
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
FORGOTTEN FORBIDDEN AMERICA
 
PATRIOTS REBORN
..
 
THOMAS A WATSON
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © March 15, 2016 
THOMAS A WATSON
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
ISBN- 
Credits
 
EDITED BY AMANDA SHORE
https://www.facebook.com/ByTheShoreEditing
 
 
COVER ART BY CHRISTIAN BENTULAN
www.coversbychristian.com
 
              This book is a work of fiction. People, places, events, and situations are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or historical events, is purely coincidental.
This book may not be reproduced, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means, including graphic, electronic, or mechanical without the written consent of the author except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews. 
Thank you for acknowledging the hard work of this author. If you didn’t purchase this book or it wasn’t purchased for you, please go purchase your own copy now. 
 
https://twitter.com/1BluePlague
https://www.facebook.com/BluePlagueSeries
https://www.thomasawatson.com
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dedication
This book is dedicated to all my readers, thank you.
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                       Acknowledgements 
Well here we are again, and I can’t say enough to all my fans for the encouragement to pursue writing as a full-time job. I can now say I truly enjoy my work. I love your comments and questions, so keep them coming. 
Tina, thank you for the work and effort you put in each book. Without you, none of this would be happening.  
                            
 
 
 
 
                                                                                    
 
 
 
 
Title Page
Credits 
Acknowledgements
Chapter 1…………………………………………………………….
Chapter 2……………………………………………………………
Chapter 3…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 4…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 5…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 6…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 7…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 8………………………………………………………….. 
Chapter 9…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 10…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 11…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 12…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 13…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 14…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 15…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 16…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 17…………………………………………………………..
Chapter 18…………………………………………………………..
List of Watson’s Books……………………………………….
 
 



Chapter One
It was three days after Nancy had informed everyone that most of the group was wanted by the federal government. Sitting in his cabin drinking coffee, Nelson was looking at the printouts laid out on the kitchen table Nancy had gotten off the internet the night before. In the top right corner was a picture of him.
Wanted: Nelson Jackson. Age: 34. Weight: 240 lbs. Height: 72in. Hair: Lt. BRN
Violations for immediate detainment without appeal
Suspect moved weapons from retail storage area without notifying or receiving BATF approval. Refusal to report to work reassignment. Removal of private firearms from residence without BATF approval. Refusal to turn over known and verified large gold/jewelry purchase. 
Violations—Detainment Until Disproved
Large quantity food purchase within seventy-two hours after presidential order limiting households to no more than a seven-day food supply. Large ammunition purchase twelve hours before presidential order limiting civilians to fifty rounds per quarter. Bi-monthly large cash withdrawal greater than five years. Refusal to enroll minors in certified government mandated schools. 
Risk Factors for Terrorist Assessment
Known active member of multiple gun rights organizations. (Violation)
Known active member of Tea Party. 
Known member of multiple citizen rights organizations. 
Known active member of multiple hunter organizations. (Violation)
Known active member of multiple conservation organizations. (Violation)
Known active member of Southern Hill Baptist Church. 
Known Christian. 
Active competitive shooter. (Violation)
Former U.S. Army (ref. no. 415574336)
Associates
Bill Nelson (Brother): incarcerated 
Michelle Nelson (Spouse): Wanted Fugitive (file 4557K64)
 
Giving a sigh, Nelson set down the paper, not wanting to read over his other “Associates” again. He glanced at Michelle’s, and hers read almost like his, but her detainment list was longer because she was a registered nurse and quit. 
Picking up his coffee cup, Nelson sighed, “The nerve of her to quit her job.” He took a sip. He wanted to kid and make a joke to ease his tension, but he couldn’t even do it to himself. Glancing up at the clock, he sighed, seeing it was only 4:30 in the morning. “The only way they would know I moved weapons from my home is they have been there.”
Zeus and Hera came over on each side of him, lying their massive heads in his lap. “Yeah, not feeling so hot about this shit anymore,” Nelson said, putting his cup down and rubbing their heads. “You know, I could’ve saved money on horses and just bought more Rotts. I bet even Gavin could ride you, Zeus.”
Hearing his name, Zeus looked up and panted at him. “Yeah, boy,” Nelson smiled, rubbing Zeus’ head. “I’m guilty of shit as they retroactively applied the laws they make up.”
“You’re talking to the dogs again,” Michelle said, yawning as she walked in the kitchen.
“Yeah, they listen and don’t talk back.”
“I listen and give feedback,” she said, grabbing a coffee cup.
Not taking the bait, Nelson winked at her. “And wise feedback it is.”
“You learned well, young Jedi.”
Nelson got out of his chair and walked over, wrapping his arms around her. “You know I like it when you talk Star Wars.”
“I’m not putting it on,” Michelle giggled as she hugged him. “At least not today.”
“Well, I won’t be facing Vader, so we can go about our new life.”
She glanced over at the printed wanted sheets on the table. “You know, that’s printed on paper; it’s not going to change no matter how many times you read it.”
He let her go and walked back to the table. “Yeah, but I’m still having problems coming to terms that this is the same country I grew up in and served in the military for.”
Grabbing her cup, Michelle walked over as he sat down. “Baby, Nancy said that sixty-four million Americans are wanted for immediate detainment, and another forty-eight million are wanted for detainment until cleared. That’s over a third of America, babe. They aren’t going to actively hunt us.”
“Shit, even if they did, we have no connection here,” Nelson said, picking up the wanted sheets again and shaking his head. “What worries me is they know we aren’t at our house; they already came calling on us.”
Sitting down, Michelle reached over and took them away. “I know, Nelson, but you need to keep your mind in the ‘now.’ You’re worrying about the ‘maybe.’ The kids and I can live through this with you, but we can’t make it without you.”
“Shit,” Nelson laughed. “Says the woman who charges ambushes.”
“We aren’t talking about Iraq today,” she snapped, getting up. 
“Oh, but you can chew my ass regularly for stupid shit I did over there,” Nelson mumbled under his breath.
Refilling her coffee cup, Michelle shook her head. “You do know I’m not deaf, right?”
“Yep,” Nelson said, reaching for the wanted papers Michelle took from him.
“Nelson,” Michelle snapped without turning around or even looking at him. “Leave the damn things alone. We are wanted outlaws, so quit.”
Sitting back in his chair, Nelson stared at the back of her head in true amazement. “How do you do that?”
“Women become Jedi before they get married,” she said, walking back over. “It’s our defense as the male half tries to ascertain the rank.”
Nelson grabbed his empty mug as he stood. “I’m telling you now, if you ever pull out a light saber, we are getting a divorce that day,” he said, walking to the coffee pot. 
“That’s why they don’t let us have them,” Michelle giggled. “The husbands would get jealous, and we don’t really need them.”
“Damn right they would.”
Grabbing the wanted papers, Michelle folded them up. “So it’s more lumberjack for you today?”
“Better believe it,” Nelson said, grinning. “My light saber is orange with a thirty-two-inch blade and says Husky.”
“I really wish you would use one of the smaller chainsaws. Why do you insist on that monster?” Michelle said, getting up with the wanted papers. “Your others are orange and say Husky.”
“Yeah, but like you said; they are smaller. Man Card rules say if you have a big one, use it.”
Michelle froze when she heard that. “There are so many things wrong with that; I don’t know where to start.”
“Because you don’t have a Man Card,” Nelson said, taking his cup back to the table. “Any man would understand that.”
Not taking the bait, Michelle closed her eyes and sighed. “Since you’re ready for the gym, give me a minute, and we can go.”
When she walked down the hall, Nelson reached for the wanted papers only to see them gone. “Fuck! Not only is she a Jedi; she’s a damn ninja.”
“I heard that,” Michelle called from down the hall.
“With super hearing,” Nelson mumbled, sipping his coffee. Putting his cup down, he grabbed his tactical vest and put it on then grabbed his AR and slung it over his shoulder. He drained his coffee cup and made a bottle for Devin. Grabbing Michelle’s gear, Nelson put it on the back of the couch then stood at the door.
Hearing Devin objecting to being woken up and hearing Michelle argue with the baby, Nelson smiled. “If Devin understands all those words she’s using, we have a born scholar.” 
Seeing Michelle walk out carrying Devin, Nelson gave a devious grin, looking at her in her workout clothes. “Babe, mind out of the gutter,” she said with a smile as she held Devin out.
“I was just thinking, ‘Wow, she’s so beautiful,’” Nelson huffed, taking Devin. “Hey, soccer ball head,” he said, making Devin smile.
“His head isn’t that big,” Michelle said, putting her vest on. “But back to your thoughts. I have no doubt you were thinking that; it’s what you were adding after it.”
“So you don’t like me thinking about jumping my hottie?”
“No, I like it, but when I see that look on your face, I want to throw you down till you cry for me to stop,” Michelle said, picking up her AR. 
“That, I would like to see,” Nelson said, opening the door.
“Well, quit falling asleep.”
Nelson held out his hand, grabbing hers as they walked around to the front of the house. “Babe, women are like diesel tractors; it takes a lot to get y’all warmed up, but when you do, wow. All that warm up work is tiring. Men are more like firecrackers; we can have long fuses, but they usually burn fast and only one bang.”
Leaning her head over on his shoulder, Michelle said blandly, “Become a faster diesel worker, and learn to tie firecrackers together.”
Keeping his mouth shut, Nelson walked out the gate then around the moat and berm they had built. Walking into the gym, they found it empty and put Devin in his bouncy chair then started their workouts. 
It wasn’t long before Matt and Ashley arrived. Ashley put Mike in a bouncy chair beside Devin as they joined in. When Nancy walked in followed by Gerald, Matt and Nelson stopped their set and stared as Gerald walked over with a grumpy face.
“Thought you didn’t work out,” Nelson said, climbing back under the weight bar. 
“I did this shit for over twenty years. I said I didn’t like it,” Gerald said as he watched the two and was impressed with the plates Nelson had on the bar as he lowered it to his chest. “Nancy won’t shut up about me not working out.”
“Want to join in?” Matt asked as Nelson racked the bar.
“You boys are a little advanced for me,” Gerald said, waving at the bar. “That’s two hundred and seventy pounds. I only weigh one ninety.”
“No, it’s three hundred and fifteen pounds. The bar weighs forty-five pounds,” Matt said as Nelson got up.
Gerald nodded. “That’s what I mean. I need a beginner group.” Gerald took a step back as they added a forty-five plate to each side.
“I go first,” Nelson said as Matt climbed under the bar. “My last max set is his starting set.”
“Shit, no wonder Matt’s so big we need to feed him hay. He’s trying to lift the Earth,” Gerald huffed. “So you boys working chest?”
“Chest and shoulders,” Nelson said, helping Matt press out his last rep.
“Alright, I’ll join you, but I go before Nelson, and the first fucker that laughs, we go outside.”
They both looked at him startled. “Gerald,” Nelson said, walking over. “There’s never laughing about someone that can’t lift as much. Shit, everyone has to start from somewhere.”
“I’ve seen gyms throw people out for shit like that. That’s close to Man Card violation,” Matt said, grabbing a towel to wipe his face off.
Feeling much better hearing that, Gerald grinned. “Well, let’s get this over so I can be sore.”
After the weights, Matt and Nelson led Gerald into the steam room. “I’m going to be sweating to death today; why do I want to start early?” he asked, sitting down as the steam filled the small room.
“Cleans the pores and starts to relax the muscles,” Nelson said, leaning back.
When they left the steam room, Gerald was panting. “Shit, I’m looking for a thermometer sticking out of my ass to say I’m done.” They chuckled as they led him to the hot tub. “Now this, I will like.”
Nelson and Matt grabbed the babies and climbed in to find Gerald trying not to fall asleep. “For your first day of iron, Gerald, you pushed some good weight,” Nelson said as Devin let out a yell and started slapping at the attacking bubbles.
“You always finish in this,” Gerald mumbled.
Matt laughed. “We come on off days just to soak.”
“You will see me with you then,” Gerald grinned as Devin yelled louder and slapped the water, attacking the bubbles. Cracking one eye open, Gerald watched Devin slap the surface. “What is he doing?”
“Killing bubbles,” Nelson and Matt answered together.
The three women climbed in the ten-person hot tub, and there was still plenty of room for Devin’s war against the bubbles. “Does he ever give up on his battle?” Nancy asked as Devin raised both hands, yelling, then slapped the water hard, splashing everyone. 
“He stops when the evil bubbles retreat,” Nelson laughed and used his hands to scoop bubbles together in clumps and pull them across the hot tub to Devin.
Nancy sat and watched the two for several minutes. “I’m beginning to think Nelson taught this to him.”
“Not just Devin,” Michelle laughed. “He taught all of our kids to fight the evil bubbles from taking over the world.”
“Devin,” Nancy said, holding out her hands. Devin stopped mid assault and looked at her, wearing a big smile. “I have bubbles over here.” Letting out a squeal, Devin leaned toward her, holding out his arms.
“You sure, Nancy? His war is vicious,” Nelson said, holding Devin back.
“I’ll help him,” she smiled.
As Nancy pulled him over, Devin squealed at all the new enemies that had spawned out of his wrath. Seeing a large cluster of enemies closing, Devin cried out, slapping both hands on the cluster of bubbles. With water dripping off his face, he looked around but did not see the cluster of evil bubbles. Devin raised his hands in triumph.
Nancy laughed at him, and Devin turned, showing his one-tooth smile. “More coming,” Nancy said, pointing at a cluster floating away from Gerald. Whipping his head around and letting out a battle cry as he raised his fist, Devin pounded the bubbles, soaking everyone.
“Good attack, soccer ball head,” Nelson called out, and Devin looked at him and squealed.
“Damn it, Nelson, stop calling him that,” Michelle snapped as Devin killed another large cluster.
“He likes it,” Nelson shrugged as Nancy pointed at another cluster leaving Gerald’s area. Changing tactics, Devin started hitting the bubbles as fast as he could slap them, sending out an almost constant spray.
“Hard to believe he’s only nine months,” Matt laughed, watching the water splash up.
“Ten months yesterday,” Michelle said, wiping the remnants of Devin’s war off her face. “That’s why Nelson always gets to wipe up the floor—because he taught them this.” 
Seeing the bubbles surrounding Gerald, Devin cried out, slapping the water as he watched the bubbles, trying to take down Gerald. With his head laying back and his eyes closed, Gerald said, “I know the bubbles are there, Devin, but they are my friends.”
Devin paused his thrashing of the bubbles like he understood what Gerald said. “Aah,” Devin said, slapping the water beside Gerald and killing the bubbles.
Gerald lifted his head and looked at Devin, who just grinned back. “You killing my friends?”
“Aah,” Devin yelled, slapping the water several times, covering Gerald’s face with water and making Nancy laugh.
“Gerald, he’s telling you collaboration with the enemy will not be tolerated,” Nelson said chuckling.
Reaching down, Gerald pushed a clump of bubbles to Devin, who promptly obliterated them, making Gerald laugh. Seeing Gerald laugh at the destruction, Devin, who was standing on Nancy’s legs, started bouncing up and down, raising his hands. 
“Devin, more coming,” Gerald grinned, shoving a clump toward Devin, who leaped at the bubbles. Nancy had to sit up so he didn’t fly out of her hands, and Devin slammed both hands down, yelling out for more bubbles. “Give him here,” Gerald said, reaching out.
“I had him first,” Nancy gasped.
“We are at war, woman!” Gerald snapped. “The fate of mankind rest on this.” Everyone sat up, shocked, because Gerald really only interacted with Gavin. He spoiled the shit out of Olivia and Brittney, but that was about the extent.
Sighing, Nancy moved over beside Gerald and let Devin get on Gerald’s legs as he held him. Nancy was soon smiling again, scooping bubbles up and pushing them to their destruction. “Great,” Michelle sighed, watching Nancy and Gerald laugh. “Just when I think he’s going to outgrow it, someone comes along and joins the bubble war.”
Nelson stood, stepping over to Ashley, who was holding Mike. “Come here, Mike,” Nelson said, just taking him from her. Shocked, Ashley looked up with an open mouth as Nelson sat down, pulling Mike’s fist out of his mouth and showed him the bubbles floating on the water. Nelson would poke one with his finger then get Mike’s hand and hit one.
When the bubble popped, Nelson would cheer him and hold Mike’s arms up. “Nelson, I’m sure Matt and Ashley don’t want a bubble warrior,” Michelle sighed.
Nelson spun Mike around, looking him in the eyes. “You hear that? The bubbles have taken her over.” Mike laughed and threw his hands down, splashing the water. Nelson held him up, cheering. Before long, six-month-old Mike was splashing the water. He wasn’t hitting bubbles yet, but he had the beginnings to make a strong bubble warrior.
As the others were drying off, Nelson was wiping the floor up with a towel as Gerald came over and helped him. Gerald picked up the soaked towel, looking at Nelson with a huge grin. “I have to admit; that was fun as hell.”
“Ain’t it though?” Nelson grinned.
They all went to their cabins and changed. When Michelle went to Olivia’s room and didn’t see her in the bed, her heart sped up; then, she saw a sheet of paper on the bed. Picking it up, she read.
I got Olivia after you two went to the gym. Nellie wanted her on the couch in case she woke up. 
Bernard.
P.S. Why do you let those big dogs in the bed with her?
“I’m going to have to have more kids because everyone keeps taking the ones I have,” Michelle sighed, walking out. She put Devin in his crib, and he started telling her, as Michelle headed for Gavin’s room, that he didn’t want to be in his crib. Getting Gavin up was harder than usual. He had been helping out all day every day, and that was making him sleep hard. 
“Gavin, it’s time to get up. We have work to do,” she said in a soft voice, sitting on the side of his bed and brushing his hair off his face.
“I’m up, Mom,” he mumbled, rolling on his side and pulling the covers up.
“Well, I guess Nancy and I will have to do it on our own,” Michelle smiled, rubbing his head.
Gavin sat up and rubbed his eyes. “I’m up,” he said, yawning.
“Get dressed, baby boy, so we can go eat,” Michelle said, kissing his forehead.
“Mom!” Gavin moaned. “I’m not a baby.”
Getting off the bed, Michelle smiled. “Nobody’s around, so I can call you my baby boy.”
“Mom, I’m around,” Gavin said, throwing back the covers.
Michelle walked over and hugged him. “You can’t be Momma’s baby even when nobody’s around?” she said in a pouty voice.
Giving a sigh, Gavin said, “Okay, Mom, but only when nobody’s around,” and hugged her.
“Thank you.” Michelle grinned and kissed his head. “Don’t forget your gloves.” Walking in the bedroom, she found Nelson out of the shower and getting dressed. “Are you filling Gavin’s head with that Man Card macho bullshit?”
“Ah, no,” Nelson said, turning around and wanting to know what the hell brought that on, but be damned if he was asking because he might, in fact, be guilty.
“He’s my baby, and I can call him that if I want to,” Michelle said, walking in the bathroom.
Nelson grabbed his spring-assisted knife and slid it in the front pocket of his logging jeans. “Shit, first kid of ours that says we can’t call them our baby, I’ll throw their ass out,” Nelson mumbled, gathering the rest of his stuff.
Walking into the living room, he found Gavin getting dressed. “Ready for another day of hot, sweaty work to let everyone know you’re a man?” Nelson grinned.
“Yeah, but it doesn’t seem right getting up before the sun wakes up,” Gavin said, yawning.
“Have to eat before it wakes up so we can be outside when it does,” Nelson said, walking down to the basement. When he walked back out, he said, “Made this for you last night. Come here, and let’s see how it fits. 
Gavin turned around and saw his dad holding a small tactical vest. “Oh wow!” he cried, jumping up and running over, now wide awake. Putting it on, Gavin looked at the two plastic magazine holders on his chest. “I only got two?”
“You have to learn to carry small weight before big weight,” Nelson said, getting on his knees, and Gavin looked down to see his dad buckling a holster to his thigh.
“A pistol!”
“Yes, if you continue to show me you’re responsible, I’ll let you carry one. You’ve carried them hunting and have shot every pistol that I own with the exception of the Desert Eagle and the Smith and Wesson fifty cal.”
“I can’t hold those up,” Gavin groaned.
“I can’t hold the damn things up long, so don’t let that bother you. Unless you’re attacked by a tank or an Imperial Walker, they are just too damn big,” Nelson said. “The holster is the same kind you use when we go bear hunting; it’s just lower on your leg.”
“Can I carry that pistol?”
“That’s why you have that holster,” Nelson said, and pulling an XDM 9mm compact from behind his back. “Now during the day, when you’re wearing this, I want you to periodically touch every piece of equipment on it to let you know it’s still there.”
Thinking about that, Gavin asked, “How long do I have to wait till I check?”
“If you take it off, you check it when you put it on. I check mine when I move around a lot or crawling on the ground.”
“To make sure I haven’t lost anything, right?” Gavin asked as Nelson tightened the vest up.
“That’s right but to also reinforce where everything is on your rig. How does that feel?”
“Good I guess,” Gavin said, pulling on the vest.
“Now, you take this off before climbing trees or doing anything that the vest will get in the way.”
“Yes sir,” Gavin said and hugged Nelson’s neck. “Thanks, Dad. I’ll make you proud.”
Squeezing Gavin tight, Nelson said, “Boy, you do that every day.”
Gavin let his dad’s neck go. “I can’t believe you got Mom to let me carry a pistol.”
Nelson just winked at him. “She’ll be okay.”
“Dad, she is going to yell.”
Getting off his knees, Nelson rubbed his head and said, “She tires out or her throat gets sore, and she stops.”
Gavin was unconvinced and shook his head. “Dad, I don’t want you getting in trouble,” he said, looking down at the pistol and really not wanting to take it off.
“Son, I’m always in trouble with Momma for stuff I don’t even know if I did. Sometimes, I like getting in trouble for stuff I know I did.”
“Like my dirt bike?” Gavin said with a grave face.
Nelson cringed and groaned. “Maybe not that much trouble,” he said, hearing Devin starting to yell again.
“Like t—”
“Gavin.” Nelson held up his hand, stopping him. “I remember each one very vividly, but you know right and wrong. Now, if I ever for any reason see you playing with a pistol, you will never touch a gun in my house again. It’s more dangerous, as you know, but it serves a purpose. It’s a tool, so treat it with respect.”
“Yeah, like when you pull the trigger on your rifle and it goes click while you’re aiming at a bear that’s coming at you,” Gavin grinned. 
With his face getting serious, Nelson reached over and grabbed Gavin’s shoulder. “Like the rifle, if you aim at another person, where do you aim?”
“Here,” Gavin said, touching the middle of his chest.
“You pull the trigger till they stop moving, and come to me or your mom.”
“Yes sir,” Gavin said and went and pulled his short AR out of the gun rack by the front door.
“Son, you make sure those weapons are always put up. We have little ones around here.”
“Yes sir,” Gavin said, sitting down on the couch and looking at the vest with a grin as Nelson headed to Devin’s room. 
Walking in and seeing Devin standing and holding onto the side of the crib, Nelson stood next to the crib with his hands on his hips. “What is this yelling about?” Grunting, Devin reached out to Nelson. “You want out of jail, soccer ball head?”
“AAAAAA,” Devin yelled, hitting the side of the crib.
“Well, I know the warden,” Nelson said, reaching over to pick Devin up. “You know, out of all the kids, you have to be the happiest one.”
As Nelson moved over to the changing table, Devin babbled as he tried to clap his hands. “Oh man,” Nelson gasped, changing the diaper. “Smells like you drank Tequila. I swear my eyes are burning.”
Seeing his dad making funny faces, Devin laughed. “Don’t laugh; this is nasty,” Nelson said, tossing the diaper away. “I’m asking your momma what the hell she’s feeding you.”
Dressing Devin, Nelson grabbed the diaper bag and headed back to the living room. He saw Gavin looking down at the floor. Well, Michelle’s been in here, he thought and rounded the corner to see her standing in the kitchen.
“You didn’t even talk to me about the pistol,” she snapped.
Nelson rolled his neck, popping it, shocking Michelle because she knew Nelson was going to fight back, and he was willing to sacrifice. “Run around, soccer ball head. We’re about to have a throw down,” Nelson said, putting Devin on the floor. Letting out a squeal, Devin crawled in high gear toward Zeus and Hera, who were lying on the floor.
After Nelson put the diaper bag down, he turned to Michelle as he took a deep breath and found Michelle holding up her hands for him to stop. “Can I just ask your reasons before we start the throw down?” she said then lowered her hands.
“Same reason we carry pistols: back up,” Nelson said. “You know as well as I do if your primary weapon goes down, you’re in a world of shit already. Your only chance is your secondary—your pistol.”
“I know b—“
“How many times did you use your pistol when your M-4 went down?”
Closing her eyes with a sigh, Michelle said, “You know. You were there for each one.”
“If he carries a rifle, that you damn well know he’ll treat with respect, he carries a pistol. You’ve seen him carry pistols before, so I don’t even know why we’re having this talk.” 
“Because we didn’t talk about it.”
“That is on you, not me,” Nelson said, making Michelle jerk. “You could’ve given it to him or talked about it before I did. I can’t read your mind, and you know how dangerous it’s about to get. I want him used to it before he has to have one on or near him twenty-four, seven.”
Not understanding how this got to be her fault, Michelle had to replay the conversation. “So you don’t think he’s responsible enough, or there is no danger to be expected,” Nelson said, crossing his arms.
“Nelson, I… Well…” she stuttered. “Damn it, I just thought we should’ve talked about it before you did it.”
“Will this talk fit that category?”
She took a deep breath, and Nelson crossed his eyes and stuck his tongue out at her. Michelle busted out laughing. “One day, I’m going to pop you.”
“Bring it. I’ll let the dogs chew up your panties.”
“Okay, you win. I’ll drop it, but please, talk to me about this kind of stuff. I want to have a say even if it’s to say, ‘Hell yeah.’ I don’t want the kids to see me on the sidelines and it’s only Dad that believes they are trustworthy.” 
“Now, that is a valid argument and one I will admit I was totally in the wrong,” Nelson said, shocking Michelle again. “So go tell him that’s why you were upset, and on that part, I was very wrong. You wanted to let him know to be careful with it, but you trust him.”
She leaned over and kissed him. “This in no way changes my point of view on the dirt bike.”
“Yeah, that I know,” Nelson smiled and hugged her.
As Michelle went to talk to Gavin, Nelson heard Zeus whining and saw Devin on Zeus’ back, chewing on the back of his head. “Well, now you know what my house shoes and Momma’s panties feel like,” Nelson said as he walked over to take Devin.
Devin reached out, wanting the furry chew toy, as Nelson grabbed his vest. Juggling Devin from arm to arm, Nelson put it on but didn’t buckle it. Grabbing the diaper bag, Nelson saw Gavin hugging Michelle, and she was rubbing the back of his head. “Yep, first one that says they aren’t our baby gets thrown out. That should bring the others in line,” Nelson said, walking to the gun rack.
“I’m hungry. I’ll see you next door,” Nelson said, walking out.
Seeing the sky to the east getting light, Nelson smiled and looked down at Devin chewing on his fist. “Looks like a good day to show the trees I’m the tree warrior, and they will fall before me, right, soccer head?” 
Stopping in his tracks, Nelson said, “Hey wait, I’m missing a kid.” He spun around and opened the door to see Michelle putting on her vest and Gavin waiting on her. “Where is my daughter?”
“You just now realized we are missing a child?” Michelle gasped but had a smile.
“I knew a fight was coming, so I had to prepare,” Nelson said. “Then soccer ball head here took a dump that burnt my nose hairs out, so yeah, but there are two of us for a reason.”
“Bernard came and got her after we went to the gym. Nellie didn’t want her to be alone.”
“Gavin was here,” Nelson said, pointing. “Then we have those two horses that people think are dogs.”
Picking up her AR, Michelle said, “Bernard left a note that they were in the bed with her again.”
“Well, she is the best protected one then,” Nelson said, turning around. “A damn poltergeist would run from those dogs.”
 



Chapter Two
As Nelson walked in the back door, Gerald charged him, holding out his hands and scaring the shit out of Nelson. “Give me my bubble warrior.”
Devin squealed, holding out his arms as Gerald took him. Setting Devin on his hip, Gerald walked around, talking to him. “I need to talk to Michelle about having more kids since everyone is taking mine,” Nelson mumbled.
Taking off his vest and hanging it and his rifle up, Nelson looked in the kitchen to see Nellie with a gaping mouth staring at Gerald holding Devin. Moving around the kitchen island, he didn’t see Olivia but did see Nancy playing with Mike at the table. “Nellie, where’s my kid?” Nelson asked, turning around, but Nellie was still staring at Gerald and Devin.
Giving up, he walked into the living room and found Olivia and Brittney in Bernard’s lap as he read a story from the Bible to them. “She doesn’t sit that still when I read the Bible to her,” Nelson mumbled. “I have to read about fairies, pigs, or Barbie dolls.”
Walking back in the kitchen, Nelson saw the stack of plates on the counter. He picked them up and started setting them out as Michelle and Gavin came in taking off vests and hanging up rifles. “Where are Matt and Ashley?” Nelson asked Nancy as he put a plate in front of her.
“Guess still in the cabin,” she said then continued playing with Mike. “I went and got Mike after I got dressed just to chap Gerald’s ass.”
Setting the last plate down and turning to Nancy, Nelson said, “I’m not following.”
“He wanted to go get Devin but was scared to ask. So I went and got Mike just to show him he was acting like a little sissy,” Nancy said as Gavin came around and sat down by his buddy. Gavin was soon playing with Mike.
“I’m emotionally confused now,” Nelson said, turning to the kitchen island and grabbing the silverware. 
“You’re not the only one,” Michelle said, walking past him carrying glasses. “I had to check for a pulse on Nellie to convince myself she was okay. You find the child you lost?”
“I didn’t lose her; you did by not telling me where she was,” Nelson said as he started putting silverware out.
Knowing there wasn’t something right about that, Michelle thought about it but couldn’t decide exactly what. “So is she asleep?” was all she could come up with.
“Bernard’s reading stories from the Bible to her and Brittney,” Nelson said and finished the silverware then looked up at her as Matt and Ashley came in.
“I can’t get her to sit still and read to her unless it’s a book about pigs or mice driving a car.”
Nelson put his hands on his hips. “You know, I said almost the same thing. We need to sit down and talk about having another kid since everyone has taken the ones we have now.”
“Nelson, I thought the same thing not more than thirty minutes ago.”
“What same thing did you think of?” Ashley asked, sitting down on the other side of Nancy, and Mike almost crawled over Nancy to get to his momma.
“Nothing,” Michelle and Nelson said together.
“Daddy,” Olivia cried out, running over and latching on his leg, and Nelson picked her up. “Nana is teaching Pappy how to brush my hair and put my ponytails in,” she said, twirling her ponytail.
“What story did Pappy read you?”
“About David and some lions.” Olivia smiled and saw Michelle. “Mommy!”
Olivia threw out her hand, leaning for Michelle. As Michelle took her, Nelson let her go. “Huh,” Nelson said and walked over to find Nellie out of her catatonic state. He grabbed the napkins and started setting them out. Brittney was in Matt’s lap, telling him about the stories as Nelson set out the napkins.
Hearing Devin’s giggle, he looked up to see Gerald bringing him to the table. Nellie was setting down a plate of bacon and again froze, watching the interaction. “Hope you didn’t mind me getting Olivia,” Bernard said as he sat down. “Matt and Ashley drop off Brittney on the way to the gym, and Nellie said Olivia needed to be over here.”
“I don’t mind; I guess we could drop her off when we go to the gym,” Nelson said, staring at Nellie in her catatonic state.
“Oh, I’ll come and get her. She’s as light as a feather,” Bernard said and looked up to see Nellie gaping at Gerald and Devin. “Nellie, you need me to get the food on the table?”
Shaking her head to break the trance, she said, “No,” as Michelle set down the biscuits.
Michelle looked at Devin having a blast with his new friend. “Ready for food, Devin?”
Gerald and Devin looked up at her in shock. “Already?” Gerald said as Devin wrapped his arms around Gerald’s face. 
“Well, you could feed him if want, Gerald,” Michelle said, sitting down.
“Okay, how do you do it?” Gerald asked as Devin clapped his hands, making him laugh.
“My word, Gerald, I’m sitting right beside you; I can help you,” Nellie said, setting down plates of eggs.
Gerald held Devin up. “It’s eatin’ time, buddy!”
Devin howled out laughing as Bernard got up to move Devin’s highchair between Nellie’s spot and Gerald’s. As Bernard pulled levers to move the tray, Gerald watched like a hawk. Then when Bernard set Devin in the chair, Gerald looked under the tray as Bernard made sure Devin’s legs were under it. Even Nelson was impressed with how fast Bernard got Devin in the chair.
“We are talking tonight, so don’t make plans,” Michelle whispered in Nelson’s ear.
“Damn right,” Nelson said and started filling his plate.
When Nellie sat down and showed Gerald how to feed Devin his oatmeal and biscuit, Nelson fought the urge to just walk outside. 
After breakfast, Nelson tossed his rifle in his side by side and made sure his gas can was full. As he climbed in, Matt ran over and jumped in beside him. “If you don’t mind, same deal as before. You run that monster you call a chainsaw, and I’ll stack limbs.”
“I got the little chainsaw today, so you can do some limbing if you wanted to,” Nelson said as he started the UTV. 
Looking over his shoulder at a chainsaw half the size of the monster in the bed, Matt nodded. “I will try that one.”
“Believe it or not, more accidents happen with the smaller ones.”
“I said ‘try,’ not run it,” Matt clarified as Nelson shot out the gate. “We may be wanted, but I’m happy we aren’t wanted for murder.”
“It’s just a matter of time before they try to find something on everyone.”
As Nelson pulled through the area they were cutting down, Matt looked over at him. “How long you think we got before they come here?”
“Matt, we are on a farm in the middle of nowhere. We stand a good chance of them never coming here. Contrary to popular belief, America is a big place.”
Stopping near the area they were going to cut, Nelson turned off the UTV. Matt said, “We were listening to the HAM radio last night, and riots are widespread. Food is starting to run short in major cities, and Wyoming joined with Texas, Montana, and the other states in withdrawing from the Union. It’s rumored that Missouri was going to announce it, but the governor was called to Washington, and his plane crashed.”
“Funny how that happens,” Nelson said, putting his chaps on, “that someone who wanted to follow the people’s wishes ends up dead.” 
“A guy outside St. Louis reported that Homeland has thousands of military contractors there.”
“Missouri is vital ground. We are in the middle of the country north to south and east to west. Those southern boys in Louisiana and Arkansas are going to freeze traffic on the southern routes. Iowa doesn’t have the population to make a massive stand, but there aren’t a lot of cities, so the government might be able to move traffic east to west, but Iowa gets snow. They need Missouri to remain with them or at least neutral.”
“That’s what I mean; everyone that I’ve heard on the radio is talking about all the government people moving around the state. The only other states that are reporting more than us are Ohio and Mississippi.”
Buttoning up his cutting jacket and putting on his helmet, Nelson said, “Ohio because of location, and it’s got some good farmland. Mississippi because it is farmland.”
“So if one does show up, what do we do?”
Nelson grabbed his chainsaw. “Kill ‘em,” he said, lowering his ear muffs.
Matt sighed. “Dude, what I’m trying to say is, what if they come in force? Shouldn’t we run?”
Looking up with a hard expression, Nelson said, “Matt, if we have to run, our lives become instantly a thousand times more challenging. We have little kids. They can’t hike far or fast, so running for them is almost impossible and most likely a death sentence for them and us. I’m of the mind of come for me and my family, I’m going to kill you and find your family. When I find your family, I’m going to make them scream as I kill them to let others know: Fuck with me and my family, I’m killing yours.” Nelson put the chainsaw on the ground. Pulling the choke, he grabbed the cord and yanked it.
As the chainsaw roared to life, Matt stared wide-eyed at Nelson as he moved over to a tree. “Shit, that pretty much separates who we kill,” Matt mumbled. Hearing a motor moving behind him, Matt turned to see Nancy, Michelle, and Gavin driving out of the house on a UTV with Gavin in the back, spooling out cable in the trench Nellie had plowed. 
Setting down his gear, Matt put on the leather chaps and other gear and grabbed the smaller chainsaw. Groaning as he put on the hardhat and lowered the ear muffs, Matt flipped the choke and yanked the cord. “I hate these damn things.”
When they had three trees down and limbed out, Bernard pulled around with the tractor and scooped them up with the front-end loader. Feeling the ground tremble, Matt turned to see Nelson dropping another tree. He looked at the area they had cleared, and only trees that a person couldn’t hide behind were left. The area still had many trees but none bigger than twelve inches around.
Refilling his chainsaw, Matt stood up and yanked the cord as Nelson moved to another tree. Waiting for the tree to hit the ground, Matt moved up and started cutting the limbs off. The only thing they stopped for was to refill the chainsaws with fuel and oil. 
When Matt felt a hand tap his back, he jumped and turned to see Bernard stepping back and holding up his hands. “Bernard, next time, throw something at me,” Matt said after he shut off his chainsaw.
“Thought about that, but as small as that chainsaw is and how big you are, I figured you would’ve thrown it at me,” Bernard laughed, looking over at Nelson dropping a big oak tree. 
“Like I would throw one of Nelson’s chainsaws,” Matt scoffed. “He would use that giant son of a bitch on me.”
“It’s lunch time; go get Paul Bunyan, and let’s eat.”
Taking off his helmet and goggles, Matt looked at Bernard. “Bullshit, that damn blade on that chainsaw is thirty-six inches long. He turns around fast, I’m in two pieces.”
Bernard laughed. “That’s why I’m letting you go get him.”
Putting down his stuff, Matt glared at Bernard then eased over to Nelson and waited until the massive pine tree he was cutting hit the ground. Yelling and waving his arms, Matt slowly walked over to Nelson, who was climbing up on the trunk of the fallen pine. Nelson walked down the trunk, cutting off limbs as Matt came closer. 
Seeing something out of the corner of his eye, Nelson turned to see Matt jumping up and down like he was dancing. Killing the saw, Nelson lifted up his earmuffs. “You are not MC Hammer,” Nelson said, walking back down the trunk.
“Well, I sure as hell wasn’t about to walk up and tap you on the shoulder to get your attention,” Matt said, waving an arm around at all the tree stumps. “I don’t want to join the ones you’ve attacked with the saw. Bernard just keeps driving over and hauling their bodies off to the sawmill.”
Nelson laughed and looked past Matt as Bernard walked up. “He’s scared of me when I’m cutting,” Nelson said, jumping off the fallen tree.
“That’s why I sent him,” Bernard said, smiling. “Lunch is ready.”
Taking off his hardhat, Nelson looked around. They had cut a hundred yards back from the road across from the house and several hundred yards east along the road. The house was hidden behind the berm this far out, and only the top of the roof could be seen. 
Shifting his gaze from the berm around the house, Nelson sighed, looking at the massive barn. It was several hundred yards away on the other side of the road, but there was nothing they could do to even attempt to hide such a massive building. “That barn blocks a lot of what we can see to the east,” Nelson said, balancing the chainsaw on his shoulder as he held the bar, and the engine was past his head.
“Gerald said he had that covered a year ago,” Matt said, grabbing the smaller chainsaw. They walked back to the UTV and unloaded the gear in the back.
“When you boys start after lunch, you need to head west and clear the tree line back,” Bernard said, jumping beside Nelson. Matt grabbed their weapons and gear, loaded them in the back, and climbed in.
“Yeah, we’re good here. If they want to hide and watch us from here, fine by me,” Nelson said, starting the UTV, and sped back to the house.
Pulling up behind the house, they saw the UTV Nancy, Michelle, and Gavin were using already parked. They heard a motor coming and turned to see Gerald and Ashley pulling up with Duke, Gerald’s dog, running behind them.
Stopping in a cloud of dust, Ashley jumped out with a smile. “Hi, guys,” she said, slinging her AR over her shoulder and bouncing inside. They turned to see Gerald dragging his sweat-soaked ass out of the UTV. Wiping the sweat off his face, he stormed over to Matt and pointed a finger an inch from his nose.
“We are fucking trading jobs!” Gerald spat. “Your wife is a slave driver!”
“I work with her all the time; no she’s not,” Matt growled.
“Fine, you can work with her. I’ll work with Paul Bunyan.” 
Nelson grinned as he grabbed his vest and AR out of the UTV and followed Bernard in the house. After hanging up weapons and vests, everyone sat down as Nellie came over putting platters of food on the table. “Gerald, Hank called on the radio and said they started on the work you went over with them.”
“Well, that should keep them busy for the next week or so,” Gerald said, holding his glass beside him as Olivia carried a pitcher of tea around the table to fill everyone’s glass.
“You think Steven is helping?” Nellie asked, sitting down.
Gerald shook his head. “I doubt it. That man is worthless.”
“He never has been worth much,” Bernard said as Olivia filled his glass. “He found a way to make money sitting on his butt using other people’s money.”
Matt put his glass on the table after Olivia filled it. “You think Steven is going to be trouble for them?”
As Nelson helped Olivia into her chair, he watched Gerald get up, grab Devin’s highchair from between his and Michelle’s chairs, and carry it down to his end of the table. Setting Devin beside his chair, Gerald sat down, grinning at the baby. “You get any bubbles?” Gerald asked, and Devin squealed out, hitting the highchair.
“Damn, don’t even ask to take my baby anymore,” Nelson mumbled.
Bernard chuckled and looked up at Matt. “Steven’s going to be trouble for Hank and his family, not us. If they kick him out, Steven won’t come here. He knows I don’t like him.” They all clasped hands as Bernard said blessing. 
After lunch, Matt headed to the sawmill with Ashley as Nelson and Gerald headed to the front of the house. Nelson stopped the UTV and climbed out. Gerald looked down the road to see all the larger trees cut back a hundred yards. “Damn, no wonder Ashley was running that sawmill like she stole it. You tried to turn into a lumberjack,” Gerald said, taking off his vest and putting on the chaps and gear.
“The big saw is mine,” Nelson said as he finished his chaps and grabbed the leather coat. “You can use the little one,” he said, grabbing his hardhat and the big chainsaw.
“Hey, no arguments here,” Gerald said, grabbing the other hardhat. “You knock them down; I’ll limb them out.”
After filling the chainsaws with fuel and oil, the sounds of crashing trees soon shook the ground. Unlike Matt, Gerald wasn’t afraid of the chainsaw, and Nelson would barely have a tree on the ground only to see Gerald walking over to attack it. Seeing Gerald would always stop and watch when he started sawing, Nelson wasn’t scared about him walking into a falling tree.
After a few hours, they had already cut down what Nelson did in the last three days. Bernard was having trouble keeping up with the two. As Gerald was refilling his chainsaw, he heard Nelson’s saw idle and heard thumping. Looking over, he saw Nelson driving wedges using the back of a hatchet in a cut he made with the chainsaw. “You need more fuel?”
“Nah, I just filled up!” Nelson shouted then grabbed his chainsaw and cut on the opposite side of the wedges. Gerald watched the tree fall the opposite way it was leaning.
“Shit, that boy needs to be a lumberjack,” Gerald said, walking over as Nelson grabbed his wedges and hatchet. “Why did you want it to drop that way? We are in the woods, and nothing is around; it really doesn’t matter.”
Pointing the way the fallen tree was leaning, he said, “Didn’t want it to take out all those smaller trees.” He pointed where he made the tree fall. “This way, it only hit one. Don’t want to make it really obvious we are thinning the trees.”
“Well, let me destroy the evidence then,” Gerald said, yanking the pull cord.
It was late afternoon when Gerald motioned Nelson to shut off his chainsaw. Nelson turned it off, looked back toward the house, and noticed they were several hundred yards further away than he and Matt had cut to the east. “Damn, didn’t know we went that far,” Nelson said, taking off his hardhat.
“Yeah, this should be good enough,” Gerald said, turning and walking back to the UTV. “I wonder how Matt is doing with the slave driver?”
“She’s that bad?”
Gerald glanced at Nelson out of the corner of his eyes as he walked. “I would rather take the Q course again than work with her on that sawmill. I couldn’t keep up taking the damn boards off as she cut them, and Ashley would just kick them on the ground.”
Nelson shook his head. The Q course was the tryouts for the Green Berets, and he knew how hard it was. “I’ll just cut trees down then,” he said, putting his chainsaw in the UTV. “It’s going to take several days just to haul all these limbs off.”
“Maybe, but that is far down the list. We need to get those other PVC panels over the moat.”
Putting on his tactical vest, Nelson turned to Gerald. “Those panels are PVC?”
“Uh, yeah, you couldn’t tell?”
“Shit, they look like wood quarter inch wall paneling,” Nelson said, grabbing his AR.
“It’s paint, Nelson. I didn’t want wood, and when they rebuilt one of the hangers at the base, I got those.” 
Sliding behind the steering wheel, Nelson started the UTV and said, “Learn something new every day.” They passed Bernard heading to get more of the trees they dropped. Passing the driveway, Nelson headed toward the barn. When he came around the front corner, Nelson stomped on the brake. “Holy shit.”
“Yeah, and you wanted to know why I wanted to change jobs,” Gerald chuckled. There were stacks of boards everywhere. Way off in the back were the slabs that were left from the trees. They were neatly stacked in four piles each almost as tall as Matt. They could tell because Matt was throwing one on and moving back to the sawmill as Ashley kicked a board off on the ground.
At the end of the barn were stacks of logs, and Bernard was dropping the last ones on the stack, grabbed another one, and moved up, waiting on Ashley to finish with the log on the mill. “She may be small, but Ashley can run the hell out of a sawmill,” Nelson said, moving over then stopping the UTV.
“Like I said, her husband can work with her on the damn sawmill,” Gerald said, getting out. They took off their gear and helped Matt until supper. 
When they were parked back at the house, Nelson looked over at Matt, who was waiting until Ashley ran into the house. “Your wife is a slave driver.”
“Nah, that’s how she always works,” Matt chuckled. “She’s small so she just moves at hyper speed.”
“No wonder you’re big enough to eat hay,” Gerald said, walking past Matt.
 



Chapter Three
It was two days later, and Nelson and Michelle were walking out of the cabin to head to the gym. Devin was draining his bottle making a lot of noise in the pre-dawn darkness. “He eats like a pig,” Michelle said, looking down at Devin in her arms.
“Hey, he’s got a soccer ball head; leave him alone,” Nelson said, slinging his rifle over his shoulder.
She let out a groan. “I wish you would quit saying that to him.”
“Well, he does have a soccer ball head,” Nelson mumbled, grabbing her hand. He saw Gerald walking out of his cabin. “Looks like Devin’s buddy is waiting on him.”
Without being asked, Michelle just held out Devin, who squealed upon seeing Gerald. “We are definitely having another one,” she said after Gerald took Devin and walked off in front of them with his rifle across his back.
They walked in to see Matt, Ashley, and Nancy already in the gym. Mike was sitting in his bouncy chair, chewing his fist as Gerald walked over and put Devin in his walker. Between sets, Gerald would chase Devin down and steer him back to the area they were in. 
After the workout, everyone headed to the hot tub. When Nelson picked up Devin, Gerald took him, and Nelson looked up and saw Gerald was holding a bag. “I got him. I’m teaching him to call in artillery on the bubbles,” Gerald said, climbing in.
Nancy came over and took Mike away from Ashley and climbed in. “I’m the one that taught him to battle the evil bubbles,” Nelson mumbled.
Michelle came over and patted his shoulder. “Yes you did, but it seems Gerald really wants to join in this battle.” She smiled seeing Gerald pull out hollow, plastic balls from the bag. “For a minute, I was worried he was going to pull out hand grenades.” 
“That would be fun.” Nelson smiled, helping her in.
“You know when we bathe Mike at night, he soaks the entire bathroom trying to kill bubbles,” Ashley said, climbing in as Devin yelled out his challenge. “If he doesn’t have bubbles, he screams till we put them in.”
As Nelson moved over beside Michelle, she laughed. “That won’t stop till he’s about two. Olivia will still yell out in the bathtub that the evil bubbles are attacking.” 
Devin watched Gerald toss a ball in a large group of bubbles and laughed, liking this new attack. “Never thought about that,” Nelson said, impressed, as Devin tossed a ball across the Jacuzzi and almost hit Matt.
“You let Gavin put one of those remote controlled boats in our Jacuzzi to battle bubbles, which was too much for me,” Michelle said, leaning back.
Hearing that, Gerald looked up. “What?”
“Yes, that’s how Gavin and Nelson got into R/C cars and planes,” Michelle said.
“Can we use one of your boats? Devin needs to learn how to call in coastal guns,” Gerald asked as he handed Devin another ball.
Nelson looked at the hot tub. “This isn’t big enough for the boats we have now.”
“Just what the hell do you two have? I’ve seen Gavin playing with a remote controlled car out here, but you talk like you have several,” Gerald said as Devin raised his arms with a ball in each hand, yelling for the bubbles to surrender. Devin launched the balls then started slapping the water.
Before Nelson could answer, Michelle covered her eyes as the thrashing baby fist destroyed the bubbles. “They have several dozen boats, and I don’t know how many buggies, cars, or trucks, Gerald. Nelson and Gavin went to competitions all the time. Last year, Nelson went to Kansas and bought out a hobby shop that was going out of business,” Michelle said as Devin raised his hands in triumph. Seeing another cluster of bubbles coming, Devin grabbed a floating ball and squealed out as he tossed it.
“Got my ass chewed out on that one,” Nelson mumbled, handing Devin a ball, and Michelle just cut her eyes at him.
“You have remote planes?” Nancy asked as Mike dropped his face on a cluster of bubbles, trying to bite them. He came up coughing and started to hit them for trying to drown him.
“Shit, Gavin and I have quad copters with video mounts, planes, boats, rock crawlers, dune buggies, trucks, tanks… It’s a nice collection,” Nelson said, grinning at Mike as he tried to bite the bubbles again.
“You brought them here?” Gerald asked, handing another ball to Devin.
Michelle laughed. “What, you think he would leave their toys?”
“I told you I have plans for them if anything went bad,” Nelson said, laughing as Devin almost jumped out of Gerald’s hands to launch himself at a large cluster of bubbles.
“Yes, baby, and it’s a good plan, but you spent a lot of money buying out that store.”
“What plan?” Gerald asked, pulling Devin back to his lap and scooping the bubbles closer.
With an evil grin, Nelson said, “I’m going to put shaped charges on the cars with a small camera and use them as explosive drones.”
Impressed, Gerald nodded. “Damn, that is a good idea. What kind of range?”
“A mile, but with an antenna we made, I can get almost two. I want to use one of the quad copters to fly around to look around if we need to.”
“They only stay up for a few minutes,” Nancy said, scooping an armful of bubbles to Mike.
“Two of them do, but I have one that will stay up for almost an hour,” Nelson said, grinning.
Nancy looked up. “Can I see it?”
“Sure,” Nelson shrugged.
Gerald looked over at Nancy. “After we get the dam in, you can play with his toys.”
“I’m about to pop you,” Nancy warned as Mike raised his hands like Devin, squealing out as he dropped them on a cluster of bubbles.
When Ashley turned off the hot tub, Devin and Mike started screaming for the bubbles to come back. “Your kids,” Michelle said, getting out.
“Hey, Mike is doing it too,” Nelson said as he followed.
“I’m sure Matt and Ashley are thrilled they have a bubble warrior,” Michelle said, handing him a towel.
Matt laughed. “What do you think the president is going to say tonight?”
“They want everyone’s soul for safe keeping,” Nelson said, handing a towel to Gerald. If Gerald played with Devin, he damn sure was going to dry him off.
With her towel over her head, Michelle parted it to look at Nelson. “That’s not funny.”
“Shit, they have all the money and are rounding everyone up; what else could they want?” Nelson snapped, grabbing his vest. “I just wanted them to take a little longer before going crazy.”
“They can’t,” Gerald said, drying Devin off. “With seven states pulling out of the union and people killing any government personnel, they have to push up the time table. What they…” Gerald stopped when Nancy coughed. 
They all left in a group, walking around the now covered moat. With an inch of dirt spread out on the panels, it looked like ground all the way to the berm around the house. They had spread out grass seed, and in a few weeks, it would have some grass to break up the fresh dirt. Most of the sides of the moat had been shored up with some of the lumber, but the rest would have to wait. 
Heading to their own cabins to change, Nelson and Michelle didn’t even go to Olivia’s room, knowing Bernard had already come and carried her inside. They woke Gavin and got dressed, telling him what he needed to wear for the day.
Matt and Ashley were walking to the back porch when Nelson stepped out with Gavin. They were both wearing shorts and water sandals with their vests on. Michelle was wearing tactical pants, boots, and her vest. “You going to the beach?” Matt asked as Nelson slung his AR over his chest.
“No, I learned in Louisiana when you work in mud and water, don’t wear a lot of clothes or boots,” Nelson said, following them inside.
Matt shook his head. “I can’t stand for the mud to be on my skin; I’ll wear my pants and boots.” When Gerald came over to grab Devin, Matt stopped and noticed Gerald was dressed almost identical to Nelson and Gavin.
“How long you think this will take us, Bernard?” Gerald asked, putting Devin in his highchair.
“We’ll be finished with the dam today. We just have to move dirt. We already have the concrete barriers poured.”
Sitting down and handing Devin his sippy cup, Gerald said, “It’s going to take several hours just to load the shit.” All the women snapped their fingers at him, including Nancy. “Sorry,” Gerald cringed, looking around, and saw Olivia filling glasses with orange juice.
“Did that yesterday,” Bernard said, sitting down and taking a sip of coffee. “The only things we need to grab are those rolls of pipe and fittings.”
“Told you that’s why we needed to have everything put together for this project before we started,” Nelson said, adding creamer to his coffee. “That was the time consuming part.”
“Dad, can I have some coffee?” Gavin asked, seeing Nancy sipping hers.
“Use lots of cream and sugar the first time, son,” Nelson said as Gavin took off to the kitchen.
Bernard jumped up. “Hold on, Gavin; I got you a coffee cup,” he said, walking over to the cabinets, and he pulled out a John Deere coffee mug just like his complete with Gavin’s name on the side.
“That man bleeds John Deere green,” Nelson mumbled.
Mashing up Devin’s food, Gerald asked, “How long do you think it will take to bring everything online?”
“Tomorrow, just have to hook it up,” Nelson said, loading his plate.
After breakfast, Nancy stayed at the house with the kids to work on wiring up the monitors, and everyone else headed out. Nelson and Matt drove their trucks to the barn as Gerald drove Bernard’s truck. At the back of the barn, they found four trailers loaded.
The first held an eight-foot-wide, eight-foot-tall, and sixteen-foot-long steel box. Nelson had built it over a year. Using quarter-inch cold rolled steel four by eight-foot sheets, he had welded the box together, making an airtight room for the Pelton wheel generators. It couldn’t be seen, but the entrance was a hatch on the top. On each end pipes were sticking out.  
On the other three trailers were huge slabs of concrete. One held four, twelve by five-foot-wide slabs lying on their sides. Two more of the large ones were on another trailer with three more smaller slabs. These were six feet tall and six feet long and looked like oversized Jersey barriers used on highway construction sites. The last trailer held seven of the smaller barriers.
Nelson backed his truck up to the trailer carrying the powerhouse as Gerald backed Bernard’s truck up to the trailer with the mix of barriers, and Matt took the last trailer with smaller barriers. Hooking up the trailers, everyone looked up upon hearing the excavator fire up. 
From the around the corner of the barn, Nellie drove up in the dump truck and backed up to the last trailer with the big concrete barriers. They were all wide at the base and tapered down at the top. The tall ones were five feet at the base and tapered down to eight inches at the top, so they were heavy as hell.
Bernard drove the excavator to the work site, where the creek met the Jacks Fork River. The others loaded rolls of pipe and other stuff in the back of the trucks. With stacks of rolled up pipe in each truck, they pulled out straps and tied them down.
Gerald walked over as Nelson finished strapping his load down. “I think it’s going to take longer than one day,” Gerald said, tightening his gloves. “Just unloading this stuff down there is going to take several hours.” 
“If it does, so be it,” Nelson said as Michelle walked over. “You okay to drive this down?”
“I’ve driven a heavy transport hauling an M1 Abrams; I think I can handle this.” She smiled.
He smiled back. “Ashley, will you drive my UTV down, and I’ll drive the backhoe,” Nelson said, turning to look at Ashley, who smiled and ran over to jump in the UTV. “Nellie, you have the lead.”
With Nellie leading the way, the others followed her to the back side of the farm. The creek ran along the south side but curved back north, following a ravine to the river. When they left the fields and entered into the woods on a small dirt tract Bernard had made, everyone slowed, keeping a lot of distance between each vehicle.
The site they were using wasn’t on Bernard’s property; it was inside the National Forest just over a mile away from the farm. As they drove slowly down the dirt tract, the rolling hills of Missouri started taking on new meaning as they left the valley the farm sat in.
They found Bernard at the site already digging a diversionary route for the creek. Parking their vehicles, Nelson was really happy they had marked out all this two years before. Everyone had talked about solar and wind for viable energy, but Nelson convinced them hydro was twenty-four seven with a steady flow of water. The creek was several yards wide and averaged three feet deep. When they measured its flow one summer when it was at its lowest, it was still over three hundred gallons a minute. 
Using the backhoe, Nelson unloaded the smaller barriers. He was under no illusions; only the excavator could unload the bigger barriers and the powerhouse. When the smaller barriers were unloaded, Nellie came over and opened the cab of the backhoe.
“Ashley is taking Matt’s truck and empty trailer back as soon as the pipe is unloaded out of the back. She’ll bring back another UTV. I’m taking the backhoe to the gravel pit, and she will bring the dump truck to the gravel pit when she gets back,” Nellie said.
Realizing Nellie was waiting on him to move his ass, Nelson grabbed his rifle and climbed out. “Does she know how to drive the dump truck?”
“If she doesn’t, she’ll learn,” Nellie said, closing the cab door as Nelson jumped off.
Slinging his rifle, Nelson grinned. “Tough love.” He walked over, putting his AR on the UTV and went to help unload Matt’s truck.  
When Ashley drove off, Matt turned to look at the small pool that formed before the creek emptied into the river seventy feet below. “Is it really necessary to dig out a holding area?” he asked, looking at the pool of water.
“Yep,” Nelson said, hauling a roll of pipe over. “Matt, that pool is only like five feet deep. We need to hold more water for several reasons besides power.”
Just groaning, Matt helped drag the rolls of pipe over to where Nelson wanted them. As they pulled another roll over, Michelle came up with her AR across her chest. “I’m moving to the top of that ridge to keep a look out. Gerald is sending Duke with me since our dogs stayed at the house,” she said, leaning down and patting Duke. She looked to the west at the steep ridge overlooking the area.
“Okay, baby, remember, if someone comes, they are coming here first because Bernard’s big ass excavator is really loud,” Nelson said, kissing her cheek.
“You and Gavin be careful,” she said, kissing his cheek and hugging Gavin. “Don’t let Daddy get hurt being stupid,” she said, rubbing Gavin’s hair.
“I won’t, Mom.” Gavin grinned as Michelle took off with Duke following her up the steep rise.
“Okay, farmer boy, what do you want to do?” Gerald asked, walking over.
“I’m going to tie the hose to the back of the UTV, and Gavin is going to drive it behind me as I lead him along the creek bottom. You and Matt will hook up the hose as Gavin pulls it out,” Nelson said, moving over to cut the ties off the rolls of two-inch hose.
Gavin jumped in the UTV as Nelson tied the ends of two rolls to the back of the UTV. Slinging his AR across his chest, Nelson took a deep breath and started walking up the creek. The rolls unwound as Gavin slowly followed, and Gerald pulled out a drill with a screwdriver bit as Matt grabbed bags of male to male fittings and hose clamps.
“Hope this works with all the trouble we are going through,” Matt said as Gerald called over the radio for Gavin to stop when the two-hundred-foot rolls reached the end.
“It worked small scale, so it damn well better work large scale,” Gerald said, cutting more rolls open and connecting them to the hoses Gavin was pulling.
Gavin had to drive the UTV in and out of the rocky creek bottom and along some very steep slopes beside the creek. At one point, he had to hold on to keep from sliding out the UTV when it tilted so far over.
When Nelson reached a metal post driven beside the creek, he motioned for Gavin to pull up and stop. Nelson looked down to see he was soaked and covered in mud with scratches covering his legs. “This is where we stop,” he said as Gavin pulled up beside a small pool that was fed by a small, two-foot waterfall.
Behind him, Gavin could still hear the excavator, but it sounded far off. “How far are we from the others?” he asked as his dad untied the hoses and took them off the UTV then tied them to the metal post.
“Just over four hundred yards away,” Nelson said, walking back over and pulling out a bottle of water.
“Why here?”
Nelson drained the bottle. “There is a sixty-foot drop from here to where the powerhouse is going to be. That will give us the pressure we need to make electricity,” Nelson said, tossing the bottle back in the UTV.
Not understanding but knowing his dad was beyond cool, Gavin just nodded. “So are we going back to help?”
“Yep, it’s time to get dirty,” Nelson said, climbing in beside Gavin. “Don’t run over the pipe we just laid; I don’t want to have to repair it.”
When they got back, they found only Bernard’s truck and trailer at the site. The trailer now had eight, two-foot-wide, twenty-foot-long, corrugated metal culverts on it. All the concrete barriers were stacked beside a pile of gravel. “Guess Ashley figured out how to drive the dump truck,” Nelson said as he got out.
Gavin ran over to the diversionary ditch Bernard had dug for the creek as Nelson walked over to Gerald and Matt, who were using a large gasoline pump to empty the pool of water. Seeing Bernard working on the powerhouse hole, Nelson walked over to see Bernard was almost done. The hole sat in the ridge with the river seventy feet down. Bernard was now digging the trench for the water lines they had laid out that would run to the powerhouse.
Walking back to Matt and Gerald, he saw Gavin chasing fish in the fast-draining pool of water. “That’s a good way to catch fish,” Nelson said, walking over in the pool.
“I’m sure there are a dozen laws against it,” Gerald said, laughing as Gavin lifted a trout.
Hearing the dump truck, Nelson looked up to see Ashley backing up to the pile of gravel. Seeing the front grill, Nelson laughed at the small tree stuck in the front bumper. “Glad the ground is dry; I would hate to have to get that big ass dump truck unstuck.”
“She drives it pretty good for someone who just learned,” Gerald said, watching Gavin carry another fish to the lip of the ravine that the creek ran down into the river below and throw the fish into the river. Laughing, Gavin took off to catch another fish and rescue it before the excavator dug out the pool.
“Can’t say I didn’t raise a conservationist,” Nelson chuckled, watching Gavin rescue another fish.
“Hey! The pool is empty enough! Get out of the way so I can get to work!” Bernard shouted at them, leaning out of his cab.
They quickly grabbed the pump and ran out of the almost empty pool as Bernard pulled the excavator down. Watching Bernard work, Nelson was shocked to see how much of the bottom was rock as Bernard dug out the pool and widened it.
Nelson keyed his radio. “Nellie, are you about done with the backhoe?”
“No, I’m sure we need more than three truck loads.”
Gerald scoffed, “The damn dump bed is fifteen feet long. I hope we don’t need much more than that.”
“How many did Bernard say we needed?” Nelson asked Nellie as Ashley pulled into the site and backed up to the pile of rock she had dumped out and stopped.
“He said five, so I’m sending seven. Why, do you need the backhoe?”
Nodding at Nellie’s reasoning, he said, “Yeah, I want to start putting in the small dams up stream.”
“Well, I can go to the farm and bring back the tractor with the front-end loader now that I have the area dug out,” she said. “Stop Ashley so we don’t meet on this little dirt trail my husband calls a road.” Matt took off as Ashley raised the bed of the dump truck, emptying the back.
“Seems Nellie isn’t fond of Bernard’s road-making ability,” Gerald chuckled as Bernard came over the radio.
“Listen, woman, I told you I couldn’t put in a real road because the Forestry Service wouldn’t allow it.”
“Some of this is our land! Those sons of bitches can kiss my ass!” Nellie snapped at him. “The first one that comes out here and says something, I’m planting ‘im under the corn!”
Nelson looked over at Gerald and grinned. “Guess we know where Nellie stands on confrontations with government employees.”
“Not before I send their ass through the wood chipper and use what’s left for chicken feed!” Bernard yelled.
Raising his eyebrows, Gerald said, “Bernard’s method of dealing with them scares me more than Nellie’s.” Nelson nodded in agreement.
When Nellie drove back, Nelson got on the backhoe as Ashley took Nellie back to the farm in the dump truck to get the tractor with the front-end loader. Grabbing some chain, Nelson, Gerald, and Matt hooked one of the smaller barriers using rebar that had been left exposed at the top, forming a loop.
After connecting it to the front-end loader, Nelson slowly lifted the heavy barrier. He knew the loader could pick up over seven thousand pounds, but he was guessing the weight of the barrier was close to six thousand. Feeling the massive machine shift in weight, Nelson figured he wasn’t far off. 
He drove back down the dirt tract because taking the backhoe along the creek wasn’t an option. Slowing down on the tract where he saw a metal post driven into the ground, Nelson made sure he was in four-wheel drive and eased off the road, climbing a hill. He, Gerald, and Bernard had been all over this area, and this was the easiest way to get to the site for the water holding area that would feed the powerhouse.
Topping the hill and feeling the barrier starting to swing, Nelson lowered the bucket until the barrier hit the ground. Raising the bucket, Nelson slowly followed faded orange ribbons tied on trees as he weaved around them and ran over smaller trees.
Driving down a small draw that led to the creek, Nelson felt the barrier swing out, shifting the weight of the backhoe. The backhoe jerked forward, and Nelson stomped the brakes and felt the wheels lock up, but the backhoe continued sliding down the draw. 
Grabbing the controls for the loader, he dropped them, sending the barrier to the ground, and the backhoe stopped its slide. “Not funny,” he mumbled, trying to get his heart rate back under control. 
When he reached the flat area beside the small pool, he lowered the barrier to the ground and climbed out, unhooking it. The “flat” area was barely big enough for the backhoe sitting parallel to the creek. Driving back up the draw, Nelson was convinced four-wheel drive, was one of man’s greatest inventions.
His second trip wasn’t as scary, and when Nelson had the second barrier on the ground, he turned the backhoe around and planted the feet or horizontal stabilizers and front-end loader. Climbing out, he found Matt, Gerald, and Gavin standing beside the metal post with the hoses tied to it. Looking down in the pool, Nelson could see the bottom. The surface of the water was three feet below the lip of the pool.
Jumping down into the pool, Nelson moved to the end where the water was funneled between two massive boulders, forming the waterfall. Seeing nothing had changed from their original plans, Nelson climbed out and back into the backhoe. He swung the arm out over the pool just behind the boulder on the far bank and dug out a trench. Since he didn’t know just how big the boulders were, he was careful not to hit them. He was using them with the barriers to make his dam.
When he was done digging the trench, Nelson climbed out of the backhoe and called the others to bring over the stuff he needed. On each barrier was a one-foot by one-foot hole two feet from the bottom. On both sides of the barriers, bolts stuck out around the holes. Nelson grabbed a large funnel made out of thick metal that ended in a two-inch pipe. With Matt holding the heavy funnel, Nelson bolted it on. 
On the other side, Nelson grabbed a metal bulge of screens and bolted it on, covering the hole that fed into the funnel. Looking in the screens, the others saw five different screens, each smaller than the one before it. When they were done bolting the funnel and screen on the other barrier, Nelson stood and said, “Gerald, you lift them over to us!”
As Matt and Nelson hooked one of the barriers up to the arm, Gerald climbed in the backhoe. Making sure Gavin was out of the way, Nelson jumped back in the pool and motioned for Gavin to jump in but stay well behind them. 
Gerald lifted the first barrier up as they used ropes, brute force, and words Gavin shouldn’t hear, they guided it in the trench Nelson had dug. Since the water only had half the area to leave the pool, it would pull them, trying to trap them between the barrier and the boulders.
The second barrier was a lot harder since all the barriers had two-inch tongue and grooves on the sides to fit together tight. When Gerald set the barrier down, the rush of water down the stream stopped as water blasted out the funnels Nelson had made to feed the pipes. 
Nelson crawled over the dam with the others. The middle of the barrier dam had a notch on the top for the spillway, three feet wide and two feet deep, just a little bigger than the natural funnel the boulders made. What they could see was the boulders only extended a few feet into the bank, where the barrier formed a twelve-foot-long wall.
Just a foot off the bottom of the old stream bed, the funnels were shooting streams of water several yards out. “Putting the pipes on that is going to be fun,” Matt said, watching the two water jets.
Nelson reached over and patted Matt’s shoulder. “That’s why I’m bringing your big ass to help me.” They watched the water in the pool rise then slowly start to pour over the spillway until the waterfall covered the two jets of water below from the funnels.
“Nelson, bring your little friends back; lunch is here,” Michelle called over the radio. “You can play in the water after you eat.”
Gerald looked over at Nelson. “There are times I’m glad I’m not married.”
Nelson shrugged as he climbed out of the creek. “Don’t know why; the women here give you hell anyway, and you don’t get any of the fringe benefits,” he said then pulled Gavin out.
“Never thought about it like that,” Gerald mumbled as he and Matt walked over to the UTV. Gavin climbed in the backhoe with his dad. After Nelson drove them out of the draw, he let Gavin drive them back to the work site. 
When Gavin pulled into the site, Nelson saw Olivia and Brittney running around and passing out sandwiches with Nancy passing out red cups filled with tea. He looked over to see Gerald holding Devin. “Damn, I have to move fast,” he mumbled as Gavin turned off the backhoe.
Nelson grabbed a few sandwiches and some tea then jumped in his UTV and drove up to where Michelle was. Not feeling rambunctious, Nelson took the long way up to the top of the ridge. He found Michelle sitting on a large rock overlooking the site with Duke sitting beside her.
When Nelson walked over, he looked at the group through the trees about a hundred feet below them. “Nice spot,” he said, handing her a sandwich. 
“Thank you.” She smiled, taking the sandwich. “Nancy said Hank called on the radio asking what all the heavy equipment noise was over here.”
“I didn’t hear that.”
“Nellie came up here and told me in case they could hear our radios,” Michelle said, taking a bite. “I think it’s time to break out the real radios.”
Nodding, Nelson sat beside her and said, “Yeah, we’ll get them out tonight.”
“Well, since you’re here, I’m taking a pee break,” Michelle said, getting up.
“You held your pee?”
“I’m being polite about what I held,” Michelle said, walking away.
“I don’t mind telling people I need to take a dump,” Nelson scoffed, throwing half his sandwich to Duke.
After lunch, the group moved the big barriers next to the lip of the ravine where Bernard had dug. When the barriers were fitted together, they formed a thirty-foot-long wall. In the middle of the wall at the very top was a five-foot-wide, one-foot-deep notch, forming a spillway where the creek ran down the ravine to the river. When the dam was up, they spread out sheets of plastic along the bottom. 
Then Bernard spread out gravel along the plastic as Gerald grabbed a paint gun and sprayed sealant over the wall where the tongue and groove seams met. With Matt and Gavin helping, Nelson ran the plastic pipes along the bottom of the deep pool to the trench leading to the powerhouse. 
Nelson joined the pipes to the two inlet pipes leading into the house. Then he ran outlet pipes from the other side of the house down the ravine. Since the diversion creek was on their side, Nelson had to wait until Bernard was done spreading rocks. The trench he dug was two feet wide and in places was twenty feet deep. Not wanting to see if he could drive the backhoe across, Nelson just waited on Bernard. The excavator had no trouble rolling over the trench with its tracks.
Moving over to the metal culverts, Nelson made sure they were buried at the same level as the spillway. The culverts formed four alternate spillways for the dam. Two were going to be used for corkscrew hydro generators. The other two were just for emergency spillways.
They all had butterfly valves Nelson had made. When he priced twenty-four-inch valves, Nelson almost passed out seeing they cost seven grand apiece. That was almost what they had tied up in the powerhouse alone for one valve.
The most expensive part of this was the heavy wire they had run to the house the year before. That alone was nine grand. They buried it on the tract Bernard had put in, running it to the room they built onto the basement. 
After everyone talked about it, it was decided that the power center for the house should be inside. Since they weren’t about to run generators in the basement, they dug out a hole and built a twenty by twenty room next to the basement. Putting exhaust and intake pipes in one end, they sealed it off and made room for a twenty kW generator. The rest of the room was dedicated to batteries and power distribution. 
Before Bernard went to work closing the diversionary creek, Nelson stood beside the dam and looked up. The bottom of the spillway was ten feet above his head. He looked back at the deep pool and was pleased but hoped all this work paid off. There was no way they could do this until the shit hit the fan. Just off the top of his head, Nelson knew they were breaking three dozen laws but figured it was ten times that.
As Bernard started filling the diversionary ditch, the water rushed into the pool and started collecting. With Matt and Gerald’s help, Nelson carried over an aluminum ramp that bolted into the spillway notch at the top of the dam. The ramp carried water six feet away, dumping it down the ravine into the river. 
Nelson grabbed a shovel and started throwing dirt over the top of the powerhouse. Matt and Gerald came over and started to help. When they had several inches over the top, leaving only the hatch exposed, they carried their shovels over to the UTV. Putting the shovels up, they heard water slowly starting to pour over the spillway.
“We find out if it works tomorrow,” Nelson said. “I’m going to get Michelle and call it a day.”
Gerald looked at his watch. “Shit, it’s almost six; that’s fine by me,” he said, walking away. “I’m tired of being a general contractor; I’m ready to be a military contractor whooping someone’s ass.” 
After showering, the group sat in the living room of the main house. Everyone tried to tell Nellie not to worry about supper, but she wouldn’t hear of it. With the rattle of dishes in the kitchen as Nellie worked, the others sat watching TV, waiting on the presidential address. 
Nelson had his AR and 1911 broken down on the coffee table and was cleaning them. Gavin was sitting beside him with his AR and pistol broken down, watching his dad. “Nelson, you going to hook up the juice as we put in the other dams?” Gerald asked, watching Gavin.
“Yeah, I want to make sure we are good as soon as I can,” Nelson said, putting his AR together.
“The President of the United States,” the TV announced, and everyone sat up and became quiet as the familiar face of the president filled the screen.
“My fellow Americans, I come to you tonight with a heavy heart. I can’t believe so many of our citizens would rise up against the government. The government that is helping and listening to the people. It goes against everything that America stands for,” he said with a solemn face.
“We are the elected officials and know what to do in your best interest, so with a heavy heart, I’m declaring martial law. All aspects of private companies are now under federal control. I’m sure many of you have heard several states have stated they are breaking away from the Union,” he said and slammed his fist down on his desk, “even though the Supreme Court has ruled they can’t break away. This will be settled by the courts unless the states of Texas, Montana, Louisiana, Wyoming, Utah, Idaho, North Dakota, and New Mexico choose to rejoin the union and turn over all property seized from the federal government. The governors of Missouri and Ohio were going to join them, but private citizens stormed their capitals and killed them. I can understand these citizens’ actions, but they will still be caught and tried in a court of law for their actions.”
Nelson scoffed, “Yeah, just look at one of the alphabet agencies to find them.”
“By executive order 12222, all private property has been seized until the end of this crisis. All persons are to report to the nearest FEMA camp. If you live in a city with a population over one hundred thousand, you may be sent back to your home. If you don’t, you will be relocated to a new residence. I have signed an executive order that cuts all power transmission outside of metropolitan areas. We can’t have waste when everyone is supposed to be in a FEMA camp. This is for your own good and the good of the nation.” The president smiled.
“If you wish this to end so we can go back to our way of life, I strongly urge you to turn over those fighting and causing disruption of our society. The FBI has a hotline for all tips, and any tip that ends in an arrest, a reward will be given,” the president said as an eight hundred number rolled across the bottom of the screen.
“Now, I want to say to the governors of New Mexico and Texas, you will stop shooting at people crossing the border, and I demand you cease your assaults on the Army of Mexico. They are our neighbors and will be treated as such until the UN court orders you to rejoin the union next week.”
Michelle sat down in Nelson’s lap. “I like how he already knows how the court is going to rule,” she whispered.
“Many members of the UN have sent troops here to help us in this trying time,” the president said, narrowing his eyes at the camera. “Your elected officials have their support to stop the foolish actions of a few. Congress has passed legislation that any act against a member or an employee of the government is an act of treason and punishable by death.”
“He needs to grow a small mustache like Hitler,” Gerald mumbled.
“Under the orders of martial law, every citizen now reports to the federal government. Any that don’t will be seen as traitors. Homeland is working with local law enforcement to facilitate the transfer of citizens to metropolitan areas. Only government-sanctioned farms and businesses are allowed to operate outside these areas. I, as your president, will lead you out of these trying times, and when we are once again united, our country will be that much stronger. Thank you, and good night.”
“Well, it’s about to run into high gear now,” Gerald said, getting up and picking Devin up off the floor.
 



