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December 14
 
Near Erasmus Medical Center, Rotterdam, Netherlands
 
 
“How bad is it, Dr. Fecher?”
A tree branch tumbled across the dark road in front of them before Dr. Fecher responded.
“We don’t yet know the full extent, but from what I’m told so far it sounds terrible. They say the roof is partially caved in, structural support beams have broken, and fires are burning. Also, windows are blown out all over the coastal side of the west building from the storm. We’ll know more when it gets light. Slow down, please. It’s still much too windy out here.”
Andries slowed. He knew Dr. Fecher was right, and he could feel the car swaying from the wind. But he instinctively wanted to hurry. The situation was so potentially dangerous it was almost forbidden to think about. They needed to assess the damage to the lab, and fast—before the world’s media sources swooped in and blew everything out of proportion like they always did.
 “Curse this wind storm,” Andries said. “It must still be blowing close to fifty knots. Hard to believe this is half of what it was a few hours ago. This never happens in Rotterdam. Never. Who could have possibly foreseen it? Why didn’t the weather service give a better warning? And what was a Hercules aircraft doing flying so close to the medical center?”
“Blown off course on its way to Volkel.” Dr. Fecher spoke calmly, true to the image of the senior professional scientist Andries knew him for. “The C-130 apparently fell victim to the storm’s worst gusts. Some exceeded 120 knots, record wind speeds for Rotterdam. As you said, no one was expecting it. So tragic. I’m told much research equipment was on board that plane as well.”
“Probably nowhere near as much as we lost.”
“No.” His voice was now sullen with emotion.
 “Do you think the inner virology lab could have been breached?”Andries asked as he turned the corner.
“That’s the question on everyone’s mind, Dr. Koning. You know we built it so it could withstand a terrorist attack. Terrorists aren’t supposed to get ahold of planes as large as a Hercules C-130, though. Still, any catastrophe big enough to break through the level-3 safety barriers should also be big enough to destroy everything in the laboratory. Unless…”
“Unless what?”
Dr. Fecher shook his head. “We shouldn’t have been doing the new H5N1 mutation experiments while there was any chance of severe weather. I’m not worried about the vials or any stored materials. Those are secure. But the test subjects have legs. They can climb and scurry.”
“You think the infected polecats could get out of a burning, crumbling building?”
“It’s possible. Not likely, but possible. Hopefully, the on-duty personnel received some kind of warning and properly disposed of the test subjects.”
Dr. Fecher seemed to go into a trance for a minute. His dark eyes fixated on nothing while his small frame remained frozen in place. He then shuddered and came out of it, placing a hand on Andries’ shoulder.
“Extremely unlikely the polecats could escape. They’re quite high in the building. Don’t worry. Just keep driving carefully and get us there safe. I’m sure the situation will be containable.”
They saw the fires up on the west building as they approached. Emergency response teams were everywhere, though the wind played havoc with them. Andries had to get in line with fire and police vehicles. When they reached the security gate, a team of special intervention police shined flashlights in their car and wanted to know who the hell they were.
“This is Dr. Fecher!” Andries shouted.
The guards checked Dr. Fecher’s ID, along with both their clearance passes, before reluctantly waving them inside.
“Park on the west side,” Dr. Fecher said. “Far away from the fire trucks.” 
The sound of broken glass crunched beneath Andries’ tires as he followed his superior’s instructions. It was still dark, but they could now see a sizable portion of the west building missing where the largest flames danced. Just as they feared, it was uncomfortably close to the location of the high security virus research lab. Damn. Even Bio-Safety Level 3 wasn’t safe from a massive aircraft impact. For a moment, Andries wondered if this is what the twin towers in New York looked like right before they fell.
With nothing to do but wait, the two of them sat in Andries’ car, tuned the radio to a news station, and watched the firefighters work to contain the destruction. Fortunately, the winds began to ease. According to the news the storm should soon pass. Neither Dr. Fecher nor the news broadcasters had any idea how many people were on board the military plane, or how many were working overnight in the famous medical center. At least three had to stay on duty in the special virology lab because of the hazardous nature of the current research. Maybe they all survived. Maybe none of them did.
Dawn finally came. The winds mercifully stopped. All was an eerie calm. The damage to the building looked even worse in the early morning light. Around the impact area, exposed girders dangled cables with huge chunks of concrete attached. Very few window panes were still in place on the entire west side. 
Dr. Fecher got out of the car. Andries followed him after retrieving a pair of binoculars from the glove box.
The cry of a peregrine falcon caused them both to look up. Several were flying overhead, possibly displaced from their winter home on the roof of the medical building.
“Let me see those.” Dr. Fecher grabbed the binoculars away from Andries and scanned the broken windows of the upper floors.
“No,” he said. “Oh sweet God, no!”
Andries shielded his eyes and tried to see whatever it was his boss was lamenting over. He only noticed some large birds flying in and out of the window openings, probably more falcons. Some of them soared out over the parking lot. They were high in the air.
“No, no, no,” Dr. Fecher repeated as he moved the binoculars to follow the birds. He eventually dropped both arms to his sides and uttered only a defeated, whimpering sound.
Andries took the binoculars from his hand and held them to his face, looking for the birds Dr. Fecher was so upset about. 
He found them. He cursed. There in his magnified vision were three peregrine falcons flying off in a southerly direction. Each held a polecat in its talons.
 
 




 
Four Months Later, Denver, Colorado
 
Chapter One
 
 
“Why do you insist on continuing to tempt fate?” Jake said.
Clint could tell his brother was getting agitated, even more than usual when they had this discussion. But Clint didn’t care. Two days of Jake was about all he and Jenny could take. Easter weekend was over. As far as Clint was concerned, Jake couldn’t get in his car and leave fast enough. Not to mention the fact his appearance was beginning to deteriorate. He hadn’t shaved in days, and his curly black hair was in bad need of a trim.
“I don’t know why you say that, Jake. I’ve done everything on that piece of land you asked me to.”
“No, you haven’t—”
“The berry vines are taking over the damn place,” Clint continued. “Can’t walk alongside the house anymore without tripping over them. I had to move the picnic table from where I like it because of that stupid potato patch in the ground. Then there’s the chestnut and persimmon trees—I’ve never eaten chestnuts, and I’m still not sure what the heck a persimmon actually is. No more. You want to make your own house into an exotic farm, that’s your business. But the hunting cabin is mine.”
Jake pounded a fist in his hand. “Man, listen to you. You’re a blissfully-blind city slicker who’s gonna get caught with their pants down, like all these other fools, and be standing in bread lines.”
Clint rolled his eyes, though he knew Jake hated it when he did that. It failed to decelerate his looney brother.
“Stop that, bro. You’ve got a good place down there at Springfield, but you refuse to set it up right. It could be so perfect, too. Right now it’s pathetic. The chestnuts will take years to produce, you have no gold buried, and you don’t have enough ammo stored to get you through even two seasons. This is a crime, man.”
“I don’t need that much ammunition, Jake. I live in Denver. It’s not even legal to have a loaded gun outside our house here. And you aren’t the one paying for all these survival supplies you want me to hoard.”
“Stock—not hoard. And that money you refuse to trade for tangible goods will be worthless when you finally pull your head out. It’ll be too late then.”
Silence for a minute while they frowned at each other. Clint remembered doing this when they were kids. Jake usually won those staring contests. But there was a moment here, a fleeting second, when they were both transported to their backyard in Cincinnati in the days before their mother left them, playing with Tonka trucks in the yard. Clint almost smiled. 
Reality, that intolerant master, jolted him back to the present. Their mother did leave them. Their father did struggle with his faltering business, trying to provide for his two boys the best he could while shunning any kind of social life. And Jake did turn out to be a conspiracy-theory obsessed crackpot. 
He wasn’t always this way. Something happened to Jake the year Clint went off to college; something Clint was never able to clearly identify. It didn’t help that by the time Jake joined him at the University of Colorado the following year, Clint had already met Jenny and thus spent all his free time with her. Jake was essentially abandoned by his closest partner in life, left to fend for himself in a cruel world. 
And then they got the shocking news about their dad. It was more than either of them could handle at the time. Not surprisingly, Jake dropped out shortly thereafter and joined the Colorado State Forest Service—where his sudden nutty survivalist notions only fostered.
“Let me ask you something,” Clint said to break the stare-off. “If the shit does hit the fan, like in your dark fantasy, and your hungry neighbors come knocking asking for food, what are you going to do? Point your gun at them and tell them to scat?”
Jake laughed. “Dark fantasy? I thought you only banned news broadcasts when I was here. Now I’m starting to think you never watch them at all.”
“The news, right. Last year you were warning me about a sun flare or something knocking out all the power in our country—”
“That could still happen.”
“And now you’re going on and on and on about a financial collapse, and money becoming worthless. I mean, come on. You’re always paranoid about some doomsday scenario, and always certain it’s right around the corner. But every time I see you it’s a different synopsis you swear is unfolding. None of your predictions has ever come close to happening.”
Jake scowled, opened his car door, and got in—thank God. He started the engine. This wouldn’t be the first time he peeled away from Clint’s house pissed off.
But first, he cranked down the window of his old Ford pickup and spoke again.
“You can’t keep borrowing more and more money, and then just get a new credit card to use to make the payments from, and then max that one out, too. But that’s exactly how our government operates. Something’s got to give. I’m only trying to make sure my brother will be all right when it happens.”
“I’ll be okay,” Clint said. “I have you, remember?”
Jake didn’t return the smile. “Yeah, well, if you refuse to prepare, don’t be surprised if I ‘point my gun’ down the road behind you and tell you to scat when you show up at my doorstep. Thanks for the leftovers.” 
With that, Jake wrenched the shifter on his steering column down and drove off. The sound of the rickety truck barreling over the speed bumps in Clint’s townhouse complex was his final statement.
And so he was gone. Whew. Clint needed a break. He started thinking about those last few beers in the cooler. Before he could get back to the sidewalk, he saw Harold’s garage door opening. So he walked over to his driveway.
“Hey Harold, beers on my patio,” he said while only Harold’s legs were visible. When the garage door fully rolled up, Clint saw that Harold was worshipping one of his firearms.
“What in the world is that thing? A zombie assault rifle?”
Harold looked out and smiled before popping a magazine into the military-looking weapon he was holding.
“This is my M4 carbine. Isn’t she beautiful?” He twisted it around in one hand while scratching his freshly-trimmed blond beard with the other.
“You better unload that before Mrs. Conklin calls the police on you again.”
Harold looked up the street and frowned. “It’s legal as long as I’m still in my garage, so she can get bent.” But he did take the magazine out and put the gun back in his locker. Talking tough while giving into requests was one of Harold’s quirks. Clint figured it might have something to do with being middle-aged. Most likely, so was his insistence on continuing to wear that same old brown suede jacket well after the weather had become too warm for it.
Harold turned back around. “Beers on your patio? Don’t mind if I have one. Took the day off, did you?”
“I always take the Monday after Easter off. Need a holiday after spending a holiday with my brother. Come on.”
Clint led Harold across the street and two houses over. As they walked, he heard the sound of children playing on the community lawn, where they had their Easter egg hunt yesterday. Man was that noisy. Too bad so many young kids were in the complex now. Maybe Clint and Jenny should move to a real house. Some neighborhood that isn’t a cookie-cutter pattern of drab beige walls with red clay roof tiles.
They came to Clint’s sidewalk. It led them through a narrow break in the townhomes up to his front patio. Harold stopped just inside the gate to study Jenny’s flower garden while Clint opened the cooler.
“Think there are a couple silver bullets left that Jake didn’t get to.” Clint sunk his hand in the frigid ice-water until he felt a can, pulled out a light beer, and tossed it to Harold. He then lifted out a bottle of local craft-brewed amber ale and reached for the opener on the brick ledge. The sound of two beers simultaneously being cracked captured the attention of Mrs. Conklin’s cat, who was napping on one of the patio chairs. Clint and Harold sat down in two of the others.
“So, Jake gave you an earful again, eh?”
“Yeah,” Clint said. “Two ears full.”
“I can only imagine, now that he finally has something factual to latch on to.”
Clint tilted his head. “What do you mean?”
“The flu epidemic.”
“No.” Clint took a swig. “He hasn’t gone there yet. This time it was all about a financial meltdown.”
“That’s kind of weird. The pandemic is actually killing people, looking to be the worst outbreak in modern times from all appearances. People way below your brother on the crazy scale are starting to scream the sky is falling.”
“I wasn’t aware it had gotten that bad.”
“Well it’s not that bad yet, but it could become real soon. Haven’t you been watching the news?”
“Heck no,” Clint said. “Especially not while Jake’s here. He knows I don’t allow it. Drives him nuts. But this kind of thing is exactly why.”
Harold laughed. “I’m sure your phone will ring as soon as he gets caught up.”
“That’s what answering machines are for. So what are they saying about the flu now? It’s just a regular strain, right? Not some super flu killing millions of people or anything.”
Harold shook his head as he took a couple swallows of beer. “No, not a super flu or anything, as far as I know. Just a severe strain of regular flu I think. The death count exploded over the weekend. They say it’s even worse in Europe. The CDC is trying to put new restrictions in airports so you can’t leave the terminals on layovers, among other things.”
“Are healthy people dying?” Clint asked.
“No. Only those with the flu.”
Clint stared back at Harold, who made a motion with his free hand like he was playing the drums.
“Bada boom. Sorry. Poor taste, I know. I’m pretty sure the deaths are mainly with the elderly, infants, and those weak from other health problems. Still, everyone should get vaccinated.”
“We both did last November.”
“I think you need to get the shot for this specific strain.”
The patio sliding door opened. Jenny appeared in the doorway and stepped outside. She pulled her shoulder-length brown hair away from one side to better hold the phone against her face.
“Yes—hold on a second, Jake.” She covered the mouthpiece and whispered loudly to Clint. “It’s your brother, calling from the road. Been listening to the news on his car radio.”
Clint ran a finger across his throat, shook his head, and mouthed words that included, “Not here.”
“Sorry Jake, I was wrong. Looks like he’s still outside talking to one of the neighbors. Do you want me to have him call you?”
After a pause she said, “Yes, we know about the flu outbreak.”
Another pause. “No, I didn’t realize it was that bad. You know that’s why Clint doesn’t let you watch the news when you’re here.” Jenny stepped back in the house but left the door open.
Harold chuckled and crumpled his empty beer can. “Thanks for the cold one. Don’t forget poker at my house Friday.” He stood to leave.
“I never forget poker.” Clint stood up as well. “Jenny’s even making a special appetizer I’ll be bringing.”
Harold left. Jenny was now leaning over the dining room table, still on the phone, her pink sweats stretching nicely across her gym-hewn bottom. She glared at Clint before placing her forehead in her hand. Clint was sorry to do that to her, but better her than Clint. She could probably get rid of him faster.
“No,” Jenny groaned into the phone. “I haven’t heard about any dead ferrets.”
 
* * *
 
“Three jacks,” Roy said turning his cards up.
“Damn!” Tom flicked his cards with his fingernail and flashed kings and queens before tossing them in the muck. “Take it.”
“Let’s play hold’em,” Clint said.
“Your turn in a minute. I won the deal, too.” Roy scooped the pot into a pile, turned his baseball cap around backwards, and started gathering the cards. “Hey Clint, what’s in those taquitos? They’re really good.”
“Venison,” Clint said. “I thawed some out for the occasion. Summer’s on its way and I’ll be going down to the cabin to hopefully replenish my supply, so need the room in my freezer.”
“Venison, huh? Is it from that guy?” Roy motioned towards the buck’s head mounted above Harold’s fireplace.
“No, not that one. Sure glad Harold’s house is in the rotation, though, so I can visit him.”
“Your wife doesn’t like dead animal heads,” one of the guys said. But it was an old joking topic and they all knew the story already.
“Hey Harold, how come you don’t shoot your own deer?” Roy asked as he started to deal five-card draw again. “Or even a polar bear, with the high-caliber weapons you have.”
“He just likes shooting at targets,” Clint said. “Come on, deal faster.”
“Targets and burglars,” Harold said. “If I could ever get a damned burglar to visit me.”
Everyone laughed. The guys were in a good mood tonight. The game continued and the deal made its way around the table. Clint found himself winning three hands in a row.
“No wonder you wanted to play hold’em,” Roy said. “Well I’m dealing five card draw again. Can’t let a computer programmer win all the money. Unless Oracle’s getting ready to lay you off. I heard they were having some trouble because of the pandemic.”
“Lay me off? I should be so lucky. They’re doubling my workload, with all the engineers out sick on the coasts.”
“Aren’t they closing some offices, too?” Tom asked as he retrieved a cigar from the pocket of his flannel coat.
“Yes,” Clint said. “Mostly in Europe. A couple on the east coast. Like I said, more work for me.”
Clint drew a flush to beat Roy’s three aces.
“I thought you didn’t need the money!” Roy said.
“Never said that. This might help make up for my 401K tanking.”
Everyone at the table moaned. Clint realized he brought up a sore subject.
“It’s an opportunity in disguise,” Tom said.
“What, the stock market falling?”
“Yep. Always is. You know after 9-11 Louise bought some Disney stock at $16 per share? It was more than triple that before the flu selloff started. Still more than double even now.”
“Why did she pick Disney?”
“Oprah.”
Laughs.
“I’m not kidding, though,” Tom continued. “As soon as they make an H5 vaccine the market will turn around. Too bad so many people have to die first. I’m only waiting for the DOW to bottom out. It hasn’t crashed far enough yet.”
“Down more than 30% isn’t enough for you?”
“No. I’m thinking when it’s down 50% from the top it’s time to start buying.”
“He might be right,” Harold said dealing the cards. “But this bird flu thing is frightening. Where the devil did that come from all of a sudden? Just this Monday Clint and I were talking on his patio, and the epidemic was only of the regular flu for all anyone knew.”
“That part is spooky,” Roy said. “You heard about all the dead ferrets they found in Maryland and Virginia?”
“Too much,” Clint replied. “My brother keeps sending me links to all these conspiracy-blog posts about those.”
“Some of those conspiracy theories may not be so far-fetched.” Roy folded. “Especially the ones speculating about a connection to the December plane crash in Holland. That’s how the Dutch mad scientists were doing their experiments, you know, using ferrets—or polecats, as they call them in Europe. Their concocted viruses transferred freely between birds, ferrets, and humans. If some of the infected polecats escaped because of the disaster there, that might be how the killer flu strain got out. In which case we’re looking at a hideous manmade biological weapon turned loose on the world.”
Clint bet two dollars. “But they said the secured virology lab wasn’t breached. It was made like a military bunker, locked up tighter than Harold’s gun locker—impossible to get to without destroying it.”
“Oh, they said, they said. You might not want to be so quick to dismiss everything your brother says. They also told us the flu epidemic was only a normal H2 strain.”
“It is,” Harold said. “Or at least, it was. Two hundred million people between Europe and the U.S. caught it, and less than four million have died from it. More than 98% of those infected were sick for a week or two and then recovered, like normal. But they say this new bird flu, the mutated H5 one they’re finding in some people now, has an 80% mortality rate.”
Tom called Clint’s bet. “So how did that suddenly appear out of nowhere?” he asked. “And right in the middle of one of the worst ‘regular flu’ pandemics in history? That’s too much of a coincidence. Plus I heard some people who started out with the normal H2 flu ended up with the killer H5 version, somehow.”
Harold folded and stood. “They were probably misdiagnosed originally. The doctors and clinics have been way too busy to keep efficiency levels high. Must be a nightmare for them. Anyone else need a beer?”
“I do,” Tom said. “Whaddya got, Clint?”
“Pair of kings.”
“Tens and sevens. I finally beat you.” Tom began raking in the pot. “It’s scary as hell. I’ve stocked up on hand sanitizer. Louise and I are staying the heck away from public places.”
“Colorado had a normal flu season,” Clint said. “They say most of ours was a familiar type-A strain, whatever that means. I don’t even know anyone who’s sick right now. The new killer bird flu has only popped up in Europe and on the east coast.”
“They found three cases in L.A. now,” one of the other guys said.
Roy nodded. “I heard that just before leaving the house, too. Which means it could go anywhere. Denver is one of the busiest airports in the world, you know.”
 “Not anymore,” Harold said coming back into the room. He handed Tom a beer, turned his chair around, and sat before noticing everyone was looking at him expectantly.
“They’re cancelling flights left and right,” he explained. “People are too scared to go anywhere. And it’s a hassle. You have to get a 30-second health examination now before they’ll even let you through security. Part of the CDC’s new program. They’re starting to do it at train and bus stations, too. If you look sick, you don’t get to travel. Plain as that. Must suck for the poor people suffering from allergies.”
“Sick people can still drive,” Roy said.
“Not very far if they have the bird flu. That thing really throws you down, apparently. Who’s deal is it?”
“Yours,” everyone said.
Harold picked up the cards. “Seems like the situation is changing hourly now. Reminds me of the first gulf war. Hard to tear yourself away from the TV. You guys want me to put a news station on so we can listen while we play?”
“No!” Clint said. “No news. Just deal.”
 




 
Chapter Two
 
 
“The President is sick,” Jake said.
“How do you know that?”
“Wikileaks.”
“I’ve heard of that website.” Clint switched the phone to his other ear. “Never been to it myself. It always seems to be associated with something negative when I hear it mentioned.”
“That’s because you only listen to mainstream media, on the rare occasions you decide to see what’s happening outside your hole in the ground.”
 “Well I’m certainly not interested in the questionable sources nuts like you feed their paranoia with.”
“That’s not the only source, Clint. I thought it might be one you respect. These ‘wacky blogs’ I follow, as you put it, often get the real story before it breaks on the Associated Press. You can trust me on this one. He’s sick, and the way it’s being hushed probably means it’s the bad one.”
“You mean the H5. The bird flu.”
“Right,” Jake said. “But that’s not all. Congress is taking an unscheduled recess. The senate will no doubt do the same. Attendance is down significantly in both houses, right when the country needs them most. You know why?”
“The virus?”
“Yes! The United States will be without a government in a matter of weeks, maybe even days. It’s really hitting the fan this time. You and Jenny should come down here. I’m serious, brother. Don’t fight me. I know a good shop in Colorado Springs where you can stop and buy gold bars on the way. Tell Hank Pitman you’re my brother and he’ll treat you right.”
“I have to go, Jake. We’ll be late for church.”
Short pause.
“That Bible-thumping church still?”
“Same one, yes. Bible teaching. Not so much thumping.”
“Whatever. We both know you only go because of Jenny.”
“Whatever. I’m happy with my life. All of it.”
“That’s why you’re blind. You don’t want anything to change. Well, it’s changing, Clint. I’ll admit I’ve been wrong about some things in the past—”
“A lot of things.”
“Some things. And even I didn’t see this one coming. But it’s here, and the whole world knows it. Except you. I understand you have a cozy setup there with your cushy job living in the suburbs…”
“Cushy? You should try—”
“You’re living in denial, brother. Seriously. Ask that neighbor of yours, the cool one across the street. I’ll bet he sees things a little more clearly, since he’s single.”
“Harold’s a good guy. And smart. You’re right. I talk to him all the time. He isn’t panicking. So there. Called your bluff. You lose. Gotta go.”
“To church, right. Don’t touch the collection plate. Sit in the back.”
“They stopped passing it when the first outbreak began. The pastor no longer shakes hands with everyone afterwards, either. And we always sit in the back.”
“Might not be such a bad thing, then. Maybe the preacher will do a sermon on Revelation.”
“Actually,” Clint said, “he’s been reading a lot of verses lately about how God protects those who place their trust in Him.”
“Tell him to read the Proverbs verse about the ant.”
“Gotta go.”
“Call me back later?”
“I don’t know. We’re going shopping.”
“Sam’s Club?”
“Clothes shopping.”
“Not the mall!”
“Yes Jake, but—”
“Bro, that’s nuts! What, do you have a death wish or something?”
“There’s no outbreak in Colorado.”
“Listen to me, Clint. I want you both to wear facemasks and gloves. Please. For me.”
“I really have to go. Sorry. Bye, Jake.”
Clint heard Jake’s continued objections increase in volume as he hung the receiver up. Jenny was already waiting in the car. She didn’t look happy about being late when Clint finally joined her. Clint drove faster than normal. She didn’t object this time.
Church attendance was low. No surprise there. Hopefully, mall attendance would be, too. As their pew exited, Clint noticed several parishioners actually wearing masks and gloves.
“Maybe we should stop by Home Depot first,” Clint said to Jenny in the parking lot.
“What for?”
Clint thought fast. “I want to replace the light fixture above your makeup station.”
“Are you teasing me? Oh, happy day! It only took two years. You know I put my makeup on with a flashlight every morning?”
“No. I didn’t know that.”
“I’m sure I told you. How hard are they to install?”
“They can’t be too difficult. Don’t worry. You’re married to an engineer.”
“Right. We’ll ask the Home Depot guy how to do it.”
Clint clenched his teeth but offered no further comment as they got into the car. When the radio station began doing a news update, Clint punched it over to the jazz station. Jenny rolled her eyes. Clint didn’t care. It was too beautiful out to listen to the depressing news.
Driving around Denver on a clear April day was an experience everyone should have. Things may be in temporary turmoil on the coasts, but not here a mile above sea level. Clint marveled at the picturesque setting of this fine spring morning as he turned from street to street. A lush canopy made of a half-dozen tree varieties draped much of the city. The majestic Rockies on the western horizon were still topped by a pure white blanket indistinguishable in places from an intermingling layer of puffy clouds. To the east, the plains forever stretched with spirited fields of grass so rich in color they redefined the meaning of green. Everywhere Clint looked, blooming flowers played temporary host to wayfaring butterflies and hummingbirds.
“I sure hope this flu thing gets under control soon,” Clint said as they approached the Home Depot parking lot. “The Rockies are supposed to have a play-off contending team this year. Traded for some good pitchers in the off-season. Now they’ve delayed the whole rest of the season at least a month. Stupid CDC. I think they’re overreacting. Watching baseball gives everyone something positive to focus on—plus it makes us feel normal.”
“Oh, honey. I’m sure you can find something else to have on in the background when you take your naps. Maybe that old movie station.”
“I’ve told you a million times, my eyes being closed doesn’t mean I’m sleeping. I like …listening to the games, and when something happens I open them.”
“Then snoring must not mean you’re sleeping, either. Wow, look at this place. Quite the madhouse.”
She was right. Home Depot was busy. The parking lot was full of customers pushing carts of different sizes. A lot of folks must have been starting small construction projects, as they were wheeling out lumber and piping in notable quantities. Clint had to park in the far corner of the lot.
It was even busier on the inside. The customers all seemed to be in a hurry, scurrying about and frequently bumping into each other without apologizing. Clint never saw so many empty shelves and bins here. They managed to get the attention of one of the employees in the lighting section.
“Here you go,” he said, “A four-foot fluorescent light fixture plus two T12 bulbs. Last one.”
“Are they hard to install?” Jenny asked.
“That depends. Are you handy?” The employee looked at Clint.
“I’m an engineer.”
“Great.”
“A software engineer,” Jenny said.
“Oh. Well, I’m sure you can find some YouTube videos. Is there anything else?” He looked behind them at several additional sets of customers who were acting like they needed help.
“Where can I find facemasks?” Clint asked. Jenny gave him a curious look.
The Home Depot guy shook his head. “We’re cleaned out of those. Rubber gloves, too. Sorry.” He stepped over to a different couple.
“What did you want a facemask for?” Jenny asked when they were back in the car. “There can’t be much dust from changing a light fixture. Please tell me it’s not because of something Jake said on the phone.”
Clint tried not to grin. He failed.
“I knew it.”
“He might have a point, Jen. It seems a wise precaution. Plenty of others must be thinking the same thing. Some people in church today wore them. And the store was, after all, out of them.”
“Uh-huh. You know I’ll divorce you if you turn into your brother. Always remember that.”
“I’ll divorce myself first.”
The parking lot of the Cherry Creek mall was a stark contrast to that of Home Depot. Clint couldn’t remember it ever looking this empty. He parked close to the main entrance.
A card table was set up before the front doors with three people sitting behind it. Clint thought they looked like nurses. One of them walked around to detain him and Jenny before they could enter the mall.
“Free gloves and facemasks,” she said. “We recommend wearing them.”
Jenny looked back and forth between the nurse and the table several times. “Why?” she finally asked. “Is there some health hazard in the mall?”
“It’s a high-traffic public venue. We at the Colorado Public Health Alliance are working in compliance with the CDC’s state appeals in helping stem the further spread of the pandemic. There’s no charge.”
“I’ll get us a couple, honey.” Clint went over to the table.
Inside the mall, Jenny shoved her mask and gloves in her purse. Clint decided to wear his. He wished Jenny would, too, but she didn’t want to “look like a dork” or mess up her hair. She had herself a good laugh after Clint put his on.
Clint didn’t feel so stupid when he noticed half the people in the mall also wearing them. Then they passed the newsstand, where someone coughed—who instantly drew the attention of everyone around him. The cougher had no mask on. Several people scattered from the spot. A mother pulled her little boy close and hurried away before stopping to adjust her child’s mask. Apparently, coughing in public was now an ostracizing event.
Jenny wanted to go into a department store. The woman’s clothing section was on the same floor as electronics, so Clint meandered over to the television section. Several people had gathered around a set where a buxom female reporter was talking in an elevated voice. Clint’s first instinct was to go somewhere else, but he fought off that urge and sidled close enough to see what was happening.
“Here she is now,” the reporter said. She stepped out of the way of the camera to reveal a platform with a podium behind her. A different voice then announced the Secretary of Health and Human Services of the United States of America. Subdued applause quickly faded as the Secretary came to the podium and put on her glasses.
“Good afternoon. At the request of the President and Vice President, I’d like to announce the latest steps being taken in the fight against the pandemic—specifically, the H5N1 avian flu problem that is threatening our country, as well as the rest of the world. Roughly seventy thousand cases of this new lethal strain have now been positively identified here in the states.”
Murmurs in the crowd. The Secretary continued.
“Under the Commerce Clause of the U.S. Constitution, the Center for Disease Control has invoked its authority for isolation and quarantine of all such cases. While the U.S. death toll to date from this specific strain is under 25,000, it is expected to rise significantly. Our country is now at a state of emergency. In accordance with section 361 of the Public Health Service Act, I am asking the governors of each state to call up the National Guard and submit their authority to the Center for Disease Control, who will coordinate the procedures necessary for containing the further spreading of the virus among our population.”
The person in front of Clint in the store threw his arms up. “Seventy thousand! How did it get to be so many, so fast?” He turned, looked at Clint, and then suddenly ran out of the electronics department. Clint stepped closer to the TV.
“And now,” the Secretary of Health said, “I give you the Vice President of the United States.”
She stepped off the platform. Murmuring could be heard every bit as much as applause when the Vice President came forward. He was a tall man with a big stride. Once in front of the microphone, he didn’t mince words.
“The President is ill,” he said. “We’re not going to keep the country in the dark. The doctors have confirmed he has contracted the newly-identified H5N1 flu strain.”
The crowd buzz grew louder.
“This is not a time to panic,” he continued. “It is a time for Americans to pull together and address the situation with composure, and apply the workmanlike resolve which made this country great. All state health organizations are now working with the CDC. We must band as a people—a great and studious people. Together we can defeat this.”
“What about the President!” several reporters yelled. The rumbling before him rose to a high level. The Vice President held up his hands until they quieted again.
“Rest assured the President is in the best hands possible, and is being properly treated in every conceivable way. We are confident of his recovery. But, under the circumstances, and being as he is now under quarantine himself, he has relegated Presidential powers unto me. I am now acting President.”
The Vice President suddenly sneezed. The crowd of reporters reacted with a collective gasp. Flash bulbs went off.
“That was a normal sneeze,” the Vice President said with a smile. “Someone’s wearing too much perfume, like my wife does.” Polite laughter erupted in places. He continued speaking.
“I just came from a thorough examination, where I was given a clean bill of health. I’m perfectly prepared for performing my duties as my job requires—which includes seeing to the safety of the American people. I’m asking all Americans to refrain from unnecessary travel of all types, and to use diligence when visiting public places. The Senate and House of Representatives will no longer physically meet in their normal buildings, but will now hold special videoconferencing sessions. Details about that are forthcoming. That’s all for now. Thank you and God help us.”
The reporters yelling for more failed to slow the Vice President’s exit. The television station, however, immediately broke to an anchor desk. The anchorman talked rapidly.
“If you’ve been watching, you know we’ve just received confirmation that the President is indeed sick with the deadly avian flu strain, and the Vice President is now acting President. Our political commentators are standing by with their reaction to this disturbing news—but first, we’re getting word of a breaking story in the Netherlands that may be connected with the terrifying outbreak. Dr. Bart Fecher, the famed virology researcher, has apparently committed suicide. We take you now to our correspondent station in Rotterdam.”
A new scene with a different podium now showed. This one was indoors. A dark-skinned man slowly walked up to the microphone. He appeared to be sulking, and wiped his eyes with a handkerchief. He then began talking in Dutch. A translator relayed what was said. A transcript in English also scrolled across the bottom of the screen.
“I …I …this is the most difficult thing I’ve ever had to do. I’m only speaking to you now because I know Dr. Fecher would want me to. I was his trusted assistant for the last nine years. We worked together in the secure virology lab at Erasmus Medical Center. He was …a brilliant man.”
A name now also showed on the screen: Dr. Andries Koning.
“He only ever wanted to protect the world from this. He felt he failed. Worse, Dr. Fecher believed his actions were responsible for helping bring about the very thing he wanted to protect us all from. He simply could not live with this knowledge. That is why he’s …gone.”
A long moment of silence followed where Dr. Koning attempted to re-gather himself. Finally, he continued.
“We hoped beyond hope the infection would not further propagate in the wild once it escaped our facility. I now confess to you what we were afraid to admit before. The plane crash last December breached the secure viral science laboratory, and infected polecats were removed by birds of prey. The experiment we were working on was a heretofore undisclosed sixth mutation of the H5N1 virus. Dr. Fecher wished to form a strain that would mutate to a safer, non-life threatening variant. Instead, what we ended up creating was the opposite—a weaker strain now converts itself into this sixth mutation variant. Infection of the human population with this virus is an unfathomable nightmare. It’s an indiscriminate killer, more resilient than anything we’ve seen or worked with.”
Absolute silence at his next pause, both in the building he was talking from and in the store where Clint and a small crowd had assembled around the television.
“We are turning over all research data to the World Health Organization and the respective health agencies of all countries who request it. Perhaps we can collectively discover a way to stop it, before… before…”
Dr. Koning couldn’t finish. He stepped down. The TV station went back to the anchor desk, but Clint had heard enough for the day and went to find Jenny. 
She was at the register making a purchase. They decided to leave the mall and pick up something special from the grocery store to cook at home. Clint relayed everything he learned to her as they drove.
“Can’t say I’m surprised by any of it,” Jenny said. “I sure hope the President recovers. Did they say anything about the outbreak spreading to any new states?”
“No. But I left to find you, so I don’t know.”
“Well, last I saw it was in fifteen states, only those near the Atlantic and Pacific coasts. As difficult as they’ve made travelling, I’m not that worried about it coming to Colorado. Especially with the CDC now controlling the National Guard. Shouldn’t you be turning here?”
“Huh?” Clint glanced at her. “Oh, no—not Sam’s Club. We’ll just pop into Safeway. It’s only a few items, and they have fresher meat.”
“All right. If you’re lucky, maybe I’ll model my new outfit for you when we get home.”
The Safeway parking lot was a flashback to the Home Depot lot—but even worse. People had carts loaded with toilet paper and canned food. Some of them were packed ridiculously high, including one couple who each pushed an overloaded cart. Everyone was hurrying and looking around as if they were worried about being mugged.
“Oh no,” Jenny said. “People are hoarding! God, this is ugly. I don’t want to go in there. Let’s go back to Sam’s Club, honey.”
“Yeah… yeah I think you’re right.”
As they left the parking lot, Jenny rolled down her window, stuck her head out, and screamed.
“What the hell is wrong with all you stupid people!”
Clint chuckled. He looked at his wife, smiled, and fell in love with her all over again. For a moment he was taken back to their college days together.
Sam’s Club, fortunately, wasn’t as crazy. But there was still more parking lot activity than usual. Also, a team of seven or eight employees were blocking the front doors checking membership cards, versus the usual one person who did it from just inside the front door.
“It’s pandemonium out here,” the girl checking their card said. “Lots of non-members trying to get in, most of them saying they want to open a membership. We have to tell them Sam’s Club is no longer accepting new members. Some of them get quite angry.”
“When did you stop taking new members?” Jenny asked.
“Two hours ago. Thanks for shopping at Sam’s Club.”
As Clint and Jenny strolled through the front doors, they heard tires screeching in the parking lot followed by a voice shouting from an open car window: “Fuck you Sam’s Club!”
Clint and Jenny looked at each other with big smiles. Jenny laughed. But then she grabbed a cart.
“Maybe it’s not such a bad idea to stock up on a few things…”
 



 

 
Chapter Three
 
 
Fifth-district Congressman Wade Bennett wasn’t all that impressed with the interior of the Boeing C-17. But then he was used to first-class pampering on commercial passenger jets. His contemporaries, however, all seemed thrilled at being taken home on an Air Force craft. Especially second-district Congresswoman Carol Belcher, sitting next to him. She was an attractive woman, but Wade didn’t care for the scent of her cologne today.
“I’m soooo glad to be going home,” Carol said. “Aren’t you?”
Wade managed a smile. “Always nice to be home, especially when you live in our state. But I was all set for a good long session this year. Had my hat in the ring on two bills, and ready for a fight. So I’m disappointed work-wise.”
“We’re still working. Our first videoconferencing session is in less than a week. You can fight for your bills then, if the docket ever gets to them. It’ll be interesting to see how this works.”
“I’m guessing not very well.” Wade fished through the bucket of booze mini-bottles and found another bourbon before continuing his rant.
“And the docket is out the window. We’ll only be talking about emergency measures now—assuming we actually get this contraption working, and then some semblance of order established. Hmm. Maybe I can get the marijuana-growing contract tacked on to an emergency medical supply bill.”
“Your compassion for humanity is matched only by your faith in modern technology, as usual. Is there a gin in there?”
Wade handed Carol the bucket. She snatched it away from him and shook her head full of auburn hair in disgust as she dug for her own bottle. Eventually her hand came out with a Tanqueray.
“Technology,” Wade grumbled as he poured the whiskey in his tumbler of half-melted ice. “This country may be about to discover firsthand that all solutions depending on it are fickle at best. What’s everyone going to do if the grid goes down? How many congressmen besides me have a backup generator? Not enough for a quorum, I’ll tell you that.”
“We’ve all been told to get them,” Carol said. “Or have the National Guard deliver one if necessary. And our network is satellite-linked. Just plug the little antennae they gave us into a USB port and install the software. You obviously haven’t read your adjournment instructions.”
“No. Been busy reading the damned newspapers. Whole mother-loving country is in an outright panic. Looting, robberies, hoarding, running to the hills. Businesses shutting their doors. And the stock exchange closed! Now they’re doing all trading electronically. Tell me that isn’t an invitation for disaster.”
“The overwhelming majority of stock transactions have been done that way for more than a decade now, Wade. The exchange floor is a relic, something for tourists to go see. You need to get with the times.”
“My constituency doesn’t want a man who gets with the times. They want a man who holds to the tried and true, and, most importantly, keeps the potheads and gun control freaks up in your district.”
“Man?” Carol said.
“They haven’t elected a woman yet.” Wade tossed back his drink. “As I’m sure you’re aware. All you liberals up there know better than to set foot in my town.”
“Don’t look now but we’re coming.”
“Only if you’re fleeing the big city in a panic. Otherwise, no one’s going anywhere until this thing plays out.”
Carol sighed. “How do you think it will play out?”
“They’ll come up with a vaccine. If you can vaccinate one kind of flu, you can learn how to do it for any of them. But it takes time to develop. The question is how many people are going to die first. And what will happen to our country’s infrastructure in the meantime.”
“I don’t know why I ask you those kinds of questions.” Carol took a swig of gin directly from the mini-bottle. “You never know what you’re talking about.” Her voice was suddenly raspy.
“That’s just an act, sweetheart. I know more than I let on.”
The pilot announced they were on their final approach to Buckley Air Force Base. The passengers, mostly air force officers with a dozen or so legislators mixed in, fastened their seatbelts.
“Poor Phil,” Carol said. “I’m going to visit his family. I’d ask if you want to come along, but I already know—”
“Wait a week,” Wade said. “By then you’ll probably know whether to bring a casserole or not.”
“You really are an ass.”
“Sorry. No disrespect intended. I love Phil, you know that. It’s a good thing we all got the hell out of Washington, or the virus alone would have taken us below quorum. We’re damn fortunate our ranks weren’t reduced by more than ten or twelve percent, whatever it is.”
“Thirty-eight from the house and twenty from the senate, last I heard.” Carol turned on her iPad and started playing some stupid-looking game that involved matching up pieces of candy. 
Wade only shook his head. Technology. In the end, that might prove to be all it was ever good for—playing stupid games.
 
* * *
 
Jenny turned on her iPad. Clint expected her to start playing the candy-matching game, but instead she opened Facebook.
“How’re your folks?” Clint asked.
“Called mom yesterday. Forgot to tell you. Leah was there with the kids, so she didn’t talk long. Had that tone of voice she gets when her grandkids are around.”
“Like Leah’s the good daughter and you’re the bad one?”
“Yep.”
“Honey, I’d be happy to try and help you make them some more grandkids right now, but the guys will be here in a few minutes.”
“That joke’s gotten old, Clint.”
“Sorry. Your family’s not freaking out? I half expected them to come out here and stay with us by now.”
“Ha! That’ll be the day. They said only a few cases have turned up in Pensacola so far. Not like the Miami area. I don’t think they’d get ever get desperate enough to ask me for help. Not until they were the last healthy people in Florida, anyway. And a food distribution center is setting up right down the street from Mom and Dad’s house.”
Clint opened the cabinet under the wet bar. “I still can’t believe the federal government is establishing free food handout stations.” He took out his case of poker chips. “That’s like promoting the image our whole system is failing or something.”
“Our system looks like it’s failing all by itself. No promotion needed. Have you seen the stock market?”
“No. Don’t want to.” Clint opened the case and examined the chips.
“Down by more than 50% now, the second biggest slide in history. The banks closing their doors didn’t help with that.”
“I asked you not to tell me that.” Jenny’s ensuing glare confirmed that Clint’s Maxwell Smart impersonation hadn’t gotten any better.
“And the banks haven’t closed,” Clint said. “The way you say it makes it sound worse than it is.”
“I said their doors are closed. You can’t walk into one now without an appointment. They won’t give you an appointment for piddly stuff—and won’t even talk to you about cash withdrawals.”
“That’s because of the Vice President’s edict, and I happen to think it’s a good one. Stops the run on the banks. No one really needs to get more than $500 cash per day, especially with the government giving out free food. By the way, did you get your $500 today?”
“Oh yeah. Only stood in line an hour. Watched the money truck roll up to refill the ATM, surrounded by National Guardsmen.”
“At least the armored trucks are still rolling. With cash in tight supply, it might make the mood tonight a little more serious.” Clint started walking out to the garage.
“Honey?” Jenny said.
He stopped and turned around. “Yes?”
“Try …not to lose too much.”
Clint smiled and flashed his wad of winnings from the last game. He wasn’t planning on needing any of his own daily $500 withdrawal tonight.
Harold was already sitting at the table in the garage. He helped Clint count out the stacks of chips and made sure all three decks weren’t missing any cards. Within another twenty minutes, all but one of the guys showed up.
“Larry’s not coming,” Roy said. “Called me right before I left the house. We’ll have to play with five. Gave me some lame excuse—but I think the real reason is his wife’s worried about him losing money …or catching the flu.”
“His loss,” Clint said. He positioned the space heater at the rear of the garage and turned it on. “I don’t think we need this on more than the low setting now, do we?”
“No!” three of them replied. 
“Weather’s getting nice,” Harold added.
“Maybe the warm weather will stop the pandemic,” Tom said. He wore his cowboy hat tonight. “Flu season is over now, right?”
Harold shook his head and started dealing cards face-up. “Not this flu season. I mean, you’re probably right about the normal flu being about done, bad as it was. But as far as this ferret flu thing goes, who can tell? We’re watching a historical event unfold—and not the good kind. There’s the first jack. Your deal, Tom.”
“Can’t believe they’re calling it the ferret flu now,” Tom said as he shuffled.
“I haven’t heard that,” Clint said.
“You haven’t?” The guys all seemed surprised.
“It’s the bird flu,” Tom explained as he began dealing. “Or avian flu, same thing. Seven card stud. Everyone started calling it the ferret flu after we found out where it came from, so the media picked up on it. You’re high, Clint.”
“Bet a buck. Why do they need a special name if it’s the bird flu?”
Everyone folded to Harold.
“Well it is a unique strain,” Harold said. “I call. The Dutch scientists mutated the original H5N1 virus into a badass killer version of it, as I understand it.”
“Like any of us really understand it,” Roy said before folding. “Let’s face it. We only know millions of people are getting sick and dying from a highly contagious disease that kills you within a week or so, and, as a result, the entire western world is crumbling before our eyes.”
“It’s not that bad,” Clint said. 
“Isn’t it? Last Sunday, when they announced the President was sick, seventy thousand people in our country had it. That was only five days ago. Now the count is in the millions, and showing no signs of stopping.”
“No signs of stopping by the number of infections,” Tom argued, “but possibly showing signs of slowing if you go by the state count. It was at fifteen last weekend. Only eighteen now, even though the infection count has exploded exponentially. At least that’s encouraging. I think the CDC’s interstate travel moratorium is working.”
“Let’s sure as hell hope so,” Harold said.
Clint found it difficult to enjoy the game with the current topic of conversation. He knew better than to try and change the subject, though. The sudden H5N1 pandemic had robbed them of just about everything else. Couldn’t talk about baseball, and the movie theatres had all temporarily closed.
Fortune smiled on Tom tonight. After three hours of play, he was winning big. Too bad Clint was the one usually finding himself second-best hand in his pots.
“No one brought anything to eat tonight?” Harold asked. 
A couple of the guys chuckled nervously. It was a sensitive topic, what with food becoming harder to get and all.
“Why don’t we order a pizza, then?”
This time everyone laughed openly. Harold had one of those senses of humor that could lighten the mood of a funeral service.
“Delivery pizzas,” Tom said as he raked in another pot. “There’s one modern convenience I’m seriously going to miss. That and Chinese takeout.”
“I hear there’s a half-dozen Chinese takeout joints still operating in the city,” Harold said. “Haven’t tried to go to any of them. Don’t like fighting crowds.”
“Who can afford them now?” Tom said.
“You!” everyone responded.
“Why isn’t it considered price-gouging when restaurants quadruple their prices in times like this?” Roy asked. “I thought that kind of thing was illegal.”
Harold stood and stretched. “It’s not gouging because the wholesale cost of food has risen fourfold as well. They’re only passing it on. Trucking traffic has dwindled to a trickle of what it was before. Almost makes me want to reinstate my license and get out there. If it wasn’t for my back...”
“Aren’t you afraid of being hijacked?”
“No, the guardsmen are escorting the food trucks. They’re the only ones who can get across state lines now—after getting tested and searched, of course. I imagine their shipments get a little smaller at each checkpoint.”
 “My cousin got across the state line,” Tom said. 
Everyone looked at him. 
“Spent the last six weeks in Omaha. He could prove he was a Colorado resident at the border, so they had to let him pass—after a health examination and thorough inspection of his vehicle. They delayed him about three hours.”
“That’s what I meant,” Harold said. “You can still go home. But you can’t go anywhere else. Most states aren’t even allowing second-home owners through. The CDC wants everyone at their primary residence.”
Clint laughed. “Think about the city-dwelling doomsday preppers who set up their survival retreats in another state. Bet they’re depressed.”
“Bet they’re all at them already,” Harold said. “Or else travelling off-road to cross over. Those survivalist types won’t have any troubles. I’m going to the bathroom.”
“Beer me on your way back,” Tom said. “All right, I’ll deal hold’em to give Clint a chance to win some money back.”
Tom won that pot, too. Clint had to break into his regular money to buy another stack of chips.
“Isn’t your cousin the one with the thirty acres in Steamboat Springs?” Clint asked Tom.
“Oh. Yeah, right.”
“Where you go stay sometimes, and camp right on his property?”
“Sometimes. Louise doesn’t like it all that much. Too many bugs, especially in summer. Hey, aren’t you and Jenny Sam’s Club members?”
Clint had to think a moment before replying. Tom was acting strange, dancing around the question and abruptly changing the subject like that.
“Yes we are, why?”
“What’s that like? Still able to buy food?”
“It’s getting tougher. We went a couple days ago and had to draw a number, just like everyone at the public markets—only I suppose there are fewer people in our lottery.”
“A lot fewer,” someone mumbled.
“Maybe so. Still a hassle. We got lucky. Our ticket was for produce and canned goods. We had to wait an hour afterwards for them to get the shelves restocked with those items, and then a while longer for them to verify that we had the ‘winning numbers’ which allowed us to pay $180 for two small bags of groceries. Funny thing though, you didn’t need a ticket to buy alcohol, and there was still plenty available.”
“People are dispensing with luxury items,” Roy said, “what with the price gouge—I mean, increases.”
“Who said beer isn’t a necessity?” Clint started dealing the next hand.
Right on cue, Harold came back to the room. He was holding two light beers and a bottle of Clint’s beer. He gave Tom one of the cans and set the amber ale before Clint.
“Here. You look like you need this.”
Everyone laughed except Clint. He couldn’t, for two reasons. The first was that his losses tonight were starting to hurt. 
The second reason was something more arcane. At that moment, Clint realized this would probably be the last poker game. For a long time, anyway. Maybe forever. Who could tell what the near future would bring when an international disaster was changing the face of humanity on an hourly basis?
Tom seemed to be of the same mind. The way he discouraged anyone from getting any ideas about his cousin’s land being a good place to retreat to was conspicuous. And look at him protecting his mountain of chips, drawing them close, almost shielding them with the rim of his cowboy hat—as if he would never let them get away.
Sure enough, in a short while Tom announced he needed to get home, apologizing for leaving earlier than normal and blaming it on his wife. That broke up the game. The prospect of continuing to play with only four just wasn’t enticing enough—not when all the money was leaving. Harold stayed behind to help Clint clean up, and then went home himself. Clint stood for a moment and gazed at the card table before hitting the light switch, not knowing when—or if—he would be turning it back on to illuminate his beloved Friday night poker game. That hurt every bit as much as the money he lost.
Jenny wasn’t any happier when she figured out the degree of Clint’s losses. This she accomplished merely by observing his body language and hangdog answers to her general inquiries. That’s the way Clint attempted to keep things from her. He could never lie to his wife.
Jenny slowly shook her head. “Not good, honey. Not good.”
“It’s okay, Jen. That’s poker. Win some, lose some. Tom was red hot tonight. Never seen anything like it. We’ll be fine. I didn’t tap my daily $500 withdrawal too much.”
“I don’t know, Clint. Things are up in the air, you know? Almost all of my clients have cancelled on me. Can’t say I blame them. You know I’m walking two tomorrow? Only two. Not much point to my business anymore.”
“We’ll be okay without your dog walk—I mean, pet maintenance business. And you have me to keep you company. I’m working from home starting Tuesday, remember?”
“That’s another thing that bothers me, to be honest.”
“Why’s that?”
“To me, Oracle having you work from home sounds like one step away from laying you off. I know they’re not going to let you go unless the crap really hits the fan. But it seems like it is. What’ll we do if we’re both out of work? How will we pay the mortgage?”
Clint sat down on the couch and put his arm around her. He could tell she was upset.
“Honey, if that happens we won’t be the only ones. Hell, the banks will probably be closed, too. Remember what happened in 2008 after the mortgage meltdown? Millions of people couldn’t make their house payments. The government stepped in with bailout money and the lenders let everyone stay in their homes for at least a year, even if no payments were being made. They negotiated restructured payment deals, forgiving untold millions in debt in the process, just to keep from having to foreclose on too many properties. I wouldn’t worry about us. I’m a talented and marketable guy, you know.”
No discernable reaction. Clint hugged her tighter. 
“I’m an engineer, baby.” 
That did the trick. He got a chuckle out of her.
 




