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    Viral Misery Cast 
 
     at time of outbreak 
 
    ^Arthur Steele (poppa/Pops)  
 
    ^Wendy Steele  
 
    Joseph Steele – 24 Naval pilot 
 
    Kit(M) and Kat – Black labs.  
 
    Donald and Daisy – Rottweilers.  
 
    Mickey and Minnie – Persian cats 
 
    Gloria – Wendy’s baby sister  
 
    Alicia – Wendy’s friend 
 
    ^Shawn (14) & Beth Byrd (5)  
 
    ^Lucas (4mo) - neighbor of Shawn  
 
    ^Tony (11) 
 
    ^Kirk (10), Pat (8), Jim (6) Willis –had older sister and younger brother.  
 
    ^Andrea Fox (dirty blonde-18) Shelia Meyer (redhead-13) Betty Owens (10) Tony Johnson (11) 
 
    ^Nicole Bryant (blue eyes, very blonde-2mo) first with Arthur 
 
    Tammy & Ted- Nicole’s parents 
 
    ^Vicki ( ‘Little Momma’-10) Jodi (7) Robin (brown hair-2) Pam (6mo) 
 
    ^Jo Ann & ^Sally Payne (8) twins 
 
    ^Ryan (7mo) Wendy pulls info sheet in nursery  
 
    ^Noah- (2) Wendy finds searching houses. 
 
      
 
    ^Starlie & Jack Wright – closest neighbors  
 
    ^Dr. Scott Sutton – CDC assistant director 
 
    Director CDC – Ernie Ostimer  
 
    Leading Virologist- ^Dr. Richard Skannish.  
 
    ^Sarah- intern assigned to Sutton. 
 
    Kercher Farm- where they hide road 
 
    Logan Lancaster LL-  
 
    Dean-16yo evil kid that tried to join 
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 Chapter One 
 
    May 23 
 
    Work is never done 
 
      
 
    Hearing the whine of the chainsaw go idle, Wendy turned to watch Shawn back up while another tree fell. Revving up the chainsaw, Shawn walked along the tree, pruning off the branches and other kids came over to pull them away. Making an instant headcount, “I’m missing kids,” Wendy mumbled and turned around. 
 
    They were on the west side of the house, but she couldn’t see the house a few hundred yards away through the trees. Arthur had marked out a perimeter for a chain-link fence that would enclose roughly twenty-five acres around the house.    
 
    What Wendy didn’t understand was why Arthur was on a dozer leveling the area just outside the marked lane where the fence was going to go. It literally looked like he was putting in a highway around the fence. The paved area outside the marked fence line was completely level the entire way around the house. She knew how to use that surveying equipment, there wasn’t even a one inch difference in elevation from one side to the other. The fact Arthur had been that precise was what bothered Wendy.  
 
    Letting out a sigh, Wendy headed over to her work group. “Jo Ann, Sally,” she called out and the twins ran over. “I’m going to check on the others because I’m missing kids.”  
 
    “Pops took ‘em,” Jo Ann smiled. It was the twins who’d started calling Arthur ‘Pops’ instead of Poppa the day they’d arrived, and it had quickly caught on.   
 
    Rolling her eyes, “When?” Wendy asked.  
 
    Shrugging, “A while ago,” Sally offered.  
 
    “You were helping with the woodchipper,” Jo Ann told her.  
 
    “Stand back when Shawn starts chopping the next tree. Don’t let anyone start the woodchipper till I get back,” Wendy said, adjusting the baby sling carrying Ryan.  
 
    “Want us to watch Ryan?” Sally beamed.  
 
    Thinking for a second, Wendy nodded and pulled the sling off. “Take him to the babysitting area and feed him. Ask Vicki if she needs me to take one of the babies.”  
 
    “It’ll be our turn to babysit next,” Jo Ann told her. “We’ll just bring one if they’re awake.”  
 
    “Thank you, girls,” Wendy smiled and leaned over, kissing each on the head.  
 
    “Okay, Momma,” they said together, and Wendy gave a glance back toward Shawn to see him motioning the other kids away, then started cutting the next tree in the path of the fence.  
 
    Satisfied no lives were in danger, Wendy headed toward the house while walking past the greenhouses their fruit trees were grown in. Glancing at her watch, Wendy saw it was only an hour until lunch and was thankful. She still wasn’t anywhere near her normal strength even almost two months after the flu, and she tired quickly. That’s why Arthur had put her on supervisor duty. In truth, Arthur had wanted her inside watching kids, at least until she was in better shape, but Wendy had quickly shown him the error in that thinking. 
 
    When she saw the back porch or ‘babysitting area’, Wendy grinned. It didn’t take her long to see why Arthur called Vicki ‘Little Momma’. There were two babies in swings and Vicki was playing with Noah, Beth, and Robin. Seeing Robin in pink cowboy boots and nothing else, Wendy let out a sigh, “That child hates clothes.”  
 
    While she stared at the kids, Wendy realized she heard the hum of a generator and the popping of a welder. Her brain quickly informed her that was a problem. The problem was, she also heard the sound of a bulldozer on the east side of the house. That meant Arthur was running two projects and not supervising them both. “They aren’t Joseph, Arthur,” Wendy growled.  
 
    Spinning around, Wendy’s eyes got big at seeing four kids and Andrea on a large metal sheet, welding. Cycling through the list of what kids she’d been missing, Wendy knew there was one seven-year-old welding with Andrea, along with a twelve-year-old and ten-year-old. “I’m going to hurt him,” Wendy whispered, then checked on Vicki.  
 
    Not surprised to find Vicki was fine, Wendy headed over to the welders. Coming to a stop, Wendy could swear it looked like the kids were welding metal sheets together to make the main bridges. Three I-beams ran the length of the bridge, and sheets of four-by-eight metal were welded together on the I-beams connecting them. Across the sheets, the kids were welding three-inch-wide, half-inch-thick strips across the sixteen-foot-wide bridge. What the hell they needed a twenty-four-foot-long and sixteen-foot-wide metal bridge for; Wendy had no fucking idea, much less two.  
 
    “Andrea!” Wendy shouted, and the five stopped welding before flipping up their welding helmets.  
 
    “Yeah?” Andrea smiled.  
 
    “Why does he have you welding on bridges?” Wendy asked, and Andrea looked down at the assortment of welded metal in a new light. 
 
    “OH! That’s what they are,” Andrea grinned, then turned back to Wendy and shrugged. “I’m just doing what Pops told me to do. I really hate asking because when he explains, I feel stupid as shit.”  
 
    Letting out a huff, “I see. I’ll take care of that,” Wendy said, and Andrea held up the thick welding glove covering her hand.  
 
    Clearly worried that she had gotten Arthur in trouble, “I didn’t mean Pops does it on purpose,” Andrea defended Arthur.  
 
    Shaking her head, “I know, trust me,” Wendy chuckled. “I’ve been with him for nearly three decades, so I understand.”  
 
    Dropping her hand in relief, “You need some help?” Andrea asked.  
 
    “No, but don’t start any other projects Arthur puts you on until you talk to me,” Wendy told her. “He’s bouncing,” she stated and spun on her heel, heading back to the house.  
 
    “Where’s Pops bouncing?” Kirk asked.  
 
    Watching Wendy head for the back door, Andrea just shrugged. “I don’t know.”  
 
    The group went back to welding while Wendy headed inside and over to the sink. Looking at the small shelf below the window, Wendy let out a sigh while picking up an empty medicine bottle. “I knew it. He’s out,” she mumbled and went back outside.  
 
    Rounding the swimming pool, Wendy headed for the sound of the diesel engine. Walking through the trees, Wendy’s pace slowed when she saw Arthur was on an excavator and not the bulldozer. She came to a complete stop when the shock hit, realizing Arthur was digging a ditch just outside where the fence was going to be, in the leveled path he had made. “What the hell?” she mumbled. 
 
    Moving closer, Wendy saw the ditch ran all the way to the north corner of where the fence was going to be. Racking her brain to try and figure out what was going on, Wendy eased closer and saw the ditch was well over fifteen feet wide and at least six feet deep. “We don’t get that much rain,” Wendy finally said, and then a light bulb went off. “A moat,” she smiled proudly, then the smile fell off when she looked at the wall of dirt piled outside the moat. 
 
    “Why in the hell do we need a moat?” she wondered out loud. “It’s a chain-link fence going up, not the stone walls of a castle. What the hell is he trying to stop?”  
 
    Wanting answers, Wendy headed down to where Arthur was digging and saw he had dug the moat along the west side and was now on the north side or front of the house. “Oh, he’s got some explaining to do,” Wendy mumbled, waving her arms.  
 
    Noticing movement, Arthur stopped digging and saw Wendy waving her arms at him. Glancing at his watch and seeing it was close to lunch, Arthur turned the engine off. Adjusting the baby sling holding Nicole, “Let’s see what Momma wants,” he smiled down at the sleeping Nicole.  
 
       Watching Arthur cradling the baby sling, Wendy shook her head. “Oh, that is going to be one spoiled little girl,” she mumbled.  
 
    Glancing around to make sure they were alone, Wendy waited until Arthur stopped in front of her. “You need to make sure you’re not showing favoritism. I don’t think you’ve put Nicole down once today,” she told him.  
 
    Pushing his fedora back, “I beg your pardon,” he snapped. “I had Lucas, but he took a dump that nearly gagged me in the cab of the excavator. I thought my shit could stink, but Lucas won that award. I took him and changed him. Vicki wasn’t satisfied with that and changed his clothes, but wouldn’t let me have Lucas back.”  
 
    “Oh,” Wendy said with relief, looking down at the sleeping baby. Stroking Nicole’s cheek with her finger, “Just wanted to remind you. I never would’ve dreamed we would ever have the problem of so many kids,” she admitted. “I’m starting to like your idea of getting the kids to wear name tags. At least until I can get their names down.”  
 
    “Humpf,” Arthur scoffed. “I want tags now just so I can tell Jo Ann from Sally.” 
 
    Remembering Arthur telling her about Nicole, Wendy gave a soft sigh. Arthur had told her, he had been leaving the farm to just wander off. But Wendy knew in time, Arthur would’ve become one of the crazies. The people wandering around lost. Their minds snapped from all that had happened around them.  
 
    But Nicole had given Arthur purpose again, and then he’d kept finding kids to take care of.  
 
    Pulling her fingers away from Nicole’s cheek, “A moat?” Wendy blurted out.  
 
    “Yeah,” Arthur huffed.  
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, “A person can wade across that, and a chain-link fence isn’t that much of an obstacle,” Wendy told him, looking at the moat.  
 
    “Duuhhh,” Arthur dragged out. Seeing a glint in Wendy’s eyes from the smartass response, “I have other plans for people,” Arthur added quickly. “The moat is for insects; mainly ants, and small animals like mice and rats. But it will also keep out dogs and other large predators, just not the two-legged variety. It would only slow them down.” 
 
    “Ants?” Wendy blurted out, stumbling back.  
 
    Locking his eyes with Wendy’s so she could see he wasn’t being a smart ass, Arthur nodded. “Yeah. Ants,” he repeated. Pointing around, Arthur started explaining his plans. At least that’s what he thought he was doing. Closing her eyes at the rapid gibberish, Wendy shook her head. 
 
    Pulling the empty medicine bottle from her pocket, “Why didn’t you get more Adderall?” Wendy asked.  
 
    For several seconds Arthur just blinked at her in confusion before responding. “Um, civilization collapsed, and the postal service clearly says, only rain, sleet, and snow. They never mention the apocalypse,” he offered.  
 
    “Arthur, I know your prescriptions were delivered by the mail, but you’ve been in town,” Wendy emphasized, then pointed down the slope. “There are mountains of stuff down there to prove it. We’ve been three times since I’ve been back, and even picked up four more kids. You could’ve stopped and picked up some medicine.” 
 
    Seeing Arthur take a breath to protest, Wendy lifted her hand up to stop him. “I know pharmacies were hit, but not hospitals. People avoid those. At least, they will for a little while longer. But there is a distribution center only seventy miles away. And our hospital acted as a distribution center.”  
 
    Feeling somewhat emasculated, “I don’t need that shit,” Arthur grunted.  
 
    Dropping her hand, “Arthur, you’re bouncing. You work on seven tasks at the same time when you bounce and I’m still learning, but the kids can’t. On your Adderall, you stay focused and don’t bounce from task to task. We’re going to town tomorrow,” Wendy told him. 
 
    About to speak again, Wendy put a finger on Arthur’s lips. “I said: we are going to town. I wasn’t asking,” Wendy told him and Arthur slumped his shoulders, giving in. “Thank you,” Wendy sighed.  
 
    Taking her finger from his mouth, “I need to get some stuff before you go into the hospital,” Arthur told her, and Wendy raised her eyebrow at him. “You want me to take that shit, you’re going to get it,” Arthur chanted, bobbing his head side to side. 
 
    “You’ll help clear it, right?” Just the fact that Wendy asked, Arthur knew she wasn’t near her normal self, but it also let him know that Wendy knew she wasn’t up to her former health herself.  
 
    Scoffing, “There won’t be any people breathing inside. I can guarantee you that,” Arthur boasted. “That’s the reason for the supplies I need to get.”  
 
    Nodding, “Okay,” Wendy sighed. “After lunch, I want you to sit down and explain everything you’re building. I’m not saying I don’t agree, but I just want to know. Remember, these kids aren’t Joseph, and we need to watch them as they work.”  
 
    Feeling Nicole squirm, Arthur patted the bundle. “Okay, but it’s going to take a while.”  
 
    Pushing the brim of Arthur’s hat up, Wendy caressed his cheek. “Arthur, I know everything you have planned is needed. I just want to know the plan, and I can offer suggestions.” 
 
    “Hell, your suggestions make me feel stupid. It’s when you make changes on the fly that I don’t like,” Arthur grunted. “You can see a simple solution to a problem much better than I can. But your ‘on the fly’ changes chap my ass.”  
 
    “Sometimes,” Wendy smiled, holding his cheek. “When you explain stuff to the kids, and I know Andrea is a young woman and Shawn a young man, but will you do it so they don’t feel stupid? Shawn wanted to crawl under the table this morning when you pointed out why the trees had to be cut down in a certain order.”   
 
    Sorrow filled Arthur’s face, “I didn’t mean to, I swear,” he gasped.  
 
    “I know,” Wendy whispered, dropping her hand from Arthur’s face to pat Nicole when she squirmed. “I’m just saying, watch how you explain things to them until they truly get to know you.” 
 
    Cradling Nicole in the crook of his left arm, Arthur nodded. “I will. If you see me not doing it, kick me,” he suggested. “Just not in the nuts.” 
 
    Stepping back and shaking her head, “Uh-ah,” Wendy refused. “I’m not having those kids mad at me.” 
 
    “Like that would happen,” Arthur scoffed, stepping over beside Wendy and putting his arm over her shoulders. Guiding her to the house, “The kids look at you like a saint,” Arthur stated.  
 
    Resting her head on Arthur’s shoulder while they walked, “Do you think Joseph is all right?” Wendy asked in a low voice.  
 
    “I pray,” Arthur answered, thinking about their son.  
 
    Reaching the back porch, they found all the kids were waiting on them. “I’m almost done,” Shawn stated proudly.  
 
    “Good man,” Arthur grinned, and Wendy walked out from under his arm.  
 
    Picking Ryan up out of one of the swings, “I thought you were little till seeing you next to Nicole,” Wendy cooed, and Ryan giggled.  
 
    “Yes, we have a two-month-old, a four-month-old, four six-month-olds, a seven-month-old, and two nine-month-olds,” Arthur chuckled, holding the back door open.  
 
    “Nicole is a little over three months now, babe,” Wendy said, walking in.  
 
    Letting out a gasp, Arthur looked down at Nicole to see her just looking up at him. “And I didn’t even get you anything,” Arthur cooed, and Nicole smiled.  
 
    Putting Ryan in a highchair, “Oh, I’m so glad Joseph was a boy,” Wendy mumbled as Arthur walked through the kitchen. Already hearing the kids moving to prepare lunch, Wendy started making up bottles for the other babies.  
 
    When she sat down at the table and started feeding Lucas, Arthur came in carrying notebooks and maps. “Ready?” he asked, sitting down and folding out a map.  
 
    “Wow,” Wendy said, looking at several drawings and then to the topographical map Arthur had spread out. Taking a deep breath, “Don’t tell me the ‘why’, just tell me ‘what’ we are doing,” Wendy sighed deeply.  
 
    Grabbing a bottle for Nicole, Arthur started going over his plans, and all the kids eased toward the table to listen. The kids over seven, picked up a younger one just to keep them quiet and were soon blown away at the projects Arthur told Wendy about.  
 
    “The man is a genius,” Shawn mumbled, holding his little sister Beth.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Asshole Hunting 
 
      
 
    It was after three when Arthur finished and handed off Nicole. Grabbing his gear, Arthur kissed Wendy and called for Donald and Daisy. When Arthur closed the door, Shawn stood up to help clear the table. “Where’s Arthur going?” Shawn asked. 
 
    “To get some supplies for our run into town tomorrow,” Wendy answered and Shawn froze. 
 
    “I can go with him,” Shawn offered.  
 
    “He wants us to keep working,” Wendy said, getting up. “Don’t worry, Arthur can take care of himself.”  
 
    “We know that,” Andrea chuckled, loading the dishwasher. “So does anyone else that’s close by. ‘Don’t mess with the Caravan Man’,” Andrea ended ominously. Every night they listened to the CB, and there was constant chatter about the Caravan Man.  
 
    “But I could watch his back,” Shawn protested.  
 
    “He knows, Shawn,” Wendy insisted, getting up. She carried a sleeping Lucas into the living room and placed him in his playpen. Walking back in, Wendy moved over and put her hands on Shawn’s shoulders, then hugged his neck.  
 
    “Shawn, Arthur can move faster without us. I shouldn’t have to tell you, but he was a bad boy,” Wendy chuckled. “Probably why I was drawn to him,” Wendy admitted. But what she wouldn’t tell the kids was the few times Arthur had left them before she got back, he’d hunted, and it hadn’t been wild game. He’d hunted trouble.  
 
    That first night back, he’d told Wendy what he wouldn’t say in front of the kids. Wendy had understood all but one time when Arthur had ‘scouted’ and taken Nicole with him. Leaving Nicole in the truck with Daisy, Arthur had crept up to a house where a group had been in near Russellville. It’d been one of the groups the two men he’d killed in the hardware store had told him about. Sneaking in, Arthur had shot the four men and two women and then strung them up beside the road. The three women and one kid the group had been holding, Arthur had told them to move the supplies the gang had gathered to a new location, and then he’d left.  
 
    The idea he’d left Nicole in the truck was what pissed Wendy off when he’d gone off hunting. But Arthur had told her he’d needed that road open, just in case they’d have to use it to get home. After Wendy had calmed down, she’d made Arthur promise not to do that again. 
 
    Knowing Arthur better than anyone, Wendy was amazed Arthur hadn’t become a major crime lord. 
 
    “You think he’ll take me sometime?” Shawn asked hopefully once Wendy stopped hugging him.  
 
    Pulling Shawn back into another hug, “Yes, but not until he thinks you’re ready,” Wendy explained. “He didn’t take me because I’m still not a hundred percent.”  
 
    Mollified by that, Shawn nodded. “Pops is the coolest person I’ve ever known.”  
 
    “Me, too,” Wendy laughed, letting Shawn go. “Tell you what, you can go with me tomorrow. We’re going to the hospital to get some medication.”  
 
    Everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at Wendy. “That’s where the sick people are,” Kirk gasped, and his little brothers nodded.  
 
    “No, baby. Nobody still alive is there,” Wendy corrected.  
 
    “Um, why the hospital?” Andrea asked.  
 
    “Like I said, need medicine,” Wendy repeated.  
 
    Giving a nod, “I’ll go with you,” Shawn grinned.  
 
    Giving Shawn a smile, “Have any of you noticed ants when you’ve gone out with Arthur?” Wendy asked.  
 
    “Not really,” Andrea finally said.  
 
    “I’ve noticed ant mounds in yards when we went through a neighborhood a few weeks back,” Shawn admitted. “But in all the stores and buildings we’ve been in, I’ve only seen a few.”  
 
    Shaking her head, “I think my husband is crazy,” Wendy said softly. “Let’s get back to work,” she told everyone and headed outside.   
 
    *** 
 
    It was late afternoon when Arthur parked on the side of a fire station in Russellville. He had passed a few cars and had seen several people outside of houses. What struck him as odd; he didn’t see any kids with the adult groups. He wasn’t stupid and knew not everyone would take care of stray kids. And just because someone didn’t have a kid didn’t mean they were a threat. A kid was a huge drain on resources. 
 
    Opening the driver’s door, Arthur climbed out. “Donald, Daisy,” he called softly, and the dogs scrambled over the front seat of the Blazer and jumped out, looking around.   
 
    Checking his AR, Arthur headed to the side door while giving a hard snort, already smelling the rotting bodies. “I hate this smell,” he mumbled, opening the door and nearly gagged up his balls when a wave of putrefaction washed over him. Even the dogs backed up shaking their heads while Arthur let the door go and stumbled back.  
 
    “Oh man, I better get some awesome mind-blowing sex for this,” Arthur panted, using his gloves to wipe the moisture from his eyes. “Never been near something with a stinky funk so bad my eyes watered.”  
 
    Taking a few deep breaths, Arthur pulled his shirt over his nose and grabbed the door. The dogs just looked up at Arthur when he just walked inside and held the door open. “Daisy, guard. Donald, heel. If anyone can live with this funk, they’re fucking tougher than me.”  
 
    Letting his AR hang at his side, Arthur pulled a flashlight off his belt and turned it on. Only one firetruck was inside and where the second truck should’ve been parked, Arthur saw the source of the funk. Bodies were wrapped in sheets running the length of the bay and laid neatly in three rows stacked four high.  
 
    Shining the light around, Arthur shook his head at a two-foot-wide stream of ants near the bodies, going under the roll-up doors. Trying not to breathe deep, he moved around the building and finally found the storeroom. In it, he spotted a line of rubber duffel bags with HAZMAT SUIT printed on the sides.  
 
    Almost running over, Arthur grabbed four and bolted out of the room. Donald took off after him, not understanding why Arthur was running. Bursting out the side door, Arthur dropped the bags and gasped for air while moving away from the door. “There’d better be whipped cream involved in the payback sex,” Arthur panted.  
 
    Trying to keep his lungs from inverting out of his mouth, Arthur moved over and opened one of the bags. “Just my motherfucking luck,” he cursed, kicking the bag when he didn’t see a closed circuit breathing mask or air tank.  
 
    Taking more deep breaths, Arthur headed back inside and found three. Running outside, he set them with the bags, checked them over and found all three tanks were full. Grumbling under his breath, “I’m already here,” Arthur headed back inside and grabbed med kits and supplies from the supply room.    
 
    When the back of the Blazer was packed, Arthur looked down at Daisy and saw her staring down the road. Following her gaze, Arthur gave a startle to see a black bear coming out of a house as the sun was setting. “Yeah, mankind is in for some ball-busting shit. Surviving the flu is just the beginning. In a few years, just going outside will prove a grave danger,” he nodded, noticing the house’s door had been ripped off.  
 
    “You guys want to kill some assholes?” Arthur asked, looking back at the dogs.  
 
    Both Rottweilers looked up at him panting, and Arthur swore they were smiling.  
 
    Opening the driver’s door, Arthur motioned and the dogs jumped inside. Climbing in and starting the Blazer, Arthur headed toward the hydroelectric dam as darkness settled over the land. Driving through the neighborhoods without his lights on, Arthur wasn’t shocked that he didn’t see lights from candles or lanterns anymore. People had learned fast, light brought trouble, so now blankets were hung over windows and at one house, someone had painted the windows. 
 
    “You’re still telling people someone’s there,” Arthur mumbled, turning off the road that led to the hydroelectric dam. Heading west upstream from the dam, Arthur rolled his window down while he crept along at ten miles an hour. With a clear sky and a half-moon, he had no trouble seeing. He just didn’t want to let people know a vehicle was driving around. The houses around him started getting larger, opulent, and more spaced out, but Arthur had been here before the virus and knew where he was heading.  
 
    Seeing a house set apart from the others and the front door wide open, Arthur turned into the driveway and then pulled onto the grass, circling around to the back. Turning the Blazer off, Arthur let it coast to a stop and heard faint music off in the distance. “Glad the idiots make it easy,” he said, opening his door.  
 
    Getting out, Arthur just glanced back at the dogs and they followed him out. Leaning back in, Arthur grabbed a small backpack and pulled it on. Checking the four AR magazines on his belt in dual holsters, Arthur let his AR hang after checking the suppressor before he pulled his 1911 out and press checked it. Seeing brass, he let the slide go and holstered the pistol before patting the mags for the pistol on his belt. “I’ve been waiting to kill that little cock-sucking bastard Dean,” Arthur grinned, easing his door closed. Just thinking of the evil sixteen-year-old that had tried to join them pissed him off. Using his keys, Arthur walked around and locked all the doors, just in case.  
 
    Heading into the trees behind the house, Arthur soon walked into another backyard before heading toward an upscale subdivision a quarter of a mile away. One of the doctors he’d worked with had a house there, and he and Wendy had been to several Christmas parties at it. But the actual house he was looking for was the largest house that sat on the bluff overlooking the dammed-up river.  
 
    Crossing a pipeline, Arthur walked through the backyard of the first house in the subdivision. Like he owned the planet, Arthur strolled through the backyard and into the front yard, then walked along the side of the road.  
 
    A woman stepped out of a house ahead and froze, seeing a shadow walking down the road with a large dog on each side. Then she noticed the fedora and gasped, “The Caravan Man! He’s real!” Slowly, the woman crouched down and almost took off running when the Caravan Man nodded toward her, but he kept on walking.  
 
    Still weak and recovering from Rudolph, a thin smile parted the woman’s dry, chapped lips, “Someone’s about to die,” she whispered. 
 
    Leaving the woman behind, Arthur crossed the road to walk on the right side, then moved deeper into the yards. Empty lots in this neighborhood cost six figures and that’s all they were; lots. Walking past the massive dark houses, Arthur just couldn’t see spending that kind of money to have neighbors so close, you could reach out and touch them.  
 
    Seeing movement ahead on the right, Arthur barely slowed when two small figures moved out of a house and crept toward him. The music in the distance was louder now and Arthur could hear the hum of a generator. Watching the two forms creep closer he stopped and Donald and Daisy sat down, watching the two kids get closer.  
 
    “Mr. Caravan Man,” one whispered. “You need to hide. There’s a bunch of bad guys up there.”  
 
    “That’s why I’m here,” Arthur replied in a normal tone, tilting his head toward them. “I cut through this yard, and the house they’re in will be only two hundred yards away.”  
 
    Able to see them now, Arthur saw both were young boys around twelve. “You know how many they have?” Arthur asked, and both boys shook their heads. “Why are you here so close to them?” 
 
    The one that had spoken pointed around at the houses. “They searched all these already so if you stay hidden during the day, you can search for food at night,” he answered, and Arthur gave a smile at the gall and reasoning the two showed, hiding right under the gang’s noses.    
 
    The brim of Arthur’s hat hid his eyes from the boys, but they both saw the small smile and each gave a shiver. “You boys may want to hide while I go pay them a visit to make them my bitches,” Arthur advised. “I’m sure they aren’t going to like it.”  
 
    How casually he’d said it stunned the boys, and both stared at him with gaping mouths. “I know there’s more than ten,” the other boy finally said, and Arthur saw his hair was a very deep black.  
 
    “Oh, good,” Arthur sighed with relief. “I hate making stops that don’t pay off.” 
 
    Very unsettled by Arthur’s lack of fear, the boys took a step back from him. “Go hide,” Arthur told them, tilting his head toward the house they’d snuck out from. Not waiting, Arthur walked around them and across the yard into the backyard of the next house, and was soon lost in the shadows.  
 
    The woman ran up to the two boys. “What did the Caravan Man say?” she asked.  
 
    “He’s paying that gang a visit to make them his bitches,” one answered. “And he’s not scared at all.”  
 
    The two boys told her what’d been said and she held out her hands to them. “We need to leave,” she told them.  
 
    “No way,” the other replied. “He told us to hide, so we’re hiding.”  
 
    Before the woman could move, the boys darted back inside the house. “I’m hiding on the other side of town,” she mumbled, and took off as fast as she could out of the subdivision.  
 
    Pausing at the corner of the house across the street, Arthur stared at the lit-up house with three massive four wheel drive trucks and two SUVs parked in the driveway and in the front yard. “Nice rides,” Arthur mumbled scanning around, and he wasn’t surprised not to see anyone standing guard. “Bullies never believe there are motherfuckers who’re worse and scarier than they are. Well, time for a lesson,” Arthur said, taking his left hand off the foregrip.  
 
    Reaching down, he patted both dogs while he scanned the windows, then turned toward the hum of the generators and saw two large ones sitting near the garage. From the generators, he saw streams of extension cords running into the house. “Either one of those generators would power that house, dumbasses,” he scoffed, shaking his head and grabbing the foregrip of his AR. “You’re too stupid to even wire them up to the house so you wouldn’t need extension cords.” 
 
    The front door opened, and the music got louder when a figure stepped out before closing the door, muffling the music again. Moving to the edge of the porch, the figure lit a cigarette and then unzipped his pants. From across the street, Arthur caught the whiff of marijuana and knew it had come from the brief time the door had been open.  
 
    “Smells like primo shit,” he huffed, and flipped his AR off safety. “Heel up, follow,” he commanded, and strolled away from the corner of the house with both dogs staying just behind him. Reaching the street, Arthur lifted the AR and put the red dot on the urinating figure’s head.  
 
    Squeezing the trigger, a muffled cough and sonic crack sounded off, but Arthur barely heard either over the muffled music. Urinating man jerked as the hollow point punched in at the bridge of his nose and the back of his head exploded, coating the brick exterior and front door. Like magic strings had been cut, he dropped off the porch and into the puddle he’d made.   
 
    Keeping the stock pulled to his shoulder, Arthur lowered the muzzle but kept his eyes on the house while he moved to the porch. Easing up to one of the windows, Arthur peeked inside. “Whoa,” he mumbled, seeing four men sitting around a coffee table with a mound of white powder in the center and the biggest bong he had ever seen sending out a thick column of smoke. “That damn bong could hold pounds. It would take two stoned bitches just to move the damn thing.”  
 
     The room was lit up by a lamp, and he saw a stereo next to the lamp with extension cords running through the living room, down the hall, and up the stairs. Pulling back and moving in front of the door, Arthur pointed behind him and Donald and Daisy moved just behind him.  
 
    Reaching out with his left hand, Arthur opened the door and slipped in while bringing his rifle up. A man in his forties sitting across from the others and facing the door was taking a hit off the bong and saw the figure walk in. His eyes barely grew in alarm before a hollow point punched into his face and blew out the back of his head. Blood and chunks of brain covered the wall.  
 
    Before the body even moved to fall over, Arthur was shifting his aim while squeezing the trigger and watched a young man jerk when his head exploded. The last two stared transfixed for a brief second when their buddies’ heads had just exploded, spraying the walls with blood and gore. Neither had a chance to turn before joining their buddies at the great bong party in the afterlife.  
 
    Moving past the dead quartet and through the thick haze of smoke, Arthur had a serious case of munchies hit him. For some strange reason, he craved Taco Bell and wanted the entire menu while he moved through the living room and saw the extension cords entered the house through the kitchen, and there wasn’t anyone there. Seeing a door to the backyard, Arthur cursed himself for not circling the house before entering.  
 
    Approaching the open French doors, Arthur saw two men holding down a woman on the rear patio while another raped her. Stopping at the door, Arthur squeezed off three rapid shots and all three bodies fell onto the woman. Scanning around outside and not seeing any more people, he eased outside and kicked the body covering the woman’s face.  
 
    The woman looked up at the shadowy figure in terror. “Don’t scream. I’m hungry as fuck and in a really bad fucking mood because Taco Bell is closed,” Arthur warned, and the woman snapped her mouth shut. “How many fuckwads inside?”  
 
    Wiping the blood and brain matter off her face, the woman closed her eyes thinking. “Thirteen” she finally said.  
 
    “Suck my ass,” Arthur snapped, knowing there should’ve been more gang members in the house. Almost tasting a burrito supreme, he spun around to head back inside. “If I was you, I’d stay there,” he advised.  
 
    Squirming out from under her rapist, the woman laid prone and watched Arthur enter the house with Donald and Daisy behind him. Just the way Arthur moved with utter confidence and attitude, the woman had no doubt that he wasn’t afraid of those inside. 
 
    Moving through the living room and into the hall, Arthur saw extension cords entering two rooms, one on each side of the hall. Reaching the first room, he saw two young men playing a video game and a young woman sitting on the couch with them smoking a joint bigger than a cigar that would’ve made Cheech and Chong envious. Lifting the rifle, Arthur squeezed the trigger while walking into the room and the woman froze when blood, brain, and bone splattered over her. But she never stopped her toke on the massive doobie.  
 
    Seeing the woman had a pistol on her hip, Arthur squeezed the trigger when the woman finally stopped her toke and the fat one fell from the woman’s hand. She jerked as the back of her head blew out when a hollow point punched through her left eye.  
 
    Scanning the room quickly, Arthur saw two women and a young boy tied up in the corner. Lifting a gloved finger to his lips, telling them to be quiet, Arthur turned around after one of the women had nodded. Entering the hallway, Arthur froze when the stereo went quiet. Before he could wonder why, the next song kicked in with a guitar riff being played.  
 
    “Good album,” Arthur mumbled, hearing the crack of billiard balls from the room across the hall where more extension cords ran in to. Knowing the song, Arthur waited a few seconds until electric guitars kicked in and then he moved toward the door. His brain registered bodies around the pool table and two naked figures curled up in a ball in the left-back corner. 
 
    Seeing a man leaning over the pool table and preparing to shoot, Arthur shot first, covering the green felt with carnage. Shifting his aim, Arthur saw the two men and one woman holding pool cues all jump, looking at the dead pool shark.  
 
    Squeezing the trigger, the woman, already dead on her feet, started to drop when Arthur shot the man next to her. Moving his aim, he saw the last man dropping his cue stick and reaching for his waist. The back of his head exploded before his hand even touched his pistol. Scanning the left side of the room, Arthur felt Donald dart off to the right and swung his rifle to see another woman sitting on a barstool in the corner.  
 
    Holding her hands out in front of her in a pleading gesture, the woman cringed when Donald leapt up. His body hit her chest and his mouth clamped on her throat. When the woman fell, Arthur saw a pistol on her hip and a rifle next to the barstool.  
 
    Letting Donald handle her for now, Arthur swung his aim back across the room. Seeing that the two figures curled up were young teenage girls, Arthur cleared the rest of the room. Not finding any more threats, he held a finger to his lips when he looked at the two young women, who were just staring at him like an apparition.    
 
    Turning around, he found Donald standing over the woman with blood dripping from his mouth while she grasped weakly at the gaping hole in her neck. Seeing Donald had ripped most of the woman’s throat out, Arthur calmly lowered his AR and aiming with one hand, punched a hole between the woman’s eyes.  
 
    Easing back to the two girls, Arthur kept his AR pointed at the door while the dogs followed him. “Are there any dirty fucks in the basement?” he asked, then cut his eyes to the two teens.   
 
    One slowly shook her head. “That’s where they tie us up at.”  
 
    Changing magazines in his rifle, “I’m almost done, stay here,” Arthur said, walking out.  
 
    With the bong still going like a volcano and entering the smoky hall, Arthur cleared the rest of the rooms, even though there were no extension cords running to them. With the first floor secure, Arthur turned the lamp off in the living room before he aimed up the stairs and paused. He waited until the next song started, then eased up the stairs.  
 
    Following three extension cords upstairs, Arthur grumbled to see the cords going into three different rooms. “I’m so fucking hungry,” Arthur snarled, feeling his stomach grumble while he eased to the first door. Cracking it open, the smell of burnt flesh competed with the thick aroma of marijuana and he heard a muffled scream. When he scanned the room, he was able to see what the open door revealed.  
 
    A large bed was in the room and a young woman was tied-up spread eagle, and a man and woman were laughing. Each was holding a lighter to the woman’s skin. The laughter froze in each one’s throat when Arthur squeezed the trigger twice rapidly.  
 
    Both fell over the woman and Arthur swung his aim, clearing the rest of the room. Stepping inside, Arthur dropped his magazine and slapped in a new one. “I’ll untie you in a second,” he told the woman and headed out the door, grabbing the magazine he’d dropped.  
 
    Entering the next room, he found two women torturing a young boy tied to a bed. The boy screamed into his gag when the women’s heads exploded, and Arthur moved into the room, not seeing any more threats. Spotting a door in the back corner, Arthur kept his aim at it while he moved to the bed and the boy continued to scream into his gag. “Shut up,” Arthur snapped and the boy stopped, realizing Arthur wasn’t there to hurt him. 
 
    “Anyone in there?” Arthur motioned to the door and the boy nodded.    
 
    Moving to the door and pushing it open, Arthur found a woman snorting powder off a bathroom counter by candlelight. She never saw the figure that ended her life. Clearing the bathroom, Arthur stepped back out into the room and heard the last song of the album end. “Hope they have that thing hooked to an iPod,” he mumbled, and Daisy gave a snort beside him.  
 
    “Shit, I’ve never smelt this much dope. Not even at that Grateful Dead concert, but this is some great shit,” Arthur told Daisy. “I could eat a dozen burrito supremes right now without batting an eyelash.”   
 
    Waiting a few seconds with no more music starting, Arthur gave a sigh and entered the hall. There were two more doors, but only one had an extension cord running under the door.  
 
    Following the extension cord, Arthur eased the door open and saw a man and woman in the bed getting their freak nasty on. Sweeping the room and not seeing doors or anyone else, “Donald, Daisy attack,” Arthur snapped, spinning around and moving quickly to the last door.  
 
    The man and woman screamed when the two Rottweilers leapt up on the bed. Donald grabbed the woman by the back of the neck while Daisy latched onto the man’s throat.  
 
    Pushing the last door open, Arthur saw a man getting out of a bed and grabbing a pistol off a bedside table. Before his red dot reached the man’s face, Arthur squeezed the trigger twice to hit the man in the chest, making him stumble back and drop the pistol. Seeing two naked female bodies in the bed, Arthur swept his aim over, scanning the room while the man clawed at his chest.  
 
    With the left side cleared, Arthur swept back over the bed and when his aim passed over the man, he squeezed the trigger to punch a hole in the man’s forehead. Seeing the two naked females clutching each other, he eased past them toward a door in the corner. “Move and you will die,” Arthur warned, pushing the door open but finding just an empty bathroom.  
 
    Turning around Arthur moved back to the bed, aiming at the two. “Show me your wrists now,” he commanded and slowly, the two held out their arms and he saw rope burns on their wrists. “Get up and untie the others,” he said, heading for the hall.  
 
    Returning to Donald and Daisy, Arthur found them sitting on the bed over two dead bodies. “Good girl, good boy. Now, heel up,” Arthur snapped.  
 
    They leapt off the bed and Arthur stomped downstairs. Heading for the coffee table, he grabbed the heavy bong with smoke still pouring out and headed for the back door, struggling to carry the weight. “Why in the hell would you want to smoke dope when Taco Bell is closed?” he barked and tossed the bong out the back door. The bong crashed past the woman still lying prone.  
 
    “You can get up,” Arthur told her and slowly, she stood up. “This isn’t all of them. Where the fuck is Dean? I want to rip that little bastard’s lungs out his ass!” 
 
    Covering her breasts with one arm, the woman covered her crotch with the other. “He left with the others for Little Rock this morning,” the woman told him in a soft voice.  
 
    “That little cocksucker,” Arthur snapped and kicked a lawn chair over. “Get dressed, and I would advise loading as much shit as you can here with the others, and leaving before that little bitch comes back.”  
 
    The woman darted past when Arthur turned around and walked through the house, back to the front door. “Holy shit, I’ve never been this hungry! I’m willing to eat a rotting water buffalo’s ass!” he cried out, stepping on the front porch. Taking off his backpack, Arthur pulled out a roll of bailing wire.  
 
    A rocking swing was in the front yard and he unhooked it from the metal bar, then pulled out his multi-tool. Cutting four six-foot strands of wire, Arthur wrapped one end around the bar and then put a cinch noose in the other.  
 
    Moving to the porch, Arthur wrapped wire around the three white columns and then put cinches in them. When he walked inside, he saw two more women and a young teenaged boy he hadn’t seen moving through the house. They were standing with the others and getting dressed. “Anyone know when that little fucker Dean’s coming back?” he asked, grabbing one of the dead bodies in the living room.  
 
    “A few days,” one answered while Arthur pulled the body outside.  
 
    As Arthur pulled bodies out, the prisoners loaded up the pickup trucks. When the trucks were loaded, the group turned to see Arthur hanging a sign off one of the bodies on the columns. ‘The Caravan Man was here and will be back’, the sign read. They all turned to see four bodies hanging from the frame of the swing and another sign was hanging from one of the bodies. ‘Dean, the Caravan Man is coming for you. You can’t hide forever’, the sign read.  
 
    “I’m glad he hates that evil little shit as much as I do,” one of the women said, watching Arthur walk off the porch. They were all grateful, but seeing his cold attitude and the fact he was livid and spewing a stream of curse words because he was hungry, none asked if they could go with him.  
 
    “Don’t stay close,” Arthur warned, walking past them.  
 
    “Thank you,” one of the young boys called out.  
 
    “I would kill somebody or anything for a Taco Bell Grande!” Arthur shouted, then added more profanity, then paused and glanced at the boy who’d spoken. “You’re welcome.”  
 
    As Arthur walked across the road and disappeared into the shadow of the house across the street, the group quickly piled into the trucks and cranked them up. When Arthur reached the house the two boys had snuck out of, the trucks sped down the street to leave the subdivision.  
 
    Stopping in the front yard, Arthur turned toward the house. “Boys, you need to leave this area. I’m sure they’ll search the houses around here now.”  
 
    Two shadows walked out of the door, heading for Arthur. “They left?” the black-haired boy asked in awe. 
 
    “Pfft, right,” Arthur scoffed. “No, that was the prisoners they had. The slimy butt munchers that were there are dead, but I missed the sorry little shit I was after,” Arthur spat. He came to a stop; realizing one of the boys was carrying an infant that they didn’t have the first time.   
 
    “Wow,” the other boy gasped while Arthur took his hat off and wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his glove. “You really don’t like Dean.”  
 
    Nodding and figuring the baby looked around six months, “Yeah, I love kids, but I’m going to make that little ass-wipe play my rusty trombone before I remove his lungs out of his ass with a spoon,” Arthur confessed, putting his hat back on.  
 
    “You want him to play your trombone?” one asked clearly confused. “Is it broke?”  
 
    Letting out a sigh, “No. I’m going to pour syrup over my asshole after I take a greasy shit and make that little bitch suck my ass as he reaches around to jack me off,” Arthur corrected, and both boys jumped back with disgusted faces once they understood where the ‘trombone’ came in. “Get out of the area,” Arthur told them, and started walking off.  
 
    The two looked at each other for a brief second, then took off after Arthur. “Mr. Caravan Man, can we come with you? We’ve seen you getting bricks from that store and you had kids with you,” the black-haired boy begged, adjusting the baby he was carrying.  
 
    “Please?” the other whimpered as they walked beside him, but not too close because of the two blood-covered dogs.  
 
    “Boys, it’s not a free ride. My kids work and have to learn. My wife is the boss and I’m second in command. What we say goes,” Arthur told them. “I’ve seen others around here. Why didn’t you go with that woman?” 
 
    “She’s more of a scaredy-cat than us,” the black-haired boy told him. “Please, it’s hard finding baby food for Allen.”   
 
    Letting out a soft sigh, “Get behind the dogs and be quiet,” Arthur told them, and they both grinned before moving behind him.  
 
    It was almost midnight when Arthur walked into the house, heading straight for his bedroom. “Sit,” he told the boys, pointing at the kitchen table and taking the sleeping baby. Walking into his room, Arthur saw Wendy sitting up in bed and reading. Jo Ann, Sally, Robin, and Noah were in the bed asleep, but Wendy looked up from her book and gave a startle to see the blood covering Arthur’s clothes.  
 
    “You okay?” she asked putting down her book, and Arthur walked past the row of baby cribs and handed her a new baby before he headed to the bathroom.  
 
    “Yes, Donald and Daisy are outside. I had to hose them down and they’re still wet. There’re two boys I found at the kitchen table,” Arthur told her, and stopped at the bathroom door. Wendy gave another startle, smelling the pungent odor of marijuana. “Will you please fix some food? I’ll forgo the sex payment if you make any Mexican entrée. You fix me a few burrito supremes, I’ll get you some moon rocks.”  
 
    Laughing while she got out of bed carefully, “Get cleaned up and I’ll see what I can do,” Wendy grinned, putting the baby on the bed and surrounding him with pillows. “That’s some potent shit,” she noted as Arthur walked in the bathroom.  
 
    “I was all for legalizing marijuana, but not that shit. I walked in that house and the first thing I wanted to do was look for food,” Arthur confessed before shutting the door.  
 
    Walking into the kitchen, Wendy smiled at the two boys. “Welcome,” she told them and saw both relax, giving big sighs of relief.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Holy shit, Ants! 
 
      
 
    Feeling Nicole move on his chest, Arthur cracked his right eye open to find her chewing on her fist. “Already?” Arthur yawned, reaching over to the bedside table.  
 
    “She’s been awake for a half an hour, just laying contently on your chest,” Wendy said beside him.  
 
    When his hand felt a bottle, Arthur grabbed it while he turned and saw Wendy sitting up in bed, feeding a baby a bottle. Blinking his eyes and staring at the baby for a few seconds, Arthur thought it was Lucas. Dropping his gaze to the line of kids between them, “I swear, Jo Ann and Sally are MMA fighters,” Arthur declared, pushing his body up until he could lean back against the headboard. “I thought Robin was bad, but one actually crawled under me last night.”  
 
    Glancing over at Arthur, “That’s Jo Ann beside you,” Wendy told him.  
 
    “I don’t know if it was her. They’re both wearing the same thing,” Arthur huffed while he fed Nicole her bottle.  
 
    Taking the empty bottle from Lucas, Wendy put him on her chest before patting his back. “Arthur, did you check on the pastor’s dogs? If they’re there, we should get ‘em.” 
 
    Nodding as he yawned again, “Yeah, I checked on everyone’s house that we know and lives close. The only reason I left the pastor’s Rotts was his truck wasn’t there. I fed what animals I could, except the Werner farm. I just let the chickens out.”  
 
    Slowly, Wendy turned to Arthur in shock. “You let thirty thousand chickens out?” 
 
    “Be damned if I was bringing them here, and I bet half were already dead. Their chickens didn’t fare as well as ours did against the flu,” Arthur told her. “How does the new baby look?”  
 
    “Actually pretty well for two twelve-year-old boys tending it. He’s a little thin and has a bad diaper rash,” Wendy told him. When Lucas let out a small burp, Wendy stopped patting his back and rubbed it. “Good boy,” she said softly.  
 
    “That was a pussy burp,” Arthur huffed.  
 
    “Arthur!” Wendy snapped coldly. “Keep on, and if one of the little ones repeat your words, you’ll get the same thing you got when Joseph did it.”  
 
    Looking down at Nicole contently suckling her bottle, “That was a good punch,” Arthur smiled at Nicole, and she smiled around the bottle nipple. “Thank you for the burritos last night. Sorry I didn’t help examine the kids, I was starving.”  
 
    Remembering Arthur shoving the first two burritos she’d made for him in his mouth and then licking his plate, Wendy couldn’t help but chuckle. “You were scaring our newest kids,” Wendy told him. “How many buttheads did you get last night?” 
 
    “Sixteen, but not the one I wanted.”  
 
    Letting out a sigh, “Arthur, Dean is a sixteen-year-old boy. Let it go,” Wendy advised.  
 
    “Huh,” Arthur huffed. “He’s Satan’s spawn trying to infiltrate us. I’m bringing syrup and he’s playing my rusty trombone after I take a greasy shit, then I’ll remove his lungs via his ass.” 
 
    A light knock sounded and they looked toward their open door to see Shawn knocking on the door jam. “Um, there’s two boys sleeping on the couch.” He blinked his eyes rapidly and then glanced around at the baby cribs, then back at the bed, seeing a new baby.  
 
    “Yeah, they joined up last night,” Arthur told him, taking the empty bottle from Nicole. Putting Nicole on his shoulder, Arthur gave a chuckle at Nicole as she furrowed her brows like she wanted more. “Wake them up and take them upstairs to the showers. Find someone who’s close to their size and let them borrow some clothes. We have a full day of shopping, so we’ll stop and grab them some stuff.”  
 
    A thousand questions were on Shawn’s mind when Wendy spoke, “The boy with black hair is Lewis. The other one is Jerry and they’re both twelve. The baby is Allen and he was Jerry’s neighbor.”  
 
    “Okay,” Shawn nodded slowly before turning and walking away, wondering what happened last night.  
 
    A loud burp sounded and Wendy couldn’t help but giggle as she glanced over at Nicole on Arthur’s shoulder. Even at three months, Nicole could still wear newborn clothes, but she was healthy. Nicole’s mom hadn’t even been five feet tall and her dad had barely been five four. Unless there were lost genes in her DNA, Wendy knew Nicole was going to be tiny. “Okay, she does burp better than any baby I’ve ever heard,” Wendy admitted.  
 
    Getting out of the bed, Arthur laid Nicole in his spot before he moved to the closet to pull out clothes. “I’ll feed Pam breakfast. You can feed Ryan. When he gets older, that’s one kid I’m not having a farting contest with,” Arthur told Wendy.  
 
    Shaking her head as she got out of bed, “Ryan’s going to be the size of a linebacker,” Wendy laughed, putting a sleeping Lucas in his crib. Moving back to the bed, she shook the other kids awake.  
 
    “I’ve warned you about shaking Robin awake,” Arthur remarked getting dressed and true to form, Robin woke up grumpy and swatting at Wendy’s hands. “Robin, you hit her and I’ll punt you like a football,” Arthur warned. Robin glared at him and started mouthing gibberish.   
 
    Rolling her eyes, “Arthur, don’t antagonize,” Wendy moaned.  
 
    “Oh, I wasn’t. I spanked her butt when she bit Vicki, and I’ll spank her butt if she hits you,” Arthur declared while he returned Robin’s glare. “Keep your pull-ups on and I’ll carry you to the kitchen,” Arthur offered.  
 
    Hearing ‘carry’, Robin let out a squeal and jumped up, holding out her hands. Putting the baby sling on, Arthur loaded Nicole in and picked up Robin, setting her on his right hip. He turned back to the bed and saw Noah looking at him with a wanting stare. “You keep your clothes on, I’ll carry you anywhere,” Arthur said and Noah jumped up, running across the bed. Moving Nicole to the center, Arthur picked him up and set Noah on his left hip.  
 
    “Robin will grow out of that,” Wendy laughed, getting dressed.  
 
    “I’ll believe it when I see it. I think she’s going to be a perpetual nudist,” Arthur mumbled, walking out.  
 
    “What’s a nudist?” Jo Ann asked, stretching.  
 
    “Someone who doesn’t wear clothes,” Wendy answered, helping the twins out of the bed.  
 
    Nodding emphatically, “That’s Robin,” Sally stated, then turned back to the bed. “Where’s Jim and Beth? They were here last night.”  
 
    “Shawn came and carried them upstairs after they went to sleep,” Wendy said, laying out some clothes for them.  
 
    Jo Ann and Sally looked at each other and then turned to Wendy. “You want us to sleep upstairs?” they asked in a worried tone.  
 
    Leaning over, Wendy hugged both of them tight. “You can sleep with us as long as you want,” Wendy assured them.  
 
    Blinking the sleep from her eyes Sally stopped, looking at a new baby. “Um,” she said, pointing at the new baby and Wendy explained. 
 
    After dressing, they took Ryan out of his crib and Allen from the bed, but left Lucas and the other babies because they were still sleeping. They walked into the kitchen to see everyone up, with some working on breakfast and others setting the table. Walking over with Ryan on her hip, “Pops, will you put Ryan in his chair? It’s too tall for me,” Jo Ann asked.  
 
    With Noah and Robin sitting in the chair beside him, Arthur leaned over to take Ryan and put him in his highchair. “As long as I don’t have to change him,” Arthur stated.  
 
    “Wait till he eats green beans and bananas,” Sally warned, looking around and trying to figure out how she could help. “It stinks and sticks to everything.”  
 
    When Wendy walked in, Arthur turned to face her. “Green beans and bananas are banned from the house until Ryan is potty trained,” he announced. Wendy and everyone laughed while they worked.  
 
    After breakfast, Shawn moved over to explain the routine to Lewis and Jerry.  
 
    True to form, Vicki came down and assumed care of the newest baby without missing a beat after giving him a thorough inspection.  
 
    Grabbing his AR and glancing down to see Nicole asleep, Arthur headed for the door. Stepping outside, he saw all four dogs sitting in a line and looking at Kong. “Don’t fuck with the cat,” Arthur warned, heading to the line of UTVs.  
 
    “He’s not kidding. That goes for everyone,” Shawn told the new boys.  
 
    After morning chores, everyone got what they would need and Arthur walked around to check on all the kids who were carrying weapons. Jerry and Lewis looked at the kids carrying ARs, knowing they were already older than the twins, Pat, and two others. “You have to earn the privilege of carrying a weapon around the family, but we’ll all help,” Shawn told them as everyone loaded up on the UTVs.  
 
    Heading to the Wright farm where all the vehicles and trailers were parked, “Wendy, load the kids up in the first MRAP,” Arthur called out, and the kids looked around at each other with wide grins. The 6x6 MRAPs and Strykers, Arthur had taken both from the checkpoint on the interstate. They had all been inside them, but Arthur had never taken them back out.  
 
    “Vicki, set up a playpen in the back,” Wendy said, opening the door and tossing in her backpack. There were already car seats strapped onto the bench seats and Wendy moved to the back to start strapping babies in. Since an MRAP was never designed to equip a car seat, Arthur had used a welder to add attachment points for safety straps.   
 
    Turning to look at the empty car seats since Arthur had put in more than they’d had babies for, he’d just told her they would have extra just in case. Wendy let out a sigh, wanting all the babies in the MRAP. “She’ll just cry if you take her away from Pops for very long,” Vicki told Wendy, having already put Allen in a car seat. Wendy just nodded, having experienced that many times and again yesterday after Arthur had left.  
 
    Everyone had tried to console Nicole after Arthur had left until Vicki had walked in, carrying a sopping wet Robin after getting her out of the swimming pool. No clothes on, of course, just a wet Robin. “That’s an Arthur cry,” Vicki had told Wendy, walking through the kitchen and heading to the master bathroom to get a towel to dry Robin. “Only Pops can make her stop, so just lay her down and let her cry herself to sleep.”  
 
    Wendy had watched the ten-year-old Vicki march into hers and Arthur’s room and really thought Vicki was much older. That had only solidified Vicki’s nickname, ‘Little Momma’ in Wendy’s mind.  
 
    Checking on the little kids while she moved to the front, Wendy found the twins sitting in the passenger seat with wide grins. “Don’t pull the trigger because the gun is loaded,” Wendy told them as they looked at the remote firing station that controlled the fifty-caliber machine gun on the roof.  
 
