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      Randi's shift didn't start for another hour, but Ethan was on watch in the front tower. He would listen to her rant. Besides, he was the one person in camp she could ask to help her keep an eye on Barker and his crew. At least until they knew none of them were infected.

      Ethan looked up and grinned as she walked into the room. "What do I owe the pleasure of your company to, darlin'?"

      Normally someone calling her by an endearment grated her nerves, but coming from Ethan, it sounded natural, sincere. "Hey. I need to talk."

      "I'm listening."

      "Do you realize we allowed Barker's entire crew into our midst without checking if anyone was infected? When I brought it up, I was told that they'd been out in the world longer than any of us, and if one of them had been bitten or scratched, they would tell us."

      "Yeah." He gave her a questioning look. "And?"

      "They also know if any of them are infected, we'll send them on their way and not allow them in." She sucked in a noisy breath. "What if one of Barker's kids got scratched? Do you think his wife would speak up?"

      "Probably not." He bounced his leg up and down. "Fear would keep her quiet. Especially after losing the boy."

      "Exactly, and what about the guy they brought with them? They don't know him. How do we know if he would be honest or not?" Randi waved her arms around. "Maybe he's a freak who wants to infect as many as possible on his way out. Or he doesn't realize the seriousness of a deep scratch. Or he didn't know he got saliva into an open wound."

      "You have a point." He drew his brows together. "In fact, when I ran into him a little while ago, he was sweating like crazy, and it's only sixty-five out. Not hot by any means. I figured he has a bad heart." Ethan lifted his shoulders in a shrug. "The man looks like a walking heart attack, but when I get off duty, I'll watch them all. How long's the incubation period?"

      "I'm not sure. Last I heard it could be an hour to a few days. Maybe, it depends on the depth of the wound and the viral load?"

      "Sounds reasonable."

      She took a deep breath. At least keeping watch on the Barker crew didn't fall solely on her shoulders now. "Thanks, Ethan." She gave him a quick hug. He held tight. The tension left her body. How had they gotten so close in such a short time? It wasn't like her to trust people, especially those new to her circle. When Josh brought Ethan into the camp, she'd been concerned about letting him into their safe haven. Just like she was with most newcomers, but Ethan was different than most people. "I'm headed back down to wander the complex and maybe visit the house. I want to see these strangers for myself."

      "When you relieve me, I'll do the same. While you're at it, get something to eat. If you lose more weight, your clothes are gonna fall off."

      Randi shook her head. "It's hard with everything we do."

      "I get it, darlin', but you can't help take care of these naïve people unless you keep up your strength." He rubbed his face. "I'll make you some deer jerky. It'll have less odor, but until I get that done, eat. Girl, we need you in top shape if we're going to keep these people safe."

      She left the tower, headed to the house, and encountered Mary Anne on the front porch. The woman swiped at her forehead, and her hair hung in wet tendrils around her face. "You okay, Mrs. Barker?"

      "It's Mary Anne." She motioned for Randi to follow her inside, and she flopped down on the sofa. "I just added logs to the fire upstairs. For such a pretty day, the house seems to hold in the cold."

      Add her to the list of people to watch. "Think I'll head to the kitchen for a bite."

      "Your sister made venison steaks, gravy, and some turnip greens." Mary Anne leaned back. Fatigue etched her features. "The girls said it was good."

      "You didn't eat?"

      Tears shimmered in her eyes. "Not much of an appetite. I think of David constantly." She gave Randi a weak smile. "How do I eat with a broken heart? When I know how many people I've killed? The thought of food is revolting."

      Randi sat on the coffee table in front of her. "When we first got here, my brother-in-law, who was more like my big brother, went on a run with me. A sniper shot him in the heart. I couldn't do anything to save him. While it's nothing like losing a child, I know, it still hurts." She took a deep breath. "I've suffered a lot of loss in my life. Devastating loss. I've killed more people than I can count." Randi dropped her chin to her chest and slumped her shoulders. "Each face haunts my dreams at night."

      Life started out screwed up. Now, Randi didn't even know what it was. She scrubbed her hand over her face. "My point is we can't allow our pain to kill us. If we don't eat and force ourselves to join the living, we're dishonoring their memories. I know Leon would be ticked if he saw me now, and how I've let his death define me. Would your son feel the same way?"

      Mary Anne gave a slight nod.

      "Come on. I'm going to eat. You have to try at least. Things'll only get worse before they improve. You and I have to be strong enough to get the others through it. Especially the children. Our future hinges on them."

      "Yeah. I can't see your mom or sister picking up a gun to protect any of us." Her eyes grew wide, and she covered her mouth with her hand. "I did not mean that as an insult."

      Randi smiled and patted Mary Anne's knee. "No offense taken. I worry about the two of them also."

      Randi and Mary Anne entered the kitchen. Kurt Grissom sat at the head of the table pale and sweating just like Ethan had said... "Mr. Grissom, are you okay? Do you need some water?" Are you infected? Do I need to worry about my family?

      He shook his head. "No. I need some nitro. Forgot my bottle at the gas station when I left."

      "Have you talked to Miguel or Jill?"

      "No." He frowned. "Why? I know Miguel is a doctor, but he can’t do nothing for my heart. Just need some relief."

      "We may have some tablets or patches."

      "That would be nice." He pushed his chair back.

      "No, sit. Let me find one of them and see what we have." She started toward the door as Jill came inside. "Mr. Grissom needs some nitro."

      Jill tapped her chin. "I'm not sure we have any, but let me check."

      Mary Anne set a full plate on the table as Jill turned and left. "You agreed to eat if I would."

      Randi nodded, took a seat, and looked at the food that normally would've tempted her but not now. The aroma nauseated her. Why couldn't she find protein bars when she was scavenging? At least those didn't have much odor.

      Katie, the girl who'd come with the Barkers came into the room as Randi forced a few bites down. Why did everything taste like the Sahara? Katie downed a large glass of water, splashed some on her flushed face, and went back out. Had the girls been playing hard? Everywhere she looked someone was sweaty and flushed. She excused herself after she'd forced down enough food to stay alive, then walked across the packed earth to the center tower.

      She walked in and Ethan raised his eyebrows.

      "Nothing yet. Several people have symptoms, but so far those can all be easily explained away. Grissom does have a heart problem and needs nitro, by the way."

      "Or so he says."

      "True."

      "I'll wander around checking people out." Ethan stood and stretched. "Who's relieving Mark in the rear tonight?"

      "Dad or Miguel. I don’t remember which."

      "All righty, I'm going to get something to eat, but I'll check on you in a while." Ethan disappeared through the door.

      Randi continued to watch the road. If she prayed, she would ask her father's God to not let anyone be infected, but even if He did exist, why pray to someone who'd let her down so many times? No time to dwell on that now. She hopped up, walked outside, and looked over the yard. A cool breeze through the area stirred up the dirt. The odor of dust hung in the air. She closed her eyes for a few seconds, and images of all of the people she'd killed came flooding back. Why were they etched in her memory?

      As she stepped back inside, shrieks came from the yard. She flew down the steps and ran out of the compound just in time to see a drooling Kurt grab Candy.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Bryan Ridley watched Vixen as she called a town hall meeting. She had that infernal German shepherd at her side. Did she steal the dog from Barker's girls, or did they leave it when they escaped? He doubted they abandoned their pet intentionally.

      He stood at the fence as everyone gathered in the park. The feline woman stepped onto the dais several of the men had built into one end of the park. She had a mesmerizing grace when she moved. What had she done before the world fell? Maybe a model? She had a cutthroat air about her that might've served her well in the competitive business.

      Applause broke out. She waited a beat, smiled, and picked up a bullhorn. They treated her like royalty. He rubbed his breastbone with his fist. He'd fallen into her vortex just like the rest of them.

      "Ladies and gentleman, I've found us a new home. It's large, self-sufficient and full of creature comforts we've only dreamed about here." Vixen paused and stared at each person gathered. Her weird purple eyes sparkled and gleamed in the dwindling evening light. Why did she wear those freaky contacts? Did she think they made her look intimidating? Instead, she resembled a villain in a superhero movie. "How would you like to have electricity, running water, protected land for hunting, and an almost impenetrable fortress where you can raise your children in safety?"

      Everyone began clapping even before she'd finished her first words. Almost everyone. A few people stared at her with raised eyebrows. The woman knew how to draw a crowd in that was for sure. Of course, she demanded they all join for her for her town-hall meetings. Dictatorship at its finest.

      "Our very own Phil Harrison found us a new town where we can live in complete safety." She held a hand toward Phil in true politician style. "Let's give Phil a round of applause." Maybe she was in local politics before the country fell. That seemed to fit her better than the modeling angle. She was vicious enough to have aspired for the White House.

      "Unfortunately, someone who betrayed our fair town is now residing on this land. You all remember Reginald Barker who rendered most of our vehicles useless, kidnapped his wife and daughters against their will, and spirited them away from our safe home. He has invaded the land and hired people to protect him."

      She focused on Alton Jones. An almost intimate look passed between them. Was something going on between those two? Bryan wrinkled his nose. Wasn't Jones smarter than to get involved with their leader?

      "We must rid the place of the vermin living there by any means possible."

      "If this place is impenetrable, how will we get inside?" Marguerite asked.

      Good question. How many Atlas residents would die executing Vixen's plans?

      "I said, 'almost impenetrable'. We will watch and plan. If we rush this job we'll never succeed." Vixen turned her attention back to the crowd. "We must bide our time observing the group, how it functions, and planning our take over at the most opportune time."

      "In the meantime, we gather intelligence. Teams of two will provide surveillance. If captured, claim you're looking for sanctuary. There are plenty of trees for cover, so I expect each of you to complete your tasks without alerting Reginald's group. You will displease me if you're captured by his vile team." Vixen pointed her long, red nail-tipped finger at Kaley. "They'll kill you if they capture you."

      Kaley crossed her arms and a few other people in the audience gasped. Bryan glowered at Vixen. For some reason, he didn't believe anything out of the woman's mouth, but he would take his turns at observation. He wanted confirmation of Reginald's treachery or innocence before planning his next move. In fact, he might observe from a different vantage point while she had her people watching. He could sell it to her by touting his experience and offering a different perspective.

      Vixen smiled and spread her arms wide. "We'll have room to expand after we move. Just think of the new people we can bring in and make our community a real town." She consulted her clipboard. "Now, down to business. Joe, Alton, take the first stakeout of our new home. Bring back copious notes and photos. I want to know who leaves and when. If they have weapons, what kind? Take the best binoculars and zoom lenses for the camera. Most importantly, do not get caught.

      "Phil, Kaley, Marguerite, and Lewis will scour the countryside all the way to San Antonio if necessary, to find weapons, ammo, and scopes. We need more firepower before we attempt this coup. While you're out, look for working vehicles and gas."

      She smiled at her town. "Alton, Joe, when it's time for someone to relieve you, they will contact you via radio. If you don't hear anything, assume that you are to continue surveillance. That will be all now."

      He turned and headed toward his house. Muttering as he went. He needed to get away from Vixen.

      "Bryan, wait up."

      He turned to see her approaching him with her dog at her side. She never let the pup get more than a foot away. As he waited for her to catch up, he crossed his arms over his tightening chest. What did she want from him?

      "What do you think?"

      "About what?" He raised an eyebrow. "Invading another group without even approaching them to begin with? It's wrong."

      "I didn't tell the others, but I tried." Vixen gave a long sigh and placed her hand on his arm. "I went to the gate and called the attention of the person on guard. When I asked if they would allow us to join, she gave me thirty seconds to get off their property before she put a bullet in my head."

      Bryan stared at the woman. "Oh, really? What did this woman look like?"

      "What does that matter?" Her nostrils flared. "Are you calling me a liar?"

      "Just want to know who to keep an eye on when it's my turn."

      "Of course. Black, short hair. She's thin and muscular. They're all evil people." She moved closer to him and slid her open palm onto his chest. "You know, I would never attempt to invade someone else's space if they were decent human beings, but these people, Bryan, they have to go. Even if we have to kill them."

      "How many of ours will we lose?" He stepped back. Her touch made his skin crawl, and He didn't want to encourage any advances from her. "Is revenge on Barker for not following your rules worth the lives of those who live here?"

      "If you're not with me on this, maybe--"

      "I didn't say I wasn't with you. However, I have some serious concerns. Maybe those will be alleviated after I scope out the place."

      "They will. You can pick a tree outside the inner fences and pick people off one at a time. None of our brave citizens need to die."

      He nodded. "You'll wait to invade until I'm comfortable our group stands a chance?"

      "Of course." Her eyes went wide, and her hand flew to her throat. "I would never go if you thought we were in danger. You're an Army Ranger. A sniper. This op will depend on your planning and guidance to execute."
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      A scream split the air as Josh stepped out of the ATV barn. He ran to the center of the compound. His heart thudded in his ears, and his muscles clenched. What had happened?

      Kurt Grissom had Candy's arm in a stranglehold and lunged for her. She kept moving back as fast as she could, but she couldn’t get out of his grasp.

      He lunged for her again, and Josh put two rounds in the man's head.

      "Are you okay?"

      "No!" she shrieked. "Do I look okay? Barker brought this zombie into our home. Now I'm dead." Blood soaked the shoulder of her tee shirt. When had Grissom bitten her?

      "May I check it?" Randi reached for her, but she batted her away.

      "What good does that do? He was infected. He bit me. End of story. Either you put a bullet in my brain, or the cycle repeats itself.

      He closed his eyes. Why hadn't he stood with Randi when she wanted his uncle's group to strip?

      "Let me see the wound." She reached for her again. "I want to see how bad it is."

      "You're an idiot. It broke the skin so I'm going to die. Period." Candy turned to Josh. "What about you? Will you stand up and act like a man?"

      "No. We'll keep you under watch--"

      "So you'll let me turn, then kill me?" Her nostrils flared, and she shoved Randi aside. "I'm not taking that chance. If I bite the person guarding me, they’ll turn, and the disease will spread through this camp. Let me have a weapon."

      "Let's take a second and make sure the bite was deep enough to cause infection," Randi said.

      "Look at my bloody shirt, you dunce." She bared her teeth and growled. "Y'all are insane."

      Xever came flying out of the rear guard post, and Uncle Reginald ran out of the processing house to join the growing crowd. "What's going on?" Xever asked.

      Candy stalked to him and jabbed her finger in his chest. "You. You're the problem, you big oaf. Why did you insist on trusting this weasel and his family?" She stabbed her finger in the air toward Uncle Reginald. "You refused to ensure they weren't infected. Now, this is what happened." She jerked her bloody shirt to the side then pointed to Grissom's body on the ground. "This rests on your shoulders. He brought the virus inside these fences, and no matter how many times Randi warned you of the danger, you ignored her. She told you we were in a precarious situation if we didn't check out any newcomers, but you chose to allow these people to come into our home. Now, your daughter refuses to either kill me or give me a gun to do it myself. Because of you, I'm dangerous to everyone, and in an hour, or a day, or however long this disease takes, I won't be able to control myself. I'll kill as many of you as I can."

      Xever's eyes widened, and his jaw hung slack.

      Josh stared at the ground. He rubbed his tight chest. This was as much his fault as anyone else's.

      "Randi wanted to make sure they were clean." Candy shook her fist at Xever. "You never listen to her, but she's the only one with half a brain around here. Strip the newcomers, and check them for bites or scratches. We need to know if they're infected."

      "We're not--".

      "You. Shut up. You don't get a vote. Not when you brought this plague into our home." Candy tugged at her collar. "A home we've worked hard to keep safe. Do something right for a change and give me the gun you have on your hip."

      Uncle Reg shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut.

      Candy cursed, grabbed his collar, and pulled him close. "You listen to every word out of Randi's mouth. If she tells you to strip, do it. I don't care if she tells you to stare at the ground for an hour, you'd better listen to her. If you don't, you'll get every last person in here killed. You bunch of idiots." She grabbed his revolver, put it to her temple, and pulled the trigger.

      Everything seemed to go in slow motion, but Josh couldn't reach her in time. Had he even tried? Wouldn't he do the same in her shoes?

      Randi turned to Xever. "Josh and Ethan will take care of their bodies, and you and Mom need to inspect the rest of Barker's group." She jammed her finger in Uncle Reg's chest. "If Dad doesn't, I will. By force if necessary."

      Uncle Reginald started to protest, but Randi pulled her weapon and stuck it to his chest. "By force. Are you and your family going to strip and act like reasonable adults, or do we have to take you down here and now?"

      Aunt Mary Anne pushed Randi's gun hand down so it was no longer pointing at Uncle Reg. "That's not necessary, honey. We'll do it."

      Randi holstered her weapon and gave Aunt Mary Anne one of her rare smiles. "Thank you. I know it's intrusive."

      "You want to protect us." Aunt Mary Anne turned to Uncle Reginald and raised her eyebrow. "All of us. That could've been one of our children he attacked. You will not argue about this."

      Josh and Ethan bundled the bodies up for transportation to the pit, just as Miguel stepped out of the house.

      Ethan muttered under his breath. "You telling him, or do I have to?"

      "I will." Josh sucked in a breath. "They'd gotten pretty close, hadn't they?"

      "Yep."

      Josh suppressed the urge to scream and ran toward him. He stopped short in front of Miguel, "What happened?" Miguel asked before he could speak.

      He hesitated and Miguel grabbed his arm. "What happened?"

      "Grissom was infected."

      "Ethan's loading two bodies onto the trailer."

      Josh averted his gaze and searched for the words. "He turned, and bit Candy."

      "So you killed her?" Miguel screamed and pounded on Josh's chest "You heartless--"

      "No." Josh put his hands on Miguel's shoulders. "She did it herself to keep from turning."

      Miguel shrugged Josh's hands away. "We could've put her under guard. This didn't have to happen."

      "Randi suggested it, but Candy refused. She didn't want to take any chances."

      Miguel turned away from Josh and covered his mouth. "No way. She wouldn't have killed herself." He paced. "Why?"

      "I don't know."

      He dropped to the ground and wrapped his arms around his legs. "No." Wails erupted, and he folded in on himself.

      Josh put his arm around the man's shoulders.

      After sitting for what seemed like forever, Aunt Mary Anne walked up and motioned for Josh to leave. She knelt in front Miguel and tilted his face up to hers, then began to talk to him in soft words.

      Josh caught up to Ethan at the crematory pits.

      "Is he okay?"

      "I guess. He lost it, but Aunt Mary Anne sent me away and took over comforting him."

      Josh grabbed Grissom's shoulders and lifted while Ethan picked up the feet. "I'm sure she's better at that kind of thing than you are."

      "A million times. What do you say to a man who just lost the woman he loved because of the group's carelessness?"

      They lifted Candy's body. She didn't belong in the pits. This was supposed to be a safe haven not a place people came to die. Candy was one of the toughest in their group. She survived lacerations after scaling their fence, and sepsis, something Miguel said was unusual outside of a hospital. If they couldn't keep her safe, maybe they couldn't keep anyone safe. Especially if they refused to listen to Randi. He dropped his head to his chest. Grissom latching into Candy replayed through his mind like a movie clip set on repeat.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sun hung low shooting red and yellow streaks through the sky. Reginald could almost believe the world wasn't sick. That he hadn't destroyed many lives. He sighed, leaned back in the chair, and gazed out the guard tower window. Randi and Josh thought they'd be attacked at some point. They were probably right. He should've found a place further into the unknown. Maybe they all needed head to Big Bend. They could hike up into the mountains and try to survive. Without water. He'd read a book about hikers getting into trouble because they didn't pack in water, or otherwise prepare for the harshness of the desert. If they could make it that far.

      Cooper walked into the tower. "How're you doing, Mr. Barker?"

      "I'm good. You?"

      The young man pulled a chair out and took a seat. "Okay. I know you've caught a lot of flak from Randi and from Candy before she died about refusing to strip. I get it, though. You know if you've been bitten when you've been out there so much." He shrugged. "I wanted to let you know, most of us get it. Randi's a little intense, but she means well."

      Reginald winced. Cooper was about the same age as David. How long would his heart be empty with aching for his son? "Thanks. I'm sorry I didn't agree to have everyone checked, though. If I had, Candy would still be alive." Just one more reason to hate himself. "I doubt Grissom even realized he was sick. He had a heart condition and probably thought that's why he felt bad."

      "Could've been any of us." Cooper rubbed his neck. "I didn't want to strip, either." He chuckled. "If I'd had pull like you, I might've refused, too, but when they found me alone at my dad's place, they gave me the option to come with them if I stripped. Figured I was dead if I stayed there alone much longer."

      "Thanks." He gave the young man a forced smile. "You've helped." Not really. Nothing could alleviate his guilt, but Cooper was trying, so he'd be gracious.

      "Josh and Randi said you needed samples. What can I do to help get them for you?"

      He refused to let Cooper gather samples. Not with the risk. He reminded him too much of David. "Josh and Randi are going to do it." The thought of his nephew out there felt like a gut punch, but Josh was smart. Those two could take care of themselves and each other. "I'm sorry, but I don't want anyone else risking themselves. Josh and Randi are enough."

      "Wouldn't three of us get the samples more quickly?"

      "Maybe, but no." He gave Cooper his best 'dad glare'. "Sorry, end of discussion."

      "Yes, sir." Cooper stood. "If there is anything I can do to help, please let me. I'd be happy to be a research assistant to you and Miguel. I don't have experience, but I can learn the software. I know how to compile statistics."

      Computer software. Reginald closed his eyes. He didn't even have a laptop or anyway to process data. How would he break this to Randi and Josh? "Sure. I'll let you know when we start."

      "Thanks man." Cooper whistled a tune as he disappeared out the door.

      Reginald's cheeks burned, and his body went slack. Dark ages. He'd taken them back to the dark ages of medicine. They could still research, but it would go much slower than it would with computer assistance. Would Miguel give up when he found out Reginald hadn't stocked the lab with an important component?

      He slammed his fist onto the cabinet. What an idiot. He should've known he would never make it from Colorado with his laptop and notes intact. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

      The door opened, and his beautiful wife walked in. "Hey."

      Time to tell her he’d messed up again. Between the virus and not protecting his son, she had to know he was the world's worst. "Hi, sweetheart."

      "You need to go eat and get some rest."

      "My shift's not over, yet."

      "I'm your relief." She pointed toward the door. "Go eat, then get some rest. The work around here's never ending. If you don't sleep, you won't be able to function."

      She was right, but he hated to sleep. Nightmares of David came most every night. "I'm sorry you have to work so hard." He stood and rubbed her shoulders. "You don't deserve this."

      "None of us do, but it's our lot in life." She smiled. "Besides, twelve hour shifts on my feet in the ER weren't anything to sneeze at. Especially when those shifts often ran over for hours."

      He smiled. The second he'd glimpsed Mary Anne in her scrubs, she'd captured his heart, and he'd repaid her love with infidelity.
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      Randi watched the fence line as Ethan drove the ATV around the perimeter. He turned and something in the tree line glimmered. Sun glinting off binoculars or a scope? She watched for a few more seconds, and her heart rate soared.

      "Don't look to the right, but someone’s watching us." Randi whispered. "We need to get out of the line of sight as quickly as possible so I can sneak up on him. Any ideas?"

      "Yeah. Let's head down the inner fence, and when we reach the ATV garage, you can slip out, and Jill can take your place."

      That might work if Jill stuck on a black stocking cap. "Call her on the walkie and have her meet us. Ask her to grab a black stocking cap and cover that blond hair of hers, but do it quietly."

      Ethan made the call and Jill and Josh met them. Jill traded places with Randi, and they took off as though they were continuing to make rounds.

      "How do you want to do this?" Josh asked as Jill and Ethan drove off.

      "Let's get in the truck and act like we're going on a run. Once we're down the road a ways, I'll go through the woods and sneak up on the guy."

      Josh let Randi out about a half a mile from the drive. "Give me five minutes to find him, then back me up in case there are others."

      Her heart pounded in her ears as she crept through the trees. A twig snapped underfoot, and she paused. No noise sounded. Must not have alerted anyone. She pushed on moving one silent step at a time until she reached the fence. Nothing. What caused the glare?

      Randi took a deep breath and searched the entire area. Her family and new friends milled about inside the fences, but outside nothing moved. No trash on the ground or any other signs of someone hiding out. She walked the area again. Someone had been there, though. Her gut told her she didn't imagine the sun glint.

      Josh crept into the clearing and looked around. "Did you find anything?" he whispered.

      She clenched her jaw and shook her head. "I saw a glare coming from this area, though." The hair on her arms lifted, and she rubbed her neck. Was someone still watching?

      "There's an abandoned car at the road." Josh pointed straight. "Maybe it was the windshield?"

      Of course he thought it was her imagination. He didn't understand what she'd lived through. No one did. "Maybe." She headed back toward the road. "Let's check out the vehicle. If it's in good shape, we'll add it to our collection."

      They hiked across the land. Dried leaves and twigs popping with each step. She cringed at the noise they made. If someone had hidden in the outer area, they were loud enough to attract their attention.

      A small, green Fiat sat on the side of the road. The doors were unlocked, and the keys hung from the ignition. "A gas saver. If it runs, we'll take it back with us." She climbed in, turned the key, and the engine cranked on the first try."

      "I'll head for the truck and meet you back inside."

      Randi waved to Josh, put the car into gear, and pulled onto the road. Compared to her truck, the compact car felt like she was driving one of those clown cars they used in the circus.

      The circus. How many years had it been since she'd seen one? Raul was still alive. They had elephant rides, and he'd ridden with her because she was afraid of the elephant. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Losing Raul had broken her inside, and nothing would ever fix her.

      She parked, and her father met her at the car.

      "Mija where'd you get this?"

      The muscles in her neck and shoulders clenched into tight cords. "Josh saw it on the side of the road. I thought I saw someone watching us, so we went to check."

      "Adriana's ill. Would you take her shift tonight?" He rubbed his eyes. "I hate to ask, but she's flaring and can hardly move. You're not on duty tomorrow."

      "No problem. Did Miguel start her on something? We don't want an episode where it affects the kidneys like the last time."

      "He's giving her some IV steroids, but she's worried you'll get mad at her for shirking her duty."

      "That woman's got issues," Randi mumbled and headed to the house. Adriana was in the downstairs bedroom with Miguel at her side. "Dad said you're giving her IV steroids. Is the dose high enough? Last time she got this sick, her kidneys--"

      "Whoa. Yes, I'm giving her a strong enough dose. She's going to be fine, so go shoot something. You need to relax."

      Adriana sat up in the bed. A rash bloomed across her cheeks and dark circles etched the skin under her eyes. "I'm sorry about tonight. I know you're tired."

      Randi waved her hand in the air. "I don't care about that." Her throat constricted, and her shoulders grew tighter. Randi took a deep breath and forced the words out of her mouth, "I care about you getting better." Then she spun on her heel and walked out of the room. While it was true, she knew her sister didn't feel the same way. Was she the only person in the world whose sibling hated them?

      The sun hovered over the horizon as she took the stairs to the guard tower. Her leg ached with each step. How long would it take the gunshot wound to heal completely?

      "Hey." Mark stood and stretched. "I thought Adriana was on tonight."

      "She's sick, so I'm taking her turn."

      He pointed to a chair. "Why don't we talk for a little bit?"

      She took a seat and looked at him with a raised eyebrow.

      "I know you're worried about someone attacking. Josh said you thought someone was watching earlier."

      "Yeah, but no one was there." She tugged on the hem of her shirt and forced her breathing to slow.

      "Just because you didn't catch anyone, doesn't mean it's not true." Mark leaned back in his chair. "I know you think I'm naïve, and I suppose to an extent I am, but I've lived in this new world long enough to join you in your concern. I think we need to make evacuation plans in case we're overrun."

      Is this someone, in addition to Ethan, who would listen to her? Even Josh seemed to be complacent about outsiders attacking. "I agree. Now, if we can talk the rest of the family into making preparations."

      "Xever's giving a sermon tomorrow morning. I'll bring up my concerns afterward." He watched her for a few seconds. "I'd really like for you to be there to support me."

      Could she force herself to face her hypocritical father while he told the others about God's infinite love and forgiveness? "What are you singing?" Mark probably thought it was an odd question, but she couldn't handle him singing "It is Well With My Soul" again. She'd lose her grip on her emotions in front of everyone instead of by herself on the tower bridge like she did the first time she heard him sing it.

      "Tomorrow? 'Worthy is the Lamb'." He frowned at her. "Why?"

      "Long story, but I'll be there."
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* * *

      Randi sat on the floor next to Mark. Lori, her niece sat in his lap. Was she the only one in the world who didn't know what to do with kids? She stared at the floor. Mark had promised to bring up security when her father finished, or she wouldn’t be in this suffocating house listening to her father talk about God's love.

      Something tapped on her shoulder, and she turned to see Toni scooting toward her. She pulled the sweet child into her lap and nuzzled her hair. Tears threatened at Toni's sweet, unconditional love, but she pushed them back. They'd found Toni all alone on the side of the road. How long before an infected got to her if they hadn't found h--.

      "This disaster is man-made. While I don't understand it at all, I do know God is good, and His love for us has not diminished." Her father's Bible shook slightly as he held it. The only indication talking in front of people made him nervous.

      Why couldn't she block him out? Focus on the floor. Anything to block his words, but no matter how much she tried to ignore him, his voice continued to penetrate her thoughts.

      "I want to close this morning with a verse from Romans," he said. "Roman's 8:38-39 'In everything we have won more than a victory because of Christ who loves us. I am sure that nothing can separate us from God's love -- not life or death, not angels or spirits, not the present or the future, and not powers above or powers below. Nothing in all creation can separate us from God's love for us in Christ Jesus our Lord!' That tells me even in the midst of the chaos we see outside of our gates, God still loves us."

      Randi's muscles tightened, and she pressed her lips together. She needed to keep her mouth shut. If she told them all how delusional they were, they’d ignore her. Of course, if they knew the truth about her father, they might not listen to him.

      "Before we pray, I'd like to share my testimony." Her father's face paled. "It's not easy for me to say this, but if I'm going to talk to you about God's love, I need to be transparent."

      Randi's heart fluttered. Oh, no. Her gut clenched. Not while she was here. He couldn't do this in front of everyone. In front of Josh. They wouldn't understand what she'd endured. She looked around. No way out without climbing over others.  Creating a scene wouldn't help. A lump formed in her throat. She had to get out of here. A gentle hand rested on her shoulder. Her throat unknotted a little.

      "It's okay. You can do this," Adriana whispered. "I won't leave you to hear Dad's story alone." Her sister kept her hand resting on Randi's shoulder. Her stomach unclenched and her breathing slowed.

      "When I was a young man, I was an alcoholic. One Sunday afternoon as I was driving home from the bar, about a block from the house I crossed into oncoming traffic and hit Faustina's car. Our oldest son, Raul was driving, and my sweet wife was in the passenger seat. Raul was killed." Her father sniffed back tears. "My boy was a good kid. He deserved to live. After they sentenced me to prison, I kept asking God why He took Raul instead of me. After all, I had blood on my hands, but my son, he'd never done anything to hurt anyone.

      "I dealt with my anger in an unhealthy way, by fighting anyone who wanted to fight. One night I was in solitary, and a guard threw a Bible to me, and said, 'Martinez, you're on the road to hell.' I opened the book mainly trying to figure out why it was so important to Faustina. In the front, the guard had included a list of must-read scriptures. When I flipped to the first one, he'd taken the time to highlight it. John 3:16 'For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but have eternal life.' My boy was a Christian. The thought of him having eternal life comforted me in a way I can't explain. I wish I could tell you I gave my life to the Lord right then, but it took time for me to understand that God's promises applied to even me. A man who'd done more harm than good in this world." He wiped at the tears and stared at Randi. "Forgiveness is hard. Accepting it or giving it. My wife forgave me, but my kids, they still harbor a pretty strong resentment toward me, and I don't blame them."

      Adriana squeezed Randi's shoulder again. How could he bare all of their dirty laundry to these people who didn't even know them? Why do this when she was in the room? She bit her lip to keep from screaming at him. How could he talk about Raul? He had no right to bring up the saddest day of her life. Was it too much to ask for him to wait to blab to these people until she wasn't around.

      "Adriana, Miguel, and Randi I'm so sorry for what I've stolen from your lives. I pray you'll learn to forgive me."

      After they prayed, everyone stood to leave, but Mark said, "Hey guys wait a minute. Could you take a seat? I need to talk to you about security."

      Josh shot his brother a quizzical look. After everyone sat, Mark moved Lori into Randi's lap beside Toni and stood. "Look guys, we're growing a tad complacent. It's time to make a plan in case of an invasion."

      Adriana stood and removed her hand leaving Randi's shoulder cold. "Look, Mark, you're a sweetheart, but I can't sit around listening to any more end of the world talk. We all know zombies are roaming the streets, but I need to rest. If I think about the risk to my children for a second longer than I already do, I'll lose it." Her voice cracked, and she shook her head. "I'm sorry. If you need something more from me, just put it on the roster. I'll do whatever you ask." She limped out of room and down the hall.

      "We're safe in here." Faustina stood and patted Mark's shoulder. "You worry too much."

      "Have you forgotten Candy? Not only that, what about opportunists?" Mark rubbed the back of his neck. "Sooner or later someone's going to find out we're here. What do we do when they decide to take over our land and kick us out? If we don't plan now, the children will be in more danger."

      Her mother put her face in her hands and moaned. "I can't do this. Not again. If there is some duty you think we need to add, put it on the roster, but this talking is too much. I refuse believe we aren’t safe."

      Sticking their heads in the sand again. At least her sister didn't scream like a banshee. Randi scooted closer to the fireplace relishing the warmth. A drastic difference from her motor home. She didn't use the heat in it because she didn't want to waste propane. Of course, the temps had leveled out to fifties and sixties for the most part, so it didn't get too cold.

      "Aunt Randi?"

      "Shh. Mark is talking."

      "Are we gonna die like Miss Candy?" Tears glimmered in Lori's eyes. "She was my bestest friend."

      How did she answer the child? Chances were good they would die. Miguel saved Randi from answering by reaching out his hand to Lori. "Let's go talk about Miss Candy. Would you like that?"

      Lori followed her uncle out of the room, but Toni stayed plastered to Randi.

      "I know this is hard to hear, but if we aren't prepared, our life here will come to an abrupt end," Mark said.

      "How? Even if someone wanted to take over, they would have to get through electricity, multiple layers of fencing, a moat, and guards." Reginald held his hands palm up and sighed. "If someone is determined to out gun, out man, and destroy us, what more can we do?"

      "It depends on the size of the group attacking. I'm not suggesting we leave our safe home, but we need to develop an evacuation plan if we're overrun." Mark crossed his arms. "I'm working on it, but I'll need y'all to come on board."

      "Wait." Mary Anne rubbed her forehead. "Why are you talking about leaving? Shouldn't we prepare to defend our home? We're safer here than anywhere else."

      "Of course. Our first choice is to defend ourselves and our home, but what if they breach the fences?" Mark looked around the room. "Enough people can overrun us and kill all of us. If they breach the fences and there are too many for us to fight off, we need to leave."

      "Count me in for whatever." Ethan motioned to himself. "I'll do drills with kids, load weapons to prepare for an attack, anything you need, man."

      "Thanks." Mark smiled. "I know I can count on Randi. Will anyone else help?"

      "Yeah." William stood. "I'm not a kid, so don't plan on treating me like one."

      Randi watched the young man. Since Josh had found him camped out just beyond the outer fences, he'd worked hard.

      "Me either." Belle stood and motioned for Katie to join her and William. "It's time for you to start treating the three of us as capable adults. Well, maybe we aren't adults, but we've seen more than many of you. We can shoot, and help defend our home and the kids."

      "She's right." Katie stuck out her chest. "Randi's taught us to handle weapons. We aren't the best shots yet, but she's going to keep working with us. She's taught us safety, how to load each weapon, and how to clean them after use. It's time to take the three of us seriously."

      "I want to be like them." Toni pointed at the trio. "You said Josh could teach me to shoot, so it's time."

      "Honey, you're still too young--"

      "I'm old enough to know we're in trouble here if someone tries to come in." Tears pooled in the little girl's eyes. "My daddy tried to protect us. We walked forever, but the monsters still got him and my sister. If I'd had a gun, I could have saved my daddy."

      Randi's heart lodged in her throat. She refused drag these children into the killing fields. "We'll see."

      Toni crossed her arms and glared at Randi, but didn't continue to push her.

      Shy, quiet Izzy stood. "I've been working on shooting skills, too. Please don't leave me out." She was mature for her age, but her father's abuse and neglect probably made her grow up long before the apocalypse happened. Her bottom lip quivered. "I know I'm an outsider, but I have to take care of my brother. Chris is too little to take care of himself. Put me on the schedule for cooking, hunting, whatever needs to be done."

      Had they made Mel's children feel like outsiders? Randi rubbed her chest with the heel of her hand. She'd avoided them because she didn't know what to do with them, but for her to call herself an outsider ... A dull ache shot through Randi's chest.

      Katie motioned for Izzy to join her and Belle. "You're not an outsider. You're my sister." Her tone was matter of fact and left no room for argument.

      "Bro, I hope you're overreacting, but I'm all for making plans." Josh crossed his legs. "If we don't need them, then great, but if we do let's get ready." He shrugged.

      Randi's mom shook her head. "We must stop dwelling on the 'what ifs'. Otherwise, we'll live in fear and raise the children in a culture of despair. They're already asking to be on guard. Babies want to learn to shoot. That's not healthy. The Bible says, 'fear not'. I'm sorry, son, but what you're wanting is to perpetuate panic. It's time to get on with our lives." She turned and walked out of the room without looking back.

      Randi let out a long sigh.  She was done. Her mother chose to remain ignorant and nothing she said or did would change her.

      "If we're forced to evacuate, where would those who survive an invasion go?" Mary Anne asked. "We spent too much time out in this world. The thought of going back out in it makes me want cry."

      "This type of thing is what we need to decide," Mark said.

      "Davis hardware in Uvalde was clear last time we went there. Garner Park is close. It has plenty of cabins unless it's overrun." Randi pushed Toni to a standing position and stood. "I need to do a perimeter check, but I'll get with you later today." Mark held his hand up in a fist, and she bumped it.

      As she and Toni headed toward the vehicle shed, Ethan caught up to her. "Figured you could use a second hand. It's not easy moving the bodies."

      Randi hit his shoulder with hers. "Also, thanks for agreeing to help Mark. I'm a little surprised the others are even quasi agreeable." She turned to Toni. "Why don't you find Josh and see if you can help him?"

      Toni took off without argument.

      "Yeah. Not sure if they are agreeable, or they hate to tell Mark 'no'." Ethan grinned. "Smart move having him present the idea."

      "He brought it up because I thought someone was watching from the perimeter." Randi opened the door to the barn. "It was his idea."

      "Not what I expected. You're the one who treats the world as though we're at war." They climbed into one of the four-seaters. "Don't take this the wrong way, but you come across a little strong sometimes. Mark has a softer touch. He's got a gentle soul."

      Randi pondered his words for a minute. He was right. The others didn't understand war. Even Josh seemed to have forgotten. "I guess so. Never thought about how others perceive me."

      "It wasn't an insult. We are at war. The war to end all wars." Ethan rubbed his hands down his jeans. "Not everyone gets it, but they have a hard time arguing with Mark."

      "Yeah. I've never been accused of having a sunshiny personality."

      "Whoa." He tugged his jacket closed as a cold breeze blew over them. "You have an incredible personality. When I said you come on strong, it wasn't an insult."

      Randi laughed. "No offense taken. I know I'm a little intense."
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* * *

      Vixen strode down the street at sunrise. Bryan always went for an early morning run, and she wanted to intercept him. She needed to find out if he was with them or not. They couldn't formulate a plan until she knew he would agree to pick off people from a distance.

      Bryan ran by, and she yelled for him stop.

      He spun around to face her, but continued to jog in place. Sweat pooled on his face, and his light brown hair clung to his head. "What? I have several more laps to meet my goal."

      "I need to talk to you."

      "Can't it wait?" He raised his eyebrow. "I can come by your office when I finish." He took off running again without waiting for an answer.

      Sweat snaked down her back. She jutted her hip out and placed her hand on it. Who did he think he was dismissing her? The man treated her like some ordinary woman. She stomped back to her quarters. He had half an hour. That was it. If he continued to push her, she would exile the ingrate.

      Vixen sat at her desk with her arms crossed and tapping her foot. Fritz sat beside her looking up. She smiled and picked up the sweet pup. "You're such a good boy." She buried her face in his scruff. It had been so long since she'd had a friend. Roxy, her husky, was her last friend. Roxy took all of her secrets and a piece of her heart to the grave. She knew what Vixen's life was like with those evil people. The odor of her stepfather's alcohol infused breath overwhelmed her senses. She jerked her head up. No. She refused to go back to those late nights when her mother ignored the louse and what he'd done to her and her sister.

      Bryan walked in, and she raised an eyebrow. "I didn't expect you to take so long."

      "Sorry. I always run in the morning."

      She clenched her teeth at his unspoken comment. I won't alter my plan for anyone. Not even you. His continued treatment of her as if she were ordinary sent her heart rate into overdrive. She sat petting Fritz and not speaking for a bit until she could reign in her emotions. "We need to discuss Barker's land." She continued to run her hand down the dogs back. He relaxed in her lap. Before long, he would be too big to hold like this.

      Bryan crossed his arms, and his hazel eyes bored into her. "You said we would wait until I was comfortable with moving forward."

      "Of course, but we must discuss plans."

      Bryan stood. "Nope. I've not even watched the place. I don't know anything yet, and I refuse to make guesses based on second-hand information. You can either send me in to observe, or you can make your plans without me."

      He spun on his heel and headed toward the door.

      "Wait."

      "What?" He turned back to her. "I think I made myself clear. If you aren't going to treat this as a military op, then I'm out."

      "I'll send you, but I wanted you to see the photos Joe took."

      "Fine."

      She pulled her laptop toward Bryan. The rest of the town had intermittent electricity, but her office and living quarters had a separate generator that ran twenty-four-seven. "Look. They make rounds on these." She pointed to the ATVs. Some were four wheelers and some were the rugged four seat vehicles. "Joe said they don't have set schedules, but make random checks. Same with the guard towers."

      "Smart."

      Vixen clenched her jaw again. Everything about the man infuriated her. Why did he praise the traitor’s group? "Joe tried to get a photo of the cremation pits where they burn the dead, but this was the best he could do."

      "What about the interior fences? Any photos of those?"

      "No. Alton took notes."

      Bryan just stared at her with his infernal raised eyebrow.

      "What? We only have one camera."

      "The smart bet is to have the camera focused on the people and the note taker in the outer area. There's less action out there." Bryan shrugged. "Kind of a waste of time and resources to do it this way." He pointed to the screen.

      "You try my patience."

      "Sorry. You're the one who wanted me on board with attacking these people. If you don't want my advice or help, I'm outta here."

      She grabbed his arm before he could leave. "No. We do need your help, but why must you question me at every turn?"

      "Because you want me to kill people. I don’t take that lightly. Before I agree, I want to know exactly what's going on and the best way to invade without losing most of our people."

      "Alton and Joe think we need to find a way to cut the electric fence, cover the moat, cut the inner fence, and take over."

      "Yeah? They're idiots. If this group is smart, they'll have alarms on the electric fences, and a sniper who can climb a tower and pick off our people from a protected vantage point. If that's the plan, thanks, but no thanks."

      "Then come up with something better. Instead of shooting down every single thing I say, tell me how to best invade." She set Fritz on the floor, stood, and glared at Bryan. "You're pretty negative for not having any better options."

      "Can't give you input unless I spend time searching out their weaknesses and determining a solid plan of action. Now, can I?"

      Her hands itched to slap that smug smirk off his face. If she slapped the insolent man, he'd kill her. She had no doubts about that. "Fine. Go and observe. Take as long as you need, but report back often. Remember, if Reginald captures you, he'll kill you."
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* * *

      Bryan passed Kaley as he headed to the vehicle depot. "I thought you were at Barker's place watching?"

      "I was. Vixen sent Daniel to relieve me. She said she needed me back here." Kaley shrugged. "Who knows why?"

      Bryan waved and headed on to the car. More like she wanted to manipulate Kaley by having her run all over the countryside.

      Vixen had drawn him a detailed map. Maybe she was an architect in her prior life. He'd never seen anyone draw with such precise detail. It looked professional. Another clue to the woman's past.

      He chose the beat up little Camry. No one would think much of it sitting abandoned on the side of the road. Some of the others were too clean. Vixen's insistence on washing the cars galled him. The woman didn't have a smidgen of a clue on covert ops. Not to mention the waste of precious resources.

      The car had a full tank. Also against Vixen's rules. He'd tried to explain to her if they kept the vehicles almost on empty, they had no way to escape if trouble showed up. She'd refused to listen. Again.

      He followed the map to the dirt road leading up to Barker's compound and continued on several miles until he came to a bridge road spanning the river. He crossed the water and followed the road until he was approximately parallel to Barker’s place.

      Rougher terrain on this side of the river decreased the chance of Barker’s group suspecting anyone hiding in the cedars and watching. Vixen's crew might as well hang out a "we're here" sign. None of the watchers had any training, and their leader refused to wait until he'd worked with them. He sighed as he climbed out of the car with his gear. Not his problem. He only hoped Vixen didn't get all of her subjects killed.

      The pipe tobacco odor of the mountain cedars tickled his nose. He’d rather hide here in the heat of July, or any month other than when those blasted trees were blooming. His eyes watered, and his nose itched just being near the things.

      He stayed far enough away from the river to mask any sounds he might make and laid on the ground under one of the trees. The low-hanging evergreen branches hid his body from anyone who happened to look his way using binoculars.

      Children's voices punctuated the bubbling of the river. He trained his binoculars on the area below him. Several kids were playing chase and laughing. One of them broke off and joined a chubby woman who walked out of a building. She slipped her arm around the child for a second. The girl then ran back to the other kids.

      A man further away near a small building knelt over a hide. Probably tanning it. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary here. Normal people going about their business. He would watch for as long as it took him to decide whether Reginald's group would refuse asylum to someone in need or if Vixen had lied, but so far, they seemed safe.

      He moved his binoculars to the outer fenced area to see if he could spot Daniel or Marguerite. If he could see them from here, someone inside the camp would notice them. Movement caught his attention. He could barely make out an ATV. No way would he see much from this vantage point, so he turned his focus back to inside the camp.

      Mary Anne had to exit the house at some point. Bryan wanted to see her for himself. It was time to determine whether Vixen was setting them up to attack innocent people or if Barker really was as evil as she claimed.
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* * *

      A car horn caught Josh's attention. He called Randi on the radio. "We've got someone at the gate who won't let up off the car horn. We're going to attract flesh-eaters if it keeps up."

      "On my way."

      She reached him and swiped the sweat from her forehead. They ran toward the front. "Whoever's out there is really are standing on the horn, aren't they?"

      "Yep."

      The most beautiful woman Josh had ever seen climbed out of the car. Petite and curvy she had long sable brown hair hanging in soft waves below her shoulders, full, kissable lips, and blue eyes he could get lost in.

      "Close your mouth Barker. You act like you've never seen a woman before." Randi walked up to the gate. "May I help you?"

      "Yes. I am Gabriele," she said with a slight French accent.

      "Okay. I'm Randi. May I help you?"

      A frown marred Gabriele's pretty face. "Did Reginald not tell you to expect me?"

      "Uncle Reg? How do you know him?"

      "I'm his friend." She held her hand out. "Please. He is expecting me. Do not make me stand out here any longer."

      "I'll call the house and see if Reg is expecting someone." Randi walked out of earshot and unhooked the walkie from her belt.

      "Why haven't I heard of you?" Josh asked. "That is, if you're such good friends with my uncle?" Was this woman the Vixen chick who abused Belle?

      "Our, uh friendship was secret."

      "Say what?"

      Randi walked back to the gate. "I talked to Mary Anne. She--"

      "Oh no, you must not speak to Mrs. Barker. She doesn't know Reginald and I are friends."

      "Wanna bet?" Randi scoffed. "She's on her way. Said to let 'the heifer' come inside."

      Gabriele's eyes went wide and her hand flew to her chest. "She called me a heifer? How dare she? That woman does not care for my Reginald the way she should."

      Randi opened the gate and escorted Gabriele inside. "I'll drive your car. You and Josh meet me in the parking area." She stopped and looked at the woman. "How did you make it here from California, anyway?"

      "I was not in California. Before everything happened, I flew to San Antonio to see a friend. We were safe for a while, but now, it is very bad." Where was the friend?

      Josh followed Gabriele. His uncle was having an affair with this woman. How could he cheat on Aunt Mary Anne? She was the best. Besides, what did this French beauty see in his uncle? Not to be mean, but he was old. Well, older. Although for an older man, he looked fit and dressed nice. What was her angle? Women who looked like Gabriele didn't latch on to men his uncle's age unless they had an ulterior motive. Usually money, but his uncle wasn't wealthy.

      "You and my uncle huh?"

      "Yes. I love my Reginald very much."

      Josh raised an eyebrow. "Really?"

      "But of course." She put her hand on Josh's arm. He jerked it away. They hadn't checked this woman out, yet. "You must understand he is most kind and generous. The men I have met in the past did not treat me with respect as a colleague, but Reginald, he worked with me. I was in a lab in California, but we collaborated on several experiments. He valued me for my brains."

      Yeah right. Uncle Reg may have thought she was intelligent, but he didn't have an affair with her because of it. That was all looks, and she had them to spare.

      They reached the parking area, as Aunt Mary Anne flew toward them. "How dare you come to my home and invade the sanctity of my family!"

      "My dear Reginald, he invited me."

      "I don't care." Mary Anne shoved the woman backwards. "You will not participate in any part of my family. I can't in good conscious send you out into this plague ravaged world to meet your death, but you will not set foot into the house."

      "But of course. Reginald and I will find another place."

      Mary Anne slapped the woman hard enough to cause her to stumble. "Reginald is my husband, you little home-wrecker. He's not leaving with you. In fact, if I catch you trying to speak to him, I will take you out there and feed you to the creatures you helped create. Do you understand me?"

      "I do not think you can do that."

      "Try me." Mary Anne stepped closer to Gabriele. Almost nose to nose. "You may think I'm a sweet little housewife, but I've lived through more than you can imagine, and I'll kill you without a second's hesitation."

      "All righty now." Randi stepped in between the women. "Why doesn't Gabriele stay in the motor home with me?

      "I want to speak to my Reginald before we make these arrangements."

      "No." Randi snapped her fingers at the woman. "Pay attention. You are the mistress. Mary Anne is his wife. She has the rights here. If you refuse to abide by her terms, I'll take you into town and leave you somewhere safe. Those are your choices. You live in the camper with me and avoid Reginald, or you leave."

      Josh grinned at Randi's no-nonsense tone. The woman had moxie for sure.

      "I want to hear it from him that he does not want me anymore."

      "Look lady, I get that your looks have gotten you what you want for far too long, but no more stalling. I gave you two choices." Randi latched on to her arm in a tight grip. "If you don't decide for yourself, then I'll make the decision for you."

      Gabriele closed her eyes for a second, and when she opened them, a single tear ran down her cheek. Neat trick. This beauty'd probably been manipulating people since the crib. "You do not understand."

      "No, you're the one who doesn't get it." Randi's fingertips turned white. How hard was she squeezing Gabriele's arm? Josh figured the woman would have bruises in the shape of Randi's fingers. "Your manipulative little tear doesn't get you anywhere with me. I realize men probably fall over themselves to make you happy, but darlin' I ain't a man, and I've known trouble-makers like you since preschool."

      "Oh fine. I will stay in the camper." She said the word 'camper' as though Randi had suggested she sleep in a swamp with nothing between her and the elements. Her French accent slipped, and Josh thought he detected a hint of a Deep South accent.

      "Good choice." Mary Anne turned to walk toward the house but looked over her shoulder. "I'll be watching you. If I say you're gone, Randi will take you out of here."

      "Let's go." Randi pointed to the first tower. "You'll have to strip while I check you for bites or scratches."

      Gabriele's eyes went wide. "You must be kidding. I don't strip for anyone."

      "Then climb in your car and drive away." Randi crossed her arms. "You're not allowed inside that gate…" She pointed to the inner fence. "until I know you're not infected."

      "No."

      "Did I say this was negotiable? You have two choices. One, get your rear in that tower and strip, or climb into your car and high-tail it out of here." Randi stepped closer to Gabriele and pushed her shoulder with her forefinger. "Sorry, but those are the choices."

      Gabriele stomped toward the tower muttering about the indecency of getting naked for Randi.

      Josh carried Gabriele's suitcases to the RV. The woman brought four of them. He shook his head and flopped onto the sofa while he waited for Randi and Gabriele. How could the woman want that many suitcases during the apocalypse?

      After a bit the women walked inside the RV. Randi held her mouth in a straight line. She led Gabriele to bedroom, opened the door, and motioned her inside. Randi glanced at the stack of suitcases and groaned. "Do you need everything in those?"

      "But of course." Gabriele gasped. "How do I live without necessities?"

      Randi stared at her for a while. "Fine, but if we have to evacuate, you aren't keeping all of that crap. You can have the bedroom, but I expect you to keep your junk in there. The toilet isn't composting. Do not use it under any circumstances." Randi pointed toward the tent set up near the RV. It was visible through the open blinds. "Do your business in there. We have no way of processing the waste, so the toilets in the tents are our only option."

      "You expect me to go outside to use the facilities?" Gabriele's eyes went wide, and she shook her head. "That is unacceptable."

      "You can shower in here because the gray water runs to the garden area. However, we cannot funnel black water, fecal matter, and urine, anywhere without putting everyone at risk for disease." Randi pointed to the tent, again. "I'm sorry, but that is your only option."

      "Don't we have sewers? A septic tank? Are you barbarians?"

      Randi clenched her hands into fists, and Josh put his hand on her shoulder. "Why don't you go into the other room for a bit? I'll explain this." He needed to get her out of her before she unleashed her wrath on Gabriele.

      "We cannot have septic tanks because there is no way to vacuum them. There are no sewer lines out here in the midst of nothing, besides that the entire infrastructure has broken down. How did you use the facilities in San Antonio?"

      "I don't know, but they worked."

      "Did your friend live in the city or outside of town?"

      "In the city."

      "You can't tell me the toilets worked when the entire infrastructure has fallen."

      "I don't know, but we used the toilets. Why can't we do the same here?"

      "Because it's going to back up, and you'll have more problems than you started with." He pinned her with a glare. "Are you going to obey the rules, or do I need remove the toilet?"

      "I want to be in the house with my Reginald."

      "We don't always get what we want in life. It's time you learned that. Answer my question."

      "Fine. I will go outside like a barbarian."

      "Randi will be in soon to go over all of the rules of the compound." Josh joined Randi outside. "That woman is something else."

      "She's just used to manipulating men to get what she wants." Randi shrugged. "Probably started about the time she could walk. I'm surprised it didn't work on you."

      "Just because she's easy on the eyes doesn't mean anything." He looked back at the RV. "She agreed to use the tent facilities. I told her you would be in soon to tell her all of our rules."

      "Oh, joy."

      Josh chuckled. "Are you okay?"

      "She doesn't bother me."

      "No, I meant from earlier. It had to be hard to rehash the old hurts with your father this morning."

      Randi lifted her chin and a vein in her neck pulsed. "I don't want to discuss it."

      "You can't keep it bottled up."

      "Leave it alone." She made a slashing motion with her hand. "The subject is off limits. If I want to discuss Raul with you or anyone else, I will bring it up."
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      What are we going to do with the bones you don't use for bone stock?" Reginald pitched one into a pot. He'd offered to help Adriana in the smokehouse but hadn't realized how grueling the work of processing a deer was.

      "Mark will take them and rid them of the rest of the tissue. He's been saving the tendons and stuff. Said he could make thread and even sterilize it for sutures if we run out of suture kits." Adriana raised an eyebrow. "That man can do anything. He informed us that we will not waste any part of the animal. He uses the urine from the bladder to help dehair the skins, and the brains to tan them."

      "That sounds fun."

      Adriana laughed at his deadpan tone. "Yeah. Dad's helping him. I don't know how many skins he has saved up, but he's getting into this off-grid living." She swiped her arm across her face. "Me, I'd rather go back to civilization. Maybe the government will get this sorted out soon."

      Reginald shifted back and forth. He had to tell her. Randi had tried, but maybe coming from him, she'd listen. He swallowed several times. "There is no government."

      "What do you mean?" She closed her eyes, took a couple of deep breaths, and turned her back to him. "I can't believe that." She grabbed a hunk of meat and sent it through the grinder.

      Reginald shifted the bowl. "It's true. I worked for the government. Even the president is dead."

      Adriana dashed at the tears in her eyes and rolled her shoulders. "You don't know that."

      "I'm sorry, but it was on the news before everything went down. Ask Josh. He heard the report."

      "Please, stop." Her breathing came in short pants. "I can't discuss this. Not when I have kids. The thought losing them to this horrible plague is more than…" Her mouth gaped open and her eyes went wide. "I'm sorry. I forgot about your son. That was a horrible thing to say."

      "No, it wasn't." His voice dropped to just above a whisper as flashbacks of David's ravaged body came flooding into his mind. He shuddered, but forced the thoughts away. "It's the truth. I don't want your children, or mine, growing up in this, but the only option we have is to fight for them to have a chance."

      She ground more of the meat without saying anything for a long time. She looked at him with wide glassy eyes. "No. This isn't how the world ends. I refuse to believe it." She shook her head. "It's not in the Bible."

      "Honey, whether you believe how bad things are, or not, won't change reality." If his hands weren't dirty, he would hug the sweet young lady. Josh and Randi got so frustrated with her. Why didn't they understand she was terrified? Denying reality kept her fears at bay, at least a little. He moved in front of her. "I'm sorry." Sweat dripped off his face despite the cool temperatures. "This is my fault. I understand denial is a coping mechanism, but you need to develop another way to deal with this life."

      "How?" Her voice cracked. "Randi's tough, and can fight. I can't do anything. If my children were in danger, I couldn't save them."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Of course. I couldn't even shoot at an infected person to save Josh." The tears spilled over and ran down her cheeks. "He's protected me so often, and I stood there." She rubbed her arm across her nose. "I can't shoot the people at the fence. If someone gets in here and goes for my babies, I'll freeze just like I did with Josh, and they'll both die." She turned back to the grinder and dumped the last of the meat through it.

      "No, you won't."

