Taking a big breath we headed to the front entrance.  The road wound around the mountain side like a corkscrew.  The repetitive notification of being "shot on sight" was getting on my nerves as well as the many cameras pointed at us. I swore the hair stood up on the back of my neck.
     You feel that?
     Yea, my skin is crawling.
     I think it's just the thought more than any real threat.
     You hope anyway.
     "OK, you two, stop doing that...it's rude.”  Ken said, as he maneuvered the rough terrain.    Lacy and I communicated mind to mind from early childhood and our cousins hated it.  They were just jealous, so I turned and stuck my tongue out at Ken, making him hide the grin that wanted to pop out.
     The three mile trip to the guards gate was a long one. There was no way to tell if the cameras worked but it really didn't matter anymore.  If they did, we would be greeted, if not, ok by me.  Bouncing over large rocks and deep ruts, we took our time and held on for dear life.  I found myself bouncing off Mason and then Ken and more than once the ceiling of the cab.  The thought crossed my mind if we didn't arrived soon, I would be unconscious.  The road cut through the side of the mountain and at some points deep gashes in the road made Ken drive with the inside tires on the side of the mountain wall, causing me and Mason to hang onto the door or fall onto Ken. The guardhouse was a welcome sight but since they were unmanned, we opened the gate ourselves and drove up to the blast doors.  
     We positioned the truck facing back the way we came, with the doors open and the engine running.  I wasn't the only one that was skittish.  The little black box to the right of the door opened to reveal a number pad.  OK, this was it.  The guys stood in the parking lot with weapons ready.  I expected a horde of walkers to pour out of the doors as soon as they opened, so I had the door of the truck open about three feet from me.  The first picture on the camera card was Northern uncle Bill standing in front of a clock that read 12:25.  Nothing else in the picture made sense, so we figured that was the code for the first set of doors.  I tapped the numbers and pressed enter. At first nothing happened.  The boys looked at me and I just shrugged. Then a loud groan preceded the doors opening.  I dove into the truck and slammed the door shut and wormed my way onto the floor.  When it remained quiet, I peeked out the window and saw the black hole where the doors were.
     The guys were creeping up on those doors, one on either side.  Quickly they looked inside, then nodded at each other and went inside.  My heart was pounding and the sweat was pouring off of me.  I think I held my breath waiting for them to come back outside.  When I began to see stars, I took a deep breath and opened the door, quietly slipping out. I had no idea where I was going but I had to see if they were ok.   Just about the time I reached the doorway, Mason came around the corner.  He grabbed me hard and pulled me against him breathing hard from the scare.  Ken walked out of the entrance like he just returned from the store, and grinned at us.  Brat!
      "OK, that area is clear, I'll disable the inner doors after we get through but lets close the outside ones to keep the hoodlums out."  I armed myself like Lora Croft, ammo strapped to my thighs and crossed over my chest.  I put my night vision goggles around my neck and tried to breathe normal.  I was ready and from the look of my 'Rambo' buddies, they were too.  I took a deep breath and went inside.  Big heavy doors slid closed and locked while I shook with the need to run screaming.
     Trying for control, I positioned my goggles so I could actually see and proceeded to the hallway leading to the elevator.  I typed 12:25 in the keypad and stepped to one side as the doors silently slid open.  Mason and Ken stood at the door ready with laser rifles and scanned the area quickly.  Clear.  Two more to go.
     The next two sections were the same and then we found ourselves at the elevator.  I hate elevators.  I remember being in one in California when a small earthquake hit.  The lights went out and it shook like it was having an epileptic fit, and then the doors opened halfway between floors.  We had to climb out and from that day forward I walked three flights up and down every day.  I did not want to get inside this one.  I didn't even know if it worked.
     At the next keypad I typed 9111.  A light appeared above the panel and the doors opened quietly.  I stuck my foot into it because I couldn't see the floor of the elevator.  I had visions of stepping into nothingness and I wanted to make sure.  It was settled when Ken and Mason walked passed me and stood patiently waiting for me to join them. 
     Breath.   Mason whispered in my mind.
     I don't think I can do this. I said to the floor.
     I'll be here, I won't let you get hurt.
     "You coming JD?"  Ken said, clearly impatient.
     I took a deep breath and willed my feet to move.  When I got inside, I pushed the 3rd floor button, another number George had specified.  The doors closed and Mason took my hand in his and squeezed lightly.  I concentrated on breathing as the elevator descended into the bowels of the mountain.  When it slowed, I stepped back and allowed the men to stand in front of me.  I had braced my feet and had my M-16 rifle with dot laser ready and goggles on.
     The door opened into a small enclosure about 10 feet square with a large steel door at the end.  According to the sign on the door this was the Dormitory.  We had to transverse it to the far end, of course, and take the stairs down to the command center.  There we could take the elevator again to the 5th floor or Laboratory.  I'm not sure of the reasoning around this but the papers in the briefcase indicated this was the safest route.  I had my doubts.
     It didn't help that I needed to find a restroom.  A full bladder and terror is not a good mix.  So I input the next four numbers, this time it was the 1973 Ford and stood back waiting for the doors to open.  As the doors of the elevator closed, I got the impression we were being watched.  Glancing around, I finally found the camera in the bottom of the sign telling us to use our key cards.
      "Do we have key cards?"  I asked no one in particular.
     "I don't remember anything in the briefcase about key cards.  That's the slot there."  We dutifully looked at the slot, then looked at each other.  Well, hell.
     "OK, well, I guess we break in."  They both looked at me like I had horns growing out of my head.  "What?"  I asked.  "I have a screw driver right here so move out of the way."  Waving said screwdriver in the air.
     "Wait a minute, I don't like this."  Ken said, looking around the room. "Just wait a minute, let me see if I can figure this out."
     "What's to figure out.  We were supposed to have a key card, we don't and we have to get these doors open.  So, as far as I can see, we have to break in."
     "It would be our luck, poison gas would come in the vents and kill us."  Mason said, looking all around the walls and the floors.  I let them look while I thought about my bladder which was demanding attention.  The corner of the room was looking pretty damn good to me when Ken did an ' Ah hah'.
     He held up a card he had pulled out of his pocket.  "l was given this a few days before I was due to show up.  Thought I should hang onto it.  I didn't know what it went to but from the markings on it I think it belongs right here."  He then stuck the thing into the slot.  Green lights ran up and down the outside of the slot, then a red light blinked before a green one again.  The door began to open.  I hope there's a restroom in here, I thought as we stood before a very big room with beds in it.  Nothing moved so we stepped inside.  When the doors closed behind us, I had a feeling we were in trouble.  When we were suddenly facing several soldiers with very large guns, I knew it.
     "We're out of poison gas."  One of the soldiers said, pointing a big gun at us.
     "Well, that has to be a bummer."  I said to the gun.  "I was just wondering if I could use your restroom.  I hate going behind a bush.  It's so unsanitary not to mention there isn't any toilet paper."
     "Shut up" said one particularly large man dressed to kill, literally.
     I complied, but this guy is gonna die later.  No one said anything as they relieved us of our guns.  They let us keep the ammo, which was a big mistake on their part.
     Don't do that, please, you'll just piss them off and we don't want that right now.  Please, honey, be nice. Mason warmed me and I relaxed a bit.  Enough to keep my mouth closed anyway.  
     "What are you doing here? How did you get the codes to open the doors?" The big one seemed to be the boss.  He stood in front of me and I got the feeling he was talking to me.  I just stared at the floor.
     "We found them on a body that was dumped a few days ago.  We thought it might be safer in here than out there."  Ken said in a nasally voice I'd never heard before.  "We need sanctuary and we thought this would be a good place for one."  What a liar.  I tried not to look up because I knew my face would say, 'What a liar.'
     "Well, the general will decide what to do with you.  Move," he commanded, pushing us in the direction of the back of the room.  We would have been headed in that direction anyway, this way we had an escort. 
     We walked single file to the back of the room.  One of the men opened a door and we walked into the dormitory shower area.  "I would really appreciate using one of the restrooms right now."  I wasn't lying earlier. " I really need to go and if I pee my pants it's not going to be good being around me then."
     "JD if you don't really...."
     "I really need to, Mason, I swear on my lodge."
     The men all looked at each other as I danced a bit in place.  'Smart ass' motioned to one of the stalls and I didn't waste any time.  It was difficult getting started knowing six men stood just feet away, but I thought of other things and finally managed to get things done.  Relief was so great I thought I would cry, but I just stepped out of the stall like I was with my girlfriends at the mall.
     "Anyone else".  Big guy said.  Clearly not expecting an answer. "Lets go then." Big said, motioning towards what I thought was another stall door.  It was a door to some stairs.  I thought it was nice of them to help us find our way to the Command Center.  NOT.
     When we stepped into the command center it was about half full of soldiers.  There were people in white lab coats milling around  but mostly it was military.  There were no civilians or children.  I looked for Uncle Bill and George but didn't see them right then.
     There was a group of people standing around a bank of monitors talking quietly and we were led right to them.  I saw some of the monitors showed the entrance we had come in, the elevator and the doorway to the dorm.  We were so smart.  What had Uncle Bill led us into?  One of the cameras scanned the area around the outside of the parking area and I saw our truck sitting there.  Several walkers were milling around the area and I was instantly glad we got inside.
     "Hello,"  we turned at the voice and stared.  The general was a woman.  OK.  We looked at each other not sure what to say.  I finally settled on "Hello".  She just smiled.  She became serious when she looked at the men holding us.  "You can release them now, men and return to your stations."  Smart ass looked like he wanted to argue but placed our weapons on a table, turned and disappeared back the way we'd come.
     "He finds it difficult taking orders from a woman.  He isn't the only one."  Presenting her hand I shook it and stepped back as Mason and Ken did to.  I saw Ken held her hand a mite longer than was necessary.  Hmm, that was interesting.  Just then I heard a squeal, and turned to catch George as she threw herself into my arms. "I knew you would come." She whispered, "I just knew it."  Ken came over and hugged the both of us and I remembered what it was like to have family.  
     The general looked over some papers, nodded her head and returned the salute before turning to us.  "So, maybe one of you would like to explain how you got inside and where you got the map, code numbers and pass key." 
     Crap.
 
 



              
 
                                          
              
                                                                      Chapter 4
 
     The cute, little, pixie girl, general stood before us demanding our information source,  which we had no intention of divulging.  We hadn't planned for this kind of emergency so we just stood there, looking stupid.  Worked for me.
      "Like we told your men,"  Ken began, making me jump.  "I found the information on the bodies that were taken outside.  Each one seemed to have a piece of paper either in his hand or in a pocket.  I was looking for a way into the building and whenever someone would be hauled out, I tried to get inside but couldn't get here in time."
     "Why is that Mr. Darling?  Were you so far away?"  She started pacing, just like a real general.  Three or four steps one direction, then three or four the other.
     "I was living in the fire service lookout tower about a mile east of here."  She nodded like she knew the place.  "It was the safest place I could find.  I tore out the bottom steps and put in a rope ladder.  But it was just too far away for me to get here fast enough to get inside. I felt kinda bad for the dead and was going through their pockets for names and address so I could notify their families and that's when I found the codes and whatnot."
     "I see and did you ever notify any families?"
     "I made up fliers and put them on telephone poles.  It was the best I could do."  The pacing was beginning to get on my nerves, so I had to fight to keep from telling her to stop it.  I felt a nudge at the edge of my mind and thought,  What? followed quickly by a cough coming from  behind me.  Just wait her out, JD, George said, she's just posturing for the benefit of the others.  She's almost done.
     I jumped when Mason said,  Does all your family know how to do that?   I'm not nervous, nope not me.
     I hope Ken never finds out, he'll be so pissed.  He's tried to it but never could manage it.  If he finds out George can do it, he'll be devastated.
     The general stopped pacing and stood in front of us with her hands clasped behind her.  The change took me by surprise, since I had wanted it  to stop already.  When she did, I was more nervous.   Looking intently at each of us, she took a deep breath.  "I have no choice but to believe you.  Now that you're here, you have to stay so it might as well be on good terms.  Just a note of warning.  Those three men who brought you in are hardcore.  They shoot first and don't give a damn about asking questions.  I'm controlling them at this time, but just barely. So don't get in their way, understood?"
     We nodded our heads like good little kids.  
     "Dr. May, would you find them some bunks and assign them duties we all can live with?"
     "Sure, sir."  She said to the pixie, who seemed satisfied and turned back to the monitors.  We were clearly dismissed so George grabbed my hand and began to lead me to another portion of the Command center.  We headed down some more steps and walked into a room that was clearly a lab.  It was a long narrow room, with two counters running down the middle nearly to the end.  Each counter was loaded down with microscopes, burners and machines that probably did some amazing things.  Northern Uncle Bill stood at the other end, talking to a man in a lab coat.  They were so intent on their conversation, that George had to tap him on the shoulder to get his attention.  That had evidently been tried before, because he shrugged her off and continued as if she was a pesky fly.  She blushed, then stood meekly by waiting for him to notice her.  It seemed practiced, like she had done it many times before.  I didn't doubt it a bit
     He was a tall man with white hair and a white goat tee and mustache.  His slender frame had never seen an ounce of fat because he was too busy with his work to eat.  Wearing a white lab coat and blue booties on his shoes, he ignored us which I was all too familiar with.  
     When the other man finally nodded and left, Northern Uncle Bill turned, saw George and his face lit up.  The light went out when he saw me and Ken.  Yep, been there, done that.  I wasn't offended because I already knew where I stood in his heart.  It should have hurt my feelings but I only get hurt by the people I care about.  I found I was only mildly irritated.  That irritation was due mostly to our reception more than his indifference.  I wondered, briefly,  if he would be hurt that I really didn't care, but only briefly.  I turned to Mason and smiled.  He looked puzzled for a moment but our connection was solid and he smiled back at me. 
     "Dad, this is JD's husband, Mason."  He glanced briefly at Mason, then turned when Ken spoke.
     "We need to discuss the reason we're here.  Is there a safe place around here to do that?"  Ken asked, clearly not happy.  
     "Yes, follow me."  George started to lead us into what looked like a storage room filled to overflowing with boxes labeled 'files'.  Northern Uncle Bill stayed her with a tight grip on her arm.  "I think this can wait for a bit."
     "No sir, it can't wait.  Not even a few minutes ."  Mason said, leading the way into the storage room.  Northern Uncle Bill hesitated a moment, with a look on his face that my mother would make when she smelled something nasty.  He followed us into the room anyway.   George looked around outside before closing the door and locking it.              
     "We have to be careful.  They're so scared someone will escape, they watch us like hawks."
     "Why don't they care if someone leaves?"  Mason asked.
     "They're afraid everyone will find out about this place and want in.  They can't handle many more people in here, the food and water is getting scarce and our medical supplies are dismal.  Of course, in four days it won't matter anymore."
     "I would think with basic supplies getting low, they would encourage people to leave."
     Northern Uncle Bill made a sound that was similar to a dog clearing their nose or a muffled sneeze.  Clearly he disagreed.  "The blast radius will be 100 miles so that means we need to leave by 5 pm Sunday in order to achieve maximum safe distance."  Northern Uncle Bill said crossing his arms over his belly.  I think he thought it made him look important, I thought it looked confrontational but hey, who am I?
      "Sunday?  We are not waiting till Sunday to leave.  I'm not taking any chances on managing to get to a  'maximum safe distance'   If we leave tomorrow we can be in Montana when it goes off."  Mason replied, "It will take half an hour to get off this mountain, then the land is so flat the blast wall will travel pretty fast.  If we cut it that close we'll need to be underground rather than far away."
     "Mr. Mason, is it?"  He knew his name, he was just being an ass.  "I'm sure you may think you know what the situation is, but I beg to differ."
     "Mr. May,"  Mason began.
    "Doctor May."  He said, puffed up like a toad ready to do battle.
    "OK, Dr. May, we just got here, so I think we know a little bit more about the route we need to take than you, who've been sitting on his..."
     "Well, this is going well, don't ya think?"  I said, jumping between the two of them.  "Uncle Bill," and putting my hand up in a stop-right-there signal, "we went to a lot of trouble to find a place that would keep us safe after we leave here, just in case we left too late.  Mason is right.  The blast wall is going to travel much faster over flat land, so we have no chance of outrunning it.  We'd have to hide.  Just in case that should happen, we found a place far enough from here to be safe so stop pissing off everyone and lets figure out a way out of here."  I was out of breath by the time I finished.  Mason had walked to the end of the room and stood with hands in his pockets staring at a spot on the floor.  I could tell by the tension in his shoulders, he was infuriated. Not bad, it only took him 3 minutes to become frustrated while it took us years.   Northern Uncle Bill just glared at me.  George and Ken were staring at the floor.
     "Well, it looks like Margie's daughter grew up."  He said tilting his head back and literally looking down his nose at me.
     "Dad, be nice."
     "Why does everyone think I'm not being nice?"  Oh well, that answer would just take too much time to answer.  So I ignored it.
     "Do you have a plan or do we need to come up with one?"  Mason said, almost growling.  You could see the white line along his jaw where he was clinching his teeth.  I sent him some love, and he took a deep breath, letting it out slowly.  Then he smiled at me, nodded and rotated his shoulders.  He'd be ok for a bit.  I just needed to keep them apart for awhile.
     "I believe I was the one to send the information out so Ken could get it to you in Montana.  I'm also the one that will get us out of here, we just needed a little help from the outside to get clear of this mountain."
     "Well, then, we will just let you lead the way out of here then."  Mason said, then walked to the door, unlocked it and stomped out.
     "I can't abide insolence," Uncle Bill griped.  He was still puffed up although his feathers were now ruffled.
     "We aren't tallying up who has done what.  We got here, we just need your plan to leave.  As to insolence, you encourage it from everyone and most people are able to resist or just don't care.  Mason cares, so don't push him to far.   You won't like the results."
     He turned and "harrumphed" at me.  When he turned away I said, "and that means you think I am beneath you so you don't have to reply."
     "Well!"
     "That one means you can't believe I said that and you're insulted."
     "Whatever".
     "That's my favorite... you think you're right and I don't know what I'm talking about."
     He started to say something, thought better of it, then he lifted one eyebrow, fluttered his lips, and walked out of the room also.
     George just stood there and stared at me.
     "Close your mouth, sweetie and show me where the food is.  When everyone calms down we really need to plan to leave."
     "How did you do that?"
     "Years of hard work and dedication to the dilemma of NUB or Northern Uncle Bill.  We would spy on him for hours and then talk about it for days trying to figure him out.  The really sad part was, no one had an answer."
     "It's his work."
     "No, George it's not his work.  Remember the Christmas your mom had the family over for dinner?  If was the first time for her and she was so nervous.  She had the table set, dinner getting cold while she kept checking the driveway to see if he was home yet.  He never showed up, didn't call, nothing.  There is NO excuse for a man to be away from his family on Christmas.  When he did show up, he was clearly mad at your mom for having 'these people invading his home'  when he knew we were all coming because we RSVP'd, per his request.  I believe that was the reason he didn't get you or your mom gifts for Christmas."
     "No, he always got us something, even if he couldn't be there."
     "No, George, your mom bought the gifts for you from your dad and she bought herself one labeling it from your dad so you wouldn't know.  I don't think he ever gave her a gift for anything.  There was no praise, no love.  She just covered for him to the absolute aggravation and embarrassment of everyone else in the family.  
     But that doesn't have anything to do with right now.  He has to relinquish control of the situation to us because we just drove the route.  We know more than he does ab out what it's like out there and that's chapping his ass.  We'll lead the way, once we're get clear of this place but until then you and I and Ken have to diffuse the bomb building between your dad and Mason.
     Now, we need to eat, sleep some and find a way out of this prison the pixie has engineered before we all become toxic waste."
     The lab was vacant when we finally emerged from the storage area.  It took us a bit to find the others, who had wandered into the lab dorms and were gathered around some bunks.  Northern Uncle Bill was not present but I didn't expect him to be, because he'd lost the argument.  Mason turned as we approached and smiled.  That made me smile too. 
     "The way we have it figured, we're near the base of the mountain.  Is that right, George?"
     "Yes, that's very good.  We aren't far from the exit door hidden in the mountain.  The general doesn't believe it's even there and won't let the men check it out.  She's afraid they won't come back or worse bring back enforcements."
     "How did she respond to the fact that the place will blow up in three days?"
     "Disbelief.  She thinks it's just a ploy to get out.  Says the place wasn't designed to self destruct.  Read it somewhere, she says, but not from the information we got.  When the fuel that runs the generators run out, the computer is programmed to self destruct.  End of story."
     "Well, I plan to be far enough away when it happens to avoid it but I was just wondering what the radiation is going to do to the earth.  Are we looking at a world ending event?  Nuclear winter?  What?"
    "Dads been doing some figures and assures me it will mostly be localized with some radiation poisoning in this general area.  Further away, it won't be so bad and Montana is far enough away that it shouldn't be noticeable."
     "Good, I'd hate to spend the time and energy to fix up a paradise just to have it rendered unlivable by some safety feature."
      "Is it really a paradise, JD.  I am so ready for paradise other than the heavenly one, that is."
     I put my arm around her and as we walked to the mess hall, to eat a little something, I told her about the lodge and Montana.  I put my heart and soul into describing  my home and how easily it could become hers and her fathers.  I told her they could share one of the cabins on the property and he would have all the room he needed to run his lab.  When we got to the mess hall, her father was leaving.  He motioned her over and after she left me, I walked up to Mason and put my arm around him.
     "Have a nice visit?"  He asked after kissing my nose.  
     "Yep, I described  the lodge and our friends.  I think she might be able to fit right in but it may take a bit for Northern Uncle Bill to warm the others up.  Kinda like hell freezing over."  Picking up my tray I looked over the offerings on the buffet table. "Yuck, I think I'd rather eat MRE's."  Meals Ready to Eat are the dehydrated food in a bag the military eats.  Ever eaten freeze dried ice cream?  Get the picture?
     "I hope he has a plan to get out of here.  I don't want to wait till the last minute either.  It'll take us nearly an hour just to get off this mountain, I want to be securely buried in one of the three places we found on our way here or better yet in Montana."
     "I know what you mean, but I'm counting on them having the plans finalized before we got here."
     "Do you know when exactly the fuel will run out?"
     "According to the paperwork, the fuel runs out at 6:53 pm Sunday.  That means we need to be out of the door by 6:01 or we won't make it to the first safe house."
     "So it's Thursday,"  I scanned until I found a clock..."2:15 pm.  That means less than 53 hours to leave."
     He tilted his head smiled, calculating in his head to see if I was right.
      "The little lady can add, imagine that."  said one of the soldiers that 'captured' us when we arrived.  We'd slipped up, badly.  I turned to see the soldier in question was standing directly behind us.  I would've been alarmed if he didn't have his arm securely wrapped around George and she had a big smile on her face.  I hate complicated things and this just keep getting more so as each minute passed.
     "JD, I want you meet Riley, my husband.  This is my cousin, JD and her husband, Mason.  I'm sorry I couldn't tell you sooner but dad had a cow when we got married and doesn't want to hear about it."  
     I smiled, because I could just bet Northern Uncle Bill nearly had a heart attack when he found out.
     "We had to sneak off to do it, then he tried to have me stationed overseas and nearly managed it to.  When we headed here, I had been assigned to the general and he thought he had finally gotten rid of me.  You should have seen his face when he saw me.  It was priceless.  Now he just ignores me and takes all of George's free time if he can."
     "Ignore him back, it works for me.  Although, I've found joy in telling him the way it is, I wouldn't recommend it, unless you have some really good comebacks stored up.  He's quick."
     We grabbed our grub and sat at a table George indicated.  I was sure it was the most secure table in the room, so we sauntered over to it like it was the most natural thing in the world.  We talked about childhoods and friendships and marriage.  I figured they would get around to talking about the matter at hand sooner or later.  I wasn't wrong.
     "We have about five minutes before someone notices the mike is turned off at this table so this is it.  We don't want to wait till the last minute to leave.  The trip down the mountain well be miserable let alone getting out of blast range before the explosion so we want to leave by Saturday.  Why then you ask?  Because her father refuses to leave until he is sure the anti-virus will work.  We won't know until then.  The 'patient' is locked up in the lab and I'm not happy about it but if he doesn't die by Saturday noon, then we are out of here.  If he does, then I don't know how we are going to get Dr. Darling out of here."
     "He can be a hard ass when he wants to be."
     "Really?  I hadn't noticed."
     "JD be nice.  I know you don't like him, but..."
     "It's not that and I don't want to go into it right now.  Time is wasting."
     Riley nodded his head, glanced at his watch, frowned then quickly said, "Meet me at the third locker from the door, at midnight.  I'll be off duty by then and I'll talk about it more."
     He gave George a kiss that made my stomach clench, then was gone.  She followed him with hungry eyes then caught me watching her.  Blushing, she picked at her lunch.
     "Don't let it bother you, I do the same with this guy ."  I nudged Mason with my shoulder who returned the favor. I love you to, sweetie.  We need her to nudge her dad about leaving earlier.
     You know know I can hear that, right? she asked.  Mason muttered "Damn" then while slowly eating he 'talked' to us.  You need to beg, plead and promise your dad anything to get him out of here earlier.
     You don't think I haven't tried?  I even threw in some tears and guilt but he won't budge when it comes to his work.  He knows he's putting everyone's life on the line but it doesn't matter to him.  And before you get any ideas, I won't leave here without him.
     "Then get this clear and you can tell your dad.  I didn't come down here to save people who don't want to be saved.  I won't put JD's life on the line again like this for people who don't appreciate it.  For the record we are leaving here by noon on Sunday or earlier with you and your dad or without.  End of story."   He threw his napkin on the table and walked from the room.
     He really loves you.  That's good.  I wouldn't like him otherwise.  He is right though, JD, your life means more to me than to let you risk it past noon Sunday either.
     "I've missed you, George, you have no idea.  I missed Ken too, until I had to share the truck seat with him on the way here."
     "You two still fighting over who gets the seat?  I'd have thought you two would've outgrown that nonsense by now."
     "She's just greedy is why." Ken said over my shoulder.  "I keep telling her the man gets the seat but she won't listen."
     "That's because you're still a little boy and want your way.  Not happening for sure."  
     "I have a question.  You said Northern Uncle Bill has a patient in the lab.  You aren't talking about a walker are you?  That would just be irresponsible as hell to bring one of those things in here."
     She looked guilty enough that I knew it was true.  I sat back and tried to control my breathing.  He wouldn't bring a walker in here with his own daughter would he?  From the look on her face, I knew he had done exactly that.  I jumped up and started a fast walk in the direction of the lab.  Ken managed to stop me before leaving  the mess hall.
     "You can't JD.  You have restrain yourself a day or so longer."
     George jumped in.  "I know it looks bad, but he needed a specimen to work on.  It's in a locked room, tied down and sedated."
     "Sedated?"  You can sedate one of those things.?"
    "Please, JD, try to understand.  In order to find an anti-virus, we had to experiment on an infected subject.  It's safe, I swear it is.  Please, just wait to talk to dad, he'll just argue with you and nothing will change,  anyway.  Please."
     I took another big breath and probably made the biggest mistake of my life, but I nodded.  "One day, George, one day is all I'll be able to stand being in the same area with those animals.  One day, George and then we leave.  End of story."  I turned and walked away, not really sure of where I was going but knowing I needed to be alone.  
     We'd laughed and talked for quite a while so I wasn't sure where anyone was.  I was not going to have any guilty feelings in the future over this trip so 24 hours from now I was leaving out that damn door in the mountain with anyone else or not.  I wasn't going to feel guilty about it either.  Just making that decision lined the Karma up on my side for a change, just where I wanted it.
 
