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   Chapter 1
 
                 Grabbing the towel off the handrail of the treadmill, Nelson wiped the sweat off his face. He looked down at the display and saw he still had eight minutes to go and put the towel back, fighting the urge to cuss at the damn treadmill. Hearing the treadmill beside him increase in incline, he looked over at his wife Michelle at a full sprint at maximum incline. Disgusted, Nelson looked down at his slow jog with no incline then reached up and turned up the speed of his treadmill. His man card demanded no less. 
 
                 “Baby, you worked out legs today,” Michelle huffed. “Keep on, and you’ll pay for it.”
 
   Picking up his speed, Nelson glanced over. “No pain, no gain,” he grinned as his legs informed him they were on the verge of collapse. Shaking her head, Michelle smiled and concentrated on her breathing. 
 
   Nelson looked at his wife running on the treadmill. Her shoulder-length, brunette hair was pulled up in a ponytail, swinging wildly as she ran. With a grin, he dropped his eyes to her athletic body. Michelle was a head shorter than his six feet with a medium build and no body fat. He was still amazed she had given birth to their third child just nine months ago.
 
   “You keep staring at me, and you’ll trip,” Michelle warned, never looking over.
 
   Nelson grinned as he turned forward. “Well, you shouldn’t look so good then.”
 
   Michelle grabbed the handrails and moved her feet off the treadmill onto the sides as she looked over at him. “Keep on, and we will be late for work.”
 
   Grabbing the handrails, Nelson lifted himself off the treadmill. “Is that supposed to scare me?” 
 
   “You’ll get in more trouble for being late than I will,” she laughed. 
 
   Reaching up, Nelson turned off the treadmill. “I’ll write myself a note for work,” he smiled.
 
   Turning off her treadmill, Michelle shook her head, glancing at her husband with a mischievous grin. “We have an audience.” As if on cue, a giggle sounded in front of them. They glanced down to see Devin, their youngest at nine months old, sitting in a swing, watching them, chewing on his fist. 
 
   Turing back, Michelle watched Nelson grab his towel and start to wipe off. She admired his body with thoughts of how to get Devin to take a quick nap. Nelson was very well-defined yet not overly musclebound like their friend Matt. Grabbing her towel, she leaned over and kissed him. “Better be glad Devin is awake or I’d hurt you today,” she smiled, climbing off the treadmill.
 
   “Hey, let the kid cry out here. We can go to the steam room,” Nelson offered, climbing off the treadmill with wobbly legs.
 
   Michelle looked down at Devin. “You hear what Daddy said?” Devin grinned with drool running out of his mouth as he pulled his fist out.
 
   “Devin, Daddy will give you twenty dollars if you get your brother and sister up and ready for daycare while he talks to Momma,” Nelson offered, walking over, and Devin laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
 
   “You are bad,” Michelle chided and picked Devin up. 
 
   “You’re done?” Nelson asked, shocked.
 
   “No, I’m going to get in the Jacuzzi but not the damn steam room,” she said, walking over to the other side of their small gym. It was only a three-hundred-foot-square building, but it was packed with weights and machines. In one corner was a Jacuzzi, and in the other was a small steam room.
 
   Nelson shook his head, watching her take off her shoes and clothes, climbing in the water wearing only a thong and sports bra. “That is wrong on so many levels I can’t even start,” he muttered and walked over to the steam room then turned it on.
 
   “You didn’t have to look,” she smiled, watching him strip down. 
 
   “Yeah, like I’m really going to turn my head when my sexy ass wife strips,” he mumbled. 
 
   “Language,” Michelle snapped. 
 
   Turning around and heading to the steam room, he grumbled, “I didn’t say it loud.”
 
   “I heard it,” she chuckled. 
 
   As he opened the door, Nelson looked over his shoulder at Michelle holding Devin as he splashed in the bubbling water. “Not my fault you have bionic ears to go with your fine ass,” he snapped and jumped in the steam room, quickly closing the door before Michelle could respond. 
 
   Laughing, Michelle looked down at Devin. “Daddy’s going to get a spanking,” she told him. Devin squealed and splashed the water. Leaning back, keeping Devin on her lap, Michelle looked over at the front wall. A poster-sized picture of her and Nelson hung there. It was one of three. The other two were eight by ten: one in the den surrounded by pictures of the kids and the other in their room. 
 
   The picture showed both dressed in U.S. Army digital camo with full combat gear and their MP arm bands on. It was the first time they met. They were both serving their first tour in Iraq in different MP companies. She could remember the day very well. 
 
   She had been in the Army a year, and Iraq was Nelson’s first assignment. She was a specialist, and he was a private first class and swaggered up to the gate to relieve her. “Specialist, I’m here to relieve you,” he had said with a Texas drawl and smiled with attitude, adjusting his combat vest.
 
   “You seem awful sure of yourself, Private,” Michelle had snapped.
 
   Grabbing his sunglasses, Nelson put them on. “Specialist, for you, I’d kill kittens and people and everything in between.” He had grinned, making Michelle laugh. One of Nelson’s buddies came over, asked them to stand side by side, and took their picture.
 
   That was the start of their relationship, and Nelson got a copy of that picture and gave one of the poster prints to her on their wedding day. “About the only good thing to come out of that stupid ass war,” she mumbled and cringed. “Sorry, Momma cussed,” she said, looking down at Devin, who was fighting the bubbles.
 
   He looked up with a blank stare, wondering why the bubbles weren’t surrendering. Then, letting out a yell, he continued his battle against the evil bubbles that were trying to take over his world. “Momma can’t be mean to Daddy about cussing if she does it.” She laughed, watching the battle against the bubbles.
 
   Hearing the steam room door open, she turned to see a wall of steam roll out and Nelson emerged from it, gasping for air. “You know, baby, you can turn it down,” she giggled, getting a mouthful of water from Devin’s battle against the bubbles.
 
   “What fun would that be?” he said, walking over and climbing in the tub with them as Michelle coughed out the water Devin had splashed in her mouth. “When he is at war with the bubbles, baby, you have to keep your mouth closed.”
 
   She looked up, narrowing her eyes. “Well, you take him then,” she said, handing over the bubble-battling baby.
 
   Reaching out, Nelson took Devin, who never stopped the battle. “That’s it, son; don’t let the bubbles win.”
 
   Not even replying, Michelle dropped down to her chin in the water, relaxing as the jets of water racked her body. “Have you thought about joining me next weekend?” she asked.
 
   Nelson looked up with a straight face. “Ah, if you mean to cheer you on, then yes, I’ll be there with the family. If you mean running in that marathon with you and Ashley, forget it,” he said. “You can run across Missouri with Matt’s wife while we take care of the kids.”
 
   Not able to help it, Michelle chuckled. “You’ve only run two marathons with me.”
 
   “One was the Iron Man, and I finished before you and had to be carried back to the motel room,” Nelson replied. “That wasn’t my idea of a Hawaiian vacation—attempting to commit suicide by exhaustion. I wanted to sit in a chair on the beach with drinks that had little umbrellas. But no, I had to swim, bike, then run. I didn’t get feeling back in my legs until the end of the week.” 
 
   She shook her head. “When you run, the object is to enjoy the run, not kill yourself.”
 
   “The object is to win or drop from exhaustion as you try,” Nelson snapped.
 
   Moving over to the reclining bed mold in the Jacuzzi, she giggled. “Well, you did come in the top ten.”
 
   “And couldn’t move for a week,” he mumbled. He looked over at the front wall at their picture. “You were like that once.”
 
   “Sure was. Then, I grew up. I only push myself to prove something to me.” She laughed with her eyes closed.
 
   Holding Devin further away from him as the battle increased, Nelson chuckled. “I know you’re smarter and prettier than me, but you don’t have to rub it in.”
 
   “Ha!” Michelle laughed. “This from the man who maintained a 4.0 GPA in college and has every woman around him gawking with lust.”
 
   Looking up in shock, he answered, “They don’t look at me with lust.” Michelle just stared at him. Seeing the look, Nelson cringed. “Do they?”
 
   “Why do you think I had a talk with Jenny at the church picnic last week?” Michelle asked.
 
   “She was just jumping on my back like the kids were,” Nelson answered honestly. 
 
   “Huh,” Michelle scoffed and leaned back. “She wanted to throw you down and use you like a cheap toy.”
 
   Startled, Nelson coughed and pulled Devin back to his chest so he wouldn’t let his son sink. “I’m sure she wouldn’t do that at a church picnic,” he finally offered.
 
   “That skank could’ve cared less where she was at,” Michelle said. 
 
   “Well, Jenny was doing the same thing to Matt,” Nelson sang out like a kid.
 
   “Yep,” Michelle said, “that’s why Ashley went with me to have a talk with the little minx.”
 
   Nelson moved over and kissed Michelle. “It doesn’t matter. You’re my one and only woman,” he said, grinning. “Even if you torture me walking around like that knowing I can’t take you down with the kids around.”
 
   “Baby, you’re in the mood even if I wear a burka.” Michelle giggled and sat up, wrapping her arms around him and Devin.
 
   “Hey, I know what you look like naked.” He smiled, wiggling his eyebrows.
 
   “That’s why you’re my alpha male,” Michelle whispered as she kissed him, and Devin covered them both with splashes as he let out screams of frustration, slapping at the bubbles. “Your son is insane.” She pulled back, wiping her face.
 
   Turning his face away from the torrent of water, Nelson said, “He is trying to protect us from the evil bubbles.”
 
   Standing up, Michelle turned off the Jacuzzi, and the bubbles stopped. Devin looked up in wonder and smiled, raising his hands, laughing in triumph. “Why you teach that to our kids, I’ll never know,” Michelle said, getting out as Devin babbled his victory.
 
   Spinning Devin around, Nelson kissed and hugged him tight. “You got the evil bubbles!” he shouted, making Devin laugh and squeal.
 
   Grabbing a towel, Michelle laughed, watching the two. Wrapping the towel around her, she grabbed another and held out her hands. “Well, when bubbles try to take over the world, our kids will be way ahead of the power curve.”
 
   Nelson passed Devin to her and climbed out. “Getting back to people gawking,” he said, grabbing a towel, “you get upset when I want to say something to men who are undressing you with their eyes.”
 
   “They don’t hang all over me,” Michelle said, drying Devin off. “I don’t say anything to you unless someone touches me,” she said, grabbing a diaper.
 
   Looking up at that remark, Nelson snapped, “You damn well better not let someone touch you. You are mine.”
 
   “That’s one of the reasons I have you, baby.” She smiled, putting on Devin’s diaper. “They can look but not touch, and if they do, you damn well better do something to them.”
 
   Dropping his towel, he growled, “That’s why I work out. Touch my toys, and I’ll break ya.”
 
   Michelle laughed. “Same here, baby.” 
 
   They walked out hand in hand as Devin babbled about his battle with the bubbles. “You ready for the competition this weekend?” Nelson asked.
 
   “I hate three gun,” Michelle mumbled.
 
   “You do very well at it,” Nelson replied, letting go of her hand and putting his arm over her shoulders as he closed the door to the gym. The small building sat in the very back corner of their five-acre lot beside the cyclone fence.
 
   Adjusting Devin on her hip, Michelle sighed. “I don’t like running and shooting. I enjoy both sports but not together. Let me either run or shoot.”
 
   “So you don’t want to go?” he asked.
 
   “Are you kidding?” she snapped, glaring at him. “I’m winning this one.”
 
   He laughed at Michelle’s attitude toward competition. “I have every confidence in you,” he said and leaned over to kiss her cheek.
 
   Michelle turned away, looking at the house as they crossed the yard. Another small building stood off to their left just a bit larger than the gym that served as a shop and storage area. The house was small by other people’s standards. It was only fifteen hundred square feet, three bedroom, two bath, with a two-car garage. 
 
   Their neighbors and friends had monster houses, some three times as big and more importantly three times as expensive. Nelson was a district manager for a national sporting goods chain in Springfield, and Michelle was an operating room nurse at the local hospital. With both of their salaries, they could easily afford a bigger house but didn’t want to be swallowed by debt.  
 
   The house and property was paid for. The only true bills they had were utilities. But even those were managed as they tried to save every penny to spend on things they wanted and needed. Since both had seen war in Iraq, they had no misconceptions. Shit happened. Many people didn’t realize Iraq had skyscrapers and massive public work projects. It wasn’t Afghanistan. The most advanced city in Afghanistan would barely compare to a remote village in Iraq. 
 
   When they were still in the army, Nelson and Michelle talked about always staying prepared. Then, watching the politicians start punishing the warriors for fighting a war Washington sent them to, Nelson and Michelle grew very weary of the government. Not of America, for they loved their country, but of those in power they feared, elected and unelected.  
 
   “You have a busy day today?” Michelle asked as they reached the back patio.
 
   Looking in the sliding glass doors, Nelson smiled at the two Rottweilers standing there, panting at them. “Yeah, we have to lay out the new additions to the fall hunting line,” he said, opening the door, and the two Rotts sat down and continued to pant at them. “Zeus, Hera, go potty,” Nelson said, pointing outside, and the two massive dogs walked past them and shot out into the yard.
 
   “It’s the middle of summer,” Michelle exclaimed. “I swear men are just as bad as women when it comes to hunting and the outdoors. You do shows and catalogs that would rival the fashion shows in Paris.”
 
   “Hey,” Nelson snapped, offended. “At least we can play with our stuff. Women can only wear those stupid clothes, and they aren’t that pretty either.”
 
   Laughing, Michelle went over to the counter and fixed Devin a bottle. “That’s what I mean.” She smiled.
 
   “If I’m not mistaken, you spend more than I do hunting each fall,” Nelson reminded her, crossing his arms over his chest.
 
   She looked up at him as she offered the bottle to Devin. “The only reason is because you get freebies from all the outfitters and companies,” Michelle moaned as Devin snatched the bottle and started drinking.
 
   “Not my fault I got a cool job.” 
 
   Michelle walked over and kissed his cheek. “Another reason I keep you around,” she said and handed Devin over.
 
   “Well, I’m glad I got that business degree,” Nelson mumbled.
 
   “You want to do breakfast or get the heathens up?” she asked, adjusting her towel.
 
   “I’ll take breakfast,” he offered, kissing Devin on his big, bald head. Smiling, Michelle took Devin and headed down the hall. 
 
   As Nelson started breakfast, she went into the first room and saw little Olivia sprawled across her bed and all the covers on the floor. Olivia was five and brunette like her mom but was small for her age. She was diagnosed with asthma the year before after a hundred doctor and ER visits. Now on medications to help her breathe, she was rarely immobile except when she slept, and judging by the conditions of the blankets, Michelle was convinced Olivia was running around in her sleep. 
 
   Putting Devin on the bed, Michelle leaned over. “Olivia baby, it’s time to get up,” she whispered and caressed her face. Olivia let out a groan and turned over, curling up into a ball. She slid her hand down and stopped at Olivia’s tummy. “Get up, sleepy head,” she called out, smiling, and Olivia grunted. Grabbing Olivia’s tummy, Michelle started tickling.
 
   Howls of laughter sounded as Olivia grabbed her mom’s hand to stop the tickles. “Momma, quit!”
 
   Michelle quit as Olivia turned over, looking up at her and smiling, wiping sleep out of her eyes. “Tell Daddy to wet your hair and brush it before you eat,” Michelle said, standing up and grabbing Devin, who finished his bottle and threw it down, complaining. Walking over to the closet, Michelle laid out Olivia’s clothes for the day.
 
   “Okay,” Olivia yawned, sitting up. “Will Daddy make pancakes?”
 
   “He might if you hurry and ask him,” Michelle said, walking out. She stopped at the next room. Olivia jumped up and took off to the kitchen, showing no signs of just waking up as only a five-year-old could.
 
   In the next room, Michelle put Devin in his crib, and immediately, he started yelling, letting her know he didn’t like that. Ignoring Devin, she walked over to the bunk bed in the corner. Their oldest child, Gavin, was eight and sound asleep on the top bunk. Reaching over, Michelle brushed the hair out of his face. “Gavin, it’s time to wake up,” she said softly.
 
   “Mom,” he groaned and turned over as Devin kept shouting from his crib.
 
   “I’m off tomorrow, and you can sleep late before your baseball game. This weekend, we have a lot of stuff to do,” she said, turning around to look at Devin. “You need to hush,” she snapped at him, and Devin jerked back like she hit him. “I’ll get you in a minute,” she said, turning back to Gavin.
 
   “When can I shoot in those contests?” Gavin groaned, sitting up. 
 
   She rubbed his head and wished Gavin would quit growing so fast and sighed. “Your dad asked me last night if you could enter the junior skeet shoot when we go to Texas this weekend, and I told him if you promise to be careful and remember what you were taught, I didn’t mind.”
 
   Suddenly wide awake, Gavin jerked and threw his legs over the side of the bed. “Really, Mom?” he asked, grinning, and she nodded. “I’ll do good; you’ll see, Mom,” he said and jumped down, hugging her. “If I do good, can I do pistol next time?” he asked with his face burrowed in her chest.
 
   “Let’s do one thing at a time, but if you follow the rules, I’ll talk with your father,” she offered as Gavin leaned back.
 
   “I know guns are dangerous, Mom,” he said with a serious expression.
 
   Pulling him back into a hug, she sighed, “I know you do, baby, but Momma doesn’t like you growing up so fast.”
 
   “Mom!” he cried out as she hugged him.
 
   Letting him go, she smiled. “Sorry, I forgot you’re not a baby anymore.”
 
   “Mom!” he cried in exasperation, blushing.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry. Nobody’s around to see me making a fuss over you growing up,” she said and walked over to grab Devin. “Even if they were, I’d break their legs if they said anything about my baby boy.”
 
   She left and closed the door behind her quickly but heard Gavin cry out, “Oh come on, Momma, I’m eight, not four,” as she headed to the last room. She walked into the master bedroom and set Devin on the floor as she went in the bathroom and started the shower and laid out hers and Nelson’s clothes.
 
   In the kitchen, Olivia was sitting at the bar, watching her dad fix pancakes. “Munchkin, go get Daddy the brush,” Nelson said, stacking up pancakes.
 
   “Can I have some pancakes first?” she whined.
 
   Turning around, Nelson looked at her hair going everywhere. “Munchkin, your hair is going to take some time,” he said, grabbing the bowl of batter. Sighing, Olivia jumped down and ran to the bathroom she shared with Gavin then ran back holding her brush.
 
   Finished with breakfast, Nelson walked over. Grabbing the brush and wetting it, he started taming the mass of tangles. When Gavin walked down the hall dressed, Nelson was braiding Olivia’s long hair in two pigtails on each side of her head.
 
   Walking past, Gavin smiled, “Dad, a man shouldn’t know how to braid a little girl’s hair.”
 
   Nelson turned around as Gavin sat at the table. “Son, I can guarantee you when you have a little girl, you will learn,” he said with a straight face. “Because the momma threatens to cut it off if she has to deal with it all the time,” he added under his breath as he finished his task. He patted Olivia on the back and kissed the top of her head. “Get dressed, and let’s eat.” She smiled and jumped off the stool.
 
   Gavin got up from the table, grabbed plates, and started setting them out as Nelson walked down the hall and found Michelle putting on her belly band with a pocket holster. A naked Devin was crawling around on the floor, exploring. “Damn, a near naked woman getting armed is sexy,” Nelson said and walked over and kissed her.
 
   “Don’t, or we’ll be late,” Michelle warned, kissing him back but pushing him away. She was already in the mood, seeing him still pumped from his workout in a tank top. Groaning, Nelson headed into the shower. Walking over to the nightstand, Michelle tapped the small bedside safe, pulled out her compact Springfield, and slid it in the pocket of the belly band. Then, she grabbed a spare magazine, sliding it in the pocket on the other side. Pulling on her scrub top, she looked in the mirror, and like every other day, she couldn’t tell she was armed.
 
   Working in a hospital was dangerous, and be damned if she was putting her life in an unarmed security guard’s hands. JCAHO forbid weapons in hospitals even if you had a permit, which Michelle and Nelson did. The way she saw it, if she had to use it to defend herself, she would be alive and in trouble instead of dead or hurt in the clear: judged by twelve or carried by six. It made her mad that politicians still told women that they should be raped instead of protecting themselves. 
 
   Walking in the bathroom, she brushed out her shoulder-length hair and pulled it back in a ponytail, pulling her bangs out over her forehead. After putting on the bare minimum of makeup, she grabbed Devin and left. 
 
   Getting out of the shower, Nelson brushed down his thick, short hair, giving him a GQ look. After quickly shaving, he walked out and put on the suit that was lying on the bed. He was satisfied with suits from Sears, but Michelle threw them all away and bought him tailored suits. He opened his small safe in his nightstand and pulled out a compact 1911 in an inside the waistband holster. Sliding it in, he pulled out a dual magazine pouch and put it on his left side. Unlike Michelle, his work encouraged carrying a firearm. People really didn’t want to rob a store where many of the employees were armed.  
 
   Grabbing his coat, he walked in to find the family eating. “Man, I cooked it. You could’ve at least waited,” he said, smiling and sitting down. Everyone groaned and held hands as Nelson said a prayer. Then, like always, the family ate together, enjoying each other’s company as they talked.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   Walking outside, Nelson stopped as the family walked past him. He looked down at the Rotts. “Be good,” he said, arming the alarm system and closing the door. He stopped and grabbed the newspaper as the garage door opened, and Michelle climbed in the back of her new Suburban to put Devin in his car seat. Olivia ran over and jumped in the back, whining for Michelle to start the car so she could watch cartoons on the entertainment system. As Gavin climbed in the passenger door, Michelle handed over the keys, and he started the SUV to make Olivia shut up.
 
   Smiling at the sight, Nelson turned and walked down the driveway to the mailbox with Jackson stenciled on the side. He put the bills in and raised the flag. They had credit cards, and when they used them, they paid them off the next month by mail of course. They didn’t allow companies to pull money out of their account no matter how convenient it was. They never kept more than three thousand dollars in their bank accounts.
 
   There were two massive gun safes in the house and one in the shop. That was where they kept their stash, around twenty thousand in cash in US dollars and that much in other currencies with a shitload of gold, silver, and platinum. Then, there was the stash at the farm where the rest was stored.
 
   They had 401Ks through their jobs, but they didn’t trust Wall Street to protect their savings. In truth, Nelson didn’t want his 401K, but his job demanded everyone had one with the company. Before the last crash, he and Michelle had a small IRA set up with other diversities, and it took a massive hit. In the end, they lost money and pulled everything out. After the last “bailout,” he was under no illusions that the government would only protect the banks and not the people who had invested as the bankers gave themselves raises.
 
   Hearing the SUV backing up, he turned around as Michelle stopped beside him. “Love you, baby. You be careful,” she said as he leaned over, kissing her.
 
   “You too,” he said and looked at the kids. “You guys be good today.”
 
   “We will,” Gavin and Olivia sang out, and Devin chewed his fist.
 
   Michelle backed out and drove off. They lived south of Lake Springfield on a long cul-de-sac subdivision. It wasn’t like a normal subdivision. All the lots were a minimum of five acres, but their house was the smallest by far. The massive monstrosity across the street sat on twenty acres and was four or five times the size of their house. Nelson didn’t know for sure because he had never been inside. The family that owned it only stayed there a few weeks out of the year.
 
   Turning around, he looked beside the house at the 1980 Chevy Blazer he had bought when he was in high school. It was now totally restored and in mint condition with massive tires, cattle guard, and winch. It normally sat inside the garage, but he had changed the oil in his truck last night. 
 
   He pressed his remote, and the second garage door opened, and he smiled at the present Michelle had bought him last year: a Chevy 2500HD quad cab. They had put running boards and a cattle guard and winch on along with his massive tires. Then in the bed, they installed a sliding storage drawer. It held items he would need if things ever went bad while he was away. It required a combination and not a key to open, so if the police ever wanted to search it, a warrant would be needed.
 
   Michelle had one in the Suburban only smaller, and each vehicle held a backpack with three days of supplies—what Nelson referred to as a small go bag. They were preppers before the word ever came into vogue. They never talked to anyone about what they had, not friends or even family.
 
   Thinking of family, Nelson stopped beside his truck. His dad was alive but still drunk in south Texas. His mom had died when he was still in the Army. He had an older brother named Bill, but the last he heard from Bill was he was serving six years for killing a pedestrian, getting his fifth DUI. 
 
   Michelle’s mother was still alive somewhere in Florida, still going to the bars every night. The last time they heard from her was when she needed bail. That was three years ago, and they didn’t send the bail. Michelle had a younger brother, Michael, who was in the Navy, and they talked every few months. Like Michelle, he wanted to change his life. Michelle’s father left the house the day her younger brother was born. The reason: Her brother didn’t look anything like her father. 
 
   “This is our family here.” Nelson smiled, opening the door of his truck. Turning the key, he waited till the glow plug light went off and started the truck. Carefully backing out, the truck fit with only an inch clearance overhead and a few on the side. When he was out, he hit the button, closing both doors.
 
   He hit the radio and found his favorite talk show was just starting. “Hello, America, it’s Alex here, and the big news today is the market collapse in China,” the host announced, causing Nelson to hit the brakes, stopping in the middle of the road as he backed out.
 
   “The China market lost twenty-seven percent of value yesterday or last night as we slept. Japan lost eighteen percent, and both countries closed markets early,” Alex announced. “Here in America, all signs are our markets will follow this crash.”
 
   Hearing a horn, Nelson turned and saw a car waiting on him to move. He pulled back in the driveway and let the car pass as Alex continued. “The markets open in fifteen minutes, so we will see.”
 
   “Holy shit,” Nelson mumbled. He was no economist by any means, but even he knew those were massive losses.  
 
   “The Secretary of the Treasury announced an hour ago he was certain our markets wouldn’t follow the downturn and was backed by the chairman of the Federal Reserve,” Alex continued, and Nelson chuckled. “Yes, America, that’s what they said; you can look on their websites and even see it on the networks. I’m just here to tell you if our market doesn’t drop, it’s because they are inflating the numbers or outright lying.”
 
   Nelson nodded. “You got that right.”
 
   “With our debt now over twenty trillion dollars, if China, who holds over seven percent of our debt, demands payment, we are screwed as the house of cards will fall. Then, if Japan, who holds almost that much, does the same, the house of cards will burst into flames,” Alex said in a somber voice. 
 
   Shaking his head and making sure no cars were coming, Nelson backed out. “Wish I could run up a debt like that,” he mumbled. “Hell, the last loan we had, they seemed pissed when we paid off the note early,” he said, talking to the radio as he drove down the road.
 
   Listening to the talk show as he drove to work, Nelson was numb as he pulled in the parking lot and into his space. Grabbing his cellphone, he texted Michelle the highlights then climbed out. He put his cellphone holster on his belt and grabbed the newspaper. Seeing nothing else, he closed the door and spun around. Hitting the button to lock the doors, his truck honked at him, letting him know the alarm was on.
 
   As he walked inside, Nelson opened the paper and didn’t see anything on the China and Japan market crash. “Probably didn’t know before the paper was released,” he said, folding the newspaper up. Walking past employees, he smiled and talked to a few as he headed for his office.
 
   Turning off the main floor, he walked down a narrow hall that opened into a large waiting room with a secretary on each side. Turning to the right, he walked past a middle-aged, chubby woman sitting behind a desk: Mildred, his secretary. “Hey, Mildred,” he said, stopping as she handed him a stack of folders.
 
   “The new inventory arrived, and the store managers will be online for the conference at ten,” she said with a smile.
 
   “All the inventory arrived?” he asked, shocked, looking at the stack as he took it. In the five years he had this job, never had all the new inventory arrived on time. 
 
   Handing over a mug of coffee, Mildred nodded, smiling. “Yes, even the display models and warehouse stock.”
 
   “Well, I might get out of here on time,” Nelson said, smiling and heading to his office. Walking in, he found several boxes on the far wall. He set the stack of files and his coffee down then went over and started opening boxes. Finding this year’s new releases of hunting bows and guns inside, Nelson smiled. Pulling the ATF forms from the boxes of guns, he signed as Mildred came in and started gathering the empty boxes.
 
   “Daren wants to talk to you before the online meeting,” Mildred said, carrying out an armload. 
 
   Walking over to his desk and grabbing his coffee, Nelson nodded, “Send him in when he gets here.” Daren was the store manager for this store.
 
   “I’ll get someone to bring some cases over for the guns and bows,” Mildred said and walked out before Nelson could reply. 
 
   “That woman is too good,” Nelson said, carrying his coffee over to inspect the new merchandise. There were three new bolt-action rifles, four shotguns, two AR-15s, a crossbow, and two compound bows. Arranging the stuff, he found several packages of new broad heads for the compound bows and crossbow then over a dozen different knives. Then, he found three new lines of camo from the top competitors. They sent them to management hoping the store would push their stuff over the competitors. Nelson always told them he tried the stuff out, which he did, and those that worked as advertised, he would recommend personally. 
 
   Walking around his desk, he sat down then started going over the fall layout when he heard his door open. Looking up, he saw Daren walk in. “What’s on your mind, Daren?”
 
   “Hey Nelson,” Daren said, walking by to look at the stuff. “Just opened mine as well, and I’m excited about the new bows.”
 
   “I wasn’t that impressed with the prototypes,” Nelson said and took a sip of coffee.
 
   “They fixed it,” Daren smiled. “Hey, I was just wondering if we put a larger display just outside the doors to announce the new lines if you think it would do some good?”
 
   Shaking his head, Nelson said, “We are already putting out a new catalog, flyers, with a TV and radio campaign. When you throw in the internet advertisement, that’s quite a large sum we have invested on their merchandise. The way I see it, if the customer is already at the store, we’ve done our job.”
 
   Daren sat down and sighed. “Nelson, it will be hunting season, and even when we double staff, we can’t get to all the customers, and they walk around looking for the new merchandise.”
 
   Thinking about that, Nelson leaned back. “Well, why don’t we put up small, fluorescent, orange signs signaling new merchandise? That shouldn’t cost much, and the stores can order them locally. One sign at the front of the store won’t do much to help with that,” he finally said.
 
   Laughing, Daren slapped his thigh. “That’s why they pay you the big bucks.”
 
   “I wish I got paid the big bucks the CEOs get paid,” Nelson said, nodding.
 
   “Huh,” Daren huffed, “you and I wouldn’t know what to do with that type of money.”
 
   “True,” Nelson nodded. “Hey, did you hear about the market crash in China and Japan?”
 
   “No,” Daren said, standing. “Why would I care? They are on the other side of the world.”
 
   “Ah, they own a lot of our debt.”
 
   Daren shrugged. “I know lots of people who don’t pay their debts. Hell, I can take you down to the credit department and show you the ones that don’t pay the credit cards we give out,” Daren said.
 
   Shocked at Daren’s answer, Nelson just took a sip of coffee. “See you online at ten,” Nelson said as he tilted his head back as Daren walked out. Nelson picked up his phone and told Mildred about the new signs. When he hung up, she scurried off to make one.
 
   Turning on his computer, Nelson could only find small, one or two-line stories about the Asian crash on the network sites. When he went to the alternative news sites, the boards were almost on fire with news. He read over the entries as his cellphone went off. 
 
   Looking at the screen, he smiled at Michelle’s text. “Holy f**king shit and balls that’s bad.” He typed back that he agreed.
 
   “What do you think?” she typed back. 
 
   “That we don’t need to type on cellphones what we think or will do.”
 
   “Oops, sorry. You are going to stop by and pick up the paychecks, right?”
 
   “It’s payday of course. See you tonight,” he typed then realized how paranoid that previous text sounded. “Shit, with our government spying on us more than terrorists, it’s not too paranoid,” he concluded out loud.
 
   The rest of the day went off without a hitch, and several times during the day, Nelson would turn to his computer and check on the markets. All the markets were holding steady, but on the alternate websites, all kinds of stories continued. 
 
   Gathering up the test equipment, Nelson carried it out to his truck and was able to leave early. He headed to the bank because it was payday, and his and Michelle’s checks were deposited directly into their accounts. When he walked in, the bank manager came over and pulled Nelson to the side.
 
   “Mr. Jackson, I’m sorry, but we can’t let you pull out the money you usually do,” the manager said.
 
   Hearing that, Nelson took a step back as he said, “Excuse me?” 
 
   “We can’t let you pull out the money you usually pull out every two weeks,” the manager repeated. 
 
   Nelson forced himself to remain calm. “Sir, you will give me my money, or I’ll go to the nearest radio station and tell them to broadcast what you just said,” he warned, making the manager go pale.
 
   “Mr. Jackson, the Federal Reserve issued a statement requesting all withdrawals over two thousand dollars be canceled,” the manager whispered.
 
   Shaking his head, Nelson replied, “I don’t care. It’s my money, and if you don’t give it to me, it’s radio time,” Nelson replied in a low voice. 
 
   The manager straightened up and paled. “Very well, but come to my office. I don’t want other customers to see,” he said, turning around and walking into an office.
 
   When Nelson walked in, the manager handed him a withdrawal slip. “What’s my balance?” Nelson asked, sitting down.
 
   Huffing, the manager walked over to his computer. “Seven thousand four hundred nineteen dollars and six cents.”
 
   Knowing what checks were out, Nelson said, “Seven thousand dollars,” and filled out the slip, and the manager turned red.
 
   “You usually keep several thousand in your account,” the manager almost growled.
 
   “Listen, it’s my money, not yours. Did you work for it?” Nelson popped off that his account was watched that close. The manager took the slip and walked out. Nelson leaned back in the chair till the manager came back in. “It’s not like you have that many people withdrawing that much.”
 
   “Good day, sir, and I can assure you when you return in two weeks this won’t repeat,” the manager threatened, motioning to the door.
 
   Leaving the bank, Nelson felt nervous after the exchange and unconsciously put his hand on his pistol. It didn’t matter he had done the exact same thing every two weeks for the last five years. When he got his bonus the year before, the bank never hesitated to hand him forty-six thousand dollars. He figured in the last five years, he had pulled well over a million dollars out. 
 
   Jumping in his truck, he sped out of the bank and headed to his next stop. He used to go to the Gold Shop, a store that sold precious metals. After the first year, the owner, seeing the amount of gold he was buying, told Nelson to come to his house. Driving to the other side of Springfield, Nelson pulled into a very nice house in an expensive neighborhood. 
 
   Getting out of his truck, Nelson headed to the front door as an elderly man opened it. “You’re early,” he called out, shaking Nelson’s hand.
 
   “Finally got off early for once, Jerry.” Nelson smiled and followed him inside.
 
   “Five gold eagles again?” Jerry asked.
 
   “Yeah, and two thousand dollars in silver,” Nelson said, pulling out the cash. “Jerry, do you take credit cards?”
 
   Jerry paused, holding his hand out for the cash. “You haven’t used a credit card in years,” he said, shocked.
 
   “They told me if I don’t start charging stuff on it, they are going to cancel it,” Nelson chuckled.
 
   Laughing, Jerry took the money. “That seems right. Use our card and buy stuff so we can make money. How much was you figuring?”
 
   “Another five ounces gold and six rolls of silver coins,” Nelson answered.
 
   Cringing, Jerry said, “Don’t have another five gold eagles, but I got five Canadian one-ounce maples.”
 
   “You have any of those half-ounce eagles?” Nelson asked. 
 
   “Sure, not many want those,” Jerry said as Nelson pulled out a credit card. “You are getting a deal today. Gold took a dive,” Jerry said, turning around and walking over to a safe.
 
   “A dive?” Nelson asked in a quiet voice.
 
   “Yeah, the government dumped several tons on the market. Went from eleven hundred an ounce to six hundred and change. I can’t go that low, but since I’ve been doing business with you for so long, how about six fifty an ounce, and I’ll throw in the half eagles to make up the difference?” Jerry offered, pulling out his phone to run Nelson’s card.
 
   Shrugging, Nelson answered, “Sounds good to me.”
 
   “If your credit card calls you, tell them you are buying jewelry,” Jerry said, running the card, and Nelson just looked at him, confused. “If you tell them you are buying coins, they have to log it. I usually don’t have to worry about that with you, but you’re using a credit card this time.”
 
   Sure enough, a few minutes later, Nelson’s phone rang, and the credit card company was questioning him about his purchase. When he told them jewelry, they were more than happy to approve the transaction. “That was weird,” Nelson said, hanging up.
 
   Jerry turned around, holding a velvet sack in one hand, and started counting out plastic-covered gold coins, dropping them in the bag. “You’re doing the right thing buying gold, son,” Jerry said, reaching back for more coins. “It’s about to get bad. The cash you gave me today and the credit card purchase will clear me on the order I placed today. You make sure you don’t keep these in your home,” Jerry said as he reached back and grabbed several plastic rolls of silver coins.
 
   “You’re that sure?” Nelson asked, getting really worried.
 
   Nodding, Jerry handed over the bag, and Nelson was shocked at the weight. “Yep, I figure in a month, the government will stop the transfer of gold between people and businesses from selling it, forcing people to use only money and save money only in a bank.”
 
   Holding out his hand, Nelson looked at Jerry with worry. “I hope you’re wrong,” he said as Jerry shook his hand.
 
   “I won’t be able to fill your order next week,” Jerry said. “When this shipment gets here Saturday, I’m closing shop and heading to my ranch. If this blows over, I’ll catch you up.”
 
   “You think that crash in Asia is going to bring us down that fast?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Already has. That’s why the government has dumped so much gold on the market. People are selling like crazy. The government is buying time, hoping those nations won’t come asking for their money.”
 
   Putting the velvet bag under his jacket, Nelson turned for the door. “I hope you’re wrong, but part of me doesn’t think so,” Nelson said. “Take care of yourself.”
 
   “You do the same. Remember; don’t keep the gold in your house when it starts to crash. You didn’t leave many traces when you purchased from me, but they will know you have gold and other metals. Your withdrawals from the bank will back that up,” Jerry said as Nelson opened the door.
 
   “Hope you have lots of friends with guns then, Jerry. Because if they come after me, they will send the cavalry after you,” Nelson said, walking out.
 
   “That’s why I’m gone as soon as the shipment gets here Saturday, and I have family with lots of guns. Hitler took them from us once, but we vowed to never be unarmed again,” Jerry smiled. 
 
   “You need to tell some congressmen and women that,” Nelson said, walking off the porch.
 
   A look of disgust crossed Jerry’s face. “That wench was the type of Jew who sold other Jews to the Germans,” he almost spat. “You keep that family safe.”
 
   Nelson waved and climbed in the truck. As he backed out, he looked at all the cases in the back. Driving down the road, he opened the center console and dropped the velvet bag inside. The several pounds of precious metals hit the bottom with a thunk as Nelson reached for his cellphone and pressed Michelle’s number. Looking at his watch, he saw she should just be getting off.
 
   “Hey, sexy,” she answered.
 
   “Hey, hot stuff,” he said, but she could hear the tension in his voice.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing,” Nelson lied, “you going to pick up the kids?”
 
   “Yeah, I have to take Gavin to get new batting gloves,” she said.
 
   “Don’t use the checking account. Use a credit card, just not the silver Visa. It’s maxed out,” he said and cringed.
 
   Silence answered him, and the cringe turned into a panic. “Baby…” Michelle said in a low, scared voice. She knew Nelson and knew panic was not one of his emotions, but he had somehow found it today.
 
   “I’ll explain, but how about you use the Gold Visa? Make sure your vehicle is full for our trip,” he offered.
 
   “Will you be home when we get there?” Michelle asked.
 
   “No, but will you empty the truck, especially the center console?” he asked.
 
   “Sure, baby, and be careful,” she said. “I love you.”
 
   “Love you too, hot stuff,” Nelson said and hung up. He pulled into Sam’s and headed inside, thankful they finally took credit cards. An hour later, he was pulling a flatbed cart to his truck and lowered the tailgate to unload it. When he finished, he just shoved the cart to the front of his truck, something he never did. Nelson would always push his cart to one of the small corrals, but not today.
 
   He sped out of the lot and kept his truck just at the speed limit, heading home. “We need to make a trip to the farm,” he said out loud. Thinking of the farm, he couldn’t help but smile.
 
   After he had landed his job, he and Michelle had started looking for a place in the country they could head to if things went bad. It was three years ago he found an offer on one of the survivalist forums. A farmer in Missouri was offering lots for survival retreats on his farm. It was three thousand dollars after a background check and six months’ probation to make sure everyone liked everyone, then you could build a cabin.
 
   He had seen several offers like that on the boards before: farmers making extra money offering their farms as retreats. They made extra money, and if things went bad, they had help running the farm. It was a win-win if everyone got along and did what they said.
 
   After talking to Michelle, they had called the farmer and filled out a questionnaire and paid for a background check. Once that was done, they drove almost three hours to the other side of Missouri to the southern side of the Mark Twain Forest. There, they met the owners of the farm: Bernard and Nellie Parker. 
 
   Bernard was sixty-four and had bought the eight-hundred-acre farm when he got back from Vietnam and married his sweetheart. Nellie was younger at fifty-seven but looked younger than that as did the robust Bernard, who was a towering six foot four and an easy two hundred and fifty pounds with almost no fat.
 
   Michelle and Nelson loved the farm at first sight. Its location was beyond perfect. The closest paved road was ten miles away. You had to drive half an hour just to get to a gas station and another fifteen minutes to get to a small town. The farm mainly grew soybeans and alfalfa for hay, and it was bordered on two sides by large creeks and surrounded by National Forest.
 
   The government had forced Bernard to not cut down three hundred acres of trees, making them part of the National Forest several decades ago. They tried to take his land, but Bernard fought them, and in the end, they let him keep it, but he couldn’t cut down the trees. Six years ago, he took them to court when they tried to sell the timber off his land, claiming the trees were part of the National Forest. Luckily, they backed down and left Bernard alone, secretly hoping he would die so they could take the land.
 
   Bernard and Nellie didn’t have kids, and that was one of the reasons they wanted to have others on the farm. They needed some help during the year but couldn’t afford to hire anyone with all the government restrictions. One of the agreements for taking a spot on the farm was the family had to come back once a month for a weekend to help.
 
   Nelson wasn’t happy with that at first but soon found this was what his family needed. Nobody knew crap about farming in his family or Michelle’s. Over the last three years, they had learned so much, and Michelle even had a small garden in the backyard. Nellie taught the wives how to can, store food, and cook from scratch. They were only required to come out once a month, but everyone usually went much more than that. Last summer, Gavin had stayed out there, helping Bernard for a few weeks after baseball.
 
   Thinking of the others, Nelson chuckled. The only other family was the Wolfe family: Matt, who was a cop here in Springfield, and his wife Ashley, who was a dispatcher. They had a four-year-old girl, Brittany, and a six-month-old son, Mike.
 
   The other addition was Gerald Wallace, who was single. Gerald was one of the few people Nelson was actually afraid of. He was never mean and only kind to everyone, but Nelson could see Gerald could raise nine kinds of hell. Gerald had retired from the Army after serving twenty-five years, and most of those were in the Special Forces. When Nelson was in the army, he went to Ranger school but didn’t serve in a Ranger battalion, but he damn sure knew of the Green Berets.
 
   Gerald did have a younger sister, who he added as part of his family. Nancy was thirty-two, and Gerald had put her through college, and she majored in computers. She had set up a nice system out on the farm but was the only one who didn’t follow the once-a-month weekend stays at the farm. With all the help Gerald put in out there, nobody could really say much; he spent more time out there than anyone beside Bernard and Nellie. 
 
   Pulling into his driveway, Nelson saw Michelle wasn’t home when he pressed the button to open the garage. After carefully pulling the truck back inside, he closed the door, climbed out, disarmed the alarm, and opened the door to see two Rotts waiting on him. “Back,” he said, walking inside. The dogs had a doggie door beside the sliding glass door, so he headed to the bedroom, taking the compact 1911 and holster off, and pulled out a full-sized tactical 1911 and an outside the waistband holster. 
 
   Feeling better with a bigger gun, he exchanged magazines and headed to the kitchen to grab his keys for the Blazer. “Zeus, come. Hera, stay and wait for Momma,” he said, heading for the door and grabbing a leash. Both dogs were trained in obedience and basic attack, but Zeus was almost two hundred pounds of pure German Rott. Nelson figured just the size of Zeus would make others leave him alone.
 
   He had no problems so far, but he wasn’t taking chances. He clipped the leash on, opened the door, and rearmed the alarm then closed the door and locked it. Leading Zeus over to the Blazer, he opened the passenger door, and Zeus jumped in. Nelson grinned, seeing the truck move in response to the massive dog. 
 
   Walking to the other side, he climbed in and fired up the Blazer then headed back to work. Pulling back in his parking spot, he reached over and cracked the passenger window several inches then did the same to his. “Stay. Guard,” Nelson said, getting out, and Zeus looked around. “I won’t be long,” he mumbled, walking through the employee entrance. 
 
   Several people were surprised Nelson was back but smiled, seeing him grab a shopping cart. Pushing the cart over to the hunting section, Nelson started grabbing thousand-round boxes of 5.56 and loading them into the cart as Daren walked over. “Dude, you starting a war?” he asked, taking a box from Nelson then putting it in the cart.
 
   “Have several new guns to try out and a three-gun competition this weekend. When I got home, I realized I needed more ammo,” Nelson said, filling the shopping cart. Seeing another empty cart nearby, he walked over and grabbed it. “Make sure you place an order to replace this tonight, and we should get it by Monday.”
 
   “Sure, but they’ve been much faster. We should have it tomorrow afternoon,” Daren said, helping load the other cart. When it was half full, Nelson rolled over to the twenty-two ammo, thankful the shortage was over, but he had a feeling it would be here again real soon as he grabbed five-thousand-round cases and put them in the cart. Seeing the cart getting full, Daren asked, “You want another cart?”
 
   “Yeah, one more should be enough,” Nelson said, moving down the aisle to grab cases of twelve and twenty-gauge ammo. Daren called on the radio, and a worker brought over another cart as Nelson started filling the bottom of all three carts with handgun ammo. Then, he moved to the reloading aisle and started loading up until the third cart was full then walked over to the archery section.
 
   Flabbergasted, Daren looked at the three stuffed carts. “Dude, did you get a monster raise? Like a CEO’s salary?” he asked.
 
   Nelson stopped grabbing boxes of arrows. “I bought more than this last year,” he said, laying the boxes on top of the stacked carts.
 
   “Yeah, over one year, not in one day,” Daren said.
 
   “Won’t have to come back.” Nelson shrugged, grabbing crossbow bolts and broad heads. Then, he grabbed parts to fix the compound bows and crossbows. Finished there, Nelson walked over to the gun counter and pointed out several scopes, one pair of binoculars, and a spotting scope. He turned to Daren. “Have you been keeping a running total?” he asked.
 
   He shook his head. “You were around four grand before the expensive glass. I’m guessing six now.”
 
   Nelson closed his eyes, thinking, remembering the limits on his credit card and his employee discount. Then, he looked down at the counter. He walked around the counter and pulled out a thermal scope and a thermal monocular. “This should do it,” he said, walking back to his carts.
 
   “Damn, dude, those are four Gs apiece,” Daren almost shouted.
 
   “How many have we sold?” Nelson asked.
 
   Daren thought for a minute. “I think one,” he answered.
 
   “I’m going to test them out. I only got the night vision gear to test.”
 
   “If I’m not mistaken, you bought like six of the third generation monoculars and two scopes,” Daren said, moving over to help push buggies.
 
   “Yeah, but this competition this weekend, if I show these off, I should get some of the competitors to maybe buy a few,” Nelson said, pushing one cart and pulling another.
 
   Daren stopped. “Damn, dude, that is a great idea.” He smiled and motioned a worker over to push his cart and ran back. 
 
   Out of breath, Nelson stopped at a closed register as Daren came over, carrying another scope, a thermal monocular that could be worn or mounted in front of a scope, and a mountable thermal optic. This last one was designed to cover both eyes. “Scott is bringing the last one,” he said, walking behind the register.
 
   “Hey dude,” Nelson said when Daren put down the other stuff. They were much more expensive than what he was buying. “I don’t have that much money, and my discount isn’t much more than yours.”
 
   “I’m going to write it off as a demo, but you have to tell those guys to order from us,” Daren said, walking around with a scanner gun. As Daren started scanning the stuff, Nelson saw some pig ear dog treats and grabbed several. Then, he walked over to the cooler and did something he rarely did and grabbed a Coke.
 
   Taking a drink, he sighed, “Damn, these things are good.”
 
   “Never seen you drink one,” Daren said, looking back. He turned around when a man came over and put down a box. “Thanks, Scott,” he said as the young man walked away.
 
   Walking over, Nelson picked up the box. “When the hell did we start carrying these?” he asked in awe.
 
   Daren looked up, confused. “Last year. You were the one who requested it.”
 
   Putting the box down and staring at it, Nelson muttered, “I don’t remember getting notified thermal binoculars were in our inventory.”
 
   “I’m sure I sent you one,” Daren said, starting on the last cart. When he was finished, Nelson smiled. 
 
   “I’m telling the bosses that you need a raise,” he said, looking at the readout of twelve thousand four hundred and sixteen dollars and thirty-three cents. He walked over to the battery rack and brought over an arm full of AA rechargeable batteries then came back with another of regular batteries. Then, he came back with all the 123 and button batteries, almost racking up another grand. He handed over his discount card and watched Daren swipe it, and the price changed to just over eight grand.
 
   Taking the two-yard-long receipt, Daren handed it over. “I’m going to split this commission among the staff on duty,” he said and rang up the stuff he brought down.
 
   “That’s good. Just let them know who bought it and who split the commission up among them,” Nelson said, watching Daren fill out the forms for the thermal equipment, turning them into displays for outside vendors.
 
   Daren laughed as he slid the paper over, and Nelson signed it. “Don’t worry; I will.”
 
   “You make sure you order to replace what I bought,” Nelson said, grabbing two carts.
 
   “I will,” Daren assured him. “Corporate loves you so much I’m sure they would let you have this.”
 
   Nelson shook his head. “I doubt that, but they pay me enough I can at least buy it with my discount card.” Nelson struggled to pull one cart as he pushed the other. Daren motioned a floor worker over, and he grabbed the cart Nelson was pulling, and the worker pushed the other.
 
   Walking outside, Daren stopped, looking inside the Blazer. “Is that a horse or a dog?” he asked, looking at Zeus.
 
   “Pure German Rott,” Nelson said, opening the door. “Zeus, stay,” he said, throwing Zeus a pig ear. Walking to the back, he opened the tailgate and window. Soon, the back of the Blazer was packed and sitting several inches lower. “Thanks, you guys,” Nelson said, shaking their hands. “I’m calling in tomorrow. I’m going to head down to the competition after my son’s ballgame,” he said, looking at Daren.
 
   “Hey, if I was you, I would charge them for showing the new line off and the thermals,” Daren said, grabbing one of the empty carts as the worker grabbed the other two. “We need to go hunting together this fall,” Daren said out of the blue.
 
   Nelson smiled. “That sounds like a plan.” Daren waved as Nelson climbed in the Blazer and found Zeus attacking the pig ear. “Don’t even think about chewing anything else in here,” he warned, starting the Blazer.
 