      "How do you know? I've always despised guns. My husband was a hunter, and I hated it. We fought over it often. I've always thought guns should be banned across the board."

      "You've met my wife."

      "Yes. She's almost as tough as Randi."

      "Because she's been outside of the gates with our children. She's always been a pacifist and hates guns as much as you do. In fact, she was quite active in the antigun movement. If she'd had her way, they would've all been confiscated and melted into scrap." He moved the bowl to the table and began mixing the curing spices into the meat. "When the sick threatened our children, she killed them." And he'd put her in that situation. He'd turned his sweet, loving wife into a killer. Now, his daughter was learning to use a gun. If only he could go back and change things. "It wasn't easy for her. Taking human lives can't be easy for any of us, but at some point, instinct takes over."

      "How do I live with killing others?"

      Reginald stared at the floor. Good question. How did he learn to live with all of the destruction he'd caused? "I don't know."

      "If I were more like Randi, I could do it."

      "Have you looked at your sister, lately?"

      Adriana frowned. "I see her every day."

      "Yes." Reginald gave her a gentle smile. "But have you really looked at her? She's lost weight. Dark circles rim her eyes. She eats very little and works constantly. Sounds to me like someone who's struggling to live with killing others."
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      Randi stepped into the marketplace. The odor of fish mingled with the stench of animals and unwashed bodies. Sweat rolled down her back. She focused on the shoppers. A young woman in a floral Hijab caught her attention. She watched her move in to place, and in slow motion she opened her wrap. A bomb. Randi gulped in air, aimed, and put a bullet between the woman's eyes before she could detonate it.

      The woman dropped to the ground bomb intact. Randi ran to her. Her bayou-moss colored eyes stared, unseeing. Randi's heart hammered in her chest. The woman was nothing more than a girl. She'd killed a child.

      "Wake up!" A hand shook her shoulder. "Must you scream like a banshee?" Gabriele stood over her. "Do you always sleep so loudly? If so, I must ask you to move."

      Randi swiveled to a sitting position on the sofa. "Get over yourself, lady. This was my home before you came. I gave you the bedroom. Be grateful. You can either deal with it, or there's the door." She pointed. "I don't care where you sleep, but if you don't like it here, leave."

      Gabriele crossed her arms. "You cannot expect me to live like a savage. I am a lady after all."

      "No, you're not. A true lady would never tell someone to leave their own home. Especially after they'd been invited in." Randi was getting sick to death of this woman. She wouldn't move into the house because of the nightmares, but doggone it, she refused to allow Gabriele to push her out of the RV. "Go away. I've got work to do. It involves your bedroom, so scoot." Randi rubbed her eyes and reminded herself that Gabriele probably processed fear by becoming more difficult.

      Her eyes went wide. "Where will I go?"

      "Aren't you on KP today?"

      "Well, yes, but I have not had a shower or--"

      "The sun is up. It's past time for you to be at work." Randi raised an eyebrow. "If you want to continue living and eating here, then go."

      Gabriele flounced into the bedroom as a knock sounded on the door.

      Randi opened it to find Mark on the other side. "Come on in."

      "Thought we could make this our mobile evac unit." He leaned against the cabinet. "If that's okay with you?"

      "Good idea. We need to move guns, ammo, medications, food, and water into here." Randi opened a cabinet. "We'll clean all of the cabinets and closets out. There should also be storage beneath the unit and under the bed, and under the dinette seat."

      Gabriele walked out. In a dress and heels. Randi resisted the urge to laugh at the woman. "Before you leave, your clothes, and personal items will be moved into the toilet tent when you get back."

      She paled. "Why?"

      "We have to prepare for a battle should someone breach our camp. The best way to do that is to have this unit ready to go if survivors need to evacuate. It's not up for discussion."

      Gabriele stomped out the door muttering under her breath. As she ranted and raved, her French accent gave way to strong Southern one.

      "Uncle Reg really had a thing with her?" Mark shook his head. "I don't get it."

      "I do. She's beautiful. When life isn't in the toilet, she's probably more composed. I think her bratty attitude has more to do with being in fear than it does with really being a witch." If she'd lived Randi's life, she'd understand she needed to fight for every breath.

      "You think?"

      "Yeah. I've caught a couple of glimpses of the scared woman beneath the façade."

      Mark stared at her for a while. "It amazes me you can see that in a rank stranger, but you struggle to see past Adriana's attitude."

      Ouch. The man packed a punch even though he used a quiet, soft tone of voice. She had been too hard on her sister. "Maybe it's easier when it's someone we don't know. Adriana and I have been at odds for years. A lot of baggage there."

      "I know." Mark sat by her on the sofa and put his hand on her knee. "I wasn't trying to be harsh, and I know she's been horrible to you. Maybe you could work on forgiving her. Whether or not she asks. Forgiveness isn't for her, anyway. It's for you, so you can move on."

      Randi laughed. "You sure you weren't going into politics instead of electrical engineering?"

      "Sorry. I hate it when there's animosity within a family."

      She hugged him. "It's okay. Some of the things she said to me, hurt, but I'll work on forgiving her." But how could she forget Adriana wishing she were dead? "We'd better get to work. Let's start in the bedroom. I think Gabriele has a ton of junk."

      She went into the bedroom and almost choked on the strong perfume. Guess the woman didn't want to stink. Randi opened the cabinets and dragged stuff out of them. "Wonder where she put her suitcases?"

      "There's a closet in the bathroom." Mark walked through and opened the sliding doors. "Yeah. Suitcases and lots of clothes in here. Are all of these hers?"

      Randi joined him in the bathroom. "A few of them were already there. Maybe they belonged to Cooper's stepmom."

      They folded all of the hanging clothes and emptied the bathroom cabinets of all of Gabriele's toiletries. "You want to leave the towels, don't you?" Mark asked.

      "Yes. I'd hate to have to give up showers unless it becomes necessary." She'd done it before, but she loved the luxury of hot showers. At least until they ran out of propane.

      They emptied the bedroom, moved Gabriele's and Cooper’s mom’s stuff into the toilet tent, and returned to the RV. Randi emptied the contents of the cabinets and everything from the pantry except for the food.

      Mark grabbed a large stew pot. "You said the basement is full of those long-shelf life thingies, right?"

      "MREs? Yeah. Several cases. Why?"

      "We need to stock the pantry and cabinets in here with them. With this many people, if we have to evac, it won't take long to run out of food."

      "Good idea. Anyone ever tell you, you're a smart kid?"

      Mark gave her a playful punch in the arm. "Kid? You're only a year or two older than me."

      Maybe in years, but in experience she was ancient. They cleared out the cabinets except for enough plates for everyone and the stew pot to boil water. Mark motioned toward the bedroom. "Let's store the long guns in the closet. We can figure out a way to keep them upright. Maybe fashion a rack. We can store the medications in the bedroom. There are a ton of cabinets there."

      "Let's get to it." Randi walked out of the RV and headed toward the storage with Mark beside her. "Let's take the rolling bins for the long guns. That way we can roll them into the closet. If they'll fit."

      "It's a huge closet for an RV." Mark opened the door to the tower where they stored weapons. "What did Cooper's parents do, anyway? I've never known anyone who could afford something like that."

      "His dad's a chef. Not sure about his step-mom. Maybe it's family money?"

      By the time they had food, weapons, ammo, and medications stored in the RV, Randi was ready to drop. "Thanks for having my back." As naïve as he seemed, she figured Mark would be the last one to realize how tenuous their hold on the camp was.

      "Hey, you're the one who's drilled into my head that we're in constant danger no matter how safe this place feels." Mark smiled. "It's pretty obvious to me that you're the smartest person in our group. Otherwise, Candy would still be alive."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gray clouds dimmed the early morning skies. Josh shivered as he rounded up Tommy, Lori, Belle, Katie, Toni, William, Isabella, and Christopher. William, Belle, and Katie could help him keep an eye on the little ones as he and Randi worked with the younger children on shooting.

      Randi walked up as they all gathered at the ATV barn. Her mouth was set in a line, and she had her arms crossed over her chest. Was it because she didn't want them shooting or her discomfort in Isabella and Christopher's presence? She'd avoided the two children since their parents had died.

      Toni latched onto Randi's hand. "My daddy took me and Cori to shoot before."

      "He did?" Randi frowned. "Before things got bad?"

      "Yep." She blinked away the tears forming in the corners of her eyes. "He wanted me and her to learn not to touch his guns, so he let us shoot." She swiped at the tears running down her face. "Will I see my daddy and Cori ever again? The preacher at our church used to say we could, but now I'm scared. They've been gone so long."

      Randi looked everywhere except at the child. "I... uh"

      Katie knelt in front of Toni. "Cori and your daddy went to be with Jesus in heaven. One day, you'll join them, but let's not rush it."

      Toni nodded.

      Josh ushered them all through the barn into the perimeter area. He didn't want to take them far enough out of the camp to need an ATV.

      "Okay. Here's how we're going to do this." Josh placed a rope on the ground in straight line. "Stay behind this line at all times. Do not cross it for any reason. Got it?" He waited for each child to answer. "When you're handling a gun, safety is the most important thing. It's more important than accuracy. It's more important than even knowing how to shoot, so today, we're going to spend a lot of time learning how to be safe.

      "The first lesson to remember, never point a gun at any person or animal unless you plan to kill them." He took a SIG .9 and unloaded it. He slid the empty magazine back into the gun and handed it to Randi. "Anytime you pick up a weapon, or someone hands it to you, never take their word for it that the gun is unloaded. Watch as Randi checks it."

      She dropped the magazine. "Keep the gun pointing somewhere safe. Drop the magazine and check for shells. While it's still out, rack the slide." She grasped the slide and pulled it back. "Just because the magazine isn't loaded, doesn't mean the gun won't fire. Always check the chamber." She tilted the gun up where they could see the empty chamber."

      Isabella raised her hand.

      "What's your questions Isabella?" Josh asked.

      "Mom always called me Izzy. My stepdad was the only person who called me by my full name, and I hate that man's guts." She crossed her arms. "I'm glad you killed the lousy jerk."

      Randi blanched.

      Josh's heart leaped into his throat. "I'm sorry I wasn't fast enough to save your mother." He didn't realize Mel was Izzy's stepfather. Was he the boy's biological father?

      "Me, too." She lifted her head high. "I understand how we make sure a gun with a clip is--"

      "Magazine." Randi held it up. "A clip is totally different and not used in handguns."

      "Yes, ma'am. What about a gun with the circle thingy?"

      "A revolver?" Josh held up a Ruger Bearcat .22. "Like this?"

      "Yes. What's that thingy where the bullets go called?"

      "It's the cylinder. How you check to see if it's loaded depends on the type of revolver." He opened the latch on the side and showed the children. "This one, you rotate the cylinder to load, unload and check it, but some revolvers, the cylinder flips open to the side."

      "Izzy, come here." Randi reloaded the .9mm. "Remember, all guns are loaded. It doesn't matter what anyone says to you. They are loaded and ready to fire. Never, and I mean never, trust someone who hands you a gun and tells you it's not loaded. Not even Josh or me. Okay, Izzy, check it out."

      Izzy took a deep breath. Her hands shook as she pushed the button to release the magazine. It dropped into the dirt, and she reached down, but Randi put her hand on her arm and stopped her. "First, check that there isn't a bullet in the chamber, then you can pick it up. It's fine where it is."

      "Yes, ma'am." Izzy tugged on the slide, but it wouldn't budge. "It ain't going nowhere."

      "Isn't. Not ain't." Josh gave her a wink.

      "Yes, sir, but I still can't make it work."

      "Hang on." Randi repositioned her hands. "Don't pull the slide. Hold it while you push the gun forward."

      She struggled and fought with the gun and slide until sweat popped out on her forehead, but she finally got it back. "Whoo hoo! It worked."

      Randi grinned. "You'll need to practice on it until you can rack it without any problems."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      "Izzy?" Randi sighed. "Can you call me Randi instead of 'ma'am'? I know you're being respectful, honey, but it makes me feel old."

      Izzy nodded. "Yes, ma'...yes."

      Randi taught her how to load while Josh worked with Christopher. They went through all of the children and allowed them to shoot after teaching them safety. They allowed the younger children to shoot the .22, then Josh shooed all of them except for Belle, Katie, William, and Izzy back inside the compound.

      "We're going to practice until you four are confident, you know how to clear jams, and can demonstrate utmost safety with weapons." Josh put his hand on William's shoulder. "William is accurate and can help. He understands gun safety, so after today we’ll allow him to carry one. I don't like it, but you need to be safe. Once we're confident you won't accidentally shoot someone or yourselves, you'll each get a gun. Do you understand?"

      "Are we going to practice on the long guns, too?" Belle asked. "I've been more accurate when I've practiced with those."

      "Yes." Randi handed William the .9mm they shot earlier. "You've done well with this one, so it's yours. The girls will get revolvers since they're easier to load."

      They stayed in the perimeter for several hours working with the kids. Izzy struggled to hit the target, but the others improved quite a bit from the last time Randi and Josh worked with them.

      Randi dug through a box of several holsters. She grabbed one and tried it on William's gun. It worked, and she handed it to him. "If you don't maintain safety at all times, you'll not touch another weapon. Understand?"

      He jammed the weapon into the holster. "I promise I'll do everything you've told me."

      The girls weren't quite ready to have handguns to carry around, but Belle and Katie had improved on their rifle skills, so they would be allowed to ride with Josh or Randi on perimeter checks. He would work with them until he was confident they could be safe. Izzy was going to take a while. Her nerves overtook her every time she picked up a weapon.
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* * *

      Bryan watched as a group headed toward the barn where they kept the vehicles. He moved until he was parallel with where they set up for target practice and settled in to watch. If they were teaching kids to shoot for fun and sport, it would be one thing, but the thought of these little ones having to learn to shoot in order to survive in this world gave him a headache. This life was no place for children. His sons were proof of that.

      Vixen hadn't told him Reginald had allowed families to move into his place. Either that or they'd rescued more children like he'd done with the girl. What else had Vixen omitted when she told him about Reginald?

      The woman with black hair taught one of the little girls how to handle a semi-auto. She then showed her how to focus on the target. The girl tried but shot way wide, so the woman demonstrated how to shoot. She hit the mark each time. She was deadly for sure. He jotted some notes on his notepad. If he helped Vixen invade, she would be on his list to watch. Her and the blond guy with her. They worked well as a team and complimented each other in a lethal way.

      He watched until they completed their tasks, took a four-wheeler to make rounds, and returned to the inner fenced area that contained the house. The house wasn't visible from his vantage point watching part of their outer fenced area, but he could see how often they made rounds, what kind of animals they had on the property, and decide if this might be an attack point. He'd already determined a raft on the river might surprise the group, but destroying the gates would slow them down and give Reginald's crew a time advantage.

      Movement in the open area below caught his attention. The black haired girl and a muscular, dark-skinned man with a mass of short braids roared along the fence line on an ATV. He pulled to the side and stopped. The woman used binoculars and looked out over the hills. Bryan dropped his body as flat as he could and hoped she didn't see him tucked into the trees. She surveyed the area outside of the fence for a while, and they took off toward the next fence.

      Several hours later, a young Latino man and a blond woman drove around the fence, but they didn't stop to look at the land outside of the fence. This was a weak area for sure. From what he could tell, they made rounds three times a day, and sometimes looked at the area outside of the fences, but not every time.

      The sun dipped low in the sky, and the noises from the camp slowed. He waited until darkness had covered the land, then he climbed down near the fence to inspect it. Razor wire. Electric array on the inside? Why would they do that? If anyone wanted in, that electric fence wouldn't stop them. They would've been better off putting it inside the fences that surrounded the house area. The outer fenced area was so large, they couldn't even see the ends of it from the observation bridge.

      He crept along the fence until he could see the inner double fences. No electricity on them, but they did have razor wire. The place appeared secure with all of the razor wire, electric fencing, and moat, but a determined group with enough manpower and firepower could still breach it. The moat posed a problem.

      A flashlight beam moved closer to him. He scrambled up the hill and hid. The light disappeared for ten or so minutes, then it returned heading the other direction. He let out a huge breath, and his muscles relaxed.

      He settled in for the night while he watched the camp. Everything was still and quiet. So far he'd seen nothing from this group to cause him even the slightest concern.
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      Josh walked into the kitchen as Belle and Katie were talking. His cousin looked up at him. "Josh, do you think our dog will find a home?"

      "Your dog?"

      Katie nodded. "We found him in a house we stayed at on the way here. We had to leave him behind when we ran from Vixen."

      "That's not true." Belle shook her head. "That weird woman stole him. I know she did."

      "If she took him, I'm sure she'll take care of him." From what they said about the woman, did she care about the dog or was he a pawn to punish the girls? "Either that, or one of the other families took him."

      "I hope so. He was so sweet. A little German shepherd pup." Belle dashed at the tears in her eyes. "He loved to play chase. We called him Fritz."

      A dog in the camp might be good for the children, and even the adults. Animals tended to bring families together. Too bad they didn't get to keep their pup. Maybe he and Randi could find one the next time they had to go on a run. Unless she thought another mouth to feed was too much.

      "Your puppy'll be fine." Josh hugged Belle and walked out the door. His breath came in white puffs in the cool night air. Clouds hung low in the sky and the dampness of the air seeped into his bones. The slight breeze carried the scent of rain.

      Randi had duty in the front towers tonight. Mark was in the back. He hadn't had much time with Randi lately, and he looked forward to spending the evening with her.

      He walked into the middle tower to find Randi and Ethan engaged in a conversation. Ethan had his hand on Randi's knee, and she leaned close to him. Was something going on between the two of them? He crossed his arms and glared at the pair. What did she see in this loser? He should've left the jerk out on the street to fend for himself.

      "Hey Josh." Randi gave him a big smile. "Did you come to visit, too?"

      "Yeah, but I hate to drag you away from watching the perimeter."

      She raised her eyebrow and stared at him. "Are you saying I can't do my job and carry on a conversation? When have you ever known me to shirk duties, Joshua Barker? If you don't think I'm good enough to take watch, then you can sure as--"

      "Hey." Ethan stood. "That's not what he's saying." He gave Josh a knowing look. "I think he's concerned I'm wasting time when I need to be working." He stood. "I"ll make rounds and check on Mark. See you soon."

      "Why is he making rounds?" Josh asked after Ethan left.

      Randi glared him. "If you had bothered looking at the schedule, you would see that we've added a third person so that the front and back are never left unattended. The third person makes the rounds and checks each side."

      "Oh." He frowned. "When was that decided?"

      "Mark and I decided it this morning."

      "Mark?"

      "Yes. You know your little brother. He's the only one besides Ethan and the girls who takes me seriously when I say we're in danger." She shook her head. "Wish I had lived a perfect life like you, then I might not worry either," she muttered.

      Josh sat in the chair Ethan had just evacuated. "Wait a minute. I agree with you, and I haven't lived in a perfect world."

      "Then why didn't you stand with me when I wanted your family checked for bites?"

      "Because I was stupid." Josh leaned back. He'd regretted that decision every second since Candy had died. "For what it's worth, I'm sorry. You were right."

      "What about my insistence that we’re vulnerable? Do you believe me?"

      "I hope you're wrong, but I'm willing to work with you."

      "Mark and I already have the RV prepared as a means of escape. We've added to the watch schedule, and we're meeting to talk about what else we need to do." She crossed her arms. "He thinks we need to have someone on duty in the perimeter night and day. Their sole job would be to drive it over and over to make sure it's secure."

      "Do we have enough people to do that?"

      "I doubt it since no one seems to think Mark or I have enough brains to know anything. Y'all act like I'm digging up trouble for no reason, but do you really think we're going to live our days out in this place without anyone challenging us?"

      She was right. Somehow, he'd allowed himself to be lulled into a sense of false security. "What do I need to do?"

      "I don't know. Ethan's going to start evac drills with the kiddos first thing in the morning."

      "He needs to add your mom and Adriana to the drills."

      "Good luck with that."

      "I'll talk to them." Josh stretched. His muscles ached, and his head throbbed. "Do we have anything for a headache in the med stash?"

      "Probably. It's all in the RV, now." She reached for the night vision goggles. "In the bedroom cabinets. Gabriele is there, but I told her she'd be interrupted whenever someone needed medicine, so go ahead."

      "Do you trust her? Her story about being in San Antonio when Uncle Reg thought she was in LA doesn't set right with me."

      Randi laughed. "I don't trust anybody. Perhaps I'm the wrong person to ask."

      "I hope you trust me." Josh put his hand on her shoulder. "Just because we disagreed doesn't mean I will ever lie to you or betray you."

      She slid the goggles down and turned to look at him. "Yeah, I trust you. You make me crazy at times, but I still trust you."

      He kissed her on the cheek. "Sorry I drive you batty. I'm going to get something for this headache and get a few hours' sleep. If you need me, I'll be in the house."

      Randi trusted him. He whistled a tune as he walked across the hard packed earth toward the motor home. Now, he needed to prove to her that she could depend on him, no matter what.
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* * *

      Bryan stretched and frowned as the sun peeked over the horizon. He needed a shower something fierce. If it wasn't so cold, he'd head to a spot down river from Reginald's crew and take a dip. Anything to rid himself of the pervasive body odor. He sighed. Not a possibility. Ignore it and keep watching.

      The black-haired woman and Mary Anne walked toward the barn thingy built into the fence. Mary Anne showed no signs of distress. She laughed at something the other woman said.

      They disappeared into the storage room and after a few minutes, the bridge lowered and Mary Anne drove a four-wheeler out followed by the other woman. If Reginald had forced her to leave, would she have the same attitude? Hopping on an ATV to do perimeter checks? Laughing? He'd expect her to rebel and let everyone in sight know he was holding her against her will.

      He lost sight of them before long, but Reg's girls walked out of the house with a few other children. They played chase with the littler children. Laughter rang out through the camp. No signs of anxiety in the girls. Of course, children were resilient.

      They played for a while, then one of Barker's girls walked across the bridge closer to him with a little boy. She sat cross-legged on the bridge and talked to him. He wiped at his eyes, and she rubbed his shoulder.

      He continued watching for a while, then hiked back to his car. Time to discuss this place with Vixen. He'd head back to Atlas, take a shower, and talk with her about her plans to invade. Then he would come up with a zillion reasons to stall her and convince her, her plan wouldn't work. The longer he could delay the woman, the better. If she rushed it, they would lose too many people.
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* * *

      Vixen slammed her pen down on the desk. Phil had seen Bryan come back into Atlas a while ago, but the infuriating man hadn't bothered to come talk to her. Didn't he realize he should've come to her first thing? Who did he think he was?

      Fritz brought her a rope toy. She tossed it, and he brought it back to her. If it weren't for this sweet boy, she didn't know what she would do. When Reginald's family brought him into Atlas, she knew she was going to take him from the girls. Those two little troublemakers didn't deserve a dog like Fritz.

      Bryan walked into the room, and she glared at him. "About time you decided to show up."

      "Yeah." He stared at her. "I needed a shower before I go back out. Figured you could wait a little while to get a report."

      "You figured wrong."

      "Really?" He narrowed his eyes. "Looks to me like it didn't kill you." He sat in the chair across from her. "What are your plans to invade?"

      "I thought that was your job." This man. "Why else were you watching?"

      "But I know you, Vixen." He leaned back and crossed his jeans-clad legs. "You had a plan before we ever started watching. I want to know if it's viable or not."

      "Of course it is. I'm not an idiot."

      "Then spill it, and I'll decide if it will work or not."

      "We cut the outer fences, cross that open land, and use bridges over the moat before we cut the inner fences. I told you this before."

      "And I told you, you'll lose most of your people if you execute that foolish plan of yours." He shook his head. "Think about it. Atlas citizens will be in the open while crossing the moat and trying to cut fences. Reginald's crew's not lax about security. They have people on duty in guard towers, and they'll pick us off one by one. You'll lose more people than you can imagine."

      "I'll expect you to take down their shooter."

      A slow grin crossed his face. "Nope. Not gonna happen."

      She stood so quickly her chair slammed into the wall behind her. "Why not?"

      "Their snipers will be in concrete towers. No way to get a shot off that'll take them down."

      "Fine. What do you suggest we do?"

      "Nothing, yet. Give me time to work out a plan. If I've told you once, I've told you a million times, if you rush this, count me out. I won't participate in some slip-shod, half thought-out plan of attack. If you want me on board, wait until I've plotted and planned the best action. Otherwise, you're the worst leader I've ever served under, and you deserve what you get."

      Her muscles quivered as she pounded her fists against the desk. "That's insubordination soldier. I'll have you court-martialed!"

      The insolent man laughed in her face. "Look Vixen, we aren't in the military. I'm here of my own free will. If you want my support, slow your roll and let's talk. Rationally."

      She flopped back into her chair. Why couldn't she intimidate Bryan as she did the rest of her citizens? He'd never been afraid of her. "Fine. What do you suggest?"

      "Just what I said. Give me more time. Let me watch and wait. I'll figure out their vulnerabilities, and come up with the best plan of action from a military stand point. When I get back, I want to meet with Alton, Pepper, and Daniel. Between the four of us, will formulate a good solid plan that won't get all of our people killed."

      She watched him for several moments. "Fine. I'll have copies of everyone's notes, and we'll determine a course of action, but I will be in the meeting with the four of you. Don't think you can eliminate me from my war."

      He shook his head, but made no move to leave.

      "What?"

      "Any luck finding more vehicles and weapons?"

      "Not much."

      "Keep looking. To do this right, we'll need a lot of firepower."

      "Fine." She made a shooing motion with her hand. "You're dismissed. Get what you need in the way of supplies and get out of here.

      Bryan chuckled again as he left.

      That man deserved what he got when she finished with him.
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      Reginald and Miguel went into the basement lab. "We need to do an inventory and prepare for the first samples."

      "Works for me." Miguel opened a cabinet and began jotting everything down on a notepad. "Man, this place is stocked."

      "Yeah. Now, if I'd only made it here with my computer and notes. I lost everything. Even the virus samples."

      Miguel frowned and leaned against the counter. "We need some way to crunch the data."

      "I don't know where to find the software even if we found a computer." Reginald stared at his feet. He swallowed the lump in his throat. Why didn't he have Randi stock everything? He was an utter failure.

      "Hang on. I have an idea."

      "What's that?"

      "UTSA has a biomed department."

      "UTSA?"

      "University of Texas at San Antonio." Miguel grinned. "The bookstore might have some type of biomedical engineering software. Maybe not as fancy as what you're used to, but it would be a starting point. If they don't have it in the bookstore, they'll have something on the department computers or servers. If nothing else, we'll raid those."

      Dare he hope they might make some inroads into this disease? He needed to find a way to redeem himself of the bad karma he'd sown. Pain seared his chest, and his left arm went numb. He sucked in a couple of deep breaths and stayed still for few seconds.

      "Are you okay?" Miguel knitted his brows together and moved to Reginald's side. "Why don't you go upstairs and lie down?"

      "No. I'm fine. It's just panic attacks."

      "You sure? You're pale and sweating." Miguel kept a grip on Reginald's arm. "Do you have a heart condition?"

      Reginald forced a laugh. "No, I'm good." He sat on one of the stools. "I brought this plague to life, and I doubt I can redeem myself. How do I live with that? " His voice dropped to almost a whisper. "I watched the creatures I created eat my son."

      Miguel sat across from him. "You have to learn to live with this. It's not going to be easy, but if you don't learn to accept it, it'll destroy you from the inside out."

      "I don't know to how begin. If I can't fix it, I can't be redeemed."

      "Redemption isn't about going back and fixing the past." Miguel clasped his hands together. "It's about forgiveness."

      This kid was about to launch into a full-blown sermon. Reginald needed to change the subject. He didn't want to hear how a nonexistent God could redeem him of all of his sins. Didn't Miguel understand that nothing would wipe out what he'd done? Did he expect him to confess to his God, and then everything would be peachy?

      "Yeah. Won't change anything." He stood. "We need to get busy. Your sister's ready to get samples for us."

      Miguel shrugged. "I guess."

      "Look, I'm sorry." Reginald's arms grew heavy, and he slumped forward. He hated not giving the kid what he wanted, but how could he believe in Miguel's God? "I wish I could follow your path. You seem to have peace." Much like his mother had. "It's just..." He grimaced. "I can't do it. Not when the world is like this. If your God is good, then why did He allow this to happen?"

      "He didn't do this."

      Reginald shook his head. "Sorry. I can't discuss it any further. Let's get to work making sure we have everything we need." He'd disappointed Miguel by not even listening to him. What else was new? He was always disappointing, someone starting with his parents. If there really was a God, he deserved His wrath. He'd never been a good man and things just continued to spiral downhill the older he got. Until now. Developing a fatal virus that destroyed his own son plummeted him to the bottom of the scum pond.

      "Do you think we stand a chance at unraveling this disease?"

      Reginald shook his head. "No idea. With just the two of us..." If Mary Anne would agree, Gabriele's brilliant mind combined with his and Miguel's, they might make some progress, but he doubted they would ever get past identifying the virus. Besides, what were the chances of Mary Anne agreeing to him working with his ex-lover? Slim to none.

      "I'll ask Randi and Josh to get us the computers and the software in the morning."

      Reginald sighed. "It's risky asking them to go into San Antonio. Let's go talk to them now. Maybe Randi or Josh will know of another school that might have what we need."

      They walked outside. Randi, Mark, Ethan, and Josh sat one of the fire pits on the other side of the compound yard, talking.

      "What's up?" Randi asked as they walked up.

      "Hey, sis. We need some equipment and software. The bad part is the only place I can think of to get it would be UTSA."

      "No problem. I'll go tomorrow, but you know it may take a couple of days to get back, depending on what I find?"

      "Yeah. If you can't make it back before dark, find a safe place to stay, but you can't go by yourself..."

      "I'll go." Ethan said. "I need to pull my weight around here."

      Josh glared at Ethan. "No. Randi and I'll go."

      "Hang on there a minute." Mark stood. "Josh and Randi are our two strongest shooters. Ethan and I'll go."

      "No." Randi shook her head. "Under no circumstances will I agree to that. Mark, you're our brains. We need you for so many things. I put you right up there with Miguel and Reginald. Our job is to protect you."

      "Then either you or Josh needs to stay here." Miguel crossed his arms. "Mark's right. You two are our strongest shooters. One of you needs to hang behind."

      "Jill is just as accurate as me or Randi, and Xever, Mark, and Ethan are close seconds. Randi and I will go. We work well together and always have each other's backs. The others will rotate watch here. End of discussion."
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* * *

      Randi joined Josh at the Porsche as the sun peeked over the horizon. Since they weren't hunting for large quantities of supplies, they decided to take to the fastest car. It would hold multiple computers and software packages.

      "I grabbed us some summer sausage and bread to take with us." Josh handed her a mug of coffee. "Figured we'd need something to eat throughout the day since we won't back until late today at the earliest."

      Randi nodded and took a long sip of the life-sustaining, brew. If Cooper were here she'd kiss him for raiding his parents' supplies.

      Josh climbed in the driver's seat, hit the start button, and the car roared to life. Randi grinned. "Love that sound. Before the world went to pieces, I loved the 911, but it was a little too steep for my budget. Instead of forking over the money for a personal car, I used my work truck. Figured the more I drove it, the more free advertising I was getting."

      "Yeah. I had a city-issued Charger, but my personal vehicle was a Tundra." Josh let out a hearty laugh. "Can you imagine IAs response if I'd bought a car that cost over a hundred grand?"

      "IA?"

      "Sorry. Internal Affairs. They investigate the cops. The lieutenant in that department would've opened a never-ending investigation into my life."

      "Sounds like a nice guy."

      "He was okay. Just diligent. Of course, I don't know of any cops who could afford a Porsche, so he'd be justified in opening an investigation."

      "What if your wife was a best-selling author?"

      "Easy to justify the money then." He changed gears and set the cruise control for the ride into San Antonio. "Have you watched the old Lethal Weapon movies a few too many times?"

      "Yeah. That's why I thought of an author for a wife, but you could inherit the money, or obtain it in any number of legal ways."

      "And any number of illicit ways."

      "Does that, or rather, did that happen often?"

      "Not that I know of. I think most of our cops were decent, hard-working men and women." He shrugged. "I only know of one who wasn't a decent guy, but I don't know of him taking bribes or anything. He was just mean. Especially to his wife."

      "I had a friend, JJ, who was married to an abusive cop. She could do nothing right. Her wife beat the crap out of her several times. Put her in the hospital once. She was afraid to leave her." Randi grew quiet for a few minutes. "She needed to be. JJ did finally leave, and her wife hunted her down, and killed her. "

      Josh jerked his head around and looked at her with wide eyes. "Are you serious? That's messed up. I guess I'm naïve, but I never thought of a woman being abusive or controlling."

      "Doesn't matter what sex they are, some people are controlling. It's not love. I kept telling JJ anyone who hit her didn't love her, but there's so much verbal abuse that goes on for so long they feel unlovable and worthless."

      "I don't get it. Why the need to control?"

      Randi shook her head. "No clue. Psychopaths? Sociopaths? Screwed up people, anyway. I think the woman Reginald talked about was that way. Vixen. She wanted people to stay there, but instead of making it welcoming and trying to get input, she forced people to stay against their will and tried to kill them if they dared to leave. That makes no sense to me. The chick could've grown her place easily by searching out survivors and inviting them in. Once she had them inside, if she treated them right, they'd never want to leave. From what I understand, your aunt didn't want to leave until the woman attacked Belle."

      Josh slowed as several people on the side of the road came into view. "Keep your eyes open. I don't like this."

      He pulled closer and the drooling, shuffling group moved toward the car. He gunned it and flew past.

      They followed I-10 until they came to the La Cantera area. Randi pointed. "Exit here. There's a computer store in this shopping center."

      Josh made a quick exit and pulled into the Best Buy parking lot. "What kind of computers do we need?"

      "Miguel said the Windows PCs would be better, but to get whatever we find. I thought it might be good to get a router, too."

      "Why?" Josh frowned. "There is no Internet."

      "I know, but we can set up a local network to communicate via computer. If our schedules and calendars are computerized, we don't have to hand write them all the time. That is if we can find enough computers to go around."

      "Looters may have hit the stores like this early on, when they expected the virus to be contained."

      "If so, we'll see what we can find at the school bookstore." Randi unbuckled her seat belt. "Or hit several of the other computer stores."

      "Let's do this." Josh opened his door.

      Randi joined him with her weapon at the ready. She searched the surrounding area. Empty. No movement.  She closed her eyes and imagined shoppers milling about, laughter and voices floating through the air, and sighed.

      They walked to the door. Randi took a deep breath, held her weapon pointed at the door with one hand, and grabbed one side of the doors with the other. Josh grabbed the other sliding door and they tugged. Locked. No broken windows. This might prove perfect for them.

      "Hang on. I brought a tire iron." Josh ran back to the car, retrieved the tool. "It'll make breaking the door glass easier. He swung and the glass cracked, but didn't break out, so he swung it again.

      For once Randi was thankful that the electricity was off. They didn't have to worry about alarms.

      Josh cleared out enough glass for them to step through, and Randi took a tentative step into the store. She shuddered as she stepped into the dark building. At least the windows provided a little light.

      Her breath came in short bursts as they walked through the store. Empty. She turned to Josh. "Ready to check the back?"

      He switched on his flashlight. "Let's do this."

      She retrieved hers from her belt, flicked the button to turn it on and gripped it in her left hand as though she were holding an ice pick. She pointed it forward and rested her gun hand on top of her left hand.

      Her heart pounded in her ears as she walked through the door and toward the back. Josh disappeared from sight checking the other side of the room.

      Several seconds passed with no noise except for thud of her heart and the slight squeak of her hiking boots on the linoleum.

      Shots rang out from the left side of the room.
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* * *

      Josh uttered a few choice words. The rabid had taken him by surprise.

      "You okay?" Randi's voice came out breathless as she ran to his side.

      "Yes." He pointed. "A rabid. Probably hid out here thinking he'd be safe. Maybe he didn't realize he was infected."

      "Or he came here to wait while he turned. Probably thought here he wouldn't cannibalize anyone else."

      "If that's the case, he got what he wanted."

      "Let's grab some baskets and load up on computers." Randi headed back toward the front. "Looks like this place is well-stocked. Too bad they don't have the software needed. I hate the idea of heading to UTSA. We've lucked out so far on this trip, but it might be overrun."

      "Only one way to know."

      She headed to the back room. "Good grief, they've got a lot of computers here."

      "Maybe stocking up for the Black Friday sales that never happened. The Windows units are over here." Josh pulled out boxes. "I'm picking out the ones with the largest hard drives and most memory."

      "Sounds good. We might grab some mice, too."

      They walked down the aisles. Josh tossed in all of the mice on the shelf. "Is there anything else we might need?"

      Randi grabbed a couple of routers. "Mark can figure out which will work the best. Let's check out the software." Randi shrugged. "Who knows what we might find."

      Josh led the way to the software department. He grabbed several copies of Office. "They might need to make notes."

      Randi dropped several copies of Dragon in the cart. "In case they need to speak their notes. Let's get a microphone for them."

      Josh picked up a few microphones and a handful of thumb drives. "What about a printer? Would they need one?"

      "No idea. Can we fit that in the car?"

      "If we find one, we could put it in the trunk, then stow everything else in the backseat."

      "Okay. If it won't all fit, we can stuff part of it in the front seat. We'll make it work."

      They walked up and down the rows until they came to the printer aisle. Josh loaded a laser jet printer into another cart and grabbed several extra ink cartridges. "Let's get out of here before it gets any later." Could they make it to the university and back home before it got too dark?

      Randi pushed the basket toward the doors. A fridge filled with soft drinks sat near the counter and the candy rack was still full. She hopped over the counter, grabbed a few sacks, and loaded up. "Are there any backpacks? I'd like to give the children something for Christmas. They could keep their stuff in it."

      Josh had passed an aisle with backpacks. He backtracked and loaded quite a few of them into the shopping cart. Several pink and purple ones the girls might like. He grabbed a superhero backpack for the only boy in the group. "Hey, let's get a video game console for the kids. That is if you're okay with them playing in the RV."

      "Good idea." Randi dropped quite a few games into a basket. "I'm heading to the movies. The TVs in the motorhome have players."

      "Okay." Josh searched the consoles and picked out the most recent version of an X-Box and a WII. He walked toward the front where Randi waited. I hope they like these. I'm not sure what's popular anymore."

      "Are you ready? We still need to hit UTSA. I don't want to be there after dark."

      "Me either." Josh opened the trunk and wedged the printer inside. The lid wouldn't close, so he tied it down as tight as he could get it. "The rest will have to go into the car. Keep your fingers crossed it'll all fit."

      They stuffed the computers and the rest of the gear in the backseat. The game console and games would have to go in the front. "Hope you don't need to see out the back when you drive." Randi climbed in and latched her seatbelt.

      Josh followed suit. The sun had climbed high while they'd been collecting supplies. He needed to get them to the college bookstore and out San Antonio. "Where do I go from here?"

      "Take La Cantera Blvd around to Peace Boulevard. You'll then take that to UTSA Circle. I'm not one hundred percent sure of where the bookstore is. Miguel said it's possible they won't have the software. If they don't, we'll need to hit up the biomed department and steal more computers. If the software is on the servers, we're out of luck."

      "Let's pray they have the software in the bookstore. Did he say what it's called?"

      "There are several. He said they may not have them because sometimes they use virtual desktops or something or another, but if we don't find any of these, at least get some data analysis software." Randi pulled the note out of her pocket and read the list. "Matlab, LabVIEW, Solidworks, and Visual Studio." Randi frowned. "If they don't have those, not sure what we'll get."

      "We'll see what they have and do the best we can." Josh pulled into the UTSA parking lot. He drove around the campus and passed the food court. The bookstore shared a building with it. The place was deserted. He parked, and took a deep breath. What would they face in the school? They'd been lucky so far with only one infected. "Let's do this."

      Randi slung the AR over her shoulder. Josh grabbed the other AR and did likewise. He hit the lock button on the car. No need to invite looters to take it and their supplies. His breaths came in short bursts. Did Randi feel her heart thudding in her chest like he did? He unholstered his Glock and took the lead. Randi always placed herself on the front line, but not today. Time for her to take a backseat. He'd step into danger first.

      He pulled on the door. Unlocked. The hair on his arms raised. Why couldn't it have been secured like the computer store? Less chance of encountering infecteds, but then again locked doors equaled stronger chances of encountering uninfected. A lose-lose situation. He walked through on shaky legs. The desire to grab Randi's hand and run the other way almost overwhelmed him.

      "You take the left side. I'll go right," Randi whispered from behind him.

      "Okay." He adjusted his grip on his weapon and took a step forward. His legs seemed encased in concrete. Every step took Herculean effort. He walked up and down every aisle without encountering anyone, infected or otherwise. No shots fired, so Randi must not have encountered anyone either. They met in the back of the store. The muscles in his back clenched. This trip had been too easy so far. What would happen next? "Let's hunt down the software and get out of here."

      "I want to grab some textbooks, too. Your brother remembers everything he reads, so the more we can load up on for him as reference, the better."

      He jerked his head toward the textbooks. "Do you think there'll be anything in this room that he can use? I mean quantum physics probably won't come in too handy."

      "Engineering books, medical books for Miguel, any biomedical engineering books for Reg and Miguel. I don't know what else." She lifted her shoulder. "But we need to take anything and everything that might be useful. This place is untouched so far. Let's clean it out."

      "Aunt Mary Ann was a trauma nurse, but it's been a while. Let's get the nursing books, too."

      Josh sorted through the software programs for data analysis, but some weren't on Uncle Reginald's list. Josh uttered a silent prayer that he could crunch numbers, or do whatever a biochemical engineer did with the programs he'd found.

      Randi loaded books on every subject imaginable into one of the large shopping bags, then grabbed another one. "We need to carry this stuff to the car. If there's any room left, we'll come back for more."

      "I got it." Josh grabbed the sacks from her and headed out of the door. He wedged everything in the car. If Randi found many more books, she'd have to hold them. As it was, she had no room for her feet.

      He went back inside. Randi stood at the cash register adding books to a couple of bags. "Any room left?"

      "Not sure. We'll try." She handed him the bag, he wedged as many books as he could in the back seat and the trunk. The rest he stowed in the front floorboard next to the game consoles. "I think we'd better head back."

      Randi grinned and grabbed the keys from his hand. "Your turn to ride shotgun." She flounced to the door and glanced over her shoulder. "You'd better hang on."

      Josh couldn't help but laugh. This wasn't a side of her he'd seen, yet. He followed her to the door, but she backed up instead of opening it. "Look," she whispered and pointed to the door.

      Infecteds swarmed the parking lot and surrounded the car.
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      Bryan had gotten back to Reginald's place in time to see the blond guy and black-haired woman leave in the sports car. He'd watched from the front for a while, but they still hadn't returned, so he moved back to the rear of the house.

      Mary Anne walked out with an older Latino man. Bryan had seen him a few times before. The man said something that made Mary Anne laugh. She pointed to the trees at the front of the camp. Did they suspect someone was watching them? If so, what would they do?

      The couple didn't change directions, but headed straight for the building where they stored the vehicles. A few moments later, the two emerged in an ATV and drove into the outer area.

      He'd lose sight of them soon, so he focused the binoculars back into the inner fenced area. Reginald's kids and a boy walked the fence line. What were they looking for? They must suspect someone watching them the way they'd upped patrols.

      Vixen had said Reginald was controlling and manipulative. In his experience, those under the thumb of someone else weren't as relaxed as Mary Anne seemed. Old Reg hadn't inserted himself in her rounds. In fact, he hadn't seen the guy much since he'd staked out the place. What was he up to?

      Bryan dropped the binoculars and rubbed his eyes. Hours of watching Reginald's crew through the glass blurred his vision. He hadn't been on a surveillance team in years and had forgotten how endless watching made his muscles ache. He leaned back and closed his eyes. If he didn't get at least a little sleep, he'd never make a decent decision.

      Children's laughter lulled him into a relaxed state. He could almost imagine his kids laughing and playing. He rubbed his chest with his hand and focused on the task in front of him.

      He closed his eyes tighter and forced his mind to go to the ocean. He imagined the deep blue water of the Caribbean, the calming sounds of the waves crashing into the shore. He inhaled as the clean, crisp ocean scent washed over him and exhaled the stress and anxiety. His muscles relaxed, stomach unclenched, and he drifted off into peaceful blackness.

      Leaves crunching brought him to full alert. He jerked his head around. A squirrel. His breath whooshed out, and he gave a slight chuckle. He grabbed his binoculars and focused on the fenced area again. Reginald and his wife were walking hand-in-hand along the river's edge. They stopped and Mary Anne slipped her arms around his neck and kissed him. Didn't look like a woman held against her will to him. Not to mention, the woman always had a weapon. Either a handgun or a long gun and usually both. If she wanted to leave, no one could stop her.
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* * *

      Why can't anything ever be easy?" Randi cursed under her breath. She was sick of this life, of fighting for every second of every day. What was the point? They were all going to die at some point, so why did they keep pushing? Why didn't they all just give up?

      "How do you want to handle this?"

      "I don't know." Randi brought her shaking hand to her forehead as her vision tunneled. She had no answers for Josh. No way out. Her legs grew weak, and she sank to the floor.

      Josh knelt beside her. "Randi, come on, we need to get out."

      She waved him away. He didn't understand. No one did. She sat staring out the door watching the infected count grow. How many of these slobbering shells were students here? Planning for their future only to become dying flesh-eaters. Life wasn't fair. It hadn't been when Raul died, and it had only grown much worse.

      "We have to get back to--"

      "Why? Why bother? They're all going to die anyway." She pointed outside. "Your God is nonexistent for this messed up disease to have robbed these kids of their future. It turned them into creatures that eat other people. How could a good God have allowed this to happen? Nope. He's not around. He's never been around. At least not for me. Either that or He's hated me since I was five."

      Josh knelt beside her. "He doesn't hate you. I can't explain why He allowed this difficult situation, but think about the Bible. How many times did He allow ordinary people to fall into seemingly hopeless situations? He was in control then, and He's in control now. Rain will fall, difficult times will come, pain will invade our hearts and lives, but none of this catches Him by surprise. When bad things happen, He's chosen to allow us to experience them for a reason, and He has a plan to get us through the bad times."

      "Yeah right." Randi shook her head. "He chose the wrong person then, because I don't want to spend another second getting through this hell on earth. I'm tired, Josh. Tired of fighting to live, tired of killing. I'm done. Besides, I have so much blood on my hands that your God wouldn't want me even I believed in Him."

      "No, you don't."

      "You don't know."

      "I know David, a man after God's own heart, was a murderer, but he was forgiven. He was a man of war and had so much blood on his hands that God refused to allow him to build the temple, but God forgave him. Jesus forgave the thief on the cross next to Him."

      Tears stung her eyes. She needed to shut Josh up. She didn't want to hear another word about the God who ripped Raul and Aaron from her. "Come on. We need to get back." She forced herself to stand. Time to add more blood to her hands. Josh was wrong. Even King David didn't have the blood of children on his hands.

      "How do you want to do it?"

      "I don't know. We'll walk into the midst of them if we go out the front doors."

      "Let's check the back door and see if we can slip out that way and get off enough shots to get to the car."

      She took a deep breath. One step after another toward the back. She flipped on her flashlight as she pushed through the storage room door. Her heart thudded, and sweat dripped down her back.

      Josh stepped in front of her and eased the back door open. Hinges creaked, but he pressed on. He led with his AR and stepped outside. After a few seconds, he motioned for her to follow.

      The back was clear. They crept to the corner of the building and opened fire on the infecteds near the car. She squeezed the trigger time and again and watched bodies drop. The acrid odor of gunpowder mingled with the stench of the infected. The scene played out before her almost as if she wasn't there.

      Her heart pounded and her vision dimmed. No. Not now. Her chest grew tight, and her breath came in gasps, she shook so hard, she almost lost her weapon. Everything in front of her became fuzzy, and her vision tunneled. She sank to the ground as she fell back into the foxhole in the Middle East.

      The fetor of body odor, and burning, rotting bodies filled her nostrils. Tanks rumbled over the ground nearby. Planes flew overhead dropping bombs, and bullets whizzed by. Aaron stood beside her and they defended their position. Sweat ran into her eyes as the sun beat down on her. How long before they were overrun?

      A hand shaking her brought her back to San Antonio. Her gut plummeted as she looked into Josh's eyes. How could she have left him alone and gone back to Aaron?

      "You okay?"

      "Yeah. Are you?"

      "Yes. We're safe now." He guided her to the car. Do you still want to drive?"

      "No." If she had another flashback, she'd kill them both. How could she explain to Josh what had happened?

      They climbed in the car, and he started back. "I've been there."

      "Huh?"

      "Flashbacks."

      "I'm sorry. I should've been in better control."

      Josh laughed. "Yeah. Like you can control a flashback. I used to get them often. Took quite a bit of counseling to get past them. I had to do that before I could join the police department."

      "I went to east Texas when I got out of the service."

      Josh glanced at her. "Really?"

      "Yeah. I was a hunting guide in the Jefferson area. Spent a lot of time on Caddo Lake. Needed to get my head on straight before I came back to work for Dad." Like her head was on straight now. "Did counseling help?"

      "That and time have helped, some."

      "I hadn't had a flashback in a couple of years, before this. Well, before the day Leon was shot."

      "That's enough to send any of us back to the desert." Josh stretched his shoulders. "We're damaged from fighting in the war, and here we are back in the midst of another one."
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* * *

      Josh pulled to a stop in front of the animal shelter. "You sure you want to do this? These dogs may have starved to death, or died from dehydration. It's not going to be a pretty sight." Not to mention the sun hung low in the sky. He wanted to get back before

      "Not at this one." Randi smiled. "A friend of mine ran this rescue. They have huge troughs of water and automatic feeders in each kennel, but that does bring up a point. After we pick out a pup for the kids, should we turn all of the others loose so they don't starve to death when the food runs out?"

      "Probably." Josh shuddered at the thought of all of the rescues where dogs were fenced in and left to starve to death and dehydrate or become food. "How are we going to take dog food home with us?"

      "We'll find some rope in Nia's barn and can tie a bag or two to the roof." Randi reached for her door, but hesitated. "What kind of dog should we get? A herding dog might be good to round up goats, but a Rotty or a German shepherd might be good for security."

      "Let's see what she has. Before we barge in, knock on her door. She might be okay. This place is a little isolated."

      "Okay. Ready?"

      "Let's do it." Josh checked the area around the car. Not an infected in sight, thank God. He opened the door and headed to the house.

      Randi pounded on the door. Movement sounded from inside. "Nia, it's Randi, open up."

      The door opened a crack and one ebony eye peeked out. "Randi? Is it really you?"

      "Yeah, girl. Open up."

      A statuesque woman with a long afro, and full lips opened the door. Her eyes were wide, and she searched the area around them then looked Josh up and down.

      "Are you okay?" Randi pulled her into a hug. "Have you run into problems?"

      "Depends on what you mean by problems. The infected have presented a little problem, but the uninfected, girl they're even more insane now, than they were before. Had one guy tell me he could take over the whole place 'cuz I was nothing but a nasty...well, you know what word he used. Luckily, I've got a shotgun. A round of buckshot in his rear sent him on his way."

      Randi muttered something under her breath. "We've got a safe place. Come join us."

      She looked from Randi to Josh. "I hate to leave all of the dogs."

      "How many do you have here?" Josh asked.

      "I only have three. A Border Collie, an Akita, and an Aussie."

      "Are those all your dogs?" Randi leaned against the wall. "What about the rescues?"

      "Sent the last one out to a foster the day this all started. I worked hard to get them all farmed out because animal control raided a puppy mill and the dogs were in desperate need. My animal control contact was going to bring me twenty dogs, but then this happened."

      "Do you have dog food? Supplies for them?"

      "You know I do." She gave Randi a playful shove. "Pet store went out of business a couple of weeks ago, and I got a huge donation."

      "Great. Bring the dogs. They'll be good for morale."

      Josh watched the women interact. How long had they been friends?

      She turned to him and stuck out her hand. "I'm Nia Parks." She shot Randi a look. "Since my friend can't be bothered to introduce us."

      Randi gave them a sheepish look and shrugged.

      "I'm Josh. We'd love to have you come back with us."

      "Yeah, but you've got to strip and be checked for bites or scratches."

      Nia crossed her arms and stared at Randi for a moment. "Girl, do you think I would agree to go with you if I were infected? I'm not an idiot."

      "I know." Randi rubbed friend's back. " It's the rule for everyone. If I make an exception for you, my stupid family will think they need to make an exception for everyone. We've already had one person bring the disease inside."

      Her eyes went wide. "Okay. Let's load my Bronco with stuff for the dogs." She looked at Josh. "That is unless you plan on tying me and the supplies to the roof of that little thing you call a car."

      She led the way to the barn, and they filled the back end and backseat of the vintage Bronco.

      "Nice." Josh motioned to her vehicle. "I always liked that model of Bronco."

      Nia's cheeks flushed, and she smiled as she buffed a nonexistent spot off the hood. "It was a lot of fun restoring it."

      Josh ran a loving hand over the gleaming red and white truck. "Beautiful. You restored it?"

      "Yep." She grabbed a book off the shelf. "Here are the photos of the process. I taught body shop at the Hondo School District. Drew quite a few girls having a female teacher. The photos behind the Bronco are of the '57 Chevy we restored at school. It won a few awards at car shows. We auctioned the cars off after a couple of car shows. A guy in El Paso bought the Chevy. When we restored this one, I knew I had to have it. Probably paid way too much because I got into a bidding war with a man, but the money always went back into the program, so it was worth it."

      "Is the Bronco an early '70s?"

      "Actually a '70."

      "I hate to break up your love fest with the car, Josh, but we need to go." Randi pointed out the barn door. "It's getting dark."

      They finished loading up, and Randi took the Porsche keys from Josh. "Why don't you ride with Nia? The Porsche is so overloaded, it's uncomfortable."

      As she headed toward the car parked in front of the house, she glanced over her shoulder and grinned. "Try to keep up."

      Nia stayed close to Randi's bumper, as the darkness fell. Her dogs all stayed quiet in the backseat.

      "What are the dog's names?"

      "The Border Collie is Jinx because she likes to play games, and she's full of energy."

      Josh glanced at the red and white dog. "I thought Border Collies were only black and white."

      Nia laughed. "Common misconception. They come in a multitude of colors. The Aussie is Sapphire because her eyes are blue. She also loves to play."

      "She's the brown and white dog, right?"

      "Yes, and the Akita is Sasha. She's more of a guard dog. Are there children in this group?"

      "Quite a few."

      "All three dogs love kids, but Sasha doesn't play much. She watches. If anyone tries to hurt one of the children, she'll attack. Keep that in mind if you roughhouse with the kiddos. Lock Sasha up first."

      They pulled into the compound and let the dogs out of the car. All three headed straight for Toni who was running to meet them. She stopped as soon as she saw the dogs. Jinx reached her first and held up her paw. Nia laughed. "Honey, she wants you to shake her hand."

      Toni squealed as she shook the dog's paw, and the rest of the children came running.

      Josh stretched and looked at the darkening sky. They'd made it in one day. Amazing. Thank You, Lord that we didn't run into more problems and didn't have to spend the night.

      Randi bumped Josh's shoulder with hers. "Thank you for mentioning the dog. I haven't heard this much laughter in the camp." She rubbed her face. "I can't believe I didn't grab Nia to begin with, but left her to survive on her own."

      Josh shook his head. "You concentrated on your family. Besides, her place was safe. It's got fences all around."

      "Not as safe as here."
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      Randi stretched and glanced out the window. The sun wasn't quite up yet, but she needed to get moving. She took a quick shower and dressed, then headed outside.

      Josh was in the kitchen filling his plate. Great. Now he would expect her to eat.

      "Darlin'." Ethan handed her a plate. "You promised."

      Randi took the plate and flopped into a chair. She hadn't expected Ethan to be there. He was on duty this morning, and she'd hoped he'd already left. It was bad enough having Josh shove food at her. Why did Ethan have to join the mix?

      Ethan leaned close and whispered, "I know you're upset, but you're my friend, and I care about you." Then he disappeared out the door.

      She looked up to Josh's frown. What was wrong with him, now?

      "What was that all about?"

      Randi scrunched up her nose. "Huh?"

      "You and Ethan? What's the deal?" His voice held an edge, and he looked like he'd sucked on an extra bitter lemon.

      "We're friends. He seems to think I don't eat enough and has taken it upon himself to feed me at every chance he gets. Why?" She lifted her chin and stared at him. What was his problem? "Am I not supposed to have friends?"

      "I didn't say that," he muttered. "We'd better finish so we can go into the outer area and take care of the infected."

      Randi forced a few bites of eggs down. They tasted rancid. Like everything else she tried to eat.

      Nia breezed into the room and dropped a hug on Randi. "Thank you for thinking of me. I slept better last night than I have since this started."

      Randi dropped her eyes to the plate of cooling food. She should've thought of her friend earlier. "Uh, Nia?" Randi gulped down a drink of water since they'd run out of coffee that morning. "I'm sorry."

      "For what, baby girl?" Nia flopped down next to her.

      "I should've come to get you earlier. I'm sorry I le--"

      "Stop right there. How long's it been since we've seen each other? Girl, I hate to say this, but you didn't cross my mind until you came knocking on my door. We shouldn't have lost touch, but life happens. You know I love you, so chillax."

      Randi laughed. Nia's older brother had some type of developmental disability. If they got a little loud, he thought they were arguing and would stand in front of them with a frown, pat the air downward with his hands and yell, "Chillax, chillax, chillax."

      Nia joined her laughter. "Sweet Jamal. I miss that stinker so much."

      "Me, too." Thankfully the Leukemia took him well before the rabies virus hit the world. He was one of the only people who loved her unconditionally. It didn't matter if she was having a grumpy day, Jamal always told her he loved her and meant it. He'd held her hand at Raul's funeral. People called him mentally deficient, but he was smart enough to know she didn't need words, just someone to care about the little five-year-old who's life had been destroyed.

      She shook off the melancholy and forced a smile on her face. "Josh and I'll be gone for a few days. Not really gone, but we're going to camp in the perimeter. Reginald and Miguel are going to start studying this disease, but they need brain tissue and blood samples in order to do it. After we collect what they need, we'll spend a couple of nights out there so we don't accidentally bring the disease back inside."

      Nia swallowed her bite of eggs. "Don't worry about me. You know I've never met a stranger. Miguel said Adriana wasn't feeling too well, so I'll check on her, then find your dad and get him to put me down for her duties until she's ready to get back to work."