    “I thought we had to flip this safety switch to shoot the gun?” Jo Ann pointed at a covered switch.  
 
    “You do. But never trust a safety, remember?” Wendy asked, raising her eyebrows.  
 
    Both nodded, still looking at the fire control station and Wendy leaned over, turning it on and the screen came to life. Looking out the window, she saw Shawn hooking up the gooseneck trailer to the dually. Other kids were moving around and getting in Arthur’s SUV which pulled a trailer or Andrea’s truck also pulling a trailer.  
 
    “We ready back there, Little Momma?” Wendy asked. 
 
    “Ready,” Vicki answered and then shouted, “Robin! Leave your clothes on or you’ll stay here by yourself!” 
 
    Cranking up the engine, Wendy turned around to see Robin sitting back down, looking at Vicki with fear. “Vicki scares me,” Sally whispered, and Jo Ann nodded.  
 
    “Me too,” Wendy mumbled, turning back to the window and saw Arthur letting Donald and Daisy into the cargo area of the SUV. Seeing she had a full tank, Wendy grabbed the steering wheel.  
 
    “I wish we would’ve had this to ride in from Florida,” Jo Ann laughed, patting the dash of the MRAP.  
 
     “I’m in the lead, with Andrea next, and then Wendy. Shawn, you have our backs, so keep a sharp eye out,” Arthur called over the radio as he shut the driver’s door.  
 
    “Copy,” Wendy answered, followed by Andrea and Shawn.  
 
    Pulling out, Arthur glanced over at Kirk in the passenger seat and smiled. Glancing in the side mirror and seeing the caravan following, Arthur picked up speed before setting the cruise at forty. They actually saw two cars driving before they reached Russellville and over a dozen groups of people. Many acted scared because they knew who it was but waved anyways. Several took off running at the sight of the SUV leading the caravan, now traveling with the massive MRAP.   
 
    Over an hour later and one bottle for Nicole, Arthur pulled off the main road in front of the hospital to the side road, but didn’t pull into the parking lot. He just stopped on the road. “Keep an eye out, Kirk,” Arthur said, opening his door. “If you want, you can open the sunroof and stand up to look around or get out,” he offered.  
 
    “I’ll stand up,” Kirk cheered, reaching up and pressing the button to open the sunroof.  
 
    Getting out, Arthur walked to the back of the SUV and was proud to see the kids cradling their weapons while they scanned around. “Shit, it smells,” Andrea gagged out, walking up behind Arthur as he let Donald and Daisy out.  
 
    “The building is full of dead bodies, not to mention the stack outside the ER door,” Arthur commented, pulling out two of the rubber cases.  
 
    “What’s that?” Andrea asked. 
 
    “HAZMAT suits,” Arthur replied, unzipping the cases.  
 
    “Yeah, Pops, I can read,” Andrea chuckled. “Not those. That.” 
 
    Arthur glanced up to see Andrea pointing at a metal trunk in his trailer. “An airtight box with a vacuum pump connected,” Arthur told her as Wendy walked up with Shawn.  
 
    “Shawn, watch how Wendy puts hers on,” Arthur said, moving to his trailer and pulling out a backpack bug sprayer. Pumping the handle to pressurize the tank, Arthur walked around the line of vehicles spraying a line of fluid on the ground while circling the caravan. Then, he sprayed the wheels of each vehicle.  
 
    “You know how to wear those?” Andrea asked, watching Arthur.  
 
    “Yes. As nurses, we had to be prepared for hazardous response after 9/11,” Wendy answered, pulling on heavy rubber booties.  
 
    “Leave your ARs,” Arthur said, walking back and putting the sprayer back in the trailer.  
 
    Pushing her arms in the suit, “You’re going a little overboard, aren’t you?” Wendy chastised.  
 
    “Wendy, we’ve worked here,” Arthur snapped. “You know that’s not vines running up those walls,” he pointed at the hospital.  
 
    Everyone turned to look through the cloud of flies and saw black tentacle-like lines going up the brick wall to the windows. Some windows had several tentacles to the ground. “That’s not vines?” Andrea whispered.  
 
    “No. Ants,” Arthur sang out. “Look at the parking lot near the stack of bodies. That’s not an oil spill.”  
 
    “Fuck me,” Shawn gasped.  
 
    Out of reflex, Wendy reached out and popped Shawn’s arm as she turned to Arthur. “Don’t,” Arthur warned, knowing he was next. “He used it in the proper context and selected his words to convey his connotation very eloquently.”  
 
    Thinking about it, Wendy nodded. “Remember, we have little ears around,” Wendy finally offered while Arthur pulled out a roll of duct tape.  
 
    Ripping a length of tape off the roll, “Don’t open your suit for any reason,” Arthur advised. 
 
    “How do I get to my pistol?” Shawn asked, watching Arthur wrap tape around the top of Wendy’s bootie.  
 
    “I’ll put a belt with a holster on both of you, but you won’t need it,” Arthur assured them. “You’re only taking two duffel bags, so no more than you can stuff in those, understood?” 
 
    “Arthur, dead bodies don’t pose that big a health risk since we’ve been exposed to the virus. Yes, there’re ants, but come on,” Wendy said as he sealed the other bootie off with tape.  
 
    After Wendy pulled on the rubber gloves, Arthur wrapped tape around the cuffs, sealing them off. “If you fall in there without these suits, I’m sure you would receive tens of thousands of ant bites in seconds. I’ll be surprised if both of you aren’t covered before you reach the pharmacy.” 
 
    Glancing at the building, “Arthur, I’ve been stung by fire ants, I’m not allergic,” Wendy told him. 
 
    “Neither am I,” Shawn said.   
 
    Moving over to Shawn and sealing his suit up with tape, “Anybody is allergic with enough stings. Look at the small dirt area near the road. You know that used to be grass. It’s now one big ass ant mound,” he told them. “I’ll go in if you want,” he offered.  
 
    “Screw that,” Wendy huffed. “I know your ass. You’d get enough medicine for one month.”  
 
    Glancing over at Wendy with a grin, Arthur pushed the front of his fedora up. “You’re right, I would.”  
 
    “I’ll go,” Wendy laughed, then stopped when she saw Donald and Daisy weren’t walking over the line of poison Arthur had sprayed around the vehicles. “In and out, Shawn.”  
 
    “I don’t want to stay any longer than I have to,” Shawn assured her.  
 
    After pulling on the breathing masks, they pulled the straps tight to seal them to their faces before pulling the rubber hood over their heads, and Arthur turned the tanks on. Using the tape, Arthur taped the seam of the hood to their suits. When he was done, Arthur tossed the empty roll of tape away.  
 
    “You used a whole roll of tape?” Andrea mumbled, but was looking along the brick wall and could see an ant mound that ran along the entire edge. “It’s barely been three months.”  
 
    “With millions of dead bodies,” Arthur said, buckling a belt around Wendy that had a 1911 in a holster before putting one on Shawn. “In this case, I’m sure there’re over a thousand dead bodies inside. Just using rounded numbers, that’s seventy-five tons of food for ants. Large food supply, insects can respond very fast. One colony can produce a hundred thousand eggs a day if there’s an adequate food supply. Again, that’s very conservative numbers. You would be hard-pressed to find a colony now with less than a million strong.” 
 
    Hearing the numbers, many were ready to head back home as Arthur turned to Wendy and Shawn. He looked each one in the eyes, “You only have enough air to last one hour.”  
 
    “We’ll be back in fifteen,” Wendy replied, reminding herself this was her idea. Otherwise, she was going to kill Arthur if he didn’t quit bouncing around. Arthur put a harness on each of their heads that had small flashlights mounted on each side. When Arthur turned them on, Wendy nodded and turned around. 
 
    Reaching into the back of Arthur’s SUV, Wendy grabbed the powered wedge that Arthur called his ‘key’. “I’ll carry that,” Shawn said, taking it. 
 
    Letting Shawn carry it, Wendy headed to the door. When she stepped over the line of poison she started itching, but only saw a few scattered ants in the parking lot, until she looked over at the bodies stacked outside. Nearing the steps, Wendy controlled her breathing while seeing many more ants, but they just ambled around.  
 
    “At least the masks help with the smell,” Shawn said behind her.  
 
    Walking in the door, she saw bloated bodies on stretchers lining the hallway. Moving deeper into the hospital, the light from the windows didn’t reach them, and they were very thankful for the flashlights on their heads. “How can he think of all this shit?” Wendy mumbled, passing a bloated body on the floor that was covered with ants.  
 
    Fighting off a shiver, Wendy opened a door to a stairwell and headed down. “The pharmacy is to the right, down the hallway,” she told Shawn who just nodded. Everywhere he looked, the flashlights lit up the area, and ants were everywhere.  
 
    Reaching the bottom of the stairwell, Wendy slowly opened the door and stepped into the hallway. “Fuck me,” she gasped, looking down the hallway. Ten feet away, bodies were stacked several high on each side, but the floor was a solid carpet of ants. The carpet extended down the hallway as far as their lights shined, and they couldn’t see any tile on the floor.  
 
    Staring at the thick, living carpet, “Yep, fuck me,” Shawn agreed, smacking his lips and trying to get his dry mouth wet.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Wendy stepped forward and bumped into a small cart. She let out a cry when a large rat darted away from under the cart. The rat hit the carpet of ants and tried bouncing along. Fifteen feet into the living carpet, the rat started squealing and bouncing around in a circle while the ants covered it. Watching in horror, Wendy saw the long fleshy tail of the rat turn black as ants engulfed it.  
 
    Giving a last jump, the rat just decided to run and bounced from side to side off the stacks of ant-covered bodies. Thirty feet away, the rat just spun in a circle and they watched a living mound form over the rat’s body. “Let’s get the shit and get the fuck out of here,” Shawn panted.  
 
    “We’re sealed up, so don’t run any risk of tearing the suit,” Wendy advised, and Shawn could only nod with his dry tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.  
 
    Reaching back, Wendy held out her hand and Shawn grabbed it with his left hand, carrying the ‘key’ with his right. Taking a deep breath, Wendy moved ahead and cringed when her foot came down on the carpet. She could hear and also feel the crunch of thousands of insect bodies under her foot.   
 
    Moving down the hall in a normal walk, Wendy refused to look down at her legs. She glanced over at the stack of bodies lining each side of the hallway and saw the shiny white of a skull where the ants had already eaten away the flesh.  
 
    Keeping her eyes forward, Wendy fought the urge to run. Afraid if she fell, the suit might tear or pull the taped seams apart. Hearing Shawn gasp behind her and squeeze her hand hard, “Don’t look down at your legs,” she snapped.  
 
    “Our blue boots are black!” Shawn cried out.  
 
    “We’re safe, just don’t move fast and pull the tape off,” Wendy told him, and felt Shawn’s grip relax.  
 
    Rounding the corner Wendy wanted to scream, seeing the bodies stacked on each side of the hallway were taller now and the carpet of ants thicker. “That’s the pharmacy,” she pointed to a door on the right side of the hall next to a window with a teller drawer.  
 
    “Careful with the wedge because the tongs can rip our suits,” Wendy told Shawn when she stopped at the door.  
 
    Moving up, Shawn put the wedge in the small crack and hit the switch. The sharp whine filled the hall and Shawn watched the arms spread apart, making the crack a little wider. Flipping the switch, Shawn closed the arms and shoved the wedge in further. Before he flipped the switch, Shawn realized he could actually hear the ants moving around them. With his mind registering the fact there were so many ants he could hear them moving, he fought to keep his breathing steady. “I want Raid,” he stuttered, flipping the switch. 
 
    Wendy watched the arms spread apart just above the handle. “There hasn’t been enough Raid ever made to do anything to this many ants.”  
 
    When the arms stopped moving, Shawn flipped the switch to close them again. “This is bullshit. I’ve watched Arthur do this a hundred times, and he never had this much trouble,” Shawn panted, moving the wedge to the bottom of the gap and closer to the handle.  
 
    “Shawn, this door was designed against this,” Wendy told him, swearing she felt ants in her suit just crawling all over her skin. “They would be stinging if they were inside,” she told herself while Shawn flipped the switch to open the jaws again.  
 
    The arms opened up an inch and a loud crack and ‘ting’ sounded out when the door popped open lazily. Flipping the switch to close the jaws, Shawn eased in and let out a groan to see ants inside the pharmacy. Granted, it wasn’t a carpet, but tens of thousands of ants were everywhere he looked.  
 
    Wendy followed him in, taking the two duffel bags off her shoulder. Hearing Shawn gasp, she turned to see two bodies on the floor and another in a chair covered with ants. “That’s why they’re in here,” she mumbled, handing one of the duffel bags to Shawn.  
 
    Moving over to the dispensing unit, “Shawn, put the wedge here to open these drawers,” she told him. “I’m going to see what’s on the shelves.” 
 
    “Okay,” Shawn shivered, shoving the wedge in.  
 
    Moving along the rows of shelves, Wendy was surprised to see as much medicine as she did. Opening the duffel bag, she started filling it. “Anyone trying to get drugs here would die without protection,” she nodded with certainty.  
 
    “I got them all open,” Shawn called out when her duffel bag was half full.  
 
    Walking back over to Shawn, Wendy’s steps faltered. Shawn’s legs were black, and ants nearly covered his upper body. When an ant crawled over her eye lens, Wendy jumped and hurried over. Holding the bag open, she glanced at the bottles in the drawers and started tossing them in.  
 
    When the first bag was full, she handed it to Shawn and started filling the next one. Moving to the next drawer, Wendy gave a sigh to see several gallon-size bottles of Adderall in different strengths. Taking all of them, Wendy grabbed the other ADD medications. When the drawer was empty, she started tossing in handfuls of vials.  
 
    “Can we get out of here, please?” Shawn begged in a quivering voice, and Wendy turned to see him scraping ants off his lenses so he could see.  
 
    “Done,” Wendy said, putting her arms through the shoulder straps of the duffel bag. Walking back out into the hallway, Wendy shook her head. “I know he didn’t give me flashlights with dying batteries.” 
 
    “No, the ants are covering the flashlights,” Shawn said behind her, and Wendy almost took off in a sprint. “Just use your finger to scrape them off. That’s why I wanted to leave. I’m scared to scrape the flashlight too hard and pull on the tape holding the hood down.”  
 
    Reaching back, Wendy grabbed Shawn’s arm and started walking at a brisk pace. When they passed the mound the rat was buried under, Wendy sighed to see the end of the living carpet. “I fucking love that moat now,” she sang out, stepping off the carpet. Giving a sigh of relief that her footsteps weren’t crunching, Wendy grabbed the door and headed into the stairwell.  
 
     When the two stepped outside, everyone except Arthur gasped in shock to see their blue suits were a solid black from the chest down. Grabbing the bug sprayer, Arthur moved outside the line of poison. Before they’d stopped, Arthur was spraying them down.  
 
    Andrea watched in horror as Arthur sprayed them down, and it looked like he was painting them blue when he sprayed the ants off. “Everyone, load up,” Andrea snapped, and everyone ran to their vehicle.  
 
    After he sprayed them down, Arthur tossed the sprayer on the trailer and moved over to Shawn, ripping the tape off the hood. “Andrea, start on Wendy,” Arthur grunted, yanking the tape off.  
 
    Looking at the mound of ants at Wendy’s feet, Andrea rushed over and started yanking the tape off. “Toss everything in the metal chest on my trailer,” Arthur told Andrea, tossing Shawn’s breathing system and mask in. “I’ll do it, Shawn,” Arthur said when Shawn tried to yank the tape off the cuff of his gloves.  
 
    Taking the two duffel bags, Arthur tossed them into the chest and then pulled Shawn’s gloves off. “I didn’t forget the ‘master key’,” Shawn declared proudly in a quivering voice while Arthur ripped the tape off over his zipper. 
 
    “I would’ve made another one if you had,” Arthur assured him.  
 
    When his suit was off, Shawn bounced away while shaking his entire body. “That was some fucked in the ass shit!” he shouted, shaking his body like he was having a convulsion and then ran his fingers through his hair before shaking them violently to see if any ants fell out of his hair. Soon, Wendy was bouncing around with Shawn, feeling ants crawling on her skin.  
 
    Tossing the suits in, Arthur ripped open some packages and tossed them in the chest before closing the lid and locking it down. Flipping a switch, he gave a grin at hearing a small motor running. “Screw poison, I’ll take away your oxygen,” he told the metal chest proudly.  
 
    “We’re leaving!” Wendy announced, running for the MRAP.  
 
    Arthur turned to see Andrea and Shawn sprinting to their vehicles. Shutting the back hatch, Arthur saw Donald and Daisy weren’t in the cargo area. They had climbed over into the backseat. “Smart dogs,” he mumbled, running for his door.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Underground Sanctuary 
 
      
 
    Now June, long after the attack on the government compound, found Sarah leaning back in an office chair and staring at the banks of monitors on the wall. They had discovered the control area for the abandoned complex where they’d run from the attack. There’d been a Secret Service emblem on the door and it had taken a fireman’s axe mounted on the wall to get the door open. They’d used the axe to pry it open. The forty security monitors were the old tube monitors, state-of-the-art for the eighties when this part of the complex had been deemed unnecessary. 
 
    The tunnels, where the subway was to be, had still been used to store equipment. The tunnel that’d led to Camp David held storage rooms marked Secret Service, and there had been lines of vehicles parked in the tunnel. They had found three older presidential limos and one of the current ones, along with all the support vehicles. When they had neared the end of the tunnel near Camp David everyone had frozen, seeing three brand-new presidential helicopters.  
 
    On that trip, they hadn’t explored all the locked areas that dotted the tunnel. Instead, they’d headed down the other tunnel that led to the Pentagon and had found military vehicles lining one side of the tunnel. Like the Camp David tunnel, there had been locked rooms on each side of the tunnel. 
 
    “What’s got your attention?” Sutton asked, walking in the security room.  
 
    “Still no movement outside or in the complex,” Sarah answered when Sutton sat down at a computer terminal behind her.  
 
    “Nobody’s alive in there,” Sutton said with certainty, turning on the terminal.  
 
    Hearing the whine of the tube in the monitor, Sarah turned around and chuckled. “I saw one of those in a computer museum in Texas.”   
 
    “This was what I started on,” Sutton grinned. “The room next to us, with all those storage banks and reels of ribbon tape, was the norm. Now, you can buy a single desktop that has more storage space and processing power than that entire room.” 
 
    The original Windows logo popped up on the screen and Sarah shook her head, reading ‘version 1.03’. “Man, computers have come a long way.” 
 
    “You should’ve seen my first cellphone,” Sutton chuckled. “They called them bricks for a reason.”  
 
    “Please,” Skannish huffed, walking in. “I had one of the first wide-use pagers, a Pagerboy 2, and I could’ve beaten an elephant to death with it.”   
 
    Spinning around in the chair, Sarah watched Skannish sit down beside Sutton. “You’re moving better,” she grinned.  
 
    “Feel better,” he chuckled. “I’ve never used a gym in my life,” he confessed.  
 
    They had found a gym the second day in the complex, and Sarah had started using it on the spot. The next morning, the others had come in and even Skannish had climbed on one of the treadmills. Sarah was certain it would take a tow truck to move one of those ancient treadmills. That first day, Skannish could only walk ten minutes but this morning, he had done fifty. Then he’d moved around the equipment, working out different muscle groups. 
 
    A few weeks after the attack, the group had watched any left alive in the complex leave. That was when the others in the team had loaded up in a Secret Service suburban and left heading for Atlanta, leaving Sutton, Sarah, and Skannish. There were two blast doors that opened along each tunnel. The problem was, nobody knew the code to get back inside. Someone had to be sitting at a guard room inside each door to see the camera mounted over the door to let them back in, or they would have to go in the main complex in one of the breach points.  
 
    The attackers didn’t go after the doors. They had gone after the concrete that surrounded the door. Since the attack had destroyed the ventilation system for the main complex, nobody had any desire to go back with all the dead bodies.  
 
    “Any more messages from the others?” Skannish asked while Sutton tapped the keyboard.  
 
    “Still loading,” Sutton answered. 
 
    Giving a huff, “You realize someone wrote a program, just so these antique computers could talk to the main complex,” Sarah told them, grabbing her bottle of water.  
 
    “Compared to what they spent on this complex, the tunnels, and stuff stored in them, that would be a drop in the bucket,” Sutton replied. “I’ve seen waste, but this is a bit much. And this is only one abandoned site.”  
 
    “What are we doing after target practice?” Skannish asked, turning on another terminal. 
 
    Before the others had left, they’d opened up several of the doors in the tunnel heading toward Camp David. One of the rooms had held racks of weapons and all of them had been state-of-the-art. Everyone in the group had settled on P90s. Not that they knew what it was until they’d read the manual. They’d just known it was light and compact.  
 
    Being scientists, the group had moved into the main restaurant to read the manuals and manipulate the weapons for an entire day, figuring out how the things worked. Sutton had been the first to shoot the next morning after exercising, and everyone had grabbed their ringing ears from the loud boom. After reading the manuals, they knew a suppressor could be attached and the entire group had headed back down the tunnel. After searching two more storage areas, they’d finally found a room that was labeled ‘Weapon Accessory Storage’, and it had been packed.  
 
    Looking through the manual, they’d found the part number for each accessory that could go on the P90. Another day was spent on figuring out how to attach and what each accessory did. They all put lasers, lights, red dot scopes, and slings on the weapons. The next morning when Sutton had fired a shot with the suppressor on, everyone had been very happy with the results. It wasn’t silent like the movies, but it didn’t hurt the ears so much. 
 
    Setting up a shooting range in the subway departure station, they had sighted the weapons in and shot for the entire day. After the others in the team had left them, Sarah, Sutton, and Skannish had decided to keep practicing.  
 
    “That was the first time I’ve ever shot a gun,” Sarah admitted.  
 
    “I used to hunt when I was a kid. Up until six years ago, I used to go pheasant hunting every year,” Sutton said, tapping the keyboard and a printer at the end of the room came to life.  
 
    “The only way we are going to be able to contact anyone is to go to the main security room and lift the communication blackout,” Sutton told them. They had found out they could receive reports, and this room had been cleared to receive presidential and top military reports.   
 
    Shaking her head, “We don’t have the codes,” Sarah reminded him.  
 
    “My boy, are you certain you want to let the world know we’re here?” Skannish asked. “The others agreed to say they just escaped and don’t know what happened to us. Remember, our GS-11 rank puts us in as senior executives. We are supposed to make every effort to reconnect physically with the functioning government.”  
 
    “They left us!” Sarah cried out. “Of everyone in the complex, this team was the most important group here!” 
 
    Holding a hand up, “Sarah, I’m just pointing out the facts. I agree with you. Yes, the president is important, but he sacrificed all those troops. After he flew out, he could’ve ordered the troops to escape and evacuate as much of the staff as possible, but you saw the order, ‘Hold complex at all costs’,” Skannish told her, lowering his hand.  
 
    “I don’t want to contact them,” Sutton said, reading the screen. “I want to contact Atlanta and see if they’ve started production. Look,” he paused, pointing at the screen. “They are talking about forced labor camps in the spring.”  
 
    Rolling across the floor in her chair to the end of the room, Sarah grabbed a stack of folded printer paper. “Three days ago, they broadcast out for all military units to find transport back to the US and head to Denver,” Sarah said, flipping through the papers. “Here,” she smiled, rolling back over. “This report says the standing military is eleven thousand, six hundred and nineteen.”  
 
    “That’s almost a ninety-six percent reduction,” Sutton told them. “I’m sure not all died because the last meeting we went to, they were reporting high levels of desertion. The problem is the flu is still moving through the ranks. Some units were isolated but by moving back, they aren’t now.”    
 
    “How many people are in the bunker in Denver?” Skannish asked.  
 
    Shrugging, “Never got the numbers, but it was built to hold nine thousand in the main complex and six thousand troops in the outer complex,” Sutton answered, finally looking away from the screen.  
 
    “So, we’re just going to live underground?” Sarah asked, putting the stack of paper on the desk.  
 
    Swiveling in his chair to face Sarah, “We listen to the shortwave every night, and you’ve heard of the violence out there,” Sutton told her. “It makes no sense, but society has digressed to caveman levels.” 
 
    “My boy,” Skannish sighed, and Sutton spun around to face him. “You had reports from those meetings I read that said food was in short supply. The average house only had three days’ worth, and local stores could only supply their area with another three days without shipments to restock. The violence makes perfect sense.”  
 
    “We put a man on the moon and sent probes to other planets!” Sutton shouted, jumping up. “We’ve improved medicine and extended the human life by decades, and the race just reverts to cavemen when something happens?!”  
 
    “Exactly,” Skannish nodded. “You’ve been to enough hot zones to see it for yourself.”  
 
    “But this is America, not some third-world puke bucket,” Sutton snapped.  
 
    “Sorry, my boy, you’re wrong. Our race still has a long way to grow up,” Skannish pointed out.  
 
    “Do either of you have any family you need to check on?” Sarah asked.  
 
    “No, my dear,” Skannish sighed. “My wife passed years ago. The last I heard from my daughter, she was heading to Phoenix to check on my two grandsons and their families. They were all sick and I tried to tell her to stay in Memphis, but she and her husband wouldn’t listen.”  
 
    Giving a shrug, “My sister’s social media page said she was on a cruise. I checked and half the passengers were dead in the last report the captain sent out, and they were still three days from Miami,” Sutton reported somberly. “I can’t remember the last time we talked on the phone, to be honest. What about you, Sarah?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Sarah wiped tears from her eyes. “I know for certain, everyone but my oldest brother is gone. He was an assistant to the Governor of Massachusetts, and nobody’s heard from them.” 
 
    Rolling his chair around Sutton, Skannish patted her shoulder. “I’m sorry, my dear,” Skannish consoled. “We were doing our best.”  
 
    “I know,” Sarah sighed, lifting her chin up. “I just don’t want to stay underground. But I refuse to start forced labor camps for the general population, or even be a part of that. I’m scared if we stay here, we’ll eventually have to deal with troops, if for no other reason than all the crap stored in the tunnels. I’m certain there aren’t that many presidential vehicles around.” 
 
    Turning his head to look at Sutton, “She makes a valid point,” Skannish noted. “I really don’t fancy the idea of languishing in a gulag in my few remaining years.” 
 
    Cocking his head to the side, Sutton nodded in agreement when Sarah spoke again. “Where would we go? My family’s from New York and Boston. I think we need somewhere with mild winters because we’ll have to learn to grow our own food.”  
 
    “There are a few houses I know of that are owned by acquaintances around Memphis, but I don’t like the idea of being near a big city,” Skannish offered.      
 
    “My sister and I own a hundred and fifty acres in North Arkansas,” Sutton told them, and both turned to him. “It’s secluded,” Sutton shrugged. “Has a stream and the house has its own well, but I can guarantee you there isn’t much food in the house. Alicia ate out more than in. My sister even started two greenhouses in the backyard a few years ago.”  
 
    “Sounds intriguing,” Skannish said, sitting up straight. “If Alicia is there would she mind guests, even though I don’t want to listen?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, she’d be thrilled,” Sutton sighed, and glanced at Sarah. “She talks all the time. That’s why I avoid calling her or I should say, answering the phone.” 
 
    “And I apologize again for butting into your family affairs, you are very wise for avoiding her,” Skannish nodded, and Sarah cocked her eyebrow. “We need to plan this out, then make our decision,” Skannish said, looking at each of them.  
 
    “Agreed,” Sarah nodded. “We aren’t fighters or farmers, but we can think.”  
 
    “I disagree that you aren’t a fighter,” Skannish winked at Sarah.  
 
    Smiling back, “Only sometimes,” Sarah admitted. “Let’s shoot and then open any of those doors we haven’t been in, just to see what we have to work with.”  
 
    “I love that little gun,” Skannish cackled, getting up.  
 
    They all left together, walking back to their rooms which only contained bunk beds and wall lockers. It had taken them two days to find sheets, and the only blankets they’d found were green military-issue wool blankets. Grabbing their weapons, they headed to the range they had made.  
 
    “I think we need to keep our guns on us from now on,” Sutton told them, holding the door open.  
 
    “Why? We’re underground and for those who can get to us, these guns won’t do much to battle-hardened troops,” Skannish said, walking in.  
 
    “No, we need to learn to keep them on us at all times outside,” Sutton replied as Sarah walked in and he followed. “I think we need to be used to it before we set off.”  
 
    Setting a bag of magazines down, Sarah nodded, “He’s right.”  
 
    “When he states it like that, only a fool would argue,” Skannish chuckled.  
 
    “We need pistols also,” Sutton told them, putting the sling over his head. “The tactical training manual stresses having a pistol for a backup weapon.” 
 
    “What manual?” Sarah asked before Skannish. 
 
    “It’s a training manual for the Secret Service rapid response teams. I found it in the room with the silencers. If we’re going to base our trip on that, we’ll need a lot more gear,” Sutton told them.  
 
    “Let’s shoot, then fix lunch, and start a list before checking the rooms to see what we’re working with,” Sarah more or less commanded.  
 
    Both just grinned at her before the three lifted their P90s up, shooting cans and other items thirty yards away at the other end of the room.  
 
    After each had shot a few hundred rounds, they headed over to the restaurant. “What’s the surprise for our palates today?” Skannish chuckled, setting his weapon on a table and heading back to the kitchen. They had found rooms full of freeze-dried food and boxes of MREs, and had moved some into the kitchen before the others had left.  
 
    Watching Skannish head to the kitchen, Sarah shook her head at the old man and picked up his P90 off the table. “I see a challenge on the horizon,” she mumbled, following Skannish.  
 
    “Here,” she said, walking past him and pushing the PDW, personal defense weapon, into Skannish’s chest. “I’m fixing my own food because you add too much water.”    
 
    Taking the gun, “I most certainly do not,” Skannish protested, slinging the P90.  
 
    After each had fixed their own meal, they sat down at one of the biggest tables and looked over at Sutton studying an atlas. “My boy, where do you find these things?” Skannish chuckled. 
 
    Giving a shrug, “Desk in the security office,” Sutton answered. “We’re looking at traveling just over a thousand miles heading to Arkansas.”  
 
    “We need to take two vehicles,” Skannish told them before he took a bite.  
 
    “There are only three of us,” Sutton replied, opening a bottle of water.  
 
    “First, we can’t get enough supplies in one vehicle, and what happens if our vehicle breaks down? Unless Sarah is a mechanic because I know we aren’t, we would be up the proverbial creek without a paddle.”  
 
    Draining half the bottle, “Old man, there are millions of vehicles out there we could get if our vehicle broke down,” Sutton chuckled, setting his bottle down. “Well over half the population is dead by now with tens of thousands still dying every day.” 
 
    “Well, he’s right on how much we could carry,” Sarah said, blowing on her food to cool it off. “We won’t be able to go to the grocery store to pick up anything because the grocery stores are empty.” 
 
    Pulling out a notebook, Sutton clicked his pen and started writing. “Even those Suburbans won’t hold the amounts you two are talking about.”   
 
    “What about those big, boxy, delivery-looking trucks?” Skannish asked. “There are some in the Secret Service tunnel and the military tunnel. Those look large enough. There are even motorhomes in the Secret Service vehicles.” 
 
    “Those ‘delivery trucks’ are called MRAPs,” Sarah informed him before she took a bite. “And I’ve never driven anything that big.” They both looked at her in shock because she’d known what they were called. “Remember, I worked for the president and sat in on many briefings. I just know what they’re called, not how to operate them.”  
 
    Swallowing a mouthful, “The concept is the same,” Skannish told her. “You turn the steering wheel to go where you want. ‘D’ makes you go forward and ‘R’ makes you go backward.”  
 
    Making notes, Sutton shook his head. “I’m not riding with you driving,” he stated flatly.  
 
    “Says the man who gets speeding tickets every year,” Skannish huffed. “Those M… whatever, look tough, so bumping a few things won’t really matter.”  
 
    Setting his pen down and looking over at Skannish, “Says the man who’s had three fender-benders just this year,” he huffed. “And they are M-RAPs,” Sutton stressed.  
 
    Chuckling at the two, “Well, there won’t be cops handing out tickets, so we’ll be fine,” Sarah told them.  
 
    After eating, Sutton grabbed the crowbar they normally used to pry the doors open because they had no idea where the keys were. Walking over to the golf cart they’d found on a trailer in the Secret Service tunnel with the presidential seal on each side, they climbed in. “Which way?” Sarah asked.  
 
    Both pointed to the Secret Service tunnel and Sarah took off. “See? You two can agree,” she smiled.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    A price tag can still cause sticker shock 
 
      
 
    Lying prone on a small knoll just outside the ammo holding area at Ft. Leonard Wood, Wendy peered through the thermal scope scanning the area. Jo Ann and Sally were beside her with thermal binoculars, watching the sides and behind her. A hundred yards away, Arthur and the rest of the group were keeping guard while two track steers with loading forks loaded pallets of ammo onto two flatbed semitrailers.  
 
    This was their third trip and she was glad it would be the last. Wendy had been so happy when Arthur had told her they were going to Ft. Leonard Wood at night. Remembering the ants, Wendy wasn’t even going to argue the why. Since the trip to get medicine, they had been balls to the wall. Not to mention they had added more kids and infants but no adults. Wendy and Arthur didn’t like the adults that wanted to join up and had even sent some older teens away. 
 
    After making runs into towns for supplies, they had started work on expanding the house and putting up the chain-link fence. To Wendy’s and Shawn’s regret, the moat wasn’t the first project worked on. 
 
    The garage had been closed in and turned into the dining room, and the kitchen had been expanded by taking over the old dining room. Outside on the east side of the house a large area had been cleared, and Arthur had dug a hole beside the house at the basement wall to make a new walk-in freezer.  
 
    Then, Arthur had marked out a large area on the ground with his surveying tools that’d looked like a big H. Each leg of the H was over a hundred and sixty feet long and thirty feet wide to make rooms for the kids. The bar between the legs connecting the H was only ten feet wide. Between the house and the H at the mid bar, a spur, also ten feet wide, ran to the side of the house.  
 
    After leveling the area over two days, laying pipe and rebar, Arthur had stopped work on the house and fence, and the group had loaded up. Driving to a concrete plant, Arthur had filled three trucks up and everyone had headed back with him, Wendy, and Shawn driving the cement trucks.  
 
    Reaching the house, everyone had gone back to work and Wendy had been shocked when twenty-seven yards of concrete had only done one leg of the H. The next day, another trip was made to lay the next leg. Then to Wendy’s and Shawn’s relief, work had begun again on the moat while the chain-link fence was finished. 
 
    After working hard on the moat and lining the sides with concrete but still not finished, Arthur had told everyone three days ago, they were going to head to Ft. Leonard Wood. Much to Shawn’s enjoyment, Arthur had asked him to go the night before to scout the base with him.  
 
    After scouting the base that night, they’d come home in the morning and the entire group had headed out that evening. Wendy and Arthur had driven semis with flatbed trailers. Shawn had driven the dually with the gooseneck trailer and Andrea had driven the MRAP with the little ones. After packing the trailers with ordnance, Arthur had told Shawn to drive his semi and for Tony to drive the dually. Shawn and Andrea could both drive the semis; ‘drive’ being a loose term.   
 
    Shawn and Andrea were the only ones tall enough to work the clutch and see over the steering wheel. Otherwise, Wendy knew Arthur would’ve taught the other kids. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that wasn’t on the horizon.  
 
    Leaving the group for an hour, Arthur had then returned driving a heavy hauler semi with an Abrams Tank on the trailer. Remembering the ants, Wendy didn’t even ask why, but she’d wanted to. The fact Arthur thought they needed a tank unnerved Wendy on many levels. To be honest, Wendy almost asked him to go and get another tank. 
 
    Returning home Arthur and Shawn had taken off again, to the National Guard Armory sixty miles to the south. That night, the rest of the group had returned to the armory but this time, Shawn had driven his own semi with a flatbed, along with Wendy and Arthur. What had troubled Wendy was Arthur stacking forty crates of ammo on each flatbed semitrailer. She knew each one weighed over a ton because it’d said so on the side, but Arthur had just brushed her off.  
 
    Returning home, they’d unloaded and slept the whole day before loading up and returning to Ft. Leonard Wood again, where they were now. Watching the track steers load the trailers, Wendy just shook her head. 
 
    Feeling the urgency of Arthur’s movements even after getting his Adderall, Wendy never questioned why or what for. “Remember, he saw the ants coming. He has good reasons. Getting him to explain them all will take time we don’t have,” Wendy mumbled. Then she couldn’t help but sigh because it seemed every time they went out, they always seemed to add at least one more kid. To be honest, she couldn’t remember ever going out and not returning with at least one.  
 
    “Huh?” Jo Ann whispered, scanning around.  
 
    Realizing she’d spoken aloud, Wendy took her eye off the scope. “Just wondering why Arthur wants so many bullets,” Wendy offered, not wanting to explain and worry the twins.  
 
    Lowering the thermal binoculars, Jo Ann glanced back at Wendy. “He’s getting more than bullets,” Jo Ann reminded her. “He got grenades, rockets, racks of guns, boots, and lots of other stuff.”  
 
    Putting her eye back on the scope, Wendy grinned. “I know, baby. I was just wondering out loud, but I don’t really want the answer.”  
 
    Lifting her binoculars up and checking on the group, Jo Ann sighed, “I can tell which track steer Pat’s driving. He needs to go faster. Kirk loads two for each one Pat does.” 
 
    Chuckling, “Pat’s going at the speed he’s comfortable with. He’s almost nine, so we’ll cut him some slack,” Wendy replied, swinging her scope over and saw they were on the last trailer.  
 
    “I see a car coming,” Sally blurted out, making Wendy and Jo Ann both startle.  
 
    “Where?” Wendy panted, already swinging her rifle around.  
 
    “On the road, coming toward us slowly,” Sally answered, but Wendy already had her crosshairs on the truck. It was over a mile away.  
 
    Grabbing her radio, “Arthur, a HUMVEE is coming,” Wendy called out.  
 
    “Copy,” he answered, and they heard in seconds, the soft hum of the track steers engines shutting down in the distance. “How far out?” Arthur asked, spreading the armed kids out. 
 
    “A mile, and the Hummer is moving at a walking pace along the storage rows. It’s searching,” Wendy answered. “Want us to come in and load up?”  
 
    “Hell, no. Not for one Hummer,” Arthur huffed, and Wendy sighed, not really wanting to shoot a soldier for doing his job. But she would, and there was no doubt in her mind about Arthur. “Is it running with lights on or off?” 
 
    “Off,” Wendy answered, watching the Hummer creep closer. “There is a gun on the roof, but nobody’s manning it.”  
 
    “We never saw any troops here when Shawn and I roamed the base, so I’m not worried,” Arthur huffed over the radio. “Like I told you, we didn’t see any people on the base but did see some in town.”  
 
    Watching the Hummer drive along the road that ran next to the feeder roads from the earthen bunkers where the ammo had been stored, Wendy became more anxious the closer the Hummer got to the road Arthur and the kids were parked on.  
 
    Down below and crouched next to a bunker, Arthur reached down and patted Donald and Daisy while he watched for the Hummer to drive down the main road a half a mile away. He heard the faint ticking of the diesel engine long before he saw it.  
 
    Creeping along, the Hummer stopped where the aisle road they were parked on ended. Making a sharp turn onto the aisle road, the Hummer crept toward him and Donald let out a low growl. “Easy,” Arthur whispered, pulling his AR to his shoulder.  
 
    He could see the Hummer with the night vision monocular over his left eye very clearly. His right eye could just see a dark shadow coming. A hundred yards away, the Hummer stopped and Arthur tensed up, flipping his safety off but not aiming at the Hummer yet or dropping his finger to the trigger. He knew the kids were watching him and wanted to follow the rules he had taught them.  
 
    Watching the driver’s door open, Arthur raised his AR up and cocked his head to put his right eye on the thermal scope. With the monocular on his left eye this was a challenge, but one he was getting used to.  
 
    A helmeted figure wearing soldier’s gear and armed with an M4 climbed out and Arthur could see the soldier knew how to handle his weapon. Then the figure whipped his head back, looking inside the Hummer and Arthur heard a faint voice reach him. “Stay inside,” the male-sounding figure told someone in the Hummer, and Arthur’s mouth fell open to hear the whine of kids from the Hummer.  
 
    “They had kids last time,” a small voice protested from inside the Hummer. “Nobody with kids has been bad!” 
 
    “Will you wait!?” the soldier snapped, sticking his head back inside and Arthur put the soldier’s voice at a young man in his twenties.     
 
    The passenger door opened, and two small figures got out. “Kyle, Cody, I said wait here!” the young man shouted, forgetting he was supposed to be stealthy.  
 
    Across from Arthur, Shawn was shaking his head while watching the spectacle. “Pops would spank our asses if we acted like that,” Shawn declared, and Andrea nodded beside him.  
 
    “When he got finished, Wendy would give us another and we would be doing double chores for a week,” Andrea added.  
 
    “You need us with you, so they know you aren’t a bad guy,” one of the boys snapped back while the other held the passenger door open. 
 
    Andrea and Shawn both gasped, watching Arthur just take off walking toward the Hummer with Donald and Daisy at his side. On the small hill, Wendy was fighting the urge to shoot Arthur in the leg because she couldn’t hear the argument.  
 
     “You kids need to listen to him!” Arthur barked and the two boys both jumped in the air, letting out yelps and dove back inside the Hummer.  
 
    The soldier spun toward the voice while grabbing his weapon, but saw a man aiming an AR15 at his chest with one hand. Seeing the fedora hat the soldier relaxed, letting his M4 go and he breathed a sigh of relief when Arthur lowered his weapon. “Don’t aim at me and I won’t aim at you,” Arthur offered, coming to a stop at the front of the Hummer.  
 
    Turning his gaze from the soldier, Arthur looked through the front windshield and saw three kids inside. “Kids, you need to listen to him and do what he says. If we would’ve been bad, all of you could’ve died,” Arthur informed them, then turned back to the soldier. 
 
    The soldier wasn’t looking at Arthur. He was looking down at Donald and Daisy staring at him intently. “Donald, Daisy, sit,” Arthur ordered and both dogs relaxed and sat down panting, but continued to stare at the soldier.  
 
    “Um, thanks for helping out with the kids,” the soldier said, finally turning away from the dogs. “Saw your group here night before last.” 
 
    “Then you’re good because we didn’t see you,” Arthur nodded toward the soldier.  
 
    “We were in a building across from the quartermaster supply complex. We never came outside, just watched you from the upstairs window.”  
 
    Grabbing his radio, “Continue loading,” Arthur called out, moving his gaze from the soldier to the kids and then back to the soldier. “We scouted around here pretty good and didn’t find anyone.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “Most troops left to check on family. Those that didn’t pulled out a few weeks ago. Orders came over the radio for all troops to report to Denver,” the soldier said. “Anyone alive around here avoids the base because they were shot on sight.” 
 
    “I’m not being a smart ass, but why didn’t you go with them?” 
 
    Jerking his thumb toward the Hummer, “I wasn’t allowed to take the kids,” the soldier answered. “They aren’t military dependents. I found them over a month ago on patrol and hid them in one of the outlying buildings,” the soldier replied, and then his voice became softer. “We were under orders to shoot anyone not inside their home. I didn’t agree with the orders, so I broke off from the patrol and hid them. I tried finding them a group to stay with but from what I’ve seen, that was easier said than done, until I saw your group.”  
 
    Letting out a long sigh, Arthur crossed his arms over his chest. “You seem to be managing just fine.” 
 
    “Sir,” the soldier pleaded. “I’m an only child. I don’t know crap about kids.” 
 
    The soldier turned to look past Arthur, watching the track steers loading pallets onto the flatbed trailers. “So, will you run off to Denver if I talk my group into accepting the kids?” Arthur finally asked. 
 
    “Hell, no,” the soldier snapped, jerking his eyes back to Arthur. “People are trying to survive, and we had orders to just shoot anyone outside. Granted, some of those outside needed to be shot, but it’s a small percentage thankfully.” 
 
    “A bigger percentage than you think,” Arthur huffed. “So, you thinking about heading to check on your family?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, sir. Right before I got sick, I found out Dad and Mom had died in the first weeks of the outbreak back in March,” the soldier answered. “I’ll just try to find me a spot and hold up, I guess.”  
 
     Staring at the young soldier for several minutes, Arthur finally turned away to look back inside the Hummer. “You and the kids can come with us. My wife is the boss and I’m next. What we say goes,” Arthur said. 
 
    The soldier gave a hard sigh of relief. “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s not a free trip by any means. All of you will have to work, just like we are,” Arthur said, turning back to the soldier and could see the relief.   
 
    Waving a hand back and motioning toward the Hummer, “Most of the time they do great, but they were excited when I told them we were going to meet with you,” the soldier said. “My name’s Todd Reed,” he said, holding out his hand.  
 
    Uncrossing his arms over his chest, Arthur shook Todd’s hand. “Name’s Arthur. The boss is my wife Wendy, and she’s on the hill to the east watching us through a sniper scope. How old and how many?” Arthur asked, nodding toward the Hummer.  
 
    “Three, sir. Two boys and a little girl. Cody and Kyle are twelve. Lindsey is nine,” Todd answered, casting his eyes to the east and giving a casual wave. “Cody and Kyle are twins.”  
 
    Nodding as he turned around, “Yeah, we have a set of those too,” Arthur replied. “Tell your kids to come on.”   
 
    Leaning back into the Hummer, “Let’s go,” Todd said, helping Lindsey out of the back.  
 
    Jogging to catch up to Arthur, they saw Andrea and Shawn step away from one of the storage bunkers. “Shawn and Andrea,” Shawn told Todd when they walked over.  
 
    “Todd,” Arthur called out beside one of the flatbed semitrailers while Todd was introducing his group. 
 
    “Go, Pops doesn’t like to wait. I’ll walk them around and introduce them to everyone,” Andrea told him, and she motioned the kids with Todd to follow her.  
 
    Letting his M4 hang at his side, Todd stopped beside Arthur and took a surprised step back, looking at a car dolly at the back of the semitrailer. Stepping closer, Todd saw a ball hitch had been welded to the back of the trailer. “Never seen that before,” Todd mumbled.  
 
    “That Hummer you’re driving in good working order?” Arthur asked.  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Todd answered, stepping back beside Arthur.  
 
    “What was your MOS?” 
 
    “Eleven Bravo, infantry,” Todd answered.  
 
    “I trust you can drive something other than a Hummer then?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Todd grinned. “If it has wheels or tracks in our inventory, I can drive it.”  
 
    “Good. Pull your Hummer up on this hauler. We need to stop anywhere for you to pick up anything?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, sir. Like I said, we moved each night and always took our stuff,” Todd answered, and Arthur turned to him. “Learned fast, don’t stay in the same place too long.” 
 
    Flipping up the monocular, Arthur almost knocked his fedora off. “It’s Arthur, please.” 
 
    “Okay,” Todd nodded, and Arthur flipped his monocular back down. “Wondered how you got those armored Suburbans from the armory,” Todd said, waving at the car hauler.  
 
    “What were those doing here?”  
 
    “Those were used by some official’s security team here when the outbreak started. Not sure who, but the MPs moved them from the airfield to the armory,” Todd answered and then grunted, “Surprised you found the keys.” 
 
    “Didn’t find them, and why in the hell does anyone need a minigun in a Suburban?” Arthur more stated than asked.  
 
    Shocked about the minigun and that Arthur hadn’t found the keys, Todd’s eyes grew wide when he slowly turned back to Arthur. “Drive your Hummer over and let’s get it loaded,” Arthur told Todd, then moved away. 
 
    Following Arthur with his shocked stare, Todd watched Arthur help a group of kids strap the long stacks of pallets down. “Holy shit,” Todd gasped, finally realizing how much was stacked on the trailer. “Bet Arthur was a Green Beret,” Todd mumbled, jogging away. 
 
    “Come on in,” Arthur called over the radio, then moved back and guided the front wheels of the Hummer onto the car dolly. Todd climbed out of the Hummer to help strap down the front wheels, but two kids were already doing it with Arthur standing over them.  
 
    Then he realized, those kids weren’t older than the ones with him. Glancing around, he saw Andrea and Shawn were the tallest, after Arthur. “I knew you had kids, but not this many. I just figured the adults were where we couldn’t see them,” Todd blurted out.  
 
    “Nope,” Arthur said, turning to face Todd. “I’m only saying this once. If you let anyone hurt these kids, they better do it stepping over your dead body. Am I making myself clear?” 
 
    “Crystal,” Todd nodded. “That’s how I found Lindsey. A man was ripping her clothes off and I heard her screaming inside a house.”  
 
    Spinning on his heel and walking off, “Trust me, men aren’t the only evil out here,” Arthur told him. “I’ve killed dozens of women just as evil.”  
 
    Todd let out a gasp that made Arthur stop and turn around. “You’re the Caravan Man!” Todd cried out looking at the fedora, and all the pieces fell together in his mind.  
 
    “How the flying fuck do you know that?” Arthur snapped.  
 
    “We’ve heard people talking about you on the radio: A man wearing a black Indiana Jones-type hat with a bunch of kids and two big-ass Rottweilers. They said to stay out of your way and you hunt gangs down,” Todd muttered in shock.  
 
    “I’m over two hundred miles from home,” Arthur grumbled when Wendy and the twins walked up.  
 
    Shaking his head to clear the shock, “Yes, sir,” Todd said, and Arthur gave him a glare. “Sorry,” Todd mumbled. “Word on the radio is you move around Northern Arkansas and Southern Missouri. Almost every night we heard something about you.” 
 
    After Arthur introduced Wendy, he turned back to Todd. “Hear anything else that’s been repeated like that?” Arthur asked.  
 
    Shrugging one shoulder, “Just some preacher from Mississippi,” Todd answered. “He broadcasts every night he-” 
 
    “Yeah,” Arthur said, cutting Todd off. “We’ve heard his speeches.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t found someone to help with the kids in the next few weeks, I was thinking about heading there,” Todd admitted. “I don’t like the religious fervor in his speeches, but I knew I was over my head.” 
 
    “Shit,” Arthur chuckled. “Your kids are old enough to help out. Over two dozen of ours aren’t.” The smile died on Arthur’s face, realizing none of the kids that had joined them over the last two weeks had added any more infants. The youngest were dying off because the kids left looking after them just didn’t know what to do besides feed and change them. The last two infants to be brought in, the kids looking after them were mixing the formula wrong by adding to much water. Now with eleven infants and over a dozen under the age of five, Arthur knew it wouldn’t be much longer before the seasons changed and clean water started vanishing and the toddlers would start dying off. Then the Angel of Death would slowly move up the age ladder. 
 
    Noticing a foreboding look on Arthur’s face that she damn sure didn’t like, “Where to now?” Wendy asked, slinging her AR10 over her shoulder. Watching Arthur shake the gloom off, Wendy gave a sigh. 
 
    “Load up some Hummers and stop at one store,” Arthur replied. “Todd, you’re riding with me,” Arthur said, pointing at the first semi. Giving a nod, Todd watched his kids load up in other vehicles and then jogged off.  
 
    “Babe, we need to finish the rooms. Most of the kids are sleeping on cots in the hall,” Wendy told him. The fact they’d had a fight about putting some of the kids in Joseph’s room didn’t surprise her. Arthur had finally relented, but told those in the room not to mess with Joseph’s things.  
 
    “I know,” Arthur sighed. “But we needed another big person who can shoot that we don’t have to train. Each kid over the age of five is some kind of help and we need bodies that can function independently on tasks. We can’t handle more, but we need a big person.”  
 
    She understood because they hadn’t turned down any kids since Wendy had come back, neither counted the seventeen to nineteen-year-olds as ‘kids’, and the only sixteen-year-old Arthur had turned down was Dean. Wendy stepped closer and grabbed his hand. “Arthur, I’m not saying we shouldn’t have taken them in, just that we need to finish that dorm you tacked on the house,” Wendy told him. “You’re pushing yourself too hard. Which means, we’re all getting pushed too hard and they’re just kids,” she explained, then added with a thankful sigh. “Our only saving grace, you’re on Adderall again.” 
 
    Nodding while he leaned over and kissed her cheek, “I know, but we have too much to do and not a lot of time to get it done.”   
 
    Patting Arthur on the butt, “Well, let’s get moving,” Wendy chuckled, moving over to the MRAP with Arthur. The back door opened, and Vicki handed Nicole to Arthur and Noah jumped into Wendy’s arms. “I wasn’t going to forget,” Wendy chuckled when Noah kissed her cheek.  
 
    Putting the baby sling on, Arthur glanced over at Noah riding on Wendy’s hip with the twins, Sally and Jo Ann, standing on each side of her. “Glad I’m not the only one with a kid attached at the hip,” Arthur mumbled as Vicki handed him a bottle.  
 
    Kirk and Pat drove the track steers up on the trailer behind the MRAP and jumped off and both patted their little brother Jim who had watched them with longing wanting to do what they were. “Very good job,” Arthur told them, watching the boys flip up their night vision goggles.  
 
    “I don’t like loading bombs,” Pat shivered.  
 
    “Hand grenades,” Arthur chuckled. “Load up.”  
 
    The two took off while slinging their ARs over their shoulders with Jim following behind and Arthur headed to the lead semi and climbed in the cab. “Arthur,” Todd said when Arthur closed the door. “You don’t have little kids driving the semis, do you?” 
 
    “Nah,” Arthur replied, cranking the engine. “They can’t reach the pedals of the big trucks yet. I do have twelve-year-olds driving those trucks with the gooseneck trailers, though,” he grinned.  
 
    When Arthur pulled away, Todd felt the weight from the trailer and watched as Arthur operated the semi with one hand while the other held a bottle, feeding a baby. “Sorry, Arthur, but I need both hands to drive something this big,” Todd stated.  
 
    “Someone bitches if I don’t hold the bottle,” Arthur chuckled. They stopped at a motor pool and loaded up Hummers on the other car dollies before heading off.  
 
    When Arthur stopped on the road just off the base, Todd let out a chuckle while looking at a tactical store. “Yeah, they have some nice gear but unless you’re going to use explosives, we aren’t getting in. The damn store’s built like an air raid shelter inside a bank vault. I know because I’ve shopped there. We came here a few weeks ago, seeing crazies running this way and spotted someone trying to get in. All they managed to do was to bend some bars.”  
 
    Shutting the engine off, Arthur opened his door and glanced over at Todd with a grin. “Want to bet I can’t get in?” Arthur asked, jumping out like he had been insulted. Cradling Nicole so she wouldn’t jar, Arthur landed and looked down the line of vehicles while the others climbed out. He watched the turret mounted on the MRAP slowly scan around them.  
 
    “That’s the only thing the kids operate that makes me nervous,” Arthur mumbled, turning back and opening the cargo door under the sleeper cab. He pulled out his ‘key’ and turned around to see Shawn walking up with a huge grin, carrying a much bigger ‘key’. 
 
    “Remember, Pops, you said I could use it,” Shawn reminded him.  
 
    Arthur just chuckled as he nodded and walked across the parking lot. The double front doors were covered with thick, steel prison bar doors. The top corner of one of the steel doors was bent outward. A thick chain was still wrapped around the bars. “Amateurs,” Arthur huffed.  
 
    Todd came to a stop, looking at the ‘key’ Arthur was carrying. “Where did you get mini jaws of life?” he asked.  
 
    “Made ‘em,” Arthur said, handing the small ‘key’ to Andrea. She stepped up and shoved the wedge in the gap between the door and frame. She flipped the switch and the wedge slowly spread apart with a deep electrical whine.  
 
