
The Vicious Virus 

Chapter 1: Recon 

 

 On a still, cold, moonless night in late March, had you been standing at a certain spot on the banks of 

Smith Lake in NW Alabama you would have thought you heard the faint sound of a paddle against the 

gunwale of a canoe.  You would have been right, but, between the moonless night and the stealth of the 

rowers you would have been very hard-pressed to spot the canoe more than ten feet from the bank.  As 

the rowers approached the bank the front man stowed his paddle with hardly a sound and prepared to 

step out on the bank.  The rear man pulled a quick J-stroke and sent the camo-painted whitewater 

canoe sideways, allowing the front man to step off the canoe onto dry land over the port gunwale.  With 

his weight off, the front end rose and he pulled it sideways, straightening the canoe relative to the bank 

and pulling it up half its 14 foot length onto the swale of sand where the creek emptied into the lake.   

 The lead man, having brought the canoe to rest, immediately turned, un-slung his Remington 

870 and proceeded halfway up the nearby hill to take up an over watch position at the base of a bunch 

of laurel, about 300 meters from the canoe.  He slowly scanned the surrounding area with a set of Yukon 

Viking night vision binos.  Meanwhile, the rear man carefully walked the length of the canoe, stepping 

out onto shore and pulling the canoe further up.  He unloaded both of their rucksacks, the paddles and a 

large cloth painters tarp that had been spray painted camo.  He grabbed the thwarts of the canoe and 

hoisted it to his hip, walking it as quietly as he could behind the low willows that grew at the creek 

mouth opening to a small depression.  He flipped the canoe over, placed the paddles underneath, 

covered it with the tarp, and then spread handfuls of loose leaves gathered discreetly from at least 50 

meters away, so as not to denude the area around the canoe.  Finally, he put on his ruck and slung the 

second from his front and moved quietly up the hill.  After going about 200 meters he gave 2 soft owl 

calls, followed by a single.  His companion gave a single call, allowing him to roughly locate him.  He 

joined him at the base of the laurel and dropped the front pack.  They both took a knee facing away 

from each other and just listened to the sounds of the night, letting the woods settle down from their 

intrusion. 

 Both men, seen in daylight, were clearly impressive physical specimens, despite being at the 

high end of middle age.  The first man out of the canoe was shorter than his companion, 5’9” or so and a 

compact, strong 190 lbs.  He had found cross-fit in his early forties and now, at 49, was in the best shape 

of his life.  Bald with a grey and white goatee, he wore a green and brown shemagh wrapped  around his 

head and neck with camo facepaint around his eyes.  He wore BDU pants and a RealTree long-sleeved 

shirt and a too-large UnderArmor undershirt courtesy of his companion in Multi-Cam.  His boots were an 

old pair of Adidas hiking shoes with green wool Army socks.  Besides his Rem 870 with magazine 

extension and ghost ring sights he wore a Blackhawk plate carrier, sans plates, with 2 25-round pouches 

full of 3” 00 Remington buckshot and a Safariland pistol holster filled with a Springfield XD .45.  3 spare 

mags for the pistol lay between the shotgun pouches.  On the left side he carried a drop pouch and 

behind that a softcase for the binos.  On the right was an IFAK and he carried 2 Israeli tourniquets, the 



real ones not the cheap knockoffs, one attached to the IFAK and one on his belt.  On his back was an old 

BDU Camelbak M.U.L.E. with 150oz water bladder and his basic survival items.  His hands were covered 

with a pair of black Mechanix gloves and he carried 2 knives, a CRKT M-16 folder in his right, front 

pocket and a Buck Hoodlum lashed point up on the top left of his plate carrier in a custom Kydex sheath 

from Armadillo Sheaths (http://www.armadillosheaths.com/).   

 His companion was a scaled up, hairier version.  At 6’ and 230 he, also, was in great shape.  Since 

retiring from the Army 5 years ago he had spent most of every day working on his nearby Permaculture 

Homestead.  That and relief from the stress of life as a staff officer in various Armor units and better 

food choices left him lighter than most of his years in the Army, and stronger.  He was also 3 years 

younger than his companion, but the acknowledged leader because of his previous skill set.  More salt 

than pepper in his salt and pepper hair and a full, flowing beard now braided into 2 forks, he sported 

Danner leather hiking boots with wool socks, OD military style pants and a Multicam uniform top.  His 

equipment varied a bit from his companion.  He carried the same plate holder, but carried 3 2-mag 

pouches spread across the front with 30-round Magpul M-4 magazines filled with green-tip military ball 

ammo.  His chest mounted 1911 and spare mags were in the same place as his companion, but in place 

of the 870 he sported a modified WTS Eagle Industries MP5 shoulder holster; on the left side was a 

silenced Buckmark II in .22 loaded with Aguila SSS sub-sonic ammo.  There were 2 more loaded mags for 

it on the place carrier, low and left.  On the right was a Kel-Tec PLR-16 in 5.56, basically a long-barreled 

pistol, though his stubby foregrip made it a short-barrel rifle according to the douches at BATF.    Since 

this was a scouting mission, and one of his biggest threats was feral dogs, the .22 was the primary with 

the Kel-Tec available for 2 legged vermin.   In place of his companions Buck, he carried the Buck 

Hoodlum Punk horizontally to the left of his belt buckle and added a Cold Steel Skean Duh in his right 

boot top.  Both men carried a GMRS radio from MURS Radio with VOX headsets.  The larger of the two, 

Mick, carried a PVS-14 monocular and a Vortex spotting scope with laser range finder.  Lastly, he carried 

a shorty VecHawk from his pal in Coronado who ran www.equinoxcoronado.com.  The last, best 

tomahawk he would ever own.  A superb tool and weapon, he had carried it all over the world and it 

was, simply, indestructible.  This was slung in a custom leather sheath across the small of his back. 

