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Introduction 
 
    Fourth Month after the Collapse 
 
    The Worldwide economic collapse was in its fourth month. In that amount of time, millions died. Many places lacked medical care, food, and water. The average person had no idea how to obtain those necessities. Things escalated into high gear after two EMP devices exploded over the Eastern seaboard. Most of the United States was without power generation, and the attack made certain no power would be coming back anytime soon. What remained of the U.S. government believed the attack came from North Korea with assistance from Iran. At the moment, no counter attacks were in place because of communication failures between the U.S. Navy fleets still out to sea, and satellite uplinks. 
 
    The first wave of people that perished after the collapse was composed of the ill and pharmaceutical dependent. The ability to maintain basic life-sustaining equipment was gone. Common medications ran out after two months, and some even sooner than that. The disturbing issue was the high number of people on antidepressants and antipsychotic drugs. In cities large and small, that was becoming a very unimaginable problem. Yet, the overall concern of most people was acquiring enough food and water to live. 
 
    In some areas of the country, the collapse did not change their way of life. They thrived and continued on until others found out what they had, then took advantage of the good nature of good people. In some parts of the nation where energy came from nuclear power, there was a growing concern. Some emergencies were adverted, but others could not be stopped. The issue was getting the manpower to the power plants. Nationally, efforts were underway to prevent meltdowns at sixty-one commercially operated nuclear plants. In all, there were a total of ninety-nine reactors. This did not include the rest of the world’s reactors. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



From Trekking Home 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Trail’s End 
 
    Fritch, Texas 
 
    Nate drove up the road and turned the corner to see his solar security lights were working just as they did when he left. It was a beautiful sight. He had forgotten just how much he loved this place. It was mostly a log cabin with a loft and two other bedrooms. It was sizeable with an open floor plan. Nate’s bedroom was in the loft, and he already planned on one downstairs room for Ben. He parked and sat there for a moment. 
 
    “Ben, I wasn’t sure for a while if we would ever make it back. I was starting to lose faith. Yet, now we are here. I’m glad you’re with me. I won’t lie to you; life like we knew it has changed. It may return to what it was, but that might take time…and maybe years, but I will take care of you, son,” Nate said, saying “son” slowly. It was the first time he called Ben son to his face. Nate had referred to Ben as his son to others, but not to Ben. 
 
    Ben’s reaction was slow at first, bringing a sheepish grin. Then, looking up, he said, “Dad, I know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Escaping Home 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Finding Peace 
 
    First full day home 
 
    Nate was in a deep sleep. He was having nonsensical dreams of never-ending travel. They both had retired early to bed. Nate was in his master loft upstairs, with Ben sleeping soundly in the bedroom below. Samson their new German shepherd Nate found traveling down a dark back road. Samson had taken a liking to Ben and seemed to become his personal protector. He slept next to Ben on the side of the bed and did not move an inch. Nate was restless all night. He awoke a few times and silently lay in bed. The silence was deafening except for the constant sound of a barn owl. Finally Nate fell back to sleep, but once he did, the dreams stirred in his mind. Being back in his bed was nice, but it was going to be an adjustment. He became accustomed to sleeping on the ground, or sitting up against a tree. 
 
    Ben, on the other hand, fell to sleep very fast. He told Nate that he had never slept on a bed so comfortable. Nate did not realize that Ben had an air mattress at his grandmother’s place until they talked more. Ben stated that every night he had to air up his bed. Then, when the power went out, he slept on the floor because his grandmother was too weak to make it back to her bed. The thought broke Nate’s heart. The kid was a trooper and a good caring young man; not once did Ben ever complain about the trip to Texas. 
 
    Nate was slowly waking up. The noise he heard was one of joyful laughter, but muzzled at times. Nate opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling skylights. He had three large triangular-shaped Plexiglas units installed when he built the cabin. They provided light for his loft and to the lower space of the cabin to a degree. Today was a clear and bright day. Nate watched the white puffy clouds float by high above. Still, he saw no planes, nor expected to. 
 
    Nate’s dad told him the night before that he was trying to use his Ham radio to get in contact with Nate’s siblings. They had flown out the day of the collapse. Nate’s brother and sister were twins, and often their families traveled together. They had flown to North Dakota to stay with mutual friends on a ranch. Nate was sure they were holding out there until everything was over. Robert and Susan were avid outdoors people; and like Nate, they knew how to live off the land. The property they owned near his parents was a fair-size ranch. They had several long time ranch hands that were taking care of the property as best they could. Nate worried whether he would get the chance to see his brother and sister again; or his niece and nephew with them. Nate knew the children would get along with Ben very well, especially since they were all around the same age. 
 
    So far, he had managed contact with only a few distant places, but no one had additional news. At some point, Nate would see if his father would try to establish contact with Gene Hartford up in Wyoming. He really wanted to let them know he had made it home. He thought about them and all the other new friends quite often. Nate turned his head to see the compass Sammie gave him on the nightstand. It was an older brass style. The lanyard was made of leather. The lid was open allowing him to see her beautiful face on the picture secured inside the lid. He hoped she was well. Sammie was a nurse; her skills in this current environment would be of great importance. Nate closed his eyes and realized any thoughts of her would be futile for now. 
 
    His current location afforded them some security, but under bad climate, they could also be sitting ducks. They lived north of Meredith Lake, and the lake was between them and Fritch. Everyone else around them were ranchers and friends. Henry—Nate’s father, discussed with Nate the remaining families. Some were older and reliant on medications. They passed away not long after the collapse. Their ranch hands took over the large head of cattle and the vacant properties. Henry said the ranch hands kept to themselves and were not a bother to anyone. Other ranchers had tried to sell out and move to far away, secluded locations. Some did, while others just left in mad dashes after going broke from people stealing cattle for food. Most of the thefts were done by wandering packs of strangers who entered Fritch and other small towns, taking what they could. One Ham radio operator Henry spoke with, was an old friend; he said only a few hundred people were still alive in Fritch. The causes were the same as everywhere else: lack of pharmaceuticals, food, and sanitation. Thanks to the lake, water wasn’t much of a concern unless you didn’t know how to make it drinkable. 
 
    Nate had many things running through his mind. He had expected much of the news his father relayed. He saw most of it first hand while on his journey, and heard the stories of the vast and lethal turmoil in the highly populated urban cities. Nate also knew something else. There may come a day when he and his family might have to do the unthinkable and bug-out. He placed this thought in the far reaches of his mind for now. The reasons for a total bug-out were many. The issue he was concerned about was where to go. Nate knew the Northwest was ideal. Montana, for example, was the least populated per square mile. That was the ideal condition. 
 
    Nate’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of someone climbing his ladder. He sat up waiting to see Ben’s head. Instead, Samson poked his big head up at the top ladder rung. 
 
    “Dang, Samson. Ok…you must be highly trained.” 
 
    Nate sat up and watched as the German shepherd climbed up. Samson hustled over to Nate, wagging his feathery tail. It swept across the wood floor like a big broom. Before Nate could get fully out of bed, the massive dog leaped onto Nate knocking him backwards. Nate was a big man, but the dog’s unexpected mass pushed him back. Laughing, Nate rubbed the dog’s head, and the back of his neck. While showing the dog some affection, Nate could hear another sound at the ladder as the dog played hard. Ben’s head now rose slowly as he made it to the top. 
 
    “Wow! It’s really nice up here. Look at the sky; it’s so pretty. This is like a tree house,” Ben remarked as he walked about with his head looking skyward. After staring in amazement, he walked over to Nate’s bed. Ben just stared at Nate. Ben had a funny look on his face, but Nate knew the look well. 
 
    “You guys hungry?” Nate asked. He knew the answer. It had been some time since they all had dinner at his parents’ place up the road after they arrived. 
 
    “Very. Can we have the pack eggs?” Ben loved the Mountain House camper’s pouch of scrambled eggs. 
 
    “Let’s save those for hard times. How about we look over the stuff we have that doesn’t have a long shelf life,” Nate smiled. He knew what he wanted to have Ben try. 
 
    Twisting the oblong key attached to the top of the can, Nate pulled out the meat inside and placed it in the heated pan. After ensuring it was perfectly browned on each side, he placed the plate in front of Ben. Nate didn’t really expect Ben to like the fried SPAM, but he enjoyed introducing Ben to new things. Nate loved SPAM, but he was surprised that Ben ate it all up. SPAM wasn’t the breakfast of champions to many people, but Nate had grown up on the canned delight. Long before the popular brands of dehydrated foods that people now took with them on camping trips or hikes, there was canned SPAM. It had been around since 1937, and even served time in World War II. One could eat it right from the can, but many loved it fried up in a skillet. 
 
    Today they enjoyed the SPAM and some fresh eggs his mother supplied. The large propane tank outside was full. He had it serviced and fueled before his trip to Montana. In addition to the propane, he was equipped with solar power. Nate did have some layers at one point, but during his absence, his parents took and cared for the hens. 
 
    Nate was trying to give Ben as normal of a life as he could under current circumstances. Nate sat at the table mixing some Tang with his water. He watched as Ben finished off the last few eggs. Looking past Ben into his new bedroom, Nate noticed that Ben’s bed was still made. 
 
    “Ben, did you sleep on top of the covers?” Nate asked. 
 
    Ben had a confused look on his face as he reached for the last piece of SPAM. He shook his head no as he chewed on the thick fried ham. 
 
    “Your bed doesn’t even look touched,” Nate replied. 
 
    Ben turned his head as if he wasn’t sure what Nate was talking about and looked at his bed. He reached for his water and swallowed his food before speaking. 
 
    “I made the bed,” Ben replied, matter of factly. 
 
    Nate felt himself sit up straighter as he felt a little shocked. “You made it? Well…ok. Good job,” Nate replied. 
 
    “My grandmother taught me that the first thing I do every morning, even before peeing, is to make the bed,” he stated. 
 
    Ben’s comment came around the same time that Nate was taking a drink of his Tang; he nearly spit it out. 
 
    “Oh, it’s ok to use the bathroom here first,” Nate instructed, trying not to laugh. 
 
    “Ok, I didn’t get the last corner tucked before I had to pee so bad,” Ben replied, being serious. 
 
    Nate smiled. Life with Ben was going to be a page-turner. 
 
    “So, what will we do today, dad?” Ben asked, smiling at Nate. That was the second time Ben called Nate dad. It was still a little strange, but Nate was growing to like the title. 
 
    “I was thinking we could take a horse ride up to a high point and take a look into town.” Nate knew the response this would bring. For some time now, Ben was anticipating getting to see horses. Nate’s parents had done a good job of taking care of the few he had, and even Nate looked forward to the ride. 
 
    “Yes, please can we go?” Ben was so excited. 
 
    Sometimes Nate believed that being able to see horses is what kept Ben moving during the trek home. In many ways, it had rubbed off on Nate. There were many factors that increased Nate’s will to make it home. Family was the main concern; but being in Texas during any major collapse had to be better than being anywhere else. 
 
    “Get some jeans on and be ready to go in about thirty minutes,” Nate instructed Ben. 
 
    The smile he received in return from the young boy was priceless. 
 
    Nate would go prepare Traveller the horse. Nate wanted to bring the dog Samson along, but decided he needed to remain inside. Nate needed time to familiarize the dog to horses. 
 
    Nate dressed himself for the day’s event. It was a beautiful day out with temps in the upper 70s. He decided on just simple clothes of Wranglers and a T-shirt. He threw on his cowboy boots and his hat, and checked on Ben’s progress, only to find that Ben was still getting dressed. Nate discovered Ben had a habit. A good habit of brushing his teeth for a very long time. Nate figured this was another one of Ben’s grandmother’s doings. Other than the boy using up the well water, Nate didn’t mind. It meant no future dental issues; or so he hoped. 
 
    Nate stepped out the back door and made his way to the small horse stables. They were only about fifty yards from the main cabin. Nate wanted them close. The stable was made of the same material he used for building the cabin, with a tin roof and large doors at each end. The structure wasn’t big compared to most, but it easily held both of his horses. Nate walked up to the head that stuck out of the stable. His name was Traveller; named after the famous Confederate General Robert E. Lee’s horse of the same name. 
 
    Traveller’s head was poked out of the half door of the stable. He was a beautiful silky brown color and stood nearly seventeen hands tall. He was a good height for Nate; he always felt balanced and stable on Traveller, and the horse’s temperament was nearly bombproof. Before the crash, Nate used Traveller a lot for trails and varmint hunts on the nearly 2,000 acres they owned. Nate ran his hand over the horse’s mane and spoke to him. 
 
    “Hey Traveller, I’m home. Gonna take you out and get you some blood moving in those legs, buddy.” 
 
    The horse seemed very excited to see Nate as his head bobbed up and down; breaths so forceful they could be felt up against Nate’s chest. 
 
    Nate opened the lower gate and stepped inside to gather up the saddle and the rest of the tack he would need. Nate slipped a lead rope around the neck of Traveller, giving him some control. Nate held up the halter by the crown, and slipped it over his nose, and up and over his ears. Traveller just stood motionless. Nate secured the throatlatch next. He checked the distance between the cheek and leather halter. After checking the noseband distance, Nate secured his lead rope to the bottom buckle. Nate then led the horse out from the left side and out of the stable. He secured Traveller to the hitch post outside. Nate walked back inside the stable and retrieved his saddle pad, saddle, and chest strap. After about ten minutes, Nate was finished. Nate’s other horse was still with his parents’ stable. He would get Socks later. Nate mounted Traveller and led him to the front of his cabin. 
 
    Ben was sitting outside on the porch steps when Nate rode up. Ben’s face lit up with excitement, but also with some trepidation as he slowly stood and walked down toward the side of the horse. Nate dismounted and led the horse to a large stump looking post he had off to the side of the porch. 
 
    Nate showed Ben how to properly touch the horse and where not to stand. Traveller seemed to like Ben, which Nate had been concerned about originally. Traveller had a good temperament, but he didn’t usually take to strangers until being around them longer. It was different with Ben. 
 
    “Ben, I will be right back. I need to grab a rifle.” 
 
    Nate already had his Glock in a holster and on his side, but he always took his rifle with him anytime he went out on the range. 
 
    “Ok, I will stand right here,” Ben replied, not moving much at all, but slowly running his fingers down the mane of Traveller. Nate stepped inside the cabin and went to his gun safe. He removed his 45-70 lever action rifle. Nate grabbed one box of ammo and the leather saddle scabbard he made for the rifle. 
 
    Outside, Nate found Ben still standing unmoved. The horse seemed to be enjoying Ben’s touch. Nate attached the scabbard to the saddle, and slid the rifle down until it stopped. 
 
    “Ok Ben, I will mount up, and then help you up,” Nate said. He reached down and effortlessly lifted Ben up and sat him in front. Ben was a little shaky at first, but settled in fast. Nate left Samson inside for this trip. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The horse ride was going slow. Nate had to be gentle. A lot of time had passed since his rear saw a horse; and it was, in fact, still sore from the journey of hundreds of miles. He let Ben lead the horse at times, and tried to teach him a few things along the trail he took. They were headed slowly up a trail to the edge of an overlook that would give Nate a spectacular view of Fritch. Nate was still very curious about the chopper he saw in distress, and wondered if he would be able to see anything. The distance would likely prevent that, but maybe he would see them lift off after they fixed the issue. It was encouraging to see the old bird in the air regardless. He hoped – without much faith – that elsewhere things were getting better. His father told him they hadn’t been into Fritch since just after the collapse, and they wouldn’t go back; the amount of stragglers arriving in town was beyond description. Nate knew exactly what his father meant. By now, he was sure many people had come and gone, or had died. It was a curiosity that he wasn’t in a hurry to see. About forty minutes had passed, and Nate and Ben were near the top of the ridge. From his viewpoint, he had Lake Meredith between himself and Fritch. “It sure is a pretty lake. Is there big fish in it?” Ben asked. 
 
    Nate smiled. The kid was already thinking about fishing. The thought of eating fresh fish was very appealing. They would need to do it soon to help supplement their protein intake. 
 
    “Yep, many type; some big catfish down there. We might go tomorrow morning,” Nate said. 
 
    “Oh, I can’t wait,” Ben replied. 
 
    In truth, neither could Nate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    The Recovery 
 
    The Texas prairie grass covered undulating hills with varieties of fescues. Many wild flowers dotted the land as far as the eye could see. At one time, much of this land was covered with cattle. His father only had a few dozen now. Most were lost to disease and lack of life-sustaining resources; maintaining any herd during an economic shutdown was very difficult. Other head were lost to thievery. Henry could not venture very far from his home since there were just the two of them. On a spread of thousand acres, it was very hard to keep up. A few small streams flowed on the property providing other means of water. Nate noticed while on horseback the absence of rabbits. He wondered if there were any Whitetail bucks around. He suspected many things were being hunted to the point that finding any would become impossible. 
 
    “Ben, how about we head up to check in on your grandparents?” Nate suggested. It was early when they left, and he already knew his mom expected them over for leftovers for lunch. She had made that clear the day they arrived. It was more important than ever now to eat leftovers. 
 
    Nate headed back to the stable. He showed Ben some of the duties in caring for horses. Ben really seemed to be a quick study, and he handled Traveller well. Nate had expected to see someone – a trespasser – on the property while they were out, but they encountered no one. He was glad for this. He wanted to talk to his parents about leaving Ben with them the next day while he went out on horseback and inspected the complete ranch. He wanted to check the solar-powered barbwire fencing and repair any that were down. He wanted to take Ben, but felt for now it would be safer for him to remain with his parents. Nate needed to move around faster than he could with Ben at his side. The biggest concern Nate had was the fact that all of their cattle except for about thirty were now gone. This required some investigation. They were not the historic 400,000-acre Kennedy ranch down in south Texas, but they fared well. The number of cattle that remained was just a fraction of what Henry once owned. 
 
    Back at Nate’s cabin, they cleaned up. Samson was happy to see them, and ready to get outside. Nate had been feeding Samson scraps, but he needed to come up with something for the dog that would be healthier. Soon, he would need to throw together some homemade dog food. Nate had many of the ingredients needed. His mother had a garden with green beans which were a great all-around vegetable for dogs. He would also start a garden for this from his seed vault. Next, he would need to cook up a lot of white rice. He had several five-gallon buckets stored away, sealed in Mylar, with oxygen absorbers. Nate never planned to use them for this, but he figured the dog was worth what it provided to the family unit during this time. He would need to restart his chicken coop. Thanks to his parents help, they saved most of his chickens while he was gone. He could also incorporate eggs into the dog food. Samson would have scrambled eggs for now. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Nate was inspecting and cleaning his Glock 26. It was extremely dirty from the journey. He disassembled the gun into its smaller components. Next, he opened the bottle of Hoppe’s No. 9 Gun Bore cleaner. The amount of buildup was shocking. He made fast work of the gun, and had it reassembled before Ben came out ready to go. In the evening, he would take the time to go over his rifles. 
 
    “You ready?” Nate asked. 
 
    Ben nodded his head. He was wearing old looking shorts. They appeared to be carpenter style, with the hammer loop on the pocket. Nate would need to keep his eyes open for any clothing he could find for Ben. He thought about going into town to see if he could barter something for clothes. Ben only had a few pairs of jeans, underwear, socks, and shorts. He brought numerous meticulously folded up T-shirts with various logos. 
 
    Nate holstered the sidearm on his hip. On the table sat a dual magazine carrier. He slid two fully loaded magazines into the kydex style carriers, and attached it to the left side of his belt. 
 
    “Are we riding Traveller down?” Ben asked. 
 
    Nate had considered it, but his rear was actually sore and thought better of it. 
 
    “No, we will just take the Ranger; it won’t use too much fuel.” 
 
    Nate didn’t want to admit his personal issue to Ben. It would take some time for him to adjust to horseback riding again. But time was something they had much of these days. 
 
    Nate told Ben that they would be taking Samson. “Ben, you are in charge of Samson.” 
 
    Ben smiled; he liked having responsibility. It was a fact he learned about Ben along the way home. 
 
    “Oh boy, did you hear that, Samson?” Ben said, ruffling up the back of Samson’s large hairy neck. Every time Ben did this, it made the dog more excited. 
 
    “I will be right back, Ben. I’m going to go get the Ranger,” Nate said. 
 
    Ben nodded as he often did. Nate stepped out the front door and walked across the way to the small storage barn. The barn was one of the newer steel constructed types they advertised on TV. It was also equipped with solar. It was large enough to house two vehicles, and it also provided a workshop. Nate’s newly acquired truck and the Ranger were both well protected from the elements. Even before Nate got to the door, he heard something. It sounded like metal on metal, and then the obvious sound of something heavy being dropped on his concrete slab. Silence was all he heard next. 
 
    In a flash, Nate un-holstered his weapon as he reached the locked door. Whoever was inside apparently used either the side window, or the back door to get in. At the door, Nate listened and could hear someone walking around. His garage floor was a mess. He had not taken the time to clean it before he left on vacation. 
 
    Nate moved from the front door to the rear of the garage. He crept slowly, trying to remain silent. Coming to the back entry, he could see the door was partially open and moving slightly with the afternoon winds. Nate peeked inside, still listening, but no seeing anything. He built a skylight into the garage and it provided enough visibility for him to see inside. Then he saw the noisemaker. Nate was honestly surprised. 
 
    “Oh, it’s just you!” Nate said, lowering his weapon. He was looking at an old friend. Ricky the raccoon was his name. Apparently, Nate hadn’t shut the door; or someone – maybe his father – left the door open accidently. The not-so-little raccoon was looking for food. He wouldn’t find any in the garage. Over the past few years, this same varmint had visited him on occasion. Nate reached in, flipped on the lights, and hit the garage door at the same time. Little Ricky darted out the front door headed for the open fields. Fortunately, Samson was still inside. Nate secured the rear door. He checked out the Ranger to make certain Ricky didn’t leave anything in the seats. Verifying everything was okay, Nate jumped in the Ranger. Every time he sat in the Ranger, he thought about Chris and his family. Nate realized if it were not for his family, things would be far different. Most likely, he would not have found Ben. Nate tried to think of the present. Dwelling on the ‘what ifs’ in life wouldn’t get him far. 
 
    Nate pulled the UTV out and locked the garage. He made the fast trip to pick up Ben and Samson. 
 
    The Ranger made the small half mile jog up the road with no issues. The late morning sun was coming out with a stiff cool breeze blowing in from the north. Nate thought about all the places he recently travelled through, wondering how his newfound friends were doing. Nate stepped off the Ranger and waited for Ben to handle Samson. He did a good job with his recent assignment of responsibility. Ben seemed to enjoy the challenge with a constant smile on his young face. 
 
    Henry opened the door and knelt down to call Samson over. The massive dog ran from Ben’s control straight to Henry’s arms. He ruffled the thick hair on the shepherd, and then stood to greet Ben who wasn’t far behind. 
 
    “Morning Ben, how was your first night’s rest?” Henry said as Ben stepped into his arms. Henry found Ben to be a delight. Nate was correct…Ben seemed normal, but he did have a certain essence about him that maybe some might find odd. It wasn’t a bad quality or trait, just a way of saying things a little differently. Henry and Betty both were proud to have Ben as their grandchild. They were even more proud of Nate for stepping into the role with such courage. 
 
    “Ben, you and Samson head on in. I think your grandmother has a special treat for Samson.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes lit up and he headed inside. Nate paused at the door because of the new look on his father’s face. 
 
    “What is it, dad? What’s wrong? I can see that look on your face. Did you find some dog crap in your house after we left, or what?” Nate said, half joking. 
 
    Henry smiled for a moment. “Nate, I wish it was something so simple. I just got off the Ham radio. I have been working on establishing the range, and I finally got out pretty far,” Henry said with a softening of his voice. He had not disclosed the information to Betty yet. “Ok, well it’s good to hear you can get out on it. So, what have you heard?” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry motioned for them to have a seat on the porch as he closed the door behind them. Nate sat and his father pulled a chair up close. 
 
    “Nate, ever hear of Comanche Peak in Glen Rose?” 
 
    Nate suddenly got that feeling in his stomach. That hint of something being wrong. Indeed, he knew of the place. Glen Rose was the home of the Dinosaur Park, but it was also home to a nuclear power plant. 
 
    “Well, I know you aren’t talking about the fossils at the Dinosaur Park, so I assume you are talking about the nuclear plant,” Nate replied sarcastically. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes. It has melted down,” Henry stated. 
 
    “Dear God!” Nate said slowly. There was a pause between them both before Nate spoke again. Glen Rose was about forty miles southwest of Fort Worth, and sixty miles southwest of Dallas. It was reliant upon Squaw Creek reservoir for cooling. 
 
    “Well, at least we are far removed from that area; the prevailing winds should keep this area safe, dad,” Nate replied, hoping not to sound uncaring about the people it was or did affect. 
 
    “That is correct, but we have a different problem,” Henry said, stopping to look around at his land. 
 
    Nate could see his father was thinking about something deeply. “What is it, dad? Whatever it is, we can handle it,” Nate said reassuringly. 
 
    Henry looked at Nate. “The reports said hundreds of thousands, maybe millions, are fleeing west, son. That was about a week ago. This was confirmed by many spread out across this region of Texas. Some not so far from us; great hordes of sick, dying, and radioactive people…and what they are bringing are closing in on all of west Texas. I can’t say that I blame them, I would do the same,” Henry said, looking down at his legs. 
 
    He ran his hands across his legs and massaged them like he attempted to push blood into them. Looking at Henry, one might think he was much younger than his actual age. He was still in great shape. The thought sank in now on Nate. 
 
    It was likely that these hordes of people would not only be sick, but very desperate for food and water. They would be in need of any medical supplies Fritch, or surrounding communities, had available. Desperate people would use force in numbers, and would be armed. How they would arrive depended on finding the resources before they left, or along the way. 
 
    “Ok, we need to consider our options. If they are coming, the first to arrive will be by motorized travel. Some might even be here now if they left last week. When did this meltdown actually happen?” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry thought for a moment. “I’m not sure, but I think it was over two weeks ago. Most were not aware it happened until the plant exploded.” 
 
    Nate sat up with that news. “Exploded? That place sits on a reservoir. Unless it dried up, how did this meltdown really happen?” Nate asked, not expecting an answer. 
 
    His father shrugged his shoulders. “That is the million-dollar question. Regardless…it did. One rumor is this was planned by some anti-overpopulation group trying to use the current state of affairs to rid the planet of densely populated cities. It may have worked in this case; Dallas and the areas around it will likely be wiped out,” Henry replied. 
 
    “Or headed this way,” Nate said. 
 
    “So, what does Mom think of all of this?” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry paused. 
 
    “You haven’t told her yet,” Nate said, knowing what his father’s brief hesitation meant. 
 
    “Nate, I just found out an hour ago. I was going to tell her, but she has been in such a great jubilant mood since your return. I can’t express how much everything in her has changed her attitude. I just didn’t want to destroy that so soon,” Henry explained. 
 
    Nate understood. He wasn’t sure himself how to handle this scenario. 
 
    “Well, I want to do something after we eat. If you can watch over Ben for me, I would like to take a little trip into Fritch to see what, if anything, is going on,” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry was silent at first. He wasn’t sure how Nate would know if someone he was near was contaminated externally or internally other than obvious signs of radiation sickness. 
 
    “Mostly dad, I want to see if there are newcomers in town,” Nate added. 
 
    Henry nodded, then added some other news. 
 
    “I understand, but you need to know that since the collapse, Fritch became much different. Another Ham friend said that Fritch was hit hard with its own deaths and thousands of wandering bands of people searching for water and food. Most are now camped out in town near the lake. Apparently, it looks like a massive homeless camp. Everyday people are dying from disease and lack of nutrition,” Henry stated. 
 
    Nate was not totally surprised by this news, but he couldn’t imagine Fritch to be in such a condition. He still wanted to see things for himself. 
 
    “Dad, you still have those Ecotest Terra’s Geiger counters?” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry knew Nate was determined to see if Fritch received any obvious new arrivals. He also wanted to check in on a few old friends. 
 
    “I will get them after lunch. Let’s go eat,” Henry replied. 
 
    Both walked inside. Nate walked in behind his father. For the first time, he recognized just how much his parents had aged. Henry walked slower than Nate remembered. 
 
    I guess we can’t outrun time, dad. 
 
    Nate thought lovingly to himself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    Going to Town 
 
    Nate sat outside with Ben on the porch. He wanted to talk to Ben about his trip into Fritch. He decided for now not to get into the particulars of the real reasons, and just to stick to a simple premise. Nate didn’t want to confuse or frighten the boy. 
 
    “Ben, I want you to stay here for a few hours, if you don’t mind. I really need to go into town and see a few old friends,” Nate said. 
 
    Ben had a slight look of concern on his face, then asked his question. “When will you be back? Isn’t it dangerous to go into cities?” 
 
    Ben had seen a lot of action since joining up with Nate. He had seen things most kids his age should never see. Ben ran his fingers through his long dark hair. He seemed nervous. 
 
    “It can be dangerous; you are right, I won’t lie to you, Ben. However, you know me, son. I won’t do anything or take chances to get myself hurt. I have you and your grandparents to come home to. I just need to check on a few people, and then I will come straight back,” Nate said, trying to ease Ben’s nerves. Ben seemed to relax with Nate’s words. 
 
    “Honestly Ben, this may be a fast trip. I imagine the town is far different now; like the towns we went through. If so, I won’t even waste my time. I will just turn around and head home,” Nate added. 
 
    Ben slowly leaned into Nate. Nate hugged Ben as the two of them sat looking out toward the west. Nate thought about Ben’s words carefully. The teen was right in so many ways. Ben obviously listened along the trek home. Yet, the consequences of inaction might bring more to their peaceful abode than they could imagine. No…he had to venture into Fritch if for no other reason than to assess the potential for incursions toward their homes. 
 
    Ben was actually warming up to the idea of spending some quality time getting to know Nate’s parents. When Nate left the house, Ben was on the sofa with Nate’s mom, looking through old photo albums. He was certain to hear stories from Ben later. Henry found the small yellow Geiger counter. He gave it to Nate, along with some advice on using the device. They set it to give him an early warning of increasing radiation levels before it got serious. The counter was small enough to fit in Nate’s jacket pocket for the time being. 
 
    Nate considered his transportation to Fritch. He could easily drive into town. However, that would make him an obvious target to people who have no gas or vehicles. He could take the Ranger UTV, but it was loud and would make even a silent entrance to the outskirts difficult. He couldn’t walk and get back quickly like he planned; it was twenty miles to town. His only remaining option was to take Traveller. It really was his only option. He knew of a few places just outside town where he could tie the horse up. 
 
    Nate gathered up the small gear that he might need for the short journey into town. He decided reluctantly against taking a rifle, and instead carried his pistol with a few extra magazines. This would be a quick trip, and he really didn’t wish to draw attention to himself in town with a rifle strapped to his back. Nate had no idea about the current state of law enforcement in town. He wasn’t sure if Fritch enacted new ordinances, and he didn’t want to draw attention. 
 
    Nate spent some time preparing Traveller for the trip. Once he was done, Nate didn’t waste time. Saddling up, he headed east to the trail that lead him around Lake Meredith to Fritch. Nate kept his travel gear light. He carried his pistol under his jacket, a knife in his boot, and other basic items he would need. He kept the Geiger counter in his shirt pocket. He wasn’t sure if he would really need it, and truly hoped his worries were for nothing. The sun was on the decline behind him as he approached the top portion of the trail that overlooked the lake. When he reached the top, Nate stopped. His first gut reaction made him jump down from his horse and pull Traveller down to the ground to hide. Nate stopped himself, realizing he couldn’t be seen. 
 
    Nate did however, jump down, and pull the horse slowly to the edge of the cliff to get a better look. He removed his binoculars, and zoomed in on what laid before his eyes. The population of Fritch was just over 2,000 people. It was never at any time a crowded place. Nate couldn’t believe his eyes. He wasn’t very far from town, and could easily see with the binoculars hundreds of small bonfires burning in town. The smoke that billowed up into the skies was scary. The wind blew the smoke off to the east. As portions of the smoke cleared, he saw the fires, and the people moving about. Most seemed aimlessly wondering the town. The first thing that came to his mind was old zombie style video games. It was a sad sight. There also seemed to be many motorcycles, cars, and huge semis with box trailers scattered in town. 
 
    Nate could not be certain if these people were stranded here after the collapse, or if they were new arrivals. As much as he didn’t wish to explore the town, he knew it was something he had to do. Nate scanned ahead down the trail to make certain no one was around. There were a lot of small camps on the other side of the shore, but nothing along the steep cliff sides of his location. Nate occupied the high ground. He continued his visual sweep along the path he would take, seeing nothing. He was shocked that people hadn’t ventured out further from town, but he knew it would be just a matter of time. 
 
    Nate climbed back on Traveller and slowly made his way down the trail. Nate knew the area very well and the distances. He wanted to spend the shortest amount of time possible in town. After about twenty minutes, he came to an area where he felt safe to hitch Traveller to a tree. The rest of his journey into town would be on foot. Nate ran his hand over the horse’s mane. 
 
    “I won’t be very long, Traveller; you should be safe here.” 
 
    Nate secured the rope to the small tree. Then he removed a few items from the saddlebags and hid them on his body. He carried a long hunting knife stuffed in his back belt. He also removed three fully loaded magazines for his pistol, placing them inside a pocket of his jacket. The last thing he brought along was two small bottles of water. The sun was going to be down soon, so he hurried himself down the trail leading to town. 
 
    Fritch, Texas was crowded. This wasn’t the small town before the collapse. Since the collapse, many had arrived from nearby highways seeking food and water. Most became – for lack of a better word – squatters. Most made camp near certain areas around the lake. It looked like a massive turnout for a concert that would never happen. Local authorities were strapped with a limited number of resources. The people who lived in Fritch gave when they could, but had to ration carefully. The main issue now was that the food was starting to run out. All typical grocery foods were gone days after the collapse. The sporadic power outages caused refrigerator foods quickly to spoil. Every day became more of a struggle to get protein. Local ranchers donated livestock, hunters helped, and those who could fish made use of the lake. However, since the collapse and lack of available pharmaceuticals, many people died. 
 
    Nate made good time as he came to an opening just outside of town. He stopped in his tracks. He knew the area very well, but found something new. He was looking at an area about the size of a football field. Small mounds of dirt in single file dotted the area. Some were marked with a cross. It was obvious things were getting bad fast. Nate proceeded carefully with respect. 
 
    The high numbers of graves made Nate realize how lucky he was to make it home. This many deaths in his small town meant far more elsewhere. How many of those people were from Fritch was something he didn’t know. The number of people he could see through his binoculars earlier indicated an extreme number of new arrivals. Soon it would be evident if these newcomers were from the meltdown at Glen Rose. 
 
    ***** 
 
    After the collapse and eventual loss of reliable television stations, most people resorted to older forms of entertainment. Henry and Betty were no different. However, since the Event as Henry called it, both had grown to enjoy the time exploring new ways to pass time. One thing they did every evening was sit on the front porch and star gaze. In the event it would rain, they would enjoy listening to old albums while playing poker. They used dry elbow macaroni for cash. One evening, Betty surprised her husband with a big bag of M&Ms. They were Henry’s favorite, and supposed to be part of his birthday gift two weeks after the collapse. She offered them to Henry, but he decided they would split the bag and use them for poker cash. The game lasted a few days. 
 
    Tonight, Henry and Betty sat with Ben on the sofa, looking through old photos of Nate and other family members. Ben was laughing and enjoying being able to see the changes Nate went through as he grew up. 
 
    “Dad was always a big looking guy. What grade is this one?” Ben asked, holding up a photo of Nate from junior high. 
 
    Henry took the photo, gazing at it closely. “Well, as your grandfather tries to adjust his eyes, I can tell you that was his eighth grade year.” 
 
    “Just a few years younger than you are now,” Betty said. 
 
    Henry glanced up at her and stuck out his tongue. Ben found this to be very funny and laughed. 
 
    “Here is one of Nate getting ready to drive his first car,” Henry said, pulling the picture up. 
 
    Ben stared at the photo as if he saw something else, but didn’t mention what he was focused on. 
 
    “What is it, Ben?” Betty asked. 
 
    Ben held the photo and spoke slowly. “I never saw pictures of my real father. I only remember him a few times. I think they are maybe the same age, but I don’t know,” Ben replied. 
 
    Betty turned her head to hide the tears. 
 
    Henry spoke next. “Well Ben…Nate – your father now – told us about your father. We are sorry about that; however, never doubt for a second that Nate will be every bit of a father to you. Ok?” 
 
    Ben nodded and then slowly realized maybe he said something the wrong way. 
 
    “I will never doubt that. He saved my life so many times on the way here. I wish you could have seen how tough he is, grandpa. He never gave up; he did what he said he would do for us. He told me many times, ‘I will get you home.’ I believed him, and now I’m here,” Ben said, smiling with a bright gleam across his face. 
 
    It became apparent at that moment to Henry and his wife that Ben was a deep thinker. He had it all figured out. Most kids his age may not have survived the journey Ben endured. Henry glanced down at his watch. It was nearly 8:30 p.m. and Nate wasn’t back yet. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Nate walked carefully into town staying just off the main road. Up ahead he could clearly see large bonfires sporadically set up along the main drag. He assumed this was done to see at night. The sun was nearly down; Nate preferred the cover of darkness at times like this. He wasn’t sure what to expect. People now came into his field of view. Most walked around with their heads down. The familiar landmarks all seemed eroded and vastly different from the last time Nate came to town. He couldn’t even remember that day. 
 
    Nate didn’t stop; he just kept his pace right into town. Now he was walking down the sidewalk. He wanted to get to the main highway that entered town from the east. Highway 136 came in from Borger, Texas. It also came from up from Amarillo which was south and closer to Interstate 40. If people are arriving from the Dallas area, it would be from these two directions. The closer he came to the highway, the more people he saw. There were far more cars moving about than he anticipated. The primary vehicles though were trucks, which carried numerous gas cans in the back. The people he saw looked ragged and tired. The glazed looks of confusion and irritation seemed to portray most. He stopped briefly to open his pocket to check his Geiger counter. So far the device was silent. He had it set to a low volume, and on vibrate mode. He tried not to make eye contact with anyone. Nate didn’t see anyone he knew, and he knew many in the small town. He figured the locals probably stayed inside and away from the newcomers. One thing Nate did notice was the number of armed people. The weapons of choice were shotguns and deer rifles. A very small number carried any AR-15 platform. When Nate came within range of the highway, he suddenly could hear someone speaking very loudly; then it was obvious the person used a megaphone. The voice sounded familiar. Nate stopped about fifty yards from the gathering of homeless looking people. The voice belonged to the Mayor Emmett Yale. 
 
    “We are trying to coordinate with other communities, but we are low on resources. The lake should provide the water needed, and camps are set up to instruct anyone on how to prepare the water safely for drinking and hygiene. We will be passing out rations in the morning, not far from here and just down the street,” the mayor said, not finishing the rest of his sentence as someone yelled out to him. The man that yelled was near the front and dressed in an old dirty sport jacket, slacks, and scuffed dress shoes. 
 
    “You said that two nights ago. We need some food now! These small cups of uncooked rice aren’t enough. WHERE IS THIS SO CALLED FOOD!” the man yelled louder at the end. 
 
    A few supportive yells followed the man’s question. 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, but it seems that someone here broke into the warehouse and stole the fresh meat the hunters brought for us all,” the mayor stated, trying to keep everyone calm. 
 
    Hushed comments followed his statement. Some groans and loud sighs were also heard. Nate studied the crowd; there were a few individuals that looked very ill. A woman in the back was leaning on a homemade cane to help her stand. She turned away from the crowd and bent over to throw up. Her face was white like a bar of Dove soap. However, the vomit was not. It was a bright yellowish color. Nate wasn’t too worried in truth about the radiation being contagious to others. He knew once a person washed themselves and put on new clothing they would not be a danger to others. Furthermore, if they ingested food that was contaminated, they would be sick and still not contagious. The main thing he was concerned with was the number of people arriving, and the ones that had not removed any contaminates from clothing or vehicles. It was likely that the average person was clueless. Nate needed to get with the mayor. He considered it necessary to check and see if he was aware of the Glen Rose explosion. 
 
    He watched and waited for the mayor to finish his speech and proceed off the little stage he stood on. The stage looked like it was left from some past small venue, maybe a singing group. 
 
    Nate walked cautiously through the crowd and watched to see the mayor move with a few men he didn’t recognize. They were likely family or hired protection. So far, Nate saw no police. 
 
    Nate came within twenty feet of the men before one of them spotted him and mumbled to the other man. They both turned and removed small handguns from inside their jackets. They were younger than Nate, maybe by a decade. Their hair was cut short, perhaps a military style cut. Both men were heavy, but not tall. 
 
    “Stop, do not come any further.” 
 
    Nate could tell by the man who voiced the command that he was serious. Nate did as he was told. About this time, the mayor heard the commotion and turned to see Nate. The mayor smiled. 
 
    “It’s ok, guys. I know the man.” 
 
    The guns stayed out, but they held them down to their sides. 
 
    “Nate Michaels. Well, I haven’t seen you in…well, how many years has it been?” Emmett asked as he approached Nate with his hand extended. 
 
    Nate shook his hand as he sidestepped between the two men. 
 
    “At least two years, sir,” Nate replied. 
 
    Emmett was a burley barrel chest of a man. He stood eye to eye with Nate. It was obvious the mayor had lost weight since the last time they met. Emmett seemed happy to see Nate. Their ties went back to high school where they both played football. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, Nate. Where have you been?” Emmett asked as he led Nate down the street to a small office. As they walked down the street, Nate noticed many of the homes looked abandoned. Windows were busted out, and doors were removed; some set on fire. 
 
    “I was stuck up north, just made it back a few days ago. How bad did it get here, Emmett?” Nate replied. 
 
    The two men had put away their guns and seemed more relaxed as they followed Nate and the mayor up the block. 
 
    “At first it wasn’t bad; being isolated out here gave us some independence. Hell, most thought it would blow over like it did so many times before. We had small rushes on groceries, but the first week wasn’t that bad. I will tell you when it got bad, Nate…when people still had electricity and we could see the vast turmoil in the big cities. The failure of the government to head off the utter destruction caused by the rioters seemed to flame the fears. I remember one night watching TV…I think CNN…maybe day five. The reporter was live at Wall Street when a group of rioters suddenly appeared on camera. The reporter tried to call some of them over to interview, and two men walked up to the reporter, pulled out guns, and both of them shot him live on TV. That’s when I knew this was going to get worse,” Emmett said as they came to the main entrance of a small office. 
 
    Nate thought back to that day five; he was still oblivious to everything back then. He was lying under the stars near a campfire having beers with his friends. 
 
    I am very lucky to have made it home, he thought. 
 
    “Come on in to my office, Nate. I know this isn’t City Hall, but it will do.” 
 
