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“What? Are you sure?” I ask dumbly. Of course he’s sure, or he would’ve said that they think she’s pregnant instead of she is pregnant.

Zach slowly nods his head and then raises his eyes to look at me as he wipes the tears away. “She didn’t think much of it when she missed her period because of the stress we’ve been under. Then she started getting morning sickness.”

I knew she’d been under the weather, but I chalked it up to her being overly tired or a summer flu bug. I guess I was wrong.

“She found some home pregnancy tests when she was helping sort everything after our supply run to Dodge City. The first one came back positive. She waited a couple days and tried again. It was also positive. She finally went to the doc and had her run some tests. June confirmed it about an hour ago.”

“Oh, honey. Why didn’t you talk to me? There’s no reason for you to go through something like this on your own,” Sara informs Madison as she strokes the back of her hair.

Madison clutches her tighter as her sobs increase in volume. It’s a heart-wrenching sound. Sara looks at me and tilts her head toward the door, indicating she wants me and Zach to give her some time alone with Madison.

“Come on, Bro. Let’s take a walk and let the girls talk.”

Zach nods numbly as he gets to his feet. “We’ll be back in a few minutes,” he tells Madison before gently kissing her on the back of her head.

Once we’re outside and a dozen feet from the RV, Zach abruptly stops and stares at me with a tormented expression. His eyes are wide and contain a haunted look while his eyebrows are pinched together in worry.

“What are we going to do?” he asks, sounding frantic.

I can’t blame him. This is unfamiliar territory since we don’t know if the infection will affect future generations. What if the baby turns inside the womb and rips Madison apart from the inside out?

“There’s only two options. You guys can have the baby and see what happens or,” I pause before committing myself to suggesting something I never would have in the old world, “June can give Madison an abortion. It’s nothing you have to decide tonight. In fact, I think you should wait a few days before you agree to anything. That will give you a chance to talk to the doc and see what she thinks.”

Zach shakes his head. “I already suggested getting an abortion, but Madison’s adamant she’s going to have the baby.”

I run my fingers through my hair. “Okay then, I guess our next option is to learn as much as we can about this infection.”

Zach stares at me with a blank expression. “How are we going to do that?”

I scratch the stubble on my jawline, which reminds me I need to shave. “There’s two things I can think of. We’ll have to set up a lab for Doctor Baxter as soon as possible.” I pause, knowing Zach isn’t going to like my second suggestion.

“What’s the other thing?”

“I need to take Doctor Blevins to a research facility somewhere and have him test Cody’s blood.”

Zach’s eyes widen as he realizes what I want to do. “Oh, hell no! You’re not traipsing halfway across the country on a wild goose chase. We don’t even know if anyone is still alive at the CDC.”

I stare at my brother. “It’s a risk we’re going to have to take. Besides, I’m not planning on going to Atlanta. Isaac told me about a couple of places in Fort Collins that might work. That’s only a couple days from here. Either I do this or we can take our chances and hope for the best, but I’m worried about what the stress of not knowing will do to Madison and the baby. If either of the two doctors can figure out what’s going on and determine how it will affect the next generation, I think it’s worth it. Don’t you?”

Zach’s face falls. He knows I’m right.

“I can’t go with you. I don’t want Madison to travel, and I won’t leave her here to deal with this by herself.”

I grip my brother’s shoulder. “I know, and I’m not asking you to. I’ll talk to Hammer in the morning. Maybe he and Flex will go with me. I also have to convince Cody and his mom to come or it’s not worth making the trip.”

There’s not much else I can do for him and Madison other than give them emotional support.

“Just promise me you’ll be careful. I can’t lose you.”

“Aren’t I always?” I reply with a smirk. “I’ll talk to June in the morning about setting up the lab. Maybe we can put a crew on it, and they can get it up and running while I’m gone.”

Zach sighs as he glances away to avoid meeting my eyes. “When will you be back?”

“I don’t know. I doubt this is something that can be figured out in a few days. Let’s give it a month before you start worrying about me. If it’s going to be longer, I’ll get word to you somehow even if I have to come back here and tell you myself.”

It’s the best I can do and he knows it. That doesn’t mean he’s happy about it.

The morning comes too early for me. All I want to do is stay in bed, but that isn’t an option. Not only do I need to make preparations for my trip to Colorado, but I need to integrate the newest members of our group into our workforce. I already know Harry is going to be an issue.

Sara gets up with me and we make our way to the farmhouse for breakfast and the morning meeting. Dog isn’t anywhere to be seen. Maybe he got tired of being locked out of the RV and found someone who would let him snuggle in their bed. I’ll spend some time with him after the meeting so he knows I still love him.

Today’s breakfast is a choice between oatmeal and Cream of Wheat. I choose oatmeal since I don’t like the texture of Cream of Wheat. It’s too gritty and slimy for my taste, although Sara doesn’t seem to mind and fills her bowl to the brim.

We’re a little later than normal, but we’re not the only ones. Zach and Madison come trudging through the door a few minutes later. Both of them have dark circles under their bloodshot eyes, so I know they didn’t get much sleep. Dog follows them. I guess I know where he disappeared to last night.

“Morning, Bro. Morning, Madison.” I greet them in a monotone voice, knowing they’re in no mood for joviality.

Madison gives me a half-hearted wave as Zach nods his head in my direction.

After everyone is done eating and we clear our dishes from the table, the core group settles in for the meeting. Present are Zach, Madison, Howard, Haley, Alexis, Austin, Dustin, Jake, June, Sara, and myself. I also invited Hammer, Flex, Cody, Noah, and Nadine, since what we have to talk about concerns them as well. Dog’s sitting next to Madison with his chin on her thigh as she strokes his head for comfort.