   When he pulled in the driveway, Nelson was relieved to see the lights on inside the house, but the garage was closed. He parked the Blazer and climbed out as Michelle walked out carrying Devin. She stopped, seeing the Blazer squatting down over the rear wheels then noticed the packed back area.
 
   “What the hell did you buy?” she asked.
 
   It was on the tip of his tongue to remind her she cursed, but Nelson stopped. “As much as I could,” he said, hugging her.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
   Feeling something rub against his belly, Nelson opened his eyes to find Michelle curled up beside him. “You really think it’s going to happen?” she asked. The night before, they pulled her SUV out, pulled the Blazer inside, and waited until dark and unloaded it, carrying most of it to the shop out back and putting the electronics in one of the safes.
 
   Pulling her tight, Nelson finally said, “If it was ever going to happen, this is what will do it.”
 
   Lifting her head, she looked at him, forcing a smile. “If it doesn’t, you realize it’s going to take us two years just to pay off the credit cards.”
 
   “I’ll work overtime if I was wrong,” he promised and kissed her. “Did you eat one of Devin’s dirty diapers?” he asked, jerking his head back.
 
   “Me? I think you went out in the back yard and picked up Zeus patties and shoved them in your mouth,” she said, waving her hand in front of her face. “Let’s brush our teeth and do that again,” she offered as she climbed out of the bed.
 
   They brushed their teeth and kissed again. “Much better,” Nelson said, pulling Michelle tight.
 
   Feeling his hands rub down her back, she laughed. “Hey, buddy, you got some last night. Devin will be awake any minute if he isn’t already.”
 
   “Damn, I’m being rationed sex,” Nelson mumbled, dropping his arms.
 
   “Comes with kids,” Michelle said, walking around him.
 
   Nelson turned and followed. “We can sell them and start over?” he offered, grinning.
 
   “Oh hell no. I’m not passing another basketball out of my body,” Michelle informed him as they got dressed in workout clothes. 
 
   They stopped and found Devin standing up in his crib, holding the side and babbling. Michelle grabbed him and carried him to the living room. “You really want to go to the competition even with what’s going on?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” Nelson said, handing her a diaper. “We can find out a lot down there, and I really doubt the government can crash the economy on a Friday. We can come back Saturday night and load up yours and my truck with both the trailers. We have too much stuff here now to carry it out in one trip.”
 
   “Well, you tried to buy out Springfield in one day,” she said, picking up Devin.
 
   Nelson stopped. “What, you didn’t want me to get that stuff?”
 
   “No, I’m just making fun of you.” She smiled, heading outside. “I would’ve maxed all the cards and got a loan against our 401Ks.”
 
   That Michelle wasn’t mad at him or thinking he was insane made him feel much better and somewhat alarmed that she agreed with him. After last night, he really should’ve let it go after being treated like a cheap toy, but he was still worried until he heard that.
 
   When they were finished, they headed back inside and didn’t see the Rotts waiting by the door. They almost ran inside to look for the dogs. They saw Olivia’s door open and found both the dogs in her bed, Olivia asleep between them.
 
   “They weren’t there when we left for our workout,” Michelle said, handing Devin over then walking inside Olivia’s room. “Baby, why are the dogs in your bed?” Michelle asked, sitting on it.
 
   Lifting her head, she said in a sleepy voice, “I was scared, and you weren’t in your bed.”
 
   “I was in the gym, baby,” Michelle told her, hugging Olivia. She had to reach over Zeus to do it but still hugged her tight. “You have a bad dream?”
 
   “Yeah,” she nodded.
 
   “Well, it’s gone now, and you can go back to sleep,” Michelle told her.
 
   Shaking her head, Olivia smiled. “I have to be a cheerleader for bubba today.”
 
   “It’s still several hours till the game.” 
 
   “I need to practice,” she said with a big grin.
 
   Giving up, Michelle stood and picked up Olivia as the dogs jumped off the bed. “Good boy; good girl,” she said, looking at the dogs, hoping this sleeping arrangement wasn’t going to become permanent. 
 
   They fixed breakfast, and soon, Gavin was stumbling down the hall. Nelson looked up at his son. “Thought you wanted to sleep late?”
 
   “I did,” Gavin said, sitting down.
 
   Nelson looked at his watch. “Oh my, seven thirty. You slept a whole twenty minutes late. I think the sky is going to fall.”
 
   “Dad,” Gavin groaned as Nelson set down a plate of bacon.
 
   Laughing, Nelson headed back and grabbed a plate of eggs and another of biscuits. Walking back to the table, the dogs jumped up, growling at the door, and Nelson heard a diesel engine pull in the driveway. “Zeus, Hera, sit,” he commanded, putting the plates down and heading to the front door.
 
   Looking through the small window on the door, Nelson shook his head. “It’s Bernard and Nellie,” he announced, and Gavin and Olivia jumped up from the table so fast their chairs hit the floor. They bolted for the front door, pushing their dad out of the way and took off outside, yelling, “Nana, Pappy!”
 
   Nelson turned to Michelle. “I wish they were that excited about seeing us,” he said.
 
   Pulling Devin out of his high chair, Michelle headed toward the door. “Oh hush,” she said, walking past Nelson. “I love it, and so do you that they have someone like grandparents.” Nelson followed her out to find Gavin and Olivia latched on Bernard, who was standing beside his massive quad cab dually pickup.  
 
   The big old farmer picked both up, hugging them. “Shit, I’m half his age and can’t do that for long.” Nelson grinned and walked over, putting his arm around Michelle’s shoulders. Nellie came trotting around the front of the truck as Bernard put the kids down, and they flew at her, wrapping their arms around, squeezing her tight.
 
   Nelson walked over as Michelle lunged out from under his arm and hugged Bernard tight. Bernard returned the hug and took Devin from Michelle. “How is the little man?” he asked in his deep voice, grinning at Devin. In Bernard’s hands, Devin almost looked like a newborn. Devin giggled and patted Bernard’s face.
 
   Nellie let the kids go and walked over to Bernard. “Let me have him, dear, before you drop him,” she said, taking the baby.
 
   “I’d die before I dropped the baby,” Bernard snapped as Nellie hugged Devin and Michelle hugged her.
 
   Nellie ignored him and hugged Michelle. “You’re looking good, dear,” she said, kissing her cheek.
 
   “Pappy, did you and Nana come to see my game?” Gavin asked, running over. 
 
   Smiling, Bernard put his arm on the boy’s shoulder. “We can’t be lettin’ our boy play in the championship and not be here, can we?”
 
   Gavin hugged his side as Nelson walked over and gave Bernard a “man hug.” “You do realize you live over two hundred miles away, and you two have made almost all of his games?” he asked, walking over to Nellie and hugging her.
 
   “We would’ve made them all if the cows hadn’t busted down the fence,” Bernard said in a gruff voice. 
 
   Nellie looked up at Nelson. “Bernard wanted to just shoot all the cows that week,” she said, smiling.
 
   “Woman, you ran over one with the tractor!” Bernard snapped.
 
   “The stupid cow got the idea, didn’t she? I quit running over them when they ran back inside the fence,” Nellie snapped back.
 
   “Come on in. We just sat down to breakfast,” Nelson said, pulling Nellie toward the house.
 
   “Oh my, we couldn’t,” she gasped.
 
   “You really think the kids would let you leave?” he asked, grinning, and headed to the house. They all headed to the kitchen and sat down at the table as Nelson told the dogs to head outside.
 
   “Pappy, Mom and Dad are going to let me shoot skeet at the gun competition,” Gavin said, filling his plate.
 
   “They shoot skeet at those things?” Bernard asked, looking at Nelson.
 
   Nelson nodded. “Oh yes, there will be over twenty different competitions,” he said as everyone fixed a plate. Then, they bowed their heads, and Bernard led them in prayer. 
 
   As they started eating, Bernard looked over at Nelson. “You still have that fancy Benelli you used duck hunting last year?” he asked.
 
   Michelle chuckled. “Nelson has never gotten rid of a gun unless he gave it away, which is rare.”
 
   “Well, I guess I should tell ya we got us a hotel room down there in Texas. We wanted to go and see what this was all about and help watch the young’uns. If you wouldn’t mind, can I borrow that fancy shotgun, and I’ll enter in the skeet shoot. Seems like fun,” Bernard said.
 
   “No problem,” Nelson said, getting up and walking out of the room. He came back carrying several sheets of paper. “Only one condition though,” he said, handing the papers over. “There is a class called grandpa and grandson. If you enter that with Gavin, I’ll supply the gun and everything you need.”
 
   “Will you, Pappy?!” Gavin shouted with a joyful expression.
 
   Bernard looked over at Gavin, grinning. “You bet,” he said. “I just want your word when we win you don’t rub it in too much to those we beat.” 
 
   “I won’t,” Gavin promised.
 
   Nelson chuckled and sat back down, and the group made small talk as they ate breakfast. When the meal was done, Bernard went out back to help Nelson with the gear. When he walked in the shop and saw that the ammo stacked on one wall almost reached the ceiling, he froze.
 
   “You expecting a war, son?” he asked. Taking a deep breath, Nelson told him what he had found out. When he was done, Bernard nodded and said, “Yeah, our bank only let me pull out a thousand dollars but said I could use the debit card with no problem.”
 
   “I think this is the start,” Nelson said, grabbing gun cases.
 
   “I was hoping I wouldn’t be around to see it,” Bernard mumbled, helping Nelson stack cases.
 
   Nelson turned, holding out a case to him. “Got this one yesterday; you can have it,” he said with a grin. “It is a demo of the new Benelli line, so don’t even think about saying no.”
 
   Reluctantly, Bernard took the case and opened it, and he sucked in a breath. “My word,” he said, looking at the shotgun. “This thing will do everything except clean the bird.”
 
   Nelson dug out several vests before finally finding one that would fit Bernard’s massive frame. Then, he dug out the other equipment Bernard would need. “I wanted to leave Texas when the competition ended so we could make a run to the farm. As you can see, we have more than we can take in one load,” Nelson said as he pulled out his and Michelle’s gear then grabbed Gavin’s.
 
   “We can put a fair amount in my truck,” Bernard nodded.
 
   Nodding, Nelson stopped gathering equipment and looked at Bernard. “Bernard,” he stammered then cleared his throat. “If something happens to me, will you watch after my family?” he asked. 
 
   A tear sprang to Bernard’s eye, and he quickly wiped it away. “I would be honored,” he said in a quiet voice.
 
   “Michelle and I have you and Nellie listed as the next of kin and guardians. If that’s too much, let me know, and we can change it,” Nelson said, looking at the floor.
 
   Bernard strode over and wrapped Nelson in a massive hug, scaring the shit out of Nelson. “We are honored you and Michelle think that highly of us,” he said, letting Nelson go. 
 
   Able to breathe again, Nelson smiled. “Thank you,” he said, sucking in a breath. “Michelle and I have always worried about that.”
 
   Spinning around, Bernard wiped his eyes and grabbed an armload of cases. “We love those little ones,” he said, walking out.
 
   “You will tell Nellie, right?” Nelson called, and Bernard just nodded. Grabbing several cases of ammo, Nelson followed him out and loaded up Michelle’s Suburban. Bernard put the stuff Nelson gave him in his truck. When they were done, they headed inside to find Olivia in the living room dressed like a tiny cheerleader, doing cheers. Gavin was in his ball clothes, sitting on the couch next to Nellie, who was still holding Devin.
 
   Michelle was stacking small overnight bags against the wall as Bernard walked around the small cheerleader and stopped in front of Nellie. “Nelson and Michelle have asked us to be legal guardians over their kids. I said we would, but I wanted to make sure it was okay with you,” he said with a tender face.
 
   Nellie pulled Devin in tight for a hug and jumped up to hug Bernard. “You know it is, and if you would’ve said no, I’d broke both your legs,” she said, on the verge of tears, and walked over to hug Nelson and Michelle. “Thank you,” she said, kissing Michelle.
 
   Gavin grinned and stood as he asked, “So they are really our Nana and Pappy now?”
 
   “It’s legal now. We asked, and they said yes,” Nelson said, heading to the bedroom to get dressed. When he came back, he found the living room empty. Even the bags Michelle packed were gone. Hearing the kids outside, he followed the noise. He found Nellie in the passenger seat beside Michelle and his truck backed out and Bernard’s pulled in the garage.
 
   “Bernard, quit mumbling, and move your butt!” Nellie yelled out her window. 
 
   Suddenly, Nelson saw himself as Bernard thirty years from now getting an earful from Michelle. Shaking the vision from his head, he walked over to Michelle’s window. “What’s going on?” he asked.
 
   “You, Gavin, and Bernard are going to take your truck, and we are taking mine. They moved their suitcases in your truck,” Michelle said, looking down at her phone. “I changed their hotel to the one we are staying at.”
 
   “I wasn’t gone that long,” Nelson complained.
 
   “In your male world maybe, but in my woman’s world, you were gone for a week,” Michelle stated, looking up.
 
   “I don’t have to wait thirty years,” Nelson mumbled.
 
   “What, baby?” Michelle asked.
 
   “Nothing,” he replied quickly. “This is a good idea. I need to talk to Bernard some more.”
 
   Smiling, Michelle nodded. “Thought so,” she said as an older Bronco pulled in the driveway. She looked in her rearview mirror. “What is Gerald doing here?” she asked.
 
   “Whatever the hell he wants to,” Nelson mumbled. 
 
   Gavin climbed out of the truck, and Olivia climbed out of the Suburban and ran over to Gerald as he got out of his Bronco. “Uncle Gerald!” they cried, latching on him. Gerald was five foot eight with a hard, lean build and salt-and-pepper, close-cut hair. He knelt down and hugged the kids as the others walked over. 
 
   Looking up at Bernard as he walked over, Gerald asked, “What are you doing here away from the farm?”
 
   “My boy has a championship game today, and we have a skeet shooting competition to win. It’s grandpa and grandson,” Bernard said proudly. 
 
   Gerald laughed, standing up. “Trust me; I knew you wouldn’t miss this game.”
 
   “What brings you to this neck of the woods?” Nelson asked, holding out his hand, and Gerald shook it as the women came over and hugged him.
 
   “Just heading to the farm,” he said. “I know Bernard asks the neighbors to feed the animals when he’s gone, but I have several deliveries coming this weekend.”
 
   “You’ve had several this week,” Nellie said.
 
   “And I’ll have more,” Gerald said, looking at Bernard and Nelson. “I trust you have been following the events?” he asked.
 
   “Oh yes,” Nelson said, and Bernard nodded.
 
   “Not telling you your business, but after this weekend, I wouldn’t stray far from home,” Gerald said in a low voice. “Can I ask everyone to turn off their cellphones or put them away?”
 
   “And I thought Nelson was paranoid,” Michelle said, turning off her phone and handing it to Gavin to put in the truck as did everyone else.
 
   “Homeland can activate them, turning them into listening devices,” Gerald explained. “When you two go to the farm, don’t take your cellphones. Homeland has started recording tracking data from the towers.”
 
   “How did you find that out?” Nelson asked, fighting an urge to run for the hills.
 
   “Oh, I knew they could do it, but it requires a warrant. My sister found out they started collecting tracking data two weeks ago,” Gerald explained.
 
   “So you think this is the tipping point?” Nelson asked.
 
   “The chairman of the Joint Chiefs has called sixty percent of all overseas military personnel home. If the tipping point’s not here, it will be soon,” Gerald said. 
 
   “You think our market will crash today?” Michelle asked.
 
   Gerald shook his head. “No, the feds dumped more gold on the market, and it’s stabilized for now, but the cards are starting to wobble. The ambassador from China is set to meet with the VP today. Have you tried to pull out a large sum from the bank?” he asked, looking around, and they nodded. “That’s the government trying to keep its hands on all available hard currency. That physical cash is what they’ll use next to stem the flow, but expect prices to skyrocket till the cards fall. A joint session of Congress is meeting behind closed doors, so we can expect something.”
 
   “What have you heard from work?” Nelson asked. After retiring, Gerald became a consultant to the special operations group at Fort Smith.
 
   “The boys are getting nervous,” he said. “Homeland is releasing a list of suspected terrorists that just happen to be preppers, gun owners, and Christians. The farm hasn’t been on any of the lists, but everyone but Bernard’s and Nellie’s name is on the list.”
 
   Feeling like the world was on his back, Nelson slumped his shoulders. “Damn,” he mumbled. “All that work trying to stay under the radar was for shit.”
 
   “Language,” Michelle snapped.
 
   “Nelson, I have more experience staying under the radar, and it didn’t work. We are on the list because we are in the NRA and have past military service,” Gerald explained. “I’ve seen the list.”
 
   Letting out a long sigh, Bernard asked, “How long do you think we have?”
 
   Gerald shrugged. “Don’t know, but when it goes, it will go fast. Not days but I guess a couple of weeks. Most people will continue to follow the rules, but slowly, they will turn.”
 
   “Have you talked to Matt?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Yeah, just came from his house. He said they were going down to Texas tonight as well.”
 
   Surprised at hearing that, Nelson looked at Michelle. “What?” she said. “I told Ashley we were going down early last night.”
 
   “You could’ve said something,” Nelson said.
 
   “Why? I handle the details; you handle the supplies,” Michelle informed him, making the group laugh. 
 
   “Well, I’m going to head out,” Gerald said, hugging the kids. “Stop and get some prepaid cellphones. Don’t program any numbers in them. Keep a small card with the numbers,” he said, handing over a card. “This is to my drop phone,” he said then climbed in his Bronco and left.
 
   “Let’s get this boy to his game,” Bernard announced. The others smiled and climbed in vehicles. Nelson armed the house and closed the garage doors then followed Michelle. “We’ll be fine on the farm,” Bernard said as Nelson pulled on the highway.
 
   “Hope so because if we aren’t, we wasted a lot of effort,” Nelson said.
 
   “The first year will be the worst, and the second won’t be much better, but people will start to work together after that.”
 
   “We have six fighters in our group. You think that’s enough?” Nelson asked.
 
   “After we make some modifications, it will be enough,” Bernard told him. “Remember, we have neighbors.”
 
   “Bernard, the closest is just over two miles away,” Nelson pointed out.
 
   Bernard grinned. “Wait till you see what Gerald has planned. A few more people that could shoot would be nice so we could work the land more, but can we really take a chance bringing in more this late in the game?”
 
   After thinking about that, Nelson said, “No, we’ll have to play it by ear. We all agreed it would only be our families that have come out—no friends or friends of friends.”
 
   They pulled into the baseball park, and Gavin grabbed his ball bag and took off. Nelson took a deep breath. “Bernard, please don’t threaten the umpire again.”
 
   “Then that idiot better call the strikes Gavin throws,” Bernard snapped. Sighing, Nelson hoped they had a different umpire than the last time. 
 
   They carried over chairs and set them up behind the fence as Olivia took off with the other little girls dressed as cheerleaders. All the girls were sisters of the players. 
 
   The game was underway, and it was the third inning when Bernard jumped out of his chair. The others turned to see him heading over to where the cheerleaders were. A group of older boys was picking on them, and at least one girl was crying. “You going to help?” Michelle asked, looking at Nelson.
 
   “Who’s going to bail us out if I go over there?” he asked. “I’ll help him get rid of the bodies.”
 
   “Bernard wouldn’t shoot them,” Michelle stated. Like them, Bernard and Nellie didn’t go anywhere unarmed.
 
   “You don’t shoot ten-year-old boys,” Nelson scoffed. “You break their legs and arms so that they can’t run or eat. Brings the point to leave the little girls alone,” he informed her.
 
   “You are so weird,” Michelle said, watching the small group of boys take off after Bernard scolded them. Then, the group of girls hugged his legs. Bernard reached down and picked up Olivia, who was wiping her face. “Oh damn, she’s crying,” she mumbled, and Nelson immediately jumped up with fire in his eyes, and she grabbed his arm. “Bernard is handling it,” she said, pulling him back down to his chair.
 
   Bernard carried Olivia off as they continued to watch the game. “If that umpire doesn’t pull his head out of his butt, I’m going to put my foot up it,” Nellie snarled.
 
   “I think Gavin threw a ball that time,” Michelle said with a sigh.
 
   Holding Devin in her arms, Nellie looked at Michelle. “Are you kidding? That was right down the middle,” she snapped. Nelson bit his tongue, wanting to tell her if it was down the middle, then the catcher wouldn’t have caught it in the dirt. Thankfully, Gavin struck the batter out, closing the inning before Nellie charged the field.
 
   Hearing Olivia laughing, Nelson turned around. “Oh my,” he said, and Michelle turned and sucked in a breath. Bernard was carrying Olivia, who had a mass of cotton candy that was almost as big as she was on a stick. In her other arm was a mass of candy boxes. “She’s going to be awake for three days,” Nelson predicted.
 
   Bernard sat down, putting Olivia in his lap. She was doing her best to whittle down the mass of cotton candy. “You beat those boys?” Nellie asked, getting up and spreading out a blanket to change Devin.
 
   “Told them the next time I would,” Bernard replied. 
 
   Hearing Olivia’s ragged breathing, Michelle dug in her bag and pulled out an inhaler. Olivia was tearing into the cotton candy but was wheezing very loud. Leaning over, Michelle gave her two puffs, and the wheezing slowly went away. Not concerned, Olivia kept right on eating. “You aren’t going to let her eat all that candy at once, are you?” Michelle asked Bernard.
 
   “She doesn’t get candy that often.” Bernard smiled, hugging Olivia. “Those mean boys made her cry. This is making her happy.”
 
   “Let her have the candy,” Nelson said beside her. “We will deal with the hyper child later.”
 
   “She’s a little girl, not a china doll,” Michelle said. “You two are spoiling her to no end.”
 
   Barely shaking his head as he watched Gavin’s team at bat, Nelson mumbled, “Woman, don’t start. I’ll hold you down and lick your face.”
 
   “I’ll help hold you down as he does it,” Bernard said beside her. Giving up, Michelle sat back and watched the game.
 
   When Gavin hit a double, they all jumped up, cheering. Even little Devin held up his hands, yelling. He didn’t know what for, but he did it. The next kid hit the ball to the second baseman and barely threw out the kid. As Bernard and Nellie yelled that the kid was safe, Gavin rounded third and headed home. 
 
   The first baseman saw Gavin halfway to home when he threw the ball, and Gavin dove as the catcher jumped to catch the ball. The catcher caught the ball, and Gavin slid across home plate in a cloud of dust. “Safe!” the umpire yelled, and the cheers erupted.
 
   As Gavin went into the dugout, Bernard sat back down with Olivia, who had finished the cotton candy and was working on several boxes of candy. “First good call the ump made all day,” Bernard said.
 
   Gavin’s team won the championship, and after team pictures, the family went over to take their own. Bernard and Nellie smiled when Nelson and Michelle called them over, getting someone to take a picture of all of them together.
 
   As expected, the sugar rush hit Olivia like a tidal wave. Nelson was sure she was actually vibrating as the sugar coursed through her veins. They loaded up and stopped at a diner to eat then headed to Texas.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   It was evening when they reached the hotel. Nelson didn’t envy Michelle and Nellie one bit for having to ride five hundred miles with a hyper five-year-old. Gavin fell asleep in the back of the truck before they even made it out of Missouri, but little Olivia was bouncing as they climbed out of the vehicles. 
 
   Seeing the look on Michelle’s face as she walked over to him, Nelson gave serious thought to running. “Your daughter hasn’t stopped for one second,” she said, stopping in front of him. “I’m going to get the rooms. You deal with her,” she snapped and spun around, storming off.
 
   Bernard walked over beside him. “Women folk tend to be high-strung, don’t they?”
 
   “Yeah, but I think it’s only to keep men in line,” Nelson admitted.
 
   “True,” Bernard said, walking over to pick up Olivia as Nellie got Devin out of his car seat. It wasn’t long before Michelle came back and handed him the card keys.
 
   “I’m going to get the phones Gerald wanted us to get,” she announced, and Nelson knew she needed space from the hyper child.
 
   Carrying Devin, Nellie came over. “We will watch the kids and take them down to the diner. Why don’t you two go?” she offered.
 
   “Nellie, Olivia is still going hard. She talked to the TV in the back for the last six hours,” Michelle warned her.
 
   “That is good for her,” Nellie sighed. “Not every day but every so often.” 
 
   “We have them, and they can stay with us tonight,” Bernard said. “You two need some time alone.”
 
   Michelle looked at Nelson, who shrugged. “Hey, I’m not going to argue with them. They’re both armed and holding my kids,” he said, making Michelle smile. They unloaded the luggage and left the kids with Nana and Pappy.
 
   At the mall, they found a kiosk that sold the prepaid phones. Nelson was shocked when Michelle bought six. “I told Ashley I would buy theirs,” she explained as she counted out the money they had pulled out of the safe.
 
   They went to an office supply store and bought some cards and a few other things before going to eat. It was late when they got back and just headed to bed.
 
   They were up before dawn and called down to make sure Bernard and Nellie were up. Not surprised, they heard the kids in the background. Gathering their stuff, they showered fast and headed down to their room. Inside, they found Matt with his family.
 
   Matt reminded Nelson of a no-neck linebacker. He was five foot eleven but was muscle-bound, pushing way past stocky. His dirty blond hair was crew cut, and he had dark hazel eyes. Ashley was the complete opposite at five foot one and tiny. Her body was hard from workouts and running marathons but still small. Straight, strawberry blond hair fell just past her shoulders.
 
   Their four-year-old daughter Brittany, who was a small clone of Ashley, was playing with Olivia, and even though Olivia was a year older, they were the same height. Their youngest, Mike, was in Ashley’s arms, sound asleep, when they walked in.
 
   Walking over, Matt hugged both of them. “I don’t want any hard feelings today when Ashley and I win,” he grinned.
 
   “Hey, miracles do happen,” Nelson said as Michelle hugged Matt and went to Ashley. Bernard walked over, and Nelson laughed. “Regret your decision now to keep the kids, don’t you?” he asked.
 
   “Are you kidding? That was a blast,” Bernard smiled.
 
   “Well, feel free to do it anytime you want,” Nelson chuckled, turning to Matt. “You heard anything? Gerald said he talked to you.”
 
   The smile fell off Matt’s face. “The department almost didn’t let me off. Homeland issued a nationwide alert for unrest.”
 
   “The market only lost sixty points yesterday.”
 
   “The Reserve increased interest rates on bonds to control inflation. I checked the web this morning, and China wants cash now for their bonds,” Matt said in a solemn voice. “Of course, none of the networks have said a thing, but a movie star was arrested for rape yesterday,” he added.
 
   Thinking about that for a minute, Nelson just huffed. “Well, we can’t do anything about it. Let’s get the crew ready and head to the range. I’m ready for them to write me a check,” he finished with a grin.
 
   “Second place pays fairly well.” Matt grinned.
 
   Nelson laughed. “I’m glad you’ll have some money then.”
 
   Michelle passed out the cellphones and cards with numbers. Next to the numbers were the initials of the person. They would use their regular phones until they needed privacy. After eating, they caravanned to the gun range. The sun was just starting to rise, and the parking lot was already packed. 
 
   Unloading strollers, they put the babies in, and Nelson pulled something out of his range bag. “Gavin, come here,” he said, and Gavin ran over. “Here,” Nelson said, smiling. Gavin held up a blue polo shirt like the one Nelson and Michelle were wearing with all their sponsors.
 
   “Alright!” he shouted, putting it on. 
 
   “Gavin, you listen to Bernard. With him here, you two can watch how the clays are flying before you have to shoot,” Nelson said.
 
   The group headed to the main building and paid the entry fees. Nellie stayed with the couples as Bernard and Gavin headed to the skeet ranges. To Nelson and Michelle’s surprise, Olivia didn’t throw a fit to go with them since she had Brittany to play with. 
 
   Matt and Nelson set up their small canopy and tables, and then the group moved over, laying out equipment. “Nelson Jackson,” a man with a range officer armband said as he walked up.
 
   “That’s me,” Nelson said, turning around.
 
   “Range two in five minutes,” the range officer told him and left.
 
   Grabbing his stuff, Nelson kissed Michelle. “Good luck, baby,” he said and left.
 
   At noon, the group was soaked in sweat and sitting under the canopy. They sat eating sandwiches as Bernard and Gavin walked up, both wearing huge grins. “Heard you were doing good,” Nelson said, looking at Gavin. “I saw your fourth round and have to admit you can hit those clays.”
 
   Bernard put his hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “He won,” he said, and everyone stopped eating.
 
   “The finals are this afternoon,” Michelle said, getting up and walking over to hug Gavin.
 
   “For our team shoot, but the junior class finished, and Gavin got first,” Bernard stated proudly.
 
   Everyone jumped up, hugging Gavin and congratulating him. “How are you two doing in your team?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Fifty points ahead of our closest competition,” Bernard grinned. “Unless we miss most of our targets, we’ll win it. How are y’all doing?”
 
   Michelle smiled as Nelson spun around and sat down, grabbing his sandwich. “Nelson fell to third after his last run. Matt’s in fifth. I’m in second, and Ashley is in sixth,” Michelle said. “Nelson has had several people that wanted to buy the thermal optics he brought though.” Nelson silently mimicked her mouth movement, feeling disgusted.
 
   Matt sat back down. “Dude, you have to admit Jerry is one of the best,” he said, picking up his sandwich. 
 
   “I thought he was going to be in Arizona,” Nelson said and grabbed his water bottle as an older man walked over. “He needs to retire.”
 
   “Hey Nelson, good run,” he said, stopping in front of Nelson.
 
   “Jerry, don’t start,” Nelson said then drained his water bottle.
 
   Jerry grinned. “Can I talk to you for a second?” he asked, looking at Bernard and Nellie.
 
   Nelson got up. “Sure,” he said, and Jerry led him away from the crowd. “What’s so important?”
 
   “The ATF is out in the parking lot taking pictures of all the cars’ license plates,” Jerry said with a worried expression.
 
   The sweat on Nelson’s skin suddenly felt very cold, and goosebumps sprang up. “Are you sure?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Saw it myself. One of the range officers told me, and I went to check,” Jerry replied. “They have several officers out here checking weapons, making sure they haven’t been modified to full auto.”
 
   “This is not good,” Nelson said, and Jerry turned around and jerked a thumb over his shoulder.
 
   “That’s one there walking around with a video camera,” Jerry said, and Nelson looked up and saw the man walking around, filming the crowd. It was then Nelson saw the badge on the man’s belt.
 
   “Is that legal?” Nelson asked.
 
   Jerry shrugged. “Even if it isn’t, who is going to stop them? One of the sponsors tried and was threatened with arrest. He was told this is a public event even if the range isn’t.”
 
   “I suddenly feel like I’m in Germany with Hitler at the helm,” Nelson mumbled.
 
   “I wanted to tell you because they are really watching any of us with big sponsors.”
 
   Nelson held out his hand. “Thanks for the warning,” he said, and they shook hands. “Just reaffirms why I’m heading home after this.”
 
   “Nelson, they are feds. They can get you anywhere,” Jerry said as they walked back. When they reached the group, Jerry walked off.
 
   “What was that about?” Michelle asked.
 
   “Come sit in my lap, baby,” Nelson said, sitting down. Confused, Michelle walked over and sat down in his lap. As Nelson whispered in her ear what Jerry told him, mister video stopped in front of them, videoing the entire group, then walked on. When Nelson finished whispering, he said, “Tell the others, but keep it low.”
 
   They cleaned their weapons as Michelle walked around, whispering what Nelson told her. They all became worried as the horn sounded for competition to resume. Matt grabbed his gear. “If I walk up to them and say, ‘Sieg heil,’ will they leave me alone?” he asked.
 
   “Don’t think so,” Nelson said, grabbing his gear.
 
   That afternoon, Nelson was standing in the second place spot beside Jerry in first, and Matt stood in the third place spot as checks were handed out. Michelle won her division, and Ashley came in fourth. Gavin got his first-place prize, and he and Bernard took their first-place check.
 
   All in all, the group was leaving with over ten grand in prize money, and Nelson had many who were interested in the thermal optics.
 
   As they walked to the truck, Nelson looked over at Bernard, who was carrying Olivia and Brittany. “I’m glad you didn’t bring your truck now,” he said, seeing the black SUVs with government plates leaving.
 
   “Hell, I’m tempted to go tell them who I am,” Bernard said with his face turning red.
 
   Nelson stopped. “Please don’t. We have a hiding place for the little ones,” he said in a low voice.
 
   “That’s the only thing that stopped me,” Bernard said as he walked past.
 
   The group piled in vehicles and headed home. It was after midnight when they reached the house, but instead of sleeping, they left the kids in the vehicles and started loading supplies, praying this would end and not get worse.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   Feeling pain from her muscles as she moved, Michelle opened her eyes and looked at the clock on the nightstand and saw it was just after five a.m. “I feel like someone beat me with a bat,” she moaned, sitting up.
 
   “Well, when they finished with you, they came after me,” Nelson groaned beside her.
 
   They had loaded the vehicles and the two trailers to capacity and headed to the farm and unloaded, leaving their phones at home. When they finished, they turned around and headed back home. They didn’t make it to church but stayed up with the kids until the sun set then collapsed.
 
   Slowly getting out of bed, Michelle moaned. “At least now if we have to leave, we can carry what we need and not leave stuff,” she said, moving to the bathroom.
 
   Nelson climbed out of bed. “Yes, we can carry everything to the farm now with room to spare,” he agreed. “We need to back the trailers in the garage and load them.”
 
   Freezing in the bathroom doorway, Michelle snapped, “If you want to do that today, you can kiss my butt,” Michelle snapped.
 
   “I’ll kiss your butt anyway,” Nelson said, walking over, and Michelle laughed.
 
   “Don’t even think about it,” she grinned as he hugged her gently. The house phone rang, startling them both.
 
   Nelson let her go and walked over to the phone on the nightstand. “This better be good,” he grumbled and picked up the phone. “Hello.”
 
   “Are you watching the TV?” a voice shouted. Pulling the phone from his ear, Nelson looked at the caller ID.
 
   “Bernard?” he asked, slowly putting the phone back to his ear.
 
   “ARE YOU WATCHING THE TV?!” Bernard screamed.
 
   “I literally just got out of bed,” Nelson said, changing ears because that one was now ringing. 
 
   “They took America’s savings!” Bernard yelled.
 
   “What?” Nelson snapped. “Who did?”
 
   “Congress,” Bernard shouted. “They passed a bill this weekend that took over all 401 plans and IRAs, and the president signed it. The bill took effect last night at midnight!”
 
   Feeling dizzy, Nelson dropped down on the bed. “And you’re sure about this?” he asked reluctantly. 
 
   “It’s on every channel. Hell, even ESPN is running it.” Bernard finally just spoke and quit yelling.
 
   “I’ll call you back,” Nelson said and hung up then ran out of the bedroom.
 
   “What is it?” Michelle asked, following him in a run, forgetting her sore body.
 
   Grabbing the remote, Nelson turned on the TV and turned to a news channel. At the bottom of the screen, a banner with bold letters read, “Congress seizes all saving plans,” with a ticker below listing all affected saving plans. From what he was reading, Nelson concluded it was all of them, leaving only bank accounts unaffected. 
 
   “Oh my God,” Nelson said, dropping to the couch.
 
   “They can’t do that,” Michelle said, dropping down beside him, reading the ticker as Nelson turned up the volume to listen to a female reporter standing in front of the Congressional building.
 
   “…the Speaker of the House said this move was to ensure Americans’ savings were secured in the event of a market crash. All people affected will be issued bonds and paid out of the Social Security fund. The bill went into effect last night, so people can’t even withdraw their savings today. The president assured us Americans will be able to withdraw funds against their savings like they always could, but it would be several months before the Federal Reserve would have the system in place.” The reporter stopped and took a breath as the screen split, showing a male reporter sitting in the studio.
 
   “Tammy, have they given any indication why they did this?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, Mark, they said with the recent collapse of the Asian markets, they wanted to secure the savings of Americans,” Tammy replied.
 
   “Has there been a legal challenge announced?” Mark asked.
 
   “Yes, Mark. In an unprecedented move, the president sent the bill from his office on Sunday to the Supreme Court to determine the legality, and with a unanimous decision, the court released a brief saying the government was not taking the money, only securing it with government backing. The public still had the same funds,” she replied.
 
   “Is the government expecting trouble after this announcement?”
 
   “I was told by a senator that they were expecting trouble, but they believed people would remain calm when they saw the system was protecting them. Homeland has moved the threat level to red, telling all law enforcement to be expecting trouble. The president has asked Americans to continue on with their lives as the Federal Reserve sets up the new system.”
 
   “What have you heard from the public so far?”
 
   “It’s seven a.m. now, and we are receiving reports of thousands of people not showing up for work. If the figures stay the same, many business won’t open today, Mark. We received word that all Wal-Mart and Target stores are closing today because not enough employees are reporting for work. A Target spokesman said they would open up Tuesday but had to verify they could get enough employees in. I’m told this is happening to all chains.”
 
   “Any reports of unrest?” Mark asked, and Nelson fought the urge to start talking to the TV.
 
   Tammy’s face became sorrowful. “Yes, Mark, we received word that an IRS building in Georgia was firebombed an hour ago. No injuries are reported since the building was empty.”
 
   The phone rang, making both of them jump. Nelson picked up the phone and saw it was the store. “Hello.”
 
   “Thank God you’re awake,” Daren said, very excited. “I take it you’ve heard.”
 
   “Yes, I’m listening now,” Nelson said as he turned down the TV, and Michelle grabbed the remote and turned on the captioning.
 
   “Nelson, I’ve had nineteen call-ins so far,” Daren said with tremors in his voice.
 
   “Shut the store down,” Nelson said, standing up. “Call the police, and have them send an off-duty officer over there as a guard. Pay him what you have to, but get one there, and if you can get more, do it. Put signs out, and leave the gates down.”
 
   “Okay, and just to let you know, it’s the same everywhere in our region,” Daren said.
 
   “I’m on my way in. I’ll send out a mass e-mail telling the other store managers the same thing,” Nelson said.
 
   “Be careful coming in. I didn’t see anything, but you never know,” Daren said then hung up.
 
   Nelson ran to the bedroom and pulled out his laptop and started getting dressed as the computer came on. Forgetting the suit, he wore jeans, t-shirt, and a button-up shirt and grabbed the full-sized 1911 and four magazines. Seeing the computer was on, he pulled up the company intranet and sent out the e-mail. “You’re going in,” Michelle said behind him.
 
   “Yes, baby,” he said.
 
   “Hey, those fucks just stole over eighty thousand dollars from us, and you’re going to work,” she snapped.
 
   “Oh, so you can cuss,” he said, closing the laptop.
 
   She walked over and grabbed his arm. “Nelson, you know as well as I do that it’s about to get really bad. These aren’t some ghetto people they just stopped food stamps on. These are hardworking people.”
 
   “Yes I know, but I’m going to see what I can do at the store. If it’s that bad, I’ll quit,” he offered. 
 
   About to reply, the phone rang, and Michelle walked over and looked at the caller ID. “It’s my work,” she said, letting the phone ring. “I’ll call them today and turn in my notice,” she said, turning to Nelson. “We have enough money stored now to retire on.”
 
   “I hear you,” Nelson said. “Get the checks from our winnings. I’ll get what I can from the store.”
 
   Surprised, Michelle said, “Now that is a good idea,” and walked out of the bedroom.
 
   Nelson walked over to his nightstand and took out his compact 1911 as well and put it in the small of his back with the two magazines. Closing the small safe, he grabbed his cellphone and found Michelle in the kitchen, making him a cup of coffee. “How are we on Olivia’s medications?” he asked.
 
   “Two years’ worth easy,” Michelle answered without thinking. 
 
   “Can you and Gavin start loading the trailers?” he asked as the phone rang again. He walked over and saw it was Matt. “Hello.”
 
   “Dude, please tell me you slipped me some acid and this isn’t real,” Matt cried out.
 
   “I wish it was that simple.”
 
   “The station just called and told me I had four sixteen-hour shifts for the next week and my entire retirement is now gone. They told Ashley that she had to do the same. Our daycare is closed until further notice,” Matt said.
 
   “Tell Ashley to stay at home,” Nelson offered.
 
   “The captain said if she didn’t report, she was fired,” Matt said, on the verge of tears. They lived paycheck to paycheck and needed both incomes.
 
   Michelle walked over. “Matt, tell Ashley to bring the kids here. I can watch them today because I quit,” she yelled out.
 
   “Dude, your wife quit?” Matt asked, shocked.
 
   “Hey, if it’s that bad, I’m quitting today,” Nelson said.
 
   Silence filled the phone as Matt processed what he heard. “She’ll quit today if it’s bad. I’ll try to help as long as I can,” Matt finally said. “I’ll try to stop by the store,” he added then hung up.
 
   “You want to take one of the dogs?” Michelle asked.
 
   Now that’s not a bad idea, Nelson thought. “I’ll take Zeus, and if something happens here, call me. If you can’t get through, I’m taking one of our radios, and you can use that.”
 
   She handed him the mug of coffee. “I don’t think violence will spread to the suburbs yet,” she said. “But if it does, you’ll find bodies in the yard when you come home.”
 
   Knowing she was serious and she could do it filled Nelson with a sense of pride and relief. He had watched Michelle gun down attackers in Iraq, so he felt confident she would do it faster at home. “Yard needs fertilizer anyway,” he said, hugging her. “Keep a pistol on you today. I’ll call and check on you.”
 
   “Please come home if it gets bad,” she said, burrowing in his chest.
 
   “Don’t worry about that. If it gets bad, I’m only staying in this house long enough to get out of here,” Nelson said, letting her go. He grabbed a leash and clipped it to Zeus. “You mind if I take your ride? We have over a hundred gallons of gas but only fifty of diesel.”
 
   “It doesn’t have that big-ass bumper on it,” Michelle reminded him. 
 
   “Ooh, good point,” he said, walking out. He and Zeus jumped in his truck and were soon on the road. Turning on the radio, the news was still blowing up about the twenty trillion dollars the government had taken from the people. The store wasn’t even ten miles from the house as the crow flies but was almost triple that by road. It wasn’t even six when he pulled up to the empty parking lot. He sighed upon seeing a police car parked at the front doors as Nelson pulled in his spot. 
 
   He climbed out, grabbing the leash, and Zeus was surprised he was coming but jumped out enthusiastically. Using his key, Nelson unlocked the side door and scanned his card, hearing the door click open. He walked in and found Daren heading toward him.
 
   “I got two officers on duty here. One’s outside, the other is inside, and both have key cards to use the employee entrance. The mayor guaranteed we would have coverage for the week if we paid them,” Daren said and fell in beside him. “You know this just had to happen,” he huffed. “I got six calls wanting thermals from your little trip.”
 
   “Hey, it might be alright,” Nelson offered.
 
   “Blow that smoke somewhere else,” Daren mumbled. “I maxed out my 401 every year as my wife did. We lost over a quarter of a million dollars. Social Security can’t pay what they have now with what the government steals from the workers in taxes, and they take from us who were smart enough to save for retirement.”
 
   Nelson turned down the hallway to his office. “We can hope.”
 
   “Yeah, hope in one hand and shit in the other. See which one fills up first,” Daren said. “How much did you lose?”
 
   “A lot,” Nelson lied.
 
   “Seem pretty relaxed about it,” Daren said.
 
   “What can I do about it now?” he asked, opening his office. “The banks won’t let me touch it.”
 
   “You can’t go to a bank today,” Daren said. “Haven’t you heard? ATMs across the nation have been drained, and the Federal Reserve has declared a bank holiday until further notice.”
 
   About to walk into his office, Nelson froze and turned around. “When did you hear this?”
 
   “Just before you got here,” Daren said.
 
   Shaking his head, Nelson walked over to his desk. “Have any of the assistant managers called?”
 
   “I got in touch with one that could come in today if needed. The other three told me they might come in tomorrow. So far, I have ten people who’ll come in tomorrow if needed and two stockmen here now,” Daren reported, dropping down on the couch.
 
   “Get the museum firearms locked down. Put them in the safe while I see about the other stores and try to get someone from corporate,” Nelson said as he sat and opened e-mails. “Get me a radio so I can talk to you.”
 
   Daren stood up, took off his radio, and passed it over. “Your dog looks like he wants my leg to chew on.”
 
   “Zeus would never do that unless I told him,” Nelson said as Daren walked out, keeping an eye on Zeus. Seeing replies from all the stores in his district, Nelson opened them and found all the stores were locked down and under police protection. Then, he noticed an e-mail from the ATF. He was under the store’s FFL and got notices from them all the time, but this one was in red and said “urgent.” When he clicked it open, his heart sped up.
 
   “To all FFL Dealers,
 
   Effective immediately, all firearm sales are suspended until further notice due to the inability to run background checks. All firearms must be secured per the requirements of your licensure. Any breach will be dealt with according to the current Federal laws. Even sales to persons with a concealed permit may not purchase a firearm until the database comes online.
 
   Before opening for business you must call our Washington office and notify them you are opening even without the ability to sell firearms. You must justify your reasons for opening and they must be valid. 
 
   Warning, opening without approval will result in immediate revoking of current FFL and imprisonment. 
 
   Thank you for your cooperation.
 
   Director of the ATF Stanley Fisher”
 
   Grabbing the radio, he squeezed the button. “Hey, Daren, did you get a message from the ATF?”
 
   “Shit, I don’t know. I’ve been busy,” he shot back. “Why what does it say?”
 
   “Go to your computer, and see if they sent you one now.”
 
   “On my way,” Daren huffed.
 
   Digging through his rolodex, he found the vice president he reported to: Harry Winters. Dialing the first number, he reached voicemail, then Nelson dialed the next.
 
   “Hello,” a solemn voice answered.
 
   “Harry, it’s Nelson Jackson, district manager for region one.”
 
   “Hey, Nelson,” Harry said, moving the phone around. “This is some major stuff, huh?”
 
   “You have no idea. All district stores are secured but won’t open.”
 
   “Well, that’s good news. When do you think we can open?”
 
   “Harry, you’re not going to believe this, but I have an e-mail from the ATF telling me we can’t without their approval,” Nelson said.
 
   “Are you fucking kidding me?!” Harry shouted.
 
   “I’m sending you a copy now.”
 
   The phone rustled. “I’m heading to my computer,” Harry said, his voice animated. It was several minutes until Harry spoke. “Well, we’ll have to call them and tell them we just won’t sell guns.”
 
   “It will have to be you or the boss.”
 
   “I’ll do better than that; I’ll get legal on it.”
 
   “Harry, you do realize we have massive amounts of guns here, right?” Nelson said.
 
   “Yes, we used to be able to sell them. What’s your point?” he asked.
 
   “Riots aren’t going to be far from this, you realize,” Nelson said in a low voice. “If we open our doors and there are guns here, they won’t be for long. I’m having the museum put in the vault, but even with the gun room, we won’t be able to secure the rest.”
 
   “What do you propose? And don’t say let the cops have them because we will never get them back.”
 
   “Myself and the store manager are on the store’s FFL as well as two of the assistant managers. We can secure them offsite until this blows over. Legally, we can do that.”
 
   Harry sat for several minutes. “That does sound good. Just get a list of who has what. If they need to take a safe home, let them,” he finally said.
 
   “I don’t have the authority to tell my other store managers to do that. It will have to come from someone higher up the food chain than me,” Nelson said.
 
   “I’ll take care of that after I call legal and send out e-mails authorizing the removal of company property,” Harry said.
 
   “The stores are paying off-duty cops to guard them, and I’m getting feedback they want cash, and the stores don’t have that much on hand.”
 
   “I’ll get legal on that as well,” Harry said. “I know you’re not an expert, but how long do you think before looting starts?”
 
   “Here, it will be several days, but places like Dallas, Shreveport, Atlanta, and the others in big cities, I figure you have today,” Nelson replied.
 
   No one said anything for several minutes. “Shit,” Harry finally spat. “I’m going to call a board meeting. Until further notice, keep the store closed, and secure the weapons. I’ll call you back later today,” he said, hanging up the phone.
 
   Smiling, Nelson hung up as a voice screamed out of the CB store radio. “This is Nazi bullshit!”
 
   Nelson picked up the radio. “Daren, please control your words on an open channel,” he said calmly.
 
   “Sorry,” Daren mumbled.
 
   “Daren, meet me at the gun counter,” Nelson said, getting up. He grabbed Zeus’ leash and took off at a fast trot. When he got to the gun counter, he found Daren waiting for him. “The store is to remain closed until we hear from the bosses,” he said, stopping beside Daren.
 
   “Thank God,” Daren said. “With the banks closed, I just found out we can’t run credit cards, and people can’t get money,” he spat.
 
   “Are you willing to take some of these firearms to your house and secure them there?” Nelson asked.
 
   Thinking Nelson was joking, Daren waited for the punch line. When he realized Nelson was being serious, he threw his hands up and asked, “You want me to secure company property at my house after all this?”
 
   Nelson moved over and got in his face. “Daren, you can’t change shit; just make do with what you have,” he said then lowered his voice. “You can take stock home that’s worth thousands of dollars and secure it until the company can open if they ever can.”
 
   Daren thought about that and tried to smile. “Well, if push came to shove, I could feed my family,” he mumbled, and then a thought hit him. “Wait, if people found out I had these, they would kill my family.”
 
   “I suggest you not store them at your home where you’re staying. In fact, I would recommend getting to a place nobody knows you are at,” Nelson offered.
 
   Daren thought it over and nodded. “Yeah I can do that,” he said. “Only one problem: I have a Honda Civic.”
 
   Nelson grabbed his shoulder. “Dude, there is a brand new Dodge Ram 4x4 quad cab sitting in the front of the store. We are to secure valuable merchandise until this blows over.”
 
   “That truck belongs to a dealership, not us,” Daren said.
 
   Giving up, Nelson threw up his hands. “I’ve given you options; it’s up to you to take them or not,” he said, walking behind the counter.
 
   “Okay, I’ll do it,” Daren said. “We will have coverage from the home office, right?” 
 
   “Harry is sending us an e-mail. We are to make a list of what we have with us, but remember: If something is stolen, just write it up,” Nelson said.
 
   “I’m going to get the keys to the truck from my office,” Daren said, throwing Nelson the keys to the gun cabinets and safe room then took off at a run.
 
   Smiling, Nelson opened the display cabinets and started pulling out all the automatics and laid them on the counter. Then, he dug out the cases and started boxing them up. When he came to the suppressor case, he stopped. He had four at home for AR-15s and one for his .22. Seeing a Ruger .22 pistol with a suppressor, he opened the case and grabbed it. 
 
   “You now have a new home,” Nelson said, working the action. He found the box and put the gun inside. He unloaded the case and found one each of a fifty caliber, a 7.62 and .338 Lapua, then fifteen 5.56 suppressors, twenty .22 suppressors, ten 9mm suppressors, and ten .45 suppressors. He stacked them on the counter and put the singles in his pile but would see how many Daren would take. 
 
   He took all the flash mounts for them and put them on the counter as he heard a truck start up at the front of the store and shut off. It wasn’t long before he heard running footfalls heading toward him. “I have to get the gas from the back because it’s almost empty, but I’m in business,” Daren said with a grin.
 