    Emmett put a good smile on as he pulled Nate up a chair to have a seat. Nate sat and watched as the two men stayed outside the door. 
 
    “You got two watchful men there, mayor,” Nate said, looking at the two men. One was wiping down his weapon; the other removed a cigarette from his chest pocket. 
 
    “They are actually family; my late wife’s nephews.” 
 
    Nate was stunned by his words, late wife. 
 
    “Rachel? What happened Emmett?” Nate said, getting angry. He naturally assumed something bad occurred. 
 
    “She had type-one diabetes without insulin, Nate…well, you know,” Emmett replied, staring off outside. 
 
    Nate remained silent for a moment. Rachel Yale also graduated high school the same year that he and Emmett had. She was a great women; she volunteered so much of her time to the town. She single handedly raised money every year to assist the Blue Santa’s Christmas Drive. 
 
    “Emmett, I am so sorry. I know speaking for myself, and likely for the entire town, she was adored and loved,” Nate stated. 
 
    “Thank you, Nate. It hasn’t been easy without her. She was my lantern, my flame, my heart. If it wasn’t for her…well, you know the alcohol issues I had after high school.” 
 
    Nate nodded. “Emmett, I have to ask, where are the city police? I haven’t seen one officer,” Nate asked. 
 
    Emmett slowly shook his head. 
 
    “Nate, when things finally hit bottom here, we still had a police force of twelve officers. One night, a convoy of truckers pulled into town. When I say convoy, I mean forty semis. These men were all armed. They apparently had it in their minds they were going to relieve us all of our food and whatever water they could manage.” 
 
    Emmett paused. 
 
    “That’s a lot of armed men, Emmett,” Nate added. 
 
    “Yes, it was much more than our officers could repel. Those two men you see at the door are what are left of our department. They were actually cadets at the time, but they became officers that night,” Emmett replied. 
 
    Nate looked at the two young men differently now. They must have been thrust into battle not unlike most young military age men throughout time. 
 
    “So, I assume the rest of them didn’t make it?” Nate asked. 
 
    “We had about three make it. They decided to head to the hills with their families after that. We buried all the truckers at a makeshift shift graveyard outside of town. We buried many since the collapse out there,” he replied. 
 
    That must have been the graveyard Nate came across on his way into town. 
 
    “What happened to all the trucks?” Nate asked. 
 
    Emmett ran his large fingers through is quickly thinning hair. 
 
    “Well, it turns out they had stashed a lot of food and water in the semis. We used nearly all of the food now; the water didn’t last as long. Most towns’ people had enough food at first to last a bit of time, but the rationing took place with the trapped travelers,” he replied. 
 
    “So Nate, what brings you in town? I must admit I am surprised to see you. Last I heard, you were still with the Army. I bet they could use you right now,” he said smiling. 
 
    Nate grinned some before speaking. Emmett had also done a short stint in the Army, but he got out after two years. Emmett mostly just wanted to get the GI Bill at the time. 
 
    “I’m here because of something dad heard on the Ham networks. Have you heard anything about Glen Rose nuclear plant blowing up?” Nate asked. 
 
    He knew the answer from the look of shock on Emmett’s face. 
 
    “What? Oh no! What the hell happened?” he asked Nate. 
 
    “That’s unclear; but reports are that massive amounts, I’m talking about hordes of people, are moving this way, Emmett. Have you heard or seen anything out of the ordinary arriving lately?” Nate asked. 
 
    Emmett stood and looked toward the door where the two young guards stood. “Nate, now that you mention it, I have seen a few newcomers in town. They arrived just yesterday on an old Harley. The lady was pretty ill. The man with her seemed anxious, but seemed ok. She was visibly sick,” Emmett answered. 
 
    “A report from a Ham operator eighty miles away said his town had the ‘visitors’ as he called them, traveling through like a swarm of locust, headed this way,” Nate said in a whisper, leaning toward Emmett. 
 
    Emmett backed up from the news. “Eighty miles? When was that?” Emmett asked. 
 
    “Last week, Emmett,” Nate replied, looking down at his watch. He needed to get going. He had already spent more time in town than he planned. 
 
    “Dear God, if they get here and see this body of water, they won’t leave like the others. How many people? A few thousand?” Emmett asked. 
 
    “Emmett, it’s not just the Glen Rose area. The cloud of radioactive fallout was heading east. It’s rumored that most of the Dallas/Fort Worth metro area is headed west in some direction or another. We are talking millions.” 
 
    Emmett sat down now. His wife was gone – his support structure, his Rock of Gibraltar. He wasn’t sure how to get through this onslaught without her 
 
    . “Nate, I need you to do something for me…no, for your town. Can you go east, like a scout, and see what’s coming? You don’t have to give me an answer now, but please think on this. I know with your skills you can pull it off. We don’t have anyone else,” Emmett asked desperately. 
 
    Nate felt the concern in his old friend’s voice. Nate asked himself if could he do it, and knew the risk, but felt he could. However, knowing you can do something doesn’t mean you should. 
 
    “I will think about it. I may have a few requests if I do, but we can discuss that later,” Nate replied as he stood and extended his hand to Emmett. 
 
    Emmett looked outside, then back at Nate. 
 
    “How did you get here, Nate?” Emmett asked. 
 
    Nate smiled. “Horseback, Traveller is parked just past that graveyard you spoke about,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be…old Traveller? I haven’t seen you on that horse in years. Glad to hear he is doing fine,” Emmett replied. “Hey Nate, let me have one of my men give you a ride at least to the graveyard. It’s getting dark; you really don’t want to be in town after dark. It’s not the Fritch you know anymore,” Emmett stated. 
 
    Nate was glad to accept the ride. His legs were still tired from the journey home. 
 
    Emmett directed one of the guards to go get the UTV that was locked up, and give Nate a ride to the graveyard. The men seemed confused at first, but Emmett explained to them that Nate’s mode of transportation was there. Nate asked Emmett if he had access to any Ham operators in Fritch. Nate passed on his dad’s station number. Nate would soon give Emmett an answer about the mission requested. 
 
    One of the men rode up on an older version of the same UTV Nate owned. Nate waved goodbye to Emmett and sat down in the passenger seat. The man floored the vehicle and they took off down the street. 
 
    Nate couldn’t believe how rundown the town appeared. Many homes seemed abandoned, but with no power it was hard to ascertain. 
 
    “Sorry about pulling our guns on you earlier,” the man suddenly spoke. His voice made him sound even younger than he looked. 
 
    Nate smiled. “Don’t apologize; you did exactly what you should have done. In this day and age, you need be extremely careful,” Nate replied. 
 
    The man seemed to ease up on the speed some after Nate’s words. “Emmett said you are an Army Ranger?” he asked. 
 
    “I was…yes. However, those days are long gone,” Nate remarked lightly. They were on the edge of town now not far from the graveyard. 
 
    “I guess you have seen a lot of action. I was going to enlist in the Army, but I decided on college first; then halfway through, this economic stuff occurred,” the man replied. 
 
    “My name is Nate Michaels by the way,” Nate said, reaching sideways to shake the younger man’s hand. His hand was soft like a paper pusher, or a student. 
 
    “Marcus Frazer. I’m Emmett’s nephew, well one of them,” Marcus replied, shaking Nate’s hand. “How long have you known my uncle?” Marcus asked. The ride was bumpy as he headed off road. 
 
    “Since high school. We played football together. Keep close to him, Marcus. He will need your support.” 
 
    The graveyard was insight now; the UTV came to a slow crawl. 
 
    “I will, he’s all we have right now,” Marcus replied. 
 
    “Keep your eyes open and your weapon at ready; things will continue to get worse before it gets better!” 
 
    As Nate finished his sentence, a loud gunshot rang out echoing off nearby hills. The bullet slammed into the frame nearly missing Nate and Marcus. Nate jumped over to take shelter behind a nearby rock. 
 
    “Get down now; over here!” Nate yelled at Marcus who followed Nate’s lead. 
 
    The shot came from the area they already passed through. Whoever it was must not have been able to respond fast enough at that time to take a shot at them. Nate could see the graveyard clearly and the trail leading up to his horse. He knew he couldn’t leave Marcus though…not like this. Nate removed from his jacket a folded AR 15 made by Kel-Tec called the SU-16c. The .223 caliber rifle had a folding stock that made it easier to conceal in certain chest riggings. Marcus’s eyes opened wide when he saw Nate remove the gun. 
 
    “What the heck is that?” Marcus asked. 
 
    Nate briefly explained the weapon. However, he only brought with him two fully loaded magazines. 
 
    “I never detected you had any weapons on you at first glance,” Marcus said, remembering back at first drawing down on Nate. 
 
    “We can discuss that later; let’s get out of this first,” Nate replied, thinking about the area the shoot came from. He knew they were not up high. They were shooting up. Nate had the high ground, but not by much. Nate would try to flank them, ending the fight. 
 
    “Marcus, I need you to draw their fire. The sun is going down and will be in their eyes in a few minutes. I’m going to flank them, you know…get behind them. The sun is starting to set. As it does, stay down low and move to that uplifted rock formation. Their shoot came from below us based on how the trajectory appears. I will move the opposite way and come up from below them, I hope.” 
 
    Marcus silently shook his head. He appeared to be calm. Nate then remembered he did survive the big battle with the truck drivers. 
 
    “I understand. How will I know if you get them?” 
 
    Marcus asked a good question. Nate didn’t want to be stuck up behind some rocks all night. 
 
    “I will fire two shots then yell ‘I’m coming up, so don’t shoot!’” Nate said half-serious. Marcus nodded his head again. Nate turned and started to crawl away, keeping himself out of view behind rocks. Marcus watched as Nate slowly disappeared over the ridge and down the hill. 
 
    Marcus waited a few minutes to give Nate time to get down the slope, and for the sun to set some more, giving him a better chance to make it to the rock formation. Once safe, he would shoot a few rounds down range before Nate had time to be in the line of fire. 
 
    Five minutes after Nate left the UTV, he heard two distinct sounds from a pistol come from above, and west of his position. Nate smiled knowing that Marcus must have gotten to his position. He is pretty good, Nate thought to himself. Nate was moving swiftly through the hilly area listening for any strange sounds. This area was mostly dry rocky terrain without much cover. When he felt he was far below the area the shot came from, he turned and headed back up. It wasn’t long before he found the trail that led to the UTV. 
 
    Marcus could hear some voices, but he could not make out what was being said. It sounded like whispering. Then all of the sudden, two men came up and over the slight crest of the trail. He moved quickly to the other side of the rock formation and watched. Apparently they did not wish to wait to see if it was safe. They appeared to be very slim. Both men wore coveralls and carried rifles of some kind. One man had a small folding shovel strapped to his backpack. Now Marcus could hear them discussing the whereabouts of the two on the UTV. 
 
    Marcus started to aim and then saw the weapons more clearly. One was a deer rifle, the other was an AK-47. His little pistol might do the trick, but he wasn’t sure with the distance now. He reconsidered and remained hopeful that Nate would appear. One man dropped to his knees quickly and studied the ground. His eyes turned toward the direction of Nate’s last travels. Marcus knew he was in trouble then. The ground was giving them both up. His fears were confirmed when the other man caught a glimpse of Marcus hiding behind the outcropping of rocks. 
 
    “Hey boy, come on out here. We don’t wish to waste any more bullets. We just want whatever you have on you, then you can go. We promise,” the man said, giggling afterwards. The sound of his voice reminded Marcus of something off of some redneck movie. He couldn’t place which one, but something he had seen once as a kid. The movie was old, having come out in the 1970s. The men took cover behind the UTV but seemed unafraid. Marcus didn’t wish to reveal to them that he had a weapon until it became necessary. He knew enough to keep the element of surprise. 
 
    “Where did your friend go? He should have stayed for the party too. I’m not going to tell you again, boy…get your ass down here now!” he said more forcefully and louder. 
 
    The man with the AK raised his weapon and fired off a burst at the rocks. Marcus dove to the ground as bullets blasted away at the top portion of the formation. Small fragments of rocks showered Marcus’s back as he lay on the ground. 
 
    “There’s no help out there in those desert areas,” the other man yelled. 
 
    “I will give you thirty-seconds before I come up there and put a bullet in your boy to get down here,” the man with the AR yelled. 
 
    Nate heard the thirty-second remark and was now in sight of the two men. He made his approach from the right of them. Nate stayed in the shadow area with their vision hampered by the sun’s rays. Nate was currently in an over-watch position. He had successfully set himself up in a concealed position with a clear view of his area of battle. He was not as high as Marcus, but by using the shaded area created by the setting sun, he was able to see without being seen. 
 
    He waited for the loud man to keep his word, and with the first step, he aimed and fired one round through the man’s knee. He dropped to the ground in one motion screaming now louder than he did before. The other man raised his rifle in the general direction of the shot, and started to pull the trigger. Nate didn’t move, he could tell from experience that the man had no clue where to return fire, or even the common sense to hit the ground. Nate fired one shot into the ground in front of him. 
 
    “Move again or fire that gun once more, and I will end you both!” Nate yelled, making his voice boom over the rocks. Slowly, the standing man tossed his gun out. 
 
    “Now slowly grab the other rifle and toss it also!” Nate yelled. The man leaned down and slowly did as commanded. 
 
    “Now lay on the ground, cross your legs, and put your hands behind your backs. Hey, I don’t care how much your knee hurts, do it!” he said, adding the registered complaints of the one man. 
 
    Nate stood and cautiously walked to the two men. They were old. They both appeared very thin and likely hungry; but regardless, they would have killed Marcus and Nate if they had the chance. 
 
    “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Nate replied, aiming down at both of the old farts. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you two be at some watering hole, telling old jokes from the 1960s?” 
 
    “If you are going to kill us, just get it over, boy,” the injured man said. 
 
    Nate smiled. “Listen Wounded knee, if I wanted to kill you, I wouldn’t be talking to you. You are lucky though that no harm came to my friend,” Nate said as Marcus was climbing down. 
 
    “You ok?” Nate asked Marcus, not saying his name on purpose. Anonymity was important at times like this around people you don’t know. 
 
    “Yep, better now that you arrived,” Marcus said, half laughing. 
 
    Marcus’s gun was a small frame .9mm. He couldn’t tell what model. It would not have given him much help in the position he was in. 
 
    Nate picked up both rifles handing them to Marcus. The AR was in great shape, the older Ruger was not too bad. 
 
    “I am willing to bet these two fine outstanding citizens of Fritch may also have a future pistol or two for you to take back to the jail,” Nate said. 
 
    He stood watch as Marcus checked them both over from head to toe. Nate was correct, both men did have pistols. 
 
    “Well, that’s a nice Glock 31 and a Kimber Model Warrior SOC,” Marcus handed the Kimber to Nate. Both guns were nice, but the Kimber was very special. Marcus had it in his hands looking it over. He removed the magazine and caught the chambered round as it snapped out of the chamber. He looked up at Nate and handed him the large frame custom pistol. 
 
    “Here, hang on to this; they won’t need it,” Marcus said, placing the Glock unloaded in his jacket pocket. 
 
    Nate took the gun and looked it over. 
 
    “I suppose not,” Nate replied. 
 
    “This is a very expensive gun; wanna tell us where or who you stole this from?” Nate asked. 
 
    The man it came from rolled his head over, looked up at Nate, and spoke. 
 
    “We found them,” he replied. 
 
    Nate smiled. 
 
    Marcus secured both men’s hands behind their backs with zip ties and then escorted them both to the UTV. He placed them both in the rear seat and tied their legs around the seat mounts with rope he had in the storage bin of the UTV. Once secured, Marcus walked back over to where Nate was inspecting the two rifles. 
 
    “Marcus, take these both with you; your brother will need all the firepower you can get,” Nate said, handing both rifles over to Marcus. 
 
    “Down the hill in the middle of the path I put their duffle bags that I found before coming up the hill. They have some more goodies you might find interesting,” Nate stated. 
 
    Marcus just smiled. 
 
    Nate assisted Marcus with making sure the two men were very secure before he headed back to town. Nate assumed they had a jail or someplace to hold people who are a threat to society. Nate didn’t have much time to discuss current jailing situations. 
 
    “Marcus, I’m sure we will meet again. I have to get back now. I have some family waiting on me,” Nate said, extending his hand. 
 
    “Take care, Nate; and thank you for saving my ass,” Marcus replied. 
 
    “Good people need to take care of good people; the bad will be killed, or will kill one another off. That’s the way it’s always been my friend,” Nate said, turning to head up the trail. 
 
    Marcus stood watching Nate disappear up into the trail and out of sight. He then turned toward the two men. Neither could talk. Nate knew the two men would likely drive Marcus nuts with their constant mouthing off, so he used thick small twigs, and two pieces of rope to essentially gag the men. Marcus thought they looked like dogs with a large bone in their mouth. It worked, and neither man could be heard over the sound of the UTV. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
    Scouting out the Future 
 
    The short trip back went without any issues for Nate. He put Traveller down for the night and walked up to his folk’s home. Everyone was sitting outside on the porch peering through an old Meade telescope. 
 
    “Hey dad,” Ben yelled when he finally saw Nate walking up the road. Ben left the side of his grandpa and ran after Nate. Nate was glad to be back. There were many reasons why he chose to live outside the towns and cities. The seclusion and peace of mind were perhaps the primary factor. 
 
    “Well, someone missed me,” Nate said as Ben slammed into his chest with a stronger than expected welcome back hug. They walked back up to greet his parents. 
 
    “So how was Fritch?” Betty asked her son, smiling. Nate decided to be honest. He briefly looked at his father, and in an instant his father nodded his approval. 
 
    “Mom, it isn’t good. It’s not the Fritch I or you guys knew any longer,” Nate replied with a slight tone of disgust in his voice. Ben stood next to Nate with one arm around his waist, listening. 
 
    “Did either of you know, or hear about, the trucker incident after the collapse?” 
 
    Henry looked at Betty, and both simultaneously nodded a negative. Nate went on to explain what happened and it brought tears to Betty’s eyes. She tried to remain calm in front of Ben, but the news was too sad. Ben reached out to console her. 
 
    “It will be ok,” he said, trying to comfort his new grandmother. 
 
    She smiled as she wiped a tear away from her cheek. Ben was a sweet boy, she thought to herself. 
 
    “I met up with Emmett also. Rachel is gone; she didn’t make it after the supplies of type 1 diabetic medicine ran out for her.” 
 
    Nate knew they would understand. The reaction was still one of shock. Neither of his parents ventured back into Fritch since a few days after the economic meltdown. 
 
    “How is Emmett holding up? He is welcome out anytime, Nate,” Betty stated. 
 
    “Nate, did you find out anything else?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate knew what his father was referring to. 
 
    “It’s ok, Nate…I already told your mom,” Henry added, ignoring the slight sneer from Betty’s gaze. 
 
    “I didn’t see anything I was looking for, but there are many people in town that are not from Fritch. After I discussed with Emmett the concerns and rumors possibly headed to town, he asked if I would consider a recon mission. I told him I would think about it and get back with him. He has a contact in town that has Ham ability to reach you, dad.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean a recon mission? Like go look somewhere?” Betty asked. 
 
    “I think he wants me to travel a ways outside of town to see if I can spot anyone headed in great numbers.” 
 
    “How far Nate?” Betty asked, being the ever-concerned mother. She knew he could handle himself. She wasn’t in the dark about his abilities, but she couldn’t help feeling concerned about his having just gotten home. 
 
    “Not far, maybe a day’s travel. Stop, observe, and see what I can, then head back,” he replied. 
 
    “It always sounds easy, son; but you know nothing ever goes as planned,” Henry reminded Nate. 
 
    Ben was just starting to get that Nate might be leaving for a few days. He didn’t like the sound of it all. 
 
    “Dad, why do you have to go? Why can’t someone else?” 
 
    It was a good question; a glaring one at that. Why did he feel the need to do this? Why after just traveling over 700 miles, did he need to do anything? Nate thought about his question further. 
 
    His parents stood waiting for Nate to reply. This was his time to be a parent. 
 
    “Ben, I need to for you, and my parents, and for the people of Fritch. I am trained to do these sorts of things. We need to know to the best of our abilities what is out there so we can protect ourselves,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Ok dad, I just don’t want you to leave,” Ben replied. 
 
    Nate hugged Ben then spoke again. “I don’t want to either, but I will not be gone long. That I promise,” Nate said. 
 
    The evening was getting late. Nate and Ben said goodnight to his parents with more discussions and plans to come the following day. Both headed home with Ben telling Nate of the pictures he was shown earlier. Nate turned to his parents still standing outside. 
 
    “What pictures did you show him? Lord, I hope it’s not my sixth grade photos,” Nate expressed, smiling. That was not a good year for his hair. It couldn’t decide whether to be straight or curly. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Nate was in bed contemplating the next few days. How was he going to get east that fast and safely? He wished he had an old AM General Humvee. He planned to take the Tundra, but wished he had some kind of armor. Something bigger then he thought about all the semis parked south of town that Emmett spoke about. Perhaps he could use one of them for his trip. It would have to be part of the deal. Nate could pick out the best one for the journey and haul ass east. 
 
    Nate’s thoughts were interrupted by the muffled sounds of Samson playing downstairs with Ben. It was nearly 11:00 P.M. and the two were still awake. Nate rolled over and closed his eyes. He was glad that Ben was having somewhat of a normal childhood now. It was nice to hear the giggling and laughter. Having Samson in the mix was a blessing; he was their natural alarm system. 
 
    Nate’s thoughts slowly fell back to the current state of affairs. Nate had some ideas about the scouting mission. He even knew the way he wanted to take, believing the most probable path people would take would be the largest interstate in the area. Yet again, his mind was paying more attention to the laughing downstairs. He tried to focus on exactly what Ben was saying to the dog, and after a few more minutes, Nate was asleep. 
 
    Nate couldn’t understand what Ben was saying to the dog because he was speaking softly to the Lord, saying a prayer. Ben was at the side of his bed with Samson in a sitting position. Long ago, Ben’s grandmother had taught him the power of prayer and the gospels of Jesus. Over the years, he and his grandmother did not attend church very often due to her decline in heath. However, he would always pray when he could. Often this meant silently, and to himself. 
 
    Ben knew from his conversations with Nate in the past few hours, that he would be praying more often. Ben may not have understood a lot about the world, but he had received a crash course as of late, in world affairs, economics, and how men can turn on each other quickly when resources were nowhere to be found. The courage Ben discovered in him came from being close to Nate during troubled times on their journey home. Overall, Ben was feeling good; but he still held onto the everyday fears that any teen his age feels. The next few days he needed to be stronger than before; never having been apart from Nate for more than a few hours. These would be trying times for Ben; but with Samson, his God sent assistant, he felt safe. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Nate and his small family were just finishing up breakfast when there was a frantic knock at the door. Nate knew by the knock that it was his father. He dried the cold soapy water from his hands. Even with the changes in the world, there are still dirty dishes, Nate thought to himself. He opened the door to see his dad smiling. 
 
    “Dad, what is it? I haven’t seen you smile like that since you killed that mountain lion a few years back.” 
 
    Nate was referring to a time when they lost many cattle to one particular mountain lion they affectionately named Target, because it was targeted for removal. 
 
    “You remember giving me the call letters for your friends up in Wyoming? The Hartford’s?” Henry asked excitedly. Nate knew then that his father had made contact. 
 
    “Yes, please tell me you made contact?” Nate asked, now becoming excited himself. 
 
    “Yep, have Gene on the horn as we speak. He is waiting to talk to you,” Henry said, motioning for Nate to come along. 
 
    “Ben, finish up the dishes and take Samson out again. I think he needs to go after eating your eggs, again!” Nate said with a smirk look on his face. 
 
    Ben smiled. 
 
    “I will be back in a few minutes. If you need me use the walkie-talkie. I have mine with me,” Nate said, grabbing up his radio and his pistol. 
 
    Nate and his father climbed into Henry’s Gator UTV and quickly headed back up to his parents’ place. 
 
    On the way, Henry told Nate not to be worried about using the typical Ham radio lingo, but to try to keep the conversations quick and to the point. In moments, they were pulling up to the rear of the home. Nate followed his dad into a small shed away from the house. The shed was his father’s hobby shack as he liked to call it. Near the shack was one large three-tier antenna reaching to the sky. The roof of the shack was covered with solar panels. The inside was bright from the skylight installed, and one dimly lit light over a desk that held the Ham radio setup. 
 
    Henry sat down and pulled the professional looking microphone to his face. 
 
    “W7ABC, do you copy?” Henry asked. 
 
    The crackle came through, then cleared. Henry adjusted a knob on his base station. 
 
    “W7ABC copies you. Henry, do you have Nate now?” the familiar voice made Nate smile. 
 
    “Hey Gene, Nate here. So happy to hear your voice. How is everyone there?” Nate asked. 
 
    The pause in communications was short before Gene replied. “We are all safe. Your father told me when you made it back and that you picked up a son along the way. We are so happy you made it back, Nate. Sammie would like to say hello also.” 
 
    Nate wondered about her from time to time. He didn’t think he would be able to talk to any of them for some time to come. Nate felt some eyes looking at him as he turned to see his father looking at him quizzing with his eyes and expression over this Sammie name. 
 
    “Nate, are you there?” the soft voice asked. 
 
    Nate immediately could see her image in his mind from the last and only time they met. He knew there was something about her; he sensed it from the start. He was certain she did too by the looks she gave him. He was grateful for all the stuff she loaded and prepared for his trip home. She had taken time to think through what he needed and that impressed Nate. 
 
    “I’m here, Sammie; so glad to hear your voice. Thank you for that bag of goodies, it came in very handy along the way,” Nate replied. He waited for her words, feeling like a teen on the phone again for a first time girlfriend even though that wasn’t the case…yet. 
 
    “You are welcome. I can’t imagine the trip you took. Someday you will have to tell me more about it. So, do you still have the compass?” she asked. 
 
    Nate turned red or felt like he was. 
 
    “Yes, I do. It helped keep me in the right frame of mind. Thank you,” Nate replied chuckling some now as he could also hear her doing the same before her next words. Nate wondered if her parents were also right there wondering what this was forming into. 
 
    “Nate, we heard across the Ham network some pretty scary stuff happening down in Texas. One of my dad’s contacts mentioned a bad explosion at a few nuclear plants; one near the Dallas area, the others near Houston,” Sammie said. 
 
    Nate turned to look up at his father. His face was one of shock. Henry and Gene had not gotten that far in the conversation. 
 
    “We know about the one near the Dallas area, Sammie; but didn’t hear about the others. How are things up your way?” Nate asked. 
 
    Every minute that went by, Nate felt more and more like things were escalating faster than he could react. Some thoughts were entering his mind that he didn’t wish to consider. 
 
    “Mostly quite. I guess living this far north keeps many from wanting to come up here due to the cold weather. As you know, it takes a certain breed of people to live here. We have lost many neighbors to sickness, and some fled thinking they would fare better in warmer climates,” she explained. 
 
    “We have lost many in our nearby town. Not sure how this will all play out, Sammie,” Nate expressed honestly. 
 
    “Sammie, did you all know about the EMPs that were detonated over the east coast?” Nate asked. 
 
    There was a longer pause now. Then the soft voice came through, but with sobs. 
 
    “No, we didn’t know that. Oh my Lord, what has this world come to?” she said, sobbing more now on the radio. Nate could hear Marcus voice trying to console the nurse that is her daughter. 
 
    “It’s a changing world, Sammie; but you and your family are strong. We will get through this. Time will see to this all,” Nate said, trying to reassure her but knowing it may not be ok. Times may become even darker; trials and tribulations unimaginable. However, Nate was, and would always be, an optimist. He knew he was right…time would heal many things. Scars always would remain, but the process of life would go forward. 
 
    “I hope you are right. I also hope maybe we can talk again in a few days. Maybe to keep each other up to date on things we find out?” Sammie asked. 
 
    Nate was already thinking the same things. 
 
    “That sounds like a good plan. I will be gone for a day, then maybe this same time in forty-eight hours we can talk?” Nate asked. 
 
    Nate stretched back in the seat and felt his father’s hands on his shoulders. Henry always told Nate that he had shoulders broad enough to hold the weight of the world. Nate was feeling tired from doing so. He served his country time and time again; watched friends die. Now all he wished for was a simple life. The thoughts of running head first down a highway just to see who might be coming over the hill wasn’t appealing. Too many things could go wrong with such a plan. The number one thing that bugged him the most was the feeling in his gut when he thought about the mission. That long trusted feeling was back; it was punching him like a prizefighter over and over. There had to be a better way, a different approach to discovering the information he needed. So far he could not figure that portion out. 
 
    “Sammie you take care, I will talk to you and Gene soon,” Nate said. 
 
    “Ok Nate, you do the same. I think my dad wants to talk to your dad some more” she replied. 
 
    “Ok, talk later,” Nate said, moving up from the chair. Henry sat down and got Gene back on the radio. Nate told his dad he was headed back to the cabin for now. Henry nodded. As he left, Nate could hear Gene’s voice again talking to his father about some old truck Gene had he was trying to get running. Nate smiled. He was glad his dad was making a new friend, especially one like Gene. They had much in common. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
    Radio Chatter 
 
    The news from Sammie and Gene about the other nuclear plant explosions gave Nate reason to pause. He considered the vast population that lived in and around Houston. Those people would not be moving east because of the likely fall out patterns. Perhaps they would head toward San Antonio, using I-10, filling up that city and its flat terrain. However, the question remained how many were still moving west trying to find areas that they could resettle, creating a new life. It was only a Marcus of time before the majority of the state’s population would need to move to the isolated safer regions like Fritch. Even with all of this pressing on his mind, Nate considered themselves lucky they didn’t live on the east coast. He could not begin to imagine the utter devastation that the collapse brought there, let alone the two EMPs that struck. 
 
    Over the next few hours, Nate pulled out his get home bag and slowly prepped it for the trip he still planned to take to recon the nearby town of Borger. According to the major, no one had heard from them in sometime; leading to speculations. Ben was helping Nate gather some items when another knock at the door came. His dad had a two-way radio, but even though he talked on Ham radio, he didn’t like using the handheld. 
 
    Nate opened the door. 
 
    “Nate, just got off the radio with a few operators in some nearby towns. I don’t think you have to go anywhere,” he said, seeming out of breath as he continued. 
 
    “A friend over in Mclean, and one in Groom, have both said they have been overrun with tens of thousands of people. Apparently they are arriving by the stolen greyhound busload. People are on the back of loaded down semi flatbed trailers, and all kinds of smaller vehicles. Son, they are coming,” Henry said. 
 
    Nate sat down. 
 
    “Well, at least as we know, they are south of us,” Nate replied, almost relieved he didn’t need to leave now. 
 
    “There is more, Nate. I have another contact that said the town of Panhandle has over 20,000 population now, and still moving north,” Henry added. Henry knew that news would change things. 
 
    “Panhandle? Great,” Nate replied, now standing and walking around with his hand to his head. 
 
    The other towns were further south right on the interstate, Panhandle was north of I-40, and that meant they and others were likely using maps to find natural water sources. The only part of the equation now was how many people were coming. But, Nate knew even that unknown didn’t really Marcus. If 20,000 or even half that number arrives in Fritch, it would cause chaos. It would reap so many unknowns upon the community. There were always certainties in scenarios like this one…being the element of the bad people. Yes, maybe some would be good with innocent intentions to survive. Nate didn’t, or couldn’t, fault them from fleeing. It was the bad individuals that usually took advantage, and often took over. In the end, Nate knew that far more people over the next month or so would arrive in town and spread out taking over lands, basically reverting back to a time similar to the great land rush of 1889 in Oklahoma. The thought of big city dwellers living and consuming private held lands, some since the 1800s made him ill. It was a force he could not repel. They would come not unlike the fire ants. They would dig up and settle, taking over patches of land. 
 
    “Nate, you know what we must do,” Henry asked. 
 
    “Yes dad; have you spoken to mom?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Yes, and surprisingly she is in agreement,” Henry replied. 
 
    Nate was surprised by this, but his mom was a strong, practical person. 
 
    “So, we are in agreement?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Yes, we have no choice but to do a tactical retreat,” Nate said. 
 
    He turned to look at Ben and saw the confused look across his face. Nate would have to break the news to Ben. Once again, they would be on the road, going somewhere; but Nate, for the moment, wasn’t sure where. Ben already grew to love this place as home. Explaining to him why they must go would be difficult. 
 
    Over the next few hours, Nate explained much of the current news about the Houston area and in detail about the massive amounts of people headed their way. Ben was silent for the longest time. Ben’s mind was full of the possibilities of living on the land, and leaving it was filling him with sorrow. Nate could sense this, and tried to reassure him to the best of his ability. 
 
    “What will we take with us? How will we move all of this?” Ben asked, looking around the cabin. 
 
    This was becoming very hard even for Nate to deal with. He built the cabin with his own hands. He hated the idea of leaving any of it. It was a gamble to stay, and one that he couldn’t take. If it were just him alone, he probably would stay. He would stay and fight off anyone coming to take what was his. But it wasn’t just his life now. His parents couldn’t hold out for long under attack; not even the old sniper, Henry. 
 
    “Ben, I am not certain what we will be able to take with us. When I say us I mean all of us, son,” Nate replied truthfully. He had no idea yet what they could rationally carry and in which vehicles. Regardless of what they did, they would become targets. Nate needed to formulate a path once again for the least resistance. That is once he figured out where in the world they would go. 
 
    “Come here Ben,” Nate asked as Ben walked forward. Nate hugged his son. 
 
    “You have my word, I will still try my best to give you a good life and protect you at all cost,” Nate expressed. 
 
    “I was just starting to love this place. I mean I did from the first night,” Ben replied. “Where will we go, dad?” Ben asked. 
 
    Nate paused. “I wish I knew, Ben,” Nate replied. 
 
    Nate and Ben went down to talk with his parents some more about the idea of leaving. Ben was helping Betty in the kitchen prepare lunch. Henry and Nate were both outside talking about what to possibly take. 
 
    “I know we will have to take two vehicles, we just have far too much to handle in one, Nate,” Henry stated. 
 
    Nate was in agreement. 
 
    “I have been thinking about this, Nate. You said Emmett mentioned having forty semis?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate was always amazed at how much he was like his father, but still realizing that he wasn’t as smart as the old man. 
 
    “I forgot about that. So you think he’ll just give us a couple?” Nate said half joking. 
 
    Henry smirked in only a way he could. “I think knowing Emmett, he would for a trade. Maybe he would consider a fair trade of some cattle for a few semi-trucks,” Henry suggested. 
 
    Nate considered his father’s words. With food being in short demand, Emmett just might. 
 
    “So, should I ride into town and see what he thinks?” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry nodded. “But make it fast, son. Not sure just how much time we really have. I mean, I think we are ok for now here because of the remoteness, but I don’t want to take any chances. One more thing, any further thoughts on where we are going?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate did have some thoughts on that now, but he needed to get hold of Gene. 
 
    “Dad, while I’m gone, see if you can contact Gene. I need to discuss this with him. He might be able to answer a few questions for all of us.” 
 
    “Will do. I wondered myself if we should head that far. It’s been a long time since I have been up that way, but I know not many people will even chance that remote landscape,” Henry stated. 
 
    “Probably the reason why only a million people occupy, or did occupy the entire state of Montana,” Nate added. 
 
    “I will get the UTV ready this time, I want to get in fast and get out,” Nate explained. 
 
    Henry walked with Nate inside to discuss with everyone the plans. 
 
    Nate secured his rifle into his scabbard next to him in the Ranger UTV. He still had some daylight left, and he wanted to get into town quickly. He made sure to bring his pistol and a showing of good faith for Emmett. In a small bag, he had several pounds of dehydrated beef jerky. Betty knew Emmett, and knew he loved the stuff. She had been making the jerky since before the collapse. Ben stood next to the UTV watching but not saying anything. Nate could sense that Ben wanted to go with him. Nate thought about taking him, but knew it would be too dangerous. This would be a very fast in and out of town. 
 
    “Listen Ben, I know you want to go, but…” Ben cut him off. 
 
    “I know, dad, and I understand it is too dangerous. Just come back soon,” Ben explained. 
 
    Nate moved to hug Ben and then climbed on the Ranger. He started it up and immediately it brought back the memories of a long journey. He wondered briefly if they were all going crazy thinking of leaving their homes. Maybe they could fight off whatever came their way. Maybe it wouldn’t be as bad as they anticipated. Nate chuckled to himself because when he thought like that the feeling in his gut came back. It only would fade away when his thoughts were of leaving. 
 
    “I will be back very soon, Ben. Keep packing up like before. We can take some more things, but not too much; ok?” Nate said. 
 
    “Ok, and hurry back,” Ben replied. 
 
    “I will, don’t worry,” Nate said. 
 
    Nate was moving at a pretty good pace. Without it being loaded down with gear and other riders, the Ranger moved very quickly. He took the same route he had taken on horseback. The thought of what to do with his old friend Traveller was also bothering him. He hoped for an answer, but at the moment, he was without a clue on what to do. He was nearing town and figured maybe Emmett would be at the office. He rode down the street catching only a few people eyeing him as he drove by. 
 
    There seemed to be more people since the day he was in town. Then as he rounded a corner, he caught sight of one bus. It was a large tour bus, and then he saw another. The stragglers flowing off the bus looked ragged and spent. Some were barefoot, while others had not even a shirt on their back. It was a sad sight. The buses appeared to be out of fuel and he overheard someone saying they were glad that they made it to the lake town. The lake town? Nate thought to himself. I guess if someone were looking at a map for water they might call it that. The flood of people was just starting to trickle over the very top edges of the damn. 
 
    Nate saw the office where Emmett should be, but instead, saw Emmett’s nephew Marcus standing at the door looking in the opposite direction. When Marcus heard the sound of the UTV, he turned with his hand on his pistol, stopped when he clearly saw Nate. 
 
    Nate could see a smile wash across Marcus’s tired young face. Nate slowed to a stop, but left the UTV running. 
 
    “Nate? What are you doing back so fast?” Marcus asked, stepping down from the high steps and shaking Nate’s hand. 
 
    Nate scanned the office inside through the glass, but didn’t see Emmett. “I came to see Emmett. Know where he is, Marcus?” Nate asked. 
 
    Marcus had a concerned look now. “Actually, I don’t. I came into town ahead of him and my brother Nick. They should be here by now. I was just thinking of going to look for them,” Marcus stated. 
 
    “Climb on, we can go look together,” Nate replied. 
 
    Marcus looked very tired. His clothes were torn and his shoes had scuffmarks that were not there the day they met. 
 
    “So, what happened since I left you with those two fine old men?” Nate asked. 
 
    Marcus turned his head to face Nate. “I brought them back into town and took them to our holding facility. Mind you this facility is not really a jail, it’s more like a big concrete barn. We can’t hold people in the real cells because we have no power; no backup power and no way to properly secure those who need to be. So this old barn became a jail cell with one door. We feed through a slot; we only have four men in it. The two I brought back escaped. Overnight they used their hands and literally dug a two-foot deep hole under the wall and out the other side. They just got into a fight so we threw them both in to detoxify basically. I will admit, it’s a very crude jail, but we don’t have any other options without the available power to run the diesel generators.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, are you telling me all those semis you guys have, the forty of them have no fuel?” Nate asked. 
 
    It was like watching a light come on slowly across Marcus’s face. 
 
    “Oh my God, I never thought about that,” he replied. He face was turning red. 
 
    “Man, don’t worry about it. You have a lot on your table to have even thought about things that were parked and out of sight,” Nate replied. 
 
    Marcus didn’t seem anymore pleased with himself. 
 
    “So Emmett lives just outside of town right?” Nate tried changing the subject. 
 
    Marcus pointed to the direction he needed to go. “Yes, just over that hill and make a right,” Marcus replied. 
 
    The amount of people in town had really exploded in the past thirty hours. It was very obvious now, people seemed to be walking about aimlessly looking for something, but neither man knew what. 
 
    “Seems like you have a bunch of new people arriving?” Nate asked. 
 
    “They are starting to, yes. Emmett told me what happened down in Glen Rose. I assume these people are from that area?” Marcus asked. 
 
    Nate nodded his head as he crested the hill. He could see Emmett’s place just as he remembered. It was a nicely kept up ranch style home. It had an older fenced front yard with the gate swung open. Then Marcus saw something and yelled. 
 
    “Nick!!” 
 
    Nate gave the UTV gas and drove right up to the front gate. Marcus jumped off and ran to his brother who laid face flat on the yard. 
 
    “Is he ok?” Nate asked, removing his newly acquired Kimber pistol and starting to maneuver around the house. 
 
    “I think so, he is coming around now,” Marcus replied, rolling Nick over. He had a small knot on the top of his head. 
 
    “Watch the front, I’m going around back,” Nate yelled, gun up in a defensive position and staying down below the windows. 
 
    He was in fight mode now. He knew Emmett was likely still inside because the small UTV he used with Nick was still parked. Nate made it to the back door. The inside door was slightly opened, but the screen door was still latched. Nate removed a small knife, slitting the screen and raising the latch. The inside of Emmett’s home had been remodeled a few years ago. It did not match the exterior. In contrast, it reflected the true style Emmett liked more of a modern design that his wife also loved. The floors were of dark mahogany real wood planks. 
 
    When Nate stepped into the back mudroom, he could hear someone’s voice. It was a familiar voice, but not Emmett’s. Nate walked further into the home, still hearing the male voice become clearer with each passing moment. The home Emmett remodeled was done so well it was nearly sound proof from any noises from the outside world. Nate now believed that whoever was in the home had no clue that someone just drove up on a loud UTV. 
 
    “I’m not going to ask you again. What is the combination to the safe? We already know you have gold, boy; so you better tell me now or I will kill you,” the voice said, and he has said, “We” Nate also overheard. Then he heard the other male voice. 
 
    “Billy, he’s not gonna spill it. I say we spill him here and now and just pry that bastard open for the gold. We can then just take that go-cart he rides and split ourselves.” 
 
    Nate recognized the two voices. He and Marcus knew them well. It was the two men they encountered and already arrested once and locked up. Nate knew Emmett was a gold hawk and a silver hound; he was smart to keep that locked up. But it was going to cost him his life unless he gave them the numbers to the safe. 
 
    Nate wasn’t about to allow this. He slowly stepped into view of Emmett, but not the two with their backs to him. Emmett saw Nate and his gun. He tried not to make eye contact with Nate. The two men both had small sawed off shotguns. Nate couldn’t see their weapons yet, but he knew they had something small. 
 
    “Don’t move. You move I will drop you where you stand,” Nate said. Slowly, the one man he shot in the knee thirty something hours ago, turned and smiled at Nate. He saw Nate standing alone with the image of a modern day art piece spread behind him. The home was lit well with the skylights Emmett added during the renovation. The light casted Nate as a huge figured with a bronze looking weapon in his hand. 
 