“Something’s come up, and we need to deal with it.” I glance at Madison and Zach, who both give me a nod, letting me know it’s okay to let the cat out of the bag. “Last night we found out that Madison’s pregnant.”

Normally, this would have been followed by everyone congratulating them, but instead there’s a mix of gasps and dropping heads. We all know what the ramifications of this news might mean.

“They’ve discussed their options and decided to have the baby. None of us knows what’s going to happen, but I want to see if we can figure that out before the baby’s born. June, I want you to make a list of what equipment you need to set up a lab. This is a priority, so we have no choice but to send a team to find everything on the list. We can use one of the RVs as the lab for now. Later we can build something more appropriate, but I don’t want to spread us too thin. We have a lot of other projects we need to get done in the next few months before winter hits.”

“I think Flex, Jake, Austin, and I should do the scavenging run,” offers Hammer, getting nods of agreement from the others.

I shake my head. “I need you and Flex for something else. I’ll get into that in a minute. Let’s check with Feather and Crossbow. Maybe they can go with Jake and Austin.” I glance at Austin and get a head nod. “Depending on what June needs, you might have to go to Hutchinson to get some of it. If you do, stop in at the prison and talk to Mason or Seth. I’m sure they’ll help if you explain why we need it. If you source the items locally, you should probably take a couple more people with you to help load the equipment. I don’t care who, except I need Dustin, Howard, and Zach to stay at the compound. They all have important projects they’re working on that we can’t put off.”

Jake gives me a wave to let me know he has a question.

“Are you coming with us?”

I shake my head as I let out a breath. “No, I have somewhere else I need to be. In the meantime, we need to decide if we’re going to elect a new leader or if the core group will fill in until I get back.”

Jake scowls at me. “How long are you planning on being gone?”

“Probably a month, maybe longer.”

This causes a commotion within the group. I raise my hand until they settle down.

“I get that this isn’t ideal, but we need answers and June’s not going to be able to do this on her own. I’m going to the fort to get Doctor Blevins and take him to Fort Collins. He thinks there might be two facilities there he can use to figure out what this infection is and how to stop it.”

Cody shifts nervously in his chair. “You want me to go with you, don’t you?”

I nod as I meet his eyes. “Remember when I told you that your blood might help the scientists figure out why you’re immune?”

“Yeah?”

“Well, Doctor Blevins is a neurologist, and he might be able to get us those answers. If you don’t come with me, it’s pointless for me to make the trip,” I tell him, laying my cards on the table.

“Absolutely not!” yells Nadine, slapping the table with the palm of her hand to accentuate her point. “I lost my husband, Cody and I were taken as slaves, and Noah almost died getting back here.” She glances at Madison with sympathy in her eyes. “I’m sorry, but we’ve done enough.”

I raise my hands in mock surrender. “I don’t disagree with you, but we need to look at the big picture. Cody is the only prepubescent kid I’ve seen who didn’t turn. Whatever this infection is, it’s partial to children. We have to find a cure for the sake of humanity; otherwise, the human race is doomed.”

“That’s not fair! You can’t put the fate of the world on a ten-year-old boy!”

“Mom, I’m doing this. I’ve been thinking about it since Dillon first mentioned it when we were in Colorado. If you try to stop me, I’ll run away,” announces Cody, who’s glaring at his mom with his arms crossed like a petulant child.

I decide to stay out of it and let them work it out.

“Mom, Cody’s right,” says Noah softly as he places his hand on her arm. “If they can use his blood to stop this thing, we need to let them. If we don’t, what’s the point of us surviving?”

“Just think about it. Discuss it with Cody and Noah and get back to me in a few hours. I’d like to leave around noon so we can get to Colorado before nightfall,” I tell her gently, hoping the boys will convince her it’s the right thing to do.

“I guess that means you want me and Flex to go with you?” Hammer’s staring at me. All I can do is nod. He glances at Flex, who also nods. “We’re in, but we’re bringing our RV. The Beast isn’t big enough for all of us and the supplies we’ll need.”

While we were at Howard’s farm, they had beefed up the RV a little by adding another layer of steel plates to the lower half. It’s not as protected as the armored SUV, but it should stop or deflect small arms fire.

“I don’t have a problem with that, but you need to take some of those tire shredders with you in case we get separated.”

“There’s plenty in my truck. Who else is going?” asks Jake, leaning forward in his chair and placing his forearms on the table.

“Nobody. I don’t want to leave this place unprotected, and there’s too much work that needs to be done while we’re gone.”

He shakes his head. “I’m coming with you. The only project I have is setting up the remote flares, and I can teach Austin how to do that.”

“I need you here to...”

He cuts me off. “No you don’t. You need more than two archers to protect Cody. I’m coming with you even if I have to follow you in my truck.”

I place my elbows on the table and drop my face into my palms as I let out a breath. This is getting out of hand, but I can’t argue with Jake’s logic. I lift my head and raise an eyebrow. “All right. I agree that someone who’s proficient with a rifle should go. Show Austin how to set up the flares after we’re done with the meeting.”

“Consider it done,” replies Jake, grinning as he leans back in his seat. Apparently he’s excited about the trip. I wish I were.

“Let’s get back to the meeting. Are we voting for a new leader?” I ask, glancing around the table, hoping they’ll say yes.

Howard shakes his head. “I don’t think it’s necessary. I’m pretty sure we can handle things for a month or two without you. We already know what needs to be done. It’s just a matter of doing it.”

Haley scowls at me. “What about that Harry guy? He’s going to be trouble.”

