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  Chapter One


The rain fell in a steady drizzle as we gathered around my mother's grave, the gray sky above us matching the somber mood. I stood at the head of the group, my heart heavy with grief as I looked down at the simple wooden casket that held my mother's body. 
Beside me, Jojo and Taylor clung to each other, their faces streaked with tears. Maria stood a little apart from the rest of us, her head bowed in silent prayer. Even little Parker seemed to sense the gravity of the moment, her tiny face solemn as she clung to her mother's hand.
I cleared my throat, trying to find the words to express the depth of my loss. "My mother was a remarkable woman," I began, my voice thick with emotion. "She was the glue that held our family together, the one who always knew just what to say to make everything better."
I paused, my mind flooding with memories of my mother. "When I was a kid, she used to make me these amazing pancakes every Sunday morning," I said, a small smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. "She'd top them with butter and sugar. That was the way her mother made them for her growing up. I think my grandmother got that from living through the great depression, when they couldn't afford such luxuries like maple syrup. All that sugar always gave me such a sugar rush. I remember spending the night at a friends house and his mom making us pancakes the next morning. I'll never forget the look she gave me when I covered those flapjacks with butter and sugar. Hell I had no idea that's not the way people ate them. When I got home, I told Ma I was so embarrassed. She explained to me that yeah, most people don't eat em' that way. Anyway, she'd always make extra, so I could have some to take to school with me for lunch."
I swallowed hard, fighting back the tears that threatened to spill down my cheeks. "She was always there for me, no matter what. When I got in trouble at school, or when I had my heart broken for the first time, she was the one I turned to. She always knew just what to say to make me feel better."
I looked out at the faces of my family, seeing my own grief reflected back at me. "My mother taught me what it means to be strong," I said, my voice growing steadier. "She taught me to never give up, no matter how hard things got. And she taught me the importance of family, of sticking together no matter what."
I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. "I will miss her every day for the rest of my life," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "But I know that she will always be with me, guiding me and giving me strength. And I promise you, Ma, I will make you proud. I will keep fighting, no matter what it takes."
I looked down at the casket one last time, my heart aching with the finality of it all. "Goodbye, Ma," I whispered, my voice cracking with emotion. "I love you."
As Jojo stepped forward, I felt a surge of pride in my chest. He stood tall and strong, his military bearing evident even in his grief.
"Gram was more than just my grandmother," Jojo began, his voice steady despite the tears in his eyes. "She was my friend, my confidante, and my biggest cheerleader."
He paused for a moment, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "When I was a kid, she used to take me fishing down at the lake. We'd sit there for hours, just talking and laughing and enjoying each other's company. She taught me how to bait a hook and cast a line, but more than that, she taught me patience and persistence."
Jojo's voice grew thick with emotion as he continued. "When I enlisted in the Army, Gram was the first person I told. She hugged me so tight I thought she'd never let go. And every time I came home on leave, she'd have a big batch of my favorite cookies waiting for me."
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, worn photograph. "This is a picture of Gram and me at my boot camp graduation at Fort Benning. She was so proud of me that day, I thought she might just burst."
Jojo held up the photograph for us all to see. In it, he stood ramrod straight in his crisp new uniform, a beaming smile on his face. And there was Ma, her arm wrapped around his waist, her face glowing with pride.
"Gram always believed in me," Jojo said softly. "Even when I doubted myself, she never did. She saw the best in me, even when I couldn't see it myself."
He took a deep breath, blinking back the tears that threatened to fall. "I will miss you so much Gram. I thank you for everything you taught me in my life, all the lessons I've learned because of your love. But I also always keep this thought in my mind. As long as you're in my mind and in my memories, you will never really be gone. You will always live with each and every one of us. I take great comfort in the knowledge that you will always be by our sides."
Taylor stepped forward, her long brown hair blowing gently in the breeze. She took a deep breath, steadying herself before she began to speak.
"Gram was more than just a grandmother to me," Taylor said, her voice soft but clear. "She was my role model, my confidante, and my best friend."
She paused for a moment, a wistful smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "When I was a little girl, Gram used to take me on these amazing adventures. We'd pack a picnic lunch and head out into the woods, exploring hidden trails and secret clearings. She taught me the names of all the plants and animals we saw, and she always made me feel like I could do anything."
Taylor's eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she continued. "As I got older, Gram was always there for me. When I was struggling in school or feeling lost and alone, she was the one I turned to. She never judged me or made me feel like I wasn't good enough. She just listened and offered her wisdom and love."
She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small, delicate locket. "This was Gram's locket," Taylor said, holding it up for us all to see. "She gave it to me on my wedding day, and I've worn it every day since. Inside, there's a picture of her and Grandpa on their own wedding day. She told me that it was a reminder that true love never dies, that it lives on in the hearts of those we leave behind."
Taylor's voice broke then, and she took a moment to compose herself. "Gram taught me so much about life and love and family. She showed me what it means to be strong and resilient in the face of adversity. And she taught me that no matter what happens, family always comes first."
She looked out at all of us gathered around the grave, her hazel eyes shining with love and grief. "I will miss you every day, Gram. But I know that you will always be with me, guiding me and giving me strength. And I promise to keep your memory alive, to pass on all the lessons you taught me to my own daughter. Because that's what family does. We carry each other's stories forward, even when they're no longer here to tell them themselves."