    The arms stopped moving and the whine turned into a vibrating growl. “That’s good,” Arthur told her, and Andrea flipped the switch to close the wedge back up.  
 
    Staring at the half-inch gap the ‘tiny key’ had made, Todd shook his head when Arthur said, “Told ya.”  
 
    “Had to make room for the ‘big master key’,” Arthur smirked and Shawn stepped up, setting the ‘big key’ down. Yanking a pull cord, Shawn let it go when an engine fired up. It was a gas-powered engine, but was very quiet.  
 
    Watching Shawn pick up the ‘big master key’, Todd was amazed at how quiet the lawn mower engine was. Stepping up, Shawn shoved the much larger wedge into the gap the ‘small key’ had made and the wedge slowly split apart. The engine started bogging down and the hydraulic whine increased when the metal door and door jamb bent with the wedge.  
 
    Shawn gave a startle when Arthur tapped his shoulder. Flipping a switch, Shawn made the jaws close while Arthur reached over his shoulder and opened the heavy cell door. “Oh,” Shawn said, realizing he’d already opened it. “I was waiting for it to pop open.”  
 
    “The ‘big master key’ doesn’t pry open doors. It destroys them,” Arthur grinned, then stepped in the gap between the jail bars and the roll-up door. Andrea stepped in with the ‘key’, shoving the wedge in three heavy padlocks and popping them open. “The damn armories on the base weren’t secured this well,” Arthur mumbled, helping Andrea roll up the door.  
 
    He stepped out while she worked on the inner glass doors. Shawn gave a chuckle when the door popped open.  
 
    “Why didn’t you just try the back?” Todd asked, following Arthur inside.  
 
    “The loading door would’ve taken a dozer to open. The side door would’ve taken explosives,” Arthur said, flipping his monocular up and pulling out a flashlight. “White light!” he called out, and waited for everyone to turn their night vision devices off.  
 
    Walking around the store, Arthur pointed out the priority stuff and stopped beside a rack of tactical pants. “Oh, these are nice,” Arthur nodded, pulling a pair off the rack when Wendy walked over, looking around. 
 
    Hearing Arthur let out a gasp, Wendy whipped her head around. “Five hundred and thirty-seven dollars?!” Arthur cried out, looking at the price tag on the pants. Surprised, Wendy reached over to the rack to feel the pants and had to admit, they were very well made.  
 
    Glancing back at Arthur, she saw him looking over every inch of the pants. “What are you looking for?” she asked.  
 
    “A button to push that makes the wearer have an instant orgasm,” Arthur snapped.  
 
    “Go give Nicole to Vicki, so we can get home before sunrise,” Wendy sighed, but was wearing a grin.  
 
    “Yeah, thought flies would take a bit longer to get to swarms that size,” Arthur admitted. “But that’s why I wanted to do this at night.”    
 
    Picking up one of the boxes behind the counter Arthur had pulled out, Shawn gave a gasp. “Twenty thousand dollars! Is it gold?” 
 
    “No,” Arthur said, still looking over the pants. “Wide field vision night vision goggles like the ones we got from base.”  
 
    Looking at the four boxes, Shawn was actually scared to carry them, knowing how much they were worth. Then he saw other boxes stacked on the counter that had price tags in the ten grand range. When a group of seven to nine-year-olds came over to collect them, Shawn held out a hand. “I’ll load these,” he told the group.  
 
    Since they had loaded guns and other stuff into the trucks, the group all stood up on tiptoes wondering what Shawn was holding. “I don’t know how fragile these are and we need them,” he told the group, still not opening any of the cases.  
 
    Able to read the side, “We’ve loaded night vision stuff at the bases and didn’t break any,” Jim protested and the others nodded.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Jim, I’ll load these. You guys get the other stuff Arthur has out,” Shawn told them. Giving a shrug, Jim led the group to another area and grabbed ammo cans. “Pops has enough to worry about and not worry about stuff like this getting broken,” Shawn mumbled, grabbing a few of the cases.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Leave Kong Alone 
 
      
 
    It was mid-morning when they returned home. Todd was in shock, looking at all the shipping containers stacked in neat rows. Between the road and the creek, heavy equipment was parked in a long neat row. “Holy shit!” Todd gasped. “You’ve been busy!”  
 
    “Damn right,” Arthur huffed. “And now you get to join the crowd.”  
 
    “Gladly,” Todd said, thankful at least Arthur had a plan. 
 
    Parking the line of trucks on the road everyone climbed out, and several kids ran toward the roaring creek and pulled wagons over. The wagons had generators on them and soon, the hum of generators broke the quiet when the kids grabbed pressure washers and washed off the thick layer of dead flies that coated the fronts of each vehicle.  
 
    “Glad we didn’t go through a big town after sunrise,” Todd admitted.  
 
    “Not with me you won’t,” Arthur informed. “Shit, I was getting worried the flies were going to choke out the engine.” 
 
    “The way the engine was running after we were out of that last cloud, I’m certain the air intake is nearly clogged,” Todd agreed.   
 
    Nodding while he pulled Nicole up on his shoulder and patted her back, “Had to drive by braille there for a mile or two,” Arthur admitted. “Let me go tell the kids they did great.”  
 
    Arthur was surprised it only took an hour to wash the vehicles off. Todd and his kids all gave a sigh when they were told they could take a shower. Those who hadn’t driven had slept on the way home. Those who had driven were still amped up from driving through clouds of flies and dodging a few crazies. Only one crazy actually charged them, the others just stood in the road while the convoy drove around them. The one that charged them, ran straight into the front of Arthur’s semi.  
 
    After the vehicles were washed off, everyone headed to the house. In the lead of fourteen quad seat UTVs, with some pulling trailers that held seats and were loaded with kids, Arthur rode in the passenger seat with Nicole strapped to his chest. Hearing her fuss, Arthur glanced down and saw a very grumpy expression on the tiny face. “We’re almost home,” Arthur told her, but the grumpiness progressed to irritated.  
 
    Pulling her out of the carrier Arthur gave a tentative sniff, “Oh, man, fuck me!” he gasped, jerking his head back. “Where did that come from?”  
 
    Crying out in her small voice, Arthur adjusted gear and put Nicole on his shoulder as he glanced over at Pat driving. It was on the tip of his tongue to tell Pat to speed up, but Arthur thought better of it. “I’ll change you as soon as we get home,” Arthur promised, but Nicole informed him that would be unacceptable.  
 
    Pressing the remote for the gate, Arthur was glad to see it open so Pat wouldn’t have to slow down. Arthur glanced out the side and saw Daisy and Donald trotting alongside, and both were looking at him. “I can’t change her right now, dammit,” Arthur snapped at them.  
 
    Hearing a squeal behind him, Arthur glanced to the backseat but then turned back around. “Oh, dear Lord,” he sighed. “Robin!” he snapped. “Will you leave your clothes on till we get to the house?!” 
 
    Giving a quick glance back, Pat turned back to the road. “How does she get her pants off with her cowboy boots still on?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Arthur moaned. Hearing another squeal, Arthur turned behind him to see Noah naked. “Oh, come on, not you too!”  
 
    Pulling around, Pat parked at the back of the house, and Arthur was getting out before they were stopped. With Nicole in full pissed-off screaming mode now, Arthur sprinted to the back door. “Pat, don’t let Robin jump in the pool. Drag her inside if you have to!” Arthur called out while the others pulled up and he darted inside.  “Tell Wendy, Noah is naked and I have no idea where his clothes are!”  
 
    “Why was he in a rush?” Wendy asked, getting out of another side by side. 
 
    Each UTV pulled up and parked in a row along the side of the house. “Nicole pooped and doesn’t like it,” Pat answered as he put the brake on, and saw a naked child wearing pink boots run past. “Robin!” he screamed and jumped out in hot pursuit.  
 
    Watching Pat catch Robin before she reached the swimming pool, Wendy gave a long sigh. “Okay, I’m starting to worry about that one now.” When another form ran past, Wendy’s mouth fell open to see little stark-naked Noah running for the pool. “Noah!” she cried out and he stopped.  
 
    “Hey, she kept her clothes on for two whole hours,” Andrea sang out in amazement while she pulled out her AR from her side by side. Giving a sigh, Andrea took Noah from Wendy.  
 
    “She was asleep,” Jo Ann and Sally said together, helping Wendy and Vicki with the other babies. 
 
    Shrugging, “So? Robin can strip in her sleep,” Andrea replied, watching eight-year-old Pat carry the naked two-year-old. He had a look of utter disgust on his face and Robin held her arms over his shoulder, reaching for the swimming pool.  
 
    Putting her AR across her back and feeling sorry for Pat, Andrea stepped over to take Robin. “Thank you,” Pat said with reverence as Andrea put Robin on her other hip.  
 
    Wendy held Lucas in the crook of her arm and she started counting kids when everyone climbed out of the side by sides. “Buddy up!” she shouted out, and the kids ran to their buddy and held hands. Seeing the four new additions, “Cody and Kyle, you are buddies and when I call it out, hold each other’s hand. Todd, until we reassign buddies, Lindsey is yours. It’s the only way to keep track of everyone.” 
 
    Looking at the mass of kids, Todd stared in awe. Giving a nod as Lindsey grabbed his hand, “Smart,” he chuckled.  
 
    Seeing everyone accounted for, “Inside and let’s start some food. Arthur says we’re done traveling for a while and now, we’ll work here full time,” Wendy told everyone.  
 
    “We can put cots in my room for Todd, Cody, and Kyle,” Shawn offered, holding his sister’s hand and heading for the back door.  
 
    Glancing over at the concrete pad of the dorm expansion, Wendy said a prayer that it was high on Arthur’s list. “Okay, get the new members of the family a place to bunk, then head down so we can eat. I’m sure we’ll be going to sleep soon and waking up really early to start,” Wendy told everyone as Pat held the back door open.  
 
    Holding Lindsey’s hand, Todd heard her give a sigh. “Oh, a big kitty!” Lindsey said.  
 
    Reaching over, Pat grabbed Lindsey’s hand to stop her. “That’s Kong, and you leave him alone. The dogs are scared of him, and so is Arthur. Kong kills stuff bigger than him,” Pat informed her and Lindsey jumped back, then thinking that wasn’t enough, moved to Todd’s other side.  
 
    “Just leave the cat alone and you’ll be fine,” Wendy said, passing them and heading inside. “Vicki, do all the babies need to be fed?” Wendy called over her shoulder when she walked inside.  
 
    “Yes, Momma. Pops said to just wait till we got home to feed them, so they would go to sleep,” Vicki answered, carrying Pam and pushing a stroller with two babies.  
 
    Walking inside, Todd pulled Lindsey to the side and watched as the gaggle of kids filed in. Looking around he saw a rather large kitchen, then continued turning and saw what had once been the dining area, now held refrigerators and upright freezers along the wall. A large doorway had been put into the wall and led into what was now the dining area but used to be the garage.   
 
    Lindsey tried to pull her hand away, and Todd glanced back to see the back door closed. “Don’t go outside unless you tell me,” he told her, and Lindsey nodded before following a group of kids upstairs. Walking into the converted dining area, Todd saw it was still a work-in-progress. One of the rollup doors still remained, but the others had been removed and walled off.  
 
    Feeling a tap on his arm, Todd turned and saw Shawn grinning at him. “Come on, I’ll show you where you can drop your gear,” Shawn told him.  
 
    “How many do you have here?” Todd asked, following Shawn into the living room and saw Arthur rocking a much happier Nicole in the recliner.  
 
    Reaching the stairs, “Fifty-six now with your group,” Shawn answered and led Todd upstairs.  
 
    Walking into the living room, Wendy laughed to see Arthur rocking Nicole in the crook of his arm, and all his gear was in a pile beside the recliner. “Oh, I see a bunch of spoiled little girls in our future,” Wendy told him.  
 
    “I don’t know where that dump came from, but it was burning her tiny ass,” Arthur huffed while Wendy passed him Lucas. Taking Lucas, Arthur cradled him in the crook of his left arm. “Why don’t you take them and I’ll supervise the cooking?” Arthur offered.  
 
    “No, Andrea’s doing that. I’m going to help Vicki get the bottles ready. Then I’ll pull some in here to start feeding,” Wendy told him, feeling a little weak. “Damn, this drained feeling has got to go away.”  
 
    As soon as she realized she’d said it out loud, Wendy instantly regretted it. “Sit,” Arthur snapped, getting up with both babies. “I told you, you were doing too much.” 
 
    “Arthur, it’s been over four months, closer to five since I’ve had Rudolph. I can’t improve if I don’t move, so quit babying me,” Wendy groaned, but there was a little iron in her voice.  
 
    Staring at Wendy, Arthur started playing out the pending argument in his mind to see if it was worth the effort of the hell he would have to raise. Wendy just returned his gaze, knowing damn well what Arthur was doing. Realizing just how much the pending fight was going to cost him and Wendy, Arthur sat back down. “Get the bottles and sit,” Arthur finally told her, and in his mind, he’d won the argument that’d never happened.  
 
    Patting Arthur’s cheek, “Smart choice,” Wendy smiled. “I would’ve stolen a kid if I’d known that’s all it would’ve taken to get you to shave the beard.”  
 
    Looking up as Wendy headed toward the kitchen, “Nicole told me she didn’t like it! So back off!” Arthur shouted.  
 
    Even though the house was large and there were a lot of bodies moving around, everyone had learned what to do, so tasks moved ahead rapidly. To the new group, the activity looked like a synchronized orchestra run by a mad man. Not knowing what to do, Todd sat down in the living room wearing only his fatigue pants and a brown t-shirt. “Um, how do we know what we should be doing?” he asked.  
 
    “For now, just stay out of the way,” Arthur advised when Vicki came in. Seeing a big person with empty arms, she strolled over to Todd.  
 
    “Here,” Vicki said, holding out Ryan.  
 
    Scooting back on the couch like Ryan was radioactive, “I’ve never held a baby!” Todd cried out.  
 
    “Well, you’re about to learn,” Vicki informed him, putting Ryan in Todd’s lap. “Hold him like this,” she instructed, moving Todd’s arms to cradle Ryan. Pulling a bottle from her thigh pocket, Vicki showed Todd how to hold it. “Ryan gets tired of holding it halfway through,” she informed, turning around and heading back to the kitchen.  
 
    Like he was holding nitroglycerin, Todd held Ryan while he drank the bottle. “Good baby,” Todd said nervously.  
 
    “Oh, you’ll get over that fast,” Arthur laughed, and Vicki came back carrying Pam and another baby. “Got me some bottles, Little Momma?” 
 
    “Here,” Vicki said, pulling two bottles from her cargo pockets. “We can’t find Robin’s pants or any of Noah’s clothes, including shoes.” The fact she could grab the bottles with a baby on each hip left Todd in spellbound awe of the ten-year-old.  
 
    Taking the bottles while he rolled his eyes, “She probably ate them and stripped Noah,” Arthur groaned. Reading the names on the bottles, he moved the babies until he could feed the baby with the arm cradled around them.  
 
    “Momma said she’ll take Lucas when she gets in here,” Vicki told him, walking over to the couch and sitting down. Pulling the babies to each side, Vicki fed them each a bottle.  
 
    Walking into the living room while rolling her eyes, “Your child,” Wendy huffed, grabbing Lucas.  
 
    “Hey!” Arthur snapped. “I clearly remember telling you, Robin was yours.” 
 
    Sitting in the other recliner Wendy rocked, and Lucas never even acknowledged he had been moved. “Well, undoubtedly Robin doesn’t agree, since she always stays near you,” Wendy grinned. “Robin taught Noah how to strip.” 
 
    As if on cue, Robin ran into the living room wearing only pink cowboy boots. Seeing an empty spot on Arthur’s lap, she let out a squeal and changed direction. “Robin!” Vicki snapped, and even Arthur jumped at the tone. “Put your panties on because I’m tired of looking at your little butt!” 
 
    “No,” Robin shouted back, moving to climb into Arthur’s lap.  
 
    “You want me to get up?” Vicki threatened, scooting to the edge of the couch with babies in her lap.  
 
    Like Vicki had slapped her, Robin looked up at Arthur for help. “Don’t look at me, I don’t want Little Momma mad at me and on my ass,” Arthur scoffed. 
 
    Poking out her bottom lip, Robin looked down before she slowly shuffled out of the living room. “A ten-year-old girl holds more fear than I do,” Arthur mumbled while he glanced over at Vicki smiling. 
 
    “Where were your pants at?!” they heard Andrea cry out in shock from the kitchen. “No, they weren’t by the door,” Andrea answered the Robin gibberish.  
 
    “Great. She’s a nudist and a magician,” Arthur moaned. Moving Nicole to his shoulder when the bottle was empty, Arthur saw Robin run back in wearing panties only with her cowboy boots.   
 
    Needing no help, Robin climbed up into Arthur’s lap. “Thank you for at least wearing panties,” Arthur told Robin while he patted Nicole’s back. Robin jabbered and snuggled into Arthur’s side when Nicole gave her signature loud burp. The sound of tiny bare feet running sounded and Noah came running in, and everyone sighed seeing he had on underwear. Seeing Robin in Arthur’s lap, he took off again for the kitchen. 
 
    “Whoa,” Todd said in admiration. He glanced down and saw Ryan’s eyes were closed and the bottle was nearly empty.  
 
    “You see how Arthur patted Nicole?” Vicki asked, but wasn’t looking to see if Todd acknowledged. “Do that to Ryan,” she commanded.  
 
    “Hey Pops, Momma, you want to eat in here?” Shawn asked stepping in the living room.  
 
    “Nah, just set me a plate to the side,” Arthur replied. 
 
    “Shawn,” Wendy called out and he turned to her. “Will you make us both a plate and bring them to us?” Wendy smiled. “And will you get someone to get Ryan and put him in his crib? Todd thinks he’s going to break the baby and he needs to eat too.”  
 
    “I’ll get him,” Shawn said, walking over to take Ryan and Todd gave a thankful sigh of relief.  
 
     One of the other kids came in carrying plates and Arthur just set his on the end table beside him. “What’s on the schedule for tomorrow, Pops?” Shawn asked, walking back in.  
 
    “We work on the dorm and moat,” Arthur answered, watching Robin lean over and grab some food off his plate before shoving it in her mouth.  
 
    Sitting down on the couch Shawn held out his hands to Vicki, seeing if she wanted to pass a baby off and Vicki just shook her head. “Will we have to drive the cement trucks to fill them up, or we going to use the pallets of cement we have?” Shawn asked while Beth ran in and climbed in his lap.  
 
    “Fill up the trucks. That’ll be the only trips we’ll make away from here for the next few weeks, maybe a month or so, depending on how fast we build,” Arthur told him.  
 
    “So, you still think we’re going to have problems with animals?” Shawn asked.  
 
    Arthur busted out laughing and felt Nicole jerk on his shoulder, and immediately stopped laughing. “Shawn, I don’t think, I know we will,” Arthur replied. The older kids, hearing Arthur talking all filed in the living room, just sitting wherever they could. Those holding babies were given priority on chairs and then Andrea came in last with Noah on her hip.  
 
    Glancing over at Shawn, Arthur saw he was confused. “Shawn, I told you, there was an estimated sixty to a hundred million dogs in the US. Those will be a threat by the end of summer. They aren’t now because there’re bodies everywhere to eat. The dogs won’t die off because there’ll be plenty of food to chase. I’m betting in two years, there will be over a hundred and fifty million big dogs roaming around because many of the smaller ones will be eaten. There are over thirty million whitetail deer alone and you must remember, we were their only predator.”  
 
    “There wasn’t that many deer here when America was discovered,” Andrea chimed in. Seeing everyone turn to look at her, “I read that somewhere,” she added.  
 
    “And you’re right,” Arthur told her. “At the time, America was wilderness. Now, the trees have been cut down and where there aren’t fields, there’re manicured lawns. Look at all that grass for herbivores to munch on, and guess what eats herbivores?” 
 
    Putting together what Arthur was saying in his mind, “Damn,” Shawn mumbled.  
 
    “You really want to know more?” Arthur asked, glancing down and saw Robin was asleep and curled into his side.  
 
    Actually thinking about that for a full minute, “Yes, sir,” Shawn replied.  
 
    “We know many zoos just turned the animals loose, but those won’t pose a problem for years. The US had an estimated thirty million head of beef cattle and ten million dairy cows, seven million sheep, four million goats; just more herbivores to feed the predators. Will they die off? No. There’s ample food for them because the continent is more grassland than forest. Before the virus, there was an estimated half a million black bears in the US. By next year, that number will double at the very least. I’m leaning more toward quadrupling. There’s plenty of food and nothing to hunt them, so I’m betting they’ll add a million, at least, to their ranks just this year because most cubs will survive,” Arthur paused, moving Nicole to the crook of his arm.  
 
    “You mentioned tigers,” Andrea blurted out.  
 
    “Yes, but it’ll be some time before they’re a force in nature, compared to the other predators. There were around three thousand in the US, but the mountain lion population was over thirty thousand. That number is going to go sky high really fast. By next year, I’m certain there will be a hundred thousand mountain lions. One thing cats can do is reproduce.” 
 
    “So, people will move down on the threat list in the years to come?” Shawn asked hopefully.  
 
    “Pfft,” Arthur scoffed. “NO. They’ll always be our greatest threat. Am I worried about animals attacking us? Yes, but I’m more worried about them wiping out our livestock. I don’t want to go out and round up more cows, goats, chickens, sheep, or horses, with packs of dogs that could number in the hundreds. I also want the fences, so those herbivores can’t come in here and heaven forbid, get into the greenhouses.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of dogs,” Todd mumbled, and his mind provided images. 
 
    “And remember, the only reason humans are apex predators is because of our brains. We can’t outrun them, and those predators will come to associate humans as an easy meal in time,” Arthur said. “Hell, it was just a week ago when we heard on the CB those people talking about a pride of lions outside of Little Rock.”  
 
    “Are humans going to go extinct?” Shawn asked. 
 
    “No,” Arthur answered, shaking his head. “I’m guessing, but I figure in two years, there will only be three to maybe five million people on the North American Continent. Half of the survivors who didn’t die from the virus will die from other diseases, mostly contaminated water, and another quarter from starvation.” 
 
    “Whoa,” Shawn mumbled.  
 
    “Indeed,” Arthur nodded. “Now, you see why I don’t want crops. I want big-ass greenhouses in the valley. We can grow year-round, but the greenhouses give us another level of protecting our food.”  
 
    Slumping down on the couch, “We have so much shit to do!” Shawn gasped.  
 
    “Yep, assholes and elbows for a long time,” Arthur agreed. “After the dorm and moat are done, we’ll start on the fence around the valley.”  
 
    “Arthur,” Wendy called out, smiling. “Just how long will this fence around the valley be?” 
 
    Shrugging, “Just over eleven miles,” he answered, and Wendy felt lightheaded. “That’ll give us seven square miles to live in.” 
 
    “That’s going to take years!” Andrea gasped.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Want to bet on that?” Arthur winked. “After the first week, I’m willing to bet we’ll average a quarter to a half a mile a day.”  
 
    “How?” Andrea blurted out.  
 
    “Wait till we start, and you’ll see,” Arthur replied, winking again.  
 
    Running through her mind what she wanted to bet, Wendy cleared her throat to get Arthur’s attention. “How long will the dorm take to get finished?” she asked.  
 
    “They’ll move in there in two weeks,” Arthur answered confidently. “We won’t finish the entire dorm, just two wings so everyone has a spot.    
 
    Hearing the confidence, Wendy decided not to bet on the fence. She looked around and saw some of the kids asleep, but everyone had a peaceful expression on hearing Arthur had a plan. In the end, Arthur was wrong about the dorm. It took sixteen days before the kids moved in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    The Princess is a Slut 
 
      
 
    For the last month, all they’d done was workout and look for supplies in the storage rooms along the subway tunnel. They settled on two MRAPs that were painted black and white with huge Homeland seals on the door and roof. It had taken some work, but they’d driven both MRAPs to the platform at the subway station and had even found a trailer to put on the second one. 
 
    They had all noticed the blocky protrusions on the roof of each of the MRAPs but paid them little mind. It wasn’t until they started loading them that Sarah had climbed up on the roof and saw the thing sticking out of the protrusion was a gun barrel. So they’d stopped all work and went to work on figuring out how to work the remote firing station. It was Sarah who’d wondered out loud why in the hell Homeland would even have something like this. 
 
    Working the station they’d figured out relatively easy, but not the machine gun. It took them over an hour and several books to figure out the gun was a fifty caliber M2 Browning machine gun. Then they’d gone in search of a book on how to work the thing. They were all happy that it had only taken them three days to figure out how to work the remote station, learn how the gun worked, how to do maintenance, and load the gun.    
 
    Looking at the clipboard, Sutton gave a sigh and he grinned. “And we still have room,” he said proudly, looking in the back of the MRAP. Another was parked right behind this one and it was packed full of gear, as was the trailer hooked to the bumper. 
 
    “Careful you don’t say that too loud, my boy,” Skannish laughed, carrying over a stack of books from the library. “Sarah may want to unpack it and see if we can get just a few more items in.”  
 
    Dropping the clipboard, “I’m not unpacking either of these things again,” Sutton declared, and his clipboard hit the concrete with a clatter. “After learning the remote firing station, Sarah wanted to make adjustments so we could bring more of the big bullets.”   
 
    “That’s what you said last time when we found the night vision gear,” Skannish cackled. “I still think she moved more stuff than either of us both times.”  
 
    Watching Skannish walk off, Sutton had to admit, he was moving much better. The months of exercise and regular meals was showing positive effects on both of them. Both had lost over ten pounds and could walk much farther without getting winded. All in all, Sutton felt pretty good about their chances, but his fear was for Sarah. And he had to admit, he loved that robot gun on the roof for that reason alone. The trip would be bad because Sarah was a pretty young woman, a bit of a bitch, but they both were endeared to her.  
 
    It was when they would set up that made Sutton worry so much. Skannish was sixty-seven and he was fifty-four. They had to find people, so Sarah would have help in a few years. He and Skannish had talked about it several times and if they found a good group that would let Sarah stay but not them, they would leave her. Neither was under any illusion, and knew they weren’t long on this earth. Not without modern medical care. The last two months were the healthiest either had ever lived since they were kids. They just didn’t want Sarah stuck alone when they wasted away in a few years.  
 
    One of the trips into the main compound, they had secured enough of each one’s blood pressure medication to last years. The trip into the compound had been to gather books from the library, but he’d snuck off to get their medications.  
 
    Another thing that terrified them was all the violence they heard on the radio. They still shot the guns every day and even started shooting other guns they had found, but all knew they weren’t warriors. This above all was what upset Sutton; you didn’t need to kill and take from the living. There were supplies still out there, but he knew in his heart there was evil, and society could usually hold it in check in the masses. But when that thin veil of society was gone, those who didn’t fight the evil in others succumbed to it, violently.  
 
    Going by their original numbers, Sutton was putting the population of the US between thirty to fifty million. People were still dying from the flu in the tens of thousands, but in the last few weeks, they’d heard there were more people surviving it. But now, reports on the HAM radio were starting to report other epidemics causing deaths, along with the violence humans were doing to each other. He would consider the US lucky if half of those alive now survived winter.  
 
    Glancing around and making sure Sarah wasn’t near, “Skannish,” Sutton called in a low voice. Seeing the intense look on Sutton’s face, Skannish jogged over. “When we leave, I want you to ride with Sarah,” Sutton said, cutting his eyes around. “You and I will fake a fight. I think she needs to drive, so one of us can shoot that remote firing station. She’s a pretty young woman and the thought of someone hurting her just breaks my heart.”  
 
    About to protest, Skannish stopped when he saw Sutton was serious. “It would break mine also, my friend. But may I ask, why you don’t ride shotgun with her?” he asked.  
 
    “First, she would expect me to drive some. She doesn’t like you driving the MRAPs. Second, you are a better judge of people than I am and will know who we can trust to join with. I have no doubt you can use that robot machine gun, but I think she might hesitate if I was driving with her and she was on the joystick. If we hit a roadblock, I want you to get Sarah out and I’ll stall them. She’s a good kid and shouldn’t be dealing with this but she is, and I think we should do what we can before you and I are of no use.”  
 
    Hearing that Sutton had thought long and hard on this, Skannish nodded. “I’ll do it, but you’d better try your hardest to stay with us. Sarah gets on to me more than my wife did.”   
 
    Grinning, Sutton nodded, “Yeah, and now I understand what you complained about for all those years.”  
 
    Hearing running footsteps on the platform both leapt in the air and turned around, knowing it was Sarah. Each had a forced innocent expression that would’ve made any mother on the planet start asking questions immediately. When they saw Sarah round the corner they saw fear on her face, and both felt panic flood their bodies. 
 
    “Come here!” Sarah screamed, skidding to a halt before spinning around and sprinting off.  
 
    Neither hesitated, breaking into a run to follow, and realized Sarah could really run when she left them. They saw her duck into the Secret Service control area and pushed hard, while a million scenarios played out in their minds of what was wrong.  
 
    Bursting into the main control room, they found Sarah holding a large stack of computer paper. “They attacked the CDC in Atlanta!” she screamed.   
 
    Panting hard when they came to a stop, they both looked at Sarah in shock. “Who attacked the CDC?” Sutton finally asked while he panted.  
 
    “The military!” Sarah screamed.  
 
    “Our military?” Sutton yelled.  
 
    “Yes! Under orders from the president!” Sarah cried out but didn’t scream, still holding out the stack of paper.  
 
    Feeling very lightheaded, Skannish stumbled over to a chair and dropped down. Feeling a pain in his chest, he pushed on his breastbone while he struggled to catch his breath. “Why? Were they under attack like we were?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” Sarah mumbled, and her eyes got watery. “When our team arrived at the CDC, they notified Denver.” She stopped, holding up the continuous computer paper. “They specifically asked them about us. But the others told them they didn’t know what had happened to us, like we’d discussed. They used the information we sent and made the immunization. First batches were put out yesterday and this morning, a military team landed and wiped out the entire site.” 
 
    Sarah paused while tears ran down her cheeks, “They questioned Doug before he died,” she said, and Skannish and Sutton looked at each other, since Doug had been on their team for five years. “The president and his upper staff want us dead because we could let what’s left of the population know that he didn’t take us, and we had the cure. Millions more civilians died these last four months, along with the military. They’re worried about a coup if others find out.”   
 
    “But why everyone at the CDC? They weren’t here?” Sutton panted, feeling sick.  
 
    “Because they talked to the others from our team,” Sarah sobbed. “After our team got there, all communication to the CDC was deemed priority and only the president could authorize direct communication with them. They didn’t want word to get out.”  
 
    “There were over a thousand people there!” Sutton gasped, stumbling back into a desk.  
 
    Nodding, “Including families,” Sarah paused, giving a hard sob, “two thousand, three hundred and nine. They shot them because they didn’t want to lose the immunization.” 
 
    Keeping his movements hidden and pulling a bottle from his pocket, Skannish tossed a pill under his tongue.  Shoving the bottle back in his pocket, “Sarah, are they coming here?” he asked. 
 
    Still holding the stack of paper out in front of her, “They don’t say. All they reported was this site was a complete loss, as reported by our team,” Sarah whimpered. “We should’ve stopped them.”  
 
    Pushing off the desk, Sutton took the stack of paper and pushed Sarah’s arm down. “Sarah, there was no way of knowing this would happen. The only reason we didn’t go was we were pissed about getting left behind. We haven’t talked to Denver because we want nothing to do with forced labor camps. None of us even fathomed they would do something of this magnitude.”  
 
    Nodding, Sarah wiped her face. “We have to leave soon because I’m sure they’ll come here, just to see if they can find our bodies,” she mumbled.  
 
    Putting the stack of paper down, Sutton grabbed her shoulders, “I say, let’s leave this evening. We all agree traveling at night with those night vision goggles will be safer. We checked over the loads and have a little room left, but let’s just take off,” he told her.  
 
    “They’ll kill us if they find us,” Sarah pointed out, getting her emotions back under control.  
 
    Giving a forced chuckle, “Well, this is a big country and because of this virus, it just got a lot bigger. They will have better luck searching for the Holy Grail than looking for us after we drive out of those doors,” Sutton told her.  
 
    Wiping her eyes, “Who knows where your sister lives? Is it on any form you ever filled out for the government?” she asked.  
 
    “Sarah, my sister lives there, but it is still in our deceased uncle’s name. The last time I was there, I was a teenager. The last time I saw my sister was six years ago, when we met up in Little Rock,” Sutton told her, and Sarah gave him a disapproving look. “Sarah, I love my sister, but she can’t shut her mouth. The problem is, she doesn’t say anything worthwhile. It tends to grate the nerves after an hour.”  
 
    “Oh, you’re being nice,” Skannish chuckled with the pain in his chest now gone. “I think Alicia talks just to fill the void around her with noise.” 
 
    Sarah turned to Skannish when he nodded. “Yes, I’ve met his sister several times. I told Sutton he needed to see her more when he started working at the CDC,” Skannish said, pausing. “My wife and I had dinner with both of them a few years after Sutton had joined the CDC. I didn’t even get to sit down before I was ready to leave. My wife said she had to catch a cab home because she was worried about a friend before our meals hit the table. Alicia raped my ears,” Skannish stated with a straight face, and Sarah busted out laughing. 
 
    “It’s not funny! She forced information I had no care for or desire to hear into my ears. That is rape,” Skannish nodded. “I never told Sutton again he should visit with Alicia. But whenever I was close, he would drag me to dinner with her. That first dinner was the only time my wife met Alicia, before she passed ten years later. My wife had threatened divorce if I ever dragged her to another dinner with Alicia.”  
 
    Still laughing despite the moment, Sarah sat down. “I just wanted to make sure we didn’t need to go somewhere else,” Sarah told them. “I just can’t picture someone like that being Sutton’s sibling.”  
 
    “Neither could I,” Skannish replied flatly.  
 
    “Are both of you packed?” Sarah asked, and they nodded. “Let’s fill what room we have left with more food, then pull the MRAPs to the door and sleep in the cabs. After dark, we disappear.”  
 
    “That sounds like a plan we’ll follow,” Sutton grinned.  
 
    Looking over at Skannish, Sarah turned back to Sutton. “How close do you think your projections were on the production of the immunizations?” she asked.  
 
    “Sarah, if there hadn’t been an attack and we had gotten samples to the CDC, we still wouldn’t have had everyone in the complex immunized. It would be about now, that we would be getting results with those chickens that were hauled in. To be honest, by the time we got to real numbers being produced for the general population, everyone left would have already been exposed and recovered or immune. The virus was too lethal and moved too fast for us to make much of an impact,” Sutton told her.  
 
    Nodding, “I just wanted to hear you say it,” Sarah said. “That’s why the president did it. Not to save millions. He doesn’t want the people in Denver to know he would sacrifice them in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Well, not many of his staff left with him,” Skannish chimed in.  
 
    “Each one that was immunized, with the exception of us and the rest of the team, made it,” Sarah said, picking the papers back up. “Ready to drive the MRAPs to the door?” 
 
    “Yeah, go check our rooms, so we aren’t forgetting anything,” Sutton said, grabbing the stack of paper Sarah was holding. “I want to grab my laptop and download some stuff from here, then we can drive to the door.” 
 
    “What do you want from this?” Sarah asked, waving at the computers.  
 
    “Evidence,” Sutton replied, looking at the stack of papers. “There may come a time when we need it, and I don’t want to come back here and get it.”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, I’ve actually enjoyed my time here,” Skannish admitted. “I learned to shoot machine guns and shot pistols for the first time. I’m working out, and that’s something I never would’ve dreamed of,” he chuckled. “I learned how to play Nintendo, even though Mario doesn’t jump when I tell him to.”  
 
    “You press the button, not shout at the TV,” Sutton groaned, throwing up his hands. “You rarely curse, but I found your vice; video games. You cuss worse than any sailor I’ve ever heard.”  
 
    Getting up, Skannish narrowed his eyes. “The princess is a slut! I was right there, and she could’ve run to Mario instead of just crying ‘help me’ with that turtle dragon there!” 
 
    “Bowser,” Sarah smirked out.  
 
    “She’s a slut!” Skannish shouted and headed for the door. “Mario went through all that and the dirty bitch can’t even run across the screen to him?!”  
 
    After Skannish slammed the door, Sutton turned to Sarah and winked. “I packed the Nintendo and the Super Nintendo. I’ll wait until he beats the first Mario before telling him there’s a part two.”  
 
    “Oh, I love watching him play,” Sarah laughed, wiping tears from her eyes. “I can’t wait till both of you graduate to an Xbox.” 
 
    “May be a little bit until we get some power hooked up, but I’m willing to try it,” Sutton said, walking out with Sarah.  
 
    Heading to the dorm complex on the other side of the platform, “She’s a slut!” Skannish shouted out before walking into the dorm complex. 
 
    “Get your laptop and get what we need. I’m going to get him to try and rescue the princess before we move the MRAPs,” Sarah laughed. “I want to build up some laughs before we leave and see the nasty that’s outside.”   
 
    Grabbing Sarah’s hand, Sutton pulled her across the platform toward the dorm complex. “That’s a great idea. He can never play more than two hours. I’ll download what we need, then we can drive to the door.” 
 
    “I’ll make some popcorn,” Sarah laughed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Bad Guys Don’t Wear Masks 
 
      
 
    They left after the monitors showed it was dark outside and Skannish was still calling the princess a slut. Riding with Sarah who was in the lead, Skannish was looking at the screen in front of him. “I want to try out the remote gun, but I’m scared,” he admitted. “If those little bullets make that much noise, I really don’t want to know how much those big bullets make.”  
 
    Reaching up and adjusting the knob on the goggles until she was satisfied with the image, Sarah grinned. “As thick as the armor on this thing is, it shouldn’t hurt our ears,” she told him.  
 
     Lifting his gaze to look out the front window at the dark world, “That’s not what I meant,” he corrected. “I’m afraid how far off others can hear it.”  
 
    Never thinking of that, “Oh, then let’s hope we don’t have to shoot it,” Sarah said, glancing in the rearview mirror and saw Sutton driving behind her. Like her truck, he was driving without lights. It was now she was thankful she had listened to Skannish a month ago when they’d started getting ready to leave. He’d told them they needed to get used to the NVGs to see in the dark before they drove with them. At the time Sarah thought it was stupid, but now she knew she was very wrong.   
 
    “I just don’t think it’s wise to wait to try it out when we need it,” Skannish admitted, pulling up the atlas.  
 
    Having already missed one turn, Sarah bit her tongue while waiting for Skannish to tell her when the next one was. After ten minutes and passing two roads, “Next turn should be soon,” she reminded him.  
 
    “Sarah, I’m looking,” Skannish said, leaning close to the map and adjusting his glasses. Lifting his head, Skannish saw a sign and looked back down at the map.  
 
    Fighting the urge to just grab the map, “Do I need to slow down?” she asked.  
 
    “I think we passed it three miles back,” Skannish replied.  
 
    Getting angry but knowing she couldn’t navigate and drive at night with the big truck, Sarah started thinking of how to tactfully address this. She was about to speak when she saw a small gas station and diner on the right side of the road. Taking her foot off the gas, Sarah glanced around and saw they were surrounded by fields and it was the only structure she could see. But what Sarah was looking at were the dozen or so cars in the parking lot. “Scan around with the robot gun and see if you spot anything,” Sarah barked.  
 
    Lowering the atlas, Skannish was about to protest but then noticed Sarah was slowing down. Grabbing the joystick he swung it back and forth. “I see some deer and I think some horses,” Skannish told her, then felt Sarah braking. “We don’t have room for anything!” 
 
    Ignoring Skannish, Sarah grabbed her radio. “Stopping,” she called out, and stopped on the road in front of the station. Grabbing her P90, Sarah glanced in her mirror and saw Sutton stop right behind her. “Keep watch,” Sarah told Skannish as she got out and closed the door hearing him about to speak, but she knew it was only to rant.  
 
    Looping the sling over her head, “Oh, I love him, but I’m going to strangle him,” Sarah moaned, and heard Sutton trotting up. “I won’t be long, so just wait,” she said and strolled for the parking lot.  
 
    Thinking Sarah was taking a pee break, Sutton was about to head back to his truck when he saw Sarah moving around the parked cars and trucks looking inside. His mouth fell open when Sarah raised her gun and shot in the side window of a car. Using her gun to clear the glass, she reached in and opened the door.  
 
    Reaching in, he saw her take something stuck on the windshield off and climb out. Sarah looked at it and tucked it under her arm before she continued to look in cars. When she shot out the window of a truck, Sutton started looking around in panic, gripping his gun tight. Turning back to Sarah, he saw her walking back holding something in her left hand.  
 
    “Get the one under my arm,” she told him and Sutton grabbed it, seeing it was a GPS unit. “I get this one because I can program in roads,” she said, holding the one up in her hand.  
 
    “He missed another turn, huh?” Sutton grinned.  
 
    Nodding her head as she reached for the door, “For the last hour, all Skannish has talked about was how the princess is a slut,” Sarah said, but couldn’t help but grin. “I’ll call on the radio when I have it programed.”  
 
    Watching her climb in, Sutton chuckled to hear Skannish. “I have the map, you don’t need a computer guide!” 
 
    “Well, watch the map and make sure she gets the route right!” Sarah snapped as she shut the door.  
 
    Jogging back to his truck, Sutton stopped and answered nature’s call then climbed in. He plugged his GPS and turned it on. Typing in their first rest stop, he gave a startle when Sarah called over the radio, “Moving out.”  
 
    He just stuck his unit to the window and dropped the shifter in drive. Settling in the seat, Sutton pulled off while keeping twenty yards behind Sarah and saw his speedometer staying at forty-five. “I didn’t drive this fast in a forty-five zone,” he sighed, but they had talked about it and all agreed, any faster would be too dangerous. They had already dodged several wrecks and since they were staying on county roads, a small wreck blocked most of the two lanes. 
 
    They had traveled two hundred miles and were heading south through West Virginia when they saw their first group of people as they passed through a small town. “People to the right,” Sarah called out on the radio.  
 
    Grabbing the radio, “I see them,” Sutton replied, studying the group in a parking lot of a small store. As he passed, Sutton could see them very clearly with his night vision goggles and gave a shiver. There were three adults and a bunch of teens, but all of them looked at the two trucks with unbiased hate. “What the hell did we do to you?” Sutton wondered.  
 
    Glancing in his side mirror as he drove on, Sutton was thankful none pulled out. Never slowing, they passed through the small town and were soon back in farm country.  
 
    Stretching out in his seat, Sutton gave a startle several hours later when his radio went off. “How’s your fuel?” Sarah asked.   
 
    “Just over half a tank,” Sutton answered.  
 
    “Stopping,” Sarah called out and Sutton grinned to hear Skannish in the background complaining. “I said we’re stopping!” Sarah shouted before releasing the microphone.  
 
    “Maybe I should let her ride with me,” Sutton thought.  
 
    When they stopped, he saw the semi-truck parked on the shoulder of the road. “Smart girl,” he grinned.  
 
    Using a fuel transfer pump they’d scavenged in the bunker, they fueled up and stretched their legs. When fuel overflowed from Sutton’s ride, Sarah turned the pump off. “Wish we could take the rest,” she said, tapping the tank on the semi.  
 
    “We have a hundred gallons in the trailer,” Skannish reminded her.  
 
    “Yeah, and I would be happy to not use any of it,” Sarah sighed as Sutton gathered up the pump.  
 
    Glancing at his watch, “You think we can make that State Park in Indiana?” Sutton asked.  
 
    “We’re only a hundred and fifty miles away,” Sarah scoffed. “We’ll make it well before the sun comes up.”  
 
    “Oh, so you trust that little computer more than my navigating?” Skannish huffed.  
 
    “At least she tells me when a turn is coming before I get to it and not after I passed it!” Sarah snapped, and Skannish slumped his shoulders. With his head cast down, he shuffled back to the MRAP and climbed in. Giving a long sigh, “That’s why I hate getting gruff with him,” Sarah admitted, feeling like she had kicked a puppy.  
 
    “It doesn’t bother me when he does that sulking to me,” Sutton confessed. “A decade ago when he started that, it did for a year or so, but I got over it fast.” Giving a laugh as Sutton stored the pump, Sarah waited until he was done before they loaded up and continued on. 
 
    When they crossed into Indiana, Sutton gave a startle when Sarah called on the radio to stop. Stopping on the road in front of a hardware store, Sutton glanced around as Sarah climbed out of her MRAP. He could see houses, but they were half a mile away across a field. “Wait, I won’t be long,” Sarah told him on the radio as she walked around her ride and headed for the hardware store. Seeing the gun mount on Sarah’s MRAP slowly turning, Sutton put his ride in park.   
 
    Flipping his goggles up, Sutton turned on the thermal for his remote gun station. Using the joystick, he turned it behind them and scanned around. Way off in the distance he could see hot spots on the left side of the road, but they were too far away to even guess what they were.   
 
    Noticing movement from the corner of his eye he saw Sarah pushing a shopping cart out with boxes. “What the hell did she need so bad from a hardware store?” Sutton wondered.  
 
    Walking around Sutton’s ride, Sarah opened the passenger door and started tossing the boxes in the passenger side. Glancing in the first box, Sutton saw it was packed with cans of spray paint. Watching the boxes getting tossed in, Sutton saw they all held cans of spray paint. Before he could ask, “Let’s go,” Sarah said, closing the door. 
 
    Watching Sarah just push the shopping cart off the road into the ditch, Sutton racked his brain trying to figure it out and then gave up as Sarah pulled off. Turning off his remote station and shifting back into drive, he followed on.  
 
    *** 
 
    Laying on the gear in the back of his MRAP and hearing a metal rattling, Sutton cracked his eyes open and lifted his head. Looking in the front, he saw Sarah shaking cans of spray paint in each hand. “Good, you’re up,” Sarah smiled at him.  
 
    Dropping his head down with a grunt, Sutton pulled his wrist to his face while blinking his eyes and saw he had slept six hours. “I am now,” he mumbled and crawled to the front, sliding into the driver’s seat. “Just why the spray paint?” 
 
    “To paint the rides,” Sarah answered. “Did you see the way those people we passed looked at us?” 
 
    Giving a yawn, “Yeah, we weren’t their friends,” Sutton got out in a groan.  
 
    “Sutton, they didn’t get the hostile looks until they saw the side of my MRAP had a Homeland seal and Homeland written on the bottom,” she told him. 
 
    Turning to her, “You’re sure?” he asked. 
 
    “Sutton, one was waving at me till they saw the side of my truck and dropped his hand,” Sarah said. “I want you to cover me, so I can do some painting.”  
 
    Looking out the window, “Have you seen or heard anything?” he asked.  
 
    “No, and Skannish is still asleep,” Sarah said. “And I’m not staying in the truck with him snoring,” she said flatly.  
 
    “Wise choice, he can wake the dead,” Sutton finally said. “Want me to help?” 
 
    “Yeah, keep an eye out while I paint,” Sarah repeated. “All those books we read said to always have someone cover you.”  
 
    “Sarah, you went into a store alone to get spray paint,” Sutton sighed.  
 
    “Yeah, and you and Skannish were in the trucks on the remote guns covering me,” she pointed out. “You can’t do that when you’re asleep.”  
 
    When it was put like that, Sutton felt stupid. “I can do it and you guard.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m still your boss,” she chuckled, climbing out. 
 
    They’d reached the state park south of Bloomington, Indiana just before the sun rose. Looking around the park, Sutton didn’t see anything except trees and picnic tables. On the left side was a rental cabin between them and Lake Monroe. Studying the cabin, Sutton saw it looked untouched compared to the thousands of houses they had passed last night.  
 
    Turning on the remote station from standby, Sutton glanced out the window thinking this was a nice area. When he heard the hiss of spray paint Sutton gave a startle, not believing he’d heard it in the armored truck. Leaning over and looking down at the passenger window, he saw Sarah painting the emblem on the passenger door. Lifting his eyes to look back at the cabin trying to estimate the distance, Sutton put it forty yards and a line of hedges about three feet tall that ran in front of the cabin, he put at fifteen to twenty. There was a break in the hedges where a sidewalk led from the road up to the cabin.  
 
    Running the idea of just staying at the cabin, “Not big enough,” Sutton concluded after studying the cabin harder. Thinking he saw movement at the bottom of one of the windows, Sutton stared at the same spot for five minutes. “Need coffee,” he concluded, shifting one of the boxes of spray paint cans. He saw, brown, a lot of brown in many different shades. Then he noticed every color was in different shades, black, green, brown, and gray.   
 
    Turning to the screen that showed the camera on the remote firing station, he grabbed the joystick to swing the mount around slowly from the right. He stopped when he saw some dogs trot across the road behind them. “Yeah, I feel sorry for the pets,” he sighed.   
 
    Leaning over and looking down at Sarah again, he saw she was painting the top half of the door that’d been white. “Now I know why she got a hundred plus cans. She’s going to paint both vehicles,” he chuckled. Lifting his eyes off of Sarah, Sutton caught movement behind the hedge where it met the sidewalk. 
 
    Pulling back into the driver’s seat, he turned the mount toward the cabin and could see the hedges clearly, but they were too thick to see through. Shifting his eyes on the screen he could make out all the details of the cabin very clearly. The windows were black on the screen, making him relax. “Nothing hot inside,” he mumbled as a small voice inside his head told him that he had read something about that.  
 
    “That’s right!” he gasped. “Can’t see heat through glass, only temperature of the surface.” Swinging the mount from the cabin Sutton stopped, catching movement again at the corner of the hedge.  
 
    “That was a kid! A little girl!” he cried out, staring at the spot with his eyes. Then he felt really guilty for aiming the gun at the cabin. “I probably scared the crap out of her.”  
 
    Moving the boxes of paint from the seat and into the area he’d been sleeping on top of all the gear in back, Sutton crawled over to the passenger seat. He opened the small port in the window and saw Sarah was at the front wheel well. “Sarah,” he whispered loudly.  
 
    Giving a groan, Sarah continued painting, feeling the can was nearly empty. “Yes?” she asked, raising her eyebrows. 
 
    Cringing at how loud Sarah was, Sutton whispered again. “Sarah, not so loud and come here.”  
 
    “The door has wet paint,” she informed him.  
 
    “God damn it, Sarah, come here!” Sutton shouted, startling her and making her drop the can. 
 
    Looking up at the window to see Sutton glaring at her, “I’ll come to the other side,” Sarah told him. “Shake me up two more cans.”  
 
    Grumbling as he reached back to open the driver’s door, Sutton kept his eyes on the corner of the hedge. When Sarah opened the door, she saw Sutton’s boots as he leaned over to the passenger seat. “What, where’s the paint?” she asked climbing up.  
 
    “There’s a little girl behind the hedge,” Sutton whispered.  
 
    Climbing inside and moving beside Sutton, “Are you sure?” Sarah asked.  
 
    “Yes, she has black hair,” Sutton answered, still staring at the spot.  
 
    “How old?” 
 
    Giving a grunt, “Sarah, I couldn’t even guess because I don’t have any experience with kids. She looked about waist high, though,” Sutton answered. “I think when I swung the gun over I scared her.”  
 
    Giving a gasp, “Oh my God, so did I and Skannish,” Sarah moaned. “We probably terrified her.” 
 
    “We didn’t know,” Sutton said, but still felt guilty. “What do we do? If she’s out here, I’m betting she’s alone.” 
 
    Feeling her heart breaking, “Poor thing, her family’s probably dead and we scared her,” Sarah suggested in a breaking voice. Both were still in the mindset of the old world and not the new world of viral misery. “We can’t leave her.” 
 
    “I didn’t say that, you did,” Sutton barked, not taking his eyes from the window. “If we just go over there she could run off, and one thing I do know, kids are fast.”  
 
    “Stay here, let me go and see if I can get her to come out,” Sarah offered. “I can offer her some food.”   
 
    Finally taking his eyes from the window to stare at the side of Sarah’s face, “Sarah, it’s a kid, not a cat,” Sutton told her. 
 
    “Well, what do we do then?” Sarah barked and Sutton turned back to the window.  
 
    Not having a better solution, “Okay, go and see if you can get her to come out,” Sutton said.  
 
    About to leave, Sarah stopped. “You come with me and stand at the front of the truck,” Sarah told him.  
 
    Thinking that didn’t sound right, “Why?” he asked.  
 
    “Sutton, if she’s behind those hedges that means she’s been there since we pulled in,” Sarah told him. “We can tell her nobody is inside the big truck to point the big machine gun at her.”  
 
    Glancing back again, “Kids have that good of a concept?” 
 
    “Hell, I don’t know, but it would make me feel better if I was a kid hiding behind the bushes and saw giant trucks with robot machine guns on top,” Sarah admitted.  
 
    Pondering that, Sutton had to agree. “Okay, but we’ll keep our guns. I saw some dogs behind us and we’ve heard reports of them attacking people,” he said patting her P90. “We’ll just let them hang off us.”  
 
    Looking at the P90, Sarah nodded. “That sounds good because I wouldn’t have known this was a gun as a kid.”       
 
    “Okay, you go to the front of the truck to watch while I get out, so we can see if she leaves,” he told her.  
 
    Not answering Sarah climbed back out almost giddy, hoping they could help the little girl. When she reached the front of the truck, Sarah stopped and waited for Sutton. He climbed out before throwing the loop of the sling over his head. Pushing the submachine gun under his right arm, he joined Sarah at the front of the truck.  
 
    “Stay here,” she whispered.  
 
    Moving slowly, Sarah held out her right hand like she was holding food. “We won’t hurt you, little girl. Nobody is in the truck with the robot thing, so you don’t have to be scared.” 
 
    Sarah froze at seeing a small face peek around the corner of the hedge and dart back. “We have some food, would you like some food?” Sarah cooed out softly and the face peeked out longer this time, and Sarah saw the little girl looked Hispanic.  
 
    “Damn, kids do respond like cats,” Sutton mumbled in shock.  
 
    When the girl’s face darted back, “It’s okay, baby, we won’t hurt you, and the mean robot won’t look over here anymore,” Sarah called out softly.  
 
    The front door of the cabin banged open, “Don’t you hurt my kids, assholes!” a woman screamed, running out of the cabin. Both turned as they instinctively lifted their weapons to see a female soldier with red hair coming at them and aiming a rifle.   
 
    Registering what the soldier had shouted, Sutton lowered his weapon. “Like we would hurt a kid!” he shouted back, very insulted. “I can’t believe you would even insinuate something like that!” 
 
    The soldier’s steps faltered and she could actually see Sutton was insulted. “Anna, get behind me,” the soldier said, and the little girl jumped up from behind the hedge in a run and ducked behind the soldier. When Anna was behind her, the soldier saw Sarah lower her weapon. The soldier could tell the only reason Sarah had lowered her weapon was because she didn’t want to hurt Anna. 
 
    Beyond shocked, the soldier lowered her own weapon. In the months since the virus had hit, she’d never seen anything like this. Neither had their weapon aimed at her. Turning back to Sutton, she could swear he was sulking like his feelings were hurt. “Um,” she stuttered, actually feeling bad. “Sorry,” she finally said.  
 
    “Like we would hurt a little girl,” Sutton grunted, turning away.  
 
    Emotionally numb, the soldier let her M4 go in shock to let it hang at her side. “I’m sorry, but we’ve come across some very bad people, and Homeland has been a few of them,” she told them.  
 
    Sarah let out a laugh. “We aren’t Homeland, we stole these,” Sarah smiled, and saw the little girl peek out from behind the soldier. “We used to work for the CDC. My name’s Sarah.”  
 