    “Boy, I see you have come back to return my gun. I’m going to turn around slowly and...” he turned around slowly, and at the same time, raised up his shotgun; but before he could do anything else Nate kept his word. The man fell where he stood. One shot spilt his forehead open like a canoe. 
 
    “You son of a bitch!” the other man screamed as he moved much faster than Nate figured the old coot could, but not faster than a bullet. The crazed man had spun in the opposite direction trying to get behind a column in the room, but not before Nate place the round in the man’s chest. In seconds he was gone. 
 
    Emmett, beaten but alive slowly stood and gathered his composer. He was breathing hard now. He seemed ill. After a few more seconds, the color returned to him. 
 
    “Nate, I can’t ever repay you for this. They were going to kill me. What even brought you way out here?” he asked. 
 
    Nate went on to explain what all happened when he arrived back in town. They walked outside after making sure both men inside was no longer a possible threat. That’s when Nate and Emmett found Marcus kneeling next to Nick who was still groggy from the thump on the head. 
 
    “You going to be ok, Nick?” Emmett asked. 
 
    Nick nodded. 
 
    “Hey Marcus, found your two escapees. They will not need three hot’s and a cot,” Nate said, pointing inside. Marcus and Nick removed the bodies from Emmett’s living room. They cleaned up the mess with fresh well water on the property and some old towels from his garage. Nate couldn’t stand seeing good wood be destroyed. As Nate was finishing up, he wondered how the two came to be at Emmett’s place. They could have went anywhere, why here? 
 
    “Emmett, any idea why they came here? I heard them asking you about your gold. But how did they know about that?” Nate asked. “Many people before the collapse and since it became legal, horded gold and silver. It was a wise thing to do, but you couldn’t go around telling people.” 
 
    He was sure there had to be a good reason. 
 
    “Nate, those two are the ones I hired years ago to build my non-moveable safe. They put it in just before I started my remodel project. They came highly recommended in the industry, and I even had them checked with law enforcement. Somehow they must have figured out whatever I was putting in the safe was worth more than the rifles they saw go in it,” he replied. 
 
    “Well, someone somewhere told them about it, but I guess it would be a likely thing to put in a safe like you describe,” Nate replied. “Emmett, I didn’t come here for all of this, but I’m glad I did. I came here to relay to you some new information about what is going on out there,” Nate said. 
 
    Marcus and Nick were now walking in and had a seat on Emmett’s long sofa. 
 
    “Some time ago, the two nuke plants near Houston also exploded. No mention of how or why. So not only do we have the Glen Rose facility, but now these plants as well, making people leave the Houston metro area,” Nate explained. 
 
    Emmett, Marcus, and Nick all gasped at the same moment with hearing the devastating news. 
 
    “So you will then go ahead and scout out to the east to see what or how many are coming?” Emmett sounded desperate now. 
 
    “I don’t have to. Emmett, they are almost here. We have Ham radio contact with a few people along I-40. One in particular in Panhandle said over 20,000 arrived and are pushing to the north, Emmett,” Nate said. 
 
    “Dear Lord, so how many in other places?” Emmett asked, not really wanting to hear the news. 
 
    “Just guessing, but it sounds like tens of thousands, but most likely far higher coming. They are looking for new places to settle, and I don’t blame them. However, my family and I have decided not to stay, Emmett. If we wanted to live around millions of people we would live in the cities,” Nate said, realizing he may sound selfish, but Nate knew other things. 
 
    “Where will you go? What happens to Fritch if we become overrun when people see this water resource?” Emmett stopped his questioning of Nate, knowing what it all meant. 
 
    “Emmett these are going to be hard times for many people. I have seen third world living, I’m afraid it is happening now in most of the country, especially along the coast and big cities. Count yourself fortunate to be out here, and yes…you have the option to leave,” Nate replied. 
 
    No words were spoken for a few seconds. Then Marcus spoke up. 
 
    “Emmett, I think we need to head to what family we have left. I think where they are would be far better than sitting here waiting for possibly millions of city dwellers to arrive begging for food or just taking everything. We really need to consider leaving, Emmett,” Marcus pleaded with his uncle. 
 
    Inside Emmett knew his nephew was right; but facing this and leaving his beloved Rachel’s graveside cut him to the core. 
 
    “Emmett, I came here to ask for a trade or barter of sorts. You said there are forty something big rigs and other trucks parked at the old airstrip. Would you let my family have one or two for some cattle? We don’t have many head left to be honest, but we will happily provide you with some for a few trucks. We want to head north, and trust me, it will not be an easy route no Marcuser what; but we may be leaving our property for good. I have a son and two older parents, Emmett. As much as I would love to stay and defend my land, I have to think about the time I have left also with family,” Nate explained. 
 
    Emmett wasn’t aware of Nate’s newfound parenthood. 
 
    “You have a son?” Emmett asked. “When did that happen, Nate? Congratulations!” Emmett added. 
 
    “On my way home from Montana a month ago, I came across a young teen with his dying grandmother. She asked me to take him because he had no family left,” Nate explained. 
 
    Emmett’s face seemed to well up with tears. Emmett reached over to his old teammate from high school football and placed a hand on his knee. 
 
    “Nate, just go pick out what you want from that air strip. If I remember right, there is one cattle truck out there, but I’m not sure how far you would get with a semi loaded with meat. However, you decide what you want. I think you might find a few other things out there that might suit you better. If you leave the cattle behind, well…we might take a few when we leave,” Emmett said, turning to look at his two nephews sitting on the sofa. 
 
    They both smiled. 
 
    “Deal Emmett; thank you,” Nate replied, shaking Emmett’s hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
    Rolling Thunder 
 
    The airstrip was located southwest and on the outside of town. Nate rode up on the UTV and stopped at the sight of all the trucks. From about half a mile away, Nate thought he was looking at a truck stop. It was a majestic sight; some of the vehicles were still very clean and were shining in the sunlight, while others looked like heaps of junkyard scrap metal. Emmett had told him that they planned to use some of the trucks at some point and had removed the fuel from others for that purpose. The fuel would be in yellow containers in the back of one of the trucks. 
 
    Nate rode up to the gated area which wasn’t locked at all. As he rode around looking at the variety of semis, he wondered if this was a good idea. The trucks didn’t get very good miles per gallon to begin with, let alone, how much stuff they bugged out with the trailers. If they loaded up two of their vehicles in the back of a trailer, they might with a full tank of fuel make it anywhere from 700 to 1,000 miles. Everything depended upon the stops, wind drag, load weight, hills, and other unknown forces along the way…but the idea of using one of the trucks seemed, at the moment, to be the best option. 
 
    Nate had finally reached the rear of the area that held the rest of the trucks, when his eye caught sight of something very familiar. There, next to a black Volvo semi-truck, was an older model MRAP armored vehicle turned into a personnel carrier. It had the word Sheriff written across the sides. Nate approached the familiar vehicle and got off the UTV. Walking around it, he noticed several things were missing. Someone had already been out here and had started to remove many parts off of the truck. Nate guessed the thing didn’t run any longer, and was being scavenged for its armor. That wasn’t a bad idea, but he didn’t have time to mess with the heap. Even if the thing were working right, it would just draw too much attention and would make him a huge target. 
 
    What Nate was actually looking for, and was hoping would run, was parked right next to the MRAP. The massive black Volvo tractor-trailer would be perfect for the trip. The long box trailer was in mint condition in the same manner that the truck looked. Emmett had told Nate where they hid the keys for each truck and he went looking for them. At the rear of the truck, up behind the license plate and zip tied to the back bracket, the keys hung out of sight. Nate removed his knife and cut the plastic tie. He walked back up to the front and climbed up to the door. This rig was a large sleeper style with a slopped back roof making it more aerodynamic. Nate used the key and opened the large door. Sitting in the colossal seat that easily held his massive frame, he turned the key slowly. The sound of thunder under the hood erupted. He was surprised, expecting to find dead batteries or some other mechanical issue. Instead, the engine came alive. The fuel gage even read half full. Now to find the rest of the fuel cans. 
 
    Nate turned off the truck after moving it to a different area of the field. He opened the rear of the trailer expecting it to be empty. He was shocked when inside he found one pallet tucked near the front of the trailer strapped in good. On that pallet he found eighteen large deep cycle batteries. He wasn’t sure what they went to, but apparently they were overlooked when the fighting was over, or someone knew they were here and had left them. The pallet was wrapped and well secured to the wall of the trailer. He would leave it where it sat for now. Nate stood at the rear of the trailer trying to figure out how he would get the Ranger up inside. He scanned the area looking for anything at the old airstrip that could assist. One small building sat about half a mile from where he stood. It was worth the look. 
 
    Nate drove up to the old wooden shack. The shack may have once been part of a runway supply depot that worked at keeping the one runway clean. The lock was still on the small building but Nate just kicked in the door. He wasn’t worried about anyone being inside because it was locked. The side windows let in just enough light to make things inside visible. Right away he saw one small yard tractor, an old pickup truck from the mid-70s, some items he wasn’t sure what they were used for, and not much of anything else. Overall, the place was void of anything that could help right now. The building did have a second floor, but the two metal ladders that led to the second floor were not attached at the top portion. Then the obvious slapped Nate across the face. He could use the two long ladders to make a ramp. They were heavy, but that was a good thing; so was his Ranger. Nate didn’t plan to leave the Ranger; in fact, he hoped someday to return it to Chris’s family. For now though, he had to find something to help him attach both of them to the ranger so that he could get them to the truck. Then he thought to himself, just go bring the truck over here! A smile came across his face as he realized it was starting to get late and food was screaming his name. Nate departed the shed after removing the two ladders from where they were positioned to climb to the second storage area. He then ran the half mile in mere minutes to retrieve the truck. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Henry was sitting outside on his porch with Ben. In Ben’s hand was an old lever action .22 rifle. Henry had set up several paper targets about twenty yards away. Ben was learning how to accurately shoot when both stopped and turned their heads toward each other. 
 
    “What the heck is that sound?” Henry asked Ben. A look of puzzlement came across Ben’s face to hearing the sound grow louder. Henry stood and grabbed up his larger caliber .308 rifle. Then he saw the top of the black truck’s roof crest over the hill with Nate driving. 
 
    “Well I’ll be! It’s your dad, Ben,” Henry said, peering at Nate while smiling through the scope of his rifle. Henry figured they might get some truck, maybe an old piece, but not some shiny new looking monster like this. The entire thing was black. It was very impressive to see even with the dirt flying up creating a cloud behind the trailer. Betty came running out the front door to see what the racket was, just in time to witness her son pulling up in front of the home. 
 
    “Heaven Henry, how did he manage that? He must have given up all the head of cattle for that thing,” Betty stated half joking. Henry wasn’t really worried about the cattle. He knew they couldn’t take, nor care for them, and he had made arrangements with a nearby rancher who decided to stay in the area. He would inform the rancher of how many to come and take when the time was right. But, he needed to find out the details of the current deal Nate made with Emmett. 
 
    Nate slowed the rig and shut down the engine. He opened the door and stood at the top step, waving to his family. 
 
    “Northbound and down, dad!” Nate said, laughing. Henry loved the old Smokey and the Bandit movies. Nate just changed up the direction. 
 
    Henry, Ben, and Betty, all walked fast down the porch steps to the truck. 
 
    “Wow dad! This is so neat and big!” Ben was the first to comment. 
 
    “Son, how did you pull this off? Don’t get me wrong, it will work just fine, but damn, it’s nice!” Henry added to Ben’s excitement. 
 
    Betty was walking up to the door and climbed up to peek inside. 
“Go ahead mom, look inside,” Nate said. 
 
    She opened the door and made her way in. She disappeared into the back of the rig. Moments later, she reappeared in the front of the cab and opened the door. 
 
    “Henry, it has a bed and a microwave,” Betty said, seeming very pleased. 
 
    Nate walked with his dad to the rear of the trailer and opened it to reveal the makeshift ramps and the Ranger in the back. He also pointed at the pallet of batteries that were in the trailer. Henry shook his head. 
 
    “So, you are telling me that Emmet was just about killed today? Son, I’m glad you were there, but it concerns me that people are becoming more and more violent. Don’t get me wrong, I know why, and it’s to be expected, but do you think we can really get far in this truck?” Henry asked. 
 
    Henry had vague ideas of how bad it was in the nation, but he knew that Nate saw it first hand on his trek home. He trusted his son in so many ways; especially with their lives. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know. I think though that we can get out of Texas with both our trucks and the Ranger inside the trailer. We can load up as much food and water as possible, along with fuel for our trucks. The further we can drive this semi, the more fuel we will have for our personal vehicles. Everything will be a gamble, dad. I hate it. I don’t wish to leave, but with that many hungry desperate people coming, I don’t know how we would hold out here. We are both trained, but it’s not us I’m concerned with,” Nate said looking at his mom and Ben who were still looking at the front area of the truck. 
 
    “So, what is the driving plan? Can I tell you what I think we should do?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Sure, what do you think?” Nate replied. He could tell when his father was thinking because he always made certain facial expressions. Nate was told he did the same thing, but wasn’t sure he believed it. 
 
    “I would love to be able to drive my little truck ahead of this thing as a warning system. If there is something ahead, I could radio back using some old CB radios I have. However Nate, I’m not a young man anymore,” Henry said with a hint of regret in his voice. 
 
    “Dad, it’s a great plan and I would be happy to run ahead of you guys. I guess you know how to drive this then?” Nate asked. Henry stood up to his full 6’5” frame and pushed his chest out. 
 
    “Boy, I was driving this stuff before you were a glint in your mom’s eye,” he said on purpose, trying to sound like an old cliché. Henry busted out a laugh. “Umm, you will have to refresh my memory, it’s been a while,” he admitted. 
 
    Nate laughed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
    The Weight of the World 
 
    The next day, Nate and his family were making preparations for the trip. Ben had small collections of things he wished to take. It wasn’t much because he never owned much. Everything he had would easily stow away in the Tundra that would be loaded in the semi. Now that Henry’s truck would be used as a scout vehicle, there was more room inside to take additional supplies. Nate had assembled everything he could think of that might be of use, or as barter along the way if needed. Then Nate picked up a picture of himself mounted on Traveller. This was going to be difficult. He originally considered building a small horse stable inside the trailer, but it wasn’t feasible. The horse required so many things, and its age meant it wouldn’t fare well from the long trip. Nate spoke to his father about it, and he suggested that the let the rancher that Nate knew, care for Traveller also. Nate had a hard time with letting go. The rancher was a good man, and one they had known for thirty years. He had many family members living on their spread, with numerous head. Traveller would be in good hands. Henry was in contact by Ham radio with the man and told him when they left he could come by the next day to herd up the remaining head and the horses. Betty insisted on taking the chickens, so Henry was making a small coop for them inside the trailer. Nate wasn’t sure how that was going, but he saw his dad cutting on pieces of chicken wire for some contraption. 
 
    Henry was also setting up a makeshift Ham station inside the big rig, along with installing the old CB in his small Nissan Frontier. The semi already had a modern CB and nonworking satellite radio, TV, and even GPS. The radio stations had stopped working weeks earlier. Once in a while, you might hear garbled old tunes someone was attempting to play. 
 
    Henry also disassembled as many solar items and their power sources. He would also bring along many tools, but realized there might be a time much of all the stuff would be ditched. It was a chance he would need take. 
 
    Hours earlier, Henry finished emptying all the fuel that Nate brought with him from the airstrip. Nate siphoned off about twenty gallons of regular fuel from a few trucks at the strip into a few empty containers he found in the shed. Henry wondered why so much of this stuff was left unattended. Nate told him that many people had died from the battle with the truckers and most didn’t care to even see the trucks. In reality, people were not thinking about the resources they had at their disposal. 
 
    Betty was boxing up all the dehydrated foods she could. She also bottled water into available containers. The one thing they were going to take was the very heavy, but dependable, solar generator. Both Nate and Henry said they would find a way to get the generator loaded for the trip. Betty stepped back and looked at the several coolers she had loaded down with vegetables, some fruits from their small apple trees, and many bags of pecans. They had plenty of food to last at least two months if rationed. Water was her concern. Nate told her not to worry about it. He was confident that if needed, they would make do along the way. She trusted Nate, but didn’t wish to drink muddy water. That’s what she told Nate, who then laughed and said he could remove the mud. 
 
    Betty heard the door open behind her. 
 
    “Well, I see you have it all ready,” Henry said. Betty walked over and hugged him. He was taken aback by the gesture, and slowly hugged her back. He could tell she was scared and full of sorrow. She cried a lot on his chest before speaking any words. Henry stroked her long hair with his hand. He didn’t say a word. 
 
    She then leaned out and looked up at Henry. 
 
    “Are we doing the right thing? I mean leaving. This is our home, Henry. What if these thousands of people don’t show up?” 
 
    Henry listened to her words. He already knew this was coming. He prepared for the questions as best he could. 
 
    “Yes, it’s possible they might not show; but it’s more likely that they will, my love. Then what? How do we protect ourselves and feed them all? Do we split the land up and say, ‘you take this, you take that, oh…and have all the free steaks you want.’ Betty, there is no winning this fight. Nate knew that; him of all people, a warrior, an Army Ranger. No honey, they are coming, and I fear it won’t be long before we start to hear or even see people coming,” Henry finished. 
 
    Betty had a different look on her face now. The look was as if a light went off in her head. The words Henry spoke woke her up. She now knew he was right. She felt it in her heart. 
 
    “I believe you. I know you are right, we can’t stop them, and they won’t stop,” she replied. 
 
    “There is an old saying, not sure who said this, but it goes like this: one man will usually think clearly and not be a threat, but groups of people –hordes in panic or fear –do not think clearly. These are the people you have to prepare for,” Henry said. 
 
    Betty’s eyes focused with a new level of awareness. Henry noticed and was surprised at how strong she seemed now. 
 
    Henry had earlier provided Nate with a solution to the loading and unloading of the Tundra and the Ranger into the back of the semi. Henry deconstructed several raised bed gardens, and built a few long ramps that would be strong enough for the large truck to drive up. He reinforced the bulky wood with strips of leftover thick aluminum he was using to construct a new Ham radio antenna. It was a very heavy ramp, but they would need to use it unless they were pulling the Tundra out. 
 
    Nate was loading some boxes in the Tundra when he looked at his watch. It was nearly noon, time to go see if Sammie would be making contact on the Ham radio. They agreed two days earlier to try to reach each other at noon. Ben was done with his portion of loading and asked if he could go with Nate. Soon they were both walking down the road to his parents’ house. 
 
    Henry was already out in the Ham shed as talking to someone when they walked up. 
 
    “I am sorry to hear that. Keep your head down, Charlie. Don’t take any prisoners,” Henry said as he turned to see the two standing behind him. 
 
    “Henry, they seem like more a gang than anything. I see some families, but they are staying away from the main group,” Charlie said. Henry gave Nate a worried look. 
 
    “Ok, have to go. Stay safe,” Henry finished. 
 
    “Ok, talk later,” Charlie said, followed by a crackle, and then silence. 
 
    “That was Charlie; he’s out fourteen miles south of Borger. He said a band of about 1,000 men of all sorts is leading a pack of about 4,000. They are moving slow, going house to house where they met no resistance, and taking what they can. The ones who resist, they just keep going. Some have been killed. They don’t seem to have many weapons yet, but it’s a matter of time before they come across someone’s stash out here,” Henry repeated what Charlie had told him. Charlie was one of the individuals who resisted. After he removed a few of their leaders from the pack, the group quickly moved on. Charlie was older than Henry. He served in the Korean War as an Army Sniper. 
 
    “Well, that means it won’t be long until they reach Borger. Wonder how their police force has held up?” Nate rhetorically asked. 
 
    Henry stood to let Nate have a seat. 
 
    “Guess we will see. I have the channel, see if you can reach her now, Nate,” Henry said. 
 
    Ben watched, eyes open wide at the sight of all the blinking equipment. Nate forgot that Ben had not yet seen all of the radio gear. 
 
    “Pretty cool, isn’t it Ben?” Nate asked. 
 
    Ben just nodded his head with excitement. 
 
    Nate called out the Ham call letters across the air and waited nothing but silence across the waves. Nate repeated and then he could hear her voice. 
 
    “Nate, this is Sammie. I can hear you. Sorry, I was busy and lost track of time,” she paused for him to reply. 
 
    Nate smiled, thinking he nearly did the same. 
 
    “It’s ok. Good to hear your voice again any new news from your end?” Nate asked. 
 
    The standard pause followed before she replied. 
 
    “We did hear that U.S. troops have bombed Iran. We don’t know if it was nuclear or what, but we can’t even confirm that, so who knows. The news came across shortwave radio,” she replied. Nate thought this might be true based on his conversation with Randy back at the Texas Oklahoma border. The U.S. suspected the Iranians of the attacks. 
 
    “Nate, we also picked up chatter about the Chinese possibly forming an alliance with the U.S. to topple both Iran and Korea. That came across short radio news broadcast from Brittan’s BBC division,” she added. 
 
    Strategically, this made more sense to Nate. The two most powerful nations currently in the world, attacked by two of the smallest. The amount of damage to both countries would push them both to work together with available resources. 
 
    “Sammie, of the two possibilities, I would have to say the latter is likely; but who really knows. Ok, we have news for you. We are bugging out of here,” Nate said, waiting for a reply. 
 
    “You are? Because of what we told you?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, and the fact that thousands, if not millions, are fleeing from the eastern portions of Texas for the west now. My father has made contact with some friends and they have confirmed this,” Nate explained. 
 
    Nate could sense Ben trying to whisper something to him. Nate turned to look at Ben. 
 
    “Is that your girlfriend?” Ben asked. He was serious in his tone so Nate tried not to appear like he found the idea humorous. 
 
    “No,” Nate said in a whisper. But his Mic was on. 
 
    “Know what?” Sammie asked. 
 
    Nate turned red. Did she hear the question from Ben? 
 
    “Oh, sorry. I was talking to someone here,” Nate replied. 
 
    Ben giggled like a little boy. 
 
    “Oh, ok. Well, where are you going to go? I assume your family is going too?” Sammie asked. 
 
    Nate didn’t have an answer for her, but knew he was headed north; far north. 
 
    “We haven’t decided yet,” Nate replied. Before he could add more, Sammie came back on the radio. 
 
    “You are coming here. Nate, it makes sense. If you can get here, then come here,” she said firmly. She was adamant in her tone. Nate almost felt like he couldn’t even argue the point. Why would he argue? She would just tell him no, you are coming here, again and again. 
 
    Nate laughed inside. 
 
    “Well, I guess that’s a possibility; but what would your family say about…” Nate was cut off by a crackle. 
 
    “Nate, this is Gene. If you have the means to do so, you and your family have a home here on our property. We have an available home sitting vacant,” Gene said. He must have been standing there listening to the conversation like his own father. 
 
    “Sir, I don’t know what to say. Let me talk it over with my family,” Nate replied, not knowing truly what to say. He turned to look at his own father who nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Let’s do it son,” Henry said. 
 
    Nate got back on the radio. 
 
    “Ok Gene, we will come there,” Nate said. 
 
    “Good Nate. I can’t wait to see you again,” Sammie replied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
    New Motivations 
 
    When Nate finished his conversation with Sammie, his father once again picked up the radio communications with Gene. They both were sharing a story about something and laughing as he and Ben left the shed. Suddenly, Nate was feeling something he had not felt sense he left Montana and discovered what transpired with the world’s economies. He felt a new motivation. Not even an hour earlier, he had no clue where they would go. He had, in the back of his mind, his friend John’s place up in Montana. He knew they would be welcomed. There was something else though…Nate wondered why he was quickly agreeable to the concept of going to that place. 
 
    Nate pondered this thought all the way back to his cabin. Ben was strolling ahead of him, and Samson was by his side. Maybe it was the fact that Gene’s family had made him feel at home. Maybe it was because they were all so much alike. It could also be that Sammie made an impression on Nate. Nate figured it was likely all of the above. Nate felt fortunate. Having a motivation in this day and age was important. Things could, and often did, change in a heartbeat; especially with society in a downspin. Nate almost felt guilty for feeling happy. He knew not far away, there were many people starving, thirsty, and eager for some sense of normality. He wasn’t meaning to be insensitive, but knew anytime one could find a gram of happiness in times of sorrow…take it. 
 
    Nate wished there was a way to help all of them. Reality though was hard. Even if he had 1,000 truckloads of food and water, it wouldn’t be enough. Most of the people were looking for that and more. They wanted the same things that Nate and his family wanted. Everyone wanted a home. 
 
    Henry and Nate were making the final load out of the Tundra. Most of the food items and water would be stored near the trailer doors, making it easy to get to. The last thing to be placed in the semi would be the Ranger. Henry loaded up all the solar equipment, tools, and other valuables in the back of the Tundra. Nate also loaded up the Nissan with as much water as he could, and a few loaded up rifles and pistols. The Tundra also had over 30,000 rounds of ammo inside of it. Henry had his own large ammo boxes, but he placed them in tubs, concealed and dry in the back of the Tundra. All of Henry’s rifles and pistols were lying wrapped up in the Tundra. 
 
    There were so many things that were being left behind. The only hope was that someday they might be able to return and find everything untouched. That was a dream. Betty stuffed all of her photo albums in the semi. She wasn’t leaving anything like that behind. 
 
    For the most part, everything that was being taken consisted of the bare necessities. Everything had value; but could also, if needed, be used to barter. Once again, Nate would need to sit down and plan out a path, keeping them far from the metropolitan areas. Briefly, Nate considered using much of the metal in his dad’s shop to create a sort of ram for the front of the semi. But this was reality and not the movies. If he was scouting ahead and could see long before the truck that a roadblock was ahead, they would alter their plans. If they couldn’t, he would try to find another way. But, blowing through roadblocks at high speeds wasn’t something he planned. Trucks, even big ones, crash easily like that, and his parents would be inside. 
 
    Henry was pretty well done with what needed to be loaded when Betty walked up to him. 
 
    “Other than some jackets and winter coats honey, I have everything ready,” Betty said. 
 
    Henry reached and pulled Betty close. 
 
    “Thank you. You know it will be ok, right?” Henry asked. He looked into her deep blue eyes still seeing the young lady he first met outside a small tavern in Amarillo. 
 
    “I know. I will admit, I am a little scared; but I trust you both.” 
 
    Henry had discussed with Betty his conversations with Gene, and the plans if they could make it there. Apparently, they had renters at one point, and when the collapse occurred, they fled back to Sheridan. Henry explained they were forever grateful to Nate for saving their lives the day they met. 
 
    “I think we all are. If we weren’t, I would be worried,” Henry said laughing. 
 
    Betty smiled and hugged her husband. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Borger, TX 
 
    Borger is the largest town in the county in which Fritch resides. The population was 14,000 on a good day, with most of its business coming from factories, oil refineries, and the like. In the past, the town attracted many oilmen, roughnecks, and people seeking fortunes. This activity led to an overall increase in card sharks, prostitutes, and drug dealers. The town acquired the nickname Booger Town because many criminals and fugitives from the law arrived. Things changed over the years with the town before the collapse made it the home to the world’s largest inland petrochemical complexes. 
 
    Today, the population would grow from two different directions. The police that still existed in town were very surprised even though they had been given some early warnings about a large number of people headed their way. They even set up small roadblocks to stop would-be newcomers. This had little effect when they were fired upon and ran over. The horde of mass confusion now entered the small town. What was once a thriving producer of many things was now dead; with a population three times its ability to handle things even when times were good and the power was on. 
 
    Early estimates of the numbers were way off from what was being reported across the Ham radios. The true number of evacuated people still moving out of the Dallas Fort Worth area was close to three million. Not all headed toward the west. Some reports had half a million headed into Oklahoma and Arkansas. The amounts of high-level radiation being released had killed thousands, and the number would grow over time. The town of Borger advised people arriving to go to a nearby emergency tent to receive decontamination procedures. Some did as asked, while others refused. Not many had accessible Geiger counters to use on arriving people to prove to them that they needed decontamination. For many of these people it was already too late; they had severe radiation sickness, and without medical care, they would eventually die. 
 
    What no one anticipated was the fear of what would occur when people – even west of the nuclear plant explosion — would do. The fear was driving people away, even the ones who already lived out of the danger zone. These people mixed in with the sick and dying with their own motivations as they sought a new place to call home. 
 
    Henry jogged to Nate’s cabin. It was something he tried to do often as possible; but today, he did so for another reason. He ran up the porch and banged on Nate’s door. It was dark outside, but one solar light was on. It was almost 9:00 P.M. Nate opened the door to see his dad standing in the dim light breathing hard. 
 
    “Dad, what’s wrong?” Nate asked, his dad still trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Borger, they have been overrun,” Henry managed to squeeze out. 
 
    Nate knew now they were making the right decisions. 
 
    “Charlie said he underestimated,” Henry added. 
 
    “By how much?” Nate asked, afraid to know. 
 
    “He said maybe close to 40,000, but people are still moving through. He also said that he got news that maybe three million are spreading out to the west now. Who really knows, Nate?” Henry was slowing down his breath. 
 
    Nate turned to look behind him. He saw Ben sitting on the edge of the bed with Samson by his side. 
 
    “Ok, I guess we need to move up the departure, dad. Let’s get out of dodge by morning if that sounds good?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Son, that plan was just made for us,” Henry replied. 
 
    The rest of the evening before finally going to sleep, Nate and Ben discussed the plans for the open road. He also broke the news to Ben that he wanted him to ride in the semi with his grandparents for safety reasons. 
 
    “But dad, we drove here together in a golf cart,” Ben replied, always referring to the Ranger as a golf cart. 
 
    “I know Ben; but things were not as bad then, believe it or not. It’s more dangerous out there now. We may get lucky and not experience anything; that is true. But if something happened to you or my parents, I would never be able to forgive myself,” Nate explained. “Ben, you have made me proud these past few days by being so strong. I know you can do this too,” Nate said. 
 
    Ben slowly nodded his head in agreement. He didn’t want to, but he also didn’t want to make his father upset. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
    Big Wheels Rollin’ 
 
    The morning came fast, or so it seemed to Nate. He didn’t sleep too much after going to bed late. He was up planning out the route he hoped to take. His real feelings and expectations to getting down the road in a big black moving truck were not too high. It was worth the shot for certain, but judging from what he saw on the way home last time, the roads would be fraught with major obstacles. Still it was the best option at the moment. He couldn’t expect his parents to leave so much behind. They worked hard all their lives to build everything up. He was actually surprised they agreed to leave. If the collapse had occurred ten years earlier, he doubted they would have left. They both aged much in the past ten years. He felt that they wanted to simplify their lives, and maybe this was the opportunity they needed. 
 
    Henry had made arrangements for the rancher to come over early to gather up some cattle and Nate’s horse. Nate decided not to see Traveller off. He was afraid it would cause too much stress. It was already a difficult thing to leave the horse, even with someone he knew would take good care of it, but the stress was growing on Ben also. Ben was motivated greatly by the idea of getting to Texas to see the beautiful horses, and now they were gone. 
 
    The agreed upon time for departure was 9:00 a.m. It was getting close to that time. Nate walked around his cabin hoping that someday he could return. When, or if, that day ever comes, he knew there might be a good chance many others may have staked a claim to everything. He was taking the documentation needed to prove he owned everything, including the rights to his parents’ land and home. They had turned it all over to Nate after he left the Army. Nate walked back into the main area after not seeing anything else he needed to take. Ben was sitting on his bed petting Samson. 
 
    “We are ready, dad,” Ben said. Samson was wagging his tail. The dog somehow knew they were going somewhere and seemed excited. 
 
    “I suppose I am ready too, Ben; as ready as I’m going to be,” Nate replied. 
 
    The truck was loaded completely now with Henry and Betty standing at the front. They could see Nate, Ben, and Samson, walking up the road. 
 
    “Well Betty, I guess this is goodbye to all of this,” Henry said. 
 
    Betty smiled and looked at the profile of the strong man she fell in love with many years ago. 
 
    “We didn’t have much when we met, Henry; we will build again. Who knows…we may be able to come back someday,” she replied. 
 
    “I hope that’s the case. If not, someone may find themselves a new place ready to go,” Henry replied. 
 
    They had no choice but to leave so much of what they owned behind. If they only had the one small truck and the semi, they could have loaded the entire trailer; but Henry knew getting all the way to North Wyoming was going to be difficult. It wasn’t that the truck couldn’t make it, they actually had enough fuel, but the elements along the way would be the primary issue. Weather, obstacles, and people trying to stop them were the concerns. 
 
    “Everyone ready? Nate asked as they walked up. 
 
    “Ready as we can be, son,” Henry replied as Betty walked over and hugged Nate and then Ben. 
 
    Nate then walked over to his dad’s small Nissan Frontier. It was not as loaded down in the back; they were trying to keep the truck lightweight to save on fuel. Nate already loaded his weapons in the front seat of the small truck. He also had a small cooler and water bottles. Nate saw the old CB his dad mounted on the top of the dash. He could remember the old radio as a kid. In the back of the truck were a few small items, and some more five-gallon water containers strapped to the bed. On the other side were three five-gallon gas cans. His tundra was full of fuel, and they had a few in the back of it as well. Every bit of gasoline Henry and Nate had was with them. They also had one gallon in the back of the Ranger inside the semi-trailer. 
 
    “Well, I have our route mapped out. Today we will shoot for the Texas/Oklahoma border. I have two written copies here. When we came home, I stayed in the mountainous regions as much as I could. I don’t think we will do that going north. I don’t want to use the interstates though, because…well, you know why. I think the back roads as much as possible east of the mountains will save us fuel and trouble,” Nate said. 
 
    “Sounds right to me, son,” Henry replied. 
 
    “The main thing will be our spacing on the open roads, not so much on the small back roads, dirt gravel, and one lane. Stay close. When we get on the larger ones, fall back some; maybe a mile…and let me scout it out. I want you guys to be out of any range in case there would be a roadblock or ambush. I will avoid it too, but we will just have to be vigilant and keep our eyes open,” Nate said. 
 
    “Nate, how far do you want to try to go today?” Betty asked with her arm over Ben’s shoulder. Nate was happy his parents took to Ben so well. 
 
    “I think if we can get into Oklahoma and find somewhere tonight way off the beaten path to settle down for the night, that would be good,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Ok, that sounds good,” Betty replied. 
 
    There was a brief moment of silence as everyone stood around just looking out and over the pasturelands. The cattle were now gone, having been picked up early in the morning. Traveller was already grazing on his own part of a new pasture. Betty had some of her chickens in the semi near the back. Henry drilled holes into the rear door for ventilation and mounted temporally a small coop onto the floor. 
 
    “I will say a short prayer for us,” Betty said, recognizing the moment was appropriate for a word to God. Her words were straight forward, and even included thoughts and prayers for those moving into the area. 
 
    “Thank you, Betty. That was a good way to say goodbye for now,” Henry said. 
 
    “Ok, let’s get rollin’, Nate said. 
 
    Ben climbed up into the cabin of the semi after hugging Nate. Samson was hoisted up some, but then managed the climb pretty well once he got a paw on the seat. Betty was helped into the tall truck by Henry. Once in, she shut her door. Henry walked around and shook Nate’s hand. 
 
    “Lead us away, son…and be careful. Just know I got your back if needed. I can still out shoot you,” he said with a friendly wink. 
 
    Nate laughed as he walked to his small truck. 
 
    Nate led them off the property and up to Country Road 152. The small little 4x4 was moving pretty good. Nate saw his dad behind him staying close. The truck looked enormous in the review mirror. It was already getting pretty dirty and that was ok. Nate didn’t want the thing to be shinny and catch anyone’s attention from a distance. So far, the short trip to the county road was uneventful. They saw a few people they knew riding horseback in open fields with rifles strapped to their horses. Nate waved at them and they waved back. They probably were wondering where in the world they were all going. Soon though, they would all find out from the rancher what was going on. 
 
    Nate picked up the CB mic and spoke. 
 
    “Everyone comfortable back there?” Nate asked. A crackle, and then his father replied. 
 
    “Doing well. I see that old radio still puts out well,” Henry replied as he grinded the gears to keep pace with Nate. 
 
    “Just don’t kill that truck. I know how much you love grinding gears” Nate said, trying to keep the attitudes light hearted. 
 
    “You just keep driving, and don’t get any bullets holes in my truck,” Henry replied, laughing. 
 
    “Henry! Don’t say things like that. You will jinx that boy,” Betty exclaimed. 
 
    Henry rolled his eyes at her words. 
 
    “Bullet holes might help this old beater,” Nate said with obvious sarcasm. 
 
    Ben was enjoying what he heard. He was also enjoying the back of the cab and the soft bed. The truck looked so new inside. Betty had commented on the fact, and wondered if it was originally stolen. She searched the truck for papers, but found nothing. It had plates, but those could be stolen also, and with the current state of affairs, it didn’t matter. She wondered what they would do with such a truck if they actually made it all the way. She looked over at Henry who was focused on the road and his son driving ahead of them. She never imagined any of this five months earlier. How quickly life changed. 
 
    Nate sucked down a small bottle of water as he drove. The windows were down because the temperature was cool. He looked at the radio, it was turned off. He powered it up just to see if anything was being broadcasted. He was scanning through the presets but heard no sounds. Next, he flipped through the AM stations; one station at a time. On 590 AM he briefly heard the voice of someone trying to speak. It was faint. Then he realized it was some channel out of Mexico. He hadn’t taken the time to stay up on his Spanish. Nate looked at his watch, it was only an hour since they left. They drove fifty-four miles. The roads he led them on were short, and with many turns to get where he wanted to go. So far, the way was clear. He thought about Fritch and felt guilty for not staying and trying to help. He would have to deal with the guilt some other time; but for now, he saw the main road ahead. They were now on Country Road 119 headed north. This road would take them right up to the Oklahoma/Texas border. 
 
    “Ok, now we head north, dad,” Nate said into the CB. 
 
    His dad continued to follow up the long narrow road. On either side of the two-lane road were just vast fields of Texas prairie grass. The sky was like a blue topaz with high drifting clouds. 
 
    After some time of good travel on the smaller county roads, Nate decided to try their luck on the state highways. After avoiding the small town of Stratford, Nate led them north on Highway 287. The road had several cars mostly, with a few big rigs off the side of the road. They saw a few people riding motorbikes, and they waved enthusiastically. Nate was encouraged by this good sign of happiness. Perhaps they were happy to see someone moving again or just seeing someone at all. Their next town was Kerrick, Texas, right on the border of Texas and Oklahoma. 
 
    Nate was feeling encouraged with the lack of anyone on the road. Yet, why would there be anyone out. The more Nate thought about the idea, he realized so many people had passed away. There may never again in his lifetime be normal traffic with the daily grind of people traveling. The only reason why thousands, maybe millions, headed west now was due to fear, and rightly they made that decision. Nate was thankful, but sad at the same time. He really didn’t wish to leave the home he knew. With his parents safely behind him, Nate now thought about his siblings. Henry said he might be able to reach that area with the Ham base station when they got settled. It was something that was always at the back of his mind. They would have to choose whether to make their way back home, but Nate hope he could talk with them before they chanced that trip. 
 
    Up ahead, Nate spotted several abandoned cars nearly blocking the road. He didn’t see anyone. The cars were weathered badly with the windshields partially gone. He advised his father to take the shoulder as he drove by seeing that there was no threat. Driving by, Nate noticed a few baby dolls inside one of the cars, along with a car seat for a small child. It was a stark reminder to the realities of what was occurring across the nation. 
 
    The next small town was Boise City, Oklahoma. To say Nate was pleased with their progress would be an understatement. He was actually shocked at the lack of people anywhere. Perhaps the reports of millions having already died were true. It was the ones that were still holding on who did not prepare, as many had, over the years. These individuals would be the threats that humanity would have to deal with. 
 
    Nate reached for his Rand McNally map and glanced at the highlighted marks. Just like when he was on his way home, he would now avoid driving through the densest areas at all cost. People usually preferred to stay in these areas because it provided a sense of comfort. It didn’t matter if their resources had gone, or if gangs ruled the masses. If they didn’t have the ability to leave or the skills, they would stay. It would take disastrous events to uproot them like in the areas of Texas. 
 
    Nate could see for miles with the wide-open plains of Oklahoma. It wasn’t any different in this area than in northern Texas. Over the next hill, off in the distance, he could see what appeared to be massive amounts of smoke. He was a good judge of distance, and placed it at the same distance as the town of Boise City. This smoke was billowing high up into the atmosphere. It ranged from black to brown. The width of the smoke stretched very wide. It was low to the ground. Reaching the top of the hill, Nate could now see into the valley that this fire was engulfing much, if not the entire, town. It also had spread to become a wildfire. 
 
    “Hey dad, we have major problems up ahead.” 
 
    Nate radioed back to his father who would be seeing the smoke now. Henry picked up the microphone and stared off into the distance. Betty and Ben had already fallen to sleep. Samson was between the two captain’s chairs, sitting up, sniffing at the air. Henry had his window cracked so the dog was already alerted. 
 
    “Nate, that’s a big fire; we better find a way around that. Hopefully, that’s not across our path,” Henry said. 
 
    Nate was already looking at the map trying to keep his eyes open for any abandoned cars in his way. He could just pull over, but he didn’t think he had time with the fire and the winds that seemed to come out of nowhere. The smoke covered any visual sight of the small town ahead. It reminded him of how a F5 tornado looks – low to the ground with the dark mass of swirling topsoil – except in this case, it was smoke. Nate had not seen anything like this before. 
 
    “Dad, let’s take the next exit and go west on the county road; it will take us south, away from Boise City. Once we get to the next main highway, we can head north again. That wind is blowing hard to the east, so we should be ok,” Nate explained. 
 
    Henry agreed. 
 
    Betty was awake now and saying a prayer to herself for the people of Boise. No one knew what caused such a large fire in town or the surrounding areas, but from the looks of it, the area was destroyed. 
 
    Nate led the way again with exiting as he said and slowly heading west. He checked the review mirror and could see his father right behind him. Nate wondered how long the fuel would last in the semi. He had a vague idea, but so many factors would affect the usage. He just hopped that they could at least make it a good ways into Colorado. However, the closer they traveled to the dense populations, the more of a target they would become. He knew many of those areas and cities already experienced bad crime. 
 
    He wished they could have taken the same route back as he took home, only because he knew what to expect, and the mountains afforded them some isolation. Being out here on the open plains, he felt exposed. Yes, he could see for some distance, but the resources were limited compared to the mountains. Trekking from the point he left his Dodge Ram on foot until he made friends and found new transportation was definitely an experience he would not forget. He learned a lot about himself during that time. He acted with an ability he thought he would only ever need in a time of war. Yet, war was around him now. He was in a war to survive. The normal rules and morals of society were gone. That didn’t mean he had to become the lawless, but he did have to adjust and remain firm in his convictions about justice and judgment. There are far more good people in the world, even during times like these, but often the evilness will rule. 
 