“What makes you say that?” I ask, wondering if he did something I don’t know about.

“All he did last night was whine about everything. He was mad he didn’t get his own RV to sleep in, and this morning he complained about the food. I told him he didn’t have to eat it but he wasn’t getting anything else. I also reminded him to read the rules and sign up for at least three jobs, but I don’t know if he did or not.”

“I’ll talk to him before I take off,” I say, rolling my eyes at how petty some people can be.

“No. You have other things to do. I’ll take care of it,” Howard informs me. “Besides, if you lay down the law with him and then leave, he’s going to think he can walk all over us.”

What he said makes sense. “If he gives you any problems, send him packing. We don’t need him here if all he’s going to do is complain.” I pause for a minute as a thought pops into my head, and I grin. “Maybe I should take him to Bent’s Old Fort in Colorado and drop him off.”

“Don’t you dare. We’re not pawning off our problems on somebody else,” says Sara, chastising me.

“Why not? It’s not like he’s a real member of our group yet,” Austin points out. “Why don’t you ask him if he wants to go since he obviously doesn’t want to be here?”

I’d only been joking when I suggested it, but I would feel more comfortable about leaving if I knew he wasn’t here to cause problems. “I guess there’s no harm in asking him, but what if he goes and they say no? I’ll be stuck with him.”

Austin grins at me. “That’s a chance you’ll have to take.”
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After reviewing the list of current and forthcoming projects, the meeting breaks up.

“You’re really going to do this?” Zach asks me once we’re outside.

“Of course I am. I don’t have a choice,” I reply, glaring at him.

“What if Nadine doesn’t let Cody go? What are you going to do then?”

That’s something I’ve been thinking about, so I already have an answer. “I’m still going. I’ll have June take some blood samples and store them in the refrigerator of Hammer and Flex’s RV. It probably won’t be as good as having fresh blood, but I’m sure Doctor Blevins can make it work. If nothing else, we can strip the lab of whatever equipment he needs and bring it here.”

Zach grabs my arm and pulls me to a stop. “Thank you for doing this.”

I clap him on the shoulder as I meet his eyes. “I’m your big brother. It’s my job to take care of you and your family. Besides, I want to know why this happened and sitting around here isn’t getting that done. Come on, let’s make sure The Beast is ready for the trip.”

We barely make it five steps before a loud, angry voice draws my attention.

“Fuck you! I ain’t doing that!”

I look over and see Harry arguing with Tanner about something, so we quickly adjust our course.

Tanner sees me coming but doesn’t back down. “Did you read the rules of this community? If you don’t work, you don’t eat.”

“Those rules are stupid. Whoever came up with them is a jackass,” the man growls, jabbing his finger into Tanner’s chest. That’s good enough for me to call it an assault.

“Is there a problem here?” I ask as I come to a halt several feet from the two men.

Harry spins around and glares at me. “Who wants to know?”

“I would be the jackass who came up with the rules, or at least some of them. Why did you just physically assault Tanner when you know that’s an automatic dismissal from the compound? Or you would if you had read the rules like you were told,” I tell him in a calm, relaxed voice.

“I barely touched him!” Harry replies smugly as if it makes a difference.

“So you admit you touched him. That makes things easier. Normally, I’d give you three days of food and send you packing, but since I’m feeling generous, I’ll give you a second option.” I’m smiling, and I think it’s unnerving him.

“That ain’t fair! How was I supposed to know that poking someone in the chest would be considered assault? I thought it meant punching someone. I should at least get a warning.”

“If you had read the rules, you would know we don’t give warnings when it concerns violence against members of our community. Now, do you want to know what the other option is, or do you just want to leave?”

My body’s relaxed, but I’m ready to defend myself if he attacks me. I’m not worried. Zach is standing beside me, and Tanner hasn’t left, so I doubt the man would get a chance to lay a hand on me before he got shot for his trouble.

Harry’s nostrils are flaring and his face is red. His hands are clenched in fists of rage as he glowers at me. “What’s the other option?”

“There’s a community in Colorado that might take you in,” I say, stressing the word might. “They’re a lot further along than we are since we had to start over, so it’s a bit more secure. I’m actually heading there in a few hours. You can tag along with us and see if they’ll let you stay or not. I don’t know their rules so they might say no, in which case you’ll have to leave. Either way, you’re no longer welcome here.”

His mouth opens and closes a few times before his shoulders sag. He knows this is a fight he can’t win.

“I’ll go to Colorado,” he replies in a much softer tone of voice.

I almost feel sorry for the guy, so I throw him a bone. “I’ll tell you what. I won’t mention anything about how we originally met or what happened here. We can say we met on the road. How you take it from there is up to you.” I give him a few seconds, but he doesn’t respond. “Go get your stuff and wait for us on the porch. Like I said, it’s going to be a few hours, and unless you want to wait outside the fence...” I let the sentence trail off, knowing he’ll get my point.

Instead of saying anything, he sulks off. I glance at Tanner. “Keep an eye on him.”

“You got it, Boss.”

Damn it, I wish everyone would quit calling me that.

I spend the next couple of hours making sure The Beast is fully stocked and ready to go. Jake and Cody will be riding with me while Hammer and Flex take their RV. Harry will follow us in a car we found at a nearby farm. We gave him just enough gas to make it to Bent’s Old Fort. If he’s denied entry, he’ll have to siphon his own fuel.

Nadine and her two boys still haven’t given me an answer, so I set out to hear what they decided. I find them in their RV. Cody opens the door and waves me inside. Nadine is curled on the couch with her head in Noah’s lap.

“I’m sorry for intruding, but I need an answer,” I announce as I lean against the wall.