      Randi hugged her friend. "I'm glad you're here." She washed her plate and glass, then turned to Josh. "I'll get the hazmat suits and meet you at one of the trucks."

      She slipped downstairs and grabbed the gear they would need. Mark and her father had erected tents and moved a fire pit the night before. They'd even thought to fence it off so the goats didn't play on their tents. One less thing to worry about.

      Toni ran up to her as she walked toward the trucks. Jinx was on her heels. Randi smiled and rubbed the dog's scruff.

      "Aunt Randi, can I ask you a question?"

      "Sure, honey."

      Toni scuffed her foot against the ground. "I never had a mommy."

      Randi knelt in front of the little girl. "I'm sorry, baby. What happened to your mommy?"

      "She died when me and Cori was born." Toni looked at Randi with a hint of fear in her eyes. "Will you get mad and leave me if I call you Mommy?"

      Randi pulled Toni into her arms. "You can call me whatever you want." She tipped the girl's chin up to look into her face. "If I get on to you about something, it's because I love you. You can't do anything to make me leave you."

      "Unless you die," Toni whispered.

      "I can't promise you I won't die, but if something happens to me, you just remember that I love you more than anything."

      Toni threw her arms around Randi again. After a bit she disengaged, and patted the girl on the back. "Why don't you find Miss Nia and have her show you all of the tricks Jinx can do?"

      The little girl took off running. "Come on Jinxy, let's find your mommy. Mine has work to do."

      Josh grinned as the pair ran toward the house. "The dogs have already brought joy to our little world."

      "Just what they needed." Randi shrugged. "Me, too. Something about a dog brings a smile."

      They drove to the outside. Only two infected at the fence. Josh took care of them before she had a chance to help. They put on the protective gear, and Randi jammed the huge needle deep into the infected's flesh between his ribs. Where Reginald said they could get blood from the heart. The end of the syringe popped the sound caused her stomach to roil. She pulled back on the plunger and sure enough, it filled with blood. Josh repeated the same procedure on the second body.

      "Guess we need to remove the brain." Josh stared at the bodies. "I know I offered to do this, but I didn't expect it to be this hard."

      "With everything we have to do, you'd think this would be the least bothersome but taking blood and tissue from a dead body is grotesque."

      Josh pulled the cordless saw from the truck. "At least we have enough power to charge these things." He walked to the body where Randi was, knelt, and turned on the rotary blade. "Uncle Reg said to just run this around the skull cap and it would pop off. Sort of."

      Randi lifted the body up and propped the back of the head on a rock so the top of the head was off the ground. Josh moved the saw toward the skull, but Randi stopped him. She handed him a scalpel. "You have to slice the skin through to the bone."

      He closed his eyes for a few seconds. She couldn't see the color of his skin well behind the face plate of the hazmat suit, but she would bet he was either super pale or even green.

      "I can do this." His hand shook as he used the blade to cut around the scalp. The skin made a suction cup sound as he pulled the flap back. He turned away and heaved.

      Randi shuddered, but she needed to relieve him. She took the saw and flipped it on. The sound of it cutting into the man's skull sent chills down her back. Once she had the top of the skull cut through, she grabbed it and tugged. As the top came off it made a sucking sound mixed with a rubbing sound. Sweat poured down her back. Ugh. She couldn't do this over and over. Toughen up Marine. This is life now. Get to it. She grabbed the brain, tugged with one hand, and used the other to slice through the spinal cord. She dropped it into a bag and sealed it.

      They repeated the process on the second body, dumped both bodies in the cremation pits, sprayed each other down with disinfectant, and removed their hazmat suits. Randi gulped in the fresh air. So far, she'd kept her breakfast down. Maybe today would be a record.

      Josh leaned on the truck. "What did we get ourselves into? I had no idea it would be this bad."

      "Yeah. I have a newfound respect for forensic pathologists." She rubbed her forehead. "Adriana was planning to go to medical school for that when she got sick. If she hadn't developed Lupus, she would've spent her days doing autopsies."

      Josh's mouth fell open. "Our Adriana? The woman who's revolted by skinning a deer?"

      "Yep. Maybe I need to offer to allow her to come with us?"

      They took the samples to Reginald and Miguel in the lab then showered in the basement bathroom. Randi finished and stopped Miguel from putting on his hazmat suit. "How's Adriana? I didn't get a chance to check on her this morning."

      "Much better. She's showing Nia how to process the deer that Ethan got yesterday."

      "Should she be working so hard?"

      "Quit worrying. She and I had a long talk about pushing herself. Nia's taking over all of her duties, and she's going to take it easy for a while."
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* * *

      Screaming slammed Josh out of a deep sleep. The sounds morphed into loud sobs. Randi. He slipped into her tent and gave her a gentle shake. "Wake up, Randi."

      She jerked to a sitting position and stared at him with wide eyes. "What's happening?"

      "Nothing. Everything's fine. You just had a nightmare."

      "Will they ever go away?" she asked in a small voice. She rubbed her hands over her face. "As long as we're awake, let's make rounds."

      He pressed his lips into a tight line. "Fine." Always had to change the subject. Stubbornest woman he'd ever known. Didn't she realize nothing would get better if she kept it all bottled up inside? Josh climbed into the two-seater and glanced at Randi. "How often do you have the nightmares?"

      She waved him away. "It's nothing. Let's get going."

      He clenched his jaw and started the engine. "You can keep stuffing it down and refuse to talk about it, but it's going to continue to haunt you. The nightmares will ravage your sleep, the guilt will eat at your heart, and you'll eventually lose yourself."

      Randi kept her head turned away from him. "You don't know me. The things I've done."

      "Bunk." Josh stopped the ATV and grabbed her arm. "Look at me. We were in the same war. Fought the same battles. You think I don't understand what you went through? Get real." He sat silent for a moment. "Think about it. We all did things we aren't proud of. We lost people we loved. You aren't an island. None of us came back the same."

      She crossed her arms and stared out at the land. "I can't talk about it. Not even with you. It's a burden I have to carry alone."

      "No it isn't." Josh leaned his head against the steering wheel. "I know our life now has brought back old ghosts. You aren't the only one facing them."

      "Oh, yeah?" Randi turned to him and raised an eyebrow. "And just what kind of awful things did Mr. Perfect do? You're one of those guys who goes into any situation and comes out smelling like lavender."

      "You know everything about everyone, don't you? You're so wrapped up in yourself you don't have a clue about anyone else's struggles." He put the ATV in gear. "Have it your way. Live in your own pity party. Your self-made exile. When you get sick of the loneliness, let me know and we'll talk, princess."

      She glared at him. Why did he lose it with her? She needed to open up, but she might never speak to him again. His pulse raced. "I'm sorry. It frustrates me to see you holding everything in. It's eating you alive from the inside out."

      "Why can't you leave it alone? I said I don't want to talk about it."

      "Then don't. Just listen." He continued to drive around the perimeter, but the scenery before him faded into the background. "I killed a kid."

      She jerked her head around to stare at him. "In the Middle East?"

      He shook his head. "Austin. When I was a rookie cop, I got a call to a warehouse with a hostage situation. A young boy, not much more than fourteen, held a woman hostage and said he was going to kill her." Josh jammed his hand through his hair. "I didn't have a choice. It was him or her. I thought." He took a deep breath. How could he explain this to her without her thinking he was evil?

      "I tried to talk him down, but he wasn't listening. He was determined to kill her if we didn't let him go. She said he had a gun to her back. He'd robbed her, and taken her hostage to get out of the country. I thought he would kill her, so I shot. I was too quick, and didn't take in the full scene. Another was officer was to the side and could see that the boy didn't have a gun. He had a piece of pipe pressed into her back. He tried to warn me not to shoot, but it was too late. I'd already pulled the trigger. The kid was trying to join a gang. It was his initiation. If I hadn’t acted in haste he might've been saved from the gang. I killed him." He grew silent for a bit. "In that moment, he crawled into my head took up residence. I don't think I've gone a day in my life without thinking about Travis Murray."

      He looked at her. The pain in her eyes reflected that in his heart. "I killed in war and that almost did me in, but this young man, I had to look him in the eye as I killed him. I begged him not to make me shoot. Maybe I should've tried using a stun gun on him, but if I did that, the woman he'd kidnapped might've died. What I'm trying to say is, I understand the damage. The PTSD. We have things in our lives that have enmeshed themselves in our psyches, and it's a struggle to survive every day. You don't have to tell me about your nightmares, but if you need to talk, I, of all people, can understand and listen without judgment."

      She kept her head turned toward the fence line, not looking at him. "Can I be honest?"

      "Yes."

      "You say you don't judge, but you're a Christian. You all judge."

      Josh laughed. What else could he do? "Everyone's judgy. Perhaps you just expect more from Christians, but you shouldn't. We're not perfect. The only difference is God has forgiven our past sins. I've done a lot of things I'm not proud of. Many of them since I've become a Christian. Just because I have a good, perfect Father who sacrificed His Son to pay for those sins doesn't make me any better than you or anyone else."

      She didn't say anything, so he gave her a playful punch in the arm. "You don't seem to think Ethan's judging you. Why would you think I am?"

      "Ethan's different. I know he's a Christian, but he's accepting. He likes me as I am."

      "You think I don't?" Man talk about a low blow. He'd thought they were good friends.

      "No. I'm not saying it right. I know you like me." She closed her eyes. "When I was in the Middle East, I killed a teenage suicide bomber. Her eyes haunt me day and night. I've never told anyone except Ethan about her."

      Josh stopped the ATV and put his hand on her arm. "Randi, how many did you save that day? I understand why she haunts you. The blue-eyed kid I killed will haunt me for the rest of my life, but you have to know you had no other choice."

      "Maybe."

      Father, help me reach this stubborn, independent woman. "You love Toni as if she were your own child, don't you?"

      Randi dipped her head. "God only knows why she chose to love me, though."

      "If Toni grew up, and killed someone in the same manner as you did, would you hate her? Refuse to allow her to come home? Exile her from your life?"

      She scrunched her nose up and glared at him. "Of course not. I love her. If she grew up to a be a serial killer, it would break my heart, but I would still love her. I didn't put conditions on my love for her."

      "Then why do you think everyone else, including God, has conditions on their love for you? Is it such a stretch that a loving Father would forgive you?"

      Unshed tears glistened in Randi's eyes. "If He's loving, why did He take Raul?"

      Josh put his arm around her shoulders. "God did not cause the car accident. Your father's sin did."

      She blinked trying to keep her tears at bay. Why did she think she had be so strong all of the time?

      "I know Raul's death ripped your heart out, but God didn't do it. It was the consequences of your father's actions."

      "God allowed it," she said in a soft voice.

      "There are some things we won't understand this side of heaven. God knows things about the future that we don't. We can only see the next step. By allowing Raul to die, God knew what the consequences would be, both short and long-term. We must trust that He knows more than us and allows bad things to happen for a purpose."

      "I guess I'll never understand it. Just like you'll never understand what I've gone through."
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* * *

      Vixen sat at her desk. Alton walked through the doors. The man needed a shave and a shower. He reeked of body odor and cigarette smoke. "When did you start smoking? If you light up out there, the glow of the cigarette will give you away." She jabbed a finger in his direction. "Well? Are you going to answer me?"

      "I smoked it in the car on the way back." He took a seat in the chair across from her without waiting for her invitation. "I'm not stupid enough to light up while on duty. Besides, this is the first one I've had since this all started."

      "Fine. I take it Pepper got there?" Vixen relaxed into her chair and steepled her fingers.

      "Yes. I wouldn't be here if she hadn't relieved me."

      Alton was in quite a mood today. He never smarted off to her. Much more and she'd put him in his place. He seemed to take being her right-hand man and lover for granted. "What did you find? Bryan thinks we need to wait a while to invade."

      "Yeah, he's right. They're expecting something, so they're on guard. We need to give them a chance to grow complacent. If they think they're safe, then they'll lighten up on patrols. Right now they've got people camping in the perimeter." He pitched the SD card from the camera onto her desk. "They're doing something weird. Two of them killed a couple of those creatures, took some blood, I think. And they cut off their skulls and took the brains out."

      Vixen frowned. "What is Reginald up to out there?" Were they devising some sort of bioweapon for anyone who tried to breach the compound?

      "Not sure. What was Reginald before this happened."

      "I don't know."

      "Maybe he's some sort of scientist."

      "Right." Vixen scoffed. "The man wasn't that smart. He was nothing but a mean, evil person. I doubt he ever worked a day in his life. He struck me as the sort who existed on family money."

      Alton frowned.

      "Shower and rest for a while, then Marguerite will fix you a good meal. Once you're back to normal, head back out and relieve Daniel. I'm hesitant to have you away for long. You know you're the only person I trust to do this right."

      He leaned across the desk and kissed her. "I'll be home sleeping. If you get bored, come join me."

      Vixen inserted the SD card into the computer slot and retrieved the photos he'd taken. The black-haired woman was prominent in all of them. She seemed to be a leader of sorts. She and the blond man spent a lot of time together.

      The next shot was of the same two climbing into a Porsche. They couldn't be scavenging. Not in that thing. In another photo, a black woman with dogs had joined the group. Were they out recruiting new people? If they continued to grow their numbers, it would make things difficult. Vixen slammed her hand against the desk. She only had eighty or so people of fighting age. Time to rectify that. She stormed out of her office. Jose was sweeping the walk-in front of her office. She grabbed his arm. "I have a job for you."

      "Yes, ma'am?"

      "We need survivors. Grab one of the others and go hunt for survivors to join us. The more people we can recruit, the better. If we don't grow our numbers, we won't be successful in saving Mary Anne and capturing the land for ourselves. Just make sure they'll fit in with us."
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      Reginald's muscles quivered as he sought out his wife. He was insane for even thinking of asking this. It was too much, but if they had Gabriele's help, the research would go much faster. The woman was brilliant and had helped develop the original virus.

      He walked into the kitchen. Mary Anne stood at the counter bagging deer jerky. Such an incredible woman. He'd been a fool falling for a silly young thing like Gabriele when he had this fierce, strong woman at home. "Honey, do you have a second?"

      She spun around and laughed. "I didn't even hear you. Ethan made a bunch of jerky, and I was bagging up some for Randi. Maybe she'll eat it since the aroma's not as strong as it is in the cooked food."

      "She's still not eating?" If Randi went down, they'd lose one of their main people.

      "Enough to stay kind of strong, but she's still losing weight. Ethan's trying to figure out ways to get her to eat a little more. He's worried about her. So am I."

      Reginald slipped his arms around her. "You're awesome."

      "You wanted to talk?" She dropped a kiss on his cheek. "What about?"

      "Miguel and I are about to start to work in the lab. Cooper's offered to help as our research assistant."

      Mary Anne raised her eyebrow. "And you want that woman to work with you, don't you?"

      "It's not what you think. I know I was an idiot where she was concerned, but she's here, now. She helped develop this plague, the least she can do is help as we try to find a way to reverse it. If it makes you feel better, she and I will never be alone. I'll make sure of it."

      "Have Mark and Cooper move one of the extra beds into the basement and move her there. She can use that bathroom. It'll get her out of Randi's hair." Mary Anne clasped his hands in hers. "I'm choosing to trust you, but if anything happens, I'm done. I won't give you a third chance."

      Reginald pulled her close and kissed her for a long while. "You're more woman than I deserve. I don't know what I ever saw in Gabriele. She's fluff while you're the stuff lifetime dreams are made of."

      Mary Anne stared at him for a few seconds, then laughed again. "I love you, but please don't ever take up poetry writing."

      He went into the living room. Miguel sat on the sofa pouring over some type of medical book that Randi and Josh brought back. "You ready to get to work?"

      "Sure."

      "First, I need a couple of you to move an unused bed into the basement."

      "Cooper's taking a nap and told me to wake him as soon as we started to work. He's serious about helping us. I'll get him, and we'll take care of moving the bed."

      Miguel disappeared into the hallway and a few minutes later, he and Cooper returned with a twin mattress.

      Reginald followed Cooper and Miguel downstairs. They set the bed on the floor and laid the folded linens on top. "Cooper, head into the lab and boot up the computers." Reginald turned to Miguel. "Come with me. We need to talk to Gabriele about helping us. She had a part in developing this virus, so she needs to do her part in trying to find a way out." They walked to the RV, and he opened the door. The smell of acetone took his breath away.

      Gabriele sat at the table in the RV with napkins, nail polish remover, and an open bottle of red fingernail polish. She dragged the paintbrush over her finger in one swipe. How could he have ever thought she was anything but shallow? She looked up. Her face turned pink. She jumped up, ran to Reginald, and wrapped her arms around him.

      He untwined her arms from his neck. "Stop."

      "But you do not want to see me?"

      "No, I want to put you to work."

      "That fiend, Randi, has made me work until my hands are dry and my nails are...how do you say? Brittle."

      "Watch it. You're talking about my sister." Miguel jabbed a finger into the air and glared at her. "The rest of us are working multiple jobs, and if you want to stay here, you're going to do your fair share. Starting today, you're moving into the basement and going to help us process the tissue and blood. Gather your things and come on. We're going to allow Randi some peace."

      Gabriele looked from Miguel to Reginald. "My love, are you allowing this man to talk to me in such a harsh manner?"

      "Gabriele, we need to go to work. Grab your belongings and come on."

      She pointed a finger at Miguel. "His sister moved my things to the toilet."

      They walked out and Miguel went into the tent housing the toilet. He came out with a load. "Reg, you and Gabriele will need to carry some, too. She's got way too much stuff."

      Reginald dropped Gabriele's stuff in the basement by her bed. They'd stashed it behind the shelves that held all of their extra supplies. "After we process the tissue we have in the cooler, you can organize this junk, but we need to get to work." He spun on his heel and headed into the lab. The woman was insufferable, but so beautiful. Funny the difference in Gabriele and Mary Anne. When the apocalypse hit, his wife grew stronger, but his young lover hadn't changed. She was still clingy and needy. Maybe he'd wanted someone who was broken.

      They walked in and Cooper glanced up. "I've got the computers up. The network Mark set up works great." He grinned. "Your nephew's my new hero. He can do anything. Evidently, he found an external hard drive in the mess of stuff they brought back and it's connected to our network. When you save a file, it will go there. If that makes any sense?"

      Miguel grabbed one of the laptops and began clicking. "Have you had time to familiarize yourself with the software?"

      Cooper stretched. "Yep. Software generally comes pretty easy for me."

      "Great. Let's get busy." Reginald pulled a hazmat suit off the rack and slipped into it. "Cooper, I know you're just assisting us, but you have to wear the full hazmat suit, too. We aren't taking any chances of having another incident like the one with Candy and Grissom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Josh walked across the hard-packed ground. A chill blew through the air and gray clouds hung low in the sky. Nia waved from the ATV barn. He smiled and approached the large double doors. "Since this is your first time to make rounds, we'll take an ATV that seats four. That way we can ride together, and I'll explain what we look for as we drive around."

      "Sounds good to me."

      They drove along the back area, and Josh pointed to the area beyond the fences. Trees dotted the landscape. Some were barren, but the evergreen trees were full and fragrant. He could almost detect the faint honey scent of the Sumac. Or was that his imagination? It was a little late for it to bloom. "We rarely see infected on this side. Maybe because of the steep hill on the other side of the river, or because of the river itself, but we've only had one or two."

      She watched the hills. "Do you have night vision glasses for making rounds after dark?"

      "Yes. We have sets in each of the towers. I usually grab a pair before I make night rounds. If someone's watching, and they're smart, they are camped up in the hills here."

      "I agree. It would be too easy to spot them in the other areas."

      "Randi thought she saw glass glinting in the front. We searched and didn't find any evidence. Of course, if there was anyone else watching, they might have notified them that we were heading their way."

      They drove in silence for a while. Josh rolled his shoulders and prayed Randi was wrong about a group attacking.

      "Is Randi okay?"

      "Depends on what you mean." Josh rolled his shoulders. "Physically, she's okay, but she holds her emotions in and won't talk to anyone."

      "She and I were really close all through school but drifted apart when she got out of the military. She had changed when she came back."

      "It does that to you."

      Nia rubbed her hands down her jeans. "But is she okay? I'm not trying to gossip, but I'm worried about my friend. She seems damaged. I can't tell you how much weight she's lost. She used to be a tad chunky. I know some of it is muscle, but she comes across as fragile."

      "She doesn't talk much. Not about anything important, anyway." Josh squeezed Nia's hand. "Maybe you can get her to open up. Miguel and Cooper moved Gabriele out of the RV. You could talk to Randi about moving in there. Maybe if y'all are together..." He grew silent and watched Nia for a reaction.

      She pressed her lips into a thin line. "I'll do anything for her. She should know that by now." Nia giggled. "Shoot, when we were in high school, she talked me into skinny-dipping in a pond on a rancher's land. It was fine until she decided to suntan in the buff and one of the ranch hands rode up to check on the water tank. He nearly fell off the horse ogling her."

      Josh's eyes went wide. "That doesn't sound like the Randi I know."

      "She was always fearless, and ready to do anything. I can't tell you how many times we did stuff that should've landed us in jail or worse, but thanks to her, we always came out unscathed." Nia lifted her shoulders in a shrug. "I think dealing with Raul dying and her father causing it made her reckless. I was always dumb enough to go along with her on her crazy escapades."

      Randi was so serious nowadays. He couldn't imagine her laughing or having fun. Except when she was with Toni. That little girl had awakened something in Randi's heart.

      "Her mother always made her go to church, but I can't tell you the times she talked me into ducking out the back door and ditching Sunday school."

      "Y'all went to the same church?"

      "Yeah. They drove into San Antonio for church, and Faustina and my mom became fast friends. That's how Randi and I met when we were very young."

      "I hope she'll open up to you."

      "Me, too. If she doesn't, I'll sit on her until she talks." Nia winked. "She used to do that to me when we were kids. Anytime there was a guy I liked and wouldn't tell her his name, she'd sit on me until I confessed. Nowadays, I could take her. I have a good fifty pounds on her."

      A weight pressed in on Josh's shoulders. Nia had called Randi damaged. Was she beyond repair? He shook the melancholy off. No one was beyond hope. He of all people should know that. If Randi would just allow the Lord to heal her heart, she could lose some of her burden.

      "By the time we were older teens, she quit coming to church. She and I still ran around together on the weekends, but I couldn't talk her into going with me on Sunday mornings. After we graduated, she joined the military, and I went to college. I continued to write and email her even though her responses were sporadic. She got back and contacted me. We went out for dinner and back to my house so she could see the kennels. She's always loved animals, and that didn't change, but everything else had. She wasn't the same person."

      Josh continued to drive the perimeter and allowed Nia to speak without interruption. "I never stopped, calling, texting, and emailing even though she rarely responded. I wanted to spend time with her, but she avoided me. No matter how often she blew me off, I never stopped. I've been on my knees praying for that girl for years now. I knew she was haunted by something the last time we actually spent any time together, but she refused to talk to me."

      They reached the front fence and several infecteds pressed against it. Their faces smushed into the chain-link with skin protruding through the holes. Nia's hand flew to her face. "What do you do to keep them from taking the fence down?"

      "We have to kill them. I know it's hard, so I'll take care of this time, but you will have to help me burn the bodies."

      Nia covered her eyes and shook her head. "Sweet Jesus, just take us home now."

      Josh couldn't have said it any better. He grabbed his AR and put a round into each infected's head. The last one dropped, and he returned to the ATV. "I'm sorry to bring you into this, but you would be much worse off had you stayed at your place."

      She rubbed her eyes. "I'll do my part, but I don't know the first things about guns."

      "We've been teaching those who don't know how. Including the children. You can join us in the morning, and we'll teach you to shoot, clean, and care for your weapon.
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* * *

      Randi stretched her aching muscles and looked over their complex. They still didn't have enough people on duty to prevent them from being vulnerable. They might never have enough.

      Josh and Nia walked out of the ATV barn and headed her way. She pressed her lips into a line. What had they been doing? She shook herself out of the paranoia. Josh had been showing her how to make rounds. She had no business getting her hackles raised because they were spending time together. They had better things to do than talk about her.

      "Hey girlfriend." Nia smiled at her. "You built an incredible compound here. If the world hadn't ended, I would sweet talk you into helping me with the rescue. I needed more kennels and runs."

      "Too bad things have gotten so out of control." Randi rubbed Jinx's scruff. "Hey girl."

      "The kids have had so much fun with the dogs." Nia laughed. "Who am I kidding? The adults have, too. I'm glad we could bring them."

      Josh stretched. Dark circles hung under his eyes. "Since Miguel and Cooper have moved Gabriele out of the RV, do you mind if I move Nia in with you?"

      "I'll take the sofa." Nia bumped her shoulder. "And I promise not to invade your space."

      "Sure." If she refused, Nia would hound her until she spilled why she didn't want her in the camper. "You can take the bed, though. I'm used to sleeping anywhere."

      Belle, William, Isabella, Katie, and Toni walked up to them. Belle stepped to the front as the group spokesman. "William, Izzy, Katie, and I are trained to shoot. We're mature enough to take guard duty. You ne--"

      "No." Randi shook her head and waved her arms. She refused to drag these babies into the killing fields. "That's not going to happen so you need to back off."

      Belle jammed her hands on her hips. "Let me rephrase this. We came to you out of respect. If you refuse, we'll go to your dad, who will put us on the schedule." She locked eye contact with Randi. "Please don't make us go around you. That's so disrespectful, but we will be a part of this group and rotate duties along with the adults."

      Randi looked at the kids. Their steely glares brooked no argument. "Fine. You may take duty on the inside only. You'll also rotate KP duty, but you will not do perimeter checks."

      "No. Y'all are overworked and overtired. You need some relief."

      Randi glared at her. "We kill people out there every time we make rounds. I'm not bringing y'all into that. Not if I have a choice. You can go to my dad, but he'll take my side on this. The time may come when you have to take a life, but it's something that will haunt you for forever, so I will delay that as long as possible. You will not do perimeter duty. Period."

      "Yes ma'am," all four children said at the same time.

      "Adriana's keeping the schedule on the computer now. Her duties on guard and KP have been cut back because she's not feeling well. Find her and ask her to add you." As they started away, Randi called after them, "She may not agree to do it, though."

      Toni tugged on Randi's shirt. "Mom, you didn't tell them to have her add me."

      Randi's lips trembled as she squatted beside Toni. No way would this baby enter into the insanity. "No. You will not carry a weapon, nor will you take guard duty. Period."

      Toni crossed her arms, stuck her lip out in a pout and glared at Randi. "You make me so mad sometimes."

      "That's my job." She kissed the girl on the top of her head. "Go tell Aunt Adriana to add you to KP duty. How's that?"

      "Okay, but I don't like it."

      "I don't care."

      After Toni had scooted off to find Adriana, Nia smiled. "When did you have her? You didn't even tell me you had a baby."

      "I didn't. We rescued her from the side of the road. She fell in love with me for some strange reason and decided to call me 'Mom'.

      They split up, and Randi walked into the tower. Her footsteps echoed on the stairs as she climbed to the watchtower where Ethan was on duty.

      "Hey darlin', what do I owe the pleasure of your company?"

      Tension eased out of Randi's shoulders. He was so easy to talk to. "Why are you so different from other Christians?"

      "Not sure what you mean?"

      She flopped down in the chair next to him. "Almost every Christian I've met is judgy. I've told you everything, yet you still care about me and accept me as I am."

      "Randi, you're a broken person. We've all been there at one time or another." He took her hand in his. "I have no right to judge you for your past. You grew up in church, so I know you know that Jesus doesn't judge us. He loves us."

      "Our pastor sure judged me."

      Ethan frowned. "I'm sorry for that. Christians, even pastors are human and mess up."

      "I heard him tell Mom that I was hopeless."

      "Maybe you misunderstood?"

      "Nope. He made it quite clear that he thought I was corrupting the other teens in church and would rather me not come on Sundays. So I quit."

      "I'm really sorry, but you know God isn't that human pastor. He screwed up and probably regretted saying it for the rest of his life." Ethan continued to hold her hand in his. "We've talked about how people are messed up. I've said and done things I regret, even when I was teaching Sunday school. That's part of being a sinner. We were born with this sinful nature."

      "I still don't get why God would even want me? Jesus didn't die for the likes of me."

      "Darlin', you have an overinflated ego."

      Randi's eyes went wide. "Huh?"

      "It seems to me that you think you are the one and only person in all of history who is beneath Jesus' love and forgiveness." He shook his head. "Nope. Doesn't work that way. You aren't that special."

      Randi stretched her sore muscles and watched with Ethan for a while. She kissed him on the cheek. "I need to head to the RV. Toni plans to spend the night with us, so I need to get her to bed. Thank you for listening.

      She walked toward the RV. The chilly night air smelled clean and fresh, and stars shone in the sky. She stopped and stared up at the inky sky dotted with bright lights. Before they lost electricity, she hadn't seen stars this bright. Too much light pollution. She opened the door to the RV and climbed inside.

      Nia looked up from her book. "Hey Randi. Since Toni's staying with us tonight, you take the bed, and I'll take the sofa. Randi tucked the little girl in the king-sized covers, and headed for a shower. How did she work up such a sweat in the middle of winter?

      Ethan's words played in a repeating loop in her mind. He kept telling her to ask God to show her that He loved her. "Dear Lord," this was so stupid. She took a breath, she had to try. "Dear Lord," she whispered again, "Please show me you love me and forgive me. Amen." She shook her head and switched off the water.

      She slipped on her clothes. A scream split the air. Toni! Randi ran to her bedside. Her eyes were large and round. Her screams continued as she scrambled toward the head of the bed, clawing and scratching at the air. The muscles in her face tensed. Wet hair clung to her pale, clammy face.

      Randi's pulse quickened. "Toni," she said in a soft voice. She wanted to hold Toni so bad her chest hurt, but she was in the midst of a flashback and touching her might make things worse. "It's okay, baby. The monsters aren't here. Shhh. You're okay."

      Toni backed against the wall, covered her face with her arms, and continued to scream between sobs

      A vice latched around Randi's chest. How could she talk her down when she couldn't get the baby's attention? "Toni, Mommy's here, and I love you, baby. Come down and talk to me."

      The screams subsided, but Toni continued to cower against the wall.

      "Baby, come down." Randi held out her hand, and waited for her to make physical contact. She didn't know how to help herself when a flashback came, so why would she know how to help her child?

      A few seconds ticked by, Toni lifted her head and looked into Randi's eyes. She flew into Randi's arms. "The monsters were back. They were back." Tears poured down her face.

      Randi held her tight. "Shhh, baby. I'm here." Randi crawled into the bed and looked up to find Nia watching them.

      Nia walked over and put her hand on Toni's back. "Mommy, Aunt Nia, and everyone else here will fight the monsters."

      Toni's body shook as her tears soaked through Randi's shirt. Jinx bounded on the bed and snuggled up to her.

      "She's very sensitive to emotional pain." Nia stroked the dog's fur. "If it's okay with Mommy, how about letting Jinx sleep with you tonight. She can protect you."

      Toni spun to look at Nia. "You'd let your baby stay with me?"

      "Of course." The dog nuzzled Toni again. "She loves you and would like to comfort you."

      Toni snuggled down in the bed and lifted the covers for Jinx. "Mommy?"

      "Okay, Jinx, I guess you're staying with us."

      Randi pulled Toni closer and buried her face into Toni's strawberry shampoo scented hair. A warmth spread from her chest through her whole body. What would she do if something happened to this child? Was the love she felt for Toni anything like God's love?
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      Randi shook Toni. "Wake up, sweet pea. It's Christmas."

      Toni's eyes popped open. "We still have Christmas?"

      "It'll be different than past Christmases, but we're still going to celebrate. Hop in the shower and get dressed so we can go over to the house and join everyone else."

      Toni took off. Nia's laughter echoed through the small RV. Randi joined her. "Once we get her out of here, will you help me get their presents ready?"

      Nia's mouth gapped open. "You found presents for the children?"

      "It's not much, but a little something Josh and I found on a run."

      As soon as Toni was dressed, Randi sent her on to the house for breakfast and pulled the backpacks, games, and game consoles from the storage under the bed. "There's candy and soft drinks in the fridge. Toni never looks in there because I kept it turned off to conserve propane, but I turned it on when Mark figured out how to get us on the grid."

      Nia's face lit up as she scanned all of the gifts. "This will be so fun."

      "I think your dogs were the best Christmas present of all, though." Randi rubbed Sapphire's back. Jinx had followed Toni to the house. "Is Jinx protecting Toni?"

      "Who knows? I gave up trying to figure her out. She's smarter than most people I know. When Toni had her meltdown last night, I knew Jinx wouldn't leave her side for a while. That dog has a knack for comforting and knowing when people need that special touch. What's Toni's story, anyway?"

      "We found her on the side of the road. She was running from a rabid that killed her father and twin sister. Her mother died when she was a baby. There's no telling what the baby saw."

      "No wonder she wants a gun and to be on duty with the bigger kids."

      "Yeah. She doesn't understand why I won't let her, but I can't have her in that situation. It's hard enough allowing the older children to join in."

      "You made a good call, though." Nia leaned forward and propped her arms on her knees. "If you'd refused, they would've rebelled. They need to feel useful, like they're helping keep everyone safe. They can't control this messed up life, but if they're on guard, they have a sense of being in control of something. Loss of control of everything at their age is devastating. Shoot the loss of control at my age is hard."

      "So how do I help Toni?"

      Nia studied her for several long seconds. "How would someone help you? You've got PTSD in spades. What can we do to help you learn to deal with it?"

      "What has Josh said?" Randi clenched her hands into fists ready to punch the man in his fat mouth. "He had no right."

      "No." Nia cocked her head to the side. "Josh didn't say anything. I've volunteered with a recovery group for soldiers. Honey, I can see it in your eyes. You may hide it from others but not me. That haunted look, I've seen it time and again in men and women who had their own demons tormenting them. All I want to do is help."

      "If I don't know how to help Toni, how do I know what kind of help I need?"

      "Maybe we could talk."

      Randi flinched. "Talk? You don't want to hear ab--"

      "You can't tell me anything any worse than the stories I've listened to. I facilitated support groups. Those men and women did things, saw things that they've carried around with them. You can't run me off. No matter what."

      "I'll think about it. Let's get these presents over to the house." She grabbed several of the backpacks and started for the door.

      Nia sighed. She picked up the rest of the presents and followed Randi.

      They walked in just as Mark finished singing and her father took his place in front of the room. Great. Why didn't she time her entry to miss his hypocritical teachings?

      Sasha bounded to the front of the room and sat at her father's feet. The dog's eyes scanned everyone in the room.

      "What's she doing?" Randi whispered.

      "I told you she's protective. She's watching over the group. She can see her people, and if anyone comes in who doesn't belong, they'll answer to her."

      Her father cleared his throat. "Good morning. Today's Christmas. While there doesn't seem like much reason to celebrate, if we focus on the Gospel, we know that Jesus came to redeem us. No matter what things look like in this world, He's still on the throne, He's still our Savior, and He's still in the business of redeeming us. For me, that's a reason to celebrate. I know our life expectancy is short. We must do things that revolt us in order to survive, but none of this surprises God. He knows what we're going through, and He'll walk through it with us."

      "Amen." Nia smiled.

      Still the Jesus freak. She hadn't changed at all. Randi glanced around the room. Ethan sat on the floor with Jinx and Toni. Josh had pointed out that she could talk to Ethan with no problems, and he was a Christian. It was almost like Josh was hurt by the fact she was close to Ethan, but he accepted her and looked past her flaws instead of always trying to fix her. He told her what he thought, but he never told her what to do.

      Her father finished his sermon and grinned. "Randi has a little surprise. She and Josh went shopping and now they're going to play Santa."

      Randi took half of the backpacks and gave them to Josh. She picked up the other half and motioned for Nia to get the game console. It wasn't wrapped, but she didn't think anyone would care.

      "The first present is a shared one. I'm sorry we didn't have wrapping paper."

      Nia held up the game console. "Randi said we can hook it up in the RV, and you can play on it there."

      Cheers went up with the children, and Nia grinned. "Maybe you'll challenge some of us old folks to a game or two."

      Josh and Randi passed the backpacks out. Most of the children opened theirs right away, but Izzy and Chris sat holding theirs to their chests with tears flowing. Randi didn't want to embarrass them in front of everyone else, but needed to find out what was wrong. "Okay, guys. I hate to say this, but it's time to get to work." As everyone stood, she focused on Izzy and Chris. "Wait just a second. I'd like to talk to you."

      She took them to the side where they could have a little privacy. "Are y'all okay?"

      Izzy nodded. Chris continued to cry. "We ain't never got no presents before," he said between sniffs.

      "Chris, watch your words." Izzy tapped his shoulder. "Don't use ain't."

      "Sorry. We never got no presents."

      "Chris, 'never got no' isn't right. We never got any presents." Izzy rolled her eyes. "He's still learning. My parents didn't talk so good, and I'm afraid we aren't good either, but we're trying."

      "I'm sorry you've never gotten any presents, but aren't you going to open your gifts?"

      Chris's eyes went wide. "There's more?"

      "Open your backpack, baby."

      He unzipped his backpack and peeked inside. "Izzy look." He showed her the open backpack. "I ain't never seen so much stuff."

      Izzy blinked several times then patted her brother on the back. "Run along outside, and I'll be there in a minute." As soon as he scooted out the door, Izzy hugged Randi. "Thank you. He's never had anyone treat him nice."

      Randi hugged the girl. "Yours has presents in it, too."

      "I know, but Chris is still a baby and to see him get treated well, it makes me happy."

      Randi watched Izzy leave. She turned around to find Adriana watching her. Great. Would she berate her over the kids missing Leon?

      "You're a good person."

      Randi's mouth went dry. How was she supposed to respond? She scanned Adriana's face for any hint of sarcasm.

      "I know I've been mean to you." Adriana touched Randi's cheek. "I'm sorry. Life's been hard since this started, and with losing Leon, I guess I wanted someone to blame. I had no right to take it out on you. You're the only one in this whole group who would think to do something for Christmas. The rest of us have been so focused on our own discomforts that we forgot we needed to make a life for all of the youngsters living here." Adriana pulled her into a hug. "Can you ever forgive me?"

      "There's nothing to forgive." Randi blinked. She should've taken better care of Leon, then Adriana, Tommy, and Lori would still have him here with them. She stepped out of her sister's embrace.

      "Yes, there is." Adriana swiped at tears. "When Leon died, it hurt. More than anything I ever could've imagined, but I know," she tapped her chest, "I know deep in here you aren't responsible. You loved my husband, and you hurt as much as the rest of us when he died, but I denied you time to grieve because I attacked you. I love you, Randi. I always have. I've not been the big sister you needed. Ever. I'm sorry and intend to change."
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* * *

      Josh hadn't had the chance to talk to Xever in a while. He trudged across the hard, cold ground toward the back tower. Xever sat at the long counter with his binoculars watching over the rear of the complex.

      Xever looked up. "Hey."

      "Hey yourself." Josh pulled up a chair across from the older man. "I wanted to talk to you."

      "Yes?"

      "It's about Randi."

      Xever's face contorted. "I'm afraid I won't be much help there, but I'll try."

      "You know she has horrible nightmares. I've tried to get her to talk to me about them, but you know Randi."

      "Unfortunately. She carries the weight of the world on her shoulders and refuses to talk to anyone." Xever sipped his water. "I'm afraid we, her family, haven't been much help. We still see her as the silly little girl who was so overly melodramatic. Would you talk to your family if they treated you as you were when you were a teenager?"

      "Have you ever talked to her about Raul? I mean one on one. Have you told her you're sorry? How much it breaks your heart what you did to your son? To her and the rest of the family?"

      "No." Xever closed his eyes. "How could I? Every time I look at her, I see the anger, hurt, and disgust in her eyes. I deserve her ire, but if I tried to talk to her, she might refuse to listen. What if she blows up at me?"

      "If she blows up, loses her temper, screams and yells, at least she'll be dealing with her pain. Right now, Raul's death, among other things, is eating her alive inside. She can't believe God would ever want her. She thinks she's too far gone for redemption." Josh pinned Xever with a stare. "If her own father won't have a serious discussion with her, how do you expect her to ever feel like she's worthy of talking to her Heavenly Father?"

      "I'm not the reason Randi rejected God."

      Josh raised his eyebrow. "That's not what you said when we first talked about this. You said after Raul's death, she grew distant."

      "But she can go to God with or without me talking to her."

      Josh clenched his jaws. Xever was more stubborn than Randi. "Xever, are you afraid of her? What's it going to hurt to talk to her? Clear the air and help get rid of some of the simmering resentment?"

      He stared out the window. Josh wanted to bang his head against the wall. "I can't make you do what is right, but you know as well as I do God expects you to work things out with your daughter."

      "I know."

      "I'm going to get her, and I expect you to talk to her." Josh stared at him for a couple of moments. "Are you going to talk to her when I bring her in here or make me look like an idiot?"

      Xever sighed. "Fine. I'll talk, but that doesn't mean she'll listen."

      Josh clenched his hands into fists. Tapped his fingers against the countertop. "Man, you don't know if she'll listen. You've never even tried to talk to her. Think about her feelings. I know it eats at you that you were responsible for Raul's death, but your family has to deal with their loss. If you've never talked to them one on one, how do you expect them to deal with it?"

      Xever stared at the floor. Josh made a growling noise as he stormed out the door. The man was going to talk to Randi if it was the last thing he did.

      He tromped down the stairs to the basement. Randi sat on a stool watching Uncle Reginald, Miguel, and Cooper work. "Hi."

      "Hey Randi, could you come with me for a bit?"

      "Sure." She hopped off the stool, removed her hazmat suit, and joined him. "I don't have to shower because I'm not doing anything except watching, but Reg insisted on the hazmat suit as an added layer of precaution."

      "Don't blame him." The chilly wind hit them as soon as they stepped outside. He led her towards the tower. "Your dad needs to talk to you."

      "Everything okay?" She narrowed her eyes and cocked her head to the side. "Did he see something?"

      "No."

      "Then what?"

      "I'll let him tell you."

      They walked through the door, and Xever pursed his lips as he glared at Josh. If the old man got angry, he could get over it. The tension running through the camp because of her resentment toward him wasn't good for anyone.

      "You wanted to see me?"

      "Yes." Xever pointed to the chair. "Have a seat. Josh thinks we need to talk."

      She took a seat, crossed her arms, and pressed her lips together.

      Josh headed toward the door, but Xever's voice stopped him. "Josh, please stay with us."

      Not a good idea, but the pleading look on Xever's face halted his negative response. He moved to the back of the tower out of Randi's line of site and leaned against the wall.

      "We need to talk about Raul."

      "No."

      "Sweetheart, I know you resent me. You have every right to, but you need to remember, I lost a son that day. My oldest boy."

      "No, you killed your son that day because alcohol was more important to you than your family. You think because I was only five that I don't remember you coming home in a drunken stupor? You mistreated all of us when you drank." Her voice shook. "Do you believe I don't remember you hitting Mom? Calling her vile names? When Raul tried to intervene, you backhanded him. He lost teeth. You were a mean, vicious drunk, yet you loved your alcohol more than you loved your family. Now you think Adriana, Miguel, and I should just forgive and forget everything? How can we? You've never even apologized to us for the abuse."

      Xever stared at the floor.

      "Really? You've got nothing to say to the daughter you said you wish had died instead of Raul? I heard Mom talking to you on the phone when you were on prison. She didn't know I was on the other line. You were crying about killing your boy, and you said, 'Why couldn't it have been Randi? I could've lived with that.'"

      She sat there for a few seconds. "That's what I thought. Nothing's changed."

      Randi stood, but Josh put his hand on her shoulder. "Xever, really? You have nothing to say? She's fixin' to walk out of here with more resentment, anger, and hurt than she had when she came in. Say something."

      "What can I say?" Xever raised his head. Tears flowed down his cheeks. "Everything she's said is true. I'm filled with shame and sadness for the hurt I heaped upon my family." He looked at Randi. "I said the same things about Adriana and Miguel, but you must know, had it been you or one of the others I had killed, I would've said the same thing about Raul. I was a drunk. An evil, sick man who had trouble loving anyone. I don't wish you had died instead of Raul. In a just world, I would've died, not my son. Baby, I'm so sorry for all of the hurt I've caused you. Starting with the horrible things I did before Raul died, his death, and the mean things I said about my children. I'm so sorry you heard this bitter old man's comments. I didn't mean it. If I didn't have you in my life, I don't know what I would do."

      "Then why didn't God take you and allow him to live?"

      "I don't know."

      "Why didn't He take me and allow Leon to live? He had a family and deserved life. You talk about justice, but you and your God have a warped sense of justice."

      "Randi, why do you think you're so worthless?" Xever attempted to put his arm around her shoulder, but she stepped away. "I did this, didn't I? My careless, meaningless words burrowed into your heart and made you feel as though you don't deserve to live." He pulled her into his arms and held on despite her struggling to move away from him. "My sweet, sweet girl, you are strong, capable, loyal, and loving. God spared you because He knows we need you. You're our rock. Don't you see that?"

      "But He takes everyone I love."

      "No. I took Raul's life. My sin and nothing else is responsible for that. Man's sin took Aaron from you. Without sin, we wouldn't have war. Man's sin took Leon. Please stop blaming God for what evil men do."

      She stared at him. "I'm evil. I've done things that haunt me."

      "Was it during the war?"

      She nodded.

      "War is evil at the heart."

      Her voice dropped to a whisper. "I killed a young girl."

      Xever held her tighter. "I'm so sorry."

      Tears stung Josh's eyes as he watched Randi and Xever's hearts rip open. He should slip out the door and quit intruding on their private moment, but he couldn't bring himself to leave.

      "She came into the marketplace. I saw the bomb in her wraps and had no choice. Why would God make me an executioner of children? She haunts my dreams. I see her face even when I'm not sleeping. Why did He do that to me?"

      "He didn't. Man did. Men made that child a suicide bomber. You must know God hates the sin that caused you to kill her, but He doesn't love you any less. You're His precious princess, and He will love you to the end of the time." Xever tipped her tear-soaked face up so she had to make eye contact with him. "I love you. I will love you until the day I die, and I plan to spend the rest of my short life proving to you that the man who killed Raul died, and a man who loves his Lord, and his family took his place."
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* * *

      Randi rubbed her eyes as she walked into the RV. Nia was on KP today, so she could have some privacy unless some of the children decided to come play games.

      She went back to the bedroom and shut the door. Her father had insisted that God loved her even after she told him about killing the girl. She hugged her arms around herself. Her father had even told her he loved her. Could he be right?

      Her head hurt. All of the thoughts whirling about in her mind confused her. A knock sounded on her door. Ugh. Why couldn't the world leave her alone long enough to figure out what she should do?

      She opened the door. Ethan smiled. "Hey darlin' I wanted to check on you."

      "I'm okay." She led him to the sofa in the living room and flopped down. "Just have a lot on my mind."

      "Anything I can help with?"

      "No." She closed her eyes for a second, then looked at Ethan. His kindness and easygoing attitude made her want to tell him everything "Yes, you can listen. Dad and I had a long talk."

      "Do you think you can forgive him for killing your brother?"

      "I'm trying, but it's hard." She rubbed her eyes. "Of course, by not forgiving him, I'm such a hypocrite. I've done so many unforgivable things myself. What right do I have to refuse to forgive?"

      "Like what?" Ethan rubbed her arm.

      "I was engaged to a guy in my outfit. We were in a foxhole together when he died in my arms. She picked at her shirt hem. "I was so angry, I cursed God. I told Him that I didn't want Him in my life. Of course, I'd walked away from Him when I was a teenager, but I'd never cursed Him. Not like I did that day." She looked at Ethan. He didn't have a disgusted or shocked look on his face, so she decided to continue. "I was injured so I went to a hospital stateside for a while, but the injuries didn't get me booted home, so I wound up back in action.

      "I told you about killing the young girl."

      Ethan leaned forward.

      "I didn't sign on to kill babies. A few weeks after killing her, we invaded a town where young men, nothing more than teens, were armed. I participated in killing even more children. Then after I came home, the world went to hell. My brother-in-law was shot when he and I were on a run. I couldn't protect him. Not to mention all of the people I've killed here, and I'm training our children to be warriors just like those teens I killed. How am I supposed to live with this? How is God supposed to forgive me? Why would He want to after the way I treated Him?"

      Ethan watched her for a moment. "Do you want to hear my opinion?"

      "Yes. Even if you are repulsed by me and think I don't deserve to draw another breath, I want to hear it."

      "Darlin', you know that's not true. You're human. You were in war. Ugly things happen in man's war. That's why we have men and women who came home with PTSD, missing limbs, burns, or in body bags. You did some horrible, but necessary things in war. Just as now. We do detestable things like arming our children, but we have no choice. You asked how God can forgive you. That's not a valid question. He assures us that He will always forgive us. He gave us His Son who died for us. Jesus knew what He was doing when He went to the cross. He paid for all of your sins before you ever committed them. You only have to accept that forgiveness."

      "But why? Why would He forgive me?"

      "Let me rephrase it. Do you think you're so far gone that you don't deserve the forgiveness that He offers to everyone, and I do mean everyone? Are you something so special that you're different?"

      "There's nothing special about me." She frowned. "Why would you ask that?"

      "Because, as I told you yesterday, you seem to think that you're the only person in all of eternity that cannot have forgiveness."

      Randi frowned then laughed. "When you put it like that, I guess you're right."

      "All you have to do is accept Jesus' gift of forgiveness and salvation. Then you can develop your relationship with Him."

      "How?"

      "Accept forgiveness?"

      "Yes." Randi closed her eyes. "When I don't deserve forgiveness, how do I accept it from Jesus?"

      "Darlin' none of us deserve it. You just tell Him you'll take that forgiveness and say thank you. Can't get any simpler."

      "Once I do that, how do I develop a relationship as you said?"

      "Read and study the Bible. The more you delve into it, the more it makes sense."

      "You make it sound so easy."

      "It is."

      Randi closed her eyes and prayed for the second time in years. She poured her heart out to the Lord. Who would've ever thought she would pray? A relationship with God was the last thing on her radar since Raul died. She looked at Ethan who'd sat quietly while she spent time in silent prayer. Tears filled her eyes once again. "I don't even have a Bible to start studying."

      He kissed her knuckles. "I don't have one to give you, but going to your dad's sermons is a good start."

      She sucked in a deep breath. "I need to learn to let go of my animosity toward him."

      "Yes, but it's going to take time. Don't beat yourself up if you think you've forgiven him, and the next thing you know, you're full of rage again. I'll bet if you asked your mom, she would tell you she still has moments where she must stop and work on forgiving him again. It's part of being human."

      "Thank you for being my friend." Randi stared at her hands. "When I came back from the Middle East, I'd lost touch with my old friends. You can't imagine how alone I was. No friends, a bad relationship with my only sister, a brother who was never around because of school, and a strained relationship with my parents. Who would've thought it would take a zombie apocalypse for me to have good friends?"
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      Bryan watched the traffic around the camp. They'd brought a new woman into the fold without any problems. In fact, they welcomed her and her animals into the group. Vixen kept saying they were evil, mean people, but from what he'd seen, they welcomed people in and cared for them as their own.

      The more he watched, the more he felt his insane leader was lying. What did she have against Reginald? Other than the fact he didn't want to stay in her insane town of automatons.

      His hands tightened on his weapon, and he lifted his chin. The woman wanted to bring her minions to attack this group. A group that seemed to welcome people in, no matter their race or ethnicity.

      Movement in the yard caught his eye. Mary Anne and Reginald walked to the bridge. They reached the middle of the bridge and stopped. She slipped her arms around him and planted a blush-worthy kiss on the man. Sure didn't look like a woman being held against her will unless she was the world's most incredible actress.

      He watched them for a few moments while they made out like teenagers. His face grew hot and turned his attention away. The tall woman with skin the color of pecans snagged his attention. She was working with the children and teaching them the commands for the dogs. Her dogs obeyed every hand signal and command without hesitation. She looked familiar for some reason. Work? No. He studied her movements while she taught the command for "rollover". All three dogs rolled in unison. He grinned. The shop teacher in Hondo. He'd met her at a car show when she'd been showing a Broncho the kids had restored. It was in perfect condition. The woman had skills. She didn't just do body work, but she knew how to overhaul the engines.

      Time to talk to Vixen again. This time, he would interrogate her. If it ticked her off, he didn't care. He could slip out of the town at night if she refused to allow him to leave, so he wasn't worried about her.

      He drove back to Atlas without paying attention to the landscape. He drove through the gate, parked his car, and headed to his place for a shower and a change of clothes. The longer he delayed walking to her office, the angrier she would become. When the woman got mad, she did stupid things. He planned to allow her to stew for a while. Then he would interrogate her.

      "Please, you can't send us back into the unknown." Bryan frowned as he walked toward the gate. A man and his family stood just outside the fence, begging Vixen to allow them inside.

      "I'm sorry, but no. You cannot come into our town."

      She wanted to grow the town, so why wasn't she allowing them inside? He watched her, but she refused to budge. Was it because they were black? As he thought about it, all of the people inside Altas were either white or Latino. He planted his feet wide apart and crossed his arms. "Allow me, Vixen. I'll take care of this family."

      She raised an eyebrow, gave a curt nod, and turned toward her office.

      "Come with me." Bryan led them to his car parked a little ways away from Atlas. Gravel crunched under their feet as they came up on his car, he handed them his keys. "There's a group who will take you in. You'll have to get their attention at the gate, but if you're serious about wanting shelter, I've not seen them turn anyone away. I'll give you directions under one condition."

      "Anything." The man had his children pulled close, and his wife clung to his arm. "You cannot tell them I sent you there. They don't know about me, but this place, it's not where you want to be."

      "I'll tell them we saw it when we were looking for shelter. You don't have to come up at all."

      "Good." Bryan gave them directions. "I don't know any of their names, but I've seen them take others in, so I have reason to believe they'll give you sanctuary, too."

      The man grasped Bryan's hand. "I don't know how to thank you."

      "Just leave me out of it. Completely. You never saw me."

      "You got it." They climbed into the car and took off.

      Bryan strode into Vixen's office. "I got rid of them, but why didn't you want them in our town?"

      "They weren't a good fit."

      "Because of their skin color?"

      "Yes. Look around. We don't have any other blacks in here. They would disrupt our lifestyle."

      "Lady, what do you think they would do? They're people just like you and me."

      "They are not like me." Vixen crossed her arms. "I'll have you know my people are descendants of Benjamin Franklin."

      Bryan clenched his jaw. What a racist witch. He had a mind to tell her so, but it wouldn't change anything. At least he knew Reginald's group didn't care about skin color or ethnicity. When he got back, he would search out this young family. If Reg's group took them in, it would definitely answer his question about their intentions.

      "Whatever. We need to talk. I've not seen any signs Reginald's group would turn people from our town away. They've taken new people in since I've been there, and I've not seen any signs of anything untoward."

      "I told you I asked them to allow us in." Vixen raised her eyebrow. "Are you calling me a liar?"

      Bryan ignored her question. "Why don't you tell me the real reason you want to attack them? I can't help you if you don't level with me."

      "They deserve it. Reginald took Mary Anne against her will. He left our protection and thumbed his nose at us. We took them in, yet he sneaked out of here like a snake and went to a safe place but refused to tell us about it. Instead, he left us here to languish. We aren't safe, and he was too selfish to allow us to join him. That's why I want to attack."

      "What about the innocents in the group? There are children."

      "Collateral damage."
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* * *

      Josh dragged another body into the cremation pit. He needed some time alone to get his head on straight so he'd made rounds on his own. Against the rules he and Randi had set up for their own protection, but he didn't care. He couldn't stay in the camp with everyone for a second more. They didn't even have privacy when they went to bed. He needed to think. Randi and Ethan were growing closer all the time. Why should it bother him? She didn't belong to him. They'd agreed to be friends. Nothing more, so why did he want to slam his fist into Ethan's face?

      He grabbed the last body and dragged it toward the pit. A groaning sounded behind him. He dropped the man's arms and spun around. Several infecteds bore down on him. He glanced at his AR lying on the other side of the cremation pit. He'd never get to it in time. He patted his hip. Crap! His holster was empty. How had he let this happen? Where was his Glock? His breath burst in and out and his muscles tightened. He was about to die because he'd allowed his insane jealousy to overwhelm him. Leaving his handgun behind wasn't acceptable.

      Infecteds pressed in from each side. He backed into the fence. Now, he had no means of escape. A scream caught in his throat. God, I need a miracle. He closed his eyes. It was going to happen. Any second one of the infecteds would sink its teeth into his soft flesh. Gunshots echoed through the air.

      Jill ran toward him firing. Several zombies fell, and he ran around the cremation pit to his AR. Between them they put down the rest of the infecteds.

      She hung her 30-30 over her shoulder, glared at him as she tugged on gloves, grabbed a body, and pulled it to the pits. "Why would do you something so stupid? Josh, you know the rules. No one outside the fences alone. It's idiotic." She motioned to his holster. "Where is your weapon?"

      "I don't know. Somehow, I got out here without it." He stared at the ground. "I used the AR at the fence line. Maybe I left it beside my bed."

      Her nostrils flared and her face turned red. "You laid your AR on the ground. Why wasn't it on your back? It has a sling for a reason, idiot."

      "There's no need for name calling."

      "Want to bet? If I weren't a lady, I would tell you exactly what I'm thinking." She shook her finger at him. "Why did you come out here by yourself? Answer that one question."

      He shrugged.

      "No!" She tugged off the gloves, threw them on the ground, and grabbed Josh by the arms. "You don't get off not answering me!" Her volume rose with each word. If she kept yelling everyone in the camp would hear her. "Why? Are you trying to get yourself killed? Because if you want to commit suicide, there are easier ways to do it than to come out here and offer yourself up as a sacrifice." She glared at him. "I want an answer, and I want it now."

      "I needed some time to myself. Don't you ever get sick of being surrounded by people all of the time?"

      "Yes. I go to the RV while Randi's out working. If she's there, I go to the bedroom and hide out. She of all people understands. Why didn't you go there?"

      "I wanted to be outside. Alone." Josh sucked in a deep breath. "I'm not used to having people around me all of the time."

      Jill pointed toward the perimeter. "We have ATVs and UTVs and acres of land out there. You could get away from everyone. If you really wanted to set up out there for a while, take a lawn chair and a book, but don't leave the safety of the fences, and by all means take your weapons with you."