    Just blinking in shock for several seconds, “Sergeant Ellie Green,” she said. All morning Ellie had watched the two vehicles and had to admit, the group had no idea what the hell they were doing. “Again, sorry,” she offered to Sutton, and was shocked at herself for feeling relieved to see him nod and turn to her with a smile.  
 
    “We would never hurt your daughter,” he told her and gave a small wave at Anna peeking out behind Ellie.  
 
    “She’s not mine, none of them are,” Ellie mumbled at them. It had been so long since she had talked to people that weren’t trying to harm or kill her or the kids. For no other reason than they were alive. 
 
    Hearing the door to the MRAP open, Ellie’s right hand grabbed the pistol grip of her M4 and her mouth fell open. Barefoot, Skannish slid out wearing old man boxers and a white tank top undershirt with his gray hair spoofed out. “Where did the soldier and little girl come from?” he called out. 
 
    Feeling lightheaded and trying to process what her eyes were seeing, Ellie’s hand slipped off her weapon in double shock. First, Skannish was the oldest person she had seen in months. Second, he had no weapon and was in boxers and a tank top, barefooted.  
 
    “She thought we were going to hurt the little girl,” Sutton huffed, waving his arm out at Ellie.  
 
    Puffing out his chest, “I have a good mind to spank your bottom, young lady. Soldier or not,” Skannish barked, then gave a wince when he stepped on a rock. 
 
    Really wishing she could take back what she’d said, Ellie cleared her throat before she spoke. “Homeland agents shot at us two weeks ago when we were looking for food.” She was certain she could walk faster than the old man coming across the parking lot.  
 
    “What? Where at?” Skannish shouted, then turned to Sarah and Sutton. “You two go on and I’ll catch up to you after I go and shoot the cowards! Wanting to hurt soldiers protecting a little girl!” 
 
    Sarah and Sutton nodded and turned to see Ellie staring at Skannish in utter astonishment. When Ellie saw Skannish wince when he stepped on another rock, “Um, that’s why I had to leave my unit, we had orders to shoot any person not in their residence,” Ellie told them numbly. “I shot my lieutenant when he ordered me to kill Shanna.”  
 
    “Shanna? I thought you called her Anna,” Sarah said, looking at Anna. When Anna smiled at her, Sarah gave a little wave. “Why would they order you to shoot a kid?” 
 
    Sarah, Sutton, and Skannish turned to the cabin and saw more kids come out. A young teenaged black girl came out holding an M4 in shock. Behind her was a teen boy holding a Ruger 10/22. They led out two other teens with guns and four other kids, with two holding infants and three toddlers holding the older kids’ hands. Seeing the stunned faces, “Oh, guys, we are so sorry!” Sarah cried out. “We didn’t know you were in there. If we had, we never would’ve pointed the robot at you.” 
 
    Shifting her gaze from one to the other, “You guys, like, know a virus has killed most people and it’s like a warzone out there, right?” Ellie asked, wondering if they had been frozen or something.  
 
    Nodding her head, “Oh yes, we were working on the vaccine and made one, but the president left us to die when some people attacked the bunker we were in,” Sarah answered, then rolled her eyes. “Then the president killed the rest of our team that headed for Atlanta. After that and hearing about the government starting forced labor camps, we quit and are heading south.”  
 
    Ellie really wanted to walk out and touch the three just to see if they were real. She couldn’t believe people this clueless were still alive. “How long have you been out of the bunker?” she asked.  
 
    “Yesterday,” Sarah shrugged as Skannish finally reached her. 
 
    “Ellie, right?” Skannish asked and Ellie nodded slowly. “Where the hell is the rest of your unit because I’m going to shoot the microphallus excreta gormandizers after those Homeland staff.”  
 
    The three just looked at Ellie as she stared at them with glazed eyes. “What the hell did he just call her old unit?” Sarah whispered to Sutton.  
 
    “Small penis men that gorge themselves on feces,” Sutton whispered back.  
 
    “Oh,” Sarah nodded with a grin. “Small dick shit eaters.”  
 
    Cringing at the literal translation, “Where are you guys headed?” Sutton asked waving at the kids.  
 
    Barely shaking her head, “Nowhere, just trying to stay safe and not get killed or raped,” Ellie mumbled.    
 
    “Raped!” Skannish shouted, then turned back to his truck walking tenderly. “That does it, I’m getting my damn boots on and killing someone! You don’t go around scaring young ones like that!”  
 
    Rolling her head back, “You deal with him, I’m not,” Sarah moaned.  
 
    “Screw that, he’s going to get his gun,” Sutton huffed. “We’ll make him walk to go shoot them and when he gets tired, we’ll tell him we’ll look for them later.” 
 
    “Sutton, if it’s more than thirty yards away, Skannish can’t hit it.”   
 
    Slowly coming out of the numbing shock, “Where are you guys headed?” Ellie asked. “Maybe you should go back and hide in that bunker, I’m not sure you’re ready for the outside quite yet.” Staring at them and listening to the talk, Ellie could tell they were very intelligent, book-wise. But the way they acted, the three seemed to think bad guys would be wearing masks and name tags that read ‘Bad Guy’.  
 
    “We can’t go back,” Sutton told her. “Oh, my apologies, my name is Scott Sutton. Doctor Scott Sutton,” he smiled and saw several of the kids jump back. “Oh, I don’t give shots,” he assured the kids.  
 
    “You gave me one,” Sarah snapped.  
 
    “Oh, I guess you wanted Skannish to do it?”  
 
    Thinking about that, “No, not even on a dare,” Sarah admitted.  
 
    The younger kids and toddlers smiled at them as the others over the age of seven looked at them in stunned bewilderment. “We’re heading to my sister’s,” Sutton said, turning back to Ellie. “It’s really mine and my sister’s, left to us by an uncle.” 
 
    Seeing the younger kids seemed interested, “It’s way back in the woods with a pond and stream,” Sarah told them with a smile. Turning to Sutton, “Can they come? Ellie says they’re just trying to stay safe,” Sarah asked as Skannish shouted.  
 
    “Where did you put my boots, Sarah?! I can’t go shoot those ignoramus Neanderthals barefoot!” 
 
    Ignoring Skannish, “We would have to put several in each bedroom, but I don’t see why not,” Sutton told her.  
 
    “Sarah!” Skannish cried out in a creaking voice.  
 
    “They’re in the floorboard where you left them!” she shouted back, then turned to Ellie and saw her cringe. Giving a nod, “I’m sorry about that and I’ll feel bad about yelling at him later,” Sarah admitted.  
 
    “No, you shouldn’t be yelling,” Ellie told her, and all the kids were nodding.  
 
    Glancing back to her truck and misunderstanding, “Sorry, but Skannish doesn’t hear that well sometimes and when he’s in an irritated mood, shouting at him is the only way to get him to shut up,” Sarah clarified.  
 
    Holding her hands out as she walked down the sidewalk. “No, you don’t shout because bad people will hear you,” Ellie clarified, speaking slowly as if they were children.  
 
    “It wasn’t that loud,” Sarah said.  
 
    Feeling like she was talking to the toddlers walking up behind her, “For this new world, that was very loud. Voices carry a long way now,” Ellie told her.  
 
    Glancing at Sutton who just shrugged, “Oh,” Sarah said in a low voice. “But the offer stands if you guys want to come.”  
 
    Turning and seeing all the kids were excited, “Where is this farm?” Ellie asked.  
 
    “Arkansas,” Sarah answered as Anna stepped around Ellie. Thinking Anna looked awful skinny, “Anna, want something to eat?” 
 
    Anna’s smile fell off hearing someone just offer food freely. Worried she had offended Anna, Sarah gave a sigh to see Anna give a slow nod. Turning to Sutton’s truck, Sarah tapped the door and felt the paint was dry and opened it up before climbing in.  
 
    Sutton noticed the entire group stunned. “Sarah, just bring a whole box out.”  
 
    Sarah gave a grunt pulling a box of MREs out and held one out to Anna. “It says it’s food but leaves a lot to be desired, but it does have candy,” Sarah said, and Anna glanced up at Ellie in shock with her mouth hanging open. Taking that as an okay, Anna took the MRE.  
 
    Opening the box of MREs, Sarah waved the other kids over and they dove in. Watching one of the toddlers pick up an MRE, she couldn’t help but smile seeing the bag was nearly as big as the child.  
 
    Wondering why Ellie was in shock, “Want to come with us?” Sutton asked.  
 
    All the kids, even the teens turned to Ellie with pleading faces. Throwing up her hands, “Okay, hold on a second,” Ellie called out and stared at the two. “We’ll go on one condition,” Ellie offered, and both nodded to hear it. “It’s your rides and house, but all of you will listen to me. I’ve been out here longer, and it’s not the world you left behind. I’m not lying when I say people will kill you for just what you gave the kids. So, we go, you listen to me,” Ellie told them, then grabbed Shanna’s shoulder. “Shanna is only fifteen, but listen to her because she’s had to help me kill people that were trying to kill us.”  
 
    Hearing that, the shock went the other way. Ellie gave a sigh seeing the reaction on the two. She wanted help and trusted the trio, but they had to wake up fast because the bad guys didn’t wear black and have masks. “We can show you how this new world operates, but you have to listen. Your first mistake usually gets you killed,” Ellie told them and they nodded. 
 
    Leaning to Sutton, “I really think we need to beg them to come if it’s that bad. Nothing we read said it was that bad and that your voice carries a long way,” Sarah said.  
 
    Giving a nod, “We accept, and don’t think we won’t shoot people who want to hurt these kids,” Sutton told Ellie.  
 
    “Sutton, I’m calling you that since both your partners have, is it okay?” Ellie asked and he nodded. “We’ve already lost one kid, a thirteen-year-old boy. He died when Homeland was shooting at us. You only get one chance to kill them if you see them first. You can’t hesitate. If you do, you’re dead and so are some of the kids.”  Just hearing that the group had lost a child to gunfire made Sarah and Sutton want to cry. 
 
    Now dressed, “I’m ready,” Skannish sang out stepping down. Walking over, “Tell me where these heathens are,” Skannish demanded.  
 
    Seeing Sarah and Sutton were finally getting a grasp on the violence, Ellie turned to Skannish. When she saw his eyes, there wasn’t a doubt in her mind he was willing to shoot someone. “We know they aren’t there, sir,” Ellie offered and Skannish’s shoulders slumped.  
 
    “You see them, you better tell me, young lady,” he warned. “You don’t threaten young ones like that while I’m around.”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” Ellie sighed, glad the old man wasn’t going to take off.  
 
    Shaking the shock off, “I was painting the MRAP, that was good, right?” Sarah asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, and we need to do that before we leave,” Ellie grinned. “Shanna, climb on the roof and keep an eye out.”  
 
    “Why don’t you let her just use the robot gun?” Sarah asked, pointing to the roof.  
 
    “You armed it?” Ellie asked in wonder.  
 
    “We studied the book for three days and did what it said,” Sutton answered, making Ellie give a startle.  
 
    About to ask a question, Ellie just shook her head and stepped around them. Climbing up on the bumper to the hood, Ellie moved to the roof and checked the remote firing station. Closing her eyes with a sigh, “Guys, you left the servo safety pin in,” Ellie told them, and pulled out a pin that had a red ribbon with ‘Fire Pin’ printed on it. “The gun won’t fire with this in. It’s a safety you have to put in before pulling onto a base.”  
 
    “The book didn’t say anything about pulling that,” Sutton confessed. “It said fire pin, so we left it because we wanted the gun to fire.”  
 
    Cocking her head and giving a nod, Ellie had to admit that was sound reasoning. Not taking chances though, she opened the feed tray to the M2 and was very surprised to see it was loaded properly. “Good job loading Ma Deuce.”  
 
    “Mother number two?” Sutton whispered, leaning toward Sarah and Skannish.  
 
    Giving a shrug, “Maybe it’s the remote firing station’s name,” Skannish offered.  
 
    Giving a snort as she snapped the feed tray closed, “No, that’s what the troops call the M2 fifty caliber,” Ellie told them and all gave a nod. “What are your batteries at? I haven’t heard you crank up since you got here.”  
 
    When she turned and saw all three had a lost look, Ellie jumped down and climbed in the driver’s seat. Hitting the toggle, the starter gave a dragging grumble before the engine turned over and fired up. Hearing the sound of the starter, all three had heard that before and knew it meant the battery was low in a car. “These things are brand new,” Skannish snapped. “More wasted money.”  
 
    Walking around the front, “No, you had everything on and haven’t cranked in seven hours. I’m surprised it cranked,” Ellie told them.  
 
    Very impressed, “You seem to know a lot about the MRAP, what did you do in the army, Ellie?” Sarah asked.  
 
    “MP,” Ellie smiled, and knew from the look on Sarah’s face she had no idea what that meant. “Military police,” Ellie corrected and Sarah gave a nod. “Kids, half paint this one and half the other,” Ellie said looking at the kids and saw most were finished with their MRE. “I’m going to start the other one, so we don’t have to slave it.”  
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” Sutton said shaking his head.  
 
    “We need to listen to Ellie. We’re really lucky to have run into her and these kids,” Sarah said, and the kids nodded in agreement.  
 
    Hearing the other MRAP’s starter dragging but not firing up, the three gave a groan but Ellie came back and didn’t seem worried. “Don’t take this the wrong way,” Ellie said stopping in front of them. “You had radios, thermal driving camera, remote firing station on, but the vehicle ID transmitter is gone, how did you know how to disable it? I know it’s not in the manual.”  
 
    “We read the manual and it said the system had a friend/foe identity transmitter, so we just looked for a transmitter control board wired into the vehicle’s system and pulled it,” Sutton told her. 
 
    Knowing that took intelligence and manual skill, Ellie gave a nod. “Kids, step back so I can pull over and slave the other truck off. Then Shanna, you and Raymond get in so I can show you how to use the remote firing station.”  
 
    When Shanna and the older teen boy followed, “I’m watching,” Sarah said, following the MRAP over. Sutton and Skannish smiled and walked with the kids. Watching Ellie plug a heavy cable from the running MRAP to the one that wouldn’t start, Sarah understood. “No car I’ve seen jump starts like that.”  
 
    After it was started up, Sarah climbed in with Shanna and Raymond. Listening to Ellie, Sarah realized the manual had left a lot of information out. “Shanna, you monitor right. Raymond, you have the left. Call before you shoot unless you see them aiming,” Ellie told them and climbed out.  
 
    With so many painting the task was done quickly, only leaving four cans of paint left. Ellie and the kids ran back to the cabin and all came back with a backpack. Cradling one of the infants in her arms, “Want to hold the baby?” she asked the three.  
 
    All three took a step back while shaking their heads. “Never held one,” Sarah admitted.  
 
    “Neither have I,” Sutton said. 
 
    “Ellie, I don’t think your mother was born when I held my last baby,” Skannish told her.     
 
    Chuckling at the three, “So where were you crossing the Mississippi River?” she asked.  
 
    “St. Louis,” Sarah answered. 
 
    The chuckle died on Ellie’s lips. “Ah, no,” she said. “Those bridges are still manned by troops. We need to go further south.” 
 
    Beginning to think they had done nothing right, “Should we keep traveling at night?” Sutton asked.  
 
    Nodding vigorously, “Oh yes, and that was very smart,” Ellie answered and that made all three proud. “Kids, half in each,” Ellie called out, then looked at the three. “Um, if you don’t mind, let me drive the MRAP in the lead and leave Shanna in the other on the remote platform. We really need to teach you guys the rules to this new world. The kids and I really don’t want to see you get shot trying to be nice to bad guys.”  
 
    “Skannish, you’re riding with Sutton,” Sarah announced and Skannish gave a startled gasp.  
 
    “Let’s make room and button up on the rides,” Ellie said walking off. Watching the kids divide up, the three shrugged after glancing down at their shirts and pants wondering what to button up.  
 
    Ellie and the kids would teach the three very valuable lessons as they headed south. More than once, Ellie slowed down to show gruesome scenes of death next to the road to drive the point home. The very next night they had to shoot through a roadblock set up by bandits and an ambush just before the Mississippi River. It was once they’d crossed the Mississippi River when they heard on the radio for the first time about the ‘Caravan Man’.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Miracles do Happen 
 
      
 
    Driving the excavator over to a stump, Wendy stopped and looked ahead at all the heavy machinery. Three other excavators were ahead of her, but hers was the only one with a bucket. One had a huge clamp and blade that chopped down trees like they were flowers. Then the operator, Arthur, of course, could stack it neatly to the side. True to form, Arthur taught every kid who could reach the controls and pedals how to operate the tree harvester excavator, but it was the most dangerous to operate. That was why he was the one who drove it.  
 
    Shawn would pull up in another excavator that had a sixty-foot-long beam mounted on it instead of an arm. The end of the beam would pick up the cut tree and shove it down the beam, shearing all the limbs off in the blink of an eye.  
 
    After Shawn would drop the log, Andrea would move over with an excavator that had a huge claw. She would grab the log and stack it with others in neat piles.  
 
    Then, there was an army of track steers driven by kids and moving around. Most had clamps over the buckets. Two track steers driven by Kirk and Pat had shredders and they drove just ahead of Arthur, clearing the underbrush away. Then the scooper track steers would scoop up the branches and brush, carrying them over to a huge chipper that could take entire trees. Jo Ann and Sally were in two small excavators with claws and would grab the branches, dropping them into a wood chipper that was the size of a truck. 
 
    Pulling out a water bottle, Wendy turned to look behind her at the one-hundred-yard-wide path they had cleared. They were south of the house and had started the fence a mile from where Arthur had hidden the road. She had to admit, Arthur was right. Once everyone had started, they’d become much better with the equipment.  
 
    After the dorm, moat, and chain-link fence had been completed weeks ago, Arthur had gotten everyone on ATVs, grabbed his surveying equipment and for the next two days, had marked out the path of the fence. Wendy smiled, remembering Arthur making changes when he’d seen his fence would cut through a group of large pecan trees. Many of the kids were shocked to see Arthur bring the fence out because he wasn’t cutting down those pecan trees. When he made changes to the path, Arthur moved to the next ridge or slope. No area inside the fence was lower than the area outside. Arthur explained if something tried to get in it had to go up hill then climb the fence.  
 
    Like the pecan trees, Arthur had made changes if his fence would run into a large oak or hickory tree. The land around them hadn’t been logged in decades, so there were some large ones. Shawn had wanted to protest when Arthur cut right through a group of massive southern pine. They were so large, he couldn’t use the harvester excavator. Those had to be cut down by chainsaw.  
 
    The forest provided all the lumber that was needed to make the fence and Wendy knew there was going to be a lot left over.  
 
    At the base of the valley near the edge of the creek, they had started the fence after cutting a swath a hundred yards wide for two miles across the valley and up the hill. The first day, they’d barely made it half a mile but the next, they had done a mile and a half. Then Arthur had stopped the group and pulled them to the valley floor.  
 
    Then more equipment had been brought up, including a sawmill on a semi-trailer bed, two more excavators, scissor lifts, and cherry pickers. A log was dropped on and a motor, with big spinning blades that could be moved to cut different sized boards, ran down the log to cut out a board. When Arthur had grabbed the ‘older kids’ to run the mill, twelve and thirteen, the kids had gotten to see the first argument between Arthur and Wendy.    
 
    All Wendy could see were fingers, hands, and arms being chopped off. It had taken an hour, but she’d finally relented when Arthur had showed the kids where to stand and how to operate the mill. Soon, boards were dropping off and the track steers moved over, grabbing them and moving them to a stack where Shawn waited with a chainsaw. He would cut the larger logs into ten-foot sections before they were dropped on the mill.  
 
    With the lumber mill running, Arthur had Wendy drive the next excavator. This one had a huge auger bit. The kids would follow a line, making an X every ten feet, and Arthur had Wendy put a ten-foot deep hole at the X.  
 
    When Wendy moved to the next X, Todd drove the other excavator that had a huge claw and would pick up the logs the other kids had measured. Each of these logs could’ve been used for a telephone pole. Holding the log horizontal, Todd would wait while plastic was wrapped around the end, then drop the plastic-wrapped end into the hole.  
 
    When Todd moved off, Jo Ann and Sally would move over with small excavators, pushing the dirt back in around the pole. Then Jo Ann would pack the dirt down after Pat came over with a level to check if the pole was straight. Sally would drive to the next pole while digging a one-foot deep trench between them.  
 
    Jim and the other kids under seven were at the lumber area going crazy with screw guns and driving three-inch screws through one-inch thick boards. Only a small number of the ten-foot-long boards were an inch thick, the rest were two inches thick.  
 
    Waiting until ten poles were up, Arthur then had Andrea and Tony get on the two scissor lifts. Starting at the trench dug between the poles, Arthur showed the kids how to be very careful with the rows of screws facing out and screwed it to the bottoms of the poles in the trench. True to form, none of the kids ever asked Arthur ‘why’ about anything, they just did it.   
 
    Then putting a scissor lift at each pole, Jim pulled over between the poles in a track steer with forks and lumber stacked on. Andrea and Tony only had to scoot the board over, holding it flat to the poles and screw it up. The boards varied in width from four inches wide up to sixteen inches wide. It just depended on the tree they’d been cut from. When all the boards were up on a section, forming a fifteen-foot-tall fence, another group came in riding a trailer pulled by an ATV. With paint guns connected to a huge vat, they spray-painted the board with screws in the trench and two feet up the fence. The bottom of the fence was now a light black.  
 
    Coming back the next day, one of the seven-year-olds would drive what Wendy thought was the cutest thing she had ever seen. It was a tiny bulldozer no bigger than a riding lawnmower. They would drive along the fence shoving the dirt Sally had dug out to bury the board with screws in the trench.  
 
    That first section of two hundred yards had taken the longest and it turned out, Andrea’s team had to wait the most. They’d had to wait on posts to be put in, packed, and lumber to be cut. But when everyone got used to their job, everything started moving faster and that was what terrified Wendy, because that’s when accidents happened.  
 
    Turning back around to stare at the stump in front of her, “The world better be glad Arthur wasn’t a crime lord,” she mumbled, putting the lid on her water bottle. “To put screws in the bottom board and bury it, so when animals try to dig under and get stuck is just being a smart ass.”  
 
    “You gonna bury that stump or what?” Arthur called over the radio.  
 
    Grabbing the microphone, “Back off, I’m keeping an eye out for anyone not paying attention,” Wendy popped off.  
 
    “Look over to the MRAP where Vicki’s babysitting,” Arthur laughed, and Wendy turned to see Little Momma standing out of the hatch with binoculars and a radio clipped to her belt, scanning the workforce. Not only was she babysitting the little kids and babies, Vicki was watching over the others. 
 
    “Thank you, God, for Little Momma,” Wendy sighed, and hung the microphone back up. Grabbing the arm joysticks, she went to work digging the stump up. When it was out, she dug down more and then grabbed the stump, turning it upside down and put it into the hole, then covered it up.  
 
    Driving over to the next stump, Wendy glanced behind her again at the hundred yard path behind them. “How does he come up with this?” she wondered in awe, then went back to work.  
 
    “Pops,” Jim called over the radio. “There are more big pine trees ahead.”  
 
    “Yeah, we’ll stop for lunch and I’ll take them down with the chainsaw after we eat,” Arthur answered.  
 
    “Can I do one?” Shawn called out.  
 
    Rotating the cab of the excavator so he could see the pine trees, Arthur sucked in a breath while he thought. “Wonder how pissed off at my ass Wendy will get if he helps?”  
 
    Like she could hear him, “Shawn can, if and only if, you are beside him,” Wendy called over the radio. “Those are bigger than the last ones.”  
 
    “You heard her, Shawn,” Arthur replied. “We’ll start on them after we eat.”  
 
    “Yes!” Shawn shouted out, not realizing he’d pressed the microphone key.  
 
    “Now’s a good enough time to eat. Everyone, shut down,” Arthur called over the radio and saw Wendy covering up a stump she’d buried.  
 
    Climbing out of the cab of the MRAP, Vicki called over the radio. “Pops, you need to hurry up because Nicole is ready to eat and keeps pushing the bottle away.”  
 
    Jumping off the tracks, Arthur broke into a sprint and all the dogs charged out of the trees, seeing him running and all the machines turned off. “Kit, Kat, don’t run in front of me!” Arthur shouted at the labs who were bouncing more than running, thinking it was playtime.  
 
    Wendy smiled, watching Arthur run toward the MRAP. “I’m glad we got more kids, but not like this,” she said, dropping to the ground. Jo Ann and Sally ran over with huge grins.  
 
    “This is the best ever,” Jo Ann informed Wendy. 
 
    “Screw playing with dolls when you can drive big machines and chop stuff up,” Sally nodded.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, “Oh, his language is rubbing off much faster on them than it did on Joseph,” Wendy mumbled, then felt a pang of sorrow thinking of Joseph. “Think about that later.”  
 
    “Think about what?” Jo Ann asked when each twin got on either side of Wendy.  
 
    “Nothing. How’s your fuel?” Wendy asked.  
 
    “Almost half,” Sally answered, and Jo Ann nodded.  
 
    The only engine running was a small generator beside the MRAP. Arthur had cut part of one of the back windows out and had put a window air-conditioner unit in. Every time Wendy saw it, all she could think of was ‘Redneck’. But Arthur had informed everyone, they would sweat in the heat, but the little ones wouldn’t. Wendy had to agree. June inside a metal box would really suck. 
 
    “Have the kids been good?” Wendy asked Vicki when she opened the back of the MRAP, and they all felt the blast of cool air.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, “Robin finally got her clothes off,” Vicki groaned.  
 
    “How?” Wendy asked, leaning over and saw Robin only wearing her pink cowboy boots, sitting beside Arthur while he fed Nicole. This morning, Arthur had wrapped duct tape around Robin’s waist, taping her shirt and pants together. They had learned if they could keep clothes on Robin, Noah kept clothes on. 
 
    Shrugging, “I don’t know,” Vicki replied. “I was changing Lucas and when I was done, she was undressed.”  
 
    Pulling out a cooler, Shawn opened it and started passing out sandwiches. “I think Robin just hates clothes,” he offered.  
 
    “Why is Noah only wearing his underwear?” Jo Ann asked.  
 
    “He spilled juice on his clothes,” Vicki answered, passing Lucas to Wendy.  
 
    Taking Lucas, Wendy felt relief after thinking Noah had learned to strip himself and the hate of clothes might be catching. They hadn’t witnessed it, but Arthur and Wendy were sure Robin had stripped Noah after she’d gotten her clothes off. “Vicki, have you noticed anyone not paying attention?” Wendy asked.  
 
    All the kids, even Andrea, Todd and Shawn held their breath. Because Vicki’s word was law, as far as Wendy and Arthur were concerned. They always tried to do their best when Arthur or Wendy were looking, which was easy because they were working and didn’t keep a constant watch. The only time Little Momma wasn’t watching you, was when she was watching someone else.  
 
    Shaking her head, “Not really, Momma,” Vicki said, and the group gave a sigh. “I know I shouldn’t say, but Pat needs to speed up his driving. I’m noticing others have to drive around him more.”  
 
    Everyone turned to Pat who was taking a bite of his sandwich. “Pops said to drive at the speed I feel safe at,” he mumbled around the sandwich.  
 
    “Pat,” Vicki huffed, grabbing a bottle and started feeding the baby in her arms. “I saw a turtle back there cross your path when you were headed to the chipper, and you never got close to him.”  
 
    The others snickered, and Vicki looked around and the others stopped snickering. Vicki might be ten, but she was Little Momma. “I’m not joking, I have pictures because Robin wanted to catch the turtle,” Vicki told them, and the group smiled at her.  
 
    “Wen,” Noah called out of the doorway, holding out his arms to Wendy.  
 
    “Hold on, Noah,” Wendy said, rocking Lucas in her arms.  
 
    Jo Ann moved over to pick Noah up, setting him on her hip while she ate with the other hand. Watching that, it was only then that Wendy realized she’d never noticed all the kids had their rifles across their backs. Everyone stayed armed, but it had now become the norm, and that wasn’t the first thing she checked on each kid. Any kid that could hold a baby that needed to be fed was doing it.  
 
    A reverberating burp sounded in the back of the MRAP and the group laughed out at Nicole. “I can’t even burp that loud,” Todd chuckled.  
 
    The others ate while Arthur rocked Nicole in his arms, then laid her down in one of the playpens in the back of the MRAP. “The A/C keeping it nice for the little ones?” he asked Vicki before he climbed out. 
 
    “Yes. I had to turn it down because the babies were getting cold. I was trying to get it so cold, Robin would put her clothes on,” Vicki told him, and Arthur gave a nod, thinking that was a good idea.  
 
    He grabbed a sandwich and moved around the group, giving weapons a casual glance. The kids knew what he was doing, but they checked safeties too often now to even worry when Arthur did the check anymore. Punishment for them was double chores. You did chores Arthur or Wendy made for you, twice. Like sweep the floors, fold laundry. Then put the clothes back in the dryer for a few minutes and refold them. Brush the horses and move to the next, then return to the first, and other monotonous chores. It served no purpose other than to let you know, you’d screwed up.  
 
    So far only a few had to do it, and nobody had done double duty twice.   
 
    “Robin!” Arthur barked, scaring the shit out of everyone. “Get your ass back in the truck!” 
 
    Everyone turned to see the naked toddler take off running through the dirt with her pink cowboy boots. “You get dirt in places it was never meant to be!” Arthur shouted, taking off after her. He scooped up Robin with his right arm and shoved the last of his sandwich in his mouth. “You wear clothes, I’ll let you play in the dirt,” he mumbled, and Robin just squealed with a smile.  
 
    “Lay down,” Arthur told Robin when he put her in the back of the MRAP.  
 
    When Robin stomped her foot and scowled at Arthur, Vicki turned around while she patted the baby’s back she had fed. Seeing Robin getting ready to unleash, “Robin, I will hold you down and sit on you,” Vicki warned. “Wake up the babies, I dare you,” Vicki said, narrowing her eyes.  
 
    Poking out her bottom lip, Robin turned around and shuffled over to one of the bench seats that had a blanket spread over it. Climbing up, Robin laid down. Stepping over, Arthur hugged Vicki. 
 
    “Little Momma, she minds you better than me,” he chuckled.  
 
    “You quit giving in and letting Robin do what she wants, and that’ll stop,” Vicki huffed, and Wendy snorted but then nodded in agreement. 
 
    “If I can get her naked ass from crawling all over me, I’ll kill an elephant for her,” Arthur informed everyone. “With a spoon,” he added. 
 
    “Want me to get the chainsaws?” Shawn asked with a huge grin.  
 
    Pulling his fedora off and wiping the sweat from his brow, Arthur leaned his head back before giving a long sigh. Wendy knew that was a sign, Arthur was tired and was about to speak when everyone froze. “What’s that sound?” Sally asked, taking Noah from Jo Ann.  
 
    “Airplane,” Arthur mumbled, shading his eyes and looking up at the sky. Everyone tilted their heads back and started looking around when the sound got louder. 
 
    Wendy was about to ask Arthur if they should be worried when a plane roared over them, not much higher than the treetops. Several of the kids let out yelps but Arthur’s heart stopped, recognizing the KC-130. He slowly turned to Wendy and found her gaping at him. “That was a Navy plane like Joseph flies,” she said trembling, and they heard the plane turning over the valley behind them where the house overlooked.  
 
    “Load up the kids!” he shouted and took off running for his four-wheeler. Leaping over the back, Arthur landed in the seat and started the engine, gunning the gas while Wendy directed kids into the MRAP and others to side by sides.  
 
    Speeding back down the path they’d cleared, Arthur punched the thumb throttle when the plane roared overhead again, flying south the way it had come from. Glancing up, Arthur could see the plane turning west. Afraid he would run off the cleared area, even though it was a hundred yards wide, Arthur dropped his eyes back down to race across the hilltop until he reached the slope.  
 
    Glancing down and seeing he was doing fifty, Arthur gripped the handlebars tight while the four-wheeler bounced over the soft ground. Nearing the floor of the valley, he pushed the thumb throttle wide open and the engine screamed in response when he shot over the field. Reaching the dirt road he sped along, leaving a dust trail and heard the plane coming from behind him.  
 
    Arthur raised his left arm, waving in the air as the plane roared over his head and Arthur gave a jerk, actually feeling the prop blast from the four engines. Watching the plane soar down the valley over the collection of supplies, Arthur saw the wings rock side to side when the plane passed over their original house and his thumb slipped off the throttle. “Joseph,” he sighed, feeling tears stream down his face.  
 
    The plane climbed up in the sky and his four-wheeler coasted to a stop. Seeing the plane was making a loop, “What the hell is he doing?” Arthur gasped out loud. The fields in the valley weren’t level enough and the road had trees beside it, not many but enough.  
 
    Watching the plane line up and head straight for him, Arthur pulled his four-wheeler off the road as the plane continued to grow. Cocking his head to the side, Arthur thought the plane looked like it was slowing down, but he didn’t see the landing gear. “Oh, that plane better not be broke,” he grumbled, then saw a small parachute sail out of the back. When the plane zoomed over, Arthur glanced up and saw the back ramp was down and someone was on the right side waving.  
 
    “Hi,” Arthur called out, returning the wave and then sped off as the small chute landed on the dirt road. Skidding to a stop, he leaned over to see a metal tube connected to the chute and scooped it up. Taking one end off and finding cloth, Arthur pulled it out and found a radio.  
 
    “Dad,” he heard and dropped the tube in shock.  
 
    Diving off the four-wheeler and hitting the ground with his face, Arthur pulled the radio out. “Joseph? Is it really you?” 
 
    “Yes, Dad,” Joseph answered. “Have you had lots of rain here?” 
 
    “Um, no. Just a few showers. Joseph, you can’t land in the fields, son,” Arthur replied, never registering he’d busted his nose when he’d face-planted in the road.  
 
    “I know, Dad, but I was thinking the Dawson farm. They have a runway for their crop dusters.” 
 
    “Son, that runway isn’t that long. Why not just fly into Clarksville and I’ll come and get you?”  
 
    “Dad, they’ve landed C-130s on aircraft carriers without tail hooks and taken off without catapults. That strip is long enough. I was just worried if it was muddy because that could be a problem. And I really don’t want to land near any population. I got bullet holes when I landed in Florida to refuel.”  
 
    “Okay, son, I’ll meet you there, and nobody was there when we checked,” Arthur said, wiping tears off his face.  
 
    “Um, Dad? You need to bring something that can carry back six adults and seventeen kids.”  
 
    “That won’t be a problem,” Arthur laughed. 
 
    “Talk soon. This radio broadcasts a long way so I won’t call back unless I have to,” Joseph told him, and Arthur lowered his hands and looked up at the sky.  
 
    “Thank you. You may have started me off on my own, but at least you let me continue on with them,” Arthur sighed.    
 
    Hearing a thundering roar, Arthur turned to see the MRAP hauling ass down the dirt road toward him. “Didn’t know it could go that fast,” he admitted, very happy he was off the road. Looking behind the MRAP, he could see a line of side by sides in the dust cloud.  
 
    As the MRAP neared, he saw the weight shift when the brakes were hit hard and had a new appreciation for anti-lock brakes. The vehicle was barely stopped when Wendy leapt from the driver’s door and flew at him. She stopped when she saw the smile on Arthur’s face and never noticed the blood from his nose. “It was Joseph?” she asked timidly.  
 
    “Yes,” Arthur sighed, and Wendy launched through the air to wrap her arms around him. “We have to meet him at the Dawson farm.” 
 
    Jerking her head back, “He can land that there?” she asked in shock. 
 
    “He said he could if it wasn’t wet,” Arthur told her, and Wendy let him go. “I’m going to rush over. I know it was empty when we got the pastor’s dogs, but I don’t want Joseph to land and a gang be there.”  
 
    “We’ll kill every fucker in the state!” Wendy shouted. “Let’s go!” 
 
    “Babe, you’ll have to drive one MRAP over. I don’t want any of those following to get lost on the way there. We are bringing back six adults and seventeen kids, so we’ll need all three MRAPs, the Stryker, and a Suburban, along with the other rides.” 
 
    Wendy turned, heading for the MRAP, “Take Todd with you,” she commanded. “Donald, Daisy, out. Go with Daddy!” Wendy shouted in the door, and Arthur saw the Rotts round the front of the rig. “I’ll wait at the bridge for the others, but tell them to hurry.” 
 
    The vehicle was moving before Wendy even shut the door and the side by sides pulled up to Arthur. “Andrea, you get in the other MRAP. Shawn, drive the Suburban with the minigun. Tony, take one of the other Suburbans. Shelia, you drive the Stryker. Split your groups accordingly and Todd, you’re with me in the Blazer.” 
 
    Jumping back on his four-wheeler, Arthur took off and the others followed. “Why is his nose bleeding?” Kirk asked Andrea and she just shrugged.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Life experiences 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the passenger seat of the Blazer, Todd held on for dear life while Arthur roared down the dirt road that led north from the valley. Todd could tell Arthur knew the roads like only someone who’d lived there awhile just by the way he’d move to one side and then they’d speed over a rut Arthur had dodged. Repeating this over and over, Todd just gave up and closed his eyes. If he was going to crash, Todd wanted it to be a surprise.  
 
    “What the hell are your eyes closed for?” Arthur snapped. “I’m not even doing eighty.”  
 
    Feeling the Blazer powering around a curve and the rear end swinging out, Todd swallowed nervously. “Never traveled this fast on a dirt road,” Todd admitted.   
 
    “A dirt road is where you head when someone’s chasing you,” Arthur laughed. “Before I married Wendy, I bet I lost a dozen cops on dirt roads.”  
 
    All Todd could do was grin because until they slowed, he vowed he wasn’t opening his eyes. “How far?” he asked, then felt the Blazer dip and he was bounced out of the seat. When his butt retouched the seat, Todd could swear he felt his ass grip the seat to stop that from happening again. But he never opened his eyes. 
 
    “Twenty miles,” Arthur replied, and Todd gave a sigh to feel the Blazer slowing and opened his eyes. 
 
    “SHhhhhhhhiiiiiiiiiiIT!” he screamed, seeing the road ahead bank right in a near ninety-degree turn. Throwing out his feet, he pushed his body into the seat and pressed up against the roof with his left hand, only because his right refused to release the ‘oh shit’ handle.  
 
    “Pussy,” Arthur laughed, pressing the brakes and hitting the curve low before tapping the brakes harder to make the rear end slide out. When the rear end slid out, Arthur spun the steering wheel and stomped the gas pedal. The engine roared and Todd’s eyes glanced in the side mirror, seeing the rear wheels shooting long tails of gravel and dirt out behind them.  
 
    When he felt the Blazer right itself, Todd quit screaming and just panted hard. “I always thought that was CGI in movies, didn’t know you could actually do that,” he admitted. 
 
    “Don’t you watch old movies? Stuntmen were driving those cars,” Arthur laughed, and Todd thought Arthur seemed really relaxed as they rocketed down the road.  
 
    Not having heard about Arthur’s past, Todd asked, “Did your dad or brothers teach you how to drive like that?” 
 
    “Never found out who my dad was or if I even had brothers. I learned to drive when I stole my first car at twelve,” Arthur laughed. “Old bitch who lived next to the foster home I was living in at the time would always sit on her front porch when the bus dropped us off and screamed ‘little unwanted bastards’. After a year of that, I wanted to learn how to drive, so I borrowed her car. That old bitch was the first person I ever really considered killing,” Arthur told him. “Nobody knew why she hated us because we avoided her mean ass like she was Satan’s bride. But she only yelled mean stuff at us, the foster kids next door, not the other kids in the neighborhood. Out of all the homes I stayed at it was the nicest, and no one ever got out of line because it was nice. If you were a pain, you knew someone would pick you up and take you to a worse home.” 
 
    In shock, Todd’s left hand dropped down from the roof and he had the sudden desire to find that old bitch and beat her to death with a croquet mallet. Seeing another curve ahead, Todd didn’t even get excited because it wasn’t a sharp ninety-degree turn. “You get caught taking her car?” he asked while Arthur barely slowed for the curve. 
 
    “Hell, no,” Arthur laughed. “I had to steal a booster seat from McDonald’s first and make some blocks to reach the pedals to drive that damn land yacht. It was a ‘74 Buick LeSabre Sedan. I swear, you could’ve landed a plane on that car. Shit, it was huge.”  
 
    “Did they ever recover the car?”  
 
    Nodding even though Todd wasn’t taking his eyes off the road now, “Yeah, a year after I stole it,” Arthur chuckled. “Some fishermen found it in the lake I’d driven it into. I drove it around until I was nearly out of gas, drove to the lake, pulled my bike from the trunk, and drove the car into the lake. Grabbed the booster seat and blocks and then swam back to shore, changed clothes, and pedaled my ass back. 
 
    “That old bitch was screaming at the police that one of the ‘little unwanted bastards’ had stolen her car. I was the oldest at the foster home and like I said, twelve. The cops took one look at me, a scrawny kid not even four-foot-ten and just laughed at the old hag. The cops did come over and gathered all us foster kids in the living room with the parents, but they only asked us if we’d seen anyone strange in the neighborhood,” Arthur paused and he grinned. 
 
    “Putting on my most sincere face, I told the cops Ms. Penderton usually let one of the people from the bingo hall use her car,” Arthur smirked. “The cops turned to my foster parents and they both nodded and told the officers I was right. Hearing that, the cops flipped their notepads closed, thanked us, and even gave the two younger kids stuffed animals.”  
 
    Listening to the level of thought a twelve-year-old had put into the action, Todd turned to glance at Arthur. “Whoa! I got in trouble because I got caught stealing a pack of bubblegum from the store when I was twelve.”  
 
    Scoffing, “Dumbass, you should’ve figured out kids are watched like hawks around the candy racks in a store,” Arthur told him. “Just walk around and you can tell where the clerks watch and know where to go.” 
 
    “You stole a lot from stores?”  
 
    Shrugging, “Sometimes, but it was usually books or magazines. No, not Playboys,” Arthur chuckled, then stopped. “Fuckers kept those behind the counter.”   
 
    “What else did you steal?” 
 
    Letting out a long sigh, “Clothes and shoes,” Arthur answered remorsefully. “The foster parents only got so much, and only a few actually spent it on us. But even the ones who did, there wasn’t much they could do with the money. So, I did it myself. I would always arrange a small job to do for someone to explain how I got some money. To get a receipt, all you had to do was hang around the store because people always drop them or throw them away in the parking lot. I would have my story ready for questions before I carried out my crime, and almost always had my receipt before I stole from the store.” 
 
    Turning back to the road, “Holy shit,” Todd mumbled at the intrigue a small kid had understood. “Did you learn that from anyone?” he asked.  
 
    “Hell, no. Most of the foster kids I was around were dumbasses. Those who stole got caught more than they succeeded. I just watched and planned, but I also read. And that led to my next area of theft; tools. I learned how to fix broken stuff and sell it, then I had an excuse to steal something expensive. The foster parents saw me selling stuff I fixed up, small things like toasters, lawn mowers, and stuff people would throw away. They knew I had money, so they didn’t question me when I came home with something new.”  
 
    “But you sold stuff, you could’ve bought it,” Todd exclaimed.  
 
    “Todd, when you sell a toaster for a dollar, you can’t make that dollar grow enough to buy a pair of forty-dollar tennis shoes. I just needed a cover to explain how I was getting money.”  
 
    Feeling the Blazer slow, Todd tensed up when he saw a sign, ‘sharp curves ahead’. Now only moving thirty miles an hour, Todd thought he could probably get out and run faster than they were going. But when Arthur took the first curve, Todd understood why Arthur had slowed way down. The curve turned to the right, but the road tilted ‘out’ instead of ‘in’ from the curve. “He really knows these roads,” Todd mumbled. 
 
    Then Todd remembered the neat and organized stacks of ‘reclaimed items’, what Arthur had called them, in his workshop. Wendy had called them ‘junk’. “So, that’s where you learned to repair stuff?” Todd asked.  
 
    “Yeah, but a part of me likes to see how stuff works. And to be honest, I hate buying something if I can fix what I already have. Those new items we have at the ranch are the only new items I’ve ever brought home but I didn’t buy them.”    
 
    “I would think foster parents would like that,” Todd said. 
 
    Giving a loud scoff, “Oh, sure. Some kid living with you for a year or two starts hauling crap to the backyard? I kept it organized for me. It was just easier to find stuff. But only one didn’t care and for the most part, encouraged it.” 
 
     Continuing the drive at much slower speeds because of the road, Arthur didn’t notice Todd looking over with bated breath, wanting the story to continue. “So, who was it? Did you end up getting adopted by them?” Todd finally asked.  
 
    Letting out a long sigh, “Mr. Will,” Arthur said in a low voice but had a soft smile of remembrance, and Todd suddenly regretted asking. “I was fourteen when I moved in with him. He was a senior citizen, which was rare then for a foster parent, and the only reason I was placed with him was because I had such a good record and I could take care of myself. Mr. Will was a war vet. His wife had died a few years before and they’d had no children. I think he was just tired of being alone. He offered to become a foster parent and I was placed with him. He was a good man.”  
 
    Hearing the ‘was’, Todd felt sick for dragging up the memory. He was about to change the subject when Arthur continued. “Up until that time, I had studied hand-to-hand fighting from books. I’d always been a member of the local library. I was the scrawny kid who didn’t back down. I wouldn’t fight people in school, but I damn sure would follow them home and fight them in their own yard. Mr. Will had been a Ranger in the Army and taught me how to fight. He was stationed in Japan. That’s where he learned several forms.” 
 
    Hearing softness in Arthur’s voice, Todd just stared out the window while they drove. “Mr. Will was also the first one to get me a real job, working at a gas station,” Arthur smiled, then the smile dropped off. “When I got my first check and saw how much of my money that I’d worked for the government had taken, let’s just say I wasn’t a happy camper. Mr. Will told me he was sorry for the country he was leaving me, and the rich would continue to destroy it.” 
 
    “So, he taught you guns also?” Todd asked, but wanted to ask more because it sounded like that old man and young Arthur had been two peas in a pod.  
 
    “No,” Arthur mumbled. “Mr. Will was going to teach me guns and teach me outdoors, but…” Arthur stopped, and Todd saw a tear run down Arthur’s cheek. “He had a stroke, nine months after I’d moved in. I was put in another home thirty miles away and Mr. Will was sent to a nursing home. I got another job as a paperboy and for three months, pedaled my ass off every Saturday to go visit Mr. Will. Being a nurse now, I’m surprised he lived three months longer, but Mr. Will would always give me half a smile when I came in. He was totally paralyzed on his right side.” 
 
    Reliving the memory, Arthur smiled big. “He would tell me as soon as he got out, I was moving back in because he hadn’t even taught me anything yet. It felt good, knowing someone actually wanted me to stay with them and be a family. I wouldn’t get that again until Wendy. Mr. Will was the only foster parent I ever really liked, and I would say loved. We weren’t together long, but he left his mark on me.”  
 
    Todd was trying not to cry and vowing to never ask Arthur another question about his life again when Arthur spoke. “Mr. Will, I came to find out, actually changed his Last Will and Testament before he passed,” Arthur continued, and Todd turned, expecting to see joy on Arthur’s face, but found a dark and foreboding mask. “Turned out, Mr. Will had some assets, land, and money. I found this out at the funeral that I skipped school for and rode my bike to. It did hurt my heart to only see a dozen people there. Mr. Will was such a great man in my eyes I expected hundreds. After the funeral a man came up to me asking my name. Turned out, he was Mr. Will’s lawyer.” 
 
    When Arthur stopped talking, Todd noticed his jaw muscles flexing in anger. “I was sad Mr. Will was gone and would’ve rather had him, but the lawyer told me the money was going into a trust for me. It was the first time in my life, I felt secure that I would make it. Two months later, the lawyer showed up at my foster home and informed me the IRS had seized the trust and all assets. They’d stated bullshit about making the will under duress of medical care, even though the will was changed three months before the stroke and blah, blah, blah. Since there were no blood relatives and I was a ward of the state, it was just taken. Tennessee and Ohio got half, since that’s where I spent most of my time in foster homes. The feds took the rest.”  
 
    With his mouth hanging open, Todd gaped at Arthur. “How much?” 
 
    “Two million in stocks, bonds, and cash. Don’t know what they sold the house and land for, or the two thousand acres he had in Southern Illinois. After that day, I never stole from a small store again. I only stole from large chains and broke into federal buildings. I did steal from people, but for some reason, they all worked for the government, state, or federal.” 
 
    “That’s fucked up,” Todd mumbled. 
 
    “But to answer your question, no. He never taught me to shoot. I broke into a National Guard Armory in Tennessee and stole an M-16 when I was sixteen, and I learned on that.”  
 
    Feeling unworthy of the glimpse into Arthur’s past, Todd just scanned around. “Thank you for sharing that,” he finally said. “It lets me know I chose right to trust you with those kids and me.”   
 
    Arthur slowed down, approaching a curve, “Roll your window down,” he told Todd, and he picked up the radio Joseph had dropped him. “Dad’s close,” he called out.  
 
    “We’ve landed and don’t see anything,” Joseph replied quickly.  
 
    Speeding up, the Blazer topped a ridge and below them, a valley opened up and Todd saw the KC-130 on a dirt runway with a red aircraft hangar off to the side. “Your son is good to land on dirt.”  
 
    “It’s packed dirt,” Arthur said, seeing a group standing at the back of the plane with the ramp down. “The Dawson’s have steamrollers they drive over it to keep it packed. But when it’s wet, unless you are wearing metal spikes on your shoes, you’ll bust your ass walking on it. It’s slicker than whale shit on an ice flow.” 
 
    “And your son knew that?!” Todd cried out, not watching the group at the plane but scanning the valley and house.   
 
    “Yeah, this is where Joseph got to go up in an airplane for the first time. Every summer I had to bring him over after that, so he could go fly,” Arthur laughed, and Todd heard the excitement in Arthur’s voice building the closer they got.  
 
    When they finally reached the valley floor, Arthur drove off the road and cut across the field, heading straight for the plane. Twenty yards away, Arthur slammed on the brakes when a man took off running in a slow trot from the plane. “Joseph!” Arthur cried out, kicking the door open and taking off.  
 
    Todd scooted to his door when Donald and Daisy charged from the backseat and over the center console, jumping out. Turning back, Todd saw Arthur wrap his arms around Joseph, and Joseph wrapped his around Arthur. Father and son froze, holding each other. “I’m finding that old bitch’s grave and knocking her tombstone down,” Todd declared and felt better. Opening the door, he climbed out still cradling his M4 across his chest, turning away from the embrace to keep an eye out. For nearly ten minutes, the two stayed locked.  
 
    “Son, I was so worried,” Arthur finally managed to get out. “I was trying to figure out how to drive a boat to Diego Garcia.” 
 
    “I left as soon as I could,” Joseph replied in a breaking voice. 
 
    Hearing engines Arthur let go of the hug, but kept his right arm around Joseph’s shoulders and he moved to Joseph’s side. An MRAP topped the ridge and sped down the road to the valley floor. It was halfway to the floor when two other MRAPs, two Strykers, and five black Suburbans drove over the ridge. “I told your mother she had to lead them here, not track her dust trail,” Arthur grinned.  
 
    Like Arthur, the first MRAP had no intention of following the road along the edge of the valley for two miles to the airstrip, when it was only half a mile away. Unlike Arthur’s Blazer that’d just rolled through the ditch, the MRAP drove off the road and dirt flew up when the front bumper plowed the lip off the ditch. “I hope she has the babies secured,” Arthur mumbled, feeling Joseph squeeze him from the side.  
 
    When the MRAP got closer, Arthur breathed a sigh of relief to not see the window unit mounted on the side. “Knew she wouldn’t drive like that with the babies,” he grinned, and the monstrous truck lurched to a stop. The door flew open and Wendy leapt out, and Joseph took off running.  
 
    When they wrapped up in a hug, Arthur just smiled at the two and then he noticed something. Joseph was smaller, a lot smaller than he used to be. Walking closer and really looking at Joseph’s face, Arthur could see how thin his face was and his eyes were sunken. Wendy had looked bad when she’d gotten home, but Joseph looked like he needed to still be in the bed.     
 
    Then it occurred to Arthur, Joseph had never picked his mom up when he’d hugged her. “He’s home now. We can get him healed up,” Arthur said, walking up to the two and hugging them.  
 
    It was some time before they broke apart and Joseph turned around, waving at the plane. A young woman with short brown hair came over carrying a baby. Like Joseph, she was thin with gaunt eyes. “This is Captain Becky Reynolds and she’s holding Drew,” Joseph grinned, and when he put his arm around Becky to hug her gently, Wendy felt her legs get weak. The hug was a friendly gesture, but Wendy held hope it was more.   
 
    Joseph turned and waved the others over from the plane and Arthur saw the kids from the plane looking past him, and turned around to see his entire crew behind him. Except for Vicki. She walked over carrying a crying Nicole, “Sorry, but she says it’s her Arthur-time,” Vicki told him. 
 
    Taking Nicole, “Hey, I’m here,” Arthur cooed, and Nicole stopped crying as soon as she heard his voice and looked up at his face and smiled. “Your big brother finally got home, so we don’t have to find a boat.”  
 
    After the group was introduced, Arthur knew tonight he would be making name tags. “Let’s go home,” he told everyone. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Time for Freak Nasty  
 
      
 
    Riding with his dad, Joseph’s eyes got wide when they drove over the bridge and turned toward the house. He saw Tammy and Ted’s house and then the two graves in the front yard. He’d known them from school, but they had been freshmen when he’d graduated. On his last leave his mom had brought him down to their house, and Joseph knew his mom was hinting for kids. From Tammy and Ted’s house, down the valley between the road and the stream, heavy equipment was lined up in neat rows. From the road to the stream was over a hundred yards wide and over two miles long; Joseph knew because Jack Wright had cut it for hay every year. Three of the biggest dozers he had ever seen in his life stood side-by-side then next to them were three regular size dozers and all looked brand-new, but the regular dozers still looked tiny next to the monsters.  
 
    Noticing there were four in each group, first were semi-sized dump trucks, excavators, front end loaders, road graders, cranes, steam rollers, cement trucks, backhoes, and other equipment he had no idea what it was. Then he spotted two, and only two, gigantic yellow dump trucks parked side-by-side. They seemed more like buildings than vehicles as they towered over the road. After the vehicles came loaded semi-trailers parked in neat rows. In Jack Wright’s front yard were lines of trucks, Suburbans, hummers, semi-trucks, Strykers, and MRAPs. Then next to the Wright house, Joseph saw an Abrams tank parked. Glancing in the side mirror, he saw MRAPs in the convoy behind them. Looking back to the Wright house, he saw a row of metal shipping containers. “How many containers do you have?” Joseph asked in awe.    
 
    “Twenty-four there, but I want thirty,” Arthur answered. “Added another ten by the house and six up by the textile barn.”   
 
    Looking ahead at the small house that was now his mom’s office, Joseph couldn’t help but smile, remembering his youth running around it and playing while they worked on the new house up the hill. The smile froze when he saw a line of tanker trailers. “Are those full?” he asked.  
 
    “The furthest to the right is half full,” Arthur answered. “Seven are holding diesel and the other four hold gas. We have more parked up the valley.”  
 
