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Chapter One






Fear not for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with My righteous hand. Isaiah 41:10 ESV




Randi Martinez stepped onto her balcony for air despite the cold December wind. The news report detailing the deaths from the human rabies outbreak echoed through the open doors and sent her heart rate into overdrive. She slid the balcony door closed, shutting out the newscaster. How had this happened? She needed to take her family to safety.

Now.

But if she tried to get them to go, they would say she was overreacting. Again.

Movement in the parking lot grabbed her attention. A man half-shuffled, half-ran toward a woman who'd climbed out of her car. "Watch out!" The hair on her arms lifted, and a chill invaded her soul. The woman stopped and looked up, but he bore down on her. "Behind you." Randi's legs went weak. She sank to the concrete balcony floor and clung to the railing.

The woman spun around as he grabbed her. Randi tried to avert her eyes but couldn't. He dragged the woman to the macadam and bit into her neck. Her screams pierced the quiet day as he continued to assault her. Randi gagged, and the man, or zombie, or whatever he'd turned into, jerked his head up to stare in her direction. Blood and gore dripped from his mouth. This couldn't be happening. She'd rather be back in the Middle East in the midst of a heatwave and sandstorm than in San Antonio right now.

The flesh eater ran toward Randi's apartment, but he stood below her balcony drooling, making biting motions, and staring up at her with blank eyes. If the disease hadn't destroyed his neurons, he might've figured out how to come up the stairs after her. Visions of herself as one of those creatures flashed through her mind. She vomited several times.

What had happened to the world? Pain squeezed her heart, but tears didn't come. She hadn't cried since that night in the trenches. A night that filled her soul with emptiness. 

She took several deep breaths, pulled herself up, and focused on building her emotional wall. One brick at a time, she put it into place so she could move forward.

Randi brushed her teeth to rid her mouth of the foul taste and packed her camping gear and guns. Ransacking her cabinets produced a few cans of soup, ramen noodles, mac and cheese, and precious little else. She carried her supplies to the truck, trying to stay as quiet as possible. The infected person ran for her as she stowed her gear in the back. She hopped in her work truck, cranked the engine, and called Miguel. "Hey bro, you at Dad and Mom's?"

"No, why?"

"Have you seen what's going on around you?" The assault she witnessed while on her balcony came flooding back. "I watched a man eat a woman in my parking lot. We need to go somewhere safe."

"Where?"

"I know a place. Call Adriana and Leon. Y'all meet me at Dad and Mom's house within half an hour. Pack camping and hunting supplies."

Randi maneuvered around a stranded car in the middle of the highway. No one around except one man with glassy eyes and strings of drool hanging from his mouth who ran toward her. Sounds of groaning drowned out the roar of the diesel engine. Her gut clenched into stone. She gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles turned white and drove around him. How long did they live? "Miguel, I had to go around one of these...what do you call them? They aren't human any longer."

"Who knows? Infecteds? Rabids? Zombies? We had an intense case in the hospital."

"Hey, I need to call Mom and Dad and let them know we're on our way." She disconnected and dialed her parents. Her father answered. "You and Mom need to pack supplies. We're heading to safety."

"Mija, we're fine here. I've seen the news, but you know how the media always inflates the numbers. They thrive on creating mayhem."

Randi clenched her jaw for several seconds. "We aren't safe. Chaos is erupting around the world. We need to go somewhere else."

"What's the worst that could happen? If we contract this disease, we'll die and go home to be with Jesus."

"No, before you die, you'll turn into a flesh-eating zombie. Do you want that for Mom? Or the grandchildren? Doesn't the Bible say something about cannibalism? Like you can't go to heaven if you feast on human beings?"

"Not exactly." Her father was silent for several seconds. "Are you sure about turning?"

"Ask Miguel. He'll be there soon. He's had patients in the hospital, Dad. This disease turns them into flesh-eaters. It's horrible." She couldn't shake the images she'd seen. Muscles in her neck tensed. Life would keep deteriorating from this point.

"Fine, but where will we go?"

Randi sucked in a breath. If she told her father the truth, he might refuse to go since it didn't belong to them. "I know a place. Trust me."

"A place? What aren't you telling me, Miranda?" Uh oh. Dad was ticked. He only used her first name when she was in trouble.

Her father, with his strict sense of right and wrong, would tell her invading Reginald Barker's land was akin to stealing, but she didn't care. Dr. Barker's urgency to get the place built had scared her. "I'm almost to your house. We'll talk then." A deer darted in front of her truck as she clicked disconnect. She slammed on the brakes, the tires squealed against the pavement, and she stopped within inches of the large buck.

A few deep breaths in, and Randi depressed the accelerator. She glanced to the left. At least twenty people shuffled toward her. The guttural groaning reached her ears causing her to shudder. She jammed her foot to the floorboard, and the truck careened down the highway. There were so many already. How had the disease spread this quickly? The CDC spokesperson kept saying it was a limited course disease, and quarantining those infected would halt the spread. She shivered in spite of the truck heater and her jacket. Limited course disease my backside.

She pulled into the driveway and ran inside the older brick home. Miguel sat on the edge of the sofa, his hands trembling. "I almost ran over one on my way here."

"Just one? They're everywhere." Randi looked around the room. "Where are Adriana and Leon? We need to get out of here."

"On their way." Miguel stared at the floor. "I told her to hurry."

"If they aren't here soon, we'll go get them." Randi paced the floor. "Dad, are you and Mom ready?"

"We aren't going until you tell us where." He held eye contact until she looked away. "We won't do something illegal."

"Who gives a rat's butt about laws now?" Randi gripped her hands together behind her back as she paced in front of the sofa. "Don't you understand? Survival is all that matters, and I know a place where we can weather this out."

"Where?"

"You remember the man who hired us to build him a compound on the Frio?"

Dad nodded.

"I...uh sorta kept a remote for the drawbridge and the gate codes."

"Miranda Martinez, how could you?" Her father frowned and crossed his arms. "You've doomed our company with this behavior. A customer trusted you, yet you betrayed his faith. If word gets out, we'll never get another job."

"Dad, the business is gone. Life as we know it no longer exists." Miguel stood and put his hands on her father's shoulders. "We have to go with Randi. If not, we'll wind up as food, or worse, biting and clawing through everyone in our path."

"This is dishonest."

"You don't know how it is." Randi paced. They needed to leave. Now. "There's a herd of sick people not far from here. If we don't leave soon, they'll trap us in the house, and this place won't offer much protection."

Leon, Adriana, and their children ran inside. Tears flowed down Adriana's face. "We hit one of them with the pickup. Leon tried to avoid him, but he kept coming."

"Adriana, tell Dad we have to go somewhere safe. He doesn't understand." Maybe for once her sister would agree with her. Unless she moved into the land of denial like she usually did.

"Dad, we're trusting Randi. If she knows of somewhere safe, we're going. Period."

"But—"

"No." Adriana jammed her hands on her ample hips. "You cannot jeopardize this entire family because you're stubborn."

Mom rolled a large suitcase into the room. "Xever, the children are right. While poaching someone else's property isn't right, we must survive. We won't invade the man's house, only his land until this mess is over." Her mother slipped her arm through her father's. "If he and his family are there, and ask us to leave, we will."

This mess would never end, but Randi refused to destroy her mother's fantasy. Besides when the diminutive Faustina Martinez set her mind to something, Dad wasn't about to argue.

Randi, Miguel, and Leon grabbed the supplies.

"Leon, since your truck is four-wheel drive, let's take it and mine," Randi said as they took the first load outside. She shoved a suitcase in the truck. Odd. She didn't see any supplies from her parents' house. "Leon, did you or Miguel bring any food or other supplies out?"

"Nope. Just what's already in the truck from our house."

"Load everyone into the trucks. I'm going to grab some non-perishables."

"You got it."

Randi ran back inside, found a large plastic tub in the garage, and grabbed bags of rice, beans, grits, masa, flour, and cornmeal. She found several cans of vegetables, a couple of bags of pasta, and her mom's canister set in the next cabinet and dumped them in the box. Once she filled it, she walked to the front door.

She turned and looked at the living room. Memories of Raul playing with her caused her throat to constrict. He would crawl around on his hands and knees as her "horse" for hours on end. A deep ache penetrated her chest. Would she forget him if she never saw their childhood home again?

Soft cream had replaced the tan color on the walls, but her mother never changed the antique furnishings of the room. Too bad the happiness left many years ago. One last look at the cozy room with a brick fireplace in the corner and the antique coffee table where she'd done her homework, and Randi walked out without a glance back. No time for nostalgia. Emotions would only get them killed.

She handed Leon the tub. "Stay close. We'll take back roads. It's very secluded and about an hour from here." She shrugged. "At least it was before this plague invaded. It may take longer, now."

Miguel and her parents climbed into her truck, and she started toward Barker's compound. The place covered many acres and spanned the Frio River. If he was there, she would beg him to let them stay, but if he wasn't, they were taking over the land. Maybe the house if the weather turned much colder. She drove to Highway 90 and pointed the truck toward Concan.

Randi followed the long, deserted road. Her breathing accelerated and sweat beaded on her forehead as she glanced around for other signs of life. There should be more people fleeing San Antonio. Where were they?

They were dead if they got trapped here.

A man stood in the road a few yards ahead, so she eased off the gas, but not much. "Randi, slow down. You're going to run over that man." Her father patted her arm.

"He could be a rabid." She shook her head. "If there's one, there'll be more. Our only hope is to get past him as quickly as possible."

*****

Reginald Barker brushed his graying hair out of his eyes as he watched the newscast playing on the TV in the corner of his lab. Someone had dumped ZR-76 around the globe. Reports of an outbreak of the modified rabies virus poured in from most countries. Not possible. His legs refused to move toward the vault. Besides him, only his boss, Ed Goldwaith, had access to the samples. No one else.

With a lead weight in his gut, he forced himself to open the vault. All thirty vials were missing. Hot water flooded his throat, his stomach dropped to the floor, and he swallowed the rage that enveloped him. Goldwaith had unleashed a plague on earth like no other.

The television droned in the corner of his office. Dr. Allan Webber from the CDC stood behind the lectern at a press conference and reassured everyone it was a limited virus. "Our scientists are working nonstop, and we are quarantining all infected persons. We don't expect many new cases."

If he only knew the truth.

Reginald checked the security video then dialed Goldwaith's number. "What have you done?"

"Don't know what you're talking about."

"Ed, you and I are the only ones with the combination to the ZR-76 vault. The virus is missing, and now cases are popping up around the world. Why did you do this?"

"I didn't." Ed chuckled. "If the virus is out there, then perhaps you dumped it on the world. Are you a homegrown terrorist, Reginald?"

"No." Reginald took a breath, held it for a second, and then exhaled. "I have video of you accessing the vault. I'm sending it to President Davis."

"Do you think she'll bring charges?" Another laugh. "Get real. Who do you think ordered the release? Eileen’s ratings will soar when you cure the disease. She'll be in prime position for reelection and will appoint me as head of the State Department. It's a win-win situation."

"Cure? You idiot. There is no cure for ZR-76. It's one hundred percent fatal and easily transmitted."

"For now. Get to work on the vaccine right away."

"It's a weaponized version of rabies. Rabies. A fatal disease. The world will end before I, or anyone else can develop a cure." Reginald curled his fingers into fists, and his muscles quivered. "We discussed how rampant this virus would spread at the project outset. You knew it."

"Don't be melodramatic. Modify the vaccine like you did the virus."

The man was an imbecile. "It took a team of scientists years to modify the virus. Nothing will stop this. Since you released it before we could attempt to develop a vaccine, there's no hope. I told you six months ago I didn't know if we could ever achieve it. You've doomed mankind."

"What? No way! Fix this. Now!"

"What don't you understand? I can't change it. Why do you think I told you this was a devastating weapon, and we should destroy it? ZR-76 turns the host into a flesh-eater. At least until he dies, but with the modifications, he'll live a long time while spreading it."

"I always assumed you'd develop a vaccine." Goldwaith's voice cracked. "You're supposed to be the best of the best."

"I am, but if you'll go back and read every email I sent you, you'll find I warned you more than once." Reginald pinched the bridge of his Roman nose between his thumb and forefinger and sighed. "I told you there was a slim possibility of success."

"You're one of those pessimistic types. Since rabies has a vaccine, I assumed it wouldn't take long to change it to work on the weaponized version. The president will have my job over this."

"Your job is the least of your worries." Reginald hit his forehead with the palm of his hand. "Listen to me. You will not survive if you contract this disease. Of course, before you die, you'll bite, scratch, and eat your way through your family. Then they'll develop it and perpetuate the cycle. When you released ZR-76, you set an apocalypse in motion."

"We need to put a stop to it. Now. You and your team'll work around the clock until you fix this. Get busy."

"Keep on dreaming, Gollum." Reginald smiled. He'd wanted to call his boss by his pet name for years.

"What does that mean?"

"Ever see Lord of the Rings?"

"No."

"Watch it before you die from your precious virus." Reginald disconnected and called his wife.

"We need to leave. Pack the essentials and be ready to go within the hour."

"Why? I have a PTA meeting this afternoon. Can't it wait?"

Reginald closed his eyes. "Mary Anne, trust me. If we don't go now, we may never get to leave. Pick Belle up from school, and call David to come home. Now. We're going to Texas."

"Honey, I've seen the news." Mary Anne cleared her throat. "We know this disease is bad. There's even been a couple of cases at our miniscule hospital, but the CDC says not to worry. Are they mistaken?"

"Webber's an idiot. He has no clue what he's dealing with." Icy tendrils gripped Reginald's throat making it impossible to speak for several seconds. "Baby, please trust me. I'm trying to keep our family alive."

"Reg, you're scaring me."

"I'm sorry, but you need to be terrified. I'll head home as soon as possible. Call Josh and have him and Mark meet us. I'll text you the directions to send to him." He'd keep his brother's kids safe from this plague if at all possible.

Reginald disconnected and took a small pry-bar from his desk drawer. He found the brick he'd loosened a few days earlier and pulled it out of the wall where he’d hidden copies of his notes and a vial of ZR-76 inside. To redeem himself, he had to find a way to save humanity from this curse. Even if it took years. He stuffed them into the false bottom of his satchel in case Goldwaith had him searched as he left the building.

He closed his eyes, sucked in a ragged breath, and avoided looking toward the lab. He should warn the other scientists of what Goldwaith had done, but at this point, he'd put his family first.

Once he had everything packed, he unlocked his top drawer, pulled out his SIG .380 and eased open the lab door. He smiled, thankful they'd never installed metal detectors and scanners at the doors. If they had, he never would've slipped the weapon into the lab. He’d bought the pistol when he suspected Goldwaith had ulterior motives with the virus.

No one in sight. Maybe he could leave without killing anyone. He crept down the hallway and encountered a guard near the door. The man drooled, hung his head, and ran toward Reginald. He grabbed the pistol from his pocket, retracted the slide, aimed, and fired. His flesh crawled and itched as the guard dropped to the floor. The metallic odor of blood mingled with gunpowder hung in the air. What had he done? Saliva pooled in his mouth, and he fought the urge to spit. How many more people would he kill to keep his family from becoming rabid?

Reginald left his top-secret lab located in the mountains a few miles from Silver Penny, Colorado. He took the twists and turns down the mountain as fast as he dared. A light dusting of snow fell as he drove home. They had to leave before the weather made the mountainous roads impassable. Becoming stranded here wasn't an option.

Knowing Goldwaith, he might've released the virus in their hometown, but how did he infect so many people at once? The threat assessment put prisons and schools at the highest risk. Still, how could he have reached around the world? A shudder raced up Reginald's spine. Why hadn't President Davis called him to verify the information from his boss? She'd called him several times during the development of the virus. 

Although, if she had, her plausible deniability would’ve disappeared. Her unchecked ambition would cost her, her life this time. The government might protect her for a while, but this disease would reach her. It would reach everyone sooner or later.

He pulled in front of the house and raced inside where Mary Anne waited with their children. "Dad, why are we leaving now?" Belle whined. His precious blond princess with her cute little upturned nose. She would turn eleven soon. If he could keep them alive until her New Year's Eve birthday. "Ginger's mom said if it snows enough, we can go tobogganing. What's in Texas, anyways?"

"Uncle Zed left land to us, and I had a retreat built there. We need to get away for a while."

"Great. Just great." She sighed and flopped onto the sofa. "You're ruining my life, you know."

"Stop being a brat." David, Reginald's nineteen-year-old, glared at his sister. "Dad's trying to sugar coat things, but haven't you seen the news? He wants to go to Texas where he can keep us safe and out of the reach of the zombies, so shut it, grab your bag, and get your behind in the van."

Belle stared at her big brother for a few seconds before picking up her bag and heading for the garage door.

"Let's go." Reginald ushered the rest of the family toward the car. "Time to leave."

He wound through town toward Highway 17 to Alamosa. They passed a group of infecteds holding a man against the pavement. "Belle, don't look honey. Read a book or something." Reginald glanced at her in the rearview mirror. His daughter stared at the sight of people biting and scratching other people and tears cascaded down her cheeks.

"Toughen up. This is life now, kiddo." David touched her arm. "It freaks the crap out of me too, but we have to accept this as normal, now."

Belle screwed her face up into a snarl. "I don't have to accept this. It's not normal and never will be. You didn't even realize it was this bad. Now you want to tell me to accept it. Are you insane? People are eating other people. What kind of lunatic does that?"

"Lunatics infected with this weird rabies virus." Mary Anne crossed her arms over her chest. "Honey, I know you didn't want to hear what David had to say, but something very bad has happened in our world, and we must learn to survive." She touched her husband's shoulder. "I had no idea things had devolved into this. How did it spread so quickly?"

Reginald stopped at a red light and something slammed into the rear door. Belle screamed, and David yelled, "Go, Dad! Go!" One of the rabids grabbed the handle of the rear door and held on as the car accelerated and dragged him through the streets. The man's grip didn't loosen even when Reginald increased speed.

He floored the gas pedal, and the man's body bounced off the rear quarter panel. The second human he'd killed today. He swallowed several times and fought to keep his mind focused on driving. 

"You couldn't have done anything differently," David said. "He was dead. His body just didn't know it yet."

Reginald tried to ignore the raging headache threatening to overwhelm him. "It spreads with saliva in an open wound. Incubation period varies from an hour or so to a few days depending on the viral load the person gets. A bite, a scratch or wound that gets contaminated with saliva or blood of the infected, and the person has the disease. Goldwaith probably dumped it a few days ago. We'll see more cases by the hour."

He wanted to run away. Anywhere the living dead hadn't invaded. Both men he'd killed were already gone. David was right. There was no hope. He'd spared them from infecting even more people by hastening their physical demise. A death he'd engineered. He hadn't killed two people today. Instead, he'd killed countless humans with his modified rabies. He should've known this would happen.

"Reg, are you okay?" Mary Anne crossed her arms, again. "I'll drive if you want."

"No." He eased up on the gas. He couldn't change the course of the disease by killing his family. "Sorry. Everything has me upset. I'll be more careful."

"So, this is what you were working on, isn't it?"

His heart hit the ground. He couldn't lie to her but didn't want her to know he'd been the lead scientist on the team that engineered the virus modifications. "Yes. I didn't release it though."

Mary Anne rubbed the back of her neck. "Something's been bothering you for months. When you called today, I put it together." She sat quietly for a while. "I never dreamed anyone would release any of the viruses you've worked on."

"Me either, but I modified it, so I'm responsible."

"Only for doing everything in your power to put an end to this." She stared out the window. "Did you bring your notes?"

"I had them build a small lab in the basement. If there's any way to stop this—"

"If not, then you'll have to learn to live with it."

They passed more rabids shuffling along the side of the highway. "I can never make it right." He pointed to the group of dying people. "How do I make it up to them? Their families? I've turned them into mindless flesh-eaters."

"Did you know this would happen?" David asked.

"No. I thought the DOD would store it along with the other bio-weapons, but Goldwaith and the president released it. She thought it would help her reelection campaign when we developed a vaccine, but there's not enough time."

"Dad, you can't turn back time. We can only go forward." David, his pragmatic child. Reg smiled. If he could find a way to reverse the virus, a cure, then maybe there was hope for mankind. And maybe hope for his absolution. Who was he kidding? To develop the virus had taken a team of scientists ten years. He was one man with a life expectancy that had dropped through the floor. 

As they neared Alamosa, cars blocked the highway. Reginald slowed to a crawl and cut in and out of abandoned autos. He stopped and jammed the gearshift into park. "I've got to push that car out of the way." He pointed to a Tahoe blocking their path. "Lock the doors, and if anything happens, turn around. Find an alternate route to Uncle Zed's land. Gate codes and a drawbridge remote are in the glove box. Don't stop until you get there."

"So many." Mary Anne covered her mouth with her hand and turned away.

"I'll help." David reached for his door handle.

"No." Reginald pinned David with a stare. "You're responsible for your mother and sister. If something happens to both of us, who'll get them to safety?"

David nodded.

He touched the weapon in his pocket as he climbed out.
Chapter Two



Joshua Barker left Austin, drove as fast as possible on Highway 71 toward I-10, and prayed it hadn't backed up yet. He had to reach his kid brother Mark and head for shelter. Responsibility for his brother had never been a burden. Tiring at times but not a burden. Mark worked as an intern at the Space Center in Houston, and Josh hadn't been able to reach him.

An invisible hand clutched his heart with an icy grip each time Mark's cell phone went to voice mail. Why hadn’t he high tailed it to Houston when he'd encountered the first infected person? Aunt Mary Anne had left a message about a secure place in the Hill Country. He tried to call her back, but those calls also went unanswered.

Not being able to reach his aunt or his brother threatened to bring on despair. Silence filled the car and weighed down on his spirit. He took a breath as he recalled his mom's favorite scripture. "'For I know the plans I have for you,' declares the Lord, 'plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.'" Maybe from Jeremiah? He couldn't remember where it was in the Bible.

Hope for a future. He needed to hold onto that. If he lost his tenuous hold on his faith, he might lose his will to fight. His hand slid to his service weapon on his hip, but he jerked it back to the wheel. He refused to let thoughts of ending it pull him into an unrecoverable depression. Instead, he tapped the phone icon on his steering wheel and called Mark's cell number again.

Mark answered on the fourth ring flooding Josh with relief. "Josh?"

"I've been trying to reach you for hours. I'm heading your way."

"No. Don't come. It's not safe," he whispered.

"What do you mean?"

"They're everywhere."

"Unh uh. I'm coming. We're in this together. Where are you?"

"The Space Center. When I saw how bad it was outside, I stayed here. So far, I'm okay."

"Is your car still in the shop?"

"Yes. I've been relying on public transportation, but I can't now. Not the way Houston is." Mark went silent for a few seconds. "Everyone left when this started. Well, everyone except the infected. Now, they roam the halls. The outer doors must still be open."

"I'm driving as fast as I can and will be with you as soon as possible."

"Stay safe. Don't wreck. They can smell blood."

Josh refused to ask how his brother knew the infected smelled blood. He couldn't dwell on the dangers Mark faced without panicking and putting them both at risk. "I won't. Stay locked in the office and don't leave." Josh sucked in a breath. "Do you understand?"

"Yes. When you get here, park as close to the building as you can. Call me, and I'll meet you outside."

"The phone might not work."

"I'll check out the windows once in a while."

"Do you have a weapon?"

"Not with me. Government facility, remember."

Josh muttered. "Stupid sitting-duck laws." His arm muscles stiffened. "Stay inside. I'll come get you." He disconnected and increased the speed on his city-issued Dodge Charger. The trip should take a little over three hours with light traffic, but no telling how long it would take since this madness erupted. He prayed Mark would remain safe.

Josh managed to keep his speed steady along I-10. Quite the change from normal. The highway often resembled a parking lot before the apocalypse. Why no cars, now? He made record time to Highway 71, but almost thirty miles outside of Bastrop, he encountered a logjam of cars and had to slow to a crawl.

The jam gave way to a blockade. A semi sat crossways blocking the highway. Josh scoured the landscape looking for a trap. He rubbed his neck and took a deep breath. A small opening appeared in front of the truck. Josh wove around it and found a sedan blocking his progress. No way was he getting out of his car. He couldn't shake the feeling someone had set the maze up as a trap.

He inched the Charger forward until the bumper thudded against the abandoned Impala. Metal on metal screeched as he pressed the gas pedal a bit and pushed the car to the side. He jammed his foot on the gas pedal and shot forward as a projectile shattered his rear window.

Josh checked his rearview mirror every few seconds. No one followed him, so he relaxed a little. The miles clicked by. Wind whistled through the shattered window, and a chill permeated the cruiser. He hit the heater button and turned it on high as goosebumps popped out on his arms.

Did the virus mutate or was something more nefarious at work here? One day the world was normal, and the next insane. He clicked on the satellite radio and flipped channels until he came to a news station. Brent Cummings, the newscaster, was interviewing Dr. Allan Webber with the CDC.

"Dr. Webber, you've repeatedly said this is a limited outbreak, but we continue to see more and more cases. Can you explain this? If it's 'limited', why does it keep spreading?" Cummings asked.

"Well, Brent, the CDC and WHO have been studying this virus since we identified the first case, and we stand by our earlier assessment. By limited, we mean by quarantining the sick, we will eliminate the disease. The rabies will not continue to spread."

"You've got to be kidding. Have you left your little bubble for even a second?" Cummings scoffed. "Thousands, maybe hundreds of thousands are contracting this horrendous disease on a daily basis, and you've got the nerve to tell us it won't continue to spread?"

Cummings introduced Ray Ferdinand, Speaker of the House, and Linda Slobeck, Senate Majority Leader.

"Brent, I have a reliable source who says this virus is a bio-weapon designed by our own State Department. Against UN treaties signed by President Davis," Ferdinand said. "This is unacceptable, but as usual, this administration will not take responsibility for anything."

"Who is your so-called source?" Slobeck asked. "Where's the proof this is a weapon, and if it is, how do we know Madam President was involved or even knew about it?"

They devolved into yelling and screaming.

Josh shook his head. A rabies virus turning people into zombies daily, and the politicians held to the party line. The Republicans blamed the Democrats, and the Democrats blamed the Republicans. The American people suffered because nothing got done in the midst of their finger-pointing and name-calling.

He clicked the scan button and landed on a Christian music station. Better than listening to the lies of the uninformed. The road became congested again as he neared the Sealy exit. He made a quick right to take 36 to Rosenberg, and then he would reevaluate his path.

At Rosenberg, a man flagged him down. Josh's heart jumped into his throat, but he couldn't leave a lone person out on the road defenseless against the infected. He slowed to a stop, clicked his doors locked, and lowered his window enough to talk to the man. His hand rested on his service weapon.

"Don't go into Sugar Land. It's scary," the man yelled.

"Really?"

He ran to Josh. "I just escaped from there. No idea where you're headed, but avoid it. These...whatever they are, have taken over the town. It's insane, man. I'm headed out of Texas as fast as I can."

"Are you walking?"

"Nope. Stopped to use the restroom." He pointed to a truck. "That's my ride, but I saw you, and didn't want you to get caught in the nightmare. I barely escaped with my life."

"Thanks for the update. I'll take a different path."

"No problem." The man leaned closer. "You need to watch out for the others, too. Part of the problem in Sugar Land is the sickos who don't have the disease." He narrowed his eyes. "Know what I mean?"

*****

Randi kept the accelerator depressed as they flew down the deserted road. They couldn't reach safety soon enough.

"Miranda, slow down." Her father touched her arm. "If we lose our humanity, then we have nothing left." Randi eased her foot off the gas, yet everything in her screamed to floor it and get past the person standing in the road. The man remained rooted in place, blood dripped from his mouth, and his eyes had an eerie appearance like he wasn't there. Her father reached for the door. "He's injured."

"No, he's infected, Dad." Randi floored it and sped past the man. "He's beyond help."

"How do you know?" Her father turned to look out the back window. "He might've been injured instead of infected."

"Did you see his eyes?" Randi checked the rearview mirror. "He hasn't moved. If he had intact brain function, he would've tried to avoid us. Besides, the blood dripping from his mouth means he's eaten someone recently."

"Randi's right. We can't stop for those who appear injured." Miguel leaned forward and draped his arms across the back of the seat. "The world has changed, and if we don't measure every move we make, it'll kill us."

"But we can't allow ourselves to become heartless and cruel. If we lose who we are, our love for our brothers, then we are nothing more than animals."

"Dad, he was as good as dead. This form of rabies, there is no hope." Randi glanced at her father. "If we try to help them, and they bite or scratch us, we'll develop the illness the same as them. If we contract this disease, we can't help those who are still alive and not infected."

"Listen to her." Miguel sighed. "They're dying. If I thought I could help, I would be the first to do it."

"No hope whatsoever?"

"None." Miguel patted the older man on the shoulder. "Not for them. Our only hope is to avoid the disease. If we contract it, we'll only hurt others." 

Her father nodded. "I understand, but I don't like it."

"Sweetheart, if any of us liked it, I would be concerned." Her mother's voice carried from the back seat.

Would they continue to understand once they were at safety, or would they join Adriana in denial land? Her parents and sister tended live in an altered state of reality. Must be nice to ignore the world.

At Concan, Randi turned off 127 and took River Road for a few miles until she came to the dirt road leading to Barker's land. She checked to make sure her brother-in-law's truck was still behind her as she turned. A sense of relief washed over her when she saw his black pickup. Of course, she didn't expect to lose him. Leon had stayed close to her bumper the entire drive but knowing she had reached safety with her family intact provided a balm to her frayed nerves.

She drove another five miles on the dirt road before she came to a large chain-link fence interwoven with strands of barbed wire and topped with razor wire. Randi rolled down the window, punched in the numbers, and hoped Barker hadn't changed the code. The gate slid open, and she let out a breath in relief. Once both vehicles had passed through, she waited until it closed before driving forward.

In another two miles, they came to a wide moat filled with water encircling the compound. She clicked a remote on her visor, and a bridge covering the second gated entrance into the compound lowered. She punched in the code, the outer gate slid open, and she parked in the dead space between the interior set of inner and outer fences.

She waited for her brother-in-law to park behind her, punched the remote, and retracted the drawbridge. The outer gate closed, and she keyed in the code to the inner gate.

"Mija, this looks like a prison." Her father touched her shoulder. "You built this?"

"To Mr. Barker's specifications. He wanted the fence around the outer perimeter of the property. Then he wanted the house and this land enclosed in two fences with watchtowers at each corner. We can take turns for guard duty.

"Let's get unloaded so we can set up. I packed my tent and sleeping bags for the children, but if it gets too cold, we'll move them to the lower level of the guard towers where the wind won't hit them."

"I packed our camping gear, too." Leon grabbed a box out of the back of his truck. "Is there a fire pit?"

"There's a couple near the house." Randi pointed toward a large log house on the other side of the property. "We can drag them over here."

Her father pulled his bushy eyebrows together. "No, ma'am. We aren't taking another man's property."

"We'll borrow it until I can go into town and get supplies." Randi clenched her fists together. Why couldn't her dad understand this was a fight for their lives? "If Mr. Barker and his family show up, we'll return it to him."

"Absolutely not." Her father crossed his arms over his chest. "It's distasteful enough we breached the man's land. We won't take his supplies. That's final."

"Fine. Miguel, Leon, let's set up near the fence line here. Since the trucks are parked there, it will help block the wind, and we'll be a good distance from the house." She made eye contact with her father. "So we don't invade Barker's space any more than necessary." She didn't bother trying to keep the sarcastic tone from her voice.

Miguel grabbed one edge of the tent. "What happens if this guy returns and wants us to leave?"

"Then we will." Dad grabbed the other end. "We're trespassing as it is."

Randi bit her lip. No sense arguing with her family when Barker would probably never make it from Colorado. She'd let her dad think they would leave if the man wanted them to but no way was she going to put her family in peril so Dr. Barker could have this land to himself. Worst case, she'd agree to moving outside of the compound, but staying within the outer fence.

"Aunt Randi?" Lori, her five-year-old niece tugged on her shirt. The sweet girl's mass of auburn curls had tangles throughout. Fatigue clouded her hazel eyes. "I'm hungry and tired."

"Okay, sweetie. Why don't you help your mom fix mac and cheese?" Randi handed her a box of the mix, grabbed a crate out of her truck, and carried it inside the inner fence. "Adriana, Lori's hungry. I handed her a box of mac and cheese." Randi set the crate on the ground. "There are more boxes in here and a few packages of ramen noodles. It's not much, but it's what I had in my cabinets."

"Thanks. I'll take care of them." Adriana picked up the crate. "We brought food from our house, too. Mom and I should be able to pull together a decent meal."

Adriana had dark circles under her eyes and moved like her joints were stiff. What would happen when her sister ran out of Lupus medication? If she had a bad flare...Randi shook her head. She couldn't dwell on the "what ifs". Right now, she had to make sure they survived today, and then she could worry about Adriana's health. 

"I'm going to make a run in to Uvalde. We need supplies or we won't survive." Randi grabbed her truck keys.

"Sounds good." Miguel zipped up his jacket. "I'm going with you."

Leon nodded. "I'm in too."

Randi swallowed. She didn't want to bear the responsibility of her brother and brother-in-law, but they were stubborn and would never agree to her going on her own. "Fine. We leave in ten. I'll let Dad know he's on guard duty."

Chapter Three

––––––––

Reginald eased the door to the Camry open, shifted it into neutral, and pushed against the car. Belle screamed. He jerked around to find a large man twisting her arm behind her back. "Let her go!" Reginald yelled in a shrill voice. His knees shook as he ran toward them.

"Easy now. I'll snap her arm in two if you don't settle down." The man let out a whistle, and two other men appeared from behind another car.

Where were Mary Anne and David? Reginald's heart pounded as he searched for them. Another man stood at the passenger window with a gun pointed at Mary Anne's head. "Let my family go." Reginald pressed his fists to the sides of his head. Why couldn't he work out a solution? Pain seared his chest, and his left arm went numb.

One of the men who'd hidden behind the cars slammed a fist into his gut doubling him over. Before he could recover, the other man landed an uppercut to his chin. If they beat him to death, could David save Mary Anne and Belle? David screamed for him, and Reginald looked up in time to see him jump out of the car. The man with the gun elbowed him in the nose. "David!"

The giant who'd gut-punched him, now slammed his fist into Reginald's face several times, before he could block even one blow. Why hadn't he taken martial arts? Maybe then he could save his family. Another punch to his face. Reginald couldn't tell who hit him or where it came from, but the blow knocked him to the ground.

"Stay there and don't move." A shoe slammed into his side, causing him to exhale in a large whoosh. Pain shot around his middle like a blacksmith's white-hot punch. "I'll kill your wife and brats if you so much as squirm."

Reginald stayed face down in the dirt, trembling.

Blood streamed from his nose. His busted lips stung, and his eyes had almost swollen shut. He took in a shaky breath causing his side to ache. After what seemed like hours, car doors slammed, and an engine turned over. Mary Anne and Belle knelt beside him a few seconds later, "Reg, are you okay?"

Reginald grunted and rolled to his back while clutching his sides. "I'm fine."

"Fine?" Mary Anne laid her soft hand against his cheek. "Let's find somewhere to get you cleaned up. Can you stand?"

"Yes." Reginald moved to a sitting position. The creeps had taken their car. Along with his briefcase containing his notes and samples of the virus. "I'll never be able to stop this now," he muttered as he grabbed a handful of his hair and tugged. Moans escaped his lips, and he stared at the spot where their car had sat. 

"Dad, are you okay?" David asked.

"Yes." No. He would never be okay again.

"Let me help you up." David slipped his arm under Reginald's shoulder and held him at the waist. "There's a house over there. Want to see if anyone's home?"

Reginald allowed his son to help him for a few feet. "I'm good." He reached in his waistband for his SIG, but it was missing. Now they had no vehicle and no weapon. He might as well paint a giant target on their backs.

"Daddy, are you going to be okay?" Belle asked. "You don't have any internal injuries, do you?"

Reginald shook his head. "I'm good."

"If you do have internal injuries and die, will you turn into a zombie like on TV?"

Where did Belle ever get that idea? Didn't she understand reality from a stupid television program? "No, honey. If we die, we are just dead. We won't come back as zombies. It's not possible. No matter what they say on a show."

She wrinkled up her nose. "You sure?"

"He's a scientist. Of course, he's sure." David rolled his eyes.

"Then why are zombies roaming around eating people, smarty pants?" Belle crossed her arms and glared at her brother. "If we don't turn into zombies when we die, where did all of those creatures come from?"

"Sweetheart, they aren't zombies." Reginald tipped her chin up so he could make eye contact with his baby. "They are infected with a rabies virus that has destroyed their nervous system."

"Why are they eating people, then?"

"Because their brains are scrambled. They only know they're hungry. The instinct to hunt kicks in, and they chase whatever is handy. With their limited brain function, they don't understand getting food from a store and cooking it. They only want to hunt. Much like our Neanderthal ancestors."

"Did they eat people, too?" Belle asked with wide eyes.

"No. The Neanderthals had a working brain and nervous system. They hunted animals for a living. The infected have reverted to the most basic of human needs. Hunt, eat, and defecate. Nothing else. They cannot distinguish us from any other food source."

"This is messed up. It's almost easier to believe the television show than this reality."

"Want me to knock on the door?" David asked when they reached the house. 

"No. Stay back to protect your mom and sister."

Reginald climbed the stairs. Each step produced excruciating pain in his side, but he pushed forward. He knocked on the front door and waited. No answer. Reginald twisted the knob with hands that quaked like an aspen in a windstorm. Unlocked. He pushed the door open. "Hello? Anyone here?" And if you are, please don't kill me. No answer.

The hair lifted on the nape of his neck. He stood rooted to the spot. No, he had no choice, but to go in. He stepped across the threshold and licked his lips. "Yoo-hoo? Anyone home?" He waited for his eyes to adjust to the dark interior of the house and walked stiff-legged into the living room. No signs of life. A thick coating of dust covered the furniture.

He held his breath as he walked into the kitchen. Empty. Maybe they could find food. He opened the refrigerator. Something in a bowl had turned green and furry. Owners left a while ago. They could hole up for tonight if there weren't any rabids here and tomorrow find transportation out of town. The downstairs bedroom was empty.

Reginald went up the stairs to the second floor. With each step, he imagined rabids covering the second story. Was that a groan? He wiped his clammy hands on his pants as he took another step. How many waited to decimate him and his family? Visions of a rabid attacking David and Belle flooded his mind. He pressed forward. The only thought on his mind, rid the house of infecteds to protect his kids.

He went through each room and found them all empty. A gun safe stood partially open in the last room. Dare he hope it still contained weapons? He pulled the door open the rest of the way. No guns, but a lock-blade knife rested on the shelf. Better than nothing. He grabbed it, went downstairs, and called his family to join him. He bolted the front and back doors once they were inside and pushed furniture in front of them.

"There's a bedroom downstairs and three up, but I don't want us to separate. Mary Anne and Belle, you take the bed in the downstairs room, and David and I'll take the floor."

"No." Mary Anne pursed her lips. "You've been beaten half to death. I will not allow you to sleep on the floor. We can all sleep upstairs." She turned to Belle. "Go into the kitchen and see what you can find as far as food goes. I'm going to clean your father up, then we'll fix something to eat."

"What about David? He got slammed in the nose." Reginald touched his son's bloody nose. "Does it hurt?"

"No. It's not broken."

Mary Anne appeared with a washrag and handed it to David. She manipulated his nose. "You're right. It's not broken. You'll be fine. Clean yourself up." She turned to Reginald. "Now, you come with me while the kids search out the cabinets."

He couldn't help but smile. Mary Anne was a trauma nurse for years. A bloody nose didn't faze his beautiful wife. Tall and thin with thick brown hair that hung in waves framing her face. Her dark brown eyes had depths that could cause a man to lose his heart.

Belle disappeared into the kitchen with David right behind her. Mary Anne led Reginald into the downstairs master suite. "Sit on the commode while I find some first-aid supplies." Reginald sank to the toilet lid holding a wad of tissue under his pouring nose. His body ached like he'd been in a ten car pile-up on the freeway.

"I'll try to be gentle, but this'll hurt." Mary Anne washed his face and dabbed at a couple of wounds. "Your nose is broken and will be crooked." She manipulated it. "It looks like it's not a severe fracture."

She opened two tampons that she found in the cabinet. He frowned. "What are those for?"

"Your nose is bleeding quite a bit. This will stop it. You'll need to leave them in until tomorrow." She jammed the first one up one nostril despite his reticence and followed the same procedure on the second. "A couple of places need suturing. I found some tape I'll cut into strips to close the wounds. Maybe it won't leave much of a scar. Sorry I don't have suture supplies."

"A scar and a crooked nose are the least of my concerns." He looked into Mary Anne's eyes. "They got my briefcase."

"Yes."

"How can I stop this if I don't have my notes or samples?"

"I don't know, but if we don't survive, you won't be able to do anything." Mary Anne placed several strips of tape on his cheek. "We'll think of something."

Could they capture a rabid to obtain tissue and blood samples if they made it to the bunker in the Hill Country? Without contracting the disease? He'd had Martinez stock the basement lab with everything he might need to research this disease. But what were the chances of all of them making it to the compound without becoming infected?

*****

Josh pulled into the parking lot at the Houston Space Center. Trees lining the drive zipped by as he flew to the front of the building. The entrance resembled the corner of a triangle. The flag was still flying, and the lush surroundings belied the state of the world. The first call went unanswered. He hit the scan button on the radio to find a news program as he called again. Two more tries and Mark still didn't answer.

Josh hit the steering wheel. Why couldn't anything work out?

His phone rang.

"Mark?"

"How much longer before you get here?"

"I'm in the parking lot, and I've been trying to call you. Do I need to come find you? Are you safe?"

"Let me peek outside this office." Mark went silent for a few seconds. "Hallway's clear. I don't think there are any of those biting creatures around. If I can make my way to the museum center, I'll meet you in front."

"Do you have any kind of weapon?"

"Like what?"

"I don't know. A knife?" Josh quashed the desire to break down the door to get to his brother and instead took a deep breath. "A baseball bat? A broom for goodness sakes! Anything to defend yourself with."

"Hmmm." Sounds of Mark rummaging around in the office came through the phone line. "I have a pair of bolt cutters here. They'll make a decent weapon if I need to pop someone in the face."

"Good." Why did his kid brother have bolt cutters? "Hurry. Do you want me to stay on the line?"

"No. I need to focus on getting out of here without distractions. Pull up as close to the door as you can get. This place is freaky when it's empty."

Josh disconnected, drove his Charger over the curb, and parked as close to the entrance as he could. He let the engine run and opened the front passenger door. Where was Mark? How long did it take to get from his office to the doors? Josh tapped his foot and stared out the window for the hundredth time.

Mark flew through the doors at a dead run with an infected person clawing for his shirt. Josh's heart lodged in his throat. He couldn't get a clear shot. The man was too close to Mark. Mark spun swinging the bolt cutters and connected with the guy's jaw but tripped and landed on the ground. Two more infecteds breached the doors and ran for him.

Josh jumped out of the car and used the roof to brace his arm. He fired and the first one dropped, but the second shot went wide, and the rabid reached his brother. Mark scrambled backward swinging the bolt cutters as Josh fired on the second man. As Josh rounded the car, Mark regained his footing and ran toward the Charger. Josh climbed back inside.

Mark slid into the seat, "Go! Go! Go!"

Josh’s heart pounded faster than a crazed metronome. He floored it out of the area. He glanced in his rearview mirror and saw people pouring out of the building. "Did they scratch you?" Josh glanced at his brother as he steered the car out of the parking lot. "Answer me! Any scratches or bites?"

"No. Most never got close enough. I saw them milling around on the other side of the lobby, and I booked it." Mark let out a shaky laugh. "Good thing I still jog two miles every morning, otherwise my backside would be toast."

"It almost was anyway." Too close. Seeing those things bear down on his brother had taken years off his life. Josh tugged on the collar of his shirt. They had to get to Uncle Reg's place or they'd never survive. The radio continued to scan, and finally landed on a 40's station.

"What's with listening to Great-Grandpa Amos's music? Did you get old or something?"

Josh hadn't thought of his great-grandfather in years. The old man always smelled of pipe tobacco. "I wanted to hear the news. If there is any, and this is the only station playing."

"That'd be nice since I've been locked away in the office without a radio or television." Mark stretched his legs. "I thought the way from my office to the museum would be clear. One of the guys in the control room brought the disease in, and as soon as I saw what was happening, I found an empty office, locked the door, and moved the desk in front of it. I wasn't going to take a chance walking home or using public transportation."

"Smart move."

"Thanks, bro." Mark crossed his arms over his chest. "I'm man enough to admit I was scared spit-less."

Josh grinned at Mark's choice of words. His baby brother hadn't changed much in the last few years. Mark had never cursed. In fact, Josh couldn't remember the kid ever saying anything off color. "I'd call you a liar if you said you weren't."

"At least I'm safe now."

"Maybe." Josh took a deep breath. "The world's devolved fast. I don't know if we'll ever be safe. Aunt Mary Anne gave me directions to a bunker Uncle Reg had built in the Hill Country. She said if we can make it there, it's reinforced, but to make it, we'll need to stay focused at all times."

"Why did Uncle Reg build a bunker?" 

"I don't know." Josh rubbed his eyes. "He's a scientist of some sort in a top-secret job for the government. Maybe he had forewarning."

Mark nodded. "Where are they coming from?"

"She said they're on the way from Silver Penny and will meet us."

Mark adjusted his seat to recline. "How long will it take us to get there?"

"Technically? A little over four hours." Josh scoured the roads for signs of trouble. They zipped past residential condos dotted with leafless pecan trees on one side and the transit center on the other. "Of course I'll drive much faster than the speed limit but from what I found coming from Austin, we may encounter blocked roads, and who knows what else."

"Really?" Mark leaned forward. "So, I guess stopping for a burger's out of the question?"

Josh resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Didn't Mark understand if he couldn't get out of the Space Center, chances of a burger joint still standing were nil? "We can stop at a store. If we can find one that hasn't been ransacked."

"Good, I could use something to drink and eat. I haven't left my office in days."

"Days? How'd you use the bathroom?"

Mark shrugged. "Maybe I exaggerated when I said, 'my office'. As an intern, I only had a cubicle. When everyone left, I took over a bigwig's office. It had a bathroom attached."

"You must be starving."

"Not too bad. He kept a case of water in the office mini-fridge. I also had those chicken salad packs in my desk and a package of cookies that I took with me when I took over the office, but I finished the last off early this morning."

Josh increased his speed as he neared Rosenberg. "Why didn't you call me at the first sign of trouble?"

"Dude, upper management assured us we needn't worry. They captured the man who brought the virus into the building, so we thought everything was okay." Mark rubbed his eyes. "Only it wasn't. When things weren't better by that night, I tried calling, but nothing was working. Every time I dialed your number, I got a strange busy signal. I got through to Aunt Mary Anne once, but her phone cut out after she said, 'hello'."

"Why not use a landline?"

"I did." Mark shifted to look at him. "Your landline at home went to the answering machine when I called."

"Yeah. I tried to reach you so many times, and it didn't go through. Guess I got lucky this last time." Josh spotted a convenience store, and slowed to a crawl. No one around. He turned into the lot and parked. "Let me go in and see if it's clear. If it's not safe, get out of here."

"I'm not leaving you behind."

Josh gritted his teeth. "Mark—"

"No. There is no argument here." Mark opened his door and climbed out. "You were in the corps. No man left behind. We've always taken care of each other."

Josh grumbled under his breath and jogged around the car to catch up to Mark. "At least keep your butt behind me. I'm the one with the gun."

Chapter Four

––––––––

Everything was gone in a matter of days. Nothing more than a few boxes of macaroni and cheese, and a couple of packages of ramen noodles. Why didn't she keep her pantry stocked with real food?

How did this happen? She looked at the sky. If her parents were right, and there's a God who loved them, then why did He allow this atrocity to happen? People turning into mindless cannibals? Sure didn't look like a caring God to her.

Randi pulled into the parking lot of Garling's Hunting and Sporting Goods. A log structure that had large windows and sliding doors in the front, it was a mecca for outdoorsmen all over the Hill Country. While it looked ordinary, they carried any kind of equipment a sportsman could desire.

The deserted parking lot sent chills up her spine. They were in the middle of hunting season. The time of year when Garling's was packed. She parked near the doors. "We need to play it smart since we don't know if this place is safe or not."

"Is it even open?" Miguel asked.

"Who cares? At this point, if it's not open, we break in and take what we need." Leon leaned forward. "We do whatever it takes to protect our family. Whatever."

"He's right. If they're open and in business, we'll load everything we can on my credit card." Randi opened her door. "But I doubt anyone's around. The world's collapsed in a matter of days. Leon, my AR and 30-30 are behind the seat. Grab them. I've got my .45. We aren't taking chances on encountering biters."

"I don't like this."

"Then keep your butt in the truck, Miguel." Randi glared at him. "I'm not letting my doctor brother become a zombie buffet."

Miguel blanched, but took the 30-30 from Leon.

Randi led the way. The automatic opener sprang into action, and the double doors whooshed open. She huffed out a breath and stepped inside. Lights blazed, but silence met them. Where were the owners? Did they leave the store without locking it? This felt off. Hummingbirds fluttered in her gut, and her senses went on high alert. "We need to make a quick run through the store, clear it, and load up on guns, ammo, tents, sleeping bags, camp stoves, heaters, portable toilets, chemicals, and anything else you can think of," Randi whispered. 

She motioned for Leon to take the left side of the store and Miguel the right while she went straight toward the back of the store. She pushed through the doors to the storage room. Empty.

Gunshots rang out. 

"Help!" Miguel screamed.

Her heart tried to beat out of her chest. Randi ran toward the right side of the store. A group of infected people cornered Miguel. One of them pinned him against the wall. She aimed her .45 and placed two rounds in the man's brain. He dropped to the floor. She turned to the next infected. As she aimed, several more shots rang out.

Leon ran toward them firing into the group. Miguel recovered his dropped weapon and fired several rounds.

After they cleared the store, Randi headed back to the storage area. The only person in their group with any medical knowledge had almost died. They should never have split up. Her lousy leadership almost cost her brother's life.

She walked through the door to the storeroom and leaned against the wall. She gulped in a few deep breaths and fought the trembling throughout her body. Time to man up, Marine. She'd walked into this situation without preparing. The entire world had turned into a hostile war zone. She had to think like a soldier if she wanted to stay alive and keep her family safe.

A couple of large rolling bins sat right inside the storeroom. She pushed them into the gun department where she found a set of keys and turned off the alarms. Her thoughts wandered as she loaded every gun she could find and all of the ammo in the store. This might tick her father off to no end, but to survive, they needed firepower. The more the better. How the man could hang onto his ridiculous values now, she'd never understand. Too bad he hadn't always lived by that code.

"What've you got?" Leon peered into the gun bins. "Wow. You cleaned up, girlie."

Randi nodded and pushed them forward.

"Miguel has several shopping baskets filling them up with supplies." Leon grabbed a bin and started toward the camping gear. "Come on. We'll add to your bin and get more buggies if we need them."

"Okay. You help Miguel, and I'll load up on cold-weather gear."

They pushed the supplies outside once they had everything they needed. "There's a trailer." Randi pointed to several trailers at the edge of the parking lot. "All of this won't fit in my truck. I'll hook up to one of the bigger ones, and we can load it with everything."

She backed up to the trailer and climbed out of her truck. 

They secured the trailer and loaded the loot, including the rolling bins. "Should we hit a grocery store while we're in town?" Leon asked.

"I grabbed food and drinks. There was a cafeteria in the back of the store. I cleaned it out except for the perishable stuff. I did grab enough steaks for supper tonight, though." Randi closed the truck's lift gate as soon as Miguel climbed out. "I also grabbed the kits to make smoked sausages. There's a smokehouse on the property, and we can go hunting."

"I saw the grinder. How does it work?" Miguel asked. "We don't have electricity."

"There's power in the smokehouse run by generators, solar power, and several huge wind turbines. Barker thought of everything."

They climbed into the truck, and Randi started on Highway 16 toward the compound. They came upon a car on the side of the road just after they passed I-10. A little girl stood there alone except for a shuffling, drooling man who headed toward her.

Randi hit the brakes, skidded to a stop, jumped out her truck, and ran to the little girl. The biter grabbed for the child as she reached her. "Not today." Randi planted her foot in the middle of the man's chest knocking him backward, scooped up the girl, and ran for the truck. She handed the girl to Miguel. Then rounded to the driver's side and climbed into the truck. "Check her for scratches or bites."

Randi hit the gas and careened away from the man. "Well?"

"Well, what?" Miguel looked at her. "Give me a chance to talk to the child," he whispered.

"We need to know if she's infected before we go any farther." Randi glared at him. "If she's bitten, we need to dump her. Now."

"Hush. You don't need to say those things in front of the child. Don't be so heartless."

"Shut up." Randi lowered her voice. "I'm not heartless, just realistic. If she's bitten, she'll turn. I refuse to take someone who's infected back into the compound."

"I've checked everywhere visible and don't see any bites or scratches."

"Little girl, what's your name?" Randi asked.

"Toni."

"Toni, has anyone bitten you?"

The little girl sniffled. "No."

"Scratched you?"

She shook her head.

"Do you have any owies anywhere?"

"Unh uh."

How had the child survived on her own? Where were her parents? She looked about six or seven at the most. "How old are you?"

"Seven."

"Sweetie, were you alone back there?" Miguel asked.

The little girl nodded. 

"What happened? Honey, do you have any family?"