   “How many suppressors do you want?” Nelson asked, moving over to the counter. 
 
   “What about the ones in the gun room?” Daren asked, and Nelson looked at him. “There are about that many in the gun room. They are big sellers, so I increased the inventory, and you approved it.”
 
   “I’ll take these then, and you take those.”
 
   “What the hell do I need to store sixty suppressors for if I take the guns? Looters can’t use them.”
 
   “Fine, I’ll take them, but you really need to take a few, especially the .22. You can use them to hunt and keep the noise down,” Nelson said.
 
   “How did you know I’m heading to my hunting camp?” Daren asked.
 
   “I don’t—or didn’t.”
 
   “Shit, I’m not good at this covert shit,” Daren mumbled. “I’ll take a few of the others as well.”
 
   They went to work, and Nelson convinced Daren that they needed to take the weapons that held the most ammo first. Daren left and came back with the small forklift, carrying a stack of pallets. “We can put at least two in the back of each truck and cover them with tarps,” he said, climbing off the forklift. 
 
   “Don’t know about you, but I’m taking one of the trailers in the back room,” Nelson said, pulling a pallet down and stacking cases on it.
 
   “The four-wheeler trailers?” Daren asked.
 
   “Yep,” Nelson said without stopping. 
 
   “I need to put a tow system on that truck,” Daren said, walking over.
 
   Nelson paused. “It has one; you just need the two-inch mount, and they are in the automotive area,” he said and started stacking again. 
 
   They worked for an hour filling up six pallets when phones rang around the store. Daren stopped and went over to answer it. “Daren,” he said, picking up the phone. “Yes sir, he’s right here,” he said and turned to Nelson. “It’s Harry.”
 
   Nelson walked over, wiping his brow. “Nelson here.”
 
   “Nelson, it’s a true world of shit here,” Harry almost shouted. “The ATF told legal if we open, we are going to jail, and if our weapons weren’t secure, we were going to jail.”
 
   “Working on that now, Harry,” Nelson said.
 
   “Good. I sent the e-mail, and legal agrees we need any firearm not able to be put in the safes secured,” Harry said.
 
   “It will be done before the day is out, and we have the paperwork of what we have. I’m putting one copy of the paperwork in my office, and each of us has one,” Nelson said.
 
   “Can you send me a copy?” Harry asked.
 
   “Not right away. We are taking the ATF paper and making copies. So far, we are talking like six hundred guns,” Nelson said. “Give me a few days, and I will be able to,” he offered.
 
   “Forget it if you keep one on-site,” Harry said. “I sent out to all stores to follow your way of securing them. All stores will pay the officers with cash on hand for the next four days; then, corporate will be sending cash directly to the police station to pay until we can reopen.”
 
   “Any idea on when?” Nelson asked.
 
   Harry let out a long sigh. “The ATF said we are to stay closed for the next fourteen days; then, they will evaluate if we can open,” he groaned. “Oh and Nelson, the director of the ATF called just a few minutes ago and said no ammunition whatsoever is to be sold, and it must be secured along with the weapons.”
 
   “I hope you’re kidding because there is no way we can secure that much,” Nelson said.
 
   “Just do the best you can,” Harry told him. “The director asked about the class three weapons at some of our stores with the fine gun rooms, and I assured him they would be locked down first.”
 
   “I can assure you of that, sir,” Nelson grinned.
 
   “I’ll try to call you back this afternoon after the board meeting,” Harry said and hung up.
 
   Nelson turned to Daren and told him what was said. 
 
   “Nelson, we have like thirty class three weapons here,” Daren said.
 
   “Get the ones you’re willing to take, and I’ll take the others,” Nelson said, moving back to the pallets.
 
   “Shit if I’m taking those. The ATF will shoot my ass if one of those disappears.”
 
   Giving up on Daren, Nelson shook his head. “Go and get more pallets,” he said, walking into the store room and coming out with a flatbed cart. “When you get back, we will take the rifles out here with limited magazines and put them in the gun room and take those in the gun room that have expanded or removable magazines and load them up,” he said and stopped.
 
   “They are already in the gun room; it’s a big safe. Why do we want to exchange them out?” Daren asked.
 
   “They are worried more about the weapons that hold more bullets, Daren. Any safe can be broken into, and they would rather lose bolt-action rifles than an AR-15,” Nelson said, pulling the cart toward the fine gun room and calling Zeus to follow.
 
   “The more reason I don’t want too many of them,” Daren mumbled, getting in the forklift.
 
   Nelson found the two stockmen still working on the museum and told them, “Good work,” on his way. He used the keys to the fine gun room then the key pad to finish unlocking it. He pulled his cart in and just stared at the expensive guns on the wall. 
 
   “Wish I could take a few of you,” he said, pulling his cart over to the class three section. Unlocking the case, he started pulling the weapons out. There were several M-16s and M-4s, even one with a grenade launcher, but civilians could only buy the chalk rounds. He pulled out an M-60E3 and a SAW and smiled, hoping there was some belted ammo in the back. 
 
   He picked up a Thompson submachine gun and held it like the pictures of Al Capone. “Oh yeah, I can be a gangster,” he chuckled and put the gun on the cart. When he was done, he walked to the back and found several cases of belted ammo. He grabbed them and put them on the flatbed. He counted thirty-two fully automatic guns as he pulled the flatbed out.
 
   When he got back to the gun counter, Daren was returning with more pallets. Nelson left the cart and walked over to Daren. “Come unlock the bay door so I can pull my truck inside,” he said, calling Zeus to follow him outside.
 
   Daren ran up beside him. “Why do you have two radios on your belt?” he asked.
 
   “The other is so my wife can contact me,” Nelson said.
 
   They walked through the store in silence until they reached the employee entrance. “You’re a prepper, aren’t you?” Daren asked.
 
   “No, I just stay prepared,” Nelson lied.
 
   Daren didn’t buy it. “I always thought you were,” he said as they stopped by the door.
 
   Nelson looked at him. “First rule is you don’t tell anyone what you have.”
 
   “Can I come over to your house?” Daren asked.
 
   Nelson shook his head. “You’ve seen how big my house is. I can’t take anymore.”
 
   “I bet you have somewhere you can run to,” Daren said.
 
   “Daren,” Nelson said, getting very serious. “Not saying I do, but if I did, that means there would be others there, and if I showed up with someone who isn’t part of the group, they would be shot, and I would be kicked out. I would be bringing someone who hadn’t helped set it up but would use the resources that had been prepared.”
 
   “That’s tough,” Daren said, shocked.
 
   “Your hunting camp fits all the areas one needs for a retreat, Daren. It’s far from anyone, has water and shelter, and can be defended easily,” Nelson said, and Daren suddenly felt relieved. Nelson looked out the small window but didn’t see anyone. “I’m going outside. Meet me at the bay door,” he said, walking out and putting his hand on his pistol.
 
   He could see a few cars on the road and a mass of people at the grocery store down the road but nothing close. “Zeus in,” he said, hitting the unlock button and opening the door. Zeus jumped up and went to the passenger seat as Nelson climbed in and started the truck. 
 
   A police officer came over, and Nelson held up his ID and waved. The cop waved back and went back the front of the store. Feeling like a thousand eyes were on him, Nelson drove to the back of the store and backed up as Daren opened the bay door that was used to bring in the big displays like cars and boats.
 
   As Nelson backed to the middle of the store, Daren shut the bay door and locked it. Nelson climbed out, followed by Zeus. “Want to take a ten-minute break?” he asked Daren.
 
   Daren looked at his watch and saw it was close to noon. “Yeah, just let me grab something to drink, and I’ll back that truck back here,” he said and walked away.
 
   “Hey, make sure you point the front at the bay door so you don’t have to back out with a trailer,” Nelson said, walking over to the checkout in clothing. He grabbed the phone and dialed home.
 
   “Took you long enough to call,” Michelle snapped after the first ring.
 
   “Are you and the kids okay?” he asked.
 
   “We’re fine, but I’ve been worried sick,” she said, and Nelson heard an adult voice in the background.
 
   “Who’s at the house with you?” he asked.
 
   “Nellie. Bernard dropped her off here an hour ago and headed back to the farm. She found out I was watching Ashley’s kids and came to help,” Michelle said with thankfulness. 
 
   “What have you heard?” he asked.
 
   “There are riots in New York and L.A., and they are reporting unrest in several other places, but buildings are burning there, and the governors are calling in the National Guard. The banks are closed until further notice, and all the ATMs are out of money,” she said.
 
   “Have you been able to pack?” 
 
   “You’re damn right I have.”
 
   “Okay, baby, I need to go. I love you,” he said.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “Can’t say, and you wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” he smirked.
 
   She groaned. “Please be careful. Nothing has happened in Springfield yet besides protest at some banks. I love you,” she said and hung up.
 
   Hanging the phone up, Nelson walked over to a cooler and grabbed two bottles of water. Seeing a bowl for spare change, he dumped it out and filled it with water then called Zeus over, who started lapping it up. He opened the other bottle and walked to the back where the ATVs and boats were showcased.
 
   On the back wall were several trailers. One was a long, twenty-two-foot able to carry four ATVs and another that was almost as big. Nelson knew which one he was getting as he walked over and looked at the ATVs. He had an electric, off-road buggy and a hybrid buggy, three UTVs along with two four-wheelers. He stopped and looked at the side-by-sides. He saw a new model that ran on diesel like one of his. 
 
   He looked it over, saw it had everything, then looked at the price and almost fell down. “I almost paid that much for Michelle’s Suburban,” he complained out loud. They had several thousand gallons of gas at the farm and twice that in diesel, and they had a setup to make biodiesel. “I can justify taking it,” he mumbled and continued to look around.
 
   Finding another side-by-side that ran on diesel, he looked it over as well. It didn’t have all that the other one did but wasn’t lacking for much and wasn’t much cheaper. Looking at the trailer, he started figuring what he could fit on there when he heard Daren walk up.
 
   “Yeah, those damn things are expensive,” he said, looking at the diesel side-by-side.
 
   “I’m taking one,” Nelson said then turned around and headed back to the gun area.
 
   Shocked, Daren ran up and fell in step with him. “How can you justify that?” he asked.
 
   “I’m going to have to move the weapons around and probably bury them,” he said and walked past the counter in the back. He stood looking inside the gun room.
 
   “Shit, then I’m taking one, but I’m taking one of the gas ones. They are much quieter,” Daren said, and Nelson smiled, hoping Daren was starting to understand this stuff in the store would be gone soon from looters.
 
   Nelson started grabbing boxes of what the media called “assault rifles” but were only guns that held lots of bullets. He had taken the assault rifles from the fine gun room, and it took several hours to remove them and move the standard rifles into the gun room. 
 
   When they were finished, they walked out and looked at the pallets they had stacked full of guns. On each pallet was a D or an N for whose truck it would go into. Nelson shook his head at all the deer rifles and hunting shotguns Daren had on his; he had turned down most of the others.
 
   “These aren’t full-size pallets, so I think we can get four into the back of each truck,” Daren said, walking to the forklift.
 
   “Go ahead and start,” Nelson said, walking over to a stack of heavy duty plastic bins used to store hunting gear.
 
   “I might scratch your bed up some,” he called out.
 
   “That’s why I have a spray-on liner,” he called back, carrying several bins over to the ammo aisles. He started filling them with the ammo he needed. He was on his sixth box when Daren came over.
 
   “Got four in barely,” he said, watching Nelson. “You’re seriously going to take ammo as well?”
 
   “You heard Harry; we have to secure as much as we can,” he said, putting the lid on a full box and then grabbed another and went to work filling it.
 
   Daren watched for just a minute then ran to grab some plastic storage boxes as the two stockmen came over to report the museum was stuffed in the vault. Nelson immediately put them to work helping them. They were hesitant since it seemed like Nelson and Daren were stealing, but Nelson explained what they were doing. When they heard how long the store was going to be closed, they seemed a little worried but pitched in.
 
   Nelson sent one over to the reloading aisle and told him what to pack and went back to work with the other one, packing ammo on the shelves in bins. Hearing a flatbed cart roll by, Nelson looked up and saw Daren with the cart stacked high with survival food. “He’s understanding,” he mumbled.
 
   Nelson told the two stockmen to grab some carts and start stacking the bins on as he headed to the back of the store. He found a trailer dolly, went over to the long trailer, pulled it over to his truck, and locked it on his bumper. Then, he pulled the other trailer over to the truck Daren was taking. He smiled, seeing Daren had already put the hitch on. After connecting the trailer, he took the dolly back and went to the key box and pulled both keys for the diesels and started both. 
 
   He drove the best one over and onto his trailer then went back for the other one. Getting out, he smiled at all the room left on the trailer. Hearing another motor crank up, he watched Daren drive by and load up the side-by-side he chose. 
 
   Grabbing some straps, Nelson locked down both the side-by-sides and headed over to see the two stockmen had finished loading half a dozen flatbed carts. “Hope you two know which is mine and which is Daren’s,” he said, and one walked over, wiping his sweaty face.
 
   “Yes, sir. We put an N or D on them like you did the pallets,” he said, and Nelson looked down at his name tag.
 
   “Keith, where did you two park?” he asked.
 
   “Our car is broke down, so we rode our bikes in.”
 
   Nelson looked at the back of the store. “If I let you two take one of those quad seats, will you take care of it and when this ends bring it back?” he asked, and Keith’s eyes got wide with joy.
 
   “Yes, sir,” he said, grinning. 
 
   “We are just holding this for the company to keep it away from looters, and they will come here,” Nelson told him.
 
   “I understand, sir,” Keith said.
 
   “You two do much outdoors?”
 
   “Oh yes, sir,” Keith told him. “We fish and camp all the time. We are from Oklahoma and took this summer job hoping to get picked up full time.” 
 
   “You hunt?”
 
   “Yes, sir, but we live in an apartment, and they don’t allow firearms,” Keith said.
 
   Looking at the young face staring at him, Nelson sighed. “Keith, you two need to get home, and if home isn’t in the sticks, you need to get there.”
 
   Shocked hearing that, the smile fell off his face. “We both live on farms next to each other,” he said in a quiet voice.
 
   “Then you need to get there sooner rather than later. When this blows over, you can come back, but I think it’s going to be a while. If I’m wrong, your jobs will be here waiting,” Nelson said.
 
   Keith looked around. “This was our dream to work here,” he mumbled. 
 
   “You need bigger dreams now since you filled that one,” Nelson smiled.
 
   Thinking about that, Keith smiled. “Hey, you’re right.”
 
   “Let’s get the rest of this loaded up,” Nelson said as his radio went off. 
 
   “This is officer Netter out front. I have an officer Wolfe here asking for Nelson Jackson.”
 
   Nelson grabbed his radio. “Officer Netter, this is Nelson Jackson, the district manager. Let Officer Wolfe in please,” Nelson called back. “Keith, I’m going to see what he wants. Can you two help Daren till I get back and tell him to get the pallets of ammo off the floor and out of the shipping bay?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Keith said and took off running to his friend. 
 
   With Zeus following, Nelson trotted to the front of the store and found Matt walking back. He could see by Matt’s face he was tired. “Hey, Matt,” Nelson called out, and Matt headed toward him. Nelson stopped and pulled a bottle of water from a cooler and handed it over.
 
   “Thank you,” Matt said and drained the bottle.
 
   “How is it out there?” Nelson asked.
 
   Shaking his head, Matt sighed. “Man, I’m glad I’m a cop in Springfield and not St. Louis. We only have a small trouble population, but they are making some trouble.”
 
   “Any real problems yet?”
 
   “Two banks are on fire, and someone shot a Homeland agent north of town,” Matt said.
 
   “Gunfire already?” Nelson asked, shocked.
 
   “Yeah, we have an ATF agent and several Homeland boys going to gun stores, making sure they are closed. They found one open and arrested the owner and his family then took everything in the store. We are sure the shooter is a relative,” Matt said.
 
   “Serves the asshole right taking the family’s stuff,” Nelson said, leading Matt to his office.
 
   “Yeah, but he was just following orders,” Matt said. 
 
   Nelson stopped and grabbed Matt’s arm. “You and every officer serving swore to uphold the Constitution. That action was going against it. The order to not sell is illegal, and you know it; we aren’t even going to talk about taking the money.”
 
   “Yeah, but it still sucks seeing a fellow officer shot,” Matt moaned as Nelson headed down the hallway.
 
   Looking over his shoulder, Nelson said, “Matt, there may come a time when you have to kill one.”
 
   “I know, but I don’t have to like it,” he said as Nelson stopped at his secretary’s desk.
 
   Nelson opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a cash box. “No, you don’t have to like it, but you better not hesitate to do it, or you’ll die,” he said, pulling out his keys and opening the box.
 
   “Holy shit,” Matt said, looking at the stacks of money.
 
   “Petty cash,” Nelson said, grabbing it.
 
   Hearing that, Matt started coughing. “Just how much ‘petty’ cash?” he finally croaked out.
 
   “We usually keep five grand, but I think Mildred had extra here. When we go out, the company reimburses us in cash if it’s under five hundred dollars. If it’s more, they send a check,” Nelson said, putting the empty box back.
 
   Closing his eyes, Matt just shook his head and asked, “What are y’all doing here? The officers outside told me y’all have been stacking stuff up.”
 
   “We have been,” Nelson said and explained. “You know as well as I do it’s only a matter of time before looters hit here,” he added.
 
   Looking around to make sure they were alone, Matt stepped closer and whispered, “The ATF will be by this week to check and seize what’s here. They said the president is going to sign an executive order to cover them collecting existing stock of firearms and ammunition from all stores.”
 
   The color drained from Nelson’s face. “You better be fucking with me,” Nelson said, stepping back.
 
   “No, I almost fainted when I heard them talking about it,” Matt said. “It seems across the country, people are shooting any federal employee. Two senators have died from gunshots today, and the president was taken out of Washington to an undisclosed location.”
 
   “You’ve been working with the feds?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m one of several that have to follow and assist,” Matt groaned.
 
   Reaching out, Nelson grabbed his shoulder. “You need to get reassigned,” Nelson said in a serious voice. “People are going to see you helping the feds and come after you,” he warned.
 
   “That’s why I’m here. The captain finally released me but said I would be back with them tomorrow since I have SWAT training.”
 
   “Get your shit out of your house,” Nelson said, heading back to the store.
 
   Catching up, Matt walked beside him. “All my preps are at the farm. I just have guns and ammo not counting the personal stuff. I know I should’ve listened to you and Michelle and not bought that big ass house so we could have more money,” he said and looked away. “Ashley and I grew up in small trailers, and I wanted us to have a nice house,” he added in a low voice.
 
   “So did I, Matt, but I would rather have assets I can carry. Kind of hard to do that with a house,” Nelson said as they came to the main aisle through the store. Matt stopped, seeing the mass of stuff loaded on the two trucks as one man and two teens pulled large, blue tarps over the loads and tied them down.
 
   Breaking into a run, Matt caught up to Nelson and grabbed his arm, and Zeus gave a low growl behind him. Matt quickly let go as Nelson just looked at Zeus, who sat down. “Nelson, just how much shit are you taking out of here?” he whispered.
 
   “A lot,” Nelson answered in a low voice. “I figure I have about five hundred rifles and about that many pistols. Then about five tons of ammo and other odds and ends,” Nelson said, knowing that was a low-range statement.
 
   “Nelson, if the feds find out about this, they will lock your ass up. I don’t care what you have from home office. They want the guns from the stores. Hell, Wal-Mart just turned theirs over. They have a massive warehouse at the airport they are collecting them at,” Matt whispered.
 
   “That’s why I’m taking these. Those guns and ammo will be worth more than gold, Matt. And if this goes really bad, we have weapons to arm fighters to take it back,” Nelson said in a low voice.
 
   Matt looked over at the empty gun cases and ammo shelves then noticed the pallets of ammo that normally lined the aisle were gone. “Dude, if they catch you, they might just shoot you,” he mumbled.
 
   “They can try, but I’ll shoot back,” Nelson told him.
 
   Still in shock, Matt turned to look at Nelson. “When are you leaving?”
 
   “I’m going at dark. I’m going to ask Daren to wait till then as well.”
 
   “Before you leave, call me. I’ll escort you home and have someone do the same for Daren,” Matt said, knowing he was starting to slide down a slippery slope.
 
   “You don’t have to,” Nelson said.
 
   Matt let out a breath. “Yes I do,” he replied. “You are doing this for my family as well, and I can’t let you take all the risk.”
 
   Patting Matt on the shoulder, Nelson smiled. “Glad you finally see what’s coming.”
 
   “I’m going to send Ashley to your house if you don’t mind,” Matt said as they headed over to the trucks. “I don’t want her at home by herself with the kids. I’ll pack up what we have and bring my truck over, and we will just leave her Corolla at your house,” Matt said, not saying more since the others could hear them now.
 
   Walking over to his truck, Nelson saw the back half of the trailer loaded, and the stack was taller than the two side-by-sides. “Shit, that is a lot,” he said, looking at the four axles and noticing the trailer was sitting low. “Won’t be able to go very fast,” he said, walking around the trailer, inspecting the load.
 
   “That trailer can handle the weight,” Matt said, looking at it. “A guy on the force bought one from here, and he carried a thirty-five-thousand-pound dozer on his.”
 
   Hearing that, Nelson felt much better and looked at his watch. “It’s about four hours till sundown. How about you come back around nine? That way, it will be good and dark,” Nelson said.
 
   “I’ll meet you here,” Matt said, giving Nelson a man hug then headed to the front of the store.
 
   Seeing the three carry blue tarps over to his truck, Nelson helped cover the exposed load. When they were done, he told them some of what Matt had told him. “Keith, I want you and your bud to get two of the biggest packs you can carry and load them up like you were going camping for a week. Then, get some of those plastic storage bins, and load as many as you can fit on that quad Razor with what’s left of the food,” Nelson said, and Keith and his buddy took off.
 
   “Daren, Matt is going to have a cop escort us home. I suggest you call your wife and tell her to pack up what she can and head to your camp tonight. You can come back to your house and get what else you need, but don’t come back to the store unless I call you,” Nelson told him.
 
   “Shit,” Daren spat out. “Maybe I should just leave it here.”
 
   “Your choice, but when your wife and kids are hungry, you will kick yourself. You know this is an unlawful order, and when this ends, the company will see your actions in a positive light,” Nelson told him but really wanted to hit Daren and knock some sense in him.
 
   “Yeah, that will be the best route,” Daren finally said and held out his hand. “Thank you for explaining it to my dumb ass.”
 
   Grabbing his hand, Nelson shook it and smiled. “One last thing: You better be ready to shoot someone. You have a family to protect and don’t have the luxury to call the police. In a few days, they won’t be answering many calls,” he told Daren, who just nodded with understanding. “Think of your family when you pull the trigger. Would you rather your kids be dead or someone else?”
 
   “On that, you have no worries,” Daren said, letting Nelson’s hand go. Nelson brought out some of the cash from the petty cash drawer. 
 
   He held it out to Daren. “It’s a grand from petty cash to pay for your workout today.”
 
   Slowly, he reached out. “Thank you,” he said, taking the money.
 
   “It won’t be worth much for long, so use it, but be smart about it,” Nelson said. “I want you to call one of the assistant managers and tell them they have to come in tomorrow and pay the police that are guarding the building out of the store cash and put a receipt in the safe. Tell them I’m going to check on the other stores, and you hurt your back, and I gave you three weeks off,” Nelson explained. When Daren nodded, Nelson added, “Tell them until further notice, they are in charge of the store.”
 
   “You think we will know which way this is going in three weeks?” Daren asked.
 
   “Yep,” Nelson said.
 
   Daren turned around and headed to his office. “You know where my camp is if you need a place to stay,” he said, walking away.
 
   When he was gone, Nelson headed over to shoes and got all the sizes in several hiking boots for when his kids grew. After condensing them down to a few boxes, he carried them to the truck and put them in the back then went back for insulated rubber boots and did the same. He and Michelle had several spares, but the kids were still growing. They had always planned to do this but never got around to it. 
 
   Michelle had a wide selection of clothes in sizes ranging from toddler to adult she collected over the years at garage sales, but they had never gotten around to shoes. He grabbed several heavy coats in different sizes and added them to the truck along with a few extra items then headed upstairs.
 
   He opened the case with the expensive scopes and pulled several out. Then, he did the same with the binoculars. Seeing his stack was bigger than he could carry, he grabbed a shopping cart and placed his stack in. Next, he went to the night vision case and opened it.
 
   Seeing how full it was, Nelson jumped back. “Damn, that is a lot of inventory,” he said, thinking of all the money that was just lying on the shelves. “You need to quit thinking like a businessman,” he scolded himself and started grabbing boxes. 
 
   He grabbed all the third generation, which were very good, and a few second generation scopes, monoculars, and full-face night vision. Closing the door, he left all the first generation stuff. You could see in the dark with them, but they were cheap. 
 
   Moving over, he unlocked the next one, and the businessman inside of him was glad it wasn’t packed with thermal gear, but the prepper inside was cursing up a storm. He took out the dozen boxes of monoculars and two binoculars. Putting the stuff in his cart, he went down to archery and grabbed as many boxes of arrows he could and started combining them in boxes then shoved as many as would fit under the cart. 
 
   Seeing some kid bows, he grabbed a few and some arrows. Then, he saw the pellets and loaded up. He had several air rifles and could use the extra ammo. You could feed yourself with one, so he put an armload in the cart then pushed it back toward the truck and saw an end cap with tactical gloves.
 
   He just took all of them. Granted, he and Michelle had a dozen pairs easy that still hadn’t been opened, but he knew the others like Matt and Ashley only had one pair. He emptied his cart when he heard footsteps and looked up to see the boys walking toward him, pushing a shopping cart with expedition packs on their backs. From the look of how stuffed the packs were, Nelson was amazed they were walking.
 
   “Put your stuff in the quad Razor,” he said, and they smiled, walking past. Finished packing the back, Nelson headed back to the gun room. He pulled out a twelve-gauge Remington 870 pump shotgun and a Ruger 10/22. Looking around, he found two AR-15s and two Beretta 92s in 9mm. Gathering up his stuff, he closed the gun room and locked it.
 
   Putting the guns in his cart, he went down what was left of the ammo aisle and got several hundred rounds of each and several thousand rounds for the .22. He moved to the next aisle and grabbed spare magazines. Pushing his cart to the back of the store, he found the boys packing the Razor very nicely.
 
   “Keith, I need you two to come here,” Nelson said, stopping.
 
   The boys climbed out of the Razor and walked over. “Yes, sir,” Keith said, and Nelson looked at the other boy and saw his tag read, “Ben.”
 
   “Keith and Ben, these are guns I found upstairs that we couldn’t take. You two aren’t on the store’s FFL. I’m willing to let you hold onto them until this is over, but if you are caught with them, they will stomp your ass,” Nelson said. Seeing the boys get nervous, he was glad he had their attention. “It’s going to get dangerous out there, and if you travel on open roads, they will catch you. If they catch you with these guns, you are in deep shit. Now knowing the risk, do you want to hold them for me?”
 
   They looked at each other and looked back at Nelson. “Yes, sir, if you don’t mind,” Keith answered. “We’ll stick to back roads, and if we have to, we’re in the perfect ride to go cross-country.”
 
   “Very well, and you better treat them with respect,” Nelson said, walking off. “Load them up, and just a word of advice: Load one of the pistols before you leave.”
 
   The boys dove in the cart and started ripping open magazines and loading them as Nelson went to his truck and pulled out two third gen monoculars. He walked back over and handed them to the boys. “Get lots of batteries; these things eat them like donuts,” he said as the boys took them.
 
   Walking back to his truck, he grabbed several more and two thermal monoculars and one of the thermal binoculars and carried them to Daren’s truck, putting them in the passenger seat. Nelson grabbed an armload of batteries from an end cap and threw them in the floorboard then closed the door. 
 
   He went over and grabbed a few sunglasses that he liked and some SOG knives. He carried them back and didn’t see the boys as he put the stuff in the truck. Closing the door, he called Zeus over, gave him a pig ear, and went to find the boys.
 
   When he found them, he smiled as they were finding holsters for their pistols and extra magazines. They already had slings on the ARs and shotgun. “Boys, you can get a scope for that .22 and ARs if you want. If you think you need more ammo, go ahead and get it; then, I need your help rolling in some drums,” he said and walked away.
 
   It wasn’t long before they came back carrying more ammo and shoved it in the Razor. Nelson called Zeus over and pulled out his pistol as he got near the back door. There were no windows back there to look through, and there were still cops around the building, but he wasn’t taking any chances. “Boys, I’m going to look outside and make sure nothing is around,” he said, grabbing the handle. 
 
   Both boys pulled out their pistols and held them low, making Nelson nod with approval as he opened the door. Scanning the area, Nelson didn’t see anything close but did notice several columns of smoke. He stepped outside. “Zeus, here,” he called, and Zeus came out and looked around.
 
   Seeing Zeus not alerting, Nelson relaxed. “Boys, there are drums out here on the dock. I need you to get the dolly and pull some inside so we can fuel yours and Daren’s rides,” he said, walking further out. Zeus followed, looking around. “Zeus potty,” Nelson said. 
 
   He could see some traffic on the street but not much else. One thing he did notice from the sounds he heard was somewhere, there was a large crowd that was pissed off. When Zeus finished his business, he trotted back to Nelson. 
 
   Turning around, he saw the boys rolling a drum inside, so he kept watch as they rolled in several more. Figuring that was enough, he headed back to the door as Keith came back outside and grabbed a hand pump for the drums. 
 
   When he came in, he was shocked to see half a dozen drums. “Boys, if those rides need that much gas, you’re screwed,” he said, holstering his pistol.
 
   “If you don’t mind, sir, we would like to fill up a few gas cans and strap them on,” Keith asked.
 
   “Get to work, and fill up Devin’s truck as well,” Nelson told them. “I’m going to my office, but I’ll be back soon.”
 
   “Sir,” Keith called out. “One of the drums is diesel. Do you want us to fill up your truck and those side-by-sides?”
 
   “Yes, and thank you,” Nelson said. “Keith, my name is Nelson. That’s the same for you, Ben.” They grinned as he headed for his office for what Nelson was sure would be his last time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6
 
   When he reached his office, he started going through everything to make sure he wasn’t leaving anything he needed or wanted. Finding a few personal items, he grabbed them then went to his computer and printed out the e-mails about the ATF and from corporate. 
 
   He grabbed the phone and dialed home, and the phone never rang as Michelle snatched it up. “When are you coming home?” she snapped.
 
   “Is something wrong?” he asked, getting worried.
 
   “Hell yes something’s wrong; you aren’t here,” she snapped, on the verge of tears.
 
   “Baby, I’m leaving as soon as it’s dark. Matt is coming by to give me an escort home,” he said, trying to calm her down.
 
   “Whatever you have, it’s not worth you risking your life,” she said as the first whimper started.
 
   He let out a sigh. “Baby, Matt said it’s all good here now, so I shouldn’t have any problems, but I need you to stay strong, okay? When the kids see you cry, they lose it.”
 
   On the other end, he heard Michelle take a deep breath. “Okay, baby,” she said in a calm voice.
 
   “Matt is sending Ashley over to stay with us tonight, and before you freak out, he had to help the feds today and is worried someone might come after him,” Nelson explained really fast.
 
   “When are we leaving?” she asked.
 
   “Soon, probably tomorrow morning,” Nelson told her.
 
   “Good. We are packed and ready here,” she said in a final tone.
 
   “You’ve got everything already?” he asked, stunned.
 
   “What we need and have on the list. Both trailers are full, as is my Suburban and the Blazer,” she told him.
 
   Very proud of her, he grinned. “That is a great job, baby, with you watching all the heathens.”
 
   “I put them to work,” she laughed.
 
   “Ask Nellie if she would mind driving the Blazer since I have a full load in the truck and a trailer full,” he said.
 
   “She’s standing beside me and heard you,” Michelle said.
 
   Nelson heard Nellie in the background. “You know damn well you don’t even have to ask that.”
 
   “Thank you, Nellie,” he said. “Any other news?”
 
   “Too much to tell you before you leave.”
 
   “Baby, I want you to call Gerald on our new phone and ask him what he thinks and tell him we are leaving tomorrow. Don’t forget to give him the phone numbers for the new phones.”
 
   “Okay, baby, I will; now, be careful. We love you,” she said, fighting to stay strong.
 
   “Love you guys,” he said and hung up. He looked at his computer and started erasing files just in case. Checking his desk, he found a few odds and ends and threw them with the others.
 
   Satisfied he had everything, Nelson stood up and walked out, closing the door. He stopped at Mildred’s desk and sighed. “This was a good job with great people.” Turning away, he walked down the hall and headed to the back.
 
   He found the boys strapping gas cans to the Razor. “You get the truck filled up?” he asked, walking up to them.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Keith said. “I’m sorry—Nelson. Yes, both are full; we put several cans of gas on Daren’s trailer, and we found four yellow cans that we filled with diesel and strapped to the side-by-sides after we filled them up. Your truck was almost full.”
 
   “Yes, I try to always keep it full. It has two eighty-gallon tanks, so it gets expensive.” He smiled and pulled out the two rolls from the petty cash he had counted out. “Keith, Ben, I’m giving each of you fifteen hundred dollars for your work here today,” he said, shocking both. “Boys, don’t go buy stupid shit. Money is very scarce now. I want you to use this getting home and for buying what you need when you get home.”
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Nelson,” Keith said, reaching out and taking one of the rolls, and Ben followed suit.
 
   “You two did good work today, and I wish we didn’t have to part this way, but it’s better safe than sorry,” Nelson said, walking over to one of the back registers, and he grabbed a candy bar and a Coke.
 
   “Mr. Nelson, we have been keeping up with what’s going on,” Keith said, pulling out a smart phone. “The bigger cities are becoming very dangerous.”
 
   “That will be everywhere soon,” Nelson said as he pulled out a chair and sat down. As soon as he did, his legs started tingling, and he got real tired. Nelson shook his head, really wanting to stand back up. His body told him, “Hell no,” so he just relaxed.
 
   “We don’t go to the regular news sites. We stay on the alternative sites, and they are reporting a bunch of federal employees have been murdered,” Keith said, walking over with Ben. “They are saying it’s just regular people killing them.”
 
   Nelson looked away. “Boys, the government took everything from a lot of hard-working people, and they are pissed. Now, the government is trying to tell them how to live.”
 
   Holding up his phone, Keith turned the screen to face Nelson. “Mr. Nelson, the crowds making up these mobs aren’t the inner city people; they are regular people. Many of them are in their uniforms from work,” he said, showing a scene of a mob. “There are reports Homeland has opened some of the FEMA detention centers.”
 
   “Like I said, they’re mad. They can’t even get money out of the bank—their own money. The camps don’t surprise me,” Nelson said as Zeus came over and laid his head on his lap. “Get your stuff ready; we leave when it’s dark.”
 
   The boys left, talking to each other as Daren walked around his truck, wearing a smile. “Talked to the wife and my brothers. They are packing up, and we will meet them at the camp. I told them not to invite anyone else,” he said, pulling up a chair.
 
   “That’s good to hear,” Nelson said and reached back to grab another candy bar.
 
   “I noticed some stuff in my passenger seat,” Daren said with a grin.
 
   “You will need it; I assure you,” he said, ripping the package off the candy bar.
 
   “Yes I will.”
 
   After shoving the candy bar in his mouth, Nelson took a long drink of Coke. “I’m glad you are starting to understand,” he said when his mouth was mostly empty. “If they catch us, we are screwed.”
 
   “If we follow the rules, we’re screwed. At least this way, we have a chance.” Daren grinned.
 
   Letting out a laugh, Nelson fought to stand up. “Yes we are, and you get it,” he said, stretching out. “You really need to have a gun on you when we leave.”
 
   “I have an XD-M .45 in the front seat,” Daren said, standing up. “I talked to Carl, the assistant manager, and he will come in to pay the cops and check the store for one week; then, corporate will take it over.” 
 
   “Put your gun on, and just a piece of advice: Don’t be far from one for the near future. When the cop escorts you home after he leaves, you be wary of all law enforcement from then on,” Nelson told him, grabbing some beef jerky. He opened two and gave one to Zeus.
 
   Daren nodded. “If a cop tries to pull you over, what are you going to do?” he asked.
 
   “If I’m not doing anything wrong, I’m going to shoot him,” Nelson answered truthfully. “I don’t care if he’s following orders to help the feds. I would rather him be dead than me or locked up for that matter. I’m no good to my family if I’m not there.”
 
   Daren looked back at his trailer and saw all the empty space he could’ve filled up like Nelson did. “I should’ve got more stuff,” he said.
 
   “You have over two hours to load up what you can, but I’m going to warn you; don’t come back unless I call you and you hear everything is going back to normal,” Nelson said. “I’m going to fix some coffee.”
 
   They parted with Nelson heading to the break room and Daren to gather more stuff. Zeus followed Nelson with his tongue hanging out. “Sorry,” Nelson said, looking down at Zeus as he held the door open to the break room. Finding a big bowl someone had left, he filled it with water and put it on the floor, and Zeus started lapping it up.
 
   Walking over, he fixed a pot of coffee then headed out into the store and found the biggest coffee mug there. When Nelson got back, Zeus went back to the water as Nelson fixed his coffee. Seeing that the mug held almost the entire pot he made, Nelson fixed another one in case the others wanted some. Then, having an idea, he went back into the store, and Zeus groaned, following him.
 
   He came back with a thermos and filled it. Then, putting on another pot, he headed to the front of the store. As he walked by the registers, he grabbed a bag and filled it with snacks and two coffee cups and carried the stuff outside. 
 
   Both cops were sitting in the car as he walked up. “Gentlemen, I have some coffee and snacks,” he said, handing them over. Both cops jumped out of the car as he took a sip from the giant mug.
 
   “Damn, you don’t know how much we appreciate this,” one of them said, and Nelson saw it was Netter. 
 
   “Thank you for coming on short notice,” Nelson said, looking around, and he noticed several people on the road, looking at the store. “Seems we are starting to draw a crowd,” he said, and Zeus let out a low growl directed across the street. Reaching down, Nelson patted his back.
 
   “Yeah, they burnt a bank down the road and started standing on the road about an hour ago,” Netter told him.
 
   “Should we be getting worried?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Nah, they are looking at a bank down the road and are just keeping an eye on us,” Netter said as Nelson poured a cup of coffee. “We have one officer down there inside the bank.”
 
   “Be damned if I would stay inside one,” Nelson said.
 
   “We don’t have a squad car for him to sit in. Every off-duty cop is now at a bank. Your store is the only one in town we are allowed to guard when we are off duty.”
 
   “When do you go back on the street?” Nelson asked.
 
   Netter took a long sip and savored it before answering. “Both of us are here till tomorrow and get replaced at ten in the morning. We get an hour off then have to report for work.”
 
   “Guys, there are offices in there with couches. If you need to, one of you can catch a nap in my office,” Nelson offered.
 
   “Might take you up on that if it stays like this,” Netter said, digging in the bag.
 
   “There’s a break room on the right side of the building just as you enter the stock room. It has a coffee pot, and you’re welcome to use it,” Nelson said, digging out one of his business cards, and he handed it over. “If anyone says anything, tell them I approved you full access to the building.”
 
   “Man, I can’t thank you enough for that,” Netter said.
 
   Nodding, Nelson watched the small crowd across the street slowly turn as one and walk down the road. “Any more problems in town?” he asked as Netter looked at the crowd, watching them leave.
 
   “Besides five banks being burnt down, one grocery store being ransacked, and a Homeland agent shot, not much else,” Netter said, opening a pack of Twinkies.  
 
   “I believe that will change before long,” Nelson said cautiously. 
 
   Netter turned to look at him with a grave face. “On that, you would be right,” he said with a mouthful of Twinkie. “Our saving grace for now is we may be a city of half a million, but most people still know each other. If what the federal boys keep talking about comes around, the shit will hit the fan.”
 
   “I’ve heard of some of what they’ve said,” Nelson said.
 
   “Nelson, my brother is working with them right now, and he stopped by as they ate lunch. The shit he was telling me was scaring the shit out of me. Talking about gun confiscation, martial law, forced labor, and more,” Netter said as a shiver ran down his spine.
 
   “I fought for this country, and I hate to see this happen,” Nelson said, watching Netter.
 
   “So did I, and I’m going to tell you if they do really start that I’m quitting and going to—” he stopped and looked at Nelson.
 
   “I understand,” Nelson said, taking a long sip. “You know they opened the FEMA detention centers, don’t you?” he asked.
 
   The color drained from Netter’s face, and his partner started coughing. “Where did you hear that?” Netter asked in a hoarse voice.
 
   “On the web,” Nelson said. “There is video already up of people being arrested by the feds and being transported to them,” he added some embellishment.
 
   Moving back, Netter sat down on the hood of the patrol car. “What’s next: gas chambers?” he mumbled.
 
   “I hope not,” Nelson said, not liking what he was hearing but kept his face neutral.
 
   They talked for a few more minutes, and when the sun set, Nelson showed Netter where his office was and the break room. When Netter headed back out front, Nelson went to the back and found Daren and the boys packing down stuff on his trailer.
 
   He looked back at the Razor and saw the boys had hooked a small trailer to the back and had loaded it down. “Glad to see everyone getting supplied up,” he said, taking a sip and noticing two bikes strapped to the front of the Razor.
 
   Daren stood up, tying the tarp back down. “Thanks for the coffee,” he said. “You find out anything else?”
 
   “Not really except more banks have been burnt down,” he answered.
 
   Daren adjusted the gun on his belt, “Well, don’t think I can get much more before we have to leave, and I’m wore out,” he stated, and the boys nodded.
 
   “Keith, when are you and Ben going to head home?” Nelson asked.
 
   “We are going to head to the apartment and get the few things we have there then head out to a spot we know and camp there, get some sleep, then head home,” he answered.
 
   “You called your folks?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Nelson, and they want us home now.”
 
   Nelson nodded. “That’s good, but don’t get sloppy going fast,” he warned and handed over one of his business cards. “If for some reason a cop sneaks up on you, tell him I’m the one that authorized for you to have the gear, but if they see the guns, it won’t work.”
 
   “We talked about it and will just run till we can’t, and then we’ll just shoot it out,” he said nervously. 
 
   “If you shoot, you shoot to kill, and get the hell out of there and never speak of it with anyone,” Nelson said.
 
   “Yes, sir,” they both said.
 
   Daren cleared his throat. “How long do you think it will take you to get home?”
 
   “It’s three hundred miles from here, but if we are going slow, it will take us a day,” Keith told him.
 
   “Go and get one of the atlases and mark out a route and have several backups. Memorize your route in case you have to move fast to get away, and for God sakes, don’t go near any big towns or cities,” Nelson warned them.
 
   “Oh, we aren’t going near any town,” Keith promised. 
 
   “Guys, let’s check our loads once more, and when Matt gets here, boys, I want one of you to open the door. I’ll pull out first, followed by Daren, and we will wait as your buggy follows. Whoever is driving the buggy will pull just outside the door as the other closes and locks the door. Drive up to my truck and pass the keys off, then high tail it to your apartment. Daren, you follow the car Matt brings for you, and remember what I told you,” he finished, and everyone nodded.
 
   They checked the loads one more time, adding a few more straps, then everyone ran to grab more coffee, and then they moved to their vehicles. When his cellphone rang, Nelson almost took off running. He grabbed it and saw it was Matt. “Hello.”
 
   “Be there in two minutes. I’m in the car. Tell the other one the police SUV will follow him home,” Matt said then hung up.
 
   “Daren, the police SUV will follow you home. Let’s go!” Nelson shouted, starting his truck, and Zeus let out a bark. “Don’t start,” he warned, putting the truck in gear.
 
   Ben unlocked the door and pushed it open as Nelson pulled forward. He could damn sure tell he was pulling a heavy load as he drove out followed by Daren. They pulled up as Matt and the police SUV pulled into the parking lot, heading toward them.
 
   Looking in his side mirror, Nelson saw the Razor outside and Ben closing the door then locking it. Ben ran for the Razor and jumped in. Keith stomped on the gas, pulling the Razor beside Nelson’s truck as Ben leaned out, holding his keys. 
 
   Nelson grabbed the keys. “Thank you, and good luck,” Ben shouted as Keith sped away. Daren pulled past him as the police SUV turned around and stopped, waiting for the truck to pass him then followed Daren out onto the road.
 
   Matt spun his car around, squealing the tires, and Nelson pulled up behind him as Matt pulled out on the road. Nelson looked around, only seeing a few cars when this road was normally packed. Giving the truck some fuel, Nelson pulled closer to Matt as they sped down the road.
 
   When Matt would get to a red light, he would turn on his lights and slow down, leading Nelson around the few cars on the road. In less than ten minutes, Nelson was backing the trailer into the driveway. When he turned off the truck and climbed out, he saw Matt walking toward him. Turning to the house, he saw his family running at him.
 
   They all latched onto him, squeezing him tight. “Now, this is a welcome,” he said, hugging them.
 
   Michelle let go and looked at the packed truck and trailer. “Did you leave anything at the store?” she asked.
 
   “More than I wanted to, but I had somewhere I had to be,” he said.
 
   She turned and hugged him again. “We need to get inside and talk. Gerald called,” she told him then started walking to the house. “It’s about to get ugly.”


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Walking inside, Nelson walked over to the couch and just dropped, crashing into the cushions. “I’m wore slap to the bone,” he said as Olivia crawled up in his lap.
 
   “Hungry?” Michelle asked, putting Devin in his swing.
 
   “Famished,” he said, leaning his head back on the couch.
 
   “How about you, Matt?” Michelle asked.
 
   Nodding as he headed to the couch and sat down beside Nelson, Matt said, “Yes, the candy bar I had six hours ago isn’t holding me over.”
 
   “I’ll fix them a plate,” Nellie said, heading into the kitchen.
 
   The small living room was packed as Michelle walked over to the couch. “Olivia, will you and Brittany go to your room and play?” she asked, but the tone of her voice made it a command.
 
   Reaching up, Olivia kissed her dad on the cheek and climbed off his lap as Brittany ran over and kissed her dad, and the two girls ran down the hall to Olivia’s room. When the girls were gone, Michelle walked over to the baby bouncer, took Mike out, and gave him a bottle.
 
   “Here, I can do that,” Matt said, getting up.
 
   Michelle looked at him and could tell he was tired. “I’ve got it. I’m sure you don’t have long, and Nellie is fixing you a plate,” she said, but again, it sounded like a command, and wisely, Matt sat back down.
 
   Lifting his head, Nelson asked, “Well, what did Gerald have to say?” Without answering, Michelle walked into the kitchen and came back with a notebook. “He said so much you had to write it down?” Nelson asked in a panic.
 
   Sitting in the recliner, Michelle moved Mike to the crook of her arm and propped the bottle up. “Yes,” she said, holding up the notebook and looking at the page. “The president has signed four executive orders over the last twelve hours and invoked seven others. I looked up the ones he invoked, and America is no longer free. I have them written down so you can read them because I’m not in the mood to hear them again,” she said, turning to look at Nelson with tears in her eyes. 
 
   Taking a deep breath, she looked back at the notebook. “First, the country is under a state of crisis,” she emphasized the word. “In other words, we are under martial law, and the Posse Cumitatus Act has been suspended. U.S. troops have been deployed in major cities as combat troops. Tomorrow, the president will announce all people will report to their jobs unless the ATF has suspended their business. Failure to do so can result in being detained. Primary are those jobs that are deemed critical to the infrastructure: medical, law enforcement, transportation, food distribution, water treatment, and energy production.”
 
   Putting the notebook down for a second, Michelle wiped her eyes as Nellie brought in two plates. Matt and Nelson took them and started eating as Michelle picked the notebook up. “Fuel rationing will begin immediately. All businesses that sell fuel will cease until the rationing cards are issued, and those will be issued by the local law enforcement agency serving the area,” she read then lowered the notebook. “Gerald said they want to limit how far people can travel.”
 
   “Makes sense,” Nelson nodded. “Hard to be a pain in the ass when you can’t go far. You’re much easier to find and control.”
 
   Sighing, Michelle continued. “Governors are now legally able to label terrorists and enemies of the state for detention. FEMA detention centers are up and now taking detainees. U.N. troops stationed inside the U.S. are to deploy to augment local troops. Homeland is increasing their manpower from one hundred and fifty thousand to one million,” she read and dropped the notebook.
 
   “Damn, that’s all?” Nelson asked, shocked. 
 
   “No,” Michelle sobbed. “There’s more, but you can read it. The president is going to address the nation tomorrow.”
 
   Putting his plate down, Nelson went over and knelt in front of Michelle. “Baby, we have a place to run to,” he said, reaching up and caressing her cheek.
 
   She looked at him with tears running down her face. “There will be nowhere to hide, sweetie; if we don’t fight, they will eventually move everywhere,” she whispered. 
 
   “That’s right, but we have a place we can be safe at as we strike out,” he told her. 
 
   “Baby, this is America. We shouldn’t have to fight for our freedom. That was done a long time ago,” Michelle said in a low voice, trying not to cry.
 
   Nodding, Nelson said, “You’re right. This is America, and there have always been those who wanted to limit our freedom to make themselves more superior and powerful. Once again, we will have to fight tyrants so our kids will know what America really is: the forgotten America that has been forbidden to us for the last century.”
 
   “I know that in my head, but my heart doesn’t want to accept it,” Michelle told him. “I don’t want our country to become a war-torn hell hole. I don’t want our kids to see the things you and I did in Iraq and what you saw in Afghanistan.”
 
   Nelson stood and kissed her cheek. “I don’t want them to see it any more than you do, but I damn sure don’t want them growing up living under someone’s boot, controlling their lives through fear. I’m willing to fight for that and if necessary die for them,” he told her then walked back to the couch. “Matt, when will Ashley be here?”
 
   Having listened to the exchange between Michelle and Nelson, Matt was thinking about what they had said. Realizing Nelson was talking to him, he grunted, “Huh?”
 
   “Ashley. When will she be here?” Nelson asked again. 
 
   “Around eleven,” he said.
 
   “We are leaving tomorrow morning,” Nelson announced.
 
   “We can’t,” Michelle blurted out, making Nelson and Matt look at her. “Gerald said not to leave until he talked to us again. I told him we needed to go, and he told me to wait that he would talk to us tomorrow before noon.”
 
   “Shit,” Nelson groaned.
 
   Matt shook his head, looking at Michelle. “He say why?” he asked hopefully. 
 
   “Just there were a lot of troops and agents moving around now, getting ready for tomorrow,” Michelle said, taking the bottle out of Mike’s mouth and putting him over her shoulder to pat his back. It didn’t take long until she was rewarded with a burp.
 
   Looking at Nelson, Matt said, “That makes sense.”
 
   Grabbing his plate, Nelson got up and started pacing and shoveling food in his mouth. “Yeah, it makes sense,” Nelson finally concluded. “Hate to run into a convoy of troops that were heading somewhere else.”
 
   Finishing his plate off, Matt stood up. “So when are you bugging out?” he asked, carrying his plate to the kitchen.
 