I watched as Maria stepped forward, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. She took a deep breath, steadying herself before she began to speak.
"I know I only knew Toni for a short time," she said, her voice soft but clear. "But in that time, I found her to be the most wonderful grandmother, mother, and an incredibly strong woman."
Maria paused for a moment, a small smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "From the moment I met her, Toni welcomed me into this family with open arms. She treated me like one of her own, and I will always be grateful for that."
She looked out at all of us gathered around the grave, her warm brown eyes shining with emotion. "Toni had a way of making everyone feel loved and valued. She had such a big heart, and she shared it so freely with all of us."
Maria's voice grew thick with emotion as she continued. "I remember one day, not long after I first met her, Toni pulled me aside and told me how much she appreciated me being there for her son. She said that she could see how happy I made him, and that was all that mattered to her."
She reached up and brushed away a tear that had escaped down her cheek. "In that moment, I knew that I had found not just a wonderful partner in Joe, but an incredible family as well. And Toni was at the heart of it all."
Maria took a deep breath, her voice growing stronger. "Toni taught me so much in the short time I knew her. She taught me about resilience and strength in the face of adversity. She taught me about the power of love and family. And she taught me that no matter what happens in life, we always have each other to lean on."
She looked over at me then, her eyes shining with love and understanding. "I know that losing Toni is an incredible loss for all of us. But I also know that her spirit will live on through each and every one of us. We will carry her memory forward, and we will honor her legacy by continuing to love and support each other, no matter what."
As Maria stepped back, I felt a surge of emotion rising up in my chest. I knew that she was right - Ma may be gone, but she would never truly leave us. She would always be with us, guiding us and giving us strength, just as she always had.
Paulette stepped forward, I felt my breath catch in my throat. I hadn't expected her to speak, and I wasn't sure what she would say.
"I know that many of you may be surprised to see me speak today," Paulette began, her voice shaking slightly. "But I felt that I needed to say a few words about Toni, and the impact she had on my life."
I watched as Paulette took a deep breath, steadying herself before she continued. "When I was married to Joe, Toni was more than just a mother-in-law to me. She was a friend, I always felt I could tell her anything, and she was a source of endless support and advice."
Paulette's eyes shimmered with unshed tears as she spoke. "Toni was always there for me, no matter what. When I was struggling with the challenges of motherhood or feeling overwhelmed by the demands of life, she was the one I turned to. She never judged me or made me feel like I wasn't good enough. She just listened and offered her wisdom and love."
I felt a pang of sadness in my chest as Paulette's voice broke. "But I made mistakes," she said, her words heavy with regret. "And one of my biggest regrets is that I not only disappointed Joe and our children, but I also lost the love and the respect of Toni."
Paulette looked down at the ground, her shoulders shaking with emotion. "I know that Toni was angry with me, and she had every right to be. I betrayed her son and our family, and family was everything to her."
She looked up then, her eyes meeting mine. "Joe, I am so sorry," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "I was selfish and I made a terrible mistake. I hurt you and I hurt our children in ways that I can never fully make right."
Paulette turned to face Jojo and Taylor, her face streaked with tears. "And to my children, I am so sorry for not being the mother you deserved. I let you both down in so many ways, and I will regret that for the rest of my life."
Finally, Paulette turned to face the casket, her voice trembling with emotion. "Toni, I am so sorry for disappointing you. You were always there for me, and I let you down in the worst possible way. I hope that someday, you can forgive me."
As Paulette stepped back, I felt a rush of emotions washing over me. Anger, sadness, regret - they all swirled together in a dizzying mix. But beneath it all, I felt a glimmer of something else - the possibility of forgiveness, of healing, of moving forward.
I reached down, scooping up a handful of the wet earth. It was more mud than dirt from the steady rain that had been falling all morning. I held it for a moment, feeling the cold weight of it in my palm, before tossing it gently into the grave. It landed with a soft thud on the lid of my mother's casket.
Jojo and Taylor stepped forward next, following my lead. They each took a handful of the sodden soil, their faces tight with grief as they let it fall into the hole. Maria came after, her head still bowed in prayer as she added her own offering to the grave.
One by one, the rest of the mourners approached. Friends, neighbors, people from the community who had known and loved my mother. Each of them took a turn, saying their own silent goodbyes as they added to the growing pile of earth on the casket.
And then, at last, it was Parker's turn. My little granddaughter, barely more than a baby, walked slowly toward the edge of the grave. Her steps were hesitant, unsure, but there was a determined set to her tiny shoulders.
She reached the grave and crouched down, her small hand reaching out to grab a fistful of the muddy earth. As she straightened up, I saw a single tear trickling down her chubby cheek. It broke my heart to see her so sad, so confused by the solemnity of the moment.
"Goodbye, Gwam," she said softly, her little voice quivering. And then she tossed the dirt into the hole, just as she had seen the rest of us do.
A hush fell over the gathered mourners, and I felt a lump rising in my throat. There wasn't a dry eye in the crowd as we all watched Parker, this innocent child, grappling with a loss that was far too big for her to fully understand.