 
 



 
                                                                      Chapter 5
 
 
     I wandered around for awhile, getting lost, backtracking, walking in on people doing things no one else should see.  I finally found my way back to the Mess Hall, got a cup of lousy coffee and looked around.  I sent Mason the message of where I was and to find me when he got around to it.  That reminded me of the time Ken got into trouble for not taking out the trash.  He was around 10 or 11 at the time.  When asked when he planned to do it, he said when he got around to it.  Near dark, my dad presented him with a wooden disk, painted all pretty, that said 'to it' in the middle.  There was a bright blue, ribbon attached to it and when my dad put it around his neck he said "Now you've got 'a round to it'.  Take out the trash."  He did and never used the term again.  I wondered if he still had that pretty round disk.
     Mason finally sauntered in after about an hour and we shared lousy coffee together.  "I sure miss that stuff at the lodge.  I'm not sure what this stuff is."
     "It's wet, that's what it is.  That's about all it is.  I think the self destruct will do these people a favor if they have to live on this very long."
     Mason gave me a look and I was sorry the instant the words left my mouth.  Many of these nice people were going to die because their general wouldn't listen to reason.  We sat in silence for a bit until a stranger came over and sat with us.  Mason and I looked at each other but sat silently until some unseen signal prompted the man to speak.  The words rolled around and over each other as if he was in a hurry.
     "We know about the self destruct Sunday evening.  We plan to leave that morning and was wondering if you had any words of wisdom for us."
    I nodded to Mason and he began, "Don't go east, the winds will blow the radiation that direction.  Go north or west, California maybe but not the coast.  Stay away from high population areas because high population means a high population of walkers.  Take the state roads or even gravel roads.  Hit the army/navy stores and small mom and pop stores.  Most of the bigger warehouse stores were hit when the virus began and you won't find much except walkers.  Electronics like night vision cameras, motion detectors and weapons of any kind are a must but forget assault weapons.  After the first shot, the recoils screws with accuracy and to kill a walker it has to be a head shot.  A RV is great just reinforce the doors and paint the bottom of the windows just in case a herd comes your way you can be quiet and they won't know you're there.  Watch out for anyone wanting to be your friend, he will probably kill you.  Get as much drugs and MRE's you can carry and study survival and first aid books you can get from the library.  Education is your best friend."
     The man's mouth had begun to droop when Mason started speaking and by the time Mason was finished his jaw was hanging wide open.  He shook his head when Mason quit speaking and looked at his watch. Giving us his thanks he stood but stopped when Mason grabbed his arm.  "You planning to go out through the front?"  At his nod, Mason continued. "There's a newer model, king cab, pickup, fully fueled, parked out front, with the keys in it.   There's a map in the glove box."
     The guy looked like he wanted to say more but looked at his watch again, frowned and simply said, "OK, well it was nice talking to you."  Then he mouthed thank you and walked away.              
    I think maybe someone in charge of the mike keeps turning them off for two minutes at a time.  
     I agree, and I want to say how proud of you I am.  You put about all the information a person will need into practically one breath.
      "What are you talking about woman.  That was one breath."  I laughed like he intended and then we set out to find George.  Mason had a better grasp on the layout of the facility than I did, so by the time we entered the Lab, I was hopelessly lost...again.  Actually, it was the loud voices that drew us in that direction.  George had found her dad and they were going at it pretty good.
     "I won't have you speaking to me that way.  Show some respect."
     "Respect? Respect?  You want respect, you show respect or earn it. That's what you've always taught me.  But you haven't earned it.  You think just because you have a bunch of letters after your name that you can demand it and get it.  Well, I have news for you."
     "Fine, then respect me because I am your father.  Do you dispute that?"
     "There are days when I'd like to.  You spend a lot of time forgetting I'm your daughter until it suits your purpose, then you want respect. You have to treat people the way you want to be treated.  But wait, I think that is your problem, you're getting some of the ill treatment back and you don't like it."
     "I don't care what anyone thinks of me as long as they do their job."
     "Fatherhood is a job."
     "You are much too old to be acting like a hurt child.  Now I have work to do and so do you."
     "Not till you agree to leave here tomorrow at the latest."
     "That is not going to happen.  You know why.  I won't discuss this anymore.  Now, get out."
     "No dammit, I won't get out."
     SMACK!!
     "You'll do as you're told or by God I'll have you locked up in the brig for insubordination!"  Then he turned and saw us.  His face was purple, he was so angry and when George saw us she ran to the back of the room where we heard a door slam.  I leaned against the door jam, crossed my arms and waited.  I was so angry I couldn't breathe.
     He started toward me and when he got close enough he said, "This is all your fault.  You and Ken have filled her head with ideas and now it will take me months to fix the damage you've caused."
     "Really?  Months?  You have days remember, not months or is your your head so far up your ass...
     SMACK!
     I let the momentum of the slap swing me around in a circle and when I came full circle my doubled up fist caught him right on the nose.  The force of the hit was felt all the way up my arm.  I just barely stopped myself from flexing my damaged hand.  I could feel the cut of my lip and knew it was bleeding but his nose was broken and it was worth it.  He went down on one knee and stayed there.  "How's it feel asshole?  Hurts doesn't it?"  All of a sudden I was hit with something that jerked my head back and blackness rolled over me in painful waves as darkness pulled me down into nothingness.                
      I woke up in Mason's arms surrounded by cement.  He was whispering words I couldn't understand in my hair.  One ear was ringing or both I wasn't sure and I had to pee.  My cheek was damp which meant I was drooling on myself again and parts of me was numb while other parts hurt like hell.  I'd been hit with with a Taser, not the sissy ones the cops carried but the hard core ones, for the military.
     I tried to focus my eyes but that wasn't working too well so I just closed them.  Then I tried to sit up but parts of my body didn't respond very well.  Mason tried to help but I felt disconnected from my hands and feet and I think my eyes were permanently crossed.  I felt like a rag doll, trying to hold my head up and touch Masons face.  After several minutes things started to work right and I was able to growl out a sentence.  "No... more... nice... girl."
     He smiled, like I knew he would.  I looked around me and realized I was in the brig.  Tased me and threw me in jail.  What a shit.  Mason held a cup of water to my mouth and I didn't realize I was thirsty until I took a sip, then I was like a camel, filling up before the long trek. I think I ended up wearing most of it but I was dry, so I drank until I was finally full.  I smiled weakly at Mason and asked what the hell he was doing in here with me.
     "Well, when he hit you I was coming around you to smack him a good one but you took care of that so I nearly fell on you but fell on him instead and when the goon squad arrived it looked like I was beating up on the old man.  I tried to tell them what really happened but they took his word over mine and here we are."
     "What do you mean they took his word?"
     "He said lock us up and they did.  Course, my giving one a soldier a black eye and another a bloody nose probably didn't help."
     "Great, now how are we gonna get out of here?"
     JD, are you okay now?  I just came from the general and she won't budge on letting you out.  Says you have to stay there a week, but I'll get you out before that I promise.
     Sounds great George and until then, I do not want any of that lousy coffee, understood?  She laughed softly, then was gone.  I looked at Mason to see if he'd heard some of that and he nodded.  We would have to operate on the assumption the cell was bugged, so we decided to do the old mind thing for important stuff for the time being.  Much embarrassment issued when I had to use the restroom but Mason was a gentlemen and plugged his ears.  I looked around the room and decided we would probably sleep better here than in the large room with ten other people so it wasn't so bad.  Of course, the door being locked presented some problems but none we couldn't get out of, I hoped. After much thought, I remembered there was a walker in the facility so then I felt a lot better about that locked door.
     That night we took the sheet from one of the bunks, tied it to the bars in front of the camera, threw the mattresses on the floor side by side and went to bed.  He threw his arm around me and cupped a breast, whispered all the stuff a girly girl wants to hear, nuzzled my neck and we went to sleep.  Except for having to use the restroom several times that night (all that water I drank), it wasn't so bad. 
     The slamming of a steel door jerked me out of a deep sleep.  Mason was on his feet so fast I didn't feel him move.  I hate people like that.  Especially in the morning.  I don't speak English until noon, as a general rule but at least Mason did, so it worked out in the long run.  He was standing at the bars when, of all people, Northern Uncle Bill walked into view.  Mason snorted, yes snorted, then proceeded to put the mattresses back onto the bunks, while I leaned against the concrete walls, watching him, ignoring the other man completely.  
     So, he sighed loudly, cleared his throat, then coughed. I looked up at him and nearly swallowed my tongue.  He had two black eyes, and wad of white tape encased his nose from top to bottom to the extent that he couldn't wear his glasses.
     I laughed, oh yes I did.  Mason turned and looked at me but I couldn't speak, so I pointed instead.  Mason's eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets and then he started to grin.  I was laughing so hard I had to sit down.  By then, my stomach hurt from it.  Every time I thought I had it under control I would look at him and begin again.  The funniest part of all was Northern Uncle Bill just stood there with his arms crossed over his chest glaring at us. I thought at one time he had left but he returned with a chair, sat down and watched us.  After a time we finally managed to control ourselves long enough to assume a somewhat natural pose on the bunks.  If you can be natural in a prison cell. Okay, it wasn't a prison but the warden was a natural.
     When all got quiet, he cleared his throat, again.  "The mike is off for," looking at his watch, "another 3.4 minutes so I'll have to make this brief.  I am confident that you will be able to take care of George..."
     "She has a husband to do that."  I grumbled
     "Yes, well, he isn't family, you are, so I am putting her in your care. She has described this paradise you told her about and I know she will flourish there, so that's a good thing.  I won't be going with you.  The reasons are mine and George doesn't know.  She wouldn't leave if she had to leave me behind.  I am her father regardless of her feelings for me.  I will be happy knowing she is going to live.  I am under the impression," glancing at his watch again, "that she will have enough room to continue my work, just don't let her become emotionally tied to it.  It has a tendency to ruin relationships."
     He stood and grasp the chair he brought in.  "I have talked to the general and have convinced her that what happened will not happen again.  I think under the circumstances it would be best if we don't remain too long in the same room together.  Mason, I think you have bitten off more than you can chew with Josephine Darling so I wish you both well."  Then he left.  I was stunned beyond belief . Did I knock some sense into him or has an alien taken his place?
     I don't know but I do know I don't want to be the one to tell George.
     We aren't.
     Are you sure?  She has a right to know.
     I agree with you there, but we both know she isn't going to leave without him.
     Well, lets think this over before we decide.
     Yea, I wonder when we get out of here.
     "I wonder where the nasty coffee is." He said loud enough for the person on the other side of the mike to hear.  We waited a bit longer before we were released from the cell and led back to the Mess Hall.  When we entered, there was a spattering of applause and several thumbs up.  Well, looks like dear old uncle wasn't a favorite among a lot of people.  The man who plans to sneak out Saturday, just smiled and left the room.  We got a nice breakfast and a lot of lousy coffee.  It was wonderful.
     Have you ever noticed that wonderful doesn't last very long?  
     We wondered about, holding hands like kids, then found ourselves in the lab. The end of the room held a small group of people in lab coats standing in front of a window.  Curiosity drew us to stand behind them and what I say took my breath away. 
      There was a silver table sitting in the center of the room. Northern Uncle Bill and another man stood between the window and what was on that table.  I knew before they moved what I would see, but still I wasn't prepared.  A walker, in pretty bad shape, although to be fair they all looked like that, lay strapped to the table.  A clear plastic looking mask was strapped to his face with air holes where the nostrils should be.  The mouth was covered and a strap wrapped around his head from his chin over his head to keep him from opening his mouth.
     The whole length of his body was encased in the mysterious plastic material holding him in place.  His arms were out to his side like he was gonna fly out of here, strapped in four places, his hands in leather looking gloves and his feet were bare.  I could see bone in places so I quit looking.  The IV stand stood near his head with the hose leading to a place in his neck.  The bag held clear fluid so I had no idea what that was.  The man in the white coat had drawn some liquid from the thing and they were on their way out.
     Northern Uncle Bill paused when he left the room, locking the door and making sure it was locked before he turned to leave.
     "A moment please."  I said.
     "I'm very busy so be fast." 
     "What is the clear material holding him down?"  He seemed pleased with the question so turned and said to the window.  "It's weapons grade, bullet proof, glass.  He is basically encased in it."
     "Why is he still trying to move?"  He frowned but answered anyway.  "Something about the virus I think, but they never stop moving or searching for their meal similar to a shark, I think.  I don't know if they hunger or not,  just that they want to eat, live meat not dead."
     "Yea, I figured that one out."  He turned and looked at me, head slanted to one side, like he found something interesting.  I shrugged, "I was trying to figure out how they tick so I could avoid or fight them.  If you use Scent B Gone the hunters use, they won't bother you."  I looked at the thing on the table. " I was inches from one and it sniffed me then turned and walked away.  I was lucky that day."  Shaking myself a bit I asked, "What's in the IV bag?"  He looked back into the room.
     "Saline solutions which doesn't do much but allow us to inject him with different meds.  The iv is run into his neck.  His hand are quick so we decided to avoid them by gloving him."
     "Is he in any pain?"  He looked back at me again.  "Just wondering."
     "I don't know.  As far as I know they don't feel anything but I just don't know.  We just injected him with the anti-virus and now we wait 24 hours to see the results."
     "What do you expect to happen?"
     "He has to die, dead, the forever kind.  If he doesn't then I need to 'tweak' my formula a bit.  Anything else."
     "No, nothing else but when I go to bed tonight, I will sleep in the brig with the door locked.  Nothing against you and your work, but I wouldn't be able to sleep unless I was sure I was safe.  Being in the building with that thing doesn't make me feel safe."  I took one more look at it, turned and walked away.  Mason just stood there looking at it. I'd seen enough.
              
 
 
 



                                                                      Chapter 6
 
     Day six and one day before the big event found me getting on everyone's last nerve.  George had shut me off completely and I was afraid of what Mason might do if asked him anything.  I spent a lot of my time in front of the glass proof window willing the walker to die. I felt if I stood there long enough and stared at him hard enough, he would.  The power of the mind or some such thing.  I watched everyone that went in there and came back out.  Northern Uncle Bill just plain wouldn't talk to me anymore and when the general stopped by she warned me about any more trouble.  Yea, like I couldn't knock her silly with a look.  I was in a mood.  All I could think of was getting out of there...NOW.  But no one else seemed to be having the problem I was.
     Kenneth materialized next to me and stared at the creature in the other room.  "Want me to go in there and kill him for you?" He asked.  "If I wanted him dead that much, I'd do it myself.  I don't need anyone to do my killing for me."
     Suddenly I felt strong arms embrace me from behind and a chin settle on my shoulder.  "I've seen better things to stare at.  What's the fascination here?"
     "I'm willing it to die."
     "How's that going for ya?"
     "So far so good.  Finally get bored, did ya?"
     "Hmm."  Was his only reply.  After a few minutes he turned me in his arms and looked me dead in the eyes.  "Lets get something to drink and find better scenery.  That shouldn't be too hard."  Then he started to lead me from the room.  I strained my head in the opposite direction, mumbling "...but if he dies..."
     "You'll miss it and blah, blah, blah.  Who cares?"
     "Who cares?! I do that's who.  We can leave here like the minute it stops breathing or moving or,"  I waved my hands about,  "something.  We have to leave, Mason.  Why can't you get that into your head.  Why isn't anyone more upset than this for God's sake?  We are all going to..."  A finger against my lips quieted me and then he kissed me which pissed me off.  I hated to be placated.  Before I could bitch, he whispered in my ear, "There are big ears out here sweetie and we need you to settle down a bit.  Shh.  Be quiet.  It'll all work out."  I took a big breath, then another and tried to settle down.  I haven't had a good nights sleep since we left Montana and I was feeling punchy.  Sitting on a nuclear bomb with walkers might have had something to do with it.
     "We're going to have a nice lunch with George and Riley, then take a bit of a walk, to relax a bit.  Okay?"   
     "Yea, I'm okay or as close as we are gonna get but I have to warn you both.  I can't take much more of this, I just can't, a person has to know their limitations and I found mine, so just be forewarned."
     "Gee, JD, I thought you did that when you socked the old man.  You can be worse?  Wow, I'll just stay out of your way for now on."
     "Oh, shut-up...lets go to the Mess hall."  I took off ahead of Ken, but Mason stayed close.    I was close to killing everyone to get out of there.  Besides, there wasn't any sunshine, or stars or nothing.   The designer had evidently cornered the market on gun boat gray, paint and had soaked everything in it.  I was aching to see a tree or brush or sand or anything living. 
     When we arrived at the hall George and Riley was waiting on us, sitting under the TV, whispering.  I had finally figured out, if the TV is blaring, the mikes couldn't pick up the conversations of the humans nearby.  Someone decided 'Armageddon" was the movie of the day.  The sarcasm wasn't lost on me.   I sat, while Mason and Ken got us some tea.  It was better than the lousy coffee.   George touched my mind with, You doing better, kiddo? I
smiled at her and nodded. We were quiet until the guys settled down at the table.  I blew on my tea, while I listened to the boys discuss the facilities heating system.  I just shook my head, looked at George and frowned.  She made a point of looking at her watch and I rolled my eyes.  This was getting old.
     Riley put his arm around George, leaned back and quietly said, "The entire maintenance crew plans to leave at 7 am, so we have to leave then also.  When they're found missing, security will go nuts and that will be the end of it.  Near as I can tell, about a dozen of them are leaving when the guards change shift.  The door we're using has been hidden behind some filing cabinets under the stairwell.  The exit sign was removed months ago to discourage escapes.  I've put the cabinets on small plastic disks so they'll be easy to move out of the way."  He changed the topic when two lab attendants stopped to ask George a couple of questions, then he continued when they walked away.  "I'd suggest you spend the night nearby instead of the brig and watch for us.  Don't touch the door, it has an alarm, just be ready at two minutes to seven."
     I took a breath and was almost giddy with the news.  I couldn't get out of there fast enough, and having to wait till morning was going to be miserable but at least we had a definite date now.  I knew George wouldn't leave without her father, and I felt bad about not telling her he wasn't going but not bad enough to ruin our getaway.  My feet itched with wanting to leave.  
     I nodded to Riley and he smiled.  I guess he knew how badly I wanted out and then I looked at George and felt a stab of guilt.  Her father was going to die and there was nothing I could do about it.  We were actually able to enjoy some time together before a lab attendant came for George because 'the doctor' needed her.  I blew a raspberry at that thought and Mason raised his eyebrows at me and grinned.  I just shrugged my shoulders.
     I was fiddling with my tea bag with a thought occurred to me.  "Riley, where did all those bodies Ken talks about being dumped out front come from?  Were people infected inside or what?"
     He looked at Mason who shook his head just slightly, just enough to get my dander up.  I just stared at him and then he nodded at Riley.  "Well, they were members of Dr. May's team that gave permission to be infected so he could find a cure."
     I nodded, "And how many of those members were infected?"
     "I'm not sure."
     "How many Riley?"
     It was like getting John Wayne to wear panty hose.  "Did all of them die?"  He looked at Mason and Ken and then said, "Quite a few."  
     "How many, Riley?"
     "Six."  I knew it.
     "Where are these six infected 'members' kept, Riley?"  He looked at Mason but Mason kept rubbing a place between my shoulders while he stared at his tea.
     "I'm not going to tell you  JD, because you'll make a lot of trouble for me that I can't handle right now.  Not to mention ruin our plans.  They are kept in a freezer, frozen until Dr. May needs them.  I don't care what you do, JD, I'm not going to tell where."
     I stared at him.  I couldn't believe Uncle Bill would put all these people, one of whom was his daughter, at risk like this.  It was the most irresponsible thing I'd ever heard of.  All of a sudden, I was in Texas face to face with a walker and I couldn't breath.  I tried but no air was getting past my throat which had closed up tighter than a tick on a bloodhound.  The next thing I knew, I was staring at my feet, while Mason put something cold on the back of my neck and whispered gibberish to me.  I'd was having a panic attack, a it was a good one from the sounds of it cause time skipped forward at odd intervals and I soon found an oxygen mask on my face, in Masons lap, blinking up at his face.
     "How ya doing?"
     I just gave him a thumbs up and started to remove the mask.  "Nope, lets give it another minute or two."  I thought, okay, and closed my eyes.  I knew I should be worried about something but I couldn't' remember what it was.  I wasn't too concerned about it, because I was sure I would remember later.  Later came earlier that I would have wanted it to though.  I got up slowly and returned the mask to the nice man in the blue lab coat, then Mason helped me relearn how to walk on the way back to the dorm room where I weakly sat on one of the bunks.
     "Well, that was interesting.  Not in the old 'I didn't know that before' kind of interesting but the old, "what the fuck are you thinking' kind of interesting.  Did you know anything about any of that Mason?"
     "No, I didn't and if you hadn't had a panic attack I thought of having one.  I wish I knew where the freezers were.  I wish I knew if anyone has thought to check on the generators.  And I damned well wish if the generators would shut off any non vital equipment such as refrigerators and freezers long before they stop altogether...etc...
     "etc...etc..."  I finished for him.  We just looked at each and I started to get up but he pushed me back down. " I want you to listen to me just once if you don't mind.  Number one...You spend most of your time lost in this place so I would appreciate it if you would stay put.  Number two...you don't know who to ask, who to trust..."
     "Okay, okay.  I'll tell you what.  You go find out what you want to find out and I'm just going to rest here an hour or two and think sweet thoughts of Montana until you get back cause I really need to do that and I really, really need you to take over for a bit.  I'm on overload.  I know I'm on overload, so go, Begone."
     He bent down and gave me the sweetest kiss, brushed my hair behind my ear, tweaked my nose and sauntered away.  God what a Man.
     I was laying there with my arms crossed under my head staring at the ceiling with a little general face blocked my view.  I just grinned at her.
     "You feeling better Miss May."
     "Darling."
     "I beg your pardon?" 
     "My name is Darling, not May."
     "You're insubordinate, do you know that?"
     "You forget who my uncle is.  Yes, I know and I can't help it.  It's in the genes.  Can I help you with something?"
     She stepped back so I could sit up on the bunk, pausing a moment to let the dizziness pass.
     "I heard about your panic attack and was wondering if you are okay."
     "You check on everyone that has a panic attack or just me?"
     "I was wondering if I could speak candidly with you.  I know you don't think I'm incapable of commanding this station..."
     "Whoa, just a minute there.  I have every confidence in your ability to command this facility or any other.  You're doing it and you're doing a good job of it.  I just have a problem with you not  trusting the judgment of someone more knowledgeable in certain areas than you."
     "That was well said."  She smiled then sat on the bunk facing me.  "Most people would've just said I was stubborn and set in my ways."
     "That would be Dr. May speaking."
     "Yes, it would wouldn't it?  Anyway, I've been thinking about that and since your uncle is the great Dr. May, what do you make of his assessment of the situation?  Do you agree that the generators will run out of fuel and the self destruct will occur tomorrow?"
     "Have you checked with your people at all?  I mean, I'd think that it would be the first thing you'd do.  An explosion large enough to remove this mountain and radiate the surrounding territory for the next thousand years would sure be high on my to do list."
     She sighed deeply and I realized that her responsibility was weighing heavily on her.
     "Look, I'll tell you what I know for sure.  There is no government, or military except for those who think they're smarter than anyone else.  You being the exception. The walkers rule.  People out there are behind large walls, trying to find a way to sustain life.  All their family is gone, they have no one but the people who are in this together.  We drove almost 1000 miles across roads that at times were blocked by miles of traffic jams.  Bodies decomposing and walkers scuffling around looking for their next meal.  No, it's not good outside but it can be if you have a piece of the world that you can make safe.  Staying here is not safe.  Everyone will die in the next..."I looked up at the clock, "27 hours if they stay here.  Come with us, and see what you see, and listen, really listen to what the experts say and then decide.  There is no reason, none at all, that so many people should die because you had the wrong information."
     "I'll think about what you're saying.  I don't know why I should believe you, but I'm just not sure anymore.  I guess my biggest fear is I am wrong, and being wrong is going to kill a lot of people."  She stood to leave when I stopped her.
     "You can be safe out there, general, and happy.  Isn't that what this is all about?"
     She didn't reply, but left the room.  Maybe she'll come around.  Time will tell. 
     Mason met her at the door, she didn't notice she was so lost in thought, so he stepped around her and watched as she continued slowly down the hall.  He looked a question at me but I just shook my head.  " Later."   I said.
     "How ya doing?  You have more color than a bit ago."
     "Better now.  I was thinking of taking a walk, but remembered I should stay put. So now you're back we can take a walk together while you tell me the news."
     "I found the freezers, and they are full.  Gave me the shivers let me tell you.  Riley has someone checking on the generators fuel supply and is gonna get back to me. George is gonna check on the shut down procedure from the computer.  It may take a bit so I thought, if you were up to it, we would take a walk.  This place is damned boring if you don't have a job to do but it seems everyone but us are busy."
     We spent some time walking the halls and talking to the inhabitants.  While on one of the elevators, I got the thought that the elevators probably used a lot of energy so we walked around until we found the general and told her about it.  She thought about it for a minute and consulted one of the enlisted men, who pecked away on the computer for a minute before consulting with the general again.  Then she announced over the intercom that the elevators were experiencing a problem and would be down for maintenance until further notice.  She winked at me before leaving the room.  
     "That must of been one hell of a talk you two had.  Come on, brat, we have to walk stairs now, so get a move on."  He made sure I hurried when he swatted me hard on the behind.  It stung hard enough that I yelped and he chuckled in my mind I'll kiss that and make it better later.  I'm not sure what the mess hall worker thought when she saw my red face but she was kind enough to turn away without laughing.
     After lunch, we wandered into the lab.  The curtain on the window into the walkers room was closed and I wandered about it for a minute till George came out.  She had been crying and I wondered what Northern Uncle Bill was up to this time.  She didn't want to talk about it, so she quickly left the room but soon the door opened and a gurney with a sheet wrapped body was wheeled from the room, Uncle Bill close behind.  
     It was dead.  Yeah.  Ding Dong the thing was dead.  I started to say something to Uncle Bill when another gurney was wheeled in with a frozen walker on it.  When Uncle Bill started to walk in behind it I grabbed his arm. One of the guards stepped up and glared at me.  I looked from him to the man I was related to and released his arm.  When he started to enter the room I said, "This isn't over."  He turned a moment and looked at me then replied. "Yes.  It is."  Then he disappeared behind the door, the guard closed it and stood before it, barring anyone else from entering.  I looked around, found a folding chair and sat it in front of the soldier and the staring contest began.  I heard a deep sigh and knew it was Mason, then the scraping of another chair behind me said all I needed to hear.  He had my back, I just hoped it was enough.
              
 
 
 