She sniffled and tears flowed down her face. Miguel hugged her to him and rocked her back and forth. "Shhh. It's okay, baby. You're safe now." The child's tears subsided, but she stayed snuggled up to Miguel.

Randi swallowed. She had no clue how to comfort a child. Or anyone else for that matter. Why couldn't she be more tender like Adriana and Miguel? Nope, Randi the tomboy. Never quite fitting in. Not even with her family.

Randi pulled into the gate and parked. "Miguel, take Toni to Mom and ask her to check her for bites or scratches." She made eye contact with him. "If she has any suspicious areas, she and I will camp in the outer area until we know she's not infected."

Miguel took her by the hand. "Do you want to go with me to meet my Mom?"

Toni nodded and allowed Miguel to lead her into the compound.

"He's good with kids." Leon grabbed a rolling bin out of the trailer. "I always enjoy watching him with our children."

"Yeah." Randi hopped into the bed of the pickup and handed supplies down to Leon. "I know. Growing up no one understood why he was great with children, but I didn't know what to do with them."

"You were just a tomboy." Leon grinned. "I remember when I was dating your sister, you always wanted to go hunting and fishing with the guys."

"Not quite a girly-girl."

"Being girly's way over-rated." Leon took sleeping bags from her and piled them on top of the guns. "I love Adriana more than life, but she couldn't handle herself out there. If you hadn't brought us here, I might not have my wife and kids."

Randi almost smiled. His jeans, plaid flannel shirt, and the trucker cap covering his red hair made him the consummate redneck, but the man had a heart bigger than the state. He'd always been her best friend.

They rolled the two bins into the compound, and Leon headed back to get another load as Randi's father took her hand. "We need to talk, mija."

"What's up, Dad?"

"Why did you bring all of these weapons back?" He pointed to the full bins "You aren't going to kill these sick people."

"If it means keeping my family alive, then yes, I will." She glared at her father. "You still won't admit how it is out there. The infected people aren't rational, reasonable human beings. They are peeing, pooping, and eating machines. The disease fried their brains. When they look at us, they see nothing more than a meal. I've told you this over and over, but you insist on not listening to me."

Her father grimaced. "Inside this compound, we should be safe from them."

"I love you." Randi kissed her father on the cheek. "But you're clueless how the world functions now." Or he chose to remain ignorant. "You only saw a tiny part of it on the way in. If we allow one infected person into our compound, then we're all dead."

He crossed his arms but didn't respond.

"Do you want to see your grandchildren eaten? Not by wild animals, but by people? Possibly their own parents? Torn from limb to limb, or worse, get infected and become cannibals intent on eating everyone in their path?"

"You don't need to be so graphic."

"I think I do. You've ignored everything I've said to you." Randi tapped her foot. "This outbreak isn't treatable. It's terminal. At the very best, the infected people are going to die a horrendous death, but at the worst, they're going to infect others. If we don't prepare ourselves for the inevitability we may have to kill people, we will die and take many of our loved ones with us. Then there are those who will kill us, for what we have."

"The Bible says we shouldn't kill."

Randi didn't remember much about her days in church, but she did remember part of a sermon on that particular commandment. "But isn't a more literal translation of the verse from the Greek, 'Thou shall not murder'?"

"What difference does that make?"

"A huge one." Randi took a deep breath. "If you are defending yourself and your family, it's not murder."

Her father paced for a few seconds. "Nonetheless, I despise the idea of killing people. We're safe here. I don't see the need for so many weapons."

Leon walked in with several compound bows and arrows. He raised an eyebrow. "Xever, Randi's trying to protect us. If we don't need these weapons, great, but why not prepare for the worst?" He put his arm around the older man's shoulder. "I'm not allowing those things to hurt my family. Not to mention the uninfected who are looking for vulnerable people."

"And what about food, Dad?" Randi motioned to the perimeter land. "There are several species of deer, antelope, rams, and hogs roaming wild. We will run out of food and need to go hunting."

"How do you know what kind of game there is?" Leon asked.

"I arranged for the purchase of the exotics per Barker's orders." She touched her father's arm. "This man hired me to make this place safe and to ensure a sustainable food supply. He anticipated this outbreak. If it was going to burn itself out as the CDC and WHO keep saying, Barker wouldn't have built a compound where his family could live for the next fifty years."

She turned and stomped back to the pickup. Leon joined her and helped her unload a fire pit. "I thought we had several of these?"

"Miguel and I took care of the others." Leon grunted as he lifted the cast iron structure. "In fact, we've got a couple of the tents pitched."

They manhandled it into the compound and closed the inner gate. "I thought we could pitch the rest of the tents in a circle and have one of the pits inside to keep things warm while we sleep."

"Good idea." Leon helped her move it near the two standing tents. "We got enough sleeping bags for everyone and will still have five left over."

"We can store those in the guard towers." Randi swiped the back of her hand across her forehead. Sweat beaded there in spite of the cool temperature. "We may have more refugees join us before this comes to an end." If it ever ended. 

"Daddy, daddy can I help?" Tommy ran to Leon who swooped him up onto his shoulder. The boy had a head full of dark hair like his mom. Randi didn't know how Leon picked him up so easily. The kid was built like a locomotive.

"Do you know how to use a hammer?"

"Unh uh, but I can learn."

Randi grabbed one of the tent stakes, pulled the guides tight, and started hammering it in the ground.

"See what your aunt's doing? That's what we'll do to this side." Leon set Tommy on the ground, stretched the guide, and held the hammer below the child's hand. The man had the patience of Mother Theresa when dealing with his children.

They finished the tents as Miguel brought Toni over and introduced her to the children. Tears still pooled in her golden eyes. Her blond hair was a mess, dirt caked her dress, and her bones protruded from her thin frame. Randi swallowed over the lump lodged in her throat. What had that child endured?

"Uncle Miguel, will you, Daddy, and Aunt Randi play tag with all of us?" Lori asked.

"Sorry kiddo, but I've got to help your momma." Randi tousled Lori's hair. "I'll bet your daddy and Uncle Miguel will, though." Peals of laughter punctuated the air as she walked toward the smokehouse area to find her sister.

Randi and Adriana set up a meat processing station inside the building next to the smokehouse while Leon and Miguel played with the children. "I can't believe we're going to eat wild game." Adriana rolled her eyes. "This world has swirled down the drain if I have to gut and clean animals."

"Do you want your children to starve?"

Adriana glared at her. "Just because I will do what is necessary, doesn't mean I have to like it."

"No, but bellyaching about it won't help much either." Randi narrowed her eyes. "We're in this for a long time. If you want your children to thrive, you'll make the best of it without complaining. Life is going to get much harder over the next few years, but they'll adapt as long as you don't act like a pampered princess and whine."

Adriana stuck her forefinger in Randi's face. "Listen you little drama queen. How dare you tell me how to feel? You thrive on chaos and have built this epidemic up to be the Apocalypse. Why don't you grow up? You've never done anything responsible in your life."

Randi clenched her fists to keep from pummeling her sister. "You saw a fraction of the epidemic, and it scared you." She stepped closer to her sister with her face mere inches from Adriana's. "I guess keeping you, your husband, and your children alive by bringing you here is the epitome of irresponsibility."

Chapter Five

––––––––

The next morning Reginald woke hurting from his scalp to his toes. No time for self-pity. Time to find a car and get his family out of Alamosa. He removed the tampons from his nose and shuddered as he dropped them in the trash. The delicious scent of bacon tickled his nose as he made his way to the kitchen. Was he dreaming? His favorite food in the midst of turmoil? "Where did you find that?" Reginald sat. "Eggs and biscuits, too?"

Mary Anne set a plate and cup in front of him and poured coffee in the cup. "We tossed the science experiments we found in the fridge, but the eggs, bacon, and biscuits were in date, so I fixed us a good breakfast. 

"We've scavenged the non-perishables and carted them to the Tahoe in the garage." She leaned against the counter. "While I don't condone stealing, I doubt these people will return. David found the Tahoe keys hanging on the hook by the door of a house three blocks away. It's got a quarter tank of gas. We also took some clothing, blankets, pillows, and bottles of water we found in the garage."

Reginald clenched his fists. "David went out on his own? Don't you know how dangerous that is? What if—"

"Stop with the what ifs." Mary Ann closed her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. "He went before I woke. It's not like I asked him to go off without backup, but there wasn't a lot I could do about it when I didn't know. Now was there?"

"I'm sorry. It scared me to think of him on his own."

"No worse than it did me. Eat. The kids are showering and changing into clothes they borrowed from upstairs."

"You've been busy while I slept." Reginald took a bite of his eggs and washed them down with the coffee. The best meal he'd eaten in ages. "Thank you, sweetheart." He finished eating and took what might be his last shower for a while.

Reginald herded his family into the SUV and pulled out of the garage. He dropped his head down as thoughts of the owners flooded his mind, but Mary Anne was right. The people left the house in a hurry without even locking the doors. They weren't coming back. He backed out of the garage. Bright sunshine promised a pretty, but cold day. Only a couple of clouds dotted the deep blue sky. 

They pulled onto the highway and a small, yellow convenience store with two gas pumps out front came into sight. "I'm going to try to fill the tank. Wait in the car, and be ready to leave at any second."

The pump wouldn't turn on. What now?

David opened his door. "Dad, it's turned on inside. Remember? The clerks usually do it. I'll see if I can figure it out."

"No. Stay here. The store might be filled with infecteds." Reginald put the nozzle back in the slot. "Fill the tank, but keep the door open, so you can hop in at the first sign of trouble."

Reginald tugged on the door, but it was locked. A good sign it was clear. He found a large rock and hefted it through the glass. No infecteds visible, so he stepped inside and did a quick search. No people, infected or otherwise. He found the terminal for pumps and turned them all on. Someone else might come through here needing fuel.

They crossed into New Mexico and came upon a blockade of cars. "What do we do, Dad?" David asked. "Move them out of the way?"

"The jam goes too far to start pushing cars. We'll have to walk for a while and find one near the front of the line with enough gas to get us out of here." Reginald climbed out and massaged his temples. At this rate, they would never make it to Texas. He grabbed the essentials out of the back of the SUV. "Only take what you can easily carry. Keep in mind, we may have to run or fight if we encounter rabids."

David led the way as they walked among the abandoned cars, and Reginald brought up the rear. He hated that his son was in front, but the rear was the most vulnerable.

Reginald scoured the landscape searching for any signs of infecteds. The idyllic setting with mountains behind them, blue skies overhead, and snow dotting the sides of the road seemed unreal. They should be heading somewhere to celebrate Christmas, not fleeing for their lives. An hour later, David pointed straight ahead. "Hey Dad, I can see the end of the cars."

"Great, but we still need to stick together." A guttural groaning emanated from the side of the road. Reginald jerked his head to the left. Four rabids advanced toward them. "Run. David, run!"

David grabbed Belle's hand and took off at a flat-out run without looking back. Good boy.

Mary Anne stared at Reginald with her eyes wide and her face the color of ash. "Hurry, Mary Anne. Catch up to the kids and keep going." Reginald watched as David and Belle sought refuge in a car at the front of the line. He sucked in a deep breath. Mary Anne stood rooted in one place staring. He caught up to her as a rabid grabbed for her. He retrieved the knife he'd taken from the house and slashed at the man. Blood soaked Reginald's jacket and jeans.

He disabled the rabid after several attempts, but two more ran toward him. Had Mary Anne made it to the kids? Reginald ran at one of the rabids and shoved her backwards. A young woman about David's age with blond hair. She stumbled and fell slamming her head into the concrete. Blood pooled around her. He spun as the third rabid reached him. Reginald pounded the knife into the man's throat several times, pulled it out, and ran as fast as he could.

David had the car running, Belle hugged her arms to her knees with tears streaming down her face, and Mary Anne stared out the window without frowning or smiling. Nothing. He climbed in the backseat and slammed the door. "Floor it." The metallic odor of the blood and gore covering him permeated the car. Reginald leaned his head back and swallowed. His breakfast threatened to make a return visit.

"Dad, why are there so many functional cars on the road?" David glanced over his shoulder. "It doesn't make sense. Only crazy people would willingly walk in this. Although this one is running on empty so we need to find gas soon, or we'll be on foot again."

Dry scrub brush flew past as David drove. "Maybe someone in the car was infected and the others hopped out." Belle leaned forward to look at him. "Makes sense. No one would leave their car otherwise."

"I don't know." Reginald couldn't speculate. Not now. Not when he'd destroyed the world. His naiveté in thinking stockpiles of bio-weapons would prevent another country from attacking, mocked him. He'd never killed anyone before his boss released this scourge on humanity. Now he'd shot two men and stabbed two. Knowing they were dying didn't assuage his guilt one iota.

Reginald squeezed his eyes shut. This had to be a horrible nightmare. He would wake in the morning, destroy the ZR-76, and shred his notes on how he'd modified the virus. He opened his eyes and stared at the road zipping by. Nothing. Dry land with an occasional patch of snow.

This wasn't a nightmare in the traditional sense, but one of Biblical proportions. If it hadn't affected all of humanity, Reginald might think God was punishing him for playing with nature. If he believed in God. Satan was easier to believe in. A good, loving God shouldn't allow this, but the Devil, oh he'd revel in a plague terrorizing nations. 

At least the God and the Devil his mother talked about. She believed in her God and often said His purpose would be done. Whether we could see it or not, God would accomplish His desires on this earth. 

His mother’s favorite saying was, "All good things work together for the good of those who are called according to His purpose." 

What did that even mean? Surely, some of these rabid people were Christians who lived their lives for their callous God. Why did He allow this to happen to them? 

Besides, what had God done for him lately? Nothing good, that was for sure.

Reginald's father always said his mother was a deluded old bat, but at least she had peace in her life. Even if her peace came from a false belief.

Mom, if you could see what's going on now, I doubt you'd think so much of your God. Either He's too small to rescue the world, He just doesn't care, or He doesn't exist.

Chapter Six

––––––––

Josh grabbed several packages of cookies off the shelf. The warzone that used to be a store didn't have much left, but they needed to grab anything they could get their hands on. After clearing the few packages of cookies, crackers, and chips, Josh moved to the cooler. Beer, two bottles of water, diet Pepsis, and diet Cokes. What a combination. Josh grabbed everything but the beer out of the cooler.

"Whoo hoo! My favorite." Mark had two bags filled with junk food, and he grabbed two rolls of paper towels from the floor.

An open bottle of dish soap seeped out onto the floor soaking the only box of matches left in the store. Josh grabbed the box praying they weren't ruined.

They returned to the Charger. Once inside, Josh took a deep breath. "Bro, you cannot run into places. What if the store had been overrun with infected people? You haven't left your office since this started. The world is no longer safe."

"I didn't think."

Josh gritted his teeth. "Not thinking will get you killed. Use that incredible brain of yours."

"I get it, okay." Mark took a drink of his water. "I'll follow your lead."

More traffic and cars had accumulated on the highway in Rosenberg than when Josh had come through earlier. Several of the cars had drivers trying to weave through the maze and a throng of people made their way through the blockade on foot. "We'll never get through this mess."

"Take Loop 521. It'll take us to Edna and Victoria. Way out of the way, but fewer people."

Josh followed Mark's directions. "It may take us longer to get there." What an absurd comment. He slapped his palm across his forehead. "Of course it won't. Taking the long way around will keep us from joining the highway parking lot."

Mark chuckled. "Yeah. Well, we have nothing but time, now. And Moon Pies. Plenty of Moon Pies."

As they neared Wharton, a woman on the side of the road stuck her thumb out. "What do you think? Should we stop?"

Mark grinned. "She's hot if it helps."

Josh eased off the gas. If she was alone, he didn't want to leave her on the streets. He slowed to a stop on the side of the road, checked for infecteds, but didn't see any. Of course, the chick could always be a set up for robbers. He lowered the window a smidge and kept the car in drive. The tall, lean woman had long red hair pulled up into a ponytail and wore faded jeans and a tee shirt. "Are you okay?"

"Just tired of walking and fighting off these creatures."

"Have you been bitten?"

"No."

"Scratched?"

"No. Nothing. I'm clean."

Josh stared at her for a few seconds. “If I unlock this door, are you going to shoot me and take my car?”

"Not at all." She walked to the open window and handed her weapon to him. "Hang on to this until you trust me."

He climbed out of the car and looked the girl over. She had a long scratch on the side of her neck. He pointed to it. "What happened there?"

"Cat. I got lonely and tried to make friends with a stray." 

Josh relied on his years as a police officer. She didn't display any tells indicating she was lying. "What's your name?"

"Sierra Wallace."

"I'm Josh and this is Mark. We're heading to my uncle's place. My aunt said it's safe. Want to join us?"

"Please." Fine lines creased her eyes giving her a world-weary appearance. "I won't survive out here on my own for much longer."

"Climb in."

Once she was in the car, Josh turned to Sierra. "If it turns out the scratch wasn't from a cat, and you start showing signs of the sickness, you're on your own. I won't allow you to endanger my family."

"No problem." She leaned her head against the seat. "I didn't let any of them get close enough to scratch or bite me." She pointed to her Smith & Wesson .357 in Josh's hands.

He handed the weapon back to her. "Gotta love Texas gals." Josh put the car in gear and hit the gas. "I know more women who carry than who don't." He took Highway 102 toward Eagle Lake. They would make better time if they could get onto I-10. Unless it had turned into a used car dealership, too. They pulled into the small town of Eagle Lake thirty minutes later. As Josh motored toward Highway 90, a group of infected people blocked the road. He stopped, trying to decide what to do.

"What if you floor it and plow through?" Mark asked.

"I'm paranoid of damaging the car." Josh scratched his chin. "If we get stranded in the middle of them, we're dead."

Josh slammed the gearshift into reverse and turned around. "We passed another road a few miles back. We'll take it and see if we can get onto 90 from there." He drove to Glen Flora Road and headed north. He was able to maneuver the car onto the highway when they reached 90, but had to weave in between zombies. They crept along the road at a few miles an hour. Josh rolled his shoulders and tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. He had to maintain control for Mark and Sierra's sake. If he hopped on the crazy train, they were in big trouble.

"Why are there so many infected people in this tiny town?" Mark peered out the side window as an infected reached for the car. "What happened here?"

"Good question." Josh expected this in Houston, not here.

He let his foot off the gas as they rolled up to a group clogging the road. Infecteds surrounded the car. Mark and Sierra were his responsibility, and he'd driven them into sure death.

"What do we do, now?" Sierra leaned forward. "If we get out of the car, we're dead."

"I know." 

The zombies at the sides of the car pounded on the windows, and one of them climbed on the hood. "Crap." Josh jammed his foot on the accelerator. The car leapt forward knocking down a couple of the infected people, then broke free and shot forward. He didn't let his foot off the accelerator until he'd driven a few miles.

"I thought we were going to die." Mark sank back into the seat and let out a long sigh.

"You're not the only one." Sierra laughed for several seconds. "I'm sorry. When I get nervous, I always giggle."

Josh tried to figure out how many people he killed. Despite the fact, they'd contracted a terminal illness, his stomach roiled each time he thought of those he'd killed. He rubbed his sternum with the heel of his hand and took a few deep breaths. How long would it take them to finish this journey? If they made it to the bunker, it would be nothing short of a miracle. In a matter of days, this demonic disease had trashed his world, and he was powerless to fix it.

He prayed Uncle Reg's compound was safe. Then what? If they made it to the bunker, how long before the zombies overran it or before an uninfected group decided to take it for themselves? The uninfected might prove more dangerous than the infected.

*****



Reginald woke as the SUV rolled to a stop. How long had he slept? The sun was high in the sky so noon or so. "What's going on?"

"We finally ran out of gas. I kept looking for a safe place to fill it but didn't find one." David shifted into park and turned to look at Reginald. "It started sputtering and cutting out a couple of miles back, and just now, died. What now?"

Reginald stared at his son for a few seconds. David's blond hair hung below his collar. The handsome blue-eyed boy loved sports of any kind, and he excelled at most. Would his athletic prowess save him? "Walk."

"We're in the middle of nowhere." David motioned to the deserted area where they sat. "It could be forty or fifty miles before we see another car."

"Do you have any better suggestions?"

"Nope."

"We need to take water and blankets with us in case we're still out in the open after the sun goes down." Mary Anne opened her door. "It'll get even colder."

"No. We can't walk." Belle grabbed Reginald's hand. "They'll eat us."

"I'll keep you safe, baby." Reginald pulled his daughter close and kissed her on the top of the head. Her hair still smelled like apple shampoo. "We'll be okay."

"Can't we stay in the car until help comes? Won't the government send people to look for us?"

"No, we have to keep moving." How did he tell his daughter the government caused this apocalypse and now, no longer existed? Anarchy reigned? "Come on. We need to get moving. I want to find a place to stay or another vehicle before dark."

Reginald and David grabbed the water and part of the blankets. Mary Anne and Belle carried the rest of the covers. "Stay alert. Don't get complacent." Reginald walked beside Belle. "If we let our guard down for a second, we could end up in a mess."

"This bites, Dad." Belle kicked at a rock in the road. "Why did we have to leave our house? We'd be safe there."

"No. We weren't." Reginald took a deep breath. Belle's whining frayed his nerves, but how could he expect her to understand. "I'm taking you to a safe place. Please try to have patience and persevere. I know this is hard, but you aren't the only one suffering."

Belle scrunched up her nose. "What does persevere mean?"

"Hang in there. Keep on going, and shut up your whining." David put his hand on Belle's shoulder.

"You shut up." Belle stuck out her bottom lip. "You act like you're an adult all of sudden just because you're in college. Big whoop. You're still my booger eating bratty brother."

David frowned, then started laughing. "Booger eating? Where did that come from smelly bellie?"

"I'd rather be smelly than gross."

The sound of an engine carried on the wind. Maybe a car was headed their direction, but would it bring rescue or death? Some of the uninfected people scared him more than the rabids. They kept walking, but Reginald moved them to the side of the road. A silver Ferrari Lusso roared by five minutes later. "Too bad I didn't find one of those fine cars," David said. "How cool would it be to drive?"

"It's probably a stick-shift and a two-seater." Mary Anne squeezed David's shoulder. "Although, I'd enjoy taking one for a spin."

Reginald's quiet wife never ceased to amaze him. Had he known she wanted a Ferrari, he would've done everything in his power to get it for her. Yeah right. He'd treated Mary Anne less than stellar in the past. He would've ignored the desire like he ignored all of her other needs. The woman deserved the universe. She certainly deserved more than this decimated world he'd given her. Why hadn't he realized what a wonderful woman she was before...before he strayed? Guilt landed in his belly like lump of lead. How could he explain Gabriele to his wife if his lover made it to the compound?

"Maybe we can find an abandoned sports car, Mom." David grinned. "I'd love to see you behind the wheel haulin' it."

Mary Anne laughed. "Even an old Crown Vic would make me happy. As long as it ran."

Reginald chuckled. "What? You didn't love the white boat rental they gave us in LA a few years back?"

"No." Mary Anne shook her head. "We looked like the world's worst undercover cops in an unmarked car."

People stood in the road ahead. Reginald couldn't make out how many or tell if they were infected. "Hold up." He pointed ahead. "We need be cautious. See those people up there?" The others nodded. "We don't know if they're infected or opportunists." He rubbed his side. One encounter with marauding bandits was one more than he wanted. He still hurt all over from his first. "We'll continue on, but be prepared."

"We should've looked for more weapons." David furrowed his brows.

Mary Anne shook her head. "We don't have any, so trust we'll make it to safety. While killing isn't right, we can't reason with the infected, and it needs to be a last resort."

A stab jolted through Reginald's heart as he recalled each person he'd killed since this disaster started. Mary Anne's pacifist views had drawn him in when they were dating. She’d joined the anti-gun protests and lobbied for stronger laws. They'd tried to teach their children to never resort to violence, but the world had changed. Kill or be killed. Or had it?

His older friend, Jerry, had argued the naïveté of pacifists wouldn't make the world safe. When Reginald had blasted the war, the old man had often said in an evil world, violence was sometimes the only option. Either fight or allow the terrorists to win.

The thought of a terrorist harming his children had drawn him into the bio-weapons field. He thought he could prevent war and decrease the chance of violence by having the capacity to cause destruction. Now, the product of his hands threatened to end their lives.

One of the people in the road stumbled and shuffled toward them. Neurological changes. They had a few yards before they walked into the midst of the infected horde, and Reginald had only a knife. No way could he protect them. "Go into the median." Reginald pointed to the side of the road. "We'll try to get past the infecteds in the road without engaging them. If we can't, run as fast as you can as far as you can. I'll catch up. Do. Not. Wait. Just run."

Reginald put his finger to his lips as they drew alongside the group of infected people. If they could keep from attracting their attention, maybe they could get past. He watched the rabids as his family crept forward. When they reached the other side of the throng, one of them looked his direction and ran toward him. Reginald retrieved his knife and held it ready.

"Dad!"

Belle. Why did she have to yell? "Run, baby. Run!" Reginald screamed as he plunged his knife into the nearest infected person's throat, and took off toward his family.

"Dad! A car," David yelled. "On the right."

"Run for it." Mary Anne lagged behind the children. "Get your sister to safety."

Another man lunged toward Mary Anne, and Reginald tackled him and flung him to the ground. "Run, Mary Anne."

They reached the car. Reginald jumped in the driver's seat and tried to start it. The engine didn't turn over. Nothing. Not even a clicking sound. He'd trapped his family in a non-functioning car, and they'd dropped their supplies. So they didn't even have water. Or a knife. He'd left it in one of the infecteds. They had nothing. He pounded his head against the steering wheel. He wanted to keep his family safe, but instead he'd doomed them.

"What do we do now?" David leaned forward. "I could make it to where I dropped the water and get back here with it."

"No."

"Come on, Dad. We can't—"

"I said, no. You're not going out there as long as those beasts are wandering around."

Mary Anne buried her face in her hands. "Why don't we rest for a few minutes before we make any decisions?"

Something slammed into the car and Belle screamed. A rabid pounded his face against the rear passenger window. Several more joined him at the car. One climbed onto the hood and pressed his face against the windshield. He moved his jaw up and down trying to bite them.

Could things get any worse?

Chapter Seven



The rabid at the rear window slid down the side of the car leaving a trail of drool. "When we get out, don't touch the saliva." Reginald turned toward his children. "If you do, and it gets in an open wound, you might become infected."

"Like we're ever going to get out of here." Belle crossed her arms over her chest. "We should've stayed home and let them eat us."

"Belle Marie Barker, none of us are happy about this, but we are doing everything in our power to keep us safe." Mary Anne glared at her daughter. "You need to straighten up and quit being a brat. The only way we'll get out of this alive is to work together. If you haven't noticed, your dad had to kill several people. How do you think that makes him feel? Now, if I hear another whine out of you—"

"She gets it, Mom." David nudged his sister. "Don'tcha kiddo?"

Belle nodded as tears rolled down her cheeks.

He slipped his arm around her shoulders. "I know it's hard, but we're going to get out of here alive."

If his family had faith in him, then Reginald would prove he was worth it. He checked the center console for a weapon. Nothing. Under the seat, he found a large aluminum flashlight like the police carry.

"Stay here." He jumped out of the car slamming the door behind him. The rabid at the rear of the car struggled, but couldn't stand. No problem there. He turned to the one on the windshield and cracked the flashlight across the guy's temple several times. Nausea rose up, but before he had time to dwell on what he'd done, a gunshot sounded. He turned as a woman dropped to the blacktop. Reginald stared for a second, then searched for the source of the gunfire. 

"Looks like you were in quite a pickle, thar." A large man dwarfed by an even bigger cowboy hat sauntered up to him. His pendulous belly overlapped his belted jeans. "That thar zombie 'bout took a bite outa your arm." 

"Thanks for taking care of her."

"No problem." The man pointed at the car. "Did she die on ya?"

"Yep." No need to explain their plight to this man.

"Come on. I'll give y’all a ride into Taos. Y’all can find another car thar."

Reginald opened the door, helped Mary Anne out, and they followed the stranger to his Hummer. "Wonder how it is in Taos?" Reginald asked.

"From what I heard on the CB, it's snowin'. Purty clear as far as these undead creatures are concerned."

"They're not undead. Just infected."

"Don't make me no never mind. Infected. Undead. All’s the same. It's 'em or me, and I don't intend to let 'em take me out without a fight." The man glanced at Reginald. "Name's Dallas Kimbell."

"Nice to meet you, Dallas. I'm Reginald Barker." He motioned to his family. "Mary Anne, David, and Belle."

"'Belle' at's a right purty name for a purty little gal." Dallas grinned. "Where're y'all headed?"

Reginald helped Belle into the backseat of Dallas's vehicle as everyone else climbed into the plush truck. Their rescuer made Reginald uneasy. The guy had a fake, over the top, Texas accent. Like he was a mediocre actor in a bad sitcom. "California." Reginald's voice cracked on the lie, but he refused to tell this stranger the truth about where they were going.

"Hmmm. 'Ats a long ways from here. I ain't right sure if you'll ever make it."

Reginald lifted a shoulder. "We have to try. My wife's sister is there."

"I've never seen the ocean." Belle leaned forward. "If this truly is the apoc...app...end of the world, then I want to go to the beach."

"I heard tale them things done overrun LA." Dallas furrowed his brows. "Y'all ain't headed thataway, are you?"

"No. We're going to San Diego."

"Yeah, buddy. You don't want to go thar. Mexico's nuthin' but zombies, and they's a prolly spillin' over the borders at a high rate." Dallas guffawed. "And we thought we had an illegal immigration problem before."

Reginald laughed. "Nothing like now, huh?"

As they pulled into Taos, Dallas stopped to allow the Barkers to get out of his vehicle. Before Reginald could open his door, Dallas grabbed his arm. "Things is bad out thar. If y'all make it to Texas, and find you cain't go no farther, I have an underground bunker in Longview." The man handed him a piece of paper. "I don't cotton to too many people, but seein' as how you got younguns, I'd hate to see you get eaten. Here's the address. If you make it that fur and need a rest, look me up."

Reginald said his thanks and joined his family on the sidewalk. Cars lined the streets of the stark downtown area. "Let's find the best vehicle with the most gas, but we need keys for it, since I don't know how to hot-wire a car."

They ran down the first street tugging on car doors. Reginald reached for a Lexus 350. The door opened and keys laid in console tray. Reginald held his breath and hit the start button. The engine turned over, but the gas tank registered only half-full. "I found one." They piled inside, and Reginald pulled out and headed toward Las Vegas, New Mexico.

"Nice ride." David snuggled down into the tan leather of the front passenger seat. "I could get used to traveling in this."

"Let's hope we get to keep it for a while." Mary Anne shifted in her seat.

"Does everyone in Texas talk like that Dallas guy?" Belle asked.

"No, honey. Not quite." Reginald grinned. "He was a little much. In fact, I'm not sure he's a Texan at all."

"Good." She put her head on her mother's shoulder. "I didn't want to have to learn a new language."

Reginald's passengers fell asleep after a few uneventful miles. He'd allow them to rest as long as possible. How had they made so many detours? The hours ahead taunted him as his eyes grew heavy. 

They rolled into Las Vegas, New Mexico a couple of hours later. He pulled up in front of the Crucible Hotel and raised his eyebrows. The town was larger than he thought. Several cars were parked in front, and a man stood guard outside the door. The guard lowered his weapon and trained it on Reginald. "Anyone infected in your group?"

"No." 

"Bites? Scratches?"

"No."

"Are you looking for rest?" The man lowered his weapon. "You can join us if you want."

"We need water and food. If you can help us, we'll be on our way."

"Come on in. We'll take care of you and your family."

*****



Josh pointed the Charger toward Yoakum. This tedious trip couldn't end soon enough. He drummed a beat against the steering wheel as he glanced at his brother. Mark had stretched out his legs and closed his eyes. Maybe he could rest. 

Thoughts turned to Josh's parents. Their accident had been a hard blow. Josh had his life planned out. He was going to make a career in the military, find a beautiful wife, and have a passel of kids that his parents could spoil. Not that he resented Mark even though he'd left the Navy to finish raising him. No, that responsibility was never a burden. The familiar ache in the pit of his gut when he thought of his parents reappeared. Stronger than usual. Soft snores emanated from the back seat distracting him from his thoughts. Sierra. Poor kid. She had to be exhausted surviving on her own for a while.

They were going way out of their way, but with the overrun roads, it was the safest and maybe the fastest route. They drove into Yoakum an hour later. The gas gauge read less than half a tank. Too low for his comfort. The thought of being caught on a long stretch of deserted road without a car terrified him.

A deserted Gas 'N Go came into view. It wasn't much more than a shack. Run down and tucked into a copse of mountain cedars, but if he could get gas, he didn't care about the place's appearance. He climbed out of the car, stuck the nozzle in the tank, and turned on the gas pump, but nothing happened.

Sierra climbed out of the car and stretched her arms over her head. "Can't believe I slept until the noise of your door closing woke me." She watched him for a second and headed toward the store. "It has to be set from inside. Let me see if I can turn it on." She returned a few minutes later. "Is it working?"

Josh nodded. "I can't believe this station still has gas. Another plus for taking back roads, I guess. Not as many people have raided the stores."

"Watch it!" Mark screamed as a zombie grabbed Sierra from behind and bit into her neck. 

"No!" Josh lifted his weapon and fired. The infected collapsed, but not soon enough to save Sierra. He'd bitten into her carotid artery, and her blood pumped out in gushes. Mark knelt and reached for her, but Josh grabbed him. "Her blood is contaminated. Don't risk infecting yourself."

"She didn't deserve this." Mark rubbed his arm across his nose. "She survived for days when she was alone, but the minute she takes up with us, one of those godforsaken creatures gets her."

"Come on." Josh pushed Mark toward the car. "We need to get out of here. That shot might draw more of them."

"You callous brute." Mark glared at him. "How can you be so uncaring? She just died. Have you killed so many people that human life means nothing to you?"

"Get. In. The. Car." Mark climbed into the passenger seat, and Josh jammed the pedal to the floor. 

Josh looked at Mark after zooming down the highway for several miles. "So you know, I value human life, but this world has changed. It's about survival, now."

"How can you stare at someone who was our friend and act like she's ...she's trash?"

"I couldn't help her." Josh rubbed his hand over his face. "I despise what happened to Sierra, but waiting around to become infected changes nothing. We have to face the world logically. If we allow our emotions to overtake us, then we die. Period."

Mark crossed his arms. "I can't be callous like you."

Callous. Mark kept using that word. Was he callous and insensitive because it was more important to keep his kid brother alive than to mourn over Sierra's body? No. He wouldn't change a thing. Mark was his responsibility and had been for many years. If it meant his brother hated him and thought he was a brute, then so be it.

"For the record, what we witnessed back there was enough to make me want to throw up. You were right. Sierra didn't deserve that. No one does." Josh tapped his fingers on the top of the steering wheel. "But, I will do whatever it takes to keep you alive. Whether you like it or not, you are my primary goal."

"I get we had to get out of there, but it seemed as though you didn't even care that you witnessed Sierra being eaten. Eaten."

"What did you want me to do?"

"I don't know. Pull over."

"No."

"Pull over. Now!"

Josh swerved to the side of the road, and before he came to a complete stop, Mark opened the door and vomited.

"You okay?"

"Just go." He slammed his door shut. "I'll never be okay again."

"We have to learn a new reality. The past doesn't work anymore. In a sense, no one will ever be okay again."

"Mumbo jumbo."

"Mark..." Josh shook his head. "Never mind."

"What?"

"You haven't been out on the road as long as I have. I've seen more than I ever wanted to, but seeing the infected bite Sierra, that's the worst. This virus has turned us into an anarchist society. Our only goal is what we can do to stay alive. It's not what I want, but I don't know any other way to function."

"How do you get to where it doesn't bother you?"

Josh let out a mirthless laugh. "You think it doesn't bother me? Every time I close my eyes, I see the people I've killed. When I sleep, I have nightmares of turning into one of those creatures and attacking the people I love. This is something that haunts me day and night." Not to mention the horrors he'd faced as a SEAL.

"Then how do you deal with it?"

"The way all of the Barker men do. I stuff it deep inside and tell myself I won't think about it." He shrugged. "It works. Until I'm alone, or it's quiet, or I'm sleeping."

"So how does that help me?" Mark crossed his arms over his chest. "I can stuff it down, but it will still eat at me until I either develop ulcers or put a bullet in my brain."

"No, with time, we'll learn to process what we've seen. What we've done. It's going to take time."

"Since time is on our side." Mark scoffed. "Look around you, man. Life expectancy has dropped to almost zero. I doubt there are any handy dandy therapists at Uncle Reginald's house. You can bet he won't be any help. The man is just like dad. If we don't talk about it, we don't have to acknowledge it."

"Aunt Mary Anne is an ER nurse. She's easy to talk to."

"I can see myself spilling my guts to her. She'd be horrified."

"You're forgetting one thing." Josh glanced in his direction. "They're battling the same demons we are."

*****

Randi motioned to Miguel and Leon who stood near the inner gate of the compound. "Come with me. Y'all need to see the vulnerable areas of the property." The men walked with her along the inner fence line. "These double fences surround the entire compound." She pointed to the two chain-link fences separated by a concrete pad wide enough to park two pick-ups side by side.

"It resembles a prison." Miguel pointed to the razor wire creating a canopy reaching between the two fences. "Your idea or Barker's?"

"All Barker's plan." Randi led them to the smoke house. "This is the processing area I told you about." She pointed to the room attached to the smoke house. "Adriana wasn't too thrilled at the idea of wild game."

Leon laughed. "You've got to admit, her idea of roughing it's a three-star hotel."

"True." Randi pointed out a plot of land beside the house. "There's a compost heap back here. The house uses composting toilets. Since the camp toilets we got at the Garling’s have chemicals, we'll need to take them to the outer area."

"Yeah. Don't want to contaminate the compost heap." Leon put a finger to his chin. "I've never grown a garden, but for this many people, we'll need a good sized one."

"Maybe we could convert our camp toilets to composting ones." Miguel furrowed his brows. "I'll work on it. Sooner or later we'll run out of chemicals, and if we can turn them into composters we won't have to worry about it."

They walked to the Frio River running through the rear of the property. "Barker insisted on a fence that burrowed into the river bottom. I tried to convince him not to do it since it's illegal, but he refused to budge. We finally compromised." Randi pointed to large double gates spanning the river. "The gates latch together. There's a set on either side of the compound."

"I know rabies causes hydrophobia, but what if this strain doesn't?" Miguel asked. "Couldn't we potentially have zombies swimming under the gates?"

"Nope. Watch this." Randi walked to the middle of the large wooden bridge covering the river. "See this?" She pointed to a lever. "If you pull this toward the front, then up, it retracts spikes buried several feet in the bottom of the river. Only when they're retracted can the doors be opened. The other side is identical."

Leon's mouth hung open. "This guy thought of everything.”

"He wanted a permanent solution, but when I convinced him of the legal implications, he agreed to this. We left both gates open to provide clear access." Randi climbed down from the bridge. "When I heard of the first case of rabies, I closed them." She crossed her arms. "I thought I was being paranoid."

"Glad you had the forethought." Leon joined Miguel on the banks. "Is the entire outer section fenced?"

"Yes." Randi headed toward a shed a couple of yards from the river. She opened the door. "Come on inside." She pointed out the four wheelers and a couple of off-road four-seater carts. "All of these are gas powered, and there are several fuel tanks like farmers use in the perimeter so we can refill as needed." She opened a garage door leading into the paved area between the fences. "There's a drawbridge here like the one in the front and a sliding gate so we can ride through and check the perimeter. Let's take a four-seater cart so we can ride together."

"Sounds good." Miguel looked at Leon. "Do you have a weapon?"

"Yeah, a SIG .9 What about you?"

"I have a small Ruger .357." Miguel raised his eyebrows. "Okay, Annie, what are you carrying?"

Randi stuck her tongue out at Miguel. "I have a Kimber .45." She raised her shirt enough to show the pistol. "I also have a SIG .380 in an ankle holster."

"Let me guess, these aren't weapons you got at the gun store in Kerrville, are they?" Leon asked.

"Nope. These are mine." Randi climbed into one of the carts. "We'll ride inside the outer fence line to make sure it's intact."

Miguel opened the outer gate, lowered the bridge, and Randi drove through. He closed the gates behind them.

She drove to the outer part of the fence, and crossed the bridge over the river. They made a huge loop around the compound by the time they completed the perimeter check. "Since we have razor wire covering the outer fence except the gate, it'll help, but we should ride the fence line at least every other day."

"I agree." Leon leaned against the shed door after they secured the vehicles. "We also need to set up watch. Are all eight guard towers connected by bridges?"

"Yes, but each one has fire doors we can lock out." Randi pointed at the nearest tower. "They're stocked with water and MREs to last for a few days. Each one also has a disaster stove to heat the water."

"MREs?" Miguel asked.

"Meals ready to eat." Randi shrugged. "You know, those packaged, long shelf-life thingys."

"So if those creatures overrun the camp, we can hole up and wait for a while." Leon again tapped his chin with his forefinger. "Good thinking."

"We need to include the others in a guard schedule." He strode toward the rest of the family who were sitting around the fire. "It can't fall to just the three of us."

"You're right." Randi followed and took a seat on the grass. "We need to have a talk."

Her father frowned. "Is everything okay?"

"For now." Leon sat next to Adriana and rubbed her back. "It could change at any minute. We need to set up a rotation for guard duty."

"Oh, that's not necessary." Randi's mother shook her head. "We're inside three fences with razor wire everywhere. In a few days, when the government gets this thing under control, we can go home."

Adriana rolled her eyes. "You and your drama queen routine are getting old. I know things look scary right now, but don't you think we just have an unusual concentration of the virus here? I'm sure the CDC will have a cure in no time."

"Of course they will." Her mother patted her arm. "You'll see, Miranda. This won't last any time."

"You don't get it, Mom." Randi ran her hand through her hair. "Things will never be normal again. We have to work together to survive." She stood. "However, if none of y'all give a rat's butt about this family, then Miguel, Leon, and I will make sure you live through this apocalypse. I'll take first watch." 

She grabbed an AR-10 and stomped to the first tower. Why did her family insist on fighting her at every turn? They'd never trusted her to have enough brains to make even the simplest decisions. Except Dad. He'd trusted her with the family business. Eventually.

The thud of her boot on each stair punctuated the hammering of her heart. She slammed the door to the tower open and paced from one side to the next staring out at the land surrounding them. How could she make them understand what they needed to do to survive? 

Chapter Eight

––––––––

Reginald woke at first light and roused his family. He appreciated the people at the Crucible giving them shelter for the night, but it was time to leave. They headed downstairs and found several other families milling around in the lobby. "We need to get on the road." Reginald took Mary Anne's hand. "There's still a long way to go, and we don't know what we'll encounter."

She slipped her hand out of his. "Let me ask if we can have a couple of jugs to fill with water. I don't want to get stranded without a way to keep us hydrated."

"Fine." The hotel gave Reginald the heebie jeebies. Maybe he just wanted to get to their new home in the Hill Country. Of course, if they died from dehydration, the compound was useless to them.

"Come eat." Mary Anne motioned for him to join her. "They've offered to feed us before we head out." He followed her into the restaurant where his kids waited at a table.

"Welcome." A chubby blond with a gracious smile pointed to the chairs next to David and Belle. "We don't have a gourmet meal, but at least it will keep hunger at bay for a while."

"Thank you." Reginald held Mary Anne's chair out for her and took his seat next to a tall man.

They had peanut butter, bread, eggs, and water. At least his family could fill their stomachs before they left since they might not eat again for a while. "Where'd you get the food?"

The man sitting next to him stuck out his hand. "I'm Vlad Strovsky. I was the manager here before the world fell apart." Vlad had a thick Russian accent. "The people who were staying here left, along with most of our employees. We had recently stocked the kitchen with staples, so we had food on hand, but must ration it so we don’t run out."

"Thank you for your generosity." Reginald motioned to the food. "We appreciate it." He ate while he listened to his wife and the chubby blond talk. His wife could make friends with anyone.

Reginald wiped his mouth. "Thank you for your hospitality, but we must be on our way."

Vlad stood. "Certainly. Please allow me a moment before you leave." He scurried through the swinging doors into the kitchen.

Great. Another delay. He should've gone with the man to make sure he wasn't going for a weapon.

A couple of minutes later, Vlad reappeared with a box, carried it to their car, and put it in the trunk. "We couldn't spare much, but I refuse to send you into the unknown without something." He gave a small smile. "You may get sick of peanut butter, but at least it will keep your family alive." He clasped Reginald's hand. "I'll pray for you and your family."

They filled several empty milk jugs with water, secured them in the trunk, said their thanks, and headed out. Reginald slid behind the wheel and started the Lexus. "We're on our way. Let's hope we don't encounter too many issues."

Dry, brown grass lined the roadway. At least there was no snow. Although the gray skies could change that at any time. Reginald checked the gas gauge. Almost empty. How much further to the next town? Or a station outside of town?

A few miles outside of town a small convenience store sat on the right side of the road. Reginald pulled in and tried to fill the car, but the pumps weren't working. The station had a garden hose hooked to an outside faucet, so he unscrewed it, cut the ends off, and pulled the Lexus alongside an abandoned Honda Civic parked near the door.

"What are you doing?" David asked.

"The pumps aren't working, so I'm siphoning gas."

"Need help?"

"Sure. Hold this end in the Honda's tank."

"Got it." David gripped the hose and Reginald sucked up gasoline. He stuck it into the Lexus when it came out the other end. How much gas did the Honda have?

Once they'd drained the Honda, he balled up the hose and handed it to David. "Stick it in the trunk. We may need it again." Reginald pointed to the store. "Let me go in and check to see if it's clear, I'll let you know. Looters have probably emptied it, but if there is any food left, we need to grab it."

He walked into the small store, but no infected or living people were inside, so he motioned his family. "Looks fine, but keep alert." They filed in. Reginald grabbed a box and stuffed the few non-perishables he could find in it. "Gather sodas, water, anything to keep us hydrated." Most of the food had been picked over, but the candy aisle was full. Reginald dumped as much of it as he could into the box. His children deserved a treat after what they'd been through.

Belle's scream split the air. Reginald's hands went clammy, and his voice caught in his throat. He dropped his box and ran in the direction of the sound. He found his daughter running backwards away from a rabid. She fell to the ground in slow-motion, and the infected person lunged for her as David cracked a large bottle of beer over the guy's head. The blow stopped him long enough for Reginald to grab a metal coffee urn. He pounded the man in the face until he dropped. Blood spurted out of the man's nose adding to the dried muck on Reginald's clothes. Blood and bits of bone covered the man's face. 

"Belle, are you okay?"

"Y...yeah."

Reginald sucked in a deep breath. Where did he come from? The door to the storeroom stood open. His heart thudded, and his breath burst in and out. He needed to find a firearm and fast. "Get to the car. Now!" He turned to Belle. "You and David get out of here."

"Why?" David turned his hands palm up. "You took care of the sick person. Don't you think we're safer in here with you?"

"We don't know if more are hiding."

"Do they have the brain capacity to hide?" Mary Anne asked.

"I don't know." Reginald suppressed an exasperated sigh. "But I don't want one of them to get you."

"Fine." Mary Anne led the kids to the door. "Don't do anything dumb."

As his family left, Reginald forced himself to take a step. Then another. And another toward the storeroom.

*****

Josh pulled into the small town of Floresville. A church with a pristine white steeple sat on the right side of the road. He slumped in his seat, and his muscles turned to mush. Their journey wasn't over, but they'd not encountered any trouble after they left the gas station where Sierra died. 

He looked at Mark. His kid brother still stared out the window with a blank look on his face. How could he make Mark understand he had to work through his emotions? If Josh had allowed himself to fall apart when Sierra was attacked, then neither of them would stay alive.

"Stop!" Mark pointed at a young man on the side of the road. "That kid's alone. We have to help him."

Everything in Josh screamed to keep going. The young man stood with his head down and his arms crossed, but the thought of Mark telling him he was insensitive again was more than he could bear, so he eased to the side of the road. The boy didn't come near them, so he and Mark both climbed out of the car. "Are you okay?" Josh called to the boy but got no response. Maybe he was ill. "Don't get too close."

"He's just a kid."

"A kid who may be infected. Look at his face." Josh pointed. "He's staring at the ground and not answering us." Two large men shoved them to the ground. Something hard and round rammed against Josh's head. "Don't move, or I'll kill you both."

The man backed off. "Stay where you are."

"What do you wa—"

A boot slammed into his side.

"Shut up and don't move."

The Charger's engine revved. Josh looked behind him as the men and boy roared off in his car. He let out an expletive.

"What happened?"

"They stole our transportation. That's what happened."

Mark sat up. "What are we going to do now?"

"Walk." Why had he listened to his brother? Instinct told him something was wrong, but he'd gone against his better judgement. He wanted to beat his head against the pavement. When would he learn he needed to listen to his gut? It didn't matter if his brother thought he'd left his heart in the Middle East. 

He dusted off his jeans and took off at a brisk walk. He doubted they'd find a car in this nothing town. If not, how far to the next one? He refused to look back at his brother. Mark needed to grow up and figure out life wasn't rosy and sunny. It never had been. Mark had been sheltered from the mess Josh saw on a daily basis as a homicide detective in Austin. Not to mention when he was in the service.

Why was he mad at his brother? He fisted his right hand and punched it into his left palm. Why didn't he ignore Mark's pleas to stop? He had no one to blame but himself. 

"Wait a minute!" Mark yelled.

"What?" Josh spun around and glared at his kid brother. "Wait for someone else to mug us? Or maybe you want me to wait until the zombies come running after us. Should I go ask them if I can help them?"

"Don't be such a horse's backside." Mark raised an eyebrow and glared. "How was I to know the kid didn't need help?"

"Because that's the world we live in." Josh gestured to the street him. "Have you not figured out a reasonable society no longer exists? We live in total chaos. Anarchy. And you expect me to stop for every person who appears to need help. Guess what? Now, we're the ones who need help. Do you see anyone stopping to help us?"

"If you knew things were hinky, why did you stop?"

He gave a short laugh. "Do you really want to know? I didn't want my kid brother calling me callous and insensitive again."

He spun on his heel and stomped off leaving Mark standing in the road. When he found shelter or transportation, he would come back for him, but for now, he needed a few seconds of peace.

Josh came upon a gas station and started laughing.

"What's so funny?"

He turned to find Mark behind him. "I was hoping to find a working station to top off the Charger when I pulled into this town."

"We just filled up." Mark frowned. "Back there where Sierra—"

"I know, but I'd planned to put gas in at every town." He motioned to the area around them. "Because I didn't want to us to get stranded on foot."

Mark let out a hysterical half-laugh and half-cry. "We're going to die in this place, and no one will even find our bleached bones.”

"Time to get over the pity party." Josh walked toward the station. "Let's see if this place is safe, so we'll have somewhere to stay for the night if we don't find transportation."

He reached the door of the square, squat building, slipped his weapon from his holster and uttered a quiet prayer of thanks the muggers hadn't stolen it. He stepped inside. A stark room with only a few bottles and packages left on the floor. The shelving units and coolers were empty, but there weren't any infected in it. He checked the bathrooms and storage rooms, and walked outside.

"It's clear inside." He slipped his arm around Mark's shoulder. "Come on." Once he was safe, Josh would hunt for a vehicle.

Mark found a couple of chairs behind the cash register. "What are we going to do now?"

"You're going to stay here, while I find transportation out of this godforsaken place."

"No!" Mark jumped up. "I don't want to stay in here alone. We should hunt together."

"Please. I won't be long. If I don't find something soon, I'll come back, but I can't think clearly and try to protect you at the same time. This building's empty, and the doors are secure." He picked up a key near the register. "Try this in the front door. If it works, lock it behind me, and don't open it for anyone. The store looks deserted so if you hear people, hide in the back room or lie down behind the counter."

Mark tried the key and it worked.

"Good. Stay out of sight until I return." Josh slipped out the door and started walking. Time to find a residential street and start car shopping.

Chapter Nine

––––––––

Randi paced from guard tower to guard tower. Dry, brittle grass and trees, but nothing else stretched through the compound. As she came to the fourth one, Miguel and Leon waited for her.

"We're going to take turns with you." Miguel had a notebook and a pen in his hand. "It doesn't matter if the rest of the family gets this or not. We understand."

Leon stuck his hands in his pockets. "In fact, I've thought about taking Adriana on a run to see how insane the world is now, but I doubt I could keep her alive long enough for her to understand. You know how she is."

"At least you two get it and don't think I'm a drama queen." Randi tucked a strand of her short hair behind her ear. "How do y'all want to do this?"

"We could rotate off every twelve hours." Miguel handed her his notebook. "This is the schedule I've worked out. We're gonna get exhausted doing it with no end in sight, but I don't know how else to keep the family safe."

"That'll work." She hugged her brother. "I'll take the first shift. Y'all rest."

As Leon and Miguel disappeared down the stairs, a sound behind her made her spin around with her .45 in hand. The barrel pointed at her father's chest. Randi dropped her hand immediately. "Sorry, Dad. You startled me."

"What if it had been one of the children?" Her father sighed and shook his head. "Don't you think you are going overboard here?"

"How do I make you understand?" She bit back a scathing reply. "If we don't keep watch, we could wake up with infecteds everywhere."

"They're people, mija. Sick people."

"Would you agree a paranoid schizophrenic is ill?"

"Of course." Her father frowned. "What are you getting at?"

"If a paranoid schizophrenic broke into your house intent on killing Mom because he thought she was telepathically controlling his thoughts, would you stop him? At any cost?"