Chapter Four
Two days later after breakfast, Nelson, Matt, and Gerald were working on placing more dams in the creek. Nelson had wired up the powerhouse and turned four of the turbines on, generating forty thousand watts. The two corkscrew turbines were generating five thousand watts each. Nelson cut their power from the grid since it was about to be turned off anyway. All in all, everyone was really happy.
The group was placing the last of the barriers just several hundred yards from the bridge that the road went over that led to the farm. When they shut off the backhoe after dropping the last barrier in, Nelson looked around. “You hear something?” he asked.
“Sounds like a car,” Gerald said, grabbing his AR off the ground.
“We have a car coming down the road; it’s almost at the bridge,” Nancy called out over the radio.
“Can you tell what it is?” Gerald called back.
“Black sedan with government plates.”
“Call Hank, and tell him in case they head for his farm,” Gerald said, looking at the backhoe.
“Dude, I know you aren’t thinking of leaving Bernard’s John Deere backhoe out here all alone,” Nelson said, shaking his head. “I don’t want to get thrown in that damn wood chipper.”
“Let’s just move to the road; a sedan can’t get past the overturned truck and trailer,” Gerald said.
“Michelle,” Nelson called on his radio as he followed Gerald. 
“I’m here,” Michelle called back.
“Get a sniper rifle, and set up so you can cover us at our makeshift roadblock. Get Bernard and Ashley to do the same.”
“Moving toward you,” Michelle called back.
“The car just took the Y to Hank’s farm. I already let him know,” Nancy called out, and Gerald stopped.
“Okay, we have some time. How do you two think we should handle this?” Gerald asked, looking at them.
“Get the backhoe, and move it up to the turned over truck like we are working on it, and see if they come this way,” Nelson said.
“Why not just shoot their asses?” Matt asked.
“I would really like to know why in the hell they are here in the middle of nowhere,” Nelson said. “You two head to the roadblock; I’ll get the backhoe.”
Matt and Gerald ran out to the road and jogged over to the turned over truck and trailer. “Think we should hide our weapons?” Matt asked, looking at his gear.
“Fuck that,” Gerald said, press checking his AR. Seeing brass, he let the bolt snap home. “I fought for this country in shit holes all over the world for over two decades. Be damned if I’m going to bend over now.”
“Fair enough,” Matt said as Nelson pulled out of the tree line on the backhoe and drove it behind the truck and trailer.
Nelson got out and laid his AR on the side of the overturned truck as well as his vest. Taking out his 1911, Nelson put it in his clip-on holster. “We are set up, Nelson,” Michelle called over the radio.
Nelson walked over to Matt and Gerald. “I’m glad we are using real radios now that are encrypted,” he grinned. The three spread out in front of the truck and waited.
Ten minutes later, Nancy came over the radio. “They just tried calling out on the radio.”
“They get anyone?” Nelson asked.
“No,” Nancy snapped. “I’m jamming them; wait, one just tried to use a cellphone.”
Nelson laughed, looking over at Gerald. “Guess they don’t realize there is no cell coverage here.”
Gerald shook his head. “No, I’m sure they have a signal booster in the car like we have at the farm.”
“Shit,” Nelson spat as he kicked the dirt.
“Don’t fret; Nancy has that jammed as well. The only way they will communicate with anyone around here is if they send smoke signals.” Gerald grinned. “Remember, Nancy worked for the assholes.”
“I’m starting to think Nancy was more than just a computer programmer for the government,” Nelson said. “She’s acting like the head of the rebel alliance.” 
“On that, you would be right,” Gerald said as Nancy came over the radio.
“They are coming to you now. Four occupants, and they just passed the Y.”
“You two stay out of sight until they stop,” Nelson said as he keyed his radio. “Baby, if they don’t play nice, just waste them, but I really want to talk to them.”
“You don’t talk to me that much, but you want to talk to government dickheads?” Michelle snapped over the radio as Matt and Gerald moved behind the roadblock.
“Be nice. I talk to you, but you rarely like the topics,” Nelson said, looking up as he heard the car approaching.
The car stopped, and all four doors opened. A man wearing a deputy’s uniform got out of the driver’s seat. Two of the other men were wearing suits, and the last was dressed in a polo shirt and khaki pants. “Is that a weapon on your hip?” the deputy demanded, jabbing his finger in the air at Nelson.
“Yep,” Nelson said with a grin. 
As the deputy’s hand dropped to his gun belt, Matt and Gerald stepped around the trailer. “Don’t be rude, boy,” Gerald said, aiming his rifle at the group with Matt beside him.
“Hey, deputy, you have green shit on your chest,” Nelson chuckled. The deputy looked down to see a green laser dot. The deputy looked up as his face went white, and he started trembling. “Just to let you know, on the other end of that laser is a fifty cal. If they pull the trigger, you will only be a mist.”
“We are with the government,” a bald man that stepped out of the back snapped at Nelson. 
“Well howdy,” Nelson grinned. “Had some problems around here, so we aren’t trusting of just anyone. Call me crazy, but government is at the bottom of our list—right below pedophiles.”
The bald man stepped beside the deputy. “I’m Agent Palmer with Homeland Security. We are here with the postmaster for the area conducting a survey of who we need to transport out.”
A man with thinning, gray hair nodded. “May I have your name, sir? Our records indicate only Bernard and Nellie Parker live at the address at the end of the road. They have no children, so who are you?”
“I’m shy,” Nelson said with a smile. “I don’t give out my name on the first date.”
“You do realize we have already reported our location,” Agent Palmer snapped. “You can’t hurt us.”
“No, you tried, but for some reason, your radio wouldn’t reach out, and your cellphones didn’t work,” Nelson laughed as Gerald moved up beside him.
Gerald was looking at the last man, who was dressed like a contractor. He was about thirty and lean. His blonde hair was buzz cut, and he had a very chiseled jaw. “And who might you be, blondie?”
“That is Agent Stonavitch with Homeland,” Agent Palmer said.
“A fuckin’ ruskie,” Gerald growled.
“He’s a citizen of the United States, sir,” Agent Palmer said. “Is it true you gave weapons, ammunition, and food to your neighbors?” he asked, looking down at a small notebook. “A Hank Gilmore.”
Gerald nodded as Agent Palmer stepped closer. “Seemed like the thing to do.” Hearing a straining noise, Gerald turned to look at Nelson. Gerald stepped back, seeing Nelson straining so hard his face was turning purple, and veins were standing out on his forehead. “Dude, are you trying to take a dump in your pants? If you need to shit, go into the woods; we got this.”
Letting out a gasp, Nelson smiled as he gulped in air, and his face started returning to its natural color. Nelson moved over to Agent Palmer and waved his hand in front of Palmer’s face as he said, “These are not the droids you’re looking for.”
“Huh?” Agent Palmer said, furrowing his brow.
“Goddamn it!” Nelson shouted, hitting Agent Palmer in the throat and faking a punch at Agent Stonavitch. Stonavitch raised his hand to block the punch, but Nelson’s foot connected with his groin. Stonavitch rose over a foot off the ground and was puking in the air as pain from his crushed testicles radiated out to his body.
The deputy and the postman raised their hands when Gerald and Matt aimed their weapons at their faces, but Nelson didn’t care. Yanking his pistol out, Nelson cracked the deputy in the temple, dropping him to the dirt. Stepping over to the postman, who was whimpering, Nelson clocked him with an uppercut that knocked him several feet back. The postman landed unconscious on the ground.
“Motherfucker,” Nelson said, spreading his legs to stand over Agent Palmer, who was struggling to breathe. Dropping on Palmer’s chest, Nelson started pistol whipping the shit out of him, stressing his words with each hit. “You—are—supposed—to say—‘These—aren’t—the droids—we’re—looking for!’ I am a Jedi, bitch!”
Watching the beat down, Matt moved up beside Gerald whispering. “You going to tell him he can’t use the force?”
“Fuck that; you tell him. I think I saw that ruskie boy’s balls fly down the road,” Gerald said, moving over to the deputy as he took out handcuffs. They searched the others as Nelson continued to tell Palmer what his line was supposed to be with each hit of the pistol. Using Stonavitch’s own cuffs, they handcuffed him as he continued to puke.
“Nelson!” Michelle snapped, and he looked up, seeing her carrying a Barrett fifty cal. “Are you finished?”
“Hell no! I fucking tried really hard to use the force, and this cock jockey fucked it up!”
“What were you wanting to ask them?” she sighed as Bernard and Ashley came jogging up.
“I can’t ask them here,” Nelson said, waving around.
Michelle sighed. “Nelson, I don’t like carrying this forty-pound rifle. Where do you want to talk to them?”
“Barn,” Nelson said, standing up. Working together, they loaded the four into the front-end loader. “Matt, Gerald, will you see what’s in the car, but leave it there,” Nelson said, climbing in the bucket and stomping on Palmer’s face. “Fucker,” Nelson muttered.
As Bernard climbed in the cab of the backhoe, Michelle and Ashley climbed in with him. Matt and Gerald searched the car and found several notebooks and a laptop and carried them to the barn at a slow jog. When they reached the barn, they saw Agent Palmer hanging from the front-end loader stark naked with his feet barely touching the ground. The other three were naked and hog tied up in a far corner. Agent Stonavitch was still dry heaving.
“Bernard, will you go and get the calf from the cow you’re milking now?” Nelson pleaded as they set the stuff down.
“It’s a good calf; what are you going to do with it?” 
“Bernard, I’m not going to hurt it, but I really want to try something,” Nelson whined.
Throwing up his hands, Bernard turned away. “Fine.”
Nelson looked at Agent Palmer and grinned. “I saw this on a Woody Harrelson movie once.” Agent Palmer mumbled around the duct tape over his mouth. “No, I promise, you will answer everything I ask. I’m willing to bet you’ll answer questions before I even ask.”
Bernard came in leading a young calf with a guide rope. “Here he is,” he said as Nelson ran over and took the rope.
“Aw, isn’t he cute,” Nelson said, patting the calf and leading it over to Agent Palmer. “Poncho Villa used this technique to question people. I always wanted to see if it would work,” Nelson said, looking up at Palmer as the calf pulled forward. “Aw, he sees something like his momma has,” Nelson laughed, letting the calf go. The calf latched onto Palmer’s penis, and even with the duct tape covering his mouth, the scream hurt everyone’s ears.
***
An hour later, everyone but Nelson and Nancy were in the kitchen eating lunch. Everyone had left Nelson when he had to pry the calf off of Palmer, who had passed out. They really didn’t want to know what was next.
“Your husband has a weird sense of humor,” Gerald said, feeding Devin.
“The only reason I’m not out there is I had babies that needed food,” Michelle said, glancing over.
“Mom, can I go help Dad?” Gavin asked.
“No,” Michelle snapped. “Your father is talking to those men, and he’s being mean to make them talk. You don’t need to be around it.”
Gavin sulked as he looked down at his plate. “I just wanted to help.”
“I know, baby, and you are,” Michelle said and looked over at Gerald. “Just to warn you, Nelson is only getting started. We had two MPs in our company get kidnapped, and Nelson gathered up a crew. They found an empty house, and in twenty hours and nineteen people questioned, he found where they were being held.”
“He waterboard them?” Matt asked.
“Nelson’s not that nice when he wants to know something,” Michelle said as Nancy walked in. Putting an armload of stuff on the counter, she sat down at the table and looked over at Michelle, grinning. 
“Your husband is like the total bomb. Palmer will answer any question you ask.”
“Shit, I have a calf latch on me, I’ll tell you all my secrets and any on anyone I know,” Gerald mumbled. 
“Is he finished playing and putting them in chairs?” Michelle laughed.
Nodding as she fixed her plate, Nancy said, “Yes, he said he had to grab some things.”
The others nodded, and Nelson walked in a few seconds later. He sat a notebook down on the table as he got in his seat. “We need to make a trip in the next hour,” he said, grabbing his fork. When everyone started talking, he raised his hand. “We’ll wait till the kids are done eating then talk.”
When the kids were done, they left for the living room as Nelson stood up. “We need to hit a church in Winona that they are using to hold people they pick up who refuse to leave. That’s what this group does; they mark sites, and then a group comes out and either kills or moves the family. They really don’t care which,” Nelson said, opening the notebook. “I have the layout, and there are nine deputies and one more Homeland agent there.”
“Just how are we going to take out a location that is held by ten armed guards?” Bernard asked.
“Easy: Matt and I are going to pose as agents and get inside. We find the other agent, grab him, and kill the deputies. Gerald and Michelle will keep the outside covered. The people around here have been cowed down. It seems they let out how the sheriff was killed. His wife, daughter, and granddaughter were raped in front of him for a day. Then, they had their throats cut, splashing their blood over the sheriff’s face.”
Slamming his fist on the table, Bernard jumped up. “Ginger was five years old!”
“Yeah, Palmer told me how old the granddaughter was. He has pictures on his phone to show people who don’t cooperate.”
“I’m fucking coming with you,” Bernard growled and no one said anything about his language.
“Me too,” Nellie snapped, jumping up.
Holding up his hands, Nelson shook his head. “I want you two to think about that. Winona is almost empty of people, but there are still some there, and most of those are marching to the government’s drumbeat. If they see you, they will know where we are. Nobody knows about the rest of us.”
Breathing heavily and wanting to hurt something, Bernard nodded as he sat down. “That argument will only work so many times.”
“Hey, I would love to have you bring your wood chipper, but I really don’t want our hideout compromised,” Nelson said, looking around the table.
“So we hit the church, and you think that will bring the heat off of the Scooby Gang that drove up here?” Gerald asked.
“Hell no,” Nelson scoffed. 
Nancy turned to her brother. “I programmed the car’s GPS to say they were on the other side of the county when they disappeared.”
Smiling, Gerald turned to Nelson. “So we ready to go?”
“Almost,” Nelson said and pulled out a map as he turned to Bernard. “Bernard, I want the most back way you can think of to get here. I don’t care if we take deer trails as long as we can drive the Bronco and a trailer on it. I still have some questions to ask the boys when I get back, but can you do that?”
“Southeast side of Eminence, sure, but you’ll have to cross several roads,” Bernard said, studying the map.
“What’s there?” Michelle asked.
“A safe house.” Nelson grinned.
Clearing her throat, Nancy said, “Not exactly. It’s an operational command and supply for the group operating in this area. Homeland divided up the states in blocks. This area has a thirty-man platoon of military contractors that are used as the strike force. That is where they operate from.” 
“So what’s so special about it that we have to travel to Eminence for?” Michelle asked.
“I didn’t have time to really explore the issue since Palmer just blurted it out when I brought the calf back in as Nancy talked to him,” Nelson sighed. “But from what he’s saying, it’s loaded with shit.”
Michelle stood, squaring off with Nelson. “We have tons of shit here now! We don’t really need more! Especially traipsing off thirty miles after we take out a government collection point!” 
“Michelle,” Nancy said, clearing her throat. “We really need to go there. They have a computer link to the government system I need to get into.”
Michelle turned to look at Nancy and then turned back to Nelson. “What’s there that you want so bad?”
“Have no idea, but it’s going to be military grade weaponry. Granted we do have shit here, but babe, you’ve been in this before. Those with the bigger and better toys win,” Nelson said. “He who shoots most has the advantage.”
Sitting back down in her chair, Michelle said, “I’m going with you there as well.”
“I really think the person responsible for our medical care needs to stay behind,” Gerald said.
Slowly, Michelle glared up at him. “I don’t care; how can I patch your ass up if I’m here, dumb ass?”
Giving a startle, Gerald raised his eyebrows in shock. “Well, ah, I don’t…”
“Stop while you’re ahead, brother,” Nancy said. “I’ll be ready by tonight.”
“Matt, get a pair of your tan tactical pants and a polo shirt. Dig out that windbreaker that has Homeland across the back and seal on the front. Grab that UMP 45, and I’ll bring mine. That’s what we take inside,” Nelson said.
“You two bring your tactical vest as well, and Michelle and I will keep them in the Bronco in case this turns into a circus,” Gerald said, standing up.
“They have one of the Suburbans there, and I’m leaving that sedan and taking it,” Nelson said.
“I’m sure they can track them,” Matt said.
“Oh they can,” Nancy said, standing up and walking to the counter. “But I have something here that will stop it. They aren’t that hard to turn off. The agency learned in Iraq that having a vehicle tracking device can hurt you if the enemy cracks your system. They learned that the hard way—as did the military when the Jihadist figured out how to hack into the trackers for the military vehicles.”
She handed Matt what looked like a large, handheld phone. “So I turn this on, and it blocks transmissions?” he asked, looking up.
“Cell and satellite phones,” Nancy said.
“Matt, let’s go. Gerald, I need you to gather something that will burn a building down but not blow a hole in the Earth,” Nelson said, walking into the living room. He hugged the kids then ran to the cabin.
As he dressed, Michelle came in and changed tactical vests to the one he had given her with ballistic plates. “Put that vest on,” she said as Nelson grabbed a dark blue polo shirt. Sighing, Nelson reached in the closet and pulled out the concealable vest Matt had taken from Homeland.
“Thank you; I was going to wear my old one,” Nelson said, pointing at the vest lying on the bed.
“Nelson, you keep your head in the game. Matt hasn’t pulled the trigger, so you be ready to call for us to back you up,” Michelle said, tightening her vest.
“I know, but Matt knows how to act like a cop. I know you know how to act like an MP, but I need you on the outside to help Gerald keep a path open if this goes bad.”
Stepping over and helping Nelson tuck in his shirt, Michelle smiled. “I understand, baby,” she said and kissed him. “You promise not to act like an idiotic ass, and I’ll wear the Leia slave outfit again this weekend.”
Lust filled his eyes as Nelson’s jaw dropped to his chest. “Just what constitutes being an ass so I don’t screw it up?”
“Don’t get shot or get us shot.”
“Whew,” Nelson sighed with a lopsided grin. “That, I can do.”
When they walked outside, they found Bernard waiting on them. “I’m going over to check on Hank,” he told them, slinging his M-14 over his shoulder.
“No,” Nelson said, grabbing his arm. “His brother sold us and him out. Steven told them we gave them food, weapons, and ammo, wanting a reward.”
Bernard turned away. “I’ll kill the son of a bitch myself.”
“No,” Nelson said, running around then stopping in front of him. “Wait till we get this handled; then, we can go over. You don’t know how Hank is going to react to us capping his brother. He may hate him, but it’s family.”
 “Tomorrow,” Bernard said, turning for the house, and Nelson grabbed his arm.
“You will take care of the kids if this goes bad, right?” Nelson said in a low voice.
“You know I will,” Bernard said, reaching over and putting his hand on Nelson’s shoulder. “You two just stay safe.” He dropped his hand and started heading for the house. “I tell you one damn thing; Gerald is about to start giving me some time with Devin; that I can damn well guarantee.” 
Nelson looked at Michelle, and they both said, “We need another kid.”
Ashley walked out with Matt hugging her as Gerald drove up in his Bronco. “Round trip to kick some ass,” Gerald said, rolling down the windows.
“We’ll take two tickets,” Michelle said, opening the passenger door as Matt and Nelson climbed into the back. 
“Put this on your neck,” Nelson said and handed a balaclava to Matt as Michelle handed one to Gerald. “When we kill the deputies, put it on so the ones we rescue can’t identify us if they are captured.”
Matt pulled it over his head and put on his sunglasses. “Why? No one knows us here.”
“If they identify us, I don’t want them to start tracking phone records and cellphones that have been to our house,” Nelson said as Gerald pulled out of the driveway, and Bernard closed the gate behind the only way in from the berm. “We did call Bernard, and they had cellphones registered to them when they came over to visit.”
“Dude, what got you so freaked?” Matt asked as Nelson put on his sunglasses.
“The shit Nancy was asking in the barn when I wasn’t talking. She pulled out a knife, asking about an OpCom center. That’s when Palmer blurted out about the place near Eminence,” Nelson said in a scared voice. “She knows some shit about the spook works, and when I get back, we are sitting down and having a long talk.”
Gerald looked over his shoulder. “She will answer those questions now that she doesn’t work for them, and we are all wanted now, but if she would’ve ever said anything and they found out, she would be dead, and I would be dead or in prison. I would’ve started a one-man killing spree.”
“Fair enough,” Nelson said as Gerald weaved around the turned over truck and trailer. Nelson got out and waited on Matt. He held out a badge that clipped on the belt and an ID holder with a badge. “It’s Ivan Stonavitch’s badge. I have Palmer’s.”
Matt nodded, clipping the badge on his belt and tucking the ID in his back pocket. He adjusted the sling for the UMP that was under his right arm. “How many magazines do you have for your UMP?”
“Six in spandex webbing on my back,” Nelson said and lifted his left arm as he pulled out a 1911 with a suppressor. “I have my XDM and this as well.” 
Matt looked Nelson over and could tell he had the UMP under his right arm like he did. “Not to sound gay, but let me carry the 1911. I’m bigger and can hide more shit.”
Looking at Matt’s wide shoulders and narrow waist, Nelson had to admit he couldn’t really tell he was carrying a submachine gun. “Point taken,” Nelson said, handing over the 1911. He pulled off his holster for the 1911 and passed it over as well.
“You boys going to play dress up, or are we going to kick someone’s ass?” Gerald yelled out from the Bronco. 
Matt shook his head. “I hate taking him anywhere,” he moaned, adjusting the shoulder harness until it fit. It wasn’t that Nelson was small; it was Matt was a freaking huge, muscle-bound mountain.
“Yeah, but the boy has played in some serious games, so we need to have him along,” Nelson said, putting on his windbreaker. “You drive,” he said as he got in the passenger seat.
As they drove, Nelson drilled the layout of the building to Matt and the location of all the guards. When they pulled out on Highway 60 fifteen minutes later, Matt started reciting the layout back. Nelson looked back to see the Bronco barely a car length behind them.
Turning around, Nelson shook his head looking at the empty highway. “This isn’t right,” he mumbled. They drove past Birch Tree and only saw one car—a sheriff patrol car moving around. 
Matt was suddenly turning off Highway 60 onto 19, which led them through Winona. It wasn’t a big town by any means. Nelson would be surprised if it had more than a thousand people, but it was empty. They passed an empty school yard as Matt turned off the road, heading to the church on the north side.
“Pull up under the awning,” Nelson said, seeing the large church ahead.
“I’m ready for this,” Matt said in a steady voice.
As Matt pulled under the awning, a deputy stepped out of the church. He looked up to see Gerald pull up behind the sedan. “Who are they?” the deputy asked as Nelson got out.
“Heavy hitters,” Nelson growled. “Seems some people around here like fighting back.”
The deputy laughed. “I haven’t heard of anyone fighting back. We can do whatever we want around here.” 
Fighting the urge to kill the deputy, Nelson moved his coat, revealing the badge at his waist. “I’m State SAC Homeland Agent Kent. If that’s hard for you to understand, it means special agent in charge, and I’m the big dick in this state. I’m looking for Agent Jakowski. He’s wanted for questioning in unwarranted food distribution.” 
“He’s inside,” the deputy said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder.
“Deputy, unless you want to be on the bus heading to St. Louis in the morning with the dissidents inside, I suggest you show me,” Nelson said, closing his coat.
“Yes sir,” the deputy said as he started trembling. “That looks a lot like Agent Palmer’s car.”
“Shows your intelligence, Deputy. It’s a government sedan just like his,” Nelson said, following the deputy inside. The deputy nodded as he yanked the door open and led them inside. An older female deputy was sitting behind a desk, monitoring radios and watching monitors. Nelson paused and confirmed what Palmer told him. The monitors were watching the inside of the worship area where the people were being held.
“How many dissidents are you holding now?” Matt asked, moving up beside Nelson as they followed the deputy down a hall. From around the church, they could hear people talking and screams from somewhere inside.
“One hundred and four,” the deputy said, stopping at a door. “Agent Jakowski is in the rec hall.”
“I know you know how to open a door; I’ve seen you do it. Open the door, let us in, and follow us inside. While we take Jakowski into custody, make sure no one else comes in, or you will be number one hundred and five,” Nelson said, staring at the deputy behind his sunglasses. 
“Yes sir,” the deputy said, yanking the door open.
Nelson stormed in the room to find another blond, lean, and fit man sitting at a folding table watching porn on a laptop. “Agent Jakowski, I’m State SAC Homeland Agent Kent. You are requested to the command substation to answer charges of giving unauthorized food to dissidents before they are transferred to St. Louis.”
Jakowski jumped up, and Matt and Nelson pulled their pistols. “Whoa, hey man, no need for that. I no give food out,” he said, struggling with his TV English.
“If this is unwarranted, then you will be released back to active duty. Agent Stonavitch has already said the people on the last bus to St. Louis were lying, but we have to make sure,” Nelson said as Matt moved behind Jakowski, putting handcuffs on him.
“Ivan tell it like it is; we don’t even give food to bitches that suck us,” Jakowski said as Matt locked the cuffs.
Matt forced Jakowski in a seat and closed his laptop as Nelson keyed his radio. “In custody,” he said, turning to the deputy. “Deputy, you have done well. When I get back to St. Louis, I think I’ll have to promote you around here.”
The deputy grinned, looking off as Nelson pulled out his spring-assisted knife, flipped it open as he brought his hand up, and quickly swiped the blade across the deputy’s throat. Stepping aside as a fountain of blood shot out, Nelson watched the deputy grab his throat, making gargling sounds as he dropped to his knees. Before Jakowski could yell, Matt drove his fist into the back of his head, knocking him out. 
Nelson watched the deputy fall to the floor, and the light slowly left his eyes. “Guess you don’t get the promotion,” Nelson said, bending down and taking the Taser gun off his belt. Flipping the switch to contact, Nelson walked over to the unconscious Jakowski and pushed the Taser into his shoulder and pulled the trigger.
Jakowski’s body jerked as the voltage hit him, making him slide out of the chair onto the floor. “Always wanted to do that,” Nelson said, grinning and looking at the Taser.
“Fun, isn’t it?” Matt grinned as he stomped Jakowski’s face. Matt pulled out a roll of duct tape, taped Jakowski’s mouth, and put a hood over his head. “Let me get the woman by the door, then let’s move to the other side where the deputies take their breaks.”
Taking off his sunglasses, Nelson nodded as Matt pulled out the 1911, press checked it, and walked out. With his hand behind his back, Matt strolled over to the lady as she looked up. Matt raised the pistol and pulled the trigger as the gun went pfft like a nail gun, making the lady’s head yank back. The monitors behind her were covered in blood and brains. 
“Party’s started,” Nelson said on his radio, pulling the UMP out from under his windbreaker. 
Matt moved over beside him. “I swear that was really fucking loud,” he said, moving down the hall.
“With all the noise in here, it should have gone unnoticed,” Nelson said as they moved down the hall. They heard a woman scream behind a door to their right and stopped, seeing it was the preacher’s office. “I don’t think she’s giving confession.”
“I have it,” Matt said, holding up the pistol, and eased the door open. Nelson raised his submachine gun, covering the hall as Matt went inside.
Walking in, Matt saw a young girl bent over and tied to the desk as a deputy with his pants at his ankles raped her. Lowering his pistol, Matt pulled out his knife and flipped the blade open. He yanked the man’s head back and nearly decapitated the deputy as he sliced through his throat.
The woman stopped screaming as the man quit thrusting and felt hot, sticky fluid covering her back. She looked down at the desk and saw blood then slowly turned her head to see the head of the deputy barely connected to the body as jets of blood spurted out. 
Matt let the body fall as she took a breath to scream, and he lunged forward, covering her mouth. “We are here to rescue you, but if you scream, they will come and continue this; do you understand?” Matt whispered. The young girl cried with thankfulness and nodded. “Don’t leave this room, or you could get shot. When it is over, I’ll come and get you so you can leave. I want you to sit in that chair, and every few seconds, scream like you were, okay?” he asked, and the girl nodded.
Slowly, Matt took his hand off her mouth. “Are they doing this to any other girls not in the worship hall?”
“In the cafeteria, they have some girls tied up at the end of the hall,” she said in a low voice.
“We were told two officers are always back there, and three are out in the worship hall. Is that right?”
“Yes, unless some are in the bathroom right down the hall.”
Matt cut her hands and legs loose. “Stay here, and when we are done, I will come and get you.”
She scurried over behind the desk as Matt walked out. Nelson moved down the hall with Matt behind him when the girl in the office screamed out, making Nelson stop. “She’s doing that to cover for us,” Matt said, moving past him. 
He stopped beside the bathrooms. Pointing at the door, Nelson nodded as Matt eased in the ladies’ bathroom first and found it empty. When Matt came out, Nelson eased into the men’s room and saw a stall door closed. “Grady, you done with that little girl yet?” a male voice asked.
Need to work on sneaking in, Nelson thought, pulling his knife out and easing the blade open. “Not yet,” Nelson said, clearing his throat to try and disguise his voice.
“Damn, Grady, that girl have you screaming,” the voice said as the door unlatched. Nelson shoved the door open as the deputy was standing up. Driving the knife up, Nelson buried it in the deputy’s neck then pushed it across, severing half the neck.
“Don’t forget to wash your hands,” Nelson said, stepping back and letting the deputy fall as blood spurted out of his neck. When the deputy started flailing, Nelson pulled out the Taser and shocked him. The deputy gave a spasm then became still as the blood continued to pour. “I hate tattletales.” 
As Nelson stepped back into the hall, Matt whispered, “Should only be one more then the three in the worship hall.” Nelson nodded as Matt led the way down the hall then stopped at a door marked, “Cafeteria.”
“Together,” Nelson whispered as a woman screamed behind the door. Matt nodded as Nelson eased the door open. They found a man on top of a woman tied up on the floor. Looking around and only seeing another woman tied up in a corner, Matt walked over, yanking the man’s head back and dragging his knife across his throat.
“You know, that is very satisfying,” Matt said, shoving the man off the woman as he grasped at his throat, trying to hold it together. The woman looked up at him, and Matt brought his fingers to his lips. “Don’t, or more will come, and we can’t free you,” he whispered, and the woman nodded. 
“Thank you,” she whimpered. “Can I go to my daughter?” she asked pointing to the corner.
“Yes ma’am,” Matt said, cutting her loose. “Do the guards stay in one spot in the worship hall?”
She got up, trying to cover her body with her torn clothing. “Yes, one always stays behind the podium, and the other two stay by the front doors. I don’t know why because they are chained shut,” she said, moving over to the young girl curled up in the corner.
Matt turned to find Nelson looking at him. “What?” Matt asked.
“How much blood do I have on me?” Nelson asked.
“Just some on your face and windbreaker.”
Nelson moved over to a sink and washed it off as best he could. “I’m going to go in and call them up to the podium,” Nelson said as Matt took his blood-soaked windbreaker off. 
“I’m ready,” Matt said, holstering the 1911 and bringing up the UMP. Matt followed Nelson out, and Nelson took the choir entrance to the raised area of the worship hall. “That Palmer really did a good job of giving a building layout,” Matt mumbled, following Nelson up the steps. 
“I’m SAC Homeland Agent Kent,” Nelson said, stepping out and holding up his badge. “You officers in the back, get up here. Buses are en route to pick up these dissidents early. We have a large group coming in from Fremont this afternoon.”
The two officers in back ran down the middle aisle as people jumped out of their way. As they came up the steps, Nelson raised his UMP to the deputy beside him, and Matt stepped out, aiming at the two coming up the stairs. “April fools,” Nelson said, squeezing the trigger and sending three rounds into the deputy’s chest, making him cry out.
Matt sent a three-round burst into one deputy’s chest then swung his aim, pressing the trigger to send three rounds into the other deputy’s neck and face. People in the worship hall screamed and moved to the sides as Nelson stepped up, squeezing a round in the face of the deputy he had shot.
Nelson reached down and pulled his balaclava over his head, leaving only his eyes exposed. Seeing that Matt did the same, Nelson held up a hand. “Quiet, or more will come and just kill you outright!” he shouted.
The group quieted down as Nelson spoke. “We came to free you. All of you have been marked for execution by the government,” Nelson said, knowing that many of these would die one way or the other if they ended up in the camps. “I suggest you leave quickly and quietly out the back. Hit the trees, and get to an area or person you know that will help. Don’t go anywhere near a city. They are sympathizers with the government; that’s why they are still there. Head to a farm or one of the Free States.”
“Can’t you take us?” a man called out.
“Dude, we just killed their stooges. They are coming, and we intend to fight them. It will buy you some time. Don’t stay inside because we are destroying the building and hope they think all of you died in here so they don’t look for you anymore.”
“So you can’t help us?” a woman called out.
“We just killed the fuckers who were raping the women and taking you to be executed as traitors of the new United States. What the fuck do you think we just did? I call that helping a whole fucking lot.”
“Where do we go?” a young boy said up front.
“Away from here,” Nelson said as another boy stepped up, and Nelson shook his head, realizing he was looking at twins.
“They took our mom and dad outside yesterday. There wasn’t a bus, but we heard gunshots.”
“You two sit,” Nelson said. “The rest of you need to boogie. When the rest show up, we are only delaying them for a few minutes then leaving, making them follow us. Head south to Arkansas, and try to get to a free state. I’m tired of talking, so move. We are rigging the church to blow up and burn down. Ease out the back, or get burnt. Your choice.”
As Nelson talked, Matt led the other women in, and when the others saw them, they gasped. No one ever returned from the back. The group filed past Matt and out the back of the church as Nelson motioned the twins up to him. “What’re your names?”
“Alex and Adam,” one said and pointed at himself. “I’m Alex,” he said, and Nelson noticed he had longer, brown hair. 
“Where did your mom and dad work?” Nelson asked.
“Dad owned a gun store at home that sold guns on the internet, and Mom helped him,” Alex said.
Knowing that wasn’t good, Nelson looked at the two boys. “You have any other relatives?” 
“Dad had a sister in Miami, and his mom and dad live in Chicago. Mom’s parents live in Kansas City,” Alex said.
“You two will follow me. Don’t talk, and do exactly what I say. Understand?”
“Yes sir,” Adam finally spoke up.
Nelson keyed his radio. “Party’s over; moving to the door.” They followed Nelson out of the worship hall back to the side entrance where Michelle was standing at the door, holding his and Matt’s gear with a duffel bag at her feet. 
“Who are the boys?” she asked, smiling at them. 
“Parents owned a gun store and were taken outside yesterday,” Nelson said, taking off his windbreaker and UMP. Matt and Nelson grabbed their gear and ARs, putting them on.
Swallowing hard so she wouldn’t cry, Michelle leaned over, pulled down her balaclava, and patted the boys’ heads. “I’m Michelle. That one is my husband, Nelson,” she said, nodding toward Nelson. “The giant is Matt. Don’t worry; they are only mean to people that deserve it.”
The boys nodded, trying not to look at the woman behind them with her head blown open. “Get them in the Bronco. Matt and I will get our package,” Nelson said as Matt bent over, picking up the large, duffle bag Michelle brought in. “And make a side trip.” Nelson smiled.
“We leave in five, buddy boy,” Michelle said, opening the door and leading the boys out as she pulled the balaclava back over her head. Gerald was shocked to see two preteen boys follow Michelle out and jump in the back as she opened the door.
“Picking up strays?” 
“Gerald, keep on, and I’ll cut your dick off and strangle you with it,” Michelle hissed.
“Damn,” Gerald said, looking around. “That I would like to see. I don’t think you can choke a man with something that small.” Adam and Alex snickered behind him. “What are lover boy and Hulk doing? We really need to book.”
“I said the same fucking thing,” Michelle said, scanning around.
Gerald looked at the vehicles parked all around the parking lot, and he found the government SUV. “That’s the one Nelson wants,” he said, nodding.
“Old man, I saw it when we pulled in.”
“I am Obi Wan Kenobi, and you will address me as such,” Gerald huffed through his balaclava.
“Coming out,” Nelson said over the radio.
“The Millennium Falcon is ready to haul ass; now move it before Princess Leia gets pissed,” Gerald said, keying his radio.
Matt and Nelson came out the side door with a man wearing a hood between them. They carried him to the back of the Bronco and opened the hatch, tossing him inside. Matt took the duffel bag off his shoulder and tossed it on top of the man. 
Gerald cringed, hearing the thud as the bag landed on the man. He didn’t know what was in that bag, but Gerald knew his Bronco bounced more with the bag than when the man was thrown in. Nelson walked to the front of the Bronco and tossed a set of keys to Michelle.
“You can drive since you think I drive like a bat out of hell,” Nelson said as Matt climbed in the passenger seat of the Bronco.
Hearing cars pull in the parking lot, Nelson and Michelle both spun around to see two sheriff patrol cars pull in. “First up!” Nelson yelled, raising his AR. His rifle was only semi auto, but as fast as Nelson was pulling the trigger, the coughs of the suppressor sounded like his gun was on full auto. Gerald jumped out as Nelson charged the two patrol cars with Michelle beside him.
Nelson shot one car three times then quickly aimed at the other, shooting three times then moving his gun back and forth to send a lot of hate into the patrol cars. “Empty!” Nelson called as Michelle started firing just like Nelson had at the two patrol cars.
Gerald stopped and watched the choreographed dance of death the two were doing as they moved toward the two patrol cars. Nelson shoved a loaded mag in as Michelle called empty, and he started shooting into the cars, which now looked like Swiss cheese.
“Taking right!” Michelle called out, moving to the patrol car on the right, and started shooting into it as Nelson dropped his magazine, and she swung over, sending three rounds through the front window of the patrol car on the left that Nelson was approaching.
When Michelle swung back to her car, Nelson continued shooting into his car until he was at the passenger window. He stopped, seeing two bullet-riddled bodies in the front seat. “Left clear!” he called out, changing magazines.
“Right clear!” Michelle called out, not believing what was in the front seat of her target had ever been human.
“Clearing field, cover!” Nelson called out as he moved back toward the Bronco, picking up empty magazines.
“Cover up,” Michelle said, walking backwards and looking out over the parking lot.
“They have done that more than a few goddamn times,” Gerald said, looking through the Bronco at Matt standing on the other side.
“I want to be like them when I grow up,” Matt said, stunned, as they walked up.
“We need to make the jump to hyperspace, Chewy,” Nelson said, patting Matt’s chest as he walked by.
Spinning around, Matt shouted, “I’ll be damned if I’m going to be referred to as a walking carpet!”
“Get in, Chewy,” Gerald chuckled as Michelle trotted over to the SUV, hitting the unlock button. 
Nelson pulled out the jammer Nancy gave them and turned it on. “Hope it works,” he said, opening the door.
Michelle climbed in, shutting her door and hissing as the hot barrel touched her on the leg, making her pants smoke. “We can dump it before we get close to home and get the stuff out,” she said, starting the SUV up. She pulled out, following Gerald north, and felt the massive Suburban responding sluggishly. “What the hell is wrong with this piece of crap? It handles like a pregnant whale.”
“Baby, it’s armored,” Nelson laughed, and he turned around, looking in the back. “Holy fuck me with a tampon twister!” he screamed, making Michelle yank the wheel, sending the vehicle almost off the road.
“What damn it!” she shouted as Nelson started climbing back between the seats, giggling. Glancing at the rear view mirror, Michelle couldn’t see much around Nelson as he climbed back. “Nelson!”
“It’s an M134!” Nelson shouted from the rear of the Suburban. 
Shocked, Michelle turned to look. “What? A mini gun?” She saw the back of the mini gun as Nelson ran his hands over the controls. “What the fuck do they need a fucking Gatling gun in an SUV for?” 
“Who cares? It’s ours now.” Nelson grinned as Michelle turned around. 
“Hey, why are you driving all over the road? We are about to hit small dirt roads that you can’t do that on,” Gerald called over the radio. 
Michelle pressed her radio. “I thought this thing was supposed to jam radio signals.”
“Only cell and sat phones, Leia,” Gerald called back. “Now, what’s wrong?”
“Nelson found an M134 in the back of the Suburban,” Michelle called back.
She watched the brakes lock up on the Bronco and smoke come from the tires at it skidded to a halt. The driver’s door shot open, and Gerald ran back and tried to open the door behind Michelle. “Unlock the goddamn door!”
Michelle hit the unlock button, and Gerald stuck his head in, almost drooling. “Gerald, we need to move.”
“What the hell do they have this for?” Gerald shouted.
“We can ask when we get home,” Michelle said. “I’m leaving.”
Gerald slammed the door and ran back to his vehicle as Michelle heard a pneumatic hiss behind her. She turned to see the turret the mini gun was mounted to extend up through the roof hatch. “Find me a target!” Nelson yelled out.
“Nelson, lower that back inside!”
Relaxing when she saw the turret drop down and the roof hatch close, Michelle sighed, wishing Gerald would move faster. The trip to Winona usually took them less than half an hour, but taking small back roads, it took over an hour.
“Home, flock is returning,” Gerald called on the radio when they had pulled onto their road but were still five miles away.
“Flock, get the doc here. Little one is having trouble breathing,” Nellie called back over the radio.
Michelle stomped her foot on the gas and passed Gerald in the ditch, bouncing Nelson all over the back. “Tell her Momma’s coming!” Michelle screamed into the radio when she got the SUV to stop fishtailing over the dirt road.
 