    The smoke was fading behind them as they drove west. It felt like they were making good time as they turned on another county road and headed north once again. It wasn’t even noon and they were near Colorado. 
 
    ***** 
 
    The roadblock wasn’t very well thought out. For starters, it wasn’t even truly blocked. Two men sat at the road with rifles and a construction type stop sign in hand. Off the shoulder of the road were two motorcycles. One of the men was too big for the lawn type chair he sat in holding the rifle across the legs. The other man was tall and skinny. His beard was in his lap, with the old looking rifle. Near them were several abandoned vehicles and a few dead bodies. The corpses looked like they had been down for over a month. The hot south Eastern Colorado temperatures and predators had pretty well clean off much of the bodies. 
 
    “Johnny, you hear that?” the bearded man asked. The large man stood, lifting the chair with him. Johnny busted out laughing which lead to a severe coughing that only a drink of something that resembled whisky stopped. 
 
    “Damn it Billy, this wouldn’t happen if you just gave me that chair! Yes, I hear it, kind of sounds like a big truck,” Johnny replied, peeling the smaller aluminum chair off his rear. 
 
    “I told you they said this road gets more traffic than the others. You go get behind that car, I will hold the sign up this time,” Johnny said. 
 
    Billy didn’t argue and made his way behind the rear end of a newer looking Chevy Impala. The car was covered in dirt and had been put through some bad weather. Johnny could hear the sound grow, but then he heard the sound of something else. 
 
    “Hey, we got a smaller one out front, better aim for that one first, it might slow the other one down,” Johnny said. 
 
    Billy was already trying to get a bead on the smaller truck, but the scope was so dirty it was hard to see through. He would just need to make a good guess. 
 
    Nate could see the stop sign and someone holding it down the road. He held the sign oddly with one hand, waving it back and forth. Nate grabbed the CB mic. 
 
    “Hey, we have a problem. You see it?” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry was looking down the road as Ben was awake now and using Henry’s high power binoculars. 
 
    “Grandpa, that man has a rifle, and someone is across the road, I saw him peek up to look,” Ben added. 
 
    Henry relayed the information to Nate. Ben was making a great spotter. 
 
    “Let’s just stop. I will take a look also,” Nate replied, pulling up his own binoculars. 
 
    The semi stopped far behind Nate. The smaller Nissan truck came to a slow stop off the shoulder at an angle to use the truck as cover. Nate reached for his rifle right as the first shot slammed into his windshield. The glass erupted inside the cabin of the truck. Henry could hear the sound of gunfire. He figured he was well out of range, but wasn’t sure. 
 
    “Nate, are you taking fire?” Henry yelled into the mic. 
 
    “Yes, I guess they didn’t want us to stop back here. I’m going to try to get out and behind the truck,” Nate said. He wasn’t in a good position; whatever they were using for a rifle was high powered enough to kill him if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    Henry could see shots landing about fifty yards ahead of him, hitting the soil, and making puffs of dirt fly up. 
 
    “Ok, time to back up before he figures out how to aim that gun,” Henry said as he put the truck in reverse. He felt bad for doing it, but he knew Nate was in his realm. 
 
    “I hear more shots, but I think they are at you, dad,” Nate advised. 
 
    “That they are. We are backing up, Nate,” Henry replied. 
 
    “Ok. Good,” Nate replied as he quickly slid out the driver’s side door and ran to the rear of the small truck. He could still hear bullets flying above him, headed for his family. Nate pulled up his rifle – the AR-15 – and used the bed rail to steady his aim. He could see the man that was holding the stop sign now holding what appeared to be an AR also. He quickly studied the sight picture, and with one shot, he dropped the man at just over two hundred yards. Through the scope, Nate could see the penetration through the man’s chest. The man looked shocked as he grabbed his chest and fell backwards, fighting to keep his balance. In seconds, he fell to the ground, not moving. 
 
    Henry was watching his son through the binoculars. He saw what transpired and knew Nate didn’t have a choice. Nate studied the area where the man lay, and saw the other man. He was looking at his partner and suddenly turned and ran for the motorcycle. He jumped on it, and within seconds, he was gone down a road that went in another direction. Nate was surprised at how fast the big man was. He could have easily shot and killed the man, but decided not to shot someone fleeing. When Nate was certain the scene was clear of danger, he radioed to his dad to pull up. 
 
    Henry started forward, and in a few seconds he was pulling up behind Nate who was looking in the opposite direction, keeping an eye out for anyone else. 
 
    “Nate, are you ok?” Betty asked as she started climbing down from the cabin door along with Henry and Ben from the side. Nate wished they hadn’t gotten out of the truck because he wasn’t sure it was safe. He was certain the man he shot was dead. It was the fact that the other man fled to somewhere likely close. This seemed an odd spot to set up a roadblock. 
 
    “I’m fine; fortunately, he wasn’t a good shot. The other man hopped a motorbike and took off over that hill. I think we need to get moving, and do so a little faster in case he returns with reinforcements,” Nate replied. 
 
    Ben was at his side hugging his father. 
 
    “I’m ok, Ben. I’m ok,” Nate said, trying to reassure him. 
 
    “Nate, we will let you go up and clear the scene before we pull forward,” Henry said. That was meant to say make sure that shooter was dead without Betty and Ben seeing the mess. 
 
    “Yep, give me a few minutes. I will radio you when you can start moving,” Nate replied. Everyone hugged each other and then Nate got in his truck to drive. The truck wouldn’t start. 
 
    The shooter had managed to place several rounds into the engine block. Nate didn’t think it was on purpose, but just the result of his aim. Fluid from the radiator and even engine oil were leaking onto the shoulder of the road. One bullet even managed to take out several electrical components, including the ECU. The truck was dead. Henry didn’t seem too upset about the truck. He was just happier than anything, that Nate was unharmed. 
 
    “Well, I guess we better unload this thing and get your Tundra down,” Henry said. 
 
    Nate agreed, but he needed to run up the road to check the scene. Henry started the unpacking of his older truck as Nate grabbed his rifle and jogged up the road. Ben and Betty helped as Henry carried some items to the back of the semi. Henry unlocked the doors and opened them wide. He then pulled out the long homemade ramps and positioned them on the edge of the truck bed. He walked up the ramps into the back of the truck. The first thing he had to do was remove the small smelly chicken coop. He unlatched it from its mechanism, and lifted the cage down the ramps. Now he could back the Tundra out. 
 
    Henry had not been in the Tundra. He climbed into the large 4x4 and turned the key. The sound echoed inside the semi-trailer. Henry was surprised at the amount of power the truck exhibited. The backup camera came on when he put it in reverse. The ramps were extra wide on purpose. The tires on the truck were large and needed the extra width to back the truck off slowly. This didn’t stop Henry from getting out and double checking his progress. He had trouble trusting his judgment with the backup camera. He was close to the edge now, then saw that Nate was back. He was glad. 
 
    Nate guided his dad easily down the ramps. 
 
    “The guy is dead. I grabbed up his rifle and a small box of ammo. The scene ahead is pretty gruesome. These guys have been doing this for a while; there are bodies up there off the side of the road. There is so much trash and other items scattered out for some distance. I would say they had no resistance before today.” 
 
    “What about the shooter? I mean was he old or what?” Henry asked. 
 
    “He was older than me, he didn’t have any ID. I pulled him off the side of the road and placed him in a ditch. We don’t have time for a proper burial. My gut is telling me to get out of here,” Nate replied. 
 
    Henry knew about Nate’s gut feelings very well. Henry had similar instincts. He always encouraged Nate to trust the feelings, and if his gut was alarming him to something, then they needed to get moving. They both loaded the semi up quickly with the items from the Nissan. Henry was busy siphoning the fuel out of the truck and into a few cans. They couldn’t leave that behind. Henry removed the CB radio and plugged it into the Tundra. It was one of the older portable types. He removed the antenna and slapped it on the roof of the truck. 
 
    Nate was studying the map now trying to figure out an alternative route. There was one, but they would need to turn around and go back about a mile, then take another road off to the west. Nate sensed great danger ahead, and didn’t wish to find what was waiting. 
 
    “If we turn around and go back down the road there is another way around this area. I think it would be prudent in light of what just occurred,” Nate explained. 
 
    Henry nodded in agreement. Nate removed some loose items from the back of the Tundra and helped his dad load the semi. Betty was busy tending to the chickens and showing Ben how to care for them. Henry loaded the ramp back into the semi and secured everything around the Ranger UTV that was forward in the trailer. 
 
    Nate lifted the small chicken coop and placed it on the edge of the trailer for his father to tie down. Ben walked up with a few smaller boxes and handed them up to his grandfather moments later. With everything loaded and unloaded they were all ready to get back on the road. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
    Setting a New Course 
 
    The Tundra felt like a tank compared to the smaller Nissan. Nate had not driven the truck since returning home. He knew he was lucky for having it, but hated how that happened. He wasn’t left with a choice in the matter. He also knew he was lucky to be alive after that incident. The time for reflections would come later. It was more important to focus on the road ahead. He did feel more confident in the higher elevated truck, but maybe that was because it fit his build better than the Nissan. He kept in mind that this was not an armored vehicle. It was built with thin skin and not protective glass. Nevertheless, it was far better than walking or riding the Ranger for hundreds of miles without any protection from inclement weather. 
 
    They were now moving a little faster since the ambush, and had crossed over into Colorado from Oklahoma. They were approaching a small town named Campo, Colorado. Nate didn’t wish to drive through the town, but there was so much open grass lands with no other way around until he was north of Campo. 
 
    “Dad, we are going to have to go through the town ahead. It’s small, but there could be an issue. I won’t know till we get closer. I will go ahead as planned. You hang back till I tell you to come,” Nate said. 
 
    The town was coming into view as his father replied. 
 
    “Oh Nate, I see the town. I will slow up,” Henry replied. 
 
    The skies were starting to get cloudy as the day wore on. Nate looked at the semi as it slowly became a small object in the rearview mirror as his father slowed way down. 
 
    Nate drove closer to the town up U.S.-385 not seeing anything ahead. Now as he closed in on the town, he could see cars and trucks, but no people. He slowed some, looking around, but still not a soul in sight. He looked down the streets as far as he could see, without spotting any movement. He continued north nearly out of town with no evidence of anyone around. This was the first time he encountered such an event. Where had the town gone? He saw the town sign earlier saying they had a population of 109. Since the collapse, was it possible that everyone fled or died? Nate considered this and realized that it was very possible. There may still be a few still alive in their homes, waiting for help, or living off food storages. They wouldn’t ever know. It was too risky to investigate. 
 
    “Ok, come on through, there is no one, not one person in sight, dad,” Nate explained. He waited north of Campo for his family to be visible before he would start up the road. 
 
    Henry started back up the road going faster now with confidence that there were no obstacles to slow them down. Betty was gazing into town as they drove by. She had a sad look on her face and Henry noticed the look. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Betty?” Henry asked. 
 
    Betty turned to her husband and looked at Ben reading one of his comic books sitting on the bed. She didn’t want to discuss some things in front of him, but felt he was distracted enough to make her comments. 
 
    “It’s the town, Henry. Look at it. It seems so sad that it is abandoned, or appears that way. What has become of our country? I mean, we left our town too, our home, but we had to. Where did these people go?” 
 
    Henry thought about her words carefully. It was a terrible thing that was going on in the nation. How easy it all happened, and so fast; it was a long time coming. Most knew that but ignored it and just kept sending the same people to Washington D.C. who helped tremendously in creating the factors that brought America to her knees. 
 
    “I wish I had an easy answer, Betty. It is very sad what is going on. I would imagine that many of these people fled to other areas with some natural resources, but I am certain that many are dead to be honest. We are lucky. I know that. We have always stored away food and supplies. That’s just us, but you know the majority failed in that area of life,” Henry replied. 
 
    Betty found his words to be harsh but true. He was right, most do not prepare for anything. The founders of the nation did as did their offspring. However, somewhere – not long ago – the wheels of technology set the United States on a course that would cause many to ditch their old ways. Once people stopped farming and living off the land, the roots that made America strong slowly started to rot. The dependence on groceries and convenience took hold, and the average person was happy. Now they were dead or dying from that failure to plan ahead. 
 
    “I know you are right Henry, but it still is painful to see a town or city void of people. I guess it is much worse than I ever imagined. I see all of the cars and just wonder. I guess I don’t really want to know. The truth may be more depressing,” Betty replied. She reached for Henry’s hand that was laying on the bench between them both. She held his hand and squeezed it hard to let him know she loved him. That was their thing that they created long ago. 
 
    Henry smiled at her and then saw Nate ahead slowly picking up speed. Once again they were headed north, moving faster than the posted speed limit. At the rate they were traveling and the fuel they had, they would be in northern Wyoming the next day, maybe. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Northern Wyoming 
 
    Sammie was busy helping her mom clean up the abandoned home that their former renters left. Mattie understood why they left – being a very young family; she just hoped they made it back to their family in Montana. The home once belonged to Gene’s parents. It was a modest three-bedroom, two-bath, cabin. It was very old, but well-kept being that it was built shortly after Gene’s father returned home from World War II. 
 
    Gene and Mattie Hartford lived west of Sheridan, Wyoming nearly twenty-five miles from the main interstate. Most of their family lived on acreages nearby. Sammie lived right up the road from her parents. Their heritage was the property and its ownership went way back to the mid-1800s. Since the collapse, they had all become much closer, staying in contact the best they could. 
 
    Mattie was glad that they had raised their kids with the mindset of self-reliance. She was watching Sammie scrub out the sink and rinse it with some of the well water. Sammie was the oldest of her children, but the only one who was not married with kids. Sammie when asked would say it was the fault of her job. That was partly true; she was at work more than at home, that was until the collapse. She was still working for some time after the collapse, but that all changed when the power was lost. Everything changed after that. 
 
    The real world came crashing down for many that week. So many people in her hospital died. Most are not aware of the level of care that takes place day to day in hospital. Doctor’s did perform lifesaving operations during the first few weeks under poor conditions. One of the biggest issues was when water stopped running. When people no longer have the ability to remove very bad waste products, disease will set in. In just a matter of two months, Sammie knew that millions would die across the country. She knew better than most, being a nurse, what it all would mean. Sammie became her family’s doctor; trying to keep everyone clean, safe, and healthy. She even helped everyone build outhouses far enough away from their homes that there would be little chance of illness. Making them deep was a key. Even though everyone had septic, they needed to save the water in order to flush their toilets. 
 
    “Mom, do you think Nate and his family will make it?” Sammie asked. Nate became an instant friend to the Hartford family when he saved both Mattie and Gene. Sammie was still working the night Nate returned with her parents. While Nate slept, she prepared many things for his travel home. She didn’t know Nate, but had heard enough from her family that night as he slept to know he was a good man. The next day when Nate was to leave, Sammie met him at his truck. She felt an attraction to him, but knew the timing wasn’t right. 
 
    “Honey, I wish I knew. Your father says that his Ham friends say things have quieted down in many places because of all the dying. But reports of roving gangs still filter through everywhere,” Mattie replied honestly. 
 
    Sammie didn’t seem too afraid, but she was always good at hiding her feelings. 
 
    “Sammie, if anyone can make it here, it will be Nate. He made it home didn’t he? So I wouldn’t worry too much. Let’s just pray for them all,” Mattie added. 
 
    Sammie walked over to her mom with the scrub pad in hand and hugged her. 
 
    “Your father has been trying to reach Henry on the Ham radio, but it’s probably too soon. They are likely just driving as much as possible. Henry said they had enough fuel, but that all depended on the route. I’m sure once they have time, Henry will try checking in,” Mattie said as she stepped back, wiping the red hair from Sammie’s face. 
 
    They both then turned and walked out the front door and down the small trail that lead back to Mattie’s house. A cold breeze was blowing in from the north, and Sammie could feel it give her chills down her arm. 
 
    “Hope they get here soon, mom. Winters come fast here compared to Texas,” Sammie said. 
 
    “That is my concern also; but again, let’s pray, Sammie,” Mattie said, leading the way back home. 
 
    The evening was coming on fast for Nate and his family following closer behind him. They agreed to drive until it became dark. They felt that driving at night with the headlights from both vehicles on would not be safe. Being in open country was good during the day, but at night they would be seen for miles. 
 
    “It won’t be long before we need to stop for the night, dad. I will keep an eye out for a good spot,” Nate said on the CB. 
 
    “Sounds good. I’m already tired of driving this thing,” Henry replied. He was also sore from all of the quick moving they had done since leaving the house. Betty was already sleeping with her head back in the large engulfing passenger’s seat. Ben was awake, but seemed to be dozing off at times. 
 
    “Anytime Nate, these two are nearly done for also,” Henry added laughing. 
 
    “Oh, I’m awake Henry,” Betty said without opening an eye. 
 
    Henry smiled. 
 
    “The hearing is always the last thing to go, you know,” Henry said. 
 
    “That’s with dying, and I’m not dying,” she added. 
 
    Henry busted out laughing. 
 
    She rolled her head toward him, opened one eye, and just stared him down. His laughing ceased. 
 
    “Ok, up here looks like a good spot,” Nate said, unaware of the ribbing his parents were giving each other. 
 
    Nate drove his truck slowly off the side of the road, and off into a large open rocky area that looked like a small rest stop someone created a long time ago. Henry took the same path, but slower until he came alongside Nate’s truck, parking parallel to Nate. 
 
    The large black truck seemed to disappear into the blackness of the night with the lights turned off and its color of black. The color of the truck was the main reason why Nate chose the hauler over a few others. With both trucks turned off, the silence of the area came rushing in. They were on a small county road north of a small town called Andrix in Colorado; in the middle of nowhere, with nothing but flat prairielands for as far as the eye could see. It was void of any structures or distant landscapes. 
 
    Nate looked at his area and knew eventually the great Rockies would be in view. He watched as his father helped his mother down from the big rig. Then he saw Ben climb down afterwards. He walked over to them with his rifle slung across his shoulders. He would not go anywhere from now on without the gun. It was his guide gun; a Marlin 45-70. He left the other rifles in the truck. 
 
    “Well, I guess I better start carrying my rifle too now,” Henry said, seeing Nate with his. Times had changed, and the bad people of the world that still lived would be far worse now. 
 
    “Good idea, dad. I will start setting up a fire so we can eat. It will need to be a small one, but it will do,” Nate said. Then Nate stopped. “Ben, want to help me? You are great at this,” Nate asked as he saw Ben’s face light up in the setting sun. 
 
    “Yes, I will help,” Ben replied. 
 
    Henry was at the rear of the Tundra digging through the cloth bag of wrapped rifles. He had brought every gun he owned. He found the two he wanted to carry for the time being. One was an older government-issued Colt 1911. He removed the old leather gun belt and the holster, and slung it around his waist. He checked the action of the empty gun a few times and slapped in a loaded magazine. He pulled the hammer back and engaged the safety. He put a few mags in his shirt pocket. Now he stood looking at his rifles. He smiled when he saw his favorite. The Winchester M70 .308 – the gun that best suited him and his abilities – was the one. He picked up the rifle and knew from its weight that it wasn’t loaded. Nate had given him a Glock and an AR-15 clone to keep in the rig as he drove. He liked the guns, but they were not what he enjoyed. He would keep this one out and available along with the others. 
 
    Nate was gathering up small grass for fire tender as Ben gathered up small to medium size rocks nearby. Betty was at the tailgate of the Tundra now helping Henry with the two small pots – one for coffee and one for a large pot of dehydrated chicken noodle soup that would be dinner. 
 
    “It has been a long time Henry, since we went camping,” she said smiling at him. 
 
    Henry slowly turned and looked into her eyes that were catching the last rays of the setting sun. 
 
    “I guess it has been some time,” he leaned down and kissed her gently. She knew then that it didn’t matter where they were, that as long as they were together they would be fine. 
 
    “Hey, you two get a room,” Nate said before Ben walked up. 
 
    “Our son, Betty,” Henry said with his arm around his wife. 
 
    The dinner was better than expected. It was probably because they were all hungry. It always amazed Nate how filling the dehydrated meals could be. The sun was down, and the skies that were earlier cloudy at times, now became clear. The stars were beautiful. 
 
    “Dad, look up and tell me what you don’t see,” Nate asked Henry. 
 
    Henry had a puzzled look on his face. He slowly looked up, shielding his eyes from the fire. 
 
    “Well, I see all the constellations I expect to see this time of year. There is no moon out.” Henry replied. 
 
    “Keep looking,” Nate said. Henry scanned the skies, then made a sound. 
 
    “Uh…no planes anywhere,” he said, finally realizing the obvious. Henry had not thought about the fact that no one was flying now, at least not commercially. 
 
    “Yep, it’s odd, and I still haven’t gotten used to it,” Nate replied. 
 
    Betty had a worried look on her face. Something just occurred to her that she never considered before. Nate told them about the reports from the east coast of the EMPs going off. What happened to all of the air traffic at that time? 
 
    “Nate, with the two EMPs what would that do...” 
 
    Nate cut her off. He motioned for Ben to go grab both of them some water from the back tailgate of the truck. Ben stood and walked about twenty feet away. 
 
    “Sorry mom, I know what you are going to ask. It’s likely everything in the air that day crashed somewhere. It’s just not something I want to have to explain to Ben,” Nate replied fast. Betty nodded with a very sad and sorrowful look on her face. She said a silent prayer to herself for the families of those missing. 
 
    “Dad, can I go lay down in the truck? I am getting tired,” Ben asked Nate. 
 
    Sleeping arrangements had already been made. Ben would sleep in the rear seat of the Tundra so his parents could share the bed in the semi. Nate was already thinking if things kept going this smoothly, he may allow Ben to ride with him in his truck. 
 
    “Sure, remember I will be pulling first shift tonight, so I won’t be in the truck for some time. But take Samson with you. I’m sure he will lay in there with you. He is always doing that!” Nate said smiling. 
 
    Ben nodded and woke Samson who was lying close to the fire sleeping as Ben approached. The two walked to the truck. Ben gave a command, and in an instant, Samson was inside. Ben climbed in and shut the rear door. 
 
    “Nate, you have a great kid there. I’m sorry, but I see nothing wrong with him. I think the more you are good to him and give him responsibilities, the better like all kids he will become,” Betty said. 
 
    Henry nodded as he poured some more coffee into his cup and offered Nate some. 
 
    “I agree, mom. Thanks dad. I will need this. It has become a long day,” Nate said, sipping on the hot coffee. 
 
    Nate stretched out his long frame and tried to lean back on his elbows for support, but his one arm was still sore from being shot. He sat back up. 
 
    “Nate, how in the name of heaven did you get home through all of the stuff that happened?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate thought about the question for a moment. 
 
    “I was very lucky, dad. I don’t know what else to say. I had it in me that I was going to get home no matter what. Hell, I was prepared to pull my weapon on the National Guard troops at the state line. I guess I was driven by the same thing you were when you hiked over a hundred miles in the Vietnamese jungle,” Nate replied. 
 
    Henry nodded as though he was right. Henry had his motivations at the time. He wanted to live and see Betty again. 
 
    “Nate, what are our chances? Be honest,” Betty asked. She was prepared for whatever answer she was given. She just wanted to know what they were up against. 
 
    “Honestly, I would say there’s a forty percent chance that we will make it. However, that is a better chance than we had if we stayed in Fritch,” Nate said, looking at his mom directly. 
 
    Henry put his arm around Betty. 
 
    “But, I will also tell you this, I will do whatever I have to do to get us through any obstacles. If I radio you and say push the hammer down, by God do it and ram whatever is in our way. I will be doing the same. It may take you doing it first, having the bigger truck. Just get down as low as you can in the back and dad will push through,” Nate said with a look of determination she had not seen in Nate before. This must be the Nate that served his country as an Army Ranger. The one who received so many medals, and turned down so many opportunities within the government in high-level security; even turned down the Secret Service. 
 
    “I believe you, Nate,” she said slowly. 
 
    Nate took the first shift to watch the camp. He removed a pair of gen 4 night vision goggles and placed them on his head. Every so often, he would step away from the fire and do a sweep of the perimeter. His parents went to bed about an hour earlier. This was the time of night during missions that he would think about the next day. The detailed planning that went into missions sometimes needed to be rehashed in your mind before performing the duty. It was different now for him. He was trying to preplan any possible scenarios, and what to do if they occurred. The other reason he did these mental exercises was that it kept his mind alert when it should be sleeping. Sleep would come in a few more hours. 
 
    Nate did not need to wake his father. He saw him coming right on time. He was dressed and carrying his preferred weapons. It was 3:00 a.m. 
 
    “Reporting for duty, Cap. I assume all was silent as expected?” Henry asked, giving the all too familiar military salute. 
 
    Nate laughed inside. He could not imagine serving with his father, but knew of no one better to shoot that rifle he carried. The idea that life would become a constant state of being on guard was one that troubled Nate. It was a daunting task, even for experienced military, let alone civilians who would often learn the hard way. 
 
    “All is quite on the home front. Here, use these every fifteen minutes to sweep the area just to be sure no one is approaching. They are advanced night vision goggles. 
 
    Nate proceeded to show Henry how to best wear them. 
 
    “Ok, got it. Go get some sleep. We need to get this wagon train out by seven or eight a.m., if possible,” Henry replied. 
 
    “Plan to sleep pretty good in that front seat sitting up,” Nate replied. 
 
    Nate turned to walk back to the Tundra. He walked by the truck rear doors and looked in to see Ben facing the seat, sound asleep. Samson was curled up at his feet, and poked his head up as Nate opened the door and sat inside. 
 
    “Go back to sleep, Samson.” 
 
    The dog lowered his head and sighed as if he was glad Nate was inside. Nate placed his rifle over in front of the front passenger seat and removed his new Kimber from his holster. He placed that down in the section below the center console. He already had the seat positioned as far back as it would go and tilted only a little. He crossed his arms and closed his eyes. He tried hard to let go of worry and be positive. But he was positive they hadn’t seen the worse yet. 
 
    The gunshots were numerous. He couldn’t seem to get a handle on where they came from. He was feeling pinned down now and unable to return fire. He needed help. He needed an over looker or a sniper badly. He also didn’t have the high ground. Where in the world was Ben, he thought as he looked around and didn’t see him. Had he been shot? His parents…he had to find them. His heart raced at the thought of all three being caught in this crossfire. The anger was welling in him and then he felt the touch of someone. 
 
    “Dad? Dad? Wake up, wake…” Ben was waking Nate up from a terrible nightmare. Nate slowly came around and realized he had been dreaming. 
 
    “I’m ok, Ben. Sorry, I was having a bad dream,” Nate said calmly. 
 
    Ben seemed scared. He had not seen his father have bad dreams before. In fact, Nate hadn’t had them in a long time. He chalked this one up to fear; fear of losing those around him. 
 
    “I’m ok, son. You can go back to sleep now,” Nate said. He felt bad for having scared Ben, but he knew it wasn’t something he could control. 
 
    Nate was glad it was just a dream. He wasn’t the kind to analyze dreams much, but he knew what it meant. It slapped him in the face enough for him to clearly see that he was merely afraid. It was normal under circumstances when you don’t really have control of your environment. Yes, a person could do all they wanted to prepare for whatever, and that was fine. It was the unforeseen that no one could accommodate. That was the essence of his dream; the gunfire coming from somewhere, but he couldn’t tell the location. That was life as it was now. He just needed to keep being reactionary and move; move forward. 
 
    It wasn’t the best plan, but it was the best plan for the moment. 
 
    The sun was up and so was Nate. Everyone else was sitting around the small campfire that his father kept up the rest of the night. Henry had to use some of the small logs that Nate had loaded in a tub in the back of his truck. The area they were in offered very little in the form of wood. Nate stepped out of the truck and stretched. Aside from the bad dream, he had actually slept very well. He never heard Ben the ninja, or his sidekick get out of the truck. Nate walked over to the fire. Henry had already poured him a cup of coffee. Betty had made Mountain House freeze dried scrambled eggs with bacon. She handed Nate a small single serving bag. 
 
    “Should be ready, Nate; these things taste pretty good.” 
 
    Nate wanted to turn his nose up at the smell, only because they ate so much of them on the way home. 
 
    “Thanks mom, smells good,” Nate replied. 
 
    Ben looked at Nate, turning his head some. 
 
    “You hate these cause we ate so many before...” 
 
    Ben was cut off. 
 
    “I like them now Ben, cause I’m hungry,” Nate interrupted, winking at him with the eye his mother couldn’t see. 
 
    “I forgot. Sorry,” Ben replied, smiling. 
 
    “Well, after you eat, we can get on the road if you feel you are ready?” Henry asked. 
 
    “I am feeling very ready today. I think we will go a little faster today,” Nate replied. 
 
    Everyone cleaned up camp and put the fire out with a lot of loose dirt. Nate topped off his fuel tank with a few cans of gas. The truck was surprisingly very good on gas. 
 
    “Dad, I think I will let Ben and Samson ride along with me, if you think that’s ok?” Nate asked his dad. 
 
    “I think that’s a great idea, son,” Henry replied. 
 
    Ben was elated. This came as a total surprise to him because he was getting ready to climb up in the driver’s side of the truck to get in the back. He stepped over to Nate with Samson by his side. 
 
    “We can really come with you now?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Yep, it will be fine. Go get Samson inside,” Nate replied. He patted Ben on his back as he turned to walk to the truck. Nate could see the concern in Betty’s face up in the truck. 
 
    “I will talk to her, she will understand. She just loves the boy like she loves you, Nate,” Henry said, knowing that look on her face very well. 
 
    “I don’t know, dad, if I have been too cautious lately, or not enough; but after not seeing many people, I just wonder how much of any threats we might see” Nate said. 
 
    “Son, don’t ignore your gut and don’t think we are ever safe. Yes, many people have died, but there are many still alive and looking for free meals,” Henry replied. 
 
    Nate nodded. He was right. 
 
    “You are right. However let’s just pick up the speed some today,” Nate said. 
 
    “Hey, I love to speed when there is no one writing tickets,” Henry replied. 
 
    “North bound and down then!” Nate said as he shook his dad’s hand and they went to their trucks. 
 
    Henry climbed into the big black truck. Betty was giving him the look of concern. 
 
    “Betty, it will be fine; if Nate didn’t think so, he wouldn’t have suggested it. Besides, it’s his son now. They still have a lot of bonding to do,” Henry said. 
 
    Betty turned to watch as Nate was pulling off the dirt and back onto the shoulder of the road. 
 
    “I know, but it just worries me still.” 
 
    Betty understood she couldn’t argue her side, but had to trust Nate. 
 
    “Betty, I can see further ahead than Nate; we are up higher. If I see anything, we will tell him,” Henry reassured his wife. 
 
    “For now that’s fine where we can see for many miles in this open range, but when we get near the mountains, and I assume we will, then what?” Betty asked. 
 
    “Betty, by then we may all be in Nate’s truck. This truck may not make it all the way. Everything depends on the route and detours. Nate is aware of that and is trying to keep us on a path to get us there in both vehicles,” Henry explained. 
 
    Betty seemed to calm down now. She had to come to peace with the facts of it all. Everything they had seen thus far was known to both of them. Nate already saw many things, and it would be best to trust his judgment. That didn’t mean she had to be silent, or not be worried; but being supportive was the best thing to do. 
 
    Henry pulled the semi up onto the road and shifted the gears to get to the speed he and Nate agreed to earlier. He was now doing seventy-five miles an hour. Nate was about half a mile ahead of him with the morning sun shining through the passenger window of the truck, lighting up his wife’s beautiful hair. 
 
    The town of Lamar, Colorado was ahead. Nate had been through this area on the way home. This time, instead of heading west, he would be going north; staying on Highway 385. The area they were driving in was just as desolate as the area they camped in. There were plenty of cars abandoned from all models. Nate saw a few bodies in some, but didn’t mention it. Ben was focused on a few magazines that appeared to be a few years old. He loved to look at pictures, but did read them from cover to cover. In many ways, Ben was like a sponge that couldn’t absorb things enough. He seemed to crave most things and seemed fascinated by everything. 
 
    Off the road and far away, Nate finally saw someone on a tractor turning up soil near a small home. The man on the tractor waved a friendly wave as they drove by. Nate then heard the very loud sound of his dad’s truck behind him as a gesture to the farmer. Nate was encouraged by the sight. It was nice to see something that looked normal even for being so far removed from the smaller towns. 
 
    The town of Lamar sat on the Arkansas River and had a population of nearly 8,000 before the collapse. It was small, but offered everything anyone might want; except Nate didn’t wish to travel right through the middle of town, he took a road that would take them west of Lamar. Both trucks took the small road with Lamar visible off to the northeast. Nate could see smoke in the town; a lot of smoke. Motion caught his eye as he detected a car headed toward town in a rapid rate of speed. It disappeared in seconds behind what looked like commercial buildings. For a second, the sight reminded him of some war torn places he had seen overseas. 
 
    Soon, they were coming up to a railway crossing. About a half mile down the track was a crashed Amtrak train. It looked like it had been derailed. Small areas of smoke still billowed up from the crash. It must have happened recently. Nate wasn’t surprised that the railways still were moving because of his own experience with riding one. Someone must have stopped it in hopes of finding resources. 
 
    They were not out of danger yet. They needed to head west of Highway 50 until he came to Highway 287 north. Staying on this highway too long would likely bring issues. It ran along a densely populated area of small towns that sat right off the river. They needed to continue north. Nate was wondering how the semi was doing on fuel, but he didn’t wish to ask yet. He knew his dad would let him know. Nate had a goal, or an idea, that he hoped would work. He didn’t want to suggest it until they were in Wyoming. That was the concern though…getting into that state. Eventually they needed to start heading northwest toward the mountains instead of staying north only. This travel was easier, and so far safer, but it was going to take extra fuel in the end for both trucks. If they began to make a diagonal line from their current position to just north of Denver, Nate estimated they could make it at least midway into Wyoming with the semi. They did have some fuel in cans for the massive truck, but not much. 
 
    The roads now were different. People could be seen everywhere. Some pushed Walmart carts while others road bikes. It was the most people they had come across yet. A few were surprised to see Nate and the truck that followed, but did not approach, mostly because they were driving very fast. Nate had drove in similar conditions in Humvees through far more crowds. The key was not to slow down. People are always less likely to jump a fast moving vehicle. Bad things happen when you do. 
 
    Up ahead, Nate was surprised to see a cop car half blocking the road. His lights were on, but he didn’t look like an officer. If he was, he was out of uniform and just didn’t look the part. Around the cop car there were dusty abandoned cars that seemed to be pushed into place to block any traffic coming on Highway 50 from the west. The so-called officer was alone. Nate wanted to just blow through, but he wasn’t sure if they might have Highway 287 blocked north as well. 
 
    “Dad, I’m going to stop with caution in hand. Stay close to my rear and have caution ready in yours. Get mom down. I have Ben in the back seat down,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry already had Betty in the back cab on the floor. Ben was now in the back seat hunkered down with Samson as Nate slowly approached the man. 
 
    “Where you all going so fast?” the man asked. 
 
    Nate already didn’t like the man’s tone. It wasn’t his business even during normal times to ask such a question. Nate had his pistol leveled at the man just below the edge of the door. 
 
    “Sorry, don’t care to answer that. Where is your uniform? Hell, where is your badge?” Nate fired back. 
 
    The man was nearly the same age as Nate. His face turned red with anger, but he seemed to realize that he didn’t have the upper hand. His tone changed and he stepped back from Nate’s truck. His patience now seemed to show and his next words made Nate think perhaps he really was a police officer. 
 
    “Listen, I’m sorry. We have to keep an eye on things. We are spread thin right now. If you are passing through that’s fine. If you are staying, we just like to know who you know. We had some bad apples show up last month and try to set up shop. It cost us four good men to stop them,” the officer said. 
 
    Nate changed his tone also, but kept his gun pointed through the door. 
 
    “We are headed through to the north. We are not staying. I’m sorry to hear about your men. I’m an officer and understand.” 
 
    That was the first time Nate addressed himself as one willingly. He thought maybe it would by them some bonus points of understanding from the tired looking man. 
 
    “Can I ask where are you from?” the man asked. 
 
    “North Texas,” Nate replied. 
 
    “I guess you heard about the three nuclear reactors down there,” the officer asked. 
 
    “Yes, two around Houston, the other not far from Dallas. Many people were heading to west Texas,” Nate replied. “I don’t think they will make it this far though,” Nate added. 
 
    The officer seemed to look relieved at that last comment. 
 
    “I hope not. Well, you guys have a safe trip. It’s fairly peaceful north of here. If you were headed west I’d say you better have guns.” 
 
    Nate appreciated the information. 
 
    “Thanks, and you take care.” 
 
    Just as he started to pull forward, Nate saw movement in the officer’s car. It was his small family; looked like a wife with two small children. Nate stopped. His father slammed on his brakes nearly hitting the Tundra. 
 
    “Is that your family?” Nate asked. Now he could see the wife feeding the smaller kids what looked like some bread or something like maybe even crackers. 
 
    “Yes, the only way I can make sure they are safe is to have them with me and pray that I don’t encounter someone here that will try something,” he replied. 
 
    Nate felt a sick feeling in his gut. He was prepared to kill the man because he was so unsure he wasn’t an officer. If he had done that his family would have seen it all. Nate holstered his weapon and turned off the truck. 
 
    “Give me one second to talk to the man in the truck behind me,” Nate said, standing up out of his truck. 
 
    The officer look puzzled. 
 
    Nate stepped up on the small ladder and spoke to his mother and father. 
 
    “That’s his family in the car. I think they may be hungry. She is feeding those kids crackers or something. I think we can afford to give them a few things can’t we?” 
 
    Henry looked at Betty who was the one who prepared all the rations of food. 
 
    “Well, yes. Of course, son. We have plenty. Give them water if they need it,” she replied with a happy smile on her face. It felt good to help people. 
 
    Henry kept an eye open though for any onlookers. 
 
    “Nate, let’s not open the back. Do you have enough in your truck for now to give them?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate thought for a moment. He did have several extra Mountain House freeze-dried meals. 
 
    “Yes, I can just give them some of mine,” Nate said, not really wishing to take the time to open the semi up. That would give people around the area the wrong idea. They needed to do this fast and keep moving. 
 
    “Officer, come with me. I have something for you,” Nate said, waving him over to the truck bed. Nate reached over and pulled out a small five-gallon bucket with a gamma seal lid. Nate twisted the lid once, making it spin. 
 
    “Here, take these. We have plenty. Also, take these gallon jugs of water; you will need them to cook with anyway,” Nate said, helping carry them to the patrol car. The man looked stunned. His eyes welled up with tears. The wife saw the food and got out. The kids stayed in the back seat. 
 
    “Dear Lord, thank you so much. Thank you,” she said, looking at the variety of food. 
 
    Nate wanted to do more, but didn’t know what else to do. Then he remembered something. 
 
    “Do you guys have a home?” Nate asked. The officer turned slowly to Nate, still stunned by the gesture of food. 
 
    “Yes, it’s just hot and way out in the county. We have some land,” he replied. 
 
    Nate walked back to his truck, reached into the back bed again, and was digging for something. Then he came up with a large looking can. The can read Survival Seed Vault. It was a long-term food storage variety of twenty different seeds. In each of the different packets were hundreds of seeds. 
 
    “Take these and start growing a garden. Then share if you like, but these will help you get food. Follow the guide inside if you haven’t done gardening before,” Nate said. The man took the can and seemed very excited. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” he expressed. 
 
    The officer handed the can to his wife. She was reading the label as Nate walked the man away from the car. 
 
    “Let me give you some advice. You are basically alone out here now. If someone bad pulls up, you will be dead, and God knows what would happen to your beautiful wife and kids. Go home. You can’t police this, sir. Go home, be with them, and protect them on your own terms, not out somewhere like this. Go grow a garden and wait this stuff out,” Nate said, almost in a whisper. The words seemed to strike a chord of realization with the officer. 
 
    “We will. I just was doing my duty I guess, but you are right, I can’t keep them out here. Let me give you an escort north, we are going that way anyway.” 
 
    The man shook Nate’s hand. They parted, and Nate heard the officer tell his wife they were going home, for good. 
 
    Nate got back into the truck and told Ben he could sit back up but to stay in the back until they cleared town. The officer moved ahead of Nate and did as he said. He gave them an escort. Every so often, Nate could hear the officer on the PA telling people to move off the center of the road and make way. Nate didn’t expect this, but appreciated the help also. After about fifteen minutes of slow driving, the police car picked up speed and so did Nate. Ten minutes passed before the cop car signaled he was turning to the right. He stuck his arm out the window and waved as did the kids and wife inside. Henry sounded the horn for the kids as he drove by. The officers unit slowly disappeared over a small hill. 
 
    “Dad, that was nice to help them,” Ben said. 
 
    Nate figured he had to start giving back. He was helped by so many nice people when he was trying to get home. He hated to see a family sitting all day in a cop car just to feel safe. He understood why they were doing it, but knew that it was for nothing. The odds of him getting killed doing his job increased one hundred percent. He was surprised it hadn’t happened already. Giving them some food and a means to start growing food, even if it took time, meant a chance to live. The officer had no chance by sitting in a squad car. 
 
    “It was the right thing to do; sometimes you have to sacrifice things for others,” Nate explained. 
 
    Nate didn’t care about the food or seeds. If he needed food, he knew how to hunt for it, and could provide off the land. He hoped when they finally got in Wyoming and settled down, they could really start to grow together as a family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
    Miracles from the Sky 
 
    The curve ahead was leading them right into Kit Carson, Colorado. 
 
    “Let’s just stay on this road, so far we haven’t had any problems. It looks clear so far up ahead.” Nate said into the CB radio. His father was scanning ahead and didn’t see anything. 
 
    “Yep, looks clear. This turns back onto U.S.-287, we will be headed northwest then,” Nate replied. 
 
    Nate kept two hands on the wheel and focused on all of the small cars on the road and some that were in the middle. They swerved slowly around a few of them, then Nate noticed one car with two men hiding behind the trunk of a larger sedan. One had a rifle but he wasn’t aimed yet. 
 
    “Dad! That bright red car ahead…man with a rifle…plow through!” Nate yelled. 
 
    All at once, Nate sped up while Ben crawled into the back seat, taking shelter as best he could. Nate drew his pistol out and aimed out the driver’s side window with his non-dominate hand. The difference was he often trained to fire with this hand and was glad he did. He didn’t expect to hit them, but instead give them a reason not to shoot. 
 
    “See them!” Henry said, getting Betty down in the back of the cab. With the curve in the road, Henry had a good sight of the men taking aim at Nate. He pulled up his own long .308 rifle and laid it outside the window, propping it up on the mirror as the truck slowly came into alignment with the men ahead. Henry gave it his best professional guess, and fired one round at them. 
 
    The impact of the bullet first slammed into the trunk and made an enormous sound, surprising the two men, then followed the sound of the gunshot. They didn’t expect to be shot at. Nate heard the shot and looked in the rearview mirror to see his father with his rifle laid up on the mirror outside the cab. 
 