 
Chapter Four
 
 
In the days that followed, things got worse. Clint tried to avoid the news, but that was becoming impossible. There was simply nothing else going on in society. Try as he might to stay out of its path, it found ways of getting through to him and disrupting his work—be it from Jake, Harold, Jenny, or any radio station he listened to. Even his beloved jazz station.
The five million ferret flu cases grew to sixteen million seemingly overnight. The death toll skyrocketed into the millions just as fast. A rapidly growing number of Coloradans now claimed to know someone who was sick or already dead from the disease. The situation was even worse in Europe. About the only positive aspect was the fact that the number of infected U.S. states continued to stay at eighteen. All ten Great Plains states were still a safe haven. It was, as Tom had surmised, the remaining glimmer of hope.
Then the President died. 
With an 80% mortality rate, it shouldn’t have been a shock. But it was. He was the ninth President to die in office, the fifth from natural causes. The country took it hard. Jenny, Clint’s coworkers, the neighbors; everyone Clint talked to was downright glum about it. Even Jake.
“You know why this is so bad?” Jake said on the phone.
“Why? Because the government is collapsing?”
“No. I knew that would happen. It’s because it robs the American people of hope. Think about it, brother. He had the absolute best doctors and medical staff money could buy. Even they couldn’t save him. What hope does that leave the average Schmoe who gets sick? Someone who gets ushered away from society and sealed in a special doom-ward, attended by unrecognizable bodies in hazmat suits who are stretched way too far with an unfathomable work overload. Hearing this news doesn’t figure to help the victims muster additional strength for fighting it.”
“One in five,” Clint said.
“What’s that?”
“You asked what hope the average sick person has. The answer is roughly one in five. Doesn’t seem to matter who your doctor is, what medicine you take, or how many Facebook likes you have.”
“Righteous observation,” Jake said. “When are you guys packing up and coming down here?”
“I’m still working, Jake. Too busy. And your internet connection probably won’t be reliable enough for me.”
“So when Oracle lays you off, then you’ll come?”
“I didn’t say that.”
Clint hung up knowing the grim possibility Jake so insensitively suggested was menacingly real. Businesses were closing offices across the country, and Oracle was no exception. Millions of healthy people were losing their jobs amidst the onslaught of vacancies being created by the pandemic. Instead of helping the job market, as one might think, it undermined it completely. Things had gotten too far out of hand. The missing population was made up of customers, too. The fewer customers there were, the less the demand for everything. The American public was in the process of readjusting their priorities. If your profession wasn’t one involved in the production and distribution of basic necessities, you had no job security and were day to day at best. Clint knew all too well that his projects were far from being considered essential.
The next day, the new President announced he was sick with ferret flu. He stepped down and the Speaker of the House was sworn in as acting President. The country’s reaction was not one of composure. Riots erupted. Philadelphia, Los Angeles, Boston, and D.C. were the worst places to be. So were Chicago and Detroit, which Clint found odd—being as Michigan was still on the clean state list, and greater Chicago reported fewer than a thousand confirmed cases. Even in the Great Plains, big city incidents of looting occurred. Unfortunately, that included Denver.
Clint and Jenny were coming home from Sam’s Club when screaming fire trucks raced by them. They came across the firefighter’s destination before reaching home. The local Safeway was burning. Its windows were broken and no one was inside. It looked completely cleaned out.
“I don’t know what gets into the human mind,” Jenny said. She turned, reached to the back seat, and began fumbling with something, bumping Clint’s arm in the process.
“What are you doing, Jen?”
“Putting our grocery bag on the floor, a little more out of view.”
Clint pulled over on the next block.
“Honey, what are you doing?” Jenny looked around anxiously. “Is the car okay?”
“Yes. The car’s fine.”
“Why did you stop? This isn’t a good idea.”
“I just need to …I need a moment.”
“Are you okay?”
“I’ll be all right.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, honey. I forgot. You want me to drive?”
“No. Stay in the car. I’m fine.” 
After a few minutes passed, Clint resumed driving and took them home. Jenny carried in their solitary grocery bag, mostly filled with pretzels and frozen burritos. They hadn’t drawn a good ticket today. But Clint was feeling better. The neighborhood was quiet and normal. That was one advantage of living in a gated community.
Then he checked his email. A message from human resources waited in his inbox like a landmine. He hesitated to open it. Conference call at 4:00. Clint knew that couldn’t be good.
It wasn’t. A hundred employees were being laid off, including Clint. The company had every desire for the situation to be temporary, and everyone on this call was considered a valuable asset. They would be among the first to be offered new positions when things returned to normal.
Temporary. Returning to normal. Were these reasonable things to hope for? Would things ever return to normal? How could they? The population of the western world was being decimated. How many would be left? Would the survivors need software engineers? 
Every day some drug company or another announced hopeful progress on vaccine development, but then the next day retracted the statement and admitted they were starting over at square one. The stock market had given up on making hopeful bounces on those kinds of announcements, and now just sold off continually. At this point it was down more than 65%, cut by two-thirds. It was officially the biggest decline in history, second only in percentage-loss to the beginning of the depression after the 1929 crash. Clint didn’t even want to know what his 401K looked like. He refused to check it.
Jenny’s pet maintenance business was now also gone. They suddenly had no income. Clint suspected his severance package wouldn’t be all that spectacular under the circumstances. He knew he needed to do something.
But what? Forget about computer programming. There must be something else. What was needed in Denver right now? Clint realized they were hardly alone in their predicament. What was everyone going to do to make a living?
What about Jake’s invitation? Should Clint seriously consider that? Jake’s home near La Junta was, no doubt, an impressively-stocked survival retreat despite being a bit of a hillbilly shack. And it was less than a 2-hour drive from Clint’s hunting cabin further south. It might be easier to find work in a rural area now than a big city. Plus, they figured to be safer from any further incidents of civil unrest.
Clint shivered. Was he actually thinking about living with his brother? No, no. The situation wasn’t that bad yet. God forbid it should ever get that bad. Denver was holding together well enough. They were going through a rough patch, that’s all. Still much better off than most of the rest of the country. Everyone was in the same boat, after all. They just needed to wait it out. Things would eventually get back to normal. In the meantime they had savings, and the banks weren’t about to start foreclosing on properties. Food could now be gotten free if necessary.
The next day was the day of the President’s funeral. Clint and Jenny watched it on television.
“This is incredibly sad,” Jenny said.
Clint nodded. “I’m glad it’s closed casket.”
“Makes you wonder if his body is really in there.”
“I’m sure it is,” Clint said. “Being President affords you special privileges.”
Jenny shook her head. “I hate to think about all the other poor families who are losing loved ones. So many funerals happening that are so impersonal. Forced cremations and services held for multiple victims. There was one in New York yesterday for a thousand people. A thousand! Your name gets lost in the mix, and who knows if the ashes they give the family are even the right ones.”
“Does it matter?” Clint asked.
“I suppose not. But I’m against cremation, anyway.”
Clint chuckled and kissed her on the head. “I know, honey. You’re worried God won’t be able to find all your molecules to put you back together again.”
After the funeral service they drove to Sam’s Club.
“I’m feeling lucky,” Clint said in the car. “Cereal and beans. Or maybe frozen vegetables and rice.”
But as soon as the store came into view, Clint saw that his luck today was panning out no better than at the last poker game. Something was definitely wrong.
“Are they having a parking lot sale?” Jenny asked.
 “No,” Clint moaned. “They’re obviously closing.”
Half the parking lot was roped off. Clint had to park on the street. National Guardsmen and employees patrolled the perimeter of the rope. Only card-carrying Sam’s Club members could get past it. The store had the remainder of its goods arranged in piles outside. No perishable food items appeared to be left. You had to get a ticket and wait for the next drawing, as usual. Only there didn’t appear to be much left worth waiting for.
The good news was Sam’s Club was giving the rest of it away. Clint and Jenny got there just in time for the first free drawing. The last group before them still had to pay.
The bad news was they didn’t need pet food or diapers, which is what they wound up with. These were somewhat valuable products, though, so they found they were able to trade for paper towels, cooking spray, and a couple cans of vegetable broth. At least those were usable items.
Clint glanced inside the store before he left. The doors were left wide open, with no one bothering to guard them. The shelves and isles had been cleaned out. Sam’s Club didn’t appear to be planning on locking the place up, or taking any measures to secure the property. It probably wasn’t worth the effort.
“How many markets are still operating?” Jenny asked on their way home.
“It doesn’t matter, honey. We can’t afford the prices anymore. I talked to Roy the other day. He managed to score some frozen fish and carrots at a market across town. Roy’s a savvy guy, but even he paid a ridiculous amount for those groceries. It’ll be even worse now. We’ll just have to go downtown and wait in line for the government handouts. I’ll take us there tomorrow. We’ve got nothing else to do, right?”
Jenny didn’t return the smile, but she agreed. 
Back home, Harold’s garage was open. Clint wandered over. When he saw that Harold was watching a portable television, he turned around to go home. But Harold caught him first and called him inside.
“I can offer you a light beer,” Harold said. “That’s all I have.”
“Sounds good right now, actually.”
Harold went in to fetch the beers, leaving the Remington 25-06 he was cleaning on his workbench. That was the same rifle Clint and Jake usually hunted deer with down on the paid canyon ranch. The thought crossed Clint’s mind that Harold must trust him like a brother to leave him alone with it. But he did note the gun cabinet was locked.
When Harold came back, Clint noticed the small TV set was tuned to a business news station.
“What, do you enjoy watching your wealth diminish?” Clint asked.
Harold laughed. “I’m not in the market. But you’re right. My wealth is diminishing nonetheless.”
“How’s that? Is the price of ammunition falling?”
“No. Quite the opposite, in fact. Now that you mention it, maybe I’m all right after all. I was referring to the dollar.”
“They say the inflation is artificial,” Clint said taking a sip. Man, this light beer really was awful stuff.
“Did say that. Now they admit it’s real. No one apparently realized it until today, but the eastern countries have been dumping their western-world bonds. We thought the inflation numbers were because of food prices and flu panic, but now the economists have discovered the dollar and euro have in fact tanked at a fundamental level. It’s seriously alarming.”
“Why does it matter?” Clint asked. “My mortgage contract says the lender has to accept fixed payments in U.S. dollars, whatever those dollars may be worth. That alone should serve to keep the dollar valuable.”
“Your mortgage is fixed to the USD, yes. But new mortgages going forward might not be, assuming lending resumes after the pandemic ends. The problem is the eastern world no longer thinks our money is worth the paper it’s printed on, and they produce most of the planet’s trade goods. Everyone knows all modern currency is faith-based, with nothing valuable to back it. When faith in a currency dies, so will the currency. The U.S. Dollar might go the way of the Confederate Dollar.”
“What would they replace it with?”
“Hopefully something with intrinsic value.”
“Well,” Clint mused, “if the dollar completely fails, and I can sell, say, all my tools for a couple hundred grand in USD, I’ll use it to pay off my house.”
“I wouldn’t count on being able to do that. Especially if you get behind in your house payments, which will give your lender the right to renegotiate your terms however they see fit.”
The next day, Clint took Jenny downtown to the food lines. They had to park a long ways away. And they discovered it wasn’t such a great idea to go in the middle of the day. The lines were long by then, and some of the items ran out. So they made do with a loaf of bread, a can of beans, and a small bag of apples that were too soft. While driving home, Clint was dismayed at how many storefronts had closed their doors. This was a difficult time to be an American.
Finding sources of hope became more difficult as the days of late April yielded to the days of early May. Clint tried not to let it all bother him. He and Jenny got themselves to the food lines earlier and earlier in the morning in an effort to beat the crowds. Unfortunately, everybody else seemed to adopt the same plan. And the selection was getting worse. By the end of the second week of this, all anyone was getting was bread. The government was somehow able to keep an army of bakers working somewhere. It was white bread, and not that good. Clint decided he didn’t want to deal with it anymore, so Jenny started going by herself, “just in case” a shipment of some other kind of food came in.
It never did. Part of the problem—as the new acting President angrily explained to the nation one evening—was food shipments had stopped coming from China and Thailand. He was a hard-right Republican and not known for using restraint in his role as Speaker of the House. Maybe that’s what this country needed right now, someone bold and not afraid of making enemies. “Cowards” and “criminal opportunists,” he called the Chinese and Thai companies, godless in their blatant manipulations. First they crash the western world currencies by dumping all their bonds, and then they sever trade relations because of the perceived low value in those currencies—a low value they themselves directly brought about. And where was their compassion? Any disaster anywhere in the world over the last century was instantly met by western countries rushing in with aid: food, clean water, medical supplies, skilled tradesmen, and whatever else was needed. Now the western countries are in dire need, and what do the easterners do? Pull out and watch them die, almost appearing to be chomping at the bit at the prospect of becoming the new rich kids on the block when it’s over. 
What Clint found especially fascinating was how much food actually came from China and Thailand. Canned tuna, canned tomatoes, frozen fish, vitamin supplements, and bottled fruit juices were high on the list. Americans had come to depend on the east for satisfying their insatiable appetite for these items. The supply was now gone.
The new President ended his speech with a passionate pledge to increase food distribution throughout the country. All military reserves had been called up and were getting involved in the program. Large outdoor venues would be utilized as they began a campaign of continuous food and medical supply deliveries by aircraft. Clint envisioned the expansive lawns of City Park as being one of the possible locations. That would be a heck of a lot more pleasant than standing in line downtown. But could they really do it? Where were they going to get enough food for everyone?
Roy came by the house the first Saturday night in May with an interesting proposal.
“You said you wanted to make more room in your freezer, right? I’ll take some of that venison off your hands, buddy.” 
He held a bulk-size container of mixed nuts and two bottles of wine. One of them had a label in a foreign language. Clint agreed to the trade, more from a compulsion to be neighborly than from liking the bargain. Jenny was happy with it, especially the wine. But Clint went to bed that night not liking his thoughts. He no longer felt compelled to be neighborly, and even found feelings of resentment creeping in. It wasn’t like him. For that reason he readily agreed with Jenny’s suggestion that they try to get to church twenty minutes early in the morning.
Good thing they did. With all the retail businesses closed, Clint half-expected their church to be closed as well. He certainly didn’t imagine it would be overcrowded like this. But the more he thought about it, the more it made sense. This was one of the last things left in Denver you could still go out and do.
“A packed house today,” the minister said at the beginning of the service. Uncomfortable chuckles responded here and there.
“It is an unfortunate human condition that we tend to seek God more during times of trouble. I wonder if that could that be part of the reason we have so much trouble? Because God desires to hear from us more? Something to think about.”
When it came time for the sermon, the minister actually read from the book of Revelation. The passage went on about a great whore named Babylon being judged. It seemed to be referring to a city. But Clint heard people mumbling around him. One of them whispered “America” while another said “China.” Jake would be happy if he were here.
Jake. Clint’s mind wandered off for the rest of the sermon and he thought about his brother. He hadn’t heard from him since Tuesday. It wasn’t like Jake to leave Clint alone this long right now. Part of Clint was glad, appreciating the break. But part of him was concerned. Clint decided to call him later.
Clint then did something that astonished himself. He uttered a prayer for his brother. Maybe the preacher was right about times of trouble.
That night, Jake didn’t answer either of his phones. The answering machine failed to pick up on his land line, which was strange. Clint kept trying to call him for the next several days with the same result. Now he was worried.
 




 
Chapter Five
 
 
“It’s time to bug out of the city,” Harold said. 
Clint didn’t know how to respond. Part of him perceived the truth in his neighbor’s conclusion. Harold was, after all, a fairly level-headed guy, especially for a passionate gun enthusiast.
But part of Clint was still holding on to hope that everything would be okay, that a working vaccine would be announced and all the businesses would reopen, shortly returning society to a reasonable degree of normalness. Most of Clint’s other neighbors were still here, doubtlessly thinking the same way. Many of them were downtown with Jenny right now, fighting the hungry crowds and witnessing first hand how bad things had gotten.
“Bug out?” Clint said with a smirk on his face. “Isn’t that how this whole mess started? Some idiot scientists let a bug out.”
Harold didn’t laugh. Clint could tell he was in a serious mood, and it made Clint fidget uncomfortably.
A garage door opened three townhouses down. That was Tom and Louise’s home. Their big silver Jeep backed out the driveway. It was loaded, as if they were going on an extended camping trip. Clint could see two large gas cans strapped on in the rear.
“See?” Harold said. “There goes another. You don’t want to wait around and be the last one out, man. Tom must have arrived at the same conclusion. Although I’d hide that extra gas a little better if I were him. Makes a pretty inviting target the way he has it.”
Tom saw the two of them standing in Harold’s driveway and waved before driving off.
“He didn’t even come say goodbye,” Clint said. “That seems odd.”
Harold shook his head. “People change as circumstances dictate. It’s times like this when you find out who your friends really are. He was probably worried we’d ask if we could come along, or beg some of his food.”
“Maybe he just wants to get away clean with all the money he won in the last poker game.”
Still no laughter from Harold. But he did respond.
“That cash figures to be worthless pretty soon, if things keep going the way they are.”
“Harold, please don’t start sounding like my brother.”
 “Sorry, man.” Harold finally smiled. “Last thing I want to do is make that list. When’s the last time you talked to him?” 
“More than a week ago now. Been trying to call him for the past few days. Can’t get through. Worries me. It’s not like Jake to stop pestering me when he thinks he has something to gloat about.”
“Hmm,” Harold said. “You know they said on the news that rural communities have been having their lines cut, possibly by vandals or even crazy local militia groups.”
“I know. I thought of that. But he’s only a few miles from La Junta, so you’d think he could get to a phone or a working cell tower.”
“Maybe small towns are having the same problem now. All the more reason to get out of here, before travelling becomes too difficult.”
“So that’s what you’re going to do?” Clint asked. “Hit the road, by yourself?”
“Well...” A sheepish look formed on Harold’s face. “I was kind of hoping I could hook up with you two. Not trying to be a leech, but there’s safety in numbers. I’m sure Jake will agree if you manage to get ahold of him. And it’s not like I don’t have anything to offer.” He looked back and forth and lowered his voice. “I’ve got about twelve pounds of jerky, too.”
Clint gazed at the gun cabinet in the back of Harold’s garage. Yes, Harold was something of an asset in a survival situation. If there was any civil unrest to contend with, he’d likely come in handy. But Clint knew he also came with potential unnecessary hazards. If problems with lawlessness did turn up on the road, Clint would prefer to not have a sizable cache of highly desirable weapons with him. He was an experienced hunter, but travelling with firearms always made him a little uneasy. Now even more so.
“What else would you plan on bringing?” Clint asked, motioning to the garage.
Harold laughed. He seemed to pick up on the concern in Clint’s voice.
“Don’t worry, man. The bulk of my collection stays here. Wouldn’t be optimal if we end up needing alternate transportation. Small arms only. Maybe one good rifle. Not too much ammo. You said Jake has plenty already, right?”
“Yeah. Possibly enough for a small country. You really think there might be problems on the road?”
“You watch any local news today?”
“No. Gave it a break this morning. Gives me indigestion.”
“There’s pile-ups and temporary blockades on I-25 now. Could get a lot worse. We should all get out of here ASAP. Today, if possible.”
“I don’t think so, Harold. I appreciate your offer, and especially your willingness to go light on the artillery. But Jenny and I haven’t decided what to do yet. We might end up staying and seeing what happens. I’ll keep an eye on your home for you if you want to take off.”
Harold stood there looking dejected for a minute. Clint felt sorry for him. Being alone at his age, at a time like this, must be depressing. 
 “I’m embarrassed to admit I have no place to go,” Harold eventually responded.
Now Clint laughed. “Well, you can go to our cabin. Heck, I’ll feel better knowing you’re down there watching it. There’s a key in the fuse box. I can give you directions.”
Harold began nodding. “Thanks. Thanks a lot, man.”
“Just let me run it by Jenny first, okay? I know she’ll be fine with it, but she doesn’t like me making decisions without her. If you were married you’d understand.”
“When will she be back?” 
“Soon, I hope.”
“To be honest, Clint, I don’t think it’s such a great idea you continue letting her go down there by herself. Especially with her being so pretty and all. The city isn’t as safe as it was a week ago.”
As soon as those words left Harold’s mouth, the sound of Jenny’s SUV taking a speed bump too fast drew their attention. Good, she was back. But she seemed to be driving erratically. The garage door to Clint’s house opened and Jenny pulled inside. Harold followed Clint home without asking to be invited.
“Well, the crap is hitting the fan now,” Jenny shouted as she came out of her car. “Hi, Harold.”
“Hi.”
“What do you mean, honey?” Clint rarely heard this tone from her and was a bit alarmed by it.
“Look,” she said, holding out half loaf of bread.
“That’s all they were giving today? Well, half a loaf is better than none. Good job, Jen.”
“No, they ran out completely. It was a madhouse, honey. You should have seen it. All of Denver must have been there. Everyone who’s left in town, anyway. Good thing I was there early. I got one of the last loaves.”
“I’m surprised they didn’t start rationing quarter-loaves.”
“Oh, I got a whole loaf. The guard boys didn’t care about rationing and just wanted to get done with it. But then a poor mother with three kids approached me. God they looked destitute. I gave them half. Couldn’t help it.”
“That’s okay.” Clint hugged his wife, careful not to smash the bread she labored so hard to procure. “I love you. There’s only two of us, anyway. Did you at least get the car gassed up?”
Jenny pulled back. “No! That’s the other thing. The gas stations are closed, Clint! I went to five of them. Huge lines of cars are parked for miles, waiting for them to reopen. No more gas! Then I saw Tom and Louise pulled over across the street from the last one, all loaded up and leaving. Tom was shaking his head while filling his tank from a gas can. A bunch of people were eyeballing him like vultures. I stopped and begged a small pour from him, being as I was on fumes. You know what? He wasn’t going to give me any! Until Louise made him. But we have no gas now! Oh honey, what are we going to do?”
“My car’s filled,” Harold said. “Plenty enough for us to make it, assuming the roads stay open. But I have 4-wheel drive, too, so we can go off-road in places if we need to.”
Jenny reacted with a confused look and glanced back and forth between them several times. 
“What have you guys been talking about? Go where?”
Clint said “Jakes” at the same time Harold said, “Your cabin.” That made Clint chuckle. He hoped it would calm Jenny down some.
It didn’t. “You really think we should escape the city?” she said. “Has it come to that?”
“Maybe. What’s left here, honey? Closed businesses, no more gas, and now the government bread lines are even failing. You know we can survive at Jakes, or even at our cabin. Lots of good hunting in that area, plus the food Jake and I already have growing. We can wait this out down there and come back when things return to normal.”
Jenny didn’t take a whole lot more convincing. Three hours later they had Harold’s 1995 Subaru wagon fully loaded, including three mountain bikes latched onto the rear rack. Jenny went back to the house to lock up while Harold checked one of his guns.
“Did you catch any of the news while you were packing?” Harold asked.
“No, too busy. Hey, that’s a shotgun. You said small arms only, plus one good rifle.”
“This might be useful.” Harold closed the gun case and stowed it away, along with a tackle-box size case of shells.
“Maybe you’re right. Lots of quail in the Springfield area. Good thinking bringing all that birdshot.”
“Half of those are slugs.” He closed the rear hatch. 
“Oh. Bear protection, huh? Well, there’s big bucks and even an occasional elk down there, too.”
Harold raised one eyebrow and gave Clint a look that made him feel stupid for some reason.
“Right,” Harold said. “Are we ready?”
Clint turned around. Jenny was now in the street jingling her set of house keys. She kept stopping and looking back. Finally she came over and unceremoniously climbed in the Subaru, into the only rear seat still available. Clint took the front passenger seat.
Harold drove them out of the townhome complex towards the nearest I-25 onramp. Harold was right—the streets of Denver were fast becoming something right out of an apocalyptic movie. Clint regretted letting Jenny go out alone earlier, and was suddenly glad to be leaving. The more he saw, the gladder he became.
“According to the news, there still hasn’t been any outbreak in any of the Great Plains states,” Jenny said from the back seat. “But Chicago is getting bad. They’re relatively close to us, and they just passed ten thousand deaths. They’re worried they’ll be like the big cities on the east and west coasts in a matter of days.”
“All the plains states are quarantined,” Harold said as he maneuvered around two abandoned cars on the highway onramp. “It’s hard to cross state lines now, and extremely difficult to get into the Great Plains. Not impossible, but difficult. Thank God we don’t have to. Reminds me of the plague in the middle ages.”
Clint reached back and grabbed ahold of Jenny’s hand. “You know what the worst part about all this is?” he said.
“Not knowing if our house will be safe?”
“No. Having to admit to Jake he was right.”
 
 



 

 
Chapter Six
 
 
Congressman Wade Bennett held the .22 rifle to his shoulder and took careful aim. It wasn’t much of a gun to protect your house from robbers with, but Wade was a good shot. He took his time, knowing a well-placed slug would bring an end to this particular thief’s stealing days.
The thief seemed to sense something. He moved. Damn. Stay with it. No need to lose your cool. 
The thief froze in place again, long enough to seal his fate. Wade squeezed the trigger. The loud pop echoed from his side yard and the thief fell stiff.
“That’s an unlawful discharge, Congressman.”
Wade looked up to see his only close neighbor leaning over the fence that separated their properties. His bushy hair was unkempt, as usual.
“That’s why I live in West Springs, Charles. You planning on reporting me?”
“Nah. Glad to see you get him. Pretty sure he’s the one been breaking into my shed and stealing Sheila’s food.”
A dog barked in the background.
“Sounds like Sheila agrees,” Charles said. “You gonna leave him there for the crows?”
“Why? You want him?”
“Think so. Think I’ll skin him. Way things are going, pelts might become valuable currency again.”
“I’ll get him for you.” Wade walked the fence line, picked the dead raccoon up by the tail, and brought it back to his neighbor.
“Thanks. Say, shouldn’t you have better things to be doing then shooting varmints? Like saving the dang world or something?”
“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Wade rested the gun barrel on his shoulder. He then noticed Charles staring at the microbrewery logo on his T-shirt.
“This is official office wear now. Your country’s legislators have taken to working in their pajamas. Oh sure, from the shoulders up we all look professional. Can’t tell if anyone has a stitch of clothing on below that. Heard a damned cat meow on yesterday’s session. Me, I cut the top part of an old sports jacket off and drape it over my shoulders. Duct-taped a shirt collar to it with half a tie hanging from it, just for fun.”
“How’s that going?” Charles asked.
“Full of technical difficulties, as I expected.”
“What’s the problem? Connection issues?”
“Yeah. Too many of us. All our pictures are in little squares across the bottom of the screen, arranged by state. You have to keep scrolling if you want to see everyone. Poor New Yorkers have lost half of theirs, and not having luck appointing replacements. Maybe they’ll get a few more by the time we reconvene.”
“So you’re off for a few days, then?”
“Yes, Charles. While the geeks try to fix the system better. A blessing for me. Now I can go check on my special project.”
“Not the dope fields.”
“Yep. Those Black Forest boys are raring to fire up the operation, if you’ll pardon the pun. My committee was all set to tack it on to a railway measure, of all things. Then the apocalypse started. Ruined all their plans. They’re still riding me pretty hard on it, so I need to visit them.”
“Hearing you talk like this makes me glad I didn’t vote for you last time.”
“I could have used that vote.”
“Well, it was only out of neighborly spite, you understand.” Charles spit—in his own yard, thankfully—before continuing. “Forget why you pissed me off. Probably shooting. It was such a landslide the first time, I figured it wouldn’t do no harm. Had I known the last one was going to be so close...”
 “Surprised me, too.” Wade shook his head. “That’s why I need to get in bed with a powerful special interest group. And these pot farming folks are suddenly wielding a pretty big crowbar. Lots of money in it.”
“How are they going to grow dope in all them pines?”
“Believe me, they have it all sorted. Land plots have been cleared, tilled, and fenced off. They’re set to go. They think they can produce as high a quality product as the warehouses, with twice the yield per acre. It’s a good location if you think about it, surrounded by trees. And the air force cadets can guard it for them. Got it all worked out with the academy. Now I just need to find a good bill to slip it in on, if we can only get past our current obstacles and resume business.”
“How long you gonna be gone for?”
“Not long. I have to be back for the new President’s airdrop program. Gotta deliver a blasted speech and sing his praises. I’m supposed to make people who are now dependent on begging food from the government be proud Americans again.”
“I do wish you luck with that.”
“Thanks, Charles.”
 
* * *
 
“Are we sure this car is going to make it?” Jenny asked.
Clint cringed. He knew Harold was proud of his wagon, and expected him to be insulted.
But he only laughed. “This is probably the most reliable vehicle on the highway, Jenny.”
“That’s not saying much right now,” Jenny said as they passed another tow truck on I-25. Those were out in force, having a field day removing abandoned vehicles. Clint supposed all these cars must have all ran out of gas. He was amazed at the number of tow truck drivers out working. Perhaps there wouldn’t be any trouble with the roads remaining clear.
Harold patted his dashboard. “She may be twenty years old, but there’s less than 100,000 miles on her. I take good care of my things. And there’s no better car for Colorado winters.”
“We’ll be coming back long before winter, won’t we?” Jenny asked. She looked at Clint.
“We all hope so, honey. Hmm. Flashing lights ahead. More tow trucks?”
“Looks like state troopers,” Harold said.
That’s what they were all right. Three of them had their lights on and went racing by on the northbound side of the highway. A short while later, two more did the same.
“Wonder where they’re all going,” Jenny said.
Harold pointed his thumb backwards. “Must be something urgent to attend around Denver. Could be our exit was just in time to avoid whatever problems are brewing there.”
“I don’t know.” Jenny sounded nervous. “If all the police are headed back that way, who’s going to keep the roads safe where we’re headed?”
Clint chuckled. “The roads seem fine, honey. And there’ll be more troopers around Colorado Springs. We’re making pretty good time.” He tried to use a confident tone of voice, though he realized Jenny brought up a valid concern. 
They passed three hitchhikers. Twenty-somethings, two of them female. One was on her knees with her hands folded, as if she were begging. Clint made an exaggerated shrugging motion as they passed. Hopefully, they would see there was simply no room in the car.
A short ways later, they hit traffic and slowed. Soon it was stop-and-go.
“What could be causing this?” Clint asked. “We’re practically parked. You think there’s road construction?”
“I don’t know,” Harold said. “Seems unlikely.”
Jenny squirmed in her seat. “I don’t like it.”
“Hmm.” Harold scratched his beard. “We could go back to Castle Rock and take the 86 over to Highway 83. It’s only five or six miles back. That’s a much smaller road, though, and goes through rural areas. Usually less traffic. Only…”
“Only what?” Clint asked.
“Has Jenny ever fired a pistol?”
“That’s a hell of a thing to ask, Harold. You know she’s already nervous. You’re the one who talked us into making this trip. If you’re going to start scaremongering, or talking like my brother, we’d just as soon turn around and go home.”
“Let’s stay on the interstate,” Jenny said. There was determination in her voice now rather than fear. “And for your information, Harold, I’m a pretty good shot with the thirty-eight special my wonderful loving husband bought me.”
“Did you bring it?” Harold asked. 
Clint laughed. “Man, you’ve got to be kidding. With all the guns you probably smuggled aboard? Of course not.”
“That’s okay. You’re right, Clint. I brought a couple pistols. A nine and a forty-five. The nine will be good for her.”
“Please stop it, Harold.”
Several tow trucks with cars hitched passed them on the shoulder. The landscape in this area was mostly gravel and rock, being as they were currently up in a pass. The highway would shortly descend to the Bear Dance golf course area, right before the small town of Larkspur. But the passage narrowed here. A side-road and the railway tracks ran alongside the highway to their right.
The two lanes of southbound traffic continued to move agonizingly slow. It did seem like some kind of construction must be happening, as they advanced only one car length each time they went forward. After a while, they could see three men standing ahead directing traffic. They were burly, tough-looking guys.
That’s when Clint noticed all the tow trucks stopped on both sides of the road, most of them hooked to cars. They, too, appeared to be stacked up waiting for the road to reopen. The center median and shoulder of the highway were now completely blocked by them. The two lines of southbound cars were trapped, closed-in by the tow trucks. Nothing to do now but wait it out, and keep moving ahead when they could.
The highway men came up to the driver’s window of each car and briefly talked to drivers before directing them into either the left or right lane going forward.
“There’s a wire fence separating these two lanes ahead,” Clint said.
“Huh?” Harold squinted. “Yeah, you’re right. Looks temporary, standing on the lane marker. Wonder what that’s about.”
“Guess we’ll find out soon enough. Think we’re only five cars back now.”
Harold was in the left lane. The three of them watched as the driver at the head of the line in the right lane finished talking with the man on the road. He was directed into the left lane ahead.
“The left lane’s moving,” Clint said. “The right one isn’t. Sure hope we don’t get funneled into that one.”
“Oh my gosh, they’re taking bribes,” Jenny blurted.
“What’s that?” Clint turned around.
“I saw the person in the car up front hand the man something. It looked like cash. They were then put in the left lane.”
Clint laughed. “I’m sure you’re imagining things, honey.”
“I don’t know,” Harold said. “Now that she mentions it, I think I saw that driver hand him something, too. I can see the lead car in our lane now from my side. It looks like the driver is arguing with the construction guy.”
They watched as the lead car in the left lane was then directed to the right lane, between the fence and the right shoulder, where cars were hardly moving at all.
“There must be a normal explanation for this,” Clint said.
They moved up, and were now only two cars from the front. The men talking to the drivers weren’t wearing hardhats or orange vests as construction workers usually do. They would bend down, talk to the driver through the window, and then direct the car into one of the two lanes—either the one that was moving on the left side of the fence, or the one on the right that wasn’t. And that one wasn’t moving at all. People were now outside of their cars on the right side, some talking to each other and others who seemed angry, shouting and throwing their hands in the air.
Clint could clearly see the driver at the front of the left lane shake his head and roll his window up. He was in a small red car, possibly a Fiat. The highway men directed him to the right side of the fence. He started for it, but then did something unexpected. He veered onto the shoulder, squeezing between the line of cars and the tow trucks. Dust and gravel kicked up from his tires. Up ahead, he appeared to find a spot where there was a break in the tow trucks and abruptly cut through them.
Harold laughed. “There’s an option. If he got through okay, he was probably able to cut over to Bear Dance Road. It leads to the golf course, but there’s a highway onramp up there.”
Both cars in front of them handed the highway men something through the window. Both were allowed through on the left side. Harold pulled forward and rolled his window down. Now it was their turn.
“What’s going on?” Harold asked cordially.
The man leaned down so Clint and Jenny could see him clearly. He wore a white t-shirt, smudged in places, had black hair and a mustache. Large tattoos covered most of his muscular forearms, but Clint couldn’t make out what the images were of.
“Good afternoon, folks. I’m with the Colorado salvage, towing, and road maintenance alliance. Lots of problems with blockages on I-25 today. Too many abandoned cars, with the gas stations closed and all. We’re doing our best to clear them and let folks through as we’re able to make room, but it’s a heck of a project and a bit of a slow go. I’d also like to mention most of us are now working on unpaid overtime. This is a tough job with no benefits, so we’re asking for help from the community. Would you care to make a donation to the tow truck driver’s retirement fund?”
Harold laughed. “Never heard of such a thing. Neither have I heard of a Colorado salvage and road maintenance alliance. Is this for real?”
The tow truck driver only frowned. Clint heard Jenny rustling in the back seat.
“Here,” she said, sticking her arm past the other side of Harold’s head.
“Thank you, ma’am.” But when the man took the bill from her hand and saw that it was only a ten, he seemed disappointed. His frown returned, and he just kept standing there with is forearms resting on Harold’s open window. Finally, he spoke again.
“Unfortunately, it may be a while before we can get you through…” His voice trailed off as he turned and looked at the right lane.
“Wait,” Harold said. “Do you like beef jerky?”
“Jerky? Sure, I do.” 
“Here you go.” Harold handed him the sandwich baggie that he and Clint had been nibbling from, still mostly full. 
The tow truck driver took a bite and smiled. He then tucked the jerky bag with the ten dollar bill in a pocket, whistled for his partner standing in front, and signaled him with his other hand.
“Thank you, folks. Please proceed through on the left.”
Harold acted smug afterwards. “I told you this was good jerky.” 
They had to proceed cautiously, as the car in front of them was only six or seven lengths ahead and also going slow. To their right, on the other side of the fence, many people were standing around their parked vehicles. Some of them yelled at Harold’s car as they passed. Clint thought he saw one guy even spit at them. But then there was so much commotion in one spot Harold slowed even more, so they could try and see what was happening. Clint rolled his window down and stretched his neck out in an effort get a glimpse.
“Oh no,” he said.
“What?” Harold and Jenny both responded.
Clint came back inside. “It’s the red Fiat. Didn’t make it. Rolled down a steep embankment. Probably why there was nothing parked in that spot. Looks like some people are trying to help, and one of the available tow trucks is backing down to it.”
“That’s terrible,” Jenny said. “Are they really not letting people go on that side go because they didn’t pay a bribe? How can they get away with this? Where are the state troopers?”
“They must have all gotten called away on other emergencies,” Harold said. “I’ll say this much for these tow truck drivers. They’re a much more enterprising group of fellows than I ever gave them credit for. Glad ours wasn’t a vegetarian.”
“Vegetarian tow truck driver,” Clint mused. “I wonder if there is such a thing.”
They finally came to the end of the fence. It turned and closed against a boulder on the roadside. Three more tow trucks were parked directly in front of it. No way to get by even if you moved the fence. The poor people who refused to pay the bribe were corralled, and appeared to be going nowhere for a long while.
For those who paid, however, the road opened back up to two lanes and normal highway speeds resumed. It was nice again for a while. 
But only for a while. In seven more miles, all southbound traffic on I-25 came to another halt.
“What is it this time?” Jenny whined. “The Air Force Academy demanding a supplement to their pensions?”
“You might not be that far off,” Harold said. He looked out his window at the sound of helicopters.
Clint leaned forward and peered up through the windshield. “Two large rotors fixed on wings. Aren’t those the tilt-rotor aircraft?”
“Ospreys, yes,” Harold said. “I saw them performing at the academy once. Those things are amazing. They hover to land and take off, and then the wings with the props tilt forward. Can fly almost as fast as a plane when they need to.”
Clint nodded. “I see some other types now, too. Large transport crafts—and I think even a couple of attack helicopters circling south. I wonder if they’re what’s holding us up.”
“Or maybe they’re responding to whatever is holding us up.” 
Clint started to glare at Harold, but then realized he may be right. Clint decided to check himself. He might be getting a little over-defensive in trying to keep Jenny from being scared.
They began moving again, slowly. What a grind. It soon became obvious that all traffic was being routed off I-25. Orange cones blocked the highway ahead, reinforced by air force vehicles and several state troopers beyond them. Both lanes were being bottlenecked on the off-ramp.
“They’re making everyone get off here,” Jenny said. 
Clint smiled. She had a penchant for stating the obvious.
“Not a bad place for a detour,” Harold said. “We’re in Monument. This is the 105 they’re putting us on. Only a few miles to Highway 83. I’m sure we can get back to the I-25 in Briargate.”
Jenny sighed. “I don’t know if we can be sure about anything today.”
They slowly progressed off the highway and eventually merged into one lane. Several cadets and servicemen stood talking on the off-ramp shoulder. Harold suddenly pulled out of the line of cars and stopped next to them.
“What are you doing?” Clint asked.
Harold opened his door and set one foot outside when a female voice shouted.
“Stay in your vehicle!”
Startled, Harold stopped with one foot on the ground. The voice repeated the command, this time louder and more forceful. Harold got back inside and closed the door. The woman who yelled walked over to the car. She wore a full dress U.S. Air Force uniform, including a service revolver.
“Something wrong with your car?” she said as she approached Harold’s open window. “Out of gas?”
“Um, no ma’am, sir,” Harold replied. His voice cracked. 
No reaction from the air force woman.
“We’re trying to get to Pueblo. I just wanted to know if the roads were going to be open.”
“You’re not going to make it to Pueblo today. All southbound traffic is being held up. There’s been an …incident.”
“What kind of incident?” Harold asked.
“I’m not at liberty to say. You can turn around and head back north, or wait it out locally, off the highways.”
“What about the 83? Can we get through that way?”
“No. It’s being blocked as well, a short ways past Shoup. Along with all other southbound roads.”
Harold glanced at Clint with a look of aggravation.
“Can I talk to someone who can tell me why the roads are blocked?” Harold asked her.
The woman leaned down. “Mister, I’m a Major in the United States Air Force. You’re not likely to find a higher authority. I’m going to have to ask you to merge back in and continue with the detour. Unless you need a tow truck.”
“And go where?” Harold said.
Before she could respond, Jenny rolled her window down. 
“Major?”
The major looked at Jenny.
“I think you should know there’s a band of tow truck drivers, about seven miles back, that has the highway blocked off—and they’re extorting money from people to let them pass.”
The major nodded. “We got that report. It’s been given to the state troopers.” The contents of Harold’s over-packed wagon then seemed to draw her attention.
Clint was suddenly upset at Harold for stopping here. What if she spotted the firearms? 
“It looks like you folks are well-outfitted,” the major said in a softer tone. “You should be all right. From what I hear, most of the southbound travelers are setting up camp in either Fox Run or Black Forest Park. The roads should be reopened by morning. Now, I really must ask you to continue exiting the highway.” 
With that she stood erect, turned around, held up her hand up to stop the line of cars, and waved Harold back in line. 
Harold reluctantly complied. They were now driving again. But with no place to go.
 




 
Chapter Seven
 
 
Jake rarely had visitors. He liked it that way. The front of his house was intentionally arranged in such a fashion as to discourage them. There was the standard no trespassing sign, of course, along with a “beware of dog” warning left in place for a pet that had long since deceased. Overgrown weeds lined the path to his front porch, which was also partially blocked with an old Volkswagen engine block. There certainly was no doorbell or doorknocker. Even if he had close neighbors, kids on Halloween would likely not approach his place for anything other than satisfying the requirements of a dare.
That’s why Jake was alarmed when he heard the loud knocking. It was confident, authoritative. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had the courage to do that. His .45 automatic was an easy acquisition from the lampstand drawer en-route to the entryway. Jake glanced at the umbrella stand before opening, knowing his partially-hidden shotgun was also within easy reach.
He took a quick peak through the peephole.
Military. At least they looked that way. Jake wasn’t about to fall for a ruse, though. He opened the door no more than a foot, keeping the pistol in his hand behind the door.
Six of them. All wearing cammies. Two army Jeeps parked out on the unpaved street.
“What can I do for you boys? Offer lessons in sign reading, perhaps?”
The visitors all appeared to be in their late-twenties. Two of them meandered in the untended yard with assault rifles strapped to their backs, but no other weapons were visible. Two stood on the top step of his porch, with the other two behind them at the edge of the walkway. The one closest to the door was black. He frowned at Jake’s remark.
“Sorry to bother you, sir. We’re army reservists with the First Space Brigade out of Colorado Springs. Sent here in accordance with the President’s order to locate domestic food sources. You appear to have a have a rather large garden. We’re seeking to establish food-buying contracts with mini-farmers.”
Jake moved his eyes from person to person in an attempt to assess the potential level of threat this unwelcome posse presented. They seemed legitimate. He relaxed a little. But only a little.
“Sorry, guys.” Jake shook his head. “This isn’t a farm. And my personal garden could hardly be described as a mini-farm, either. I grow food for my own consumption only.”
The other reservist on the top step moved forward and responded. He had a southern accent.
“Looks like one heck of a personal garden. Much too big for one household, according to our air surveillance. Unless we’re mistaken, you’ve got a grain field back there covering more than half an acre.”
“What I grow behind the privacy of my fence is my own affair,” Jake said. “What’s the army doing spying on my backyard?”
“As we already told you,” the black reservist answered, “searching for food resources. And cooperative partners.”
Jake forced a smile. “Is there such thing as an uncooperative partner?”
“Yes, unfortunately.”
Jake’s smile vanished. The southern boy spoke again.
“You’re one of those survivalist preppers, aren’t you? Probably have more buckets of wheat stored than you could ever use in a lifetime. Don’t you care that your country needs your support in a time of crisis? We’ll pay fair market value for your excess. But no, you don’t care, do you? We’ve run into your type before. Bet you’re even holding a gun behind the door right now.”
Jake was taken aback. This kid was bold, and appeared to know what he was doing. Truth be told, Jake found himself liking him.
“Well of course I’m holding a gun back here, soldier. Put yourself in my shoes. Wouldn’t you do the same? Nobody ever knocks on my door. Power lines are out and cell towers are down, so I can’t even call my family. Last I heard, there was looting in the cities. Seems to me you ought to be attending to that business, rather than harassing a peaceful fellow American on his own property.”
Jake kept his eyes on the two soldiers with the rifles, but they had no visible reaction when he confessed he was holding a weapon. None of them did. These guys were cool customers. Jake wondered if they’d seen any action.
“Does your squad here have a name?” Jake asked.
The black one smiled for the first time. “You may refer to us as Tilley’s patrol.”
“Tilley, huh? I take it that’s the name of your commanding officer?”
The only response was a slight nod from one of them. Jake found that strange. Then he noticed the southern boy’s scar.
“What happened to your arm? Get into a scuffle with an uncooperative partner?”
The reservist lifted his arm. “No, got this in Afghanistan. Fighting to keep the terrorists out of your backyard, so you can hoard more grain.”
Jake chuckled. “Hold on a second, Tilley’s patrol. I’m going to put my gun away, and then I’ll open up again.”
Nods.
Jake closed the front door. As he put the pistol back in the drawer, he realized how disappointed he was that it hadn’t been Clint and Jenny knocking. Army reserves, sheesh. He was now fairly confident this group was who they said they were. Still not happy about them being here, and especially concerned about being identified as a target of their mission. Neither did Jake like the idea of facing them unarmed. But the southern boy had pegged him. There was always the shotgun.
When he reopened the door, he didn’t immediately see the two soldiers on the lawn. Everyone else was in the same place. Then he saw them. They had moved behind structure and were now holding their rifles. Just holding them. Smart boys.
“Oats,” Jake said.
“What’s that, sir?”
“Oats. Not wheat. The grain field is oats.”
The black reservist raised a tablet computer he was holding. “Oats are great. We’re interested in oats. Do you have any rolled?”
“Of course.”
“What quantity are you willing to sell?”
“How about ten bushels?”
“How about fifty?” the southern boy responded.
“What makes you think I have that kind of volume stored?”
The black reservist answered. “According to our satellite photo records, you’ve had that half-acre field producing for at least the last five years.”
“And we know a survivalist like you isn’t prone to selling his supply,” the southern boy added.
Jake reacted angrily. “I’m a little perturbed that you have all this information on me. Invasion of privacy. Thought we had laws against that. Think I’ll cancel the deal.”
“Please don’t, Mr. Stonebreaker.”
“How the hell do you know my name?”
The two of them blankly stared back. It made Jake feel stupid.
“Not proper to enter a business relationship with strangers who know all about you,” Jake said. “Especially those who come with threats.”
“I’m Sergeant Robinson,” the black reservist said.
“And I’m Corporal Dalton. Please don’t get angry, Mr. Stonebreaker. We’re only doing our jobs. And we haven’t threatened you. Nor would we. That would be against our code of conduct. But so you are aware of the facts, Executive Order 13603 gives the U.S. military the legal right to do what we’re doing.”
“To do what? Confiscate private property from your citizens? You better come prepared for a firefight if that’s your plan. What the hell is this executive order thirteen-something?”
“The National Defense Resources Preparedness executive order,” Sergeant Robinson said, “signed by the President in 2012.”
“I’ve heard of that damned thing,” Jake said. “People were up in arms about it all over the internet. It only pertains to cases of national defense.”
“What do you think this is?” Corporal Dalton replied. “Our country is in the fight of its life. Sometimes the enemy is small, like a germ. But we’re not here to debate politics. We just wanted you to be aware that the executive order has been invoked and is being applied as the current President desires. Right now our Commander in Chief wants to feed the country, seeing as the restaurants and grocery stores have all closed. You can help. That’s why we’re here. And since a state of national emergency has been declared, I advise you to voluntarily cooperate and get on our good list. You’ll be fairly compensated.”
Jake took a long exhale. He looked back and forth among the reservists, who were all remaining calm. The really scary part was they seemed used to this already—all of it.
“Twenty-five bushels. That’s it. All I’m willing to spare.”
“Thank you,” Sergeant Robinson said. He appeared satisfied, and began tapping on his tablet.
“The last price posted for rolled oats was a shade over $28,” he said. “Quite a jump from the $4 per bushel it was going for a month ago, wouldn’t you say? But why don’t we call it an even thirty. So that’s $750 for twenty-five full bushels. Agreed?”
Jake smiled again. At least their trading practices were fair, once you capitulated to the shakedown. But he knew his smile would be short-lived.
“There’s just one more issue,” Jake said.
“What’s that, sir?”
“I’m not interested in U.S. dollars. Worthless paper, as far as I’m concerned. I’m sure your device there will tell you the last known price of gold and silver. Bars or coins, either way. Must be pure if they’re coins. So bars will probably be easiest for you.”
The sergeant and corporal looked at each other for an extended moment. Corporal Dalton crossed his arms and tilted his head.
“We’ll …have to come back, then,” Sergeant Robinson eventually said, “to complete the transaction.”
“I thought you would. I’ll be here.” Jake looked at Corporal Dalton. “But you know that, right?”
The corporal smiled, made one of his hands into a gun shape, pointed it at Jake, and winked.
 
