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The fields next to the compound have already been harvested. We hadn’t done it because we needed the corn and wheat for food, but because we wanted a clear line of sight around the compound. All of our grain elevators are full, so we ended up storing some of it at nearby farms. The issue is that the fields further away are fully grown and dry since we haven’t had much rain. This gives the fire plenty of fuel to grow and spread. There’s also stubble in the harvested fields that can burn. We need to fix that, which is why Logan is tilling them.

“I’ve seen enough. Take us home,” I tell Jake before getting on my radio. “Hammer, let Rozel know the fire isn’t heading toward them, but they need to monitor it in case the wind changes direction. Ask them if they can help us fight the fire. Logan, keep tilling the ground in the field on the south side of the compound. When you get to the road, cross it and do the same to the next field. Someone let Noah know I want him to till the field to the west of the one Logan is doing. Everyone else, wet down everything you can.”

“Hold on, Dillon. There’s someone coming,” says Jake, pointing toward the west. “Any idea who it is?”

I look out my side window as Jake banks the plane so I can get a better visual on the situation. An older pickup is heading in our direction, but it doesn’t look familiar. This makes me uneasy. If it’s a marauder, now would be the perfect time to strike. Not only is a large portion of our community either busy fighting the fire or gone to Hutchinson to gather supplies, but the Army left this morning for Wichita. However, it would be stupid for someone to put themselves in danger with the fire heading directly toward them.

“No clue. Let’s stay up here and keep an eye on the situation. If we decide they’re a threat, I’ll warn Zach.”

The pickup turns and heads in the direction of the raging inferno. Now I’m confused. I don’t know what they’re up to, but they’re no longer heading toward the compound. When they get close to the fire, they turn onto a dirt path through the field that leads to the middle of it—where a small carport-looking building sits. The pickup slides to a stop, and a man jumps out of the truck before disappearing under the structure.

“What’s he doing?” I ask more to myself than to Jake.

“I’m not sure,” he replies.

A minute later, I have my answer. A large center-pivot irrigation sprinkler—designed to water the field—sputters to life. Water sprays from the nozzles, dousing everything around it. Although it only covers about a twenty foot wide strip on one half of the field, it will hopefully slow the fire. The sprinkler is designed to slowly rotate around the field, so there’s no way for it to completely protect it from the fire, but it will help to extinguish part of the blaze.

The man reappears from under the carport—which I now surmise covers the pump and motor that powers the sprinkler—and hops into his truck before returning to the road. He makes his way to the next field and repeats the process. Apparently, he’s creating firebreaks using the irrigation sprinklers in the fields. While an ingenious solution, it only solves part of the problem. Since the sprinklers aren’t lined up parallel to the fire’s edge, the raging inferno can still go around them, but it will put out some of the flames and make the fire less intense.

I quickly conclude the man’s not a threat to the compound. “Take us down. We need to help fight the fire.”

Jake doesn’t argue and lands the plane on the north side of the compound—the furthest place he can from the fire while still being close to our home. If we can save the compound, the plane should also be safe.

“We need to protect the living center,” I tell Jake as he shuts the plane down.

“How?”

“I don’t know. Maybe we can hook up some garden hoses and mount a sprinkler on the roof. The fire won’t be able to take hold if we get it wet enough.” I’m not sure if it will work or not, but we have to try something.

“I’ll do that, but you need to get to the Eagle’s Nest so you can coordinate everyone,” replies Jake before climbing out of the cockpit.

As much as I hate standing around when the compound is at risk, he has a point. The only way we’ll beat the fire is if someone is overseeing the battle. I run to the living center and sprint up the stairs as fast as I can. Every second we waste is another second the fire has to grow larger and close in on us.

Libby and Sara are in the Eagle’s Nest, but there’s no reason for three of us to be there. “Why don’t you guys help June pack her office and load everything into one of the vehicles in case we don’t get this fire contained and have to evacuate?” I suggest as I grab the binoculars and scan the area. “If you have time, move whatever else you can into the underground storage units. They shouldn’t be affected by the fire.”

The girls hurry down the ladder without arguing. They know what’s at stake after having lived through the fire that destroyed Howard’s farm.

I can’t tell from my vantage point if the fire is any closer, but Logan and Noah have made a lot of progress on the tilling. They’re driving the tractors faster than they normally would, but that’s fine. The idea is to till the stubble in the fields under so the fire has a harder time spreading and won’t be as big. Logan finishes the field he’s been working in and goes to the one to the south, closer to the fire and one that hasn’t been harvested. Trying to till full-grown wheat will be slow going and probably won’t do much good.

“Hey, Logan. Do the field to the east of the one you just did. I want to create a firebreak wide enough so that we can stop the whole thing. There might be other farmers in the fire’s path, and we should do what we can to protect them.”

Instead of replying, Logan turns the tractor around and works on the field I requested him to do.

“Noah, when you’re done, move to the field to the west.”

“You got it, Dillon,” he replies.

“Zach, take the pumper truck to the fields the boys are tilling and stand by. Take as many gas cans with you as you can. Austin, I need you to grab everyone you can and follow Zach. Bring the rakes, hoes, and shovels with you to use for putting out spot fires. We need to save the water in case the fire gets out of hand. If that happens, use the pumper truck. June, Libby, and Sara, keep packing what you can in case this goes sideways. Also, Jake and I spotted someone turning on the irrigation sprinklers. I don’t think they’re a threat, but keep an eye out for them.”

“On my way,” replies Zach.

“You got it,” says Austin.

The women don’t bother answering, but I can see them hauling stuff to our underground storage units.

I scan the surrounding area and see a cloud of dust coming my way. It’s from the direction of Rozel.