  
  Chapter Two


Igazed at the freshly turned earth of my mother's grave, a dull ache throbbing in my chest like a wound that refused to heal. The garden she had lovingly tended stretched out before me, a bittersweet reminder of her presence that seemed to mock my grief. I could almost see her there, kneeling among the plants, her face etched with concentration as she coaxed life from the soil with her gentle hands. The scent of wet grass and blooming flowers filled the air, a stark contrast to the heaviness in my heart that threatened to pull me under. 
Jojo placed a hand on my shoulder, his touch a silent offer of support that I both craved and wanted to shrug off. Sam and Miguel stood nearby, their faces somber and watchful, as if they were afraid I might crumble at any moment. I turned to them, my voice low and intense, barely containing the storm of emotions raging within me, threatening to tear me apart from the inside.
"I want to find The Colonel," I said, my words clipped and harsh, each syllable dripping with venom that surprised even me. "I want to make him pay for what he's done. There's no way I can let him get away with this. He's taken too much from us already." The words tasted bitter on my tongue, but they were the only thing keeping me from falling into the abyss of my grief.
Jojo's grip tightened on my shoulder, his fingers digging in slightly as if trying to anchor me to reason, to pull me back from the edge I was teetering on. "Pops, I know you're hurting, but we need to think this through," he said, his voice gentle but firm. "The Colonel is dangerous. Going after him could get us all killed. We can't afford to lose anyone else." The logic in his words stung, but I couldn't bring myself to acknowledge it.
I shrugged off his hand, my eyes blazing with a fury I'd never felt before, a rage that scared me with its intensity. "I don't care," I spat out, the words feeling like fire in my throat. "He needs to answer for his crimes. For what he did to our family. To my mother. To all of us." I could feel the others' eyes on me, their concern palpable in the air.
Sam stepped forward, his expression cautious, his hands slightly raised as if approaching a wounded animal. I knew I must look wild, dangerous even. "Sir...Uhh, Joe, I understand your anger, but Jojo's right," he said, his voice steady despite the tension in his shoulders. "We can't just rush in without a plan. The Colonel has resources, manpower. We need to be smart about this. We've seen what he's capable of." His words were like a bucket of cold water, shocking me back to reality.
Miguel nodded in agreement, his jaw set with determination that matched my own. "We'll get him, Joe. I promise you that, we're all with you," he said, his eyes meeting mine unflinchingly. "But we have to do it the right way. For your mother's sake. She wouldn't want us to throw our lives away in a reckless pursuit of vengeance." The mention of my mother sent another wave of pain through me, but it was tinged with something else - a reminder of her wisdom, her patience.
I looked at each of them in turn, seeing the concern and determination in their eyes. They were my brothers, bound by blood and shared trauma, the family I had chosen. I knew they would follow me to the ends of the earth if I asked them to, and that realization hit me like a punch to the gut, tempering my rage with a flicker of gratitude that threatened to undo me.
But Jojo, Sam and Miguel were right, and I knew it deep in my bones. I couldn't let my emotions cloud my judgment, no matter how much I wanted to lash out, to make someone pay for the ache in my chest. If we were going to take down The Colonel, we had to be strategic. We had to be patient. The thought of waiting made my skin crawl, made me want to scream and break things, but I knew it was necessary.
I took a deep breath, feeling the rage inside me simmering down to a low boil, still there but no longer threatening to consume me whole. My fists clenched and unclenched at my sides as I fought for control, my nails digging into my palms. "Okay," I said finally, my voice rough with barely contained emotion. "We'll do it your way. But one way or another, The Colonel will pay for what he's done. I will not rest until he does. And when we find him, God help him, because I won't show any mercy." The promise felt like a vow, sealed in blood and grief, and I knew that no matter what happened, I would see it through to the end.

      [image: ]I stood aside, deep in my thoughts of revenge over what the Colonel had taken from me and taken from my family. The weight of loss pressed down on my shoulders, a constant reminder of the void left in our lives.
Mourners stood all around me, sharing memories of Toni's strength, wisdom, and love. Their voices were a soft murmur, punctuated by occasional sobs and quiet laughter. Parker, Toni's great-granddaughter, clung to Jojo's leg, her young face streaked with tears. Jojo stroked her hair gently, murmuring words of comfort, his own eyes glistening with unshed tears.
"Remember when Gram taught us how to make her famous peach cobbler?" Taylor said, a wistful smile on her face. "She never measured anything, just threw it all together by feel. But it always turned out perfect. It was like magic, watching her work in the kitchen."
Jake chuckled softly, wrapping an arm around Taylor's shoulders. "She used to say that was the secret - putting love into everything you do. I swear, I could taste the love in every bite of her cooking."
Their words washed over me, memories of my mother's warmth and guidance mixing with the cold fury in my veins. She had been the glue that held our family together, the steady hand guiding us through the chaos of this new world. And now she was gone, ripped away by the cruelty of a man drunk on his own power and ambition.
I clenched my fists, my short nails biting into my palms. The Colonel had no idea what he had unleashed. He thought he could take whatever he wanted, crush whoever stood in his way. But he had never faced the wrath of a Kelly scorned. He had no clue about the storm that was coming his way.