Cody picks up a backpack. “I’m ready to go.”

“Nadine?” I say hesitantly. “Are you okay with this?”

She pushes herself into a sitting position and glares at me. If looks could kill, I’d be dead—twice!

“No! I’m not all right with this, but my boys have informed me that what I want doesn’t matter!”

I don’t know what to say, so I stay silent. After a minute or so of her glaring hatefully at me, I turn and leave. Nothing I say will make her feel better, and it might even make things worse. I could take her with us, but it would be another person we’d have to look out for, and we have our hands full as it is.

Cody follows me to The Beast. He doesn’t say anything until after he stows his bag in the cargo area.

“Do you think they’ll be able to stop this using my blood?” His voice is flat and monotone.

I get the feeling he’s having second thoughts, but I’m not going to lie to him. “Honestly? I don’t have a clue. I just know that without it, we don’t stand a chance.”

My answer seems to satisfy him, and he climbs into the back seat. He leaves the door open until it’s time to leave.

I’ve told most everyone my goodbyes already, but Sara, Zach, Madison, and Dog are waiting nearby. I kneel in front of Dog.

“Who’s a good boy?” I ask as I scratch him behind the ears. “Take care of our family while I’m gone.”

He licks my face to let me know he’ll miss me. I stand and give Madison a hug.

“Thank you,” she whispers in my ear before I pull away. I give her a nod.

Zach is holding his hand out. I ignore it and pull him into a hug. “I’ll see you in a month or two.”

“We’ll be waiting.” He pulls out of the hug and stares at me. “Be careful.”

“I always am,” I reply before moving on to Sara.

“Hey, beautiful. I’m going to miss you.”

She slaps my arm playfully. “You better.”

I give her a kiss, wanting more than anything to stay with her. That’s not an option, and I know it—as does everyone else. I climb into The Beast with a heavy heart. It’s time to go.

I watch in my side mirror as Hammer and Harry fall in line behind me. Howard moves a couple of hay bales so we can get out of the compound while Austin opens the gates in the barbed wire fences. I get an uneasy feeling as I pull onto the road. My gut’s telling me to stay at the compound. I don’t have that choice, so I shove the feeling to the side and focus on driving.

Although Harry probably knows where the compound is, I take a bunch of county roads to confuse him before getting on KS-96 and heading west. In a normal world it would take less than four and a half hours to get to Bent’s Old Fort. I know better and plan on seven to eight hours. It will probably be getting dark by the time we get there, but there’s nothing I can do about it.

One good thing about west-central Kansas is that it wasn’t very populated prior to the virus killing and reanimating our children. That means two things to me. Fewer abandoned cars on the road and hardly any infected. Since we made this same trip less than three weeks ago, I have some idea of what to expect. There’s not many abandoned cars, and the towns we need to go through are fairly small—the largest of which is Scott City. It had a pre-event population of forty-one hundred. The towns are spread out, separated by distances between twenty-five and sixty miles. This allows me the opportunity to drive faster. I take advantage of it and cruise along at seventy. I’m only planning on slowing down when we go through the towns.

I’m not worried about hitting anything. The road’s flat and fairly straight. Plus, Jake is scouting ahead with binoculars, so he should see any obstacles before we get too close to them. Cody is lying on the back seat. He hasn’t said a word since we left the compound. He’s only ten, and I imagine having the weight of the world resting on his shoulders is an enormous burden. I decide to leave him alone and let him work through it on his own. If he wants to talk, he will.

We make it to Ness City without too much of a problem. It boasts a pre-infection population of just over thirteen-hundred. A small group of about fifty infected chase us. I slow down to thirty miles an hour as we pass through the town. It’s faster than they can run, but slow enough that it won’t damage the SUV if I hit any of them. Only two run in front of me and pay the ultimate price. The others seem to learn from their mistakes and stay on the edge of the road.

Once we pass the edge of town, I resume driving at seventy. I check my side mirror to make sure we didn’t lose the others. They’re still there, so I continue on. Dighton is the next town, and it’s thirty miles away.

Hammer and Flex have a radio, but Harry doesn’t. I don’t want to lose the radio if he decides to go off on his own.

“Do you think your friends in Colorado will let Harry stay?” Jake asks as he looks through the binoculars to see what’s ahead of us.

“Probably, unless their leader implemented stricter rules than we did. He should be all right as long as he loses his attitude.” What I said sounds good; we’ll just have to wait to see if it’s true.

“So what’s this fort like? I’ve never heard of it.”

I glance at Jake and shrug before returning my attention to the road. “It’s a reconstruction of a fort from the eighteen-hundreds. It’s made of adobe and completely enclosed. I don’t know how many people it can house before it gets too cramped and they either have to send people away or start building new structures outside the walls of the fort. Why? Are you thinking about leaving us?”

He scowls at me. “Hell no. It sounds too claustrophobic to me. I just like to know what I’m getting into.”

I spend the next twenty minutes telling him about my experience at the fort, leaving out the part of Cody’s sexual assault. I made him a promise, and I intend to keep it. I finish the story as we arrive at the outskirts of Dighton.

The previous population of the small town was nine-hundred and fifty; now it’s probably closer to two-hundred—and all of them are infected. Luckily we only see about forty of the ghouls. I run over one, and Hammer takes out two more before we leave them behind as the highway opens in front of us. I check to make sure Harry is still behind us. He is—unfortunately.

The next town is less than twenty-five miles away, or about fifteen to twenty minutes at our current speed. We make it about five miles before the radio crackles to life.

“I think we’re being followed. Over.” It’s Flex, but she doesn’t sound worried.