“Hammer, are you on your way back?”

“Yeah, Dillon. I brought a few friends. Where do you want them?”

“A mile south of the compound. That’s where we’re making our stand.”

“Will do,” he replies as I notice several vehicles following him.

I check the fire. It seems closer. We might have another twenty minutes before it reaches our firebreak. There’s not much for me to do in the lookout tower, so I help Jake set up the sprinkler on the roof. We place it on the side closest to the fire since the wind will blow the water away from it and wet the rest of the structure. After we climb to the ground and turn on the water, it sputters to life. It doesn’t cover the entire building, but hopefully it’s enough to prevent it from burning to the ground.

“Come on,” I tell Jake as I jog toward the fire. There’s no way I’m going to stand by while the rest of the residents of the compound fight to save our home.

By the time we get to where everyone is, I’m worn out. The smoke is drifting our way, and I can hear the roar of the approaching flames.

“I need everyone to spread out. Zach, where are the fuel cans?” I ask as he points to the ground by the pumper truck. I nod at them. “I need someone to pour a line of fuel along the edge of the untilled fields. We don’t have much time, so they’ll need to ride in the bed of the pickup and pour it over the side while Austin drives. We’re going to do a back-burn. Zach, you need to follow them in the pumper truck in case this turns out to be a bad idea and we need to extinguish it.”

No one bothers to reply as several people gather the gas cans and place them in the bed of the truck. I don’t need to micromanage them, so I turn my attention to other things.

The Rozel residents brought a bunch of towels with them and about a dozen buckets of water. I’m not sure what their plan is, and I don’t have time to find out. They seem to be following Hammer’s instructions, so I leave them alone. He obviously has a plan as they grab the towels and buckets and begin stationing themselves along the road at regular intervals.

“Austin?” I call into the radio.

“Yeah?”

“Let me know when you get to the next field. I need to get this thing lit, or it won’t do us much good.”

“Go ahead and light that section. We’ll take care of the rest,” he replies, sounding calmer than I do.

“All right, everyone. We’re going to start the back-burn. If it jumps the road, put out any spot fires as quick as you can,” I announce as Jake uses his lighter to light the fuel.

I watch as the fire hungrily races down the edge of the field before taking hold of the grass. It fights against the wind as it slowly devours the scrub in its path. Hopefully, we didn’t wait too long, and it will create a nice gap between us and the raging inferno.

The pickup Jake and I saw from the air comes around the corner and slides to a stop. The same man as earlier steps out of the driver’s door. He looks at what we’ve done and gives it a nod before scanning our group.

I use the time to scrutinize him. He’s a little under six feet tall and wearing worn denim overalls, along with a long-sleeve plaid shirt. He has to be in his sixties but is well tanned and has the look of a man who’s worked a lifetime outdoors.

“Who’s in charge?”

I step toward him. “I am.”

He doesn’t bother with pleasantries. “I started the irrigation sprinklers between you and the fire. They won’t stop it, but they should slow it down. It’s two fields over. You might have ten minutes, but don’t count on it.”

“We won’t,” I reply.

He gives me another nod. “If you survive, let the sprinklers run for a couple days to put out any hotspots. Good luck,” he says, turning to get into his truck.

“Wait! Aren’t you going to help us?”

The man glares at me. “I’ve done as much as I can. I have to get home to my family in case this thing changes direction.”

“Fair enough. Thank you,” I say, having been put in my place.

He shakes his head as he scowls. “I didn’t do it for you. I did it to protect my family.”

Without another word, he slams his truck door and drives off. I can’t blame him. Family should always come first.

The crackle of the fire grows louder as the air fills with smoke. It’s not as thick as it had been at Howard’s since the wind blows most of it up and away from us. The hay bale barricade had prevented that at the farm and instead acted like a bowl, trapping the smoke inside.

The back-burn has made it about six feet so far, and I’m cursing myself for not starting it earlier. A few embers are caught by the wind and planted in the torn-up vegetation in the tilled field. Before they can ignite, they’re quickly extinguished by people using rakes and shovels before they can take hold.

Heat from the blaze is being blown in our direction as glowing embers are lifted into the air and carried closer to us. When those embers begin landing around us, I feel panic surge through my body and it takes all my self-control to keep from freaking out. The fire is almost here. The next thirty minutes will determine whether we’ve done enough or if we’ll lose our home for a second time.
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“Move the vehicles further back. We can’t afford to lose them. Everyone else, grab your firefighting tools and go about twenty feet into the tilled field. You’ll still be close enough to put out any spot fires, but you won’t get overwhelmed by smoke. Let’s move, people!”

I watch as everyone scatters to do as I asked. After taking another look at the burning field, I follow them.

The flames reach for the sky as the roar of the flames increases. The acrid smoke and intense heat make it difficult to breathe. There’s nothing we can do about it except pull our shirts over our mouths to help filter out some of the particles.

The back-burn makes it nearly a dozen feet before the leading edge of the fire reaches it. Hot embers pelt me as I watch to see what happens. With nothing for it to feed on, the flames in that section die down. It was the outcome I was hoping for.

What I hadn’t expected was for the field to remain on fire. When I think about it—it makes sense. The fire still has the lower part of the stalks to feed on, and maybe the roots. I’m not sure how it works with small plants, but as long as a fire can get oxygen, tree stumps and roots can smolder for days.

As more of the fire meets the back-burn, we run into another problem. The wind is blowing burning embers over the burnt area and across the road, setting the exposed parts of the tilled plants alight. While the tractor knocked the plants down, it only partially buried them.