      "Point made. Quit yelling."

      "I'm not done." She dropped her volume to just above a whisper. "Man, don't you realize we need you around here? If you ever do anything like this again, I will tell Randi."

      "She's not my boss."

      "No, but I've seen her take down men bigger than you. I can promise you, she'll kick your rear if I tell her what you did. We're your friends and care about you. Now, promise me, you'll never act this stupid again."

      "I promise."

      "Good. Sorry I called you names." She swiped her bangs out of her eyes. "If you hadn't scared the wits out of me, I never would've said those things." She raised up on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on his lips. "I know you aren't stupid, but you scared me."

      He looked at her. She just kissed him, why? Did she have feelings for him?

      "Oh come on, don't make too much about a simple kiss. I wasn't putting the moves on you, I'm just relieved you're alive. You and Mark were the first people I met after this disease spread. I have a special place in my heart for both of you, but I'm not trying to get anything going with anyone." She rolled her eyes. "Sheesh."

      Josh smiled and hugged her. "Got it. Let's get this finished."

      They dragged the rest of the bodies into the pits and set them on fire. The acrid stench of burning flesh clung to his skin and clothes.

      As they rode back into the compound, Jill touched Josh's arm. He turned to look at her. "I'm really glad I saw what was going on. I was serious when I said we need you around here."

      "Me, too. Thank you." He had to get his mind right. He'd put himself and Jill in danger by going out by himself, without his Glock, and not keeping his AR with him. Now, he needed get his brother to check him for bites or scratches to make sure he was safe. Next time his thoughts overrode his sanity, it might not turn out so well. A shudder ran down his spine. Thank God, Jill had seen him. However, if an infected had gotten her because of his imbecilic actions, how could he have lived with himself?
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* * *

      Vixen paced in her office after Bryan left. The purpose of his visit had been to question her. He offered her no solid facts, and he refused to discuss an attack strategy. If she didn't think Reg's group'd slaughter her people without him, she'd slit his throat as the man slept. Once they ousted everyone, she just might do it anyway. She grabbed weapons and headed for the car barn.

      Alton stopped her as she walked toward the fence. "Hey babe, where're you headed?"

      "I want to watch Reginald's group. No one has given me a solid plan to defeat them. I need to see for myself if they're really so well fortified."

      "Do you want me to go with you?"

      She crossed her arms and glared at him. "If I wanted you to go with me, you would've received orders to do just that. Go back to whatever you were doing before you interrupted me."

      How dare he question her? She spun on her heel and stomped off. The man got on her nerves sometimes. He looked good and provided a little extracurricular entertainment, but otherwise, she'd rather he be seen and not heard.

      She climbed into the Tundra and drove to Reginald's place. She pulled off the road and surveyed the area. Now to find a concealed spot to observe the group. If she could get inside the outer fence, she could get a good visual on the goings on inside the camp, but Alton had said the outer fence was electrified. Did it have an alarm? She had no problem cutting their fences and electrical grid. Of course, she didn't want to alert them any sooner than necessary.

      Bryan was watching from the backside. Was his vantage point good? She smiled at how she imagined his reaction if she showed up to watch from his hiding spot. No, she didn't want him to know she'd decided to follow up on her own. Instead, she passed the compound, drove down a road a few miles until she thought she was parallel with the house. She then changed out of her heels into hiking boots. Leaves crunched under her boots.

      Reginald had a tower where they could watch over the land, so she had to be careful. If they caught sight of her, she had no doubt she'd face the short-haired woman. Alton said she was the most deadly of the group.

      She adjusted her binoculars and zoomed in on the compound. Nothing visible but fence. If she moved closer, what were her chances of getting caught? She uttered a string of curses that might've made a sailor blush. No way around it, she had to take the chance.

      If she did a belly crawl across the landscape, she risked ripping her stomach and legs to shreds. Not to mention the risk of encountering a poisonous snake. Since they became less active in winter, the risk wasn't as bad as if it were summer, but not a chance she wanted to take.

      She darted from one tree to another until she could see inside the camp using the binoculars. Her breathing came in gasps as she stretched out as flat as she could on the ground.

      Now, to find out what Bryan was seeing. She might begin to understand the man's reticence for attacking sooner rather than later. The Latino woman that Alton called deadly, walked around the inside of the fence with a black man. Vixen moved the binoculars to focus on the house and the porch. No one there, but the front door opened and Reginald's bratty children bounded outside. With dogs. Several dogs. Vixen watched as the three dogs chased about the yard. When they took over the compound, the dogs were hers. They deserved to be loved as only she could love them.
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      Randi stretched as the sun streamed through the windshield of the RV. She tiptoed to the bathroom and turned the hot and cold nozzles. Maybe a hot shower would help her shake the fog encompassing her brain. Why couldn't she get one decent night's sleep? The hot water relaxed her tense shoulders. She stepped out of the shower and bumped the sink. The hand soap tipped over. Randi lunged and caught it right before hit the floor. She sighed, placed it back on the sink, and eased the bathroom door open. Nia sat at the table drinking milk. Well, she'd kept quiet for no reason. "Sorry. I didn't mean to wake you."

      "No problem. I need to get busy."

      "What do you have today?" Randi poured herself a cup of water. She closed her eyes willing it to turn into coffee. Miguel just thought he was the one who was dying without it.

      "I'm on perimeter patrol with Mark."

      "You doing okay with that?" If she could protect Nia from having to kill people she would, but it was a survival skill everyone needed these days.

      "So far, Josh and Mark have taken care of killing the infecteds, I've just been back up and helping burn the bodies." Nia stared at her goat's milk for a few seconds. "Have a seat, Randi."

      Randi joined Nia at the table. "You okay?"

      "Yeah. I wanted to talk to you about the war." Nia covered Randi's hands with hers. "When I stood out there with the acrid odor of burning bodies, I wondered if I were getting a tiny glimpse of what you went through. When you came home, but avoided me, I was hurt. I think I'm beginning to understand, though. The things you went through over there made it hard to return to our friendship as though everything was fine. I'm sorry I didn't make more of an effort to be there for you. Not just after you got back, but when we were teens. I didn't understand that you acted out because of pain. Oh, I knew you missed your brother, but I didn't get it. If I had been a better friend back then, maybe you would've trusted me more." She squeezed Randi's hands and held eye contact. "I'm sorry."

      "No need for apologies. I didn't even understand my resentment toward Dad, God, the church. None of it made any sense. Then when I got home from the Middle East, I thought you would see through my bravado and realize I was messed up beyond repair. It's not your fault I withdrew from you. I'm the one who should apologize for not bringing you here with us right away."

      Nia smiled. "Love you, kiddo. No apologies needed."

      "We need to start doing some patrols outside of the fences. I can't shake the feeling that we're being watched."

      "Put me on the rotation."

      "Great. I'm going to find Josh, Ethan, Mark, and Jill to talk to them." Randi slipped out the door. What were her chances of finding them together? She started with the kitchen. Ethan and Mark were eating.

      Ethan gave her a big smile. "You're going to eat breakfast, right, darlin'?"

      "Yeah, yeah." He was always shoving food at her. "You guys know where Josh and Jill are?"

      They both shook their heads. Ethan swallowed a mouthful of eggs, "I think Josh was on duty last night. He may be asleep, or he could still be in the front tower."

      "We need to start doing the perimeter checks on the outside of the fences. Since I saw that glinting light, I'm not comfortable without changing things up."

      "No problem." Ethan nudged Mark. "You willing to go outside?"

      "Been out there a bunch. What's a few more times?" Mark smiled at Randi. "Besides, if you think someone's watching, I'm not going to argue. I've learned you're usually right when it comes to those feelings."

      "Thanks. After I eat, I'll find Josh and Jill." She sat at the table.

      Mark stared at her plate. "No way." He reached for it.

      Mary Anne grabbed his hand, and pitched a bag of jerky to Randi. "This might work for you."

      Randi closed her eyes for a second. "Thank you."

      Mark handed her plate back. "I'm sorry, but you're looking gaunt. Eat this and some of the jerky." Mark smiled at her. "If I didn't love you, I wouldn't keep after you, but you're like my older sister. I plan to keep you around for a long time."

      Randi nodded. "I love you, too."

      "What's going on?" Josh stormed into the room and glared at Mark and Randi.

      Mark laughed. "Cool it, Neanderthal. Maybe what we're talking about is none of your business."

      Randi let out her breath. At least Mark wasn't going to talk to Josh about her lack of appetite. She didn't want him joining in on the quest to feed her. "We need to start doing rotations outside of the fence."

      Josh dropped his plate on the table with a clatter. "You still think someone's out there."

      "Let's just say, I'm uneasy. I'd rather find out that it's all in my imagination than to have someone watching us and plotting against us."

      "Fine."

      "Have you seen Jill?"

      "Yeah, she relieved me in tower one."

      "When I finish eating, I'll go find her and talk to her. Nia's on board with going outside."

      Mark shoved the last bite of food into his mouth and stood. "I'll talk to Jill. Do you want us to stay on our regular perimeter check schedule, but do the checks from the outside instead of the inside?"

      Randi lifted a shoulder. "What do y'all think?"

      "It works for me." Ethan took his and Mark's plates. "I'll wash them. You talk to Jill, before you and Nia head out."

      "I'll join you and Nia for rounds. Can't sleep anyway." Josh continued to glower.

      "Thanks, man." Mark thwacked his brother on the back of the head. "We need to have a talk, later. I'll have Nia drive the inside on an ATV while we check the outside."

      Josh glared at his brother as he left, then he turned his attention to Randi. "Is everything okay? You and Mark seemed to be in a serious discussion?"

      "Yep. Everything's just hunky dory." She shoveled in the rest of her eggs as quickly as she could. Josh glared at her. She shifted in her seat. Her skin tingled. Whatever. She didn't care he was angry at his brother for no reason or why his glare made her feel like she'd done something wrong.
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* * *

      Josh drove into the perimeter and parked. He turned to Mark. "This is the general area where Randi thought she saw someone watching. Let's check it out on foot, but don't wander off." His mind flashed back to the infected pinning him to fence. He shuddered. If Jill hadn't come out then…. They crept along through the trees. Nothing. No one was there, but a cold sweat broke out over Josh's body. Something was off.

      Mark shrugged. "There are no signs of anyone having set up camp out here. Or even having been here. If we have watchers, they're good at hiding their tracks."

      They continued searching for footprints, broken twigs, and crushed leaves outside of the fences. As they drew near to the gate, a family pulled up in a Camry. "Hey Mark, hang back a bit."

      A short, chubby man with skin the color of milk chocolate climbed out of the car. He raised his arms above his head. "Hey, we aren't here to cause trouble." He motioned to his family in the car. "We need shelter. I've got a couple of teenagers and my wife. Please, we've been parked on the road for a long time trying to decide if it was safe to ask for help. The laughter of children finally convinced my wife you wouldn't shoot us without talking to us."

      The hair stood up on Josh's arms, and the tendons in Mark's neck stood out like ropes. "Why are you seeking help from us?"

      "We stopped at a place in Leakey. That woman refused to allow us in because of the color of our skin." He kept his arms high in the air. "Man, we're unarmed and will do anything you say, if you'll allow us refuge. Even if it's just for a couple of nights. We're exhausted."

      "Hang tight." Josh keyed his walkie. "Randi, we have visitors."

      "Be there in a second."

      "We have another person coming." Josh motioned to the fence. "You understand we have a community here, and the decision isn't up to the two of us?"

      The man nodded.

      "I'm Josh Barker, and this is my brother, Mark." Josh motioned to the man's hands. "You don't have to keep your hands in the air, but I'd appreciate if you kept them where I could see them."

      "Thanks. I'm Aaron Lewis, and this is my family." He pointed to the car. "Should they get out?"

      "Please."

      He motioned for his family join him. His wife, a petite woman with a large afro came to stand by her husband. "I'm Ayanna." She pointed to her tallest daughter. "This is Kayde our youngest daughter. She's sixteen. And Keshanna, our nineteen-year-old."

      The girls huddled together, their eyes darted from him and Mark, to the woods, the compound, then back to him and Mark.

      Randi came flying up on the ATV. "Hi, I'm Randi."

      Josh introduced her to the family, and she stuck her hand out. "It's nice to meet y'all. I have some questions for you."

      "Anything," Aaron said.

      "Where are you coming from?"

      "We had a home in Uvalde. When things got bad, we thought we'd be okay, but we got overrun. We were driving around looking for some place safe. Our car died outside of Leakey, but that woman wouldn't allow us in. I found this with the keys in it outside of the walls."

      "I'm sorry she treated you so poorly. Everyone who meets our requirements is welcome here. "

      Ayanna grimaced. "We just don't want to get eaten."

      "Understood. We have a few rules. First, we have to okay it with the rest of the community, but before Mark goes to talk to them, I want to know if you'll agree to a couple of non-negotiable items. You must strip to prove you've not been bitten or scratched. We had someone bring the disease into our camp and lost one of our friends. If you won't agree, you may as well leave, now. We won't back off on this because we refuse to risk our family or yours."

      Aaron frowned. "I don't like the idea of my daughter's removing their clothes in front of strangers."

      "We can get over a little modesty. I'm sure they'll have some one of the same sex check us out. If my daughters are going to be in this camp, I like the idea of making sure no one brings the infection inside." Ayanna raised her eyebrow and glared at her husband. "We agree."

      "Good. You and the girls can all be in the same room, and of course we'll have the same sex person check you out." She turned to Josh and gave him a questioning look.

      He motioned toward his brother. "Mark head inside and talk to everyone. Tell them Aaron and his family will cooperate with the strip search."

      "Gotcha." Mark hopped on the ATV and drove away.

      "The other rules, you will need to work in KP, guard duty, etc." Josh looked at each of them. "Also, if you don't know how to handle a weapon, you will learn. There is no way to protect yourselves if you can't shoot. We even teach the kids. Once you are proficient and safe, you will be expected to carry a weapon at all times."

      Ayanna shuddered. "I have my license to carry. Before Aaron and I married, I was in the Navy reserve."

      "Great. What about your daughters and husband? Do they shoot?"

      "Aaron does, but not the girls." She shrugged. "I should've taught them long ago."

      "No problem. We'll train them. Have you had to kill any of the infected, yet?"

      She shook her head.

      Randi rolled her shoulders. "I'm sorry, but we have to kill the infected at the fence or they'll take it down and we'll no longer be safe here." Her voice held a tenderness Josh hadn't heard.

      Aaron slipped his arm around his wife's shoulders. "She's right. If we're going to survive, we have to do some revolting things."

      Ayanna tugged on her ear. "I get it, but don't like it."

      Randi closed her eyes for a few moments. "It haunts me, but I promise we'll protect you, especially the girls, for as long as we can."

      Xever and Mark returned on the ATV. Randi's father introduced himself. "We would like to welcome you to our family. After we check for bites, you can go into the house and get something to eat, then I'll show you to a room where you may rest for a while."

      "Thank you."

      Randi took the women into one of the towers, and Josh took Aaron into one of the others.

      Once Josh had finished checking him, he patted him on the back. "It'll take a while for you to relax, but you're as safe here as you can be. We do have some vulnerabilities, but we're working on those."

      "It's the safest we've been since this catastrophe started."
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* * *

      Vixen watched from her vantage point as Reginald's group welcomed the family she'd turned away. How did they find out about this place? Did Bryan tell them? Reginald's group kept checking outside the fences. What had Bryan told them?

      She jammed her binoculars into the case, jerked her head around to ensure no one was outside of Reginald's gates, and stomped off their land toward her car.

      The spot was vacant. Heat flushed through her body. Who'd taken her car? She held back a scream. No sense in breaking her cover over a car. She keyed her radio. "Bryan, come and get me on the side of the road next to the weasel's place."

      His sigh came through the radio, which only sent her blood pressure up another notch. "Fine. I'll be there in minute. Just hold your britches."

      "How dare you," she sputtered. "I'm your leader. You do not talk to me like that, you, you..." She trailed off. The idiot had his radio off. She couldn't wait for her chance to run him through with a blade. The louse would suffer.

      She waited on the side of the road tapping her foot as minutes ticked by. He pulled up in an old white Jeep. It had no top and large rust spots on it. She climbed in and glared. "Why do you drive such a piece of junk?"

      "A piece of junk, as you call it, won't draw as much attention. It looks abandoned." He looked at her with a self-satisfied smirk. If he didn't watch it, she would slap it off his face. "Unlike the cars you choose, it's also less likely someone stranded will take it."

      She curled her hands into fists until her long nails bit into her palms. "Call everyone back to Atlas. Now."

      "I'm driving."

      "You'll do as I say."

      "If you haven't noticed, this thing's standard shift." He lifted his right eyebrow. "Now, do you want me to drive, or do you want me to call your minions back to Atlas. Obviously, I can't do both."

      This man just might cause her to have a heart attack the way he made her blood pressure soar. She shot a dirty look his way, keyed her mike, and took a deep breath. "Everyone back to Atlas, now." If they didn't have military grade radios, they might risk the weasel's group hearing them. She bounced her leg up and down as she rode. Finally, she turned to Bryan. "Why did you rat us out to Reginald's evil group? I trusted you."

      "What are you talking about, woman?"

      Woman? Oh, she wanted to kill the man. "They're doing searches outside of the camp. They've never done that before."

      "Yeah?" He furrowed his brows. "And how many times did I tell you I needed time to train your guys in covert ops? Amateurs compromise missions." He shifted gears as he slowed to a stop at the Atlas gates. "I didn't rat anybody out, and I don't appreciate your useless demeanor. If you want me on this op, you'd better check that attitude."

      Vixen's muscles strained against her skin. "You do not talk to me like that." A pounding sounded in her ears. "I'm your leader, and you will follow my orders." She took a deep breath to calm her raging heart rate. "If you don't listen to every word I say and do as I tell you, I will kill you."

      The insolent man had the nerve to laugh. "Like to see you try. You think you're hot snot, don't you?" His laughter grew even more raucous. "Better watch it, Vixen. You need me. If you keep it up, I'll walk, and there's nothing you can do to stop me."

      He parked, and she climbed out of the Jeep slamming the rickety door as hard as she could. Too bad it didn't come off its hinges. Of course, this idiot would probably like it even better. She smoothed her long hair into obedience, and strode toward the podium. Alton met her half way there. "You okay?"

      "No. Everyone to the park. Now!" she screamed.

      "Hey, take a deep breath. No need to lose it in front of these jerks." Alton put a restraining hand on her arm. "Come on, babe. Think about it. You want these people to follow you into battle. If you wig out, they'll all run the other direction." He dropped his voice to just above a whisper. "You know they're nothing but jellyfish at heart."

      She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths. Alton was right. If she didn't calm down and exude control and guidance, she'd scare her minions. She climbed onto the podium. "Thank you all for joining me. We've run into a slight snag, and as a result, we need to practice the utmost in discipline when observing Reginald's group. They are now searching outside of their camp. Do not give them any reason to catch you. Be alert at all times. Do you understand? Don't let your guard down for even a second. Since it's winter and many of the trees are bare, I realize it's harder to hide, but they have one way in and out. The front. So when they head to a vehicle or open a gate, disappear. Don't allow your camera lenses or binocular glass to send up a flare. Do nothing to raise their suspicions. Am I clear?"

      The entire group answered affirmatively. Now, if they followed her orders and kept Reg's group in the dark she'd be happier.
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      Bryan observed his clueless leader as she cautioned the group on watching Reginald's team. The woman was going to get them killed. The only advantage they had over Reginald was numbers.

      He showered, then hopped in the ratty old Jeep and headed back to his spot. Reginald's group had passed one of his tests by allowing the Lewis family into his home. Vixen had lied when she said the tattooed woman had threatened to kill her when she asked to join.

      How could he help Reginald's group take Vixen down? He wanted to see her fail in this operation. The woman was evil, and Reginald's group acted more as a family trying to survive. No way he'd help Vixen unless he saw something more going on with them, but so far, they seemed on the up and up. After a little more watching, he would make contact with Mary Anne.

      He settled on his hill and raised his binoculars toward the compound. The new family had free run of the place with no one watching them. The tattooed woman and blond guy led the newcomers into the outer fenced area. The woman took the teenage girls to the side, and the man worked with the husband and wife. The woman handed the shorter of the girls a handgun. He couldn't tell what kind from his distance, but she spent an inordinate amount of time on safety before she taught the girl how to load the weapon.

      Once it was loaded, she corrected the girl's grip, and talked her through firing. The more the teen shot, the bigger the smile on her face grew.

      They changed shooters, and the woman worked with the taller of the teens and the man worked with the husband. The taller girl didn't look as excited as she shot, but she did okay. The husband struggled with keeping his weapon safe at all times. Hopefully they wouldn't arm the husband and daughters until they had more practice. The wife looked like a pro shooting.

      They put away the handguns, and the tattooed woman pulled an AR off her back. The shorter teen whooped and fist-punched the air. This brought a smile to the woman's face. The first time he'd noticed her smiling. She went through all of the safety steps with the girl, then taught her to load the weapon. The teen struggled with the magazine, but the tattooed woman showed her the steps several times until she got it. Why did she struggle with this but not the handgun? After she loaded the long gun, the woman talked her through the steps of shooting.

      The teen girl hit the target, then grinned and hooped and hollered. The woman gave her another smile, and patted her on the back. She took the weapon and instructed taller teen on the shooting steps. She grinned as she shot the AR. Maybe she thought it was more fun than the handgun.

      Bryan turned his attention to the adults. The man fumbled and dropped the bullets several times while loading the gun, but his wife had no problems. Maybe the guy needed to trade with the woman for the lesson. She seemed to have a soothing demeanor about her, and maybe she could help the man overcome his fear.

      They packed away the guns and supplies. The woman took the husband to the side. He shook his head as she talked to him. By the time she'd finished her talk, they both had a smile on their faces.

      He would like to meet this enigma of a woman. She had an exterior of granite, yet she could be soft and gentle with those who were scared.
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* * *

      Josh stretched his aching muscles. The Lewis family had worn him out. The girls did okay on the shooting lessons, but the dad was worrisome. Now, they had to take Gabriele, Adriana, Faustina, and Cooper out shooting. He could only imagine how bad it would freak Gabriele. The woman was nothing if not a pampered princess. Josh still had trouble believing his uncle had an affair with her. Why would he want a princess when he was married to Aunt Mary Anne? He thought Uncle Reginald was smarter.

      Randi returned with the group in tow. Adriana smiled at him. "Josh, I've been going on the rounds, and you said I was a good shot. Do you really need to me to train? I can practice at any time."

      "No, but I need you and Cooper to help out with Gabriele and your mom. You two have become proficient. Maybe y'all can help Faustina and Gabriele."

      Gabriele raised one of her perfectly arched brows. "What makes you think I need help? You have not seen me shoot. I assure you, I do not need your help."

      "I don't care what you say." Randi crossed her arms. "No one gets a weapon without us checking you off. Now, get your skinny backside through the ATV barn." She gave her a slight nudge. Gabriele's eyes darkened.

      Josh stifled a laugh. "All right. Cooper, you team up with Faustina, and Adriana you're with Gabriele."

      Adriana shook her head as she walked by, "Thanks a lot," she whispered.

      "You two seem to be getting along." Randi tilted her head toward her sister. "I think maybe she's dealing with her pain."

      "She's trying." He held eye contact with her for a minute. "But are you?"

      "Working on it the best I can."

      He crossed his arms. "No doubt with Ethan's help," he muttered.

      "He's a good friend, and listener."

      "Humph. Have you thought he might want more than friendship?"

      Randi stared at him for a few seconds, shook her head, and walked into the ATV barn. "Others are waiting for us."

      Why did her friendship with Ethan eat at him so? The man was kind, hardworking, trustworthy, a Christian, and he seemed to be able to calm Randi down when no else could. Maybe there was something more than friendship there and maybe not, but if there was, who was he to stand in the way? His chest burned, and he squelched the idea to run after her begging her not get into a relationship with Ethan, but what reason could he give her? She'd even joined him at her father's service the other day. Not something she did without an ulterior motive. Whether or not the two developed a relationship, Josh'd seen a little change in Randi. For the good, and he should thank the Lord for that instead of allowing his jealousy to turn to bitterness.

      He stomped after Randi. Easier said than done.

      Randi supervised as Adriana and Cooper worked with Gabriele and Faustina. Gabriele grabbed for the weapon in Adriana's hand, and she slapped the woman's hand away. "You do not ever grab for a gun. Are you some kind of idiot? That's a good way to get shot."

      "I'm not a novice."

      "Really? That was one whopper of a novice move there, lady. Now, settle down, shut up and listen, or you'll never get to carry a weapon. Do you want to do perimeter checks unarmed?" Gabriele paled. "That's what I thought. Are you going to listen to me, or do I need to send your pampered little backside to the house?"

      Gabriele turned to Josh and stuck her full bottom lip out in a pout. "Are you allowing her to speak to me in this manner?"

      "Yep.  She's right. If you don't listen to her and use a weapon safely, then you don't carry."

      She rolled her eyes. "Whatever." Her French accent slipped a little. Then she turned to Adriana. "Hurry this up, I've got better things to do than stand around here with you losers all day."

      Randi lifted her eyebrow and looked at Josh. "What happened to her carefully practiced French accent?" she whispered.

      "Two to ten the woman's not even visited France."

      Gabriele watched as Adriana handed her the weapon, she dropped the magazine, racked the slide, and checked the chamber. "Clear." She loaded the magazine, and slammed it home. Not her first time to handle a weapon. She pointed the gun at the target and centered ten shots in the bullseye. "Satisfied?" She handed the weapon to Adriana then turned to Josh.

      Cooper adjusted Faustsina's grip, covered his hands over hers and aimed at the target. He removed his hands and spoke to her in soft tones. She fired and hit inside the target, something she hadn't done with him or Randi. "This was a good idea."

      Randi smiled. "I thought having someone other than us might make things easier. Cooper's picked up shooting quite well despite his dislike of guns, and he's so kind and gentle with Mom, I thought he'd be a good one pair her with."

      They all walked back into the yard. Reginald and Mary Anne were heading toward the bridge over the river. Gabriele ran to him and wrapped her arms around him. "Oh my love, it is so good to see you outside of that dungeon."

      Reginald stepped back, his face tensed, and he tugged on Gabriele's hands, but the woman had more arms than an octopus.

      Randi grabbed her hair and jerked backwards. "Stop it. Now." Gabriele let go of Reginald. "I don't know what that little show was all about unless it was for Mary Anne's benefit because you seem to work fine with Reginald and Miguel without any of these antics. This either stops immediately, or you're gone." Randi spun her around to face her. "Do you understand me? Reg and Miguel need your help in the lab, but I won't tolerate you inflicting more hurt on a wonderful woman who's done nothing to you. You either straighten up, or you're gone."
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* * *

      Go to the RV." Randi pointed with one hand and pushed the woman with the other. "Move it."

      Gabriele stomped off toward the camper. "Are you moving her back to there?" Mary Anne asked.

      "I guess. I don't know what else to do with her."

      "No. Let her stay in the basement." Mary Anne put her arm on Reg's arm. "We've worked out our problems, and she doesn't threaten me."

      Randi cracked her knuckles. "After Reg and I have a talk." She pointed toward the house. "Basement. Now."

      He ducked his head, but headed toward the house. Mary Anne and Josh both laughed when he was out of earshot. "I've never seen him obey anyone quite like he does you." Mary Anne hugged Randi. "Don't be too hard on him. He has enough guilt to go around."

      "He's not the only one," she muttered as she followed him.

      They reached the cement floor and she pointed to a stool. "Your little girlfriend's not what she claims to be."

      "What do you mean?" Reginald rearranged the emergency rations left on the shelves. "Good idea to move most of these to the RV in case we need to evac."

      "Don't change the subject. First, I can't believe you would cheat on your incredible wife for that...that woman. Mary Anne has more going for her than Gabriele ever thought about. Second, she's not French."

      "Of course she is. She came here on a student visa to Harvard, then when she got the job with government, she was able to immigrate here."

      "Nope. She lost it with Josh when we were shooting. Dropped her French accent for a Southern one. Deep South. Maybe Alabama or Mississippi, and the woman is a crack shot. She's been shooting all her life."

      Reginald gasped and took a step back. "She told me she'd never touched a gun."

      Randi took a deep breath. The gold digger had taken him in, and he bought her ruse. She cocked her head to side. "Reg, I'm sorry, but she's not who she says she is. She told me she was able to get here because she'd flown to San Antonio to spend some time with friends before everything collapsed. I don't know what she told you to make you fall in love with her, but don't trust her."

      "It wasn't love." He gave a rueful smile. "I never stopped loving my wife. I was just too stupid to see I had confused physical desire with true love. Mary Anne and I had grown apart. I almost destroyed my family, but I've never stopped loving my wife. If there were any other way, I would never agree to Gabriele staying, but even Mary Anne refuses to send her out to her death."

      Randi gave him a shoulder bump. "Life's messed up right now, and we need to try to make the best of it."

      "I hope you can learn to forgive your father."

      Wow, talk about a change of subject. "I'm trying, but the pain is still so raw."

      "As tough as you are, if you can forgive him, maybe Mary Anne and Belle can learn to forgive me for allowing David to die."

      "There's a difference. You didn't kill David."

      "But I did, honey. Don't you understand? I developed this evil virus. I killed my son as sure as if I'd held a loaded gun to his head." He shook his head. "No, that would've been much more human. Instead, I sent my son to a violent, painful death." He sunk to a stool and dropped his chin to his chest. "I watched them rip my boy to shreds." Violent sobs shook his body. Randi had no clue how to help the man, but she couldn't ignore his pain. She put her arms around him and held him until the sobs subsided.

      He looked up at her with red-rimmed eyes. "Sorry for the verbal vomit."

      "It's okay." She plopped down on the stool across from him. "I'm carrying so much guilt and pain, I understand."

      "Your dad keeps telling me I have to forgive myself, but I don't know how."

      Randi let out a short, mirthless laugh. "Ask him if he's forgiven himself for Raul's death the next time he tells you that. I think he's trying. He knows God has forgiven him, but forgiving himself is a little harder."

      "I thought you didn't believe in God."

      Randi patted his arm. "There's a difference in not believing and being furious with Him. I've always known God exists, but I held onto so much pain and anger that I didn't want anything to do with Him." She sighed. "I've said He doesn't exist. Claimed I didn't believe in Him, but the truth is, I never quit believing in a good, loving God. I was just angry with him because I thought He despised me. Why else would I lose so many people I love?"
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      Josh pulled to the north side of the fence as the sun peeked over the horizon. He turned toward Ethan. "Let's check out this area on foot. Stay alert. We don't know how many infected or uninfected we might encounter."

      Ethan climbed out and rounded the front of the truck where Josh stood. "Do you think someone is watching us, or are we all anxious because of what we've each been through?"

      "I'm not sure." Josh walked forward leaving Ethan at the truck. Why was he stuck with him today? Not that Ethan had done a single thing wrong. He did any task they gave him and treated everyone with kindness. He was being stupid. He had to control his jealousy. It wasn't doing him any favors.

      A gunshot sounded behind him. He spun with his weapon in hand. Three infecteds had Ethan trapped. He'd just warned the man to be careful, yet he'd been the one who walked off. He aimed and fired at two.

      Ethan put a bullet in the third. He swiped at his face. "Thought I was a goner there for a second."

      Four bodies lay on the ground. Ethan must've killed one when Josh heard the first gunshot. "Man, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have walked off."

      "We're good. I wasn't paying close enough attention." He caught Josh's arm. "Before you walk off, I need you take a look at my neck. One of them had a good hold on it. If there's a scratch..."

      Josh looked all around him. Not Ethan. Randi needed him. He closed his eyes and sucked in a few breaths.

      "Okay." Ethan shed his jacket. "Left side."

      Josh pulled the tee shirt to the side. Nothing on the left. He checked the right. Nothing. Nothing at the back of the neck. "You're sure it was your neck?"

      "Yeah. More in the back of the left side."

      "Mind taking off your shirt and letting me get a good look?"

      "Nope. If there's a chance, even a tiny chance, I'm not going back in there."

      Josh moved the man's braids out of the way and inspected his neck. "It's red back here, but no skin is broken. Looks good."

      Ethan dropped his shirt back over his head and melted against the truck. "Thank you, Jesus! After what happened to Candy, I'm always afraid of getting a scratch without knowing it and bringing it in the camp."

      "Yeah. I know what you mean."

      "When we get back, I'm talking to Xever. Anyone who leaves the safety of the fences, even for a few seconds, needs to be checked. It's too easy in the heat of the moment to not realize if we've been scratched. A bite, I think we'd realize, but not a scratch."

      "Good. I think he gets tired of hearing from Randi, me, and Mark." Josh cuffed him on the shoulder. "About time you decided to join the 'irritate Xever' squad."

      Ethan laughed. "You know, you don't really irritate him. He agrees with most everything you suggest. He's just questioning you to make sure you've thought it out."

      "How do you know this?"

      "He and I talk. I asked him why he always questions y'all when you bring up something. It's not because he doesn't agree, it's because he wants to explore all options before y'all make a decision."

      Josh let out a whistle. "You've befriended everyone in the camp, haven't you?"

      "All but you." Ethan stared through to his soul. "What is it about me that you don't like?"

      "I like you fine."

      "Come on, man. Cut the lies. You know good and well that you tolerate me, but don't care for me. It's not because you're racist. I've been around enough to know that's not it." Ethan shrugged. "Maybe you don't like me being friends with Randi."

      Josh motioned for them to start walking. Ethan slipped on his jacket and caught up to Josh. "I'm glad you're friends with her. She doesn't open up to many people, but you can make her smile. You're good for her."

      "But?"

      "But what? That's it."

      "Yeah, right. There's more to it than that."

      "Fine. I'll admit a part of me is jealous. Before you joined us, Randi and I were closer, but she never talked to me like she does you."

      "She hasn't pulled away from your friendship."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Maybe your jealousy is clouding your judgment. She said you used to seek her out to talk, but now you scowl most of the time." Ethan turned at sound to his left. They quieted. A deer darted off in the other direction. "What I'm saying, is you're the one who's pulled away in the friendship. Randi's not the type to seek any of us out. She tries to be strong and unless we make the effort with her, she's going to remain stoic and tough. If you don't like the way your friendship is going, then I suggest you do something about that."

      They made their way back to the truck, loaded the infecteds in the back, and drove to the cremation pits. Josh pulled his shirt up over his nose as he dropped the match into the pit. A flame burst to life over the bodies. The stench brought back too many memories. It had been years since he'd had a flashback, and he'd like to keep it that way.

      "You know she has flashbacks," Josh said once they were back in the truck.

      "I haven't seen it happen, but it doesn't surprise me." Ethan leaned against the door. "What about you?"

      Josh shook his head. "Not in years. The constant stress of this life could cause all of us to develop PTSD."

      "Do we have any Bibles around here? Besides Xever's? I lost mine somewhere along the way."

      "No. I don't think so. Mark and I lost what little we had when our car was hijacked."

      "Why don't we make a run to a Christian bookstore? Those probably weren't looted and several people need Bibles."

      Was it worth the risk to leave their safe home and go on a run just for Bibles? If he didn't take Ethan, the man would get Randi or someone else to go with him.

      "Fine. Let me call Randi." Josh keyed his mike. "Randi, Ethan and I need to make a run. What kind of supplies do we need?"

      "I'm not sure. Let me find Adriana."

      The radio grew quiet for a few minutes. Randi came back on the walkie. "She said anything you can find."

      "Okay. We'll be back sometime today."

      "Y'all be safe."

      "What is your handgun?"

      "A Springfield 1911."

      He handed Ethan several extra magazines for his handgun and for the AR, and they climbed into the truck, pulled onto the highway, and headed toward Kerrville. He hoped they didn't get caught out overnight. He didn't want to have spend an entire day and night talking to this man.
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* * *

      Bryan's radio squawked, and Vixen's voice came through the speaker. "Why did you leave without talking to me?"

      "I have a job to do." The desire to chunk the radio in the river almost overwhelmed him. "If you don't want me to do what you asked, then tell me now. I'm sick of being cold, tired, and smelly. I'm doing this recon for you, you know."

      "Still, you don't leave without talking to me. Understand?"

      Oh, he understood all right. The woman was a psychopathic control freak. "What do you want, Vixen? I have a job to do and chatting with you over this stupid radio only puts me at risk."

      "Don't you have your ear piece in? If not, use it now! Why would you take it out?"

      "I didn't, but talking to you puts me at risk. If you know a way for me to answer you telepathically, let me know, and I'll do it."

      "Watch it, you impudent jerk. If you don't control that vile tongue of yours, I'll cut it out."

      Something rustled behind him. He jerked around. One of the flesh-eaters. First, he'd seen this low on the steep hill. The dead head shuffled toward him, lost her balance, and rolled down to Reginald's fence. She tried to get up, but her body failed her. Maybe she was dying. If so, Reg's group wouldn't have to kill her.

      "Will you answer me, or do I need to come jerk you out of your hiding spot?"

      "Shut up for five seconds, will ya?" Bryan took a deep breath. "Sick person trying to get to me. I told you, talking to you puts me at risk. Do you really expect me to continue to chat with you when my life is in imminent danger? If so, why don't you take a ride down the white water of the Frio, 'cause that ain't happening."

      "You could've told me what was going on."

      "Nope. If I'm in danger, I'm not saying anything. Got it? Now, what do you want?"

      "You need to come back to look over our plans."

      "Seriously? You want me to drive back to Atlas to go over plans? Why didn't you mention this before?"

      "Because you left without permission."

      "Not sure you understand this, but I don't need your permission for anything. Why don't you give me your verbal plans?"

      "We're going to have the one team come in at the outer gates as I told you before."

      He shook his head. He'd already warned her that her plan stunk.

      "Also, a team's going to float in via the Frio in a boat."

      "It's cold. The Frio's named that because the river is cold on a hot day. It's going to feel freezing in the winter. There are areas a boat cannot navigate. Most people navigate the river in an inner tube. If you stick people in tubes, they're going to get hypothermic."

      "What is your suggestion, then?"

      "Don't have one, yet." He counted to ten before continuing. "Woman, you are the most impatient person I've ever met."

      She sputtered but didn't form any words. He resisted the urge to laugh. "Something's going on in Reg's yard. I'm turning off the radio for now. I'll contact you when I can." He switched it off before she could say anything else. Good thing she didn't know exactly where he was hiding. The woman would probably search him out, and try to slit his throat for cutting her off. Although, she needed his sniper training if she wanted the mission to succeed, and she knew it.

      Mary Anne walked into the ATV garage. A few minutes later she emerged on a four-wheeler. Was she checking the fence alone? They'd never done that before. He started to move to a better vantage point, but he had no way to see the entire outer area. Instead, he'd wait until she returned.

      Ten minutes later, the chubby woman walked to the garage and emerged on another ATV. Maybe she was delayed and Mary Anne went ahead. The chubby woman had long dark hair and a darker complexion. He smiled. She was cute. He'd never been attracted to the stick girls. Like the one with tattoos. She was pretty, but if she gained about fifty pounds she'd look much better.

      He debated making contact with Mary Anne, but decided against it. If he watched them a little longer, he'd know for sure if they were on the up and up.
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* * *

      Josh pulled into the parking lot of a Bible bookstore, and turned to look at Ethan. "You know we're crazy for risking our lives to get Bibles when Xever'll let us borrow his."

      "It's not the same, and you know it." Ethan crossed his arms. "You may not understand, but I need to give one to Randi. Her own."

      "Okay, but she's not gonna read it."

      "You might be surprised." Ethan opened his door a crack. "Ready?"

      "As ready as I'll ever be." Josh opened the door, slung his AR across his back, and unholstered his .45. This was insane. A part of him understood Ethan's need to get Bibles, but another part him of wanted to turn around and head home before one of them died.

      Ethan pushed on the door, but it didn't budge. Josh took a deep breath.

      "Suggestions? I don't have the tools we used in the fire department for forcible entry."

      Josh pressed on the door. "Dead-bolted. I have a tire iron in the truck. We can use that to break the glass."

      "I'll get it." Ethan walked to the truck and returned with the tire iron in one hand, and his weapon in the other. "Cover me."

      Ethan holstered his weapon and swung several times. The glass shattered on the ground. He then used the iron to clear the door. "Comes in handy."

      "I've had to use it more than once. Never on a tire."

      Ethan laid the tire iron next to the door and unholstered his 45. "Man, I'm not even going to ask." He stepped through the door. "There're windows all around, so we have plenty of light."

      "Great." Josh followed him. The shop was small enough and had low shelves. They could see all the way to the back. "Let's check the backroom."

      Ethan led the way to the storage room at the back. He pushed through the door. Boxes sat on the floor and on shelving units along the back wall. "We're clear."

      "I didn't figure we'd run into trouble here. It's when we're hunting for food that makes me nervous. Randi's brother-in-law was shot when they were scavenging."

      "Yeah. She's carrying that guilt around with her."

      Josh stretched the kinks out of his neck. "I've tried to talk to her about it, but for some reason, she's decided she must take on the guilt for anything that happens in her life. Whether it's her fault or not."

      "I hear ya." Ethan grabbed a basket and loaded it with enough Bibles for everyone in the Hill Country then he moved on to the Bible study section. "I'm going to grab this stuff, too. I know not everyone will participate in a study, but we need something. Our group is floundering."

      Josh frowned. He'd never pegged Ethan the type to lead Bible studies. "How well do you know the Bible?"

      Ethan looked up from the study he was reading and grinned. "Maybe I should explain. I was a firefighter and paramedic in Midland, but I also co-pastored a small church. My buddy was the pastor, but it was too small for him to have a true assistant pastor, so I helped him out. Preached quite often, and I led a Bible study group for men."

      Josh stared at him for several seconds. "Why didn't you ever say anything?"

      "Xever does a great job with the group. No way would I take that away from him."

      Humility on top of being nice. Josh sighed. Why couldn't Ethan be a total jerk? He'd rather despise him than admire the man.

      They finished at the store, and Josh drove around. "Most of the stores around here were cleaned out long ago. The best luck we've had is going into houses, but we did run into some trouble. Randi had to take a guy down who wanted our truck and all of the supplies."

      "Can you think of any alternatives?"

      "No." Josh sighed again. "Finding Cooper's parents' B&B was the best thing that happened so far. It was full of stuff."

      "Lot's of B&Bs around Fredericksburg."

      "I didn't think of that." Josh turned onto the highway leading to Fredericksburg. "Do you know where any of them are?"

      "Yeah, my wife's idea of a romantic getaway was staying at a B&B." Ethan's voice came across strained as if it took every ounce of energy in his body to talk about his wife. He grew silent for a moment. "The boys, Jadyn and Justus could talk her into camping, though. We bought a small trailer and a tent for the kids. Every summer we spent time at Garner State Park. My boys were like fish. They loved the water. Last year, they got to tube the rapids for the first time." He stared out the window.

      "I'm sorry, man."

      "We've all lost people."

      "Why didn't you mention your family before?"

      Ethan didn't answer for a long while. "My heart's still raw." He slumped in his seat. "My sons were twins. They looked like my beautiful Latrice." He closed his eyes. Perhaps picturing his family in his mind? "Sometimes I still can't believe they're gone."

      Josh stared out the window. He didn't want to even imagine the pain of losing a wife and children.

      He shook himself. "No time for melancholy. We've got work to do."

      "Anytime you need to talk, I'm here." Josh clenched his jaw at his next thought, but this wasn't about him. "Randi's also a good listener. I know you're always there for her. Let her be there for you, too."

      Josh pulled into Fredericksburg. "There's probably no chance the Wal-Mart or HEB have anything left, is there?"

      "We can check either one." Ethan pointed to the HEB. "We'll have to stick together, though. As big as the store is, we don't want to separate and risk getting overrun."

      Josh pulled into the parking lot and stopped near the front doors. "If we do this, are we fools?"

      "Probably." Ethan laughed. "Wouldn't be the first time I did something foolish, though."

      "Me either. Probably won't be the last."

      Josh shifted into park, but they both sat rooted to the seats in the truck. Neither man said anything for a long time, and Ethan broke the tension with laughter. "We cannot do this." He gestured toward the building. "It's too big for two of us clear."

      "What were we thinking?" Josh put the car in gear. "All of the supermarkets were raided long ago. Anything left will want to kill us or eat us."

      Ethan directed him to an inn located near the school. Since it wasn't on the main street, maybe they'd have something left. Josh parked, grabbed his flashlight and AR, and opened his door. "Let's do this."

      They walked to the door in short, quick steps. Josh plastered himself against the wall with Ethan behind him. He gave the doorknob a tug, the door sprang open and the stench of rotting flesh poured out. He took a deep breath, flicked on the flashlight, and stepped through the doorway. Ethan's noisy breathing let him know the man followed close behind. "Hang tight. Let's clear this place together. I don't want to risk getting separated."

      "Works for me."

      They walked into a quaint living room filled with antiques, and dead bodies. How many rooms did this place have?

      "Whoa. That stench is overpowering."

      "First time in a room with long-dead people?"

      "Nope, but I won't ever get used to it." Ethan's voice came out muffled, so Josh turned to look at him. He had his tee shirt pulled up over his nose and mouth.

      "First time I smelled decomp, I lost my lunch." The living room opened via a large doorway into a dining room. Josh pointed toward it. "Let's clear the large rooms before we hit any with closed doors."

      "Okay."

      They walked through the living room toward the dining room, and Josh's heart rate tipped up a notch. Clear. He led the way to through the dining room to the kitchen. His heart rate ticked up another notch. He stepped into the dining room and his pulse roared in his ears. His heart might pound out of his chest. Clear. Sweat snaked down his back, and every creak of the old house sent his nerves skittering. More dead bodies. He swallowed. They came back to the kitchen after they cleared the rest of the house. Large french doors sat to the left of the kitchen. Josh sucked in a breath and opened the doors. Hands clawed for him, and the groaning of several infected roared through the room. He slammed the doors, but several hands protruded.

      "How many are in there?" Ethan shoved at the hands.

      Crap! The door wouldn't latch until it was completely shut. "I don't know." Josh swallowed over the lump in his throat. Why didn't he just grab what was in the kitchen and get out? Had he just sentenced them to death?

      Ethan worked the last hand through the door, and they slammed it shut. Josh turned the latch. Ethan let out a little nervous laugh. "Thought we were dead."

      "Me, too. On second thought, let's not clear this place. Grab what's in the cabinets and let's book while we still have all of our body parts."

      Josh opened the pantry a crack and shone his light inside. No one in there, so he opened it and pulled out bags of chips, canned soup, beans, rice, and more while Ethan went through cabinets. His spine stiffened as the door cracked. "Let's go with what we have. Those things are going to break through any second."

      Ethan grabbed a box. "Dump what you have in here, and I'll do the same."

      They loaded the box and started toward the car. The french doors burst open and several infected flowed out shuffling toward them

      Josh's pounding heart flooded his ears drowning out any other noise. The front was still several feet away. "Can you run?"

      "Yes." Ethan increased his speed to match Josh's, and they ran with the box between them. They reached the door as the infected gained on them. "Get the box to the truck. I'm right behind you." Josh turned and fired at the infecteds as they came toward him. The sound of the diesel engine reached his ears, he fired several more shots, ran through the door, slammed it shut, and hooked it to the truck. He slid into the passenger seat, and Ethan slammed the gearshift into drive and hit the gas.

      They were both silent for several miles. "Did you get bitten? Scratched?" Ethan asked.

      "No. At least not that I felt. You?"

      "Same. When we get back, we need to check. You're right. After Candy, we can't take the chance on bringing this demonic plague into our home."
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      Randi crept through the trees without making a sound. The man had a camera with a gargantuan lens focused on the camp. Taking a deep breath, she slipped her Kimber out of the holster and pressed it against the base of the man's skull. Sweat snaked down her back. How many more were there?

      "What are you doing?"

      He jammed his hands up over his head. "Look, I need sanctuary, but I didn't want to ask until I watched for a while. What if you turned out to be a bunch of wackos?"

      "Why are you taking photos? Where'd you get the electricity to charge the batteries for your camera?" She shoved him with the muzzle of her pistol. "Don't lie to me. I'll kill you where you're standing."

      "I'm not lying. Honest." His voice cracked. "I've got a car charger for the camera. Since I don't have binoculars strong enough to see what you're doing in there, I used the camera. My name is Daniel Cage, and I'm tired of trying to survive on my own."

      Mark pulled up in one of the trucks. "Everything okay?"

      "No." Randi shoved the guy again. "This lying sack is trying to tell me he's been watching us and taking photos because he needs 'sanctuary'. I'm not buying it." The guy had reasonably clean clothes, food, and water. No way had he been out on his own for any time at all.

      "Please--"

      "Shut it." Mark grabbed the guy's hands and zipped tied them behind him. "Let's go."

      "Where'd you get the cuffs?" Randi asked.

      "The truck. They're cable ties." He pointed at the cuffed man's hands. "Thought it would work better than trying to use rope."

      She should've known Leon would have zip ties. Her heart clenched Poor Leon. They shoved him into the truck and asked him where his vehicle was since he claimed to have a car charger for the camera.

      His hands shook as he handed Randi the keys to the car. She watched him for a few seconds. Even if he had a charger in the car, no way was he telling the truth about wanting sanctuary. "I'll drive it back, search it, and we can decide what to do with this guy."

      Mark took Daniel back to the camp, and Randi climbed in the man's spotless white Tundra.

      She pulled into the compound beside Leon's truck. Mark led Daniel toward one of the corner towers. A few minutes later, he returned. "I locked him in there while we search his pickup."

      The sound of a diesel engine caught her attention. Josh and Ethan pulled into the compound and parked. They climbed out of the truck, and Josh furrowed his brow. "Who's the truck belong to?"

      "Found a guy watching us. Mark locked him in the corner tower while we search his pickup."

      Ethan and Josh nodded in unison. "Where's Xever?" Josh asked.

      "He was in the house when Mark and I started on rounds."

      "We'll come help you after we get checked for scratches and bites."

      "Was it bad?"

      Josh grinned and chucked her under the chin. "We've had it worse."

      "That's not saying much." She climbed in the Tundra and opened the center console. Hmmm. The power inverter with the camera charger and an extra battery were plugged into the outlet. So far Daniel's story checked out.  Something still etched at her insides. The console was empty except for the charger. "If he was watching us to decide whether or not to seek sanctuary, why did he need extra camera batteries? Watching us for thirty minutes or so should be enough. Besides, you can look through the lens without a battery in it, can't you?"

      Mark lifted a shoulder. "No clue. I never used a real camera, just my phone."

      "Jose, my foreman, took care of the photos for the customers. He had a fancy setup, but I never used it." She popped the battery out of the camera and held the viewfinder to her eye. "Yep. Just as I thought. He didn't need the battery to watch us. It'll manual focus and everything."

      Reginald walked up to the truck. "Where'd this come from?"

      "A man watching us from the woods." Randi reinserted the battery and flipped through the pictures the man had taken. "Lying sack. He had a ton of pictures. He's been watching us for a while."

      "Where is he?" Reginald's voice cracked, and his face had turned ashen. "I need to see him. Now."

      "You okay?" Mark asked.

      "No. That looks Vixen's truck. If this jerk is from their community, we're in big trouble."

      "He's locked in the western corner tower for now." Randi walked with Reginald. "Need some help questioning him?"

      "Only if you have no compunction breaking his legs if he doesn't tell us what we need to know."

      Randi raised her eyebrows. "You don't know me very well, or that wouldn't be a question."

      They unlocked the tower door, and Daniel rolled his chair to a back corner. "Look, I told you I just want sanctuary. Why are you treating me like this?"

      "Like what?" Randi crossed her arms. "You aren't restrained, and you have water handy. Don't be such a wimp."

      His eyes locked on Reginald, but Randi didn't see any signs of recognition. "What's happening? Is he here to beat me up?"

      Reginald pointed to Randi. "No, that's her job if I don't get some answers. Now."

      Daniel bobbed his head.

      "Where'd you get the truck?"

      "I stole it from a dealership in Kerrville."

      "How'd you get the keys?" Randi spun a chair around backwards and sat with her arms crossed over the back. "Dealerships don't just leave the keys in the cars."

      "No. I broke in, stole the keys, and took the truck." He flattened his hand against his chest. "I'm not lying."

      Reginald raised an eyebrow. "What about Vixen?"

      His face tensed. He relaxed his muscles and widened his eyes. "Who?"

      This dude was good. Either a natural born liar, or he'd worked undercover. "What'd you do before the fall?"

      He blinked several times and furrowed his brows. He wasn't faking confusion this time. "Huh? What's that got to do with anything?"

      "Humor me."

      He took a breath. "I was a cop."

      "More specific."

      Reginald shot her a questioning look.

      "Narco."

      "Undercover?"

      Hesitation again. "Yeah. Ten years."

      "Now you understand why I don't believe you? What's Vixen's plan?" Randi asked.

      "Look, I don't know any Vixen." He made good eye contact and didn't flinch. "I wanted help, but I guess y'all are a bunch of freaks who don't trust anyone."

      "You're right. We don't trust anyone. With good reason." Reginald stepped closer to him. "Vixen imprisoned my family. She beat my daughter and blamed it on a bully at the playground. If she's coming here to attack, we need to know. The woman is ruthless and will kill all of us, including you, without a second glance."

      "Do you have children?" Randi asked.

      "Two. My daughter's six and my son is ten."

      "That's a shame. If this Vixen character beat Belle and lied, what's going to happen to your kiddos when she finds out we've captured you?" Randi stood. "Let's go Reg. I'll come back in an hour and take you to use the facilities. Think about those precious children while I'm gone. So sad. If you'd brought your family here, and been upfront from the start, we would've protected all of you."

      They stepped outside and Reginald said, "That's it? We need to beat the answers out of him."

      "His kids are in trouble. That'll provide more incentive to talk than anything I could do to him." She put her arm on Reginald's shoulder. "Think about it. If you knew this vile woman beat someone else's daughter, wouldn't you start worrying?"

      "I'd be terrified. She'll kill his family without a second thought."
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* * *

      Bryan watched the group bring Daniel into their camp. How did they find him? Were they good enough that they picked up on a slight glint from the camera lens? If so, Vixen needed to forget about this group. He'd seen the sun glinting off the glass several times, but it wasn't obvious.

      They put Bryan into one of the towers. Probably locked him in to question him. What vehicle did he drive? Something distinctive? If so, they'd already tied the man back to Atlas. Vixen was going to get everyone in her group killed.

      He'd watched them bring strangers into their group, including the family he sent to them. No way was this group evil. Since he'd been watching, a family and a single woman had joined them. None of them except Daniel had any restraints placed on them.

      One of the little girls ran up to the woman with short hair. She leaned over, spoke to her, then swung the child up onto her shoulders and carried her around. Daughter or niece perhaps? Too bad he didn't have ears in the camp. He'd like to know more about their daily happenings, and their interpersonal relationships. On this side of the river, he didn't stand a chance of hearing their conversations. Any closer, they might make him. If they picked Daniel out based on the glare off his camera, no way to risk moving closer.

      The shorthaired girl and the dark-skinned man crossed the bridge and stood near the fence closest to him. He could only make out a few words. At first, he thought they might be getting away from the group for an intimate moment, but they just talked. A few minutes later, the blond man joined them.

      If he were in their place, he would work out a plan of attack to get Daniel to talk.

      Bryan watched them a little longer. The woman gestured toward the tower where they'd taken Daniel. Nope. His story didn't convince her.

      If Atlas attacked, this group would be ready. On guard. Many of the people at Atlas would die. Vixen needed to call this whole thing off, but he doubted she would. At least not of her own free will. The stubborn witch.

      Mary Anne walked out of the house. She joined the trio on his side of the river, so he got a good look at her.

      Thin, but that was to be expected after losing her son. Color looked good. Eyes bright. No signs of distress. She shifted her jacket, and he got a glimpse of a gun. Always armed.

      He needed to make contact, but not until he watched what they did with Daniel. If they were smart, they wouldn't trust the man.

      Bryan continued to watch for a long time. When Vixen found out about Daniel, what would the woman do to his children? A chill raced down his spine. He didn't trust the woman to not hurt them.
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* * *

      Vixen sat with Alton, Jose, Jane, and Lewis. Marguerite stormed into her office. Vixen stared at hole through her. "I'm in a meeting. You know better than to interrupt me."

      "This is important."

      She glared at Marguerite. "It better be, or you'll regret it."

      Marguerite took a step backward. "They captured Daniel."

      Vixen threw her coffee cup and beaned Marguerite in the forehead. "You're worthless. How did you allow this to happen?"

      "I was in the distant area." She rubbed her forehead where the cup had left a large red mark. "You're not pinning this on me. Daniel's a big boy. He should've kept better watch in his area. Nothing unusual went on in mine."

      "If everything was normal, you should've seen them take Daniel."

      "How? I can't see into the camp from the outer area. The place is too large to keep watch on all parts of it. I didn't even know they'd taken him until I tried to rouse him on the radio. I moved closer to get sight of the compound, and they had him inside. What did you want me to do? Storm the gates with guns blazing? They would've taken me down and been expecting you."

      Vixen sat silent waiting to see if the woman would provide more details. The brainless twit. Vixen clenched her jaws, stood and planted her hands on her desk as she glared at Marguerite. "You said they took him inside. What happened next?"

      "How should I know?"

      The insolent fool. Vixen raised an eyebrow then turned to Jose. "Gather everyone."

      Thirty minutes later, she walked to the dais in the park. "First, I would like to thank each and every one of you for coming together and training. You've spent many hours learning to handle weapons so that we may protect our community. I commend you for those efforts."

      She took a deep breath and looked out over the crowd. "We had hoped to join with another community. They have a large compound surrounded by fences and teeming with game, but as Daniel and Marguerite checked out the group to see if they could be trusted, they took Daniel captive."

      The crowed murmured as Vixen waited to allow them to digest the fact that Reginald's group took one of their own hostage. "We don't know if he's dead or alive."

      Pleased by the gasps, she suppressed a smile. If they thought Barker's crew took someone like Daniel and maybe killed him, her citizens would be ready to fight. "I'm afraid there's no way to rescue him or to know if he's told them of our plans.

      "While we had originally thought we could prove our worth to these lowlifes and join them, it's obvious their greed knows no bounds. They want the land all to themselves.

      "We're outgrowing our small town and to hunt, our men must trek outside of our walls. The new community has acres of fenced area where the deer roam freely. If we want to survive...If we want our children to survive, we must fight."