“How many and how far back? Over,” asks Jake as I pull into the other lane and take my foot off the gas to let the others pass.

“I’m not sure. I think there’s two vehicles, and they’re at least half a mile behind us. Over.”

“All right. Take the lead, and we’ll check them out. Maybe they’re friendlies. Jake out,” he replies with optimism. Unfortunately, I don’t share his confidence.

Rather than let them follow us, I slow down and make a U-turn before angling the SUV across the road. Jake instinctively jumps out and runs into the grassy field to hide while we see how this plays out. He has his rifle and a grenade in case things go sideways. He’s also an expert marksman, so I’m not too worried about getting shot.

“Stay out of sight,” I warn Cody as the two vehicles approach and then roll to a stop about twenty feet away.

We sit there and stare at each other for about a minute. The driver of the lead vehicle swings his door open before stepping out cautiously, making sure I can see his hands are free of weapons. I guess it’s my move.

“I’m going to lock the doors when I get out. Don’t open them for anyone but me or Jake. If we both get killed, use the radio to call Hammer. He’ll come get you and take you back to the compound,” I tell Cody before opening my door.

It’s time to see what these folks want.
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I step out of The Beast while remaining behind the security of the armored door.

“Why are you following us?” I ask in a conversational tone while watching for any sign of trouble.

“We’re not. We’re just going in the same direction,” the man replies calmly.

I’m not sure I believe him, but I can’t prove otherwise. I have no choice except to put myself in danger in order to find out if he’s being truthful. I close the door of the SUV, leaving myself fully exposed.

“Where are you headed?” I ask, knowing I’m unlikely to get an honest answer.

“You’ll have to forgive me if I don’t tell you. We don’t know each other and I don’t know what your plans are.”

“Fair enough, but I’d prefer it if you took a different route. Like you, I have no idea of your intentions.”

I’m fully exposed, although I have my machete, a pistol, and a grenade attached to my belt.

“If you’re that worried about it, maybe you should be the one to take another route,” the man replies, taking a step closer to me as his hands slowly shift toward his weapons.

The hair on my neck stands on end as a muted gunshot comes from my left. I don’t know who Jake’s shooting at, and I don’t wait to find out. I whip my pistol out of my holster and dive toward the ground. A bullet whizzes over my head as the driver of the lead vehicle ducks behind his car door. I don’t have time to get to safety, so I do the only thing I can. I drop my pistol while simultaneously grabbing my grenade. I yank the pin and throw the explosive under the lead car, praying I don’t miss. While this is happening, a gun battle is taking place between Jake and several other people who have exited the vehicles.

I curl into a ball, covering my head with my hands. An explosion echoes across the nearby fields as the grenade releases its pent-up energy. Pieces of metal and plastic rain down around me as a large cloud of smoke billows into the air.

I don’t have time to wait for the debris to stop pelting me. I’m too exposed and make an easy target for the bad guys. Snatching my pistol off the pavement, I roll under the SUV and search for the enemy. The driver I’d been talking to was thrown a few feet from his car. He has a piece of metal sticking out of his leg, but he’s already regaining his senses. I’m not about to let that happen as I pull the trigger and place several holes in his chest.

A man from the second car is pointing his rifle toward the field where Jake is hiding. I fire a couple of shots to get his attention in case he has a bead on Jake. When he ducks behind the open door, I aim where he’s hiding and wait. Seconds later, his head pops up and I pull the trigger. I’m aiming for his head, but my shot goes low, shattering the window and punching a hole in his chest. He looks down in astonishment before collapsing to the ground. Good enough.

Jake fires again, and everything goes silent. I wait a full minute before crawling out from under The Beast. There’s no sign that anyone’s alive in the two cars.

I crouch-jog to the front of the smoldering car and peer through the cracked windshield. There’s no movement. Feeling more confident, I move around to the passenger side so Jake can see what I’m doing and doesn’t accidentally shoot me by mistake. Inside the car is one body. I plant a bullet in his head to make sure he’s dead. There’s no need to do the same to the men lying on the ground. Jake’s higher-caliber bullets removed a chunk of their skulls, along with a good part of their brains. I crouch-jog to the second vehicle. It’s empty. I circle around the cars and confirm both men I shot are dead.

“We’re good,” I call out to Jake as I holster my pistol.

A loud thud comes from the trunk of the second car as he walks out of the tall grass. Jake immediately points his rifle at it.

I knock on the trunk lid. “Is somebody in there?”

Another thump comes from the trunk. There’s definitely a person trapped inside. While Jake stands guard, I retrieve the keys from the ignition.

“Stay low,” whispers Jake as he stands a few steps away from the rear corner of the car with his rifle pointed at where the thud came from.

I kneel in front of the trunk and insert the key. As I twist it and the lid pops open, I drop to the ground.

Muffled screams come out of the opening, and Jake lowers his rifle.

“It’s okay. We’re not going to hurt you,” he tells whoever it is as he takes a step closer.

I rise to my feet so I can look inside and find two women who are bound and gagged. Their eyes are wide with fear.

“My name’s Dillon. Is it okay if I untie you? I promise we’re not going to hurt you.”

I wait for one of the women to give me a nod before I lean into the trunk and work on the knot that’s binding her hands together. Once I get her hands free, I let her do the rest. She makes quick work of removing the gag and untying her feet before doing the same for her companion.

“By the looks of it, I’m assuming you were kidnapped,” I say, wanting to get as much information about what happened to them as I can. We still have enemies out there and if they’re getting close to our compound, I’d like to know about it.

The first woman glares at me. “Well, aren’t you the smart one, Captain Obvious?”

I guess I deserve that. “Care to tell us what happened?”