"Of course. Your mother's precious to me."

"These people who are infected with the rabies virus are no different than the schizophrenic who wants to kill Mom. They no longer see us as people. As human beings. We are food. Period. Their brains don't work well enough for them to understand what they're doing. These people are dying, but shoot, Dad, I will not allow them to turn my loved ones into flesh-eating, killing machines."

He lowered his face into his hands. "I don't want you, Miguel, or Leon to ever have to live with killing someone, though." Her father closed his eyes for a few seconds and pain flitted across his expression. "It's not easy. Their faces will haunt you day and night. They crawl inside your brain and take up residence there."

"Too late. I wasn't a clerk in the Marines. That's what I told you and Mom, so you wouldn't worry. But I was in a full combat regimen."

Her father stared at his hands. "I'm so sorry, sweetheart. That's not what I wanted for you."

"Life doesn't always give us what we want." She grimaced. "If it did, then I'd still be out building homes and offices."

Dad stood and ruffled her hair. "I love you, mija. Does Miguel have the watch schedule?"

She nodded.

"I'll find him and have him add me to the duty roster."

Randi clenched her jaw until it ached. She'd never shared with any of her family the things she'd faced in the war. They didn't need to hear the details of her personal torture. Her father was right. Every time she closed her eyes vivid images burned into her retinas flashed back. Her counselor had called it PTSD. Dad should understand the syndrome even if he'd only received counseling while serving his prison sentence. What they faced now, might eclipse the level of PTSD she'd experienced in the war.

She could hardly remember Aaron's face, but the metallic tang of his blood that covered her face and hands—she'd never forget that.

Why didn't she remember his face, when the faces of those she'd killed haunted her dreams? The teenage girl. She wore a scarf over her black hair, and her dark eyes shone with purpose. That purpose was to kill as many as she could with her vest bomb. She pulled her wrap aside and Randi saw it. One chance to save hundreds, but she couldn't save the girl.

Cold dampness to match the coldness in her heart seeped into Randi's bones from the concrete, so she hauled herself up. It had been a while since she'd made rounds. She made a circle checking every side of the compound, and then when she reached the front left guard tower, she climbed on the stool and watched for a while.

Dusk fell over the countryside creating an orangish glow on the horizon almost blocked by the trees, and the temperature dropped. If they hadn't found the fire pits, the kids would've been miserable. Even more miserable. At least they were young enough to adapt to the changing world, but her mother and sister might never learn to cope with this insanity. Although, they would focus on their religion and cling to its empty promises. For years, her parents tried to get her to join their church, but she'd resisted. Now she was glad she had. God wasn't the loving benevolent Being her parents thought He was, if He existed.

She pushed off from the stool and retrieved a pair of night vision goggles. The deepening twilight made it impossible to see far enough for her liking. Something moved in the distance. She focused on the form for several minutes. Human or animal? Her breath caught in the throat. It continued to move toward the camp as her heart rate soared higher. They needed night scopes for the rifles. The movement drew closer, and she made out the antlers. He raised his head for a few seconds, stared toward the camp, and then the buck bolted in the other direction. Voices from below must've scared him off.

A blast of cold air slammed into her as she opened the door. Chill bumps popped out on her arms. If it got much colder, they might have to rethink breaking into Barker's house. Of course, her father wouldn't agree even if the kids had icicles hanging from their noses. Randi walked the rest of the way with the goggles in place. Thankfully, Barker had the foresight to have the walkway between the guard stands open so she could see out into the fields.

The giggles of Adriana's children reached her ears and brought a smile to her face. An ache spread through her chest. She didn't know anything about her niece and nephew. Was it too late to change? Probably. She'd never been close to her sister, and as a result, she hadn't been close to Tommy and Lori. Adriana always said she didn't want her babies to grow into drama queens like their aunt, so she'd kept them away except at holidays.

*****

Josh searched several empty houses, but he found no signs of a car. At one home, he saw movement behind the curtains, but no one answered his knock. Instead of risking a zombie, he moved on the next house, a large southwestern-style stucco home. He rapped on the door. No one answered. He twisted the knob. Locked. Leaded glass sidelights were on either side of the door. It galled him to think of breaking into a home, but he had to find shelter and transportation or they were dead.

He slammed his elbow into one of the sidelights. It cracked but didn't shatter. He slammed his elbow into it again and suppressed the urge to scream at the window. It shattered after three good blows. "This would've been much easier with a tire iron." He yanked off his jacket, wrapped it around his arm, and cleared enough glass to reach in and unlock the front door.

Breathe. He'd been holding his breath without realizing it, so he took a deep breath, stepped inside, and searched the living room. Empty, but even better, no sign of zombies. He walked through the living room with his weapon in hand. Clear. He walked into the dining room. His heart thudded in his ears and sweat beaded on his upper lip in spite of the cool temperatures.

The dining room and kitchen were clear. He moved from the kitchen to the master bedroom. He stilled his breathing at the door and listened. No sounds came from the room. A good sign. He gripped his gun tighter and stepped through the doorway. Empty. His heart rated slowed a little, but he still had to clear the master bath and the rest of the bedrooms, but so far no problems.

How many rooms did the house have? He searched the bedrooms, found clothes draped half out of the drawers, and hangers scattered across the floor. Back in the kitchen, he opened drawers and cabinets. The pantry was well stocked, and the cabinets had plenty of food. At least they didn't need to look for a grocery store and risk getting caught after dark.

He tugged open the last drawer and found a set of car keys. Maybe whoever had abandoned this place had left their car. Nope. The garage was empty. A long, low sigh pushed to the surface. He just knew he'd find a car when he found the keys.

If he didn't find transportation soon, he'd be stuck outdoors after dark. He searched houses up and down the block with no luck. The next block had a large three story home. A house that size might have a car. He knocked on the door, but no one answered. The door was locked, and there weren't any windows. He walked to the back yard, tried the kitchen door, and the knob turned. He pushed it open and stepped into the house.

A groaning noise reached him. Where was it coming from? He flipped on the kitchen lights and opened the pantry and laundry room doors. Before he went any further, he opened the garage door. A Porsche 911 with dealer tags sat in a third-car tandem slot. Yeah buddy. What a blast to drive. Now, if he could find the keys. Hair lifted on the nape of his neck, and sweat snaked down his spine as he stepped into the living room. Also empty. He could get overrun too easily in a house this size.

Where were the blasted keys? He went into the downstairs master bedroom after he checked the living room and den. The groaning grew louder. He flipped on the overhead light. "Hello?" No answer. Josh walked further into the room but kept his weapon ready. The bedroom was empty. He stepped into the master bath and tugged open the closet door.

A man lunged at him. "You ain't bitin' me!"

"Whoa. I'm not a zombie." Josh quick-stepped backwards. "I was just checking the house."

"What fer?" The guy had white hair sticking out all over making him look like a deranged Albert Einstein.

Josh decided to go with honesty. "I need transportation. My car was stolen."

"Yeah, well this place is mine. I found it, and I ain't leavin'."

"Is it okay if I take the car in the garage?"

"I ain't got no use fer it. That blasted thing's standard shift."

"Do you have the keys?"

The man shrugged. "T'weren't my place. Before. It is now, though. You try and take it, and I'll kill ya."

Josh held his hands up in a surrendering motion. "I don't want the house. Just the car."

"Then get ta lookin'. I don't know where them keys are."

Josh gritted his teeth and opened a dresser drawer, but the man's hand shot out and grabbed his wrist. 

"Ya ain't gonna take nuthin' but the keys, right?"

"Right." Josh dug through dresser but came up empty. The sun dipped low in the sky. If he didn't find them soon, he'd be walking back to the gas station in the dark.

"Good. When we find them keys, you and me's gonna talk about the price fer the car."

Great. At this rate, he'd never get back to his brother. "If I'm going to pay you for the car, then help me find the stinking keys."

The man nodded and shuffled into the bathroom while Josh dug through all of the drawers in the dresser and the chest of drawers. Nothing. Where would they keep them? Josh went to the garage to check the car. Maybe the owners left them in it. He tugged on the driver's side door handle, but it didn't budge. After trying the passenger door without luck, he returned to the house. He searched through all of the drawers in the kitchen. There weren't any hooks on the wall. He slammed his hand on the counter. This was taking too long.

"Whooeee! I found them keys you was lookin' fer." The old man shuffled into the room. "Now, we need be discussin' what I get in return."

"What do you want?" 

"A gun."

"I can't."

"Then I guess you ain't gettin' a car."

"Come on, man. You're inside a house. Safe." Josh ran his hand over his face. "I've got a kid brother to protect."

Grandpa dangled the Porsche key from his finger. "You want a key. I want a gun. Decide if'n the car's worth yer gun."

"Have you searched the house for weapons? Maybe we could find you one here." 

"I ain't been upstairs. Not sure if'n them creatures is up there."

Josh clenched his fists. "I'll go see what I can find."

"Not without me, you ain't."

"Okay, let's go." Josh led the way upstairs. The groaning he'd heard earlier grew louder. He glanced behind him, but the old guy wasn't making any noise other than heavy breathing.

"Outta my way, slowpoke."

"Wait, don't you hear that moaning?" Josh jogged to keep up with him. "Stop. There's an infected person up here."

The man yanked open the door before Josh could stop him. An infected knocked him to the ground and bit into him as Josh fired at the infected. The old man's breathing came in gurgling gasps as he died. Josh snatched the keys from his hand and ran to the garage.

The door slid open when he hit the button. How much longer before the electric grids collapsed? It couldn't last more than a few more days. A week tops. Not with the crumbling infrastructure. He punched the start button and the car roared to life. Gas tank was almost empty. He prayed the station still had fuel as he backed out and zoomed down the road.

Night had covered the town in darkness. Good thing Mark didn't have a gun or he might shoot him. Josh knocked. "Mark, it's me. Open up, man." Several long seconds passed with no response. "Mark!" He yelled and pounded on the door. "Open up! I've got safe place for us and a car. Come on, man."

"Hold your drawers." Mark twisted the lock and opened the door. "Anyone ever tell you, you have the patience of a hummingbird on crack?"

"Sorry." He shrugged. "I was afraid something had happened."

"I was in the john." His brother frowned. "I see you found us a fun car. Do I get to drive, now?"

"It's standard shift."

"Shoot. Let's go."

"First, we need to fill the tank and sleep in real beds." Josh patted his brother on the shoulder. "Come on."

"Wait." Mark disappeared into the store and came out with a large box. "I've got two more of these. I found a couple of bottles of water and a few canned goods in the back room that hadn't been raided."

Josh popped the trunk, and they loaded the boxes. "I don't suppose you know how to turn on the pumps, do you?"

Mark shook his head. "How hard could it be? Give me a second."

Thirty minutes later, they had a full tank of gas and headed to the first house Josh had found.

"We need to be cautious. It's possible the people left for a while, and if they return, they may want to kick our rears for squatting." He shrugged. "And breaking their fancy side-light."

"Wonder if they still have running water?"

"I don’t know, but if they do, I'm taking a shower."

Josh raided the cabinets and squeezed the nonperishables into the Porsche. He opened the freezer and found several TV dinners. Since they still had electricity, they could nuke them. He gathered up four of the dinners and took them inside. Mark strolled into the kitchen wearing a towel. "Man did that shower feel good."

"I'm headed there now." He pointed to the counter. "I left a few frozen dinners there, and there're more in the freezer. I'll be back after I shower. Maybe we can find clothes that'll fit."

Josh let the hot water run over his back. As the infrastructure broke down, showers would become a thing of the past. They weren't far from their destination. How much longer would it take them to get there? He rummaged around the closet once he showered and found a pair of men's jeans that hung loose, but fit well enough. He grabbed several and some shirts.

Mark looked up from the magazine he was flipping through as Josh walked into the kitchen. "I stuck an enchilada dinner in for you."

"Thanks. I found us clothes. They may or may not fit as well as we'd like, but it's better than wearing the same things again."

"There's a washer and dryer in there." Mark pointed to the laundry room. "Let's wash ours. At least we'll have those."

"Sounds good." Josh retrieved his dinner and sat at the table. "This is the first hot meal I've had in I don't know when."

"It'll probably be the last for a while too." Mark popped the top on a Coke. "Found these in the fridge. Want one?"

He nodded. "Won't have electricity much longer."

"I'm surprised it's still running. Before long, our lives will revert to the dark ages."

Josh turned on the television after they finished eating. He flipped from channel to channel and finally found a news station still on the air. A newscaster wearing faded jeans and a Kiss T-shirt sat behind the camera. "Good evening. I don't know how much longer we'll remain on the air, but we wanted to update you on the current situation." He shuffled papers. "We've just received reports the President and Vice President have contracted the rabies virus, and it has decimated Congress. I pray you are well-armed and can protect yourself because our country has fallen along with the rest of the world."

Josh's posture slumped and the hollowness in his chest made him tired. Life had changed, and they were doomed if they didn't go with the changes. He glanced at his brother sitting on the sofa. Mark chewed on his thumbnail. Why had he been so hard on him?

"Mark?"

"Yeah?"

"I'm sorry for earlier." He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. "I shouldn't have taken my stress out on you."

"No, I'm the one who owes you an apology. When Sierra died, like you said, what else could we do? If we stuck around to bury her, the zombies would've gotten us." Mark scrunched up his nose. "It's time for me to grow up and admit what we're facing. When I was at the Space Center, I was sheltered to an extent. You were out in the big middle of the mess, and I should've trusted you."

Chapter Ten

––––––––

Reginald ran for the door as Mary Anne headed toward him. Why had she come back? "Go back to the car. We don't know what's in there." She turned, slipped on a candy bar, and landed on her left arm. It twisted at an odd angle, and she screamed. No! Reginald reached and pulled her up by her right arm. "Come on, honey."

He helped her into the car, went around the front, and slid into the seat. He gulped down half a bottle of water and held back a scream. What if Mary Anne needed surgery? She could lose the arm or worse. Die.

Mary Anne let out a soft moan.

"Mom?" David asked from the backseat.

"I'm fine, honey." The strain in her voice belied the pain she was feeling.

"No, you're not." Reginald allowed his glance to stray to her for a few seconds before focusing back on the road. Mary Anne's face had paled several shades, and she pressed her lips together in a tight white line. "I'll get you to a doctor, honey." Reginald patted her leg. "Hang on. We'll get there." He increased his speed. If only he could get them to the safety of the bunker, he could find a doctor to help Mary Anne. No matter what.

"Did Mom get bitten?" Belle whispered.

"No, she fell and broke her arm." Reginald gritted his teeth and increased his speed. How much longer would this horrendous trip take? Mary Anne groaned again and shifted in her seat. Reginald touched her cheek. A fine sheen of sweat coated her smooth skin. They should reach Roswell within the next hour if they didn't run into problems. Maybe he could find pain medicine or someone to help her there. She moaned again. His heart rate soared. 

"Dad, what's that?" David leaned over the seat and pointed toward a light on the side of the road. "It looks like another convenience store."

Reginald moved into the left-hand lane. If looters hadn't raided the store, maybe he could find a bottle of ibuprofen or acetaminophen. The nonprescription meds might provide her with a modicum of relief. At least until he found a pharmacy. He pulled into the parking lot. No movement through the window in spite of the bright lights inside the store. "Wait here. If things go bad, David, climb in the front seat and get out of here."

"But—"

"No, 'buts'." Reginald held eye contact with his son. "I'm serious. Get your mom and sister out of here."

"Yes, sir."

After their last experience, he wanted to grab pain meds and get out. Assuming there were any left. 

"Hello?" he called out and waited for a response. When he didn't hear any movement, he searched the decimated room until he found a small bottle of ibuprofen. The cooler still had diet Cokes, so he grabbed four of those, and ran back to the car. He handed everyone a soda, opened the ibuprofen, and gave Mary Anne four. "I know it's not much, honey, but maybe it will help." She downed the tablets, and he handed her an open drink. His heart ached when he looked into her eyes. If this didn't help with her pain, he didn't know what to do. He grimaced and suppressed a groan. 

"I'll get us to Roswell as quickly as I can." He kissed her cheek. "I'm so sorry. You of all people don't deserve this."

"Accidents happen, Reg." Mary Anne turned away from him. "I'm fine. Now that I've taken the pain medication, I'll try to sleep."

"Dad, go!" David screamed. "Now!"

Reginald checked the rearview mirror. Several men were running toward them. They didn't appear infected, but the frowns on their faces told him they weren't the welcoming committee either. He continued to watch as they sped away. The men gave chase for a few feet before giving up.

David leaned back into his seat. "Did they want to jack our car?"

"Maybe." How did he tell his son the remaining people in this world were out to help themselves and no one else?

"Not everyone's bad." Mary Anne looked at him with a raised eyebrow. "Those men probably did want to take our car, but don't assume the entire world has turned into opportunistic scum."

Hadn't it, though? They had dropped their morals by breaking into stores and homes and stealing what they could. What about the people who owned this car? Did they come out of the store with supplies only to find a scumbag had made off with it?

The world would be safe from the rabids if he'd never taken the job at the lab. He swallowed the boulder lodged in his throat. In the next town, he’d hunt for a house or a store with a gun. Their lives might depend on having a firearm with ammo if things turned dire.

*****

After a decent night's sleep, Josh woke up, stretched, and climbed out of bed. He found bread in the freezer and an in-date carton of egg whites in the fridge. Since Mark was still sleeping, Josh started cooking. No telling when they'd get decent food again, so he wanted to take advantage of the eggs and bread.

Mark walked in. "Funny how sleeping changes my outlook on things. Life doesn't seem so bleak now. Maybe we'll make it to Uncle Reginald's place today."

"That's my goal, bro. Have a seat." Josh served breakfast in the bright, yellow kitchen. Sunflowers decorated the walls, and the plates were all red with bright yellow sunflowers on them. It reminded him of his mom's kitchen. She always loved sunflowers and said they reminded her of God's promises.

"Do you think we'll make it today?" Mark took the last bite of his egg and swallowed. "I'm ready to get there and find out if our family made it."

"I hope so." Josh cleaned up their mess, and then went room to room looking for weapons. He found a shotgun and a case of shells under the bed in the master bedroom. A moment of guilt stilled his movements as he dragged them out. He was a cop yet acting like a common looter. Time to get over it. The homeowners weren't returning. Besides, his job ceased the day this scourge worked its way into society. The nightstand held an XD .45 and a box of shells, so he collected those and headed to the living room.

Mark grinned when Josh walked in. "Look what I found." He held up a crossbow. "It was in the garage along with a quiver of arrows. I put the arrows in the car."

"Good job." Josh pointed to the Remington 870 pump shotgun. "It's a .20 gauge, and there's a case of shells with it. Also found another .45." He handed the XD to Mark. "Check the magazine and the chamber. Here's a box of shells."

Mark checked the weapon and positioned it in his waistband. "Sweet."

They climbed into the loaded-down Porsche and headed out. Josh looked at his brother. "I'm taking the long way around San Antonio. There's no telling how overrun the city is."

"Yep. Chances of us getting caught are way too great."

"We'll take 97 to Hondo unless we run into problems." He set the cruise control and relaxed. Driving during the morning with no cars in sight felt both comforting and eerie at the same time.

"What do you think about the newscaster saying the country has fallen?" Mark asked.

"It's difficult to comprehend, but this disease must've spread fast and far or we would see more well people on the roads."

"I thought maybe they huddled down inside their homes until it passed. It will pass, right?"

"What do you think?"

"No." Mark sighed. "Things'll never be the same again, and if we don't learn to adapt, we might as well stop the car, get out and hunt zombies to munch on us."

Josh swallowed. Even if they did learn to adapt, chances were an opportunist or an infected would kill them. Or worse they'd become zombies themselves.

"You know what bites?"

"What?" Josh raised an eyebrow. "Besides zombies?"

"Man, that's lame." Mark punched him in the arm. "I'm serious. Do you realize we'll never get married or have kids?"

"Women are nothin' but trouble, anyway." He took a big swig of his water.

"Probably, but it doesn't mean I don't want to get married. Or at least have sex."

Josh choked on his water. "Uh..."

"Don't go there. I don't mean..." Mark pulled open the glove box and found a CD. "It's not like that, but think about it. Going the rest of your life being celibate."

"Uh...

"You already said that. Let's drop the subject."

"At least a few women will survive this." Josh glanced at his brother. "It's not like you can't meet one and get married."

"How would we find a preacher?"

Why was that his biggest worry? "If you meet a woman you want to marry, I'll officiate the ceremony."

"You can't legally. Besides, how will we get a license if the government has collapsed?"

"You don't have to have a license or someone legally allowed to do weddings."

"Would God honor it?"

"Yes." Josh laughed. "God didn't invent marriage licenses. He only invented marriage. Racist governments started requiring licenses in the late Nineteenth Century to prevent mixed race marriages."

"That's just wrong."

"Yep." Josh needed to change the subject away from women, sex, and marriage. "I know you didn't get to spend but a few weeks of your internship at the Space Center, but what did you think of it?" 

"It was cool." Mark grinned. "Except one of the guys there used to give me a rough time. He thought I was too naïve."

"You are naïve."

"Also too literal."

"You're that, too."

"But I'm brilliant."

"About some things." He smiled. Mark had always been odd, but a genius. At least about most things. Their parents would have been so proud of him when he graduated valedictorian from high school with a full-ride scholarship. 

"I'm glad Dad and Mom were killed."

He glared at his brother. "How could you say that?"

"Do you wish they had to live through this mess?" Mark shook his head. "Nope. Mom wouldn't have fared well. She'd have tried to help the zombies even though there's no cure. Dad, well, he would've done whatever Mom wanted. It's better they didn't have to see this."

"I hate to admit you're right, but I don't wish living through this nightmare upon my worst enemy."

"You have enemies?"

"Not too many." He glanced at Mark. "Being a homicide detective put me in the path of a few dirt-bags."

"Guess it's a moot point, now."

"Yeah. I doubt the guys in prison who hate me are much of a threat. If they're able to get out, they have more pressing needs than me."

"True." Mark grew quiet for several minutes. "I could use a big ol' glass of iced tea."

"That does sound good." Josh gestured toward the backseat. "How about a lukewarm bottle of water or a Coke?"

"Guess it'll do."

"What the devil?" Cars littered the road up ahead making it impassable.

Chapter Eleven

––––––––

Randi walked to the tent circle and found Miguel and Leon sitting by the fire. "We're running low on supplies, again."

"What do we need?" Miguel asked.

"We need to see if we can find canned vegetables and powdered milk for the children." Randi rubbed her neck. "At least until Adriana agrees to start them on the goat's milk."

"I'll take care of Adriana." Leon pressed his lips into a thin line. "This is ridiculous. We can't make constant runs when we have supplies here. One of us is going to get killed out there."

"Anything else?" Randi asked

"Coffee." Miguel shrugged. "Sorry, but I'm having a hard time functioning without it. As a resident, I lived on the stuff and to not have it has given me migraines. I promise, I'll wean myself off, but if you could find even one bag, I'd appreciate it."

"We'll try." Randi ran her hand through her hair. "We need to leave soon since we'll have to go to San Antonio. Most of the stores around here have been picked over."

"The ones in the city will be worse." Leon stretched his arms over his head. "Small towns will give us an advantage. There are fewer people to ransack the stores there."

"Makes sense." Randi wanted to make the run on her own because she needed time alone, but no way would her brother or brother-in-law allow her to leave the compound by herself. "What about the family? If we all leave, then who will watch out for them?"

"Maybe Miguel should stay behind." Leon clapped his hand on Miguel's shoulder. "Also, he's the only medical person we have."

"No way. You two aren't leaving without me."

"Be logical. If something happens to me or Leon, you can still take care of the family when someone gets sick, but if something happens to you? No way would either of us be able to do anything for them. I can't start an IV, and even if I learned, I don't have a clue what to give anyone. How about you, Leon?"

"Nope. Best I could do is give them a coupla aspirin." Leon winked at Miguel. "Sorry, bud. You're stuck here. Let me go tell Adriana we're leaving."

Leon walked away. Randi hugged her brother. "Leon and I'll watch out for each other."

"Fine, but I don't like it."

"You don't have to. Just accept it."

Leon returned, and Randi grabbed the AR-10, an extra magazine, and extra magazines for her .45 and .380. "You armed?"

"Yep." Leon held up a 30-30 hunting rifle. "I've also got a couple of handguns and extra ammo."

Randi pulled out onto the road and headed toward Uvalde. Golden trees lined the road. She loved the Hill Country, but they might be better off if they lived in west Texas. The hills and trees here made it hard to know if there were people hiding or zombies roaming without traipsing cross-country. At least in west Texas, there were no trees and the landscape was flat enough to see the curvature of the earth. 

They pulled into Uvalde. "I thought we'd try a smaller town before going to San Antonio." Randi shrugged. "It's only about seventeen thousand, so maybe we can find what we need." They went into every convenience store and restaurant they could find, but looters had emptied them.

"Let's head toward Concan." Leon leaned drummed his fingers against the door handle. "It's even smaller, but there are several towns and campgrounds along the Frio. Where there are campgrounds, there are stores."

"I'm on it. If this doesn't work, I guess we could try Kerrville again before we cut back to San Antonio."

"Yeah. I'm paranoid of what we might find in the city and with it getting later in the day..."

"I know. We don't want to get caught out after dark." Randi glanced at the clock in her truck. Almost three. Not much time if they had to go far. After stopping at several stores and campgrounds, she pulled into a convenience store in Concan. Randi's heart slammed against her ribcage as she stepped inside, but it was empty. No flesh-eaters. No people, and no supplies. She turned to Leon. "Nothing. It's completely wiped out."

"Let's try Kerrville, then. Looks like these tiny towns were hit hard."

Randi put the truck into gear. More driving along the hilly, tree-filled roads meant more time to think. She didn't want to think. 

"Will my parents and Adriana ever admit that the world is on the brink?"

"I don't know. For some reason they all have it in their heads that if they play like everything's fine, it'll be fine."

"They never talk about Raul."

"Part of their 'ignore it' philosophy."

Randi stared out the window and watched the trees and hills zip by. Come spring, bluebonnets and wildflowers would cover these hills. Would any of them be alive then?

She pulled into Kerrville and drove downtown. One of her favorite Hill Country towns. The downtown area with the historic buildings, and the Guadalupe River flowing through town gave her a sense of comfort. Not something she experienced often.

How much longer could they continue to scavenge without getting shot or bitten? She turned onto Main Street, but most of those stores were empty.

"Hey, there's a hardware store. Let's at least see what they have." Leon pointed to Davis Hardware. "If there are a couple of generators, and some heaters we could keep the camp a tad warmer."

"Can't hurt to look." Unless it was overrun. Then it could definitely hurt. The door was intact and locked. "If we break out the glass, and it sets off an alarm, we might as well hang up a fresh meat sign."

"Break it. If an alarm sounds, we'll get out of here." Leon shrugged. "Unless you have any better ideas?"

"Nope." Randi took the tire iron from her truck and swung it at the door. Glass cracked without setting off an alarm. She took another swing and shattered it. Still quiet.

They removed enough glass, and she stepped through the door. Sweat snaked down her back, and her voice lodged in her throat as darkness covered her. Either the electricity finally went off, or the owner had turned out the lights.

Leon joined her just inside the front. "We need to find a switch or flashlight."

Randi gripped her weapon, took a few deep breaths, and swallowed. "Any ideas where to start?"

"Probably in the back room."

"Take it slow and quiet." The hair on the nape of her neck lifted. One step at a time, soldier. "If you hear anything, let me know." They crept toward the back of the store. Every squeak of her hiking boots on the linoleum made her cringe. If the owners were still here, they would get shot. If...she shook her head. No more ifs.

She tightened her grip on her Kimber and forced one foot in front of the other. Press on. Her family depended on her. Even though they expected her to screw up. Again. She would prove to them she was a vital part of their little community. One way or another. She took half steps to the left and tripped over something in the aisle. She landed on her shoulder and almost lost her weapon.

*****

Josh put an Impala in neutral, grabbed the steering wheel, and pushed while Mark leaned his weight into the trunk. The car rolled to the side. Two more and they could pass.

Mark had jogged to the next vehicle, a big pickup. "This one's gonna be a little harder."

"You wimping out on me?" Josh grasped the tailgate with both hands as Mark maneuvered the wheel and pushed. The side of the road had a slight downward hill so the momentum of the truck carried it on off the road.

Josh swiped at sweat running down his face and prepared for the last car when a hand grabbed his leg. He jumped back. A woman in her late fifties or early sixties sat on the blacktop leaning against the car. "Can you help me?" Salt and pepper hair matted against her skull and her lips were swollen and cracked.

"Can I get you some water?"

"No. Kill me."

"What?"

She pointed to her leg. A large gaping wound to her calf oozed blood. "I got bitten a couple of minutes ago. Don't let me turn into one of those things."

"Are you sure an infected person bit you?"

She lifted her eyebrow. "No, it might've been a werewolf."

Mark knelt beside her. "We can get you to the next town, and maybe someone there can help you."

"Only thing anyone can do for me, is put a bullet through my brain." She grabbed Mark's hand. "Please."

"I can't kill you, lady."

"Why not? I'm already dead. You'd just hasten it along."

Josh grabbed a bottle of water from the 911. "Here you go."

The woman slapped it out of his hands. "I don't want water." She glared at him. "I want you to shoot me."

He squatted down in front of her. "I can't."

"Why not? I've already developed a fever. Before long the other symptoms will show up. Please. I'm begging you." Her voice quavered, but her eyes remained dry. "Put yourself in my place. How would you like to become a cannibal?"

He couldn't kill this woman, but he refused leave her lying here on the highway waiting to turn. He paced the roadway for a while. "Please at least take a drink of water."

"Water won't help unless it's enough to drown in."

"Let us move you to the side of the road." Mark touched her arm. "That way you're not in the middle of the highway."

"If you move me, then you'll push this car out of the way and haul it out of here leaving me to turn into one of those things."

"No. I promise."

She looked from Mark to Josh. "Nope. No way. Kill me first, then you can move me."

"What if I promise to kill you once we have the road cleared?" Mark asked.

He had to be placating her, right? Innocent, naïve, young Mark couldn't kill this woman.

"Okay." She let him help her up, and she hobbled to the side of the road. "But don't you dare forget your promise."

"I won't. Come on, Josh. This is the last car we need to move. It'll be dark soon, and we don't want to be out here when the sun goes down."

After they moved the car off to the side of the highway, Josh wiped the sweat from his brow. They'd moved several along the way, and he still couldn't figure out why the owners had abandoned them.

"We have one more thing to do." Mark motioned toward the woman. "I made her a promise."

"I can't shoot an unarmed woman." Josh's eyes went wide. "I refuse to do it. Even if she had a gun, she's harmless."

"Harmless, but hurting." Mark put his hands in his pockets. "You don't have to do it, but I want you to understand."

"Understand what? You can't murder that woman."

"What if it was Mom?"

Josh let out a breath. "What do you mean? I couldn't kill Mom either."

"No, what if Mom was stranded out here. Bitten. Infected. Waiting to turn." Mark clenched his jaw. "Could you allow her to deteriorate until she started eating other people?"

Josh swallowed over the lump in his throat. "There is no good solution."

"Yes, there is." Mark went up to the woman and knelt beside her. "You doing okay?"

She nodded. "As long as you keep your word."

"I will."

"Wait!" Josh grabbed Mark's shoulder and tugged. "You can't do this. We don't play God." He tugged at his collar. If they'd gotten here twenty minutes earlier, maybe he could've saved the woman from this. Saved Mark from making such an onerous decision. "This is wrong."

"I'm not playing God. She's dying." Mark rose. "If I had a way to keep her comfortable, like on hospice, I would, but that's gone."

"Where do we stop?" Josh scratched his neck. "Do we kill only the ones with rabies? What about someone who has cancer? Autoimmune diseases?"

"If she'd die without turning into something that chowed down on other people, I wouldn't do it." Mark turned back to the woman. "If you can't handle this, go to the car."

"No." Josh looked at the woman. "What if—"

"Son, what ifs are luxuries we no longer have." She nodded to Mark. "Go ahead."

"What's your name?" Josh asked.

"No. I'm not gonna go there. If you get too friendly with me, he'll no longer be able to do this."

Mark pointed the pistol at the woman, and his hand started shaking. He lowered the barrel. "I'm so sorry. I can't. I just can't."

The woman patted his hand. "Give me your gun."

Mark handed her his pistol.

"Thank you. May God bless you for this." She put the gun to her temple and pulled the trigger. 

Mark threw up as the woman's eyes bulged out and blood sprayed the area. He sank to the blacktop with his head in his hands.

Josh ushered him back to the 911 and returned to retrieve Mark's gun. He got back in the car. The stench of vomit hung in the air. Ignoring it, he handed the weapon to his brother. "Here you go."

"I wanted to help her."

"You did." Josh glanced at his brother. "You did far more for her than I would've. I was going to leave her to turn."

"Why?"

"I couldn't do it." He put the car in gear and wound through the maze of cars they'd pushed to the sides "Taking a life isn't easy even when it's you or them. In her case, there's no way I could kill her even though I knew what she faced. Even though I wouldn't want someone to leave me alive to become a monster."

Chapter Twelve

––––––––

Reginald slowed as they pulled into Roswell. Could anyone there help his sweet wife? He glanced at Mary Anne. Whimpers punctuated her soft snores. Even in sleep she couldn't get relief from the pain. Lights shone from a restaurant, and Reginald spotted several people inside. He whipped into the parking lot, jumped out, and pounded on the door.

A woman pulled it open a crack. "Can I help you?"

"My wife is injured. She broke her arm. Is there a doctor available?"

"Is she bitten?"

"No. She slipped." Reginald rubbed his forehead. "Please."

"Just a moment." The woman disappeared as the door closed.

After what seemed like hours, she returned. "Bring her inside. We don't have a doctor, but there's a dentist here. If the fracture doesn't need surgical intervention, he said he could help."

Reginald ushered Mary Anne and the kids into the diner that looked like it came out of the fifties. The red vinyl booths and bar stools provided a backdrop for black laminate tables and black and white checkered floors. The woman showed the kids to a booth where they could rest for a while and led Reginald and Mary Anne to the kitchen area.

"I'm Dr. Voss," an older white-haired man with a close-cropped white beard said. "Even though I'm a dentist, I did go to medical school. I should be able to help. 'Specially when it comes to broken bones that don't need surgical intervention."

"Thank you," Mary Anne said.

"Let me take a look." The dentist touched her arm, and Mary Anne yelped. "I'm so sorry, but I don't have any pain medications. It's not a compound fracture, but I must straighten it and put a cast on it."

"Do you have the equipment?" Reginald asked.

"No. I'll figure something out for the cast."

"Is there a pharmacy around? Would they have the needed supplies?"

"There's an animal hospital two blocks away." Dr. Voss held his hands palm up. "I don't know how bad things are, but they would have pain meds and supplies."

"Then I'll go." Reginald grabbed a pen and paper from the counter. "What do you need? Get me a list of everything, and I'll make the run."

The man crossed his arms. "Do you have a weapon?"

Reginald shook his head. "I'll be okay."

"No, no, no. That will never do." He walked out into the restaurant and returned a few minutes later. "Here's a Springfield 1911 with a full magazine." Dr. Voss handed Reginald the gun and a couple of extra magazines. "We don't know if the hospital is overrun."

"I'm going with you."

Reginald turned to find David standing in the doorway. "No."

"Dad—"

"Stay with your mom and sister." Reginald ran his hand through his hair. "If things go sideways at the hospital, you'll need to protect them and get them to California." Reginald hoped David remembered California was their code word for the complex in Texas.

"But, I can help you. Together there's a better chance of us getting what the doctor needs."

"There's also a better chance of something happening to both of us. Leaving your mom and Belle alone."

David stared at the floor. "Fine."

"If I'm not back before morning, you get to California." 

"Got it."

"Now, go rest. You'll drive tomorrow."

Reginald slipped out the door and ran toward the hospital, passing a spaceship touting the International UFO Museum. A crying in your beer song fit the life they were now living. He turned the corner and passed a downtown decorated for an alien Christmas. A Christmas they would never celebrate.

Dr. Voss had given him instructions on where to find the clinic and what all he would need. He stopped running, consulted those instructions, and tried to catch his breath. Why didn't he take up jogging years ago?

Halfway down the block an old house with a wide porch had a swinging sign that read Roswell Animal Hospital. The thought of giving his wife animal medications sickened him, but it was better than nothing. Reginald found the clinic front door unlocked. Had someone already ransacked it? His legs shook, and the muscles in his shoulders clenched as he stepped inside. He stood in the doorway for several seconds before his breathing returned to normal. No rabids in this room. He baby-stepped to the back room. No sign of anyone so far.

Dr. Voss had told him to go the very back since most clinics kept the majority of their supplies there, so he continued through the clinic. He reached the supply room and rummaged around until he found antibiotics, pain pills, and the casting material. He shoved everything into a bag then scoured the shelves looking for things they might need in Texas.

Once he had a couple of bags stuffed full, he opened a door in the back room. A hand grabbed his arm as he opened it. He jerked and stumbled backwards for a few steps. Several infected poured out. Reginald's throat tightened at the shuffling, groaning, drooling mass of people. He turned to run when one of them grabbed his leg. Reginald jerked his leg away, but the man held on. He put a bullet in the man's head and took off at a flat-out run.

He glanced over his shoulder as he reached the front door. Several had gained on him. He steadied himself. Aimed and fired at each one. He shot one rabid several times before he dropped. He jerked the front door open, slipped through, and slammed it shut. A large wooden bench sat in front of the building. He shoved it in front of the door then ran full-speed.

Did any of the rabids still have the brains to follow him? Reginald ran in zig-zagging motions up and down the streets and took several turns just in case. He stopped in an alleyway behind an electronics store and bent at the waist. A vile stench permeated the trash littered area. What caused this malodorous scent that made his stomach heave? His breaths came in short gasps, and he swiped at the sweat beading on his brow. Why hadn't he started working out while he was still developing this evil virus? He should've realized he'd be running from rabids. Or zombies. Or undead. Whatever they were at this point.

He couldn't think of these things as humans. If he did, how could he ever face himself? Darkness surrounded him, and he forgot the way back to the restaurant. He started walking again. A bloated, decomposing body leaned against a building halfway down the alley. No way to tell how it died or even if it was male or female. He'd found the source of the fetor permeating the alleyway.

*****

Randi pulled herself up from the floor and tried to slow her thundering heart. "Leon?" she whispered. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. You?"

"I fell over something in the floor." Randi's legs tightened and quivered as she continued to make her way along the back wall until she came to an opening. The pervasive darkness surrounded her and pressed in on all sides like an oversized Indian python had her in a death grip. She pushed through the door, gulped in a few breaths, and slid her shaking hand along the wall all while holding her Kimber at the ready with the other hand. Would she even see a rabid in this blackness? Images of rabids bursting through the door and taking her down came unbidden to her mind. Focus, Marine.

She took another deep breath and targeted the wall at her side. There had to be a light switch. She searched the entire wall then moved to the very back wall. Her hand slid over a metal door. Could this be it? She tugged open the door and found a row of switches. She flipped them all on and blinked several times against the brightness as the room lit up. "That was intense."

"A little." Leon rummaged through a crate. "Hey, I found a shipment of generators."

"Let's load those and get out of here."

Her brother-in-law pointed to a small window next to the back door. "It's dark out. Maybe we should gather what we need, and hang out here until first light."

She bit her lip. Spending the night in the hardware store held no appeal, but there was no telling how many creatures they'd encounter if they tried to find groceries in the dark. "Okay." She stretched her arms as fatigue seeped into her muscles. "If we stack it all next to the front door, as soon as the sun comes up, we can throw it in the truck and find a grocery store."

Leon grabbed a dolly. "You got it." He stacked a couple of generators on it and rolled them out of the back room.

Randi followed behind and went through the store. Someone had made off with most of the usable supplies. How had looters missed the generators? Looters. Randi scoffed. She thought of others as lowlifes who stole, and yet here she was pilfering everything from someone else's store. What a hypocrite.

"Anything else in here we can use?"

Randi shook her head. "Let's find a spot to rest until the sun comes up."

"We leaving the lights on?" Leon raised an eyebrow. "It might draw unwanted attention."

"Okay." She jogged to the back room and flipped the switch for the store, but she'd keep the lights on back here, since the pervading darkness they'd been in earlier almost suffocated her.

"I'm going to stretch out in the back room." Where there's some light.

"Sounds good. See you at sunup."

She found a spot on the concrete and put her back to the wall. With her weapon in hand, she closed her eyes, but sleep eluded her. How long could they live in this new world? They could keep the rabids out of the compound with some work. What about opportunists who wanted it? How many more people would she have to kill? When she left the military, she thought she was done. Fatigue overtook her and she slipped into the darkness of sleep.

Randi woke to Leon standing over her. "Hey, sun's coming up. Let's see if we can find food and get back."

They rolled the generators outside and used the lift gate to raise them into the truck. Randi climbed in, hit the start button and turned to Leon. "Do you think we should try houses or stores?"

"Either way we risk the owners shooting us." Leon pointed to the left side of the road. "There's a little grocery store. Stop, and we'll check."

She pulled into the parking lot, and they peeked through the plate glass windows and the glass doors. It appeared clear. She took a deep breath, unholstered her .45, and eased the door open. No signs of life, uninfected humans, or otherwise. "We're good." Randi grabbed a grocery cart and started down the aisles. Much of the food was gone, but she found several cans of vegetables and dumped them in the basket. She went through the entire store and grabbed everything she found.

The candy aisle was full, so she emptied it into her cart. They all deserved a treat, and this might be the last for a long time. She came upon a rotating rack full of seeds toward the back of the store. Growing enough food this spring and summer might reduce the supply runs before one of them got killed. She stuck the seed packets into a box she found on the floor and added them to her buggy. The blue cart had a wobbly wheel making it difficult to push.

She passed the checkout stand and bagged up the cans and loose candy bars then pushed it to the truck. She unloaded everything into the backseat. Where had Leon gotten to? She returned to the store. "Leon?"

"Get out. Now!" he yelled. 

Where was he? Randi's heart rate soared as she ran to the back of the store. "Leon, you okay?"

"No. Go. Please, Randi."

She opened the meat market door. Leon leaned against a walk-in cooler door with all of his weight. 

"Randi, please go. I can't hold them off much longer."

"We'll fight them together."

He shook his head. "Then we'll both die. Someone locked a herd of infected in here."

Randi's hand flew to her throat. She swallowed the pain that threatened to send her into despair. "Maybe—"

"There's no other way." He blinked. "You've got to get out of here. Tell Adriana and the children I love them."

"I'm not leaving you."

"You're not a Marine anymore, sis. It's time to leave a man behind."

"Once a Marine always a Marine." She searched the store for a way to block the freezer. A large slicer stood on a stand. It had to be heavy. They needed a good head start. She grabbed the stand and tried to move it, but it wouldn't budge. 

"Randi, get out while I can still hold them back."

"No. Period."

"But—"

"Stop. We're getting out of this together. Now, shut up so I can think." She closed her eyes for a few seconds. "Wait. You said the freezer was locked. Why can't we relock it?”

"The pin that held it in place rolled under either the smoker or the ice machine. They're too heavy for you to move. You've got to go."

"Cállate. Give me a chance." Randi laid on the floor and peered under the smoker. Nothing. She scooted to the ice machine. The pin was at the back. "I see it. Hang on. I'll find something to sweep it out with."

"Girly, I can't hold the door shut much longer." Beads of perspiration shone on Leon's face. "Get out of here while you can."

Sweat crawled down Randi's back. She had to get the locking pin. They were walking out together or dying together.

She found a broom closet, grabbed a musty mop, and ran back to the ice machine. On her stomach again, she jammed the mop under the machine and fished for the locking pin. She missed the pin for the second time. Randi hissed a few choice words. She had to try something else. A tape dispenser sat on the service counter. She grabbed it and wound tape backwards on the mop handle so the sticky side faced outward. Heaving a big breath, she shoved the handle under the ice machine and snagged the pin. "Got it!"

Once they had the freezer contained, they walked toward the truck. Leon laughed. "Girly, I'm mad at you and thankful for you all at the same time. You should've left. We both came close to meeting our Maker back there."

Shots rang out, and a searing pain sliced through Randi's arm. She crouched down and grabbed her upper arm to stem the flow of blood.

Where was her brother-in-law? "Leon? Are you okay?"

Nothing. She swiped her bloody hands across her jeans, adjusted her grip on her weapon, and inched her way around the back of the truck. Leon lay on the macadam in a large pool of blood while more poured from his chest. "No!" She pressed her hand against the wound and felt for a pulse in his neck. None. He wasn't breathing.

Grief and anger warred with one another for her heart as more shots rang out peppering the truck with holes. Her insides twisted into a knot as she grabbed Leon's shoulders and tugged him toward the open door. No way could she leave his body in this godforsaken parking lot. Another projectile slammed into her leg dropping her to the ground. She opened the passenger door, pulled herself into the truck, and grabbed Leon under the shoulders.

The sniper took another shot and pierced her windshield on the passenger side. Leon's body was half in and half out. She gave another tug and dragged him in far enough so he wouldn't fall out. She tore out of the parking lot, drove a few blocks, and stopped to pull Leon's body in the rest of the way. Randi slammed the door. She started out again, but was afraid to go straight to the compound. What if the shooter followed her?

Pain throbbed through her arm and leg. She probed the thigh wound. No bones. Just tissue. Probably muscle. The shot had grazed her upper arm. It hurt but no worries unless infection set in. The leg would need sutures.

One look to her right and her heart started palpitating. This couldn't be happening. She couldn't breathe. Sweat poured off her body, and she shook uncontrollably. The scar running across her side began to throb. The edges of the road became fuzzy, and her vision tunneled. "Breathe." She jerked the wheel to the edge of the road and slammed the gearshift into park as she went back to the foxhole in the Middle East.

Unwashed body odor, gunpowder scent, and the skunky stench of burning, rotting bodies combined to assault her nose. Mortars whistled, grenades exploded, and tanks roared as they rolled by. A couple of planes rumbled overhead and bullets whizzed through the air.

She aimed and fired as another bullet slammed into Aaron. His body went limp, and his eyes lost focus. Randi pulled him into her arms as her sweat mingled with fresh tears. "No! Don't you leave me, soldier." Not Aaron. She cursed God. Why would He allow Aaron to die? "You should've taken me. Not him."

A shell fragment flew into her side and ripped across her back.

Bright sunlight pierced her eyes as the flashback lifted and the world around her came into view. Throbbing in her thigh and arm brought her back to reality. She looked over at Leon. "God, once again You got it wrong. You took the good one."

She drove back to the bunker focusing on the road in front of her. If she so much as glanced to her side, she would see Leon. Sweet Leon. Now she had to tell her family. The truck grew hot or maybe it was her. She hit the AC and turned it on high. Her legs and arms tingled, and she couldn't be still in her seat.

At the bunker, Miguel met her in the dead space between the fences.

"What happened to Leon?" He stared at her. "And you? Why are you covered in blood?"

Randi shook her head and refused to meet Miguel's gaze. She didn't trust her voice, yet. She replayed the entire scene. Leon's limp body. "I...I...I couldn't..."

"What do you mean?"

She shook her head again and began unloading the truck. As she picked up the box of seeds, Miguel grabbed her uninjured arm. "Randi, what happened to Leon?"

"He didn't make it." She blinked back tears as her voice cracked. "At the grocery store. Shooters." Randi gulped in air to keep from screaming. "They got him in the heart."

"So you let him die?" Adriana screamed from the other side of the fence. "You murdered my husband."

"No. He was dead—"

"Killer." Her sister began wailing and drew the attention of everyone in the compound.

Randi looked at Miguel. "Do you have any sedatives? If she continues to scream like that, she's going to draw the infected."

"She just lost her husband. Are you that heartless?"

"No." She gritted her teeth. "I'm a realist. Do you want to risk killing everyone in the place?"

"I don't have anything for her, but I do have antibiotics for you, and I need to take a look at those wounds." 

"Not now." Randi grabbed another box and limped inside. "I've got supplies to unload, and Leon's body to bury."

"Now." Miguel grabbed her uninjured arm. "If you get an infection, you'll die, and if you haven't figured it out yet, we need you. So I'm not going to lose you because you have an overinflated sense of guilt about Leon."

"Fine. We need to hurry this along."

"You're always in a rush." He pointed to a lawn chair. "Sit. After I take care of your wounds, I'll bury Leon."

Randi flopped into the chair and glared at her brother. She needed to get back to the hospital she saw in Uvalde. If she didn't get something for her sister, she would draw infected and opportunists alike.

Miguel inspected her arm. "A flesh wound. You're going to have an ugly scar, but I'll stitch it up and it should be fine."

"I don't give a rip about a scar." She had several others from gunfire. What was one more?

"Sorry, but I don't have any lidocaine. This is going to hurt."

"I don't care. Let's get this over with."

She grimaced while he put a few stitches in her arm, but when he probed the wound in her leg, she bit back a scream.

"Sorry, but I have to see if the bullet is still in there." He stuck his gloved finger deep into the wound and manipulated it.

"This one went a little deeper, but it went all the way through. It missed bone and most of the blood vessels. If we can prevent an infection, it should heal okay. However, there is a little muscle damage."

"It is what it is."

As soon as Miguel finished, Randi found a sheet, limped back to the truck, and wrapped Leon's body in it. She and Miguel loaded him onto a trailer hooked to a four-wheeler.

"You go rest. I'll take care of burying Leon." 

Randi nodded, waited until Miguel was out of sight, and climbed into the truck. If she could get in and out of the hospital, maybe she could find medicines including something to calm Adriana. In addition to some steroids. This kind of stress might throw Adriana into a severe Lupus flare fast.

Chapter Thirteen

––––––––

Reginald jogged around the neighborhood until he found their car. He slipped up to the vehicle and dumped all of the medicine in the back end except for a bottle of pain pills, the casting material, and one bottle of antibiotics. The chilly air had a clean scent. Like it might rain or even snow later. A dog barked, but otherwise the area remained silent. Eerily silent. He walked into the small diner as the sun peeked over the horizon. No one stirred in the main area. Several people used the booths as makeshift beds. He made his way to the kitchen where he found Mary Anne, lips tight and white, face drawn, sitting in a chair. "I found it, honey. Here's a pain pill." He kissed her on the forehead, and she turned away. "Did the doctor get it realigned?"

Mary Anne nodded. "As best he could. He thinks I'll have a bit of a deformity since it should've been surgically repaired, but he's hopeful I won't lose the arm."

Lose the arm? Reginald gulped. "What do we watch for?"

Dr. Voss wrapped Mary Anne's arm and began to put the cast on. "You'll need to check her fingers. If they turn blue or get very cold, you'll need to break the cast off."

"Basic circulation checks?"

"Yep."

"I can do that." Dark circles hung beneath Mary Anne's eyes, and her face had grown even paler. She gripped the edge of the chair with her good hand. "Can she take more of the pain medication?"

"Not yet. We need to get food into her before she takes another one." Dr. Voss smiled. "Won't do her any good to take it if she can't keep it down."

Reginald wanted to get on the road, but his wife's exhausted, drawn face told him they had to rest. At least for a while. When Dr. Voss finished the casting, he gave Mary Anne some soup and a cup of water. "You'll need to eat that before you take another pill."

Reginald kissed her on the cheek. "Would you like to lie down in one of the booths?"

Mary Anne nodded, so Reginald helped her to the booth. She stretched out while he found a blanket and a pillow for her. "Are you comfortable?"

"I'm fine. Please leave me alone for a while."

He found David and Belle curled up in a corner booth with seats that curved around the table and draped blankets over them. A little rest didn't sound bad. He stretched out on the booth across from Mary Anne.

The next thing he knew David was touching his shoulder. "Dad, wake up."

"What's wrong?" Reginald swung his feet to the floor and tried to figure out how long he'd slept.

"We need to get out of here."

"Why?"

David shifted from one foot to the other. "I dunno. Something's not right with these people."

Reginald rubbed his eyes. "What are you talking about, son?"

"I was talking to Emma, one of the teens. She said we need to leave before sunset, or we might not make it."

"Did she say why?" He had trouble following David's line of thought. These people had helped them, why would they want to hurt them, now?

David shrugged. "She refused tell me anything except our lives are in danger if we don't move it."

"Okay." Reginald stood. "Let me talk to Dr. Voss and see what's going on."

"I don't trust him."

He squeezed his son's shoulder. "He fixed your mom's arm. Who else are we going to trust?"

"I'm coming with you."

Reginald put his hand to his waistband to feel for the weapon. If these people had plans to hurt them, why did they give him a gun and ammo?

They found the older man sitting in the back room in a lawn chair with his eyes closed. "Dr. Voss?"

"Yes?" The older man smiled crinkling the corners of his eyes. The scent of mint and pipe tobacco clung to him. He was more like a grandpa than someone to fear.

"May I talk to you?"

"Sure. What's on your mind?"

Reginald sat across from the dentist. "Someone told my son we are in danger."

Something flickered behind the old man's eyes before he could slide his mask into place. "What?"

"I was hoping you could clarify." Reginald raised an eyebrow. "Do I need to take my family and leave? Or can Mary Anne get the rest she so desperately needs?"

Dr. Voss took a deep breath, leaned forward, and pinned Reginald with a stare. "Don't wait." His voice was a mere whisper.

"What's going on here?"

"If you stay, they'll feed you to the zombies." The man darted a glance around the room. "They think the infected will leave us alone as long as they feed them any strangers who stop here."