              
                                                                      Chapter 7
 
     I won the staring contest with the guard.  I don't know if he knew it was a contest or not, but that doesn't count....I still won.  I heard footsteps coming down the hall and knew who it was by the way the guard came to attention.  Pixie general stopped in front of the guard and when he didn't move she said quietly, "Is there a reason you're still standing there private?"  Sweat broke out on his forehead, then he swallowed and stepped quickly to one side.  I started to rise also, but he stepped between me and the general.  "It might be a good idea if you wait a moment, Miss Darling.  I'd like a quiet word with the doctor."  I thought about it for two seconds and sat back down with my hands folded neatly in my lap.  Mason hadn't moved. See, we can be good.
     The door had no sooner closed than the shouting began.  I had my doubts about the general simply because I knew my uncle.  Soon the shouting quieted and we all looked at each other.  The guard was teetering on leaving his post by the way his eyes were quickly moving around the room and he was stepping back and forth on each foot.  The grown-up version of the pee-pee dance.  He had just decided to do something when the shouting began again.  When the crash occurred, he spun and opened the door.  It seemed like someone else on the other side decided to open it at the same time because he quickly disappeared into the room.   I just sat there trying to make sense of it while Mason jumped to his feet. 
     "I will not stop my work on your say so."
     "You will by God or I'll have you thrown in the brig." 
      I smiled. Maybe I was a bit premature with my assumptions.
     "Look General..." he said quietly.  What a prig.
     "Don't 'look General' me you over stuffed, self appreciating, misogynist.  What I say goes and I'm tired of you acting like the savior of the world while you push your weight around.  My orders will be obeyed whether you like it or not.  So, destroy these animals, set your lab to rights and prepare to vacated these premises in four hours.  That's an order."  The last was shouted.  Then she stomped out of the room, glanced my way, but kept going out of the door.  The guard didn't know what to do so he followed her out of the room.  Anxious to be out of the firing range of the 'over stuffed misogynist' was my guess.  Smart man.
     Northern Uncle Bill came to the door, glared at me like it was my fault he was an ass and slammed the door, the clicking of the lock loud in the empty room.  Mason grabbed my hand and pulled me upright.  "Come on, we have to find the general." We practically ran down the corridors looking into each room till we got to the command center.  Running up the stairs had done me in so while I tried to relearn to breath, Mason got the generals attention.  The nice, blue, lab coat appeared and presented me with the oxygen mask again which I took gratefully.  When I could speak, I tried to give it back but he just shook his head and said, "You seem to need it more than anyone else here, so keep it."  Then he walked away.  What did he mean by that?
     "I conferred with my computer staff and we checked the levels in the fuel tanks.  When they run out of fuel, the computer is programmed to self destruct when the battery power is depleted.  At set times certain things will happen.  The elevator will go first, then the heating and cooling will shut down but the air filtration will continue.  The lights will go out after that and the emergency lights will come on, they're red. The power to the dorms, tech quarters, mess hall and security quarters will go, in that order.  When the security quarters loses power a strobe light will go off indicating four hours before self destruct.  Exactly.  That strobe light is the last warning we get."
     "Good.  Great.  It's about time.  People should begin leaving right now."
     "Well, therein lies the problem.  The elevator was turned back on a few minutes ago and nothing happened.  I've checked and the process is ahead of itself by 20 hours."
     "What!?"
     "It seems the freezers holding Dr. May's test subjects has been eating more power than the space shuttle.  That's what I'm so pissed about.  The time table has jumped ahead and we are literally running out of time."
     Just then it got very quiet. Funny how you notice things like that but I wasn't the only one.  Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked around.  The heating and cooling had quit.  "You've got to be kidding me."  I shouted and began looking for my mask.  When I found it and began sucking the air, I glared at Mason like it was his fault.  I think he would've been just as scared if I hadn't presented such an amusing sight.  I was too mad at him to let him get away with laughing right then and guess what?  He knew that.  So he nodded like he knew what to do, took me by the arm and led me out the door.
     "Now, I know you're thinking we should tell her about the door.  I was thinking that to, then I thought, if we tell them about the door, that neat little, six passenger, four wheeler sitting outside that door will be gone and we'll have to walk off this mountain.  Four hours is NOT enough time to walk away from a nuclear explosion and survive.  So, we have to keep the door a secret for the time being whether you're comfortable with it or not.  Okay?"
     "No, it is not okay.  But I just don't know what else to do.  We need to find George and Riley, right now."  I looked down one end of the corridor and then the other, then I looked at Mason.  He was smiling which made me smile.  Yep, I was lost again.  He had me right where he wanted me, so we headed back towards the lab.  I let him lead the way.
     After much twisting and turning we found the labs first set of stairs and stopped.  Mason said, "I'm going to leave you here on these steps..."  I removed my mask ready to argue.  "...so I can get George and Riley and bring them back here.  I don't want you any closer to the lab than these stairs. You wait here.  Please, JD, I beg you don't leave.  Just wait, suck air and I'll be back with your cousin.  If I find Ken I'll send him back to sit with you but I want everyone together when we leave.  OK? No arguments?"
     "Bring me back a bottle of air and a flashlight.  I don't know why but I'd feel better with a weapon of some kind.   So, find me one and I'll wait for you to come back.  I promise."
     He looked around for a minute and found a glass encased, ax at the other end of the hallway.  Near it was a small chain about a foot long with a small metal cylinder hanging off the end.  He used the cylinder to break the glass and pulled out the ax.  He presented it to me like a gift.  That works to.  I lifted it like a baton, then took the mask away and said, "Go and conquer, just do it fast."
     He threw me a kiss and ran back down the hall.  I started sucking air again when he was out of sight, but he sent me images of Montana, and blue skies and I relaxed, settling back against the handrail. While I sat there, I thought about those damned freezers.  I was positive that idiot wasn't going to shut them down.  One part of me hoped he didn't because the idea of being down here with thawed out walkers walking around the corner any minute was too much for me to bear.  I sucked some more on the mask.  When had I become such a puss?  I was the fearless zombie fighter wasn't I?  Well, I used to be and then I met Mason and left everything up to him while I sat in a stairwell and sucked in oxygen like a starving baby.  I should man up, grow a set.  I may die any minute so...  Should I just sit here and cower like a baby bird?  No.  Well?  Okay.  Give me a minute.  I grabbed the handrail, stood, took off the mask and the lights went out.  I froze and sure enough the red lights glowed like in the horror movies.  Why did I have to think of that?   Mason!  I shook like a drunk three days from a drink.  Mason!
     It's ok.  I found Ken and he is on his way.  George is with Riley but they're in the dorms, so I may be a minute.  Calm down, brat, it's ok.  Wait for Ken but don't hack him to death.  It'd ruin the clean get away.
     Smart ass.  He actually chuckled back at me, then blew me a kiss.  
     OK, now I wait for Ken, but those damned freezers were bugging me.  Was the door secure?  Was the door to the outside secure? Would the four wheeler be waiting or has someone taken it?  Will we have to walk?  Come on Ken, I'm waiting.
     Yea, ok, I'm coming as fast as I can . I froze.  Did he just say that mentally?   I saw him round the corner, sliding head first into the wall, and making his way at a dead run at me.
      STOP!  said mentally.   He did.  Then his eyes got big and he smiled at me.
      "You big faker."  
     "I'm not really.  Honest.  I didn't know I could do it till just now.  Cool."
     Loud bangs and creaking metal sounds make the hairs stand up on my arms .  Get ready, brat, we're on our way.   The power just went out in the dorms and we're on our way through the command center.  We're nodding and trying to act like it's a wonderful day so no one gets suspicious.  Shit, the general wants to talk to me.  Hang in there.  I'm sending George and Riley on towards you.   I'll be there as soon as I talk to the general.     I'm not leaving here without you.
     Good.  Hurry.
     "What's up with the air?"  Ken asked gesturing towards the mask.
     "Panic attack.  No big-gee.  I don't know if you caught that but George and Riley are on their way. Mason got stopped by the general and will catch up.  Or I will kick his ass."  Then looking down the red corridor, I yelled, "You hear that Mace. I will kick your ass."  
     "OK, so we wait here.  Hmm, this red glowing light reminds me of a horror film I watched once..."
     "You finish that sentence and you die.  I saw the same movie and that's why I'm having so much trouble.  I don't even want to even hear about Snow White right now so, we wait for them, quietly.  OK. Can you do that Ken, be quiet for a damned minute?"
     "Wow."  he said before he sat down on the last stair step and cracked his knuckles while we waited.  I can't begin to tell you what that sounded like.
     "Hurry, hurry, hurry.  Gotta leave right now, hurry hurry get a move on, come on, come on, come on."
     "Shit, JD.  You call that helping?"
     "Where are they for Pete's sake? "  The they question came around the corner at a run, bouncing off the wall again and sliding to a stop in front of us.  
     "Mason's on his way.  He said wait."
     "Wait, wait ,wait.  That's all I hear.  We're sitting on a fucking bomb and he says wait."
     They looked at each other then back at me.  OK, they were right, I was getting out of hand.  I forced myself to calm down, sit on the steps and wait.  How do people do this?
     I'm on my way.  Walking, cause I don't want to alert anyone to what we're doing.  People are getting ready to leave so we need to get out of here before they come down the mountain and find the four wheeler.  Thing is, they have to climb out the elevator shaft since it doesn't work anymore.  So I'll be there in about 3 minutes.  You okay?
     Yep, never better. Me and George, Riley and Ken are waiting on the stairs where you left me.  I love you.
     Back at ya, Brat.
     "He'll be here in few minutes."  
     A year later, he came sliding around the corner, bouncing off that damned wall and sliding to a stop nearly on top of me.  I just held him.  He held me back.  Then he looked at me, smiled and kissed me on the nose.  Better than oxygen.
     "Okay, guys lets blow this joint."  Riley said, and we began the trip to the lower level of the Lab.  The door to fresh air and freedom was behind the last set of stairs hidden behind some filing cabinets.   We looked everywhere for Northern Uncle Bill as we progressed but there was no sign of him.  The walker room with the thawing walker strapped down under walker proof glass was still locked but there was no sign of the professor.  The window was uncovered and we could see it, under the glass body shield just like the other one, but this was a female. Yuk.
     When we arrived at the last stairwell, the door was closed, unlike the others.  When Riley pushed on it nothing happened.  So he and Ken pushed on it together.  Still nothing.  Then I realized what the banging was earlier.  That bastard had locked the door leading to our exit and coincidentally, the freezer.  I couldn't believe it. 
     "No. No way.  Move out of my way."  I brought the ax up and began wailing on that door, the urge to get out of this place spurring me on. When I tired out, Mason took it and started in on it too.  Then Riley must have found another ax cause he was pounding on it also.  In the middle of all this shit, the strobe lights started flashing.  The guys renewed their efforts.
     George started screaming for her dad.  I knew he had to be in there, cause we looked everywhere else.  About the time the guys were going to give up, a sound on the other side of the door caused them to step back with axes raised high.  The door opened, and Northern Uncle Bill appeared.  "Hurry, you're almost out of time."  He went down the stairs, and with help, moved the cabinets aside.  Riley had the key to the padlock and in time I was outside almost giddy with excitement.  I rushed out into the predawn light followed closely by Mason, Ken, Riley and George pulling on her dads arm.
     They stopped at the doorway.  George kept pulling on his arm.  "Come on dad, hurry".  He held back, silently pleading with Riley.  He stepped up to George and put his arms around her.  "You take care of her for me and make sure she gets to her paradise.  I love you Georgia girl.  Keep up our work.  Don't let me down."  I saw his bloody hand a moment before the door closed.  " No!"  screamed George, and tried to get away from Riley.  When he refused to release her, she just collapsed.  Riley picked her up and put her in the four wheeler, and we started to drive away when we heard someone yell, "Wait."  The pixie general was almost propelled out the door then it slammed shut behind her.  She jumped in, held on and yelled, "Go, go, go."  We went.
     The ride down that mountain seemed to take forever.  The hairpin turns and washed out, gutted road nearly dumped us numerous times.  I noticed the general kept looking at something in her hand but I was too busy holding on.  Something made me turn around and I saw the pickup truck we'd left at the entrance gaining ground.  "Get off the road quick."  We made it onto a small  patch of ground just off the road when they blew past us.  There must of been 20 people in that truck and most were barely hanging on, choking on the dust the truck threw up.  We did our own choking and coughing from their wake.  
     The truck turned onto the interstate and disappeared while we turned onto the road leading to the tanker making that four wheeler do things it probably wasn't designed to do.  We slid to a stop at the semi and piled out.  While the truck warmed up, Mason unhooked it and I took the opportunity to go to the restroom behind a big bush, joined by the general who blushed prettily, then we piled into the truck.  There was six of us were stuffed in there, four in the bunk but no one complained.
     "Three hours." The general said.  George, wrapped in her husbands arms, was still crying.  Ken was in the passenger seat and Mason was driving.  He yelled hang on and we did but the bunk area didn't provide hand holds for four people so, slipping and sliding,  I climbed into the area made for the small fridge and braced myself as we headed north.  Riley managed to throw me a pillow from the bunk and that helped me avoid some of the bruises.  The road was flat after we got off the mountain, so we made good time.  "Two hours."  Yelled the good general, who was starting to get on my nerves.  
     When the truck slowed, I started to climb out of my   "We're coming off the interstate and onto the highway leading to Moab.  Might want to stay low for a bit longer."  I did just that.  The vibration of the motor through the floor, though, lulled me into a nap for at least another hour cause I heard the general yell, "One hour."  Ken opened the atlas and was flipping through the pages when I yelled, "The bridge leading to Arches National Park.  There's a missile silo nearby."  Mason nodded and floored the engine.  I came out long enough to adjust the air conditioning in the bunk.  I wasn't sure about the rest of them but no one complained so I settled back into my nest.  
      George had fallen asleep so Riley gently lay her in the bunk.  The general's eyes were bulging so I figured her blood pressure was about as high as mine.  I climbed back out of the hole and stood next to Mason with my hand on his shoulder.  The muscles were knotted into a ball so I gave him a mini massage while we watched the scenery fly by.
     When we passed the Hole in the Wall point of interest I got back into my hole again and held on.  The bridge was about half a mile away at this point. "Fourteen minutes. We have to do whatever we are going to do real soon."
     I was going to kill her.  I couldn't take anymore of this damned countdown.  I saw the bridge about the same time the Jake brake came on.  Everyone held on as the truck made the turn without turning over. We parked under the bridge and started piling out the door.  "Five minutes."  I made a grab for the damned timer at the same time Mason grabbed my hand and started hauling me toward the river.
     "We don't have time to make the silo, we'll have to get up under the bridge and hold on."  You could hear everyone panting for breath and small rocks rolling to the river.  Mason put his arm around me and held me close.  Ken didn't have anyone so he grabbed the general and held onto her. She didn't seem to mind too much.  Riley was squeezing George, bent over her head.  We waited.  I felt the ground rumble under my butt first.  "Shut off everything electronic. The  electromagnetic pulse will destroy anything still running,"  Mason said, then the world exploded.  Wind and debris blew past us, then was sucked back.  Rocks and dirt was so thick you couldn't see and it got dark quick.  We were all choking on the dust, then something hit the back of my head and I didn't remember anything else.
                            
              
 



                                                        Chapter 8
 
     The first thing I was aware of was a headache. Like a million miners pounding away in my skull. When I opened my eyes there was a black face hovering over mine.   I closed my eyes and opened them again but the black man was still there.  I wondered briefly where he came from and where Mason was.  "Mason!' I said, so hoarse it hurt.  The black man said "I'm here."
     "Where!"
     "Here," the black man said.
     "You're not Mason.  Where's Mason?  What did you do to him?"  I struggled against his hold on me when another familiar voices spoke.  "I think she might have amnesia."
     "There's not a damned thing wrong with my memory, Ken.  Tell this black bastard to let me go.  Mason!"  I yelled at the top of my lungs, but started coughing up dirt and stuff.
     The black man took his sleeve and wiped his face and I saw a very dirty Mason looking back me.  "Damn, hon, what happened to you?"
      He smiled and said "Same thing that happened to the rest of us. We were in a nuclear explosion."
     "We were? Cool."  He laughed out loud, then started coughing too.  I tried to sit up, and Mason helped me get upright but the headache got worse so I lay back against him.  The scenery was weird.  The sky was greenish like before a tornado and the air was heavy like before a rain. I would've thought storm and tornado but there weren't any clouds in the sky.  There was an odd smell like dead fish, but we were in the dessert so that didn't fit either.  I figured it was the hit on the head and decided to ignore it for the time being.
     "How long have I been out".
     "About an hour.  We're all ok, except for small cuts and bruises.  You got the worst of it."
     "Of course, I always get the worst of it.  It's written in stone somewhere."  I frowned as I looked at a scrap metal heap in front of me. "Where did that come from?"  Pointing at the mess in case he hadn't noticed.
     "That was on the road above but the explosion put it nearly on top of the semi.  The semi is behind it.  It looks like it used to be a semi too. It was on the wrong side of the river evidently.  The wind caught it, wadded it up and tossed it there.  Our semi is toast though.  The electromagnetic pulse fried everything.  Looks like we're on foot."
     "That ain't good."
     "Not with you in the shape you are.   The rest of us can walk the two miles into Moab, but not you, so we're trying to figure out how to manage this."
      I didn't like the sound of this.  I knew as sure as I had a hard head that they planned to leave me here and walk into town to find a ride.
     "I can walk,"  I said trying to sit up.  As soon as I did I threw up.  Mason barely got out of the way while I heaved up nothing.  I hate the dry heaves.  My stomach was cramping and my head pounding.  Not walking anywhere. 
      "Give up, brat, you got yourself a nice little concussion and you ain't walking anywhere."  Like I said.
     Ken showed up about then and his face was dirty to.  I finally noticed the others down at the river, cleaning up it seemed.  Ken had a wet rag he was holding out to me and I snatched from him and began cleaning Mason's face.  I was feeling needy which meat I needed to see his face.  He laughed and took the rag and began cleaning my face and when I saw the rag I understood. I was black to.  Ken laughed and headed back to the river to clean up.  I settled back against Mason's chest as I waited for the headache to pass and my stomach to settle.
     "Who you planning to leave with me while you go to town?"
     "You aren't going to argue with me?"
     "You're right, I'm not able to walk anywhere and would probably hold you up.  So, the sooner you get back the better."
     "Gosh, I need to bang you on the head more often."
     "Don't push it cowboy, or I'll sic the general on you.
     "Her name is Jill.  She doesn't want to be called general anymore.  Besides, she's the only one armed so I say humor her."
     "OK, humor her we will.  I'm thirsty, is there anything cleaner than that river to drink?"
     "Yep, got some water.  Hang on a sec."
     I watched his fine backside go to the river where he pulled up a netted bag and fished out two bottles of water.  I was desperate for a drink but he wouldn't let me have much.  Wanted my stomach to settle a bit first.  Everyone sauntered back to the shade of the bridge with water bottles and sat next to me.
      "Well, we need to decide who gets the gun."
      "You all do, I'll just hide out in the semi in that nice bunk, until you get back.  No, now don't argue, you know if I'm quiet, no one will bother me.  That's the way walkers work.  Leave me a club or something and I'll be fine.  Oh, yea and a can to pee in."
     "I don't like leaving you unarmed.  Even if you do have a club.  
     "I don't care.  You're heading into populated territory and we know what that means.  You need a weapon."
     "I think if I stay here with JD and George then you all can take the gun and go to town.  We'll be fine."  The general, Jill, was being very cooperative.  I was beginning to reassess my opinion.  She handed the gun to Riley who didn't look to happy about it but I decided to trust the man anyway.  He pocketed the gun, accepted the ammo and then bent to lift me up.  That was too much for Mason.  He elbowed him away, picked me up instead and stomped towards the semi.
     Relax.  He was trying to help.
     I know but no one touches you but me, brat.  I can't help it.
     You're such a manly man, cowboy, that it turns me on sometimes. 
     Sometimes?   He kissed me before leaning into the semi to put me on the bunk.  
     Before you get comfortable do you need to pee.
        I grinned big that time and he handed me a can.
     "Walking an average of two miles an hour it'll probably take us about an hour and a half to get there, two at the most.  The RV dealership is at this end of town, thank God, so we should be able to find what we need and get back here in two or three hours.  Does that sound about right, JD?"
     "I think you may be right.  We went through so many towns a week ago, that I'm not too sure but I can live with three hours.  Don't talk too much, walk slow and watch for walkers.  If I hear gunfire, you'll be the one nursing a concussion on the way back."
     "What happened to manly man?"  He said, smiling that killer smile.   I grabbed him and took possession of his mouth.  "Now, git before I change my mind."
     Jill walked them to the road and watched for a bit before she returned to the semi.  I showed her how to arrange the mirrors so we could see behind us, then Jill left again.  Soon, she was back and explained what was up.  "I don't see any reason why we can't bathe in that river and wash some of this dirt off.  I think the coast is clear but we can take turns keeping watch for each other.  Be quick, then we'll settle back into the semi."
     That's just what we did. I needed a bit of help but still managed to get out of my clothes and wash the grime off.   I detested the thought of putting my clothes back on since they had seen the better part of three days, but I had no choice.  We finished up and returned to the semi where I wanted to go to sleep but no one would let me because 'I might never wake up again'.  What a pain.  George got to take a nap but Jill watched one side of the semi through the mirrors while I watched the other.  Once we saw a walker downstream and when it waded into the river, the current swept it away.  I could live with that.
     I tensed when a walker came around the bend ahead.  I nudged Jill, who pulled the curtain after making sure the doors were locked.  I found a spot to peak out and watched it walk right up to the semi and stop.  George was still asleep and I hoped she stayed that way while the thing seemed to inspect the rig.  It walked all the way around it, sniffing everything.  Once it tried the door but when it didn't open right away it just turned and walked back the way it had come. I thought we were safe until George cried out in her sleep.  The walker stopped, then turned its head around to stare at us.  I had visions of "The Exorcist" and whispered "Shit".
     Jill quietly moved to Georges head, put her hand over her mouth and when George awoke, whispered to her to be quiet.  Georges eyes were almost bugging out she was so scared.  I could just imagine but had no time to explain.
     The walker was walking back to the truck.  I put my finger to my lips and watched.  It tried to open the door again, then tried more forcefully.  The truck was rocking back and forth from its efforts.  George was making noises again like a scared rabbit and I knew the walker could hear it, but it couldn't get in.  I was feeling sick to my stomach again from the swaying of the semi.  Soon, I heard metal giving out and was ready to beat its brains out when I heard a dog bark.  The walker turned when the dog grabbed its foot and tried to grab it back.  The dog took off a little ways and barked at it again.  The walker took off after the dog and at a narrow part of the river the dog jumped into the water and practically walked to the other side, then it ran back on the other bank barking at the walker. The stupid walker tried to cross before the narrow part and was swept away in the water.  The dog watched it glide past him then looked at us, barked again and ran around the corner.  Just like that the crisis was over.
     I nodded to the other two women while I tried calm my stomach.  I needed air, so I checked all the mirrors and rolled down the windows sticking my head out of the window to cool off.  
     "How long before they get back?"
     "I don't know.  My watch bit the dust after the event but I hope soon.  I can't go through that again."  She was hanging out of the door because her window was electric and wouldn't open.  Both of us was drenched with perspiration.  George was quietly crying in the bunk so I left her to it.  The heat was like a wet blanket wrapped tightly around us and I felt on the verge of being sick again.  Just then, like she was reading my mind, Jill handed me a bottle of water.  I drank it all.
     "How do you do it living in the open with these things?  I wasn't exposed to them like that before.  My 'men' kept them away from the main base, then we moved to the facility.  The only ones I saw after that were Dr. May's playthings, and believe me that was bad enough for me.  Damn, it's hot.  I hope they get back soon."
     Yea, my thoughts exactly.  
     The day gradually drudged on.  I was tired and hot and felt like I'd crawled through a sewer.  A nice hot bath, chicken fried venison steak, baked potato....oh yea, I was dreaming.  We didn't see any more walkers and the dog disappeared over the hill.  Still we waited.  I knew it had been more than four hours since they left, and I was worried.  George just seemed to cry a lot and although I had warned her about dehydration she didn't seem to care.  I hoped Riley got back and took care of her, cause she was more than I could handle.  Grief, I guess at losing her 'daddy' and then the misery of the day and taken a toll on her.  I wasn't in much better shape myself and started thinking up ways to punish the guys when they got back.
     A low rumbling noise brought me out of a nap.  I thought at first it was my stomach growling but headlights broke the darkness and the biggest, prettiest RV I'd ever seen pulled up next to the truck.  I started to get out of the truck but suddenly found I was too weak to stand.  We were all three dehydrated from sitting in the closed up, hot semi, all day.  Mason opened the door and I fell into his arms.
     "Get ready to get your ass kicked buster.  You were gone too long."
     "Okay, brat.  Let's get you settled in the RV and the air conditioning, then you can kick my ass tomorrow."  I barely remember the events after that.  I was told we were all three a mess by the time they got back.  They had run into some trouble and had to hole up in the RV dealership for several hours until Ken found the owners hunting rifle and cleared a path to the RV.  It had enough fuel to get away but they were afraid to try to come back to get us unless they refueled.  
     They found some food in a convenience store on the outskirts of town, and ran out of ammo trying to refuel there.  We were back to no ammo but we had a fueled up RV and some food.  Mason drove us out to the Arches National Park, where we stayed last year and Lacy had an encounter with the walker in the ladies room.  We filled up the water tank and each of us took a shower.  Then us 'ladies' climbed into beds and passed out.  I was woke up every two hours because of my head injury until almost dawn when I  grabbed a butcher knife and threatened to scalp the next person that woke me up. I wasn't surprised to wake up on the road mid-day the next day.
     George seemed to be feeling better.  She didn't let Riley get far from her side but she wasn't crying all the time either which was a welcome relief.  I supposed I should be more sympathetic but I was too  tired.  Jill and Ken seemed to be really close and that was okay by me.  He deserved someone and this someone knew how to shoot.  He had spoken mentally to me several times but hadn't figured out how to narrow his conversations to just one person.   He'll have to learn to edit what he thinks or everyone would know what was on his mind.  Whatever I got, George, Mason and Lacy got too.  
     Mason was driving today.  The motor home had four tip outs and a barbeque grill stored underneath.  I was sorry I hadn't found one similar when I was on the run.  It held us all comfortably and the ride was great so I was suitable impressed.
     We stopped at every store and small town we came to, looking for food, ammo and electronics.  Without all the accoutrements we had on the first trip to Montana, it was a tough trip this time. I was scared of every little thing and couldn't relax no matter how hard Mason tried.
     Used to night vision cameras and infra red cameras and motion detectors, we felt naked and scared a lot of the time.  Food was an issue and we were once again back to eating spam and pancakes, stale potato chips and tuna fish.  We were in Idaho when we hit the jackpot on electronics and we piled them into the motor home until there wasn't anywhere to stand.  We unpacked the boxes, stowed the machines and threw out everything but the instructions,giving us a little more room.  We stayed at a rest area two days until we had the motor home set up with cameras and motion detectors.  
     We barbequed the last day before the trip home.  Mason had killed three rabbits and I was thrilled at the meal.  I was ready to go home and vowed to never leave again, but we all know how that works out. I sat at the picnic table and watched everyone mill about.  Jill came over and sat at the table with me.  
     "It's beautiful here.  I could just stay forever."
     "Best wait until you see our valley.  Now, there is a forever kind of place.  Oh, it's pretty here but the beauty there is something else." I squinted my eyes and put my hand over them as I looked at the top of ridge nearby.  "The people help to.  You'll love everyone and they'll love you too. We even have a dog that belongs to everyone.
     "When will we get there?"
     "If we leave in the morning we could be there in the afternoon.  We're just getting our second wind right now.  It helps in case we run into any trouble on the way.  I hope not to but after the last ten days, I'm beginning to think anything that can go wrong, will."
     "What on earth are you looking at?"  She asked trying to see the ridge.
     "What?  Oh, Mason is up on that ridge, the tall one on the left."
     "Why, what's he doing?"
     "Hopefully talking to Duke.  We have a satellite phone rigged up and we weren't sure if it would reach.   I can't tell if he's talking to anyone or not."
     "OK, who's Duke?  Man, getting information from you is horrible."
     I laughed then told her.  "Duke is John Wayne Many-horses, a little person or dwarf (and you better never call him that or he will literally cut you down to size) of the Little Shell tribe of the Chippewa Indian nation.  He likes to wear shirts of Hawaiian print and a ball cap to match.  Oh, and he's crazy about cigars, although he hardly lights up.  He is also our tech guy, you name it he operates or fixes it.  He set up the phone.  He's married to our cook, Sarah and ex-corporate lawyer and they have a daughter, Mandy.  You'll love her."
     "Sounds like likeable people.  I can't wait to meet them."
     "Let me say this before I forget.  You are welcome to stay with us forever, but never get the idea we would make you stay.  If you want to live elsewhere you let us know and we'll help you any way we can.  But I think I can speak for everyone here.  You are very welcome to become one of the Lions club."
     "I don't know.  I embarrassed about the way I behaved back at the facility.  I can't believe I was so brain washed into believing the place wouldn't destroy us.  It was our refuge and I refused to believe I would lose it.  Trouble with that was all the lives I would've lost because I was just stubborn.  That won't happen again, I'm telling you. I'm letting someone else take over for a while so I don't have to worry about it anymore."
     "Don't let it make you think nothing you do will be right again.  You were lied to by the others and fear caused you stand your ground.  You'll get your confidence back, just don't push it."
     Just then a squirrel came out and we watched as he chased another squirrel around the area.  The birds were chirping and hopping from one branch to the other and butterflies darted to and fro.   It was a nice thing to see after being inside that facility and not seeing or hearing nature. When you looked south towards Flagstaff there were dark clouds that seemed to be in a constant turmoil.  I don't know what was going on but as long as it was going on down there, that was ok by me.
     We were eating when Mason came back.  "They're excited about us getting home tomorrow.   Planning a big party.  I told them some of what happened but left a lot out.  It can wait.  That looks good.  I'm hungry."  He looked at me with those eyes and I was suddenly looking forward to going home.  Privacy, my own bed and good coffee.


 
 