Chapter Five
Michelle flew into the front yard, stomping on the brakes and sending up a cloud of dust. She had the Suburban in park and was out of the door before it came to a complete stop. Nelson kicked open the back door and fell on his face but jumped up in a sprint for the house only to see Michelle almost ripping the front door off.
Michelle ran in and found Olivia sitting in Nellie’s lap with her mask on to her nebulizer machine. The vapor from the medication swirled around in the mask. “I tried the puffer, but it wasn’t doing anything,” Nellie said as Michelle took off her AR and laid it on the floor. “We bought a nebulizer to keep in the house for her and kept some medications you sent out when she stayed with us.”
Michelle knelt beside Olivia and could hear the wheezing as she fought to breathe. “It’s okay, baby, Momma’s here,” she said, touching Olivia’s face. 
“Hey, Mommy.” Olivia smiled feebly.
“How many treatments have you given?”
“This is the second on the machine,” Nellie said as Michelle took Olivia’s pulse, and Nelson burst through the door.
“Daddy!” Olivia cried weakly but smiled a little stronger.
“Oh, he gets a cheer, but I only get, ‘Hey, Mommy.’” Michelle smiled and kissed Olivia’s forehead. “Nelson, go get my bag.”
The sound of stomping feet sounded as Nelson ran through the house and out the back door. “It just hit her at once,” Bernard said, kneeling down on the other side of Nellie and rubbing Olivia’s head. “She was running around then suddenly stopped and clutched her chest, trying to breathe.”
Michelle looked up to see tears running down Bernard’s face. “It happens, and you can’t predict them,” Michelle said and looked up at Nellie to see her face was tear-streaked and blotchy. “You didn’t do anything wrong; you saved her life by putting her on the nebulizer.”
“Is she going to be okay?” Bernard asked in a pleading voice as he looked over at Michelle.
Michelle nodded as she smiled. “Yes, and I’m going to show you what to do if this happens again.”
“Hold on a second,” Bernard said as he got up and left. The back door slammed as Nelson came running and skidded to a halt holding out a large gym bag.
“Thank you,” Michelle said, taking the bag. She set it on the floor as Bernard came back wearing reading glasses and carrying a notebook and a pen. He started writing as Michelle started pouring more medication in the nebulizer then diluted it with saline to make the treatment last longer. She held up a small vial and pulled out a syringe as Bernard wrote the name of the medication down.
“I don’t want a shot,” Olivia whined. 
“I don’t remember asking,” Michelle said, drawing up the steroid. 
“Lil bit, you be brave, and if you’re good, I’ll take you and Brittney on a horseback ride,” Bernard said, glancing up from his writing. 
“Okay,” Olivia moaned between short breaths. 
“Only when she can,” Nellie snapped, wiping tears off her face.
“Well, I know that, woman,” Bernard said, still writing. 
“I better be able to read that chicken scratch, Bernard,” Nellie said, hugging Olivia as Michelle rolled up Olivia’s sleeve.
Lifting his head, Bernard looked over his reading glasses at Nellie. “You’ve never had a problem reading my writing before.”
“Because I make you tell me what it says, and I think you are just making it up.”
“Ow,” Olivia said as Michelle gave her a shot.
“Oh it’s okay, baby,” Nellie said, rocking Olivia.
Michelle recapped the needle and looked around. “Where are the rest of the kids?”
“Downstairs with Nancy,” Bernard said, finishing his notes. “Nancy took them down there so they wouldn’t make Olivia want to get up and move.”
“For someone who doesn’t have kids, Nancy sure knows a lot about them,” Michelle said and pulled out a stethoscope to listen to Olivia’s chest.
Thumping on the porch made everyone turn to see Gerald run in with Matt, Alex, and Adam behind him. “Michelle, you passed me in a ditch doing seventy; are you insane!” Gerald shouted.
Bernard stood up. “That’ll be enough out of you,” he growled. “I will get my belt.”
Gerald took a step back. “Bernard, she could’ve got killed. She passed me so fast I felt like I was going backwards.” 
“You shouldn’t have been driving so damn slow,” Bernard said and looked at the two boys. “Adam, Alex, where’s your mom and dad? Where’s Tim and Carla?”
When he saw the tears well up in their eyes, Bernard walked over to the boys and they wrapped their arms around him. “They took them away!” Adam yelled as he buried his face in Bernard’s belly.
Nelson moved over and whispered in Bernard’s ear, and everyone saw Bernard’s face turn purple. “That’s okay, boys, you will stay here with us,” Bernard said, looking down at them.
“Nellie, let me have her,” Michelle said as she packed her bag up. She took off her vest then held out her hands. “Those boys need you now,” Michelle said, leaning over to take Olivia and whisper in Nellie’s ear.
“Lil bit, I won’t be far. You call me if you need me,” Nellie said, handing over Olivia. Nellie and Bernard led the boys into the kitchen as Nancy brought the rest of the kids up from the basement. Gerald took off and grabbed Devin. 
As everyone but Nelson went to the kitchen, Michelle sat down with Olivia in her lap. Nelson knelt beside them and rubbed Olivia’s face. “What do you need me to do, baby?” he asked, looking away from Olivia.
“Olivia, cover your ears,” Michelle said, and Olivia reached up and covered her ears, making Nelson wonder what in the hell he had done. When Olivia’s hands were over her ears, Michelle glared at him. “Nelson, I want you to get that piece of shit out of the Bronco and take him to his friends. By sundown, I want to know every fucking thing they know. If they cheated in kindergarten or had sex with an animal, I want to know.”
Nelson looked at his watch. “Baby, it’s one o’clock. Can I have a little more time? There are five of them.”
With a dead face, she just looked at him. “I don’t care. Sunset.”
Leaning over, Nelson kissed her then kissed Olivia on the head. “I’ll do my best, but don’t be mad if I don’t get their early childhood out of them before sunset.” 
Nelson stopped in the kitchen on the way out. “Matt, I need you for a few minutes,” he said, heading for the back door.
Gerald looked up as Matt walked out. “Nancy, will you go and disarm all the trackers on that Suburban outside?”
“Sure,” Nancy said, getting up and handing Mike to Ashley. “Come on, Gavin. I’ll show you how to do it.” Gavin jumped up and followed her outside.
An hour later, Michelle laid a sleeping Olivia on the couch still on the nebulizer but breathing much better. She walked in to find Nellie preparing supper with Brittney “helping.” In the corner, Devin and Mike were in their swings rocking back and forth, sound asleep. “Where is everyone?” Michelle asked, picking up a small carrot off the counter, and then tossed it in her mouth.
“Bernard is upstairs with Adam and Alex, getting them a room ready. Ashley is downstairs with Nancy and Gavin as they work on the computer things. Matt and Gerald are out with Nelson,” Nellie said, putting a pan in the oven. “Is Lil Bit better?”
“Much, but she will be tired for the next few days,” Michelle said, moving to the back door. “When Bernard comes down with the boys, tell him to go in the container with the number 3 painted on the door behind our cabin. It’s filled with clothes, shoes, boots, underwear, and toiletries. Tell Bernard to get them some clothes and stuff; he knows the combination. It’s the same as all of our locks.”
“Thank you, sweetie,” Nellie said, walking over and hugging her. 
“Will you keep an ear out for Olivia? I’m going to check on Nelson.”
“You go ahead,” Nellie said, patting her cheek. “You just remind Nelson he better save me some,” Nellie said with her face turning hard. 
“I’ll tell him, and Nellie, make sure the doors stay closed, and keep the kids inside,” Michelle said as she headed to the front door. She checked on Olivia and then walked out. She stopped and marveled at the berm again then walked through the gate, rounding the berm heading for the barn. When she walked in the front, she heard grunting noises coming from the back.
Weaving around the equipment and horse stalls, she found Gerald watching Nelson tase one of the prisoners. Matt picked the limp man up, put him in a metal folding chair, and then sat at a long woodworking table. Michelle looked down the table and saw the other four were sitting at the table with hoods over their heads. Their hands were laid out on the table, and a metal band was over each wrist. On each side of the metal band a long screw was securing it to the table.
When Gerald saw Michelle walk up beside him, he asked, “I’m scared to ask, but what the hell is he doing?”
“This is what he did in Iraq when some of our guys were taken. He knows it works. He tried waterboarding, but as you know, Nelson isn’t one for patience.”
“So what the hell is he doing?” Gerald asked again as Nelson laid a metal band over the man’s right wrist and put a three-inch-long wood screw in a hole on one end. Grabbing a cordless drill, Nelson put the bit on the screw, and with a whine, the drill drove the screw into the table.
Then Nelson pulled out another screw, put it in the hole on the other side of the band, and drilled it into the table, trapping the man’s wrist under the metal band. “Just watch; you’ll understand,” Michelle said with a grin. “Nelson knows it’s all about theatrics.” 
When Nelson had the man’s left hand secured to the table, he walked down the row, taking off their hoods. “He’s used the Taser so much, we had to replace the batteries,” Gerald said, shaking his head.
“He’s always wanted to tase someone,” Michelle said as Matt came over, wiping his face off.
“If he brings the calf back in, I’m heading inside,” Matt said as Nelson picked up a bag, pulling out a digital recorder and a large object with clamps.
“Gentlemen, I want to thank you for being here today,” Nelson said, putting the bag on the table and pulling out a dozen headphones. “I just want you to know if you talk and tell the truth, this day won’t suck that bad.”
They all started mumbling through the duct tape over their mouths, and Nelson raised his hands. “Now, no need to get excited; everyone gets to play in the game today,” he said, and they all shut up, staring at him with wide eyes. “I’m going to talk to each of you while the others have on headphones with music blaring so they can’t hear the answers. Those that lie have bad things happen,” Nelson said, carrying the bag with him as he walked away then set it down.
Everyone heard the clank of metal as the bag hit the floor. “Toys,” Nelson grinned, bending over and pulling out a hammer and two 60 penny nails. Matt sucked in a breath, looking at the eighteen-inch-long nails.
“Holy shit! I didn’t know they made nails that big. The shaft looks the same size as a dime,” Matt said as Nelson walked back to the table. 
“Since mister postman really can’t tell me much, I’m going to show you the bad things that happen to the losers of today’s game,” Nelson said, setting the two long nails on the table in front of the postman, who was crying. “Be brave for your friends. You sat beside them as they hurt Americans, so you must show them how to be brave,” Nelson said, picking up a nail and placing the tip over the back of the postman’s right hand.
Screaming under the duct tape, the postman tried to move his hand, but with the metal band over his wrist, the best he could do was wiggle it a little side to side. “Just warning you, if you move it, I’m likely to go through bone, and that would really suck for you,” Nelson said and the postman stopped wiggling his hand and closed his eyes.
Raising the hammer above his head, the other four watched with wide eyes and Nelson brought the hammer down, driving the giant nail through postman’s hand into the wood table. The postman screamed the loudest under the duct tape as the others tried to stand as Nelson drove the nail through the table, leaving only three inches sticking out the back of the postman’s hand.
“I see he already belted them to the chairs,” Michelle nodded. “He forgot that last time.”
Gerald nodded. “Yeah, and he screwed the chairs to the floor.”
“Yeah, he forgot that the time before,” Michelle laughed. “Nelson was lucky he had the two nailed to a really big table, or they would’ve gotten away.”
Matt slowly turned around. “That’s really not funny.”
“Well, if you had been there, you would’ve thought so,” Michelle laughed. “Nelson learned the first time how he had to screw the bands on the wrist down. I let him use me so he would get that part right; we were on a time table.”
“You let him do that to you?” Matt gasped. 
“Matt, he didn’t drive a nail through my hand. I just let him use my small wrist to find out how to use those metal fasteners to hold someone’s wrist down. If you look close, you see the band actually bends around the wrist, and the screw is driven in at an angle under the wrist. The only way to get out is to pull your hand off. We did have one do that when Nelson got pissed and brought out a blow torch,” Michelle admitted with a long face.
Matt took a step back. “You watched a man pull his own hand off?”
Michelle nodded. “Yeah, that’s when Nelson started belting them to the chair. You can’t pull your hand off unless you can stand using your body weight,” she said with a small grin as Nelson picked up the next nail, rolling it around in the palm of his hand. “Like I said, the next time, he learned he had to have the chair secured to the floor.”
Turning away as Nelson drove in the next nail, Matt looked at Michelle. “You’re not kidding; a man pulled his hand off?”
“Yes, Matt,” she sighed. “It didn’t help much; his other hand was still nailed to the table. Luckily, Nelson already had the blow torch going and cauterized the stump. Nelson had everyone hold the man down and used five-inch wood screws he had and drove them through the man’s stump, screwing his arm to the table. Let me tell you, you aren’t ripping your arm off when it’s screwed to a table.”
Nelson reached over and patted the postman’s face. “You’re not being brave for your friends.”
Behind him, Gerald turned to Michelle. “You mean he’s used this several times in Iraq?” Gerald asked.
“Yes, and once in Afghanistan when a soldier was kidnapped.”
“He let an interpreter watch this?” Gerald gasped.
“Hell no,” Michelle snapped. “Nelson used to be able to speak Arabic, Farsi, Armenian, Pashto, Dari, and Kurdish. I’m sure he could only manage a few words now. Nelson said it was rude going to someone’s country and not speak their language.”
“Shit, I’m surprised the Special Forces didn’t try to snatch him up,” Gerald said, watching Nelson lay out more nails from hell.
“Oh, they tried when he went to Ranger school, but Nelson told them he was getting out after his five years,” Michelle said as Nelson picked up a nail and drove it in Palmer’s right hand.
Moving down the line, Nelson drove a nail in the right hand of the other four. Then he walked around the table, setting down his hammer and wiping sweat off his forehead with the back of his arm. “Those things take some work driving,” he said, rolling a nail across the table. “If you hit them too hard, they bend, and you have to pull it out and start over, and that sucks for everyone.”
The five were rocking back and forth, screaming under their duct tape. He noticed Ivan looking at him. “You want to say something, Ivan?” Stonavitch nodded rapidly. Nelson reached over and pulled the tape off his mouth.
“I tell you what you want, you don’t need to do this. I’m a soldier, let me have my dignity,” Ivan said.
“Ivan, I haven’t shown you the bad part yet,” Nelson said, shaking his head. “Let me show you what happens if you lie. If your friends tell me something different from you, I have to show you what is in store,” Nelson said, walking over to the side of the barn then came back with the end of an extension cord.
He unwound two cables connected to two large, copper clamps: one red, the other black. The wires led to a box with a huge dial on it. “This is my new box. The one I made in the sand box, I had to set up using two forty volts. Here in the U.S., we have one twenty,” Nelson said, clamping the red clamp on the nail in postman’s right hand. He held up the large, black clamp, squeezing the handles to make the jaws open and close.
“I’m sure you see where this is going, but the large dial is a rheostat. It lets me control the voltage that hits you,” Nelson said, clamping the black one on the nail stuck out of the back of the postman’s left hand.
Nelson plugged up his box and looked at the postman. “Be brave pecker wrangler,” he smiled and turned the dial halfway. The postman’s body locked up and vibrated in his chair and foam poured out around the duct tape. “See, I can make sure you don’t pass out. Isn’t that cool?” Nelson said, walking around the table and staring in the postman’s eyes. “See, he’s wide awake.”
The others started bouncing with muffled screams, trying to make their chairs move, but Ivan screamed without duct tape. Nelson walked over, picking a roll of duct tape off the table. “You aren’t being brave for your friends,” Nelson said, covering Ivan’s mouth and wrapping the tape around his head.
Tossing the tape on the table, Nelson looked down at the postman still vibrating in his chair. “Oh, I’m sorry. Your friend was trying to wake the kids,” Nelson said, reaching over and turning the dial down to zero. The postman’s head hit the table between his hands as he panted through his nose.
Reaching over, Nelson unwrapped the tape from postman’s head, uncovering his mouth. “Would you like to tell them what you felt?”
“Please,” postman begged, whimpering. “I was just doing what they told me or my family would be sent to the camps.”
“That’s my cue.” Michelle smiled at Matt and Gerald. “Hey baby,” she said, walking over and kissing him. “Can I play?” she asked, reaching over and turning the dial back halfway. With the postman still bent over the table, his body vibrated, banging his head into the table like a jackhammer.
“Damn you’re sexy,” Nelson said, wrapping his arms around her.
Matt shook his head. “I swear if they have sex on that table with that guy beating his head, I’m going to puke.”
“Shit, I don’t know what I want to do right now,” Gerald said, watching the two kiss. “Part of me wants to go grab a camera.”
Michelle broke the kiss and reached over, turning the knob down. “If they’re bad, call me so we can get nasty on the table as they make it vibrate.”
“Can I just say they are being bad and get to the nasty part?”
Michelle laughed and kissed him. “No, find out what they know, and if they tell the truth, we won’t hurt them anymore.”
The other four gawked at her as she walked back to Gerald and Matt. “She loves me,” Nelson said, grinning.
“Like I said, Nelson learned it’s all about theatrics,” Michelle said, stopping beside Matt and Gerald. 
“So this is just show?” Matt asked.
“A little, but Nelson’s mad,” Michelle said. “When he jokes like this, it’s to keep from blowing up.”
“Now gentlemen, the games begin, and just to let you know, my good friend the calf is right outside in case your day doesn’t suck enough now,” Nelson said, putting headphones on everyone but Palmer.
“This is the boring part; I’ll be inside,” Michelle said, leaving. 
As she left, Matt shook his head. “If the military would’ve kept those two in, everyone in Iraq would’ve surrendered.”
“I always thought I would be the one doing this with a bucket of water and a towel,” Gerald sighed. “Nelson comes in making me feel bad.”
Nelson brought over a chair and sat across from Palmer. He picked up the small, digital music players on the others and pressed play, blaring music in their headphones. “Now, Mr. Federal Agent Palmer, let’s talk.”
***
Nellie had called over the radio telling everyone supper was ready. Matt and Gerald came in the front door arguing. “Damn it, Gerald, she’s your sister,” Matt snapped. “You need to say something about her hitting their toes with a hammer.”
“It’s not my fault they weren’t answering her questions fast enough,” Gerald said, walking into the kitchen.
Nellie stood up. “Little ones are here, so watch your mouth.”
“Yes ma’am,” they said, moving to their chairs.
Bernard laughed as he held Olivia in his lap. “They still talking?”
“Bernard, Nelson got Palmer to admit he cheated on his SATs,” Matt laughed. “It’s crude but effective.”
“What’s Nancy doing there then?” Bernard asked as Olivia picked up her glass.
“Fighting Nelson for question and answer time,” Gerald said. “I had to stop them from throwing punches. I really didn’t want to see Nancy get spanked.”
“What’s she asking about?” Ashley asked, feeding Mike his bottle with a smile since Nancy wasn’t there.
Gerald shrugged. “Sh…stuff about computers,” he said, looking over at Nellie, who was narrowing her eyes.
“Like what?” Gavin asked.
“Gavin, it’s about computers is all I can say, and she seems to only want to talk mostly to Palmer. Every once in a while, she wants to talk to Ivan,” Gerald said, looking over at Michelle feeding Devin. “Michelle, you want me to take over?”
Michelle laughed, setting Devin’s spoon down on his highchair. “Go ahead,” she said, and Gerald jumped up and picked up Devin’s highchair, making him laugh. Setting it beside his chair, Gerald sat down and grabbed Devin’s spoon.
“Did you tell Nelson he had a time limit?” Gerald asked, loading Devin’s spoon.
“Yep, sunset,” Michelle said, looking out the window, and saw it was getting close.
Matt nodded. “That makes sense now why Nelson threatened to tie up Nancy if she didn’t quit asking so many questions.”
Michelle sighed and reached behind her, grabbing the radio off the counter. Bringing it to her mouth, she pressed the button. “Nelson, let Nancy ask questions.”
“Are you fucking kidding!” Nelson shouted over the radio. “I’m almost out of time, and Jakowski won’t tell me what animal he fucked as a kid because Nancy wants to talk to Palmer about some network parameter bullshit!”
“It’s not bullshit, butthead! I am…” they heard Nancy shout as Nelson let go of the transmit key.
“Baby, I’m sitting at the table with the kids,” Michelle said over the radio.
“Hey damn it, there was no way I knew that kids were near, so you can’t hold that against me! Damn it, Nancy, I told you I wanted to screw his feet to the floor. Give…” The radio went silent, and everyone looked at the radio in Michelle’s hand.
“Think I should go out there?” Bernard asked.
“I’m not sure it would be safe,” Michelle stuttered, staring at the radio and jumping when Nancy’s voice shouted over it.
“Damn it, Michelle, your husband just spanked me with a belt!”
Gerald shook his head as they heard the radio cut off like Nelson ripped it from Nancy’s hand. “I knew that was going to happen,” Gerald sighed. “Hate to say it, but that spanking was long overdue.”
Nelson’s voice erupted out of the radio. “Michelle, she asked for that spanking. She’s messing up my technique. Damn it, Nancy, the blow torch is for later!” they heard Nelson’s voice fade as he dropped the radio.
Matt picked up his fork. “Be damned if I go out there.”
“Michelle, he wouldn’t really hurt Nancy, would he?” Gerald asked, and Gavin laughed with Michelle.
“No, Nelson loves her just as he loves everyone here, but he will spank her as…butt,” Michelle said.
Nodding, Gerald fed Devin another spoonful. “Call Nelson, and tell him I have a leather belt hanging on my bedroom closet.”
“Nelson, are you still there?” Michelle asked, keying the radio.
“Hell yes, but I’m about to tie up Nancy. I’m not done with Palmer, and she won’t quit!” Nelson shouted, and Nancy yelled in the background.
“It’s my turn, damn it. You used your turn on the sack of shit Jakowski!”
“Baby, let her talk to him. I’m sure I’ll be happy with what you have,” Michelle said.
“Are you sure because I want to get my Solo outfit out again,” Nelson said in a low voice as a scream sounded in the background. “For fuck’s sake, Nancy! If Bernard sees you pulling that calf back like that, he’s going to spank your ass!”
“It seems to hurt more when I yank the calf’s mouth off, shithead! I’ll buy Bernard a new baby cow!” Nancy yelled as a scream erupted in the background, and the radio went dead.
“I’m never watching The Cowboy Way again,” Matt said, grimacing as he shifted in his chair.
“I think I want to see this movie,” Bernard said, chuckling.
“Baby, I hope you’re not spanking Nancy,” Michelle said in the radio, laughing.
Everyone heard noise coming over the radio like someone was fumbling the transmit key. Then a blood-curdling scream sounded over it, startling everyone, then suddenly cut off. “Was that a man?” Gavin asked.
“I don’t know,” Michelle mumbled, looking at the radio. “I wonder if they got hurt fighting over the blow torch.”
Bernard stood up. “I’m going to check on them,” he said, about to put Olivia down in his chair when the radio went off.
“Michelle,” Nelson whispered with a blood-curdling scream in the background. “Are you there?”
“Yes, Nelson, is everything alright?”
“Michelle, what is an ‘otaku carpet muncher?’” Nelson asked in a whisper as Nancy ranted in the background over the scream, and the sound cut off.
“Uh oh,” Gerald said. 
“What is that he said?” Michelle asked.
“Otaku is Japanese slang for a super nerd, and you can guess what a carpet muncher is,” Gerald said, shaking his head.
“Nelson,” Michelle said, keying the radio. 
“Damn it, Nancy, you can’t screw his nut to a metal chair using a wood screw!” Nelson’s voice bellowed over the radio then went silent.
Bernard sat back in his chair. “On second thought, I’m just going to wait on them.”
“Why is Nancy trying to screw nuts to a metal chair?” Olivia asked in a hoarse, weak voice.
Michelle yanked her head up. “Uh, I don’t know, baby. Maybe she can’t crack them,” Michelle said, keying the radio. “Nelson, I’m turning the radio off. You and Nancy need to come and eat.” Turning the radio off, Michelle put it back on the counter.
“The kids need to learn to share their toys,” Nellie chuckled.
Matt shifted in his chair, making uncomfortable faces. “Man, the jewels,” he moaned.
Everyone started eating and talking about what was said over the radio. It was dark when the front door banged open. “I can’t believe you carried me out of the barn over your shoulder!” Nancy screeched.
“I can’t believe you drove a five-inch wood screw through Jakowski’s nut and through a metal chair using a blow torch to make him stay still!” Nelson bellowed as they walked in the kitchen.
Nellie jumped out of her chair. “That’s enough, you two, or I’m going to get a belt,” she snapped.
“He already spanked me. Twice!” Nancy yelled, pointing at Nelson.
Nellie put her hand on her hips. “I promise mine hurt much worse.” Nancy cast her eyes on the floor and walked around the table, dropping down in her chair.
Walking over, Nelson sat down beside Michelle, who was laughing silently. “I don’t think it’s that funny. She was almost worse than you were,” Nelson said, fixing a plate.
“So what did you find out?” Michelle snorted, trying not to laugh.
“The government has active extermination sites set up. They have emptied the prisons and told the prisoners to stay out of the cities, but they could have free reign in the country as long as they don’t attack any government sites,” Nelson said, grabbing a glass of tea. “I would really like to talk about this without little ears around.” 
Nellie got up. “Kids, let’s go to the den so I can put on a movie for you.” Gavin sighed and got up, leaving with the others.
Hearing what Nelson said, Michelle’s mouth was hanging open. “How could they?” Michelle gasped.
Swallowing a mouthful, Nelson nodded. “Yeah, I knew if those at the top made a play, it would be bad, but I never would’ve dreamed they would move this fast.”
Leaning back in his chair, Gerald said, “Why do you think government departments ordered ammunition by the billions? Excluding the Army, Homeland alone has more ammo stockpiled than all the other branches combined, but even they have more ammo than the Army does. They have more drones than all the services and the CIA. Before this, Homeland and the State Department had a standing army of two hundred thousand military contractors. That is two corps or ten divisions in military terms.”
 Shaking his head Matt looked at Gerald, “Counting the reserves, the U.S. military is around two million.” 
“True,” Gerald said, leaning over the table. “But what you don’t realize is in military terms, a division is ten thousand, but only a third of that is an actual fighting force. It takes three people in the rear to keep one soldier on the front. Homeland and the State Department just buy and throw money to supply their troops. All two hundred thousand of their army is fighters. They use their own organizations to supply, feed, transport, and provide care. They had as many warfighters as the military before this.”
Nelson set his glass down. “Yeah and now, they have almost three hundred thousand more, and over three quarters are from foreign militaries. Ivan was SPETSNAZ, more appropriately Alpha Group, Russian Special Forces. Jakowski was Wojska Specjaine or WS, Polish Special Forces. They admitted to meeting thousands from foreign countries’ Special Forces or advanced combat troops. I mean, I heard everything from Jægerkorpset, or The Hunter Group, Denmark’s Special Forces, and from the last, I heard in forty years, they have only trained less than four hundred people. France’s Foreign Legion, South African special forces known as Recces, Einsatzkommando Cobra or EKO-Cobra, Austrian special forces, hell, they even talked about Kenyan special forces, I didn’t even know they had an army,” Nelson said, leaning back. “The only one they haven’t heard of in this contractor army was Sayeret Matkal or any of the other Israeli Special Forces.”
“Shit,” Bernard mumbled. “How could we let that happen?”
“Easy,” Gerald chuckled. “They didn’t tell us, and when we found out, someone in Hollywood suddenly had a scandal to take up the headlines.”
Michelle shook her head. “Okay, that sucks, but how does that change our position?”
“Quite a lot actually,” Nelson said. “We have to make sure they can’t get close to us. These boys specialize in close combat. I can’t believe I got past a member of Alpha Group in hand-to-hand.”
Gerald laughed as he slapped the table. “Nelson, you had everyone so off guard trying to use the Force you could’ve taken out a full team of any group. You aren’t slow by any stretch of the imagination.”
“Don’t try to use the Force again,” Michelle growled. “If you do, I’ll shoot you in the knees.”
Nelson held up his hands. “Point taken,” he said. “We need to get ready and haul ass to this safe house.”
“You’re still going?” Michelle asked. “How do you know others aren’t already there?”
“No one but Palmer can unlock the house. It has a palm scanner, numeric punch pad, and a digital card lock. Team members can get in the supply area. It looks like a large shop with roll up doors beside the house, but when they try, Ivan has to approve them before the doors open. He’s the team leader for this area,” Nelson said, grinning.
“So you have to take Palmer to get in?” Michelle asked.
“No,” Nelson said, reaching in his tactical vest. He pulled out a zip lock bag and held it up. “I took his right hand. I have the code and his card.”
Staring at the severed hand in the bag, Michelle asked, “You’re keeping it next to you?”
“Well yeah,” Nelson scoffed, stuffing the gruesome prize under his vest. “The scanner won’t work if the hand is less than eighty degrees.”
“I will need at least three hours when we get there,” Nancy said, pushing her plate back. “Those that go need to keep your face covered at all times, and don’t take your gloves off. I assure you, they have your prints. Don’t use names either. These houses are recorded and memory dumped every hour. No one is watching them, but if something happens, they like to pull up video. Nelson and I are going to say things, but don’t act alarmed or ask questions. Just let us do it and get what we need.”
“Says the super spook,” Nelson mumbled. 
Nancy narrowed her eyes at him. “You used the damn torch, so that meant I got a turn.”
Tapping his vest, Nelson said, “Hello, I chopped a guy’s hand off. He was bleeding everywhere.”
“It was my turn,” Nancy growled. 
Leaning back and crossing his arms over his chest, he asked, “You know that’s not what the song ‘Chestnuts Roasting on an Open Fire’ means. It’s not even close to Christmas, so why did you have to sing it while torching Jakowski’s nuts?” Nelson asked.
“Seemed like the thing to do,” Nancy said, crossing her arms.
“Nelson, enough,” Michelle grinned.
“Oh yeah, you take her side. You’re still mad at me,” Nelson snapped, waving a hand at Nancy. “I can’t keep the tempo going when someone brings in bolt cutters and a cheese grater when I take a break.”
Michelle shook her head. “You said I could ask them questions. I wanted Alice back before they hurt her.”
“You almost took that guy’s arm off with a fucking cheese grater!”
Jumping up, Michelle squared off with Nelson and shouted, “He wouldn’t be fucking still!”
Matt leaned over the table, looking at Gerald, who was trying not to laugh. “Gerald, I nominate them to question anyone we get.”
“That’s enough,” Nellie said, walking back in. “The kids can hear that.”
Wiping his eyes, Bernard asked, “So when do you want to leave?”
“In an hour,” Nelson said. “So you know Adam and Alex?”
The smile fell off Bernard’s face as he nodded. “Yes,” Nellie said, sitting down. “The guns Bernard didn’t buy from you, he bought from Tim, their father. Tim and Carla adopted the boys when they were infants. They will be eleven next month.”
Nelson nodded and looked at Bernard. “Just to let you know, Jakowski is the one that killed them. Not before he raped Carla with Tim tied up beside her.”
Bernard jumped up so fast his chair hit the floor. He spun around and stomped out of the house. “Bernard!” Nellie shouted, running after him.
“Don’t stop me, woman! I need to check the wood chipper!”
“Stop you? I’m helping, you ass!”
Nelson stood up. “Ashley, will you keep an eye on the little ones till they finish with the wood chipper?”
“Sure, but I just want to say I’m getting tired of being left behind,” she said, crossing her arms.
“It can’t be helped this time. We need people who’ve been under fire, and Nancy is going to do evil shit to a computer,” Nelson said.
Ashley let out a sigh. “I know.”
“Think Olivia will be okay?” Nelson asked, looking at Michelle.
“She’ll be fine; she just needs rest.”
“We leave in one hour. Michelle and I will be in the Suburban from Hell with Matt, and Gerald and Nancy will take his Bronco,” Nelson said, getting up.
“I’m taking my trailer,” Gerald said, getting up, and Michelle cut her eyes at him. “Hey, don’t start. You’ve nagged me enough for one day, and I don’t get fringe benefits.”
Startled, Michelle jumped back. “What?”
“You heard me; nag Nelson,” Gerald said, heading for the door. “You can start on me again tomorrow, but you can only nag me so much in one day without benefits.”
As Gerald walked out the door, Michelle, in shock, turned to Nelson. “What the hell was that about?”
“Don’t know,” Nelson shrugged. “Let’s get ready,” he said, moving to the back door.
After getting more ammo and checking gear, the group met in front of the house. Nancy was the last to show and carried a large gym bag. She opened the passenger door of the Bronco and tossed it in. “I’m ready,” she said, taking her AR off her shoulder as she climbed in.
A scream split the night as they loaded up. Nelson was driving with Matt beside him and Michelle in the back with the mini gun. She had refused to let Nelson ride as the gunner. Nelson followed Gerald to the barn to get his trailer.
Nelson was shocked when Gerald backed up to his covered trailer. Matt jumped out and waved Gerald back as Nelson got out, and another scream split the air. “Why I like duct tape,” Nelson mumbled as Matt told Gerald to stop. Gerald got out of the Bronco, and as he helped Matt hook the trailer up, Nelson said, “Gerald, you can haul more stuff on your open trailer.” 
“I know,” Gerald said, hooking up the lights. “They’re both twenty feet, but nobody can tell what I’m hauling in this one unless they look inside.”
“Your Bronco can haul that thing loaded down? The trailer you came out with wasn’t that long, and it looked like your Bronco was getting yanked everywhere. Fully loaded, I’m betting this thing will weigh close to eight thousand pounds. That’s almost twice what you weigh.”
“Never thought about that,” Gerald said, taking the wheel chocks out. “It handled full loads of pallet and crated ammo. I could only manage sixty but did just fine.”
Nelson just shook his head. “You have more ammo than I do, don’t you?”
Gerald grinned. “I can double you easy.” Turning away, Gerald opened the door of his Bronco as another scream split the night. “Now you have me beat with guns, but you cheated ripping off your store.”
“I didn’t cheat,” Nelson said, stomping.
Gerald laughed. “Hey, if I would’ve been you, I would’ve found a semi somewhere and probably got caught. You took what you figured you could get away with. I’m greedy, and you’re not.”
“Like hell,” Nelson mumbled. “I should’ve found a semi. I never thought about that.”
“We are driving blacked out, right?” Gerald asked, holding up his night vision goggles.
Nelson’s head snapped up. “Hell yes. I’m not telling everyone where I’m at,” he said, spinning around. “I could’ve gotten a semi, shit!”
As they climbed in, Nelson heard the big engine on Bernard’s wood chipper crank up. “Chicken feed time,” Nelson said, jumping in the Suburban.
Michelle looked at Nelson in the rearview mirror as he started the engine. “Nelson, we couldn’t have gotten a semi here, so let it go.”
“Shit, you don’t know that! You know how much shit we could’ve gotten?” Nelson snapped, pulling out on the dirt road. He pulled out his goggles and put them on. “I could’ve gotten a semi!” he shouted, hitting the steering wheel.
“I’m punching Gerald when we stop,” Michelle groaned. 
 



Chapter Six
It was slow going on the back roads as they drove well south of Eminence, and they had to go almost ten miles past Eminence to get a back road that went north. This road led into Highway 106, and they headed west toward Eminence. The safe house was the last house on a dead end road. 
When Nelson pulled on the highway, he stomped the gas, speeding the five miles to the dirt road the safe house was on. Turning on it, he noticed the one other house on this road was dark. “Feels weird not seeing people,” he mumbled.
“If we don’t see anyone, that will be fine with me,” Matt said, gripping his AR and looking out his window. 
“Baby, you’re leaving the hand here; it’s starting to smell,” Michelle said from the back.
Glancing over his shoulder, he sassed, “Well I wasn’t planning on keeping it.”
“Just making sure.”
When he neared the end of the road, Nelson saw the mailbox and pointed. “No one is here. The flag is down. Cover your face from here on out,” he said, stopping beside the mailbox. Rolling down his window, Nelson reached out and raised the flag.
“You are telling them we are here?” Matt gasped.
Rolling his window up, Nelson said, “Well yeah, if they don’t see the safe sign and roll up seeing people, they know they are hostile.” He pulled off the road and onto the driveway. The house was large with a two-car garage and much larger metal shop beside it. “Six, ten-foot, roll-up doors, and I bet those last two are close to eighteen feet,” Nelson said, staring at the dark house and shop.
“Nelson, if that building isn’t ten thousand square feet, I’ll kiss your ass. Bernard’s barn is eight thousand square feet, and I know that’s bigger,” Matt said in awe.
As Nelson stopped in front of the house, Gerald drove over to the shop. As they climbed out, Michelle looked at the house. “Fuck the shop; I want the house,” she said. 
“It’s not really wood,” Nelson said, pointing at the house. “The walls are reinforced concrete six inches thick. None of the windows open; they are all eight-inch-thick Lexan.”
Looking up at the house in her goggles, Michelle asked, “They use both floors?”
“And the basement,” Nelson said, pulling out the zip lock bag. Walking on the porch, he moved a brass Welcome sign beside the door, exposing a touch screen. Nelson pulled out the hand and laid it on the screen. Everyone jumped as a light bar ran up and down the screen, almost making their goggles shut off.
Nelson took the severed hand off, and they saw the outline of the hand light up on the screen. A soft buzzer sounded, and a small, letter-size mailbox popped open with a backlit key pad. Nelson dropped the hand and pulled up an index card, punching in numbers. 
When the buzzer sounded again, Nelson ran a card along the door frame, and the door popped open. “Welcome, Agent Palmer. You have two private messages, one message from command, none urgent,” a female computer voice said from inside. 
“A talking house,” Nelson said, taking off his goggles. “Take the goggles off because when we walk in, the lights turn on.” He turned to make sure everyone had their goggles off and faces covered with a balaclava.
“No names,” Nancy said, walking past Nelson and pointing at the decorative brass porch light. “There is a camera in there and microphone.” When Nancy walked in, the lights inside came on. Nelson stepped back off the porch, looking at the lit up windows. “Close curtains,” Nancy said, walking further into the house. They watched all the windows slowly get covered by curtains, blocking all the light.
“She acts like she’s been in a house like this,” Matt whispered.
They all went inside to a spacious living room, and Michelle stopped from closing the door. “You can close it,” Nancy said. “All locks are off now and can only be turned on by Palmer. He’s helped us a lot with the latex mold of his hand filled with hot water. With him and the others in the upper levels, we’ll win this yet.”
“Yep,” Nelson said, moving out of the living room. “Ivan loves the money he gets to keep.”
Michelle shook her head. “Great, I’m in a play and don’t know my lines,” she said under her breath.
They walked around the house and soon realized it was made for lots of people. With the exception of the living room and den, the rest of the downstairs looked like offices. They went upstairs, and all the rooms had bunk beds with wall lockers except the master bedroom. 
Nelson walked over to a bedside table, grabbing a photo of Palmer with a woman and two kids. “Palmer only wanted us to grab this,” Nelson said. “We should have his family safely tucked away tomorrow.”
Oh shit, Michelle thought, realizing what game Nancy and Nelson were playing.
When they went in the basement, all façade of a house disappeared. The walls were concrete, and a huge computer set up with a dozen monitors was the first thing they saw. And Nancy was sitting in the main chair, emptying her gym bag. She pulled out several portable hard drives and cases that held dozens of flash drives each.
“I’m going to make contact with the others in Palmer’s group. I know he said his hand print turned off all recordings, but keep your faces covered anyway,” Nancy said, running USB cords to some of the portable hard drives. “I’ll make a copy of detainees in the area first. Then I’ll let the contact at NSA know to release the virus.”
“We’re good. The last memory dump was at nineteen hundred. Even if Palmer’s code doesn’t turn off the recording, the next one is at midnight, and he said they won’t get checked unless something happens,” Nelson said, stopping behind Nancy. “Still wish he would’ve come.”
“He had to take Ivan and Jakowski to get his family; he doesn’t trust the others on the team to go through with anything,” Nancy said, grabbing the mouse and moving through files.
“Checking the rest of the area,” Nelson said, walking away. He walked down the hall and stopped at one room with a big window showing a surgery table. “Been in several of those,” Nelson said, seeing tools on the wall that weren’t used for surgery. “I like blow torches much better.”
The others followed, seeing two more torture rooms. Nelson opened the last door and found an examination table with cabinets around the room. “First Aid, take what you need,” he said, turning to look at Michelle. “They will have shit only a hospital will have.”
Michelle nodded and moved over. As she opened cabinets, she started getting lightheaded seeing all the medications. Nelson reached past her, grabbing a big bottle. “Ooh, go pills,” he mewed.
“You do remember only one a day, right?” Michelle said, opening the rest of the cabinets. 
“Hell yeah. Stayed awake a week on these working for the Agency,” Nelson said, shoving the bottle in his vest.
“We need some blood?” Matt asked, opening the refrigerator in the corner. 
“Won’t last,” Michelle said, walking over. “You three go and get all the carry bags upstairs that Palmer said would be here,” Michelle ad-libbed, making Nelson startle. 
“Damn, you are a smart and fine woman,” Nelson grinned under his balaclava.
“Go,” Michelle laughed, pushing him out the door. 
Matt and Gerald ran after Nelson upstairs. They went in all the rooms, grabbing suitcases and duffle bags. Those that held something, they dumped on the floor. Stuffing duffel bags and gym bags in suitcases, they each carried an arm load down to the basement.
When they walked past Nancy, she told them, “Find out what equipment is left in the inventory in the team’s shop.”
“Ivan said it was all left for us,” Nelson said, dropping the bags on the floor. “That’s why the others went with local law enforcement.”
“Just make sure. What we don’t take, Palmer wants destroyed,” Nancy said, typing away. “Don’t move my hat on the picture.”
They all looked around and saw a cheap painting on the concrete wall with Nancy’s cap taped over the middle. “I’m so out of my league,” Matt mumbled, walking past with his armload then dumping it in the infirmary. Michelle grabbed a suitcase, pulled out a duffel bag, and started raking the shelves’ contents into it.
Nelson led them through the kitchen to the side door. He opened the door, stepping out on a covered walkway to the shop, and lights on the walkway turned on. When Gerald closed the door, Matt leaned over to whisper in Nelson’s ear. Knowing what Matt was doing, Nelson pulled back, pointing at the ceiling of the walkway. 
Gerald and Matt looked up to see a camera. “Damn,” Matt mumbled.
Leading the two, Nelson opened the door to the shop, and the lights cut on. “Mama mia,” Nelson moaned, looking around the shop. Racks of weapons were in a back corner forming aisles, and vehicles were parked neatly at the front. “Those are fucking 6x6 Cougar MRAP (Mine-Resistant Ambush Protected),” Nelson moaned.
“Yeah, but look at this,” Gerald said, walking between dune buggies with weapons mounted on them. Stopping at a stack of hard storage cases, he panted and said, “These are Stingers.”
Nelson looked over at another stack of hard cases. “Holy hell,” he said and walked over. “Javelins,” he moaned with reverence.
Gerald walked over. “Talk,” he said, nodding outside. 
“Yeah, but only a hundred feet away in whispers with lips almost touching ears,” Nelson said, heading for the door.
They walked out, leaving the walkway out onto a manicured lawn in front of the house. When they were far away, Gerald grabbed Nelson and pulled his head over. “We are taking the Cougar with the fifty. The other has a mini gun, and we have one on the Suburban,” he barely whispered. Even only a foot away, Matt hardly heard it. 
Nelson yanked Gerald’s head until his ear was at his mouth. “Are you fucking crazy? Those damn things are loud as hell not to mention huge,” he whispered as Gerald leaned his head toward Nelson’s ear.
“It has a remote firing station with a fifty caliber. It can fire over the berm without us exposing ourselves. We can build a shed for it and keep it hidden, but we need that.”
Gerald pulled back, and Nelson nodded as Matt yanked both of their heads to his mouth. “Just what the fuck do they need shit like this stashed around America for? I’m not a dumb ass; this shit and this house has been here for years,” he whispered excitedly.
“They started building infrastructure for armed rebellion after 9/11,” Gerald whispered in Matt’s ear. “I’ll tell you more, but we have a lot of work to do.”
Gerald leaned back, and Matt nodded. Leaning forward again, Gerald pulled both of them close. “I’ll point out what goes first. We take all explosives, Stingers, Javelins, and weapons. If we still have room, we’ll take ammo. We load the Cougar first then pull it out and back the Bronco and trailer in.”
Reaching up, Nelson grabbed Gerald’s head. “We are taking all night or thermal vision, so don’t start. There are two General Dynamics armored FLYER 72s. I want the one with the mini gun,” he whispered. Gerald nodded and turned around, heading back to the shop. 
They followed Gerald around the shop as he prioritized what they wanted and needed to load first. He stopped at a stack of crates labeled “C-4 High Explosive.” Opening the back of the Cougar, Nelson threw Palmer’s severed hand in the driver’s seat, and then they formed a chain to load. When most were in, Gerald grabbed boxes of primers, rolls of wire, remotes, and detonators for them to load. Next were several rolls of det cord.
As Gerald looked at the other explosives, Nelson picked up a crate of M67 fragmentation grenades and motioned for Matt to help. Gerald watched them load up the crates and pointed at boxes of shape charges, and Nelson flipped him off then grabbed another crate of grenades.
Gerald gave a scowl and picked up the fifty-pound shape charge, loading it himself. When he put it in the back of the Cougar, he had a change of heart and helped load more grenades. Gerald did stop Nelson from taking all the fragmentation grenades. He pointed at boxes of M14 thermite grenades and M47 tear gas grenades. Nelson sighed and started grabbing cases.
When the back of the Cougar was literally packed with explosives, Michelle walked in. “I’m done loading mine; need some help?” she asked and looked at the back of the Cougar. “Holy mother of God,” she gasped, looking at the pile of explosives.
Nelson walked past her, grinning and carrying another crate of M67 grenades, and put them in the passenger floorboard. “Look what I found,” he said, pulling her to the back. Stopping at a stack of crates, Michelle chuckled, reading “M18A1 Claymore Anti-personnel mine.” Still grinning, Nelson grabbed one and carried it to the passenger door of the Cougar. As they loaded their crates, Matt held up a crate of flash bangs.
“I’m not driving this one,” Michelle mumbled then helped fill the passenger side. When nothing else would fit, Gerald climbed in as Nelson opened the massive overhead door. Gerald cranked the engine, and Nelson groaned at the loud rumble as Gerald pulled out.
Feeling Michelle stare at him, Nelson turned, looking for her. He didn’t find her until he turned all the way around. She was pointing at the Cougar as Gerald drove out and holding up her hand, wanting an explanation. Not in the mood for another twisting head whisper conversation, he just shrugged and pointed at the FLYER 72.
It looked like a blunt dune buggy from Hell. Nelson got to use some in Iraq and loved the things. He walked over and started loading crates in the FLYER as Michelle groaned but helped as Gerald backed the trailer and Bronco in.
The FLYER was loaded down by the time Gerald lowered the overhead door. Walking over to the racks of weapons, Gerald grabbed an armload, and the others followed suit. Matt grinned and wanted to ask what some of the weapons were but held his tongue. They loaded all the weapons, and Gerald coughed, seeing Nelson carrying a Carl Gustav M3.
“I like a fucking rocket launcher that I only have to carry rounds for and can keep using the launcher,” he huffed. 
“It’s a recoilless rifle.” 
“Eat me, it shoots a big ass rocket,” Nelson said, walking away.
“I’m taking a piss,” Matt said, walking out.
As Nelson was putting the Gustav in the trailer, Gerald came in and set down two crates of rounds for the 84mm recoilless rifle. He leaned real close to Nelson’s ear. “You know you can take the other FLYER right? They are designed to tow each other without a driver in the tow vehicle,” he breathed out.
“We take it,” Nelson said in a regular voice as he stood and grinned.
They passed Michelle heading to the trailer with an armload of weapons. When Nelson walked over to an Mk19 automatic grenade launcher, Gerald snapped his fingers. Nelson turned around, and Gerald was shaking his head and dropped his hand to his pistol. 
“Jeesh,” Nelson said, raising his hands.
“Thank you,” Michelle said, walking past Gerald. 
As they loaded the trailer, Matt came in. “Hey guys, there’s a boat in the backyard,” he said. “It’s like three years old, but I swear it’s never been used.”
“Yeah,” Nelson said, walking out of the trailer. “Palmer said it was for cover so none of the neighbors would think anything other than weird rich people lived here.”
“Figured, but there is also a sixteen-foot trailer out there,” Matt said.
“Palmer didn’t mention that,” Nelson said, stopping.
“Shit,” Michelle mumbled, walking past Nelson to the racks of weapons.
“Matt, go see if that Suburban has a hitch,” Nelson said, heading for the weapons. “My luck it does, but it won’t be the right size ball.”
As they continued loading the trailer, they heard the Suburban crank up and pull past the shop. “Guess my luck is good today,” Nelson grinned.
“Not for long,” Michelle mumbled.
When all the racks were empty, they loaded what Stingers and Javelins they didn’t get in the Cougar. Matt came in and just grabbed crates from a stack he saw someone else grab one off. When the trailer was packed, they loaded the back of the Bronco with cans of ammunition. 
As Gerald raised the overhead door, Nancy came in the side and looked around. “Made a real dent,” she said as she walked over to Gerald and handed him a piece of paper.
“One more hour and fifteen minutes for what you want,” Gerald said, tucking the paper in his pocket.
“Good, then I can finish,” Nancy said, turning around. “You will be able to do it, right?”
“I’m going to act like I didn’t hear that,” Gerald said, climbing into the Bronco. Nancy laughed as she walked out the door.
As Gerald pulled out, Nelson started loading the other FLYER. “N…” Michelle started but caught herself. “We have one.”
“Well, we are taking two. Watch,” Nelson said and grinned under the balaclava. 
As they loaded the other FLYER, Gerald backed the Suburban in with the trailer attached, and Nelson groaned, seeing the sides of the trailer were only two feet tall. “There has to be straps or rope in here,” he mumbled and started tearing the shop apart until he found some rope, six straps, and one tarp.
“Ammo, belted only, all of the stacks of fifty caliber, 7.62 and 5.56 then 4.6x30mm and 5.7x28. Palmer has all the loose stuff in regular calibers we need from confiscations,” Gerald said, closing the overhead door. “That Suburban, we fill as well,” he said, pointing at one of the two Suburbans parked on the other end. 
“Dude, if you’re talking about these cans,” Matt said, pointing at pallets of fifty cal ammo cans, “that alone is half the trailer.”
“Want to bet?” Gerald said and cut the plastic wrapping off the pallets.
“Sucker bet,” Michelle said, grabbing two cans.
They formed a line and loaded them on the trailer. Matt just looked at the stacked ammo cans three feet over the side rails. Then Gerald carried over one of the pallets and stuck it between the cans and the side of the trailer. That extended the sides of the trailer to five feet tall.
“Yeah, I feel stupid,” Matt mumbled and carried over more pallets, putting them on the front. When all the belted ammo was loaded, they filled the last four feet with the special 4.6mm and 5.7mm submachine gun ammunition.
As the others tied it down, Nelson walked to a metal cabinet at the back wall. “I know what you hold, baby,” he mumbled, grinning. He opened the doors, grinning at the hard cases of night vision and thermal, goggles and monoculars. Seeing an identification number he didn’t know, Nelson grabbed the case. 
He opened it, pulling out a monocular that was much bigger than any he had seen. “PSQ/20,” Gerald said behind him. “Thermal and night vision combo.”
“Oh yes,” Nelson said, putting them back. “All of this is coming.”
“Go through the lockers on the wall, and find you a helmet that fits,” Gerald said, grabbing cases. “You can’t use those without a helmet.”
Nelson ran over to the fifty personnel lockers on the wall and started opening them until he found a tactical helmet that fit perfectly. Knowing Michelle’s size, he went back through and grabbed one then carried it over. “Try this,” he said, putting it on her.
“Uh,” she huffed as he put it on. “Hey, that’s not bad,” she said, liking the weight of the tactical helmet and how the straps wrapped around her chin. “Thank you.”
They emptied the locker of all the night vision and thermals into the Suburban, and Matt went through the helmets until he found him and Ashley tactical helmets. Sighing, Nelson went over and just grabbed all the helmets and looked in one of the lockers and saw body armor. “We can make it fit,” he said, grabbing it.
“I’m going to shoot that boy,” Gerald mumbled, walking over to help Nelson.
“Get in line,” Michelle said, going over. When the stuff was loaded, Matt had to take a running start to close the passenger door.
Gerald went over to the FLYERs that were parked one behind the other aimed at one of the overhead doors. Going to the back, he pulled out a heavy bar with big circles at each end. On the front bumper of the FLYER parked behind the other one, Gerald pulled a cotter pin out of one-inch pin in the front bumper. 
Putting one of the holes on the bar over the hole over the bumper, Gerald shoved the one-inch pin and the cotter pin in the bottom of the holding pin. Then he did the same thing on the rear bumper, and the rear FLYER was now trailered to the lead FLYER. 
“Pull it out,” Gerald said then pointed to Michelle then the Suburban. He walked over, hitting the button to raise the door in front of the FLYERs. Nelson jumped in; he wanted to drive the one in the back with the M134 mini gun, but this was okay. Having only glanced at the weapon on this one, he looked up and jumped. 
“A GAU19,” he mumbled in almost holy reverence. “Never even got to see one, much less touch one.” Hearing the Suburban pull out, Nelson started the FLYER and pulled out and could tell he was pulling a heavy load. 
When he was outside, he saw the Suburban riding low and the trailer squatting really low. Closing his eyes, he prayed, We only have to go thirty miles. Please let the trailer hold up. Satisfied, he climbed out and followed the others inside.
They found Nancy in the offices going through filing cabinets and pulling out folders. She looked up to see them and turned to Gerald. He jerked his head to the side. “I need that suitcase,” she said, grabbing her gym bag and tossing a folder in a suitcase full of folders, bound papers, and three-ring binders. 
Gerald walked out behind Nancy as Matt and Nelson fought to close the suitcase. As Matt lifted the suitcase up on its wheels, Nelson walked around the desk. He saw a glass case of metal tubes and grinned. “Cuban,” he said, reading the label. Michelle stomped her foot behind him, but Nelson grabbed the case anyway.
The three walked outside, digging out night vision goggles with Nelson getting in the FLYER, Michelle in the Suburban with the trailer, Matt in Gerald’s Bronco, and Nancy climbed in the Suburban without a trailer. Nelson looked around for Gerald and saw the driver’s door of the Cougar standing open and the seat empty.
It was ten minutes later that Gerald walked out of the house and closed the door. He strolled over to the Cougar and climbed in. When he started up, the others did as well. Gerald led them back to the road as Nancy stopped and lowered the flag at the mailbox then climbed back in her Suburban.
They pulled on the highway, and Gerald went as fast as he could, but all the vehicles were just starting to pick up speed when he slowed, pulled over on the shoulder of the road, and stopped on the highway. Nelson started panicking, thinking something was wrong, and saw Nancy jump out of her Suburban and lift the hood. 
She climbed up on the bumper, taking off her night vision goggles, and turned on a flashlight as she dug under the hood. She then jumped off and shut the hood as Nelson climbed out, grabbing his AR and spinning around, expecting choppers to start landing any minute. 
“Relax,” Gerald said, walking up.
“You could’ve given a hint that we were stopping for Nancy to kill the tracking stuff,” Nelson said, looking around. “Why did we have to stop on the fucking highway and not on one of the tiny dirt roads hiding behind trees?”
“We want them to think we stayed on the highway,” Gerald said, turning to see Nancy climbing under the Cougar. “We’ll be moving in less than ten minutes.”
Nelson turned and saw Nancy digging under the hood of the Cougar. “How the hell did her little ass open that hood?”
“I did it for her,” Gerald said, pulling the balaclava off his face and adjusting his goggles.
Nancy ran back to them and climbed under the FLYER, shining the flashlight, and part of the beam hit Nelson’s goggles, shutting them down. “Damn it,” he mumbled, lifting them and blinking.
“You can take your balaclava off now,” Gerald said as Nancy ran to the back of his FLYER, opening the back.
“No, I have no side windows. I’ve convoyed on dirt roads before; I’ll keep it on,” Nelson said as Nancy crawled under the second FLYER.
“Nice choice, Nelson. The FLYER is an excellent vehicle, and these have the full SOCOM load out,” she said, crawling out and jogging to the back and opened the compartment.
Nelson looked inside and saw the screens and stuff. “Yeah, but can I use it, or should I say, can you teach me what the hell all of it is? I only got to ride in the test vehicle for the FLYER 60 but liked it. I’ve read about these.”
“I can give you the manual when we get home,” she said as she closed the compartment. “Let’s boogie,” she said, jogging to her Suburban.
“I’ll lead,” Gerald said. “The sight of that monster should deter someone.”
“Yeah, that’s what I don’t like,” Nelson said, climbing in.
“I have a remote fire system; they won’t be telling anyone,” Gerald laughed as he jogged to his Cougar.
They were five miles from the turn on their road when one of the tires on the trailer Michelle was hauling popped. “Babe, my trailer is acting really wild,” she said over the radio.
“You have a flat on your left side,” he said and saw the second tire on the left side pop in his night vision goggles. “Make that two.”
“We don’t have spares.”
“Just drag the damn thing home. We don’t care about the truck or trailer, just the cargo,” he said then amended, “You most of all.”
“Aw,” she said as both tires on the right blew out.
“Front, you need to slow; she is pulling a trailer with four flats,” Nelson called out.
“Will do, at our road,” Gerald said, slowing and swinging the giant Cougar wide as he made the right turn. “Only six miles now.”
Nelson watched Nancy take the turn, and Michelle started to swing wide, starting the turn when Nelson watched one tire and rim snap off the left side and roll on down the road. As Michelle turned on the road, the trailer buckled as the second left tire shot off into the ditch. 
“What the hell was that?” Michelle called out. 
“Sheared the rims off the left side, and I think you broke an axle,” Nelson said as a loud pop sounded, and the trailer dropped down on the road. “If you didn’t, you have now,” Nelson said, watching both tires on the right side roll off in the ditch. 
“I’m in low gear almost red lining and can only go twelve miles an hour,” Michelle called back.
“Michelle, are you okay?” Nellie called over the radio.
“Yes, Nellie, I’m breaking the truck,” Michelle huffed.
“Nellie, is Bernard awake?” Gerald called over the radio. 
Several seconds went by before Bernard snapped, “You should know better than that.”
“Bernard, get the goggles Nellie used when we drove out here, and bring a tractor with some chain to us. We are three miles from the bridge, and I don’t know if the bumper is going to hold over the bridge,” Gerald said. “Please hurry; we are in shit we don’t want anyone to see.”
“Bumper my ass,” Nelson said, seeing the rear of the Suburban almost touching the road. “The tongue or the ball won’t last the three miles after going over the bridge.”
A loud pop sounded, and the trailer jumped up as an axle rolled out the back. “Shit,” Nelson shouted, turning the steering wheel toward the ditch. “Matt, axle in the road!” he shouted as the FLYER hit the ditch, dodging the broken axle in the road.
Nelson fought the steering wheel, trying to get the FLYER back on the road, but another and much louder pop with a ting split the night air. Nelson watched the back of the Suburban jump, and the back tires jumped a foot off the ground. Then Nelson thought about all the weight that the Suburban was carrying. “That would’ve flipped a regular Suburban,” he said as the back landed, bouncing, as the Suburban settled back on the road.
The FLYER pulled back on the road and threw dirt up until the one it was pulling was out of the ditch, and Nelson stopped on the road. Seeing Gerald stopping, he keyed his radio. “Gerald, don’t stop, or Michelle won’t get her ride moving. Matt and I will wait on Bernard.”
“I can tow it,” Gerald called back but was slowly pulling away.
“Gerald, the Suburban is sitting cockeyed. I think one of the springs is broke, and a ton of fluid is coming out the bottom. Matt and I are big boys; just get this shit out of sight.”
 “Copy,” Gerald said. “Michelle, tell me how fast you can go?”
“Hold at twenty because the SUV is making noises I’ve never heard before.” 
“That is a good thing you never have,” Gerald called back.
“They are getting louder? What should I do about them?” Michelle asked.
Nelson keyed his radio. “Turn up the music so you can’t hear them, and get home,” he said, getting out of the FLYER.
He turned to see Matt standing in front of the Bronco, waving at him. Grabbing his AR, Nelson turned to see the three vehicles disappear around a curve. Spinning around, he jogged around the busted trailer over to Matt.
As he got closer, he saw the axle stuck under the front of the Bronco. “I couldn’t turn or stop fast enough,” Matt said, shaking his head. 
Nelson looked around and saw the other two houses that were on this road, but both were dark. “Matt, I know those people were there three days ago. Gavin and I rode out here one night and saw their lights on, and we still have four days until the government cuts off power,” Nelson said, looking around.
“We can check on them later; I’m worried Gerald is going to shoot me for wrecking his Bronco.”
“It’s a piece of crap Ford. Hell, it only has an axle stuck under it. Notice the Chevy is still going after the trailer broke and it hauled way over its limit.”
“Dude,” Matt sighed.
“Alright,” Nelson said and got down on the ground. “Matt, it’s only stuck under the bumper; just back up.”
“If it breaks, I’m blaming you,” he said, climbing in. He slowly backed up, and the axle gave a snap as the Bronco backed off it, and Matt stopped and turned off the Bronco. Off in the distance, they could hear the tractor.
“I don’t hear that big ass Cougar,” Nelson said as Matt bent down, grabbing the axle. He stopped, seeing a shiny plate, and moved his goggles closer to read it.
“Nelson, this axle is rated at 3,500 pounds,” Matt said, picking it up. Nelson was bending over, about to help, when Matt gave a grunt, picking the axle up, and tossed it in the ditch. 
“Hulk,” Nelson said, grabbing Matt’s shoulder. “Each of those pallets of ammunition that we loaded weigh one ton each.”
As his jaw hit his chest, Matt slowly turned to look at the broken trailer. “We loaded a trailer rated for seven thousand pounds with fourteen tons?”
“Fourteen and a half. We couldn’t get but half of the last one on,” Nelson said. “I’m surprised Gerald’s trailer didn’t break as well. He is carrying seven tons, but I’m sure it’s closer to eight.”
“I’ll push you in the barn, Michelle. Kill the engine,” Gerald said on the radio.
“Bullshit. Move, and I’ll drive in. If you push, we can’t open the back and get this shit out!” she shouted over the radio.
“Michelle, you’re smoking, and you’re way over the red line,” Gerald called back, and even over the approaching tractor, way off in the distance, they heard the high pitch of an engine being maxed.
“It’s not mine, now move your fucking ass!”
Matt laughed, looking around at the houses Nelson was talking about. “You think they left?” he said as he nodded his head at them.
“Beats me, but if they did, we need to see if they have anything we need.”
“Nelson, we have more shit than we can deal with now, and you want more?”
“Matt, when we use it, it’s gone. We can’t go to the store for more without getting shot at. We need to secure more fuel for one thing,” Nelson said.
“We have over a thousand gallons of gas and twenty-five hundred gallons of diesel, and we can make more of that,” Matt said, still staring at the houses.
“Yeah, but we can’t make gas, and we still have stuff that runs off gas we need. Bernard has used some diesel with that excavator, and we used a lot with all the other equipment. We don’t have twenty-five hundred gallons anymore. We can’t plant soybeans till next year because Bernard said we missed the planting date, and we would make too much noise tending crops now.”
“Nelson, we are six miles from the farm, and we heard the tractor. Noise is always going to be a factor.”
“Yeah, but next year, there won’t be as many people to hear it,” Nelson said, making Matt jump. Nelson gave a sigh. “Palmer said typhoid and cholera are running rampant in the camps, and food is in very short supply now. He said the entire planet is in an economic collapse. Europe is having hell controlling masses, but they are still sending troops here because we supply a lot of their food and want us settled down.”
Matt turned and walked away, stopping beside the side of the Bronco. “How many in America do you think will die?” he asked in a low voice.
“Matt, most people don’t even know where food comes from other than a grocery store. They can’t hunt or fish,” Nelson said as the tractor noise started getting louder.
Turning around, Matt asked, “How many?”
“Palmer said their projections were half to three quarters of the population won’t survive this. People aren’t only starving and dying of disease; they are being murdered, and the war hasn’t really started. I’m guessing when this is over, there will be less than  seventy million left in America.” 
“Jesus,” Matt mumbled and looked up to see the tractor coming around the curve. “I think Bernard is going to like the night vision goggles. The world is almost John Deere green,” Matt said with a weak smile.
“Yeah,” Nelson mumbled.
Bernard drove the tractor in the ditch and backed up as he turned it around toward the trailer. “If a hundred horse John Deere doesn’t pull this trailer, we leave it,” Matt said with a forced chuckle.
“Bullshit, Bernard has that monster hundred-fifty horse John Deere. That thing doesn’t move; it beats the Earth into submission and makes it turn as it stands still, giving the illusion the tractor is moving,” Nelson laughed as Bernard turned off the tractor and climbed out of the cab.
Jumping to the ground, Bernard stopped looking at the pathetic-looking broken trailer in his night vision goggles as they walked up. “Boys, you do realize you way overloaded this poor thing.”
“It’s not ours, so we didn’t care,” Nelson said. “Matt doesn’t think your tractor can pull it home.”
Bernard jerked his head up. “Boy, that tractor can pull that trailer, and you can connect the Bronco and pull the other way, and I would still drag both of you to the farm.”
“I was just saying,” Matt shrugged and hit Nelson with his elbow.
Pointing at the back of the tractor, Bernard said, “Get one of those heavy chains and a binder. Strap it around the back because those little straps you have won’t hold when I lift the trailer up.”
They moved over, grabbing the chain, and wound it across the back then hooked the binder up and ratcheted the chain tight. Then, they moved to help Bernard, but he already had a chain around the base of the tongue and wrapped around his three-point lift. “I’m only going to lift it a few inches,” he said and looked at Matt. “Not because I can’t pull it across the ground, but I want to see if I can keep the other axle from being torn off.”
“I’m sorry I said that about your tractor,” Matt said, stepping back.
“It’s a Deere, son, not some cheap knock off,” Bernard said, moving to the tractor. “Nelson, you go on to the barn, and if we need you, I’ll call. Matt, stay behind me in case we start to lose the load.”
As Bernard climbed in the tractor, they ran to their vehicles. Nelson jumped in and started the FLYER and took off. In his goggles, the fluid Michelle leaked down the middle of the road looked like blood. “We killed an armored SUV,” Nelson laughed. “The mini gun is still mine.”
Driving around the overturned truck and trailer, Nelson thought he saw a broken drive belt. Pulling on the road, he sped up until he turned, heading to the back of the barn, and the smell of a blown engine filled the air. “Yep, it’s dead.”
Seeing light spilling out behind the barn, he took off his goggles before he rounded the corner. He laughed, seeing the back of the busted SUV sitting on the ground, smoke still coming from under the hood and the rear axle pushed out in the field. “She got it in,” he laughed, pulling in the barn. He saw everyone standing in the corner with Olivia in Michelle’s arms and Ashley holding Brittney. Nancy and Gerald had Mike and Devin as always.
He turned off the FLYER and saw the boys walking around the Cougar then run over to him. “Whoa, Dad, what is this?” Gavin said, looking at the FLYER with Alex and Adam beside him, all of them in awe.
“Our new war wagons,” Nelson said, getting out and looking at his watch. “It’s almost dawn; what are you doing up?”
Gavin let out a moan as he whined, “Dad, y’all were on a mission. We couldn’t go to sleep until you were back safe.” 
“Good man,” Nelson said, rubbing Gavin’s head then looked at Alex and Adam and rubbed their heads.
“Dad, did you see what Mom did to the new truck?” Gavin said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder.
“Well, son, to be honest, it wasn’t her fault. It was mine and Gerald’s fault—more mine. We way overloaded it, but because Mom is so awesome, she was still able to get it home,” Nelson grinned.
Michelle walked over. “Oh, you so get the slave costume for that,” she smiled and kissed him.
“I’m tired. You ready for bed?” he asked hopefully. 
“It’s almost dawn; we need to feed the kids and discuss what to do with the tons of explosives we brought back. When Gerald told the boys what was in the Cougar, they were dying to see inside.”
Nelson looked down at the boys. “Boys, that shit will kill you and blow up this barn, leaving nothing but a big hole in the ground if you’re not careful with it. I’m not playing even a little bit. There wouldn’t be enough of you to put in a thimble.”
The boys looked over their shoulders at the Cougar then moved behind Nelson. “Subtle but effective,” Michelle laughed.
 Nelson looked over at the workbench and saw the empty chairs. “Where did they go?” he asked, startled, looking around and grabbing his AR out of the FLYER.
Nellie came trotting over. “Nelson, I’m sorry, but they irritated us. I hope you were done,” she said with a long face. “We read some of what you wrote down and know the others were there with the sheriff. They’re scattered around the chicken yard and pig pen.”
“I’m surprised you got Palmer off the table with all the screws I put in him,” Nelson said.
“Bernard used the front-end loader and pulled him off after wrapping some chains around him.”
“Saves me from cleaning up.” Nelson grinned, hearing the tractor getting closer.
“I’m going to start breakfast,” Nellie said. “Give me Olivia so she can supervise.”
“I’ll carry her, Nellie.” Michelle smiled, and Nellie gave Michelle a stern look. “Sorry,” Michelle said in a meek voice, handing Olivia over. 
Nellie smiled as she took Olivia and walked around the vehicles as Nelson keyed his radio. “Bernard, you can just drag that trailer into the yard, and Matt, you can park Gerald’s ride by his cabin. Nellie is starting breakfast.”
“Will do,” Bernard replied.
As Nelson and Gerald closed the big doors, the others walked through the barn and out the front. When Nelson and Gerald walked on the porch, Bernard was dragging the trailer in. “The other axle came off,” Nelson laughed, seeing the underside of the trailer was now flat.
“I’m going to Hank’s after breakfast,” Gerald said with a grim face. “Nellie showed me your notebook. That fucker tried to sell us out.”
“Yep, and his own brother.”
“If he hasn’t killed him, I am.”
Nelson turned to look at Gerald. “You sure about this? Like I told Bernard, it’s family, and Hank may fight to protect Steven.”
“Then they will all die,” Gerald said with a face of stone. “We can’t have people that close who are willing to sell out when it hasn’t even gotten tough yet. Better to be done with them now before they can do real damage to us.”
“I know,” Nelson said, turning away. “I was just hoping you would poke holes in my theory.”
“Nope,” Gerald said as Matt drove around the tractor to the back of the house. Bernard shut the tractor down, and Nelson backed up to the swing. He unbuckled his vest and let it drop on the porch and sat on the swing. Seeing that, Gerald took off his vest and sat down in one of the rocking chairs. 
Bernard came up and saw them sitting on the porch. He took off his goggles and turned them off. “Have to say, these things are right nice,” he said, sitting down in a rocking chair next to Gerald. “You boys made a nice haul. Shame about the truck and trailer.”
“We don’t need them.” Nelson shrugged. “Bernard, Gerald wants to go over to Hank’s today with you, and I do as well.”
“Welcome to.”
“Bernard, Hank may fight to protect Steven,” Gerald said as he stopped rocking. “It may get bloody because if they fight back, we have to kill them all.”
“Well, I don’t think Hank will do anything, and we are assuming he hasn’t already shot him,” Bernard said as Michelle came out carrying a platter with cups of coffee. “Thank you, darlin’,” Bernard said, taking a cup.
She let Gerald take one then Nelson. Taking the last one, Michelle sat down on the swing with Nelson, leaning her head on his shoulder. “So we going to Hank’s?” she asked.
“You’re not,” Nelson said in a dead voice. Michelle looked up at him, but he kept looking straight ahead. “If it gets bloody, I don’t want you there.”
Seeing the worry on Nelson’s face, Michelle laid her head back on his shoulder. “Then I’ll stay here.”
They sat quietly as the world around them slowly started to brighten in the predawn. “I love sitting out here before the sun comes up,” Bernard said quietly as he sipped his coffee. “No matter what I feel like or what I have planned for the day, this puts me at ease seeing the colors slowly come out as the new day takes hold.”
 Nellie stepped out. “Breakfast is ready.”
“Just a few more minutes,” Bernard said, draining his cup. Smiling, Nellie walked over and sat on his lap as they watched the sky light up as the sun rose off to their left. “A new day is here.”
“I didn’t really like the last one,” Nelson mumbled, getting up.
Bernard reached over and grabbed his arm. “Nelson, you done a good thing. You rescued Alex and Adam. Don’t let killin’ that trash bring you down.”
Giving a scoff, “That’s what you thought I meant?” Nelson snorted. “I’m not going to lie, I got little tingles and even a touch of a woody. I’m talking about seeing girls not much older than Gavin being raped. Parents taken out behind a church and a wife raped beside her husband. All the empty houses and no one is doing anything.”
“We are,” Bernard said, letting his arm go. “And we will do more.”
“I think before this is over, I’m going to be very fucking tired of killing,” Nelson said, walking past Bernard and into the house. 
They all turned to Michelle, and she shrugged. “He’s tired, and he gets melodramatic,” she said. “Next is unbelievably bitchy. That one, I really fucking hate.”
“Make him take a nap,” Nellie said.
“What, and make bitchy get here faster? I think not,” Michelle said, walking in the house.
The others followed, and everyone sat down at the table as Michelle came over to Nelson. “Open your mouth,” she commanded.
“Why?” he asked, but as soon as he opened his mouth, Michelle threw a capsule in, almost choking him.
Grabbing a glass of water and draining it, Nelson sat it down. “You trying to kill me?”
“No, trying to stop me from killing you before you get bitchy,” she said, sitting down.
Taking a drink of orange juice, he asked, “What was that?”
“Go pill.”
Nelson jerked up and smiled. “Ooh, feel good awake pill.”
Bernard laughed and held out his hands. Everyone held hands as he said grace. When he was done, Nelson looked down the table at Nancy feeding Mike. “Nancy, time to spill it, girl. What the hell did you do for the government? I’m thinking you were with NSA,” Nelson said as he loaded his plate.
“Very good,” she said, looking over at him. “Yes, I was a contractor for them first, but they hired me seven years ago. I tested system vulnerabilities by hacking into them. Then I was transferred to system design and concept programming.”
“So you designed the networks like that safe house?” Nelson asked as he shoved a biscuit in his mouth. 
“And the house,” she said, trying to spoon rice cereal into Mike’s mouth without much success. “Like I said, that is a command and control house. It can house the fifty-man action and response team assigned to it.”
“Nelson, if you counted those lockers you ransacked and the bunks upstairs, you would’ve counted fifty,” Gerald said.
“I can count, but I’m talking to Nancy, so hush,” Nelson said, grabbing the pitcher of water. “Okay, the operational command house. You helped design it and the computer setup?”
“Yes.”
“When?”
“Seven years ago,” Nancy said, and everyone but the babies, Olivia, and Brittney stopped moving. “When they handed me the outline of what had to be done, I talked to Gerald, knowing if they found out, we would both be dead. He’s the one that gave me the idea of the Special Forces ready rooms. That is what the shop was designed after.”
“Seven years ago?” Matt mumbled with a mouth full of food, and Nancy nodded, finally getting a spoonful in Mike’s mouth, which he pushed out with his tongue.
“That’s when I started looking for us a place to hole up,” Gerald said, spreading jelly over a piece of toast. 
“How many were built?” Nelson asked, grabbing his glass of water.
“Don’t know how many right now until I look at what I downloaded, but three years ago, my section chief told me they just finished the three hundredth one,” Nancy said, making Nelson choke as he drank his water. “Those command houses are set up just like Palmer told you. Homeland has the country divvied up according to population. The areas here in Missouri cover five counties. Some states it’s more; others, less. It depends on if that state is a strong gun state or wants less control from the federal government. If so, they get more action response teams, your military contractors. Palmer was the area administrator.”
“So those I shot in Springfield—”
“Yes,” Nancy cut him off. “They were the administrators for Springfield. I’m sure that’s why Palmer had Ivan with him. Missouri is about in the middle as you can get on gun control, but Springfield and the southern part of the state is where most of the gun owners live. So down here, one area is five counties. Up north, it’s eight counties, but there are twenty-seven operational centers here in Missouri for its one hundred and fourteen counties and population of six million.”
“They don’t know who owns guns,” Matt said, and Nancy laughed.
“Bullsh…” she stopped, looking at Mike spitting out more cereal. “Yes they do. If you buy it with a credit card, it’s logged into NSA under your name. NSA scans all for sale sites and gun boards. The ones online are easy as you can figure, but if someone withdraws four hundred and twenty dollars and a gun was advertised in the local paper for that much, your name is flagged. When you go out and buy ammunition with your credit card or a check, your flag turns into a registration. If you buy ammunition of a different caliber than they have you down for, it’s classified as a registration of unknown make and model. It’s really simple how they did it with the banks cooperating.”
“And nobody said anything?” Bernard gasped. 
Nancy shook her head. “I learned about it four years ago in a meeting by accident. I was warned it fell under my NDA, nondisclosure agreement, and they pulled up a federal judge’s interpretation of a presidential order that Franklin D. Roosevelt signed. Then the judge said it was backed further, and confirmed by executive order 12222 that Reagan signed.”
“One man can’t pass law,” Bernard said.
“Hey, I know that,” Nancy snapped. “I have known people that tried to speak out. They are all dead—accidents of course but still dead. They could take control of your car going down the road, forcing the accelerator wide open, turn off the brakes and air bags, then disengage the ignition. You are stuck in a rocket you can only steer.”
Bernard just stared at her in shock as she continued. “Or they send someone to rob you and kill you. Have someone break in, give you a shot, and you have an instant heart attack. The list is endless in how they can kill you.”
“Makes the Nazis almost look tame,” Nelson mumbled.
“I know of sixteen NSA employees or contractors that have been ‘handled,’ what they called it. Snowden was beyond brave, and his only saving grace is he became public fast, and he only had information about the wide surveillance programs, not registration or preparation for civil disorder. I think if he would’ve been on those projects, they would’ve killed him regardless of where he was.” 
“Nancy, I have to say you were brave just living under that kind of threat,” Nelson said.
“Thank you, but it’s of little condolence,” she sighed. “But back to the Area Op/Con buildings, that’s what they are called. I have the information now of where they are and how many, but I only glanced at it as I downloaded it. Texas has 254 counties, and if it followed the same plan as Missouri, it would have fifty or so Area Op/Cons. It was the only state I looked at, and Texas has one hundred and twenty-four.”
She looked around the table, and Nancy saw even the little ones were listening and staring at her in shock. “In the states that are trying to pull out from the union, the Area Op/Con are now ordered to create unconventional warfare.”
Michelle gasped, jumping back. “We have to let them know.”
“Oh I did,” Nancy smiled. “I sent the governor of Texas the locations of the Op/Con buildings and the safe houses in the cities. I sent him the information for each state that has joined him. The rest I sent to a man Gerald knows that was still in SOCOM until a month ago. He has an active network already set up.”
Letting out a laugh, Gerald looked around the table. “Those boys will get the word out, and the government will lose a lot of toys.”
Matt asked, “What about the rest of the world? Nelson said Palmer told him every country had an economic collapse.”
“Yes, but we are really the only problem child. That is what I skimmed hard as I downloaded. The EU is having problems, but if only the government has guns, all the people can do is mass and catch bullets with their bodies. That is why they feel safe to send troops here to get the ‘wild children across the pond’ under control. We have the ability to feed them.”
“What about China? They could invade,” Matt almost shouted in shock and jumped back when Nancy and Gerald started laughing. “It’s not funny.”
“Oh, I’m sorry, but we aren’t laughing at you,” Nancy said. “No country wants to invade us no matter what you’ve read. We have over three hundred million firearms here. China is at war; they invaded Indonesia.”
“They could still come here,” Matt said, unconvinced.
“Matt, I got to sit in on several digital war scenarios and help program others. An invading army would suffer horrendous casualties just from the population. We ran one game that the Chinese and Russian armies were able to occupy the entire country in forty-eight hours, which is impossible. From the population only, they were suffering sixteen hundred casualties a day. That’s just from the acts of individuals, one person taking a shot at a soldier without coordination with others. Just one person hiding out and taking one shot in one town. All of the research said that would be repeated two thousand times a day across the country, and that was the most conservative number. No army can withstand those losses.”
Seeing Matt nod, Nancy continued. “They did run one scenario repeatedly, changing variables every time. The only one that had a viable chance to subdue the country, that scenario was the federal government seizing control. They aren’t seen as an occupying army, so they don’t get hit hard with the losses at first. I went over the data after I hacked into the program and can show it to you. Two factors were the only things that sped up, stalled, or changed the outcome of the scenario: private gun ownership and individual independence, but only the first one really matters. An armed man is a citizen; an unarmed man is a subject.”
Watching Matt’s jaw drop, Nancy nodded. “Yes, if people were dependent on the government for survival, they didn’t fight or didn’t fight long. The most promising of all the ways to create dependence on a large scale quickly involved seizing the money. Those scenarios showed the most promise if the banking system was controlled. They kept changing the other parameter of the scenarios: guns. I mean they input different gun laws, confiscation, registration, and such, but the only thing that gave them a quick victory almost every time was moving the people away from their homes and relocating them. People who brought guns would be detained, and they could only bring so much. The rest of the guns would sit in empty houses.”
“I’m going to be sick,” Nelson said, getting up. 
“It’s just the go pill, baby. Eat some more,” Michelle said in shock.
“No, I’m sick because they actually ran programs taking over the country,” Nelson said as he paced around the kitchen. “I mean to whittle it down to two factors, holy shit! That’s persistent.”
“Nancy, did they ever think any of the states would break away?” Michelle asked, almost begging.
“Oh yes, they always programmed Texas, Montana, and Utah to break away.”
Stopping his pacing, Nelson looked over at Nancy. “Did they ever program this many?”
“Yes, and they even ran scenarios with more,” Nancy said.
Nelson stood, waiting for more, but Nancy just stared at him. “Well, don’t hold out now?”
“The scenarios stalled, and the side with the most willpower to sustain losses through starvation, disease, and casualties won. In almost every scenario, it was the federal government. They have forced labor programs to work crops, industry, and infrastructure with manpower instead of machinery. Doing that, they don’t have to use fuel and can save it to retake the areas not under their control.”
“You make it sound like they are going to kick our ass, and the game hasn’t even started,” Nelson cried out, throwing up his hands.
“Nelson, this game was started before we were born,” Nancy said, shaking her head. “The scenarios I’ve been referring to have been running for two decades on computers. Before that, they were done in group think tanks. Even when the public got wind of parts of what the government was doing, no one believed it. You had senators, congressmen, and even presidents making excuses, and the public bought it. Most would think, ‘Why would our government want to do this to us? It was just a mistake.’”
Ashley wiped tears off her face. “Why?”
“Power,” Nancy mumbled. “Eisenhower warned of the military industrial complex, but he was wrong. It’s the entire industrial complex. Most elected federal officials aren’t rich when they take office. All of them are multimillionaires before they leave. They have nice salaries, but it’s hard to make a hundred grand a year turn into twenty million dollars in four years.”
“I know we have limited information now and need to fix that, but have you noticed any big monkey wrenches they hadn’t counted on?” Nelson asked.
“Only one, and I don’t know if it worked.”
“What was it, and when do you think you’ll know?” Nelson asked, feeling a breath of hope.
“If the problem I saw is a ‘monkey wrench,’ we’ll know in three days,” Nancy said. “I don’t want to say what it is right now in case it doesn’t work.”
“We aren’t going to tell,” Nelson huffed.
Nancy laughed. “I know that, Nelson. Even trying to picture any of you betraying us makes me laugh,” she said then became serious. “If this ‘monkey wrench’ doesn’t work, I’m going to have to get directly involved.”
“We’ll be with you,” Nelson said with a grin.
Nellie reached over and held Nancy’s hand. “You won’t be alone if you have to get involved more than we already are.”
Gerald held his hand out over the table. “Michelle, give me a go pill. Seeing Nelson bounce around is making me tired.”
Getting up, Michelle laughed. “I’m sure you know the risk.”
“Believe me, I’ve taken them many times before and have some in my cabin. Your bottle is just closer,” he said as she walked over to her vest hanging on the wall, pulled out a big medication bottle, and shook out a pill.
“We had to take Nelson’s away from him in Iraq. One person kept his bottle and would have to give them to him,” she said, walking back to the table and giving Gerald the pill. “He would stay awake for days, going out on every mission that came up.”
“It was fun,” Nelson sang out with a smile.
With a face of stone, Michelle looked at Gerald and growled, “If you give him a bottle, I’ll break your legs.”
Tossing the pill in his mouth, Gerald shifted his eyes behind Michelle to see Nelson pacing the kitchen. “No worries there.”
“If you want to do something, Nelson is good for ten hours because he’s not getting another one unless I,” she stressed, “think it’s necessary.”
“We’ll be done by then for the day,” Gerald said, standing up. “Bernard, ready to go see Hank?”
“We’re taking my truck,” Nelson shouted then ran over, kissing the kids on their heads, then kissed Michelle before he darted out. Everyone was startled at just how fast he did it.
“I’m warning you, he makes snap judgments like this. They are sound, but like I said, he makes snap judgments. He’s supposed to be on Adderall but won’t take it. The go pills only seem to pump up his hyperactivity.”
“Can’t you come?” Gerald almost pleaded.
“No, I told him I wouldn’t,” Michelle said, sitting down. “And I would have to take a go pill, and when both of us are hyper, we encourage each other just a little too much.”
“Well, that’s a good thing,” Matt said, patting Ashley’s hand.
“Not all the time,” Michelle said, picking up her fork. 
Bernard grabbed a napkin and wiped his mouth as he stood up. “We should be back in an hour, or I’ll call on the radio,” he said, hearing Nelson’s diesel crank up.
“If things go bad, be ready for casualties,” Gerald said, kissing Devin on the head. 
“If that happens, don’t get in front of Nelson,” Michelle warned. “He attacks fast and without warning if he feels a shit storm coming. If you see him step away from the group, get ready.”
“Maybe he needs to stay here,” Matt said, getting up.
“If you want one of you to get killed if it goes bad, leave him,” Michelle said, turning to Matt. “He can raise his rifle and fire, killing three targets within a hundred yards, in under two seconds. He always goes for the leader and the two strongest threats, so adjust accordingly.”
Hearing Nelson blowing the horn outside, Gerald grabbed his vest. “Bouncing bunny comes with us,” he said. “Call and tell Hank we are coming over.”
Grabbing his M14, Bernard followed Gerald out the back door as Matt kissed Ashley and the kids. Pulling his vest off the wall, music started blaring outside. “Glad I like that song,” Matt said, pulling his vest on. 
“That’s country. When he starts listening to heavy metal, he gets ‘frisky,’” Michelle laughed.
Matt walked outside to see Nelson parked at the back deck. A large American flag was hanging off the CB antenna. “Get your big ass in here!” Nelson shouted over the music. Seeing Bernard up front and Gerald in the back on the passenger side, Matt climbed in behind Nelson.
When his door shut, Nelson stomped the pedal. “We have so much shit to do, this better not take long!” he shouted over the music.
“Can you turn the music down just a little bit!” Bernard shouted.
“This is Hank Williams Jr. Don’t you like Bocephus?”
“Yes, but not this loud!” Bernard said, grabbing the dash as Nelson shot out the gate doing fifty. Nelson yanked the wheel, shooting up dirt as the truck sped down the road.
Reaching back, Gerald grabbed his seatbelt and put it on, seeing the overturned truck and trailer approaching much too fast. “This should be interesting,” he mumbled as Nelson yanked the wheel, hitting the ditch and speeding through the gap barely wider than the truck at sixty. 
“Nelson, will you slow down? We aren’t in that big of a hurry!” Bernard shouted, pulling his seat belt on. 
“You complain just like Michelle!” Nelson shouted as the truck leapt in the air, and he steered back on the road. “You’re going too fast. This music is giving me a headache. I need to pee. Come on, it’s just the guys.”
“I think I already peed, so I didn’t need to say that one,” Bernard shouted, grabbing the dash as Nelson weaved through the Y heading to Hank’s.
Seeing Hank’s house in the distance, Gerald was impressed with the work they had done. A barbwire fence surrounded the house a hundred yards out. The tree line behind and on the north side had been cut of all big trees fifty yards back.
Nelson took his foot off the accelerator and stomped the brake. Bernard said a thankful prayer for anti-lock brakes as the truck stopped at a makeshift gate at the barbwire fence. Hank and his boys were at the gate and opening it when Nelson jumped out, killing the engine and grabbing his AR off the dash.
“Damn it, Nelson, let me talk first,” Bernard shouted, fighting his seatbelt.
“What’s the hurry?” Hank asked with a smile. He and his boys had the ARs they had given them over their shoulders. Nelson scanned the three, seeing the 1911s they had given them on their hips and more people running from the house to the gate.
“I take it you’re Hank?” Nelson asked, slinging his AR across his chest, letting it hang down.
“Yes, and since you’re not the size of a mountain, I take it you’re Nelson,” Hank said, reaching his hand out. 
Taking Hank’s hand and shaking it, Nelson said, “That would be me. ” He let the hand go as the group of people reached the gate, all of them smiling. This was more people than he knew about. He saw two middle-aged men. The two men were holding a hand of a woman about the same age, and there were six kids that Nelson couldn’t account for. He saw one woman with her arms over two kids’ shoulders, and from the description Gerald gave him, Nelson knew they were Steven’s wife and kids.
“I want to say thank you for the weapons.” Hank smiled, tapping the AR on his shoulder.
“Hank!” Bernard shouted when he jumped out. “Nelson, I’m talking. Step back!”
Nelson nodded and stepped back, and the smile fell off Hank’s face. “What’s going on?” he asked.
“Your brother almost got us killed,” Nelson growled.
Hank pointed at the fence and gate. “That’s what we have been getting ready for. When they show up, we’re going to tell them leave or die, but we ain’t going.”
“Valiant. Stupid, but valiant,” Nelson said, making Hank startle. “You don’t fight from your house. You attack before they get here so you have room to move. They can seal you up and destroy your house around you; I’m sure Gerald went over that.”
Getting angry, Hank shouted, “This is my land, and I’m going to fight for it.”
“Nelson, will you shut up?” Bernard snapped. “Let me talk,” Bernard sighed as Matt and Gerald got out of the truck. Watching the group, Nelson gave a slight nod and was going to move off but found Matt and Gerald blocking him from moving.
“Why’s he so mad?” Hank shouted at Bernard.
“Because your fucking brother sold us out!” Bernard bellowed, making Hank and his entire group lean back. “You couldn’t have stopped the ones that were coming with this crap!” Bernard shouted, waving at the fence. “They have military weapons and rockets! They would just sit back and blow your fucking house up!”
“I dealt with Steven!” Hank shouted with his face turning red.
“Excuse me, Bernard,” Nelson said calmly as he stepped up, and Gerald and Matt did the same, staying at his side. “Did you talk to an Agent Palmer?”
“Yeah, I have a card he gave me,” Hank snapped.
Grinning, Nelson reached in his vest, pulling out the plastic bag with Palmer’s severed hand, which now looked grotesque. “You can have his hand to go with that card if you like,” Nelson said, tossing the bag over. By reflex, Hank caught it but dropped it, stuttering. “He said he was coming to kill our families. I had a long talk explaining the errors of his ways. When I was done, Bernard ran him through the wood chipper.”
As one, Hank’s group’s jaws dropped as they looked at Bernard. “Those fuckers raped Williams’ wife, daughter, and granddaughter in front of him!” Bernard bellowed, stepping up in Hank’s face. “They have pictures of it on their cellphones back at the barn. You want to see?”
Hank shook his head. “Bernard, we had nothing to do with that.”
“I’m not fucking stupid! I know that, but that’s what your brother was willing to turn loose on us!”
“I took care of him,” Hank said, narrowing his eyes.
“Is he breathing?” Bernard asked, stepping up and looking down at Hank.
“Yes, he’s sleeping in the barn now.”
“Not good enough,” Bernard said, stepping back with a calm face.
Nelson grabbed Bernard and pulled him back another step. “Hold for a second,” Nelson said, stepping in front of Bernard. Matt grabbed Bernard and moved him out of the way as he and Gerald moved to either side of Nelson.
Taking off his sunglasses, Nelson stuck them on his neck, looking at the four middle-aged men and women. “You four are staring at me and Matt awful hard. May I ask why?”
One of the women leaned up to the ear of the man whose hand she was holding. “It’s them. I know it,” she said with a smile.
“I sure hope you mean that in a good way,” Nelson said, suddenly stepping away from Matt and Gerald. He moved off to the side, staring at the four.
The man the woman spoke to stepped up beside Hank. “You and that big man rescued us yesterday,” he said with a smile. “I’m in your debt.”
“Kevin, when did you get here?” Bernard asked, realizing other people were around. “Josh,” he said, looking at the other man. “What are you doing here?”
“They rescued us yesterday, and we took their advice. We headed to someone we knew on a farm.” Josh smiled, reaching out to shake Bernard’s hand.
Bernard shook his hand. “Glad you made it.”
“Nelson, why are you staring at me like you’re ready to fight?” Hank asked.
“Because I am,” Nelson said in a monotone. “If you want your brother turning your family over to be raped and killed, that’s on you. But I have kids and friends, so it’s not alright with me. I can show you pictures of what those government agents do to boys like yours if you want. I got to see it firsthand.”
“Nelson,” Steven’s wife said, walking quickly up to the fence. “Hank isn’t protecting him. Steven told Palmer, turning in his own son and daughter. He told those agents that Vance and Emily were learning how to shoot guns over his objections.” 
“You would stand up for a man that turned in his own kids?” Nelson asked, flabbergasted.
“I’m not standing up for him!” Hank shouted. “I threw him out of the house.”
“Oh, so let me get this straight,” Nelson said with a hard voice. “He turned us in, marked my wife and kids to be raped, and I’m supposed to be satisfied with you ‘threw him out?’”
Dropping his shoulders, Hank looked down. “What else was I supposed to do? If I let him leave, he will just lead them here.”
Nelson looked over at Steven’s kids. “Vance, right?” he asked, and the boy nodded. “You want to be tied up and raped with your mother and sister tied up beside you being raped? I notice none of you have spoken up in Steven’s defense, so I think you know he’s a very big threat to your life.”
“No, sir. I don’t want that to happen to my momma and sister,” Vance said, stepping over and pulling Hank’s arm. “Shoot him, Uncle Hank. I can’t. I’m sorry.”
Hank looked up at Bernard. “He’s my little brother,” he said with watery eyes.
“So I have your decision,” Bernard said, turning around. “Get in the truck.” 
“Wait,” Hank said as they moved to get in the truck. “I can’t, but could you?”
Stopping beside the truck, Bernard thought about the request. “Can’t someone here do it?” Nelson asked. “If this was one of our group, we’d do it.”
“Nelson, put a sock in it,” Gerald said, stepping over to Hank. “I warned you about Steven when I came over here to help you. We mean you no harm and want you and yours to survive this coming war. We could do it without you, but it would be much easier with your group. With both groups, we stand a good chance out here. I want you to look at this from our side. We want to help you, and we’ve proven that, but you have a traitor of blood and country here. Is he really worth all those that are depending on you?”
Closing his eyes, Hank nodded. “I understand. You didn’t ask for anything; you just wanted to help. I’ll do it.”
Hank turned around and walked off toward the barn. “I’ll come with you,” Gerald said, jogging over beside him and walking with Hank.
Bernard looked at Hank’s wife. “Judy, I’m sorry, but we can’t risk Steven being around.”
“Bernard, I tried to shoot the son of a bitch after the agents left, but Hank took that pistol Gerald brought over here for me away. Hell, even Wilma grabbed a knife and tried to stab him,” Judy said with no remorse.
Wilma turned, looking at Judy. “Judy, I’m really sorry I cut Hank, but he got in the way. Please tell me what I can do so you won’t be mad at me.”
“Served his ass right for getting in the way,” Judy snapped. “I ain’t mad at ya. You were protecting your babies with your very life. That’s what a momma does. I used to not like you, but after that, I’m proud to call you sister.”
Wilma lunged at Judy, wrapping her arms around her, squeezing her tight. Judy smiled, hugging her back as Josh walked over to Nelson. “Nelson, there were two little boys you made stay as we left. Adam and Alex. We went back for them but couldn’t find them. You know what happened to them?”
“They are at the house,” Bernard said, turning around. 
Josh gave a sigh of relief. “Shit I’m glad. Me and Kevin were in the worship hall when some cop cars pulled in. We watched Nelson and someone else shoot the crap out of them. Kevin grabbed my arm, saying the guys that rescued us were doing what they said, holding off the cops so we could escape, and we needed to worry about our families.”
“I appreciate you going to look,” Bernard said, putting a hand on his shoulder.
Nelson reached in the truck and pulled out a small notebook and pen. Closing the door, he walked up to Josh and pulled the back of his shirt down. Letting it go, Nelson flipped the notebook open and started writing.
“You putting a ‘kick me’ sign on my back?” Josh asked, smiling. 
“No,” Nelson said, looking at Josh’s pants. “You wear a thirty-four, thirty-six in pants?”
“Yeah, why?”
Nelson continued writing. “Size ten shoe?”
“Nine and a half unless it’s cowboy boots, then a ten,” Josh answered, figuring Nelson would explain later.
“Right handed shooter, correct?” 
Josh nodded, but Nelson didn’t look up. “Yeah.”
Not saying anything else, Nelson walked off and started asking others the same questions. Josh turned to Bernard with a confused look. “He’s going to help you out so you can protect your family,” Bernard said and smiled. 
Sighing with relief, Josh gave a thankful smile. “I never dreamed I would be asking Mr. Hank to put me and my family up.”
“All these years you and Kevin come out helping out on the farm is going to pay off nice for everyone.”
“Josh, we didn’t see you come down the road. How did you get here?”
“Crossed Frank’s farm into the forest and went cross country to stay off any roads.”
Bernard thought about that. “You think others could find that way?”
“Not unless they knew where this house was,” Josh said. “Besides, for some reason, the creek is really high, and it’s a pain to cross.”
“Yeah, Nelson did that to the creek. He wanted a moat for people to cross so we could shoot them,” Bernard laughed as Nelson stopped in front of Hank’s boys.
“Tim and Mark, right?” Nelson asked, flipping to a new page.
“Yes sir,” they said as Nelson looked them up and down. “I take it you’re teaching Vance and Emily to shoot?”
“We were helping Dad teach them,” Mark said. 
Nelson looked at Vance and Emily standing behind Mark. “They’re not like what Gerald described.”
“They changed, Mr. Nelson. After Gerald came over and talked to us, Aunt Wilma, Vance, and Emily started helping out a lot. They don’t know much, but they try really hard, and we show them how to do stuff,” Tim said.
Nodding, Nelson looked down as he wrote. “Teaching someone to live and fight for family is the greatest responsibility you can have. You two take your time, and do it right. Those two really look up to you.”
“Yes sir, we will,” Mark said as a grin spread over his face.
“You boys are still growing, so some things will be big,” Nelson said, glancing up as he wrote. “Tim, you’re left handed?”
“Yes sir.”
Lowering his notebook, Nelson looked from one to the other. “If I give you stuff, you treat it with respect and use it correctly because there won’t be any more made. You’re both fighters; I can see it,” he said, looking each in the eyes. “I’ll come over some days and help Gerald teach you how to fight, but I want a promise. You fight for your group and family if it comes to it, and that means killing. If you’re attacked, we will come and help, but we expect the same. Cowards die alone. The weak die under a bully. The righteous, strong warriors fight for their family and friends knowing their family and friends will do the same for them.”
“We’ll fight,” Tim said, puffing out his chest. “You don’t have to give us anything else. You already gave us weapons.”
“No,” Nelson said, shaking his head. Tim deflated his chest. “I gave you tools only. You are the weapon. No matter what, you remember that. You use tools to work because you’re the machine. Killing is work, and you are the weapon. Living is work, and you use tools to do it, understand?”
Tim’s eyes lit up as the meaning of what Nelson was talking about hit him. “Whoa.”
“You get it.” Nelson smiled and turned to Mark, seeing him spellbound. “So do you.” 
Stepping around Mark, Nelson stopped in front of Vance and Emily. As he stared at them, they looked up at him with a little fear. “You have nothing to fear from me,” Nelson said. He raised his notebook and started writing as Wilma stepped behind the kids.
“I understood what you told Tim and Mark,” Vance said.
“I know,” Nelson said, glancing up at the three. “You all understand now. Your family and friends see you different now that they know you won’t sell family and friends out. That includes me and my group.”
“We still have to prove ourselves,” Wilma said.
“You have to them, but you have to prove it to yourselves,” Nelson said as he started writing. “You now know what it’s going to take to survive this: hard work and trust in others.”
“We are working hard,” Emily said in a soft voice.
Nelson glanced at her as he wrote. “Yes I can tell,” he said. “Your hands have blisters, you have small scrapes on your arms, and you’re carrying yourself with pride, knowing you are helping the group survive.”
“You really think we are going to have to fight?” Wilma asked with a slight tremble in her voice.
“Yep,” Nelson said as he wrote. “You have already fought, but you meant kill, didn’t you?”
Giving a sigh, Wilma mumbled, “Yes.”
“Say it then,” Nelson said. “If you’re afraid of the word, you’re afraid of the meaning and action. That could get you killed. Or worse, it could get others killed, and you live knowing they died for your mistake but still protecting you.”
“You really think we’ll have to kill out here?” Wilma asked as Nelson continued writing.
“We already have,” Nelson said, making Wilma cringe. “It wasn’t you, so let it go. You fought for your kids.” Wilma’s jaw fell open since Nelson never looked up to see her cringe. “Yes, you will have to kill, so expect it, and don’t feel bad about it. The only other option you have is be killed or live as a slave in torment. I chose to live so I can continue to protect my family and friends.”
Vance looked over at the severed hand in the bag as one of Uncle Hank’s dogs sniffed at it. “Is that really Mr. Palmer’s hand?”
“Yep, cut it off with a saw so I could use it,” Nelson said, writing. “Vance, what size shoe? Six or seven,” Nelson asked.
“Seven,” Vance said, looking down at his loafers. “I tried Mark’s old boots, but they were too big.”
“Unless they were Mark’s boots he wore in junior high, I would say so. That boy and his brother have big feet.”  
“These are all I have. We left home really fast.”
“Your mom was smart to make your dad leave fast,” Nelson said, making Wilma jump.
“How could you know that?” she asked.
“Easy,” Nelson said as he looked up. “You’re here.”
“There were shootings everywhere in Chicago. We had to go. I told Steven we were leaving without him, so he finally got in the car. I really wish I would’ve left him now for putting all of us in danger.”
“If you would’ve left him, he would’ve sold us out there, and we wouldn’t have had any warning. More than likely, most of us would be dead if Steven would’ve stayed in Chicago. You would be tied up watching your kids being violated in the darkest ways imaginable,” he said then looked back down at his notebook, writing. “You did the right thing so everyone could be protected. I’m sorry to ask, but what size…” he stopped, tapping his chest, not looking up from the notebook. “The other two women are close to my wife, so I pretty much know, but you’re…” He just let his words hang.
“Really, you have bras?” Wilma gasped.
He refused to look up. “Yeah, my wife bought some in different sizes,” he said, glancing up then back at his notebook. “But I’m not making promises.”
“Thirty-six double D.”
“Damn, missed that big time,” Nelson mumbled softly. “Size six shoe and right handed, correct?”
“Yes,” she said, seeing Nelson wasn’t going to look up.
“Vance, you’re the man in your family, and I think you have been for some time. It falls to you to protect them and help your mom provide. I did it; so can you,” Nelson said, looking at Emily. “Emily, you have to help him and your mom. You three have help, so learn.”
“Yes sir,” Emily said as Nelson closed his notebook. Nelson turned to see everyone staring at him.
“I’m a Jedi warrior, so don’t mess with me,” he said, tucking the notebook in his vest. 
Judy walked up and hugged him. “You are a good man,” she said, kissing his cheek. 
With a heavy face, Nelson looked at her. “Don’t let him drink this week, or you will lose him. Hank thinks he did something wrong when Steven was little, but Steven was broke a long time ago. Keep him busy every hour, and when he’s not doing something, make him teach something. He understands why, but he had to be the one to do this, or all of you would’ve died. After one week, let him have one drink, but remind him of all the work and dangers ahead.”
Nodding, Judy gave a weak smile. “For someone who just met Hank, you seem to know him rather well.”
“Just the type. I almost killed my brother when he killed a mother as he drove home drunk, so it’s not from my perception, I assure you.”
She smiled. “You didn’t ask me any questions.”
Nelson pulled out his notebook and flipped it open. “Judy Kimble, five-foot-six. One hundred sixty pounds, medium build. Hat size twenty-one. Size eight shoe, right handed, medium gloves. Thirty-eight C.”
Judy moved back, stunned. “Yeah.”
“Didn’t need to ask,” Nelson said, closing his notebook. As he shoved it in his vest, he said, “Your hound dog just took off with the severed hand,” then headed to the truck.
Bernard came over as Nelson opened the truck. “That was good of you to talk to all of them like that,” Bernard said, patting his back.
“Just wanting to remind them it’s not even the tough part yet.”
Matt came over, grinning. “Dude, that was cool. How can you figure out sizes like that?”
“Matt, I worked in a store that sold clothes and shoes. You fit enough people, you learn.”
“What size bra does Ashley wear?”
“Thirty-two C,” Nelson said.
“That’s cool,” Matt chuckled. “That’s like some Jedi stuff.”
“You are easily amused.”
“Well, I have to admit I thought it was neat,” Bernard laughed.
“Let’s go,” Nelson said, climbing in.
“We have to wait for Gerald,” Bernard said, and Nelson pointed. They turned to see Hank and Gerald walking back. The others went over to Hank, who looked a little pale. Nelson turned the key and turned the radio down before it blared. “Thank you,” Bernard said, climbing in.
They watched Gerald pat Hank’s back and leave when Judy hugged Hank. Starting the truck, Nelson waited until Gerald was in before he put the truck in gear. When Nelson went around the overturned truck, he stopped in the ditch and turned around, looking at Gerald. “You should’ve let Hank shoot him,” he growled then spun around, stomping the pedal.
 