      Most of the community cheered, but Alton, her favorite, remained reserved. Did he think they were making a mistake? She would discuss this with him later. "I only sent Phil to relieve Marguerite. I expected Daniel to remain in position. Bryan is doing his own recon, so I don't expect to hear from him or see him until he's ready to report back. He is in a unique position with his military training to formulate a plan of attack. While he's away, and I don't know how long he'll be, we will continue to send teams of two or three to observe and report back. Do I have volunteers to join Phil?"

      Angie Potts stuck her hand in the air. "I haven't done a turn, so I'm happy to head out as soon as possible."

      "Very well. Join Phil and take copious notes. We need to know what's going on inside of that place. Keep a watch out for Daniel. We need to know if he's told them about us, if he's dead, or if he's being held captive." She looked out over her subjects. "That will be all."

      Alton continued to watch her with a wariness in his eyes. She walked up to him and placed her hand on his chest. "What's wrong?"

      "I've got an uneasy feeling about this."

      Not him, too. "That's why I sent Bryan out to do his own recognizance. We won't move one iota without his okay."

      Alton rubbed her shoulder. "That helps. I just don't want to see our group destroyed."
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* * *

      Let's talk to him again." Randi started toward the bridge. He'd been worrying about his kids long enough.

      "Wait." Mary Anne stifled a yawn. "Let me get Belle. She can tell him what Vixen did to her. That will make him stop and think about the evil woman he works for."

      "Good idea. We'll meet you in the tower." Josh motioned for Ethan and Randi to walk with him. "I think we need talk to him before Aunt Mary Anne and Belle get there."

      Randi led the way. She unlocked the door and walked inside. The bottom area was empty. Daniel must've stayed upstairs where there were chairs. She took the steps two at a time.

      Daniel moved as far away from her as he could. "I have nothing else to say to you. I've answered your questions, and you're still holding me hostage. That's not right."

      "Give it a rest, man." Randi flipped a chair around and took a seat. "Here's how it is, we know you're lying. Your family is in danger, and the longer you sit here and whine, the better the chance that Vixen kills them. So, until you're ready to tell the truth, I don't want you to talk. Got it?"

      He glared at her.

      Ethan stood behind Randi and rubbed her shoulders. "If he decides to cooperate, do you think we can rescue his family?"

      "We'll try to work it out, but if he takes too long, they'll be dead before we have the chance."

      Josh crossed his arms and stared at Daniel. "If we're going to help him, he's got to start talking. Otherwise, he's wasting our time and energy. If he doesn't give a flip about his children, why should we?"

      Daniel's face contorted. Hopefully, he was thinking about his kids at the mercy of Vixen.

      The door opened and Belle and Mary Anne walked inside.

      Belle strode over to Daniel. "Your children are still with Vixen?"

      He stared at the wall. She turned and raised her shirt displaying her back. "This is what she did to me because I told her making one of the older kids cut the grass at the park with a pair of children's scissors was a lame punishment." She situated her shirt and turned back to Daniel. "Peyton's your daughter and Jay's your son, right? Jay and I were friends."

      Daniel remained silent. He watched Belle, but his respiratory rate increased and sweat beads popped out on his forehead. The kid was getting to him.

      She moved close to Daniel and dropped her voice to a mere a whisper. "Jay told me about Vixen's penchant for tying disobedient citizens to trees and leaving them for the zombies. Do you want that to happen to Peyton? Jay?" She held eye contact with him for a little longer. "You know as well as I do, he didn't make that up. He's seen it happen, hasn't he?"

      Dang, they should've brought this kid in earlier. Where did she learn to interrogate like that?

      Daniel shoved the chair back and jumped up. "I can't talk to you. If I do--"

      "If you don't, your children are dead." Belle crossed her arms and stared at him. "You may think we're hard-hearted and cruel, but I'm not going to lie to you and tell you everything's just fine. If we don't get Jay and Peyton out of Atlas, they are dead. You know that as well as I do."

      "Why would you help me get my kids out? How do I know I can trust you?"

      "We aren't monsters." Randi wanted to shake the man. Until he gave them all of the information he had, they couldn't help his children. "We don't want to see kiddos hurt. In case you hadn't noticed, we have quite a few children in this compound, and we'll be happy to bring yours in here to keep them safe."

      Daniel shook his head. "You don't understand. If I talk, you won't have a chance to get my kids out."

      "How will Vixen know if you've talked to us?" Josh placed a hand on his shoulder. "Think about this logically. She already knows you've been captured, and you can bet she thinks you're spilling everything you know right now."

      "No. I can't believe that." Daniel's hands shook as he rubbed his face. "Peyton and Jay...I need to go outside--" He clamped a hand over his mouth, and Randi moved to let him out.

      Ethan and Josh followed him onto the walkway.

      No way would she stand in the way of a vomiting man. She rubbed her arms. The thought of his kids with that vile woman made her want to go in there with guns blazing, but that would never work. How could they get them out of there?

      "Randi?" Belle looked at her. "Daniel's house backs up to the road. There's a row of rose bushes right behind the house and then the fence. If the kids are still in the house, we could figure out a way through the metal."

      "If they're alone. We need to set up observation, but I don't want to leave the compound with the risk of Vixen attacking."

      "No one would suspect a kid of anything. Toni could go to the door--"

      Randi's heart flip-flopped. "No. She's too young, and it's too much of a risk."

      "She's mature for her age. You know she could do it." Belle tapped her foot in a rapid beat. "These children in this compound are going to have to grow up and fast if they're going to survive. It's time to quit coddling them."

      "I don't coddle Toni, but she's only seven. Even though she's mature for her age, she's still young."

      "What about William?" Belle asked.

      "No." Mary Anne shook her head. "He's old enough to set off Vixen's suspicions. It has to be one of the younger ones if we're going to get away with it."

      "Isabella? She's almost thirteen but looks much younger because she's so tiny." Belle sat in Daniel's vacated seat. "She wants to help out more around here."

      Thirteen? No way was the little girl that old. "Does she talk to you?" Randi hadn't heard more than a few words from the girl.

      "Yes. She's quiet, but she respects you. A lot. She told me she wishes she could get to know you like Toni has."

      The child wanted to get to know her? Why? "Okay. Uh. I didn't realize."

      "It's okay. I told her if she wants to get to know you, she just needs to talk to you."

      Randi smiled. The more she was around Barker's kid, the more she liked the girl.

      The three men returned. "Daniel's feeling a little better. He's willing to talk, now." Josh motioned for him to take a seat in one of the empty chairs.

      "Belle said your house backs up to the street and there's not much room between it and the fence." Randi knelt to eye level. "Do your kids stay there alone while you're gone or do they stay with someone else?"

      "By themselves. Vixen says since Atlas is safe, there is no sense in having a bunch of whiny babies. They need to grow up and learn to take care of themselves."

      "That witch treats your babies like that, and you spy on us for her?" Mary Anne let out a loud groan. "What kind of stupid are you?"

      "She told us that your husband kidnapped you and your daughters and forced you to leave."

      "Do I look like I'm here against my will?"

      "No."

      Mary Anne balled her hands into fists and glared at Daniel. "Don't believe a word out of the lying witch's mouth. Tell us what we need to know to get your children out of there and to protect our community. Once they're safe, you'll all become hard-working members of this community, or you'll find somewhere else to live, but at least, you'll be safe from that woman."
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      Josh left the tower after Daniel told them everything he knew. Which was precious little. He strode across the hard-packed earth. The scent of pine wafted on the cool breeze. If he closed his eyes, he could almost believe the world was normal. Almost.

      Xever was in the house sitting at one of the computers they'd found. Perfect. "Hey, Xever. We need to talk."

      He looked up from the display. "What's up?"

      "Vixen, the woman who runs the compound where Uncle Reg was before they came here, is planning to attack. We need to improve security. I'll talk to Uncle Reg and Miguel about suspending testing. Please make a schedule for everyone, including the older kids, to do guard duty. We need to keep watch. The man Randi captured can't give us any details, but he did say she's planning to kick us off the land."

      "I'll start to work on it now."

      "When you get it done, we'll have a meeting and get everyone set up." He left Xever to complete the scheduling task and headed down to the basement. Uncle Reg looked up and held up a hand to stop him from coming in the room.

      "We're working with contaminated samples. Don't come in."

      "That's what I want to talk to you about. We need to suspend all research."

      "Let us finish this, then we'll decontaminate everything and come talk to you."

      "How will you dispose of the samples?"

      "Cremation pits." Miguel pointed to a biohazard bag. "I'll load them up in a minute and get rid of them."

      "When you're done, come up to the living room for a family meeting." Josh went back up the stairs. Would Miguel use the escape hatch to keep from carrying contamination through the house? Josh shrugged. No matter. He and Uncle Reginald wouldn't risk anyone. He didn't need to waste time worrying about it.

      He headed outside and passed the word they were having a family meeting in the living room. Randi nudged him with her shoulder. "Should I bring Daniel inside?"

      "I've been wondering the same thing, too." Josh frowned. "What does Ethan think?"

      Randi raised an eyebrow and stared at him. "You want Ethan's opinion, now?"

      "Are you going to make me say it?"

      "Yup."

      "Going on a run with the man was good for me." Heat crawled across his face. "I should've listened to you."

      "Yep, but I haven't asked his opinion on bringing Daniel to the meeting."

      "Let's find him. He's good at reading people."

      Randi continued to look at him like he'd grown horns, but she led the way to the RV. She opened the door to Ethan, who was sitting at the table reading one of the Bibles they'd brought back from their run. He looked up and smiled. "Hey darlin', Josh. What's up?"

      "Why do you think something's up?" Randi slid into the u-shaped dinette across from him. "Maybe we just wanted to visit."

      Ethan tilted his head to the side and a slow smile spread across his face. "Randi, you never want to just visit. You're always on the move, always working, so what's up?"

      She laughed. Actually laughed. Her eyes lit up, and her face transformed. Josh had never seen her laugh. Maybe a chuckle or something, but never a real laugh. If he stepped outside of his petty jealousy, he could admit Ethan was good for her. Whether their relationship was that of friends, or more, he needed to reign in his emotions and think of what's best for Randi.

      Josh motioned for her to slide around, and he took a seat. "Sorry to interrupt your Bible study, but we need your opinion. Should we take Daniel to the family meeting? Or would he disrupt it too much?"

      Ethan furrowed his brows in thought for a few minutes. "Have him sit in. That way if anyone has questions, they can ask him directly. At least, that's my thought. I'm no expert, though."

      "I'm good with following your advice." Josh rubbed the back of his neck. "If I hadn't wanted it, I wouldn't have asked."

      "Another thought, perhaps we need to move Reginald's equipment into here so we can make a quick getaway?" Ethan looked around. "Not sure where to stash it, though."

      "I'll find a place." Josh slid out of the seat. "I'll go talk to him and Miguel and make sure they've decontaminated all of the equipment so it's safe for us to move." He reached for the door. "See y'all at the meeting in a few."

      Josh walked back to the house and found his uncle and Miguel in the kitchen eating. He pulled out a chair next to them. "Ethan and I were wondering if your equipment is decontaminated enough to move into the motor home safely?"

      Uncle Reg swallowed his bite of food. "We bleached everything. Walls and floors included. Poor Cooper probably thinks we've got him working his fingers to the bone. I do have some slides in biohazard boxes. We need to keep them cool."

      Josh took a long drink of water, but had no answers for his uncle.

      Cooper shrugged. "No problem, guys. We save the indoor fridge for our food and the outdoor fridge for the samples. It runs on propane or electricity. We can slap a biohazard sticker on it."

      Miguel fist bumped the kid.

      Voices from the living room caught their attention. "As soon as we finish, we'll haul everything we can to the RV. There's storage underneath. We can slide boxes in there with the equipment. Pack it well," Josh said as he walked into the living room.

      He made his way the front of the room. "Randi found this man watching our compound." He pointed to Daniel. "I'm sure you have all heard."

      The murmuring died down, he motioned to Xever. "Xever's put together a watch schedule that includes use all of the older children. Vixen's group could show up any time during the day or night. We need to prepare to fight, but we don't know how many people we could come against or what type of weapons they have."

      "Maybe we need to go ahead and leave. Now before her group attacks us." Gabriel rubbed her arms. "If they have enough people, there's no way we can stand against them."

      "I know this will sound odd coming from me, but I plan to stay and fight." Adriana stood. "No where's as safe as here, and if they come through the fences, we'll have advance warning."

      Daniel stood and cleared his throat. "Atlas has eighty adults of fighting age. They'll do almost anything for the leader, Vixen. Many of them will die in a fight, but they'll out man and out gun you."
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* * *

      Randi rounded the corner on the ATV. Her mother continued to infuriate her. Knowing an attack was imminent, she still refused to carry guns. At least Adriana was armed and had agreed to put the kids in the motor home. How a grown woman could refuse to believe what was in front of her baffled her.

      She stopped and surveyed the land with her binoculars. Clear so far. How long would that last? If everyone wore themselves out, they'd never defend the camp.

      Her walkie squawked and Josh's voice came through. "Time for a check-in. Front's clear."

      She clicked her radio. "I've not seen anything in the perimeter, either."

      One by one, the rest of the crew responded. Belle was the last. After she gave her report, Randi called her. "Belle, can you check to make sure Adriana, Mom, and the kids are in the motor home?" She couldn't help but worry that her mom would do something stupid. Adriana had stepped up to protect her children. She still hadn't put down any infected, and Randi couldn't help but wonder if she would shoot someone even to save her own life.

      "Sure. Since we didn't have any more walkies, Adriana gave her an air horn. Gabriele is walking the lower perimeter, and she is carrying a weapon and an air horn."

      "Thanks. Let me know about my mom and sister."

      "Will do. Do I have your permission to kick their rears if they aren't there?"

      Randi gave a quiet chuckle. Belle had a fire about her. The girl was tough and mature for her age, yet she retained a sense of optimism. "Go for it. If you need help, let one of us know."

      How many loops around the perimeter had Randi made? Every so often, she'd stop and listen, but the wind whipped around her and roared in her ears.

      Why couldn't they catch a break? If Vixen's group decided to attack tonight, they wouldn't hear them until they were on top of them.

      "Randi, it's Josh."

      "Go ahead." She was thankful for the earpieces. Otherwise, she wouldn't understand a word said over the walkies.

      "I'm sending Ethan out to take your place. We've got a problem and need you in the house ASAP."

      She turned and gunned the four-wheeler cutting across the middle of the perimeter. What now? If he was sending Ethan to take her place, they weren't under attack.

      After she parked the ATV, she took off at a dead run across the compound. She burst through the door.

      "The motor home isn't comfortable enough for the children." Her mother shook her finger at Josh. "We are safe here. Stop trying to scare me."

      Adriana stood with her arms crossed. "I've tried to talk to her, but she doesn't listen to me. My children are in the RV. Only because I threatened to whip their little backsides if they didn't get in there and stay put."

      A muscle worked in Josh's jaw. Her mother was about to push the man to his breaking point.

      "This place is fortified. Even the man who came in from her group said he didn't know how they were going to invade. That's because it's impossible."

      Randi counted to ten. "You beat all. Everyone in this camp is doing their part, yet you cannot even keep your selfish backside in the motor home for one night. If they don't invade, great, but if they do, you and the children will die."

      "Just stop--"

      "No." Randi grabbed her mother's arm. "If they break into the compound, they will kill every child in here. Including your grandchildren. Is that what you want? What's so uncomfortable about the camper? The heat works."

      "We can't have the lights on, and besides, the kids are used to their beds here." Her mother patted her cheeks. "Baby, I know you think we're in danger, but it's just not going to happen."

      Josh groaned. "I can't deal with her any longer."

      "I'm sending the rest of the children to the RV, and I have guard duty. If you can't convince Mom, leave her here in the house, but none of the children will stay here." Adriana stomped up the stairs.

      "Send Katie to the motor home. I'll have her stay with the children." Randi shook her head. "Mom, I love you, but you're being stupid."

      "You got it." Josh turned and strode out of the room.

      The children clomped down the stairs in front of the Adriana. Once they were all in the living room, she pointed to the door. "March. Everyone sleeps in the camper tonight. No whining. No griping. No complaining."

      Before she finished her sentence, the kids were whooping and hollering. So her mother didn't like the camper.

      "If you think it's too inconvenient to stay in the RV, then stay here. I don't care, but I'm taking the kids to camper where Mark can get them to safety if something happens in the compound. You have the right to choose whether you stay safe, fight, or sit on your behind here and wait to die, but I'm not leaving the kids with you.

      She led the children outside and slammed the door hard enough to shake the walls.

      "Mommy, can we turn on the TV and play a movie?" Toni asked.

      The little girl she'd found on the side of the road had thrived. She smiled with wide eyes and stared at Randi. "Yes."

      "Woo hoo!" Toni ran to Lori and Tommy. "Mommy said we can watch a movie."

      Randi's chest ached. She shouldn't have yelled at her mom. Why didn't she handle the situation better? "Hang on." She motioned for Toni to come back to her. "Y'all can watch the TV in the bedroom, but keep the door closed and the blinds pulled."

      Katie ran up carrying an AR. Child soldier. Randi dropped her head and stared at her shoes. Another spear to her heart.

      "Hey Randi. I've got kiddo duty?"

      "Yes."

      "If Mom tries to take the kids back inside, call Josh or me right away."

      Katie hoisted the weapon higher on her shoulder.

      "Don't shoot her, though."

      The girl's face paled and her eyes went wide. "I would never--"

      "It was a joke. I know you're not gonna shoot my family." Randi chucked her under the chin, and went to find Josh. Since Ethan was patrolling the perimeter, they needed to decide whether she should to take Ethan's place in the tower or to join him in the perimeter.
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* * *

      Bryan focused on Daniel. The older Latino man stuck to his side, but Daniel wasn't restrained in any way. Nothing unusual about not allowing him free access to their home. Bryan wouldn't either if he'd caught the guy watching him.

      They had ramped up guarding the place. No doubt Daniel spilled Vixen's plans, or what little he knew about them. Good. They needed to be prepared. Since they'd moved so much stuff and all of the children to the motor home, moved vehicles out of the ATV barn, he assumed they were planning an evac if they were overwhelmed. Also, good since Atlas members outnumbered them by a crushing number. If they tried to stay and fight, they would all die.

      Mary Anne stepped out onto the bridge between guard shacks. He focused his binoculars on her. She had a long gun. He couldn't tell exactly what kind from this distance, and a firearm strapped to her hip.

      Mary Anne was key. He needed to have a one-on-one talk with her. If she convinced him she left Atlas of her own free will, he was going to offer his help to this group. They needed any advantage they could get to stand against Vixen and her minions.

      So far, Vixen's plan to invade involved bringing everyone down the river in a raft. If she stuck to that plan, it would be easy to pick them off before they ever reached the outer fence. He could set up on a hill and take them out one by one until the main part of the group dispersed and left Reginald's family alone. If he had a chance, Vixen would be the first to go.

      For some reason, he didn't believe she would share her full plans with anyone, including him. No matter how many times she told him the op hinged on him, he didn't believe for a second that she had any qualms about burning him. Of course, he had no qualms about burning her after watching this group function. They took in strangers, treated them well, and acted like a true family. They didn't care about skin color, something Vixen couldn't say.

      He sighed and shifted position. The blond guy had traded positions with the beautiful brunette. When he came close enough, he would approach him. He'd delayed long enough trying to give credence to Vixen's lies, but it was time, past time to talk to Mary Anne.
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      Josh stretched and walked the perimeter of the inner area. His skin crawled as if a million eyes watched his every step. How many people did Vixen have surveilling them? They needed to scour every inch of the land surrounding the compound. If they captured more of Vixen's crew, it would diminish her numbers at least some. If they had eighty people of fighting age who were willing to die for the woman, then his group didn't stand much chance.

      He didn't want to use binoculars in case someone was watching. Although, they'd probably already figured out he suspected them because of Daniel's capture.

      Why did life have to be so complicated? Living in the plague was hard enough without the uninfected set on destroying each other.

      He crossed the bridge at the back of the compound and surveyed the landscape on the other side. One of the mountain cedars moved, but there was no wind. An animal? Dusk was fast approaching so it was hard to tell.

      The tree moved again, a form emerged from under it, and yelled, "Hey."

      Josh froze. He gripped his weapon and willed the shakiness in his limbs to still. "What do you want?"

      The man placed his hands on the back of his head and approached the fence. "Name's Bryan Ridley, and I need to speak to Mrs. Barker. Could you ask her to meet me out here?"

      "Nope." Josh kept his hand on his gun. "No way will I bring her out here until I know if you have a weapon and what the devil's going on."

      "My weapon is under the tree. Not within reach. I'm from Atlas, and I want to talk to her to find out if the leader is filling our heads with bunk or if Mary Anne is here against her will."

      "Against her will?" Josh laughed. "Sorry. I can assure you my aunt is not held against her will."

      "Your aunt?"

      "Yeah." He grabbed a walkie and called to have his aunt join them. "I'm Josh Barker. Reginald's my uncle."

      "What about the little girls? Are they okay?"

      "Better than okay now that they're away from the insane group that held them hostage. You're worrying about Aunt Mary Anne being here against her will, but they had to sneak away from your place in order to leave." Josh motioned to their home. "Why stay there when they had this, and family waiting for them here?"

      "Are all of the people here family?"

      Josh crossed his arms. "We aren't all blood related. In many cases we didn't know each other until the world collapsed, but we're all family now."

      "I noticed you have several black families."

      Josh pressed his lips into a firm line and glared at the man. "We have Latino, black, white. What difference does the color of skin or culture make at this point? The only ones we've turned away from here have been infected or tried to infiltrate without asking."

      Bryan laughed. "Man, I'm not trying to get on your bad side. One of the couples you took in, I sent them here. Vixen refused to give them shelter because they were black. I'd been watching your group and wanted to see what would happen if they asked for shelter."

      "You sent the Lewises to us?"

      Bryan rubbed his eyes. "I'm sorry, man, but they needed help, and it was a good opportunity to watch how you would react. I knew we didn't have any one of color in Atlas, but until I saw Vixen turn them away I didn't realize she was a racist witch. We have one Latino, but that's it."

      "Sound like your fearless leader's quite the gal."

      He muttered a few choice words. "She's not my leader."

      Mary Anne walked up to Josh. "What's going on?"

      "This man says he'd like to talk to you. He's from Atlas."

      She smiled. "I remember meeting you a few times, but I'm not sure I ever caught your name."

      "Bryan Ridley, ma'am. I'd like to talk to you alone for a few minutes, if you don't mind."

      "No!" Josh gripped his firearm a little tighter. "I'm not leaving."

      "Honey, I'll be fine." Aunt Mary Anne patted his cheek. "Besides, you need to make rounds."

      He clenched his jaw. This didn't sit right with him. He keyed his walkie and called Mark in the rear tower. "Focus on the guy at the fence while I make rounds. Don't take your eyes off him. He's alone with Aunt Mary Anne." After Mark agreed, Josh pointed at Bryan. "If you even look at your weapon, my brother will put you down." He motioned to the man's hands. "In fact, stick those puppies in the air. Clasp your hands behind your head and don't move until I get back. Got it?"
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* * *

      Bryan grimaced. He looked a fool with his hands over his head, but he wanted to find out what was going on. "I need to know if you left Atlas because you wanted to, or if Reginald forced you."

      "No one forced me to do anything, except for Vixen. She took our car, our weapons, locked us in our room, and told us we couldn't leave 'for the greater good'. Then she beat my child because Belle stood up for a boy. A boy Vixen had mistreated. She used a whip on Belle."

      His body tensed. "She did what?"

      "You heard me. She beat my daughter. Now, do you think my husband had to force me to leave under those circumstances?"

      "No ma'am. I came here to find out whether I could trust Vixen or not. I refused to help her unless I was comfortable with what she was saying about your group." His arms ached. "Guess I got my proof, didn't I?" He sucked in a deep breath. "I'd like to join you as an ally."

      "How do I know we can trust you?"

      "I'll do whatever you'd like, but if I wanted to hurt you, I wouldn't ask to join your ranks."

      Josh rounded the corner and stood with his arms crossed until Mary Anne waved him over. Bryan lowered his hands. "We need to talk, but it needs to look like you took me captive. There's someone watching the front, and if he sees me walk in here of my own free will, I don't know what might happen."

      "I'll bring the truck around. Meet us at the road up top."

      Bryan turned and hiked toward the road. After a few minutes, Josh and Randi pulled up next to him. She stuck her hand out. "I'm Randi. Josh said you need to talk to us."

      "Yes. Y'all are in trouble. Big trouble."

      They climbed into the truck and headed back toward the compound. Bryan pointed to the bullet hole in the windshield. "Someone take a pot shot at you?"

      "Yeah." Since she refused to elaborate, he didn't push.

      As they neared the compound, Randi turned to Bryan. "Duck down into the back where your cohort can't see you. We'll take you up the nearest stairs and you can use the upper level to get around the compound. The longer it is before he realizes you're gone, the better."

      He slipped out of the truck. Randi and Josh shielded him until he reached the tower door. Once inside, Randi introduced him to Mark who was on guard duty and had them switch clothes. Bryan and Mark were about the same size, but Bryan's hair was a little darker. Maybe the person watching the front wouldn't notice the difference.

      Once they'd changed, Josh grabbed a cap off a shelf, handed it to Bryan, and motioned for Bryan to follow him. They walked all the way around the complex never leaving the bridges until they reached the back corner. Then he went down and into the house. Just before they opened the door, Bryan's radio squeaked.

      "Bryan, it's Phil."

      "Answer him, but don't hint that you're with us."

      Bryan leaned forward and said, "What? We're supposed to keep radio silence."

      "I saw that chick and guy leave for a while. Looked like they might have seen you."

      "No way. I'm a pro. If anyone gave us away, it was you. Better watch your back."

      "Jerk. They didn't come to my area."

      "Phil, shut up or you're going to alert everyone within six miles."

      "You sure they didn't see you when they made rounds?"

      "Positive. I was a sniper. I know how to disappear. Now, go away. I'm turning my radio off so you don't draw their attention."

      They walked into the kitchen and a woman dished up a bowl of stew and tortillas with butter. "I'm Randi's mother, Faustina. You eat up, and then you can talk."

      After she left, Josh grinned. "She thinks the way to fix the world is to feed it. We had to go on frequent runs until we took in Cooper and raided his Dad's bed and breakfast of all of the supplies they had because we blow through supplies like crazy. I think she continues to increase the amount she cooks because we've added more people. We've tried to explain to her that we'll run out of supplies, but she refuses to listen when we tell her to cut back."

      "Or move to the camper," Randi muttered.

      Bryan took a bite of the stew. "Oh man, this tastes like what my abuelita used to make."

      Josh frowned. He had dark hair and blue eyes. "You speak Spanish?"

      "Yes. My grandmother on my mom's side immigrated from Madrid."

      "I didn't think Ridley was a Spanish name." Josh shifted in his seat. "Do you know Vixen's plans?"

      "She's not forthright, but I figure she's going to invade whether she has a viable plan or not. Since Barker left, she's been in a snit, and when Phil stumbled upon this place, she decided it was going to be hers."

      "Does she know Uncle Reg is here?"

      Bryan took another bite and swallowed. "Now, she's more intent to take over. She plans to kill everyone here. Told us all sorts of lies about y'all holding people against their will. The lady watching with Daniel even said y'all must've killed him because she hadn't seen him once you brought him into the compound."

      Josh jammed his hands through his hair. "Let me grab Ethan. Any idea when she plans to invade?"

      "No. When they tell her you captured Daniel, it may be sooner than later. She tends to react instead of plan."

      "Randi, why don't you bring Daniel in while I get Ethan?" They slipped out the door.

      A few minutes later, Josh and a black man walked back inside. He introduced the man as Ethan. "Do you think we can trust Daniel?"

      "Not sure."

      "He said told us everything he knows, but he's hard to read. He did say he used to be an undercover narc."

      "That part's true. Or at least in keeping with what he told us." Bryan shrugged.

      Randi brought Daniel into the room. "I'll get you some lunch. While you eat, talk."

      Daniel saw Bryan, and his eyes went wide.

      "Give it up. We know you and Bryan know each other. You're both part of Vixen's group. It's time for you to start talking."

      "I did. Everything I told you was true."

      Randi plopped a bowl in front of him. "We know she's going to attack us. You've told us that much. Now, tell us how and when."

      He gave Bryan a pleading look. "Don't tell her I ratted her out. She's likely to kill my kids for me getting captured."

      "She knows they've captured you. In fact, she already told everyone that Reg's group killed you." Bryan shrugged. "Doesn't matter if we tell these people anything or not, we're both dead as far as Vixen is concerned."

      "Dude, you think we're just going to turn this guy loose to run back to tell her what's happening within our fences? He's stuck here with you," Ethan said.

      "You already know her plans. What more do you want."

      "Specifics."

      Daniel looked at Bryan. "We're too low in the organization to know. Her lieutenants are Alton Jones, Jose Sanchez, Jane Breach, and Lewis Teague."

      "What about this Phil that's watching the front?" Josh asked.

      Bryan raised an eyebrow. "She hates Phil almost as much as she does me. In fact, when she attacks, he'll probably get hit with 'friendly fire'."

      "Yeah. Phil talks too much. When he spilled to Reginald about escaping, that doomed him."

      "Sounds nice," Randi said. "So, all either of you know is that she's going to attack at some point. We don't know how to prepare, or what to expect."
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* * *

      Randi watched Bryan. He seemed on the up and up, but she didn't trust anyone outside of their group. That included the Lewises.

      Daniel wrapped his arms around his middle and leaned forward as if he was caving in on himself. "You think you can get my kids out of Atlas without getting them killed?"

      "I come and go as I please." Bryan leaned back. "I can do what I want, and that includes getting your children out here. It'll take some work, and I'll need the help of a few people from here, but if they're willing to help, we can get them."

      "What's your plan?" Randi propped her elbows on the table. "If it involves any of us, we need to know details before we agree to leave this camp." Did this man want to draw them away from the compound so Vixen could attack unhindered?

      Bryan took a drink of his water. "Hang on. I don't blame you for not trusting me. I'll go alone, if necessary, but it will go better if I have a kid with me."

      Randi shook her head, "Whoa--"

      "Hang on. Let me explain. If I take a child, someone Vixen hasn't seen, I can suggest they stay with Daniel's children. At a prearranged time, they can all slip out of the house and meet me. I'll get them out of Atlas without a hitch. If I go to his house by myself, she may question it."

      "How?" Josh asked. "From what I understand, she doesn't allow anyone to come and go at will."

      "She does me, only because I'm supposed to be observing your group. All I have to do is tell her I'm going to rest, then head back here to watch. If I feed her some information, she'll have no issues with me whatsoever."

      "What kind of information?" Randi crossed her arms. "As it is, we're at a distinct disadvantage here because of the sheer number of people who follow her."

      "Easy. I'll tell her you're actively recruiting new members and growing by the day." He shrugged. "I'll suggest that I'm developing a plan for Atlas to attack, but I need a few more days before I fill her in."

      "Can you come up with a plan that will guarantee they'll fail?" Randi asked.

      "No. He can't." Daniel leaned forward. "Vixen will do whatever she wants. We can give her the best, most comprehensive plan around, but she'll do things her way."

      Bryan sighed. "He's right. She won't bother to fill any of us in until the last minute. She doesn't trust anyone. No matter how many times I tell her it needs to be worked out in military precision, we all know that won't happen. They'll come in here with guns blazing attempting to kill as many of you as possible. She'll lose a large number of her minions, but that doesn't bother her. No matter how many of her people die, she knows she has enough to rip through your small community here."

      "You make it sound like we should tuck tail and run before she ever attacks." Ethan watched Bryan for a second. "What would she do if we abandoned the place?"

      "Honestly?" Bryan took another sip of his water. "She'll hunt your group down. Reginald has committed some unforgivable slight in her eyes. It doesn't matter whether we understand it. Vixen wants as many of you dead as possible."

      Daniel laughed. "That includes me and Bryan."

      "I understand why she would want you dead." Randi frowned. "But why Bryan? She doesn't know he's made contact with us."

      "He dared to question her. If you want to live, don't question the high and mighty Vixen. The only thing she's ever cared about is that stupid dog Reginald's kids brought into Atlas. The woman doesn't value human life, but you'd better not look at that dog crosswise." Daniel scrubbed his hands over his face. "Enough talk about the woman. I want my children. Now."

      Bryan looked at Daniel. "If we don't do this right, Vixen'll kill them before I can get them out of there. You need to have a little patience."

      "Patience?" Daniel's nostrils flared, and his face turned red. "How am I supposed to do that when she has my kids? I've already lost my wife. Now, you want to me to sit back and wait. For all I know, she could've dragged them out of Atlas and left them to die, and you don't care."

      "She hasn't done anything to them. I've been back and forth enough to hear if anything out of the ordinary had happened. Right now, she's focused on finding out what she can about this place. Jay and Peyton are safe for now." Bryan held unwavering eye contact with Daniel. "Let us work this out. We'll have them here before you know it."

      Bryan pointed to Randi. "She's worked out an escape route if the attackers overwhelm the camp. We can't do much more than that."

      Randi stared into her coffee cup for a long while. Should they run before Vixen had a chance to attack? How far could they get with this rag-tag group? The thought of losing anyone else sent chills down her spine.

      Ethan laid his hand on her back. "Pray for wisdom, darlin'," he whispered.

      Why couldn't she have his faith? Because she'd spent more time being angry with God than she ever did reading the Bible or praying. Ethan had given her a Bible. It was past time to make that change. God, give me wisdom like you do Ethan and Josh. Why was it easier to live angry with God and refusing to trust Him than to put her trust there? She'd blamed Him for letting her down all of her life, starting with Raul. "I need to talk to you, later." Maybe Ethan could bring her back from the edge. She was tired of living one-step away from jumping into the abyss.
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* * *

      Bryan's legs ached. He'd spent too much time on the hard ground. "It's time to spill it to these people. We need to tell them everything we know about Vixen, Atlas, and the people who live there."

      Daniel stretched. "I told you before there are about eighty people who live in the community. That doesn't count anyone under the age of sixteen. If they're sixteen or older, they're required to fight for her."

      "When I was there last, she said she's training all of the children who are between eight and sixteen to fight." Bryan flexed his fingers. The sicko. "I don't know how many there are between those ages."

      Randi paled. "We have children here. Children carrying guns. I want to get all of them out of here before Vixen attacks." She shoved her chair back and paced. "I'm won't allow them to die protecting a stupid piece of land. I want the RV gone along with everyone under the age of twenty."

      Josh put a restraining hand on her arm. "Cooper's not twenty yet."

      "Good. He can take the rest of the children and get out of here." She jerked her arm away from Josh. "We are not going to have children fighting for us. If we do, that makes us no better than the Taliban."

      "You aren't sending me away." One of the little girls stood in the doorway with a rifle slung on her shoulder. "You need the help here, and we aren't running away like babies."

      "Katie, you will leave." Randi's lips flattened into a thin line. "I'm not going to be responsible for your death. Period." Randi gave her a look that would wilt even the strongest man. "Gather up everyone under the age of twenty and have them meet me in the camper. Now."

      "Yes, m'am." Katie hung her head and trudged out of the room without argument or backward glance.

      Josh put his hand on her arm. "The older teens aren't going to be ha--"

      "Do you really think I care whether they like me or not? My goal is to keep them alive. Period. I don't care about this place. If the adults want to stay and fight to the death, fine, but I'm getting the young ones out of here. Cooper and Adriana can go with them to watch over them."

      Ethan took her hands in his. "Take a deep breath."

      "Those babies will not fight for me."

      He held eye contact with her and didn't release her hands. "You aren't making them into child soldiers. Sending them away to protect them is fine. How about sending Mark and Adriana instead of Cooper?"

      "Why?"

      "Mark keeps your sister calm and focused. He's also a better shot than Cooper." She turned her head, but Ethan put his finger under her chin to bring her gaze back to him. "No. Focus on me, Randi. We're following your directions. The kids will leave, and we'll keep them safe. Okay?"

      Her breathing came in rapid pants. Bryan continued to watch the two. Was this chick in the service? She exhibited clear signs of severe PTSD. "Hey, I agree with getting the children out of here, but I still need one of them to help me get Daniel's children."

      "I'll do it." A waifish girl stood in the doorway. "I can pass for a little kid, unfortunately. Let me go with him." She pointed to Bryan. "What do you need me to do?"

      "Whoa. Wait a minute." Randi waved her hands around. "I said no child soldiers. You aren't going. Period. End of discussion."

      The girl crossed her arms and glared. "Miss Randi, you know what my stepdad was like. I lived through hell. Don't tell me that going into this Atlas place is worse than living with Mel. He was mean, abusive, and did unspeakable things to me. I grew up fast. I'm the most mature of those under twenty living in this camp." She tapped her foot in a rapid beat. "I'm not arguing with you about this, but I'm going."

      Randi melted into her chair. "Izzy, what if something happens to you?"

      "If I don't try, his children will die. Right?"

      Bryan stared at the child for a beat. "Most likely."

      "Then no more arguments. I'm doing this."

      The kid had spunk. "How old are you?" Bryan asked.

      "Twelve. Almost thirteen, but I know I look young, like seven or so. The doctor wanted to start me on growth hormones because I'm behind the curve. Way behind. Mel wouldn't allow it." She shrugged. "It comes in handy, now. I can act like a scared child and get his children out of the house to meet Bryan."

      Randi put her face in her hands. "No, no, no, no."

      Ethan put his arm around her and led her out of the house. Good. They'd never get anywhere with this chick freaking out. Strange. Watching them he figured Randi was tougher than all of the men put together. Something about the children. Maybe she'd lost a child in the past.

      Josh put his hand on the girl's shoulder. "Let us think about it. Okay?"

      "Fine, but you know I can do this." She stomped out of the room.

      "I'll sleep out in the outer area until you trust me, but we need to move soon." Bryan stood and stretched. "The sooner the better."
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      Vixen called her town together. Everyone except Bryan. The longer he'd stayed in the perimeter, the less she trusted him. For some reason, she had a strange feeling he was stringing her along on the attack. Well she'd show him. They didn't need him at all.

      She stood on the dais and rubbed Fritz's scruff. The pup was growing into a beautiful dog, and he followed her every move. Loved her unconditionally. Like no person ever had. "Sit." He plopped his bottom down without a second's hesitation. "Good boy."

      "Good morning, dear citizens. We are one step closer to our new home." Applause rang out from her group. These were the faithful. Unlike Daniel and Bryan. Those two needed to die. Along with Phil. Had they heard of "friendly fire"? Pepper was all too happy to accommodate in thinning Atlas's herd by eliminating those three as she picked off Reginald's people. A slow smile spread across Vixen's face. Yes, her plan was perfect. They would destroy Reginald and his group.

      She held the bullhorn to her mouth. "Quiet down, now." The crowd grew quiet. "Thanks to Bastian and Steve, we have weapons. Rocket launchers, firearms, and ammo. They breached one of those wacko groups out in the country. Thank goodness for the second amendment and all of those idiots when this country was still functioning. In more reasonable countries, like Canada, what do you suppose people are doing for protection?"

      A smattering of laughter rang out through the group. Vixen swiped at her face. This was the first time in her life she'd been glad the gun lobby was strong enough to prevent outlawing the evil killing sticks. Of course, the group they'd stolen from probably didn't obtain any of their weapons legally, but that was beside the point.

      "Now that we have weapons, I'd like to outline my plan. Please do not repeat this to anyone. I don't care if they are members of our community or not. For reasons I'd rather not say, I want to keep this between us. There are a few who will be given different assignments, and I don't want them to know about our overall plans.

      "Cheryl and Jose found two functioning fire trucks. Jose's welding large battering rams on the front of them. One group will breach from the front of the compound. We'll drive right down the road, take out the fence, and climb inside. The other group will breach from their outer area. Taking out as many as they can along the way. Once we're inside, kill everyone. Men, women, and if the children are armed, kill them. If we don't, they will have no compunction in murdering us."

      She watched her town members as they moved around and stared at the ground. "Please understand Reginald's group is training the children to be soldiers. Just like terrorists in the Middle East trained their children to kill, these babies are lethal. They carry weapons and are trained to use them. I want everyone sixteen and over to train and train hard. You must become accurate with your weapons and lethal with your hands. Alton will work with any of you who aren't quite up to snuff, yet.

      "We attack very soon, so get busy!" She dismissed the group and strode back to her office with Fritz at her side. He'd already learned to heel. One of the smartest dogs she'd ever had the pleasure of training.

      She sat back in her plush leather chair and closed her eyes. The war they were fighting wasn't that much different than the war she'd battled before the fall of the world. Counseling convicts. Now they'd all turned into criminals. Well, since there was no law anymore, not exactly criminals, but nevertheless into the very people she'd worked with. Those she swore she would never become.

      Bronson had stood behind the bars of his cell that day and told her, when the chips were down, they were all the same. If it came down to eating or starving, having shelter or not, living or dying, they were no different. She'd shrugged off his comments as easily as one shrugs off a coat, but now they haunted her. She'd turned into him, and he was an evil person. At least she'd thought he was. Now, she wasn't so sure. He'd had a traumatic life. Much like she had, but she'd risen above it. Gotten her degree, and learned to make a difference. But now that she'd lost everything, she was no different from Bronson.
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* * *

      Bryan looked at Izzy. "This won't work."

      "Why not?" Randi asked.

      "She's too clean. It's obvious she hasn't been out trying to survive."

      "I'll fix that." Izzy disappeared without looking back.

      "Tell me your story again. I want to make sure it's a good cover, and Izzy won't get hurt."

      Bryan resisted the urge to blow up at her. They'd been through this a zillion times. "I found her and her father on the road. He'd been bitten and asked me to take her and keep her safe."

      "I pray that works."

      "It will. Quit worrying."

      Izzy came back with old, torn clothing covered in dirt. Her hair hung limp and dull, and dirt caked her face. "How's this?"

      "Great. That didn't take long."

      "I kept my old clothes. Never know when they'll come in handy. The rest was easy. Belle dug up some dirt and smeared it. It was damp enough to cling to me."

      Her shoes even had holes in them. Bryan raised an eyebrow. "Randi, are you satisfied that we'll pass Vixen's inspection?"

      "I guess." She looked at Izzy. "Cry."

      "What? I can't just cry on demand."

      "Sure you can. Think about how hard life is, now."

      Izzy rolled her eyes. "Miss Randi, please just pinch me or something. I don't want to go all emo."

      "Emo?" Bryan asked.

      "You know, emotional."

      "I'm not going to hurt you." Randi crossed her arms.

      Christopher ran up and slugged Izzy as hard as he could in the belly, hit her in the chest, and kicked her both shins with as much force as his hands and feet could muster. Randi grabbed him and pulled him back. "Chris, what is wrong with you? Why would you beat your sister like that?"

      He pointed to her face where tears made tracks through the dirt. "I love her. She'd rather me hit her than have you say mean things to her."

      "I wasn't going to say anything mean to her." Randi rubbed his hair. "I don't want to hurt her."

      "Yeah, well, I took care of it. My sister's tough, but ain't nobody gonna be mean to her."

      Bryan turned Izzy toward the far tower. "We'll hide in the back of the pickup while Randi drives us around to my Jeep. We don't want anyone to see us."

      They slipped into the pickup, crouched down out of sight, and Randi drove them around to the Jeep. Before they climbed out, she pulled Izzy into a hug and whispered something to the girl. Izzy nodded and hopped out of the pickup.

      "Everything okay?" Bryan asked.

      "Yeah. Miss Randi just worries. About everyone and everything. If you stick around, you'll find out that she's not as tough as she wants everyone to think. She tries to keep us all at arm's length, but it's obvious she loves us and would do anything, even die, for us."

      He'd seen that veneer crack when they were talking about evacuating the children. She was still planning to push that through even if she had to bulldoze everyone in the place to agreeing with her. He smiled. The woman was a force for sure.

      About three miles from Atlas, a group of thirty or forty shuffling, drooling infected blocked the road. They all shuffled in the same direction. One stumbled causing two more to fall over him. They struggled to stand, but the rest of the group continued to groan, drool, and shuffle. Izzy looked at him with wide eyes. "What are we going to do?"

      He shifted into four-wheel drive. "We're going off-road." If there weren't too many to get past on the sides of the road. He turned the wheel and started to the side of the road. They bumped and swayed down the incline and crept past the infected blocking their way. He stayed off-road for another mile and eased back onto the highway. He shifted out of four-wheel drive and hit the gas.

      "That was scary." Izzy rubbed her dirty arms. She had on a short-sleeved shirt and no jacket.

      "You don't have a coat?"

      "Not an old one and I wasn't ripping up my good one to make an impression on this witch."

      He flipped the heater onto high. "At least she'll give you clothes and let you take a shower. She doesn't like dirty, smelly children."

      Izzy laughed. "Good. I don't like being a dirty, smelly child either."

      He pulled into the car barn. "Let's go. He led her to Vixen's office.

      The woman sat behind her desk. She raised an eyebrow at Bryan. "About time you decided to grace us with your presence."

      "Hey, I've been busy." He motioned to Izzy. "Come here, I'd like you to meet Ms. Vixen."

      Izzy ducked her head and stared at the floor. "Hello," she said in almost a whisper. The kid was a natural born actor.

      "Where did you find that?"

      "In the road close to Barker's place. She was with her daddy." Bryan looked at Izzy. "He was bitten and begged me to take her. There's no way she can survive out there by herself."

      Vixen stared at her for a long time. "Dump her at Daniel's house with his kids, but first get her something to wear from Jane." She focused on Izzy. "As soon as you get to their house, little girl, take a bath and wash that filthy mop on your head. Do you understand?"

      "Yeah." Izzy continued to stare at the floor.

      "Hey!" Vixen glared at Izzy who now trembled. "Look at me when I'm talking to you."

      Izzy raised her head just enough to make eye contact with Vixen.

      "You will address adults as ma'am or sir." Vixen walked around her desk, grabbed Izzy's chin and jerked her head up. "Do you understand?"

      Bryan's hand itched to deck her. Did she treat all of the children at Atlas like this? If so, why were these people willing to die for her?

      "Yes, ma'am," Izzy whispered.

      "Get her out of here."

      Bryan led Izzy out of the office. He stopped at the storage building where Jane was placing supplies in containers and sticking dates on the front. "Vixen wants her to have some new clothes."

      "Aren't you a pretty little thing?" Jane went through several large containers and grabbed two pairs of jeans, two shirts, underthings, and a warm coat. She brought them back, and glanced at Izzy's feet. "Oh, my. Those little shoes won't work at all. Let's see what we have." After a few minutes, she came back with a new pair of tennis shoes and socks.

      "Thanks, Jane." Bryan led Izzy to the door of Daniel's house. "Good job. You remember the plan?"

      "Don't worry. I've got it."

      Bryan grinned as he walked to his place to shower. This was going to work. It had to. After he showered, he stretched out on his bed. He hadn't had a good night's sleep in forever. Soon darkness dragged him into a deep, dreamless sleep.

      He woke to blackness a few hours later and looked at his watch. Almost rendezvous time. He grabbed a duffel bag and crammed all of his belongings in it. This would be his last time at Atlas. If he lived, he planned to either stay with Reginald's group or strike out on his own. No matter what, he refused to return to Vixen. Too bad he couldn't sneak the dog out with him. She loved that pup, but he belonged to Reginald's girls.

      His home was next to the armory. He popped in there and loaded up on as many weapons and ammo as he could stuff in his bag and carry. He grabbed another bag off the wall and loaded up all of the explosives and remote detonators the room contained. They needed an advantage, and this would provide one. If Vixen caught him, they were all dead. His heart thudded as he stepped out of the armory. A noise to his left caught his attention. The pup ran up to him and yipped. Did this mean Vixen was out walking? Knowing her, she thought he was a guard dog and would alert her to anything.

      He rubbed the pup's scruff. "Come on, Fritz," he whispered. The pup trotted along after him. Bryan picked up speed and jogged to the fence hiding the door to the car barn. He'd sprayed the hinges with oil after Reginald had alerted everyone to his escape.

      Izzy crept along the fence line with Jay and Peyton in tow. They didn't make a sound, and he only noticed them because he was expecting them. This kid was good at sneaking around.

      He opened the gate. "Get in the Jeep, but stay down."

      They all climbed in, and he handed the dog to Izzy. "Hide him." Bryan put the Jeep in gear and crept out of the car barn. Once on the road, he hit the gas and sped away. After a few miles, he couldn't see Atlas in the rearview mirror. "Ya'll can get up, now."

      "If Vixen realizes you took Fritz, she's going to kill you," Peyton said.

      The girl was probably right, but he planned to send Fritz and the other dogs in the motor home with the kids. Unless Randi had already moved them. If she had, he would take Izzy, Peyton, Jay, and Fritz to join them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Josh stood in front of the group as the sun peeked over the horizon. Everyone except Bryan and Izzy sat around the fire. His muscles tightened. He wanted to leave to search for Izzy and Bryan, but he had to maintain control. If Randi thought he was panicking, she'd head to Atlas herself to find them and get killed in the process.

      "We need to work out a plan. I know y'all don't want to leave here and just let Vixen have it, but she has more people than we do. There's a good chance we'll lose, and lose quite a few people in the process."

      "I don't care." Cooper stood. "We have to try. If we roll over for these people, and leave without a fight, they get off free without even any pain."

      "I agree." Xever patted the boy's arm. "They may outnumber us, but we're in a secure compound. If we leave, now, we won't know if we could've stood up these tormentors or not."

      "They're right." Belle stuck her chest out. "And I'm tired of hearing that you're sending the children away. We can fight. Randi and Josh taught us all to use guns. I don't care what any of you say, I'm not lea--"

      "Stop." Randi glared at the child. "You will go. Yes, we taught you to shoot so you can protect yourself, but I refuse to be the reason we have child soldiers in this camp. It's not happening. I don't care if I have to hog-tie the lot of you, throw you in the blasted camper, and drive you out of here. I will, so don't push me."

      "Miss Randi, we just want to help." Katie took Randi's hand. "The thought of you having to protect yourselves and us not being here..." She shook her head. "It's more than we can bear."

      "Look around you. How many little ones do we have? I can't keep them here. You're responsible for protecting them. We're moving all of you."

      Josh let out a loud whistle and waited for the group to grow quiet before he continued. "We've already decided. Everyone under twenty leaves. Now, we need to move on to preparing the camp. If they overrun us, and we have to evacuate, I want to do as much damage to this place as I can. They're going to work for it. As we leave through the ATV barn, we'll take out fences. "

      "I agree." Uncle Reginald pushed his hair out of his eyes. "We're taking the truck with the fencing supplies, too. You risked your lives getting them. I'm not leaving them here so these people can fix the damage without any trouble."

      "Good." Randi smiled. "If we're taking the truck, then pull it into the camp and park it near the house. I'm cleaning the food out. You have all of those MREs in the basement. Mark and I stashed some in the RV, but there are still cases left and cases of bottled water."

      "Good idea, mija. We'll need food until we find our new home." Xever tapped his fingertips together. "I think we should take linens, too. If we stay in the campground for a while, then the cabins have beds, but no linens."

      "Shoot, load up the pots and pans, all of the supplies that will fit. Stuff that fencing truck to the point it's overflowing." Mary Anne stood and stretched. "I know they can find new things, but at least they'll have to work for it."

      Toni tugged on Randi's shirt. "Mom, can we take the goats with us to the campground? I know you said they tear stuff up, but if the bad people are coming, I want the goats to be safe."

      Randi smiled and ruffled the girl's hair. "Good idea. If we take the goats, they'll have to figure out how to get milk."

      "Is it safe?" Gabriele asked. "We cannot move the children out to a campground we don't know is safe."

      "If it's not, we'll take them to a hardware store in Kerrville, but I hate for them to be that far away." Randi said.

      Josh's radio squawked. "Hey Josh, it's Bryan. By now, Vixen realizes I have Bryan's children. We're at the outer gate. Will you let us in?"

      He shook his head and smiled. "Headed that way." He took off across the packed earth, and let Bryan drive inside with the children.

      "Izzy, take Peyton and Jay to see their dad, then y'all get in the RV."

      She raised one eyebrow and stared at him. "I guess. I hate being banished."

      "Quit being melodramatic. You're going to safety so you can protect the younger children."

      Instead of arguing with him as he expected, she sighed, shook her head, and herded Daniels children toward him. She muttered something about the adults not trusting them as she walked away, but he decided to ignore it.

      The German shepherd pup bounded up to the group, and Belle and Katie let out loud squeals. They hugged the dog and each other, then they hugged Bryan. "Thank you for bringing Fritzi home. We've missed him so much." Belle kissed Bryan on the cheek, and his face flushed.

      "Belle, you and Katie head for the RV." He rubbed his tight neck muscles. Did they have a snowball's chance in July of standing up to Vixen's group?

      Randi stood off to the side with Ethan. They had their heads bowed. Was she praying? Randi? Maybe Ethan had helped her get past her anger. They lifted their heads as he walked over to them. "Why don't we just haul it now? Before we lose anyone?"

      "The thought of running galls me." Randi rubbed her eyes. Dark circles hung beneath her eyes. She pushed herself too far. "Mark and Adriana are taking the kids to the park. She's balking at staying with them. She thinks they're safe, but we aren't."

      "She's right." Ethan motioned to Cooper. "Send him. He's old enough to take care of them. I'll go with Mark, and we'll find a place at the back where they'll be safe."

      "Take the fence truck with you. Randi and I'll move the vehicles out by the shed."

      "Do we have any dynamite or other explosives?" Randi pulled open the door to the ATV barn. "If so, we could set traps once Mark and Ethan are back. Since we're staying to fight, I want to have every advantage possible."

      "I don't think so." Josh frowned. "Do you know of anywhere around here to get something like that?"

      Bryan walked up and handed Josh a duffle bag. "I've already taken care of that. I have enough to set up around the front and some in the outer area, but we'll need to be close enough for the remote detonators to work.
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      Reginald drove one of the four-seaters around the perimeter. He glanced at Miguel. "Do you think we'll survive this attack by Vixen and her group?"

      "Not all of us." Miguel sucked in a big breath. "I asked about running, but Bryan says she has a bur under her saddle about you. He thinks she'll follow us. If it doesn't play out here, it will elsewhere."

      "Where we have fewer weapons and defenses."

      "Yep."

      "All I did was take my family and leave. That woman is insane."

      Miguel gave a half-smile. "Yeah, this kind of tragedy always brings out the worst in people. Actually, we're tested by any kind of tragedy."

      Reginald turned from Miguel. He couldn't look at the man. Not after he'd developed this virus and the lengths they'd gone to...He tugged at his collar. "I did this."

      "If you hadn't someone else would've." Miguel shrugged. "You've got to let go of the guilt."

      "Easier said than done." He stared into the area beyond the fence. "You have no idea what I did to ensure this virus was deadly," he whispered.

      "Would you like to tell me?" Miguel touched his arm. "Sometimes it helps to talk about it."

      "I can't." Reginald refused to meet Miguel's gaze. He couldn't tell the man about the homeless and transients they'd used.

      "We've all done things we regret."

      Reginald rubbed his chest with the heel of his hand. "Not like this."

      "If you keep it bottled up, it's going to kill you." Miguel watched an area on the other side of the fence for a while. "You know that as well as I do."

      "Yeah, but you don't understand."

      "I understand horrible things have been done in the name of science. You were working for a government that wanted weaponized rabies, and released it. It can't be worse than what I can imagine."

      He needed to talk to someone. Was Miguel the someone? Reginald stopped the car, swallowed hard, and looked at Miguel. "We tested it on people. Transients and homeless, but we subjected people to this horrible death."

      Miguel nodded. "I thought as much. Upper echelon's orders?"

      "Yes, but I followed them. I allowed the techs to inject these people with this virus as we went along."

      "We often follow the directives of our superiors and later regret it."

      "Give me a break man. Most people don't do things this horrible."

      "SS officers did in World War Two. We did research using human subjects not all that many years ago in this country. In 1975 the law was passed instituting institutional review boards, or IRBs to review experiments in humans. I have a book where I can show you all of the horrible things we've done to people in the name of science, so I'm not surprised that the government required human testing. It was in with the books Randi and Josh brought back."

      "But I did it. No one else. I gave the virus to the techs and instructed them on what to do with it. It's on me."

      "You know, Reg, if you told me all of this and had a nonchalant attitude about it, it would horrify me. The guilt is eating you up and that's what sets you apart from others. You need to find a way to forgive yourself. Not just for the human experimentation, but for the virus itself."

      "You're not repulsed by what I've done?"

      Miguel twisted his mouth. "I'm disgusted that our government hired you to do this. I'll admit, I'm appalled at what you've done. The human testing, not the virus because you had no way of knowing your insane boss would release it. The U.S. has stockpiles of weaponized viruses. Probably many of the other countries do, too. But, I've gotten to know who you are now. I don't know the man who had an affair with Gabriele, developed the virus, and tested it on humans. I know the man who puts his life on the line with the rest of us to protect the family."

      Reginald closed his eyes. "Please don't tell anyone else."

      "It's not my place to spread gossip, but I'm willing to help you find the forgiveness you're looking for."

      "I know you're a Christian, but I don't need to hear about God's forgiveness. If He's willing to forgive me, then He's not a just God. He'd be better off striking me dead."

      Miguel laughed. "He forgives anyone who seeks it."

      Before he could say more, Reginald held up his hand. "I like you, but please don't try to push your religion on me. I had enough of it with my mother, and I refuse to listen to anymore of it."
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* * *

      Bryan and Josh set up explosives around the front and the outer area. Once they finished, Bryan passed out detonators to Randi, Josh, Ethan, Xever, and Mary Anne. "We need to set these off when they're in range. I'm not sure how they'll invade. Her last scheme was to float in on the river, but we have Gabriele situated in the tower over the river. If she sees anyone rafting our way, she'll pick them off. I doubt that was Vixen's true plan, but you never know with that woman. Of course, I'm sure she's changed the plan since she's figured out I took the kids and the dog."

      "When do you think they'll attack?" Randi asked.

      "No clue. I expect it sooner than later. She's not a patient woman." He stared at Randi for a bit. "It will be sometime between dusk and dawn, I think." He stared at the woman who carried the weight of the world on her shoulders. She needed sleep. "Why don't you rest for a couple of hours? We need to take turns doing short rest periods."

      "I'm fine."

      "Yeah right." Josh scoffed. "Woman, have you looked at yourself in a mirror? The dark circles under your eyes have dark circles of their own. You're killing yourself. Rest for two hours. I'll wake you then, and someone else can take a break."