 
                                                        Chapter 9
 
     Getting home the next day was, in fact, a dream.  He said they'd found weevils in the flour and needed more.  We thought we'd just stop on the way in and pick up a pallet.  Then we thought about it more and decided that we would hit towns on the way instead of our usual places so we didn't deplete the stores closest to home.  Before we could that we'd have to get weapons and ammo.  No problem, right?
     Riley was concerned about George and Ken was worried about Jill being little ladies and all.  Until I reminded them that one was a weapons expert and the other went rabbit hunting as a child, then they didn't have much to say.  Yea, for our side.  However, we still needed weapons to go shopping with.  I always thought carrying a side arm to Walmart was a good idea but then you had rules, regulations and laws to contend with.  Seems no one had a sense of humor.  The way a lot of people dressed in the stores should be cause enough but that's just me.
     It was with this thought in mind that we stopped at a large warehouse box store.  Taking our only gun, two axes and a baseball bat, the guys entered the store.  We stood watch outside with George on top of the motor home while I took the roof and Jill watched the door.  It had to be left open for light and probably air from any indication of the smell wafting out.  I was missing my trusty crossbow and hunting arrows not to mention the infra red camera to show me exactly where the walkers were in the dark.   
     Mason was out the door first with a pallet jack loaded with stuff.  Jill helped him unload it into the motor home then he went back inside.  I was looking at the stuff and thinking we were going to need another truck.  Big, small or in between, we're going to need something else.  The motor home was getting full.  Jill was clearing out the boxes and tossing the empties out the door.  Learns fast.  I saw a case of ammo and one box that held a silencer.  OK, we'll find room.
     All three of the guys came out with pallets of stuff.  Mason threw a box of black spray paint into the motor home while Riley helped George off the roof.  I jumped from the roof to the top of the motor home then helped myself down while Mason distributed cans of paint to everyone with the instructions to "hurry".  We hurried.  The bottoms of all the windows were painted and the motor shut off when the first herd of walkers headed our way.  
     George was starting to get worked up again when Riley gathered her close and began to kiss her silly.  I looked at Mason but he just smiled and blew me a kiss.  I guess the honeymoon's over.  Rolling my eyes at him I asked,  Anything else in there we can cabbage?  If there is, we're gonna need something else to haul it in.  It's getting tight in here.  I looked around, noting all the stuff. 
     I think I can handle that.  There's several trucks in the rear parking lot and one is hooked to a trailer parked at a loading dock. Won't have to do much but start it up and drive away.
     Sounds good to me. While we waited for the herd to pass we readied the guns.  I fit the silencer on the rifle but I knew we wouldn't use it until we had no choice.  Shooting at just anything wastes ammo and we didn't want to do that so we let them walk by.  At the lodge we had an area in one of the outbuildings where we reloaded our own ammo.  It was easier and we could control the amount of gun powder we used.  We even had a lead mold so we could make our own bullets.  That was Flynn's idea since he was a demolitions expert in the service.  That man sure did love to blow up things.
     The handle on the door jiggled setting my nerves on edge.  I looked at George and although she was white as a sheet, she didn't go nuts.  It was a sign of the times when you can used to nearly being eaten and not fall apart.  I smiled at her and sent her images of Montana.  She opened her eyes and smiled back at me.  The motor home wobbled a few times but after a while we checked and it was clear.  Mason and Riley had ammo belts wrapped around them but Kens was hanging over his shoulder.  He'll figure out sooner or later that that probably wasn't a good idea.
     They quietly opened the door and I climbed back onto the roof of the building and Jill onto the roof of the motor home again.  This time, however, we were armed.  Bring it on assholes, I thought.  Ken even had on a military helmet, although, I wasn't sure what was he was planning to happen.  George got out and started putting the stuff from the pallets into the motor home, and after she had a nice pile, she climbed over it and started helping Jill.  I didn't have the heart to tell her that if she kept it up she'd have to sleep sitting up tonight.  She was doing something other than crying so who was I to say anything.
     When I saw the empty box of night vision goggles hit the ground I was thrilled.  I hate going into a building blind.  The goggles made it look almost daylight and you didn't trip over things and get the hell scared out of you by mannequins.  I lost count of the number of mannequins I left with arrows sticking out they ears.  Almost looked like those gag gifts that was popular, well, way back when. 
     I was starting to get worried when I got a message from Mason.  I'm in the truck and the trailer is bout half loaded.  Get ready to go when Riley gets there.  Ken is with me.
     "Lets go Jill, they're coming out.  Get things cleared out of the way George we're coming in."  I yelled to the girls.  Loud bangs emitted from the motor home and while George threw the last of the stuff into the motor home, Jill came in the back door.  I followed George inside just as Riley sprinted from the building.  Door locked and motor running we took out of the parking lot just behind the truck and trailer, blowing black smoke.  Ten miles down the road we came to an area where you could see for miles every direction so we stopped.  Everyone piled into the motor home but there was almost no room to move, so we had to take some of the stuff to the trailer so we could sit down.  
     One hour later, sweaty and thirsty we sat around in the air conditioning and discussed our next move.
     "We got all the flour, rice, sugar both white and brown we could find.  We got some clothes for the ladies though I'm not sure if they'll fit quite right."
     "Thank God, I'd lost all hope of ever smelling good again."  George whispered to Riley. He just smiled and nudged her shoulder with his.  That sounded good to me to and from Jills smile, she agreed.
     "Remember those contests the grocery stores used to have where the winner got a grocery cart and had so much time to see how many they could fill?  Well, we had our own little race going in there.  It hadn't been looted from what I could see but the place was lousy with walkers."
     Anyway, we have half a trailer and aren't in too much of a hurry so why don't we shop all the way home?  We have the ammo now, the place is walker proof and once the girls have a shower they won't be in such an all  fired rush to get clean."
     Being the mature one, I stuck my tongue out at him and finished my water.  Glancing behind me I said, "Don't look now but there's a herd coming down the road about two miles out."  They all looked.  
     We drove through a couple small towns that didn't have much to offer before we came upon one that said the population was 25,471.  Some enterprising soul crossed that number out and wrote 4,622.  It was crossed out several more times before we got back to 25,470 and the word 'walkers' written beside it. I hoped the author was still kicking. We pulled into the first grocery store we came to and prepared to do battle, I mean go shopping.
     It was just a bit of luck that found our next ''store'' in a field miles from the nearest town.  I had noticed that some warehouses was starting to pop up outside of towns...I guess because the semi's were so noisy.  We took it like as a gift.  We pulled into the parking lot late that afternoon and stared at the building for a bit.  Then we all gathered in the motor home to discuss our plans.
     Mason began, "There aren't that many cars in the parking lot so I'm thinking the walker population should be at a minimum.  If we go in, clear out the hostiles, spend a few days shopping we won't have to stop anywhere else on the way to the lodge and would have a lot of supplies we won't have to hunt for later. What do you think?"
     I added my two cents worth.  "Lets check out the whole outside of the building from the roof.  There's always an access to the inside, then we can check out the inside from the safety of the upper floors, eliminate problems and get things done.  I agree two days should take care of business, but I think we need a distraction just in case we get found by a herd."
     "What did you have in mind?"  Riley asked.
     "Well in that little Texas town we spent time in, we rigged up the tornado warning system to only work on different areas of the town at a time.  We don't have Duke, to do that so I think we'll have to figure out something else."
     "Who's Duke?"  Riley again.  "I'll tell you later," replied Jill.
     "We have a few of those canned air horns of, we can rig up some kind of trap, say a brick held up with a stick just over the trigger of the can and put them as far away as possible, then when we have a bunch of walkers headed out way we shoot out the stick, the brick falls on the trigger and the horn goes off.  Walkers head that direction."  Ken finished talking and we all just stared at him.  He grinned and lifted his shoulder, tilting his head.  He was embarrassed.
     "Wow, Ken.  I'm impressed.  You gonna be the shooter?"
     "Nope, but I've heard Jill is a weapons expert.  Probably shoots the wings of helpless gnats or something."
     Jill just sat there and smiled.  She looked so cute that I could see how Ken was head over heels for her.
     "Give me that hunting rifle and a nite scope and I'm your man...woman.  I think if we have the can in an upright position however,..." She continued to talk softly to Ken about the project so we continued with our plans.  
     We planned to begin in the morning when we had daylight to work with and we'd be rested enough for the days work.  Riley and George would scout the roof while Mason checked out the trucks docked in back.  Once the air horns were in place, to Jill and Kens satisfaction, and Jill was in place, then we would enter the roof and find out how many walkers were inside and eliminate them, as quietly as possible.  I'd keep watch over the motor home, Jill and Ken until we headed inside.  
     The day was gonna be another hot one.  The sky was a pale blue but there was a slight breeze.  Just enough that when you were about to bitch about the heat a breeze would dry the sweat until the next time you got hot.  I knew that by the late afternoon it would probably be near 100 degrees so we needed to get as much done as possible before then.  Maybe work a bit after sundown.
     Once Ken and Jill was happy with their project, Ken joined us and we got ready to enter through the roof hatch.  We thought the removal of the hatch would produce a walker or two but after a few minutes, Mason stuck his head in the hole, with his night vision goggles on, his fine butt sticking up in the air.   Stop that, I'm trying to concentrate.  I just smiled and kept on staring.  George thought, Oh gross, stop that you two.  I turned and sat on the roof laughing.  Ken said, "Stop what?  Did I miss something?   Are you guys doing that thing again?"
     Mason cleared his throat and said "It looks like a file storage room.  File cabinets everywhere and nothing moving.  But the door is open to the office so Riley, you want to follow me down and back me up?"
     "Let's go."  Then being the he man, he simply jumped into the black hole to the floor beneath.  George nearly swallowed her tongue but from the sounds of it he made it fine.  Would've served him right if he'd broke his stupid neck, but I liked the guy so I looked skyward, scowled at Mason as he slid quietly onto the floor and out of sight.  It always makes me nervous when he does that but I'm a girl, so.
      He reappeared soon enough to announce it was all clear so George, Ken and I took our turns willingly going into the unknown.  Once our eyes adjusted I could see we were indeed surrounded by filing cabinets.  Riley stood at the door waiting for us so we stepped into the office area.  It looked like the manager just stepped out for a minute.  It was darker here but we expected that and put on our goggles and went to the door.  Mason waited there, slowly scanning the area with his heat detector.  The places he couldn't see he indicated to Riley who made his way to the spot, cleared it and waited for the next order.  It took longer than I wanted it too but we eventually cleared the whole upper floor.
      It was hot.  I sat on the top stair and fanned myself while Mason called Jill on the radio to see if the coast was clear on the west side of the building so we could open the cargo doors.  We would all die of heat exhaustion in an hour if we couldn't get some relief.  When Jill called all clear it didn't take long to open those doors.  Come afternoon we'd open the ones on the south and east but for now the relief was welcome.
     George and Riley took one side and me and Mason the other with Ken keeping watch down the middle from the top landing.  We did it this way so we could talk mind to mind and not chance getting surprised by dead people.  I was just starting to get bored when we encountered the first walker.  I almost froze it was such a surprise but Mason almost decapitated it.  A human head nearly cut from the body and still moving its eyes and mouth is a sight to see.  Definitely one that will keep you awake for the next six months anyway.  The movies can't do it justice, although they use a lot more gooey, gory, gunk than is really there, it's still just as yucky.
    Got one standing at the end of the isle about two rows ahead of you George. Ken said, still not conquering the method of just sending to George.  Me and Mason waited for answer.  She must of said it directly to Ken.
    There was a low hollow thunk as the walker hit the concrete.  It was their heads bouncing off the hard floor.  Not fond of that sound either.  
      Can you see us from the top of the steps, Ken.  I asked
      Yep, can see both teams from here.  I like these goggles.  Always wanted a pair of my own.
      Well, happy birthday.  
     You're a peach, thanks.
     Watch out to your left George.
     Where?
     Just standing still against the door, blends in really well.
     A slight scuffle broke out on that side of the building and we waited anxiously until George gave the all clear.  Mason and I just looked at each other and then he grabbed me and kissed the stuffing out of me.  He didn't have to say it.  A person can be tense so long and then you just have to kiss someone.  Been there done that. I just grinned at him, took his hand and continued down the isle trying to catch my breath.
     We met up with just two more walkers before deciding the building was clear.  But to be sure, we retraced our steps and cleared it all again.  Then Mason checked outside near the trailers, and the parking lot.  Jill gave the all clear for our area, although she said there was a herd headed outbound on the highway.  Not sure where they were going but we didn't care as long as they kept going.  
     Riley found a large generator and after emptying several cars of their fuel got it going so the security cameras would work.  He diverted all electricity to the office area.  George would man the cameras (with a huge fan she'd found) which included the parking area, while we filled the trailers.  I told Mason that I would be happy to loose the motor home for a semi and trailer if he could guarantee we would get home in less than two days for a shower.  That way, we would be taking back three trailers of goods.  The others didn't really understand why we needed all those trailers of stuff but they would.
     Before we started loading the trailers, Mason got up on the roof and called Duke again.  It was spotty reception (which Duke said was our end, of course) but we finally managed to get across we would be another two days maybe three.  He said all was well there and would be happy to see us.  Then we all got into the motor home, rested, ate a bit and drank a lot of water.  I found another case of it and put it in the fridge to cool while we prepared a plan for loading the three trailers. 
     There was a fork lift but someone would have to disconnect the back up alarm.  Riley said it had enough propane to last several days but we wouldn't need that much.  There were pallet jack carts so I could operate those while Jill ran the fork lift.  I wanted to see that.  It would look like a child was working it.  George had found a map of the warehouse and what was kept where so we divided it up and made lists we would have to keep to.  It would be so easy to take stuff you don't need like cases of old calendars, bikes, stuffed animals and horror films.  We just didn't watch horror films anymore.  Go figure.
     I still picked up a pallet of computer monitors and discs for Duke, baby diapers and clothes for Davy the baby in our group, dog treats for Bubba, a tool chest for Howard and pots and pans for Sarah.  Everyone got something special from the warehouse while we got needed supplies.  When we filled one trailer, Mason hooked up to it and drove it around to the front next to the motor home, backed another one to a dock and we proceeded to fill it.  The work was hot, sweaty and slow or so it seemed to me.  I was missing home and although I worked as hard as I ever had, I finally gave out near dark.  
     We closed the doors, locked them and wearily walked back to the motor home  Staggering in, I bypassed the kitchen for the bathroom.  I'd found a case of sweats, and snagged a bottom and a gray tee shirt that said 'Zombies hate fast food', and climbed into the shower.  When I came out, Jill didn't take long climbing in behind me and that's the way it went the rest of the evening.   I wrote a note to fill up the tank and empty the discharge tank in the morning first thing, then collapsed at the table with a bottle of cold water, too tired to try to eat anything.
      "We did good today, I think."  Mason said.  His hair was still wet and one strand hung over his eyes.  When he ran his hand through it, I felt things tighten up down low and my eyes must have given me away.  "I love you to,"  he said and took my hand.  I swallowed and took a deep breath.  "I think tomorrow should go faster because we've done all the prep work today.  Might even get done by dark.  I just hope it's cooler tomorrow but with our luck maybe not."  He squeezed my hand then got up to get another bottle of water.  Then he took something out of his pants and tossed it on the table in front of me.  "Found a whole pallet of that and loaded it on the first trailer.  Thought you might want some now."  I picked up the small packet of raspberry tea and quickly opened my water and poured some in.  Heaven.  When I opened my eyes he had a look on his face that probably mirrored mine a bit ago.  Lucky for him Riley came out of the shower just then cause he needed a cold shower if anyone did.
     I didn't think anyone had paid much attention to our byplay until I looked at Jill.  She just smiled, nodded towards the flavored tea packet and when I slid it her direction, she did the same thing I did.  I looked at Ken to see his reaction and yep, he was hooked.  I think he needed a cold shower now.  The power of raspberry flavored tea is womankind's biggest secret weapon. Go girls!
     Feeling relaxed and refreshed we decided to go to bed with the sun. We'd get up with it and try to finish by afternoon when the worst of the heat hit.  Sometime in the night we were awoken by the motor home wobbling, the revving of motorcycles and a big rig.  When we tried to get out of the door of the motor home it was blocked and wouldn't open.  I managed to get one of the windows opened and watched as seven motorcycles and our loaded trailer drove loudly from the parking lot to disappear down the highway.
     I was so mad I starting kicking the door and it took Mason several minutes to calm me down.  The truck that was taken was the first we'd filled from the grocery store and was only half filled.  I guess those fools only had one person that could drive a semi.  Anyway, by the time Jill shimmied out the window and opened the other semi's door that was also blocked on the outside, to let Riley out, I was just sitting at the table fuming.  It took him a minute to get our door open but when we finally got out we saw that every one of the tires on the motor home were flat and some bright someone had written, "tanks assholes. on the side.  Must not be the brightest light bulb in the package since 'thanks' was misspelled but they were energetic enough to mess us up for a while.  Of course, they didn't know that we hadn't planned to take the motor home but I was still pissed anyway.
     The sky was beginning to lighten up so we started our day too.  It'd be a bit more involved than yesterday and we'd be a lot more tired since we had to start over.  I thought of a dozen ways to get back at the nimrods as I worked which kept me going.  I think the others were planning mayhem on them also.  It kept me busy because I knew we'd be home soon and wouldn't have to put up with this crap any more.
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     I stood looking at the huge boxes for several minutes before the idea finally took hold.  Looking around, I spotted Mason near the trailer currently being loaded by Jill.
      Hey, cowboy, do we have any need for washers, dryers and fridges?
     Are you serious?
     Don't get you panty hose in a bind, I was thinking if we get the time before bed, maybe we load them onto a trailer and park it out front next to the motor home, like last night.  Let the smart squad 'steal' it if they come back tonight.
     I could see his smile from across the warehouse.   Sometimes, you scare me, brat, I swear you do.
     Aw gee, sweetheart the things you say.  He spoke to Riley, who turned and gave me a thumbs up.  I checked out some more boxes and  spotted one that was full of squirt guns.  Not those little things from my childhood.  No siree, these were monster guns, the kind that knock you on your ass and soak you to near drowning kind of squirt guns.  Just what we needed at the lodge.  Loading some into a shopping cart, I took them to a pallet to be loaded.  What can I say...
     Wiping my hands on the rag I'd tied onto my belt, I looked for Ken.  He was probably looking for more fuel.  I wanted to tell him to almost empty the trick semi and fix the gauge so it read full.  I'm not usually so mean but they really pissed me off, letting us do all the work and then taking it from us when we're too tired to do much about it.  Geez.
     I found him working on the fuel tanks at the trucking company terminal, located in the back lot of the warehouse.  He was hand pumping fuel into a pretty new semi.  He had a thing for them and we've had fancy ones we'd used in the past, so him and Howard ought to get along fine.
     The smell of diesel fuel always clogged my lungs so I stopped a bit away from him.  "How's it going?'
     He smiled but kept pumping.  "Not too bad, if we can keep the thieves from stealing anymore trucks.  What's up with you?"
     "Well I had this idea..."  and told him what I had in mind.  He was on board with the idea and since he almost had this semi fueled he decided he'd give the thieves the truck parked behind us, a bright, shiny, canary yellow Ken-worth.  No self respecting truck driver should drive a yellow truck, he thought.  He told me some stories of flying and said he'd be happy to teach anyone of our group who wanted to learn. I cringed because I knew Lacy would be the first to line up.
     Telling him to take a water break, I headed back to the building.  When I entered the office I found George had gotten the better end of the deal watching the monitors.  It was cool as a spring day in there.  I went to the small fridge in the corner and withdrew a cool bottle of water and sat opposite her.
     "How's it going?"
     "Gets down right boring in here sometimes but it's cooler than outside so I'm not complaining."  She glanced over at me, then reached behind her and tossed me a tub of baby wipes...unscented.  I must look sweaty but then I probably smelled that way too.
     "We going to get out of here today?"
     "I was hoping we could but now I think we're should plan to sleep in here tonight.  I think it would be safer and we're planning a surprise for those fools if they do come back.  Anyway, if we leave in the morning, we can be home tomorrow night and THAT my dear cousin I'm planning to do, come hell or high water."
     "OK"
     "So how are YOU doing?"
     "I don't know.  I keep thinking about dad wanting to stay behind instead wanting to be with me.  I mean us.  I mean he'd rather die than live with me in a log cabin in the mountains?"  She teared up and reached for the Kleenex box and that's when I noticed the trash can full of small wads of white Kleenex.
     "George, before he shut the door the last time, I noticed a bite on his hand.  He wouldn't come with us because he was infected and he knew it.  That's probably the only reason he'd stay behind.  I know he would've wanted to be with you no matter what.  He wouldn't chance hurting you and that's why I think he stayed behind."
     "He wasn't that bad, JD.  You never really knew him."
     "I know sweetie, and now I never will.  I'm sorry you're hurting but it'll get better slowly.  I know when mom and dad was killed I thought I'd never get over it, but you do.   Hold on to what you know and ignore what I say. OK?"
     "OK, JD, thanks.  Oh, Mason seems to be looking for you.  Better get."
     I'm with George and on my way to you with wings on my feet, love.
     You better never let anyone else hear you talking to me that way, or  they'd laugh you out of the state.  About that time George let out a big snort and I knew she had 'overheard' him.  Smiling, I went in search of him.
     Later in the afternoon we stopped simply because we were pooped.  Finding some boxed meals, I whipped us up some yummy chicken Alfredo on pasta, yuck.  We ate anyway cause we were starving.  We loafed the rest of the afternoon away and went back inside just before dark.  
     Standing in the near dark of the cavernous building we just stared around us.  Nearly as one unit, we turned and went back outside and dragged mattresses off the bunks, with sheets and pillows and made up sleeping arrangements inside the office.  Leaving the lights on inside the motor home for the time being, we managed to get settled in before Ken drove the pretty semi and trailer full or washers, dryers, freezers and any other useless junk we could fill it with and  parked it next to the motor home in nearly the same place the other one sat the night before.  He would go back out around midnight and shut off the lights before locking us inside for the night.  
     I'd found some inflatable mattress and put them to good use. Riley huffed and puffed as he inflated one while Mason put padlocks on the inside of all the doors and the hatch leading inside from the roof.  We were as secure as we were going to get.  A little past midnight Ken went out and turned the lights off in the motor home  Then we settled down around the monitors and waited for the fun to begin.  I must of fallen asleep because I was awakened by someone saying "Here they come."
     Jumping up, I stood behind Mason as we watched the motorcycles slow down on the highway before shutting off their lights.  Then they pushed, yep, I said pushed, them the rest of the way  to the other side of the parked semi.  You'd think with that much energy they'd loaded their own trailer...just saying.  One crept very quietly to the door of the truck and worked till he got the locked door (Kens idea) open and crept inside softly closing the door behind him.  The creative one, moved around the bus, painting different words of wisdom no doubt until he was satisfied.  Then they climbed on their bikes and gave some signal telling them all to act stupid which they did rather well.  The guy in the truck gunned it once then the truck gave a big lurch and died.  Popped the clutch. By the time he got it started again, the others had to wait for him to catch up at the parking lot entrance.  Then they were gone.
      "Why didn't they just send a few people to do what they did? I mean, they just needed a driver and painter and the rest could've stayed on the road."  George looked at each of us like she was serious.  Riley was red in the face.  "Because my dear, they aren't nearly as bright as you."  Then he bent down and kissed her nose.  "Let's turn in so we can finish up early and get out of here."
     So we did just that.  I was feeling frisky but in the close proximity of others I knew sleeping would be less embarrassing.  Mason cuddled up close to me and I could tell he was having the same problem.  It took me a bit to fall asleep, mostly due to Kens snoring, but weariness finally overtook me and I slept.
     The next morning we found the words 'suckers' written over the stuff they wrote last night.  No college graduates there, I think.  We spent the next few hours of the morning finishing up.  Since our route resembled the one the thieves took last night we were a little apprehensive.  We decided to arm ourselves just in case we ran into them then ate breakfast and headed home.
      Mason and I were in the lead with Ken and Jill then Riley and George.  Ken had worked his butt off filling the huge tanks of the big rigs so I don't think he planned to let some fool take his trucks.  He was loaded for bear, ammo wise that is and spoiling for a fight.
     We had to move from one side of the interstate to the other because of the traffic jams and that meant crossing the median.  We didn't have too much trouble but  we had to be extra careful with the loaded trailers so the going was slower than we would've liked.  We started into the canyons and we could see right away how fast the river was running beside us.  The snow had melted in the mountains and the rivers were raging.  I hoped the many bridges that crossed the river would still be there when we got to them because the alternative of backing up and turning around was intolerable.
     This was what was on our minds when we rounded a particularly sharp curve and Mason hit the brakes grabbing for the trailer brakes at the same time.  I grabbed the CB and yelled "STOP, STOP, STOP.!"  We just managed to keep from hitting the trailer that was once hooked to a shining, Canary yellow semi.  I know it was theirs cause I had written on the back with spray paint "Clean up your act."  You know washers and dryers?  Never mind.
     There was one body laying to the side, his motorcycle probably in the river and a lot of skid marks but that was all of the bad boys we saw.  I walked to the edge and watched the river below as it boiled and roared.  Whole trees and limbs churned and tumbled as they headed to the Pacific Ocean.  I looked back and saw one semi nearly sideways in the road, the other one had nearly hit our trailer and sat nearly sideways next to ours.  Doors were flying open and people bailing out.   A motorcycle hung off a portion of the bridge and  dangled over the water by mere inches.  A large branch would grab it and take it away any minute.  
     I was so angry I vibrated with the need to kill someone.  I wanted to go home, dammit.  "No.  No way.  You bastards."  I yelled and stomped my foot at the same time.  Wrong move.  The road gave way under my feet and I started to fall.  Strong hands grabbed my shirt and twisted me as I swung back and smacked my face into the edge of the broken pavement.  I was stunned and blackness was swimming in my vision.  I was gearing up for a scream when another pair of hands reached down and pulled my hands loose from the rock they had grabbed onto.  
     Suddenly I felt a pair of hands grasp my ankles and  pushed up from below and I nearly flew back onto the road above where Mason crushed me like a beer can.  He's so possessive.  I was trying to gasp as much air as I could.  Finally I was able to gasp "Someone... below... pushed me up."  Legs walked past me and stopped at the edge.  "Careful, Riley it's unstable as hell,"  Mason said, as he held me tight to his chest.  I could feel his heart beating wildly in his chest in tempo with mine.
     "Can we move the semis back a few hundred miles so they don't  go over too.  I don't want to go through something like that again."  I'd started shaking so bad my teeth were chattering.  Riley was joined by Ken after he'd moved his truck back quite a ways.  They were talking together then Ken lay on his stomach and reached down.  Riley looked around until he found a long branch and then he lay on his stomach too.  Fine, I didn't care.  Mason was smoothing my hair and saying stuff into it and I let his voice soothe me into relaxing.
     "We need some help, Mason, if you got a minute."
     I nodded my head and shoved in the general direction of the two men lying on their bellies on the road.  He kissed my chin and went to see what was up.  Jill came over and sat near me putting her hand on my knee.  I guess that's as close as she was going to get to letting me know she cared.   That's okay, I spoke the same language.
     A few minutes went by while the guys worked at whatever they were doing before they pulled another man up from the river.  He looked to be around 25 years old, slight of build to the point of being skinny, dirty blond hair that needed trimming and a dark mustache.  His clothes were nearly falling off and he'd lost one boot.  It looked like those black leather things the bikers used to favor, with the buckle across the top of the foot.
      He lay and tried to relearn how to breathe while Riley spoke to Mason who was staring down at the man. "You have anything to do with this bridge coming down?"
     "Fu...a, hell man, if it was up to me I'd have left it up.  That..."throwing his arm to indicate the river..."was mother natures idea.  And she took every member of our gang with her."
     "Everyone?"
     "Yep, I was taking up the rear.  I always have to take up the rear.  Dudley didn't think I was much use for anything else.  I was the grunt and gopher and general scape goat.  Anything went wrong, and it always did, I was blamed.  Couldn't do anything right according to them.  Thanks man, for helping me out.  Where you all from anyway?"  Then he looked back at the semis, frowned then looked back at each of us.  "Never mind, I think I know and that wasn't my fault either."
     Mason walked over to me and helped me to stand.  Steadying me until I nodded my okay he led me over to a large rock where I happily sat nursing the bottle of water George handed me and watched the guy for a few minutes.
     "Thanks for giving me the hands up down there.  What happened here?"  I asked.
     "I don't know.  I was following the trailer like I said, protecting the rear, like always and I glanced at the river, thinking it was running awful full. When I glanced back at the road, the trailer was stopped like it is now so  I swerved to miss it, and the bike slid of the road and into the river.  I don't know why I didn't go with it but I managed to land on that ledge and stayed there trying to figure out what to do.  Good thing you came along when you did, that ledge was getting smaller by the minute.  I'd have been a goner if you'd taken any longer to get here.'
     I stood up and found my legs working again.  My face, however,  was another matter altogether.  It felt like someone had inflated it with an air hose.  One eye was swelled shut and my cheek bone had been bleeding but it'd stopped now.  George was finishing up putting a butterfly bandage on a cut on my nose.  She'd already put one over my eye.  Brushing off my clothes and thanking George, I turned to my rescuer and tried to smile.  "Well, thanks for the boost up.  I hope you get to wherever you were headed and you don't have any more trouble.  Bye now."
     Everyone just stood there staring at me like I'd grown two heads.  "What?  You think we ought to take this thief with us?  If you remember correctly this guy and his friends flattened all the tires on the motor home and stole a trailer of food from us.  I am not helping him anymore than we have already."  With that I staggered to the truck, climbed on board and lay was  down in the bunk.  I was done.  I hurt and I was tired and I wanted to go home.  Now, everyone wants to help the last living person who had delayed us doing just that.  I was damned if I help him.  I was past my ability to care.  
     They talked for a while then Mason finally got into the truck. "You doing ok back there?  Need anything?"
     "Home.  But that ain't gonna happen.  Give me a few more minutes of feeling sorry for myself then ask again."
     "Okay, brat, you rest a bit, we're gonna try to back these things up and find a place  to turn around so we can regroup.  Till then, just rest a bit.  You got a right to feel sorry for yourself, I'd do it myself but I'm too stubborn and it would ruin my cowboy persona. 
      See?  Now that's a cowboy.  It wasn't my face, cause I couldn't stand to look at it right now.  So it must be love.
     We backed up for what seemed like miles or till we got to an off ramp, then we were able to park on the overpass where there was a nice breeze and regroup.  I knew better than to hope no other bridges were gone but that didn't stop me.  The new guy, I think his name was Alan, pointed out a couple of places that were impassable especially with the trucks.  Another possible route was shot down when he told us the bridge was too narrow for big trucks.  I was getting ready to rearrange his face when he pointed out a route that might be ok.  The road, however, crossed the river in not one but three places.  The same river that was carrying half a load of washers and dryers downstream.
     "What about going upriver?  Isn't the river smaller closer to it's source.  I read that somewhere."  This little snippet came from George.  Looking at the map I saw if we went west we'd have to cross nearly half of Idaho then go north and then east some more before getting north of where we were.  We wouldn't make it home till at least tomorrow night.  I was ready to throw another fit but remembered the last one so settled for bulling.  So sue me.
     To make myself feel better I glared at the one person I didn't care about.  Alan just sat there looking stupid, dirty and hungry.  I was so not going to feel sorry for him.
     "What were you doing with those fools?"  I just can't help it. I had to know.
     He thought about it for a long time, then he shrugged.  "I don't know.  When things went south and I had to kill my sister, when she turned into one of them I just didn't give a shit anymore.  It seemed  people like you, the smart ones, had the security and know how to survive, but didn't want me around.  Said I'd eat too much and didn't have anything to give back.  So I wandered around some, got me a sweet bike...I always wanted one...and ran into these guys.  They said I could stay but had to earn my keep."
      "That must not have included food.  You need to put some weight on bub."
     "Yea, well, I got the scraps and with those guys, there weren't much in the way of scraps.  I'd find vegetables and fruit and fill up on that but that was about it.  I been with em 'bout six months I guess and to tell the truth, I'm in worse shape now than when I was on my own."
     "Why did ya stay?"  George asked.
     "No place to go.  I don't know what's safe anymore.  I've taken to sleeping in the trees just to get a good nights sleep.  The others have a small forested area where they pretended they were Robin Hood or something in tree houses.  I hadn't been there long enough to have my own tree house but I found a tree with a nice wide area way up and planned to make it my home.  One of the guys saw it and was getting ready to evict me though.  Said I hadn't earned it yet, but I think he was just lazy."
     They were all looking at each other with 'that' look.  The one that said 'oh this poor little man, we need to take care of him...blah,blah,blah.  When they turned and looked at me I threw up my hands and climbed back into the truck. I flopped down into the bunk face first which was a big mistake and quickly rolled over, trying not to cry.  Soon, Mason climbed in, shut the door gently and lay beside me, pulling me into the curve of his body and wrapping his arms around me.  He didn't say a word, but he didn't have to.  That's what cowboys do... isn't it?
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     I allowed myself almost an hour for my pity party, mostly because I liked the way Mason felt.  I knew it was just hormones but I'd take what I could get.  When things started to heat up we agreed to leave the bunk and cool down.
     So when we couldn't figure out another way to waste more time, we got into our pretty trucks and went back in the direction we'd come.  We drove a little over two hours before turning west.  Then the nightmare began.  The road was horrible with traffic jams and I swear we spent more time in the median and shoulders than we did on the pavement.  
     One point we had to stop because we saw a herd coming our way.  Turning off the engines and locking the doors, we climbed into the bunk, closed the curtain and opened the window to get some relief and waited.  These particular walkers were energetic to the extreme.  They actually tried to get into the trucks, rocking and tilting them so badly we had to grab onto anything we could find so we weren't thrown to the floor.  This went on for a good half hour before they moved on.  By the time we could open a window, I was drenched with perspiration.   Mason climbed on the roof of the trailer to watch them and when the last of them went around a curve behind us we started the trucks and continued on our way.
     The end of the day found us just turning north.  It had been a long, exhausting day avoiding walkers.  I swear, they all must of made it to Idaho before stopping and waiting just for us.  The land was flat, with snow capped mountains all around us and I was relieved to finally turn north but then any direction that pointed me home made me very happy.
     We stopped once to let Duke know we were once again going to be late.  We ended up saying we'd see him soon.  We had enough supplies to last a while at the lodge before trips to town for the winter stock up so when we got home, it would take something really big to get me out again.  But that seemed to be my last words lately.
     We were streaming along nicely, crossing some bridges that made me really nervous but held just the same.  My face was as swollen as it was going to get, I hoped because I could only see from one eye.  If we'd had some ice it would've helped a lot but I had to content myself with holding a cold, wet rag on it,  I was still in pain, but until we found some drugs that wouldn't change.
     Ken was driving while Mason snoozed in the bunk.  Mason had found me a new toy.  It  came from a small police station we came across in a little town.  The boys couldn't stand passing it by so we waited while they hunted.  I would've been right in there with them but I was done in.  Maybe another time.
     I had a sleeve gun, an auto-loading handgun that was a double action revolver.  Robert DE Nero used one in 'Taxi Driver and it was featured in 'Desperado.  Just a flick of a wrist and the gun slides into your hand ready to fire.  I'd just loaded the thing in preparation for the next dinner break and target practice, when we came around a corner and before us was a line of motorcycles. I wondered briefly what these fools drove in the winter before Ken brought us to a stop.  Trouble babe, might want to slip a gun into that sling.  George tell the others to arm themselves, discreetly.  There appeared to be a dozen riders, a few female but mostly men.  They appeared heavily armed so we'd play along for the time being.  A rather large man had a bull horn he was rather fond of.  "Shut off the trucks and get out slowly with your hands up."  You ever tried to get out of anything with your hands up?  No?  Well, give it a whirl next time you get the chance.
     "Oh for heavens sake.  This is really starting to piss me off."
     "Just do what they say for the time being, JD.  We'll get out of this."
     What are we doing JD?  Do we do what they say?   George asked.
      For the time being, we play along George.  Ken, you getting any of this?
     Yea, but I don't like it.
     Neither do we but right now we have no choice.
     So we did what they said.  They lined us up beside the trailers with some rather impressive guns pointed at us while they checked out the trailers.
     "Where did you get this stuff?" asked one rather large, leather-clad man with the greenest teeth I'd ever seen.  I could smell him six feet away but I couldn't tell if it was body odor or bad breath.
     "You really shouldn't wear leather in this heat.  Unless you're shooting to loose some weight which..."
     "Shut up bitch."
     "Dudley! Get away from them.  It doesn't matter where they got it.  It's ours now."
     He's dead.  Both of em, dead as door nails.
     Just watch for now.  I want to see how the others feel about this.
     They're taking our supplies.  How do you think they feel about it?
     "Can I put my arms down now.  You have enough guns trained on us to feel safe."
     "You have a smart mouth, bitch.  No wonder someone knocked the shit out of you."
     "Look asshole..."
     "Dudley, I'll shoot you myself if you don't stay away from them."  The biggest of the men sat on a three wheel motorbike, the kind with two wheels in the front.  I could see why.  He must have weighed in at three hundred pounds.  Must not have been able to find leathers big enough cause he wore good, old fashioned, denim bib overalls.  I never thought of bib overalls as showing good sense let alone authority.  But then I'm a jeans kinda gal. 
     One man ran back and reported what they had found in the trailers.
     "What? No food?  What the hell we gonna do with all that junk?"  He turned to Dudley and said, "I thought you said they were loading food at that warehouse.  You didn't stay around long enough and watch you stupid shit, now we've gone to all this trouble for nothing." He drew  a gun and shot Dudley right between the eyes.  I felt my eyebrow's climb to the top of my head. 
     Well, what's your thoughts now?
     I think we need to take out Santa, the two beside him and that guy to the right that can't stand still.  He's itching for fight.
     Ken, you able to take out the guy on the right?
     The one with ants in his pants?  Yea, just give the word.
     Mason, I got the ones on the right.  You can have Santa.
     On three then.  One....two....three . It sounded like one very loud, gunshot when all three of us shot at the same time.  My handy dandy sleeve gun worked like it was meant to.  Thanks, Mr. De Nero.  Masons gun was loaded for bear and he managed to kill more than Santa.  Dudley forgot to check us for weapons.  Yep, smart  but very dead guy.   Riley took out a couple others that went for their guns. Mason went down and when I bent to see to him I felt a sting on my shoulder.  While I was looking after Mason, Jill, Riley and Ken had managed to round up the rest of the gang and line them up in front of the trailers.  
     "You're not going to believe this, but most of the guns were empty.  They have very little ammo, except for Santa, so it was all mostly show.  How's he doing?'
     Mason had a wound to his shoulder but it was through and through, so as soon as I could get the bleeding stopped he should be ok.  He was unconscious but I figured that was a good thing, cause it looked like it hurt like hell.  George kept messing with me and when I turned to yell at her I saw where a bullet had burned a crease along the top of my arm, which accounted for the sting I'd felt.   Of course as soon as I acknowledged it the damned thing starting hurting like hell.  It wasn't bleeding much, but she bandaged it anyway while I held pressure on Masons shoulder.  Then we went to work on him.  
     We'd made him comfortable in the shade of one of the trailers.  I sat with him as Riley and Ken questioned the riders.  I was only half listening but what I heard was enough to make me feel better about killing Santa and his crew.  Seemed as though they had run out of food and was in the process of making a run to town when Dudley returned from scouting.  He told them about us, so they decided to wait for us and take what we had.  Trouble was, we didn't have much in the way of food that was ready to eat.  Flour and sugar wouldn't have done them much good cause no one could cook.  I guess they traveled around, staying in one place long enough to eat everything in sight before moving on.  Kinda like locust.
     When asked if they were all that was left of the group, they said Santa, whose name was Mad dog, had killed off most of the group.  They were the last.  I counted five people in all, three woman.  They needed help.
     Oh hell no, I wouldn't even think about it.  It was out of the question.  I wouldn't allow it.  I'd agree to help them get established on their own before I'd bring them back to the lodge.  It was time they learned how to rely on themselves anyway.  I was tired of taking in every stray because they weren't smart enough to take care themselves.
     Mason woke up in a bad mood.  Can't say as I blamed him but at least he was going to be okay.  He was not going to be able to drive the truck though and I was going to have a bit of trouble but I thought I might be able to manage it.  The riders showed us a place where it was shaded and cool and provided fresh water so we pulled in around some picnic tables and fixed some more of that wonderful chicken Alfredo.  They inhaled it.  I don't think they tasted any of it they ate so fast, so I decided to fix more, later.  We needed to figure out what to do with these people. 
     We were told of a town nearby that had a small clinic so Riley went with a couple of riders to get some medical supplies.  While they were gone I talked to the women to find out what they wanted to do.
     "I just want to be safe." A woman by the name of Sandy said.  "We've been so scared.  Not just of the walkers either.  Mad-dog was nuts.  He ate most of the food and was horny most of the time.  He couldn't manage it cause of his weight but that didn't stop him from trying."
     "Yea," a blonde said, "he tried it with me and when he couldn't get anything done  he blamed it on me.  Like I was worried."
     "Where are you guys going?" asked Sandy
     "We have a place in Montana.  It's protected and we have a cow and some pigs and chickens."
     "Fried chicken,"  Sandy said and she got this dreamy look on her face.  I'd forgotten how it was to want something like fried chicken and not get it.
     "It took us a while to fix up the place.  We used semi trailers as a fence along with the natural features of the surrounding land.  The addition of electronics and a computer genius and we're protected.  We each have a job though.  The monitors have to be watched 24/7.  Someone takes care of the livestock and another the greenhouse.  We have a medic, cook, housekeeper.  Everyone does his share and we get along fine.  Like a family.  No one person is in charge.  We discus things and decide together.  There is no Mad-dog or Dudley, we won't allow it.
     "Can we come live with you?" One asked.
     "I don't know, it would have to be voted on.  But there is a place nearby that has a few members and they might be able to take you in.  That would be up to them.  I'll call the lodge tonight and see what Duke says.
     "I thought you said there was no leader.  If you have a Duke, that doesn't sound much like a democracy."
     "Duke is the nickname of our computer genius.  He is the only one that knows how to operate the sat phone.  He'll get news to the other group and get back to us tomorrow.  In the meantime, we'll rest up, heal up and teach you everything we know."  I dug around in one of the trailers for the office supplies I had found.  The box was already broken into so I figured that's what the others found when they had rummaged around in the trailers earlier. No wonder Santa was pissed.
     Then school started.  We were into the air turbine for electricity part when the medical team returned.  Mason got stitched up and doped up.  I just got wrapped up until bedtime then I'd happily take a pain pill.  They'd found a couple of cross bows and lots of arrows so I was a happy.  They also brought back two RV's and some black spray paint.  We used the paint to darken the bottom of the windows on the RV.  That way anyone walking past can't see inside.  It works well for walkers because they just turn their heads, glance in and keep going.  I did have one once who saw themselves in the window and went nuts for a minute but as a general rule it's a good deterrent.  
     We talked it over and decided to stay the night.  The women would take one RV and the men the other.  I don't know what they planned to do with their bikes but I don't think it mattered to them.  They were comfortable for the first time in months and that's all they seemed to be worried about. It amazed me that some of the simplest things they didn't pick up on.  But then, with a leader called Mad-dog, what can you expect.
     Mason would wake up a bear the next day, but I figured with the drugs he should do ok.  I called Duke later that night and even with the lousy reception I got my point across.  We had picked up more people, Mason was shot but would survive and we would get home as soon as humanly possible.  We went to Arizona to save Northern uncle Bill and George.  We'd managed George and seven other people.  Riley was okay cause he was married to George and an asset to the lodge.  I even liked the guy.  Jill was a pleasure to be around.  When she discovered she didn't have to be responsible for everyone around her, she relaxed to the point of being jovial.  She might have made a wonderful General but she made a better friend.
     The riders wanted more of the same for supper, so they got it.  I didn't think I'd ever be able to eat the stuff again so I let them eat my share.  I ate something calling itself ham and cheese casserole, and I think I may have found a piece of ham like substance in there but I didn't recognize anything resembling cheese.  I was tired and cranky from my wound and my face still hurt like the dickens so I didn't give it too much thought.  I wanted a pain pill and to  curl around a cowboy and I didn't think that was too much to ask.  If it was that just too damned bad.  
     I got up several times during the night to get Mason pills and water.  I even took another pain pill.   We woke early the next day because it got hot in the truck.  While George dressed Masons shoulder, I rousted the rest of crew and threw together a meal for us.  The women were happy to leave the bikes behind but a couple of the men wanted to keep theirs.  They worked it out so one guy was driving the RV and the women seemed happy to be on their own.  
     My rescuer, Alan, took a liking to one of the women and decided he'd drive their RV.   Whatever.  After breakfast, I showed a couple of the girls, Sandy and Tina, how to use the cross bows.  They seemed to catch on quick and became good at it by the time we got to the mountains.  It's a good thing because we saw a bunch of turkeys and they were able to kill two of them.  When we camped that night, they put one of the turkeys in the oven of the RV and we cut the other up, rolled it in the flour we had in the trailer and fried it in canned lard.  The smell of turkey made my mouth water.
     Mason started to act more like a human by afternoon.  He was still on pain killers but wasn't as knocked out by them as he was.  We had his arm tied to his chest and he wasn't happy about that but when he tried to wear it loose his face went white and he almost passed out.  He did what he was told after that.  A couple of the guys whose names I can remember, went down the road and returned an hour later to tell us the bridge was out, so I dug the maps out and tried to figure out the next route.  It was without a doubt the longest day of my life.  
    Duke called later that afternoon, while the two riders went to check out another bridge and said the place east of us would be happy to take the new people so that was settled and I felt better knowing I wouldn't have to introduce another group to the rigors of frontier living.  I kinda thought this new group would be happy any where they ended up because of the hell they went through.  I was trying to teach them to be ready for nearly everything and not expect to much.  I think the disappointment was the hardest thing to deal with.  It was for me anyway.
     We'd almost made it to the Montana border.  The backtracking was driving me nuts and we were getting low on fuel.  We finally found a fuel truck at a small truck stop and filled up everything we could before circling the wagons or trucks in our case.  The boys spent the afternoon clearing out the truck stop and getting them some new clothes.  They managed to get several boxes of potato chips so everyone pigged out on turkey and chips.  Mason was speaking English again but still needed the pills while my face was beginning to turn that wonderful color of green, purple and yellow.
     I touched base with Duke again and updated him on our location and condition.  We sat around that night, discussing the pros and cons of leadership of which Jill didn't say much of anything.  I didn't blame her.  That was a past life and I know as well as the next person how dragging that kind of baggage around is very unhealthy.  
     It was a new life for a lot people in our little group.  For me, I just wanted my old life back.  Sitting on the porch watching the eagles fly and the blue birds building nests and Mandy and Bubba discussing Santa Claus.  Yep, that sounded real good to me.
 