   “Whenever Gerald gives the go ahead. Tomorrow, I guess,” Nelson said. “But I can guarantee you I’m gone the day after that. With what’s on that truck and trailer, I’m pretty sure I’ll be shot.”
 
   Walking back in the living room, Matt stopped beside him. “The feds aren’t going to check out your store until they get all the little mom and pop shops. I heard them talking that those were the ones that wouldn’t listen and try to sell weapons because the store was their life and they couldn’t afford to not do business. Big stores are controlled by corporations that could wait for weeks before getting nervous about their profits.” 
 
   “Sucks to be the little guy now for sure,” Nelson said. “I can see that, but my family and my ass is gone the day after tomorrow no matter what.”
 
   Getting out of the recliner, Michelle laid a sleeping Mike back in the baby bouncer. “Baby, just what the hell do you have?” she asked, standing up.
 
   “About six hundred or so rifles. Close to that in handguns. Then somewhere in the neighborhood of four or five tons of ammo and a couple hundred pounds of gun powder. Over thirty fully automatic weapons, fifty night vision devices, over a dozen thermal devices,” Nelson said, and everyone was speechless. “There’s a lot more, but that’s the stuff that has me really worried.”
 
   Michelle walked over and grabbed his arm. “Baby, we have way more than we need now. I’m betting you have over a quarter of a million rounds of 5.56 alone. We have a dozen AR-15s now and two dozen other rifles and way over a dozen handguns. Why did you get that stuff?” she begged, wanting to understand.
 
   “When you fight, you need an army, and an army that’s not armed provides only targets. With those weapons, we can arm people to fight,” he explained.
 
   Listening to him, Michelle understood the reason but not the risk. “That’s a lot of risk to be putting on us, baby.”
 
   “Yes it is, but if I would’ve left it, they would’ve taken it, and when we would’ve needed those weapons, they would be gone,” he said. “So instead of arming a few hundred people, we would’ve been able to arm a dozen.”  
 
   “Damn, you really think this is going to come down to a slug fest,” Matt said behind them.
 
   Nelson looked into Michelle’s eyes. “Yes,” he said. “The only thing that can stop it now is if the states band together and throw out the president, Supreme Court, and Congress. Appoint another one and suspend all laws they passed.”
 
   “That will never happen,” Michelle mumbled. 
 
   “I think a few states will buck the system,” Nelson admitted.
 
   Matt walked over. “You’re talking civil war,” he said.
 
   “Yes I am,” Nelson admitted.
 
   Matt’s radio went off, and he reached over and turned down the volume. “When you leave, we’re coming with you,” he said. “I think the noose will just start to tighten on all cities the longer I stay with the department. With those federal boys about to just start taking stuff from people, I’m certain the police are about to become targets.”
 
   Turning around, Nelson looked at Matt. “And your family,” he added.
 
   Nodding in understanding, Matt said, “I’m going to run over to my house and gather my stuff up and load it.”
 
   “Matt,” Michelle said. “Go and get Ashley, then both of you load up your stuff and drive your truck over here,” she offered.
 
   “Yeah, that’s probably for the best,” he admitted. “Time is starting to become a factor.”
 
   “We’ll watch the kids,” Nelson assured him.
 
   Matt sighed. “Thank you,” he said, moving toward the door. “I need to get back out there.”
 
   “I’ll walk with you,” Nelson said, letting Michelle go. As they walked out, Michelle went to check on the girls and Gavin.
 
   Nelson walked beside Matt. “Where are those feds staying at?” he asked.
 
   “Double Tree tonight,” Matt said, pulling out his keys. “They’re still at the station going over tomorrow’s targets.”
 
   “How do you know that?” Nelson asked.
 
   “I’m on the morning team, and they haven’t called me in to get the morning target list,” Matt said, stopping beside his car. 
 
   “How long do you think they will be down there?” Nelson asked, crossing his arms.
 
   “I’m sure till midnight,” he said and opened his door.
 
   Nelson grabbed the door. “They all still riding around in that black Suburban?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah, damn thing is built like a tank,” Matt said, starting the car.
 
   “You be careful,” Nelson said and closed the door. Matt drove off, and Nelson watched his tail lights fade away.
 
   Heading back inside, Nelson helped get the kids bedded down. Olivia and Brittany were sleeping with them, and Nellie was sleeping in Olivia’s room. Lying in bed, Nelson pulled out his laptop and pulled up Google Earth. He knew his town rather well, but he wanted to check several things out. After locating the area he wanted, he went into street view and found the perfect spot.
 
   He closed his laptop. “Baby, I’m going to ride my bike around to see if I can find a place to hide the truck and trailer,” he said, walking to his closet.
 
   “Want me to come with you?” she asked, about to get out of bed.
 
   “No, if the kids wake up, I think it will be too much for Nellie,” he explained, pulling out a black jogging suit.
 
   “Where are you thinking?” she asked. 
 
   “I’m going to look across the road first. That family hasn’t been here since March,” he said, getting dressed. “Then, I’m going to look south at that campground and north at those houses for sale.”
 
   “Please be careful,” she said, lying down. 
 
   Walking out, he grabbed the radio off the counter and put it on Michelle’s nightstand. “I will, baby. If you need me, just call my cellphone or use the radio,” he said, grabbing his 1911 and magazines.
 
   “I hope you’re not going to walk,” she said.
 
   Stopping in the door, he smiled. “No, I’m taking my super bike.”
 
   “Don’t wreck,” she said, putting her head down. “Your bikes are on the trailers in the garage.”
 
   Walking out, Nelson stopped and patted the dogs then grabbed his cellphone, keys, and radio off the counter. Looking around, he gave a heavy sigh and walked into the garage. He opened the big gun safe and smiled, seeing the guns still there. The guns would only be loaded when they left.
 
   He grabbed his AR-10 and pulled it out. It was set up for long-range competition shooting. Setting the rifle to the side, he pulled out his waist pack, put it on, and put his 1911 in the holster and the magazines in the front pouch. Digging around, he found two full magazines for the AR-10. He looked at the 7.62 shell. He put his gloves on then unloaded the shells and wiped them off. Happy they were FMJ, he reloaded them and put the magazines in his waist pack. In competition, he could hit targets at eight hundred yards with the rifle, but if everything went well, he wouldn’t need that for tonight.
 
   Looking on the wall, he found his small daypack, grabbed it, and pulled out his range finder then put it in the pack. Reaching back in the safe, he pulled out the 7.62 suppressor and twisted it on the rifle. Making sure the rifle was empty, he popped the pins, separating the upper and lower and carefully put them in the main compartment of the backpack. The suppressor and barrel stuck out the top, but he didn’t care. Last, he grabbed his black shooting gloves from the safe then closed and locked it.
 
   Walking to the trailer, he found his two mountain bikes lashed to the side. One was a high-end bike for races. The next was his super bike, a carbon-frame electric mountain bike he had talked a vendor into giving him a deal on when he was training for the Ironman. With the motor running and his pedaling, he had hit forty miles an hour before.
 
   Unlatching the bike from the side of the trailer, he carefully lowered and checked the battery and smiled upon seeing it was full. Pushing his bike to the side door, he put on his pack and turned the alarm off then pushed his bike out, turned the alarm back on, and closed the door. Leaving his bike, he went to the shop in the backyard. It felt weird not seeing all the stuff inside. Walking over to the safe, he opened it and pulled out one of the NV monoculars and one of the thermal monoculars. After turning them on and checking the batteries, he grabbed the head harness and put them in his waist pack. After locking up, he headed back for his bike.
 
   Jumping on, he pedaled out to the street and headed toward town. When he arrived at the stop sign, he reached down and turned on the electric motor. Not seeing any traffic, he started pedaling hard and felt the wind hit his face and roar in his ears. 
 
   Staying on Crenshaw, he moved to the side of the road and pushed the pedals hard. He looked down and saw he was doing thirty-six miles per hour. Only slowing to turn on different roads, he was really stunned at the lack of traffic and few people about. Not that he was complaining; it made his work much easier. 
 
   It wasn’t even fifteen minutes later he was slowing down and pulling off the road. Turning off the battery, he looked across the road and saw the Double Tree hotel building. Making sure his battery was off, he pushed his bike behind the buildings across the street.
 
   He walked behind the buildings, reached the end, and found a refrigerated trailer parked next to the building just where he wanted to be. He noticed a large, metal dumpster at the back of the building. Pushing his bike next to the dumpster, he found sheets of cardboard and laid them over his bike then climbed onto the dumpster. 
 
   Moving to the side, he could see on top of the trailer. Reaching out and grabbing the edge, he pulled himself up. He crouched when he got on the top, eased his pack off, and pulled out his rifle to put it back together. Pulling out a magazine, he eased it in and made sure it was seated then chambered a round.
 
   When the bolt slammed forward, shattering the silence, he dropped down. “Yeah, that was real ninja,” he mumbled. Slowly looking around, he didn’t see anyone as he extended the bipod on the rifle and moved to the end of the trailer. He pulled out the other magazine for the rifle and laid it beside him. He pulled out his laser range finder and started taking readings. 
 
   Aiming at the front of the hotel, he smiled, seeing three hundred and seventy-four yards. After making a few more, he put his range finder up and dialed in his scope. Bringing the stock to his shoulder, he started scanning the parking lot and didn’t see any Suburban.
 
   Setting the rifle down, he put his backpack on, looked at his watch, and saw it was almost eleven. He made sure the spare magazine was the only thing laying out then turned toward the hotel. Getting as comfortable as he could, he lay in the dark, watching the occasional car move down the road. When he saw a cop car pass, he looked through his scope to see if he knew who it was. 
 
   Not recognizing the officer, he lifted his head and looked around as a thought struck him about surveillance cameras. Lowering his head over the scope, he scanned around for them and saw four looking over the Double Tree parking lot and one at the door. Then, he looked on this side of the street and didn’t see any. Feeling better, he relaxed and waited.
 
   Feeling his legs start to tingle, Nelson wiggled his feet slowly and looked back at his watch and saw it was one a.m. Hearing a vehicle approaching, he turned and saw a black Suburban slowing down on the road. Keeping both eyes open, he calmed his breathing and followed the truck in his crosshairs. 
 
   The Suburban drove to the front of the hotel and turned toward him, parking almost directly in front of him. When the lights turned off, he slowed his breathing and flipped the safety off and rested his finger lightly on the trigger and slightly shifted his weight forward onto the rifle’s bipod.
 
   All four doors opened together as four people got out, and Nelson closed his left eye. One was wearing a blue windbreaker with ATF on it. Two of the other three were men who were carrying sport coats over one arm, and Nelson could see their weapons and badges on their belts. The last one was a woman wearing a polo shirt and khaki jeans with her pistol and badge on her belt.
 
   Like before, they all closed their doors at almost the same time and walked toward the hotel, talking and laughing. Resting his crosshairs on the one furthest to the back, Nelson could see they were laughing hard as his finger slowly squeezed the trigger.
 
   Pop. The rifle coughed and bucked, startling him, and he moved the crosshairs to the woman’s back, squeezed, heard the dull pop, and felt the rifle buck against his shoulder. He moved his crosshairs to the man who was in front of his first target and found him on the ground, holding his hip.
 
   Resting his crosshairs on his chest, he squeezed and moved to the last man, who was pulling his pistol and moving to the woman, who was holding her chest. Nelson squeezed the trigger twice and left his crosshairs on the man and watched both shots hit him square in the chest.
 
   Seeing his first target trying to crawl away, Nelson aimed at his upper back, squeezed off two rounds, and watched them hit. Moving back to the woman, he squeezed the trigger two more times, watching both rounds slam into her chest as she collapsed on the concrete. 
 
   Moving the crosshairs from one target to the next, Nelson sent at least one more into each body until he felt the bolt lock back. Ejecting the empty magazine, Nelson slammed in the new one and lowered his eye to the scope.
 
   Not seeing them moving and satisfied they were down, he grabbed his empty magazine, stuffing it in his waist pack as he slung the rifle across his back. He quickly moved to the back of the trailer, lowered himself to the dumpster, and jumped off. Grabbing his bike, he turned on the battery and started pedaling hard. 
 
   He was over a mile away when he heard the first sirens and turned his bike off the road into a small stand of trees. Stopping, he pulled his rifle off his back and took it apart to shove it in his pack. Hearing more sirens, he guided his bike back to the road but stayed on the sidewalk and started pedaling.
 
   When he was over two miles away, he moved back to the street but stayed on the edge as he pushed the pedals hard as the number of sirens kept increasing. He was halfway home when he saw a car coming toward him. Quickly, he pulled off the street and coasted up to a house and stopped beside it. It was only seconds until the car flew past, and he saw it was a police cruiser without the overhead lights on. 
 
   He waited until the cruiser was gone then headed back to the street and continued on. Pushing the pedals as hard and fast as he could, Nelson finally turned off on his road but didn’t slow down. When he saw his house, he stopped pedaling and coasted to his driveway. Steering his bike to the side of the house, he stopped by the side door. Looking at his watch, he chuckled softly. “I’m home twenty-three minutes after the last shot.” 
 
   Pulling out his keys, he unlocked the door and turned off the alarm. He pushed his bike in and put it back on the trailer then put the rifle and other equipment up. Locking the side door, he turned the alarm on and went inside to find the dogs sitting in front of the door, waiting on him, and he stopped and patted both of them on the head.
 
   Heading to the refrigerator, he pulled out some leftovers and a pitcher of tea. Grabbing a plate, he fixed some food and put the plate in the microwave as he poured a glass of tea. Hearing someone moving down the hall, he turned and saw Michelle walk in the kitchen. “Find any good spots?” she asked.
 
   “Not really,” he said. “I’m afraid to pull it onto dirt I don’t know with the rain we had last week; I don’t want to get stuck. That truck and trailer are really heavy.”
 
   “Well, the only things not covered by tarps are the side-by-sides,” she said, walking over to him. “If anyone asks, we can tell them we are moving,” she offered.
 
   “Yeah, plus, if I move it to where we can’t watch it, someone might just take it,” he said, hugging her.
 
   “Let’s go to bed. I’m sure tomorrow is going to be hurry up and wait,” she said, pulling him to the bedroom.
 
   “Yeah, and I hate that,” he said, letting her pull him to the bedroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   The phone ringing woke them up, making both jump up in the bed. Nelson turned to look at the clock and saw it was just after five a.m. He looked at Michelle and noticed she was holding her pistol in the ready position.
 
   When the phone rang again, they both jumped, and Michelle spun toward the phone but kept the pistol pointed up in the ready position. Realizing it was the phone making the noise, she put her pistol on the nightstand as the phone rang again.
 
   “Hello,” she croaked, grabbing the phone.
 
   “Michelle, I’m sorry to wake you up, but I’m less than two miles from your house. I should be there in a few minutes. Can you open the door for me?” a voice said.
 
   “Ashley?” Michelle croaked as her brain slowly came up to speed.
 
   “Yes, it’s me,” she said, almost in a panic.
 
   “Okay, I’ll meet you at the door,” Michelle said then hung up and grabbed her pistol.
 
   Watching Michelle leave with her pistol without saying anything got Nelson worried as he jumped out of bed, grabbed his own pistol, and trotted out after her. He found Michelle peeking through the front window. “What’s going on?” he asked, moving up beside her.
 
   “It was Ashley saying she was almost here, but she sounded really nervous,” Michelle said, looking through the window.
 
   “Someone following her?” Nelson asked, worried.
 
   “She didn’t say,” Michelle answered. Handing her his pistol, Nelson then bolted from the room to his closet. He pulled a rifle case off the top shelf and pulled out an AR-15. A laser and light were mounted beside the forward grip, and an EoTech sight was on top. Grabbing two magazines, Nelson ran back to the living room, slamming a magazine in and chambering a round. 
 
   Reaching up, he turned on the sight and moved up beside Michelle. “Anything?” he said in a low voice, turning off the alarm.
 
   “I see car lights coming,” Michelle said, and Nelson moved toward the door and pulled the stock up to his shoulder. “It’s her; she’s in Matt’s truck pulling the trailer,” Michelle said.
 
   “See anything behind her?” Nelson asked.
 
   She shook her head. “No, and I don’t see lights down the road,” Michelle told him. “She’s in the driveway.”
 
   When he saw the lights shining on the windows go off, Nelson opened the door and moved outside. Listening carefully, he didn’t hear another car close, and he moved over to Matt’s truck as Ashley jumped out. “You okay?” Nelson called out softly.
 
   “I’m better now,” she said, closing the truck door softly. As she walked toward him, Nelson saw her holster a pistol. 
 
   “Someone following you?” he asked, looking back up the road.
 
   Stopping in front of him, she shook her head. “Not that I saw.”
 
   “Let’s get inside,” he told her, and she walked past him as he backed toward the house.
 
   When they were inside, Michelle locked the door and armed the alarm. “What’s wrong, Ashley?” she asked, handing Nelson his pistol back. Putting the tactical sling of his rifle over his head, Nelson let the AR hang across his chest and took the pistol.
 
   Ashley dropped down on the couch. “The federal agents are dead,” she announced.
 
   “What?” Michelle asked, moving over to Ashley.
 
   “They were shot,” Ashley said, looking up. Her mascara had streaked down her face from her tears. “It’s not going to be long before people come after Matt and us,” she declared.
 
   Stepping over to stand beside Michelle, Nelson said, “But Matt never did anything. None of the cops did except ride along with them,” he said.
 
   Ashley nodded. “Yeah, they were with them,” she sobbed. “I have to get my babies away from here before someone comes to kill us because Matt was with them.”
 
   Michelle sat down beside her. “Ashley, I could understand your fear more if Matt had arrested someone or helped take people’s property, but he didn’t.” 
 
   “I talked to an officer Netter at the store. He said none of the cops did but were worried they were about to be forced to,” Nelson said. “Matt told me the same thing tonight before he left.” 
 
   Leaning over, Ashley put her head on Michelle’s shoulder. “You think we’re safe for now?” Ashley asked.
 
   “From the general population? Yes I do but not from the government and any that follow them,” Michelle said, wrapping her arm around Ashley.
 
   Nelson knelt in front of Ashley, laying his pistol on the floor then grabbing both of her hands in his. “Ashley,” he said in a gentle voice. “Don’t take this the wrong way,” he paused. “But you need to save your cries. You’re a strawberry blond with fair skin, and when you cry, you get really splotchy,” he told her sincerely.
 
   With a loud snort, Ashley busted out laughing along with Michelle and flopped back on the couch. Nelson let her hands go and picked up his pistol as he stood up. “Oh man, I needed that,” Ashley laughed, wiping her face.
 
   “Well, I didn’t want to say anything, but Nelson is right; you get really splotchy.” Michelle smiled at her, making her laugh harder.
 
   Laughter rocked Ashley’s body for a few minutes, and then she took a deep breath. “Thank you guys,” she said, leaning over and hugging Michelle.
 
   “Don’t mention it,” Michelle said, hugging her back.
 
   “Baby, why don’t you take Ashley back to our room and let her shower? Then, she can sleep in our bed with you and the two body beaters,” Nelson said, moving to the recliner.
 
   “That’s a good idea,” Michelle said, standing, and she pulled Ashley up.
 
   “Both the girls are in your bed?” she asked in awe.
 
   Nelson huffed. “Girls my ass. I’ve never been beat like that before, but yeah, Nellie is in Olivia’s bed,” he said.
 
   Nodding, Ashley said, “I know Brittany is rough, but both of them? I might just lay on the floor,” Ashley said as Michelle pulled her to the bedroom. When they were gone, Nelson realized he was sitting in his boxers and a tank top.
 
   Setting his pistol on the end table, he chuckled, “I go to fight a battle in my underwear.”
 
   “I think it was sexy,” Michelle said, walking back in, carrying some clothes for him. 
 
   Looking over at Michelle, he noticed she was wearing a dark green, silk teddy. “Me?” Nelson huffed. “I’m glad I didn’t notice what you were wearing because I would’ve got shot because I would’ve tried to sneak a peek at you.”
 
   She put the clothes on his lap. “Want me to lay on the couch with you?” she asked.
 
   Shaking his head, he said, “Nah, I’m going to pack up the guns.”
 
   She knelt beside him and said softly, “Baby, you need to get some rest.”
 
   “I’m good, sweetie. I promise,” he said, standing up. He grabbed the khaki pants and saw they were thankfully his tactical pants and not his dress pants. Then, he pulled on a dark gray polo shirt. Walking into the kitchen, he grabbed his holster off the bar and turned around to find Michelle just looking at him.
 
   “You’re tired,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.
 
   Sliding the holster on his belt, he grabbed the magazine holster and slid it on his left side. “I’m not denying that,” he said, looking up at her. “But I’m good. I promise,” he said, stepping close.
 
   “I can’t do this without you,” Michelle said as she put her arms around him.
 
   He pulled her close. “Who’s says I’m going anywhere?” he asked. “I can’t be far from you, and you know that. I love looking at my hottie.”
 
   Chuckling, she slapped his butt. “Will you be serious?”
 
   “Baby, I’m good, I promise, and I was being serious.”
 
   “Okay then,” she said, looking up at him and pulling him down so she could kiss him.
 
   When they broke the kiss, she headed to the bedroom. Nelson moved over to the washer and dryer and found a pair of socks. Grabbing his hiking boots, he sat down and put the socks and boots on. Feeling better, he grabbed his pistol and slid it in his holster.
 
   Picking up the rifle, he called the dogs and went out back to the shop. When he walked in, he laid his rifle on a work bench and opened the massive gun safe. Like the safe in the garage, this one was advertised to hold thirty-six rifles, but it held a few more as well as a dozen pistols on a top rack. Picking up two dual magazine holsters for the AR, he clipped them on his belt and dug around to the stack of magazines, pulled out four, and put them in the holsters.
 
   Like the magazines, the holsters were polymer. He didn’t like metal magazines for the AR platform. It was a great platform but was high-maintenance, and a dinged metal magazine always caused problems. A polymer magazine was either perfect or broken, and it was easy to tell when they were broken.
 
   Feeling better, he walked over to the shelves lining the entire west wall filled with empty rifle cases. Pulling down stacks of hard rifle cases, he set them on the bench, opening the top one up. Grabbing two rifles, he laid them in the case and closed it, making sure it was locked and moved it to the side. Opening the next one, he heard the door open and turned to see Michelle walk in.
 
   She was dressed just like him without the rifle magazine holders. “Hey, we’re twins,” Nelson said, smiling.
 
   “I’ve come to help,” she said, smiling as she walked over. She would pull out rifles, and he would pack them. With twenty hard rifle cases packed, Nelson pulled down two more rifle cases, and Michelle started pulling out the pistols, filling both cases. Next, they packed up loaded magazines in ammo boxes.
 
   When everything was out of the safe, Nelson stood up, slinging his AR across his chest. “Damn, and we have two more to go,” he said, grabbing two cases.
 
   “Only one of them is this big, and I’m glad the other is only half this size,” she said, walking over and grabbing two cases by their carry handles.
 
   They ferried all the cases inside and packed them on one of the trailers. When they were done, Nelson looked at her and pointed at all the family’s bikes strapped to the outside of the rails on the trailers. “You thought of that?” he asked.
 
   “Yes. Be damned if I’m leaving them,” she said, wiping her brow. “It took me three years to get you on a bike, and I don’t care if it was electric.”
 
   Walking to the door, he said, “Just be glad I got it at half price,” as he walked out.
 
   “If you had paid eight grand for a bike, I would’ve shot you,” she said, following him out. “I almost shanked you for spending four.” 
 
   Turning to look over his shoulder, he said, “Hey, I didn’t want to, but when you told me I had one year to get ready to run the Ironman in Hawaii, I pulled out all the stops,” he said.
 
   She laughed as she followed him into the shop. They carried empty rifle cases to the garage. When all of them were in there, Michelle opened the safe. “You realize if anyone watched us carry over fifty gun cases in here, they will think we’re terrorists,” she said, passing Nelson two rifles.
 
   “Hey, when the zombies attack, people suddenly realize the crazy gun nut down the street isn’t that crazy,” he told her.
 
   Passing him two more, she said, “Or they want to hole up with the gun nut.”
 
   “Right, but the gun nut always has a place to run to,” he said, taking the rifles. When Michelle pulled out the Lapua, she pulled it out by itself and handed it over. This rifle was one of Nelson’s special babies and got a case all to itself. She wasn’t complaining since it was also one of the most expensive guns he had. The scope cost more than the rifle, which made no sense to her. “You did pack up all the stuff I used to work on bows, didn’t you?” he asked, taking the Savage 110BA.
 
   “Yes, dear,” she said, grabbing two more. “And I got all your reloading and gunsmith stuff.”
 
   Taking the rifles, he said, “You have to be the best wife ever.”
 
   She blushed. “Only because you are the best husband ever,” she said, continuing the relay. When they were halfway done, she stopped. “Ashley said Matt picked her up at work and took her home after he left here last night,” she said and started the relay again. “They both worked for several hours packing their stuff, but Matt had to leave when the feds were shot. She had to finish by herself.”
 
   “Hey, the little girl is tough,” Nelson said, continuing to pack.
 
   They continued on, and when she passed the last two rifles, she asked, “Nelson, do you know anything about the shooting?”
 
   “Why do you ask?” he said, taking the rifles.
 
   Watching him calmly putting the guns in the case, Michelle shook her head. “I don’t know, but you were gone when it happened,” she said.
 
   “So?” he said, closing the case. “Pistols,” he said, looking at her with a slight smile on his face.
 
   Shrugging, she started passing pistols. “So you don’t know anything?” 
 
   “How would I know where to get them, baby?” he asked, packing the pistols.
 
   She grabbed the last pistols. “So you really don’t know anything?” she asked, having a nagging feeling.
 
   Taking the pistols, he let out a sigh and said, “I didn’t say that.” Michelle’s heart skipped a beat. He put the pistols in the case and closed it. Standing up, he looked at her. “I’ve never lied to you, baby,” he declared.
 
   “I know, baby.” She smiled weakly.
 
   Bending down, he picked up two cases and turned to her. “So please don’t ask anymore,” he said then moved over, stacking the cases in the trailer.
 
   Closing her eyes, Michelle shook her head as her heart started pounding. “Wh—” she started but stopped. Snapping her eyes open, she walked over, grabbed him, and pulled him to the other side of the garage. “Why would you risk so much?” she whispered.
 
   He reached up and brushed Michelle’s bangs off her face. “Baby, in Iraq, what happened when we took out the leader of a cell?” he asked.
 
   This caught her off guard. “They panicked and were disorganized. Most of the times, it took weeks for them to get back in action, and we could take out a lot of fighters till someone filled the void.”
 
   “That’s right,” he nodded.
 
   “Baby, this isn’t Iraq; it’s Missouri,” she whispered.
 
   “Same thing applies: Cut the head off, and nothing gets done,” he said.
 
   Shaking her head, she said in a low voice, “Baby, I hate to tell you, but I can guarantee those weren’t the heads of the snake.”
 
   “In this town, they were,” he said. “They were the ones leading the cops into taking people’s stuff. Without them, I can guarantee the cops aren’t going to enforce those federal statutes. They live here, and now, seeing how easy it was for the feds to die, they will think really hard before they follow the leader.”
 
   Feeling confused, Michelle looked away. “It may have been right, but why did you have to do it?” she whispered.
 
   “Because I could,” he said honestly. “I’ve killed before just as you have. I have no guilt about it. For evil to spread, good only has to turn away. Now that others know it can be done, they will do it.”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Michelle laid her head on his chest, and he put his arms around her. “You were careful, right?” she mumbled.
 
   “I’m here, aren’t I?” he chuckled.
 
   “You know what I mean,” she snapped in a quiet voice.
 
   He squeezed her tight. “I’m sure one or two of my hairs are there, and the cases were wiped down.”
 
   “What if the FBI comes and does that CSI stuff?” she asked, getting worried.
 
   “My DNA isn’t in any database, and I had gloves on, so no prints. But baby, how many federal agents did you write down had been killed yesterday?” he asked.
 
   “Seventy-two,” she answered.
 
   “That’s spreading them kind of thin,” he said. “I can guarantee you it’s more now besides those four.”
 
   “One was really a woman?” she asked.
 
   “Does it make a difference?” he asked.
 
   Breathing through her nose and blowing a long breath out, she admitted, “No, they are just as deadly as men are.”
 
   They sat there for a while with Nelson just holding her. “Baby, please don’t say anything to anyone,” he said. “I’ve never lied to you, and I never will, but please don’t ask about stuff like that. I don’t want you to be guilty of anything,” he finished in a begging tone. 
 
   Backing up, she looked at him. “I would’ve gone with you and spotted,” she said with a firm expression. “We are a team, and a team doesn’t hide anything from each other. If you would’ve brought one of them back to interrogate, I would’ve held the knife and buried the body. I want to know so I can protect you, and I will tell you so you can protect me,” she told him using her “tone.”
 
   A grin slowly split his face. “Okay then, hot stuff,” he said. “Another reason I done it was I know they won’t be coming to the house looking for the missing stuff from the store.”
 
   “Now that I can really understand,” she said, hugging him. “Let’s get this done before the kids get up.”
 
   They walked back and quickly had the safe emptied. Then, very quietly, Michelle opened the gun safe in the bedroom and brought out the guns there as Nelson packed them in cases on the living room floor. When they finished, they loaded them up in the trailer. 
 
   Walking back inside, they found Nellie fixing breakfast. “We can do that, Nellie,” Michelle said, walking over.
 
   “I can do this. You two keep getting ready,” she said, getting two coffee cups down. Filling up the cups, she handed them over. “I called Gerald and told him we would be leaving no later than tomorrow. I had to yell at him because he wants to come here and make sure we make it home safe.”
 
   Looking around the counter, Nelson looked over at Michelle. “Where are the keys to Matt’s truck?” he asked.
 
   “Why?” Michelle asked, blowing on her coffee. 
 
   “I want to back it in just in case we have to skedaddle out fast,” he said, taking a sip of coffee. Michelle left, heading to the bedroom. 
 
   In a few minutes, she came back holding the keys and gave them to Nelson. Grabbing his rifle, he headed to the front door as the dogs followed him. He opened the door, and they followed him out and sniffed around the yard.
 
   He stopped and looked at the driveway. It was almost fifty yards long and wide enough for his and Michelle’s rides to sit side by side, but it seemed really crowded now. The Suburban and Blazer were backed up just a few feet from the garage doors. Then in front of the Suburban was his truck with that long-ass trailer backed in. Then was Matt’s truck with his trailer hooked up. Just like all the trailers, Matt’s was piled up and covered in tarps. But his was the only vehicle that was pulled in.
 
   Pulling out the keys, Nelson hit the unlock button and heard the doors click. Matt’s truck was a 2500HD just like Nelson’s, but Matt’s had a gas engine and was jacked up six inches while Nelson’s was only lifted four inches. Both trucks were even the same gray color. 
 
   Climbing in, Nelson started the engine and slowly backed out, seeing no cars in the early morning light. Then, he pulled down the road and slowly backed into the driveway. Not even wanting to run the risk of hitting his truck, it took a few adjustments before he backed the truck and trailer in. He turned the truck off, climbed out, and walked around his truck and saw both dogs sitting down, looking at him almost like they wanted to know what all that was about.
 
   “You two could’ve helped guide me in,” he said, walking over and loving on them. When he stopped and stood, they bounded toward the door.
 
   Walking behind them, he adjusted his rifle then let the dogs in. He found Michelle packing the guns that were hidden in the house. On the couch was his tactical bag that held his tactical gear and the soft case for the rifle on his chest. 
 
   Seeing all the guns Michelle had loaded up, Nelson shook his head. “Okay, I’ll admit we have a lot of guns,” he said.
 
   “Whatever,” Michelle said, never stopping. He walked over and started carrying out the cases she had packed. When he came back, Michelle was finished and picking up two cases. “I’m just glad many of these were given to you as demos,” she said, passing him. “Otherwise, I would’ve gotten bent out of shape.”
 
   Laughing, he grabbed two more cases and followed her out. They packed the last of the gun cases then went back to check the house. When Nelson walked in his bedroom, he found both girls sprawled on top of Ashley. He eased into his closet and only found his suits and a few other dress clothes. Other than that, it was empty. Walking into the bathroom, he found all the extra toiletries under the counter gone.
 
   Only what he needed was on the counter beside his shaving bag. Grabbing his toothbrush, he brushed his teeth and packed up the rest. When he was done, the toothbrush went in the bag, and he went back to the living room and found Michelle packing the pantry in plastic bins. 
 
   Setting his shaving bag beside his tactical bag, he went and carried out the bins and loaded them on the trailer. They kept a month’s worth of food in the house, but their main supply was at the farm. When he finished loading the bins, he refilled his mug and walked to the shop. 
 
   The walls were bare. On the far end were shelves that had held bins containing all the different clothing the family had. Anything from heavy coats and snow gear to dive suits had been stored there, but Michelle had loaded all that. Walking over to the main workbench, Nelson reached up to a shelf and took down the one personal item he cherished: a large cedar box with a glass lid, and inside were limited edition Star Wars figures.  
 
   Smiling at the figures under the glass, he glanced around the shop. Not seeing anything except benches, chairs, and tables, Nelson left and headed to the gym. When he walked in, he found everything there. None of it would be coming with them. At the farm, they had built a gym that was bigger than this with more equipment, but this was his and Michelle’s gym. Looking at the Jacuzzi, he smiled, thinking of all the memories in this one room alone. 
 
   Then, all the memories they had made there in their home started going through his mind. A small part of Nelson wanted to stay to defend those memories, but he knew it would be useless. Turning around, he saw the picture. Reaching up, he took the poster-sized picture down and gave the room one last look before walking out.
 
   When he walked in, he found Michelle and Gavin sitting at the table, eating. Michelle saw the picture he was carrying. “I got the other two with all the kids’ pictures,” she said with a full mouth. Then, Michelle saw the cedar box under Nelson’s arm and grinned. She almost said something about his “toys” but held her tongue as he set the box down.
 
   “I know, but I want all of them. This picture means a lot to me,” he said, putting it by the wall. He took his rifle off and hung it on his chair then sat down as Nellie set a plate down and joined them. Reaching out, they all held hands as Nelson said the prayer. 
 
   When he was done, Michelle looked up. “Matt called. He will be here in a little while,” she said, spreading jelly on a biscuit.
 
   “You are going to make him take a nap, aren’t you?” Nellie asked, glancing at Nelson with raised eyebrows.
 
   Giving a weak chuckle, he said, “I’ll offer it, but I’m not going to wrestle him for it. That boy is kind of strong.”
 
   “Then I’ll find a belt,” Nellie said, grabbing a slice of bacon. 
 
   It wasn’t much longer when they saw the dogs jump up. Wiping his hands off, Nelson got up, grabbed his rifle, and headed to the door with the dogs following. Walking outside, Nelson saw Ashley’s Corolla pull in and stop in front of Matt’s truck. 
 
   Trotting over before Matt got out, Nelson tapped the window. Slowly, Matt pushed the button to lower the window. “Matt, pull the car beside the garage in case we need to leave fast,” he said, and Matt nodding understanding.
 
   Pulling off the driveway, he drove across the grass, stopped beside the garage, turned the car off, and got out. Nelson could see he was moving real slow with clumsy movements. Stopping at the trunk, Matt opened it and pulled out a large gear bag. He tried to put it on his shoulder, but it slipped off, falling to the ground. 
 
   Nelson ran over. “I got it, Matt,” Nelson said, grabbing the bag and almost dropping it. “What the hell do you have in here?”
 
   “Stuff I found,” Matt said, grinning.
 
   Grabbing Matt’s arm, Nelson led him to the front door. “Your daughter and my daughter beat the hell out of me, and your wife is now sleeping in my bed, getting beat up. You go and join them, or Nellie’s going to throw a fit,” he warned.
 
   “Damn, you slept with both of them?” Matt slurred. “I’ll put you in for a medal,” he said as Nelson led him inside.
 
   Dropping the bag off his shoulder, Nelson kept guiding him as the others came over. “He’s going to bed,” Nelson said, looking at Nellie. 
 
   “Damn right he is,” she said, stepping forward and undoing his duty belt. Michelle stepped up and unclipped the radio microphone from his shoulder as Nellie took the belt off. Matt just stood, staring straight ahead with glazed eyes. Holding Matt’s arm, Nelson could feel Matt’s weight shifting, and the only thing keeping him from wobbling was the hold on his arm. 
 
   Nellie came back and started unbuttoning Matt’s shirt, and Michelle dropped down and unzipped his boots. “Lift your leg,” she said, tapping it, and Matt did, allowing her to take his boot off. Throwing it to the side, she turned back and saw Matt was still holding his leg up. “Put your leg down,” she said, and when it was down, she tapped the other leg. “Lift your leg,” she said and took his boot off as Matt raised his leg. 
 
   Nellie stripped off his shirt, letting it hang on the arm Nelson was holding. Grabbing the Velcro straps of his bulletproof vest, she started ripping them off and lifted it off as Michelle told him to put his leg down. Undoing his belt, Nellie dropped his pants, and Michelle tapped his legs and pulled them off.
 
   “I got him,” Nellie said, grabbing Matt’s other arm. When Nelson let go, he pulled the shirt off as Nellie led him down the hall. Gavin ran over and grabbed the clothes off the floor and carried them to the washer. 
 
   Walking over to the couch, Nelson grabbed Matt’s rig and carried it into the kitchen then set it on top of the refrigerator. He turned to see Gavin looking at him. “Grab a plastic bag so we can strip down Ashley’s car,” he told him, and Gavin ran over to the garbage can and pulled a bag from the box beside it.
 
   They went outside and took everything out of the car, even removing the license plates. In the trunk, they found two soft gun cases and a hard suitcase that Nelson had never seen with Matt before. Curious, he opened one, and his eyes got wide looking at an M-4A3 and a UMP 45. On the side of each was stamped, “Property of the U.S. Government.”
 
   “Holy shit,” Nelson mumbled, and Gavin looked over.
 
   “One is just like your AR, Dad. What’s so special about the other one?” Gavin asked, looking at the weapons.
 
   Looking down, he saw his son leaning over, looking into the trunk. “Gavin,” Nelson said, zipping up the bag and pulling it out with the other one. “Carry these inside, and tell Momma that these bags hold trouble but keep them near,” he said, holding out the bags. With the straps over his shoulders, Gavin struggled to hold them off the ground as he carried them to the front door. 
 
   Looking back in the trunk, Nelson found a suitcase and knew it was Matt’s and took it out, checking to make sure nothing else was left in the trunk. Closing the trunk, he went through the car one more time and found a Barbie doll head under the passenger seat. Throwing it in the bag, he stood up and realized Matt had left the keys in the ignition. 
 
   Taking the keys and closing the door, Nelson grabbed the garbage bag and suitcase and carried them inside, using the side door. He found Michelle putting the gun cases in the empty gun safe. “Where in the hell did he get this?” she asked in a loud whisper, closing the safe door.
 
   Looking at Michelle like she lost her mind, he said, “Baby, I can’t use the force today because my Jedi powers have been drained, so I can’t read his mind or make him speak.” He paused for a moment. “These aren’t the droids you’re looking for.”
 
   She shook her head and smirked. “You’re so weird.” She wanted to say something about his Star Wars toys. Once again, she held her tongue; Nelson was very much a Star Wars geek and didn’t like those big action figures called toys. 
 
   “See, I lost the force. You were supposed to say, ‘These aren’t the droids we are looking for,’” he said, dropping the bag and suitcase.
 
   “I swear if you ask me to strap bagels on the side of my head, I’ll hit ya.” She grinned.
 
   A grin split his face. “How about wearing the Leia slave costume when she was on Jaba’s barge?” he asked.
 
   Unable to help it, Michelle laughed. “You find one, and I’ll wear it,” she offered.
 
   “Oh yeah, you say that now,” he said, throwing up his hands.
 
   She walked over and hugged him. “You’re so bad,” she said, grinning. “You know those are government weapons, right?”
 
   “Yes I do,” Nelson said.
 
   “One bag has a windbreaker that has ‘Homeland Agent’ and the seal on the back,” she told him.
 
   That startled Nelson, making him jump. “He took them from the crime scene,” Nelson mumbled.
 
   Stepping back, Michelle got nervous. “You don’t think the police know he’s here, do you?”
 
   “Shit, baby, half of them have been over here for cookouts,” he said.
 
   Michelle was about to say something when they heard a phone vibrate, then Michelle let out a yelp and jumped. “I forgot about this,” she said, taking out her prepaid phone. “Hello,” she answered and listened. “I know he doesn’t have it. We are still at the house,” she said into the phone. “We have been ready to go and would’ve been gone, but you said stay put, so don’t get high and mighty with me, or I’ll kick your ass,” she snapped.
 
   “Is that Gerald?” Nelson whispered, and she held up her hand.
 
   “What are we doing?” she snapped at the phone. “Well, my husband convinced me to wear the slave costume Princess Leia wore on Jaba’s barge and molest me. What the hell are you doing?” she almost yelled. She listened and held out the phone, looking at the screen, then put the phone back to her ear. “Hello, are you there?” she asked into the phone.
 
   After a few minutes, she snapped, “Well, you asked, so be prepared for the answer.” She listened. “No, he doesn’t have one for me to wear,” she sighed, rolling her eyes. “We are getting off topic. What did you call for, and just to let you know, we are leaving before tomorrow morning whether you like it or not.”
 
   Listening for a minute, she stomped her foot. “Enough about the costume!” she shouted. “If my husband wants me to wear it and molest me, he can, and you can’t watch and record it!” Nelson took a step back and started to think where he could get one as Michelle listened. “Yes, the others are here with their stuff,” she said. “I’m not going to say why we have to leave on the phone,” she growled. “Okay, see you then,” she said and hung up.
 
   Looking up at Nelson, she saw a stupid grin on his face. “You can’t find one, so forget about it,” she said, putting the phone in her pocket. “Gerald will be here before noon. His sister’s with him. They had to pull over off the road last night so a convoy could pass them. He wanted to come here and wait a day, but I told him we weren’t, and he said we would talk about it when he got here.”
 
   “I can find one,” Nelson said, still wearing the stupid look.
 
   Walking over, Michelle grabbed his arms. “Baby, I need the other head thinking right now,” she told him.
 
   Dejected, the stupid look fell off his face along with the hopes of the costume. “Okay,” he mumbled.
 
   “When we get to the farm, you and I will sneak off into the woods,” she enticed him.
 
   That perked him up. “Okay,” he said. “They have any trouble?”
 
   “He didn’t say,” she answered, looking at her watch. “I recorded the president’s message, and it’s already started.”
 
   “Fine, let’s go watch the idiot,” he said as she turned toward the door.
 
   Walking inside, they found the girls at the table with Gavin. Devin was in his swing, laughing, and Nellie was holding Mike and feeding him. “Nellie, why didn’t you come and get me?” Michelle asked, moving over to the table and saw the girls were eating.
 
   “Didn’t need to. I can take care of them,” she said with a smile. “These last few years have been some of mine and Bernard’s happiest with you and the others.”
 
   “Do I need to feed Devin?” Michelle asked as Nelson headed to the living room and turned on the TV.
 
   Nellie shook her head. “No, he ate a bowl of eggs with biscuit and drank a bottle.”
 
   “And he’s still awake?” she asked, shocked, looking at Devin just laughing away.
 
   “I think he’s fighting it,” Nellie said, looking up.
 
   “My fellow Americans,” was heard in the living room, and they both headed in as the president started.
 
   “I know many of you are distraught about the government decision to take over the savings, but the action was felt necessary to protect the retirement future of millions of Americans. It was done for your good,” he stressed.
 
   “The violence being directed at government workers will not be tolerated. Your elected officials along with myself felt this was the best course of action to preserve America, and violent actions will change nothing. The law was passed, and it was ruled within the constitutional limits by the Supreme Court by unanimous decision, and violence won’t change that,” he said with a harsh tone. 
 
   Nelson looked at Michelle. “I feel like he’s trying to scold us,” he said as the president continued.
 
   “People not showing up for work can’t and won’t be tolerated. The nation is paying a dear price for it. So I have enacted an executive order from one of my predecessors that puts the work force under federal control. Starting tomorrow, anyone not reporting to work will be picked up and detained by police. It is mandatory that all businesses report workers who don’t show up. Only businesses that have been closed by the ATF will remain closed, and those workers are advised to find new employment as those businesses will only be allowed to open once the ATF has deemed them to provide a service to the general public. All medical, transportation, law enforcement, energy production, water, and city workers who don’t show up will be detained and fined,” he said with a stern expression.
 
   “Now, the Federal Reserve will allow banks to open Thursday, but banks will only allow two hundred dollars a week to be withdrawn. Those cashing checks must open an account but may only receive two hundred dollars. No other institution is allowed to cash checks other than banks. Checks and credit cards may still be used, but excessive use on an account, and the bank can lock the account. This is being done so people don’t run out and withdraw all their money, thinking the sky is falling.
 
   “Your money is still there, and those that had their savings turned over to the social security administration will receive statements in the next few months. You will still be able to borrow against your account as long as your bank approves it.
 
   “We know people have to eat, so up to two hundred dollars a week per person in a household may be used from any bank account. The hoarding of food will not be allowed or tolerated and if discovered will be confiscated. Then, those responsible will be detained and fined. Any household may only keep a ten-day food supply on hand. All government-sponsored food programs will continue with no changes as will all government assistance,” he said, narrowing his eyes, “as long as the violence stops.
 
   “I signed an executive order that went into effect last night that requires that all guns possessed by the public must remain inside the residence of the owner. No firearms are allowed outside any home for any reason. This leaves the second amendment intact and protects the federal workers trying to do their jobs. Over a hundred have been killed in the last forty-eight hours, and this will not be tolerated. In my executive order, I mandated any federal agent that feels threatened has the right to use any force necessary up to and including deadly force. Any federal employee has the right to do so without the fear of prosecution. Only law enforcement, federal agents, and the military are allowed to have weapons in public.
 
   “As many of you have seen, our military has been deployed in the streets of America to bring peace back to the streets. Any person seen trying to burn or destroy a bank will be seen as an enemy combatant, and deadly force is authorized. This has to stop,” he said, hitting the desk with his fist. “Over a thousand banks have been burned down or destroyed, and the FBI is investigating each one, and those responsible will be brought to justice.
 
   “I’m sure many have heard about another order I signed that went into effect last night that brings all petroleum products under federal control. Starting Thursday morning, citizens must report to their local law enforcement and receive a fuel ration card. You must show how far you drive to work or why you need more, and the appointed office will grant you a card to use for fuel that may only be used for transportation. No establishment that sells fuel may do so until the cards are issued and may only give the amount allotted. Those that break this executive order will be detained and fined. We must protect our natural resources and stop the importation of oil to make America independent.
 
   “The next executive order that went into effect last night deals with the department of education. Schools will open and start next week, and all students must attend public schools. The school year will consist of eleven months out of the year. The summer vacation was started to allow children to help with the harvest, and this is no longer a valid reason. Our children must get used to showing up every day. Any private school that wishes to become public must contact the department of education for approval. Home schooling is no longer an approved means of teaching. We owe it to the next generation to give them the education they need.”
 
   Softening his expression, the president smiled at the camera. “Citizens of America, when this crisis subsides, many of the executive orders will be laid aside, and our American way of life will continue with only minor changes. I encourage all of you that if you see anyone breaking the law or acting out of the ordinary to call the authorities. I thank you, and have a nice day,” he said, beaming at the camera.
 
   When the screen switched to several people sitting around a table, Nelson turned the TV off. “This isn’t America any longer,” he mumbled.
 
   “Notice he didn’t say ‘God Bless America’ at the end,” Michelle said.
 
   He jumped up. “Did you hear the rest of that?” he asked, looking at her.
 
   “Yes, baby, but America was built in Christian values, and now, they are mandating all kids must go to public schools to be brainwashed,” Michelle snapped.
 
   “Baby, he just gave every member of the federal government a license to kill anyone they see as a threat without fear of prosecution, and you’re worried about school?” Nelson cried out, throwing up his hands.
 
   Narrowing her eyes, she looked at him and thought about what he said, and her face slowly changed to shock. “Oh my God,” she muttered.
 
   “To put it lightly,” he said, walking to the kitchen.
 
   Looking around in a panic, Michelle said, “We need to get out of here.”
 
   “Gerald will be here soon, and we can leave,” Nelson called from the kitchen.
 
   With tears on her face, Nellie got up and put Mike on her shoulder and patted his back until he burped. “I’m going to lay him and Devin down,” she said.
 
   “I’ll get Devin,” Michelle said, getting up.
 
   Gavin walked over to his dad, who was just staring out the sliding glass door at the backyard. “Daddy, is it really bad?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, son, it’s really bad,” he said.
 
   “I’ll go to another school if it means we won’t get in trouble,” he said, grabbing his dad’s hand.
 
   Turning and looking down at Gavin, Nelson smiled. “No, son, that’s not America. We decide what’s best for you, not the government. They can’t just do this to us because we work.”
 
   “I’ll help,” Gavin smiled, and Nelson’s heart almost broke at the thought of his son fighting.
 
   “I know, son. We have to protect the family,” Nelson said and hugged him tight then looked up at the girls at the table. They both looked scared, not understanding why everyone was upset. “Hey, let’s play a game,” he said, and they both smiled, getting out of their chairs. Taking off his rifle, he put it on top of the fridge and opened the back door. “The game is chase, and I’m it,” he said. Gavin, Olivia, and Brittany ran out the door.
 
   Soon, the sounds of laughter were ringing through the air even with many heavy hearts on the ground.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
   When Michelle came back to the kitchen, she heard laughter coming from the backyard and went to the window over the sink. Looking out, she saw Nelson chasing the kids around the yard. He would catch one, taking them down, and chew on their belly then jump up and go after another one. Feeling the tension leaving her body as she watched, Michelle realized that was the answer: Continue to live your life with your family, and fight to keep that. 
 
   Feeling someone beside her, Michelle glanced over to see Nellie smiling, watching the game outside. “That sound alone is worth fighting for,” Nellie said in a low voice.
 
   Putting her arm around Nellie, Michelle nodded. “Yes it is,” she agreed. They watched for the better part of an hour then started to fix lunch. 
 
   It was almost noon when Nelson and the kids came in, drenched in sweat and breathing hard but with smiles on their faces. Olivia ran over to Michelle. “Momma, Daddy chased us and ate our bellies!” she cried out with a smile filling her face.
 
   Reaching down and picking grass out of Olivia’s hair, she couldn’t help but smile. “I saw, baby. Do you still have a belly to eat?” she asked.
 
   Throwing up her arms, Olivia cheered, “Yeah!”
 
   As the kids moved to the table, Nelson headed to the sink, turned on the water, and stuck his head under the faucet. With water flowing over his head, he held his mouth open, gulping down mouthfuls. Seeing Nelson with his head under the faucet, Michelle ran over to the shelves above the washer, pulled down a towel, and ran over to Nelson. She draped the towel across his back as he slowly stood up, pulling the towel over his soaked head.
 