      Her jaw clenched, and fire flashed from her eyes. Ethan put his hand on her arm. "Darlin', he's not lying. You need to rest. I know you don't like being told what to do, but think about it, we need you in top form when these people come after us. If you're dead on your feet, you're not going to be any good to us, now are you?"

      She stared at Ethan for several moments. "Fine, but you'd better wake me in two hours or less." She turned and stomped away without looking back.

      The door closed behind her. Ethan shook his head. "Stubbornest woman I've ever met."

      "You're telling me." Josh smiled, but it didn't quite reach his eyes. "I've battled with her over rest and eating since I first got here."

      The dynamics between these three intrigued him. Josh seemed almost territorial about Randi, but Randi and Ethan came across as close friends. Maybe Josh wanted something more than friendship with her?

      Bryan turned to look out over the perimeter as Adriana drove around on an ATV. "Why is she making rounds by herself?"

      Josh muttered something under his breath.

      "No, wait." Ethan grabbed his arm. "Mark's behind her."

      "Good. I've told them a million times not to do rounds alone. Especially not now."

      "Are the children going to be okay at the park?" Bryan asked. "I wanted to talk to Mark about the area, but I haven't seen him since he got back. Well, until now."

      "We scoped it out. It's pretty empty." Ethan frowned. "I still told them not to leave the RV under any circumstances. My bigger worry is what if none of us are left."

      "Someone will escape if it comes to that." Josh slapped Ethan on the shoulder. "We won't leave them to fend for themselves. However, I'm praying we can hold our ground and get rid of Vixen and crew."

      Good luck with that. The woman had her heart set on killing Reginald, and nothing stopped her once she'd made up her mind. Of course, now that he'd betrayed her, he would be on her target list. If he had the chance, he'd take her out and do away with the vile creature once and for all. If they didn't have Vixen to lead them, the rest of the group might scatter.

      "I need to check all of the posts." Josh turned to leave, but before he could get very far, Ethan stopped him.

      "Don't forget to wake Randi. I'm headed into the perimeter with Jill. Xever has us scheduled to stay out there."

      "I'll let her sleep a little longer." Josh grinned as he walked through the door.

      Ethan gave Bryan a fist-bump. "Later, man. If you hear the air horns blowing, you'll know we ran into big trouble."

      "Take turns resting while you're out there." Bryan called as Ethan slipped through the door. Did the man even hear him? If they all wore themselves to a pulp, Vixen's group could walk in and take them over without a fight.

      Bryan paced between the two towers. Was he better off here or out front? Xever was a good shot and in the front. If Vixen and her minions breached the fences, he needed to be where he could keep them from killing everyone in sight.

      His skin crawled. How much longer before she attacked? He hoped his original assessment that she'd attack sooner rather than later was right. If she had a brain, she'd wait until they spent all of their energy watching and waiting and invade when they were at their weakest, but she'd never come across as overly intelligent.
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* * *

      Vixen gathered her group together long before sunup. They needed to get a move on before Reginald's group had time to prepare any surprises for them. She stood looking over the bleary-eyed group. "Thank you for rising so early. If we want to win this war, we must strike when they least expect us. Their numbers are limited. We have far more resources. With the element of surprise, we'll destroy Reginald and his group."

      She watched her minions for a beat. Were they up to this or would they let her down? "Alton, you and Pepper head on out." As they left, she clapped twice to draw the crowd's attention back to her. "Pepper will install herself in one of the windmill towers and pick off Reginald's group one by one as we destroy them on the ground. Are you ready?"

      Cheers rose from her citizens. Once they were safe, she would recruit more people and grow Atlas to enormous proportions. She looked forward to ruling over thousands, even hundreds of thousands. "Let's head out to our rendezvous point. As soon as Alton has Pepper situated, we'll roll."

      As the crowd dispersed, Vixen headed for the firetruck. Jose, with a little help from several other men in town, had welded a huge scoop on the front of it. Taking out dear ol' Reg's outer fences would be no problem.

      She climbed in the passenger side and gave Lewis a nod. He started the engine, and they roared down the road. The dry landscape zipped by. The bleakness of winter clung to the area, but when the freshness of spring brought rains, the scent of the blooming purple sage would fill the area. If she lived until spring. This mission might be the end of her, but she had to repay Reginald for his evil. Not only did he take his family from the safety of Atlas, but he failed to share with her good citizens his safe haven. Then to add to his numerous sins, he sent her own man to steal her dog. Her hand trembled, and her muscles strained against her skin. She was ready to kill Bryan with her bare hands if necessary. No one messed with her dogs.

      Lewis turned down a road and parked at a family campground about a mile from Reginald's land. He sucked in a deep breath. "You ready?"

      "As ready as I can be." If the truck worked liked she hoped, they'd slam through the outer gates, plow into the moat, and create a bridge of sorts with the fire truck. There was no way to alleviate their vulnerability as they breached Barker's land. Sweat beaded on her forehead. If he was smart enough to have Bryan in the tower, he'd pick off too many of her people. She'd instructed Pepper to take him down first. If she was unable to do it, then Vixen would kill him before he took too many of her people out.

      "Let's gather everyone while we wait for Alton to call. I want to make sure there are no questions. If we don't follow the plan without fail, then no telling how many people we'll lose."

      "I agree." Lewis climbed out of the firetruck and gave a long, loud whistle to get everyone's attention.

      "Thank you, Lewis." Vixen took his hand and allowed him to help her up onto the truck. "As soon as we hear from Alton, we're going to leave and hit them hard and fast. If we don't adhere strictly to the plan, they will kill many. If you hesitate, you'll die. Don't look back. No matter what is happening around you, press in and take out as many of Reginald's people as you can. Do you understand?"

      Most of the crowd replied with enthusiastic yells, but a few people gave hesitant looks to each other. Vixen narrowed her eyes and glared at them. She pointed at a petite blond woman. Why couldn't she ever remember this person's name? "You look scared. If you're going to act like a timid rabbit, Reginald's people will cut you down like a coyote does a rabbit in a field."

      The woman let out a gasp.

      Vixen suppressed a grin. "As I said before, Pepper will be at the top of a windmill tower. She'll take out as many of Reginald's people as she can, but we must do our part." Her radio squawked.

      "This is Alton. She's in place. I'll meet you in the front."

      "We're on our way." She turned to the crowd, smiled and made a 'round 'em up' motion. "Let's get this beat down on!" She scrambled all the way up to the top of the firetruck and clung to the ladder as those assigned to the truck climbed up. They would wait until Reginald's group was engaged in battle with the other teams, and the truck crew would swoop in and break through the fences.
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      Randi kept her back to the compound as she walked toward the front. Unease crept up her spine, and her gut clenched. Why did her mother refuse leave? She'd talked to the woman until she was ready to scream, but she'd refused to budge.

      She watched over the road leading to their front gate as the sky turned an array of colors. Dawn in the Hill Country was one of her favorite times. The air smelled fresh and clean, the skies grew vibrant. However, this dawn death waited outside the gates. She could feel it. Much like the moments before an attack in the Middle East, cold sweat trickled down her back, her hands shook, and an unexplainable sense of unease surrounded her. Ethan said that was God's way of preparing her for battle.

      She ran through all of their positions in her mind. Bryan patrolled the walkway on her right. Her father took the back and Josh the one on her left. Gabrielle was in the back tower watching the river. Mary Anne and Adriana patrolled the lower part of the inner fence, while Jill, Nia, Aaron, and Ethan were in the perimeter. Reginald, Ayanna, Daniel, Miguel, and Mark were resting.

      How did Vixen plan to attack? The river was out. They had Gabriele watching it just in case, but there's no way Vixen would've spilled to Bryan.

      Miguel walked out of the tower and came to stand beside her. "All's quiet."

      "For now."

      "Why do you think they'll attack so quickly?"

      "If they're watching us, they saw us move the kiddos. They know we're preparing to fight. If I were planning an attack, I would move. The longer they wait the better prepared we are. As it is, Bryan and Josh have booby traps set all around the place." Randi shrugged. "If they continue to delay, I vote for hitting them fast and hard in the middle of the night. Bryan said they don't even have guards patrolling their town. We could swoop in and cut them down while they sleep."

      Miguel stared at her with wide eyes. "You can't be serious."

      "Of course I am. We don't need to take out their entire town. Kill Vixen and a couple of the others in charge. The rest will stand down. The woman's basically a cult leader. Without the leader, the cult falls apart."

      "I'm surprised you and Bryan haven't already slipped in and taken care of it."

      "We talked about it, but if we do that, we risk leaving y'all alone. She might have a team sweep in here while we're gone.

      "Are you saying none of us will survive without you and Bryan?" Miguel glared at her. "The rest of us know how to defend ourselves."

      "Yeah, but--"

      "But nothing. You've got control issues girly." He slapped her leg where she'd gotten shot when Leon died.

      She suppressed a yelp. It'd been a while since the sniper attacked her and Leon. The wound was healing well, but still hurt.

      "You're not at the top of your game right now. If you tried to slip away on a secret mission, Bryan'd bring your body back. If he survived." Miguel shook his head. "Strength in numbers. We stick together."

      At what cost? She took a deep breath and searched the road through her binoculars. A fire truck with a scoop on the front roared toward them. She hit the air horn and let out a long blast.

      Air horns around the complex sounded off. Were they attacking on more than one front? She didn't dare leave her post to check. "Miguel, walk around the compound and see what's going on in all directions."

      He ran through the tower door with his rifle in hand.

      They should've run when they had the chance. Was this land really worth all of the death and destruction sure to follow?

      Images of all of her loved ones lying dead flashed through her mind. "God if you take them all and leave me alive to deal with the carnage..." She clenched her jaw. "You've left me alone once before, please don't do it now."

      As the truck neared, she aimed and fired into the cab. She tried to hit the driver to slow them down. She sucked in a deep breath, let it out with a whoosh and fired again. The driver slumped to the side, and the firetruck slowed.

      Someone jumped out of the back and ran around. Before he reached the door, Randi fired on him. He dropped to the ground holding his leg. She fired several more rounds, but didn't hit any of the people on the truck. At least it was dead for now. She needed to keep anyone from replacing the driver. If she accomplished that, she was golden on this front.

      However, she'd wasted a ton of ammo to disable two people. Not acceptable. Focus Marine.

      She took another deep breath as the tower door slammed open, and Miguel joined her. "Is this their only attack front?"

      "No. They're hitting us from three sides. The river side is empty so far."

      Made sense. They'd have to climb down the hill there. It would be too easy to pick them off. "How are they attacking on the other sides?"

      "Dump trucks with battering rams welded to the front." Miguel steadied his weapon and fired at the cars accompanying the truck.

      Randi focused on those clinging to the ladder and opened fire. She dropped three people in succession then saw Vixen. "Time to pay." She sucked in a breath, held it a second, and fired. The shot went wide, and the leather-clad witch flattened her body against the ladder.

      Three cars roared down the road. One stopped next to the truck. The passenger climbed out and ran for the driver's side of the firetruck.

      Randi and Miguel fired at him, but he made it inside, slumped below the windshield, and backed up. Were they leaving?

      Miguel fired on the car to the right of the truck, and Randi focused on the two on the left side.

      The truck came roaring toward them again.
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* * *

      Vixen held the ladder in a death grip as Alton sped up. He'd taken too long in replacing Lewis, but at least they were on their way, now.

      The tattooed chick and a man continued to fire at them taking down several of those clinging to the truck. Were they all dead or just too weak to hold on?

      They neared the moat. Bastian's car with six people in it exploded with a loud boom. Shrapnel rained down on the truck. It rolled to a stop, and Vixen scrambled off the ladder as it extended. Why didn't Alton take the truck into the moat like they'd planned?

      Alton joined her on the back and began firing. "Truck died in the explosion, but we can still climb up and drop onto the bridge. It'll give us an advantage."

      She grabbed her rifle and fired while those who'd arrived by the one remaining car climbed on. If she kept the man and woman focused on her, then at least some of her people would get over the fence.

      Alton fired again. He hit the young man in the head dropping him to the ground.

      The woman screamed and grabbed him by the shoulders. She dragged him into the tower and hid behind the fire door. More shots rang out. Jose Sanchez fell off the ladder into the moat. Cheryl had reached the bridge. She raised her handgun, but the witch fired first dropping Cheryl to the ground in a heap.

      Vixen watched as the woman killed her people. They had to get her out of there. "Alton, do something. She's going to pick off all of our men."

      He raised an eyebrow as he looked at her. "What did you expect? You wanted to go to war. This is war. I told you you'd lose people."

      "Not like this. Kill her." Vixen pointed at the door. "Doors don't stop bullets. Shoot her."

      Alton groaned. "You can shoot her as well as I can." He pointed at the area below. "We're taking on fire from above and below. I'm trying to keep us alive. Let those still trying to get in this way worry about themselves."

      Vixen ground her teeth and glared at the man. How dare he defy her orders? "I'm using the rocket launcher. It'll get rid of her."

      "We're all too close. You should've used it when we were way back."

      She climbed off the truck and reached into one of the storage compartments. Bastian only found one round for the weapon, so she had to make it count. That woman would die once and for all.

      She climbed back onto the truck. "Cover me."

      "I'm a little busy here."

      "I said to cover me."

      Alton turned toward her. His face paled. "Are you trying to kill us all? If you hit that tower at this close range, the debris will get us."

      She stood and aimed at the tower door.

      The woman screamed something, disappeared into the tower, and people began running, but it was too late.

      Alton grabbed her arm and jerked it away from the weapon. "Are you crazy? You don't shoot a rocket launcher this close. We're no more than ten feet away. You're going to kill you and me, both."

      She relaxed her grip. "What are you talking about?"

      Alton sighed. "Give it to me. You're going to kill us all." He took the weapon and put it on the truck. "You got rid of the shooters at least. Come on. We're the last of our group to go through."

      She climbed the ladder and dropped onto the bridge. Bryan stood on the other bridge picking people off. Where was Pepper? The woman was supposed to be dropping Reginald's group. Why didn't her group follow her orders? She shouldered her weapon and fired at a petite black woman. The woman grabbed her shoulder, but didn't drop. Vixen fired again. After three shots, the woman finally dropped to the ground.

      Bryan aimed at her, but she ran into the tower and emerged on the other side. She stayed in the shelter of the concrete and fired at random below.

      Daniel came into sight. She took careful aim and squeezed off a perfect shot to his chest. He crumpled like a balloon. Traitor. He deserved a painful death, but at least he was dead. Now, if she could kill Bryan and the tattooed woman. Those two caused her far more trouble than she deserved.

      She looked around the yard. Where was her dog? Had they hidden him in the house?

      They weren't keeping Fritz. Not under any circumstances. He was hers. She darted to the far tower and ran down the stairs. She reached the bottom and eased open the door and peeked out. No one around here.

      She took a deep breath, skirted the fence line, and encountered a heavyset woman. The woman lifted her weapon, but her hands shook. Vixen smiled and raised her handgun to the woman's face.
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* * *

      Randi's hands went limp, and her heart thudded in her ears. It was over. There was no hope. Sniper fire pounded the compound.

      Bryan jerked her arm. "You aren't giving up, now."

      "Why not? They've got a sniper we can't see."

      "Pepper's not very good. She's not managed to hit any of her targets, yet."

      "It's only a matter of time. With no way to get rid of her, we're easy pickings."

      "She's in the windmill tower. Not the best place for a sniper. I would've hidden up the hill. Less wind interference.

      "I don't care what you would do. I want to know how to get rid of her."

      "Let me handle it. You continue to take out as many of Vixen's group as you can."

      Randi nodded and fired on the people still trying to come through the inner fence. They'd slammed makeshift bridges across the moat and clambered across like a swarm of ants. How many lived in this witch's cult? Bryan had said about eighty, but it felt like thousands were invading.

      Groaning reached her ears. Infecteds. They'd breached the fences, now the infected were swarming. She clicked the radio. "Perimeter watch for infecteds."

      She sucked in a breath, Vixen had Adriana cornered. Her sister couldn't die. She'd already lost Miguel and Raul. Not Adriana, too. She steadied her aim and fired at Vixen. The shot went wide, but the woman took her focus off Adriana, and her sister bolted. Maybe she would live a little longer.

      Randi aimed and fired again, but Vixen ran toward the house. She froze. No. Her mother was in the house and Randi's body had adhered to the concrete. Her heart thudded in her ears, and she willed her feet to move. She had to get to the house and save her mom.

      She forced her feet to move toward the door. One step at time, and soon she was running. She flew down the stairs and ran to the house. Where was Vixen?

      Soft singing came from the kitchen. She ran to the door. Oh of fall the things to do when they were under attack, her mother was cooking. "Mom, come on," she whispered. "You've got to get out of here."

      Adriana ran into the kitchen. "Oh good. You're here. She's looking for her dog. We've got to get Mom out of here."

      "I'm trying." Randi tugged on her mother's arm. "Come on."

      "Mija, I don't want to do this."

      "You can't keep your head in the sand forever," Adriana hissed." You're leaving. Now." She turned to Randi. "Can we get her out of here?"

      "Where did Vixen go?"

      "Upstairs." Her mom pointed overhead. "That's why I know I'm safe here. She doesn't want me."

      Randi resisted the urge to slap her mother. "No, it means you weren't a priority, but she will kill you. We're going to the basement. I'll lead. Adriana, you follow."

      They sandwiched her mother between them and ran for the basement stairs. She flew down the steps on her tiptoes and allowing her knees to absorb the shock instead of letting her feet to hit the floor hard. They gathered in the basement. She ushered them into the closet, opened the secret door, and led them to the tunnel. "Wait here. I want to hide this access. Just in case we need to use the tunnel again." Randi darted back and closed all of the doors. Then made her way to the front of her mother and sister.

      "I still don't see the sense in all of this. Leaving this home is not something I want to do." Her mother swiped at tears. "You brought us here because it was safe. How did this happen?"

      "It was safe from the infecteds, but not from opportunists. They have more people than we do, and when Reginald took his wife and kids and left her town, it enraged her. She's not sane, Mom."

      They reached the upper hatch and Randi held up her hand to stop the forward progression. She climbed the ladder and eased the hatch open a crack. No one around. "I'll lead the way to the car. Adriana, you get into the Porsche and take off as fast as you can as soon as Mom's in the car with you."

      "What about you?" Adriana narrowed her eyes. "We all need to leave."

      "We will. There are still several vehicles here. If that fails, we'll take the ATVs, but I have to get everyone together."

      "I can't do this." Her mother leaned against the wall with her face in her hands. "Can't I just hide here until it's over with?"

      Randi thought about it. At least no one would find her or Adriana there, but if she died her mother and sister would be trapped.

      "Mom, that's not an option. Randi is trying to keep you alive. Please do what she says." Adriana grasped her mother's face in her hands. "Listen to her. She's out there fighting for our lives. If she wants you to go, you need to do as she says." Adriana hauled her up from the floor and pushed her toward the stairs.

      "Why are agreeing with Randi?" Her mother balked again. "Not long ago you argued with everything she said."

      "Something Dad said. I wasn't fair to her and you know it. Now listen to her and go. If you don't, I'll haul you up by your arms."

      Her mother turned and did as Adriana said but she muttered to herself in Spanish the entire time.

      Once they were all on the ladder near the top, Randi eased the hatch open again. She slipped out and pulled her mother and sister into the clear before slamming it shut again. "Run for the car. Now."

      Adriana took off toward the Porsche, but her mother stood with her mouth gaping open, staring at the carnage. "Mom, move." She gave her a shove, but her mother was rooted in place. If she didn't get her moving, sniper fire'd hit them both.

      "Mija." She covered her mouth with her hands. "It's like a war out here. I heard the gunshots, but I didn't look. Baby, it's horrible."

      Randi took a deep breath, grabbed her mother by her shoulders and shook her. "You've got to move. Now. Adriana will help you process this when you get out of here." She shoved her mother toward the car. Adriana had the engine running, and Randi opened the door. "Get in." She shoved her mother toward the gaping door. A shot rang out and her mother crumpled to the ground. Randi screamed, shoved her mother's limp body in the car, and swallowed. She had to fight. No time to get lost in the grief. "Go. As fast as you can. Get out of here. Please." Before she lost Adriana, too.
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      Bryan watched in horror as Faustina dropped. The sweet woman had never done anything to anyone. Why didn't he take Vixen out in her sleep when he had the chance? She had guards outside of her quarters around the clock. He couldn't have gotten to her, but he could get to the windmill and take Pepper out before she hurt anyone else.

      He ran down the stairs and met Steve Mims. One of Vixen's elite. Bryan pointed his handgun at Steve's chest. "I don't want to kill you, but I will if necessary."

      Steve smirked. "We aren't stopping until you're all dead. Traitor." He raised his weapon, but before he could squeeze the trigger, Bryan fired two shots, dropped his magazine, and reloaded.

      He left Steve's body in the stairwell and darted out of the tower toward a four-wheeler. If he could take down the back fence and get to the windmill, he could do away with Pepper before anyone could stop him.

      Randi caught his arm. "Where're you going?"

      He pointed toward the bridge. "I'm going to take out the fence, and take down the sniper in the windmill. It's taken me a while to figure out which windmill she's hiding in."

      "I'll turn off the electricity, so you can get through the electric fence, too." She turned and ran toward the secret passage. He pulled as close to the hatch as he could to help protect the tunnel from onlookers. While she turned off the electricity, he fired on those in the compound. Alton. Bryan fired at the man and struck his arm. The man didn't drop into a screaming mass. Just grazed him.

      Randi returned and motioned for him to go. He flew past her, through the fence, used the downed fencing as a makeshift bridge over the moat, and pressed against the windmill. Sweat dripped down his face. He readied his weapon, ducked through the door, and climbed the ladder as quietly as he could. Before he got very high, Pepper's face came into view. Her eyes went wide, and he fired. The sound of the shot echoed in the metal chamber causing his ears to ring, but she dropped.

      He climbed out and returned to his ATV. Ears still ringing, the gunfire from the camp sounded muffled. He flew back to the camp. The metallic odor of blood mingled with gunpowder reached him before the screams of those inside did. How long before he could hear again?

      Vixen's group cut a swath through the group. He needed to get Reginald's people out of here. Now.

      Mary Anne emerged from the back tower as he breached the fence line. Kaley fired on her and dropped her to the ground. Before he could raise his gun, Kaley fired another shot. He took a deep breath, and as he exhaled, he fired at Kaley. She dropped her weapon, grabbed her chest, and stared at him with her eyes wide as she fell to the ground.

      His gut clenched. How many had to die on both sides before this came to an end? He looked at Mary Anne's body. If Reginald saw her, he'd come apart and get killed. He was the only one left with any medical knowledge. They had to keep him safe. Where was the man?

      He ran to the tower and up the stairs to get a better view of the land. Reginald needed to head to the campground with the children.

      Reginald kneeled over Mary Anne's body wailing. Just what Bryan wanted to avoid. He ran back downstairs and grabbed Reginald's arm. "We need to get you out of here, man."

      "I can't leave her."

      "So you'd rather stay here and die and leave your daughters to grow up without either parent?" Not to mention, they needed him now more than ever with Faustina, Miguel, and Mary Anne gone. "Get up." Bryan grabbed his arm and tugged. "Take one of the four wheelers. They have plenty of gas. Head straight to the campground as fast as you can. When you get close, radio Adriana. She'll lead you to their campsite." He shoved Reginald toward the vehicle. "Go."

      Reginald stumbled toward the ATV, climbed on, and headed through the ATV garage. Bryan hoped he made it in one piece. They couldn't keep losing people.

      He trudged back up the stairs, walked onto the bridge, and resisted the urge to slam the door as hard as he could. He'd joined these people to help keep them alive, but they were perishing right in front of him. He had to figure out a way to keep the rest of them safe.

      John, a man from Atlas he'd only met a couple of times, aimed at Randi. No. He wasn't taking her, or anyone else, out. Bryan aimed and fired four rounds into the man.

      He continued firing on anyone not from Reginald's group. Why didn't he stop this before it happened? He should've blown up Atlas. But the children. He refused to kill innocent children, and if he'd bombed the town a hundred or so children might've died. Still, he should've done something to prevent this. These people deserved better.

      Where was Vixen? The woman had to be hiding out in safety. Was she in the house? He could sneak in and kill her. As satisfying as that thought was, the war would continue. Her minions wouldn't stop until she gave the okay.

      The only option was to continue to fight until everyone got out of the camp, so he would fight until Randi gave the evac order, then he would fight to keep them safe as they left. His life didn't mean much anymore, but these people, they were good, decent people who wanted to make a difference in this messed up world, and he'd do anything to give them a chance.
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* * *

      Reginald gunned the ATV through the fence and careened onto the road as bullets whizzed by him. Why couldn't Vixen leave his family alone?

      He wished he could pray for Mary Anne to be alive, but he knew better. It wasn't a nightmare. She had no pulse and wasn't breathing. "God why did You do this?" he screamed. "She was a good person. You messed up again and took the wrong one. Why do You always get it wrong? First David, now Mary Anne? Don't you know, I'm the one who needs to die. No one else." He jabbed his thumb at his chest. "I did this."

      His chest ached, and his arm went numb. He pulled to the side of the road and stopped. Mary Anne. The only woman he'd ever loved. He'd treated her like dirt. Yet, she'd forgiven him. He vowed to change. Her death needed to count for something. That meant he needed to become a good person. A man she might've been proud of.

      He rubbed his hands against his jeans and pulled back onto the road. How would he tell Belle and Katie about Mary Anne? They deserved better than the life he'd given them.

      The road into the campground came into view. He whipped into the campground as his ATV sputtered and died. Great. He keyed the radio and called Adriana.

      She came to pick him up in the Porsche. He slid into the passenger seat, and she looked at him. "Are you okay?"

      "No. Mary Anne's dead."

      She put her hand on his arm. "I'm so sorry."

      He turned to her. Her swollen eyes had red rims. "Who did you lose?"

      "Mom. Miguel." Her voice was barely a whisper.

      Those two were a gut punch. Miguel and Faustina, two more innocents. Bile crawled up his throat.

      "We knew going in people would die. I just expected it to be me before either of them. If Mom had listened to us and evacuated before the attack..." Her voice cracked.

      Reginald rubbed his face. "How do I tell the girls?"

      Adriana pulled to the side of the road and broke down into hysterical sobs. After she'd exhausted her tear supply, she looked at him. "I'm sorry. This is hard. I don't know how to tell the kids about Mary Anne. Or Mom and Miguel."

      "You haven't told them?"

      "No." She wiped at her eyes. "I know it's going to hurt them."

      "We can't hide it. If we try, it will only hurt more in the end."

      "You're right." She heaved a sigh, put the car in gear, and started down the road again. "I'm glad you're here to tell them with me."

      She rolled to a stop in front of a large cabin. The motor home sat to the side. "They're in the cabin. It has more room. The RV was a little crowded with all of the kids and four dogs. We made a pen for the goats out back."

      "I'm impressed."

      She gave him a teary-eyed smile. "Thanks. I had to do something when I got back, and they were struggling to keep the goats from wandering away, so we got busy with some of the fencing supplies."

      Fritz bounded up to them as they opened the door, but the other three stood between the door and the family. The Akita, he couldn't remember her name, held her head low. A menacing growl emanated from her throat.

      "Shasha," Adriana called.

      The dog bounded up her with her tail wagging.

      Belle and Katie ran into the room and grabbed him. They held to him as tight as they could. After a few moments, Belle released him. "Where's Mom?"

      "Girls, let's sit down." Adriana tried to guide them to the large bed.

      "No. Where is my mother?" Belle planted her hands on her hips. "I have a right to know."

      Reginald didn't try to stop the flow of tears. "She didn't make it."

      "No." Belle pointed to the door. "Go get her. Now."

      "Baby, she died." He looked to Adriana for help.

      "Belle, honey, look at me." Adriana captured her chin in hand and turned her head. "You know your dad would never lie about something like this. Many people died today. I'm sorry your mom was among them."

      She crumpled to the floor sobbing. Katie lowered herself into the floor and wrapped Belle in her arms. She whispered something. Her voice too low to carry.

      He reached for her, but Adriana caught his arm. "Katie's been there. Let her comfort Belle for a while. I need to talk to my kids about Mom and Miguel." Her face paled and the skin around her eyes bunched. She walked toward the door as if her legs were too heavy for her body.

      "Do you need me?"

      "Yes." She turned to him. "Please."

      He joined her in the other room despite his breaking heart.

      Toni, Lori, Chris, and Tommy were in the floor playing with some toys. Probably ones Josh and Randi found and gave them for Christmas. Would his nephews get out of what was once their safe haven alive?

      Adriana sat on the floor with the children. "Do you understand we left our home because bad people wanted to hurt us?"

      They all wagged their heads yes.

      "Those bad people killed Abulita, Miguel, and Belle's Mommy."

      Tommy turned his head to the side and looked at her. "But they're coming here in a little while. Right, Mommy?"

      Lori sat with her eyes wide, but it was obvious they didn't understand.

      Chris shoved Tommy's shoulder. "Don't be a stupid head. They're dead. That means they ain't coming back. Ever. Just like my mommy and daddy."

      "Don't call others names."

      Chris crossed his arms and glared at her. "He needs to grow up. Everyone knows that when you die, your body rots back to dirt."

      Adriana narrowed her eyes at Chris. Reginald sat in front of the boy. "Chris, you need to help Tommy understand, but maybe not in such a graphic way. Their bodies are dead, but their souls went up to heaven to be with Jesus." He hoped karma didn't bite him for this lie, but the children needed some kind of comfort.

      "You ain't even believe that." Chris sneered. "I heard you talkin'. You think they rot into the dirt, too."

      Reginald took a deep breath. "Chris--"

      "Ain't nobody here care that they killed my folks. Why should I care about a bunch ol' killers dyin'?"

      Izzy walked up to the group with her face crimson. "Christopher Allan Parks, enough." She shook her finger in his face. "That man you called 'daddy' used to beat the snot out of you every day. He did horrible things to me. Things you don't understand. Josh killed him trying to save Mom. These people took us in, treated us like their own children, and yes, they do care that we lost our parents. Mr. Xever has spent hours talking with us and trying to help us. You are just being mean. You're acting just like the man our mother married. I don't even understand why you would call him 'dad'."

      Chris's face paled, and he stared at the floor. "I ain't actin' like Mel."

      "Yes, you are. Those are the things he said to us about our real father. I can't believe you."

      He looked at her and ducked his head. "I'm sorry."

      "I'm not the one you were mean to. You need to apologize to Mr. Reginald, Ms. Adriana, Tommy, Lori, and Toni."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      Izzy led Reginald to the other room. "What are we going to do with Chris? He cannot grow up to act like Mel. I won't have it."

      Reginald slipped his arm around her. "Chris was close to Miguel. He's hurting and lashing out. That's all. We all deal with grief in different ways."
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      Josh clicked his radio. They had to evac, now. When he tried to raise someone in the perimeter, a woman he didn't recognize responded to him. "Who is this?"

      "The person who's going to kill you. We've reduced your numbers greatly, but we will finish the job. Maybe not today, but one day soon."

      "Vixen." He spat the word out like it tasted bad on his tongue.

      "So nice to meet you, Joshua. Now, be sure to tell Reginald this is all his fault."

      Josh switched his radio off and prayed no one else used theirs. He had to round up the rest of the group and get them out of this place. They'd lost too many already. Why didn't he insist they bolt before Vixen attacked? They could've sabotaged the place. Destroyed the house, fences, and taken everything of use.

      He scrubbed his hand over his face. There would be time for self-recrimination later. Now, he had to get the rest of his family out of here.

      Bryan moved on the far bridge, so he bolted toward him. His steps echoed on the bridge. Bryan didn't look up from his shooting. "Josh."

      "We need to evac. Now."

      "I agree. Gabriele and Randi are downstairs. Let's book." They ran down to the ATV barn. Gabriele was there, but Randi was gone.

      "Where is Randi?" Josh asked.

      "She went looking for Vixen. She said this won't be over until the woman is dead, and she's going to take her out."

      Josh muttered under his breath. "Y'all take the Charger and get out of here while I find her."

      "Not leaving until we can all go." Gabriele shook her head. "Not happening."

      "You're injured." Josh needed to find Randi, and standing here arguing with this woman was wasting time. "Just go."

      "We'll be fine." Bryan motioned for him to go find Randi. "I'll stay with her. We'll have each other's backs."

      Josh darted to the fence line. Thank the good Lord Vixen's people were lousy shots for the most part. Still, they'd done a lot of damage.

      Where was Randi? He stood next to Gabriele and moved his gaze over the compound grounds searching for Randi. She slipped from behind the house. She was headed for the secret tunnel. He raced over and grabbed her. "Stop. We have to evac."

      "Then go." She glared at him. "I'm taking Vixen out once and for all."

      "Not like this. You're going to get killed."

      "That doesn't matter. The woman won't stop until she kills us all."

      "I get it, but let's evac, then regroup. We can always set up a sniper to take her out."

      "No. If we wait, something will happen."

      "Randi, we're all exhausted. Come on."

      Shots rang out and something slammed into his hip. His leg buckled, and he fell to the ground. Randi grabbed his arm. "Can you move at all?"

      "Yeah." He felt his hip. "Flesh. No bone."

      She grimaced as she gave the house one more look, and helped him up. "Okay, let's evac." He leaned on her and they headed for the car. He limped, but could still bear weight on the leg. Another sign it was just a flesh wound. She opened the door and helped him inside. "Bryan, you take them back to the camp. I'm going to search the perimeter for the others."

      Randi took off on one of the four-wheelers heading into the perimeter.

      Bryan drove through the ATV barn and the nearest fence. "Do you think she'll be okay?"

      "I pray she will." Josh groaned and shifted off his hip. "She's tough, but sometimes she thinks she's invincible."

      "As long as she doesn't go back for Vixen, she'll be fine." Gabriele tore her shirt and handed a large swath to Josh. "Put some pressure on that wound to stem the blood loss."

      Her French accent had disappeared since they'd been fighting. "What's the deal Gabriele? You aren't really French, are you?"

      She stared at him over the back of the seat for so long, he didn't expect her to answer.

      "I spent a year before college in France and learned the language." She shrugged. "For some reason, men tend to pay more attention to someone with a French accent. I automatically became prettier because I was exotic, I guess."

      Since he was asking, he might as well pose the question that had been bugging him since she'd shown up. "Why Uncle Reg? I mean, he's a great guy, but he was married with two children, and old. At least old compared to you."

      "He was kind to me. Nicer than anyone has ever treated me in my life. I didn't want to get involved with a married man, but as we worked together, it just happened. He's an incredible man. I've never met anyone as intelligent as him, and he's nice looking. I know you might not think so, but from a woman's perspective, he's a real catch."

      Josh still didn't get it, but he wasn't a woman. He groaned and shifted again. Thankfully, they'd taken all of the medicines so they could treat the wounded. Without Miguel and Aunt Mary Anne, it would all fall on Uncle Reg. He frowned. "Can you stitch people up and help treat them?"

      "I'm a medical doctor who chose research. Reginald is a microbiologist. Between the two of us we should be able to take care of the wounded." She grimaced. "As well as we can with what we have to work with."

      Bryan pulled into the campground. "Do you know where they are?"

      "No, but we can't call them on the radio. Vixen's listening to us."

      "I heard." He drove forward. "Mark said something about finding a cabin near the back."

      They drove around for a while and Josh spotted the RV. "There." They reached the cabin and Bryan came to his aid. "I'm good. Help Gabriele."

      Adriana met them at the door. "Where's Randi?" Panic shone in her eyes, and her hands trembled. "Please don't tell me she's dead, too."

      Josh put his arm around her leaned on her as they walked inside. "She's fine. She's getting the rest of group and will be here at any time." He prayed his words were true. He never should've left her there alone.
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* * *

      Randi flew into the perimeter searching for their family. Jill lay on the ground with a bullet hole in head. Randi cursed under her breath. She'd kill Vixen. One way or another. A few yards from Jill lay Aaron. She ran to him and felt for a pulse. Nothing. At least they put up a good fight from the looks of the bodies lying in the dirt.

      If she didn't find Ethan and Nia…. No. She refused leave them there to die. She swiped at the sweat dripping off her face and willed her trembling body to still. Unless Vixen had already killed them.

      She drove toward the far fence where she'd parked a truck earlier. Nia sat in the back seat with her head down. Blood dripped down her face. Randi ran to her and felt for a pulse. Nia grabbed her hand. "Thank God it's you. I've been playing dead for what seems like hours."

      Ethan lay on the other side of Nia. Was he dead?

      Randi pulled her hair back to look at the wound. Not deep but she did have a bullet wound creasing the side of her head. "Girl, your hair will never look right again."

      Nia smiled. "Let's get Ethan out of here. He has a bad wound. I've been holding pressure since we got shot."

      Randi climbed into passenger seat and flew through the fence. "Is he alive?"

      "Barely. He's lost a lot of blood. Miguel will have his work cut out for him to keep him alive."

      A lump lodged in Randi's throat, and a small cry escaped her lips.

      "Not Miguel?"

      She nodded.

      "Who else did we lose, Randi?"

      "Mom."

      "No." Sobs came from the back seat, and Randi's eyes filled with tears. She swiped at them. No time for grief. She was responsible for keeping Ethan alive, and if she didn't get them to help soon, they wouldn't make it.

      She flew up to the Ranger's Station at the park and hit the breaks. The truck rolled to a stop. Where did she go from here?

      "Can't you call them on the radio?"

      "Vixen has one of our walkies, she's been listening to us. I don't want to clue her in on where we are."

      Bryan pulled up in the Charger and motioned for them to follow him. Was he coming to look for her or heading back to Vixen? She thought she could trust him, but a niggling of doubt still lingered.

      She followed Bryan, but the roads and the landscape passed in a blur. Was Ethan still alive? How long did they have before he bled out? She parked and jerked her door open. "I need help getting Ethan inside. They shot him in the chest, but he's still alive."

      Bryan grabbed Ethan's shoulders, and she lifted his legs while Nia walked beside them holding pressure on his chest wound.

      "I was hoping you were close behind me." They reached the bed, and Bryan eased Ethan's shoulders onto it. "If you hadn't shown up in the park within a little bit, I was coming to look for you."

      Randi frowned. "Why? I can take care of myself."

      "I know, but it's hard enough leaving those who died out in the field. No way was I leaving you behind."

      She nudged his shoulder with hers. Reginald started an IV in Ethan as Gabriele cut off his shirt. Did these two have a clue how to save him?

      "Gabriele, are you okay to work on him? What about your injuries?"

      "Reg did as much repair as possible. I'm taking pain pills and propping it up, but I'm all Ethan has right now. We'll deal with my leg once he's stable." She motioned to Reginald. "Wide open, Reg." Gabriele probed the wound. "Bullet was a through and through. Looks like no bone or organs hit. If I can stop the bleeding, we're golden. Unless he's lost too much blood already."

      "What about a transfusion?" Bryan asked.

      "No way to cross match. There's more to it than having the same blood type." Gabriele swiped her pale face with her forearm.

      "Let me get that." Josh swabbed her face with a cloth. "Can you stitch up the artery?"

      "Yeah. It's not as friable as I thought at first."

      What happened to her French accent? She sounded more like someone from Louisiana, and she acted like someone who'd been in the middle of a battle or two and had to keep going in spite of excruciating pain. She would ask Gabriele later when she wasn't trying to save to Ethan's life.

      Randi walked into the other room. They'd lost Miguel, Mom, Ayanna, Aaron, Daniel, Mary Anne, and Jill in one fell swoop. Why didn't she insist they evacuate and let Vixen have the compound? The blood of all of those people, and Ethan's was on her hands.

      Josh lay on the sofa with his hip elevated. How bad was the injury? She walked to him. "Has anyone stitched you up?"

      "Yeah. Reginald took care of it. Gabriele's leg is bad. I'm hoping she doesn't lose it."

      Randi flinched. "Bone?"

      "And muscle tissue. Man, I don't know how she's in there working on Ethan. I'm glad she is, but I don't know how she's not passed out by now. She refused any IV pain meds when Reginald probed it. Told him what to look for, and how to repair it to the best of his abilities."

      "How does she know how to do all of this?"

      "Trauma surgeon before she decided she didn't like that life, biomed engineering was her undergrad degree, so she went into research."

      Randi patted his shoulder. "Did you get pain meds?"

      "Yeah. Adriana's pushing pills to everyone who needs them."

      "Good. Try to rest. We'll need to regroup and get out of this area as soon as Ethan and Gabriele are able."

      She walked outside and took a deep breath. The clean winter air filled her lungs, and she could almost imagine she hadn't lost most of her family. She'd avoided her dad and sister because the accusing looks bored into her soul. They knew this was her fault as much as she did.

      The door opened, but she refused to turn around. She prayed it wasn't her father or Adriana.

      "There you are." Adriana grabbed her and pulled her into her arms. "I was so afraid you were going to die out there. When Bryan and the others came back without you, I almost lost it."

      Randi didn't say anything. She couldn't. If she did, she might lose control of her emotions.

      "I'm so sorry for everything I've ever said to you. When they killed Mom, you held it together in a way I never could have. If it hadn't been for you, I would've climbed out of the car and grieved over my mother right there in the midst of everyone else dying."

      Randi pulled back from Adriana. "No. You're tougher than you think."

      She shook her head. "Not like you. Of course, you just stuff your feelings down so you can get things done." She tugged on Randi's belt. "It's not good for you, though. The more you quash your emotions, the skinnier you get."

      Randi smiled. "Not sure how to do anything else, but you are tougher than you think."

      "You have to take care of yourself." Adriana patted Randi on the back. "We've only got each other, now."

      "And Dad."

      "Yeah, and Dad."

      The door opened and Bryan walked out. "Randi, want to make a run with me? I'm going to spy on Vixen's group for a while. I'd like to see how many of their people we took down. If she doesn't have plenty of minions, she won't attack until they come up with a way to recruit more fighters."

      "Yeah."

      "I'll come, too."

      Randi rubbed her sister's back. "Dad needs you. I don't have a clue how to help him, but you can. You've been in his shoes."

      Tears shone in her eyes. "Just promise me you'll be safe."

      "I won't let anything happen to her."

      "You'd better not." She jabbed a finger in his chest. "Otherwise, you'll answer to me."
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* * *

      Vixen stepped onto the porch and surveyed the damage. Alton had warned her they would lose people, but she never dreamed it would be so many. How many were wounded? And who all ran like yellow bellies?

      Jane joined her on the porch. She had a bandage on her arm. "We have many dead and even more wounded. I don't think anyone came out unscathed except you and Doc."

      "Is Doc sober?"

      Jane twisted her mouth up in a way that looked painful and promised to add even more wrinkles to her face. "No more so than usual."

      "We must find a true doctor. This can't go on. The man's going to kill someone."

      "He's all we've got for now, and we have lots of wounded to attend to. Alton's helping by stitching up those who have minor injuries, but we have no antibiotics. Doc said he told Bryan to find some but he never did."

      Vixen let out a curse. Bryan Ridley would pay for his traitorous actions. If it was the last thing she did, she would kill him and Reginald Barker. Who did those men think they were defying her and stealing her dog? "Where's Alton, now?"

      "He's in the downstairs bedroom helping Doc."

      "Send him out here, now. I need to talk to him."

      "But Vixen, he's helping Doc. We have wounded out the wazoo."

      "Then you help Doc. I need Alton." She shoved the woman's injured shoulder with her fingertips. "Go get Alton."

      Jane yelped, but turned and scurried inside.

      A few minutes later Alton walked through the door with a bandage on his arm. "What do you want? Jane can't stitch anyone up. The woman vomits at the site of blood. Doc can't take care of the minor injuries what with several people on the verge of death." He pinned her with a glare. "Now what in the devil is so all-fired important that I can't attend to our sick?"

      "I want you to find out where Reginald's group went."

      "No. They decimated our ranks. I'm not going to leave wounded people to run around like your lap dog. Forget about Barker and his group. Let them leave. We got the place." He raised an eyebrow. "Which is what you said you wanted. Now, it's time to take care of our wounded, repair the fences, and bring the children here."

      "How do we know Reginald won't come back to attack us again?"

      Alton motioned to the ground littered with bodies. "How? We've killed most of his group. Let it go."

      "I can't. Not after the way he disrespected me."

      Alton stared at her for several moments. "We can't go after them. Do you understand when I said no one was left uninjured that I wasn't joking? You and Doc are the only ones who came through this unscathed. If you want to find out where they are, do it yourself."

      "Alton, if you want to remain in this community, you'll do as I say."

      "Fine. Then you need to take your skinny rear inside and help Doc. Otherwise, we're going to lose more people. Do you understand? The more people we lose, the more vulnerable we are." Alton turned and stalked to the one car Reginald's group had left behind. An older Bronco. "My arm is going to be fine, thanks for asking," he yelled over his shoulder.

      Joe limped out of the house. "Hey Vixen."

      "Do you know how to suture a wound?"

      "No, but Marguerite's a seamstress. Can't be that much different than sewing a dress."

      "Send her in to work with Doc. Alton had to leave."

      "Yes, ma'am."

      He turned to head inside but she grabbed his arm. "Do not call me ma'am."

      "I forgot. It was meant as a term of respect."

      She shooed him away without answering. Any adult who thought calling a woman ma'am was respectful should have their heads examined. She wasn't an ancient grandmother.

      Time to gather a crew to round up the dead bodies. They needed a truck to pull the trailer. She keyed the military radio at her side and called Atlas.

      "This is Tammy."

      "Tammy, I need a truck here as soon as possible."

      "Yes, ma...okay."

      "Have the other teens load up the children and bring them here, but you bring me the large Dodge Ram 2500. Do you think you can manage that?"

      "Yes."

      "Good. I want you here as soon as possible. The directions to this facility are on my desk."

      When Tammy and the others arrived, she would have them load up the bodies and burn them. Alton wouldn't approve of the children working like that, but someone had to get it done and with the adults injured, they had no choice but use the teens. The thought of all of those children in the house made her shudder. She would clean out the basement and have someone take beds down there. The children could enjoy the large room without disturbing her, and it would free up one of the other rooms for her to set up an armory, food bank, and office. The adults could share the downstairs bedroom. She was taking the entire top floor. If they didn't like it, they could build themselves a place to live elsewhere, or stay in a tent. She didn't care. This was her home, and they were her guests.

      Joe rejoined her on the porch. His limp quite pronounced. "She's helping him. Not happy about it, but she's doing it."

      "Good." Vixen pointed to his leg. "What happened to you?"

      "Gunshot. Doc said there's muscle damage, but no arteries or bones, so I'll live unless I get an infection."

      "When the kids get here with the other vehicles, take someone and go find antibiotics before you all die. Before you do that, get some of the other men and clear out the basement. Move all of the furniture from the upstairs except for one of the larger beds."

      His face blanched, and he nodded. Smart man. "Vixen, how many do you think we lost?"

      "I'm not sure." She waved her hand over the camp. "Look around. Can't be good with all of these bodies littering the ground. Of course, quite a few of them are Reginald's group."

      "Was it worth it?"

      "Why would you ask that?"

      "So much loss of life, and we have downed fences, deaders wandering around in that area. The critters are getting out." He shrugged. "It seems like such a waste of life."

      "We'll repair the fences and be safer here than we were in Atlas."

      He shook his head. "With as many people as we've lost and who are injured, it's going to take us a long time to recover. Until then, we're not safe here."

      "Do you want to go back to Atlas?"

      "No. I want to know why it was worth killing all of these people to get this land. It had to be about more than just a safe place."

      She raised an eyebrow and jabbed a red-nailed fingertip in his chest. "Are you questioning my leadership? Are you saying you're a better leader?"

      "No. I'm asking you why we needed this place."

      "Because Reginald betrayed us and was living here with no consequences whatsoever."

      "He betrayed us because he wanted to bring his family here? No. He just wanted to leave. We shouldn't have tried to keep him and his wife. Now, he's not only lost his son, but his wife, the woman you said he forced out, is lying over there dead because she was fighting on her husband's side. Tell me how any of this makes sense? It was a case of simple revenge and nothing more."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      Randi slumped down in the seat as Bryan drove toward the ranger's station. All energy seeped out of her body making her arms and legs too heavy to move. She swallowed over the thickness in her throat as she replayed the battle in her head. Why didn't she insist they run? What made any of them think they could stand against Vixen? The woman wielded Hitleresque power over her people.

      Bryan grimaced. "If I'd found a way to kill Vixen long ago your family would be alive."

      "They killed one of their own. Sarah. Did you know her?"

      He shook his head.

      "A teenager scared out of her mind. She asked me for help, but I was too slow to get her into the ATV barn to hide." The second teenager she couldn't save. Now, eyes the color of fine whiskey would join the bayou moss ones to haunt her dreams. Why wasn't she ever good enough to keep people alive? They would all be better off if she'd died instead of her mother and brother.

      "Vixen will use anyone and anything." He turned to Randi. "If I get the chance, I'm taking her out while we're here. It's time to put an end to her madness. Had I been smart, we would've all hidden in the hills and picked them off one by one."

      "I should've insisted they all leave a long time ago. They could've headed somewhere. Georgia to the CDC or Maryland to USMARIID, the U.S. Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases. Maybe someone is still at one of those places who could help them."

      "Let's go. When Ethan's stable enough to move, let's head to the coast, hop on a yacht and get out of here. If we try to drive, no telling what we'll encounter, but we could take a yacht and sail there."

      "Do you know anything about piloting a yacht?"

      "No, but we can learn."

      She waved him off. "Mark. He knows everything. If he doesn't know, all we have to do is find something that will explain all of the instrumentation, and he'll be good to go. If he's ever read a book on it, he'll know how already. The man's a genius."

      Bryan took a deep breath and little more color came into his face as he turned the corner.

      Nia's Broncho blocked the road. The air whooshed out of her. "They found us."

      Randi drew her Kimber as she climbed out of the truck.

      A man climbed out of the Broncho with his hands in the air.

      "What do you want, Alton?" Bryan asked.

      "I'm done. Vixen sent me to watch your group, but I had an idea where you were." He shrugged. "I came to talk to you."

      Bryan let out a string of curses enough to make a sailor blush. "Why can't you leave us alone? We did nothing to you or Vixen except defend ourselves. Can't you just go away?"

      "If it were up to me, yes. In fact, we wouldn't have bothered you in the first place. If you're planning to kill Vixen, do it. I'll even draw her into the open for you. We cannot continue with her plans for revenge. Many of our people are dead, and the rest are injured. I refuse to be a part of it any longer. If she dies, they'll turn to me."

      "He's right." Bryan lifted his chin. "How do we know you won't seek revenge for her death?"

      "Because I'm sick of death and destruction. I tried to tell her how many people'd die, but she didn't care. She convinced me that with our numbers, we could take the place without much of a fight. If you take her out, I'll convince the rest of the group to go back to Atlas. You can have your place back."

      "No." Randi shook her head. "We don't want to go back there. Not with all of the souls who died on that battlefield to haunt our dreams. Do you think we liked killing your people? Why didn't you stop her?"

      Alton let out a harsh laugh. "Stop Vixen? That's like trying to stop a freight train barreling toward a stalled car. I barely stopped her from using that rocket launcher and killing all of us. It doesn't happen. She has a way of convincing people to do hideous things they would never dream of under normal circumstances. If they disagree, they have a way of turning up dead. You have my word no one will come after you. The rest of us want to figure out how to survive without any more killing."

      "Why did you attack in the first place?" Randi despised the catch in her voice, but talking to this man sent the video clips of first Miguel, then of her mother dying to her tired brain.

      He shrugged. "She fed everyone a line about Reginald forcing Mary Anne and the girls to leave Atlas against their will. That, and she said she tried to broker a deal where we could join your group and live in the outer area, but you threatened to kill her if she didn't get off your property." He motioned toward Randi. "She called you 'Reginald's hired thug'."

      Randi shook her head. "The woman is flat out delusional. She never approached us. Of course, after the way she beat Belle with a whip, I seriously doubt any of us would've allowed her inside."

      Alton's eyes went wide. "She what?"

      "She beat her. Used a leather whip across the child's back because Belle told her making some teen boy cut grass one blade at a time with a pair of child's scissors was lame punishment."

      Alton's mouth gaped open. "That woman never ceases to amaze me. Never in a good way, sadly."

      Randi kept her weapon trained on him because she still didn't trust him, but his shock seemed genuine. He had none of the tells of a liar. "What are you going to do?"

      "When you're in position, I'll call her, tell her I found your group, and act like she's breaking up. I'm hoping she'll move from the porch or house into the yard."

      "Where are you going?"

      "Back to Atlas. The original Atlas. We left the kids there with just a couple of teens and two older women to watch them. I have a bad feeling about leaving them much longer."

      "What if Vixen finds out you're there before we have a chance to get rid of her?"

      "I'll stick to the area outside the fence. No one'll see me, but I can make sure they're safe."

      They allowed him to leave and Randi turned to Bryan. "Is he legit?"

      "Maybe. I know when Vixen was planning this he seemed a little put out, but I think he's also been her lover for a while."

      "Should we go ahead with hiding and trying to get rid of her?"

      "I didn't tell him where we'd be. Although, he can probably figure out somewhere on the backside of the camp."

      "It's worth a shot. The worst that can happen is she'll have us killed, then we won't have to worry about it anymore. Josh knows to get everyone away from Garner as soon as Ethan's safe to travel, so I'm game if you are."

      "I'm on it." He pulled onto the highway and drove a few miles. Cars were parked crossways on the road bumper to bumper blocking any forward progress. Men with long guns pointing toward them stood on the other side of the cars.
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* * *

      Josh woke to a quiet house. He stood and winced as his hip throbbed. How did Randi continue to fight through the pain of two gunshot wounds when her brother-in-law was killed? Miguel had told him about her heading back out to hunt for meds. The woman must run on adrenaline twenty-four seven. He rubbed his chest. Miguel. Why him, God? How much loss could Randi endure before she gave up on life?

      He eased open the door to Ethan's room. If not for his pale, ashy skin color, he could've been taking a nap. His face was smooth with no signs of pain or distress. Maybe he'd turned the corner. Josh could still hear Ethan's screams while Gabriele had worked on him. He shuddered and walked to her bedside. She was lying on the other bed in the room with her leg propped up.

      "You okay?" he whispered.

      "I'm alive. My leg's not so hot. Shattered the bone."

      "How did you take care of Ethan in that shape?"

      "Reginald brought me a chair and gave me some pain pills. He's since given me some IV pain meds."

      "Nice to see you've dropped the French accent." He smiled. "Where are you really from?"

      "Ponchatoula, Louisiana. It's about an hour from Nola and known for the Strawberry Festival." She sighed. "My daddy spoke a little French, and I was fascinated with it. After high school I went to France for a year. Learned the language and thought about staying for college, but daddy said he wasn't paying for it. It would've been much more expensive, and he had three others to put through college after me."

      Her pale face and strained voice told him just how much pain she was in. "What can we do for your leg?"

      "Short of surgery to repair the shattered bone?" She shrugged. "Chop it off."

      His eyes went wide. "We don't have a way to cauterize it if we did that, and how could you move?"

      She patted his hand. "How will I move now? We can find crutches. Reginald's getting a fire going so we can do the deed."

      "What's he going to use? We don't have power tools. It can't be that easy to slice a leg off."

      "He's going to chop it above the macerated bone and tissue. Then he found a frying pan in the cabinet, he's going to keep it in the fire until it's hot enough to seal the wound. Best we can do under the circumstances."

      Bile crawled up Josh's throat. This woman talked about the abuse of her body like she was talking about something as simple as gutting a fish. "Infection?"

      She pointed at the IV. "We already have antibiotics running. This is the best we can do. "Reginald will need help, though. He can't put me out because we don't have the equipment."

      Josh swiped at the sweat beading on his forehead. "You need someone to hold you down?"

      "Yes. It'll take more than you alone. Can you ask Bryan to help you?"

      "Let me find him."

      Josh walked out onto the porch and gulped in fresh air. Mark and Adriana leaned against one of the cars talking. He walked toward them. "Have you seen Bryan?"

      Adriana paled. "Uh. He left."

      "What?" Was the guy heading back to tell Vixen where they were now?

      "He and Randi went to scope out how hard Vixen's group was hit. They said we need to leave here as soon as we can because she'll come after us, but if her crew's down, she'll need to gather replacements before she strikes. It might buy us time."

      "You've got to be kidding me." He jammed his hand through his hair. "What a hair-brained scheme. They should know better. What if Vixen catches them? Do they want to get killed?"

      Adriana pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. "I know you're worried about Randi. I am, too, but she has a point. The longer we can wait to run, the better off Ethan and Gabriele will be. She fought through what had to be excruciating pain to take care of Ethan. If we leave before he's stable enough, all of her pain and work was for nothing."

      She was right, but the thought of Randi getting caught or worse sent his nerves skittering into overdrive. "Fine. I need to find someone to help me restrain Gabriele while Reginald removes her leg."

      "I'll help." She pointed at Mark. "He's in no shape to try to hold anyone down. Let's get Dad. He needs a purpose right now, otherwise he'll sit in there" she pointed to motor home "and sink deeper into depression."

      "I'll find him, but Randi and Bryan need to get back here. What good does it do to go look at the aftermath?"

      Adriana scuffed her foot against the ground and refused to make eye contact. He frowned. "What do you know?"

      "Nothing. Honest, it's just a feeling I have. One of them will try to take that woman out."

      Josh stomped away from her muttering. Those two were going to get killed. Randi was bad enough on her own, but add Bryan to the mix and the situation turned into TNT.

      He climbed into the RV. The kids were in the living area. Some were playing a board game and the littler ones were playing with cars. "Y'all seen Xever?"

      Belle had red puffy eyes, but wasn't crying. She and Katie had curled up on the sofa. "In there." She pointed toward the bedroom. "He needs someone to talk to, Josh. He's lost his son and wife in the same day."

      Josh patted her on the back. "I know sweetie. It's a hard day for all of us."

      Toni tugged on his hand. "Where's Momma?"

      Josh frowned. "Momma?" What was the child talking about?

      "It's what she calls Randi." Izzy took Toni by the hand. "Come on. Let's play."

      "Wait. I want to know where my mommy is." She stamped her little foot. "If she died, tell me." Tears dripped down her little face.

      "No, honey. Randi's fine. She had to make a run with Bryan. That's all."

      "You promise?"