My mother's voice echoed in my head, a lesson she had drilled into me since childhood. "Never start a fight, Joe," she would say, her eyes stern but loving. "But if someone else starts one, you damn well better finish it." Those words had shaped me, molded me into the man I was today.
Her words kept echoing in my mind as my feelings of guilt for not being there to protect my mother kept gnawing at my gut. I should have been there, should have seen the danger coming. But I had let my guard down, lulled into a false sense of security after we hit the Colonel's forces so hard. That mistake would haunt me for the rest of my days.
I looked around at the gathered mourners, their faces etched with grief and exhaustion. This was the toll the apocalypse had taken, the price we paid for survival. We had lost so much already - homes, livelihoods, friends, family. And now, the one person who had always been our rock, our guiding light, was gone. The weight of that loss was almost unbearable.
Taylor approached me, her eyes red-rimmed but fierce. "We have to do something, Dad," she said, her voice low and urgent. "We can't let him get away with this. Gram deserves justice."
I met her gaze, seeing the same anger and determination that burned in my own heart. "We won't," I promised, placing a hand on her shoulder. "The Colonel's going to pay for what he's done. To Mom, to all of us. He's going to wish he'd never heard the name Kelly."
Jojo joined us, his jaw set in a grim line. "Don't worry Taylor, we're gonna get him but we need to make a plan first," he said, his military training evident in his calm demeanor. "Whatever it takes. He will pay. We'll make sure of it."
I nodded, feeling a sense of purpose settle over me like a mantle. This wasn't just about revenge, though that was certainly a part of it. This was about justice, about protecting what was left of our shattered world from men like the Colonel who sought to bend it to their will. It was about ensuring that no one else would have to suffer the way we had.
"The Colonel thinks he's untouchable," I said, my voice steady and cold. "He thinks he can take whatever he wants, hurt whoever he wants. But he's about to learn that he's messed with the wrong family. We're going to show him what happens when you cross the Kelly's."
I looked out over the lake, the water rippling gently in the breeze. Somewhere out there, the Colonel was sitting in his fortress, surrounded by his loyal followers, secure in his power. But he had no idea what was coming for him. He had no clue about the storm that was brewing, ready to rain down justice on him.
"Rest easy, Ma," I whispered, my eyes stinging with unshed tears. "We'll take it from here. We'll make you proud."
I looked out over the garden she had worked so hard on getting started, remembering how her face would light up when she talked about her plans for it. Hot tears pricked at my eyes, and I blinked them away roughly. There would be time for grief later. Right now, there was work to be done. We had a mission to plan and execute.
I turned to my children, my resolve hardening into something unbreakable. "We're going to finish this," I said, my voice low and fierce. "For Ma. For our family. The Colonel is going to learn the hard way what it means to cross the Kelly's. And when we're done, he'll wish he'd never set foot in our territory."






  
  Chapter Three


The Colonel sat in his rocking chair on the wraparound porch of the cabin he had now made his new headquarters. The old wood creaked beneath him as he shifted his weight, the sound echoing in the still evening air. He gazed out over the overgrown lawn, his eyes distant and troubled. 
He was waiting for reports on his attack on the Kelly compound, an operation he had ordered in a fit of rage and wounded pride. After losing so many men on the bridge ambush, his forces were greatly weakened, and he knew it was a risky move. But he couldn't show any sign of weakness, not now, not after the humiliation of that defeat.
The Colonel reached for the glass of bourbon on the side table, his hand trembling slightly as he raised it to his lips. The liquor burned going down, but it did little to calm his nerves. He had underestimated Joe Kelly, that much was clear. He had been stupid and arrogant, thinking he could crush the man's resistance with a show of brute force.
But Kelly had outmaneuvered him at every turn, luring his men into a trap and then picking them off like fish in a barrel. The Colonel felt a flush of anger at the memory, his grip tightening on the glass until his knuckles turned white.
He couldn't afford another mistake like that. His position was precarious enough as it was, with whispers of dissent among his ranks and rival factions circling like vultures, waiting for any sign of weakness. He needed a decisive victory, something to remind his followers of his strength and cunning.
The sound of approaching footsteps broke him from his reverie. He looked up to see one of his lieutenants hurrying up the steps, a sheaf of papers clutched in his hand. The man's face was pale and drawn, his eyes wide with fear.
"Report," the Colonel barked, setting his glass down with a thunk.
The lieutenant shifted nervously, avoiding the Colonel's piercing gaze. "Sir, the attack took the Kelly clan completely by surprise. They were scrambling to respond. But..." He hesitated.
"But what?" The Colonel snapped impatiently.
"They had reinforcements, sir. Looked like National Guardsmen."
The Colonel's eyes narrowed. "How many?"
"Not an exact count, sir, but maybe twenty-five or thirty."
The Colonel drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair, his jaw clenched. "And our casualties?"
The lieutenant swallowed hard. "We lost thirteen men, Colonel."
A muscle twitched in the Colonel's cheek. "And theirs?"
"As near as we can tell, only one. An elderly woman."
"An elderly woman?" The Colonel's voice was dangerously soft. "That's it? You bungling fools!"
"Sir, we think..." The lieutenant's voice quavered. "We think it might have been Joe Kelly's mother."