 After a 20 minute halt they both slung ruck and, with Mick in the lead, they started off up the 

watershed of the creek.  The going was slow and both were tired from the previous two nights of 

paddling down the lake, keeping an eye out for any sign of life along the many lake houses that dotted 

the shore.  It was now after 0300 on the second night and they needed to make their Observation Post 

(OP) above the little crossroads town of Poplar Springs before daylight.   Old Man Willis lived at the end 

of a half mile long driveway that led directly to the main North-South road on the west side of Smith 

Lake, AL 195.  With any luck they would be able to breakfast with the Old Man and find out what had 

been going on in the wider world since Mick and his friends and their families quarantined themselves 

on Mick’s homestead almost 45 days ago.   

 The area around Smith Lake is a geologic anomaly.  The Appalachians run up and down the east 

coast of North America from Maine to N. GA.  They peter out when they hit the Tennessee Valley in NE 

Alabama, but re-emerge briefly in the area centered on Double Springs, Alabama.  Winston County, of 

which Double Springs is the county seat, is made up largely of the Bankhead National Forest and the 

http://www.equinoxcoronado.com/


Sipsey Wilderness, which hosts Alabama’s only Wild and Scenic designated river, the Sipsey River.  

Geologically, it is primarily limestone, resulting in a vast amount of clear, spring fed creeks which come 

together to form the Sipsey River and, in turn, Smith Lake.  The whole area is poor, thin soil on top of the 

sandstone cap above the limestone and has, historically, produced mostly timber and moonshine.  It is 

150 feet higher than nearby Birmingham’s 600 feet above sea level and has a cooler micro-climate due 

to the cold water, dense tree cover and steep terrain.   

 Mick and his companion, Daran, found a narrow deer trail, or deer hunter trail, along the left 

side of the creek and followed it as quietly as they could.  The creek would eventually dry up and the 

head of the little valley end in near shear walls about a mile and a half up ahead.  Locally it was known 

as Moccasin Branch.  It would let them get within 1000 meters of AL 195.  After 2 hours of careful 

walking in near utter blackness they began to climb sharply up the last stretch.  Mick motioned to Daran 

to halt and they took a knee.  Even through Mick’s PVS-14s it was difficult to make out any sort of detail.  

He spotted what he wanted on the cliff above and they made their slow way up to a cluster of Hemlock 

trees.  There, they settled back against their small rucks and agreed to catch a quick catnap until dawn.  

So, wrapped in poncho liners, they both lay back and snoozed for an hour.  This late in March Before 

Morning Nautical Twilight (BMNT) would be about 0610, perhaps a tad later down here in the draw.  

Mick set his watch alarm for 0600 before laying back.   

 The low beep of the alarm woke both.  The morning was cold, low 40’s with a light wind.  They 

had had a late snow 2 weeks ago, 2 days and 3 nights where the temp stayed below freezing.  A warm 

front had pushed that off, bringing with it 2 days of rain that had gone a long way to re-filling the Lake 

from its normal winter drop.  Now it looked like another, albeit milder, cold front was coming back in 

and neither man relished doing what they had to do in cold rain.  They quickly stowed their poncho 

liners and left their rucks beneath the low branches of the Hemlock to belly crawl to the lip of the ridge.  

They had spotted a few young pine and pushed through the base of these, to top out on the ridge from 

the middle of the cluster.  Never pushing all the way through the screen of branches, Mick pulled out a 

spotting scope and Daran pulled out the right half of a set of Steiner 10x50 binos, the half with the mil 

reticle.  They were looking across about 1000 meters of open land, clearcut in the last 5 years with lots 

of young pine replanted.  From their perch they could look down the swale of land and see the 

intersection of AL 195 and Raven Drive, leading back into the gravel quarry on the west side of 195.   

 “Notice something Daran?” Mick whispered to his companion.  

 “Other than the 2 squad cars across 195 and the half-dozen bodies that seem to be laying 

around there?” 

 “Yeah, notice that all the bodies seem to still have long guns around them?  Notice that none of 

that scene seems to have been disturbed since it happened, which appears to be some time ago from 

the bloated condition of the intact bodies.  Several look like they have been worked over by feral dogs 

or, maybe, hogs, but no humans came out to bury or loot them.” 

 “So, it’s true, The Virus hit us hard.” 



 “Sure looks like it.  There are over 50 families along this stretch of road; either they are still 

holed up in self-quarantine or their dead.  No one would have left those guns laying there.  Also, as far 

as I can see there is no smoke.  It’s fairly cold and folks should be up and cooking breakfast and heating 

the house.  Most houses here still have functional fireplaces, Alabama Power considers this the end of 

the line and we get multi-day power outages several times a year, but there is zero smoke out there.” 

 “So, what do we do now?” 

 “We keep to the plan.  We go check on the Old Man, see if he has any news, then we probably 

need to secure those weapons and ammo and cache them for later recovery.  I don’t like having that 

kind of firepower laying around loose this close to the homestead.” 

 “Lead on oh Captain, my Captain! 

 “Hey, I retired as a Major, thank you very much!” 

 