      He kissed her on the head. "Yes, I promise." All of these children had lost so much, and he had no clue how to comfort them. Or anyone else for that matter. How did he comfort people who'd lost everything? He closed his eyes. Aunt Mary Anne. How would Uncle Reg handle losing his wife? He shook his head. No, he couldn't dwell on those he'd lost. Not now. God, help me get through this.
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* * *

      We can't fight it out." Randi rubbed her arms. "We're both good shots, but we don't have the advantage here."

      "Nope. Nothing left but to surrender. Looks like Alton set us up."

      "I'm not so sure." Alton seemed sincere. He may be an accomplished liar, but he had the attitude of someone who was fed up. She shrugged. "Not sure why, but I think he was telling the truth."

      "Maybe." He pointed toward the group. "See the guy on the end with the pot belly and greasy hair? That's Phil Harrison. Vixen doesn't trust him or like him, but she'll use him any way she can."

      Randi rubbed her gritty eyes. Much more of this insanity, and she'd go crazy. "Might as well get out. If we try to run, they'll probably follow us and shoot." She put her hand on the door handle. "Besides, what's the worst that could happen?" After all she'd been through, death might be a sweet release. No more haunted nights.

      "Torture."

      "So be it. Come on." She pushed the door open and held her arms up showing that she wasn't going for her gun. Several long seconds passed. No shots rang out. She climbed out of the truck with her hands still in the air. "What do you want?"

      "Take those guns out of your waistbands, and put them on the truck." The man Bryan had called Phil motioned with his rifle for them dump their guns. "Easy now. Use two fingers, nothing more."

      She took a deep breath. How could they get their weapons out of the holster with two fingers? "We have them in holsters. It's going to take more than two fingers to release them. Either I grasp the butt of the .45 or you come relieve me of it."

      Phil sauntered around the cars they had blocking the road. "Don't get any dumb ideas. If you try to shoot me, they'll cut you down like the dogs you are." He plucked Randi's their weapons from hood of the car.

      "We weren't the ones who attacked. Y'all were." Bryan pointed to Randi. "These people have done nothing to anyone except help. They took in a family when Vixen turned them away all because they were black. She's a racist liar. If you continue to follow her, she'll lead you down a path of destruction."

      Phil motioned with his gun for them walk toward one of the cars. They walked to it, and another man opened the door and shoved them into the back seat.

      Randi closed her eyes. Ethan kept telling her to pray, but it was hard. How did she even initiate a conversation with God? Did she even want to talk to him? She'd watched Miguel and her mother slaughtered. The images of the Miguel dying flooded her mind. Why him? Why Mom? They were good and loved God. Even Ethan lay on his deathbed.

      She swallowed over the lump in her throat. Okay, God. Let's talk. You've allowed so much loss in my life. Why? Why couldn't you save at least Miguel or Mom? She hadn't shed anyone's blood like the rest of us. Now Ethan, a man who has a heart like Yours, is dying. If You allow all of the good ones to die, that just leaves me. Someone who's worthless. Without me and Bryan, what's left of our family is vulnerable. We're about the only ones who aren't injured. Please help us do something. Anything.

      The car slowed, and she opened her eyes. They were pulling into the perimeter area. These people hadn't even tried to pull the fire engine from in front of the moat. The fences weren't patched, and they left the drawbridge at the ATV garage down. Didn't' they realize the infecteds could overrun them to the point they might not make it out alive? She sighed and shook her head. The first thing they needed to do was secure the compound. Once they accomplished safety, then move on to kidnapping. Idiots. Infecteds wandered around inside the inner fence.

      The car rolled to a stop, and the driver turned to them. "Out." He motioned to the drawbridge with his revolver. Looked like a small .38. They all climbed out of the car, but he left the keys dangling in the ignition. Randi filed that tidbit away in case they escaped.

      He nudged her in the back. "Move it. Y'all are going into the house. Vixen is waiting for you."

      Randi glanced at Bryan. A muscle worked in his jaw, and his eye twitched.

      The silence of the compound creeped her out. Her gut clenched. Where was everyone, and why were they all so quiet? Alton had said the children were still at their previous home, so if he wasn't lying, that explained why she didn't hear kids playing, but the adults were eerily quiet, too. The only sounds came from the crunch of their feet on the dry ground. She rubbed the back of her neck and tried to catch Bryan's attention without alerting their captor, but he continued to stare straight ahead. He held his body so rigid she was afraid his muscles would all start cramping at once.

      They walked into the living room. Someone had removed all of the furniture and stashed the beds from upstairs in every corner. Why? They had enough beds for most of the people in Atlas. Vixen could've sent a few people on a run to find more beds. In fact, she should've done that instead of taking them captive. "I thought you said Vixen wanted to see us?" Randi motioned to the room. "Where is she?"

      "Upstairs in her office. First door on the right."

      She cleared out at least part of the upstairs for her own use? What a piece of work. She didn't care one iota about the people under her rule. Why couldn't they see that the woman was a tyrannical dictator?

      Their captor rapped on the door and pushed it open. "Vixen, we have Bryan and Randi here to see you."

      She motioned for them to come inside. Their captor closed the door as he left them with Vixen. Randi eyed the woman. Could she kill her without her making a sound? If so, she'd save these people from whatever evil plans this leather-clad cat-woman wannabe came up with. She was going to get her entire town killed if she kept up with her plans to avenge any perceived slight.

      "What do you want, Vixen? You've got the camp, murdered Mary Anne among others, so you've gotten your revenge." Bryan stabbed the air with his forefinger. "Why can't you leave us alone?"

      She stared at him for several long moments. "I won't rest until every last one of you is dead."
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      Josh urged Xever toward the cabin. At the door, the older man turned and met Josh's gaze. "Where is Randi?"

      "Uh. She and Bryan left. I think they went to find more supplies."

      "Right." He glared at Josh. "You're telling me you allowed my daughter to leave knowing what a hothead she is? You do realize she's probably out for revenge right now. She's going to die, and then I'll only have Adriana left. Will you be happy then? Or do you want me to be all alone? Like that would ever be punishment enough for murdering my son."

      Josh counted to five reminding himself this was Xever's grief speaking. He put his hand on the man's arm. "I didn't know she'd left until Adriana told me. Randi said she was going outside to talk to her sister."

      "And you believed her?"

      "I had no reason not to."

      "She's Randi. That's reason enough." Xever slammed the door open. "You're going to need to put a tight leash on that woman if she makes it back. Keep her under control."

      Did Xever even realize what he was saying? No one put a tight leash on Randi. She did what she wanted when she wanted and dared anyone to object. Xever's grief over Miguel and Faustina clouded his judgment. Josh needed to remember that and give him some slack. He'd come around eventually.

      They walked into the bedroom where Ethan lay on one bed and Gabriele on the other. Her face glistened with sweat and her damp, limp hair clung to the pillow.

      She flung her arm onto her forehead. "I hope you have something more than a hydrocodone."

      "Yes." Uncle Reginald adjusted the IV drip. "I looked up all of the IV drugs we have.  ondansetron and lorazepam I'll give you the maximum dose now, but you'll have to wait a while to get anymore. I'll keep giving you pain meds at the right times." His hands shook. "You're sure I can do this?"

      "You have to. The bullet shattered the bone. We don't have any way of fixing it. Just make sure to give me plenty of antibiotics. Use the ax right above the area that's shattered. You need to cut through intact bone, so it'll take a strong swing. Maybe more than one. I don't know. I've never seen an amputation done with an ax."

      He turned green and sweat beads popped out on his forehead. "Okay. I'll check on the tools to cauterize it. Mark's working on that and sharpening the ax. Let me go wash my hands."

      "Wait." She snaked her hand out and grabbed Reginald's arm in a vice. "Wait. I'm sorry, Reg."

      "It's okay. I need to wash my hands."

      "Not, yet. I have to do this now in case I don't make it. I'm sorry. I tried to come between you and Mary Anne from the start. It was a despicable thing to do. I know you loved her, and I'm sorry. I'm sorry I lied to you about being from France. I..." She swiped at the tears running down her face. "I don't blame you if you hate me. I just wanted what you had with her. You loved her and your family so much. I never had that. Instead of admiring you, I set out to get you. I guess I thought I could take your wife's place, but she was a good, strong woman. Not like me."

      "Shh." He pushed her hair out of her face. "Let go of the guilt. What's in the past is in the past. You're forgiven. Mary Anne forgave you before she died, too. Let it go." He walked out of the room.

      "Let it go. If only it were that easy."

      Xever sat on the bed bedside her and clasped her hand. "You have to forgive yourself."

      "How? I'm afraid that's not the worst I've done. I'm a horrible person."

      "When I was younger, I was an alcoholic. When I drank, I turned mean."

      Josh slipped out the door. He didn't need to stand by and watch as those two shared their pain and tragedies. Maybe they could help each other. Xever needed people to care for, and she needed to experience unconditional love for once in her life.

      Uncle Reg stood by the fireplace with arm resting on the mantle and his head on his arm. Josh put his hand on his uncle's shoulder. "You can do this."

      "I'm not sure I can." He shook his head. "It's too much. After losing Mary Anne and David, now to have to chop someone I care about into bits."

      "Why don't we do this?" Josh rubbed his uncle's back. "Let me do the chopping. You and Xever hold her down."

      "I can't ask you to do that."

      "You aren't. I'm offering." The thought made him want to vomit, but they had to take care of their own, and this was the only way to help Gabriele. "Okay?"

      Uncle Reg nodded.

      Josh scrubbed his hands as best he could. "Where's Mark?"

      Adriana pointed to the porch. "He'll be here in a minute. He's trying put a razor edge on the ax to make it a little easier." She shuddered. "Not that it will be easy. What can I do?"

      "You can help your dad and Uncle Reg hold her down. We probably need to move her to the floor, too so I have solid surface under her. On the bed, she'll move with the downward pressure." Churning rocked his gut again. Lord, help me do this in one swing.

      Adriana took Josh's hands in hers and bowed her head. She prayed over him and over Gabriele, and then she added, "Lord, please watch over my idiot sister and don't let her get herself killed. I really want to see her again." Her voice broke at the end of the prayer, and Josh pulled into his arms to comfort her.

      Mark walked in with the ax, so Josh scrubbed his hands again.

      They all went into the bedroom and moved Gabriele to the floor. Uncle Reginald cut Gabriele's pants leg even higher and touched an area on her leg. "Here?"

      She raised her head and nodded. "Intact bone. Don't miss. If you have to chop again, do your best to hit the same area again."

      Adriana scrubbed Gabriele's leg with what looked like an iodine solution. She left the iodine stuff painted across the area. Maybe that would help keep her from getting an infection.

      Mark poured the iodine solution on the axe, then handed it to him. "Don't let the tourniquet loose no matter what. After the amputation, I'll bring the blade in to cauterize the wound, but I want to leave it in the fire as long as I can."

      Josh uttered another silent prayer, lifted the ax, and swung it downward. The ax connected with Gabriele's leg, and she let out a chilling scream then passed out. The blade had sliced through the bone, but the muscles and tissue on the other side was still intact.

      "Here. I was afraid that might happen, so I sterilized this one as best I could." Mark passed him a long bladed knife.

      Josh took a deep breath, sliced through the remaining tissue, and leaned back. "I guess it's time to burn it?"

      Mark ran out of the room and returned with a glowing red skillet. "Use the flat bottom. Press it and hold it for a few seconds."

      Xever lifted her stump, and Josh pressed the skillet to her leg. The skunky stench of burning flesh permeated the air. He pulled it away and bits of tissue stuck to the pan. Mark held up a finger in the wait motion, took the skillet and disappeared. He returned with a knife he'd heated. "Press this to any areas that look like they might bleed."

      Josh did as Mark instructed. Mark loosened the tourniquet. "Watch for bleeding. If she's bleeding, I need to tighten this again.

      "No bleeding."

      "Good. This wasn't the best way to do it, but without the proper tools, it's the best I could come up with. If y'all will help move her to the bed, Adriana and I'll dress it and take care of her from here out."

      "Am I dead?" Gabriele clung to his arm as he picked her up.

      "No. Don't you think you'd wake up in a better place than this if you had died?"

      "It doesn't get much better than having people who love you enough to chop off your leg."

      Josh let out a little laugh. "That sounds so wrong."

      Ethan groaned, so while Josh and Mark made Gabriele comfortable, Adriana and Uncle Reg tended to him.

      Once they had her settled on the bed with Mark by her side, Josh checked on Ethan. He had his eyes open, but was still ashen and frail looking. "Hey, man. We've missed you."

      Ethan forced a chuckle. "I thought the next time I opened my eyes it would be to streets of gold."

      "Sorry to disappoint, but God must think we need you around here as much as we do." Adriana dropped a kiss on his forehead. "Can I get you something to eat?"

      Josh walked outside. He needed air. The sun hung low in the sky, and the temperature dropped. Where was Randi? If she got herself killed, Xever might not ever get over it. She was his baby after all.

      Cooper walked out and handed him a jacket. "Katie saw you out here and thought you might be cold."

      "Thanks. The kids okay?"

      "All but Toni. We're having a hard time calming her down. She's afraid the monsters got her mommy. You know she lost both parents. Actually, she saw her dad die. She's latched onto Randi, now, and nothing we can say or do will comfort her. Do you know where Randi is?"

      "No. I'm praying she didn't do something stupid. Something that will get her killed."
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* * *

      Arthur!" Vixen yelled at the closed door.

      Bryan glanced behind her as the door opened. The man who'd kidnapped them and brought them to Vixen walked in.

      "Yes, ma'am?"

      He resisted the urge to deck the man and tell him to grow a spine. Why did these people continue to follow a woman who held herself in esteem above them? Not only that, she sent them in to battle people they didn't know. Crazy. He'd wised up. Why didn't the others?

      "Take these two to the basement. When Alton returns he can join them. At sunup, we'll have a good old-fashioned hanging in the town square. Well, in the outer area where there's a nice, tall tree."

      "Since you're going to kill us, you might as well explain why you took over the entire upper floor and left your people to crowd together in the rest of the house. It makes no sense." Randi shrugged. "If you get extra beds, fill the upper rooms so everyone has a place to sleep. That's only fair."

      "I am the leader." Vixen stood and placed her hands flat on her desk. She leaned forward and narrowed her eyes. "I must have space to think, plan, and execute those plans."

      "Who're you invading next?" Bryan asked. "Another innocent group?"

      "These people weren't innocent." She pointed her blood-red nail at Randi. "Reginald kidnapped Mary Anne and the gi--"

      "Save it." Bryan sneered. "I talked to Mary Anne, so I know the truth. She left because you used a whip on Belle."

      Arthur gasped and Randi turned to look at him. "She has scars on her back. Vixen will tell you they came from an older child who attacked Belle, but that's a flat-out lie. She had y'all attack us because she was angry that Reginald and his wife had the nerve to leave to protect their girls. This woman couldn't stand it. If you have children, watch out for them. If they cross her, she'll beat them, then she'll tell them if they say anything to you she'll kill you. Mental and physical torture. That's what sweet little Belle endured at this psycho's hands."

      Vixen fluttered her hands in a shooing manner. "Hurry up and get them out of here. Put them in the basement and lock the doors behind them."

      They walked down the stairs, and Arthur cleared his throat. "Is that true? About Belle, I mean."

      "Yes." Bryan rubbed his neck. "Why do you think I joined Reginald's group to try to help them?"

      "Vixen really hurt her?"

      "You can ask it in different ways, but it doesn't change the truth." They walked down the narrow stairs toward the basement, and the sound of voices wafted up to them. Alton was wrong about the kids. They weren't still at the older town. The evil woman had stowed them all down here.

      Children of all ages filled the basement. Most of them were in the lab area, but a few hung out in the open. "Look at this." She pointed to the kids. "They should be outside running and playing. Where's the laughter? Instead, Vixen has you locking them in the basement. That's sick."

      "Just until we get the fences fixed."

      "Then why aren't you out searching for fencing material instead of kidnapping us? How long are you going to leave the fences down? Infecteds are already roaming inside the perimeter. It's only a matter of time until the entire place is overrun. Vixen doesn't care about you or them or you. She's out for herself."

      "Get in there, and don't bother trying to get out. I'm locking the door behind me." He turned and left, but from the way his face went pale, her words had hit home.

      Randi motioned for Bryan to follow her to an empty corner. "I want to talk to the kiddos in a bit, but after it's good and dark, we're getting out of here."

      "I'll follow your lead."

      "Do you think she's keeping the kids locked up here for their protection or to keep them out of her sight?"

      "Vixen only cares about Vixen. She loves dogs. That's why she stole Fritz from the girls, but despises children."

      The door opened again and someone shoved Alton toward them. Guess he wasn't lying about wanting to eliminate Vixen.

      He stomped the rest of the way down the stairs, spotted them in the corner and headed for them. "I'm sorry. I had no way of knowing she had Phil following me. He saw me talking to you." Alton rubbed his eyes. "Instead of eliminating the evil woman, I've gotten y'all locked up in here waiting to hang."

      Bryan watched him for a while then tilted his head to Randi. He wasn't lying. The distress was genuine. He knew Alton well enough to notice his tells.

      "We're not staying. I won't tell you how we're getting out until we're ready to leave because I don't trust you." She motioned to Bryan. "He does, so you can come with us, but you'll have to follow us on blind faith."

      "Can't say as I blame you for not trusting me. After what I took part in..."

      "That's enough talk about us. How about we show these poor children how to have fun despite being in captivity." Randi walked across the open area and said something to a tall girl. What was her name? He'd seen her around Atlas, but had he ever talked to the young lady?

      "Why does she have the children stuffed down here?" To Bryan this amounted to child abuse. If his children were here, he would leave and take them with him.

      "She doesn't like kids."

      "Why? What's her deal?"

      "One night she was feeling vulnerable, and she opened up. That's why I stuck with her for so long. Growing up she had a rough home life. Her father died when she was an infant, and her mom married a raging alcoholic. I'm not sure what he did to her. She clammed up when we started down that road. She pretty much raised herself. I don't think she had any friends except for a German shepherd. She couldn't ask any kids to come to her house or anything with her stepdad falling down drunk and worse.

      "She grew up in a small town. All of her clothes come from some ladies group. Hand me downs so the other kids in school knew she was wearing old clothes. Anyway, she grew up and married an abusive cop. He used to beat the snot out of her all the time. She was six months pregnant with twins the last time. He got mad at her about something that happened earlier in the day. She woke to him stabbing her in the belly. She lost the babies and had to have an emergency hysterectomy. I guess she can't handle seeing children knowing what happened to her babies. Not an excuse for what she's doing, but maybe it's why."
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* * *

      Reginald sat at the table in the RV. He had his arm around Belle as she cried. Katie sat on the other side of her with her head on her shoulder. The three of them almost took up half of the u-shaped dinette.

      Adriana walked through the door and took a seat across from them. Her eyes were red and puffy and grief etched her face. Still, she reached across and took Belle's hand intent on comforting her. "Honey, I'm sorry about your mom."

      Belle looked up at her. Her eyes were so puffy she could hardly see. "Your mom died, too."

      "Yes."

      "How do you not cry all the time?"

      Adriana patted her hand. "I don't think I have any tears left."

      This sweet young woman had lost so much. How did she handle it? He wanted to scream and throw things. "You deal with it so well. I'm not coping. How were you able to cope when your husband died?"

      "Cope?" Adriana gave a laugh. "You saw me. I was mean and cruel to my sister." She furrowed her brow. "I guess you didn't see the worst of it. Josh and Mark did, though." Tears filled her eyes. "I said horrible things to her." She put her face in her hands. "I blamed her for Leon dying, and I even slapped her. The worst thing, though? She asked me what I wanted from her, and I told her I wanted her dead instead of my husband. What kind of person does that?"

      Belle looked at her with wide eyes. "Really? You were that mean to her?" She gave Adriana a soft smile. "Mom once said that you were as tough as Randi, you just hadn't figured it out."

      Reginald gave Belle's shoulder a squeeze. "Mary Anne was right. Give yourself a little credit."

      "Right now, I would settle for being a better sister. The guilt at the way I treated her is eating at me. I did apologize, but I can't take it all back."

      "I guess we both have some reasons for guilt in our past." Reginald couldn't believe he'd fallen for Gabriele's charms and strayed from his wife. "Regrets are a dime a dozen. All we can do is move forward. Somehow."

      Belle had finally quit crying for a while. It seemed she would do okay for an hour or two, then next thing he knew she was crying. He kissed the top of her head. "I'm going to get some air. Why don't you stay here?"

      "No." Her eyes were wide, and she gripped his arm. "It's dark out. You can't go out there."

      "Baby, I need to go check on Ethan and Gabriele. The cabin is right there. I won't be far. We can't live our lives in utter panic."

      "If something happens to you, I'll be all alone."

      "No, you'll still have Katie, Adriana, and all of the others." Pain squeezed his chest, but he resisted rubbing it in front of his daughter. "Something could happen to any of us at any time. Since there's no longer a medical field, heart disease, cancer, any number of things might kill any of us. We can't worry about what may or may not happen."

      She nodded, but her lip trembled.

      He kissed the top of her head again. "I'll be back in a few hours." How were they going to comfort all of the children who'd lost their parents? It was too much.

      The crisp night air refreshed him and helped clear his mind. He couldn't worry about the children's grief, or even process his right now. He had to focus on taking care of Ethan and Gabriele.

      He walked into the house. The odor of seared flesh still hung in the air. How long before that dissipated? What was he doing playing doctor? He was a scientist, not the same thing. His chin dropped to his chest. Why didn't he insist Miguel move out before the fighting started? At least they'd have one true medical person alive and well. As it was, Gabriele had a hack job amputation, and if infection didn't set in she'd still have to learn to walk on crutches and deal with pain. Ethan had lost a large amount of blood. Chances of him surviving without developing an infection or dying of hypovolemia were slim.

      "Stop," he muttered under his breath. He forced a peaceful look on his face, at least he hoped he was successful, and opened the door to the bedroom. Josh sat in a chair between the two beds. "How are they?"

      "Holding on." Josh rubbed his face. Fatigue lines etched the corners of his eyes and dark circles hung beneath them. He needed to rest.

      "Why don't you take a break? Get some sleep, and I'll stay with them for a while."

      "Thanks, but I won't be able to sleep. Not with Randi and Bryan still out there."

      Reginald grimaced. He understood his nephew's worries. Why did those two decide to go off anyway? Maybe he needed to have a talk with them about their selfish attitudes when they got back. Of course, who was he to mention selfishness when his own selfish actions got them into the mess they were in?

      Ethan shifted in the bed, and his eyes fluttered open. "Hey Reg."

      "Good to see those eyes, son."

      He smiled. "Thought for sure I wasn't going to wake up this side of heaven. Guess God thinks I still have some use down here."

      "Looks that way. How do you feel?"

      "Like I've been shot."

      Reginald smiled in spite of the pain in his heart. "I imagine so. Gabriele fixed you up."

      "How?" Ethan looked at her in the other bed. "She's not in such good shape, herself."

      "Man, you should've seen her." Josh patted his arm. "You would've been proud of the way she pushed her own issues to the side. She refused to talk anyone through it because she wanted to inspect the wound herself. You didn't have any bone damage, but she sewed up the blood vessels and tried to keep you from bleeding to death. She refused to let us take care of her until after she stabilized you."

      Reginald's admiration for the woman went up several notches watching her work through intense pain. Curiosity about her past grew by the day. Not that he would even think of rekindling their relationship. It was too late for that. He refused to devastate Belle by taking up with the woman who'd tried to take her momma's place, but maybe they could develop a real friendship.

      All of these people who'd invaded his land had become the best friends he'd ever had. His own stupidity never ceased to amaze him.
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* * *

      Randi sat up on the concrete floor and stretched. The children were mostly asleep. Time for her and the men to leave Vixen's captivity.

      One of the little girls looked up at her with big eyes. Randi held her forefinger to her lips. "Shh. Go back to sleep." The child nodded and closed her eyes. Leaving all of these children here to suffer Vixen's wrath galled Randi, but she couldn't escape with all of them.

      Bryan and Alton joined her, and they tiptoed to the closet. "Close the door behind you. I don't want anyone to see how we get out."

      Alton pulled the door closed. "I doubt the children will tell her anything. Even if they see something, they'll swear they were asleep because any child awake past nine gets punished."

      Randi frowned. The woman needed to die for so many reasons. She knelt down and released the hidden latch. "Follow the tunnel to the end, but don't go out yet."

      Alton and Bryan headed through the tunnel, and she closed the door and made sure the latch caught. One of the older girls stretched and Randi tiptoed to her and motioned for her to follow her.

      The girl tiptoed into the closet. Her lip trembled, but she didn't run.

      "If something happens and you need to leave, this door leads to a tunnel to the outside. Please do not tell anyone how we escaped, but if there's a fire or something, I can't leave you without a way out."

      "I'd never tell that woman anything." She gave a shy smile. "Besides, I'm asleep. After all, it's past nine."

      "Good girl." Randi showed her how to open the door to the tunnel and as the girl went back to bed, Randi climbed in and secured the door.

      Alton and Bryan waited at the ladder to the surface. She moved to the front and climbed until she reached the top. The latch needed lubing, but with a little work, she got it to release. She lifted the hatch about an inch and peeked out. "No one's around. Be quiet and fast."

      She climbed out keeping her body low to the ground, held the hatch for the other two, and secured it behind them. "Stay down, but move fast."

      Alton led the way running as fast as he could while staying in a crouch. Bryan followed behind Randi. There were three cars sitting just outside of the ATV barn. "I'll be right there." Vixen's goon hadn't searched her so he didn't get her backup weapon or her knife. She extended the blade and punctured the tires on all of the cars except the Charger.

      Shots rang out as she ran for the car. She dove in the backseat. "Go!"

      Bryan floored it and roared out of the perimeter onto the road. "Alton, are there any other vehicles?"

      "Not here. The others are still at Atlas." He turned to Randi. "Did you get all of the cars before they started shooting?"

      "Yeah. I didn't see our truck. Did they leave it in the road?"

      "Who knows?" Alton shrugged. "I heard Phil was the ringleader for capturing y'all. It wouldn't surprise me for him to have left it. He's not the smartest guy around."

      "Let's check. If it is, my AR will be there. I'm going to take care of Vixen once and for all. While I'm doing that, y'all get to the camp and evac. Bryan, you know where we talked about. Ethan and Gabriele will have to share the back bed in the RV until they're healthier, but we've got to get everyone out before Vixen comes after them. Don't take 'no' for an answer."

      "Will do, but if you're going after Vixen by yourself, Josh and Ethan are going to refuse to leave."

      "I'll be with her." Alton crossed his arms. "That woman will not stop. Even if you evacuate she'll have someone follow you until she thinks you're most vulnerable and attack again. She thinks Reginald disrespected her when they escaped, and she'll stop at nothing to make him pay."

      "Don't tell him that." Randi shook her head to clear the images of Reginald surrendering to Vixen in hopes of saving them. Chills raced down her spine. His surrender might delay her, but she'd still come after them. The woman had fixated on them like they were the cause of all of her problems in her life. Maybe it was easier to blame someone else than to take a long, hard look at herself.

      Bryan pulled alongside the truck still sitting in the road with the doors open. Randi climbed out. The AR and Bryan's sniper rifle were still sitting in the truck. Phil had left viable weapons and a means of transportation sitting on the road.

      "Maybe you and Alton should get everyone to evacuate." Bryan climbed out of the car. "I'll take the truck and eliminate Vixen. You're a good shot, but I'm better. I can wait her out, but you have family you need to see about. Go back to the camp. I'll take care of Vixen."

      The thought galled Randi. She didn't want to leave the job unfinished, but Bryan was right. He was the best shot. The desire to see her family warred with the desire to get rid of Vixen. She took a deep breath. "Fine. Alton, go with him and have his back. If I find out you're not on the up and up, and you don't watch out for Bryan, I'll hunt you down and put a bullet in between your eyes."

      Alton's face blanched. "I'm not with them. They'd as soon kill me as look at me."

      "Can you trust him, Bryan?"

      He watched Alton for a few seconds. "Leave him your AR. We'll take care of Vixen, but you need to get back and assure your dad and sister that you're okay."

      "We're going to head out as soon as I can get everyone rounded up. We'll wait for you as long as we can before pushing on toward USMARID."

      "Good deal." Bryan climbed in the truck and Alton joined him.

      Randi's gut clenched as she drove in the other direction. How long would it take her family to load up? What if they didn't listen to her? Lord, I know You have no reason to listen to me, but please make them receptive to leaving while we still can. Not that He would answer the prayers of a sinner with murder in her heart, but Ethan kept telling her to pray.

      She hit the gas and flew down the road at an unsafe speed. The night hid the dangers of the road, if a deer popped out, she'd be in trouble, but she refused to slow down. The sense of urgency increased with every second.
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      Bryan made a U-turn and headed back toward the road leading to his hiding spot. He gripped the steering wheel with both hands. "Alton, you better not double cross me. Randi was serious when she said she'd kill you. The woman's lethal."

      "I know." Alton leaned back in his seat. "I thought about running instead of following Vixen into battle, but she convinced me it had to be done. When I saw Davis shoot that sweet old lady who wasn't even armed, that was it. He died from 'friendly fire' after that." Alton hung his head, and his shoulders slumped forward. "I watched our group slaughter yours and realized just how evil Vixen was. I laid down cover fire for your crew as you were leaving. Probably why she wants me dead."

      Bryan turned onto the dirt road and drove a distance before pulling off and parking in some bushes. "We walk from here. If they find the car, I don't want them to be on us before we know it. Do you think Vixen will leave the house?"

      "Who knows? During the fighting, she ducked inside and didn't show her face again until it was safe. She's gotta be the cowardliest leader I've ever seen."

      They trudged up the hillside in the dark, but Bryan kept his hand over the flashlight to subdue it. He didn't want to alert anyone to their presence, but wanted enough illumination to see any infected roaming about near them. "Why does everyone follow her then like she's something special?"

      "Hitler effect? I don't really know. She had me snookered for a long time."

      "I wondered about that. Y'all seemed...close."

      A shudder shook Alton's body. "I was her lover. She confided in me, but in the end, I was still as gullible as the rest of them."

      "Who'll take over for her if I kill her?"

      "I'm not sure. Possibly Joe. People seem to like him, or Marguerite. She's a leader."

      "Will Joe or Marguerite come after us to avenge Vixen?"

      "I don't think so. Marguerite's smart enough to realize chasing us all over the country will only put her people at risk. If it's Joe, maybe, but I doubt it. He seems more cautious. If we stick around this area, he'll come after us, but if we leave, no."

      Bryan led Alton down the hill toward the camp. He stopped at a stand of trees and settled in for the night.

      Alton scooted in beside him. "Can you shoot her in the dark?"

      "Scope has night vision."

      "Good. If she comes outside, it'll be at night. She thinks she's safer after dark."

      They grew quiet and Bryan focused his scope on the compound. He searched the people in the courtyard, but didn't see Vixen. If only he had some way to draw her out of the house. The sooner he finished this, the sooner he could join Randi and the others for the trip to Maryland.

      Yelling in the camp drew his attention. He focused his scope and tried to check out what was going on, but he couldn't tell.

      "I'll slip down closer and get a look." Alton grabbed the binoculars. "The fence is still down in the back here. I can slip closer."

      Bryan grabbed his arm. "That's a suicide mission just to find out what the yelling is about."

      "It might be worth trying. If the fighting gets too bad, it will draw even more biters, but it might also draw Vixen out of the house."

      "You can't do anything even if you see her. If you shoot her, they'll kill you before you get the chance to get out."

      "So be it." He shrugged. "I need to pay for what I did to your group. Killing Vixen will stop them from coming after you."

      "No. I can get her from here. Just help me watch. If you think you see her, let me know, and I'll make sure it's her and take her out."

      "Okay, but if we don't get her before dawn, I'm sneaking into the house and taking care of her."

      Bryan clamped his jaws together. Why did the stubborn man think getting killed would help anyone?

      The yelling grew louder, and he was able to pick out the word "zombies". "Sounds like infecteds have overrun the camp."

      "Does that mean you're giving up?"

      "Nope. I'm going to keep watching for Vixen. If there's chaos and shooting with infecteds in the camp, no one will know where the shots came from."

      "She won't step out of the house if there are infecteds in the camp. I'm telling you the woman's spineless."

      Bryan shrugged. "We'll see. She might surprise you." He could imagine Vixen coming outside to instruct everyone on what to do all while expecting them to keep her safe.

      "I'm not sure why they didn't start searching for fencing supplies right away. It was stupid to let it go in order to hunt us down to kill us."

      "Yeah. She's not the smartest leader I've met. If it's not part of her agenda, she doesn't care even if it means her people could die."

      Bryan grabbed the night vision binoculars he'd taken from the tower before they'd run from the fighting.

      "Vixen has a rocket launcher in the fire truck. She planned to use it against y'all, but I convinced her not to. The stupid woman wanted to shoot it at the tower when she was less than twenty feet away."

      "Can we get to it?"

      "Maybe. You thinking of hitting the house?"

      "Yes. It would be a good way to get rid of Vixen. Or at least get her out of the house if she survives the blast."

      "I'll sneak around and grab it. You stay here and watch for her to leave the house. If there are several shells, should I use them all to destroy the camp?"

      "Wait…" But Alton was already gone. Bryan's stomach lurched. The children were in the basement. Another niggling thought that Alton was playing him kept pricking his mind. Had he just signed his own death warrant? He moved to a different copse of trees away from where Alton had left him. It might buy him a little time if Alton came back with Vixen's Calvary.

      The yells from the camp died down. They must've dispatched the infecteds. He crept closer. Time to get the children out of the basement. He searched the camp, but didn't see anyone on patrol, so he darted toward the hatch.

      He climbed inside and rounded up the children. They followed him without making much sound. He stashed them all in the towers. "Don't go outside. Stay in the tower. I know it's hot and stuffy, but you'll be safe. Once everything's over, I'll come get you."

      He sneaked back to his position in the trees and watched for a while. Bryan's eyes grew gritty and tired. He closed them for a few seconds to rest them, and must've dozed off because an explosion jarred him awake. Fire blazed from the house. He focused on the courtyard. Vixen emerged and moved to where he could get a clear shot. He aimed and fired, but she moved at the last moment, and he didn't get off a direct hit. The projectile slammed into her arm. She screamed, and dropped to the ground. He fired a few more shots, one looked as though it struck her in the chest.

      With Vixen taken care of, he scrambled up the hill to the road and jogged toward his.

      How would he find Alton in the aftermath of this? He would drive around a little bit looking for him. At least they didn't have to worry about Vixen again for a while.

      He reached the car, climbed in, and drove, but he kept his lights off. A figure running toward him caught his attention. He turned on the headlights. Alton. He swerved and stopped.

      Alton climbed in. "Go! I don't think they're coming after us with that mess." He groaned and dipped his head. "I didn't think about the children when I hit the house."

      "You didn't hurt them. They're in the towers. I got them out. Now, I need to move them from the towers to somewhere safe."

      "Thank God. I don't know that I could've lived with myself if I'd killed all of those children."
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* * *

      Tires crunched over the gravel in front of the cabin. Reginald's head jerked up. Maybe it was Randi and Bryan. If not.... He shook his head. No worrying about what ifs. They had too many troubles to worry about what tomorrow would bring.

      The front door slammed open and Randi ran inside. "We need to evacuate. Now.

      Josh caught her by the arm. "Slow down. What's going on?"

      "Vixen captured Bryan and me." She shook her head. "Let me backtrack. One of her former followers met us at the front of the park and offered to help us because Vixen has plans to come after us. No matter what. She's not even trying to get the fences up. Instead, she has people out looking for us. After we left Alton, Vixen's crew kidnapped us. She locked us in the basement. They haven't found the secret passage so we sneaked out, but she's going to come after us. We've got to load up and leave."

      "Are you sure?" Reginald ran his hand over his face. "Ethan and Gabriele are stable, but moving them might make things worse."

      "I'm sure. We're heading to the coast." Randi walked toward the bedroom. "We can put them both on the back bed in the RV. I'll stay with them and keep an eye on them. If we stay here, we're dead."

      Reginald followed her into the bedroom. Gabriele was awake, but pain lines etched her face. "What's up?"

      "We have to evacuate. Vixen and her group are coming for us."

      "Okay. Disconnect my IV. I'll start on oral antibiotics and pain meds instead of the IV ones. Don't disconnect Ethan's IV, though."

      "You sure?" Reginald frowned. "We can't control your pain effectively with oral meds."

      "I'm tougher than you think."

      "No. We still need to give you a few more rounds of IV antibiotics."

      "Why don't you hep-lock it?" Randi grabbed some supplies. "We can keep the IV access but not have to drag the bags of fluids around if we don't need them. That goes for both of you."

      Gabriele smiled at Randi. "I didn't know we had those supplies. Do you have medical training?"

      "A little, but when I brought supplies back Miguel and I inventoried them. He explained what everything was."

      "Good job. I'll go for that." She sat up in the bed. "Reginald, let's get busy."

      Reginald discontinued Ethan's IV and attached the small tubing for the hep-lock. He flushed it, then glanced at Randi. She placed a piece of tape over the hep-lock on Gabriele's IV and tugged off her gloves. "How are we going to get them into the motor home?"

      "We'll have to figure out how to make a stretcher."

      "I can walk."

      Reginald spun around to see Ethan sitting up in bed. "I'm weak, but with help, I can do it. If we need to get out of here, let's go."

      "You've lost a lot of blood. I think you'll be surprised at how weak you are." Gabriele shook her head. "A few steps, and you'll be down."

      Randi flew to his side and gave him a hug. "It's good to see you awake."

      "Good to see you, too, darlin'"

      "Let's get you to the RV. I know you're a stubborn man, but it's time to allow others to take care of you."

      He agreed, but the frown on his face said he wasn't happy about it.

      "Two stretchers coming up." Reginald tried to sound more positive than he felt, but they may not get these two out of here in one piece.

      "What's going on?" Mark walked through door. "Josh said we need to evacuate."

      "Yeah. We need to figure out a stretcher to get these two out of here."

      "No problem." A grin spread across Mark's face. "I know where to get an ambulance. Utopia."

      "Let's go." Randi grabbed his arm. "We'll find one with gas and hopefully room for two stretchers."

      "If not, load me up on the stretcher and get me into the RV, then come back and get Ethan. I think we need to keep Ethan in the ambulance, because he's more critical."

      Reginald had never seen this side of Gabriele. She must've been a great trauma surgeon. "Okay." But Randi and Mark had already taken off for Utopia. In the meantime, they needed to load everyone else up. "I'll be back. I'm going to check on Josh and see if he's doing okay getting everyone loaded."

      Reginald walked outside where Josh and Cooper stood. "Do we have enough vehicles to evacuate everyone?"

      Josh stretched his back. "Cooper and I were just talking about searching the park for supplies in the cabins and campers."

      "Good idea, but we need to make it quick. Randi's pretty urgent about us getting out of here."

      Cooper rubbed his arms. "Come on, Josh. Let's go see what we can find."

      "Be careful, guys." Reginald walked back into the cabin as Josh and Cooper walked away. The thought of them scavenging in the dark sent chills racing up his arms. The cabin was empty except for Adriana who was searching cabinets.

      "You okay?"

      He shook his head. "Don't think I ever will be again. My wife and son are gone, and it's my fault."

      She wrapped her arms around him and held him tight. "None of this is your fault."

      "Of course--"

      "No. I know you made the virus, but you didn't spread it. You did not cause this apocalypse. The government was at fault for not vetting your boss. You didn't kill your son or your wife. This guilt is going to destroy you. You have to learn how to let go of it."

      "Easier said."

      "I know, Reg. I know." Adriana stepped back from him. "Have you seen Randi recently?"

      "Yeah."

      "I mean really looked at her? At how her clothes are very loose? How she always disappears when food is mentioned? Have you seen the dark circles under her eyes because she doesn't sleep? She's an example of what guilt does to you. It destroys you from the inside out. I think Ethan is helping her learn to deal with it, but I don't know if she'll ever forgive herself." She gave him a sad smile. "And I have myself to thank for adding to her burdens. We all have enough guilt to go around. It's time to let some of it go."

      Was it guilt or responsibility? Had he refused to develop the virus, his wife and son would still be alive. Not to mention, he wouldn't have met Gabriele and cheated on his wife. No, he needed to own up to his actions and take responsibility for setting off this disaster of Biblical proportions.
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* * *

      Randi drove toward Utopia praying no one from Vixen's group saw them, or worse attacked the ones they'd left behind.

      "Are you okay?" Mark shifted in his seat. Had he taken a pain pill recently?

      "Yeah." She motioned to his shoulder. "How about you? Are you taking pain meds and antibiotics?"

      "I'm trying to go easy on the pain pills. Those things make me itch like crazy."

      Randi frowned. "Are you allergic to them? Do we need to find something different?"

      "No. Itching's just a side effect some people have to some pain meds. It's nothing to worry about, just not fun."

      "How do you know it's a side effect?"

      "A few years ago, I broke my tibia playing basketball. The hydrocodone they gave me made me itch like crazy. That's when the doc told me it was a side effect and not to worry about it."

      "Good to know. How do you know if you're having an allergic reaction, then?"

      Mark shrugged then groaned. "I guess you develop hives or something."

      "Makes sense." She grew quiet for a moment. "Can I ask you something without you laughing?"

      "Sure. You can ask me anything."

      "Ethan has been telling me to pray. He's helped me get past a lot of my anger at God, but I still struggle, you know?"

      "I can see why any of us might have trouble with being angry with God. Of course, He didn't do this."

      "Yeah. That's what Dad's been telling me."

      "What's your question?"

      Why did she bring this up? Mark would think she was such a loser if she asked it.

      "Randi, we're family, now. Just as much as if we were blood related. I love you and won't make fun of you. Just ask."

      She swallowed over the lump. "Does God really hear our prayers?"

      "Absolutely."

      She blinked trying to stem the flow of tears. Marines don't cry. Suck it up. She sucked in a deep breath. "Then why did everyone die? I begged him to stop Vixen from attacking us. I begged him to save my family, just like I did when Aaron died, but He didn't answer my prayers. Is it because I'm beyond His help? Has He given up on me and washed His hands of me?"

      "No." Mark didn't say anything for a few seconds. "God never gives up on us. I can't tell you why our loved ones died today other than to say Vixen and her crew have free will. God didn't instrument their attack on us."

      "But He didn't stop it."

      "No." He sighed. "I don't know why He didn't stop it. This side of heaven we can't understand His reasons, but let's talk about Miguel. He knew he might die fighting to protect our home, didn't he?"

      "Yes. We all knew it."

      "Okay. He had the free will to stay or go, and he chose to stay. Perhaps he gave his life in order that the children might live. Had we all run, Vixen and her group could've hunted us down and slaughtered everyone, even the children."

      Randi's heart flipped at the thought of losing Toni, or any of the other kiddos for that matter. "I never thought of that."

      "I'm not saying that's why people died, but we don't know God's mind. All I can say, is He had a reason for allowing this to happen."

      "So, I'm a sinner by thinking this sucks, and it's not fair that our family members died."

      Mark shifted in the seat again. "No. It's not a sin to grieve. God knows our hearts are broken, but He will comfort us."

      "I keep praying and praying, but nothing happens. God hasn't answered any of my prayers."

      "Are you sure about that?"

      Randi pulled into the parking lot of the ambulance service in Utopia. "You have a point. I prayed Vixen's group wouldn't stop us on the way to Utopia, and we made it here safe."

      Mark grinned. "See. Sometimes we forget the blessings we have in the midst of tragedies. It doesn't mean we're bad, just that we're human."

      She climbed out of the car and ran to Mark's side pulling him into a big hug. "Thank you. I needed to talk to someone who would listen to me. You've helped me. A lot."

      He kissed her on the forehead. "Good. Now, are you armed?"

      The blood rushed from Randi's head. The ground swayed. How could she be so stupid? Vixen's group had taken her Kimber. Alton and Bryan had taken her AR. "All I have is the weapon in my ankle holster."

      "I wondered." Mark pulled a Springfield .45 out of his makeshift sling. "Here you go. Nothing in the chamber." He handed her a magazine. "And an extra clip."

      "Magazine."

      "Huh?"

      "Sorry. Habit. It's a magazine. A clip is drastically different, and is only used in some rifles." She racked the slide and chambered a round. "Do you have a weapon?"

      "Yep. I've got an XD .45."

      "Okay." Randi grabbed a flashlight out of the car. "Let's do this. Stay behind me, and keep your eyes open. We're going in to a dark building in the middle of the night. No telling what we'll find."

      Mark moved behind her. "I think they usually keep the keys in the ambulances. Want to see if the ambulance bay is open? That way we don't have to go through the building.

      "Good idea." Why didn't she think to bring more than one flashlight? She grabbed the handle on the first garage door, but it didn't budge. Was it locked or were they electric doors that needed to be disengaged? Mark tugged on the second door. It creaked open. Randi joined Mark in shoving it all the way up.

      Groaning and shuffling reached her. She swung her flashlight toward the sound. Five infecteds shuffled toward them. She raised her gun and fired.

      Mark joined her in firing on the infected people. When they'd dropped the last one, he walked toward the back. "We need to check the ambulance and make sure there's not anyone inside."

      Randi joined him at the back as he flung open the ambulance doors. An infected flew out, knocked her to the ground, and trapped her hand with the weapon at her side. The man was heavy and strong. Her breaths came in gasps. She held him by the throat but the man was heavy. How much longer could she keep him from ripping into her?

      Shots rang out and the man went limp. Mark used his good arm and tugged on the infected lying on top of her. Together, they rolled him off to the side.

      "Thanks." She scrambled up. "It's clear. Let's check the keys and gas."

      The keys hung in the ignition. She flipped the switch, and the ambulance roared to life. A full tank. "Can you drive the Charger with your arm?"

      "Sure, check the secondary tank, first."

      Randi flipped checked the secondary tank. "Also full."

      "Good. Let's clear the second ambulance and take both of them. I'd rather leave the car than one of the ambulances."

      "Okay. Stay behind me. We don't know what's behind this door." Randi took a deep breath trying to still her shaking hands, reached for the door, and jerked it open. The breath whooshed out of her. Empty. "Let's check for keys and make sure the gas tanks are full. Do you know what kind of mileage these get?"

      "Probably around twelve to fifteen miles per gallon, but they have to go at least two hundred and fifty miles without refueling. However, if we only get ten miles to the gallon, these should have a twenty-eight gallon and a forty-gallon tank. That will take us over six hundred miles. Not to mention, diesel may be easier to find than gasoline."

      "I didn't think of that." She climbed in the cab and checked the tanks. "Both are full in this one, too."

      "Then let's head home."

      She climbed out of the cab and stared at the large doors. Where would the manual release be? There, on the bottom corner. She tugged on the release and the door slid up with ease. "Lead the way. Since your shoulder is injured, or should I say re-injured, I'd prefer to follow you."

      Mark laughed. "Girl, I love ya, but you and I both know that you want to follow me because you're just a little bit of a control freak." He climbed in the ambulance, started it, allowed it to warm up for a few minutes, then pulled out of the bay.

      Control freak. Not a nice description, but she didn't know how to change Mark's opinion of her. He was right. She did like to be in control. Where had that gotten her in life? She pulled out of the bay and followed Mark down the road.

      Randi followed Mark for several miles when he slowed to a stop. What was he doing? She pulled into the oncoming traffic lane and stopped beside him. Ten people stood shoulder to shoulder blocking the road.
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      Josh rubbed his arms. The air was getting chillier by the minute. Of course, what he thought was cold, his old buddies laughed at. A few of them were from upstate New York, and one was from North Dakota. Al, the guy from North Dakota often told him Texans had no clue what cold was, and Josh was thankful for that.

      He walked through the door. Xever sat at the kitchen table with his head on his arms. How did he even begin to comfort the man when he'd lost so much? Not to mention, Xever might be angry with him for Randi leaving again. As if he could stop the woman from doing whatever she wanted.

      "Xever, you okay?" Josh put his hand on the older man's back. "Can I get you anything?"

      "No, I'm not okay, but nothing you can get me will make me okay." He raised his head. His eyes were bloodshot and rimmed with red. "Am I going to lose my daughters, too?"

      Josh flopped down in the chair next to the table. "I don't know. It's not a good answer, but life in this world is treacherous. None of us knows if we'll be alive five minutes from now. All I can tell you, is God knows what we're going through."

      "Son, I don't know how much more I can take. Both my boys and my son-in-law are dead. My sweet wife. Why should I keep pressing forward? It might be easier to just give up."

      "Easier for you, yes, but what about the rest of us? We need you. Randi and Adriana need you. They've lost a lot, also. Adriana's lost her husband, her mother, and her brothers. The pain you're feeling now over losing Faustina, is what Adriana was dealing with when she lost Leon. You need to allow her in. Don't hold her at arm's length. She can help you deal with this."

      "Why should she? I chewed her out for her anger. I didn't understand." Pain and anguish shone in his eyes. He crumpled forward and caved in on himself. "I wasn't sympathetic enough to her."

      "Then tell her that. Let her know how you're feeling. You don't have to be stoic. It's okay for your girls to see that you're hurting." Josh put his hand on Xever's arm. "In fact, why don't you join Adriana in the RV? Talk to her."

      "I need to wait until we load Gabriele and Ethan."

      "No, I'll come get you when we start to load them. I've got the children and most of the adults in the RV. It's crowded, but you and Adriana can step outside if you'd like. Just talk to her. Don't ignore her."

      Xever started toward the door. He shuffled his feet like he was a much older man, and he hunched his shoulders.

      Uncle Reginald walked into the room. He took a long swig from a bottle of water. "Do you need something to drink?"

      Josh shook his head. "I'm good. How are you doing?"

      "Terrible. I'm having trouble understanding why Mary Anne was taken. Or more than that, Faustina. That little lady never did anything to anyone. Mary Anne had a weapon in her hand, but the person who shot Faustina must be a special kind of evil. She didn't even have a gun."

      "There are things we're never going to understand. You can make yourself plum crazy trying to figure out the motivation behind people like Vixen, but you won't be successful. The things that motivate people like her, rational humans will never understand. She's a psychopath, and is determined to repay you for some perceived slight."

      "I never should've come here." He grimaced. "I brought her wrath down on everyone in the camp."

      Josh leaned forward. "Do you really think that? Had you not come, Vixen still would've found a reason to attack. Bryan joining us, Randi having tattoos. Her dog ran off...who knows what might've triggered her, but she's the type who finds slights against her wherever she wants. If she wanted the compound, she would've justified it."

      "Maybe. I can't help but think if I'd run farther with Mary Anne and Belle, that Mary Anne might still be alive."

      "She might. Also, you might all be dead. Being out here on the road...." Josh shuddered. "You know how bad it is."

      "But we're going to be back out on the road again as it is."

      "Yes, but there are more of us. Safety in numbers."

      "Maybe, but we also have two critically injured people with us and no doctor. If Gabriele dies, I don't know what to do for Ethan."

      "They're both improving. Right?"

      He nodded.

      "We'll just do the best we can. Randi and Mark went to find an ambulance. If it has room for two stretchers, we'll take them both in it. If not, we'll take Gabriele in the RV and Ethan in the ambulance."

      "Aren't you worried about them?"

      "Of course, but I have to trust God to protect them, because there's not much else I can do."

      "If something happens to her, you'll be devastated."

      "I'd feel the same if something happens to my brother."

      "Yeah, but it's pretty obvious you care about Randi."

      So much for hiding his feelings. "True, but Ethan's what she needs. He's able to get her talking about God and helping her deal with her anger. He's better for her than I am."

      "Nonsense. If you love her, don't let her slip out of your hands. Life is short, don't waste it."

      How would he even go about pursuing Randi? She needed Ethan's guidance, and they'd gotten close. If she was in love with him, Josh didn't want to come between them. Yes, he did. Who was he lying to besides himself? He'd love to come smack dab in the middle of them, but Randi needed a man who loved her unconditionally and was able to help her work through her issues. Maybe Ethan was the man God had chosen for Randi, and if that was the case, he wasn't going to do anything to change that. No matter how much he loved the woman.
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* * *

      Every muscle in Bryan's body ached as he flipped a quick U-turn and headed back. What time was it? Almost sunrise by the way the sky was gradually lightening up. He'd done all-nighters quite often when he was younger, but this was pretty hard on him. Maybe some of the group at the cabin rested so they could drive, and he could nap. If he didn't get at least a little sleep soon, he'd be worthless. Alton, too. The man was running on nervous energy, now.

      He slowed as they neared the decimated compound. "There's a big flashlight in the back. Grab it. We'll have to search for them."

      Alton found the flashlight as they pulled into the perimeter area. Bryan drove near the ATV barn. "Let's go. If they're smart, they stayed in the towers."

      Alton shrugged. "Dumb luck I didn't hit them. I was trying to take everything out."

      Bryan shuddered. If the children hadn't gotten out… His stomach rolled. He grabbed the flashlight and led the way to the first tower. When he reached the top, the door was locked. He knocked, and it creaked open. A tall teen girl with long, dark hair peeked around the door. "What do you want? We don't have anything."

      The girl Randi told about the escape hatch. "I'm Bryan. I was in the basement with Randi and Alton. Do you remember me? I'm the one who got you out of the house."

      "Yes."

      "We want you and the other kids to come with us."

      Her eyes grew wide. "After you tried to kill us? I don't think so."

      "We didn't try to kill you. Alton forgot you were in the basement when he shot the rocket launcher off. That's why I got you out before it hit the house. If you stay out here by yourselves, you will die. Come on, we have a large group with several adults and a lot of teens and younger children."

      "There are adults with us."

      "Then let me talk to them." She opened the door and let Bryan and Alton inside.

      Lynn, Tammy's mother, pointed a gun at them. Bryan raised his hands. "I'm here to help."

      "After what you did? No way. You're a traitor."

      "Lynn, have you asked yourself why Vixen wanted to attack this group?"

      "They threatened to wipe us out. It was them or us."

      "No. Reginald's group just wanted everyone to leave them alone. Had any of us other than Vixen asked to join, they would've brought us into their group with open arms. Do you remember the black family Vixen turned away?"

      "Yeah." Thank goodness Lynn had been on patrol that day and seen it. "Reginald's group took them in. Aaron and Ayanna were killed during the fight, but Keshanna and Kayde are still with Reginald's group. Do you know why Reginald and Mary Anne took their girls and escaped?"

      "Reginald forced them to leave. They didn't want to go."

      "Another of Vixen's lies. She beat their daughter with a bullwhip. If you come with us, Belle will show you the scars and tell you the story herself. Mary Anne died fighting to keep Vixen from slaughtering her family."

      Several emotions flitted across Lynn's face. "I'm afraid of going with you."

      Alton walked to Lynn's side. "You know I wouldn't lie to you. I was by Vixen's side forever and believed her lies until I saw the truth. Bryan's not lying. Come with us. I can't promise you'll all be safe, but you'll be better off with us than you will hiding out here with no food or water."

      "Leave. Let me talk to everyone here. I'll meet you outside the door in five minutes and tell you our decision."

      Bryan and Alton walked outside. "If they choose not to go with us, we'll have to leave them, and you'll have to learn to be okay with that."

      Alton grimaced. "I don't have to like it, though."

      Lynn opened the door. "We have some questions."

      Bryan nodded for her to go ahead and ask.

      "Will they let us stay armed?"

      "I'm not sure. After all, y'all were in the group that attacked them. I can't promise that."

      "Will they let us stay together or are they going to split us up?"

      "Considering we only have so many vehicles, I can't promise you that we can keep all of you together, but we can try. That's the best I can do."

      "You're sure they won't kill us when they see us?"

      "Lynn, to be honest, I didn't even see you, or Mabel at the battle." He motioned to the only other adult sitting in the floor. "None of the teenagers were there except for Sarah. Randi was trying to save her when Joe killed her."

      Color drained from Lynn's face. "He killed Sarah? Why?"

      "Because she was going to leave with our group. I'm telling you we aren't the bad guys in this situation."

      "Mabel and I weren't at the battle. We stayed back with the children because Vixen said we would be a liability."

      "Are there any others alive?" Alton asked.

      "Yes, but they left without us. Every last one of them ran off. We were going to wait until first light and start walking toward Atlas. Maybe we'll be safe there."

      "We aren't going that direction. If you want, we can take you back to Atlas, but Reginald's group's getting as far away from any of Vixen's remaining minions as they can."

      Lynn turned to the others, and they murmured in agreement. "We'll go with you. You and Alton ain't ever lied to us, but if you're double crossing us, I'll kill you in your sleep. These kids and teens are my and Mabel's responsibility, and we take that seriously."

      "I would expect nothing less. The truck is a double cab, but some of you will have to ride in the back end. I'm sorry we don't have anything large enough for everyone."

      "Don't matter to us." Mabel stood and dusted off her jeans. "Crammed is this room cain't be no worse."

      Bryan smiled at the older woman. Wrinkles criss-crossed her face, and she talked like a hick, but she was the hardest working person in Atlas. He'd always admired her.

      "Let's go." He led the way down the stairs and Alton brought up the rear. "Try to stay quiet, but move as quickly as you can. With the fences down, infecteds can wander in and out of here at will."

      He reached the bottom and held up his hand for them to wait. His heart thudded in his chest at a tempo that would rival any of his wife's workout songs. He opened the door and shined the flashlight out. Nothing, so he stepped outside. Eyes shone in the distance, but they were the height of a deer or antelope, not a person. He hoped.
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* * *

      Randi's hand shook as she reached for the door. They weren't well armed, but maybe what they had was enough. The people standing in the road weren't brandishing weapons. They were just standing shoulder to shoulder with a light in front of them.

      She opened the door and stood on the jamb. "Can I help you?"

      A man with skin the color of burnt umber who was built like a linebacker stepped forward. "Ma'am, we sure hope so. We are looking for shelter."

      "Where are you coming from?"

      "This here's my family." He pointed to the people standing with him. "My sister and her children were in Disney World when all this happened, but the rest of us congregated at Mom's house. We held off the infected, but got overrun by a group of people with guns. They told us we could die or flee. Since we didn't have any guns, we fled."

      "Where is this house?" Was it Vixen's group that overran them or was he making up a story?

      "Outside of Utopia. We've been walking for a while now, but much more out in this and none of us will live. My oldest brother and his kids were killed."

      "Give me a second." She climbed out of the ambulance and joined Mark at his window. "What do you think?"

      "We can't leave them out here alone. They aren't even armed."

      "At least that's what they say." Randi ran her hand through her hair. "One of these days our trusting people's going to bite us in the rear."