The Colonel sat up straighter, his interest piqued despite himself.
"After the battle, we observed from the tree-line. We saw Kelly kneeling by her body. He was visibly shaken."
The Colonel leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers thoughtfully.
The Colonel shouted out, "Damn, that's the worst possible news."
The lieutenant looked puzzled by the Colonel's outburst. "Sorry sir, I thought you'd be pleased that we at least gave Kelly something to think about."
The Colonel looked at him sternly. "You would, because you're a damn fool. We've got a huge problem on our hands now."
The lieutenant asked, "You mean because of the Guardsmen?"
The Colonel looked into the man's eyes. "Forget about the Guard, I'm more worried about Joe Kelly now than I was before."
The lieutenant asked, "Why is that, sir?"
"You would be well served to crack open a history book occasionally lieutenant. Those who do not learn from history are doomed to repeat it. This reminds me of Admiral Yamamoto's words after his hugely successful attack on Pearl Harbor."
"What was that, sir?"
"I fear all we have done is to awaken a sleeping giant and fill him with a terrible resolve. In other words lieutenant, we have managed to stir up a hornets nest. Joe Kelly will be coming for us now. We have now become the hunted."
The Colonel stood up from his rocking chair and paced the length of the porch, his hands clasped behind his back. He could feel the lieutenant's eyes on him, watching, waiting for guidance. But for once, the Colonel didn't have a ready answer, a glib reassurance to offer.
He stopped at the railing, staring out into the gathering dusk. In the distance, he could see the flickering glow of campfires, his men huddled around them for warmth and comfort. They were looking to him to lead them, to protect them. And he had failed them.
"Leave me now," he said quietly, not turning around. "I need to think." He heard the lieutenant's footsteps retreating, the screen door banging shut behind him.
Alone now, the Colonel let out a heavy sigh. He reached for the bourbon bottle and poured another generous shot into his glass. The golden liquid caught the last rays of the setting sun as he raised it to his lips.

      [image: ]The lieutenant retreated back to where his men sat around their makeshift campsites, their faces illuminated by the flickering firelight. The air was thick with tension and the acrid smell of gunpowder that still clung to their clothes. One of his men, a grizzled veteran with a jagged scar across his cheek, looked up from cleaning his weapon and asked, "What's the good word, lieutenant?"
The lieutenant's eyes darted between the soldier and the Colonel on the porch, his silhouette stark against the warm glow from inside. He hesitated, choosing his words carefully. "The old man is shaken. This was the first time I've ever seen him without an answer. I kinda got the feeling he's a little afraid of this Kelly group. It's like he's seen a ghost or something. His hands were trembling, for Christ's sake."
"Afraid? The Colonel? No way. That group is nothing but a speed bump to us. I know we took a big hit, but we've still got numbers on 'em. We'll crush 'em like bugs," the scarred man scoffed, spitting a glob of tobacco into the dirt. His bravado rang hollow in the stillness of the night.
"That's true, but the old man is worried. He spooked me. He started quoting some guy from history, his voice all quiet and intense. Basically, since we killed Kelly's mother, we stirred up the bees' nest and he'll be coming for us. The Colonel said, now we will be the hunted. Like we've woken up some kind of sleeping giant. He kept muttering about 'the fury of a patient man' or something like that."
"So let them come," the man said with a laugh, though it sounded forced and brittle in the night air. "It'll only make it easier for us. We won't have to travel to him. We can play the home field advantage. Set up some traps, catch 'em off guard. Hell, we might even enjoy it."
The lieutenant's brow furrowed, his unease palpable in the tense set of his shoulders and the way his hand unconsciously tightened on his sidearm. "I sure as hell hope you're right, but the old man is spooked and after listening to him, I am too. I've never seen him like this before. It's... unsettling. It's like he knows something we don't, like he's seen this play out before and it didn't end well."
The men fell silent, the weight of the lieutenant's words hanging heavy in the air like a fog, thick and suffocating. The crackling of the campfire and the chirping of crickets filled the void as each man grappled with the implications of their leader's newfound vulnerability. Some shifted uncomfortably, while others stared blankly into the flames, lost in their own thoughts and fears.
The lieutenant gazed into the fire, his mind racing with possibilities and worst-case scenarios. He had never seen the Colonel like this before - uncertain, unsteady. It was unsettling, like the ground shifting beneath his feet, threatening to upend everything they'd built. The confidence that had carried them through countless battles suddenly seemed as fragile as a house of cards.
He thought back to the battle, the chaos and the carnage that had unfolded like a nightmare. The screams of the dying echoed in his ears, the acrid smell of gunpowder still clinging to his nostrils. And for what? To kill an old woman? What kind of victory was that? It felt hollow, meaningless, and now potentially catastrophic. The image of the old woman's lifeless body flashed before his eyes, and he couldn't shake the feeling that they had crossed a line, one that couldn't be uncrossed.






  
  Chapter Four


Istood holding Maria in my arms for a long time. Just holding her helped to comfort me and take away some of the pain and guilt I was feeling. 
The world had gone to hell, and I'd been powerless to stop any of it. But with Maria, for a few moments at least, I could forget about the chaos outside. Could forget about the supplies we so desperately needed, the safety measures I still had to put in place.