Chapter Seven
“Wake up, sleepy head,” Michelle whispered in his ear.
Nelson groaned and tried to roll over but couldn’t. He cracked his eyes to see Michelle straddling him. “It’s Sunday. We don’t work out on Sunday,” he groaned, closing his eyes. 
She laughed. “I know, baby, but the others will be starting soon, and you’ll be mad because I didn’t wake you up,” she said, bending at her waist and laying her upper body on his chest with her face in his. “It’s been three days. Are you going to forgive Gerald?”
“I’m not mad,” Nelson said, opening his eyes to see her face inches from his. “Damn, you’re beautiful,” he said, wrapping his arm around her. “I love you.”
“I love you too, baby,” she said, nuzzling his neck. 
“Why hasn’t Nancy gotten married?” Nelson asked, and Michelle jerked up. 
“Where the hell did that come from?” she asked with a grin.
“I don’t know. I’ve wanted your opinion but just never asked. You and her talk. Is she like a freak or something?”
“No,” Michelle said, giggling. “We do talk, and I like her. You could say we are friends, but she wants you more for a friend than me.”
“Ugg,” Nelson groaned. “Don’t do that. Every time I talk about another woman, you swear she wants to put me in handcuffs and rape me.”
“Nancy doesn’t want to rape you,” Michelle giggled.
“Thank you,” Nelson said, pulling her back to his chest. “Finally a woman that you think doesn’t want to molest me. So why doesn’t she have a boyfriend? I’ve never heard Gerald talk about one.”
Michelle giggled harder. “She’s never had one since we’ve known her, and I’m sure she’s never had one.”
“So she’s just shy? Well, we need to get her out of that. She’s a good girl and doesn’t need to be alone with Gerald for the rest of her life.”
Pushing herself up, Michelle laughed. “Really? You think she’s shy? That’s so cute.”
“Oh God, not cute,” he moaned. “I’m serious. I know you really like her because you let Gavin follow her around like a little puppy.”
“Your son has the biggest crush in the world on her,” Michelle sniggered. “That is cute.”
“He just likes her because she lets him work with her like we do. I hear about everything they do every day. I don’t think he has a crush on her. What type of guy do you think she would like? A nerd or tough guy?”
Throwing her head back and making her hair fly around her head, Michelle laughed hard. “You want to look for her a boyfriend?”
“Don’t you?”
She looked at him laughing and saw his face was serious. Michelle turned her laughing into snickers. “Nelson, Nancy is gay.”
Nelson just blinked. “Huh?”
“Gay. You know what that means; I know you do.”
“She told you that?” he almost shouted.
Shaking her head hard, making her hair fly around, she snickered, “No.”
“So you don’t know then,” Nelson huffed. Seeing Michelle still giggling, he said, “You’re serious.”
“Yes, baby, but that was so cute you wanting to find her a boyfriend.”
Pushing himself up in the bed and dragging her with him as she straddled his waist, Nelson rested his back on the headboard. “How do you know then?”
“She doesn’t look at you and Matt,” Michelle giggled.
“We’re married, babe.”
Michelle stopped laughing as though she flipped a switch and stared at him. “What’s that have to do with the price of tea in China? You know damn well single women look at you all the time—married too for that matter.”
“She knows you and Ashley. You don’t drool over your friend’s spouse.”
“Horseshit,” Michelle scoffed. “We’ve been out with her a few times, but she never looks at any man. Now women, she looks at them like you do.”
“I don’t ogle over other women.” 
“Nelson, at that last tournament, I almost hit you for looking at that girl holding the score cards.”
“She was wearing a tiny string bikini for God’s sake. I’ve used bigger patches of cloth to clean out gun barrels.”
“So you’re saying she was ugly?”
Shrugging, he admitted, “Shit, I don’t know, I never saw her face,” and Michelle slapped his arm.
“That’s what I mean,” she snapped. “You were gawking at her.”
“Well, I’m sorry if I was, so quit being mad,” Nelson said, rubbing his arm.
“I wasn’t until you said you didn’t ogle other women.”
“You were staring at her just as hard,” Nelson snapped.
Michelle leaned back. “Yes,” she said, nodding. “I was trying to figure out how a string bikini and a gun competition went together.”
“Well, it was hot,” Nelson offered with half a shrug. “But we are off the subject.”
“Nelson, Nancy is gay. She talks to you like a guy. I think she likes me because I’m not girly and I’m not scared to get dirty.”
“She doesn’t like Ashley?”
“Not like that,” Michelle said.
Not catching that meaning, he nodded and said, “So we need to find her a girlfriend then. Find out what she likes in a girl.”
“Excuse me, you’re the boy. You find out.”
“Hell, I didn’t know what I liked until I met you,” Nelson said, turning to look at the picture on the wall. 
Looking at the picture of them in full combat gear, Michelle chuckled. “Well, I know you didn’t come after me for my body.”
“Your fucking body is so hot I’ll drink your bathwater.” 
Michelle laughed and kissed him. “Thank you, babe, but what I meant was you didn’t see my body in real clothes for six months. Fatigues don’t do a lot for showing off a woman’s body. Then wearing that thirty pound vest, I’m surprised you knew I was a girl.”
“Girl? Hell, I knew I was going to marry you,” he said, kissing her. 
“Sorry it took me so long to realize that,” she said as she rubbed her nose back and forth over his. 
“So what type of girl do you think we need to find?”
Michelle laughed. “I have no idea.”
“Well, I’m sure you’ve known other lesbians. My experience is limited.”
“Porn doesn’t count, babe,” Michelle giggled.
Pulling her to him, he said, “You watch those scenes too. You like it.”
She kissed him. “Babe, by the time the first scene’s over, I’m so worked up, I think I would see a news broadcast hot.”
“I don’t hear kids. Want me to find one?” he asked, kissing her neck.
“It’s almost eight, stud. You need to go and finish those sheds. You have food on the table.”
“Carports,” he corrected.
“Sheds,” she said, climbing off him. “Keep the movie idea for tonight though.”
Jumping out of the bed, he shouted, “Hell the fucking yes,” making Michelle laugh.
After he dressed and ate, Nelson grabbed his tool belt hanging by the front door and put it on. He grabbed his AR and headed outside, where he saw Gerald on the back deck holding Devin. “Damn, does he wait outside for Devin to wake up?” Nelson mumbled.
“You ready to get the carports done?” Nelson asked, walking up on the porch.
“Sheds,” Gerald said, making Nelson chuckle. 
“Fine, sheds. Where’s Matt and Bernard?”
“They are loading lumber on Bernard’s truck.”
Nelson watched Gerald play with Devin and let out a breath. “Gerald, I’m not mad at you. I just think it was a mistake, but it was your call. You were there; I wasn’t.”
Looking up, Gerald grinned. “Thank you,” he said. “All I could think of if that was Nancy. I know she would never do anything like that, but what if she were hurt real bad or something? I know what needed to be done, but I know I couldn’t do it. I just hope I have someone there that could.”
Realizing what Gerald was saying, Nelson nodded. “Didn’t look at it like that. I would shoot my brother right now if I saw him.”
“How did you know?”
“Your eyes,” Nelson said, sitting down. “You let another part take over when you take care of business.”
“You don’t?”
“Nah, I can say I will stand in front of God proud of what I did and have no shame or remorse.”
“Damn, don’t know if I’m impressed or scared.”
“You should be neither; everyone deals different. It only matters if business is taken care of,” Nelson said. “Gerald, tell me if I’m out of line, but,” Nelson paused, looking around to see no one around. “Why hasn’t Nancy gotten married? She’s smart, funny, totally cool to be around. I can’t get Gavin to shut up about what they do. She treats him like a friend, and he loves that. Is there another side to her? She needs a partner. Not saying you aren’t great, but Gerald, you need a woman, but that is for another day.”
“She’s never found anyone she liked,” Gerald mumbled.
“Well what does she like? We’ll start looking.”
“She’s gay,” Gerald whispered harshly. “Don’t you fucking tell her I told you. I’m not in the mood for one of her rants.”
“So what? She needs someone. If she liked green aliens, I would say let’s get looking. It’s a person’s choice who they love, not society’s.”
Gerald’s jaw dropped as he looked up at Nelson. “I never expected that from you.”
“I’m not a bigot.” 
“I know that. I meant you’re just a macho guy,” Gerald said.
“Dude, I know you’re not gay. You drool over any woman that walks by. You were the only man cheering that sixty-year-old woman to strip in that bar last year.”
With a mischievous grin, Gerald shrugged. “I didn’t know tits could reach the thighs. It was kind of cool.”
“So why hasn’t Nancy hooked up with someone?”
“She doesn’t want people to judge her.”
“I’ll gouge out their eyes and skull fuck them till they die,” Nelson said with a smile.
Hearing the truck beside the house, Gerald lifted Devin up. “Bubble warrior, I have to go to work.” Devin squealed, clapping his hands.
“Hey, can Devin stay with you tonight? I want to spend some time with momma bear,” Nelson said.
“You hear that?” Gerald grinned. “We are going to watch movies and kill bubbles!” Hearing “bubbles,” Devin started swinging his arms, laughing.
Gerald took Devin inside to Nellie then joined Nelson under the big oak tree beside the house on the east side. A large frame was up to house the Cougar 6x6. Nelson and Gerald grabbed nail guns as Bernard and Matt cut the boards and passed them over.
The day they returned from Hank’s, Bernard had pulled the excavator in the yard and dug a hole on the west side next to the berm. Gerald wanted the explosives stored near them but as far away from the house as possible. 
After the hole was dug, they built a twenty by twenty room with stairs and a storm door then covered it up. Before stopping for the day, they mixed concrete and poured the four corner stones for the Cougar’s shed under the massive oak trees on the east side of the house. The next day, they decided to have the FLYERS inside as well, so they had to make another shed beside the Cougar’s home. It was a lot smaller.
When Nellie called them for supper, they were pulling the vehicles in their new homes. Then they headed inside and sat down at the table. “Devin is spending the night with Gerald,” Nelson told Michelle as he sat down.
“You ready to watch him all night?” Michelle asked, looking over at Gerald.
Nancy laughed. “He sits by the window waiting on you two on gym days.”
“That’s right,” Gerald said proudly. “My buddy needs me to fight the bubbles.”
“Fightin’ the bubbles is great!” Olivia shouted with a grin.
“Spoken like a bubble warrior,” Michelle said in a monotone, looking at Nelson. “You’re cleaning the bathroom after her tonight.”
“Nana said I could spend the night here!” Olivia whined. 
Nellie looked up. “Well, Gerald said Devin was spending the night with him, so I said Olivia could spend the night.”
“Gavin, want to spend the night?” Nancy asked, and Gavin’s eyes got wide. “We can play X-box.”
“Can I, Mom?” Gavin asked.
“Sure.” Michelle grinned.
“Adam, Alex, want to join us?” Nancy asked.
“You’ve got to. She’s great on Halo,” Gavin said, and they looked at Bernard.
“I think that’s a good idea,” Bernard said.
“What’s next?” Matt asked, loading his plate.
“I would like to drop off the stuff at Hank’s then check those two farms up the road,” Nelson said.
Groaning as she dropped her head, Michelle said, “Nelson, we have more crap than we know what to do with now.”
Looking over at her, Nelson shook his head. “Yeah, and we won’t be able to get more when we run out for a long time.”
Gerald grinned as Michelle lifted her head and started fixing her plate. “Let’s run around tonight then, Nelson. Easier to hide,” Gerald grinned. 
“What are you looking for?” Bernard asked.
“Don’t know but I want to see what they left,” Nelson said, shrugging. “That first farm down there has a combine, and we need one. You always had someone come over to harvest your crops; I think that is going to be kind of hard now.”
“That’s the Daniels’ farm, and he has Ferguson tractors, not Deere,” Bernard growled.
Nelson closed his eyes and shook his head. “Bernard, it has the big, spinning blade and runs. I saw him using it last year on his fields,” he said, not in the mood for an argument. “Can’t we, just for a second, entertain the idea of bringing in equipment that isn’t green?”
“Nope,” Bernard declared, picking up his glass of tea.
“Forget it, Nelson,” Nellie said from the end of the table. “Bernard had someone ‘give’ him a tractor when he bought this farm. He traded it in for another new John Deere. Didn’t matter he had just bought one.”
Clearing his throat, Bernard set down his glass. “The Kimple farm has Deere, and if Casey is there, I’ll make a deal with him to harvest. If they have left, I’ll bring his combine over here for safe keeping,” Bernard said.
“Whatever,” Nelson mumbled. 
Giving up on feeding Devin, Gerald pulled him out of the highchair. “Just where is the Kimple farm?” he asked, laying Devin on his chest.
“Other side of the highway.” Bernard grinned, watching Gerald pat Devin’s back. 
Looking at the clock, Nancy got up. “I have to see something,” she said, walking into the living room. The others watched her walk out with a nervous gait. Curious, they all got up and followed. They found Nancy at the TV, staring at a snowy screen. 
“Almost seven,” she said, clasping her hands nervously. 
“What’s going on?” Gerald asked, sitting down carefully so he wouldn’t wake Devin.
Getting on her knees in front of the TV, Nancy shook her head. “If it worked, you’ll see. If it didn’t, this is going to suck.”
“Just what is ‘It?’” Gerald asked, watching Nancy rub sweaty palms on her jeans. 
“If it doesn’t work, I’ll tell you later,” she said, and the screen suddenly came to life, showing a color bar test screen. “Oh my God,” Nancy moaned, looking at the screen as a grin spread across her face. Everyone looked at the test screen and at the bottom saw, ‘Texas Public Broadcasting System.’
Nelson looked up at the clock above the TV and saw the second hand sweeping around, almost marking seven o’clock. When the second hand was straight up, the screen blinked, making everyone jump. 
It showed a room with a podium centered on a stage with people moving around. Suddenly, the camera focused, showing a man wearing jeans and a t-shirt walking to the lectern. Behind him were several men wearing military uniforms and two state troopers wearing Smokey Bear hats.
“The governor of Texas, Allen Fern,” someone announced, and people ran for chairs as the governor stepped behind the lectern flanked by the military men.
“I trust we are live?” the governor asked, looking at the back of the room at the camera.
“Yes sir, no jamming detected. We are transmitting to the nation,” someone behind the camera replied. 
Nodding at the camera, the governor looked down at his notes then up at the camera. “Ladies and gentlemen of America, good evening. I’m the elected governor of Texas, Allen Fern. I stand before you today to tell you about the tyrannical federal government that is trying to force subjugation on all citizens of this nation. The states of Texas, Montana, Louisiana, Wyoming, Utah, Idaho, North Dakota, Arkansas, and New Mexico have withdrawn from the union and formed the Free States of America. Until an election, the other governors have appointed me as president until elections can be held.
“Unlike the federal president, I’m a figurehead only. The governors of each state uses the Constitution and Bill of Rights to govern,” he said and looked down at his notes. “I truly am regretful of the situation we find ourselves in at this time. The federal government is trying to turn this great country into a fascist state. Thanks to one individual, we now have the undeniable proof.”
He looked up at the camera with a sad expression. “The images you are about to see are disturbing to say the least, but they are video clips from government agencies dealing with citizens of this great country. They haven’t been doctored or edited in any way and were taken from NSA’s own database before it crashed.” The screen changed, showing executions, people being herded into railcars, and beatings. In each video were federal officials wearing badges and windbreakers with different agency names on the back. All the videos showed at least one member of Homeland present. As each video played, the governor narrated where it took place and all the agencies and police departments involved. 
Watching the screen, Nelson felt himself starting to get sick watching people being lined up and shot. After half an hour, the screen returned to the governor. “This is what we are fighting against,” the governor said, and the screen changed to show a house being stormed. “The federal government had houses in each state to supply agents as they fought against the population. This is one of over a hundred houses that were raided here in Texas.”
“Each house has a fifty-man ‘crisis team’ that are nothing more than terrorists. We now have over three thousand members of these teams in custody and are rounding up the ones that got away. They will be held without bail until we can conduct formal trials for their acts of treason. To the president of the federal government: No, we won’t hand them back. If you don’t stop letting criminals out to reign across the countryside, we will start executing all federal employees being held in the Free States,” the governor said with a grave expression.
After continuing for another thirty minutes outlining atrocities, the governor looked down at the lectern. “What I have told you, we suspected, but for the actions of one person, we now have proof,” he said, holding up a sheet of paper. “This is from the person who unleashed a torrent of viruses, shutting down the NSA and all government computers,” he said, smiling at the camera. “My people tell me you got them all, and the information stored in the data banks has been dumped. We got what you left for us, and as you see, we are showing you, someone up high is willing to fight,” the governor said as he grasped the paper and started reading. 
“Dear Governor,
“I used to work for the NSA and was appalled at what I was witnessing. The NSA and Homeland Security along with other agencies operated above the law with the full blessing of the White House and oversight committees not to protect America but to oppress it. 
“I’m not happy about my actions, but I watched many of my colleagues try to expose what was happening only to be imprisoned or, worse, killed. I have firsthand knowledge of family members of government employees being killed to keep control over those employees.”
Stopping, the governor looked up at the camera. “Yes, we looked and verified what you sent us. Three agents of the BATF have been arrested for the murder of a suspected whistleblower’s child.”
Looking back down at the letter, the governor took a deep breath and continued to read. “I tried once and only once to bring up these violations and was warned to keep my mouth shut. Knowing what would happen if I continued, I kept my mouth shut and continued my work but started my own war.
“The people of the United States refused to believe what other whistleblowers have come out with, and members of Congress called for those whistleblowers to be imprisoned without a fair trial. You can say I’m a coward, but I would rather be a living fighter than a dead martyr who no one believed. As you’ve seen, the areas I had access to were above and beyond what other whistleblowers have exposed, so I know I would’ve been killed along with friends and family.”
 Looking up at the camera, the governor stopped reading. “I hate to say this, but you did the right thing,” he said in a regretful tone. “No one would’ve believed you, not even me. Until the federal government started the power grab, I didn’t believe anything was amiss. When I was shown what you sent, I almost fainted. Like I said, we suspected some of this, but what you have sent us shows just how far they have planned for this takeover.”
Shaking his head, the governor started reading again. “If you prove to me that you are in this fight to win it and restore America, I will send you the information you need. Four days after receiving this information at seven o’clock central time, broadcast to the nation what the federal government is doing to the citizens. I’ve risked much, and so has my group, but we will keep fighting until America is once again free. Thank you, and I hope you will stand tall with others who are fighting for freedom. Yours Truly, Nancy Wallace, NSA Programming Supervisor, G-10.”
A loud thump sounded as Nelson dropped to his knees. “Fuck me with a big stick,” he mumbled, feeling lightheaded. 
“Nancy,” the governor said, looking up at the camera. “America owes you a debt that can never be repaid. I beg of you, please, you and your group make your way to one of the Free States. You have done enough, and we want to protect you.”
Nancy reached back to her pocket and pulled out a cellphone. “Fat chance on that,” she said, turning the phone on. 
Gerald jumped up and forced Nellie to take Devin then ran over to Nancy. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he yelled as she sent a message.
“Telling the governor the passwords to my hard drives I had stored in a safe deposit box in Austin,” she said, looking up. 
“You’re using a cellphone from here to there!” Gerald bellowed, waking up the sleeping babies.
Nancy looked up at him. “Yeah, I’m not stupid. I have relays, and we can’t fight this war from the bottom. We need havens, and for that, we need people from the top.”
“You’re one hundred and ten percent positive that signal can’t be traced here?” Gerald asked, lowering his voice when he heard the cries of the babies.
“Yes,” Nancy smiled. “I’ve been planning this for years. You wanted us to be safe and have a fighting chance. I wanted the rest of America to know what they were up against so they could have a chance to fight.”
“Damn, talk about sticking your dick in a hornet’s nest,” Nelson mumbled as Michelle slapped the back of his head.
 