"They didn't last night, or Mary Anne would've mentioned it."

Dr. Voss leaned closer to Reginald. "Adell was afraid to do anything while you were out hunting supplies. After all, you had a gun with you. What would've happened if you'd come back to find your family ripped to shreds?"

Dr. Voss had a point. "What about you?" Panic laced Reginald's words. "Will they harm you?"

"No. I take care of them when they're sick or injured." He motioned toward the door. "You need to leave."

"Come with us." David nodded toward the door.

"I can't." Dr. Voss shook his head. "If I try to go with you, they'll kill us all."

"We'll sneak out." David leaned forward. "Dad, we can't leave him here."

"I agree, Dr. Voss. We'll take you to safety." Reginald stood. "David, get Belle and your mom outside. Try to do it without attracting attention. Once they're safe, start the car. Dr. Voss and I'll be right out. If anything happens, you leave."

David slipped the keys out of his dad's hand, and walked to his mom.

"You don't want to do this," Dr. Voss whispered. "They'll catch us."

Reginald leaned close to the older man. "No, they won't." One way or another, he would get the man who helped his family to safety. He didn't care if the people in this diner didn't like it.

Mary Anne and the children had disappeared outside. Reginald slipped an arm around Dr. Voss's shoulder. "How about going for a walk with me? I'm getting a little touch of cabin fever."

Fear shone in Dr. Voss's eyes, but he nodded. "I can show you the areas to avoid as long as you're in our fair town."

A woman glared at them. "Dr. Voss, I don't think it's a good idea for you to go wandering around."

"No worries, Adell. I'll return soon." They strolled toward the door.

Reginald forced the muscles in his face to relax and smiled in spite of the sweat running down his arms. "Yep. I need some fresh air. We'll be back in five to ten minutes." Adell continued to eye them as they walked out of the diner. Reginald held his breath until they were in the car.

"Drive, David. Get us out of here. Now!"

******

Randi pulled into the hospital parking lot. Cars sat abandoned on the blacktop. How many of the owners had become infected and were waiting inside to grab her? She sucked in a deep breath and pushed forward. The front doors slid open without making a sound. The rotting, sickly sweet odor of death assailed her nostrils. Her hiking boots didn't make a sound as she traversed the marble floor. The lobby contained one putrefied dead body, but no others. She went to the elevators and found the hospital directory on the wall directly across. It showed the pharmacy on the third floor.

She willed her feet to move past the elevators. The risk was too great, so she continued to the stairwell and eased open the door with her left hand while keeping the gun in her right hand trained on the doorway. Empty.

Her injured leg slowed her a little, but she flew up the stairs as fast as she could, and stopped just before each landing. She came to the third floor, opened it a crack and peeked in. No one around, but the odor of decomposition also filled the doorway on this floor. Would she ever get used to the stench of death?

The pharmacy sat at the end of the hallway. She passed a couple of dead people and a door marked "lab" as she limped toward it. The wood floors still shone like they'd been polished.

Randi tugged on the door but it refused to budge. She looked at the door. An electronic lock. How would she get medicines if she couldn't open it? She went back to the first dead body, snatched the key card off the dead man's lab jacket, and returned to the door. When she swiped it, nothing happened. She swiped it in front of the reader, again. Nothing.

Maybe the other person's would work. Randi limped to her, grabbed her card, and headed back to the pharmacy. The first swipe didn't work, but the second one opened the door. A large, rolling cart sat to the left of the door. She pushed it through the room and grabbed IVs, IV supplies, pain medications, antibiotics, sedatives, and all of the steroids she could find. Maybe they could keep Adriana's disease in control with them.

Why hadn't she thought to ask Miguel what kind of medicines she needed? Too late now. Cell phones weren't working, so she had no way to reach him. She plowed through the pharmacy taking anything that looked useful. When she reached the back of the room, a woman called out to her. Chills crab-walked up her spine. How had she missed someone in the room? This kind of carelessness would get her killed. Her hands shook as she walked to her.

The woman sat with her back against the wall. Her macerated, bloody lower leg stretched out in front of her.

"What happened?"

"I got bit." The woman stared at Randi. "You need to get outa here, honey. It's not safe. Get as far away from this hospital as you can."

"How can I help you?"

"You got anything in there for pain?"

Randi nodded and started to hand the woman a bottle of pain pills.

She stuck her hand up in a stopping motion. "Give me a couple, but don't waste the bottle on me. Before long, I'll turn into one of them." A visible shudder ran through the woman's body.

Randi dumped some of the pills into the woman's outstretched hands.

"Now, go. Get out of here as fast as you can." The woman took a deep breath. "Don't try to go onto the floors. Most of the patients have all turned into these things. Go straight down and get out of here."

"Before I go, do you know what kind of medicine I need for someone who has Lupus?"

"Grab some NSAIDS, hydroxychloroquine, azathioprine, Cellcept, cyclosporine, methotrexate, and cyclophosphamide. That along with all of the steroids you can find should help. Do you have a physician with your group?"

Randi shook her head. "Just my brother who was a resident in orthopedics. What are NSAIDS?"

"They are anti-inflammatory drugs like Naprosyn, and ibuprofen. If you find the Naprosyn, grab everything on the shelf. Also, at the desk there is a drug book for rheumatology and orthopedics along with a few others. Take those and your brother will be able to figure out which drugs to give at what time. The ones I've mentioned aren't all given at once. If she doesn't respond to one, he can try a different one."

Randi scoured the shelves for the drugs, picked up the expansive tomes, and headed for the elevators. She would never make it downstairs with the rolling bin, so she punched the down button. The doors slid open revealing an empty car. She stepped inside and pushed the ground floor button. Her palms sweated as she kept her .45 trained on the doors and hoped it wouldn't stop on the second floor.

The car passed without stopping. When the bell dinged for the first floor, it sent her hammering heart into overdrive. The doors slid open at the lobby. She pushed the cart out and ran for the front as fast as her injured leg would allow.

Randi lowered the lift gate on the truck, then rolled the cart on it, raised it, and shoved the cart inside the back end. She secured it with bungee cords so it wouldn't roll around and dump out. Her leg and arm ached and her muscles turned to mush, so she sat in the truck for a few seconds before hitting the start button. She drove through the hills and tried to focus on the brown brush interspersed with evergreens to keep her mind off Leon.

Infected people shuffled around the outer gates. She drove through and watched the gates slide shut without any of them slipping inside. More infected people by the day gathered near their sanctuary. Maybe she needed to up her patrols in the perimeter. She parked and unloaded the rolling bin. They'd stashed some of the guns in one of the guard towers so she rolled the bin into it and went in search of Miguel.

He was by the fire pit. "Come with me." She took him to the guard tower where she'd stored the medication. "I didn't know what you needed, but I got everything I could think of. We need to give Adriana something to calm her down, and I found a lot of Lupus medications and a book on how to use them."

Miguel stared at the medicine, then at Randi. "What the devil did you do, girl? Why would you go off on your own?"

Images of Leon laying on the blacktop, blood pouring from his chest, flooded her mind. "I didn't want the responsibility of another family member dying." She tugged at her collar.

"So you decided to take it upon yourself?" Miguel's face turned red and his hands curled into fists at his side. "How could you do that? What about Dad and Mom? If something had happened to you, they didn't even know you were gone. How could you be that selfish?"

Heat rose up into her face. "Selfish?" She turned and limped away. "I don't believe you. It seems no matter how much I risk, or how much I give, it's never enough for this family. I'm done." She slammed the door behind her as she limped down the stairs.

Chapter Fourteen

––––––––

Josh glanced at Mark, who dozed in the passenger seat. How much longer before they made it to Uncle Reginald's land? He rubbed his eyes, yawned, and shifted in the seat to relieve his sore muscles and aching body.

They rolled into a small town. He couldn't remember which one. They'd all run together. He passed a Shop It with boarded up windows. Did it go out of business before the fall, or was someone using it as a hideout? He continued to downtown and when they reached the center, infected people roamed everywhere. Where had they all come from? The sound of the engine, at least he guessed that was it, drew them to the car. They ran in mass toward them and swarmed the car making it impossible to see out the windows.

"What happened?" Mark sat up and unclipped his seatbelt. "We're dead!"

"No, we aren't." Josh pressed the gas pedal and pushed two out of way. As soon as he saw a clearing, he gunned it. The Porsche leaped forward. He maneuvered the car around stalled vehicles and people until he came to an area that blocked most of the road. They careened off to the left slamming Mark into the dash. He screamed in pain, but Josh couldn't stop to check on him. His stomach lodged in his throat as he maneuvered past the last of the infected people in the road, and he pulled off to the side. "Are you okay?"

"No." Mark's voice sounded strained. "My shoulder." His arm hung limp.

"It's out of socket. Do you know how to fix it?"

"No." Mark pointed toward the road. "It doesn't matter anyway. We need to get farther away from those things."

"Okay. Hang on bro."

Josh pulled back onto the road and drove as fast as he could until they put a good distance between them and the overrun town. He pulled to the side of the road again. "Let me see if I can help."

Mark's eyes went wide. "No way."

"I can't stop at the nearest hospital and get help." He motioned to the brown grass and barren trees outside the car window. "If you haven't noticed, the world's gone nuts."

"Don't talk like that." Mark frowned. "You make it sound like there's no hope, so why should we even bother? If it's that bad, then we should turn around and go right back to zombie town. Let those undead freaks have us."

"Don't be so melodramatic."

"Me? You're the one who's talking about the end of the world."

"Shut up and let me look at your arm."

"You aren't a doctor."

"No, but I've had more than one dirt-bag bounce me off walls. I've had several dislocated joints over the years." He grasped Mark's left arm and lifted it.

Mark screamed out in pain. "Stop."

"I know it hurts, but once I'm done, it'll feel better." He continued to manipulate the arm in spite of his brother's screams. The shoulder went back into place, and he eased it down. "It should feel better soon. There's some ibuprofen in the trunk." He went to the back of the car and rummaged through the contents until he found a bottle of naproxen. Same difference. Wasn't it? It was an over the counter pain medicine so it was better than nothing. "Here. Take these."

Mark complied and leaned back against his seat. "Sorry."

"For what?" Josh put the car in gear and started toward his uncle's place again.

"I shouldn't have been such a wimp when you were trying to help me."

Josh laughed until he had to wipe tears from his eyes. "Dude, do you remember Larry Lindall? The big guy I worked with?"

"That cop who looked like he could bench press several cars tied together?"

"Yep. You should've heard him whine when he dislocated his elbow. You looked stoic in comparison."

"I can't believe Larry was a baby. An elbow had to suck, though."

"Yeah, it was bad. They wound up having to surgically repair it because of a fracture at the same time."

Were any of the guys he used to work with still alive, or were they all either zombies or dead? Some of them were decent men with families. A shudder ran through him. How long could they survive in this new world? Would this virus prove the end to humanity?

"Do you think the world is dying?"

"I don't know." Josh ventured a glance at his brother. "Things are bad, and unless there's a cure or at least a vaccine to prevent the continued spread of rabies, I wonder if any of us will survive. Of course, I don't remember anything in the Bible about a virus turning people into flesh-eating zombies. Or the world ending this way."

"Maybe we're living that verse in Revelation where John was told not to write what he heard and saw." Mark closed his eyes.

"Maybe. Maybe not." Josh shrugged. "Think about how bad our world's become over the years. The hatred. I've never seen so much unadulterated hate as we have now. Bigotry. Race riots. Ambushing cops. Even before the virus, this world was heartbreaking. Maybe He's allowing us to suffer the consequences of all that hate."

"Yeah. Doesn't mean I have to like it." Mark rubbed his face. "When that zombie killed Sierra, it sent my nerves into overdrive, but I often wonder if she wasn't the lucky one. I mean she never has to see another person cannibalizing someone else. She'll miss out on having to kill anyone."

"Yep." Josh never wanted to kill another living thing, but reality dictated that he would. He'd kill animals for food, and he would have to kill people to keep his family safe. The thought made him want to vomit.

"Do you think Uncle Reg and Aunt Mary Anne will make it to Texas?"

Josh tapped his fingers against the steering wheel. "I pray they do."

"Yeah, but realistically look at what we've dealt with coming from Houston." Mark sunk further into his seat. "And they have two children to try to protect."

"They'll make it. Besides, David's college-age now, so not a child."

Mark raised an eyebrow. "That didn't sound very convincing."

"Sorry." Josh gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. "I pray they get there, but I don't know."

"It's going to be eerie living in this compound with just the two of us." Mark groaned as they hit a bump in the road. "I mean you're great as a brother, but ya ain't much to look at."

Josh laughed and cringed at the same time. If his uncle and aunt didn't make it to the compound, the two of them would have to learn to survive and protect their land. What if another group tried to overtake the place? He shuddered. They couldn't survive too many more nights out in this world.

*****

Randi stepped out of the guard shack. Adriana's wails still reverberated off the walls. She took a deep breath and turned to go back in when her father caught her arm. 

"Where have you been, mija?"

"I went to get medicines." She opened the door. "Now, I've got to convince Miguel to give Adriana something to sedate her."

She limped up the steps with her father right behind her.

"We don't need to give her medication. She's grieving. Sedating her will only prolong it."

Miguel walked up to them, as Randi closed her eyes and counted to twenty. "Must you fight me on everything? Adriana's screams will draw the infected. If they swarm the fences, they'll overrun us. Would you rather prolong her grief or get us all killed?"

"Randi, don't be such a witch." Miguel glowered at her. "Dad's trying to do what he thinks is best for Adriana."

"And I'm trying to keep our family alive. When I came back from the hospital, infected people roamed near the gates. Do you want to see what will happen if we don't shut her howling up? The sound will draw them inside and instead of just losing Leon today, we'll lose the entire family. It's your choice."

"I'll give her something." Miguel grabbed a bottle and started for the door. "But you need to rest and take a pain pill because you're turning into a royal donkey's backside."

Randi didn't deserve a pain pill. Not when she'd allowed someone to kill Leon. She slid into a chair and stared at her father. "Well?"

"Well what?" her father asked.

"Aren't you going to join in on Miguel's quest to fix me?" She crossed her arms over her chest and rubbed her aching upper arm. "He's already informed me of how unthoughtful, heartless, and selfish I am. What do you have to add to that?"

"I know you're trying to do what's best for everyone, but you tend to get over-excited at times." Her father took the chair across from her. "Do you honestly think there are enough infected people to overrun our gates? Honey, you've always been overly dramatic. The world is coming to an end kind of a gal."

"The world is coming to an end." Randi shook her head. "At least the world as we know it's ending. Why can't you understand that, Dad?"

"Because you've always been a drama queen, mija." Her father clasped her hands in his. "I love you, dearly, but over the years I've watched you proclaim life was over. Sometimes it was over a guy. Other times it was over a broken friendship. You have to understand where we're coming from."

"Dad, have I been a drama queen since I got out of the military and took over the business?"

Her father stared at her for several seconds. "No, I can't say that you have."

"Then you need to listen to me, now. While I was in the midst of the war, I learned a few things about myself that I hated, and I've changed. I'm not the little girl who thinks the world will fall apart because a cute guy doesn't like me." She stood. "Come with me. I'm going to do a perimeter check, and I want you to see things first-hand."

"Okay."

They had the golf-cart loaded with weapons, and Randi drove into the perimeter. "The outer fence is set in about two hundred yards on Barker's property." Randi headed toward the gate where she'd seen the infecteds earlier. As they neared it, she pointed. "Look. There's a herd of them," she whispered.

Her father's eyes grew wide. "There are so many."

"Dad, that's just the ones who've wandered this far from town. We're miles from anywhere, and the neighbors out here are few. Do you understand why I'm so adamant we quiet Adriana?"

"Now, I do."

Randi continued around the perimeter, and when they reached the northeast corner, a group of infected had gathered at the fence pressing in on it. "If that keeps up, the fence'll go down." She lifted her shoulders and turned her hands palm up. "I don't have a choice, but to kill them."

"There's got to be another way."

"What do you suggest? If we don't get rid of them, others will join them, and if this fence goes, the other fences will too. We can't load them in the back of the truck and haul them to town because we don't own any suits of armor. One bite, and we're zombies."

She grabbed AR-10 and put a round into each infected person's head. It made her sick to kill people, but what choice did she have? She would return later and burn the bodies.

They made the rest of the rounds in silence and returned to the compound. She rubbed her eyes and grimaced. Her leg and arm ached, but there was still more work to do. There was always more work. She grabbed a gas can, matches, and her AR. Shudders raced through her. Burning bodies. The odor overwhelmed her, and she hadn't started yet. She loaded the stuff in the truck and drove outside the gates.

She swallowed over the lump in her throat, donned thick gloves, and pulled the bodies into a clearing away from the fence. Anticipation of the task caused her muscles to quiver. If she could run away. Not possible. Marine, do your job. She poured gasoline over the bodies and dropped a match. Flames shot up, and she moved away to keep watch while standing at a distance from the funeral pyre. She would dump them into a mass grave once the bodies were sufficiently burned, but at least they wouldn't be contagious any longer. She hoped.

The sulfur, charcoal, and copper odor of the burning bodies was enough to make her cover her nose with her shirt. She needed to get away from here. Her breathing burst in and out, the scars where she'd had shrapnel slam into her ached, and sounds of tanks and rockets assaulted her ears. She ducked down behind the truck and bumped her head on the mirror. Not real. She forced air into her lungs and focused on the problems at hand instead of allowing the smell of burning bodies take her back.

Maybe Miguel could help figure out a way to build some sort of crematorium. Then they could keep the temps high and long enough to burn the bodies into ashes. The bodies burned for a couple of hours then she dug a pit throwing enough dirt on the burning bodies to extinguish the flames. Once the pit was about six feet deep, she grabbed the top body, pulled it into the grave, and followed suit with the others.

She vomited several times, wiped her mouth, and climbed into the truck. Time to face her family. She sat in the truck with her head leaning on the steering wheel for a few minutes. No way to put it off any longer, she drove back to the camp, parked, and headed for the guard tower. She needed more time alone. Her family thought she was cold-blooded, heartless, and unloving. While she couldn't change their opinions, she still had to keep them safe. If it meant she had to turn into the ice queen, then fine.

Once in the tower, she curled up in the chair and watched out over the perimeter lands. She continued to smell the odor of burning flesh. It made her stomach cramp, and she wanted to vomit again. How many people would she have to kill to keep her family out of harm's way?

Like she'd done a decent job. She should've kept closer watch on Leon. He was her responsibility. If she'd done her duty, Leon wouldn't be dead. Her sister wouldn't hate her even more than her usual level of ire, and her father wouldn't have watched her shoot ten people. Six women and four men.

Their faces etched into her memory with every other soul she'd killed. A burden she'd carry for the rest of her life. Luckily, life span had drastically decreased in recent weeks.

Her parents' God would never forgive someone with as much blood on their hands as she had. Just as well. If He doomed mankind by having rabid people ravage the few uninfected humans left, she didn't want anything to do with Him.

He had to be callous, unfeeling, and He sure didn't love her. Or any of humanity for that matter. No loving being would allow this to happen. She saw Christians eating other Christians. No difference between the believers and non-believers, so how could God be good? Nope, she wanted nothing to do with Him. Not now. Not ever.

Chapter Fifteen

––––––––

Light filtering through the tent roused Randi from sleep. She stretched her aching body and forced herself to leave the warmth of her sleeping bag. The second she stepped out of her tent, her father cornered her. "We need to discuss yesterday."

He still didn't get it. "Want to make a run to a grocery store with me, Dad?"

"Sure, let me tell your mom that we're leaving."

He needed to see what waited. If he understood the severity of the situation, then perhaps he would back off thinking she was being a drama queen. She grabbed the AR and a 30-30 and handed her father a .9mm SIG and the 30-30. "You may need these."

He gave her one of those smiles that said she was being extreme again. The infected at the fence should've been a huge wake up call, but he continued to ignore the sad truth of the world. How could someone as intelligent as Xever Martinez refuse to accept the truth? He'd never been good at facing life, and Raul paid the price.

Randi pointed the truck toward Kerrville. Hills and trees that she used to find beautiful rolled by. Now, they only served to hide danger.

She drove several streets and found a small Mexican grocery store. "We need mostly vegetables, flour, cornmeal, baking powder, sugar. Anything we can make bread from."

Her father nodded and reached for the door. 

"Wait."

"What is it?"

"Take it slow." She held her hands palm up. "Where's the pistol?"

"I stuck it between the seats." He father frowned. "You can't expect me to take it into the store. I don't have my license to carry like you do."

"Dad, the store isn't in operation. We may have to fight for our lives once we're inside. Take the gun."

"I—"

"Take. The. Gun."

He picked up the pistol and stuck it in his waistband. "I hope I don't get arrested."

"Law enforcement ceased a while back. You've been sheltered living at Barker's place. There is no law. Anarchy reigns in this country." Randi hopped out of the truck and made her way to the door. "Society's gone. It's every man for himself."

They walked to the store, and her father reached for the door. She grabbed his arm to stop him. "We have to make sure it's safe."

She motioned him behind her and cracked open the door. A couple of bloated dead bodies were inside but no infecteds that she could see. She stepped over the threshold and scoured the rest of the store. Nothing. The sickly odor of death permeated the store and clung to her. She'd never rid herself of the stench. Karma for all of her killing. Her breathing sped up, but she forced herself to take several slow, deep breaths. "Come in, but be careful." Her voice came out shaky. "Just because I don't see an infected person, doesn't mean there aren't any."

Her father stared at the store. "What happened here, and what is that horrible stench?"

"The zombie apocalypse, and there are a couple of decomposing dead bodies inside."

He audibly gagged but followed her.

Randi grabbed a grocery cart and started up an aisle. "Stay close." She took several bags of flour and found one of sugar. They neared the back of the store. Her father went ahead of her and lifted two bags of masa and a can of baking powder off the shelf. He reached for another can. A hand grasped his arm, and an infected dove for him. Randi leveled her .45 and popped off a round before her father could move. He stared at her and then at the infected person on the ground. She touched his arm. "We need to finish up and get out of here."

They picked the store clean, loaded the supplies, and climbed into her truck. She drove deeper into town to the grocery store where she'd lost Leon. "This is where Leon died. Someone locked a bunch of infecteds inside the cooler. Maybe they thought they'd die in there.

"Anyway, Leon tried to get me to leave him here while he was holding the door shut, but I refused. We got out." She swallowed over the boulder lodged in her throat and gripped the steering wheel to still her shaking hands. "When we came outside, someone took shots at us." She pointed to the hole in the windshield. "I was hit in the arm and leg, but they shot Leon in the chest. By the time I got to him, he was gone. I tried to get his body into the truck to take him home. They kept shooting. I had to drive blocks with his body hanging half out."

She pulled the truck close to the windows and climbed out. After looking inside and seeing many infecteds roaming the store, she motioned for her father to join her. The shooters must've opened the cooler. "Look inside," she whispered.

He leaned forward and placed his hands beside his eyes to shade them as he peered through the window. A gasp escaped his lips.

"Let's head home."

"Mija, I'm sorry." Her father blinked as he stared straight ahead.

"It's okay, Dad. Things are bad. We have to watch out for each other."

"I never dreamed this many people could be infected. How many were in that store? It looked like hundreds."

"No clue. Someone locked them in the cooler, and when Leon opened it, he almost didn't get it closed. The shooters must've let them out."

Her father held his head in his hands. "I'm sorry I thought you were overreacting. It's hard to believe the world has come to this."

"Today's been a good day. We only interacted with one infected person." She looked at him. "Often it's much worse."

"How?"

Randi tugged her bottom lip through her teeth. "Barker hired me to build this compound." She shrugged. "He was a biochemist for the government. What if he was developing a WMD?"

"WMD?"

"Weapon of mass destruction." She chewed on her lip. "Bio-warfare. When I was in the military, there was a lot of chatter about the U.S. and Russia being in a competition to develop the worst bio-weapon ever."

"Bio-warfare? Do you think this guy would develop a rabies virus with no vaccination?"

"Isn't that a better explanation than a rabies virus that randomly mutated?"

Her father bounced his leg up and down. "Yes."

"If he developed this, maybe he can reverse it." Randi hoped that was the case. "I built a lab in the basement of his house."

"What if he doesn't make it back here?"

"I can't think about that."

"We need to pray for the world. This is straight from the devil."

Randi rolled her eyes. "If there is a God, He allowed it. What good will it do to pray?"

"I don't know why this happened, but you have to remember God gave us free will. If this was developed as a weapon, man did it. A man with free will." Her father stared at her. "God didn't do this."

"He sure as heck didn't stop it." Randi scrunched up her mouth. "I've heard all about free will, but He could've killed this guy. Stopped his heart or something."

"What about the next person who decides to develop something like this? Or the next?"

"So you're saying your God has no power? Why pray to Him, then?"

"You're twisting my words, Miranda."

"Whatever. A lot of my comrades in the Marines found Jesus, but when I was in a foxhole with my best friend, He deserted me. I begged Him to save Aaron, but no. He let Aaron, a man who loved Him, die in my arms. Why would I trust a God with that kind of sense of right and wrong?" She wanted to scream at her father and ask him where God was when her father had killed her brother. She clenched her jaw to keep from saying anything. Now was not the time.

"You never told me."

"No, because I'm the drama queen. Remember?" She glared at her father. "No matter how much I changed in the military, my family won't let me live down how I acted as a teenager. A teenager for goodness sakes." Randi let out a short, mirthless laugh. "I loved Aaron. We planned to get married as soon as our tours of duty were up. Then he died. I held him in my arms as he breathed his last, and your God did nothing to stop it. Nothing."

*****

Josh pulled into another small town. They passed a large park with a swimming pool on the left and a grocery store on the right. He hadn't seen a sign indicating which one. Second town in a row that he missed the name. He hoped they were still on the right road. He glanced at his brother. Mark's arm looked better, but he still had a pained look on his face. What if the dislocation had caused a fracture? Were any of the hospitals still functional? "You doing okay, bud?"

"My arm aches a lot but it'll get better."

"Is your movement limited in it?"

"A little." Mark shifted. "It hurts to try to move it."

"I'll try to find you help." Josh whipped into a hospital parking lot. "Let me go in and see if this place is still working. Or if anyone is here."

"Hospitals were overrun first." Mark rubbed his shoulder. "You cannot go in there. Think about it. Bitten people go to the hospital. Then they turn. Once they turn, they bite others in the hospital. It's a cycle that can't end well."

At this, Josh pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. "You could lose the use of it. I have to find someone to help you."

"No." Mark frowned. "Life as we know it has changed. Even if you found someone there to help, he couldn't do the imaging, fix the shoulder, or anything else needed. No, I'll make a point of using the arm and lifting the shoulder. I can devise my own therapy schedule."

"You'll need pain meds at the very least."

"I need my brother more." Mark made eye contact with Josh and held it. "If you go in, I'm going with you. Either we both survive, or we both die."

"Fine. Let's find a pharmacy, then."

"Much better idea." Mark smirked. "I'm not against taking a pain pill. Or a shot of bourbon, but I don't want us to die trying to get it."

"When did you become a drinker?"

"I didn't, but if you find a bottle, grab it. I'll do whatever it takes to dull the pain.”

Josh drove around until he found a pharmacy. "Wait here." He reached for the door handle.

"Nope. I told you we're in this together." Mark opened his door. "Besides, I'm right-handed, and it's my left one that hurts."

"Okay. Stay behind me, though." The building had dark, tinted glass encasing the entire front. He couldn’t see anything inside because of the tint. Josh walked up to the glass pharmacy door and reached for the handle. He took several deep breaths, tightened his grip on his weapon, and pushed the door open. A bell over the door tinkled.

"Good morning." A blue-eyed young woman with her blond hair in a long ponytail sat on a stool with a shotgun across her lap. "How may I help you?"

"My brother was injured, and he needs pain medication." The surreal feeling of a pharmacist sitting behind a counter in her white coat in the midst of this pandemonium struck Josh as hilarious, but he held in his laughter. Didn't want them thinking he'd lost his fragile grip on reality.

“I've got pain meds." She smiled. "What do you have to trade?"

"Food?"

"That's good." The leggy blond stood. "Let's see what you've got."

Josh ran back to the car for several cans of soup, a can of beans, and a package of crackers. "What'll this get us?"

She inspected the food. "It'll get you a bottle of hydrocodone. What happened?"

Josh relayed the story of how Mark dislocated his shoulder.

"May I take a look?" she asked Mark.

He grimaced as she grasped his forearm with one hand and placed the other on his shoulder. When she lifted the arm, Mark grimaced again. "How far can you raise it?"

Mark lifted his left arm to a smidge above shoulder height.

The blond shook her head. "No bueno. I think you tore the rotator cuff when you dislocated it."

"How do we fix it?" Josh asked.

"We don't without surgery." She scrunched up her mouth. "If the tear's not too bad, it might heal to a degree. Especially with a little therapy. You don't happen to know any physical therapists, do you?"

"No. You're the only medical person we've met." Josh shook his head.

"I can show you a few exercises, but I'm afraid that's the best I can do. Sorry." She turned her hands palm up. "I only know those because my dad had a tear and did PT after surgery."

"Thanks." Mark smiled. "I'm Mark Barker, and this is my brother Josh."

"Nice to meet you. I'm Jill."

"Are you here alone?" Mark asked.

"Don't get any ideas about cleaning my store out." She shouldered her shotgun. "I'll give you the pain meds, but the stuff in here is my only bargaining chip."

Josh held his hands up. "Mark didn't mean it that way."

"No. We're headed to my uncle's place, and I thought you might want to come with us." Mark rubbed his shoulder. "That is if you've not been bitten or scratched."

She stared at the men for several seconds. "Why offer? You just met me."

"You seem nice and being here all alone is probably scary." Mark raised his eyebrows. "I thought you might need friends."

The woman's eyes glistened as Mark spoke. "I'm clean, and I do wish I could, but no. Thank you, though." She slung the shotgun over her shoulder and headed toward the medicines. "Let me get you something for pain."

"We can't leave her here alone," Mark hissed. "Do something. Convince her to come with us." Josh grinned. Mark wanted Jill to come because the blond was hot and smelled like flowers. He couldn't blame his kid brother for liking her, but could they trust her enough to take her with them?

She returned a few minutes later. "Here's a bottle of hydrocodone. It should help with the pain." Jill gave a half smile. "I'm sorry I can't help you more."

"Why can't you come with us?" Josh asked. "We're going somewhere safe." He motioned to the pharmacy. “I know you don't have any zombies in here, but what about people? What are you going to do when someone discovers you have a fully-stocked pharmacy, and they decide to take what they want?"

She patted her shotgun. "I can take care of myself."

"Against four or five armed assailants?” Josh ran his hand through his hair. "I don't know that I could live with myself if we leave you here alone."

"I don't know." She rapped her nails on the counter. "This is my dad's pharmacy. It's all I have left. When this is over, I have to rebuild. If I leave and it's destroyed, I won't have anything to come back to."

"It's not going to end. Ever." Mark pressed his lips into a tight line. "It's only going to get worse. All we have now is survival."

Chapter Sixteen

––––––––

Randi and her father headed toward the compound in silence. The hilly landscape blurred as they passed it. She hated being so harsh to the man who loved her more than anything. "Dad, I'm sorry."

"It's okay, mija." He clasped her hand in his. "I should've listened to you. Honey, I'm so sorry about Aaron. Your mother and I had no idea what you went through."

She swallowed. "I'm okay. Thank you for coming with me today."

"Watch out!"

She swerved to keep from plowing into a group of infected people wandering down the road. As she hit the brakes, she uttered an oath under her breath. She’d risk damaging the truck if she ran over them.

"There are so many of them." Her father stared out the window. "The world is very sick, isn't it?"

"Yep." Randi closed her eyes for a few seconds. "We have to figure out a way around them." She backed up a ways and stopped. "I don't know any other route to get to the compound."

"Me either." Her father grabbed the 30-30. "We only have one choice."

Randi lowered her window, stuck her AR outside, and began firing. Her father took a deep breath, and joined her by firing out his window. They thinned the horde out. She turned to her father. "When I get out, slide over here. If anything happens, head back without me."

"I'm not—"

"No." Randi held up a hand to any further protests. "Just cover me the best you can. I've gotta clear the bodies out of the road."

She limped to the first body and began rolling people to the side. Why couldn't she have found a bottle of Vicks or something to cover the stench of sickness and death? Her father eased the truck closer and fired at any infected who came near her while she cleared a section. She reached the last two bodies on the road. She grabbed the first one and began to shove. A shot rang out, and Randi's head jerked up as a body fell over her. She jumped up and tugged the body out of the way. With the road cleared, Randi climbed into the passenger side.

Her father drove toward the compound, and she thought of Raul. She'd kept those memories hidden deep in her heart for so many years, but now he haunted her thoughts. He was so fun and loving, yet he didn't see his sixteenth birthday. Another reason she didn't trust her parents' God. He'd taken her hero leaving her alone with a shrew for a sister and no buffer. Miguel tried, but he wasn't Raul. Her father looked at her as they reached the compound. "We need to have guards day and night. I'll talk to the others, and we'll work out a plan."

"Thanks, Dad."

"I'm so sorry." He clasped her hand and gave it a slight squeeze. "I should have taken you seriously much sooner."

"Once your little girl, always your little girl."

They unloaded everything, and Randi's father called a family meeting.

She found a spot by the fire trying to warm her cold bones while her dad gathered everyone to the circle. As Adriana straggled in to the group, her father squeezed her hand and smiled. "I went out with Randi today. Things are much worse than we ever thought."

"But we're safe in here?" her mother asked.

"For now." He paused for a moment and worked his jaw. "However, life is horrendous outside these gates. We must keep watch night and day. I'm making a schedule, and we'll rotate duty and keep the place covered."

Adriana rolled her eyes. "Why don't we let Ranger Randi take over? She can go all warrior on them. Like she did when Leon was in trouble." She glared at Randi. "If we leave it to her, then we might as well shoot ourselves in the head right now."

"You weren't there." Randi jumped up, fisted her hands, and glared at her sister. Why didn't she watch Leon as they went to the truck?

"Oh, that's right. Little miss soldier can't handle that she might've let someone die, so now it's Leon's fault." She crossed her arms over her chest. "Guess what? Ms. Perfect, if you hadn't asked him to go with you, my husband wouldn't be dead. How dare you take him away from his wife and children? It's your fault I'm a widow and my children are fatherless. You are the most uncaring, unloving, heartless—"

"Adriana! That's enough," Randi's father stepped in front of her sister. "You don't know what it's like." He shook his finger in her face. "None of you understand. Randi, Miguel, and Leon were the only ones to go out to gather supplies."

Her mother slipped her arm around Adriana. "She's hurting right now and doesn't mean the things she says."

"Yes. I do."

"Hurting doesn't give her the right to blame Randi. If it weren't for her, we would still be at home trying to survive." Randi's father glared at Adriana. "No. Without your sister, we would all be dead. Or worse."

"Now you're buying into the drama queen's theatrics." Adriana stared daggers at Randi. "If it's that dangerous outside the gates, why didn't you stay here?"

"And let your children go without vegetables?" Randi stepped up to her sister. "Leon and I went out to get food. If you haven't noticed, we can shoot deer for meat, but how are we supposed to get veggies? Fruit? Do you want your children to get malnourished? What else were we supposed to do?"

"Once again you are displaying the drama queen mentality. My children don't need you." She jabbed her finger into Randi's chest. "You stay away from them. Don't talk to them. In fact, don't even look at them. They hate you as much as I do."

Randi raised an eyebrow. "So, they'll graze on the dead grass in the yard?"

"Enough." Her father held his hands out in a stopping motion. "It doesn't matter what anyone thinks. Life outside of this compound doesn't resemble anything we've ever seen before. It's only going to get worse, so everyone will rotate taking watch."

"Not me." Once again, Adriana jabbed her finger into Randi's chest several times. "Let Randi take mine. I have children to tend to."

He sucked in breath. "You will take watch, or you'll find somewhere else to live."

"Xever." Randi's mother furrowed her brows into a deep frown.

"Don't, Faustina." He held up his hand to his wife and shook his head. "We're at the point we must all work together or none of us will survive."

Randi's mom stuck her chin out. "Don't talk to me like that. We need to pray for those people out there. Not fear them."

"No, we need to fear them, Mom." Randi rolled her shoulders and glared at Adriana. "No one's in the guard tower right now, so I'm taking first watch. When you figure out the schedule, let me know."

She limped to the nearest tower and walked up the stairs. No way would she sit and listen to her sister's hateful accusations any longer. It's not like Randi could erase the vision of Leon's body bleeding out in that parking lot. Besides, if she stuck around any longer, she'd take Adriana down and hurt her in spite of the woman's grief. How could she ever make her sister understand? Would Adriana ever forgive her? And how could she ever forgive herself for Leon's death?

*****

Josh and Mark spent thirty minutes convincing Jill to join them. Once she agreed to go, she gathered up the medications she felt they might need, and Josh and Mark loaded them into the trunk and the backseat. Jill squeezed into the crowded space. She laughed. "Good thing I'm skinny. Otherwise, I'd never fit."

"Unless something unforeseen happens, we should get there soon." Josh couldn't stop the smile that spread across his face. "I can't wait to have a place to stay that's safe from these zombies."

"Why do you call them zombies?" Jill asked.

"Not sure. They eat other people? For lack of a better term?" He raised an eyebrow. "Or maybe I've watched too many zombie shows over the years."

Jill nodded. "Zombies, undead, infected, monsters, any of those terms work for me."

Mark and Jill talked nonstop giving Josh freedom to allow his thoughts to wander. How many of his SEAL buddies were still alive? Big Dawg Dawson, Raider Renfro, Ace Ashford. They'd grown close over the years, but lost touch when Josh didn't reup. He focused on the road and the deer grazing off to the side while praying for his fellow service men. He'd often prayed for them over the years, but not since the infection.

Josh pulled up to the outer gate. "We're here." He keyed in the code and the door slid open. He drove through, stopped and waited for the gate to shut, then continued to the moat. "Now comes the fun part. Since I don't have Uncle Reg's remote, I have to get across this ravine and lower the bridge."

"I'll do it." Mark reached for the door handle. "I was a swimmer in college."

"You're also injured and on drugs. Bro, you can't even raise your arm over your head. How do you plan to swim?" Josh opened his door. "Jill, climb in the driver's seat. Once I lower the bridge, pull across."

Before Mark moved to allow her out of the back, a voice yelled, "Stop where you are. If you take another step, I'll shoot."

Josh raised his quivering hands in the air. "This is my uncle's land. He invited us."

"You'll have to prove you're not infected."

"How do we do that?"

"I'll drop the bridge. Drive across and park, then get out and strip. When I see you don’t have any bites, I'll open the inner gate."

"Fine." He slid back into the Porsche. "Someone's there. They want us to strip and prove we aren't infected."

"I'm not taking my clothes off." Mark shook his head. "No way."

"We'll worry about that once we're across."

A couple of minutes after they parked, a tall, thin, but muscular woman with short spikey black hair and tattoos showed up.

She glared at him. "I said to strip."

"You can't expect us to strip down to nothing out here with no privacy." Josh took a deep breath to keep from losing his cool. "Look lady, I'm not taking my clothes for you. We don't even know each other. Get over yourself."

Mark crossed his arms over his chest. "You don't have that right. Besides, this isn't your land. By all rights, we could make you leave since this is my Uncle Reginald's land. Who are you, anyway?"

"Randi Martinez. I built the compound."

An older man with gray hair and a slight paunch walked up and touched the girl's shoulder. "What's going on?"

"These people say they're related to Barker."

"Then let them in."

"Not until they disrobe and prove they don't have any bites."

"Randi, that's asking too much." The man smiled. "I'm Xever and this is my daughter, Randi."

"Thank you, sir. Are you letting us in or not?"

"Randi, take the young lady and check for signs of infection, and I'll check the men." He slid the gate open and stepped out. "Come on."

The woman followed him. She walked up to Jill and led her to the other side of the gates, but still in the dead space.

"Have you boys encountered many of the infected?"

Josh nodded. "Way too many. We're not stripping."

"Do you have bites or scratches?"

"No."

"I'll take your word for it." Xever smiled. "Randi's been out there. A lot. She's scared of bringing the infection into the compound."

"I understand. You can't be too careful." Josh shuddered. "We encountered far too many zombies."

They followed Xever inside the gated complex, and he took Josh to the side. "We have a schedule set up so someone is on guard twenty-four hours a day. I'll expect y'all to join in. That is if y'all plan to let us stay."

"Of course." Josh glanced around the bustling community. "Besides it would be lonely with just the three of us, and we'd be more vulnerable. Put all three of us on the schedule for whatever duties need to be done. KP, laundry, guard duty, anything you need."

"Good."

Xever led them to a fire pit in the middle of a circle of tents. He introduced them to his wife, son, and other daughter. The black-haired woman had disappeared once they were in the bunker.

"Come. Eat." Faustina reminded him of the lady who ran his favorite Mexican bakery in Austin. She took Josh by the hand and led him to a fire pit. "We have venison stew."

"Thank you." Josh didn't realize how hungry he was until the scent of the bubbling soup reached him. His stomach growled and the first bite of the stew took him back to the days of hunting with his dad. They would wake before sunup and reach the blind as the first hint of the sun shot bolts of red and orange through the sky and return home as the sun kissed the horizon. Tired and dirty, they would open the door to the scent of his mother's delicacies. She always fixed soup of some type on their hunting days. He shook his head to clear his thoughts. "We have a few things in the car we need to bring in afterward."

They sat in lawn chairs near the fire while they ate. "Thanks to our little Randi we have cornbread. She found cornmeal and the hens have laid eggs, so we're good."

"Thank you, Faustina." Jill smiled. "This is the best meal I've had in years."

Josh took another bite of the hearty soup. Nothing had ever tasted better. The venison didn't have a gamey taste and the savory broth made him want to shovel it in like a man who hadn't eaten anything in months. Would they think him gluttonous if he asked for a second bowl? "Jill's right. This is wonderful, ma'am."

"Adriana made it." Faustina rubbed her chubby daughter's arm. "She's a wonderful cook."

They scraped the bottom of their bowls, and washed them in the dishpan set up a few feet away. Adriana took the dishes to stow them.

Josh, Jill, and Miguel, a slim young man with light gray eyes, unloaded the car. Miguel and Jill sorted through the medications they'd brought. "These are great. I've set up a storage location for meds in one of the towers."

"We couldn't get everything in the store, so I picked out the most common ones," Jill said.

They followed Miguel into the tower, a large square structure with stairs winding toward the top. Miguel opened a cabinet behind the stairs and pointed out the medications already stored there. He and Jill sorted through the ones they'd brought and stowed them in some type of order. Two large rolling bins filled with weapons sat next to the cabinet.

Josh inspected the doors. They looked like fire doors and could be locked out. "This is a nice design."

"Yeah, my sister built it."

"I'm impressed."

"Come on." Miguel started up the stairs. "I'll relieve her so she can show y'all the property before it gets dark."

The stairs ended at another fire door that opened to a large room with a built-in cabinet spanning width of the area. A couple of desk chairs occupied the floor space.

Josh, Mark, and Jill followed Miguel across to another identical tower. The black-haired girl sat in chair staring out over the land. She looked up when they walked in.

"Randi, will you give them the tour?" Miguel took a seat in the chair next to her. "I'll take watch while you show them around."

She slid a jacket on covering the tattoos on her arms. "Okay. There are eight towers connected together with bridges so when you're on duty, you can traverse the compound without climbing down."

She pointed to a charger and goggles on the counter. "Each station has rechargeable night vision goggles. Solar panels, generators, and wind turbines supply power to the compound." She motioned to the trio. "Come on, we'll walk around then go downstairs, and I'll show you the vehicles we use for perimeter checks."

Josh watched as she walked off. The woman was easy on the eyes even if she had an abrasive attitude. She had a tan, thin, but ripped body with intriguing tattoos and short, black hair that was longer and choppy in the front. Her eyes had the color of dark Kahlua flecked with gold. Living in this compound might prove interesting to say the least.

Chapter Seventeen

––––––––

Randi led the newcomers to the storage building and ventured a glance at the older of the men. He was a little taller than her dad, so over six foot, had short blond hair, and eyes the color of steel blue gunmetal. Maybe a politician? No, a cop? Some uptight governmental type? Handsome for sure, but a straight-arrow guy like him would run from an intense, messed up woman like her. Just as well.

The woman was tall and thin, with long blond locks pulled into a ponytail and the other man, Mark, was a little shorter, younger. He had eyes the color of the Texas midday sky and light brown hair. 

They piled on a four seater, and she started off. "We're doing perimeter checks morning and night, but it's not enough." She glanced at Josh. "Y'all know how it is."

"Yeah. Not what I expected." He looked around the vast area they called the perimeter. "Your brother said you built this?"

"Barker had great plans. I took those and developed it into this."

She drove the fence line. Several infecteds pressed against the fence at the western section. "This is turning into a daily issue." She took her AR and put down the five leaning against it.

Josh checked the fence. "It still looks sturdy."

"Should be." She pointed to the posts. "They're set ten inches apart and buried two feet down with a foot of concrete. Your uncle had very specific instructions."

"It doesn't matter how solid the fence is, if enough gather in one area, they'll take it down." Mark jiggled the fence. "Then it's only a matter of time until the inner fences follow," Mark said.

"Yep, and I've had a hard time convincing the others of that. They seem to think since it looks like a fortress, it must be one."

Jill's eyes went wide. "Are they crazy? Don't they have a clue how bad things are?"

"Not all of them, or they refuse to admit it even to themselves. Dad's beginning to understand, but I had to take him out and prove it to him. Miguel understands, but the others think we're safe." They continued the perimeter check and when they got back, she headed toward the gate. "I'm going to take the bodies out and burn them. Y'all should rest."

Josh followed her. "I'll help you."

She frowned and shrugged. "Okay. If you aren't too exhausted."

Mark shook his head. "Josh may run on adrenaline, but I'm heading to bed. See ya later."

"I'm with Mark." Jill stretched. "Thanks for not shooting us, Randi." She disappeared with a little wave.

"I won't sleep much even if I bed down now." Josh rubbed his hands together and blew on them. His breath came out in little white puffs. "I'm not used to getting much rest. Maybe after we've been here a few days, I'll feel more comfortable."

"Whatever makes you happy."

The body burning routine ate at her. The odor of burnt, rotting bodies wafted over her. She grabbed two pairs of gloves and pitched one to Josh. They pulled the bodies into a pile and poured gas over them. She dropped a match and moved away from the macabre scene. Her thigh ached, and she kept moving to give it some relief. "Where did you say you came from?"

"Austin. Then Houston."

What did she say to the man now? She had to keep talking to distract her mind from the odor. A flashback in front of this newcomer could prove disastrous. "Miguel and I've been talking about building some sort of a crematorium that way we don't have to babysit while it burns."

"How do things work around here?"

Randi raised an eyebrow. "Not sure what you mean."

"Is your dad in charge?"

"I guess you could say that. It's been close to a couple of hours, so we can dig the grave. By the time we finish, we should be okay." They dug the large grave, extinguished the fire, and tugged the bodies into it. Randi avoided looking at the charred bodies.

They climbed in the truck. She drove back into the compound, parked, and headed to the tower with Josh on her heels.

The hard, packed earth jolted her injured leg as they traversed the compound. She grimaced as she tugged open the door to the tower. They climbed the stairs and walked to the middle tower. Miguel stood as she came in. "Everything okay?"

"Lots of infecteds at the fence, so we had to burn them. Sorry it took so long. Go eat before you take over."

"You look dead on your feet. Why don't you bring me something then go to bed?"

"No. Go rest a while then take over when you feel like it."

Miguel walked out shaking his head and muttering something about stubborn women.

"I see what you mean about needing to build a crematorium of sorts." Josh took a seat in one of the chairs. "Any ideas how?"

"The building supply stores might still have bricks, but I don't know if those will stand the heat of a continued fire for days on end. If we can't get the temperature hot enough, we'll need to let the bodies burn for an extended period."

"I'll ask Jill and Mark if they know how. Mark tends to know a lot of unnecessary facts." Josh shrugged. "At least unnecessary before now."

Randi stretched and stifled a yawn. "Keeping watch and making rounds for hours on end is wearing us down."

"It should help once your dad adds the three of us to the rotation."

"I hope so." Randi stretched again and sat in the other chair. "So is Jill your girlfriend? Wife?"

"Neither. We stopped at a pharmacy to get pain pills for Mark. He dislocated a shoulder when I had to avoid zombies in the road." Josh watched out the window for a few seconds. "She checked out his arm and thinks he tore his rotator cuff."

"Maybe Miguel can help. He's a resident—was a resident in orthopedics."

"I'll ask him to take a look."

She stared out at the road leading to the compound. "I usually spend most of my time here, but I do make a circuit around the complex at least once an hour." She looked at Josh. "I worry more about the non-infected than I do the infected."

"I hear ya." He leaned back in his chair. "I'm a homicide detective in Austin. Rather, I was. I saw more than my share of evil, and with the world collapsing, it'll only grow stronger."

She took a swig on a bottle of water. "Need a drink?" She pointed to a shelf. "There's water in every tower."

He grabbed a bottle and took a sip. "Looks like the place is well-stocked."

"Your uncle had me take care of it. Of course most of the supplies are in his house." She chuckled. "I've made several runs to stock the camp."

"Why haven't you moved inside?"

"We've taken over Dr. Barker's land." Randi raised an eyebrow. "Don't you think breaking into his house and moving this herd inside would step over the line?"

"We don't even know if they'll make it here. They started from Silver Penny, Colorado." Josh studied his fingernails. "I went from Austin, to Houston, then here, and it took me forever. At times, I'm still surprised we made it." He grew quiet for several seconds. "We almost didn't. There was another young woman, Sierra, traveling with us. When we stopped to get gas, one of the zombies got her."

"I'm sorry." Randi tapped her foot. "We lost my brother-in-law when he and I went on a run. Someone took shots at us. I got hit a couple of times, but nothing serious. Leon took a hit to the chest."

"Sorry about your brother-in-law. Is that why you're limping?"

She nodded.

"Life's not too great. Guess we have to make the best of it, though."

"Yeah." She grabbed the night vision goggles and strapped them on. "I'm going to make a circuit. Miguel'll relieve me soon. You're welcome to wait here, join me, or go downstairs and rest."

"I'll head on downstairs. Maybe I'll sleep." Josh put his hand on the doorknob but turned to look back at her. "I'm glad y'all came here when things got bad. If we're going to survive in this world, we need good people on our side."

Randi thought about Josh's comments as she made her way in a full circuit around the compound. What would he think if he knew her? The real her. Or her father? They bore devastating secrets. Miguel was waiting for her when she reached the main station. "Hey bro." She stretched. "Do you think these newcomers are okay?"

"I do." Miguel leaned back in the chair. "They're Barker's family. By rights Josh could've insisted we leave as soon as he got here, but he didn't."

"True. He even asked why we hadn't moved into the house." Randi rolled her neck. Her body ached like she'd run six miles in the heat with a twenty-pound weight on her back. "He thought we should since we don't know if the Barkers will ever make it."

"See. If they had plans to get rid of us, he wouldn't have asked about us moving into the house."

She flicked a piece of lint off her jacket sleeve. "Guess so. See you later. I'm headed to bed."

"Don't forget to eat." Miguel caught her hand. "I know you're stressed, but you need nourishment. You've lost weight since we've been here."

Randi shrugged. "With what I have to do every day, if I eat, it comes back up."

"At least try. For what it's worth, I know you aren't the drama queen Adriana thinks you are, and I'm sorry I called you selfish. It scared me to think you went off on your own without telling anyone." Miguel hugged her. "You're my hero. If it weren't for you, no one in this family would be alive. Adriana will come to understand."

She offered him a weak smile. "If only. We didn't have a good relationship growing up, and when I came home from the Marines, it only deteriorated."

"I know, and I'm praying the two of you work out your issues."

"Thank you." Not that Miguel's prayers would make any difference, but at least, he cared. She went downstairs, found a spot near the fire pit, and stretched out to stargaze. Maybe the warmth from the fire would help ease the intense ache in her leg. Would her sister ever forgive her for letting Leon die? To an extent, she deserved Adriana's ire.

Why had she been such a witch to her sister when she was younger? If she hadn't destroyed her trust, maybe she would believe Randi couldn't save him. Regrets and guilt. What else was new? Her life had descended to neck deep in both, and it wouldn't get better.

*****

Reginald held onto the seat back while David drove as fast as he could. "Keep going, son." Main Street, Roswell passed in a blur and soon they were back on the highway.

"They won't follow us very far." Dr. Voss crossed his arms. "They're afraid of getting caught outside after dark. The infected seem more active at night. At least that's what those in the diner think." He stroked his chin.

"You said if we stayed there until nightfall, they would feed us to the rabids?" Reginald frowned. "They gave me a weapon. How would they go about that without disarming me?"

"Adell requires everyone to check-in their weapons before nightfall." Voss's voice cracked. "I've seen it happen more than once."

"That's sick." David met his father's gaze through the rearview mirror. "I don't get it. Wouldn't they be safer with more people?"

"They're afraid of running out of food and supplies." Reginald cocked an eyebrow. "Is that correct, Doc?"

The old man stroked his beard. "Yep. There's a limited food supply, and the more people they shelter, the quicker they'll run out. I know it sounds harsh, but they want to protect their loved ones, and don't know of any other way to do that."

"Why did they allow us to stay last night?" David asked. "Besides, if they tried to throw us out of the diner, we had a car to leave."