Her embrace was warm and solid against the chill that had settled into my bones. I buried my face in her hair, breathing in the scent of her. Wildflowers and sunshine, even now. It amazed me how someone could still smell so damn good in the middle of the apocalypse.
"I'm so glad you're here," I murmured, my lips brushing her ear. "I don't...I don't know what I'd do if..."
I trailed off, unable to finish the thought. Losing Maria was not an option. She pulled back slightly to look at me, her brown eyes soft with understanding.
"I'm not going anywhere, Joe. We're in this together, remember?"
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak around the lump in my throat. I'd never been much for words anyway. Instead, I pulled her close again, letting her steady heartbeat soothe my ragged edges.
For a few more moments, I let myself just be. Let myself draw strength from her presence, her unwavering faith in me. In us.
But reality couldn't be held at bay forever. Reluctantly, I loosened my hold and stepped back, my hands sliding down her arms to link our fingers together.
"We should probably head back," I said quietly. "Got a lot of work to do."
Maria squeezed my hands, a small smile playing about her lips. "Lead the way."
Hand in hand, we walked back to the house, back to the never-ending list of tasks required to keep our people safe. But I felt lighter somehow, better able to shoulder the burden.
Because I wasn't carrying it alone anymore. And that made all the difference.
I nodded at Paulette and Adam as they approached, my hand still linked with Maria's. It was a bit of a surprise to see Adam up and about, but I supposed the man was tougher than he looked.
"Joe, I never had the pleasure of meeting your mom," Adam began, his voice sincere, "but from all that I've heard about her, she seemed to be a pretty fantastic woman."
I felt a pang in my chest at his words, the grief still raw and close to the surface. But I appreciated the sentiment nonetheless.
"Also, just from what I know of you and your family, she clearly raised you right," Adam continued, offering a small smile. "I just wanted to say, I'm sorry for your loss."
He extended his hand, and I reached out to shake it firmly. The man's grip was strong despite his injuries, and I could see the genuine empathy in his eyes.
"Thank you, Adam," I replied, my voice gruff with emotion. "It means a lot."
And it did. In a world gone mad, where so much had been lost and taken from us, these small moments of human connection were more precious than ever.
I glanced at Paulette, noting the way she hovered protectively near Adam, ready to support him if needed. It was a far cry from the woman who had once left her own family behind. But then again, hadn't we all changed in the face of this new reality?
Maria squeezed my hand, drawing my attention back to her. She gave me a soft, understanding smile, and I felt some of the tension ease from my shoulders.
We had a long road ahead of us, one filled with uncertainty and danger. But for now, at least, we had each other. And maybe, just maybe, that would be enough.
The walk back to the cabin was peaceful, a rare moment of tranquility in the midst of the chaos that had become our lives. Maria's hand fit perfectly in mine, her presence a steady comfort at my side.
As we neared the house, a sudden thought struck me and I stopped, turning to face her. "Sweetie, do we have any ministers or reverends here? Maybe a rabbi or a priest? Anyone like that in our group?"
Maria's brow furrowed as she considered the question. "No, I don't think so. Why do you ask?"
I took a deep breath, my heart hammering in my chest. "I know we've talked about it before, but I want to get married. As soon as we can. After everything that's happened, all we've lost...you just never know what tomorrow will bring. And I want you to be my wife, Maria. I don't want to waste another second."
Her eyes widened, a mix of surprise and joy flickering across her face. "Oh, Joe..."
"I know it's sudden," I rushed on, "and maybe it seems crazy, given the circumstances. But I love you. I don't want to face whatever comes next without you by my side, in every way that matters."
Maria's smile was blinding, her eyes shining with unshed tears. "Yes," she whispered, "yes, of course I'll marry you."
I crushed her to me, burying my face in her hair as I fought back my own emotions. She clung to me just as tightly, her laughter muffled against my chest.
After a long moment, she pulled back, her expression thoughtful. "You know, we may not have any clergymen around, but given the big lake over there we do have quite a few boat captains in the group." Her lips twitched with amusement. "They can perform marriages, can't they? Do we have to be at sea, or can they do it on dry land?"
I chuckled, shaking my head. "Honestly? I have no idea. But at this point, I don't really care. This is a whole new world we're living in. I figure we can damn well make our own rules."
Maria grinned, rising up on her toes to kiss me softly. "I like the sound of that."
Hand in hand, we continued on towards the cabin, our hearts full of hope and love and the promise of a future together, come what may.

      [image: ]Sam strode up to Jojo, his brow furrowed with concern. "How's your old man holding up?"
Jojo sighed, the weight of their situation etched on his face. He ran a hand over his close-cropped hair, his gaze distant. "About as well as can be expected, I guess. But we need to keep a close eye on him."
Sam nodded, understanding the unspoken worry in his friend's words. He placed a reassuring hand on Jojo's shoulder, a gesture of solidarity born from their shared military past.
"I know he's hell-bent on revenge." Jojo's voice was low, tinged with a mix of empathy and apprehension. "And I get it, we all are. But I don't want him going off half-cocked, with his mind clouded by emotions."