   “Tired?” she asked, grinning, as he dried his head.
 
   He cracked the edges of the towel open to peek out at her. “No, dying of thirst and hot as—”
 
   Michelle’s hand shot up, putting a finger across his lips. “I get the idea,” she chuckled then reached over, grabbing the glass of iced tea she had made for him. “You hungry?” she asked, handing him the glass.
 
   Letting the towel rest across his shoulders, Nelson took the glass and almost drained it. “I could eat,” he said, smacking his lips.
 
   They all sat down at the table, and after prayer, they ate as the kids talked about the game. Hearing cries down the hall, Nellie and Michelle took off and came back with Mike and Devin. As they fed the babies, the group just sat, enjoying each other’s company.
 
   It was well past noon when the dogs jumped up, giving off low growls and looking at the front of the house. The table became instantly quiet, and Nelson jumped up and pulled his rifle off the fridge. Walking into the living room, he looked out the window on the door.
 
   “Gerald’s here,” he said, opening the door. 
 
   Gerald had driven past the house to the cul-de-sac, came back to the house, and pulled off the road onto the yard. His Bronco was pulling a packed trailer and pointed down the road in case he had to leave fast. 
 
   Closing the door behind him, Nelson walked across the yard as Gerald got out, followed by a Rottweiler. “Duke, sit,” Gerald said softly. The Rott looked up at him as he sat down. Duke was big but was still smaller than Zeus. Like Zeus and Hera, Duke was a trained attack dog.
 
   Walking toward Gerald, Nelson saw someone get out the other side of the Bronco. When they walked around the front of the Bronco, he saw it was Gerald’s sister, Nancy. She was still slim with long, soft, black hair and her nerdy black glasses.
 
   Slinging his rifle across his chest, Nelson stopped and held out his hand. “Have trouble? We were expecting you before noon,” Nelson asked as Gerald shook his hand.
 
   “Nope, had to stop and get something,” Gerald said, looking at the AR across Nelson’s chest. “You had problems?”
 
   Shaking his head, Nelson said, “Not really.”
 
   Gerald looked at the driveway with the loaded trucks and trailers. “May want to think about hauling around the iron in plain sight.”
 
   Like a switch had been thrown, the smile and happiness left Nelson’s face. “Nobody’s going to tell me I can’t be an American,” Nelson told him in a flat voice.
 
   Gerald held up his hands. “I understand, but we aren’t in a place to have a battle yet,” he said, stressing “yet.”
 
   “Best to stay on my feet and not act like I’m bowing down. I’ve noticed those that act like they accept a boot on their neck eventually live with it there,” Nelson said as Nancy walked over and hugged him.
 
   “Just thinking of the others,” Gerald said, grinning. 
 
   “So am I,” Nelson said and looked down at Nancy. “Girl, it’s good to see you,” he said as she let him go.
 
   “You too.” She smiled. “Michelle inside?”
 
   “Yeah, go on in and get some food. Lunch is still on the table,” he told her. Nancy smiled and headed to the house.
 
   Walking toward the driveway, Gerald snapped his fingers, and Duke jumped up and walked beside him. “I don’t recognize the stuff on your truck or that trailer on your truck. Just where did you get that monster? That thing looks almost thirty foot long and is sitting mighty low,” he noted, stopping beside Nelson’s truck.
 
   “Just got it,” Nelson said and moved really close and whispered what all was on the truck and trailer. Gerald’s eyes slowly started getting wide as the tale continued. When Nelson was finished, Gerald was almost speechless.
 
   Clearing his throat, he slowly turned to Nelson. “You’re right; we leave tonight,” he croaked.
 
   “Glad you see why I’m so insistent,” Nelson smiled.
 
   Lifting his arm, Gerald patted Nelson’s truck. “I thought I was getting some nice stuff. With this, we can really make a difference.”
 
   “My thinking exactly,” Nelson said. “You hungry?”
 
   Nodding, he said, “Yes I am,” and Nelson turned, heading to the house. Gerald followed with Duke beside him. “Hera isn’t in heat, is she?”
 
   “No,” Nelson answered. That was the only time the dogs didn’t get along. Walking in, Duke moved over to the dogs as they touched noses in greeting.
 
   When Gerald sat down next to Nancy, Nellie passed him a plate. “Thank you,” he said and started eating. “I trust you saw the idiot talk?”
 
   “Yeah,” Nelson said glumly as Nellie and Michelle nodded.
 
   Getting up, Michelle put Devin in his swing. “Gerald, you told me almost the whole speech when you called,” she said, sitting back down.
 
   “It was circulated among the troops, and a major I know gave me a copy,” he said between bites.
 
   “What is going on at the base?” Nelson asked.
 
   “The base is almost empty,” Gerald told him as he grabbed his glass. “They almost didn’t let me leave. Wanted me to join the private contractors again.”
 
   Letting out a groan, Nelson asked, “Are they going to be a problem?”
 
   Putting his glass down, Gerald looked around the table at the kids then at Nelson, choosing his words carefully. “Yes,” he said. “There are over half a million contractors in the U.S. alone under Homeland now and double that of ones who have worked with them. Homeland picked up almost a quarter of a million of them. Those not picked by other alphabet agencies are operating under them. A lot of those guys are in it for the money and don’t care what they have to do. Now, take into account Homeland is flying in another quarter of a million private contractors from overseas, and they care nothing for America’s way of life. They will be the thorn in America’s side. When push comes to shove, I believe half of the military will balk and turn. I know the SOCOM boys are getting real antsy about taking on Americans. The same is true in all the elite forces from Green Berets, SEALs, Rangers, and Recon. They aren’t going to follow for long,” he said in a low voice.
 
   “Any word if all the states are going to follow the drumbeat of Washington?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Texas, Wyoming, Utah, and Montana are already talking secession. Word is Montana called up their guard and sent them along with a ton of cops and seized military bases. They let any troops go that wanted to leave and told the president the government could have the equipment back once Montana got back its gold reserve and all the money its citizens lost,” he chuckled. 
 
   “Any word how that went over?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Government can’t really do much since the governor of Montana now has control of nuclear weapons and aircraft. It’s also rumored the governor of Texas is doing the same thing. Mutual destruction is a very big deterrent,” Gerald told him. 
 
   Nelson looked over at Michelle, who looked at ease. “How much trouble do you think we’ll have at the farm?” Nelson asked.
 
   “For a few months, I don’t expect much, but trouble will eventually leak out of the cities. Food is about to become a big issue, and that’s how they are going to control the masses. They want the population to become totally dependent on them and report people who aren’t marching to the drumbeat of Washington,” Gerald said.
 
   “What of the world?” Michelle asked.
 
   Gerald gave a huff. “Hell, they have already laid down for their governments. America was the last bastion for any form of freedom. Granted, it was getting limited, but we had some. Those in other countries only have the illusion of freedom. But to answer your question, they don’t care,” he told her. “The European market crashed, and have you noticed you can’t get news on our market?” he asked, looking around.
 
   All of them nodded, and Gerald’s face became remorseful. “Yesterday, the market took off, almost doubling before noon. Then, all of it was gone, and when it dropped twenty percent from opening before two, the government shut it down. This morning, the market was open for thirty minutes before it lost twenty percent, and the government closed it down. It didn’t matter how much gold they dumped on the market; it wouldn’t rebound. Nancy pulled it up on her computer before we got here, and gold is down to a hundred dollars an ounce,” he told them.
 
   “Well, the twenty trillion they took from America’s savings really didn’t do much,” Nelson said.
 
   “It brought down the house of cards,” Michelle said.
 
   With a soft chuckle, Nelson said, “Yes, it did do that.” He looked up to see Ashley walk in. “You look like you slept hard,” Nelson grinned. Ashley’s hair was flat and tangled on one side with the other puffed out and tangled.
 
   “Didn’t know where I was when I woke up,” she said, walking over to the baby bouncer and rubbed a sleeping Mike’s head. Moving over, she hugged Brittany. “Had to check Matt’s pulse to make sure he was still here.”
 
   “You can use the shower,” Nelson told her.
 
   “I would have, but I need to get some clothes,” she said and looked up at him. “Why, do I stink?”
 
   Nelson shook his head. “No, but I’m fighting not to laugh at your hair,” Nelson admitted with a grin creeping up on his face.
 
   “I like it,” Gerald declared. “She looks like a wild beast.”
 
   Ashley spun around. “I’m going to get some clothes.” Ashley giggled as she headed for the door.
 
   Gerald stood up. “I’m going to get my maps so we can lay out a really back road route out of here to the farm,” he announced. 
 
   “Why?” Michelle asked.
 
   “Less chance of running into trouble,” Gerald answered.
 
   Giving Gerald a look like he was the biggest dumbass ever, she said, “No, why are you going to map it out? We have nineteen routes to the farm and have driven all of them.”
 
   Sitting back down with a wiry smile, he said, “Seems I’m out of my league here. Can I see them?”
 
   Getting up, Michelle walked into the living room and opened Nelson’s tactical bag and pulled out an atlas and clipboard. “They’re not marked all the way, but I’m sure you will be able to understand,” she said, handing over the stuff. 
 
   “Very good to not mark it,” he said, taking it.
 
   “We were both in the Army, Gerald, and we both have a brain,” she said as she got Devin out of his swing. 
 
   Setting the stuff on the table, Gerald shook his head. “I’m shutting up now before I get my ass kicked,” he announced.
 
   The others laughed as Michelle took Devin to the living room. “Well, you have a brain as well,” she called back. 
 
   Nelson moved over and showed Gerald the routes, and they sat and discussed which would be the best. Both were still looking at the routes an hour later when they heard shuffling footsteps enter the kitchen. “You two have a homework assignment due,” Matt said, entering the kitchen.
 
   Not even looking up, Nelson popped off, “Dude, don’t even start.”
 
   Heading to the fridge, Matt opened it and pulled out the pitcher of tea. “What has you spinning?” he asked, grabbing a glass from a cabinet. 
 
   “First, your daughter joined my daughter beating me in my sleep,” Nelson announced, finally looking up. “Then, your wife sleeps in my bed, and if that’s not weird enough, my wife helps strip you so you can sleep in my bed,” he said in disbelief. “I never believed I would ever say something like that.”
 
   In the act of pouring a glass of tea, Matt froze then started chuckling. “Yeah, I have to admit that sounds next-level kinky,” he admitted, cutting his eyes at Nelson. 
 
   “You better?” Nelson asked, being serious.
 
   After draining one glass of tea, Matt poured another. “I don’t even remember getting here,” he said, draining another glass.
 
   Pushing his chair back, Nelson got up and went over to stand beside Matt. “Fifty hours without sleep will do that,” Nelson informed him.
 
   With a sideways glance and a low voice, Matt asked, “Did you clear out the car?”
 
   “Yeah,” Nelson said and saw relief wash over Matt.
 
   “Any cops show up yet?” Matt asked.
 
   “Should we be expecting company?” Nelson asked, getting a little worried.
 
   Putting the tea back, Matt said, “I was supposed to be at work an hour ago. I tried to quit, but the chief wouldn’t take my resignation and said I had to come in, and I had no choice but to stay. Said it was part of my oath, and if we were ordered to do stuff by the feds, it was our job.”
 
   “He’s from New York; what do you expect?” Nelson asked. “I put all the stuff from the car in a bag. It’s in the garage. Come on; I’ll show you.”
 
   Following Nelson to the garage, Matt stopped by Ashley in the living room and kissed her. Waking into the garage and moving beside the gun safe, Nelson pointed at the plastic garbage bag. “Title and every piece of paper that was in the car are there along with the plates,” Nelson said as he punched in the code to the safe. Opening the door, he pointed at the two soft gun cases. “I trust these are what you were looking for?”
 
   “Shit,” Matt said, getting scared and looking around.
 
   “What, man?” Nelson said, seeing his reaction. 
 
   “My suitcase, and I had a large gear bag,” Matt said in a panic.
 
   Nelson raised his hands and held them open in front of Matt. “Hey, calm down, man. They’re here,” Nelson said, and Matt sighed with relief. “Your suitcase is beside the door with the gear bag you carried in last night. The suitcase was in the trunk, and I carried it inside and put it there.”
 
   “I carried the gear bag?”
 
   Nelson shrugged. “Well, not really. You pulled it out of the trunk but couldn’t lift it, so I carried it and guided you inside.”
 
   Leaning back against the trailer, Matt reached up and ran his hands over his head. “Man, I’ve never been so tired in my life,” he said.
 
   “Matt, can I ask where you got those gun bags?” Nelson asked, and Matt looked up. “Hey man, don’t get mad. They were gun bags, and I just checked them out. If they had been yours, I wouldn’t have, but I didn’t recognize them.”
 
   Giving Nelson a grin, Matt explained, “I’m not mad, brother. I just didn’t want you to know what was in them till we were away from here. It’s called aiding and abetting.”
 
   “Trust me; that’s the least thing I can be charged with,” Nelson smirked.
 
   Thinking of Nelson’s truck and trailer outside, Matt said, “Yeah, but still, brother.” But Nelson wasn’t thinking about the stuff from the store.
 
   “From your reaction, I trust the gear bag and suitcase hold more shit you aren’t supposed to have?” Nelson asked.
 
   Matt pushed off the trailer. “I’ll get them, and you get these, and I’ll meet you in the shop,” he said, pointing at the two soft gun cases. Curious, Nelson nodded and grabbed the two cases as Matt headed back inside.
 
   Using the side door on the garage, Nelson carried the cases to the shop. He put them on the work bench and pulled the blinds on the windows as Matt came in carrying the suitcase and gear bag. “Matt, not meaning to be a nag, but where did you get them?” Nelson asked.
 
   “I figured you would know,” Matt said, lifting the bags and putting them on the work bench. “From the dead feds. This is some of the stuff that was in their rooms.”
 
   “Some of the stuff?” Nelson asked, shocked, looking at the two gun cases.
 
   “You’ve looked in the gun cases, right?”
 
   Nelson nodded. “Yeah, in one, it had an M-4A3 and a UMP-45.”
 
   “Then you didn’t really look in it,” Matt said and stepped over to open one up. “They both have M-4s and UMP-45s. But they also have suppressors for each, three hand grenades, and six flash bangs,” Matt said, pulling out the stuff then grabbing more. “These magazines for the M-4 are API, the real armor-piercing incendiary ammunition, and the UMP magazines are loaded with hollow points. Then, each bag has the quad-eye night vision.”
 
   Sucking in a breath as Matt pulled out the four-lens night vision system, Nelson’s heart started pounding. “Matt, that’s the latest generation. Only SOCOM are supposed to have those,” he said, feeling lightheaded. Then, he looked at the grenades and the API ammo. “What the hell do cops need with this shit?”
 
   “Wait, son,” Matt said and opened the gear bag. Reaching in, he pulled out a dragon skin tactical vest. “If those boys would’ve been wearing these, that sniper wouldn’t have got them,” Matt said. “Whoever took them out knew what they were doing,” he added, laying down the dragon skin vest and pulling out a concealable vest.
 
   “It’s a bulletproof vest,” Nelson said, looking at it.
 
   “Yes, but this is the next generation. It uses the same principle as the dragon skin but with a new carbon polymer base. It will stop a 308, but whoever took them out kept hitting them. This is what the secret service and president wears,” he said.
 
   Still feeling lightheaded, Nelson asked, “How many times were they hit?”
 
   “All of them were hit more than three times. It looks like on the first shot the sniper got one right at the base of the neck, and the bullet passed through, hitting the agent in front of him in the hip. The female agent was hit three times, but only one bullet actually penetrated at the top of her vest. It hit right above the top of the vest on her back and blew out her front, but the vest stopped the bullet from exiting. The fourth man was hit three times: once in his thigh, severing his femoral artery, and in the side where the vest curves in for arm movement. We think the sniper hung around and kept sending shots in till he found weak points. We found twenty empty shell cases,” Matt said, passing over the vest. “You don’t look good, dude.”
 
   “Why in the hell would cops need this?” he asked again.
 
   Not having an answer, Matt said, “I don’t know, but I have four dragon tactical vests and four of these concealable vests.” He reached in the bag. Nelson pulled up a stool as Matt laid out four radios with throat mics with a recharging station, a small laptop, and a waterproof case. He opened the case and pulled out a thermal spotting scope.
 
   Turning from the stuff Matt laid out, Nelson looked at the four vests and started feeling his heart beat faster. It was only luck I had killed them, he thought. “Those vests do much to absorb the impact power?” he asked.
 
   Matt pulled the suitcase over. “Yeah, but the detective said the female’s spine was broke, and the man next to her had his sternum shattered. I don’t know why the sniper just didn’t shoot them in the head,” Matt told him, opening the suitcase. “If you think this shit is wild, look at this.”
 
   Laying four weird-looking grenades on the table, Nelson thought they were some type of smoke grenade, and then he remembered seeing pictures of them in the Army. “Holy shit, Matt, those are thermite grenades,” he said, jumping back.
 
   “Yep,” Matt said, pulling out small, rectangular blocks and stacking them up. Stunned as Matt kept pulling them out, Nelson knew the damn case was heavy as hell. “You know what this is?” Matt asked.
 
   Just staring at the stacked blocks, Nelson had to find his voice. “Yeah, C-4.”
 
   “Each block is two pounds, and there are twenty blocks,” Matt said and pulled out a plastic box several inches thick and a foot wide by a foot long. “These are blasting caps with a remote detonator,” Matt said, putting the box down.
 
   Pulling out several more hand grenades and laying them on the table, Matt reached back in the case. “Jesus Christ, Matt, how much more shit is in there?” Nelson cried out.
 
   Stopping, Matt looked up. “You should’ve seen the stuff I left,” he declared.
 
   “And your buddies on the force were okay with the feds having this kind of shit?” Nelson said, waving his hand across the table.
 
   Stepping back from the table, Matt said, “No, they aren’t, but the chief isn’t going to say anything. They had four AT-4 rocket launchers and two sniper rifles set up better than yours, not including the claymore mines.”
 
   Jumping off his stool with wide eyes, Nelson started panting, and Matt jumped back, startled by the sudden move. “They are getting ready to start a war, placing supplies at strategic locations before anyone suspects it,” Nelson gasped.
 
   “That’s what I think,” Matt agreed. 
 
   Nelson looked up at Matt. “How did you get this, and does anyone know?” he asked, wanting to grab the shit and pack everyone up right now.
 
   “I helped another officer empty the room, and my squad car was parked by the evidence van. I could only get a few loads because someone was usually beside the van. No one saw me throw the stuff in my car if that’s what you’re asking. The stuff in the room wasn’t inventoried before being taken out; they were going to do that down at the station, and you’re the only one that knows I took it,” Matt said.
 
   “Okay,” Nelson said, relived. “We need Nancy to look at the computer and let Gerald see this.”
 
   Matt jumped toward him, getting in Nelson’s face. “Are you fucking insane?” 
 
   “Matt, the computer could have a tracker on it, and Gerald needs to see what was here in Springfield,” Nelson tried to explain using a calm voice, hoping to calm Matt down.
 
   “We’ll burn the computer, and we can tell Gerald at the farm,” Matt snapped, shaking his head. “Dude, I stole evidence from the government, and all this shit is so illegal I’m heading for a firing squad.”
 
   “Matt—”
 
   Matt pushed Nelson’s hands out of the way. “Dude, don’t even try to justify letting others know while we are still here. The shit you stole from the store doesn’t mean shit compared to this stuff, Nelson. They will kill me and my family. Hell, just because you know, you’re just as dead as I am, and you want the others to know,” he said, agitated, frothing at the mouth.
 
   “Calm down,” Nelson said, sitting back down on his stool. Matt took a breath to start. “Matt, calm down. This isn’t helping, and if you don’t want to say anything, we won’t, but calm down and listen please,” Nelson begged.
 
   Taking a few deep breaths, Matt nodded. “Okay,” he said in a calmer voice.
 
   “First, we can’t destroy the computer till we know what’s on it. What if it has their plans on how they are going to do this and what areas are their priorities? Hell, it may have information we can’t even think of,” Nelson said, pointing at the laptop.
 
   “It’s turned off,” Matt said with hope.
 
   “Yeah, like that makes a difference,” Nelson said. “Look, we may be able to use a computer, but we are by no means experts, and Nancy is.”
 
   Giving a snort, Matt said, “Yeah, like she can tell us.”
 
   “Oh, she can,” Nelson said. “She does shit like look in the defense department databases for malware and hacks into computers for fun. I can guarantee you that most of the information Gerald got, she got it for him. Hell, he’s even admitted she hacked the NSA.”
 
   “Yeah, he did say that,” Matt agreed. “But man, if we are stopped and someone gets nervous and squeals, we are dead.”
 
   “Matt, if we get stopped, we’re dead anyway. When they look in my truck, they will kill us.”
 
   Closing his eyes, Matt shook his head. “Nelson, it’s easy for you, man. You didn’t steal this shit.”
 
   “Like you said, I’m just as guilty for knowing, and you did an excellent job getting this,” Nelson said.
 
   “Man, I haven’t even told Ashley,” Matt said.
 
   “Matt, sit down,” Nelson said, pointing at a stool. 
 
   “I can stand,” he said, looking at the stuff on the table.
 
   “Please, Matt, sit down,” Nelson said, still pointing at the stool. With a long sigh, Matt climbed on the stool and looked at Nelson. “You’re not the only one doing shit to protect us. I have, and so has Gerald.”
 
   “You two didn’t steal federal equipment that would label you as a terrorist,” he answered.
 
   “You’re right. I didn’t, but I stole tons of stuff literally from the store, and you swore you would never say anything,” Nelson said.
 
   “And I never will because I did it for the same reason you did; we need this stuff,” Matt said.
 
   “Yes we do,” Nelson said. “What would it take for you to turn one of our group in to the authorities?”
 
   With a chuckle, Matt slapped his leg. “Dude, there is no way I would do that. Even when we start fighting back, racking up body counts,” he smiled, chuckling, but saw Nelson’s face set in stone.
 
   “I’m serious; what would it take?” Nelson asked.
 
   The laughter left Matt’s face. “I would say the life of my family, but if it was down to that, we would already be dead because as soon as I gave them what they wanted, my family would die,” Matt admitted in a low voice, looking down. “To answer your question, nothing because I know if they had me, all of you would keep my family safe. I can’t tell you I could last forever under torture, but I would try.”
 
   “That’s what the others feel, Matt,” Nelson said, glad at his answer. “What I tell you and you tell me stays between us unless we—and that means both of us—agree to tell the others. Agreed?”
 
   “Yeah, man,” Matt said, looking up. “That’s a given.”
 
   “I killed those federal agents last night,” Nelson said in a calm voice.
 
   Laughter erupted from Matt’s mouth as he slapped his leg again. “Oh man, that was a good one,” he howled then looked at Nelson and saw his face was serious, and Matt froze in mid-laugh and sat up straight. “You’re serious and not fucking with me?”
 
   Nelson cleared his throat. “I shot off the top of a semi-trailer across the street just over three hundred yards. Their SUV parked, facing me, and all of them got out at the same time and walked in a box toward the hotel. The female agent was on the left back corner and was the second one shot. I didn’t know they had super body armor, but I figured they had body armor. I just kept shooting till I saw blood and their movements started getting weaker. There were no cameras on my side of the street, but I counted four overlooking the hotel parking lot and two at the door. Only one pulled his gun, and it was the agent walking in front of the female, but he never got a chance to use it. When I hit him in the chest, he dropped it,” Nelson said with a calm face set in stone.
 
   Matt’s breathing started getting rapid as his face paled. “Holy shit,” he whispered.
 
   “You’re not the only one doing illegal shit, Matt. I’m still way ahead of you,” Nelson said calmly. “Now, whose life is in whose hands?”
 
   “Nelson,” Matt said, getting off the stool and stepping toward him. “I would never say anything, and if I would’ve known, I would’ve helped. They were going to start arresting the owners of the smaller gun stores and pawn shops and ship them to detention camps. I was briefed on it.”
 
   “I didn’t tell you because like you. I didn’t want you to have knowledge that could implicate you,” Nelson said.
 
   “Have you told anyone else?” Matt asked.
 
   “Yeah, Michelle knows,” Nelson said.
 
   “And she didn’t beat you?” Matt asked, amazed.
 
   “Nah,” Nelson said. “She understood, and even if she didn’t, she would never say anything. Remember, we may be the only married couple in America that has been in combat together.”
 
   He shook his head. “She’s really been in combat?” he asked. “Not just in a combat zone but under fire?”
 
   “She has eleven confirmed kills, but I can tell you it’s a lot more,” Nelson said, looking away. “You can ask her about them, but she may not say much.”
 
   Feeling awkward, Matt asked, “You two see the faces off the people you’ve killed?”
 
   “No,” Nelson said truthfully. “You see the friends who died beside you.”
 
   The answer seemed to calm Matt. “I know Gerald was Army, and I like him and trust him, but are you sure?”
 
   “Only one way to find out,” Nelson said, getting off the stool. “Let’s tell him.”
 
   After thinking about it, Matt got off the stool and nodded. “Okay.”
 
   “Can I give you a piece of advice?” Nelson said, heading for the door.
 
   “Sure,” Matt said.
 
   “Let’s get the wives in here as well.”
 
   Matt stopped. “Are you going to say anything about the agents?”
 
   “If you want me to,” Nelson offered.
 
   Matt nodded. “If you wouldn’t mind. I’ve tried to tell Ashley we were going to have to kill before this was over to protect ourselves.”
 
   “You think she can handle this?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Oh, I’m sure she can handle it, but I want her to know this isn’t going to end in a few days,” Matt said. “Thank you for letting me and my wife sleep in your bed.”
 
   “Welcome, and I don’t even care what you did because I won’t be sleeping in it again.” Nelson smiled and walked out.
 
   In the house, Nelson asked Nellie if she would watch the kids for a minute so they could go outside, and when it was over, Michelle would tell her what was talked about. True to nature, Nellie shooed all the adults out. 
 
   When Nelson led them into the shop, Gerald froze, looking at the table, and Michelle stepped up to it. “Nelson, I swear to God, if you hit an armory before we are even in our safe zone or telling me about it, I’m shooting you in the kneecaps,” she said, turning and dropping her hand to her pistol. 
 
   Instinctively, Nelson backed up and held his hands up, seeing the look in Michelle’s eyes. “Hey, hold on—”
 
   “HEY!” Matt yelled.
 
   Michelle jumped and looked at Matt. “He’s already cut me out of the loop once, so butt out,” she snapped at him.
 
   “Michelle, I took this!” Matt yelled, and her hand fell off her pistol in shock.
 
   “Matt!” Ashley yelled. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Everyone hold on,” Matt said, holding up his hands for quiet. He then gave a run-down version of how he took the stuff, and Ashley got paler than normal. “Baby, we have no choice. You read the action reports that those agents were going to run today. This came from them, and they had way more than this. They are here for a war, baby.”
 
   “Shit—” Gerald started and Nelson threw up a hand.
 
   “Hold on there, buckaroo. I’m next,” Nelson said, stepping up to the table. He leaned over, looking at Ashley. “Remember last night when you came here you were certain every person in town was out to kill you and your family because Matt had helped them?” Nelson asked, and Ashley nodded.
 
   “Nelson,” Michelle said, stepping up to the table.
 
   “Michelle,” Nelson said, looking at her. “If this group can’t trust one another, then we won’t make it. We are going to face combat, and you know if you don’t trust the one beside you, more of your people die.” 
 
   Not liking it but agreeing with what he said, Michelle nodded, and Nelson looked back at Ashley. “Remember I told you that you had nothing to worry about?” Nelson asked, and she nodded. “You didn’t need to worry because I’m the one that shot those feds.”
 
   Ashley turned white as Gerald chuckled. “Damn, I’m glad I agreed with Bernard about you two. What you two are doing is what it’s going to take to survive this,” he said.
 
   Not knowing how to respond, Nelson looked over at Nancy, who was just looking at the stuff on the table. Her expression was one of boredom. “Nancy, are you okay with what’s been said?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Yeah, I know what they’re planning and what they’re going to do to people. If you think giving a few feds a dirt nap and stealing some federal stuff is going to shock me, you’re forgetting who my brother is,” she said nonchalantly. 
 
   “Gerald, your sister rocks,” Matt grinned and walked over to Ashley, who wasn’t sheet-white anymore but still pale. “Baby, are you okay?” he asked, holding her.
 
   “Yeah, I understand now that it won’t be over soon, but the sooner people fight, the sooner it will be over,” she said in a soft voice, and Matt hugged her tighter for understanding.
 
   Glad everyone was onboard, Nelson asked, “Nancy, can you check out that computer? I’m sure it has a locater in it.”
 
   “Of course it’s got a locater and I’m sure a sleeper locater,” she said like he was stupid. “Before you ask, I built many of those for the government, and I don’t need the password.”
 
   “Hey, I was just asking. No need to get snippy,” Nelson said, and Gerald turned to her.
 
   “You were very rude, sis,” he told her in a gruff voice.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be,” Nancy said with a sigh and a slight blush creeping up on her cheeks. “The locator will be an actual radio transmitter, but it only has a limited range, around thirty miles, but it’s very accurate. The sleeper program actually waits till the computer is in use and tries to call home. It will use the net, cell towers, blue tooth, and I see that one has a satellite card, so it will try to use that as well.”
 
   “But you can make those go away?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Easily,” she said confidently. 
 
   “Not doubting you, but can you do it here so if by chance they have something extra they don’t find the farm?” Nelson asked.
 
   “I’ll just take the hard drive then hack it and do a program search,” she said.
 
   “Okay,” Nelson said, not really understanding what she meant. “Gerald, Matt, and I think the stuff the agents had was to start a war. Any groups that fought back would’ve been dealt with.”
 
   “Close enough, but some of those agents were contractors with this equipment. I’m sure they will be staging raids and blaming them on people that got their savings taken,” he said.
 
   “We leave at dark,” Nelson stated because it wasn’t open to discussion. 
 
   “I’ll take lead, and you bring up the rear,” Gerald said, looking at Nelson.
 
   “No,” Nelson said. “I’ll let you lead, but I’ll be second with Michelle behind me then Nellie in my Blazer with Matt bringing up the rear.” Gerald looked confused, so Nelson clarified. “I know your background, but I know I’ll shoot if there’s a road block, and I know for a fact Michelle will as well. The most likely place to attack a convoy is at the head. If for some reason they do come from behind, Matt and Ashley can deal with them.”
 
   Gerald gave a hurt expression. 
 
   “Believe me, my brother won’t hesitate to squeeze the trigger,” Nancy stated. “He shot two U.N. officers on the way here.”
 
   “Okay, you can stay in the front,” Nelson said. 
 
   “Let’s pack up Matt’s toys,” Gerald said, moving to the table. 
 
   “Hold on,” Matt said, walking up. He handed Nelson and Gerald each one of the dragon skin tactical vests. Then, he handed each of the women the concealable body armor, explaining how advanced it was. 
 
   Then, Matt zipped up one of the gun cases and handed it to Nelson. “Here,” he said.
 
   “You’re serious?” Nelson asked, grinning.
 
   “Dude, you’ve given me rifles, pistols, bows, hunting gear, and lots of other stuff. Not including helping Ashley and I out with money. I’m giving you some of the weapons I stole,” he said with a grin.
 
   “Thanks,” Nelson said, taking the bag.
 
   “You mind if I take the explosive?” Gerald asked. 
 
   “Shit if I want it, you can have it.” Matt said, making Gerald grin.
 
   “I don’t have any wireless detonators,” Gerald said, packing the stuff then stopped and pulled out a spool of yellow cord. “You do know what this is, right?” he asked Matt. Michelle and Nelson wanted to answer. Matt shook his head. “It’s det-cord, several hundred feet.”
 
   Matt shrugged. “Thought it was fancy rope,” he admitted.
 
   They went back in the house, and Ashley gathered the kids as Michelle told Nellie what was said. Nellie was glad Nelson had killed those agents and told Michelle so, which really shocked her.
 
   The others were in the living room and kitchen as the men adjusted the dragon skin tactical vests. Nelson had a tactical vest with ceramic plates, but it wasn’t dragon skin. He took all his pouches off and put them on the dragon skin. When he finished, he put the old one back in his bag.
 
   He inspected the new weapons as he had never shot a UMP. Grabbing the suppressor, he threaded it on and opened the stock. An EoTech sight rested on the top, and a fore grip was attached under the barrel with a flashlight and laser on the side rails. Liking the weight of the weapon, he went over the workings then put it back.
 
   When he pulled out the M-4 carbine to inspect it, Gavin came over. “Dad, are those machine guns?” he asked in wonder.
 
   “Yes they are, son,” he said, showing Gavin the selector switches. Gavin watched his dad inspect the rifle, which was set up just like the one he was carrying only shorter and was fully automatic. The other difference was the M-4 had a swivel magnifier in front of the EoTech sight. Nelson pulled out the suppressor and threaded it on the barrel. He liked the M-4 from his time in the service, especially when getting in and out of vehicles, but had grown accustomed to his AR-15’s sixteen-inch barrel. Those two inches did a lot for accuracy. 
 
   Putting the M-4 up, Nelson grabbed his rifle and headed for the door. “Want to help Daddy?” he asked, looking at Gavin.
 
   “Yes, sir,” he said with a smile and followed. They headed for Nelson’s truck, and he unlocked the door and opened up the back. Gavin gasped, seeing all the stuff. “Wow,” he said.
 
   Not able to help it, Nelson smiled as he dug out eight NV monoculars, three thermal monoculars, and the thermal binoculars. Then, he stacked as many as he could in Gavin’s arms and carried the rest. Everyone looked at them when they entered and carried the boxes to the kitchen.
 
   Seeing what the boxes were, Gerald followed. “Now, that is a good haul,” he said, helping Gavin set his on the table. “Night vision defiantly improves the odds in our favor.”
 
   “This isn’t nothing,” Nelson said, opening boxes. “You can take the thermal binoculars in the front. I’ll take one of the thermals, as will Matt and Michelle. Then, everyone will also have a NV monocular,” he explained, and all the adults came in the kitchen.
 
   “Nelson, I want to talk to you on the loadout of the vehicles,” Gerald said. “I think Nancy needs to drive your Blazer, and Nellie needs to ride with Michelle with both babies. Olivia and Brittany need to ride with Matt and Ashley. Then I think Gavin should ride with Nancy. That way, if one vehicle is hit, it’s not packed with people. Now Nellie, before you start, the reason I said you ride with both babies is you can tend to them. The only other choice is to have Nancy ride with Michelle, and I love her, and she loves kids, but she can’t tend to them,” he said, seeing Nellie about to protest, but she was satisfied with the explanation. 
 
   “Matt and Ashley, the reason I don’t think you need a baby back there is both of you need to be watching,” Gerald explained. “Gavin, you will have to stay alert with Nancy and tell her if you see anything, okay?”
 
   “I will,” he said, grinning.
 
   Rubbing his head, Gerald looked at Nelson. “You okay with that?”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Nelson said.
 
   Gerald nodded. “Good. I’ll be lead, then Nelson followed by Michelle, then Nancy and Matt covering our a—” he stopped, seeing a dark look on Michelle’s face. “Our butts,” he finished. “We need to keep twenty yards between us except between me and Nelson. I’ll be half a mile ahead, and we will be driving without lights, so I want everyone to get used to the NV monocular. People can’t shoot what they can’t see.”
 
   “When do you want to head out?” Nelson asked. 
 
   “It doesn’t get good and dark till after nine, so let’s say ten thirty,” Gerald said, and Nelson nodded. “Is your On Star still on?” 
 
   “Hell no. I disconnected that the day we got the vehicles home,” Nelson said, and Gerald looked at Matt.
 
   “I ripped mine out while the truck was still at the dealership,” Matt said with a grin.
 
   “That’s good. Now remember: The phone you have must be disabled before we leave. Take the sim card out if you have to keep it,” Gerald said.
 
   “Gerald,” Nancy interrupted, “If it’s a smart phone that still won’t work. They can trace it. You can’t call out, but the phone still connects to the network.”
 
   “Everyone just leave the stupid things here,” Michelle announced, and everyone agreed.
 
   “Now, since every vehicle has a CB, we will start on channel twenty and change every hour to the next higher even number channel. Now Nancy, every half hour, I want you to call out a check. I’m one, and Nelson is two, and the numbers continue to Matt as five. If for some reason we run into trouble, we run through it. Don’t stop for any reason. If a vehicle in front of you gets disabled, go around it and get past the trouble. When we are past the trouble, we will go back and get the ones in the vehicle. Now, does everyone understand so far?” Gerald asked, and everyone nodded though they didn’t like it.
 
   Looking around the group, Nelson cleared his throat. “Guys, you may not like what he’s saying, but if you stop in an ambush to help, you’ll get disabled as well, and those that pass up the kill zone will have more people to help. We will go back. I can swear that because we are now a family,” he said, looking around. “A weird one, I’ll grant you, with crazy uncles,” he chided, making everyone laugh.
 
   “Thank you, Nelson,” Gerald winked. “Another thing: If you have car trouble, call it out immediately so we can deal with it fast. Now, I can tell you we won’t be reaching the farm in three hours. I’m putting it closer to six if we’re lucky. If you need rest, get it now because once we start, we will only stop a few times for potty breaks. I can tell you if we didn’t have kids with us we wouldn’t be stopping.”
 
   “Want to bet?” Nellie growled.
 
   “I’d find you a bucket,” Gerald told her.
 
   “And I’d put it over your head,” she shot back.
 
   “Hey, Gerald, do you have any extra room?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Not much, why?” he asked.
 
   “We have one drum of gas we couldn’t get on the trailer. We got two—one gas, the other diesel—but we’re out of room,” he explained.
 
   “We’ll figure out something because we aren’t leaving it,” Gerald said.
 
   “Matt, let’s pull the car into the garage when we leave so it’s not just sitting out there for someone driving by to see,” Nelson offered, and he nodded.
 
   Looking around the room, Gerald liked the determination he was seeing. “Ladies, can I get you to fix some supper and stuff for us to eat on the road?” he asked with a begging tone.
 
   “I should make you starve, not wanting to let me stop and go potty,” Nellie shot back.
 
   Gerald bowed to her. “You know I was just kidding, Nellie. I would never upset the woman who’s been feeding me for the last three years. And let me tell you it’s been some of the best food I’ve ever eaten.”
 
   Nellie gave him a big smile. “Then I’ll fix you some food.”
 
   Gerald straightened. “Let’s go see about this fuel drum,” he said, heading to the door. Matt and Nelson followed, and Gavin ran after them. “Is everyone’s tanks full?” he asked, walking out.
 
   “All mine are,” Nelson said. 
 
   “I’m at three quarters in the truck, and we need to get the gas out of Ashley’s car; it’s full,” Matt said.
 
   “Let’s do that first,” Gerald said.
 
   They grabbed a gas can off Matt’s truck then poured it in and siphoned the gas out of the car. When Matt’s truck was full, they almost filled the gas can back up with what was left in the car. Putting the can up, the group headed to Gerald’s trailer. It took a lot of work, but they managed to create a small space at the back.
 
   Laying the barrels down, they rolled them across the yard and, with a lot of effort, put them on the trailer and strapped them down. As Gerald and Matt did that, Nelson headed into the garage and came back with tarps. Gerald’s trailer was the only one exposed to the elements and prying eyes. It wasn’t long, and then they were done and back in the house.
 
   As Nelson sat on the couch, Michelle walked over and gave him Devin then headed to the kids’ rooms to get the last of the stuff that was coming. Devin laid his head down on Nelson’s chest and was soon asleep, and no matter how hard he tried, Nelson followed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
   Feeling a weight get taken off his chest, Nelson cracked his eyes open and noticed it was dark in the house. Then, he noticed Michelle holding Devin. “You get any sleep?” he asked.
 
   “I was right beside you,” she said, smiling.
 
   He looked around and noticed everyone in the stages of getting up and looked at his watch, seeing it was nine twenty. “Everyone get some sleep?” he asked, stretching out.
 
   “Yep,” she said, heading into the kitchen.
 
   Smelling coffee, he jumped up and followed her into the kitchen. On the counter were six thermoses, and Nellie was filling one. “Nellie, can I have a cup of that?” he asked.
 
   “You know you can,” she said and smiled as he ran over to the cupboard and pulled out a coffee cup.
 
   Feeling something tap his shoulder, Nelson glanced over to see his travel mug. Putting the coffee cup back, he took the mug. Turning, he saw Michelle. “You need the big one,” she said, walking away.
 
   “Thank you,” he called after her and held out his mug. With his mug filled, he moved to his tactical bag and pulled out the dragon skin vest. Taking off his holster, he put on the vest and checked his gear. Satisfied, he strapped it on and belted the drop holster to his thigh. Taking his pistol out of his clip-on holster, he slid it in the drop holster.
 
   Throwing his clip-on holster in the bag, Nelson pulled out Michelle’s vest and laid it out then zipped up the bag. Michelle’s vest was like his old one and had a ceramic plate in the front and back. With the concealed vest, Nelson was sure she could take a direct shot to the chest. Grabbing the gun case Matt gave him and the tactical bag, he walked outside and threw them in the passenger floorboard.
 
   After standing there for a minute, he opened the gun case and pulled out the UMP. Putting the submachine gun beside his seat, he pulled out two magazines and laid them beside it. Closing the door, he walked back inside.
 
   Everyone was eating as he walked in, and he joined them. Everyone talked, but the tension in the air was thick enough to cut. Nelson finished his plate quickly then headed to the garage. Undoing the tarp on one trailer, he knew which gun case he needed as he moved them around. He opened the case that held the suppressors he owned. Taking the one for his AR, he closed the case and repacked it then replaced the tarp.
 
   Pulling off his rifle, he threaded the suppressor on. He had the suppressors in the truck for the M-4, but his rifle wasn’t set up for them yet. They were much better than the ones he had. Now feeling much better, he headed back inside and found everyone cleaning up. 
 
   Grabbing keys, he headed back to the garage. Turning off the lights, he opened both doors and heard the door open behind him and saw Matt and Gerald. As the garage doors opened, the backs of the Blazer and Suburban were just inches away. Throwing a set of keys to Matt, Nelson headed to the Blazer, and Matt headed to the Suburban.
 
   Matt backed up first with Gerald guiding him, then Gerald moved over and guided Nelson back. After the trailers were hooked up, they headed back inside to see everyone ready. “Everyone to your vehicle,” Nelson said. 
 
   They all filed outside, moving to their designated vehicles as Nelson called the dogs over. He put Hera with Gavin and Nancy in his Blazer, and Zeus jumped up in his passenger seat. He walked back inside and found Michelle standing in the kitchen. 
 
   “Find anything we missed?” he asked.
 
   Reaching up, she wiped her eyes. “No. The memories will come with us, but I’m going to miss this place,” she whimpered.
 
   “I am too,” he said and hugged her. Since she was wearing her tactical vest as he was, it brought back memories from long ago. “Maybe we can come back one day,” he said.
 
   “No,” she said, letting go. “We may come back to town, but it won’t be to this house. Even if it’s still here, it will remind me of what we had to risk and leave behind. I will think of the fear I feel right now and everything that’s going to happen. We will get another house,” she told him.
 
   He understood. “Well, I guess we could get a bigger house next time,” he offered, wanting to ease her fears.  
 
   “Maybe,” she said and walked down the hall, looking in each room and closing the doors. Stopping in front of him, she smiled. “We won’t be able to come back here because your store will try to arrest you.”
 
   “I always wanted to just run through and take stuff,” Nelson grinned.
 
   “It’s time to go to our new home,” she said, pulling him down and kissing him. 
 
   They walked out and found Matt beside Ashley’s car. “Nelson, you want me to arm the alarm?” he asked.
 
   “Why not?” he replied, heading to his truck. He took off his rifle, opened the door, and laid it on the dashboard and climbed in, turning on the glow plugs. Beside him, Zeus just looked around, and Nelson noticed his mug in the cup holder and a thermos on top of the stuff in the floorboard. Firing up his truck, he put the harness for the monocular on his head. 
 
   He grabbed the monocular and turned it on, clipping it to the harness and swiveling it up away from his eye. Seeing Gerald pull past the driveway, Nelson put his truck in gear and slowly pulled out. Once again, he felt the weight he was carrying and pushed the pedal a little more, pulling out on the road, stopping behind Gerald. 
 
   The sky was clear, and they had a half moon, so Nelson could see fairly well as he looked in his side mirror without his night vision monocular. Behind him, Michelle eased up to the back of the trailer and stopped. In the driveway, Ashley pulled ahead enough for Nancy to pull the Blazer and trailer out. Driving around Matt’s trailer, Nancy pulled out of the driveway and stopped behind Michelle. 
 
   Matt started Ashley’s car and pulled it in the far bay. He got out, hitting the alarm and the garage doors. They started rolling down as Matt ducked under them and trotted to his truck. 
 
   A tap on Nelson’s window scared the shit out of him. Whipping his head around, he found Gerald looking at him and rolled down the window. “I’m doing a count, then we are gone,” he said and walked away. 
 
   Nelson rolled up the window and pulled his pistol out, put it between his legs, and turned to see Gerald at Matt’s truck. Seeing Gerald walking back, Nelson turned to Zeus. “It’s time to go,” he said and reached over to rub Zeus’ massive head. Seeing Gerald walking back, Nelson reached down and turned on his CB and flipped it to channel twenty. As he walked by, Gerald gave him a thumbs up.
 
   After Gerald climbed in his Bronco, Nelson heard him over the CB. “This is one; I’m pulling out,” Gerald called out.
 
   Nelson grabbed his handset. “This is two following,” he said and put the truck in gear, slowly following as the others called out. Looking in his side mirror, Nelson saw all of them following. Gerald drove out to the stop sign at the main road, and there was light traffic—nothing like normal but still a few cars.
 
   “This is one. Turn on your lights till we get to the back roads,” Gerald called out.  
 
   “This is two, copy,” Nelson called out, turning on his lights as the others answered, and lights popped on behind him. Reaching up, he turned off the monocular. 
 
   There were no cars coming when Gerald pulled out, and everyone quickly followed him away from town. Glancing in the side mirror, Nelson could see their convoy evenly spaced behind him. He looked up and saw a car heading toward town and looked at his mirror again but didn’t see any traffic behind him other than his group. 
 
   It wasn’t long until Gerald turned off the highway onto a small blacktop. They only had to travel ten miles on the highway, but it seemed much further. As he turned, following Gerald, he looked in his mirror to make sure the others were following. Seeing all of them, Nelson sighed with relief.
 
   They traveled several miles down the small road when the CB went off. “This is one. Stop and turn off your lights, and turn on your eye. Call when ready.”
 
   Turning off his lights and reaching up to turn on the monocular, Nelson lowered it over his left eye. Like always, he was stunned to look at the world with a green tinge but with a sharp, clean image. 
“This is two. I’m up,” he said into the CB, and slowly, the others answered.
 
   “This is one. I’m moving; speed will be forty,” Gerald called out.
 
   “This is two following,” Nelson said, followed by the others.
 
    Slowly picking up speed, Nelson let Gerald get half a mile ahead of him before putting the speedometer on forty. Hitting the cruise control, he settled back in his seat and looked around as they drove through the hills of Missouri.
 
   A little voice suddenly came over the CB, startling him. “This is four. Radio check,” Gavin called out.
 
   “This is one,” Gerald called out.
 
   “This is two,” Nelson answered.
 
   “This is three,” Michelle called out.
 
   “This is five at the back,” Matt called out.
 
   As he put the handset down, Nelson made a mental note to thank Nancy for including Gavin. They weaved down several different small, blacktop roads for an hour with Gavin calling out checks and to switch channels. Then, Gerald came on the CB, announcing another turn on their first dirt road of the night.
 
   Everyone answered as Nelson slowed for the turn. He had to take the turn wide with his long-ass trailer, and it still dipped off the road. Looking ahead, he could barely make out Gerald’s truck in the distance, and he grabbed the handset. “This is two. One, need to slow down; losing sight of you,” he called out and immediately saw brake lights. 
 
   “Copy, two,” Gerald responded.
 
   “This is five. Finished the turn, but keep it slow. It’s dusty back here,” Matt said.
 
   “This is one. Speed thirty,” Gerald called out.
 
   Just when Nelson was about to talk in the headset, Gavin’s voice came over the CB. “I see cop lights to our right way off.”
 
   “This is one. Pull up and stop,” Gerald called out, and Nelson didn’t bother to answer as he pulled up behind Gerald. Turning to his right, his monocular picked up a strobe way off in the distance. Reaching down to the light control, he turned the cab light off then got out. 
 
   He grabbed his rifle and reached under his seat and grabbed his map. Closing his door and putting the sling over his head, he walked up to the front of his truck and climbed up on the massive bumper, looking toward the strobe he had seen. This high up, his right eye could now make out blue, flashing lights.
 
   Figuring they were about four miles away, he looked down at his map. “It’s two cop cars,” Gerald said, walking up.
 
   Finding where they were, Nelson moved his finger out, stopping at the only road the cops could be on. “That’s a small state blacktop. What the hell are they doing there?” Nelson said, jumping down.
 
   Gerald took the map as Michelle, Nancy, and Matt walked up. “It’s two state troopers,” Matt said.
 
   “Yeah, but what the hell are they doing out here? That blacktop road is smaller than the one we turned off of,” Nelson said, looking toward the lights.
 
   “Don’t have my squad car radio, so I can’t tell you,” Matt said.
 
   Walking over to Gerald, Nelson asked, “Gerald, is there any way they could track us with us using the CBs?” Nelson asked.
 
   Thinking about it, Gerald nodded. “There really isn’t much traffic, and most I’ve heard were people at home. If they were concentrating on mobile transitions, I guess it’s possible.”
 
   “Hey now, I think you two are getting a little paranoid here. There is no way they are looking for people leaving the city,” Matt said. “Mobile CBs don’t transmit but ten miles, fifteen at the most, and that’s with everything perfect. You realize the manpower resources it would take to set up for the government to monitor trying to catch people leaving the city. ”
 
   Nelson listened, and his eyes got wide. “Oh shit,” he said. Spinning around, he jumped up on the front of his truck, standing on the bumper. 
 
   “What?!” Michelle snapped, getting worried.
 
   He looked down at them. “Just who would be the people leaving the city?” he asked. “Gerald, give me those binoculars.”
 
   Gerald walked over and handed them up. “You’re saying they want to catch preppers?”
 
   “What are the odds of two state troopers that just happen to set up on a very small road, one we were on earlier tonight? If they wanted to catch people trying to leave a city, they would set up on highways, but people who are prepared, which usually have food stores and weapons, they all know to use back roads to avoid traffic and road blocks,” Nelson said, looking at the black and gray world in the thermal binoculars.
 
   “Dude, you are talking some real conspiracy theory shit now,” Matt said with a nervous chuckle. “Even if they were doing that, think of the resources it would take.”
 
   “Matt, a CB base station can get fifty miles. We couldn’t talk to them, but they could hear us and triangulate. It wouldn’t take much to set up,” Nelson said, never lowering the binoculars. 
 
   “Okay, so what do you think we should do?” Gerald asked, walking over. 
 