The two women climb out of the trunk and glance at the dead bodies. I step back to give them some space.

“It looks like you got them all. Thank you,” the second woman tells me before glancing at Jake. “I take it he’s with you.”

“That’s my friend, Jake.”

She shifts her gaze to me. “I’m Naomi. That’s Ginger. To answer your question, we were looking for food in Dighton when these bozos found us. They caught us by surprise, or they wouldn’t have captured us. So what now?”

I shrug since I’m not sure. “That’s up to you. The other car’s toast, but this one should still run. You can take it and go back to wherever you were staying, or we can give you directions to our compound and you can go there. Everyone’s required to work, but there’s plenty to eat.”

She eyeballs me as her brows draw close together. “How do I know it’s not just a bunch of men who want to rape us?”

I choke back a laugh. “Well, if that were the case, I certainly wouldn’t have left my girlfriend there by herself. Look, we’re just a bunch of survivors who are trying to carve out a life in this new world. If you’re interested, we have a spare radio in our SUV we can give you. My girlfriend’s name is Sara. My brother’s name is Zach, and his wife is Madison. When you get close, call and ask for one of them and tell them I sent you. We don’t allow fighting or abuse of any kind if that’s what you’re worried about. If you decide not to stay, that’s fine. We’ll give you a few days of food and a car.”

“We need to check on our friend. That will give you a few minutes to discuss it,” interjects Jake, tilting his head as if telling me to leave the women alone.

He’s probably on to something. Pushing them might make them do the opposite of what I want. We walk over to The Beast to verify Cody is all right and find him cowering in the backseat. When I tap on the window, he looks up and breathes a heavy sigh of relief as he unlocks my door with a shaky hand.

“I... I thought you guys were dead,” he gasps as he wipes the tears from his face.

“Sorry. I should’ve checked on you earlier, but we found a couple women tied up in one of the cars and needed to make sure they were okay,” I reply as I unlock the passenger side door so Jake can retrieve the extra radio from the glove box.

“It’s okay,” he replies as he averts his eyes and lowers his head.

“No, it’s not. I should’ve let you know we were fine as soon as the fighting was over. I’m sorry. I’ll do better from now on,” I promise him. It’s something I can easily remedy, so why not? “Do you want to get out and stretch your legs?”

Cody looks at the dead men lying on the ground and shakes his head. “Nah. I’m good.”

“Okay. We’re going to go see what the women are planning to do. We’ll be right back. You can lock the doors if you want,” I offer, getting a slight head shake in response.

Shrugging it off, Jake and I return to the mostly undamaged car. “Did you make a decision?” I ask, giving them a friendly smile.

The women look at each other and then Naomi nods. “Yeah. We’ll give your place a chance.”

While Jake gives them the radio and tells them how to get to the compound, I retrieve the dead men’s weapons. Other than some extra ammunition and a half-empty lighter, there’s nothing worthwhile in their pockets. I stow some of the weapons in the SUV. After making sure the other ones are loaded, I place them in the front seat of the second car.

“I put a couple rifles and pistols in the car with some extra magazines. If you run into any trouble, at least you can defend yourselves. I’d suggest taking the back roads instead of the highway,” I inform them.

“Thanks for helping us. I don’t want to think about what...” Ginger lets the thought trail off.

“I’m glad we could help, but we need to catch up with our friends.”

We watch as they climb into the car and make a U-turn. Before we leave, we search the first car. The trunk is full of food, jewelry, and oddly, a flat-screen TV. We take the food and leave the rest.

As soon as we’re back on the road, Jake calls Flex on the radio and relays what happened.

“Son of a bitch! Why are people such assholes?” she asks, clearly frustrated about the lawlessness of the men’s actions.

Not having a suitable answer, Jake ignores the question. “Where are you guys? Over.”

“We’re about five miles down the road. We decided to stop and wait for you before driving through Scott City. Over.”

“Sounds good. We’ll see you in a few. Jake out,” he replies, setting the radio in the cup holder. “So what do you think?”

I know he’s asking about the two women, but it doesn’t matter. Either they’ll go to the compound or they won’t.

“I think we should go around this next town. It could potentially contain a thousand infected, and I’m not interested in dealing with them.”

Jake checks the GPS and programs a route that won’t take us far out of the way, but still avoids the small town infested with creepy kids.

I slow down as I approach the RV and Harry’s car. We wave as we pass, and the two vehicles pull out behind us. I half expect Flex to question us when we turn on North Navaho Road, but she doesn’t. We follow it to East Road 160, where we turn and skirt the north side of town. North Kansas Road leads us back to the highway, where we pick up speed. We lost over half an hour dealing with the kidnappers and the two women we saved, and I want to make up the time.

The next two towns, Leoti and Tribune, don’t give us any trouble, and we’re crossing into Colorado within an hour. It’s four o’clock in the afternoon, so we’re making better time than expected. We’re only a couple of hours from our destination, and I debate about stopping to let everyone stretch their legs before deciding it would be a waste of time.

Just over an hour later, we pass through the town of Haswell, Colorado—the place where Flex and Feather let themselves get kidnapped and where Cody was taken against his will. I glance at the boy in the backseat, worried it might bring up some terrible memories for him. He isn’t paying attention to his surroundings, so I remain quiet. There’s no reason to dredge up the past.

Forty-five minutes later I turn onto Road 31, heading south. This will take us to Colorado State Highway 109, which leads into La Junta, Colorado. I have no intention of going into the town and instead plan on turning east on Highway 194. That will take us directly to Bent’s Old Fort.