"Your dad was hunting for supplies last night, and they didn't want trouble when he returned." Dr. Voss leaned back in the seat, closed his eyes and sighed. "They don't just throw people out in the streets. Near dusk, they take their victims, at gunpoint, out back, and disable them."

David shuddered. "Beyond messed up."

"Yes it is. Do you want to keep driving?" Reginald asked. "Texas is still a ways away."

"Yeah. You rest. I don't think you've had much sleep."

Reginald leaned his head against the door and closed his eyes. Exhaustion overwhelmed him, but how could he sleep until he got his family home? What would he do once they reached their Hill Country haven? He had no idea how to reverse this virus since those thugs stole his notes and samples. Why hadn't he copied the data from the computer like a reasonable person? Then he could've stuck a thumb drive in his pocket. Even if he had everything with him, he couldn't do this by himself. If at all.

Reginald woke as the car slowed. He looked at the clock on the dashboard. About four hours had passed. They were a couple of miles from Fort Stockton, but abandoned cars blocked the highway.

"Dad, is there another way? Can we bypass Fort Stockton or do we need to get out and walk?"

"I don't know."

"Why not backtrack to Pecos and take 17 down to Balmorhea?" Dr. Voss asked.

"The exit to 17 was blocked." Mary Anne looked over the backseat. "Our only option now is to walk as far as we can and try to find another car on the other side of the blockade."

"How long is it going to take us to get to where we're going?" Belle crossed her arms over her chest and stuck out her bottom lip. "We've been on this journey for years, and I'm sick of it."

"No, we haven't." Mary Anne opened her door. "Suck it up and deal with it, Missy. Life's not fair, and it will never again be easy. Help your father and brother get the supplies out of the trunk and let's get going."

Belle shot daggers at her mother with her eyes but didn't argue.

Reginald's heart clenched. He'd sheltered his little princess all her life, and now she had to face the harsh reality of striving to survive one more day. One more second in the world he created. They gathered the supplies and rummaged around in the abandoned cars until they found rolling luggage to stash everything. Once they had the suitcases loaded, they started their trek toward Fort Stockton. Dr. Voss took the lead, and Reginald brought up the rear. With his family sandwiched between them, he relaxed a tad.

The clacking of the wheels rolling across the blacktop lulled Reginald into daze. He stared at the landscape crawling by. Endless fields dotted with pump jacks."

"Dad, what are those things?" Belle pointed to one of the pump jacks. "They look like horses’ heads dipping down to take a drink."

"Pump jacks. They pull the oil from deep below the earth and send it to a pipeline. At least until the electricity goes out or they malfunction." Then they would rust away as the west Texas dirt sandblasted them with every windstorm. While he watched the pump jack, it ground to a halt. Had the electric grid finally collapsed? Another reminder of the fall of the world. What was he doing taking his family through this? Would they have been safer if they'd stayed in Colorado? No, he didn't have a fortress there. Why hadn't he built them a compound nearer to home? Too cold. He'd chosen the land he'd inherited because of the warmer climate. It gave them a better chance of surviving. Even if the solar panels and wind turbines failed, they had fireplaces.

"Dad!"

Reginald snapped out of his introspection and looked at David. A small child stood near his son. "Is he okay?"

"I don't know." David knelt to talk to the boy at the same time a rabid grabbed Dr. Voss and bit into his neck. As Dr. Voss screamed, the child cried out and ran away. David took off after the little boy.

Reginald shot the rabid. He handed Mary Anne the gun. "I've got to find David. You and Belle wait here."

"What about him?" Mary Anne pointed to Dr. Voss. "He's going to be infected."

Blood pumped out of Voss's neck. "He's dying," Reginald whispered and took off in the direction David had run. Why did his son think he had to save the world? It was going to get the boy killed. He never should've gone after the child. "David! Where are you?" Reginald rounded an abandoned convenience store and stopped. Rabids had the little boy.

And David. 

His son's screams pierced the air.

He stared in horror. This couldn't be happening. Not his son. The metallic odor of blood choked him. He hid behind a mesquite tree and watched in horror. Screams lodged in his throat. David. Tears flooded his eyes and rolled down his cheeks as silent sobs wracked his body. Why hadn't he gone after his son right way? His body shook hard enough his arms scraped against the tree bark and the tree's thorns pierced his skin. He should've saved him.

After a while, David's screams subsided, but Reginald still couldn't move. He could only stare at the carnage. "No, no, no, no. This can't be happening," he whispered. His chest tightened, his breath caught in his throat. He gasped several times trying to catch his breath. The feeling of suffocation overtaking him.

The infecteds moved away from Reginald's hiding place, but they'd destroyed his son. Why David? He had a good heart and even joined that stupid church with his college friend. If God was real, why did He take someone like David? He should've struck me down. He was the one who deserved to die. This God of his mother's couldn't be good. No, only an evil god would do this to David. Reginald looked at the sky and shook his fist. "Why? You're cruel and don't care about us humans. I don't want you in my life. You took my son. My boy."

Icy pain pierced his heart. He dropped to the ground and rocked back and forth and muttered, "It's all my fault." The scene before him couldn't be real. He rubbed the back of his neck and forced himself to turn away. He had to focus on his remaining family.

He sat with his back to David until he forced his heart to go numb. The only way to protect Mary Anne and Belle was to shut down his emotions. He had to return to them. To keep them safe. Like he did with David? But how could he leave his son's body?

He began clawing at the dirt. At the very least, David deserved a real grave. Even if he had to dig it with his hands. The rock-hard ground didn't budge, but he continued to dig at it until his hands were bloody, and the nails ripped from several fingers. He swiped at the snot and tears that continued pouring down his face in a torrent.

His stomach rolled. The ground refused to budge. He had to leave his boy for scavengers. He fell face first in the dirt and screamed. His hand latched onto a rock as if he could clobber his mother's monster of a God. He cursed her for believing and telling his son about her faith. They were all delusional and now his son lay dead on the ground, and he couldn't even bury him.

Why the devil did he ever agree to work on the virus?

He forced himself to stand. If the sick returned, he had no defense lying in the dirt. The purple skies of twilight belied the apocalypse on earth. David would say it was proof of God's promise that He wouldn't abandon them.

Where'd the empty promises of that ancient book get you, son?

Anger at a nonexistent God flowed over him again. How long had he been away from his wife and daughter? He forced himself to find his way back to the highway where Belle and Mary Anne waited. Every step sent his sore muscles into a cramp. Scrub brush clawed at his pants, and dirt swirled up causing him to sneeze and cough. What could he tell his wife? Those creatures created by his virus had killed their boy. Maybe he could tell her he couldn't find David. No. She'd go look. He refused to allow her to see the carnage. Not the way their beautiful fair-haired boy looked after the beasts had their fill.

Hot water pooled in his mouth, and he vomited several times. He swiped a hand across his mouth and forced his feet to move.

"Did you find him?" Mary Anne's eyes went wide. "Where is my son? Go back and get him!" she screamed.

Reginald took the pistol from her and pulled her to him. "He's gone."

She pushed against him. "What do you mean, 'gone'?"

Reginald swallowed over the pain flooding the back of his throat and blinked back tears. "He's dead."

Mary Anne stared at him with a wild look in her eyes. "No. Go get my son. Now."

"Honey, he—"

"He can't be dead." Mary Anne sank to the ground and wailed. "You let this happen. It's your fault my baby's gone."

Chapter Eighteen

––––––––

Randi brought two of the goats into the compound as twilight fell. The animals needed milking, and they could make cheese out of it. She led the goats to the milking area, grabbed a clean bucket, and started milking the first one.

"Miss Randi?" Toni stood to the side watching her. "What are you doing?"

"I'm milking the goat so we'll have milk and cheese."

"Can I try?"

"Put your hands here." Randi showed her how to place her hands on the teat and pull.

The milk spurted out and Toni yelped then giggled. "I've never milked anything before. This is fun."

She continued until her little hands grew tired, and Randi took over. "Thanks Toni, you were a big help."

Randi went back to milking. Toni moved behind her, slipped her arms around Randi's neck, and laid her head on her shoulder. "I love you, Miss Randi."

Her heart did flip-flops in her chest. "I love you, too." Her voice broke on the words. Toni was the first child who ever took to her. Maybe she wasn't hopeless after all.

Peals of laughter floated on the air. Miguel was the only one besides Leon who ever made Tommy and Lori laugh like that.

"Did you want to go play with the other kids?" Randi looked over her shoulder at Toni who remained plastered against her.

"No." She snuggled even closer if possible. "I want to stay with you."

Randi finished milking the second goat, then swooped Toni up into her arms and swung her around. "Let's take these goats back out to the pasture."

She set Toni on the ground and handed her a lead.

"Can't we keep them in here? They are so cute." Toni hugged the goat's neck. "I want to play with them."

"If we keep them inside, they'll try to climb on top of our tents and tear them down. Goats like to climb and make messes."

Toni giggled. "Is that why the babies are called 'kids'?"

"Maybe so." Randi ruffled her hair and guided her to vehicle shed. "We're going through here to put them out."

"Neat. I've never been in here."

Randi opened the door, and Toni's eyes went wide. "Wow. You've got all kinds of fun stuff here. My daddy had one of those." Toni pointed to the four-wheeler. "He used to take me and my sister for rides on it."

Randi swallowed and rubbed her chest with the heel of her palm. This child hadn't just lost her parents but also her sister. "How old was your sister?"

Toni stared at her feet. "My age. She was my twin. Her name was Cori."

They turned the goats loose in the field, took the buckets to the cooler in the smokehouse anteroom, and went to the fire. Randi took a seat on the ground and Toni scrambled into her lap. "What happened to your family, Toni?"

Tears ran down her face. "The monsters got them. Daddy tried to save me and Cori, but one of them grabbed her. I ran to the road and you found me." She turned and buried her face in Randi's chest. Her tears soaked Randi's shirt, Randi wrapped her arms around the child holding her close. "I'm so sorry, baby. I'm so sorry."

She sat rocking Toni for a long time. The girl seemed comforted by the touch, but Randi didn't know what to say to her. Toni shivered, and Randi rubbed her little arms. Even through her sweater, her arms were cold. "Do you have a jacket?"

"Yes. Miss Adriana gave me one of Tommy's."

"Where is it?" 

"Her tent."

Randi sent her to put the jacket on. Toni returned. "What are doing?"

"I have to go on guard."

"Can I go with you?"

Randi tweaked her nose. "You need to go eat supper and bedtime’s before long."

"I can take my sleeping bag to the tower with you. Please?"

How could Randi deny that pleading face? "Okay. After you eat."

They ate bowls of venison stew. Toni devoured hers, but Randi's bowl tasted like sawdust. Like everything she ate. She forced herself to finish the small bowl and hoped it stayed down.

Miguel, Josh, and her father walked up to the fire pit and filled their bowls. Josh sat next to Randi and Toni. "What have you been up to this evening?"

"We milked goats." Toni beamed. "Randi said we could make some cheese out of the milk."

"That sounds fun." Josh winked at the child. "I might have to help so I can learn."

"Miss Randi can teach you. She's the smartest person in the whole world."

Randi shifted, and her stomach grew tight. Why had this child picked her for a role model? She was the worst person in the camp to emulate.

"She is smart, isn't she?"

Toni nodded. "She's gonna let me help her watch for the monsters." Toni watched Josh for a few minutes. "I need to know how to shoot a gun, though. I can't help with the monsters if I can't shoot."

Josh's eyes widened, and chills smothered Randi. This baby couldn't handle a gun. "No."

"But Miss Randi, please?"

"When you're older."

"I'm seven."

"When you're older."

"My daddy, mommy, and sister already died. I might not live long enough to be older. If Mr. Josh doesn’t teach me now, I'll never learn."

Randi's stomach lurched, and she swallowed several times. Toni had grown up in a hurry, but they couldn't let her shoot.

"I'll take you out and let you shoot, but you can't carry a gun. How's that?" Josh asked.

"I guess."

"We need to relieve Mark. Go get your stuff."

Toni disappeared into Adriana's tent.

"Are you really going to teach her to shoot?"

"I've been shooting since I was around her age. It's okay. She's mature for seven. She'll be okay." He touched Randi's shoulder. "I promise."

Randi nodded as Toni came back with her rolled sleeping bag and pillow.

They bid everyone good night and walked to the tower.

"Can I help you protect against the monsters?"

"Of course, but you do have to go to sleep before long."

"Yes, ma'am."

Randi opened the door of the center tower as Mark opened the door leading from the left-hand side of the walkway. "Hey. I was making rounds."

"Everything quiet?"

"Yeah. No problems." Mark knelt down to Toni's level. "So who's your helper for tonight?"

Toni giggled. "It's just me, Mr. Mark. I'm helping my Aunt Randi."

Aunt Randi? Lori and Tommy called her that sometimes, but usually they ignored her. Her heart clenched. The thought of this sweet girl adopting her as her aunt warmed her inside in a way she'd never thought possible.

Toni climbed into one of the chairs and watched out the window.

"Josh mentioned y'all want to build a crematorium."

"Yeah. We burn and bury the bodies, but I think it would be safer if we could burn them long enough for them to become ashes. Right now, we can't leave the burn site because of the risk of a wildfire breaking out."

Mark tapped his chin. "I doubt we can get the temps up to fourteen hundred degrees so we'll have to burn for a longer time. Then we'll still have to dispose of the bones. They don't burn to ash. Of course, they don't need to be buried. We can make a bone pile."

"Bone pile?" Randi's stomach lurched at the thought of a ton of bones piled up beside the pit.

"They put the bones in a blender type thing to break them down in a crematorium." Mark tugged his bottom lip through his teeth. "We could use a sledge hammer and break the bones down that way if you find the bone pile distasteful."

"What kind of brick do we need?"

"Anything that will withstand heat."

"We'll look for some on our next run."

"That'll work." Mark saluted Toni. "I'll leave it in your capable hands, madam." Toni giggled again, and Mark left.

Randi sat beside Toni and watched out the large window. The little girl didn't say anything, but every so often she would put on the goggles and stare outside checking for the 'monsters'. Poor baby.

"I need to make rounds. Do you want to stay here where it's warmer?"

Toni frowned. "If we both make rounds no one will be here to watch out the window."

"That's true."

"I'll stay here."

Randi stepped out on the walkway and the cold wind sliced through her. South Texas wasn't supposed to get this chilly. She walked to the side tower and watched for a bit. Nothing moving except animals. Voices floated on the air as she opened the door to walk to the back tower. She couldn't make out what they were saying, but it almost looked like an ordinary camping trip. Fires burned in the pits, and everyone sat around them talking. She could almost imagine the world was normal. Almost.



*****

Reginald found a motor home toward the end of the blockade. "Come on."

"Why bother?" Mary Anne stared at him. "None of us will live long enough to get to your precious land, so why keep trying?"

"Mom!" Belle grabbed her mother's arm and dragged her forward. "We can't give up. David wouldn't want that."

"You don't know what your brother would want." Mary Anne allowed Reginald and Belle to help her into the vehicle. "He might want us all to lie on the road until we die. That way he wouldn't be alone."

"No way." Belle sniffed back tears. "David died trying to save someone else. Don't act like what he did was unimportant. Besides, he's not alone. He's in heaven with Granny."

"Child, you are as deluded as your father's old bat of a mother."

Reginald started the RV and drove. A sickening numbness invaded his soul. He'd killed his own child. No different than if he'd held a gun to David's head and pulled the trigger.

Mary Anne stared straight ahead rarely blinking, but the skin around her eyes crinkled and pain shone in her eyes. Sweat glistened on her face, and she continually rubbed her arms. She needed something for her nerves. Maybe a Valium? But then she couldn't run if necessary. Reginald checked the gas gauge. Almost empty. He had to find fuel soon.

He pulled into Sheffield and found a station. Since the electricity had gone out, the pumps were worthless. He needed to find a hose to drop into the underground storage so he could siphon gas into their RV, or find a car with a full tank.

The station had a large selection of garden hoses. He grabbed the longest, dropped one end into the underground storage, and one end into the RV. It didn't work. He needed gravity or a pump. He went back into the station and searched through everything. In one section, they had a bait store that contained blow up toys for the water. And a pump. He rigged the pump to work with the hoses and used the foot pump to get gas in the RV.

When he finished, he opened the driver's side door. Mary Anne was missing from the passenger seat. He looked at Belle for clarification. She motioned toward the store, lifted her hands palm up, and shrugged. "I tried to get her stay in the camper."

Why had his wife done that? Didn't she know it wasn't safe? He ran toward the store. What if there were rabids inside? His heart thundered in his chest as he stepped through the doorway. Mary Anne stood at the back staring at her reflection in the glass door of the cooler. 

She made eye contact with him and glared. "You. You did this to me." She whirled around and pummeled his chest with her fists. "You murdered my son. I will never forgive you. Why? Why would you do this?" The cast on her left arm caught his jaw as she flailed at him.

"I couldn't save him." He gripped her arms in his hands. "I tried, but it was too late."

"You developed a virus that turns people into these ungodly creatures. Why?" Mary Anne glared at him. "What kind of a monster are you?"

"The worst kind." He dropped her hands. Even though he didn't deserve to live, Mary Anne and Belle did. No matter what, he would try to get them to safety. After that, nothing else mattered.

"We need to go. Belle's outside alone." Reginald took Mary Anne's elbow in his hand and tried to guide her to the door.

She jerked her arm away. "You don't get to touch me. Ever again." She jabbed her finger into his chest over and over. "You should've died out there. Not my David."

"I know."

"Don't placate me." Her nostrils flared, and her eyes narrowed. "I hate you. Do you understand me? I. Hate. You. You killed David. And Belle."

"Belle's not dead."

"Not yet." Mary Anne scoffed. "Give it time. We'll all either die or turn into flesh-eating pond scum because of you."

"Honey—"

"I'm not your honey. Not anymore. When you first told me about the virus, I tried to support you. Tried to be on your side. After all, if you didn't invent it, someone else would have. But now, I can't even stand to look at you."

She spun around and started for the door. "By the way, I've known about Gabriele for several months now." Then she disappeared outside.

Gabriele? How did Mary Anne know? He'd been discreet. Reginald slumped to the ground with his back against the coolers. If Gabriele made it to the compound, what would happen when his young lover showed up? He'd hoped to keep her safe without Mary Anne ever knowing about their past.

Was it in the past? Right  before the beginning of the outbreak, he'd taken a business trip, and Gabriele had accompanied him. The French beauty stole his breath away, but he always refused to leave his family for her. He thought he'd kept the affair a secret. Did Belle know? No. Mary Anne wouldn't have told their daughter about his infidelity.

Why hadn't she said something? Would he have let Gabriele go if Mary Anne had asked? No. Even now he ached to hold her in his arms. He loved his wife, but Gabriele made him feel alive. Young. Needed. Wanted. Things he hadn't felt in a very long time. His wife had her own life. She hadn't wanted or needed him.

He couldn't help but compare her and his French lover. Mary Anne, tall and thin, had an air of self-assurance that only added to her beauty. Her brown eyes often sparkled with laughter, and her shoulder-length dark hair shone with golden highlights. Gabriele, on the other hand, had long, thick brown hair and blue eyes that drew him to her. Mary Anne had the height of a model, and Gabriele stood five foot in her socks.

The main difference in his women, Gabriele needed him. She made him feel like a man. His wife had never needed him. Not in the way his lover did. Mary Anne was independent, strong, and self-reliant. She never hesitated to make decisions or take action. Gabriele depended on him. He wasn't lonely with her like he was at home.

He would worry about his lover when, or if, she showed up at the compound. His heart ached at the thought of what she faced trying to get there from LA. Mary Anne would have to accept her into their lives. Reginald pulled himself up from the floor, grabbed a few candy bars, several bottles of lukewarm soft drinks, and headed outside. He handed Belle one of the candy bars and a drink, then handed another to Mary Anne.

She glared as she took it from him. "You'll pay," she hissed. "Not just for your little mistress, but also for David."

His chest ached, and his shoulders grew heavy and slumped forward. He couldn't continue like this. Mary Anne hated him. Belle soon would. She tended to follow in her mother's pattern. Why was he even bothering going to the compound? He should send them on ahead. They could stay there, and if Gabriele showed up, they could fight it out or learn to get along without his interference.

Mary Anne was right. He deserved to die. Not David. Why couldn't he turn back time and take his son's place? Unbidden images of the rabids eating his son's flesh flooded Reginald's mind. A well-placed bullet to his brain would end this.

Chapter Nineteen

––––––––

Josh slipped out of his tent the next morning while it was still dark. He clipped a walkie on his belt, grabbed one of the .30-30s, and hopped on a four-wheeler with a small trailer attached. They were running low on meat, so he needed to try to get a couple of deer. He and Randi could make sausage or something with part of the venison. His breath came in white puffs as he drove to the perimeter. He climbed up the steps to the deer blind as the sun peeked over the horizon sending a red glow into the clear sky.

He settled into the blind and looked out over the land. The scent of pine wafted on the air, and the Frio bubbled in the background giving the deer blind a sense of peace. The tension eased in his shoulders and for the first time in a long time, his muscles relaxed.

A big buck grazed into the area. He focused the scope's cross hairs on the animal and dropped him with one shot. He hung the animal by the hind legs, bled him, and gutted him. He would take the deer into the camp and process it. Mark and Xever were tanning the hides and saving them, and they would use the entire animal, then he would dispose of the carcass. He dragged it onto the trailer as a woman called for help.

"Please." She limped toward him. "Help me."

Josh keyed the walkie and called Randi. "I need you to join me near the western deer blind. Ma'am, are you okay?" He eyed the woman. How did she get inside the perimeter? "What are you doing here?"

She reached for him, but he stepped out of her clasp. "How did you get in here?"

She rubbed her nose. "Water? Please?"

Josh grabbed a bottle of water from the four-wheeler and handed it to her. "How did you get inside the fence?"

"I climbed it."

Unlikely story. "There's razor-wire surrounding it."

The woman nodded. "I know." She held up her arms and showed him deep slices. "These aren't too bad. It's the ones on my legs that are deep." She lifted her skirt and showed him a slice from the knee to the ankle.

The skin surrounding the cut had turned red and red streaks ran across her knee. Other slices, not as deep ran up and down her legs. The other leg was shredded and all of the injuries were swollen and red with red streaks. "Why did you do that?"

"Have you been outside?" Tears dripped down her cheeks. She rubbed her arm across her face wiping away the wetness. "I had to take my chances."

"How long have you been inside the fence?"

"A day. I climbed a tree and hid." She rubbed her forehead. "I thought I could stay there until I felt a little better, but I'm getting worse."

Randi drove up on one of the other ATVs. "What's up? Mark, Jill, and I just got back from a run to get the stones for the cremation pit. We were about to start building it."

Josh pointed at the woman. "Said she climbed the fence."

Randi lifted an eyebrow. "Really?"

The woman nodded.

"If you know what's good for you, you'll tell the truth." She kneeled beside the woman. "Did you cut the fence? Are we going to find infecteds wandering around on our land?"

"No. I promise. I climbed." She held up her arms and showed Randi the sliced flesh, then showed her the ones on her legs. "I flung my coat over the top of it, or I would've ripped myself to shreds."

"Looks like you did that anyway." Randi inspected the cuts. "What's your name?"

"Candy Blaine." The woman grabbed Randi's hand. "Please don't send me back out there. You don't have to take me with you, but let me stay here."

"You'll die if I leave you here." Randi scratched her head. "The cuts on the legs are infected. The ones on your arms don't look good either."

"I'd rather die here than go out there and get eaten."

"You're not going out there." Randi turned to Josh. "Can you take her and the deer back? I'll do a perimeter check and make sure the fence's not compromised."

"Yeah." He helped the woman climb on the back of his ATV. "Hold on." He'd ask Miguel to help her.

The woman wrapped her injured arms around him and leaned her forehead against his back. Her skin felt like it was on fire. Would she survive even if they gave her antibiotics? Josh prayed she wasn't infected. The way she leaned against him, if she was infected, he was in trouble. He drove back as quickly as he could and found Miguel. "I have a patient for you. She climbed the fence and sliced herself up. Several of the wounds look infected, and she's running a fever."

Miguel nodded and helped him get the woman into a tent. He assessed her wounds. "Yeah. We need to start IV antibiotics right away. Stay with her, and I'll get what we need."

Josh nodded and Miguel disappeared.

The woman groaned. "I'm sorry."

"It's okay."

"No. I shouldn't have invaded your home." Her damp hair clung to her red face. "I had to get away. They were going to kill me. You understand, don't you?"

"I do. We're going to help you." He rubbed her shoulder. "Hang in there. Miguel's going to give you some medicine. You'll feel better soon."

"It doesn't matter. As long as I don't turn into a zombie, I don't care what happens." She grabbed his arm. "If I die, will you put a bullet in my brain?"

"Candy, you won't turn into a zombie if you die—"

"Promise me!"

"I promise." Was she delirious or had she watched too much TV? "Why are you alone?"

"My boyfriend. They ate him." She clutched at Josh's hand. "Don't send me back out there," she begged over and over.

Miguel came back into the tent and started an IV. "I'm going to give you antibiotics. Are you allergic to anything?"

"Penicillin."

Miguel grabbed a bottle. "I'll start you on Levaquin. Do you have any bites or scratches?"

Candy shook her head. "Chris, my boyfriend, kept them off me. That's when I climbed the fence."

"I'm going to give you something to help with the pain, also."

Josh wiped the sweat off her face with a cool cloth while Miguel cleaned the wounds. She cried out as he scrubbed the deepest wound. "I'm sorry. I know it hurts, but I've got to clean them."

"It's fine." 

Miguel gave her a little more pain medicine after he'd tended to her wounds and she dozed. 

Josh motioned for Miguel to join him outside. "I know she says none of those wounds are bites, but we can't take a chance. Someone needs to keep watch on her around the clock."

"I agree." 

"Could she really have that bad of an infection in a day or less?"

"It's possible. Especially since the wounds weren't clean." Miguel rubbed his cheek. "Back on the topic of her boyfriend, we may also want to check the other side of the perimeter fence. What if she's part of a group determined to take over this place? They could've sent her in as a decoy."

Josh hadn't thought of that. "Randi's doing perimeter checks right now. When she gets back, we'll take one of the trucks and do a search."

"Okay. I'll set up watches for Candy," Miguel said. "She still may not make it. Without the ability to culture the wound, I'm using broad-spectrum antibiotics, but that doesn't mean her infection will respond to them."



*****

Randi slipped on her jacket and headed to the four-wheel drive pick-up. Josh leaned against it waiting for her. "You ready to check out the area surrounding us?"

He nodded. "I hope Candy's telling the truth, but we can't trust anyone."

"Not now." She pulled out onto the dirt road leading to the outer gate. "If she's part of a group trying to infiltrate our compound, then she'll have to go, too."

"Yeah. If she lives."

"Really?" Randi frowned. "Does Miguel think the infection's that severe?”

"Yep. He said he's not sure the antibiotic's the right one, and he can't find out without testing the wounds."

"Makes sense." She shrugged. "I guess. Of course my medical knowledge is field first aid from my stint in the Marines."

"Hoo Rah."

Randi grinned. "You?"

"SEAL."

"Impressive. Did you join before the last war?"

"Yeah. I planned on making military my career, but when my parents were killed, I didn't re-up. I figured Mark needed me."

"Can I ask you something?" Randi glanced at him. "Without ticking you off?"

"I guess." 

"What's Mark's deal?" She turned onto the field just outside of the fence. "He comes across as super-duper smart, but some of the stuff he says, it's a little odd."

"Mark is odd." Josh laughed. "He's incredibly smart. A genius even, but he lacks in social skills. His naiveté never ceases to amaze me."

"Yeah, that's it. Some things he says are so innocent."

"Mmhm. Very much so. You'd think he'd been sheltered all his life, but that's not the case." Josh scoured the landscape looking for anything out of the ordinary. "The world doesn't affect him. He sees good in the midst of the insane. Except when the infected killed Sierra."

"He told me about it. Even admitted he still has nightmares."

"I've tried to figure out what I could've done differently."

"Same when Leon died." Her back tightened, and her gut clenched. "The shooter got him as we were getting into the truck."

They finished their circuit and returned to the compound. 

Randi went into the tent where Miguel was taking care of Candy. "Hi."

She smiled. "Hello."

"Candy, I need to know if there was anyone with you on the other side of the fence. We didn't find any evidence of your boyfriend being attacked."

"That was two or three miles away." Candy pushed herself to a sitting position. "I ran for a couple of miles before I came to your land."

She stared into the woman's hazel eyes. Candy didn't display any tells of someone who was lying, but an accomplished liar could hide it. "Please tell me. Was there anyone with you? Are we in danger of others coming into our camp?"

"I'm being honest." Candy grabbed her hand. "I would never do that to you. Not after you've helped me. If there were others, I would tell you."

Randi left the tent and went to the fire pit. 

Josh looked up as she took a seat next to him. "What do you think?" he asked.

"Not sure. She seems sincere, but I don't trust anyone. Not nowadays."

"Yeah. It bugs me we didn't find her boyfriend even after hours of searching. Or evidence that he was there."

"She said it was a few miles away." Randi raised her brows. "I have a spotlight on the truck. Want to head back to the western corner and go for a few miles to see what we can find?"

"It may take another few hours to find his remains, and it'll be dark before then. Do you think we'll find his remains even with the spotlight?"

"No." Why couldn't she shake the feeling that things were about to fall apart for them? "You're right. We'll make another run first thing in the morning. In the meantime, I'll help Jill finish the pit. I don't like leaving her in the perimeter alone if there's a chance we're going to be invaded."

"Good idea. I told Mark I was trading watch with him." Josh stirred the fire with a stick. "It's not that I don't trust my kid brother, but like you said, he's naïve."

Randi stared at the flames dancing in the pit. "I'll take watch with you."

"You aren't too tired?"

"No. Besides, I'm not on duty tomorrow, so I can handle a night of little sleep."

"Good. With both of us, we should see any danger before it's too late."

Randi watched Josh out of the corner of her eye. He was a good four inches taller than her and had gorgeous gunmetal gray eyes. The kind of a guy she would've liked before the world went to crap. Of course, a typical cop wouldn't have given her a second look. Not with her short hair, muscular body, and tats everywhere. Not that it mattered. She didn't regret her tattoos. They each had a deep meaning for her. Josh's finger on her forearm made her jump. She looked at him, and he gave her a sheepish grin. "Sorry. I'm fascinated by this tattoo. Is there a story behind it?"

Randi looked at the dragon. "It represents someone I loved very much."

"Ah. I like the way the tail curls around under your arm. Was it hard to sit still that long?"

"No." Yes. Not because of the tattoo, but because of her fiancé. His nickname was Dragon, and when he died, she had to do something. She didn't want to ever forget him. He was the only man she'd ever loved. The only person who ever loved her.

"I'm sorry." He rubbed her back. "I didn't mean to take you down a melancholy road."

"It's okay." She stood. "I'll grab a bite and take some food to Jill." The thought of eating made her nauseous, but she wanted to get away from Josh for a while. She needed to control her emotions before they went on duty. Marines don't cry. Not ever. Time to toughen up. The story of her life. At least since she'd been an adult. The Marine who can handle anything. For once in her life she would relish the luxury of falling apart like her sister. Her family called her the drama queen, but she'd never collapsed into a wailing mess. Not even when Aaron died.

Chapter Twenty

––––––––

Josh picked up the night vision goggles and searched the grounds. So far, he'd seen nothing. Including Randi. Maybe he asked too many questions about the dragon, or he put her off when he touched her arm. He couldn't resist. The tattoo intrigued him as much as the woman. Even if she wasn't a classic beauty. Her tatts and short hair fit her personality. She'd been a Marine and now she worked construction. Was she gay? That thought hadn't crossed his mind when he touched her arm, but if she was and thought he was hitting on her, that would explain why she hadn't shown up to help him with guard duty.

The tower door opened. "Sorry I'm late." Randi handed him a bottle of water. "I stretched out for a nap. Next thing I knew, it was dark outside."

"No problem." Josh motioned toward the window. "So far, nothing. Time to make the rounds."

"Go right. I'll go left and we'll meet at the back station." She grabbed another pair of goggles and slipped them on. "That way we're covering the area twice as fast."

"Works for me." He headed out the right door onto the bridge that went around the property and stopped every few minutes to watch. He stayed inside the next tower to warm up for a few minutes before continuing. The temperature had grown frigid in the last few hours. If it stayed low, they would need more firewood. He’d gather enough to last a few days during perimeter checks. Josh finished his rounds and walked into the back tower. He found Randi inside stomping her feet and blowing on her fingers.

"The skies are gray, and it's getting colder." She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. "Do you think it's going to snow?"

"I've not seen it snow in the Hill Country but a couple of times." Josh leaned against the doorframe. "If it does, can we keep the children warm enough?"

"Their sleeping bags are rated to below zero, and we keep the fires going night and day." Randi shivered. "We may need more wood, but they'll be okay."

"I thought I'd take the trailer out in the morning while I do perimeter checks."

"We need to search for Candy's boyfriend to see if she's telling the truth." Randi's lips were blue and her shivers grew harder. "We can hunt for the boyfriend's remains and gather firewood at the same time."

"Sounds good. Are you okay?"

"Yes. Just cold. Adriana's the one I'm worried about. She has Raynaud's."

"What's that?"

"Blood vessels in her hands spasm in response to cold or stress. It's secondary to Lupus." Randi flopped into in the chair. "When I raided the hospital, I grabbed all of the steroids I could find. Don't know what medicines she normally takes, but they often use steroids when she flares. She says that's why she's overweight." Randi grinned. "When she's taking those things, she can out eat Dad and Miguel combined."

"I had a girlfriend who had Lupus." Josh hadn't thought of Ginger Prescott in years. "We dated through high school."

"What happened to her?"

"Huh?"

"The look in your eyes says something happened to her."

"She developed kidney failure from the Lupus. Then it affected her heart and lungs. We were freshmen in college when she died."

"I'm sorry."

He nodded. The pain in Randi's eyes earlier told him she understood all too well. "It wasn't easy, but then you know that."

"Life bites. It did even before this rabies outbreak. Now, it's swirled down the toilet big time."

"It has."

"Wonder what normal life expectancy is at this point?"

"One year?" Josh turned his hands palms up. "Maybe two?"

"For us." Randi put the goggles on and surveyed the landscape. "We're the lucky ones. If your uncle hadn't hired us to build this place, my family'd be out there trying to survive."

"True. It was harder when Mark and I were trying to get here."

"Let's make another round. Meet you at the front tower in ten." She hopped up and disappeared out the door.

Josh would never get used to her abrupt subject changes, but maybe that's what she needed to do to control her PTSD. He opened the door and started out. Just because he was an expert at compartmentalizing, didn't mean Randi couldn't be, also. If it hurt, he hid it away for a while. When he brought it back out, if it still caused him discomfort, he stuffed it back down. The Barker way.

He watched from the midway tower and saw movement. He stared at the land beyond for several heart-pounding seconds. The shape moved enough he could make out the antlers. While he was thankful for the animals on the property, he wished they were easier to identify at night. He made his way back to the front tower and arrived a few seconds before Randi. 

She came into the room shivering.

"Don't you have a jacket? And gloves?"

"No." She laughed. "Well, I do. Downstairs."

"Where?"

“In my tent draped over my duffel.” 

"I'll get it for you." Josh opened the door as Toni came up the stairs with her sleeping bag.

"I'm going to help Aunt Randi."

He ruffled her hair. "Good. I have to go downstairs for a bit. You take care of Randi while I'm gone." He took the stairs two at a time. He couldn't believe the woman had come out without a jacket. He slipped into her tent, found her jacket and gloves, and grabbed them. He stepped out and noticed the fire dying down. Josh found Mark. "You need to keep the fire going at all times. It's getting colder by the minute." He pointed upward. "See how light the sky is? We may get snow."

Mark laughed. "You gotta be kidding, bro. It doesn't snow in south Texas."

"It rarely snows here, but I've seen it more than once. If the fires go out, people might develop hypothermia." Josh pinned Mark with a glare. "Can you promise me you'll keep the fires going? I can't watch the perimeter and the pits both."

"Yes." Mark threw a few more logs on. "I'll check the others, too."

At least he wouldn't have to worry about people freezing. Unless Mark got sidetracked which happened a little too often.

*****

Randi turned as her father walked in to do his turn on guard duty. "Morning, Dad."

"Morning sweetheart." Her father smiled at Josh. "How are you?"

"Good, sir."

"I'm going to head out and do a perimeter check." She turned to Josh. "Do you want to wait to gather the firewood until we can go outside the gates together?"

"Why don't we do it all at the same time?" Josh stood and slipped on his coat. "Let's take the truck around the perimeter on the outside and cut down a few dead trees while we're at it."

"Sounds good." She woke Toni. "It's time to wake up, sweat pea."

"What are we going to do now?" Toni climbed out of her sleeping bag and brushed her hair out of her eyes.

"Josh and I are going to check the perimeter, but you're going to go eat breakfast."

"I can help." Toni rolled her sleeping bag into the military-style roll Randi had taught her.

"Not this morning. We're going outside of the fences."

"Yes, ma'am." Toni put on her jacket and slipped her hand in Randi's. 

Randi opened the door. "Meet you at the truck in five?"

"Works for me."

She limped down the stairs, grabbed a piece of cornbread and a chunk of summer sausage, and ate that for breakfast. She brushed her teeth and ran her hands through her hair. As good as she was going to get this morning.

Josh leaned against the passenger door of the truck waiting for her. "I see you have your AR."

"Always." Randi motioned for him to go around. "Why don't you drive, today?" The man raised her blood pressure a notch or two. Too bad she wasn't cut out for the cop type. She climbed into the passenger seat, and Josh drove outside the gates. Ex-military. Austin cop. Unmarried? What was his story? Before the world fell apart, he probably broke several hearts.

"What was your life like before?" he asked.

"The usual. Dad started Martinez Construction many years ago. I think he hoped he would have a son to join him." She laughed. "But he got me. I ran the company. Dad had basically retired."

"This place is awesome. Without it, Mark and I wouldn't have had anywhere to run to."

"Thanks. You should see the house we built Wayne Bowen."

"The country star?" Josh raised an eyebrow. "Was it insane?"

"You wouldn't believe." She shifted in her seat and watched the landscape. "Twenty thousand square feet with a professional recording studio, and a bowling alley."

"Impressive."

"It looked more like a fancy hotel than a home." She stretched her arms over her head. Fatigue from too little sleep made her achy. "Your uncle's house is more my style."

"What's it like inside?"

"Very eco-friendly. Uses solar panels, generators, and wind turbines for power. We put in composting toilets, and the gray water runs to the garden area."

"He planned every detail, didn't he?"

Randi nodded. "Do you know what your uncle did for the government?"

Josh shook his head. "Top secret."

"Do you think he knew this was coming?"

"Why else would he have hired you to build this place?"

"That's what I thought." She glanced out the side window at the barren trees and the dried grass as they came to the end of the perimeter check. Spring couldn't come soon enough. "I do miss my old life."

"Me, too." Josh pulled alongside a dead tree. "Glad you thought of getting the wood out here. We need to save what's inside for when things get worse."

"You think it'll get worse, too?"

"Unfortunately. As it does, we'll have to worry more about the uninfected than those who are ill."

Randi clenched her jaw. Why were humans bent on destroying each other? There would come a time when someone decided they wanted the compound. What would happen to her family, then?

"Snow."

Randi suppressed a shiver. "That's coming down heavy for here."

"We need to move into the house. The kids are going to get too cold."

"Good luck talking my family into it." Randi suppressed a sigh. "You wouldn't believe how hard it was to get them to invade your uncle's property."

"I'm glad you did." Josh gave her a half smile. "Mark, Jill, and I would get lonesome here."

"What's Jill's story?"

"She's a pharmacist who was hiding out in her drug store." He pulled to a stop. "I went in to get medicine for Mark after he dislocated his shoulder."

"What did Miguel say about his shoulder?"

"He's not sure if it's a tear since he can't image it, but he's working with Mark on a therapy plan. He thinks it will help Mark get better range of motion." They loaded the truck with wood, and drove further into the woods.

They scoured the area where Candy said the infecteds had attacked her boyfriend. "There." Randi pointed to a ripped apart carcass. "Guess she was telling the truth."

"Yep."

"Let's get back to camp." She looked up. The gray clouds hung low in the sky. "We never get more than a dusting of snow, but this could be a freak storm."

Josh pointed the pickup toward the perimeter gate. "The wood we gathered should keep us going for a while."

"I hope so." She rubbed her hands together to warm them. "I'm a south Texas gal. I hate the freezing temps."

"I know what you mean. Can you imagine living in Minnesota during this?"

"It might be better." Randi leaned back as the heater warmed the vehicle. "Think about it. People stay indoors, so there would be fewer zombies. What biters there are, freeze to death."

"Maybe."

"You were a cop before all this?"

"I was a homicide detective in Austin. So, busy."

"Did you have a girlfriend? Wife?"

"No. I haven't dated anyone in a couple of years." He glanced her way. "What about you? Did you have a girlfriend?"

Randi stared at him for several seconds. Did she hear him right? "No."

He nodded.

"Why would I have a girlfriend?"

His cheeks turned red. "Uh—"

"Just because I have short hair and tattoos doesn't mean I'm gay." Randi scoffed. "You shouldn't make assumptions."

"I'm sorry." His face flushed red. "I didn't mean to insult you. But you were a Marine, and you work in construction."

"So, should I assume you're an egotistical pig because you're a cop and were a SEAL?"

"Point taken." He held out his right hand. "Truce?"

Randi shook his hand. "Truce."

Chapter Twenty-One

––––––––

Reginald continued driving the small motor home through Ozona. A small nothing of a town. Abandoned cars sat on the sides of the road and they passed more flat, dry land.

The wind picked up and dirt blew. He slowed his speed and hoped this dust storm didn't last for hours. He'd heard stories of dust storms that blacked out the roads. Of course, that was more in Lubbock or Odessa. Gusts whipped the RV, and he grimaced. He'd never liked west Texas because of the incessant wind.

"Dad, what is that?" Belle pointed out the window.

"A dust storm, honey. Nothing to worry about."

"It stinks."

"That's the smell of the earth blowing around."

She wrinkled her nose. “People lived here? With dirt blowing around and choking them to death?"

Reginald chuckled. "It doesn't blow all the time." 

"Any of the time is too much."

"It's worse in farming areas. The wind blows, and it picks up the topsoil. Especially, after a harvest."

"Glad I'm not a farmer."

A group of rabids wandered in the middle of the road. Reginald tried to weave in and out of the bodies, but he kept hitting people. Every thud sickened him, and as darkness surrounded them, he had even more trouble avoiding the infected people. A young girl stood to the side of the road waving toward them. Reginald started to gun it, but when he saw her face, he had to stop. He opened the door.

The little girl's wide, hazel eyes begged for help. "Please don't leave me out here."

"Run!"

She dove inside the motor home.

"Those things were about to get me." She shivered. "I'm freezing. Please, please, please don't send me back out there."

Mary Anne smoothed the girl's hair away from her face. "Did you get bitten or scratched?"

She shook her head.

"Where are your parents?"

"Zombies, I think." She dashed at the tears falling. "Either that or dead." She wrapped her arms around her waist. "I almost didn't get away. I hid in a car until I heard your motor home."

Mary Anne hugged the little girl. "I'm so sorry, honey."

"Are you going to send me back out there?"

"No, you can stay with us. I'm Reginald. This is Mary Anne, and Belle."

"I'm Katie." Her body trembled, and she stared straight ahead. "Thank you. When I heard y'all, I prayed you weren't bad people. That you'd help me."

Mary Anne turned up the heater and wrapped a blanket around the girl.

"Katie, how did you keep from getting bitten?" Reginald wanted to see if her story stayed the same. It seemed odd to him that the child could survive while rabids attacked her parents.

"I hid in a car, and when I heard your motor, I ran out. If you hadn't stopped, they would've gotten me."

"Were your parents really zombies?" Belle asked.

"We were trying to get away from this area when our car stalled. Dad got out to see if he could fix it when one of them got him. Then Mom tried to help him, but they got her, too." She hugged the blanket around her tighter. "I stayed in our car until I saw a clear spot, then I ran for another one. That's when I heard y'all coming. Otherwise, I would still be dashing from car to car praying the zombies didn't catch me."

"That's intense." Belle took the girl's hand. "My brother got eaten, too."

"I'm sorry."

"That's enough talk about those horrible things." Mary Anne put a cup of water in front of the girl. "Are you hungry? We have a little food."

"I'm starving."

Mary Anne gave her a package of crackers and a candy bar. "Not the healthiest meal, but at least it will help."

"I'm not picky. Thank you."

Reginald continued, but his eyes grew heavy. He yawned several times. Would they be safe if he parked on the side of the road for a while? A small county road leading to the right branched off the highway. He turned, drove a few miles down, and parked.

"What's going on?" Mary Anne asked.

"We're all exhausted, so I'm stopping for a while."

"As long as you don't get us all killed."

"Mom, that's not fair." Belle glared at Mary Anne. "Dad's doing the best he can to keep us safe."

"He did a wonderful job with David, didn't he?"

*****

Randi moved through the marketplace. A young, olive-skinned girl wearing a hijab stepped into a crowded area and opened her wrap to reveal a body bomb. Her hand moved toward the trigger in slow motion. Randi aimed and fired. Pain seared her throat as the girl dropped into the dirt. Red bloomed around her head like a macabre blossom.

Her scream split the air. She'd killed a child. A little girl with a life ahead of her, and Randi cut her down before she had a chance to grow into a woman.

"Randi!" A hand shook her shoulder, and she forced one eye open.

"Wake up!" Josh shook her again. "It's just a nightmare. You're okay."

Problem is, it wasn't a nightmare. Would she ever stop reliving the moment when she decided to end the girl's life? "I'm awake." She sat up and rubbed her face.

"You okay?" Josh stared at her with a frown etched on his handsome face.

"Yeah. It's like you said. Only a nightmare." She forced a blank look onto her face as she hid the emotions deep inside. "We all have them."

"If you're sure."

"Yeah. I need to get up and get going, if you'll excuse me."

"It's still dark outside. Won't be light for another hour or so."

Randi looked out the tent flap. He was right. "That's okay, I'm not going back to sleep after that weird dream."

Josh nodded as he slipped out of her tent leaving her alone.

Randi took a few deep breaths to calm her shaking hands. Why did she even try to sleep? Every night it was the same story. Either Aaron or the little girl haunted her.

She went to the outdoor water pump, retrieved a bucket of water, and set the bucket on the fire to warm. The fires popped, and a coyote howled in the distance providing the only sounds to the still morning.

The water warmed enough to clean up, so she took it to her tent, brushed her teeth and washed. What she wouldn't give for a hot shower. She might as well give up on that, Dad would never agree to invade Barker's house, so they all smelled a little like a mule farm. Spit baths didn't cut the body odor like a full-on shower did.

Since the camp hadn't woken yet, she gathered eggs from the hens and milked a couple of goats.

"What are you doing?" Adriana asked as Randi stowed the eggs and milk in the anteroom cooler.

"I couldn't sleep so I gathered the eggs and milked a couple of goats."

Her sister shook her head, but for once didn't berate her. "Go away. I need to fix breakfast for everyone."

Randi left the anteroom, went back to the fire, and found Miguel.

"What are you up to?"

"I'm about to make rounds." He slipped on his jacket. "Care to go with me?"

They climbed in one of the four-seaters, and he drove to the edge of the fence-line. She stared ahead without really seeing anything. Did she come off as such a tomboy that she wasn't the least bit feminine?

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing."

"Right." Miguel hummed a tune for a few seconds. "I know that look. It's not 'nothing'."

"Fine." Randi crossed her arms over her chest. "Yesterday morning Josh asked me if I had a girlfriend."

Miguel burst out laughing.

"It's not funny."

"Yes, it is." Miguel kept laughing. "Man, I needed that. It's been a long time since I had a good chuckle."

"Chuckle my rear. You sound more like a hyena."

"I'm sorry, but knowing you, that comment was ludicrous." Miguel smiled. "Did he get that idea because of your hair? Or because you work construction?"

"I think it's the entire package. Military. Hair. Tats. Construction."

"Have you thought maybe he's attracted to you, and wanted to see if you're available?"

Randi rolled her eyes. "Then why would he ask about a girlfriend?"

"Who knows? Maybe he's socially awkward."

"That takes socially awkward to another level."

Miguel pulled to the edge of the fence. "We've got problems."

Randi focused her attention at the gate. Ten or so zombies leaned against the fence trying to push through.

"They're going to take it down."

"Have we been drawing more every time we shoot the ones at the fence?" She grabbed the binoculars and searched the surrounding area. "I don't see any others, but we keep collecting more."

"Let's not take a chance. Use the blades." Miguel looked at her. "They're coming from somewhere."

Nausea rolled over Randi as she grabbed her dagger. Just one deep slice to the carotid. That's all she had to do. At the fence, she jammed her blade into the first person's carotid artery and sliced downward. Then she vomited. Why did she even bother eating? The things they had to do to survive always made her ill. She spit several times trying to clear the bitter taste out of her mouth. 

They dispatched the rest of the rabids at the fence, and continued the rest of the perimeter check. She used the binoculars and checked the surrounding area. "As many infecteds as we're finding, we need to build additional cremation pits."

"Yeah, and up our checks to three times a day. Don'tcha think?"

"If we're finding them at each check, we'll know our problem is even worse than we think."

They finished the checks and drove into the outer area. Randi handed Miguel gloves, and they dragged the bodies into the pit. He poured gasoline over them, and she dropped a couple of matches to start the burning.

Miguel drove them back to the camp. Randi headed to her tent in search of some much-needed time alone. Sleep wouldn't come even though she had duty tonight, but she needed to rest. Away from people. She climbed into her sleeping bag and listened to the sounds of the camp. The children's laughter reached her ears and made her smile, but also speared her heart. Would her sister ever allow her to spend time with her niece and nephew? Toni at least wanted to spend time with her.

Why couldn't things go back to the way they were before? Before she became a mass murderer. Not only was she a killer, she'd dragged her brother, Leon, her father, Mark, and Josh into the killing fields. So far she'd protected her sister and mother from the gruesome task, but the time would come when they would have to kill or be killed. Could her mother take a life? Or would she die rather than compromise her principles? Did killing people who were trying to eat them go against her values? And what about Toni? The child insisted on learning to shoot. How long could Randi protect her sweet innocence before the girl had to become a killer, too?

Randi flopped onto her stomach. So much blood and so many lives on her hands. How could she ever let it go? She hadn't had a decent night's sleep in years. The psychologist called it post-traumatic stress disorder. What would he say now? The trauma was never-ending for all of them.

"Randi?"

"Yeah?" Randi flipped open her tent flap.

"Did you get any more sleep?" Josh stood there with a frown on his face.

"No. Just resting."

"Can we take a walk and talk for a minute?"

"Sure."

They walked to the bridge over the river in awkward silence. She tried to think of a way to break it as they walked onto the bridge, but words escaped her. 

Josh turned to her. "Miguel told me about the zombies at the fence."

"Time to up the checks to three times a day."

"I agree." He stared at his feet for a few seconds. "By the way, I didn't mean to insult you yesterday."

"Don't let it bother you." Randi leaned against the railing and crossed her arms. "I have, rather had, before this started, some good friends who're gay, so it's not like I'm offended." What happened to Daneen and Kelly? Were they still alive? They were Randi's best friends. Other than Leon. Now, she had no one.

Josh's face grew redder by the minute. "It's not that you aren't attractive. You're gorgeous." He raised an eyebrow. "Sorry. I know better than to make brash assumptions. I've always hated it when people made assumptions about me because I'm a Christian."

"Don't sweat it." Randi shrugged. "Miguel thought it was hilarious."

His head jerked up. "You told him? Of course you did. Why wouldn't you." Josh looked into her eyes. "If Mark hears about this, I'll never live it down."

"There are worse things you could think of me." Randi took a deep breath. "Things that are true," she mumbled.

"Like what?"

He heard that? Why couldn't she learn to keep her mouth shut? "The guard patrols, having to kill the infected, it's too much. Brings back too many memories." She dodged the whole truth. No way could she admit all of it to Josh. Or anyone else.

He scuffed his shoe against the bridge. "Not sleeping much, either? The nightmare this morning wasn't the first, was it?"

She shook her head. "You?"

"Yep."

"PTSD?"

"How'd you guess?" Josh grimaced. "We came back messed up, didn't we?"

Randi stared into the distance. Messed up didn't begin to touch her. "We're going to be even worse by the time the world is normal again."

"It'll never be normal." Josh stared at the perimeter fence line. "Nothing will ever be sane again."

Chapter Twenty-Two

––––––––

The sun peeked over the horizon sending orange and red bursts into the blue skies. He used to think of it as a promise of a new day where anything was possible. 

Why had he thought he could keep both Mary Anne and Gabriele without complications? How would Mary Anne react if his lover showed up at the compound? He shook his head to clear his thoughts. No way could Gabriele make it from LA. Not since the world had collapsed. His heart ached for her. He'd tried calling several times before the phones went out, but never reached her. Was she dead? He needed his young lover to hold him. Comfort him. She didn't even know about David.

An article he'd read a few years ago came to mind. An illustration compared infidelity to a donkey standing between two bales of hay, but starving to death because he couldn't decide which he wanted. It was based on something the philosopher Buridan said. Was Reginald that donkey? Why had he strayed from his family to begin with?

"I'll drive for a while." Mary Anne touched his elbow. "You're tired."