    Damn dad, Nate thought to himself. He wondered if his dad had hit either of the men, and knew that would have been a good shot even for his sniper father. 
 
    One of the men dropped to the ground afraid to stand back up. The other tried to steady his rifle at the fast approaching trucks. He pulled the trigger on the AR clone, and fired one round that slammed into the right edge of the Tundra bumper. The bumper was harden steel brush guard that deflected the round. Nate heard the shot, and now that he was closer, he aimed his Kimber and fired the .45 down range using his best guess. The man holding the rifle saw Nate’s hand with the gun, but before he could get a clear shot, he felt something open his one exposed leg, and saw another bullet hit the pavement near him. He dropped to one leg as the burning intensified in his calf from the bullet that made itself a home. He was cussing as the Tundra came closer. His friend turned and ran away from the rear of the car. He had no weapons. The man tried to raise the AR again, but now felt the impact of the Tundra barely hitting the edge of the car, forcing it toward the man. He flew backwards trying to avoid being run over by an abandoned car, but he couldn’t move fast enough. In seconds, he was forced down as the car skidded over his body. He was still alive, but couldn’t move as the semi blew past him. The sound was deadening. A few more seconds passed before it was all over. The man under the car was not moving when the friend who ran away came back. He pulled and pulled until he was able to remove the man. Once out from under the car, the man standing checked his friend’s pulse. He was dead. He then removed the man’s new looking boots and took his watch. He left the man on the road and walked away. 
 
    “Well, that wasn’t fun,” Henry said into the microphone. Betty climbed back into her seat. 
 
    “Don’t think he will be trying that again,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Ok Ben, you can sit up,” Nate said. 
 
    The short trip through Kit Carson lasted only minutes, but felt like a lifetime when being shot at. Nate was thankful this wasn’t happening too often. Nate knew from looking at the map earlier in the day, that when he saw the sign for Hugo, he would be getting close to Interstate 70. The road he was on would meet up with I-70 in a small town called Limon. He planned to chance it on the interstate until they got to Highway 79, and then take that road north. If they stayed on I-70 they would end up in Denver. That was a certain death trap that they all needed to avoid. Henry had told Nate before they left, that one of the Ham operators outside of Denver was reporting that several street gangs that existed previously to the collapse had grown in numbers and were taking over most of the city. After the looting, burning, and killing, they ruled the roads in town. The police were the first ones targeted. 
 
    During normal times, the gangs never had a chance with the advanced communication networks all departments currently employ. These were not normal times. With all their fuel stolen and radio towers brought down, they had limited ability to communicate. The total number of officers was close to 1,500, but many had perished the first month of the collapse from rioters and ambushes. What little police force remained had, for the most part, stayed in safer areas, giving up vast areas to the gangs who teamed up. It would take the National Guard to finally someday come in when things were better to clean them all out. 
 
    With this in mind, Nate would take whatever routes he needed to take in order to avoid any large cities. The only way he would go through Denver would be in an M1 Abrams. 
 
    It was getting later in the day, they had done a good number of miles so far, but Nate wanted to go north of Limon on I-70. He hoped somewhere along there they would be able to hunker down for the night. Nate knew of the small town of Limon. He remembered a devastating tornado that happened back in June of 1990. It killed a few people, and injured many others. The force of the tornado leveled most all businesses; they soon rebuilt everything, and were well- known for producing food and energy for people around the world. 
 
    “We are coming up to Limon, Colorado soon,” Nate said into the CB. 
 
    Ben was looking out the window. The scenery was slowly starting to change. In the distance, he could see more rolling hills. 
 
    “It looks pretty here, dad,” Ben said. He had a serious look on his face. Ben hadn’t seen much so far other than the beautiful Rockies and the trip to Fritch. This was different looking in so many ways; beautiful in its own rights, with more greenery and rock formations starting to appear. 
 
    “Just wait, Ben. Things will become prettier as we go further northwest. Wyoming is pretty nice,” Nate replied. They hadn’t done a lot of talking on the trip. Nate was so focused on driving, that it just wasn’t on his agenda. He was used to being alone and not talking. Ben seemed ok with that, but Nate felt that he wanted to talk. 
 
    “Ben, can you tell me more about what you like? I mean…the things in life that interest you the most,” Nate asked. 
 
    Ben squinted his eyes as if thinking really had. 
 
    “Let me see, I really like girls,” he said with a big smile on his face. Nate turned his head and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Ok, I know that one. How about other things?” Nate replied. 
 
    Ben smiled. 
 
    “I like cooking with grandma. I like shooting guns with you and grandpa. I love science stuff. I like to read comics. It takes my mind off things that worry me,” Ben stated. 
 
    “What stuff worries you, other than all of the things you know are going on?” Nate asked. 
 
    Ben looked perplexed for a few seconds. He wasn’t certain how to answer the question because everything going on worried him. It would have an effect on his life, he thought, for a long time. 
 
    “There isn’t anything but this stuff that I worry about, dad.” he finally replied. 
 
    Nate felt a bit of regret forming in his gut now. He started the conversation, and now he knew he had to address Ben’s answer. Nate made assumptions in regards to Ben’s overall understanding of the current world events. Nate believed Ben to be unaware and just living day to day. 
 
    “Ben, I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t realize how much you knew,” Nate said, trying to find the words to reassure Ben that everything would work out. How could he make such statements in the face of everything Ben already saw? 
 
    “Dad, I may not say much, but I listen. My grandma used to say I could hear like a Chihuahua. I guess they have big ears or something, but I have never seen one. I see your face and know when bad things are about to happen. That worries me,” Ben explained to the best of his ability. 
 
    Nate was taken aback. He hadn’t spent much time since finding Ben really discussing anything like this. 
 
    “Well, I must say Ben, I figured you all wrong. I am sorry for that. I won’t make that mistake again. I will tell you a few things. I’m glad you listen well, most people do not. Listening can save your life and the lives of those around you. I know we have both been through many dangerous times. I will always put your safety first and never ask you to do something that I don’t think you can do. There may come a day when you will have to save me. Sometimes that requires you to take actions you can’t imagine. For now though Ben, trust me and have faith that we will end up in a safer place,” Nate concluded. He hoped Ben would keep talking and revealing more of himself over time. 
 
    Limon, Colorado was now but a distant image in their review mirrors. They drove through town without seeing more than a dozen people. Everyone was on foot and stayed to the sidewalks. There were fires burning everywhere and no moving vehicles. Not one person waved or even looked up as their small convoy quickly made it through the once thriving town. Limon was once a strong farming and ranching town with many newly constructed wind farms. They could see the wind turbines, but nothing was moving. 
 
    “Ok, we will be getting on I-70 soon. Keep your eyes open,” Nate said to his father across the CB radio. 
 
    There were very little cars for the first few miles. The ones they came across were like all the others…abandoned. It was starting to get dark as they made their way slowly up the interstate. Nate could not decide if he wanted to continue on the path north which, on the interstate, would take them right into Denver. He knew this would not be an option. The reports they heard of how the city had been taken control of by gangs would likely mean much trouble. He would have to take a different route either from the east or the west of Denver. 
 
    Fuel was becoming a concern. However, another concern was nibbling at Nate’s mind. He was trying to understand why there was such a massive absence of people everywhere they went. Obviously there would be a lack of food and water. Lack of medical care would also be a driving factor across the nation. He could not begin to think about all the deaths from that alone, minus the first needs people would gravitate toward. He was thinking back to the people he saw in Fritch and the few along the way to his current location. 
 
    One of the things Nate learned from being overseas in many third world countries was that disease often killed more people than the lack of food. For over a century, the United States had become immune to many of the comforts and facilities that made life a little more comfortable. The one luxury that being without could cause massive outbreaks and death, was the lack of sanitation. If people were not taking the proper precautions and needed steps to stay free of the disease, then this alone would reap untold devastation. 
 
    Nate’s thoughts were interrupted by the sight ahead as he crested the hill. About a mile ahead was a jumbo jet that had crashed in the middle of the interstate. It looked like a 747 from what remained. There was no smoke and no indication of a recent crash. Nate was certain it was from months earlier. 
 
    “Nate, Dear Lord” Betty said across the CB. Nate was surprised to hear his mother but knew she was in a state of shock. 
 
    “Let me go up and check it out. I will leave Ben in the truck and walk up,” Nate said, stopping about half a mile from the enormous crash site. 
 
    “Ben, if anything happens…drive this truck back to grandpa. I’m sure it will be fine, but that’s the plan.” 
 
    Ben nodded, unable to take his eyes off the scene ahead. Nate retrieved his rifle and the handheld CB his dad had given him. He turned it on and dialed the channel in. 
 
    “Ok, headed up,” Nate said. 
 
    His father’s voice blared through the small speaker. “Ok, be careful son,” Henry replied. 
 
    Nate didn’t expect anything, but mostly wanted to see if they could drive through the mess. He had seen a few plane crashes, but not one like this. Walking up, he could still smell the peculiar smell of jet fuel and burnt hair. Pieces of the plane were scattered over a great distance. Walking closer to the fuselage, Nate could see the underside of the massive plane turned on its side. Seats were everywhere; some burnt with what appeared to be people still strapped in, while others were empty; the belts dangling from the seats swaying in the winds that blew hard in the area. 
 
    The earth was scorched for as far as Nate could see. It appeared, from the enormous rubber marks on the interstate, that the pilot attempted to land on the interstate. Something must have prevented the maneuver. Nate looked over to the main section of the plane that was still intact, and could now see about twenty bodies still in their seats burned beyond recognition. Nate swallowed hard at the sight. He stopped and dropped to his knees and said a prayer for everyone and their families that would likely never know what happened to their loved ones. 
 
    On the ground by his knees he saw what looked like a piece of a brochure. It was from John F. Kennedy airport in New York. The plane may have been from New York, he wasn’t certain. The one thing he thought that might have happened was the plane may have been taken down by an EMP. Maybe it was on its way from New York headed west, and was high enough to have been hit. If this was the case this far west, then there would likely be more. Nate wasn’t sure about the timing of events though. The time of the economic collapse and the EMP attacks were close, but he didn’t know how many people were still flying after the collapse. Perhaps the only ones flying were the ones who could afford the inflation of the price at the time. The image of them all happy that they had escaped New York during a time of rioting and fires only to meet an end like this made Nate very sad. He stood up and kept walking up the interstate. 
 
    The crash site went on for over a mile with luggage and more bodies in the road and in the prairie grass. He felt like they could drive through it, but it didn’t feel right to do so. It felt like they would be driving through a graveyard. Nate walked further and then caught site of the cockpit, or at least what was left of the cockpit. It was a definitely a 747. The skin of the cockpit was cracked wide open and laying on its side. The internal computers and seats could be seen exposed to the elements. There was no one inside; it appeared that their seats didn’t hold them in, and a few were missing. Nate had seen enough. He turned to head back when he heard something from his right. It was clearly someone walking through the debris. He turned and saw a man holding a rifle aimed right at him. The man was wearing a black leather jacket and a baseball cap with the Colorado Rockies emblem. Then Nate heard someone behind him. Nate held his hands up slowly depressing the send button on the CB as he did. 
 
    “Please don’t shoot,” Nate said loudly, hoping the two men and his father would hear the request. 
 
    “You just stand still my friend. We’ll take that rifle and pistol, and then we will decide what to do with you,” the man said with a smile. 
 
    For once in his life Nate hadn’t felt his intuition give him a warning. The only possible reason was because of the disaster scene he stood in. 
 
    Nate could tell the men meant business. The one behind him came up slowly placing the end of a weapon up against Nate’s skull. 
 
    “You move and I will remove your head; you understand?” he asked Nate. 
 
    Nate just replied with one word as he still held the button down on the radio, “Yes,” Nate replied. Then he decided to say a little more. Did you two survive the crash?” Nate asked. 
 
    The man in front of Nate laughed. 
 
    “No, we did not; the few that did, didn’t last long,” he said with a smile. 
 
    Nate felt sick with anger. He knew that sort of laugh and the type he dealt with now. 
 
    “So, let me guess…you two killed the survivors?” Nate asked as the man behind him slowly removed Nate’s rifle. They still had not tried to go for the radio in his hands. Nate thought he knew why. Nate stood 6’5” and with boots on and arms raised high, he was clearly too tall for the man behind him to reach the radio. The man still holding the barrel to Nate’s neck could be heard now mumbling something to himself about Nate’s rifle. 
 
    “Yes, that’s a really good one,” Nate commented. 
 
    The man shoved the barrel closer and Nate could now see the man out of the corner of his eye. He was a small man, but older than Nate. He slowly came around into sight, and Nate wondered why they hadn’t taken his pistol yet. The man seemed intimidated by Nate, even with a gun pointed on him. 
 
    “I got the rifle, you get that pistol,” the smaller man told the other. 
 
    “Seriously? You were right there. I guess I have to do all the dirty work.” 
 
    The man pulled the rifle up to aim at Nate’s chest, and was getting ready to shoot, when a high-pitched whistling noise and a splat sound could be heard. The man holding the rifle stumbled forward, rifle dropping slowly to the ground. The man managed to squeeze off one shot that hit the pavement in front of Nate, it ricochet up and grazed Nate’s leg. Nate felt the burning of the bullet. 
 
    The smaller man didn’t understand what was going on until he heard the sound that followed the event. He started to raise Nate’s rifle toward the direction of the gunfire, taking his aim off of Nate. Nate saw this and thought that was a big mistake. 
 
    Nate quickly drew his pistol and dropped to one knee, then he fired quickly just as another shot found the man’s head. Nate still with the CB in his left hand and the pistol in his right hand, depressed the button. 
 
    “I hoped you would hear this. I wasn’t sure it would get out at this range,” Nate said, realizing how close he came from being shot for the last time in his life. 
 
    “Sorry, I ran the distance and had to set up, son. I’m not young anymore,” Henry said, realizing that he almost didn’t make it. Nate reached down to inspect his leg. He dropped his pants and could see the wound was only a graze, but it would still need to be cleaned and dressed well. 
 
    “You are still a good shot though!” Nate replied. He walked over to the men, making sure both were no longer a threat. He checked them both and they were gone. 
 
    “I will check to make sure there is no one else around,” Nate told Henry. 
 
    The men must have come from somewhere, and judging from their comments, they must have been fairly close by after the plane had crashed. Nate walked in the direction that he thought the first man might have come from and found himself up on a small hill. At the top, he looked down into a small valley. Half a mile away, Nate saw what looked like a small camp with one fire burning. Very little smoke rose from it. Off to his right, he could see his father now at the top of the hill watching down into the camp. Henry waved him on and aimed his rifle down into the valley scanning for dangers. Nate proceeded with his retrieved AR rifle back in hand. 
 
    It didn’t take Nate long to reach the bottom of the hill where he now saw a clear small stream running. In the stream he could see fish. The men must have come from this spot, wisely chosen. The camp looked like it was put together from a used-up camp surplus store. They also had grabbed from the plane wreckage some materials to make more of a weatherproof roof over the small two-man tent that was setup. Nate’s father was staying at the top of the hill so he could see both Nate and the two trucks behind him. He kept his rifle aimed on Nate’s position. 
 
    Nate saw all kinds of food containers, and even what looked like an opened case of airline peanuts. Wrappers were scattered everywhere. The fire pit was just a hole in the ground with strips of wires, maybe springs, laid across to form a grill. Then Nate realized that the springs were from an airline seat. The two men had taken to scavenging the wreckage to add to their camp. Nate stopped in his tracks when he heard a grunting noise. The noise was coming from the small blue tent. As Nate slowly approached the tent – rifle held up – he spoke. 
 
    “I have a gun aimed at the tent, come out now,” Nate said, dropping to one knee. The grunting noises now become a different sound, a whimpering sound…more like crying. The muffled sounds that followed were one that Nate recognized. It sounded like someone was gagged. Nate moved closer, but silently, to the rear of the tent where one flap was open. He peered inside to see a young girl, maybe Ben’s age or a little older, hog-tied and with what looked like a dirty sock stuffed in her mouth. She was lying on her side wearing only a pair of shorts and a man’s t-shirt. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, miss. I won’t hurt you. The two men are gone now.” 
 
    She rolled her head up to see Nate through the mesh little window. She was crying, but trying to speak at the same time. 
 
    “I will come get you out of here now,” Nate said as he got on the CB radio and informed his father what was going on. Henry went back to the trucks to let them know they would have company. Nate unzipped the tent and the smell of body odor was strong. Nate didn’t think it came from her, but rather from the men. He looked around and saw what looked like bloody socks piled in the corner. Nate turned his attention to the girl. 
 
    “My name is Nate, I will help you,” he said, reaching past her restraints and removing the wet sock from her mouth. She gasped for air and was still crying. 
 
    “Oh God, thank you. Thank you,” she cried out as she passed out from her high emotions. 
 
    Nate removed her leg and hand restraints, becoming angry with the two men. Her wrists were red with rope burns, and her ankles were in the same condition. He lifted her up and put her across his shoulders. He noticed a small purse near her and a mangled airline ticket. He grabbed them up, and crawled backwards out of the tent and stood up. He reached for both the CB and his rifle. With the girl unconscious lying over his left shoulder, Nate walked back up the hill. He stuffed the purse and ticket into his jacket. 
 
    Nate wanted to leave this horrible area; he feared for the girl and all that she had been through. He had no idea how long she had been there, and hoped when she regained consciousness that she might be able to shed light on the events. 
 
    Night was nearly upon them when Betty came out of the semi. She climbed down and briefly smiled. The interior light was on inside the truck. Nate, Ben, and Henry, were waiting outside. 
 
    “Well, I think she will be ok. She is awake now,” Betty said in a whisper. 
 
    Nate felt relieved for her. 
 
    “Is she resting now? What is her name?” Nate asked. He knew what the ticket said, but had not gone through her small purse. 
 
    “Yes, I told her to just sleep and that she is safe now. Her name is Nicole Coppola; she said she is from New Jersey and was trying, like others, to make it somewhere else. Her parents were killed in New Jersey shortly after the crash of the markets. They got caught up in a riot she said. She took what money should could get and made her way to the airport. She said the ticket counter was only taking cash and that she had paid $5,000 to get onboard. The airlines were gouging people until the end she said,” Betty said with a tone in her voice that Nate knew well. 
 
    “Mom, I hate to ask this, but the men…did they…you know?” Nate was beating around the bush with Ben present. 
 
    Betty smiled. “No, she was having the time of her month and everything is fine. She said they tried and she kept them at bay with the blood socks.” 
 
    Nate recalled seeing the socks in the tent. 
 
    “She is a very strong girl, she must be to have survived that crash and the men,” Henry added. 
 
    “She said when the plane crashed, she was sick in the bathroom at the tail of the plane,” Betty replied. “She said the plane landed, but skid, and a loud thump was felt. She felt herself rise up and slam back down. When she woke up, she was already in the tent. She said she has been here since last month,” Betty said. 
 
    This little bit of information told Nate that the EMPs were detonated a month ago, not as long ago as he had originally thought. Nate wondered how many times this event played out over the U.S. How many planes dropped from the skies that day? He hopped this would be the last time he would see such horrific sites. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad she is ok. I guess I will sleep outside tonight Betty, if you want to sleep in the seat up there, just so she knows she is safe,” Henry suggested. 
 
    “I will sleep out here with you, dad. Ben, you can have the whole back seat and Samson can stay up front,” Nate said. 
 
    “It’s been a long day. It might be best to call it a night now; God knows what tomorrow will bring,” Henry said. 
 
    Betty climbed back up in the cab of the semi and checked in on Nicole who was sleeping, but tossing around a lot. Betty was certain she would be having nightmares for some time to come. Only time would heal some, but not all, of her wounds. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
    Familiar Lands 
 
    Henry rolled over on his sleeping bag and opened his eyes. He saw Nate wide-awake, starring in the direction of the plane crash. Henry noticed that something was up with Nate. He seemed uncertain of what to do, or which way to go. He had the route planned out, but never really liked being out in the open like they were on the plains of Colorado. 
 
    “What is it, son? You seem very distracted. I know that look,” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate turned his attention to his father’s stare coming from the ground. Henry was lying in a fetal position under the sleeping bag. 
 
    “I’m not sure, dad. This trip…I hate the fact this has all happened. I wanted to be home so bad, but I left so easily,” Nate replied. He was still having issues about leaving his home behind. 
 
    “Nate, sometimes we must act before others do. We would be over ran there by hungry, sick people,” Henry said. 
 
    “I know. The issue is I wanted it to be a place for Ben to grow up,” Nate replied. 
 
    “I understand, but I think the most important thing is you are protecting him and he knows that. Wherever home is with you is all he wants, Nate,” Henry replied. 
 
    “I guess you are right,” Nate said, leaning back in his folding chair. 
 
    “Try to get some rest, Nate. The sun will be up in a few hours. We can figure it all out later,” Henry said. 
 
    Nate didn’t say another word. He closed his eyes and thought about the day, and the fact that they now had someone else to care for. He didn’t know how this was going to go, or if she would want to come with them on their trip. She was eighteen and could just say, no drop me off at the next town. Five months earlier, Nate was fly-fishing in a clear river in Montana with friends. He never imagined life transforming into such a collapse. 
 
    The rain came on fast. It was cold with winds blowing hard from the west. Henry jumped up, rolling his sleeping bag and trying to gather up his equipment. 
 
    “Damn, this rain is cold!” Henry yelled. 
 
    Nate was tossing the chair in the back of the Tundra. 
 
    “Let’s get loaded up and talk on the radio,” Nate replied. 
 
    Henry nodded in agreement. The rain was coming down even harder now in heavy sheets blowing sideways. Nate estimated the winds to be near forty miles per hour. Nate jumped in the Tundra; Ben quickly sat up. 
 
    “Wow, it’s coming down!” Ben said. 
 
    Samson was alert and sniffing the air through the cracked window. Nate hit the button to roll that window up. 
 
    “Yes it is; buckle up Ben, we are going to be leaving now,” Nate said. 
 
    Nate picked up the CB radio. “Dad, you think you can turn it around ok? I think we can go another route. Going forward isn’t a good idea with the wreckage.” 
 
    Nate had no desire to drive through the site of the crash. First of all, the amount of bodies everywhere was something he didn’t wish to see, nor to have Ben or Nicole see again. 
 
    “Sounds good to me, Nate. Just lead the way,” Henry replied, seeing Nate already turning the Tundra around. 
 
    Henry took a big wide swing of the wheel, and slowly turned the big rig around. In moments, he made the turn pretty easily. The turn radius of the truck was actually pretty good and the concern for the long trailer was actually not a concern. Nate drove south, what would have been illegal in a different time. In the mirror, the crash was becoming a distant image, and he hoped they wouldn’t come across anything like that again. Nate had seen a lot of things in his life, but a plane crash often times was the most gruesome thing a person could ever witness; the utter devastation and horrific aftermath beyond most people’s abilities to deal with. 
 
    Nate had everyone headed west now on Highway 86 toward the towns of Kiowa, Colorado. They would be south of Colorado Springs eventually, and headed into the mountains. Nate was familiar with the mountainous regions, and felt that the path they were on was making them an easier target. He never was one for being exposed in times of danger. In the mountains at least they could take cover if needed. He was starting to realize that the fuel issue in the semi was going to be a factor. Once they got into higher elevations, the fuel would be used faster. In his head, Nate knew the Tundra would barely hold six people and a dog. The issue of Nicole being with them was still not resolved. She had remained sleeping since leaving out early. Nate figured she might be so deprived of rest that she might be sleeping for some time to come. 
 
    The trip through Kiowa was fast. They only saw a few people moving about. Nate set the speed control on his truck to sixty-five. He really had to think now about his route, and their fuel consumption. He still had a plan that he hoped would work, but it was too early to tell. The next town was Elizabeth. As they came closer, they saw a sign for Casey Jones Park, and within minutes, many RVs came into view. The RVs numbered around fifty; he guessed. No one was outside because of the still falling heavy rain. They saw one person come out of what looked like a makeshift outhouse. They man waved when he saw them going by. Nate waved the best he could as they kept their speed constant, headed west. 
 
    “That place looked fairly crowded, dad,” Nate said into the radio. 
 
    “Just thinking that myself. I hope they are all ok,” Henry added. 
 
    “Hey, is Nicole awake? If so, how is she doing?” Nate asked his dad. 
 
    “She is just waking up. I will be back in touch soon,” Henry replied. 
 
    “Ok, 10-4,” Nate said, throwing in some old CB lingo. 
 
    Henry laughed as he hung up the radio mic. 
 
    “Sweetie, how you feeling?” Betty asked after climbing into the back of the cab. Nicole was just starting to sit up as Betty sat next to her on the small jump seat. Nicole’s hair was messed up and she looked a little confused. 
 
    “I feel ok I guess, thank you,” she replied slowly. Betty waited till Nicole seemed more awake before asking her any further questions. Instead, Betty opened the small refrigerator on the truck and removed an apple and a small bottle of water. Just from looking at her, Betty could tell Nicole was dehydrated. Her lips were severely cracked, and her skin seemed wrinkled. 
 
    “Here, eat some food and drink up. You need the water, I’m sure,” she said as she handed Nicole the apple. 
 
    Nicole’s eyes seemed to open at the sight of fresh fruit and water. She eagerly took the items and began to eat the apple. 
 
    “Thank you so much. Where are we? Who is driving? The man who saved me at the tent?” she asked. Nicole leaned forward to get a look at Henry who was trying to listen. 
 
    “That’s my husband, Henry. The man driving ahead of us is our son Nate – the one who saved you,” Betty said. “My name is Betty. I guess you don’t remember too much before you passed out from exhaustion,” Betty added. 
 
    “No, I don’t. I’m sorry. I barely remember the man picking me up out of the tent. You said his name is Nate?” Nicole asked. 
 
    “Yes, we are traveling to Wyoming from Texas when we came up the crash site,” Betty explained. 
 
    “I guess I am lucky to live through that,” Nicole said, looking down. 
 
    “Well, God must have other plans, dear. Don’t dwell on it too much,” Betty said, placing her hand on Nicole’s hand. 
 
    “I am glad; believe me,” Nicole replied. 
 
    “So, where were you flying to?” Betty asked. 
 
    Nicole shrugged her shoulders. 
 
    “The flight was not planned for anywhere, but it guaranteed we would make it to either Denver or LA. With my parents gone, and no other family, I didn’t care where we were going, because Jersey became a hell hole so fast,” Nicole answered in a little jersey accent that was becoming more apparent. 
 
    Betty tried not to giggle. 
 
    “So Nicole, we are headed to Wyoming. Do you want us to let you off anywhere or do you want to come with us?” Betty asked directly. She didn’t wish Nicole to feel like she was trapped again. If she really wanted to be on her own, she was old enough by law to decide that by herself. 
 
    “I would love to stay with you guys if that ok. Ma’am, I have no place to be or go. Everyone I loved is dead,” Nicole said, starting to cry. 
 
    Betty leaned forward and held Nicole who couldn’t stop sobbing. 
 
    “Honey, you have a home now, with all of us,” Betty replied, trying not to get emotional herself. 
 
    “Castle Rock is ahead, dad; much larger population.” 
 
    Nate could see the small city as they approached on the highway. They had to keep moving, not knowing what laid waiting for them. 
 
    “Ok, keep your eyes open. Hey, Nicole says hi,” Henry replied. Nate smiled and said hi back. 
 
    Ben looked at Nate. 
 
    “Do I have a sister now?” Ben asked seriously. 
 
    Nate held back his laughter. 
 
    “We will see, Ben. She may wish to do something along the way and go her separate ways,” Nate said, not knowing the conversation Nicole had already had with his mother. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t think of that,” Ben said. 
 
    The city of Castle Rock is known for the castle shaped butte near the center of town. Coming into town, the formation was easy to spot. Nate was getting a bad feeling about the town. Everything looked to peaceful. That was the problem. 
 
    “Going to head south instead of driving through town center. I think we can get back where we need to. Got Ben on the map, and he is doing a great job of navigating us,” Nate said into the radio. 
 
    Nate had trained Ben long ago how to read the map and how to navigate them out of an area. Ben was Nate’s own personal GPS system. Ben had gotten so good at it that he would even try to talk like the units. 
 
    “Turn left at the next four-way stop, then proceed 2.5 miles,” Ben said seriously. His miles guess was exactly a guess, but usually close. 
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me; good job, Ben,” Henry said. 
 
    The two trucks turned at the next four-way stop only seeing a few cars on the road. No one thus far gave them a second look. Nate saw a few faces up close, and noticed many looked sad or ill. He couldn’t tell which it was, but he wanted to keep them moving. Ben found a few good roads that lead them down and away from the city, finally once again headed back toward the west. There were on Wolfensberger Road getting ready to head north on Highway 105 when Nate saw several cars coming toward them. They stayed on their side of the road, but waved their arms at Nate before they came close. 
 
    “Dad, the lead car is waving me down; slow up and I will see what’s up,” Nate said already with his pistol in his hand and ready to go. 
 
    “Ok, don’t need to tell you to be careful,” Henry said. 
 
    Henry watched as Nate stopped short of the small Chevy S10 pickup. It appeared to have only one driver, but had a small convoy of other vehicles following behind. 
 
    “What’s going on, sir?” Nate asked. 
 
    The man looked like he was nearly eighty. He was wearing a Denver Broncos’ hat. 
 
    “Sonny, the road up ahead at Sedalia is blocked. There was an enormous fight at the salon at the three-way stop. Some locals thought the place still had liquor in it, and went to war with the owner. They burned it to the ground. The entire area caught fire; grass and everything. I would stay away,” the old man relayed to Nate. 
 
    Nate felt he was being told the truth. He also could see the others behind the man, and none of them appeared to be a threat. 
 
    “We all live down the road and were going into town to see if the government food arrived yet,” Nate was surprised to hear this news, but was also glad. Did this mean some things would return to normal? 
 
    “Thank you for telling us. We will find a road ahead to either cut across to 67 or turn around,” Nate said. 
 
    “Well, if it’s just Highway 67 you need, take the next road to your left and follow it all the way. It will get you where you need to go,” the man replied as he slowly drove off. 
 
    One by one the other vehicles drove by; each with an old man driving. One thing Nate did notice was that in the back windows of the vehicles, most of them had an old style rifle rack with two guns in it each. 
 
    The men drove by the semi, waving at Henry. Henry waved back as he engaged the gears and followed Nate north. Nate told his father about what the man had said, and about the road ahead. Approaching the road, they could see it was mostly dirt. It looked in good condition, minus a few water puddles from the earlier rain. Only a few homes lay between the road they were on and the highway they sought. After about forty-five minutes, they headed south for a short drive until they reached another smaller road that would take them to State Road 97. This was eating up the massive tank of the semi fast. Nate radioed his father and asked him if they needed to stop for a bit to put some more diesel in the tank. 
 
    “Yes, I think it’s time we all ate something anyway,” Henry replied. 
 
    Nate followed the curvy road north, finally seeing a clearing area that they could all pull over to park. From a distance, it looked like a rest facility; but as they drove up, across the road was an older looking white one-story home. 
 
    “That kind of looks like my grandma’s house, only bigger,” Ben said. 
 
    Nate could see the same thing. The house appeared to be vacant, but he knew that someone might still be there. Nate looked at the map and noticed behind the house was the Platte River, and behind some trees just a little north was an old camping ground. He pulled back onto the main road and told his father to follow him up to the next turn. In moments, they were pulling into an empty lot of land with a shack that held small rafts he assumed were used to float the river. There was a small outhouse, and long areas to park. Nate was very surprised to see not one person around. It seemed for now that they had found a nice place to call it a day. 
 
    “Well, I think we can rest up here for the night,” Nate was already thinking about a big fire and something to eat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
    Bitter Feelings and Redemption 
 
    The area was stunning with beauty. Gently rolling hills dotted the area with many varieties of pine and Douglas fir. The camping area was more than large enough for the semi to back up into, and the trees provided some ability to hide the black rig. Nate parked close to the rear, but in a way that he could still make a fast retreat if needed. He was placing his gun back on his holster when Nicole approached him, followed by his parents. 
 
    “Mr. Michaels, I want to thank you for saving my life. I really don’t think I was going to make it much longer,” Nicole said, walking closer to Nate and wrapping her tiny arms around him to thank him. 
 
    Nate slowly placed his arms around her. 
 
    “You are welcome. It was my pleasure.” 
 
    Nate really was not one for many words in situations like this. He was searching hard for the right ones to say. 
 
    She stepped back and spoke again. 
 
    “Mrs. Michaels told me that if I wanted to, I could stay with you all on your trip.” 
 
    Nate looked up at his mother who was nodding her head. Nate didn’t mind at all. 
 
    “I am happy to hear that. We would love the extra company,” Nate replied. He wasn’t aware yet of her situation or of her family. 
 
    “Can I help do anything?” she asked Nate. She was a very tiny eighteen year old. She had long blackish-brown hair. Her features were very beautiful, and she had big green eyes. She had a sweet smile and seemed to be outgoing. She only had a few fresh cut marks on her forehead, and a few on her legs. Nate was impressed that she survived the plane crash. He would find out later how that happened. 
 
    “Well, first let me introduce you to my son Ben,” Nate responded as Ben came from the other side of the truck with Samson in tow. Nicole looked down to see the dog and looked up at Ben. She stuck out her hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Ben. Your grandmother told me a lot about you also,” she said. 
 
    “Hi, I’m glad you are ok. This is Samson, he is a really good guard dog,” Ben replied. 
 
    Nicole stepped forward to squat and pet the very large dog. She could have rode the dog, she was so tiny. Nate wondered if she was truly eighteen, but could tell in other ways she was mature, or at least seemed to be. 
 
    “Mom, do you think we have anything Nicole can wear later? It’s going to get colder up here,” Nate asked Betty. 
 
    Betty was watching Henry add fuel to the semi’s large tanks when she heard Nate’s question. 
 
    “Yes, I think I might have something and a jacket,” Betty waited for Henry to finish before asking him to help her find the items. She had them in a Rubbermaid tub in the back trailer. The sun would be up for a few more hours, and Nate could hear water flowing nearby. 
 
    “Ben, can you stay here with Nicole and Samson, I’m going to check the camp area and double check a few things,” Nate asked Ben. 
 
    Ben liked being asked to watch over things; it made him feel again like he was trusted. Nicole turned to look at Ben and she smiled. Ben smiled back, but now felt uncertain what to say, so he turned his attention to Samson. Nicole giggled. She knew that she had embarrassed Ben. Betty told her earlier that Ben was supposed to be a high-functioning autistic, but seemed very normal. She wanted Nicole to grow to know Ben the way they all had in all the good ways. 
 
    “Sure dad, I can watch. Dad, don’t forget a rifle.” 
 
    Nate was already walking away and turned back when he realized Ben was right, he had almost forgotten his primary weapon. 
 
    “Thank you, Ben. I did forget,” Nate replied. 
 
    Nate opened the rear door of the truck and reached in, pulling out the lever action 45-70. He slung the strap over his shoulder and walked off toward his father and mother. 
 
    “Hey guys, going to check the perimeter and make sure we are alone. I hear some water running. I will see if it’s anything we can filter for later,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry looked over his shoulder to reply. 
 
    “Ok, be careful. Don’t be long. I think we are all hungry,” he said. 
 
    “I won’t be long.” Nate said as he hiked off toward the direction from where the water sounds came. The closer he got, the more he could see the crystal clear river that was located about eighty yards from the camp area. Walking up silently, he spotted several trout swimming and knew he would have to fish. The fish could help supplement some of the dehydrated foods and others things they ate. The water looked really clean, but he knew it would need to be filtered now or later if they just stored some in extra containers. He leaned down to feel the temperature of the water. It was fairly cold. The sound of the river was so relaxing. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    One gunshot sounded, echoing through the canyon walls and back again. It came from the sound of their camp sight. Nate stood and in an instant was running full throttle back to camp. 
 
    “I said drop the pistol old man or the next one won’t be a warning shot,” the man said. One man stood holding what appeared to be an older style deer rifle. The lady looked scared, but followed the man’s instructions. 
 
    Henry stood in front of his wife at about thirty yards away. The shooter was holding aim on Henry, and commanded that Nicole and Ben keep hold of the dog or he would shoot. Ben had a death grip on Samson’s collar. 
 
    “Don’t shoot, I will put the gun down,” Henry said, realizing that any minute Nate would be back after hearing the gunshot. He was certain the man wasn’t aware of Nate being part of the party. 
 
    “Well, that’s being a very smart old man,” the man said with an accent that Henry felt sounded from somewhere on the East Coast. Ben and Nicole came closer with Samson growling. 
 
    “If you let go of that dog, he will die,” the shooter said emphatically. 
 
    Ben just froze; his eyes kept looking around for his father. Dad had to have heard the shot, Ben thought. 
 
    “So, what part of New Jersey are you from?” Nicole asked. She was scared, but also was curious. Maybe if she let the man know that she was from Jersey, he would allow them to leave. The shooter looked at her and his eyes opened wide at the sight of the small woman who had the same accent as he did. 
 
    “South Shore. I guess you are also from the sound of your voice,” he said sarcastically. 
 
    “Camden,” Nicole said, relaxing some. 
 
    The man smiled. 
 
    “I’m from Gloucester Township; we are close enough. What are you doing here?” he asked, lowering his rifle only a fraction. The woman with him seemed aggravated with his discussion and somewhat jealous. 
 
    “Now do me a favor…all of you step back from the rig. Who has the keys?” he asked. No sound came from Henry. 
 
    “Don’t make me ask again. I will start with the dog, then the boy,” he warned, now aiming the rifle at Ben. 
 
    Henry spoke. “I will give you the keys, but this is your last warning to lay your weapon down, son. If you do, I guarantee you will be allowed to leave unharmed,” Henry warned sternly. Henry was still in front of Betty and she knew by his voice that something was going to happen. 
 
    “Betty, I need you to look down. Ben and Nicole you do the same and don’t look up until I tell you,” Henry said loud. 
 
    The shooter just laughed. “Seriously, old man? I have a gun on you and you are warning me?” the shooter asked. 
 
    Henry didn’t change his facial expression. 
 
    Nate was crouched nearby; he could see exactly what was going on. He was laying on his stomach with his rifle aimed at the man’s head. He wanted to shoot and could hear his father’s words. He knew his dad was giving him signs to shoot anytime. Yet there was something about the man, something familiar. The voice seemed familiar to him. Then he heard Ben speak. Ben was still looking down when he spoke. 
 
    “I know your voice,” Ben said slowly like he was just discovering the solution to a problem in his head. 
 
    “You know my voice? Really? Well now that you mention it, you do look familiar also, boy,” the man said, turning his head and studying Ben. 
 
    “Look at me, boy. Do as I say,” the shooter said. Ben didn’t budge. 
 
    “Ben. Just keep your head down,” Henry said. 
 
    The shooter got angry. 
 
    “Shut the hell up, old man. I have the gun, not you. Now I said look at me, boy.” 
 
    Ben was scared and slowly raised his head. The shooter studied Ben’s face. His attitude seemed to leave as he soon realized who Ben was. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be…it’s you! Mr. Bear Spray To The Face!” the shooter laughed, but then became serious, looking as his eyes darted around, and he slowly backed up. 
 
    Nate smiled. It was Mr. Jersey Shore Don from Cripple Creek, Colorado. The man who – with other men – held women hostage as sex slaves in a camp. They had kidnapped Ben, who tried to fight them off using bear spray. The last time Nate saw the men, they were tied up to ATVs and sent to the town being dragged along to face justice. It appeared one had escaped. 
 
    Nate rolled over a few times staying low to the ground. Once in a position to affect the next move, he stood with the semi blocking any view the shooter had. Nate knew this type of man. Always blowing off at the mouth, never doing what they threaten. He could have ended the standoff, but felt this could go a different way. He used the thick bushes to hide as he made his way closer. 
 
    “Ben, how do you know this guy?” Henry asked. 
 
    Before Ben could answer, the man interrupted. 
 
    “I will tell you how; this kid, a while back, sprayed a friend of mine with bear spray before we stopped him from getting the rest of us. Then some man he was with came and tied me and my friends up to ATVs and had some women march us off to town, all because we were choosing to live a different way,” he replied. 
 
    “That’s not how it all happened!” Ben exclaimed. 
 
    The man just smiled at Ben. “Well boy, I don’t see anyone here to tell a different story,” he said. The shooter noticed everyone starting to smile. He followed their eyes and knew they were all looking at someone behind him. 
 
    “He’s behind me, isn’t he boy?” the shooter said, already lowering his rifle to the ground. Nate slowly stood, rising like an angry grizzly protecting her young. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I am,” Nate replied. 
 
    The shooter dropped his rifle and stood still. 
 
    “Well, I see you learned your lesson from the snake shoot,” Nate reminded the man. Nate had shot the man once before with snake shoot to make his point during their first encounter during his journey home. 
 
    Nate walked up to the man holding his rifle leveled at his chest. Henry walked over and picked up his pistol. 
 
    “So, this is that man?” Henry asked, trying not to laugh. Nate had told his parents the story of what occurred most of the way home. He didn’t leave out this event. 
 
    Nate pushed the man to the back of the semi and spun him around. He was dressed differently than before. He was wearing light colored khaki pants and a jacket that didn’t fit. He couldn’t tell if he had on a shirt or not under the jacket. The jacket had a name badge that read Sam’s Wood Shop. 
 
    “So, want to tell me where you got these clothes from? But let’s begin with what happened after the women took you into Cripple Creek,” Nate asked as his father tied the man’s hands up from the back. Nate wished he had a pair of handcuffs right about now. 
 
    “They set us free,” he replied, looking down to the ground. 
 
    Nate remembered the town clearly and saw law enforcement sitting outside the town’s small courthouse and jail. He found it very hard to believe that they just set the men free. 
 
    “Really, you think I’m going to believe that? What happened to the women?” Nate wanted to change the direction of the questioning. While in the military, Nate was trained to get information from prime targets by many means necessary. He had a few ideas of how to get the truth from the man. 
 
    “They took off with their family as soon as we arrived. Some of the men from their family wanted to hang us.” 
 
    Nate could tell this part was true. The fear in his eyes told the story accurately. 
 
    “I never saw them again,” he replied. 
 
    Nate winked at his father and mother, and then turned his face toward Ben and Nicole who stood by watching, doing the same. 
 
    “Well, what is your name again? Dan?” Nate asked. 
 
    “It’s Don,” he replied as Nate grab him from his tied up hands and led him away from the others. 
 
    “Since you will not be truthful with me, I have no alternative but to take you for a walk.” 
 
    Don’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    “Wait, what do you mean a walk?” he said, trying to pull away, but Nate’s size was easily pulling the man up and nearly dragging him along. “I told you they just let us go, and I gave up without a fight to you,” the man stated. 
 