    Behind the tankers, Joseph saw six flatbed semi-trailers. On the other side of the house were dozens of ATVs, small excavators, and track steers parked in neat rows. He could tell all were new. Feeling numb, Joseph didn’t even bother to count as Arthur turned on the drive, taking them up the slope to the house. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Joseph mumbled, seeing the ten-foot-tall cyclone fence topped with barbed wire. Then he gave a startle. “A moat?!” he cried out as they drove over a metal bridge and he pressed his face against the window to look down at the water and saw it had a nice current.  
 
    “Yeah, if you’re up for it, I’ll show you the changes up here,” Arthur said, patting Nicole in the baby sling on his chest.  
 
    Even though Arthur wasn’t looking, Joseph nodded and turned. “You closed in the garage?” Joseph asked, and before Arthur could answer, “How many ATVs, UTVs, and electric buggies do you have?” Joseph gasped at the line parked at the side of the back patio.  
 
    Pulling past the patio and turning away from the house, Arthur parked in the new parking area. “To be honest, I would have to check my list but we emptied three ATV stores,” Arthur admitted. “Need those so everyone can move around doing chores and work, so I wanted backups in case some break because I don’t have time to work on them right now.” 
 
    Amazed his mom and dad had accomplished so much, Joseph climbed out. When he closed his door he froze, looking on the east side of the house at a massive cinder block building that dwarfed the house. “Dad, you built that too?” He knew the answer, but it just seemed unreal at what his mom and dad had accomplished with as many kids as they had.  
 
    “With the kids and Wendy,” Arthur said, walking around as the other vehicles parked in a row beside his Blazer.  “Come on,” Arthur said, squeezing Joseph’s shoulder.  
 
    Following his dad inside, Joseph looked around at the transformed kitchen. The dining room was gone and the kitchen was bigger. The island was longer and now had a large griddle at one end. In what used to be the dining room, there was another stove, three refrigerators, two freezers, and two dishwashers.  
 
    Guiding Joseph to the door that used to lead to the garage, Arthur showed him the new dining room. The room didn’t look anything like the garage Joseph remembered with the exception of the one roll-up door still left. On the back wall he saw the washer and dryer, but saw new connections for three more washers and three more dryers.  
 
    Feeling his dad pull him, Joseph just followed and then realized his dad was talking, but he was finding it hard to understand the words. Walking into the living room and around the stairs into his dad’s office, Joseph gave a stutter step to see a doorway leading into a hallway.  
 
    Pulling Joseph into the hallway, Arthur continued talking and the words started filtering into Joseph’s overloaded brain. “Only finished with two wings,” he said.  
 
    “Wings,” Joseph repeated numbly.  
 
    “Yeah,” Arthur nodded and pointed right and left. “To the right, the first half of this section will be a library and the back half we’re making a clinic. On the left at the back, we’ll close it off for school rooms to teach the kids. The front half we’re making into a living area with TVs and such since everyone can’t fit in the one in the house,” Arthur told him.  
 
    “Just how long is each wing?” Joseph asked timidly. The wings were empty with building supplies stacked about and bare cinder block walls.  
 
    “Hundred and twenty feet long, not including the bathroom at each end, and thirty feet wide,” Arthur shrugged. “I’ll take you upstairs in a second,” Arthur said, passing concrete stairs as they headed into the hallway of the H to the outer wings. Unlike the first wings, these were finished and lined with rooms. The hallway was painted with lights overhead and names on the doors. Five doors on each side with a ten-foot-wide hall down the middle. Pulling Joseph over, Arthur opened the door. “Each room is ten-by-fifteen and we put two in most rooms, but a few have bunk beds and hold four.”  
 
    Looking at the spacious room, Joseph thought it was bigger than his room in the house. There was a bunk bed, two dressers, two desks and two closets, one on each side of the door. Even with all that, the room still looked big.    
 
    Closing the door, “At the end of each wing are the bathrooms, right side for girls and left side for boys,” Arthur said, pulling Joseph to the end of the hall to the boys’ bathroom. Stepping in, Joseph was reminded of bathrooms in a military barracks. To the right, he saw ten shower heads protruding from the wall. On the left, he saw a line of eight commode stalls. Turning, he saw a long row of ten sinks on the wall the door was on and then noticed three urinals at the back left wall.  
 
    Seeing Joseph staring at the urinals, “Yeah, your mom flipped when I put eight commodes in the girls’ bathroom and the boys had three urinals,” Arthur sighed. “So the girls’ bathroom has ten commodes and I proved to your mom that I couldn’t put any more in, but other than that they’re the same.” 
 
    Leading Joseph out, they passed some kids heading to their rooms to change. Before they turned to the middle hall to go upstairs, Joseph stopped. “Hold up,” he said. “Each wing has ten rooms that hold twenty people?” Joseph asked and Arthur nodded. “And only the first two wings on the bottom aren’t going to be used for rooms?” 
 
    “Yes, the side closest to the house and north or left side is the Alpha wing. The south is Bravo. Going through the connecting hall and looking north in the second set is Charlie wing and then Delta. First floor is One, so One Alpha is the first wing from the house to the left,” Arthur explained. “They’re the same upstairs except it’s Two.”  
 
    “Dad, you made room for a hundred and twenty people at least?!” Joseph cried out.  
 
    Pointing to two doors that faced the middle hall, “One hundred and twenty four,” Arthur corrected. “Since this is the outer wall with no hall, we put a room here and upstairs. The outer wall has ten rooms along the wall in each wing and this one in the middle,” Arthur explained. “Wendy wants to use it like a study, but I’m fighting her on that. And also remember, some of the rooms are holding four kids, not just two.”  
 
    “You have that many here?!”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, with your group we’re at eighty-four,” Arthur told him. “But it seems like every time we go out, I bring home a kid or two. As of right now, only those over eighteen get their own room, but nobody has taken that up yet. For the most part we don’t bring back adults, and only some adults with kids. It’s just hard for me to trust them. Hell, there’s a sixteen-year-old I’m hunting to kill now. He’s an evil little fucker.” 
 
    “You really think you’ll fill all these rooms?” 
 
    Shrugging, “Don’t know, but I told your mom I was going to build enough to house a hundred because I can’t keep stopping and adding another room on the house,” Arthur answered. 
 
    Seeing a door he didn’t notice in the hallway leading to the study in the house, “Where’s that go?” he asked. 
 
    “Outside. Your mom wanted a door here to the outside, so the kids didn’t have to go through the house in case of a fire.”  
 
    Thinking that was smart, Joseph glanced at the two empty wings before following his dad upstairs. After seeing the completed wings with the rooms, the empty wings looked massive.  
 
    Stopping at the top of the stairs, “Nothing has been completed up here, so all four wings are empty,” Arthur explained and again, Joseph thought the wings looked massive without the rooms. Pointing to a door in the middle hallway that joined the wings, “That’s another door to the outside, but since nobody’s up here yet there aren’t any stairs to the ground,” Arthur said. 
 
    Looking at the wings, it hit him, “Dad, there aren’t any windows.”  
 
    Giving a long sigh, “You sound just like your mom,” Arthur sighed. “It would’ve taken longer and much more work to put a window in each room.”  
 
    “I didn’t mean it to sound bad,” Joseph said.  
 
    “I wish I could have, but we would still be working because I would’ve had to do each window. With just using walls, all the kids were stacking cinder blocks while I worked on the plumbing and electricity.”  
 
    “Any other additions to the house?”  
 
    Nodding, “Added a two-thousand-square-foot walk-in freezer in the basement,” Arthur told him.  
 
    “Can we see the moat?” Joseph chuckled. Seeing his dad walk past the stairwell to a door into the second floor of the house, Joseph wondered if it led into his room. Then it hit him, “You took out the hallway closet to put the second floor door in, right?”  
 
    “Yep, your favorite hiding spot,” Arthur laughed.  
 
    Following his dad in the house, “It was a good one,” Joseph laughed.  
 
    “Sorry, but we knew where you were because you never hid anywhere else,” Arthur confessed. “And we put a few of the older kids in your room but they didn’t mess with anything, and they were the first to get a room.”  
 
    “Wait,” Joseph said. “You made kids pile up their stuff in packed guest rooms until those wings were built?” 
 
    Turning to look at Joseph with a thankful smile, “Yes, I didn’t want anyone to change it, just in case… you didn’t…” Arthur just gave up even trying to say it. “One day you’ll understand.”  
 
    Giving a nod, “No, I understand,” Joseph said.   
 
    Moving downstairs, Joseph waved at many of the people he had flown in with and then followed his dad outside. Passing his dad, Joseph saw the chain-linked fence was nearly fifty yards from the front of the house and the moat was right outside the fence. Seeing a wide gate almost directly in front of the door, that was his target. He started to slow when he saw a large metal partition sticking in the air. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    Walking past Joseph, Arthur hit a lever on a metal post beside the gate and Joseph gave a jump hearing a hydraulic whine as the metal sheet laid across the moat. “A drawbridge,” Arthur answered.  
 
    Opening the gate, Joseph walked out onto the bridge and noticed it was much narrower and not as heavy-duty than the one they’d driven in on. “Why’s this one different?”  
 
    “This is the one we drive out on with the ATVs. It’s eight feet wide and the others are sixteen. This one was going to be six and the others twelve, but your mom said she would blow up my moat if I didn’t make the bridges wider and put a twelve-inch lip on the side so it wasn’t so easy to drive off.”  
 
    Looking down in the water, “How in the hell did you get the current so fast?” Joseph asked, and saw the sides were concrete but the bottom was lined with gravel.  
 
    “Twenty pumps. They’re all mounted on the inner wall, the wall closest to the house,” Arthur chided.  
 
    Groaning, “I should’ve known that,” Joseph said. “It is wide, but it’s not really deep enough to stop an attacker.”  
 
    “Oh, its first job is stopping critters, ants and rats to be specific, then dogs and coons. At the four corners there are sump traps to suck down insects and rodents. I’m going to put in a tank near the back, so we can dump fuel oil in and light it if human attackers try us.” Walking to the end, Joseph saw the bridge didn’t touch the outside ground. The lip extended over a foot past the moat but there was a four-inch gap. “Yes, there’s a gap on the big ones also. That’ll stop insects if the bridge is down. The second vehicle bridge is at the back on the road going to the textile barn. There’s another smaller bridge like this one on the west side.”   
 
    “There’s my big man,” Wendy sang out, walking out the front door. She trotted over and Arthur was glad to see that. Reaching Joseph, Wendy put her arm around his waist.  
 
    “I’ve seen the ants, but you think rats will be a problem?” Joseph asked, and felt his mom shiver when he’d mentioned ants.  
 
    Nodding slowly, “By the end of September, you’ll see waves of them near towns,” Arthur answered, making mother and son shiver. “I’m hoping the fence will keep most from the valley, but I’m not going to hold my breath.”  
 
    “We’re staying home in September,” Wendy informed him.  
 
    “If we can, doll,” Arthur shrugged.  
 
    “So,” Wendy beamed, turning to Joseph. “Should I tell Captain Becky Reynolds to put her stuff in your room?” his mom asked, giving Joseph a sly wink. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, “Oh, Mom,” Joseph sighed. “She’s a friend I’ve known for a year and I’ve flown with her a few times when we worked with the Air Force.” The joy fell off Wendy’s face so fast Joseph felt bad.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked.  
 
    Feeling very weary, Joseph started. “Oh man, when I landed, I got orders to start ferrying troops from the Middle East and Africa to Diego. The Navy had ships pull near and load up. There just weren’t enough planes but what they could, they flew them stateside. It was two weeks after I talked to Dad, I was heading to Saudi to pick up troops when I heard Diego had confirmed cases of Rudolph. I radioed to make sure they wanted me to return and they ordered me to return with the troops I was picking up. Later, I found out they knew Rudolph was already in Saudi.” 
 
    Pausing as he took several deep breaths, “After I landed I was grounded and the infirmary was already packed. They called all pilots that had been flying out of Diego to return and grounded us so we couldn’t spread it. It was two weeks later my nose started itching,” Joseph shivered. “I wanted to call but knew it was useless because we’d already been told phone service was shut down stateside at the end of March.” 
 
    Wendy hugged Joseph from the side and gave a heavy sigh listening to her son. Several minutes passed before Joseph continued as he just stared into the clear water of the moat rushing past. “Three days after my nose started itching, I started coughing so hard I was spraying blood. I didn’t want to go to the infirmary, but I was ordered to. I had been on body detail hauling bodies out of the infirmary and didn’t want to go there. When I walked in, I saw them taking a dead airman out of this examination chair. One of the orderlies wiped it down, kind of, and grabbed me before setting me in the chair. I realize now that I was very lucky because there were people on the floor. The orderly started an IV and put a nasal cannula on me. That is truly the last thing I remember coherently. There’s a gap of sixteen days I don’t remember, just coughing and feeling like I was drowning.” 
 
    Joseph paused and turned to his parents, “Remember Colton I introduced, the guy with salt and pepper hair?” he asked and they nodded. “He’s a doctor, civilian doctor that was on a base in Saudi. He pitched in and he filled in one of those missing days because he’s the one that literally taped me to the chair so I couldn’t slide out and lie down because I wanted to lie down so bad, I do remember that. But by then, he was sick and he lost days. Like I said, I’m missing days, but I was still sick and coughing up blood. I’ve never been so thankful you two were nurses. There was a cart beside me that held IV fluids. I knew how to change the bags and reset the pump. It was only infusing a hundred cc’s an hour but I kept hanging. I never left that chair, and it was packed with shit when I finally became coherent.  
 
    “It was the second day I was in the chair before I lost track of the days. I heard people, and then saw the orderly and he told me the Navy was pulling all uninfected off the island,” Joseph stopped and had tears in his eyes. “There were two guys across from me, one on my right and a woman on my left, all in chairs. I watched two undo their IVs and lay on the floor, the others died in their chairs with their IV pumps beeping.” 
 
    Pushing the images away and taking a breath, “I sat in that chair for eighteen fucking days till I wasn’t coughing out chunks of blood. I had to use my IV pole like a walker. I found Colton on the floor and somehow managed to pull him up and get him to my chair. I saw an IV in his arm and took one of the pumps from a corpse that was beeping. Stringing up a bag, I started his fluids and headed off, and everywhere I looked were bodies.  
 
    “I found the bathroom and washed up. Oh man, I’ve never felt so funky in my life,” Joseph moaned. “Knowing I needed food, I walked my buck-naked ass outside and went looking for food. That’s when I saw one of the new body piles. When I reached a mess hall, I found some of the kids they had left and before you ask, no, the kids weren’t sick, but their dependents were dead and I guess they had no room on the last boat so the kids were left.” 
 
    Shaking his head, “I got food and went back and changed Colton’s IV bag and put my nasal cannula on him because I couldn’t find any more. Then I found a lounge chair outside and put the back up and slept. The days dragged on and I kept checking on Colton till he was able to get up. The other adults we found in other makeshift infirmaries. It took another month before I could walk a hundred yards and not cough up a lung.  
 
    “It was a month later when Becky and I went to the hangers and were shocked to only find a few planes on the entire base. The KC-130 I flew in was down for maintenance. That’s the only reason it was left behind. Those cocksuckers left us there to die. Becky and I started on the maintenance and the kids started wandering in from around the base and I got them to help. Then as people recovered, they left the infirmary and joined us. Routine maintenance that should’ve taken five days took us a month. Even then, Becky and I knew we couldn’t fly, so we started searching the base. The government may have left us, but we weren’t leaving any.”  
 
    Out of breath, Joseph panted until he could breathe easy again. “Oh, I’m getting so much better, that out of breath even a week ago and I would have coughed up a lugie that could kill a man.”  
 
    “Anyway,” he said continuing, “those that got off with me here weren’t all I found. There were three more adults and five kids that got off in Jackson, Mississippi. They were going to get off in Florida, but someone started shooting at our asses. Thankfully, we were almost done refueling, so we just yanked the line, jumped in, and hauled ass. I told them I would drop them in Mississippi. I did try hard to get the kids to stay, but they were all older. Two were seventeen, one sixteen, and the other two were fifteen. They thought they were tough enough to check on family and make it through. Why, I don’t understand because they could listen to the military bands at the chaos over here. But they didn’t and got off. The three adults that got off, I wanted off. I told them I was flying to Canada to an airstrip in the middle of nowhere, and after we landed it was doubtful we could get airborne. They were ready to jump out. The ones here and all the kids, I told them that was just a story and I wasn’t going to Canada, but only Becky knew where the destination was. I know they were fellow troops and two were officers, but I wasn’t telling them where I was headed.”  
 
    Reaching over and pulling Joseph and Wendy into a hug, “We are just glad you’re home, son,” Arthur said, and Nicole let out a whine as they squeezed her. “Oh, blue eyes, I’m sorry,” Arthur gasped, leaning down to Nicole.     
 
    Watching his dad, “Okay, you’re making me feel, like, really guilty,” Joseph admitted.  
 
    “You hear that, princess? You make Joseph feel bad for not giving up the babies.”  
 
    “Told you we should’ve just grabbed a kid,” Wendy grunted as she hugged Joseph.  
 
    “Dad, honestly, did you shave your beard for Nicole?” Joseph asked, and saw Arthur pull a bottle from his thigh pocket.  
 
    Rubbing his nose to Nicole’s, “You bet I did,” Arthur sang out in baby talk, with a smile. “The princess didn’t like the stickers, did she?” 
 
    “Okay, I’m going to knock up a girl,” Joseph vowed.  
 
    “He promised you a brother or sister,” Arthur cheered at Nicole, making her wiggle in the carrier as she smiled at him. When Nicole settled down, he put the bottle in her mouth.  
 
    Turning to Wendy, “I trust this isn’t for my benefit?” Joseph asked.  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, and I want you to remember, your father says he shows no favoritism,” Wendy huffed.  
 
    “Mom, do you know if Heather Turner survived?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “No, why?” 
 
    “She was a fu…” Joseph stopped. “Um, a special buddy. I need to drop by her place and see if she made it.”  
 
    Rolling her eyes and not being bashful in the least, “Becky’s inside and she’s pretty,” Wendy scoffed.  
 
    “Mom,” Joseph sighed, looking into her face. “You’d have a better chance of sleeping with Becky than I do.” 
 
    Giving a groan, “Oh,” Wendy said.  
 
    Cradling Nicole tenderly in the crook of his arm, “We need to head into town tomorrow and get beds and supplies for the rooms that the new people are in,” Arthur said. 
 
    “I’ll be ready,” Joseph nodded, and Wendy took a breath to protest but never had a chance.  
 
    “No,” Arthur stated flatly. “Son, I know you’re an adult, but I need you on heavy machinery as soon as you can.” 
 
    Turning to Arthur, “I’m good, Dad,” he tried to sound convincing.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, son, and it really hurts me to ask but the day after tomorrow, I want you to try running some equipment,” Arthur told him.  
 
    “I’m not saying! I’m telling you! Joseph is taking time off!” Wendy snapped at Arthur.  
 
    “Wendy,” Arthur moaned, feeling a fight brewing. 
 
    “We’re running the equipment to build the fence, asshole! Joseph needs to rest along with the people in his group!”  
 
    Taking several deep breaths, “Wendy, I need Joseph to start on the lake. He can run heavy equipment and guide the others doing it from the cab of a dozer or excavator. This will move us ahead by months,” Arthur told her, knowing if he yelled, Wendy would get louder. Knowing his parents well, Joseph kept his mouth shut.  
 
    “We’ll get to the lake so you can make hydroelectric power, but Joseph rests. If it’s that important, I can take some of the kids down and start the lake. They’re getting good and I can run equipment just as good as Joseph!” she finished in a yell.  
 
    Leaning to the side and seeing Shawn walking across the yard, “Shawn,” Arthur called out and Shawn ran over. “Take Nicole inside to Little Momma so she can burp her.”  
 
    Knowing that wasn’t good, Joseph took a step back but knew better than to leave. Wendy just looked at Arthur, not intimidated by the action. “We can’t stop the fence or take people off. It all has to be completed. I’m seeing too many animals that’ve been taken down by predators. Most are dogs, but I swear one cow looked like it was taken down by a large cat,” Arthur told her as Shawn ran back to the house.   
 
    “Then we can do the lake after the fence,” Wendy growled. “Joseph stays in the house or I break your knees.”  
 
    Giving a sigh, giving up on reason and committing to the fight, “God damn it, I know what needs to be done! I outlined this shit! We need power and we need it fucking bad!” Arthur bellowed, shocking Wendy only for a second. “We’re maxed out on our grid! All the animals we’ve brought in, all the water we’re having to pump, buggies to charge, new refrigerators and freezers, the list goes on! This moat alone takes ten thousand watts to run all the pumps! We need power and with the new people, we need it more! Think! I’ve had to run the generator to charge the battery banks every three days, now I’m sure it’ll be every other day! I’m telling you now, the moat stays running and we’ll shut down the greenhouses first! I’m not waking up covered in ants or rats!”  
 
    “Our solar panels make 20kW a day and you have the little hydro generator at the side of the house!” Wendy screamed much louder than Arthur.  
 
    “Yes, and we are fucking maxed out! Aren’t you listening?! That little hydro station only makes four thousand watts! That isn’t shit to what we’re using!” 
 
    Taking a deeper breath to get louder, “Hook the fucking battery for your shop into the grid and you wouldn’t have to charge so much!” Wendy screeched with her voice breaking.  
 
    “I connected it before you even got back, dumbass!” Arthur bellowed with his face turning purple. “It’s going to take months for the lake to fill up, so just listen for once!”  
 
    “FUCK YOU! Just use the generators and we’ll get to the fucking lake!” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes as he panted, Arthur spoke in a low trembling voice. “We don’t need to waste that fuel and this winter is going to be bad, so the animals, greenhouses, and fence are going to need much more power.” 
 
    Putting her hands on her hips, “Oh, you can kick my ass but you have to sleep sometime, shithead!” Wendy barked.  
 
    Throwing caution to the wind, “Guys,” Joseph coughed, but neither turned as they glared at each other. “You both have valid points, but Mom, we’ve always trusted Dad’s judgement and for the most part, he’s been right.”  
 
    “You’re taking his side!” Wendy shouted, but never took her eyes off of Arthur.  
 
    “Not really, but I don’t like seeing you two fighting the first day I get back,” Joseph reasoned.  
 
    Curling her lip up in a snarl, “I can start on the lake and Joseph can take my place on the work crew. Why do you want him to start on the lake?” Wendy asked.  
 
    Rocking his head side to side, “Because he can read and understand my diagrams,” Arthur snapped. “You make changes that are stupid, thinking it’ll save you time but end up costing me more time and headache to fix what you’ve fucked up. There’s a huge difference to your good ideas and you changing shit on the fly because you get a wild hair up your ass, never thinking out what you’re doing.”  
 
    Glancing away as she thought about that, Wendy tried to remember once when her spur of the moment changes to Arthur’s plans had worked. Not thinking of anything offhand, she turned back to Arthur. “He needs rest,” Wendy finally threw out.  
 
    “BITCH!” Arthur bellowed and that time, Wendy jumped back and brought her arms up to block. “If you think I WANT my SON to work after what he’s been through, you have lost your fucking MIND! I know he’s physically weak and his body is drained, but he can sit in a chair running machines. He just flew halfway around the FUCKING planet. If I see it’s wearing him down even one day, I’ll strap his ass to his bed myself and spoon feed him myself. I want us SAFE because this shit is going downhill faster than I predicted, and we need to be ready for the bad shit coming!” 
 
    Sticking his finger in his left ear, Joseph shook it trying to stop the ringing. He wasn’t worried about the blows. True, he had seen them throw punches at each other but all were blocked, and they’d even wrestled a few times. Dad had strength, but Mom was limber and had very sharp teeth. The only time he actually remembered blows landing was when he was ten and Dad had wrestled Mom down before bending her over his knee and spanking her butt rather hard.  
 
    When he’d let Wendy go, Arthur had bolted out the door into a raging storm and knew Wendy wasn’t going to follow him outside. It was the storm that had started the fight.  
 
    “Mom, I’m not stupid,” Joseph said. “If I can’t do it without getting weaker, I’ll stop. Did I just take off flying? No, I waited months till I knew I was stronger. Becky had Rudolph before I did and she was ready days before me, but I waited.”  
 
    Dropping her hands, “I’ll take that,” Wendy said rather calmly.  
 
    Looking from one to the other, Joseph nodded in understanding. He had seen that look in their eyes before. “I want you two to go for a walk. Just you two and no kids,” he told them. Very slowly, they both turned to glare at him. “I’m not kidding, if you two don’t go for a walk right now, I’ll become a monk.”  
 
    The anger dropped off their faces in shock at the threat. “Go!” Joseph barked and pointed down the hill to the barn. Glancing at each other, Wendy and Arthur turned and headed for the small gate. “Hold hands!” Joseph barked and they didn’t. “We have a doctor here and I’ll get him to do a vasectomy on me now!” 
 
    Their hands shot out to clasp each other. “Walk closer!” Joseph ordered when they’d reached the gate and they moved shoulder to shoulder.  
 
    When they walked out of sight, Shawn creeped timidly over to Joseph, “Are they going to be okay?” he asked, really worried.  
 
    “How long have you been here?” Joseph asked.  
 
    “Right after this started in March, a few weeks before Momma, Ms. Wendy, got back.”  
 
    Turning to Shawn, “Have they had any alone time? I saw tons of kids’ clothes and baby stuff in their room so I know they have kids in the bed, but have they been alone any time at all?” Joseph asked.  
 
    Thinking hard for several minutes, “No, sir,” Shawn said.  
 
    Nodding as he turned away, “Surprised they didn’t beat the shit out of each other, then,” Joseph sighed. “Shawn, they have to have some time together or they fight.” 
 
    Running the words through his mind, Shawn’s eyes got wide as the light bulb went off. “Oh, I understand,” he grinned. “I’ll start taking Nicole some, so Arthur can sneak off.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “That’s good, but it’s Mom who needs to sneak away more than Dad,” Joseph admitted.  
 
    Giving Joseph a very confused expression, “Thinking about your mom and dad…That doesn’t, like, make you…,” Shawn just stopped, not knowing how to ask.  
 
    “Oh, got over that long ago,” Joseph shrugged. “When I was a junior in high school, Mom was really bitchy. Yes, Dad was and still is a bad boy but Mom… she grew up a princess, and now she’s like Zena. She’ll fight faster than Dad and feels no need for restraint to anyone. They were working nonstop on the farm, taking care of Dad’s books, and filing another patent. At the dinner table one night, I told them to break out the whipped cream and get freak nasty because I was going to a friend’s house for the weekend.”   
 
    Shawn busted out laughing as Joseph grinned. “Came home and they were on the couch curled up and life was back to normal,” Joseph told him.  
 
    “They are so cool,” Shawn said.  
 
    “Yes, they are,” Joseph nodded.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Mini Me’s are Born 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Arthur loaded up in the armored SUV. In the backseat was Kirk. Three trucks with trailers and two MRAPs followed Arthur out of the valley. All the babies and all the kids under seven were staying at the farm. This didn’t include Nicole of course, she was in her sling on Arthur’s chest. Another change was Wendy was in the passenger seat beside Arthur with a big smile and holding Arthur’s hand.  
 
    Glancing back at Kirk, Wendy tried not to giggle. When they’d walked out to leave, Kirk and Shawn were dressed identical to Arthur. Each was wearing a black cowboy hat because they couldn’t find a fedora hat like Arthur’s.  
 
    Leaving the valley, Wendy leaned over the console. “You have two mini me’s,” she whispered.  
 
    Nodding, “Any day I’m expecting you to have two and they are identical,” Arthur chuckled.  
 
    Turning to the side mirror, Wendy saw the caravan behind them. Jo Ann and Sally were each in an MRAP, manning the remote gun stations. “You think so?” Wendy wondered out loud. 
 
    “Yes, because they were looking for hiking boots, like you wear, the last time we were in town,” Arthur chuckled.    
 
    Liking that, “I’ll find them some,” Wendy said as they passed the fence and she started looking around. Letting Arthur’s hand go, she gripped her rifle.  
 
    None spoke as they rode toward town not seeing a single person. Ten miles from town, Wendy leaned forward on seeing something hanging from a telephone pole. Getting closer, she saw it was a body. About to point it out Wendy froze, seeing a sign hanging from the neck that read, ‘Don’t follow me. The Caravan Man’.  
 
    Turning to Arthur, Wendy saw he was patting Nicole as he drove, but his eyes were darting everywhere. When Arthur slowed, she turned away and saw he was dodging a stack of bodies in the road. Wondering where they’d come from, Wendy saw a woman nailed to the wall of the building across from the bodies. Then she saw the sign on the woman’s chest, ‘Fucking Shoot at me and I kill everyone you know. The Caravan Man’. 
 
    “Um, when did you do that?” Wendy asked because the bodies hadn’t been there the last time they’d taken this road to town.  
 
    Giving a shrug, “Don’t really remember,” Arthur admitted as he turned onto another road.  
 
    Making sure the caravan was spaced out behind them, Wendy looked ahead and saw a body hanging by the feet across the road from a stop light. When the body moved before they passed under it Wendy jerked, realizing it was a man and he was alive with his hands bound behind his back.  
 
    ‘Dean, I’m coming for you. The Caravan Man’ was written on a sign hanging on the upside-down man. The last signs were on cardboard but this one was on plywood, and it looked like it was nailed into the upside-down man’s hip. “Arthur, that one was still alive,” Wendy hinted for him to explain.  
 
    “Yep,” Arthur nodded, turning off the road into a parking lot. “Couldn’t leave him lower or the animals or ants would get him.”  
 
    Just hearing ‘ants’ caused Wendy to shiver. “That means you hung him up in the last three days,” she said as Arthur drove around to the back of the store.  
 
    “Four days ago,” Arthur told her. “It rained two days ago, so I’m thinking he somehow drank. I’m impressed since he’s upside-down.”  
 
    As Arthur stopped, “You didn’t tell me you were going to town,” Wendy pointed out.  
 
    Watching the mirrors and seeing the caravan spread out and one of the trucks park by the bay door, “Got bored,” Arthur shrugged, grabbing his rifle off the dash and climbing out. Hearing the exchange, Kirk just laughed as he got out the back while letting Donald and Daisy out. 
 
    “Arthur,” Wendy said as she got out. Gripping her rifle, she moved over as she kept watch. “So, after we work our asses off every day and you say you’re going to check around us, you head to a town near us? I’m sure you aren’t just coming to Russellville.” 
 
    “On that you’re right,” Arthur nodded, watching the kids open the roll-up door. “And I don’t head to a town every time I scout around us.”  
 
    “You could’ve told me, I might want to come sometimes, you know,” Wendy huffed, and it was in that instant, Kirk saw Wendy liked being a bad girl.  
 
    Reaching back and popping Wendy on the butt, “When you’re up to strength, we can make a date on the little escapades,” he laughed at her.  
 
    “So has Dean been back to Clarksville?” she asked as Donald and Daisy headed into the dark store.  
 
    “Only to find his buddies dead and hanging in the yard,” Arthur told her, seeing Donald and Daisy come back out and then the forklift headed inside. “He was setting up in Russellville a week or so ago, but took off before I could track him down. I sent one of his gang back after I chopped his arms off.”  
 
    “Bad boy,” Wendy smirked, watching Arthur head into the store.  
 
    Andrea and Todd ran over to Wendy. “When did Pops come here? That one hanging over the road was still alive,” Andrea said.  
 
    Nodding, “Seems when he’s been going out to check around us, Arthur has been taking road trips,” Wendy sighed.  
 
    “After busting ass all day?!” Todd cried out and Wendy nodded. “Man, I feel like an underachiever,” he mumbled.  
 
    “Shit, if I was Dean, I would just shoot myself,” Andrea admitted.  
 
    “I think Dean knows the only reason Arthur isn’t making a real effort to find him is because Dean hasn’t fought back. If he stays away and doesn’t piss us off, in time Arthur will stop looking,” Wendy told them as the forklift came out with a loaded pallet.  
 
    “Keep watch, we’ll do it, Momma,” Andrea told her and headed inside with Todd. Watching Andrea with Todd, Wendy gave a little smile.  
 
    “I think she’s going to get that soldier boy,” Wendy mumbled.   
 
    When the trailer was full, they closed the door and drove on. They did pass a few groups of people and each one waved enthusiastically as the caravan passed by. What shocked everyone in Arthur’s group was they saw a group of women and kids run out of a store cheering and waving as they passed. “They were held by a group I visited, don’t remember which one,” Arthur told Wendy.  
 
    Loading up another trailer at a furniture store, they drove to a big box electronics store and pulled around back. “Surprised nobody has broken in here,” Wendy said, getting out.  
 
    “No reason to get a TV if you don’t have power,” Arthur laughed and Wendy gave a nod.  
 
    Letting the dogs clear the store, Arthur moved around helping load pallets. “Pops, we have a group in the parking lot,” Kirk called over the radio.  
 
    “Where do you want us?” Todd asked, running over with everyone.  
 
    Looking at the pallet, “Here and load up,” Arthur shrugged. “They aren’t a gang and damn sure don’t want none,” he chuckled, heading to the front of the store.  
 
    They turned to see Wendy walking past them following Arthur. “Continue loading, but be ready to just haul ass,” she told them. “I’ll cover him.”  
 
    “I am so glad Momma’s here,” Andrea sighed, and started stacking boxes of laptops. 
 
    Walking up beside Kirk, Arthur saw a collection of vehicles at the very front of the parking lot, but a lone figure was standing in the middle of the parking lot. “Since they’re that smart, I’ll talk to them,” Arthur said, unlocking the door and heading out. Before the door closed, Donald and Daisy slipped out and moved to either side as Arthur strolled up to the man who was holding up his hands.  
 
    Getting near the man, Arthur recognized him from the day he’d saved Andrea and her group. “See you traded up on your shopping cart,” Arthur said with a nod. “You can lower your hands.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” the man smiled nervously. “Um, Caravan Man, do you have room for a few more?”  
 
    The door to the store opened and Wendy walked out as Arthur gave a regretful sigh. “You are?” Arthur asked.  
 
    “Albert,” he answered as Wendy stopped just behind and to the side of Arthur.  
 
    “Albert, I really wish we could take you in,” Arthur said, looking at the group behind Albert. “How many over eighteen and kids?” 
 
    “Eleven adults and thirty-six kids.”  
 
    Taking his hat off, Arthur wiped his brow. “Albert, I wanted to pick you up the day we saw you, but couldn’t because our resources were stretched. But the main reason I didn’t pick you up was I knew I was going to have words with the street racing crew,” Arthur told him.  
 
    “Caravan Man, you have made it safer here, but you wouldn’t believe the ants and flies. We will work, I can assure you.”  
 
    For several minutes, Arthur just looked into Albert’s eyes. “We can’t take you in, but I have another offer,” Arthur suggested, and Wendy thought Albert nearly fainted.  
 
    “Anything,” Albert panted. They just wanted someone to show them how and what to do.  
 
    Reaching in his back pocket, “If I do this and you burn me, I’ll kill everyone with you and anyone who knows your name,” Arthur warned.  
 
    Shaking his head, “We would never do that. And any in this group that tried, I’d kill them before you,” Albert assured him.  
 
    Giving a nod, Arthur pulled out a leather pocket notebook. “You know the area?” he asked, staring at the notebook.  
 
    “Yes, sir.”  
 
    Opening the notebook, Arthur pulled out a sheet of paper and unfolded it. Wendy saw it was a printed map as Arthur handed it over to Albert. “You know where that is?”  
 
    Taking the map and studying for a second, Albert nodded. “Hunted near there before.”  
 
    “Take your group there,” Arthur said, and held out the notebook. “This will tell you what you need, how to set up, where to put buildings and livestock.” 
 
    Not believing he was getting help from the Caravan Man, Albert slowly reached out to take the notebook. “You won’t be far from us, and I’ll give you a week to start collecting stuff. If we see you’re serious, we’ll offer what help we can. We’ll put up the fence because by then we’ll be good at it, and we’ll help on the hydroelectric station,” Arthur told him. 
 
    Opening the notebook, Albert saw diagrams, lists, and drawings. “Thank you,” he mumbled in shock.  
 
    “If you’re serious, we’ll ally with you and come to your aid, but will expect the same,” Arthur said, and Albert nodded rapidly. “I suggest you talk it over with your group, and another warning.”  
 
    Hearing that, Albert jerked his eyes from the notebook to Arthur’s face. “You do this, you be very careful of who you bring in, and any you bring in, if they don’t work, get rid of them fast,” Arthur told him and Albert nodded. “If you don’t do it, no hard feelings, but never ask again.”  
 
    “We’ll see you in a week then,” Albert nodded.  
 
    Letting his AR go and taking off his right glove, Arthur held out his hand. “If I see you then, I’ll tell you my name. Word of advice, tell any in your group that learn it, don’t tell my name to others. When what bad guys fear has a real name, they don’t fear it anymore,” Arthur told him, then shrugged. “I’ll still kill them, but they won’t come after me, they’ll come after you because they’ll know I’ll be associated with you.” 
 
    Nodding, “I understand and I’ll make sure the others understand,” Albert promised, shaking Arthur’s hand.  
 
    “Get started on the list fast. Nobody was in that area a week ago and you’re fighting against time. This winter is going to be bad.”  
 
    Letting Arthur’s hand go, “Thank you,” Albert said with misty eyes. “You won’t regret it.”  
 
    “I’m glad then,” Arthur smiled, pulling his glove back on.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, they watched Albert jog back to his group. “I can’t believe you just strolled out with Nicole on your chest,” Wendy sighed. “You didn’t have to bring her.” 
 
    “Don’t say that, she might hear you,” Arthur snapped as the entire group cheered and waved frantically at them. They waved back and then headed back to the store.  
 
    “Why did you have the outline to set up in another location?” Wendy asked. 
 
    “For just that reason. I knew, sooner or later, we would see a group too large to take in but they would be good neighbors. Granted, I wish we could’ve taken them in,” Arthur admitted.  
 
    “We have room,” Wendy said when they’d reached the door. “We would have to finish off the other wings fast, but we could do it.” 
 
    Stopping, “Yes, but not the power. Wendy, you work in the damn greenhouses every day, they’re barely keeping up with the stomachs we have,” Arthur told her. “If we can’t keep them in power this winter, we’ll have to cut back on food. We do that, we can’t work as hard, and that means shit will roll over us and fuck us up the ass.”  
 
    Holding her hands up, “Yes, I did look into that and you’re right, we need more power very badly,” Wendy admitted. “But if you think this group is worth the risk, we can move that much faster on the lake.”  
 
    Letting Wendy walk in, Arthur winked at Kirk standing to the side of the door as they headed back into the store. “No, we need allies near us. Any later and we would’ve had to build the site and recruit to it,” Arthur told her. “This is for the best.”  
 
    Popping Arthur on the butt and jogging off, “Don’t make me wait that long again for some freak nasty,” she warned over her shoulder.  
 
    “And how can I do that when we have kids all over the place?!” he shouted after her. Feeling Nicole stir, he looked down and saw her looking up at him. “You hear her talking to me like that?”  
 
    Giving Arthur a wide toothless smile, Nicole cooed while throwing her hands out. “Blue eyes, you’re so cute, I’m sure you’re breaking a law,” Arthur told her.  
 
    “Pops is talking to Nicole again,” Andrea said, walking past Shawn.  
 
    “I’ve never known him not to,” Shawn replied, pulling his cowboy hat off and wiping his brow. “I’m just glad Robin and Noah didn’t have to come. It was my turn to dress them today when they stripped.”  
 
    “Lucky,” Andrea laughed.  
 
    After loading up, they followed Arthur out and he led them out of town, but held the caravan up by parking on the road. Telling everyone to just stay in their rides, Arthur headed into a store. When he came out with a bag over his shoulder and carrying two black, wide-brimmed fedoras like his, Wendy busted out laughing. “Okay, Nicole isn’t the only spoiled one,” Wendy admitted.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    You would do what to an alligator? 
 
      
 
    “Turn damn it!” Wendy shouted at Arthur. Giving a long sigh, Arthur turned on the road. “We haven’t checked in weeks and I know you haven’t.”  
 
    Nodding with no shame, “You’re fucking right on that,” he grunted.  
 
    “Arthur, Alicia left the ship. I just want to check if she made it home.”  
 
    “Oh, we can check,” Arthur nodded.  
 
    Turning to Arthur, “If she’s there, Alicia will be coming with us,” Wendy informed him and Arthur slammed on the brakes, stopping in the road.  
 
    “I will staple my dick to the back of an alligator before I allow Alicia to live in my house!” he shouted, and Kirk slid into the floorboard behind them laughing his ass off.  
 
    With her mind providing pictures, Wendy gave a wince. “We’ll discuss it if she’s there,” Wendy offered.  
 
     “What’s going on?” Andrea called over the radio.  
 
    With Kirk laughing hard, Wendy grabbed the radio. “Nothing, just having a talk,” Wendy replied.  
 
    “About an alligator!” Kirk howled out, kicking his feet.  
 
    Glancing in the back floorboard at Kirk thrashing around, “That was a good one,” Wendy admitted.  
 
    “I was being serious,” Arthur replied with no hint of a smile.  
 
    “She’s not that bad.”  
 
    “Wendy, Alicia isn’t divorced. The alimony she receives from her exes is extortion money they gladly pay to keep that bitch away. Hell, I’ll pay the bitch if she stays away!” Arthur cried out.  
 
    Not in the mood, Wendy glanced around as Kirk dragged his body from the floor back into the seat. Nearing Alicia’s property, Wendy leaned forward. When the trees fell away, she saw Alicia’s house half a mile from the road and gasped. “Arthur, look!” she gasped.  
 
    “Fuck,” he mumbled, and turned and could see two MRAPs and one was pulling a trailer. “Alicia didn’t drive those,” he said.  
 
    “She could’ve driven one,” Wendy protested.  
 
    “Wendy, Alicia bought a new car last year just because she didn’t want to wash her old one that was only two years old,” Arthur told her.  
 
    “That’s not why she bought a new one,” Wendy sighed.  
 
    “That’s what she said at the swap meet,” Arthur said, stopping just before the driveway. “You want to go down there?” 
 
    “Yes,” Wendy nodded.  
 
    Grabbing the radio, “Hold here, checking the house,” Arthur called out.  
 
    “Hey, Pops, there are two MRAPs there,” Todd called out.  
 
    Stopping the smartass comment that was on his lip, Arthur took a deep breath before replying. “Yes, and Wendy thinks her friend is home, so I’m going to check.”  
 
    It was a second before Todd responded. “Let me move over near the fence line.”  
 
    “No, just stay in the rides. I won’t be long,” Arthur called back and dropped the radio. Pulling the sling off his chest, he passed Nicole to Kirk. “She’s asleep.”  
 
    As Kirk took the bundle, “That she can sleep through your yelling is amazing,” Wendy scoffed. Ignoring Wendy, Arthur pulled down the driveway. “I know this is her house, but do you think it’s wise to just drive up since they have two MRAPs like we do?”  
 
    “They don’t have people in theirs and we do,” Arthur huffed. “I’m not waiting till someone inside runs out and climbs in them.”  
 
    “How can you tell?” Wendy asked.  
 
    “The remote stations aren’t pointed at the road,” Arthur answered, pulling around the circular drive and stopping almost in the exact spot they had picked up Alicia to take her to the airport. The MRAPs were parked on the lawn right in front of the house. “They’re using the MRAPs to shield the house from gunfire from the road,” he nodded approvingly.  
 
    “What kind of camouflage is that painted on them?” Wendy asked.  
 
    “Homemade because there’s a smiley face on the rear door of the first one,” Arthur said, opening his door. “Kirk, let the dogs out and Wendy, if there’s gun play, pull the Suburban back.”  
 
    As Kirk let the dogs out and the excitement of Alicia making it home faded, Wendy started getting worried once Arthur shut the door.  
 
    Inside, Sutton was looking through the front window. He could see the line of trucks and trailers with two MRAPs on the road. The trip to Arkansas, Ellie had schooled them very well and they weren’t naïve to this new world any longer. “What should we do?” he asked when Ellie ran up to stop beside him.  
 
    “He’s not hostile and from the way he’s walking, it seems he feels confident he can kill anyone in here,” Ellie told him as the others gathered behind them.  
 
    “You can tell that from a walk?” Sarah gasped, studying the man and two dogs heading for the door.  
 
    “If he was hostile he could’ve just had those MRAPs on the road open up, but look at the way he’s walking and holding his M4, he’s relaxed,” Ellie pointed out. “If this goes bad I’ll take him, and get the kids out the back.”  
 
    “You’re not going out there,” Skannish huffed behind them, and Ellie rolled her eyes. She really loved the old man, but he could push her nerves unlike anyone she had ever met.  
 
    “He damn sure isn’t coming in here,” Ellie sighed, and saw the man and dogs stop in the yard just staring at the house. “Wait a second,” she mumbled.  
 
    Studying the man, she turned to the Suburban and then looked at the line of trucks on the road. Turning back to the man, Ellie let out a gasp, “It’s the Caravan Man we heard about on the radio.”  
 
    “What the hell is he doing here?” Sarah asked, moving closer to the window.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Sutton asked.  
 
    “Two dogs, a flat brim Indiana Jones hat, black Suburban, and a caravan on the road,” Ellie pointed out with a grin. “We aren’t a gang, so we should be good.”  
 
    Taking that to heart, Sutton headed for the door and walked out, startling everyone. “What the hell is he doing?!” Shanna cried out. 
 
    Ellie was staring right at Arthur when Sutton opened the door, he nor his dogs jumped. “That man is ice,” she mumbled.  
 
    “Afternoon,” Sutton called out, lifting his hand and giving a wave.  
 
    “Afternoon,” Arthur replied, tilting his head but keeping his hands on his weapon. “Is Alicia home? I don’t need to see her by all means, or even have her come outside. For that matter, I don’t even want her to start talking while I’m here. We were just wondering.”  
 
    Startled at the question and the limitations, Sutton dropped his hand. “Um, no, she’s not here. She was on a cruise when the flu hit.”  
 
    Giving a sigh, “Yeah, I know, I dropped her and my wife off at the airport,” Arthur said, and heard a door open on the Suburban, but didn’t turn away from the house. 
 
    “Scott?” Wendy called out unsurely from the Suburban. Arthur saw the man give a startle and squint his eyes, trying to make out Wendy’s face.  
 
    “Yes,” Sutton answered, and Wendy walked around the Suburban. When Wendy was halfway to Arthur, “Wendy?” Sutton asked. 
 
    “And just how in the hell do you know my fucking wife?” Arthur snapped. 
 
    Turning to Arthur, “I’ve seen her pictures on my sister’s social media pages,” Sutton answered.  
 
    Giving a nod, “Have a good day, sir,” Arthur nodded and turned to leave.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Wendy snapped.  
 
    “Alicia isn’t here, we’re leaving before she gets the fuck back,” Arthur informed her.  
 
    Glancing at Sutton, “Sorry,” Wendy whispered, then turned back to Arthur. “You’re being rude!” 
 
    “Who gives a fuck?! I don’t like being around her! She rapes my ears! I would rather stick my dick in a light socket than listen to that bitch!” Arthur cried out, finally letting his rifle go to hang under his arm and Skannish stepped outside beside Sutton.  
 
    With an understanding sigh, “He knows your sister very well,” Skannish declared.  
 
    “Arthur, we aren’t leaving yet,” Wendy snapped.  
 
    “She isn’t here and I want to go before she somehow shows the fuck up,” Arthur huffed.  
 
    Giving a forced smile to Sutton, “Arthur, she’s not that bad,” Wendy said in a low voice, seeing a passel of kids and two women step out on the porch. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, the Sunday before you left, what was Alicia doing? Oh, what that bitch does all the time, running her fucking mouth nine hundred miles an hour during the church service!”  
 
    Getting pissed off now, Wendy squared off with Arthur. “You didn’t have to scream out ‘Shut the fuck up!’ in the middle of the sermon at her!”  
 
    “Why not? She was running her mouth, but I got a standing ovation!”  
 
    Coming out with the others, “I don’t know if I want to meet your sister,” Sarah told Sutton.  
 
    “I was sleeping in the garden shed if she showed up,” Skannish informed everyone.  
 
    “Arthur, she’s just lonely!” Wendy shouted.  
 
    Throwing his hands in the air, “If she would shut the fucking hole under her nose for two minutes out of every hour, Alicia might have people that actually may want to talk to her. Don’t act all high and mighty with me, Wendy! You’ve told that bitch to shut her fucking mouth more than once, in those exact words!” Arthur cried out.  
 
    “I don’t do it every time I see her!” 
 
    “I didn’t on the way to the airport, did I? But I’ll tell you, before getting on the interstate, I almost rammed a truck so I could get injured and just call a cab to take y’all to the airport!”   
 
    Stepping off the porch, “I feel so sorry for that young man,” Skannish said, heading for the two arguing. “But his wife has a heart of gold to even put up with Alicia for any amount of time.”  
 
    Stopping beside Arthur, Skannish held out his hand. “I feel your pain, sir, and I only had to deal with Sutton’s sister a few times,” Skannish told him. “After meeting Alicia, I know why some animals eat their young.”  
 
    Shaking the hand, Arthur waved at Skannish. “Hear that? He knows her really fucking well,” Arthur declared, looking at Wendy. “Alicia is the only person I’ve ever known who’s on telemarketers ‘Do Not Call’ list. Why? Because she won’t shut the gaping geyser of hot air fucking hole under her nose! They don’t call her because they don’t want to listen to her bitch ass!” 
 
    “Damn, that was good,” Sarah chuckled.  
 
    “That wasn’t a joke. He was being serious, Sarah,” Sutton sighed, stepping off the porch.  
 
    “If she shows up, we can’t leave her here!” Wendy shouted as Arthur let Skannish’s hand go.  
 
    “She damn sure isn’t moving into my fucking house! She’s the only person on the planet who I’m willing to rip my own balls off for and shove them down her throat just to get her to shut the fuck up! And I would do it, happily and willingly, if it would shut that bitch’s mouth!”   
 
    Stumbling back at that declaration, Wendy just blinked at Arthur. Seeing her just stare at him, “I’m serious, I’ll rip, not cut. I’ll rip my balls off and shove them down her throat to shut her up!” he vowed.  
 
    Slowly nodding, “Okay, we’ll get her to join up with others,” Wendy offered.  
 
    Wendy was startled to see shock in Arthur’s eyes as he squared off with her and snarled. “Are you out of your goddamned mind?! That would be an open declaration of war on our asses! I wouldn’t do that to that little cock-sucker Dean, and I’m going to cut his liver out while he’s still alive and make him eat it before he dies!”  
 
    “We’re finding another house if Sutton’s sister shows up,” Ellie told Sarah, who nodded in agreement.  
 
    “I apologize on my sister’s behalf,” Sutton said, holding out his hand.  
 
    Shaking Sutton’s hand, “I feel sorry for your ass, you had to grow up with the bitch,” Arthur grunted, letting Sutton’s hand go.  
 
    “Believe it or not, she was shy as a child, but when she became a teenager…” Sutton stopped and shook his head. “I was just thankful I was the oldest and left for college when she was sixteen.”  
 
    “I would’ve joined the French Foreign Legion, changed my name, and hid in the Congo up a gorilla’s ass,” Arthur informed everyone.  
 
    Throwing up her hands, “Okay!” Wendy shouted. “We’ll deal with that if it ever comes up,” she said in a normal voice. She turned to Sutton, “Good to finally meet you,” Wendy smiled, holding out her hand. 
 
    As Sutton shook her hand, “I can tell you why we haven’t met him before. He looks like a smart motherfucker and smart enough to run the other fucking way when he saw Alicia coming!” Arthur cried out.  
 
    “Arthur, be nice!” Wendy barked as she let Sutton’s hand go, and Skannish was laughing so hard he was having trouble standing.  
 
    “Oh, I am being nice, want me to get vulgar?!” Arthur challenged and Wendy felt drained.    
 
    “When did you get here?” Wendy asked, and noticed all the older kids on the porch were laughing.  
 
    “Two days ago,” Sutton answered. “So, Alicia didn’t get sick?” 
 
    “Nobody wants her!” Arthur cried out as he walked away. “That woman could run every angel in heaven out straight to hell and make Satan want to get baptized just so he could get the flying fuck out of hell!”  
 
    Cutting her eyes at Arthur as he walked away, “I don’t know, but I know her stuff wasn’t in her cabin. I did get sick, but after I was able, I went and checked, but her purse and small bag were gone,” Wendy told him. “You worked at the CDC, right?” 
 
    “Yes, as did Skannish and Sarah,” Sutton told her, and Arthur spun around and stormed over. Seeing that, Ellie stopped laughing.  
 
    “Why in the hell did anyone let that Ernie guy talk? And how did he get over the CDC? You could’ve found a guy cleaning toilets to explain shit better than that numb nut!” Arthur snapped.  
 
    Shrugging, “Don’t know how he got the job, but that’s why they wanted him to give the press conferences. He didn’t know what he was talking about,” Sutton admitted.  
 
    “Pops!” Kirk cried out from the Suburban. “Nicole is doing the Arthur cry!” 
 
    Hearing that, Arthur took off in a sprint and everyone heard a baby crying, and Wendy noticed everyone looking at her. “That’s his child, don’t ask me,” she shrugged. “He gave me a child that hates clothes and is teaching it to others.”  
 
    “We haven’t come across any gangs around here,” Ellie said, walking off the porch and slinging her rifle.  
 
    “No, Arthur is hunting them down and doing vile things to them before they die. He won’t let me go so we can make a date of it until I’m fully recovered,” Wendy laughed. “So, are you planning on staying?” 
 
    Glancing back at the house, “Yeah, it’s the only place I could think of that we could run to and stand a chance at making it,” Sutton told her, then introduced the others.  
 
    Looking at Sutton and then the others as he introduced them, Wendy really didn’t think they stood a chance. Ellie and Shanna looked like they could fight, but none looked like they could grow food. “Let me talk to Arthur for a minute, I’ll be right back,” Wendy smiled.  
 
    Walking to the Suburban, she saw Arthur talking to Nicole and making her laugh. “Arthur, I want to let them join,” Wendy told him.  
 
    Jerking his head up, “After what we just talked about?!” he cried out. “We can send them to the new group,” he offered.  
 
    Biting her lip, Wendy let it go and smiled. “You let her brother Scott and his group join us, and I’ll tell Alicia she has to join the other group if she ever makes it here,” Wendy countered.  
 
    Stepping to the side of Wendy so he could see Sutton and his group, “Get your shit and follow us!” Arthur shouted out while getting ready to put Nicole in the truck, and then load Sutton and his group up, willing or unwilling. It didn’t matter, they were coming even if he had to tie their asses up. He only stopped when Wendy grabbed his arm, but he was willing to force people to do what he wanted and didn’t care about what they wanted. If it meant he didn’t have to fight with Wendy about Alicia, Arthur was prepared to break many things he considered taboo to keep that bitch away from him.      
 
    “Take care of Nicole, I’ll tell them,” Wendy laughed and ran back, and was very happy to see excited faces. “You can join us but I’m telling you now, there’s a ton of work ahead. If you don’t work, you don’t stay. Everyone works and Arthur works harder than anyone, so don’t ever complain to him. If Alicia shows up, we’ll send her to the new group starting near us.”  
 
    “Just hearing that, I’m going,” Skannish said, turning around and heading for the house to get his stuff. 
 
    It didn’t take long before Skannish was in the lead MRAP with Ellie driving. The kids were divided between the two as they fell in at the back of the caravan. When they passed a sign that read ‘Dead End’, Ellie and Skannish just shrugged at each other.  
 