Everyone rushes forward. I nearly trip on the uneven ground as I use my boot to stomp the flames. In the chaos, I forgot to get something to fight the fire with. A woman from Rozel shoves a wet towel in my hand and then uses her own to beat the flames. I follow her example and quickly extinguish the hot spot. The only problem is that there are too many hotspots popping up to keep up with them.

I hear the roar of a diesel truck. Although I can’t afford the time to find out what’s happening, I need to know. I glance in the direction the noise is coming from and see the pumper truck heading our way. It’s sending a spray of water at least a hundred feet into the smoldering field across the road. The ground hisses as the water puts out the fire, sending steam and smoke into the air. The amount of flying hot embers is greatly reduced.

If we can hold the line long enough, Zach should be able to make a second pass on our side of the road. I get back to work, smacking the small fires with my towel. I notice the woman toss her towel into a bucket of water before pulling it out and resuming the battle. The heat has dried mine out, so I do the same.

I hear the pumper truck making a second pass. Glancing its way, I see whoever is manning the water cannon is spraying our side of the road.

“Everyone, move back! The water truck is coming through!” I yell before grabbing the water bucket and running toward the compound.

I still get sprayed with the water. It cools me off, so I’m okay with it. There are a few fires it didn’t fully extinguish, but we make quick work of snuffing them out.

“Is anyone hurt?” I call into the radio.

No one replies, so I assume they’re all good. Looking at the devastation, I realize we didn’t completely stop the fire. The field to our east is still burning. Logan hadn’t gotten that far with the tractor. If we don’t do something, it will grow into another massive blaze.

“We’re not done! Logan and Noah, I need you to get in front of that fire and till as much ground around it as you can,” I order, hoping we won’t be too late.

“I’m already working on the north side. If Noah can get on the east side of it, that would help me a lot,” replies Logan.

“On my way,” says Noah as I hear his tractor roar to life.

“I need a few people to hang back and keep an eye out for any more spot fires. Everyone else needs to go fight the remaining fire.”

Most of the people climb into the vehicles to battle the next blaze. They look tired, but not defeated.

“Zach, is there any water left in the pumper?” I ask, praying he won’t say no.

“Yeah, but I’m not sure how much. I assume you want me to use it on the fire.”

“I do. Use your best judgement on what to spray. I’m gonna take Jake and get an aerial view to see how bad it is and look for any other hot spots we need to deal with.”

“No worries. I’ll run over to the Pawnee River and refill the water tank when what we have runs out. It might take us several trips, but we should be able to wet the edges of the entire burned area in case the wind changes direction.”

It’s a good plan and one I hadn’t thought of. We’re going to have to be diligent for the next couple of days to make sure no more spot fires pop up.

“Understood. Do what you think is best.”

Jake must have heard me on the radio since he’s coming my way. Hammer is with him.

“Hey, guys,” I tell them when they get close. “Jake, we need to take the plane and survey the damage.”

Jake glances at Hammer before staring me in the eye. “We need to go with Hammer first. He has something to show you.”

I shift my gaze to Hammer. “What?”

He shakes his head. “I think you should see it for yourself in case my assumption is wrong.”

“All right, but we need to do this quick. I want to make sure the fire doesn’t take hold anywhere else.”

We walk to the compound and climb into The Beast II. “Where to?” I ask Hammer, who’s sitting in the passenger seat.

“We need to go to the highway just east of Burdett,” he says quietly, making me wonder what he found.

We make our way to 350th Avenue since it’s paved and the most direct route to the highway. Most of the county roads don’t cross the small stream that someone named Pawnee River at some point in our nation’s history.

When we get to Burdett, I make my way through the abandoned town and turn left onto the highway. Directly ahead of us is a smoldering mass of something blocking the road, and I pull to a stop.

On the south side of the highway, the field is only singed at the edge. Apparently, the north blowing wind was strong enough to prevent the fire from taking hold.

“Go around to the other side,” says Hammer as he avoids looking at the blackened mass in front of us.

I pull into the shallow ditch and skirt the smoldering remnants of what appears to be close to a hundred infected. No wonder Hammer doesn’t want to look at it. The bodies are mostly burnt skeletons at this point. It reminds me of the horde we burned to death in Oklahoma City. I shudder at the memory as the blackened skeleton of a vehicle comes into view. It’s sitting in the ditch on the opposite side of the highway, completely surrounded by the scorched bodies. I get a sinking feeling in my gut.

I stop when we get to the other side of the mass of dead infected and glance at Hammer, waiting for an explanation. He takes a deep breath before telling me the story.

“I took a detour while the folks from Rozel were gathering the items they wanted to use to fight the fire. I was curious about how it started. That’s when I found this mess. It’s obvious that this is where the fire originated. I have an idea of what happened, but I want you to tell me what you think first.”

Since the bodies and the vehicle are still smoldering, I assume it will be too hot to walk through. I grab the binoculars we keep in The Beast II and step outside. What I see when I use them to focus on the vehicle makes my blood run cold.

Murphy played another cruel joke on us.
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“What are you thinking?” asks Jake, who also got out of the armored SUV.

I shake my head and hand the binoculars to my friend. “Take a look for yourself.”

It only takes him a moment to realize the same thing I did. The vehicle is one we know, and there’s a body sitting in the driver’s seat. It’s Clint’s Blazer and likely what’s left of the man himself inside. We’ve seen enough and climb into The Beast II.

“Thoughts?” asks Hammer, who hadn’t bothered getting out since he’d already seen it.

I take a moment to process what I saw. “My guess is after Clint left the compound this morning, he found somewhere to hide, probably around here somewhere. The infected found him, and he tried to escape in the SUV. Something must have happened to the vehicle. Maybe a flat tire, or he ran out of gas. I know his fuel gauge was broken and always showed half a tank, so I’m leaning in that direction—not that it matters. Anyway, the infected caught up with him before he could resolve the issue. In a panic, he shot at them with his pistol.”