* * *
 
“The sign said turn right for Fox Run Regional Park,” Clint said.
Jenny objected. “Look at all the cars turning. It’s going to be too crowded.”
Harold scratched his beard. “You’re right, Jenny. Let’s keep going, down to the other one. Less people going straight. If I remember right, it’s bigger, anyway.”
“Can’t believe we’re being forced to camp in a park with a bunch of detoured motorists.” Clint turned the radio down, which had become all static. “Reminds me of Burning Man or something.”
Harold laughed. “Or a Grateful Dead concert. Maybe it won’t be so bad. Those were the days, huh?”
“That was a little before our time.” Clint glanced at Jenny. She smiled politely, but Clint could tell she was nervous.
They drove a ways farther and came to Shoup Road. Beyond it they could see flashing lights on Highway 83. Some cars were pulled over on the shoulder there, waiting. But the majority of them turned left on Shoup. Harold followed them.
This was the Black Forest area. Pine trees lined the roadside, with occasional trailhead openings. The line of cars turned left again in another mile or so.
“This is Black Forest Park,” Clint said. “I’ve been here before. Bet everyone’s going to the field by the tennis courts. There’s the tennis courts now. Yep, they’re all turning in here.”
A parking lot separated the tennis courts from a large green square field. The parking lot was full. Cars were pulling up on the field. Harold did likewise.
“There’s some room on this side by the trees.” Clint pointed to their left.
Harold nodded. “Looks good. Close to the road.”
“Are their public restrooms here?” Jenny asked. 
“Yes,” Clint said. “Right at the end of the parking lot. I’ll walk you over there after we get settled.”
Harold parked and they got out of the car. A truck was on their right with no one in it. Harold left space on their left to stake out a camping area next to the trees. A couple next to them had done the same thing. They looked to be in their thirties, and had a small fold-out picnic table set up next to a blanket spread on the ground. The brown Volvo wagon on the other side of them must be theirs. The man said hi to Harold. Harold waved back and nodded as he surveyed the scene. Clint relaxed some. At least the people around them seemed normal. Maybe this would be like camping after all.
“Give me your tent and I’ll pitch it for you,” Harold said, “while you two go to the bathroom.”
“Okay.” Clint loosed the rolled-up pup tent from his backpack in the rear seat and handed it to Harold. “Thanks. Come on, Jen.”
Jenny stood looking around for a minute before grabbing her purse and following. They made their way through the maze of cars, beach chairs, and blankets on the ground. Most of the other “campers” appeared to be mere commuters caught by the roadblock, as there were only a few other tents set up. The rest of these folks would all be sleeping in their cars tonight; not a very comfortable prospect. That made Clint concerned about being a possible target for theft. But, they did have Harold and his arsenal.
Clint heard people talking around them as they walked. The field had become a melting pot of different types who had just met. The conversations were lively. Some offered a polite greeting to Clint and Jenny as they passed. The main topic Clint kept overhearing was speculation about why the roads were shut down. The theories included a bad pile-up with multiple fatalities, an exploded tanker truck, a criminal motorcycle gang having a standoff with the cops, and a bio-terrorist attack on the Air Force Academy. Some sounded certain of their theory. It reminded Clint of Jake and made him smile—until he remembered he hadn’t been able to reach him for more than a week.
“What’s wrong, honey?” Jenny asked.
“Oh. Just worried about Jake.”
She squeezed his hand. “I’m sure he’s fine. Can you think of anyone more prepared for all this?”
Clint laughed. “No.” But somewhere in the back of his mind, Clint feared that Jake’s preparedness might, ironically, be a factor which endangered him. Then again, his place wasn’t near city streets, and wasn’t all that visible even when you got close to it. And he was a good shot. Jenny was right. He’d be fine. He had to be.
When they came back from the bathroom, Harold was talking to someone new. Clint recognized a six-pack of Fat Tire beer in the stranger’s hand. Looks like Harold was making friends already. A beer really sounded good right now. But as they drew close, Clint could tell from Harold’s tone that the conversation wasn’t friendly.
“I told you, I don’t have any of that stuff. And I prefer light beer, anyway. Sorry.”
“Come on, man,” the stranger replied. “I see your vehicle there. It’s loaded to the gills. Don’t be a hoarder. We’re a community here tonight. Crack loose and be part of it.”
Clint stepped next to Harold. “Everything all right?”
The stranger glared at Clint, obviously annoyed at being interrupted. His combed short black hair was an interesting contrast to his untrimmed goatee. He was pretty buff, too. Looked like he could have been one of those tow truck drivers earlier.
“You’re together?” the stranger asked, glancing between Harold, Clint and Jenny.
“That’s right. My name’s Clint.”
“Well Clint, I’m only looking for a sociable trade. But your partner here is being rude and confrontational. Hey!”
The stranger looked at Harold’s wagon, where Jenny was now standing next to the open back seat door. He took two steps towards it. Harold and Clint instantly stepped along with him. Clint found his hand involuntarily rising up in front of the stranger to protect his wife. The man stopped and looked down at Clint’s hand, then scowled at him.
“Easy there, buddy.” He raised his voice to Jenny.
“Is that hand sanitizer?”
Jenny stopped what she was doing and looked up.
“Yes. Would you like a dab?”
“Do you have any more? To trade.” The stranger lifted the six-pack up.
At that moment, the man from the portable picnic table next to their spot walked over. He was short and stout, but spoke in a confident manner.
“Howdy, neighbors. My name’s Barry.”
Barry’s intrusion had the effect of diffusing the situation. The stranger looked around at all of them repeatedly, seeming to realize he was now outnumbered.
“I’m Clint. This is Harold.”
“Nice to meet you.” Barry shook hands with both of them, then extended his arm to the stranger.
“Zane,” the stranger said. He kept his free hand at his side.
“Sure would love one of those Fat Tire’s,” Barry said. “Are those for sale, or trade, by chance?”
“Trade. I’m interested in that.” Zane pointed at Jenny.
Jenny walked over and held out a small plastic container of sanitizer.
“No,” Zane said. “The big one I saw you with.”
Jenny looked at Clint.
“No,” Clint said. “Not the big one.”
“Interested in any vitamins?” Barry asked.
“Huh?” Zane turned to Barry. “Vitamins? What kind?”
“I’ll throw in a bottle of chewable Vitamin C tablets, 500 milligram.”
“How big a bottle?”
“Small bottle.”
Zane stood absolutely still for a minute. He gradually nodded. “Hand sanitizer and vitamin C. Excellent trade goods. All right, it’s a deal.” 
He handed Clint the beer. Jenny gave him the small sanitizer and Barry retrieved the vitamins from his car. Zane left, thank God.
“I have a cooler with ice,” Barry said, “if you want to chill those.” Clint readily agreed.
“Wait—this too,” Jenny said. She opened the hatch of the Subaru and produced the bottle of white wine with the foreign label that Roy had given them.
“Ooh, wine,” the blonde woman in Barry’s camp said.
Barry extended his hand towards her. “This is my wife, Shay.”
“Jenny. Pleased to meet you.”
The libations went into the ice chest. Clint helped Harold finish pitching the tents while Jenny chatted with Barry and Shay. More cars rolled in and staked out claims. By the time the late afternoon shadows covered the field, it was packed full. Newly arriving motorists had to turn around and seek other venues for spending the night.
Several groups of people started campfires. Some were contained in portable metal fire pits, but at least two were built right on the field, ruining large patches of grass. Clint was pretty sure that was highly illegal. The lack of law enforcement was disturbing.
Clint’s last thought was reinforced when a loud commotion of arguing broke out three cars over, towards the middle of the field. That was where one of the campfires was going. Several carloads of people had banded together there, much in the same way Clint, Jenny, and Harold had joined forces with Barry and Shay. Safety in numbers.
“Stay here,” Harold said. He left to go see what was happening.
Several minutes later he returned, shaking his head and muttering to himself. Dusk was falling fast. Harold set up his battery-powered camping lantern on Barry’s small picnic table as the girls broke out the beer and wine.
“So, what was that all about over there?” Clint asked.
“A minor scuffle. Involving guess-who.”
“Our friend Zane?”
“Nailed it. That cat is bad news. Got a little physical. A bit of shoving. Then somebody from the group showed him a rifle. Didn’t point it at him, but they were almost ready to. Didn’t even scare that lunatic. He walked away cursing them.”
Clint suddenly felt dizzy. His heart began racing. He sat down and held his head.
“Hey, you all right, buddy?” Harold sounded concerned.
“Here,” Jenny said sitting down next to him. “Drink your beer, honey. It’ll help.” She looked at Harold as she wrapped her arm around Clint’s shoulder. “He’ll be all right. Give him a couple minutes.”
 




 
Chapter Eight
 
 
“Feeling better?” Jenny asked.
Clint peered into his near-empty beer bottle. “Yes, thanks.”
“What’s the matter?” Shay asked. “A health problem?”
“No,” Jenny said. “He gets panic attacks sometimes.”
“Oh. My sister gets those. That’s who we’re on our way to see. Going stay with her for a while in Pueblo. Maybe until this whole ferret flu thing is over. Must be awful getting panic attacks. She says they come on for no reason.”
“Clint’s are an involuntary reaction to certain situations.”
“What, like this scenario here?” Barry asked. “Stuck in a park with a bunch of strangers, some of whom are knuckleheads?”
“Kind of,” Jenny said.
Clint noticed everyone looking at him and felt stupid. “It’s not that.”
They all remained silent, apparently waiting on a further explanation. Clint cleared his throat.
“I guess I’ve never gotten over the way my dad died. It shocked me pretty bad. My brother, too. Happened while I was away at college my sophomore year. Jake was a freshman. I still think that’s why he dropped out and joined the forest service. Jake dealt with it better than I did, though. Not sure I would have gotten through it …without you, honey.” He leaned over and kissed Jenny on the cheek.
“Oh,” Shay said, “how sweet. We met in college, too.” She lifted the wine bottle and topped up Jenny’s plastic cup. “If you don’t want to talk about it, Clint, we understand.”
“I never knew any of this,” Harold said. “Sorry, man.”
“Thanks.” But Clint could tell the curiosity was killing Harold.
“My dad was a store owner. Died in the Cincinnati riots.”
“Cincinnati riots?” Shay asked. “Never heard of those.”
“In 2001,” Jenny said sipping her wine. “No one remembers them because 9-11 happened later that same year.”
Barry made a clicking sound with his tongue. “How terrible. Was he killed by rioters? Sorry if the question is inappropriate.”
Jenny shook her head at him.
“Yes and no,” Clint answered. “He died when his store was looted. They found him afterwards, lying in the remains. No injuries. The autopsy showed he had a heart attack.”
Everyone offered their condolences. Harold’s expression turned serious. He seemed to be thinking, and not about pleasant things.
“What’s the matter?” Clint asked him.
“Nothing. Nothing…”
“You’re worried about me, aren’t you? That I’ll be no good in any kind of confrontation, or that I’ll have a heart attack if we come near civil unrest.”
“I must admit the thought crossed my mind.”
“And I must admit your concern is valid. Sorry, neighbor. Hope I don’t become an additional burden. It’s …embarrassing.”
Harold laughed and raised his beer. “It is what it is. We’ll just have to dance with what brung us.”
“I wouldn’t worry too much,” Barry said. “The roads will be open tomorrow. Got enough gas to get where you’re headed? I can probably siphon a little over to you if you need it.”
“We’re set,” Harold replied. “But thanks. That’s a mighty friendly offer, considering the state of the union.”
“Good people should help each other.” Barry pulled the other three beers from the cooler and passed them out.
“Thanks.” Harold glanced at Barry’s car. “I appreciate you throwing those vitamins in on the beer trade. That Zane fellow was probably right about them being valuable trade goods during a pandemic.”
“So is this.” Barry held up his beer. The three men clinked a toast. Clint felt much better.
“Oh, we have a bunch of them,” Shay said. “Would you like a bottle?”
“Bottle of vitamins?”
“Yeah. I’ll grab you one.” Shay stood up, went to the back of their Volvo, and opened the hatch. 
Harold stood as well. “Let me give you some beef jerky, then.”
“No.” Barry held up his hand. “Thanks, anyway. We’re both health nuts and don’t eat beef. Don’t worry about it. I have cases of them. They’re my samples. I work for a vitamin distributor. Or at least I did before I was laid off.”
“There’s a lot of that going around,” Clint said.
Shay came back with the vitamins and the five of them chatted well into the evening. Jenny divvied up the half-loaf of bread she stood in line for in Denver this morning. It went good with the jerky. Barry and Shay shared some dried apricots they happened to have with them. Plastic bottles of water were opened to go with the food. Jenny and Shay refilled theirs from the drinking fountain in the park before everyone decided to go to bed.
Because Harold and Barry were both light sleepers, they decided Clint should take the first “watch.” It was only prudent for someone to stay awake and keep an eye on the cars, as well as the personal belongings Barry and Shay had to unload in order to fold their rear seat down for their makeshift bed. Harold would relieve Clint in a couple hours, and then Barry would take the last shift. Barry assured them he would be awake in the wee hours anyway.
“There is one thing that concerns me,” Barry said. “I’d feel better if our perimeter was more …secure.”
“I know what you mean.” Harold scanned their surroundings. “Well, we could move the cars to fence us in better.”
“Sounds like a good idea,” Jenny said.
Harold and Barry adjusted the two wagons so they were back to back, overlapping just a little. They decided it was good enough and everyone but Clint retired to try and sleep.
Clint sat in the comfortable canvas chair he brought along and gazed at the night sky. The smell of campfires was still heavy and the stars were out. He thought about Jake. Jake always liked the stars. Clint checked his cell phone for the twentieth time, but there were still no bars.
Jenny came out of the tent. Clint expected her to come over and kiss him goodnight, but instead she scurried to Harold’s tent and called him. The two of them talked in low voices before Harold got up and walked to his car. He came back with a small vinyl bag and handed it to Jenny. She thanked him and they both went back inside their tents.
Clint could still hear bits and pieces of conversations from the other campers. Not enough to understand the exchanges, but he picked up certain words that gave him the gist of the topics being discussed. Everyone was trying to go somewhere. People were concerned about their own safety, in addition to the safety of the ones they were going to see. Complaints about phones not working were also popular. Clint realized he and Jenny were in the same predicament as everyone else. Barry and Shay, too. They were nice folks. Good thing Clint picked this spot, so they could partner up with them for the night.
Clint caught himself nodding off twice. He eventually decided to move to the picnic table to prevent any further occurrences. Harold got up and relieved him shortly thereafter. He had a book, and turned the lantern back on so he could read.
Inside the tent, Jenny was sleeping lightly. She rustled as Clint found a comfortable position next to her. That’s when he noticed the vinyl bag Harold gave her was partially unzipped. He couldn’t be certain in the dark, but it looked to contain one of Harold’s pistols. Clint wasn’t sure whether that should relax him or make him nervous. 
It must have relaxed him, because the next thing he knew it was morning. The sounds of people talking—along with car doors shutting and engines starting—caused his eyes to open and find sunlight.
When he and Jenny crawled out of the tent, Harold was talking to Barry next to his brown Volvo. Barry and Shay were packed up already, and apparently about to leave. Shay waited in the passenger seat. Clint and Jenny approached them.
“Good morning!” Barry said “The roads have reopened. Here.” He held out a piece of paper. Clint took it. There was writing on it.
“That’s the name, address, and phone number of Shay’s sister in Pueblo. If you need anything, or have any trouble travelling, feel free to contact us there. Or, if you happen to find yourself in Pueblo, stop by and visit.”
Shay rolled her window down. “Bye, guys. So nice meeting you. Bye, Jenny. Good luck!”
Clint was still groggy as they said their final goodbyes. He wished he had a cup of coffee. They had a bag of grounds packed away, but no practical way to make it.
Barry got in his car and joined the crowd of vehicles that were all attempting to leave at the same time. He first tried to wedge his way into the line, but then seemed to have an inspired notion. He turned and drove right through the trees to get to the side road, his windshield acquiring a small pine branch in the process. Several other cars then followed his example.
“We might as well wait until this clears out more,” Harold said. “Go ahead and use the bathrooms if you need to. I’ll start packing up.”
Harold had everything loaded when Clint and Jenny returned from the restrooms. The field cleared out fast and was nearly vacant by now. Unsightly patches of burned grass marked the sites of last night’s campfires. One of them was still smoldering.
“Are we ready?” Harold said. He appeared to be in good spirits.
They took one final look around before climbing into the car for the road trip. Clint was hopeful of a reunion with his brother before this day was through. Harold started the engine and put the car in gear.
But then he put in back in park.
“No,” he said. “Dear God, no!”
“What’s wrong?” Clint didn’t like the sudden desperation in Harold’s voice.
Without answering, Harold turned the ignition off, opened his door, jumped out, and ran through the trees towards the road.
“What’s the matter now?” Jenny asked. 
“I don’t know. Not car trouble, I hope. Looks like he tried to run after Barry and Shay. Did they leave something behind?”
“Or accidentally take something of ours, maybe?” Jenny asked. 
Clint looked at her and tilted his head. She raised her eyebrows. They both got out of the car. Harold had disappeared. The traffic was now thinned out, so the remaining cars were moving freely.
Clint turned to Jenny and made an exaggerated shrug. As he did, he noticed a black Chevy Suburban driving on the field. It parked next to the still-smoldering fire. A well-dressed man got out and stomped on it.
“There he is,” Jenny said, pointing to the trees. Clint turned back around.
Harold was back in view, shaking his head and muttering as he slowly returned.
“I’m so stupid,” he said. “So stupid. We’re screwed. Damn those shysters!”
“What’s the problem?” Clint asked.
“They siphoned us. Took all our gas. We had over three-quarters of a tank. Now on empty!” He walked up to his car and pounded a fist on the hood. “Dammit!”
“Are you sure?” Jenny asked. “How can that be? You guys watched the cars all night, right?”
“Let me see,” Clint said. He came around to the driver’s side, slipped in sideways and turned the key one click to the accessory position. The gas gauge rose only to E and the need gas light came on. He cranked the ignition. The car started right up, but the gas reading didn’t change.
“Oh, no.” Clint turned the car off and rested his head on the steering wheel. 
Jenny came up next to him. “I don’t understand. Who could have stolen our gas? How could this happen?”
“Our friends,” Harold said. “Barry and Shay. They must have been low.”
“No,” Jenny replied. “No, I don’t believe it. No way it was them. Maybe we punctured the gas tank or something?”
“It was Barry,” Harold said. “Only person it could have been. There’s no gas leak. I saw the gauge when we repositioned the cars last night. There would be a smell, and a puddle under the car.”
“Well then it had to be someone else—like that Zane character, maybe.”
“He’s right, honey.” Clint shook his head. “I remember thinking the position he put his wagon in was a little weird, overlapping the rears like that. It was so the gas caps were lined up.”
“Right,” Harold said. “Remember when he offered to siphon some gas to us? That struck me as odd. Obviously, he had a siphon. Now I see it was a sly way of finding out how much we had.”
Jenny looked shocked. “I …I just can’t believe it. They were so nice. And they gave us their address and phone number.”
“Fake,” Harold said. “Guaranteed. That’s why he wanted the last watch. I shouldn’t have fallen for that. Stupid, stupid, stupid.”
“Not your fault,” Clint said. “They fooled all of us. Good actors. But what are we going to do now?”
“We need help!” Jenny shouted to the air. She began waving her arms frantically. “Somebody, help!” 
She then lowered her voice and looked at Harold. “We need to find someone who will give us some gas.”
“Not bloody likely,” Harold said.
The sound of a big motor drew close as the black Suburban on the field suddenly pulled up next to them. The passenger window rolled down and the driver leaned over in his seat.
“You folks all right?” the driver said. “Having some kind of trouble?”
Jenny ran up to his window. “Oh yes, yes, thank you for stopping! Someone siphoned all our gas last night while we were sleeping. We made friends with this other couple, but we think they ended up stealing our gas! Please, can you help us? We just need some gas. At least enough to get back to Denver.”
The driver turned his engine off and climbed out. Clint thought the man looked out of place as he came around the front of his big SUV. Probably in his early fifties, he was too well-groomed, and appeared too well-rested, to be one of the campers from last night. He wore a dress shirt and sports jacket, which smartly complimented his jeans, cowboy boots, and partially-gray hair. This man moved with a certain confidence. Somehow, his presence here relieved much of the stress of the current situation.
“Name’s Wade. Sorry to hear about your trouble. Gasoline has become a scarce commodity, so I’m not surprised by your story. Unfortunately, I can’t spare any, either. And I’m not going to Denver anytime soon—like for the rest of my life, if I’m lucky. About the best I can do is offer you a ride into Springs.”
“Did you spend the night here?” Clint asked. “I don’t remember seeing your car.”
“No.” Wade shook his head. “Not in the park. I got stuck in the Black Forest, too, though. Fortunately, I have some friends with a house here. Heard about the impromptu communities of stranded motorists and decided to take a quick survey of the scene before heading home.”
“You look familiar,” Jenny said.
“You folks live in the Springs area?”
“No, Denver. But we have a second home down near Springfield.”
“I see.” Wade looked disappointed. “Too bad. Well, my offer stands, anyway. You seem like nice people. I’m your fifth-district congressman, Wade Bennett.”
“Oh.” Jenny giggled. “That must be why I recognized you. I’m Jenny Stonebreaker. This is my husband, Clint, and our neighbor, Harold. We were trying to make it down to our second home.”
“Maybe we still are,” Harold said. “Would you mind making room in your truck for some of our equipment?”
“I suppose I could do that. Not the entire load, I hope.” Wade eyed the rear compartment of Harold’s wagon.
“No,” Harold said. “Only the bikes and backpacks.”
“Wait a minute,” Clint said. “We need to discuss this.”
Wade nodded. “Of course. Talk it over. I’ll wait a bit. Those look like good bikes, and you all appear to be in decent shape. You might be able to get back to Denver by early afternoon. Although…”
Everyone looked at him.
“It might be safer heading south. Guess it depends on your second home. Denver had some problems last night, from what I hear. More riots and looting. Just so you know. Up to you.”
Wade sat in his car while Clint, Harold, and Jenny talked. Clint wasn’t initially sure about trying to finish the trip by bike, but when he heard the congressman’s warnings about Denver he was much more inclined towards it. The ride would be difficult either way. But at least going south figured to be more downhill than facing the steep inclines back to Denver. 
Then there was Jake. Clint still had no way of knowing if he was okay. Stopping by his house in person might be the only way to do that now. And travelling by an internal-combustion powered vehicle no longer seemed to be an option.
Harold, predictably, was all for it. Jenny took some persuading. Ultimately, though, she was sympathetic to Clint’s fear of riots and acquiesced.
 




 
Chapter Nine
 
 
The big black Suburban swayed as it took the sharp turn transitioning the end of Highway 83 to the beginning of Highway 21 too quickly. Wade then had to swerve to avoid a stranded motorhome on the shoulder. Clint, sitting in the back seat with Jenny, reached behind him to keep the mountain bikes from sliding too much. The front wheels had been removed from all three bicycles to better fit them in the rear compartment with the rest of their gear.
“Sorry about that,” Wade said.
“That’s all right.” Clint let go of the bike frame.
“Yes,” Jenny said. “Thank you so much for helping us, Congressman Bennett.”
“Well, I am a public servant, after all. Sorry I can’t shave more than fifteen miles or so from your ride. Truth be told, I wish I was going with you. My wife is down that way, in Rocky Ford, staying with her mother. But a good congressman should stay in his district. That’s where the latest President wants us all, anyway. To go down with our own ships, I suppose.”
“I appreciate your being willing to keep my extra gear,” Harold said from the passenger seat.
“Not a problem. Especially since you possess such nice …gear. I should warn you, though. There may be a storage fee—taken in the form of a slight amount of usage of said gear.”
Harold laughed. “By all means. Go ahead and shoot them, Congressman. Talk like that makes me want to move to your district. I’m thankful we ran across someone trustworthy, so I have a chance at getting my stuff back.” Harold glanced behind him and let out a sigh. “If only I could feel that way about my car.”
Wade slowed considerably on the Kettle Creek bridge. It seemed to Clint that he was looking for something on the side of the road. 
“Don’t worry about your extra gear. I’ll keep all that safe for you. Now your car, that’s another story. Putting it in the parking lot like you did, and leaving the doors unlocked, was the best you could do. There were a few others left there, probably for the same reason. They’re off the road, so the tow truck drivers should leave them alone. Not sure how much of a fuel supply the towing companies have left themselves. Your car might be okay. Maybe it’ll become home for a vagrant who’ll protect it.”
Several state trooper vehicles came into view, parked on the shoulder on the far side of the bridge. Clint saw two or three troopers rummaging around in the grass down by the creek. Wade pulled over to the shoulder on the south side.
“Wait here a minute, please.” He got out and walked up a trooper standing next to his police car.
“Maybe he knows that trooper,” Jenny said. “They’re laughing together.”
Harold glanced in the back seat long enough for Clint to give him a mean look.
“What?” Harold asked.
“One good rifle.”
Harold fought off a guilty expression. “That’s what I brought. One good rifle. Unfortunately, I’ll have to leave it with the congressman—along with my shotgun. Good thing I also brought the backpacking rifles.”
“Never heard of such a thing.”
“Then you’re in for a pleasant surprise.”
Wade returned, smiling as he climbed back in. 
“Well, here’s the cause of all the trouble last night. What a Larry, Curly, and Moe act. Can you see it, lying next to the creek down there?”
Clint stretched to look out the window. “I see an appliance or something down in the grass.”
“Yeah, that’s it. It’s an ATM machine, stolen from a looted convenience store. The idiots had all the state officials in a panic.”
“Over a stolen ATM machine?” Harold asked. “They closed all the roads because of that?”
“That’s how it turned out, fortunately. Not how it started. The police received reports that some sick people got into the state and were racing down I-25 in a pickup truck. They called in the military and shut down all the roads to chase the suspects. Two jumped out of the car near the Air Force Academy and were pursued on foot into the woods. They didn’t find the last guy until early this morning. Meanwhile, the driver kept going and cut across InterQuest Parkway to the 21, here. Dumped the ATM over the bridge and then kept going. They nabbed him at a roadblock south of here. He wasn’t sick. Not with a flu virus, anyway. None of them were. Don’t know where that rumor came from.”
“Wow,” Jenny said. “Did the crooks get the cash out of the machine?”
“No. Didn’t have time. Funny thing is, the trooper I was talking to said they’re probably just going to leave the blasted thing laying there, like bait, and maybe come back once in a while to arrest anyone they catch tampering with it. Talk about entrapment. Who wouldn’t try to open it if they found that there? They’re tough to crack, though, from what I understand. The police have better things to do than stand around guarding it. The bank that owns it is temporarily closed and doesn’t currently have the resources to try and retrieve it themselves.”
“Plus cash isn’t as valuable as it once was,” Harold added.
Wade gave him a curious look as he put the car in gear and pulled back on the highway. “I suppose that’s true—and on different levels, too.”
Clint whistled. “So, the entire Colorado state police and military forces were freaking out over the prospect of someone with the ferret flu being in the state. So much so, that they shut down all the roads and surrounded them with a wide dragnet. That’s really something.”
“I understand that,” Jenny said.
Harold nodded. “Me too. I applaud their efforts.”
“I guess I’m glad they’re trying to protect us,” Clint said, “but I wonder if this kind of hysteria is in store every time an unsubstantiated rumor of sick person starts.”
“This was the first such incident,” Wade said, “so it logically figures to be the biggest alarm. I imagine if it keeps happening, the reports will be given less credence.”
“Like the boy who cried wolf,” Jenny said.
Wade chuckled. “I was just about to say that. As of this morning, there were still no reports of ferret flu anywhere in the Great Plains. But the borders are becoming harder to secure. People from other states are climbing mountains and crossing deserts in remote places to try and get in. With forty million Americans sick and dying, one can hardly blame them. Thank God we have the Rocky Mountains protecting our west flank here, and the rest of the plains states providing insulation on all our other sides. Colorado is shaping up to be the best place in the world you can be at the moment.” He paused. “Of course, I’ve always known that. Even with all the freaks.”
“Is it up to forty million, now?” Jenny said hanging her head. “My God. Where will this thing stop?”
“There’s a wide range of estimates for that.” Wade looked out the passenger window as they passed Pine Creek Golf Course. “Man, I could really go for a round. Especially with no greens fees. Too much to do. Anyway, the most conservative estimates are that fifteen percent of our country’s population will die before we get it under control. Other so-called-experts are predicting numbers as high as forty percent.”
“Almost half the damn country dead,” Harold said. “That’s almost like wiping us clean and starting over again, wouldn’t you say, Congressman?”
“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. The growth rate has slowed, thanks to the CDC’s lockdown, and people everywhere holing themselves up.”
“Any news on a vaccine?” Jenny asked.
“No.”
“What about Europe?”
“They’re screwed.” The congressman slowed and veered off the road to get past a cluster of abandoned cars. “Too much dependence on public transportation over there. Damn trains will end up killing all of them.”
The closer they got to Colorado Springs, the more abandoned vehicles Wade found himself maneuvering around. They also passed three sets of hitchhikers along the way, but didn’t bother acknowledging them. Clint thought a couple of them looked familiar and might have camped in the same field last night. But Wade’s truck was already full, and you can’t save the entire world—even if you need their votes. The roads were certainly becoming more difficult to traverse in a large SUV.
They made it into the city. Wade exited Highway 21 in Northern Springs and then took surface streets, including some back roads, until they came alongside a large park.
“We’re here,” Wade said. “Palmer Park. This is as far as I can take you. I’ll help you get outfitted for your ride as soon as we reach my spot.”
Where exactly he was planning on parking his Suburban was of some concern to Clint. The streets around Palmer Park were crowded with traffic of all kinds. Motorcyclists, bicyclists, pedestrians, and other drivers weaved their way through an increasingly difficult obstacle course. They all seemed to be going someplace nearby, perhaps into the park itself. Clint began biting his nails.
 Jenny pulled his hand away from his mouth. “Everything’s going to be okay, honey.”
“It is?” Clint was surprised—and relieved—to hear her say that. 
“Yes. I believe God will watch over us. These are normal people around here. This crowd doesn’t look much different than those in the bread lines in downtown Denver.”
Wade suddenly drove up the curb and on to a dirt service road. It was fenced off ahead. For a moment, Clint wondered if this crazy congressman was planning on ramming right through the fence. But then he saw the guards on the other side of it. Several police and military personnel, well-armed. When they saw Wade’s truck coming, they gripped their weapons and stood directly behind the fence. Clint then noticed that that part of it was on wheels, making an entry gate.
“Wait here.” Wade stopped, got out, approached the guards, spoke to them through the fence, and showed his identification. They nodded. Wade came back to the car as the guards rolled the gate open. Wade waved and smiled as he drove through. He really could throw those politician poses around when he wanted to.
They were now inside the fenced-off area of the park, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them on the unpaved service road. No one else was in sight.
“It’s beautiful in here,” Jenny said.
Pine trees lined the road as they wound their way over hills and between rock formations. After taking a sharp turn, something ahead of them moved. It was big and black. 
Jenny pointed forward. “A bear!”
Wade drove right up to the black bear on the path, honked his horn, rolled down his window, and yelled.
“Get out the way, Ellie!”
The bear let out an annoyed roar and sauntered into the trees.
“The bear’s name is Ellie?” Jenny asked.
“Yeah. She can be a real pain the ass sometimes. Particularly when she wanders down to the dog park, where we’re headed.”
 
* * *
 
Zane felt around the creek bed until he found a rock that looked about the right size. He could grip this one well, and it had a sharp edge. He carried it back to the machine.
Looking around first to see if anyone was watching, Zane lifted the rock over his head and brought it crashing down on the slot where the money comes out.
“Dammit!” He held his hand. That freaking hurt. 
A car rumbled over the bridge, slowing as it did. Zane looked up. The passenger stared at him. Zane flipped him off.
“This is no good,” Zane muttered to himself. “Need to drag it into the bushes.”
That didn’t work out. The abominable thing was heavy and immovable. Screw it. After piling up a few bush branches on one side to partially block the view from the road, he went back to work on it where it lay—using slightly less force in his blows.
Zane discovered there was a learning curve to properly directing your aim when smashing something with a rock. He missed the money slot and crushed the keypad instead several times, eventually sending all the keys flying. The unit was built tough, but beginning to buckle where the biggest dent was.
The noise of a group of motorcycles crossing the bridge drowned out the trickling brook sound for a minute. Zane paid them no attention now that he was mostly hidden. Besides, he was making progress. The outer shell looked like it would crack soon. 
How much cash was in one of these things? Thirty thousand, maybe? Zane had never been anywhere near that much money before. The thought of it quickened his pulse. Somewhere close by, those motorcycle engines mellowed to an idle and then began turning off. Probably pulled over on the shoulder ahead. In the back of Zane’s mind, he knew he should investigate that. But he couldn’t look away from the treasure chest now. It was starting to give. So close now. Just a few more good impacts in the right place should do it. He kept pounding.
“You’re doing it wrong,” a voice said.
Startled, Zane looked up. His arm was in the air, about to land another blow. But there was a sudden annoying distraction to have to deal with. Three tough-looking guys hovered menacingly above him on the bank. One stood in front of the other two with his arms crossed and head slightly tilted. He wore dark sunglasses and a red bandana on his head. The two behind him looked like typical bikers as well. They were both smiling and laughing.
Zane set the rock on the ATM and stood. When he was up, he saw three additional bikers walking up behind the others.
Six of them.
“You talking to me?” Zane asked.
“Yeah,” the front one replied. “I said you’re doing that wrong.”
“How so?”
“You’re smashing the top cabinet. The only paper you’ll get out of that is the receipt roll. The bottom cabinet is where the money safes are. It’s much tougher to crack.”
Zane looked back and forth between the front biker and the machine several times before responding.
“I see. Well, thanks for stopping by. I appreciate your advice on how to best open my box.”
“All of our box, now,” one of the others said. He stepped in front and jogged down the embankment, sliding some in the process. Just like that he was standing only a few feet from Zane, close enough to smell his B.O. His faded denim jacket with the sleeves torn off looked like it had never been laundered. 
Zane looked back up at the others. They all remained in place. The one with the red bandana was still standing in front. He appeared to be the leader.
“What’s your name?” The one who came down the embankment asked.
“Zane.”
“I’m Charlie. Let me give you a hand. Being as we’re all getting an even split, it’s only right we pound in shifts. I’ll go next.”
Zane instinctively stepped in front of him to block his way to the machine.
“That’s not a good idea,” Charlie said. The next thing Zane felt was a deep pain in his belly as all the wind left his lungs. He looked down in time to see Charlie’s fist come away from his stomach and slam into his chin. Zane was instantly on the ground in a fetal position, looking at the ATM machine from a side view. Laughter filled the air up on the bank.
“Here’s your problem,” Charlie said. “You’re using a girlie rock. Can’t make much progress with that.” Zane’s rock hit the ground, bounced, and landed next to his nose. More laughter up top.
“Now here’s a man’s rock. Need the right tool for the job. You just lay there a while, Zane. Too bad you’re so stubborn. I suppose we can still cut you in for a finder’s fee, assuming you remain nice and docile like that.”
Memories from long ago flashed across Zane’s mind. The first time the school bully tried to pick on him in second grade. It was the last time he—or any other bully—tried that, until Zane got to high school. The same scenario repeated itself there. And so two bully incidents were all Zane was appointed in all his school days. Not counting, of course, all the subsequent high school incidents in which Zane became the bully. It wasn’t his original intention, but after he discovered how much fun it could be he couldn’t resist. By that time his mom was on her third husband, a worthless worm who failed to hide his abject fear of Zane.
The musty scent of the rock next to his nose invoked a different memory. Zane had used a rock as a weapon once before, after a bar fight became an alley fight. He was only defending himself, but the judge didn’t see things his way and Zane spent a year in the Lincoln pen as a result. 
Then came the fights on the inside. Zane survived two in the yard in which his rivals produced a shank. Savvy Savage. That’s what they started calling him after the second such incident. But Zane knew he wasn’t all that savvy. He simply discovered the secret to winning fights. It was something he learned in the alley behind the bar. There were three adversaries that night, all better fighters than Zane. The secret was simple: Zane didn’t care if he died. So he was willing to make any fight a life or death proposition, and it didn’t matter what the odds were. Who the hell cares?
The sound of a bigger rock hitting the machine jolted Zane back to the present. His breath returned. Damn if these sons of bitches were going to take his money without having to kill him. In one motion, he grabbed his rock, stood, and dove at Charlie.
“Hey!” a voice yelled from up top. Zane ignored it.
Charlie had just delivered another smash to the machine hull. He had the big rock in a low position and wasn’t ready. When he saw Zane coming, he let go and held his hands up to block the incoming blow. But the force of Zane’s lunge was strong and took them both down. Zane landed on top of him and brought the rock down at his head.
Charlie managed to move out of the way, barely. One of his hands went down to his belt. Zane’s eye’s followed. The hand reappeared, holding a revolver.
Burying his knee into Charlie’s groin, Zane grasped the gun hand with both of his. Charlie got his other hand into the wrestle a little too late, and from an awkward and painful position. Zane quickly had the gun at his neck. The barrel was under his chin now, just for a moment. It was long enough. Zane squeezed Charlie’s trigger finger with three of his, as hard as he could. A small explosion echoed as the top of Charlie’s head erupted in a geyser of blood, skull, and brains.
Charlie went limp. Zane began prying his fingers off the pistol, which still grasped it tightly.
“That’s my brother, you asshole!” 
A second figure slid down the embankment. From Zane’s peripheral vision, he saw that Charlie’s brother was also holding a gun, what looked to be a revolver of the same type. 
Zane fumbled at the dead man’s hand for what felt like an eternity. When he finally freed the pistol, he stood and stretched his arm out towards the new threat. 
Charlie’s brother was now standing next to the creek. His hand was also stretched out. Zane turned sideways as both guns fired. Charlie’s brother missed. Zane didn’t. The brother fell into the shallow water, kicked, and twitched. Zane stepped forward and fired another round into his chest. He stopped moving.
Zane turned to look up the bank. The four remaining bikers were all still there, watching. Just watching. None of them had any weapons drawn. They looked like …spectators. Zane let his arm drop to his side and took several steps forward.
“Anyone else have any ideas about splitting up the money in my ATM machine?” he yelled.
The leader only laughed. He seemed to be enjoying himself. 
“Is your last name Savage?” one of the others asked.
“What if it is?”
“Savvy Savage. Long time. Tommy Falkirk. We were in Lincoln together. I see you haven’t lost a step.”
Zane squinted. “Falkirk. Yeah. I remember you. Kind of. Don’t call me that, please. Nice bunch you’ve fallen in with.”
Tommy shrugged and smiled.
The leader spoke. “Is this your old 500 up here?”
“Yeah. Leave it alone.”
“Don’t worry. We have better bikes. So do you now, if you want. Charlie rode a 1,000. Yours now. Got someplace to go?”
Zane only stared back. 
A different one said, “Skip, he just killed the Gustav brothers. You’re inviting him to ride with us?”
Skip turned to his subordinate. “Why not? He handles himself well, and Tommy seems to be able to vouch for him. Did me a favor shooting those Swede bastards. I wasn’t going to say anything, but they snuck an uneven share for themselves at the last job. Probably would have tried to do the same here. Idiots.”
“The ATM is mine,” Zane shouted.
“You’ll never get into it,” Skip said. “Trust me. Rocks aren’t going to cut it. They might bend it, nothing more. By the time you make any progress at all, state troopers are likely to come back and find you with those bodies. And you know what U.S. cash is worth now, all of a sudden? Not much! Up to you, but I recommend you ride with us and go after the real treasure.”
With that he turned and walked away. Tommy waved for Zane to come along before the rest of Skip’s crew filed after him. Zane decided to follow, if for no other reason than to protect his bike.
Up top, he watched them siphon the gas from Charlie’s brother’s bike to top up all their tanks. 
Tommy pointed to Zane’s little 500. “Go ahead and siphon what you have into your new tank, if you’re coming.”
Zane studied Charlie’s motorcycle. It was an older Honda 1,000, the model Zane really liked. And it was clean. He glanced between the creek bed, Charlie’s bike, and the four living bikers several times. Charlie’s brother could still be seen lying in the shallow water. 
Finally, Zane spoke. “What’s this real treasure you mentioned?”
Skip smiled widely. “Guns, ammo, food, gold and silver.”
“Where do we get all that stuff?”
“Homes out in the sticks. These rural survivalist types are literal gold mines. Also, all the idiots bugging out of the cities. Especially bicyclists wearing backpacks.”
 




 
Chapter Ten
 
 
“I don’t see any dogs,” Jenny said. “Just a heck of a lot of people.”
Wade looked around as he locked his car. “I’m sure there are a few mixed in the crowd. Some dog lovers will feed their pets even before they feed themselves.”
“Believe me, I know. So that’s why everyone’s here? Food?”
“Of course,” Wade replied. “What else?”
Clint turned full circle and took in the scene. They had come to the southern end of gigantic Palmer Park. The dog park area, where they now stood next to their reassembled mountain bikes, was at the northern end of a wide expanse of flat ground. Only security and important guests were allowed at this spot. Policemen and armed military personnel guarded the area, where only a few other civilian vehicles were parked. That made Clint feel much safer while Harold arranged their backpacks. Who knew a congressman would ever be so useful?
Two baseball fields marked the southern end of the clearing, one bigger than the other. They were a ways off. The larger one was sectioned off, with military troops keeping people off the field. Between here and there a great crowd was gathering.
Harold seemed to know what he was doing with the backpacks, so Clint decided to trust him to take care of it all while Clint gawked at the spectacle around him. Harold had a tougher time with Jenny, but in the end she conceded to leave her flatiron behind, along with most of her makeup. When the time to return to Denver arrived, they could stop by Wade’s house in Western Colorado Springs and pick up their possessions. Maybe even beforehand, if transportation could be arranged. Harold assured Jenny that would be their top priority.
“Are you set then?” Wade asked.
“Could you wait until we get our packs on?” Clint said. 
Wade nodded. Harold helped Jenny and Clint get theirs on before hoisting his own. Clint could tell Harold’s was a little heavier than theirs. His way of being chivalrous.
“Oh,” Jenny said. “It’s lighter than I thought. I can fit a few more things in it—”
“You want it light now.” Harold blocked her path back to the car. “It’ll get heavier the farther we ride. Clint?”
“Feels good.” Clint jostled his shoulders from side to side. “This might not be so bad.”
“Great,” Wade said. “You have my contact info. I wish you folks the best of luck. Remember, there’s safety in numbers. And now I’m expected on the baseball field.”
“Bye, Congressman Bennett.” Jenny squeezed his hand. “You’re an angel.”
Wade bowed like an English gentleman, released her hand, turned around and joined his escorts—one city policeman and one soldier. The sound of microphone feedback screeched in the distance as an audio system turned on.
“Let’s try to follow him,” Jenny said. “I want to see what’s happening over there.”
“That’s the way out, anyway.” Harold scanned the map Wade gave him. “Let’s move slowly through the crowd, and stick together. I’ll stay in the rear and watch for pickpockets.”
They began walking their bikes across the dirt ground of the dog park. Jenny led the way. The crowd gradually became thicker. Jenny had a bell on her bike and occasionally dinged it as her way of asking people to step aside and let them by. Not everyone was appreciative of that. One guy in particular scowled at her, but stepped out of the way when he saw Clint and Harold behind her.
The first distinct group of people they passed were the local dog owners. They were here after all, and seemed to have all gathered in one area. Many of them no doubt knew each other from walking their dogs in the park. Today they had apparently banded together to form their own small community. The larger the dog, the more confident the owner looked.
Handmade cardboard signs bloomed above the sea of heads in places. The messages ranged from religious appeals to inappropriate political extremism.
As the three of them progressed, the sound of rhythmic thumping came into earshot. It grew louder. Eventually they passed by the source of it: a drum circle. A dozen young men of vastly varying hairstyles had brought their bongos and were attempting to sedate their audience. It appeared to be working to some degree.
Beyond them a ways, a 4-piece acoustic reggae band was set up and playing. These musicians all had the same hairstyle. A small but dedicated entourage danced and bumped in uncoordinated steps before them. You couldn’t hear them well until you drew close, except for the steel drums. It was difficult to understand the singer. Clint thought he heard the words “peace mon” more times than a sober songwriter would put in the same lyrics.
Just past them, the air became thick with marijuana smoke. Clint saw someone try to pass Jenny a joint. He couldn’t blame them. Jenny was looking pretty good today, despite everything. After Jenny politely refused, she turned around, waved her hand in front of her face as if to fan away the smoke, and smiled.
Clint laughed. Oh, to be back in college again. Those were the days. The parties, the undiscerning embracing of Colorado culture, the Buffalos home games on Saturday afternoons—back when they were good. Maybe becoming a responsible adult wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.
The pothead crowd proved to be nowhere near as annoying as most of the people beyond them. The closer the three of them came to the baseball diamond, the more confrontational other individuals became. Some were overly forceful in the distribution of propaganda literature. Others were bold in-your-face beggars. Still others were pushy salesmen. But the worst were those wanting to trade for whatever Jenny, Clint, and Harold had in their backpacks. It brought back unpleasant memories of that guy in the field yesterday. Clint turned to warn Harold to watch his pack, but saw that he already had it off his back and was holding it in front of him.
A man was now speaking over the audio system at the baseball field. He was hard to hear at first, but as they continued to plod forward it became obvious he was the mayor. He repeated the words “great city of Colorado Springs” almost as often as the reggae singer said “peace mon.” 
Jenny eventually found a small pocket of real estate where they could stake out a temporary claim. It was up on a knoll, and had a decent view. Now they could see that the mayor spoke from the top of a newly-built platform. The only bleachers in the park were set up behind it as a staircase. The audience completely surrounded the baseball park and even spilled into the nearby streets. Most of them were standing as the mayor continued his speech.
“And now,” the mayor said, “it is my great pleasure to introduce our fifth-district congressman, Wade Bennett.”
Lots of cheers. There were some isolated pockets of booing, though, including several couples wearing tie-dyed shirts close to where Clint, Jenny, and Harold now stood with their bikes.
“There he is,” Jenny said.
They watched the congressman climb the bleachers to the platform. He waved to the crowd, smiled, and shook hands with the mayor. The mayor went down the bleachers and vanished from sight. Wade stood there for a minute before speaking, as if waiting for the noise to drop to a desirable level.
“My fellow Coloradans.” 
Some resumed cheers in places.
“My fellow Americans.”
This time a great roar.
“My fellow humanitarians.”
Now you could hear crickets.
“What’s the matter? Shouldn’t Americans be humanitarians?”
Some resumed cheering.
“My friends, shouldn’t Americans continue to be the great humanitarians the world has known for more than 200 years?”
This time the cheering continued to erupt until it deafened. Even the tie-dyed shirts applauded.
“That’s what I need to talk to you wonderful folks about today. You see, it is during the time of trouble in which a person’s character is tested. This is when your neighbors find out who you really are. More importantly, it’s when you find out who you really are. In a moment, I’m going to ask you all to make a personal decision. As you all know, our country is currently undergoing one of the most trying times in its history.”
Absolute silence. Clint could hear the steel drums of the reggae band off in the distance.
“And ultimately, everyone will gravitate, by will or by default, into one of two camps. Each of us must now either become part of the problem, or part of the solution.”
Even the steel drums stopped now.
“There is no third alternative. Being neutral is not an option. Things have gotten too tough. To assume a position of neutrality is to become part of the problem. We all need each other’s help right now. If you are capable of seeing a fellow Coloradan in need and ignoring him, you are part of the problem, not part of the solution.”
“What about my children?” someone shouted. “We need food!”
Other such individual objections sprang forth in various spots. One woman yelled, “You passed right by me on the highway without giving me a ride, you hypocrite!” Laughter followed that statement in the area around her.
The congressman held up his hands.
“Folks, it pains me to have to confess that I, myself, have been guilty of neglect on occasion. But today I have purposed in my heart to change that! No more! I want to be part of the solution. So today I personally rescued some folks who fell victim to thieves overnight. Three people who were stranded and helpless. I came to their aide in their darkest hour. Now I’m asking all of you to do the same for each other.”
Some grumbling in places.
“I ask you: should Coloradans steal from other Coloradans?”
“No!” the crowd yelled.
“No indeed! Folks, there is no deadly flu within the borders of our great state. No one is sick here! So I ask you: is there any reason for our phone lines to be down?”
“No!”
“Is there any real reason for all our businesses to be closed?”
“No!”
“Shouldn’t we all help one another?”
Maybe half the crowd yelled, “Yes!”
“That’s not enough! If only half of you are willing to be part of the solution, the problem remains too large. I heard some of you say you’re hungry. Lots of us are hungry. I’m hungry, too. What would you say if I offered all of you a satisfying meal today?”
Wild cheering. Wade held his hands up again.
“Friends, thanks to your elected officials in Washington, lunch—and dinner—is on its way. But there’s a problem.”
More grumbling.
“The problem is this. If it were up to some people, they would get a double portion while the person next to them went hungry. Now I ask you—would that be fair?”
Slightly more than half the crowd yelled, “No!”
“And if it were up to some people, if they could get away with it, they would take a hundred portions home to store up for themselves while a hundred people went hungry today. Is that right?”
Most of the crowd now yelled, “No!”
“Can hoarding during a national emergency ever be justified?”
“No!” Cheers erupted as well.
“Should we even need guards with guns to keep mobs from rushing the drop zone?”
“No!”
“Now that’s what I want to hear. Friends, we need volunteers. Orderly helpers to assist with the distribution. Volunteers who are willing to feed themselves last. If you feel you can do this, I ask you to slowly come forward past the guards into the outfield. But I also must ask each and every one of you out there to be a volunteer today. I need you all to agree to be more concerned about your neighbor being fed than yourself. ‘Tis a noble cause I call you to, to forsake your inclination to be part of the problem and take a stand for human decency. But I promise you: if you do that, there will be plenty for everyone. And when it comes time for you to eat, it will be all the more delicious. Become part of the solution!”
Deafening applause and cheering. A significant number of people began herding themselves towards the field, but in a controlled fashion. Within a few minutes, they started dotting the outfield.
That’s when the aircraft noise caused everyone to look up. A line of army transport helicopters came into view overhead. When the first one was over the field, two large crates came out of either side of its open cargo hold. They fell a short ways, and then parachutes opened above them. The crowd’s reaction became uncontainable as the crates drifted down to the infield. 
The helicopters behind followed in like manner. Soon the air was constantly full of floating crates, and the volunteers on the field were scrambling to organize them. Small groups of people began singing in places.
“Wow,” Jenny said. “He’s good. Maybe he should be President.”
“That notion may not be too far off,” Harold said. “Depending on where he is in the line of succession. Look, the crowd behind us is thinning. We can get to the road easily now. I think this is a good time to go.”
Clint looked around and agreed. People were moving towards the food. This would likely be their best opportunity to evade the masses and get peddling. 
Harold led the way up the knoll to the nearby street. The three of them continued walking their bikes for two blocks before coming to a cross street that looked open enough for riding. Another bicyclist with a backpack sped by there. Harold consulted his map.
“This is good,” he said. “Let’s follow that other guy. We can get to the bike trail that runs alongside I-25 from here.”
“Is that the best way to go?” Clint asked.
“I think so. Figures to be the most travelled. Remember what Wade said. Safety in numbers.”
And so they mounted their bikes and rode. Clint changed gears twice before finding a comfortable pace. He thought about the task ahead of them. Cycling to La Junta—sheesh. As a Colorado resident, he’d often seen traveling cyclists, but never in a million years thought he’d ever become one of them.
They took the first few blocks slowly. Jenny rode a little squirrelly at first. She hadn’t been on a real bike in a while. It was just a matter of getting confident with her balance. Certainly not an issue with being in shape. Before the gym closed, she was good about hitting it regularly, riding the exercise bikes and even taking the occasional “spin class.” Harold was in good shape, too. If anyone was going to get sore muscles, it would be Clint.
After turning a corner, Jenny yelled for them to stop. She was having a problem with her pant leg brushing on the chain and wanted to tuck it in. That was a good idea, actually. Clint and Harold did the same.
That’s when Clint noticed the street name.
“This is Hancock Avenue?”
“That’s right,” Harold said. “We’ll keep going south on it for a ways. It turns into an expressway.”
Harold then seemed to notice Clint looking around at the businesses on the street. “You know someone here?”
“The jewelry store Jake wanted me to stop at is on this street. Pretty sure.”
“You gonna stop and buy gold now? Bad idea. It’s heavy. The price has gotten too high. And it’s highly doubtful a city jewelry store is still open for business.”
“Jake is friends with the owner. It’s possible they’ve talked recently. Wait. Gold Springs Jewelers. That’s it! Right over there on the right. Looks like the door’s open, too. I want to check it out real quick.”
They wheeled their bikes to the front of the store. Bars were in the windows and no jewelry was on display, but the front door was ajar. Inside, a half-dozen soldiers were talking to a man behind the counter. Two of them held military assault rifles. Clint wandered through the open door. No one even noticed him. 
No jewelry in the cases. The shop was totally empty. The man behind the counter talked with one of the soldiers in an emotionally strained voice. He was obviously the jeweler, and upset.
“It’s too late,” the jeweler said. “Just too late. Had you come a week ago, I would have helped you out. I can’t now. All my merchandise has been taken to a secure offsite location, as you can see. And I can’t exchange gold for dollars anymore. At least not until the value of the dollar stabilizes.”
“We have the latest prices,” one of the soldiers said raising a tablet computer. “You’ll get fair market value from Uncle Sam. Always. You’re a businessman. With a store. It isn’t legal for you to refuse United States currency.”
“And it isn’t legal for you to force a store owner into transactions he refuses!”
“As a matter of fact, it is. According to the current President’s proclamation, and in compliance with the—”
“National Defense Resources Preparedness executive order,” the jeweler said. “I heard you the first three times. Look, Sergeant…”
“Robinson.”
“Sergeant Robinson. I have nothing to sell you. Go ahead and search the entire store if you want. No gold or silver. Sorry.”
“In that case, we’ll be leaving—just as soon as you open the floor safe and let us look inside. No need for us to search the store.”
“No. I won’t do that.”
“We’ll wait until you do. We’re very patient.”
The jeweler glared at the sergeant for a moment before responding. 
“I want to talk with this Colonel Tilley, your commanding officer. Where can I call him?”
“You can’t. Not right now, anyway. He’s busy. We’re only following orders, Mr. Pitman. Acting with full authority assigned to us by The U.S. Army in compliance with the President’s edict. It’s regretful that you’re so resistant to helping your country, when all that’s required of you is to make a normal sale of your standard merchandise at the full current market value.”
Pitman. That was the name of the guy Jake wanted Clint to see. As far as Clint could tell, nobody had yet seen him come into the store.
“Excuse me,” Clint said.
The soldiers all spun around. The two with the rifles gripped them tighter and lowered them some. Weren’t these guys supposed to be hard to sneak up on?
“We’re closed,” Pitman said. He rapidly walked back along the counter until he reached Clint. “Sorry.” He grabbed the front door, pushed it all the way open with one hand, and pointed through it with the other.
“I …I think you know my brother, Mr. Pitman.”
“Can’t help you, friend. You or anyone’s brother. Not now. It’s too late. Nothing to see in here. Please leave. I hear there’s free food in Palmer Park.”
“I don’t need food.” 
Clint felt a hand on his back. He turned. One of the soldiers pushed him, gently but firmly. Three seconds later Clint was outside. The escorting soldier then stood inside holding the door shut while Pitman went back to arguing with Sergeant Robinson.
“What’s going on in there?” Jenny asked. 
Clint shook his head. “I don’t know. They’re not open to the public. Some kind of dispute happening. A reluctant seller versus demanding customers, maybe. Let’s go.”
 