Chapter Eight
Feeling the bed shift, Nelson cracked his eyes open and saw Michelle walking into the bathroom naked. “Um, papa bear like,” he grinned and crawled out of bed. 
Nelson crept in to find Michelle turning on the shower. “Forget it,” she said, not even turning around. 
“Oh come on, you’re already naked,” he moaned, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her.
“Yeah, I’m not working out sticky.”
“Well, you’re the one that got rambunctious last night, not me,” Nelson chuckled.
Turning around in his arms, Michelle kissed his cheek. “Yep, when I don’t have to worry about kids hearing, I like showing you that you’re no match for me,” she grinned.
“I’ll lose that bet any time you want.”
After showering, they headed to the gym to find the others already there and even all the boys. Gavin, Adam, and Alex followed the men and copied what they did. When Gerald picked up Devin to get in the hot tub, he let out a squeal, clapping his hands. Everyone stopped as Gerald threw in a dozen plastic balls that floated on the surface.
“Teaching him how to call in air strikes today,” Gerald said, climbing in.
Michelle grabbed Nelson’s arm. “Baby, I’m sorry,” she said, watching Gerald toss a ball up so it would land on the bubbles. “You never went to that extreme.”
“I’m jealous,” Nelson huffed. “I never thought about teaching them how to call in artillery and air strikes on the bubbles.”
As the adults climbed in, the bubble war was in full swing. Devin just held onto the balls, using them to beat the bubbles into submission. When Mike squealed and started fighting the bubbles in Nancy’s arms, Michelle grinned. “Looks like he’s committed to battle now.”
When the boys climbed in, the hot tub was packed and forced all the bubbles in the center with no escape. Devin gave a yell and tried to jump out of Gerald’s hands to dive on them. Michelle was relieved when Gerald only let Devin lean forward to beat the bubbles.
“How was X-box last night, Gavin?” Nelson asked, closing his eyes as Devin’s war started throwing water up.
“Man is Nancy good,” he grinned. “She beat all three of us by herself.”
Hearing coughing, Nelson looked over to see water dripping off Devin’s face. “Got a little carried away, didn’t you?” He smiled at Devin.
Giving a yell as he raised his hands, Devin started assaulting the bubbles again. “That’s it; don’t let them get you,” Gerald shouted with a grin.
After everyone had gotten out and as Gerald dried Devin off, he reached for the silent Jacuzzi. “We’ll get them tomorrow,” Gerald laughed. 
Michelle walked over and took Devin. Gerald looked at her in shock. “I need to get him a change of clothes. You’ll see him at breakfast,” she said, hugging Devin.
“Okay,” Gerald droned as he dropped his shoulders.
Nelson wanted to carry Devin home, but Michelle wouldn’t let him. “Yep, time for another kid,” he mumbled.
After he was dressed, Nelson went to the kitchen and got the operating manuals for the FLYER that Nancy had printed out for him. He fixed a pot of coffee as Gavin and Michelle got dressed. Hearing a knock, he turned to see Gerald walk in the door. 
“She doesn’t have Devin dressed yet?” he asked, walking over.
Seeing the look on Gerald’s face made Nelson chuckle. “He’s chasing her around the bed as she dresses.”
“Oh,” Gerald said then looked at the manuals. “So you started studying on your new toys?”
“Yep, read them once already.” 
“You still want to go and get the stuff we found last night?” Gerald asked, looking down the hall when he heard a squeal. 
“Yes, we can go and get it tonight,” Nelson said, hearing giggling coming down the hall. He turned to see Devin crawling down the hall with a wide grin, showing his tooth. 
“There’s my warrior,” Gerald said as he clapped his hands. Devin squealed and crawled in high gear to his buddy.
Michelle came in carrying her vest and grinned upon seeing Gerald pick up Devin. “Wondered why he took off,” she said, putting on her vest.
When Gavin came in dressed, they all headed for the house. When they walked in, they found Olivia and Brittney sitting at the bar on stools with Bernard trying to gently brush their hair, moving from one to the other. The small brush looked like a toy in Bernard’s massive paws.
“Don’t pull so hard, Bernard,” Nellie said, putting a pan of biscuits in the oven. 
“I’m not, woman,” he snapped.
Nelson hung up his vest and put his AR in the gun rack that had been mounted in the kitchen. “Here, Bernard, I’ll show you the tricks,” he said, walking over and grabbing the brush.
Moving over, Bernard watched Nelson’s hands as he brushed Olivia’s hair. “You know your wife and Ashley threatened to cut their hair off?” he almost growled. “I told Nellie, and she took their side. Can you believe that?”
“Why do you think I know how to brush Olivia’s hair?” Nelson said, showing Bernard how to brush without pulling as he worked a tangle out.
Nelson handed him the brush and stepped out of the way as Bernard copied him. “That’s just not right,” Bernard said, working the tangle out. Matt stepped up and grabbed a brush. 
“I had to get Nelson to teach me before Ashley shaved Brittney’s head,” Matt mumbled.
Gerald moved over, still holding Devin, and watched. “They’re little girls; you can’t shave their heads.”
“Want to bet?” Michelle said as she placed plates around the table. “Olivia would have a short haircut if Nelson didn’t brush her hair.”
“Same for Brittney,” Ashley said, filling glasses with orange juice.
“That’s just not right,” Bernard grumbled. “They’re little girls.”
“Hey, you help keep it neat, and I’ll quit wanting to chop it off,” Michelle said, grinning and watching Bernard brush Olivia’s hair with determination. 
Bernard stopped and turned to Nelson. “I’m warning you now if your wife chops off Olivia’s hair, I’m spanking her. You can call me out to the front yard afterwards.”
“I’ll find you the belt if she does,” Nelson grinned.
Michelle gasped as Bernard looked over at Ashley. “Same goes for you. I don’t care if your husband is the size of that bull out there.”
Matt laughed. “I’ll catch her for you, Bernard.”
“Bernard, you know nothing about long hair, so stop it,” Nellie snapped.
“Woman, I brushed yours, and you went and chopped it off.”
“It’s hot, heavy and gets in the way,” Nellie popped off.
Nelson laughed and grabbed some rubber bands and showed Bernard how to pull Olivia’s hair up in ponytails. “If you leave it down, it gets messed up, and Michelle starts looking for clippers,” Nelson said as Bernard put a ponytail on the other side of Olivia’s head.
As everyone sat down at the table, Nelson looked around. “Guys, not to act like a sissy, but I want some time to go over those FLYERS soon. Then I need to break apart that SUV that we destroyed to salvage some stuff,” he said, sitting down as everyone held hands for grace.
After Bernard finished with the prayer, Matt looked over at Nelson. “What are you salvaging that could really be of any use?” he asked as Nellie passed him the platter of bacon. 
“I’m going to cut the body open, pull out all the ceramic plates, Kevlar, and bulletproof windows,” Nelson said, loading his plate. “I’m not really interested in much else. I pulled the gun out already.”
Nodding as he passed the platter around, Matt said, “Yeah, it would be neat to have, but what for?”
“I’m going to put some plates on one of the UTVs so we can ride around with some protection,” Nelson said. “I also need to weld up a steel barrier for Gerald.”
“I need to check the fence line and the crops,” Bernard said, loading his plate.
Reaching over the table, Nancy grabbed a biscuit. “I would like to get up our air warning system,” she said.
Gerald looked around the table. “Okay, everyone takes care of side projects today, and we will continue on the preparations tomorrow since we are going out to get supplies tonight.”
Putting his fork and knife down, Nelson put his hands on the table and turned to Bernard. “We are bringing that mini excavator and track steer back,” he said in an even voice.
“We have an excavator, and my tractor can do anything that little skid steer can,” Bernard said as he took a bite. As he swallowed, he turned to Nelson. “They’re not green.”
Throwing his hands up, Nelson cried out, “Bernard, we used those Bobcats in the sand box. My God, if they can take GIs abusing them, they can stand up to anything.”
“We’re bringing back a combine,” Bernard said. “What do we need more equipment for?”
Shocked that Bernard left it open, Nelson just blinked. “That mini excavator can come in handy with digging small fighting positions, and it doesn’t use anywhere near the diesel the big one uses. The track steer can go where those tractors can’t, but there are five attachments at that farm for it,” Nelson finally mumbled.
“Bernard,” Michelle said, shaking her head. “They are good equipment. We watched the engineers abuse the hell out of them, and they always ran,” she said then cut her eyes at Nelson. “They never let him play on them. I suspect he has ulterior motives, but I can see the reasons why Nelson wants them.”
Satisfied, Bernard nodded. “We’ll bring them here then, but if they are delicate, we get rid of them and find green ones if we need them that bad.”
“I never thought I would see the day,” Nellie mumbled, staring at Bernard. “You’re letting equipment on this farm that’s not Deere.”
“If our troops used it, I’m willing to give it a try. Besides, Bobcat doesn’t make tractors, so I’m not being disloyal,” Bernard said with a serious expression. Gerald took a breath to inform Bernard that they did but saw the look Nelson was giving him. Wisely, Gerald kept his mouth shut.
After breakfast, Nelson headed to the barn. The destroyed Suburban still sat in the back of the barn as he walked over to the area where Bernard let him set up his machine shop in the far back corner. Taking off his vest and hanging up his AR, Nelson grabbed his tools and went to work.
As he worked, Nelson was shocked at just how fast it was possible to tear a car apart. In two hours, he had the body cut open and stacks of ceramic plates and sections of Kevlar off to the side. He called Matt to the barn and got him to help take out the three-inch-thick windows. 
After lunch, Nelson went to work on the steel barricade Gerald wanted him to build. When it was done, he called Matt and Gerald on the radio. With their help, he moved it to the loft of the barn and placed it at the back loft door that looked out over the field. 
“Gerald, what did you want a steel parapet for?” Matt asked, wiping his brow. “It may stop bullets, but the walls on this barn won’t. If I have to fight from the barn, I’m doing it from the ground.”
“I’ll show you. Wait here,” Gerald said, heading to the stairs.
They watched Gerald leave and just looked out over the field. “Your son is in love with Nancy,” Matt blurted out.
A grin split Nelson’s face. “Yeah, and she’s a good one for him to have a crush on. She’s smart and can kick his butt playing games.” 
Matt laughed. “Yes, Nancy definitely has tomboy tendencies.” 
“I’m proud of what she did,” Nelson said, staring out at the field as the cows walked around.
“Me too,” Matt said then sighed. “I just wish she would’ve given us warning.”
“No, it would’ve gotten hopes up, and if it didn’t work, it would’ve been bad for morale.”
Glancing over at Nelson, Matt thought about that then turned to look back over the field. “Yeah, that would’ve been a big hit to morale,” he said.
They just stared at the cows as they moved around in the field until they heard Gerald grunting up the stairs. Glancing over his shoulder, Nelson saw Gerald carrying a large wrapped object with metal tripod legs. Struggling to walk and carry the object, Gerald duck-walked over and set the object down behind the metal barrier Nelson welded together.
Grabbing the burlap covering, Gerald pulled it off, exposing a huge gun mounted on an arm with electric motors. Mounted beside the gun was a camera. “Made a remote firing station, so whoever is sitting in the command area can keep an eye out and use this to make attackers go somewhere else,” he said with a grin.
“Is that a SAW?” Matt asked, looking at the gun.
“No, it’s an M240, a bigger version of the SAW. It fires 7.62 instead of 5.56,” Nelson said as Gerald moved the tripod and noticed the gun had a suppressor mounted on the end. “You suppressed it?”
“Well yeah,” Gerald said, unwinding an electric cord. “In case we are attacked from two sides, I don’t want everyone to know there is hell up here.”
“I’ll get some hay and stack it in front of it,” Matt said, moving over to stacks of hay.
Gerald grabbed his arm. “No, I was thinking empty feed bags. This thing gets hot, and I really don’t want it being responsible for burning down Bernard’s barn.”
“Yeah, that probably would piss him off,” Matt said, going to grab some empty feed sacks.
Nelson screwed the legs down as Gerald plugged up the remote gun station and started checking it over. “Just have to get the cable for the video and controls hooked up and load it, and we are in business,” Gerald said with a grin.
When they were finished, Nelson hooked what was left of the SUV up to a tractor and pulled it out of the barn. Dragging it across the field, he pulled it to the very back of the property and as deep as he could into the trees.
Pulling the tractor back to its parking spot, Nelson shut it off and went to the FLYERs. Pulling the one with the GAU19 out, Nelson started going over the buggy. At the back was an extendable boom with a thermal camera mounted on top. Looking out the top to make sure the boom wouldn’t hit any branches from the oak tree he was sitting under, Nelson sighed, pulled the FLYER out more, and raised the boom up.
He looked over his shoulder as the boom telescoped up twenty feet. After playing with the camera for a few minutes, he lowered the boom back down and pulled back under the oak tree. Climbing up in the gunner’s seat, he turned on the GAU and pressed engage for the barrels to start rotating. 
A smile split his face as he watched the three massive barrels spin. “I can kick Darth Vader’s ass with this and make him my bitch,” he chuckled. He practiced loading it and really wanted to fire the GAU, but that would let everyone in a six-mile radius know serious weapons were around. 
Pulling the FLYER back inside, he went over to the other one with the mini gun. Nelson had used those in Iraq several times, so he left it alone after making sure it worked. This FLYER had a sniper detection system mounted on the back where the camera was mounted on the other one.
After playing with it for a while, Nelson walked out of the shed and saw Bernard raising a long ass pole with a birdhouse on one end. Looking at the other end, Nelson watched it slide in a hole as Bernard lifted the pole up using the bucket on the boom truck he used to work on the barn.
When the pole was up, Nelson noticed steel cables attached to it at various heights. He watched as Gavin, Adam, and Alex grabbed the cables, pulling them out, and grabbed a large rod, tapping it into the ground. Then Matt came over carrying a sledgehammer and pounded the rods in deep.
“What do you think?” Gerald asked, walking up behind him. 
“Why in the hell do we need birdhouses, and why do they need to be that damn tall?” Nelson asked.
Gerald laughed and grabbed his arm, pulling him to the front of the house then pointed to the side of it. Near the northwest corner of the fence was a pole with a birdhouse, but it was only twenty feet tall. In the back northeast corner was another birdhouse, but it was ten feet taller than the other one. “They have directional microphones in them. Birds can’t get inside; it’s just painted pegboard with holes. Because they are set at different heights, we can get a better location on the height of planes and helicopters.”
Nelson grinned. “A poor man’s radar.”
“Yep, acoustic detection,” Gerald laughed. “Tested it out, and Nancy could pick up planes and large drones twenty-two miles away, small drones at twelve miles, and swore she could tweak the system to go out a little further.” 
Turning around, Nelson watched Nancy push over a wheelbarrow and dump concrete at the base of the last pole. “When will the command area be done?” Nelson asked.
“All outside cameras will be up tonight, and the cameras that we are mounting around the berm will be up in a few days. With Gavin helping her, Nancy is moving right along. I planned on the cameras being up six weeks after we started. Together, they will cut it in half.”
 “What did Hank talk to you about yesterday when we dropped off the stuff we gave them?” Nelson asked, turning to look at Gerald.
“They are using a lot of gas, keeping their generator running to keep the freezer and fridge cold.”
“Cold storage is the difference between living easy or living hard,” Nelson nodded.
“Think we could help them?”
Nelson shook his head. “Dude, they aren’t getting our spares.”
“Hell no,” Gerald snapped. “I know you were looking at using alternators on cars as a possible backup.”
“Yeah, I have the plans in the cabin.”
“Think you could rig up something?” Gerald asked hopefully. 
“That creek is really far from them. I’m sure they don’t have the wire needed to run back to the house,” Nelson said.
“They have a small stream that runs just north of the house that empties into the creek. I looked at it, but I have no idea if it’s enough water flow,” Gerald said, watching Nelson for any reaction.
Taking a deep breath, Nelson looked away from Gerald. “I’ll give you a list to give them. When they get the list together, I’ll come and see what I can do. I have to build a desk and shelves for your sister in the basement for the command area then wire it up with electricity. I have to weld up a thousand caltrops. Bernard asked me to make a tie rod for Hank’s broken tractor and see if I can come up with a battery bank for them so they wouldn’t have to run the generator so much, but I think I can mark that off doing what you want if they can get the stuff. Michelle wants our basement and all the storage containers organized this week so she can start an inventory.” 
As Nelson paused to take a breath to continue, Gerald sighed, “Thanks Nelson. We need them to stay close.”
“I’m not doing all the work,” Nelson snapped. “I have more than enough to do here. I haven’t even got to what Matt and Nellie need me to do.”
“I know, and if they expect you to do the work, then they can leave, but we need people close that can fight. On the HAM last night, we heard two guys talking about a gang hitting a small town south of St. Louis. We need numbers, and the only way to do that is have people close.” 
Nelson turned to Gerald. “It’s about time we start seeing what’s around and making life uncomfortable for any hostiles.”
“Yeah, but if we make too much noise, the feds will come here in strength, and we can’t fight strength from here; we’d have to leave,” Gerald said.
“Lay down, and they walk over us.”
Gerald grabbed his arm. “Dude, who do you think you’re talking to? I’ve been in so many shitholes around the world doing this I lost count a long time ago. I’ve done this before. I know how to fight this war. We are already making a bad mistake of staying in a static location when the other side has massive airpower.”
“We can’t leave, not with little ones,” Nelson said as Matt walked over, carrying his sledgehammer. 
“That’s why we hit feds a long ways from here and just string up hostiles along the road to deter others,” Gerald said as Matt stopped beside them. 
“How come I was chosen to drive those damn rods into the ground?” he panted.
Gerald looked at Nelson then back to Matt. “Because you’re the size of a house with arms bigger than my legs,” Gerald told him.
“She’s your sister. Next time, you get the sledgehammer,” Matt said, handing it over.
“I’m going to talk to Nancy and make sure we don’t need the sledgehammer for any more projects, and if we do, we need to make adjustments,” Gerald said, walking away with the sledgehammer. “We leave after supper.”
***
As the last rays of sunlight disappeared, Nelson climbed up into the gunner’s seat behind the GAU. It took him and Michelle to load the thousand-round ready box and stack cans of ammunition on the buggy. Michelle almost passed out when Nelson mounted a SAW on the swivel arm on the passenger door, especially since Gavin was going to be riding there.
When Nelson had told Michelle that he was letting Gavin come, she almost pulled her pistol and shot him. When asked for the reason, Nelson told her he was tired of loading shit and wanted more help. The only ones not coming were the babies, Olivia, and Brittney with Nellie to watch them.
Adam and Alex came over to see Gavin sitting behind the SAW, and their mouths dropped open. They were both carrying ARs like his with modified vests. Both had grown up around guns and even had ARs of their own before the feds came, emptied their home, and took them away.
Seeing the look on their faces, Nelson mounted a SAW on the swivel arm on both back doors and told the boys to climb in. Michelle just shook her head as she climbed in the driver’s seat. 
“One is ready,” Nelson called over the radio. 
“Two pulling up,” Gerald said as he pulled up behind the FLYER in Bernard’s truck. Bernard was in the passenger seat with his M14 hanging out the window.
“Three here,” Matt said, pulling up behind Gerald in his truck with an empty trailer hooked up. 
“Four here,” Nancy called out, pulling up behind Matt in Nelson’s truck with Ashley beside her.
Reaching up to adjust his night vision goggles, Nelson flipped the safety off on the GAU. “Rolling out,” Michelle said over the radio. Nelson looked down at Michelle as she put the FLYER in drive and pulled out of their berm. “Nelson, if you shoot that damn thing, you better call out targets. I don’t want to shit my pants with that cannon going off over my head.”
Nelson laughed as she drove around the overturned truck roadblock. “Baby, if I get a chance to squeeze off a burst, I swear I’ll call it out beforehand,” he said and glanced at each of the boys. “I hope none of you boys have fingers on triggers,” he called over the intercom.
They, like everyone, else had radios and night vision goggles but were wearing headsets that allowed everyone inside the FLYER to talk via the intercom. “No sir,” each one responded.
“Nelson, did you load those SAWs?” Michelle asked with an edge to her voice.
Nelson grimaced as he pressed his transmit key. “Yes baby, I went over it with them. They know how to operate it. An unloaded gun is just a fancy club, babe.”
“We are talking when we get home,” she called back and glanced up at him. 
Won’t be gettin’ any tonight, Nelson thought as Michelle sped down the road. It didn’t take long for them to reach the first farm. It was much bigger than Bernard’s and was the one that held the Bobcats that Nelson wanted. 
It also had a nice machine shop. Nelson had bought all his equipment online, and he thought his equipment was top notch. Only two racks were on the barn wall that held metal stock in various shapes, sizes, and sheets. Nelson had wanted more, but that stuff started getting expensive, but for a private machinist, he was happy with his stock.
That was until he went into the building that was set up as a machine shop on this farm. The racks inside held metal by the ton, not pieces. The machine shop alone was going to take three trips just for the metal stock. Gerald insisted that they also take some of the machines as well, and when Nelson objected, Michelle almost passed out. In the end, Gerald won.  
Michelle stopped out on the dirt road as the trucks pulled into the farm. “Boys, which one of you is staying with Mom?” Nelson asked, climbing out of the gunner’s seat.
“I am, Dad,” Gavin answered.
“Alex, Adam, let’s go,” Nelson said, jumping off. Bending his knees as he landed, Nelson turned around and pulled his AR off the top of the FLYER. Hearing a pneumatic pump, he turned to see the boom with the camera extending. “Let us know if you see something,” he said, jogging toward the farm.
“My God, look at the deer all over the fields,” Michelle gasped. “They aren’t out like that when I’m hunting.”
All the trucks were off, and Nelson heard a diesel engine fire up and saw the tracked loader move toward the machine shop. Hanging off the bucket were forklifts. He skidded to a halt when he saw Bernard driving the Bobcat into the machine shop. “All that bitching he did, and he’s driving it!” Nelson snapped.
Gerald walked over and grinned at Nelson’s open mouth. “Yeah, he’s driven them before—that one as a matter of fact,” Gerald laughed. “He told me as we were loading up he’s used both of them on the farm before. He wanted to go and buy the John Deere mini excavator and track loader but said each one alone cost more than one of his small tractors.”
Nelson stormed off toward the machine shop. “I’m going to give him a piece of my mind.”
Trotting after him, Gerald grabbed Nelson’s arm. “We got them, so just leave it alone,” Gerald pleaded. 
Watching Bernard carrying out one of the full racks using the loader, Nelson nodded. “Yeah, loading that by hand would’ve sucked big time.”
“No, it wouldn’t have. We would’ve left that shit,” Gerald said, stepping up beside him. He looked at the rack loaded with ten-foot-long, solid metal rods. At the bottom, the rods were three inches wide and got smaller with each shelf going to the top. There were twenty of these rods alone, and that shelf was the only one not packed. Seeing the trailer squat as Bernard set the rack down, Gerald knew that was tons of metal.
“Gerald, we need stuff like this to be viable when this ends,” Nelson said, waving his hand at the trailer. 
Gerald shook his head. “Yeah I know, but Nelson, one of those three-inch rods weighs more than I do. Hell, I tried to pick one up last night and almost pulled a nut,” he whined. “We aren’t even going to talk about those one-inch steel sheets.”
“Dork, you don’t pick them up by yourself,” Nelson said, slapping his arm as Bernard came out with another rack of round stock, but this was stainless steel.
“If we would’ve had to load this by hand, it would’ve stayed here until we needed each piece.”
“And you want to bring those CNCs, vertical mill, band saws, grinder, lathe, and plasma cutter,” Nelson huffed. “I have most of that shit, and what I don’t have, I can work around it.”
“Dude, we have something to lift the shit with,” Gerald cried out. “When we set up that damn CNC in the barn, my back hurt for a month. This stuff is bigger than yours and has more handles and controls,” Gerald said.
“Gerald, I’m going to have to learn how to use those extra handles and controls. I like those machines, but I know mine.”
Seeing Matt roll out a large tool box that was taller than he was, Gerald shook his head. “Well, you said you were going to be the machinist and gunsmith for the group, so get to learning,” Gerald said, walking away.
“Eat me,” Nelson popped off, following him.
When Nelson walked in the shop, he found Nancy and Ashley fighting to lower large bottles of oxygen on a pallet. “You really don’t want to drop those hard,” he said, walking over to help them. Seeing a bottle trying to roll off, Nelson made them hold it as he found some boards then nailed two to each side so the bottles couldn’t fall. 
Hearing a truck crank up, he looked out to see Bernard’s truck pulling away only carrying three racks. Looking back at the wall that was lined with those racks, Nelson counted nine more. “This is going to take fucking forever,” he moaned.
“Nelson, come over here, and unhook these damn things,” Matt called out, standing beside a CNC machine center. 
Spinning around, Nelson saw Nancy and Ashley moving bottles of gasses to the pallet and Gerald moving another massive tool box. “Who the fuck was driving that truck?” Nelson snapped, pointing out the bay door as Matt’s truck pulled up.
“Adam drove Bernard’s, and Alex is driving mine,” Matt sighed. “Come unhook these damn wires.”
“Dude, the electricity is off; just take them off.”
“Nope, you do it,” Matt said, walking over to help Ashley and Nancy.
“I hope all of you realize this shit has to be stored inside, and this one building is going to fill a lot of that barn with these machines,” Nelson said, laying his AR on the table as Bernard drove in the shop, picking up another rack.
“We’ll deal with that later,” Gerald shouted when Bernard drove out.
Mumbling very unpleasant words, Nelson grabbed some tools and started unhooking the equipment. Seeing the electrical supply wall, Nelson walked over and unhooked a transformer and phase converter. “What are you doing?” Matt asked, walking up behind him.
“What the fuck does it look like?!” Nelson shouted, not bothering to turn around. “This shit uses more power than my shit, so I need some of this shit to make it work when I get it back with my shit!”
“What’s Nelson yelling about?” Michelle asked over the radio.
Matt pressed his transmit key as Nelson just continued to bitch. “Ah…shit. He’s yelling about shit.”
“Tell him to hold it down,” Michelle called back. With his back to Matt, Nelson raised up one hand with his middle finger extended.
“Ah, Michelle, that’s a negative on holding it down,” Matt called back and left a cussing Nelson.
When Nelson was done unhooking the electrical boxes, he turned to see most of the shop was empty. He looked outside and saw all the trucks but Bernard’s. “Where’s Bernard’s truck?” he shouted.
“Alex and Adam have been driving them back, and Nellie has been unloading them with the tractor,” Gerald shouted from across the room. 
“And you just now tell me this change in plans?”
“Hey, the kids are asleep, and we are really moving along,” Gerald said as he stopped working and wiped sweat off his face. “Your wife and son are blocking the only route in, so it’s not like anyone can drive up to the house.”
With his eyes narrowed, Nelson growled, “Fine,” and pointed at a generator in the corner. “Load that up,” he said, putting the electrical boxes on a pallet. 
“You mean we are going to need more power than we can produce to run these things?” Gerald shouted.
“No, but I think we will have to open up some of the reserve hydro generators,” Nelson snapped.
“We have generators at the farm. What do we need that one for then?”
Flying across the room, Nelson got up in Gerald’s face. “You wanted me to hook up power for Hank. That is an eight-thousand-watt generator. I take off the motor, hook it to a Pelton wheel, and if I can get the water pressure, they have power. I don’t need an inverter or anything else; it’s all right there,” he growled, pointing at the generator.
Stepping back with a nervous face, Gerald said with a forced smile, “Sure Nelson, I’ll get it loaded.”
Spinning around, Nelson stormed over and continued to load the electrical panels. When they were all loaded, he walked over and looked at a MIG welder, unplugged it from the wall, and rolled it to the door. “Nelson, you have a MIG,” Matt said, walking up.
“Well, since we are taking every fucking thing here no matter what the fuck I say, I thought you might want to load this! It has another gun on it that can weld aluminum!”
Matt nodded with a forced grin. “I’ll get it loaded,” he said, moving over and taking it from Nelson as Michelle ran up and caught the exchange. 
After Bernard loaded the MIG, Matt walked over to Michelle, who was leaving. “Michelle, go say something to him,” Matt begged.
“Bullshit,” she said over her shoulder. “He’s pissed, and when he’s pissed, arguing with him is useless because he won’t shut up till he wins.”
Matt ran after her and walked beside her. “Well, just go ask him what’s wrong so we can fix it,” Matt suggested as he heard Nelson shouting at Bernard. 
“I have to live with him; you don’t. You go ask his ass,” Michelle said, walking off as Matt stopped. “When he’s pissy, I don’t argue with him because even if he’s wrong, he doesn’t shut up. He will win the argument.”
Turning around, Matt jogged back. “Fuck it, I’ll just avoid his ass and do what he says,” Matt groaned. “The look in his eyes made my pee pee hurt.”
“Well, that would probably be a smart thing to do!” Michelle called over her shoulder.
When the shop was empty, they moved over to the barn and started loading trailers with bags of feed and seeds stacked on pallets. Nelson saw Adam and Alex standing in the door, watching Bernard load up the pallets. 
“Adam, Alex, get those cages out of the back of my truck, and catch those chickens, and throw them in it,” Nelson said, pointing to his truck.
The boys took off as Nelson pressed his radio. “One, have you seen anything?”
“With the exception of a shit load of deer, no,” Michelle said, and Nelson heard Gavin in the background. “Oh, we saw a large pack of dogs to the west.”
“I’m sending Ashley and Nancy out to swap with you,” Nelson said.
“Thank you. This shit is boring,” Michelle called back. Michelle and Gavin walked up to the barn and saw the group loading. Gavin saw Adam and Alex catching chickens with fishing nets and ran over to join them.
“Where’s Nelson?” Michelle asked, walking up.
“Not here because he already chewed all of our asses off,” Gerald said, throwing stuff on the trailer. 
She looked around. “I swear if y’all lost my husband, I’ll show you pissed off! You know how hard it is to train one?” she shouted and keyed her radio. “Mobile One, where are you?”
“About to come out of the house,” Nelson called back.
Dropping off a load on the trailer, Bernard looked up. “I thought we weren’t going to mess with the houses.”
“By all means, you can tell him, Bernard,” Gerald said, walking back into the barn. “I don’t give a damn what he messes with as long as he’s not chewing my ass.”
Nodding, Bernard turned and followed. “I’m sure he has a good reason.”
Michelle laid her AR on the hood of the truck and turned to see Nelson walking over. “What has your ass chapped?” she asked.
“Don’t you even think of starting on me, damn it!” Nelson shouted, and Michelle turned and went in the barn to help. When Bernard came out and threw his load on the trailer, Nelson walked over and grabbed his arm. “I need you for a minute,” Nelson said, pulling him behind the barn.
“I was working. Why the hell do you want to take me behind the barn for?” Bernard shouted.
“Huh?” Nelson asked as he stopped. Bernard just stared at him, and Nelson pointed ahead. “Can that excavator over there pick those tanks up?” Nelson asked, pointing at two five-thousand-gallon metal tanks behind the barn.
Turning to look at the excavator, Bernard started, “Well…”
“Bernard, I love you, but I swear to God, if you say something about that being a Case, I’m going to spin off big time,” Nelson snapped. 
“Nelson, if those tanks are full, that would be over twenty tons. Not even my Deere could pick that up,” Bernard said.
“One is empty, but the other is full, so that excavator could pick up the empty one?”
“Sure, but we don’t have a trailer to haul it on.”
Nelson turned to look at the tanks. “Then we will carry it with the excavator.”
“We have lights coming up behind us,” Nancy called over the radio.
“It’s Hank’s truck,” Nellie came over the radio. “I saw two people in the cab when they went over the bridge.”
“How fucking stupid do you have to be to drive around with fucking headlights when people are hunting anyone!” Nelson bellowed as he started walking toward the road.
Those working in the barn grabbed weapons and took off running for the road and reached the buggy just as Hank’s truck stopped, and everyone had to yank off their night vision goggles. “Turn your lights off,” Gerald shouted.
Opening his door, Hank stepped out. “What?”
“Turn your goddamn lights off!” Gerald screamed as he looked over his shoulder to see Nelson strolling around the barn with Bernard, and they were heading toward the road.
“You don’t have to be rude,” Hank said, reaching in to turn the truck off and kill the lights as Josh got out the other side. “What are y’all doing here at Butch’s house?”
Gerald looked at Hank then turned to Josh and was glad to see both were carrying their ARs and had on tactical vests. “Making sure no one gets his shit,” Gerald said, glancing over his shoulder, seeing Nelson walking up the driveway with something in his hand. “Oh shit,” he mumbled, seeing the shadow of a hammer in Nelson’s hand.
“You can’t do this; Butch will be back. He called the day those feds came by and said they were just going to report to Springfield, and since he had a farm, he would be back,” Hank said, noticing Gerald looking over his shoulder. “Is that Nelson with Bernard?”
Stepping close, Gerald put his face in Hank’s. “You have an ass chewing coming. Listen to it, and take it like a man,” Gerald whispered.
“I’m a grown man,” Hank snapped.
“A stupid ass grown man,” Michelle snapped.
“Now listen here—” Hank started.
“Shut the fuck up!” Nelson bellowed as he walked up and looked in the FLYER to see Nancy still watching the screen of the thermal camera. “Nancy, anything?”
“No, just deer.”
Seeing Nelson coming, Gerald stepped aside. “You better take it like a man and listen,” he warned Hank in a low voice.
Strolling past Hank, Nelson raised the hammer back and busted the passenger headlights. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Hank shouted as Nelson stepped over and busted the driver side headlights. 
Dropping the hammer, he spun around and got in Hank’s face. “You fucking idiot! You ride around with fucking lights when motherfuckers are trying to kill us. Are you a fucking retard!” Nelson roared, spraying Hank’s face with spit. “I fucking gave you night vision, numb nuts, and showed you how to fucking work them! You forget?”
Hank stepped back and took a breath. 
“I wouldn’t,” Gerald warned. “The ass chewing will turn into an ass whooping.” 
Nelson stepped forward, back in Hank’s face. “If you want to fucking get killed, then fine, dick head, but you light my group up like a stupid ass cocksucker again, and I’ll skin you with a butter knife and dip you in alcohol!” Nelson bellowed 
Startled and with his heart pounding in his chest, Hank looked at Gerald then looked back at Nelson. “I’m sorry, I just didn’t think,” Hank said in a low voice.
“If you wanted to know what was going on, you could’ve used the radio,” Nelson growled, and everyone was thankful he wasn’t bellowing anymore. “Don’t fucking endanger us like that again.”
Hank looked at the front of his truck and forced a grin. “Don’t think I will be able to do that again.”
“Think before you act,” Nelson said in a normal voice and stepped back, making everyone relax. “You said you had a semi with a trailer that could haul Bernard’s excavator.”
“Yes.”
Grabbing Hank, Nelson spun him to toward the barn. “Can it carry those tanks if they were empty?”
“Yeah, I’m the one that brought them here for Butch.”
Nelson spun Hank back around. “When we were at your farm, I didn’t see any animals. Where do you keep them?”
“I uh, sold all my cows last year and only grow hay now.”
“Chickens?” Nelson asked hopefully, and Hank shook his head. “Follow my instructions to the letter. Get in your truck, drive up to the barn, and you will see chickens in dog cages in the back of my truck. Put them in yours, drive home, take them out. Grab night vision and radios. Leave two adults there, and come back here with a trailer on this truck, go into that house, and load all the food inside on your truck and trailer. Carry it back to your house, unload it, then follow us to the next farm. Do I need to draw you pictures?”
“No,” Hank said, moving to his truck as Nelson turned around. “Matt’s trailer isn’t loaded. Let’s unhook it and hook up that fuel trailer and get this shit back to the farm.” After Hank drove past, everyone headed back to the barn.
Bernard fell in beside Nelson and pointed at the machine shop. “Nelson, that gray tank on that metal stand is unleaded fuel. It holds something like three hundred gallons. I can load it with that Bobcat on Matt’s trailer.”
“Michelle,” Nelson called out as she walked in front of him. “Can you ride back and bring back the hybrid buggy? And I want someone to bring my Blazer here and haul Matt’s trailer back.”
“Why do you want that buggy?” Michelle asked.
“It’s quiet, and I can move ahead of us.”
“No, that damn FLYER is quiet, and it packs a punch, so you can’t have your buggy,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “I’ll dump a mag in that buggy if that Blazer rolls up here.”
Seeing Michelle caressing her AR, Nelson nodded. “Fine, we’ll roll up and check the area then call the others since someone rode around with headlights,” Nelson said, walking around her.
“That’s why you brought Gavin, you asshole!” Michelle shouted. “You expected me to let you go ahead and me stay back with him!”
Started, Nelson stopped. “Damn, that would’ve been a good idea if I would’ve thought about that,” he mumbled.
Michelle jerked back. “That’s not why you brought him?”
“No, I want him to get used to moving around at night. It was only a year ago he was scared of the dark,” Nelson said as he started walking again.
“We taking that empty tank now?” Bernard asked.
“No, we will get it tomorrow. There’s several on the next few farms I want to check out.”
“Nelson, it’s the start of the season; most will be full of fuel. I’m sure the only reason Butch’s other tank is empty is this shit started and interrupted his delivery,” Bernard said as Hank’s truck pulled past.
“We’ll think of something,” Nelson said, looking at the barn. “What’s left?”
“A shit load of hay,” Matt said.
“Leave it. We have a hay farmer next door,” Nelson said. “Group one, back to our ride. Bernard, load up that other tank, and pull the Bobcat out to the road. We’ll load it on my trailer to use at the other farms.”
“There wasn’t a lot we were getting at the others,” Gerald said with a cringe. 
“Well, since we have more help and Hank’s hay farm is empty, we have somewhere to store shit. That last farm where Bernard is going to get that combine from has a shit load of building supplies we need.”
“Casey Kimple’s farm,” Bernard said, walking to the Bobcat. “He was letting his son build a house on his property.”
“Well, we need that shit,” Nelson mocked as he bobbed his head. 
When Nelson headed to the FLYER, everyone ran to vehicles. As his group climbed in, Nelson watched the line of loaded trucks head back to the farm. Lowering his goggles, Nelson climbed in the gunner’s seat. “Michelle, pull us up a hundred yards. We’re right in front of the driveway, and Hank hasn’t impressed me at all.”
“Nelson, this is new shit to him. You need to relax,” Michelle said, grabbing the start toggle.
“Me, get to relax? What drug are you smoking?” he huffed.
Groaning as she started the FLYER, Michelle pulled up and turned the engine off. When Hank returned, Michelle was very happy Nelson had her pull up, or Hank would’ve hit them with how fast he was going down the road. “I’ll be back,” Michelle said, climbing out, and jogged toward the house. 
Nelson climbed down and went over the SAWs again with the boys as Michelle ran around the house to see Bernard talking to Hank. Michelle walked over and stopped beside them. “Hank, he had every right to yell at you like that,” Bernard said as she walked up.
“Bernard, I got this,” she said and looked at Hank. “I’m Nelson’s wife, Michelle. If you listen to what he says, you and your family might live through this. Granted, he could’ve handled it better, but Nelson is wound up tonight for some reason, so your lessons will be harsh.”
“I just wanted to see what y’all were doing,” Hank said.
“Like he said, use the radio,” Michelle said.
“How can we learn if we don’t go out?”
“Wait, hasn’t Gerald and Nelson been over teaching your group?” Michelle asked, and Hank nodded. “He didn’t offer to bring you along because you weren’t ready. Hell, my son sitting out there on that road will be nine in four days, and he knows ten times what you know about moving around at night. The reason you’re here now is he’s showing you since you couldn’t stay put.”
“Lights to the south on Highway 60, heading west,” Nelson came over the radio.
“Shit,” Michelle said and grabbed her radio as she turned south. They were still two miles from the highway, but she could tell there were lights from something with her night vision goggles. “You have visual,” she called out.
“Humvee with someone in the cupola, looks like a Ma Deuce in the mount. They are at the maximum range of the camera.”
“They coming to play?” 
“Negative, and they have the same thing on the back of their rig as I have on mine. I think they are searching.”
“What if they hear your radio?” Hank asked as she was about to call Nelson back.
“They could tell it was a transmission, but they can’t listen in,” Michelle said.
“Still moving and past our access point,” Nelson called over the radio.
Michelle looked at Hank. “You realize if you would’ve driven up with your lights when that thing was closer, it would’ve come here. Pull your head out of your ass and think. Don’t panic like you did driving back here. If we hadn’t moved, you would’ve plowed into us, and Nelson would’ve shot you because our son is in that rig.”
Visibly trembling, Hank nodded as Bernard reached over, patting his shoulder. “Listen and watch. Tell everyone in your group to do the same, and for God’s sake, don’t turn on a light.”
“Mobile One, return to the rig. We have another one moving down the road like the first, but this one is blacked out,” Nelson called over the radio.
“Want to stop the return team?” Michelle called back as she broke into a run.
“Negative. We don’t know if this is just a preview of things to come.”
“Break traffic. This is Mobile Four. All exposed teams need to find cover. We have an eye coming from the southeast at six thousand feet,” Nancy called over the radio. “Will be in range in nine minutes.”
Michelle skidded to a halt and spun around. “Pull your truck in the barn now!” she shouted, running back, and saw people pouring out of the house. “Get the fuck back in the house!”
The group turned around, and all of them tried to use the door to get back in as Michelle brought her AR across her body and held it out. She hit the back of the group, forcing them in, and heard the FLYER rounding the house as Hank’s truck and the Bobcat started up. As she entered the door, she turned to see the FLYER shoot in the open barn doors.
Bernard almost took out the door as he drove the track loader in. Michelle was proud of Hank as he quickly but carefully pulled in the barn. When the trailer was inside, she saw Nelson closing the doors.
“Eye is following highway,” Nancy called out. “Have ID, eye is RQ-7 Shadow medium range UAV.”
“Mobile Four, will need you to stay on station until expedition is over,” Nelson called out.
“One, this is Two. Suggest we pack party up,” Gerald called out. 
“Negative, when eye is gone, we are loading. I want to crawl in our hole and stay before supplies are gone.”
“Cut radio traffic,” Nancy called out, and Michelle fought to keep calm. Checking her watch again, Michelle knew they had been silent for ten minutes as Nancy came over the radio. “Eye has passed. It seemed to veer off the highway but continued down. Sky is clear in area.”
In the barn, Nelson was showing the boys the GAU when Nancy called the all clear. He turned to look at Hank, who looked like he was going to pass out. “You’re welcome, Hank,” he said with a grin. “Now pull out and load up so we can get back home.”
Nodding dumbly, Hank climbed back in his truck as Bernard opened the door. “Mobile Four, would that eye have seen us at his height?” Nelson called out as he started the FLYER.
“One, this is Two,” Gerald called out. “I’m with Mobile Four, and no, that eye wasn’t far enough away from the highway or high enough to spot you.” 
Nelson stopped by the house and climbed up in the gunner’s seat as Michelle climbed in the driver’s seat. “It’s starting to get interesting,” Nelson said, moving behind the GAU. “Boys, keep your eyes open, and don’t shoot until cleared by me or Michelle.” 
Michelle pulled back on the road and looked up at Nelson. “We are going closer to the road,” she said.
“Yeah, if it wasn’t for Hank, we would’ve been at the other farm by now,” Nelson said as Bernard pulled out on the road with the Bobcat.
When Gerald returned with the others, Bernard pulled the Bobcat up on Nelson’s trailer that Ashley was driving. As the group pulled out, Hank’s group headed back to his house. Michelle pulled out to the next farm, which was less than a mile from the highway.
They were halfway loaded when Hank’s crew returned, and with the six extra hands, everything was loaded quickly. “Gerald, unload at Hank’s, and get back,” Nelson called over the radio. 
Bernard drove the Bobcat up beside the FLYER and turned it off. Opening the door on the cab, he climbed out, and Nelson was amazed he got his tall ass in that cab. “Nelson, Casey’s farm is on the other side of the highway,” Bernard said, stepping down. 
“Bernard, we were just there last night. You think I forgot?”
“No,” he snapped. “Let’s just go back, and I’ll get that Ferguson at Butch’s farm.”
“Oh hell no,” Nelson said. “I listened for two hours how a John Deere combine was ten times better. If we don’t get anything else, that damn combine is coming with us if I have to tie a rope to the front of it and pull it to the farm with my bare hands.”
“I’ll make do.”
“Like hell,” Nelson said. “But I tell you one thing; you better be able to go faster than a walk on that damn thing.”
“It goes twenty-seven miles an hour in high.”
“I rest my case,” Nelson laughed. “I’m going to have Michelle pull up on that hill behind the house. From there, she should be able to see several miles in both directions.”
“Babe,” Michelle said, making him look down at her. “We’re getting close to the range of our radios, so not too far behind that house.”
“By road, we are seven miles from the farm; in a straight line, we are just over five.”
They sat and waited with Gavin staying glued to the display from the thermal camera. Nelson was just happy the display had a night vision mode that barely emitted any light from the screen. When they heard the group coming back, Nelson looked at Bernard. “Load up, and wait till we call before crossing the highway, and tell everyone to relax so they don’t make mistakes.”
“Okay,” Bernard said, stepping away from the FLYER as Michelle cranked up and eased up the dirt road. 
“Still good, Gavin?” she asked as she looked each way on the highway but didn’t see anything.
“Don’t see anything, Mom.”
Michelle pressed the accelerator, turning right on the highway. She sped the quarter mile to the driveway on the left side of the highway and barely slowed as she took the turn. “Drive between the house and barn. You see that rise?” Nelson called over the intercom.
“Got it,” Michelle said, easing off the gas upon seeing the oak trees around the house. “Gavin, lower the boom so we don’t hurt the camera.”
Gavin reached over, pressing the switch to drop the boom with the camera. When it was down, Michelle stomped the accelerator, darting off the driveway and past the house. Slowing as she reached the rise, she picked her way between the trees until Nelson told her to stop and turn around.
When she had the FLYER turned, she could see the valley the highway followed. “Gavin, raise the boom, and see what’s around,” Nelson said, looking around.
“Nothing, Dad.”
“Three, this is One, empty road, so come across, but take care on the turn,” Nelson called over the radio as Michelle turned the FLYER off. He looked down at the house and barn just a few hundred yards from the highway, and they were half a mile back from the house.
They all could see the group pull out with their night vision goggles darting down the highway. “Ashley, take it easy. This thing isn’t strapped down,” Bernard called over the radio. 
“Sorry,” Ashley replied, and Nelson saw a flash of light as Ashley tapped the brake. They had covered the tail lights with duct tape, but he still saw that.
“Need to pull the fuses for the lights,” Nelson said, leaning over the GAU.
They watched the group pull up to the work site where a house was being built. Michelle nodded at how fast Bernard loaded the stacks of lumber, pallets of cinderblocks, and concrete. She laughed when she saw him load up the locked storage shed that was almost as big as the Bobcat. 
“Bernard can really make that thing work,” Michelle laughed and looked at the house as Hank’s group piled in the truck and moved over to the barn with the others. “Guess they didn’t have much food.”
When Gerald’s trailer was full, Bernard loaded the rest on half of Ashley’s then pulled the Bobcat up on the trailer as they moved over to the barn and helped load Matt and Hank’s trailers. “Dad, I see something,” Gavin said. 
Leaning over to look down at the screen, Nelson saw three dark shapes off in the distance following the highway. Glancing up, he confirmed they were coming from their right or from the east. “Can you zoom in?”
Nelson watched the screen as the dark shapes got bigger. “It’s a grown up with two kids,” Michelle said.
“A man with two kids,” Nelson corrected. “They’re staying near the side, ready to run and hide.”
“If we wait till they pass, it will be daylight, babe. They are a good three miles away,” Michelle said. “We would have to wait until they were at least that far away from us. If we take off now, I think they will be able to figure out where we went just from the engine noise of those trucks.”
“Screw the trucks. That combine makes enough noise to wake the dead,” Nelson said, grabbing his radio. “Two, this is One. Break. We have three walking on road moving west. One adult male and two kids, you copy?”
“Copy, how do you want to handle this? A deaf mute could follow the sound and vibrations of that combine,” Gerald called back with Bernard shouting in the background that he wanted to leave the damn thing.
“Going down on foot to intercept will keep you up to speed,” Nelson said, climbing out of the gunner’s seat. “Should have my head examined for leaving the dogs,” he grunted, jumping down.
“Hold on, I’m coming,” Michelle said, grabbing her AR.
“No, I’m taking Gavin,” Nelson said, and Michelle froze, and Gavin pumped his fist and whispered, “Yes.”
“Are you insane?” Michelle snapped.
“Baby, I need you in this to come and get us. If two adults just jump out, the grown up is much more likely to shoot. I would. But if I come out with my son, it will show I’m not with the feds.”
Michelle dropped back in her seat. “You get my baby hurt, and I’ll rip it off and beat you to death with it,” she growled.
“I wouldn’t fight you, and I would lie still so you could,” Nelson said as Gavin climbed out. “Gavin, stay right behind Dad, and don’t put your finger near the trigger in case you trip. The rules are still the same,” Nelson said, moving down the rise at a fast walk. Watching Gavin follow Nelson holding his AR like he was taught, Michelle wiped tears off her face.
Keeping in the trees, Nelson had them at the road well ahead of the three walkers. Reaching back, he pulled Gavin up beside him and eased up to the ditch. Leaning over, Nelson put his mouth next to Gavin’s ear and whispered, “I’m moving five feet to your right. Don’t make a sound until I tell you to. If there is shooting, get down, but if you have to shoot, aim at the chest, and squeeze the trigger until the target drops. Understand?” Gavin nodded. “I can see them, so be very quiet,” Nelson breathed and moved away from Gavin.
When he was five feet away, Nelson stopped and eased down to his knee. The three were about half a mile away and walking on the shoulder on his side of the road. Going to be really close, Nelson thought, pulling his AR to his shoulder.
When they were a hundred yards away, Nelson saw it was a black man with a black girl and boy. The girl looked around ten, and the boy looked about eight. Both the kids never got more than an arm’s reach from the man. They all had on what looked like school backpacks. Looking at them, Nelson knew the clothes they had on didn’t belong to them.
Watching the man hold his waist, Nelson was sure he had a pistol but didn’t see a rifle. It was the way the man walked that unnerved Nelson. He walked with confidence in his ability to move at night.
When they were ten yards away, Nelson spoke in a normal voice. “Don’t point your gun at me, and I won’t point mine at you.”
The girl squealed as she jumped and darted behind the man as the boy joined her. The man pulled the pistol but didn’t raise it. “Scared us,” he called out, searching for Nelson in the night.
“I’m not alone, and I know you’re looking for me. I’m out here with my son, who’s about the same age as yours, but mine’s armed, and his mom is off in the woods with really big guns, so just relax,” Nelson said, and the man put the pistol back in his waistband.
“I’m stepping out on the road. My rifle will be hanging, but please don’t make any sudden moves. I really don’t want my son to be in a fire fight,” Nelson said, slowly moving up to the road.
“Are you fucking crazy?!” Michelle screamed over the radio bud in his ear. 
Nelson saw the man jump when Michelle yelled over the radio. “I trust you heard my wife.”
“Yes I did,” the man said, dropping his hand off the pistol. “If you wanted to hurt us, you could’ve, stepping out in full battle rattle.”
Nelson laughed. “Knew you were Army.”
“Spent some time in the sand box,” the man said with a smile, and the kids peeked around him. 
“Just wanted to know why in the hell you are walking down the road in the dark. I’m opening the channel so my wife can hear and there are no mistakes,” Nelson said and flipped his radio to open.
“Only way you can travel. Feds and what’s left of the army are running roads looking for stragglers that don’t want to go to FEMA camps.”
“Not to be rude, but you’re not from around here, so I’m guessing you are still active service,” Nelson said, hearing a southern accent.
“I’m from Birmingham, and yes, I was active till they started locking folks up and trying to take the kids away. Orders came down that all military minor dependents had to stay separate at boarding schools.”
“Whoa,” Nelson said, shaking his head. “Talk about an incentive to keep you in line.”
“You got that right. They took my CO’s kids out of school off base the day before the takeover.”
“My name’s Nelson. I’m going to call my son out if you don’t mind.”
“Not at all; my name is Ronald.”
Without taking his eyes off the group, Nelson turned his head. “Gavin, come on up. Just let your rifle hang across your chest.”
When Ronald’s kids saw Gavin come out on the road, they relaxed, as did their dad. “Gavin,” Ronald said, tilting his head but not breaking eye contact with Nelson. “This is my daughter, Ariel, and my son, Mason,” Ronald said as the kids stepped out from behind him.
“Hello, sir,” Gavin said, stepping up beside his dad.
“Where are you headed, Ronald?” Nelson asked, watching him. 
“Was trying to head back home, but that fell through fast. Now just trying to find a place to hole up or make a run for the Free States,” he said, grabbing Mason’s shoulder as he tried to step closer to Gavin. “Never seen a kid in full battle rattle,” Ronald said, looking at Gavin, who was dressed like Nelson with a tactical helmet with the night vision goggles over his eyes, tactical vest, and AR across his chest.
“Yeah, I never wanted to see mine in one, but be damned if I’m letting him learn to live cowering in fear.” 
“On that we can agree,” Ronald nodded.
“I’m talking to my group,” Nelson said, flipping the radio to push talk. “Continue loading, and tell me when you’re ready.”
“That man hurts my baby, and I’ll boil him alive!” Michelle shouted in his earpiece. 
Ronald laughed. “Would you relay to his momma if he doesn’t threaten us, we won’t do anything to him?”
Pressing the transmit key, Nelson said, “Will you chill? You’re embarrassing me and our son. We are good here; now keep a look out.”
“Nelson, do you happen to have some water? We ran out an hour ago,” Ronald said, grinning. “We had to leave the house we were holing up in really fast this evening.”
Reaching back, Nelson pulled a bottle of water out of the back of his vest and tossed it over. “I take it you saw the patrol earlier?”
“Yeah, and when you see the one drive by with lights, you have to wait till the blacked out one passes and hole up. They have a UAV up, but I don’t think it’s a Raven.”
“No, it was a Shadow,” Nelson said, impressed. “How did you figure that one out?”
Opening the bottle and feeling it was sealed, Ronald smiled and for the first time took his eyes off of Nelson as he handed the bottle to his kids. “Few days ago, we were holing up in a house with some food and watched them pass. The house across the road from us, people took off, and the Hummers came back with more troops. Only way they could’ve known was with an eye in the sky.”
“Tell you what, I can treat you and the kids to a meal, and you can stay armed,” Nelson offered, and the kids looked up at Ronald with pleading faces. 
“I’m grateful, but I have to ask; none in your group are like…prejudiced, are they?”
Nelson gave a big sigh. “Well, Ronald, I have to admit I’m prejudiced,” he said, and Gavin jumped back from his dad, and Ronald gave a startle. “I really hate stupid and lazy people,” Nelson admitted. “I’ve tried to reason it out and not be, but I’m still working on it. I don’t care what color, race, religion, or sex they are; if they are stupid or lazy, I pretty much hate them with a passion that’s almost holy.”
With a deep laugh, Ronald threw back his head. “Well, I guess we are both a couple of bigots because I hate those myself.” 
Nelson smiled. “So how about some food, and I’ll even offer you a place to stay for a day. We don’t have much, but I’d be willing to outfit you up just a little better than you are now.”
“Thank you,” Ronald said, stepping over with his kids and holding out his hand. “Much obliged.”
“Let’s get off this road,” Nelson said then stopped. “Wait, we’ll stay on it because you three can’t see in the dark, and the underbrush is thick.”
They talked as they walked, and when they reached the road to the farm, Nelson called over the radio. “Are you done yet?”
“I’m not in the mood, Nelson!” Gerald yelled back.
“What’s the holdup then?”
“Bernard doesn’t want the combine now! I told him we weren’t leaving till he got his big ass in it and drove the damn thing home!”
Nelson laughed and sat talking to Ronald as Gavin talked with the kids when a loud diesel engine fired up, and Ronald and his kids almost took off running. “It’s ours,” Nelson said as other engines fired up. Nelson grabbed the transmit key. “Hank, take your group home, and we will talk later,” he called over the radio.
“Okay,” Hank called back with a trembling voice.
Turning to Ronald, Nelson shook his head. “He’s not part of our group,” he said. “He’s not stupid, but does have his head up his ass.”
“Seen lots of those,” Ronald said as the group of trucks pulled out on the road in the distance. He could see their dark shapes as they headed toward them. Stepping back, Ronald grabbed his kids, moving them to the side of the road. “All your people have NVGs?”
“Yeah,” Nelson said, seeing Hank’s truck in the lead. “Hank, slow your ass down,” Nelson said, grabbing his radio. “You even act like you’re going to hit me, and I’ll empty a mag in your engine, then I’ll kick your ass.”
The lead truck immediately slowed. When it reached them, Hank slowly turned off the highway onto the dirt road. “Sorry,” he yelled out of the truck.
After Hank’s truck passed, Bernard’s truck stopped as it turned, the passenger window rolled down, and Gerald yelled out, “I take it they are coming?”
“Yeah, I’m going to feed them and put them up for a day,” Nelson said.
“Well, they can ride with me,” Gerald said, looking the three over.
“That’s Gerald,” Nelson said, turning to Ronald. “You’ll like him. I’d let you ride with me, but I’m in a buggy.”
“Fair enough,” Ronald said, leading his kids over to the truck.
When they were loaded, Gerald headed to the farm, leading the others as Nelson looked down the road to see a large combine turning on the road with the FLYER behind it. It seemed to take forever for the combine to reach them and turn off the highway. As Bernard sped down the dirt road, Michelle stopped in front of them.
“Let’s let Bernard get a lead and make sure nothing comes back,” Nelson said, climbing in the gunner’s seat.
“Are they going to stay with us, Dad?” Gavin asked, looking up.
“You have to talk that over with the group,” Michelle said, looking up at him.
Nelson looked down at her. “I’ll feed them out of our supply and let them stay with us if the others don’t like it.”
“Baby, that is what we agreed to.”
“Then they better agree,” Nelson said, settling behind the GAU.
“He was a ground pounder, wasn’t he?” Michelle asked, glancing over at the monitor. 
“He was an 11Bravo,” Nelson said.
“Isn’t that infantry?” Gavin asked.
“Yep,” Nelson said.
“Nelson, granted we need fighters, but 11Bravo isn’t that great,” Michelle said.
“He changed MOS two years ago,” Nelson said, looking down with a grin. “He’s a 12Romeo now.”
Michelle gasped and started the FLYER. “He stays, or we hurt someone,” she said, stomping the accelerator.
 



Chapter Nine
“What the hell is a 12Romeo?” Matt asked from across the table. After feeding Ronald and his kids, Nelson took them to his cabin. Michelle found clothes for them and showed them the shower, which was a welcome sight. Then Nelson let them sleep in the living room on the hide-a-bed in the couch. Ronald and the kids looked at the two massive Rotts with trepidation, but Nelson told Zeus and Hera to go outside. 
Nelsen looked out the window and saw dawn breaking then turned to Matt. “Electrician,” Nelson said. “Ronald was 11Bravo for five years then changed MOS to 12Romeo.”
“Nelson, it’s not that great. I haven’t met the guy yet, but so far, I’m not impressed,” Matt said, leaning back in his chair. “You studied electricity and wired this stuff out here really good.” 
Nelson jumped out of his chair. “I studied it because we had to have someone that could do it! I fucking hate screwing with electricity!” he shouted and turned to Michelle then glanced at Nellie. “Say something about my language; I dare ya!”
“Not today,” Michelle said, leaning back in her chair and shaking her head.
Nelson looked around the table. “We are all irreplaceable here. I studied electricity, but I’m not an electrician. Ronald is already a fighter. He has two tours in the sand box in the infantry.”
“Nelson, I’m not saying we don’t need fighters, but outside of this group, an electrician isn’t that big of a deal,” Matt said. “Most groups like us don’t have this kind of power supply. The only ones that would place that kind of demand for his skill are the feds or the Free States.”
“Matt, think with your brain,” Nelson snapped, cutting his eyes at him. “You just validated why we need him with your own words. Training fighters will be the hard part because their first mistake is usually their last. He has a skill we need,” Nelson said, dropping his hand to his pistol. “The first motherfucker that says I can keep being the electrician gets shot in the fucking foot. I’ll put Ronald’s family up in my cabin and let them pull from our stores.”
Michelle leaned over the table. “Guys, he really hates electricity. You weren’t around as he studied that crap. I was. I’m with Nelson; if Ronald will stay, he can stay with us in our cabin.”
Everyone looked around the table, mumbling, but before anyone said anything, Bernard stood up. “I’m with Nelson,” he announced as Nellie stood up.
“So am I,” she said.
Gerald looked at Nancy, and she nodded. “We agree,” he said.
Ashley leaned over the table, looking around. “We agree also.”
Gerald stood up. “Nelson, Ronald can stay, but he has to prove his worth before he gets to vote on our resources. I’m telling you if he doesn’t pull his share, I will throw him out.”
“No you won’t,” Nelson popped off, and Gerald took a breath. “Because I’ll shoot his ass,” Nelson clarified. “Someone can’t come in here live off of us, learn what we have, then leave with that knowledge.”
Dumbfounded, Gerald sat down. “Shit, I thought I was going to be tough,” he mumbled.
“You going to tell Ronald that?” Matt gasped.
“Every last word,” Nelson said. 
Bernard looked around the table. “I’m putting forward if Ronald agrees to stay with that threat, he gets to join the group.”
Nancy nodded. “I agree. If he agrees to stay knowing that, we have nothing to worry about.”
Matt stood up. “I think it should be brought out in front of the group so we can all see his reaction.”
“What about his wife?” Nellie asked.
Nelson shook his head. “While the kids were taking a shower, I asked. She was detained,” Nelson said. “Ronald was stationed at Ft. Riley with his wife, who is also in the military. A friend called her and told her to hide the kids because they were rounding them up. His wife told the kids to hide outside, and she called Ronald, telling him what was going on. When she didn’t turn over the kids, they arrested her and were coming for him.”
Everyone stared at Nelson with open mouths. “Ronald thinks she’s dead,” he said, sitting down. “One of his friends helped get him off post and whispered they shot a bunch of service personnel that didn’t hand over their kids.”
“Holding your kids hostage to fight, damn,” Matt mumbled.
“That’s how they planned on keeping the troops loyal,” Nancy said. “That’s why over the last decade, they spent so much money expanding base housing. If your family is already on base, you have to get them off.”
“Nancy, did you get a list of collection points?” Nelson asked.
“Yes, but they put one up wherever they need it. Like the one in Winona wasn’t even listed. They find a place to collect people then move them to bigger collection points until they reach a camp or detention center.”
“Or just kill you,” Gerald grumbled. “We’re getting off topic, Nelson.”
“No, I want to know where they are around us,” he said. “If Ronald wants to stay, he can, but he only gets one chance to join.”
“Well, if I had the command center set up, I would be able to spread out and get you the information you need. Working off my laptop and watching the monitors on the floor is getting old,” Nancy said.
Letting out a long sigh and dropping his shoulders, Nelson said, “I’ll start on it today.”
“No, you’re going to sleep,” Michelle said, narrowing her eyes.
“Michelle, her little listening post saved our asses, and the computers are just sitting on the floor in the basement. I’m going to build the command station so she can get the thing set up right.”
“Fine, I’m helping,” Michelle said, crossing her arms. 
Nancy dug in her back pocket and pulled out folded paper. “I made some changes,” she said, handing it over to Nelson. 
“When I finish this, I’m not redoing it, so you better be happy with this,” he said, taking the paper.
“If not, I’ll make do, but the power supply needs to be fixed. I’m running off every plug down there and have two extension cords running down there from up here.”
“Michelle, will you go and get my tool belt?” Nelson said, unfolding the papers. “Well, at least in this one, you gave me dimensions.”
Bernard got up. “What are you going to build it out of?”
“That pallet of 2x12s we just got,” Nelson said, looking at the drawings. “I know for a damn fact they can take weight and abuse.”
“I’ll bring them and set them out front,” Bernard said, moving away from the table. “What else do you need from the barn?”
“My wire rack, two bundles of the one-inch conduit, a case of the quad wall sockets, and a dozen regular sockets.”
Bernard spun around. “How much power does that computer use?”
“Beats me, but I know this house draws a constant ten thousand watts when full loads are pulled, but since she turned that stuff on, it spikes to eighteen,” Nelson said as Matt stood up.
“I’ll help Bernard,” he said, leaving the table.
Gerald pushed back from the table. “Come on, sis. Show Nelson and me where you want this command area put up,” he said, getting up. 
Nelson smiled and leaned over, kissing Michelle on the cheek. “Meet you outside,” he said and followed Nancy and Bernard down to the basement. In the far corner were a dozen monitors on the floor and three forty-plus-inch monitors on card tables. Two large, black file cabinets were beside the table with a large, round tube sitting between them and other boxes with wires running in them.
“Aren’t you a little in the newer generation to be using file cabinets?” Nelson asked, walking over and shaking his head at all the gear.
“What filing cabinets?” Nancy asked.
“Those.” Nelson pointed at the two black cabinets with a round tube between them.
“Nelson, that’s my computer.”
Freezing in mid step, Nelson looked at a big box sitting under the middle table. “I thought that was your computer.”
“That is the video routing switcher,” she said. “These are the towers,” she said, touching the two things that looked like file cabinets and the tube between them.
Nelson pointed to a large, black chest that had thick cables running out of it. “What the hell is that?”
“That is the water cooling tank that feeds the towers to keep them chilled to forty degrees,” Nancy said, walking over to the cooler. “It holds fifty gallons of water with antifreeze and circulates it through the system.”
“We don’t need the computing power of the Matrix,” Nelson whined.
“Nelson, I’m running digital sound interpretation to monitor for air traffic in a fifty-mile radius. The video system will have motion detection capabilities when I get the time to get the other cameras up. I also have a power distribution and monitor program to regulate the powerhouse. Then I have a radio operation program that scans the HAM radio, searching for keywords so we can know what’s happening without sitting down here,” she said and described how it worked.
Nelson just looked at her like she was speaking Chinese. “I feel really old,” he mumbled.
“I understood only one out of ten words,” Gerald said, shaking his head. “So where do you want this fancy desk?”
“That corner,” Nancy pointed. “The eight-foot section runs along that wall, and the ten-foot section runs along this one.”
“I understood that,” Gerald said, spinning around and heading for the stairs.
Seeing the look on Nelson’s face, Nancy smiled. “I said I would take care of the video and all computer gear.”
“Yeah, but nobody else even knows what the hell to do with this,” Nelson said. “Your desk will be done in two hours, and I’ll need another two to run electricity, so you have to get everything away from those walls.”
“Great,” Nancy smiled.
Going outside, Nelson took off his vest and laid it on the porch as Michelle came over carrying his tool belt. “You look a little shook up,” Michelle said, handing his tool belt over.
“I realize I don’t know shit about computers,” Nelson said, putting on his tool belt.
“You work on ours all the time.”
“No, I just followed instructions,” Nelson said as Bernard lowered the stack of lumber to the ground using the Bobcat. “Nancy knows computers.”
“Oh,” Michelle smiled. “I still think you’re the best.” Looking up, Nelson grinned. “Open your mouth,” Michelle said, opening a pill bottle, and tossed a pill in his mouth then gave him a bottle of water.
“Gonna need that,” Nelson said, walking over to the stack of lumber. 
Gerald walked over and took the bottle from Michelle and tossed one in his mouth. “Yeah, I need a go pill,” he said, turning around.
An hour and a half later, Bernard and Gerald were in the basement assembling the desk as Nelson and Matt hung the electrical conduit on the wall. “Matt, will you keep it level? Use the cinderblocks as your line,” Nelson said, grabbing his screw gun.
“It’s carrying wire, not water,” Matt said, moving the conduit until it was level. 
“Matt, it’s easier to run wire through it if it’s straight,” Nelson said, drilling a brace into the wall to hold up the conduit. 
“Need some help?” a voice said behind them. Everyone looked up to see Ronald walking off the stairs.
“Yeah, shut Nelson up,” Matt said, drilling the conduit to the wall then stood up and turned around. When he turned, Ronald took a step back, and his mouth fell open, staring at Matt. Then he turned to Nelson in shock. “You know me?” Matt asked.
“It was you two,” Ronald gasped.
“Us two what?” Nelson said, standing up.
“You rescued us from that church just west of here,” Ronald said in a low voice. “I thought your voice sounded familiar, Nelson, and I only got to see your face for a second, but I remember the other guy was built like a freaking mountain.”
Throwing his hands up, Nelson spun around to Matt. “I can’t take you anywhere! You’re big and muscle-bound enough to be an extra in a Conan movie!”
“Hey, just because I like to work out, don’t get irritated at me, Minnie Mouse.”
Ronald came over and wrapped his arms around Matt, startling him to say the least. Then he turned and hugged Nelson. “I was labeled a deserter and dissident. I was scheduled for permanent detention, but I have no illusions; they were going to execute me. My kids were to become wards of the state,” Ronald said, releasing Nelson, who just looked at Ronald. 
“You’re welcome,” Nelson said, stepping back, and leaned over, looking around Ronald at Matt. “Next time we do shit like that, put a pillow over your stomach so they think you have a gut.”
“Nelson,” Ronald grinned. “Your shape last night is what made me relax; you’re not exactly small in stature. I knew your build and height but didn’t want to say anything, and I thought it was your face, but when I saw Matt, I knew.”
“See, I’m not the only one that needs to put a pillow over their gut,” Matt chuckled.
Reaching out, Ronald put a hand on each of their shoulders. “I can never repay you, but thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Nelson grinned. “Not to be a nag, but that was over a week ago, and you just now made it here? Even with kids, you should’ve moved faster than that.”
“No, we headed east but ran into military checkpoints in a town called Van Buren. Tried finding a bridge that wasn’t guarded to get across the Current River, but I couldn’t with the kids. So I decided to try to head to the Free States, but we would find an empty house, hole up, and stock up, dodging the reclamation patrols.”
“Reclamation patrols?” Gerald asked, walking over.
“Forced labor that searches houses, taking food stores and weapons,” Ronald said.
“So we are going to have patrols coming here to take food?” Bernard said. 
“Maybe,” Ronald shrugged, “but I’ve never seen them get out of sight of a paved road. When we stopped for the day, we always found a house at least a mile back from the road and never had any problems. I talked to a few other survivors, and they said the same thing. I’ve only seen and heard of reclamation patrols during the day.”
“Makes sense. Searching a house at night gets expensive when you do it large scale,” Nelson said with a nod. “You have any run-ins with gangs?” 
Nodding with a long face, Ronald looked off. “They will go back into the sticks, and it’s never pretty. Saw a motorcycle gang roll through that checkpoint in Van Buren. The military just let them pass. That night, they hit a house not far from where we were hiding. We didn’t wait around to see if they were going to come further down the road.”
Turning around looking at the electrical conduit, Nelson asked, “Tell you what, if we hang this shit, will you wire it up?”
“Sure.” Ronald grinned and stepped over to the wire rack. “What kind of draw are you thinking of wiring for?”
“Fifteen thousand watts at seventy amps,” Nelson said, and Ronald spun around.
“What the hell are you powering?” Ronald asked, and Nelson pointed at the computer towers and monitors. “You better have a good generator.”
“It’s pure sine, and I hope I’m way over calculating for those damn things,” Nelson said, grabbing another piece of conduit. “Can’t tell you much about the generator.”
“I can work on it for you,” Ronald said. “You have a wire marker booklet?”
Nelson pulled the booklet out of his tool belt and handed it over. “We’ll talk about it later,” he said as Ronald took the booklet. 
When the conduit was up, they watched Ronald run wires and wire up all the outlets then went to the electrical supply box. “Hold on; I’ll cut the power off,” Nelson said, coming over. 
“Hold on, I don’t need the power off,” Ronald said, looking at the electrical box. He then stepped over to the original one for the house. “You wire this up?” Ronald asked, pointing at the new box.
“Yeah,” Nelson said in a low voice.
“You studied from a book, didn’t you?” Ronald said, pulling the wires into the box.
“I didn’t have time to take classes.”
“Hey, it’s a good job, but you have more inline fuses in here than you need. I would leave the EMP fuses, but the other fuses just create resistance. On a grid, you don’t have to worry, but if you’re making your own juice, I would shed some,” Ronald said, grabbing the test meter and putting the probes in at different spots. “Whatever your generator is, it puts out the purest sine wave I’ve seen,” Ronald said, moving the probes. “You need to put bigger breakers in here to reduce your resistance. I know what the books say, but it increases line resistance, which brings heat that breakers don’t like. Trust your power strips and down line fuses to protect your equipment. ”
“Yeah, whatever you said,” Nelson said, moving over behind Ronald. “You sure you don’t want me to cut the power?”
“Why? Until I put the breaker in, the juice can’t hit me,” Ronald said, stripping wires. “I only cut power if I’m working on wires that are connected to the grid.”
“Okay, Nelson, you were right,” Matt said, heading upstairs.
Nelson watched Ronald’s hands moving rapidly over the wires, and when he started mounting them to the empty slots, Nelson cringed, expecting to see Ronald get shocked. Never slowing, Ronald hooked up the wires. “You have some twenty-amp breakers?”
“That big? I was going to do ten.”
“You can, but it would just increase resistance, and we just ran the wire twenty feet, and it’s shielded, so you don’t really have to worry about a short.”
Nelson dug through the box until he found the twenty-amp breakers and handed them over. “I would still be stripping the wire putting the connectors on,” Nelson said as Ronald snapped in the breakers.
“We’re live,” he said, throwing the switches, and carried the meter over and tested all the outlets. “You can hook them up now. Need some help?”
“Dude, I’m not touching that shit,” Nelson said, waving his hand at the computers. “I don’t even know where the power button is. If we mess that stuff up, I’m certain Nancy will kill us and tell everyone we ran away.”
Laughing, Gerald walked over, grabbing Nelson and pulling him to the stairs. “You got that right. She has over sixty grand tied up just in one of those towers,” he said.
Ronald looked at the stuff and followed them. “If she needs help moving it, just tell her to ask,” he said.
They found everyone at the table, and Ronald sat down with his kids, who were both smiling. When lunch was over, Nellie led the kids out to help gather eggs and feed the chickens and hogs. When they were gone, Nelson stood up. “Ronald, we have a proposition for you, but I want you to listen to it before answering, okay?”
“Okay,” Ronald said with a serious face.
“We are offering you a spot in our group. You will be no different from us, but I want you to realize that we spent a lot of time and money before this happened setting this up. You and your kids will have to help any and every where you can,” Nelson said, grabbing a glass of tea and taking a drink.
“You or them won’t be asked to do anything we don’t do,” he said, putting the glass down. “If we are attacked or attack someone, you will be expected to pull your weight. We don’t surrender here. If one of us falls, you along with everyone else are expected to take care of those left behind. Now you being an electrician, you will be over the power. I’ll help, as will the others, but that will be your domain.”
Ronald held up his hands. “So if I’m killed, this group will care for my kids?”
“Yes, and we’ll die to protect them,” Gerald said, leaning back in his chair. “But it’s the same the other way. If one of us dies, you have to step up and help the others, supporting who’s left.”
“What if the feds roll in here in force? I’ve seen it,” Ronald asked, looking around the table.
“We fight and kill them all or die trying,” Nelson said. “I’m not letting my family be taken to a concentration camp. I refuse to be cattle and have my kids live like that. We live free or die here. The forbidden and forgotten dream of America is here, and we will die to live that way if necessary.”
“I would need to have weapons to teach my kids,” Ronald said.
“If you stay, you will be supplied as they would,” Michelle said.
“Hold on, Ronald; we’re not done,” Nelson said, holding up his hands. “If we’re attacked and you try to leave, you will be shot,” Nelson said with a straight face. “If Gerald tries to leave, he’ll be shot. If I try to leave, I’ll be shot. We tolerate no slackers here. If you give your word, we expect the honor to follow it. Now if you don’t want to join, we will outfit you with weapons and gear to help you on your way.”
Ronald looked around the table then back at Nelson. “I can see how much this group has put into this place, and you’re willing to accept me and my kids in at the same level as all of you, and you think I would turn that down? You actually have a chance to survive this here, and I can assure you, I will kill and if necessary die to protect a place like this if my kids were taken care of. If this group will accept us, we would love to stay, but I want to teach my kids how to fight. I want them to be able to defend themselves.”
Nelson nodded. “Ronald, I had my soon-to-be nine-year-old son as you saw last night and two ten-year-old boys with us. Believe me, we understand.”
Bernard handed over a manila folder. “These are the rules we follow. We want you to talk this over with your kids and give us your answer at supper tonight. There will be no hard feelings if you don’t stay. Like Nelson said, we will outfit you and your kids to help you on your way.”
Taking the folder, Ronald looked up at Nelson. “I know it’s a long shot, but if my wife…” he said, and tears rolled down his face.
“She is the only one that could come in without a vote from the group. She is part of your family, but no brothers, sisters, cousins, or friends are accepted in without the group’s approval. I wanted you in this group, and the others brought valid arguments against it. But if they would’ve said no, I would’ve accepted it,” Nelson said, sitting down.
“And made our lives hell,” Matt snickered. 
Nelson looked down at him. “No, I would’ve made everyone here wire up shit, and I wouldn’t have raised one finger to help.”
The snicker fell off Matt’s face. “Dude, that’s cold. You said you would learn electricity.” 
“Because no one else would!”
Ronald laughed. “Nelson, you’re pretty good at it.”
Nelson leaned over the table, narrowing his eyes. “Electricity is the power of gods, and mortals shouldn’t fuck with it. I’m glad others have and will use the power they have harnessed from the gods, but I hate it.”
Leaning back in his chair, Ronald looked away, slightly nodding as he thought about that. “You make being an electrician sound really cool and awesome,” Ronald said, looking back at Nelson.
“Shit yeah,” Michelle said. “I want to harness the power of the gods now.”
Leaning back and looking at her, Nelson said, “I have two shelves of books that you can read then.”
Ronald stood up. “I’m going to talk to my kids,” he said, walking out.
“I’m sure Nellie has told them, but don’t approach the berm from the outside, or you’ll break your legs,” Nelson said and pointed at the gun rack. “The AR on the end is mine; if you’re outside the berm, keep it on you. My vest is on the porch, and you can wear it as you talk to them.”
“Thank you,” Ronald said, taking the AR out of the gun rack and heading to the front door.
When the door shut, Matt said, “I like him,” looking at everyone with a smile. “Nelson, if he doesn’t stay, do we still have to work with electricity on our own?”
“You do.” Nelson grinned, getting up. “I’m going to work on our basement; I trust you want to come?” he asked, looking at Michelle.
“Damn right,” she said, getting up. “If I don’t see where you put stuff, I can’t tell you where it is when you ask for it.”
As they walked out, Michelle asked Nelson, “You feeling okay?”
“Yeah, how about you? You’ve been awake just as long as I have.”
Michelle grabbed his arm and held it as she walked beside him. “What had you upset last night?”
Opening the door to the cabin, Nelson sighed. “We have so much to do, and everyone finds projects for me to do, but everyone helps me on them, so we don’t get anything else done.”
“You’re mad the others are helping you?” Michelle asked in shock.
“No, I’m glad they are, but we don’t all need to work on one project unless it’s big. You and I could’ve done that desk, but the others helped when they could’ve done other things.”
“Babe, they knew you were tired, and everyone asks you to do stuff because you learned how to do a lot of stuff, and they don’t want you to get overloaded,” Michelle said, hugging him. “I would’ve helped on the desk, but I was about to lay Matt out when he wouldn’t let me use the Skil saw.”
“That boy can’t cut a straight line to save his life,” Nelson snorted. “And my saw has a laser to show you where you’re cutting.”
“He’s trying.”
“Yeah,” Nelson sighed, leading her downstairs and stopped at the bottom, staring at the piles of stuff he had gotten from his store. 
“I hope you didn’t think we were going to find a home for all this shit,” Michelle said, shaking her head. “The containers are full, so don’t even think about it.”
“We have any more storage bins?”
Waving her hand at the piles, she said, “Nowhere near this many. Maybe a few dozen.”
“Let’s get them and start packing the clothes at least.”
“What is your goal?” she asked, not wanting this project to start with no hope of finishing.
“I want my work bench and area cleared out so I can get to my gunsmith stuff and I’m able to work on the R/C stuff.”
“You want to work on yours and Gavin’s cars?”
“You don’t think my plan will work?”
She shook her head. “No, I’m positive it will work, but I’m thinking it’s a large use of resources to take out one target.”
“One tank for a remote controlled car—seems like a great investment to me. Put a claymore on one and drive it up to a group of troops, one remote-controlled car for a dozen fighters that can’t attack us.”
“I hope you don’t think they will just sit there as a remote controlled car drives up,” Michelle said, running up the stairs. “I’ll get the bins.”
Nelson started organizing the clothes in each pile into sizes. When Michelle came back, she started on the stuff near his work area. They barely talked as they worked, and when Gerald came down carrying Devin, they stopped. “You two made a dent,” he said, looking at the open space.
“Don’t tell Michelle, but she’s right; I got a lot of shit,” Nelson said, glancing over at Michelle, who was grinning.
She walked over to Gerald, clapping her hands, and Devin reached out for her. “Don’t tell Nelson, but he should’ve gotten ten times this much,” she said, taking Devin, and felt his body was wet. “You two battle bubbles?”
“No,” Gerald laughed. “It’s raining. Nellie sent me to get you for supper.”
Nelson looked at his watch and jumped. “Shit,” he gasped, seeing it was supper time.
“Your son is here, and I’ve let you off on your language, but please control it,” Michelle said, walking up the stairs. 
“Me? Have you listened to your mouth lately?” Nelson shouted as she reached the top of the stairs as Gerald came over, looking at Nelson’s workbench. “Does Nancy have any more cameras?” 
“Nelson, between me and her, I bet we have fifty more cameras.”
“And we’re only putting out twenty-six?”
“Twenty-eight if you count the camera on the remote gun station. But Nelson, we don’t have any more cable. You realize we went through like four miles of it, right? I got a lot from bases that were throwing it away, but we still spent over eight grand, and I stole one industrial roll of five thousand feet off the back of a cable truck that was parked at a truck stop.”
“How in the hell did you pick it up?” Nelson asked with wide eyes. 
Gerald ran his hands over Nelson’s tools. “Wasn’t easy, but I pushed it off the back of the truck and rolled it across the parking lot onto my trailer,” he chuckled. 
“So if we had more cable, we could put out more cameras?”
“Sure, but where are you going to get it?”
“Well, it’s hanging on telephone poles all around us. Can’t we just cut it off from there? Bernard has a bucket truck,” Nelson said, moving over to his work area.
“Never thought about that, but yeah, the only thing that would limit us would be how many cameras she can hook into the computer.”
“How about remote cameras?”
“Yeah, we have a few, but she doesn’t like them because they can be jammed and put out a radio signature.”
“No, I mean to put one on my remote controlled planes.”
Turning around, Gerald laughed. “You want to make a UAV?”
“Well, I have a quad copter that has a camera, but it can only stay in the air fifty minutes. Gavin and I were working on a large plane that could stay in the air for three hours. We saw a guy at a remote air show that built one. I have button cameras, but they don’t have enough resolution. The quad copter does. Hell, that camera is high def, but it’s not FLIR, and it’s easy to hide from it.”
“Can you show it to me, the quad copter?” Gerald asked, getting interested.
“Sure,” Nelson said, heading for the stairs. “I just want some way of looking around us without having to actually go out and look.”
“Hey, completely understand here. I’ll talk it over with Nancy tonight,” Gerald chuckled and looked down at the much neater and open basement. “Can you and Michelle come over to my cabin and do this?”
“Give me one of those containers so we can move some of this shit away from here, and I’ll ask her.”
“Yeah, we need to do that, but you two have an amazing way to organize chaos,” Gerald said, following Nelson out the backdoor to see it was still raining. “Glad we shored up the sides of that trench now.”
“Hey, after we put shit in that trench, I’m not going in it,” Nelson said, walking down into the entry room for the buried containers. Four sets of container doors were at the bottom as Nelson went to the last one and knelt down at a combination lock. 
“Nelson, I don’t know how to say this, so I’m just going to say it,” Gerald said, putting his hands on his hips.
“No, you can’t have Devin,” Nelson said, spinning the dial on the lock.
Gerald laughed. “No, I want to move your machining stuff inside the berm. You’re right; that alone will give us assets and a skill set to trade with, but without that equipment, it doesn’t mean much.”
Pausing the next spin of the lock, Nelson slowly looked up. “You want to build a machine shop inside the berm?” he said, and Gerald nodded. “It’s starting to get crowded in here now, and we still have two greenhouses to build, and if Ronald stays, we have to build him a cabin.”
“I’m sorry, but his cabin is a low priority,” Gerald said, shaking his head. “Bernard has already said they will stay upstairs in one of the empty bedrooms. I think this machine shop takes priority over even the greenhouses since we have the garden now plus food stores. We can build them before winter to keep fresh food coming in. If we get hit, that equipment will be damaged if it stays in the barn.”
“Just where in the hell did you plan on putting it?”
“In the front yard, buried with a ramp so we could drive that track steer down there to move stuff,” Gerald said.
“Just how big are you talking about?”
“I think that machine shop we took that stuff from was a nice size.”
“Gerald, that thing was an easy three thousand square feet.”
“Yeah, that’s what Bernard said,” Gerald said, nodding. “He said we have enough cement to do the post and ramp, but the floor would have to be two-inch boards, and the machines we could set on sheets of metal.”
Looking back down at the lock, Nelson gave it a final spin and it clicked open. “You’re talking a week of hard work on something we don’t have time for right now. I’m not saying you don’t have a point, but come on.”
“We’re bringing the chickens inside tomorrow. They are too easy to steal, and we’ve seen too many packs of wild dogs around. Bernard is also going to start bringing all the cows up to the pen by the barn at night. He said the horses could take care of themselves.”
Opening the doors, Nelson sighed. “You really think this is necessary?” 
“Yes, and we should’ve thought about it before. If we lose our food supply animals or a viable trade, your machine shop, we are going to be hard pressed here.” 
Walking in the container, Nelson nodded. “If the others agree, I’ll draw up some plans tonight.”
Gerald moved over and saw Nelson walking down a small aisle in the middle of the container. On each side were massive shelves with hundreds of bays that went from ceiling to floor. “Yeah, you and Michelle really need to do my stuff.”
“You have shelves in some of your containers. I helped you build them last year. They aren’t in your yard, so I trust you put them in,” Nelson said, pulling down a storage bin and carrying it out.
“Yeah, but yours are neat and organized.”
“How many containers do you have behind your cabin?”
“Nine.”
Nelson handed the bin to Gerald. “I knew you had more than me,” he said, closing the container and locking it.
“I got mine for free,” he grinned. 
“Suck me sideways,” Nelson said, heading for the stairs.
When they walked in, everyone was at the table waiting for them. “What the hell did you pull out?” Michelle asked, shaking her head.
“Gerald wanted to see the quad copter,” Nelson said as Gerald put the bin down, and they both shook the water off.
“Can I fly it, Dad?” Gavin asked with excitement. 
“Not now,” Nelson smiled, sitting down.
Ronald cleared his throat. “I talked it over with the kids, and if you’ll have us, we would like to stay.”
Bernard stood up and raised his tea glass. “Welcome to the family,” he said, and everyone raised their glass, toasting in the new members of the family.
 