    Nate could tell he still wasn’t being truthful, and he continued to walk the man toward the river. Don looked ahead and saw the river. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” he asked. 
 
    Nate didn’t reply. He remained silent as he kept pulling the man along. 
 
    “Listen, I can help. I can get you guys food, water, whatever you need. I have a place…” 
 
    Nate cut him off and stopped. 
 
    “We don’t need any of that. I need the truth about how you got this far south, and why you are not locked up in a jail cell,” Nate said as he kept walking. 
 
    They came closer to the river now; so close that Nate could still see trout swimming by. The man looked up at Nate and started begging him to stop. His emotions started to change as Nate placed him on his knees. 
 
    “Ok, I will tell you. Wait please. Remember that girl you put in charge of the ATVs?” Don said, looking up at Nate’s face. 
 
    Nate did; he remembered the older lady he had put in charge. 
 
    “I recall the older lady I put in charge,” Nate replied. 
 
    Don had a confused look on his face. Then he appeared to have a revelation. 
 
    “Yes, I guess that’s what you remember, but she died on the way back to Cripple Creek. The other lady with her on the same ATV – the younger one – she took charge; sorry, I meant her.” 
 
    Nate stepped closer to the man. “What happened to the old lady?” Nate was getting angry. 
 
    “We think she had a heart attack or something. She was leading the way and suddenly everything came to a halt. The younger girl started CPR, but it was too late, she was gone,” Don said. 
 
    The way Don told the story, and the clear emotions he was sharing told Nate it was the truth. 
 
    “Ok, sorry to hear that. Perhaps the stress of what you all did to those women took a toll,” Nate replied, not letting him out of the responsibility of his actions. 
 
    “So, tell me what happened when you all got to town,” Nate asked. 
 
    Don turned his head, looking up the road and then back to Nate. 
 
    “The police took us, and at first, they put us all in their one jail cell. The women told the police their accounts of how you did what you did. The family got word they had made it to town, and tried to take us all from the jail by force. The two officers nearly came to a point of shooting them all. Two of the men came down with some sickness from lack of sanitation. They both died fairly quick. Then others got sick. Then one day, one of the women came back; the younger one. We had actually begun a relationship at the camp,” Don said. 
 
    Nate felt he was telling the truth up until now. 
 
    “Wait…you forced any relationship with those women. I saw what was going on there at that so-called camp,” Nate stated, becoming angry again. 
 
    Don dropped his head and spoke slowly. 
 
    “Listen…what we did was wrong, but I did have a relationship with her. She came back to the jail to inform me that she was pregnant. The officers had already decided they couldn’t keep or feed us any longer, plus one of us was spreading some illness. They decided to give each of us one gallon of water and a little food, and they made us leave town. If we came back, we would be shot on sight. Each one of us had to go off in separate directions. I headed north,” Don said. 
 
    Nate couldn’t believe what he was hearing, yet knew it was the truth. 
 
    Nate stood the man up. 
 
    “So, what became of the pregnant girl?” Nate asked, almost afraid of the answer. 
 
    Don smiled. 
 
    Nate became aggravated at the sight of his sheepish grin. 
 
    “Why the hell are you smiling?” Nate demanded to know. 
 
    Don quickly lost the smile and explained. 
 
    “She met me on the way out of town. She said she wanted to be with me and have the baby know his father. She brought extra food and water and we left town together.” 
 
    Nate was shocked. The only thing Nate thought was either the girl was crazy, or she had Stockholm syndrome. Maybe she had both. Whatever the reason, it still left one question, where is the woman? 
 
    “Where is she then?” Nate asked. 
 
    Don looked up the road and pointed. 
 
    “You can barely see it from here, but we are both staying in that abandoned home up the road.” 
 
    Nate looked in the direction and could see through the swaying trees what appeared to be a home. 
 
    “So, you are telling me that you didn’t hurt anyone to take the house? So, if we go up the road I will find a pregnant young lady waiting for you?” Nate asked, knowing this was the finale test of his truthfulness. 
 
    “We can go up there now if you like,” Don replied. 
 
    “Oh, we will; and if what you say is true, why did you attempt to kill my family?” Nate asked, wanting to see his reply. 
 
    “I needed food. Besides that, I wouldn’t have shoot anyone. The rifle is empty minus the one bullet to scare them. I was scared and hungry. That is the truth. I am from New Jersey. I have never hunted. The other guys always did the hunting; I kept the generator running,” Don explained. 
 
    Nate pulled him away from the river and they started back to the semi. 
 
    “You were never going to kill me, were you?” Don asked. 
 
    Nate wanted to say yes, only because he threatened his family. 
 
    “Don, I could have killed you long ago if I wanted to,” Nate replied. 
 
    When Nate got back, he explained everything that he had discussed with Don at the river. Nate’s mother and father agreed they would be the better people in this situation and help out; mostly for the baby’s sake. First, Nate had to be sure what Don said was true. The main reason they decided to respond in this manner was because of the innocent child that would come into the upside down world. 
 
    Nate decided to walk Don half way up the road to the home, and allow him to go get the woman and bring her to him. Nate carried his rifle, letting Don walk ahead of him. 
 
    “Ok, I will wait here. Go get her, and don’t try to pull anything. Don, if what you say is true, we will help all of you.” 
 
    Nate couldn’t believe he had just said that. It was his mother rubbing off on him, but he also knew it was the right thing to do. 
 
    “I won’t be long,” Don said as he ran off to the home. In only a few minutes, Nate saw the young lady appear with Don. She did appear to be pregnant and they walked closer. He was holding her hand. As she came closer, she recognized Nate and smiled. 
 
    “I can’t believe this…it’s really you!” she said as she came within a few feet of Nate. He smiled and clearly remembered her. 
 
    “So, you are here of your own free will?” Nate had to ask. 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    “Yes, things were not good, and in some ways, I can’t forgive Don for his past, but he has changed. He told me briefly what he tried to do to your family. I am sorry for that,” she replied. 
 
    “He is lucky, and so are you that I didn’t kill him earlier. I will not ask how you two came to be; that’s not my business. What I hope is that you both realize that you have a second chance to do something here and start a real life,” Nate said. 
 
    “I am sorry for what I did to your family and especially to the boy. I would not have hurt any of them even with a loaded gun. I know none of this means anything to you because you already convicted me, and rightly so. You are right; I should be in jail for my actions,” Don stated. 
 
    “I won’t argue that, but maybe this is what was meant to be,” Nate replied. 
 
    Nate told them both that they would all be leaving in the morning. He also explained that they would give them some food, but that they would really need to learn how to live off of their surroundings. Nate pointed out the water resource, as well as the fishing he could do to live. The young woman —Debra — stated that she was growing a few vegetables in the backyard of the home. She had been saving seeds from tomatoes and found some other wild growing plants already in the yard when they found the abandoned home. 
 
    Debra and Don said they had well water, but also would use the river at times after sterilizing and filtering. Nate asked them to go back in their home, and that they would see them in the morning. They turned to leave, and Nate could hear Debra tell Don she was hungry. Don told her he would try to go fish when they got back and that he hoped the spear wouldn’t break this time. 
 
    “Don, wait. Just wait right here. I need to run back to the truck and will be right back.” 
 
    Nate would not be able to rest knowing he allowed a pregnant woman to go hungry. Once again, he had to remember the help he received along his journey, and he couldn’t turn a blind eye to even Don. 
 
    Nate turned and quickly headed back to the semi. He could see his father standing by watching Nate as he came back. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Nate?” Henry asked. 
 
    Betty walked up after putting a large pot of water on the open fire pit grill. Nate told his parents about Debra, their situation, and what he wanted to do. He really didn’t want them at their campsite tonight; he just didn’t feel comfortable about that. However, he wanted to give her something they could eat, and he would give Don an old fishing rod and reel from the several he had brought along with them for the trip. Maybe Don could get some fish while she prepared whatever they decide to give them. 
 
    Betty agreed that Nate’s idea was a generous one, and she went to the semi and dug through the large plastic tub filled with foods. She removed a twenty-pound bag of rice and a smaller bag of lentils. She then reached into a small box that was filled with small packages from several Asian restaurants she had collected over time in the past years; mostly soy sauce. Betty was known for her extensive collections of these items. Nate laughed when he saw her hand full of soy sauce. 
 
    Nate went to the Tundra and removed and old zebco 202. The rod and reel were probably older than Don, and should last him a long time. Nate grabbed a small clear box that came with a few sets of cheap fishing combos. Inside were bobbers, hooks, a few artificial lures, and some sinkers. 
 
    Betty handed the heavy bag of food to Nate, and with his rifle slung over his shoulder, he carried the food and fishing gear back up the road. 
 
    Nate walked up and handed Debra the bag. She looked inside and her face welled up with tears. Nate handed the gear to Don. He was genuinely shocked. 
 
    “Oh my God, thank you so much, Nate. This will last us a long time,” Debra said, rummaging through the nylon shopping bag – one of the recycled types. She could hardly hold the bag it was so heavy. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say. Thank you,” Don said, looking at the reel. He had constructed a spear from some items around the home, but had only been successful a few times. This would increase his chances drastically. 
 
    “Just keep in mind that you both have a kid coming and you better start stocking up and building a reserve. I only wish there were others around here to help you when the time comes to deliver,” Nate added. 
 
    “No worries about that, I helped with many births and I am a nurse by trade. I will be fine,” Debra said. 
 
    This was great news Nate thought; at least the kid will have a chance. 
 
    “Ok, that’s good. I’m heading back to our camp. We will be leaving out in the morning. When we pull up, I will honk. I have a few other items that might help,” Nate said. 
 
    They agreed and thanked Nate again. 
 
    Nate headed back slowly to the camp. He wasn’t sure why he was so agreeable to all of this, but felt even Don needed a second chance. He knew in a different time he would still be in jail and the woman would raise up a child on her own. Maybe, just maybe, way out here in the middle of nowhere, Don would rehabilitate himself. He seemed to be slowly on the right path with a strong woman helping guide him. Perhaps that was why she came to the jail, the reason why she met him outside town prepared to go with him. Maybe she saw the good in him and knew in time he would be a real man, and not some walking tough guy wannabe from New Jersey. For now though, Nate’s thoughts were on some hot food. He would also be trying to get some fishing in with what remained of the evening. 
 
    Nate’s family sat around the open fire ring at the camp. The evening was with clear skies, and the sounds of the river made it very peaceful. Nate had some luck at the river, having only returned with Ben and Nicole. Turns out, Nicole was a good fisherwoman. Her father used to go fishing often, and she learned much from him. She taught Ben a few things, and he caught his first trout. All in all, they came back to the trucks with six good-sized trout. Nate prepped them, and they were a good addition to the freeze-dried cheese and macaroni his mother made in a large pot on the open fire. 
 
    “Mr. Michaels, do you think where we are going they will let me stay?” Nicole asked. 
 
    Nate cold see the concern in her eyes. Nate felt like she was feeling alone, and maybe the fishing reminded her of her loss. 
 
    “I see no issues that need concern you, Nicole. Wherever we go, you will be welcome to stay with us,” Nate reassured her. 
 
    Nicole smiled. Ben was sitting close to her and acted like he wanted to mention something, but held back. Nate noticed this. 
 
    “Ben, you want to say something?” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry looked at Nate like he was confused about what he was reading in his son’s appearance. Ben had little quirks that Henry, nor Betty, had noticed yet; little mannerisms that Nate learned over the course of the summer together. 
 
    “I hope Nicole will stay with us, it’s like having a sister. I never had one,” Ben replied nervously. 
 
    Nicole grinned. 
 
    “Well Ben, I never had any brothers or sisters, so I guess it’s new for both of us,” Nate suddenly realized he just became a father again. He didn’t let it show, but his father was looking at him in a manner that he knew very well. That look of, ha, look at what you did now. Nate gave him a sly grin that conveyed, don’t say a word. 
 
    The night was drawing to a close. The wind was picking up and blowing out of the north. It was about this time that Nate could smell wood burning. Against the night sky and the full moon, he could see it rising from Don’s home. He did still have questions about that home, but didn’t get a feeling that Don was lying about it being abandoned. Many places probably would be in areas like this; maybe it was one of the homes that could be rented by vacationers. Nate didn’t know, but had to let it go. He was tired and he could see the eagerness of everyone else to get some rest. 
 
    Nate and Henry decided on who would take the first shift. Henry won the coin toss and he went to the truck cab to get some rest. Nate would stay awake and try to plan out the next day’s route. He sat looking over the map. He recognized the towns to the north as some that he and Ben had traveled through. He would be going pretty close to Ben’s grandmother’s house if he chose the same path that he had taken before. He wondered if Ben wanted to visit that place and pay respects to his grandmother or not. That would need to be something he discussed with Ben. 
 
    Nate was fighting to stay awake; it was almost 3:00 A.M. and soon it would be time for his father to wake up. Nicole slept in the Tundra’s front seat with Ben in the back seat. Nate wanted to ask his dad if he thought that soon he might try from a nearby mountain to get on the portable Ham and make contact with Sammie and her father. The further they drove north, the more he believed they might make it. The thing he hated the most about this current sad state of affairs, was the not knowing what was truly happening out in the world. He had his own ideas, but even he couldn’t fathom the real news that might be occurring. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted by the slow walk of his father. He was still trying to wake up. Henry had his rifle over his shoulder, and even in the moonlight, Nate could see how old his father looked. This trip, and stress of leaving everything behind, was catching up with him. 
 
    “I see you are still awake,” Henry said. 
 
    Nate gave a slight smile. 
 
    “Only for about three more minutes,” Nate said, standing and stretching way up, his hands over his head. 
 
    Henry watched his son. 
 
    “Just think of the wasted talent of you not playing basketball,” Henry said with a laugh. 
 
    Nate hated the sport. He liked baseball and football. Football was God in Texas. 
 
    “Well, you know my thoughts on that sport; besides, I am short compared to most players these days,” Nate replied as he headed for the small two-man tent. Tonight he had company. As he crawled inside, he found Samson waiting for him. The dog stayed where he laid and waited for Nate to get inside and zip up the flap before he moved closer. This was something new, Samson had not done this before, but Nate didn’t mind. He threw the blanket over himself and part of it covered the dog. He closed his eyes, and in about a minute, the day’s events once again faded away. 
 
    Henry didn’t wake Nate for breakfast. He could hear him snoring from thirty feet away. Ben had unzipped the tent and let Samson out before zipping it back up. Betty had warmed up leftovers from the previous night’s dinner. No one minded a bit. The food was eaten eagerly. 
 
    “How long you gonna let him rest, grandpa?” Ben asked as he sipped on his black coffee. 
 
    Henry was still surprised a boy, even a teen these days, found coffee to be a good thing. He admired Ben for even trying it when he did. 
 
    “Oh, I figured we could wake him in about thirty minutes. I think he wants to move as far north today as possible. When this tank of diesel is gone, that’s it no more big rig. We will all be in your dad’s truck; dog and all,” Henry said. 
 
    “Where are we, Henry?” Betty asked. 
 
    Henry wasn’t too sure right now. 
 
    “I’m not entirely certain, but I know we are west of Colorado Springs,” Henry replied. 
 
    “It sure is pretty out here,” Nicole added. She stood and looked around, her long hair picking up the blowing winds. It got cold overnight, but not uncomfortable. Betty stood to start cleaning as Nicole helped. Ben sat looking down the road toward the home where Don was with Debra. 
 
    “Grandpa, do bad people usually stay bad? It seems like he changed,” Ben said, pointing toward the home. Henry thought about the question and wanted to give him an honest answer. 
 
    “Ben…some do, some don’t. It is hard to say on average, but in my experience, they always stay the same. All we can do is pray for them, and when they appear to be good, be cautious,” Henry replied. 
 
    Henry woke Nate up about forty minutes after he said he would. Nate was really tired. Nate guzzled down two big cups of coffee and ate some leftovers his mom saved back. In less than twenty minutes, they were loaded and ready to stop by Don’s place. Nate already had the extra supplies everyone agreed to give them in the back of his truck. The small convoy drove the short distance to the small, old looking, ranch style home. There was a small sign covered in brush that read, The Big Sky Cabin. Nate laid on the horn once and stepped out of the truck when he saw both Don and Debra coming. Nate made sure he wore his pistol, but didn’t see anything in Don’s hands. It was still hard to trust him. 
 
    Nate lowered the tailgate as both said good morning. That was the first time a day started off with someone other than his family saying good morning in a long time. Nate could see the fireplace behind them still emitting some smoke from the previous night’s cooler temperatures. 
 
    “Good morning. We have gathered up a few more things for you all. I wish we could do more, but we have our own trip to worry about,” Nate said. He noticed Don was acting strange. Debra elbowed him in the ribs once, then he spoke. 
 
    “Nate, I have something I would like to say.” 
 
    Nate was not certain which way this was going. He placed his hand on his weapon behind the view of them both. 
 
    “What would that be, Don,” Nate asked. 
 
    Don pointed at the front seat where Ben sat. 
 
    “I would like to apologize to your son, Nate. I told Debra last night that I wished I had done so, and I didn’t wish to miss the chance again,” Don said. He sighed after getting it off his chest. 
 
    “Don, I think that is a great idea and I must say that I am surprised,” Nate replied. 
 
    Nate stopped what he was doing, walked over to where they both stood, and escorted them to the side of the truck. Nate opened his door so Don could see Ben. Henry and Betty watched from high up in the cab as something was being said. 
 
    “Ben, I am very sorry for everything. I was not a good person to you from day one. I have no excuses for my actions, other than to say I was in a mental state that bordered on criminal insanity at the time. I hope someday you will forgive me. I really am lucky to have met both you and your dad because I would probably be dead by now otherwise,” Don finished. 
 
    Nate was in shock. He did not expect such an apology. His words criminally insane where correct; so many people were acting in the exact same manner. In other words, without the collapse and being thrust into scenarios of life changing events, most would not act the way he did. Nate knew this wasn’t a justification, but it was the truth. 
 
    “Thank you for saying that, sir. I hope you have a good life,” Ben replied, not knowing exactly how to reply to such words. 
 
    “Thank you, Don,” Nate said, closing the door to the truck. He escorted them to the rear. Nate reached in and grabbed a small bag of odds and ends that his mother had plenty of. He handed the bag to Debra. Nate then grabbed an old rod/reel combo, and two small boxes of .22 caliber rifle ammo. 
 
    Don looked shocked. He never imagined being given ammo. 
 
    “Now you will have ammo for hunting rabbit or squirrel. You will figure out how to do it. Just be careful when you go to clean them,” Nate said. 
 
    “That I know how to do, I grew up in a butcher shop,” Don said smiling. 
 
    Nate smiled at Don for the first time. He did seem different, more relaxed, and not so much East Coast attitude. Nate served with many like him…from Jersey even. It didn’t take long before they would straighten up. 
 
    “Good, because you will need it,” Nate said, unwrapping a new deer rifle. It was a 30-06 that neither he nor his father liked. They got a good deal on the Remington, but preferred the .270 Winchester. 
 
    “This will get you some deer and help with protection. Just don’t be using this for bad things…bad people, ok? You get my drift?” Nate said, handing him the unloaded rifle. Don slowly took the shiny gun. He started to tear up as he held the gun. Nate handed him another box of full of rounds for the rifle. Nate knew he was taking a big chance giving this man all of the guns and ammo, but his gut said it was the right thing to do. They were many miles from any one and would soon be isolated by snow from most people even on foot. They needed guns to survive. 
 
    “I have a small thing of seeds with written instructions in the can for you guys to start a winter garden and a spring/summer one as well,” Nate said, handing Debra the small box. Nate had accumulated many varieties of seeds over the years, and made it his side hobby to label and know the best growing times. It wasn’t a hobby he spoke about much, but it did keep him busy when he was home on leave. 
 
    “Don, I hope you and Debra will thrive here; it seems to be a good place, and you have plenty of water and fish aside from this stuff that you can live on. Don’t screw this up,” Nate said. 
 
    Don extended his hand for the first time to Nate. Nate took it slowly and shook it back. He actually had a strong grip. That told Nate he was much stronger than he appeared. 
 
    “Nate, don’t forget about the other item!” Henry yelled from behind him. Both turned to look up at Henry. 
 
    “Oh yeah, wait one second. Nate opened the back door and removed a long cloth zippered gun sheath. He unzipped it and handed it to Don with the barrel opened. It was the gun Nate took from the bad men he and Ben encountered in Black Hawk. It was the Browning Superposed gold inlaid double barrel shotgun. Nate handed him two boxes of twelve rounds each dove load. There was plenty of that around here. Nate appreciated the gun, but didn’t care for the fancy inlaid. Don seemed to love the artwork. 
 
    “Nate, I can’t thank you all enough. I don’t deserve any of this, but will take care of it. I guarantee you,” Don said. 
 
    “Nate, thank you. We really do appreciate it all. I hope when things get back to normal you all will come visit us and the baby. I don’t think we will be going anywhere from here,” Debra said. 
 
    Nate smiled. 
 
    “I hope someday we can. We better get going for now,” Nate said as Don and Debra juggled everything he gave them and walked back toward the small path that led to the small home. Nate got inside his truck and waved at them as he drove back onto the road. Henry honked the massive horn on his trunk as he also drove up to the road. Don and Debra stood watching them disappear up the road headed north. 
 
    “Don, I hope you have faith now and know that you are lucky,” Debra said, looking up at his face. 
 
    “Oh, I’m lucky alright to have you,” he said as they walked slowly back to the Big Sky Cabin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
    Lost 
 
    The next twenty-three miles were uneventful, but spectacular in beauty. The roads twisted and tuned all the way to the next town of Conifer, Colorado. Pulling into Conifer, they could see the pinkish rock sign that read Welcome to Conifer. They didn’t see anyone. The population sign read 19,300, but so far, not a soul in sight. It was such a beautiful picturesque town. Nicole commented on how she wished she had her camera because she loved taking scenery photos. She explained she lost it in the crash. 
 
    On the other side of the U.S. 285, Nate started to see some traffic. It was only the occasional RV and a small car, but they saw people. Most of the businesses and homes seem to be off the highways, and this was great as they easily made their way through town and headed north on Highway 73 headed for another town that Nate knew well – Black Hawk, Colorado. 
 
    “Ok, let’s keep this going. We are making great time,” Nate said into the CB radio. Nate looked down at his own gas gauge and knew that with what they had left, it was going to be close. If needed, they would siphon off the fuel for the Ranger, but Nate hoped it wouldn’t come to that. He knew the last bit of fuel for the semi was in the truck now, and these mountains would work hard to reduce the fuel. It was a gamble everyone knew. 
 
    Black Hawk was coming into view. The last time he was here, he acquired the shotgun he gave to Don. This time, things looked far different. Before there were many people milling about. So far, they didn’t see anyone. This would be odd during normal times because Black Hawk had seventeen casinos in town; more than Atlantic City, New Jersey. Looking down one street as they drove through town, they could see some people riding bikes, but there was no one anywhere along the beautiful main street with all the restored historic buildings. 
 
    “Didn’t you say this place was all gambling once?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate picked up the CB mic. 
 
    “Yes, at one time it was, but it looks like everyone made their way out, or are just laid up,” Nate replied as they made their way out of town. 
 
    Nicole was waking up from her nap in the back seat with Samson by her side. Nate heard her sitting up and deiced it was a good time to talk to her about things. Ben was looking at some outdoorsman magazine his father had given to him. 
 
    “Nicole, can I ask you a few questions about your life schooling and stuff?” Nate was trying to get to know her better and Nicole wanted to know more about him as well. 
 
    “Fire away,” she replied. Nicole sat back with her head held high trying to see Nate’s eyes when he asked the questions in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Ok, great. First, I assume you already graduated high school?” Nate thought that might be a good icebreaker. 
 
    “Yep. Last year, sir,” she replied. 
 
    In time, Nate would ask her to just call him Nate until and when the time came that she might ever refer to him in any other way. 
 
    “That’s good. Were you going to go to college?” Nate asked. It was a dumb question now, but no one knew when this would all be over, and if she was interested, he wanted to know. 
 
    “I wanted to, yes. I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, and the only thing I really enjoyed was the outdoors and taking pictures, so maybe something along those lines,” she replied. 
 
    “Photography is good. I know, or knew, people who did that for a living,” Nate said. “You have any family anywhere else?” Nate asked. 
 
    “I have some back in New York, but no one I’m close to. Besides that, New York was already a war zone before I left. Sir, they had so much military going into the city. It didn’t matter, they couldn’t stop what happened,” she said with sadness in her voice. 
 
    Nate assumed she meant the National Guard. He knew they went in to attempt to stop the rioters early on. He was watching the road ahead when he saw the sign for Nederland, Colorado. Once again, there was no one visible except for one car that passed them on the opposite side of the road. It was a small electric car with four huge solar panels modified to the roof. Nate smiled and thought at least ingenuity wasn’t gone. 
 
    “Yeah, I heard the National Guard went in,” Nate replied. 
 
    She changed her facial expression. “Yes, they did; but these were regular troops. I actually saw the convoys of U.S. Army and U.S. Marines. It was not a whole lot, but it was U.S. troops, sir,” she replied without hesitation. 
 
    Nate felt a pit develop in his stomach. That only meant one thing. The President, or government, had declared Emergency Authority to get control of states that could no longer protected the rights and safety of its citizens. It wasn’t clear how many U.S. troops would be used during this time, but likely it would be in most large cities. What occurred after the two EMP blasts was another concern to Nate. What condition were the troops in now as far as mobility. The U.S. government had implemented in the past few years, some hardening of their equipment. But to what degree? 
 
    “I see. Nicole, do me a favor, and from now on just call me Nate. Sir isn’t needed,” Nate said with a laugh so she would understand he wasn’t upset. He looked at her in the rearview mirror. She smiled as though she understood. 
 
    “No problem, Nate,” she said with a cheesy grin. 
 
    Nate found her to be very intelligent as they talked further. 
 
    Nate thought he travelled through Nederland once before, but couldn’t remember for certain. There was no way around the town like so many other places. The road curved and meandered right into town. Henry followed close as they found many people on the streets. Some waved as Nate drove by, while others tried to step out in front to stop them. Nate didn’t slow down, but he held up his pistol and that said enough. So far, they did not see any authority figures. Nate did see a few burnt out shells of what were once police cars. Coming to a non-functioning stop light, Nate saw what appeared to be roughly constructed barriers made from wood to stop traffic and detour vehicles down a different route. That trusted feeling came over Nate and he slowly plowed through the makeshift barrier, and with the semi behind him, made his way north, staying on the route they needed. 
 
    The brush guard on his truck made easy work of the wood, snapping it in many places. He looked in the rearview mirror and watched Henry ran over the pieces. Then Nate could see some men emerge from behind some parked cars. One of them carried a rifle, and was already aiming toward the semi as Nate snapped up the CB to warn his dad. 
 
    “Heads down; rifle on you from your six!” Nate yelled. Henry had already seen the man, and had Betty down while he gave the truck more gas as he and Nate climbed higher up into the mountains. The man fired the rifle quickly about ten times before giving up. Henry could hear several shots hit the truck, but they seemed safe as the distance increased between them. 
 
    “Everyone ok back there?” Nate asked. Ben and Nicole were pulling themselves back up from the floorboards of Nate’s truck as he heard Henry. 
 
    “We are good. The truck was hit, but I don’t think it was anything bad,” Henry replied. 
 
    Nate hated not being able to respond to being shot at. It wasn’t in his nature. Those men were likely setting up roadblocks to capture what or whoever they could for goods or more. They would live another day to try again, Nate thought. Things were different now. He had a son. He also had Nicole. Did this mean she would more or less become his daughter? It was different with Ben, he was a minor by law and in need. Nicole was older. By law she was an adult and could decide everything for herself. Nate brushed aside those thoughts to keep his mind on the journey. 
 
    Earlier in the day, Nate looked over the map and knew they were still only maybe half way to Sheridan, Wyoming, which was close to their final destination. Luck had been on their side for some time. He had enough gas cans to make it more than all the way, but that would also depend on the route. He hoped for familiar assistance along the way, but didn’t wish to count on help. Things had changed a lot since the time of his return home. The ease of this trip made it apparent that many areas once populated, even in rural areas, were void of people. Nate realized this could be due to many factors. These factors included lack of food, clean water, medical care, and sanitation; and with all of these, would bring massive spread of disease. The average person took for granted all these things and never prepared in the slightest for the eventuality that came with the total worldwide economic collapse. Nate wasn’t totally innocent of this, having slacked off in recent years in his preps. He still had far more than most, but he didn’t have much compared to his parents. 
 
    “Nate, we have a problem,” Henry said across the radio. Nate knew by the sound of his father’s voice that their luck may have just ran out. 
 
    Henry found a safe area to pull over and shut the rig down. Nate parked and told Ben and Nicole to wait in the truck. The day was getting cooler as the sun started going down, and Nate wondered what his father meant by we have a problem. 
 
    Henry climbed down and headed to the front. 
 
    “Think we may have a few flat tires. The sensors went off a few miles from town, and the trailer started handling rough,” Henry said as they walked to the rear. Sure enough, they could see more than two tires were nearly flat, and another was leaking air audibly. 
 
    “Crap! Well, having one spare won’t help in this. I guess we don’t have a choice but to ditch the trailer,” Nate said. 
 
    “I’m afraid so, but it did save us from direct fire, so I think we can be happy for that,” Henry said, pointing out the positive aspects. Nate smiled. His father always could find the positive side to any major issue. 
 
    “That is true. Well, I guess it will help with what fuel you have left also. Pulling this trailer through the mountains has to be sucking that down fast,” Nate replied as they walked to the back of the trailer. The other tire was now nearly flat. 
 
    “Dad, it is possible they were aiming for the wheels hoping this would happen. If that’s the case, we need to get a move on with the unloading because they might be trying to catch up to us.” Nate said. 
 
    Henry had not considered that scenario. If Nate was correct, they might have thirty minutes depending on how fast the shooters were able to regroup in a vehicle. 
 
    “Well, looks like the back door was shoot up also,” Nate said as he unlatched the trailer doors. As he opened the doors, he saw a few of the chickens were dead with feathers blown everywhere. The others were ok. 
 
    “Not much left of those hens, dad; best we just toss them. Maybe we should get everyone out to help get this done faster,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry nodded as he opened the chicken coop to remove the two dead birds. They had to do a lot of work in quickly deciding what to stuff inside the cab of the rig and in the Tundra Nate drove. The UTV would go in the back of the Tundra. Nate would use the slope of the road and the ramps to guide it in. All of the tubs of food supplies and water would go around the UTV, and some inside the cab of the semi. Once everything else was situated, they would decide what to leave, and then detach the trailer from the semi. 
 
    Ben and Nicole helped move the food to the semi’s passenger side so it could be loaded by Henry. Betty was in the cab trying to figure out where to place everything. Nate drove his truck to the rear of the trailer and placed the ramps at an angle to drive the Ranger onto the bed of the truck. It was a tight fit as before, but it would work. Nate would ratchet it down with several straps. The tailgate would remain down, and it looked strange, but it would hold. The one thing he hated was placing all the fuel cans in the top storage bin of the UTV. They were exposed, and Nate saw that as a sign that said, hey, we have fuel, but he really had no choice. 
 
    The remaining diesel fuel would be strapped to the rear of the cab on the steel decking that covered some of that space over the wheel area. Henry continued to load up the semi while Nate had an idea for his mother. He wasn’t sure it would work, but thought it was worth a try. 
 
    “Mom, I think I can secure the coop to that platform behind the semi. The wind will be off of them, and I can strap down a tarp over it to help.” Nate said as she stood next to the passenger side door handing small boxes of family photos up to Henry. Nicole and Ben were placing water jogs wherever they could find room in the back of Nate’s truck. 
 
    “Nate, that would be great. I really wanted to give this to the Hartfords to say thank you for what they are doing,” Betty said. 
 
    Nate could see her looking down at the less crowded chicken coop. 
 
    “I will find a way,” Nate said as he picked up the coop. He carried it to the small platform and hoisted it easily, setting it down on top. He stood for a moment trying to figure out how he would situate it with the several plastic fuel containers of diesel. He knew he would have more room very soon when his dad would top off the tanks with what remained, which wasn’t very much fuel. The deck plating would hold the coop in the center with the fuel around both sides. Once the fuel was used, he could turn the coop in a different direction allowing for it to be closer to the cab wall. Nate grabbed some straps and ratchets and began work on the bird project. The chickens were quickly tied down and covered well with a dark green tarp. Betty stood watching with great admiration for her son’s ingenuity. She was prepared to bring them inside the semi, but knew Henry wouldn’t have that. Nate didn’t realize how big the decking behind the cab was until he was on top. If he had the time and proper tools, they could use the ramps he loaded the ranger with and fashion a small truck bed, but time and parts were still needed. This would have to do the job. 
 
    Getting everything done took about forty-five minutes with no sign of anyone coming from down the hill. Nate already took notice that they would have the high ground in a fight if it came. They would not fare well with Henry and his sniper rifle. The last thing to do was find some space for a few of the many batteries they would need to leave behind. Nate took a few and placed them on the floorboard of the Ranger. Henry hoisted up two to go inside the cab. It was just temporary, and he felt it was safe enough for now. 
 
    Nate left the trailer doors open and helped his father get the trailer detached. Minutes went by, and they were all ready to get back on the road for at least another hour, putting some distance between them and the trailer if someone did show up. Nate felt it was a shame to leave the beautiful black trailer, but without spare tires, they had no choice. Nate got in his truck and started it up the hill; even loaded down now with the Ranger and the extra weight, the truck had enough power. He checked his rearview mirror and saw his father right on him now. 
 
    The two trucks were now headed north again, twisting and turning up and down the mountainous valleys that made up beautiful central Colorado. They could easily see many homes here and there that sparsely populated the area. However, they didn’t see anyone outside, or any cars on the roads. Ben was looking at the map carefully studying the signs and their current location. He was becoming a great navigator. He was even teaching Nicole now. 
 
    “Ok Ben, locate us a place you think looks secluded to stay for the night,” Nate said. 
 
    Ben looked up and nodded as he could see how dark it was starting to become. 
 
    “Up ahead about ten miles I think is an area called Hidden Lake. Maybe we can hide there?” Ben said, looking up with his typical comical smile. 
 
    Nate shook his head, but the boy was right, they did often hide or tried to as best they could. Ben remembered even better than Nate the times coming back how they practically were unseen and off the beaten path. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Nate said as he picked up the radio to let his father know they would be stopping for the night very soon. 
 
    “Ok, getting hungry anyway. I think we all need a good night’s rest,” Henry added as he stretched his left arm up, anticipating stopping for the night. 
 
    The miles flew by with only sporadic cabins along the road. The small sign for Hidden Lake now came into view, and a long cut out on the shoulder of the road was visible. 
 
    “Right there; looks good,” Ben said as Nate was already turning off the highway and down onto the white gravel shoulder. The area to his right had several small cabins and a sign that read, Hidden Sky Cabins. They had one vehicle out front and a sign that said in big bold letters, we are open, barter only. This was the first time since before the crash that Nate had seen anything open. It was a surprise. 
 
    “Dad, this place is open. Think we should check it out? We might be able to sleep in real beds tonight,” he asked. The thought absolutely delighted Betty and Henry both. They were very tired of sleeping in the semi. It was better than the ground as Nate had done on his journey back home, but far from a bed. 
 
    “I think it’s worth a try. I just hope that’s not an old sign, but I guess we will find out,” Henry said. 
 
    Nate had Nicole sit in the driver’s seat with the truck running. She was a licensed driver Nate had discovered, and her parents had large vehicles. Betty stayed in the semi with the doors locked and the engine running while Nate and Henry both approached the main office of the cabins wearing their pistols, which were covered up. 
 
    The office looked much like a cabin, and was covered on the corners with cobwebs. The porch was covered with typical patio furnishings that one might expect; a few chairs and a small round table. On the table were several half-smoked cigarettes along with a sun faded red Bic lighter. On the wood floor were many cigarette butts. The door had a faded screen with a broken glass hanging by one sliver. Nate was cautious when he tapped on the door. As he knocked, the glass fell inside and to the wood floor. Nate peaked through the broken area and could see someone sitting in a chair. 
 
    “Hello ma’am? Are you open?” Nate said, barely being able to see her. She was sitting at an angle that made it hard to see her. He could see her hair and part of a leg exposed from behind a small desk. There was no reply. 
 
    “Dad, you have that flashlight on you still?” Henry always carried a small flashlight on his belt. Henry didn’t answer, but quickly reached to his left side and unclipped the black titanium small light. He then handed it to Nate. 
 
    Nate switched on the light and aimed it through the small hole he made. He allowed his eyes to adjust to the light. He focused and then realized why she wasn’t answering. Nate had seen enough dead bodies to know she had been gone a few months. Her hair slightly moved from the air circulation in the once small office. 
 
    Nate located a nice private area in the rear of the property. He and his father dug a grave for the old lady that passed away some months ago. Nate found her living quarters to be in the back of the office. There were pictures of her when she was much younger with a man that was thought to be her husband. Henry surmised by the material and letters left behind, and one folded American flag, that her husband died during World War II. 
 
    Nate removed a handmade looking quilt from her bed and gently wrapped her. This would make it easier to move her. Betty was told of the demise of the woman. Betty told them she wanted to say a few words when they had her buried. Henry and Nate found a few shovels in a small shack behind the main office. Within an hour, they dug a hole that would be deep enough, while placing large river rock on top. Ben and Nicole stayed in the truck watching as they saw Nate carry out the wrapped figure and take her to the rear of the property. Both Nate and Henry couldn’t be seen from their vantage point any longer. 
 
    “That poor old lady,” Nicole said. Ben looked at her and noticed how sad she looked. Ben lost his grandmother not that ago, and this sight reminded him of that loss. 
 
    “It reminds me of my grandma. She died not long ago, and that’s the day Nate found us,” Ben said soberly. Nicole reached for his hand and held it. They sat and watched as Henry was coming back to the front of the cabin. He was tired and dirty looking from the digging. Betty walked up to him and handed him a small cup of water. 
 
    “Nate is making her a tombstone. It won’t be long and we can have a ceremony shortly,” Henry said. 
 
    “What is her name?” Betty asked. 
 
    “Martha West. I found a few letters from what might be relatives from Iowa. I will hold onto a few of the letters, and when things get back to normal, mail them about what we found and did,” Henry said, removing the letters from his jacket pocket. 
 
    The graveside ceremony was conducted under several Ponderosa pines. A small creek provided the smooth sounds that set the tone Betty wanted for Martha West’s funeral. Nate stood with his arms to his side and his head down. His eyes were closed as he felt Ben grasp his hands. Nate looked over to see Ben crying. He knew this was reminding him of his own grandmother. He firmly returned the grip and closed his eyes. Nicole was also sobbing. Nate couldn’t imagine the levels of death and dying she was trying to escape from back East. She knew her parents were gone, and she had barely survived a plane crash. Nate wondered if society would ever return to normal. It was still amazing how something like money could bring down an entire civilization. 
 
    “We will be sure to take care of your place while we are here,” Betty said in concluding the ceremony. 
 
    “Nate, the grave looks good. I like the touch of flowers,” Betty remarked. 
 
    Nate smiled. 
 
    “You can thank Ben and Nicole, they found them near the creek. I think they did a wonderful job on picking them,” Nate said. 
 
    “I will tell you what…if we could, I would just stay here. This place is beautiful,” Henry said. He always loved the Rockies. He especially loved cabins like these, but knew survival was easier when staying in groups. 
 
    “It is very nice here, but I think you will be glad to see where we are going. That brings me to my next question; do you think we can try getting out on the Ham tonight?” Nate asked. He hoped to get through to Gene or Sammie to give them an idea of still how far they had to travel. 
 
    Henry looked up and around, then back at his Pathfinder watch. He pushed a button to see their current elevation. 
 
    “I think we should be able to get out pretty good up here,” Henry replied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
    Found 
 
    Nate lost track of the time since they left home. He knew it was several days ago, but could not be certain. He was getting weary from the travel and wanted to rest badly. He thought about how tired his parents must have been even more than he. 
 
    “Think I will go check the cabins and see what we have for sleeping arrangements,” Nate said. 
 
    Ben stood and walked toward Nate. 
 
    “Can I come with you?” Ben asked, seeming to be bored as Nicole was helping Betty prepare dinner. Ben was a pro at freeze-dried meal prep, and Nicky said she wanted to learn. 
 
    “Of course,” Nate replied. Henry sat in his small folding chair, holding up his small cup of water, and nodded toward Nate. He would stay behind and guard over the camp. 
 
    Nate and his son walked to the nearby cabin. The door was locked, but Nate could see inside and it looked very clean. Nate walked behind the cabin and then saw two large solar panels hooked up to the cabin. One large enclosed box was attached to the rear. The padlock was secure on the door to the small shack. Nate turned and looked at the rear of each cabin. All had the same setups. The question remained did they still function. He would need the keys to find out. They both headed to the office. 
 
    Inside, Nate opened several drawers and finally found one that was labeled Master Set. He opened the small cigar box and found a large ring of keys. Most were older looking master lock numbered keys, with a few house looking keys dispersed on the ring. 
 
    “Jackpot,” Nate said, holding them up. Ben looked up at the keys like a baby would in amazement over the sound of the rattling. 
 
    “Think they will work?” Ben asked. 
 
    “One way to find out,” Nate replied as they both quickly made their way back out and to the nearest cabin. Henry watched from a distance with a smile on his face. My two boys, he thought. 
 
    Nate slowly turned the key like he was on a game show, hoping the key was the one that turned on the car to be won. If the door was an engine, it would have started right up. The door creaked open, lacking oil on the old hinges. The smell was only a little musky, but overall, not bad. The beds were covered in plastic, and had linens on them and ready to go. Nate wondered if the old lady had done this or originally had hired help. 
 
    “Look dad,” Ben said as he flipped on the small lamp at the bedside table. Nate had his back to Ben and was a little surprised to see the power come on. 
 
    “Well, I’ll be…” Nate said, reaching for the light switch on the wall. The overhead light came on also. Then Nate heard the sound of a small generator kick on. He walked to the rear door and could hear the noise coming from the small-attached shack. He smiled and walked into the bathroom. He reached down and turned on the water. It flowed brown at first, then slowly cleared up. The generator was running a water pump from a well. 
 
    “Think maybe your grandpa and grandma might like this cabin?” Nate asked Ben. 
 
    “I think they will love it, dad,” Ben replied. 
 
    “Can I bring them to it?” Ben asked. Nate was becoming more and more aware of how good of a heart Ben actually had. He always put other people first. Ben had a personality that Nate wished he had when he was the same age. 
 
    “Sure. You can in a bit, let’s go check out the rest,” Nate replied. 
 