I turn to Jake. “That would account for the gunshots you heard.” He nods, so I continue with my hypothesis. “Either he realized there were too many for him to kill or they broke in somehow. He might have remembered how easily they burned when we encountered them on our trip from Texas and thought he could kill them by lighting them on fire while remaining in his car. What he probably didn’t account for was how hot they burn and that they wouldn’t leave once they became living torches. His SUV caught fire, and he either burned to death or shot himself to avoid that fate. The fire did the same thing it did south of Wichita and caught the field on fire. The wind did the rest.”

Hammer nods. “That’s pretty much what I came up with, except I think he was driving east when he saw the group of infected. He tried to make a U-turn, but was either overwhelmed or something else prevented him from driving away.”

Jake pokes his head between our seats. “How it happened doesn’t matter. We know the origin of the fire and what Clint’s fate was. That’s good enough for me.”

“We’ll need to send someone out here to clear the highway after it cools off,” I say as I head to the compound. We still need to check the damage from the air and make sure there aren’t any hotspots that can flare up and start a new fire.

“I’ll take care of it,” replies Hammer. “There’s no reason anyone else should see that.”

When we get to the compound, Jake and I run to the plane. We spent more time than I wanted checking out the origin of the fire. Hopefully, Zach and everyone else got the last bit of fire under control. We’re in the air a few minutes later.

There’s a massive black blight on the landscape below us. It’s nearly eight miles long and three miles wide. A few people are putting out hot spots in the field Logan and Zach were working on, but other than that, it doesn’t look like there’s an active fire anywhere. I breathe a sigh of relief and scan the ground below for the pumper truck. It’s not hard to find as it sprays water along the smoldering edges of the fire-consumed ground, sending smoke and steam into the air.

The irrigation sprinklers are doing their job, but they’re slow-moving. In another twenty-four to thirty-six hours, they’ll have extinguished any remaining hot spots. We’ll still need to keep a vigilant eye on it until then, but it seems we won the battle and saved the compound.

The next hour goes by in a blur as the residents of Rozel return home. Everyone from the compound takes a quick shower to get the soot and smoke smell off them. The dirty laundry is set outside until it can be washed to prevent the stench of smoke from taking hold inside the living center.

We use the pumper truck for the remainder of the day to continue to douse the edges of the fields, switching out the driver and the person manning the sprayer every hour. It’s probably unnecessary, but now is not the time to become complacent. All it would take for the fire to reignite is a single hot ember. It’s not worth the risk.

Since we’ve been busy dealing with the fire and its aftermath, no one thought about cooking dinner. We already skipped lunch, so we dole out cans of food. If they want to heat them, they can do it themselves.

By the time Howard’s group returns, the sun is beginning to set. Although I’m exhausted, I need to see how their trip went and if Luke stayed with his father. I make a beeline for Howard’s truck as it comes to a stop.

As he climbs out of the truck, he sniffs the air. “Is there a fire somewhere?”

They came from the northeast, and we’d put the fire out before it reached that far.

“There was, but we took care of it,” I reply. I plan to have a meeting in a few minutes to explain further. “Did you get everything on the list?”

Howard helps Haley out of the truck before answering. “As far as I can tell. I don’t know what half the stuff is, but Seth assured me it was all there.”

Sara appears at my side. “Did Luke stay behind?” she asks nervously.

“He did, although he didn’t seem too happy about it. I didn’t know if he was supposed to or not, but he told me you said it was okay. I hope he wasn’t lying,” replies Howard as he looks at Sara for confirmation.

She shakes her head. “He wasn’t. We plan on picking him up on our way back from West Virginia.”

“I’m going to give you guys a few minutes to stretch your legs, and then we’re going to have a meeting,” I announce, making Howard’s forehead crinkle with wrinkles.

“Can I ask why?”

“Something happened today, and we need to make a plan on how we’ll deal with it in the future.” I know I’m being evasive, but he doesn’t call me on it.

“All right. Give us fifteen minutes.”

“You got it,” I reply as I take Sara’s hand and give it a gentle squeeze.

After informing the core group about the meeting over the radio, Sara sits on the farmhouse steps with me. It’s the first time today I’ve had a chance to really relax, but Sara seems tense.

“He’ll be fine. Seth’s a prick, but he loves Luke. He won’t let anything happen to him,” I tell her in a low voice so no one else hears me.

She takes a deep breath and straightens her spine. “I know, but it’s my job to worry about him. He’s still a teenager,” she replies, turning her head to stare at me.

“That’s true, but he’s smart and resourceful. You have to trust him even if it’s hard.”

“I do trust him. It’s Seth I don’t trust. What if he tries to turn Luke against me? I shouldn’t have told him to stay.” Her eyes well with tears and I pull her into a hug.

“You didn’t force him to stay. You gave him the option. I think spending time together will do them both some good. If anyone can see through Seth’s bullshit, it’s Luke. Believe it or not, I really think Seth is doing his best to change; however, Luke will see right through it if it’s an act.”

“What if Seth won’t let him leave?”

“Then I’ll move heaven and earth to get him back,” I say, meaning every word.

She pulls away from me and wipes her eyes. “Thank you for saying that. You’re right. Luke is basically an adult. This is Seth’s opportunity to prove he’s changing. If he wants a relationship with his son, then he’ll put the work in. If he screws it up, he might lose Luke forever.”

I give her a minute to get herself together before taking her hand and pulling her to her feet. “Come on. Let’s get this meeting over with.”