Chapter Ten
Nelson was standing at the bridge as the mini excavator was working on a hill fifty yards off the road behind him. Bernard was digging a guard bunker on the hill so they could have a fighting position at the one easy access point. He looked down at the creek, and it was now over six feet deep from the series of dams they had put in. The deep gully that the creek ran through now looked like a small, slow-moving river.
For the last few weeks, both farms busted ass as summer started taking hold. A new building was buried in the yard for the machine shop, and all the equipment was moved in after Ronald wired up the underground building. All the cameras were up, and Nelson went over with Bernard to Hank’s farm. Using the mini excavator, they dug out the small stream and set up a Pelton wheel turbine that generated three thousand watts. Hauling fuel tanks from the farms around them took up most nights, but now, Hank’s farm had three, and Nelson’s group added two more to Bernard’s farm.
Going over in his mind all they had done and all the more they had to do, Ronald walked up to Nelson with an AR across his chest. “That is a great spot for a bunker,” he said, watching Bernard dig the hole just under the top of the hill. 
“Yeah, when we can, we’ll start cutting down the barbwire fences around us and just throw them in the water. That alone will slow down and discourage someone to jump their ass in.” Nelson grinned as a truck from Hank’s farm pulled up loaded with lumber. 
Ronald nodded as he looked down the dirt road. “Between you and me, you still plan on hitting that roadblock?”
“Yeah, a military checkpoint in Van Buren is just a little too close to home.”
Shaking his head, Ronald glanced at Nelson. “They have armor.”
“Yep,” Nelson grinned. “Gerald, Michelle, and I snuck down there night before last. It only looks to be about fifty troops there and a few law enforcement.”
“Quite a bit more than we have,” Ronald huffed.
“Hit fast and bug out, baby,” Nelson chuckled. “Besides, we’ll be hitting them from the other side of Van Buren.”
Hearing the mini excavator’s engine change pitch, Ronald glanced up to see Bernard backing away from the hole. “What do you plan on doing with the prisoners there?”
“Let them go,” Nelson said as several people moved over to the truck and trailer and carried up lumber to the hole. “Can’t bring them here, and with the prisoners running around, the government boys can’t look for us.”
Ronald let out a small sigh. “Yeah, about what I figured, but I understand.” Hearing the sigh, Nelson glanced over at him. “I’m just saying,” Ronald said. “We can break them out for their freedom, but they have to earn it to keep it.”
Impressed, Nelson nodded. “Nice way to put it, Ronald.”
“Still don’t like it though.”
“Hey, me either, but we can’t save everyone,” Nelson said as Gerald walked over.
Seeing the solemn look on Ronald’s face, Gerald stopped. “What the hell are you two talking about to have worries like that on your face?”
“Can’t save everyone,” Ronald said with a sigh.
“You’re right on that,” Gerald said, moving over beside Nelson. 
“They need help?” Nelson asked, lifting his chin toward the group working on the bunker.
“No and even if they did Hank’s group is going to build it,” Gerald said, shaking his head. “We’ve taken enough time off our task.”
“We had planned on building that bunker,” Nelson said.
“True, but we have put it off helping Hank get power, cut lumber on the sawmill, put up fences, and train them,” Gerald said, glancing over his shoulder. “They have got to start pulling their weight to let us catch up on our tasks.”
“So I take it you still want to move out tonight and set up to hit the checkpoint tomorrow night?”
“Hell yes,” Gerald said, turning back to Nelson. “Before they reinforce or move closer to us. That group can easily be turned into a forward operating base.”
Looking over at Ronald, Nelson lowered his sunglasses to gaze over the top of them. “You good with the plan?”
“With what we have and the numbers, the plan is great. I’m just worried about them looking around after the attack,” Ronald said with a shrug.
“That’s why the main group is hitting them from the other side of town,” Gerald said and looked up at the clear, blue sky. “Just wish the Free States could do more to keep drones out of the air.”
“Hell, I’m just happy that they’re fighting. They could just try to negotiate,” Nelson said, pushing his sunglasses up the bridge of his nose. “At least the feds have to worry about big shit coming at them.”
Ronald gave a grunt. “Yeah, but once again, Americans are fighting Americans.”
“Shit brother, the other side has always been killing us off. Locking up Americans without due process, letting agencies experiment on the population… Hell, I could go on for hours,” Nelson said, shaking his head. “Now, the population is fighting back.”
“Boys,” Gerald chuckled. “You two are worrying about the skyscrapers; let’s worry about the nuts and bolts. We can’t change the big picture, but we can influence what’s around us.”
Nelson nodded. “Yep, hard for the machine to run if you keep taking the little cogs out.”
Gerald walked up to the bridge and looked down at the creek. “Have to admit, Nelson, that was a good idea to raise the water level up.”
“Not much of a barrier, but I’ll take all I can get to slow down an attack.”
Ronald followed Nelson over to the bridge. “You’re still taking Gavin?”
“He can drive those remote controlled cars better than I can, and I can only drive one at a time,” Nelson said with a sigh. “He’ll be out of the way, I assure you.”
Gerald turned around with a grin. “Your jaw okay?”
“Yeah,” Nelson said, rubbing the left side of his face. “Knew that would piss off Michelle but didn’t think she would deck me.”
“Shit, I thought she was about to pull her pistol and cap your ass,” Gerald laughed.
Nodding as he raised his eyebrows, Nelson chuckled, “So did I.”
“Let’s get back to the farm and load up,” Gerald said, heading to the UTVs. 
As Nelson climbed behind the steering wheel, he looked over at Gerald. “Gerald, I still say we need a better recon of the area.”
“Jesus. You, Michelle, and I scouted them out for five hours. Just how much more recon you want?”
“Another night,” Nelson said, starting the side by side. “I just find it hard to believe they only have one overlook, and it’s a mile away. That hill we are using on the east side of the Current River is overlooking the entire site. I just find it hard to believe they would leave it unmanned.”
“Nelson, they have an M1 Abrams and a Stryker on the west side sitting on the abutment of the bridge. Those two can cover that hill. What you are calling an overlook is an observation post watching Highway 60 from the west. It’s only one Humvee with a few troops. They are setting up to corral, limit movement and detain, not engage.”
“We still need to look at the fording spot again. It’s been a year since we were there. Hell, just watching them for a whole night, we can nail down all their movements,” Nelson said, driving down the road heading to the farm. “They aren’t going anywhere, so what’s the rush to take them out?”
“Before they reinforce,” Gerald said as Nelson pulled into the farm. “Any bigger and we can only harass them, not wipe them out.”
Stomping the brakes and skidding to a stop, Nelson leaned forward, looking at Gerald. “The resort they are using to house the troops is really fucking big, Gerald. The bomb you made for that R/C isn’t going to take it out. We aren’t going to wipe them out.”
“Never was the plan,” Gerald said with a smile. “That’s just to damage the structure until we get the FLYERS pulled up on the attack hill on the east side. With a fifty cal GAU and a mini gun, we will destroy that building. We just have to take out the M1 and Stryker; those are your over watches.”
“I still think we need more recon,” Nelson said, getting out.
As their radios went off with Nellie calling out lunch was ready, Gerald climbed out, slinging his rifle. “What has you so worried? I’ve done shit like this hundreds of times.”
Ronald climbed out as Nelson came to a stop and turned to face Gerald. “Our family is going to be attacking this, not combat troops, Gerald. I know it’s a risk just being alive now, but I think we should put in more reconnaissance. I don’t think we need to rush the attack; we are in no hurry,” Nelson said.
“He has a good point, Gerald,” Ronald said, nodding.
“I just don’t want them spreading out and discovering the weakness we have spotted,” Gerald replied with a sigh.
“They may have already, Gerald. We were there two nights ago,” Nelson said. “I want to attack them, but I want as many of the odds in our favor as we can get.”
Gerald looked off, thinking. Nelson crossed his arms to wait as Ronald moved up beside him. Finally, Gerald turned to them. “You’re right; we are basing an attack on old intelligence,” Gerald said. “Let’s get the group together. You and I will head out and watch the area tonight; then, they can come down tomorrow night, set up, and attack them the next.”
Nelson nodded. “If you would’ve wanted to continue, we would’ve attacked.”
“I know,” Gerald sighed. “But you’re right. Our human resources are limited, and we need to safeguard them.”
Nelson took off his AR, handing it to Ronald. “Hold this,” he said, turning to face Gerald. “Refer to my fucking family again as ‘human resources’ one more time. I fucking dare ya.”
Gerald threw up his hands. Seeing the look in Nelson’s eyes that he was about to attack, Gerald stepped back. “Damn it, Nelson, you know what I meant,” Gerald snapped. “My God, if you think I don’t love everyone here, I’ll drop gear now.”
Letting out a long breath through his nose, Nelson grabbed his rifle from Ronald. “I was just about to take away your visitation rights to Devin.”
Stepping back up, Gerald dropped his hands. “Not funny,” he growled.
“Wasn’t meant to be,” Nelson said, hearing the front door of the house open.
They looked up to see Michelle walking out carrying Devin. “Whoa, what did I interrupt?” she asked, seeing the tense faces.
“Changing plans,” Nelson said as Devin held out his hands to Gerald. “Hey, soccer ball head, what about Daddy?”
Gerald reached out, taking Devin. “Hey, bubble warrior.”
Nelson looked at his watch then closed his eyes, making some calculations. Satisfied, he looked over at Michelle. “Two weeks from now, you and I are taking a day or two off,” he told her.
Confused, Michelle started running things through her mind, trying to figure out what would happen in two weeks. When it hit her, Michelle’s eyes got big. “You have it down to memory.”
“Yeah,” Nelson snorted. “There is a certain time for you that it’s no touchy for me. Believe me, I mark that time.”
Totally lost, Ronald shook his head. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“Nothing,” they said together.
Leaning over, Michelle kissed Nelson. “What changes are you making for the attack?” she asked, rubbing her nose across his.
“More recon,” Nelson said, hugging her.
“Thank God,” Michelle sighed. 
Moving his AR under his arm, Gerald set Devin on his hip. “Yeah, Nelson convinced me we don’t need to rush this attack.”
“Let’s eat,” Michelle said, grabbing Nelson’s hand. “Do you still think we need to take Gavin?”
Letting go of her hand, Nelson took several steps away from her. “Yes, baby, he drives those damn remote cars better than I do. That is a big part of our plan. If we don’t take out the armor, we can’t attack,” he said carefully, watching Michelle’s hands.
With a sad face, Michelle stared at him. “We have Javelins. We can take them out if the R/C cars don’t work out.”
Slumping his shoulders, Nelson looked down. “We’ll figure out another way.”
When Nelson dropped his shoulders, Michelle lunged over, hugging him before he even spoke, knowing he was giving in. “Thank you, baby,” she said, kissing him. “I know he’s going to have to fight, but I want to put it off as long as I can.”
“I know. So do I,” Nelson said, hugging her back. 
“Then why suggest it?”
“Because he wasn’t going to fight. Gavin was going to drive the remote cars.”
“Men plan while God laughs,” Michelle said, pulling Nelson toward the house. 
“Babe, it’s not like I felt good about wanting to bring him,” Nelson said as she opened the door. “I hated it, but I wanted to give us every edge we could get.” Ronald and Gerald followed them inside but weren’t going to join the discussion on either side. 
When Michelle stopped in the living room, she grabbed Nelson’s hand, and Ronald and Gerald walked past her to the kitchen. “I understand, but I couldn’t fight at a hundred percent knowing he was there. Could you?”
“Yes because he was going to be a mile away tucked in a ravine,” Nelson said. “But if you couldn’t fight at a hundred percent, then he can’t come. Not having you there isn’t negotiable.”
Relieved, Michelle kissed him. “I tried,” she said in a low voice.
“I know,” Nelson grinned. “You didn’t shoot me.”
Laughing, Michelle looked away. “The only reason I didn’t was I didn’t want to tell the kids I capped Daddy.”
After lunch, Nelson pulled his four-wheeler to the front of his cabin and hooked up a small trailer. With Gavin and Michelle’s help, he loaded it and drove over to Gerald’s cabin. When he stopped, Gerald came out carrying a box. “Nancy assures me your frequencies won’t set them off,” he said, putting the box in the trailer.
“Didn’t think of that,” Nelson mumbled as Gerald went back inside. 
“Meet you at the front gate!” he yelled from inside the house.
Walking over, Michelle grabbed Nelson. “You aren’t leaving till tonight. I don’t care what he says.”
Nelson turned off the four-wheeler and climbed off. “No shit,” he huffed. “If the sun is up, I ain’t driving out of our area.”
“Just wanted to make sure,” Michelle said as Gerald came out.
“I said I would meet you at the gate.”
“I’m not leaving till the sun goes down,” Nelson said, crossing his arms.
Letting out a big sigh, Gerald moved over to his side by side. “I know, but I’m not working on the big bomb inside the berm. Hell, I didn’t like bringing in the small ones.”
Looking at the box in the trailer, Michelle snorted. “If you can call twenty-pound shaped charges small.”
Backing up, Gerald stopped and looked over at them. “Compared to a hundred-pound fuel air bomb, hell yes,” he said. “Since you are off yours, jump in.”
When Michelle and Nelson climbed in, Gerald sped around the house to the bunker they buried for the explosives. Gerald ran in and came back with an armload of stuff, putting it in the bed of the side by side. “Where are you going to make it at?” Michelle asked as he climbed back in.
“The middle of the field,” Gerald answered as he steered out of the berm. “I’ve only made a few of these and never one this small.”
As Gerald rounded the berm and headed out into the field, Nelson glanced over at him. “Just how big did you build them?”
“Last one I made was just over three tons.”
“What in the hell were you blowing up?” Nelson cried out.
“Terrorist cell in Afghanistan. We couldn’t get approval for an air strike.”
“You wanted to blow up a whole town?” Michelle asked as Gerald slowed down, pulling under an oak tree that stood in the middle of the field.
“No, just six square blocks,” Gerald grinned. “We managed that plus a little more.”
The two stayed and watched Gerald build a bomb in a plastic, thirty-gallon drum. When he put the top on it and sealed it, he looked up at Nelson. “You sure that little truck can pull this?”
“You kept it at a hundred and fifty pounds, right?” Nelson asked, and Gerald nodded. “Sure, it can pull more, but it really drains the batteries fast.”
“I feel old,” Gerald said, moving the bucket to the bed of the side by side.
“Hey, the one-eighth scale gas remote trucks and tractors can pull a lot more. I’ve seen them at the pulling competitions pull over three to four hundred pounds regularly.”
Looking up as he was strapping the bomb down, Gerald’s jaw dropped. “They have remote controlled truck and tractor pulls?”
“Yeah, at most of the R/C events,” Nelson said. “They have racing, pulls, obstacle courses… A lot of events.”
“Why do you think Gavin and him have so many toys?” Michelle asked, jumping in the side by side.
“They are not ‘toys.’” Nelson snapped. “They are highly tuned remote controlled vehicles that are stronger than the larger versions.” 
“Toys,” Michelle repeated. Sighing, Nelson climbed in, keeping his mouth shut.
“Never in my wildest dreams would I believe grown men would gather at competitions with remote controlled cars,” Gerald said, climbing behind the steering wheel.
Michelle shook her head as Gerald started the side by side. “One day when I got home from work, I found Nelson and Gavin in the backyard. They had two of their big trucks pulling Devin and Olivia around.”
“Those are the one-eighth scale, baby,” Nelson said.
“Nelson!” Michelle shouted. “You were jumping ramps with that truck with Devin in the truck bed.”
“Yeah, and soccer ball head was laughing his little ass off.”
Michelle whipped her head around and stared at the passing landscape as Gerald shook his head. “Don’t know if benefits would make up for all the ass chewing.”
 



Chapter Eleven
The sun was just touching the horizon as Nelson, Ronald, and Gerald stood in the front yard with the rest of the group around them: Michelle with Devin in her arms, and Gavin and Olivia held Nelson in a hug. Devin was yelling out because they were squishing him against Daddy’s hard vest. 
Michelle pulled back and looked down at Devin, who had a grumpy expression. “You need to chill, or I won’t say anything when Daddy calls you soccer ball head.” Hearing Michelle, the grumpy expression left as Devin laughed, clapping his hands.
“See, he likes it,” Nelson said, pulling her close and kissing her. He then reached down, lifting Olivia up and holding her. “Little princess, you be good while I’m gone, okay?”
“I will, Daddy,” she cried, burying her face in his neck.
Kneeling, Nelson put her down and pulled Gavin over into a hug. “Son, you listen and protect everyone while I’m gone. You’re the man of the house till I come back.”
Fighting not to cry, Gavin nodded. “I will, Dad,” he said, his voice breaking. “Please be careful.”
“I will,” Nelson said, getting up.
“You’re sure you want to recon for two days?” Michelle asked about the changes that had been discussed all afternoon with the group.
“No,” Nelson huffed, and Michelle’s eyes widened in alarm. “I want three or four, but G.I. Joe Gerald says that is too much time around an enemy camp, and the risk of being spotted increases tenfold.”
Thinking about it, Michelle sided with Gerald but only in her mind. “I’ll see you in three days,” she said, kissing him.
Beside them, Ronald was putting his kids on the ground after a long hug. “You two listen to Ms. Nellie, understand?” he told them, wiping a tear off his cheek.
“We will, Dad,” his son Mason said with tears running on his face, but he was trying not to cry. Ariel wasn’t even fighting it, and tears were pouring out of her eyes.
Gerald walked over, taking Devin from Michelle. “You be good, and when I get back, we will attack the bubbles.” Devin squealed and patted Gerald’s cheek. “I love you too, little bubble warrior,” Gerald said in a low voice and hugged Devin tight. 
Feeling a lump in his throat starting to form, Gerald quickly handed Devin back to Michelle. When he walked away, Michelle turned to Nelson. “Remember we have a date two weeks from now,” she said, shaking her head.
“Believe me, I won’t forget,” Nelson said, kissing Devin, who squealed and patted Nelson’s cheek.
“Nelson, don’t get impatient. That’s when you make mistakes,” Michelle said as he climbed on his four-wheeler.
“I told you I won’t make that mistake again,” Nelson said, patting a large pad strapped to the storage rack behind him. “Zeus, up.” Zeus jumped up behind him and laid down on a large pad with his tongue hanging out.
“You said the same thing last time,” Michelle said, reaching over to pat Zeus’ head.
Putting his combat helmet on, Nelson adjusted his rifle across his body. “Yes, but having people shooting RPGs at you makes you realize ‘haste makes waste’ in a totally new light,” he said.
Forcing a smile, Michelle leaned over, kissing him. “I thought the machine guns would do that the other times,” she said, forcing a smile. “Gerald has the go pills, and you better take them like you’re supposed to.”
“Babe, you’re embarrassing me,” Nelson grinned as he started the four-wheeler. “When y’all come up, you better keep your head on a swivel, and stay on task till then.”
“Honey, I’m the one that has to guide you, not the other way around,” she said, stepping back. “Be careful, I don’t want to have to find someone else to wear the Solo outfit.”
Nelson was clipping his NVGs to his helmet and froze. He slowly turned with a shocked face. “How could you even say such a thing?”
Michelle laughed. “You know I would never do that. You’re the only man on Earth for me.”
Breaking into a grin, Nelson said, “Love you babe,” as Matt came over.
“I wish you would change your mind and let me come,” he said, engulfing Nelson in a hug.
Feeling insignificant in Matt’s hug, Nelson pushed him back. “All the fighters can’t do the recon. If shit happens, we need someone to pull us out. Besides, you’re too damn big to sneak around.”
“Kiss my ass, shithead,” Matt laughed.
Reaching out, Nelson patted his arm. “Be careful, brother, and watch them for me until you come up.”
“Will do,” Matt said as the others came over to hug him.  
When the sun was almost below the horizon, Gerald yelled out, “Let’s go, ladies!”
“Hey Obi Wan, I’ll monkey stomp your ass! The Force is strong in this one!” Nelson shouted, making the group laugh. Gerald pulled out on his four-wheeler followed by Ronald on a four-wheeler they had taken from one of the farms. Giving his family one last smile, Nelson hit the throttle, bringing up the rear. 
When Nelson got his Polaris 800 four-wheeler as a demo three years before, it was quiet for an ATV. There were several aftermarket exhausts that he looked at but decided to build his own since he couldn’t find one that came with a snorkel. When his ATV was running, the engine rattle was the only audible thing you heard ten feet away at an idle.
The reason he even went through the trouble was Bernard had planted corn that year, and the deer were killing his crops. Bernard had tried to get permits to kill them, but a new federal law prevented it, and Bernard was told to surround his field with a sixteen-foot-tall, anti-pest fence. Bernard called and got a quote of half a million dollars to surround his two-hundred-acre corn field.
Luckily, Nelson was there that weekend because when Bernard slammed the phone down, he was heading for the door to just cut the damn field down. Not being above the law but knowing it wasn’t right to let a farmer’s crop disappear, Nelson told Bernard to wait.
Being in the hunting industry, Nelson hunted a lot and knew the dangers. Out of all the government departments and agencies, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service Office of Law Enforcement holds unbelievable power. Like most state wildlife agencies, they don’t need a warrant to search and can cross onto private property if they think a game law is being violated.
Nelson pulled his ATV to the barn and went to work. Building a shroud, he lined it with a fire blanket, enclosing the sides of the engine. Then, he tack welded a car muffler onto his muffler and ran a three-foot-tall pipe straight up for a snorkel. Covering the pipe with another fire blanket, Nelson put a larger pipe over it so he wouldn’t get burned. After putting on an intake snorkel, he turned it on and could barely hear it. It made just a little more noise than his electric buggy.
With his project done, Nelson grabbed his AR with a suppressor and night sight and headed to the corn field. In two nights, he killed nineteen deer, dragging them out of the field under the cover of darkness. Skinning them quickly, he threw them in the freezers, filling almost everyone’s in the group.
As any hunter will tell you, deer learn, and they learned real fast—don’t go in that field. 
When Gerald saw Nelson’s ATV, he had Nelson help make his quiet and then Bernard’s and Nelson’s other ATV. As they outfitted Ronald and his kids, Nelson took several of the ATVs they brought back from the farms and did the same to them. He gave one to Ronald and another to Matt.
This was running through Nelson’s mind as he followed Ronald across the bridge. “Radio check,” Gerald called over the radio.
“Two here,” Ronald answered.
Reaching up and grabbing his squawk box on his chest, Nelson pressed the button. “Three here,” he called out.  
“Keep twenty yard spacing. I’m holding at twenty-five,” Gerald called back.
Reaching back, Nelson patted Zeus, who was holding his head off the side and letting his tongue flap in the wind. Glancing back, Nelson saw the tarp pulled tight over the trailer. All of them were pulling trailers loaded with supplies.
Van Buren was only thirty-six miles away if they took Highway 60, but they were crossing the highway and taking back roads. This was more than doubling the distance. Van Buren wasn’t large and was split into by the Current River, and on the west side, it was called South Van Buren.
Gerald was leading ten miles south of the town to a campground that had a spot the river could be forded by the FLYERs. At least they hoped so—the last time they had checked was a year before. Every summer, they checked local rivers for areas that they could cross. That was why they had snorkels on all the ATVs. 
Seeing Gerald and Ronald slow, Nelson eased back on the throttle as Gerald came over the radio. “Hold, I’m going to check the road.”
As Ronald pulled to the left side of the road, Nelson pulled up even with him on the right side. Twenty yards ahead, Gerald jumped off and patted his leg. Duke, who was riding on the back of Gerald’s ATV like Zeus was, jumped off and followed him.
“Hey Nelson,” Ronald whispered as he scanned around. “When Zeus and Hera breed, I want a puppy. I feel left out without a giant ass dog riding with me.”
Glancing over his shoulder, Nelson grinned, lowering his combo thermal/night vision goggles over his left eye. “That can be arranged for wiring up all the shit you have,” he said, adjusting the contrast overlay. With his left eye, he could see quite a ways, but his right eye could only make out dark shapes around him.
“Nah, that was for the group. Think of what I can do for ya,” Ronald whispered.
Nelson looked across the field at the dozens of deer eating the crops, but his right eye could only see dark shapes in the field. “You’re part of the family, Ron. If I can help you, I will,” he said, seeing a nice buck’s heat signature in the goggles.
Gerald trotted back to them with his goggles down. “Road’s clear, and I don’t hear shit. We are crossing going cross country till we hit our road. Keep your spacing, and call out if you see anything.”
As Gerald turned, Nelson reached out and grabbed his arm, “Guys, as we ride, I want everyone to keep track of houses that look occupied,” he said in a low voice. “We won’t be passing many, but we need to get an idea of how many people are around.”
Ronald nodded. “Sounds good.”
“Don’t see a problem with it, but remember, that’s not our mission. We can’t get sidetracked,” Gerald said as Nelson let his arm go.
“Dude, we can’t fight this shit alone. We need to get an idea of how many people are around us. I know it’s not the mission, but we can do both.”
“We aren’t stopping to check on anyone,” Gerald said, walking away.
“Hey butt munch, I said, ‘keep track and look,’ not become Jehovah’s Witnesses going door to door,” Nelson snapped in a harsh whisper. Ronald snorted as Gerald held up his hand, giving Nelson the finger as he walked away.
Watching Gerald’s ATV bounce when Duke jumped on and lay down on the back deck, Nelson snickered, seeing the ATV barely move when Gerald climbed on. When Gerald took off, Ronald followed as Nelson slowly sped up till he was twenty yards behind Ronald.
When Nelson reached the highway, he saw Gerald speeding across a plowed field heading for the tree line on the other side. He barely slowed as he went over the highway and reached back to keep a hand on Zeus. Nelson knew he couldn’t stop Zeus if he fell, but he could stop the four-wheeler if he felt Zeus start to slide off.
Reaching the trees, Nelson felt better as they picked their way between the trees. When Gerald came upon an ATV trail that was heading south, he moved over to it. 
Seeing a break ahead of them and the others slowing, Nelson eased up and saw Gerald turn east. Glancing down, Nelson couldn’t see shit on the map he had pinned on his handle bars. With the thermal turned way up, the ATV had heated the map enough that his goggles blurred out any lines. “One downfall of thermal,” he said, reaching up and adjusting the thermal all the way down.
“Yep, that’s our road,” he said, glancing up to see Ronald had already turned. Reaching the small dirt road, Nelson turned left and could see the dust in the air that the others were throwing up. Digging under his vest and combat jacket, Nelson pulled out his shemagh he wore while he was in the service.
Wrapping it around his lower face, Nelson glanced at a house sitting off the side of the road. It was dark, and no vehicles were parked there. It wasn’t sitting on a farm; it was just a nice house in the woods. Reaching up again, Nelson readjusted his thermal settings. 
They rode on at twenty-five miles per hour, weaving along the small dirt roads, turning off one and onto another but always heading east, passing several more houses. Only one had a soft glow of light coming from behind curtains, and it was sitting on a small farm. When they reached the Birch Creek Conservation Area, they didn’t see any more houses.
What little light that was coming from the sky, the thick forest cut it way down. Then the road got much smaller, almost turning into a trail, and they slowed way down. Nelson didn’t want to admit it, but he was getting tired of riding the foothills of Missouri looking at the world in green with hot animals showing up white. 
Trying to stay alert, Nelson scanned around all the time, even glancing back, but didn’t see anything but wildlife. “Camp on the right,” Gerald announced suddenly, scaring the shit out of Nelson. When he saw Ronald’s ATV weave slightly when Gerald came over the radio, Nelson didn’t feel so bad.
Seeing a small clearing ahead, Nelson saw Ronald look off to the right. When Nelson reached the clearing, he looked and saw three tents glowing with heat in his goggles but didn’t see any people. Just as fast as they came up on the camp, it was behind them.
“Creek,” Gerald called out, and Nelson saw Ronald slowing.
As he slowed, Nelson saw Ronald drive down on the trail into the creek. Nelson shook his head as he started down into the creek. “It’s not even two feet deep,” he said, driving through the creek and out the other side. “I’ve rode in this thing in five feet of water.”
Glancing at his watch, Nelson was starting to not like the combo goggle as he turned down the thermal again. Looking again at his watch, he saw they had been riding for almost three hours. “Better than convoying,” he mumbled, scanning the forest around him.
The trail slowly started to widen as they drove on, turning back into a small dirt road. Suddenly, the trees fell away on Nelson’s right, exposing a field. On the other side of the field, he saw a house, but like the others, it was dark.
Looking ahead, Nelson saw Gerald turn on a larger dirt road heading south. When Nelson turned, he sped to catch up and heard Zeus growling behind him. Glancing back, Nelson saw a pack of dogs chasing him. What unnerved him was they weren’t barking and were gaining.
Spinning around, Nelson reached over, grabbing the throttle with his left hand as he raised his rifle with his right. Not able to see where he was aiming, he dropped his rifle, turning on the laser as Zeus let out a louder growl at the pack chasing them. 
Raising his rifle, Nelson guided his laser to the closest dog, flipping the selector switch and squeezing the trigger until he saw the dog drop with a yelp. When the dog he shot hit the dirt, the pack started barking.
Guiding his laser to the next dog, Nelson started squeezing until he hit it then moved to the next one. “Nelson, where are those dogs at?” Gerald asked over the radio.
Knowing if he let go of the throttle, the pack would be on him in seconds, Nelson elected for Gerald to use the Force to find out. Shooting three more dogs in quick succession, Nelson watched the pack slow to a stop.
Letting go of the throttle, Nelson dropped his magazine and slammed in another as he raised his AR to his shoulder. “Bad dogs,” he said, swinging the laser to his first target. Snapping off two shots, he watched it drop and moved his laser as the pack started moving toward him, seeing he was stopped.
In fifteen seconds, Nelson had eleven more pack members heading for the big dog bone in the sky. The pack broke under the assault running across the field. Dropping his empty magazine, Nelson kept sending dogs to Heaven until they were two hundred yards away.
Seeing only three make the tree line past the field, Nelson changed magazines and tossed his empties in his dump bag on his left side. Turning around, he grabbed his squawk box. “Had a pack that wanted a ride and couldn’t talk. Only three escaped,” he called out.
“You need to call out contacts so we can deal with them,” Gerald snapped. “I know you can think, so do it.”
“Hey, bitch, they weren’t barking,” Nelson snapped back. “Zeus growling is the only reason I turned around right then and saw them thirty yards behind me.”
“You are watching behind us, right? That is your sector to watch, numb nuts.”
Not liking to be addressed as a green troop, Nelson worked to control his temper and breathing before he pressed his squawk box. “Motherfucker, I’ve done this shit before also. Yes, I have been watching behind us and around us, but I can only look so many places and drive, cock munch.”
Ahead of him, Nelson saw Gerald slam on his brakes and jump off his ATV. Nelson unclipped his AR and sped up, reaching Gerald as Ronald did. Nelson jumped off and laid his AR on the seat. “You have a chip on your shoulder, boy,” Gerald said, taking his helmet off.
Unsnapping his helmet, Nelson slowly took it off. “I’m not one of your trained green troops, bitch. Accuse me of not doing my job, and I’ll bend you over your ride and fuck you so hard you’ll get pregnant.”
Gerald shook his hands out, lowering his stance as Ronald jumped off his ATV. “Guys, now is not the time.”
“I’m in charge, Nelson, and you will report contacts so we can deal with them,” Gerald said, ignoring Ronald.
Setting his helmet on his ATV, Nelson rolled his head, popping his neck as he glared at Gerald. “Gerald, I’m sorry, but I’m going to hurt you, and it’s going to be bad,” Nelson said, narrowing his eyes. “We can do the attack after we take you back for Michelle to fix your broken bones and punctured lungs. She won’t be able to do much for the internal bleeding.”
Seeing no fear and only confidence in Nelson’s face, Gerald paused, moving closer. “You’re living in a dream world.”
“No, you are. In a set battle, you might be able to take me, but in a physical fight, I’m going to hurt you bad,” Nelson said with an evil grin. “Let me show you,” he said, slowly moving closer.
Gerald adjusted his stance, stepping back as Nelson moved closer, and Ronald jumped between them holding a hand to each of them. “As fun as this would be to watch, guys, we have shit we have to do for our family,” he said.
“Oh, it won’t take long,” Nelson said, angling around Ronald. “I’m going to break his legs and arms; then, we can take him home and come back.”
Keeping his stance, Gerald shuffled his feet, moving back, not liking how confident Nelson was. He knew Nelson was tough and knew several styles of martial arts, but Nelson had always seemed intimidated by him. Gerald was in charge in the field, and not following procedures could get them killed. This was how he showed his troops he was in charge.
“Motherfucker, I can outrun your old ass, so backing up is only a waste of fucking energy,” Nelson said, slowly getting closer. “This ass whooping is coming for you, so you can take it now or run away till I catch you and take it tired.”
Letting out a long breath, Ronald moved his AR to his back and stepped in front of Nelson. “Nelson, here and now isn’t really the time to beat the shit out of Gerald.”
“You think he can whoop my ass,” Gerald snapped.
Looking over his shoulder, Ronald nodded. “Without a doubt in my mind,” he said, looking back at Nelson. “And I’ll tell you another thing; I know I won’t be able to stop him or pull his ass off of you until he wants to stop whooping your ass.” Gerald dropped his hands to his side in stunned belief, staring at the back of Ronald’s head.
Seeing that Gerald wasn’t in an attack stance, Nelson looked in Ronald’s eyes. “You need to move,” Nelson told him.
“He was wrong, Nelson,” Ronald said. “But if you beat his ass, you’re going to have to beat me down, and I won’t fight back. I’ll just keep getting up and getting between you and Gerald.”
“That motherfucker said I wasn’t doing my job in the field,” Nelson hissed. “The last motherfucker that said that got both legs broken.”
Ronald held up his hands. “I understand, but we have something to do. When we get back, you can whoop his ass, and I won’t interfere.”
“Nelson, we have to have one chief,” Gerald said, and Nelson leaned over, looking past Ronald. Seeing the anger on Nelson’s face, Gerald’s body gave a startle. “You didn’t let us know you were engaged.”
Nelson attempted to step around Ronald, but he moved with him. “Gerald, when Zeus growled, the pack was only thirty yards behind me and closing fast. If I would’ve called, they would’ve caught me, and Zeus would’ve had to jump off. If I would’ve sped up and called out, I would’ve passed Ronald before alerting y’all, and they would’ve got him before he knew what the fuck was going on. Be fucking damned if I let a team member get hurt because I didn’t attack. Following SOP (standard operating procedure) for a unit in combat, I should’ve called out, but we were attacked by animals, not humans.”
Gerald listened as Nelson talked, and Nelson tried to get around Ronald without hurting him. “You’re right, Nelson,” Gerald said, letting out a breath. “I was wrong.”
Hearing that, Ronald relaxed, thinking Nelson would stop, but Nelson got around him and advanced on Gerald. Spinning around, Ronald attempted to grab Nelson in a bear hug. “That’s not getting between us and fighting back,” Nelson said, making Ronald stop. “I don’t want to break your legs, but I damn sure will if you fight back.”
“Gerald, you are on your own,” Ronald said, stepping back and dropping his arms.
Gerald lifted his chin, keeping his hands by his side. “I’m not going to fight back.”
“Bitch, that only works for fuckers who haven’t said I was acting like a bag of smashed assholes. You just won’t be tired taking this ass whoopin’.” Gerald never saw it coming. One second, he was standing looking at Nelson, and suddenly, his face exploded in pain, and he flew back, hitting the ground hard. Duke jumped down beside him, growling at Nelson. 
Zeus jumped off and moved beside Nelson, growling at Duke. “Zeus, sit. I can kill one dog with my bare hands. It’s when a pack is trying to take me down I get nervous.”
“Duke, mount and stay,” Gerald said, blinking his eyes to try and focus them. Duke turned and jumped back on Gerald’s ATV. “You’re right, Nelson, I earned this,” Gerald said, getting back to his feet. As Gerald stood up, Ronald moved quickly in front of him. “Move, Ronald, he’s right. I earned this.”
“I’m just thinking this isn’t the time or place to take your medicine,” Ronald said, glancing around. “Let’s at least get to where we’re going. It’s a little more secluded.”
Thinking about that, Nelson straightened up out of his fighting stance and glanced around. “That’s just further I have to carry his ass back after I beat the shit out of him.”
“I’ll wait till Michelle comes,” Gerald said, shaking his head, wanting the stars to leave his vision. “You don’t have to take me back.”
“Okay,” Nelson said, spinning around and walking back to his ATV. “Zeus, get up.” Zeus ran past him, jumping on the ATV.
“Nelson, you’re in charge,” Gerald said, grabbing his helmet. 
Nelson spun around, and Gerald dropped his helmet, waiting on the punch. “I don’t want to be an M-FIC (motherfucker in charge). I have enough shit on my plate, but to say I’m eating ass when I’m on my game is bullshit. That’s your job, bitch; I already have enough. I’m not doing yours as well.”
Gerald’s jaw fell open as Nelson turned around and walked off. Ronald moved over in front of him. “Gerald, just get your ass on the wheeler, and let’s get the hell out of here,” Ronald said in a low voice. 
Seeing Gerald nod, Ronald ran to his ATV and saw Nelson already buckling his helmet on. “Why wasn’t that fucker in with me?” Ronald mumbled, climbing on. 
It didn’t take long before they were off again, riding in the same order. Ronald settled in his seat and grinned. “Shit, if they fight each other like that, I almost feel sorry for who fucks with us.”
 



Chapter Twelve
After five hours of riding, Gerald pulled off a small dirt road at a campground beside the Current River ten miles south of Van Buren. Thankfully, the rest of the trip was uneventful, with no more dogs and they saw a few more houses. Only one other they passed was occupied. Unlike the other house on the small farm, that house was nestled back into the woods.
Ronald slowed, easing up beside Gerald’s ATV as he looked out at the water white capping across the river. Looking ahead of the water, he saw the river expand out to a flat surface before it widened out in the shallow rapids.
Seeing Ronald pull up beside him, Gerald climbed off his ATV. “Duke, stay,” he said, taking off his helmet. His left cheek was swollen from Nelson’s hit. Removing his gloves, Gerald winced as he ran his fingertips over his cheek, and he felt the swelling all the way up to his left eye. “That boy hits like a mule,” he mumbled and turned to see Nelson pull up.
Gerald took off his AR and tactical vest, placing it on his ATV. “Let’s get this over with, Nelson,” he said when Nelson turned off his ATV.
Nelson gave a nod and climbed off. “Zeus, stay,” he said, taking his gear off.
Taking a deep breath, Ronald jumped off his ATV. “Nelson, can’t you settle up later? Shit, his eye is almost swollen shut now. An ass whoopin’ four days from now is still an ass whoopin’. This is going to go a lot easier if we have three scouting instead of two.”
Taking off his gloves, Nelson looked up at Ronald, thinking about it, then nodded. “Gerald, you want it now or when we get back?” Nelson asked, looking over at him.
“Your call; I was wrong,” Gerald said, lifting his chin.
Putting his gloves back on, Nelson turned back to his gear. “We’ll settle up when we get back then.” 
“You tell me the time and place,” Gerald said, putting his gear back on.
Ronald let out a sigh of relief. “Okay guys, who’s going to check the river?”
“Gerald and I will,” Nelson said, grabbing his rifle. “Keep an eye and ear out.”
Like true warriors, the two put differences aside and eased out into the river. The current wasn’t fast enough to sweep them off their feet, but it was pretty strong. They had to plant a foot down, testing the ground before moving so they didn’t get their feet swept out from under them.
Ronald kept glancing around as he watched the two spread apart, testing the shallow rapids. The river was just under three hundred yards wide here, and Ronald only saw them drop down to their chests in the water a few times.
After an hour, the two moved out on the opposite bank, talking and pointing at different spots of the rapids. They moved to the middle of the rapids then walked side by side out into the river, angling upstream to cross it. When they reached the bank on this side, Ronald was guessing the deepest spot they crossed was four feet deep.
Seeing them heading back, Ronald dug out some food Nellie had sent with them and laid it out on the front rack of his ATV. “The FLYERS can cross that without trouble as long as the driver doesn’t panic,” he heard Gerald say in a soft voice as they walked up.
“The damn things are going to be loaded heavy, so they better not panic,” Nelson said as Ronald turned around to face them. “I don’t even get to shoot the GAU first.”
“Got food out that Nellie sent,” Ronald said.
Gerald nodded as he pulled a bigger radio off his ATV. “Let me call in and tell them we can ford,” he said, turning on the radio. “Party’s on and setting up orgy,” he called over the radio.
“Will bring lube. Sex toys being put up,” Nancy called back.
Ronald laughed as Gerald turned off the radio. “Think they could’ve located that?”
Looking at the radio, Gerald pressed a button, and chatter came over the radio. “Not with all the other HAM operators on. That was less than a two-second transmission and wasn’t repeated—takes more than that to triangulate. If Nancy can get the transmit antenna up, we won’t have to worry.”
Nelson looked up with a mouth full of food. “Dude, that’s like months down the line,” he muffled. 
“No, you gave her the idea to do it without all the work of putting up cable. She’s going to use the phone and video cable already up on telephone poles. She said she can just cut the lines that feed other houses from our farm to where she sets up the antenna. That way, she has cable to the site and doesn’t have to lay it out and can put it much further away,” Gerald said, grabbing some food.
“How far is she thinking?” Nelson asked, finally swallowing his food.
“Six miles, but they will have to prep eighteen miles of phone poles.”
“Damn, we were only going a mile away,” Nelson mumbled, shoving food in his mouth and tossing some at Zeus, who caught it out of the air.
Gerald grinned. “They started after we left.”
“Huh,” Nelson said, looking up.
“That’s what Nancy meant with ‘sex toys being put up.’ She was going to talk to the group after we left to see if they wanted to do it,” Gerald said.
“They are leaving the farm when three of the fighters are gone?” Nelson asked with a scowl. 
“Nelson, they will be fine. Nancy wanted a way to call out to teams in the field. Her little acoustic radar program can pick up aircraft just over fifty miles away. It will only take four or five people, and I told her if they did it, Hank had to supply half of them.”
“Gerald, Hank didn’t like the fact we told him he had to supply two people for this attack,” Nelson grumbled, tossing Zeus more food.
Brushing his hands off, Gerald put his gloves back on. “He either helps or I’ll deep six his ass,” he said.
“Fair enough,” Nelson chuckled. “Ready to move to base camp?”
“Yeah then we can lay out who goes where.”
Nelson climbed on his ATV, adjusting his AR across his chest as Ronald tossed the wrappings of their food in bags. “How big of a lead you want, Gerald?”
“Let’s slinky,” he said, looking at his map. “I’ll ride up a mile, set up, and call back.”
Grabbing his map and turning down the thermal on his goggle, Nelson glanced at his watch. “Brother, we’re going to be coming in at daylight by the time we reach base camp.” 
“I know, but like you said, we had to check the ford area, and I’m glad we did. The bottom changed a lot from last year.”
“How about a mile lead for you, and we keep speed at fifteen. If you see something, call out, and if needed, we can be to you in sixty seconds or less,” Nelson said, studying the map.
Thinking it over, Gerald nodded. “Okay but I’ll stop at each turn off till you close up.”
“Dude, I can read a map,” Nelson popped off.
Holding up his hand, Gerald nodded. “I know, Nelson, but I want to make sure we all stay close in case we have to boogie out. Intersections of roads are great ambush spots.”
“Okay, when we get to the road, we’ll give you a four-minute head start.”
Gerald just nodded, starting up his four-wheeler. As they followed him back to the dirt road, Nelson eased behind Ronald. When Gerald turned right, heading north on the road, Nelson stopped beside Ronald, glancing at his watch. 
“Four minutes?” Ronald said as Gerald moved away from them with no sound. 
“At fifteen miles an hour, it takes you four minutes to go one mile.”
The sounds of insects drowned out what little noise the running ATVs made. “You good with our group taking the same route we did to get here with that group camping near the road?” Ronald asked, glancing around.
“They had bikes, so I don’t consider them a threat, and they don’t know when or even if someone else will use that trail.”
Glancing at his watch, Nelson readjusted his thermal setting on his goggle. “Alright, pull out, and keep it at fifteen,” he said, and Ronald pulled out and throttled up until the needle stayed at fifteen then started scanning around.
It was an hour later, still in a forest and on a dirt road, that they pulled close to Gerald, who was sitting on a small, dirt driveway that pulled off the right side of the road. Giving them a nod, Gerald eased down the driveway for a hundred yards, stopped, and got off his ATV, patting his leg for Duke to follow. On the satellite map, it showed a house a quarter of a mile down the driveway. They were two miles south of Van Buren as the crow flies.
Keeping an easy pace, Gerald eased down the driveway, which was lined with thick trees. Seeing an opening in the forest ahead, Gerald slowed and eased into the woods, continuing toward the house. Stopping at the tree line, Gerald studied the house and noticed stuff strewn across the front yard, and the front door was open.
“Duke, search,” he whispered then pointed to the house.
Duke slunk out of the trees toward the house, and Gerald saw Duke’s body relax as he got close. Trotting in the front door, Duke moved around the house then came back out and ran to Gerald. When Duke stopped beside him, looking up with his tongue hanging out, Gerald reached down and patted his head. “Good boy.”
Running back, Gerald nodded at them as Duke jumped on the ATV, and he climbed on, easing down the driveway. They pulled the ATVs behind the house into the woods then grabbed packs and went inside the house.
The inside was destroyed, and when they saw a gun safe that was busted open, Ronald shook his head. “Reclamation patrol has been here.”
“Could’ve been someone just looking for supplies,” Nelson said, moving out of the living room.
“If that’s the case, they are moving by vehicle to carry this much,” he said, waving at the big gun safe. 
Gerald walked around the kitchen looking at the empty cabinets and the littered floor. “Shit, they could at least respect other people’s stuff. They don’t have to destroy everything,” he said, looking at the broken plates and glasses on the floor.
“Why?” Nelson said, moving up beside him. “They don’t plan on anyone ever living here again.”
“Thought you said it was someone looking for supplies?”
“False hope,” Nelson sighed, shaking his head. “We load vehicles from abandoned houses, and we don’t destroy like this. They were looking for hidden stuff.”
“Come on,” Gerald said, joining Ronald in the living room, who was looking at a family portrait he picked up off the floor.
“Guys, this shit is FUBAR big time,” he said, tossing the picture on the floor since all the furniture was destroyed. “We got a long war ahead of us.”
“Not going to argue that,” Gerald said, looking at them. “You guys want to catch a few winks or move to primary OP (observation post)?”
“I’m for going to the OP,” Nelson said. “The more we observe, the more we can destroy.”
“I’m with Nelson,” Ronald said. “Let’s get this shit done and kill these fuckers.”
Walking out the back, they grabbed nets and covered up the ATVs. Ronald watched Nelson and Gerald pull out small cloth bags and remove ghillie suits. “I take it I’ll be the one staying in the OP,” Ronald said, watching them pull the suits on. 
“Yeah,” Nelson said. “Didn’t get around to making you one with everything going on.”
Ronald gave a low chuckle. “With everything this group has done for me and mine, it’s not like I’m hurt.” 
“I’ll take point,” Nelson said, pulling on his hood. Ronald looked at Nelson’s ghillie suit and was very impressed as the sun broke the horizon. 
Grabbing several bags, Ronald passed one to each of them. “Nelson, that doesn’t look like any ghillie suit I’ve ever seen,” Ronald said as Nelson put a ghillie cover over his backpack and AR.
“I took a hunting 3D suit and added to it,” Nelson said, putting on his large rucksack, which had a rifle case mounted to it, and grabbed the tote bag Ronald had passed out. Seeing the others ready, Nelson turned and eased through the woods with Zeus beside him.
“You take the middle, Ronald,” Gerald said when the trees almost blocked sight of Nelson. “I’ll bring up the rear.”
Gripping his rifle, Ronald nodded and followed Nelson. He soon found if he wasn’t keeping a close eye on Nelson, he would lose sight of him. The ghillie suit broke him up so well if Nelson stopped and Ronald wasn’t watching, he couldn’t find him until Nelson moved.
Moving slowly for thirty minutes, Nelson eased up to the tree line, where a paved road split the forest. Off in the distance, he heard a diesel engine. Moving out of the tree line, Nelson looked down the road to confirm where he was. Satisfied, he trotted across, back into the forest. 
Once the others crossed, Nelson continued, slowly easing up a ridge until he saw a break in the trees where the road he was heading for was. Hearing a diesel engine approaching, Nelson eased down on one knee. It was coming from the west and heading toward town. Glancing at his watch, Nelson saw it was almost 8 a.m.
Knowing that sound anywhere, Nelson waited as the Humvee crept closer. From the sound, he knew it wasn’t going more than twenty-five miles per hour. Looking left, he soon saw the shape of the Humvee creeping down the road with a soldier in the cupola manning what looked like M240.
Nelson could see four other troops riding in the seats. All the windows were down, and rifle barrels were poking out the windows. As they slowly drove down the road, Nelson noticed they were all scanning their areas.  Zeus sat down beside him, panting as he watched the Humvee through the trees.
When it passed, Nelson waited another twenty minutes after he couldn’t hear it anymore then eased up to the road and saw a street sign: Skyline Drive. “Where I want to be,” Nelson said, glancing around again then ran across the road along a ridge south of town.
Easing back in the trees on the other side, Nelson waited for the others. When Gerald and Duke crossed, he followed the road south to the house they were going to use for the OP. Passing through the backyard of one house, he saw clothes and trash scattered across the yard. Not stopping to investigate, he eased back into the woods.
Coming up on a large, open area, Nelson stopped and waited for the others. Ahead were three houses sitting right off the road. When Gerald knelt beside him, Nelson pointed at the middle house. “It’s the tallest.”
Nodding as he studied the house, Gerald noticed the back doors open on all the houses, and some of the windows were broken. “Move to it, and if it’s clear, wave us in,” Gerald told him, looking down into the valley below.
Nelson burst into a run across the first yard with Zeus beside him in a trot. When he reached the second house, Nelson stopped at the back wall and listened. Only hearing birds, he crept to the back door. “Zeus, search,” he whispered.
When Zeus trotted in, Nelson turned around and saw the town of Van Buren less than a mile away down in the valley. “Oh shit,” he mumbled and darted inside, moving to the front door as Zeus came down the stairs, panting. “Stay,” Nelson said, he slipped out the front door, and ran back across the front yards to Gerald and Ronald. 
Coming around the front of the house, he saw Gerald jump, raising his AR, but he stopped when he saw it was Nelson. Nelson knelt beside them. “The Stryker has moved, and if they raise that sight this way, they will see us as we get inside. Let’s go in the front,” he said in a low voice.
They followed Nelson in a run to the front of and into the houses and saw Zeus still sitting in the same spot. Not stopping, Nelson headed for the stairs. Moving down the hall, careful not to trip on all the shit on the floor, he opened the doors on the right side of the hall to the rooms that faced Van Buren.
He stopped at the middle room that had the remnants of a young boy’s stuff. Looking out the two windows, Nelson smiled. “Let’s set up here.” 
“They can see inside,” Ronald said as Gerald took off his pack.
“Thermal doesn’t see through glass,” Nelson said, dropping his pack. He moved the broken bed in the middle of the floor to the wall as Gerald grabbed an overturned kid’s desk. Nelson handed him the bag he was carrying, and Gerald pulled out a huge spotting scope.
“Those troops in that Humvee seemed really nervous,” Gerald said, setting up the spotting scope on the desk.
Nelson laughed, pulling out his binoculars. “Dude, if someone would’ve farted, they would’ve opened up with everything.”
Ronald picked up a desk chair and handed it to Gerald, who sat down behind the spotting scope. “They will soon learn that they need to be afraid,” Ronald said, flipping the mattress on the bed over and lying down.
“Seems they were already scared,” Gerald said in a distracted voice, looking through the spotting scope.
Standing behind him, Nelson looked through his binoculars. “The tank hasn’t moved. Wonder why they pulled the Stryker closer? It was half a mile further down the road; that’s why we wanted here.”
“You see any signs they were attacked?” Ronald asked, pulling out a notebook as he lay on the mattress, writing.
“No,” Gerald said. “It looks like they have expanded the internment camp on the other side of the river.”
“Yeah, I see,” Nelson said, putting down his binoculars, and he pulled out a map of Van Buren. “Thought so—it’s the parking lot for the campground. They just surrounded it with construction fence.” 
“Did the same thing around the lodge they are using as a camp.” Leaning back, Gerald looked at the map. “There aren’t that many people in that prison area now, mainly little kids with a few elderly women, but it looks like that enclosure is set up to hold several hundred.” 
“Maybe they recently transferred the others to a bigger camp,” Ronald offered.
Shaking his head slightly as he looked back at the area, Gerald said, “Maybe,” not buying that explanation.
“Since this is my home for the scouting trip, you two get some rest before you ease out, and I’ll keep watch,” Ronald said, getting up.
Nelson stood up, looking at the other two. “We need to spread out in the house. This many bodies may heat up those windows enough that they investigate.”
As Ronald sat down at the desk, Gerald and Nelson moved into the house, finding a spot to lay down and rest for the work ahead.
 