    Soon they saw a house and the road stopped at a fence with trees in the field, but they saw the caravan take a small farm track heading to a dilapidated barn. The track passed the barn and when it reached a road, Skannish turned back to the north. “They hid the road!” he shouted, realizing what he was seeing.  
 
    “I’m impressed,” Ellie snickered as she turned on the road and followed the caravan down a narrow valley with a creek running on the left side of the road. A mile further, Ellie’s foot came off the gas pedal and her mouth fell open. Across the valley floor was a fifteen feet tall wooden fence. Slowly, she and Skannish turned to the right following the fence that started at the creek and saw it run up the slope and continued out of sight. “They’re building a wall?!” Ellie cried out and the kids in back looked out in awe. 
 
    “Yeah, I see it, but why build a wooden wall?” Skannish asked, trying to figure it out as they drove through a gap in the fence that let the road through. “It has to be fifteen feet tall.”  
 
    Looking ahead and seeing she was falling behind the caravan, Ellie hit the gas to catch up. No one spoke about trying to make sense of the wall. When they reached the valley floor with all the equipment, the shock just increased tenfold. Arthur had them park their MRAPs at the bottom of the hill and ride up in buggies, with only the trucks pulling trailers continuing on to the house.   
 
    After being shown around, Skannish found Sutton. “We were never prepared to think on this scale,” Skannish said. 
 
    Shaking his head, “I don’t think many are,” Sutton added.  
 
    After the trucks were unloaded, Wendy started making out the new work schedule with her leading a group to start on the rooms upstairs. At supper, name tags were handed out and Arthur was the first to put his on.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Innocence Lost pisses Arthur Off 
 
      
 
    Sitting up in bed, fast asleep but feeling something squirming on his chest, Arthur cracked his eyes open, glancing down. He found Nicole chewing on her fist and looking up at him with her bright blue eyes. “I just fed you four hours ago,” Arthur croaked out. 
 
    Nicole gave a giggle as she threw her fist out like she was cheering that Arthur was awake. Blinking his eyes, Arthur noticed his body was tilted to the side. As his eyes registered the fact, Arthur felt something under his left side. Turning his gaze he just sighed, seeing Robin burrowed up under his side and one of the twins under his right leg. “I wanted more kids and I sure got them,” Arthur said, turning back to Nicole who gave another cooing cheer. “Just shows me I have to be careful about what I wish for.” 
 
    Realizing the right side of his hip was sore, Arthur reached down and felt little cowboy boots. “Robin,” he moaned, looking as his hand pulled up a little leg with a pink cowboy boot. “I told you not to wear them to bed.”  
 
    “You got her a new pair, what did you expect?” Wendy grumbled, and he saw Lucas on her chest and Ryan beside her in the bed with the other twin curled up to the baby. Blinking his eyes he saw two more babies, but gave up on trying to come up with their names. Then it hit him, he would put ID bracelets like they did at the hospital on the babies.  
 
    “Yeah, I can’t get the damn mud off her other pair. I wanted her to wear these in the house,” Arthur protested.   
 
    “If I’m not mistaken, Robin is in the house,” Wendy chuckled. 
 
    Ten harsh comebacks instantly popped into Arthur’s mind, but he shut all of them off. Pointing at the twin under his leg, “Which one is this?” he asked.  
 
    Lifting her head to look at the eight-year-old curled up with Ryan, “Jo Ann,” Wendy yawned. “I put different barrettes in their hair for you since they can’t wear name tags to bed. I still can’t tell the boys apart without name tags. Can you?” 
 
    Turning to Wendy as he rolled his eyes, “Doll, I forgot my own name two days ago arguing with Robin because she wouldn’t stop calling me ‘you’. I told her I’m not you, I’m-. But, I couldn’t remember my name, for like ten minutes and told her just to call me ‘Pops’,” Arthur admitted, slowly extracting his body to get out of bed. “After she called me Pops, I remembered my name. I’m just glad we have name tags now.”  
 
    Holding the baby to her chest Wendy sat up, not admitting she had forgotten her own name just yesterday when talking with some of the adults that’d come in with Joseph. Finally she’d just said, ‘the kids call me Momma. Call me whatever you want’. Wendy knew it was just that they had so much on their minds, worry about all the kids, not getting quality rest, and the list went on, but they were pushing forward. If they forgot their own names, so be it. She could think of worse things.   
 
    Looking at the bed, Wendy blinked her eyes rapidly at the mass of kids between her and Arthur. “When did they come in?” 
 
    Standing up and holding Nicole, Arthur turned around and for the first time, noticed six smaller bodies in the bed. Having no idea when the other kids showed up, “I’m putting a hammock in here to sleep in,” he moaned, working the kinks out of his body. Spotting Noah under Wendy’s legs, “He has his pull-ups on and no boots, he gets lots of love today,” Arthur grinned. 
 
    Lifting her legs, Wendy spun on her rump so she could get out of bed. “Noah only wears the boots if someone puts them on for him,” Wendy corrected. Sniffing the air and smelling coffee, she turned to the door and saw it was cracked open. Since they always left it open, Wendy knew someone was starting breakfast and didn’t want to disturb them.  
 
    “You need help with any of them? Because I’m letting them sleep until breakfast is ready or the others come and get them,” Arthur asked, putting Nicole in her sling and then draping it over his chest.  
 
    Glancing at the other cribs around the room and seeing they were empty Wendy gave a relieved sigh, glad the others had already come in to start tending the babies. “Can you get Lucas?” Wendy asked, picking up a baby that was awake in the bed just looking around. Setting the baby on her hip, she turned for Ryan.   
 
    Walking around and taking Lucas, Arthur pulled Lucas to his chest and saw Nicole immediately get a grumpy face. “Hey, don’t be like that, blue eyes,” Arthur cooed. “He’s your brother.”    
 
    Picking up Ryan, Wendy glanced over and saw Nicole’s brow furrowed up, clearly irritated. “Oh, you have so spoiled her,” Wendy mumbled, cradling Ryan to her chest. Out of all the infants, Ryan was by far the biggest but not the oldest. He was nearly the size of some of the toddlers.  
 
    Ignoring Wendy, Arthur glanced at his watch as he headed for the door to see it was almost six. Stepping into the kitchen he saw kids at work. “Here, Pops,” he heard and turned to see Andrea holding out his coffee mug.  
 
    Taking the mug, “You guys are getting good,” Arthur winked at her.  
 
    “Pops, I want to move one of the cribs to my room, so a baby can sleep with me at night,” Andrea told him. “I’ll get up.”  
 
    Savoring the first sip, Arthur gave a nod to see Vicki sitting in the living room and rocking a baby she was feeding. There was a pallet on the floor and he saw four other babies. Making a mental count of babies being tended to by others and coming up short one baby, Arthur moved around Andrea to see Shawn on the couch feeding the missing baby. “If you’re sure, I don’t mind.” 
 
    Glad she could pitch in a little more, Andrea stepped closer. “Pops, why didn’t you let Little Momma put some cribs in her room when she asked?”  
 
    Turning to look at Andrea, “Vicki takes care of these kids all day long. I want her to get a good night’s sleep. I told her I knew she could do it, but we depended on her too much for her not to get a good night’s sleep,” Arthur told her.  
 
    Thinking about that, Andrea had to admit that was great thinking. “I think she takes better care of kids than most parents,” Andrea said.   
 
    “Andrea, come change Pam,” Vicki called out, and Andrea took off before Arthur could even reply. Taking the baby from Vicki, Andrea moved over to the pallet as Vicki picked another baby up.  
 
    Seeing Arthur, Vicki gave him a smile. “Want me to feed Lucas?” she asked, nodding to Lucas in Arthur’s arms.  
 
    The fact Vicki could remember every name and could tell what baby it was just by looking at the back of the head amazed Arthur. “I’ll do it,” Arthur smiled. He had to look at the baby for a bit and still got the names wrong. Just a week ago, he’d put a boy outfit on a girl baby. He didn’t know, he’d never checked. Wendy had just handed him a baby and told him to dress it. Looking at the baby, Arthur really had thought it was a boy. Hell, they were taking care of nearly two dozen now. When Vicki saw the shirt, ‘I’m a bad boy’, on the baby, she’d taken the baby from Arthur while rolling her eyes.  
 
    Sitting on the recliner and scooting back, Vicki put the bottle in the baby’s mouth. “Put Nicole down before you do. Nicole doesn’t like for another baby to get fed when she’s being held,” Vicki stated.  
 
    Seeing Vicki’s ten-year-old frame wearing a sleep shirt, one of his t-shirts that came to her knees, barely filling the massive recliner and her bare feet hanging in the air, Arthur was in shock. “How do you know I wasn’t going to feed her first?” he asked.  
 
    Scoffing, “You feed her in your sleep,” Vicki answered. “But she’s kicking and that means she wants to look around. She cries when I try to hold her and feed another baby but you, I’m sure Nicole would scream if you did it.”  
 
    Just the fact Vicki knew the individuality of each infant made Arthur feel like shit because he couldn’t even remember all the kids’ names, even looking at their faces. This didn’t include Nicole by any means, but he didn’t even know Nicole’s individuality as well as Vicki did. “Um,” Arthur stuttered as he thought. In the end, he grabbed a bottle and cradled Lucas in his right arm and sure enough, when Lucas latched on the bottle, Nicole informed the world she didn’t like that.  
 
    “Hey, you ate,” Arthur told her in a very soft tone, but Nicole only paused to take a breath and renew her scream.  
 
    “Todd!” Vicki barked out curtly and Todd ran in from the kitchen. “Get Lucas and feed him,” Vicki told him. Never waiting on Arthur to hand him over or asking if Arthur wanted to hand the baby over, Todd took Lucas and tucked the baby in his arm like Vicki had taught him and headed for the couch.  
 
    Feeling somewhat emasculated, Arthur looked down as Nicole stopped screaming. “I can feed other babies if I want to,” Arthur told her, but the tone was very soft.  
 
    “Pops, leave her alone,” Vicki commanded, and Arthur jerked his head up but Vicki was watching Andrea finish changing Pam. “Just leave Pam on the pallet and go help on breakfast because Kirk sometimes gets pieces of eggshells in the eggs.”  
 
    Getting up, Andrea smiled at Vicki and headed to the kitchen. Feeling Arthur staring at her, Vicki turned to him, unintimidated. “You leave Nicole alone. If she wants to be held alone, then she gets held alone. If she wants her Pops all to herself sometimes, she gets Pops to herself,” Vicki informed him in a rather adult-sounding tone. “Because of her we’re alive, and this is the last time we speak of it.”  
 
    Arthur’s mouth fell open as he gasped; but he didn’t speak back. Little Momma held power and wasn’t afraid to wield it. With Ryan riding on her hip, Wendy walked past Arthur into the living room. “Arthur, close your mouth and leave Little Momma alone,” she told him, then bent over to kiss Vicki on the forehead.  
 
    Everyone loved Vicki. Besides Arthur and Wendy, she was the only one who could dish out punishment of extra chores, which she had only done once. It was when Todd had taken off running when one of the babies took a massive dump and he’d refused to change the diaper. After cleaning both the girls and boys bathrooms in the dorms, twice, Todd never ran away again. When he’d gone to Arthur to complain, Arthur had told Todd he either did what Vicki told him or he would be picking up cow shit from the field with his hands. He was to gather it up in a wheelbarrow with shovels like they did every week, but he was to put it back out when he was done with his hands. Then he was to pick it back up and when he was done, then clean both bathrooms twice, again.  
 
    It was very clear, Vicki was regarded as more of an adult than any of the others and that was fine with everyone. She took care of all the younger kids and did a very good job, but she expected help and if she didn’t get it, a lesson was in order.  
 
    Clearing his throat as Wendy sat in her recliner, “Vicki, sometimes Nicole needs to be taught that she has brothers and sisters, and she has to share,” Arthur said, and even those working could tell he was speaking very hesitantly.  
 
    “Pops!” Vicki barked and Arthur gave a startle. “Do you want me to get up?” 
 
    Looking at Vicki’s serious face, Arthur couldn’t help but smile. “Hey, I gave you the keys to my truck to prove I wouldn’t leave you. The only other person I’ve ever given the keys to my Blazer to is Wendy,” he chuckled, walking over and kissing Vicki then wrapped his arms around her, hugging her tight.  
 
    When he released her, Arthur saw Vicki had tears in her eyes. “Vicki, don’t cry,” Arthur panted. “I won’t feed another baby if it makes Nicole mad.”  
 
    Blinking her tears away and looking up at Arthur, “I know what that man who was chasing me wanted and it wasn’t a cat,” she told him in a tiny voice. “If you hadn’t got us, he…” 
 
    The caring face fell away and instantly, Arthur went to pissed-off motherfucker wanting to shank some assholes, and he jumped to his feet. “Who told you, damn it?!” he bellowed. Vicki was the most innocent child he had ever known and that the innocence was taken away made Arthur feel violated.    
 
    “Arthur,” Wendy called out, and he turned with a glare. “I did, and she needed to know because Vicki protects the kids. I know you loved her innocence, but Arthur, she had to understand the evil that’s outside of this house.”  
 
    Knowing Wendy was right, but accepting it was totally different, anger flushed his system demanding violence as Arthur thought about taking the day off just to go and kill something because inside he knew he should’ve told Vicki, but he’d wanted to cherish that innocence she displayed to the world. Dropping his gaze to Vicki, “You remember I capped that punk ass bitch and if he had friends, I’m skinning them alive. I don’t care if they sat beside him on the playground. Anyone that wants or even thinks of hurting anyone here, I’ll kill them with a smile and have serious wood when I do it,” Arthur told her.  
 
    Putting the end of the bottle in the crook of her neck, Vicki wiped her eyes. “I know,” she told him in a soft voice. “That’s why Nicole gets what she wants most of the time. I don’t like thinking about what would’ve happened if you hadn’t got her.”  
 
    Dropping back down and hugging Vicki tight, “Don’t think about it because you’re with us now,” Arthur told her as he let her go and then grabbed Vicki’s ankles. When he brought her bare feet to his face, slowly opening his mouth, Vicki let out a giggling scream.  
 
    “No!” she cried out as Arthur latched onto her left foot. With a baby in her arms she couldn’t fight back as she laughed out. “Pops, quit!” she begged. Taking her foot from his mouth, Arthur let her ankles go and then leaned over to kiss her cheek, then the baby she was feeding. It was in that instant Arthur realized, he never forgot Vicki’s name, even when he forgot his own. The only other person’s name he could say for certain he hadn’t forgotten was Wendy’s, but they had been together for nearly three decades so her name was chiseled in his brain and that didn’t count.   
 
    Stepping over the babies on the pallet, Arthur headed to Wendy. “I can fight with a baby in my arms, so don’t even think about chewing on my feet,” Wendy warned. Arthur just leaned down and kissed her.  
 
    “You were right, I should’ve told her,” he admitted.  
 
    Looking up at Arthur with a grief-stricken face, “Arthur, I didn’t want to, I swear. I loved her innocence as much as you did. But Vicki had to know why she can’t trust anyone except those here. Vicki knew to stay away from him because he was a stranger but not why. I think if she would’ve known why, she would’ve made more of an effort and lost that man,” Wendy told him in a breaking voice. All she kept thinking and praying in her mind was that Arthur didn’t ask who had told her the story, but if he would’ve turned to look at Shawn, who was trying to hide behind a baby, Arthur would’ve figured it out who’d informed Wendy that Vicki needed to know what the man was chasing her for. In Shawn’s defense, he was right, Vicki needed to know.  
 
    “Then she might not have come with me,” Arthur said, patting Nicole as she let out a coo reaching for Wendy.  
 
    Shaking her head, “Arthur, every kid here has told me they didn’t feel threatened by you. Even without Nicole strapped across your chest, they would’ve gone with you,” Wendy told him.  
 
    Holding Nicole out so Wendy could kiss her, Arthur strolled over to the couch and patted Todd’s shoulder, then kissed the baby he was feeding. Walking back in the kitchen and picking his coffee mug up from the counter, “Need help?” he offered the organized chaos of bodies.  
 
    “You’re too big to help,” Kirk told him as he flipped bacon.  
 
    Thinking that sounded weird, Arthur headed to the garage converted to the new dining room. He found Skannish and Sutton at one of the long tables. Last night, they’d seen his plans on large sheets of poster board and had asked to look at them. Before he’d gone to bed, Arthur had given them his notebooks, tablets, and poster boards. 
 
    “Guys, have you been up all night?” Arthur chuckled, moving over and sitting down.  
 
    “Please, I can stay awake for three days,” Skannish huffed, then cast a wary eye around. “Unless Sarah is around,” he amended. “She makes me sleep even if I’m not tired.”  
 
    Giving a chuckle, “In a lab maybe, but you’ll be running equipment today,” Arthur said, and they both looked up at him. “Oh, Joseph will show you how or one of the kids, but after that it’s on you and if you hurt one here because you’re tired, a word of advice: Pull your pistol and eat a bullet before I get to you.”  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to run those big machines,” Skannish chuckled.  
 
    Clearing his throat to get Arthur’s attention, “Arthur, you only have a bachelor’s degree in nursing, correct?” Sutton asked.  
 
    “I have an associate’s in mechanical engineering,” Arthur told him. 
 
    Pushing a calculator away and pulling one of the poster boards closer, “We went over your numbers and the levee you’ve designed is ten times the size it should be. The twenty-five-acre lake will only hold a billion gallons. Since your dam is designed to hold back ten times that, why not make the lake bigger?” 
 
    Taking a sip of coffee, “You have no idea the amount of material we’ll have to move just to make that twenty-five-acre lake. As for the size, I want bigger, much bigger than I need. I don’t want the levee to break and wash down the valley. It wouldn’t even come close to hitting the house since we’re on the bluff, but all our livestock and power stations would be gone.” 
 
    Nodding as Arthur set his mug down, “We know and went over your projections. You, well, we,” Sutton corrected, “need power. How certain are your flow calculations?” 
 
    Shrugging, “Fairly,” Arthur answered. “Those two creeks have never had the steady kind of flow they do now. I’m certain it’ll get stronger as time goes on.” 
 
    “Fourteen thousand gallons a minute isn’t a tiny flow,” Sutton told him.  
 
    “Hey, before this, where both creeks come together at the head of our valley, I did measure them in July three years ago. That’s when they have the weakest flow and then, it was barely five thousand gallons a minute. You could wade across it. You try that now and you’ll have to fight to keep your feet under you.”  
 
    “So why not make it bigger?” Sutton asked. “That reservoir will be what powers us. And by your calculations, we will get a minimum of ninety kilowatts.”  
 
    “Man, can Nicole cry,” Joseph yawned, walking in the dining room with a cup of coffee.  
 
    When Joseph sat down beside him, Arthur grinned and then turned back to Sutton. “Again, you haven’t moved material, dirt, and rocks. Would I like it bigger? Hell yes, but we need power now. After we get this fence up, we’ll put more on the project.”   
 
    Before Sutton answered, Skannish gave a scoff. “Pfft,” he huffed. “You saw ants as a problem!” he cried out, digging through the stacks of paper and lifting up a notebook. “I never even thought about that and we’ve seen huge masses coming here!”  
 
    Andrea peeked in on hearing the conversation and quickly ducked back, telling those in the kitchen that Arthur was talking about his plans. They all had asked but when Arthur explained to them they felt stupid, so now they could listen in while someone else felt stupid.  
 
    Looking at Skannish, Arthur thought he looked like a dear old grandfather but had already learned, the old fart could irritate a monk. “If you don’t think about problems beforehand, that means you deal with them when they arrive. I’ve found out by experience that takes enormous resources and time. Don’t think because I don’t have degrees that I can’t think.” 
 
    “Please!” Skannish cried out as food was carried in and everyone moved to the two long tables but no one spoke, just wanting to listen. “The best researchers I’ve ever known were self-taught. A degree is only a piece of paper. Ernie had a PhD. in virology, and that man didn’t have the brain power to turn on a light.”  
 
    With a baby on her hip, Vicki handed Arthur a bouncy seat for Nicole. Pulling Nicole out and setting her in the seat, Arthur smiled as Wendy kissed his neck before she walked past to sit down beside Joseph. “Here,” Vicki said, holding out a baby to Sutton.  
 
    Like the baby was a snake, Sutton scooted back. “Maybe someone else should hold the infant,” he offered.  
 
    All Vicki saw was a big person with empty arms. “Hold her while I get the other babies,” Vicki snapped, and Joseph went to get up to take the baby but Wendy grabbed his arm, making him stay seated.  
 
    Looking at the smiling baby on Vicki’s hip, “I might drop her,” Sutton said.  
 
    “You do and I’ll beat your toes with a hammer,” Vicki warned, making both Sutton and Skannish startle in their chairs. “Now hold her before the other babies start crying.”  
 
    Not moving, Sutton looked to Arthur for help, but Arthur was playing with Nicole as she sat in the bouncy chair on the table. “I’ve never held a baby,” Sutton confessed.  
 
    “Quit being a bitch and hold out your arms!” Vicki barked, and Wendy gave a startled gag.  
 
    Whipping her eyes to Arthur to unleash, Wendy saw him holding up one hand. “She used it in the proper context, so back off,” Arthur told her calmly.  
 
    “You want to sweep and mop the floors twice today after you get finished working?” Vicki snapped and when Sutton was about to turn to Arthur, Vicki stomped her bare foot on the floor with a loud smack. “He won’t help you and will give you more to do, now hold out your damn arms!”  
 
    Very slowly, Sutton reached out and Vicki put the baby in his arms. All of the babies were old enough now to control their heads, so all you had to do was hold them. After Sutton took the baby, he gave a nervous smile as the baby patted his face.  
 
    Noticing Skannish chuckling, “You get the next one,” Vicki informed him and strolled out.  
 
    The smile fell off Skannish’s face. Before he turned for help, Arthur said, “Do what Little Momma says and happiness will reign.”      
 
    Like the baby would explode if he moved it fast, Sutton held it to his chest. “You really think rats are going to be a problem?” he asked.  
 
    Throwing back his head, Arthur let out a laugh. “I can guarantee you there are people, healthy people, that have been taken down by rats and eaten,” he declared, and the room fell silent as everyone froze. Glancing around, Arthur saw everyone staring at him in shock. “Guys, if you have thousands of rats jump on you when you enter a building, you’ll be hard-pressed to get out, but only if you didn’t panic. I, for one, will tell you, my ass would panic like a little punk-ass bitch that got his dick trapped in a mousetrap. Even if you got out, I think you would die days later from all the bites and scratches. One rat bite can be bad, but think of what several hundred would do. One rat doesn’t weigh but a pound or so. A hundred climb on you and they could bring you down.”   
 
    “They are rats,” Skannish said as Vicki came in with a baby on each hip. Not waiting, she put a baby in his arms. Not wanting the child they called Little Momma on his ass, Skannish took the baby and held it like Sutton was holding his. As Vicki handed off the other baby to empty arms, she headed out again.  
 
     “Skannish, you realize rats breed five times a year and can have up to fourteen in each litter. They reach sexual maturity in five weeks. This started six months ago and they have an abundant food supply. It was believed there was one rat for every person on the planet. Let’s take Russellville,” Arthur paused, putting a pacifier in Nicole’s mouth. “It had a population around thirty thousand. Let’s just say it had ten thousand rats in March. Just using reproduction rates, there will be well over half a million now. They have food, and humans were the only thing killing them off with poison, so there’s nothing keeping them in check,” Arthur explained as everyone shivered when the images filled their minds.  
 
    Vicki came back in and handed off the last babies. When she walked past Arthur, he reached out and pulled her into his lap. As he pulled her to his chest, Vicki gave a smile, closing her eyes and snuggling in his chest. Even with images of rats, Wendy couldn’t help but smile at Vicki. She was very proud that Arthur made sure he spread his love around.  
 
    “Fuck,” Joseph gasped, breaking the moment of shock and Wendy just gave a nod, thinking that was an appropriate response.  
 
    “Oh, don’t think we’ll have it as bad here,” Arthur scoffed. “Any human that’s not out of a city like New York by now is as good as dead. New York will be closing in on a billion plus rats now. Numbers like that would just swarm over you like water.” 
 
    “We avoid any city until the rats die off,” Wendy declared.  
 
    “We’ll try, but rats will have the numbers for several years before they’re brought back into balance,” Arthur told her.  
 
    “But the cadavers will be gone by winter even if you’re half right,” Sutton said, looking at the baby in his arms and had to admit, he enjoyed holding it.  
 
    “Duh,” Arthur droned. “Rats are hunters, and guess what else is breeding in large numbers?” Arthur sang out and everyone just looked at him. 
 
    Seeing nobody answering, “Mice,” Arthur told them. “After this winter, any food not in a can or jar will be gone. Hell, after this winter you’ll be hard-pressed to find a car that’ll crank up without work. Rats and mice will chew the hoses, electrical wires, and belts.” Seeing Sutton cringe, everyone was glad he felt stupid and they didn’t. 
 
    Like a light bulb went off in each head, the kids and adults understood now why Arthur had the valley below them packed with vehicles. “It will take a few years because there’s so much cropland for the mice population to fill. The good news is by the end of next year, the rat and mice population will spread out and it won’t be a death sentence to walk into buildings in the cities,” Arthur said, then shrugged. “But by then, whatever was there will be pretty much worthless.”  
 
    “But you have dogs as a threat,” Skannish said, tapping the notepad with one hand as the other held the baby to his chest.  
 
    “Oh and they will be, but I don’t expect them to put a hurt on the rat population for a year. I really think dogs will realize after the bodies are gone that one rat can make a meal. But,” Arthur said, raising his hand up and pointing at the ceiling. “I’ve already come across dogs inside of houses that’ve been taken down by rats. I didn’t stay long but until rats spread out, nothing can hunt them effectively.”  
 
    As chills racked her body, Wendy shook in her chair. “You are fucking insane for going in houses after seeing that.”  
 
    “Not going to argue, not my smartest move,” Arthur admitted. “But I’ve seen it with my own eyes, packs of thousands of rats moving around. When they leave a body, the only thing left is jewelry and teeth.”  
 
    “A wall can’t stop them!” Sutton cried in panic.  
 
    “No shit,” Arthur scoffed. “It’ll stem the tide and I’ll put electrical wire on the top to stem them from climbing over, but we should be good until winter when they start to move from the cities and towns.” 
 
    Jumping up, “We finish the wall and levee right now. Everything else is to wait,” Wendy ordered and everyone nodded.  
 
    “Doll, we have to cut the three fields to the north for hay and slaughter some cows and pigs,” Arthur told her, and saw Wendy was pale and panting. “I have this lined out the best I can to keep us up on the threats I’ve thought about.”  
 
    “Um, Arthur,” Shawn called out softly, and Arthur turned down the table to look at him. “Has anything surprised you yet?” he asked, praying Arthur would say nothing had surprised him.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Arthur nodded, and several nearly passed out. “I totally forgot about wasps.”  
 
    Everyone gave a confused startle and many looked at the person next to them for an answer. Shawn could remember seeing lots of wasps lately, but hadn’t really thought about it. “Wasps?” he finally blurted out.  
 
    “Yeah,” Arthur nodded, and saw a blank stare on Shawn’s face. “What do wasps eat?” he asked, and Shawn just shrugged because he could honestly say, he had no idea. “They’re omnivores but the young eat meat, and just look at all the flies and bodies around us.”  
 
    “Are you allergic?” Sutton asked.  
 
    “No,” Arthur answered. “Just hate getting stung and I’ve seen two wasps’ nests in Clarksville that were yards across with thousands of wasps. That many sting you and it doesn’t matter if you’re allergic or not, you’re going to die. They weren’t hornets. That honeycomb nest was six feet long and two feet across.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Shawn asked, and Wendy almost told him to shut the fuck up, she didn’t want to know if Arthur had other things surprise him.  
 
    “No.”  
 
    Thinking for several minutes, “That’s why you haven’t been so worried about people,” Shawn declared. “They’re scavenging for food and a place to stay safe from animals.”   
 
    “Very good,” Arthur grinned. “Yes, even the assholes are realizing nature is more ruthless than they could ever be. Gangs are only taking targets of opportunity, they really aren’t searching for people to take from. They’re gathering what they can before the rats do. Even Dean’s little pussy gang has realized if they don’t gather stuff up, there won’t be anything left by winter after the mice and rats.”  
 
    Turning to see everyone from both tables, except the toddlers, looking at him, “Can we eat? I really would like to start the day,” he told everyone.  
 
    Picking up her plate, “Those of you that don’t have a room yet, suck it up,” Wendy sang out. “We’re working on the fence and levee. After the fence is up, we’ll put people to finishing the rooms.”  
 
    Not one person argued because they were all nodding enthusiastically. “When are you expecting people to be a problem?” Ellie asked from the end of the table.  
 
    “Anytime, but by next summer you’ll get groups actively hunting for others to exploit,” Arthur answered. “Humans are a big danger now but for some reason, they’re scared to come around here,” he grinned.  
 
    “Yeah, I can see that, Caravan Man,” Ellie smirked.  
 
    “What about crazies?” Shawn asked.  
 
    “I don’t count those as human, and I’ve killed three within a mile of here. One where we hid the road,” Arthur told him, and everyone looked around in shock. “That’s why I do patrols around us and why I kill them on sight.”  
 
    “And you go right ahead,” Wendy nodded, grabbing his plate and loading it with food.  
 
    “How can they still be alive? I’ve never seen one eat and I’ve seen a lot of them,” Ellie stated.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Oh no, they eat,” Arthur assured her. “Sometimes what they eat isn’t even dead.”  
 
    “They eat animals alive?” Shawn gasped.  
 
    “It’s not always animals,” Arthur replied. “I’ve even seen one crazy beat down another and chomp on him.”  
 
    The entire room went quiet except for the babble of the toddlers. “Fuck the levee, we get the wall up first,” Joseph mumbled. 
 
    “I’ll happily deal with the crazies before the waves of rats,” Arthur told Joseph as he stroked Vicki’s hair while she cuddled into his chest. He looked down and saw her eyes were closed and she was smiling contently. Making a mental note to give Vicki more praise and go out of his way to treat her like a little girl, Arthur glanced around. “We’ll do the best we can and if trouble finds us, we’ll deal with it ruthlessly.”  
 
    Putting Arthur’s plate in front of him, “I want to start going out with you,” Wendy told him, again. 
 
    “You aren’t back to full health, so fuck no,” Arthur told her, and Wendy drew in a breath. “Babe, I got fucking chased by a pack of rats. I looked it up after I got back and rats can run at eight miles an hour, but that pack was eating on some bodies in a backyard. I jumped over a fence and saw a mound of fur, then the fur turned into a thousand rats charging me. Still don’t remember climbing back over that fence and for all I know, I jumped that fucker using my dick as a pole-vault,” Arthur said with a shiver. “The rats didn’t have to climb it, they ran between the boards. The next fence was a chain link fence and they just ran through it and it didn’t look like I was putting any distance between us. When I finally got to a street, I was able to pour on the speed.”  
 
    “Where were Donald and Daisy?” Wendy asked shivering violently.  
 
    “Left them near the Blazer in case one of Dean’s boys found it,” Arthur replied. “If they would have been with me, I’m sure the pack would have reached us. That’s why I want you in top shape, so you can run.”  
 
    Feeling numb, “I’ll wait till you think I’m ready,” Wendy mumbled.  
 
    “It’s all good, doll, when you’re ready I’ll take you out, and that can be our date night,” Arthur chuckled, then let out a Pee Wee Herman laugh.    
 
    Like he had been insulted, “That man was atrocious,” Skannish spat out. “Pee Wee Herman indeed, to be a star on a children’s show and do that.”  
 
    Whipping his head around, “He was in an adult theater, not at Cinemark watching The Little Mermaid! And he didn’t do it on the damn show!” Arthur shouted. “What the hell do you go see a skin flick for? To spank the monkey, dumb ass! If the movie had been good enough, I would’ve stood up on the armrests challenging everyone to a circle jerk.”  
 
    Joseph threw his head back laughing as Skannish stared at Arthur in shock. “That’s to be done in private,” Skannish mumbled. 
 
    “An adult theater is private. I think Pee Wee just made the others in there jealous because he wasn’t pee wee,” Arthur huffed.  
 
    Lifting her head up and looking up at Arthur, “Why do you want to spank a monkey?” Vicki asked, and Shawn slid out of his chair laughing. Arthur looked down at the innocence on Vicki’s face and was happy some was still inside her. “Monkeys are cute and funny, you don’t need to spank them.”  
 
    Pulling her head back to his chest, “I’m going to miss this, but for now, I’m going to cherish it,” Arthur sighed, then kissed the top of Vicki’s head.  
 
    Pushing back, Vicki kissed his cheek and hopped down. “I have to eat so I can get dressed,” she told him and ran over to the other table. No sooner than Vicki ran off, the clatter of small boots clacking on the floor sounded.  
 
    Shoveling food in his mouth, Arthur turned to see Robin standing beside his chair holding her arms up. Emptying his mouth, “Well, you still have on your pull-ups and even though you wore your new boots to bed putting bruises on me,” Arthur sighed and picked her up.  
 
    Robin smiled and leaned her head back against his chest as Arthur ate. “Dad, I can’t believe you of all people went through life without using a call girl,” Joseph snickered.   
 
    “I never said I hadn’t,” Arthur replied, and Joseph drew in a breath. “You asked if I had ever hired one, I haven’t,” Arthur told him, and Joseph let the breath out in shock. “Your mom paid her,” Arthur said, pushing his chair away from the table. He put Robin on his hip as he picked up Nicole and just strolled out.  
 
    Slowly, Joseph turned to Wendy. “Don’t,” she warned, holding up her hand. “You weren’t born yet and I wanted to experiment, but not with someone I knew. Because someone I knew would still see Arthur and want to continue, and then I would have to cut the bitch’s throat.” 
 
    Pushing back, Wendy got up. “We have work to do,” she told everyone, not feeling the least bit embarrassed.  
 
    “And some of you wonder who the bad influence is now,” Joseph chuckled.  
 
    Climbing back in his chair, “Pops was the bad boy,” Shawn said rather proudly.  
 
    Nodding, “Oh, you’re right, but he stopped when he was eighteen, then met Mom a year later,” Joseph said. “Mom was by all means a good little Catholic girl, but when she met Dad and heard his stories, she wanted to see what it was like. In case you haven’t figured it out yet, Mom is the bad influence now. When she realized Dad could teach her how to be bad and not get caught, oh boy,” Joseph sighed. 
 
    He looked at Shawn and saw shock at the declaration. “Shawn, whatever Mom wants, Dad will do it and never bat an eye. She’s my mom, but Mom likes being a bad girl,” Joseph told him. “And she’s fucking good at it. Look who her teacher is. Dad was bad because he had to be, Mom is bad because she wants to be.” 
 
    “I thought Arthur turned into a good boy at eighteen,” Shawn gasped.  
 
    “Oh, compared to his youth, he became a motherfucking saint, but there have been lapses because Mom wanted lessons and a partner in crime,” Joseph grinned. “How do you think Dad still knows how to steal cars? He had to keep up with the changes. On their second date, Mom got Dad to steal a car off a car lot. They brought it back before the dealer opened, but now you see what I mean. Mom really influences Dad’s mood.”  
 
    “He still stole cars?” Andrea cried out. “With your mom?” 
 
    “They brought it back. What’s the big deal?” Joseph shrugged. “We always brought them back.”  
 
    “We?!” several shouted.  
 
    “I wanted to learn too, damn it!” Joseph snapped. “We only stole from lots and never kept the car, and with the exception of one corvette, all were returned in the same condition. The vette had a scratch on the door when Dad and I returned it. If that fucking cop hadn’t tried to chase us, I never would’ve got that close to a mailbox.” 
 
    Everyone was staring at Joseph in shock. “Hey, none of you had to deal with Mom when we got home. She was pissed off that she hadn’t been with us, but it was boy’s night,” Joseph told them. Giving a shrug, “So the next week she had to go out with us, and boy’s night became family night. Thankfully, we weren’t chased by any cops.” 
 
    “You could’ve gotten in trouble, big trouble,” Andrea told him.  
 
    Nodding, “Very true, and that’s the only time I’ve been chased by cops. I was getting used to driving a manual transmission,” Joseph admitted.  
 
    “Um, how old were you?” Shawn asked.  
 
    “Thirteen,” Joseph answered. “Yes, I did get in trouble because I dumped the clutch at a stop light getting the cops’ attention. Dad always says, ‘If anyone ever knows you broke a law, you’ve failed’.” 
 
    “You could’ve gotten killed,” Sutton mumbled in shock.  
 
    “The way I was driving, I can’t even argue that,” Joseph admitted. “But Dad had me stop so we could change spots and he could drive. Once he was behind the wheel, the cop should’ve just gone for donuts because we lost him in five minutes. Dad can drive, and he makes plans if things don’t go his way.” 
 
    “No shit, he can drive,” Todd sang out.    
 
    “I had great parents and a great family. I know it’s strange but for some reason, I feel cheated,” Andrea mumbled as she stood up, grabbing her plate. 
 
    “Pops and Momma are great,” Jo Ann and Sally said together as they skipped out holding hands.  
 
    When kids came over and took the babies from Skannish and Sutton, they both sighed with relief as Sarah walked over. “So, what do you two think?” she asked.  
 
    Skannish gave Sutton a nod and he turned to Sarah. “I’ve never been religious, but I want to thank God we are with them,” Sutton told her.  
 
    Getting up, Skannish whispered, “I want them to teach me how to hotwire a car.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Gollum meets Arthur 
 
      
 
    It was the middle of summer and Shawn was standing on the top of the levee looking out over the expanse that would be the lake. He was still having problems believing they had moved a hill that used to occupy most of the area that would be the lake. Because they had moved so fast, Arthur had relented and expanded the lake and when it was filled, it would be just over fifty acres instead of twenty-five.  
 
    The first thing Joseph had done was dig the diversion ditches for the stream from the west and the stream from the north. That alone amazed Shawn. The diversion ditches really couldn’t be called ‘ditches’ because they were five feet wide and three feet deep. Unlike the streams, the water just moved slowly along the diversion ditches. When he’d asked Joseph about it, Joseph had pulled him to the side and explained the ditches only dropped one foot from where they diverted water until they reached the main stream bed further down where they used to join together.   
 
    A smile broke out on Shawn’s face remembering the lone house on the hill they’d had to remove. Arthur said they’d only known them by name and never visited them. To Shawn, that meant the people were assholes because Arthur and Wendy were the coolest people on the planet. Being Arthur, he’d gathered a group up and emptied the house, sheds, and small barn. What was taken out was stacked neatly in the shops, containers around the house or valley, and in the five other small farms inside the perimeter fence while Arthur stood outside telling his group how they were going to tear apart the house to save as much of the material as they could. Knowing what Arthur was doing because he wanted to ‘salvage’ what he could, Wendy walked over, cranked up a bulldozer, and knocked down the house and all the buildings.  
 
    Shawn was never so thankful for Wendy, even though Arthur ranted for several hours. What would’ve taken them nearly a week to do, tear down the house and buildings, Wendy had done in fifteen minutes.  
 
    Hearing the whine of diesel engines, Shawn looked to his left at the south end of the levee. The drainage ditch for the west stream had been blocked off yesterday and a small group was closing the last hundred yards of the levee off where it ran into a slope. Even with Arthur’s projections, the edge of the lake would be over three hundred yards from the end of the dam. Arthur didn’t care, he wanted the gap closed, just in case.  
 
    Turning back out over the lake, Shawn just shook his head. Rocks covered the lakebed and what would be the water side of the levee. One thing he had learned, the ground in Arkansas was more rock than dirt. A week into the project, Shawn was starting to worry if they would have enough dirt to make the levee because Arthur had wanted dirt only.  
 
    Thinking of the dirt, Shawn turned right to look north and appreciated the eight-hundred-yard-long levee. It was thirty feet tall and over four hundred feet wide at the base. The only area that wasn’t wide was the area that held the spillway where the stream bed ran. This was the only area encased in concrete. The spillway was a hundred feet long sloping ramps that curled up like a ski jump. The old stream bed where the two streams joined was ten feet wide and sliced eight feet deep into the ground. So Arthur’s spillway was twenty feet wide and twenty feet over the original stream bed. This way, the stream had a ten-foot safety measure before it crested the dam. But Arthur was certain the twenty-foot-wide spillway wouldn’t let that happen.  
 
    Seeing a dump truck driving slowly north, Shawn laughed. “Pat really needs to learn to hit the gas.”  
 
    Looking further north, he could see the mounds of rocks left over. He couldn’t see it, but knew Pat was heading for the trammel. Shawn didn’t know what a trammel was, he just called it ‘sifting dirt’. He’d never dreamed there were trammels the size of semi-trailers. A front end loader dumped in a bucket and the machine spit out dirt on one conveyer belt and rocks on another. One thing everyone found out, the dump truck sitting under the rock belt could be filled three times before the dirt truck was full.  
 
    It only took ten days for them to finish the outer fence surrounding them. Because Arthur refused to cut down oaks or pecan trees, the fence was just over twelve miles long enclosing over five thousand acres. By the end, they were putting up two and a half miles of fence in a day.  
 
    Before Arthur joined the levee building, he went to visit the new people and he kept his word. The next day, he brought back the fence building crew. But they didn’t start building the new group’s fence the first day. Instead, they arranged what the group had brought in. It was laid everywhere in the valley. One thing Shawn had learned, Arthur couldn’t do shit unless the area was organized.  
 
    Seeing what they were doing, the new group started arranging the supplies and it was then Shawn realized there were more people there than had been at the store. There were two dozen adults and over sixty kids.  
 
    After arranging the supplies, the next day Arthur had moved out with Shawn, Kirk, and Todd to mark the fence line. Unlike his fence, Arthur plowed down oaks and even a few pecan trees, making the hundred-yard-wide path the fence would set on. On the third day, Arthur led his group out and started the fence. Since this fence only enclosed two thousand acres, they were done in three days and headed back home to join in on the levee construction.  
 
    Arthur had his group start on the actual levee while Joseph’s group continued digging out the lakebed. They had so many rocks that Arthur pulled some from his group and had them start driving out onto the lakebed in dump trucks, spreading the rocks along the bed. There really wasn’t much of a choice because they had to make room for the rocks Joseph and his crew were still digging out. 
 
    Shawn was still trying to figure out what the hell they were going to do with the huge mounds of rocks that covered over twenty acres just inside the fence to the north.  
 
    Then, there were the piles of trees because Arthur had made sure each one that could be used as lumber was cut and stacked. Nobody was going to tell Arthur that Wendy had bulldozed down several after she’d gotten tired of waiting on Arthur to come and cut them down. Not even Joseph went against his dad, but Wendy didn’t give a shit.  
 
    “What the hell are you thinking about so hard, son?” Arthur asked, walking up the stairs that ran along the outside of the spillway.  
 
    Liking that Arthur called him ‘son’, Shawn grinned. The first time Arthur had done it was a week ago when Shawn had turned fifteen. “Can’t believe there was a hill there five weeks ago, and now there’s a twenty-foot-deep hole covered in a layer of rocks.” Like others who’d had birthdays, there’d been a cake that evening at supper. Always, Arthur and Wendy gave the kids a few presents. Shawn had gotten pants just like Arthur’s from Wendy and a new holster from Arthur.   
 
    “Yeah, I thought old Skannish was going to faint seeing eight-year-olds driving dump trucks and heavy machinery,” Arthur laughed. He had made each kid a booster seat and a set of blocks that strapped on the pedals so they could drive.   
 
    Staring out three hundred yards from the levee, Shawn saw the intakes for the powerhouse. There were five twelve-inch pipes and one twenty-inch pipe. The biggest was an emergency spillway, and only ran to a concrete bunker on the other side of the dam where the pipes were connected to massive valves. From there, the big pipe ran to the stream. Arthur wanted another way to drain water, just in case.  
 
    From the valve house, the other five pipes ran six hundred yards further down the valley into another, but much bigger, cinder block house that would become the power station. From there, it was the hundred feet drop Arthur had wanted. Over each pipe sticking out of the ground was an eight feet tall and ten feet around wire basket to keep trash from being sucked into the pipe. 
 
    “I thought the lake would fill up faster,” Shawn commented.  
 
    Laughing, Arthur clasped his shoulder. “Shawn, they only blocked off that one stream this morning, so both have only been filling the lake for six hours.  But, I’m not expecting the lake to get filled until November, maybe December,” Arthur admitted. “We’re talking several billion gallons of water in this lake.” 
 
    “But we need power now,” Shawn moaned.  
 
    “And we have it,” Arthur said. “We’ll continue using the generators, but the lake doesn’t have to be full to generate power. I think by the end of September, we’ll have enough water to start making some power.”  
 
    Hearing in Arthur’s voice that he wasn’t worried, Shawn relaxed. Glancing around to make sure nobody was close, “How are the new kids doing?” Shawn asked in a low voice.  
 
    Grinning, “You mean Chloe?” Arthur asked, and Shawn gave a slow nod. Over the last month, Arthur had brought back another eight kids. One boy that was fifteen, a six-year-old girl, two seven-year-old girls, two eight-year-old boys, an eleven-year-old girl and then the oldest, a sixteen-year-old girl, Chloe. 
 
    Giving a moaning groan, “Pops,” Shawn whined. “She’s been here over a week and hasn’t taken a shower.” Shawn had known girls like Chloe before the flu; Goth chicks who wanted to rebel against the norm. Most, he had to admit, he liked. Chloe was just a bitch, a bitch that stunk to high hell and complained about every chore. The chores she’d been given, and the fact that others had gone behind her and done the chores correctly so Chloe wouldn’t get in trouble, and to Shawn’s knowledge, Chloe had never thanked anyone.  
 
    Giving a sigh, “I’m handling that at supper,” Arthur said.  
 
    Feeling bad he’d even mentioned it, Shawn turned around and saw a dump truck creeping back loaded with dirt. “Pops, we have got to get Pat to drive faster,” Shawn sighed, then realized he had just given Arthur another problem.  
 
    “Not right now,” Arthur laughed. “As slow as he drives, Joseph has the last load spread out and packed down before he returns. That’s why only Pat is driving a dump truck for Joseph’s crew.”  
 
    “Oh,” Shawn said, relieved that wasn’t a problem.  
 
    “The last gate section is loaded, you ready?”  
 
    Looking back over the field that sat in front of Nicole’s old house, Shawn saw a semi-trailer loaded with the concrete track. The track was a four feet wide, four feet tall, and ten feet long box, and the walls were six inches thick. There were two train tracks mounted on the bottom, and at the top was a protruding lip six inches tall like a stem with a gap that was barely an inch wide.  
 
    It was in this field that they poured concrete molds.  
 
    “Yeah, and then we can put the fence across the river at the end of the valley,” Shawn sighed. Where the river left the valley was the only open area. Where streams entered had been closed. No stream that entered was wider than ten feet, so they’d just put a pole on each side of the stream and boarded it up four feet above the stream. The gap under the fence was covered with bars and chain-link fence buried in the stream bed so water could flow in, but nothing else.  
 
    Leading Shawn down the steps of the spillway, Arthur looked at the outside slope of the levee covered in green grass. He had taken a group to a grass farm and used the machine to plow up plats, and then they’d covered the slope, the eight-foot-wide roadway at the crest, and the ten feet of the lake side to where the rocks on the dam ended. None of the kids had ever seen the grass harvester and had thought it was very neat. Even he had to admit, it was pretty cool.  
 
    “Pops,” Vicki called over the radio.  
 
    “Yeah, Little Momma.”  
 
    “Momma said she’s almost here with the cement trucks,” Vicki told him.  
 
    “We’re heading to the south gate now,” Arthur told her, and climbed up in the semi-truck. “You don’t want to drive?”  
 
    Climbing in the passenger seat and closing his door, “Pops, I’ve had enough of driving big rigs for a few days,” Shawn answered. He was one of the few Arthur let drive the massive dump trucks.  
 
    Driving toward the house they drove over the moat, and Shawn knew the metal moat bridge didn’t even feel the weight of the truck. Easing past the house, they crossed the rear moat bridge and then headed up the road toward the textile barn.  
 
    Passing the barn, Shawn looked at the slaughterhouse which was just a refrigerated container. They had killed five cows and five pigs some weeks ago. After letting them hang for a week, Shawn and Kirk had helped Arthur at the end of the workday to cut them up and package them. Then Arthur showed them how to tan the leather. At the time, Shawn had fought not to cry when they’d killed the cows. But two days later a cow nearly kicked him, and Shawn didn’t feel bad anymore. The pigs made Kirk sniffle but like Shawn, he didn’t cry.   
 
    “Why didn’t you let Kirk come with us to pick up the track?” Shawn asked. He and Kirk were rather proud to be called Arthur’s mini me’s, and they usually were with Arthur during the day. 
 
    “Want at least three on guns at the site,” Arthur answered.  
 
    Looking down at his AR across his lap, Shawn didn’t even pat the XD pistol on his hip. “If you think there might be trouble, maybe we should’ve stayed and let Todd bring someone back to get the track,” Shawn offered.  
 
    “Todd can’t operate the crane worth a shit,” Arthur scoffed. “I always expect trouble, but we haven’t been gone that long.”  
 
    Grinning, “That’s why you left Donald and Daisy with Kirk,” Shawn chuckled. 
 
    “Good man,” Arthur laughed as trees closed in on each side of the road.  A mile from the house they pulled out of the trees to a flat, cleared area with the fifteen feet tall fence on each side of the road. A ten-foot concrete wall ran from each wooden fence to the road, leaving a twenty-five foot opening. On the right or west side was the gate.  
 
    That was the one thing built at the site. It was forty feet long, fifteen feet tall from the ground, but there was another four feet of gate in the track that was buried under the ground. The gate was made from one-inch-thick four-by-eight feet sheets of steel. The track they were carrying extended past the road, sealing the entry point off. Looking at the gate sitting in the concrete track, that was basically just a box with a gap barely wider than the gate, it amazed Shawn that Arthur had even thought of it, much less built it. Insects could come in here and Arthur said smaller mice could, but Shawn was having trouble believing that. There was less than a quarter-inch gap between the gate and the concrete track it was set in, and he just couldn’t see something squeezing into that.   
 
    Parking the truck, “Guide the track in for me,” Arthur told him as he climbed out. Shawn couldn’t help but laugh because Andrea was standing near the trench where the track was going to guide it in. Andrea wanted perfection and that’s what made her one of the best welders.    
 
    Jumping out, Shawn decided to play it diplomatically. “Pops wants you on the track steer to cover it up,” he called out to Andrea, and she took off running.  
 
    Hearing an engine crank up, Shawn turned to see Arthur sitting in the cab of the crane rotating the end over the trailer and saw Todd waiting. After Todd hooked up the track to the crane he jumped off and grabbed one of the end ropes, and Becky had the other. As Arthur lifted the track, Shawn saw the crane shift as it bore the weight.  
 
    Moving over to the trench, Shawn guided the track in until it sat on the ground. Grabbing an impact gun, Shawn pushed his rifle to his back and grabbed one-inch bolts. The track already laid had four-inch-wide two-inch-thick metal bars that jutted out five feet to join it to the next track. Feeding in the first bolt, Shawn gave hand signals to Arthur to move the track until the bolt slid in. Climbing in, Shawn gave a sigh when the first bolt slid in. Using the impact gun he tightened the bolts, then put the other two in on this side and then did the other.  
 
    He turned to see Jim already crawling inside the box tunnel that formed the track, making sure the train tracks met up evenly with the others. When Jim climbed out holding up a thumb, Todd came over and unhooked the crane and Shawn scrambled out seeing Andrea already coming with the first bucket of dirt.  
 
    He moved over to the road and looked at the gap where the gate slid across the road before he moved over to the actual gate. Seeing only a tiny gap between the gate and the concrete lip always made him smile. “I want to build like this one day,” he mumbled as Arthur turned the crane off.  
 
    Moving over to Kirk who was standing at the corner of the fence ready to duck back just like Arthur had told him, “You see anything while we were gone?” he asked Kirk.  
 
    With his fedora tilted low to shade his eyes, “Deer and a cow,” Kirk answered, holding his AR across his chest while he scanned outside the fence. Beside Kirk sat Donald and Daisy, panting in the heat but they were also looking out the gate. This was to be the widest gate and the main one they would use. The road leading to the gate was an old logging road that eventually ran into a dirt road before reaching a blacktop. There was another south gate past where they’d hidden the road. Arthur told them the only reason it was there was so they could clear out trash that collected where the stream ran under the fence. There was another gate to the north beside the north stream for the same reason. The other wide gate like this one sat above the hill overlooking the valley to the north and that’s why it was called the north gate.  
 
    Now, only a wooden wall attached to tractors blocked the other entrances, but that would change soon enough.  
 
    “Need a break?” Shawn offered.  
 
    Taking his fedora off and wiping his brow, “Not really,” Kirk answered and Shawn grinned, taking his own hat off. They were both dressed as close as they could get to being identical to Arthur. Like Shawn, Kirk had recently had a birthday and got pants like Arthur’s from Wendy as well. 
 
    Shawn looked to the right at the one-hundred-yard gap from the outside of the fence to the trees. Lined up in the middle of the cleared track, sprinklers were shooting out water and the once bare ground was now covered in grass and clover. It wasn’t thick but as fast as it was growing, Shawn knew that it wouldn’t be long until it was.     
 
    “Trucks will be here soon and I don’t know who’s leading so give them room,” Arthur said, walking up behind them.  
 
    Nodding, “We will,” Shawn said. Taking a breath and cringing, “Arthur, why did you plant grass and clover in the area we cleared outside the fence? Deer love this crap,” Shawn asked. “I thought we didn’t want carnivores coming here to eat stuff.” 
 
    Putting his hand on Shawn’s shoulder, “Why Shawn, I think you’re accusing me of purposefully drawing in herbivores just to keep vicious animals near our fence,” Arthur said, giving a very fake gasp. “I would never want vicious critters near our fence like that. What would happen if someone came calling? They might get hurt. I just don’t like exposed dirt.”  
 
    Not feeling like a total idiot because he’d pieced some of it together, Shawn gave a chuckle. “Well, I’m glad you did,” he said.  
 
    Noticing the dogs move, Shawn looked down to see both standing and then felt Arthur’s hand grab his shoulder and pull. After Arthur shoved Shawn behind him, he then pulled Kirk back too. “What?” Kirk whispered. “I haven’t taken my eyes off the woods.”  
 
    “I know,” Arthur mumbled, gripping his AR and they both heard the click as Arthur flipped the safety off. They both turned and motioned to the others to get down. When the others saw Arthur looking into the trees, they stopped work and pulled up weapons as they ran for cover.  
 
    “Both of you ease to the corner of the fence,” Arthur told them in a low voice.    
 
    Neither complained nor questioned as they eased back to the fence and Shawn realized Arthur was offering himself as a target. Kirk kneeled on one knee as Shawn stood over him, but both kept their weapons pointed at the ground. Across from them, they saw Todd at the other corner aiming where Arthur and the dogs were staring.  
 
    Both turned back and Shawn squinted his eyes, trying to see into the forest. Catching movement, he focused and felt his heart speed up seeing something easing through the trees toward them. “It’s a person,” Kirk whispered.  
 
    “I only see one, how about you?” Shawn asked, wishing Arthur would get his ass behind the fence.  
 
    “Just one,” Kirk answered when the figure stepped into the cleared track.  
 