Reginald shook his head. "Not yet." Last night's dreams of the infecteds ripping his son to shreds nauseated him. If he didn't sleep, the nightmares wouldn't come.

"Suit yourself, but please don't get us in a wreck because you're a stubborn goat."

"Mary Anne, sit down." Reginald pointed to the passenger chair. "Please."

She flopped into the seat. "What?"

"I'm sorry."

"For what? Your tart, starting this insanity, or killing my son?"

"All of it." Reginald glanced in her direction. "Starting with Gabriele. I should never have strayed."

"Why did you? Was I not woman enough?"

"No. You're incredible." Reginald swallowed. "I was unimportant. I worked way too many hours, and when I came home, you and the children had a life without me."

Mary Anne nodded, but didn't speak.

"I should never have taken this job. Even though I thought I was doing what I needed to make things better for our family, I had an affair, developed a toxin that's destroyed the world, and worst of all killed my son."

She took his hand. "I should've insisted you come home more and be involved in our lives."

"Will we get through this?"

"I doubt it." Mary Anne looked back at Belle and Katie. "Chances of us having a normal lifespan nowadays are slim."

"Can you forgive me?"

"I'll try." She closed her eyes rubbed her temples. "I know you tried to save David, but I'm angry and hurting, and I want to lash out at someone. You've hurt me, so you're an easy target."

"I get that." Reginald squeezed her hand. "I know I deserve your hatred."

"No. No, you don't." Mary Anne stood. "But I can't promise it won't show its grotesque face again."

Reginald continued toward Sonora. Was there even a town there or was it a bump in the road? He needed to focus on getting his family to safety. He'd deal with his feelings over losing David, possibly losing Gabriele, and his wife's rage toward him, later.

"Did you sleep at all last night?"

"A little. I rested, though."

Mary Anne glanced at him. "I'll drive a while. You're exhausted."

"If I close my eyes."

"I understand, but if you don't, you're no good to us." She motioned toward the back. "I slept for several hours last night. Now it's your turn. Dig through those drugs you found and take a Valium or something that will help you sleep."

After Reginald popped a couple of anti-anxiety tablets in his mouth, he stretched out on the bed. As he closed his eyes, the image of David lying on the ground staring at him, begging him for help, flooded his mind.

*****

Josh found Randi and Toni in the anteroom making cheese. "If you can't sleep, you might as well come with me to do perimeter checks."

"Sure. Toni, run along and play with the other kids. I've got work to do."

Toni hugged Randi. "Thank you. I had fun."

"Good." Randi gave her a squeeze. "Now, go play. I need to help Josh."

Josh and Randi walked to the ATV barn as Toni scampered off toward the fire pit. "She's a cutie."

"Yeah. For some reason she seems to like me."

They climbed on one of the ATVs and Randi slipped her arms around his waist to hold on. He could get used to riding around with her arms wrapped around him. She was beautiful, strong, and independent. The perfect combination. His heart raced at the thought of reaching her on a deeper level. Was he a fool for thinking about trying? She had walls higher than the Great Wall in China, and this decimated world only strengthened those emotional walls.

They finished riding the fence line, and Josh stopped near the gate at the front of the property. "Do you think Uncle Reg and Aunt Mary Anne will ever make it?"

Randi climbed off the four-wheeler, and stretched leaving his back and chest cold without her warm arms wrapped around him.

"I don't know." She stared at the perimeter of the land. "Silver Penny's a long way off, but I hope they do."

"We need to talk to your dad about moving into the house." Josh leaned against the fence. "The temps are still hovering near freezing, and I hate that the children are out in this."

"You can talk to him, but I don't know how much luck you'll have." She rubbed her lower back. "Besides, we don't live in Alaska. The fire pits, sleeping bags, and warm clothing are good enough."

"To me, it's such a waste." Josh sighed. "That space, comfort, and indoor plumbing."

"You and Mark can move inside." Randi rubbed her right leg and grimaced. "After all, you're invited guests of the owners, not poachers."

"Y'all aren't poachers. Not now." He took her hands in his. "You're our friends—no, family. The only family we have left. If my aunt and uncle make it, they'll need all of us to survive."

"You still won't convince Dad. Only your uncle can change his mind."

"Then I hope they arrive soon." Josh leaned near Randi. "Very soon. I'm not so good at roughing it."

She stared at him and slipped her hands from his.

He was close enough he could feel her breath on his cheek. Causing his heart to slam into his chest. Stop. He couldn't complicate things, so he stepped away from her.

She stared at her shoes. "I'm not good at relationships. Never have been. And now with the world falling apart, how can I even think about a relationship?"

He held up his hands in surrender. "I'm not looking for a relationship just friendship. Someone who watches out for you."

"What?" Fire flashed from her eyes. "I can very well take care of myself. I don't need you or—"

"No you can't. You're too busy taking care of everyone else in the compound to even think of yourself." He crossed his arms. "Tonight. I'm taking your duty so you can rest."

"No. I won't sleep, anyway. I can't close my eyes."

"Miguel's going to give you something to help you sleep."

Her eyes widened. "No."

Josh held up his hand. "Just for tonight. You have to rest."

"Fine." She drew in several deep breaths. "Under one condition."

"What's that?"

"I'll come to the tower with you and sleep on the floor." She dropped her head and stared at the ground again. "I don't want to be alone. If the nightmares start, you'll wake me. Won't you?"

"Of course." 

"Then let's get back."

"Okay." Josh started toward the ATV when a yell caught his attention.

A man walked up the road toward the gate yelling for them to help him.

He reached the gate. "Who are you and what do you want?" Josh asked.

"Help. Those things are after me."

"Have you been bitten?"

"Yes." He pulled his sleeve up and showed Josh and Randi a large, red wound on his arm. "Yesterday. I've been walking looking for help for two days."

"I'm sorry, but we can't help you."

He curled his fingers into the chain link. "Please. Let me in. I can't survive out here."

"We can't." Josh pointed to the bite. "You're infected, and we won't risk having you infect the rest of us."

"I'm not." The man gave his head a violent shake. "I don't have fever or any of the symptoms. Maybe I'm immune."

"We can't risk it." Josh touched Randi's arm and motioned toward the four-wheeler.

"Wait!" The man shook the gate. "Where can I go? I've got to find somewhere safe."

Randi walked back to the fence. "In Kerrville, there's a large hardware store that's clear. You can hole up there. If you're okay five days from now, come back, and we'll give you refuge."

"How am I going to get to Kerrville? Do you know how far it is? They'll kill me before I get there."

"Someone abandoned a car at the end of the road." Randi pointed to the dirt lane. "I noticed it yesterday. Take that and go to the hardware store." She gave him directions.

The man pressed his face into the fence. "In five days, I can come back? Promise?"

"If you show no signs of infection, yes."

They watched him run toward the car.

"You know he's not coming back." Josh raised an eyebrow. "He's flushed and sweating. No way is he immune to the virus."

"Yeah, but if he heads to Kerrville, I won't have to kill him. Either someone else will, or he'll die from the disease, but he'll be one less person whose blood stains my hands."

Chapter Twenty-Three

––––––––

They drove along the fence until they reached the bridge for the ATV barn. Josh parked, walked to the main fire pit, and called the group together. "Currently, Randi, Jill, Mark, Miguel, Xever, and I, rotate watch but between that, helping with food prep, hunting, perimeter checks, and runs, we're exhausted."

"Mom, you and Adriana have to help. Not only with watch, but also with perimeter checks. We need to increase them to three times a day, but with us taking guard duty so often, it's hard to do." Randi held Toni in her lap. "I know Dad has talked to y'all about this in the past."

"Who's supposed to cook and take care of the children, then?" Adriana asked.

"We've all been helping with meals."

She slapped Randi hard enough to leave a dark, red handprint. "Don't you dare. I haven't seen you lift a finger to prepare a meal for this family. You only worry about yourself and that's it. I'm so tired of you."

"That's enough, Adriana." Xever grabbed his older daughter's arm. "Randi and Josh spent an entire day grinding meat and making sausage and jerky so we would have protein. I know you're grieving, but it's time to let it go. Randi did not kill Leon. In fact, she would have died trying to save him if possible, and you know it."

She glared at her father, then at her sister. "You may have them fooled, but you're still nothing more than a spoiled, lazy witch who always gets her own way."

"Whatever." Randi took a deep breath. "It doesn't matter whether you hate me or not. You will take guard and perimeter duty. Dad'll make assignments for meal preparation too, if that helps."

"Randi's right. Everyone must participate," Xever crossed his arms. "I told y'all before it was time for everyone to share the duty, but so far I'm the only one who has. That ends today."

"What about Candy?" Miguel asked. "I don't think she's strong enough to help with guard duty. She still on antibiotics."

"Miguel, you're our doctor. If you say someone can't perform their duties, we won't put them on the roster until you give the okay." Josh pulled a notepad from his pocket and jotted a reminder on it to limit Candy's duties.

"Good. Put her down for meal duty every day. She can handle that." Miguel glanced at the woman who sat next to him. "Can't you, Candy?"

"I can do anything that the rest of you can." She bumped Miguel's shoulder with hers. "No special treatment for me. Got it?"

"Still, I won't put you on the schedule right away since you're recovering." Josh gave her a smile. "When your leg heals, then we'll talk." 

As the meeting adjourned, Josh followed Randi to the back of the complex. "You okay?"

"Yeah."

He touched the red whelps on her cheek where her sister had slapped her. "She's an angry one, isn't she?"

"Blames me for Leon's death." Randi lifted a shoulder. "I suppose she's right. We were under gunfire, and I lost sight of him. I should've kept a better watch over him."

Josh furrowed his brows. "I didn't realize Leon had a mental handicap."

"He didn't." Randi frowned. "Why would you think that?"

"A physical one?"

"Of course not."

"So he was a capable adult. Able to make his own decisions and face the consequences, but you've accepted responsibility for his actions." Josh shook his head. "You did nothing wrong. It's not your responsibility to protect us. We're adults."

"But it was my idea for Miguel to stay behind. If he'd been with us things might've turned out differently."

"You might've lost the only doc in the group. Where would we be without him?" Josh wanted to comfort her but was afraid she would think he was hitting on her. Why wouldn't the stubborn woman allow anyone except Toni to break through her ballistic shell? "You made the right call. We need to keep Miguel safe."

Josh napped for several hours, then helped Mark tan several deer hides. "What are you going to do with these?"

"We may need to make clothing, water bags, who knows? The Native Americans never wasted a part of the animal. We need to learn from them and use the entire carcass." Mark stopped tanning the hide. "We can make tools from the bones and antlers. Faustina already uses some of the bones to make soup stock. Waste nothing."

Josh stood hours later and stretched. He needed to find Randi and make sure she took something for sleep before he took his position in the guard tower.

She was in the right-hand tower base filling magazines. The woman never rested. 

"The sun's setting. You need to take some sleeping meds and join me on guard duty."

"Go ahead. I'll take it in a while and meet you there."

Josh watched her for a bit. "If you don't, I'll come hunt you down."

"Yeah, yeah. I said I would. You'll see me by nine."

He went up the stairs and relieved Xever. A few minutes before nine, Randi tromped up the stairs with her sleeping bag in tow.

"Do you have a sleeping pill?"

"Nope. Didn't have any. Miguel gave me a muscle relaxer."

"Out of all that stash, no sleeping pills?"

"Crazy, huh?"

"Sweet dreams."

"If they aren't, you'd better wake me." Randi glared at him. "I mean it."

"You got it."

She crawled into her sleeping bag and closed her eyes. Her long, black lashes fanned out. If he didn't know better, he'd think she wore false ones.

Josh picked up the night vision goggles and surveyed the property. No movement. He relaxed against the chair and propped his feet on the counter.

Maybe he needed to have a one-on-one talk with Adriana. She couldn't continue to berate and abuse Randi. If she didn't let up, Josh was afraid Randi might sink into such a deep depression she'd never get out of it. He watched her chest rise and fall in an even, smooth pattern. No frowns or grimaces. She was finally resting. How long had it been since she'd slept without nightmares?

She took on responsibility for everyone and everything yet refused to allow anyone except Toni to show her the slightest tenderness. Why couldn't Adriana see what she was doing to her sister? After an hour of alternating between watching out the window and watching Randi, Josh made the rounds. As he walked toward the second tower, he overheard Xever talking to his daughter. He shouldn't eavesdrop, but he couldn't help himself.

"It's got to stop." Xever's voice carried on the night air.

"But she's responsible—"

"No, your husband was an adult. Randi was not any more responsible for him than she is for anyone else in this group. Yet, she's taken it on for all of us. "

"But Randi acts like nothing happened." Adriana's voice got very high-pitched. "She's ordering people around and acting like God."

Josh moved to where he could barely see them standing below the bridge.

"No." Xever touched his daughter's chin. "You're the one acting irrational. I mean it. Stop treating Randi like she slaughtered your husband. She's given up everything for this family, and you've done nothing but harass and belittle her. When you slapped her, today, you stepped way over the line for the last time."

"But, Dad—."

"I expect you deal with your grief without attacking Randi. Right now. If you continue to put your sister at harm..." Xever rubbed his eyes. "Adriana, if you can't learn to live with Randi in harmony, I don't know what I'll have to do."

"What do you mean?" Adriana's voice was just above a whisper.

"We'll have a meeting to decide. I love you, but you put this group in danger every time you lose your temper, and it cannot continue."

*****

Reginald woke when the motor home rolled to a stop. What was wrong? He jumped up from the bed and ran to the front. "Is everything okay?"

"Yes." Mary Anne pointed an ice cream shop. "I know the electricity has been out a while, but the big freezers in the back should keep the stuff frozen for days without it."

"Craving Rocky Road?"

"Yep, and the girls could use a treat. This has been an arduous trip, and who knows if we'll ever get ice cream again."

"I'll check the building. Once it's safe, I'll come get you."

The front room appeared empty through the plate-glass windows. His heart pounded in his chest, and he clenched his hands around his gun. He walked inside and checked the front room. Empty.

Now, he headed for the back room. Since there were no windows, he didn't know what he would face. He took several deep breaths and listened. It was hard to hear over his heartbeat thudding in his ears.

He pressed his ear to the door. Was that movement?

Another few seconds of listening, and he still couldn't be sure. He gulped in several deep breaths and grasped the doorknob. He counted to three, turned the knob, and pulled the door open. A loud squeak bellowed through the room causing his heart to stop. If there were any infected for miles they heard that.

His hands shook as he forced himself to step through the doorway. He walked through the back room and checked the closets. No one. Now, he had to check the freezer. What if someone locked infecteds inside? His hands quaked as he inched open the freezer door. A loud thud sounded, and he jumped backwards. A tub of ice cream had fallen. No rabids. How did they get this lucky?

He smiled as he opened the motor home door. "We're good. The place is empty."

Mary Anne and the girls followed him back inside.

"In the freezer you can pick the flavors you want."

They all traipsed into the freezer. Mary Anne picked Rocky Road. Belle chose her traditional strawberry and vanilla, and Katie chose Fudge Brownie, Chocolate Almond, and Berry Berry. A strange combination.

Reginald scooped the cold treat. "Who wants caramel sauce, marshmallow sauce, or nuts on top?"

Belle and Katie waved their hands in the air. Belle proceeded to tell him how she wanted her ice cream topped.

"Can we have seconds?" Katie asked.

"All you want." Mary Anne smoothed the child's hair away from her face. "We don't know when, or if, we'll ever get ice cream again, so enjoy it."

Reginald stared at the tub of butter pecan. David's favorite. His chest ached and pain seared down his left arm. He had to stop this. He couldn't dwell on his precious son. Not now, or his emotions would overtake him. Reginald closed his eyes and listened to Mary Anne's tinkling laughter and Belle's giggles. He could almost pretend life was normal. Almost.

Katie's screams split the air. Reginald jumped up as a group of rabids banged on the front glass. The glass cracked as he ushered his family to one of the large windows on the far side and smashed it with a chair. The front window shattered leaving a gaping hole, and the rabids pushed through. Reginald put a bullet in the brain of the nearest. "Run. Don't stop until you reach the RV. Hurry."

Mary Anne and the girls climbed in, slammed the door, and soon after, the motor home started. He followed close behind. One of the rabids grabbed his leg as he reached the steps. He aimed and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. Empty. The rabid kept trying to bite through his jeans. Reginald shook his leg trying to dislodge the infected before more joined him. He kicked at the infected's head with his other leg and dislodged him. Flying up the steps, he slammed the door behind him. "Go. Go. Go."

Mary Anne hit the gas and careened out of the parking lot. She didn't stop until they were miles past the little shop.

Reginald sank into the passenger seat. "Too close. I could've gotten you all killed. I'm sorry."

"At least the girls got a break from the non-stop stress."

"The cost was too high. I should've brought the ice cream out to the camper." Reginald shook his head. "It wasn't worth it."

"Yes it was." Mary Anne looked at him. "Those little girls laughed, actually laughed, for the first time in a very long time. They needed the break. I needed it."

"What if we'd lost Belle?" Reginald crossed his arms. "We can't take that chance again."

"Why not?" Mary Anne sighed. "I know I blamed you when David died, but if we don't live, what's the point? Those girls need laughter and fun in their lives. If we don't provide the opportunities when we can, they'll grow up with fear and nothing else. We have to temper the terror of this life with some happiness."

Why had he ever strayed from this strong, beautiful woman? His heart ached with love for her. Yet he'd stomped on hers. "Of course you're right." Reginald peered over his wife's shoulder. "How are we on gas?"

"At the next town, we need to fill up. We've got half a tank, but since we never know what's next, better do it every chance we get."

"You need a break?"

"No, I'm fine. Why don't you close your eyes, again?"

Reginald walked to the back room. The girls were curled up on the bed, so he stretched out on the sofa. Would they ever make it? They should've reached the compound days ago, yet they still had so many miles to go.

Chapter Twenty-Four

––––––––

Mary Anne pulled into a gas station just past Sonora.

Reginald popped up from the sofa. "What is it?"

"Sorry. I know you were trying to sleep, but I saw a station here and thought we'd better stop."

He climbed out and checked the levels in the underground storage, but looters had depleted it. 

Mary Anne stuck her head out the window. "Everything okay?"

"Gotta keep looking. This one's empty."

She drove back to Sonora to another station. "I decided we'd better not try to make it to Junction without gas."

"Smart idea." He checked the station, but it was also empty. By the third station, his muscles constricted and chest pain radiated into his arms. He refused to leave this town until they found gas or another car. He couldn't risk stranding them on the highway. They went to every station in town. All were empty. They passed a used car lot on the left. "Stop."

Mary Anne looked at him with a frown. "Where."

"Car lot. We'll siphon gas from the cars there until we have enough. If we don't find enough there, we'll drive around and hit every car we can find."

"We need a hose." Mary Anne drove a block away to a poor residential street. The houses had peeling paint and hardscrabble yards. The first house didn't have a garden hose in the front or back, so he walked to the next one. It had cute little wooden cutouts decorating the flowerbeds and the yard. Large pots with dying plants sat on the porch, and a garden hose was curled near the faucet. He unscrewed it and went back to the RV.

At the car lot, he siphoned gas from the cars, and tried to keep watch. He imagined infecteds overwhelming them and attacking his wife and the girls. No. He shook his head to clear away the morbid thoughts. The area was clear. They were safe. Unless someone with a gun wanted their transportation. He jerked his head around, darted his eyes right, and left looking for signs of anyone sneaking up on them. If he believed in his mother's God, he would pray. Like that would help.

He stuck the hose in the last car, and a groaning and shuffling captured his attention. Two rabids headed his way. He jerked the hose out of the motor home and tried screwing the cap on. His shaky hands caused him to drop it before he secured it. The first one, a blond woman, reached him as he opened the door to the motor home. She grabbed his arm and sunk her teeth into him. He was a dead man, now. His heart rate zoomed through the roof.

Mary Anne thrust a broom at him. He used it to force the woman to let go of his arm, and he kicked her in the chest several times causing her to stumble backward allowing Reginald to get inside. He leaned against the door and took a couple of deep breaths. 

How bad was the bite? He closed his eyes for a few seconds and forced himself to look at his injured arm. No blood, but there were tears in the cloth. How'd that happen? He jerked off his jacked and examined the arm. No skin breaks. The jacket had saved him. He slid to the floor in a heap. Too close. Many more episodes, and he'd be dead.

"You okay?"

"Yeah. Bitten, but the jacket kept her from getting skin."

Mary Anne's eyes went wide. "Are you sure? If—"

"I'm sure." He lifted up his sleeve to show her his arm. "Otherwise, I'd leave. No way am I risking you and the girls." Reginald took over the wheel and started again. After thirty minutes or so, the motor home sputtered, then came to a stop. He cranked the engine and it sputtered again, but didn't turn over.

"What's wrong?" Mary Anne asked.

"Don't know, but I can't get it to start." He turned the key again. This time it made a growling sound, but never caught. "Time to walk, again."

"Daddy, no," Belle whined. "I'm tired."

"Sweetie, we have no choice. I'll find another car as soon as possible." They loaded supplies into pillowcases and carried them.

"Why don't we play a game?" Mary Anne turned to the girls. "It'll help keep our minds occupied."

"What kind of game?" Katie's eyes grew wide. "Anything's better than walking and not even talking."

"Let's play 'I Spy'." Mary Anne looked around. "I'll start. I spy with my little eye something green and tan that's used for hunting."

"A golf cart." Belle rolled her eyes. "You could make things harder."

"It's a utility vehicle." Reginald grinned. "Come on." He took off at a moderate jog across the field next to them. At least it would provide a degree of safety. Maybe.

They ran through the field until they reached the vehicle. "Come on, girls." Reginald lifted Katie onto the back of the UTV.

"Dad, this is so lame." Belle put her right hand on her hip. "How'll we fit?"

"Very carefully, and you'll have to hold on, but it's better than walking. Isn't it?" He lifted Belle into the backend next to Katie. "As soon as we find a car, we'll switch." 

When they were all perched on the vehicle, he turned the vehicle on. "Ready?" He put it in gear and moved forward at a crawl. They bumped up over the ditch and on to the road. "And we're off!" Reginald yelled.

"You're so goofy." Katie giggled. "This is kinda fun."

"We can pretend we're hunters out looking for big game," Belle drawled in an exaggerated Texas accent.

Reginald and Mary Anne laughed then she leaned near his ear and whispered, "See, we sometimes need to let off steam. Even if it's just a ride across a field."

He touched his wife's cheek. "It's nice to see you smile and hear the girls laugh."

"We're going to make it to this place you had built." She kissed his cheek. "It's going to take time for me to forgive you for everything, but things will be good again. If you're willing."

"Not just willing. I'll do whatever it takes to keep us together." If he'd taken his family to the compound the second he got the photos from Martinez indicating it was complete, they wouldn't be fighting for their lives, and the rabids wouldn't have killed David. Why had he waited? It was stupidity. Sheer stupidity.

"What's this bunker like?" Mary Anne asked. "A cellar?"

"No. It's more of a compound."

"I know you said it had an outer gate and a moat."

"Yes. Then there are two inner fences kind of like a prison. Only this one is to keep people out, not us in. The house is a large log cabin with lots of bedrooms. It has generators, solar power, and quite a few wind turbines so we'll have electricity most of the time. We have a stockpile of propane to fuel the stove and the fridge. And fireplaces in every room." Reginald grimaced. "It's something we should've built years before. A fun place to vacation."

"It's a shame we never did." Mary Anne smiled. "But we're doing it now."

"Yes. Finally, we're going to get away from the world." He raised an eyebrow. "We'll have our own little hideaway." If they ever made it. They didn't have much farther. Would he have his remaining family intact by the time they reached home? He'd rather die than lose any of the women sitting on the UTV with him. They reached the edge of a town called Junction when the UTV died. "Probably out of gas."

He hopped down and helped Mary Anne and the girls off the UTV. "It'll be dark soon. Let's find a car and maybe a place to spend the night." They walked down Main Street and tried several houses. Owners had locked most of them. Were they still in the houses, hiding out, or had the horde decimated the population of this tiny town?

They came to a white clapboard house. When he tried the door, it opened. Time to walk into another unknown situation with no weapon. From the doorway, the front room appeared empty. "Hello?" No answer. Why did his heart still ramp up every time he checked a building? He should've adapted by now.

Reginald walked into the house. A door to his left was closed. He counted to ten to calm his shaking hands and opened the door. No one. He checked the closet and found nothing but clothes and linens. Next he checked the kitchen and pantry. Empty. He went into the other bedroom. Nothing. Empty also. Something scratched on the bathroom door. His heartrate skyrocketed again. He grabbed a large knife from the kitchen and held it ready as he slid the bathroom door open.

A German shepherd puppy bounded out to greet him. "Why'd they lock you in there, boy? I bet they were coming back for you." He opened the door for Mary Anne and the girls. "It's safe."

The girls squealed when they saw the puppy. "What's his name?" Belle asked. "Can we keep him?"

"I don't know his name." Reginald rubbed her shoulders. "You can keep him for the night."

"Just tonight?"

"We'll discuss this later. Now's not the time. There's a car in the carport." Mary Anne pointed to the west. "We should see if we can find a key.”

"Good idea." Reginald scoured the house and came up with a set of keys in a dresser. "Let's see if these'll work." The key worked. He started the older model Lincoln. The engine turned over on the first try and purred like it was new. He found Mary Anne and the girls inside searching the cabinets for food and supplies. "We're good. It runs great, and has a full tank. Let's load up everything we find tonight, and we'll head out at first light." The women continued to go through the house while Reginald walked out back. Bingo. A storm shelter. They'd find supplies in there.

*****

Randi stretched and forced herself to not turn around when she saw her sister coming in her direction. What kind of abuse would Adriana heap upon her today?

"We need supplies."

"What kind?"

"Food. Duh. What do you think?"

Randi bit the inside of her jaw to keep from saying something ugly. "We've already gone through the food we brought back?"

"Yes. I'm trying to keep everyone in this camp fed. No thanks to you."

Randi glared at her sister. "Yeah. No thanks to me you have meat. No thanks to me you've had vegetables and fruit. No thanks to me you have a fire pit. No thanks to me you have sleeping bags and tents."

"Get off your high-horse."

"I know you're hurting, but you've got to stop taking it out on Randi." Josh touched Adriana's shoulder. "Randi's doing everything she can to keep us alive. If you think she's not risking her life every single time she leaves this compound, then you need to make a run. In fact, why don't you go with me? We'll go find the necessary supplies."

"I know there are a few at the fence every day, but come on, you two act like there are thousands upon thousands waiting for you to leave the safety of this prison."

"Then let's go."

"No." Randi held up her hand in a stopping motion. "Adriana doesn't even know how to shoot a gun. She won't be able to protect herself or back you up."

She glared at Randi. "And you sure as heck won't protect me."

"It's not her responsibility to protect you. You're an adult. If you can't take care of yourself, then it's time to learn. Shooting lessons first thing in the morning. You will learn to handle a gun."

"Why should I?" She jammed her hands on her hips. "I've never liked guns and have always thought they should be melted down and turned into scrap metal. Those feelings haven't changed."

Josh raised his eyebrows at Randi who shrugged. "I don't care what your feelings are on guns. It's time for you to learn to protect yourself. There is no way to survive for one day outside of these gates without knowing how to shoot. Survival is sketchy even with weapons."

"I don't want to learn."

"And I don't give a flip what you want." Josh smirked. "Everyone in this compound, even the children, will learn to use a firearm. Lessons for the adults begin tomorrow."

Randi suppressed a laugh at the look of horror on Adriana's face. Her sister had lived in a fantasyland for far too long. Maybe a venture into reality would be good for her.

"Come on, Randi." Josh motioned toward the gate. "We need to make a run."

"Count me in," Mark yelled and jogged toward them.

"Me, too." Jill pointed toward Randi's father. "I'll let Xever know the four of us are headed out and meet you at the weapon storage.”

Randi went through the weapons and passed out rifles to Jill, Mark, and Josh. She then pulled extra magazines for each of the handguns out of storage.

"Where do you want to go?" Mark asked.

"Why don't we try homes in Uvalde? If they're abandoned, we can scavenge for food and supplies there. Looters have picked most of the stores clean." Randi moved her shoulders in circles to work out the kinks. "Otherwise, it's San Antonio."

"Let's roll."

Randi drove toward Uvalde. She glanced at Josh. "Do you think we've gone through all of the supplies or is Adriana being a horse's rear?"

"Don't know." Josh rubbed his hands down his jeans legs. "We brought back a ton of stuff, but we have been eating well. Too well for the apocalypse. Maybe we need to take inventory when we get back."

"We're going through a ton of flour and cornmeal." Mark leaned forward and draped his arms on the back of Josh's seat. "The way I figure it, we have some type of bread or tortillas three times per day with leftovers. In a camp this size, no telling how much flour and cornmeal we go through a day. Time to cut the breads to once a week. We have plenty of meat, eggs, and milk so no one'll go hungry. Maybe we can find dried beans, peas, lintels, and things to stretch the meals further."

Randi fought to suppress a chuckle. Mark hadn't said that much since he'd arrived in the camp. "You want to be the one to tell Adriana and Mom they have to cut the menu?"

"Sure." Mark nodded. "If they don't agree, I'll talk to Xever. I don't want to lock up the supplies and ration them, but we can't keep making these runs every couple of days so we can eat better than we did before the world ended. In fact, I think I've gained a couple of pounds."

Randi turned onto a residential street. "Should we try this one?"

"Good as any." Josh pointed to one of the houses. "Why don't you park there, and we'll make our way from house to house?"

"Better yet, we passed a gas station a few blocks back, why don't Josh and I start clearing houses and you and Jill see if there's enough diesel to fill up?" Mark tapped his chin with his forefinger. "Unless you think we shouldn't split up."

"No. If you two stick together, we'll take care of the fuel." Randi parked on the side of the street. "Jill and I will watch out for each other, but you two need to have each other's backs. You don't know what you'll find in the houses."

The men climbed out of the truck. Randi drove back to the station and parked near the diesel storage. She and Jill pried the cover off, dropped the long hose into it, and stuck the other end with the small pump inside the truck tank. She plugged the cord from the pump into the trailer light receptacle on her truck and turned it on. Within a couple of minutes, fuel flowed. She watched for a second. "Josh was right, his brother is a genius. When the electricity went out, I didn't think we'd be able to get gas from a store ever again, but Mark's pump is awesome."

"Yeah. He's a gem all right."

Randi glanced at Jill and her face flushed. "Oh?"

"Yeah. I mean, he's really smart."

"Not too hard on the eyes either."

A flush crept up Jill's face. "I hadn't paid much attention."

"Liar. I've seen how you two look at each other."

"Doesn't matter. With life in the toilet, relationships are a luxury we can't afford."

Randi leaned against her truck. "If we stop living, though, we might as well be dead." The first tank filled, and Randi switched to the secondary one and let it fill.

"While we're waiting, why don't we check inside the station to see if there are any supplies we could use?" Jill asked.

"Follow my lead." Randi had her weapon at the ready and stepped over the threshold. Empty. No zombies. Or food. The door to the service bay was open, and in the corner, she found three fifty or so gallon plastic drums. 

"Let's check out the drums."

They were new, so the women rolled them to the truck and loaded them in the back. Once the secondary tank was full, Randi filled the drums and secured them with bungee cords. "We need to mark these as diesel when we get back. If someone used them in one of the ATVs or in the other cars, it'll ruin them."

She drove back to where they'd left Josh and Mark and found them with a stash of food piled on the sidewalk.

"We found a cellar with canned vegetables and a couple of bags of flour," Josh said

"Great. We snagged a few barrels for diesel at the station you spotted." Randi took a box from Mark and stowed it in the bed of the truck. "That pump you built worked great."

Once they had everything loaded, they drove further into town and found a grocery store. She parked near the door, but as they climbed out of the truck, shots rang out. Randi dove for the pavement and unholstered her weapon as she landed.

"Where'd that come from?" Mark asked.

She glanced back at him. His breathing was ragged, but he held his weapon with a firm grip.

"Inside." She eased up to her knees. "Stay down."

Randi called to Josh, "Think we can get in the truck and back out of here in one piece?"

"Let's try. Where's Jill?"

"I'm at the rear of the pickup, but I can crawl to your side, Josh."

"Mark, open the back door and crawl inside." Randi stood and trained her weapon on the front of the store. "Jill, you're next." Her heart thudded in her chest, so she took a couple of slow breaths and eased her door open. "Josh, let's go." Randi checked to make sure everyone was in the truck, then slammed the gearshift into reverse and floored the gas pedal.

No more gunfire sounded as they sped away. Silence stretched on for several minutes, and Randi started laughing.

"What's so funny?" Mark asked. "That was terrifying."

"Before this we were all law-abiding citizens. Your brother was even a cop. Now, we're common looters. Had I been the owner, I would've shot at us, too."

"True." Josh leaned back. "Of course, that might not've been the store owner."

"You think?" Mark drummed his fingers on the seat. "I guess it makes sense. If I had nowhere to go and found a fully-stocked store, I'd stake it out and take shots at anyone who tried to get inside."

"Me, too." Jill brushed her hair back from her face. "Or try to find a group that would take me in."

"Did we get enough supplies to last, or do we need to do more scavenging?" Randi asked.

"If we stop now, we'll need to come out again in a couple of days." Mark stretched his injured arm and groaned.

Jill sighed. "Let's keep looking. The longer we wait, the better the chance some other group will scavenge any available supplies."

She drove to another neighborhood and parked. "Might as well try houses again. Probably our best chance." They searched several and found more non-perishable food supplies. Randi shoved a box into the bed and, a man grabbed her in a chokehold. He pressed his knife to her throat.

"I'm leaving here with that truck and those supplies." The man waved the knife at Josh, Mark, and Jill. "Any of you jerks even think about playing the hero, chica here's as good as dead."

This couldn't be happening. Randi hoped neither Josh nor Mark tried to intervene. She couldn't lose anyone else.

"You don't want to do this." Josh held his hands up in a stopping motion. "Just let her go."

While the man focused on the others, Randi took a deep breath, grabbed his forearm with one hand, pulled downward, and screamed. "You're hurting me! Please don't cut me. Please! You can't kill me!"

While she continued screaming and begging for her life, she slammed her other fist into his groin with all the force she could muster, jammed her elbow into his gut, and spun out of his hold. As soon as she faced the man, she slammed a knife-hand punch to the man's throat and planted a hard front kick to his groin.

He doubled over. She landed a front kick to his face that threw him backwards onto the pavement. Randi had to disable him long enough for them to get a long way from here, so she gave him another kick to the groin. He grabbed himself and vomited. She picked up his knife, a Marine K-Bar. "Thanks for the new blade." 

Mark and Jill both stared at her with their eyes wide. 

"Come on. If there's one roach around, there're more." 

They scrambled into the truck, and she took off. Her heart pounded, and her abdomen muscles spasmed. "Let's drive around. If that guy's with others, we don't want to take any chances on leading people back to the compound.”

Chapter Twenty-Five

––––––––

A noise in the house woke Reginald, but the darkness of the room prevented him from seeing. He struggled to listen over the thudding of his heart. Voices. "Mary Anne," he whispered and touched her shoulder. "Someone's in the house." She sat up in bed alert. "Window." He pointed next to her at the floor to ceiling windows. "Go." She eased the window up and crawled out without making a sound. The girls were sound asleep on the floor, so he slipped out of bed and gently shook Belle then Katie. He held a finger to his lips. "Crawl through the window. Mom's waiting. Walk two blocks north. Got it?"

Belle nodded and headed for the window, but turned to him. "What about you?"

"I'm going to get the car and pick you up. Hurry."

Footsteps sounded outside the door. Reginald gasped and handed Katie the puppy after she was out of the window. "Hurry." Reginald climbed out the window after his family and crept toward the front of the house. He patted the keys in his pocket. Was it worth trying to get to the Lincoln? They would be on foot without it, but how many men were in the house? Were they armed? He continued to edge his way toward the front. He had to take the risk. No telling if they would find another car with keys in this godforsaken town.

He reached the corner of the house, and flattened himself against it as a man looked out the window. "Jude! Some jerk's been in here. Look at all the loot they've got gathered in the room, and the window's open."

A second voice yelled, "He's going for the car, kill him."

Reginald ran toward the carport as fast as he could. His feet slapped the hard, gravel driveway as he reached the carport. He swung the door open, but a huge man slammed him against the side of it before he could get inside. How could he fight someone the size of a bus?

"What do you think you're doing?"

"Uh."

"Uh, nothing. You ain't taking this here car. I done laid claim to it. When them owners got zombified, I said this ride was gonna be mine."

Reginald didn't say anything, but searched for a way to get out alive and keep the car.

Someone in the house yelled for the man. He loosened his grip on Reginald as he turned and yelled back at the voice from inside. Reginald slipped the keys out of his pocket and slumped lower out of the guy's grip.

The second he slipped out of the man's grip, he ducked into the car and started it. The big man grabbed him by the neck. "I'm gonna kill you."

"Not if I kill you first."

Reginald threw the gearshift into reverse and stomped on the gas. The car flew backwards causing the still-open door to slam into bus guy. Bus guy flew into the ground, but Reginald didn't slow long enough to see if he got up or not. He drove a few blocks down Main, slowed to shut his door, and circled around to the street where Mary Anne and the kids waited. He took a deep breath as soon as they were all in the car.

"You okay?"

He reached over and squeezed his wife's hand. "Now, I am. That was close."

"Was it the homeowners?"

"No. One of the men tried to stop me from getting the car. He said he'd claimed it as soon as the owners turned."

Reginald's arm muscles quivered, and his legs tightened. They were so close. What else could go wrong?

*****

Josh slowed as they neared a gate a few miles from Uvalde. The gate spanned a double drive. "Look." He pointed to a sign that hung from a post next to it that read River's Edge Bed and Breakfast and RV Park. 

"What do you think?" Randi asked. "If there's no one there, we might find supplies."

"It's worth knocking on the first door we come to," Mark said.

"Let's try." Randi turned her hands palm up. "We're armed. What's the worst that could happen?"

"Slide over so you can drive through if the gate's unlocked." Josh hopped out and gave the electronic gate a tug. A padlock secured it at the top and the bottom. Did that happen after the electricity went out?

Mark climbed out of the truck. "Need some muscle, bro?"

"Yeah. Right."

Mark grabbed a bolt cutter out of the truck and handed it to Josh. "See if those will get through the chain or the locks."

He severed the locks and climbed in, Randi followed the dirt road until they came to a large, two-story log house. "Let's see if anyone's here." They each unholstered their handguns and slung their rifles over their shoulders. 

Mark gave a couple of loud raps with his knuckle. After a few seconds, the door creaked open and a man peeked out. "I have a gun, and I'm not afraid to use it."

Josh held his hands up. "We mean you no harm."

"Then what do you want?"

"We're out looking for supplies and checking for survivors. So far we haven't found many who've come through this unscathed."

The man stared at him for a few seconds. "Come in."

He opened the door and led them into a large open room with wooden beams and floor to ceiling windows along the back providing breathtaking views of the hills with red and yellow trees.

"I'm Cooper Davis. This place belongs to my dad and stepmom."

"Did they make it?" Randi asked.

"I don't know." The man was much younger than Josh had originally thought. Maybe twenty. "They work in San Antonio. From what I hear the infected have overrun the city." He ran his hand over his shaved head. "I was home from college for the weekend when everything went to pieces."

"You're here alone?" Randi frowned. "It's not safe."

Cooper laughed. "No kidding. Y'all are the first ones who didn't want to eat me or rob me."

"Come with us." Josh motioned toward the truck. "We were headed back to our compound when we saw this place and decided to check for supplies. Our bunker is the safest place around."

Cooper narrowed his eyes. "Uh, I'm not so sure. Y'all aren't cannibals, are you?"

"Cannibals?" Randi laughed a deep hearty rumble. "I'm sorry that struck me funny. I could imagine my sister's response if we tried to get her to eat people. She thought eating venison was tantamount to animal cruelty."

Josh grinned. "Yeah, Adriana would crater. Or kill all of us." He turned to Cooper. "I know it's hard to trust anyone in this messed up world, but we're offering you shelter and safety. There are families and children in the camp. It's safe."

"And the freedom to leave any time you want." Randi made eye contact with the young man.

"I can leave if I don't like it? No questions asked?"

"Yep. We'll try to talk you out of it, because you won't survive if you're alone." She stepped closer to the young man. "But, if you really want to leave, you're free to go."

"Dude, we're offering you a safe place." Mark scoffed. "You're crazy if you don't take us up on it."

Cooper hesitated for several seconds. "Okay. I have supplies here, but with the electricity out, the stuff in the freezer won't last much longer.”

"Let's take it." Randi motioned to the truck. "We'll load the whole thing up, and put it in the anteroom to the smokehouse. There's an outlet there. We can put it next to the cooler."

"Good idea." Mark nodded. "Lots of possibilities with the ability to freeze meat and vegetables."

Cooper frowned. "It's a huge commercial freezer, but I think Dad has a dolly around here. Not sure how we'll get it in the truck though."

"My truck has a lift-gate." Randi crossed her arms. "I worked construction and often had to haul heavy stuff."

The five of them wrestled the freezer onto a four-wheeled dolly. Josh swiped at the sweat dripping off his face. They took a breather, then rolled it to the truck and onto the lift gate. Josh and Cooper steadied the freezer as Randi lifted them up, then they rolled it into the truck and locked it into place with ropes. 

"Come with me." Cooper led them to a garage off to the side of the house. "Dad's motor home is parked in here. You said there were children at the camp. We can take the RV and maybe they'll stay warmer."

He rolled up the door to reveal a huge class A motorhome. The thing looked bigger than her apartment. Josh let out a whistle and asked Randi, "Do we have enough gas to keep the generator going for a while?"

"Yes. There are several tanks located on the property, but maybe Mark can figure out how to hook it to the power."

"I'll work on it. Of course the heater's probably powered by propane, not electricity."

"It has a fireplace and a heated floor," Cooper said. "It's a top of the line. If we could connect it to some type of electricity, we can use the stove, oven, and water heater."

The thought of taking a hot shower instead of spit baths made him hopeful he'd feel civilized once again. "Let's take it. It'll at least provide us a way to get them out of the wind." Josh turned to Mark. "You ride back with Randi, and I'll ride with Cooper."

"Do you know how to drive the rig?" Mark asked.

The young man shook his head. "Never tried. They only bought it a couple of months ago."

"Josh, you ride with Randi, and I'll take the RV." Mark smiled. A real smile that reached his eyes. "My stent as a city bus driver while in college is paying off."

It couldn't be that hard to drive. People bought them all the time, but Josh wouldn't say that to his brother.

"We still need to hit a couple of places to find flour." Randi stretched. "If we're adding extra mouths, we need more supplies."

"We have that here. It's in the cellar." Cooper motioned for Josh to follow him.

They traipsed downstairs into a dark, dank cellar. There were bags of supplies on shelves and covering the floor. Maybe they could stock up enough to stay within the confines of the compound for a while.

Josh grabbed a huge bag of potatoes and a bag flour and started up the stairs. "Your family must cook a bunch."

"Dad's a gourmet chef at Chez Magnifique in San Antonio. He was working toward opening a restaurant here, but in the meantime, he fixes the guests incredible breakfasts.”

Several more trips, and they had all of the flour, cornmeal, potatoes, and canned vegetables loaded.

Cooper came up the stairs with a large jar of honey. "Y'all said there were kids there. I thought they might enjoy something sweet for a change."

Randi swiped a hand over her dusty jeans. "There are. We're all a little on the weird side, but safe. Let's get back to the camp."

Josh tugged his jacket closed. "Before we head back, do you have any bites or scratches?"

Cooper shook his head. "None of those things have gotten close to me. The uninfected have posed the biggest threat."

Randi stared at the young man. "When we get to the camp, one of the men will have you strip and check for bites. If you have a wound that resembles a bite or a scratch, you'll be allowed to stay in the outer fence for a few days until we're sure you're not infected." She touched the kid's arm. "You do understand we can't take a chance on bringing this infection into the camp?"

Cooper scratched his neck. "I get it. Not much for stripping in front of others, but I'll do whatever I need to in order to stay safe."

Chapter Twenty-Six

––––––––

Josh stretched as the glow of the sun peeked behind the barren oaks. He rubbed his hands together and went to the kitchen area where Jill and Cooper were talking to Mrs. Martinez. He pointed at them. "Do y'all know how to handle a gun?"

"I've had my license to carry for years." Jill zipped her jacket. "Before this, I went to the range a couple of times a week."

The young man held his hand out and moved it side to side in a so-so motion. "I'm decent with a rifle or shotgun but not very accurate with a handgun. I've never been very fond of them."

"Then Cooper, you'll come with us." Josh called Adriana, Mark, and Candy to join him. Between him and Mark they should be able to teach the women at least basic gun safety and help Cooper gain accuracy. "Let's go." He led the way to the vehicle storage. "Mark and I'll take the four-wheeler, and y'all can follow in one of the four-seaters."

"If I have to do this, I might as well have fun." Adriana put her hands on her hips. "I'm riding the ATV with you."

Josh's eyebrows shot up. "You think that's fun?"

"Don't you?"

He stared at the shrew for a few seconds. "You don't strike me as the outdoorsy type."

"You don't even know me." Adriana crossed her arms. "I'm not a delicate flower."

Yeah "delicate flower" wasn't the term he had for the hateful woman. Of course, as a gentleman, he refused to use the name he had for her. Josh forced a plastic smile. "Fine. You ride with me, then." He opened the door to the storage shed. "We'll do a perimeter check before we start the lessons." He drove until they came to a group of infected at the fence. As he rolled to a stop, Adriana gasped. Mark pulled to a stop a couple of feet behind the ATV and his passengers climbed out.

"Are those people sick?" Adriana asked. 

"Yes. There aren't too many of them today."

"Not too many?" Her eyes went wide. "Are you insane? There are five people standing there drooling."

"Yeah, they're drooling because you look like dinner. Don't get too close." Mark put a hand out to stop Mrs. Martinez from getting any closer to the fence.

Josh took a deep breath, leveled his weapon and fired off five shots in succession.

"You just killed them!" Mrs. Martinez screamed and grabbed Josh's arm. "Those people were sick." She glared at him. "Don't you understand they can't help how they are? Why did you murder them?"

"I do understand, but there's no help. This infection affects their brains. They don't know what they're doing, but that won't stop them from eating us. At least not until the disease progresses to the point they can no longer walk. They're dying, and, as much as I hate it, I'm only hastening that death to protect everyone else from this vicious disease."

Mrs. Martinez shook her head. "I want to go back to the camp. Now. I must talk to Xever. We cannot randomly kill people. People who aren't harming us." She glared at Josh. "If we can't help them, we should leave them alone."

Mark leaned close to Mrs. Martinez. "If we leave them alone, they'll take down the fence. Once the outer fence goes, it's a matter of time until they find their way inside the inner fence. When that happens, we are all dead."

Mrs. Martinez stared at him for several seconds. "I refuse to believe that."

Josh clenched his hands into fists and struggled to compose an appropriate response without screaming. Cooper stood behind Mrs. Martinez with his eyes wide, but he kept quiet. Probably wondering what kind of freak show he'd joined.

"I know you don't want to believe it, but it's true." Mark put his hands on her shoulders. "Mrs. Martinez, life has changed. As unpalatable as that may be, you have grandchildren in the camp. You've only seen five infected at the fence. Most days there are many more, and it's much worse away from here. Each time we leave the compound, we put our lives on the line.

"Whether you like our method of keeping you and your family safe or not, they are alive because of what your daughter and my brother put into place. If you can think of a better way, then tell us. We despise killing sick people. Killing anyone."

She shook her head. "There must be another way."

"Would you like to go out of the camp?" Josh asked. "I can show you how terrifying it is."

She sank to the ground. "It can't be that bad. We can't let children grow up in this."

Adriana huffed out a breath. "Mom's right. This is murder."

Candy gave a harsh laugh. "You two are a piece of work. I've been on the other side of these walls. Josh and Randi continually tell you how dangerous the world is. Maybe they need to get more graphic with you. I watched those things eat, do you understand, eat my boyfriend. They ripped him into shreds while he screamed and cried."

She walked up to Adriana and Mrs. Martinez and shook her finger at them. "You two should be ashamed of yourselves. Instead of acting like a couple of spoiled divas, grow up and deal with life as we know it. Be glad I'm not the one in charge. Instead of coddling y'all, I would take your pampered behinds into town and leave you to figure out how to survive. Now, shut up, get in the vehicle, and listen to every word that comes out of Josh's mouth, 'cause, so help me if you don't, I'll beat the snot out of both of you. I'm sick to death of your judgmental and superior attitudes."

Josh stared at Candy. The sweet, quiet girl had never said much to anyone. Until today. He suppressed a grin.

"Mom, get up." Adriana put her hand under her mother's arm. "We have work to do, and if we don't go shoot with Josh, we'll never get back to camp." She glared at Candy. "I don't know who you think you are to berate us, but I will go to my father as soon as we return. He'll put you out of the camp."

"No, he won't. This land and compound belongs to my uncle." Mark raised an eyebrow. "You have no say on who stays or goes. If you try, you won't stay."

Mrs. Martinez stood and turned to Candy. "It may be awful out there, but how am I supposed to reconcile murdering people with my faith?"

Candy stared Mrs. Martinez. "If someone broke into your house with the intent to mutilate your grandchildren, what would you do?"

"Call the police."

"These people are trying to get in here to kill your grandchildren. There are no police. If we don't stop them, they will kill Tommy and Lori." Mrs. Martinez's face blanched, but she didn't argue. Maybe Candy could reach them.

Adriana rolled her eyes. "Let's learn to shoot, then we'll have Miguel take us on a run so we can see how they are blowing this out of proportion."

"Miguel doesn't go on runs." Josh glared at Adriana. "You'll go with me, Mark, Xever, or Randi. If something happens to Miguel, we won't have anyone with medical knowledge. Now, shut up and get on the ATV, or I'll leave you out here."

***

Randi stretched and looked out over the land as the sun crept higher in the sky. Her shift at watch would end soon. The door opened and Josh walked through. "Morning." Randi swiveled her stool around to face him. "I thought Dad was on for this morning?"

"He is. I woke and couldn't go back to sleep so I rounded everyone up for an early morning shooting lesson." Josh lifted a shoulder.

"Yeah." She leaned back and rubbed her neck. "How'd it go?"

Josh shook his head. "Don't ask."

"Okay, but I'll expect details later. Bringing Cooper into our group got me to thinking." Randi stood and paced from one end of the room to the other. "Do we need to go on runs looking for lone survivors?"

"That would be humanitarian."

"My thoughts are more along a selfish line." She rubbed her neck. "If someone decides to wage war for this place, the more able-bodied men and women we have to fight, the better our chances."

"Sounds reasonable. We need talk to the group before we make a conscious effort to look for survivors, but I like your idea. Of course, food can become an issue if we have too many mouths to feed."

"True." Randi flopped back into her chair. "Think about it."

Her father walked in and gave them a quizzical look. "Mija, go rest."

"Thanks, Dad. First, I'm going to help Mark figure out if we can connect solar panels to the RV. He already has water connected and the generator running."

"I'll come with you."

They found Mark tanning another hide. "Can you spare a few minutes?" Randi asked. "We have to go into the basement to get the solar panels."

"Sure. This can sit for a while."

"Do I need to break in?" Josh asked.

"No." Randi took off at a brisk walk. "Come on." She led the men to the river bridge. "I didn't show y'all this the other day, because it's not necessary for us to access it, but your uncle had me put an escape panel for the house."

"Where?"

Randi pointed to the platform leading to the bridge. "Here." She kneeled, unhooked the latch, and flipped the platform up. "After you."

Josh and Mark climbed into the tunnel. Randi followed closing the hatch after her.

"Shouldn't we leave it open?" Mark asked.

"You want someone to tell Dad I've been inside the house?"

Josh held up his hands. "No. My last conversation with him about moving into the house didn't go so well."

"Exactly." They walked down a sloping tunnel to a wall. Randi pushed on it, and a hidden door that led to the basement closet popped open. The closet contained the storage tanks for the composting toilets and nothing else. "Want to see the house before we carry the panels up?" Both men nodded. She led the way from that closet into another. Large bags of water treatment chemicals lined the wall. A small shelving unit held water testing supplies and bottles of water. "There are two wells that feed the house, and the pumps are powered by gennies, solar panels, and wind turbines."

Mark examined the chemicals. "Are the wells fouled?"

Randi shook her head. "No, they're great. Good quality water."

"Why the chemicals, then?" Josh asked.

"Your uncle knew y'all would be here long-term. There's a possibility of contamination in the future, or of the wells running dry and having to use river water so the chemicals will make it safe to drink." Randi opened the door leading out of the closet. "At least that's my guess. This is the rest of the basement."

Josh looked at the shelving units running the length of the room. "MREs, jerky, bottled water."

The other shelving units contained boxes of seeds, medications, suture kits, oxygen tanks, "To Mr. Barker's specifications."

"What are these other rooms?" Mark asked.

"The smaller one in the corner is a bathroom with a working shower, and the larger is a stocked lab."

"Uncle Reg is planning to try to develop a vaccine or a cure. If he makes it here." Josh opened the door to the lab and looked around. "Why else would he have built this?"

She looked into the lab. It had metal morgue tables with water faucets and shelving units that contained any kind of supplies he might need. Centrifuges, a mass spectrometer, and several other pieces of equipment that she forgot the names of sat on a large table that spanned the east wall. The north wall was lined with several types of microscopes.