Sam's grip tightened, his eyes locked on Jojo's. "That's when bad things can happen."
The two men stood in silence, the weight of their responsibility hanging heavy in the air. They had seen firsthand the consequences of unchecked rage, the destruction that could be wrought when pain and grief were left to fester.
Jojo's jaw clenched, his resolve hardening. "We've got to keep him focused, Sam. Keep him grounded. We can't let him lose himself in this fight."
Sam's gaze drifted to the horizon, his mind racing with the challenges that lay ahead. "It won't be easy. Your dad's a force to be reckoned with when he sets his mind to something."
A ghost of a smile tugged at Jojo's lips, a flicker of pride amidst the worry. "Yeah, he is. But that's why we're here, right? To have his back, no matter what."
Sam returned the smile, a glimmer of their old camaraderie resurfacing. "Damn straight. We're in this together, Jojo. We'll keep him on track, keep each other safe. That's what brothers do."
Jojo clasped Sam's hand, their bond reaffirmed in the face of the unknown. They had weathered storms before, and they would weather this one, side by side, united in their purpose.
Sam clapped Jojo on the back, a grin spreading across his face. "Bones, I'm gonna go spend some time with Alicia."
Jojo's eyebrows shot up, a mischievous glint in his eye. "Good for you, Sam. Things getting serious between you two?"
Sam ducked his head, scuffing his boot on the ground. "Yeah, we've got feelings for each other."
"So what's the problem?"
Sam hesitated, his words coming out in a rush. "I'm still a bit nervous and awkward around her. I mean, it's the age thing you know. I've got these feelings, these urges. I'm just not sure if I can control myself when I'm with her, and I wanna wait, you know?"
Jojo chuckled, shaking his head. "Don't even worry about that, man. I've seen the way she looks at you. She's definitely into you, big time."
Sam nodded, a rueful smile tugging at his lips. "Yeah, I know you're right. But I think I still wanna wait. That's the hard part, keeping my hands off of her."
"I get it, Sam. But you're a strong guy."
Sam clasped Jojo's hand, gratitude shining in his eyes. "Thanks, bro. I'm gonna need all the strength I can muster."
With that, he turned and strode off, his heart hammering in his chest as he went to find Alicia. The anticipation was a tangible thing, a mix of excitement and trepidation that set his nerves alight.
He found her by the edge of the camp, her silhouette outlined against the setting sun. She turned as he approached, a soft smile gracing her features.
"Hey, you." Her voice was warm, inviting.
Sam swallowed hard, his mouth suddenly dry. "Hey, yourself."
They stood in silence for a moment, the air between them charged with unspoken longing. Sam's hands itched to reach out, to pull her close and never let go.
But he resisted, the echo of Jojo's words ringing in his ears. He had to be strong, had to take this slow. Alicia deserved better than a moment of unbridled passion.
She deserved everything.
Sam stood staring into Alicia's eyes, his heart racing as he tried to find the right words. Her gaze was soft, questioning, a hint of vulnerability shining through.
"Sam, I know you have feelings for me," she said, her voice barely above a whisper. "And I have strong feelings for you as well. Why do you always seem so distant, so hesitant?"
The question hung in the air between them, heavy with unspoken emotions. Sam turned away, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for what he needed to say.
"I do have very strong feelings for you, Alicia." His voice was rough, thick with emotion. "I guess I just want to take it slow. I know that sounds a little old-fashioned, but as much as I want to, you know, go further..." He trailed off, his eyes searching hers for understanding.
Alicia stepped closer, her hand coming to rest on his arm. The warmth of her touch sent a shiver down his spine, and he had to fight the urge to pull her into his arms.
"I really would just like taking our time and enjoying each other's company for now," he continued, his gaze locked on hers. "The last thing in the world I would want to do is to rush you or take advantage of you."
Alicia's eyes widened, a flicker of surprise and something else, something deeper, dancing in their depths. Sam swallowed hard, his heart in his throat.
"I guess what I'm trying to say is that I imagine you in my life for a long time, or at least I certainly hope so. And I don't want to do anything to jeopardize that." His words came out in a rush, a desperate plea for her to understand. "I'm in this for the long haul, sweetie, not for a quick roll in the hay. I want you to know that, and I can wait."
Alicia looked into Sam's eyes, reaching out to grasp his hands. A tear of appreciation formed in her eye, glistening in the fading light.
"Sam, I understand what you're saying, and I am willing to move at whatever speed you're comfortable with, as long as we're together." Her voice was soft, filled with understanding. "As far as going further, yeah, I've thought about it too, and I'm fine with waiting. You know, I have had concerns about the same exact thing that's been bothering you. I even discussed it with the girls."
Sam's eyes widened, a look of shock crossing his features. "What? You talked about it with other people?"
Alicia raised a hand, a reassuring gesture. "Calm down, Sam. Yes, I shared my feelings with Paulette, Claire, and Toni. Toni was so funny but really made me think."
Sam's brow furrowed, curiosity mingling with apprehension. "What did she say?"
Alicia ducked her head, a blush creeping up her cheeks. "She asked if I had had my first period. I was mortified by her question but I told her yes, I had."
Sam's eyes bulged, his face reddening. "Oh my God, too much information. What did she say?"