In addition to the core group—which now includes Jake—I also invited Hammer. Once everyone is seated with a cup of coffee or a bottle of water, I bring the meeting to order.

“Before we get into what happened here today, I’d like Howard to tell us about his trip,” I announce, turning to the grizzled farmer. He’s aged ten years in the last few months—just like the rest of us.

He clasps his hands in front of him and sets them on the table as he leans forward. “It was pretty uneventful. I think the fifty-cal and soldiers the first sergeant loaned us scared off any wanna-be raiders. Seth had everything we requested waiting for us; we just had to transfer it to our trucks and trailers. We paid them with three gallons of milk and fifty pounds of wheat and corn. Like Dillon told us, they have a really nice setup. It’s defensible and can’t be easily breached.”

Howard glances at June. “I didn’t do an inventory since I wasn’t sure what I was looking at, but Seth claimed he got everything on your list. Let me know if you’re missing something, and we’ll try to find it somewhere else.”

He turns his attention to Zach. “As for the security cameras and other stuff, he sent us more than I thought he would. Hopefully, it’s compatible with the stuff Dillon took from Doctor Blevin’s house. We would have come back sooner, but they invited us to stay for an early dinner.”

I sense he’s done when he leans back in his seat. “I’m glad it was a successful trip. Unfortunately, we had some issues while you were gone.”

I tell them about the fire, and Howard and Haley’s faces pale.

“Is everyone okay?” asks Haley.

“Everyone from the compound and Rozel is fine. I assume the man who started the sprinklers is okay as well, since he left before the fire got to us. However, one person died.” I pause for a moment to let the news sink in. “Hammer found the origin of the fire. From what we can tell, Clint, the man who left early this morning, ran into a mass of infected. After failing to shoot his way out, he lit them on fire. He either burned to death or shot himself.”

“Good!” Zach blurts out. When he sees everyone staring at him, he explains, “Anyone who would be stupid enough to intentionally set the infected on fire, knowing there were survivors in the area, deserved to die. He was with Dillon when they burned the infected near Wichita and accidentally set off a wildfire, so he knew what might happen.”

Most of us agree with Zach’s assessment, but June doesn’t seem happy about it. Thankfully, she keeps her thoughts to herself. I think she feels the same way deep down. It’s probably her medical training that taught her to save everyone that’s in the way of her agreeing.

“Moving on,” I say before an argument erupts within the group. “We need to come up with some preventative measures to keep another fire at bay. What can we do to lessen the likelihood of it happening again?”

Howard clears his throat. “We should harvest everything within a couple miles of the compound, then do controlled burns on calm days. That will create a large enough firebreak to protect us if there’s another wildfire.”

I like the idea, but have some concerns. “If we harvest it, where will we put it?”

“We’ll store it in the grain elevators in Rozel. That way, we’ll have plenty of food for the winter and still have enough to plant in the spring. We can also use it to barter with next year, assuming we find more survivor camps. We’ll need to do the same around Rozel,” Hammer informs us. “We should draw up an agreement with whoever’s in charge there so they know how much of the grain is theirs and how much is ours. Maybe we can do some kind of exchange.”

“Like what?” I ask, curious about Hammer’s thought process.

“Maybe offer to harvest their fields in exchange for storing our excess grain,” he replies, shrugging.

“That sounds fair,” says Jake, throwing in his two cents.

“Then that’s what we’ll do. If they decide they don’t like the deal, we can come up with one that both groups can agree to, or we’ll use the elevators in Burdett or another small town to store our portion,” I inform them. It’s a good solution, but the folks in Rozel will need to learn to fend for themselves at some point.
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The compound still reeks of smoke, but there’s nothing we can do about it. I’d forgotten to ask Howard if he knew who the stranger was who turned on the irrigation sprinklers, but it can wait since it’s not important in the big scheme of things. I would like to eventually track him down and invite him and his family to join us, or at least fill him in on what we’ve learned about the infected. That’s a problem for another day.

I’m anxious, and Sara can tell. “What’s wrong?” she asks as we walk toward the living center.

“I’m not sure. It’s probably a little bit of everything, but this whole Clint fiasco has me on edge. I want to check the area again and make sure the fire didn’t draw any unwanted attention to us.”

“Let’s go up to the Eagle’s Nest and give whoever’s on duty a break.”

I like the idea and wrap my arm around her waist. “After you,” I say, motioning ahead of us with my free hand.

Dog greets us as we enter the living center. We give him some love before letting him outside to do his business. Hopefully, Zach remembered to put a dog door on his list of things Howard picked up from Hutchinson. If not, I’ll need to scavenge one from somewhere before I leave for West Virginia.

Chaz and Tanner are in the Eagle’s Nest. They just came on duty, so neither needs a break. This is fine since it gives me an opportunity to pick their brains.

“Any sign of the infected?” I ask as I take the binoculars from Chaz.

“There are a few of them wandering around, but none are close enough to shoot,” he replies with a shrug.

This puts me on edge, although it shouldn’t. We typically see one or two a day—more if we’re making too much noise. The problem is they tend to follow one another, so there could be others we can’t see.

The burnt fields are aglow with smoldering embers. It’s eerie and makes them look like they’re almost alive. There are dark sections where the sprinklers have fully extinguished everything that was still burning. They look like slices of pie. A few of the sprinklers have made it about a quarter of the way around the field, but others are already at a third. I assume this is because they’re set at different speeds. At this pace, we might be able to shut them off tomorrow night.

The odd muffled noise of what I assume are water pumps mixed with the wet ratcheting sound of the sprinklers filters toward us from the fields. If we can hear it, so can the infected. We should be okay as long as they stay near the sprinklers and aren’t drawn to the compound.