Josh closed the lab door and Randi walked to the back wall of the main room. "The extra panels are over here."

Mark gave the basement a longing look. "Wish we could talk your dad into moving inside."

"I doubt that'll ever happen." Randi motioned to the men. "For y'all, he won't say a word, but he'll have a conniption if anyone else tries. After all, y'all are invited guests of the owners."

They followed Randi up the stairs. "I get that, but it's such a waste for the house to sit here empty," Josh said.

She'd learned a long time ago not to argue with her father when it came to his principles. The man was more stubborn than a six-headed mule. "This is the first floor. Basically, a large family room and kitchen. There's a bathroom and one bedroom down here."

The kitchen had a large, stainless electric stove with a ceramic top, a stainless, two-doored refrigerator with a freezer beneath, and a farmhouse sink. "I know there's a water well, but are the solar panels enough to power all this?" Josh asked.

"Not sure. The solar panels are on the outbuildings and on the roof here, but the wind turbines supply most of power to the house. I think."

"Sounds reasonable. Solar has limitations. As does wind power." Mark inspected the wiring. "Uncle Reg thought of everything, didn't he?"

Randi went up the stairs. "Yeah, he did."

"This floor has ten bedrooms and four bathrooms."

"Composting toilets?" Mark asked.

"Yes. They drain into the basement, and the gray water's funneled out to the garden."

"Impressive." Mark walked into one of the bedrooms. "Did you do the power or did you farm it out?"

"Subcontractors. We always sub out electrical, but my normal company couldn't handle this." Randi lifted a shoulder. "It was fun to build. I've never done a self-sustaining home before." She scuffed her toe against the floor. "While I was doing it, I made plans to build my own quasi-self-sustaining home. Even bought the land."

"None of us could've ever expected this." Josh leaned against the wall. "Wonder if Uncle Reg will make it? They're traveling with two kids. I can't imagine being out in that mess with children." 

"Dude, David's not a kid. He's in college." Mark cuffed his brother on the shoulder. "He's only six years younger than me." 

As they climbed down the stairs, Randi asked, "How did the shooting lessons go?"

"I dread taking them back."

"I'd offer to go with you, but that'll only make things worse."

"Candy showed spunk." Josh ran his hand over the handrail. "I have a newfound respect for her."

Back in the basement, Mark inspected the solar panels. "Not sure these'll work. I'm not up on RVs, but I don't think we have any of the equipment necessary."

"It was worth a try." Randi held in a sigh. The thought was too good to be true anyway.

"On our next run, we'll try to find an RV supply store." Josh turned to Mark. "Won't that work?"

"Probably not unless we go into San Antonio and find a big place."

Randi looked at him. "How do you know all of this?"

"I like to read."

Reading was one thing, but the kid seemed to have an eidetic memory. On the next run, she would find every how-to manual she could for Mark to read. No telling what information they might need in the future.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

––––––––

Reginald drove while Mary Anne dozed. Dry trees with a few evergreens dotted the hillside. The emptiness of the road provided an eerie feel. Chills wrapped around Reginald, and he increased his speed.

Near Leakey a tall metal fence blocked the highway. Mary Anne sat up as he pulled to a stop. "What's going on?"

"Not sure." Reginald pointed to the fence and the armed guard standing above them with what looked a submachine gun pointed at them. "Stay here." He climbed out of the Lincoln and held his hands up. "Hello."

"State your business," the guard called.

"We have no business in the town." Reginald pointed to his family. "We're headed to California and need a way around your blockade."

"Turn around and go back to Junction."

Fatigue wore on him. He didn't want to go out of the way. Not when they could zip through this town. Reginald took a deep breath. "Won't you open the gate and allow us to drive through?"

"Nope."

His fists clenched into tight balls. "We only want to go through. You have my word we mean you no harm."

"Nowadays, a man's word ain't worth spit."

How could Reginald make this man understand? "We're tired and need to put a few more miles between us before we stop for the night. Don't make me backtrack. "

"Hang on, let me get Vixen. She'll decide if you can come through, stay, or if you have to go around."

"Vixen?"

"Our leader." The guard motioned to another man. "Watch him."

Reginald drummed his fingers against the Lincoln's roof. The guard never moved the weapon off him. He shifted from one foot to another. Maybe they needed to go around. He stepped back, ready to leave as the gates slid open. A tall woman clad in a tight, black-leather bodysuit strode over to Reginald. "I'm Vixen." Her violet eyes bored into him. How did the woman have purple eyes?

"Reginald." His heart thudded in his chest so hard he imagined the raven-haired woman could hear it. For some reason, she terrified him.

"Alton tells me you want to join our town."

"No. We just need to pass through. We're tired and need to make a few more miles before we stop for the night."

"Where are you headed?"

"San Diego."

She stared at him for several seconds. "Then why do you want to go through here? Unless you have no sense of direction."

"Uh."

"Very eloquent, Reginald." Vixen touched his chest with her long blood-colored fingernail. "Why don't you tell me the truth? We'll get nowhere if you continue with your lies."

"We're not headed to San Diego, but San Antonio." Reginald hoped she bought this version. "I have family waiting for us."

"Try again."

"I'm telling you the truth. We don't want to drive on I-10 because of what we've encountered on the major highways. We'd rather take a circuitous route." His hand shook as he ran it through his hair. "Look, I'm tired. My family is hungry, and we want to get through your barricade." He stepped closer to the woman. "If that's not possible, then fine. We'll turn around." He should've taken the detour to begin with instead of meeting with this woman.

"Your family in San Antonio is dead."

"How do you know?"

"People from every corner of the country live here." Vixen raised an eyebrow. "San Antonio fell early on. If that's even where you're headed."

"We still have to try."

"Come into our town and stay for a while." Vixen motioned with her gargantuan handgun for Mary Anne to drive through the gates.

"No, we'll go around."

"Stop, Reg." Vixen pinned him with a stare. "You said you're tired. It's time for your family to rest a bit." She again motioned for Mary Anne to drive into the town. His wife climbed into the driver's seat and started the engine.

A stranglehold gripped Reginald's throat and sweat poured down his back as she drove into the compound. "Do not hurt my family."

Vixen gave him serpentine smile. "Well now, that's up to you. Isn't it?"

"What do you mean by that?" He swallowed the boulder in his throat and his desire to throttle the woman. "I've done nothing wrong. Leave my family alone."

"Come on inside, and we'll talk."

He had no choice but to follow the woman since she'd taken his family hostage. Someone had walled up the minuscule town for a few miles with sheet metal fences. Vixen led Reginald to a government building. Once inside, he glanced around. They'd gutted the place and it looked more like a lounge than a government business. Overstuffed leather sofas and chairs filled the room.

"Take a seat." Vixen pointed to a sofa. "Can I get you a drink? Water, soda?"

Reginald shook his head. "Where's my family?"

"They'll be along soon." Vixen sat across from Reginald. "I wanted to talk to you alone first."

"Why?"

"I don't know where you're really headed, and I don't blame you for not telling me." He started to interrupt her, but Vixen held up a hand. "I want you and your family to stay here. At least for a day or two." A man interrupted them and whispered to Vixen for a couple of minutes.

"Why do you want us to stay?" Reginald asked when they finished talking.

"We can offer you shelter and protection. Danger waits outside these walls."

Reginald scoffed. "No kidding. We've managed just fine so far."

"No you haven't." She leaned forward and put her elbows on her knees. "You lost your son and another man who was traveling with you. That's not 'just fine'."

Swallowing, Reginald stared at the woman.

"Your wife's injured, in pain, and suffering emotionally." Vixen flicked a piece of imaginary lint off her leg. "Your daughter and the other little girl are exhausted."

Why did Mary Anne tell them what had happened? Rest sounded good, but could they trust these people? "What do you want from us?"

"After you rest for a few days, We'll expect you and your family to work like everyone else in the town. Nothing more. Nothing less."

"We can't stay here." Reginald stood. "I have family waiting for us."

"If they're alive. Look, you don't have to stay forever. Long enough to recover from the arduous journey you've made thus far." Vixen leaned back. "Silver Penny is a long way from Leakey.

You've had to make many detours along the way, and you must be exhausted. Rest a few days, work a few days to repay the food and lodging. Then you can be on your way."

"I have to talk to my wife first. Privately." He couldn't shake the feeling if they didn't get out of there, they would never be able to leave.

*****

Josh yawned and rubbed his face. The sun hung low in the sky. His shift would end soon. Mr. Martinez walked in to take his turn. "Morning, Mr. M."

"Josh, how many times must I ask you to call me Xever?"

"Sorry. Hard habit to break."

Xever took a seat. "Everything quiet?"

"Yeah. No problems."

"Good. Why don't you head out and try to sleep?"

Josh leaned back in his chair. "I will in a while, but I wanted to talk to you."

Xever nodded.

"I know you don't want to move into the house, but my uncle and aunt should be here by now if they're going to make it. It's a waste to leave the building empty."

"Son, I know you don't understand my point of view, but if I compromise my values when things get tough, what does that say about me?"

"I'm not asking you to compromise your values."

"Moving would."

Josh held up a hand. "Wait. Please, let me explain my position. Uncle Reg and Aunt Mary Anne are probably dead. Mark and I are their closest relatives. That means legally, morally, and logically the house belongs to us."

"We need to give them more time." Xever clasped his hands together. "It may take them longer than we expect to get here."

"It's already been much longer than I expected. If they were alive, they'd be here by now." How could he make Xever understand? "Even if they aren't dead, I'm Uncle Reg's proxy until he does arrive, and I think it's time to move."

"It's fine if you and Mark want to." Xever stroked his beard. "In fact, I wouldn't blame you. Running water, toilets, showers."

"Mark and I won't do it unless the entire family does."

"Then you'll wait a little longer."

Josh took a deep breath. He'd had this conversation with Xever several times before with the same result. "Yes, sir."

"I'm not trying to be difficult, son, but we've invaded your uncle's land. It's inconceivable we would take over his home also."

"I get it. You feel like you've already compromised your values by being here."

"That I do. It's better now that you're here and have given us permission to stay." Xever ran his hands through his hair. "When I became a Christ follower, I made it my mission to live by those values. No matter the circumstances. It's not always easy, but I do my best to honor Jesus."

"Randi has a hard time with that."

A shadow fell across Xever's face. "I know. She's changed since she got out of the Marines. Tougher. Of course, her rejection of God came long before she went into the Marines."

"It was hard over there."

"How long were you in?"

"Two tours." Josh rubbed his neck. "I planned on a career in the military, but when my parents died, I needed to come home to make sure Mark finished school."

"The world has changed so much over the years. We used to honor our soldiers."

"Yeah. Well, now I don't think we have a military anymore. Why do you think this infection happened?"

"We live in a screwed up world." Xever sighed. "This disease was altered by humans trying to be gods. It's straight from the depths of hell."

"But why did God allow it to happen? I'm a Christian, but I don't get this. God could've stopped it, yet He chose not to."

"Not sure I have the answer." Xever closed his eyes for a few seconds. "We don't always understand God's ways, but He gave us free will. Starting with Adam and Eve sin entered the world. Thus we all have a sin nature. Unfortunately, we use that freedom to try to destroy each other."

"I get it. Yet I don't. It's beyond my understanding."

Xever sighed. "I think it's above the comprehension of most people. Especially me."

"Care to meet with me at least once a week? I need a mentor." Josh swallowed over the lump in his throat. "The youth pastor at my church was my best friend. We held each other accountable to study the Bible and grow as Christ followers."

"What happened to him?"

Josh clenched his jaw. "When this started I looked for Ken. It was too late. He was infected."

"I'm sorry."

Josh fingered the edge of his tee shirt. "I've seen the same hurt in Randi's eyes when she talks about Leon."

Pain flashed across Xever's face. "It kills me to see Adriana resent Randi and blame her for Leon's death. Of course they never had a wonderful relationship, but this is too much."

"What can we do?"

"Other than pray? I don't know."

"I've tried talking to Adriana, but she won't listen to me."

"No, she sees how close you and Randi have become and assumes you'll always take her side."

"She's my friend."

"Randi's a handful, but she's loving and loyal. Even to those who don't deserve it." Xever put his hand on Josh's shoulder. "Adriana is a good woman. I know you've not seen that, yet, but she's usually very sweet. We need to keep praying for those two."

"Why does Adriana resent Randi so much? There's more to it than Leon's death, isn't there?"

"I'm not sure when it started. Randi tended to be dramatic when she was younger. If a guy rejected her, it was the end of the world. A broken friendship sent her into hysterics."

"You've got to be kidding."

"Nope," Xever said. "She was always a tomboy, but also very sensitive. As the youngest, she was a bit of a princess."

"I'm having a hard time picturing that."

Xever smiled. "I think we've had a hard time admitting Randi grew up while in the Marines. When she came home, her hair was short, she had a few tattoos, and she no longer went into hysterics over little things. Over anything. She turned into a tough, but distant woman."

"Maybe Adriana still sees her as the spoiled little girl instead of the strong, capable woman who has done everything in her power to keep her family safe."

Chapter Twenty-Eight

––––––––

Randi slung a hunting rifle on her back and headed to do a perimeter check. The thought of killing any more people set her stomach roiling, but what choice did she have? She drove the perimeter, but didn't see any infecteds for once. A large buck stood at the edge of the river drinking. She sighted him in and pulled the trigger dropping the deer.

She threw a rope over a tree, hooked one end on the atv, and pulled him up by his hind legs and bled him out. The blood pooling on the ground sent her back to the parking lot with Leon lying in a pool of his blood. She shook her head to clear the image and gutted the buck. The gore reminded her of the people she'd killed in her life. She stuffed those thoughts into the recesses of her mind, hauled the buck onto the ATV, and secured it to the rack on the back of the vehicle.

At least she could provide fresh meat tonight and make sausage with the rest of the venison. A female goat bleated near the gate. She hooked a rope over her neck and led her inside. Randi took the deer and goat to their makeshift kitchen where her mother and sister were cleaning breakfast dishes. "I think this goat is ready to be milked. We can exchange her for one of the others."

"Good, mija. You brought us fresh venison, too. That'll make a nice supper."

Adriana glared at her. "Thanks a lot." Her nostrils flared. "More work for us while you play soldier." She swept her arm in an arc. "It's enough that I have to take a rotation on watch while you strut around here like you're part of the Mossad, but now you've brought even more work for us. I suppose you expect me to tan the hide, too."

Randi counted to ten to keep from losing her temper. "Everyone in camp rotates through all duties. Tomorrow I have KP."

"Yet, you bring us this carcass to take care of today." Adriana rolled her eyes. "By all means, go about your business while Mom and I work our backsides into the ground."

Randi stepped closer and jammed her finger into her sister's chest. "I'm sick of your attitude. If you don't want to be a part of this family, get out. See if you can survive without the rest of us. Otherwise, shut up. I will not put up with your abuse one second longer. You don't have to like me, but you do have to learn to work with me."

"If you don't get your finger out of my chest, I'll break it off."

"Just try it. I'm begging you." Randi moved even closer to her sister. "You've slapped me once and got away with it. That's it. You try it again, I'll take you down. I don't want to hurt you, Adriana, but I'm sick to death of the way you've been treating me. Now grow up. I've had enough of your spoiled brat attitude. To survive, we work. Period."

"How dare you tell me to grow up when you're the one who always gets her way."

"Adriana, that's enough." Her mother laid a hand on each woman's shoulder. "I'm sorry, honey, but Randi isn't the one being unreasonable here. You've been acting horrible. I know you're hurting since losing Leon, but it needs to stop."

"Because Randi didn't protect him. She left him to die!"

"Did Leon have decreased mental capacity?" Randi asked.

Adriana stared at her. "What? No."

"Then you stop blaming Randi for what happened to Leon." Tears flooded her mother's cheeks. "Mija, Randi loved Leon like a brother. She didn't do this. You have to learn to manage your grief and stop berating your sister."

Adriana crossed her arms over her chest. "It's not just Leon. Randi acts like she's the queen of the land. She orders us around and expects everyone to jump to attention when she walks into the room." Adriana motioned around the compound. "She blows things out of proportion like the drama queen she's always been so she can feel better about herself."

"I've heard enough." Randi held up her hand. "You know what, Adriana? Why don't you go back to your tent? I'll take over your duties today. While you're at it, tell Dad to take you off KP and watch rotations and put me in your place. Then you can spend your time in your tent doing whatever it is you think is more important than keeping your children well-nourished and safe."

"I didn't say I didn't want to do my share. You need to do yours."

"I do more than my part of the work around here, but I'm so fed up with hearing you say how lazy and melodramatic I am, that I don't want you on duty. Period. I don't give a flip what you do, but you won't be a part of the team that keeps us safe or cooks, cleans, and makes clothing." Randi held out her hand. "Give me your apron and leave."

"No."

"Either give me your apron and get out of here, or shut up. Not only for today. I do not want to hear from you again. You either become a productive member of this little society or take your whiny butt to your tent and stay far away from me. Do you understand?"

"Give me a break. Once again you're being a drama queen."

"I gave you two choices. If you decide not to take either one, then I will shut you up."

"Try it."

"Don't push me, Adriana." Randi balled her hands into fists. "I tried to save Leon, yet you think I am responsible. He made the choice to go on the run with me. Now, you're screaming because we have to work night and day. I hate it. Hours on end with no breaks gets old, but we have no choice. If you don't learn to accept it, you won't survive."

"You make me sound lazy." Adriana narrowed her eyes. "I don't want to have pull your weight because you're playing soldier."

"Have you looked at the schedule, sis? You aren't on it any more than anyone else. Josh, Mark, Miguel, and I add extra duties to ourselves to make this place run. What more do you want from me?"

"I want you dead instead of my husband."

*****

Reginald paced. The walls of the miniscule room closed around him. Vixen had taken their car and stuck them in quarters smaller than a dorm room. Mary Anne and the girls continued to sleep, but this place terrified him. If he didn't get his family to their compound, who else would he lose? A key sounded in the door, and Vixen walked in with a tray. "I brought you hot food. We have lots of good hunting just outside our walls."

"When can we leave?"

"Darlin', you don't want to leave. Atlas is the safest place around."

"Atlas?"

"We changed the name of the town to something that signified strength."

"Ah. You're telling me you won't allow me to take my family from here?"

"I'm sorry, but no."

"Why not?" Reginald's gut clenched, and his hair lifted from the nape of his neck. "We have family waiting for us in San Antonio."

"Doll, San Antonio was one of the first cities to fall. I've already explained that to you." Vixen sat in the chair with a feline grace. "If I allow you to leave, it will be on my conscious. You won't make it more than a few more miles."

"We've been through worse than you could imagine." Reginald held eye contact with her. "Besides, it won't be on your conscious if we leave. Mary Anne and I are adults capable of making rational decisions."

Vixen tapped her nails together. "We'll see. Right now, you and your family need rest and food. Later, we'll revisit your request to leave."

Reginald clenched his jaw to keep from slamming the woman to the ground and trying to force his way out of the prison. If he lost his temper, they wouldn't get far. He had to play it smart.

"You eat up now. We'll have assembly in a few hours. When you're not running on pure adrenaline, you'll come to understand the wisdom of staying in Atlas and becoming part of our family."

Why hadn't he turned around when they first arrived? The guard gave him the chance, but he blew it.

She rose and started for the door but looked over her shoulder. "You aren't a prisoner here Reginald, but you and your family are in our protective custody."

Reginald shuddered as the lock snicked closed. This woman struck terror in his heart in spite of her attempts to reassure him.

"Reg?"

Mary Anne slipped her arms around him. "Are you okay?"

"No. We need to leave."

Mary Anne took a seat in the chair Vixen had vacated. A kitchen chair provided the only seating area in the room. Other than the chair, a full-sized bed and a twin bed filled the space. No windows and only one door. It looked like a prison to him.

"Honey, maybe Vixen's right. Look at what we've been through on our way here. I don't know how much more we can take."

"Something's off. If this was truly a sanctuary, she wouldn't keep us here against our will. The door's locked for goodness' sakes. When someone holds you captive, be scared."

"We need to eat. At least she brought us food." Mary Anne uncovered the plates. "Stew. Dish it up while I wake the girls."

Reginald held her arm to stop her as she stood. "We don't know what kind of meat is in this."

"Venison or rabbit."

Reginald took Mary Anne's hand and lowered his voice. "This place is off. What if they're cannibals? Do you want to take that chance? Feed our daughter human flesh? And how do we know it's not tainted by the virus?"

"You're being ridiculous."

"Maybe I am." He jammed his hand through his hair. "Vixen scares me. The way she locks us in the room..."

"Then why don't we check out the town? We could walk around and look for a way out."

"What about the girls?"

"They need to run and play outside without fear."

"As long as they don't get too far from us." Reginald imagined Vixen or her crew snatching the girls from them, and his pulse rate skyrocketed. "They need to stay in our sight."

"You're overreacting, but if it will make you feel better, we'll tell them to stick close." She glanced back at him as she walked toward the bed to wake the girls. "Keep in mind that no one has threatened us. We aren't prisoners. If we insist, I'm sure Vixen will give us our car."

His sweet Mary Anne. She always saw the good in others. Sometimes to her own detriment.

Mary Anne and the girls ate the stew against Reginald's wishes. "You're being ridiculous. It's wonderful." Mary Anne passed the bowl under his nose. The aroma of rich broth set his stomach to growling. "See, you're hungry. Eat."

He took a tentative bite. Venison. Unless human flesh tasted like deer meat. He couldn't shake the thought, but Mary Anne pushed him to finish the bowl.

Mary Anne gathered their dishes and sat them on the tray, but still no one had shown up to let them out of their cell.

Reginald paced. "Why are we locked in here?" 

"Relax. They'll let us out soon enough."

How long had it been? He sat on the edge of the bed and bounced his leg. How did he get his family in yet another mess?

A man they hadn't met yet, unlocked their door. "Assembly's in an hour. Don't be late."

They strolled through the town hand in hand. Homes lined each side of the road. Reginald struggled to look nonchalant. He forced his shoulders to relax and plastered a serene look on his face. At least he hoped he'd achieved serene. He wanted the people there to think they were willing to stay without a fuss.

"It's nice to see you out." Vixen gave her predatory smile.

The woman was everywhere at once. "Just needed fresh air."

"I see." She nodded to the girls. "We have a playground down the street in the park."

"Can we go? Please?" Katie asked.

"We'll walk that way." Mary Anne smiled at the girls. "I'll push you on the swings."

"Let the children run and play. You're safe here." Vixen raised an eyebrow. "Trust me. No harm will come to them."

"We've been through so much." Tears filled Mary Anne's eyes. "We lost my son on the road here, and I'm not ready to allow my girls out of my sight. Give us a few days to adjust."

"Of course. There's no rush." Vixen clasped her hands together. 

Her manicured fingernails and spotless clothing struck Reginald as odd. "I have a question."

"Yes?"

"How does Atlas have electricity when the grid went down quite a while ago? And running water?"

"We have incredible engineers. The town runs on generators, but we only have electricity for a few hours a day." Vixen lifted her shoulder. "As for water, we don't have running water. We have a few wells with hand pumps. Everyone takes turns pumping water into the large holding tanks. They're sitting on a hydraulic platform. When they're full, we elevate them and have gravity fed water into a few lines around town."

"Ingenious."

They walked with the girls to the park, and as Mary Anne pushed them on the swings, Reginald searched for a way out of Atlas. Behind the park, the sheet-metal fence had a small gap. He peaked through and saw a dark room with cars in it. If he could find where they stashed the keys, they could leave. He tugged at the gap and the fence gave. They might just get out of this place alive.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

––––––––

Randi stalked away from her sister and mother. She'd never been close to her sister, but now Adriana hated her. Pain seared her heart at Adriana's words. Randi clenched her fists and kept moving. She'd never needed access to her dojo as bad as she needed it this second. Pounding a bag. Breaking boards. Sparring. Anything that required mental and physical acuity might provide a slight balm to her breaking heart. Instead, she wanted to leave. She could take enough supplies to last for a few days and find a place.

"Randi!" Josh ran toward her. "We've got trouble. A family's at the moat."

"How did they get into the compound?"

"I don't know, but I didn't want to confront them alone."

Her shoulders tightened, and the hair along her arms lifted sending a chill through her. "Let's go." They ran across the hard-packed dirt to the gate, opened it, and went outside. Josh swept his hand across his glistening forehead and closed and locked the inner gate before he lowered the drawbridge. As it touched the ground, the family ran toward them.

"Whoa. Stop right there." Randi held her hand up and met them halfway. "How did you get inside our fence?"

"That don't matter none. What matters is you need to let us in. We been walkin' for days, and we're tired, hungry, and scared." The woman clasped her hands together and stared at the ground.

"You don't go anywhere until I know how you got inside." Josh crossed his arms. "If you cut the fence, you've doomed us all. Including yourselves."

"Do we look stupid to you?" The man glared. "I'm bringin' my family for sanctuary. Ain't no way I'd cut no fence. Now, let us in." He pulled a handgun from his pants and pointed it at Randi's forehead. "I ain't tellin' you again."

"You don't want to do that, mister." Randi shook her head.

"Don't tell me what I do or don't wanna do." He cursed Randi. 

Josh looked at the weapon and back to Randi. She gave a slight nod.

The man continued to curse and berate Randi.

Josh did an almost imperceptible three count with his fingers. As he reached three, Randi slammed her hands up to grasp the man's wrist. She shoved upwards with her hands, kneed him in the crotch, and dropped him to the ground. The man doubled over with a "whoosh", and Josh disarmed him.

Randi rolled up to a standing position, and put her foot in the middle of the man's chest pushing him onto his back. "You ever hold a gun on me again, you'd better pull the trigger. Otherwise, I'll kill you. You hear me?"

"Yeah." The man stood and dusted off his pants. "You ain't nuthin' but a scrawny girl. I'd like to see you try."

Seething, Randi stepped behind him and threw him to the ground as she retrieved her Kimber. She jammed the semi-auto in his face. "Don't. Push. Me." She took a deep breath and stepped away from the man. "Get off our property while you still can."

"Please, don't send us away." The woman's face was red and she gripped her kids' arms. "Mel don't mean nuthin'. We've got childrens. You send us out of here, they's as good as dead."

"I'm sorry, but we won't allow someone who threatens us to live in our home." Josh motioned for them to get off the bridge. "I'll follow you to the outer gate. Since you've not bothered to tell me how you got in here, I need to do a full perimeter check."

"Please. I'm a beggin' you. Don't let my kids die out there."

"Fine. If the kids are clean, they can stay, but you and Mel need to leave." Randi continued to hold her weapon at the ready.

Mel growled and slammed his fist into his hand. "I ain't leaving my kids in the hands of no perverts."

"Then take them. Your choice." Randi motioned with her gun. "Go on, now."

The woman fell at Randi's feet. "Please don't do this. Mel only pulled that gun 'cause he's so scared you're gonna let us all die out there. Don't you got no compassion?"

"Do you have any other weapons?" Randi asked.

The woman laid three knives and a revolver at Randi's feet. "That's it. We ain't got nuthin’ else."

"Go back across the moat and wait. We won't make the decision to allow you inside without discussing it. After we have a family meeting, I'll let you know the results of the vote." Randi had no business even taking this to the family for a vote, but for the kiddos. The thought of them trying survive tore at her heart.

"Thank you," the woman said.

"You must abide by whatever decision the community makes. If they decide that you can't stay within the compound, then I'll drive you into Uvalde. There is a store that's cleared out there." Josh crossed his arms and glared at Mel.

"Anything you say." 

"Good grief woman, ain't it enough that you grovel at this heifer's feet? Now you're agreeing to let the man take you to a dadgum store?"

Josh walked forward and pushed the man back. "Randi told you to step off the bridge. If you want us to go in and discuss your joining us, then I suggest you do as asked. Otherwise, we'll keep standing here until I get sick of looking at you and remove you from the property. Permanently."

Mel grabbed his wife by the arm and cursed her as he shoved her and the kids off the bridge. Randi pointed to the guard tower. "We have someone watching you from the tower. If you attempt to open the gate to make us vulnerable, he'll put a bullet through you. Do you understand?"

Mel glared but nodded.

"Good. Do not move from that spot."

They raised the drawbridge and headed back inside. Miguel was exiting the guard tower as Randi walked through. "Miguel, gather everyone up. We need to have a meeting."

"Everything okay?"

She shook her head. "A family got past the outer gate."

"How? I was on duty and watching."

"Who's on duty, now?" 

"Mark."

"I'll tell him to keep a close watch on the people outside." Josh disappeared into the guard tower.

"Randi, you never answered me. How did they get inside?"

"He refused to say. It may have been when you were making rounds."

"I don't like this. It's time to have two people on duty. One can watch the front while one makes rounds."

"You should bring that up in the meeting. I'm not going to have another yelling match with your sister."

"She's yours, too."

"Nope. She told me earlier she wants me dead. You can have her. I'm done." Randi turned on her heel and went to find her father.

Everyone left what they were doing and joined around one of the fire pits where Josh stood. "A family breeched our outer gate today."

"How?" Adriana glared at him. "Why wasn't Ranger Randi on duty making sure we're protected?"

"Because I was." Miguel walked to her and leaned close until his face was mere inches from hers. "And you need to shut up. This meeting isn't about you and your attitude. If you cannot sit there and not say another word, then leave. Go sit inside the motor home, go to your tent, go for a walk, go for a swim. I don't care where you go, but I will not listen to you. Do you understand? I'm sick of your hateful, mean temper."

"You don't understand."

Miguel held up his hand. "No. We have something serious to discuss, and I don't have time to deal with you. Shut up or leave."

Adriana crossed her arms and glared at him, but kept quiet.

"How did this happen, Josh? I thought we were protected inside here," Randi's mother asked.

"We're not sure. So far they've refused to tell us how they got past the gate. They're on the other side of the moat right now."

"The woman has begged us to allow them in, but I'm very hesitant. Her husband pulled a gun on me, and Josh had to disarm him."

"Desperation causes us to do things we wouldn't do under normal circumstances." Her father stood. "Is it just the man and woman?"

"No, they have two kids with them." Josh stoked the fire and added another log.

"Then I vote for allowing them in." Her father motioned to the three kids already in their group. "Children are the future. I vote to let them in on a provisional basis."

All of the adults agreed except Josh and Randi. Miguel was hesitant, but in the end he sided with the others. 

"Wait. Aunt Randi and Josh don't think we should allow them inside." Toni stood. "Why don't we ever listen to them? I don't want those monsters inside here."

Randi hugged Toni, but the others stayed quiet. "Instead of allowing them all the way inside, why don't we give them a fire pit, a tent, and food and allow them to stay in the outer area." Randi pointed to the perimeter. "At least until we know we can trust them."

"I don't know. Inside here we can watch over them." Miguel shook his head. "In the perimeter, what's to say they won't open the gates or cut the fence?"

"Besides, we should bring them into the compound, mija." Her father patted her shoulder. "It's the Christian thing to do."

Randi gritted her teeth. Doing the Christian thing might be the death of them.

*****

Josh rubbed the back of his neck. Why did they even ask the family to vote? He should've booted them off the land. If it hadn't been for the children, he would've. "I don't like this one bit."

"Me either." Randi touched his arm stopping him mid-stride. "What if we tell them the family voted against bringing them inside, but we'll take them to the hardware store in town?"

"Mel will raise such a ruckus your dad will come to check out the noise and find out we've lied."

"Fine, but Mel cannot have a weapon until he proves himself."

"Agreed." Josh slid open the gates and lowered the drawbridge. Mel and family started toward them, but Josh held up his hand. "Wait a minute."

"What is it now?" Mel asked.

"The family voted to allow you to live with us on a provisional basis." Randi pointed at Mel. "You will not be armed at any time. No guns. No knives. No bows and arrows. Nothing. Not even a stick. Do you understand?"

"So you don't want me to protect my family? What kind of bull—"

"That's enough." Josh glared at him. "If you want to live within these walls, those are the terms."

"What if I don't agree?"

"Then you can leave." Randi motioned for them to turn around and leave.

"Will you at least take us to that store?" The woman swiped at the tears making dirt trails on her face.

"Yes. If you choose not to stay, I'll be happy to take you to the hardware store and provide you with food for a few days." Randi tugged on the hem of her tee shirt. "It's safe."

Mel stepped forward and sneered. "What if I take over this compound? I'll kick your behinds to the stupid store and make way for my family."

"Good luck," Miguel called from the fence line. He had an AR trained on the man's head. "One more step toward either Josh or Randi, and you're dead."

"And if he misses, I won't," Mark called from the tower bridge.

"Fine. We'll leave, but we ain't goin' to no stupid hardware store." Mel scoffed. "Once I gather my army, we'll come back and run you offa this here land."

"No." Mel's wife's voice trembled. "We ain't going to run anyone off their land. Not when they offered to take us in. We can leave, but you ain't gonna hurt these people."

"Woman!" Mel backhanded her. "Don't you back talk me none."

"I've lived with your meanness for too long, but I ain't lettin' you hurt them."

Mel's face turned red, and he grabbed his wife by the throat choking her. "Woman, you done mouthed off to me for the last time."

Josh grabbed the man's arms and tried to pull him off the woman, but he clung to her throat until his fingers bit into the skin and left imprints. Randi tried to block the children's view, but the little girl screamed and tried to cover her brother's eyes while begging their father to let go.

Josh unholstered his weapon. "Mel, let go, or I'll kill you."

The woman's face turned purple, but he didn't budge.

Randi grabbed the children and shooed them into the compound as Josh pulled the trigger.

Why did that man make him shoot? Another soul to haunt his dreams.

Randi raised an eyebrow. "You okay?"

Josh nodded. "Where're the children?"

"Miguel took them to Mom." She knelt next to the woman and felt for a pulse, and shook her head. "We don't even know her name."

"I'll get the wagon and the four-wheeler so we can burn them."

"Okay. While you're doing that, I'll let everyone know what happened. We need to do a perimeter search to figure out how they got inside."

Josh pointed to the slices in the woman's arms and her shredded jeans. "Looks like Mel sent her over the fence. Once inside she could've opened it with the keypad since we don't have it coded. All she had to do was press the open button."

"Let's change the interior one so it's coded."

"Is that difficult?"

Randi shook her head. "A simple procedure. I can do it in a couple of minutes. We can also cut the power to it from the basement."

*****

While Josh retrieved the trailer to take the couple to the cremation pits, Randi found her father. He was in the smokehouse grinding meat.

"Dad, the couple at the bridge aren't coming inside. Just the kids."

"Why not, mija?"

She swallowed over the lump in her throat. "The man threatened to find other survivors and take over the compound because Josh told him he couldn't be armed until we could trust him."

"So he left and took his wife with him?"

"His wife stood up to him. Probably the first time in her life, and he killed her. We couldn't get him off of her. Josh told him he'd shoot, but the man kept squeezing her throat." Her voice cracked. "They're both dead."

"Is Josh okay?"

"Mel, that's the man's name, didn't hurt either of us."

"I don't mean that." Her father leaned against the table. "You know how hard it is to take a life."

She blinked several times. "There are always parents, siblings, spouses, and in this case children. When you go to sleep at night their faces are always there haunting you."

"That's why you don't sleep much, isn't it?"

She hated it when her father cut to the heart of the matter. Why couldn't they continue to have a superficial relationship? When he intruded into her emotions, her resentment toward him threatened to rise to the surface in spite of how much she loved him. "I don't need much sleep."

"No, you don't sleep much. There's a difference." Her father turned to the sink and washed his hands. "Mija, I know you're tortured by what you've had to do." He pulled her into his arms and whispered, "Baby, I wish I could take this from you. You don't deserve any of it."

Pent up tears flowed soaking her father's shirt. She tried to pull out of his embrace to reign in her emotions, but he held her tight.

"Randi, it's okay to cry. You don't have to be stoic and brave all the time. Once in a while you must allow the pain and anguish to have feet or it will destroy you from the inside."

But Marines don’t cry.

Chapter Thirty

––––––––

Randi and Josh loaded Mel and the woman onto the trailer, drove them to cremation pits, and put them inside. Josh poured gas over them and started the fire.

They drove around the perimeter. "Do you think we should electrify the fence?" Randi pulled to a stop near the front gates. "What if Mel was a scout or something? The cocky way he said he'd gather enough people to take over the compound..."

"Even worse, this woman was the second person to scale our fences and get inside the compound. The razor wire's not working. How hard is it to add electricity?"

Randi punched in the codes to change the inner gate control. "Not sure. I always outsourced, but the fences are chain link, they should conduct the electricity, and we have plenty of solar and wind power. As long as the turbines, generators, or the battery banks don't fail, we should be okay. If we set up a power grid, we can set a charge on the entire fence." Randi shrugged. "I'm not an electrician, but we could figure it out."

"Mark's degree is in electrical engineering. He was doing a residency at the Houston Space Center and hoped to hire on to NASA to the team designing the space shuttles."

"I didn't know they had designers."

Josh laughed. "I don't know exactly what he wanted to do, but I assumed it was something similar. Please don't tell him I don't have a clue."

"Deal. Not sure how to keep the charge from frying our animals if they touch it, but Mark should know. We'll check the left-over supplies in the basement."

"If not, we'll make a run and see what we can scavenge." Josh climbed back on the ATV. "You ready to check the rest of the fence line?"

"Yep."

They finished and drove back to the compound. Randi found Mark tanning another deer hide.

"What are you going to do with all of the skins?"

"I don't know." Mark scrubbed at the flesh on the underside of the skin with a large rock. "But I'll bet I can come up with something. When I was a kid I read a book on how to preserve animal hides, so I've been tanning and storing them. Your dad's helping. Who knows what we may need in the future."

Did the kid remember everything he'd ever read? "Speaking of things we haven't needed in the past, I need your help."

"Sure thing." Mark stood. "What can I do for you?"

"We need to electrify the outer fence with enough charge to keep people from climbing it but not enough to kill any animals who happen touch it. Is that possible?"

"Maybe. If we have the right supplies."

"Come with me." Randi motioned for him to follow her. "We're going back to Dr. Barker's house to check supplies." They opened the hatch at the bridge and walked down the sloping tunnel to the basement, Randi pointed to the electrical components.

Mark looked through them shaking his head. "No. This won't work."

"Why not?" Randi frowned. “The fence is metal, so couldn't we attach electrodes or something to it?"

"Not that easy." Mark tapped his chin with his index finger. "We need to build a wire array inside the fence that extends up and over the top. Probably beyond the razor wire."

"Make a list, and I'll go on the hunt."

He grabbed a notepad and pen from a table. "Surely places like Tractor Supply haven't been cleaned out yet."

"Don't count on it. It's possible everything's been cleared out from everywhere around here. If we have to, I'll go into San Antonio."

They made their way topside and found Josh in the anteroom grinding meat. Randi reached for Mark's list. "Your brother said my thoughts won't work on electrifying the entire fence. He wants to build an electric barrier, but we need supplies."

"Sounds good."

"Let's jet." Mark started toward the gate, but Randi stopped him.

"Unh unh. If something happens, you'll still need to set up the electric perimeter. You're staying behind."

"Agreed." Josh smiled. "However, this is the perfect opportunity to take Adriana on a run. She's doing well shooting, and it's past time for her to see the real world."

"Not a good idea." Randi took a deep breath. "She'll be too focused on hating me to protect herself or to do us any good."

"Then I'll take your dad or Jill. She trusts both of them."

Lead thudded into Randi's gut. If her dad and sister went with Josh, she couldn't protect them. "I don't like it."

Josh washed his hands and patted her shoulder. "I know, but it's time for the others to go outside. You can go with me when I take Candy or your mom on a run."

"No." Randi jammed her hands on her hips. "You're not taking my mom. She's way too naïve."

Josh held his hands up in a stopping motion. "Okay. One-step at a time. Let Xever and me take Adriana. Time for her to see what we've been dealing with."

Randi ground her teeth together. Josh was right, but how could she let the three of them go out alone? Her dad could take care of himself, but Adriana would expect the men to protect her. How could they watch out for themselves if they were keeping track of her sister? As she watched Josh, her father, and her sister pull away from the compound, her gut clenched in a stranglehold. If she had her father's faith, she'd pray her bratty sister didn't get them all killed.

*****

Reginald, Mary Anne, and the girls walked back to their room passing people on the street. Others were laughing and chatting as though nothing was wrong in the world. They reached their prison, and Reginald paced the floor.

"Honey, sit." Mary Anne patted the bed. "We've been through so much. It's best if we stay here."

"We can't. Don't you understand?" Reginald jammed his hands through his hair. "Babe, this place is messed up."

"They've taken us in, provided us with a safe place to live, and given us food. Real food." Mary Anne swiped at the tears dripping off her face. "Atlas is the first place we've had any normalcy."

Reginald leaned close and whispered, "We have a safe place. Much safer than this. It's stocked with food, animals, and it has electricity and running water. Please, Mary Anne. We have to go."

"I don't care if we never go to your precious compound." She crossed her arms. "I'm tired of running, of being scared, of not being able to grieve."

He stared at her. What could he do? He was responsible for this plague and for losing their son.

"We need a break. If we keep running, we won't make it. Heaven forbid we lose another child."

Pain skewered his heart. "Okay."

"We can stay?"

"For now." Reginald kissed her. "Promise me you'll come with me if this place isn't what it promises to be."

"Okay, but you're overreacting because you've been through so much lately." She pushed his hair out of his eyes. "Don't go looking for trouble, Reg."

"Sometimes we don't have to look." He touched her cheek. "I'm going for a walk since Vixen finally decided not to imprison us in our room." He walked out the door and headed down Main Street. The only street since the town walls encompassed both sides of the block for a mile or so. The dry grass in the yards and barren trees made the town look stark.

Humidity hung in the cool air like an icy smothering blanket. Man how he missed the Colorado Mountains. In Silver Penny snow would've covered the town, but here, it was cool with thick, suffocating air. He strolled and tried his best to not appear in a hurry, but he wanted to check out the car depot. If he could get outside the gate and into the depot maybe he could find one with keys and give them a way out.

He passed the green house and the ugly pink house on the left hand side of the street. Who in the world would paint their house pink? A couple of blocks from the park the scent of cooking bacon wafted on the air causing his mouth to water. Where in the devil did they get bacon? He followed the heavenly odor to the park. A woman stood by a fire pit with a skillet containing the sizzling slice of heaven. "Bacon?" He stared at the woman. "How is that possible?"

"Wild hogs. A couple of men went hunting and butchered two big ones." She flipped the slices over. "This isn't quite the same as what we used to get in the store."

"I didn't know you could make it without the preservatives and stuff."

"Joe, my husband, had a stockpile of the curing spices." She stuck out her hand. "I'm Marguerite by the way."

"Nice to meet you. I'm Reginald." He looked at the skillet, his mouth watering even more. "So how do you make it?"

"Joe smokes meat and before the world collapsed, we would freeze the bacon. It tastes much better than store bought, but since we don't have freezers we can rely on, we have to cook it right away. This was smoked last night, so I'm frying it for burgers. Sometimes the wild hogs don't have enough fat, but one of the ones they bagged was well over two hundred pounds."

"Interesting." Reginald gave himself a mental shake. He wasn't here to discuss bacon. What had gotten into him? He needed to check out the vehicles and plan their escape instead of listening to the woman drone on about hogs and smoking.

"We're having a get together this evening. Burgers with bacon." Marguerite grinned. "You need to run home and get your wife and little ones. They'd be mighty upset if they missed out."

Several pairs of eyes stared at him. He had no choice but to return to their prison and get his family. Maybe during the party, when everyone was otherwise occupied, he could find a way out of the gates.

They walked toward the park. Belle and Katie skipped ahead. Their laughter floated on the air, but Reginald refused to allow them out of his sight.

The entire town turned out for the gathering. Mary Anne walked over to Marguerite to introduce herself. Reginald slipped away from his family and headed straight to the fence covering the car depot. He leaned against the fence and searched for a gate. It was in the middle of the fence and had no lock. He looked around to ensure no one watched him and stepped through the gate into a shed. It housed several vehicles with keys dangling from the ignitions. 

One of the cars would provide them a way out of this mess. The tension knotting his shoulders unraveled as he slipped back through the gate. A large calloused hand wrapped around the back of his neck. "What are you doing?"

"Just checking out the town." Reginald hoped his shrill voice didn't betray his fear of the huge man. "I wanted to see everything."

"Come on." The man propelled him to Vixen's office. He opened the door and shoved Reginald. "Go inside. Vixen's waiting."

Great. Now he'd upset their captor. How did she even know he was snooping? 

The woman sat on a sofa. "Come, Reg. We need to talk."

He walked to her on shaky legs. "You wanted to see me?"

"Yes." She arched her brow. "You're a curious little thing. Aren't you?"

"Exploring the town." He sucked in a breath. "You did say we should make ourselves at home in your little prison."

Vixen ran one of her red fingernails down his arm. "Prison? You make it sound so horrible. Our little community is one of kindness and caring. Why do you insist on making us sound like vile human beings?"

Kindness and caring? Right. He didn't know what Vixen's game was, but he planned to find out before it cost him his family.

"Stay away from the vehicle shed." Vixen's strange violet eyes flashed anger. "You won't like what happens next if you don't learn to mind your own business."

Chapter Thirty-One

––––––––

Josh turned onto the highway. "Xever, do you think we can get the supplies without going into San Antonio?

"Yep." Xever shifted in his seat. "I guess Randi forgot about Houston's. It's a mile or two this side of Kerrville. It's a manufacturing plant that sold to farm and ranch supply stores."

"Great. Do I stay on this road?"

"Yes. I'll tell you when to turn."

"If you're just going to run to a plant, why did you need me along?" Adriana leaned forward. "I'm needed at home."

"It's time for you to see what the world is now." Josh glanced back at her.

"Whatever. I figured you'd rather have Randi with you."

"I would. She knows how to take care of herself."

"Then why not bring her?"

Josh clenched his jaw. He wanted to take the woman out and give her a good spanking. How could an adult be so immature and spoiled? He gave himself a mental shake. She was grieving. He needed to remember how devastated Ginger's death had left him, and they weren't married. Lord, give me patience with this woman.

"Josh already answered you." Xever glanced over his shoulder. "You need to spend time outside the safety of the compound."

"I'm not a sheltered princess. You two act as though I don't know the world has deteriorated. Have you forgotten I lost my husband because of this disease? I'm raising two children in a prison." She motioned to Josh. "And this Neanderthal has taken me on perimeter checks more than once. I've had to learn to shoot in spite of my hatred of guns, and I work my tail off trying to keep this crew fed. Do not call me spoiled again."

"Spoiled's not the name I have for you." At Xever's direction, Josh turned onto a dirt road. "This place is in the middle of nothing, isn't it?"

"They didn't invest much in where they set up since they didn't have a store, as such."

"Are you going to ignore that this cretin called me an awful name?" Adriana asked.

"I didn't hear him call you anything." Xever grinned. "He said spoiled wasn't a name he had for you. If you don't want to be thought of as a witch, then sweetheart, stop acting like one."

"Dad!"

Xever turned to look at Adriana. "I'm sorry, mija, but you've been horrible. Especially to your sister. I've told you before it has to stop, but you continue to be a shrew. I know you're hurting, but if you don't want us to think of you as a harping old biddy, then stop." He patted her hand. "Find another outlet for your grief."

Her mouth gaped open, and she flopped back in the seat.

"I love you, and I hate hurting you, but you must stop being so mean and hateful. Especially to Randi. Without her we wouldn't be alive."

"Without her, my husband would be alive."

Josh slammed on the brakes throwing Adriana forward. "Wrong, lady. Without Randi, you and your children would be dead. Eaten by those." He pointed to several infected people blocking the road. "Those things that no longer resemble humans would have torn your kids limb from limb and eaten them. Is that what you want?

"Stop blaming her for Leon's death. He was an adult. Perfectly capable of taking care of himself. Get it through your obtuse brain, the only ones any of us have a responsibility to protect are the children. Do you honestly think I made you learn to shoot because I'm a jerk? I did it so you can defend yourself." He turned back to stare out the windshield. The crowd of infecteds continued to grow.

"What should we do?" Xever asked. 

"There are steep embankments on either side of the road. I guess to drain water off when it rains."

"Yeah. No way around them."

"Just plow through them," Adriana said.

"And risk damaging the truck and getting stuck out here?" He held his rolling stomach and swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth. More killings to add to his ever-growing list. "The only way to open up the road is to shoot them and drag their bodies to the side."

"We can't murder these people." Adriana's eyes widened and her mouth hung slack.

"Do you have any better ideas?" Xever turned to look over the seat. "We have to get through here, and we can't plow through them as you suggested."

"Which, by the way, would kill them." Josh stared out the window. "Maybe we need to find a fire truck so we can have someone on top spray them. People who have rabies are supposed to be hydrophobic, so it might get them to move."

"You don't have to be a sarcastic creep." Adriana gave his arm a gentle slap. "I'm struggling with all of this death and can't help but think there's a better way."

"You think you're struggling with it," Josh muttered under his breath.

"Let's do this." Xever grabbed his rifle and opened the door. "We have to get through, and there are no alternatives."

Josh picked up his rifle, opened the door, and shot several people. They dropped to the dirt road one by one. Their blood soaking into the dirt. His breathing came in short pants with the loud rapport of the gun.

Xever hopped out and began moving bodies to the side.

Swallowing the bile that flooded his throat, Josh turned to Adriana. "Cover us while we move the bodies."

"You expect me to shoot people? I didn't sign on for that."

"None of us did." He clenched his hands into fists. "Are you telling me you'd rather allow the infected to bite me and your dad than to shoot? Lady, it's time to get your stupid priorities straight. If not, then get your rear out of my truck and walk home." Josh climbed out and slammed the door hard enough to make the truck shudder. 

Xever looked up. "You okay?"

"We're on our own. Watch your back."

"Fine." Xever pulled another body to the side of the road. "I don't know what to do with her," he muttered.

If she didn't learn to step up, someone was going to get killed. They pulled the last body to the side, climbed in, and drove the rest of the way to the fence supply company. Josh and Xever went through the doors first. Josh turned to Adriana and whispered, "Stay with Xever until we know the place is safe."

She didn't acknowledge him, so he grabbed her arm. "You've got to have his back. Do you understand?"

"Yes."

The massive building held one large room with shelving units throughout and a small office at the back. Xever and Adriana went left, and Josh went right. He walked up and down each row of fencing. The shelving units reached to the ceiling so he couldn't see on the other side. He took a deep breath and rounded the last unit. Nothing. He met Xever and Adriana in the middle of the next row.

"We didn't encounter anyone." Xever motioned to his side of the store. "Your side clear?"

"Yeah. Nothing but a small office"

"There's a large truck in the loading bay with the keys in it." Xever pointed to delivery vehicle. "We’ll load everything we need plus extras for repairs, and I'll drive it back."

"I have the list from Mark so we can get started."

Xever and Josh rolled several spools of wiring to the truck and loaded them, and then Josh stacked boxes of the stakes that formed the structure for the electric array onto a cart and rolled it to the truck. Xever loaded them while Josh took another cart and gathered the rest of the components. 

He rolled the cart back to the truck, and helped Xever finish loading the boxes of metal stakes.

Adriana's screams split the air. Josh looked around but didn't see the woman. She screamed again, and he ran toward the sound of her voice. He found her on an upper shelf with several infecteds reaching for her. One had a vice grip hold on her foot.

*****

Reginald stared at Vixen. Was she going to allow him to leave, or order one of her thugs shoot him?

"We're a family here." Vixen ran one of her cat-like claws across his cheek, and he dug his fingers into the plush leather of the sofa. "I was hoping you and your family might assimilate. Guess I was mistaken."

Instead of making eye contact with the woman, Reginald focused on the painting that hung behind her chair. A print of Edvard Munch's "The Scream". How fitting for this place. "I don't understand what you want from us."

"Nothing." Vixen sat in her chair and crossed her leather-clad legs. What was this woman's fascination with leather? All of her furniture and her clothes were leather of some type. "We want to develop a town that provides for each other. It's time to stop looking out for ourselves and work for the greater good."

"Then why take our car? Why won't you allow us to leave?"

"Greater good, Reg. Your car is part of the community pool. I want you to stay, because there is safety in numbers. Every able-bodied person in the town must learn to shoot and be prepared to protect the family."

"I guess I understand." Reginald steepled his fingers together, furrowed his brows, and tried to force a contemplative look on his face. He'd tell this egomaniac whatever she wanted to hear.

"Good. Now, join your family for the barbecue. We'll have no more of this snooping. Got it?" She didn't wait for an answer, but the unspoken threat hung in the room. "One of the hunters bagged a huge buck so we're going to have a feast tonight."

Reginald strolled down the street. Not much to look at. Vixen's castle, formerly known as the post office, houses, and an old burger joint. He studied the restaurant as he walked by. Since they had generators and propane, why weren't they using the grill there to cook the burgers? Maybe they didn't know how to fill the tanks. The place stood empty when it could provide a nice home for someone. Instead, she made families double up and live in single rooms. Most of the families that is. Some of her elite had their own places. He frowned. The politics of this place never ceased to confuse him.

A man leaned against the side of the pink house. Reginald nodded to him.

"Come inside."

"Excuse me?"

The man motioned to the house with his head. "Come inside and visit. My wife found sodas. We even have ice."

"Where'd you get ice?"

"She freezes it when the generators are running. It stays partially frozen the hours the gennies are off." He held his finger to his mouth. "Shhh. We aren't supposed to waste water on things like ice. I'm Phil Harrison."

Reginald followed the man inside and took a seat at the table. Was this man one of Vixen's top echelon? If not, how'd his family get their own place?