    Shawn’s mouth fell open staring at the nude figure, and he knew it was a crazy. Then he really considered if it was Gollum from Lord of the Rings. It was wiry and thin with stringy hair like Gollum but until he noticed between the legs, he didn’t know it was a female.  
 
    “Shit,” Arthur grumbled, snapping his rifle up and they heard the suppressor cough three times and the sonic crack of the bullets. The figure flinched three times and they saw the bullets hit the chest. The crazy gave a gurgled growl as she grasped her chest and stumbled back.  
 
    When the figure dropped to her knees, Shawn glanced over and saw Arthur had lowered his rifle but was still scanning the trees. Wondering why Arthur didn’t shoot the crazy in the head, Shawn turned back when the crazy fell back and kicked her feet against the ground. It was six minutes before the figure became still. Only when the dogs sat back down and Arthur relaxed did everyone else.  
 
    “I hit her in both lungs and her heart, did everyone notice how long it took her to die?” Arthur called out.  
 
    “A long time,” Andrea answered, stepping from behind the track steer holding her rifle. 
 
    “It’s not Hollywood. Sometimes even a headshot doesn’t put your target down fast, so remember it. You shoot to kill and don’t turn your back until you know they’re dead,” Arthur said, flipping his safety on.  
 
    “I thought it was Gollum!” Kirk cried out as he stood up. Shawn gave a nod, glad he wasn’t the only one who’d thought Gollum had come for a visit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    What did you call me? 
 
      
 
    Arthur finally moved back to the fence, making everyone feel better. “I have watch, Kirk, get something to drink and sit down. Shawn, make sure the generator is hooked up. When the cement trucks are in, I want the gate closed,” he told them.  
 
    “Want to try it first?” Shawn offered.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, just in case we can’t open it up if the last section throws the gate off. I really don’t want to have Wendy drive her caravan down the valley to the lower gate,” Arthur answered, and Shawn had to admit that was sound thinking, even though he wanted the gate closed.  
 
    Moving over to the generator, he checked it over. He and Kirk were unofficially designated Arthur’s assistants. That’s why they kept working with Arthur at the end of the day when everyone else stopped. He had taken them on a few sweeps around the area but never to any towns or actively hunting for gangs, but they were hopeful that would change. 
 
     Finding the generator ready, Shawn stepped back and looked along the fence. Starting at the ten-foot section past the gate, there was a concrete slab.  
 
    After Arthur had started working on the gate, he’d had others in his crew pull up excavators and start digging behind the fence. Needless to say, this made Shawn nervous. He didn’t want the fence to fall down, but he’d never voiced his fears. Between the two posts of each section, a hole six feet deep was dug and then dug out ten feet back. Everyone had seen the diagrams Arthur had drawn up, but it seemed only Joseph understood them without explanation.  
 
    Standing in the first hole, Shawn could clearly see the back of the board at the bottom of the fence that had nails and screws driven through it to keep animals from digging under the fence. It just freaked him out that the front of the board was still buried while the back was exposed with the hole.  
 
    Then concrete reinforcing mesh was used to line the hole. With Arthur showing everyone on the first one, he’d driven rebar into the ground in a row along the fence, then the other rows. When he was finished, there were five rebar poles in three rows with the furthest almost four feet from the fence. Knowing concrete was involved was all Shawn could admit to. One thing everyone now knew was how to work with concrete. It was bad when a seven-year-old could tell Sutton he hadn’t mixed enough concrete for a pour.  
 
    But when Andrea had started filling the hole with rocks, this was what’d thrown Shawn. These rocks were big, ranging in size from a grapefruit to a basketball. If rocks were used in concrete it was tiny rocks, or what Shawn learned was called aggregate. To him, it was small rocks only.  
 
    When the hole was nearly filled, Arthur had stopped Andrea and showed them how he’d wanted the rock layer to stop below the level of the hole. After everyone said they understood, Arthur had turned them loose as he’d gone back to work. Glad Arthur had found a use for the mass of rocks, Shawn and the others had gone to work, but even Shawn had thought this was a waste of concrete. Sure, it would be impossible to dig under, but the fence was only wood.  
 
    Going three hundred yards on the right, digging holes like they were shown, Arthur stopped them and had them do the same on the left side. Then two days ago, Wendy had left with her group in eight cement trucks. When she’d returned, the holes were filled. What shocked Shawn was how much cement was used. He knew without the big rocks, a single hole would take more than one cement truck to fill. But with the rocks, one truck could fill three holes.  
 
    Arthur didn’t even bother smoothing out the concrete and the rows of rebar protruded through the slab by two feet. The only thing Arthur had them do was run the vibrators, which were just long rods that shook out air pockets. Normally, this was easy but with the big ass rocks, it was a challenge.  
 
    Hearing engines approaching, Shawn moved back by the generator but couldn’t see out the gate. It wasn’t long and he saw an MRAP pull in with Sarah driving and Ellie on the remote gun station. They pulled off to the side and eight cement trucks rolled in and parked around the clearing. “Close it up!” Arthur shouted and Shawn turned the generator on and grabbed the control box. When he flipped the lever, Shawn gave a sigh to watch the massive gate seem to glide over the ground closing the opening.  
 
    He held his hand on the lever to stop the gate as it neared the new section but it rolled on without pause and for the first time, stopped on its own. On each side of the opening was over seven feet of thick steel overlapping the opening, and Shawn gave another sigh.  
 
    Seeing Arthur wave him over, Shawn set the control box down and ran over. “See if Todd needs any help,” Arthur said as Wendy jumped out of one of the cement trucks. Even though he had seen it before, Shawn still laughed watching Jo Ann climb out of one cement truck and Sally another one. Both girls climbed out from the driver’s seats. The twins had a birthday and Wendy gave them boots like she wore. Arthur gave them AR15s he put together for them, smaller versions of what Wendy carried. “I know it’s cute, but don’t laugh too hard at the twins,” Arthur told him in a low voice. 
 
    Clamping his mouth shut, Shawn moved over to the other side and stopped, seeing a wooden wall five feet tall behind the main fence. Then realized it looked more like a box than a wall. There was still six feet of concrete exposed behind the short box. “Fuck it, I’m asking,” he snapped at himself and spun around. 
 
    He saw Wendy hugging Arthur as he waited. “Any trouble?” Arthur asked her.  
 
    “No, but saw a shitload of ants on that pile of bodies near Russellville. We also saw more crazies than usual, I counted thirty-three,” Wendy shivered. “Jo Ann thought someone had covered the bodies in paint, but I assured her it was ants and we weren’t getting any closer to look. How about here?”  
 
    Giving a slow nod, “Had a crazy show up about half an hour ago,” Arthur sighed, and Wendy’s smile fell off. “Right outside the gate.”  
 
    “You killed it?” Wendy asked, and Arthur nodded. At first, Shawn thought it was a stupid question, then realized Wendy was really asking if someone else had killed it.  
 
    “I’m starting the last section of fence over the stream bed tomorrow. We’ll push back the other gates until that’s done,” Arthur said, and for the first time in Shawn’s eyes, Arthur looked tired. “I want you to take another MRAP for security tomorrow on the concrete runs. Don’t like the fact you spotted that many crazies.”  
 
    “Thank you for not saying you were going to do it,” Wendy told him.  
 
    With all the cement they were using, Shawn was getting worried that they would run out. It wasn’t until he’d driven one of the cement trucks and found out Arthur was loading up at a cement plant just forty miles away that he’d understood. There was a railyard with loaded cars and one of the biggest buildings he had ever seen that was measured in acres, not feet. Inside the building was a mountain of cement and a conveyer to load it into railcars.  
 
    “Wish I could, but I need to be here on this section,” Arthur told her, then noticed Shawn standing to the side. “Problem?”  
 
    “No, but I give up,” Shawn sighed. “What the hell did you pour blocks of concrete in the dirt for? Now you have a five-foot-tall wooden box built behind the fence filled with rocks.”   
 
    Wendy laughed and popped Arthur on the butt. “Gather the others so they can all hear, then we can start,” she said.  
 
    Not surprised Wendy knew, Shawn followed Arthur to the fence as he called out for the others to join them. When everyone was gathered, Arthur pointed at the box. “We fill it with rocks just like the footing,” he said slowly to see if anyone caught on.  
 
    Letting out a cheer as she jumped in the air, Andrea cried out, “We’re building another wall!”  
 
    “It’s five feet tall,” Shawn huffed waving at the box.  
 
    “She’s right,” Arthur said, and Andrea bounced up and down cheering louder. “We’ll build it up in five foot sections. We’re doing the area around the gates since that’s the easiest breach point, but we’ll slowly expand it out.”  
 
    Feeling bad that he hadn’t guessed, but really liking the idea of a rock and concrete fence, “Define slowly,” Shawn asked.  
 
    Shrugging, “I’m hoping for three hundred yards a month,” Arthur answered, and Andrea stopped cheering as the others looked at Arthur in shock. Even the twins understood that was going to take a long time. “Yes, using that schedule, the rock wall won’t be finished for six years, just about the time when the wooden fence will be showing signs of exposure.”  
 
    “That’s forever!” Jo Ann shouted.  
 
    “Can’t we do more in a month?” Todd asked timidly. “I know from what you’ve taught us on concrete using rocks like that, it won’t be as strong but it’ll form a barrier that’s harder to knock down.” 
 
    “Very good, Todd,” Arthur grinned, then looked around the group. “Guys, we have mountains of projects to do. If we don’t get greenhouses up, we’ll have to start skimping on the meals. This group eats a fucking lot, like two hundred pounds a day, and the greenhouses we have now can’t keep up. Our saving grace is our garden is nearing harvest because our pantry’s nearly empty. We have meat, milk and eggs aplenty, but not fruits and vegetables.”  
 
    “This sucks ass! I like the rock fence and we can’t even work harder to get it up faster, damn it!” Sally shouted and stomped her foot. Everyone cast wary eyes expecting a retort, but were surprised when Wendy didn’t snap at Arthur so they figured Sally had used it in the proper context.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jo Ann huffed. “That’s why the last little pig stayed safe, his bitchin’ house was built of bricks, which is rocks. I like the wood fence but it’s big sticks, and the second pig didn’t do good with sticks. His punk ass had to run.”  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, Arthur gave a slight nod thinking that both were very valid arguments and Jo Ann got kudo points for the three little pigs analogy. “Well, we can only do so much, and if the big bad wolf shows up I’ll rip his balls off when he huffs and puffs, then he can blow me,” Arthur chuckled. 
 
    Standing side-by-side, the twins cocked their heads to the right. “But when the wolf blew on the pigs, that was bad because he knocked over their houses,” Sally said, and Jo Ann nodded.  
 
    “Why would you want the wolf to blow you?” Jo Ann asked.  
 
    The older kids snickered as Wendy turned to Arthur, rolling her eyes. “They’re our little girls, tell them the difference, I dare you. They may be nine now, but you’ll wake up with Kong in the bed,” Wendy vowed. 
 
    Turning to the twins, “I would shoot the wolf before I let him huff and puff,” Arthur told the twins and then started to walk off. “You ever let Kong in the house and I’ll let him eat Mickey and Minnie,” he told Wendy over his shoulder.  
 
    Seeing the twins turn to her to ask questions, “Not now,” Wendy told them, and they slumped their shoulders. “Let’s get this done so if the big bad wolf does show up, the fence will be harder to knock over.”  
 
    Working hard, the group was done before five and headed back to the valley. Arthur did stop at the house on the way because Vicki called over the radio announcing Nicole wanted her Arthur and wouldn’t stop crying.  
 
    After Arthur jumped out of the truck, Shawn climbed over behind the steering wheel while he ran for the house. “Shawn,” Kirk said from the backseat. “Can we get as smart as Arthur?” 
 
    “He’s told both of us we could be smarter,” Shawn reminded Kirk.  
 
    “You don’t think Pops was just being nice?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure he was, but Pops doesn’t lie to us, does he?” Shawn asked as Arthur came out with Nicole in the baby sling across his chest.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, Pops doesn’t lie, even if you want him to sometimes,” Kirk admitted.  
 
    Looking up and seeing Shawn in the driver’s seat, Arthur climbed in the passenger side. “Let’s go,” Arthur said, then looked down at Nicole. “You were crying so hard you’re splotchy, blue eyes.” 
 
    Putting the truck in drive, “Pops, I asked you twice today if you wanted me to go and get Nicole,” Shawn said.  
 
    “I asked once,” Kirk chimed in from the back.  
 
    “I don’t like her around when I’m welding,” Arthur told them. “She needs to learn that she can stay with the other little kids.”  
 
    Pulling up to stick his head over the front seat, “Just don’t make a habit out of leaving her,” Kirk told him. “Nicole is special, and you need to quit being mean to her.”  
 
    “I’ve never been mean to blue eyes,” Arthur gasped, and Shawn turned to hide his smirk.  
 
    “Leaving her like that when she’s been right next to you for so long, I think she sees that as being mean. Shawn and I can help take care of her since you never let all three of us work at the same time,” Kirk offered.  
 
    Looking down at Nicole who was smiling up at him now, “I would never be mean to you, blue eyes,” Arthur cooed.  
 
    Driving over the bridge, Shawn knew everyone treated Nicole different. After he’d heard the story, even Skannish babied Nicole more. Because Nicole had survived to give Arthur a reason to stay, everyone rationalized she had saved them all.  
 
    “Um, where am I driving?” Shawn asked, reaching the valley and didn’t see anyone. At the end of the day, normally everyone met up where they parked the vehicles and went over what was accomplished that day and what changes needed to be made. The vehicles were parked along the valley in their spots, but there wasn’t anyone around.  
 
    Glancing over, “The spillway,” Arthur answered, then went back to playing with Nicole and making her giggle.  
 
    Confused to say the least, Shawn sped down the valley and soon spotted a large collection of side by sides and buggies. A large group was on the levee, and it looked like kids were sliding down the grass slope on cardboard.  
 
    Pulling to a stop, Shawn shut the Blazer down and heard Kirk jump out the back. He never had time to turn around and check before seeing Kirk run past the front of the Blazer, heading for the group sliding down the grass slope of the levee.  
 
    Thinking that looked fun, Shawn suppressed the desire to be a kid as he got out slowly, but was watching the laughing and playing with a longing. “Shawn, make sure the kids stay where they are and not get any closer to the spillway,” Arthur told him getting out.  
 
    A smile sprang upon his face as he jumped out, “Sure thing, Pops!” he shouted, and took off in a run to make sure the kids didn’t slide too close to the spillway.  
 
    Looking down at Nicole, “Shawn needs to remember he’s still a young man and to have some fun when he can,” Arthur told her, and Nicole giggled.  
 
    Walking up the steps, Arthur heard raised voices and just gave a sigh looking down at Nicole. “They’re fighting again,” he moaned and Nicole giggled again, throwing out her hands.  
 
    Looking up, he saw Joseph and Sarah squared off on top of the levee with the other adults standing around watching. “My God, they fight worse than toddlers,” Arthur sighed, feeling very tired.  
 
    Searching the group around Joseph and Sarah he didn’t see Wendy, and turned and spotted her watching the kids sliding down the slope on sheets of cardboard. “Why in the hell do I always have to break them up?!” Arthur cried out.  
 
    “I’ll kick your ass!” Sarah shouted in Joseph’s face.  
 
    Scoffing, “You couldn’t whip your way out of a wet paper bag with both ends open,” Joseph replied, crossing his arms over his chest. Over the last month he had put on twenty pounds, but was still twenty pounds lighter than he’d been before Rudolph. His weight was returning, but Joseph still wasn’t near his normal stamina and tired very easily.  
 
    “Want me to show you?!” Sarah screamed.  
 
    Shaking his head, Arthur moved over beside the two. “Children, that’s enough,” he said calmly.  
 
    Turning to Arthur, “Dad, back off,” Joseph snapped startling everyone, including Arthur. “This prima donna bitch is going to listen today.”  
 
    “Prima donna!” Sarah bellowed. “That’s funny as hell coming from a Neanderthal who has trouble tying his shoes and counting past four!” 
 
    Locking his eyes on Sarah, “I’m telling you, it can’t be done that way, BITCH!” Joseph yelled.  
 
    Feeling Nicole squirm, Arthur looked down at her and saw her looking around with wide fearful eyes. “The next one to yell and scare Nicole gets bent over my knee,” Arthur said calmly as he caressed Nicole’s cheek with his fingers until she smiled. “I won’t stop using my belt on your ass until I see blood,” he vowed.  
 
    Standing off to the side with Sutton, Skannish leaned over and whispered. “If Arthur spanks Sarah, I’m watching and cheering him on.” 
 
    Turning to Skannish, “You do that and Sarah will be on your ass when he’s done with her,” Sutton advised.  
 
    Both Joseph and Sarah turned to Arthur to see him looking down at Nicole, stroking her cheeks. “Sorry, Nicole,” Joseph said softly.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to scare you,” Sarah said, reaching out and rubbing Nicole’s blonde hair.  
 
    Looking up from Nicole and giving a long sigh, “What are we fighting about today?” Arthur asked. After talking with Sutton and Skannish, the day after Sarah joined, Wendy had put her over making work crews for the jobs they had planned. Even Arthur had to admit, Sarah was very good at the job, but Sarah was a bitch when shit didn’t get done her way. Needless to say, every day since, she and Joseph had locked horns.  
 
    Joseph knew how to interpret Arthur’s plans without explanation, Sarah didn’t. He would tell her they needed more people on one job and less on another. For the most part, Joseph was right ninety percent of the time. It was his tact on telling Sarah where she was wrong that Arthur thought needed some work. Not just calling her a ‘stupid bitch’.  
 
    Looking up from Nicole at Arthur, “Pops,” Sarah said, and even Arthur gave a startle since she had never addressed him as that before. “I know the little kids can do many things, but I don’t like so many working in one place. I’ve noticed the more of them there are on any one job, and safety isn’t their primary concern any more. I want to pull five off the crew working with the rocks and put them on the greenhouses.” 
 
    Clearing his throat, “Um, the ‘kids’,” Joseph lisped, “are doing great. None have gotten hurt, and they always look out for each other.”  
 
    Pointing at Arthur, “Yeah, when Pops or Momma is around,” Sarah snapped, but it was in a low voice. “The other adults don’t watch them like they do and even if we did,” Sarah said and Arthur caught the ‘we’, “none of them respect us like they do Momma and Pops. Hell, they’re more terrified of Little Momma than any other adult here.”  
 
    Nodding his head as he looked off, “Hell, I’m scared of Little Momma,” Joseph mumbled with no shame.  
 
    Hearing that, Sarah gave a nod. “I am also, so don’t feel alone there.” 
 
    Feeling totally lost, “So, today’s fight is because Sarah wants to pull five from the rock crew to the greenhouses?” Arthur asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Dad, I need those five!” Joseph cried out, throwing up his hands toward the kids sliding down the levee. “They know how and what I want after I explain it once.”  
 
    “You can teach others,” Sarah countered, putting her hands on her hips. “I’ve noticed when they’re rotated regularly, the younger kids are more safety conscious.” 
 
    Noticing Joseph tensing up to unleash, “Son,” Arthur said in a low hard voice. “Don’t you dare shout and scare Nicole.”  
 
    Letting out the breath he’d taken in to bellow, “Dad, we’re on a timeline, and teaching five more to fill in those jobs will push us back weeks, at the very least. If ‘stupid bitch’ here gets her way, we’re talking about changing out crews every few days, and that’ll push us back more. They’re doing great,” Joseph said in a normal voice.  
 
    “No, they aren’t. I saw two playing while they waited on the dump trucks to return,” Sarah popped off and Joseph scoffed, making her face darken.  
 
    “Sarah, don’t yell,” Arthur warned, looking at the side of her face and knew she wanted to unleash on Joseph.  
 
    “Did you hear what you said?” Joseph asked. “They were playing when there wasn’t any heavy equipment around. Hello? They’re kids,” he sassed. “Hell, I play when there’s downtime, so do I need to be moved off the crew?”  
 
    Having heard the two arguing for the last thirty plus days straight, Arthur had had enough. “Okay, you two,” he snapped, and they both looked at him. “Enough is enough. Both of you make valid arguments, but there has never been a need to have the knockdown drag-outs you two have every fucking day. All I can say is I’m so happy you two haven’t screamed at each other already today.”  
 
    Both jerked their faces away when he said that. “Oh, so this isn’t the first?” 
 
    “No,” they both growled, looking off.  
 
    Tilting his head back and looking up at the sky, “God, any help here would be appreciated,” Arthur told the heavens, but nothing happened.  
 
    Looking back at the two, “I want you two to talk, notice I said ‘talk’. That means in normal voices. You discuss this like adults. We’ll work on name-calling later,” Arthur told them. “I’m walking off and will come back in half an hour to see what you’ve come up with.”  
 
    “Fine,” they both sang out, and Arthur fought the urge to slap both upside the head. 
 
    Turning away, he saw many around them were grinning and just ignored them to move through the group to Wendy.  
 
    Looking away from the kids sliding down the slope, “You handled that very well,” Wendy told him with a huge smile.  
 
    “You could’ve done something,” Arthur snapped. “I’m surprised you haven’t removed her ass with the way she yells at Joseph.”   
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, “Sorry, but most of the time I agree with her, and Joseph is being an ass,” Wendy said. 
 
    With his mouth falling open, Arthur nearly passed out hearing that declaration from Wendy. He remembered having to drag Wendy out of a teacher’s meeting because the teacher had said Joseph wasn’t applying himself. Joseph was her baby, and Wendy usually wanted blood when others spoke unkindly of him or to him. “Sarah’s a bitch,” he whispered back harshly. “Joseph knows what he’s doing.”  
 
    Turning away to watch the kids, “That’s what you think but I know different, and that’s why I didn’t get into the argument,” Wendy told him.  
 
    Thinking the day had been so good, Arthur turned away to watch the kids as he calmed down before he started yelling. “Tonight at supper, we teach Chloe she’s wrong,” he finally said. 
 
    Giving a relieved sigh, “Oh, thank you,” Wendy panted. “That is a little bitch right there. I want to blister her ass.”  
 
    Jerking his eyes to Wendy, Arthur just stared at her for a minute. “Hello? You can do shit without me,” he sang out. “I tell everyone here, you’re in charge and I’m next.”   
 
    When Wendy looked into his eyes, Arthur saw she was nervous. “Baby, I don’t know what to do,” she told him in a very low voice. “I’m really scared if she acts like an ass and blows up, I’ll stomp her ass.”  
 
    Reaching over, Arthur popped the side of Wendy’s head, somewhat hard. “Then you stomp a fucking mudhole in her ass and walk over that bitch until she has your shoe prints on her face!” Arthur shouted, and Nicole gave a startle informing him she didn’t like that.  
 
    Anger flared in Wendy’s eyes as she balled up her fists, but Arthur just looked down at Nicole. “Sorry, blue eyes, but Momma was being stupid,” Arthur cooed.  
 
    “If I stomp Chloe’s ass, I’m throwing her out,” Wendy snarled.  
 
    Looking up and bobbing his head, “Oh, no you fucking won’t,” Arthur snapped. “I’ll throw the bitch out, and if she pissed you off too bad, she’ll find her ass getting thrown off a bridge into a river.” 
 
    Knowing Arthur was serious, the anger left Wendy faster than it’d come. “She’ll die,” Wendy gasped.  
 
    “I don’t give a fuck,” Arthur sang out. “She’s a bad influence on those here and everyone will see, you don’t work, you get thrown the fuck out.”  
 
    “She’s a teenage girl,” Wendy countered.  
 
    “Pfft,” Arthur scoffed. “We have what, seven other ones who don’t act like that.”  
 
    Shaking her head, “Fifteen teenage girls, babe, and I’m not including Andrea in that either,” Wendy replied.  
 
    Jerking back, Arthur started going over faces in his mind and soon realized his number was way off, but he couldn’t get to fifteen. Giving up, he reached in his back pocket and pulled out folded sheets of paper. After he’d unfolded them, Wendy leaned over to see the sheets were printouts of everyone with a picture beside each name and age. “One hundred and eight people are here, babe, and fifteen girls are between thirteen and seventeen,” Wendy grinned, leaning back and turning to the kids.  
 
    Going through the three pages of names with pictures, Arthur finally looked up. “Fuck,” he moaned. “Okay, you’re right and I was wrong.”  
 
    Liking the fact he’d admitted it, “Thank you,” Wendy smiled, watching a kid hit a bump and go tumbling down the hillside. When the kid reached the bottom, Wendy gave a sigh of relief when the kid stood up laughing and soon more of the kids were just rolling down the side of the levee.  
 
    Happy to hear the laughter, Wendy turned back to Arthur as he refolded the pages.  
 
    “We have twenty-two people here over the age of eighteen,” Wendy told him, and felt bad seeing Arthur’s shoulders slump at hearing the numbers. “Yes, we have eighty-six kids. I can give you the age breakdown if you like. Sarah gave me one.” 
 
    Shoving the papers back in his cargo pocket, “Just why in the hell did she do that?” Arthur moaned.  
 
    “She was comparing numbers to what they’d predicted,” Wendy answered. “The numbers they came up with were six kids would survive for every adult from the flu.”  
 
    Turning away in disgust, “Oh, motherfucker,” Arthur spat. “That means we aren’t even at quota here. We have four for every adult.”  
 
    Reaching over, Wendy grabbed his arm. “Babe,” she said tenderly, and he turned back. Seeing the tenderness on Wendy’s face, Arthur calmed down again. “We’re doing what we can. We’ve taken in any small child we’ve come across who wanted to come. Yes, we could’ve chased down a few that ran off, but we don’t know if they had someone or not and we couldn’t take the chance. It sucks donkey dicks, I know, but we do what we can.”  
 
    Nodding, “Thank you,” Arthur said, reaching out and hugging her.  
 
    “Now do you understand why I feel bad when I want to beat the shit out of Chloe?”  
 
    Leaning back and looking down at her, “No,” Arthur answered truthfully. “Hon, we can’t let one bad apple ruin the others. If Chloe’s attitude even spreads to three kids, it will cause a world of shit for us here.” 
 
    After staring into Arthur’s eyes for several minutes, Wendy finally nodded. “I’ll follow your lead to show me how to deal with it.” 
 
    Letting Wendy go, Arthur grabbed her hand and pulled her over to Joseph and Sarah. Both had snarls on their faces, but they were talking and not shouting at each other. “What have we come up with?” Arthur asked.  
 
    Turning to Arthur, “Yes, Joseph is a coccydynia microphallus excreta gormandizers,” Sarah sang out. Behind her, Sutton and Skannish both fell to the ground laughing. Rolling his eyes, Arthur just shook his head. “Hey, I didn’t curse at him,” Sarah pointed out.  
 
    “What the fuck did you just call me?” Joseph growled, glancing back at Sutton and Skannish rolling on the ground.  
 
    Raising her eyebrows, “Look it up. That is, if you can read,” Sarah challenged.  
 
    Giving a groan, Arthur just walked off. “That’s not very nice, Sarah,” Wendy smirked. 
 
    Pointing at Joseph, “He started it,” Sarah whined.  
 
    “Mom, what did she call me?” Joseph asked.  
 
    Unable to look Joseph in the eyes, Wendy spun away following Arthur. “Look it up, baby,” she called over her shoulder, trying not to laugh. “Everyone load up, time to head home and eat!” Wendy shouted.  
 
    Several of the kids moaned, but they all ran to the side by sides and buggies.  
 
    “This isn’t over,” Joseph snarled, storming off.  
 
    “Hey, I know lots more like that to call you,” Sarah beamed, then turned to Sutton and Skannish as they slowly stood up. “Don’t tell him what it means,” she warned, and they both held up their hands. 
 
    “Would never dream of it,” Sutton laughed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Eye-opening experience for many 
 
      
 
    Feeling very tired when he reached the house, Arthur looked down at a sleeping Nicole. “Wish I could sleep like that,” he mumbled as Shawn parked the truck.  
 
    “Are Joseph and Sarah going to yell through dinner again?” Kirk asked from the backseat. 
 
    Throwing his door open, “They damn well better not,” Arthur snarled.  
 
    “Pops, need me to take Nicole?” Shawn offered getting out. 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, go shower so we can eat,” Arthur replied, and stopped by the back door looking down at Kong. “Why in the hell did you drag it up here?!” he cried out, and the boys ran over.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Shawn gasped.  
 
    “Kong killed a dog!” Kirk shouted.  
 
    Sitting regally by the back door licking the back of one of his paws, Kong never looked up at the three but they were all staring at a dog, a dead dog, lying beside Kong. “It’s bigger than Kong,” Kirk pointed out. 
 
    Since he had never picked Kong up Arthur could only guess his weight at forty pounds, and the dead dog was an easy fifty pounds. “Kirk!” Shawn shouted as the others jumped out of buggies and ran over. “Kong didn’t kill it here! There’s a moat around us! He killed it and dragged it here to show us!” 
 
    As the pieces fell together in his mind, Kirk suddenly got very scared of Kong and started backing away, clutching his AR. “Nice Kong,” he said, then took off running to the side entrance of the dorm halls. 
 
    Skidding to a stop, Todd gave a gasp. “Holy shit fuck.”  
 
    “That sums it up,” Arthur nodded, and just walked past Kong into the house. When the dogs followed him inside, everyone noticed Kong never stopped licking his paw.  Many of the kids ran to the side entrance like Kirk, not wanting to get anywhere near Kong.  
 
     With Noah on her hip, Wendy pushed through the crowd and came to a stop by the back door. “Ah, good boy, Kong,” she cooed out, and bent down and petted Kong’s head. Kong just stopped licking his paw and gave a soft ‘meow’ when Wendy petted him.  
 
    Those left looked at Wendy like she was an apparition. “You touched Kong!” Andrea blurted out.  
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t advise trying,” Wendy said, standing up. “Kong was beating up Kit and Kat two years ago, so I chased him down, grabbed him by the scruff of the neck, and held him in the swimming pool until he could barely swim. Then I sat him on the concrete to let him know, I could’ve drowned him anytime I wanted,” Wendy said rather cheerfully. “Kong doesn’t mess with the animals and keeps the place guarded.” 
 
    “You didn’t, like, have to go to the hospital to get stitches?” Andrea asked.  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, I had on Arthur’s welding stuff, and anytime Kong tried to bite or scratch me on the way to the swimming pool, I would punch him in the face. It only took like a dozen times and Kong got the idea, ‘I act like an ass, I get punched’,” Wendy explained, grabbing the backdoor.  
 
    “Why not just shoot him if he attacked your dogs?” Todd asked.  
 
    Glancing over her shoulder with a grin, “What fun is that? He’d be dead. This way, every time Kong sees me, he knows I’m the queen bitch here and he better do what I want. See? He lets me pet him, but anyone else, Kong will take your hand off. Don’t believe me? Ask Joseph,” Wendy told him, but was speaking to everyone. Glad to see a sea of spellbound faces, she just headed inside.  
 
    “Fucking psycho cat,” Joseph spat, walking by and not getting anywhere close. 
 
    “Did you try to pet it?” Todd asked.  
 
    Grabbing the door, Joseph paused. “Yep, had to get six stitches because the fucker tore into me,” Joseph said, looking back at Todd. “If you kill Kong, you deal with Mom. She kicked his ass and he worships her. You can basically say, Kong is her bitch, so you kill it, expect to become Mom’s new bitch.” 
 
    Letting out a gasp, Andrea covered her mouth. “That’s why Arthur hasn’t killed Kong, and he hates that fucking cat.”  
 
    Glancing over at Andrea, “You’re very intelligent,” Joseph nodded and just headed inside.  
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Skannish said, stepping to the side of the group to stare at Kong. “Wendy chased the biggest damn house cat I’ve ever seen, or heard of for that matter, wrestled him down, punched him in the face, and then took him swimming until the thing was nearly dead?”  
 
    Nodding, “That’s what I heard,” Sutton said.  
 
    Looking at the dead dog, Skannish was surprised it wasn’t mangled. The dog looked like a cross between a terrier and some type of shepherd. He could tell like with all cats, Kong had bitten down on the throat to suffocate and kill it. The throat was intact, but the fur was just a little damp from Kong’s mouth. On one side of the dog he could see a large gash but other than that, the dog looked like it was sleeping.  
 
    Lifting his hand and pointing at Kong, “Kong brought his master a sacrifice,” Skannish stated.   
 
    Spinning on her heel, Andrea headed for the dorm door. “Holy shit, the old fart is right!” she shouted out. “How many times have we seen Wendy walk past Kong? The only time she’s ever touched him is when he brings her a sacrifice!” 
 
    Ellie looked from Kong to Skannish. “That cat comes near me, I’m getting thrown out because I’m shooting his ass,” she told him.  
 
    “House cats have some of the fastest mammalian reflexes known,” Skannish advised. “If the cat seems to get interested in you, my advice, run to Wendy.” Keeping her eyes on Kong, Ellie headed to the dorm door.   
 
    Holding hands, Jo Ann and Sally walked past the group to the back door. “Pussies,” they sang out, then headed inside.  
 
    Sutton looked at Skannish. “I’m not getting near that cat. I don’t want it to get my scent for its next sacrifice for its queen,” Sutton said and then walked off with Sarah and the others, leaving only Skannish staring at Kong.  
 
    “Making a leap there, aren’t you, my boy?” Skannish called out as Kong turned and for the first time, looked him in the eyes. Sitting down, Kong’s head was over his knees. Skannish had been to some hot zones all over the world and seen dangerous animals in the wild. There was no doubt in his mind, a dangerous animal was looking at him now.  
 
    Taking a step back, but not turning away like he had been taught to do with tigers, “Your queen wouldn’t want you to hurt one that walks on two legs,” Skannish advised as he started sidestepping. When he was ten yards away, he turned and sprinted for the door. Grabbing the dorm door, he flew inside and pulled it shut.  
 
    “I just ran from a housecat,” he said panting. “For some reason, I don’t even feel ashamed.”  
 
    After taking a quick shower, Wendy walked out of her bedroom and saw a group in the kitchen starting supper. Unlike before, there was now an adult among the organized chaos. After Joseph and Sutton had joined, they could put adults on most workgroups, but Wendy had stressed to Sarah, put adults on workgroups that are doing dangerous things first. The only reason there was an adult in the kitchen was because some in Joseph’s group were still recovering and it was all they could do.  
 
    Seeing she wasn’t needed and the food was coming along, Wendy headed into the living room. This was where Little Momma had set up her daycare. Wendy was very happy to see only a few babies still there. Most of the older kids like Andrea had taken over the responsibilities of one baby.  
 
    “Where’s my little man at?” Todd asked, walking in wearing shorts after taking a shower.  
 
    “In the swing,” Vicki called out as she changed a diaper.  
 
    Watching Todd get baby Allen from the swing, Wendy couldn’t help but grin. “He was the last one I expected to step up and help with a baby. But he did,” she mumbled.  
 
    “How did he eat today?” Todd asked, stepping over to Vicki.  
 
    Finished changing the diaper, Vicki put the baby on the floor near some toys, “Allen ate very well,” she said, moving over to a large diaper bag. Reaching inside, she pulled out a bottle of baby shampoo. “Todd, use this on Allen. Not Head and Shoulders,” she told him with a sigh.  
 
    “I don’t get it in his eyes, I’m very careful!” Todd cried out.  
 
    Nodding her head, “I know. If you did, everyone would’ve known because Allen would’ve screamed for hours. You did good, but I don’t want you to get it in his eyes. And stop using your soap on him, it’s drying his skin out.” 
 
    Glancing over and seeing Wendy tending to a baby in a crib, Todd leaned down to Vicki. “Allen looks like he has dandruff,” he whispered. “I use my soap on him after he takes a dump. His shit sticks to everything and smells bad. I don’t want anyone to make fun of him.”  
 
    Like a tiny adult, Vicki patted Todd’s cheek. “It’s called ‘Cradle Cap’. The real name is infantile seborrheic dermatitis, and it’s very common,” she told him.  
 
    Jumping back like Vicki had spoken in demonic tongues, “How could you even know the real name, much less pronounce it?!” he cried out.  
 
    “The daycare,” Vicki shrugged.  
 
    Noticing Wendy still occupied with other babies, “Vicki, did your parents run that daycare?” Todd asked. He hated to even ask, but he was feeling very inadequate compared to some of these kids.  
 
    “No,” Vicki told him with a smile, but her eyes were very sad. “My mom died in a car wreck when I was five. My daddy was a fireman, so after mom died I stayed at the daycare a lot. I had to spend two nights there every week when daddy had to be on call at night. So I just started helping out. Ms. Judy ran the daycare and this year she started paying me ten dollars a day because I helped so much,” Vicki stated with pride.  
 
    Wanting to know more but not wanting to drag up painful memories, Todd just stepped over and hugged Vicki. “Am I at least doing a fair job on Allen?” he asked hopefully.  
 
    With her arms wrapped around Todd’s waist, Vicki looked up at him. “You’re doing great,” she told him, and Todd’s chest puffed out with the compliment. “The reason you shouldn’t use your soap is it will dry out his skin and the diaper rash he will,” she stressed hard, “get will be very bad.” 
 
    “So he doesn’t smell like his dumps?” Todd asked. “I’m worried I can’t smell them because I might be used to them.” 
 
    Laughing as she let Todd go, “Allen smells like a baby,” Vicki said as a baby woke up in a playpen and she moved over, picking it up. “Everyone knows Allen takes a shower with you in the morning and you bathe him every night. I think that’s too much, but Allen likes it. Just don’t use your soap or the dandruff shampoo anymore.”     
 
    Moving over beside Todd, Wendy hugged him, nearly scaring the shit out of him. “Todd, you’re doing a great job, just take Little Momma’s advice,” Wendy told him.  
 
    Realizing Wendy had heard it all, Todd just sighed. “I don’t know how you and Pops handle all of the babies, toddlers, and then the rest,” he admitted. “I want to help more, but I’m scared I might emotionally scar one of the kids more than they will be.”  
 
    Kissing Todd on the cheek, “Kids are nothing if not resilient. If you give them love, guidance, and praise for a good job, they turn out very well,” Wendy told him. “Just do your best and ask questions. I suggest the questions be to me, Arthur, or Little Momma.” 
 
    Knowing Wendy was referring to Andrea about the questions, Todd scoffed. “The only reason Andrea knows more about babies than I do is because she was here longer,” he said, making Wendy chuckle. “She came to my room last night and woke me up because Pam was farting, a lot, in her crib while she was asleep and wanted to know if that was normal. Like I would know,” Todd huffed, adjusting Allen on his side.  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, she woke me up too,” Wendy laughed.  
 
    “Because I told her,” Todd grunted. “Pops wants Vicki to get a good night’s sleep and I’m sorry, but I don’t think Pops sleeps more than a few hours any night. Not that you get much more than he does, but I told her to wake you and ask.”  
 
    Patting Todd on the arm, “That was very smart on your part,” Wendy assured him. “You’re right, Arthur gets very little sleep, and I don’t want anyone to wake him up unless it’s very fucking important. Just don’t tell him I said to wake me up instead.”  
 
    With a deadpan expression, “I’m not lying to Pops for anyone,” Todd stated.  
 
    “Not asking you to, just tell him to come and see me if he ever fucking asks,” Wendy said, putting the baby in her arms down and picking up another.  
 
    Nodding, “Deal,” Todd said, then hugged Vicki again and put the bottle of baby shampoo in his pocket. Looking over at Vicki, “Does swimming count as a bath?” he asked Vicki, and Wendy gave a snort so she wouldn’t laugh.  
 
    “The chlorine dries a baby’s skin out. I put a lot of lotion on all the babies because most here don’t,” Vicki said, cutting her eyes at Wendy.  
 
    “Vicki, Arthur only puts lotion on when he thinks the skin is dry, be thankful for that. When Joseph was a baby, he didn’t put lotion on after Joseph was three months old, saying it made Joseph smell ‘feminine’. He didn’t want his ‘boy’ to smell like a girl,” Wendy huffed. “Since I was still very sore, all I could do was throw cans of soup at him. After he dodged half a dozen Arthur saw reason, but only when Joseph’s skin looked dry and for the most part, that was good enough for me.”  
 
    Staring at Wendy with wide eyes, “You can beat up Pops?” Todd asked in awe. 
 
    “Fuck no!” Wendy scoffed loudly. “Arthur could stomp my ass in the dirt in six seconds without breaking a sweat. I bow up to him because I fucking know he won’t.” 
 
    “Oh,” Todd mumbled.  
 
    “Todd,” Wendy called out as Todd moved to walk off and he turned to her. “Arthur doesn’t fight like you see in MMA matches or even martial arts, even though he has black belts. When Arthur fights, he fights to destroy. The last fight I saw Arthur in was at a bar. He gouged the man’s left eye out, ripped the fucker’s left ear off, broke the left arm and jaw, then shattered the man’s right knee. All that was done in under a minute before the man hit the floor. Since the man stayed down, Arthur backed off and stopped, otherwise, he would’ve killed him.” 
 
    “What did the man do?” Todd gasped.  
 
    Shrugging, “We were shooting pool and the man walked by and slapped me on the ass,” Wendy answered, and Todd went pale. 
 
    “When did this happen?” Vicki asked.  
 
    “Three years ago when we went to visit Joseph in North Carolina,” Wendy told her, still looking at Todd. “That’s the way Arthur’s always fought. Granted, when he was younger, he didn’t know how to do that much damage but he did do damage. Believe it or not, Arthur doesn’t like to fight but he won’t back down from shit, unless it’s me. I’ll fight at the drop of a hat and don’t give a fuck. I’m no fool, he does that because he loves me and yes, I know I’m being a bitch but he’s mine, so I’m fucking allowed.”  
 
    Suddenly the full picture filled in for Todd after seeing the playout with Kong. All the times Joseph had said ‘Mom was the bad influence’ now made sense. Wendy was the mastermind now, and had a caged tiger to unleash at will if she wanted or needed, and it wasn’t Kong. Looking at Wendy with wide eyes, Todd understood. Wendy was more dangerous than Arthur. That man in the bar may have gotten destroyed, but Todd could see it in Wendy’s eyes. She’d been about to kill the man who’d slapped her on the ass. Arthur had saved his life but destroyed his body, hoping his ‘Queen’ would accept that as enough punishment for her sacrifice. 
 
    “Something wrong, Todd?” Wendy asked, putting the baby down since it wasn’t crying anymore.  
 
    “Wow,” he mumbled, and turned away slowly before walking out.  
 
    Thinking Todd was in awe of the destruction Arthur was capable of, Wendy called out, “Todd, Arthur never hurts family.” Still dumbfounded at his revelation, Todd stopped and turned back to Wendy. “Yes, he sees you and most here as family, and is very proud of you like I am. But,” she said, making Todd’s heart skip a beat, “anyone who tries to disrupt or hurt his family is in for big fucking trouble. Joseph has only had two spankings in his life and both were from Arthur. When Joseph was fifteen, he thought he was a man and told Arthur he could do what he fucking wanted. I took Joseph to the backyard and beat the shit out of him, instead of letting Arthur give him his third spanking.” 
 
    Still pale and in shock Todd just nodded, with Wendy moving to the very top of the ‘Do not fuck with’ list in his mind. “I understand perfectly, and would never do anything to anyone in our family.”  
 
    Very happy Todd had used ‘our family’, Wendy just smiled and then caught a whiff of something rank. Turning around, she sniffed the air to trace down the offensive smell to a baby crawling around on the floor. “You’re a nice young man, Todd, and will be an excellent man any woman would be proud to have for a husband. You’re going to be an excellent dad and husband,” Wendy told him, catching the crawling baby and flipped her over.   
 
    Bringing over the supplies for Wendy, “Here, Momma,” Vicki said, then took off as another baby tried to climb over the baby fence that closed off the living room.  
 
    Never in his life was Todd so proud of the praise he was hearing from Wendy. With the shock moving to the back of his mind, “Thank you, Momma,” he smiled, and walked out with a pep in his step to go swimming with Allen.   
 
    When he was gone, Vicki came over carrying the escape artist with Robin following, naked of course, wearing only her pink cowboy boots. “I think Andrea likes Todd,” Vicki whispered with a wide grin.  
 
    Not able to help it, Wendy grinned as she looked up to Vicki. “Shh, don’t let everyone know,” Wendy whispered back.  
 
    “You think he likes her?”  
 
    Nodding as she finished changing the baby, “Oh yes, Todd likes her very much,” Wendy told her. “Just between us, that’s why Todd volunteered to take care of Allen after Andrea took in Pam. He wanted to show Andrea, he could do it too. Now, Todd loves Allen dearly and sees that he shouldn’t have done it to try to impress Andrea.” 
 
    As Robin started jabbering, adding her two cents even though she had no idea what was being said, Vicki moved closer to Wendy and lowered her voice so much Wendy barely heard her. “Todd is better with babies than Andrea is,” Vicki breathed. “Andrea is still scared she’s going to break them.”  
 
    Laughing, “I know, baby, but she’s getting better,” Wendy said, getting to her feet.  
 
    Very mad they weren’t including her in this discussion, Robin stomped her boot down hard. “Fuck!” she yelled very clearly and very loud.  
 
    Letting out a gasp and whipping her eyes to Robin, “I’m going to kick his ass,” Wendy panted.  
 
    Stepping into the doorway from the kitchen on the other side of the baby gate with a cup of coffee in one hand, Arthur pointed at Wendy with the other. Wearing only pants and Nicole in her baby sling across his bare chest, “Don’t you even try to blame that on me, bitch!” he shouted. “You know how many goddamn times I heard you say ‘fuck’ talking to Todd? Over a dozen. And none of them were in a low voice, and only one or two were in proper context as a descriptive noun or a verb for the insinuation of a subject. None were used as a direct object, but I could be mistaken according to which rules of grammar you want to use. Most were used as an auxiliary verb, so you didn’t have to use them for connotation.” 
 
    Having no idea what Pops had said, Vicki turned to Wendy and saw Wendy furrow her brow as she replayed the conversation she’d had with Todd. Turning back to Arthur, “I like it better when you cuss than use words like in-sin-u-a-tion,” she struggled over the word. “At least when you cuss, I know what you mean. Just how you use them, I know if you’re mad or happy.”  
 
    Turning to Vicki, “Insinuation means an unpleasant hint or suggestion of something bad,” Arthur told her.  
 
    Thinking about that while Wendy still pondered the conversation with Todd, Vicki just gave a shrug. “I like the F word better. Just how it’s used, you can tell if it’s good or bad without this insinuation stuff,” she said, the word pronounced much better this time.  
 
    Realizing she’d said ‘fuck’ but unable to even count how many times she’d used it, Wendy looked back at Arthur. “Okay, that one was on me,” Wendy admitted. “I shouldn’t have used it, especially here in the daycare area.”  
 
    “It’s a word like any other, Wendy,” Arthur said, then took a sip as he patted the bottom of the baby sling making Nicole giggle. “Just to let you know, Joseph is in my office looking up what Sarah called him and when he deciphers all the words…” Arthur let the sentence hang as he took another sip of coffee.  
 
    Walking behind Arthur while pulling her hair up and heading for the dining room, Sarah laughed out. “I’m so proud he can use a dictionary.”  
 
    Rolling his eyes up to the ceiling as Sarah walked into the dining room, Arthur let out a long breath and then dropped his gaze down to Nicole. Nicole just smiled up at him, showing her one tooth with pride, “You act anything like Sarah, I will spank you,” Arthur vowed.  
 
    Picking up a baby, “You try, and one night you’ll wake up with me beating your knees with a bat,” Wendy told him, making Vicki gasp. “Sarah is a good person that I really like.”  
 
    Shaking his head and turning to head to the dining room, “Because she acts just fucking like you,” Arthur mumbled.  
 
    “I heard that!” Wendy snapped, but Arthur just headed into the dining room.  
 
    “A PAIN IN THE ASS, SMALL DICK, SHIT EATER!” Joseph bellowed from Arthur’s office, making all the babies startle.  
 
    Turning to Vicki, “I wish Sarah had just called him that instead of using the scientific words,” Wendy admitted.  
 
    Patting the baby she was holding, “What did Sarah say?” Vicki asked.  
 
    Pausing for a minute, Wendy finally understood what Arthur was talking about, the interpretation of the word by others. Almost not answering because it did sound worse, Wendy relented. “She called him a coccydynia microphallus excreta gormandizers.” 
 
    Blinking at Wendy for several seconds, “I would punch someone for calling me that even if I didn’t know what it meant. It just sounds bad,” Vicki told her.  
 
    Smiling at Vicki, “Little Momma, what if I called you a pulchritudinous virtuous and benevolent micro muliebrous that I’m totally besotted with,” Wendy said. 
 
    Shaking her head with wide eyes, “I would be wondering what I did to piss you off,” Vicki admitted. “Someone else, I would probably punch.”  
 
    Laughing, “I called you a beautiful, innocent, caring little girl that I love very much,” Wendy told her.  
 
    A smile jumped on Vicki’s face hearing that. “I like the little simple words,” she confessed. 
 
    Hearing stomping feet, the smile fell off Wendy’s face as she moved to the doorway, tucking the baby she was carrying on her hip. As Joseph stormed past she grabbed his arm. “Joseph, you two aren’t yelling over dinner, not tonight,” she told him firmly.  
 
    “You knew what that shit meant and didn’t tell me what that little bitch called me!” he snarled. 
 
    “Baby, I am a nurse just like your father. Yes, we knew. Granted, I’ve never heard them used like that,” Wendy told him, then cocked her head to the side. “Your father, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s used them like that.” 
 
    Turning to stare at the dining room, “When can I yell at her?” Joseph asked.  
 
    “Baby, why don’t you go in there and use that dictionary to find stuff to call her?” 
 
    Shifting his gaze back to his mother, “Sorry, I’m like Dad. I like the meaning to my words to be understood by all with only the inflection of voice and context of use. The only way Dad would use words like that would be if the recipient would be more insulted than using simpler terminology like the prima donna bitch Sarah is,” he replied. 
 
    Raising her eyebrows, “Oh, like you are right now?” Wendy grinned. 
 
    Letting out a gasp, Joseph narrowed his eyes at Wendy and then a malicious grin spread across his face. “Thank you,” he said, then spun around and headed back to his dad’s office.  
 
      Seeing others heading to the dining room, Wendy helped Vicki start taking the babies in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Woe to the problem child 
 
      
 
    Walking into the dining room, Wendy saw Arthur at the end of the table with Nicole in her bouncing chair clapping and squealing while Arthur made faces at her. Handing the baby she was carrying to Sutton, Wendy left to get another as Vicki handed hers off. Bringing in another, Wendy tried not to laugh when Vicki handed Sarah the baby she’d carried in.  
 
    It was very clear to all, Sarah was very uncomfortable with babies, but Wendy knew Little Momma had a huge crush on Joseph. In truth, she felt sorrier for the misery Vicki brought to Sarah than anything Joseph did. To her credit, Sarah never complained and did what Vicki asked, or was told, depending on who interpreted the act.  
 
    After handing her baby off, Wendy turned to the other table that most of the smaller kids sat at and had no trouble spotting Chloe. She had no idea what Chloe had used to dye her hair black, but it looked atrocious. Dressed all in black and wearing a spiked dog collar, Chloe was just leaning back in her chair with her customary grimace. Wendy really wanted to feel sorry for Chloe, but the way she acted toward everyone just pissed her the fuck off.  
 
    Chloe was never outright mean to anyone, just deviously hostile to all. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind, without all the black makeup, white paste, and funky body odor, Chloe would be a very pretty girl. The first day Chloe was brought in, she was asked to bathe. Every day since, Chloe had been told to bathe by Wendy and Arthur. Yet, almost two weeks later, she still hadn’t.  
 
    The other kids went out of their way to go behind Chloe and do her chores, so Chloe wouldn’t get in trouble. To date, Chloe was the only one that’d had double chores more than once. Just rolling her eyes, Chloe would storm off and do some of what she was told to do. Then the other kids would come along and do the job right, just so Chloe wouldn’t get in more trouble.  
 
    Even after all the help and kindness the other kids had shown her, Chloe never acknowledged it and acted like it was owed to her because she was Chloe.    
 
    Watching Vicki hand off another kid, Wendy realized something. Vicki had never once tried to get Chloe to take or help with the babies. Thinking about it, Wendy couldn’t even remember Vicki ever talking to Chloe. “Damn,” Wendy mumbled at the realization Vicki had never liked Chloe. 
 
    Just to confirm something, she waved at Shawn and then motioned him over. Getting up from the table, he trotted over. “Yes, ma’am,” he smiled.  
 
    Unable to help it, Wendy gave him a big hug. “Shawn, I just wanted to ask, has Vicki ever helped Chloe?”  
 
    Returning the hug with a blissful smile, Shawn shook his head. “No, Momma.”  
 
    “I know many of you have helped Chloe do chores and work, but Vicki hasn’t?” she asked, just to clarify her suspicion.  
 
    Letting out a sigh, “Vicki hates Chloe,” he stated. “She hates Chloe more than she hates Sarah, and nobody knows why she doesn’t like Sarah. She helps and she’s nice.”  
 
    Knowing very well why and not about to tell anyone, “Do you know if Chloe has ever been mean to her?” Wendy asked, praying Chloe hadn’t because she would kill Chloe herself.  
 
    “Momma, I don’t think they’ve ever even talked,” Shawn replied. “I’m sorry, and even know I might get in trouble, but if I ever find out Chloe was mean to Little Momma, I would stomp that bitc-,” he froze, realizing who he was talking to. “I would beat her up very bad,” he amended.  
 
    Kissing Shawn on the head, “I hope you would tell me if that happened and then I would beat her ass,” Wendy told him, letting Shawn go. “But in that instance of standing for your family, you wouldn’t get in trouble.” 
 
    Giving a shrug, “I would do double chores gladly for beating up anyone who would be mean to Little Momma,” Shawn admitted with pride.  
 
    As Shawn headed back to his spot Wendy gave him a wink, then moved over beside Arthur as Todd came in with Allen wrapped in a towel. Sitting down, he smiled at Wendy and Arthur as she sat down. “When do you want to do this?” Wendy asked. 
 
    Tickling Nicole, he glanced over at Wendy. “When everyone gets in here for supper,” he answered. 
 
    Getting nervous, “Shouldn’t we do it tonight, when she goes back to her room?” Wendy gasped.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Hon, if this was just a talking to, we would do that. This is a demonstration of what happens if you don’t act like family. Not doing what is asked of you and shitting on those trying to help you,” he told her. Knowing damn well who they were talking about, Todd just listened as he played with Allen.  
 
    Cutting her eyes around the room, “What if one of the others don’t agree?” 
 
    “Then they can get the fuck out,” Arthur snapped.  
 
    Hoping and praying it wouldn’t come to that, Wendy just nodded as Vicki came in and handed off the last baby. Vicki glanced around, checking on the babies and little kids, then ran over to her seat. The rule from Wendy and Arthur was when supper started, Vicki was free of childcare. Both wanted her to have time to herself, but Vicki really liked being Little Momma and would still help out.  
 
    Hearing the clatter of little boots, Wendy turned to see Robin running full bore at Arthur because his lap was vacant. “You’re wearing panties, I’m so proud,” Arthur said, picking her up.  
 
    “Fuck,” Robin said, and the entire room became quiet.  
 
    Giving Robin a scowl that made her shy away, “There is no reason to use that word,” Arthur told her. Hearing the room was quiet, he looked up at everyone and found them looking at him and casting eyes at Wendy, expecting her to hit him at the very least.  
 
    “Fuck is a word and should only be used appropriately,” Arthur snapped. “Wendy has already chastised me, so back the fuck off! Any word can be used inappropriately.”  
 