Chapter Thirteen
Nelson felt a hand grab his shoulder, and he tried to sit up but was held down. “A Humvee just left the camp and is heading toward us,” Ronald whispered.
When Ronald let him go, Nelson grabbed his gear and followed him as he walked out of the bedroom Nelson had been sleeping in. Stepping out in the hall, Nelson saw Gerald coming out of the room Ronald was set up in to watch the camp. “They will be here at the house soon,” he said, moving to the end of the hall and walking into the last bedroom.
“Shouldn’t we like boogie out of here?” Ronald asked, following him.
“No, when we set up this morning, a Humvee was heading into town. These houses have been searched, and there is no way they know we are here,” Gerald said, looking out a window that overlooked the road behind the house. “Ronald, you get back to the watch room, and Nelson, keep an eye out on the other end of the house in case they dismount some troops.” 
With Zeus right behind him, Nelson ran back to the room he slept in and knelt down in the back of the room, looking out the side window down the road. He heard the Humvee long before he saw it. “Yeah, Hummers aren’t exactly ninja mobiles,” he said, reaching up and putting his hunter’s aid ear piece in his left ear. The rumble went from distant to very noticeable instantly as Nelson put the radio bud in his right ear.
It didn’t take long for him to see the Humvee slowly creeping down the road. A soldier was standing out the top behind an M2, moving the barrel in an arc covering the front, and Nelson saw four more troops inside. “Don’t shoot at me, and I won’t shoot at you—at least not yet,” Nelson mumbled, not liking Ma Deuce sweeping him.
Almost holding his breath, Nelson watched the Humvee slowly drive past the house and noticed all the troops inside were scanning their sectors. The apprehension on their faces was very visible. “What has you guys so on edge? We only attacked a small holding area, not a military checkpoint,” he said after the Humvee passed by his window.
When the sound moved further down the road, Nelson eased back to Gerald. Kneeling beside him, Nelson looked out the window with him. “You see how nervous they were?” Nelson asked in a low voice.
“Shit yeah, and the barrel of that fifty looked the size of the Lincoln Tunnel,” Gerald huffed. “We haven’t picked up any attacks around here besides those motorcycle gangs and their own troops. They act like they were patrolling the sand box.”
“You think that was a patrol? They weren’t exactly geared up for it,” Nelson said, and Gerald just shrugged. Ten minutes later, they heard the Humvee returning.
Gerald looked at his watch. “We got here around seven, right?”
“About.”
They looked out the side window to see a different Humvee coming back. “They changed guard. That Humvee has an M240 on it,” Gerald said.
“They are driving back a little faster,” Nelson noticed as the Humvee passed the house, heading back to camp. “They can’t be that far from here as slow as that other one was going.”
“When we move out, I’ll go and check,” Gerald said, standing up and leaving. 
They went back to the room Ronald was set up in and found him sitting behind the desk, looking through the spotting scope. “Hey guys, a bunch of school buses just pulled up to that holding area across the river,” he said.
Gerald and Nelson both grabbed binoculars, looking out the window. “What the fuck,” Nelson mumbled as three buses drove across the bridge followed by over a dozen one-ton dually trucks pulling long, loaded trailers. Spread out along the line were Humvees with troops manning weapons standing out of the firing port on the roof. “What are those trucks carrying?”
“Supplies taken from houses,” Ronald answered, zooming the spotting scope in as the line of trucks and buses pulled off the highway, passing the hotel that was the center of the military camp. “Those are reclamation patrols.”
Looking back at the prisoner camp at the other side of the river, Nelson saw people forming lines as they got off the buses. A soldier moved down the lines, looking at a clipboard as another soldier waved a metal detector wand over them then motioned the line inside the area surrounded by fence. “Keeping tabs on your work force,” Nelson said.
Lowering his binoculars, Gerald glanced over at Nelson. “You still going to set up on that hill beside the highway?”
“Hell yeah,” Nelson said, moving his binoculars to the hill sitting just under two hundred yards from the tank. “I will be able to see their entire setup and get good numbers.”
Shaking his head, Gerald lifted his binoculars, looking at the hill. Part of the hill had been removed to make the highway and road running beside it, leaving a twenty-foot, rocky, vertical face. “Kind of close, don’t ya think?”
“All the better to see them with,” Nelson grinned.
“Has that tank or Stryker moved?” Gerald asked.
“Shit man, nobody’s even been over to them or got out of them,” Ronald said. “There is no way a crew has stayed inside buttoned up as hot as it is, and they can’t keep thermals on that long without cranking up to charge the batteries.”
“Yeah, I let the Stryker I was in once die because I didn’t remind the driver to crank up every few hours,” Nelson said, still looking through his binoculars.
“Whew,” Gerald sighed. “That makes me feel better. I didn’t like the idea of running around with them able to throw out hate from an M1.”
“Just because the armor isn’t manned doesn’t mean they don’t have patrols closer to base,” Ronald said. “With all the foliage on the trees, I can’t see a lot around the lodge they are using for their camp.”
“Buses moving,” Nelson said, and they all turned and watched the line of buses leave the prisoners, pull across the bridge, and take the same road the others did in front of the camp. “Keeping all the rides away from the prisoners. Ronald, can you see where troops are staying around the prisoners?”
“Yeah, the field right behind the area is a tent setup, and those trucks off to the side in that smaller parking area are a mobile kitchen,” he said. “Notice all those portable lights around the prison area. Some are pointed in, and others are pointing out.”
Zooming in, Nelson saw the portable generator lights that he had seen used on industrial sites. “For something that was thrown together, it looks set up pretty well,” Nelson said.
“I’m sure Van Buren was marked as a checkpoint long before this,” Gerald said, moving his binoculars around.
Dropping his binoculars and letting them hang around his neck, Nelson turned to Gerald. “Dude, it’s a small town, not a major metropolis.” 
“That’s right,” Gerald said, still scanning the area. “Easy to evict the small population, natural chokepoint with the bridge over the Current River, hills and ridge lines overlooking the area around them so they know who’s coming, it’s consolidated enough that it can be controlled by a small number of troops, and all the roads on either side empty onto highway 60 to use its bridge.”
“Damn,” Nelson mumbled. “I want a tin foil hat now.”
“Oh, I’m sure this is only one of hundreds of small towns that they had planned taking over to control movement,” Gerald said, finally lowering his binoculars. “Before we take off, I’m going to ease down the road and see where that Humvee set up.”
“You want my ghillie suit?” Nelson asked.
“Nah, I finally set mine up like yours,” Gerald huffed. “I don’t see how in the hell you put that thing on in Iraq.”
“Hey, when the other side started getting thermals, I didn’t care about the heat as long as they didn’t shoot at my ass,” Nelson said as Gerald started putting on his gear. “I sure as hell hope you got the cooler vest like mine.”
Gerald stopped and looked up at Nelson, arching his right eyebrow. “You think I’m going to wrap myself in a thermal blanket and not find some way to cool off?”
Giving a snort, Nelson moved over and looked over the notes and drawings Ronald had made. “I was just saying, I know how you want to think you’re a Jedi and all.”
“Bitch, I’m Obi Wan,” Gerald snapped, pulling on his ghillie suit. “Don’t make me tell the council to have your Jedi status removed.”
Shaking his head, Nelson picked up the hand-drawn map Ronald had made to scale. “Damn, pretty good. Now I’m not the only one in the group that can draw,” Nelson mumbled, studying the map.
“I shouldn’t be gone long,” Gerald said, walking out with Duke.
Pulling his head back from the spotting scope, Ronald looked up at Nelson. “What the hell were you two just talking about?”
“We have thermal sheeting sewn in our ghillie suits to block heat, but the downside is it will cook your ass. I found a vest that pumps water around, cooling you off. Without it, your heat signature still stands out in the suit, just not as bad. With that vest on, it’s easy to miss someone, especially if they are under cover,” Nelson said, putting the map down and flipping through Ronald’s notes.
“I’ve seen those, and you’re telling me you and Gerald brought ice to put in the cooling reservoir?” Ronald asked, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned back. 
Shrugging, Nelson said, “Don’t know about Gerald, but I have frozen gel packs I put in mine. You haven’t noticed any patrols?”
“None,” Ronald said and pointed at a small building that was in front of the lodge on his map. “That is the only building I’ve seen them coming and going to. Now I’ve seen some moving around that lodge but not outside the fence they have around it.”
“You good for batteries?”
“I can almost open a store,” Ronald snorted. “I’m going to get up on the roof tonight and use the thermal to see if I can spot any OPs.” 
“Don’t fall because that would suck,” Nelson said, moving over to his gear. He started dressing, and after his ghillie suit, Nelson opened his backpack, pulling out a smaller hydration-style pack. Next, he pulled out a collapsible insulated cooler and removed a line of frozen gel packs that were tied end to end, forming what looked like linked hotdogs. He dropped them in the cooling pack, and Ronald saw water running out the top as Nelson closed the pack and put it back in the rucksack.
“Wish I would’ve had that in the sand box,” Ronald said. 
“That’s where I found out about them,” Nelson said, putting on his rucksack and checking the rifle case mounted to it. “Granted, the one I had there made a lot of noise as it pumped water, and if you walked around, the ice would slosh; that’s where I learned about gel packs. This one is quiet when it’s on.”
“Have an extra one?” Ronald asked hopefully. 
“Nope,” Nelson said. “Michelle has one but told me if mine broke, tough shit, I wasn’t getting hers. Each one set us back almost a grand.”
“Shit, if they work, it was worth it.”
“Oh, they work, otherwise I wouldn’t be toting the damn thing,” Nelson said, moving up behind Ronald. “See that draw in front of us?”
“Yeah.” 
“That’s where I’m moving down to cross the highway. Even if someone gets in the Stryker, the road dips below their line of sight. I’m heading for the northeast side of that hill. From there, I can see the prison area and the camp,” Nelson said. Ronald just nodded as he lowered his head back to the spotting scope.
It hadn’t been long when they heard Gerald coming up the stairs, otherwise, Zeus would’ve alerted. “They are set up just over a mile from here overlooking the valley below,” Gerald said, coming in. “They can see people ten miles away using that road. They were pulling thermals out when I was leaving.”
“So they rotate out every twelve hours and alert the camp when they see people coming,” Nelson said.
“Makes sense because nobody down there has got close to the barricades across the roads,” Ronald said. 
“When are you heading out?” Gerald asked, wiping his face and looking at Nelson.
“Right now,” Nelson said, moving to the door, patting his leg for Zeus to follow.
“Meet back here tomorrow night at midnight,” Gerald said as Nelson walked out, mumbling, “Okay.” 
Gerald looked down at Ronald. “We have radios, but be cautious about using them. We don’t know if they are set up to track, but if you see shit happening, call out, and boogie back to the ATVs.”
“I will. You two need to be cautious,” Ronald said as Gerald nodded and left.
Ronald watched Nelson cross the backyard as the sun reached the horizon. When Nelson eased into the woods, Ronald lost him. “Now that’s good camouflage,” Ronald said with a low whistle. “I need a dog bad,” he said, getting up, and started setting noise makers like broken glass and trash on the stairs and hallway. 
When the sun slipped below the horizon, Nelson eased out of the wood line near the highway. The draw led to a dip in the road. Glancing around and only seeing road, Nelson trotted across, almost diving back in the trees. 
Taking a knee, Nelson slowed his breathing, turned on his cooling vest, and felt the vest turn cold fast. Giving a slight shiver, he reached over and patted Zeus. “Stay close,” he whispered and lowered his monocular over his left eye. Pulling the hood of his ghillie suit over his helmet, Nelson moved slowly through the trees.
There was a hill in front of him that he stayed on the back side of, away from the highway. On the other side of this hill was where the Stryker was parked. He reached a small road that ran between the hills that ran into Highway 60 and had to turn his vest off because it was freezing his ass.
Running across the road, Nelson moved to the back side of the hill and eased around the building with a large parking lot that sat on top of the hill. Easing back into the trees, he heard laughter far off and engines crank up.
Slowly moving down the northeast side of the hill, he stopped just below the crest beside a boulder sticking out of the ground between two large trees. He looked over at the camp and saw two school buses pull back out on the highway and cross the bridge. 
Getting to his knees behind the boulder, Nelson dropped his pack, watching the area. The building that was being used to monitor the roadblock looked like an office of some kind for the lodge. The lodge and building were both lit up with electricity, and he could hear the generators. 
Leaning around the boulder, Nelson saw the buses dropping off people at the prison area and leave, heading back across the bridge. The buses pulled back into the area they left from, but there were too many trees for Nelson to see where they parked. From the sound alone, he knew they weren’t more than four of five hundred yards away.
Looking at the boulder he was hiding beside, Nelson pulled out a small, folding shovel from his rucksack. “Hope you don’t have a lot of friends around you,” he mumbled at the boulder and slowly and very quietly started digging. Off toward the camp, Nelson heard several women screaming. 
***
As Nelson started digging, Gerald was moving around houses, closing in on the lodge the military was using for a camp. All the houses he saw and passed were empty and had been ransacked. Getting closer to where he heard the buses shut down, Gerald heard voices and slowed his pace to a crawl. Coming around a house, he saw a clump of trees and carefully moved across the backyard.
Stopping in the trees, Gerald saw a small field with rows of parked buses, and on the other side were rows of semi box trailers with their doors open and stairs at the doors. The last trailer in the row wasn’t a real box trailer; it was a shipping container mounted on a trailer frame. On the far side of the trailers was a large pile, but he couldn’t make out what it was. On this side of the row of trailers was a long horse trailer sitting next to four tanker trailers.
On two of the tanker trailers, a large letter D was painted on the side, and the other two had a large G. Civilization falls, and you still have to account for idiots not to mix up gas and diesel, Gerald thought. Wanting a closer look, he glanced around and eased around the edge of the field toward the trailers.
Beside the tankers were hundreds of fuel cans of various sizes with G or D painted on them. Reaching over, Gerald touched a few and felt they were empty. Moving under the box trailers, he duck walked under them to the other side and stopped, looking at a pile he couldn’t identify, and his jaw dropped open.
It was guns—a shit load, big ass pile of guns. Looking from one side of the pile to the other, he guessed it was fifty yards and an easy fifteen feet tall in the center. “Only in America. Too bad the people didn’t get to use them,” he sighed. “Their plan worked pretty damn well for separating people from their guns.” Studying the pile, he saw it was mainly civilian hunting rifles, hunting shotguns, and muzzle loaders with a lot of revolvers. 
Glancing around, he eased out from under the trailer, moving to the back, and eased up the steps and stopped to stare at the stacks of rifles and boxes in the trailer. Unlike those on the ground, these were ARs, AKs, and other civilian copies of military rifles. In other stacks were fighting shotguns and precision rifles. Peeking in a box, he saw it was filled with semi-automatic pistols. “Hate to rain on their parade, but the pile outside is just as deadly as the ones in here,” Gerald mumbled. “I’ve trained people to fight with both.”
Hearing Duke give a low growl, Gerald spun around and eased out on the steps. On the other side of the field, he saw two soldiers walking side by side. He dropped down and moved under the trailers with Duke beside him. 
The soldiers walked to the middle of the field, looked around, then walked back toward the highway. Bet they are from that guard post at the checkpoint, Gerald thought as they walked out of sight. Against his better judgment, he eased back out and moved to the next trailer and saw it was stacked with cardboard boxes. 
Stepping in, he saw at the end of each box, a caliber was written. He looked in the first box and saw boxes of ammo like you bought in stores. Glancing back at the small aisle down the middle, Gerald shook his head at all the ammo they had pulled out of houses.
Moving from trailer to trailer, he found another loaded with ammo and another with guns like the first, two loaded with canned food, and one with toiletries. Another three loaded with boxes and bags of food while another held boots and shoes. Getting sick to his stomach with the knowledge that a lot of this was pulled from homes, Gerald moved over to the last one and eased up the steps then froze in his tracks.
“Holy Mary, Mother of God,” he moaned, looking at the clear plastic bins stacked floor to ceiling with, like all the others, an aisle down the middle. He could see gold coins in one box. The box above it held gold necklaces, and the box above that one held gold rings. Looking at the end, he saw the hand-written label like all the others. Moving down the aisle, he saw silverware, gold watches, gold rings, bonds, stocks, silver coins, and precious stones. He stopped and stared at all the stuff and realized he didn’t see cash. 
Quickly climbing out, he moved to the horse trailer and found it held boxes of gold, silver and jewels. “Bet anything this trailer is for the group here,” he mumbled and moved past the row of trailers into a row of shrubs. Kneeling down, he pulled out a notebook and made a sketch of the area and labeled it. Putting the notebook away, he moved up toward the lodge, stopping well away from the fence.
He could see a few soldiers walking around, drinking. When he saw two men dressed like contractors, wearing dark polo shirts with khaki tactical pants with body armor, Gerald fought the urge to bring up his rifle and shoot them. Seeing the hill Nelson was set up on across the highway, he eased back and followed the river south.
When he was far enough away from the camp, Gerald eased out into the river, sucking in a breath from the cold water. Pushing off, Gerald slowly swam across as Duke swam past him. “Yeah, but I’m carrying a lot of shit, Duke,” he growled in a low voice as Duke left him behind. Thankful for the air trapped in his rucksack, Gerald prodded along. 
Getting out on the other bank, he moved through the trees until he reached the road that paralleled the river. “Wonder why they call it Brown Road?” he mumbled, following it south. After walking for a mile, Gerald pulled out his map and looked up where a ridge sprang up on the side of the road, running up into the forest. 
“Hope we can get the buggies through that, or this fight is going to suck ass,” he said, patting Duke and walking off the road, following the ridgeline up.
 



Chapter Fourteen
Nelson sat in his foxhole, watching the camp and prison area and refining his notes. Glancing at his watch, he saw it was exactly 10 p.m. and continued writing as Zeus sat beside him in his hole. Sitting on his rucksack, Nelson could see over the piles of dirt through the glass he had brought down out of the building behind him.
After digging his hole the night before, Nelson looked down at the building where the troops manned the checkpoint to see a man wearing tan pants step out and raise his rifle, scanning around. Seeing the man move his rifle off the road to his hill, Nelson dove face-first in his foxhole. The only part that the man could really pick out would be his head and hands, but Nelson wasn’t going to take a chance.
He eased his head up and peeked around the boulder and noticed the man was aiming at him, making Nelson jerk back. With his back to the boulder, Nelson saw Zeus looking at him, panting and sitting on the edge of the foxhole. “Oh shit,” said, grabbing a stick and tossing it up the hill. “Zeus, find and stay.”
Watching Zeus run up the hill, Nelson peeked back around the boulder and saw the man laughing as he lowered his rifle. When the man walked back inside, Nelson crawled out, heading to the building at the top. He found several small windows and used his knife to remove the glass. Taking the sheets of glass, he carried them to the foxhole and shoved them in the piles of dirt around the forward lip. 
Then he pulled out his sniper tarp and covered his hole and the glass, using sticks to prop it up. Before dawn, he moved over the hillside, gathering dead leaves and digging up small plants and finished camouflaging his sniper hide. He knew he had done a good job when he walked by it, not seeing his position as he carried an armful of dead leaves.
Looking back up in his binoculars, Nelson rechecked his drawings. Hearing a small moan from Zeus, he looked down. “Hey, I’ve got to piss too, so shut it,” Nelson whispered. “It’s not fair when the other side has cool toys too.”
Zeus just looked up at him with sad eyes. “Oh alright,” Nelson sighed, packing his gear away. After looking around, he shoved the rucksack out and lifted up the back edge of the tarp. “Out and sit,” he whispered. Zeus crouched down and leapt out of the foxhole. 
Looking back at the prison and camp, Nelson made sure nobody saw Zeus then climbed out. Making sure his snipe hide was covered, Nelson put on his rucksack and moved up the hill. Taking his hand off his AR, Nelson lightly tapped his leg, making Zeus move to his side and match his pace. 
Reaching the top, they both moved off to pee. Feeling much lighter, Nelson watched Zeus move over to him and started walking down the back side of the hill. Since he was ahead of schedule, he moved closer to several houses behind the hill. 
They were all empty and ransacked, but in a shed behind one, he saw a nice four-wheeler. Easing over, he saw the keys in it and turned it, smiling when the small lights came on with a full tank of gas. Moving back to the side of the house, Nelson passed a nice Lexus and noticed the fuel tank door was open. Investigating, he saw the fuel cap lying on the ground. “They jacked the fuel?”
Moving across the road, he saw other houses that were ransacked, and every car or truck he came across had its fuel door opened. “There is no way in hell they are that short of fuel that fast,” he mumbled then headed toward the highway.
Stopping at the tree line and not seeing anything, Nelson took off running. Bursting into the trees on the other side, Nelson stopped and tried to slow his breathing. Looking up at the steep ravine he had to climb, Nelson groaned and headed up.
When Nelson reached the top, he looked at his watch and saw he still had half an hour before midnight. “Let’s eat, Zeus,” he said, moving to the back door. Walking in, Nelson stopped, looking at all the shit now on the floor. 
“It was bad but not this bad,” he said, trying to move through the shit without making too much noise. 
Reaching the top of the stairs, he saw Gerald standing in the hall. “How do you like Ronald’s detection system?”
“Pretty damn good,” Nelson said, letting his AR hang across his body. “I thought they had come and ransacked the house again.”
Seeing Nelson about to start taking off gear, Gerald held up his hand. “Hold on, we are moving to the basement so we can compare notes.”
“I have to walk through that shit again?” 
Gerald shook his head. “How in the hell do you think I got up here?”
“You two could’ve met me downstairs,” Nelson snapped.
As Ronald walked out carrying his rucksack and gear, Gerald pointed to the room Nelson had slept in. “Grab those blankets so we can cover the windows.”
Letting out a huff, Nelson walked in and grabbed an armful of blankets off the bed. Walking back to the hall, he followed Gerald and Ronald down to the basement. Moving over to one side that was walled off, Nelson followed them through a door and grinned. “A man cave,” he said, looking at the remnants of what was left.
“Yeah, it used to be a nice one,” Ronald said, setting his stuff on a velvet-covered, wooden, octagonal card table. 
Dropping the blankets, Nelson saw the monster TV screen still intact and looked around and saw an open safe on the wall that had been hidden behind a painting. “Motherfuckers are persistent,” he said, dropping his rucksack beside the card table. “Guys, you’re not going to believe this, but they are siphoning the gas out of cars.”
“Hey, I can take you to the tankers they are pouring them in,” Gerald said, dropping his rucksack and grabbing a blanket. 
“Gerald, there is no way they are short of fuel this far in,” Nelson cried out, grabbing a comforter and covering another window.
“Nelson, quit thinking like a person, and think like those fascist pigs,” Gerald said, folding the blanket up and covering the window again, tucking in the edges.
“Um,” Nelson hummed as he looked off, trying to think of a reason, any reason. “I’m at a loss, they have huge stores to rely on and are being resupplied. They don’t need to stockpile.”
“Nelson, if they remove the fuel people can get to easily, they stop movement. When people are out of fuel, they will have to go to the government to get more or move by foot,” Gerald said, inspecting his work on the window. “They have manpower. Granted it’s forced labor, but they have manpower for that medial task, and they are doing it. For every gallon they take away, someone has to look harder for more. They aren’t taking it to use it, they are taking so we can’t.”
Slumping his shoulders with a sigh, Nelson looked at the window he had covered. “This devious thinking shit gives me a headache,” he groaned. 
After they covered the windows, Gerald headed outside to make sure no light escaped. Satisfied, he headed back in and found Nelson and Ronald sitting at the card table with an electric lantern hanging off the overhead light. They were laying out notebooks. 
“Hold on, guys, I have to get out of this cooking suit,” Gerald said, stripping off his ghillie suit.
Jumping up, Nelson started pulling off his. “Yes, that is a great idea.” Nelson dropped his suit then pulled off his tactical vest, tossing it on a coffee table. Nelson didn’t stop until he was barefoot, wearing a tank top and his multicam pants. 
“There is a lot of glass around here, Nelson,” Ronald said, looking at Nelson’s feet. Smiling, Nelson dug in his rucksack and pulled out a pair of flip flops. “And I used to yell at my troops when they packed more than one book. Shit, you pack for a vacation.”
“Girly man has to have comforts,” Gerald laughed, sitting down and looking at the drawings Ronald and Nelson had made. “Holy shit guys, we just needed sketches, not works of art.”
Looking over at the sheets in front of Gerald, Nelson smiled at the squares and rectangles labeled with lines for fences and circles for trees. “I don’t like labeling my work; I like others to see what the hell it is,” Nelson grinned. 
“Eat me, punk,” Gerald snapped as Nelson looked over, furrowing his eyebrows.
“Those trailers are loaded with stuff from the patrols?” Nelson asked.
“Hell yeah, and you wouldn’t believe the shit,” Gerald said and explained what he found in the trailers. “I know they are collecting cash, but I didn’t see any,” he finished, pointing at the empty safe on the wall.
“Oh, they are burning the money and playing poker with it in the guardhouse by the checkpoint and the tent beside the prison,” Nelson said, and they looked up at him in shock. “I wanted to know why in the hell they needed a burning barrel going. It isn’t cold.”
Ronald looked down at Nelson’s drawings and noticed several of the camp, prison, and guardhouse all from different angles. “You left the hill you were on?”
“Well, how else can I do recon if I don’t move my ass?” Nelson asked, shaking his head.
“I had thermal on that site all night last night and again after the relief passed by tonight until Gerald got here at ten. How did you cross over without me seeing you? Did you go under the bridge?”
“Hell no, I went over it,” Nelson said, grabbing a picture from the stack that showed a view of the prison from the bridge and another of the camp from the bridge.
“Your hands and face aren’t covered by that thermal blocking shit, and that handheld thermal can pick up a human target at three thousand meters. That’s almost three miles. That bridge is only a mile away,” Ronald said in wonder. “I saw something on the bridge around 3 a.m. last night, but it didn’t look like a human shape, just a blob that was almost the same heat as the bridge.”
“Oh, I have mittens for my hands,” Nelson said. “I just make sure my hood is pulled over really well, and that’s about the time I was on there. I was moving real slow, so I’m sure the heat off the road covered me pretty good.”
“Nelson,” Gerald asked, pinching the bridge of his nose as he squinted his eyes closed tight. “Why in the hell did you leave your spot?”
“Hello,” Nelson said, raising his hands. “Recon and I can’t recon unless I move around to get the entire picture.”
“That’s why there are three of us,” Gerald said, releasing his nose and opening his eyes. 
“Hey, I didn’t go into your area much,” Nelson said. “I really wanted to know what they were laughing about as they threw stuff in that barrel. Then I realized there weren’t many young females in the prison area and only a few pretty MILFs. I heard screaming from the lodge, so after the camp, I eased over the bridge and went over the fence. I found forty-three chained up in what looks like a restaurant for the lodge. I know there’s more because of how many screams I heard coming from the rooms.”
Gerald and Ronald just stared at him with wide open mouths as Nelson dug out a drawing of the lodge from the back, showing all three landings with the doors leading to rooms. Like all his others, it was in exquisite detail. Gerald really wanted to frame the drawings. “The doors that I have a red X on I know are occupied. I tried getting a count of the women when they brought them out in the morning, but the guards that were on that night were pulling more out. My best guess is seventy to eighty.”
Shaking his head to clear the shock, Gerald looked down at his notes. “How many troops did you count?”
“Oh, that was an easy one,” Nelson said, pulling out a sheet of paper. “Seventy-eight troops and eight Homeland contractors.”
Gerald raised out of his chair, looking at the sheet of paper, and noticed columns of names with rank and unit patches. At the far bottom corner was a description of the eight agents. “You wrote down names and rank?”
“Well yeah, it lets me know how much experience is there,” Nelson said, looking up. “That isn’t one unit. It’s  just a group of soldiers from regular Army, Reserve, and National Guard units from three different states. Hell, they even have three airmen with them. I don’t know Air Force patches,” Nelson said, showing Gerald the list. 
“I saw a second lieutenant. Did you see anyone higher ranking?” Gerald asked.
“Yeah, a captain,” Nelson said, looking at his list. “Captain Woodrow from the 1st Infantry Division.”
“You know all the unit patches?” Ronald asked, taking the list.
“Hey buddy, as an MP, you better know unit patches when you bust up a fight,” Nelson snapped. 
“How many prisoners inside the prison wire?” Gerald asked.
“Three hundred and forty-four. Two hundred and fifty-three were removed for that reclamation patrol,” Nelson said, looking down at another sheet of paper. “As far as guards go, they drive a Humvee east at seven the same time one heads here for the lookout down the road, so I’m thinking they have a lookout to the east as well. That’s twenty troops for both lookouts for both twelve-hour shifts. The checkpoint guardhouse has five for both shifts as well but also two Homeland agents. During the day at the prison, there are three guards and at night, six. That’s thirty-nine total. When they roll out with the reclamation patrol, thirty-two troops move out with them along with three agents. I have no idea what the seven troops left over do unless they rotate out with the others. The other agent just moves around the camp. He’s seems to be in charge. Black hair, six-foot-six, about two forty.”
Jumping up out of his chair, Gerald glared at Nelson. “Why in the hell didn’t you join the teams?”
“Ah, I wasn’t re upping for another six years, dog,” Nelson said. “I saw which way the wind was blowing and didn’t want to be a part of it anymore. Going on missions only to turn the ground gained back over. Getting yelled at by Washington for returning fire and killing bad guys or worse, having to radio back to get permission to fire when people were shooting at your ass.”
Ronald snorted, “Yep, why I left the infantry.” 
Sitting back down, Gerald shook his head. “How many vehicles parked in front of the lodge?” 
“You want to know what vehicles they have? Because they move them around fairly regular.” Nelson asked, and Gerald nodded. “Nineteen Humvees in various configurations, but all have roof-mounted weapons. One has an Mk-19 automatic grenade launcher like you wouldn’t let me get,” Nelson said, looking up with narrowed eyes.
“The goddamn thing weighs a ton, Nelson, and we don’t have anything to mount it to,” Gerald said, throwing up his hands.
Giving a snort, Nelson looked back at his notes. “Two have M134 mini guns, three have Ma Deuce, and the others have M240s. They have two FLYER 72s, one with an M134 and the other a Ma Deuce. Two Suburbans, but I couldn’t get close enough to see if one had a mini gun. And they have one five-ton transport truck.” 
Gerald looked down at his list, realizing he missed six of the Humvees and one of the Suburbans. “Okay, Nelson, you are the Jedi,” he sighed, putting down his notebook.
“Shit, you swam across that river in full battle rattle with a full ruck and ghillie suit; why the hell you think I went over the damn bridge?” Nelson said, putting his notes down. 
Feeling good about that, Gerald smiled. “So, think we should make any changes?”
Letting out a long breath, Nelson looked away. “Is there any way you can think of to get those women out of the restaurant before we blow the building?”
Reaching over, Gerald took the drawings of the lodge from Nelson’s stack. He looked at them then down at his map. “It’s risky as hell, and we could only get the ones in the restaurant. The ones in the hotel rooms we can’t get unless we assault, and that, we can’t do period. They would stomp a mud hole in our ass and walk it dry.”
“Think it’s worth the risk?” Ronald said, not liking the fact that he asked.
Nelson looked over at Gerald. “I don’t think I could pull it off.”
“I have my doubts on that,” Gerald coughed. 
“Gerald, I saw those guards walk right past you tonight when you looked inside the guardhouse at the checkpoint. You eased inside; I looked in from the outside,” Nelson said.
Ronald rolled his head, looking at Gerald in shock. “You went inside?”
“I wanted to see if they had a bunk room inside because my numbers kept coming up different.”
“That’s what I mean,” Nelson huffed. “I can move around them, but you can move in with them.”
Gerald thought for a long time as he looked at the map then looked up. “After I cut a hole in the fence for the R/Cs, I can move to the river side of the lodge and try to get them out and under the bridge, but who knows how they are going to act when we blow it.”
Looking at the map, Nelson thought about that then finally said, “After you get them there, leave them, and head to my position. If they freak out, they could attack you or give away your position.”
“Guys,” Ronald said, standing up. “I hate to be the total asshole here, but you are risking our attack against a vastly superior force in men and firepower. You are risking that roughly fifty people will keep quiet as you sneak them off and will remain hidden and quiet until the attack. If only one of them make a noise, the attack is a bust. If those troops get mounted up in vehicles or God forbid the armor, we are dead, and if they get air cover in, we are dead faster.”
“Yes, very valid points,” Nelson groaned. “It just doesn’t feel right not at least trying to save them.” 
“I’m willing to risk it, but when the others get here, let’s put it to a vote,” Gerald said.
Satisfied with that, Ronald sat down. “I want to try and help them. I do. But if we get killed in our first attack, not only are we screwed but those we leave behind also. We are using most of our group to do this. You two know as well as I do if we don’t knock this site out, they will move patrols closer to us and eventually find us. I prefer to deal with them now before they are stronger or attack us and wipe us off the face of the Earth. They have the equipment and manpower here now to do it.”
Everyone sat in silence, thinking about it for almost half an hour, and then Gerald stood up. “We put it to a vote when the others get here. We will let everyone have a say then vote. If the majority wishes to risk it, then we will.”
“I can live with that,” Ronald said with a nod.
“Never got to vote before an attack,” Nelson said, stretching his arms over his head.
“Shit, I can’t believe I’m the one that said it,” Gerald laughed.
“Fucked up new world,” Ronald added, and no one could argue that.
 



Chapter Fifteen
Lying back on his four-wheeler, Nelson looked up at the clear night sky. The three had taken turns watching the camp and prison through the day, and after the lookout changed guard, they left the house, moving to the ATVs. Riding slowly, they moved back to the fording spot they had scouted south of town.  
“Think they will get here in enough time that we can go over the attack and move out and set up?” Ronald asked, sitting on the grass next to his four-wheeler. Bernard, Matt, Ashley, and Michelle with Josh and Kevin were the ones coming for the attack.
“All depends on us getting the damn buggies across,” Gerald said, walking around a picnic table that was part of the primitive campground they were in. “I figure they should be here in a few. We scouted the way for them, and they can move faster.” 
Sitting up, Nelson looked back at Gerald. “You really went to look at the operational command house for this area?”
“Yes, Nelson,” Gerald sighed. “It’s just on the other side of the river. It’s not like I went to St. Louis to check it out.”
“That was really stupid,” Nelson said, shaking his head as he lay back down.
“So you’ve said a hundred times,” Gerald mumbled.
Ronald laughed at the two. “I have to agree, again, with Nelson. That was stupid.”
“Hey, we have the location of them all, and I wanted to make sure the rest of the team for this area wasn’t there. It would really suck to attack and have thirty or more contractors roll up on our flank.”
“Not saying it didn’t need doing.” Nelson paused, watching a falling star. “But you could’ve mentioned that the OP/Com was nearby, and we could’ve gone together.”
“Well, the house was empty, so can we let it lie that I went and checked on it?” Gerald said, throwing up his hands.
“You whine like a bitch,” Nelson chuckled.
“Hey,” Gerald snapped. “You owe me one, but don’t push it, buddy.”
“Oh, we’ll settle up when we get home. You can count on it,” Nelson said, watching another falling star.
Sorry he even brought it up, Gerald rubbed the swollen left side of his face. He had a dark bruise over his cheek that radiated out. “Sometimes, you’re worse than a wife,” Gerald sighed, climbing up on the picnic table and lying down. 
“How the hell would you know? You’ve never been married,” Nelson chuckled.
“I’ve been around wives enough to know,” Gerald said.
They all sat watching the night sky for almost an hour when Duke and Zeus sat up, growling. They all sat up and grabbed their night vision. A few minutes later, they heard the low rumble of the buggies. Coming toward them were both the FLYERs.
“Shit, we didn’t hear them until they were a hundred yards away,” Ronald said, getting up and grabbing his AR.
“Not much good for covert operations if they are loud,” Gerald said, jumping off the picnic table.
Ronald looked over at Gerald. “You’re sounding like a wife now.”
“Not in the mood,” Gerald said, walking over and patting Duke.
The two buggies pulled over and shut down. As everyone started climbing out of the buggies, Nelson gasped, “What the fuck,” as he slid off his four-wheeler, hitting the ground hard with his ass. He jumped up as a small form with a helmet and night vision goggles attached ran over to him.
“Hey, Dad,” Gavin said, wrapping his arms around Nelson.
Shaking the shock off for a second, Nelson hugged Gavin back as Michelle walked up, letting her AR hang across her chest. “Yes, I brought him,” she said in a low voice.
“After you almost broke my jaw for suggesting it?” Nelson gasped, letting Gavin go.
Michelle took a deep breath. “I admit, I overreacted,” she said. “But I asked Gavin who was better at driving those remote controlled cars, and he said you haven’t beaten him in a year.”
“I told you that,” Nelson said, throwing up his hands as everyone watched the two.
“What’s the problem?” Michelle snapped. “You were right, and I brought him. Now if you get him hurt, I’ll break it off and kick it around in the dirt.”
Gerald moved over to Bernard, smiling. “You have to love marriage,” he said, elbowing Bernard. Michelle and Nelson turned, looking at Gerald with flat expressions. “I need to recheck my gear,” Gerald said, heading to his four-wheeler.
“Ronald, will you take Bernard and Matt down to the river and show them the fording spot?” Nelson asked, turning back to Michelle. 
“Sure,” Ronald said, walking off with Bernard and Matt following.
“Gavin, you can go with them, but please don’t get in the river; it’s got a nice current,” Nelson said, patting Gavin’s head. Gavin looked up with a wide grin and ran over, grabbing Bernard’s hand. When they were near the river, Nelson looked back at Michelle. 
“I didn’t set up for Gavin to be with me,” he snapped, making her jump back. “I’m set up on the close side of the hill right under their noses. I wanted to be closer because I can’t drive the damn R/Cs like Gavin can.”
Michelle’s jaw hit her chest. “Well,” she stuttered. “Make another position farther back.”
“In broad daylight with my son beside me? Are you fucking insane?”
“Well, I’ll just take him with me then,” Michelle said, feeling her heart rate speeding up.
“Hello,” Nelson sang out. “You’re going to be with our heavy guns. If we get return fire, it will be directed at you.”
Michelle turned to the others and looked at Josh and Kevin, who were Hank’s group contribution to the attack. “Then he can go with Josh and Kevin,” she said.
“Bullshit,” Nelson snapped. “He’s either going to be up your ass or mine. Nobody else is going to be responsible for him because if he got hurt under someone else, I’d kill them. I don’t care if it was a freak accident.”
Slumping her shoulders, Michelle looked down. “Okay, I fucked up and didn’t think about you changing your position for the attack without Gavin. Why on Earth did you dig in on the near side of the hill?”
“I was always going to be on the near side to cover targets of opportunity,” Nelson said, shaking his head. “Since I didn’t have to dig Gavin a hole to hide in on the far side, I dug one for myself.”
“He can hide away from the area?” Michelle offered.
Putting his hands on his hips, Nelson shook his head. “What part of ‘up one of our asses’ did you not understand? I’ll take him with me.”
Michelle looked up with sad eyes. “I’m sorry. After thinking about it and talking with Gavin, I understood why you wanted him.”
“Yeah, why do you think I suggested it?”
“You didn’t even ask him?” Michelle said with a sigh. “He freaked and started cheering when I asked if he thought he was big enough to come.”
“After all the shit you’ve jumped my ass for, telling the kids what they could or couldn’t do. You thought I would’ve talked to him about this before clearing it with you?” Nelson said, stepping back.
“Nellie almost passed out,” Michelle said, looking off. “She said I’m getting a spanking when we get back.”
“Maybe more than one,” Nelson said, reaching out and pulling Michelle into a hug.
“You sure he’ll be okay with you?”
“As safe as he can be,” Nelson said. “I’m going to set up away from him in case I draw attention.”
Gerald walked up, shaking his head. “Just to let both of you know, I was never that crazy about letting Gavin come. Is he really that good driving those damn cars?”
“Yes he is, and it was never your decision to make,” Nelson said. “With him driving those cars, we can rest assured they will get there.”
Michelle stepped back and looked over at Gerald and jumped back, seeing his swollen face. “What the hell happened to you?”
“Got taught a lesson,” Gerald said, rubbing his face gently and heading over to the others.
“That was the beginning of the lesson, my friend,” Nelson said, letting Michelle go.
“I don’t even want to know,” Michelle said as Ronald led the others back from the river. 
They gathered around the picnic table as Gerald pointed out the changes of the attack and what they had found out. Next, he told them about the women held in the restaurant and told them of the plan they had to rescue them before the attack. “All those in favor of rescuing them, raise your hand,” Gerald said and counted five hands.
 “Gavin, that includes you,” Nelson said, patting Gavin on the back.
Gavin looked up at him then back at the group. “I think we should at least try,” he said and shyly raised his hand. 
“Well, Gavin is the swing vote. Six to four,” Gerald said. “We try to rescue them.” After going over the attack again and not getting questions, Gerald looked around. “Let’s move out.”
Matt and Bernard climbed in the FLYERs and started them up as Michelle came over, kissing Nelson and Gavin. “You listen to your dad now; you promised,” she said, squeezing Gavin tight.
“I will, Mom, and you be real careful,” he said, hugging her back.
Michelle let him go and ran back, climbing up on the FLYER Bernard was driving with the mini gun. Climbing in the turret, Michelle tapped Bernard on the shoulder with her foot as Gerald climbed in the passenger side. Ashley climbed up behind Matt in the other FLYER, getting behind the GAU 19. She got that one because Matt could lift the heavy cans of ammo up by himself. 
“Gavin, get on,” Nelson said, pointing at his four-wheeler then turned to Josh and Kevin. “You two will ride Gerald’s to the rally point.”
“Thank you,” Josh said, lifting up a Barrett M82 fifty caliber rifle. “I don’t like carrying this long ass forty pound fucker for long distances unless I have to.” 
Nelson grinned as Josh lifted the rifle up, walking over to Gerald’s four-wheeler. As Kevin walked past, Nelson saw the huge suppressor for the M82 strapped to his backpack. With his AR across his chest, Josh fought to get on the four-wheeler and hold the massive M82. Out of everyone at Hank’s farm, Josh and Kevin were the best shots. After working out the attack, Gerald agreed that they were going to cover the area from the observation post with the M82. 
Looking over at Ronald, Nelson gave a nod, and Ronald pulled out to the river to make sure the buggies got over. They pulled up and stopped as Bernard was coming out the other side and Matt was entering the river. 
Not able to help it, Nelson laughed as Matt hit the middle of the river, and only his head was out of the water. Sitting up in the turret, Ashley lifted her feet up, holding them out of the water. Matt rolled out the other side and followed Bernard up the bank. 
With Gavin sitting in front of him, Nelson waved at Ronald to move out. It was bright out with the clear sky, but Nelson still lowered his night vision goggles. Instead of moving back to where they left the four-wheelers last time, Ronald drove all the way to the house they were using for an observation post.
Stopping well inside the forest before the road, Ronald turned off his four-wheeler as the others pulled up beside him. Nelson looked over at Josh and Kevin as he climbed off. “When you set that big bitch out, don’t forget to turn it on,” he said, pointing at the switches on the massive R/C in Gerald’s trailer.
“I will,” Kevin said then looked at the blue, thirty-gallon plastic drum strapped to a long trailer for the R/C truck. “You’re absolutely positive when I arm the bomb it won’t go off?”
“It shouldn’t,” Nelson shrugged, and Kevin looked at him in horror. “If it does, I can guarantee you, Kevin. You’ll never know it. A hundred and fifty pound fuel air bomb has a large kill zone.”
Kevin looked down at the barrel strapped to the trailer Nelson had made for the R/C truck then over at the R/C truck. “If that thing can’t pull it, be damned if I’m going to put it where it needs to go.”
“It pulled it all over the farm,” Nelson said. “Remember, don’t give away your position unless you have to. You’re here to cover our withdrawal, not get in the fight.”
“We will,” Josh said, grabbing his gear.
Starting the four-wheeler, Nelson leaned down to Gavin’s ear. “Keep an eye out. It’s just us from here on out,” he said and eased up to the road then darted across and around the house. Slowing as he entered the backyard, Nelson eased into the trees then slowed more, looking back to make sure Zeus was still with them. Seeing Zeus behind them, Nelson picked his way through the trees down the ravine.
When he saw the highway through the trees, Nelson got off. “Gavin, I’m going to the road, and when I wave at you, I want you to follow me across. I’m going to be running, but don’t run over me, okay?”
“Okay, Dad,” Gavin said, reaching up and grabbing the handlebars. Nelson grinned at Gavin’s small frame stretching out to grab the handlebars. 
“Zeus,” Nelson said, tapping his leg and easing up to the highway. Coming out at the dip in the road, Nelson couldn’t see but a few hundred yards either way before a rise blocked his view, but it was clear. He turned to see Gavin grinning at him twenty feet away, and the only reason Nelson could hear the four-wheeler was because of his hunter’s ear.
Waving Gavin forward, Nelson took off, bursting out of the tree line and running across the road with Zeus beside him. Clearing the eastbound lanes, Nelson saw a larger gap between two trees on the other side of the westbound lanes, and he angled toward it. 
Bursting through the few bushes, Nelson slowed and moved to the side and felt Gavin pull past him. Nelson jumped and turned around. “Did you almost hit me?”
“No,” Gavin whispered, glancing around, which made Nelson nervous. “It’s spooky when you’re not in the trees. It feels like there are eyes everywhere.”
Reaching over, Nelson patted Gavin on the back. “Yes, but don’t let your fear rule you. If you do, you can’t think, and that’s when bad things happen.”
“Yes, sir,” Gavin said in a low voice.
“Hey, you’re doing good, son,” Nelson said, sliding him back on the seat. “Now, keep all noise down from here on out.”
Gavin nodded as Nelson climbed on and eased the four-wheeler through the trees, stopping in a small gully on the back side of the first hill with the Stryker on the other side. They climbed off, and Nelson moved to the trailer and pulled out three R/C cars, setting them on the ground.
None had a body anymore, and all of them had a three-inch-deep metal plate mounted on the top covered with an inverted copper disk; all that made up the shape charge. Since the bomb and button camera weighed more than three times what the car weighed, Nelson had to make adjustments to the shocks and springs. 
With the added weight, the batteries drained much faster, but they weren’t going to be driving them long. Of course, the added weight affected the handling and cut down on the speed. This didn’t bother Nelson so much because the damn things moved too fast for him to make fast corrections. That was why he was so good at fixing the little cars.
The bodies of the 1/16 buggies were just over a foot long and eight inches wide. Without the extra crap mounted on them, they could hit forty miles an hour, and that was hauling ass for something you aren’t sitting in. Now with the extra weight, they could barely go faster than thirty, which was still hauling ass to Nelson.
When they practiced with the cars at the farm, Gavin wasn’t affected in the least, and with a camera mounted to the car, he was awesome to watch. He would zip around, doing donuts around a car Nelson would drive around at a jogging pace. Gavin would just laugh as Nelson would be sweating bullets, driving his buggy slowly. That was the whole reason Nelson had wanted Gavin to come. 
Looking over at Gavin, who was holding his AR as he looked around the woods, Nelson smiled. Kid’s a natural, he thought as he leaned over and whispered, “Move your rifle to your back. You are going to have your hands full. I’m only going to carry stuff in one hand so I can shoot. If anything happens, drop down. If you see me get hit, call Zeus, and move here. Get on the four-wheeler, and move to Ronald, Kevin, and Josh.”
Taking a deep breath, Gavin nodded and slung his AR across his back. Nelson grabbed the bag with the remotes and one of the twenty-pound buggies and handed them to Gavin. Slinging the bag on his shoulder, Gavin carried the buggy with both hands.
Nelson grabbed an AT4, slung it, and grabbed another buggy then moved around Gavin, whispering, “Step where I step, and keep a few steps behind me. Whisper if you need to get my attention.”
Moving slowly, it took a little time to get to the road between the two hills almost three hundred yards away from them. Easing across the road, Nelson stayed in the woods, moving to the top of the hill he was set up on. He moved around the building and put the buggy down then motioned for Gavin to do the same.
Nelson dropped his rucksack and motioned for Gavin to take off his small backpack. When Gavin was ready, Nelson moved back to the four-wheeler. Pulling the rest of the gear out and laying it on the ground, Nelson pulled out a camouflaged net and covered the four-wheeler as Gavin tapped his leg, making his heart jump.
Instinctively, Nelson dropped down on one knee, looking around, then turned to Gavin. Gavin was hunched over as he looked around, but his goggles were tilted up off his eyes. Then, he looked at Nelson. “What?” Nelson whispered.
“My batteries died in my night vision,” Gavin whispered.
“You don’t have spares?”
“Yeah, in my backpack,” Gavin said as Nelson opened a pouch on the side of his tactical vest and pulled out batteries, handing them over.
“Always keep a set of batteries for everything you have on your body. The extras go in your pack,” Nelson whispered as Gavin took the batteries. Seeing Gavin fighting with the tactical helmet, Nelson reached over and took it off for him. “Keep your movements small and fluid. Don’t jerk. Fast movement is easy to detect from a long way off.”
Nodding his head slowly, Gavin replaced his batteries as Nelson finished covering the four-wheeler. When Gavin was ready, they carried the rest of the gear back to the building at the top of the hill. 
Nelson knelt down, looking at his watch, and saw they only had a few hours until dawn. “Gavin, we are moving to my fox hole and will have to wait there until night. Once we get in, we can’t get out. These troops move around during the day. If you have to pee or poop, do it now. We can in the foxhole, but it won’t be nice.”
Gavin nodded and moved to the side of the building as Nelson grabbed his rucksack. When he was done, Gavin moved over and grabbed his backpack. Nelson thought about leaving Gavin in the foxhole as he came back for the rest of the gear but decided instead to show Gavin how to move at night.
Carefully and slowly, Nelson eased over the hill toward his covered foxhole. The only reason he found it was because he was looking for the boulder it was beside. Nelson set down his gear, and Gavin slowly looked around for the hole they were going to be hiding in. 
Nelson noticed Gavin looking around and reached over, grabbing the edge of the sniper blanket that covered it. Gavin leaned down to see the inside and thought that was the neatest thing ever. Leaving the stuff, they moved back and grabbed the rest.
With all their gear, Nelson moved to the edge of the foxhole, moving the cover, and dropped his rucksack to the bottom. Motioning for Gavin to get in, Nelson looked back at the lit up camp and checkpoint but didn’t see anyone moving about. 
Gavin climbed down and looked around in wonder at the neat hole his dad had made. It even had glass windows. The hole only came to his chin, but the dirt piled around it put the edge over his head. He looked up at the tarp that covered them and noticed it was tight except where they were coming in. At the back of the hole, the tarp was held off the ground with sticks forming a shelf that his dad was shoving gear on. 
Before his dad came in, Gavin grinned, watching Zeus move inside to the back of the foxhole, staying on the shelf area in front of the gear. Zeus laid down, resting his head on his paws as Nelson climbed in then pulled the cover back over.
Seeing his dad take his rifle off, Gavin did the same. “Sit on your pack,” Nelson barely whispered, taking his helmet off.
“Dad, why do you have glass windows?”
“They have thermal, and thermal reads surface temperature. We can look at them behind the glass, but they can’t detect us. Now with both of us in here with Zeus, the glass will heat up some, but since it’s beside a boulder, I’m not worried they will investigate.” 
“Man, that’s smart,” Gavin said in awe. “What about the tarp covering us?”
“It has a lining underneath the camouflage netting that reflects all heat back. The outside will stay the same temperature as the surroundings unless we touch it. As long as we are in here, they can’t see us. Even if they come in the woods here, they would have trouble finding us. I walked past the damn spot in daylight several times, it’s camouflaged so well, and I made it.”
“Dad, you’re like awesome,” Gavin said, grinning. 
Nelson wanted to tell Gavin he learned this from fuckers trying to kill him, so he knew it worked. Instead, he reached over, patting Gavin’s leg, enjoying the praise. “Get some rest; I’ll take first watch, then we have to go over where to drive the buggies and truck.”
“Yes sir, I’ll try,” Gavin sighed quietly.
Seeing Gavin trying to get comfortable, Nelson picked Gavin up and set him in his lap. Gavin thought he wasn’t tired until he rested his head on his dad’s shoulder. Soon, he was asleep and breathing evenly. 
I was kind of glad your mother hit me for suggesting to bring you along. I needed you but really didn’t want my boy here with me, Nelson thought, rubbing Gavin’s head. Like hundreds of years ago, a father and young son sat waiting to fight for freedom with family and friends. The first call of patriots was to free America. This time, patriots were called for the forgotten, forbidden America that had been taken. 
 