 
Chapter Eleven
 
 
“I want to stop here,” Jenny shouted. “To rest and eat.”
Harold heard her and put on the brakes. 
Clint rolled up alongside them and stopped. “I need to rest, too. Where are we?”
Harold pointed to their right. “This should be Clear Springs Ranch. That’s a nice grassy area there, with some shade trees. Good resting place, now that you mention it. There’s a lake here somewhere, too, so we can fill our water bottles.”
“Good.” Clint raised his plastic bottle and uncovered the top so the straw popped out. “I’m getting low.”
 His sucking wasn’t strong enough to draw much of the remaining water through the filter, though, so he squeezed the bottle to help it along—still not sure if you were supposed to do that. But this was the last of their water from home in there, anyway. Refilling it with lake water would be the real test. He kind of looked forward to it. These hiking water bottles were pretty cool, what with them being capable of outputting safe drinking water from a brackish mud puddle. He wasn’t planning on testing it to those extremes.
“This looks like a good spot,” Jenny said after they wheeled their bikes across the grass a ways. They set them down and dropped the packs from their backs.
Clint stretched. “Ouch.”
“Sore muscles, honey?”
“A little.” He lifted his legs up one at a time. “Not as much as they’re going to be.”
Jenny sat down and fumbled through her pack. “That giant jar of mixed nuts Roy gave us sure is coming in handy. Best deal you ever made. Although I’m starting to wish we had something to eat besides nuts and jerky. I could sure go for a nice salad.”
Harold laughed. “Produce is the hardest thing to get right now. That and grains. We’re fortunate to have what we have.”
“When we get to Jake’s we can have all the oatmeal we want,” Clint said.
Jenny looked up and smiled. “Ooh, oatmeal. That sounds really good right now.” She handed Clint the baggie of nuts.
“Thanks.” He picked an almond out. “The only thing is…”
“I know. You’re worried about him because the phones have been out.”
“Well, that too.” Clint popped the almond in his mouth. “But I was more concerned about the trip there. It’s already mid-afternoon. The way my body feels, I’m not sure we’ll make it to La Junta tonight. Especially since we need to rest a while.”
“You were all gung-ho earlier. When did your body start feeling pessimistic?”
“Right about where the bike trail ended and we had to ride on the interstate for a ways. That was scary, to be honest. Especially when the big truck passed us so close.”
“That was in Fountain Valley,” Harold said. “Looks like we’ll have to get back on I-25 for a couple of short spells here and there, if we want to take the most direct route to Pueblo. I never thought we’d make La Junta today. That’s another forty miles past Pueblo.”
“Maybe we can spend the night at Shay’s sister’s house,” Jenny said. After a moment of silence, she looked up and saw Clint and Harold staring at her. “Just kidding.”
They rested in the shade after taking their fill of nuts and jerky. Clint closed his eyes for a bit. It was peaceful here. He even dozed off for a few minutes.
“Let’s move farther back behind those trees,” Harold said.
Clint leaned his head up. “What for?”
“So you can get some practice.”
“Practice?”
“Yeah, practice. Come on.”
Clint and Jenny picked up their bikes and packs to follow Harold.
“You and I will sit behind these trees, so we’ll be out of sight from the road. Jenny, you sit here, so you can see if anyone’s coming.”
They did as Harold asked. Harold unzipped the large compartment of Clint’s bag.
“Well first off, you moved it. Now it’s pushed over sideways and partly buried, so will take extra time to retrieve.”
“I shifted things around so the pack was more balanced,” Clint said.
“Don’t do that. Those will be precious seconds lost. Keep it to one side of everything else, like this. See?”
“Yes. So what exactly is it, anyway?”
Harold pulled the case completely out of the pack and set it on the ground.
“This is my Marlin 70PSS, more affectionately known as the papoose. Very dear to my heart. Please take good care of her.”
“Do you own any guns not dear to your heart? Nice case.”
“Uh-huh. It even floats. The papoose is a takedown twenty-two long rifle. Let’s see how fast you can open the case and put it together.”
Clint knew his speed wouldn’t be good enough for Harold on the first few tries, so he took his time finding the zipper, opening the case, and removing the two halves of the rifle. It was nice.
 “Stainless steel?” he asked. 
“Yes. Jenny, what are you waving at?”
“A group of bicyclists going by,” Jenny replied. “One of them saw me and waved.”
Clint suddenly felt more urgency in the task and decided to put the darn thing together. He fumbled a little putting the barrel in.
“This is quite a beautiful rifle.”
“Isn’t it?” Harold said. “But you didn’t tighten the sleeve hard enough. Wrench that baby down until your knuckles turn white. Or you can use the wrench, but that will probably be slower.”
Clint practiced putting it together five or six times until Harold was satisfied.
“I think you got it. In an emergency, it shouldn’t be more than twenty seconds from being in your backpack to firing.”
Clint looked back in the open case. “What are the accessories?”
“That’s a custom stock cover. Holds four ten-round magazines, two on each side. Stretches and slips over the stock if you want. But I would leave it in the case. The standard magazine here holds seven.”
“That gives me forty additional rounds.”
“The stock is also full of loose rounds, maybe 150. But you have to remove the butt plate to get to those reserves. The screwdriver’s next to the barrel nut wrench. I’m carrying more rounds in my pack as well.”
“Of course you are. So you have the same gun?”
“No. I have my Henry AR-7. Similar, but different. Takes longer to assemble, but I’m more practiced. Lighter, too—but I’m carrying a pistol and all the extra ammo.”
“You must not have brought many clothes.”
“I didn’t. Go ahead and put that away.”
“All right. It is impressive, Harold. Can’t believe I have a semi-automatic rifle in my backpack with two hundred rounds.”
“I know. That’s the advantage of .22 LR rounds. You just can’t do what we’re doing with anything bigger.”
“Hollow points, I noticed.”
“Yep.”
“Guess we won’t be getting any elk. Or even a buck.”
“No. But all the rabbits and large game birds you want. Maybe a doe, if one gets close enough.”
“I’m surprised you don’t have a scope fixed on it.”
“I’m carrying that in my pack, actually. Would probably only be a hindrance to you. The sights go off-zero every time you break it down, so…”
“Time, right. In your honest opinion, do these twenty-two’s have any real stopping power in a protection situation?”
“Yes. But maybe not the way you think.”
Clint tilted his head. Harold noticed.
“Inside 150 yards, I expect an experienced hunter like you to start hitting the torso of a bad guy by your second or third shot even without a scope. If all you manage to do is crack a rib or two from that distance, it’s still going to give them serious pause about advancing further. So, they’re stopped. And we do have two excellent pistols for close-range defense.”
“What if the bad guys have a real rifle, like a scoped 30-06?”
Harold shook his head. “Bad guys don’t use good hunting rifles. They carry pistols and sawed-off shotguns, for the most part.”
 
* * *
 
“That looks like a nice hunting rifle,” Tommy said. “With an expensive scope.”
“Yeah.” Skip turned it around. “Came with a few hundred rounds of ammo, too. Might come in handy. Although I’m partial to pistols and shotguns.”
“So no one was home?” Zane boldly asked, not caring that he was the uninitiated newcomer.
“You didn’t hear any shots, did you?”
“No.” Zane ignored the mockery in Skip’s voice. “But it seems strange. All that food and this gun just left there in the cabin, unattended.”
“He’s right,” Tommy said. “Bet they’re nearby.”
“Of course they’re nearby.” Skip lowered the rifle. “Ran out the back and hid when they saw us coming. Probably in the woods. Or maybe even in that old tool shack over there. That’s what I love about hitting these country homes. Especially the ones with no neighbors. They have a gun or two that gives them a false sense of security. But when trouble shows up, they don’t have the balls—”
Six or seven gunshots fired in rapid order. They came from the right. Zane spun around, along with all four of his companions. Three more shots fired. Faint flashes could be seen in the mid-afternoon sunlight, betraying a rifle barrel sticking through the slightly-cracked door of the tool shed. It was obviously a semi-automatic weapon.
Zane needed no further urging to leave the premises. He took off running. As it turned out, his reaction wasn’t conceived in solitude. The others ran with him.
Only four of them made it back to the dirt road.
“Skip!” Tommy yelled.
Zane turned around and looked across the untended yard. The image of a man struggling to stand rose from the leaves. Behind him, the doors to the shed opened up. Two human figures emerged from it, one significantly shorter than the other. Both held firearms. They took unhurried steps towards the struggler.
Zane and his remaining companions all pulled their pistols. The other three began firing at the two who came out of the shed. Not Zane. He casually repositioned himself behind a tree.
That proved to be a smart move. One of the homesteaders returned fire with what could only be an assault rifle. Zane heard a ricochet whiz by after removing a chunk of bark from the tree he was behind. His companions then took shelter behind the other trees.
When the firing stopped, Zane stepped out into the open. He wasn’t sure why, but he never liked to be doing what everyone else was doing. He didn’t shoot. That seemed futile. He just watched. 
The two homesteaders methodically approached Skip, who had his butt in the air and was trying to crawl with three limbs. He had dropped the hunting rifle, and was no longer wearing his red bandana.
As the homesteaders came up behind him, the short one raised his weapon. Zane saw now that it was a shotgun. The weapon fired. Skip dropped flat and ceased moving. The one who fired bent down and picked up the hunting rifle.
Tommy shouted at them, his head poked out from behind his tree. “We’ll be back, you assholes!”
The one with the assault rifle answered with a splattering of bullets. Zane stepped back behind cover. The sound of slugs impacting into wood surrounded them. When the firing stopped again, Zane’s remaining three companions broke for the bikes. They managed to get ahold of them and run up the road partly around the bend, out of the line of fire.
Only Zane left. There was Skip’s Indian, parked right next to Zane’s newly-acquired Honda 1,000. He looked back and forth between them. Truth was, the Honda was a more comfortable ride. But there was something to be said for a more valuable status symbol. In the end, Zane decided to switch bikes for the second time today. Only there was still a lot of gas in the tank of the Honda.
The bikes were partially protected by trees. That was good enough. Zane transferred his small saddlebag to the Indian, then wheeled the Honda close to it and pulled out his siphoning tube.
The assault rifle resumed firing as Zane transferred the gas over, lifting the front end of the Honda high to elevate the gas tank in order to keep the siphon going. Most of the shots were either blocked by the trees or missed widely. Just before he finished, however, the rear tire of the Honda hissed loudly and went flat. 
That was too close. Zane dropped the Honda, climbed on the Indian and started it. He pulled up to his companions around the bend as the last shots fired behind him. They were all looking at him incredulously.
Tommy shook his head. “We need to be more careful. Except you, apparently, Savvy Savage.”
“When are you going to stop calling me that, Tommy?”
“Now. Our gang is getting too small. Let’s head over to the 71. I have some friends down that way, where we can probably spend the night.”
 
* * *
 
“You’re the one who waved, aren’t you?” one of them asked. He wore traditional black-stretchy cycling shorts and a helmet, like the rest of them.
Jenny smiled. “Guilty, as charged.”
“We didn’t see your pals there with you. They must have been behind the trees.”
“We were,” Clint said coming next to her.
The cyclist nodded. “Glad to see she isn’t travelling alone. Where y’all headed?”
“South.”
“Pueblo?”
“South.”
“I see. My name’s James. This is my brother Todd, and some friends of ours. We’re going to Pueblo. Started in Aurora early this morning.”
“Wow,” Jenny said. “Long ride.”
“Yeah. Logged about 60 miles so far. But Todd and I do this ride at least a couple times a year.”
“I’m Jenny. This is my husband Clint and our neighbor, Harold. We’re from Denver. Heading to La Junta, and then maybe on to our second home in Springfield.”
Clint elbowed her in the back. Jenny shot him a fearsome scowl. Clint knew he screwed up. The best thing was to leave her alone for a couple minutes, so he took his water bottle down to the lake to fill it.
The lake at the southern end of Clear Springs Ranch was pretty. Clint unscrewed the bottle, filled it, reattached the cap, and popped the straw up at the top. No need to squeeze this time, as the bottle was full. The first couple swallows were warm from the last of the old batch stuck in the filter. But then the cold water hit his mouth. It tasted good. He looked back up.
Jenny and Harold were talking with the other cyclists. Clint counted them. Seven. That’s a good-sized group. All men. A couple looked to be Harold’s age, but the rest, like James and Todd, were mid-to-late thirties. They seemed friendly enough. Then again, so did Barry and Shay.
“That’s a good water bottle,” James said when Clint returned. He held up the same one. “A million fills before the filter needs back-flushing, they say. Hopefully, the pandemic will be long over by then.”
Harold and Jenny went down to the lake to fill theirs.
James looked at the sky. “Going to try to make La Junta tonight? That’s awfully ambitious. And not safe to be riding after dark.”
“Dangerous enough riding by day now,” Todd added.
“What do you mean?” Clint asked.
Todd pointed northward. “There are stories of bandits along some of the roads, targeting anyone with a backpack. Not sure how much of that is unfounded—like the rumor about the sick people shutting down all the roads last night, that turned out to be ATM thieves. Still, even that incident is evidence of a growing criminal element. Are you guys …armed?”
Clint stared back. “Maybe. Are you?”
Todd smiled. “Same answer. Probably a wise one. But either way, I still wouldn’t ride after dusk.”
“Well,” Clint glanced at Jenny and Harold filling their bottles, “we figure on needing to find a safe place to camp for the night in the Pueblo area.”
“Then you should ride with us,” James said. 
Clint looked at their bicycles. “You’re on road bikes. We can’t possibly keep up.”
James laughed. “Believe me—we’ll be cruising these last twenty miles. And staying off the interstate, which I highly recommend. Too many crazies racing by on that. We know a better biking route, down the 501. A couple miles east, but a better road and a straight shot into town once we’re on it. Please join up with us.”
Harold consulted his map when he and Jenny came back. He agreed the 501 looked like a better way to go, given what James said about it. So, they all got moving again. Ten bicyclists banded together, heading for Pueblo. 
Once south of Clear Springs Ranch, they cut across the two-mile connecting road to the 501. Clint had to admit it felt better riding in a larger number. Other cyclists on the road must have felt the same way. It didn’t take long before they had even more company.
 




 
Chapter Twelve
 
 
“So you’re good with computers, then?” Todd asked.
“Wouldn’t be much of a programmer if I wasn’t.”
“No, I suppose not.” Todd seemed to be thinking about something. His legs stopped moving and he coasted for a ways with one hand at his side. Clint had to keep peddling in order to stay up with him, though.
“So what do you do?” Clint asked.
Todd smiled. “I’m an innkeeper. Kind of a family business.”
“In Aurora?”
“Right. We’ve closed it up, though—as is the case with most hotels for the time being. My brother and I are going to wait out the pandemic with our parents in Pueblo.”
Two cyclists who joined the convoy a few miles back rode up alongside Todd. One of them spoke.
“We’re going up ahead now. This pace is too slow for us. Thanks for letting us ride with you a while.”
“Sure,” Todd said. “Be careful.”
Those two then veered into the left lane, clicked into high gear, and raced up ahead of the pack. This was a repeated scene now on the southbound 501. More bicyclists were on this road than cars today. The occasional patch of abandoned vehicles they all had to weave through testified to the rising necessity of this form of travel. James’ group started off from Clear Springs Ranch ten-strong after recruiting Clint, Jenny, and Harold. That must have been attractive to the other riders who kept joining them, especially those going it solo. The cyclists who wanted to go faster would then eventually form smaller groups and break out ahead. Clint found it interesting how the convoy would expand and contract again in this manner. Safety in numbers. They were the biggest group on the highway, and thus the safest. At one point, their ranks swelled to over twenty.
A small band of intimidating motorcyclists sat at one of the crossroads. They watched the cyclists go by with what Clint thought was a little too much interest. Suddenly he was glad Harold made him practice assembling the breakdown rifle. Harold and Jenny carried the two handguns. Jenny never fired a semi-automatic pistol before, but Harold still thought it would be the best one for her, as it had less recoil than his .45 revolver. He gave her a quick lesson on loading the first bullet into the chamber when they were still under the trees, before they found their way to the lake and happened upon James, Todd, and friends.
The motorcycles from the crossroads passed the convoy about eight miles down the road. Clint was thankful for the slow pace. He wouldn’t be as comfortable now with only the three of them in their own isolated group.
Jenny and Harold rode ahead of Clint for the most part. They took turns chatting with James and one or two of the other riders as they progressed. Time passed quickly. Soon they came to the outskirts of Pueblo. Cyclists began breaking off there, going in their own direction. By the time they reached Santa Fe Drive in the main part of the city, the number in their convoy had whittled down to seven.
“What should we do?” Jenny asked Clint. “It’s late in the afternoon. I don’t want to ride any farther today. Maybe there’s a park here where people are camping out, like last night?”
Todd heard her and slowed alongside. “Why don’t you come with us for now? How would you guys like a hot meal?”
“Sounds lovely!” Jenny answered. “If you’re sure we’re not imposing.”
“No,” Todd said. “Maybe we can work out a trade.” He glanced at Clint. Clint in turn glanced at Harold.
Harold’s facial expression changed to one of concern. Clint didn’t blame him. So far, their “trading” experiences with strangers weren’t exactly gratifying. But, they had talked with James and Todd enough on the road to nearly graduate from stranger status—and since Jenny was so avid about the dinner offering, and they had no alternative plan at the moment, they followed along to at least see where Todd and James were going.
An inn. It turned out to be a nice little inn, nestled on a quiet street in the east part of town. Though the wooden signs spray-painted with the word “closed” hanging about the A-frame shaped building diminished some of its charm. 
“This is our Pueblo location,” Todd said. “It’s the original.”
“How many do you have?” Harold asked.
“Just two—this and the Aurora property. You can wheel your bikes inside with us.”
The front door of the inn opened. A man and woman who looked to be in their early sixties stepped outside.
“You made it!” The man said. The bulge in his Hawaiian shirt suggested that the food shortage had yet to affect him personally.
“Hey, Dad. Hi Mom!” Todd took his helmet off and brushed the top of his short black hair rapidly with his hand. James did the same, only his hair was longer and a much lighter color, more like his mom’s. They both went over to hug her. The two friends who were still with them greeted their parents as well. Obviously, they all knew each other. 
That’s when the mom and dad looked over at Clint, Jenny, and Harold.
“These are some friends we met along the way,” James explained. “Clint, Jenny, and their neighbor, Harold. From Denver, heading to La Junta.”
“Pleased to meet y’all,” the man said. “I’m Stephen Cole. This is my wife, Celia.” 
“I promised them dinner,” Todd said. “Clint’s a computer guy, so I thought he might be able to help you fix yours.”
Stephen turned sideways and extended his arm towards the front door. “In that case, welcome to the Hollow Trunk Inn. Hope you like pasta.”
 “Whatever you’re serving sounds wonderful,” Jenny said. “Better than nuts and beef jerky.”
Celia laughed and promised to serve some salad with dinner. That news especially excited Jenny. They all wheeled their bikes inside and stowed them, along with their backpacks, in a secured den behind the reception desk where guest luggage was usually held.
The Hollow Trunk Inn was a cozy place. It reminded Clint of the ski lodges in Aspen. They wandered into the front lounge where a fireplace, small bar, and wide screen television welcomed them. Despite the fact CNN was on, Clint was overjoyed at the opportunity to sink into a couch with Jenny while James, Todd, and their two friends got situated in their rooms. Harold milled about looking at pictures on the wall before finally sitting in a lounge chair.
“I can turn that up for you,” Stephen said walking in. “The power came back on half an hour ago. Goes out for three to four hours a couple times a day now. Glad we got it back before the President’s speech.”
James came into the room. “Can you put local news on, Dad?”
Stephen shook his head. “This is the local station. They shut down and directed their broadcasts over to CNN. Same thing is happening with all the network news shows. Watch.”
Stephen switched between all four network stations. Instead of local newscasters, the same broadcast was showing on each station—except for Fox, who was showing the Fox News station. The other three all deferred to CNN.
“Let’s watch Fox News then,” James said. “Just so we know big brother isn’t spoon-feeding us misinformation. God help us if we only have one news source left. We’ll be like North Korea soon.”
“Newspapers are still operating,” Stephen said. “All of them, far as I know. I find that admirable. What with the post office shutting down.”
“The U.S. Mail has stopped?” Jenny asked.
Stephen nodded. “Yes. By order of the CDC. Earlier today, Federal Express and UPS announced they’re doing the same thing. Until the CDC says the pandemic is controlled.”
“Wow. How do you send anything to anyone now?”
“You can’t. Unless it’s only a message. Then you can send it by internet—assuming the power is on. And assuming your confounded computer stays working.”
Clint noticed Stephen glance his way. 
“I can try to help you with your computer, if you’re having problems.”
“Well now I’d greatly appreciate that, partner. It’s in the office back here.”
Clint felt an alarming amount of muscle pain as he rose again to follow Stephen to the office. Twenty minutes later they both returned, smiling.
“That was fast,” Harold said. 
Clint shrugged. “Wasn’t a hardware problem, thankfully.”
Stephen walked behind the bar. “I’d offer you boys a beer, but they’re in short supply in Pueblo. Got plenty of scotch and wine if you’re interested.”
Jenny and James had a glass of wine while Clint, Harold, and Stephen sipped scotch on the rocks. It wasn’t a single-malt, but Clint found he had a great appreciation for it at the moment nevertheless. 
Several new people showed up in the lounge. They must be other unofficial guests of the inn. Everyone found a spot for watching the President’s speech. Stephen turned the volume up as the President came on the screen. He was sitting next to a fireplace.
“Fireside chat, huh?” Someone in the room said.
“Greetings Fellow Americans,” the President began. He launched into a speech that at first sounded similar to Congressman Bennett’s earlier today, urging Americans to help each other out during times of crisis, condemning selfish hoarding, and warning about the consequences of succumbing to criminal temptation. 
Clint’s mind drifted. He looked out a window and noticed it was sprinkling. The three of them weren’t carrying much wet weather gear. Camping in a park in the rain was a foreboding prospect. What were the odds the Coles had a spare room available, and would offer it to them tonight? If nothing else, maybe they would let them stay in the lounge. There were two good couches and several comfortable chairs here.
“…and that is why we’ve decided to completely stop all public air traffic until further notice,” the President said, reclaiming Clint’s attention. “I agree with the CDC that this has become a necessary inconvenience. Some trains and busses will continue to run for the time being, but interstate travel remains severely restricted. I’m asking all of you to curtail all unnecessary travel of all type. I appeal to our country’s CEO’s to please cease all travel requirements for all of your employees. Our best bet for defeating this thing is simply staying put—all of us. This is evident in that the disease has only spread to nineteen states. The two cases that popped up in Texas now, the latest state to join the list, appear to be isolated and contained, so we hope and pray for no further outbreak there.”
“It’s penetrated the Great Plains then,” Jenny mumbled. 
The President continued. “We’re also addressing the problem of power outages across our country. In many cases, these are caused by internal problems at the power companies, who are shorthanded and having trouble coordinating their allocations—but some blackouts have been reported as being due to sabotage by vandals and criminal opportunists. We’re allocating our military resources to come in and deal with the situation on all levels. Saboteurs of utilities and essential public works caught in the act may be shot on sight.”
Clint watched some people in the room recoil at the harsh words of the President while others, like Harold, reacted enthusiastically. 
The President attempted to end his speech on a positive note. He talked about the success of his new airdrop food distribution program, aided by local National Guardsmen and elected officials. Today was the first day, and untold millions were supposedly fed in large population centers across the country. The program would be expanded to more locations in the following days and weeks. Clint thought he was singing his own accolades a little too much, so allowed his attention to wander again. He could see others in the room also losing interest. It appeared to be raining harder now.
The President’s speech finished and the Fox News anchor desk returned to the screen. The newscasters were raring to go with reactionary comments.
“While the acting President may be looking at his food drop program through rose-colored glasses,” the anchorwoman said, “not everyone agrees. This was the scene at the Atlanta drop location today.”
The video clip showed unrestrained mobs rushing several crates that missed the target and landed in the crowd. The crates were ripped apart, people were trampled, fights broke out, the strong and fast ran off with armfuls of food while others lay bloody in the grass with nothing.
“And San Francisco,” the anchorwoman said. A similar scene repeated. They continued to show clips of upheaval in additional cities where the airdrops were not properly organized. Clint found he was handling it okay, until they showed the last location in Columbus, Ohio. That was too close to home, and drudged up memories of his father. He noticed he was hyperventilating. Jenny’s hand found his as soon as the Ohio scene came on the screen. She leaned over and whispered in his ear.
“Drink your scotch, honey.”
Clint took his eyes off the set and complied. The ice cubes in his glass rattled as he lifted it. He decided to finish it off in one go. It made him choke, but he did feel better.
Thankfully, the news broadcast went back to the anchor desk and changed subjects. An anchorman took over with a response to the President’s fireside chat.
“…he mentioned vandalism and criminal opportunism as causes for some of the rolling blackouts. At Fox News, we’ve been following stories of malicious attacks directed upon our society by some of its own citizens. Acts of incomprehensible hostility by those whose only intent seems to be to aid in the breakdown of modern civilization, seizing the opportunity to strike while the country is weak.”
“Unbelievable,” Jenny said.
“Too believable,” Harold commented. “Remember the anthrax mailings right after 9-11?”
“This was the scene of the Kentucky state capital building today. As you can see, the left wing is burning after local insurgents fire-bombed it. This is the fourth state capital building to suffer an attack. Fortunately, it’s been vacant for almost a week now, so no one was hurt. Such was not the case in Trainer, Pennsylvania, at this oil refinery. Three workers were killed when arsonists set off an explosion which set the refinery ablaze. The fire is not expected to come under control for another twelve hours. In Portland, Oregon, two city reservoirs have now tested positive for typhoid. The Environmental Protection Agency strongly suspects frighteningly sophisticated foul play there. Dozens of other occurrences of similar attacks on government buildings and utility providers are being reported daily. One of the more bizarre we’ve received is the account of a food delivery truck being destroyed by what is suspected to be bazooka fire near Carmel, Indiana. Lori?”
“Thanks, Ken. Today was the last day of school for the remaining open public schools in the thirty lower non-infected states. As most of you know, public schools have been closed in the infected states for nine days now. Being so close to the end of the school year, students were given full credit for completion of their current grade level. Most college and university campuses have now also closed. And here we have a live shot of the last casino on the Las Vegas Strip escorting its customers out before closing its doors. When asked why they held out so long, the Casino Manager of Planet Hollywood simply responded, “Someone had to be last.” Gamblers still looking for action will have to go to one of the dozen or so smaller off-strip casinos still in operation. But don’t hold out much hope for a free shrimp cocktail or $2 hotdog. The restaurants and yes, Ken, even the buffets are all shut down.”
“Oh,” Ken said. “Not the buffets. We turn now to our nightly coverage of big-city rioting. For the third straight day, Detroit earns the dishonorable place at the top of the list for worst cases of civil unrest, despite the fact military and police forces have now fatally shot more than two dozen looters and rioters there. Some find this remarkable, since Michigan remains an uninfected state.”
“They must just like rioting,” Jenny said. She looked at Clint. “You okay?”
“Yeah.” Clint nodded. “Fine.” It was true. The scene in Detroit wasn’t bothersome at all. That seemed a world away from the lounge of the Hollow Trunk Inn.
“And for the second day in a row, Los Angeles comes in at the second spot.” The scene changed to riots in the downtown L.A. area.
“Them too,” Harold said. “I remember seeing interviews of idiots they arrested during the Lakers riots there, who didn’t even know the Lakers played that night.”
“I remember,” Clint said. “That was a great game seven against Boston in 2010.”
Jenny looked at Clint. “I remember that game, too. You were snoring even louder than normal on the couch.”
Clint decided to stand up at her insolent comment. His weak legs screamed in protest. One of them buckled and he had to grab the side of the couch to keep from falling back.
“You okay, honey?”
“Yes. Think I need to move around some.”
“Me too,” Harold said. “Keeps the muscles loose.” He walked with Clint—slowly—to the breakfast nook area. As they did, the smell of hot food met Clint’s nostrils. Celia came around the buffet station when she saw them.
“I was just coming to announce dinner,” she said. 
Five minutes later, everyone in the lounge was lined up at the buffet. There was a huge vat of spaghetti mixed with sauce, breadsticks, and, to Jenny’s delight, a big bowl of iceberg lettuce tossed with oil and red cabbage. A hand sanitizer dispenser placed at the end of the line was a nice touch.
The simple meal tasted better than Clint ever could have imagined. He was already halfway done with his plate when Celia sat down at their table.
“I hear you’re the genius who fixed our computer.”
“It was easy,” Clint said with his mouth full.
Stephen appeared behind Celia. “Well that makes me feel stupid.” He sat down next to her.
“I …I didn’t mean…”
Stephen laughed. “Only kidding, partner. Sorry the juice and soda dispensers are empty. Our deliveries stopped more than a week ago. So, we’ll have to rough it with water.”
“Speaking of that,” Jenny said, “we still need a place to stay tonight. And it’s raining now.”
Jenny allowed an uncomfortably long moment of silence to elapse before continuing.
“Last night we camped in a city park with a bunch of other travelers. Do you know of anything like that happening in this town?”
Stephen assumed a thoughtful pose. “Pretty sure a similar situation is taking place at the lake park. That’s on the far west side of town.”
Jenny nodded. “Thanks. I hope you don’t mind if we stay here a while longer? Hopefully, the rain will let up.”
Stephen returned the nod. “Of course.”
“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Celia said. “Just give them one of the Juergens’ rooms, Stephen.”
“What about the Juergens?” Stephen asked.
“They’re overdue. If they show up, we’ll pack them all into one room for the night.”
“Okay,” Stephen said. “You’re right. I should have thought of that. Let me go get the register.” Stephen stood up and left his plate of pasta.
Celia shook her head. “Register, honestly. That man is hard to break from his habits.”
Clint, Jenny, and Harold fell all over themselves expressing their gratitude.
 “Well, you’re such nice folks. I’m happy to welcome you into our temporary expanded family, as long as we have the room.”
 




 
Chapter Thirteen
 
 
The room was small, but that wasn’t the problem. Harold snored, but that wasn’t the problem, either. Neither was it a problem having to share the bathroom.
No, the problem occurred the next morning when Clint tried to stand. His legs simply didn’t work. They had become two big rubber noodles that only knew how to emit pain.
“You need to soak in the bathtub a while,” Jenny said. “In hot water—as hot as you can stand it.”
Harold helped get him to the tub, then left to go downstairs. Jenny stayed behind to help him finish undressing and get the tub filled. That’s when the day’s first power outage occurred.
Jenny only laughed. “It’s kind of romantic. Hope Harold took the stairs. We still have hot water.”
“Why is it you always want to get romantic when I’m completely incapacitated?”
“I guess it’s just safer. You want me to fetch a flashlight?”
“No, don’t bother. There’s enough light coming through the window. Is it still raining?”
“Yes. Sure hope the Juergens don’t show up today, either. Doesn’t look like you can walk, much less ride.”
“In that case, I think you should go down and offer to help Celia. You know, see if you can work to earn our keep.”
Jenny stood up. “So much for romance.”
She left Clint alone after making him promise to stay in the tub a while. That was an easy promise to make. Clint wasn’t sure he could get out of it without help. 
Bike riding. Maybe he shouldn’t have let so many years go by without touching his feet to pedals. This was going to be the most embarrassing day of his life, whatever the outcome. And Jenny was right. Biking to La Junta wasn’t on his immediate itinerary, regardless of how much willpower his brain directed to the task. The body could throw up restrictions as it saw fit.
Jenny returned in forty minutes with a breakfast plate, scrambled eggs and toast. Clint ate in the tub. Jenny then assisted him in getting out. The soaking helped enough to allow him to get back to the bed on only Jenny’s strength. This wasn’t good. But he sent Jenny back down to the kitchen to help with cleaning, or whatever else the Coles could find to use her for. 
He didn’t see her again for six hours. Not because she didn’t come back to the room. Clint simply slept most of the day away. His body demanded restitution for yesterday. Twice when he woke he tried to call Jake from his cell phone, now fully recharged and getting a two-bar signal in the room. All Clint got were messages from the service provider that the system was overloaded.
Late in the afternoon, Jenny brought two buckets of ice up. Clint sat in the tub icing his legs for half an hour, then switched to the hot water again. The result was encouraging. He found he could make it downstairs, where he sat on the couch for a while. A local newspaper with today’s date was a welcome find there, even if it was riffled and mostly disassembled. Clint must have been the last person at the inn to attempt to read it.
No stories about bandits on the roads. Good. The rain was supposed to clear out later tonight. Sometimes you have to make do with any good news you can find.
“How you feeling, partner?”
Clint looked up from the comics section to find Stephen Cole looming above him.
“Not sure what’s hurts worse,” Clint said. “My pride or my legs.”
“Well, pride ain’t worth a dang, anyhow. You know your wife’s as handy as she is pretty. Celia might try to keep her here with us. Let me get you a glass of scotch. Been known to do wonders.”
“I’ll try anything, thanks.”
Dinner was served a short while later. Spaghetti again, this time with meat sauce. Jenny brought a plate to the couch for Clint, along with the good news that they could have the room for another night. Harold, who sat in the lounge and read his book most of the evening, came up to the room later with even better news. The Juergens never arrived, so they were letting him have the final room for the night. He took his bag and departed, providing Clint and Jenny with some much appreciated alone time.
The next day, Clint could walk better. He still had trepidation about riding, though. As it turned out, he didn’t have to. The Coles offered them at least one room again for the third night. If the Juergens failed to show again, they could have both.
The sun was out today. Clint strolled outside for a short walk. Needed to get those muscles loose again. This really was a nice part of town, out in the eastern suburbs. Spring flowers opened, birds sang.
Bird-chirping wasn’t the only noise. The unmistakable sound of gunshots popped from nearby. They weren’t ominous, though. Too continuous and methodical, like a firing range.
Clint wandered around the inn in the direction of the gunfire. A garage door was open on that side. Harold and Stephen stood talking inside the garage. Stephen held what appeared to be a shotgun. When he saw Clint he waved. Clint took that as invitation enough to join them.
“…owned this thing for ten years now and never fired it. Used to keep it behind the front counter for protection. But, since we’ve never even had a lick of trouble, it eventually got put in storage. I think time’s come to put it back on the duty roster.”
“You need to fire it,” Harold said, “and get comfortable with its operation. That’s a decent 12-gauge and should serve you well, if used properly.”
“What do you say to giving an old coot like me a lesson?”
Harold lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “That would be my honor and privilege, sir. The least I can do, after all you’ve done for us.”
“Going to fire that here?” Clint asked.
Stephen shook his head. “No.” He pointed with his thumb in the direction of the gunfire. “Over at Parker’s place. He’s got himself a little shooting gallery set up on the six acres behind his house, against the Arkansas River. Nothing behind that gulch but rock, so don’t need to worry about the strays. Lots of town folk like me been going over there to get reacquainted with their firearms—weather permitting, of course. Pueblo has some of the more liberal discharge laws in our state.”
“What kind of shells do you have?” Harold asked.
“Just buckshot.”
“That will do nicely.”
“Let me grab a box and we can get going.” Stephen walked to a cabinet in the back of the garage.
Clint decided a five block walk might be pushing things, so he went back inside and sat in the lounge. CNN was on.
“Prisons,” the anchorwoman said. “This might not be something many of us have thought about. How are those incarcerated in our state and federal prisons coping with the national emergency? Better than many of our free citizens, it turns out. We take you now to our correspondent Michael Buckley, who’s visiting the state penitentiary in Lincoln, Nebraska.”
 
* * *
 
“I don’t like the yelling,” Tommy said. “Hurts my ears, and might be heard a ways off.”
Zane looked around the dirt yard before answering.
“Well there ain’t no neighbors. We cut the phone line, and there sure as hell isn’t a cell tower around here. We haven’t seen anyone for miles. This house is so far out in the sticks, they probably thought no one would ever find them. And I doubt your ears could get hurt through that thick hair. How is it the yelling bothers you, but not the gunshots?”
One of the residents shouted again. Seconds later, another shotgun blast came through the open window. It was too far away to worry about, obviously a desperate effort to scare them off. In reality, it had the opposite effect. A shotgun, with a corresponding supply of shells, was a desirable acquisition. As the residents were about to discover, having only one home defense weapon wasn’t enough to be able to defend the home defense weapon.
Zane signaled the two by the barn to circle around from behind. He gave the same signal to the three on the right side. They all did as his finger instructed. It felt weird for Zane to be directing things, but not too weird. He and Tommy were the ones with the best vantage point. Tommy didn’t seem to have any aspirations for being in charge, though—and someone needed to take the initiative. 
“We’ll take the front,” Zane said.
“Of course.” Tommy laughed. “After you.”
The two of them carefully came up on either side of the full-length wooden porch. Zane watched the open window. Sure enough, the shotgun barrel peeked through again. Zane bolted for the side of the house. The shotgun fired. Zane’s calf stung as he jumped up on the porch from the far side. One of the pellets must have gotten him.
Tommy returned fire from the right. Only one shot, but a good one. The window pane broke. The shotgun barrel retreated amidst the falling glass. Tommy hopped up on the extreme opposite side of the porch.
Zane decided it was time to communicate.
“There’s two of us on the porch now,” he shouted. “We’re on opposite sides. If you stick that gun barrel anywhere near the window opening again, at least one of us will see you and shoot.”
“Why the hell did you tell them that?” Tommy said.
“See?” Zane continued. “He’s there, I’m here. Take your pick if you want another shot at us. But the other one will get you.”
After a short pause, someone answered.
“Go away, you bastards! We got nothing here!”
Now Zane was getting somewhere.
“We’re only interested in what’s in the barn,” he replied. “You’ve got it all locked up tight. Done a real good job at that, too. Tough lock. Don’t want to waste any bullets trying to shoot through it, ‘cause then the key might not work, either.”
“Nothing in the barn, either! Go away!”
Zane lowered his voice an octave. “Mister, you and I will get along a whole lot better if you’ll be truthful. All we want is someone to come out and open the barn. Then they can go back inside with you. Do that and we’ll be off your property within the hour.”
A long moment of silence ensued. Tommy opened his mouth once as if to say something, but Zane stopped him with a shushing motion. Finally, the voice inside responded.
“Here, dammit!” 
A key ring flew out the window, bounced off the porch, and landed in the dirt beyond.
“That’s no good,” Zane said. “It landed right where you can shoot me if I try to get it.”
“I ain’t gonna shoot! Take what you will and leave!”
“Sorry, mister. Somebody’s got to come out and open the door for us. Otherwise, how do we know you won’t shoot the one with the key?”
Another minute passed.
“All right, dammit! My boy’s coming out. He’s unarmed. Just a boy! He’s gonna open the barn for you. But I want you off my porch first—both you bastards! Where I can see you! Then he’ll come out. Then I’m gonna stick my gun out the window again. I ain’t gonna shoot unless you try to hurt my boy. All right?”
Tommy shook his head at Zane. Zane nodded back at him. Tommy threw his hands in the air in exasperation.
“It’s a deal. We’re going to step off the porch now and walk back into view a little ways beyond it. You fire another shot and we’ll burn you alive in there, you understand?”
“Yeah, yeah, I understand. Let’s get this over with.”
Zane signaled Tommy and they both withdrew. They stayed out of direct view of the window until they were about thirty yards back and then came together in one spot and stood.
The front door creaked open. Just a crack. It held there a few seconds.
“Watch for a barrel coming out that crack,” Tommy said.
“Not gonna happen, Tommy. We got them.”
As predicted, the door widened and a boy of about twelve years old came out. He closed it behind him, came down the steps and started looking around on the ground. The shotgun barrel reappeared through the broken window. Zane could now see the white hair of a man behind it as well.
“Over here!” Zane yelled. 
The boy looked up. He saw where Zane’s finger was pointing and followed it to the keys. Two minutes later, they all stood at the door of the barn—the boy, Zane, Tommy, and the two who had gone around the left side and now came back. That left three of Zane’s gang still back behind the house somewhere.
The boy was understandably nervous as he fiddled with the key. But the lock eventually opened. The boy turned to go back to the house. Zane’s hand on his shoulder stopped him. 
The boy looked up. “Please, mister…”
“Give us a tour first,” Zane said.
The boy looked back to the house as Tommy removed the lock. Tommy and one of the others then opened the barn doors.
“You all right Jimmie?” the man yelled from the house.
“Yeah, pop. They’re not letting me come back right away.”
“Why not? I’ve got my gun aimed at you bastards. Did what you asked.”
“He’s just going to show us what’s inside,” Zane yelled. “Take a minute.”
Zane ignored the father’s resulting curses while leading Jimmie into the barn. 
Jimmie pointed to the green Ford Explorer on the left. “That’s my pop’s car.”
“Nice,” Tommy said. “Any gas in it?”
“Probably. And those are our ATV’s.” He pointed to the right side. “I know both those have gas, ’cause I filled them myself the other day.”
“Where’s the gas can?” 
“Over there.”
“What’s that big metal thing in the corner?” Zane asked.
Jimmie shrugged. “Only an old tank.”
“I know what this is,” one of Zane’s gang said. He was the tall skinny guy. Zane kept forgetting his name and just decided to think of him as Skinny. 
“It’s a still,” Skinny said feeling the tank. “My cousin has one.”
Tommy laughed. “No wonder they live so far out in the woods. All right, Jimmie. Time to go back.” He looked to Zane for approval first. Zane nodded and left the barn with Tommy and Jimmie. The three of them headed back across the yard.
But the other three gang members were now standing flat against the wall of the house on the porch. One of them was inching his way towards the gun barrel in the window.
“Hey!” Jimmie said. He looked up at Zane.
“Quiet, Jimmie. Let me handle this.”
Zane was about to whistle and call the dogs off when Jimmie yelled.
“Pop! Watch out!”
The head with the white hair came further out the window, turned from side to side, then swung the barrel towards the closest intruder. But he was too slow. The intruder grabbed the shotgun by the barrel and held it in place. It fired in the air. Another gang member then stepped in front, aimed his pistol through the window, and fired twice.
“Pop!” Jimmie yelled.
A female voice screamed from inside the house. “You savages!”
The one holding the gun barrel went back into a struggle with it. The one who just fired the shots through the window then fired two more. No more struggle. The shotgun came completely out the window.
“Mom!” Jimmie yelled. He turned and grabbed at Zane’s pistol. Zane wasn’t ready for it. The kid almost had it pointed back at Zane when another shot fired. Jimmie was thrown forward to the ground. He moved no more.
Tommy shrugged as a faint wisp of smoke rose from the barrel of his revolver. “Poor kid.”
“Right,” Zane said. “We better check out the house.”
The former residents ended up having a disappointingly short supply of shells for the shotgun. Unless there were more hidden somewhere. But there was an impressive stock of non-perishable food in the house.
The real score, however, was in the barn. And it wasn’t the truck or the ATV’s. It was what was inside the still.
“Gas?” Zane asked when they had all re-gathered there. “Are you sure?”
“Positive,” Skinny said. “And it’s nearly full. This is the score of the century. We have a new car and enough gas for it and all our bikes to last maybe a year.”
“Wow!” Everyone began slapping hands and laughing. One guy pulled out a joint. Zane kept forgetting his name, too—so decided to refer to him as Stoner.
“Don’t light that in here,” Zane said.
Stoner glared in response, but then looked back at the still and laughed. “Yeah, man. We might get really high. Kaboom. What should we do with the bodies?”
Zane scratched his goatee. “We have enough gas. Give them a good dousing, and burn them in a shallow grave before covering it.”
Stoner took the joint out of his mouth and looked around at everybody before making eye contact with Zane again. 
“So, like, you’re in charge, now?”
“Didn’t say that. You asked for a suggestion and I gave one. Why does anyone need to be in charge? We all get an equal share, right?”
Most of them responded positively. A couple grumbled.
“Tommy, what do you think?” Stoner asked.
Tommy stepped closer to Zane. “Whatever Zane says is good with me.”
Several of them muttered agreements.
“All right,” Stoner said. “All right. I’ll look for a shovel. Somebody grab that gas can.”
Zane and Tommy left the barn.
“Did you hear what the woman called us?” Tommy said.
“What?”
“Savages.” 
Zane only stared back at the smirk on Tommy’s face.
 