 
 
 
 



                                                        Chapter 12
 
     The better part of the next day found us doing so much backtracking I had trouble remembering where I was.  I think we were in and out of Montana 3 times before we got to the interstate. I'd started sending Lacy mental messages, testing out the distance of our mental abilities, when she finally answered me. I hadn't realized I'd missed her so much until she did.  I was almost in tears when we finally turned off the interstate unto the gravel road leading to the lodge.
     I nearly jumped out of my skin when the Sat phone rang.  Mason was able to reach it before me and talked for a minute before he shut it off.  I stared at him until he finally said, "The gate will be open when we arrive." He looked a little flushed but seemed in good spirits, so I let what I was going to say die on my lips.  Joe, our resident medical officer, would take good care of him, although I doubted he would make it easy on Joe or anyone else for that matter.  He's only been good so far because he had no choice.
     The gate appeared and I started to relax.  Ken had some trouble maneuvering the long truck though the gate but finally did about the time I was gonna tell him I'd do it.  That wouldn't have went over well, so I'm glad I managed to keep my mouth shut.  The convoy of three semi's with trailers, two RV's and two motorcycles slowly wound its way around the large hill to the parking area.  Everyone was waiting on the porch for us.  A better sight I've never seen.
     Me and Joe helped Mason down then Flynn and Joe practically carried him into the clinic.  Joe looked at me over his shoulder, "Don't go far, I want to check you out next."  I waved him off over Lacy's shoulder who was hugging the crap out of me.  Then the others had their turn as we gradually made our way into the lodge.  Bubba was barking and jumping up and Mandy was yelling my name to the point that I had to stop and bend down to give her a hug and pat Bubba on the head.
     When the new people straggled in and stood in one corner I started to introduce them.  I didn't get far cause I couldn't remember their names.  One by one they stepped forward, introduced themselves then stepped back.  "James, pleased to meet you. Brandon but most people call me Buck.  Thanks for having me.  Alice, I used to be a seamstress so if you need anything sewn let me know.  Sandy, I used to be a nurse, we appreciate your hospitality.  Freda, I'll do just about anything as long as it's legal."
     "Sarah, is our cook and does about everything too.  I understand she has a nice spread  laid out for us so if you would like to wash up, we'll get ready to eat."  I left them in the tender care of Sarah and went to check on Mason.  Ken introduced George and Riley to everyone while Lacy had her arm around her.  Duke stuck his head out and I started to tear up at the sight of him in his Hawaiian shirt and hat, a unlit cigar stuck in his mouth and cut off denim shorts.  His wife, Sarah, would strip him alive if he ever lit a cigar so he just chews on them.  Duke is a little person and a lot of people have problems with him being married to an average person.  It just looks strange.  He teasingly says it's because she has a thing for little boys.
     "Lord girl, I can't let you out of my sight for five minutes."  I smiled at him and blew him a kiss where upon he threw his hand against his heart and rolled his eyes.  "What can I say, good looking, you can't follow me around all the time.  I'm glad to be home, Duke, no matter how battered."  He smiled then went back to his computer and many monitors.
      I wandered into the clinic where Joe worked on Mason.  An IV bag was set up and after a glace I could see it was an antibiotic, I took his hand and brushed his hair from his forehead.
     "He'll be fine,"  Joe said, "just a little infection and we'll kick it in the ass in a few days.  He needs a lot of rest and decent food then he'll be up aggravating you.  Now come over here and let me see you.  He'll be out for most of the day."  I kissed Mason on the nose and walked over to the desk and sat on the edge of it.  The cut on the back of my head where I was hit with the bridge was doing ok.  It was still a bit tender but no way near as tender as my face.  Joe poked and prodded to the point of pissing me off then sent me on my way after a shot of antibiotics.  I blew him a kiss and after a glance at Mason, went in search of food.
     I don't think I'd seen the dining room full before.  Everyone was quietly eating, so I helped myself right behind Riley in the line at the buffet table, then sat at the table with my bottle of raspberry tea, too content to say much.  Sarah sat down beside me and whispered, "They're a hungry bunch, but you look starved.  How on earth did you manage to do that to your face?"
     "I am starved."  
     "I fell face first on the pavement."
     "See, now that wasn't so bad, was it?  Like I tell Mandy every day just be truthful and it will be ok.  I made apple pie for dessert,and put back a piece just for you in the fridge so this crew wouldn't eat it all.  I'll put back a plate for Mason too."
     "Thanks sugar, but Mason won't be eating anything tonight but soup.  Maybe tomorrow, okay?  We need to fatten him up."
     "Sure things, sweetie, let me know and don't forget that pie now."
     "It's right up there on my list of things to do before bed tonight. Thanks Sarah."  She patted my knee before she went over to the other tables to see if everyone had enough to eat.  When they all said yes, she jokingly implied that they wouldn't be able to hold any pie then.  Needless to say it's a good thing she put back a piece for me.
     I ate three pieces of chicken, a baked potato and salad.  I think I drank more liquid than I ate food but I didn't care.  I was home, safe, full and in a bit, clean cause that shower has my name written all over it.  I hated the thought of sleeping by myself that night but knew Joe wouldn't let Mason out of the clinic until his fever was down.  So I showered, put on my night clothes and robe and headed back down stairs.  The new women were planning to stay in one of the cabins while the men in another.  So everyone was settled in for the night.
     Randy and Lacy was playing with Davy, our six month old, baby wonder.  Melody, her mother sat nearby knitting something pink, while Flynn was reading one of the many hunting magazines Mason had picked up for him at one of the truck stops we'd hit.  He thought I didn't know, but I'd caught him stowing them away in the bunk of the truck.  I kissed everyone because I'd missed them and then I went to see Mason one more time. He was resting quietly and Joe assured me the fever was going down so I said my good nights and went to my room.  I opened the window so I could see the stars, then crawled into my bed and watched the stars move across the sky. Right before I closed my eyes, I remembered my pie.
 
     I woke to the sound of barking.  Bubba has a high, sharp, bark, that's unmistakable, so I knew it was him.  I lay for a bit and listened to the sounds of the lodge.  Voices, chickens clucking, cow mooing, dishes rattling in the kitchen and the smell of coffee.  Coffee, hell yes.  That got me moving.  When I came out of the shower I saw the clock read almost 10:30.  Man did I oversleep.  
     My face was losing some of its swelling this morning and I could see better out of my eye.  I stopped at the head of the stairs and looked around the great room.  Some of the stuffed animals and head mounts were gone, probably  Sarah s doing.  She hates the things and has been sneaking them out one by one, replacing them with pictures she gotten from Randy who was our resident artist.  I have to say it was an improvement but Mason will probably have a fit.  He had a thing about them.  
     The man in question was sitting up on the bed, eating soup.  His eyes brightened when he saw me, so I sat beside him on the bed after tasting the chicken on his lips.  "How's it going, cowboy?"
     "Better now that you're here.  Maybe you can fend off Joe when he comes back in to torture me again."
     "You know me, cowboy, I got your back.  Actually, I just woke up."
     "Yea, I thought of you in that big, old, lonely bed and wondered if there was some way I could sneak up there.  I didn't have the strength to sit up so I figured you'd have to do all the work and just went back to sleep."
     "Aw, you the man, meat head."
     "I thought that was my nickname."  Flynn said from the doorway.
     "It was until cowboy here got in front of a bullet.  Now it's his.  You'll have to find a new one.  Life is cruel, so you have to adjust."
     "It's about to get crueler if you people keep my patient from eating and getting his rest.  JD, your presence is required in the dining room.  Flynn, I think it's about your bedtime isn't it?"  Flynn watched the security monitors at night so Duke can spend time with the family.  He was a night owl so it worked out well for everyone.
      "I just stopped in to tell you welcome back, old man.  When you're up and running again we need to go hunting.  Just been waiting for you to get back cause I need the muscle to haul the meat back."  With that dig, he laughed and dodged the spoon Mason threw at him, then with a wave at me he was gone.
     Joe looked me over as Mason watched and said again that he thought my cheekbone was, at the very least, cracked.  The bruising was turning colors again, so he seemed pleased with the results.  Mason finished the soup by drinking from the bowl, then sighed, put his head back and promptly fell asleep.  Joe assured me it was expected, that he was sleeping a healing sleep and to leave him alone.  So I did.
     I found the coffee easy enough and drank the first cup standing up at the dining room window looking down the valley at the snow capped mountains.  My snow capped mountains.  I knew the others were waiting for me but I just wanted this moment for myself.  Me and my coffee.  
     I refilled my cup and went to the large table and sat at the head because there was no other place to sit.  I looked around at the faces before me and wondered what was next.  There was always something  next.
     James (I think that's his name) stood and announced "We'd like to request permission to stay here.  Before you say anything ( for the record I wasn't) we've made a list of the things we could do here in order to contribute to the...um...commune...community...a"  he looked around for assistance and finally finished with ..."lodge.  We want to assure you that we'll cause no trouble, or eat much or anything." It was almost scary to know that he was considered the most eloquent speaker of the group.  He looked around, got several nods from his friends, then sat down, looking at his plate.
     I had to know, somewhere in the back of my mind, that this would happen.  Some kind of syndrome where the rescued forms an attachment to the rescuer.  Like a baby duck imprints on the mama duck.  I'm the mama duck evidently.  We didn't have the room or supplies to take on five more people, we just didn't.  As is was, we have Ken, George, Riley and probably Jill so another five was out of the question.
     "You haven't met the people from the east yet.  I'd appreciated it immensely if you could wait and form your own impression about them before you decide anything.  It's actually the smartest thing you could do.  Before you say anything else let me just say this.  We taught them everything they needed to set up their place.  It isn't complete yet, so you'd be helping them and in doing that you'll be learning how to do it yourselves.  My friends, that is the best thing you could ever do for yourself.  Meet them, stay two weeks and if some of you still have a problem and want to come back we'll discuss it.  But you have to give it a chance first.  That's all I ask."
     They looked at each other and one at time they agreed to to it.  I'd met the people in the valley, east of us.  They were like us in that they were just trying to survive as quietly as possible.  I liked them and they us and we'd had dinners here several times.  Duke set up their security system and trained a couple of the people on computers.  He's working with Melody here and she seems to be good at it.  We go with the Valley East team when they do a supply run in order to provide a couple of extra trucks with the trailers needed for the fence.  They're doing well but about halfway to being secure.  The added mouths to feed would be a drain but in the long run they would be an asset.  Like all good things, time is their best friend. 
     It seemed like in the mountains you are preparing for winter every day of the year.  Wood had to be cut and stacked, fodder for the stock had to be obtained, meat acquired and prepared and vegetables canned, dried, or frozen.  There had to be so many things prepared for in the event of...anything.  Our big surprises the first winter was two deaths and one baby.  Setting up a clinic, training for emergencies, well, you get the idea.  One of the women, Sandy I think, said she was a nurse once.  That would be a wonderful asset to the other community.
     "Bout time you got yourself home, little girl, been almost missing ya."
     I smiled so big at Howard, our resident mechanic, my face hurt.  Jumping up, I took the hug he offered and whispered, "I love you too, fat man, you don't know how much."
     He patted me on the back, then frowned at my face, kissed my forehead and shook his head.
     "Any of you folks know anything about mechanics?"  He asked the group.  They all looked at James, the lone black man, until he stood and said, "Reckon that's be me, sir.  I learned in the army.  The outfit I was in had me working on their bikes but I can figure out most stuff."
     "We don't have bicycles here son, but come with me and show me what you know about four wheelers.  And don't call me sir."  As they walked out I heard James say, "Yes, sir."  Howard needed someone else to pick on since he was sleeping with the new mechanic.  Her name is Sam and about as old as Howard although I haven't figured out his age yet.  She won't tell and let me tell you, everyone has tried to wangle it out of her.
     I looked around at the four remaining strangers and decided to show them around the place.  "Why don't you all go out to the greenhouse and look around and I'll be out soon to give you a tour."  They ambled out the door talking quietly to each other.  I took a deep breath, got me another cup of coffee and went in search of my 'cowboy.' 
     I stayed so long with him that Mandy finally came in and said the new people were bored.  Shoot! I'd forgot.  I stopped and spoke a moment to Sarah and she reminded me the couple from Valley East would be in to meet the new people in about an hour.  I had an idea I wanted to run past her and when she agreed with me I went out to give a tour.  They were very interested in the wind generators...they hadn't give one thought to where the electricity was coming from.  Most people don't.  I left them on the deck where a table was covered with a blue tarp.
     They milled around the tarp but never touched it.  I watched for a bit until Duke announced the arrival of Clint and Mercy from Valley East.  I stood on the front porch and watched the Humvee approach and come to a stop.  When they got out Mercy stopped short of the porch steps when she saw my face.
     "Damn girl, I have GOT to hear this story."
     "Come in guys and I'll see if I can produce a Readers Digest Condensed form for you."
     We discussed the trip, they checked on Mason who was chomping at the bit to join us as the table.  Joe finally helped him into the dining room where he got a nice cup of broth and glass of tea.
     "They seem to have imprinted on me.  They all announced this morning that they want to stay.  I asked them to give you a chance.  Two weeks to find out if your going to be another Mad Dog."
     "A what?"
     "The man, and I use the term loosely, that led them was a nasty piece of work, dressed in bib overalls because he was huge and rode a three wheeler bike.  He hadn't bathed in months, his green teeth was so slimy he had to keep wiping his mouth.  He shot a man between the eyes because he gave him the wrong information about the supplies we had. He's also the one who shot Mason and his name was Mad Dog.  I would've called him the Hungry Hippo, you know, after the children s game?"
     "Yes, and  thank you for that visual, I'll be sure to throw the game away as soon as I get back."
     "They have one mechanic, a nurse and a couple of women that said they would do 'anything that's legal'.  I've promised they can stay at least two more days then they are going to your place.  So, why don't I call them in and you can sit and talk with them."  
      Throughout the whole time we talked we could hear screaming and laughing coming from the back deck.  We finally got up and walked to the back door and watched the five people playing with the water canons I'd gotten at the warehouse.  I had instructed Sarah to put them under the tarp on the deck and after Clint and Mercy arrived to remove the tarp and have at it.  They were having a blast, getting drenched and falling down.
     Clint stayed my hand when I started to open the door.  "You got anymore of those things?"  I turned to Sarah, who held up two large, atomic blasters, full to overflowing.  When they turned toward her and took the guns, I stepped over, opened the back door, and stood behind it as Mercy handed her glasses to a grinning Mason before turning back and yelling like a banshee, she ran around the corner.  Clint smiled big, " I like the way you think, girl,"  and followed Mercy, yelling like the Indian he was.  I took Masons arm, turned him around and slowly led him back to the clinic.  I had noticed the whiteness around his mouth and knew he was tired.  When he started to argue I simply reminded him of his plan to sneak upstairs when he's healed but he needed to heal first.  I was not going to do all the work, although, when my imagination went into overdrive later that night, I realized the idea did have some merit.

              
 
 