    The sun was quickly going down and it would be dark soon. Nate turned off the water and the lights, and they headed out to the other cabins. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Northern Wyoming 
 
    Gene’s home 
 
    Sammie sat at the kitchen table with her family eating the small dinner. Tonight they managed some fresh greens from the garden, along with some other fall veggies. The main dish though was the wild hog her brother shot a few days back. It was prepared well and sitting in the middle of the table looking far better than the traditionally bought store ham. She ate slowly with obviously something on her mind. 
 
    “Sammie, what’s wrong? You haven’t touched the ham,” Gene said. His wife’s homemade rolls were piping hot from the cast iron Dutch oven she used to bake them with over the fireplace. The ham was done outside over the smoker. The home smelled like thanksgiving, and they knew they were fortunate to have some food. 
 
    “Just worried, I guess, over the Michaels headed this way. We haven’t heard from them in nearly a week. I guess I assumed, and wrongly so, that having trucks they would have been here by now,” she replied. 
 
    Her brother Randy looked up from his plate. He was soaking up some of the gravy when he spoke. 
 
    “Sammie, I’m sure they are ok. Tim – you know Tim, well he said that he heard some things are getting better the further you get away from the big cities. Tim would know since he has contacts within the government,” Randy was speaking about a friend he had known since junior high named Tim Peterson. Tim was a county surveyor that worked his way up into politics a few years back. He was a tall, lanky, educated man, with a small family. He turned out to be a very good politician; even running a successful campaign for state congress. He was home like everyone else, but had many ears to the ground about the nation’s current state of affairs. Randy still worked as a surveyor, and Tim kept him in the loop; especially since their land butted up against one another. They were close like brothers, and the ties that bound them meant having a good source of information when the regular news and radio were gone. 
 
    “Keep your chin up, sis. If anyone can get here, it will be Nate. Dad says his father was a sniper in Nam,” Randy said, smiling at Gene. Gene grinned back hoping that Sammie would at least smile. 
 
    “Sammie, be patient. Without trying to sound preachy…God did put him in our lives once, He will do it again.” 
 
    Sammie smiled and knew they were right. She was nervous and didn’t understand why. She really didn’t even know Nate, let alone his family. She felt like she was acting like a schoolgirl with a crush on the football team’s quarterback. What if he arrived and just lived in the rental home and they never talked? She closed her eyes and tried to relax. She chewed on the small piece of ham dangling on the end of her fork. 
 
    “Sammie, he will show,” her sister in-law, Kim, said as she placed her hand on Sammie’s lap who she sat next to. 
 
    Gene stood when he heard the sound. The voice came crackling across a large speaker he had set up. His eyes grew big as he moved toward the small room that held his Ham station. Sammie jumped up knowing what the ruckus was about. Gene was reaching for the mic after hearing the second repeat of call signs come across the air. 
 
    “Henry, we are here!” Gene said, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    Henry and Nate sat up in the big truck that was parked near the cabins they were staying in for the evening. Ben and Nicole were sharing the cabin Nate was in because it had four beds. It was the largest one on site. Henry and Betty were escorted earlier by Ben to the cabin he and his father found earlier. Henry was finishing up his talk with Gene. 
 
    “Gene, if all goes as planned, it should just be a few days until we arrive. All depends on the fuel situation,” Henry commented, waiting for Gene to reply. Nate was looking at the map and plotting the next day’s trip. 
 
    “We are just glad to hear from you. Sammie was just talking about where you could be. She is here waiting to speak to Nate,” Gene said. 
 
    Nate looked up from the map to see his dad smiling the cheesy smile only a father knows how to do. 
 
    “He is here, hang on,” Henry replied. Henry handed Nate the mic and started to climb down. 
 
    “I will leave you two and go get some sleep now,” Henry said, still exhibiting the smile. 
 
    Nate ignored him and took the mic. He cleared his throat and spoke. 
 
    “Hello,” Nate said, stopping to clear his voice again. He was having issues with a sore throat for the past few days. 
 
    “Is that all you have to say?” the female voice crackled through. He heard a giggle just as she was letting off the push to talk key. 
 
    “No, just clearing my throat, it’s been sore,” Nate replied. It was the truth. He hopped he wasn’t getting sick, but figured it was likely other factors like allergies. 
 
    “Ok, well…either way, I hope you aren’t getting sick. I am glad you guys made it through tonight. I was starting to get worried,” she replied. Nate could hear her concern in the tone she spoke. 
 
    “I think I will be ok, and sorry about the time between calls. It’s been a little hairy in some places, and we have someone else with us now.” 
 
    Nate went on to describe what they came across with Nicole and the plane crash. Sammie listened and reassured him that they would have room for her as well. 
 
    “How far do you think you have to go, Nate? Sorry, I have never been good with maps and distances,” she asked. 
 
    Nate wanted to say that tomorrow they would drive the 500 miles plus, and then pull in at night. In days past, he would have easily committed to that. 
 
    “I would love to say we will arrive tomorrow night. It’s just not that simple, Sammie. Some roads are impassable, while others are completely normal. In some areas we get shot at, while others people wave. Then there are the towns that not one person can be seen. We avoid those because I worry about the spread of disease.” 
 
    Sammie was a nurse and knew that was going to be a fact during these times. 
 
    “Yes, be careful. I have heard that diseases are starting to take a foothold in some areas and spreading fast. People won’t have the basics to treat things, and more will die. Please be careful,” she implored. 
 
    “We have tried to avoid populated areas as much as possible. I honestly can’t imagine the issues going on in large cities right now,” Nate said. The evening was getting late, but Nate and Sammie talked a while longer. 
 
    “I am hoping we can be there in the next couple of days. No promises, but we will have that goal in mind,” Nate said. 
 
    There was an audible pause on the other end before she spoke. 
 
    “I think our fathers are becoming good friends on the radio, Nate. Seems like they think much alike. I really hope they all like the home,” Sammie replied. “Also, the sooner you get here, the better,” she added, not wanting him to think she ignored his previous statement. 
 
    “We will do our best. Better be getting off here. I need to get up early to get everyone on the road,” Nate said. 
 
    Nate felt bad for saying it, but he also was truly tired. Sammie must have known he was exhausted and agreed. 
 
    “I understand, Nate. Try to get some good rest. I’m looking at a road map and see exactly where you are. I have never been that far into Colorado. I bet it’s beautiful,” she stated. 
 
    “Maybe someday, when things are better, we can take a road trip down here and I can show you some places.” 
 
    “That sounds like a date. Are you asking me out, Mr. Michaels?” 
 
    Now the pause came from Nate’s end. 
 
    “Well, I guess I am,” he replied, laughing. 
 
    “Just get up here and we will talk about that more,” Sammie replied with a slight laugh. 
 
    Nate hadn’t felt this relaxed in a long time. He really enjoyed his talk with Sammie and hoped it would mean getting to know her better when, and if, they ever arrived. 
 
    Nate climbed down from the semi after talking on the Ham radio. It was late in the evening, and everyone except Samson was sleeping. Samson was sitting outside the small cabin where Ben and Nicole slept. Nate made his way inside, and walked quietly to his bed in the back. Nate’s parents were sleeping in the only cabin that ended up having electricity and running water. In the morning when they were done with the cabin, the kids would take showers, and then Nate would go last. The water was going to be cold, but no one minded; they just wanted a shower. 
 
    Nate relaxed and tried to close his eyes. He moved his arm done to his hip and upholstered his pistol. He then laid it in his jacket, inside the vest pocket. His rifle was just inside the door, up against the wall. Earlier, Nate discussed gun safety with Nicole, trying to ascertain her knowledge of firearms. He found her to be very familiar with guns because her father was an avid hunter. She had gone out with him several times, and even to local gun ranges for practice. This was good to know, but that didn’t mean she would ever be able to pull the trigger on a human life. Nate got up and cracked open the window near his bed. 
 
    The cool mountain breeze felt very good. He could hear the distant sounds of numerous animals. This constant drumbeat of wild life helped lull him to sleep better than any drug would ever do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 
 
    Halfway 
 
    The morning temps dropped much more than Nate believed possible for this time of year, but he had to remind himself of their current elevation. He was the first to awake. He rolled out of the hammock nearly stepping on Samson underneath. The dog moved fast. 
 
    “Sorry buddy, I forgot you were under me,” Nate said, reaching for him and ruffling up his neck. Samson jumped up with both paws on Nate’s chest, trying to lick at his face. 
 
    “Ok, let me get the fire going, and then I will get you something.” 
 
    Nate was running out of his homemade dog food. But fortunately, the dog liked fish minus the bones. Nate opened the door to the cabin and reached in to grab his rifle. He looked at both kids who were sound asleep. He gently closed the door and had Samson follow him. Nate then heard his father coming out of the cabin. 
 
    “You are up early,” Nate whispered as he made his way closer to Henry. Henry was already dressed for the day and even looked like he managed a shave. 
 
    “The water is cold, but it felt great to be clean. Your mom is still sleeping. Figured I would just let her rest. What are you up to?” Henry asked. 
 
    “I thought I might go down to the stream and try to catch some fish. Need to stock up for us and the dog,” Nate replied. 
 
    Henry nodded. 
 
    “Think the poles are in the back of the Tundra, I will get a fire going and some coffee,” Henry said. “I will keep an eye out on things here also. Just don’t be gone too long, Nate. Not sure how much longer your mom can handle being on the road,” Henry said in a serious tone. 
 
    “Is she sick? What’s wrong?” Nate asked, stopping in his tracks. Nate knew his mom to always be very healthy. She seldom even suffered from allergies, let alone the common cold. 
 
    “She’s not sick, son; just tired. Hell, I’m tired. This is a lot on us older people. Maybe it’s the combined stress of the world’s events, but we are just sore, stressed, and tired,” Henry replied. 
 
    Nate relaxed inside. He was however sorry that they were going through this. This is not what they worked so hard over the years to accomplish. 
 
    “I’m truly sorry, dad. I know this wasn’t an easy decision,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry looked down. He appeared to be really worried. 
 
    “Nate, we may never see your brother and sister again. I am sure they are doing well where they are. We are not concerned too much because we know we raised them like you. In time, when things are better, we will reconnect. When you came home we were not surprised, but decided right then we would not be without you. We couldn’t do anything but wait for you. Now we are together, and that’s how it will remain,” Henry finished. 
 
    “I understand. I feel the same way,” the two hugged, and Nate and Henry walked to the rear of the truck. 
 
    “I won’t be long; if they are biting, I will get as many as I can and cook them up,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry nodded, handing him the pole. Samson followed Nate as he walked away. Henry stood at the tailgate watching his son as he made it to the small stream within sight. He was very proud of the man Nate became. He took on the responsibility of caring for Ben, and maybe now Nicole. He wasn’t sure what life would bring them all once they arrived in North Wyoming, but he knew they would all be together and closer to his other kids up in North Dakota. 
 
    Nate was fly-fishing. It was a recent discovery for him. Up in Montana months earlier was where he first tried the technique. He always heard it was pretty difficult and perhaps in some setting it was, but in streams like this, he thought it was very easy. The trout were biting well on the flies he had. So far he had three good size trout. He took one of the larger ones and walked up to the bank. He quickly gutted and deboned the fish. He tossed the dog the meat. Samson was eagerly enjoying the breakfast when he stopped and raised his head. He sniffed at the air. Nate heard the sniff barely over the running water. Then Samson growled at something across the stream. Nate easily heard the growl. He turned his head to see Samson staring across the water. Before Nate could turn his head, he heard the unmistakable sound of a bear huffing his own bark at Samson. Nate turned to see a sizable black bear with a few cubs standing up, looking over the bushes at Nate and the dog. 
 
    “Samson, come here,” Nate commanded. The dog did as he was told, not taking his eyes off of the bear. Nate knelt down slowly and grabbed hold of Sampson’s thick collar with one hand. With the other hand, he dropped his pole on the ground and reached for the basket that held the other two fish. He pulled it slowly up out of the water. He reached in and grabbed one of the fish, and threw it like a football over the area where the bears were. One of the cubs saw the fish land and flipping around on the ground. The bear ran at the free meal. The mother bear still standing up right, watched as Nate threw another fish toward her. She dropped to her front paws and took off for the fish, followed by the second cub. 
 
    “Good boy, Samson; good boy.” 
 
    Never at any point did Nate feel threatened, he had his gun and could have easily fired a warning shot. However, that wasn’t necessary this time. The bears could be seen leaving the area presumably after retrieving their hand feed breakfast. Nate picked up the pole and began again fishing. This time though he kept his eyes open more to his surroundings. If that had been a grizzly up north, things would have been different; but he knew grizzlies were no longer found this far south. 
 
    When Nate walked back to the cabins, he saw everyone already outside and sitting around the small fire pit. The smoke smelled good, like bacon; but he knew they didn’t have bacon. As he walked closer, he could smell that it was bacon; big thick slices. 
 
    “Any luck?” Henry asked, looking at the basket. 
 
    “Yep, got four would have had seven, but I fed some bears,” Nate said smiling. 
 
    “You fed some bears? Nate, are you ok?” Betty asked. She stood to look him over only like a mother could do. 
 
    “I’m fine thanks to Samson. They just wanted some breakfast. They are gone now. So can someone tell me where the bacon came from?” Nate asked, stepping over to the small paper plate to sample a cooked piece. 
 
    “Nate, wash your hands first,” Betty said smiling. Nate stopped and walked over to the old style water well, hand pump that was sticking out of the ground. He pumped it till the water came up, and washed his hands off. 
 
    “Son, we do have soap,” she said, tossing him the small bottle. 
 
    “We discovered in the old lady’s shop that she had a freezer running off of a solar generator. We didn’t see the panels till just a bit ago. She has a full chest freezer of a variety of meats, and a few frozen bags of store bought veggies,” Henry informed Nate as he finished washing his hands. Nate turned his head to look at the office and could barely see the edge of a solar panel. 
 
    “What kind of system she have?” Nate asked, walking over to dry his hands with a paper towel. 
 
    “She was using the large Goal zero hooked up to several large solar panels. It’s powerful enough to keep things frozen,” Henry replied. 
 
    “Dad, you think we can make room for that stuff somewhere?” Nate suggested, referring to the solar generator. He was certain he could make room for the small, but powerful generator; but the panels were another thing. 
 
    “How about I strap one down in the back of the semi up against the rear cabin and you lay the other on top of the roof of the ranger. Between the two of us, I’m sure we have enough tie downs and rope,” Henry replied. 
 
    Nate like the idea, but wished they had enough room for the small chest freezer. 
 
    “I’m not comfortable just taking Martha’s stuff though; I think I need to leave something here with a note explaining what we took. I will leave some cash with a note. It may be silly, but at least if things get better and her family shows they will know someone didn’t take advantage of her after her passing,” Nate said. 
 
    “Nate, that’s a wonderful thought. I will add some cash to yours for the stay in the cabins as well…and the bacon,” Betty replied. 
 
    After everyone had their fill of bacon, Nate set out to remove the two large solar panels from the roof of the cabin. He disconnected the wiring, and was careful in handing them down off the ladder they used from the storage shed. Henry went inside and removed the Goal Zero generator. The small freezer remained, reluctantly. Betty had removed the food from inside, placing it all in the cooler they had already brought. If anything, they would cook the food as it defrosted so not to waste anything. Ben was busy taking his very fast cold shower. Nicole was done earlier with her shower and helping Betty pack away things. Samson was lying on the ground in the morning sun sleeping. 
 
    The solar panels were secured. They would provide a means to make electricity. Everyone was ready and waiting for Nate. He was in the office leaving the note with some cash that totaled over $1,000. He didn’t feel right doing anything else. He realized that someone might break in and steal the money, but with the lack of people they encountered, that might not happen. He could only do what he knew was right. He looked around and saw a few pictures on the walls. They were pictures of Martha and who Nate believed to be her long-lost husband. 
 
    “May God grant you two time in heaven now and peace,” Nate said as he turned and walked out the door. 
 
    Nate stepped out the door and headed for his truck. Everyone else waited for him in the vehicles. It was a sunny morning and they were half way now. 
 
    Nate waved at his dad, giving him a thumb up that he was ready to leave. Henry waved back and stated backing up on the gravel to give Nate room to turn around. Inside Nate’s truck, he found Nicole in the front seat, with Ben stretched out in the back with Samson. 
 
    “Ben insisted that ladies ride up front,” Nicole commented, seeming to be a little embarrassed at her statement. 
 
    “Is that ok, dad?” Ben asked. 
 
    Nate smiled. 
 
    “Of course it’s ok. That’s being a gentleman, Ben,” Nate replied, pulling the truck out and onto the empty old state road headed north. After about twenty minutes, they found the next town of Allenspark. The area was set with several small lodges, a community church, closed businesses, and a fire department right off the main highway on the right. In seconds, they were through the town. Once again, they didn’t see anyone, only very dusty cars. 
 
    “Ben, what town is next?” Nate asked his rear seat copilot. 
 
    Nate could hear Ben flipping through the pages to get to the Colorado page. He was tracing his finger along the page finding the last town they had driven through, and following the road north. 
 
    “Looks like nothing until Estes Park,” Ben finally said. 
 
    Nate remembered the first time they came through Estes was when he and Ben were going home. That seemed so long ago now. He wondered how the town was, and the FEMA camp that lay south. He wasn’t on the exact road this time that would take him near the FEMA setup, and he was glad about it. However, they would be going through downtown again; that wasn’t something they could avoid. Last time there were many people; most likely tourists that were stuck. Soon, they would find out how many were left. 
 
    Henry was watching the fuel in his truck. He had half a tank left now. If he was still pulling the trailer, it would have been gone by now; that he knew. He looked ahead and wondered how they would all fit in Nate’s truck. It would mean leaving more things behind, but at least Nate had enough spare fuel for them all to get to their new home. Nate would hate to do it, but leaving the Ranger behind was going to become a reality soon if they had to conserve on fuel. It also took so much more room out of the bed of the truck. Henry saw the sign for Estes Park, and picked up the CB radio mic. 
 
    “Estes Park is a bigger town if I recall, Nate,” Henry said. 
 
    Nate picked up the radio mic and replied. 
 
    “It’s bigger than most towns we have driven through. Ben and I came through ok on the way home. Not sure how it will be this time. Not far from Estes Park is a FEMA camp, or at least there was.” Nate stated. 
 
    “We better stay clear of places like that. Hate to have everything taken by the authorities there if they are even still around,” Henry commented. 
 
    “I agree,” Nate replied. 
 
    Ben was looking carefully at the map, holding it close to the window, trying to see with the help of the sunlight. 
 
    “Dad, up ahead is a road that goes away from town and to the east. Looks like it will take us to that Highway 34 you want to be on without going through town. It’s called Fish Creek Road. Maybe there will be a sign ahead,” Ben said. 
 
    “Really? Thank you, Ben; good job,” Nate said. 
 
    Ben looked up to see Nicole smiling at him. 
 
    “Wow, good job, Ben. You have a good sense of direction. I get lost easily,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t know why I like looking at maps, it just comes easy to me, and it relaxes me also,” Ben said. 
 
    Nate looked back at Ben in the rearview mirror. 
 
    “Whatever reason, Ben…you are really good at it,” Nate said. 
 
    Ben smiled and returned to his duty of map reading and trying to help. 
 
    Ben was correct. The road sign was coming into view for the turn off for Fish Creek Road. It was a small dirt gravel road, but would work. The turn was off to the right with a beautiful large lake in view, along with mountains to the north, clearly in view. Nate informed his dad about the road, and together they made their way to the northeast toward Estes Park, but away from town. The road was curvy at times with some cabins that appeared to be empty. 
 
    The drive into the valley was mostly a view of homes scattered here and there. Only a few people were seen sitting in the front yards, while others were busy in their gardens. A few heard them coming and waved, but didn’t do anything else. Soon they made their way to Estes Park Gold Club. The road ran past the course and up to Lake Estes. Nate followed the signs that took him to Highway 34 going east out of town. They could see many people in boats out on the water fishing. Anglers were also in the Big Thomson River fly-fishing. This time there didn’t seem to be as many people out as there was before, but that was months ago. 
 
    Nate only saw one police car parked on the shoulder of the road. He waved at the officer who waved back. He looked surprised to see two large trucks coming by, but didn’t stop them. Nate was glad for that. The road out of Estes Park was a small two-lane road with lots of sharp turns with the river flowing at times on either side. Several cottages and cabins for lodging tourists were spotted; mostly empty looking. A few, however, did have cars up in the driveways; more than likely, the ones that the owners also lived at while renting out available cottages. The further east they drove, the less people could be seen fishing in the river. About forty minutes passed before they were able to take the next highway – 27 north. 
 
    Nate picked up the radio mic. 
 
    “Ok dad, this road will take us up to Rustic. Remember what I told you about Rustic? If it were not for these kind people, we likely would not have made it home,” Nate stated. 
 
    Nate had told Henry and his mother after coming home how Chris and his family provided him with the Ranger and extra supplies. They were not far away now. This would take them a little off course, but if things went as planned, they would be in Wyoming by the end of the day, and closer to one more goal he hopped to achieve. 
 
    “Ok Nate, we trust you,” Henry said, smiling at Betty. 
 
    Betty was reading a book and looked up when she heard Nate’s words. 
 
    “What is he planning, Henry?” Betty asked. 
 
    “I think he wants to return the Ranger to that kid and his family he told us about where he took out all those bad men,” Henry said. 
 
    Betty’s face grimaced at recalling the story. Nate practically turned into Rambo for those people. He had no choice she knew that, but she still felt for the family having went through such a horrific event. 
 
    “Oh, I see. It will be good to meet them, Henry,” she replied. 
 
    Henry nodded in agreement. 
 
    Nate took the highway northwest, and kept the speed they were going at a constant sixty miles an hour, trying to conserve as much fuel as possible. To the left, they could all see the Loveland Water Reservoir. It was nearly dried up. Nate thought about the water they had, and how many times they already refilled, sanitized, boiled, and filtered along the way, fortunate to find good flowing sources. He wondered if Sammie’s family had well water. 
 
    After nearly two hours of hilly, curvy terrain, they finally came to the end of Highway 27. They would now take Highway 14 to the west. They were only miles away now from Chris’s family home. Nate spent a good portion of the trip telling both Ben and Nicole about Chris and his family. He explained the things that happened that lead him to meet Chris, and how they helped Nate with supplies. Ben seemed sad to think about getting rid of the Ranger, but knew it would help them by not carrying it further. 
 
    “Dad, the turn is coming up; after that it’s just up on the right. No one else is around them,” Nate radioed. 
 
    Nate turned off the road, drove up to the bottom of the driveway, and stopped. There was one car in the driveway further up. Nate turned off his truck and radioed his father to hang back until he saw that it was safe. Nate was assuming a lot; maybe things had gotten worse around here. He didn’t remember this car being here last time. 
 
    Nate told Ben and Nicole to hunker down until he gave them the ok to get out. Nate stepped out of the truck and walked up the driveway. The front door opened up slowly and John Thomas walked out holding a rifle aimed at Nate. 
 
    “John, it’s Nate Michaels!” Nate yelled, still about fifty yards away. Nate removed his ball cap and held up his arms. John slowly studied Nate and lowered his rifle. 
 
    “Nate? How the hell? What are you doing back here?” John said, coming down the porch now, rifle held down, walking closer, and still stunned to see Nate. John walked quickly to Nate, extending his hand. 
 
    “Wow Nate, we are glad to see you. Hang on one second, Nate,” John said, removing a small walkie-talkie from his back belt area. 
 
    “It’s all clear. I repeat, it’s all clear. It’s Nate,” John said into the radio. A few seconds later, Chris come barreling out the door running, followed by John’s wife and their daughter Kim. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
    Reunions 
 
    Nate was never one for going to high school reunions. He didn’t even like family ones. He did like the reunions he had with his war buddies every year in Montana. Today was a reunion he liked. Chris was like a younger brother in some ways, and in others, like another son. Nate sat with Chris under their large covered patio, explaining to him the things that happened after he left them last. From meeting Ben, to other shootouts, and finally making it home only to soon discover the nuclear plants had exploded in numerous places in Texas. Chris was amazed. Nate explained how they meet Nicole, and Nate noticed he was checking her out a lot. 
 
    “So, how old is she, Nate?” Chris jokingly asked. 
 
    “Older than you, and not now,” Nate said, jabbing him in the ribs. Chris tucked his arms in as he was trying to deflect the punch, laughing at the same time. Ben was surprisingly talking to Kim over by the small wood fire pit that was acting as a stove, boiling up corn on the cob from the Thomas’s garden. Henry and John were busy talking about the semi Henry drove, and the current events back in Texas. Rachael and Betty were busy cooking up some of the nearly defrosted hamburger meat they acquired from Martha’s cabin office freezer. Nicole was standing close to Kim and Ben, but seemed out of place. Ben looked over at Nate. Nate motioned to Ben to come over. Ben walked over to where Nate and Chris sat. 
 
    “Ben, you haven’t gotten to talk much to Chris. This is my friend Chris that I told you about. The motocross guy,” Nate said. 
 
    Since they arrived Ben had been a little standoffish from Chris. Nate suspected maybe Ben was feeling a little jealous. He wasn’t sure, but he wanted Ben to get to know Chris the same way he did. 
 
    “Ben, want see my motor bikes?” he asked. 
 
    Ben’s eyes opened wide. 
 
    “Sure!” Ben said, finally smiling. Chris stood and escorted Ben down to the garage where he was soon followed by a more relaxed looking Nicole, and Kim. 
 
    Nate was left sitting alone. Soon Henry and John walked over and sat down. 
 
    “Nate, you didn’t have to return the Ranger, it was a gift for what you did for Chris and us all,” John said. 
 
    Henry was proud of his son for trying to thank those who he helped. 
 
    “I appreciate that John, I really do. Honestly, we will not make it with the added weight, and I knew we would be close by. Besides that, I had to stop to see how you all are doing,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Well, we are doing ok. We have to be vigilant with people as they show up. Around here, I have basically deputized Chris to help. He is a good shot, and I think you have shown him some tactics that has helped us here. Otherwise, I don’t go into the department much, if ever, anymore. I have to be here,” John said. 
 
    “Have you heard any news John, about anything?” Henry asked. 
 
    John thought about the question. 
 
    “The last time I was at the department was three weeks ago. We had communications sporadically with Denver, the only news was rumors of some Mexican Military trying to come across the border into California. Apparently, they tried in Texas, but were meet by more militia than they had ever counted on. Then the Texas National Guard soon showed up what remains of them to support the militias,” John replied. 
 
    “Hopefully, this will all end soon,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Nate, where are you guys headed?” John asked. 
 
    “Northern Wyoming. We have friends up there who have property and a home we can use,” Nate replied. 
 
    “That’s good country and not many people per square mile. I am not sure about the travels between here and there. I know, as you do, just to stay away from highly populated areas,” John said. 
 
    Nate sighed out loud. 
 
    “Seems like we will never get up there, John. Having to avoid the major highways adds time and fuel. I have plenty of regular, but it’s the semi. I know we will not make it all the way with that,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry nodded in agreement. Suddenly John stood and laughed. 
 
    “You two come with me. I have something to show you,” John said, still laughing some as he led the way. 
 
    Nate and Henry looked at each other and just shrugged their shoulders. 
 
    John was walking down a dirt path away from the property. He could still see the house, but as they walked deeper into the woods, it suddenly opened to a clearing. In the clearing sat a partially finished cabin. Some additional logs and other variety of tools laid about. In the middle of it all was a large bulldozer. 
 
    “There you go. The owners have been gone since before the crash. That dozer doesn’t run, someone took some major parts from it. But guess what…it has a full tank of diesel fuel,” John said. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Henry asked, walking closer to the enormous yellow behemoth. 
 
    “Unbelievable,” Nate said. 
 
    “I had planned to get a diesel truck from the impound center for us here, but they are all gone and it’s not like we are doing that now. You take the fuel. You need it, and we can just say it’s an even trade for the Ranger,” John was trying hard to make the deal right. 
 
    “John, that sounds like a great trade,” Nate replied. 
 
    After a few hours of siphoning and carrying the fuel up the trail with the Ranger…Henry, Nate, and John, managed to remove over half of the fuel. Henry topped off the semi and had several extra fuel cans filled. The D11 dozer had an enormous fuel tank. They wished they had the ability to carry more, but had no other means to transport. 
 
    “John, thanks you so much for the fuel,” Nate said, shaking his hand as Henry did also. 
 
    “It’s what friends do for each other. Now let’s go eat,” John replied. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
    Ride like the Wind 
 
    It was mid-afternoon. Nate really didn’t wish to leave not knowing how long it would be before he would be able to see their new friends. However, he was on a schedule in his mind. The schedule wasn’t set in stone, but one he felt obligated to keep for many reasons. Nate’s sense of responsibility for his parents, especially in securing them a new home safe from harm, was a great concern. He knew so far that luck had been on their side in the form of not many people had been encountered. Whether that fact was due to death, sickness, or people moving out of the areas, didn’t matter. No matter the reason, they were fortunate to have made it this far. In Nate’s mind, luck was like an hourglass. The sand was always slipping through the very tiny hole. Luck always seemed to be this way; it had a way of always being a moment away from running out. Nate was now sitting inside the hourglass, on top of the sand…just waiting. 
 
    Henry, Betty, John, Rachael, and Nate, all sat around the fire pit in the backyard that over looked the one time race/practice course for Chris. The site was where Nate eliminated the bikers who were going to kill Chris and his family eventually. Now all of that area had been plowed over and converted into a very large and fruitful garden. Rachael already had several things growing in another area, and had transferred many of those things to the new area. They cultivated much from seeds, and were fortunate enough to have two small streams running through the land. John was already a successful hunter before the economic collapse, but now he had to truly put his skills to the test. 
 
    “John, it seems you guys are well prepared here,” Henry said, looking out on the nearly two acre back area. It wasn’t a ranch, but it was still enough, if done properly, to sustain their family. 
 
    “We are trying. When I do venture to the station, I always take items with me to trade with other officers. We have all benefitted from this. Some will bring in various meats, and other eatables. I will take in veggies and seeds. There are some that even barter whisky or cigarettes. It’s always interesting what some will bring in. Radios with batteries are always on high demand; except that picking up any operable stations is nearly impossible,” John said. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear at least there is some sort of system in place; I just hope the average person is doing the same,” Nate said. All of the younger adults were sitting under the awning of the house playing some card game that Nicole was teaching them. John looked up at them and noticed the smiles. 
 
    “It’s nice to see them all smiling. Nate, how are you handling being a father? I must say we were surprised,” John said with a smile. 
 
    Nate grinned. 
 
    “It’s not been bad at all; it was a little hard at first trying to get home and having to consider his safety first. I was not accustomed to that, but he really did well, and truthfully, he didn’t slow us down at all,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Now he just needs a mother, Nate,” Rachael said, jabbing him in the ribs. Everyone started laughing while Nate just eyed everyone around the fire. 
 
    “In time, I want to explore my possibilities,” Nate said, adding to the laughter. 
 
    “On a serious note, Nate…which way do you plan to take to North Wyoming?” John asked. 
 
    Nate had already looked over the map and figured a straight northerly course; one that would avoid the main highways to the east and would get him their faster, but likely would have more people around. 
 
    “I think we will head back on Highway 14, getting on 287 north, trying to maintain that course as far as possible, then take a path between Laramie and Cheyenne up to I-25 the rest of the way, taking the chance on the short distance there,” Nate replied. 
 
    John was silent thinking about what Nate said. Then he spoke. 
 
    “Taking 14 to 287 should be fine and fast. Heading north like you said will work. We haven’t heard of anything up that way. Just stay away from Cheyenne. I have heard very bad rumors out of there,” John said. 
 
    “Nate, Cheyenne has basically three corrections centers. When the power went out and their backups went down, prisoners escaped and released all the inmates. Well, as you could imagine, the inmates run everything in Cheyenne now. Granted, many died from illness and starvation. What remains of law enforcement couldn’t handle it, and without the National Guard, things went south fast. That’s why I am asking about your route, because of the danger. If this country pulls itself together, then we will clean this up; but for now, they are free and doing what they want. The reason I know this is that we had many officers flee to Colorado. They were being hunted down in the area like dogs. The escapees had gained access to armories and basically forced out all law. One county judge known for his record on heavy sentences, was strung up outside the courthouse and slowly hung for hours,” John said. 
 
    Betty was nearly in tears. Rachael was calm, having heard the news a while back. 
 
    “Dam, Henry said. 
 
    “I guess things are rapidly becoming Mad Max out there,” Nate said. 
 
    John nodded. 
 
    “The good thing is, where this is occurring, it becomes isolated because no one has access to fuel to expand. Granted, that may change as the criminal mind becomes resourceful and finds a way. For now it seems they are not that smart. We only can hope that the average person will, with the guidance of former military and current law enforcement, seek to take control of these areas,” John stated. 
 
    “There is only one cure for this John: massive resistance, and the deaths of many, starting with the leaders,” Nate replied. 
 
    Now more than ever, Nate wanted to get on the road and get to Gene’s place. The longer they waited, the more the bad guys might venture slowly into areas that are presently safe. 
 
    “John, thank you for that information, it helped me decide when we need to move on, and that time is now!” Nate said with a serious tone. 
 
    Henry could see a new look of determination in his son’s face; one he had not seen since he said he had to leave for the Army. When Henry had seen that face before, Nate had indicated, at the time, that it was his duty to serve. Henry could only imagine what his son thought his duty was now. 
 
    Everything was loaded differently now since the Ranger was being left back with John. It was hard to see it go, but Nate had no choice. The fuel it would save would guarantee the Tundra would make the rest of the distance. It opened up so much more room for the truck, and they were even able to move the small chicken coop into the back of the Tundra. The meat that Henry had found at Martha’s cabin was going to be left with Chris’s family since they had no means to keep in cold enough for the duration of the trip. The Thomas’s would cook it all and preserve some for a short period in their root cellar. In return for the meat, Rachael gave Betty a few paper sacks full of tomatoes and some cucumbers. She also gave her labeled Ziploc bags half-full of seeds. 
 
    Chris and Kim said goodbye to Ben and Nicole as they got to the truck doors. In a short time, they all had become very much like cousins. Chris told them that his dad was trying to secure a Ham radio, and then they would be able to communicate with them. Ben liked the idea and it made saying goodbye a little easier. Chris, trying to be a smooth operator, took hold of Nicole’s hand and raised it slowly. 
 
    “Parting is such sweet sorrow. I hope to see you again,” he said, trying not to laugh himself. 
 
    Nicole, eyes wide open, watched with amazement as Chris raised her hand. She busted out a laugh, but allowed him to complete his gesture. 
 
    “Something tells me I will see you again,” she said before hugging him. 
 
    Chris didn’t expect this, and stepped back afterwards seeing her now in a new light. 
 
    Ben was giggling as he climbed up on to the seat. 
 
    “Come on, boy!” Ben said to Samson. The dog jumped up inside. 
 
    With the kids in the truck, Nate and his parents walked over to the Thomas family. 
 
    “Thank you for allowing us to spend time with you all,” Betty said, hugging each of them. 
 
    “I am sure, in time, we will all see one another again,” Nate said, shaking John and Rachael’s hands. Henry did the same. 
 
    “I wish you all a safe trip. When I get a Ham radio—if I do, I will look you all up at the call signs you gave me,” John said. 
 
    “That would be great, John,” Henry replied. Finding a Ham radio during times like this may not be easy, but John seemed to be a very resourceful. 
 
    Nate walked over to Chris. 
 
    “Well Chris, looks like we say bye again. We will see each other again, I’m sure,” Nate said, shaking his hand, then excepting the hug from Chris. 
 
    Chris knew in many ways he was saved by Nate. Chris would never learn how close he came to being shot just like the biker he was with when they first met. Nate knew he would never know. 
 
    Nate and his family all loaded up and slowly back down the driveway to the round area at the bottom to make their turns. Nate, once again, lead them out and back on the small county highway; this time headed north on Highway 74 toward Livermore. Just before leaving, John told them of the quicker route, instead of taking Highway 14 that Nate originally wanted to go. This route was about forty-five minutes faster. The road was paved with sporadic homes along the way. 
 
    “I really like them all, dad,” Ben said about the Thomas’s. 
 
    Nicole nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Ben, they are good people. I’m sure, in time, we will see them all again. I think you guys will like the Hartfords. They are like the Thomas’s a lot,” Nate replied, looking back in the rearview mirror at Ben. 
 
    Ben, once again, gave the front seat to Nicole. With the extra room inside of the truck due to things being relocated to the bed of the truck, Ben could stretch out his legs more with Samson. 
 
    “How far are we?” Nicole asked. She was looking at the map. 
 
    “I think we have about 350, maybe more, miles to go. Hopefully, they will go faster with us getting into more open areas.” 
 
    “If we can go about seventy miles per hour, we would be there in about six hours?” Nicole asked. 
 
    Nate forgot she could drive, thinking of her at times as a kid younger than even Ben, when in fact, she had already been driving for a few years. 
 
    “I wish that were possible, and if it can be done, we will. If we were on the interstate, we would likely be dogging abandoned cars like we have seen along the way, but in far larger numbers. Mostly, we have to go slow to conserve fuel,” Nate replied. 
 
    “That’s true, I would hate for us to have to walk at all,” Nicole replied. 
 
    Nate didn’t remember when, but at some point, he had decided to tune the radio to the search mode anytime they were driving. He could hear some garble words coming across some station, and he turned up the volume. 
 
    “This is a previously recorded message and will continue to be rebroadcast as long as this uplink has power. The U.S. is limited at this point to help all of the people in need. FEMA and the National Guard are doing their best to provide in the larger cities not affected by the EMPs that were detonated; one over the east coast, and one over the Ohio River Valley. At this time, U.S. forces are engaged in stopping any further attacks on the U.S. If you have the ability to take shelter, please do so and remain there until further notice.” 
 
    The message started over. Nate turned it off. It wasn’t anything he didn’t already know. He looked over at Nicole who was looking out the window, emotionlessly staring off. Ben was doing the same. Nate was getting tired of it all. The driving, the worry, the unknown of what was around the corner. Maybe Nicole was correct. Maybe they should be going seventy miles per hour. Maybe, in time, they would. 
 
    Livermore was insight now. There wasn’t much there; in fact, only a small pizza shop was at the corner where 74 east and 287 met. There were cars at the store; but they, like most others, were covered in dirt. The dirt was a clear sign that they had been abandoned long ago. 
 
    They made the turn onto 287 and headed off in a northwesterly direction. According to the map, the state line for Wyoming was only twenty miles away. Nate radioed his dad and told him he wanted to pick up the speed. Henry agreed, feeling good about that desire. 
 
    Nate gave the truck some gas, to the delight of Nicole, as he now hit seventy-three miles per hour. Nate kept an eye on the tied down chicken coop, thinking he saw a feather fly out. 
 
    “Am I loosing feathers back there?” Nate asked his father. 
 
    “Not that I see,” Henry asked. Betty looked up just in time to witness a feather detach. She took the mic from Henry and spoke. 
 
    “Nate, we are losing parts of Henrietta; slow down, son,” Betty pleaded. 
 
    Henry snatched the radio back. He was laughing as he told Nate that Henrietta would be ok, and to keep going. 
 
    Nate, along with his riders, were laughing at Betty’s statement. About fifteen minutes later, Nate caught the first glimpse of what was to come. 
 
    “Dad, we need to stop now.” 
 
    Henry was about half a mile behind Nate as Nate quickly turned the truck around and headed in the other direction. Henry was surprised when he saw Nate coming at him from the opposite direction. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Betty asked. 
 
    Henry was braking hard to stop. Nate parked alongside the semi and jumped out running up to his dad’s driver side door. 
 
    “Up ahead I think at the Stateline is about thirty or so men. Some looked like they were on bikes, others in – I would bet – stolen cop cars. They seem to have the road blocked. They jumped up when they saw me coming. I turned fast and radioed you. I don’t think we will get through them. Since I don’t hear them coming now, I would guess they don’t have the fuel to pursue,” Nate said. 
 
    Nate was standing on the high step of the big rig looking down at Ben and Nicole’s frightened faces. They saw the men. Nate knew what men would do to them, let alone a beautiful girl like Nicole. 
 
    Nate wasn’t about to give up having come this far. He stood on the rail looking over the map with his dad. They did have a few options around the block, but the roads were too narrow and treacherous for the semi. This left only one way, up the road and through the block. 
 
    Nate looked into his dad’s eyes. Henry knew what Nate was thinking. Nate was a soldier. It’s what he knew the best, even more than Henry. The issues compounded and really gave Nate not much of a choice. If they turned back they would likely run out of fuel going a different route. Everything was planned on this path now because it was the shortest to Gene’s home. If they tried taking the back roads with the semi, it would likely mean getting stranded. Nate only could see one option left. He would need to remove –the best he could – the obstacle preventing them from heading north between Laramie and Cheyenne. 
 
    “Ok, looks like we really have no choice. I will go scout this out” Nate said to his dad. 
 
    Betty was listening and asked what he meant. Nate just climbed down, and Henry followed him back a distance to an area off the main road. 
 
    “Betty, Nate will go and see if he can get us through,” Henry said calmly. Betty knew by his tone that this would be dangerous. She turned her head, looking out the window as Henry parked. She could see Nate removing his AR-15 clone. 
 
    “Henry, what is he planning to do? Why does he have the rifle right now?” Betty was getting worried and Henry could see the concern as she opened the door to climb down. She made her way over to Nate. 
 
    “Nate, what are you going to do? I’m sure we can find another road,” she said, almost frantic for her to listen to him. 
 
    Henry came over and was trying to get between them. 
 
    “It’s ok, dad. Mom, I know what I’m doing. I just need to go check to see what we are up against. We can’t just go another way with the semi,” Nate replied. 
 
    Nate started to think about something else. The semi couldn’t make it on the back roads, but his Tundra could. 
 
    “Dad, bring that map over here,” Nate said. 
 
    Nate opened the map and fingered their current position. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nicole and Ben, now got out of the truck standing nearby, listening. Nate turned to face his dad. 
 
    “The Tundra can handle these roads easily. Look here at this road, it leads north, right back onto 287. Do you still have that flare gun?” Nate asked. 
 
    Henry looked confused, but answered. 
 
    “Yes, it’s in the cab. Why?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate walked about holding his chin with his hands, thinking. 
 
    “Ok, here’s what we will do…I want all of you to go in the Tundra and we can rendezvous at this location,” Nate said, running his finger on the map he held in his hand. 
 
    Henry looked at Nate, then at the map, thinking he might know what he planned. 
 
    “So, you want us all, except for you, to take the Tundra on these back roads and meet up here and wait for you. When does the flare gun come into play?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate smiled, but no one else did. This was really the first time they would all be apart, and Ben especially looked very nervous and scared. 
 
    “I will signal toward your direction when I’m on my way. You should have no problems seeing it from this short distance.” 
 