 
Chapter Fourteen
 
 
“Hard to believe we’ve been here four nights,” Clint said.
“You’re welcome to stay over again,” Celia replied. “Seeing as our other expected guests are MIA.”
“We greatly appreciate that offer. But I’m unable to get in contact with my brother, and need to make sure he’s okay.”
“I understand, sweetie.”
“Of course we understand,” James said glancing at Todd. “And wish you the best of luck in finding him.”
“Thanks. So how should we settle our bill? I have a credit and a debit card, but only a little cash. The power is on right now…”
“Credit cards don’t work,” Todd said from across the room. “Not from any of the major banks, anyway. They’ve turned them all off.”
“I didn’t know that.” Clint opened his wallet again and switched cards. “This one’s debit.” 
Harold stepped forward and opened his wallet as well.
Celia shook her head. “Oh, don’t worry about it.” She smiled at Jenny. “You folks have earned your keep.”
“You sure?” Clint asked.
“Wouldn’t know what to charge you,” Stephen said coming out of the office.
“Whatever the standard room rate is would be fine,” Jenny answered.
Stephen laughed. “I’d have to recalculate that, darling. God only knows how. That’s why all the businesses are closed. Don’t know what money’s worth anymore. Heck, when we were at Parker’s range the other day someone was selling tins of peanuts for $200 each. Saw somebody actually buy one, too. No, you folks have blessed us. My computer’s working again, the kitchen’s cleaner than it’s ever been, and I even learned how to properly handle ole’ Betsy here. Sorry to see y’all go. Be sure to stop by whenever you’re coming through town.”
“Yes,” Celia added. “You’ll always be welcome at the Hollow Trunk.”
“In Aurora, too,” James chimed in. “If things get back to normal. I mean when...”
After saying their final goodbyes, Jenny wiped the tears from her eyes and the three of them got moving. It felt strange to resume the journey after an unanticipated four-day delay. The roads had all dried by now, and Clint’s legs were in good shape. He had even taken a short spin around the city streets yesterday.
The land plots became bigger as they rode eastward out of town. Many were full of vibrant green crops—chili peppers mostly, but there was also an occasional corn field. Every block consisted of two or three mini-farms that stretched in depth all the way back to the next block. Pueblo is famous for its chilies of all types, and there was no shortage of them growing this year. 
Several military vehicles were parked at one of the smaller lots. A handful of soldiers stood in the front yard talking with the farmer. The farmer seemed upset, judging by his animated arm motions. It reminded Clint of the scene at the jewelry store in Colorado Springs.
This was a nice area. Clint found himself wishing his second home was here, just east of Pueblo. But he knew the hunting was better down his way.
Santa Fe Drive eventually took them on a wide arc through a dry gorge before turning into Business Loop 50. Then there was another town, the small community of Avondale, before the business loop dumped them onto the main highway again. Back to navigating past abandoned vehicles and darting out of the path of an occasional crazy driver. The conspicuous absence of state troopers on the highway was discouraging, but the winding Arkansas River on the left provided pleasant scenery.
They only advanced a couple of miles farther before incurring the first flat tire of the trip. Jenny’s back wheel hissed its death song and then she was on rubber and rim.
 “Here’s a good spot off the road where we can fix it,” Harold said. “Only a few yards from the pullout, down this little trail.”
Harold was handy with the tube patching kit. He found the leak and had a patch glued on within a matter of minutes. As he squatted there holding it, a voice suddenly spoke from above.
“Flat tire?”
Startled, Clint turned around. A twenty-something year old male, holding what looked like a school book pack, stood over them on the pullout.
“Yes. We got it, though.”
“Need any help?” He began walking down the short trail towards them.
“Clint, come hold this,” Harold said.
Clint did as Harold said, grabbing hold of the patch on the tube and squeezing it tight. Harold let go and picked up his backpack.
“No,” Harold said to the kid. “We don’t need any help. Have it patched already. Thanks, anyway.”
“Just trying to be part of the solution,” the kid said. “Here, please take this.” He lifted his hand. It held a piece of paper. Harold reacted only by unzipping his pack and burying his hand in it. The kid looked back and forth between them all and moved his hand towards Jenny.
Jenny took the paper. “Thanks.”
“Great,” the kid said. “Are you headed east?”
“What does it matter to you?” Harold asked.
“Being careful, I see. That’s probably smart. Well, I only wanted to tell you there’s a couple bears on the highway if you’re going east, about four or five miles from here. Rummaging through abandoned cars. Appear to be in a grumpy mood, too.”
“Thanks!” Jenny said. “Thanks a lot.”
“Yes.” Harold relaxed and took his hand out of his pack. “That’s useful information. Much obliged.”
“We all need to help each other out. You guys take care. And remember to help someone else out today. Be part of the solution!”
He climbed back up the trail and vanished beyond the bank.
A few minutes later, Jenny’s tire was inflated again. They all wheeled their bikes back up onto the highway.
“Where’d the kid go?” Harold asked.
“I see him.” Clint pointed west. “Up the road a ways. Pretty sure that’s him. Walks fast.”
“What was that he gave you?” Harold asked Jenny.
Jenny read the flyer and laughed. “It’s a partial reprint of Congressman Bennett’s speech in Colorado Springs last week. Along with some propaganda about people helping people in times of trouble. There’s a logo at the bottom—some group calling themselves the ‘Solution Crusaders.’”
“You’ve got to be kidding,” Clint said.
“No. Here.” She handed him the flyer.
“Guess we can trust his report then,” Harold said. He looked at his map. “Glad we found out before we went any farther. We can cross the river on a small road a mile or so up ahead, go over to Boone, and then take the 96 on the other side for a ways. Figures to be less traveled, too.”
“Sounds better than navigating past grumpy bears.” Jenny climbed on her bike. “I’m ready.”
Clint found he liked the road on the north side of the river, despite it being a couple miles out of the way. After leaving the small town of Boone behind, abandoned cars became a relatively rare obstruction over here. And they encountered no live traffic at all, save for the occasional cyclist blowing by them from one direction or the other. Clint also found he was enjoying the view of the river more from this side.
After about six miles, Harold found another small road that crossed back to the south side. They should be past the bears by now, if the crusader kid’s estimate was accurate.
“I’d still rather not get back on the main highway, if possible,” Clint said.
They stopped. Harold consulted his map.
“Looks like I can keep us on side roads all the way through Fowler if we want.”
“Good. Let’s do that.”
So they stayed off the highway for a while. It was less direct, but the rural roads were enjoyable to ride on.
Until Jenny’s tire went flat again.
“Honey, are you keeping your eyes on the road, and steering around debris and small objects?”
“I think I am.” Jenny looked a little sheepish. “My eyes aren’t as good as yours, though. Maybe you should ride in front.”
“Maybe it’s the same puncture,” Harold said, “and I didn’t patch it good enough before. Got distracted by the kid with the flyers. Let me see if I can do a better job this time.”
“Looks like another kid is coming this time, too,” Jenny said. 
Clint and Harold lifted their heads. This area was mostly dirt and rock, and a ways between towns. The only thing for miles around was another young man with a school-looking backpack approaching, a couple hundred yards up the street.
“I’ll keep an eye on him,” Clint said taking his backpack off. “He doesn’t look dangerous. You just fix the flat.”
“All right.” Harold dropped his pack, turned Jenny’s bike upside down, and went to work.
The stranger seemed to pick up his pace. By the time Harold had the source of the new leak identified, he had reached them. Following Harold’s prior example, Clint opened his pack and held his hand inside—although he wouldn’t have time to put the papoose together if there was any trouble. He didn’t think he needed to worry about it. This kid looked a lot like the previous one. Clean cut.
“You folks need any assistance?”
“No thanks,” Clint said.
“You sure? I’d love to help. Helping people is what we all need to be doing now. Being—”
“Part of the solution, I know. It’s nice of you to offer, but fixing a flat really is a one-man job.”
“Well, please let me give you something.”
“We already have a Solution Crusaders flyer, thanks.”
The kid stuck his hand in his pack. “In that case, you can give me something.” His hand reappeared, this time holding a revolver.
Clint was caught off guard.
 “What do you want?”
“I’ll start with that backpack. Toss it near my feet, please.” The kid suddenly pointed the gun to Clint’s left. “Hold it, sir. You’re better off continuing to fix that flat. But as long as you’re up, I’ll take that bag, too.”
“Oh, come on,” Jenny said. “You’re too young to be—”
“Yours too, ma’am. I want all your packs thrown over to me, now.”
“We don’t have anything of value,” Harold said.
“I’ll be the judge of that. The packs. Now.”
Clint and Harold looked at each other—until the gun fired. Then they looked back at the kid. A loud pop followed the sound of the gunshot.
“Now you have two flat tires to fix. If I don’t get these bags from you in three seconds, there’ll be a heck of a lot more that needs fixing—and I doubt you have the skills.”
“Easy there,” Harold said. “Take it easy.”
“Here.” Clint threw the young robber his backpack. It landed next to his Nike Air Jordan sneakers.
“Now yours, old man.”
“Can I please get something out of it first?”
The gun fired again, this time right through Harold’s pack.
“No. Toss it here. Now.”
Harold slowly picked up his pack. Clint saw a look of disgust on his face before he surrendered it. Clint knew what that was. Harold was terribly disappointed in himself.
“Hey!” The kid pointed the gun at Jenny. “What are you doing?”
“Getting my makeup bag.” She had the pack open and her hand inside.
“No!” Just give me the bag—all of it!”
Jenny glared at him. “I’m getting my damn makeup bag first!” She pulled out the small vinyl bag that Clint and Harold knew held the 9-millimeter semi-automatic. With her other hand, she swung the pack backwards and then tossed it. It fell significantly short.
The kid looked at her pack three yards away from him, scowled, and raised his arm with the gun towards Jenny. “I told you—”
Clint lunged for the kid’s gun hand. He grabbed ahold of it in an upward motion, raising the weapon. It fired again, into the air this time. A wrestle for control commenced. They moved left and stumbled over one of the packs. Out of the corner of Clint’s eye, he saw Harold coming towards then.
But another gunshot fired first. The kid yelled in pain and fell backwards. Unfortunately, the pistol went with him. Lying on his back with a bleeding hole in his thigh, he looked up at Clint with unrestrained hatred and raised his arm. But not before another shot fired into his shoulder. The arm with the gun went back down. Clint scrambled and managed to get ahold of it again, easily removing it from his grip this time. The kid winced in pain.
“I’ll kill you!” he shouted. “I’ll kill all of you! You messed with the wrong guy!”
“Dammit!” Harold said. “What the hell is wrong with you, robbing people? Were you seriously going to shoot the woman?” He picked up his and Jenny’s packs and walked to Jenny. “Good work. Nice shooting.”
The kid on the ground lowered his voice and in a cool, deliberate tone said, “I’m gonna find out who you are, and then you’re dead. All of you.”
Clint picked up his own bag with his free hand, looked at Harold, and motioned back towards the would-be robber with the kid’s own pistol.
“What should we do about him?”
The kid let a barrage of curses fly, the fluctuations in his voice now being influenced by obvious pain.
Harold stepped over. “The way that leg is bleeding, it might be more humane to finish him off.”
“No!” Jenny said. “Let’s get out of here. I want to go.”
Harold looked at her bicycle, still upside down. 
“There’s no fixing your front tire. He shot it through. It’s completely blown.”
“There’s a town a few miles up ahead,” Clint said.
Harold turned in that direction. “Fowler, yes.”
“We can walk the bikes there. Maybe try to find someone who has a tire for sale or trade.”
“Not bloody likely.”
“Please,” Jenny said. “I just want to go.” 
“We’re down one bike now, honey. We’ll have to walk.”
“Whatever. Let’s goooooo already.”
“I say we leave it,” Harold said. “Maybe you can ride her on the handlebars.”
“All the way to La Junta?”
“We can take turns. Beats walking there.”
Clint thought for a moment. “I guess you’re right. When we get to town we can report this, to send police and an ambulance.”
Harold looked back at the injured crook. “Do that, and two things might happen. First, we’re likely to get seriously delayed in Fowler, for who knows how long while they investigate the incident. Second, this guy will be able to learn our identity rather easily after that.”
“I don’t know if I’m okay with leaving him here to bleed to death,” Clint said.
“All right. I’ll try to make a tourniquet.”
Harold proceeded to remove the inner tube from the shot-out front tire. He cut it with his pocket knife and approached the kid on the ground, who only cursed and spit on him. Harold ignored him and wrapped the tube around his upper thigh, stretching it tight before each wrap and pushing the kid’s leg down with his boot. The kid screamed in pain each time. Finally, Harold had Clint come over and press it down while he tied it off. 
“That’s about as good as we can do. It’s not great, but I can see it has already reduced the bleeding. Might be enough to let it clot.”
They left him there on the roadside with his curses and continued pledges of fatal recompense. Harold managed to tie Jenny’s pack securely across his handlebars, so Jenny could sit on Clint’s handlebars unhindered. In such fashion they rode on. It was slower going, especially at first while Clint gained confidence in his balance with Jenny on the bars. But it worked. Jenny said nothing for several miles. When she finally spoke, her words surprised Clint.
“This reminds me of my first date, in eighth grade. With Matt Formont. He rode me on his handlebars to the Dairy Queen. Then to a park afterwards.” She chuckled. “If I had a gun back then, I might have shot him that night, too.”
 




 
Chapter Fifteen
 
 
“I have a dial tone on this one,” Clint said.
“All right. Go ahead.” Harold looked at Jenny. “There was nothing on your bike that could identify you, right?”
“I don’t think so. Only my fingerprints.”
Harold laughed. “I wouldn’t worry about that. You didn’t do anything wrong. If I was the one who got him, we’d be calling the morgue, not an ambulance—and I wouldn’t be concerned about it at all.”
Clint dialed 911 on the pay phone.
“Hi. I want to report an injured bicyclist I saw on the side of the road.” Pause. “On Garnett Road, four or five miles west of Fowler.” Pause. “A block or two east of 64th Lane, I think. Yes, he looked hurt. Yes, I saw him moving and heard him talking. No, I didn’t witness the accident.” Pause. “No, I didn’t stop. Kept going until I found a phone. He looks badly hurt.” Pause. “No. I don’t know him, don’t know who he is, and wasn’t involved. Just saw him there, hurt, next to a banged-up bicycle. I think he needs an ambulance. That’s all. Thank you.”
Clint hung up. “They wanted me to hold, and were going to ask me a bunch more questions. But they said they would try to get an emergency response vehicle there, if they could. Wow. If you can’t even count on getting ambulances any more, I’d say society has officially crashed.”
“I can’t believe somebody smashed that emergency call box on the highway,” Jenny said.
Harold climbed off his bike. “Things are getting hairier, that’s for sure. I’ll ride you a while. At least we have another handgun now. Snub-nose thirty-eight. Only three bullets, though—at least until we get to Jake’s. Isn’t that the gun you’re practiced with, Jenny?”
“Yes, but please don’t ask me to touch that thing. Besides, I kind of like the one you gave me.”
“I thought you might. That Glock is good protection, and easy to use—which is why undercover cops carry it.” Harold grabbed ahold of Clint’s handlebar.
“Oh, you want to trade bikes?” Clint asked.
 “That’ll be easiest, since I have her pack latched on to my bars so well.”
“Let’s stay on the main highway this time,” Jenny said.
“Way ahead of you there. Ready?”
They left the payphone and made their way through the streets of Fowler back to Highway 50. The fields surrounding this town were even more agricultural than those in East Pueblo. The ratio of corn to peppers was higher, but this was also the beginning of the melon fields. The farther east they rode from here, the more of those they would see. Little beige cannonballs sitting peacefully under large flat vine leaves stretching out for miles. More often than not, workers were in the fields tending them, as melons of all types are a labor-intensive crop. At least some people still had jobs. By the Fourth of July, the first harvests would be in and locals would be lined up for them. This year, those crowds figured to be much larger than normal—assuming the farmers selling direct to the public would still be accepting U.S. currency. That was up in the air at the moment. Clint mused at the thought of people lined up with chickens, deer meat, boxes of ammunition, and maybe even bicycle parts looking to trade for melons. But the way things were going, that comical scene might be exactly what unfolds six weeks from now.
Highway 50 had a wide, well-paved shoulder east of Fowler. An additional dirt shoulder extended even further in many places, which was convenient for getting out the way of the few cars that passed. Clint noticed those were becoming rarer, and was glad for it. He stayed behind Harold and kept an eye on him—though the truth was Harold was doing at least as good of job as Clint in carrying Jenny. What a way to travel.
They switched bikes every couple of miles. Harold had just started his second shift, a short ways past the small town of Manzanola, when he abruptly stopped, causing Jenny to hop off.
“Too tired?” Clint asked coming alongside him. “Want me to keep riding her a while?”
“No,” Harold said. “Look.” He pointed ahead.
Clint saw them now: a sizeable group of pedestrians on the highway, walking towards them on the westbound shoulder.
“I’d like to be more prepared when people approach us,” Harold said. “Let’s walk past them.”
“Good idea.” Jenny rubbed her butt. “I could use a longer break this time, anyway.”
“They’re on the opposite shoulder,” Clint said. “As long as they stay over there, it shouldn’t be a problem.”
But almost as soon as Clint finished speaking those words, the highway walkers crossed over to the eastbound side and continued their pace, blocking the way forward. Clint counted nine pedestrians. The group didn’t look particularly menacing—or at least they probably wouldn’t have if the three of them hadn’t just been the victim of an armed robbery attempt a few miles back. As it stood, another immediate encounter with strangers on the road wasn’t the most welcome proposition.
“Let’s cross over,” Clint said. “Maybe they’ll get the idea we’re not in a sociable mood.”
Harold enthusiastically agreed and followed Clint and Jenny across the road. It worked for a few minutes. The large group held their bearing on the opposite side. But as they came closer, they began crossing the highway again, as if intending to make contact.
Harold didn’t tolerate it. In one coordinated motion, the pack slipped off his back, swung around to his front, and rested on his bike’s crossbar while he opened it. A gun case similar to Clint’s came out. In a matter of seconds, Harold’s Henry AR-7 was assembled with a magazine popped in. Harold raised the camouflage-patterned rifle to his shoulder and leveled it at the nearest on-comers before they came too close.
“Stand clear!” Harold shouted. “We’re not looking for company!”
The highway walkers bumped into each other as the ones in front halted. Clint then noticed some of them had flyers in their hands. Looks of scorn formed on many of their faces as they saw the gun pointed at them. Gradually, they went back across and allowed Clint, Jenny, and Harold a comfortable berth. 
One of the walkers then shouted, “You know you’re part of the problem, man!” Others could be seen grumbling and nodding in agreement. But they kept on going.
“Thank you!” Harold yelled before breaking down his rifle and putting it away. 
Jenny jumped back on the handlebars, giggling some. Clint was glad to see the trauma from the robber incident wearing off her already. But then Jenny had always been good about getting over things quickly, which is why their fights never lasted more than a couple hours. The occasional sightings of police and military vehicles as they neared town helped, too—although they were all parked alongside the melon fields for some reason.
Harold led them back across the road to the right shoulder. The ride went relatively easy from there into Rocky Ford, where the highway divided and the eastbound side widened into two city-street lanes. Once in the city, there were intersections to have to deal with every block. Still not much traffic, though. Some pedestrians strolled about, and kids on scooters or skateboards sped by in isolated places. Only one person tried to give them a flyer. They decided to allow Jenny another break and walked several blocks, taking the opportunity to eat the breadsticks Celia gave them this morning as a parting gift.
“We need to go right on the 71,” Clint said. “It’s near the east end of town. Jake’s house is only another nine or ten miles from there.”
“Tell that to my rear end,” Jenny said. But she climbed back up on Clint’s bars when they reached the 71, and the three of them resumed riding.
Two miles south of town the melon fields thinned out, especially on the west side of the road. This short stretch was made up of grass, dirt, brush, and rock, with an occasional patch of cottonwood trees. The melon fields could still be seen a couple of blocks to the east, but westward the contrasting barren terrain extended all the way to the closest mountains.
That’s when the next batch of human obstacles came into view, hanging out at a small crossroads. Only four of them this time, but they seemed to be waiting for people to pass by. They had a four-seat electric golf cart with them, pulled off the road on a grassy corner. Clint hoped they weren’t beggars.
“More crusaders?” Jenny asked.
“Let’s walk past them,” Harold said. But before he could stop, a gunshot sounded from close by, off to the right somewhere. Clint turned his head in time to see Harold ride off the road, his head also turned in the direction of the gunfire. The shot must have startled him. His front tire went over a small embankment and crashed into a rock. Harold flew forward into Jenny’s backpack, which knocked loose to one side.
“Dang it!” Harold said. “Why am I so jumpy?”
“It’s obvious why you’re jumpy,” Clint said stopping, causing Jenny to jump off his bars. “We all are. You okay?”
“Yes, but my bike might not be.” Harold climbed off his mountain bike and lifted it back up to the shoulder. The front wheel was badly bent.
“Oh no,” Jenny said. “That doesn’t look fixable.”
Harold stood there shaking his head for a minute before taking the tire off the bike. He wedged it between the rock and ground and kicked at it, attempting to bend it back. It bent some, but looked even worse now with a bad crease in the rim. Loose spokes dangled.
“Do you guys need a new bicycle wheel?” a female voice said from behind.
They all spun around. A redheaded girl in her mid-twenties stood there, about as unthreatening as a person could look. She had no bags and nothing in her hands. Her tight pants couldn’t be packing much, either—neither could her obviously braless loose blouse.
“Do you happen to have a spare mountain bike wheel?” Jenny asked.
The girl slowly nodded. “I think we do, at the camp. In any case, I’m sure we can help you somehow. A few of our residents are pretty handy. Plus, we can offer you a hot meal.”
“Where’s your camp?” Clint asked. 
 “Only a few miles from here.” She pointed eastward. “Come on.” She waved the three of them towards the golf cart where her companions were standing, watching. “My name is Cynthia. I’ll introduce you to my friends. One of them might know if we have a wheel that will fit your bicycle.”
Clint and Jenny eyeballed Cynthia’s friends before looking at Harold. They were now in the habit of getting his input before making even the smallest of decisions. But Harold seemed flustered. That wasn’t like him. Jenny’s backpack was still dangling from one of his handlebars.
Jenny went over to Harold and took hold of the crippled mountain bike. 
“Here, Harold. I’ll carry the bike, so you can hold your pack, like you like to.”
Harold looked at her with appreciation and nodded. Jenny took hold of the bike. Harold unhooked the remaining strap, raised his pack, and opened it.
“Please excuse us if we’re cautious of strangers,” Clint said. “Someone tried to rob us today.”
Cynthia clasped her hands in front of her. “Oh, isn’t that awful! I’m so sorry that happened to you. We’ve been hearing reports of bandits on the roads. So sad. Please, let us help you.”
Clint noticed Cynthia’s three friends were now all walking across the dirt road towards them. Two were men, who looked to be in their early thirties and weren’t big on shaving. But their hands were all visible and none of them carried anything. Clint swung his pack around and opened it nevertheless. He felt for the revolver they took from the robber. It only had three bullets left, but that should be enough.
Cynthia introduced her friends. Their names didn’t register in Clint’s brain. He was focused on being aware, like Harold had been back on the highway.
“Yeah,” one of the guys said. “I’m pretty sure we can fix you up with a new wheel. Plus feed you, and give you a place to stay for the night. We’ve got entertainment, too. You still have one good bicycle there. I think the rest of us can squeeze into the cart. John and I can hang off the rear rack.”
“You’re so nice to offer,” Jenny said.
Somewhere in the back of Clint’s mind an alarm went off. But it didn’t make it to the front of his mind. He was unsure of the situation and hadn’t been given adequate time to assess things. Harold’s bike was broken, which meant the three of them were now on foot if they couldn’t fix it. Therefore, any solution that involved fixing it sounded logical. Cynthia and her friends exuded a certain undeniable friendliness. They were polar opposites of the robber kid. But for some reason, Clint’s hand wouldn’t let go of that pistol. He noticed Harold’s remained in his bag as well.
“We’re happy to be helpful,” Cynthia said. “That’s our mission today.”
“Oh.” Jenny looked back and forth between Cynthia and her friends. “Trying to be …part of the solution?”
Cynthia laughed. “We’re not Solution Crusaders. God bless them, though. Their hearts are in the right place.”
“Are you a church group?” Jenny asked.
“Yes. Yes, that’s what we are. A church group.”
“Your camp is a church camp, then?” Clint asked.
“A big one, yes.”
“Sooooo…” Jenny’s voice became a little cooler. “What kind of church?”
“Do you belong to a church?” Cynthia responded.
“Yes. We go to a Bible teaching church in Denver.”
“Oh. Good. Great! We read from the Bible, too.”
“Do you believe the Bible? Or just read from it?”
Clint glanced at Harold and rolled his eyes ever-so-slightly. Harold caught it and grinned back even more slightly.
“We like the Bible. The Reverend Gordy reads from it often. You should hear him explain it, and show how it fits with the universal truth. Oh, you’re in for a real treat. Let’s get going. He’ll be so happy to meet you all.”
“If you don’t mind,” Jenny said, “I still need clarification. We believe the Bible is truth. It doesn’t need to ‘fit with’ truth. In fact, any truth better fit with the Bible—otherwise, we can’t call it truth.”
“Yes,” Cynthia said. “That’s what I meant. The Reverend Gordy will explain it.”
Jenny crossed her arms and tilted her head.
Cynthia reacted by pulling on Jenny’s crossed arms, causing Clint to raise the pistol higher in the bag.
“Please don’t do that,” Cynthia said. “We’re not weirdoes. You’re only resisting people with loving hearts, who truly want to help someone today. Come with us. Your bike is broken. You must need a good dinner. We have chicken and rice and lots of fruit, and extra beds. Good, clean, comfortable ones. Just come to our camp and let us take care of you tonight. With any luck, you can ride out again in the morning.”
“You believe Jesus is the Son of God?” Jenny asked. 
“Of course! Of course!”
Jenny smiled and appeared to relax again.
“We’re all children of God,” Cynthia added.
Jenny’s smile faded. An uncomfortable silence followed. Cynthia still had her hand on Jenny’s arm. Finally, Jenny responded.
“I think we can come with you, if you will confess that Jesus is the only begotten Son of God, who died on the cross to pay the price for our sins, and then rose from the dead afterwards, so that all who believe in him can be forgiven and have eternal life.”
“We have no problem with that, Jenny. If that’s your way to heaven, we praise God and welcome you to our family. Please come. The Reverend Gordy can teach you so much.”
“I really need you to say it,” Jenny said.
“Say what, dear?”
“That you’re a sinner, that Jesus was sacrificed for your sin, and that the risen Christ is your hope of heaven.”
“I… I…”
“Yes?”
“Jesus was a great man and a true prophet. The Reverend Gordy acknowledges that. The Reverend shows us the way—”
Jenny looked at Clint. “Let’s get moving again.” 
She then turned to Harold. “Looks like we’re walking to La Junta. You might as well give these cultists your bike. Maybe they can use it.”
“We’re not a cult!” Cynthia finally let go of Jenny’s arm. 
Ten minutes later, Cynthia and her three friends were sitting in the golf cart on the corner, waiting for someone else to come by. Their new mountain bike was loaded on the golf bag rack in the rear; the destroyed front tire lay in the grass nearby. Clint, Harold, and Jenny were about a hundred yards down the road, walking. Clint was a little bitter about having the last bicycle. An eight-mile hike was a lot farther when you were walking a bike.
The sound of motorcycles behind them caught their attention.
“Let’s get off the road,” Harold said, “and let the bikers pass by, if they’re coming this way.”
Clint turned and saw the motorcycles. They were kicking up dust on the dirt crossroad, coming east towards Cynthia and her friends at the intersection. Only two of them, but one was riding double. These looked to be dirt bikes. The riders might be turning south on the 71, so Clint and Jenny did as Harold suggested. They found a rocky mound off the roadside to cut behind, which put them mostly out of the way. Clint and Harold kept their bags at the ready.
“Maybe they’re from the commune, too,” Jenny said.
Clint chuckled at the word commune, though he realized his wife was probably right. And it seemed she was also right about the motorcyclists, as they stopped at the corner and chatted with the cultists.
“They stopped,” Clint said. “Should we go on?”
“Wait a minute,” Harold said. “That conversation down there doesn’t look friendly. Could be some trouble brewing.”
Clint saw what Harold was referring to. The three men who just rolled up had now gotten off the two dirt bikes. They were still talking with Cynthia and her friends, but the scene appeared confrontational. The men from the cult stood before them, shaking their heads while making animated motions with their hands. The women both remained sitting in the golf cart. Cynthia was in the driver’s seat. She looked ready to drive off.
One of the bikers then pushed one of the cult men to the ground. The victim’s friend reacted by stepping closer to the aggressive biker, only to receive a fist across his jaw. He doubled over and held his face.
“Oh my God,” Jenny said.
A different biker then came around and pulled Cynthia out of the driver’s seat, throwing her to the ground. The other woman promptly got out of the cart. 
Clint noticed Harold putting his rifle together in his peripheral vision, but kept his focus on the scuffle at the corner. This was beginning to look like an attempted theft of the golf cart.
The cultist who was pushed to the ground stood up, ran around the cart, and grappled at the biker who had taken the driver’s seat. He was able to get an arm around his throat in the ensuing struggle. Meanwhile, on this side of the cart, the one who was punched suddenly kicked the one who hit him in the groin. That biker now hunched over in obvious pain. The third biker then came at the kicker, only to receive a roundhouse kick in the chest. 
Back on the far side, the biker who had been in the driver’s seat had freed himself from the hold of the cultist and was now involved in a fist fight. The cultist was surprisingly fast with his hands, though, and bloodied the biker’s face.
“Oh my God,” Jenny said. “Should we help them?”
Clint noticed Harold attaching a scope to his now-assembled AR-7. Clint decided to put his rifle together, too.
“Looks like they might be able take care of themselves,” Clint said unzipping the case. “Maybe they’re from a Kung Fu commune, like a Shaolin Temple or something.”
The sound of a gunshot made Clint stop his rifle assembly and look back to the intersection. The biker who had been kicked in the groin was holding a handgun, pointing it at the cultist who kicked him. That cultist then fell backwards to the ground and stopped moving
“Oh my God!” Jenny said.
The girl on that side screamed and ran at the biker with the gun. She seemed to surprise him and managed to grab ahold of the gun with both her hands. They wrestled, but she was no match and the gun fired again. She too ended up motionless on the ground.
Jenny gasped, and then began choking.
The remaining male cultist came around the front of the cart towards the shooter. His former foe was on the ground on the far side trying to stand, looking badly beaten up. 
But the brave cultist didn’t quite make it. The shooter shoved his gun hand straight into him and the sound of two more shots rang out—but only one was from the biker.
The other came from Harold.
The cultist was knocked back several feet before falling flat. The shooter looked around, as if he wasn’t sure whether he heard Harold’s shot or an echo of his own. 
Jenny was now freaking out and sobbing uncontrollably. Clint looked at Harold, who was in the process of adjusting his scope. Clint wrenched the barrel nut down on his rifle as hard as he could, popped a magazine in, held it up, and aligned the sights towards the shooter.
A new dust trail kicked up on the crossroad as a single additional motorcycle approached. Meanwhile, the biker who lost the fist fight was on his feet. He stumbled over to Cynthia, who had been huddling behind the front fender all this time, grabbed her, and stood her up. He then turned her around and slapped her, hard. The biker with the gun appeared to laugh in response. This only inspired his companion to slap Cynthia again, even harder. Her head, neck, and shoulders could be seen knocked to one side of her body.
“Do something guys,” Jenny said. “Shoot those sons of bitches!”
Clint aimed at the biker with the gun and took a shot. At the same instant, Harold fired his second shot. The biker with the gun dropped it and grabbed his shoulder with his other hand. Either Clint or Harold just scored a hit. The other .22 slug pinged off the golf cart. Clint was pretty sure that was his. He decided to aim his second shot high and left.
All three bikers looked up the road where the new shots came from, just as the third motorcycle arrived on the corner. The injured one bent down to pick up his gun with his good arm. The other two both pulled pistols from their belts. Three seconds later, all three pistols returned fire at Clint, Jenny, and Harold. Clint saw a small puff of dust erupt in the dirt twenty yards away before taking his second shot. Harold fired his third shot about the same time.
The one who slapped Cynthia ran over to the new arrival, who was still sitting on his running motorcycle. The slapper turned and pointed towards the mound where Clint and Harold were shooting from. Harold took another shot. Suddenly the slapper’s head made a very unnatural motion. It snapped backwards, and hung there for a second, before the slapper dropped backwards and lay flat. 
Cynthia then ran past him, into the grassy field beyond. The new arrival responded by riding forward, coming south parallel to the highway, and shortly descending into a ditch there. 
But not before Clint noticed he had a rifle strapped to his back.
 



 

 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 
The gunshots in the distance seemed to spook the doe. She stopped grazing, lifted her head to look in that direction briefly, and then moved back behind the cottonwoods.
“Damn,” Wade said to himself. “Just my luck.”
He lowered his bow and weighed his options. If he waited, she might come back out on this side of the trees. If he tried to approach the grove, she would probably spook out the other side. Maybe she would then stop in the open long enough to get a shot off. Or maybe she would sprint for the hills. Wade didn’t want to lose her. He decided to sit still.
That turned out to be the wrong decision. A motorcycle sound from across the highway grew loud and the deer sprinted away. The next thing Wade knew, a man with a rifle on his back pulled into the cottonwoods on a dirt bike. Was he trying to poach Wade’s doe? If so, he wasn’t very good at it. But current events had every neophyte with a gun out trying to be a hunter. 
Wade watched him lay his bike down, swing his rifle around, and creep through the trees. He looked to be in a hurry. But he was going the wrong way. The deer ran southwest. This guy was stalking something directly north.
Wade grumbled to himself and began cautiously moving through his own cover back in that direction. Most of the brush was short, so he had to walk hunched over to remain hidden. He wanted get to the top of the small hill he was on and see what the dirt-biker was after. If it was another deer, this idiot was more likely to scare it into Wade’s range than he was to kill it.
It was a little strange to be out bow hunting while congress was in session. But Wade knew he was hardly the only vacancy on the bottom of that stupid screen. He doubted the voters would fault him for his attendance record under the circumstances. Wade was fed up with it all. Yeah, he probably should have stayed up in his own district, where the acting President wanted him. But rumor had it the coward was going to resign anyway. What a hypocrite.
If he did, that would cause problems for the incumbents at the next elections—whenever those would end up being. They would all be heavily scrutinized for any signs of weakness. Still, the voters in Wade’s district weren’t likely to replace him for a few absent sessions during the pandemic videoconferencing schedule, given the power outages everyone had to deal with.
No, they were more likely to oust him for becoming a figurehead for the freaks. How in the world did that happen? All Wade tried to do was prevent a food riot. And look what resulted. His speech became propaganda for a marching army of liberal lunatics. That was going to be tough to live down. The irony of it all. Wade never gave a freak the time of day, and now he was suddenly their hero. Maybe he should move to Carol Belcher’s district and run there. He’d be a shoe-in. Boy, that would really piss her off, too. Wade laughed at the idea as he reached the taller brush on top of his hill.
Things weren’t supposed to be like this. He was supposed to be working his magic with the coop committee he weaseled his way into. They had a good record so far. Two of their tack-on measures went right through with no debate, and they were added to completely irrelevant bills. One of them got slapped on the day before voting. These guys he aligned himself with were good. 
And now it was Wade’s turn. He was supposed to be getting the Black Forest boys a juicy marijuana growing gig. Big money there; probably enough to buy him the next three elections. But the docket had gone all screwy and Wade’s committee was falling apart. Congress wasn’t getting to anything. The CDC had taken over everything in the country, even the House of Representatives. All Congress did now was stamp their approval on everything the CDC wanted. Nothing else was getting done. The pot farmers weren’t tremendously understanding people. Wade knew they were upset.
He tried to stop thinking about it. The deer. He told his wife he’d find some fresh food for dinner tonight. He almost had one there, before the motocross dummy showed up. What was that guy up to? Wade made his way through the brush to the edge of the hilltop and peeked through.
People. No deer. He saw only people. Three of them, maybe 250 yards north on the east side of the highway. Two guys and a girl. They were hunkering on a rocky mound. The guys had rifles at their shoulders. They were shooting. Those familiar pops could only be coming from twenty-twos. What were they shooting at?
The dirt-biker suddenly appeared directly across from Wade, coming out of another small cottonwood grove. He made his way up to the top of the opposite hill. Good brush cover there, too. No deer in sight.
Wade lifted his binoculars to his eyes and focused on the rocky mound. Those people down there looked familiar. Wait. Were those the folks he drove to Palmer Park last week? It couldn’t be. He focused on the girl. She seemed to sense someone watching her, as she turned and looked in Wade’s direction. Yes! That’s them! He recognized her face and body. What was her name? Jenny, wasn’t it?
 
* * *
 
“I feel like someone’s watching us,” Jenny said.
“You’re right about that,” Harold responded. “Two of them are watching us from the ditch, and firing an occasional useless shot. I wonder how much ammo they have left. Can’t be much.”
“They’re hurting, too,” Clint added.
“No,” Jenny said. “Watching us from behind.”
“We better listen to her, Harold. My wife has a strong intuition about these things. The one with the rifle rode off in that direction. He might be hunting us.”
Harold glanced southward. “There’s not much we can do, other than keep an eye that way. This mound is giving us some cover. Wish it was steeper. The biggest problem would be if he moved up on that higher hill southeast. We’re more exposed to that one. He better have a damn good scope to try and hit us from there, though. If he does try to snipe us, it’ll probably be from the hill directly south.”
“I’ll keep an eye on it,” Clint said. “I think that’s the greater danger now. You keep watching the ditch. Those guys should be low, like you said. Not to mention one has a useless right arm, and I know I put one in the other’s rib cage.”
“That was a good shot, Clint.”
“Thanks. Not a head shot, but…”
“Don’t take head shots. Aim for the upper torso.”
“So do like you say, not like you do?”
“Please.”
A new shot fired at them—but this time from the south hilltop, just as Clint feared. A hard slug struck the mound.
“Damn!” Harold said. “You were right. Can you see him?”
“No, he’s in the bushes. But that was too close. Honey, get on the other side of Harold.”
Jenny scurried away as another shot came from the hill. Clint retuned fire, but it was a blind effort. Jenny ended up down the slope some, a safer distance from the sniper fire.
But then the shots from the ditch returned. Jenny lay flat and covered her head with her arms, one of which held the 9-millimeter pistol.
Shots from the hill started coming at a rapid pace. A slug ricocheted off a rock next to Clint. He tried to stay low.
But the pistol crossfire also returned. Clint looked at the ditch in time to see the two bikers come out of it and start sprinting across the road directly for them, firing an occasional shot as they ran. They had obviously concluded they were against .22 rounds and decided to take their chances against them in a close-up gunfight, not knowing about the larger caliber pistols they would meet when they arrived.
Clint was trapped. Something told him if he moved he would be an easy target for the sniper, who seemed to be focused on him. Harold took his time aiming at the on-rushers. Jenny straightened her arms and aimed her pistol at them as well. But they were moving targets, running fast, committed to the charge.
Clint quickly realized Jenny and Harold were about to become the new targets of the sniper. He turned back to the south hill and tried to get a fix on where the rifle smoke was rising from. As he suspected, a slug hit the ground between him and Harold. That was too damn close.
The sniper then came out of the bushes. Was he charging them, too? Damn this little twenty-two. The sniper was firing something in the thirty-caliber range.
The sniper didn’t charge. He fell forward from the bush and landed on his face. Something appeared to be sticking out of his back.
Clint spun to the side. The rushers from the ditch were getting close, well within in pistol range now. Clint knew that he, Jenny, and Harold were fortunate not to be hit yet. No doubt that was attributable to the fact they were moving, and one was a righty now shooting with his left. They probably planned on stopping at close range to take effective shots—which would be in about five more seconds.
Clint aimed at the closest one. Gunshots came from his right. Before he could shoot, his target dropped. He moved his aim to the other attacker and fired. A direct hit in the torso stopped him. But now the biker could aim his pistol more efficiently. Clint fired three more times, rapidly. Three more slugs impacted his chest, shaking the attacker visibly. But his arm was still raised. Clint’s magazine was empty. He scrambled for a new one in the case. More shots came from Harold and Jenny. By the time he had a full magazine in his hand, the last attacker was down.
Clint looked back to the hill. A new figure was standing in the open, next to fallen one. He held what looked like a bow, and waved his other hand in the air. The bowman shouted something Clint couldn’t understand.
Harold stood, keeping both hands on his revolver as he covered the downed attackers. They weren’t moving. All the same, Harold approached them cautiously before putting one additional slug in each of their upper backs. They still didn’t move. Harold lowered his weapon and visibly relaxed.
The bowman on the hill yelled again. 
“Friend of yours?” Harold asked, pointing to the hill.
“Why do you suppose that?”
“Sounds like he’s yelling ‘Stonebreakers.’”
 
* * *
 
Ironically, one of the reasons Clint doubted the literal existence of angels was because of something their pastor once said, during a rare moment when Clint wasn’t daydreaming through his sermon. The pastor explained that the word angel from the Old Testament Hebrew could just as accurately be translated messenger, and some of the Greek references in the New Testament best translated as courier or deliverer.
Clint remembered Jenny calling Wade an angel after helping them the first time. Here he was again, showing up from nowhere at the most opportune of times and once more playing the part of deliverer. It was …weird.
“Look at this,” Wade said, pointing to the back of the golf cart. He shook his head. Clint walked around to see what he was on about. It was plate that said Rocky Ford Country Club.
“Reverend Gordy has apparently never read Thou Shalt Not Steal.” Wade kicked the rear tire. “Or, more likely, thinks it doesn’t apply to him.” 
“You’re familiar with his commune?” Clint asked.
“Yes. They keep to themselves, mostly, doing God only knows what. On occasion they come to town on recruitment campaigns. Real pain in the ass then. But not as much as these blasted Solution Crusaders.”
“We’ve encountered a few of those. I take it they’ve adopted your speech without your personal endorsement?”
“That’s putting it lightly.”
Jenny and Harold came back through the grass.
“No luck?” Clint asked.
“No,” Jenny said. “She must have kept on running.” 
Jenny made obvious strained attempts to keep from looking at the bodies on the ground. “Can we leave this place? I’m going to walk down the highway some.”
“Yes, we’ll go,” Wade said. “Let’s take the cart back to my mother-in-law’s. I’ll drive. I’m going to return this. Maybe Marty will give me a free round or two in appreciation for getting it back.” 
Without waiting for a vote, Wade lifted Clint’s mountain bike and wedged it in the rear rack with Harold’s. He then fit his bow there as well, before coming around to take the driver’s seat. After only a short hesitation, Clint, Jenny, and Harold climbed in. Clint and Jenny took the back seat. The electric cart started right up. Wade drove them back up the 71 two blocks before turning right on a paved cross street. He made several more turns before stopping next to an untended field in a rural neighborhood, where he checked his cell phone.
“Got a few bars here,” Wade said. “I better call my friend at the Sheriff’s office.”
“Do we have to get involved?” Harold asked.
Wade shot him a stern glance as he dialed. “We’ll see.” He put the phone to his face.
“Yeah, it’s Wade. Where are you, Deputy?”
Short pause.
“That’s close enough. I hate to do this to you Mark, but there are seven fresh corpses that need cleaning up on Highway 71, about two and a half miles south of town. Three are from that damn Gordy commune. The others look like bad guys.”
Pause.
“I came across them when I was out for a stroll, that’s all. Looks like the scene of a massacre. You better get some units over there, fast.”
Pause.
“I don’t care how you handle it, Mark. You’re the one I’m reporting this to, and this is the only call I’m making. If you can’t tear your guys away from your precious melon fields, call whoever you need to. But someone needs to respond before the vultures do. There’s firearms on the ground with them. That’s right, the guns are still there.”
Pause.
“Well, let me see. There’s a pistol on the corner with one of the bad guys. That’s where the three former commune members are, too. Right next to two motorcycles. You can’t miss it. No, off-road. Across the highway, about a hundred yards to the south, you’ll find two more bad guys on a rocky knoll, with two more pistols. No. How the hell do I know if they’re savages? The last one is another two hundred yards due south, lying face down in the grass near the crest of a hill with an arrow in his back. There’s a good hunting rifle next to that one.”
Pause. 
“Yes, you’ll find my prints on the arrow shaft. Only because I was checking to see if he was still alive. Nowhere else. Certainly not on the firearms. No. No, I’m not going back there. Too dangerous. Come by my mother-in-law’s if you need a damn statement. Oh, very funny. Why don’t you be part of the solution and do your freaking job. All right. Goodbye.”
Wade sat there staring through the small steering wheel for a minute.
“Thanks,” Harold said. 
Wade looked up. “Desperate times call for desperate measures.” He got out of the cart. “I need to pick a few weeds for the missus. Told her I’d bring something home to eat. Was hoping for protein, but...” Wade looked in the rear seat. “Jenny, would you care to help?”
Jenny, who had been sitting there with her arms crossed and occasionally shivering, looked up at the congressman and wiped tears from her eyes. 
“Help you pick weeds?”
“Yes. I’ll show you how.”
She slowly nodded, climbed out of the cart, and accompanied Wade into the field. Clint decided to follow. Harold stayed behind with all the backpacks.
“Here,” Wade said pointing to a certain pointy-leaf plant. “This is what I need. They should be all over this field, since it rained a few days ago.” He bent down and plucked one up. “See?”
“Looks like a dandelion,” Jenny said with more life in her voice.
“It’s called prickly lettuce. Grows wild around here. They get much bigger than dandelions. Some are bushy with a lot of leaves, like that one over there. I just need to get a few handfuls. Mrs. Bennett makes salads from them, after washing all the little spines off the leaves. They’re bitter greens, but good to eat. Not bad at all with oil and homemade vinegar.”
Jenny actually smiled and began scanning the ground. A short while later, her hands were full and the spring had returned to her step. This congressman really was her own personal angel. Clint picked a few of the special weeds himself.
“Congressman Bennett,” Harold said when they were back on the road, “can I ask why you told the Sheriff’s deputy you didn’t know if the bad guys were savages?”
“Because they absolutely were,” Jenny interjected.
 Wade chuckled. “He was referring to a specific gang who’s been making the news lately. A particularly evil one. The public is starting to associate them with all small massacres. Not known for highway holdups, though. They seem to be more focused on home invasion robberies. Several of the raided homes had the word savages spray-painted on the wall. At one location, a kid who escaped heard the robbers call themselves that. Whether it’s all from the same gang or different ones jumping on the bandwagon, the authorities aren’t sure.”
“That’s horrible,” Jenny said.
Clint grabbed Jenny’s hand and kissed it. She smiled warmly at him, and Clint knew she was okay again. Well, as okay as one could hope for under the circumstances.
“It certainly is terrible,” Wade said. “You’d hope this kind of thing could never happen in Colorado. I mean, I know we’re not the most crime-free state in the country. That’s probably because we attract a lot of oddballs. But this burgeoning criminal opportunism is ugly. I’m surprised by it. Shows you how many bad apples dwell among us, quietly blending in, waiting for someone to throw the light switch off so they can go ape. Like these melon saboteurs.”
“Melon saboteurs?” Harold and Jenny said at the same time.
“Yeah. They found sewage-filled water balloons thrown into the fields at two of the bigger farms. Can you imagine such a thing? Here we are in a food shortage, and some wackos are trying to poison the crops.”
“Wow,” Clint said. “That makes me wonder about the true source of the 2011listeria outbreak.”
 “There’s a thought.” Wade shook his head. “I don’t know. I only know our state is full of idiots who were apparently chomping at the bit to have a lunacy party, and the pandemic provided the perfect occasion for it. So now you can’t get a cop in this town. All the sheriffs, local police, and guardsmen for miles around are using their taxpayer-funded professional training to guard fruit—and it’s like pulling teeth to get them away from the fields to investigate a multiple homicide!”
“The world’s gone crazy,” Jenny said in a sad voice.
“Indeed.” Wade pulled into the driveway of a nice Victorian-looking cottage on the outskirts of town, right next to his black Suburban. 
“We’re here. I know you folks still have a ways to go, so I advise you to be careful. Looks like you know how to defend yourselves, anyway. Nothing as useless as an unpracticed weapon. Before you ask me, Harold, I don’t have your other firearms. Wish I could give them back to you, but I left them with my neighbor in Springs.”
“Shoot,” Harold said. “Thanks anyway. I’ll get them back from you some other time.”
Wade nodded. “Keep being smart—like you have been—and I’m sure you’ll be all right. But if you do get caught unprepared by a robber, don’t take them on. Just let them rob you. Better to come away unharmed. Material possessions can be replaced.”
“Right,” Harold said glancing at Jenny in the back seat. “That’s what we’ll do. If we get caught unprepared by one.”
 