   “Only you will use the radio from now on and use trucker lingo. We will only use it for an emergency. Gavin has been doing good with the radio checks, and he can use Ashley’s phone to check on everyone every half hour,” Nelson said. Everyone looked around, nodding. “They’re leaving,” Nelson announced. 
 
   “Where are they going?” Matt asked, moving over, half expecting the troopers to come plowing across the fields that separated them. They were on a ridge looking down into a shallow valley with a small rise between them and the troopers.
 
   Lowering the thermals, Nelson announced, “Back towards Springfield.”
 
   “Thank God,” Michelle said, letting out a breath. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 
   “Michelle, give Gavin one of the cards you made with everyone’s number,” Nelson said, jumping down. 
 
   Reaching out and grabbing Nelson’s arm, Gerald moved his face close to Nelson’s then said in a low voice, “Nelson, if they are doing what you think, we are totally fucked. That would mean they are wanting the very people who would fight back right out of the gate. They haven’t passed any of the laws to confiscate guns—martial law or the others to justify it,” Gerald told him.
 
   “Wrong,” Nelson said. “Those presidential orders make it illegal to not work. You can’t quit your job without government approval, and in case you don’t realize, we have guns outside a residence.”
 
   “Shit,” Gerald spat. “Mount up. We are getting the hell out of here. Anyone need to pee?” he asked, looking around.
 
   “They can hold it,” Michelle snapped.
 
   Whirling around, Gerald trotted for his truck. “Then let’s move.”
 
   With a sense of urgency driven by fear of the unknown, everyone took off running. As Gerald slowly pulled down the road, Nelson stood on his running board, flipping down his monocular, looking back at the others. When they were all in their vehicles, he dropped in his seat, threw his rifle and map on the dash, and slammed the door shut. 
 
   Feeling the tension from Nelson, Zeus became alert, looking for a threat as Nelson dropped his truck into drive. The diesel growled as he pressed on the accelerator, getting his loaded truck moving. 
 
   He and Michelle had driven this way a few times to the farm over the last few years when they were finding alternate routes. They never treated it tactically; it was just a family drive to the farm. Now, Nelson was mentally kicking himself because he couldn’t remember how far it was to the next turnoff, and Gerald had his atlas. 
 
   Groaning in frustration and giving up trying to remember, Nelson pulled his map off the dashboard. Holding it over the steering wheel, he slowly glanced back and forth from the road to the map until he found the road they were on. 
 
   There were no turnoffs that went anywhere that he could see, and they would head south where the dirt road met a small state blacktop ahead. With a rough guesstamation, Nelson was putting the turn thirty miles ahead.
 
   Disgusted they were trapped on the road with no way off until the turn, he threw the map on the dash and looked down at his speedometer. He was going thirty-five and looked up and could see Gerald a half a mile in front of him, kicking up dust. Seeing that he was gaining, Nelson slowed a little and looked in his side mirror. 
 
   He could see Michelle behind him and every now and then make out Nancy through the dust. They couldn’t speed up without turning on lights, and he had to trust Matt was still at the back because he couldn’t see him through the dust.
 
   “Where the hell is a nice summer shower when you need one?” he asked out loud, and Zeus looked over, thinking Nelson was talking to him.
 
   For a dirt road, it wasn’t bad, but farm equipment used it, and the road had some nice potholes that you couldn’t see with the night vision. You only knew it when your vehicle suddenly gave a lurch.
 
   Resigned to their fate, Nelson tried to go over the rest of their route in his head to keep his mind from wandering. He tried to block out thoughts of helicopters suddenly descending on them or a drone releasing a missile, making one of the trucks disappear. 
 
   After half an hour, he started to relax and poured a cup of coffee. Seeing Zeus was still tense, Nelson reached over and patted him. Putting down his coffee cup, he pulled out a cup and, using his knee to steer, filled it with water. Holding the cup in front of Zeus’ muzzle, he said, “Drink.”
 
   Unable to stick his snout in, Zeus unrolled his massive tongue. Nelson was impressed with how much water Zeus wasn’t spilling as he lapped it up. When Zeus held up his head, Nelson rolled down the window, poured out the slobber, then shoved the cup under his seat so he wouldn’t drink out of it. When his leg vibrated, Nelson let out a yelp then realized it was his phone. 
 
   Digging in his pocket, he grabbed the phone and flipped it open. “Hello.”
 
   “Daddy,” Gavin said. “Are you doing okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, Daddy’s doing fine. Have you called the others?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Just Uncle Gerald, and he said he was okay,” Gavin said.
 
   With a huge grin, Nelson said, “You’re doing a great job, son. Keep it up.”
 
   “Thank you, Daddy. Don’t forget to change channels. I love you,” Gavin said.
 
   “Love you too, son,” Nelson said, hanging up and putting the phone on the center console.
 
   Settling back in his seat, Nelson followed Gerald down the dirt road with the others. “Breaker One Nine, this is Big Long One,” Gerald’s voice came over the radio, almost giving Nelson a heart attack. “Watch your loads on this exit ramp. The ramp is a really tight turn.”
 
   Reaching for the microphone, Nelson stopped and grabbed the steering wheel. “Radio silence means don’t talk,” he mumbled. He was happy to hear the CB remain silent and wondered if anyone else had almost talked back.
 
   Seeing Gerald’s brake lights light up the night with both his night vision and his unaided eye, Nelson let off the gas, coasted, then tapped his brake to let the others know to slow. He crept up behind Gerald’s trailer and saw Gerald climb up on the roof of his Bronco, holding up the thermal binoculars and looking each way down the road they were about to turn on. When Nelson saw a few hundred yards ahead on the road, he groaned, remembering this turn. 
 
   The dirt road they were on didn’t meet the road in a traditional T. It angled into the blacktop very sharply. If they were going left, it wouldn’t even be considered a turn, just a merge. Going to the right was just about doing a U-turn. 
 
   With the trailer he was supposed to be pulling, he knew it would be tight because he had done it before. But the trailer he was pulling now was longer and held three times the weight than that one. The one Nancy was pulling with his Bronco.
 
   “This so sucks!” he growled, hitting the steering wheel. 
 
   Seeing Gerald drop down and climb back in his Bronco, Nelson hit the four-wheel drive button, knowing he was going to have to go at least partway in the ditch to get the trailer on the blacktop. As Gerald pulled forward, Nelson turned, hugging the side of the road so he could swing as wide as possible. 
 
   When he saw the front of Gerald’s Bronco drop down, going into the opposite ditch, Nelson started his swing. Gerald’s front tire came out of the ditch, and his back tire barely went off the pavement as the trailer stayed on the road.
 
   Looking in his side mirrors, Nelson saw he was about to jackknife and straightened the wheel some. Seeing that buy him some room to work with, he looked up and hit the brakes, almost dropping down into the ditch on the other side of the road. 
 
   Throwing the truck in reverse, Nelson spun the steering wheel, trying to straighten out the trailer. When the back tires of the trailer were at the ditch on the dirt road, he stopped and dropped the truck in drive and spun the wheel again. Seeing he hadn’t bought enough room to complete the turn, Nelson pulled up to the ditch and repeated the process three more times.
 
   He saw that the left front tire was going to go down in the ditch, but pissed off and not in the mood to back up, he stomped the gas. The powerful diesel responded with a roar, sending the front tire into the ditch. The tire dropped down and sent out a cloud of dirt as it attempted to climb back out. The truck started to straighten out but lined up parallel with the edge of the ditch. Feeling the back left tire drop off the pavement, Nelson cut the wheel hard to the right.
 
   With a last explosion of dirt, the front tire climbed and bounced onto the blacktop. With all four tires gripping and his foot buried, the truck shot across the road toward the opposite ditch. Letting off the accelerator, he spun the steering wheel away from the ditch, letting out a string of words Michelle would’ve beat him for.
 
   Responding nicely, the truck and trailer straightened out, and Nelson eased up behind Gerald’s trailer. When he stopped, he noticed he was soaked in sweat. “I feel like I gave birth,” he mumbled and grabbed his coffee cup, draining it. He looked back and saw Michelle carefully and slowly making the turn.  
 
   Seeing there was more than enough room for the others behind him, Nelson reached up and turned off the four-wheel drive. Putting the truck in park, he sat and tried to calm his breathing. “This is Fab Five. Lights behind,” Matt’s voice rang out of the CB.
 
   Heart and breathing rate suddenly went through the roof as Nelson whipped his head around, looking down the dirt road. In the distance, he could see the shine of headlights way down the road. “Zeus,” he snapped, grabbing his rifle off the dash and pistol off the seat, shoving it in his holster.
 
   Jumping out, he saw Nancy finishing the turn, pulling up behind Michelle, and Matt starting. He ran over to Michelle’s Suburban. Seeing Nelson run toward her, she lowered her window. “Get your ass back in the truck!” she shouted.
 
   “Call Gerald, and tell him to pull over somewhere down the road and wait as long as he can. Get out of here now,” Nelson told her, running to her window.
 
   “No,” she said, getting a dark look on her face.
 
   “Goddamn it, think! We can’t outrun them, and they can call for help. Our kids are here; now go!” he shouted and took off running toward the turnoff. Seeing Nelson running, Matt slowed, rolling down his window. “Get the kids out of here. Michelle will explain,” he said, running past with Zeus at his side.
 
   Hearing the vehicles pull away, he sighed and ran over into the ditch where it met in a sharp point with the dirt road. Getting to his knees, he turned to see the convoy speeding down the road. Turning more, he could now see two headlights far back but getting closer. “It’s probably just some farmer,” he said hopefully, doing a press check on his rifle and felt brass under the bolt. Letting the charging handle go to seat the round, he tapped the assist and lowered his head. Looking from his truck to the dirt road, a pit formed in his stomach. 
 
   If it was someone with night vision, they would see it from the dirt road, and he would have to get in a hundred-yard gun battle before they could call for help. Pulling the stock to his shoulder and gripping the barrel in front of the fore grip, he saw the lights steadily getting closer at a nice speed.
 
   “I don’t like this,” he mumbled. “Zeus, heel,” he said, and Zeus’ body became rigid. When the lights started to slow almost across from his truck, Nelson’s already fast heart rate went supersonic. When he realized the car was only slowing for the stop and not because they saw his truck, his heart only slowed some.
 
   Turning his body to follow the car, he suddenly saw with the night vision “Missouri Highway Patrol” on the side, and his breathing stopped, and his pulse became a vibration in his chest. Lowering his body and bringing his rifle up, Nelson flipped the safety off as the car coasted to a stop at the blacktop.
 
   He could see a man wearing a Smokey Bear hat behind the steering wheel, and suddenly, the night lit up in his right, unaided eye, and the monocular dimmed. The driver had turned on a spotlight, shining it down the road away from him. Knowing that light would next turn toward him, Nelson jumped up and ran.
 
   Jumping up onto the dirt road, he squeezed the trigger and felt the rifle buckle against his shoulder and let out a cough from the suppressor. The passenger window shattered as two more rounds coughed from his rifle, making the shards fall away.
 
   Seeing the figure jump, Nelson shoved the barrel of his rifle through the shattered window. “Move, and you will die!” he shouted.  
 
   “I’m the state police!” the man shouted, holding up his hands. “Lower your weapon!”
 
   “You talk when I say. You move, you will die; do you understand?” Nelson asked, hitting the laser on his rifle. The officer nodded, seeing the green laser on his chest. Looking into the car, Nelson smiled, seeing his shots had gone through the passenger window, hitting the front windshield like he wanted it to. “Now, with your left hand, reach over and put the car in park, and turn off the engine. I can put half a dozen rounds in you before you roll a foot, so don’t get creative,” he commanded, turning off the laser and turning on the light on his rifle. 
 
   The officer winced when the light turned on but squinted so he could see and put the car in park with his left hand. “Very good. Continue to follow my instructions, and you will live through the night,” Nelson said as the officer turned off the car. 
 
   Reaching forward, Nelson opened the passenger door so the officer could see. “Zeus,” Nelson said, and Zeus let out a growl. The officer’s eyes got wide, only able to make out the dog’s shape behind the glare of the rifle light. “Now, with your right hand, reach over and slowly open the door. The dog is trained to kill, but you won’t get the chance to draw as I shoot you and let him rip your throat out.”
 
   Slowly, the officer opened the door and raised his right hand. “Slowly get out and look away from me,” Nelson said, turning off his light. The officer did what Nelson asked as Nelson went around the back of the car, keeping the officer in his sights.
 
   “Don’t look at my face, or I’ll be forced to kill you,” Nelson said, coming around the car. “Turn around, and put your hands on the car. I’m giving the dog a command; if you move, he’s to kill, so don’t move. He’ll have you down before I can shout the halt command.”
 
   Closing his eyes, the officer turned around away from Nelson and put his hands on the car. “Zeus, movement kill,” Nelson said, letting his rifle drop and hang from the sling at his side and pulling his pistol out.   
 
   Slowly easing up, Nelson put the pistol at the base of the officer’s head. Reaching around, he undid the officer’s duty rig and let it fall. Seeing the hand mic attached to the officer’s shoulder, Nelson unclipped it, letting it fall with the belt.
 
   Patting the officer down, Nelson found a pistol in the small of his back and another in an ankle holster. “Now, we have radios that can hear, so don’t lie,” Nelson said, backing up. “Where are the units with CBs tracking us?”
 
   “One is eighteen miles to the south from here. The other is seven miles to the west,” he responded with a whimper.
 
   “It’s not state police, so who is it?” Nelson asked, kicking the duty belt and guns away.
 
   Starting to tremble, the officer answered, “Homeland.”
 
   “Now, if I think you’re lying, you don’t live for sunrise,” Nelson said. “What the fuck are you and them out here for?”
 
   “Catching people leaving cites with weapons,” the officer answered.
 
   “You mean you’re catching preppers?” Nelson asked, and the officer nodded. “How many have you caught?”
 
   “Sixteen,” he responded.
 
   “People or vehicles?” Nelson asked, looking back down the dirt road but not seeing anything.
 
   The officer’s breath quickened. “Vehicles,” he said quietly. 
 
   “Where’s your partner? And I know how to operate that computer in your car.”
 
   He let out a shocked gasp. “She’s headed up 558 to see if the group headed north. Are you the group that calls out numbers?” he asked.
 
   “Oh, so you have been listening,” Nelson growled as his finger dropped to the trigger of his pistol.
 
   “You were following military-like procedures with your calls and changing channels. That’s what set them off,” the officer replied as the radio on the ground went off.
 
   The radio sounded, “Unit four and unit eleven, new contact; move south toward Elkhead and will vector you in.”
 
   “Who are you?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Unit four,” the officer answered as the radio sounded again.
 
   “This is eleven. Copy,” came a female voice.
 
   “I’m going to handcuff you to the fence behind us. Your friends will eventually find you when they trace your low jack. I’m going to let you reply. If you try anything, you’ll die, and I’ll be long gone before they get here. Understand?” Nelson asked, and the officer nodded with tears of relief.
 
   Nelson picked up the hand mic and put it by the officer’s mouth. “This is four. Copy,” he called out when Nelson pushed the button.
 
   “How many people where in those sixteen vehicles?” Nelson asked, letting the microphone fall.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he replied, “Twenty-seven.”
 
   “That’s just today, isn’t it?” Nelson asked, and the officer nodded. “Zeus, heel,” Nelson commanded. “Officer, start stripping down to underwear, and don’t try shit, and before you complain, don’t. I’ll just shoot. You might have a key on you, so start stripping or die.”
 
   Wisely, the officer did as he was told, keeping his back to Nelson as he stripped. “Where are those that your little team catches taken?”
 
   “Homeland detention in Branson then shipped to the FEMA camp in Illinois,” the officer answered, taking off his pants.
 
   “You’re sending those people to jail for leaving,” Nelson told him.
 
   “They are breaking the law,” the officer shot back. “The president has signed an order prohibiting any firearms out of residence. This area is nothing compared to how they are setting up in others. Homeland knows there aren’t many preppers here, so they only have a few agents here for now. I mean, they had several agents in Springfield shot and don’t have anyone to send there to replace them for a few days.”
 
   “Last I checked, he can’t pass law,” Nelson grumbled. “How many of your troopers are doing this?”
 
   “Almost all. If we don’t, we are sent to the FEMA camp,” the officer told him. “We had some officers who didn’t report for work, and they along with their families were sent off.” 
 
   “Why didn’t you fight?” Nelson asked then noticed the wedding band. “You’re scared for your family?”
 
   “Hell yes I’m scared for my family,” the officer shouted, and Zeus growled. In a lower voice, he continued, “If you try anything or don’t do what they say, they send you and your family off.”
 
   Reaching down, Nelson pulled the two sets of cuffs from the duty belt. “Hands behind your back,” he said. Standing in only his briefs, the officer put his hands back, and Nelson handcuffed him. “Don’t move,” Nelson said as he moved to the car. He looked around and saw only the normal stuff in a cop car. Grabbing the brief case and clipboard, Nelson threw them out. Taking the keys, he moved back to the trunk and opened it. 
 
   A shotgun and M-16 were in a locked rack along with a gear bag. Seeing two green ammo cases, Nelson reached for them and noticed a large, black box storage case. At the side where the top lifted to open, there was a latch that one could put a padlock on, but there wasn’t one there. 
 
   Curious, he flipped the lid open, and his knees got a little weak seeing stacks of gold and silver coins. At the back edge were thick, cardboard sheets. Grabbing one, Nelson pulled it out and saw postage stamps in neat rows in plastic placeholders. He didn’t know much about stamps, but he could tell some of them were old.
 
   Looking at the stamps more closely, Nelson saw each one was on a small card in the placeholder. On one, he could make out writing: “Happy Birthday Jared.” He walked over to the officer’s pants and pulled out his wallet. He saw his name was Scotty, and there was a picture of the officer with a woman and two small kids. “I’m only going to ask once: Where did you get the loot?” 
 
   The officer didn’t answer, and Nelson holstered his pistol and grabbed his rifle. “I ask; you answer or die,” he said, raising his rifle.
 
   “From a group we caught four hours ago,” he answered quickly. 
 
   “So you are robbing the people you’re sending to their death?” Nelson asked in a flat voice.
 
   The officer was about to turn, and Zeus growled, stopping him. Keeping his back to Nelson, he whimpered, “Homeland agent Tillman authorized us to take it.”
 
   “He just gave that to you?” 
 
   Scotty shook his head. “No, me and Ginger were going to split it when we got off,” he answered.
 
   “You sold your soul taking the money and sent the owners to die,” Nathan stated.
 
   “What would you have me do?” the officer cried out.
 
   “Protect and serve,” Nelson said, raising his rifle, then squeezed the trigger. The round hit the officer in the lower back right above the handcuffs. Letting out a wail, the officer dropped down, screaming. Nelson walked over and stomped on his back. “Shut up!” he shouted, and the wails died to a whimper. “You know if you die, your family will be hunted down by people knowing what you did?” Nelson asked as tears rolled down the officer’s face. “Homeland and your fellow officers won’t care as your family is raped and killed,” Nelson told him.
 
   “Please!” the officer screamed. 
 
   “What, so you can continue to steal before people are sent to camps? This has happened in history once,” Nelson told him.
 
   “I’ll fight them!” the officer screamed.
 
   “Okay, I’ll let you,” Nelson said, raising his rifle. “You can fight them when you see them in Hell,” he said and squeezed the trigger, sending a round into the officer’s head. 
 
   Walking over to the car, he popped the hood and disconnected the battery so Homeland couldn’t use the computer to locate the car. He walked back to the pile and saw the officer’s cellphone on the duty belt. Nelson threw it down and shot it. Grabbing the duty belt and guns, he moved to the trunk and took out the gear bag and threw the stuff inside. 
 
   Closing and grabbing the handle of the black case, he tried to lift it, and the box didn’t budge. With both hands, he grunted, lifting the box out, and set it down, figuring it was well over a hundred pounds. Looking further into the trunk, he saw a bunch of electronics. “Shit,” he said and looked up at the back window, spotting a small camera.
 
   “Figures,” Nelson said, grabbing the gear bag and putting the strap across his body then grabbed the box. As fast as he could, Nelson trotted to his truck and just threw them in the passenger floorboard then ran back, unlocked the weapons, and took them out. 
 
   Pulling out his knife, he knelt down and leaned under the car. Placing the tip of his knife on the gas tank, he hit the back hard, sinking the tip in the tank. As he yanked out the knife, a steady stream of fuel poured out.
 
   Nelson dug in his tactical vest and pulled out a zippo, flipping the top open. “Zeus, truck,” he snapped, and Zeus took off as he picked up the weapons. The gas started pooling and running out the back on the ground. Leaning down and striking the lighter, a loud whoosh sounded as the fuel lit up.
 
   In a dead sprint, he headed to the truck as the car started to catch on fire. Jumping in, he started the truck and stomped the pedal before closing the door. Throwing the weapons in the back, he unclipped the sling from his rifle as his door slammed shut from the momentum. Putting the rifle on the dash, he grabbed his phone from the console and dialed Michelle’s number.
 
   “Motherfucker, I’m about to come back there!” she answered.
 
   “Language as you tell me,” he snapped, looking in the side mirror and seeing the car in full flames now.
 
   “What are you doing?” she screamed.
 
   “On my way to you. It’s bad,” he said. “How far are ahead are you?”
 
   He could hear Michelle talk to someone then answered, “We are five miles from that turn, about—”
 
   “Don’t!” he shouted. “I’ll be there in a minute. It’s bad,” he said and hung up.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
   It didn’t take Nelson long to catch up, but to everyone’s irritation, he didn’t explain anything when he stopped. “Don’t use the CB or cellphones unless it’s an emergency. Gerald, get us the hell out of here, and stop at the designated rest point,” Nelson said, climbing back in his truck.
 
   Hearing the urgency in Nelson’s voice, the others took off, and the group was underway again. Turning onto another dirt road, they continued on without lights at thirty-five. It was two hours later when Gerald pulled over on the side of the road at a small bridge. The road was wider here, allowing people to park on the side of the road to fish.
 
   Letting out a long sigh of relief, Nelson opened his door and found the entire group outside his door, looking at him. The look on most faces bordered on pissed off and worried. “Hey, don’t even think about getting pissed at me,” he snapped, jumping out. “We couldn’t risk the chance that cop wouldn’t make the right choice about which way we went,” he growled and saw Michelle take a breath with Devin in her arms. “Don’t. I mean it.” Stunned, Michelle clamped her mouth shut and took a step back.
 
   “They are looking for people running,” he announced.
 
   “So it was a cop?” Gerald asked.
 
   “Yes, it was one of the ones we saw on that road,” Nelson informed everyone. He then told them what he found out, including the box of precious metals and stamps. 
 
   Michelle got in his face. “You better not have left him alive,” Michelle told him, narrowing her eyes. “At the very least, he knows what you sound like.”
 
   “Please,” Nelson said. “I shot him in the head and burned the car,” he replied, shocking even Michelle. “What? The damn car had a dash cam in the front and back.”
 
   Shaking his head, Matt said, “Nelson, they only turn on when the lights are turned on then have to be turned off manually.”
 
   “Well, I didn’t know and wasn’t taking a chance,” Nelson told him as Gavin came over and hugged his waist.
 
   “Dude, I’m at the back,” Matt said. “I have to take care of threats there.”
 
   “No, you have two little ones with you, and Ashley’s job is to lean out, throwing lead till someone else, that meaning I or Gerald, stops and deals with the threat. We can’t outrun them, so we have to kill them and get out of the area quickly,” Nelson said.
 
   Nodding in understanding but not liking it, Matt almost snapped, “You think it’s really the truth?”
 
   “I was very persuasive,” Nelson replied with a flat expression and tone as he hugged Gavin with one arm.
 
   With their imaginations running wild from Nelson’s decree, Michelle said, “Baby,” as she reached out to grab his other arm. “What did you do?”
 
   “What I had to do to make sure I found out as much as I could in the shortest amount of time,” he answered and saw shock on her face. “Baby, I didn’t have time to set up and water board.” 
 
    Stepping up to him, Michelle wrapped her arm around him, hugging Nelson with Devin tapping his chest, babbling. “Don’t do anything you’ll regret later,” she almost pleaded.
 
   “Let me tell you, baby,” Nelson said, hugging her. “I’ll skin someone alive and dip them in alcohol to keep my family and this group safe.”
 
   Matt looked around at the group then at Nelson. “You think they’ve found him?”
 
   “No, but they just started looking for him. Seems he didn’t show up to another location where they were tracking another group trying to leave Springfield,” Nelson told Matt, shocking him. “I took the asshole’s radio, and they started calling for him half an hour ago.”
 
   Michelle looked up. “Lan—” she started but shook her head. “Never mind.”
 
   “After what you screamed, you got that right,” Nelson chuckled. “Can I have a sandwich?” he asked, looking around. 
 
   Nellie walked back to the Suburban and came back carrying a small cooler. She pulled out a foil-wrapped sandwich and handed it over. “You done a fine job, Nelson,” she told him. When he took the sandwich, she stepped over and hugged Nelson with Michelle. After she let them go, Nellie walked around, passing out sandwiches. 
 
   Nelson picked Michelle up and set her on his seat with her facing out. “Gavin, will you let the dogs out to use the bathroom and feed them?” Nelson asked, and Gavin nodded. “Always in my sight,” Nelson added, and Gavin smiled and went to the passenger door to let Zeus out then headed to get Hera. 
 
   Finishing his sandwich in two bites, Nelson took Devin as Michelle ate. “When can we use the cellphones?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, we can use the CBs now,” he said, playing with Devin’s belly, making him laugh. “They are only outside of cities, and the more preppers, the more they have set up. Springfield doesn’t have a large prepper crowd, so they don’t have many out. I didn’t ask about the cellphones to be honest, but I wasn’t taking the chance.”
 
   Nellie came over and took Devin without asking. She carried him back to the Suburban and fed him as Ashley fed Mike. Seeing Nelson’s face as he watched Nellie just take Devin away, Michelle told him, “Well, it was smart not to use cellphones in the area anyway.”
 
   “Yeah, we need to get rid of our throw-away phones,” Nelson said, grabbing a bottle of water. “Just in case they pull the cell tower records and start tracing numbers around that area.”
 
   “We all need to get rid of them,” Gerald said, walking up. “You think outside the box rather well.”
 
   “Hardly,” Nelson smiled. “That’s how we traced insurgents in Iraq.”
 
   Gerald nodded. “Yes, we did, and it was quite effective,” he said with a grin. “Want to keep on the same route?”
 
   “Don’t see why we need to change,” Nelson said. “I have to admit I forgot about that sharp turn.”
 
   Shaking his head, Gerald said, “Son, that wasn’t a sharp turn; that was a backtrack. Thought you weren’t going to make that turn there for a minute.”
 
   “Me too,” Nelson said and drained his bottle. Leaning into the truck beside Michelle to get another one, his mouth was right beside her ear. “How long do we have to wait till sneaking off into the woods?” he barely whispered but almost made Michelle choke on a bite of her sandwich.
 
   She coughed out the bite. “You better be nice,” she croaked out with a grin.
 
   He just looked at her with a gentle smile. “I love it when you smile,” he told her.
 
   Reaching up, Michelle covered her face. “You’re going to make me blush,” she said with a giggle. 
 
   Looking over at Gerald, Nelson saw his eyebrows raised. “What?” he asked.
 
   “I’m waiting on the Leia slave costume,” he declared, taking a bite of his sandwich.
 
   Covering her face with her hands, Michelle jumped out of the truck and ran back to the Suburban. “I’ve tried to get her to wear that since I met her,” Nelson admitted. “She told me if I bought one, I would have to wear it before she did. Then, just a few days ago, she finally breaks down, giving in, and the world has collapsed.”
 
   Gerald laughed. “Never took you for a Star Wars geek.”
 
   “Don’t really advertise it,” Nelson said as Matt walked up. 
 
   “What did you say to Michelle?” Matt asked. “She has her face buried in her hands.”
 
   “I didn’t say anything,” Nelson admitted.
 
   Not even wanting to know what Gerald said, Matt changed the subject. “Nelson, you were right back there, and I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t know what for,” Nelson told him, patting his shoulder. “How’s everyone’s fuel?”
 
   “I can usually make it to the farm on three quarters of a tank, but I’m already below half,” Matt admitted.
 
   “Should’ve bought the extra tank instead of the six-inch lift,” Nelson said.
 
   “No, I like being up high,” Matt told him. “I’m going to fill mine, and Nancy said she was just above half.”
 
   “I’ll get it,” Nelson said, walking back to the Blazer’s trailer. He pulled off five-gallon cans. It took three until it was full. 
 
   “You just had to have that souped-up engine,” he heard Michelle behind him.
 
   Turning around, Nelson shrugged. “I put an extra tank in it,” he said, grabbing the gas cans.
 
   Michelle walked up behind him and hugged him. “If you need to talk, I’m here,” she offered.
 
   “It’s in the past, and that’s where it will stay,” Nelson said, tying the empty cans back on the trailer. “Slow speeds with heavy loads don’t make for great fuel efficiency,” he noted.
 
   “Baby, we are going less than forty carrying the heaviest loads we’ve ever pulled to the farm; what did you expect?” she asked, still holding him.
 
   “Ah, to be able to go faster,” he offered.
 
   “We’re going; that’s all that matters.”
 
   Grabbing her hands, he separated them and turned around to return the hug. “You are so right,” he agreed.
 
   Soon, everyone was loaded back up and back on the road. Nelson looked down at his watch. “Two o’clock,” he said with disgust. He looked over at Zeus. “At least at this pace, we’ll be there before dawn,” he said, reaching over and scratching Zeus’ head.
 
   Seeing his monocular giving him a low battery warning, Nelson took it off and changed the battery. He put it back on and settled back in his seat. “This is Big Long One. Load’s shifted; need to pull over at a choke and puke,” Gerald called out over the radio. Nelson had a good mind to call Gerald back and cuss the hell out of him for scaring the shit of him again. 
 
   Slowly pulling up behind Gerald’s trailer, Nelson was surprised to see Gerald standing there with an AR. When Nelson stopped, Gerald walked up to his window, and Nelson rolled it down. “Hey, stay here with everyone,” Gerald said, press-checking his AR. “Saw some lights coming from Highway 19.”
 
   “Man, we’re only twenty-nine miles from the farm,” Nelson whined. 
 
   Looking back at their convoy, Gerald said, “Doesn’t matter how far we are if we don’t get there. You and Matt pull security here. Get everyone back in the tree line, and if anyone stops, deal with them.”
 
   Opening his door, Nelson got out, grabbing his rifle. “Take mine,” he said, holding it out. “I have a suppressor.”
 
   Letting out a soft laugh, Gerald said, “You think I don’t have some?” as he turned away. Nelson watched Gerald stop at his Bronco and pull something out as Duke jumped out. When Gerald attached something to the end of his rifle, Nelson grinned. Gerald broke in a jog, heading down the road with Duke trotting beside him. 
 
   Losing sight of Gerald as he rounded a curve, Nelson waved everyone up. As the group gathered, Nelson looked around, noting the tree line was twenty yards away from the side of the road with a shallow ditch. 
 
   When everyone came close, Nelson looked at them. “Gerald spotted lights on Highway 19 and is going to investigate. I want everyone to get back in the tree line until we move. Matt, you have the back of the convoy. If a regular car drives up and stops, we’ll deal with them. If a cop drives up, just unload, especially before he calls out on the radio.”
 
   “It may be a cop that isn’t helping Homeland,” Matt replied.
 
   Shaking his head, Nelson told him, “With our families here, we aren’t taking the chance. If it was just you and I, we could try and get the jump on him.”
 
   Reluctantly, Matt nodded. “Yeah, it’s not worth the chance,” he sighed. “This sucks.”
 
   “Matt,” Nelson said, stepping close, “I would’ve killed that trooper regardless of his involvement with Homeland. He would’ve taken down our names and license plates. The ones in charge of this would be able to narrow down where we went.”
 
   Looking down, Matt checked his rifle. “Fair enough,” he said, knowing Nelson was right. “Hope no one stops, but if they, do we’ll put some steel on target.” 
 
   Matt and Nelson helped the others set up right inside the tree line, laying blankets out for the kids to lie on. Hearing whispers, Nelson looked over and saw Nancy adjusting an AR-15 across her chest, having a whispered conversation with Gavin. Both were sitting against a tree, looking at the road.
 
   “Your son has a new friend,” Michelle said, walking up behind him.
 
   “That one of your ARs?” Nelson asked because he noticed the AR Nancy was holding had a fourteen-inch barrel, and Michelle had several short ARs.
 
   “You really think Gerald’s sister wouldn’t have her own weapons?” Michelle asked.
 
   Thinking about that for a second, he admitted, “Yeah that was a dumb question on my part.” He looked down at her. Like all the adults, Michelle was armed and had a monocular on, and Nelson had to admit Michelle even looked good in his green-tinted vision. 
 
   “Nelson,” Michelle whispered, “get your thoughts off me, and get to the front.”
 
   Shocked, Nelson jerked. “How in the hell did you know that?”
 
   “The way you were grinning and looking at my body,” she whispered back.
 
   He spun around. “Fine, I’ll go think about someone else as I sit in the woods,” he declared in a low voice, walking away.
 
   “And I’ll break your little finger,” Michelle whispered with a smile, watching him.
 
   Hearing someone move toward her, Michelle turned to see Nellie walking over. Out of everyone, Nellie couldn’t wear a monocular, so Nelson had dug out PVS-7 night vision goggles. Nellie was still getting used to no depth perception and was walking very slow. “I like being able to see in the dark, but how does anyone move with these things?” she asked, stopping beside Michelle.
 
   “You get used to them real fast. Faster when people are shooting and chasing you,” Michelle said, looking over at all the kids asleep on the blankets except Gavin, who was still whispering with Nancy. Looking around, she spotted Ashley just a little further down, watching the road. “Didn’t take the kids long to go back to sleep.”
 
   “I don’t think any of them really woke up when we took them out of the trucks,” Nellie said, adjusting the shotgun in her arms. She really didn’t like rifles but loved shotguns, so she had grabbed one of Nelson’s tactical 870 pump shotguns. “Relax; we’re almost home,” Nellie said, patting Michelle’s arm.
 
   “I’ll relax when we get to the farm,” Michelle said with a smile, never taking her eyes off the road.
 
   They stood side by side for an hour before Nellie whispered, “Don’t you worry about those babies. Anyone tries to hurt them, you won’t get a chance at them until I’m done,” Nellie informed her. “Just don’t say anything about what I’ll do.”
 
   Not able to help it, Michelle gave a soft chuckle. “In that case, I’ll bring your supplies and beer to watch.”
 
   “Good girl,” Nellie said, patting her arm again. 
 
   A low NNNNNN sounded, and Michelle jumped, slapping her leg. Then, another sounded, and Michelle stopped jumping as she gasped for air and looked up to see Nellie holding her shotgun ready. “It’s my damn cellphone vibrating,” she whispered, digging into her pocket as the vibrating phone sounded again. 
 
   “Hello,” Michelle whispered.
 
   “It’s one. All of you get in your trucks. I’m on my way. Once you’re loaded, start heading towards me. Have your riding buddy drive mine here,” Gerald said.
 
   “Now?” Michelle asked.
 
   After a pause, he told her, “Well, now would be good, but if you need a shower first, I’d understand.”
 
   “Loading up,” Michelle said as she hung up. “Nancy, Gavin,” Michelle called out, and they came over. “Go tell Matt and Ashley we need to load up and go get Gerald,” she said, and they took off. “I’ll go tell Nelson and come back and help with the babies.”
 
   “I’ll wait on you,” Nellie said, moving over beside the kids.
 
   Quietly as she could, she moved up to Nelson, who was watching her walk through the woods. “Yeah?” he called out in a low voice.
 
   “Gerald called and said load up and come get him and for Nellie to drive his truck,” Michelle said.
 
   Not saying anything, Nelson moved with Michelle back to the kids. As they approached, they saw Matt, Ashley, Nancy, and Nellie carrying the little ones to the trucks with Gavin running down the line, opening doors. “I feel so unneeded sometimes,” Nelson said, walking out of the woods.
 
   “Huh, whatever,” Michelle huffed.
 
   Very wisely, Nelson said nothing and helped get the sleeping kids in the trucks. Walking up from Matt’s truck, Nelson made sure everyone and the dogs were loaded up. As he started walking to Gerald’s Bronco to check on Nellie, Nelson looked up the road to see a figure with a dog beside them jogging. 
 
   “Thought he wanted us to come and get him,” Nellie said, stepping out of the Bronco.
 
   “Guess he got tired of waiting,” Nelson offered.
 
   Closing the door to the Bronco softly, Nellie threatened, “If he says anything about moving those babies faster, I’ll pull out his chest hairs one by one, starting with his nipples.”
 
   Unconsciously, Nelson covered his chest with one hand. “Um, okay, Nellie,” he said, taking a step back.
 
   “We aren’t rushing the babies unless it’s important. They’re asleep, and I don’t see anyone chasing him, so it’s not important,” she snapped in a low voice, slinging her shotgun over her shoulder. 
 
   They didn’t have to wait long until Gerald stopped in front of them. “Everyone loaded?” he asked, huffing.
 
   “Yes,” Nellie replied with a cool voice. “We weren’t going to rush and wake the babies. You’re a big boy and can take care of yourself.”
 
   Confused, Gerald looked at Nelson, who still had one hand over his chest and looking at Nellie with a sense of terror on his face. “I really didn’t want you to move fast, but if you would’ve loaded up faster, you could’ve just picked me up on my run back,” Gerald said, taking a small step back.
 
   “That’s good,” Nellie said with a nod. “Can we go?”
 
   “Yes, I’m going to pull ahead. Give me a five-minute head start then follow. When I see you, I’ll take the lead home,” Gerald answered. Again, Nellie nodded and turned around, and since she was on a road, she walked at a normal pace, not worrying about her depth perception.
 
   “Trouble?” Nelson asked, watching Nellie walk away and dropping his hand. 
 
   Moving to his Bronco, Gerald climbed in as he said, “Not really, but you can tell me about that later.”
 
   “Five minutes,” Nelson said, jogging to his truck and looking at his watch. Hearing Gerald’s Bronco start and immediately drive away, Nelson jumped in, putting his rifle back on the dash then looked over to see Zeus sitting up, looking at him. “Almost done, buddy,” Nelson said, rubbing Zeus’ massive head.
 
   Starting his truck, Nelson kept looking at his watch, thinking five minutes had never felt this long. When it was time, Nelson tapped the brakes to signal the others, and he put the truck in drive. Slowly pulling away, he looked in the side mirror and saw the others following as he put the speedometer at thirty-five.
 
   Rounding the curve, he noticed two cars and what he took for Gerald’s Bronco and trailer about two miles ahead on a large road. Not an interstate, but compared to what they had and were driving on, it looked like a massive highway. 
 
   Getting closer, he could see a figure he was taking for Gerald moving from the cars to the Bronco. When Nelson was half a mile away, he could tell it was Gerald, and Gerald jumped in his Bronco and pulled away from the cars.
 
   Shifting his gaze to the cars, Nelson could tell they were squad cars that were pulled across the road. When he was less than fifty yards away, he saw one was a sheriff car, and the other a highway patrol, and several orange cones were lined up, blocking the small part of the road the cars weren’t blocking. The thing that confused him was the sheriff car was from a county up north, several counties removed. 
 
   Then, Nelson spotted the bodies laid neatly behind the cars and counted three. Turning away, he continued to follow Gerald, glancing back to make sure the others weren’t stopping to look. He saw them only slow and pick back up, closing the convoy up.
 
   It was almost an hour later when they turned off the last dirt road. They did turn onto another dirt road, but this one led to the farm. Only two farms were down it: Bernard’s and the Carrington farm. The road made a gentle Y, and they took the left branch, barely slowing down. They only had a mile to go before they reached Bernard’s farm. Fighting the urge to stomp the accelerator, Nelson just followed Gerald as the trees suddenly fell away, exposing the fields. Up ahead, Nelson saw the house and barn and buildings. 
 
   The house was facing him, but he could only see Matt’s cabin off to the side behind the house, cabin being a loose term. All the cabins were just over a thousand square feet but had a thousand square feet basement under them. 
 
   Remembering Matt making fun of him awhile back since his bugout house with the basement was bigger than Nelson’s real house, Nelson smiled. “Yes, it is bigger, and I’m sure we’ll need it,” he mumbled to himself. 
 
   As they pulled down the driveway through the chain-link fence surrounding the yard, Nelson followed Gerald as Gerald took the driveway that went around the house to the back. Bernard’s and Nellie’s house was a nice-sized, two-story farm house with a basement. It had way more room than they needed, and they only used the upstairs for storage and guest rooms.
 
   Coming around the house, Nelson sighed, seeing his and Michelle’s cabin between Matt’s and Gerald’s cabins. The three cabins sat just a hundred feet behind the house and a hundred feet from each other. Gerald didn’t want them spaced that far so they could provide cover for each other, but Nelson convinced Gerald that another fifty feet wouldn’t matter that much. All the cabins were cinderblock with metal siding and metal roofs.  
 
   Letting Gerald continue on, Nelson pulled beside his cabin and turned off the truck. Getting out as Michelle pulled beside his truck, Nelson looked at his watch. “Almost time to get up,” he said, seeing it was just past five. Walking to the front of the cabin, he held up his hand, stopping Nancy. “Just park it here,” he told her when she rolled down her window. Nodding, she rolled the window up and turned off the Blazer.
 
   “I was starting to get worried,” Bernard almost shouted, coming out the back door. Nelson turned to see Bernard wearing his coveralls, flannel shirt, and work boots and carrying an M-14. “I listened to the CB scanner but never heard you call,” he said, walking over.
 
   “Didn’t want to risk it,” Nelson said as Nancy and Gavin got out. When Gavin walked around the front of the Blazer, Nelson could see that his son was close to collapse. Smiling at Gavin, Nelson held out his arm, and his son walked over, and Nelson pulled him to a hug. “Gavin, go check the house, and get in the bed,” Nelson said. “We need to catch some sleep but need to get up and unload this stuff.”
 
   With a dull nod and glassed-over eyes, Gavin slurred, “Yes sir,” and headed for the door. 
 
   “Wait, Gavin, the keys are in the truck,” Nelson said, turning.
 
   “I unlocked it,” Bernard said, stopping in front of Nelson. “Turned on the air for y’all.”
 
   Struggling to put one foot in front of the other, Gavin gave a weak smile and headed inside. “You should be really proud of him,” Nancy said with a smile as Gavin closed the door. “He stayed awake the whole way, helping keep an eye out.”
 
   “Oh, I’m very proud of him,” Nelson said. “He talk your ear off?”
 
   She smiled as she turned to look at him. “I rather enjoyed it, but yes, we talked most of the way.”
 
   “Go get your daughter; we are going to bed,” Michelle said, carrying Devin. Pausing only long enough to kiss Bernard on the cheek as he leaned down, Michelle headed inside. 
 
   When Bernard saw Nellie walk up holding a sleeping Mike, he stepped over and hugged her. “You had this old man worried.”
 
   “You know nothing can keep me from you,” she said, hugging him back.
 
   “Can I have my son?” Matt asked, walking up holding Olivia. Without saying a word, Matt held out Olivia, putting her on Nelson’s chest. Reaching up, Nelson wrapped his arms around Olivia as Matt stepped over to take Mike out of Nellie’s arms. “If someone comes, kill ’em. I’ll bury them in the morning,” Matt said, turning around and heading for his cabin.
 
   “Bernard, don’t think I’m being rude, but I’m going to bed,” Nelson said, heading for his door.
 
   “Don’t worry, and sleep late tomorrow. I can handle everything till all y’all get some rest,” Bernard said.
 
   Walking in the cabin, Nelson found Gavin sound asleep on the couch. Unlike at home, the kids had their own rooms here. They weren’t big by any means, but they were separate. Not in the mood to carry Olivia to her room, Nelson just headed for his. 
 
   He found Michelle fully clothed and Devin lying in the bed. Putting Olivia on the bed, Nelson took her shoes off then moved over and untied Michelle’s boots and pulled them off. Undoing the straps on her tactical vest, he pulled it off and set it on the floor then took off the bulletproof vest. Walking to the closet, Nelson took off his tactical vest and set it on the floor and pulled a blanket out of the closet.
 
   Heading back to the living room, Nelson covered Gavin up after taking off his boots. In a weary state, Nelson headed back to his bed and dropped down, taking his boots off. Pulling the pistol out of the small of his back, he eased his head down on the pillow and never remembered closing his eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 12
 
   Dreaming of swimming in a lake of coffee, Nelson smiled in his sleep, taking a deep breath through his nose, inhaling the aroma. Then, his brain told him the smell was real. Struggling out of his dream, Nelson opened his eyes. The room was dim, but he could see bright light coming around the dark curtains on the window.
 
   Blinking, Nelson sat up yawning and almost gagged. “I think Zeus shit in my mouth,” he said, waving his hand in front of his face. Rubbing his eyes, he put his feet on the floor and realized it was colder than it should’ve been through his socks. Looking down, he noticed he was in his boxers. “Where did my clothes go?” he asked then smelled the odor again. 
 
   Jumping up, Nelson almost ran to the bathroom. The cabin had two bathrooms: one in his and Michelle’s room and one in the hallway on the opposite side of his and Michelle’s bathroom wall. Grabbing a toothbrush, Nelson assaulted his mouth several times. When he was done and didn’t feel fur on his teeth, Nelson rinsed out his mouth.
 
   Realizing the smell of coffee was real, Nelson followed it down the hall, ending up in the small kitchen. The kitchen was half the size of the one at home since all meals were eaten in Bernard’s and Nellie’s house. They only added a kitchen so the family could eat an occasional meal together. The living room was much bigger than the one at home, and it sat in front of the kitchen. 
 
   When you walked in the cabin, you entered the living room with the kitchen ahead and laundry room off to the side. Going down the hall, all three kids’ rooms were on the left side, and their bathroom was the first door on the right. Then, at the end of the hall was his and Michelle’s room. They designed the cabin with their bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen at the back of the house, facing the field, and the kid’s rooms faced the house. They figured danger would come from the outside and wanted to keep the kids as far away from it as they could.  
 
   Walking in the kitchen, he found the coffee pot but didn’t see anyone else. Grabbing a cup, he found a note beside the coffee pot. “At the house.” He poured a cup and headed to the bedroom then dug out some sweatpants and a t-shirt. Putting on some slippers and grabbing his coffee, he headed to the front door.
 
   As he walked through the living room, he looked at the big clock on the wall and saw it was almost three in the afternoon. “Whoa,” he said, opening the door, and the light almost drove him to his knees. “When did the sun get that bright?” he asked, shielding his eyes with his hand.
 
   Closing the door and shielding his eyes, Nelson walked around the Blazer and trailer. A large deck was at the back of the house where everyone could eat outside. Nelson walked up the steps, crossed the deck, and opened the back door that led into the kitchen and was assaulted by the aroma of food. Immediately, his stomach let out a growl.
 
   “Sleeping beauty is finally up,” he heard Matt call out. Lowering his hand, Nelson saw Nellie, Ashley, and Michelle working in the kitchen. Nancy was setting the very large dining table, and the men were sitting at the bar. 
 
   Walking over to the bar, Nelson hugged Michelle as he passed. “I feel like someone drained the life force from my body,” Nelson said, taking a stool at the bar.
 
   “Dude, if Brittany wouldn’t have woken me up, I would’ve slept till tomorrow,” Matt grinned.
 
   Looking around, Nelson asked, “Michelle, I didn’t roll on the kids, did I?”
 
   Michelle walked over carrying a bowl. “Baby, you never moved. It took me and Gavin to get your clothes off,” she told him, setting the bowl down. Seeing it was oatmeal, Nelson attacked it.
 
   “Gerald, you find out anything from those cops?” he asked between spoonfuls.
 
    Finishing a sip of coffee, Gerald said, “Didn’t talk to them.”
 
   In less than a minute, the bowl was empty. “You did notice that sheriff car wasn’t from Shannon County. That was a Miller County sheriff car,” Nelson said, sitting up and taking a sip of coffee. Nellie came over, took his bowl, and gave him an apple, which Nelson pounced on.  
 
   “That’s why I just cut loose,” Gerald replied. 
 
   “Find anything then?” Nelson asked.
 
   Gerald nodded. “Yeah, a federal radio and a coil-bound presentation notebook called ‘Homeland Disaster, Plan and Reaction: For Law Enforcement Only.’ It’s quite an interesting read. It clearly calls out the nonexistent FEMA camps and detention centers and the use of the nonexistent rail cattle cars to be used for transporting dissidents.”   
 
   “Well, there are a few people I wish I could show that to that said I wore a tin foil hat. I did for a reason,” Nelson said, putting down the apple core. “Bernard, you hear anything while we trekked here?”
 
   “Oh, let me tell you, it’s open season on federal officials. They haven’t announced the exact numbers on the news, but online, the body count is over three hundred. Someone bombed the IRS building in Atlanta, killing another forty or so, and wounded double that,” he said, getting up. “The mainstream media is only reporting ‘Violence against Federal agents.’”
 
   “Any action by the government?” Nelson asked, wanting more food as his stomach let out a rumble everyone could hear.
 
   Walking around the bar, Bernard headed over to the coffee pot. “Yes, the web is reporting a lot of people have been detained, and anyone putting up resistance is shot,” he said, pouring a cup. “The numbers are actually frightening.”
 
   Getting up and grabbing the apple core, Nelson threw it in the compost can and searched for more food. “It’s only going to get worse,” he said, opening the fridge.
 
   “Yeah, you’re right about that.” Gerald smiled, watching Nelson dig through the fridge. “The government announced this morning they seized all bank accounts, and once again, it’s illegal for citizens to own gold and silver. All gold must be turned in to the Federal Reserve in the next two weeks. Only approved jewelry and coins may be kept after a certificate is issued. It’s a ten-year sentence if you don’t comply. If you own a safe deposit box, it must be opened in front of a bank employee and its contents reported.”
 
   Grabbing several slices of cheese, Nelson closed the fridge. “Yeah, that would escalate some violence,” Nelson agreed as he unwrapped the cheese.
 
   “They did announce on the disappearance of a state trooper on the news affiliate out of Springfield,” Bernard said, getting back on his stool. “Nellie told me about the trouble you all had,” he said, looking at Nelson. 
 
   “Only mine?” Nelson said, and Matt snickered.
 
   “Yeah, all of yours, but another station mentioned three officers killed on Highway 19,” Matt said. “Seems like this group isn’t the only one dropping law enforcement around here; seven other officers have been shot, and two more are missing.” 
 
   Bernard took a sip of coffee. “The governor is expected to declare a state of emergency later today.”
 
   “Any riots?” Nelson asked, finishing the cheese.
 
   “A few,” Nancy said, walking up behind Bernard. “Nothing bad. The people the government pissed off aren’t the ones just sitting at home, not working, getting checks. It’s the workers who lost money. They aren’t going to burn a business and hurt another working class family. They go after the ones responsible.”
 
   Nodding, Nelson said, “Eloquently put.”
 