“We need to be extra vigilant for the next day or so. The noise the irrigation sprinklers are making might draw more infected to the area,” I say as I hand the binoculars to Sara so she can take a look. I turn to Chaz and Tanner. “Any thoughts on how we can combat wildfires in the future?”

Chaz raises an eyebrow. “Can we get more of those trucks with the sprayers on them?”

That’s something I hadn’t considered. We originally had three, but lost one in Woodward, Oklahoma, and another in Hutchinson. I pull out my notebook and write it down. I debate on adding a helicopter with fire suppression capabilities on the list, but decide not to. As far as I know, no one knows how to fly one unless someone in the Army does.

“Maybe. We’ll have to see what the fire departments have around here. It’s a good idea, though. Thanks!” I tell him, giving him a smile so he knows I mean it.

After telling the two men goodnight, Sara and I let Dog back in the center before retiring to our bed. I’m so exhausted I don’t remember my head hitting the pillow.

Haley, Ginger, and Madison made biscuits and gravy for breakfast. After not having lunch the day before due to fighting the fire, and only eating a can of vegetables for dinner, I’m famished and eat two plates. After washing our dishes, I begin the morning meeting.

“First things first. I want to thank everyone for their hard work yesterday. Thankfully, Jake spotted the smoke early enough that we had time to prepare to fight the fire. I think the danger has passed since the sprinklers are putting out any hot spots in the fields, but until they make a complete circuit, we need to monitor it.” I glance around the table. When no one disagrees with me, I continue, “Chaz asked me last night if we could get more pumper trucks to fight future fires, and I think it’s a good idea. If anyone knows where we can find a couple more of them, let me know.”

“Why don’t we take the one the prisoners stole from us?” asks Zach as he leans back in his chair.

I shake my head. “I don’t want to do that for a couple of reasons. First, the group in Hutchinson has been helpful in gathering supplies for us, and I don’t want to do anything that might make them think we’re taking advantage of them. It could lead to them severing the relationship we’ve built over something we can find elsewhere. The other reason is they might need it if a fire breaks out near them.”

I can tell my brother isn’t happy about the decision, but he doesn’t voice his disagreement.

“I’ll take a couple of people to check the nearby fire departments. I’m not sure what kind of equipment they have since most of them were run with volunteers. We might need to go to a bigger town if that’s the case,” interjects Howard.

“I don’t like the idea of going into a larger city unless we take the Army with us. If we can’t find any locally, ask the first sergeant if he’d be willing to send some of his guys. If not, we won’t worry about it since it’s not worth losing anyone over. I want to implement the ideas from last night’s meeting regardless.”

“When are you leaving?” asks Austin when no one responds to my comments.

“Tomorrow, assuming Jake can find a plane that’s large enough for four people and a dog,” I reply, turning toward Jake. “There’s something I need to do today, so you’ll need to take someone else with you.”

He scratches his jaw as his face distorts into a frown. “Is Egan coming with us?”

I haven’t told him about Sara or Jon, nor had I asked Egan if he wanted to tag along. Honestly, it hadn’t crossed my mind. “I don’t know. If you feel comfortable flying a larger plane, maybe you should look for something a little larger. Jon, Ghost, and Sara are coming with us for sure. I’ll check with Egan if you think we’ll have room. It would make me feel better about this trip if we brought him and his team with us.”

“I’ll see what I can find. A small corporate jet might work, but I’ll need some time to familiarize myself with the controls. The basics should be the same. If they’re anything like the flight simulator games I played when I was younger, it shouldn’t be an issue.” He turns toward Howard. “If I can get a few members of the military to come with me, do you want to go to Dodge City and see if they have a pumper truck? It’s the closest place that might have an airport large enough for a corporate jet.”

“We might as well,” he replies without enthusiasm. I can’t blame him. On our last trip there, we encountered a gang who turned against us.

“In that case, you need to run over to Rozel right now and catch them before they leave for Wichita, assuming they haven’t already left. While you’re there, you can check with Sergeant Egan about going with us to West Virginia.”

“I’ll be back in thirty minutes,” says Jake as he pushes himself away from the table and hurries out the door.

“We need to send a crew to kill any infected who heard the sprinklers and came to investigate,” I announce, glancing at Hammer and Flex. He’d expressed an interest in taking the archers out to let off some steam after Crossbow’s death. It’s the reason I invited them to the meeting.

“We’ll take care of it,” replies Hammer, placing his arm around Flex. “I want to take the others with me and make a day of it.”

I give him a nod. “Sara and I are taking Dog to scout the nearby farms for any pets that might have survived. We’ll also check for livestock. If we find any, we’ll call it in and a team can come collect them.” I glance at Howard. “Do you have any idea who the man who turned on the irrigation sprinklers might be?”

He shakes his head. “I knew most of my immediate neighbors, but I probably never met him if he lives further away or showed up in the area after the infection.”

“That’s fine. I just didn’t want to go on his property if you knew where he lived. He drove west, so we’ll focus on the north and east for now. Is there anything else we need to discuss?”

“Can we come with you guys?” asks Zach, making his wife smile.

“Absolutely,” I reply without hesitation. They’ve been stuck at the compound since Madison learned she was pregnant, so I think it’s a grand idea. Plus, I’ll get to hang out with my brother.

Sara gently squeezes my arm. “I’ll make us a picnic lunch, and we can make a day of it.”

With that decided, I end the meeting. I have a lot to do if we’re leaving tomorrow morning.

While Sara and Madison prepare the picnic, Zach and I check to make sure the armored SUV is in good working order.

“So you’re really leaving again?” asks Zach as he checks the oil.

“I am, but I’m taking more people with me this time. I wish you were going, but I understand why you can’t,” I reply.