Alicia met his gaze, a newfound confidence in her eyes. "She said if you've had your first period, you're a woman. I guess what I'm saying to you, Sam, is I'm more than willing to go at whatever speed you want."
Sam couldn't help himself. He reached out and embraced Alicia in a tight hug, his strong arms enveloping her, pulling her close to his chest. She melted into his embrace, her own arms wrapping around his waist, her head nestling into the crook of his neck.
"Thank you for understanding, sweetie," Sam murmured, his voice thick with emotion. "I just want to do what's right for you, for us. Like I said, we have a long life ahead of us to, well, you know." He chuckled softly, his breath stirring her hair. "For now, let's just take it one day at a time."
Alicia nodded against his chest, her heart swelling with love and gratitude. She had never felt so cherished, so respected, so seen. Sam's willingness to put her needs first, to prioritize their emotional connection over physical desire, only made her love him more.
Sam pulled back slightly, his hands coming up to cup her face. His thumbs brushed over her cheekbones, wiping away the tears that had begun to fall. "But know this, Alicia," he said, his gaze intense, unwavering. "My heart aches for you when I'm not near you. I love you."
The words hung in the air between them, a declaration, a promise. Alicia's breath caught in her throat, her own heart threatening to burst with the force of her emotions.
"I love you too, Sam," she whispered, her voice trembling. She reached up, her hands covering his, holding him close. More tears spilled from her eyes, tears of joy, of relief, of pure, unadulterated love.
They stood there, wrapped in each other's arms, lost in the moment. The world around them faded away, the challenges they faced, the uncertainties of their future, all of it receding into the background.
For now, there was only this - the warmth of their embrace, the beating of their hearts, the love that bound them together. And for now, that was enough.






  
  Chapter Five


Icarefully extracted myself from Maria's warm embrace, trying not to wake her. She looked so peaceful, her dark hair fanned out on the pillow, her face relaxed in sleep. For a moment, I let myself imagine a different life, one where we could linger in bed, make love, enjoy a lazy breakfast together. But that wasn't our reality, not anymore. 
I pulled on my jeans and a flannel shirt, laced up my boots. The familiar routine grounded me, prepared me for the day ahead. There was so much to do, so many people counting on me.
I leaned down and brushed a kiss against Maria's cheek. She stirred slightly but didn't wake. "I love you," I whispered, the words catching in my throat. I didn't say it often enough, always holding back, afraid to be vulnerable. But if there was one thing this new world had taught me, it was that every moment was precious, every connection worth cherishing.
I slipped out of the room, quietly closing the door behind me. The compound was already stirring to life - I could hear the distant clatter of dishes from the kitchen, the low murmur of voices. I nodded to the people I passed, my mind already jumping ahead to the tasks before me.
First on the list was finding Captain Rodriguez. The guardsmen's arrival had been a godsend, but it also meant a major shift in our dynamics, our resources. Rodriguez and I needed to get on the same page, figure out how to integrate our two groups into a cohesive whole.
I found him in the armory, already inventorying our weapons and ammo.
"Good morning, Captain," I called out as I entered the armory. "Glad to see you're an early riser too."
Rodriguez looked up from the rifle he was cleaning, a brief smile flickering across his face. "Good morning to you, Joe. Yeah, I like to get an early start to the day. I've been busy taking stock of exactly what we have and what we don't have as far as weapons and defenses."
I stood in the doorframe. "And how are we looking?"
The Captain let out a long breath, setting the rifle aside. He rubbed a hand over his close-cropped hair. "Well, we're not too bad off, but I'd sure as hell feel a lot better if we had more guns and a lot more ammunition."
An idea sparked in my mind, a memory of our recent misadventure. "Captain, do you have any mechanics, auto mechanics in your group?"
Rodriguez's brow furrowed as he considered the question. "Yeah, a couple of the guys are pretty handy with a wrench. Why?"
I pushed off from the doorframe, pacing a few steps as I gathered my thoughts. "Recently, we made a trip to rescue one of our guys. He was a prison guard at Raiford."
The Captain's eyebrows shot up. "You went to Raiford?"
I held up a hand. "Yeah, it's a long story. I'll tell you later when we have more time. But we used an old van we had, and on the way back it died on us. We hoofed it back the rest of the way." I paused, meeting his gaze. "The point is, that van was loaded up with gear. Guns, ammo, quite a bit of valuable, useful stuff. I didn't want to just leave it in the van, so we hid some caches in the woods. We could sure use that stuff now, and I'd love it if we could somehow revive that van as well."
I could see the wheels turning in Rodriguez's head, his interest piqued. "How far away is that van?"
I scratched my beard, trying to picture the route in my mind. "I'm not exactly sure, but I figure about twenty-five, maybe thirty miles."
Rodriguez thought for a moment. "Well, we do have some vehicles that could get us there in a short time. I'm not sure about working on the van out there off the side of the road though. Do you think we could tow it back here if need be?"
I considered his question. "When we left the van, it was in drivable condition. The only thing was the engine wasn't running, so I don't see why we couldn't tow it back here to work on it. We'll just need a large enough vehicle to carry those caches back and big enough to tow the van. Along with some rope or chains to hook it up."
The
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