   “Get to the table,” Nellie said, and Nelson took off, almost knocking Nancy down as he dropped in his chair. Nellie laughed, bringing bowls of food over. “Bernard, go get the kids from outside.”
 
   As Bernard walked over, Michelle carried over more bowls of food. “I take it you won’t be feeding Devin?” she asked, looking at Nelson with a smile.
 
   Nelson dropped his shoulders and let out a sigh. “Yeah, I’ll feed the soccer ball head. Where’s he at?”
 
   Letting out a laugh and slapping Nelson’s shoulder, Michelle said, “Don’t call him that. I’ll feed him, baby. I don’t want you biting one of his hands off.”
 
   “He laughs when I call him that,” Nelson objected, grabbing his plate. “Besides, his head is way out of proportion with his body. Gavin’s or Olivia’s wasn’t that big.”
 
   Nellie walked over and popped him on the back of the head. “Don’t you say that about Devin. It just means he is going to be a big man.”
 
   Nelson never stopped loading his plate even with the pop to his head. “Then Devin will be the size of a house,” he said, putting his full plate down. The front door opened, and the laughter of kids filled the house as they ran in and jumped in their chairs. Michelle walked in carrying Devin and Mike. Passing Mike off to Ashley, Michelle sat down beside Nelson.
 
   They all clasped hands as Bernard said grace. As soon as he said, “Amen,” Nelson started shoveling food into his mouth. He was doing it so fast everyone just stopped and watched in awe. They watched the food disappear, and Nelson stood to refill his plate, oblivious to everyone watching.
 
   “Um, baby,” Michelle said, stunned, “you really don’t need to eat that fast.”
 
   “He really ate it?” Matt said from across the table. “I thought he threw it down his shirt.”
 
   Shoveling mashed potatoes on his plate, Nelson stopped and noticed everyone looking at him. “What? I’m starved,” he announced and continued loading his plate.
 
   “Baby, I know I don’t cook as well as Nellie, but you don’t have to rub it in,” Michelle said, holding out her plate for him to put some food on it. 
 
   “Pfft,” Nelson scoffed and started loading her plate. “Your cooking is very good, baby, but I haven’t ate much because I was a little on the nervous side,” he admitted.
 
   “You could’ve said something,” she told him as the others started getting food.
 
   Finished loading Michelle’s plate, Nelson set it down in front of her. “What good would that have done besides made you nervous?” he asked, sitting down. With a conscious effort, Nelson slowed down his eating.
 
   Picking up a spoon, Michelle started feeding Devin some mashed potatoes. “Sorry to tell you, babe, but I was so nervous my hair was falling out,” Michelle told him. “Baby, we need to bring Devin’s high chair from the cabin.”
 
   Nellie looked up and around the table. “Bernard, you didn’t bring out the high chairs we bought?” she snapped, turning an icy gaze at him.
 
   “I put them together. I just forgot to bring them down,” Bernard said, almost jumping up and running out of the room. Everyone heard him run up the stairs.
 
   “Nellie, you two didn’t have to buy highchairs,” Michelle told her.
 
   Holding up her hand, Nellie replied, “Don’t, Michelle. These babies need chairs at the table like everyone else. You and Ashley can’t keep bringing their chairs in and out of the cabins.”
 
   Michelle took a breath to retort, but Nelson grabbed her arm. “Don’t,” he warned. “If you’re bad, she does stuff worse than spank you.”
 
   Looking at Nelson, Michelle watched his left hand come up and cover his chest. “Um, uh,” Michelle stuttered. “Ah, thank you Nellie.”
 
   Thunder rattled the house as Bernard ran down the stairs. “Bernard, quit running or you’ll fall and hurt the high chairs!” Nellie yelled out.
 
   Somewhat startled by that, Matt asked, “What about himself?”
 
   She waved her hand. “Him hurt by a fall? Please. Matt, six years ago, that bull out there knocked him down and stepped on his jewels,” Nellie announced, making Matt and Nelson cringe. “Bernard didn’t even go to the doctor. He just came in, laid down on the couch, put an ice bag on, and took some Motrin. Three hours later, he was back out at work. He was moving slower, I’ll admit.”
 
   Leaning over to Michelle’s ear, Nelson whispered, “That happens to me, get a gun and just shoot me in the back of the head. In fact, we will put it in our living will right next to no prolonged life support.”
 
   Hearing that, Michelle busted out laughing as Bernard carried in two very nice wooden high chairs. “I’m serious,” Nelson told her and looked at the chairs. “Did you, uh, buy those?” he asked as Bernard set one down beside Michelle.
 
   “Yep, the last time we came up,” Bernard replied and Michelle turned and stopped laughing, looking at the high chair.
 
   “At the baby store in Springfield?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Sure did. They showed us how hard it was to turn over and even had me stand on one,” Bernard said proudly. “Thing didn’t even creak. It can be turned into a regular chair and the top taken off then used as a booster seat.”
 
   Shaking his head, Nelson said, “Bernard, that chair cost two hundred and fifty dollars.”
 
   “Shut it, Nelson,” Nellie snapped.
 
   “They let us have them at two twenty apiece since we bought two,” Bernard told him, grinning. 
 
   Ashley froze, putting Mike in the chair. “You paid what?” she asked.
 
   “Ashley, put Mike in and feed him,” Nellie told her with a hint of iron.
 
   “We wanted to bring all the kids out here and give you four some time alone,” Bernard said, sitting down. “Now, we looked at those other chairs and just didn’t feel comfortable putting the babies in them.”
 
   Picking up his spoon, Nelson announced, “I’m not saying another word, Nellie, so quit looking at my chest.”
 
   Putting Devin in the high chair, Michelle whipped her head around, looking at Nelson, who was just eating. Then, she turned to Nellie, who was glaring at Nelson. “We have always seen these kids as part of our family, and you even made us their grandparents,” Nellie said. “Okay, guardians, but same thing. If we want the best for them, so be it. Keep on, and I’ll have Bernard hold you down, and I’ll pull out each hair on your chest one by one.”
 
   Dropping his spoon, Nelson covered his chest with both hands. “Hey, no need for that. You can send them to college for all I care, but don’t be pulling out the chest hairs one at a time. I can guarantee I’ll scream like a little girl.”
 
   “I’d eat a bullet first,” Matt mumbled.
 
   The others around the table smirked at the two. “Thank you,” Nellie smiled. “We bought some clothes, and Bernard bought both of them John Deere outfits.”
 
   “That’s nice,” Nelson said, picking up his spoon, but kept an eye on Nellie. If she came at him, Nelson was going to make a run for it.
 
   “Thank you, Nellie, Bernard,” Michelle said, trying not to laugh at Nelson. Ashley walked over and hugged both, thanking them.
 
   As they finished eating, the adults just leaned back in their chairs. The two girls went to the living room and played as Gavin sat beside Nancy, talking to her. As Michelle took Devin out of the high chair, she asked, “What’s on the agenda for today, baby?”
 
   “Rest,” Nelson said, almost making her legs give out in shock. “The stuff is covered up, and it doesn’t smell like rain.”
 
   “I need to write this down,” Michelle said, putting Devin on her shoulder. “You’re not going to work until you drop.”
 
   “No point. Lots of work needs to be done, but it can wait a day or two for us to put the stuff up,” Nelson replied.
 
   “You gonna have enough room for all that?” Matt asked with doubt.
 
   “One of the containers is completely empty, and another is half empty along with the basement,” Nelson replied, and Matt still had a look of doubt. Behind each cabin, they had buried forty-foot cargo containers, turning them into underground storage. Matt had two behind his house because that’s all he and Ashley could afford. Nelson had four. No one knew how many Gerald had because he was always adding more.
 
   “Hey, Nelson, we may want to put most of the arms away from the house,” Gerald offered.
 
   Closing his eyes, Nelson said, “I’m not making several hundred caches.”
 
   “I had four more containers delivered. We just have to empty them and take one out and bury it,” Gerald told him. “You have made caches?”
 
   “Of course we have, but I’m not making that many because I would forget where they were,” Nelson shot back. “What’s in the containers?”
 
   “The last of some odds and ends. I thought we would need razor wire, half-inch sheet steel, few claymore mines, paneling, and stuff like that,” Gerald told him nonchalantly. 
 
   Not even surprised or stunned, Nelson said with a straight face, “That’s cool.”
 
   “When do you want to start on the area around the house, Gerald?” Bernard asked.
 
    Gerald thought about it. “Well, we need to start in the next few days so the grass can start to cover up the dirt. We don’t want attention from nosy drones, and freshly turned dirt shows up real well,” he answered.
 
   “Have you changed anything?” Matt asked, rubbing his full but flat belly.
 
   “Just some minor ones,” Gerald told him. “I say let’s take the rest of today off and unload tomorrow. Nelson, let’s just put the extra stuff in your basement, and if it won’t fit, we can use mine. Then, the day after, we can start on the fortifications.”
 
   “Hey, big brother, don’t forget we have to wire up the cameras we put out and put out the rest,” Nancy interrupted. 
 
   “Sis, something to ward off attackers needs to get done, and it needs to be done so we can start the grass growing on it,” he told her.
 
   “If we don’t have a warning, the defenses won’t mean sh—” Nancy caught herself, looking around the table at the kids. “They can just come right up to the front door.” 
 
   “I’m not arguing with you about this again. I’m telling you we need this first,” Gerald told her, closing his eyes. He knew this wasn’t over.
 
   “Okay, how about this,” Nancy said, leaning on the table. “How about Gavin and I put them in while you and the others put in your covered ditch and dirt wall?”
 
   Startled, Gerald just stared at her. “Gavin?” he finally asked.
 
   She nodded. “Yes, he’s smart and understands electronics better than you do. He’s small like I am and can climb trees, helping me set the others up.”
 
   Gerald looked over at Nelson. “Hey, I’m for it, but both my dogs go with them,” Nelson said.
 
   “Can I take a gun, Dad?” Gavin asked hopefully.
 
   “Let me think on that,” Nelson offered.
 
   “Dad, come on. I’ll be nine in a few weeks,” Gavin whined.
 
   Sitting up, Nelson smiled at Gavin. “Well, nine,” Nelson said in mock amazement. “Guess we will have to get you a job so you can bring home some money. When you hit double digits in age, it’s all downhill then.”
 
   “Dad,” Gavin grumbled.
 
   “Son, it’s not that I don’t trust you with a gun. I just don’t know if you understand what that implies,” Nelson told him in a serious voice.
 
   Gavin nodded. “If someone comes after us to hurt us, shoot them.”
 
   Hearing those words from his son, Nelson’s heart dropped to his gut. “Yes, son, but when you aim at someone, doubt enters your mind, and that could get you hurt. I would rather you point and tell Zeus and Hera, ‘Kill.’”
 
   Reaching up, Michelle wiped a tear out of her eyes. “Gavin, let your dad think about it,” she said, sitting back down. Bernard watched her sit down, and not able to take it anymore, he reached over, taking Devin.
 
   “I’ll talk to you tonight, and if I feel okay about it, I’ll talk to Momma,” Nelson offered.
 
   “Nancy will have her rifle and pistol,” Gerald stated as fact.
 
   Nelson looked around the table. “I think we should all carry our rifles and pistols from now on,” he said.
 
   “That’s a good idea,” Matt agreed. 
 
   “Nancy,” Nelson said, looking at her. “Will it take both of you to put the cameras up?”
 
   “Yes,” she answered. “Not to mention putting down a fu… A bunch of wire.”
 
   Nelson leaned back in his chair. “That’s what I don’t like. Neither of you could keep an eye out. I don’t really expect anything this fast out here, but if we don’t act like it will, something could happen,” he said, pinching his lower lip. “How about Michelle set up away from you two and keep an eye out?”
 
   “Momma has to babysit me,” Gavin moaned, dejected.
 
   Nelson laughed. “Son, it’s not babysitting; it’s called overwatch, and you will be doing the same before long. It’s like guard duty. I learned a long time ago if you’re in hostile territory, don’t work and try to guard at the same time.”
 
   Michelle looked over at him. “I told your stupid ass not to help clear the road,” she reminded him.
 
   “I know, baby, and you were right. I’ve told you that the day it happened and the sixteen years since,” Nelson said. He closed his eyes, knowing Michelle was just getting started. 
 
   “You’re damn lucky that guy shot you square in the chest, hitting your ceramic plate,” she told him, and Nelson mouthed the words as she said them.
 
   He nodded. “Yes, I was,” he said and continued to mouth along with Michelle.
 
   “You weren’t an engineer, and our job was to keep our eyes open,” she said, reaching for her glass of tea.
 
   “I know, baby, like I tell you at least once a year,” Nelson said.
 
   After taking a drink, Michelle sat the glass down. “You had no right to get that mad about it,” she said as Nelson mouthed along. “Throwing a grenade and just running in that building.”
 
   “I was the one with a bruise on their chest,” Nelson reminded her. “I got him, and I wasn’t gone very long.”
 
   “You went into a building without backup,” she said. “I told you, and look what happened. You got shot, blew up a building, and got in a shootout with three insurgents in the building, leaving the rest of us outside in a hostile town as the engineers recovered the blown MRAP.” 
 
   Everyone was grinning not at the story but at Nelson mouthing the words perfectly as Michelle said them. “You two have this argument much?” Gerald asked, chuckling. 
 
   “Every three or four months,” Nelson answered, sighing and closing his eyes.
 
   “Michelle outranked you, didn’t she?” Gerald asked.
 
   “Yep,” Nelson answered.
 
   “But did that matter?” Michelle asked, and Nelson mouthed the words. The only difference was Michelle was looking at Nelson when he did it. “I don’t say the same thing every time.”
 
   “Nope,” Nelson agreed. “When the kids aren’t around, you use many carnal verbs. Nothing like the day it happened. I’m not sure you can combine words like that.”
 
   “How long were you in country before it happened?” Gerald asked, trying really hard not to laugh as Michelle stared daggers at Nelson.
 
   Ignoring the look from Michelle, Nelson replied, “I had been in country nine months, and Michelle had been there ten months.”
 
   “How long had you two been together?” Ashley asked with a giggle.
 
   “I met her on my second day and slowly wore her down over a month till she eventually agreed to go out with me,” Nelson told her.
 
   Turning away from Nelson, Michelle looked over at Ashley. “Ashley, I was one of four female MPs in our company and got chased by every American troop over there,” she said, and then her face softened. “Nelson was the only one that didn’t look at me like a piece of meat, but I knew if I showed anyone I liked him, I was going to catch hell.”
 
   “Don’t listen to her,” Nelson said. “A week after I met her, I watched her knock a guy’s tooth out.”
 
   “He grabbed my butt,” Michelle snapped.
 
   “I know, baby, I saw it,” Nelson reminded her, nodding. “You’re lucky you didn’t get into trouble, head butting him with your helmet.”
 
   Not sure what he was feeling as he laughed, Matt finally caught his breath. “Nelson, you didn’t hit him?” he asked.
 
   “Hell no. Michelle still acted like she hated me,” Nelson told him.
 
   Turning to look at Nelson, Michelle narrowed her eyes. “You don’t tell a girl you just met you’re going to marry her.”
 
   He crossed his arms over his chest. “Well I was, and I did,” Nelson shot back.
 
   “You’re getting off topic,” Michelle said. “Do the job you are assigned even if someone brings cool machines.”
 
   Nelson mouthed the last part with her, making Michelle’s face turn red. “Never made that mistake again, did I?” Nelson asked.
 
   “You shouldn’t have made the mistake the first time,” she snapped, and he mouthed along. “I don’t say that every time,” she said as he mouthed along perfectly. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Nelson droned. Having apologized for the same thing several thousand times, it was wearing on him. “Baby, please. Yes you do, and you are about to raise your voice screaming at me, saying I shouldn’t have started yelling for any others to take a shot in Arabic as I danced around grabbing my crotch.”
 
   Stunned because that’s what she was about to yell, Michelle relaxed, sitting back. “Then I shall make up new things to say about that situation. You scared the hell out of me. I found someone I like, and a guy shoots him. Then, I don’t even get to cap the punk.”
 
   “Whoa,” Nelson said, looking at her. “Never said that before.”
 
   Nellie stood up. “Michelle, I think he’s learned his lesson. Let it go please?”
 
   Nelson looked down at Nellie. “Wait till she starts on the ambush.”
 
   “I had the son of bitch!” Michelle shouted, hitting the table with her fist, scaring the shit out of everyone. “You don’t shoot someone in the head when one of your team members is beating his face!”
 
   “We had others coming,” Nelson reminded her.
 
   “Yeah, and this ‘girl’ mowed all of those in her sector down!”
 
   “Never said you didn’t,” Nelson said, holding up his hands. “But you can’t be mad that I jumped in front of you.”
 
   “I had taken one down in hand-to-hand,” Michelle shot back.
 
   “You were bigger than that one. If you remember, the one that jumped down from the roof was bigger than me,” Nelson said, closing his eyes. “I can’t marry someone if they get killed. There are all kinds of laws against that.”
 
   Not able to help it, Michelle chuckled. “Yeah, that would be kind of creepy.”
 
   Matt looked at Ashley, feeling cheated. “Hell, the most we’ve experienced was a bar fight,” he said.
 
   “Matt,” Nelson said, getting up. “I really don’t want to get in a firefight with Michelle now that we are married. Our second tour, I outranked her, and holy caca. If I even acted like I was protecting her, when we were alone, she really let me know about it.”
 
   “You could’ve gotten in trouble,” Michelle growled. 
 
   Throwing up his hands, he snapped, “I wasn’t protecting you, Michelle. You rotated out in every spot just like everyone else.”
 
   Nellie slapped the table. “That’s enough, you two,” she snapped, and they both shut up and looked at her. She had a smile on her face, but Nellie was tired of them arguing. “You two lived through it, and it’s in the past. Leave it there,” she commanded.
 
   “Nellie—” Michelle started, but Nellie held up her hand.
 
   “Michelle, you and Nelson love each other so much it almost makes me jealous,” Nellie said, and Bernard raised his eyebrows, looking at her as he held Devin. “Don’t start, Bernard. You know I love you more than anything as you do me.” She looked at Nelson and Michelle. “Now, this is the last I want to hear you two arguing about this.”
 
   “Hey, I’m all for it,” Nelson said with a smile.
 
   Michelle looked at Nelson then back at Nellie. “I’ll try,” she finally said.
 
   “I’ll take that,” Nellie said, picking up her plate and a few others.
 
   “I’m going to walk around then head back for a nap,” Nelson said, leaning down to kiss Michelle. 
 
   As he headed for the door, Gerald said, “Hold on, Nelson. I’ll come with you.”
 
   Matt stood up. “I’m going with them,” he said, kissing Ashley. Bernard just stood up and handed the baby back to Michelle and followed the others. 
 
   Walking off the deck, Nelson headed into his cabin and grabbed his rifle. Slinging it across his chest, he found the others outside. When Matt saw Nelson with his rifle, he trotted over to his cabin then came back with his. Bernard had his M-14, and as they walked by Gerald’s cabin, he got his AR.
 
   As Gerald was in his cabin, Nelson looked around the farm and noticed four storage containers next to the barn. “Those Gerald’s?” he asked.
 
   “Yep,” Bernard said, shouldering his rifle. “The last one was delivered the day I brought Nellie to your house. Then, there are thirty or so boxes in the barn.”
 
   Gerald came out and saw everyone staring at the containers. “Yeah, they’re full,” he said, walking past them.
 
    The others followed him across the yard and out the side gate of the chain-link fence toward the barn almost a hundred yards away. The main door to the barn opened toward the house with the containers on the right or south side. On the north side of the barn was the chicken coop and pig pen. Between the house and barn was a small, plain building the group had built the year before. It was their gym. It was double the size of Nelson’s and had much more equipment thanks to Gerald. One of the bases he visited was replacing their gym equipment, and Gerald bought all the old stuff though it wasn’t really old; none of it was older than a few years.
 
   As they got closer, Nelson looked at the barn. The size of it had always amazed Nelson. Bernard’s fifty-horse John Deere tractor fit easily through the giant door. Nelson was certain he could put the house and all three cabins inside the barn and still have room for a yard.
 
   Looking out past the chicken coop, Nelson saw all Bernard’s heavy equipment: a dump truck, excavator, and bulldozer. They were neatly lined up with Bernard’s one big and two little tractors. Everything Bernard owned was John Deere. Nelson remembered when everyone was about to build their cabin, and Bernard said he would buy an excavator. Well, Nelson had found one online and showed it to Bernard. 
 
   “That’s a Case,” Bernard had almost spat. “The only thing worth buying is Deere.”
 
   Not able to argue, Nelson just started looking for a Deere excavator. Finding several, he and Bernard went to look at them, and Bernard bought one. Having never been around heavy construction equipment except when he got shot in the chest, Nelson just watched and learned as Bernard explained how it worked and what to look for. Now, Nelson could operate everything on the farm.
 
   Reaching the containers, Gerald opened them up, and boy were they packed. “See, it’s going to take some time to empty them,” Gerald said.
 
   “Why do you have paneling?” Matt asked. “Bernard has a sawmill.”
 
   “Can’t make paneling, only boards. Besides, that’s PVC panel boards,” Gerald told him.
 
   Nelson moved up to one of the containers. “Just how many sheets of steel do you have?”
 
   “Seventy-two,” Gerald answered. “The machine shop at Fort Smith was getting rid of it, meaning throwing it away or scrapping it. I talked the sergeant into letting me have it.”
 
   “What’s with all the steel rods?” Nelson asked.
 
   “We’re going to make caltrops and place them in the moat and around the outside of the area,” Gerald told him.
 
   Nelson thought about that and decided it was a good idea. “What made you think of that?”
 
   “A movie I watched. I was going to just put punji sticks down there, but these will be much better.”
 
   Turning around looking back at the house, Nelson started to picture the moat and earthen berm they were going to build. “Bernard, how long will it take to dig that moat around the house?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Less than a day,” Bernard said without hesitation. “That excavator will make short work out of it.”
 
   “Gerald, how long till we finish it off?” Nelson asked.
 
   “All three of us working on it—about four or five days,” Gerald answered.
 
   Liking the sound of that, Nelson turned to look at the others. “We are still going to dam up that small creek to the south and put that hydro turbine in, aren’t we?”
 
   “Can’t afford not to,” Gerald said. “We need the power, and I really don’t want to set up more solar panels. I really don’t want to advertise to anything flying we could be preppers. And when we dam up that creek, it goes from a small, six-foot-wide creek to a fifteen-yard-wide creek like the one behind us to the west. That will limit just how people can come at us.”
 
   Thinking about that, Nelson asked, “Bernard, how long till we have to harvest?”
 
   “October,” Bernard answered.
 
   “We should be done by then hopefully,” Nelson said. “Guys, not to be mean but I’m going to go and relax.”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Matt said.
 
   They all headed back to their respective cabins, and Bernard headed to the house. Entering his cabin, Nelson took off his AR and didn’t see anywhere he could put it in the living room. He wasn’t really worried, but Olivia had just been introduced to guns this year. Taking Olivia out to shoot had been fun, and Nelson loved to teach his kids. Even though he felt confident Olivia wouldn’t touch it, Nelson wasn’t so sure about Brittany, Matt’s daughter.
 
   Not saying Matt didn’t teach her about guns, but Brittany hadn’t been introduced to them yet. Discretion being the better part of valor, Nelson took his AR into the bedroom and put it in the top of the closet. Heading to take a shower, he made a mental note to get a gun rack and put it in the living room.
 
   Thinking about it, Nelson decided they needed one in every room that had a door to the outside. He had a gun safe downstairs, but Nelson wanted weapons available without putting in a combination and opening a door.
 
   Feeling better after a shower, Nelson dressed and headed outside to the truck. He pulled out his gear bag and, seeing the large black box he took out of the cop’s trunk, carried them both inside. Digging in his bag, Nelson found his clip-on holster and mag pouches. Sliding them on and holstering his 1911, Nelson admitted he felt better. Nelson grabbed two magazines for his pistol and rifle and loaded the mag pouches on his belt.
 
   He carried his tactical bag to the bedroom and put it in the closet then got his and Michelle’s tactical vests off the floor and hung them in the closet, wanting them close in case they were needed. Walking back in the living room, he grabbed the black box and carried it to the small kitchen table.
 
   He opened it and was again impressed with the gold and silver inside. Granted, he and Michelle had ten times that amount, but Nelson was impressed someone else had taken the time to prepare even though they only had it taken away. That thought made him infuriated. 
 
   Wanting to investigate the stamps, Nelson pulled out the thick sheets at the back. He spread them across the table to look at them and noticed a few baseball cards. All the stamps and baseball cards looked old, but he knew nothing about them, and like paper money, he didn’t trust such items.
 
   Hearing the door open, he turned to see Michelle walk in. “Hey, babe,” she said quietly and carried a sleeping Devin down the hall to his room. When she came back, she looked at the stamps and baseball cards on the table. “They look old,” she admitted then looked inside the box. “Nice start,” she admitted.
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about this,” Nelson said, waving his hand across the table. “I want to propose to the group that what we take off of those we attack belongs to the group. That way, everyone will have something when this ends.”
 
   She thought about it as she studied the stamps. “That sounds good,” Michelle admitted. “I know for a fact Matt and Ashley have next to nothing in assets now. They might have a few ounces of gold and a hundred ounces of silver. Bernard and Nellie have this land, and I’m sure they have some hard assets. I know Gerald has hard assets, but I won’t even make a guess how much.”
 
   “So you don’t mind then?” Nelson asked, making sure.
 
   Turning away from the table with a scoff, she said, “Please,” as she walked to the fridge. “We have what, a thousand ounces of gold, half that in platinum, and something like two hundred pounds of silver. We’ve been collecting for over a decade.”
 
   “We have more than that,” Nelson said. “But you don’t mind?”
 
   She shook her head as she pulled out a bottle of water. “No, it’s a good idea,” she admitted. “It lets everyone know we are in this together.”
 
   The door opened, and Gavin came walking in and stopped at the table, looking at the stuff. “What’s this?”
 
   Michelle looked at Nelson and nodded. “Gavin, this is the stuff the cop took from some people and sent them to jail,” Nelson told him. Seeing Gavin look at the baseball cards, Nelson smiled. Gavin had his own set of cards. He kept them in excellent condition in three-ring binders.
 
   With a heavy sigh, Gavin nodded. “He won’t tell the cops about you taking it, will he?” he asked, looking at the cards.
 
   Nelson put his hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “No, son, he won’t be talking to anyone,” he answered.
 
   Feeling relieved, Gavin looked harder at one of the baseball cards and slid the thick sheet closer. “Dad, this is a Lou Gehrig,” Gavin said and looked at the next card on the sheet. “Holy cow, Dad, this is a Babe Ruth!”
 
   Nelson grabbed the sheet, looking at the cards. “Son, they can’t be worth much. The cards have tobacco companies’ names.”
 
   Shocked, Gavin looked up. “That’s how baseball cards were first given out,” Gavin said, shocked his dad didn’t know. Looking back at the table, Gavin pulled down a cardboard sheet with only one card on it. “Never heard of Honus Wagner,” he said and ran back to his room and came back with a rather large book.
 
   Seeing the book, Nelson smiled. It was a collector’s book of baseball cards. He remembered the day he bought it for Gavin at the bookstore. That was one thing Nelson always gave his kids when they asked: books. If they wanted to read, he would do everything to encourage it. He and Michelle were both big-time readers and wanted to pass that along to the kids. 
 
   Looking through the book, Gavin paused. “Oh man,” he mumbled, and Nelson stepped over, looking at the page Gavin had stopped on. 
 
   Studying the picture in the book and the card on the table, Nelson felt his knees get weak. “Someone paid two and a half million dollars for a baseball card?” he asked.
 
   “What?” Michelle shouted, running over. Like Nelson, she looked from the book to the card. “It can’t be. Someone with this kind of money would have much more precious metals than that.”
 
   Sitting down, Nelson looked up. “What if this was what they just had at the house?” he asked.
 
   “Nelson, anyone with that kind of money wouldn’t have to be worried about the cops,” she pointed out.
 
   Nelson shook his head. “Only the super wealthy have that honor, babe, like multibillionaires.”
 
   Turning through the pages, Gavin looked up. “The other two are worth a lot too,” he said. “The last Lou was sold for two hundred thousand, and Babe was over five hundred thousand.”
 
   Nelson stood up. “Well, since you never got to cash your check for winning the gun shoot, I think you can have these,” Nelson declared.
 
   Hearing that, Gavin lost all cool and started jumping up and down shouting, “ALRIGHT!”
 
   “What about the others?” Michelle asked.
 
   “No, we split the rest with them,” Nelson said, smiling at Gavin. “He earned this.”
 
   When his celebration was over, Gavin looked up at Nelson. “Dad, can I put them in the safe downstairs?” 
 
   “How about we put them behind the wall?” Nelson asked, and Gavin’s face lit up.
 
   Nodding, he admitted, “Yeah, that would be better.”
 
   “In the truck console is a velvet bag. Will you run and get it?” Nelson asked, and Gavin took off running.
 
   Glad to see the joy from Gavin, Michelle stepped over and kissed Nelson. “Can we tell him that’s part of his birthday present?”
 
   “Hell, I was going to throw them away,” Nelson admitted. “Be damned if I throw any of this crap away now. But yeah, we can tell him it’s part of his present.”
 
   In a flash, Gavin was back with the velvet bag Nelson had left the last precious metals in that he had bought. Nelson and Gavin walked down into the basement, which was wide open. On the right wall, a work bench went from one end to the other. A small lathe and end mill sat on the heavy duty work bench with tools hanging on the wall. Under the stairs were two massive gun safes. Bookshelves covered the entire left wall.
 
   Walking to the far end, Nelson reached under a shelf and released the catch. A four-foot section of bookshelf moved back, and Nelson pushed the bookshelf door, revealing a room. After he and Bernard had dug the hole for his foundation, Bernard and Nellie went on vacation. Michelle and Nelson came out, and Nelson started building the cabin. He used the excavator to extend the basement’s left side another twenty feet.
 
   Since Bernard had private deeded each family half an acre for their house, it was Nelson and Michelle’s property that couldn’t be traced to them. Taking the opportunity, Nelson wanted a place he could safely store stuff. It wasn’t a question of trust in the others, but if things ever went bad, Nelson only wanted his family to know about this.
 
   That day, the cement truck came out and poured the foundation. After a few days, he and Michelle set the cinderblock walls then built the second wall, creating dead space. Putting a cement roof over the dead space, they covered it up. When Gerald, Matt, and Ashley came out to help build the rest, no one could tell there was a twenty-foot gap behind the left wall.
 
   Once the house was built, Nelson rented cement saws, cut a hole in the wall, and put up the bookshelves. Then, doing some special cutting on some cinderblocks, he mounted them on a frame, making a door, and built bookshelves over it. Since the door opened in, no marks were left on the floor. Support and shelves for the bookshelf covered the narrow gaps for the door. 
 
   Gavin just liked the idea they had a secret room. A tall safe sat in the back beside a refrigerator, and filing cabinets filled the end wall. Nelson took the coins out of the velvet bag. Opening the safe, he put them in with the others then Gavin put his cards in.
 
   Shelves lined the wall in this room as well, but they held stuff that could get them in serious trouble. The fridge held medications they had gotten from Mexico, Canada, and mail order. Some of the shelves were empty, but most held plastic bins and metal boxes. Some of these contained gun parts that were illegal, and some held radio parts that were illegal. Others contained stuff that wasn’t quit illegal but was frowned on by the government for private citizens. 
 
   They walked out and closed the door, and Nelson looked down at Gavin. “How do you feel?”
 
   “Great,” he said with a grin.
 
   Putting his hand on Gavin’s shoulder, Nelson asked, “There is some stuff I would like to get out of the truck now. Want to help?”
 
   “Sure,” Gavin said. “Dad, can I carry a gun when I go with Nancy?”
 
   Looking into Gavin’s eyes, Nelson thought hard and finally nodded. “Yes, son, but I want you to remember when you squeeze the trigger, you can’t call that bullet back. If you think someone’s going to hurt you, don’t hesitate, but your first course is to get one of us. You use a gun as a last resort, understand?”
 
   “Yes sir,” Gavin said in a serious voice.
 
   “If I hear about you not treating your weapon with respect and carelessly, the deal’s off,” Nelson told him firmly. 
 
   With determination on his little face way beyond his years, Gavin nodded. “I understand; I won’t let you down.”
 
   Pulling Gavin in for a hug, Nelson really hated this new world. “Let’s get some of that stuff in here,” Nelson said, letting Gavin go. 
 
   As they carried in the first load, Michelle looked up from the couch. “Thought you were taking today off?” she asked with the “tone.”
 
   “Baby, this stuff needs to come in,” Nelson said, shutting the door with his foot. “I really want all the electronics and scopes inside.” Seeing she wasn’t going to argue, Nelson followed Gavin down to the basement.
 
   Not able to argue that point, Michelle got up and joined them. When she opened the back door of Nelson’s truck, Michelle stood amazed. It was literally packed tight from floor to roof. Carefully, she started pulling stuff out so she didn’t create an avalanche. 
 
   When the front of the truck was emptied, all three stood looking at the piles on the floor. “We need to separate this and keep the piles in the same category,” Michelle said, moving over to start separating the stuff, “that way, we know where to put the rest of the crap.” 
 
   “Crap?” Nelson snapped, offended.
 
   Michele stood. “I’m sorry—vital equipment,” she offered and went back to separating the stuff. Satisfied, Nelson did the same.
 
   As they worked, they talked till they heard the front door open. “Michelle?” they heard Nellie call out.
 
   “Down here,” Michelle answered.
 
   Hearing footsteps coming down, they continued separating the stuff out. “I thought we were going to unload tomorrow?” Nellie asked, coming down and seeing the organized stuff around the basement.
 
   “Gung ho Joe wanted some of his toys in here, afraid they would cry if he left them outside,” Michelle said, waving her hand at Nelson.
 
   Nellie laughed. “Supper’s almost ready,” she told them. “I’ll get Devin,” she added with a smile, turning and heading back up the stairs.
 
   Hearing the front door close, they continued for a while longer until Michelle looked around, satisfied. “If we don’t have a pile for it down here, we’ll put it in the empty container out back,” she said, wiping her forehead.
 
   Nelson walked to her and put his arm around her. “That sounds good,” he said. “How about some grub?”
 
   “Now that sounds good,” Michelle answered as Nelson led her up the stairs. Jumping up, Gavin followed. Stopping in the living room, Nelson grabbed the box and carried it back to Michelle. When they walked outside, Gavin ran around them to the house. “I wish I could bottle that energy up,” Michelle said with envy.
 
   “Now you’re talking about making money,” Nelson noted then grunted, changing which hand was carrying the heavy box. They walked in and found everyone in the kitchen. Nelson could hear the two girls playing in the front room. He didn’t know what they were playing, but it involved lots of giggling. 
 
   Swinging the box up, Nelson set it on the bar with a thud. Bernard looked at the box. “What the hell’s in there?” he asked. “Sounds like it weighs a ton.”
 
   “Well, over a hundred pounds,” Nelson said, and the others moved over. “I want to make a group rule,” he announced. “What we get off the ones we take down belongs to the group.”
 
   Gerald shook his head. “Now hold on a second. If they have a weapon I want, I don’t want to share,” he replied.
 
   Nelson hadn’t thought of that, and he couldn’t argue. “Okay, how about you can claim something off them, and the rest is the group’s?” he offered.
 
   “How about stuff of monetary value?” Gerald offered back.
 
   “Guns and ammo will have monetary value,” Michelle said. “They will be the currency along with food until this is over.”
 
   Bernard stood. “How about if you get something, you ask the group if you can have it? It’s not like we don’t have a bunch of stuff, and if two people want one item, the rest vote on it?”
 
   Nelson looked at Michelle. “That’s pretty good,” he said, and she nodded.
 
   “Hey, Ashley and I don’t care as long as we are here and fed,” Matt said with his arm over Ashley’s shoulder. “What’s in the box?”
 
   “The first of our group deposit,” Nelson said, opening the box. Several gasped, and the rest just gawked, staring at the shining metals. 
 
   Slowly reaching in, Matt pulled out a clear tube that held one-ounce gold coins. “You got this from the cop car?” he asked.
 
   “Yep,” Nelson said with a sad expression.
 
   Matt looked away from the gold and turned his eyes toward Nelson. “The way you said you found some gold he took off someone, I was thinking a small box, not a tub,” Matt said in awe.
 
   “There’s four families, so I say the group splits it four ways, and if we need to buy something, we use the group account,” Michelle offered.
 
   “Michelle,” Matt almost shouted, “that’s got to be over half a million dollars, and you two are just giving it to the group?”
 
   “We are a family,” Michelle told him. “This will end, and we need to make sure our kids have a future.”
 
   Leaning over the bar, Nelson told Matt, “It’s about thirty pounds of gold and double that in silver. Have no idea what the stamps and stuff are worth.”
 
   Putting the roll back in the box, Matt said, “Guys, you don’t have to do this.”
 
   “Yes we do,” Michelle told him. “We are in this together, and that’s the only way we’ll survive.”
 
   Clearing his throat, Gerald said, “I agree with that. This is a very good idea; I don’t really need it, but I like it for Nancy.”
 
   “If we own a fourth of that, this is the most Ashley and I have ever had,” Matt mumbled.
 
   “Bernard,” Nelson said, “you have that safe downstairs. How about you and Nellie keep tabs on the group fund?”
 
   “We will be happy to, but we need another place to store stuff like this,” Bernard answered. “If we get overrun, we need this safe.”
 
   Nodding, Gerald said, “He has a very valid point. We need to make a hiding place for it that will be protected from people and fire.”
 
   “Well, everyone, think about that, but I really would like to eat,” Nelson said.
 
   Laughing, they all moved to the table and called the girls in. Sitting down, they all held hands as Bernard led them in prayer. In their little corner of America, the principles that built the country still survived.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 13
 
   Early the next morning, Nelson and Michelle had grabbed Devin and got back into their routine of heading to the gym. They were there for a half hour before Matt and Ashley came in carrying Mike. They all worked out then climbed in the Jacuzzi. Matt and Ashley started laughing as Devin started his war with the bubbles. 
 
   Leaving the gym at sunrise, they gathered the other kids and headed in the house for breakfast. Seeing Nelson and Matt walk in wearing tank tops along with the girls, all of them sweating, Gerald shook his head. “We have enough work ahead of us to stay in shape,” he told them.   
 
   “Have to stay in shape,” Nelson said, pouring a cup of coffee and kissing Nellie on the cheek.
 
   Nancy came over to Michelle. “Can I work out with you?” she asked. Hearing that, Gerald almost fell out of his chair.
 
   “Of course you can,” Michelle said, putting Devin in his high chair.
 
   “Nancy, you’ve never worked out,” Gerald said, shocked. “You avoid stairs like they are a plague.”
 
   She whipped her head around. “Shut it, bubba,” she snapped. “What time do you get up?” she asked, looking back to Michelle.
 
   “We like to start at five so we can get done before sunrise,” Michelle said, heading back to the kitchen to get Devin’s food.
 
   Sitting in his spot, Nelson sipped his coffee as Matt sat down. “When we finish our load, Ashley and I’ll come and help you unload your caravan,” Matt told Nelson.
 
   “Thanks,” Nelson said. “I’m hoping we can get it done today.”
 
   “I’ll be out there as soon as breakfast is over. Since you have the most, I’ll start with you, Nelson,” Bernard said.
 
   Nellie carried plates of food over. “You just leave the babies here with me,” she said.
 
   “I’ll bring over Devin’s playpen,” Nelson said.
 
   “And I’ll bring Mike’s.” Matt grinned, filling up his plate. 
 
   “No, leave them there,” Nellie said, walking back to the kitchen. “We bought two.”
 
   Picking up his plate, Nelson kept his mouth shut as he loaded it. The group ate then headed back to their cabins. The girls stayed with Nellie, promising to help with the babies and lunch. Nelson just wanted them to stay out of Nellie’s way.
 
   After breakfast, the group headed out as the sun rose above the tree-covered hill to the east. As they unloaded his truck and trailer, Nelson didn’t remember getting some of the things he pulled out. It was eleven when the trailer was empty of everything except the pallets of ammunition and UTVs.
 
   Bernard drove one of his small tractors that had a front-end loader over. He put two forklift blades on the bucket and drove up on the trailer, picking up the first pallet. As he backed up, Michelle came over and stood beside Nelson. 
 
   “I have no idea how you loaded that much shit on there even with help,” she told him, handing him a bottle of water.
 
   Thankful for the water, Nelson opened it and took a long drink. “I don’t remember loading some of it,” he admitted, wiping his mouth.
 
   She watched another pallet come off. “Just where in the hell are you going to store these eight pallets of ammo?” she asked. “We already carried down one, and we already have two down in the basement, not counting the ammo on the shelves.”
 
   Nelson shrugged and replied, “I’m thinking the storage container.”
 
   “Babe,” Michelle said, taking off her sunglasses. “We still have two more vehicles to unload. We are going to run out of room.”
 
   “The ammo is in cases, so it can sit here until we figure out where to put it. Matt and Ashley don’t have that much, so I’m telling them to put a pallet in their basement, and I think we need one in the house,” Nelson told her as Bernard grabbed the last one. “I think Gerald has more ammunition than we do.”
 
   Dumbfounded, Michelle shook her head. “There’s no way,” she mumbled.
 
   “He worked for the military, baby. He wasn’t impressed with the amount of ammunition I had. He was impressed with the weapons.”
 
   She pointed at the UTVs. “We have two of those now not to mention four-wheelers and electric and hybrid buggies. Why did you need two more?” she asked.
 
   “Those are diesel like the last one I got,” Nelson said, “and I’m giving Matt one.”
 
   “Thank God,” Michelle mumbled as Bernard set the last pallet next to the others beside the house. Matt and Ashley came out of the house after dropping their load off and stopped beside them.
 
   “Nelson, I hate to say this, but I’m getting tired of carrying guns,” Matt admitted.
 
   Michelle looked over at him. “Well, that’s half of one more trailer,” she informed him.
 
   Digging in his pocket, Nelson pulled out a key ring. “The side-by-side that’s loaded with everything is yours,” he said, handing the keys over.
 
   Matt and Ashley just stared at him. “Dude, we can’t take that,” Matt said.
 
   “The hell you can’t,” Michelle snapped. “We have enough crap to open our own store. You two will take it, and that’s final.”
 
   Taking the key, Matt grinned. “You don’t know how much we wanted one,” he said. 
 
   “These are diesel, and we can make that,” Nelson told Matt as he and Ashley walked up on the trailer. 
 
   As they unhooked the UTVs, Michelle looked over at Nelson with a gentle smile. “That was worth all the unloading,” she told Nelson and kissed him.
 
   “Hey, we’re working here. No hanky panky,” Gerald said, walking out of the cabin with Nancy. Seeing Matt and Ashley back off in the new UTV to head to toward their cabin, Gerald’s eyes got big. “You gave them one?”
 
   “Yes,” Nelson said. “This one is going to be for the groups. I was giving you one of my gas ones in the back.”
 
   “Really?” Gerald gasped.
 
   “Yeah, Michelle’s mad I stole so much crap,” Nelson said, then Michelle slapped his butt.
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “Thank you,” Gerald grinned.
 
   Handing the key to the other UTV to Michelle, Nelson asked, “Will you park that one by the back deck? I’ll go and drop the trailer off at the barn.” Without answering, Michelle took the key. 
 
   With the trailer off, Bernard took the pallets out of the bed of Nelson’s truck. Now with his truck emptied, Nelson thought it looked naked. He turned and saw everyone unloading the Blazer and walked over to join in. 
 
   They were halfway done when Nellie collected everyone for lunch. After lunch, the group headed back to finish unloading. After the Blazer was unloaded, they started on the Suburban, and Nelson was beginning to agree with Michelle: They had a lot of crap. Granted, it was stuff they needed, but still it was a lot of crap.
 
   It was late afternoon when they were done, and the basement was packed along with the containers. Then, Nelson told them how he wanted to do the ammo, so the group went back to work, putting a whole pallet in Matt and Bernard’s basement. They left the rest of the pallets beside the house covered with tarps until they figured out what to do with them.
 
   Worn out, the group headed inside to find the girls helping Nellie fix supper. They were both covered in flour but had smiles on their faces. For the life of him, Nelson couldn’t figure out what would take that much flour. Not wanting to interrupt, the group headed to the living room and dropped in chairs or couches.
 
   “Bernard, have you talked to that family close to us lately?” Matt asked.
 
   Taking off his hat, Bernard leaned back in his recliner. “The Carrington’s,” Bernard helped. “Yeah, I talked to Hank a few days before you showed up. He was waiting on his brother to get here from St. Louis.”
 
   “I’ve only met Hank,” Gerald said with his head laid back on the couch. “I’ve heard him talk about his boys, but how many people does he have?”
 
   “His wife, Judy,” Gerald answered. “The boys are Tim and Mark, sixteen and seventeen. Hank’s brother Steven lost everything. Hank said it was several million in savings. If Steven shows up, he has a boy around sixteen—Junior I think—and a girl, Beth, fourteen or so.” 
 
   Nellie and the flour-covered girls came in carrying glasses of tea for everyone. Gerald smiled as Olivia handed him one. “What did this Steven do?” Gerald asked.
 
   “Stockbroker,” Bernard said, taking a glass, “Worthless as tits on a bull.”
 
   “You know Steven personally?” Ashley asked, draining her glass.
 
   Nodding, Bernard said, “Yeah, and he couldn’t wait to get out of here. Hank said his dad had to threaten a beating every day just to get that boy to do chores.”
 
   They all sat in silence, soaking up the cool, air-conditioned air. “Think that will be a problem?” Gerald finally asked, breaking the silence.
 
   “For Hank, not us,” Bernard said, finishing his glass.
 
   “We need to set something across the road so someone can’t just drive down here as we are putting this ditch and berm up,” Gerald said, sitting up. “Don’t want someone talking about what they see here.”
 
   “Something?” Nelson asked, laughing. “We have an armada of trailers out there. Using all of them, we can block off the road in several places.”
 
   After thinking about it, Gerald nodded. “That’s good. We can park several right after the turn where the trees are on both sides of the road, and you can’t see the house.”
 
   As they sat and talked, Nelson felt something on his shoulder. Looking down, he smiled, seeing Michelle was asleep. Taking her glass, he looked over at Gerald. “With Nancy, Gavin, and Michelle putting up cameras, how long do you think the moat is going to take?”
 
   “We’ll be done with the work in a few days,” Gerald told him. Nelson gave him a crazy look. “Nelson, after the ditch is dug, we only have to lay the paneling over, covering the moat. We’ll use the one-by-fours to brace them. All we have to do is lay down boards, not nail them. Then, spread just a little bit of dirt, and spread that super grass seed on it and the berm. The hard part will be making all the caltrops and entanglements, putting them in the moat.”  
 
   “Nelson, it won’t take long,” Bernard affirmed. “We’re digging a ditch, not the Panama Canal.”
 
   Feeling better, Nelson relaxed. “Well, we should be able to get set up relatively quickly,” he said.
 
   “I figure about three months of assholes and elbows then it will be just taking care of small items that come up and running the farm,” Gerald told him.
 
   Not following the timeline, Nelson asked, “Where the hell did you get three months?”
 
   “We need to armor the front of the house,” Gerald told him, and Matt sat up. “With the berm up, only the second floor will be seen from outside. Except the area we have to leave open for the driveway. We can make barriers and stuff, but the front of the house will be the one area that can be hit with direct fire.”
 
   “Just what do you mean ‘armor the house?’” Nelson asked with a worried edge to his voice and felt Michelle wake up.
 
   Bernard looked over at Gerald as well. “Yeah, what do you mean?”
 
   “Taking down the siding up front and putting up those sheets of steel. We don’t need to armor the whole house because if we’re breached, we’re done,” Gerald told them. 
 
   “Gerald, that won’t take very long,” Nelson said. “What of these three months of assholes and elbows?”
 
   “Damming the creek and putting in the turbine we made. Digging fighting areas on all four corners of the berm so we can shoot out. Nancy has the plans for an EMP cannon and a listening post to detect planes and drones. It won’t pick them up from massive distance, but if they’re within ten miles, we’ll hear them. Then, we need to put deterrents on the driveway to discourage an assault by vehicles. I’ve not forgotten the other things we discussed and have them written down, and we will need to do them. Then disguising all the work we do so no one with a casual glance can see it,” Gerald said.
 
   Feeling a bit overwhelmed, everyone sat back, thinking. “That is a big undertaking,” Matt finally said.
 
   “Well, we could just sit back and let the first group of hungry people just march in and take our stuff,” Gerald offered. 
 
   With a disgusted look, Matt narrowed his eyes. “That’s not what I mean, dweeb,” he almost spat. “We need to drill for an attack, patrol around, see who’s close besides the Carringtons. Scan the net and TV to get intel and see what is going on.”
 
   “Intel without the means to act is worthless,” Gerald told him. “Granted, we do need to do all that and more, but we need to make it hard for people to come at us. Making this place impervious to assault with our limited personnel is impossible. So what we do is just make it difficult and not worth the effort.”
 
   Bernard interrupted, “You think we’re going to get trouble out here?”
 
   “Sooner or later,” Gerald answered with certainty. “Hopefully later.”
 
   “Who are you leaning towards: gangs, refugees, or government?” Nelson asked.
 
   Matt scoffed. “Huh, like it matters.”
 
   “Well, yes it does quite a bit,” Nelson replied. “Gangs will be random but ruthless in their attack while the government will use hardware that could pose a very serious problem.”
 
   Then, Michelle sat up. “The refugees will fight with desperation and could include women and children. Are you prepared to mow down a group of women and kids who are just hungry?”
 
   Shocked at the statement and question, Matt finally replied, “Are you?”
 
   “Yes,” Michelle told him in a hollow voice. “We have limited resources. We could help a few, but once we give out, they’ll come back, and eventually, our kids go hungry and die.” She got up. “I’m going to help Nellie and the girls.”
 
   As Michelle walked past, Gerald smiled, looking at Nelson. “I’m glad you two have an idea what’s about to go down,” he said. “I was always worried that everyone would think we could just ride out what happens like in a fairy tale.”
 
   “I know it’s going to get bad,” Matt grumbled at Gerald then turned to Matt. “Your wife can be creepy at times, but could she really drop the hammer on women or kids?”
 
   “If they are armed or pose a threat, she wouldn’t hesitate,” Nelson answered and saw Matt take a breath to speak. “Now, if they are unarmed and don’t leave, she would persuade them. But don’t think for a second she would hesitate. She didn’t before,” Nelson said, getting up.
 
   In a state of shock, Matt just looked at Nelson as Gerald nodded. “The sand box really did suck,” he stated.
 
   “Yes, it did,” Nelson replied, walking out.
 
   When Nelson was gone, Matt looked over at Gerald. “Those two must have seen some shit,” he said in a low voice.
 
   Gerald nodded. “I pulled their records,” he said, getting up. “They’ve been downrange. I think a lot of married couples are going to have the same experience those two have had before long. Nelson and Michelle are just ahead of the power curve.”
 