 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 
“Glad the cord was in the battery compartment,” Wade said. “I’d offer you all a beer, but my supply is awfully short.”
“You’ve done enough for us already,” Harold said, “and I appreciate your honesty. Especially coming from a politician.”
The three of them stood with Wade next to the golf cart, now plugged in to the wall charging. Here in his mother-in-law’s garage they spent a much needed debriefing period, helping each other get over the incidents of the day. Wade was good with the jokes, and had them laughing more often than not. Two hours passed before any of them realized it. When Clint saw the time, he became concerned.
“We better get going,” Clint said. “We still have a ten-mile journey ahead of us, on foot now, and it’s already mid-afternoon.”
“I’m not going back that same way,” Jenny said.
“No, of course not, honey.”
“Have you made contact with your brother in La Junta?” Wade asked.
Clint shook his head. “No. Both his lines only ring and ring. Has me more than a little concerned—especially now that I know about the home invasion robberies.”
“Is his place far from town?” 
“No. Only a couple miles.”
“I wouldn’t worry too much then,” Wade said. “Most of the home raids have taken place way off the beaten, at isolated homesteads. And if it makes you feel any better, a lot of army reserve patrols have been hanging out around La Junta.”
“That does some, in fact. Thanks.”
“I’d drive you, but the way my gauge reads, it’s going to be a close call getting back to my house in Springs.”
“We understand,” Clint said. “Thanks for everything.”
“Yes,” Jenny chimed in, “You’re a Godsend, Congressman Bennett. For real.”
Wade smiled at Jenny, and then appeared to have his attention drawn by something in the back corner of the garage. He walked over to a shelf, picked up a thin strip of something, and bent down behind the golf cart. When he stood back up there was only a crumpled bit of paper in his hands, which he tossed at an open trash can. He missed.
“There,” Wade said.
Jenny stepped over to see whatever it was he was doing.
“Save the whales?” she asked. “That hardly seems like you, if you don’t mind my saying so.”
“Look again,” Wade said. “Closer this time.”
“Oh,” Jenny groaned. “Save the Ales.”
Clint came to the rear of the cart and laughed. He knew that bumper sticker. His favorite craft beer store had it on the cash register. He stopped laughing when he noticed Wade had stuck it over the Rocky Ford Country Club logo. At that moment, he realized Wade was giving them the golf cart.
“Remember what I told you about police presence,” Wade said winding up the cord. “They’re all parked, watching melons grow. Go by way of the farms and you’ll be safer.”
“That’s what I was thinking,” Clint said. “We can take Highway 50 to Swink and then drive southeast through the fields. That should get us within a mile or two of Jake’s.”
Wade stowed the cord back under the seat and handed Clint his business card.
“You’ve got an 80% charge now, more than enough to get to La Junta. I don’t think the authorities will give you any trouble—but if they do, tell them this is my cart and I loaned it to you. Have them call me. I’ll take care of it.”
Clint, Jenny, and Harold spent the next five minutes thanking the congressman in every conceivable verbal manner. Jenny used the word “angel” at least three times, which always garnered a smile. It was obvious Wade liked her. Normally that would bother Clint, but, as the congressman said, these were desperate times and you needed to use whatever resources you had at your disposal. As a final parting gift Wade presented them with a local Rocky Ford newspaper that had today’s date.
Then they were off. Clint drove. Jenny sat up front with him. Harold and the backpacks took up the rear seat. Harold’s fully assembled rifle rode with him. Jenny kept the vinyl bag with the 9-millimeter next to her up front.
The route Clint chose was a good one. The cart did about 25 miles per hour fully loaded like this, which was fast enough to keep pedestrians from bothering them on the highway. Once they were off it, driving south through the agricultural plots, the frequent sightings of police and military vehicles parked along the roads made things fairly pleasant. Harold wasn’t concerned about being hassled for the visible firearm. The three of them hardly looked like crooks, and the gun laws were a lot more tolerant in this part of Colorado than they were around Denver. Of course, that also meant it was easier for the bad guys to be carrying them.
Once past the farms, the landscape became more desolate. These were the northwestern outskirts of La Junta. Jake’s house was close. Clint noticed Jenny had the small vinyl bag unzipped with her hand inside now. Three motorcycles passed them at one point, riding by in single file. One of them nodded at Clint and gave him a thumb’s up as he passed. He probably saw Harold’s rifle.
They arrived at Jake’s a half hour after parting ways with Wade. Jake’s truck wasn’t out front. Clint didn’t know whether that was good or bad. It could be that Jake moved it into the garage—although the reorganizing project to make room for it in there would have been substantial.
Clint parked on the street. He checked his phone. No bars at all. That might be the reason he hadn’t been able to reach Jake by cell phone. 
Harold broke down his rifle and stowed it. The three of them grabbed their packs and began negotiating the obstacle course leading to Jake’s front door. Something didn’t feel right to Clint. He had them all stop at the Volkswagen engine. Clint called Jake’s name out. No response. He tried again, louder this time. Still nothing.
“You two stay here,” Clint said. “And, um, be ready to run or defend yourselves. Just in case.”
“Honey!” Jenny said.
“Yes?”
“Be careful.”
Clint smiled, kissed her, called out Jake’s name again, and walked up on the porch. He knocked, softly at first, then louder while continuing to shout for his brother.
“Nothing?” Jenny asked as Clint returned. Clint shook his head and motioned towards the side of the house.
“We’ll have to try to get in the back way. Knowing Jake, that might be difficult.”
It wasn’t difficult. The gate to the faded-red wooden fence wasn’t locked.
“That’s not right,” Clint said. “Something might be wrong. He’d never leave the gate open like this. Unless maybe he’s planted booby traps along the side yard. We better watch our step.”
They carefully made their way to the open backyard.
“Damn!” Clint said. “He’s not here. What could have happened?”
“How do you know?” Harold asked.
Clint pointed in a swooping motion all around the yard. “Everything’s gone. The oat field, the vegetable garden, it’s all been uprooted.” He walked around the yard shaking his head in disbelief. “The chicken coop is empty. Even the berries and spring figs have all been cleaned off. And the plum tree—someone’s picked a bunch of immature plums off it. They’re no good until they ripen, at least a month from now. Who would harvest immature plums?”
“Looks like someone was digging here,” Harold said. 
Clint looked where he was kicking, at a patch of freshly turned ground. Suddenly Clint felt his heart racing. Sweat beads instantly formed on his forehead. He stumbled to the fig tree and sat down under it.
Jenny came to his side and knelt down. She grabbed his hand. “It’s okay, honey. Relax and breathe.”
“You’re having a panic attack now?” Harold asked.
Clint didn’t respond, but he noticed Jenny shoot Harold a quick look of scorn.
“Sorry,” Harold said. “I didn’t mean to… I just thought…”
“You just thought what?” Clint managed to say in an angry voice.
“Clint, we were in two gunfights today. One was against a gang of hardened criminals. You handled yourself impressively. I guess I assumed you’ve gotten over these things.”
Harold’s words actually helped Clint pull out of it. He couldn’t help the panic attack, but thinking about what Harold said made him laugh. He was right. This was comically stupid. And the laughter brought Clint back.
While he was still sitting, Clint happened to glance at the rock in the berry bushes across the yard. That’s the one that wasn’t really a rock. He got up, walked over to it, picked it up, and shook it. It jangled. He opened the latch on the bottom and pulled out a key ring.
“Come on,” he said. “Let’s see what the garage looks like.”
Jenny and Harold followed him to the small door that led into the garage from the backyard. Clint fiddled with the keys and finally opened it. The first light switch didn’t work. He tried the second one. Lights came on.
“See?” Clint said. “This isn’t right, either. Most of the stuff is gone.”
“What stuff?” Harold asked.
Clint looked around at the slab floor as he stepped his way through. “Canned food, ammunition, fishing tackle, seeds, batteries, light bulbs, medical supplies, extra clothes, stuff like that.” He removed the two-by-four that was wedged in the old garage door arm and opened the garage. Sunlight came in.
“There’s still quite a bit of junk in here,” Harold said kicking at some boxes.
Clint shook his head. “Nowhere near as much as there was, believe me. This place has been cleaned out. At least we can make room for the golf cart now. Help me clear a spot.”
Twenty minutes later the garage door was closed again, this time with the golf cart inside and plugged into the wall. Clint, Jenny, and Harold rummaged through the house.
“The place is a disaster,” Harold said. “I guess you’re right. It’s obviously been ransacked.”
“No.” A glimmer of hope returned as Clint surveyed the living room. “This is normal.”
“Oh.”
Jenny came back out the hallway. “The beds in both rooms are perfectly made and appear to have fresh linen. Like a hotel maid was there. Nowhere else, obviously. Let’s open some windows and air this place out.”
Clint chuckled. “That’s one thing Jake does is make his bed properly. Something they drilled into his mind when he was in the forest service. The beds are the beckoning sanctuaries in his house. The rest looks like a forest fire.”
They went through the kitchen. The cupboards were bare. The refrigerator had a bowl of rotten berries—probably spoiled from the power outages. But there were a few good figs in there, plus an open box of wheat crackers. Jake loved his crackers. They were half-stale, but still okay to eat with the figs. That ended up being their supper, eaten over the sink. The water still ran.
After Jenny tidied up the living room some, they all sat down.
“How many chickens did he keep?” Jenny asked as she opened the Rocky Ford paper Wade gave them.
“Only two or three. He was planning on getting a rooster so he could raise more on his own. Don’t know if he got around to that.”
“So what do you suppose happened?” Harold said. “You think he bugged out?”
“Bugged out?” Clint glared at Harold. “To where? This was his stronghold.”
“To the cabin, maybe? Could something have happened here that made him feel he needed to escape?”
“Maybe he’s right, honey,” Jenny said.
“I can’t see it. The reason he and I fought so much was he didn’t think I had the cabin prepared enough. He wanted me to make it more like this place, with survival supplies hoarded and more produce in the ground. Guess I should have listened to him.”
“Why?” Jenny asked. “He did all that, and now he’s not even here. Maybe he had too much stuff, and became a target for robbers. That might be why he had to leave.”
“I don’t understand why he hasn’t called me. Or answered his phone. I knew something was wrong. I just knew it.”
“At least his house is secure,” Harold said, “and a comfortable place for us to sleep. And away from all the city unrest, which is why we left Denver in the first place. What’s happening in that newspaper, Jenny?”
“More confirmation of my earlier statement that the world’s gone crazy.” She turned the page. “People are doing nutty things to try and stay healthy. Cases of overdosing on zinc and magnesium are becoming common. Several people have died from it. Hmm. It says here that one guy in New Jersey even tested positive for the ferret flu virus, but he had no symptoms yet. Died from magnesium poisoning. To add insult to injury, the CDC won’t release control of the body to the family.”
“Magnesium poisoning sounds like a better way to go,” Harold said.
Jenny continued reading. “Hey, here’s a local article about those savages, the home raiding gang Congressman Bennett told us about. It says they call themselves Zane’s Savages. Their suspected leader is an ex-con by the name of Zane Savage. Isn’t that perfect. Heinous murderers giving themselves cute names to be known by.”
“Zane,” Clint said. “Wasn’t that the name of the guy who traded us the beer in the park the first night?”
“Yep.” Harold nodded. “He was a real troublemaker, too. Probably not the same guy. That would be a big coincidence.”
“I don’t know,” Jenny said from behind the paper. “How many bad guys named Zane have you met? These people are categorically monstrous, though. They invade homes, kill the residents—including children—and bury them in shallow graves in their own yard. Then they brag about it! Leaving behind notes saying things like ‘the savages were here.’ I mean, they’re actually proud of themselves. Pure evil.”
No one said anything after that. Jenny continued reading to herself. Clint noticed Harold give him a rather grave look of concern. Clint decided to get up and take another slow tour of the house.
“Find anything?” Harold asked when Clint sat back down.
“There was no note or anything. Not from Jake, and not from …anyone else.”
Jenny put the paper down. “Oh, honey. I’m sure the savages weren’t here.”
“What happened to everything, then? And where’s Jake?” Clint involuntarily dropped his head into his hands. “Oh, God. God, please no. Jake. Jake.”
Jenny came to his side. “Honey, we don’t know. Jake might be all right. Maybe he went to the cabin.”
Clint looked up and felt a tear on his cheek. He quickly wiped it away.
“Shallow graves in the yard,” was all he could say, choking the words.
Jenny glanced towards the backyard. “I’m sure that’s not what that is back there.”
It took some convincing, but fifteen minutes later Clint stood above the freshly turned patch of ground in the backyard with a shovel. He knew Jenny and Harold were right. He needed to know. Knowing was better than not knowing. After staring at the ground and fervently praying thoughts he didn’t really believe were heard, he put the shovel in the ground.
The dirt wasn’t packed hard and came up easily. Each scoop that didn’t strike anything was cause for eternal gratitude. Clint knew he was trying Jenny and Harold’s patience with his long pauses between digs. When he was finally two feet down, he began finding hope. If this was a grave, it wasn’t too shallow. Maybe it wasn’t one after all.
But the next scoop struck something, only two and a half feet down.
 




 
Chapter Eighteen
 
 
“You boys done turned into nothing more than common thieves,” the old man snorted. “What happened to that oath you took to serve your country and protect its citizens?”
“That’s exactly what we’re doing,” Sergeant Robinson replied, “and I don’t appreciate you calling us thieves. We transferred $170,000 to your bank account. That’s quite a bounty for a few barrels of beets and cherries. The highest rate we’ve paid so far. Plus you have more cherries coming.”
“A few barrels? You cleaned out my whole farm! And paid me in a worthless currency! That’s the reason the rate’s so high—it ain’t worth nothing! Come melon harvest the entire wad won’t likely buy me more than a few cantaloupes! If I can find anyone that will take it at all, that is. And when my next batch of cherries is ripe I expect you’ll be back to steal those, too!”
“Easy, old-timer.” Sergeant Robinson glanced at Corporal Dalton and rolled his eyes. Dalton only grinned back. Dalton enjoyed his job a little too much. But it was better to work with someone that liked his job than someone that didn’t. 
Robinson turned back to the old coot on the porch. “Use the money to pay off your loans. Banks still have to accept it in honoring their original contracts.”
“I don’t have any loans, you corrupted Beetle Baily! Paid off my last mortgage eight years ago. Thought I could live out the rest of my days unencumbered. What a mistake that was. Should have behaved like the rest of the screwball country, staying up to my eyeballs in debt, only to have the cockamamie government forgive it all at the first sign of another dang financial crisis. Oh, what a world this has become.”
“You’re feeding your country, sir. At the time of its greatest need.”
“What this country needs are more producers, Sergeant Pepper-stealer. Not more takers. I’ve heard about your little ‘patrol,’ and I know what you’re going to do with my produce. You and your buddies back at the barracks will have your fill of it, taking the ripe stuff for yourselves, no doubt. Then you’ll drop the rest of it out of your dang whirlybirds to a field full of zombie consumers, all drooling with their arms wide open, who’ll beat each other up trying to get to the parachutes first, wolf it all down, swipe as much as they can from each other, then look back to the sky with their arms up and mouths open again, like a giant nest of baby birds, doing nothing in the meantime but waiting for you to drop them another crate. That’s who you’re feeding. My country, phooey! Why the hell am I gonna bust my aging ass growing food for a bunch of useless, brain-dead leeches? You think this will motivate us small farmers to grow any more crops? So you can feed zombies, and give me useless digits on a computer screen in exchange, at a bank I can’t even walk into anymore, and on a computer I can’t even turn on half the time? You’re practically guaranteeing they’ll be no more production crops from fellows like me. Don’t you know that, sonny?”
Sergeant Robinson had to smile. He was used to this kind of rebuking by now, but this guy had a certain undeniable charm.
“The President is taking steps to bring the hyperinflation under control, Mr. Reuter, and return public confidence to the dollar. When that happens, and prices return to normal, small farmers like you—who are complaining now—may suddenly find themselves rich from selling their crops at the peak of the pandemic.”
“I don’t share your optimism, Mr. G.I. Stole—”
“Sergeant Robinson.”
“My own country robbing me. This same President who you say is gonna save the currency is the same one who invoked this crazy marshal law, hijacking farms so you can feed a mass of unproductive voters—”
“Not marshal law, Mr. Reuter. The National Defense Resources Prepare—”
“I don’t care what fancy name you put on it. When the military starts indiscriminately confiscating valuable goods from its citizens, that’s blatant marshal law. You boys would make Joseph Stalin proud!” Mr. Reuter stormed inside his house and slammed the door.
“He was an entertaining one, eh?” Dalton said when Robinson turned around. 
Sergeant Robinson waved at the last of the 5-ton trucks, now fully loaded, covered, and secured. The driver waved back, started the engine, and drove off to join the rest of the procession.
“Yeah. I liked him. That about does it for this area, though. Think we’ve acquired everything harvestable that’s not already under a government contract, in any quantity worth our while.”
“Yep.” Dalton nodded. “We’ve basically cleaned out the 50 corridor. Won’t be good picking again for at least a month. We should move south now and work the 160. They want us to get meat from that canyon hunting ranch, anyway. While we’re down there we can hit the homesteaders in the Springfield area.”
 
* * *
 
“Sounds like metal on metal,” Harold said. There was a turn of emotion in his voice. He was suddenly sounding eager.
“Yes. Yes, I think it is!” Clint dug faster. The shovel kept hitting a metal box of some kind. 
Ten more scoops of dirt uncovered an old blue trunk. No body, thank God. Clint recognized the trunk and fell to his knees. It was the one their mother kept Christmas decorations in when he and Jake were young. Jake found it in the rafters of their father’s house, after his death in 2001, and kept it.
Five minutes later, the trunk was out of the hole. Clint dug around in the loose ground a while longer, but struck nothing else. The sense of relief was overwhelming and he almost broke down again. What a day this has been.
They opened the trunk. Some dirt had gotten inside, so they cleared it off.
Food. Clint had uncovered a cache of canned food. Tuna, chili, canned pears, green beans, tomatoes. The trunk was a veritable treasure chest in the current times. Canned tuna and tomatoes in particular were impossible to find, being Asian imports that were now cut off. This must have been part of Jake’s stash from well before the pandemic.
They cleaned the trunk up and carried it in the house.
“You know what this means,” Clint said. 
Jenny only smiled at him awaiting his explanation, obviously delighted by her husband’s improved demeanor.
“Jake is probably okay,” Clint continued. “What you and Harold were saying is now a lot more likely scenario. He probably packed up whatever he could and left, for whatever reason. And buried the rest of his supplies—what he didn’t have room for.”
Harold came out of the kitchen with a can opener. “How about a celebration? Looks like we can eat well tonight after all. Figs and crackers just weren’t going to cut it. I say we cook up some chili.”
“I want tuna and tomatoes,” Jenny said.
The three of them had a proper dinner, sitting at the counter behind the stove this time. Clint and Harold ate their chili directly out of the two small pans they heated it in. Jenny shared some of her tuna with Clint as well. She had always been a light eater. As the house became dark, they turned on the kitchen and dining room lights. That’s when Harold pointed to the gun cabinet in the dining room.
“Strange place to keep that, even for a bachelor.”
Clint laughed. “Not for Jake. I suppose we ought to open it now and see if he left anything behind. That’s where the extra ammunition would be. Hope there’s something for my new .38 special in there. Where did I put that key ring?”
Clint found the keys in the living room, came back, and opened the gun locker.
“One rifle left,” Harold said. “Looks familiar.” 
“It’s the same 25-06 you have. “We use them at the canyon ranch property. In fact, I’m pretty sure that’s the one responsible for the buck head mounted in your living room.”
Harold nodded. “Quite a bit of ammo, here, too. What’s this bucket of dirt and weeds doing in his gun locker?”
“Those are potatoes. He grows them in buckets in the garage. Strange he would put one in here. Unless…”
“There’s a note,” Jenny said coming over. Clint saw it now, too. It was taped to the inside of the cabinet door. Jenny removed it.
“What’s it say, honey?”
Jenny cleared her throat.
“Clint and Jenny, I hope you find this soon. Had to bug out. Went to the cabin. Phones not working here. Frequent power outages. Please come down and join me ASAP. Took supplies. Here’s some potatoes. There’s more food buried in the backyard—should be obvious where. Merry Christmas.”
Harold tilted his head. “Christmas?”
“Inside joke. Is that it, honey?”
“Love, Jake. PS. Don’t trust the military—especially the army reserves.”
“Thank God he’s all right,” Clint said. “This makes things a lot easier. All of us being together at the cabin, I mean. You’ll have to sleep in the loft, Harold—but we have tent-trailer mattress up there. It’s comfortable.”
 Harold smiled. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. Looking forward to a good night’s sleep here tonight, though.”
“Yeah.” Clint stretched. “I’m sure we all are. Probably should go to bed early. That way we can get an early start in the morning.”
“Early start for what?” Jenny asked.
“Going to the cabin, of course.”
“Wait a minute,” Harold said. “Perhaps we should talk about this first. Discuss our options.”
“What do you mean?” Clint asked. “We can’t stay here.”
“Why not? For a short spell, I mean. At least a few days. We’ve got food, ammo, the house is secure—”
“Because Jake’s at the cabin! Waiting for us!”
“I understand that, neighbor. And we’ll get there. He’s not expecting us tomorrow, though, right? What difference does it make if we show up, say, next week?”
Clint thought for a second. He looked at Jenny, who was only watching them and offered no opinion on the matter. Clint had just assumed they would both feel like he did. Now he realized his sense of urgency in hooking up with his brother wasn’t necessarily shared by Harold and Jenny.
“I guess I thought it would be best to get off the road and situated as soon as possible.”
“Let’s examine our circumstances.” Harold plopped down in one of the torn-vinyl dining room chairs. “It’s roughly fifty miles from here, right?”
“Correct.” Clint took a seat across from him.
“I didn’t see a bicycle in the garage, so I assume Jake doesn’t have one, or took it with him.”
“I don’t think he has one. Wasn’t planning on bugging out. His home was his survival retreat.”
“All right. That means the one bike we have left is essentially worthless. But we have a golf cart. Those things typically have a 30-mile range or so. Ours is a bigger 4-seat model. Carrying the four of us, with our packs fully loaded, I’ll be surprised if it gets us halfway there. It’ll be a shame to have to ditch it, but that’s the reality. Maybe when we feel it slowing down we can find a place to hide it, by covering it with brush or something.
“That’s a good idea,” Clint said.
“Which leaves us a literal marathon we have to hike, carrying weapons and heavy packs. How long do you think that will take?”
“I don’t know. Honey, how long?”
Jenny looked at the ceiling. “That time I walked the Rock and Roll Marathon it took me a little over seven hours.”
“You set a fast pace?” Harold asked.
“Yes, for the most part. Stopped and fooled with my shoes a few times.”
“Well,” Harold said, “we’ll be going a lot slower with the packs on and an old guy in tow. There’ll be some stops and possible detours, plus getting off the highway behind cover when vehicles come by. I think we should plan on the walking part taking at least ten or eleven hours. Add the hour for the cart ride, and that’s another twelve-hour day of hard travelling ahead of us. Not sure I’m up for that in the morning. We can’t carry all these cans of food, so maybe the smart thing would be to hang out here a week or so and eat them—you know, to get our bodies ready for the hike.”
“Something tells me that’s a bad idea,” Clint said. “And I might go stir crazy waiting here a week when every fiber of my being wants to head south and join up with Jake. If you had a brother, you’d understand.”
“I understand, Clint. I do. But sometimes emotions should be set aside so wise decisions can be made.”
 “There’s something else to consider.” Clint raised a finger. “As we’ve discovered, travelling isn’t all that safe. And it seems to be getting worse. The longer we wait, the worse that situation may become.”
“I’ll concede that point.” Harold grabbed ahold of one of his shoulders and winced as he moved his arm around in circles. “But my body needs a break. And it could go for a period of nutritional build-up. If you were my age, you’d understand.”
Clint looked at Jenny. “What do you think, honey?”
“You both have good points,” she said. “After today, the thought of getting right back on the road tomorrow isn’t appealing in the least. Especially with us having food and comfortable beds here. Yet, I know we have to do it, so I’d prefer to get it over with. I’ll defer to whatever you guys decide.”
They discussed it another hour before reaching a compromise. Spending two or three days here seemed like the best solution. Almost on cue, the lights went out as soon as the decision was made. The three of them fished the flashlights out of their packs and retired to the two bedrooms. Jake’s bed wasn’t as big as what Clint and Jenny were used to, but it was comfortable. Clint fell asleep instantly. He kept dreaming that he was golfing, and trying to choose a club from his bag—which held an assortment of rifles and shotguns in addition to the clubs.
The power was back on the next day when Clint and Jenny got up. They slept late. Harold had already eaten breakfast and was out back doing yard work.
“Might as well try to fix the place up a little,” Harold said when Clint joined him there.
Clint picked up a pair of clippers. “I actually miss doing yard work.” He began trimming the grape vines growing along the fence. “That’s one drawback to living in a townhouse. I know most consider it an advantage. But I like tending yards. Jenny, too. That’s why she takes care of our patio. It’s all hers. I’m not allowed to touch it.”
The two of them trimmed and weeded while Jenny cleaned the inside of the house. After a few hours, they all enjoyed a lunch of tuna, figs, the rest of the crackers, and canned pears. Clint was relaxing on the couch afterwards when he heard a knock at the door.
Clint stood up and looked back and forth. He must have dozed off. Neither Harold nor Jenny were in sight. He cautiously approached the door and looked through the peephole. A touristy-looking couple stood the porch. The man wore a straw hat, sunglasses, and an open Hawaiian shirt over a long-sleeve t-shirt. The woman appeared younger. She was also wearing sunglasses, and had her hair in a ponytail behind a baseball cap. Her right arm may have been injured, as it was wrapped in a bandage. There was nothing in either of their hands.
The man reached up to knock again just as Clint opened the door—only a couple feet, ready to slam it shut again if need be.
“Oh,” the man said. “Wasn’t sure anyone was home. Sorry to disturb you. We live on the east side of La Junta. Our car broke down a few blocks from here—”
“There’s a bear on the road,” the girl interjected, pointing to her right. Her voice was raspy, like a smoker’s. “We’re scared. Do you have anything you can …shoot it with?” The man glanced at the girl upon being interrupted and seemed annoyed for a split second.
“You mean a gun?” Clint asked. “You’re asking if I can shoot a bear for you?”
“Yes!” the girl said. The man nodded, but not all that enthusiastically. For some reason Clint didn’t trust them.
“No. I don’t have anything to shoot a bear with.”
“Oh,” she said. “All right. Well, as long as we’re here, do you have any food you can sell us? Or trade, maybe? We’re hungry.”
“No,” Clint replied. “There’s a food shortage, you know.”
“We know. But it looks like you have a big yard with some fruit trees, so we thought you might grow your own, and, since you live outside of town, maybe you have some canned food stored up.”
The door suddenly flung all the way open, tearing out of Clint’s grip. Harold appeared next to him. The girl stepped back, startled.
“They took it all!” Harold shouted.
“Huh?” the man said.
“Those damn army reservists! They stole everything from us! Left us nothing! We have nothing now! Please, do you have any food you can spare?”
“No …no,” the man stuttered. He stepped backwards off the porch. “We can’t help you. Sorry to bother you.”
The couple walked away, but not before the man turned one last time and gave them a slight scowl.
“What was that act?” Clint asked after bolting the door again.
“You can’t trust anyone, Clint. Especially people who look like that.”
“I wasn’t going to give them any food. I noticed the girl scratching her arm under the bandage and saw ink. I think the bandage was to cover her tats.” 
Harold held up his right hand, which had been behind the door. It held his .45 revolver.
“Knocking on doors to find vacant homes,” Harold said as he carefully de-cocked his pistol. “That’s what squatters do. If someone answers, they start asking questions—questions designed to find out whether there are guns or food in the house. They could be acting as scouts for home invasion robbers.”
“You’re right.” Clint glanced at the gun cabinet in the dining room. “So what’s better? Not answering, or giving dumb-sounding replies?”
“I don’t know if there’s a right answer. And I don’t like the look that guy gave us as he walked away. Maybe it’s best we get out of here tomorrow.”
“Now you’re talking.”
Harold set his gun down. “We need to figure out the logistics. We can only carry so much, so should probably bury the extra food again. I’m thinking of leaving my takedown rifle here, much as I hate to do that.”
“Why?”
“To make room. We’ll take some cans of tuna with us, and the .25 rounds are bulkier. You should also leave the snub nose here, being as Jake doesn’t have any .38 shells.”
“Won’t it also fire .357 rounds?”
“No! Very dangerous suggestion. You got it backwards. A .357 will fire .38 shells, but not vice versa.”
“Oh. So, you’re going to hike with Jake’s rifle?”
“I think that’s best. It’s tempting to load the cart with more than the three of us can carry on our backs for 25 miles, but not prudent.”
“I hear you, Harold. I guess we’ll have to sort this out.”
They spent most of the afternoon packing, unpacking, repacking, and strategizing for the journey. Jenny agreed to the new plan of leaving at daybreak. By evening they had everything pretty much worked out.
Fresh baked potatoes for dinner was quite the treat.
“I never knew you could grow potatoes in the dark,” Harold said. “That makes them an impressively efficient survival food. Hate to leave them.” He spooned some heated tomatoes on his, mashed them in, and then piled green beans on top before dousing the masterpiece in salt and pepper.
“We have plenty more at the cabin.” Clint scooped chili high on top of his. “I have them in the ground, plus it seems Jake hauled most of his supply up there. I’m surprised you aren’t topping yours with chili.”
Harold took a bite and shook his head. “No chili for me before a long travel day. You’ll understand when you’re my age.”
Clint looked at his potato for a moment before pushing half the chili back into the pan and reaching his spoon towards the green beans.
“I see the wisdom of your thinking. And I’m not that young anymore.”
 




 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 
The morning sun hitting the front of the house aggravated Tucker’s hangover. He kept glancing across the porch at Saul, who was bearing a different type of burden. Tucker could tell the woman’s muffled screams bothered him, despite his obvious effort to conceal it. The truth was Tucker wasn’t crazy about them either. But he decided to have some fun with Saul while they waited. 
“Your turn will be next, Saul. All right?”
Saul frowned. “What if I don’t want a turn?”
“Dusty won’t like that. You’re the new guy. He’ll expect you to participate in our …doings. That’s partly how we learn to trust you.”
“I didn’t come along on this to fulfil my personal biological urges. I came to score food and merchandise.”
Tucker laughed. “Spoken like a true pirate, matey. Arrr, you’re here for the treasure, aren’t ye? Well, have a little fun with your shipmates first. There’s rum and plump lasses to be had. Then we’ll be dividing up the booty.”
“I might have to decline my ‘turn,’ even if Dusty doesn’t approve. I just …can’t.”
“Not enough time for the Viagra to kick in?”
“Something like that. So you go ahead.”
“Nah. I prefer blondes.”
“Like the gentleman you are,” Saul said.
 “Right.” Tucker furrowed his brow. “What was it you did for a living, again? Before becoming a pirate, I mean.”
Saul flashed a rare smiled. “I’ve always been a pirate.”
“Come on, man. We all know you’re out of your pond. You ever even fired a gun before?”
“Yes.”
“At a person, I mean.”
“Yes.”
“At someone who was shooting back at you?”
“Yes.”
His responses seemed honest. Tucker rubbed his chin and thought for a second before asking the next question.
“Ever shot someone who wasn’t shooting back at you?”
“No.”
“Aha! That’s what we need to work on. So what did you do, man?”
“I’m a software pirate.”
“A what?”
“A freelance computer programmer. What some people call a hacker. But I do specialized work.”
“Like hacking into bank accounts and such?”
“No. I crack computer software and resell it. Also, sometimes I collect payments from website owners in exchange for not taking their sites down.”
“You know how to take other peoples’ websites down?”
“Yes. By barraging them, via a large network of virally-linked computers. It’s called a denial of service attack.”
“Website owners pay you not to do this?”
“Some do. For a while, anyway. They require a demonstration first, of course.”
“So you’re an extortionist.”
“Yes. But that’s only part of it. I make most of my money selling pirated software, like I said. Sometimes the creators pay me to go away. Then I come back disguised as a different hacker and try to repeat. Eventually they pony up to have better security installed, and I move on to a new victim. Doing them a favor, the way I see it. Small-time software creators are easy pickings.”
“How did you learn to do all this?”
“I learned the basics at Red Rocks Community College in Lakewood. The rest I pursued on my own. We used to have a blast cracking software back in my college days.”
Tucker shook his head. “Smart guy—Saul Goldstein the computer pirate. Now becoming a real pirate.”
“Do you hear something?” Saul asked.
Tucker looked across the expansive yard. “Yes. Be quiet.”
There was no motor noise, but the sound of people talking came from the road. It moved rapidly. At least one female voice was among them.
“Could be bicyclists,” Tucker said. “They’ll be passing the clear stretch in a few seconds. We should duck out of sight.”
Tucker and Saul jumped down from the porch and positioned themselves behind the solitary Christmas-tree sized pine in the yard. A moment later, the source of the voices passed the short section of road visible from the house.
A golf cart! Travelling along at a pretty good clip. Two men and a woman—all of whom glanced in the direction of the house as they passed.
“Come on!” Tucker said after the cart vanished behind the tree line again. “We can catch them on the curve!”
“You want to ambush that golf cart?” Saul asked.
“Hell yes! Those are valuable now. And did you see the full packs they had? We might score more there than what’s in this whole house. Plus the chick’s a blonde.”
“Her hair looked brown to me.”
“Close enough. Come on!”
Tucker reached up to grab this shotgun off the porch railing and started running. He glanced behind him after twenty yards to verify that Saul was following. He was, though his gait suggested an uneager compliance.
They made it to the far side of the property before the cart rounded the bend, and jumped over a small ditch to get to the road.
“Let’s cross over.” Tucker pointed to a thick patch of growth on the other side. “We can get a better shot from there.”
“The girl’s on that side,” Saul said.
“I’m only going to blow out one of the tires. To start, anyway. Maybe they’ll run off and leave us the loot.”
“That sounds like a better plan.” Saul followed Tucker across. 
The two of them hunched low in the brush a few seconds before the golf cart appeared. It slowed to take the tight curve, but now accelerated again. The driver appeared to be in his mid-thirties. The girl next to him was a real looker, even with her hair in a scrunchie. A middle-aged man sat in the back seat. He seemed to be particularly aware, scrutinizing his surroundings. Tucker knew that one was the most likely to be armed of the three. But he doubted any of them had guns. They looked like typical city people from Denver or Colorado Springs.
Tucker held his shotgun at the ready. An opening low in the brush made the perfect portal for shooting through. The sound of the electric motor whirring came into earshot as it approached. It sounded strained.
At the last second, as the cart came directly in front of them, Tucker shoved the barrel of the gun out through the bush and fired a round of buckshot at the front tire.
The tire blew. The cart skidded to one side. The driver overcompensated, fishtailing it. The woman shrieked. 
The cart ended up head-first in the ditch on the opposite side of the road, thirty yards ahead.
“Let’s go!” Tucker nudged Saul.
This time Saul ran out ahead of him. That was good. Dusty would be happy to hear he was pulling his weight.
They came to the cart, sticking bottom-up out of the trench. It was empty. The occupants must be fleeing behind the tree line. Tucker watched as Saul held his pistol out with both arms and advanced through the trees.
A single shot fired. Did Saul just shoot at one of them?
Saul reappeared—but only the top half of his body as it fell backward. His forehead was sporting a new accessory: a bullet hole.
Tucker quickly raised the shotgun. But not quick enough. They say you never hear the one that gets you. It’s not true. Tucker heard all three shots fire as the slugs impacted on his chest. What he didn’t notice was the fall. His next conscious moment was that of lying on the roadside next to his beloved shotgun. He couldn’t breathe, and his arms wouldn’t obey the command to reach for the gun. Something fuzzy was in front of him. He tried to focus.
The last thing Tucker saw on Earth was a maroon bumper sticker. Save the Ales. Save the Ales…
 
* * *
 
“Where are those dumbshits?” Dusty tightened his belt without setting down his .357 magnum. “They were supposed to stay on the porch until I told them it was their turn.”
Coop followed him outside. “I heard shots out on the road. That way.”
Dusty shook his head. “Those fools probably chased a deer into the woods. They don’t know you found a freezer full of venison. Well, I’m only giving then a few minutes to come back before I shoot the bitch. And I’m sure as hell not helping them lug a deer carcass.”
“It’d make me feel better to know Saul shot something,” Coop said. “Even if it’s only an animal.”
“You don’t think his heart is in this, do you?”
“Frankly, no.”
Dusty laughed. “He’s not the most hardened crook I ever met, but he has some drive. Don’t worry. He’ll be all right.”
“Wish I shared your confidence. Shouldn’t there be some kind of initiation for him—out here on a job, I mean?”
“Like what?”
“Have him shoot the bitch.”
“No.” Dusty shook his head. “That’s not his thing. Making your partners do stuff they aren’t comfortable with doesn’t help the operation.”
“He just doesn’t fit in,” Coop said. “If we really needed a fourth, I could have gotten us another guy for these home jobs. Someone experienced.”
“I could have, too. Look. I’m the one in charge for now, right?”
“No argument.”
“Good. Then you have to trust my judgment. I kind of like Saul. Brings the outfit some class. So stop ragging on him, okay? And for the record, I need your recruiting advice like I need a hole in the head.”
Coop nodded and continued looking around the yard.
“Hey, what’s that?” He pointed off to the side.
“Where?”
“Up by the road, in the trees. It’s white. See it? Looks like something in the ditch. Maybe a small car crashed there.”
Dusty frowned when he saw what Coop was pointing at. “That’s where you heard the shots come from?”
“Yeah. I think.”
“We better check it out.”
The two of them began walking in that direction, scouting the area as they did. But they didn’t make it to the trench. The sound of loud engines coming south on the road drew them back to the house. 
They didn’t make it back to the house, either. An SUV suddenly turned up the long gravel driveway, followed by a group of motorcycles. Their arrival was sudden. They must have been speeding. Dusty and Coop were caught in the open. They both instinctively held their pistols behind them.
When the dust cloud cleared, a green Ford Explorer faced them, surrounded by four street bikes. The doors of the SUV opened and five guys who looked like they would be more at home on motorcycles got out. One of them held a shotgun. Two had pistols drawn. Dusty saw handguns tucked in the pants of the others, including the driver. The motorcyclists dismounted and came to their side. They were similarly armed.
“Friends of yours?” Coop asked.
Dusty laughed nervously. “You’d think, wouldn’t you? At least it’s a safe bet they didn’t come to help the homeowner.”
The nine new arrivals took slow, deliberate steps towards Dusty and Coop. Dusty let his .357 swing around in front of him, but kept it lowered. The strangers didn’t react. Dusty didn’t know if that was good or bad. When the group was within ten yards, they stopped. The SUV driver then spoke.
“Who’s all inside?” He motioned towards the open front door of the house with his head. 
Dusty studied the man before answering. Skinny as his waist was, he did have an impressive upper build, like the body of a gym trainer. His short black hair was combed, almost too dapper to be travelling with the rest of this bunch—except for his overgrown goatee.
Dusty finally shrugged and answered. “No one, really. What can we do for you boys?”
“Mind if we take a look?” the driver asked.
Dusty glanced at the front door before responding.
“Inside the house, you mean?”
“Yes.”
“Um …no. Knock yourself out.”
The driver, who was obviously in charge, then sent two of his gang in the house. They returned in less than three minutes.
“What’s it look like, Tommy?”
“Naked woman cowering in the bedroom. A little beat up. Dead husband in the hallway.”
“Shot?”
“Yeah.”
“Food?” the driver asked. “Ammo? Anything interesting?”
“Some food. Didn’t see any ammo, or a safe. Oh, and one more thing, Zane. Someone wrote savages on the wall with a magic marker. We’ll check the back.” Tommy and his companion walked behind the house.
Dusty tightened his pistol grip when he heard the driver’s name was Zane. 
“Are you …Zane Savage?” he asked.
Zane squinted. “Do I know you?”
“No. We’ve never met. I’ve heard of you, that’s all.”
Zane shook his head. “You know you posers are making things tougher for us. Leaving signs behind, pinning jobs on us that we had nothing to do with—and where we didn’t even get a cut. Worse, this kind of thing gets noticed more, and feeds the gung-ho newspaper writers. So the jobs are tougher, because more people are staring out their windows all night instead of sleeping.”
“I never thought of that. Sorry. Just so you know, I’m not the one who wrote that—”
“I don’t give a shit which one of you wrote it,” Zane said. “It’s stupid.”
“Point taken.” Dusty tried to concede without sounding weak.
Tommy and the other one came back from behind the house.
“Four bikes,” Tommy said. He then motioned towards Dusty and Coop. “But only two riders. We got math problems here.”
Zane took a step towards Dusty and frowned. “Where’s your other two friends?”
“They were supposed to wait on the porch,” Dusty said. “We came out and they were gone. Heard some shots down the road a ways. We were about to look for them when you all rode up.”
Several members of Zane’s gang pulled their guns from their belts.
“Don’t worry,” Dusty said. “There’s no ambush. My guys are probably chasing a deer in the woods. In fact, would you be interested in a few new recruits?”
Zane turned and spoke to Tommy, but in a loud enough voice for Dusty to hear. 
“I don’t care much for rapists.”
“Me neither.” Tommy chuckled. “Maybe that’s because we were both in Lincoln, huh?”
“Maybe,” Zane said. “But in my experience, when you’re working with rapists they get distracted whenever you encounter a female, and don’t concentrate on the job at hand. If this guy’s telling the truth about his cohorts, it’s a pretty good example of what I’m saying.”
“I’m telling the truth!” Dusty said. “Look—”
At that moment, the woman from the house ran out the open door, crying and whimpering, drawing everyone’s attention. She was still naked, but held a crumpled bed sheet in front of her. Her white butt reflected the morning sunlight when she jumped off the porch and ran off behind the house. Dusty instinctively raised his gun towards her—but then thought better of it and lowered his hand again.
“Now there’s something you don’t see every day,” Tommy said.
Dusty raised his voice. “What I was going to say was, we’re happy to split the take with you. There is some stuff here. The freezer is full of meat, and one of the cupboards has a good stock of canned food. Maybe your guys didn’t see that. We haven’t even had time to go through everything yet. Could be some money, or other valuables hidden in there somewhere. The place is nicely furnished.”
Zane glanced at the still-running woman. “I don’t think so.”
“Come on, Savage.” Dusty knew the confidence in his voice was faltering. “Can’t we work something out? I’d really like to run with you, even if it’s only for a job or two.”
Zane broke a slight grin. “All right.” He turned around and walked behind the rest of his gang, back towards the car. “Work something out with them, guys.”
Dusty began to smile, but then saw all the other savages—the real savages—raising their guns. Dusty and Coop brought theirs up in response, but reacted much too slowly.
Dusty never even heard the shots that killed him.
 




 
Chapter Twenty
 
 
“I hear more gunshots,” Jenny said. “To our rear, in the distance.”
Harold looked behind—then up, and then all around. “I hear shots in the distance everywhere. Can’t tell where they’re coming from. These hills are full of amateur hunters, no doubt. Probably trying to shoot birds with bullets and deer with shot.”
Clint almost managed to laugh. But he couldn’t spare the breath. The three of them were making excellent time, considering the 40-pound packs on their backs. Well, forty for Clint and Harold. Maybe thirty for Jenny.
“How far do you think we’ve gotten?” Jenny asked.
“We’re doing well,” Harold replied. “We were right around the twenty mile mark when we lost the cart. Since then, I bet we’ve tacked on another five. Still have a marathon to go, but it’s early and we’re distancing ourselves from the scene of the incident. Never thought we would move so fast fully loaded.”
“Proper motivation does wonders for results,” Clint grumbled.
“Yes. I suppose it does.”
Harold had no problem keeping up with them, even with the 25-06 on his shoulder in addition to the backpack. Just as important, he was adept at staying aware of their surroundings, routing them off the road behind structure when he heard—or even felt—something ahead that bothered him. Clint and Jenny certainly weren’t going to argue with him. Harold’s survival instincts were good. 
Clint wished he had a bigger gun. Yes, he now carried the .45 revolver in his pack, up in the front pocket where it was easy to get at. The Marlin Papoose was assembled with a ten-round magazine inserted and slung over his shoulder, light enough not to complain about. The papoose was the outer perimeter first line of defense, as Harold put it, being a semi-automatic. Harold also considered it more accurate at longer distances as long as the wind was behaving. But with the hills, rocks, and trees currently surrounding them, any distance advantage was negligible at best. Clint was pretty sure he could be almost as accurate with Jake’s rifle, and he was experienced enough with it to be quick on the bolt action.
Jenny had now proven her capability with the semi-automatic pistol several times, unfortunately. Clint could tell she was becoming continually more upset about their constant need for self-defense on this little journey—a trip that should have taken half a day, and was now entering its second week.
“I don’t see how we can keep this up,” Jenny said.
“Are we going too fast for you?” Clint asked.
“No. Too slow, if anything.”
“Keep what up, then, honey?”
“This.” Jenny waved her pistol in the air. “Getting in shootouts everywhere we go. If the world has gone bonkers, with swarms of violent criminals around us at every turn, we don’t stand much of a chance.”
“We’re doing all right so far,” Harold said.
“But it’s futile,” Jenny argued. “We can’t win every battle. The more of them we have, the more likely one or more of us is going to be killed. I’d just as soon have it be me, to be honest. I know where I’m going. And I’m losing interest in this world pretty fast.”
“Please don’t say that, honey.” Clint tried to grab her hand, but missed. 
“I’m sorry, but I can’t help the way I feel. Tens of millions of people in our country are dying from a virus, and the rest of us are shooting each other. It’s only a matter of time before we don’t see the next ambush, or aren’t fast enough, or aren’t the best shot.”
“We just need to make it to the cabin,” Clint said. “Then we’ll be all right.”
“I don’t know.” Jenny shook her head as they walked. “That makes four of us, assuming Jake even made it there okay. That’s not many.”
“I like our chances,” Harold said. “Of both getting to the cabin, and then surviving once we’re settled in. Especially if Clint’s brother is with us, after he hauled a load of supplies there—which I’m certain includes a cache of ammunition. And he’s another good gun hand. I think the four of us will be able to take care of ourselves.”
“Don’t get me wrong.” Jenny looked at Harold apologetically. “There’s not three other men on the planet I’d feel safer with. And I thank God you’re with us, Harold. Clint and I probably wouldn’t have made it this far without you. What I’m saying is it doesn’t matter how good we are. When a gang of ten or fifteen home invaders shows up, perhaps with better weapons than we have, how are the four of us going to fend that off? And the way things are going, it seems inevitable.”
Clint succeeded in grabbing her free hand this time. “It only seems that way, honey, because of the bad luck we’ve had. That doesn’t mean things will keep going the way they have been. I’m sure times were dangerous back in the old west, too. But most homesteaders in those days lived out normal lives without having to use their firearms for defense. Only in the movies, right Harold?”
Harold thought for a moment before responding.
“As a matter of fact, I see Jenny’s point. Not that I will ever concede to hopelessness. But in the old west towns you’re talking about, they banded together for the common good, exactly for that reason. Local folks formed their own law enforcement systems. Had to, for the safety of the community. If you were caught stealing a horse they hung you right there in that town, without needing permission from state or federal authorities. Justice was swift, and it acted as a deterrent. It worked. Nowadays, there’s too much procedure involved. If we’re going to live in a dangerous society where you can’t reliably get help from a cop, we might need to revert to the old ways. And you’re right, Jenny. Four against the world isn’t a practical notion. Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
“Should have stayed in Denver,” Jenny muttered. “We live in a gated complex. Could have gotten food from the airdrops and waited it out in the city like normal folks, not people in a damn western.”
“Do you really wish we stayed home?” Clint asked.
“Yes.”
“What about you, Harold?”
Harold chuckled. “I never wanted to use my weapon on another human, despite my jokes at the poker games. But I didn’t have any qualms about doing it if the need ever arose, and I still don’t. I knew the bad guys were out there. I deeply regret getting you two wonderful people involved in gunfights. If I had it to do over again, I’d still take you up on your offer to let me come down to the cabin—alone. Fighting for food at a helicopter drop isn’t my thing.”
No one said anything for a few minutes. Finally, Harold spoke again.
“How about you, Clint? Wished you stayed in Denver with the riots?”
Clint thought for a second. “To be perfectly honest, I could go either way. Especially when you put it like that.”
They stopped talking and increased their pace again as the landscape began to change. The hills flattened and the woods receded. They were now crossing a wide, sandy plain. Harold suggested getting a couple hundred yards off the highway and hiking across the sand. Clint and Jenny jumped all over the suggestion. You could see for miles around in this area. The twenty-two long-rifle might be a genuine asset now. No possibility of an ambush out here.
At least, that’s what Clint thought before he heard the rattle. Jenny grabbed Clint’s arm with both hands and dug all ten fingers deep into his muscle tissue. Clint froze. Harold jumped backwards. A black two-foot rattlesnake slithered away from a sage brush.
Clint managed to free his arm from Jenny’s grip and aimed his rifle at it.
“Let it go,” Harold said. “Not worth wasting ammo on.”
“They’re good eating.”
Harold laughed. “You’re not going to want to carry the carcass twenty miles. Don’t waste the bullet. That’s a massasauga. Not a lot meat on them, and probably too boney. If we come across a prairie rattler, maybe a foot or so longer, and closer to home, you can shoot that. Meanwhile, I suggest we avoid the thicker patches of brush.”
“Eat rattlesnake?” Jenny said. “Yuck.”
Clint lowered his gun. “We may have to eat whatever we can find for a while, honey.”
“I’m not eating any snake. Isn’t it turkey season? Find us one of those. Otherwise I’ll go out looking for some of that prickly lettuce Congressman Bennett showed me how to pick.”
“I prefer a shotgun for turkey,” Clint said.
Harold pointed forward. “We’re too far away for hunting of any kind. Or foraging, for that matter. But I’m happy to see a little enthusiasm out of both of you. This new lifestyle might be more fun than you’re giving it credit for. For now, we just need to get there.”
They continued across the plain, this time zigzagging to avoid the brush and occasional rock piles. The hills and trees gradually encroached on their space again as they climbed in elevation. Soon they found themselves back on the highway surrounded by forest.
“Honey, you’re starting to kick my butt,” Jenny said. “And I’m the one who’s in shape. What’s got you walking so fast?”
Clint looked up at the chirping birds in the treetops. The cool forest shade was a welcome relief from the midday sun that began beating on them across the plain.
“I guess it’s knowing we’re getting closer,” Clint replied. “Anticipation. We’ll be there in a few hours now. Looking forward to seeing Jake.”
“That’s the first time I’ve heard you utter those words. But can we please set a more sustainable pace?”
Clint found it took effort to comply, but he slowed. As the woods widened to their right, Harold suggested getting off the road for a few minutes. He thought he heard something up ahead—probably an animal, but it was best to continue proceeding with extreme caution. So, the three of them walked into the clearing and stopped.
“I don’t hear anything,” Clint said.
A voice answered, but it wasn’t Harold’s. It came from the trees to the right.
“Drop your weapons!”
The three of them spun right. No one was in sight.
“Do as he says!” a different voice shouted from a different spot. “Drop the guns, now!” A shot fired overhead from that direction.
Clint turned left. Didn’t see anyone there, either. But he noticed Harold crouching—and not dropping his weapon. He held it to his shoulder in the direction the shot came from.
“Honey, get down.” Clint pulled Jenny’s arm and they both hunched low. Clint didn’t drop his weapon, either. But neither did he point it into the trees. He only gripped it tighter.
“It’s no use,” another voice said from directly behind. “We have you completely surrounded. And we’re well-armed.”
“Who are you?” Clint shouted.
“That’s the question we’re about to ask you,” one of the voices replied. “As soon as you lay down your arms.”
“I’m a homeowner in Springfield!”
“If that’s true, and you’re not carrying any loot from the Lorimer ranch, then no one gets hurt. Assuming you put those weapons down, now.”
“Show yourselves first!” Clint yelled back.
“That doesn’t work for us. You’re the ones caught. Tell your friend to stop aiming that rifle, or our next demonstration will be directed at him.”
Clint reached over and lifted Harold’s rifle barrel into the air. Harold glared back at him.
“Lay it in front of you,” Clint said. “Like this.” He placed his rifle on the ground, but within easy pickup range. Jenny did the same with her pistol. Harold hesitated, but eventually followed suit.
“The guns are on the ground!” Clint said. “Now show yourselves!”
“Back away from them, please.”
“No! That doesn’t work for us. You show yourselves, or we pick them back up and start firing at your voices. And if you shoot us, you’ll be killing innocent Springfield homeowners.”
An agonizing moment of silence passed. Somebody behind the trees whistled. Jenny had ahold of Clint’s arm again, but with only one hand and not quite so tight this time.
A figure appeared between the trees. Then another, a few yards away. Then more. As Clint turned his head he saw men with rifles leveled at their shoulders walking forward into the clearing on every side. There were at least a dozen of them, and no gaps in the enclosing circle.
Clint elbowed Harold. “Come on. We may as well stand up.”
The three of them set their packs on the ground next to the rifles, stood, and took a few steps back. Clint wasn’t worried now. These guys obviously weren’t bandits.
The woodsmen stopped their approach. One of them lowered his rifle and spoke.
“Thank you. What’s your name?”
“Stonebreaker.”
“Jake?” A voice said from the side.
Clint turned to it. “Clint and Jenny. Jake is my brother. This is my neighbor, Harold. We’re from Denver, but own a cabin just southwest of Springfield. ”
The one who knew Jake’s name lowered his rifle. Clint recognized his large nose from somewhere.
“Hey, Clint. Didn’t recognize you. Roberto Sanchez. From the canyon ranch. It’s all right, guys.”
The rest of the woodsmen all withdrew their arms. Clint thought some of them looked downright disappointed.
Clint smiled. “How are you, Roberto?”
Roberto shrugged. “Been better.” 
 