He straightens up from bending over the engine and sighs. “Let me talk to Madison. I might be able to convince her it’s the right thing to do now that she’s feeling better. After all, you’re partly doing this to make sure our baby will survive. Technically, that’s my job as an expectant father.”

While it would be nice to have my brother with me, I can’t ask him to do that. We have no idea what awaits us in West Virginia, and I don’t think my mental stability can handle losing him. Then again, he could be killed at the compound in an accident like Crossbow was, or be shot by a marauder. I can’t protect him if he’s not with me.

“It’s your call.”

He nods as he closes the hood. “I’ve been thinking about it for a while. It’s what I want to do. I didn’t bring it up earlier because I didn’t think there would be room on the plane.”

“Fair enough. Let me know what you two decide.” I’ll be surprised if Madison is okay with it, but it’s not my fight. “Come on, let’s get some dog treats out of storage in case we find some strays. We can use them to show we don’t mean them any harm.”

Once we have everything loaded, we head to the closest farm. I’m not expecting to find many animals. It’s been well over three months since the infection took hold, and most animals will have been killed and eaten, starved to death, or left their homes to find food.

The first three farms we check are a complete bust. At the fourth one, we find two pigs, a goat, a handful of chickens, and three cows. Zach calls it in to the compound. They promise to send a team to retrieve them and add them to our livestock.

We visit a couple more and only find one or two animals at each. The team will collect them as well. So far, we’ve only seen a few infected, which Zach kills using a suppressed rifle.

We’re about thirty miles from the compound before we have our first human interaction. I almost miss the driveway since the house is hidden by a small grove of trees and have to hit my brakes to make the turn. Dog growls as the farmhouse comes into view, and I bring the SUV to a stop. The home is surrounded by the infected.

“Someone inside the house is alive,” says Sara in disbelief. “We have to save them.”

She’s right, but I’m not sure how to accomplish that.
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The infected haven’t taken notice of us, so I use the opportunity to study the situation. The farmhouse is two stories tall with an attic. It appears the residents boarded up the main floor windows and removed the front porch. This puts the bottom of the front door around two and a half feet from the ground, making it hard for the infected to break it down. Whoever removed the porch also added a sheet of three-quarter inch plywood over the front door. This adds another layer of protection.

A few of the little monsters are lying in the yard and on the driveway—likely killed by the farmer and his family. The question is when? It’s possible the infected haven’t realized the people inside died of starvation or killed themselves.

“What’s the plan?” asks Zach, still staring at the hundred or so demons encircling the house.

I give him a half shrug. “I’ll try to lead them away and then run over as many as I can. We’ll have to shoot any that are left.”

I tap the horn, and dozens of heads turn toward me before the creatures peel away from their friends and charge toward me. I back the SUV onto the dirt road and slowly drive north. The idea is to get them to follow me for a few hundred feet before I turn the vehicle around and run the beasts over. When no more of them exit the driveway, I assume that’s all that chose to chase us and make a U-turn.

As soon as I drive toward them, they get more animated. They aren’t as fast as the earlier versions, but they’re still spry enough to send a chill down my spine. As I close in on them, I swerve to the side of the road where there aren’t as many of them. I’m only going twenty-five, but it’s fast enough to do serious damage to their bodies.

One of them is tossed onto the hood, making Madison scream and bury her face in Dog’s fur. I ignore her and turn around for another go, mowing over several more of the abominations of nature. It takes six passes to disable them all. Some of them are still alive—if that’s what they really are—but we’ll finish the job after we rescue the people trapped inside the house.

I glance in the rearview mirror and see Sara consoling Madison. We didn’t consider what running over the infected might do to her emotional state before we left, but it’s too late to do anything about it now. She’ll have to deal with it any way she can.

We took out about half of the creatures on our first try. I tap the horn a few times to see if I can draw more our way. About a dozen take the bait, and within a few minutes, they’re roadkill.

We get no takers on our third try. Apparently, the remaining ones have a stronger sense of self-preservation.

“I guess we’ll have to shoot the rest of them. Be careful not to shoot at the house. We don’t want to accidentally kill a survivor,” I tell my group as Sara hands me my rifle. “Get back in the SUV if it looks like we’re going to get swarmed and we’ll rethink our strategy.”

Madison elects to stay inside the armored truck. Not only is she an emotional mess, she’s pregnant, and we want to protect the baby.

“Dog, stay!” I tell him as Madison wraps her arms around his neck.

“Let’s do this,” says Zach as he swings his door open. Sara and I follow his lead.

We’re approximately fifty yards from the house. We focus on the creatures who aren’t directly in front of us since we can’t take a chance on a bullet passing through an infected and entering the home.

Zach fires the first shot, shooting one of them in the head and drawing the attention of the rest of the infected. Sara and I add our firepower to the mix. Between the three of us, we kill at least ten of them before the ones in front of the house run toward us.

“Retreat!” I call out before ducking inside the SUV. Sara and Zach are quick to follow.

I wait until they’re beating on the windows before I activate the sprinkler. The beasts howl in fright and anger as they scurry away.

Gunshots ring out from the upstairs windows of the farmhouse as the residents join the fight. Zach rolls his window down and shoots the evil monsters with his pistol. At least he’s smart enough to hold it out the window so he doesn’t damage our eardrums. It’s a good idea, so I do the same. Sara and Madison also join in, although I doubt Madison hits many of the creatures. She’s doing her best so I’m not going to say anything.

The gunshots bring the infected that were behind the house into view as they join the party. When the ones closest to us are dead, I shut off the sprinkler and step outside. Switching to my rifle, I focus on the newest arrivals. Between my group and the people in the house, we eliminate the threat within a few minutes—although I’m certain the sound of gunfire will bring more. Now the only question is, are the people we saved good or bad?