                                                                      Chapter 13
 
     When I got Mason settled in I asked Mandy to wake me when Clint and Mercy were ready to leave.  I snuggled against Mason, threw my leg over his and promptly went to sleep.
        I awoke sometime later and found an afghans thrown over us.  When I attempted to get off the bed, Mason's arm tightened around my neck.  "If you move now we may both embarrass ourselves."  I turned in his arms, and kissed his socks off, then got out of bed before any more damage could be done.  "Mean, you're just hateful mean, JD.  I don't know what I see in you."
     "I do," Clint said from the door, "so if you don't want her, I have a hankering for a wild child like her.  Course, she looks a bit worn out right now so I might wait till her looks improve."  I stuck my tongue out at them and met Mercy at the door.  She held  a sack with two peach pies that Sarah had baked especially for them to take back with them.
     "Still trying to woo you I see."  I walked her out to the front porch.  Her hair was still damp but she looked happy, if not tired.
     "Yea, and with that silver tongue of his it will take forever."  She laughed and sat in the rocker.  "It was a good day.  We don't get many of those and it's always nice to visit. It's the only place I feel safe.  I got to tell you, JD, I'll be thrilled when I can sit on my own front porch and stare at the stars without having to be armed to do it."
     "I know how you feel.  I was there last year, remember?  We had it made with this place and its geography and you'll get there.  We'll all pitch in and before you know it, you can have barbeques without armed escorts."  Just then Clint came out and patted me on the shoulder.
     "It's coming along.  It's just taking too damned long.  Come on gorgeous, lets go home.  See ya JD."
      After our good byes I sat on the porch a bit longer.  Soon Melody came out and announced dinner would be ready soon.  We sat there a bit more before I went in search of Mason.  I gave him the choice of me eating dinner with him in the clinic or someone would help him to the dining room and he could eat with the masses.  He ate with the masses.  I was almost disappointed cause I wanted some alone time with him but I was being selfish.  Dammit.
     When I tried to help in the kitchen, I was just in the way.  I tripped over Melody and caused Sarah to drop a dish and break it, so I vacated as quietly as possible.  The other women decided to help so I let them.  I came out I found Mason in an intense conversation with Joe.  Now what?  When I approached them, Joe left the room but Mason just sat there and grinned.  Riley offered to help him to bed but he wanted to sit on the front porch a bit so they practically carried him to his favorite rocking chair.  I joined him and we just sat in silence enjoying the view.  When it started to get chilly, I discovered it was later than I thought.  I should have watched the time closer, Mason shouldn't be out in the cold.
     "Come on Cowboy, time for bed."  I grunted, as I helped him stand then we headed for the clinic but he steered us towards the stairs instead.  "No way buster, we cannot do those stairs."
     "Mind if I give y'all a hand?" Joe asked as he stood there looking innocent.  I smelled a rat.
     "Course not, Joe, old buddy.  Just what we need.  Isn't that right, JD?"
     So Joe helped Mason up to our room  while I trudged along behind them trying to figure this out.  We got to our room where Joe deposited him on the bed.  Then when he was leaving, he gave me a wink and shut the door.  By then I had figured out what the rat was up too.
     "You planned this didn't you?  You know better, Mason."
     "Help me off with my pants will ya, JD?"
     "No way, shit for brains, you take off those pants and we're both in trouble.  You want to have a set back?  What the hell are you doing?"
     He had managed to get his pants down on one side but when he tried to pull them down on the other side, the other side came back up.
     "Shit, these things are possessed.  Did you put a curse on my pants?
     "No, but I should have.  Stop that, you'll hurt yourself."
     So I helped get him into pj's and into bed with pillows propped up behind him.  He was pale as the sheets and out of breath by the time I got him settled in.  I grabbed my robe and headed to the shower.  I got so tickled about his pants that I inhaled some water and nearly choked on it, so  I calmed down after that and finished my shower.
      The sight that met me when I came out of the bathroom nearly took my breath away.  I have a thing for   Always have.  I remember once I went to a local bookstore to get an autographed copy of a popular male strippers calendar.  I was gonna have him sign something on my birth month but when I saw his beautiful, bare chest I nearly swallowed my tongue.  There was a stripper very similar to that one in my bed.  The head attached to it was asleep but 'oh my goodness.'   I just stood there and looked my fill cause it was after all, mine.
      I approached the bed like it would bite.  Slowly I took off my robe, lay it across the foot of the bed, pulled the covers back, got into bed, pulled the covers over me, lay on my side with my back to Mason and tried to go to sleep.  After an hour, I was about to give up with he rolled over to me and snuggled up...close.  So close, I knew without a doubt he was very happy to be there.  I froze.  I waited.  I stared at the closed blind that I usually open at night so I can see the stars.  I felt tiny hairs on the back of my neck move with each breath he took.  I felt things tighten up below so tight it was almost painful.  Grrrr!  This was so not going to work.
     "If you don't quit moving your butt, I'm going to have to have to do something."
     "I am NOT moving my butt.  You just got out of your sickbed and I want you to stay out of it.  So, no you are not going to 'do something' cowboy."
     I felt my pajama bottoms sliding down my legs and all logical thinking flew out the closed window.   I didn't do all the work, but it was close.
     I awoke to someone clearing their throat.  When I realized Mason was asleep, I grabbed the covers and jerked them over us.  Rolling over, I saw Joe standing there looking like... well, Joe.
     "Shit, Joe, can't you knock or something?  Geez, you nearly scared the crap out of me."
     "Is he still breathing?"  He nodded towards the lump under the covers.  I looked and couldn't tell either.  So I reached under the covers and pinched him on the ass...hard.
      "Dammit, JD, I'm recuperating from a serious gunshot for heavens sake.  I can't do anything for you again until tonight."
     "Yes, he's still breathing.  Now, if you will excuse me, I'd like a shower."  Slipping my robe on, I walked with as much dignity as possible to the bathroom and closed the door.  I could hear talking coming from the room so I turned on the shower and ignored the fools.  Coffee, I needed coffee.
     When I got out, Mason was trying to shave at the sink.  You ever share a bathroom with a man?  I rest my case.  I brushed my teeth around him and rinsed my mouth in the shower but when I turned to leave he grabbed me and kissed the stuffing out of me.  His face was once covered with shaving cream.  Mine was now.  Still I have to say, the smile was hard to miss on either of our faces when we finally went down to breakfast.
     He was definitely feeling better this morning.  I was too, for that matter but still I got his coffee with mine and we sat at the table and enjoyed the quiet till our guests started to come out of their cabins and head towards the lodge.  I noticed a couple of them stop and look around before they headed on in.
     "Do you smell that?"
     "What?"
     "That smell...kinda like dirty gym shoes."
     "Yea, I noticed something stunk out there."
     Something about the conversation tickled my memory.  I searched for it but gave up when breakfast was served.  Everyone laughed and told stories until Joe came in and some of the fun went out of the morning.   I didn't think Joe was very happy because he was missing Sissy.  I wish there was something I could do but I had my hands full of cowboy.
     "Whats that?"  Mandy asked, pointing outside.
     "What dear?"  Sarah asked, looking out the window.  Then I saw it and my blood ran cold.  White tendrils of smoke drifted over the valley coming from the south.  We have the tall cliff to our south so we couldn't see where it was.  The reference about the smell finally hit me and I remembered it was what the pine trees smelled like when they're on fire.  We had a forest fire.
       Everyone moved with a purpose.  The caves had been outfitted for just this event.  So the kids and dog was taken there right away.  Ken dragged out his plane saying something about checking the size of the fire.  Flynn was off on his four wheeler and around the cliff base before I could think.  Riley and a few of the new people were busy putting space blankets over the hay bales while Randy was on the barn roof getting the sprinklers ready.  They hadn't been finished yet so Randy was working on em.  The piping was steel so they wouldn't melt and the generator for the pump was ready to supply electricity to the water pump should we need it.  The lodge had two sprinklers on it's roof and the stock barns were protected also.  The sprinklers were working fine so I felt a bit better.
     "A flareup just occurred about 3 miles from the lodge.  It's headed your way and it's bad.  Stay in the caves till I let you know it's clear.  I can't land this in the field so I'm going to stay airborne as long as I can then I'll go to Valley East and help them anyway I can.  Ken out."
      We donned our oxygen masks and I was immediately thrown back to the facility at Flagstaff having a panic attack. Next thing I knew I was laying on the ground in Masons lap trying to figure out how I got there.   I swear Brat, you keep doing that and I'll tie you to the bed and never let you out.
      The air got hot and Howard closed the large door of the cave against the heat.  So that answered my question.   The generator started up and a fan somewhere in back started circulating the air while we waited for the storm to pass.  It seemed to last forever but couldn't have been that long.  Just a flash and burn and it was gone, right? (I later figured out we'd been in that cave for three hours)   We kept our masks on and stepped outside.  The lodge was standing but there were small places where the ground was smoldering.  
     Everyone grabbed the atomic water guns and scattered.  While we did that the other guns were being loaded.  When a gun was emptied it was replaced and the empties refilled.   We worked all day.  Every step we took, little puffs of ash rose from our shoes.  Our clothes and hair was covered in ash. Soon the sprinklers on the lodge and stock buildings caused mud to form and then everyone was just nasty.  A branch had fallen on the RV crushing the roof and two of the five cabins were burning.  They were too far gone to try to put out, so we let them burn. 
      The livestock fared a little better.  We lost seven chickens, two pigs and three turkeys.  The greenhouse had a broken roof and some of the plants inside were probably damaged.  Melody and Sam ran in there to check things out.  Flynn, Randy and Riley checked the inside of the lodge for hot spots but didn't find any.  The wind turbines were okay so it looked like we were lucky.  Except for my panic attack and Joe's bad cough, we weren't complaining.
     "Valley East was spared.  That crazy fire got to within a hundred yards then a wind came up and sent it north.  It's over the mountain now so I'm gonna watch it for a bit more before I land at Valley East.  That valley at the lodge is gonna be too hot  and I don't want my plane to land there.  I'll stay the night unless you need me."
     Everyone turned and looked at Jill who blushed and shrugged her shoulders like she could care less.  We told Ken to stay there, we were all fine.  Duke went in and worked at his computers so he could monitor the fire while we all gathered in the dining room.  Some of us started to take showers while the rest of us sucked up the water.  I listened to the guys talking about taking turns watching areas for hotspots.
     Alice had swept off the back deck so we sat and enjoyed our drinks back there.  It was covered so the sprinklers gave us the impression it was raining.  After being in the caves, we were a bit claustrophobic so we opted for the great outdoors even if it looked like a war zone and smelled worse.
      Randy was in the middle of reporting on the cabins when we heard a loud thud.  I turned and saw a burning body in front of the cave we had been in.  What?  Just then another body fell from the cliff above it and THUD!!  hit the ground.  Good grief, flaming walkers were falling off the cliff.  Mandy screamed and pointed and around the cliff base shuffled a walker, ablaze. It was without a doubt the creepiest thing I've ever seen.  
      While I sat, the first airborne walker got up and looked around.  He was a crispy critter and when he saw us, he headed in our direction.  Duke came running out with two rifles, handing me one and Flynn the other.  Mason made a grab for one but with his shoulder there was no way he could shoot.  I yelled, "Wait till they cross the bridge...I don't want a dead walker in the creek."  It managed to get across the bridge and when I could, I blew his charbroiled head off.  Another shot rang out and the blazing walker dropped.  Then another fell off the cliff and the process continued.
      When my shoulder started to give out, Sandy took over and I watched as walkers fell off the cliff, bounced, lay still a minute, then got up just to die, again.
     "It's raining walkers,"  I said, then sang softly "Walkers keep falling on my head..."  Everyone moaned except for Duke who joined in, "but that doesn't mean...da da de daaaaa, hmm la la."  Then I got tickled,  Duke got tickled and Sarah just glared at both of us.
     "The sky is falling, the sky is falling," Randy cried flapping his hands which made me fall down with laughter.  THUD!!  I whooped, a shot rang out.  "Another one bites the dust!" 
     "Here comes the rain again."
     "Who'll stop the rain?"  I jumped up, "I know, I know.  Credence Clearwater Revival."  That got me going again.
     "Rainy days and Fridays, or is it Sundays?  Can't remember."
     Just then Joe handed me a shot of whiskey.  Thanking him, I downed it quick, then shivered and choked until I calmed down.  "Thanks I needed that.  However, you should be aware that according to the Grateful Dead,  'It Looks Like Rain'.  A smile teased the corner of his mouth then he said "Go lay down, JD before that whiskey hits you."
     I saluted him, then smiled big and before I got to the door I said, "I say 'Blame It On the Rain' and Let It Rain, Let It Rain, Let it Rain."  As I shut the door the laughter started and when I got to my room I lay on my bed, dirty clothes and all and closed my eyes.
 
 
 
 
 
 



                                                        Chapter 14
 
     I noticed the quiet first.   The 'Thud's had stopped and the laughter quieted down.  I'd quieted down also, so I thought about taking a shower.  I needed a shower.  The ashes mixed with the water from the sprinklers had created a nasty, dirty mess that was starting to itch as it dried, so I dragged my tired self up, toed off my shoes and padded stocking footed into the bathroom, pulling off my shirt and tossing it on the floor as I went.
     I turned the shower on when I looked into the mirror, squealed, jumped back and almost fell into the tub.  There was a filthy, ash cover me staring back from the mirror.  I don't know how it got into bra.  Where the water had splashed on me were dirty splash spots except for the tip of my nose, it was just black.  My eyes were two white large ovals and when I blinked I disappeared, so I took a moment and opened and shut one eye at a time several times.  Yep, disappeared.
     You okay, JD?  
     Yea, just scared the crap out of myself when I looked in the mirror.  Getting ready to shower.  It's awfully quiet out there, what's up?
     Flynn took a flare gun, went to the end of the valley and climbed a tree.  He shoots it off toward Mount Baldy about every 15 minutes and from what we can tell the walkers are headed that direction.  Shouldn't have any more fallout for a while.
     I stifled a grin, cause I didn't need to get the giggles again then stripped and climbed into the shower.
     I'll be down in a few minutes, I just need to get this stuff off. 
     I stood in the shower and watched the ash muddy the water at my feet then scrubbed at the remaining mud for the next half hour.  I hadn't realized how that stuff could get into every crack and crevice I owned.  It'd feel good to be clean again.
     When I came out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around me I saw ashy footprints on the carpet from where I entered the room, sat on the bed, slid to the floor then over to the place I taken my shoes off.  I sure hope that comes out, I thought as I hunted for more clothes.  Once I was covered again I felt good enough and thirsty enough to go hunting for something to drink. 
     I noticed it was getting dark out as I walked into the dining room.  While I'd showered most of the crew had also.  Flynn wasn't back yet, but Riley and Randy had loaded the bodies into a wagon and was hooking it to the truck to take to the north forty, or at the far end of the property where there was a large ravine.  They'd cover them with dirt in the morning.
      I walked into the dining room and watched Sarah comb out Mandy's wet hair.  Several of the guys were talking and no one really paid me any mind.  Alice and Sandy were hosing down the deck and watering the animals.  They were trying to clean off all the ash.  It still filtered down like gray snow while the air was pushing it back where we didn't want it but I figured that would be a daily thing for a while.
      "Have we heard anything from Valley East yet?"
     "Yea,"  Sarah said, "they said if we need any help let them know.  Ken will be back in the morning.  Oh, and Joe changed Masons bandage and sent him to bed with Mason fighting him every step of the way."
     She finished her task, then sent Mandy on her way.
     "I never expected to survive a forest fire.  It was so surreal."
      "That's because it was a flash fire. The fire is mostly in the tops of the trees and the wind forces it to jump from one treetop to the next.  If it had been on the forest floor we'd been in trouble.  Those dead pine needles must be a foot deep in some places and it would've been devastating.  It's weird how some trees were burned and the ones next to them untouched.  That always fascinated me."
     "Well, I know I don't want to go through that again.  I got ash in places it shouldn't be."
      I laughed because I knew just what she meant.  
     I saw Flynn coming down the hill.  It was almost dark, so I was glad he got back before dark.  We don't like to have lights bouncing around in the darkness after dark.  It draws undesirables.  I squinted my eyes and looked closer.   It looked like he had something on the back of the mule so I walked outside to wait for him to arrive.
     When he got close enough I saw feet sticking out behind him.
     "What have you got now, Flynn"
     "Now, JD, don't be casting aspersions on my character, it's not like I go out looking for trouble.  It finds me.  This is guy was asking for help when he collapsed.  I figured you'd want to know how this fire started and he might know, so here he is.  What you want done with him?"
     I don't know if I'd ever heard Flynn string together so many words at one time before.  I walked down the steps and looked at the injured man, then thought to Mason.   Joe still with you?
      Yea, why?
      Flynn brought us a man who needs Joe.  Send him out, ok?
     On his way.
      In a very few minutes I heard Joe running across the bare floor in the kitchen before he skidded to a halt at the top of the steps, then ran down them to us.  Checking out the man, he asked Flynn to help him and they went back into lodge carrying the man between them.  I motioned to Mason, who had slowly followed Joe out, that I'd put the mule back into the garage. When I had it safely tucked in, I went to the greenhouse to see what Sandy and Melody was doing.
     The fire had caused a large branch to fall through the roof.  They were cleaning up the broken pieces of the roof and complaining about something that would have to be replanted.
     "What needs replanting?  I asked.
     "We were trying out a new hybrid of wheat.  We're going to run out of wheat soon or it'll be so full of weevils that we won't be able to use it, so we're trying out a breed of wheat that we can plant in the valley."
     "Yea," Melody said, "It's special cause we can plant it early, it matures faster so we can plant it over again and get maybe three plantings of it before winter sets in."
     I looked from one to the other and realized I hadn't given the idea any thought.  What other renewable products are we using that we'll be out of in the next few years that we should be thinking of reproducing or replacing?
      I chatted with them a few more minutes then suggested they sit down with the new people and see if they had any ideas.  We'd also need a mill to refine the wheat and what about the yeast?  Giving them something else to do, I left them to it and wandered into the lodge in search of Lacy.  I hadn't see her lately because she and George were getting reacquainted.  I found them in Lacy's room talking about clothes.  Waving at them I continued on my way to my room.
     Inside I was drawn to the window.  Some of the trees were charred ruins while others were still beautiful and green.  It always amazed me how a forest fire was so picky, kinda like a tornado hits and misses houses.  I started to turn away and something caught my eye.  Movement.  I reached for my binoculars and just then the glass shattered where I'd been standing.
     Crouching, I sent a message to Mason and an image of where the shooter was when the shot rang out.  Grabbing my own gun, I put the night scope on it and slipped on the night goggles from the window box it had been stored in.  The ammo box was still mounted on the side of the window, so I was ready.  I heard doors slamming all over the lodge, along with  window shutters.  A baby wailed from below and barking told me the kids were being taken to the safe room in the basement with Bubba on their heels. 
     I had several small cuts from the flying glass but otherwise was unhurt.  I tried to look out the window but another shot rang out and killed the deer in the picture hanging on the opposite wall.
     I'm pinned down, can you get an eye on him?
     Yea, give me a minute.
     Your deer picture on the wall has three eyes now.
     Well, I'll just have to have a talk with this guy, won't I?
     Just kill him quick, Mace.  Your talks are pure torture.
     Just then a shot rang out from below me and a thud sounded on the RV parked 
     That will teach him to poach my deer.  Stay down. Let me clear that area before you become another target.  Duke's getting the security cameras rolling again.  The fire scorched one of the feeds from that side.
     Of course it did, it's my side.  And don't think I'll forget that you just ruined my RV.  Drop the next one on the garage holding your Goldwing.
       Oh, what a baby, I'll kiss it and make it better later.  I got an image of the 'where' in question, blushed but I stayed down until I would be told it was okay. 
      Stay put, we have several sneaking up on that side.   There was trucks on the road trying to get through the gate and some more men coming towards us from the cliff in back.  Flynn's human says its the militia from Missoula.  They've decided they want this property and planned to do everything they can to get it.
     I thought we talked to General Dummy last year and scared him into leaving us alone.
     We did, he's dead and these guys are led by someone that was below him on the ladder to general-hood.  Another wannabe planning to get things the easy way.
     Well, he's in for a surprise. Hold up.
     I spotted movement behind a large pine and primed my bow.  When he moved, I shot through the hole in the glass and he screamed.
      Another one bites the dust, dear.  That makes us even.
      I didn't know we were keeping track.  Bang! Bang!
      I'm one up on you now, Brat.
     How are you shooting with a bum shoulder?  Is Randy doing all the work and you're taking credit?
     Oh, that hurts, Brat, that really hurts.  How can you be so mean? Bang! I just proved you wrong cause I missed that one.  There's one climbing down behind the RV, hold on. Another scream and this one continued for a few minutes then slowly died down to just moans.
     Two.
     Lacy, are you and George doing okay?
     Yea, we're fine.  Randy and Riley are here and they're taking care of the ones trying to repel down the cliff.  Are you hurt?
     Just some scratches from flying glass.  You two help the guys reload but stay down.
     What do you think we've been doing.  Geez JD, give us credit for having some brains.
     Sorry. I keep forgetting how much she'd matured since this all began nearly two years ago.  I'd have to give her less crap and more respect.
     Crawling to the bathroom, I grabbed a wash cloth, wet it and wiped the cuts down.  I was getting low on clothes and didn't want to get any blood on these.  They'd have to wait for band aids till later.  Getting a drink of water, I decided I'd take care of other business while I was there.  When I returned to the window I couldn't see any more movement but knew it was just a matter of time.
     What's going on Mason, I need to know.
    Hang on a sec.
     I was frustrated.  I'd bet anything these guys started the forest fire.  It was just too coincidental for any thing else.  What a bunch of dumb asses.  If they'd burnt the lodge and everything around it they'd not have anything to show for their trouble.  They knew I'd said how if we didn't reset the computer every night the lodge and surrounding buildings would self destruct.  I'd lied at the time but they didn't know it, so why try to burn us out?  It doesn't make any sense.  The way they went about this would leave them with nothing.  Why?
     Mason!?
     Okay, damn you're impatient.  Flynn's human isn't going to make it.  Too much of his body was burned.  He was a mail carrier.  Like that movie The Postman played by Kevin Costner?  Anyway, he has some mail from these fools and was on his way to deliver it when he decided to read it.  He sidetracked to warn us when he got caught in the forest fire.  Evidently, they caught onto what he was doing and had to up the date to keep us from finding out.  They're plan is not a good one but I'll wait and see if they try to contact us.
       OK, I'm not getting any movement here but I'll stay and watch.  Lacy, George, Riley and Randy are manning their side.  What's going on at the gate?
     They've been walking around in circles.  They're probably trying to figure their next move since the fire didn't work and they couldn't sneak up on us.  I'm waiting for one of them to get brave enough to try to climb one of the trailers and step on a mine.  That would probably just make their day.
     I'll listen for an explosion.  I've got movement again.  Talk to you in a bit.
     K, keep your head low, Brat.
     I watched the woods for the movement again, but it was awhile before I found it.  They had goggles like mine and were using laser scopes.  I could see the red dot travel all over the room.  I had one too but hated to use it.  I had an idea, though.  Crawling over to the foot of my bed I recovered a small box and opened it pulling out the scope.  Checking it to make sure it worked, I crawled back to the window and watched for the red dot again.  When it appeared on the wall and moved to the opposite door, I peeked over the sill and located its source then turned the scope on, letting the red dot hit the sniper.  A crash and a lot of cussing resulted and I knew I'd had scored a 'hit'.  This was too fun. Just think of the ammo a person could save just by 'spotting' the enemy.
     The sound of running on the hill drifted back to me on the breeze so I chanced a look again.  Nothing.  Using my infrared camera I scanned the area and saw nothing dead or undead.  That was a good thing, right?
     Mason, I think I've cleared my side.
     We're clear here also.   He said.
     I think there's a pow wow taking place. 
     BOOM!!! The lodge shuddered and you could hear rocks hitting the roof.
     Damn! Some fool tried to climb one of the trailers and stepped on one of the mines.  Shit, people are running every direction.
     BOOM!!!
     They need to stand still.  Wait, they were just told the same thing evidently because they have frozen in place.  Like that kids game, Simon Says.   
     Those explosions are going to draw walkers, so we need to keep a lookout for them now.  Lord, will this day ever end?
     I was tired.  Mason kept me up most of the night, then the fire this morning now this.  I needed rest but I knew the others were just as tired.  We'd have to deal with walkers soon with all the noise.
     Ken just called and suggested coming back but I warned him off.  I don't think this group knows there's another group of survivors and I'd like to keep it that way.  They aren't ready to defend themselves from guys like these right now.  I see lightning from the west so there's a storm coming in.  We better keep a good look out for anything that walks.
     A gentle knock from the door nearly scared me to death.  It was Alice with a bottle of water and a sandwich.  I hadn't realized I was hungry until I smelled the food.
     "Man, am I happy to see you.  Just sit it there on that small table, Alice.  I don't want you in the line of fire."
     "I thought everyone ought to be getting hungry by now.  I took some food down to the little ones and they're fine.  Melody is keeping them occupied but the explosion scared them.  What was that?"
     "One of those fools stepped on a mine we have buried near the trailers.  They were going to climb them to get inside but now they're just wandering around trying to figure out what to do next.  Mason is seeing lightning to the west so prepare for a storm.  Tell everyone to watch for walkers because the explosion will draw them.  You doing ok?"
     "Yea, this isn't new to me.  Mad dog kept us all in a state of emergency.  This is a piece of cake."
     "Good.  It looks like this is going to be a long night.  Do you think you could talk someone into making some coffee?
     "No problem."  
     She left and I crawled to the dresser and grabbed the water and plate and scooted back to  the window.  After checking to make sure it was still clear, I ate the sandwich and drank half a bottle of water.  Then I got sleepy.  I got up and walked the kinks out staying out of the line of fire then crept back over to the window and scanned the area again.  I found the guy that had fallen onto the RV and saw that he was moving.  
     Mason you'd better watch that guy that fell on the RV.  He's moving and he might get too close.
     Okay, I'm on it.
     Where's that coffee?
     Just then I heard a psst from the door way and noticed Alice with a large travel mug of coffee. 
     "Keep it coming.  Looks like a long night."
     "No problem.  Just whistle when you need more."
     "Gotcha!  Thanks."
     Bang!  A bullet hit the doorjamb near Alice's arm.
     "You missed asshole."  she shouted, then winked at me and disappeared from view.  Not much scares her it seems.  Which is good cause the other guys needed someone like her.
     I'm ok guys.  That was aimed at Alice and he missed.  Looks like a long night ahead and coffee is coming.
     BOOM!!
     A rain of rocks caused me to duck my head even though they weren't close.  I sighed and scanned the area again.  Yep, a long night indeed.
 
 
 
 
 



                                                        Chapter 15
 
     I awoke with a start.  I'd fallen asleep again.  Quickly, I scanned the area then yelled at Mason.   
     What's going on Mason?  I fell asleep.  OOPS! Woke him up.
     Damn, JD, you startled me.  Duke is trying to fix the feed from your side.  When he gets  it, he'll let you know so you can come down.  You want me to send someone up to spell you?
     Hell no, I'm ok.  I didn't mean to wake you but you'd been quiet for too long.  Tell Duke I can wait for him to fix it.  No problem.
     I wasn't asleep, brat.  I love it when you get so brave.  Makes my little heart flutter.
     Shaking my head, I went into the bathroom to splash cold water in my face and try to wake up.  It was nearly 3 am, and that's the time I have problems staying awake.  If I keep fighting it, I'll be ok around 4 am.  But 3 am is a sleepy time for me.  I discovered my coffee had gotten cold.  I can't tolerate cold coffee, although, I know a lot of people that drink it iced. Yuk.  It has to be hot for me.  I drank it down anyway because I needed the caffeine, then shuddered from head to toe. 
     I'd just sat back down when a red dot lit up the poor deer picture on the wall opposite.  He'd been hit once already and looked pitiful enough, so I hoped he didn't get hit again.  I followed the dot with my eyes as it searched for me.  I should have been scared but I was more interested than anything.  What was this guy thinking?  The dot stopped on the deer again and I tensed, waiting for the shot but it didn't come.  It blinked out, instead,  then about five seconds later blinked back on again.  Ah, I see.  He thought I'd move when he shut off the laser and then he could catch me.  I blew a raspberry at the window.  
     Hello!  You still awake down there.  I've got a sniper red dotting your deer again.  What me to take him out?
     Just a minute, JD, I think we have this camera finally working right.  Yea, it's ok, why don't you slip down here, and we'll keep each other company.
      On my way. I slipped out the door and like a fool left my hand on the doorjamb when the sniper let loose.  It felt like a hot poker had pierced my hand.  I grabbed it and went downstairs dripping blood the whole way.  Ask Joe to meet me at the clinic.   I've been hit.

     A commotion like you ain't never heard commenced.  Lacy flew out of her room and Mason out of Dukes' Domain.  I was practically carried to the clinic, complaining all the way.  Joe grabbed me and proceeded to torture me while Mason yelled at me and Lacy cried.  Geez!  It's just my hand, for Pete's sake.
     "Oh for heavens sake, it's just my hand.  Take it easy.  Lacy, get out and take coffee upstairs."
     "Don't tell me what to do, you just got shot, JD.  Shot!"
     "I know. Dammit Joe, take it easy.  
     "Let him do his job, if you'd been paying more attention..."
     "Don't you start, Meat head, I was doing just fine till you decided I could come out and play.   Ouch!  Shit Joe, what are you doing?"
     "Look,"  he said, backing off and putting his hands on his hips, "if you want to be able to use that hand again, I get to do my job without all this damned bickering.  Mason, get out.  I can't take it.  Leave.  Now!"
     Mason squinted his eyes at me and stomped out of the room.  I squinted back until I saw Joe and then I decided to cooperate.  This man can really inflict pain when he works.  I smiled sweetly at him, lay back and shut up.  Lacy glared at me too then left to do a coffee run.
     By the time he decided he'd done his worst, I was in tears.  He nailed me with pain killers and just before I went to sleep I heard Mason come in and tell him that he'd taken out the sniper.  How did he do that with one arm, I wondered and then was out.              
     My hand hurt.  Joe tells me it should.  I had at least two bones broken not to mention a large hole it it.  He had it wrapped up and taped to my chest because every time I put it below my heart it throbbed like hell.  I was ok with it taped to my left boob.  Just as long as he quit checking it  Leave it alone is my motto.  It'll heal in due time.  Still, every time he looked in my direction, my heart sped up and I glared at him.  He thought it was funny but he should have been afraid, very afraid.
     I was sitting in Dukes Domain watching the monitors with Mason and Duke.  Half our crew was asleep because they would take the night shift.  Until the Dirty Dozen at the gate gave up and left, we had to keep watch.  They weren't doing much at the moment that we could see.  They were having a meeting in the back of a large army truck.  The star insignia of the army still visible on the door.  It had a tarp over the cargo area and that was where the meeting was taking place. The truck was a good choice to use because you it would operated on just about any type of  fuel...diesel fuel, kerosene, heating oil or gas, but if you use gas you have to have a quart of clean motor oil per 15 gallons so you "properly lubricate the injector pump", so says Howard.
     "How much longer are we gonna let them play their game?"  I asked.
     "Not much longer",  mumbled Duke, "they're down about half of their crew.  Some were bitten and were put down pretty quick.  We've taken out the rest when they decided to storm the place while you were napping."  He looked over his shoulder at me and grinned. I help up my bandaged hand in a salute to him.  It wasn't a one-finger salute but I got my point across.  He just laughed and went back to looking at the monitor.
     "We have a plan or do you want to wait till Christmas and serve them poisoned turkey?"
      "Now, JD, you're being nasty again.  Are you in pain?"  asked Joe.
     I refused to be baited by the likes of him.  He was an amateur at baiting so I ignored him.  Suddenly everyone in the room tensed and I watched the monitor to see what the hell they were doing now.  A man stepped out with a grenade launcher aimed at the lodge.
     "Randy you have a go."  Mason said into a mike he had pinned to his shirt.
     I couldn't hear the shot but when the man dropped to the ground, I was startled anyway.  The canvas on the truck behind him was splattered with blood and people began to fall out the rear onto the ground, then rolled under the truck.  Several men began to fire in the direction they thought the shot had been fired from, throwing round after round in Randy's direction. 
     Shit, Randy thought,  they've killed the damned tree.  I'm ok though.
     "He's okay,"  I told the others.
     Stay put, you got the guy.  Good job.  
     About then another man jumped up with another grenade launcher aimed at us.  Damn how many of those things do they have? 
      "Go for it James,"  Mason whispered into the mike.
     Another shot rang out from a different direction, hitting the man in the shoulder, sending him to the ground.  Again, the group killed the trees from the direction of the shot.
     "I'm good,"  James whispered.
     "What are they doing out there?"  I asked, having missed the meeting while I 'napped'.
     "We have several people out there in the trees keeping an eye on them.  When I give the word, they shoot and change positions as soon as possible. They've been quiet for so long, we knew they were working up to a big push, so we put out a safety net.  It won't be long now, we're just waiting for the right time to send them on their way."
     "When will that be?"
     "After those volley of shots it shouldn't be long now."
     We waited for over two hours for the 'right time'.  Four times, we had to shoot one of their men, four times they shot up the forest.  If they kept it up, walkers would descend on them like rain.  The road behind them were littered with bodies as it was so I hoped they gave up soon.  The mess they'd leave behind would be a lousy way to spend a day.  
     Sarah brought us lunch.  She said walkers were falling off the cliff behind us again.  Lacy and George were finishing them off while the guys slept.  There weren't many but enough to keep them from resting.  I was wiping my mouth with a napkin when I noticed something on one of the monitors.
     Pointing, I asked, "What's that?"
     Everyone looked at me and I realized the expression I had used was the one Mandy likes to use when things were about to get nasty.  I shrugged and turned back to the monitors.  Duke brought the monitor in question up on the main 52 inch monitor and we saw the 'that' in question was a herd of walkers headed towards the Dirty Dozen's position.  "That is the 'right time'.  I want absolute silence here."
     Clearing his throat he opened the mike. "May I have your attention please?  Hello!.... Ladies!....  Shut the hell up and listen."  That did it.  They shut up and turned in circles looking for the speakers.  There were several speakers so they didn't know where the voice was coming from.  "We have appreciated your attempt to gain access to our home.  It's been an interesting diversion from our otherwise boring existence but it really must  end.  Since you have shown such perseverance and initiative we have decided to reward you by showing you some mercy.  Here it is:  There is a herd of about 30 walkers coming up the road behind you."
     They all started to get uneasy.  Some started to edge towards the large truck, one picked up the grenade launcher and looked down the road.
      "Don't believe them, they're just lying to get rid of us.  We can still take them."  The leader yelled.
     "I really don't care if you believe me or not.  It will just be more entertainment for us.  If you haven't noticed, we have done fine while half of your people are dead, most of them killed by walkers.  We're safe, secure, well fed and are equipped to stay that way for over six months.  You are not.  We are sleeping and showering and you are not.  We don't care about you, but we have decided to give you this one warning.  You have about 15 minutes before you have a real problem on your hands.  I wouldn't go on up the hill, it leads to a cliff.  If you're going to leave, do it now.  It was so nice of you to visit but I think the next time we won't be able to offer you our fine hospitality.  We will kill you on sight.  Have a nice day."
     The guy with the grenade launcher was so nervous that he shot it off  making the rest of the team duck under the truck again.  I guess they were waiting for us to shoot him like the others.  The leader grabbed the launcher from him and hit him with it then turned to see people jumping in and on trucks preparing to leave.
     "You can't leave.  We are hours away from taking the lodge.  If you leave, everyone will have died for nothing.  Get back here.  That's an order.  You'll be held in contempt if you leave."
     "I think you mean they are committing treason if they disobey an order."  One of the men said,   "It's over.  Stay or go, but I'm leaving."  The truck started to leave when the leader stood in front of the truck.
     "I order you to stand down."  He said with his hands on his hips.
     "I will shoot you if you don't move.  We quit fighting them and started fighting walkers yesterday.  They've won.  Now step aside or I'll run you over."
     After several seconds the truck started to move.  The leader stepped to one side, then jumped on the side board when the truck moved passed him.  I hated to say it but if he planned to ride down the mountain that way the walkers would pick him off pretty quickly.  Soon only dust was visible on the road.
      We stumbled to the door and stepped out on the porch.  We could hear the sound of guns and large military weapons move down the mountain towards the road.  The sound slowly died down to nothing and the dust disappeared.  I sat in the rocker and waited and when I heard the first bird I knew it was over.
     Randy, James, Brandon and Alice the seamstress came walking down the road, looking tired and dirty their guns slung over their shoulders.  Smiles spread across their faces as they staggered back to the lodge where they were given a hero's welcome with cold water and sandwiches.  They sat on the porch and laughed and talked about their experiences while I watched and wondered about the mild mannered seamstress with the machine gun.
     When I looked to the north I saw Ken flying back.  Soon he pulled into the parking area out front and was greeted by a teary eyed Jill.  They hugged and kissed and then he turned his flushed face to us.
      "Duke told me all about it.   When I left, I flew over the interstate and the convoy was down to one truck, with a red cross on the side and roof.  I didn't know those things could go that fast. Walkers had overrun the other one.  I don't think we have to worry about them again."
      "Their number was dropped by about 80% and they weren't happy with their leader by the time they left.  I'd say he will be voted out or shot for an idiot when they get back to town."
     "Weren't they the ones that wouldn't let you into town to shop that first year you were here?" I asked Flynn.
     "Yea,  I think the next time we go to town we'll try them again.  Maybe they won't be in such a hurry to chase us away now that they've found out we won't be bullied anymore."
     We'll see about that but it'll be awhile before we need anymore supplies.  The stuff we brought back will last us awhile and I need a break.  A nice, long, break to rest and rebuild.
              