* * *
 
Roberto’s truck was in need of new shocks, but that didn’t bother Clint. He, Harold, and Jenny were only too happy to be tossed around inside the cab. They were off their feet, and surrounded by what must be the safest civilian caravan in the county—maybe even the entire state.
“Why didn’t you stay at the ranch?” Clint asked Roberto from the passenger seat.
“I’m going back.” Roberto bounced high as he took a bump in the road too fast. “Soon, hopefully. Came to town to check on my house and see how a few friends are doing. That’s when my neighbors shanghaied me.”
 “What’s this little militia group of yours called again?”
“The North Springfield Community Preservation Committee. Sounds nice and official, doesn’t it?”
“Yes, it does. Did you have to file any papers or anything in order to organize it?”
Roberto let go with a belly laugh.
“I take it no, then.”
“File papers where? The city and county buildings are closed, the court’s suspended, and all the city officials are home, trying to protect and provide for their families. Funny you asked, though—we do actually have papers written out proclaiming our organization, and asserting that we’re acting within our constitutional rights. One of our members is a lawyer. The papers are posted in the only place that matters at the moment: in the homes of all our members. It’s a good group of guys. I hate to leave, but my boss needs me at the ranch. Lots of poachers trying to get at our herds.” After a pause he lowered his voice and added, “Some of whom wear army uniforms.”
“What happened at the Lorimer ranch?” Harold asked from the back seat.
“You know the Lorimers?”
“No.”
Clint noticed Roberto eye Jenny in his mirror before responding.
“You probably don’t want to know, then.”
“I see,” Harold said. “Sorry.”
Roberto’s CB radio crackled with a message from one of the other drivers who was turning off the road to go home. As they drew closer to Springfield, more did the same. By the time Clint saw the main cluster of town from the crossroad, Roberto’s truck was alone. That was a little less comfortable, but only a little. Clint’s cabin was now only a couple miles away.
Roberto shook his head. “Yeah, it’s too bad about the Lorimers. They’re the only victims in our self-assigned jurisdiction since our committee was organized. We’re not happy about having a blemish on our record. The raiders must have escaped north. You folks are fortunate to have avoided them. I suppose that’s one advantage of travelling on foot.”
“Any idea how many they were?” Harold asked.
“Three or four, we think. May have spent the night in the Lorimer house. They left a ‘savages’ sign, but we don’t think they were the real savages—not unless they split up into smaller groups. That’s why we suspected you of possibly being the perpetrators.”
“Sorry to disappoint you,” Clint said. “How did you find out about the raid?”
“Well, that’s part of the problem. The committee has to make regular patrols, and we don’t stay up all night. Only have so many of these,” he tapped the CB radio, “and they’re all mounted in our vehicles. We need to devise a better alert system, especially considering the fact our gas supply will run out soon.”
“How do we go about joining your committee?” Jenny anxiously interjected.
Roberto laughed. “I’m afraid you can’t. You’re too far south. Would stretch us too thin. It’s the next turn, isn’t it?”
“No,” Clint said. “Two more. And that sucks.”
Roberto sped back up. “The primary danger to Springfield is from the north and west. We like to think we have the north approach at least somewhat monitored. Will step up our efforts even more now, no doubt. The state border affords us a measure of protection from the east and south. That only leaves the eastbound 160 to worry about. From the chatter I’ve been picking up on the CB lately, I expect to see a greater military presence along that road in the coming weeks. You folks southwest of town should be all right.”
“Your optimism is refreshing,” Jenny said, “and appreciated. I do feel better knowing you guys are patrolling the north side.”
“Good.” Roberto shook his head again. “Just wish we had done a better job. We’re still getting it dialed in, unfortunately.”
“If it makes you feel any better,” Harold said, “There’s a decent chance we took care of the Lorimer raiders for you. Two of them, anyway.”
Roberto took his foot off the gas, tilted his head, and eyeballed Harold in the rear view mirror. Clint turned his head and frowned at Harold, unsure if revealing such information was prudent. He noticed Jenny doing the same thing.
“You don’t say?” Roberto said.
“We do say,” Jenny responded, apparently deciding it was okay. “There’s two less bad guys on the road north of here, thanks to us. Wish you would let us join your club.”
Roberto slowly nodded. “Thanks. I’ll talk to the guys. Maybe they’ll be willing to work something out. No promises.”
The turn on to the gravel road by the mailbox came up. Clint could see the cabin now, just on the other side of the three aspen trees. Something white was in front of it. That had to be Jake’s truck—didn’t it?
They crossed over the pipe that spilled the runoff creek under the road to the south side. It was still running high. One more turn and they would have a full view of the cabin. They were finally here.
Roberto made the turn. The cabin came into view as a beacon of light shining through a dark storm. Appropriately, Jake’s truck was parked in front.
And standing on the front porch was Jake. He had his hands on his hips, looking as though he knew who was inside the truck.
Five minutes later, a small dust cloud followed Roberto’s truck away as Jake and Jenny hugged in front of the green-roofed log cabin. Clint noticed Jenny hold on to Jake for a much longer time than normal. Harold then shook Jake’s hand. Those two should be natural best friends. 
Finally it was Clint’s turn. He grabbed Jake’s forearm with both his hands, pumped once, and held. Jake was clean-shaven today, his curly black hair freshly trimmed. Clint spoke with unbridled emotion. 
“So glad to see you, brother. When your yard and garage looked ransacked, I didn’t know …what to think.”
Jake took an uncharacteristically long time to answer. He also seemed to have a strange calmness about him. Clint wondered if Jake experienced any of the same kind of trouble as he, Jenny, and Harold had. Though the smile had now faded from his face, there was a light to Jake’s eyes which spoke more than words. Clint knew he was extremely happy the three of them showed up.
“I had some problems with local thieves,” Jake finally said. “The kind that wear uniforms. Partly my fault. Probably wouldn’t have been so bad if I wasn’t as pressing in my challenge of their authority. Lost most of my supplies as a result. Brought what I could save here. Come on. Let me show you.”
The three of them followed Jake around back. There was no fenced-in yard at the cabin; just a simple wire-post fence marking the ten-acre property line. Clint noticed it was mended in places. Jake had apparently been busy since he arrived.
“The berries are producing well,” Jake said pointing to the bushy vines along the side of the house. “Will be a good source of vitamins for us.”
“Looks like we have enough berries for an army,” Harold commented as he untangled his shoe from a mess of brambles.
 “Don’t say that.” Jake pointed across the immediate flat stretch of ground behind the cabin. “We’ll need some green vegetables, too. Brought all my seeds down, so I’ve got a good amount started already. The cucumbers and green beans grow fast, fortunately.”
Clint saw a row of tree branches stuck in the ground with twine tied between them, obviously the green bean patch. Sprouts were already poking up.
“The problem is,” Jake continued, “we won’t be able to preserve enough to get us through the winter. I have my pressure cooker, and a few jars, but not enough. The persimmons ripen in autumn, you know. Those will get us through the first frosts. I’ll get my winter squash in the ground in July, so we should have that fresh through the entire fall as well. But the only crop that can survive the winters here is cauliflower, I think, even in the greenhouse I’m starting to build. And spinach. That will grow well even during the deep freezes. I still have plenty of seeds for those, thankfully. The oat field is to your left. With any luck, we’ll have a decent harvest before the first frost. And we have the potatoes, of course. Most of those survived the winter, thanks to the compost I made you pack over the patch. As you can see, I’ve mounded the row, and spilt a bunch of them into new plants. That’s why the row is longer now, and the mound lower on one end. Meanwhile, we have the ones in my buckets I hauled up here. That should last us at least a month. I’ve started some tomatoes, but—”
“Jake.” Jenny put her hand on his shoulder.
“Yes?”
“You’re an angel. But you’re overwhelming me. It’s too much at the moment. After what we’ve been through, I only want to go inside, relax, and not think about anything for a day or two. Okay?” 
“Okay.” 
Jake looked back at Clint. “So you had some trouble on the road?”
 




 
Chapter Twenty One
 
 
“I agree with Jake,” Jenny said. “He’s looking at things from a long-term perspective. I think that’s wise. Am I doing this right, Jake?”
“Almost.” Jake looked up from the wooden box he was fastening and beamed at Jenny across the picnic table, obviously ecstatic at having converted a new student. “You need to double back sooner after starting. It helps tighten it.”
Harold shook his head. “I can’t believe you can make twine out of bramble vines.”
“Cordage,” Jake said. “Brambles are great for cordage. So is willow bark, thistles, yuccas, pine tree roots, and stinging nettle plants. We can find all of that locally, but brambles will be the most plentiful, with all we have growing here.”
“But we have two big rolls of twine,” Clint argued. “And two good shotguns, with quite a bit of shot stored. We’re hunters, Jake. Remember?”
“We were hunters. Now we’re survivalists. And that means conserving important materials.”
Harold laughed. “And ammunition.”
 “Especially ammunition.” Jake winked at Harold. “After hearing about your trip, you three should be the first to understand that. Security is job one. We can’t effectively defend the cabin with slingshots. But we can hunt quail with them. So it would be imprudent to waste our ammo on quail. Even birdshot.”
“Jake, I can’t hit a quail with a slingshot,” Clint said. “I’ll only scatter them.”
“Can you hit one right this moment? No. But with a few hours practice, I bet you can reliably pick them off from ten or twelve yards—which is plenty of distance for quail, and won’t scatter them anywhere near as much as a shotgun blast will. That’s what the target range over yonder is for. You should be practicing now, so we can go quail hunting. But please be careful not to step on any sunflowers.”
“Practice sling-shotting.”
“Yes.”
“With rocks.”
“That’s right. We can’t count on continuing to have ball bearings or even marbles, as we’ll eventually lose them all, so we should learn to use renewable resources.”
 “I don’t know if that’s my thing. And maybe I’d rather go deer hunting.”
“We’ll need to make archery equipment, then. And that will take practice, too.”
“Make bows and arrows?”
“Yes.”
“Out of what?”
“We can build decent bows from the birch saplings that grow along the creek, and use yucca or pine tree root cordage for the bowstrings. Good arrows can be fastened out of small pine branches, bone, and feathers.”
“Come on, Jake. We can’t make archery equipment from plants and trees.”
“Of course we can.”
“Even if we can, it’ll be pathetic, like something a cub scout would make, and isn’t going to kill a deer. For one thing, we’ll never get close enough.”
“Now how do you think the Indians did it?” Jake said.
“They knew what they were doing.”
“So do I. Learned how in the forest service. And both of us have more than enough hunting experience to get close enough for a kill shot—or at least be able to down one and then finish it off. Come along with me now. I saw a flock of quail hopping around by the mailbox two days ago. Help me put the trap there. Then we’ll go looking for saplings to cut for staves.”
Clint noticed Jenny smiling widely. She was undeniably enjoying herself listening to Clint and Jake argue. Worse, she had developed an annoying new habit of taking Jake’s side on these kinds of matters. This started four days ago, almost as soon as they arrived at the cabin. Jenny forming a household alliance with Jake was the last thing Clint expected. The violence they experienced on the road must really have affected her. 
She wasn’t the only one who changed. Clint owed a debt of gratitude to whoever stole Jake and replaced him with this new version. Perhaps the army reservists who plundered his house were the ones to thank. Yes, Clint and Jake still argued most of the time. That’s simply the way they interacted. But it was no longer heated. More like friendly banter now. Clint had yet to hear a wacky conspiracy theory since they arrived, and he was surprised that Jake wasn’t rubbing the situation in Clint’s face—having finally been proven right about a pending breakdown of society, and, more significantly, the need to have been prepared for it.
Clint figured he knew why. This was a dream come true for Jake. When you prepare for something most of your life, it must be at least a little disappointing if it never comes to pass. Jake was firing on all cylinders now, and busting his butt in a proactive effort to set the four of them up as self-sufficient homesteaders. Jenny stood right beside him in that position. It seemed to alleviate some of her survival fears, so Clint tried not to rock that boat too much.
 But Clint didn’t know if he was ready to live like the Flintstones. He liked using his rifle for hunting. Keeping it aside for self-defense needs only was an antagonizing proposal. Having survival supplies stored up for emergencies meant you should use them when the emergency arrived, not hoard them away for an even worse emergency. That’s what Jake wanted to do with the remainder of the canned food, too, so it was time to go hunting for meat—only without a gun, which seemed absurd. Making twine from brambles when you have a two large spools stored seemed ludicrous as well. But Clint was quickly becoming a minority vote on such issues.
Clint looked around at the yard behind the house. It was quickly turning into a survivalist mini-farm. Jake put the finishing touches on the greenhouse this morning. The oat field was now six inches high and adding an inch daily. Same with the green beans and cucumbers. Sunflowers were sprouting everywhere else. Up against the house sat Jake’s solar generator. He hadn’t yet devised a use for it, as the power it stored was minimal, but Clint knew he would. Jake was on a mission to make efficient use of every resource they had, natural or stored.
Clint couldn’t argue with the results. Tonight it appeared they were actually going to have fresh baked bread with dinner. That was an amazing thought. Clint watched Jake and Jenny start preparing for it the day after they arrived. First the two of them tightened the setting on Jake’s grain roller so they could mill some of his oatmeal into flour. Thank God Jake was smart enough to hide a few buckets of his oats—both in grain and flaked form—from the army reservists. Then they cut up a potato into small chunks and dropped it into a jar of warm water, along with a spoonful of oat flour and a pinch of sugar. For the next two days it bubbled away. Yesterday morning, the bubbling stopped and the jar went into the refrigerator to settle the yeast to the bottom. It came back out last night so Jenny could pour out the top portion and mix the sediment in with a pan full of oat-flour and water. She then added a pinch of salt and kneaded it all into bread dough. Overnight the dough rose to fill the pan. It worked. She put it back in the fridge this morning and would bake it tonight. They didn’t want to take a chance on a power outage occurring while baking, so Harold was planning on building a fire ring in the yard later. The bread pan would be set next to the fire to bake with hot coals piled around the sides of the pan.
Jenny already had another yeast starter going. This one was earmarked for making a batch of berry cider. That would take several weeks and require the use of a few spoonsful of their sugar supply, which Jake initially objected to but soon wisely acquiesced. He had a big bag of the stuff, and since Jenny was championing most of his causes Jake knew better than to pick that battle. Besides, what better use of the sugar supply than creating libations?
“Coming?” Jake said. He picked up the wooden box he’d been working on with one hand. The other held a machete and a small hand-shovel.
“Right behind you. Beats slingshot practice.” Clint followed Jake up the gravel road towards the mailbox.
“Too bad about the water situation,” Jake said as they crossed over the runoff creek.
“What water situation?”
“The water table is like 200 feet down here. Can’t drill a groundwater well for irrigation.”
“We have a well, Jake. All the water we want.”
“Unless the power stays off. The pump is electric.”
“It’s hooked to the backup generator. That’s why we haven’t run out of water during the blackouts.”
“The backup generator runs on propane. We can’t get that anymore, either. As soon as the tank is empty, the only way we can continue to get water is by the electricity staying on. I don’t like that. As you know, this creek will run dry in another month or so.”
“What about your solar generator?”
“I’m not an electrician. Don’t know how to hook that to the well pump circuit.”
“Maybe you and Harold can figure that out. If not, we can always hike to Bear Creek, not to mention the water company reservoirs. Those never dry up, and are only three or four miles away.”
They came to the mailbox. As they did, a kid on a BMX bike rode up.
“Hey Jake!” the kid yelled. “Watcha doing?” 
“Hi, Travis. Setting a quail trap.”
“Can I help?”
Jake glanced at Clint before replying. “Sure. Take this hand shovel and dig me a small hole. Down here, between the bushes on that flat ground.”
“Cool!” Travis threw down his bike and dug the hole. 
Jake then set the box as flat as he could, with one edge over the middle of the hole. Taking the hand shovel from Travis, he sealed the rest of the perimeter with dirt.
“There. That ought to do it.”
“What’s the screen on top for?” Travis asked.
“It’s a hinged door. See?” Jake opened the small screen door and put his hand inside. “To pull the birds out through.”
“What’ll make them go in?”
“This will.” Jake reached into a pocket and produced a handful of sunflower seeds. He sprinkled some inside the box before closing the lid and spreading more in and around the hole.
“Can’t they just go out the hole again after eating the seeds?” Travis said. Clint was glad this kid showed up to ask all the questions he would have otherwise.
“They could, but they won’t. Not in the daytime, anyway. Quail are stupid. Once in a dark place, they only look to the sunlight. They’ll follow the seed trail through the hole into the box, eat the seeds, and then just sit in there looking out the screen in the top towards the sun. Hopefully.”
“Let me know if it works,” Travis said getting back on his bike. “My dad said he’ll trade for any kind of fresh meat.” He rode off.
Jake turned to Clint. “All right, brother. Let’s me and you take a hike.”
Clint smiled and walked with Jake, impressed with how he handled the neighbor boy. They followed the creek eastward. This was the way to avoid trespassing on neighboring property while getting into the wilderness a little. The creek bed was considered public land, whether full or dry. It wound its way through brush and hills as it divided the land plots, most of which were still undeveloped. A neighbor’s house occasionally came into view in the distance, but Clint’s cabin was near the western outskirts of civilization here.
“Jake, there’s something I need to get off my chest.”
“About what?”
“Everything.”
Jake laughed. “You got something on your chest about everything?”
“Yeah. About the world, the country, the virus, society, everything. I want to officially acknowledge you were right. I wasn’t prepared for it. And I should have been, having this cabin and all. So, you were smart, man. I was stubborn. And stupid. I should have listened to you.”
“Don’t sell yourself too short, brother. You managed to get down here all right, despite formidable obstacles in your path. Brought some decent supplies, too. And we’re doing okay. I have to take my hat off to you, truth be told.”
“I appreciate you being so gracious about it. A lessor man might be tempted to say I told you so.”
“I’m not being all that gracious,” Jake said. “I didn’t do everything right. If I did, we’d be at my house, not here. There were things I didn’t consider.”
“Such as?”
“When the shit hits the fan, you’re better off not having too much stuff hoarded. Not where others can see it, anyway. That includes all possible aerial views. Makes you a target. You want to be able to provide for yourself, but without storing up noticeable excess. It’s the excess that draws the thieves. So you were right about the hoarding, Clint. That’s no good. I like what we have going on now. Should be just enough for the four of us to comfortably subsist, if we go about it right. Look here.” Jake pointed to some dung along a small trail.
“Rabbit poop.”
“Yep. This is a perfect place to set some snares.” Jake removed a coil of wire from one of his pockets.
“Wire?” Clint said. “That’s not a renewable resource.”
 
* * *
 
“This oat bread is fantastic, Jenny.”
“Thank Jake, too, Harold. He’s the one who grew the oats, and showed me how to make yeast cultures.”
“I’ve been doing nothing but thanking Jake since we arrived,” Harold said with his mouth full. “Right, Jake?”
“No need,” Jake said as he continued working his round file on the odd object in his hand. “But I want us to get off the canned protein. Tonight is the last night, okay? Tomorrow Clint and I will bring some fresh meat home.”
“Without guns?”
“We’ll bring guns with us, but only for protection. Right, brother?”
“Um …yeah. Whatever you say, Jake.”
“Clint, you’ve got to promise me you won’t shoot anything.”
“If your snares catch something I won’t have to, will I?”
Jake frowned at Clint for an uncomfortably long time, causing him to fidget.
“All right. I promise.”
“What are you filing?” Harold asked Jake.
Jake lifted the object in his hand. “Looks like the jawbone of a possum. Found it when I was setting snares.”
“What are you making from it? Arrowheads?”
“Yeah. And maybe a fishhook or two.”
Clint rolled his eyes. Thankfully, Jake didn’t see it.
“So how do you make snares?” Harold asked.
“It’s a lasso,” Clint said. “Nothing more. Tied to a branch. Simplest thing you ever saw.”
“But it works,” Jake added. “You just need to lay the noose open over grass or brush on a game trail. We found an active one. Set a half-dozen static snares along it. Should have rabbits tomorrow.”
“Don’t bring me any dead rabbits,” Jenny said. 
“But honey, that’s what’s for dinner tomorrow,” Clint said. “Hopefully.”
“You can bring me rabbit meat ready for cooking. Nothing more attached to it. Just the meat. And I’d prefer it not to still be in the shape of a rabbit, either.”
Harold laughed. “I don’t like dead animals, either. But that snare trap does sound kind of neat.”
“Tell him about the other one,” Jake said.
“You tell him.”
Jake shot Clint a quick scowl. “I made a spring-snare. Baited it with seeds. Might get a rabbit in that, too—but also maybe a quail, or even a pheasant or turkey.”
“How’s that work?” Harold asked.
“I’ll admit that one is pretty slick,” Clint said. “He made two of them, from the sapling stumps he cut our staves from.”
Harold smiled. “Look at you, calling them staves. Getting excited about making your own bow now?”
“No.”
“He’s coming around,” Jake said. “So what I did was cut off a piece off the sapling trunk, carved it into an L-shape, and also the end of the stump still in the ground into an L-shape. You know, so they can hook together, like this.” He hooked his two bent index fingers together. “Tied the free piece to a string of bramble cordage and tied the other end to the top of nearby sapling. Bent the sapling way over and hooked the L-pieces together.”
“Then you connected a wire lasso to the piece tied to the sapling,” Harold said. 
“On one of them, yes. On the other one I made a noose from my bramble cordage.” 
“My money’s on the one with the wire noose,” Clint said.
“Quiet everyone.” Jenny turned the volume up on the TV. “They’re talking about the President now. Hope the stupid power stays on long enough to hear the report.”
They stopped chatting and watched the news for the next hour. As expected, the current President announced his resignation, giving no other reason than personal issues he needed to attend to at home. The speculation in the media was infidelity on his part, and he was now attempting to save his marriage. So much for the Speaker of the House.
The next in line, the Senate Pro Tempore, happened to be one of the eight-million-and-growing ferret flu survivors, those who had beaten the most severe stage of the disease and were now expected to make a full recovery. He was also one of the many volunteers giving as much of his blood as he could safely spare to the vaccine research facilities, and declined the Presidential appointment for health reasons.
On to the Secretary of the Treasury. An outspoken liberal, she seemed only too happy to be sworn in tomorrow as the next President of the United States. It would be a historic occasion: the first female President. She pledged at length to continue fighting against the spread of the virus, maintain the public food drops, and keep the power grids up. Then she launched into some confusing jargon on how she planned to bring the value of the U.S. dollar back.
Unfortunately, the markets didn’t believe her. The price of wheat reached an all-time high today. A bushel now costs the same as a new car. Well, as much as a new car used to cost, anyway. Right now all the dealerships were closed, so you couldn’t buy one if you wanted. But you could acquire a good used car in some places—with an empty gas tank, of course—for a coffee can full of wheat. Gasoline was impossible to get at the moment, so the price of a gallon was anyone’s guess.
“And now for the latest ferret flu numbers,” the anchorwoman said, cutting away from the Secretary of the Treasury not quite before her speech was finished. “The CDC confirms that approximately 64 million Americans have been identified as infected with the virus. The death toll reached 35 million today, another gruesome milestone. As already mentioned, over eight million have passed what the CDC calls critical apogee and are expected to recover. That leaves only twenty one million who are currently battling the disease in its early-to-mid stages. The majority of the recent contractions have been among health care workers, and the infected state count remains at nineteen—a number that includes Texas, where only two cases have yet materialized.
“But the good news is the growth rate has fallen sharply. According to a CDC-issued statement today, at the current rate of decline we may soon be able to consider the epidemic to have come under control in this country. Public awareness and the strict travel moratorium are credited as the factors responsible for slowing the spread of the virus. They warn us, however, that we still have a long ways to go, and any public lax in diligence at this juncture could give birth a detrimental new wave of infections that puts us right back at square one, or even worse.
“You just heard the Secretary of the Treasury speaking on what her platforms will be after being sworn in as President tomorrow. One of her objectives is to try and bring some value back to the currently decimated U.S. dollar. Many find the details of her plan to sound confusing. Our expert economist has analyzed her statements and believes her intention is to methodically remove billions of dollars from circulation, thus decreasing the money supply. It is our expert’s opinion that the way this will be accomplished, bottom line, involves confiscating untold amounts of wealth and property from the deceased victims of the ferret flu. He’ll be coming on camera in a few minutes with further details on his speculation.
“But first, the riot reports. After several days of relative peace in the major American cities, civil unrest has once again broken out in most of the usual venues after news of the President’s pending resignation spread earlier today—and especially after it became known that the Secretary of the Treasury would become the next President…”
Clint heard enough. He stood, walked to the refrigerator, ate a handful of berries, filled his water glass from the filtered water dispenser, and headed for the master bedroom.
“I’m tired. Goodnight, everyone.”
“Me too,” Harold said. He dropped his plate off at the kitchen sink and began climbing the wooden stairs to the loft. “See everyone tomorrow.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty Two
 
 
Clint woke up early the next morning and spent three hours practicing with the slingshot. The first few attempts didn’t even hit the board. But by the end of the third hour he was nailing the bull’s-eye every time, and had even chipped a hole through the wood.
“I got this down now!” Clint said when he turned and saw Jake carving one of the bow staves at the picnic table. “I think I can actually kill a bird with a stone. Maybe even with a headshot, if I can get close enough. Ready to go find some?”
“I thought you’d never ask.” Jake set his work down and picked up two guns. He started to hand Clint the shotgun—but then smiled, pulled it back, and gave him the rifle.
“Don’t think I can hit a bird with a deer rifle, do you?” Clint said. “Well, if there’s any turkeys around, I might surprise you.” He slung the 25-06 over his shoulder.
“Tell you what.” Jake shouldered the shotgun and picked up the other slingshot. “We find a turkey, we can use one shell to try and get it. One shell. I’m loaded with double-zero buckshot.”
“Now you’re talking!”
Clint didn’t see any birds along the creek bed. What he did see, when they reached the game trail they found yesterday, was one hanging in the air.
“You’re spring-snare caught something, Jake.” Clint turned around to see Jake squatting with his hand in a bush. He pulled out a dead rabbit with a wire noose around its neck. “Guess you caught something on a static snare, too.”
That wasn’t the only one. Two rabbits were snared, and the bird hanging from the sapling was a quail. The other spring-snare had also been triggered, but didn’t catch whatever sprung it. Clint could tell Jake was ecstatic as he reset the all the traps and sprinkled a fresh smattering of sunflower seeds.
“Too bad about your cordage noose.” Clint patted his brother on the back. “Maybe it doesn’t tighten smooth enough.”
“This is a fresh kill,” Jake said holding the bird up, ignoring the comment. “That means a flock is probably nearby.”
It didn’t take them long to find it. Eight or nine quail were rooting around just off the creek bed a short ways away. 
Clint took careful aim with his first shot. He was a little nervous. Finally he let his carefully-chosen stone fly. 
One quail dropped. The others jostled some, not sure what to make of the minor disturbance. Jake then took a shot. He got one. Clint got one more before the flock spooked.
“This isn’t much meat,” Clint said as they walked back.
“Don’t rain on my parade, brother. It was only our first outing. And you’re the one who scattered them, going for a bird in the middle. We can come back in a few hours and check the snares again. Also, with the garden coming in so vibrantly we might not have to leave the property to get small game. Jenny said she saw a rabbit in the yard yesterday evening. And I’m sure the sunflowers will start attracting doves and pigeons soon.”
“Pigeons?”
“Pigeons are squab, bro. Same as doves. Can’t tell the difference after you dress them. Delicious and meaty. Each bird is a good meal for one person. They’re stupid, too. Easy to trap or hit with the slingshot.”
When they reached the road, a boy’s voice called from the mailbox.
“Hey Jake!”
Clint looked over and saw the BMX bike lying on its side.
“Travis?” Jake answered.
“You caught a bunch of birds in here! A whole flock!”
The smile on Jake’s face was uncontainable as they broke into a jog.
“Wow, you got rabbits, too,” Travis said when they arrived.
Jake peered through screen door on top of his trap. “There’s at least ten quail in here, Clint! Enough for a solid meal for all four of us tonight!”
“Wow.” Clint stared at the wooden box and heard the birds rustling inside. The excitement exuding from Jake and Travis was catching. “I never would have thought…”
That’s when Clint noticed the smirk on Jake’s face. He was looking at Clint the way he used to do when he knew the next move on the chess board was checkmate no matter what Clint did. 
Jake then motioned with his head towards Travis. “Give him the rabbits.”
“Really?” Travis said.
Clint hesitated.
“Yes, really. Let him have them, Clint.”
Clint slowly surrendered the rabbit carcasses.
“Thanks, guys! My old man’s gonna flip!” He climbed on his bike and quickly vanished in a tiny dust cloud.
“Well?” Jake said.
“Well what?”
“I didn’t point my gun at him and tell him to scat, did I?”
Clint laughed. “No, you didn’t. Good job, brother. We better field dress these quail, for Jenny’s sake. Harold’s, too.”
“All right. You know for a gun enthusiast, your neighbor seems a little squeamish to me.”
“Only when it comes to animals,” Clint said. “Only when it comes to animals.”
Two hours later, Travis returned—but not on his bike. Neither was he alone. Three horses appeared on the road and meandered up Clint’s driveway. Clint followed Jake, Jenny, and Harold out front to greet them. A man and a woman rode the biggest horses. They looked to be in their late forties.
“Much obliged for those rabbits,” the man said. “We came to reciprocate your kind gesture. Travis?”
Travis slid off his horse. That’s when Clint noticed he was holding a round Tupperware container. Water sloshed out of it when he hit the ground. Travis then smiled at Jenny and humbly presented her with the container.
“Eggs?” Jenny said.
“Farm fresh,” the man on the horse replied. “My name’s Randal Butler. This is my wife, Joanne. We live just up the road from y’all, in the only other house with a green roof.”
“Clint Stonebreaker. My wife, Jenny, my brother, Jake, and our friend, Harold.”
“Please to meet y’all.”
“Why are they in water?” Jenny asked.
“To keep the boy from breaking them on the ride over. He didn’t, did he?”
“No.” Jenny sounded excited. “How clever. Eggs, wow! This is great. I know exactly what I’m going to with three of them. We’re having fresh pasta tonight with our quail!”
“Sounds downright rib-sticking, ma’am.”
“Thank you so much! You can’t know what this means to us.”
“T’aint nothing,” Randal said. “We keep chickens. Got eggs coming out the coop. Thanks to you folks, we’ll be dining on rabbit stew tonight. Will be a nice change. With any luck, maybe we’ll have fish tomorrow night.”
“Going fishing?” Clint asked.
“Up to Turks Pond at daybreak. Me and the boy, along with our neighbors on the other side. Would any of you folks like to join us? We can rassle up two extra horses to get you there. I’m afraid you’ll need your own tackle, though.”
Clint looked at Jake, who quickly nodded back at him.
“Absolutely,” Clint said. “We’d love to go.”
“Great! Come to the green-roofed house at sunup. We’ll wait for you, assuming you don’t straggle over too late.”
“We won’t be late,” Clint and Jake said in unison.
 
* * *
 
Clint hadn’t been fishing in years, and it was ages since he last sat on the back of a horse. But here he was, bringing up the rear of a six-horse procession, traveling on small dirt roads northeast of Springfield. 
Randal Butler and his son led the way. They set a bit of a fast pace to keep the horses from grazing. That was fine with Clint. He and Jake had no trouble keeping their animals moving at something between a walk and a trot. At this rate, the 16-mile trip would take no more than two hours. And it was a beautiful morning for riding. 
The rifle scabbards on the saddles had been a particularly welcome sight when Clint and Jake arrived at the Butler’s home just after sunrise. Even Travis had one for his pellet rifle. That freed the shoulders up, and there was room enough in the scabbard to hold Clint’s fishing equipment—which was nothing more than a spool of line and a small plastic box holding weights, hooks, and nippers. Clint would be hand-line fishing today.
So would Jake, but in a slightly different manner. He stayed up late making enough bramble cordage to fish with, not to mention the three hooks he carved out of the possum jawbone. He’d be using rocks for weights, of course. Clint didn’t like his chances much, but knew better than to argue with him about it.
They were briefly introduced to the neighbors on the two middle horses before leaving: Cal and Barbara Sherwood, a childless couple about the same age as Clint and Jenny. Cal wore a floppy hat that covered his ears, which made Clint somewhat concerned over getting sunburned. He hoped the fishing expedition would be over by early afternoon. Clint didn’t want to leave Jenny and Harold alone too long, even if they were both crack shots.
“That dinner last night was excellent,” Clint said coming alongside Jake. “Three roasted quails with a little pasta is a hearty meal. I’m still stoked over how tasty it all was.”
“Eating fresh is the best,” Jake said. “You thought your city-slicker lifestyle was as good as it gets, didn’t you? Now you’re going to experience real gourmet.”
“Can’t argue with you there. The food’s a lot better than I ever imagined. And you’re to thank, bringing all the goods we need. I shouldn’t have made fun of your bucketful of sunflower seeds. Those things are coming in handy, and not only for bird bait. Watching you and Jenny grind them to make oil for the pasta and cooking pans was inspiring.”
“Sunflowers can save the world, Clint. Just remember that.”
Turk’s Pond was inaptly named. Shaped like a whale, the 25-acre lake could hardly be described as a pond—although it was a fraction of the size of the more popular Two Buttes Reservoir ten miles northwest. Clint and Jake had occasionally hunted around Turk’s Pond over the years, but never fished it. They always meant to. It had a favorable reputation among Colorado fisherman for holding a half-dozen or so different varieties of good eating fish, including “wiper” bass, a striped bass hybrid species. One decent-sized wiper would make a good meal for a family. The lake also featured stocked cutthroat trout, but by now the early spring plantings of those would probably be all fished out, or eaten by the wipers.
As Turk’s Pond came into view, Clint flashed on the first time he and Jake ever went fishing. They were young boys on a camping trip in Ohio with their parents. Those were the happy days when their mom was still in the picture. Dad taught them how to hold a fishing pole and work a spinning reel on the shore of a similar-looking lake. Each of them caught fish. Clint remembered being thrilled to string up three small perch, only to be outdone by his younger brother when Jake somehow managed to hook and land a large walleye. It took him fifteen minutes to reel it in, all the while trying to follow Dad’s frantic instructions for playing it.
Clint thought about his fly rod tucked away in the Denver townhouse. He only used it twice. It was a Christmas gift from Jenny years ago. He didn’t think to bring it when they bugged out. Seeing the fly rods in the scabbards of Cal and Barbara’s horses ahead of him made him wish he had it. 
On the other hand, it might be fun to try and catch fish with a hand-line. That was certainly more of a survival-style fishing technique, which would please Jake.
They didn’t have the lake to themselves. Other fisherman were about, but not too many. Plenty of places left on shore to fish from. Some of the others looked at the horseback riders a little nervously, but went back about their business as soon as Cal and Barbara strung up their fly rods. 
Randal agreed to stay with the horses. Travis ran to find a spot with his already-rigged spinning outfit and was the first to have a line in the water.
“Where should we dig?” Clint asked Jake.
“Worms are everywhere. Shouldn’t matter. Here.” Jake handed him the hand shovel.
Clint dug while Jake worked on tying multiple knots in his bramble cordage around a rock he picked up. Jake was right; it only took a few turns of dirt before Clint had five good-sized nightcrawlers harvested. He hooked one up, tied the hook and a weight to his fishing line, swung it around in circles a few times and let it fly. It wasn’t a good cast and the worm flew off in the air.
Jake laughed. “You’re chumming the water. Maybe that will whip them into a feeding mood.”
Clint watched Jake assemble his rig. Jake was careful. He took his time attaching the hand-carved bone-hook to the cordage, and then slid a big nightcrawler sideways on the hook. He ended up putting three entire worms on it. That was ambitious. Clint had to dig for more.
They both eventually got their lines in the water more than a few feet from shore. Clint noticed that a fisherman on the opposite side of the lake wasn’t actually fishing—not in the traditional sense, anyway. He looked to be no older than a teenager, and was patiently stalking the shoreline with a homemade bow and arrow. The arrow had a line attached to it.
Jake pointed to him. “That kid’s bow-hunting carp.”
“Interesting,” Clint said. “When will our bows be done?”
Jake laughed again. “Now you’re more enthusiastic about them, aren’t you?”
“Yes. Yes I am.”
“I’ll finish carving the bows by tomorrow, but then we’ll have to let them dry a couple weeks before tillering them. We can make arrows in the meantime, and forage for better cordage material. As a matter of fact, I noticed some yuccas on the far side of the lake.”
Clint wasn’t the most patient fisherman. After a half-hour of no bites, and hearing Travis shout with excitement a hundred yards away, he pulled in his line and left Jake alone. Jake didn’t object. He was busy hacking away at a willow sapling with his knife; God only knows why.
Cal and Barbara were fly fishing along an open bank where they had some back-casting room. Travis fished close to them, but not far out. Clint saw a bend in his rod right next to a cattail cluster and knew he must be catching pan fish. Sure enough, when Clint reached him he bulled a bluegill up from the weeds. It was pretty good sized, too. Big enough to eat, anyway. 
Clint decided catching any fish was better than catching none, and decided to work the cattail beds with Travis. But he needed a better way to control the line. He looked around until he found a tree branch and tied a short section of line to it. Travis was a nice kid and didn’t complain about Clint invading his hole. In fact, he seemed happy to have some company. 
Clint started catching fish. Most were too small to keep, but after an hour or so he had three good ones strung, same as Travis. That’s when he heard the sound of a fly reel singing and looked up.
Barbara’s rod was horseshoed. She succeeded in turning the fish after a long run and eventually worked it back to shore. Her husband pulled his line in and stood next to her offering encouraging words. Clint decided to pull up and go watch the fight.
“Sure wish my fly rod wasn’t up in Denver,” Clint said when he was next to Cal.
“I have extra rods,” Cal said. “Next time I’ll loan you one. Probably shouldn’t raid my own inventory, but the way things are going, may as well utilize my resources. Who knows when or if we can open the shop back up.”
“You’re a storekeeper?”
“Yep. We own a marine store up at Two Buttes.” Cal raised his voice. “Don’t horse him, Barb! That’s a good one!”
Minutes later, Barbara landed an impressive six-pound wiper. Travis came over and the four of them marveled at it before everyone returned to their own fishing. Clint and Travis continued plunking bluegill, with only an occasional keeper. But one of Clint’s keepers was a hefty black crappie. Right after he added it to his stringer, Cal began whooping and hollering. He was into a nice fish himself.
This time Jake came all the way over to see the fish landed. It was another nice wiper of about five pounds. The Sherwoods now had enough meat to feed a small crowd.
“Hey Jake,” Travis said. “Did you move one of the horses over to your fishing spot?”
“No. Your Dad has them all tied next to him. Why?”
“That bush over where you were fishing is shaking, like an animal is rustling it or something.”
Jake turned his head. “That’s my spring snare!” He took off running.
Clint and Travis ran after him.
“Is he trying to trap rabbits here?” Travis asked as they ran.
“I guess so,” Clint said. “That or birds.”
But when they arrived, Clint saw that the bramble cord tied to the willow bush was under water at the other end, and pulling on the bush ferociously.
“You used a spring-snare trap for fishing?” Clint asked.
“You betcha.” Jake grabbed the line and started a tug-of-war.
“Cool!” Travis said.
Whatever was pulling on the cordage was heavy. Several times the line stripped through Jake’s hands so fast Clint could almost feel the burn pain in his own palms. But Jake would get right back to tugging. For a minute Clint was transported back in time, watching his six-year-old brother reel that big walleye in all over again.
The time travel ended when Clint caught a glimpse of what was on the end of Jake’s homemade line: a big catfish. Jake finally managed to haul it ashore. It was eight pounds if it was an ounce. By that time, Cal and Barbara had come over to see Jake’s fish landed. Since everyone but Randal was together again, they moseyed over to see how he was doing.
Randal proudly displayed two nice-sized largemouth bass on his stringer when he saw them all coming.
“Well, looks like we have a mess o’ fish already,” Randal said. “Why don’t we get riding back before it gets too hot. Let’s have an old-fashioned fish fry at my place this afternoon. Since we have so much, maybe you can round up some of the other neighbors to come join us, Travis.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty Three
 
 
Clint decided to stay at the Butler’s while Jake went to fetch Jenny and Harold. Travis, who was apparently the one person who knew all the neighbors, took off on his bicycle to invite as many as he could find to come over and enjoy some fresh fish. Joanne and Randal debated on the best way to cook it all. It was decided to grill the wiper filets and break out the fryer for everything else, tapping into their precious stash of flour and oil for the occasion. The power had recently come back on, having been out all morning during the fishing expedition, so it figured to stay on for the afternoon, based on the recent blackout patterns.
“How does that snare trap work?” Cal asked Clint as they stood by the stable admiring the horses.
 Clint chuckled. “It’s so simple I’m embarrassed I didn’t understand it, either. Just a sapling or bush branch bent over, so it’s under pressure to spring back, loosely latched to something with some bait attached to the latch. When the animal—or fish—grabs the bait it pulls the latch free and the bush snaps back up, in this case setting the hook on a large channel cat. What amazes me is he used a hook he carved himself out of bone, and cordage for line that he made from plants.”
“I’d sure like to learn that,” Cal said. “Maybe we can get Jake to teach us later.”
“That would probably make his day. And if I know him, he’ll be bringing some of his survival stuff back for cooking the catfish with.”
Cal was an interesting guy. Clint found their conversation to be naturally engaging. He barely noticed all the other neighbors arriving over the next couple of hours, including Jenny and Harold. At one point Clint simply looked around and saw a yard full of people. Jenny was talking to Joanne Butler, and Harold had a drink in his hand—which he held up when he saw Clint look in his direction. Clint decided to find out what it was.
Scotch on the rocks. The Butlers had opened their liquor cabinet, plus some of the others had run back home to grab special bottles when they saw what kind of party was developing here. It was the chance to meet all your neighbors, and everyone seemed anxious to do so. Clint poured himself a tumbler of Johnnie Walker and wandered into the kitchen.
There was Jake at a cutting board, working on the big catfish. Not surprisingly, he brought two small containers back from the cabin with him. One contained his oat flour and the other had a freshly-ground batch of sunflower oil. He also lugged a bucketful of potatoes over to make French fries from.
“This will be a completely city-slicker free meal, brother.” Jake carefully cut the catfish into strips and handed them to Randal, who dunked them in raw eggs before dredging them in oat flour. “Every ingredient produced locally, except for the salt. Nothing from a store, nothing dropped out of a helicopter after being stolen from its rightful owner.” 
By the way Randal smiled, Clint could tell Jake had a new recruit. He left them to their farmer talk and strolled back outside. Harold was now chatting with a muscular man in his fifties wearing a red flannel shirt. Clint surmised that they were talking about guns by the way they moved their arms. He decided to join them.
“Clint, this is Arnold Gainer. Lives two houses southwest of here. A bachelor, like me.”
 “I like living alone,” Arnold added. “Not that I’m unsociable. Rather fond of the Butler boy, in fact. Sure glad Travis came and got me for this.”
“Yeah,” Clint said. “Travis might be the glue that combines our neighborhood. So you aren’t afraid of being by yourself over there?”
“No.”
Harold laughed and put his hand on his new friend’s shoulder. “It’s the home invaders who should be afraid if they ever came to Arnold’s house.”
Their conversation turned back to firearms. Clint casually stepped away after a short while, being way out of his league there. He was tempted to go talk to Cal some more, but knew he should make the effort to meet the other neighbors.
“Clint? Clint Stonebreaker!” a voice said from the side.
Clint turned to see a familiar handshake coming at him from the direction of the chicken coop. The image of the blonde-haired young man with a smile full of crooked teeth confused him for a moment. Clint’s brain took a few seconds to figure out why. It’s because the image was out of place. Clint had only ever seen this person at work before—and at this moment, the Denver Oracle offices were as far away from the Butler’s yard as Mars.
“Mike! Mike Oberson! What in the world are you doing here?”
“I live here, man! For now, anyway. Have a second home a half-mile towards town. You know the Butlers?”
“We met yesterday. I’m their next-door neighbor, westward. I guess that also makes me your neighbor.”
“Wow. Small world. So you’re the one that caught the big catfish?”
“No, my brother, Jake. I just got a few pan fish.”
“Well, beats synchronizing server processes, huh?”
They laughed and talked about work, the current state of Oracle, and other publicly-traded tech companies. Running into a coworker here, in this place and on this occasion, was an amazing experience. Clint found it made the world seem less …fallen. When Randal and Joanne called everyone to eat an hour later, Clint’s brain was in full technical mode. He found himself mentally working on solving hypothetical engineering problems. It was something he now realized he missed in life.
The food was set out buffet-style. By the time Clint made it to the front of the line, his crappie had been taken. All the pan fish were fried whole. He took one of the bluegill, a small piece of grilled bass, and of course a handful of Jake’s special fish & chips. The Butler’s had several large chili plants growing, and somebody had blended a bunch of them up with water and a little salt to make a green hot sauce—which Clint found to be sublime on the catfish.
The women mostly drank wine while the men worked on the harder stuff. Clint only refreshed his drink once in a while, not wanting to get drunk, and not wanting to take too much advantage of the Butler’s generosity. 
The conversation grew lively after dinner. Clint was pretty sure he finally managed to meet everyone when he realized he wasn’t spending any time with Jenny. He decided to track her down. 
He found her sitting inside, reading today’s local paper. Jake, Harold, the Butlers, and handful of neighbors were also milling about the living room.
“Honey, listen to this,” Jenny said when she saw Clint. “A woman who was raped during a home invasion robbery twenty miles south of La Junta last week told authorities it was Zane’s Savages who saved her. The invaders are suspected of being a copycat gang who murdered her husband and then got caught in the subsequent rape and robbery acts by the authentic Zane’s Savages. The woman heard the new arrivals chastising the copycat gang for leaving a ‘savages’ calling card on her wall just before killing them as she fled from the house naked on foot. Zane Savage, the leader, is suspected to have been driving a green Ford Explorer the day of the incident. The woman said he walked away casually as the shooting started, a distinct characteristic the infamous gang leader is becoming known for—as he has been reportedly seen calmly strolling through the midst of at least three other gun battles. Two additional bodies were discovered near the property next to a stolen golf cart, which are believed to also have been members of the copycat gang. Authorities are asking any witnesses who might have been in the area to contact the sheriff’s office in La Junta.”
Jenny lowered the paper and looked at Clint, as if she were gauging his reaction. Clint offered none.
“Hard to contact authorities when phones don’t work,” Jake said.
“Yes it is,” Harold agreed. 
Joanne Butler spoke. “Didn’t you say you came down that way last week, sweetie?”
Jenny nodded. “We did.”
“Thank God you nice folks didn’t run into that kind of trouble. So dangerous to be traveling right now.”
“Yes,” Clint said. “It is. We’re very thankful to have arrived safe.”
Jenny gave him a look that confirmed she understood Clint thought it best not to provide any additional details on their travel stories. So she responded by changing the subject slightly.
“You don’t have to be travelling to find yourself in danger, unfortunately. What was the name of those people who were invaded on their ranch north of town, honey? The Lorimers?”
“Sounds right,” Clint said.
“I knew the Lorimers,” one of the other neighbors chimed in. “So tragic what happened. Especially considering the fact that all the homeowners north of town formed their own security patrol.”
Clint nodded. “I know one of them; Roberto Sanchez. From what he told me, I don’t think crooks will have such an easy time raiding additional north-side homes. Their patrol seems quite proficient to me.”
“Shouldn’t we form our own security patrol?” Jenny said. “Down here on the southwest side?”
“That sounds like a right smart idea, Jenny,” Randal responded. “Wonder what everyone thinks of that?”
Other voices in the room began clamoring agreements. One of them said, “She’s right! We need to do that. Let me go find Arnold and see what he says.”
The idea took root and grew in the living room. The more everyone discussed it, the more excited they became. The talk spread to the yard, and soon everyone was gathered inside the house. Six different conversations now took place simultaneously, all on the same subject. Some of the participants became animated—especially the men who had most often been seen at the liquor station. 
Clint gave Jenny a thumbs-up before heading to the kitchen, in search of the source of the sudden wonderful coffee aroma. He wasn’t the only one. Joanne had just made a fresh pot. Mugs and packets of the usual non-dairy additives sat enticingly next to it. These Butlers really did know how to throw a shindig.
Clint quickly found himself involved in his own conversation with the coffee hawks in the kitchen. 
“How would the patrols be done?” Cal asked as he emptied a sugar packet. “Whatever gas we have in our tanks won’t last.”
“That’s one of the problems the north side has,” Clint said. “I’m sure they’re working on a solution. We should, too. You and the Butlers have horses, right? Some of us have mountain bikes, no doubt. Maybe there’s an electric vehicle or two among us. If we pool our resources, we can probably come up with a workable arrangement.”
“I have two ATV’s,” one of the neighbors volunteered. “They get great mileage.” He lowered his voice. “Also have enough gas on hand to power them for four or five months, maybe.”
“I don’t know about making horseback patrols,” Cal said.
“Why not?”
“Those of us with horses would have an unequal burden, I think. And I’m not crazy about the idea of riding one of my animals into a potential gunfight.”
Cal had a valid—if somewhat selfish—concern. As Clint returned to the living room, he came to understand that Cal’s sentiments were shared among some of the others. What started as enthusiasm had now deteriorated into objections and petty squabbling over the logistical problems of organizing a neighborhood patrol. Clint knew the details could all be worked out. That’s what engineers like him did, after all. But with disagreements now becoming more prevalent than support for the idea, he could sense the project dying before it even got off the ground. In two spots he heard voices rising to levels that were probably only a few words away from becoming heated arguments.
That’s when Randal whistled loudly. It brought all the conversation to a stop. He stepped up on his wooden coffee table and addressed everyone.
“Neighbors, it would behoove us to stay friendly. We aren’t likely to agree on all issues, such as politics, religion, and forming a neighborhood watch program between properties separated by ten or more acres. Now, I think we’ve all been enjoying ourselves today, eating fresh fish and sipping on a few drinks, getting to know each other. Let’s end this on a friendly note, shall we? We’re neighbors, and dang it y’all are some wonderful folks. I’m proud to be living next to you. If y’all want to work out some kind of security patrols among us, that’s great—but let’s not lose our heads about the matter. Rome wasn’t built in a day, you know. Maybe we should all just mull the idea over a while.”
“By that time some of us might be dead,” someone said in an alcohol-infused voice.
A couple others chimed in to agree with him, but then somebody raised a practical objection and within another minute the room was filled with arguing again.
“I’m okay using my horses to help protect the neighborhood,” Randal said over the crowd noise. “I’m sure Cal will be, too, in order to do our part. We just need to solve how everyone can contribute equally.” Clint knew only a few people heard him. Randal appeared to give up at this point and stepped down from the coffee table.
Clint felt a tug on his shirt. He looked next to him and saw Jenny, her eyes wide with pleading.
“This is no good,” she said. “Please do something, honey. We need someone to pull us together.”
Clint looked around the room and felt like shrugging. He held it back. He was an engineer, not a people person—but he didn’t want to look like a wimp in front of Jenny right now, either. He cleared his throat, not knowing how to get everyone’s attention or even what to say. Mercifully, a different voice suddenly boomed through the room. A commanding voice, but one void of negative emotion. It came from above the coffee table again. Everyone stopped talking and turned to it. The voice belonged to …Jake.
“Let me ask again,” Jake said. “As a community, what is it we want to accomplish tonight, and what are the primary stumbling blocks?”
Clint didn’t know his brother could talk like this. Jake had somehow captured the attention of all. No one said anything for a minute.
“Improved security for our homes and family, Jake,” someone said in a friendly tone. Everyone muttered agreements.
“Fair enough.” Jake looked around the room and made eye contact with as many as he could. “What are the obstacles keeping us from accomplishing that?”
“We don’t all have transportation,” someone said.
“The patrols,” said another. “How can we organize the patrols so it’s fair to everyone? And how can we guarantee a response in an emergency, when half of us don’t even have working phones?”
More muttering. But at least the mood had turned positive again.
“So if I understand you,” Jake said, “we need a way to discover invasive threats and send community calls for help. Is that essentially correct?”
Heads nodded, agreements were voiced, and, perhaps most importantly, no other issues were raised.
“At least we’ve defined the dilemma,” Jake continued. “Now it seems to me that this isn’t much different than a volunteer fire department, in essence. Only we’re looking to have neighbors with guns come running when there’s trouble with unwanted visitors, instead of neighbors with buckets of water when there’s a fire. We’ve all been hearing about these home invasion gangs, and we’re right to be concerned about it. Although personally, I’m not sure what poses a greater threat, a visit from Zane’s Savages or a visit from Tilley’s patrol. But I digress. How did volunteer fire departments work back in the olden days?”
“They had an alarm,” someone shouted. “Bells or sirens or something, waking everyone up.”
“Okay. Where can we get an alarm? Or a bell or some sirens?”
“How about air horns?”
Clint looked to his right to see who said that. It was Cal.
“I’ve got at least three dozen air horns. Good ones, for boats.”
“Are they loud enough?” Jake asked.
“Loud enough to hear fifteen or twenty acres away,” Cal replied. “Probably more. You can hear those things clear across Two Buttes Reservoir.”
“That’s still not loud enough over land,” a voice objected. “Some of us are two or three miles away from others.”
The resulting mumbling grew loud. Jake held his hands up. He didn’t say a word; just held his hands up. Amazingly, the room quieted.
“So we have a decent signal device at our disposal now. The problem is, it can only be heard one or two houses over—and there’s what, eight or nine of us? So how can that problem be solved? How can we get the signal for help broadcast to everyone in our group?”
“A relay system!” Clint shouted. Jake looked at him, smiled, and nodded. Clint ignored the positive utterances in the room and continued.
“With a unique signal for each house. You know, like Morse code—only simpler, since we only need eight or nine unique signals. When anyone hears the alarm sound, they repeat it before mobilizing to go help at the house whose signal was sent.”
The room erupted with jubilation. Jake turned his palms up, as if to acknowledge receipt of a divinely inspired solution.
Jenny kissed Clint on the cheek. “That’s your brother up there.”
“If you say so.”
“You did good too, honey. I’m so proud of both of you.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty Four
 
 
Clint took a few seconds to worship his arrow before sliding it across his bow and fitting the notch on the yucca plant string. Truth be told, he had come to appreciate Jake’s survival techniques more than he would ever let Jake know. As skeptical as he had been in the beginning, he now relished his homemade archery equipment, and had every intention of taking down a deer with it. He could now hit the bulls-eye repeatedly on the hay target Jake built in the backyard. Nuts to the rifles. Who needs them? Maybe today would be the day.
The doe was upwind of his current position. Clint knew he was trespassing on a neighbor’s property, but that didn’t matter anymore. He and Jake had been given clearance by everyone in the new Southwest Springfield Community Preservation Committee to hunt everywhere they wanted, across all property lines. They were, after all, the ones bringing in most of the meat—even if it was only small game thus far.
It wasn’t like the other members were taking advantage of them. Clint and Jake always received fair recompense in trade. The turkey flock that came through for a few days was truly something special. Surprisingly, it was Jake who insisted on using the shotguns to get them, quoting community needs. Clint wanted to try and slingshot them all. But in the end, Jake was probably right. He was the cool-headed one, somehow, and felt freer to make those kinds of judgment calls now that Clint was converted to living on renewable resources.
But they hadn’t gotten a deer yet. A month at the cabin and still no venison. It was time. And Clint wanted it by bow, dammit.
This foggy late-June morning had all the earmarks of being the one. Clint was glad he got up early and spotted the doe in the oat field. The fog was beginning to lift now, which was perfect. He sat crouched along a tree line where fresh prints crossed the ground. It would only require a little luck for the deer to wander back this way. Clint would be waiting with the arrow strung. If the doe came into view out of the fog, he could get it quickly. What he needed was something to happen upwind to drive it in this direction. If only Jake were with him this morning, he could circle beyond the deer and make some downwind clatter to send it this way. Yep, that would do the trick—some kind of noise from that side.
Noise eventually came, but not from the right direction. And it was the one sound Clint never wanted to hear: an air horn. One long blow followed by one short blow, repeated three times. That was the Stuart’s signal.
Was it noon already? Hard to tell in the fog, but Clint knew there was no way he had been on the hunt six hours. It felt like three, maybe four. Were the Stuarts jumping the gun? Are their clocks broken?
Every Friday at noon the participating neighbors ran a test relay, starting from the Stuart residence, who were on the extreme edge of the southwest Springfield outskirts. Of course, that also made them the most vulnerable target. If this was the normal Friday test relay, someone from Clint’s home should be sounding the next signal—one long blow sounded by two short ones, repeated three times.
The Stonebreaker signal didn’t follow. Instead, the signal from the Stuart house repeated. That wasn’t right. And there was something about the way it sounded the second time. It seemed urgent. 
A follow signal now came from Clint’s cabin. But it wasn’t the Stonebreaker signal. Someone at home was repeating the Stuart signal. That was an alarm, not a test relay. They must have come to the same conclusion Clint was quickly arriving at. The Stuarts needed help.
Clint cursed the loss of the doe and stood. He made his way out of the tree line and started trotting towards the Stuart distress call. He knew he might get lost in the fog, but had a compass with him, and the direction of the alarm was still fresh in his mind. Even being on foot, there was a chance he would be the first responder.
Clint realized he was now holding his bow and arrow as a weapon as he increased his pace. The thought was absurd, but it was his natural reaction. If there were robbers at the Stuarts, he wouldn’t be the most adequately-armed helper. Clint had Jake’s .45 holstered on his hip, but had failed to bring an extra magazine along on the morning’s spontaneous deer hunt. Every responder helped, though, and many of the home invaders carried only pistols as well. In the distance behind him now, he heard the faint sound of the Stuart distress signal repeat from the Butler house.
The ground was uneven, with badger holes and patches of sagebrush to negotiate, not to mention the slim but ever-present chance of surprising a rattler. Clint could only go so fast. Worse, the fog thickened. He had to glance at the compass on his belt-loop to remain confident in his bearing.
Then he came to the hill. He recognized that. Some of the rocks and bushes were unique. This spot is where Clint and Jake bagged a half-dozen quail one afternoon. At the top would be a clear view of the Stuart property, maybe 350 yards away. Clint hurried his way up, confident now in its familiarity. He came out of the fog bank before reaching the crest.
Fog hung on the other side, too, but nowhere near as thick. Clint could see the barn, part of the house, and a good portion of the front yard fairly clearly. He didn’t see any people, or any vehicles parked. Knowing he could be a target on the hillside, Clint proceeded to make his way down cautiously. Hopefully, it was only a false alarm.
By the time Clint reached the bottom, several other responders came into view. He saw Randal and Cal approaching on horseback, and then Jake’s truck parked out on the road. No one had come up the driveway yet. They were probably still trying to assess the danger.
“It’s all right!” Greg Stuart’s voice shouted. “They left. I think your relay signal scared them off.”
Minutes later, everyone met in the front yard. Jake, Harold, Randal, and Cal seemed equally surprised to see Clint coming down the hill with a bow and homemade rabbit-pelt quiver on his back. They were all brandishing rifles or shotguns. Clint felt a little ridiculous, so he made a point of showing the pistol in his other hand.
“The system works,” Greg said. “Look at you guys, rushing in from all directions.” He glanced and Clint and smiled. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it, neighbors.”
“So what happened?” Jake asked.
“Three of them on motorcycles came up between the house and barn. I stepped out on the porch with my shotgun as they dismounted. They pulled pistols from their belts. That’s when I sounded the first signal. Then I bolted the door and ran upstairs to blast the second one out the east window.”
“Maybe that’s why the second one sounded different,” Clint said.
“Maybe. All I know is when the signal relayed from your house, Clint, it got their attention. That’s when they decided to leave. They seemed mostly interested in the barn.”
“What do you keep in there?” Harold asked.
“My truck and motorcycle, bicycles, couple cans of gas, farming equipment, and all the usual tools and materials you find in a man’s workshop.”
“I’m afraid your barn may qualify as an attractive nuisance.” Harold smiled.
“I keep it locked up tight.”
“You might be better off leaving in unlocked. That way they don’t need to break into your house looking for the key.”
“Like the way you left your car,” Clint said.
“Exactly.”
A motorcycle with a sidecar came rolling up the road, slowed, and joined the social circle in Greg’s driveway. When the rider’s goggles came off, Clint saw that it was Arnold Gainer. 
“I take it the trouble has been averted?” Arnold got off the bike. 
Harold looked particularly pleased to see him. Clint, Harold, and Jake walked over to peek in the sidecar. There were two passengers sitting there: an AR-15 assault rifle and a lever-action rifle of some sort.
“Is that a 45-70 carbine?” Harold asked. 
“Yep. One of my favorites. You ought to come over and shoot it, Harold.”
“That’s enough invitation for me. This afternoon?”
“Sure.” Arnold laughed. “Bring along any extra game the Stonebreaker boys may have on hand. I’ll treat you to a satisfying target session. We’ll waste a few more rounds than we should. Say, that hillside is an interesting vantage point. Any way to get there from the road?”
Greg Stuart pointed behind Arnold. “There’s a break in the neighboring fence line just before the ridge. Never met the owners, and never seen anyone on that lot. You can go straight up on the hill from there.”
Arnold nodded. “Thanks. If we ever get another alarm for your place, I’ll keep that in mind.”
Shortly, a mountain bike could be seen on the road. The rider turned out to be Mike Oberson, with a lightweight rifle strapped on his back. Ten minutes later, one other neighbor showed.
But only one more.
“Why the low turnout?” Arnold asked after a half-hour.
“I think I know why,” Mike said. 
Everyone turned to him.
“Our alert system is far from perfect. It’s much better than nothing, but has flaws. I think the biggest problem is the gap from my house to the Nelsons. It’s too wide. That’s not the only bad gap, either. In the other direction, there’s another big one after Arnold’s. We can’t count on the relay always being heard across those gaps, other than noon on Fridays when everyone’s outside listening for it. Any other time and a loud TV set is enough to break the chain at critical connection points. All things considered, a response of only your closest neighbors might be the best we can hope for.”
“That’s not good enough,” Harold said. “The savages gang has nine or ten members, according to the reports.”
“But we have rifles.” Clint lifted his bow as he spoke, realizing how silly he looked. A couple of the guys chuckled.
“I’ve been thinking about this,” Mike said, “and have been tinkering around with a possible improvement to our security system.”
“Like what?” Randal, Jake, and Cal said almost in unison.
“I’d prefer not to reveal it until it’s further along. And I’m going to need some help.” 
Mike turned to Clint. “Is it all right if I come over and discuss it with you later?”
“Me? Sure, I guess. What time?”
“How about four?”
 