We fill the time with idle chit-chat. Everything’s going well until we reach a flyspeck on the map called Cheraw, Colorado. A group of about twenty infected have a small, two-story house surrounded. The lower level of the house sticks out on one side of the structure where a garage used to be. At some point in the past, it was converted to a living space. The rest of the house is two levels. There is a window between the peak of the roof on the lower section and the bottom edge of the upper roof. It’s small and most likely belongs to a bathroom. Infected are crawling out the broken window and then attempting to climb onto the upper roof where a man and two women are.

The man is using a rifle to keep the infected at bay. He’s apparently out of ammunition since he’s smacking the infected in the head with the butt of the rifle. He looks tired. I don’t think it will be much longer before he’s too exhausted to continue, and the little monsters will get him and his two companions. The women hear our engines and wave their arms in the air as they yell at us to get our attention—riling up the infected even more.

I bring The Beast to a stop, and Jake wastes no time in opening his door so he can shoot the offending creatures. I grab his arm before he can get out of the SUV.

“Guns are too noisy, even with suppressors. Let Hammer and Flex deal with them.”

Seconds later, arrows are whizzing through the air and the infected start dropping like rocks and tumbling off the lower roof. Another dead child crawls out the window every time they kill one, but at least the man on the roof gets a break. His arms practically collapse from pure exhaustion as he sits on the roof and watches the archers kill the little beasts that were trying to eat him.

I have to give him credit; he keeps a watchful eye out for any infected that attempt to get on the roof even though he can barely move his arms. The archers are too good to let that happen. Within ten minutes, the infected stop coming out of the window.

Instead of having the people go through the house to get off the roof, I tell Hammer to drive the RV next to the converted garage so the trio of survivors can climb on top of it. It would suck for us to save them, only to have them die inside the house because there’s infected we can’t see. I have no intention of entering the structure and clearing it when there’s a simpler and much safer option available.

The man climbs onto the lower roof—steering clear of the window—and then he helps the two women down before transferring to the top of the RV. Once they’re all on the roof, the man knocks on top of it to let Hammer know they’re onboard. Hammer eases the RV onto the road and stops. I watch as Flex removes the steel panel they added over the ladder to prevent the infected from easily hitching a ride, allowing the people we saved to climb to the ground.

“Cover me,” I tell Jake as I go to meet the survivors.

“Holy Shit! Is that you, Dillon? Of course it is. Who else drives around in an armored SUV?” the man who’s drenched in sweat says, answering his own question while grinning from ear to ear.

It takes me a second to place him, and then I return the grin.

“Tom! It’s good to see you,” I say as I shake the redhead’s hand. I glance at the women and immediately recognize Kelly and a woman who has a gap in her teeth as being from the fort. “What are you guys doing way out here?”

His face immediately falls. “We’ve got a big problem.”
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“Incoming!” yells Jake as a large mass of infected appears down the street. It’s a fight I don’t think we can win.

I glance around. “Where’s your vehicle?”

“It broke down,” Tom says, pointing in the same direction the infected are coming from.

“Get in the RV. We’ll talk later,” I order as I jog to The Beast.

As soon as Jake is inside the vehicle, I head east out of town. Harry’s behind us, followed by the RV. I drive for several miles before turning north onto a random road. I pull to a stop after a couple of miles.

The land is fairly open with just a few houses and groves of trees visible, but none of them are close. We’ll be able to see any infected that try to sneak up on us. That’s all I want while I find out what problem Tom and his group has.

Hammer climbs on the RV’s roof to watch for the infected—or anyone with bad intentions—so I feel fairly safe even though we’re in the open. He’s scanning the horizon with binoculars and should be able to spot anything long before it sees us.

It’s only been a couple of weeks since I was last at the fort, so I’m having a hard time thinking of anything that could be wrong unless the doctor’s wife is causing issues.

“Talk to me. Is this about Megan?” I ask once we’re out of our vehicles.

Tom snorts. “In a roundabout way. That bitch hasn’t stopped yelling and ordering people around since you left. Anyway, Kira, Kelly, and I decided to go on a scavenging run two days ago, mostly to get away from her for a bit.”

I decide Kira must be the gap-toothed woman.

“Winter is coming, and we wanted to get some extra blankets, coats, boots, and things along those lines. We have tons of summer clothes but not much cold-weather gear. Since the stores didn’t receive their winter stock before the world went to shit, our only option was to search houses. We ran into a few infected, but nothing we couldn’t handle. We headed back to the fort when it started getting late, only to find the place surrounded by infected. There had to of been at least a thousand of them. Far too many for us to fight.”

Jake whistles. “I wonder if it’s the same group I saw before I left Independence.”

I doubt it since they would’ve had to walk nearly five-hundred miles. Then again, that’s only thirty-five miles a day. Since they don’t sleep or get tired—as far as I’m aware—it’s possible.

“I got ahold of Sue Ellen on the radio. She told me they saw them coming down the highway. They secured the fort and told everyone to be quiet. She was hoping they would just walk past.”

“Let me guess. Megan started arguing with someone, and it caught the infected’s attention,” I say, slightly annoyed with myself. I should have shot the woman when I had the chance.

Tom half nods and half shakes his head in disgust. “Sue Ellen was hoping the bitch would learn to be quiet, but I don’t think she ever will.”

“A bullet can fix that,” interjects Jake as he shakes his head.

Harry decides to butt in on the conversation. “You can’t just shoot somebody for talking.”

“Actually, we can if they put other lives at risk,” I reply, glaring at him. “Noise attracts the infected. If you don’t learn that, you’ll either get ripped to shreds by them or someone will shoot you because they don’t want to get eaten. The old world rules are gone. Get used to it.”