Chapter Sixteen
An hour after the sun went down, Nelson moved the tarp back. “You remember everything?” he asked, looking at Gavin.
Holding up his wrist to show Nelson his watch, Gavin nodded. “Yes sir,” he whispered with apprehension. “What about those people they have tied up on the bridge?”
Looking over his shoulder and around a tree, Nelson looked at the two people that were tied up spread eagle on boards nailed in an X that had been stood in the middle of the westbound bridge. They had watched the soldiers that morning tie up the woman and teenage boy before the reclamation patrols left.
The westbound side was blocked off with cars, and the only way to cross it was on foot. Only the eastbound side was used. Nelson wanted to help the two, especially since they seemed to have pissed off the troops.
“If we can, we’ll try,” he said, opening the rifle bag on his rucksack. Nelson pulled out his M1A, the civilian version of the M14 that he was going to use as a sniper rifle. Laying it outside, he pulled out the suppressor and slid it over the barrel. “If any of the explosions don’t work, run the other buggy over, and set it off.”
“I remember, Dad,” Gavin said, then Nelson eased out and stuck his head back under the tarp. 
“If you need me, I’ll be close. You might hear me moving around, but if Zeus doesn’t growl, it’s me. Use your radio to get me; don’t leave this hole for shit, understand?” Nelson said, and Gavin nodded. “They may be able to track radios here, so when you call me, I may be running back, and we are leaving everything here. Don’t shoot unless you have to; I don’t want them to know you’re here.”
Giving the barest of nods, Gavin tried to swallow, but his throat was dry. “Zeus, stay. Here is the end to the antenna I’m putting up,” Nelson said, leaving a wire then backing out and covering the hole. 
Leaving his sniper rifle beside the tarp, Nelson started moving out, placing the gear for the attack. He set up the antenna, strapping it to a tree fifty yards away at the top of the hill. Grabbing the R/C buggies, Nelson set them in the parking lot of the building at the top of the hill. Moving back, he grabbed his sniper rifle and moved up the hill until he found another good spot where he could shoot at the prison area and the camp.
Breaking every sniper rule he was taught, Nelson set up just under the top of the hill next to a large tree. Getting down on his stomach, Nelson put the legs of his bipod down for his rifle then pulled out two more magazines. Getting comfortable, Nelson glanced at his watch then grabbed his laser range finder, taking ranges to targets around the prison and camp.
***
Across the river at dawn, the buggies reached the spot to wait for the attack. As Nelson climbed out of his foxhole, Gerald led his group down in the darkness of the ridgeline to a hill beside the bridge that overlooked the entire attack area. The hilltop they were going to set up on was almost bare, so they couldn’t pull up until the attack, but Gerald wanted Matt and Bernard to see where they had to pull up to park.
Like Gavin and Nelson, they had all watched the two get tied up on the bridge and left in the sun that morning, but Gerald wasn’t changing plans anymore. He pointed out the guardhouse in a small field behind the prison, the checkpoint house, and the lodge. 
He watched the others closely as they burnt the area into their minds, and then they all moved back up the hill. Seeing they were ready, he whispered, “Head back up and wait for the first explosion, then head down and start shooting. Don’t shoot at Nelson’s hill no matter what; your guns shoot too many bullets to do precision work,” he whispered, and they all nodded. “Duke, stay with Michelle.”
As the group moved back up the ridge, Gerald turned and headed down to the river. “How come I’m the asshole that has to keep swimming across this damn river?” he mumbled.
***
After the lookout down the road behind them had changed, Ronald left Josh and Kevin in the house. He eased into the woods and paralleled the road. He heard the lookout long before he saw them and thought he had to tell Nelson thank you again for the super hearing aid. When he caught his first glimpse, Ronald eased further down the slope, so they couldn’t spot him if they looked this way with thermals. 
Figuring this was close enough, Ronald eased up to the lip of the ridge and peeked over. The Humvee was just under a hundred yards away. He could hear them talking quietly as he eased the AT4 off his back. He checked behind him, making sure the back blast from the rocket wouldn’t hit anything that could direct it back to him. Satisfied, he knelt down and waited.
At fifteen till midnight, Kevin eased out of the house and drove the four-wheeler slowly on the shoulder of the road a half a mile from town. He stopped at a house just off the road and pulled the thirty-pound R/C truck then the almost two-hundred-pound trailer with the bomb out. Hooking the bomb to the R/C, Kevin said a prayer as he turned on the switch. When he opened his eyes, he exhaled then turned on the R/C truck switches. 
In his foxhole holding the controller for the truck, Gavin saw the light for the bomb come on the switch mounted on the side. He twisted the steering when the controller light came on to make sure he had range. When the front wheels of the truck moved side to side, Kevin peed his pants.
“Fuck,” he whispered, forgetting that Gavin was supposed to do that to make sure the truck was in range. Walking bow-legged so his wet pants wouldn’t rub him, Kevin climbed on the four-wheeler and moved back to the house with Josh. 
Nelson glanced at his watch and saw it was ten after midnight, moved to the top of the hill, and turned on the R/Cs then moved back to his sniper spot. Having already mounted his thermal monocular in front of his scope, Nelson flipped his goggles up then pulled the precision stock to his cheek. 
Pushing the safety off, Nelson sighted the two guards at the far end of the prison area near the tree line. They were a hundred yards back from the wire, sitting in lawn chairs and talking. Swinging his rifle back to the other end, two troops were sitting beside a Humvee in the parking lot thirty yards from the prison area. The other two were sitting at a picnic table at the guardhouse.
Moving his sight to the first two, Nelson tilted his wrist back, watching the time. 
In the foxhole, Gavin made sure the windows were blocked and pulled off his helmet and goggles then turned on the video display glasses. The screen was built in the eyepiece, and he liked it much better than looking at a small TV screen. 
Seeing the other controller lights come on, he put on the glasses and took a deep breath as he pressed the trigger, moving the R/C truck that was almost a mile away from him. He pulled it out on the road and drove toward the camp. 
Having gone over the route a hundred times that day with his dad, Gavin didn’t have any problems making the turns on the small roads lined with houses. Less than ten minutes later, he was driving around a house and could see the lights of the lodge. Driving past the field with the trailers, Gavin went between two trees and stopped.
Ahead, he saw two soda cans standing up six feet apart. He drove through them, heading straight at the fence where Gerald had cut it. When the front of the truck touched the fence, it moved. Gerald had cut a flap then wired it up so the cut part of the fence acted like a big dog door, swinging up as Gavin pulled the truck and trailer through. 
Crossing the parking lot, Gavin could tell the battery packs in the truck were getting low because he was squeezing the trigger wide open, and the truck was barely moving. Pulling in front of a Suburban that was parked in the middle of the lodge, Gavin sighed, parking the truck and putting the controller down.
Grabbing the controller that had “Tank” written on it, Gavin unplugged his glasses from the truck then plugged them to the new controller. When he had video, Gavin drove his buggy off the hilltop down to the road.
Hearing the electric engine creep off behind him, Nelson took a deep breath and let half out as his crosshairs stayed on the guard’s nose. Gently squeezing the trigger, Nelson was surprised when the rifle bucked and moved his crosshairs to the other guard, who was just turning to his companion as his head exploded. 
Nelson watched the bullet blow out the troop’s throat, almost taking his head off. Moving his scope, he saw the other troop sitting in the chair without a head. Swinging to the two sitting in the parking lot, Nelson smiled, seeing them still talking. He was over three hundred yards away, and there were generators running all around them. 
Taking another deep breath and letting half out, Nelson sent them with their buddies. Moving up to the guardhouse, Nelson almost freaked when he only saw one guard, but the other stepped out from behind a tree, buttoning his pants. 
Since Mr. Pee was standing, he was the greatest threat. Nelson rested the crosshairs, squeezing the trigger. When the rifle bucked, he swung over on the last guard to see him starting to stand and squeezed before the crosshairs came to rest.
He watched the bullet hit the guy in the back, knocking him down. Nelson moved the rifle and squeezed three more times, bracketing the troop’s head. Two of the bullets hit the troop in the head, blowing it apart.
Swinging back to Mr. Pee, Nelson saw him trying to crawl to the guardhouse. Squeezing the trigger slowly four times, Nelson took his head off. Scanning around and seeing none the wiser, Nelson aimed at the padlock on the gate. It took four shots, but he hit it then dropped the partial magazine and loaded a full one, aiming his rifle at the camp.
***
Moving out of the river up to the lodge, Gerald never heard the shot that killed the first guard or any that followed as he moved to the restaurant that was holding the women. Staying low, he moved up the stairs to the building and took a quick peek inside. Three rows of people were in the center of a large room with furniture against the wall.
Dropping down, he eased up to the door, tried it, and was shocked that the damn thing was unlocked. Slipping inside, he closed the door gently and quickly counted thirty-four forms laying on the floor in three rows. 
It was then he realized that three chains ran the length of the room, and the forms were handcuffed to them. Moving around the group slowly, he saw all of them were women of various ages, and none were clothed. Seeing one that was middle aged and no others were chained close, Gerald moved over to her and placed a hand over her mouth.
The woman jerked, and he put a hand on her shoulder as he put his mouth next to her ear. “We are here to rescue you. Quiet,” he breathed out, and the woman froze. Not taking his hand off her mouth, Gerald continued. “Not all the troops here are asleep. If anyone makes a noise, this escape is over, and my team just attacks. Nod if you understand.”
Relief filled the woman’s face as tears rolled down it, and she nodded. Taking a breath, Gerald told her the only thing he knew that would keep all of them quiet. “They are going to kill all of you women because they can’t have others knowing what they were doing to you. We are going to try for the others in the rooms, but this group is bigger than us,” he said, glancing at his watch. “We could only bring so many from Arkansas here to fight. If an alarm goes up, we attack whether we are out of here or not, understand?”
The woman nodded rapidly and pointed to her wrist at the handcuff. Gerald pulled out the handcuff key he always carried. “Move slow and quiet, and get the others up. Tell them fast, but if any make a noise, I’m gone, and you’re on your own. You have nineteen minutes, and I’m leaving with or without you. Form two lines at that back door; I’m going to keep watch in case one of the troops comes in.”
The woman nodded as the handcuff came off. Gerald moved to the front of the restaurant as the woman moved down the line, waking the women. Looking outside, Gerald saw the area lit up with portable lights and looked over and saw the R/C truck parked fifteen yards from the lodge in front of the Suburban. Hearing soft whispers behind him, he looked back and saw the woman moving down the second line, letting women go.
Gerald moved back and walked into the kitchen and saw it had been recently used. Out of curiosity, he moved over to a huge, stainless steel stove and turned on a burner. He almost jumped when a small popping started, and blue flame sprang out. Turning it off, Gerald moved to the side of the stove.
He never saw a propane tank, so that meant gas was still on there. No need to waste that, he thought, pulling a multi tool off his vest and opened it up. Reaching behind the stove, Gerald turned off the valve and put the jaws on the hose and twisted it off. Pulling it off the valve, Gerald turned the valve on and heard the hiss of gas, and the smell hit him like a wall.
Putting his multi tool up, Gerald walked out and heard a younger girl let out a yelp, but over a dozen women hissed, “Shh,” quietly. Stopping, Gerald was surprised to see all the women at the back door in two lines. Glancing at his watch, he walked over to them, mumbling, “Ten minutes, not bad.”
Moving to the door, he whispered, “Stay in line. My team is about to move in for the others, and we have to be gone. We are going under the bridge, and you’re going to have to cross the river to the prison area. The guards there are already dead. If you hear an explosion, that means we have been discovered, and you need to head south to Louisiana. Don’t wait because more troops are going to come, and we can’t hold them for long,” he whispered, moving to the door. “No talking, and no noise.”
Gerald led them down the stairs to the river’s edge then headed north to the bridges. When they were under the westbound bridge, Gerald turned around. “This is where we say goodbye. I have to go and fight. You need to get across the river and get the hell out of here. Stay away from main roads. Tell the others in the prison area the gate is open, but you need to be quiet so you don’t attract attention. Don’t go anywhere near the troop areas because we will be killing them shortly. Get the others, and hit the woods fast and quiet.”
As he was turning to leave, the first woman he freed grabbed his arm. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“You’re welcome. You don’t have long before the attack starts. You need to hurry. Get the other prisoners, and run,” he said, walking toward the hill Nelson was set up on.
As he walked away, Gerald heard several gasp as the women moved into the river. “Yeah, that water is fucking cold,” he huffed and moved faster toward the hill.
Nelson glanced over his shoulder toward the prison and saw a group emerge from the river. Flipping down his goggles, he saw it was the women and flipped them back up. Glancing at his watch, Nelson saw it was only fifteen minutes until party time.
In the foxhole, Gavin was driving the R/C under the Stryker and set the controller down. Pushing the display glasses up, he grabbed the truck controller. With his finger on the switch, Gavin held up his watch and watched the digital numbers roll, closing in on 1 a.m. When 0100 popped on the watch face, Gavin flipped the switch.
When the signal reached the bomb, a small explosion went off, vaporizing the fifty pounds of liquid fuel followed a thousandth of a second later by a hundred pounds of high explosive. The shock wave radiated out, shoving the bottom floor of the lodge out the back, leaving the upper two floors hovering for a split second as the blast wave folded the front walls in, then gravity took over for a brief second.
The shockwave hit the restaurant, blowing the walls in, but a small flash wave followed, setting off the room filled with natural gas. Half a second after the main explosion, the restaurant detonated, vaporizing the hotel before the two top floors touched the ground.
The bigger shockwave followed the smaller wave out, overtaking it and throwing the Humvees and other vehicles around like a child does with toys. 
When the shockwave hit the hill, Nelson thought his eyes were going to pop out, and he was over three hundred yards away. When the sound wave hit, Nelson felt the ground shake as he vibrated across the ground.
In the foxhole, the shockwave blew off the tarp covering the top, and when the sound wave hit, it knocked the leaves off the trees. As Gavin shook his head at what he did, he grabbed the controller for the tank and flipped the switch as leaves rained down on him. The explosion was nothing like the first one, and most didn’t even hear it. Since he was down in the foxhole, Gavin was protected from the shockwaves.
Under the tank, the ten-pound charge turned the copper disk to plasma, which blew through the underside of the tank, igniting ammo and fuel. Then Gavin flipped the switch for the Stryker, blowing it up.
Over two miles away, Ronald jerked when the explosion erupted, and he even felt the ground rumble. His jerk made his finger hit the trigger for the AT4. A loud pop sounded, followed a second later by a whoosh as the rocket’s motor ignited, sailing the hundred yards to the Humvee that was on lookout.
The five men inside heard the explosion and only had time to give a startled jerk as the warhead punched in the passenger side and detonated. Ronald watched the doors buckle under the explosion. 
He dropped the empty tube and lifted his rifle, watching as a fire slowly started to build inside. Not seeing any movement, Ronald moved up to the road and ran back to Josh and Kevin.
Across the river, Matt and Bernard started the FLYERs and sped down the small dirt road to the hill as Nelson shook his head. “What the fuck kind of fuel was that?” Nelson asked out loud, leaning over his rifle. “Thank God for hearing protection.”
The house the troops were using to man the checkpoint was blown off its foundation and leaned sharply. The house looked like it would only take a tap for the roof to collapse in on the structure. Getting ready to press the trigger to send rounds inside, a loud RRRRRRRR sounded in the night, and Nelson saw stars shooting at the house in his thermal sight. 
Lifting his head up, a line of red was hosing the house from across the river. Looking over, he saw a short burst of red hit the guardhouse back from the prison. Then, two lines of red tracers hosed the area that used to house the camp. What was left of the lodge was an inferno, and the tracers were raking the vehicles around the area.
Getting up, Nelson flipped his goggles down and moved down to Gavin. He saw Gerald stand up from behind a tree. “Old man, what the fuck was that? Unless you use plutonium, you don’t get a bang like that from a hundred and fifty pounds. I don’t care if it is a fuel air bomb,” Nelson said, moving over and seeing the top blown off the foxhole.
Gavin was looking up at him with a big grin. “Wow,” Gavin said. “I didn’t know it was going to be that big.”
“Makes two of us,” Nelson said and turned to the bridge. The two Xes were lying on the ground, but he could see the two people moving. “Gerald, cover,” he said, tossing his M1 over. “Gavin, get our shit ready to go,” Nelson said, moving down the hill. “Gerald, I’m going to cut those two loose.”
Before Gerald could protest, Nelson was gone. When he reached the bottom of the hill, Nancy came over the radio. “You have a Blackhawk chopper coming in from the north at three thousand feet.”
Across the river, Matt and Bernard were loading more ammo. “Shit,” Michelle said, climbing out of the turret. 
“We need to leave,” Matt said, loading the ammo can. 
“We can’t outrun a helicopter no matter what you’ve seen on TV,” Michelle said, pulling a Stinger off the back of her FLYER. “Always wanted to shoot this damn thing.”
Knocking the ends off, Michelle turned it on, pulling it up to her shoulder as the sound of the helicopter reached her. Looking to the north, she saw a black shape coming toward them rapidly. When it was two miles away, Michelle looked through the sight and found the chopper. She flipped the switch, arming the warhead and making it search for a target. It only took a second, and the Stinger gave a steady tone. Michelle pulled the trigger, and a pop sounded as the rocket ejected from the tube.
When the tone sounded, the helicopter banked, and flares started dropping out on both sides. The rocket gave a whoosh, hitting MACH3 in the blink of an eye, screaming across the distance before the helicopter could finish the bank.
The warhead hit the engine with an explosion, and the chopper fell like a rock out of the sky. Michelle dropped the tube and climbed back up on the FLYER. “Ashley, dump your ammo, then we are leaving,” she yelled, climbing behind her gun then froze, hearing, “AAAHHHH AH AH AH AHHHHHHaaaaa,” as a Tarzan yell bellowed out below her.
Dropping his hands after his Tarzan yell, Nelson ran for the bridge. He had heard the Stinger take off streaking north and knew what it was. “Damn it, I wanted to shoot one of those,” he said, running around the cars blocking the end of the bridge.
Running up to the two tied on the X’s, he pulled out his knife and cut their ropes. “We have to hurry. They are really pissed off,” he said, moving to the next one.
“No shit,” he heard the teenaged boy say as he climbed out from under the X. Then Michelle and Ashley bathed the area of the camp again with streams of bullets. “Soldiers coming from the other end!” the boy shouted.
Nelson dropped his knife and lifted his rifle to see three troops running at him. Wondering where the hell they came from, he snapped off shots, hitting two before the other realized the shooting was coming from in front of him. The soldier came to a stop just as Nelson hit him in the face with two bullets.
Scanning around, Nelson didn’t see any more coming. “Fuck that was close,” he said, letting his rifle go, and saw the woman couldn’t climb out from under the X. Then Nelson noticed her X had been made out of railroad ties. He lifted up the frame, and the woman crawled out.
“Can you move?” he asked, dropping the frame.
“I can fucking run,” she said, getting up as Nelson turned and didn’t see the kid.
“Where—” he started but saw the teenage boy pulling stuff off the soldiers he had shot. “Smart fucker,” Nelson mumbled as the teen pulled on a combat vest then a rucksack. Then grabbing the other two vests and all three rifles, he ran toward them.
“Yeah, he’s smart,” the woman said as the two Gatling guns ran dry, and they heard the buggies crank up and leave. 
When the teen reached them, the woman took a vest and one of the rifles. “Move it,” Nelson said, running back to the hill. When he reached the end of the bridge, Nelson skidded to a halt. “No fucking way.”
“Sounds like that other lookout is coming back,” Gerald said over the radio.
“How fucking stupid do you have to be! A small nuke blows up your base, Gatling guns roaring, and a chopper blown out of the air. You think five troops in a Humvee are going to make a difference?” Nelson shouted and grabbed the woman, pushing her down in the bushes beside the road.
“Gavin, Humvee coming at us toward the bridge,” Nelson called over the radio.
“I’m ready for them,” Kevin replied.
“On the way, Dad,” Gavin sang out over the radio as Nelson turned to see the dark shape of the Humvee several miles away but barreling toward them.
“Don’t you want to get down?” the teen asked Nelson as he hid behind the bushes. 
Before he could reply, Nelson heard the whine of an R/C hauling ass. Looking behind them, he saw the buggy dart in the ditch on the westbound lane and go airborne as it launched off the embankment. The buggy almost cleared both westbound lanes but landed short and darted into the median, throwing up fountains of dirt as the tires chewed the ground.
The buggy ran up the side of the eastbound lanes, going airborne for a few feet then bounced and shot down the road. Looking up, Nelson saw the Humvee hit the other end of the bridge as the small R/C buggy hit this end. The bridge was only four hundred yards long, and the two were closing fast.
In the Humvee, the driver saw the small, dark shape speeding toward them. He didn’t know what it was but knew it couldn’t be good as he yelled out. The gunner aimed his M240 and pressed the trigger.
Before the gunner squeezed the trigger, the little buggy started darting side to side, speeding up and slowing down as the gunner pressed the trigger. Full auto fire erupted as the gunner tried to chase down the darting shadow, sending out a stream of fire and tracers bouncing off the road.
Nelson watched in awe, knowing the gunner didn’t have a chance in hell of hitting the R/C; he couldn’t even follow the damn thing with his eyes, much less a gun. The way Gavin was driving the R/C, Nelson was reminded of the Matrix movie. The Humvee skidded to a halt as the driver slammed it in reverse, wanting to get away from the darting object. Suddenly, the top half of the gunner vanished, and the buggy shot under the Humvee, where it erupted in an explosion.
“Come on,” Nelson said, seeing a figure stumble out of the wreckage, and half his body disappeared. “We need to move,” he said, passing the teen and woman as he ran up the hill.
He reached the foxhole to see Gavin sitting on his rucksack and wearing a smile. “You’re getting a raise in your allowance,” Nelson said, gasping for breath. 
“You ready before they send more shit?” Gerald asked, rolling up the sniper blanket as Gavin moved, letting Nelson put on his rucksack.
“Yeah,” Nelson said, grabbing the tube for his hydration bladder then sucked down water. He turned and noticed the woman and teen looking hard at his tube. He passed it to the teen. “Here.”
The teen grabbed it and drank like there wasn’t a tomorrow. “Slow,” the woman said and looked at Nelson as she put on one of the assault vests. “We were caught stealing food, so they put us out there without food or water until we died. We were going to escape.”
Nelson looked from her to the teen. “You don’t look like family.”
“We’re not,” she said as the teen took a breath and started drinking again. “Both of us were separated from our families and decided to stick together and watch out for each other. I’m Malinda Scott; my buddy here is Devin Hawk.”
Devin handed her the drinking tube as he panted and wiped his mouth. “Thank you,” he said.
“You know how to use that stuff?” Nelson asked, pointing to the gear Devin took from the soldiers. 
“Yes sir, and what I don’t know, I’ll figure out, I promise.”
When Malinda finished drinking, she handed the tube back. “We are leaving,” Gerald said, almost running up the side of the hill to the top.
“Come,” Nelson said and pointed for Gavin to get behind Gerald. Seeing Gavin leave, Zeus bounded after him. Devin and Malinda trotted beside Nelson until they reached the top, and Gerald came to a stop, looking at the two.
“Malinda, Devin,” Nelson said then pointed down the other side of the hill, “the house down there has a shed behind it. There is a four-wheeler with a full tank and keys. Get on it, and drive down Highway 60 two miles, and on the left-hand side, you will see a dirt road. Follow it for a few miles, and find a house to hole up in for a day or two while they search for us. Then head south to the Free States.”
“Thank you,” Malinda said, moving off. “You stay safe.”
“That was awesome driving, dude,” Devin said, passing by Gavin.
“Thank you,” Gavin said with a grin. They watched the two disappear into the trees.
Nelson took off in a jog, and Gavin fell in behind him with Gerald bringing up the rear. They were halfway to the four-wheeler when they heard Malinda and Devin speed off down the highway. “Hope they make it,” Gavin said, puffing.
“They stand a good chance,” Nelson said, easing his pace when he heard Gavin panting. “They’re smart.”
Reaching the four-wheeler, Nelson pulled off the netting and jumped in the now almost empty trailer. “Gerald, get us to the top,” he said, sitting down.
Gerald lifted Gavin up and sat him on the seat then jumped behind him. Gerald didn’t back out of the small gully; he drove up and out of it, shooting over the hill and onto the highway. 
Bouncing up and down, Nelson held on for dear life as Gerald shot over the highway and up the hill. “Damn it, Gerald, slow down,” Nelson snapped, grabbing the sides of the trailer. 
“Shut it, Tarzan,” Gerald said racing up the hill barely missing trees as he weaved between them.
When they reached the top, Gerald drove around the house and slammed on the brakes, seeing a quad seat UTV sitting beside his ATV. Reaching for his AR, Gerald stopped, seeing Josh and Kevin sitting in the UTV. “They found it,” Ronald said, sitting on his ATV.
“This isn’t a shopping trip,” Gerald said, jumping off. 
“Shit, with the way you drive, I would’ve found another ride before riding in a trailer you’re pulling,” Nelson said, jumping out. 
“We need to book,” Gerald said, jumping on his ATV and starting it up.
“Waiting on you, old man,” Nelson said, patting the back rack for Zeus. Zeus jumped up, and the ATV bounced as he lay down behind Nelson. Sitting in front of Nelson, Gavin just looked around, grinning at everyone.
 Gerald just sneered at Nelson then took off down the road. Nelson’s eyes got wide, seeing Gerald wasn’t going through the woods. “Ronald, bring up the rear,” Nelson said, hitting the gas and throwing up dirt until his tires hit the paved road. 
Glancing down at the speedometer, Nelson saw he was passing forty and still wasn’t closing on Gerald. Gunning it wide open, Nelson pulled his left hand off the handlebars and wrapped his arm around Gavin as the needle passed fifty. 
Ahead, Gerald barely slowed as he turned south on another paved road. “Gerald, my ride doesn’t go as fast as y’all’s,” Ronald called over the radio. Easing up on the speed, Gerald continued hauling ass to the campsite at the ford area to meet the others.
When Gerald finally turned onto a dirt road, Nelson gave a sigh of relief, feeling very exposed on the paved roads. “Thirty,” Gerald called over the radio, and Nelson let Gavin go and reached back and patted Zeus, making sure he was still there.
Feeling Zeus’ massive head, Nelson smiled and gripped the handlebar again with his left hand and followed Gerald as the dirt road became narrower, and trees started covering the road with branches overhead. 
Reaching the campground, Nelson smiled, seeing the FLYERs waiting on them. Gerald gave a wave, and the FLYERs pulled up behind Ronald as Gerald sped off down the dirt road with the sky starting to get bright in the east.
 



Chapter Seventeen
“Predator drone coming in from the east at fifteen thousand feet,” Nancy called over the radio.
Gerald slowed and looked up and could barely see the predawn sky through the tree branches covering the road. Glancing around, he pulled off the small road deeper into the trees. He climbed off his ATV and looked back at the others, pointing in the trees then dragging his hand across his throat. The others understood and pulled off the road into the trees and shut down. 
When all the vehicles were off, Gerald looked up but could only see small breaks through the leaves. “Get your gear, and we will set up away from our rides in case some heat is picked up. I really don’t want to be here if a Hellfire is sent.”
Gavin looked up, flipping his goggles out of the way. “They can see through the leaves?”
“No, son, Gerald’s just being cautious,” Nelson said, motioning for Zeus to get down.
Grabbing gear, everyone moved to the other side of the road, setting up around a massive oak tree. Nelson dropped his rucksack and smiled, watching Gavin drop to his knees and put his head on Nelson’s rucksack.
“Good idea, son,” Nelson said as he knelt and patted Gavin. 
“I’m tired,” Gavin yawned. 
Reaching up, Nelson took off Gavin’s helmet. “Get some rest, son. You’ve earned it.”
“You just had to do the Tarzan yell?” Michelle said, coming up behind him.
“Hell yeah,” Nelson said, standing up and turning around to see Michelle grinning at him. “You’re just jealous that you can’t do it.”
“That was you?” Josh said, sitting down and leaning his back against the tree. As Nelson just grinned at him, Josh shook his head. “Shit, I started looking in the trees, expecting to see Tarzan swinging.”
“You heard him from the observation point?” Michelle said then kissed Nelson’s cheek.
“Yeah,” Ronald snorted as Michelle sat down beside Gavin and lay down beside him, caressing his face as he snored lightly.
“What was the point?” Gerald asked, dropping on his butt and leaning back on the tree.
Taking off his helmet, Nelson shrugged. “Like doing that when I win.”
Matt snorted. “Yeah, when he won National Three Gun last year, he did that and got a standing ovation.”
“How far away from Van Buren are we?” Josh asked, digging in his rucksack.
“Twenty-two miles to the southwest,” Gerald answered as he took off his helmet. “We almost made it to our rally point to wait out the day.”
“Shit, I’m just glad we made it far away before drones showed up,” Ronald said with a yawn. 
Seeing Nelson moving over to Gerald, Michelle sat up. “No, you can’t have a go pill. Get some rest. I’ll stay on watch.”
“Damn it,” Nelson mumbled and dropped down on the other side of Gavin.
“You’re tired, Jedi, so rest.” She smiled and reached over, patting his arm.
Bernard sat and looked around. “Think those people have a chance of getting away?”
“A better one than they did,” Nelson yawned. 
An explosion sounded off in the distance from the direction of Van Buren. “Hope they didn’t stay together,” Bernard said in a sad tone.
A few minutes later, they heard the thumping blades of helicopters off in the distance. “Why didn’t Nancy call that choppers were coming?” Kevin asked, sitting up, alarmed. 
“She doesn’t want to risk being picked up on radio,” Gerald said, opening an MRE. “She knows we are hidden after she called out a drone was overhead.”
Thump, thump, thump… sounded off in the direction of town. “That’s an Apache using its gun,” Ronald said, sitting up.
“We knew they were going to send trouble,” Nelson said with his eyes closed. Another explosion sounded from Van Buren, but it sounded different. “That was in the air,” Nelson said, jerking up as a jet roared over them. It was so loud and flying so low, Gavin cried out, jumping up and looking around in fear.
Michelle grabbed Gavin, pulling him to her chest, and two more jets roared overhead as another explosion sounded in the distance. “Those were F16s,” Gerald said, getting up and hearing more explosions and cannon fire in the sky.
“They are shooting down the helicopters,” Ronald said, jumping up. “The Free States sent air cover.”
Raising his hands as the others cheered, Gerald shook his head. “Guys, we don’t know that, so don’t try and fill in the blanks unless we know for sure.”
“Gerald, you can’t hear the choppers anymore,” Ronald said, beaming.
“Ron—” Gerald started as Nancy came over the radio. 
“Away team, three Falcons just swooped in, taking out two Apaches, three Blackhawks, and the Predator. I don’t know what they are doing, but they swooped north, attacking somewhere outside of my detection area. Then they dropped ordinance at the bridge across the river at Owls Bend. They all broke off and almost flew over the farm, heading southwest—the way they came from.”
Gerald looked around at the smiling faces as he grabbed his squawk box. “Did you call them?”
“Hell no!” Nancy shot back. “We heard that explosion from here, so I’m sure it could’ve been picked up by satellite.” 
Turning to Gerald, Nelson put his hands on his hips. “Yeah, now is the time to explain how you made a hundred and fifty pound fuel air bomb into a mini nuke.”
Shrugging, Gerald sat back down. “The gas was still on, so I just unhooked a line and opened a valve.”
Nelson shook his head. “Gerald, we were kinda close for you to make the explosion bigger.”
“Owls Bend?” Kevin said, sitting up and looking at Josh. “There was a biker gang there blocking that bridge.”
“Nelson, I saw a chance to ensure our plan worked,” Gerald said then shoved food in his mouth, turning to Kevin. “Yeah, there was a gang there, and it makes sense if the Free States launched a strike to hit more than one target. For all we know, they had already planned this strike, and we are lucky we didn’t get caught in it.”
The smiles fell off everyone’s faces. Nelson shook his head. “Maybe, but I think they saw an attack happening and jumped on the bandwagon. We didn’t hear ordinance dropped in Van Buren, and you damn well know if they had dropped that close, we would’ve felt it, much less hear it.”
“Don’t, Nelson,” Gerald said, looking up. “You’re grasping for hope. Our hope is with our group and no others.” 
“Think we can head home now?” Bernard asked.
“No, we—” Gerald stopped as two planes flew over low to the ground. He jerked his head up. “Those were A-10s.”
“Someone is about to have a bad day,” Nelson said, looking up at the tree branches. 
“Away team, two A-10s south of us just flew northeast,” Nancy called over the radio. Michelle looked up at Nelson, and he just shrugged as two roaring jets flew over. “Away, two F-15s flying MACH1 followed the Warthogs.”
Way off to the northeast, they heard the Brrrrrr of the Warthog’s Gatling cannon. “Were they after them?” Bernard asked as explosions sounded to the northeast, and the ground trembled.
“I’m picking up aircraft seventy miles to the north east at twenty thousand feet. The F-15s are engaging several F-16s and kicking their ass.” 
“They were the CAP,” Gerald said, giving Duke some food. He looked up to see Bernard, Josh, and Kevin looking at him funny. “Combat Air Patrol. They were the cover for the ground strikes.”
“Are they safe at the farm?” Bernard asked.
“We don’t look like the federal government at the farm,” Gerald said. “Do you really want to run around in FLYERs that the Feds use as combat aircraft fight overhead?”
“Fuck this,” Nelson said, pulling out his map.
“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Michelle asked, still holding Gavin.
“Going to see what the fuck they did in Van Buren.”
“Like hell,” Michelle said, letting Gavin go. “Those jet jockeys see something on the ground moving in a target area, they shoot first.”
“Ah, away team,” Nancy broke in over the radio. “You really need to head back.”
They all froze as Gerald grabbed his radio. “What is it?”
“Fighting everywhere is being talked about over the radio. Texas invaded Oklahoma, and Canada invaded Montana and North Dakota. Too much to talk about, but I’m picking up a lot of aircraft to the north,” Nancy said as Nellie talked in the background. “I think we might need you here soon. Like real soon.”
Everyone grabbed their gear and ran for the vehicles. “I’m in the lead!” Gerald bellowed. “FLYERs behind me, and Nelson brings up the rear!”
Gavin ran over and jumped on Nelson’s ATV, putting his helmet on. Nelson climbed on behind him and started up the ATV. “Zeus,” Nelson yelled, putting his helmet on. Zeus jumped up behind him as Gerald pulled out on the road and took off. Grabbing the handlebar with his right hand, Nelson watched the others pull out and speed off after Gerald. “Gavin, hold onto my arm,” he said, wrapping his left arm around Gavin.
Tired and scared, Gavin nodded and held his dad’s arm, and Nelson gunned the ATV out onto the dirt road, following the dust the others kicked up. Giving up on trying to see and too tired to be scared enough to stay awake, Gavin’s head leaned back on Nelson’s chest, and he was soon asleep.
Nelson patted Gavin’s chest as he looked down at the speedometer. “Fifty is kind of fast on these dirt logging roads,” Nelson mumbled, keeping Ronald in sight. Staying twenty yards behind him wasn’t an option. The dust kicked up was enough to cut down his vision, not to mention ability to breathe. They were over fifty miles from the farm, but unlike the ride out, they were now hauling ass.
“Home, is attack imminent?” Gerald called over the radio, and everyone’s hearts sped up.
“Don’t know yet, but a farm was attacked by a gang ten miles from here. Nellie heard the woman call out for help on the CB. She and Bernard know them,” Nancy called back.
“Do you see a threat before we come hauling ass in?”
“No, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t getting ready on our perimeter or road,” Nancy said. 
“Buggy one and two, pass us by, and clear the way,” Gerald called out on the radio. “Get to base as fast as you can. We’ll follow as fast as we can as a group.” Nelson was too far back to see Bernard pass Gerald with Michelle sitting behind the mini gun. Matt and Ashley followed them and were soon out of sight.
“Can we go with them?” Josh called out on the radio.
“Negative. They can go faster than you, and you would get left behind,” Gerald called back. “Alone, you’re just an easy target.”
Only slowing to take turns, the ATVs drove hard, and when they were over halfway home, Nancy called out, “Buggy one and two here.”
“I’m the one that wanted the FLYERs, and I’m not even in the damn things,” Nelson mumbled with the dust getting thicker. Taking his left hand off Gavin, Nelson pulled his shemagh off and wrapped it around Gavin’s face, covering his open mouth as he slept. Wrapping his arm back around Gavin, Nelson slowed for a turn.
When Nelson got back to fifty, Gerald came over the radio. “Did buggy one or two report trouble?”
A pause that seemed to last forever filled the radio. When Nancy’s voice came on, the group tensed. “The home the combine came from was on fire.”
Shocked to say the least, Nelson let off the thumb throttle, slowing down as Gerald called back, “They have visual on hostiles?” 
“Negative. I have an eye out and haven’t seen anything yet but can only get it out so far before I have to bring it back.”
Shaking his head, Nelson pressed the throttle, speeding back up hearing Nancy refer to the quad copter. With his left arm still holding Gavin to his chest, Nelson reached up to his radio with his left hand and pressed it. “Gerald, the dust is too thick, and we are spread too far apart. We need to slow down some so we can keep a visual on each other.” 
“Copy, back down to thirty, but keep twenty yards apart,” Gerald called back. 
Not liking it but knowing someone could pick them off one at a time, Nelson and the group slowed. They smelled the fire long before they reached Highway 60. Pulling on the highway, Gerald called out. “Paved road, fifty. When we hit dirt, back to regular speed.”
Pulling out on the highway, Nelson saw the dark column of smoke rising in the air to the east and off in the distance saw a dozen more all along the valley floor the highway followed to Van Buren. Passing the Kimple farm, Nelson sucked in a breath when he saw the house, barn, and the other outbuilding on fire. “Yeah, hard for an accident to start fires in multiple buildings and separate locations,” he said.
Speeding past the fire, Nelson looked ahead and saw Gerald turning off the highway onto the dirt road, heading home. Slowing down, Nelson glanced over his shoulder looking west and saw several more columns of smoke rising in the air. Looking down, he saw Zeus holding his head off the side of the ATV with his mouth open, letting his tongue flap in the wind.
“The simple pleasures of a dog.” Nelson smiled and looked ahead to see Josh turn the quad UTV he was driving with Kevin turn on the road heading to the farm. Slowing more so he wouldn’t close in and bunch up with Ronald and present a group target, Nelson swiveled his head around and got an idea. 
Taking his hand off the throttle, Nelson pulled his goggles off his vest. Using his thumb, he turned the thermal setting all the way up and covered the top lens the infrared tube used with its cap. He clamped the goggle to his helmet as his four wheeler coasted to a stop. Flipping the goggle down, Nelson grabbed the throttle and sped up.
He looked at the world in black and white, scanning around as Ronald turned on the road. Looking at the pastures beside the Kimple farm, Nelson saw the warm bodies of dozens of dead cows lying in the pasture. Shaking his head, Nelson turned off the road and followed the others home. “This doesn’t make sense,” he mumbled, scanning around. 
They passed the first house that was on the road leading to the farm where they had gathered stuff from, and it seemed untouched. Nelson coasted to a stop and looked over his shoulder. He couldn’t see the highway behind him and guessed it wasn’t even a mile away. 
Turning around, he hit the throttle and caught back up to Ronald. When they reached the bridge, Nelson saw someone standing on it. Flipping the goggles up as he got closer, he saw it was Hank’s boys Tim and Mark. They had pulled back a roll of razor wire to let the group pass. 
As Nelson passed them, the boys dragged the wire back across the road and ran back across the bridge and up to the hidden bunker that overlooked the bridge. “Josh and Kevin, head home. When we find out what’s going on, I’ll let you know.”
“Copy,” Kevin called out as Gerald took the Y, heading home. Nelson watched the two speed off the other way as Ronald sped up, closing the gap from Gerald.
When Nelson reached the farm, he followed Ronald and Gerald to the back of the house to see everyone waiting on them except Nancy. Pulling up beside Gerald, Nelson noticed he was wearing his goggles. When Nelson turned off his ATV, Gerald flipped his goggles up. “Glad to see I wasn’t the only one looking for thermal signatures,” Gerald said, climbing off his ATV.
“I didn’t get mine on till I reached the highway,” Nelson said, trying to figure out how to get off without letting Gavin hit the ground. “My son is passed out, so I had to do it with one hand and drive.”
Michelle ran over. “I’ll get him,” she said, reaching for Gavin, and Nelson stopped her.
“Babe, he weighs almost as much as you do, plus he has on tactical and bulletproof vests,” Nelson told her, still trying to figure out how to get off. He really didn’t want to wake Gavin and had his doubts Gavin would even wake up coherently enough to get off. 
Bernard strolled over, brushing past Michelle. “I got him,” he said, picking Gavin up and pulling the comatose form to his chest. 
“You need to get down to the basement,” Michelle said, following Bernard to their cabin. “It’s hit the fan big time.” 
Nelson climbed off and stretched out and heard Devin giggling. He spun around to see Gerald holding Devin up in the air, chewing on his belly. “Damn, that man is fast,” Nelson said, dropping his arms as Olivia ran over to him.
“Daddy!” she cried, jumping up at him. Jerking his arms up, Nelson caught Olivia before her airborne leap crashed into him. It wouldn’t have hurt him, but with all his gear on, it would’ve hurt her. It never entered into Olivia’s mind that Daddy wouldn’t catch her.
“Hey, stinker,” he said, pulling her to his chest. 
She kissed his cheek and leaned back. “Is Gavin okay?”
“Yes, he’s just tired,” Nelson said, heading inside. “Nellie, is there anything to eat that didn’t come out of an MRE ready?”
Nellie smiled as she swatted his arm. “That stuff from those bags doesn’t really count as food,” she said, following him inside. “I’ll bring you something down in the basement.”
“I can wait,” Nelson said. He stopped inside and put Olivia down then took off his gear and hung it up.
“No, you and Gerald need to go see Nancy in the basement,” Nellie said as Nelson reached to pick up Olivia again. “No, let her help me get some food ready,” Nellie told him with a catch in her voice as she grabbed his arm.
Nodding slightly, Nelson looked down at Olivia. “Will you help Nana fix me some food?”
Olivia hugged his leg. “I’ll help Nana,” she said, letting go.
Nelson headed downstairs, and Gerald followed, still holding Devin and talking to him. They found Nancy at the desk looking at computer screens, listening to the radio, watching TV, and looking at the security cameras. “Damn, talk about multi-tasking,” Nelson said, stopping behind her. 
“It’s come to a head really fast,” Nancy said in a distracted voice, gliding her cursor over screens and clicking.
“Are you on the fucking web!?” Gerald shouted.
“I heard that, Gerald!” Nellie shouted from upstairs. “I’m getting my belt.”
“I have one ass whoopin’ coming, so another doesn’t mean shit right now!” Gerald yelled over his shoulder, and Devin laughed, patting Gerald’s cheek. “So is that the internet?” Gerald asked in a lower voice.
“Yes, Gerald,” Nancy sighed, shaking her head. “I know what I’m doing, so don’t start.”
“You are—” Gerald started, and Nancy spun around in her chair, holding up her hand.
“I know what I’m doing. I would explain how I’m doing it to you, but you wouldn’t understand any of it.”
Nelson snorted, looking at Nancy. A headset with an ear muff over one ear and a voice mic plus black reading glasses finished the nerd look. She looked up at him with a scowl. “You think you would understand?”
“Hell no,” Nelson said, dropping the grin. “Just like watching you kick him down.”
“My brother’s understanding of computers is limited to turning them on and off.”
Shrugging, Nelson looked past her at the screens. “My understanding doesn’t go much further than that.”
Taking a deep breath, Gerald stepped around her, looking at the screens. “So what is going on?”
“The Free States launched attacks this morning against strong points in all border states, mainly checkpoints and holding areas. No sooner than they started doing that, the radio started blowing up with reports of gangs and military units guarding those sites, taking over occupied civilian sites around them. They are using the civilians as human shields. A family Nellie and Bernard know from church called out on the CB that they were being attacked by a bunch of guys on motorcycles,” Nancy said, spinning back around in her chair to look at the screens. “They didn’t call out long, maybe five minutes.”
“Where were they at?” Gerald asked, moving Devin to the crook of his arm.
“Just outside Delaware,” Nancy said in a low voice.
Nelson looked at the map on the wall, shaking his head. “That’s kind of close.”
“Nelson, eight miles is in your backyard,” Gerald said, looking at a screen showing a man talking, but the volume was muted. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing at the screen.
“Patriot News from the Free States,” Nancy said, clicking her mouse.
“Well, what’s he saying? You have the volume muted.”
“No I don’t. I can hear him through my headset,” Nancy snapped.
“Well, we can’t!”
“Hold on,” Nancy sighed, clicking her mouse. “Pull up a chair, you two.”
They both grabbed chairs and sat down on either side of her. “Okay, we’re sitting,” Gerald said. “Have there been any other reports of gangs nearby?”
“Yes, but they are staying close to the main roads. Everyone in the countryside now is shooting first and asking questions later,” Nancy said and clicked open a screen with large, bold print across the top: U.S. Patriot States Navy, Sink French Carrier Group in the Atlantic.
“Holy shit,” Nelson mumbled.
“Yeah,” Nancy scoffed.
“I thought only one carrier battle group came over to the Patriots?” Gerald mumbled.
Shaking her head, Nancy opened another screen. “No, it seems there was large-scale mutiny at sea in the carrier battle groups. Junior officers and some higher ranking officers purged those loyal to the federal government. Seven of the ten battle groups are now with the Free States. Over forty percent of the rest of the Navy is now part of the Free States. It was reported the feds threatened the families of those that mutinied, but a statement was sent that if the families were hurt, nuclear retaliation would be used.”
“Any reports on our little adventure?” Gerald asked, staring blankly at the screen. 
“Oh yes,” Nancy said, clicking open another screen. “It was reported that Patriot rebels in the occupied state of Missouri attacked and destroyed a military strong point, and the Free States Air Force assisted.” 
“Damn air jockey trying to take all the glory,” Gerald growled.
“Dude, they can have it as long as they shoot at shit wanting to fuck up our day,” Nelson snapped and felt a hand slap the back of his head.
“Nelson,” Michelle said, stepping around him and sitting in his lap.
“You pop me then just sit in my lap?”
“Yes,” Michelle said with a grave face. 
Seeing the “look,” Nelson swallowed nervously. “As you should,” he gasped.
“Any other trouble close?” Gerald asked, trying not to laugh.
“All detention centers in the border states are being relocated further east,” Nancy said.
“You know the Nazis did the same thing, moving concentration camps so they couldn’t be liberated,” Nelson said.
“See how well that worked for them,” Michelle said, grabbing Nelson’s hand as she read the stories on the screens.
“You said something about invading Oklahoma?” Nelson said, squeezing Michelle’s hand.
“Yes, Texas did before sunrise, and only the northeast corner is under federal control right now. The area around Tulsa,” Nancy told him as she clicked on another screen. “I would be surprised if they don’t have control of the entire state by tomorrow.”
“What about Canada?” Gerald asked, moving Devin to his chest, seeing he was asleep.
“I have no idea what possessed them to invade Montana and North Dakota, but they are getting the shit kicked out of them, and they have armor,” Nancy said, pulling up the screen. “The population isn’t fighting the armor; they wait till they pass and destroy the supply lines. Every man, woman, and child, it seems, is making a game of shooting Canucks.” 
Clicking open another screen, Nancy pointed. “Idaho fighters pushed into Washington State last night. The western half of the state along the coast is where most of the idiots live that back the federal government. The eastern half has joined in with Idaho to push them out.”
“Makes sense,” Gerald said, leaning back and patting Devin on the back softly. “They need a naval base on the west coast. But I don’t see the feds just letting them take it.” 
“Well last night, Alaska and Arkansas announced they were withdrawing from the union, joining the Free States. Seems the good ole boys in Arkansas have been shooting anything that even resembles a fed. The federal government announced for all personnel to evacuate to Tennessee. They are going to use the Mississippi River as a boundary.”
Nelson sighed and leaned back, pulling Michelle to his chest. “You know that is all well and good, but what about around us? I like the big picture, but I need to know the small area around us.”
“A lot of military units are pouring into the state,” Nancy sighed. “I’m guessing, but I think they want to stop the advance of the Free States at Oklahoma.”
“Yep,” Gerald said. “If we take Oklahoma and Washington, that is only eleven against thirty-nine, and they have the numbers. Hell, they have the biggest food-producing and manufacturing states.”
“Yeah, but we got the oil,” Nancy said, leaning back in her chair. “I had Hank man the bunker after the report of a gang attack just eight miles away. I was worried that they have been cataloging possible holdouts in the area and would send them here.”
“You did the right thing,” Gerald said, patting her arm. “We need to stay close and see which way the wind is going to blow before striking again.”
Nelson rolled his head back and looked around Nancy at Gerald. “Gerald, I will forgo your ass beating if I get to sleep first.” Hearing that, Nancy and Michelle both jumped.
“Deal,” Gerald said, getting up and cradling Devin to his chest.
“I take it that’s where your swollen face came from?” Nancy asked, looking up at Gerald.
Ignoring her question, Gerald asked, “You need someone to relieve you for a while?” 
“No, I’m teaching Alex and Adam to run it. I would be teaching Gavin as well, but he went and blew shit up,” Nancy huffed the last, crossing her arms.
Gerald chuckled. “Well, I have to say I stand corrected. We needed Gavin with us. Hell, the way he drove the little buggy chasing down that Humvee was priceless. The troop manning that machine gun never had a chance in hell to hit it and shot up half the bridge. If I would’ve been in the Hummer, I would’ve just pulled my pistol and shot myself.”
“Yeah, he is good,” Nelson said proudly, pushing Michelle off his lap. He kissed her cheek. “I’m going to sleep,” he said and walked out.
When Nelson was gone, Michelle turned to Gerald. “What happened that Nelson wants to stomp your ass?”
“Guy stuff,” Gerald said then spun around and left.
Nancy looked up at Michelle, shaking her head. “Do men always try to give us migraines?”
“Nope, I don’t think they know they do.”
 



Chapter Eighteen
“Nelson, wake up,” Michelle said, shaking him. Nelson gave a groan and rolled on his side, trying to get away from her. “Damn it, Nelson, you’ve slept for fourteen hours!” she snapped and popped his arm hard.
Nelson sat up in panic. “Who took the marshmallows from the midget?” he yelled. All expression left Michelle’s face, trying to figure out what kind of dream that came from. Looking around in confusion, Nelson saw Michelle kneeling on the bed with her mouth hanging open, gaping at him. “You wake me up?” he yawned, stretching his arms over his head.
“Marshmallows and a midget, what the hell were you dreaming?” Michelle droned.
Pausing his yawn, Nelson looked at her in shock. “What in the hell are you talking about?”
“You just jerked awake wanting to know who took the marshmallows from a midget,” Michelle said, still trying to figure it out but not having any luck.
“You’re hearing stuff,” Nelson said, looking at his watch. “Damn, 4 a.m. I didn’t miss a day, did I?”
“No, you said it very clear, Nelson,” Michelle said, snapping out of the shock. “What were you dreaming about?”
Nelson thought for a minute but couldn’t remember what or even if he was dreaming. “I don’t think I was dreaming,” he finally said then looked up at Michelle, who was starting to get irritated. “Hey, you don’t have any room to talk. I wake you up, and you call out for Tom Selleck.”
“It was once, nine years ago!”
“He’s the same age as Bernard,” Nelson said calmly as he sat up.
“Who gives a shit? He still looks good,” Michelle scoffed then slapped a hand over her mouth, realizing she said that out loud. 
Shaking his head as he got out of bed, Nelson headed to the bathroom. “And you get mad when I stare at girls in bikinis at gun competitions.” 
“Baby!” Michelle whined, climbing off the bed. “I’ve had a crush on him since I was a kid watching Magnum P.I.”
Poking his head out of the bathroom door, Nelson looked at her. “I’m growing a mustache.” 
Michelle dropped back, sitting down hard on the bed in shock. “You hate stubble on your face, baby,” she said as Nelson yanked his head back in the bathroom. “You really wouldn’t look right with facial hair.”
“Oh, but I tell you that you look hot in a bikini,” he called out from the bathroom.
Pinching her bottom lip and trying to figure out how this got to be her fault and what she had done wrong, Michelle finally gave up. “Baby, you’re my only man,” she said, getting up. “I don’t say anything about you drooling over Dolly Parton.” 
“You drool over her as much as I do,” Nelson said, still in the bathroom. 
Not able to even argue that point, Michelle walked in the bathroom to find Nelson brushing his teeth. “Babe, I’m sorry if I upset you, but I woke you up so we could talk before going to the gym.”
“Marshmallows and midgets,” Nelson mumbled, spitting out a mouthful of toothpaste. “Shit, if I said that, hell, I want to know now,” he said then rinsed his mouth out.
Walking up behind him, Michelle wrapped her arms around his waist, hugging him and pressing her cheek on his back. “I’ll wear the outfit tonight if you forgive me,” she offered in a seductive voice.
Suddenly, Michelle found her face in Nelson’s chest instead of pressed into his back. “Forgiven,” Nelson sang out, hugging her tight. I should’ve bought that damn outfit years ago, Michelle thought as Nelson kissed her neck.
He leaned back and looking down at her. “So what did you want to talk about?” he said, letting her go and reaching over to turn on the shower.
“What was in those trailers from the checkpoint?”
Blinking his eyes rapidly, Nelson tried to get blood to the correct head to understand the question. “Huh?” 
“There were ten box trailers and a big horse trailer at the checkpoint. What was in them? I know what the tanker trailers carry.”
Stepping back, he just stared at her. “How did you even know, and what is so important about them?”
“Gerald brought them all here last night.”
Nelson’s legs gave out, and he sat down hard on the toilet; thankfully, the lid was down. “He did what?”
“They are all sitting at the very back of the field backed into the woods,” Michelle said.
Looking up at her, Nelson slowly stood up. “He went back and didn’t wake me up?”
“Yes, that’s why I want to know what is in them.”
“Who did he take with him?” 
“Nelson!” Michelle snapped, wanting her question answered first.
“They were loaded from the reclamation patrols. Two were loaded with guns, one with ammo, some with food, another with boots, and one with gold, silver, and precious stones. The horse trailer was also filled with those. Now, who did he take with him?”
“Hank, his boys, Josh, Kevin, and Bernard,” Michelle said, feeling lightheaded. “One of those trailers is filled with gold?”
“Among other valuables,” Nelson said, getting up. “I’m taking a shower and going to have a chat with Gerald.” 
“I don’t think he’ll be at the gym,” Michelle said as Nelson dropped his boxers, climbing in the shower. “They didn’t get finished till two last night.”
Closing the door, Nelson stood under the hot water. “Well, I’ll wake his ass up and see if he was dreaming about midgets and marshmallows.” Hearing the shower door open, he turned to see Michelle step in, and he raised his eyebrows. “Papa bear like.”
***
They stepped out of the cabin with Nelson carrying Devin and Michelle guiding Gavin. He had told them he wanted to start waking up for the gym with them, but it seemed he wasn’t going to wake up until he actually reached the gym. 
“About damn time,” they heard off to the side. They turned to see Gerald walking over, holding out his hands for Devin. “I was about to just come in and get him.”
Nelson took a breath as Gerald took Devin and stopped that rant only to start another. “You went back without me?”
“You were tired,” Gerald said, walking off as he bounced Devin in his arms. “I think you only slept six hours the three days we were out.”
“Seven,” Nelson corrected. “Are you stupid? You could’ve waited if you were that concerned about my rest,” Nelson said, grabbing Michelle’s hand and pulling her to catch up to Gerald. 
“Couldn’t take the risk of gangs or the feds coming back to get the shit,” Gerald said as Nelson and them caught up. “The OP/Com house was empty, and I mean stripped bare.”
“Shit,” Nelson said, looking off. “Think they just moved it for safe keeping, or are they using it?”
“Oh, I’m sure they are using it,” Gerald said as they walked out the front gate around the berm. “Those air jockeys got two Apaches and four Blackhawks. Saw the wreckage when we went back.”
“Not saying it won’t come in handy, especially the food for Hank’s group, but why the loot? It’s pretty much useless now. I mean, food, guns, and ammo are the currency now.”
“Like you said when we got here, this will end, and the next generation gets what we pass on,” Gerald said, nuzzling his nose in Devin’s neck, making him laugh.
“Yeah, but trailers full?” Nelson cried out.
“It’s just taking up space, Nelson. It’s not like we have to take care of it. Besides, I want our group to offer to give the horse trailer to Hank’s group.” 
“Hell, you made them haul it back; why not the big trailer?” 
Gerald stopped and turned to Nelson. “Our group put up the most fighters, and like you said, food and arms are more valuable now, and that’s what Hank’s group will get most of.”
“They didn’t even look in them before hauling them back?”
“No,” Gerald said, walking off. “I went in first to check the area and closed the trailers up.”
Nelson looked down at Michelle as he started walking. “I would’ve looked in the trailer before hauling it. Wouldn’t you?”
“Yeah,” Michelle grinned. “But we know how to fight and what to risk. They don’t yet. They just do what you or Gerald say without question.”
They walked in to find the others waiting. As Gerald put Devin in his walker, Nelson and Matt loaded a bar with weights. “So are we back on our schedule now?” Nelson asked as Gerald climbed under the bar.
“Yes,” Gerald grunted, lifting the bar up and easing it to his chest ten times slowly. Racking the bar, he sat up. “Oklahoma is now with the Free States, and all but Seattle is under their control in Washington. From the reports, it will only be a day or so before it is under control.”
Nelson and Matt added weight as Gerald climbed back under the bar. “They took almost two whole states in a day?” Nelson huffed as Gerald lifted the bar.
“Yep,” Matt said, standing at the end of the bench and spotting for Gerald. As Gerald neared the end of his repetitions, his arms started getting weak, and Matt helped him push out the last two. “Watched the broadcast, and tens of thousands came out of Idaho and Utah along with the Patriots in Washington. They were driving trucks and cars to battle zones, get out and fight, then load up and push forward.”
“Damn,” Nelson moaned as Gerald racked the bar with Matt’s help.
Sitting up, Gerald grabbed a towel and wiped his face. “Canada lost a whole division along with the Germans, who were with them in Montana and North Dakota. Modern warfare is proving to be very costly for everyone.”
As Gerald talked, Matt and Nelson loaded the bar for his last set. “Any reports of starvation?” Nelson asked as Gerald climbed back under the bar.
“Not in the headlines from either side,” Matt said, helping Gerald lift the bar out of the rack. “There is no commerce now. Gold in the US is trading at twenty-two dollars an ounce now. On the boards from the Free States, they are saying it’s real bad in the cities, but they still have power. Even the Free States have taken over utilities. You work to eat there. In the Federal states, you are forced to work and maybe get food. Don’t work, and you get shot. Of course, that’s only what we hear from people who have escaped. There is not freedom of the press in Federal states.”
When Gerald squeezed out his last rep, Matt took the bar with ease and racked it, making Gerald feel really weak. Getting off the bench as Nelson climbed under the bar, Gerald grabbed his water bottle. “It’s going to get much worse before it gets better. They are burning bodies everywhere. There are reports of tens of thousands dying from disease alone this  summer. Wait till winter.”
Nelson lifted the bar and pressed out ten fast reps then racked it. “Bet not many refugees are heading to the Federal states,” Nelson said, sitting up.
“On that, you would be wrong,” Gerald said, adding a plate to one side as Matt did the other. “Thousands are moving toward them.” Nelson just stared at Gerald in shock. “Nelson, the government is going to provide for them. The ones working are the ones in camps. The Free States don’t hold people against their will. If you want to leave, then they let you go. The feds don’t. They know those that want to leave are the workers and want freedom. That’s why only a small stream is coming out of the Federal states. They have to escape.”
“That’s so fucked up,” Nelson mumbled, climbing back under the bar.
“Hey,” Gerald snapped. “The babies are beside us. Watch your mouth.”
“You need to change your tampon,” Nelson said with a grunt, lifting the bar off the rack.
They finished their workout with Nelson not saying anything else. When they climbed in the hot tub, Devin and Mike squealed as the bubbles came on. “What’s wrong, baby?” Michelle said, sitting down beside Nelson, who looked lost in thought. “You look like you’re trying to decipher the universe.”
“We are so fucked,” he mumbled, laying his head back on the hot tub, and closed his eyes.
Michelle whipped her eyes up at Gerald, who was helping Devin kill bubbles. “What the hell did you tell him?”
“Just told him what was going on,” Gerald said as Devin started splashing hard.
“Babe, what is it?” Michelle asked, grabbing Nelson’s hand.
“Just what I said: We are fucked,” he said, cracking his eyes to look at her.
Taking a breath to control her temper, she said, “Will you please expand on that?”
Nelson sat up, and the others looked over at him as he looked at Michelle. “With all the states that have seceded from the union, there can’t be more than forty million people, and that was before the losers left. With the best case scenario, twenty percent are the losers, then with the diseases and starvation, I’m sure we will lose another twenty percent, but I’m thinking more. That’s only twenty-five million people left. Only a third of your population can fight, or you can’t support a war. Germany learned that.
“That leaves over two hundred million under Federal control. Using those same losses, they will end up with a hundred and fifty million. That’s seven to one odds, and that sucks on any scale. That’s not even counting the EU. My God, they will be able to swarm us in bodies alone,” Nelson said, throwing his hands up.
Everyone sat quietly digesting what he said as Nancy cleared her throat. “Nelson, I told you that already,” she said in a hushed voice. “They were always going to have the numbers. Over half of the country supports the Free States, but they can’t join them. The feds are holding families hostage, putting anyone that supports freedom in camps, and forcing hard labor out of people just to live. 
“We have a chance,” she said solemnly. “We want the right to live our life as we want, and that is worth fighting for.”
“I’m not saying we shouldn’t fight, but Nancy, seven to one.”
“Nelson, America has faced those odds before,” Gerald said as Devin yelled at the bubbles. “There weren’t even two and a half million people here in the colonies when the war started with Britain. They were a super power with a home population of ten million, not including their other colonies. Like George Washington said when the British landed a thirty thousand man army, ‘Only a protracted war will see us through.’ He knew they had the numbers.”
“Dude,” Nelson said, holding up his hands. “Don’t even go there. We had the second super power on our side: France. Gerald, most of the industry is in the Federal states under their control. We can’t even call another super power for aid.”
Gerald waited until Devin tired out some from splashing to continue. “Nelson, this war will decide the fate of the world. If the feds win, the freedom of the individual will forever be gone. The families with the money and power will decide the fate of all. You’re talking like we should just lie down and take it dry up the poop chute.”
Feeling exhausted, Nelson slumped back against the hot tub. “No, I just didn’t want to pass this war on to my kids.”
“Nelson, not only us but our parents and grandparents made the mistakes we are now paying for. It can’t be fixed rapidly because it was broken over time.”
Nodding, Nelson stood up. “Yeah, that’s what I don’t like. The other side is using terror tactics to force compliance, and we aren’t.”
As Nelson moved to get out, Gerald nodded. “That is freedom: the right to choose what to fight for. Do I agree with it all the time? No. But I don’t think it’s right to force people to fight unless they want it.”
“Yes, it’s those that wished not to fight and gave our rights away that started this shit.”
“Nelson, you’re not naïve. Our government has done some evil shit to its own people without cause or punishment. Name one federal agent that has ever been prosecuted for crimes against the population. That’s not America. That’s not what is written on the Declaration of Independence or Constitution. That is those sitting in government. Remember, money buys votes, and only those with money can influence an election.”
 Nelson climbed out, grabbing a towel and drying off. “Yes, and money and power will always bust the little man who just wants to live his life with his family.”
“That may be true, but our founding fathers put in a catch: the right to keep and bear arms. That is the only reason we all aren’t in a camp now,” Gerald said as Devin started a fresh attack.
“Yeah, at least we can fight a war for the next decade to decide how this will turn out,” Nelson said, grabbing his gear and walking out.
After Nelson left, everyone turned to Michelle. “What? I don’t know where the hell that came from,” she snapped, getting up.
“Is he tired?” Gerald asked as he stood, which pissed Devin off big time.
“He just slept fourteen hours,” Michelle said, climbing out.
Matt took Mike from Ashley as he stood to get out. “Maybe he needs some more rest.”
Drying off, Michelle shook her head. “No, he’s not tired. I’ll talk to him and find out. He was fine when he woke up. Granted, I hit him with the marshmallows and midget.” Everyone stopped what they were doing and just stared at her, trying to figure that one out.
She looked up and saw the stares. “I don’t know, so don’t ask. He was fine till I told him—” Michelle stopped then dropped her towel. “Son of a bitch,” she said and ran out.
Matt grabbed a towel and helped Gerald dry the floor around the hot tub. “Midget and marshmallows?” he asked, glancing over at Gerald. 
“Dude, it has to be some type of married thing,” Gerald said, grabbing another towel, and Matt shook his head.
“Then I missed something.”
***
Michelle ran to the cabin, bursting through the door and freaking the dogs out. Zeus and Hera looked around for something to attack. She ran back to the bedroom and found Nelson’s workout clothes in the dirty laundry basket. “How can men change that fast?” she cried out, ripping her workout clothes off and getting dressed. 
Finally dressed, Michelle ran into the house and found Nellie and the girls working on breakfast. “Where’s Nelson?” she asked, buckling her vest up.
Nellie looked up. “Haven’t seen him this morning, dear.”
“I just saw him go in the machine shop,” Bernard said, walking in from the living room. “He in trouble?”
“Don’t know yet,” Michelle said, walking out of the kitchen. Stepping outside, Michelle heard noise coming from the machine shop. She walked over and down the ramp to the buried room and almost pushed the door off its hinges. 
She found Nelson standing at a bench, using an electric saw to cut a quarter-inch metal rod in three-inch-long pieces. “Hey,” she called out, walking over. Nelson turned the saw off and set it on the table as she walked around him.
“What upset you about others going for supplies? I know you’re not mad because you didn’t go. That’s not you,” Michelle said, studying Nelson’s face. “Did they forget something you would’ve hunted for?”
“No,” Nelson said, picking up the dozens of three-inch-long metal rods, tossing them in a barrel that was halfway full of small metal rods. 
Seeing Nelson wouldn’t look at her, Michelle stepped in front of him. “You’re acting weird. You’ve always known the idiots outnumber us. We screwed survival of the fittest long ago with modern medicine, stupid laws, and socialist programs,” she said, watching his face but not seeing a reaction. “It’s something about supplies, I know.”
Letting out a long sigh, Nelson finally looked up at her. “You’ve known me entirely too long and are way too smart.”
“Nelson, we have enough shit to last us two lifetimes here.”
Smiling, Nelson reached over and patted her hand. “Close but no cigar,” he said, grabbing her under her arms and picking her up then setting her on the table. “What have I always said wins wars?”
“Training, commitment, teamwork, and supplies,” she answered. “Nelson, we have all that. They may have more manpower, but that’s it. Will you just tell me please? I’m not in the mood to decipher male rationality.”
“I always tell you that we need more because there won’t be any more, right?” He asked, and Michelle nodded. “The feds understand that very well. They are emptying the countryside of the one thing they can control: supplies. Now Gerald and even you see we need massive amounts of shit if we are to fight this war and have a chance to win.”
“Well, you should be happy,” Michelle said. “How do you know I see it?”
“You just wanted to know what was in those trailers. When I told you, you never got mad because you understand. What’s my other saying about war?”
“The side that wins the war is the one that breaks more of the other side’s shit.”
“If you don’t have a lot of stuff to start out with, the enemy doesn’t have to break much,” Nelson said with a long face.
“Babe, guerilla forces have been fighting for centuries with next to nothing.”
“True, but they have to fight a long time to have any chance of winning,” Nelson said, pushing away from the table. “I really don’t want to pawn this war off on our kids.”
“If it calls for it, it will be their decision,” she said, rubbing his face. “What else?”
“We need to find out who’s close and form teams to sweep the area. We need to be ready to come to the aid of each other if attacked. If the feds are moving troops here to stop the Free States, it’s about to get rowdy around here.” 
Michelle nodded. “We can move that up. I’m sure the others will agree.”
“We need to start making examples of those that collaborate with the feds.”
Raising her eyebrows, Michelle cocked her head. “Getting a little medieval, aren’t we?”
“The other side has already started.”
Nodding, Michelle looked him in the eye. “So what constitutes collaboration? A mother accepting food and shelter as they hold her hostage, forcing her husband to fight? A man fighting because if he doesn’t, his family dies?”
“Yes to both,” Nelson told her with no emotion. “What right do they have coming after my family because someone else threatened theirs?”
“Okay, I’ll give you that, but you’re talking about genocide,” Michelle said.
“Like I said, they are already doing it.”
“Nelson, if the population is scared of the rulers, they won’t fear the attackers. We found that out in World War 2. It didn’t matter how bad we bombed the civilians. They wouldn’t revolt because they feared the Nazis more than the Allies.”
“Maybe, but we stopped the Nazis from making supplies, so we took out one of the requirements for war.”
Jumping off the table, Michelle wrapped her arms around Nelson. “Babe, we will get through this. Our kids will be able to say they helped restore America.” 
Pulling her tight to his chest, Nelson smiled. “I know, but I’m just worried.”
“Took you long enough,” Michelle chuckled. “What are you doing?”
“Making the parts for the caltrops,” he said, letting her go.
“Well, show me what to do,” she said, pulling out her gloves.
Grabbing the saw, Nelson turned it on and showed her how to cut the rods so they were pointed on both ends. When Michelle had the hang of it, he started bending the rods using a vise. It wasn’t long until Nellie came out with Olivia to bring them breakfast.
They worked until noon and stopped when Olivia came to get them for lunch. “Daddy, you and Momma need to come and eat,” she said, running over to Nelson.
Nelson turned around, catching her as she jumped up. “Is it something good?”
“Fried chicken, and I helped,” Olivia said proudly.
They walked out and found Gerald and Nancy waiting for them on the front porch. “Find out what crawled up his…” Gerald stopped as Nellie came up the steps and popped his arm.
“You’re playing with fire today,” Nellie growled, walking past him as she headed inside.
“I wasn’t going to say it,” Gerald told her as she walked inside. “So what had your panties in a wad?” he asked, turning around to Nelson. 
Nelson put Olivia down, shaking his head. “Not in the mood right now.”
“Fair enough,” Nancy said with a grin, stepping between them. “I have a surprise for you two.”
They both looked at her in suspicion. “What?” they asked together.
“I want our projector mounted in the barn in two days, and set it up like a movie theater. If it remains quiet here, I want both of you to wear your favorite Star Wars outfits,” she said with a grin. “Before all this started, I hacked in and got a copy of the next movie.”
“It wasn’t finished with production yet!” Nelson shouted.
“Yes it was,” Nancy smiled. “I used the NSA’s network to hack in before I met Gerald in Arkansas.”
Nelson looked at Gerald with a big grin. “Man, the last one was awesome.”
“It was good to see the old group teaching another generation again,” Gerald mumbled, staring at his sister. “You tell me this just now?”
“Yep,” Nancy said, spinning around and heading inside. “I just watched it to make sure it was a good copy before telling you.”
“You watched it without me!” Gerald screamed, chasing her inside.
Michelle busted out laughing as she hugged Nelson. “I’m not wearing the slave outfit to the premiere, so forget it.”
Wrapping his arms around her, Nelson grinned. “That is a good thing because I wouldn’t be responsible for my actions in front of the others.”
“Daddy, can I wear one of my costumes?” Olivia asked, bouncing on her toes.
“Of course, stinker.” Nelson smiled, picking her up. “Which one do you want to wear?”
Michelle stepped away, heading for the door. “The fact she has choices on her Star Wars costume is not right.”
“Hey, I bought you several,” Nelson said following her.
“Nelson, if we don’t have thirty costumes for us and the kids, I’ll kiss your butt,” Michelle laughed, opening the door. 
Looking down as he walked past her through the door, Nelson mumbled, “Eighty-seven if you count the four infant costumes.” Michelle busted out laughing, following him inside.
Luckily for the feds and their allies, the area remained quiet because Gerald and Nelson talked seriously about getting a nuke. Their reasoning was that if anyone came around during the movie, they would nuke D.C.
Two days later, everyone at both farms gathered in borrowed costumes to join in on a little piece of the old world. In a land of sorrow, a little needed happiness flourished. 
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