              
 
 



  
                                                        Chapter 16              
 
     Resting had lost some of its fascination, especially since me and Mason weren't able to participate in the rebuild.  I still had my hand glued to my chest and Mason still had his arm in a sling.  I'd decided about a week after the attempted assassination that I could get rid of the sling.  Within five minutes I had smacked it on a the back of a chair.   
     We were terrible patients.  Joe would turn and walk quickly in the opposite direction when he saw us.  Sarah sat us at the same table, alone, for each meal like little children in grade school who'd been bad.  No one wanted to be near us.  I don't blame them...we were miserable and argued all the time making our friends want to kill us.  I had no idea how we planned to manage the next four weeks but something had to be done.
     I sat on the back deck in the sooty smelling, morning air while I watched the guys dismantle the greenhouse so they could put it up in a different place.  They planned to build a mill where the greenhouse was because it's closer to the spring and they could use the water to power the mill.  We were planning to plant wheat and needed the mill to grind flour.  The greenhouse would be re-erected near the spring farther from the lodge to use water without having to use a pump.  They had worked it all out without my input.  They didn't ask Mason either and he was just a hurt as I was.
     The fire was still fresh in our minds.  The RV..MY RV..was hauled around the mountain so I couldn't see it and bitch anymore about MY RV being junked.  I wasn't bitching that much but you would think I was harping on it or something the way they hauled it off while I was in the bathtub.  It took me three days to discover it missing.  Geez.  
     I was watching them work when Joe started to come outside, saw me and hesitated.  
     "I won't bite your head off."
     He slowly came forward, one tentative step at a time.
     "Have a seat," I said gesturing to the chair next to me.
     He squinted his eyes, trying to figure out the trap.  But, I just ignored him until he got comfortable.
     "Tell me about Sissy."
     He started to rise and I grabbed his hand, "Don't.  Please Joe.  Not one person here will tell me what happened.  They're your friends is why and I respect that.  But I need to know.  Beside if you don't tell me,  I'll just go over there and confront her myself.
      He sat up straight at that, "Don't do that, JD, please, she's scared of you.  Some silly nonsense about hogs she won't elaborate on.  I'll explain it, just promise me you won't talk to her about it...ever."  
     I smiled at him and patted his hand.  "She's safe from me, Joe, I promise.  I can't promise about the hogs, though, she's on her own there."
     When he frowned, I just laughed and he calmed down, again.
     "You know she's been going over to Valley East to help out."  I knew  and thought it a good idea.   "I didn't know it then but she was getting friendly with Don, their resident medic there.  I didn't think anything about it. She was helping him set up the clinic like I'd showed her and they were getting along pretty well.  Then the night Mason called to say you were on your way back, the first time he called, she told me they were in love and she planned to move there.  That night.  It's like she couldn't wait for you to get back.  Like she was afraid of what you might do if she waited."
     He had no idea what I would have done to her.  The hogs were too good.  
     "I tried to find out what I'd done wrong.  She said that I hadn't done anything.  That her and Don hadn't planned to fall in love but since they had, she had to be with him.  She was sorry."  He laughed.  "Sorry, she says.  Like that helped.  She packed up a duffel bag of clothes and didn't even say goodbye, just got into their four wheeler and left.  Duke let her out of the gate, then closed it behind her and that was it.  I haven't heard from her since."
     "How are you doing?  And don't say okay."
     "How about I'll be okay, in time.  I think it takes a bit of time to get over giving someone all you have and they take advantage of it to hurt you.  But I'll get over it with the help of all these friends I have.  They haven't pestered me about it, and for that I'm grateful.  I know they're there for me.  That's something.  You know?
       "I know, Joe.   I had it done to me at this very lodge several years ago.  You have us to hold you up.  We won't hurt you and will stand behind you no matter what.  I gave her a chance a year ago to be a member of this group.  We were good to her, treated her the best we could, although I never could get close to her.  She just never seemed to fit in.  Well, she's gone and I have to tell you, Joe, she'll not be allowed back except to visit.  She had her chance."
     He seemed to sit a bit straighter.  I hoped something I had said contributed to that.  
     "Would you mind telling Mason?  I don't think I want to go through telling it again.  I'm done with the whole thing.  I'm okay talking to Don about medicine but I won't ask about her.  He seems to understand.  The clinic is too important to be interrupted by anything so we put it behind us."
     "Well, I can tell you from the stand point of a female, she is hounding him to tell her everything you say.  She wants to know you care enough to miss her.  By not discussing her in any way, you're driving her to distraction.  She's probably driving him nuts and going nuts in the process.  So, good for you.  Forget her.  We're planning another trip to town in a week or so, do you have a list of things you might need for yourself or the clinic?"
     I changed the subject on purpose.   
     "I was wondering if there is a library or medical college nearby that would have some medical books or magazines available?  I'd love to read something else beside the books I've already re-read a million times."
     "I'll look but maybe it would be better if you go this time.  You haven't been away from this place in six months and so much peace and quiet will drive you nuts."
     As soon as I said it I realized what a mistake it was.  Peace and quiet does not equal one forest fire and a siege.  Not to mention taking care of two patients with gunshot wounds and terrible tempers.
     We both laughed which drew the attention of the construction crew.  They stopped for a break and gathered around us.  We were laughing and kidding around when Mandy came running out with the sat phone.
     "Dad said it's Clint.  If you're going can I go too?  Clarissa and I can have a tea party while we're there."  I took the phone and smiled at her.  "We'll have to see, sweetheart." 
     "Hey Clint, what's up."
     "Hello JD, I was wondering if Howard had that part for the four wheeler fixed yet.  He said to call today and I know since he got  shot he's probably a bit slow."
     Warning bells started sounding in my head.  Howard didn't get shot, so he was wrong on purpose.
     "Slow isn't the word for it.  Not to mention grumpy.  I'll see if I can find him and send him over."
     "Okay, that sounds great...and.. a, why don't you and Mason come over with him.  That beer I've been brewing is about ready to test and Mercy said she had ten of those dozen tea towels almost embroidered for Sarah."
     "Hey, that's great," I replied sounding as normal as possible.  "Give us about an hour and we'll head over there.  Joe is trying to change the dressing on my hand."
     "Great, an hour, sounds perfect.  We'll see ya then."  Then the line went dead.  I looked up and everyone was staring at me.
     There's a problem at Valley East".  I told them the other side of the conversation.  We decided since I hadn't ordered any tea towels, that ten was the number of people there. Clint never brewed any beer because he was allergic to the hops.  He said it was a shame because behind the house would be a great place to plant hops.  I figured that meant the 'company' was hiding behind the house.
     Mason had come out when I was relating the conversation to everyone.  Valley East was being held hostage and we were being summoned.  What better way to get the lodge than to go through the people we cared about.  Although, how they knew about our friends was a mystery.  The men continued the conversation while I hunted for Howard. I found him in the tool shed sharpening a hoe for Samantha.  When I explained the problem and what we wanted him to do he followed me back to the lodge and removed a part from the four wheeler there.
     I watched as James, Brandon and Randy geared up to play snipers.  They each had infra red cameras and were dressed like Rambo.  When we were ready, I had my handy, hide-away, double barrel derringer strapped to my arm.  He had a gun hidden in his sling, that we intended them to find and one hidden behind the sling inside his shirt we hoped they wouldn't find.  Howard had a gun taped to the inside of his hat which was perched on top of his shinning bald head and the four-wheeler part, so he looked 'authentic'.  It would take ten minutes to get there so we gave the boys half an hour to get set up.  
     We knew there were ten of them.  That must of been what was left.  Why were they so desperate to have the lodge?  There were other places in the mountains, I knew because I would've chosen several of them myself except this place had the spring and a wind turbine already.  It had been my second home for years and I loved it here but why did they want it so bad?  I shook my head, and climbed into the four wheeler with Mason.  Lacy and I had  argued about her going in my place the whole time we prepared to leave.  She finally stormed to her room and slammed the door.
     Mandy was out front playing with her dads toy helicopter when we stepped out on the porch.  It had the video camera mounted to the bottom.  
     "Wait a minute, guys.  Dad wants to check and make sure this isn't  a trap."
     We looked at each other and smiled.  Duke always has a reason to use his toys.  He doesn't fly it, so he can watch the monitors but Mandy is a expert with it.  She was hooked up to ear phones so he could direct her from inside while she flew the toy around the area.  It had a radius of five miles which was more than enough to check out Valley East.  While we waited I helped Mason with his seat belt then he helped me with mine. Don't get shot this time, okay, Brat?
    I'll see what I can do if you can keep from jumping in front of bullets too.  I shouldn't have to keep showing you how much I love you.  You should know by now.
    He grabbed me and kissed me.  When he was done I noticed people standing on the porch clapping.  Yep...every one of them were smiling big and hooting.  We hadn't been fighting that much.  Geez.
     We finally pulled away, while Mandy landed the toy and Melody helped her carry it inside.  I almost punched him in the shoulder then remembered it was his bad shoulder just in time.  He ducked anyway.  Howard adjusted his hat as we waited for the gate to open, then we held on as we made our way around the some of the debris left from the last siege and over the bumpy road.  We don't have the state road department to take care of the roads anymore so they were getting in bad shape.  I thought before winter we should 'borrow' a road grader and at least grade it from our place to Valley East.
     When we turned the corner to their place and I could feel the gun sights on me.  I reached out to the minds holding the guns and felt fear, resentment and hatred in an overpowering flood. The one closest to us really hated us.  I didn't know it then but later I would find out the other one's fear was of his partner not us.  I didn't blame him one bit.  That kind of hatred is all consuming, like a vampire sucks up everything good to the point that all that's left is blackness.  That's what I was feeling if you could feel a color.  Blackness.  It made me feel a bit better that the other person didn't want to hurt us.  They even thought if they had to shoot they'd miss on purpose.  Yea.
      We pulled into the drive and slowly made our way around the drive to the steps.  It was then I heard in my ear bud that everyone was in position.  I had told them before we left once they radioed they were ready to take out the ones they could using the silencers on their rifles, but to wait till they'd heard from their leader first.  We were met by a very pale Clint.  He 'thought' to me that Mercy was being held in the first room to the right, a gun to her head.  I nodded slightly and smiled really big.
     "Here we are, I hope we didn't keep you.  Howard got the wrong part and had to go back and find the other one."  I put my good arm through his and walked him into the house.  We were met by Clarissa or 'Rissa as Mandy calls her.  She's Clint and Mercy's daughter.  Her and Mandy were best friends.  She started to say something to Howard when Clint got a scared look on his face.  They must have sent her out to test us.
     "Hey, Rissa, you remember Mason, my husband, and our mechanic Howard right?  Why don't ya show Howard where the four wheeler is so he can start on the repairs right away."  She looked confused and I didn't blame her a bit.  I nearly messed up the introductions myself.  She looked at Mason (Howard) and he smiled big at her and held out the part so she'd associate the part with Howard.  For some reason she smiled back and took his hand, leading him down the steps and around to the garage.   I knew there were people waiting there to capture him but so did he and he promised me he wouldn't get killed.  He'd better keep that promise.
      I was ready when I entered the front room and it was a good thing because the man hiding behind the door grabbed Howard and put a gun to my head.  This guy must be related to the nasty one outside.  He wanted to kill me really bad too. Going to assess my life and figure out why everyone wants to kill me.  Might give me an inferiority complex.
      "So," said a voice to my right, "it's the great, queen bitch herself."  I turned towards him as he walked Mercy out in front of him, holding a gun to her head.  She was terrified. Her beautiful green eyes were puffy from crying and her left eye was turning black and had swollen almost closed.  Her lip was bleeding too.  I'd like to have the privilege of killing him but I had a hunch Clint, being an Indian and all, would do a much better job.
     "What?  No response?"  he said, sneering at me while he rocked Mercy gently back and forth.  I don't think he was aware he was doing it but the nervousness of his actions told me he was close to coming apart.  I kept my mouth shut.  See? I knew when to shut up.
     "And this is the famous Mason? Your king?"  He laughed  and waved the gun in the air while he held on to Mercy with his other hand around her throat.  "For a half way decent looking bitch I'd think you pick someone a little more fit and better looking.  Not some old fat man."  Howard just stood with his hat in his hand.  Waving the gun at us, the big mouth, motioned to the couch.  "Sit, join us while we decide what to do with you."
     "I'd have thought you had already made that decision."  I said, still standing in front of the couch.
     "Shut up, Bitch.  You don't say anything unless you're asked." Said the voice behind me, as he grabbed a handful of my hair pulling it so tight  my head back was jerked back.   "Or he'll beat up on the sweet little thing some more.  She screams so nice."  The 'he' in question then licked the side of her face.  Licked!  I was too shocked to say anything.  The fool behind me, laughed.  Yuk!
     Mason, how's it going out there?  Things are getting out of hand in here.
     You haven't been in there long enough to screw things up yet.  Geez, JD.  Just do whatever they say and keep quiet.  We just moped up out here and are coming around the side of the house.  It'll be there to rescue you two in a few minutes.
     Good, this guy is either high or crazy and the guy behind us is no better.  Neither can be redeemed so take them both out.  Although, I think Clint wants the one who beat up Mercy.
     If someone beat up on Mercy, I say let Clint have him.  I know I'd want the privilege if I was in his shoes.  Okay, we're in position.  Oh hell, the guy behind you is playing with himself.  I see what you mean.  You need to move to the left a little bit, dear, to give me a clear shot.  OK, sweetheart that works.
     Just then I noticed how pale Mercy had become, her eyes started to roll up and her knees buckled.  Oh crap!
     "What the...." shit head said and looked down.  I flipped out my sleeve gun and shot him in the crotch at the same time as a shot behind me sounded.  It was followed by a thump.  Howard jumped towards Mercy the same time as Clint did and but Clint reached her first.  Howard didn't have anything else to do so he kicked her captor, hard.  The man didn't notice because he was too busy screaming.
     Don came in an looked at the dead guy briefly, then saw Mercy, picked her up and took her to the clinic, followed closely by Clint.  I noticed Sissy standing in the doorway to the restroom where she'd evidently been hiding and squinted at her.  She paled and stepped back into the room closing the door.  Smart move.
     Mason came straight to me, where he patted Howard on the arm and turned to me.  Before he opened his mouth I let him have it.
     "Screw things up?  Rescue us? Are you serious?  I'm at the mercy of two gunmen and you tell me to quit screwing things up?"
     "Oh man, Mason,"  Howard said, "you didn't.  Really?  Man, what a glutton for punishment."  Shaking his head he went out to check on things in the yard mumbling about not getting to use his gun.
     "Well, I was just worried about you.  You scared me to death when I saw that guy behind you acting all stupid and the guy holding Mercy, waving his gun all over the place and you were getting your back up.   I could tell cause your shoulders get tense just before you do something stupid. OK, maybe stupid is the wrong word..."
     "Maybe?"
     "OK, it is the wrong word, sure, absolutely the wrong word and..."
     I grabbed him and kissed him then put my head on his chest and told his belt buckle, "I don't care anymore.  I'm tired and need a break, and peace, and relaxation somewhere safe like the moon or something."  I looked back up at him and whispered, "Let's mop up here and go home.  You can tell me what happened in the garage on the way."
     Mercy was awake and alert by the time we decided to leave.  Don wouldn't let her up to see us to the door so Clint did it for her.  "He's bleeding pretty good ya know, you might want to lock him up in the coal shed for a bit."   He glanced behind him in the direction of the fallen idiot and shrugged his shoulders, "I don't think he'll be in there long enough to matter since he won't live out the night anyway."  I kissed his cheek, "Make it hurt,"  I whispered and turned to go.  I didn't care, not really.  The man had terrorized my friend and for what?  I slipped into his mind before he was shot.  He was thrilled he was going to finally get to mine the gold from the creek in back of the lodge.  Gold!  He hurt all these people for a rock. 
     I just wanted peace.  We vowed to help finish up the security on the place as quickly as possible in the coming days.  We'd get together tomorrow and decide on the particulars.  
     The people left from the invading force were lined up on the front lawn.  There were three of them.  They'd all helped us instead of their leader because they were more afraid of him than us.  One female, Lizzie was a computer geek, so she'd be of use.  A communications officer named, Milton (Ton to his friends) and a weapons specialist, Larry also came to our aid.  They'd spend the night in the basement until it was decided what to do with them and they seemed happy to do it.  I don't think their life had been a very good one lately.  If they stayed it would even up the numbers between us a little more.  That would give us 15 and them 14 people and with winter peeking down our necks we all needed the extra hands.  We'd have to double up on the people going to town but I think getting Valley East up and running efficiently and secure was our main objective.
 
 
              
 



 
 
                                                                      Chapter 17
 
     I settled into the back seat of the four wheeler with Masons arm around me.  Actually, he was holding on to the frame so we wouldn't get bumped out on the way home, but I'd take what I could get.  I was needy.  It'd been a bad month for me.  Nuclear bombs under a facility housing walkers in freezers, falling off a broken road and getting smacked in the face, motorcycle gangs shooting at us, besiegements, getting shot in the hand and facing a crazy mad man with a God complex. Yep, I was needy.
     Mason had fared a little better but we were both tired.  I was gonna soak in a tub full of bubbles for a week and sleep for a month. 
     "Me too,"  Mason said, reading my thoughts.
     "Mm mm, bubbles will look great on you.  So, tell me what happened when you left me back there."
     "Alright, but I'm doing it under duress.  If I don't, you'll just hound me..."
     "Mason, remember back about an hour ago?"  Howard said.
      Mason stilled while he remembered telling me not to "screw things up" earlier.
     "Yea, well, Clarissa took me back to the garage and when we rounded the corner of the house a  female dressed in camouflage stepped out in front of me and pointed to the garage.  When I got there Pete, Fred, Lizzie, Ton (Milton) and Larry was already there.  A young man was keeping them covered as well.
     "Just have a seat sir, I promise no one will get hurt."
     "You wouldn't hurt anyone, Sky." Clarissa said.
     "Thanks sweetie, you just be real still now and we'll go inside in a few minutes."
     Clarissa skipped over to Lizzie and started telling her about puppy she wanted.  I tried to read the soldiers mind but they were closed off.  We stood there a few minutes, then the radio went off.  "Report in Number 3".  She looked at her companion and replied, "All secure, sir."
     "Give us ten minutes then bring them around the front."
     "Sir, yes sir."
     She looked at her friend and then they both stood at attention and presented their weapons, "Sir, we respectfully surrender, sir". 
     I didn't know what to do, so Larry and Ton stepped forward and took their weapons.  Then they stood at attention awaiting further orders.  I said at ease and they did.  Then I said, "Why did you surrender?"  and they replied " We'd rather be in your custody, sir, than his.  Sir."
     Just then James, Brandon and Randy came around the corner, behind a prisoner.  We now had three.  They told us the two inside with you were crazy as coons.  The ones inside with you.   Sky's words, not mine.  We sneaked around to the front window and watched until I shot the one behind you and you shot the leader.  Great shot by the way."
     "Thanks, I wanted to leave something for Clint to work with or I'd have aimed at his head."
     "I don't know what Clint plans for the prisoners but that's up to him.  It looks like the ones we brought back from our trip will be staying with us so we need to think about opening the big cabin.  Maybe, George, Riley, Lacy and Randy would like it."
     "Yea, I bet they would.  It has two bedrooms so they should all fit nicely and still be comfortable.  We need to think about another wind turbine or solar panels or something.  But, if we're giving it to them lets let them decide.  Sound good to you?"
     "Yes, it does."
     "Yep, sounds good to me too."  Howard said.  "But, no one thought to ask my opinion.  Still, I decided to give it anyway.  Someone want to shoot this walker wandering around on the road up ahead?"
     We both jumped at that.
     "Oh, well, look here, neither one of you  can shoot since you done went and got yourselves shot.  Reckon I'll finally get to use my gun after all.  Lessen, one of you want to try it one handed to prove how great ya are."
     The walker was getting closer.
     "For God's sake, Howard, just shoot the damned thing and quit talking about it."
     Bang!
     "Well, it looks like I can kill them as good as the rest of ya.  Looks like I'm as valuable to this group as any one else.  Yep, just as good."
     "Good shot, Howard.  I knew you could do it.   I just didn't want to bother you since you keep everything within five miles in great running condition.  A man as valuable as you doesn't want to waste his talents on shooting walkers.  They ain't' much of a challenge, you know?"
     He smiled at me and I knew we were ok again. He'd been ignored again and I realized we had all had a bad time of it.  Maybe a picnic was in order to lift all of our spirits.  Then it dawned on me.  In two days time it would be the Fourth of July.  What a great time for a picnic.  I glanced up at Mason and could see he had read my mind again.
     You have some really great ideas, Brat.  Lets plan to invite the Valley East group and do it up good.              
     We staggered in the lodge and was met by a happy faces.  Everyone talked at the same time.  We smiled and laughed and patted Howard on the back for his involvement of the Valley East Rescue.  I knew Melody was keeping a journal so I promised to give her the details later.
     Lacy walked me to my room and led me into the bathroom where she had started a tub full of hot, bubbly water.  As she helped me ease into the tub, I told her about the picnic.  She was just full of ideas.  She left me to soak so she could make plans with the rest of the ladies and I nearly fell asleep. I opened my eyes to see Mason sitting on the edge of the tub.  I smiled sleepily at him as he stared at me.
     "I getting damned tired of nearly loosing you.  People are either shooting at you or beating on you.  I can't take it, JD.  I can't.  I know you want to be involved with everything that happens around here and I can't begin to tell you how proud I am of you for that. But, it's gotten out of hand.  There's enough of us now that you don't have to put yourself in harms way anymore.  We want to protect our families but we need our families to let us."
     I sighed. "I know, Mason, I really do.  I don't like getting hurt either.  But I feel like I have to be able to take care of myself if you or anyone else isn't around to do it.  If I get complacent, lazy and out of shape, I could get killed or worse yet get someone else killed, simply because I let you to it for me all the time.  I'll back off on being part of every operation, but I insist on being included on some of them just to keep my skills honed.  That's the best I can promise right now, Mason.  Take it or leave it."
      "I've learned to take what I can get from you, JD, because you don't give in much when it means something to you.  I respect that.  You'll be included in some operations but not all.  My heart can't take more than that."   He bent down and kissed me lightly and then smiled trying to see through the bubbles.  "Get out and send Lacy in to help me get dressed."
     "I think I can manage that without ravaging you.  However, if you want to be ravaged just say the word, or better yet, whistle."  I smiled.  He was referring to a old movie star that uttered words to that effect once.  He liked to try to stump me with the old movies. I leaned forward and whispered, "yes, I do know how to whistle, I just put my lips together....and blow."  It was a good thing Lacy didn't come up for awhile.  It was a comedy of errors with my one good hand and his one good arm, but we were determined.  He was kind enough to help me mop the bubbles from the floor and we laughed most of the time so it was a very good thing.
      The morning of the Fourth of July was a busy one.  We had no brats or hot dogs but we did have pork chops and hamburgers.  There was fresh vegetables from the garden and pies.  We were altogether because Duke had rigged up something that enabled the security monitors to be switched to our monitors which we had mounted in our dining room and someone was monitoring constantly.  We'd filled the dining room because for some reason mother nature had decided we needed a break and showered us with a slow gentle rain.  It was wonderful.  The temps hung in the 70's with the clouds that sat snugly over our valley.  The air was so clean you could take a bite out of it and after two weeks of smelling ash and soot it was a welcome relief.
     Clint never mentioned what happened to his prisoners and we never asked.  He brought along the three survivors who seemed like likeable enough people and soon everyone was getting along fine.  Well, Sissy was nearly glued to Don who was visibly embarrassed and Joe was doing his best to ignore the two of them.  That seemed to make Sissy more determined to make him jealous.  If she kept it up, Don was going to take her home.  He wasn't going to put up with it much longer.  
     I'd noticed Lizzie was paying a lot of attention to Joe. He was really enjoying it more because it was Lizzie and not Sissy's.  
     We'd just finished filling our bellies and were telling tales of Fourth of July's past when Mandy uttered "What's that?" and pointed to the north.
     "I hate it when she says that."  Someone muttered.  I agreed.  
     We all looked to the north and at first saw nothing.  Then a small form began to take shape, swaying and bobbing gently as it slowly grew in size.  Soon, I could see a black shape in the form of Darth Vader's mask looming over the north forty and when confusion finally took hold and I knew I'd gone over the deep end, I made out the shape of a small basket attached to the bottom of it.  A hot air balloon.  A Darth Vader's mask hot air balloon.  And it was headed straight for us.  Well, crap.              
     I plopped back into my seat.  What the hell is going on? I got what? two days reprieve before this next situation?  I put my head on the table on my folded arms and shook it back and forth with the occasional thump.  This is a dream.  It is so not happening.  I turned my head and peaked over my arm.  It was bigger, a lot bigger.  I would venture a guess and say the damned thing was humongous...and growing.  It was still headed towards us so I put on my game face and preceded to follow all the other fools to the yard to await the occupant.
     It landed a bit hard, vomiting out the small man inside to roll a couple of feet in the mud.  He was now completely unrecognizable.  He stood, with help, and tried to wipe enough of the grass and mud from his eyes to see.  Mandy, bless her heart, handed him her napkin and he slowly became a person.
     He mumbled something and sorted through the muck on the ground until he located what looked like his glasses.  Then he cleaned them before he plopped them back on his face.  He   sort of reminded me of the actor/producer Woody Allen, short, skinny, balding, glasses and nervous. He laughed with a small snort, then bent down and picked up a small book he'd dropped.
     "Well,"  he said with a whiny voice, "that was some entrance, I may say.  I need to take care of my balloon so it doesn't get away and then we can talk because this, my friends, is your lucky day."
     We looked at each other and frowned.  What was this fellow doing in a ridiculous hot air balloon, floating around in the rain on the Fourth of July?  OK, I'll give him credit that he didn't know what day it was.  We might have been off by a day or two ourselves so I wasn't gonna fault him for that.  A couple of the guys helped him anchor the balloon to the ground where it was slowly loosing air and deflating.  It looked worse now than it did before, if that was possible.
     We escorted our 'guest' to the lodge where he cleaned up, then we fixed him a plate of food.  His eyes didn't miss a thing.  They flitted from the monitors, to the electric lights, to the heavily food laden table.  Then he inspected each and every one of us, head to toe paying entirely too much attention to Clarissa and Mandy.  I was getting very uncomfortable, while Sarah was getting madder than hell.  I looked at Mason, and he was frowning also.  Ken, George and Lacy hadn't missed it either.  I got Ken's attention, spoke to him mind to mind then he nodded and took a couple of the men and left as leisurely as possible.
      Our guests' name was Jeremiah.  No last name evidently, just  'you may call me Jeremiah'.  He ate like there was no tomorrow.  He didn't look like he could hold that much food and I hoped he wouldn't get sick.  He finally sat back with a sigh and a burp then patted his very full stomach, wiped his chin and said with a flourish.  "I am the prophet Jeremiah.  One of Gods right hand and I have come to deliver you sinners from hell."
     Oh crap.
      I'd been racking my brain trying to figure out who he reminded me of.  I'd seen him somewhere before and not in the movies either.  While he paged through his book which I found out later was a Bible, I questioned Mason and Lacy.  They had my problem also. 
      "Jeremiah, what were you doing in a hot air balloon in the rain?"
     "That is not important, sister, only that I have finally arrived to save you all from the wrath of God."
     "My name, Jer, is Sarah, not sister and I think the question does matter."
     Wow, Sarah, you go girl.
     "I am the prophet Jeremiah..."
     "I don't believe in 'the wrath of God'.  My God is a gentle, loving God."
     "That is a misconception most people have about God.  You can't help believing that because the devil makes you think it."
     "I haven't found in the bible where my God is not loving.  Where did you find it?"
     He was getting nervous.   It wasn't a good look on him.  "Well, now I didn't mean God isn't loving..."
     "But that's what you said."
     "I... a...am the prophet Jeremiah..."
     " No, you're not."  
     "My dear lady.  If you read your bible, you would know..."
     "I hate it when someone 'assumes' I don't read my bible, or I'm not saved or I'm not right with God."  She leaned over the table, pointed at him and said, "I particularly hate it when a little weasel who last year played a circus clown and gave rides in his hot air balloon for $50 a whack, invades my holiday, leers at my daughter and pretends to be someone he isn't.  The very same weasel that killed a little girl by running a balloon into a high wire then disappearing so he wouldn't have to face charges of manslaughter."
     "Just a minute my dear sis...I a.. mean Sarah, you have me mixed up with someone else I assure you.  I heard of such a man somewhere in my travels  but I am not that man.  I am..."
     "Micky the Mutton-head," I yelled, finally remembering who he was, "chief clown in the circus two years ago in Bozeman.  I remember now,  there were two little girls that disappeared during your stay."  He nearly jumped our of his skin when I yelled.  He was sweating profusely and turning a funky red color.  "You running around, looking for a safe place to live while making people think you're a man of the cloth?  That's low, Mickey, so low I can't think why we don't blow your head off and be done with it."
     "Now wait a minute.  You've got me wrong.  Yea, I was in the circus for a while and I did fly a balloon but I never hurt anyone.  I've been reborn."  I nodded to Flynn and Joe and they picked him up by his arms and walked him backwards out to his now inflated balloon, tethered to the map.  George brought out a basket of food and Mandy followed with Mickey's bible, cleaning it off as gently as possible.  Mickey spit and sputtered the whole way. Then he was begging.  Finally, he got mad and pointed as me and yelled, "You'll be sorry for this.  You're turning me out to be killed by the devils that roam this earth and you'll be sorry."
     I grabbed him by the shirt and got in his face.  "I'll tell you what I'm sorry about.  I'm sorry there's dead people walking around eating live people, I'm sorry they'll never be any more books, or movies produced and I'm really, really, sorry there's no more ice cream.  I can't begin to tell you how sorry I am about the ice cream, but I am not now, nor will I ever be sorry about kicking your sorry, miserable, skinny, ass off this property.  Come back and I will personally blow you out of the sky."
     The ropes were released and Mickey the Mutton-head rose into the sky under the watchful stare of Darth Vader and nearly 30 people on the ground.  A gust of wind, followed by a pretty heavy downpour pushed Mickey around the mountain and soon he was out of sight.  I turned to find a lot of people staring at me.
     "We gonna stand out here and get wet, or is someone gonna try to beat me at a game of checkers?"  I said and raced a lot of people back to the lodge.    
              