He snorts, but doesn’t offer any more unwanted advice.

I turn my attention back to Tom. “So, how did you end up on a roof fifteen miles from the fort?”

“We were on our way to see if you could help us when some of the infected took notice of us. Several hundred of them chased after us. We’ve been dodging them ever since. We thought we lost them until our car broke down. We were scouting for a new vehicle when the fastest of the group found us. The roof was the safest place we could find in the few minutes we had.”

“So the mass of infected we saw is the main group that followed you?”

He nods. “Do you have any thoughts on how we can rescue everyone at the fort?”

Without eyes on the problem, I’m drawing a blank.

“Is there an airport around here?” asks Jake. He has an odd expression on his face, and I raise a questioning eyebrow at him. “Remember when I told you I was teaching myself to fly?”

“Yeah.”

“I can fly a small plane. I’m not the best at it, but I’ve done it successfully a few times.”

“I don’t see how that’s going to help us in this situation, but I assume you have a plan,” I say, staring at him as if trying to read his mind.

“If we can find a crop duster, why can’t we fill it with water and spray the infected? Once they’re away from the fort, you guys can draw their attention and lead them away.” He smirks at me as if I should have thought of it myself.

Kelly steps forward with a huge grin on her face. “My cousin used to work at the La Junta Airport. There’s a small crop-dusting outfit based out of there. It’s only about ten miles from here.”

“This might actually work, assuming the plane’s at the airport. The pilot might have taken it when the shit hit the fan,” I say, mulling over the idea.

Not to be outdone, Kira chimes in, “What about the water? How are we going to fill the plane?”

I wave her off. “One problem at a time. I think we should check the airport and see if the plane’s there before we worry about anything else.”

“Well, let’s go,” says Jake, excited about flying the plane.

Rather than bring everyone, Jake and I will be the only ones going. Everyone else will stay with the RV. If they have to move, they’ll contact us using the long-range radios. Tom tells me what channel the fort is using so I can inform Sue Ellen about the plan.

I bring the airport up on the GPS and discover it’s on the northernmost edge of La Junta. This is a good thing. It means we’re less likely to attract the infected since we can avoid entering the town itself.

“All right. Let’s get this show on the road. We’re losing daylight,” I tell Jake as I start The Beast.

Cody’s not too happy about me leaving him behind, but he’ll be safer with the archers since I’ll need to lead the infected away from the fort while Jake sprays them. Seeing his disappointment, Flex offers to give him a few lessons on how to shoot her bow. It seems to mollify him.

We take the back roads and don’t see any sign of the mass of infected we saw before. Once we’re southeast of Cheraw, we head west to link up with Highway 109, which will take us right to the airport.

“Are you sure you can do this?” I ask Jake, giving him the side-eye.

He shrugs. “Getting the plane off the ground and flying it is the easy part. It’s landing in one piece that’s a bitch.”

“You don’t have to do this. We can come up with another idea.”

He shakes his head. “Every minute we spend trying to come up with a plan is another minute the infected have to get inside the fort. We don’t have time for that.”

I have to admit, his reasoning is valid.

We only attract three infected by the time we get to the airport. Since we’re in a hurry and need to keep quiet, Jake jogs to the closest one with his knife at the ready. He slaps its arm away and jams his knife into its temple.

Realizing he has the right idea, I follow his example. Jake takes the one on the right, and I go for the one on the left. The creature that wants to eat my brains—along with the rest of me—charges in my direction.

It’s an ugly son of a bitch. Not only is it filthy from not bathing for months and it stinks to high heaven, but its skin has grown taunt, making it look emaciated. Black veins run erratically in every direction all over its body—like a web spun by a spider on heroin. Most of its clothes are either gone or in tatters. Somewhere on its journey of death, it lost one of its shoes. The worst part is its eyes. They’re almost completely white. Not the crisp white of a sheet of paper, but more of a translucent milky white—like cataracts, except it covers the entire eye and not just the pupil. I take this all in within a couple of seconds as I wait for it to get close enough for me to kill it.

It has too much momentum for me to knock its arms out of the way, so I quickly step to the side and stick my leg out in front of it. It’s far too close to me to change directions in time, and it trips over my leg. It makes a dull thud as its head smacks into the asphalt. I hold it down by pressing the sole of my boot on its back. Without fanfare, I thrust my knife through the base of its skull, twisting it when the blade is fully in its brain. The beast shudders once and then stills.

I extract my knife from the body as I glance around for any more of the creatures. Not seeing any, I wipe my blade on the dead infected to remove most of the gore off it before putting it away. By this time, Jake has killed the last one and is walking toward the building. I jog to catch up with him.

The front door of the crop-dusting company is no match for the hard sole of my hiking boot, and we’re quickly inside the building. There’s a faint pesticide odor inside, but that’s to be expected. In the backroom, we find several five-hundred gallon totes of chemicals and a propane-powered forklift, but no plane.

Exiting the back door, we discover the plane is parked a few hundred feet away. Next to the building is a flatbed truck. Before I can say anything, Jake disappears inside the building and returns a few minutes later with the keys to the plane.

“Let’s check it out,” he says with a grin. He’s as happy as a kid in a candy store.

I don’t know anything about planes, so I keep watch while he inspects it to make sure it’s in working order. It takes about ten minutes before he’s satisfied.

“It’s got a half tank of fuel. That should be enough for what we’re using it for,” he announces as he climbs out of the cockpit.

I don’t see any water tanks nearby, so I decide to go with another idea. It’s not the best, but it should work.

“Help me load one of the chemical totes into the bed of that truck,” I tell Jake, pointing at the flatbed.

His face twists into a frown. “Is that
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