"You need to be careful. Things aren't what they seem around here."

Reginald frowned but kept quiet. He didn't want to stop the man from talking or say anything that might be construed as subversive.

"Rumor has it you were caught snooping around the cars. Vixen won't let that go twice. If you go to the auto pool again, you need to steal a car and scoot. Otherwise, you'll be dead or worse."

"Why doesn't she want us to leave?"

"Safety in numbers. If she surrounds herself with enough people, even against their will, she'll be safe."

"I'm sure there are plenty of people who want to be here. She should focus on them instead of those of us who want out."

"True." Phil leaned back in his seat. "The story around the camp is Vixen plans to build our town, work toward getting word to the rest of the country there's safety here, and set herself up as president."

"President?" Reginald crossed his arms. "Does she realize we're in the midst of anarchy? She'll never be elected when things are so chaotic."

Phil snickered. "Maybe president was the wrong word. Try dictator. Queen. Whatever you want to call her. I tell ya, if I could get out of here, I'd take my chances. This place is an atom bomb waiting to turn Atlas into a mini Hiroshima."

"Why don't you come with us?" Reginald leaned forward. "I'm leaving. One way or another. You and your family can go with us."

"When?"

"Depends. My wife is insistent on staying. She thinks it's safe."

"She's wrong."

"I can see that."

"Talk to her. In the meantime, I'll squirrel away supplies." Phil leaned forward and whispered. "I'm the mechanic, so I can have a vehicle gassed and ready."

Reginald headed back to Mary Anne and the girls with a smile on his face. They could head out during the night if he could talk his sweet wife into leaving with him. Mary Anne greeted him when he reached her. She had on new jeans and a sweater and the girls wore new clothes. He didn't notice that earlier. "Don't you look as pretty as can be?"

A large crowd had gathered, and he hung back in order to observe them. One group of men stood near the grill, and the members kept looking over their shoulders every couple of minutes. Reginald sauntered toward them. He didn't want to appear intent on eavesdropping but hoped they might reveal something useful.

When he reached the group, Phil smiled and held up his beer. "Want one?"

"No thanks." He needed to keep his head if they were leaving. "How's it going?"

"Good." Phil introduced him the other men in the small group. "We're discussing security."

Reginald nodded but kept quiet.

"You don't think our fences are good enough?" Phil asked.

"Nope." The lanky guy pointed at several sections of fencing. "Those are weak spots. A good shove and people'll pour in or out."

"Why shouldn't they get out, Lewis?" Phil raised an eyebrow. "If someone wants to brave the chaos outside of our gates, why shouldn't we allow it?"

"Strength in numbers," an obese bald guy said. "You know that. If we allow people to leave, how can we protect Vixen and Atlas?"

Reginald clenched his teeth to keep from asking why Vixen was so special. Instead he continued to nod when someone spoke.

"I guess." Phil grimaced. "Now's not the time worry, though. It's party time." He stretched. "Vixen wants us to have a good time free from worries."

Smart move bringing up Vixen's name. That got the men off the idea of setting up patrols. If they were roaming the streets at night, Reginald's family could never leave. The group of men broke up. Reginald walked over to his wife and kissed her cheek.

Tears shimmered in her eyes. "I'm so happy here. As happy as I can be without David." 

"I know." He had to change her mind. 

They sat at large picnic tables and ate. Reginald tried to listen to the conversations going on around him, but he couldn't focus on a single one long enough to glean any information.

Mary Anne pushed her full plate aside. "I'm going to the room."

"I'll go with you." Reginald stood. "Girls—"

"No. I want to be alone. I barely remember what my son looked like, and we don't even have any photos." She touched his arm. "This is the first time we've slowed in many days. I need time alone."

Reginald didn't know what to say. His own grief threatened to drown him, but he had to put it aside until he got them home. 

"Dad, she's okay." Belle hugged him. "You've made big messes, but Mom still loves you. Give her time to grieve."

How did his daughter get so smart? He kissed the top of her head. "I know, sweetie."

"While she's grieving have you figured out a way to sneak out of this town of weird humanoids?" she whispered.

"I'm working on it, but until your mom's ready I can't do anything."

"We'll worry about Mom later. Just figure out how to get us out of here."

Since they'd left Silver Penny, Belle had matured way beyond her years. His heart ached again for the havoc he'd wreaked on human kind. Good thing he didn't believe in any gods because none would forgive his treachery. 

Chapter Thirty-Two

––––––––

Josh shot the infected who had a tight hold on Adriana. The others turned at the sound of the gunfire and ran for him. He fired at the first one, but something grabbed him from behind. Shots rang out, and the infected tugging on his shirt fell to the ground. Xever ran to his side, and they cleared the room.

"Adriana, come down." Xever reached his hand toward the woman. "It's safe, now."

"I'm never leaving this shelf."

Josh swallowed his contempt for the spoiled witch and again reminded himself that many of her actions were due to overwhelming grief. "You can either climb down right now, or we're going to finish loading up the trucks and leave you here. It's your choice."

"No!" She glared at him. "You can't leave me."

"We sure as shootin' can't load up your shelving unit and haul your rear back that way. Now can we?" Josh muttered a few choice words under his breath, grabbed hold of the shelves, and swung himself up. He grabbed Adriana's hand. "Now, down."

"I'm scared," she whispered.

"Toughen up, princess. Your sister and I warned you, yet you've fought us and acted like a royal...you only got a small taste of life. Randi's been out when there were many more of these things attacking."

She gripped his arm so tightly claw marks probably peppered the skin. "No way. This was horrid."

"Yes. She's dealt with more than your hateful behind ever thought about." Josh stared into her eyes. "It's time to grow up. I'd better not ever hear you harass your sister again. Now, you can either get yourself down, or I'll throw you off these shelves. Got it?"

"Don't you dare!"

"Try me," Josh said in as menacing voice as he could muster. If Adriana wasn't Randi's sister, he'd leave her in the building for a couple of days to learn to fend for herself. She held eye contact with him for a few more seconds and must've decided he wasn't kidding because she took a tentative step. She continued to cling to him tight enough to leave bruises but managed to climb as long as he stepped beside her.

They reached the ground, and Xever glared at her. "You sat up there screaming like a ninny and let one of them grab Josh. Why didn't you shoot?"

Adriana shook her head. "I can't." Tears flowed down her face. "Y'all think it's easy to kill people, but I can't do it." She turned to Josh. "Not even to save your life."

Xever's jaw clenched. "Yet you can berate and belittle your sister for not saving Leon when shooters had them cornered?"

"That's different."

"How? You allowed an infected person to grab Josh. While you watched no less. Your sister didn't even have Leon in sight when he was shot, yet you blame her." Xever shook his head. "Had Josh been bitten, Randi, and the rest of the family, would've been gracious enough to not blame you, and Randi's not even a Christian. You're acting like horrible hypocrite. Full of hate and animosity, yet you rest in Jesus' grace and forgiveness. You need to spend time in the Bible and figure out what Jesus says about your demeanor." After Xever said his piece, he turned on his heel, and stormed off.

Adriana stared at his retreating figure for several seconds before following him. Josh and Adriana took the fencing truck and headed back home. God only knew why she chose to ride with him. "Do you have any bites? Scratches?" Josh asked. When Adriana didn't answer, he shook her. "Answer me, now."

"No."

"You'll excuse me if I don't trust you. When we get back, Jill will have to check you over."

"Y'all don't get checked out when you come back from a run."

"Because none of us would lie about a bite or a scratch."

"Man you have a low opinion of me." Adriana crossed her arms. "I'm not about to put my family, my children at risk."

"Nevertheless, Jill will check."

"Whatever."

They drove over a hill, and a tall, black man stood on the side of the road waving. Josh slowed the pickup and prayed this wasn't a setup. He eased his hand around his pistol as he opened his window. "What's the problem?"

"Man you're the first people I've seen in days." He shuddered. "Other than those things."

Josh pitched him a bottle of water, and he guzzled it. "What's your name?"

"Ethan Burke. Do you know of somewhere safe I can spend a night or two?"

Josh glanced in his rear-view mirror.

"I'm not asking you to take me with you." Ethan rubbed a hand over dark his face. "I need somewhere safe to rest for a while."

"Do you have any bites? Scratches? Fever?"

"No man, I'm clean."

"Where have you been? How did you end up out here?"

"My parents live in San Antonio. I was trying to get to them when my car died on me. More like the sixth car I've had. You wouldn't believe the detours I've had to make and the trouble I've encountered."

Josh relaxed his grip on his weapon. "Been there." He motioned to the truck. "Climb in. You can go with us, but if you cause any trouble, you're out. You'll also need to be checked for scratches and bites."

"Are you crazy?" Adriana hissed. "You don't know this person."

Josh turned to her. "So I should leave him on the side of the road to die?"

"That's not what I said."

"You voted to allow crazy Mel into the compound."

"That was different."

"It sure was. Ethan hasn't threatened us." Josh turned to the man. "As I said, any trouble, and you're out."

"No problem. I only want a few hours of sleep. If you're not comfortable with me after that, I'll leave. No questions asked." Adriana scooted to the center of the seat, and Ethan climbed next to her. Josh prayed he hadn't made a huge mistake.

Mark met them as they pulled into the dead space between the fences. "You found more than I expected."

"See what you think." Josh opened the doors to the truck trailer. "If you need something else, we can go back."

Mark checked the inventory. "You've got what I need. What else do they have in the warehouse?"

"Any kind of fencing material you could want."

Mark raised an eyebrow. "Let's go back after we've unloaded this stuff and load up on everything we can. We don't know how long we're going to be here. Fence repairs are inevitable."

"I'll help," Ethan said.

Mark frowned. "And who are you?"

"Ethan Burke." 

"He was stranded on the side of the road."

Mark shook the man's hand. "You know anything about electricity?"

"No, but I can follow orders."

"We're building an electric fence."

"What do I need to do?"

The guy had bags under his eyes. 

"First, we need to check you for bites and scratches. Then you can eat, get cleaned up, and rest." Josh motioned for him to follow. He took Ethan to the nearest tower and checked him over for bites and scratches. Once they finished, they headed toward the inner part of the compound. "Faustina will take care of you. After you rest, you can help us."

"What's up?" Randi walked toward them eyeing Ethan.

"This is Ethan Burke. I found him on our run."

A huge smile spread across Ethan's face as he looked at Randi. "Nice to meet you, ma'am."

"Don't call me ma'am. I'm just Randi."

"Sorry."

"No need to be." Randi's smile softened her harsh tone. "You taking him to Mom?"

"Yep. You headed to the tower?"

She stretched her arms behind her back. "Yeah, I'm relieving Jill."

"Send her to me. Adriana got cornered, and I want Jill to check her for bites."

Randi headed toward the tower as Ethan watched every move she made. "Where did you find her?" Ethan continued to stare after her. "She's the prettiest woman I've ever seen."

"Come on." Josh jerked the man's arm a tad too hard. He had no business eyeing Randi like she was dessert.

*****

Reginald took a seat on their bed and rubbed his wife's back. He stared at the blank wall. Why didn't they have any artwork in the prison cells? "Sweetheart, we can't stay here."

"Don't start." She waved her hands in the air in a stopping motion. "It's not up for discussion. If you don't want to stay, there's the door, but the girls and I aren't leaving. We're tired of fighting to live. Tired of going thirsty and hungry. These people have invited us to be part of their family. You can either learn to get along with others, or go."

"Things aren't what they seem here."

"What do you mean? Is this another zombie feeding group?" Mary Anne raised an eyebrow. "Had we stayed at the diner, David would still be alive. Are you in such a hurry to get to your precious property because your floozy is waiting there for us?"

"No."

"She's not heading there the first chance she gets?"

Reginald didn't answer. What could he say?

"That's what I thought." Mary Anne crossed her arms. "We aren't leaving. You can decide if your girlfriend is more important than your family. If she is, leave, because I sure won't waste any tears over you. I'm done with that."

"I don't care if she ever shows up or not. You're the only one I want."

"Then make yourself happy staying here. Show me your family still means something to you." She turned to the girls. "Time for bed. Are you ready?" Belle and Katie stared, wide-eyed, at Mary Anne for a moment before nodding.

Chapter Thirty-Three

––––––––

Mary Anne lay on the bed staring at the wall without blinking. Her cheeks were sunken and dark circles rimmed her eyes. Reginald grimaced. How could he help her?

"Sweetie, please get up."

"Why?"

"We could take a walk?"

"Go ahead. No one's stopping you." She flopped over turning her back to him. "I want to be left alone."

"Okay, then. I'll go check on the girls. They went to the park to play." He walked out of the room and leaned against door. His chin dropped to his chest, and his shoulders slumped. 

"Hey, Reginald." Phil walked up. "Where are ya headed?"

"To the park to check on the girls." Could he trust this guy or was he trying too hard? Did Vixen plant him to find dissidents? They strolled down the street. "As peaceful as it is in here, it's difficult to believe chaos reigns just past these walls."

Phil nodded. "I know what you mean. My biggest fear is those creatures will learn to scale the walls."

Peals of laughter reached them. Reginald watched the girls playing on the swings with other children. He could almost believe he hadn't unleashed Armageddon on the world.

"What I don't get, if these things are infected with rabies, how come they live so long? It don't make a lick of sense. Rabies kills fairly quickly, so why do these undead creatures keep coming?"

"Good question." Reginald refused to tell the man his team had mutated the virus to increase the neurological effects and decrease the mortality rate. The derelicts they'd experimented on were still alive when Reginald fled Silver Penny. Just another stone in his bag of guilt. 

How had he ever allowed human experimentation? Mary Anne knew he'd been the lead on the team of scientists that developed the virus, but if she ever found out the lengths he'd gone in order to make a virus that affected people, not animals, she'd despise him. She'd have the right to do it, too.

"...and we could take back our world."

Reginald had zoned out and didn't hear what the man said. "Sorry? 

"Where'd you go?"

"I was contemplating why the infected people don't die within a few months like they would from a regular rabies virus." Reginald smiled. "I tend to lose myself in my thoughts sometimes. What were you saying?"

"We need to capture a coupla these creatures and find us a scientist to fix it. I'm tired of living in this world."

This guy was a clueless nut full of jabberwocky. "Do you know of any scientists who could do that?"

"Naw, but once we find one, how hard could it be to reverse?"

"It takes years to develop medicines so probably as long to manipulate a virus."

Phil crossed his arms and frowned. "You saying we're doomed?"

"What do I know?" Reginald didn't want to cross Phil. Especially when the man liked to pontificate on any subject. Maybe he could draw out more information from him. "If Vixen keeps bringing in more people, how will we expand?"

"So you're wanting to stay now?"

"My wife does." Reginald shrugged. "You know how it is. Gotta keep Momma happy."

"Yeah. My ex was never happy. Nothing I did was right." A big smile spread across his face. "She was one of the first ones I saw get this virus. Believe me, it was the highlight of my life."

Shivers skittered along Reginald's spine. "I thought your wife was here with you?"

"Second wife." Phil's right eyebrow shot up. "It was the first wicked witch that caught the virus. She'd been berating me over her stupid spousal support, so I stopped by her house and found her wandering around the yard slobbering. It was hilarious. Couldn't have happened to a nicer person."

"Did she have kids?" Reginald couldn't imagine someone taking delight in another person's demise.

"Yep, but they lived with her first husband. I was number three. A judge decided she was an unfit mother and removed the children from the house." Phil put his hand on Reginald's shoulder. "I wouldn't be happy about her contracting this death sentence if those kids of hers had to watch it. But I didn't mind seeing it for myself."

He had to change the subject and fast. This guy was a world-class creep. "Do you think Vixen is trying to build the town?"

"Yeah. Why else wouldn't she want us to leave? Not that I want to, mind you."

That wasn't what he said the other day. "I hear ya. At least it's safe in here." For now.

Phil motioned to the other side of the park with his head. "Let's keep walking. I need to stretch my legs. This standing around is rough."

They reached the back of the park, and Phil leaned against the fence. The swings, slides, tables, and grills were all visible from the fence. "Gotta watch what you say around here, man. Vixen has spies everywhere."

"Really?" 

"Oh yeah. If you ever want to get out of this place, keep your thoughts to yourself. She'll kill you before she lets you and your family leave."

Reginald's eyebrows shot up. "Why? We're no threat to her."

"Maybe not, but she's on a mondo power trip." He leaned closer. "If you cross her, she'll have you and your family taken out of the town and tied to a tree. While you're still alive. It won't be a fast death when those things eat you."

*****

The lightening skies of dawn brought cold temperatures. Josh hated waking everyone before sunup, but he wanted to get started on the fencing as soon as possible. 

He climbed out of his tent. Mel's kids sat near the fire. The older, a girl, smiled. "Mr. Barker, you said today was fencing day. Christopher and me's ready to help."

Christopher nodded sending his shaggy brown hair flying in all directions.

"Let me round up everyone else, and we'll get started." Josh woke up those who were sleeping and asked them to meet at the fire in ten minutes. He then walked to the kitchen area and asked Adriana and Faustina to join them.

"Give me about ten minutes." Adriana smiled. "I'll have breakfast ready so we can eat before we get started."

Josh stared at her for a moment. He'd never heard a civil tone out of the woman's mouth. Maybe she was coming to terms with her grief. The trip to get the fencing that scared her half out of her mind probably had an impact, also. 

Ethan, Josh, Jill, and Randi had gone back to the warehouse late afternoon the day before and loaded up two more trucks parked in the loading bay. Now, they would have enough supplies to do repairs to the fences and electrical lines for years.

Mark outlined his plans while they ate eggs and tortillas. "Xever and I will lay out the stakes in the correct order. Remember they fit together to form an angle at the top. That'll prevent anyone from climbing the fence and jumping to miss the electrical lines."

"Sounds good." Ethan put his hand on Randi's shoulder. "We'll start on the stakes."

Josh clenched his teeth together. Ethan needed to figure out that Josh and Randi were a team and quit encroaching.

Miguel held Candy's hand and smiled. "Candy and I'll run the wires."

"We'll follow behind and secure the wiring to the stakes." Adriana turned to Josh. "If that's okay with you?"

"Sure." He bit back a smile. The woman had never been this compliant or polite. "While Miguel and Candy get a head start laying out the wiring, I'm going to check on Faustina and Jill in the guard tower."

Josh checked on the women in the towers, and joined Adriana at the outer fence. "Your mom and Jill are fine for now."

They worked fitting the wiring into the posts that Ethan and Randi had set up. Adriana swiped at sweat beading on her forehead. "I didn't expect to get this hot since it's cold out."

"Know what you mean." Josh pointed to the wiring they'd strung. "We've made good progress so far, though. Maybe we can finish by nightfall."

"If I don't croak first," she muttered. Her hands were swollen and red, and each movement she made was deliberate and slow.

"You're in pain." Josh frowned. "Why don't you join Faustina in the tower?"

"I need to prove to you I can do my part."

"No, you don't." Josh touched her shoulder. "I can tell by looking at you that you're not feeling well. Go join your mother. Xever and Mark'll be back around this way soon, and they can help me string the wiring."

"I don't want Randi to call me lazy."

"She never has." Josh put his forefinger under her chin and gently lifted her head to face him. "In fact, she's the one who told me you had Lupus. She worries about you because we don't have access to the right drugs. No one'll think you're shirking duty. Besides, I'm concerned about your mom. She's been up there most of the day after taking duty last night, and cooking. Why don't you relieve her so she can rest?"

Adriana kissed his cheek. "Thanks, Josh."

He watched as the woman limped off. How could she be such a witch most of the time and a sweetheart today? Maybe this was her real personality. Before long Xever and Mark joined him to string the wiring. 

When they reached the backside of the property, Josh saw evidence of someone camping on the other side of the fence line. "Xever, I'm going to get the truck. Someone's camping out there." Josh pointed to the tree line. "See the blankets?"

"Take Mark with you. I can manage here. When Miguel and Candy finish, they'll come back and help me."

"Why don't we take four-wheelers?"

"The four-wheel drive truck's faster."

Josh drove to the backside of the compound and stopped where he'd seen the blankets. They climbed out and slung rifles over their shoulders before searching.

"How many do you think are living out here?" Mark asked.

"Hard to tell." Josh pointed to the blankets. "Maybe one or two."

They walked through the tree line and found evidence of a campfire and a carcass, perhaps a squirrel.

Movement to the left caught Josh's attention. He motioned for Mark to be quiet and crept toward the sound. As he stepped forward, a young man jumped up from his hiding spot and ran. Mark tackled him to the ground.

"Let me go!" The teen struggled under Mark's weight. "I haven't done anything wrong."

"Let him up." Josh trained his handgun on the boy. "Stop fighting, kid."

"I'm not a kid!" The teen crossed his arms. "I'll be fourteen soon."

"What's your name?" Mark asked as he rubbed his injured shoulder. 

Josh shook his head. Why had he tackled the kid?

"William Brun."

"Where's the rest of your group?" Josh asked.

The boy's jaw tightened. "My parents were killed by those things. It's just me."

"How'd you get here?" Josh pointed the blankets. "Where'd the bedroll come from?"

"My house is five miles that way." He pointed toward the west. "When those creatures found us, my dad told me to run into the countryside. He didn't think the zombies would be here. I ran until I couldn't run any more. I found a house and spent one night there, but I was afraid of those things finding me again, so I grabbed food, water, and blankets and started walking. Once I reached this fence, I made camp here for the night."

Josh watched the boy for signs of deception "No one else is with you?"

"No, man. Everyone's dead." His face was drawn, and tears glistened in his eyes. "I didn't mean to trespass. I'll pack up and be out of here."

"No, you won't." Mark picked up the kid's blankets. "We'll take you with us. You can eat and have a warm place to sleep."

Josh put a restraining hand on William's arm. "Do you have any bites or scratches?"

"No."

"You'll understand if we check you over before we allow you to stay in our camp?"

"Yeah. Can't be too careful nowadays." William tugged at his collar. "It'll be nice to have a warm place to sleep for a night. I'll head out first thing in the morning."

"Where to?" Didn't this kid know he wouldn't survive alone?

William shrugged. "Hawaii or Alaska if I can figure out how to get there. You know, someplace where there ain't zombies. Maybe Canada."

"Dude, seriously?" Mark asked. "No place is safe."

Chapter Thirty-Four

––––––––

Randi yawned and stretched as she climbed down the tower stairs. Each footfall jarred her aching bones and muscles. She'd worked all day on the electric fence and had taken her shift overnight. Now they needed to do a perimeter check. She walked to the storage shed.

"What are you doing?" Josh caught her arm. "You're dead on your feet. I'll do the check."

"Come with me." She opened the door. "I won't sleep even if I go to bed, so it won't hurt to do a check first. While we're in the perimeter, let's try to get a deer. I think we're low on meat."

Randi followed Josh as they zoomed around the perimeter. There was nothing out of place until they reached the far side where a dozen or so infecteds leaned against the fence.

Josh stopped and Randi pulled alongside him. "I wish we could do something other than kill them."

"Yep. Gets old. Not to mention, when we burn the bodies, we have to monitor the fire for so long to keep from starting a wildfire even with the pits."

"At least we can leave them for an hour or so at a time now." Randi rubbed her face. "We could try to lure them away from the fence." She needed to rest and didn't want to do this.

"That might work, but would they return?"

"I imagine so."

"Why don't we go back to camp? Someone else can help me."

She shook her head. "I'm fine. Let's do this."

"You're not fine." Josh touched her arm. "Randi, you're exhausted. There are plenty of people who can help me dispatch these creatures."

"I have to pull my weight."

"Good grief, woman! You do much more than your share. For once, will you rest?"

She glared at him. "Don't you get it? If I try to rest, I see the faces of every single person I've killed in my life. You of all people should understand that."

"Yes, but you've got to sleep even if it means having Miguel give you something." Josh brushed his hair out of his eyes. "If you don't take care of yourself, you'll be no good to the rest of us. Go. Now."

She hated taking anything to sleep. The other night when she did, she slept without nightmares, but that didn't dissipate her fear of potentially facing her past in her nightmares. "Fine." She planted her feet wide and swept her arm in a large arc. "Who do you want me to send? Everyone else is tired, too."

"Ethan. It's time for him to get his hands dirty."

Randi turned the ignition and took off. She was being petty. He only wanted her to take care of herself, but she despised being ordered around.

She flew across the field, heat flushing through her body. Who did Josh think he was telling her what to do? She was an adult and could do anything he could. The four-wheeler slammed to a stop when she reached the compound. She climbed off and found Ethan in the smokehouse anteroom grinding meat. Did the work never end in this place? "Here." She dropped the keys in his hand. "Josh wants you to help him at the back fence."

Ethan ran the back of his hand across her cheek. "You okay?"

"Fine. Help Josh while I go to the kitchen."

She stalked to the fire where her sister stirred a pot. "What can I do?"

Adriana looked at her and raised an eyebrow. Great. Time for the tirade to start. Would she ever be able to get past her sister's hatred?

"Find Miguel." She pointed toward the guard tower. "He's on duty. And get sleeping pills so you can rest."

"I'm good."

"No, you're not." Adriana sighed. "You can't keep going when your body is exhausted. Go see Miguel. Now."

"I'm not tired."

Adriana let out a short laugh. "Give it a rest, Ironman. Let me make this perfectly clear. You have two choices, get the medicine from Miguel and take it voluntarily or have it shoved down your throat."

Randi's eyebrows shot up. "You're not big enough to do that."

"True." She stood and motioned around the camp. "But I have a camp full of men who'll hold you down while I force feed it to you."

"Why is everyone telling me what to do today?" Randi yelled. "I'm an adult, you know."

"Then act like one," Adriana said in a very soft voice. "You've told me to grow up many times since we've been here. Now, it's my turn. Quit acting like a petulant child."

"Fine." Randi stomped off.

Miguel handed her the muscle relaxers, and she started toward the door.

"Wait a minute."

"What?" She spun around and dared Miguel to say anything more. "I have the medicine, and I'm going to my tent."

"Not until you take it." He handed her a bottle of water and watched while she took the pills. 

"Happy now, drug pusher?"

Miguel laughed and nodded. "Go to bed, grumpy."

She stomped down the stairs to her tent. Her gun holster bit into her side, so she shifted it, but she refused to take it off even when she slept. She lay on her sleeping bag with her eyes closed, and images of the lives she'd taken traipsed across her mind. The girl with the bomb. Randi could see those eyes. The color of bayou moss. They penetrated through to Randi's soul. The next image that flicked across was the girl after Randi shot her. Her eyes were vacant and unseeing.

Her father insisted God was a good and loving Creator. So why did He allow war, zombie inducing viruses, famine, and death? She didn't buy it. If God was real and loved her, He wouldn't have turned her into an executioner of children.

*****

Josh had almost cleared the fence line when Ethan rode up on an ATV with a trailer. "We need to finish removing the infecteds pressing on the fence and take them to the pits and burn the bodies."

Ethan gulped. "I know we have no choice, but this isn't easy."

"Nope." Now another person would be haunted by the lives he'd taken.

"If they looked like the undead zombies from TV this wouldn't suck so bad." Ethan gripped his weapon and pointed it at a man's head. "Killing living people is messed up. I feel like a German soldier in an Auschwitz camp." He pulled the trigger and killed a man, then another.

Josh shot the last man at the fence and Ethan bent over and vomited several times.

"You okay?"

"No." Ethan's nostrils flared, and sweat ran down his cheeks in little rivers. "How can you be so blasé when killing people?"

"If they take that fence down, we'll be vulnerable. The infected will eat the children first." Josh leaned back on the ATV with the trailer attached. "Were you in the military?"

Ethan shook his head.

"I was a SEAL, and in order to keep everyone safe, I tell myself we're at war. It's us or them."

"Do you enjoy it?" Ethan had dropped his voice to just above a whisper. "The killing, I mean."

Josh stared at the man for several seconds. "I'm not a monster."

"I've heard some cops and soldiers get a kick out of taking a life." Ethan's hands trembled as he wiped sweat from his pale face. 

"Don't believe everything you hear. I wish we could do anything other than kill these people. Their faces haunt my dreams and invade my thoughts during the day."

"We're messed up."

"We are." Josh climbed on the ATV. "Come on, time to burn those bodies."

They dragged the bodies into the pit. Ethan rolled the last one in and vomited again. "Does it get any easier?" He swiped at his mouth.

"I wish I could say it did." Josh poured gasoline over the bodies and dropped a match. "We need to come back in an hour or so to check the pit. We don't want to start a wildfire."

Ethan nodded and pulled his shirt over his nose. "

"You were a fireman?"

"Yeah. I've smelled the scent of burning bodies before. I've never been the one to set them on fire."

They returned to the compound, and Ethan broke off at the tower. The bridge or one of the towers was a great place to get alone for a while.

Josh sought out Xever who was tanning a deer hide. He looked up as Josh approached. "How are you, son?"

"Okay, but we need to talk."

"Sure. Do you mind talking while I work?"

"No." Josh took a seat on the ground and grabbed knife to help de-hair the skin. "We need to start having church services or a Bible study. Something."

Xever nodded and kept working for a few minutes. "You know anyone eloquent enough to preach to our little group?"

"You."

"Me?" Xever's eyebrows shot upward. "You've got to be kidding. I'm no preacher."

"You have a calm, kind demeanor." Josh took a deep breath. "We're killing people on a daily basis and none of us are dealing with the stress of it. We need this, Xever. We cannot survive without God's grace, and we have people here who don't know Him."

"And one who grew up in church and hates Him."

"No, she doesn't."

Xever continued working on the hide without making eye contact with Josh. "She does and part of it is my fault. If you want someone to help my daughter, it can't be me."

"What do you mean?" 

"When Randi was young, I wasn't a good man. The good Lord knows, Faustina should've left me a million times over. I'm an alcoholic. For years, I drowned my own inadequacies in booze, but the thing is, when I drank, I got mean. Ugly mean. When I sobered up, guilt crushed me over the way I treated my family. Then I'd dive right back into the alcohol to quash those feelings.

"Faustina was a fine Christian woman. She took the kids to church and little Randi loved it, told me over and over how much she prayed for me. Our oldest, Raul was fifteen at the time and learning how to drive. One afternoon, I'd had way too much to drink but thought I could handle my liquor. I drove home from the bar, and a block from my house, I crossed into oncoming traffic and hit my wife's car. Raul was driving and Faustina was in the passenger seat."

Tears dripped off Xever's face, and his jaw clenched. "I killed my boy. Raul was ten years older than Randi and her hero. She adored him. After he died, Randi developed an animosity toward God. It was subtle at first. She whined about going to church when she'd begged to go before. As she grew older, she turned her grief and pain into rage against the One who could help her. It only got worse when she came home from overseas."

What could he say to the man? Josh had never had kids, and couldn't imagine losing one. Especially bearing the responsibility for it.

"Prison changed me. When I went in, I was angry and resentful, but one night when I was in solitary for fighting, a guard tossed a Bible on my bunk and said, 'Martinez, you're on a path to hell. It's time to get your life together, or that sweet little wife of yours'll walk away without looking back.' That started my journey to the Lord.

"When I got out of prison, Faustina allowed me to come home on the condition I went to church with the family and never touched another drop of alcohol. I'm happy to say, I've kept that promise, but I can't undo the damage I did to my family." His voice cracked. "I think about Raul every day. He was such a good boy. Randi's good at hiding her resentment toward me, but it's still there. Simmering."

Emotion clogged Josh's throat. He swallowed. "Even more reason you need to be the one to start a worship service."

"Randi won't come."

Josh continued scraping the hide. "She's not the only one who needs this. Besides, you don't know God's plans for your daughter."

"I'll do a study and give a lesson, but it's up to you to organize."

"Yes, sir. Plan on tomorrow. I want to start as soon as possible."

*****

The sun sat high in the sky as Randi stood on the bridge for a while after Adriana relieved her. Maybe the noon air would put some life back into her after the long night and morning. Most of the community had gathered around a fire pit below her and her dad was speaking to them.

"Before the Garden, life on earth was perfect. No sin, no pain, no sickness, but when Adam and Eve sinned, they brought evil into the world. We are born into this. No one has to teach children to lie, cheat, steal, or any of the other awful things we do to each other. If you think about it, without Christ, we're no different than the infecteds. We're dead men walking."

She tuned him out after that as anger and old resentments bubbled to the surface. How dare her father compare her to one of the infecteds? She started for the stairs when Mark began singing, "It Is Well With My Soul".

Randi fell in a crouch to the bridge gasping for breath. Her insides clenched. She stared at her hands plastered against the concrete floor. The last time she'd seen Raul, he sang that song for the congregation.

"Whatever my lot you have taught me to say, it is well with my soul. It is well with my soul," Mark sang in his clear alto so reminiscent of Raul's youthful voice.

Her vision narrowed and she covered her ears with her hands. Why that song? Of all the hymns in the universe, why did Mark choose that one? Randi stayed on the bridge hunched over. She rocked herself back and forth and gasped for air. Time moved in slow motion waiting for the song to finish. Mark started the next verse, and she jammed her fist in her mouth to silence her screams. Her father had no right. No right at all to preach to this group. Not when they hadn't a clue about his past.

She gulped in another breath and glared skyward. If there was a God in this messed up universe, why didn't her father kill her instead of her brother? Unlike her, Raul deserved to live.

Chapter Thirty-Five

––––––––

Reginald sat on the edge of Mary Anne's bed. He stared at the honey-colored walls trying to find the words. He clenched and unclenched his fists. "I know you're hurting, but we need to leave here."

"Go away." 

"I can't." He touched her arm. "Please sit up and talk to me. We have problems."

Mary Anne pulled herself to a sitting position with the effort of someone who wore a thousand-pound weight around her neck. "What, Reginald? What do you want from me?"

"I want you to trust me. We must leave." How did he tell his wife about the beating? "Vixen hurt Belle."

"What?" Mary Anne shot out of bed. "She's not touching my babies. I'll kill her first." Belle huddled on the other bed in Katie's arms. Both girls cried softly. "What did she do to you, sweetheart?" Mary Anne pushed Belle's hair up on her forehead and gasped as she saw her.

"Vixen took her into the office because Belle stood up for a teenager. That evil woman caught him sneaking out after curfew with one of the girls and made him cut the grass in the park. One blade at a time using children's scissors."

Belle sat up. "I told her it was a stupid punishment. Make him take extra KP or something, but why humiliate him? It's not like they were outside of the gate or even doing anything. They were caught swinging and talking. When I said that, she made me go to the office." Belle raised her shirt to show the whip marks on her back. "She told me my family was nothing but trouble."

Katie nodded. "I went with her. When I screamed for her to stop, I said we would tell you, but that witch said if we uttered a single word, she'd kill Dad. We're supposed to say a bigger kid beat her up."

Reginald hugged Katie to him. "No one's dying. After dark tonight, we'll leave."

Mary Anne closed her eyes. "I can't believe this."

"Until then, you need to act normal. Don't attract any attention. Today is just another day, okay?"

"Yes." She crinkled the sheet between her fingers. "So I have to face this beast and ask her about a big kid who brutalized my baby? I don't think I can."

"Mom, you have to." Katie put her hands on Mary Anne's cheeks. "It's the only way we can leave here. She'll kill us if you don't."

"She's right, Mom." Belle sat up. "I'm okay. Katie and I'll stay out of everyone's way and not speak to anyone."

Vixen had scheduled Reginald to inspect the fencing. He hated walking out and leaving his family, but he needed access to the car barn to make sure they always kept the keys in the cars. He started on the far end of the town to avoid suspicion. If he went straight for the cars, someone would question his actions. He slung the rifle Vixen had given him over his shoulder and went to the outer side of the fence. It still galled him she insisted Atlas remain a gun-free zone. Didn't the woman realize the danger she placed the town in if a horde of infecteds overran the fences?

Reginald inspected for weak areas or breaches. The entire thing was flimsy. They only had one layer of protection and guards positioned at either end of the road. He shook his head and muttered as he rounded to the backside of the town. The car barn butted up against the fence using the metal as the back wall.

He opened the door to the barn and checked the fencing inside. No one was around so he inspected the cars. Keys hung in the ignition of each one. If they took their older car, the Charger would catch them in no time if Vixen decided to give chase.

He finished his check, and returned to Vixen. He had to make safety suggestions without questioning her authority for her to buy in that he wanted to be a productive member of this society. He never had been good at office politics.

Vixen looked up from her desk as he walked in. "Reginald, did you find any problems?" She stood and reached for his weapon.

It irked him to hand it over, but since he didn't want to raise suspicion, he had no choice. "The fence is intact, but we might consider installing an outer perimeter." He handed her the rifle. "To add another layer of protection against those things out there."

Vixen held eye contact with him long enough he wanted to flinch, but he forced himself to continue to meet her gaze. "I'll take that under advisement. How are you and your family adapting to our little society?"

"It was difficult at first, but I think we're starting to realize we can relax." Reginald grimaced. "Although, that incident with the boy who attacked my daughter is disconcerting."

Vixen nodded. "The young man has been dealt with. I can assure you, he will never harm another kid in the city."

"I hope not. We've been on the road for so long, relaxing and trusting is hard. When my daughter came home beaten and bruised, it did cause concern about our safety here."

"You have my word." Vixen held up her hand. "Bullies in our society are punished. If it continues, they're banished."

"Thank you. On another note, I've never been one to sit around, so please don't hesitate to put me on the schedule for anything. KP duty, guard duty. I don't care if you want me to be the street sweeper as long as I can stay busy."

"Excellent. Since you offered, Kaley needs help in the kitchen. She's got a fresh deer that needs skinning and cutting."

Reginald turned, but glanced over his shoulder. "Do I need to clean the skin for it to be tanned?"

"Do you know how?"

Reginald shook his head. "The skin has to be cleaned of all meat and hair before tanning or it will rot. I'm not sure other than that."

"Clean it, and we'll see if anyone knows."

Reginald was exhausted by the time he got back to their quarters. Mary Anne and the girls weren't in there. Vixen probably had them working, so he stretched out on the bed. He closed his eyes and thought of their compound. They were almost home. The welcome darkness of sleep washed over him.

Reginald woke to someone shaking him. "Reg, wake up." Mary Anne stood beside the bed. "Get up. We need to leave."

"What time is it?"

"A little after one."

He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and slid off the bed. "Let's go."

"Here." Mary Anne stuck a Glock nine in his hand. "I stole this and eight bottles of water earlier. We need to hurry."

They sneaked out of their quarters and slipped down the street staying in the shadows until they reached the park. His heart thudded in his chest, and his throat went dry "Run," Reginald whispered.

"Where?"

"Back fence. Hidden door."

"But—"

"Go. Don't stop. I'm behind you."

They reached the fence, and Reginald pushed open the secret gate. The hinges squealed loud enough to wake the entire community. Sweat popped out on his forehead as a flashlight beam shined in the night. "Hurry!" He herded his family toward the Charger. They slid into the car, and he grabbed the keys from the other cars before he joined his family.

Reginald turned the ignition as shots rang out.

*****

Randi leaned back in the chair as she watched over the front road to the compound. Her eyes closed for a second. She jumped up and shook herself awake. Get it together, Martinez. A soldier never abandons her post. Another look through the night-vision binoculars assured her no one had breached through the front. Did Barker have a plan to fix this nightmare? How many years would that take even if he was still alive?

She slung her AR-15 over her shoulder walked onto the bridge and breathed in the fresh, clean scent of the winter air. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth in anticipation of springtime and the grape-scented flowers of the mountain laurel. If she lived that long. On that maudlin thought, she went back inside.

"Hello." Ethan stepped through the opposite door. "My side of the world's safe."

"Good to know." The guy had a mass of short braids, golden eyes, and muscles upon muscles. "What's your story?"

"Huh?" Ethan twirled a chair around and sat backwards with his arms crossed on the back. "I don't have one."

"Everyone does."

"Really?" Ethan cocked an eyebrow up and gave her a half grin. "So, what's yours?"

"I asked first."

"Before the world fell apart, I was a fireman in Midland. Several of the paramedics in my unit contracted the disease early on. Not pretty to see when it happens to someone you care about. When your guy found me, I was trying to get to my parents in San Antonio."

"I'm sorry."

He shook his head. "No pity for me. Everyone's lost loved ones in this mess. What about you?"

"I ran my dad's construction company. No husband or children."

"Boyfriend?"

Memories of Aaron flooded back. "Dead." She wasn't going to elaborate. If he thought she lost him to rabies, that was fine with her.

"I'm sorry."

"No problem. As you said, we all have pain." Randi looked at him for a few seconds. "What else?"

"Why do you think there's more?"

Randi shrugged. "You look like a young rapper."

Ethan rapped a few bars of some song she'd never heard and did a hip-hop dance to it. "I didn't have a rap group hidden in my garage if that's what you mean."

Randi smiled at his antics. In many ways, Ethan reminded her of Aaron.

"I listen to country music. Not rap." He raised an eyebrow. "You know, black people can listen to country music."

"I didn't mean to offend." Randi raised her hands in a surrender motion. "It has nothing to do with the color of your skin, but man. I'm so disappointed in you. How do you listen to that junk?"

Ethan grabbed his chest and leaned back like he was dying. "Hit me where it hurts, why don't you? How can you not like country?"

The door creaked open, and Josh glared at them with a raised eyebrow. "Ethan, did you leave the backside uncovered?"

"He was making rounds." Randi crossed her arms. "What's up?"

Ethan gave her a gentle punch to the upper arm. "See you later, I need to head back to my station."

After he left, Josh took a seat next to her. "How're you feeling?"

"Good." The stuffiness of room threatened to suffocate her. She tugged her jacket off, and as she did, her shirt rose up on her side.

Josh held the hem of her shirt up enough to see the tat on her side. "I've never noticed this tattoo before."

"Yeah. Not one of my brighter ideas." She didn't want to explain the cross and Bible verse.

He touched the cross with Jeremiah 29:11 inked into her side. "'For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not harm you.' One of my favorites."

"Yeah. If you believe it." Randi jerked her shirt back in place picked up the binoculars, and looked out the window. "It's in memory of someone who believed that junk. As for me, I know He either doesn't exist, or He doesn't give a rip about me." She'd gotten the tattoo to cover the scar left by the shrapnel that ripped across her side when Aaron died. She wanted one that matched his. The meaning was in Aaron, not the stupid verse. "Even after..." She shook her head. "I begged God to save the love of my life, but instead I watched him die in my arms."

"Randi—"

"Don't you dare. I don't want to hear that Christianese you guys are so fond of spouting. I've heard enough to last the rest of my life." She waved her arms around. "Look at the world. It's gone to pieces in a matter of a few weeks. Are you telling me the God you serve didn't do this? If He didn't cause it, either He allowed it, or He's too puny to stop it. No thank you. I can do without a powerless eye in the sky."

Chapter Thirty-Six

––––––––

Reginald floored the gas and took off. At least they couldn't follow them right away. He checked his rearview mirror every couple of seconds. Would Vixen follow him? His heart hammered in his chest, and he checked the rearview mirror again. Still no sign of anyone behind them. He loosened his grip on the steering wheel and eased off the gas a tad. They were too close to home to risk hitting a deer.

"Thank goodness the garage was outside of the gates. I would've hated to drive through their fence, and leave them vulnerable." Mary Anne shifted in her seat. "How are we on gas?" 

Reginald checked the gauge. "Not good. If you see a station or an abandoned car, let me know."

"Do you think we'll make it to there today?"

"I hope so." Reginald again glanced in the rearview mirror. His girls were cuddled together sleeping. A guttural roar escaped his lips as he saw prominent bruises on Belle's sweet face again. "At least then I know you'll be safe."

He drove for several miles when Mary Anne pointed to a convenience store on the side of the road. "There."

"Let's hope that car has gas, and we can find a siphon hose."

He pulled up next to the older sedan and climbed out. The station had a water hose hooked up on the side of the building. As he filled the tank, a huge man barreled out of the store screaming at him. Before he could move, the man slammed his beefy hand on Reginald's shoulder and pinched. "What are you doing?"

"Trying to get my family to safety."

The man looked in the back window at the girls and rubbed his hands over his face. "I've been living here for a short time trying to survive."

"I know what you mean. If the infected don't get us, the living will."

"I'm Kurt Grissom." The man stuck out his hand.

"Reginald Barker," he said as he shook the man's hand.

"Take the gas." He pointed to the girls. "Do you have somewhere safe to take them?"

"Yes, but I won't leave you here without a way to get out."

"I don't have children. It's better that something happens to me than them."

Mary Anne walked around the car. "Mr. Grissom, there is no need for us to leave you stranded. Help my husband fill the tank and come with us."

Reginald's eyes went wide. Was she inviting this man to their sanctuary?

She raised an eyebrow and stared at him daring him to argue. "Isn't that right, Reginald?"

"Uh, of course. Come with us. That is if you don't have any bites or scratches." He knew better than to argue with her on this. Not with the look she gave him. "We're getting close. If we don't run into trouble, we should be home very soon."

Grissom frowned. "I'm clean, but why is your house any safer than any other?"

"It's not just a house. I've built a compound in the Hill Country." Reginald described their new home to the man.

Convinced, he took Mary Anne's spot in the front, and she climbed in the back with the girls.

"Mr. Grissom, what did you do before this?" Mary Anne asked.

"Please, call me Kurt. I owned the gas station where you found me."

"Did you run into much trouble?" Reginald glanced at the man. "I mean before you caught us stealing gas."

Kurt shifted in his seat. "Nope. I guess 'cause I'm not on the main highway."

"How did you stay in business?" Reginald asked. "Since you were out of the way?"

"Most of my money was made from repairs. I'm a decent mechanic."

The car grew quiet, and Reginald glanced in his mirror. Mary Anne and Grissom both had dozed off.

Reginald rubbed his eyes and yawned.

The sun peaked over the hills as Reginald pulled onto the dirt road leading to the compound. They were finally home. He punched the code in, but nothing happened.

"Give me a minute." Reginald climbed out of the car and walked up to the gate. An electric fence ran across the inner area. Josh and Mark must have seen a need, but how were they going to get inside?

An ATV came flying across the field and slid to a stop on the other side of the gate. Josh climbed off. "Uncle Reg, we've been praying you'd make it."

"Good to see you, son. My code isn't working."

"A safety thing. We only turn it on as needed." He unhooked his radio from his hip. "Jill, turn on the power to the keypad. My uncle has finally arrived."

A few seconds later, Josh opened the outer gate. "Follow me, and I'll show you where to park."

Reginald parked where Josh indicated and stared at the cars and people living on his land.

"Josh, what's going on here? Who are these people and why are they camped here?"

"The more people we have living here, the safer we are," Josh said as another man walked up.

"Mr. Barker, I'm Xever Martinez. If you want us to leave, my family will pack up immediately."

Reginald nodded. "Yes, I want you to go. What right do you have taking over someone's property?"

"If they go, Mark and I are out of here, too." Josh flexed his arms. "Good luck doing perimeter patrols and keeping the compound safe by yourself."

"What are you talking about?" Reginald pointed to the fences. "I had this place built to be safe. We don't need perimeter checks."

"Right." Mark crossed his arms. "Then how in the world have people gotten in? That is, before I designed the electric fence? What about the infecteds that gather at the fences? Can you keep them at bay without all of us? What are you going to do if someone gets ill? If we leave, you'll lose the pharmacist and the doctor. And all of the medicines they've brought into our complex."

"Everyone relax." Mary Anne held both hands up in a stopping motion. "No one's leaving. Reg, honey, they've built a thriving community here. We're not going to disrupt it."

"It's our home. I built it for us." Reginald waved his hand around the compound. "I want everyone out within an hour."

"Then sweetheart, it's going to get very lonely here alone, because if they go, the girls and I go."

*****

Randi flew down the steps. She heard the yelling all the way up in the guard tower, and she'd be scalped before she let Barker send her family on their way. Not when she suspected he'd caused this outbreak. Why else did he have her build this fortress? She could take the scientist even though he looked fit for his age.

Barker stood staring at his wife. "You can't mean that."

"Listen here you pompous jerk." Randi jammed her finger into his chest. "You're the reason we aren't living normal lives. You caused this outbreak, and if you think for one second we're going without a fight, you're crazy."

"Miranda."

She ignored her father's warning. "I built this place, so I understand it's yours, and you have every right to dismiss us, but I promise you, you won't survive long. Not without others to help protect your family. If we leave, we're taking everything we brought in with us. Including every weapon and every last box of ammo."

Barker's wife stepped between Reginald and Randi. "Miss Martinez, no one is going anywhere." She looked at her husband. "Isn't that right, Reginald?"

"Fine, but get out of my house."

"No one is in your house." Randi resisted the urge to roll her eyes at his tantrum. She motioned to the camp they'd set up. "Look around. If we lived inside, do you think we would need this?"

"Before we allow you inside the gates, I have to ask if any of you have any bites or scratches." Her father held up his hand to stop Barker from interrupting. "I realize it's your property, but none of us will live if anyone brings this disease inside."

"Of course not." Reginald glared at Randi's father. "Do you think I'm an idiot?"

Before anyone could answer, Randi's mother stepped up to the group and waved her hands. "Enough talk. These folks have traveled a long distance and must be famished. Come, eat."

Leave it to her mother to try to fix everything with food. Randi shook her head as she went back to her post.

A while later Josh joined her. "Why are you still on duty? I thought it was Adriana's shift."

"It was, but she has a stomach bug. Been puking for a while. I offered to do this, because I sure didn't want to take care of her."

Josh took a seat next to her. "My cousin died while they were trying to get here."

"I'm sorry."

"Me, too. David was a good kid."

"Do you think we'll get along here?" Randi asked.

"I imagine we'll have disagreements from time to time. What family doesn't?"

"Your aunt's arm was in a cast. Do you know what happened?"

"She fell and broke her arm." Josh leaned back. "I sent her to Miguel. He did wonders with Mark's shoulder. He's limited on what he can do, but at least he'll know when to remove the cast."

"We need to talk to your uncle. His team designed this virus. Maybe he can reverse it."

"That's got to be why he built the lab." Josh stood. "Let me go get him."

A few minutes later, Josh and Barker returned.

Randi leaned back in her chair. "What do you need to reverse this plague?"

Barker laughed. "Right to the point, huh? I don't know. My notes and samples were lost on the way here."

"I'll get you fresh samples." Randi pointed out the window. "We have an endless supply. Tell me what you need, and I'll get it."

"Blood and brain tissue from infected people." He fell into a chair. "But you can't get it. It's way too dangerous. You could easily get infected and bring the virus back."

"Do you have protective gear?"

Barker nodded.

"Fine, I'll wear it, gather what you need, and camp in the outer perimeter until it's safe for me to return."

"I'll go with her." Josh crossed his arms.

"Fine." Reginald rubbed his hands over his face. "It may take many samples over a long time before I'm able to make a vaccine or develop a cure. To be honest, I'm not sure where to start without my notes. Besides, it took a team of six top-end scientists many years to develop this. I have serious doubts about my ability to make any changes."

Randi held her hands palm up. "We have nothing but time, so why not try?"

"What do you want in return for risking yourself?"

"Nothing. If I play a small part in saving the world, then my life won't have been in vain." Maybe she could put some good Karma into the world instead of the bad she'd passed around so far in her life.

"Everyone may move into the house." Reginald stared at the floor. "I'm sorry for earlier."

"It was a shock seeing a small town living on your property." Randi looked out the window again. "My family can move inside, but I'll stay out here."

"No need for you to live in a tent."

"I'll take the motor home. Besides, I've lived in much worse than a tent." Randi stood as Miguel walked in since they were splitting Adriana's shift. "Miguel was doing his internship in ortho, I'm sure he'll assist you in whatever way you need. We want the virus stopped."

A floating sensation enveloped Randi as she left the guard tower with a smile on her face. Maybe they could reclaim society before they were wiped out.

*****

Vixen rose as Phil walked into her office.

He laughed a giddy, silly laugh. The imbecile. "I found us a better place."

She lifted an eyebrow. "And where might that be?"

"It's near Uvalde. Out in the country, someone built a big ol' complex. It resembles a prison with towers and fences."

"Good job." Vixen almost felt like she should pet the man's head like she would a dog who'd learned a new trick. Of course, Phil was little more than a mangy mongrel. "Very good, Phil." A shame she couldn't trust him to tell the truth. Not since she found out he fed Reginald information. "Draw a map for me."

"I'll go with you."

She held up a hand. "No. I'm doing this alone." If she had to listen to the man's yammering for the entire drive, she might run her blade through him.

Once he'd finished the crude map, she walked to the car barn. That weasel and his family had taken her Charger forcing her to drive one of the others. Since the louse had stolen all of the keys, all but two vehicles were unusable. The Tundra and the Kia had extra keys. She needed to send a team out to scavenge cars. The truck had less than a quarter of a tank, so she drove to the front of the town where they stored fuel in large drums. She filled the tank and headed out. It shouldn't take long unless she ran into trouble.

Vixen drove toward Uvalde. She took a turn down a dirt road, but it led to the river. Phil's map didn't make any sense. She made a u-turn, drove several miles until she came to another dirt road. This one wound around for miles, but Phil had said it wasn't that far. She drove a little further, then turned around. Five miles from the second dirt road, she found a third road. She turned down it and drove until she saw an outer gate. This had to be the place.

She turned around, parked further down the road and surveyed the prison with binoculars. It looked safe. Phil had done an excellent job. A woman with short, black hair walked out of a square building with Reginald Barker on her heels. The weasel. He'd lied to her about his destination when he'd had a safe place. She would make him pay.

As she drove back to Atlas she decided to relieve the current owners of their property. They would watch the people in the walls and learn their habits. No need to rush, but they would take over the compound.
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