Rather than walk up to the house and expose ourselves, we remain behind the armored doors of the SUV and wait for the people to make the next move. Madison takes refuge inside the SUV to protect her and the baby should things go sideways.

“Hello, the house,” I call out when no one appears.

A head pops up in front of one of the second-story windows. From my vantage point, it’s hard to tell if the person is male or female. They have stringy shoulder-length hair hanging over most of their face. When they pull it to the side, it reveals a young man who looks barely old enough to shave.

“Go away!”

“If that’s what you want, but I’d like to talk to you first.”

He glances into the room behind him before facing me. “About what?”

“We have a compound of survivors who are pulling together to make a safe haven for those who want to live in a community. We’d like to invite you to join us.”

Voices filter through the window, but they’re spoken too low for me to make out what they’re saying. The kid turns and joins their conversation. After a minute, he asks, “Why?”

“Why not? Let me ask you a few questions. You don’t have to answer them unless you want to.”

He glances at his companions before turning to face me. “Okay. I guess that’ll be all right.”

“Do you have enough food to last the upcoming winter?”

I can tell by his expression they don’t. Glancing around the farm, I spot a propane tank near the house.

“How are you planning on staying warm? The propane in that tank won’t last more than a couple of months, and I don’t see a chimney for a fireplace. I bet the pump for the water well is electric, so what will you do for water? These are the basic things you need to survive,” I remind him, knowing they won’t last the winter if I don’t convince them to join us.

He scowls at me. “We’ll figure it out.”

“What if another mob of infected finds you? If we hadn’t come along, they would have eventually figured out a way to get inside. Even if they didn’t, they wouldn’t have left. You would have been trapped inside until you ran out of food and starved to death unless you’ve got an unlimited supply of ammo. There’s also the threat of a gang finding you. Trust me, you don’t want that to happen.”

I can’t tell if what I’m saying is making a difference or not until another window slides up and a teenage girl pokes her head out. “How do we know you won’t hurt us?”

She’s got me there. “I guess you’ll have to trust us just like we’re trusting you.”

Sara steps out from behind me and places her hand on my arm. “Let me try,” she whispers before raising her voice so the people in the house can hear her. “My name’s Sara. This is Dillon. That’s his brother, Zach, and Madison is the woman sitting in the truck.”

She tells them about our compound and the people who live there. While she doesn’t go into great detail, she does a good job of giving them an idea of how the compound operates and how we plan to survive. I can tell she’s swaying the girl to our side, but I’m not sure what the male is thinking.

When she winds down, I add a few points of my own. “Listen, I know how scary it is to trust people nowadays, but there’s safety in numbers. You’re more than welcome to try it for a few days. If you don’t like what you see, we’ll provide you with a vehicle, three days of food and water, and a weapon if you don’t already have one. You can leave with no hard feelings and strike out on your own. Everyone who’s been properly trained can carry a pistol, and we don’t allow violence of any kind. We also have a few teenagers who live there. There’s even more at the Army camp, but they’re a bit crowded at the moment.”

“Can we think about it?” the girl asks hesitantly.

“Sure, but I wouldn’t wait too long. There’s no telling how many infected we attracted here with all the shooting we did.”

As if on cue, Zach fires his rifle at one of the creatures as it appears between two trees and makes a beeline for us. The girl ducks away from the window for a moment until she realizes the bullet wasn’t meant for her or her friends.

“While you discuss it, would it be okay if we checked the farm for livestock? We won’t take them unless you join us,” I say, knowing we can come back in a couple of months and get the animals after the residents of the house die from starvation, the infected, or freeze to death.

The boy glances at someone behind him before giving me a nod. “There’s about a dozen cows in the pen behind us, six pigs, and a bunch of chickens.”

“Are there any cats or dogs?” I ask since that was our original reason for today’s trip.

He nods. “There’s some cats that hang around who aren’t too friendly, but we have two dogs in here with us. Would they be allowed to come with us?”

I get the feeling he wants to join us. “Absolutely. We have two dogs, one of which is with us.” I glance inside the SUV. “Come here, Dog.”

He bounds out of the vehicle with his tail wagging excitedly.

“Your dog’s name is Dog?” the young female asks as a scowl deepens on her face.

I give her a half shrug. As my shoulder drops, Dog sniffs the air and lets out a sharp bark. Several return barks come from inside the house, and Dog races toward the structure. He’s excited to find more canines. I let him go. He needs to work off some of his energy anyway.

“Give us a minute,” the guy says before disappearing from the window. The girl follows his lead.

“What do you think?” my brother asks me.

“We’ll know in a minute. I hope they make the right decision,” I reply as the boy returns to the window.

“We’re coming out. Call your dog back,” he says before vanishing again.

“Dog, come here, boy!”

Dog hesitates before bounding toward me. I open the door to the back seat, and he jumps inside. It’s probably safer for him, and I know Madison will appreciate his company.

A minute later, there’s a loud scraping noise from behind the boarded-up front door. The top of the plywood slowly lowers to the ground—like an old-fashioned drawbridge. As the gap widens, I can see two ropes attached to eye hooks in the upper corners. Two people are holding onto the ropes so the plywood doesn’t slam into the ground. When it comes to rest, they let go of the ropes and cautiously step outside.

There’s two guys and one girl, and they appear to be in their mid-teens. Sara and I step away from the SUV and walk toward them. I’ve already holstered my pistol, and my rifle is slung across my back since I don’t want to appear threatening. We approach them, holding hands. I know Zach is keeping a watchful eye on the group in case this is a trick
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