* * *
 
Mike showed up fifteen minutes early. Clint looked up from his work in the garden when he heard the car coming. That was a rare event these days. No automobile had been on that road since the day Roberto Sanchez brought Clint, Jenny, and Harold to the cabin. Clint walked out front to meet him.
“I saw Harold hiking down the road as I came in,” Mike said. He walked around to the rear of his car.
Clint followed him there. “He’s on his way to Arnold’s for some bachelor shenanigans.”
“I see.” Mike opened his trunk.
“That’s an Oracle server,” Clint said examining the contents of the trunk. “And a home PC?”
“A Linux box, yes.”
“What’s in these smaller boxes?”
“Outdoor surveillance cameras.”
“Interesting,” Clint said. “Battery powered?”
“Of course. Rechargeable. These cams can be set to stream or activate by motion detector, and then send videos or still shots. I think motion-detected snapshots are best for our purposes. We’ll get a lot of mileage out of each charge that way. They come with extra batteries, so we can simply swap them out at regular intervals.”
“How many cams do you have?”
“More than enough. This is only half of them. I figure you can be responsible for the west side. I have a duplicate setup at my place, so there will be two command posts, so-to-speak.”
“You probably already know all the questions I’m about to ask.”
“Right,” Mike said. “Well, the first issue is obviously cellular service. This system has a satellite network plan available. In normal times, I mean. No one can sign up now. So I hacked into it.”
“Nice.”
Jake wandered up from behind and was now watching and listening to the conversation.
“The other primary issue is continual power. I’ve got my home system converted to DC and running off a network of car batteries, which I keep charged when the power is up. I can handle a sustained blackout of perhaps a week. But I don’t have any batteries to spare. Yours will have to run on AC.”
“How much power does it need?” Jake asked.
“Hardly any.”
“We have the solar generator. Still not using it for anything.”
“Perfect.” Mike looked back and forth between Clint and Jake.
“So what do you need help with?” Clint asked.
“The system uses email to send the photos. Public email services and hosting accounts are currently unreliable. We need our own email software installed on the server, and a front-end application on the PC boxes. I thought this might be more in your wheelhouse.”
“It is.”
Mike picked up a box of software discs. “I have some standard developer suites here. Don’t know if any of these are usable. Some are kind of old.”
Clint quickly thumbed through the discs, removed one, closed the box, and held the disc up. “This one has what we need. I’ll need to make some modifications, but it will be a reliable front and back-end email server.”
“Great. Now, I have a few more Linux boxes and some monitors—not enough for everyone, but they can be placed in strategic places along the air horn gaps. We’ll have to do something about backup power sources for them.”
“We’ll figure that out,” Clint said. “Some of the guys have generators and quite a bit of fuel stored.”
“That’s what I was thinking, too. So, that’s it.”
“How will it work?” Jake asked.
Mike pointed to the PC box. “Those of us with the computer stations will get emailed photos every time a motion detector anywhere in the camera network goes off. Oh, Clint, we’ll need to make the computer beep to alert us when one comes in.”
“Not a problem.”
“Obviously,” Mike continued, “they’ll go off when the residents are moving around outside their house, or if a large animal like a deer wanders by. We can play around with the sensitivity settings. Maybe you can design a way to delay subsequent alerts within a certain time period, so those of us on watch won’t be lulled into a boy who cried wolf syndrome.”
“Piece of cake,” Clint said. He felt himself getting excited at the prospect of designing a new program, especially for such a legitimate need.
“Of course, we’ll still keep the air horn alert system. This is just a way to improve security, bridge communication gaps, and allow the responders to get a look at what they’ll be running into.”
“Cool,” Jake said. “Will this contraption really work?” He turned to Clint.
Clint surveyed the contents of the trunk one more time before answering. 
“You bet it will. With me and Mike on the job, it’ll work. The two of us will make certain of that. Just like you envisioned, Mike. It’s a fantastic solution.”
“Glad you like it. So how long do you think it will take you to do the programming?”
“Two, maybe three days.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty Five
 
 
Clint took a few seconds to worship his arrow before sliding it across the bow and fitting the notch on the string. This particular arrow was special. He chiseled the head himself out of a quartzite rock.
The doe who liked to visit the oat field in the predawn hours was close by. Clint could feel her presence. This was the fourth time he followed it off his property and waited for her to turn upwind in the tree line. But today he had an edge—his brother. Jake came with him this morning, and was currently downwind of her. That really ought to do the trick.
Clint waited with elevated anticipation. He had every expectation of seeing the doe appear between the trees. Surely this occasion was meant to be, with the community barbeque happening later. Venison steaks and potatoes a la the Stonebreakers, to go with corn on the cob and watermelon grown by the Sherwoods. Now that would be a fitting way to celebrate the Fourth of July.
It was, admittedly, a bittersweet holiday this year. America hadn’t been herself lately. This wasn’t like the Fourth in 2002, when Americans set aside political partisanship and banded together as a country in the face of an evil foreign threat. The enemy this time was an unthinking microorganism—which somehow gained the ability to pierce the spirit much deeper than a human foe ever could. Having no purpose in life other than its own propagation, the virus succeeded in spreading a contaminant more destructive than any physical malady: despair. That was the real enemy.
But even the despair spawned by the devastating loss of life, widespread panic, and corresponding breakdown of society, failed to completely quell the American spirit. Clint realized this last night while watching the national news broadcast. For the first time in a long while he liked what he saw.
On the eve of America’s patriot-defining holiday, positive rallies had been organized across the country, at venues intentionally distanced from the food-drop locations. The people interviewed by the reporters at these gatherings were a stark contrast to the oddball-activist types—like the Solution Crusaders in Colorado—that Clint was tired of seeing. No, these new assemblers seemed to be ordinary folks who were sick of the cowering and uncertainty. Many of them hadn’t had a decent meal in days. Yet there they were, making their presence known in a public stance championing American fortitude. It was refreshing to see.
The recent encouraging developments were no doubt at least partially responsible for the new grass roots movement. One drug company announced an advanced-stage working vaccine for the ferret flu, but warned it would be months before enough of it could be produced for mass distribution. At least there was tangible hope now. The CDC asked the country to hang in there a while longer with the current travel restrictions and business shutdowns.
The stock market liked the news. So did the dollar. Both had tanked so completely, however, that any small upswings at this juncture were difficult to get overly-excited about. But it was something heartening to latch on to.
The new President’s asset confiscation program, officially called the Emergency Estate Tax Measure, did seem to be having a positive effect on the dollar. Another factor was pending legislation being rushed through both houses which would alter the current helicopter food-drop program. The President, being an outspoken liberal, was against it. But she would be forced to cooperate with the now Republican-dominated houses of legislature on this issue. The basic idea was that the food would be sold instead of given away at the drop locations. It would be priced appreciably inexpensive at first, and then gradually increased at regular intervals. This meant money would actually buy food again, and that would force the dollar to gain back value. Banks were expected to resume normal operations by the end of summer, if all went well, and were contractually obliged to accept the U.S. dollar in payment for all outstanding debt at the original terms. That would help, too—assuming the virus was defeated and society returned to a reasonable level of normalness.
Violent crime had reached an all-time high, and authorities were simply unequipped to handle it. The Secretary of Defense—now also the Vice President—publicly endorsed the proper legal forming of temporary local neighborhood militia groups as a result. He was ambiguous as to what extent he blessed the judicial autonomy of these still-somewhat-informal organizations. Clint figured that was intentional. It was conceivable that in their zeal, renegade law enforcers could become guilty of the same types of crimes they sought justice for. But, for now, there was still a greater threat to contend with.
Clint wondered if the potential end of the crisis being in sight would spur the home invasion raiders into a period of increased activity, so they could get their last hurrahs in.
Something moved in Clint’s field of vision, shaking him from his thoughts. The picture before him changed in a subtle way. It took his eyes a moment to identify the source of the transformation in the early morning light. Then he saw it. The doe’s head had appeared over a small willow bush. It looked directly at him for an extended moment. Clint remained frozen in place. The deer then put its head down to graze.
Clint had taken these types of shots before, shooting through brush to bag a deer. Just never with a bow and arrow. It was a good position for him. She wouldn’t see the movement of him drawing the bow.
For some reason, Clint thought about fireworks as he carefully pulled the string back and took aim. When he and Jake were kids, they used to love the Cincinnati fireworks shows after gorging themselves on hotdogs and homemade apple pie.
He let the arrow go. The gratification he experienced from hearing the “thunk” of it burying itself home was only exceeded by the subsequent thunk of his quarry hitting the ground.
“Was it a clean kill shot?” Jake asked when they met in the open field thirty minutes later. Clint knew the smile he was wearing probably exceeded the width of the field-dressed deer carcass on his shoulders.
“Almost. Take my bow, will you? I finished her off within a matter of seconds. Feel a little bad about it, but I’ve had messier kills with the rifle. At least with this method we’re forced to be close.”
Jake took the bow from Clint’s hand. “Great job, brother. I was optimistic after I turned her. Didn’t think I spooked her, either. Gave her a wide berth and let my scent do the work.”
“I needed you,” Clint said. “This was a team victory. What a holiday we’ll have now, huh? Think they’ll be any fireworks tonight?”
Jake laughed. “I was wondering the same thing, remembering the Fourths when we were kids. I’m sure they’ll be some front-yard fireworks from neighbors and folks in town. Now, if we only had some apple pie...”
The two of them trudged their way back across their own property line. Jake straddled the fence first and shouldered the load from there. Clint couldn’t wait to see the look on Harold and Jenny’s faces.
A dust cloud came into view at the same time their garden did. Too big for horses or bicycles. Cars were approaching on the road.
“That’s from more than one vehicle,” Jake said. His tone was one of concern. The two of them increased their pace.
“Oh, no!” Jake said when they reached the backyard. He dropped the doe on the picnic table. “Stay here, Clint. Let me handle this.” He jogged to the front of the house. 
Clint couldn’t see the cars yet, but Jake must have gotten a clear glimpse. Clint stayed put as instructed, momentarily confused. Why was Jake so alarmed? If this was trouble, why didn’t he run inside to warn Harold and Jenny?
Then he saw them: army jeeps. Two, slowly coming up the driveway. Clint ignored Jake’s request and ran out front to meet them. Harold came out the front door as well. The three of them took a noble stance twenty yards in front of the porch, blocking the end of the driveway.
“You should have stayed back there,” Jake grumbled. He turned to Harold and frowned. “Handling these guys is my department.”
The Jeeps stopped and parked. Three soldiers emerged from each one. Three carried assault rifles. They looked familiar to Clint for some reason.
The three without rifles stepped forward. The soldier in front was black and held a tablet computer.
“Mr. Stonebreaker, I presume?”
“Yes,” Clint and Jake said in unison.
The soldier looked at Jake, tilted his head, and smiled coyly. 
“Well, well, Jake. Here we are again. Decided to move in with family?”
“You have no business here, Robinson,” Jake said. “And I was forced to leave La Junta after your illicit pilfering of my property. Which, by the way, I’m not forgetting.”
“Neither are we. In any case, you are almost correct. We have no business with you here today. Perhaps your brother is a more reasonable and cooperative citizen. Let’s hope he acquired at a whit of wisdom after hearing your story.” 
The soldier turned to Clint. “Clint Stonebreaker?”
“That’s correct.”
“Now wait a minute, Sergeant Robinson.” Jake tried to step in front of his brother.
Sergeant Robinson quickly backed up three steps. “Will you please step aside with me, Clint? Corporal Dalton, please restrain Jake. You’ve had some practice at that.”
The one he called Corporal Dalton came forward and reached towards Jake with a badly scarred arm. Jake took a combative stance in response.
“Wait,” Clint said, wrapping his arm backwards around the front of Jake, pushing him back slightly. “I’m happy to cooperate with whatever you need, Sergeant. My brother will, too. No need for any physical restraint. Jake, stay here.”
“Clint, no.”
“It’ll be all right,” Clint said to Jake. “Trust me.” He then separated himself from Jake and Harold by five yards. Jake wasn’t happy, but he stayed put. Sergeant Robinson looked back and forth between them several times and seemed satisfied.
“Looks like you have a thriving acreage, Mr. Stonebreaker. As your brother has no doubt told you, your country is seeking help from small farmers in providing food sources to its citizen during the current state of emergency. I’d like to ask you some questions about your production here.”
“We’ve got nothing here, Robinson!” Jake shouted. “No excess! There’s four of us living in this house, and we’re only providing for ourselves!”
 Sergeant Robinson neither turned to Jake’s voice nor acknowledged him in any way.
“I’m happy to show you boys around the property if you like,” Clint said, “and am perfectly willing to do whatever my country deems proper to help.”
“Excellent.” Sergeant Robinson turned behind him and waved for his men to follow. “We’d like a tour of the backyard.”
“Clint,” Jake said, “for the love of God, no. Don’t do it.”
Clint decided to also ignore Jake for now. He led the entire procession behind the house. Sergeant Robinson made some notes on his tablet as they passed the berry vines.
“Nice doe,” he said when they reached the backyard. “Get her this morning?” 
“Yep. With a homemade bow and arrow.”
The sergeant lowered his tablet. “Seriously?”
“Yes. The bow’s on the table.”
All six soldiers walked to the table to check out the makeshift archery equipment. Two that carried guns expressed what seemed genuine admiration for the manner in which the deer was taken.
Sergeant Robinson, however, got right back to business. 
“These are oats?” he asked waving at the field.
“Yes.”
“Not a very large crop.”
“No,” Clint said. “ Maybe a quarter acre.”
“How are the green beans doing?”
“Great. Ready for first pickings in a week or so.”
“What’s in the greenhouse?”
“Tomatoes, peppers, eggplant, and herbs. Take a look inside if you like.”
“Thanks, we will. What’s all this in the ground here?”
“Carrots, onions, cucumbers, beets. That row behind you is potatoes.”
“And on the trees?”
“Those two are persimmons. We’ll have plenty ripe in the fall if you care to come back then—assuming the ‘current state of emergency’ is still declared. Looks like it might not be, according to the news. These other two are chestnuts. Those won’t bear fruit for another five years. Pretty sure the state of emergency will be over by then, one way or another.”
“Anything inside the house?” Sergeant Robinson asked without missing a beat.
“You mean, like indoor produce growing?”
“Yes—that or any significant quantities of food stored.”
“Nothing stored,” Clint said. “Just a few cans of food left over from Jake’s. We do have mushrooms growing in a cupboard, along with a couple more buckets of potatoes.”
“How big is the mushroom crop?”
“Two cookie sheet’s worth. What’s that, three or four pounds, maybe?”
“Thank you. You’re all skilled hunters at this residence?”
“Just Jake and me.”
“Do you have any excess meat stored?”
“No. Not practical. We give it to our neighbors. It’s mostly small game. This is our first deer.”
Sergeant Robinson dropped the tablet to his side and looked around. “Your brother wasn’t lying this time. You don’t appear to have much excess, other than the berries. Hardly worth our effort.”
“You’re welcome to all the berries you like,” Clint said.
Sergeant Robinson looked at Corporal Dalton.
“More berries?” Corporal Dalton groaned.
The sergeant turned back to Clint. “Well, we could take some potatoes. But the load would be rather small. And since we kind of owe your brother a break…” he looked at Jake. Clint hoped Jake would have the good sense to say something gracious.
Instead, Jenny said something—loudly, from the upstairs loft window. 
“Clint! Guys! The security system’s going crazy! You better come up here and take a look at the screen—could be trouble at the Stuart’s again! Motorcyclists at his barn!”
Just as she finished speaking, the Stuart’s air horn signal sounded.
“Dammit!” Clint said. “On the Fourth of July. Don’t these crooks ever take a holiday? Sergeant, can you help us? That’s the alarm from our neighbor to the west. He had problems with armed bikers rolling up on him before.”
“I take it you folks have formed your own citizen’s militia?” Sergeant Robinson asked. “With a security camera system?”
Jenny abruptly repeated the air horn signal out the loft window.
“And your own alert signals to call for help?”
“That’s right,” Clint answered.
“In that case, we’ll let you handle your own trouble—as it seems you are well capable of.”
“How can you not respond to emergency cries for help?” Harold said. “You’re U.S. Army, for crying out loud.”
“Honey!” Jenny shouted from the window. “Another picture just came through. A green Ford Explorer is now in the Stuart’s driveway! And more motorcycles! Some of them have weapons pointed at the house. It looks like a gunfight could be starting!”
Clint saw the sergeant and his corporal look at each other at the mention of a green Ford Explorer. The faint sound of gunshots now rang from the direction of the Stuart property.
“The house to the west of you?” Sergeant Robinson asked.
“Yes!”
“All right. We’ll handle it. Let’s go, patrol!”
The army boys all jogged to the front of the house. Clint, Jake, and Harold followed. Clint heard some of the soldiers mumbling words to each other that included “savages.”
The soldiers climbed into their two Jeeps. The ones who didn’t have assault rifles suddenly produced them from somewhere. In another ten seconds, Tilley’s patrol was down the road, kicking up dust towards the Stuart house.
Jake, Harold, and Clint stood in the driveway alone.
“What should we do?” Clint asked.
 
* * *
 
“I don’t hear any crossfire,” Harold said as he handed Clint a rifle. 
Clint raised his voice. “Honey, what do you see? Any soldiers yet?”
“No,” she replied from the front-side loft window. “The raiders look like they’re trying to break into the barn. One of the new pictures shows some of them pointing pistols at a window. Guys, you better go help!””
“Well?” Clint said to Jake and Harold.
“I’m ready,” Harold said. “Here comes more help. I’ll jump in the sidecar. You two take the truck.”
Clint looked down the road. Arnold was coming up fast on his bike. Two horses galloped behind him.
“All right.” Clint turned to Jake. “Let’s go!”
Clint and Jake ran to Jake’s truck. By the time they got in, started it, and made it out to the road, they were behind Arnold and Harold. Harold moved a particularly large case out of the way in order to make room for him in the side car. He held it next to him now as they sped on the gravel road.
“Tilley’s patrol isn’t as bad as you made them out to be,” Clint said bouncing on Jake’s passenger seat.
“Then why haven’t they arrived on the scene yet?” Jake swerved to avoid a pothole. “They’ve had more than enough time. I wouldn’t be surprised if they turned tail and split.”
“They flat-out told us they weren’t going to assist,” Clint said. “Until they learned it might be the savages gang. Then they rushed right in. You know how soldiers are. Maybe they’re assessing the tactical situation first, and carefully taking up positions.”
“They’re worthless. Like the government always has been. First they rob you of everything, and then vanish when you need help.”
“Now don’t start sounding like the old you again. Things have been going so well for us here. Although, I admit I was surprised by their initial reluctance to respond. Seems like they only got interested when they discovered it might be a high-profile case. Maybe they resent citizens forming private militia groups.”
“Or maybe they just want the glory of being the ones who get Bonnie and Clyde.” Jake hit the brakes hard. 
Clint put his hand on the dash to keep from flying into the windshield. 
“Sorry, bro. I wasn’t expecting this turn.”
Jake had suddenly slowed to keep following Arnold, who abruptly turned through a break in the fence line. They were now off-roading towards the hilltop adjacent to the Stuart property.
“Looks like Arnold wants the high ground,” Clint said. “I like that idea. Wonder what’s in the case.”
“Guess we’ll find out in a minute.”
The two horses passed Jake’s truck going up the hill and eventually passed Arnold as well. Cal and Randal continued a short ways beyond.
Arnold stopped in the middle of the hilltop, on this side of the crest. Jake parked next to him. Clint and Jake hopped out of the truck. Harold and Arnold opened the case in the side car and lifted a gun out.
A big gun.
“What the heck is that?” Clint asked.
Harold answered: “50 BMG.”
“A freaking anti-tank gun or something?”
“Not quite.”
Clint watched Arnold quickly attach a tripod and then pop a magazine into the massive 50-caliber semi-automatic weapon. The muzzle resembled that of a tank, and the scope attached to it was wider than the barrel. The thing looked like a sniper rifle for elephants. It made the 25-06 rifles that Clint and Jake brought feel about as useful as the bow and arrow Clint wielded at the last Stuart house alarm. Harold, at least, held a scoped .308.
“The house is less than 500 yards from the hilltop?” Arnold asked.
“Yes,” Clint said. “Less than 400.”
“Shooting gallery, then. Let’s take up positions.”
Clint watched Arnold and Harold cautiously work their way over the crest. He and Jake came over a short ways to the right of them. A hundred yards south, they could now also see Randal and Cal on this side.
Gunshots drew Clint’s attention to the Stuart house below. The front and back yards were full of unwanted visitors. At least nine. Their motorcycles were behind the house, out of sight from the road. So was a green SUV.
At least two of them were fooling around at the barn door. Several also stood on the side of the barn. Two were up against the rear of the house on either side of an open window. One held what looked to be a shotgun. Shattered glass appeared to be on the ground around it.
Several more were in the front yard. Those had pistols in their hands and kept glancing between the road and the front windows. One of them suddenly fired several rounds through a window.
“Where are those damn soldiers?” Clint asked.
“Told you.” Jake held his rifle up and began drawing a bead on some target or another. “We’ll have to handle this ourselves.”
A blast then came from inside the house, out the rear window. As soon as it did, the two surrounding that window stepped back and fired through it; one with the shotgun and one with a pistol.
Shots then erupted from Clint’s left on the hillside. He turned. They came from Cal and Randal’s position.
Several of the invaders in the backyard noticed. They turned, looked up, and two of them wasted pistol rounds in futile return fire. No one on either side was hit.
That didn’t last. Rapid assault-rifle fire suddenly erupted from behind tree structure two hundred yards to the rear of the house.
“There they are!” Clint said. “Tilley’s patrol!”
Jake only sneered.
The bad guys in the back yard scrambled. One of them limped noticeably. Unfortunately, there was plenty of cover for them to take. One ducked behind a tractor, one behind a shed, and one behind an old rusty refrigerator. 
One made the mistake of running for his bike. He grabbed it, managed to wheel it to the front side of the SUV, got on, and kick started it. 
A particularly loud gunshot suddenly rang from Clint’s left. Two seconds later, the teardrop gas tank spun away from the running motorcycle in front of the SUV. It ended up twenty yards away from it. The would-be rider stared down at his busted bike for a few seconds before dismounting, dropping it, and running towards the base of the hill.
“Damn,” Jake said. “I almost had a bead on him. He’s smart.” 
“We’ll never hit them from this range,” Clint said. “We should move down.”
“All right, brother. After you.”
The gunfight picked up momentum as Clint and Jake made their way downhill. Tilley’s patrol exchanged fire with the backyard invaders, both sides shooting from behind cover. The three in front of the house seemed to suddenly sense an increased urgency to the situation. They all approached one of the windows, and looked as though they intended to break through to the interior—perhaps intending to take hostages.
Meanwhile, one of the backyard invaders started doing something strange. He had gotten ahold of the gas tank that Arnold shot away from the bike. Lying on the ground, he removed the bandana from his head, stuffed it through the sizable bullet hole in the tank, and lit it on fire. He then crawled to the open window again and, quite gently, dropped the gas tank candle through to the inside.
“I hope Greg sees that!” Clint said.
The fire bomber then ran hunched over away from the rear window. He didn’t make it far. A spray of bullets from the trees behind the house caught him and threw him backwards, straightening him. He lay flat and stopped moving.
“Somebody did,” Jake said. “We need to be careful, brother. Remember, one’s on the hill.”
“Hey!” a voice behind them said. Clint’s heart was in his throat before he realized it was Harold, come up behind them.
Harold pointed down. “We need to take care of those guys in front, before they go in the window.”
“That’s what we were thinking,” Jake said. “Can you get them from here?”
“I think so. Let’s all focus on the closest one on the porch, okay?”
Clint looked across the 320-yard distance and reluctantly agreed. He knew he wasn’t close enough for an effective shot—but Harold might be.
Clint and Jake began firing at the target. They didn’t take a particularly long time to aim, since they had no scopes. Occasionally a wood chip flew from one of Clint’s shots which helped his aim with the next one.
The three on the porch responded by aiming their pistols up the hill and firing. That’s when Harold got his first shot off. The target closest to the window dropped. The other two then took partial cover behind the wooden porch posts.
A loud boom echoed from the rear of the house. Smoke and flames surged out the rear window. The gas tank had exploded and the back room was now burning. The sound of it corresponded with a resumed intensity in the backyard gunfight. Randal and Cal now provided crossfire from the hilltop for Tilley’s patrol on the ground. The invaders haphazardly returned fire in both directions.
That’s when Clint saw him: one man calmly walking from the barn to the SUV, not bothering to run or duck from the bullets whizzing all around him. He was of a muscular build, had dark hair, and appeared well-groomed except for a scraggly goatee.
“Harold,” Clint said.
Harold already had his eye in the scope. “I see him.” 
Harold, Clint and Jake all fired at the arrogant stroller. Harold’s shots were slow and well-aimed. But the guy just kept walking.
“There’s something spooky about that one,” Harold said. “Like he has some kind of deflector shield about him.”
The calm one reached the SUV, opened the driver’s side door, and retrieved a rifle with a scope. He stepped behind the engine compartment, placed his elbows on the hood, and aimed the rifle up the hill—towards Harold, Clint and Jake.
“Get down!” Harold said.
The three of them dropped as a bullet cracked above their heads and then ricocheted off a rock.
The sudden sound of Arnold’s 50 BMG rocked the ground Clint was lying on. Two seconds later, the shooter on the SUV hood was separated from his rifle. 
That wasn’t the only thing he was separated from. The 50-caliber round divided the target spectacularly. The rifle ended up on the ground on front side of the SUV. The shooter— what was left of him, anyway—lay ten yards behind the vehicle. The only thing still on the hood was his arm.
Two others now ran from the barn to the SUV. Only one of them made it. That one got in the driver’s side, started the car, and peeled out. As he came by the front porch the two who were there ran out alongside it, using it for cover.
That’s when Arnold went ballistic. He fired round after round at the fleeing vehicle. Clint watched the recoil of Arnold’s monster weapon obediently absorb in his upper body muscles.
Shells went through metal, through glass, through the engine compartment, through tire and wheel. The vehicle didn’t make it off the property. Smoking and fishtailing, it ended up on its side. The two who ran with it were now exposed again. They kept running, apparently choosing to make their escape on foot. And they would have, too, if they didn’t run smack into assault rifle fire from the road. Their end was quick. 
Two soldiers rose from the trench on the opposite side of the road and now made their way on to the property via the driveway, no longer bothering to take cover. One of them fired a round into the sideways SUV through the windshield. Just one round.
Clint looked to the backyard. Soldiers were now in plain sight there, too, advancing. The remaining invaders broke from their cover and retreated. None of them made it far.
Greg Stuart came out the front door with his wife and two kids, followed by billows of smoke. Both his children coughed. Greg kept his shotgun at the ready. Fortunately, no targets remained.
“I think it’s over,” Clint said. He looked back and forth between Jake and Harold.
A sudden shot came from below them on the hill, quickly followed by another. Two bullets struck the ground between Clint and Jake. 
Clint saw the source. The one on the hill had climbed up. He was now less than fifty yards away, running straight for them with his pistol hand extended.
A round fired from Jake’s rifle. The attacker fell and rolled halfway back down the hill. Then he lay still. Jake lowered the gun.
“Now it’s over,” Jake said. “I warned you not to forget about that guy.”
Ten minutes later, Clint stood in the front yard with Jake, Harold, Arnold, Cal, Randal, and three other neighbors who responded late. The Stuart family was with them, all of them in tears hanging onto one another. The house was now fully ablaze. The members of Tilley’s patrol stood at the side of the barn, too close to the heat for Clint. Sergeant Robinson talked into a handheld radio.
“Still in the mood for fireworks?” Jake asked Clint.
Clint shook his head. “Maybe we should have formed a volunteer fire department, too.” 
The sound of army helicopters coming from the north drew Clint’s attention for a moment. Then he looked back to the growing inferno.
“We’re losing everything we have,” Mrs. Stuart cried. “Everything.”
Greg Stuart kept hugging his wife and kids. “No, honey. Not everything. We didn’t lose anything important.”
 




 
Chapter Twenty Six
 
 
“Three eights,” Clint said. He spread his hand on the table.
Harold and Cal groaned and mucked their cards.
“You gonna be hot again all night?” Cal asked.
“I sure hope so.” Clint scooped the pot. “Now that money’s worth something again, I might need to build my poker bankroll back up.”
Jenny came into the living room with a box of persimmons and set it on the floor. “Guys, please take some of these home. They’re all going to rot otherwise.”
“I’ve still have some from last time,” Mike said. “Thanks anyway.” A couple of the other guys muttered agreements.
“Well, I don’t know what to do with them. They’re good when they first get ripe, but now they’re just too many. Like autumn leaves—which I love at first, before they get all over the yard and streets.” Jenny left and went to the kitchen.
“I love this time of year,” Randal said shuffling the cards. “The trees sure are pretty. Let’s play Texas Holdem.”
“And football,” Clint said. “Don’t forget football. The Broncos game starts in an hour.”
Randal nodded. “Yasser, half a football season’s a far cry better than none.” He started dealing. “Got a lot of new players getting their first start. Almost reminds me of one of those strike seasons. Mike, you’re the blind.”
Clint won that pot, too. He celebrated by cracking another bottle of Springfield Brewing Company Pale Ale.
Mike shuffled the cards. “At this rate, Clint will have all the money before the kickoff. Maybe that’s his plan.”
“Most of the ATM’s in town are working, guys.” Clint stacked his chips. “You know where to get more cash.”
“That’s not saying much,” Mike said as he dealt. “There’s only half a dozen ATM’s in Springfield, far as I know. More than the number of gas stations, though. But I’m not complaining. I like it down here, especially now that all the businesses have reopened. Filled up my tank at the Mobile station yesterday and only paid $12 per gallon.”
Jake laughed. “Then you’re a chump. I filled the truck up there this morning at $9.75 a gallon. I open for a dollar.”
Mike’s face contorted. “Damn!”
Harold mucked his cards. “Wait a few days and it might be half that. But Jake and I need the gas now.”
“You two leaving town?” Mike asked.
“Please don’t ask Jake why,” Clint said. “I fold.”
“You should be proud of me, brother. Especially considering the lecture you gave me when I dropped out.”
“That was fifteen years ago, Jake.”
“Oh, you’re going back to school?” Mike said as he put a dollar in the pot.
“That’s right. Finally going to get my degree.”
“What are you majoring in?”
Clint put his face in his hand. Jake ignored him and answered Mike’s question.
“Political science.”
Chuckles went around the table.
“I think that’s great,” Mike said as he dealt the next card. “I remember you were the one who pulled us all together as a community when we needed it. If you ask me, you’d make a great public servant. Like Mayor of Springfield or something.”
Jake put three dollars in the pot. “Or maybe Governor of Colorado. I bet three.”
Everyone folded. 
Harold gathered the cards. “I actually think you could pull that off, Jake—especially if it somehow ‘leaked’ that you were part of the band of citizens who helped take out Zane’s Savages.”
Jake shook his head. “I don’t see that happening. Tilley’s patrol was pretty adamant about getting all the credit. Remember how the news referred to us? And a few neighbors who came to help.”
Half the table grumbled and the other half laughed.
“But Tilley’s patrol wasn’t named either,” Clint said. “All the reports just said the infamous home invasion gang was killed in a shootout with Army Reserve unit such and such, whatever their number is.”
“That’s right.” Jake raised a finger. “Personally, I don’t believe this Colonel Tilley, who was supposed to be their commanding officer, even exists. I think Sergeant Robinson and friends were a rogue outfit. And I’m not done investigating it, either. I’ll have a few more resources at my disposal when I get to Denver.”
Harold started dealing. “Five card draw, deuces wild. Well, I appreciate the ride, Jake.”
“No problem, Harold. It’s on the way.”
“You’re not going back to Denver?” Cal asked Harold.
“I am, but only to gather some …belongings. Then I’m moving in with Arnold, now that the Stuarts were finally able to leave for Santa Fe. But I have a couple stops to make first. Finally located my car. It’s in an impound yard in North Springs. Fully intact, from what they tell me. Then I need to pay a visit to a certain other politician,” he glanced at Jake, “who lives in West Springs. I also want to try and rent my townhouse before I come back, if possible.”
“I’d be your tenant,” Jake said, “but I already have a flop. And my landlords are pretty understanding if I’m late on the rent.”
“No they’re not!” Clint shouted.
Laughs around the table.
Clint shrugged. “Well, we figure we may as well rent it out,” he sneered at Jake, “since we can’t sell it. And our complex is in need of a resident handyman. Jake will probably earn more money merely by living there than he ever has.”
Mike mucked his hand out of turn. “I’m surprised you want to stay down here, Clint.”
Clint tilted his head. “Why? You are.”
“I know. I just always pictured you as a city man.”
“As did I you,” Clint said. “In fact, I always saw you as a typical high-rise dwelling computer programmer. The essence of Dilbert.”
Mike laughed. “Touché. Obviously, we’re not alone. Oracle isn’t the only company rehiring hundreds of employees on a work-at-home basis. Part of the reason property values have halved in the cities and doubled in rural areas, I suppose.”
“I think we all know the other part of the reason,” Harold said. “It’s a knee-jerk reaction. Country living is suddenly seen as safer. It will doubtless be fashionable for years to come.”
“That why you’re a convert?” Cal asked.
“Let’s just say I like Arnold’s shooting range better than the ones in Denver, which I have to pay to use. Whose bet is it?”
“Mine,” Clint said. “Hell, I fold. That’s one thing that bothers me about Americans. What you said, Harold, regarding knee-jerk reactions. You know the airlines and rail companies can’t get people travelling again? Planes are flying half-full, and most of the passengers are still wearing gloves and masks.”
“Now wait a minute partner,” Randal said. “How can you blame them for that? After all what’s happened?”
“Clint’s right,” Cal said. “Everyone’s overly-spooked. Those planes have had their insides thoroughly sterilized, right down to the moldings and rivets. They’re safer now than they’ve ever been in the history of commercial air traffic. Same with trains, buses, malls, and most public places, even in the clean states. There’s less than five hundred people still infected with ferret flu at last count. By Thanksgiving it will be zero. By then, they should finally have enough vaccine to distribute to the clean states—only we won’t need it, because the virus will be eradicated.”
“I wonder if it can ever truly be eradicated,” Jake said.
Clint frowned. “If no one has it, the virus can’t spread, so it’s gone.”
“Brother, don’t you wonder if a public handrail somewhere is still tainted with it, or a wrench in a toolbox for sale at a flea market, waiting to be picked up? Or maybe some ferret running around in the woods is carrying it? Or if a child will pick up a dead bird in their backyard and contract it?”
“Unlikely,” Harold said. “A virus can’t live long without a live host. Any host infected with this virus—be it bird, ferret, or human—can’t live long unless it acquires the necessary antibodies for fighting it off. Contact with a host who survived the disease only infects you with a weakened virus, the version the antibodies have conquered. That’s how they made the vaccine, you know.”
“I still can’t believe that one,” Clint said.
“What do you mean?” Randal asked. “I call, by the way. What have you got, Harold?”
Harold turned over a pair of aces and Randal took the pot with two small pair.
“We read about the guy whose blood they ended up making the vaccine from,” Clint replied, “during the height of the epidemic. Some nut who overdosed on magnesium and zinc. He actually contracted the virus, but his body had succeeded in making an effective antibody to fight it off with. The poor guy would have survived, but died from magnesium poisoning.”
“But wasn’t the zinc and magnesium responsible for boosting his immune system to a level where it could produce the antibodies?” Jake asked.
“That’s highly debatable.”
“But it’s why you can’t buy zinc or magnesium anywhere now,” Cal said, “and why vitamin supplement companies’ stock prices are suddenly through the stratosphere.”
“That only proves my point about overreacting Americans,” Clint said. “We’re all a bunch of idiots. Give me the cards. No Limit Holdem.”
Clint dealt himself pocket aces and decided to slow-play. That turned out to be a mistake. Everyone saw the flop, which was all hearts. Clint didn’t have the ace of hearts, dammit. He decided to make a small feeler-bet when they all checked to him. Everyone called the bet.
The turn was the ace of hearts. There it was. Clint now had trips, but of course anyone holding one heart had him beat with a flush. Clint checked along when they all checked to him, not wanting to give anyone holding a flush a chance at check-raising him, and providing himself the opportunity of making a big full house for free.
The river was yet another heart. Clint’s hand was essentially worthless. But when everyone checked again, he decided to try an inspired bluff. This was, after all, his night. He bet half his stack, more than anyone else had on the table at the moment. Anyone calling would have to go all-in. Wouldn’t they have bet the river if they had a better flush than the board?
To Clint’s surprise, everyone called.
“You guys caught me,” Clint said mucking his cards. He knew at least one of them held a playable heart, quite possibly all of them.
Everyone laughed. Softly at first, but then the snickering grew until they were all nearly hysterical.
“What?” Clint said.
“Look at the board again.”
Clint saw it now. The board was a royal flush. Everyone had it. If Clint didn’t muck his cards, he would have had it, too. Now the other guys all got to split up his chips.
“I’m taking a break,” Clint said. “I want to watch the beginning of the game.”
Clint moved to the couch even as the laughter continued.
“What’s so funny?” Jenny said coming back from the kitchen.
“I’ll tell you later.” Clint turned the volume up on the set as the Broncos received the opening kickoff. Jenny sat down next to him. 
Somewhere in the background the happy sounds of the poker game continued. The Broncos scored on the opening drive. At least, Clint was pretty sure they did. He had closed his eyes.
 
* * *
 
John Reuter heard the car coming on the road from his living room. He’d been waiting for it. Too anxious to remain sitting, he stood up and stepped outside for the sixteenth time.
This time it was them. He recognized the white mini-van. His daughter Sally and her family from Abilene had finally arrived.
Moments later he was kneeling, hugging his grandkids. 
“Can we go to the barn, Grandpa?” the boy asked. His granddaughter enthusiastically added her appeal.
“Now kids,” Sally said. “Don’t be rude. Let’s go inside and visit a while first.”
“Awwwww, mom.”
“Why don’t we all go back to the barn?” John said. “I might have something to show y’all there.”
“Oh. All right. What are you up to, Dad?”
“Aint up t’nothing, girl. You always was the suspicious one.” But John knew he was failing at hiding his wide grin, so he turned his back and led them all behind the house to the newly repainted barn.
“You got a new horse!” the boy shouted. 
“Yep. That ain’t all, neither.”
“A pony!” the girl said. “Oh, Grandpa, can I ride him? Please please please please please?”
“Of course you can, sweetheart. Bought him for you.”
“For me? Really?”
“Now wait a minute, Dad.”
John turned to his daughter. “She can ride him all she wants when she comes here to visit him. Think of it as bait. Might make y’all come a little more often.”
Sally laughed. “All right. How’d you ever afford it?”
John ignored the question and turned to her husband. “Got something you might appreciate over yonder, son. Come along now.”
John’s son-in-law looked amused as he followed John to the new carport at the far end of the barn. When he arrived, his jaw dropped.
“That’s an RT Challenger. A seventy-one?”
“Seventy.”
“Wow. I mean, wow. She’s beautiful. You didn’t restore it yourself, did you?”
John laughed. “No, I’m a farmer. Ain’t got that kind of time. Or knowhow.”
“Dad,” Sally said.
“A 440 six pack?” her husband asked.
“No, son-in-law. The 426 Hemi.”
“I can’t believe this. Can I sit in her?”
“I’ll do you one better. You can take her for a drive. But let’s all go inside first.”
John led the procession through the back door into his house. His wary daughter looked about as they walked, commenting on the new paint job.
Until they reached the living room. Her eyes about popped out of their sockets when she saw the new carpet, furniture, and wall-mounted 70” television.
“All right, Dad, enough games. What the heck is going on? Did you win the lottery and not tell me? Or did you rob someone?”
“Robbed someone.”
“That’s not funny.”
“Didn’t mean it to be. Robbed the U.S. Government. Not intentionally. It started off as them trying to rob me. I kicked and screamed at the time, but in the end I got the last laugh.”
“They forced you to sell all your crops at the height of the epidemic?” her husband asked.
“That’s right, son-in-law. Paid me in useless U.S. currency. A whole hell of a lot of it, being as it was practically worthless at the time. Not anymore. Who would’ve thunk?”
John looked down at his grandchildren, who were jumping up and down holding on to his pant legs.
“I’ve got another surprise. They fired up the state fair for a spell. Going on right now. Better late than never, right? Who wants to go? Rides and food are on me.”
 
The End…
 
 
…unless you’d like your free short story about what happened when Congressman Wade Bennett returned to his house in West Colorado Springs and found a squatter occupying his property. See his inventive solution in Wade’s Eviction, a 25-page caper available in Kindle, PDF, or web browser format. It’s my gift to you for signing up to my mailing list, which you can do at my author website, here:
 
www.SurvivalTales.com

 
 
Read my other books:
 
Buck Out:  Two Wall Street wizards must turn into survivalists and bug out of New York City when the worst financial crises in American history renders the U.S. Dollar worthless.
 
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B010AT768E
 
 
Prepping for the day the SHTF: A complete bug-out and survival plan for life after doomsday. This is my non-fiction prepping book for all you Jakes out there. Learn how to become much better prepared than Jake was! Get the Kindle version here:
 
http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00CHQPSVG
 
 
Would you like to see more novels like SurviRal from me? I’ve got a few good “collapse of society” stories cooking in my brain as we speak. Should I write them? The only way I’ll know there’s demand is if readers join the mailing list to be notified of my new book releases (and I promise those are the only emails which will ever be sent). You can do that directly here:
 
http://tinyurl.com/lrcl7mo
 
If you care to shoot me an email, just reply to the first message you get after confirming your subscription. It will go directly to my inbox, and I love hearing from readers!
 
Did you know that book reviews posted on Amazon are critically important for independent authors (like me)? If you enjoyed SurviRal, please consider taking a few seconds to click the link below where you can post a short review on Amazon:
 
http://amzn.to/1z5hVJ5

 
Thanks so much!
 
 



A Word from the Author
 
I’m probably a lot like you. I look around at the world we’re living in and shake my head. The situation is unsustainable. But hey – we had a good run, right? Strong societies typically last about 200 years, and that’s right where we are. Maybe we’ll keep it together a while longer.
 
Even if the nukes don’t fly and the viruses don’t mutate, I cannot see our great grandchildren sitting complacently while we dump an unfathomable mountain of debt on their shoulders. At some point, the new generation will say nuts to that and refuse to accept being born into bondage to pay the bills for all the fun their recent ancestors had. This is exactly how revolutions start.
 
Going off the grid and getting out of the system is not just for crazy people any more. It’s also for very sane people. When you see an unsustainable situation and remain a willing part of it, hoping it holds together a while longer, what is it you are really hoping for? Don’t psychologists call this living in denial? The type of economic collapse that looms on the horizon will make your bank accounts worthless. Hoarding gold is a viable option, but how much of it can you practically store in your city home and hope to use for money one day? Where will the food and clothing come from that you hope to trade it for?
 
Rural land and homesteading knowledge may be the only valuable things in the near future. This is what prepping is all about. Nobody says you have to wait until the SHTF to bug out. You can start building everything now and get out of Dodge well in advance. That way, you can get all set up with chickens and goats as well. When you have goats, you have milk – and when you have milk, you have all the dairy products you will ever need.
 
Having the ability to prepare now, you have no excuse when the day comes upon you like a thief in the night. The modern-day city life becomes less fulfilling once you see how you can be living an off-grid, self-sustained life on your own little mini-farm. Instead of saving money in a soon-to-be worthless bank account, you can stock up on the things that really count. You can be making new friends with like-minded neighbors. You can be building a real future. 
 
If you are like me, this knowledge will eat away at you until you actually start to do something about it. Listen to your nagging inner self. Shift your focus. Become passionate about establishing the only form of security left to us. 
 
I lift my glass of homemade wine and wish you the best of fortune. Maybe I’ll see you out in the country someday. Cheers.
 
Ken Benton
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