   “Come on; supper’s ready!” Nellie called out from the kitchen.
 
   The group sat down to supper, laughing at the two flour-covered girls. After supper, Gerald got up and whispered into Bernard’s ear. Grinning, Bernard nodded as Gerald turned to Nelson. “Hey, Nelson, can you help with something at the cabin?” Gerald asked.
 
   “Sure,” Nelson said, pushing his chair back and getting up. Grabbing his rifle, Nelson kissed the kids and Michelle then followed Gerald out the back door. “What do you need me for?”
 
   Looking over his shoulder as Nelson caught up, a sly grin broke across Gerald’s face. “Want to show and give you something,” Gerald replied.
 
   Seeing the sly grin, Nelson shook his head. “Dude, I don’t have room for anything else,” Nelson replied.
 
   “Oh, for this, you will,” Gerald replied confidently. Opening the door to his cabin, Gerald led Nelson to the kitchen. On the table was a cardboard box. “Open it,” Gerald said, pointing at the box.
 
   Suspicious and expecting a gag, Nelson cautiously moved to the table, forcing his body to relax so he wouldn’t jump if a gag was coming. Pulling the tape off the box and gently opening it, Nelson saw fabric and metal. Confused, he pulled out the stuff and gasped. Feeling his pulse quicken, he almost begged, “Where did you get this?”
 
   “Springfield,” Gerald replied with a grin. “That’s why I was late getting to your house. Nancy found a store online. It was closed, but I broke in.”
 
   Like the object was fragile and holy, Nelson gently placed it back in the box. “I always wanted to get one, but what was the point?” he said, closing the box, then looked up. “Why?”
 
   “I have geek tendencies that lean in that direction,” Gerald admitted. “If I ever found someone who would wear it, I probably would’ve married them.”
 
   Picking the box up, Nelson pulled it to his chest. “I have to ask Nellie and Bernard if they will watch the kids,” he announced, walking over to Gerald. 
 
   “I already did,” Gerald grinned as Nelson stopped in front of him. 
 
   Leaning over, Nelson hugged Gerald. “Thank you,” he said.
 
   “I’m not wearing it,” Gerald said, caught off guard, then returned the hug. “There is one catch,” he said as Nelson let him go. 
 
   Confused, Nelson shook his head. “Huh?” 
 
   “I want a picture,” Gerald told him. Startled, Nelson jumped back. “Not a picture of what happens, just a picture of what it really looks like on a real woman.”
 
   “Deal,” Nelson said, holding out his hand. 
 
   Laughing, Gerald shook it. “You better head home,” he said.
 
   Too excited to think or question Gerald, Nelson almost broke into a run out of the cabin. Trotting over to his cabin, Nelson almost yanked the door off the hinges. Walking in, he saw Michelle sitting on the couch. “What the hell did Gerald want?” she asked, leaning back. “Bernard told me to head home because you would want to talk.”
 
   Not able to talk, Nelson just stood frozen, looking at her with a boyish grin. “What the hell are you two planning?” Michelle asked, getting worried as she stood up. Not answering, Nelson just looked her up and down like a predator would. “Nelson, I’m about to spin,” she warned.
 
   Extending his arms, Nelson held out the box over the back of the couch. “You promised,” he told her.
 
   Way beyond confused, Michelle took the box, “What?” she asked. Nelson just kept looking her up and down. Giving up, Michelle put the box on the couch and opened it. Unlike Nelson, she didn’t need to take it out. Michelle knew what it was at first glance. “I’m going to kill Gerald,” she stated, looking up with a flat expression. “Then, I’m breaking your legs.”
 
   The boyish grin never left Nelson’s face. “You promised,” he said.
 
   She snatched the box up. “Because I never believed it would happen,” she said, walking down the hall. “I’m showering first,” she called back in a not-so-nice voice.
 
   When he heard the bedroom door slam, Nelson took off out the back door, running back to their underground storage containers. He started rummaging around until he found the plastic storage bin he was looking for. Elated, Nelson ran back to the house. Dropping the bin on the kitchen floor, he headed for the kids’ bathroom.
 
   It was an hour later when Michelle walked out of their bedroom, feeling foolish. She walked into the living room and didn’t see Nelson. Looking in the kitchen, she noticed his tactical vest and rifle on the table. “Nelson,” she called out in an irritated tone. Hearing the kids’ bathroom door open, she turned around. 
 
   All the feelings of foolishness and annoyance vanished when she saw the look on Nelson’s face as he gawked at her. Seeing the joy and boyish pleasure on his face put her at ease. Smiling, Michelle put her hand on her hip, cocking it to the side. “You like?” she asked.
 
   Nelson just shook his head dumbly as Michelle stood in front of him wearing the Leia slave costume. “Wow,” he finally mumbled.
 
   Tossing her head, sending the wig extension over her shoulder, she looked back at him and noticed what he was wearing. “You dug out your Han Solo outfit?” she laughed.
 
   “Oh yeah,” he said, walking over. 
 
   Michelle held out her arms, embracing him. “I feel ridiculous,” she said but didn’t care because of the devious grin on Nelson’s face.
 
   “Sorry,” Nelson said, stepping back to look at her. 
 
   “I don’t really think you are,” Michelle told him. “Did you have this put up the whole time until I gave in?”
 
   He shook his head but did not take his eyes off of Michelle. “No, Gerald broke into a costume store in Springfield before he came over to the house,” Nelson told her, thinking what she said was actually a good idea and wondering why he hadn’t thought of it.
 
   Closing her eyes but still smiling, she said, “Yeah, I’m going to shoot him.”
 
   “There is one thing,” Nelson said, taking his eyes off her body. “Gerald wants a picture.”
 
   The smile fell off her face. “Oh hell no.”
 
   “It’s just like wearing a bikini, baby,” Nelson protested. “It turns out Gerald is a Star Wars geek too.”
 
   That took Michelle off guard. “I never would’ve believed that about him,” she admitted. 
 
   Dropping his eyes back down to Michelle’s body, he reminded her, “You said the same thing about me.”
 
   Not able to help it, Michelle grinned and chuckled at Nelson. “You are the only soldier I ever met that had Star Wars figures in their Hummer. You have asked for this since you met me, and you’re just going to stand there?” she asked. 
 
   “Savoring the moment,” Nelson admitted. “So no pictures?”
 
   Giving up, Michelle shook her head. “Fine,” she gave in. “I suppose you want some as well?”
 
   Tearing his eyes off her body, Nelson looked at Michelle like she was crazy. “Well yeah.” 
 
   With a long sigh but smiling, she said, “I get to pick out the picture for Gerald, and no one—and I mean no one—gets to see the others,” she told him. In a flash, Nelson was gone, running down into the basement. He came back carrying a camera bag.
 
   As soon as Nelson ran back into the room, he just stared at her, yanking out the camera. “Nelson,” Michelle said. “I do want some pictures of both of us.”
 
   “OH YEAH!” he shouted.
 
   “Dressed,” Michelle added.
 
   “I’ll take that,” Nelson said, let down but still excited. He put the camera on the counter and set the timer at five-second intervals. He ran over, and the two posed for several pictures. After a dozen, they went over and looked at them. They both laughed and Nelson pulled Michelle into the living room and took several more as Michelle posed. 
 
   After ten minutes, Nelson stopped and looked at the pictures on the small screen as Michelle laid sideways on the couch, looking at him. “Nelson,” she said, bending her arm and propping her head up in her hand.
 
   “Yes baby,” he said, drooling over the pictures.
 
   “You going to save me or what?” she asked, looking at him seductively. 
 
   Looking up, Nelson saw her spread out on the couch and tossed the camera into the recliner. “Let the force be with me!” he called out, running toward the couch.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   The next morning, Nelson and Michelle walked to the gym holding hands and smiling at each other. They were wearing workout clothes but had on tactical vests and were carrying their rifles. Michelle moved closer, lifting Nelson’s arm over her shoulders. “I should’ve worn the stupid thing sooner,” she admitted.
 
   “Hey, I’m just glad you finally wore it once,” Nelson admitted with a grin.
 
   She laughed. “Oh, I can guarantee you I’ll wear it again,” she promised. “The only reason I finally gave in was I never expected you to get one now,” she confessed. “If I would’ve known how you would’ve reacted, I would’ve done it a long time ago.”
 
   Stopping, Nelson said, “It was worth the wait.” He leaned down, kissing her.
 
   As Michelle let the kiss go, she leaned back, looking up at him. “I’m not strapping two bagels to my head again, so don’t ask,” she told him, smiling.
 
   Laughing at that, Nelson turned and pulled her along toward the gym. “That’s alright by me,” he told her.
 
   Reaching the gym, they found it was empty as they started their workouts. It wasn’t long when Matt and Ashley walked in and joined them. Hearing the door close, the group turned to see Nancy looking at them. “What do I have to do?” she asked. Michelle and Ashley walked over and helped Nancy stretch then let her work out with them.
 
   Just over an hour later, the group left the gym, heading to the house with Nelson and Matt following the girls. “Nellie and Bernard watch your kids too?” Nelson asked.
 
   “Uh, huh,” Matt said with a grin. “Nellie said if we didn’t leave them and spend some time together, we were getting in trouble.”
 
   Nelson laughed as they walked in the kitchen. They found everyone else already sitting at the table. Putting down their weapons, the group joined them. Michelle stopped for a second then went back to her vest and pulled something out of a pocket and walked over to Gerald.
 
   She held out an envelope. “Here and shut up,” she warned with a smile.
 
   Gerald took the envelope and looked at Nelson. “You have a good woman,” he stated.
 
   “The best,” Nelson agreed, leaning down and kissing the kids.
 
   As Gerald put the envelope in his vest, Matt looked at both of them. “What is that?” he asked.
 
   “Gerald, I will shoot you,” Michelle warned, sitting down. “It won’t be fatal, but it will damn sure hurt like hell.”
 
   Gerald picked up his fork and glanced at Matt. “A present,” Gerald said then turned to Michelle. “I tried to pay a hooker in Vegas to wear one, but she wouldn’t,” he stated before filling his mouth with egg.
 
   “What’s a hooker?” Brittany asked, looking at her mother.
 
   Hearing the little voice, Gerald paled as Nelson sprayed food across the table then yelled as egg got stuck in his nose and started burning. Matt dropped his fork, and Bernard’s coffee cup hit the table, spilling as they both busted out laughing. Then, Bernard shouted as the coffee poured off the table on his lap. Jumping up but still laughing, Bernard left the room.
 
   Grabbing his napkin, Nelson tried to blow the egg out of his nose but was still laughing until he turned to see Michelle’s face. With great effort, Nelson sat up. “Got egg in my nose,” he said, getting up and walking out. 
 
   Pounding the table, Matt looked around and noticed all the women’s faces except Nancy’s were stone. Self-preservation kicked in. “Sorry,” he said, wiping the smile off his face and dropping the laugh. “I need to go to the bathroom.”
 
   As Matt walked out, Nancy noticed the looks Michelle, Nellie, and Ashley were giving her brother. “You’re on your own, brother,” Nancy said, getting up.
 
   With a trembling hand, Gerald set his fork down. “I’m sorry for that,” he pleaded, suddenly very happy none of the women were armed.
 
   “What’s a hooker, Uncle Gerald?” Brittany asked again.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Gerald looked across the table at the little girl. She was looking at him with an innocent and inquisitive face. Not sure how to respond, Gerald looked toward Michelle. “Well, you said the word so explain it,” she growled. 
 
   “Watch your mouth as you do it,” Nellie warned. “I have two bars of lye soap if you don’t.”
 
   Very cautiously, Gerald started to explain to the five-year-old using tactful words and not describing the actual actions as the others came back in, not even smiling, glad they weren’t in trouble. “Well, little one, a hooker is a lady who…um…” He paused, wiping sweat from his brow, then a thought struck him. “A hooker is a lady who stands around, and when a guy wants a kiss from a stranger, he gives her lots of money, and she kisses him,” Gerald offered. As Gerald slowly explained, Michelle, Nellie, and Ashley smiled at his uneasiness. When he finished, Gerald prayed Olivia didn’t ask questions.
 
   Making a disgusted face, Brittany said, “That’s nasty. Why would you pay a girl for kisses, Uncle Gerald?”
 
   Relieved he wouldn’t have to explain further, Gerald admitted, “I’m stupid.”
 
   Picking up her coffee cup, Nellie grinned. “I’m not going to argue. I trust that will be the last time you don’t watch your mouth with little ones around?”
 
   Gerald nodded. “That is a guarantee,” he told her. “I think I would rather be shot at than have to do that again.”
 
   Everyone laughed as they finished breakfast. Nellie kept the little girls and babies with her as the others left to get ready to start the day. Grabbing radios, Michelle, Nancy, Ashley, and Gavin loaded up gear on one of the UTVs and headed out.
 
   Nelson, Gerald, and Matt got on another UTV, loaded it, and headed to the back of the five-foot cyclone fence around the yard. “Yard” was just a loose term for the area enclosed by the fence around the house and cabins. The yard was almost sixteen acres with a garden on the west side that was five acres. All three cabins had containers buried behind them with the back of the buried containers less than a foot from the fence.
 
   Nelson stopped the UTV by the west back corner as everyone climbed out. Grabbing a tape measure, Gerald measured out twenty feet from the fence and Nelson drove a wooden stake at the spot. Measuring ten feet further back, Gerald held the tape in place as Nelson drove in another stake.
 
   Letting the tape reel in, Gerald stood up. “Sorry about the hooker thing,” he said, looking at Nelson.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Nelson said, walking over to the UTV and grabbing more stakes. 
 
   Moving down to the next spot, Gerald measured out from the fence as Nelson walked over, “You think Michelle is going to shank me?” he asked.
 
   Putting the tip of the stake at the spot Gerald marked, Nelson said, “No,” and struck the stake. “Two months ago, Michelle got mad watching the news on TV and yelled out, ‘Motherfucker.’ The little princess heard that and wanted to know what that meant.”
 
   “Oh, thank God I’m not the only one that did it,” Gerald sighed, measuring out from the stake.
 
   “Hardly,” Nelson said, grabbing a stake. “I’ve had to explain several words to Gavin when I drove the family to Yellowstone. Not to mention why I kept holding up my hand, extending my middle finger.”
 
   Tying a string to the first stake, Matt laughed as he walked over, running the string to the next stake and marking off the area. “You never learn to curse properly until you drive,” Matt stated as they moved down.
 
   As they continued down the back fence, a low rumble crept up as Bernard drove the excavator over. Stopping inside the area they had marked off, Bernard sunk the big bucket and dug out a chunk of dirt. When the group reached the east corner, Bernard was halfway to them with an eight-foot-wide, nine-foot-deep trench stretched out next to the excavator.
 
   Nelson looked over at the house to see Nellie sitting on the deck with the kids watching Bernard dig the ditch. The girls jumped up and down, cheering with each bucket of dirt. “Guess driving stakes and running string along the ground isn’t exciting,” Matt said, walking over beside him.
 
   The three started working faster, trying to keep ahead of Bernard. When they reached the starting point, Bernard was turning the last corner. Gathering their equipment, the three climbed back in the UTV and headed for the barn. “Nelson, are you going to use that trailer you pulled here?” Gerald asked, stopping by the barn.
 
   “No,” Nelson said, getting out.
 
   “So you don’t mind if we use it?” Gerald asked as Matt hooked up a small trailer to the UTV.
 
   Not understanding, Nelson shook his head. “Gerald, I don’t care what you do with it,” Nelson said. “I won’t be going to work again, and I don’t think that kind of situation will ever present itself again.”
 
   Pulling the UTV over to one of the containers that Gerald had delivered, the three started unloading the paneling and boards on the trailer. “I want to hook it up to that old truck Bernard has,” Gerald said, pointing beside the barn at a 1966 Chevy pickup. The truck had seen much better days, and Bernard used it so he didn’t scratch up his new truck.
 
   Before Nelson could answer, Matt interrupted. “What for?” 
 
   “I want to get some of those round bales Bernard’s not going to use, load them on the trailer, then drive the truck to a nice spot on the driveway. Then, using the tractor, turn the truck and trailer on its side like blocking the road off,” Gerald explained.
 
   “Like someone wrecked instead of blocking the road off?” Nelson asked, grinning. “That’s a good one.”
 
   Looking down at the little trailer behind the UTV, Matt noticed the trailer sitting real low. “Don’t think this tiny trailer can handle more,” he told them. “How will we drive out of here if we block the road off?”
 
   “We will mostly be on UTVs, but if we need to, we can use the old logging trail in the very back corner. It leads to the Carrington’s driveway,” Gerald answered, carrying a ladder over.
 
   “It’s covered in trees,” Matt protested.
 
   Gerald shook his head. “It’s covered in shrubs that can be driven through,” he corrected, climbing in the UTV.
 
   Nelson climbed in beside him as Matt jumped on the trailer, standing on top of the wood. “That’s not even a trail and would take the paint off my truck,” Matt called out as Gerald pulled away.
 
   “Run and scratch your truck or die with a pretty one,” Gerald laughed out.
 
   That hit Matt hard. “That is a good point,” he said as Gerald slowed beside the northeast corner of the moat. The berm across from them was very steep. Even if a person jumped across the moat, they weren’t landing on the berm with its seventy-degree slant and eight-foot height. It would take someone on hands and knees to climb up it on this side though the side facing the house was a gentle ramp. 
 
   Grabbing the ladder, Gerald lowered it into the moat and climbed down. Nelson looked at the vertical walls of the moat. “We need to shore up the sides,” he told Gerald. “One good rain, and we could lose three feet of depth.”
 
   “I was planning to do that later, like winter or spring,” Gerald replied, looking up.
 
   As Matt carried over the first of the lumber, Nelson shook his head. “We are getting to the end of summer. Fall can have some nice thunderstorms. It needs to be done soon, or we will have to re-dig the moat.”
 
   “Need more lumber,” Gerald said, taking the paneling Matt passed down.
 
   “We have Bernard’s sawmill,” Nelson told him, grabbing some lumber. “I really don’t want to crawl down there after we put those caltrops and razor wire in there.” 
 
   Not in the mood and knowing Nelson was right, Gerald replied, “Fine, we will start cutting down trees around us that will provide cover for an attacker.”
 
   Hearing the excavator shut down, they looked up and saw Bernard had finished. Turning and looking at Nelson, Matt said, “You two keep coming up with more and we will be working on defenses for the next few years.”
 
   “You have anything else to do?” Nelson asked, passing his stack to Gerald.
 
   “Not really,” Matt said, shrugging. “I just want to find out what’s going on.”
 
   “So do I,” Nelson replied as Matt passed down his stack.
 
   “Gerald, what did you try to get a hooker to wear?” Matt asked, breaking into a chuckle.
 
   As Nelson walked over, he could see Gerald’s cheeks turning red. “A Leia slave costume,” he mumbled.
 
   “Oh man, you’re a Star Wars geek like Nelson?” Matt asked.
 
   “Yep,” Gerald replied, taking a stack from Nelson.
 
   Matt laughed. “I’m a trekkie,” he announced. “Ashley died when I asked her dress up like Lori.”
 
   Hearing that, Nelson stopped. “Did she?” he asked.
 
   “It took her a few years after going to the conventions,” Matt acknowledged with a grin.
 
   Bernard walked over, joining them. “You three talk too much,” he said, grabbing a stack of lumber. 
 
   Nelson slid down the ladder and joined Gerald. “Just discussing the moat,” he said as Gerald took a stack of lumber.
 
   It wasn’t long until the trailer was unloaded, and Matt and Bernard left to refill it. Nelson and Gerald started putting the one-by-fours across the top of the moat. They tried spacing them four feet apart but immediately saw that wasn’t going to work. The paneling they laid across it bowed under its own weight, and they still had to sprinkle some dirt on it.
 
   They took the paneling down, moved the boards closer, and put the paneling up. “I don’t have enough boards to do it this way,” Gerald said, looking up at the quarter-inch paneling over them.
 
   “We can get one board, like a two-by-four, to brace from the ground to the center of each panel,” Nelson said. “It won’t be nailed, and if someone steps on the covering, they will still fall through, but we have to give it more support before we put some dirt on the covering.”
 
   Gerald agreed with a nod. “Yeah, but now we need to get those trees cut down a lot sooner.”
 
   The four continued until noon, when Nellie called over the radio that lunch was ready. Nelson and Gerald climbed out of the moat to find Matt and Bernard waiting in the UTV. They climbed in the small bed on the back as Matt drove around to the front of the house since the driveway was now the only way in.
 
   Nelson turned and saw another UTV coming down the road with Zeus and Hera running beside it. “I think your dogs could pull that UTV,” Gerald said beside him. “I’m going to let Duke out of the cabin and wander around the yard.”
 
   “They pulled the kids around the yard in a wagon,” Nelson said, laughing.
 
   Matt pulled around the back, and everyone got out, grabbing rifles as Michelle pulled up beside them. Gavin jumped out the back, carrying his shotgun. “You need to get that boy a rifle,” Gerald said as he watched the others get out carrying ARs. 
 
   “I have one AR with a ten-and-a-half-inch barrel I’ll get for him,” Nelson said, walking over to a smiling Gavin.
 
   “I really want everyone here to have a suppressed weapon,” Gerald announced. The group stopped and looked at him. “Think about it; if we’re all suppressed and we hear a gunshot, we know its bad guys.”
 
   “We can do that tonight after supper,” Nelson said, liking that train of thought.
 
   “I have a few extra,” Gerald said as the girls ran out the back door.
 
   Nelson shook his head. “I have more than enough,” he said, wrapping his arm around Gavin.
 
   Michelle walked over and stopped in front of Nelson. “I want that titanium suppressor,” she told him. “This damn thing already weighs a ton with all the extras on it,” she said, pointing at the AR across her chest.
 
   “Take some off,” Nelson offered.
 
   “Ah no,” Michelle said. “I like the extras, but I want to cut down on the weight if I can. That way, I don’t have to cut down on ammo.”
 
   Letting his rifle hang down beside him, Nelson reached over, pulling Michelle into a hug. “Then I’ll put it on, hot stuff.”
 
   “Matt and I only have one suppresser,” Ashley said, walking over to Matt.
 
   “Baby, I got another one from that stuff I took from those agents,” Matt reminded her.
 
   “Is it lighter?” Ashley asked, hopeful. 
 
   “Ashley,” Nelson said, turning toward her. “I have several titanium suppressors. I’ll put one on your rifle.” Ashley smiled as they went in to eat.
 
   “How many cameras did you get up?” Nelson asked as everyone put rifles up.
 
   “Six,” Michelle answered. “But we still need to run the cable out to them.”
 
   Nelson walked over to the table and looked at Nancy, “I thought we were only putting six cameras inside the berm looking out. We change our mind?” he asked, not liking the change of plans.
 
   “No, they will still go in,” Nancy said, sitting down. “We will have twelve outside covering areas Gerald said were avenues of advance and one watching the dam we are putting in.”
 
   After the prayer, they started passing around food. “All the cameras outside are hardwired?” Nelson asked.
 
   Nancy nodded. “Yeah, it’s too easy to jam wireless cameras,” she replied, filling her plate.
 
   “We have enough cable to do that, not to mention cameras?” Nelson asked.
 
   Gerald gave a snort. “More than enough, and before you ask, Nancy has the equipment to monitor all of them.”
 
   As Michelle spoon-fed Devin, she turned to the table. “I’ve been thinking; are we still going to use the downstairs office to set up the monitoring and command area?” she asked, and Gerald nodded. “We really need it down in the basement,” she announced.
 
   “Why?” Ashley asked.
 
   “These walls don’t stop bullets,” Michelle said, turning back to Devin. “I know the berm is there, but we need to protect the area that calls out where the attackers are.”
 
   “Good idea,” Nancy agreed. “I’m also going to put thumb scanners on the doors to keep the house locked down.”
 
   Putting down his fork, Matt looked around. “Don’t you think we’re getting a little overboard?” he asked.
 
   “No,” Nelson said, shaking his head. “I was just thinking of keeping them locked, but with kids, that doesn’t really work because they can’t keep up with a key.”
 
   “I really don’t want to dig for a key if someone is shooting at me,” Gerald said.
 
   “Me either,” Bernard agreed, shoving food in his mouth.
 
   “We are in the country,” Matt pointed out. “With cameras up, how could someone sneak in?”
 
   “Not easily, but they could do it, and if the doors are locked, they have to make noise getting in,” Gerald answered. “Matt, it’s just another layer of protection.”
 
   “Man, we are going to be setting this up for a year,” he grumbled, picking up his fork.
 
   “Bernard, we need to start cutting down some trees and get more lumber before we start on the dam,” Gerald said.
 
   Thinking about it, Bernard nodded. “We can start tomorrow,” he answered.
 
   Eating quickly, the group soon left, heading out to continue their work. It was late afternoon when Nancy and her group returned and helped put the panel coverings over the moat. Gerald and Nelson just moved the boards back to four feet apart to get as much covering up as they could. 
 
   When they ran out of lumber for the supports, Nellie called over the radio, announcing supper was almost ready. Tired, dirty, and covered with sweat, the group climbed out of the moat. As the others went inside the house, Nelson went to his basement and dug through the piles until he found the suppressors. Grabbing his short AR, Nelson headed inside the house.
 
   Seeing the men and Gavin in the living room already washed off, Nelson gave them the suppressors. “I’m going to wash up,” he said, looking at them. “Go ahead and start putting them on.”
 
   He stepped over to Gavin. “Here, son,” he said, handing Gavin the short AR. “Same rules apply; treat it with respect.”
 
   Gavin took the rifle, grinning. “I will, Dad. Thank you.”
 
   After supper, what rifles they hadn’t finished they continued to work on. It wasn’t long until Nelson found himself carrying Olivia home in his arms, sound asleep. “If I would’ve fallen asleep, would you have carried me home?” he asked, looking over at Michelle, who was carrying a sleeping Devin. 
 
   “No, I would’ve tied the dogs to you and let them drag you home,” she told him, smiling. “Gavin, watch where you’re going,” she said over her shoulder.
 
   Nelson turned to see Gavin almost walk into the side of a UTV. His eyes were glazed over, and he was struggling to put one foot in front of the other. “We’re almost home, son. Then, you can sleep,” Nelson said, and Gavin just lifted his chin to acknowledge that he heard.
 
   “We’re all taking baths before bed,” Michelle announced. “I have dirt in the crack of my butt, and I’m not in the mood to do laundry on muddy sheets.” Gavin let out a small groan behind them.
 
   Nelson opened the door of the cabin, letting the others in with the dogs coming in last. He carried Olivia to her room, and when he walked out, he heard Gavin already in the shower. Nelson fed and watered the dogs in the kitchen, and he found Gavin’s rifle on top of the fridge. Nelson almost put his there but carried it the bedroom and set it on top of the dresser in case he needed it fast.
 
   Still hearing the shower, Nelson stripped down to his underwear but stopped before going in the bathroom. Spinning around, Nelson walked back down the hall. He walked into the kid’s bathroom and pulled the shower curtain back to see Gavin asleep, standing up under the shower. 
 
   With a smile, Nelson grabbed the rag and washed Gavin down. Picking him up, Nelson dried him off and carried Gavin to his bed. When he walked in the bedroom, Michelle was already in the bed and snoring lightly. It didn’t take him long to shower, and Nelson was soon beside her, sound asleep.
 
   The next morning, Nelson had some trouble waking Michelle for their workout. After she got up, he headed into Devin’s room to see Devin standing up in his crib, holding onto the side. A smile covered his face, and Devin let out a small, joyful yell upon seeing Nelson.
 
   “Why haven’t you gotten ready, soccer ball head?” Nelson asked, walking over. Devin slapped the side of his crib, laughing. Picking Devin up, Nelson laid him on the changing table and put on a new diaper and onesie. Picking Devin up and tucking him under his arm like a football, Nelson carried him to the kitchen to see Michelle fixing a bottle.
 
   Walking over to Michelle, Nelson kissed her. “Woman, we have a king-sized bed. Why do you find it necessary to burrow under me?” he asked.
 
   “Got cold,” she said, shaking the bottle as Nelson smelled coffee and pulled out two mugs.
 
   With a large spoon, Nelson put in the creamer and sugar. “Well, if you wouldn’t kick all the covers off, you wouldn’t,” he pointed out.
 
   “Like you really care,” she snorted, taking Devin.
 
   Nelson turned around. “You took off your nightgown, babe,” he snapped. “My motor started running at three a.m., and you just pushed me back. How am I supposed to react when my hot, naked wife curls up beside me?”
 
   “Take a cold shower,” Michelle offered, giggling. Knowing the next words out of his mouth would get him in trouble, Nelson turned around and poured the coffee. They grabbed their cups and a bouncing chair for Devin then headed to the gym.
 
   Walking outside, they found Matt and Ashley carrying Mike walking past. The group now had to walk around the house to the driveway then follow the moat around the east side to get to the gym. “I can jog this and cut out my cardio,” Matt said when they reached the gym.
 
   They found Nancy inside, already on a treadmill. After the babies were taken care of, the group worked out. Slowly, the sore muscles were worked out from yesterday’s activities, and they worked out hard. After a sit in the sauna and Jacuzzi, they left.
 
   The group split up, heading to their own cabins. Before going inside, Nelson walked to the back containers and stopped, looking at the earthen ramp just outside the fence. “Feel like I’m living in an old fort,” he said, walking down the steps to the containers.
 
   Grabbing his chainsaw and gear, Nelson headed back to the house. He found Michelle and the kids dressed in the kitchen. Seeing Nelson carrying the chainsaw and woodcutting gear, she let out a sigh. “You will wear your chaps and hard hat, understood?” she commanded. 
 
   “Don’t worry; I really like my appendages,” he replied, setting the stuff on the floor.
 
   “Hurry up and change,” she told him. Giving her a nod, Nelson headed to the bedroom and dug out his Carhart lumberjack pants and boots. Putting them on, Nelson glanced at the mirror as he pulled on a flannel shirt.
 
   “I’m a lumberjack,” he said with a smile. Since he and Michelle had started coming out to the farm, they had learned so much from Bernard and Nellie. Knowing he would need a trade if things went bad, Nelson took online courses to become a gunsmith. It had taken him a year to get a diploma, then he took online metalworking courses. They had an end mill, lathe, welders, and cutting equipment out in the corner of the barn. Whenever Nelson got a chance, he would go out and build something. 
 
   Finished dressing, Nelson walked back to the living room. “Lookin’ good, babe,” Michelle called out, picking Devin up. 
 
   “Thank you, hot stuff,” he said, walking over and grabbing his chainsaw. 
 
   They left the cabin, and the sun was just peeking over the horizon. Nelson put his saw and gear in a UTV and followed everyone inside. “It’s Paul Bunyan,” Matt called out, looking at Nelson.
 
   Ignoring Matt, Nelson took off his vest and rifle. “What’s the groups today?” he asked, walking over to the table. 
 
   With a smile, Bernard watched Nelson sit down. “Well, you’ll be cutting down trees,” Bernard declared.
 
   “Yeah, but what about everyone else?” Nelson chuckled.
 
   Gerald leaned over the table. “Ashley, I’m going to need you with me on the sawmill. You’ll run it, and I’ll pull the lumber off and stack it. Paul Bunion and Matt will take the trees down, and Bernard will bring them over using the tractor,” Gerald said, looking around the table.
 
   “Nancy and Gavin will be in the UTV, laying out cable as Michelle drives the tractor, using the spike to dig the trench to each of the cameras,” Gerald finished.
 
   “Hold on there, Obi-Wan Kenobi,” Michelle said. “I’ve driven that tractor a total of six times, and you want me to plow?”
 
   “It’s not really plowing,” Bernard told her.
 
   “Easy for you to say,” Michelle mumbled, feeling nervous.
 
   Nellie set her fork down. “How about you watch the kids this morning and I drive the tractor?” she offered.
 
   Before anyone could complain, Michelle quickly said, “That sounds better.”
 
   “Later this week, us girls will go out, and I’ll teach you three how to drive them,” Nellie said, looking around and waiting for complaints from any of the men. Not seeing or hearing any, Nellie went back to eating. “That won’t take long, and I’ll come back here, and you can go help,” she said. The thought of arguing with Nellie never crossed any of the men’s minds. 
 
   “Bernard, this evening, how about you and I go and set up that truck and trailer on the road?” Gerald asked.
 
   “I’d like to at least go and check on Hank before we block off the road,” Bernard told him.
 
   Gerald nodded. “Not a bad idea, but don’t tell him we are blocking off the road. Just tell him the truck flipped over.”
 
   “I don’t think Hank will be a problem,” Bernard quickly said.
 
   “I trust your judgment, but what if a cop or someone goes to his house and ‘asks’ Hank really hard why that truck and trailer are lying across the road? You want them to say we turned it over to block the road?” Gerald asked.
 
   Slowly, Bernard set down his utensils. “If someone does, I’m going to help Hank,” Bernard stated flatly. “We’ve been there for each other for three decades helping each other.”
 
   Gerald held up his hands. “Bernard, I’m not saying we won’t help, but you never give out details of your obstacles.”
 
   “Fair enough,” Bernard said and started eating. 
 
   The group was soon done and headed out. Nelson and Matt jumped in the UTV and headed to the stand of trees directly in front of the house. The tree line was just over a hundred yards away, but Nelson and Gerald agreed it needed to be thinned of all big trees another fifty to hundred yards further back.
 
   Nelson stopped the UTV and climbed out. He and Matt would start on the front edge and drop trees, working their way back. The trees were nice-sized, some hickory, oak, and pine spaced out from each other.
 
   Putting his chaps on, Nelson took off his vest and rifle, putting them in the UTV. “Hey, Nelson,” Matt said as Nelson put his rifle up. “How about we take turns cutting while the other keeps an eye out?”
 
   “That’s probably a good idea since someone can hear this chainsaw much further than they can the tractors,” Nelson said, putting on his hard hat and lowering the ear muffs.
 
   Matt could look down the drive and see all the way to the turn in the trees. “Well, if you wouldn’t have bought a monster Husky, they probably wouldn’t be able to hear it back in Springfield,” Matt mumbled as Nelson fired up the saw.
 
   Grabbing his small axe and wedges, Nelson carried the saw over to his first tree. Tossing the axe and wedges down, Nelson looked up at the big oak. “I hate cutting down hardwoods,” he mumbled then eased up to the tree. Soon, wood chips were flying as Nelson wedged the tree. A few minutes later, the tree hit the ground. 
 
   Limbing the tree out, Nelson moved over to the next one as Bernard pulled up with the big tractor. Using the forks on the front bucket, Bernard scooped up the tree and carried it to the barn. As Nelson attacked the trees, Matt watched Nellie drive the little tractor from the house, and as soon as she was across the moat, she drove beside the driveway. 
 
   On the back of the tractor was a four-foot blade shoved two feet into the earth, plowing a three-inch-wide trench. Nancy drove out, following Nellie in a UTV with Gavin sitting in the back bed, feeding out cable into the small trench. 
 
   As soon as Nelson had a tree down and ready, Bernard was back with the tractor to pick it up. Seeing the limb situation starting to get out of hand, Matt started piling the smaller ones up. The larger limbs they could cut into firewood since all the cabins and the house had wood-burning stoves.
 
   Several hours later, Nellie pulled up to the house on the tractor followed by Nancy in the UTV. Then, Nancy turned around and drove back out with Gavin laying more cable. Feeling the ground shake as Nelson dropped another tree, Matt went back to piling the limbs. 
 
   It wasn’t long until Michelle walked over and joined him. “Nelson hasn’t let you cut yet?” she asked, grabbing a limb.
 
   “Between you and me, he can keep doing it,” Matt informed her. “That saw of his scares the shit out of me.”
 
   At noon, Matt stopped Nelson, and they climbed in the UTV. Matt drove around to the barn to tell Gerald and Ashley it was time for lunch. They stopped as Ashley pulled the lever on the sawmill. A small engine that ran four saw blades ran down a twenty-foot track, cutting a board out of a log that was sitting on it.
 
   Each time the engine ran down, a board was kicked out and grabbed by Gerald. He carried it over, stacking it on a trailer. The blades formed a box, and just adjusting the width and height of the blades, you dialed what lumber the blades cut.
 
   Nelson looked at the rather large stack of lumber and all the scrap slabs lying around. “I haven’t cut down that many trees,” Nelson declared.
 
   “The hell you haven’t, Paul Bunion,” Matt shot back, getting out. “I know you’ve cut down at least twenty.”
 
   As Matt walked over to get Gerald and Ashley, Nelson looked over at Michelle. “Doesn’t seem like it,” he confided. 
 
   “Baby,” she laughed, “I always told you; you were meant to be a farmer.”
 
   “Well, just look at all the cool stuff you do,” he said.
 
   After the mill was turned off, they headed for the house. Parking by the back door, Gerald looked over at Nelson as he climbed out of his UTV. “Nelson, I’m glad you’re leaving the smaller trees,” he said.
 
   “I’m only taking fourteen inch or bigger,” Nelson replied, getting out and grabbing his rifle. “I really want people to hide behind the skinny ones. That leaves me something to aim at.”
 
   Everyone laughed at his remark as they headed inside. Bernard was already at the table, feeding Devin at one end, and Nellie was at the other, feeding Mike. The girls were sitting in the middle, chatting away as the others sat down.
 
   “We’ll have enough lumber to finish the moat with another five trees,” Bernard said, wiping Devin’s mouth.
 
   “Let’s just keep going until four,” Gerald said. “We will need the lumber in other places, so as long as we’re cutting, let’s just do it.”
 
   Nodding, Bernard took Devin out of the highchair and put him in his lap. “I’ll run over to Hank’s then,” he said, picking up his fork. Devin slapped the table to let Bernard know he was still hungry. 
 
   “I’ll take him, Bernard,” Michelle said, getting up.
 
   He snapped his head up. “You sit and eat, or I’ll spank your bottom,” Bernard warned. “I have him. He was just hungrier than I thought.” Nelson laughed as Michelle dropped back in her chair and started eating. 
 
   “You mind if I go with you to Hank’s?” Gerald asked.
 
   “Nah,” Bernard said, picking up his spoon and feeding Devin, who seemed to be enjoying this new position.
 
   “You two get your cable laid?” Nelson asked, looking across the table at Gavin sitting next to Nancy.
 
   “Yes,” Nancy said, looking up. “The ones to the east and south are up; we just have to wire them in. Tomorrow, we’ll put up the ones to the north and west.”
 
   “How’s your helper doing?” Nelson asked, looking at Gavin.
 
   “He’s doing great,” Nancy replied. “I’ve never seen anyone that could climb a tree like Gavin can.”
 
   Seeing how proud that made Gavin, Michelle smiled. “He’s part squirrel.”
 
   When lunch was finished, everyone headed back to work. At four o’clock, Nelson quit cutting trees down, which he didn’t like. Then, Nelson, Matt, and their wives loaded lumber up to finish the moat as Gerald and Bernard loaded up in Bernard’s truck.
 
   As the two drove out, they grinned, seeing how far back Nelson had cut down the bigger trees. “That boy should’ve been a lumberjack,” Bernard chuckled.
 
   “Hey, next time, you can work with Ashley on the sawmill,” Gerald replied. “That woman ran me like a dog.”
 
   “That’s the way of a woman,” Bernard told him.
 
   Nodding, Gerald checked his weapons. “Hank have many guns?” he asked.
 
   Seeing Gerald checking his weapons, Bernard slowed down. “He won’t be taking shots at us,” Bernard said. “You need to relax.”
 
   “When you relax, you take a dirt nap because someone else isn’t,” Gerald told him. “I asked because if he doesn’t, we need to give him some.”
 
   Feeling better after that answer, Bernard sped up. “He hunts but only has deer rifles and shotguns,” Bernard said.
 
   “Hank know how to use a military rifle?” 
 
   “He was in the service,” Bernard said, slowing at the Y. Turning down the road toward Hank’s, he continued, “He was an Air Force MP before he took over the family farm after his dad died.”
 
   “How about his brother?” Gerald asked.
 
   “Steven is worthless,” Bernard spat, not even trying to hide his contempt. 
 
   As they slowly pulled down the road, they could see the farm and several people out on the porch. “No one is carrying a gun,” Gerald observed.
 
   “I wouldn’t be if I hadn’t met all of you,” Bernard admitted, pulling up to the house.
 
   When Bernard reached to open the door, Gerald grabbed his arm. “Take your rifle—not to show them we are afraid but that they need to realize danger is close,” Gerald told him.
 
   Bernard nodded, and as he got out, he grabbed his M-14. Slinging his rifle over his shoulder, Bernard waved as a man and woman in their late fifties walked off the porch. “How’s it going, Hank?” Bernard said, holding out his hand. Then, Bernard smiled at the woman. “Judy, pretty as ever.”
 
   “You old dog,” Judy said as Hank shook Bernard’s hand. When he let go, Judy hugged Bernard.
 
   Hank looked at the rifle on Bernard’s shoulder and the 1911 on his hip. “You have trouble?”
 
   “Trouble’s everywhere and spreading; just want to be ready when it gets here,” Bernard replied as Gerald walked around the truck. If Hank looked Bernard over, he and Judy rubbernecked upon seeing Gerald wearing a tactical vest and carrying his AR. “Guys, this is Gerald,” Bernard said.
 
   With a little uncertainty, Hank held out his hand. “I’ve met you once before when I came over,” he said as Gerald shook his hand. Judy just moved closer to Hank.
 
   “I remember,” Gerald said, letting his hand go.
 
   “You goin’ to war?” Hank asked.
 
   “If need be,” Gerald said. “Had some trouble getting here, so if trouble comes, I want to be prepared.”
 
   “What kind of trouble? You know people aren’t supposed to have weapons out of their residence,” Hank reminded him.
 
   “That’s what I mean,” Gerald told him, nodding. “They want to make sure you can’t defend yourself against government agents or criminals.” Seeing the shock on their faces, Gerald cautiously continued. “We saw some cops at a road block from a distance taking people’s money and weapons for themselves and locking them in FEMA camps.”
 
   “Well, those people shouldn’t have had weapons,” Judy pointed out.
 
   “Last time I checked, this was America,” Gerald said politely but with an edge. “You can fall down and lick their boots when they take your kids away to teach them in a school they approve of and take your food and weapons because others don’t want to work.”
 
   “They won’t take our food,” Judy snapped, tensing up.
 
   “Ah, yes ma’am, they will,” Gerald replied, nodding. “They declared they don’t need a warrant to check your residence to make sure you aren’t hoarding food or gold. The government needs it for people who won’t work.”
 
   Getting scared, Judy looked at her husband. “Hank,” she said in a worried voice.
 
   With a calm smile, Hank patted her arm. “We won’t let them,” he assured her. “When Bernard leaves, we’ll get out a few smoke poles and place them around the house.”
 
   “You have any rifles with a large-capacity magazine?” Gerald asked.
 
   Shaking his head, Hank replied, “No, I’ve got four or five deer rifles, about that many shotguns, and some twenty-twos.”
 
   “Bernard said you were in the service,” Gerald said, and Hank nodded. “Then I’ll bring a few ARs over later, and you can show your family how to use them.”
 
   Shocked, Hank blinked. “Gerald, I don’t have any money to give you for them. I tried to get some from the bank in town, but only banks in cities with a population over a hundred thousand are opening.”
 
   “Then just think of them as a gift.” Gerald smiled. “How about pistols—you have any?”
 
   “A thirty-eight and a couple of twenty-two revolvers,” Hank answered.
 
   “Were you trained on the 1911 or Beretta M9?” Gerald asked.
 
   “Both,” Hank answered. “We changed over while I was in.”
 
   “I’ll bring a couple of those as well,” Gerald said as two teen boys walked up.
 
   Hank turned. “Gerald, these are my boys: Tim and Mark,” he introduced them as they walked up. “I’ll be indebted to you, Gerald, for that stuff.”
 
   “May I talk bluntly?” Gerald asked, stepping closer. Slowly, Hank nodded. “You’re going to need them sooner or later. I’m really afraid it’s going to be sooner.”
 
   “It was bad in town but not that bad,” Judy blurted out.
 
   “When were you there?” Bernard asked.
 
   “We drove down to West Plains yesterday to see if we could get some groceries, but the stores were empty. We got stopped twice by state troopers, but since we didn’t have weapons, they let us go,” Hank told them.
 
   “You need food?” Bernard asked, shocked.
 
   Judy smiled. “No, we have the basement and storm cellar full of canned and jarred food. We just needed some salt and sugar. I buy enough for several months, but this was the month I was going to buy some,” she explained.
 
   “I’ll bring some over when Gerald brings those guns,” Bernard said, seeing a boy and girl in their teens walk out of the house. Both looked bored and miserable. “I take it those are Steven’s?” he asked, lifting his chin toward the house.
 
   Without even looking over his shoulder, Hank replied in a flat tone, “Yeah. I thought Steven was lazy as a kid, but those two bring a whole new realm to the word lazy.”
 
   Sadly, Bernard shook his head, knowing you can’t support people who won’t work or everyone dies. “How’s Steven?” he asked.
 
   “Been lying in bed crying since he got here,” Hank replied, getting angry.
 
   Seeing Hank’s face turning red, Gerald took a radio off his belt. “Hank, you need to use this if you come over. We have someone on watch all the time, and one of them is eight,” Gerald told the small lie, but Gavin was working.
 
   Shocked, Hank slowly took the radio. “You have an eight-year-old working?” he asked.
 
   “Yes and standing guard,” Gerald answered.
 
   Hank turned to Judy. “If Steven and his family don’t start helping, I’m kicking them out,” he said, and his boys clapped with big smiles on their faces.
 
   Glad that his lie had the desired effect, Gerald said, “I’ll bring over a charger for the radio when I come back. Don’t use your cellphone, internet, or phone. The government is watching all communication to see where people are.”
 
   “Yeah, we saw the notice this morning on TV for everyone outside cities to start heading to the closest FEMA camp,” Judy told them.
 
   Bernard looked at Gerald with wide eyes. “Thought you said they weren’t going to do that till they had the cities under control,” Bernard said.
 
   “They must be getting hit hard out here in the sticks,” Gerald said, not liking that and making a vow to start keeping up with what was going on.
 
   “How did you know that?” Hank asked, getting suspicious.
 
   “He worked for the government before they took everything from working people,” Bernard explained.
 
   Relaxing upon hearing that, Hank looked at Bernard. “William stepped down as sheriff,” Hank said in a low voice.
 
   “What?” Bernard blurted out.
 
   “We saw William three days ago when he brought Steven and his family here. He told us to be careful and not trust any government agency,” Hank said. “On the way back, I stopped at the gas station and saw Gene,” Hank said, looking over at Gerald. “Gene was one of William’s deputies.” 
 
   Gerald nodded as Hank continued. “Gene said a Homeland guy came to the station and announced William stepped down because he didn’t want to take orders from the government.”
 
   “That don’t sound like William,” Bernard said. “He always wanted to be sheriff.”
 
   “Bernard,” Gerald said, “I’m sorry, but I’m certain William and his family are dead.”
 
   Everyone’s faces paled. “No way, they can’t do that. It’s murder,” Hank declared.
 
   “Sorry, but I know Homeland killed the sheriff for Ft. Smith and his family. One of the agents was heard bragging about it,” Gerald replied. “They do that so the deputies and staff will follow the agents’ order. They will also do it to police chiefs as well. If you are a squeaky wheel, they just remove the wheel.” 
 
   “They could’ve just locked William up in one of those FEMA camps,” Judy said hopefully.
 
   Sadly, Gerald shook his head. “Can’t run the risk of him escaping and telling others.”
 
   “Hank, we need to get some stuff around here done before they come for us,” Judy said.
 
   “Dad,” Tim said, stepping up. “We can put some stuff over the windows and make the house like a fort.”
 
   Gerald held up his hands. “First, you sit down and draw up a plan. Don’t just start doing stuff without rhyme or reason. Tell you what; let me go back and bring over those weapons, salt, and sugar, then I’ll sit down and help you come up with a plan,” Gerald offered.
 
   “Take it,” Bernard told them. “He knows what he’s doing.”
 
   Hank stepped over, holding out his hand. “Thank you, Gerald,” he said, shaking his hand. “We’ll be waiting.”
 
   After the goodbyes, they drove back to the house. “Gerald, you take the stuff over. I’m getting Matt and Nelson to do the truck now,” Bernard said.
 
   “Want to ask Hank and move the truck out past the bridge?” Gerald asked.
 
   “No,” Bernard said, getting out. “If Hank wants to do something, we’ll put a barricade up at the bridge.”
 
   Gerald followed and found Nelson and asked for some weapons for Hank. Nelson was only too happy to get some of the stuff out of his basement and container. Carrying back three ARs and three Berettas, Gerald laid them in the seat as Nelson brought out an armload of magazines still in packages. Next, Gerald loaded up several cans of ammo then the salt and sugar.
 
   As Gerald left, Bernard was loading round bales of hay on the trailer with Nelson sitting behind the steering wheel of the old truck. When the bales were loaded, Nelson slowly drove out with Bernard following in the big tractor.
 
   Right before the turn heading to the Y intersection, Nelson stopped the truck. Then, he pulled it off the road and backed up until he was blocking the majority of the road from tree line to tree line. Nelson got out and walked back to Bernard in the tractor. Seeing Nelson coming, Bernard opened the cab door.
 
   “We waiting on Gerald?” Nelson asked.
 
   “No, I told him to drive around it,” Bernard answered, closing the door. Shocked, Nelson backed up as Matt drove up in his UTV with Michelle and Ashley. 
 
   Lowering the bucket, Bernard pulled up to the trailer, pushing the forks under it, then raised the bucket. With a loud, metal groan that set their teeth on edge, the truck and trailer slowly tilted over on their side wheels, and then the bales of hay fell off and rolled a short distance.
 
   Then, gravity took over as the truck and trailer crashed down and almost rolled over but teetered back on their side. “Never thought I would wreck something on purpose,” Nelson said, climbing in the back of the UTV.
 
   They drove back and waited on the porch as Bernard parked the tractor. When they were inside and sitting around the table, Bernard told them what he had learned from Hank. When he finished, everyone just sat in silence and shock until Gerald returned.
 
   When he walked in and saw everyone’s faces, he put his rifle up and said, “This is only the beginning, guys.”
 
   The back door opened, and Nancy walked in carrying several sheets of paper. Seeing everyone’s face, she stopped. “What?” she asked, looking at Gerald, and he explained. “That’s not even the half of it, brother,” she said, walking around the table and dropping in her chair.
 
   Holding up the sheets of paper, Nancy looked around the table. “We are all federal fugitives and wanted now,” she announced. “We are to be arrested on sight and transferred to the nearest FEMA detention center.”
 
   “Does life have a reset button?” Matt asked, dropping his head to the table. 
 
                               
 
                                                           THE END
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading. If you made it this far I’d like to ask you please leave a review on Amazon.
 
   The reviews on Amazon is what helps us as independent authors sell books Also please Like my page on Facebook to keep up with current events.   
 
                                 https://www.facebook.com/BluePlagueSeries
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