      "Probably, but wouldn't you rather take that chance than have to live with thinking you left people out in the wilderness to either face infecteds or Vixen's group?"

      "Yeah. You're right." Randi sighed. "Let's load them up in the back if they want to go with us."

      Randi walked forward to meet with the leader of the group. "I'm Randi, and this is Mark. You're welcome to come with us. We're heading for temporary shelter, but our ultimate destination is days away. I can't promise you safety, but I can promise numbers. We have a fairly large group of people, including children."

      "That sounds great. If we keep walking, we won't live much longer."

      "There are a couple more things you need to know. One, there is a group that attacked us and chased us from our home. We've been told they're still after us. They have large numbers of people, and we're all at risk if they do come after us.

      "Two, before I agree to bring any you of into our group and risk my family, you'll have to strip and prove that you aren't infected. We've had one person bring the infection into our group and it won't happen again."

      "I'm Darius Jones. Don't much like the idea of stripping, but I guess I understand."

      "Okay, Darius. Mark is that young man in that ambulance. He will check the men, and I'll check the women. You can line up one at a time, or you can all strip at once. We have the privacy of the back of the ambulance."

      Randi climbed into the back of the ambulance, and the women in the group came forward. An older woman with gray hair tried to climb into the back of the ambulance, but the step was too high for her. Randi suppressed a sigh. What was she doing bringing these people into their group? They couldn't take care of themselves.

      Randi hopped down and made a step out of her hands. The woman held onto her shoulders and Randi lifted her until she could get into the back of the ambulance.

      "Thank you, child." Randi climbed in behind her and the woman disrobed quickly despite her shaky muscles. She left her underclothes on, but there were no signs of bites anywhere on her body. "I told them to leave me be, but they insisted I come with them. I don't want to slow your family down." She plopped down on the bench next to the stretcher. "I'll be eighty-four in a couple of months. I've had a good, long life. Promise me you won't sacrifice anyone else to save me if we get in a bind." She grabbed Randi's hands. "My children will do anything for their momma, so I need you to promise me."

      Randi swallowed. Looking into the sweet woman's gray eyes. How could she not do everything to help save this woman? "I will do my best to save everyone. Does that work?"

      "No, child. I want you to promise me that you'll take care of your family and mine over me."

      "Okay."

      "Good." The woman smiled. "Call me Granny. That's what everyone else calls me."

      "Granny, I'll help you down, then why don't you climb in the front of the truck? It'll be more comfortable."

      "You're a sweetie." Granny gave Randi a kiss on the cheek and stood. Randi hopped out of the back and reached up for the tiny woman. She lifted her down. Granny didn't weigh much more than 90 pounds.

      They finished checking for bites and the Jones family was clean, so they headed back to the campground. Would Bryan be back, yet? Randi was anxious to find out if Vixen was in any shape to come after them. She'd just added a herd of people to her list of responsibilities.

      Granny dozed in the passenger seat while Randi followed Mark to the campground, but she awoke when they pulled into the park. "Is this the state park?"

      "Yes, ma'am."

      She patted Randi's leg. "Such manners. Your momma must be proud of you."

      Randi cleared her throat. "She died when we were attacked."

      "Child! What happened?"

      "Mom hated guns and refused to fight even for her life. Someone shot her before I could get her out of there."

      "I'm sorry, baby, but you can bet she was proud of you. Not many people are willing to help strangers nowadays."

      Mom proud of her? Not likely. She'd made too many messes in her life. "I don't know. There are things in my life I'm not proud of. I've made poor choices and haven't always been there for my family."

      "So, you're telling me that your momma wasn't proud of you because you're a human being who's made mistakes just like the rest of us?"

      "You don't understand." Randi pulled to a stop in front of the cabin. "We're here." She climbed out and ran around to help Granny out of the truck.

      "Child, you and I aren't done talking." Granny kissed her on the cheek again. "I know I'm a meddlesome old lady, but after almost eighty-four years on God's good earth, I'm not changing. So, you and I have some talking to do. We're going to figure out why you don't think you're worth anything when God says you're wonderfully made." She patted her on the arm. "But that conversation can wait. I know we've got work to do."

      Randi opened the back of the ambulance and swallowed. How could she hide the truth from Granny? The woman seemed to see right through her.

      They went inside and Darius introduced his family, but Randi couldn't remember all of their names. Maybe she would keep everyone straight eventually. Darius mentioned that he was nurse practitioner. That might come in handy with Gabriele's current state.

      Josh caught her by the arm. "Where did these people come from?"

      "They were stranded and alone in the street after their home had been invaded, and they'd been run off."

      "Do you trust them?"

      "I don't know, but I couldn't turn them away." She rubbed her hand over her face. What she'd give for a shower and to wash her hair. "I refuse to be responsible for anyone else's death."

      Josh rubbed her shoulders. "Bryan's not back, yet. Why don't you try to get some rest before we head out?"

      "Okay. We have two ambulances, so we don't have to carry Gabriele into the back room. Mark thought we could shove more people into the ambulance than in the car."

      She walked to the bedroom to check on Gabriele and Ethan. Gabriele was sleeping, but Ethan was awake. She grabbed his hand. "How are you doing?"

      "Hey, darlin', I've missed seeing your smiling face. I'm good. Getting better all the time." He frowned. "Can't say as much for you, though. When was the last time you had any sleep?"

      "I don't know, but there's so--"

      "Darlin' if you don't rest, I'm not riding with you when we leave here. You're exhausted. Why don't you go to the RV and lie down for a while?"

      "The RV's full. So's the living room. I'm going to find a corner in here where it's quiet and close my eyes for a while."

      Adriana ran into the room and grabbed her in a bear hug. "Thank God you're home. I've been praying and praying that you would come back in one piece."

      Randi smiled and stepped out of her sister's embrace. "I came back a little bit ago, but Mark and I went hunting for ambulances so we can safely transport Ethan and Gabriele."

      "No one told me you were safe." Adriana clenched her teeth, and grabbed Randi's arm. "We need to talk. Privately."

      "Okay." Was her sister fixing to chew her out? What for this time?

      Adriana led Randi outside to a couple of lawn chairs. "Sit down. I need to talk to you about a couple of things."

      Randi eased into the chair, but every instinct told her to run. She wasn't going to like this conversation.

      "First, I love you more than you know. I'm sorry for the way I've treated you, but I do love you. If only I could take back all of the mean and hateful things I said to you. Can you forgive me?"

      "I already told you you're forgiven. More than once."

      "Well, I still feel guilty, so I may apologize a million more times. Second, we need to talk about why you left earlier."

      "Vixen's not going to stop coming after us. I left to try to stop her."

      "Revenge isn't right. We have to try to forgive the woman for what she's done."

      "How? She won't stop? If we don't put her in the ground, she's going to keep chasing us and trying to kill us."

      "No one said this was easy, but seeking revenge for what she's done to us isn't right. You know that."

      Randi pressed her lips into a fine line, but she didn't respond. Was Adriana right? Did she need to add the vengeance in her heart for Vixen and her people to her list of sins?

      "I know you've been battling with God for a long time, but in here..." She laid her hand on Randi's chest over her heart. "In here, you know right from wrong. You know Jesus forgave you, and you have to learn to let go of the hatred and hurt that you're carrying around."

      "You been talking to Ethan?"

      "No, but it sounds like he has your number." Adriana held hand. "I love you, and it's killing me watching you destroy yourself from the inside out. I know you carry a lot of guilt. Part of it I'm responsible for laying on you, but you need to let go of the guilt and the need to make things right. Including taking revenge into your hands."
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      The sun rose higher in the sky, and added to Josh's already frayed nerves. They needed to pack up and get out of here, but Randi needed sleep first. Why had Adriana dragged her outside to talk? He paced across the small room a few more times, and decided enough was enough.

      He strode outside. The women sat in lawn chairs talking in low tones. Randi's eyes were bloodshot and dark circles hung beneath them. Fatigue lines etched her face. If she didn't get some sleep, she'd drop. "Go to the RV and sleep."

      "There are too many people in there." Randi stood. "I'll lie on the floor in the room with Ethan and Gabriele."

      "Good. You need some rest, because we're aren't waiting for Bryan much longer."

      She hugged Adriana and walked inside.

      Josh took her place in the chair she'd just evacuated.

      "With the people Randi and Mark brought back, we're going to need supplies and probably additional vehicles." Adriana pointed to the ambulances. "I figure we can put Gabriele and Ethan each in a bus. Reginald can ride in one, and Darius in the other to help keep them stable. The benches in the back will seat a couple of other people. We can stuff three each into the bench seats. Especially if the middle person is small."

      Josh stifled a yawn. "Plus we've got a truck, the truck with the fencing supplies, the Porsche, the RV, and if Bryan gets back, we'll have another truck."

      "Yeah. The Porsche will hold two adults and three little ones in the backseat. It's a tight fit. Not sure an adult could sit back there for any length of time."

      "True." Josh stretched. "Cooper and I talked about going on a supply hunt, but we haven't yet." He stood. "I'll go find him and we'll see what we can find. Of course, we'll need to figure out somewhere to stuff anything we find." He yawned and stretched again.

      "Hang on. You haven't slept yet, have you?"

      He shook his head. "Go." She pointed toward the RV. "You're probably going to have to drive one of the vehicles, so you've got to rest. We can't keep running on fumes. I'll find Reginald, between him, Cooper and me, we'll find supplies and vehicles."

      Josh stretched his achy muscles, and shook his head to clear the fog away. Why couldn't he come up with a clear-cut argument to keep them from going out? "Arm yourselves. We only cleared out the area around these cabins. If you go over the bridge and start digging through campsites, no telling what you'll find. When you get back, y'all find a place to rest, too."

      Adriana pushed up from her chair and left to find Cooper and Reginald. Josh walked to the RV and stepped over children and dogs sleeping in the floor. Uncle Reg had stretched out on the sofa. Keshanna and Kayde were curled up on the u-shaped dinette.

      He gently shook his uncle. Reginald opened his eyes. "What time is it? Is it time to leave?"

      "No." Josh motioned to the door. "Adriana needs your help."

      His uncle nodded. "You get some rest. I've been sleeping for a while."

      Josh made his way to the back bedroom, but Xever and his grandchildren were stretched out on the bed, so he retraced his steps, using caution not to step on a child or a dog. The sofa was short. His uncle's legs had hung over the side precariously perched over little Toni's face. Josh smiled. He was a little taller than Uncle Reg. No way would the sofa work for him.

      He went inside the cabin and stretched out on the kitchen floor. Everywhere he looked people slept on the floors, sofas, wherever they could find.

      Why did Bryan go back after Vixen? Josh understood the desire to stop her at any cost, but they were leaving, so they didn't need to worry about her. She wouldn't follow them all the way into the ocean, would she? No. The woman was insane, but even insane people had a limit.

      He drifted off until someone shaking his shoulder woke him. Bryan stood over him. "We need to talk," he whispered. "Outside."

      Josh shook himself awake, and followed Bryan. Why couldn't he sleep more than ten minutes at a time? There was always something. Maybe he should've gone into one of the other cabins they'd cleared.

      "Vixen's no longer a problem, but her followers evacuated and left behind a couple of women, children, and teenagers. Alton and I couldn't leave them to fend for themselves."

      Alton? "Wasn't he Vixen's right-hand man?"

      "Yes, but he double-crossed her. He killed the man who shot Faustina."

      "I thought the sniper got her?" Were these two pulling something over on them?

      "No. It was a tall, awkward guy. I can't think of his name, but Alton said that was the final straw. He was trying to help Randi and me lure Vixen into the open so I could shoot her, but Vixen captured us all instead. She was going to hang us at sunup."

      "You and Randi had no business going after her. Not when we're trying to evac."

      "I know." Bryan had the decency to stare at his feet. "We reacted instead of thought, but nevertheless, I've got a couple of women, teenagers, and children with me. We can't abandon them."

      Josh pressed the bridge of his nose and sighed. "No. You're right. We're heavy on children, and low on adults. I hope we can keep them all safe."

      They walked to the back of the truck and helped people out. Josh motioned for them to follow him. He opened the next cabin using the keys he'd stolen from the ranger's station. "Y'all can stay in here for now. Some of you will have to sleep on the floor, but you can rest while we ready things to leave. The cabin on the other side of ours is full, too."

      Bryan passed out bottles of water. "We won't leave without all of you."

      They all stared at Josh with wide eyes, and a couple of teenagers trembled. "Look, you don't need to be afraid of me." He handed the older woman the keys. "Lock the doors behind you, but if you need help, I'll be right next door."

      Once they were all tucked into the cabin, Josh motioned for Alton to join them. "You need to stay with them. Their safety is your responsibility."

      He didn't wait for Alton to answer before he turned to Bryan. "I'm going to try sleep a little longer. I suggest you try to do the same. We still need to leave before long. Adriana's hunting for supplies. Also, you need to get some of the women in there to check them for bites. Otherwise, they stay behind."

      He turned and went back to his place on the kitchen floor. The wood bit into his tired muscles, and his brain ran a million miles an hour. How could they keep this crew safe? The children outnumbered them, now. Even with the addition of the adults Randi and Mark rescued. Traveling with this many people was a mistake. One that might cost lives.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adriana handed Reginald and Cooper handguns and rifles. He slung the hunting rifle over his shoulder, and stuck the handgun in his pocket. He hoped their search went smoother than the rest of his life had.

      "We stick together at all times." Adriana touched Reginald's cheek. "I know you're hurting. So am I, but don't get lost in thought. If we don't focus, we won't make it back. Getting to where we're going with a herd of children is hard enough. We need every able-bodied adult alert and focused on the task at hand. We need you or we'll never make it out of the park. Do you understand?"

      "Yes." They all climbed into the truck parked in front. How much gas did they have? Finding it wouldn't be easy.

      The sweet woman had lost so much. Would he ever learn to emulate her strength? Maybe living through losing her husband had given her the strength she needed to take care of her children.

      "Do you think we'll find much? After all, it's winter." Cooper scrunched up his nose. "If it was up to me, I'd be in a nice warm house."

      "You've got to be kidding." Adriana laughed. "This place was always packed to the gills. It's too cold to swim or tube in the winter, but hiking is very popular. They have some insane trails. A friend of mine from upstate New York visited over Christmas break when I was in high school. She thought we couldn't find decent hiking in Texas. We spent a couple of days hiking here, then we went to Big Bend for the rest of the week. She never dissed Texas hills again."

      "I guess I never thought of hikers or mountain bikers."

      Reginald stared out the window. "Boy scout troops. Which begs the question, what if we find survivors? Do we take them with us?"

      "We don't have a choice." Adriana shrugged. "We can't leave behind anyone who wants to join us."

      "Who knows, part of our group may decide to set up here. If they do, it'll make life easier for the rest of us. I sure don't look forward to trying to get this many people to the coast." Cooper pointed to a screen shelter. "Looks like a Boy Scout troop, or church group set up there."

      "Bingo. There's the van I was hoping to find." Adriana pulled up beside the small bus. "That thing will hold quite a few people and supplies."

      "Let's check the van for keys." Adriana hopped out and waited for others. She retrieved her handgun and motioned for the others to do the same. "We don't know what we might find."

      Reginald led the way toward the van. He peeked in the rear windows. Two bodies were huddled together in the seat. He tapped the window, and the heads jerked up.

      "No shoot! No shoot!" a woman screamed and jerked her hands up.

      The man with her led her to the front of the bus. He opened the door. "I'm sorry. We've not seen anyone who didn't want to eat us in this place before y'all. When you tapped on the window, it scared Luz." He held out his hand. "I'm Santiago and this is my wife, Luzita."

      "Nice to meet you." Reginald shook his hand. "Are you the scout leader?"

      "No. We just hid here when we encountered some biters."

      "How long have you been in there?" Adriana asked.

      "Two days." The woman's thick accent made her a little hard to understand.

      "What?" Adriana's eyes went wide. "Did you have water or food?"

      "We had bottle of water." Luz licked her dry lips. "It was gone first day. We try not to drink too much." She pointed to the van. "I too scared to get off."

      Adriana ran back to the truck and grabbed some water. "Here you go."

      They chugged the bottles, and she handed them two more. "Where are you staying?"

      "Here. We were camping in our RV, but ran out of food and water." Santiago rubbed his forehead. "We were on the search when we got cornered."

      "Do you have any weapons?" Cooper asked.

      "No. I mean why would we have guns?" Santiago wrinkled his nose. "We were just camping for a week and doing some hiking. Besides, I don't know how to shoot a gun."

      Great they were about to add two more helpless people to their ranks. "Have you been bitten? Scratched?"

      Luz frowned. "I no understand."

      Santiago rattled off something in Spanish, and smiled. "I'm sorry. Luz, her English is not so good. She's trying, though."

      Adriana took Luz by the arm and spoke to her in Spanish. The woman's eyes grew wide. The sorrow on her face lifted, and she and Adriana carried on an animated conversation.

      Santiago smiled. "It is nice to see someone speaking to my wife in her native language. She emigrated from Guatemala six months ago."

      "Her English is very good for only living here a short time." Reginald still wanted an answer to his earlier question. "So, did any of the infecteds bite or scratch either of you?"

      "No, sir. We saw them running toward us and hid in the van." He trembled a little as he took a drink. "They covered the van pounding and trying to get in. We hid in the floor and huddled together. I guess they thought we weren't in there anymore, so they left, but I couldn't get Luz to come out of hiding."

      Everything in Reginald screamed for him to leave these people on their own, but they wouldn't survive very long. "Would you like to join us? We have a large group of people. You'll be safer, but you will have to learn to shoot and protect yourselves."

      "Yes. Very much. We won't live much longer alone."

      Adriana smiled. "Great. We do have some conditions before we bring new people into our group. We must check you for bites or scratches. I hope you understand. We had someone bring the disease into our group and lost a couple of people." She then repeated her statement in Spanish for Luz.

      "Yes, of course." Santiago furrowed his brow. "We will do what we must."

      "First, we are going to see if we can find the keys to this van and scavenge supplies." Adriana grabbed the doorknob to the screened-in room. "We've added a lot of people to our numbers, so we need food and water."

      The odor from the screen room hit Reginald long before they opened the door. Dread at what he might see cut through him.

      Adriana walked in and stopped. She pulled her shirt up over her nose. "I know this is bad, but we have to check the pockets of the adults."

      She walked to the first man and stuck her hand in his pocket. Reginald knelt beside the man next to her and glanced at her. Tears streamed down her face, but she continued to work.

      "Found them!" Cooper yelled from across the room. Reginald looked up as the man he was searching grabbed Cooper's arm. The kid yelped, fired a shot and jumped back.

      "Did he scratch you?" Reginald ran to him, grabbed his arm, and shoved his sleeve up. No signs of scratches or bites. The energy rushed out of Reginald. "We've got to be more careful."

      "I thought they were all dead." Cooper's voice came out shaky.

      "Let's see how much gas is in the van and start searching for food." Adriana walked to the door. She tried to be strong, but her hands shook, and she walked stiff-legged like her muscles were cramping.

      Reginald didn't blame her. Seeing adults and children cannibalized like that was enough to send anyone running for the hills. He ran his hand through his hair. "Let's get out of here."

      He climbed in the van, started it, and frowned. "Less than half a tank. We're going to have to find gas, but right now, let's concentrate on finding food and water."

      "Let's take Luz and Santiago back to the cabin. A couple of people there can check them out." Cooper leaned against the door. "We can dump one of the vehicles and stick together that way. Besides, those two don't know how to shoot, and aren't armed. They'd be a liability instead of a help."

      "Good idea. Adriana, you and Cooper take the truck, and I'll follow you with Santiago and Luz."

      They dropped the two newcomers off at the cabin, and headed out in the van this time in case they found more survivors. Reginald twisted his neck trying to work out the stiffness in his muscles. If they found many, they might have to talk some of them into setting up shop here in the park instead of joining them in their quest for the coast. It was going to be hard enough to get there as it was without adding more people to the mix. Not to mention, trying to get hundreds of people on a boat didn't make sense.

      He pulled around to some campsites near the river. Several tents and a pop-up trailer were set up in two sites. "Come on. Time to get busy." His hair stood up on his arms as he climbed out of the van. His body rebelled against going into tents and campers, but they had no choice.

      He walked to the camper and knocked. If a survivor was living it, they'd probably shoot him if he barged inside. No answer. He eased the door open. Empty. His breath whooshed out. "This one's empty. Let's check the tents before we go any farther."

      Adriana shuffled toward the first tent. Her hands trembled as she touched the fabric. "Hello? Anyone there? I'm not here to hurt you."

      Cooper started toward the second tent. "Wait." Reginald caught his arm. "One at a time. We don't want to take any chances."

      "Sorry." He hung his head. "You're right. I wasn't thinking."

      "Not thinking will get us killed." Adriana clenched her jaw. "Back me up. I'm opening the tent."

      She unzipped the tent, pulled the flap, and jumped back as an infected lunged for her.
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* * *

      Josh stretched and sat up. His back, legs, and neck ached from sleeping on the hard floor, but it was better than nothing.

      Randi walked into the room. She still had dark circles under her eyes. "Where's my sister? I can't find her anywhere."

      "Did you sleep at all?" Josh stood and stretched again.

      "Yes. Now answer my question. Where's Adriana?"

      "She went with Uncle Reg and Cooper to hunt for supplies. We have so many newcomers that we don't have enough water or food."

      Randi's eyes went wide and she shoved Josh's chest. "What do you mean she went scavenging? You know as well as I do, she can't take care of herself. How could you let this happen? She's going to get them all killed."

      He grabbed her arms. "Relax. Adriana's tougher than you think. She's fine. I promise."

      "How can you make that promise? None of us are fine any time we go out there. With Adriana, it's even worse. She can't even shoot an infected."

      "Yes, she can. She even shot some of Vixen's people. You're underestimating your sister."

      "If she shot people, then she's messed up in the head. You know that. They crawl into your brain and take up residence. Not to mention, she just lost Mom, and your uncle just lost your aunt. How can they be at their best when they have so much weighing on them? You should've woken me. I need to go with them. Or instead of them."

      Josh let her rant and rave until she ran out of breath. "They're fine."

      She turned away and took a step, but Josh held onto her arms. "Where are you going?"

      "To look for them. I need to take care of them."

      "No, you don't. Randi, it's not your responsibility to shoulder the safety of everyone in the group. We have to take that on ourselves. The only ones we are responsible to protect, besides ourselves, are the children, and we have a boatload of them, now. Bryan brought back around one hundred teens and children from Vixen's place."

      Randi's face paled. "Did they kill everyone there? Bryan said he was going after Vixen. Just Vixen."

      "I don't know what they did. I didn't ask. Why did you go after her, anyway?"

      Randi closed her eyes and rubbed her neck. "She wasn't going to let us go. They planned to attack us again. I had to stop her from killing more people I loved." She pointed to the bedroom. "We've lost so many. Miguel, Mom, Mary Anne, Jill, Aaron, Ayanna, Daniel. Not to mention, we don't even know if Ethan and Gabriele will make it. How could I allow her take more people from us?"

      "We're leaving for the coast where we'll be safe."

      "No. Alton said she sent him to follow us and report to her. He said she's bent on revenge against Reginald."

      "What did my uncle do that was so horrible?"

      "He left. Don't you get it? The woman is insane. She had all of those children locked in the basement. I showed the oldest one how to escape if things got bad. That's probably why Bryan brought them here. She's evil."

      "She's gone, now. We don't have to worry about her coming after us."

      Randi hung her head. "How do I keep piling up evil things in my life? Why can't I do something good?" Her voice was barely a whisper, and tears dripped down her face. "Ethan keeps telling me God will forgive me, but come on, even He's got to have a breaking point where He just washes his hands of me."

      Pain squeezed Josh's heart. He'd never seen Randi so vulnerable. "No, He doesn't have a breaking point." He pulled her into his arms and kissed the top of her head. "It's hard to understand how He could continue to love us when we do horrible things, but He does, and He continues to forgive us."

      "I still don't get why He allowed all of this to happen."

      "Me, neither, but then we aren't God. He gives us free will and look what we do with it."

      "Not you. You're good. You and Ethan are the best men I've ever met. There's nothing evil about either of you." She swiped at her eyes. "I'm lucky to have you both as friends, but the thought of losing either of you is killing me."

      "Loss is part of life. You told me a little about your fiancé. He was a Christian, right?"

      She nodded.

      "Then you know he's in heaven. If Ethan doesn't survive his wounds, he'll be in heaven. If something happens to me, I'll be there."

      "But then I'll be left all alone."

      "You are never alone. The Bible tells us that God will never leave us nor will He forsake us. You're not alone, babe. Ever."

      She pushed out of his arms. "I wish I had the faith that you and Ethan do."

      Josh studied for a moment. He was almost afraid to ask her the glaring question.

      "Yes, I've accepted Christ as my Savior. Ethan's helping me work through so many issues." She gave a soft chuckle. "He started with my anger toward God." She shrugged. "He helped me see that I never really forgave Dad. I said I did, but not in my heart. I let my hurt and anger at my father spill over to prevent a relationship with God."

      "What about now?"

      "I'll forgive him for a while, then the old anger creeps back in."

      "And you have to forgive him again, and again. That's called being human."

      Her eyes went wide. "You, too?"

      "Of course."

      "Wow. Ethan told me some of his life and things he had to forgive. He said he still brings the old hurts out once in a while, but God always points it out to him, and he has to forgive again." Another shrug. "I don't get how God points anything out. I'm still struggling with the fact that He's involved in our lives and not just some distant God. It's still hard for me to accept He cares when we're going through tragedy after tragedy."

      "All of us struggle with that at times." Josh closed his eyes for a few seconds. "All of us. Especially when we're in the midst of something as horrific as this."

      She raised up on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. "Thank you. I don't think I've ever told you how important you are to me. You know how to bring me down from my manic panic better than anyone."

      Nia walked in and broke up their conversation. "Hey guys. I'm hungry, and I know the children are, too. Should we try to scrounge up something for everyone to eat?"

      "I loaded the fridge in the RV with eggs, sausage, venison, and we have jerky stashed everywhere. Not to mention, we have a ton of those MREs."

      "Ugh, we're still going to ration food." Josh stretched a kink out of his shoulder. "We have more people, now so what food we have needs to stretch even further."

      Randi rubbed her neck. "Yeah, Mark and I brought back some survivors. Not to mention the kiddos you said Bryan brought back."

      Nia's eyes went wide. "More children? How are we going to do this? It's hard enough to think about traveling to the coast with our core group, but..." She dipped her head and closed her eyes.

      "We'll figure it out." Randi bumped her shoulder. "They may not all want to go with us, anyway. If they want to stay, we'll help them build a fence around the cabins, leave them with supplies, and head out without them."

      "Girl, we cannot leave children here to fend for themselves. Have you lost your ever-lovin' mind?"

      "No, but the adults may want to stay. If they do, the kids can stay with them."

      Nia crossed her arms. "We'll see. I'm not leaving a bunch of vulnerable children in the hands of one or two adults. Nuh-uh. No, way."

      Randi hugged her friend. "No one expects you to. If there are only a couple of adults staying, we'll take the kiddos with us. Fair enough?"

      "Yes. I'm sorry, girl, but I can't leave here with a bunch of children left behind. I'd worry night and day that the infecteds or some other opportunist group got to them. You know that Vixen chick and her crew's not the only opportunists around."
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      Adriana's screams split the air. Reginald grabbed for the infected holding her down. Two shots rang out, but the guy didn't fall. Was it Cooper shooting or was someone attacking them?

      Reginald grabbed the guy's shirt and yanked him backwards. He fell over onto his back, and Adriana scrambled up. The man had gunshot wounds to the abdomen. Adriana placed another shot to his head, and doubled over holding her stomach. "Did he bite you?"

      She groaned, but didn't answer. Reginald shook her. "Answer me. Did he bite you?"

      "No." After a long few seconds, she pulled herself upright. "I'll never get used to killing people."

      Cooper wrapped his arms around her. "I'd worry about you if you did." He gave her another squeeze then let go of her. "You're one of the strongest women I've ever met."

      She laughed. "No, that would be Randi."

      "True, she's strong, but it's because she stuffs her emotions down until she's almost robotic at times. You're just a woman who does what she needs, and then collapses."

      "Cooper, you know good and well that I've had some rough times of not dealing with life. Randi's the one who got the brunt of it."

      "I know, and for a while, I wasn't too sure about you, but when the times are tough, you've stepped up."

      She hung her head. "Not when Josh needed it."

      Cooper frowned. "What are you talking about?"

      "Never mind. We need to round up supplies. Let's get started." She turned and walked back toward the pop-up trailer.

      Reginald followed her into the camper and opened all of the doors. They were stuffed full of food. He yanked opened the fridge. Water bottles stacked top to bottom.

      "We hit the jackpot." Cooper handed each of them a large duffel bag. "I found these in the tents. They probably stored the tents in them, but they'll hold a ton of stuff."

      He yanked cushions off the table and lifted the seats. Reginald shrugged. He had no clue these campers had storage under the seats. Randi probably had all kinds of stuff stuck in the RV. The woman had almost emptied the house of MREs and bottled water. Not to mention a lot of his equipment. They stepped over stuff in the camper. He grabbed canned goods and dropped them in the duffel bag. He and Adriana dropped the last can into the duffle back. The door slammed open.

      "What do you think you're doing?"

      Adriana spun around with her gun held in front of her. Reginald watched her out of the corner of his eye. She kept her finger off the trigger. Good girl. They didn't need any accidental shootings. "We don't want any trouble."

      "You should've thought of that before you ransacked our place." A young hipster stared at him. He pointed outside. "And you killed Dave. Why did you have to kill Dave? We had him locked up in the tent where he couldn't hurt anyone."

      "He attacked me." Adriana lowered her weapon, but kept her hand on it. "I'm sorry. I didn't have a choice."

      "Who told you that you could open the tent? We've been living here peacefully for weeks, until you came along."

      "Not too peacefully." Cooper jerked his head toward the door. "You've had infecteds come through here, and they got your friend."

      The young man pulled his glasses off and rubbed his eyes. "Look, we need the food to survive. There are only two of us, and we're unarmed, so we can't force you to leave, but I'm begging you not to leave us without food or water."

      Adriana looked at Reginald, and he gave her a slight nod. "Tell you what, why don't we take you and the food and water back with us. We have a large group. There's safety in numbers."

      "That is, if you aren't infected." Cooper crossed his arms. "You'll have to be checked for bites or scratches. We refuse to take any chances on bringing the infection into our group."

      "Let us talk about it?" The man motioned for them to leave.

      Reginald dropped the bag on the floor, and led the other two outside.

      "Do you think this is a good idea?" Cooper rubbed his hands together. Probably trying to keep warm since the temperature had dipped.

      After a few minutes, the hipster and his girl, a lanky blond walked outside. "We've come to a decision. "He took a deep breath. "If you turn out to be some kind of wacked out group, I'm going to regret this, but we'll go with you. We're tired of trying to survive on our own. To be honest, the only reason Dave was still suffering from this illness was, we don't have any weapons. She's never been too big on guns."

      "I always voted for the anti-gun platform." The girl shrugged. "They've always scared me."

      "I get that." Adriana holstered her gun. "I used to think they should all be melted down into scrap iron, and now I'm shooting like Annie Oakley. It's hard to reconcile with my values, but we have to survive. You'll both have to learn how to handle guns and how to protect yourselves."

      "I'm Desiree and this is my boyfriend, Atticus."

      "Is your last name Finch, Atticus?" Reginald couldn't resist asking. He doubted the kid would have a clue who he was referencing.

      The boy's eyes lit up. "No, but he's one of my heroes."

      "Who's Atticus Finch?" Cooper asked.

      Reginald and Atticus laughed. Reginald looked at Cooper. "Next time we're out scavenging near a bookstore, I'm going to find you a copy of, To Kill a Mockingbird, then you'll understand who Atticus Finch is."

      "Okay." Cooper frowned. "I'm Cooper. This hyena is Reginald, and the woman is our fearless Adriana."

      "Fearless?" Adriana shook her head. "He has me confused with my sister. I live most of my life in abject terror since this plague hit. I know you two don't like guns, but do you know how to shoot?"

      Atticus nodded, but Desiree shook her head. "I've never held a gun."

      "Then you stick with Atticus." She pitched her long gun to the man. "We need to find as much food and water as we can. Somehow, our little ragtag group keeps growing, and we don't have enough supplies to last more than a day with as many people as we have."

      They headed back toward the van. Shots pierced through the air. Reginald jerked around. Cooper walked toward a buck laying on the ground. "Sorry about that, guys. If I had said anything, he might've taken off. I know we can't make sausage, but we could at least have some meat tonight."

      Adriana smiled. "Randi told me the day would come when I would be very thankful to have venison. I told her she was crazy, but guess what? That looks like steak on the hoof."

      Desiree blanched. "Guess there's no way to stay a vegetarian in the apocalypse is there?"

      Atticus put his arm around her. "We have to stay alive. I told you earlier, that means eating whatever we can find."

      "I know, but canned meat is bad enough. Eating fresh...." She shuddered. "I don't know."

      "We'll see what we have at the camp. Maybe I can find you something else." Adriana smiled. "But sooner or later, you'll have to get used to eating whatever."

      "Do we have any rope? I need to field dress the deer so it won't spoil on the way back to the cabin."

      Adriana opened the underneath storage on the van and found a rope. She tossed it to Cooper. "Hey, Reginald, check this out. We found all of the supplies from the Boy Scout camp."

      The belly of the small bus was filled with canned goods and water.

      Atticus's eyes went wide. "Uh...you stole this from children?"

      "No." Reginald waved his hands. "They'd been attacked. We went through the group, but there were no survivors. There is no way we would've left young boys alone." He swallowed at the memories of the children. "I lost my boy to an infected. You have no reason to trust us, but I promise you there is no way I'd hurt a kid. If there had been any survivors, we'd have taken them back with us."
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* * *

      Josh walked into the sick room. Randi sat on Ethan's bedside talking to him in hushed tones. They hadn't looked up. Maybe he could get out before they saw him. He grabbed the doorknob and twisted, but Randi looked at him.

      "Hi, Josh." Randi smiled. "You're looking a little more rested."

      "Yeah." He stretched his aching hip. "I'm feeling much better. How are you, Ethan?"

      "Oh man, I think I'll live." He grinned. Ethan was sitting up leaning against the headboard. "Randi was telling me about the plan to head for the coast."

      Josh nodded. "What do you think?"

      Ethan put his chin in the crook of his thumb and forefinger and thought for a moment. "It's a good plan, except I don't know how we can get all of these people there safely." He motioned to Gabriele's bed. Xever had helped her into the kitchen for a while, so it was empty. "You've got a woman missing a leg. She doesn't even have crutches." He frowned. "Not to mention all of the children in our crew."

      Josh leaned against the wall and crossed his arms. "I know. To be honest, I can't figure out a safe way to make it happen. The thought of traveling with this many people overwhelms me."

      "Maybe we should have a meeting with everyone. I doubt all of these people want to go with us."

      "Can we leave them here without worrying about them?" Randi kicked off her shoes, and pulled her legs up until she sat cross-legged. "They'll be vulnerable."

      "We have fencing supplies." Ethan flicked a bug off the bedspread. "Why don't we build a fence around several of the cabins? It won't be as safe as a compound, but we're back here a ways, Bryan took care of Vixen, and if we leave enough weapons and food, they should be fine."

      "How do we decide who goes and stays?" Randi asked.

      "Let them choose." Josh pointed to Ethan. "He's got a great idea. We secure the group that stays here as best we can, leave them the tools to protect themselves, and provide them with food and water."

      "The Frio is close. If they run out of water, they can always get more." Randi furrowed her brows. "In fact, it would be better if we took the water, and left them with the purification tablets. Not to mention, they can easily boil the water on an open fire here. I think we find some large jugs for them, and let them schlep water back and forth from the river. We'll take the bottled water because who knows what we'll find."

      "She's right." Ethan patted her knee. "You know they'll be safe with the water from the Frio. It's swift moving. Mark can probably teach them to build filters."

      "Knowing him, yeah." Josh grinned. "Let me go find him and talk to him about that."

      He walked into the living room. Mark and Nia sat at a table playing cards. "Hey guys. Mark, do you know how to build a water filtration unit out of random supplies?"

      "Not really. I can probably figure it out, but we have plenty of water and tablets for now. That might give me time to find a book on it."

      Josh suppressed a sigh. That idea just flew out the window. They would have to divide the water and filtration tablets according to the number of people who stayed and those who left. "Sounds good."

      "What's going on?" Mark asked.

      "Yeah?" Nia gave him a playful punch. "What's up? Your mind's a million miles away."

      "We need to have a family meeting. Everyone from both houses needs to join us. Would y'all mind rounding them up? Be sure to include the children."

      Nia paled. "What's wrong?"

      "Nothing. I promise. It's so we can make plans for the future."

      She pushed her chair back. "Come on, Mark. Let's get to it." She turned to Josh. "We'll get everyone to join us out in front of the cabin since we don't all fit inside."

      "Good deal. Thanks." Josh walked back to the bedroom. "Mark and Nia are rounding everyone up so we can have a meeting outside and see who wants to go and who wants to stay."

      "Guess I'd better head outside." Ethan threw the covers back and swung his legs off the bed. "I'm still a little slow, but I'm making progress."

      The man was nuts. He hadn't been recovering very long and already trying to walk. "Uh, shouldn't you keep resting?"

      He shook his head. "Gabriele wanted me up and walking as soon as possible to prevent blood clots."

      "But you lost so much blood, I know you're weak."

      "Yeah, I am, but she said it was either walk and move about or risk having a clot go to my lungs. I survived a gunshot, no way do I want a clot to take me out because I was afraid to push myself."

      Made sense, but he had to be tough. Nice, tough, just an all-around good guy. No wonder Randi liked him so much. Josh grimaced and followed Ethan and Randi out of the door. He motioned to a lawn chair next to the front door. "Ethan, why don't you sit?"

      The last few stragglers wandered up, and Josh introduced himself. "We are planning to leave here in a few days." He motioned to Ethan. "As soon as Ethan is strong enough to travel. The journey we're taking is long, and may be arduous."

      He waited until the murmuring in the crowd died down. "We're going to the coast, to board a boat and head to the Boston area." He paused for a beat. "Uncle Reginald is a biomedical engineer, and he has some experience with the virus. We are going to try and reach USMARID, The United States Army Medical Research Institute of Infectious Diseases.

      "Our prayer is they are working on finding a cure this plague. Now, I realize some of you may not want to make the trip with us. I'm asking you to go back to your cabins, discuss this, and come back to let us know. We need an accurate head count of who's staying and who's going so we can make sure those staying here have plenty of supplies."

      "We also want to build a fence around any of the cabins that will be used to help protect those of you staying." Randi pointed to herself. "If you have questions, please come see me, Josh, or Ethan. Thank you."

      The three walked back inside and all took a seat at the dining table. Gabriele was sitting there already. She'd opted not to hop out to the meeting. "How did it go?"

      "Okay. We sent them away to make a decision." Randi pulled a chair out for Ethan and helped him into it. "I don't feel like we can tell any of them they can't come with us, but having that many people will make things quite difficult."

      Gabriele stared at her hands for a bit. "I'm not going. There's no way I could run if I needed to, and I don't want any of you risking your lives trying to protect me."

      Josh didn't know what to say. She was right in thinking she would put them at risk, but she'd also pushed through insane pain to save Ethan. "If you want to go, we'll find a way. Shoot, Randi and I'll go find you a wheelchair."

      Gabriele patted his hand. "You're a doll, but I'm tired. Running's not for me. Besides, if Darius decides to go with y'all, these people will need someone with some medical training. If he stays, Reginald's competent enough to take care of you."

      Ethan laughed. "Not to mention, if we give your brother a medical book, he probably could perform open-heart surgery."

      Gabriele rubbed her stump. "He's right. Mark's invaluable, and you know he's going with you."

      "If you're sure." Josh didn't want her to stay behind out of a sense of duty, but he did have slight relief at the thought of not having to take care of her while trying to trek to the coast. Things were horrendous when he tried to make it from Austin to Houston, to the compound, and that was right after the fall. Who knew what they would encounter on this trip.
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* * *

      Randi and Mark headed out to look for large jugs of water. They planned to fill the tank on the RV with river water and add chemicals to the tank to clean it. Then they would fill as many jugs as they could find, treat them, and leave them for the people staying.

      She pulled onto the highway. "Any idea where we should go?"

      "Not sure. Do you remember where you got the barrels for diesel?"

      "Yeah. They had quite a few of them. Do you think those would be good enough for water? I mean do they have chemicals or anything?"

      Mark twisted his mouth. "Not sure. Do you know of any water stores around? They usually sell jugs and things."

      "There's a Culligan in Kerrville and one in Boerne. Let's go to Kerrville first. They do water delivery, so even if the fresh water has all been taken, the empty water bottles may still be there. They might even have some of those hand pumps."

      She headed to Kerrville. The brown landscape flew by. Soon the trees would start to turn green and by March or April, bluebonnets would cover the roadways and fields. Not to mention the Texas Paintbrush, Indian Blanket, and Greenthread. There were several other wildflowers that she didn't know the names of, but she could almost smell the Mountain Laurel blossoming. A part of her longed to see spring and the burst of colors blooming across the fields, but her duty was to get Reginald to USMARID, and a Marine never shirked her duty. Time to shake off the melancholy.

      "You okay?"

      "Yeah." She smiled. "Just a little nostalgic for spring. It's my favorite time of year. Even though it's a little warm, it's so colorful and full of promise." Randi laughed. "That sounded so lame."

      "No it didn't. New life is always full of promise. In the spring, you'll start seeing foals with their mommas, trees budding out, and leaves forming." Mark shrugged. "If it's lame, then I'm right there with you. Spring's my favorite season."

      Randi turned onto Water Street and pulled up to the store. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. This cycle would never end. Hunting while being hunted. Maybe her mother, brothers, and brother-in-law were better off not having to fight to live one more minute. "Let's go clear the place and see if we can get water bottles."

      She opened the door tried to push herself toward the water store, but her legs felt like lead. "Stay behind me."

      "No." Mark pushed her to the side. "You always take the most risks. The rest of us know how to shoot, and we aren't your responsibility, Super Man."

      She opened her mouth to argue. "I said, 'no'. If you don't like it, tough, and if something happens to me, it is not your responsibility. Got it?" Not giving her time to answer, Mark reached for the door.

      Everything in her screamed for her to tackle him to the ground. Sweet innocent, injured Mark in the lead? No. Her heart lodged in her throat, and she moved as close behind him as possible. She had to make sure nothing happened to him.

      Her heartbeat thundered in her ears as they walked through the door. Mark pushed forward but she grabbed his shirt. "Wait," she whispered. "Listen for any sounds before we move forward. If you're taking the lead, lead smart, and cautiously."

      Mark stopped. They stood listening, but the building was silent. "Let's clear the building, and then hunt for the jugs. We don't want to start loading and have someone, infected or otherwise, come upon us."

      The kid was learning. Not that he was much younger than her, but he was so naïve he seemed much younger. She let him take the lead through the room to the back door. "Before you open it, listen."

      Mark put his ear to the door. "Groaning. Get ready."

      "Open it. I'll cover the doorway."

      Mark yanked it open, and they walked through. No infecteds visible from this angle, but groaning grew louder as they walked toward the back past all of the water treatment equipment.

      Something grabbed Randi from behind and dragged her backwards. Her heart pounded so hard she thought it might burst from her chest, but if she screamed and drew Mark's attention, whatever was groaning within the bowels of the room might take him by surprise. She clamped her mouth shut to protect Mark, and let the person drag her back a little ways, then she let her body weight fall backwards into the person pulling her. As the person lost his balance and hit the floor, she jerked around with her weapon pointed at his face.

      He covered his head with his arms. "Don't shoot. I was trying to get you to stop. You don't want to go back there. It's overrun."

      She'd just allowed Mark to wander into a bad situation without backup. Her stupidity knew no bounds. She spun on her heel and ran after Mark. She grabbed his arm before he could turn the knob on a storage room. "It's overrun."

      "What?"

      "Come with me." She led Mark back to the man she'd knocked down. He was standing now, but took one look at Randi and cowered. "Hey, I promise, I was trying to protect you, not hurt you."

      "Why didn't you speak to me instead of grabbing me?"

      "I'm stupid, okay? I thought I could drag you back a little ways, and then talk to you. Figured if I said anything, you might turn and shoot before we could talk."

      He was younger than she originally thought. Probably in his early twenties. "What's your name?"

      "Blade Andrews."

      "Blade?" Mark asked.

      "My mom was a little different." He shrugged. "My older sister was Sunni."

      "I'm Randi and this is Mark. Are you armed?"

      He shook his head. "No. Lost my gun when I got jumped. I ducked in here and found a break room to hide out in."

      "Then how do you know the back room is overrun?"

      "You heard the moaning." He raised an eyebrow and looked at her like she was missing a few bolts. "That's a lot of groaning."

      "Dude, it could be two people." Mark shook his head. "You've not had to survive on your own for long, have you?"

      "No. We got attacked a couple of days ago." A shadow of intense pain flashed in his eyes. Randi had seen that pain so many times. "Lost my parents and sister to a bunch of jerks who wanted our ranch."

      "How did you escape?" Randi wanted to know more about this man before she trusted him.

      He blinked his blue eyes a couple of times. Probably trying to stem the flow of tears. "Mom shoved me out the back door, handed me a gun and a backpack, and told me to run."

      "Okay. Wait here while Mark and I clear the back room."

      "No!"

      "What?"

      "I'm...I'm afraid for you to open the door."

      "Then go hide in the break room with the door closed."

      "What if you die in there?" His eyes were wide and he swiped his long, stringy blond hair out of his eyes. "It would be my fault."

      "Not at all." Randi motioned to Mark. "We make our own decisions. It's on us if something happens to us. You have no reason to feel any guilt."

      Mark gave her a pointed look. Thankfully. They waited until Blade was locked in the room, then Randi led the way to the storage area. She grabbed the doorknob. "You ready?"

      Mark nodded.

      Randi opened the door, but no infecteds waited. Her heart rate increased as she walked through the room toward the groaning. The thought of killing even more people made her want to turn and run away as quickly as she could.

      Mark yelped and a gunshot sounded behind her. She spun around, and he pointed at an infected on the ground. "He came after me."

      She pressed forward toward the groaning at the back of the room. They passed a cage filled with empty water bottles. Pay dirt. Now, if they could just get out of here in one piece.

      The hair lifted on the back of her neck and her gut clenched as they continued the short distance toward the very back. It seemed to take forever, and everything in her screamed for them to run away as quickly as they could.

      They reached the back, and still didn't find the source of the groaning. Where was it coming from?

      "Help," a very weak, soft voice called out.

      Randi motioned for Mark to help her move the barrels. The groaning continued. They moved all but two barrels and Randi caught a glimpse of an arm. "Hold up." She peered behind the barrels. A kid, maybe fifteen, had curled up behind them.

      She hid her face in her hands. "Please don't shoot me."

      Her clothes hung on her frame, her cheeks were sunken and dark circles rimmed her blue eyes. "We aren't going to shoot. How long have you been hiding there?"

      "Days."

      "Have you had any water or food?"

      She shook her head.

      "Can you stand?"

      She tried to pull herself up, but was too weak. "Mark, grab her and take her to the break room. Get her something to drink while I find the infecteds we can hear groaning."

      "There's a door to the break room in that corner. That's where the diseased hang out."

      "I'll take her the long way, but you be careful."

      Randi gave him a nod and eased toward the infecteds. She slowed as she neared the door. There were five leaning against the door drooling and groaning.

      Why Lord? Ethan said I could talk to You. Why am I in this position? I have no choice but to kill them. Or did she? Maybe she could get the bottles without attracting their attention. That way, she wouldn't have to add another life to her tally. She walked back to the container with bottles. It sat on pallet, and she'd seen a pallet jack near the large double doors in the back.

      She ran to the break room. "Keep making noise. The infecteds are at the door because they hear y'all. I'm going to move the truck around back and load the water bottles then I'll be back."

      "You found water?" Blade asked.

      "No. We're loading empty ones to fill from the river." She frowned. "Why doesn't she have something to drink?"

      Mark pointed to the Coke machine. "Empty, and all of the water here's been cleaned out."

      "As soon as I get the bottles loaded, we'll get her some water." She pulled the truck around to the back of the store and loaded the bottles. At least now, they could leave water for the group that stayed behind. She closed the double doors and drove around to the front. Thank You for giving me a way out of killing still more people.

      She walked into the break room and handed the young girl a bottle of water. "What's your name?"

      "Lainey."

      "Lainey, I'm Randi, and those guys are Mark and Blade." Randi smiled at her. "Do you have any bites or scratches?"

      "No."

      "What about you, Blade?"

      He shook his head. "I hid out here." His head hung. "I didn't know she was in there. No way I'd have left her there."

      "I believe you. If you two would like to come back with us, you're welcome to." She held up a finger to stop them from answering. "But there's a catch. You have to agree to let us check for bites or scratches. We won't take anyone into our group that hasn't been checked."

      "I'm fine with doing whatever to not have to be on my own anymore." Blade rubbed his face. "Much more time alone, and I won't survive."

      "Same with me." Lainey pointed to herself. "Can we go, now?"

      "Come on." Randi ushered them all out the truck and headed back toward the campground. "There are a lot of us staying in some cabins. A small group is leaving in the next couple of days, but you'll learn more about all that when we reach the camp. After you're checked for bites and scratches, Darius will check y'all over, and if he gives the okay, you'll be expected to help on the fencing project we're working on."
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* * *

      As the morning sun peeked through the trees, Josh divided all of the workers into teams to build the fences. They'd decided to place a fence unit around each cabin.

      Adriana, William, Nia, and several of the new people that he didn't know the names of were on his team digging post holes and seating the poles for the fencing. Luckily, they'd found the post hole auger and taken it when they took all of the extra fencing materials.

      "Is it right to leave all of these people behind?" Adriana wiped the sweat out of her eyes as they dug another hole. "I mean, it's not like they can all go with us, but I feel guilty leaving them vulnerable here."

      "It's hard knowing what the best plan of action is, but I think letting them choose is the fairest way to do this."

      "Have you gotten an answer from everyone?"

      "No. None of them in fact. We're gathering everyone after finish we fences. It's time for them to make a decision one way or another."

      "Good. I assume we're still leaving in the morning?"

      He bumped her shoulder with his. "Guess this means you're coming with us?"

      Adriana laughed. "You big goof, of course I am. I don't want to stay here without you, Mark, and Randi."

      "What if your dad decides to stay?"

      "That's okay. He's a strong man and can help these people, but Randi needs me." Adriana shoved her hair out of her eyes. "She won't admit it, but she's a little vulnerable. We need to make sure she eats and takes care of herself."

      "You need her, too. She's the one who makes sure you take care of yourself."

      They moved on to the last post hole as sun shot red and gold streaks through the sky as it dipped below the horizon. Josh's arms and legs ached. He could only imagine how Adriana felt. After all, she had to deal with Lupus in addition to working hard all day.

      He gathered everyone together outside. "We need to have your answers, now. We're leaving in the morning and need to know how many people are staying and how many are going so that we may make the appropriate plans."

      They went through everyone who waited outside questioning whether they would stay or not. Josh pointed to the women Bryan had rescued. They didn't bring any of the teens or children with them. One of the women stepped forward. "Son, it's so sweet of you to include us in this, but with all of these little ones we're taking care of, we'd slow your group down and put all of us at risk. I think we'll stay in these nice cabins you've found for us."

      "Yes, ma'am. We will ensure there is plenty of water and food for all of you. I'll be around later to get a head count."

      She kissed him on the cheek, and the two women left.

      The leader of the group Randi and Mark rescued came forward. Darius had his arm around a little old lady he called Granny. "We appreciate the offer, but we're tired of running. Besides that, those two women will need some adults to help protect all those younguns. Granny's had her share of child rearing, so any of the children who stay behind, we'll look after them as if they're our own." After he said his piece, they turned and left.

      Cooper walked forward next. "Man, y'all have been so good to me, but I don't want to run any more. We're safe from Vixen, I'd rather stay here and help build a life here." He stared at his feet. "I hope there're no hard feelings."

      "Coop, no way. We hate leaving a large part of our family here, but we know some people need to stay behind and build a life here. God willing, we'll see each other again, brother."

      "I'm staying, too." William gave him a shy grin. "When you found me, I know I said I wanted to run, but this has proved to me I need to stay. I'm a good shot. I'll help keep people safe."

      "Sounds good, William. You're responsible and smart. I know you'll be an asset to the group that stays behind."

      Keshanna raised her hand. "Thanks for taking us in, but Kayde and I will be staying, too. We need to continue to work on Kayde's education. I'll be happy to work with the other children, also." She shrugged. "The world may have fallen to pieces, but that doesn't mean we need to stop their education."

      Santiago, Luz, Desiree, and Atticus all declined to go. Once they'd all left, Josh rejoined the others inside. Nia, Bryan, Xever, and Adriana sat at the table sat at the table.

      Adriana motioned to him. "Josh, we need to talk to you."

      He joined them in the kitchen and leaned against the cabinet. "What's up?"

      "Son, I'm not going." Xever clasped his hands together. "I'm trying to convince Adriana to either stay with me, or to leave the children. If you have only adults on the journey, it will go easier. Not to mention, the children will be safer."

      Tears streamed down Adriana's face. "I don't want to stay, Dad. Randi needs me, whether or not she'll admit it."

      "Think about Tommy and Lori. If you go, let them stay with me, I can help work on their education. I'll protect them. There is no reason you cannot return to us."

      "Let me pray about it." She brushed away the tears. "Neither option is good."

      Josh rubbed her back. "Bryan? What about you?" Josh asked.

      "I'm staying. Since Daniel died, it's my responsibility to take care of his babies. Not to mention all of those children Alton and I left homeless."

      "I'm going." Nia stood and stretched. "Randi's been my girl all my life. I'm sticking with her."

      "Okay. Adriana, let me know what you decide on the children. I'm going to talk to Ethan, Randi, and Uncle Reg." He walked to the bedroom. Randi had stretched out on the floor again and was sleeping. Ethan was in bed, but he had much more color. "Hey man, you still going with us?"

      "If you're willing to have me." He grinned. "I'm ready to be a productive part of this family again."

      "We want you, but you have to promise to take it easy."

      Uncle Reginald was sitting with Gabriele. "Of course I'm going, but Gabriele is staying behind. I'm heading to the RV to try to talk Katie Bug and Belle into staying here. They're tough girls, but I don't want them to have to keep fighting to live."

      Randi stretched. "I'll go with you to the RV. I've got to talk to Toni. She's not going to be happy, but she has to stay." Her voice broke and she blinked several times. She was closer to that little girl than she liked to admit.

      Reginald stood and they left.

      Josh walked into the kitchen. "Uncle Reg and Randi are headed to RV to explain to Belle, Katie, and Toni why they can't go with us."

      "I guess that means I need to go talk to Tommy and Lori." Adriana swiped at the tears running down her cheeks.

      "Why don't I come with you?"

      They walked toward the RV, and Josh put his arm around her shoulders. "If you need to stay with the children and your father, Randi will understand, and I promise Ethan, Nia, and I will take good care of her."

      "I'm torn. Both options are heartbreaking."

      They walked in to Toni screaming that her mommy couldn't leave her. Adriana's face paled.

      Randi gave Adriana a pointed look. "Toni, Aunt Adriana is staying here with you and the children. You'll be here with Grandpa and Aunt Adriana." She knelt and took Toni's face in her hands. "Honey, I have to do something to help fix this sickness that creates the monsters, and I need you to be a big girl and take care of your aunt and grandpa. They need you. I'll come back for you."

      Adriana sobbed almost as loudly as Randi. "Are you sure you'll be okay without me, Randi?"

      She hugged Adriana. "I love you more than you will ever know, and I want you to go with me, but your kids and my girl need you more than I do. Will you please stay and take care of them?"

      Adriana swiped at the tears running down her face. "Yes," she whispered. Josh's stomach unknotted. He wouldn't have to worry about taking children along.

      "But you promised me you'd never leave me." Toni's sobs grew louder. "You promised."

      Randi pulled her into her arms. "Toni, it's only for a short time. I have to help."

      "Then take me with you."

      "Baby, I can't."

      "I'm not a baby!" Toni pummeled Randi's chest with her little fists. "You promised."

      "Let me talk to Josh and Adriana for a little bit. Can you go to the bedroom and wait?"

      Toni stomped off and Randi looked at Adriana and Josh. "What do I do? I did promise not to leave her, but how can I take her with me?"

      Josh's heart clenched at the pain etched on her face. He had no answers for her.

      "I'll go with you and take care of her." Adriana brushed Randi's hair out of her face. "One child won't slow us down."

      "What about Tommy and Lori?"

      "They'll be fine with Dad." Adriana's jaw clenched. "Besides you need me."

      "No. You will not leave your children behind. They've already lost their father, grandmother, and favorite uncle."

      "We'll take Toni, but why don't you stay behind with the rest of the children?" Josh hugged Adriana. "They need you."

      "Mommy?" Toni walked back into the room.

      "Yes, honey?"

      Toni climbed in Randi's lap and wiped her tears. "I'm sorry I made you cry."

      "I'm just worried about you."

      "Belle said I need to stay here with her." Toni's bottom lip quivered and tears ran down her face. "She's going to miss her daddy and mommy and wants me to stay with her. Will you come back for me?"

      "As soon as I can."

      "You promise?"

      "Yes. I told you I wouldn't leave you, and I'm not. This is just for a short time." Randi brushed her hair out of her face. "Remember when Josh and I went to get computers?"

      "Uh hunh."

      "It's like that only I'll be gone longer. You have to mind Aunt Adriana and Grandpa."

      "Yes ma'am." Tears continued to flow as she scrambled down from Randi's lap and ran back to the bedroom.

      Josh's muscles relaxed. Traveling with adults was hard enough. "So it's the six of us. Does Ethan need the ambulance?"

      "No. Gabriele and I talked. She said he's fine to go ahead." Reginald stretched his neck. "If we take the bus, it has more room and comfortable reclining seats."

      "Since Vixen's group's gone, we can go by the place and fill up. I have a couple of diesel tanks stashed in the outer area."

      "Good plan."

      Josh walked inside to the empty kitchen. He stretched in a corner. He hated leaving those he cared about behind, but tomorrow would bring a new adventure and promises of a brighter future.
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