 
 
 
                                                        Chapter 18
 
      The biggest brown eyes I'd ever seen were staring me down.  Well, he was trying anyway.  I stared back at him as I balanced the small ball in my hand and squeezed it continuously.  Bubba's eyes didn't even blink as he glared at me.  We'd been sitting on the back deck for an hour as I worked the rubber ball.  I was using his favorite toy for therapy on my hand.  It was healing and the bullet hole was itching like there was no tomorrow so I squeezed while we stared.  He was good but so was I.
     "You won't win ya know.  He's had more practice."  Mason whispered, as he quietly closed the back door.  We were hiding.  Yep, sneaking around like thieves in our own home.   He sat to my right nursing a bottle of water and watched for a minute.  "He doesn't care why you're playing with his toy and will wait you out."
     "I'm almost done here, who are you hiding from?"
     "Sarah.  She said something about hanging some curtains she'd washed.  I've already changed three light bulbs and moved two pictures from one side of the room to the other.   I know they're trying to help with my therapy but damn...."
     "Yea, she had me sewing on buttons and kneading bread this morning so when I get done playing with this ball and teasing Bubba I'm gonna find a nice quiet place to hide."
     "I know what you mean.  It's tough when people care about you."
     I tossed the ball out towards the greenhouse and watched as Bubba chased it down and ran to the side of the lodge to hide it from me, again.  He puts it in plain sight and pretends like its hidden.  So cute.
     "I was thinking about taking a walk, checking the perimeter, in general hiding from the well meaning masses.  I wanted to talk to you about some ideas I have."
     "How about we take the road grader and visit Valley East?  I want to check with Clint about some ideas I have and see how Mercy is doing.  We can grade the road over and back."
     "Sounds like a plan.  You get the grader and I'll call and warn 'em we're coming."
     I was walking through the living room when I saw Bubba 'burying' the ball on top of the sofa.  He saw me, jumped down and barked once before running out of the room,  leaving the ball in plain sight.  I played the game and pretended not to see it while I proceeded to Duke's Den.
     "Mason and I are taking the grader over to Valley East for a few hours,"  I told Sarah, Lacy and Randy who were gathered around the toy helicopter mumbling to each other.  "Any messages or deliveries should be ready to go in ten minutes."  I grabbed the Sat phone and called Clint but Sissy answered.  I told her we would arrive in less than an hour and hung up.  I don't talk to Sissy much.  Works for both of us.
     Lacy had a blouse for Mercy and Randy sent over the portrait he'd done of Clarissa.  I gathered my gun and ammo, the picture and blouse and met Mason out front on the yellow monster. He took the items and helped me up and settled in.  It was too noisy to talk so I just watched for walkers and looked at the scenery.
     The smell of the pine was thick.  I wished there was some way to bottle the smell but there wasn't.  Many had tried before the virus, but they'd all failed.  That smell was one of the reasons I like to take walks.  That and the peace.  I loved the peace.
     Valley East had  poured out of the house to welcome us.  It was a huge two story, Victorian with a weird shaped, steeply pitched roof and a dominant front-facing gable.  A full-width, one story porch extended all around the house and a staircase led to a stained glass, double door.  I think it had 12 bedrooms and as nearly that many baths.  It was painted many colors and reminded me of a ginger bread house.  I loved it.
     I saw everyone but Mercy so she was still 'under the weather'.  I greeted nearly everyone then went in search of my friend.  I found her in her room, the blinds pulled, sitting in the dark.  I closed the door, took a deep breath and grabbed the bull by the horns.
     "Hey, Mercy, still wallowing I see."  She jumped like I'd hit her then squinted her eyes to better see me in the gloom.  "It's a nice day for it for sure but I'd have thought you'd be tired of it by now."
     "What?"  she said sitting up a bit straighter.  "What did you just say to me?"                                  "Wallowing.  You know like a hog in a puddle of self pity, that's you.  When ya gonna join the rest of us poor schmucks and strike a blow for humanity?"
     "Wallowing?  Hog?  I can't believe you're talking to me this way.  I thought you were my friend."  She swung her feet over the side of the bed and pointed at me.  "You call it wallowing?"  She liked the word so much she repeated it. "Wallowing?  You have no idea what I went through so you...."
     "I don't?  Really?  Are you so sure you're the only one this has happened to?  Really?  Well, you're wrong."  I moved some clothes off the chair and made myself comfortable, while she worked to process that information.  When she did her lips formed a big zero. 
      "You still have no right to come into my home and say those things."
      "Doesn't look like anyone else is gonna say them.  Even though they're tired of the wallowing also.  What that bastard did to you was horrible to the extreme.  What Clint did to him in return was too good for him."  Actually he took the guy into the next town, tied him to a light pole, cut him just enough to bleed a bit, then put some wind chimes (my idea) over his head and went far enough away to watch the show, safely.  When the walkers found him he started screaming and was still screaming while Clint drove out of town.  "But it's over, he's dead, you're not.  It's time to heal and go on living." 
     "Just that easy.  Heal and go on living.  I can't, JD, I've tried.  Every moment of every day I feel him breathing in my ear and his erection against my backside and the promised of what he'd do to me repeating over and over in my mind.  He keeps tormenting me day after day after day."
     "Then you're letting him win.  You're giving him permission to do it day after day.  You're encouraging him to torment you and I thought you had more grit than that.  I'm sorry I was wrong."  I stood and brushed off my pants.  She'd teared up at that last statement and was in full sob mode.              "Get out!" she screamed, "Get out!  How dare you come to my house and talk to me that way.  I never want to see your face again."  That hurt more than I thought it would, but she was finally crying and I knew that was the first step to healing.  As I approached the door, Clint came rushing in and seeing Mercy ran to her and held her. " I hate you and your selfish ways.  Wallowing, Clint, she said I was wallowing."  Then she dissolved into a lump as Clint held her and rocked her gently.  I left the house and climbed aboard the grader where I waited for Mason.  
     He arrived in a hurry and we left as fast as a road grader could go.  We didn't speak out loud because of the engine noise but he read my mind and what I did to Mercy and he agreed she would get better now.  She'd been coddled and not allowed to cry but now there wouldn't be any stopping her till she got it out of her system.  She'll forgive me in time, I hope.
     I was wondering about how safe it would be fishing in that lake west of us.  It has a nice dock and I think there should be a boat somewhere in the area.  I'm hungry for fish.
     Damn, that's a good idea.  And casting out is good for the shoulder.  I'll get right on it.  If we get a boat on the lake we should be safe enough.  I don't think the walkers know how to swim.  Let's check it out with Dukes toy then give it a try.  I think it would be safer than fighting our way out of a nuclear facility.
     Don't I know it.  We can plan for the next trip to town.  I thought we'd go west this time.  We'd avoided it before because of the militia, but they have been eliminated so we should check it out.  Lets talk to the others.
     We came to the gate and parked the grader near the entrance, walked through the gate and got on the four wheeler Flynn had parked nearby.  "Hey, knucklehead, we were just talking about going fishing."
     "Hell ya,"  Flynn said, "A fish fry would be just the thing.  We could invite Valley East over, I bet they'd love some fish, and it'd be just the incentive to get Mercy out of the house.  It would do her good."
     Mason and I looked at each other but didn't say anything.  I hoped she would come out of it in the next few days but wouldn't bet on it.   
     When we explained to Duke what we wanted to do, it didn't take him long to get his helicopter in the air.  He had a crowd of men, playing with him so they'd be impossible to communicate with for awhile.  I moseyed into the kitchen and checked out lunch then ventured to the back porch where my day began. 
     I'd no sooner sat and started admiring my valley when I heard a loud Bang!  A walker had fallen off the cliff landing on the roof of the new mill.   Mason, a walker just fell of the cliff.  We have to do something about this.  Men came at a run, sounding like a stampede approaching from around the lodge.  By the time the walker was upright again he didn't take another step before three shots rang out and it went down.  It was a testament to the regularity of this that I just sat there and didn't get up and run screaming into the lodge.  Then the guys did rock, paper, scissors to determine who got to haul the body off.  This has been a regular occurrence since the fire.  We needed to get a load of boards and build a fence up there, soon.  Duke had made a 'walker falling' sign and put it on the new building but all fun aside we needed to do something...soon.
     The next trip to town included a semi load of boards.  The mill needed them and we need more to finish the greenhouse.  It was nearly the end of July which meant summer was nearly over.  We needed to get whatever we had to do, done, soon because snow can fly anytime in Montana especially in the mountains.  Fishing was just a stress reliever and one that was badly needed.  Duke, for one, hadn't been off the place since we arrived 13 months ago, Sarah either for that matter, so before the winter set in, the people who have been lodge bound were getting away.  Period.  I didn't think there would be any arguing.  Except maybe for Lacy, she hated fishing.  Something about 'a fine line between standing on the shore looking stupid and fishing.'  Very funny.
     I heard  a door close and looked up to find Sarah.  Oh Oh.  She spied me and smiled.  I spent the remainder of the afternoon peeling potatoes.  I hoped my hand healed soon.  I looked up once and saw Mason hanging the new curtains for the dining room.  There was a half dozen windows in there so he'd be at it for a while.  He saw me looking and shrugged his shoulders, grimacing slightly.  I winked back him and we continued with our therapy.  
     I got to go fishing because...well...it was my idea.  Lacy, Melody and baby Davy with Flynn stayed behind.  They weren't interested in fishing. OK.  I won't hold it against them.  Duke dragged Sarah and Mandy along saying if he had to go so did they.  He had to go.  We took the four wheelers and the mule which seated six.  The drive there was the most invigorating rides of my life.  Hiking would take over two hours and the elevation of 1400 feet it was tiring to say the least.  There's several creek crossings and a one mile loop that was unavoidable but mostly the trail stays close to the cascading water of the creek.  The smell of pine was heavy in the air and surrounded by snow capped mountains and trees that rustled when the breeze tickled the leaves just plain made me smile.
     We saw several deer with their young chasing butterfly's through the tall grass.  At one point we saw a black bear but it was heading the other direction so we weren't worried.  We each had bear spray and we were making enough noise to wake the dead, so a bear wasn't bothering me a bit.  When we finally caught sight of the cabin I was ready.  I knew the fishing equipment was inside so I offered to clear it while the guys checked to make sure the boats were sea worthy.
     Not killing any walkers today, I thought, as I stepped outside and motioned to them it was clear.  I found some things that would make great gifts (Yep, I'm Christmas shopping again) and planned to stick em in my back pack before we left.  Finding the fishing gear I wanted, I wandered outside to see how the boats were coming.  I was ready. Now.
     "What's that?"  Mandy said.  Those two words had the same effect as on me as Run! so I dropped everything, grabbed my bow and twirled in circles.  About six of us were twirling like a dancers in a production of Swan Lake, looking for the 'That'  Mandy indicated when I faced the direction she pointed.  It was a walker and one I knew in it's previous life.  Old Man  Robertson ran the cabin during every summer I was here.  He was a crotchety, old, grumpy man, but likeable, even though he discouraged it.  He lumbered towards us, naked as the day he was born.  Sarah grabbed Mandy and ran inside the cabin but before she could close the door, Duke had dispatched the old man into a small ravine near an outhouse.  I looked at Duke and he shrugged then went inside to get his family.
     Mason said, "I hate it when she says that."  I grinned cause I've said it more often than I was happy with.
     "Can we go fishing now? I didn't come here to talk."  Howard said, getting into his boat that already held Sam and Bubba.  Me, Mason and Ken took another boat and the rest of the crew divided the rest of the boats between them.  There were several paddle boats for the non fishermen and a couple of kayaks and inside of 30 minutes we were scattered about on the lake.  I divided my time between taking pictures for Lacy and catching some of the biggest Golden Trout I've ever seen.
     It seemed however, that Howard was the fisherman of the day.  We spent some time cleaning our catch then after pilfering the cabin for Christmas gifts, I loaded my tired, happy self into one of the four wheelers and we headed home.  The ride back was just as exciting as it was several hours before.  I saw a raspberry patch and we stopped for several minutes then I found a whole acre of chokecherries that would be wonderful come the end of August.  We'd make another trip up here before the summer was gone, if not for the fish, for the berries that grew wild.
     We arrived home, tired, excited and everyone wanted to talk at once.  Lacy had fixed supper and the smell welcomed us in.  I helped get the dining room ready for supper then we sat and talked for hours.  Nothing had happened at the Lodge while we were gone although I thought Melody had a certain glow to her and Flynn looked much more relaxed.  Aw.
     "Clint called while you were gone."  Flynn said.
     "Really?  What's up."  Mason asked.
     "Not much really except Mercy is doing better.  She joined them for supper.  I told them we were planning a fish fry Sunday and invited them over."
     "Good.  What did he say." 
     "Said they were all looking forward to it.  He said to tell JD that they 'all' were looking forward to it.  Didn't make any sense to me but I figured you know."
     Mason looked at me and smiled.  I was smiling so big my cheeks hurt.
     "Yep,"  I said.  "I know."
              
 
 



                                                        Chapter 19
 
     The fish fry was a blast.  Mercy and I were back to normal.  We ate fish and potato salad until I thought I would be sick.  The guys set up a horseshoe game and the kids ran all over the place, followed closely by a small dog whose tongue was hanging out but refused to quit.  The stars were out in full force and we were able to see the northern lights.  Duke was happy about that cause he was having trouble with his electronics lately.  Now he knew why.
     It was a tired bunch that went to bed late that night.  We had plans the following weekend to go berry picking.  Alan, one of the new guys, had seen some honey bees and planned to locate the hive to grab some honey.  Mason paid particular attention to me that night but I have to admit, I encouraged him all day.  That man was nearly crazed by the time we went to bed.
     Morning had me up early.  I wanted to talk to Duke and Ken about branching out and seeing if we could find others surviving like us.  It almost became an obsession with me once I'd thought of it.  I found out that Mason, George and Lacy were getting the same ideas.  What is that saying about brilliant minds thinking alike?  Hmm. 
     "I have enough fuel to make a trip around up north a bit, say up to Helena then west a bit around to Anaconda and back.  If I see anything I can radio back."
     "Why don't we make some fliers and drop them.  Include our sat phone number and directions to the place that kind of thing."
     "That's a good idea, I'll get on it right now.  Then we can all check it over before Ken leaves."
     "I wanted to talk to you guys about alternate living arrangements".  When I got a lot of blank stares, I smiled.  "I mean a place we can go to if we have to.  Right now, we have pooled every single resource we have into one place.  This one. After living in a world where there is no such thing as zombies to zombies everywhere, I realized we can't live secluded anymore.   I'm uncomfortable not having a place we can go if we need to that's all."
     "I think I see what you're saying."  Mason said.  "How many attempts have been made to acquire this place.  Yes, we've defended it but what if there comes a time when we can't?  Where do we go? Do we just start over again? How?"
     "Lord, I hadn't thought of that."  Sarah muttered.  
     "I agree, and the thought crossed my mind the last time someone tried to break in.  What happens when they decide the place isn't worth it to them and just blow us out of the valley simply because they couldn't have it?  It's definitely something to think about."
      "I'll be ready to fly whenever anyone else is.  After the fire, I've been fueled up just in case.  Get your fliers ready and if we have any extra sat phones it might be good to drop them too in case no one else has one.  Maybe a package with a small parachute.  I don't know how many cause I don't know what I'll find.  Can you give me some idea what I'm looking for?"
     "Well, I'd say look for a place with a water source, wind turbines, near enough to a town or city by far enough in the mountains.  Make it the mountains or a nice valley, not flat land.  There's no protection from the wind in the winter on flat land.  Follow the rivers.  I'll take a look at the information I have on springs.  A large building and some outbuildings would be great.  If I think of anything else, I'll let ya know."
     "Do you think we really will need all this?"  Sarah asked.
     "To be hones, I don't know.   I just don't see how we can continue without having something to fall back on.  It's irresponsible to assume we can live here for the rest of our days without any more interference.  We have to be prepared.  Start stocking food and water in a trailer and leave it somewhere it won't be found but close enough we can grab it in a hurry.  Include clothing, electronics, medical, whatever else we might need.  Just in case, that's all I'm saying.  Just in case."
     "I guess we could do that.  It's not like we have much of anything else to do.  I'll start making a list tonight."
     "That's great, Sarah, we need to do our part, since I know since I've made the suggestion the guys are wearing their little brains out on what they can do.  If you have some time maybe we can put together some small parachutes to attach to the packages."   We worked well into the night.  Everyone had some project they wanted input on so I didn't notice I was tired till after 3 am.  I didn't notice if Mason came to bed either and slept in the next day.
     We finished up the plans for emergency evacuation and set up the date for berry picking, honey gathering and fishing.  The day before we were to leave Don showed up unexpectedly.  He wanted to talk to me and Mason and especially, Joe.  I thought I knew where he was going but decided to wait to voice any opinion.  I could do that on occasion.
     After we settled at the dining room table, coffee in hand we waited for Don to begin.  When I finally got impatient, Mason stayed me with a hand on my knee.   Give him time, it's important to him.  I waited some more.
     "Sissy is gone."  OK, I hadn't expected that.  "About two days ago we got into it.  Well, actually I caught her and Clint together."  When I started to stand in defense of Clint, he raised his hand, "It wasn't Clint's idea, she'd been trying to get him in bed since she arrived.  I'm glad I was the one that caught her instead of Mercy.  He was pushing her away and back tracking so he didn't see me, but she did and tried to make it look like it was Clint's fault  After a good shouting match, she slipped out a few hours later with some clothes.  I don't know where she's gone and I'm really not worried but she didn't leave alone.  One of the guys that helped out with the siege a couple of weeks ago went with her.  I just wanted to warn you in person and tell Joe here that I'm sorry for the grief we put on him.  She tricked me good."
     "Oh hell, man, don't worry about it.  She was trouble and she's gone now so what's done is done.  We're ok."
     Mason and I nodded our heads to let him know we agreed with Joe.  "She'd been trouble from the first.  She's gone now, so stop beating yourself up about it."
     He was visibly relieved, so him and Joe shook hands on it.  Then they disappeared into the clinic for heavens knows what.  They're medics so I guess they doing medic type things.  Anyway, I was going with Mason to the fishing cabin to finish up preparations for the berry harvest.  I wanted the cabin cleaned, stocked, some picnic tables set up and the barbeque prepared.  It was going to be a big day and a long one.  We fixed a playpen area for Davy and cots for the girls.  After a few hours we messed around in the lake skinny dipping then went back to the lodge tired but happy.
     Ken had departed on his second trip. He'd found a small airport and fueled up so he could stay out a bit longer but he was due back at any time.  When we arrived at the lodge everyone was excited.  There had been a phone call from someone near Helena.  They said there was only four of them but if they could find a way, they would arrive in a week.  They'd had a rough time of it and was anxious to get to safety.  
     We'd just sat down to eat when Ken flew in.  He reported several sites that might do and showed us the pictures he took of the area.  He said there was a place he liked north of Helena in a small valley.  It looked deserted but we had no idea.  Someone may have been hiding since they didn't know who we were.  Ken had dropped a package anyway so we'd have to wait to see if anyone called. 
     The rest of the day was just plain quiet.  Just the way I like it.  Mandy got a scrape that Joe fussed over.  I washed clothes and helped Sarah make bread for the next day.  The smell of baking bread drove everyone nuts until she finally made some cinnamon rolls and quieted everyone down.  I went to bed early and snuggled Mason all night.  The cool air of the mountains wrapped around me and sent me to sleep with a smile on my face.
     Clint, Mercy and Clarissa along with Don the medic, Frank the mechanic, John the gardener and Liz the cook, arrived early the next day.  We had cinnamon rolls and coffee waiting for them when they arrived with picnic baskets, blankets and coolers.  The Valley East land was being watched by the three deserters that arrived with the siege last month.  They were being tested and it had been their idea.  That allowed everyone to come to the party.  The ones we left behind were three of Mad dogs crew.  They were still nervous about leaving the lodge so were happy to babysit it while the rest of us played.  I figured it was time to trust them with something, so left them to it.  Alan, the guy who pushed me up when I fell through the road, would come with us.  We got on our four wheelers and the caravan started for the fishing cabin.
     We followed the creek around and over and back around again.  If I have learned anything about Montana it's there's no straight shot to anything when you live in the mountains.  But the road to get there is a beauty.  There were fluffy clouds dancing gently across the sky while a slight breeze played in your hair.  The smells of pine and honeysuckle had you sniffing like a cocaine addict and the smiles on our faces made our cheeks hurt.  Eagles floated on the breezes calling to their mates while deer and elk dodged back and forth in the tree line, while warily watching us from afar.
     When we arrived at the cabin, the kids and dog scattered.  The girls chased butterflies while Bubba chased them.  Davy was sleeping peacefully in her crib set up in a shade near the cabin.  Some of the guys went to fishing right away and others went off in search of the bee hive they knew to be there.   I wasn't interested in that so much as enjoying time with my friends.  I told Mercy about how we were preparing for the worst and reaching out to others like us, but she didn't care for the idea.  Said we didn't know those people and we'd worked hard for what we had.  If they are just gonna mooch then they weren't worth the trouble.  I guess some people might think that but I wasn't one of them.  I would've liked some help but I'm proud of what we did have because I had worked so very hard to get it.  Her ideas had some merit, but so did mine. 
     When it was time to eat it seemed everyone had the same idea at the same time.  We grilled some fish with deer steaks and pork chops then sat and talked and visited until Sarah and Mercy put the girls down for a nap.  Bubba was ready for one too so he joined them.  Then leaving Lacy to babysit with one of her many magazines while the rest of us headed to a blueberry patch with our pillow cases.  
     We chatted and laughed ourselves to pieces.  Eating some of the berries we each had purple lips and talked about recipes from the past and what we planned for the future.  Squealing caught our attention and we saw some of the guys running screaming.  Looks like they found the bee hives.  Joe came running and after catching them doctored their stings.  They told us where the hives were and we took note but until someone knew how to get the honey without getting stung we had no intention of going near them.  
     Later that day the girls ran up to us and said they'd found some caves so we decided we better check it out.  Sure enough, there were several caves behind the cabin a ways and they were full of stuff.  I hadn't realized there was so much stuff in there.   Mostly fishing stuff and cots and tubs of clothes and whatnot for the cabin during the summer season.  Old man Robertson must of been sleeping in there because he had rigged up a  door near the middle of the one of the caves and on the other side we found a nice sitting room, makeshift kitchen and bedroom.   It looked like he'd just left and would return any minute.  
     The late afternoon brought with it some heat and we all got tired and sleepy.  Duke said he'd talked to both houses and all was well.  We pieced on the food and decided to get ready to head back.  As we were getting ready to leave, I heard a massive explosion and the ground vibrated.  Mandy pointed towards the lodge and said, "What's that?"  A huge fireball erupted and then dirt and debris began to fall all around us. 
     "Get to the caves,"  Mason shouted.  Everyone ran that way but my feet refused to move. I stared at the fire and wanted so badly to go there. It was about where the lodge was situated.  Mason grabbed me by the arm and hauled me to the caves as burning bits of trees and rocks rained down on us.  I felt a sharp pain on my shoulder but it didn't register as pain until I was in the cave.  I couldn't see what was going on so Mason had to keep pulling me back inside.  
     The girls were crying and Bubba was shaking as Mandy held him tight in her arms.  We did a head count and noticed, Alan, the one who had saved my bacon back at the river, was missing.  I finally found him in the cabin peering out the window at us and motioned him our way but he shook his head.  He planned to stay there.  Soon the hail of burning debris landed on the roof and the cabin became engulfed by flames.  Alan ran screaming from the cabin, his clothes on fire and collapsed on the ground. I turned into Masons shoulder, unable to watch more.
     The screams died and in time the roof of the cabin caved in.  A couple of the four wheelers had caught fire also and when Mason pulled me inside the 'apartment' and closed the door the resulting explosion rattled the door.  We took soaked towels and stuffed them into the cracks around the door to keep the smoke out, then waited and waited. 
     It was dark when we finally crept out of the caves.  What we saw almost sent me back inside.  A forest fire had resulted from the first explosion and was traveling away from us but growing at the same time. I couldn't see any flames but the glow from the fire nearly lit the whole area. The glow of another fire could be seen towards Valley East and I had a sinking feeling it was burned also.  Mason asked, then pleaded for everyone to wait here at the caves while he checked things out at the lodge.  We didn't have enough four wheelers to take everyone back anyway so most of us went back inside the caves.  I stood and watched Mason, Ken, Clint and Flynn drive away and prayed they'd bring back good news, but I knew it wouldn't be. 
     We waited a long time.  The smoke had gotten to me.  My asthma hadn't bothered me since I'd gotten back to Montana.  Clean air and all that.  The smoke changed that.   Joe tied a scarf around my face and told me in no uncertain terms not take it off.  So I was walking around looking like I was about to rob someone at any moment.  Mercy and Sarah were doing their best to calm the girls, while Howard and Duke kept watch for walkers.  Yep, they probably heard the explosion and were headed our way too.  Just what we needed.
     A breeze came up around midnight and blew some of the smoke in the opposite direction helping a lot.  I was pacing outside the cave in the light cast by the lanterns inside.  A piece of paper floated around in front of my face, then swaying back and forth it floated to the ground.  I reached down to pick it up but a breeze caught it and danced it away from me.  I played keep away a few more times until I was able to grasp it.  Turning it one way then another to see it in the light, I finally saw it was a charred piece of a coloring book page showing part of a purple dogs head and the letters b and a in the corner.  It was a piece of the picture Mandy had colored of Bubba last year and presented to Howard for Christmas.  He had Flynn make him a frame for it and hung it in his bedroom.  I now knew my beloved lodge was gone.  A cold spot formed near my stomach while I stood there in the darkness and watched the area I last saw the four wheelers, hoping to see some sign of the guys.
     I hated the idea they were out in the dark with no night vision cameras to see but I hated the idea that walkers might be out in the dark worse.  Finally, Duke and Howard dragged me back inside the cave, shut the door and refused to let anyone leave again.  I was mad as hell but I knew they were right.  I just wished Mason would hurry back.  I took Howard to the side and gave him the piece of coloring book page.  He looked at it a minute, then gently put it in his pocket. When he looked up, I saw tears in his eyes.  He knew the lodge was gone also.  He held me for a moment then turned away and walked to the door.
     Sometime around morning I fell asleep but woke when I heard the four wheelers.   I ran to the cave entrance and watched until I saw them, dancing in place while I waited for them to arrive.  The look on Mason's face told me all I needed to know.  He read the devastation on my face and encircled me in his arms, holding on tight. 
     "I'm sorry, baby.  So sorry,"  he crooned as he gently rocked me back and forth.  The others stood around us staring in the direction of our homes, the men holding their loved ones as they cried.  We stood out there amid the devastation and destruction and grieved for our loss because I knew I was going to have to pull myself together and start all over, again.
     The early morning found us going home.  The women rode the four wheelers while the men walked beside us.  We were anxious to see our homes but knew that what we'd find would be devastation.  I briefly thought of Sissy and wondered if she had anything to do with this.  She knew we'd be gone today and a skeleton crew would be left behind.  Was she that heartless?  Our grief was a weight that pushed our heads down and rounded our shoulders as we slowly made our way back home or what was left of it.  We knew we had to face the future no matter how brutal it was.  We had friends, loved ones and a determination no force on earth could shake.  We'd be ok.  We'd prosper.  I just dared someone to try and stop us.  Again.
 
                                                        To be continued...
 
 
              
Be sure to read the next book in the Walker Series THE SURVIVORS at Amazon.com
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