    Nate referred to the Orion 12 gauge-style pistol flare gun. If shot straight up, the flare would go as high as 500 feet. The flare would stay visible about thirty seconds. 
 
    “So wait, what are you going to do, Nate? After we leave?” Betty asked. 
 
    Nate had a big decision now. He could lie, but she knew him well and would see right through the lie. No…he would tell her the truth. 
 
    “I will go and recon the area ahead. I’m trying to figure out why they are staying there versus pursing. Something must be there, or maybe they have others being held against their will. I don’t know, and I need to see what is in the road and whether I can go through it,” Nate explained. 
 
    The thought of ramming through other vehicles made Henry cringe. He had grown to love this practically brand new truck, and Nate was going to plow through other vehicles with it like it was nothing. 
 
    Nate turned to face Ben. 
 
    “Ben, this is the best shot for all of us to get through what’s down the road,” Nate said. 
 
    Ben stepped closer. 
 
    “I know. I know you always do what’s best for me and everyone else. That doesn’t mean I want you to do this,” Ben replied. 
 
    Nate was surprised at how mature Ben sounded; the voice of reason once again. 
 
    Henry and Nate quickly moved several things out of the semi from the inside and from the back. They had to wrap the solar panels in moving blankets and lay them flat in the Tundra’s bed. Inside, Henry would drive with Betty up front, and with Nicole, Ben, and Samson in the rear seat. The extra fuel for the semi was tied into the bed of the Tundra and the last item removed was the Ham base station and its parts. The base was placed between Henry and Betty. Everything was ready. 
 
    Nate reassured his mother that he would be alright, and went over the plans with her and his father. 
 
    “Ok, by the time you get across the border and to the meet up point, I will be done here and heading that way. I will be going fast. When you see the flare you will know that I’m past the block and coming. One last thing,” Nate paused and turned to face away from the open windows of the truck where Nicole and Ben sat inside. “If you don’t see the flare after about thirty minutes, well…get moving. I will catch up to you all as fast as I can,” Nate said in a whisper. 
 
    “Nate, don’t say that. We can’t leave you behind,” Betty said, starting to choke up. 
 
    “The map is marked for the rest of the trip, you have to get those kids and yourselves to Gene’s place. I will be ok. Trust me,” Nate said, holding her hand. 
 
    Henry walked over and hugged his son. 
 
    “Son, don’t waste a shot; hit it the first time,” the old sniper in Henry said. He knew the mission would not be easy, and he was trying to be hopeful and strong in front of Betty. For his part, Henry would do as Nate asked and deliver them all to Gene’s place. “It will be done, son; just try to get through as fast as you can,” Henry added. 
 
    Basically Nate was going to buy them time to escape. He hoped there wouldn’t be anyone near the point where they would come back out and on 287, but that was a chance they all took. 
 
    They all said their goodbyes, and slowly drove off and back down the road to another county road that was becoming dirt and narrow with every minute. Henry put the truck into four-wheel drive and proceeded out of sight of Nate. The sun was nearly down now, and Nate had instructed his dad to use the low aimed fog lights and not the headlights at least for the first twenty minutes. He wanted them to be out of visual site of the roadblock. 
 
    Nate zipped up his jacket and holstered his pistol. He jammed several mags into his left jacket pocket and zipped it as well. He had four thirty-round magazines plus one in the rifle. He slipped one in his back jean pocket, and the others inside the hidden pockets in his jacket. He knelt down, grabbed some dirt, and rubbed it all over his face. He then placed his ball cap back on and laced up his boots tight. He downed the bottle of water he had sitting on the semi wheel well. He then picked up the small flare gun with the small lanyard attached to a strip with two extra flares. Nate didn’t realize they had this many flares. He placed the flare gun in the right side zipper pocket of his jacket. 
 
    “Grant me speed and accuracy, Lord,” Nate said as he took off with a steady, but fast jog toward the road that lead to the stateline. 
 
    The jog felt good. He veered off the road and up the hilly terrain that would give the advantage of height. It was now dark, and he could easily see on one side of the road a few fifty-gallon gallon cans with flames coming out the top, and several men standing around the warmth. Nate wished he remembered to bring his night vision goggles from his Tundra, and he cursed himself for the error. His eyes were going to take time to adjust to the darkness, just like the men below. He knew however, that the men around the burning cans wouldn’t be able to see very well due to the effects of the lights and shadows. Their visibility was limited to the flame’s light. 
 
    Nate squatted, running closer to another hill to gain a view on the small building and the few cars. He could see two smaller cars running. Their headlights were on and aimed at a very large propane tank that must have supplied the building at some point. Two men were fueling up the smaller tanks. Then Nate watched as one of the men ran a hose line to one of the cars. The cars were running on propane. Nate considered the possibility that they remained behind because they were fueling. 
 
    Nate made his way down the hill and closer to the large building. It appeared to have been a souvenir shop at one point. Nate slowly stood up and peered inside the dimly lit office. Inside, he could see some men playing cards. One man was wearing orange overalls. The others had on oversized shirts and jeans. Another man wore the uniform of a security guard, maybe even a former correctional uniform. They had to be part of the large group of escapees John spoke about. They were now venturing out further, apparently looking for fuel. Nate wondered now if they had even seen him earlier. Just maybe, they did not. 
 
    Nate started to move when he heard the unmistakable sound of a shotgun being racked behind him. How did he not hear this guy coming? He ragged inside at another mental error until he heard the voice behind him. 
 
    “Turn around slowly and aim that heater at the ground.” 
 
    Nate did as instructed. 
 
    Nate was looking at a man, a large man with long black hair or at least that’s the way it looked in the dark. He had a ball cap on and had a slight accent, the kind that Nate had heard before. 
 
    “Now drop it slowly to the ground,” he commanded with deepness in his voice. 
 
    Nate did so slowly, still trying to figure out how he hadn’t heard the man’s approach. There were small rocks everywhere on the ground. There was just a small amount of light coming from the LED lanterns inside. Nate wanted to get the man in the light so he would have the small advantage, even for a second. He moved slowly to his right, making the shotgun wielding man counter his move. The man moved right into the light. 
 
    Nate could now see the man’s face clearly; even with the little light. He was older than Nate, with a deep lined sculptured face that looked like it was chiseled from dark red granite. Nate couldn’t believe his eyes. He then realized that his own face was covered in dirt. 
 
    “You can’t shoot me,” Nate said. He watched as the tall heavy man cocked his head slightly. 
 
    “And why is that?” the man replied. 
 
    “Because then I would have no one to tell about how you want to take a small turtle home to your kids.” 
 
    The man before Nate was one he knew well, but he didn’t understand why, after this much time, he wasn’t home. The man before him he knew as Danny Trejo. 
 
    Danny nearly dropped his shotgun as he pulled up a flashlight from his side. He aimed it right at Nate’s face. The expression on Danny’s face was priceless. 
 
    Nate stood smiling. 
 
    “Nate? How in the hell? What are you doing here? Shit man, where did you come from?” Danny asked, stepping closer. He waived for Nate to put his arms down. 
 
    “I could ask you the same, man? Are all these guys escapees?” Nate asked. 
 
    Danny didn’t hesitate. 
 
    “Yes, all of them, and myself included,” Danny replied. Danny stepped closer and pointed Nate away from the building and back up the hill. 
 
    “After we last were together, I headed home just like was planned. I came back into contact with a small biker group, and we were all quickly rounded up by the police. They said they had reports of bikers murdering citizens, which was true, but it wasn’t me. When the power went out in Cheyenne, and everyone started walking, that’s when I did too. I’m here because they said we could use the propane to fill a few state cars to truly make a run for it. Most of these guys are your really bad lifers, man. Those of us who could find these types of cars made the trip down here to fill up and fill several small tanks,” Danny finished. “What are you doing here, Nate?” 
 
    Nate went on to explain his own dilemma. Danny couldn’t believe it all; or how they had managed to meet up again. 
 
    “Danny, did you ever think that coming this far south was going to really get you home? Don’t take it the wrong way, I’m not being critical, but were things that bad in Cheyenne that you couldn’t find another method to get home?” Nate asked. 
 
    “It’s unbelievable how bad it is there, Nate. You were lucky to find a regular car that wasn’t a burnt out shell, let alone these state cars that ran on propane. I even checked the police horse stalls. There were people roasting the horses for food. The town is devastated. I didn’t participate in any of the prison gang crap, I just left. I didn’t even get access to this gun until right before we left. They had a map of all the propane stations in the state, but most were all too far except this one,” Danny explained. 
 
    Nate could tell Danny had thought it all out and was taking a chance; it was no different than he had done by having his family take off while he stayed to clear a path for the semi. 
 
    “Danny, come with me. I can get you home, or at least really close to it. My family is up the road by now. I already told them about you, and you would be welcomed.” 
 
    Danny didn’t hesitate in his answer. 
 
    “If you are sure it’s ok, I would love nothing more than to get far away from these people. Every time I get near bikers or bad people, I get lumped into shit with them. It’s my skin color, man…I’m telling you.” 
 
    Nate just laughed. 
 
    “Well, I hate to break it to you, man…but looking like Danny Trejo isn’t helping you!” Nate said, slapping Danny on the back. 
 
    Danny broke out into a loud boisterous laugh. 
 
    “So, what do you say we blow this place up and get out of here?” Danny suggested. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Nate asked. 
 
    “Well, if we were still in, what would be our primary target to get rid of the bad guys?” Danny asked, looking over the area below them. 
 
    Nate studied the area. He knew what Danny meant. 
 
    “That large 1,000 gallon tank, I have something that can do that,” Nate said, removing the flare gun. Danny smiled. 
 
    “I will go back down and flatten their tires so they can’t pursue. Then I will go turn the valve on and maybe make a small fire to get them all scared it is going to blow. I will run back up, then you light it up with that. Just do the watchtower over me as I go along,” Danny said, referring to Nate being the sniper and covering his friend from danger. 
 
    “I will be focused,” Nate said, slapping the scope on his rifle. 
 
    “Danny, what exactly is your last name?” Nate asked, realizing that Danny had never told him as much. 
 
    “Vincent,” he replied. Danny took off down the hill. 
 
    Nate lost sight of him for a few seconds, then saw him reappear moments later down by the building. Nate brought up the rifle and watched Danny head toward the cars that were parked near the large propane tanks. He was walking slowly, shotgun held down, pretending to patrol the area. Danny knelt next to one of the cars and removed his long blade from his side, and stabbed one tire. He then walked to the next one and did the same. Just as he was standing, Nate heard someone yelling and noticed through his scope several men walking toward Danny. One of the men spotted Danny slashing the tire. Nate couldn’t hear the words, but he knew by Danny’s actions what was about to go down. The three men had Danny out gunned, but they didn’t know Danny. Nate quickly scanned all the other men who were starting to slowly move from the road area to the side of the building where the commotion took place. Not all the men had guns, Nate noticed. Of the nearly thirty men, only about ten were armed; and that number included Danny. 
 
    Danny raised his arms up as if he was told to do so. One of the inmates had his rifle trained on Danny from about twenty yards away. Danny stood still with one hand up holding the shotgun, the other held the knife reversed in his palm and out of sight. Then Nate watched Danny slowly turn his head and peer up at him, knowing that Nate was watching. Danny winked one eye and began to clearly move his lips. Nate learned to read lips long ago as many did that he served with. He could read Danny saying, “On the count of five, take the lead rifle out. Give me exactly thirty seconds and fire the flare,” Danny said slow and clear. Nate then saw Danny counting down. 
 
    At five, Nate fired his rifle. In that same moment, Danny dropped to the ground, firing deer slugs into the next two closest men carrying guns. Nate’s bullet slashed through the man who was nearest to Danny. He collapsed on his rifle, not moving. Danny jumped up, ran to the man, snatched up his rifle, and like the wind, he dashed past the building and toward the hill. Nate was scanning for any other shooters, but he only saw the other men with guns running away from the action. Nate looked down at the glowing hands of his watch and counted the last few seconds. He pulled out the flare gun and estimated his needed trajectory. He pulled the trigger, sending the bright as daylight flare slashing and sizzling through the night air toward the propane tanks. The flare hit one of the cars and landed inside. In moments, the car was on fire and growing. 
 
    Wow, I won’t ever live that down, Nate thought to himself just as Danny was scampering up the hill. Then Nate watched as the flames performed a strange snake like action as if sniffing the air for something. Nate didn’t realize it, but one of the cars was in the process of fueling and was leaking from the main thousand-gallon tank. When the flame found the leak, it exploded with a force that rocked everything in sight. The flash lit the evening sky up, turning night into day as a very large fireball jetted up into the sky. Nate rolled over the hill; as he did, he could see Danny also hurdling down the hill behind him. The massive explosion was expanding, and they could feel the heat even at a distance. Suddenly it was dark again. Nate and Danny crawled back up the hill to see the damage. The building was gone, the cars were shells, but somehow the men that were running away from the gunfire had made it across the road and over the hill to take cover. 
 
    “One thing I learned being locked up, Nate…inmates can run fast,” Danny said, smiling. 
 
    Nate busted out laughing, then looked at his watch. 
 
    “We better get a move on, my family is up the road waiting, but I need to do something first,” Nate said, pulling out the flare gun one more time and shooting it straight up and toward Henry’s direction. 
 
    Henry stood watching the ever-expanding fireball. The ground moments earlier shook with such a force that for a few seconds, he thought a small nuclear bomb had gone off. 
 
    “Dear God Henry, that’s not where Nate is; right?” Betty asked. 
 
    Ben and Nicole were standing behind the Tundra truck, hunkered down and nearly in tears. 
 
    Henry didn’t reply. 
 
    “Henry! Is that where Nate was?” 
 
    Henry turned slowly in the dark with only the small fog lights illuminating his face. 
 
    “Betty, I don’t know. I…” Henry didn’t finish before Betty pointed up at the sky. 
 
    “Look Henry…up there. That’s a flare; right?’ she asked. Henry spun around to see the small, but bright, light reaching its highest point before coming back to earth slowly. 
 
    “Yes!” Henry was screaming an exuberant yell because he was happy to see the flare. Moments earlier, he thought for sure his son had been somehow blown up. Henry reached for Betty, lifting her off the ground and spinning her around. 
 
    Ben smiled and looked at Nicole. 
 
    “Dad is ok,” Ben said. Nicole smiled and hugged Ben. She wasn’t ready to lose anyone else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
    Two of a Kind 
 
    The walk back to the truck was more like a slow jog. Nate and Danny descended from the small mountain down to the paved road, and ran away from the stateline. Danny could now see the semi in the distance. 
 
    “You have come a long way since that piece of crap motor bike,” Danny said, not losing a breath as he spoke. Danny was still in excellent shape, maybe even as good as Nate. 
 
    Nate laughed. 
 
    “That thing lasted me only a short time, it was my rear that gave out first. That truck though has been a nice ride,” Nate replied. 
 
    “Well, I hope there aren’t too many of them back at the border. A few of them have ARs,” Danny said. 
 
    This isn’t what Nate wanted to hear. They reached the truck and quickly climbed up inside. 
 
    “Man, this thing is brand new! Tell me again how you managed this?” 
 
    Nate explained everything as they took off down the road. Nate put the truck in high gear and pushed the pedal to the floor. With a mile to go, the truck was doing nearly seventy miles an hour. 
 
    “They had two older cars parked in the middle; one was dead, the other could drive,” Danny said. He reached in his pocket and loaded his shotgun, holding it with the barrel pointing out the window, and ready to use. 
 
    Nate could now see the one car and one missing. Up ahead, he could see taillights from the car that was parked. It was headed in the direction where his family would be waiting. 
 
    Henry was standing near the truck when he heard the sound of a car way off in the distance, then he could see very tiny headlights with a larger set coming up behind. Henry ran to the truck, reached inside, and removed his rifle. He made Ben, Nicole, and Betty, get off the road and over behind a large boulder. He perched himself up on the rail of the Tundra that was parked off the side of the road and sideways. He pointed the rifle toward the smaller vehicle. They were still too far away to see much. 
 
    Nate was gaining on the older model Ford Taurus. “Just get me close and I will take their wheels out,” Danny said as they both then witnessed one man hanging out the right side of the car pointing an older model AR-15. The muzzle flash made them both instantly duck, and Nate swerved the semi. He could hear the bullet slice through the upper cab somewhere. It was far too close. 
 
    Henry swore he could hear gunfire off in the direction that Nate was, and finally he saw small flashes coming from the car that was barely ahead of the larger truck. Henry needed them closer. He didn’t have a scope, and really couldn’t chance a shot at the current distance. 
 
    Nate was getting tired of being shot at. 
 
    “Hang on…gonna send this guy a message,” Nate yelled over Danny firing his shotgun, barely missing the man with the rifle. However, it did make the man dive inside the rear seat and stay down long enough for Nate to push the truck to higher speeds. Nate was nearly beside the car and turned his steering wheel hard into the rear driver’s side tire. This action was used by law enforcement, and referred to as a pitting maneuver. Danny grasped the passenger’s side upper handle for support as the truck nearly started to flip. 
 
    Nate slowed down just enough to prevent himself from over correcting. In front of them, the driver of the car did over correct, and it started to flip over and over. The car skid off the road and landed upside down as Nate drove by. 
 
    Henry could see the car flipping over and over, finally coming to a rest. The upside down headlights illuminated the figure of one man getting out of the car about a quarter mile away. He could now see his truck flying up the road very fast. 
 
    Henry stood to the side and waved his arms. 
 
    “Who’s that?” Danny asked. He saw a man suddenly appear from the side of the road near a truck that was now seen by the semi’s headlights. 
 
    “That is my father,” Nate replied, smiling. 
 
    “You have one tough looking old man, Nate,” Danny said. 
 
    Nate came to a stop and left the truck running. Danny climbed down and Henry saw the man. He held his gun in the ready position. 
 
    “It’s ok dad, this is Danny. You remember the Danny I told you about from Night Wolves?” 
 
    Henry was confused, but trying to put everything together. 
 
    “Wait…the man from that airfield, who was also a Ranger?” Henry then recalled the story. 
 
    “Yes, this is Danny Vincent,” Nate explained. 
 
    Danny handed the shotgun to Nate and walked over to Nate’s father. He extended his hand. Henry slowly shook the massive Indian’s hand. 
 
    “But how? How are you here?” Henry asked, looking at the taller man. 
 
    Nate and Danny explained quickly the circumstances as Betty listened. She walked over with both Ben and Nicole behind her. She extended her hand and Danny smiled. 
 
    “You must be Nate’s mom. I can see his spirit in you. I am honored to meet you all.” 
 
    Betty smiled at his words. 
 
    “Danny, God placed you in our path for a reason. I hope you know that,” she expressed. 
 
    Danny grinned. 
 
    “Indeed, warriors are often drawn together in time of need. Nate and I are cut from the same cloth. In my land, we are the same; the fabric that makes a warrior is rare, but powerful,” Danny expressed, looking over at Nate. 
 
    “Ok…Danny, you’re gonna scare the children,” Nate said, laughing but knowing full well Danny was correct, and he appreciated the words. 
 
    “We better get on down the road. We can all talk later,” Henry said, looking down the road at the two men that stood in front of the upside down car. 
 
    “Dad, you take the Tundra, Danny and I will drive ahead to scout the path.” Nate said. 
 
    Henry nodded in agreement. 
 
    Nate walked over to Ben and Nicole. 
 
    “You two alright?” Nate asked. 
 
    Ben was staring at Danny. 
 
    “Yes, we saw that explosion and thought the worst,” Nicole said. 
 
    Ben was still staring at Danny. 
 
    “Ben, are you ok?” Nate asked again. 
 
    Ben looked up at Nate. 
 
    “Yes, I’m happy. Very happy you are ok. Dad is that man Indian?” Ben asked, looking back at Danny who now noticed Ben’s constant gaze. 
 
    “Yes Ben, but it’s not polite to stare,” Nate reminded him. 
 
    “Sorry, he just reminds me of my father,” Ben stated. 
 
    Nate saw the picture Ben had of his biological father, and Danny did favor him. Mostly the hair and height, but not the heavy build frame. 
 
    “I see, Ben. Maybe later you can talk, but for now we have to get going. Can you ride for now with your grandpa while we secure the road ahead?” Nate asked. 
 
    Nate was trying to be sensitive to Ben because he could tell Ben missed being with him, but until they got out of the area, he wanted Ben to be in a safer position. 
 
    “Sure, I understand,” Ben replied. 
 
    Nate and Danny headed down the road in the semi leading the way, with Henry following up close behind. The plan was to keep a tight formation. If needed, Nate would ram through roadblocks if he could. Inside the semi, Nate explained how he and Ben met after he and Danny last parted ways. Danny was impressed with Nate taking on the child, and how he cared for him all the way home. 
 
    “Is Ben full Indian?” Danny asked. 
 
    Nate didn’t really know for sure having only seen a black and white distant picture of both Ben’s parents at his grandmother’s place. 
 
    “Not certain, I always believed him to be half, but I could be wrong,” Nate replied. “Why do you ask?” Nate asked. Danny leaned back in the plush leather seat of the semi with his knees sticking up high like Nate’s were. 
 
    “When he was looking at me, he did so with the eyes of an eagle. You know how an eagle looks at things?” Danny asked. 
 
    “I think so. It just stares?” Nate replied. 
 
    Danny looked seriously at Nate and spoke. 
 
    “The eagle looks at everything with a determination and doesn’t back down. I bet Ben is focused and so precise on everything he does. Have you seen this trait in him?” Danny asked. 
 
    Nate thought back, and recalled that he had seen that trait many times in Ben throughout their time together. 
 
    “Yes, many times; and he exhibits abilities that I didn’t have at his age.” 
 
    Nate went on to explain that Ben was diagnosed with high-functioning Autism. Danny grinned slightly as if he knew something else. 
 
    “I think it’s more likely that he has the heart of a gold eagle. The warrior bird. It is good that he is now paired with you, Nate,” Danny said. 
 
    Before now, Nate had never seen Ben in such a light; but he was very brave for his age. 
 
    “I think you are right,” Nate replied. 
 
    It was late in the night now, and they all needed somewhere to rest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 
 
    Crossing Over 
 
    The journey started in Fritch, Texas, and now nearly two weeks later, they were entering Wyoming. Danny stayed up most of the night taking watch with Nate. The two men shared stories and dreams. Most of the stories came from their individual times in the Army. It was remarkable how many people that they both knew. Danny was just getting out at the point when Nate was finishing up Ranger school. Their paths never crossed till that faithful day in Colorado at Crystal Lake. 
 
    Nate fell to sleep around 5:30 A.M. Danny was still awake when he heard the truck door open. He watched as Ben stepped down and timidly wondered closer. 
 
    “Is dad sleeping?” Ben asked in a whisper from about ten feet away. Danny nodded and padded the ground for Ben to come over and sit next to him. Ben hesitated at first, but then shuffled his oversized feet, slowly closing the ten feet between them. Danny watched him sit and noticed he sat Indian style. 
 
    “Ben, your father…do you remember him?” Danny got right to the heart of the questions he had. He had already spoke with Nate and received permission to discuss a few things with Ben. However, Ben seemed uncomfortable with the question. 
 
    “Do I have to talk about that?” Ben asked. 
 
    Danny smiled and redirected his question. 
 
    “No, I am sorry, Ben. I did not mean to upset you,” Danny said, allowing Ben time to accept the apology. Ben looked out at the road 100 yards away. They pulled over at an abandoned truck stop. There were plenty of trucks, but no people present. Nate and Danny secured the area before deciding to stay. 
 
    “It’s fine. I just don’t remember him much now,” Ben replied. 
 
    “I see. Ben, can I ask you a question about your grandmother?” Danny waited again. 
 
    Ben nodded a yes. 
 
    “Did she ever tell you what tribe of Indian you came from?” Danny asked. 
 
    Ben smiled. 
 
    “Yes, she told me many times I came from the great Apache Nation in Arizona” Ben said proudly, even puffing his small chest out. Danny slapped his own enormous thigh and laughed aloud, nearly waking Nate. 
 
    “What’s so funny,” Ben asked. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Ben. I’m not laughing at you. I’m happy because of your answer. I am also Apache,” Danny stated. 
 
    Ben’s eyes lit up. He knew Danny was an Indian, but he didn’t expect this. 
 
    “Really?” Ben excitedly asked. 
 
    “Yes, we share the same blood way back down the line of our ancestors. I knew it. I can see the warrior in you as well, Ben.” 
 
    Ben looked shocked. He was without words as he pondered the thought that he was an Apache. 
 
    “Wow,” was all Ben could say. 
 
    “Ben, no matter what this world becomes, you will always have that spirit of our people with you. Always listen to your gut instincts, that is them speaking to you, warning you, guiding you,” Danny stated. 
 
    Henry was climbing down from the semi. Ben got up and ran to his grandfather to tell him the news. Henry looked over to Danny and smiled. Henry then told Ben that he too had apache in him, as did Nate. Ben was like a kid at Christmas. 
 
    Danny turned his head back to see Nate staring at him. 
 
    “Thanks Danny, that made his day,” Nate had awoken, but he pretended to be asleep. 
 
    “Well, it is the truth, and the young warrior needed to know the truth. You will mold him right, Nate,” Danny replied. 
 
    The morning breakfast was fast, being of the freeze-dried variety. Soon they were back on the road. The trip between Cheyenne and Laramie was going well. Nate, Danny, and Ben, were in the semi. Henry, Betty, and Nicole were following close behind, drafting the wake of airflow to conserve fuel. 
 
    Ben was looking at the map and noticed some hand-drawn image. It looked like a drawing of a truck. Ben stepped up between the seats where Danny and Nate were discussing where Danny lived. 
 
    “What’s up, Ben?” Nate asked. 
 
    Ben opened the map and pointed to the image. 
 
    “What does this mean?” Ben asked. Danny turned and looked down at the image, then up at Nate. 
 
    “That is where I had to ditch my truck Ben, remember I told you the story?” 
 
    Ben eyes opened wide. He was excited because he loved Dodge Ram trucks. 
 
    “Well, that is great dad, because it’s not far up ahead,” Ben said. 
 
    Nate seemed surprised. 
 
    “It is? Danny, can you verify our location to that?” 
 
    Danny didn’t need to look for the road on the map. 
 
    “He is correct, Nate. That road – West Slater Road – isn’t far at all; it’s just about forty minutes north. As a matter of fact, it not far passed there where you can drop me off,” Danny said. 
 
    Nate had been driving and talking for so long that he lost track of how far they had come. He knew basically that Danny said he could be dropped off right on I-25 outside of Wheatland. Nate wanted to try to get his truck, but he wasn’t sure if they would have enough fuel to get it started or who would drive it. Then something occurred to Nate that he hadn’t thought of before. He needed to stop and discuss a few things with his dad. 
 
    “We need to pull over for a few minutes to stretch our legs and figure something out,” Nate said. 
 
    Nate got on the CB and radioed his dad, telling him they needed to talk about something and rest for a few minutes. In minutes, both trucks were over off the side of Highway 287 right before getting on I-25. 
 
    Nate and Danny walked over to the Henry. Everyone else stayed in the trucks. 
 
    “What is it, Nate?” Henry asked. 
 
    Danny wasn’t clued into Nate’s thoughts either. 
 
    “Dad, I just realized we can’t drive the semi up the twenty-mile road to Gene’s. I never thought about that until just now,” Nate said, noticing that Henry looked very disappointed. “I’m sorry, dad. I know you love this truck,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry grimaced, but then smiled. 
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal. Besides…Danny, didn’t you say you are, or were, a cattle rancher?” Henry asked. 
 
    Danny looked at Henry and seemed a little confused. 
 
    “Yes, I was just starting out but I do have many head,” Danny replied. 
 
    Nate smiled, he knew what his father was driving at. 
 
    “Well then, it’s settled, you take the semi. With the extra fuel and you being so close to home, it may last you a long time. When things return to normal, maybe you can deliver us some cattle,” Henry suggested. 
 
    Danny was normally a calm and collected person, but Henry’s gesture seemed to reveal a side Nate hadn’t met. He smiled and became emotional, sticking out his hand to shake Henry’s hand. 
 
    “I don’t know the words to thank you. When these days pass us, and better times return, you shall have several head of cattle!” Danny replied. 
 
    It was settled. Danny didn’t live very far from their current position and Nate had another idea. 
 
    “Dad, that is a great idea. Before we depart though, I think we need to make one more stop. I think we might be able to retrieve my truck. If we can get it started that is,” Nate said. 
 
    “Do you remember where it is, Nate?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate looked at Danny then back to his father. 
 
    “It is not far and is actually on the way to Danny’s. It is not far off of I-25. Hopefully, it is still there,” Nate said. 
 
    “Is it just sitting out in the open?” Henry asked. 
 
    Nate laughed. 
 
    “Yes, and no. You will see,” Nate replied. 
 
    Now back in their trucks, they headed north on I-25. The amount of abandoned cars and all of the semis made for a slow journey. Danny noticed the great number of abandoned trailers on the road and thought that maybe he could fish around his area later after returning home for a trailer. As they drove, they came upon an area that looked like a fire had taken place. The land was severely scorched, trailing off as far as the eye could see to the east. They surmised something had started a grass fire and kept driving. This part of Wyoming looked much like Oklahoma and Texas out west. Large expansive areas of prairie grass in all directions. 
 
    They reached a sign that read, Chug Water Creek. Off to the right was a small cattle ranch with no cattle in sight that were alive. There were no people, and it appeared that the beautiful area was also abandoned. So far, they had not seen one person since crossing the border. Nate knew that the state’s population was already low to begin with, but he did expect to see some moving about. 
 
    Nate had once heard that the state had, on a good day, just over half a million people. When you compared that to other states it wasn’t many. As they came closer to the small town, the road curved to the right and finally they could see from the road a large barn looking structure with a green metal roof. It had a sign that indicated it was once a restaurant and grill. Outside were about five cars, and nearly twenty people gathered around, cooking over open flames. A few small tents were set up. Danny had his window down and noticed a few of the people waved as they drove by. Danny returned the wave. 
 
    “Well, that is good to see,” Danny said. He was referring to people being friendly and the mere fact they saw people. 
 
    “Yes, it is. I don’t know what they were cooking, but it smelled good,” Nate replied. 
 
    The rest of the short trip didn’t take long before Nate was asking Ben to tell him what the exit number was for them to take. Ben opened the map up and traced the current position. 
 
    “Looks like it will be exit 65 at Slater Road,” Ben replied. 
 
    “Thank you, sir” Nate said, smiling at Ben who was leaning down on his knees between the two front cab seats. 
 
    Danny turned to Ben. 
 
    “You seem to be really in tune with directions and maps. I bet you would be a good tracker, Ben,” Danny said, looking over at Nate smiling. 
 
    “Listen to him, Ben. This man is Mr. Tracker!” Nate said. 
 
    Danny busted out with a loud and guttural laugh that made everyone laugh. 
 
    The exit was coming up now. Nate couldn’t honestly remember the area. He wondered why, but knew this was the road. Perhaps it was the stress at the time; the stress of knowing he was going to be on foot once he ditched his truck. The not knowing how far he would make it, the uncertainty of ever getting home. Stress could do a lot to a person; Nate wasn’t immune, he was human. 
 
    “Ok, I know it is west of the interstate,” Nate said as he made the exit and took the crossover to the other side, staying on Slater Road. He came to a stop sign where they saw an abandoned state police car. Nate pulled up slowly as Danny looked down. It was empty and in bad shape. Someone had removed the tires, and the gas door was open with the cap hanging out. Nate picked up the radio as they drove past the car. 
 
    “We will turn right and then left going all the way down the road. It will dead end,” Nate said. 
 
    “Ok, we will follow,” Henry said. As they turned down the road, they could see a home with many cars parked but covered in dust. The home was burned down. Nate remembered the home from the first time, but it wasn’t burnt down then. Being so close to the interstate wasn’t a good idea during bad times. They kept driving, having not seen anyone. 
 
    Finally, they reached the end of the road and they all parked. Nate knew exactly where his truck was, but he had driven further using four-wheel drive to reach the secluded spot. 
 
    Everyone got out to stretch their legs, and they gathered up between the two trucks. 
 
    “It’s not far from here. I drove to the spot and parked it over there between what you see as two ridge lines,” Nate said, turning and pointing to the area. 
 
    Danny looked over his shoulder and back to Nate. 
 
    “I will go with you and help you. What do we need to take with us?” Danny asked. 
 
    “I know we will need some tools, we will need to drive the Tundra over to it to use the air compressor. 
 
    “Sounds good,” Danny replied. 
 
    “We may want to bring one of the batteries. I disconnected the terminals but it may not start,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry helped them gather up the items and was staying back with the group. Danny and Nate got in the Tundra and headed out into the field of rocks and dirt. Soon they were out of sight and over the slope. 
 
    It a few minutes, Nate could see the area. 
 
    “It should be right over there,” Nate said, pointing to an area where two hill ridges came together and separated. 
 
    “I see something brown, like a tarp,” Danny said, being the first to spot the covers. Nate focused and then saw the tarp. 
 
    “Yep, that is it. I covered it with two large tarps and weighed it down with rocks.” 
 
    Danny smiled. 
 
    “Great job, Nate,” the camouflage appeared to have held up for the most part. Some of the truck was exposed in the rear, but overall, it was in good shape. Nate pulled up close to the front of the truck. They both got out and removed the tarps and rocks from the Ram. The truck was the same size as the Tundra. 
 
    “Hello old friend,” Nate said, placing his hand on the dirty hood before he raised it.” 
 
    “I will tend to the tires,” Danny said, removing the air compressor. He quickly hooked it up and started airing the tires slowly. The sound of the compressor was echoing off the canon walls where the truck rested. Nate, now under the hood, reached down and grabbed the spark plug wire he disconnected. He reattached it. Then he reconnected the battery terminals. The positive sparked slightly. The one thing Nate had now that he didn’t have when he left the truck, was fuel. He walked around to the fuel door and poured in two five-gallon cans of fuel. That would hopefully get them to Gene’s place. He had only ten gallons left now between the Ram and the Tundra, with the Tundra having half a tank in her now. 
 
    Danny was on tire number three as Nate walked around, trying to remember if he forgot anything. He was looking at a rock nearby and saw something exposed. He walked over and reached down. He had forgotten that he took the time to hide the plates. He wouldn’t need them right now, but took them nonetheless. After ten more minutes, the tires were aired back up. Nate opened the door and removed the keys from his jean pocket. He didn’t think he would ever get to use them again. 
 
    Danny stood at the front of the truck as Nate turned over the engine. It clicked once. He tried again, this time it seemed to turn over more. He waited, then tried it once more. Finally, the engine came alive. The battery held, and once the fuel circulated, it was ready. Danny raised his arms up in the air in celebration. 
 
    “Alright, let’s head back. You take the Tundra,” Nate said. 
 
    The sound from the road was loud as the two trucks came over the slope and headed toward the waiting group. Henry smiled, and Betty clapped her hands with excitement. Nicole was sitting on the road with Ben when they heard the trucks coming, and they jumped up to greet them. 
 
    Nate pulled up next to the semi, facing out. Danny came up behind Nate and parked. 
 
    “Well, I see you got her going. I had forgotten how nice this truck was,” Henry said as he walked around wiping away the dirt. 
 
    “Took a few tries but it started up,” Nate replied. 
 
    Ben was smiling as he looked inside. He really liked Dodge products and never thought he would see his dad’s truck. 
 
    “Well Dad…Danny and I were talking that this might be a good spot to switch things over to the Ram and let him get on his way home. It seems he only lives about thirty miles to the northwest from here.” 
 
    Danny lived not far from Wheatland. It was a good drive though to his property. He lived there with his extended family, wife, and kids. 
 
    “That is fine, and a great idea. Danny, we can’t begin to tell you how much we appreciate your help and how you helped Nate,” Henry said, walking over to shake his hand. 
 
    “I am certain we will see each other again,” Danny replied. 
 
    Henry removed their gear from the semi. With the two truck beds, everything fit easily now. Henry liked the big rig, but he knew it truly wasn’t practical for them. Danny would be able to use it much more; especially if he had a trailer. 
 
    “Danny, I will leave the CB. I have a few others boxed up. Nate and I can use the two handhelds for now,” Henry said. “And until we depart ways down the road, we can still have radio communications if something were to occur,” Henry added. 
 
    “Thank you,” Danny replied. 
 
    The task of securing everything down in the truck beds was complete. Nate often found departing to be one of the hardest things for him to do. He had found and made a new friend in Danny. He hoped someday he could ask Danny to come with him to meet his friends in Montana. Nate suspected a few of them might even know of Danny because of their time in the service before Nate. 
 
    The time had come for them to leave. Nate walked over to Danny and extended his hand. They firmly shook one another’s hands. 
 
    “Stay strong, my friend. These times may grow to be harder; stay prepared,” Danny said first. 
 
    Nate nodded. 
 
    “I will. You do the same, and one more thing…take this. It’s directions for where we are going. If you ever need anything, you will know where to find me. I know where you are,” Nate said. 
 
    Danny took the paper with the handwritten map. Danny made his way to each of Nate’s family members and spoke to Ben last. 
 
    “Ben, stay strong. Always be respectful of your father and your bloodline,” Danny said, shaking the smaller hand of Ben. Ben looked sad and Danny could see it in his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t be sad, we are not far apart. We will see each other again. I have something for you,” Danny said as he removed a small folding knife from his pocket. The knife had a wooden inlay of a totem pole on the handle. The other side had an eagle. It was just a tourist-shop novelty knife, but to Ben it represented so much more. It represented the new friend he had, a friend that was of the same ancestral bloodline, or so he believed. Whether he truly was didn’t matter. The importance of finding a part of who you are in any troubled world was far more important. Nate smiled as Ben took the knife. His face demonstrated his respect for Danny. He hugged him goodbye. 
 
    The semi and two trucks all left the dead end road. One by one, they entered back onto the interstate heading north. After forty minutes, Danny was taking the next exit. 
 
    “Rangers lead the way, my friend,” Nate said as Danny took the exit that would take him home at last. Nate recited the last part of the Rangers’ Creed. 
 
    “Take care Ranger; move further, faster, and fight harder!” Danny recited another part of the creed. 
 
    In moments, Danny and the semi were out of site as he drove toward the sun in the west as it was becoming late in the afternoon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
    New Trails Begin 
 
    Ben and Nicole sat in the Ram with Samson in the back. Ben had the map laid out across the large dog’s body using it as a table. 
 
    “I think we have about seventy miles to go dad before the turn off you have marked on the map. Nate picked up the small walkie-talkie and radioed his father behind them. 
 
    “Ben says about seventy miles; it won’t be too long before we will take the turn off that will lead us up many county roads to their place,” Nate stated. 
 
    “Sounds good, this area is so nice. You said they live up in the mountains?” Henry asked. 
 
    “Yes, it will take some time, but it is worth the drive. Not many people around them. You will love the land,” Nate replied. 
 
    The interstate was becoming less congested as they drove north; for whatever reason, the worst parts were south. Nate wondered if people tried to get further south thinking that they didn’t wish to be north come winter. It was a plausible idea, but he wasn’t certain. The miles were clicking by fast. He was also driving faster than before with not much on the road to slow them down. He was thinking about everything that happened since leaving Fritch. The biggest, was him finding Nicole. She seemed to be fitting in just fine. She appeared happy most of the time; only a few times did Nate notice her acting sad. While at Chris’s home, she seemed depressed; but she eventually came around. Nate thought maybe it was the fact that she was with an intact family. He hoped in time she would see herself as being part of his family. Everything would take time to heal. 
 
    The trip north had brought him closer to Ben and his own parents. Nate was a firm believer in things happening for reasons. The world economic collapse was no exception. He could remember watching financial shows talking about the coming collapse as a matter of when, not if. He paid it some attention, but never expected it to become what it had. There were professionals calling for the government to allow for the markets to make their own corrections. In other words, stop bailing out all the so-called too big to fail companies. The obvious manipulation of precious metals was another cause. 
 
    Nate replayed shows in his head as he drove, getting closer to the turn off. It was all in the past now. He wasn’t a professional in the field of financials, but he knew you could only inflate a bubble so much. His family, and millions like his, were now struggling because the actions of what translated to a few decided. He only wished he knew what was going on precisely to correct the massive wound that stretched from coast to coast, let alone, the world. 
 
    His train of thought was interrupted by Ben speaking. 
 
    “I think the exit is up ahead,” Ben said, looking down at the map and looking back up to point at the road sign. Ben was right, they were going to exit, finally…to take the road up to Gene’s place. Nate watched in the rearview mirror as his father followed him. 
 
    “This is the road, dad; stay close,” Nate spoke into the handheld. 
 
    The road quickly changed from paved to some gravel, then after ten minutes, dirt. Nate hit the button for four-wheel drive, remembering how bumpy the road was. Ben was looking around with the window partially down as Samson sat up to sniff at the air. The breeze felt good blowing around in the cab of the Ram. Nate could now smell wood burning, and wondered if it was from Gene’s place. He recognized a pole he had seen once before when he left the first time he visited. He knew he was getting closer. 
 
    “Henry, it is beautiful up here!” Betty said as she also had her window down. Some of the views were of vast valleys that went on for as far as the eye could see. They were climbing higher; she knew it because she felt her ears pop from the pressure. After fifteen more slow driving minutes, the handheld crackled to life. 
 
    “Dad, I think we are here. Go slow and keep your hands up, they did have family protecting them last time,” Nate said. 
 
    Henry understood and appreciated the advice. 
 
    Nate drove up to the gate and stopped. He walked up to the latch and waited. He could sense he was being watched. He couldn’t tell from where, but knew that close by, someone was watching. He could barely hear a radio and someone talking. Soon he heard what sounded like a few small four-wheelers approaching. On one of them he could see the unmistakable long red hair flying in the wind. Sammie was coming. On the other he could see Gene’s smile from fifty yards away. 
 
    Nate sighed in relief that they all made it. As they pulled up, two men walked out from behind what seemed to be a duck blind placed in the bushes. They carried AK-47s. Nate recognized one to be the brother of Sammie. Randy walked up, opened the gate, and shook Nate’s hand. 
 
    “Welcome back friend,” he said with a slight draw. Nate wondered if Randy had lived in the south somewhere before crap hit the fan. 
 
    “So glad to be here, Randy. Thank you,” Nate replied. 
 
    He turned and waved his family over. Gene and Sammie were now pulling up. Nate saw her dismount fast and come running from the corner of his eye. He turned just in time to catch her as she jumped in the air and into his arms. Nate, stunned by her actions and somewhat embarrassed, returned her hug and briefly held her. She then whispered into his ear. 
 
    “Welcome to your new home, Nate,” Sammie said as she hugged him. 
 
    She was a strong woman. Nate could feel that. Her hair blew in his face, hiding her kiss on his cheek. It was good to be finally here, Nate thought. 
 
      
 
    The End. 
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