    As the others turned away, Wendy gave a startle that Arthur had taken the blame for expanding Robin’s vocabulary. “And what do I owe for that?” she asked.  
 
    Adjusting Robin in his lap, Arthur turned to her. “I was hoping you might want to go on a date night tomorrow.”  
 
    Just hearing that made Wendy’s face light up. “REALLY?!” she cried out, and again the room turned to them as a hush fell over.  
 
    Pulling out a smartphone, Arthur tapped the screen. “Tracked a gang setting up shop in Hattieville,” he told her, and showed her a picture.  
 
    Taking the phone, “How did you get pictures?” she wondered, sliding her finger across the screen to flip through pictures.  
 
    “The game cameras,” Arthur answered. “As long as you keep them within a half mile from each other, they use each other as a relay. Only one cell tower is still active, but I don’t know for how much longer.” 
 
    Hearing a tower was still running made Wendy look up from the pictures. “It’s the one north of Hagarville that has those solar panels. Most have a large battery backup, but that one gets its battery recharged,” he told her.  
 
    Glancing back down at the pictures Wendy saw most were from roads, but some others were at stores and a few on specific buildings. “Like the hunting cameras Joseph used that have a sim card? You’re using the cell tower?” she asked. 
 
    “No, these use radio, but I do have some out with sim cards. I just didn’t put out many because I wasn’t sure how long that tower will last. Besides, we’re going to get those solar panels before winter if they’re still there.” 
 
    “Why not just get them now?” Todd asked as Joseph walked in with a regal strut.  
 
    Giving a sigh, “Todd, we have enough monkey shit to do right here for now. They’re an ass licking luxury we don’t have to have, but it would be nice. I do know of other places with solar panels, but not with that much battery backup,” Arthur told him. 
 
    Still going through the pictures, “Arthur, just how many cameras do you have out?” Wendy gasped. At the bottom of each picture was a number with a letter.  
 
    “Almost two hundred that are radio-based. Sixty-two that are cellular, and a hundred and eleven that are Wi-Fi, but those are very close to us since they only have a range of five hundred feet to relay with each other.” 
 
    Looking up in shock, “Where in the fuck did you find that many damn game cams?!” Wendy cried out.  
 
    “Duh, from stores,” Arthur moaned out. 
 
    Fighting the urge to reach over and slap him, Wendy just kept looking at the pictures. “No stores around here carried near that many,” she blurted out. 
 
    “True, but if you take all the ones the store had and did that to all of them that carried them, you would end up with a shitload,” Arthur laughed. “Hon, I still have enough cameras in those containers to put that many out again.”  
 
    Just the fact Arthur had gotten them in such a number shocked Wendy, making her finally look away from the phone. “How did you know to get them?” 
 
    “Doesn’t it make sense to have eyes around you to see trouble before trouble finds you?” he asked, wiggling his eyebrows. “Sure, if someone knows what they’re doing they could track each one down, if they had radio detection equipment, but because they only relay to each other, nobody can use them to find us. The cellular ones,” he paused. “Yeah, it’s easier for someone to use those to track us down, but we’ll still see them long before they find us. The Wi-Fi, someone would have to be right on us to use those. You should remember, I know about cameras,” he finished with a grin. 
 
    With a blush coming to her cheeks, “There’s no denying that,” she said, looking back at the pictures. 
 
    Getting comfortable in his seat, “What did you do with cameras, Dad?” Joseph asked with a content smile.  
 
    Jerking her head up and staring hard at Arthur, “No,” Wendy snapped. “We agreed, no one,” she stressed hard, “ever finds out.”  
 
    Returning the gaze with a smirk, “And just who in the hell can break me in questioning?” Arthur asked.  
 
    Watching his parents, Joseph could tell this wasn’t something kinky they were talking about. “How about just me?” he asked, burning with curiosity.  
 
    “No, Joseph,” Wendy said, looking back at the pictures. Turning to his dad, he saw Arthur give him a wink and just let it drop so he didn’t piss off Mom.  
 
    After all the food was brought in, Arthur put Robin in her highchair before pushing back from the table and getting up. Taking the phone from Wendy, he set it on the table and then stepped over to the other table. “Chloe, why haven’t you bathed like you were asked at first, but then actually told to?” he asked in a firm voice.  
 
    With a big sigh, Wendy stood up and moved beside Arthur.  
 
    Across the table, Chloe flipped her hair from her face and glared at Arthur. “I do what I want, when I want. Nobody ‘tells’ me to do anything,” she popped off.  
 
    “Just why in the fuck did you even come here then? I told you, everyone had to work.” 
 
    “I am working!” Chloe shot back.  
 
    As her face turned red and fire filled her eyes, Wendy rounded the table to close in on Chloe. “Little bitch! You’ll address him with respect before I slap that nasty makeup off your stinking ass!” Wendy shouted. Since Wendy told Arthur she would follow his lead, that outburst shocked him as he watched Wendy hover over Chloe. 
 
    “I respect who I want and it ain’t no one here, so back off,” Chloe chuckled. 
 
    Sitting at the other table, Joseph rolled his eyes up to the ceiling, “Oh, fuck a duck,” he mumbled.  
 
    “YOU LITTLE FUCKING ASSWIPE BITCH!” Arthur screamed, making every kid near Chloe get up and take off running. Jumping up on the table and walking over to jump off on the other side of Chloe, Arthur reached down and grabbed her by the hair to lift her to her feet as Chloe let out a scream, grabbing his hand. Realizing she couldn’t make Arthur let go, she started kicking out.  
 
    Watching Chloe’s boots lash out at Arthur, Wendy stepped up and punched Chloe in the back left kidney. “Kick him again and I’ll fucking kill you!” Wendy screamed as Chloe froze up in pain, forgetting all about the pain of Arthur holding her off the ground by her hair.  
 
    Seeing Chloe had stopped moving, Arthur just let her hair go and she crumpled to the floor and started gasping for breath. Everyone in the room was watching with gaping eyes except Joseph, who was still looking up at the ceiling. “You piss off Dad by fucking with Mom, you’re lucky to live if you piss off Mom by fucking with Dad,” he sighed. “Dad will hurt you if you’re lucky, mom will kill you slowly if you’re not.” 
 
    “Get up!” Wendy shouted.  
 
    “Fuck off,” Chloe panted as she curled up in pain.  
 
    Reaching down and again lifting up Chloe by the hair, when she opened her mouth to scream, Arthur’s right fist lashed out into Chloe’s gut. Through the air, Chloe went sailing back nearly to the wall and everyone saw the handful of nasty black hair in Arthur’s clenched hand.  
 
    Holding Allen numbly to his chest, “If anyone in Chloe’s family is still alive, they felt that gut punch,” Todd mumbled.  
 
    Trembling in rage, Wendy turned to Arthur. “We’re throwing the bitch out,” she growled.  
 
    Turning over his shoulder and dropping the handful of hair, “Shawn, get your gear and pull the Blazer around!” Arthur barked, and Shawn took off so fast his chair hit the floor. “She gets a bath before she leaves because she was told every day,” Arthur said.  
 
    Bending down and grabbing Chloe by the left arm, Wendy twisted it up behind her back, forcing Chloe to her feet. Struggling to breathe from the pain radiating from her gut, Chloe couldn’t even whimper as Wendy steered her toward the door. “Fine,” Wendy snapped. “We’ll bathe her ass under the water hose outside, then throw her out.”  
 
    Following Wendy out, “Eat, we’ll be back. Save some food for Shawn,” Arthur said, walking out.  
 
    “They can’t throw her out, she’s just a kid,” Sarah gasped looking around, but didn’t see anyone taking her side. Not even Sutton or Skannish.  
 
    “I would just kill that bitch,” Ellie said, stunning Sarah. “That girl has been nothing but trouble since she got here and everyone, including Arthur and Wendy, have gone out of their way to help her.”  
 
    Turning in her chair, “Sutton?” Sarah gasped.  
 
    Picking up his fork, “I wouldn’t kill Chloe, but not a day has gone by that I haven’t wanted to take off my belt and blister her backside,” Sutton said.  
 
    “You stopped me from doing that yesterday,” Skannish groaned.  
 
    “Chloe would’ve whooped your ass,” Sutton popped off. “You aren’t in the shape Arthur and Wendy are in.”  
 
    Scoffing, “I’ve never been in that good of shape, even as a teenager,” Skannish added.  
 
    “I don’t like her either, but she’s only sixteen!” Sarah cried out.  
 
    Finally taking his eyes off the ceiling, “Sarah, she was putting everyone at risk here,” Joseph said very pleasantly, which shocked everyone, including Sarah. “Two days ago, you told me you wished Chloe would act better so you could put her driving a truck, but you said,” Joseph stressed, “she would probably kill someone by running them over and wouldn’t even care. Sarah, you were right. Chloe would’ve, and she would’ve died on the spot.”  
 
    “Your dad is the Caravan Man, but he wouldn’t just kill a sixteen-year-old girl,” Sarah popped off.  
 
    “Bullshit,” Joseph scoffed, and nearly everyone was nodding in agreement. “But Dad wouldn’t have killed her. Mom would’ve, and it wouldn’t have been pretty.” 
 
    Sarah just gaped at Joseph in shock at the revelation. Seeing Sarah was finding that hard to believe, “Sarah, did you notice where each hit Chloe?” Joseph asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, your dad hit her stomach and your mom hit her in the back,” Sarah answered.    
 
    “Close enough,” Joseph shrugged. “Both hurt and nobody here can even argue that,” he stated confidently, and most nodded. “In two days, Chloe’s stomach will still be sore but for the next week she’s going to be peeing blood, and will still be able to feel where every knuckle from Mom’s hand punched her.” 
 
    At the end of the table, “Whoa, when the queen dishes out punishment, it’s lasting,” Todd gasped.  
 
    Turning to Todd, Joseph gave a little nod. “Someone finally understands,” he said with pride. “You fear Mom a hundred times worse than you fear Dad.”  
 
    Leaning close to Todd, “What?” Andrea whispered.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Oh no, you’re figuring this out on your own,” Todd stated vehemently.      
 
    Trying not to laugh at Todd, “Sarah, do you feel sorry for Chloe?” Joseph asked.  
 
    Almost answering yes from habit, Sarah paused and then gave a slight shrug. “Well, kind of,” she admitted.  
 
    Giving a pleased nod, “Glad to hear that,” Joseph said. “Do you feel bad for the kids here who’ve gone way out of their way to help Chloe, only to have her shit on them for their help?” 
 
    Nodding slowly as she looked around the room, “Yes, I tried to tell them just let her get in trouble,” Sarah admitted.  
 
    “Then these kids are smarter than you,” Joseph said, pissing Sarah off. “They knew what would happen to Chloe. Is that why they helped Chloe? So she wouldn’t get thrown out? No,” Joseph told her, leaning back in his chair.  
 
    Realizing Joseph wasn’t being a smartass, Sarah looked around at the kids. “So, why help her?” she asked.  
 
    “We didn’t want her making Pops and Momma mad. They have enough to worry about,” Kirk answered, and the others nodded.  
 
    Understanding what Joseph was trying to make her see, Sarah turned to look at him. “I understand,” Sarah sighed. “You were right, I was wrong.”  
 
    A sharp ‘clank’ sounded as Skannish dropped his fork on his plate. “You’ve been wrong before and we’ve proved it, but you’ve never admitted it to us,” he snapped.  
 
    “As crazy as you two make me, just be thankful I didn’t blow up more when you proved I was wrong,” Sarah offered.  
 
    Leaning over to Todd, “I love Skannish, but sometimes I want to punch him,” Andrea whispered, and Todd agreed with a nod.  
 
    Coming out the back door again, this time with his arms full, Shawn stopped before letting the door close. The first time he’d run out, Wendy and Arthur were stripping Chloe down and Shawn was amazed she wasn’t fighting. Chloe was just holding her stomach, trying to curl up weakly. Arthur had shouted out for Shawn to go in and find some clothes for Chloe to wear when they dropped her off somewhere.  
 
    Running back inside, he ran to the laundry area and just grabbed sweatpants and t-shirts, not caring whose they were. It was only as an afterthought that he grabbed towels but the only reason he did, Shawn didn’t want the Blazer to get soaked.   
 
    Standing at the back door, he watched Arthur and Wendy use sponges and dishwashing soap to scrub Chloe down. As Arthur lathered up her hair, Wendy scrubbed her legs, and if any soap got in her eyes, Chloe never acknowledged it.  
 
    “Hold your leg out before I break it!” Wendy shouted, and Shawn was shocked when Chloe held it up.  
 
    All of a sudden, Shawn remembered what was on the back patio and glanced around but didn’t see Kong or the dead dog. “I wonder if Wendy would’ve made Kong attack Chloe if he was still here,” Shawn wondered out loud. 
 
     As Arthur washed the soap from Chloe’s hair, Wendy snapped, “Other leg!” and Chloe’s left leg shot up and Wendy went to scrubbing. Seeing how hard Wendy was scrubbing with the sponge, Shawn now understood why Chloe’s skin was red. 
 
    “I’m going to have to burn everything in your room! My God, you are one nasty ass!” Wendy shouted, still scrubbing hard.  
 
    “I’ll wash her room down, Momma,” Shawn called out. Looking up curtly at Shawn, “You and Pops don’t need to be bothered by her anymore.”  
 
    Since the ordeal had started with Chloe, Wendy gave her first smile to Shawn. “Shawn, that’s so sweet,” she told him. “I’ll help you.”  
 
    “Momma, let someone else. You and Pops will need to relax after this,” Shawn offered, and wished he could get Joseph to make them go get ‘freak nasty’ again. He was too petrified about the act to even suggest it. There was no denying, after freak nasty, Arthur’s mood had improved tenfold. Wendy’s had improved a hundredfold.  
 
    Never looking away from Shawn, Wendy’s smile grew. “Shawn, quit kissing Wendy’s ass!” Arthur barked out, lathering up Chloe’s hair again.  
 
    The smile dropped off Wendy’s face as she spun around and punched Arthur in the arm so hard she knocked him over. Rubbing his arm, “That hurt, bitch,” he snapped.  
 
    “Shawn was being sweet. Why don’t you take lessons, asshole?!” Wendy shouted, then went back to scrubbing but even Shawn could tell, it was nowhere near as hard as she’d been doing before.  
 
    Watching Arthur get back to his knees and continuing to wash Chloe’s hair, Shawn gave a startle when Arthur looked at him with a grin and gave him a wink. “Oh, Pops can be a bad boy when he wants to be,” Shawn said in awe. 
 
    “Arm,” Wendy said in a normal tone, and Chloe held out her left as her right stayed on her stomach.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Chloe said very clearly in a sobbing voice. 
 
    “Oh, we are way past sorry, young lady,” Arthur said, grabbing the water hose and rinsing the soap out. “You’ll probably be dead in a few days, but the people who rape you will be thankful we washed you.” The casual tone Arthur used shocked Shawn but devastated Chloe, making her sobs louder.  
 
    Grabbing the bottle of dishwashing soap, Wendy lathered up her sponge. “Please, the trash that’s out there now could care less if a woman is clean when they gang rape them until they die. They won’t even notice because they’ll be just as funky as she was when we started.”  
 
    A shiver ran up Shawn’s spine hearing that from Wendy. It wasn’t what she’d said, it was the ‘I don’t give a shit’ attitude she’d stated it in. “Okay, Momma can be a very bad girl, Joseph. She doesn’t need Pops to show her how,” Shawn mumbled.  
 
    After scrubbing her down again, Arthur and Wendy stood up. “Please don’t,” Chloe whimpered out curled up on the ground. 
 
    Looking down at Chloe, “You only had to show a small bit of kindness,” Wendy said, shaking the water off her hands. “I don’t care how you treat me, but how you treated Arthur and the kids chapped my ass. Those same kids did your work after they did their own just so you wouldn’t get in trouble. You never once told anyone ‘thank you’ or even acknowledged that they’d tried to help you. For that reason alone, be thankful I’m not breaking your fucking legs before dropping you off. At least now you can run when a gang chases you down to rape you until you’re so useless even for your body to be raped, and then they’ll throw you away like a piece of trash so you can die alone and in pain. I want you to remember, as you lay there. It didn’t have to be this way; you could’ve been a part of this family and had others to turn to for help.”  
 
    Thinking that was the coldest shit he had ever heard, Shawn couldn’t help but shiver. After hearing that, Shawn was having trouble ever picturing Momma as a good little Catholic school girl at one time. 
 
    Struggling to sit up and pulling her knees to her chest, Chloe looked at both with pleading eyes. “I’m sorry, I…,” she paused. “It won’t happen again, I swear.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “Wendy may not care how you treat her, but I sure as hell do,” Arthur said, turning off the water faucet. “Chloe, you’ve had chances every day that everyone here gave you. Why should we waste our time on another one?” Arthur shrugged. “There are other kids out there that would love to be in your place and now, we have an open spot for them. You think you’re the only person in the world who’s been hurt? Sorry, but that won’t work. I’m the only person here, probably alive, who can say he only lost friends from this flu. My wife and son survived, and I got a family I couldn’t even have dreamed of.”  
 
    Hearing that from Arthur, Shawn stared hard into Arthur’s face. The only kids Arthur turned down were older kids; Dean didn’t count. A few kids had run off when they’d spotted one and stopped, but Arthur had never turned away a kid, especially a little kid. For the life of him, Shawn couldn’t even guess why Arthur said it.  
 
    “I’ll be good, I swear,” Chloe pleaded.  
 
    “You had your chance,” Arthur said, walking away. “Shawn, watch her while we change to drop her off, and let her get dressed.”  
 
    When Wendy walked past Shawn, she gave him a small hug so she wouldn’t get him wet because she was just as soaked as Chloe. After the door closed, Shawn stepped over and held out a towel. “We tried to help, and I told you they’d throw you out,” he said. 
 
    “Nobody’s ever helped me and not wanted something,” Chloe sniffled. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Getting to her feet, Shawn fought not to turn away because she was naked, but he had been told to watch her. Taking the towel, for some reason Shawn thought it was weird that Chloe wasn’t even trying to hide her naked body. Every girl over the age of seven he could think of would cover their private spots with their hands before they took off screaming. Yet, Chloe wasn’t.  
 
    He was a boy, so he looked. Chloe wasn’t the first naked girl he’d ever seen. That belonged to a girlfriend he tried not to think about. After being with Arthur, Shawn analyzed the situation for answers.  
 
    Was she doing it to gain favor with him?  
 
    The way Chloe was standing and drying off was like anyone would do. He had showered with his girlfriend before and after she’d finished drying off, they’d ended up back in the bedroom. There wasn’t any seduction he could tell from Chloe, she was just drying off. 
 
    Was she not hiding her body to make him feel sorry for her? 
 
    Watching Chloe dry her hair, Shawn couldn’t even see that. She wasn’t pleading with him, but he did feel sorry for her because she’d thrown her chance away for a nice try at life after the viral misery that had racked the globe.  
 
    Parting the towel, Chloe saw him staring at her but noticed he wasn’t ogling her. “Enjoying the show?” she asked. Shawn had to admit, not even that sounded like a smartass comment.  
 
    “I do what I’m asked, unlike you. And for your information, my girlfriend looked a lot better naked,” Shawn told her, but the last part wasn’t true. His girlfriend had looked good but underneath all the funk and black garb, Chloe turned out to be a hottie. When she finished drying her hair, Shawn got to see her face for the first time and forced his body to show no reaction. Chloe’s face was beautiful, except for the nasty black hair.  
 
    Biting her bottom lip, “Sorry,” Chloe mumbled, and Shawn could swear she meant it. “Did she make it somewhere else?” 
 
    “No,” Shawn mumbled. “She died early, before we’d even heard of Rudolph. Brittany had a funeral.” 
 
    Letting the towel drape over her shoulders, “I shouldn’t have asked, but I’m glad she had a funeral at least and you got to go,” Chloe said sincerely.    
 
    “To be honest, I’m glad she’s not here to see this new world, and that she didn’t have to see her mom, dad, two brothers, and baby sister die.”  
 
    “I’m glad your sister is with you,” Chloe said, and that visibly startled him. 
 
    “How do you even know? You don’t care about anything, not even yourself,” Shawn asked, and held out the sweatpants and t-shirt. 
 
    Taking the clothes, “Thank you,” Chloe said dropping the towel, and still made no action like she was embarrassed. “I know everyone’s name here,” she told him, pulling on the shirt. “I waited a month at that store for the Caravan Man to come back where you and Arthur found me.” 
 
    Throwing up his hands, “Then why in the fuck did you act like a fucking bitch to everyone here?!” Shawn cried out. “The only person I can honestly say that didn’t go out of their way to try and help you is Vicki! We even went behind you on double chores!” 
 
    “There’s no fooling Little Momma,” Chloe told him, pulling on her pants. Standing up and looking at Shawn, “Getting here, it seemed too good to be true. I was just waiting for someone to collect.”  
 
    “Collect what, you stupid bitch?!” Shawn shouted. “We play Monopoly with real money! You work to help the family, what other kind of fucking payment is there?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Inside watching and listening on the security camera, Wendy shook her head. “Oh, he has so picked up your language.”  
 
    “Shh,” Arthur hissed, watching the screen. 
 
    *** 
 
    For several seconds Chloe just stared at Shawn. “Sex, dumbass,” Chloe snapped.  
 
    Taking a step back, “Are you fucking serious? There isn’t a man, boy, woman, or girl here that would’ve touched your nasty ass! I would’ve tried fucking Kong before you!” Shawn yelled, and inside Arthur busted out laughing. 
 
    Giving a nod, “I realized that today,” Chloe admitted softly. “The Caravan Man is real, along with those with him. There is no ulterior motive. I was wrong but I never would’ve dreamed of it, and just couldn’t believe it.”  
 
    Holding up both hands, “Stop for a second,” Shawn ordered. “You mean to tell me, after everyone here has bent over backward to try and help you, you can look me in the face and tell me you thought you would have to sleep with someone, as bad as you fucking stank? You’re either stupid or blowing smoke up my ass.”  
 
    “You ever stop to wonder why I didn’t bathe?!” Chloe barked, with tears running down her cheeks. “I’ve found out guys don’t like funky girls!”  
 
    Hearing that, Shawn dropped his arms in shock and stared hard into Chloe’s eyes to see if this was a line of horseshit. “You had your own room, you could lock your door. Hell, look at everyone here carrying guns, and you think girls have to give up sex as payment?” Shawn asked dumbfounded. 
 
    “Do I have a gun?” Chloe shot back. 
 
    “Bitch, you’re lucky they let you eat with silverware with the way you acted. I would’ve given you a goddamn plastic spork! And I would’ve only given your dumb ass one so if you broke it, you would be eating with your hands like the animal you acted like! I told you, and I know nine others told you, once you proved you can carry a gun SAFELY, you would be allowed to. We have seven-year-olds here that have fully automatic submachine guns! Girls! You can honestly say we should trust you with a fucking gun? Please,” Shawn huffed. “You couldn’t even use a bar of soap responsibly.”  
 
    Nodding her head as she looked off, “Okay!” Chloe shouted, then lowered her voice wiping her tears away. “I see your point. That shows I wasn’t thinking.”  
 
    “No shit,” Shawn gasped.  
 
    Turning back to Shawn, for the first time he saw a pleading look on her face. “Shawn, will you please ask if I can stay? I swear to you, I will do what I’m asked and won’t make any trouble.”  
 
    “Fuck that,” Shawn replied, making Chloe jump.  
 
    “Everyone here respects you, and Arthur and Wendy love you to death,” Chloe reasoned with a steady stream of tears running from her eyes.  
 
    “Because I do what I’m asked and help out without being told!” he shot back. “If I asked for something like that and they even allowed it, your actions would reflect on me, so suck the stinky shit from my ass, but fuck you!” 
 
    *** 
 
     Inside, Wendy turned to Arthur. “You have got to limit your language around Shawn. I’ve only heard you say the phrases he’s using, so I know where he got them,” Wendy grumbled. 
 
    “He has used each one correctly and not to just be cursing, so back off,” Arthur said, and turned up the volume. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hearing the words from Shawn that her actions would reflect on him, for the first time in her life, Chloe understood honor and pride in oneself. “You’re right,” she said, wiping her cheeks off. “If I was you, I wouldn’t do it. But I promise you, I wouldn’t do anything to make you look bad.” 
 
    Shocked to say the least, Shawn just stared at Chloe. If he could’ve seen inside, he would’ve seen Arthur and Wendy speechless as well. 
 
    Crossing his arms over his chest, “What kind of guarantee could you give that you would change and not make me look bad. And I swear, I’ll fuck the Easter Bunny in the ass, if you say you’ll give me sex as proof. I’ll pull this AR from my back and shoot you in both knees,” Shawn vowed and inside, Wendy hit Arthur for the Easter Bunny comment Shawn had used. “The only reason I wouldn’t shoot you to kill is because they’re throwing you out and you have to be alive for them to do that.” 
 
    In shock on many different levels, including the bunny vow, Chloe just stared at Shawn. “All I could give you is my word, which doesn’t mean much from how I’ve acted, I know. But that’s all I can offer you as a guarantee,” she finally got out.  
 
    Uncrossing his arms and putting his hands on his hips, “You swear you’ll listen and if you don’t and I tell you to leave, you’ll do it, no questions asked?”  
 
    Slowly nodding, Shawn saw hope along with a tiny spark of life in Chloe’s eyes for the very first time. “I will. I swear to you,” Chloe replied.  
 
    “Will you go to everyone here and tell them you’re sorry and will make it up to them?” Shawn asked, and Chloe nodded with a smile starting on her face. “Without sex! You don’t have to be a whore to get people to like you!” Shawn bellowed, making Chloe jump back five feet. 
 
    “I didn’t want to have sex, goddamn it!” Chloe screamed. “When the person the state puts you with to live comes into your room, what the fuck are you supposed to do?! I didn’t want to live on the streets, asshole, because then I would’ve gotten fucked by more guys I didn’t want to fuck, and then I would’ve had to sell my body just to eat, bitch!” 
 
    *** 
 
     Inside, Wendy reached into her pocket and pulled out a silver dollar and handed it to a grinning Arthur. “Fuck you, asshole,” Wendy snapped as he took the payment for the bet. “You aren’t always right.” 
 
    “Oh, but today, I am,” Arthur snickered. “You still owe me another.” 
 
    “He hasn’t asked us yet,” Wendy popped off. 
 
    “Out of everyone here, Shawn was the only one that could’ve gotten through to her. And he’s laying out his rules and we haven’t gone out there yet, so pay up,” Arthur said, holding out his hand.  
 
    Digging another silver dollar out and slapping it in his hand, “Here,” Wendy snarled. “I’m just telling you, she acts like a bitch again, Chloe will disappear before Shawn asks her to leave.”   
 
    “Have no doubt,” Arthur nodded. 
 
    *** 
 
    Thinking about what Chloe had screamed, “I haven’t been in your shoes, so I can’t say,” Shawn replied in a normal voice. “But here and now, you don’t act like that. If anyone here had even tried that with you, Momma and Pops would’ve tortured them for weeks on end. And just think, they don’t even like you now. Just think what they would do to someone who tried it if they liked you, and they would if you had just put forth a tiny bit of effort.”  
 
    Realizing what she could lose, the tears streamed from Chloe’s eyes. “I know now,” she whimpered. “I am sorry, and I’ll tell them.”  
 
    Just the fact Shawn wasn’t going over to comfort her, let Chloe know she had maybe fucked up her best chance in life. “I’ll ask, but if you burn me…” Shawn said, but left it open.  
 
    “I’ll die before I disrespect you,” Chloe said, wiping her face.  
 
    “What did you mean by Little Momma not being fooled?” Shawn asked.  
 
    “All of you think she’s innocent, but Vicki can see inside a person better than anyone,” Chloe said, and saw Shawn’s eyes narrow. “I’m not saying Vicki isn’t innocent, she is, but Vicki can read people very well. My first night here, she came to my room.”  
 
    Hearing that, Shawn wasn’t the only one who jumped. “Little Momma told me if I got anywhere near any of the babies or said she talked to me, she was going to tell Pops I tried to hurt her like a man who chased her yelling for her pussy,” Chloe said, and Shawn nearly fainted because the only way Chloe would know that much would be from Vicki. Seeing shock on Shawn’s face, “I believed her and avoided her, but Vicki told me she knew I was mean and didn’t care for anyone,” Chloe said sniffling.  
 
    “And she was right,” Chloe mumbled. “It’s hard to get hurt if you don’t care and just act mean.” 
 
    “You’ll apologize to Little Momma,” Shawn stated, and Chloe looked at him with fear.  
 
    “Did you hear what the fuck I just said? I don’t even want to think about what Arthur and Wendy would do to me if Vicki told them that! Shit, I would rather face the wrath of everyone else for thinking I would hurt Vicki before them! That little girl is loved by everyone!”  
 
    “I’ll talk to her before you and no, I won’t tell her you told me, but you will apologize because if Vicki thought you needed a threat like that, she thought it for a reason.”  
 
    “You’ll talk to her first?” Chloe asked, and Shawn nodded. “Then I’ll apologize to her too.”  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    Just the fact that someone was willing to take a chance on her, filled Chloe with a joy she’d never thought possible. Even if Arthur and Wendy said no, she was happy to admit to herself, she had met good people. “Shawn, you know Dean isn’t really scared of Arthur, don’t you?” Chloe stated. 
 
    “And how would you know?” 
 
    “He lived in a foster home a block down from me. His last name is Chisim. He’s the main reason I left Sherwood before it got bad. I know for a fact he killed his foster parents while they were sick, and the two kids living there who weren’t sick.” Inside, Wendy had to tackle Arthur to keep him from charging outside.   
 
    “Sherwood, that’s right outside Little Rock. How the hell did you make it to Clarksville where we found you?” 
 
    Giving a shrug, “Stole a car,” Chloe answered. “The lady was dead at the steering wheel, so I don’t know if it was actually stealing. I was about to head west until I heard on the CB about the Caravan Man.” 
 
    “So you really knew Dean, like, before this?” 
 
    Nodding, “Like I told you, that’s why I left before it got bad. That creepy asshole wouldn’t leave me alone,” Chloe told him. “I’ve known some bad people, but he’s at the top of the list. Even the adult criminals I knew who’ve been to prison avoided his crazy psycho ass.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “And you really believe he’s not scared of Pops?” Shawn asked, just to clarify to himself. 
 
    “No, just from what I’ve heard about Dean trying to join you and Arthur, not letting him in would piss him off. Dean doesn’t get the ones he’s after by coming right at them. The sneaky little shit comes at you when you’re not looking.” 
 
    “Will you tell Pops everything you know about Dean if he and Momma allow you to stay?” Shawn asked, studying Chloe closely. 
 
    “I’ll tell him everything, even if they don’t,” Chloe answered. “It’s the least I can do for the chance they gave me.” Inside, Wendy let Arthur out of the headlock she had him in to keep him from charging outside. Like Wendy, Arthur was in shock and just looked at the monitor. 
 
    Liking that answer, “Chloe, since you have given me your word and vowed to apologize to everyone, I’ll tell Momma and Pops, if they throw you out, I’ll leave. I may be leaving also and we won’t be staying together, but I’ll ask for you to get one more chance.”  
 
    Chloe’s eyes rolled to the back of her head as she collapsed face first into the patio floor in a dead faint.  
 
    Running over, Shawn dropped down and flipped Chloe over and patted her face. “Chloe, what’s wrong?!” Shawn yelled as Arthur and Wendy walked out. 
 
    Turning around and seeing them, “She just fell down and busted her face!” he cried out. 
 
    Both walked over slowly, still in shock that Shawn was willing to leave to give Chloe another chance. “Um,” Chloe groaned, then reached up to her busted nose. “Ow.”  
 
    “Are you all right, what happened?” Shawn asked her, and Chloe’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    “Shawn, you can’t tell them that! Not for me!” Chloe shouted, then turned and saw Arthur and Wendy. “Don’t-,” she started as she tried to stand up, but Shawn barked. 
 
    “Hey!” and Chloe shut up. “You swore to do what was asked, and I’m asking you to shut up.” 
 
    Turning to Arthur and Wendy, “Momma, Pops, I’ve talked with Chloe and I’m asking for permission to give her one more chance. I feel she understands now what we have here. If you say no, I’ll abide by that but I’m leaving too, but not with her. I do ask that Beth be allowed to stay, please, and don’t hold it against her.”  
 
    “No!” Chloe cried out and jumped in front of Shawn. Never in her life had anyone ever done something like this for her and for the first time in her life, she was afraid for another. “I’m leaving, make him stay! He can’t leave here; everyone loves him and his sister would die! You can’t let him do this for someone like me! Please!!!”   
 
    Way beyond shocked from Chloe’s reaction, Arthur reached in his pocket and handed Wendy back the two silver dollars. “Okay, I never would’ve predicted that, so here.”  
 
    Not taking them and staring at Chloe like she was make-believe, “If you would’ve, I would’ve locked your ass in the basement thinking you were going insane,” Wendy said, shoving his hand away and then turned to Shawn. “You feel that sure she needs another chance? That’s a lot on your word because that’s why we would allow her to stay.” 
 
    “I’m willing to risk it. I think she understands and will be a good member of the family in time,” Shawn replied.  
 
    Hearing it from Wendy, Chloe started getting terrified of what Shawn had taken on, just for her. “I’m leaving!” she blurted out.  
 
    Glancing over at Chloe, “You promised,” Shawn said.  
 
    “Shawn, I might mess up not meaning to. What if I trip and fall down the stairs and knock someone down? I might throw up and someone slips in it and get hurt! Oh, my God! What if-!” Chloe stopped yelling when Wendy put her hand over her mouth. 
 
    “You can think of shit nobody can,” Wendy told her. “I’m taking my hand off. No yelling.”  
 
    Nodding but still terrified, “Now,” Wendy said, taking her hand away. “Shawn, we agree with you. Chloe will get one more chance.”  
 
    Very happy he didn’t have to leave, Shawn felt weak in the knees and wobbled on his feet. “Thank you,” he breathed out.  
 
    Stepping over to Chloe, “I think you’re beginning to see what family is,” Arthur told her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I ….” she started, but couldn’t go on.  
 
    “Let’s see if you can listen. Go to your room, wash that pigsty, and make it presentable so when people walk by they don’t puke,” Arthur told her. “You will bathe every day until one of us tells you to stop and then only bathe when you need to, but neither of us had better tell you that you need it. You will do all laundry for the next two days. Not double chores, just everyone’s laundry, along with your own daily chores.”  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, sir,” Chloe said.  
 
    “Chloe, I’m not sorry I hit you or pulled a handful of hair out and I assure you, Wendy isn’t sorry you’re going to be peeing blood for a week. You disrespected everyone here and that’s going to be a mountain to climb, but you’ll have to climb it. You made the bed, now sleep in it, and show everyone you’re worth the effort we want to invest in you,” Arthur told her. 
 
    “I will, I promise,” she sobbed. “Mr. Arthur, I know the Dean you’re after.”  
 
    Shawn was shocked when Arthur didn’t show any surprise that Chloe knew Dean, and he made a mental note to ask. “Oh, so you know the dick sludge? Care to tell me about him?” Arthur asked, reaching out and guiding Chloe inside.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Date night 
 
      
 
    Crouched low in the bushes with Daisy, Wendy scanned around with an NVG over her left eye. Glancing at her watch and seeing it was after eleven, Wendy gave a sigh. The house where the small gang had set up near Hattieville was empty, so she and Arthur had pulled back and gone through the mountain of photos the game cameras had sent.  
 
    Using the cameras set up on the roads, they finally tracked the vehicles south to the hamlet of Ross. Unless the group had taken a dirt road out of the area they were still here because no cameras had spotted them leaving.  
 
    They parked the Blazer with Wendy heading west to check houses, and Arthur went east to check. Having finished her sweep, Wendy was ready for Arthur to get back so they could just head into Knoxville where they knew there was a gang. But Arthur had told her he wanted anyone trying to hide out in the sticks near them before those closer to the interstate.  
 
    Feeling Daisy move, she turned around and saw Donald and Arthur coming, with something over his shoulder. When he was fifty yards away, she saw he was carrying a body. “Oh goody, he found them,” she sang out softly and patted Daisy.    
 
    When he reached her Arthur shrugged the body off, and Wendy was shocked to hear it grunt when it landed. “They’re at a small farm two miles from here,” Arthur said, taking his fedora off and wiping his brow.  
 
    Staring at the hog-tied man with duct tape over his mouth gawking at them in shock, “Don’t you think they’ll miss him?” she asked. 
 
    Giving a shrug, “Fuck if I care,” Arthur grunted. “This one was on guard, so I snatched him up.”  
 
    Hearing that did startle Wendy, but she didn’t show it as she turned back to Arthur. None of the other groups Arthur had hit in the past had ever had a guard out. “He was really guarding?” she asked.  
 
    “That’s why I took him. I think we need to know what has him spooked.”  
 
    Acting bashful, “Aw, that’s so sweet. You brought me a present on date night,” Wendy said, trying to bat her eyes, but the NVG screwed up the look.  
 
    “Nothing but the best for my girl,” Arthur said.  
 
    “I can do whatever I want?” she asked, and the man thrashed around until Donald leaned over him growling.  
 
    “You can cut his ass up or set him free if he talks. I don’t care, he’s your present.”  
 
    Yanking her knife out, “Donald, sit,” Wendy commanded, and Donald sat right next to the man’s head. Looking closer, Wendy had second opinions about ‘man’. He barely looked twenty. But he was her present so she leaned over his face, holding the knife between them so he could see it clearly.  
 
    “Make a loud noise and this will be the longest night of your life,” she said rather cheerfully.  
 
    Grabbing the man’s pants, she ran the blade along them to cut out the crotch and found he wasn’t wearing underwear. Then she reached up, snatching the tape off his mouth. Before the man moved, she grabbed his cluster with her left hand and held the knife next to his scrotum hard enough he could feel it. “Are you going to be nice?” 
 
    Barely breathing, “Yes,” he whispered.  
 
    “Oh, such a nice young man for a present,” Wendy said, glancing at Arthur. Turning back down, “Are you my bitch?” she asked. 
 
    Nodding ever so slightly, so his body didn’t move and the blade slice open his sack, “Yes, ma’am. I’m your bitch.”  
 
    “Bitch, why were you on guard? Nobody else has been,” she asked.  
 
    Cutting his eyes to Arthur’s shadow, “We knew we were in the Caravan Man’s area,” he answered.  
 
    “Good bitch,” Wendy said. “So you knew but still came?” 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, ma’am, hiding from bigger groups. Figured if we moved around and stayed small, the Caravan Man wouldn’t find us or mess with us,” he replied.  
 
    “Tsk, tsk, I trust you see the error in your thinking now, don’t you, bitch?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    Squeezing his cluster, “From now on, you call me master. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, master,” bitch grunted out, but never moved.  
 
    Relaxing her grip, “Where’s Dean?” she asked. 
 
    Furrowing his brow, “Who?” he asked, and Wendy squeezed very hard as she pressed the knife up, threatening bitch to become neutral gender. “Who, master?” he rephrased.  
 
    Looking over at Arthur, “I like it when my bitch is smart,” she said proudly, relaxing her grip again and the force she applied to the blade. “Dean Chisim. Where is he?” 
 
    “Master, I don’t know anyone named Dean Chisim.” 
 
    “Tall and somewhat lanky teenage boy with brown hair that people are scared of? I want to find him so he can be my new bitch.”  
 
    When she had asked Dean’s name, Wendy could tell bitch didn’t know, but when she’d described Dean, she saw a reaction but didn’t squeeze his package, just to see if he would answer. “I didn’t know his name was Dean, master.” 
 
    “So you do know him?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, master. He’s in a gang in Conway that told us we had to leave or join. To join, we had to be pledges until the gang decided we could be members,” bitch told her. 
 
    “Dean told you this?” 
 
    “No, master. A big guy with a spiderweb tattoo on his neck. Dean was standing next to him but I could tell everyone, including the big guy, was scared of the kid.”  
 
    Still finding that hard to believe, even after listening to Chloe, “You mean to tell me, grown men are scared of my future bitch?”  
 
    “Yes, master. None of us could figure out why, so Oscar asked around and found out the kid had killed six others in the gang.”  
 
    Giving a squeeze, “Oscar?” 
 
    Wincing and answering several octaves higher, “Sorry, master, one of my group. He would be second in charge. Ray is in charge. I’m the lowest ranking, that’s why I had guard.”    
 
    Loosening her grip, “How many are in this gang with Dean?” 
 
    “Don’t know, but there were a lot of them, master. That’s why we left an hour after they told us about joining.” 
 
    Giving a sigh, “Bitch, a lot can be anything, if my bitch doesn’t even know how to count, you’re worthless to me,” Wendy sighed.  
 
    “Master, at the meeting there were forty-seven, but there were more than that moving around the other houses.”  
 
    “Houses?” 
 
    “Yes, master. They’re set up in an upscale subdivision on Lake Conway,” bitch answered very quickly to avoid another squeeze.  
 
    “How many in your merry little band, bitch?” 
 
    “Nine, including me, master.”  
 
    “Eww,” Arthur gasped sarcastically.  
 
    Hearing the Caravan Man, bitch cut his eyes over at Arthur and winced when Wendy gave a squeeze. “Bitch, you look at your master,” she told him, and he moved his eyes back to her. “If you answer truthfully to my questions, I’ll let you go, but only if you tell me everything about your merry little band. We’re going to pay them a visit and if you leave anything out, at all, you’re going to eat this before you die,” she said, giving a short squeeze. “But if you prove to be a good bitch, I’ll let you go so you can tell others you were a good bitch, and what they can expect from the Caravan Man’s wife.”  
 
    Hope flashed through bitch’s eyes, “Yes, master. I’ll tell everyone you were a good master. I swear I will.” 
 
    Glancing up at Arthur, “I like it when you bring me good bitches,” Wendy whispered, and Arthur blew her a kiss. “Start talking,” Wendy said, turning back to bitch.  
 
    After an hour, they moved bitch to the Blazer, moved it closer, and headed in on foot. “How are we doing this if they have beer cans stacked by all the doors?” Wendy asked, checking her rifle.  
 
    Rolling his eyes, “We go in through a window,” Arthur droned. “Think like a criminal.”  
 
    “What the hell do I have you for?” Wendy popped off.  
 
    Popping her on the butt, “To bring you bitches,” Arthur chuckled. Dropping the chuckle very fast, “You remember, we aren’t there to rescue anyone. If one of those they’re holding gets in the way or is used as a shield, you punch their ticket.”  
 
    “I’m not stupid, Arthur,” Wendy snapped. “But I do think if we kill one, we should just kill all the prisoners. I don’t really want it spreading around that the Caravan Man kills those being held, even if they get in the way.”   
 
    Giving a startle, “Damn, that’s hardcore,” Arthur mumbled, then looked away. “Hate to tell you, but I’ve already had to shoot a few who were being used as human shields.”  
 
    “And there were other prisoners?” she asked, and Arthur nodded. “Why haven’t we heard about it?” 
 
    Shrugging, “Have no idea, but some of the prisoners from one group are with Albert at the other site,” he told her.  
 
    “So you don’t think we should just silence everyone?” 
 
    “If you want, I don’t care,” he said, looking around.  
 
    Thinking for a second, “If we do and any prisoner acts weird, we just cap them all,” Wendy told him. 
 
    “Define, ‘act weird’.”  
 
    “Arthur, if you see me start punching holes in them, just join in or move out of the way,” Wendy sighed.  
 
    Nodding, “Iron?” Arthur asked, motioning to his AR, “Or steel,” he added, motioning to his knife.  
 
    Clapping her hands, “Let’s start out with steel and see how many we can get,” Wendy cheered.  
 
    Laughing softly, Arthur headed through the woods toward the farm with Wendy and the dogs following. “Do you really think bitch was telling the truth that he was staying outside all night on guard?” she asked. 
 
    “There was a cooler with food and beer with him,” Arthur replied.  
 
    “Damn, his merry band sucked for him.” 
 
    “It was numbers, babe, and many people are doing whatever it takes to be a part of numbers for protection,” he said, ducking under a limb. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we be worried about dogs?” 
 
    “No, there’re still a lot of bodies around. I’m sure by now, dogs aren’t eating the dead in cities because of the rats, but in a few more months, the bodies outside of the cities will be gone.”  
 
    Trying not to shiver, “How will we know?” she asked.  
 
    “We’ll see packs following people on the game cameras,” he answered.  
 
    How he thought of those things was way over Wendy’s head, but she took it as gospel.  
 
    A few minutes later Arthur knelt at the tree line and Wendy saw the farmhouse sixty yards away. It didn’t take intelligence to know the house was occupied, she could see light from several windows. “One will always be on gun while the other on steel,” he breathed out.  
 
    “I want to go first. You’ve already been hunting a lot,” Wendy told him, and Arthur just nodded.   
 
    Easing up, Wendy followed him to the house, keeping her AR low but ready to engage the house. Stopping below a window, Arthur eased up and had to flip his NVG up because candles were burning inside. He saw two men asleep in recliners holding guns and some people bound hand and foot on the floor. Knowing he couldn’t enter here, he just moved on. 
 
    Checking several windows and finding prisoners and gang members in all, Arthur was starting to get pissed. Coming to the last corner after rounding the house, he eased up to see it was a kitchen and he didn’t see anyone in it. By the back door, he did see beer cans stacked up just like bitch had said. Turning to Wendy, he undid his AR from the one point sling to turn it into a real sling and shoved it on his back. Pulling out his 1911, he threaded a suppressor on. When he saw Wendy copy him, he turned to the dogs and motioned for them to lay.  
 
    Tucking the pistol under his arm, he pulled his knife out and moved it along the window undoing the locks. Putting his knife away, he pushed the window up slowly while cringing at the wood rubbing but unless someone was in the room, they wouldn’t hear it.  
 
    With the window open, Arthur got on one knee and pointed at his thigh for Wendy to use as a step to get inside. When she nodded, he tapped the barrel of her rifle across her back and at the window to remind her not to bang it when she crawled in. Seeing Wendy just roll her eye without the monocular, Arthur didn’t worry about it.  
 
    Easing up, Wendy put her foot on Arthur’s thigh and crawled in slowly just like he’d taught her. Only able to use her left hand, since the right was filled with her XD, was a new challenge, but Wendy had an excellent teacher. Pulling her legs in she kept low, aiming at the only entrance from the house to the kitchen as Arthur climbed in, and she was really happy he’d made more noise than she’d done, with his clothes rubbing against the window seal.  
 
    When he was in Arthur gave a nod, and Wendy put her pistol away and pulled out her knife. Looking at the eight-inch blade almost made her giddy. With so much light from candles, they flipped up the monoculars and Wendy let Arthur take the lead but she followed, ready to pull her pistol just in case. The light wasn’t bright by any means, just enough to screw up the NVGs.  
 
    The first room they came to looked like a den, Wendy thought, seeing a man asleep on a cot. A woman, little girl, and little boy were asleep on the floor. All were naked with their hands bound behind their backs. Watching Arthur move so he could aim into the next room to cover, Wendy eased over to the sleeping man.  
 
    Rearing her arm back, Wendy swung her arm forward hard as she clamped a hand over the man’s mouth. Her blade pierced at the man’s ear while her hand covered his mouth, and drove into his skull with a crunch. The eyes flashed open and he yelled against her hand, startling the shit out of her.  
 
    Gripping the knife hard, she twisted it and jiggled it around to ‘scramble the egg’ as Arthur put it.  
 
    As soon as she did that, the man’s arms fell down and all movement stopped, but his eyes remained open and they weren’t dilated yet. Taking that as he wasn’t dead yet, Wendy leaned over to smile in his face and got to watch the light leave his eyes.  
 
    Pulling the knife out slowly, Wendy did give a shiver at the soft slurping sound it made. Wiping the blade off on the sheet the man was using, she turned around with a grin to point to the next room. Arthur pointed at the woman and kids, then motioned to wake them up so they would remain quiet.  
 
    Understanding what Arthur wanted to do very clearly, Wendy raised her left hand to the woman and kids and flipped them off. Then flipped the next room off.  
 
    Using his left hand to explain that if they woke up and saw the man was dead, they might scream. Nodding, Wendy pointed at his gun and then at the woman and kids, gesturing that if that happened, to just shoot them.  
 
    Gritting his teeth Arthur motioned if that happened, Wendy wouldn’t get to stab anymore. Finally relenting, Wendy nodded but pointed at Arthur and then the woman, telling him to wake them up. Arthur only understood why when Wendy pulled her pistol and aimed into the next room, waiting on him. She was going to be the one to kill them if they made noise.  
 
    Praying they didn’t make noise because there wasn’t a doubt Wendy would shoot them if she wouldn’t be able to stab anymore, Arthur knelt next to the woman and covered her mouth. When he felt the woman move, he breathed.  
 
    “We are here to kill the gang. After we’re done you can leave, but if you wake them up there will be shooting, and I’m not promising you or the other prisoners will live through it. Wake the kids and tell them to act like you’re all asleep till we get you, understand?”  
 
    The woman was staring at his face with wide eyes as he waited for her to nod. Then he noticed, she wasn’t staring at his face, she was staring at his fedora. “My dogs are outside, that’s why you can’t leave now,” he offered, and the woman finally nodded in shock.  
 
    Slowly taking his hand off her mouth, he cut her loose and then the kids. Getting up, he saw Wendy motioning for him to hurry up as she covered the living room.  
 
    Two men were still in the recliners asleep and now, Arthur could see there were four naked and tied-up bodies on the floor asleep. Pulling his pistol out, Arthur didn’t think any of the girls were old enough to buy cigarettes.   
 
    With her knife again in her right hand, Wendy crept up on the closest while rearing her arm back. This time, her knife pierced the skull before her hand reached the mouth and an “Umf,” escaped the man’s lips before her hand covered it. In one motion she twisted the knife, and the man never even raised his arms up.  
 
    Glancing up, she saw one of the prisoners on the floor stir slightly, but the goon in chair number two was snoring softly. Pulling her knife out and wiping it on the dead man’s shirt, she slinked over to the next goon. Now having a rhythm, Wendy punched his timecard much faster, and the only sound was her knife punching his skull.  
 
    Seeing Arthur motion to the bodies on the floor, Wendy just gave an irritated nod before putting her knife away and pulling her pistol out to cover the two doorways into the living room.  
 
    Taking a knife off the first dead man, Arthur moved back and told the woman to wake the ones in the living room and let them know to act asleep, then he gave her the knife. With his pistol still in his right hand, he motioned to Wendy that there were five more bad guys and six more prisoners.  
 
    Putting her pistol away, Wendy just flipped him off, letting him know she could count. 
 
    Taking the first entrance from the living room, they found it led to a dining room, and that led to the laundry room. Easing back to the living room, Arthur eased down the hall and Wendy fought to remain calm and move slowly.  
 
    There were three doorways off the hall, and they knew from looking in outside that all were bedrooms. Entering the first, it looked like a kid’s room, but Wendy never registered that as she eased past Arthur toward the man sleeping in the small bed and a young girl asleep beside him. Her hands were tied together and then tied to one of the bedposts.  
 
    Having a feeling about what was about to happen, Arthur moved around the bed as Wendy plunged her knife into the side of the man’s skull. The man’s body shook and the girl started to stir. Reaching over, Arthur rapped her across the head with his pistol, knocking her cold before she woke up.  
 
    “If the goddamn bed hadn’t been so little, she wouldn’t have woken up,” Wendy whispered, pulling her knife out.  
 
    “It’s a kid’s bed,” Arthur pointed out.  
 
    Looking down at the body, “It’s a dead man’s bed now,” Wendy smirked, motioning Arthur toward the door.   
 
    Moving to the next room, they found two men and two girls. Thankfully, only one girl was in the bed with them. Even with the bed being bigger, the girl woke up only to be knocked out by Arthur’s 1911. Stepping over to the other girl sleeping and tied-up on the floor, Arthur eased back out to the hall and headed to the last room. 
 
    There, they found the last two bad guys and the rest of the prisoners. Wendy motioned for Arthur to get to the other side of the bed and cover the man, then dragged a finger across her throat before pointing at the sleeping man closest to her.  
 
    Pointing at his ear that it would make noise, Arthur watched Wendy gesture wildly that she didn’t give a fuck. These were the last two and she was cutting their throats. Giving her a grin as he winked, Arthur moved over to the other side of the bed.  
 
    “I’ve always wanted to do this,” Wendy whispered, reaching out with her right hand. Slicing down hard and dragging her knife back, Wendy felt her blade hit the man’s spine as his eyes shot open and blood sprayed out like a fountain. The man sat up gurgling with both hands grasping his throat, watching his blood spray across the room.  
 
    Standing on the other side of the bed getting soaked, Arthur waited for Wendy to stab again and just kill the man but she just held her knife ready, watching the human fountain. Even when the other man started to stir, she didn’t just kill the man as his mouth opened and closed, trying to get air into his lungs as they filled with blood. Finally, the man started thrashing about as he drowned in his own blood and that woke his partner up.  
 
    “You move, I shoot your dick,” Arthur said when the man’s eyes opened. Like the woman, the man was staring at Arthur’s hat, not his face, as he laid frozen in bed while his partner finally collapsed back with his body giving small jerks.  
 
    All the girls and one boy on the floor woke up from the blood covering them. “The first one down there that moves will die, so just stay there,” Arthur called out in a normal voice, never taking his eyes or aim off the last man.  
 
    “That was so fucking cool,” Wendy cheered out, stepping up on the bed over the dead body. Dropping down, she drove her knife into the last man’s chest and yanked it out as Arthur pulled his gun back so the man couldn’t grab it.  
 
    As the man grabbed the bleeding hole in his chest, his lung collapsed and he couldn’t breathe. “Oh, I’m sorry, you don’t like it when someone’s being mean to you?” Wendy teased and then lashed out, slicing the man’s throat open. It wasn’t as deep as the other one, but it still sprayed blood out. Because she’d cut her side deeper, blood pulsed out of the man’s neck to hit Wendy in the chest. “I finally get to say, I was in a bloodbath,” Wendy told the dying man, and he even stopped gasping for air just for a second to gaze at her in shock.  
 
    When the man finally stopped thrashing, Wendy turned to see the girls and boy on their feet, staring at the dead bodies with grins. “I’m sorry the Caravan Man had to talk mean to you, but it’s our date night and he promised me I would get to kill some cock-sucking assholes,” she told them with a smile.  
 
     The kids’ eyes shifted from the dead bodies to Wendy and they all gave a startle, seeing she was covered in blood. “It’s okay, ma’am,” one of the little girls said.  
 
    Holding out his hand to Wendy, “Is date night over?” she moaned.  
 
    “No, have to leave some signs,” Arthur laughed and Wendy just huffed, taking his hand and jumping off the bed. Gathering up the other prisoners, he led everyone to the living room.  
 
    “You can all get up now,” he said, and the others levitated from the floor. “You can go now. I suggest you take what you can from here before you take off. My suggestion, don’t get caught again.”  
 
    They all looked at Arthur who was bloody and then turned to Wendy, who literally had blood dripping from her clothes. Not one of the rescued prisoners even entertained the idea of asking to go with the Caravan Man.  
 
    “Do you have any place to go?” Arthur asked, and they shook their heads. “We can’t take you in, but if you will work and help defend the group, I’ll send you to some that can take you in.”  
 
    The woman stepped up, “We’ll help,” she said, and almost wanted to tell the Caravan Man they wouldn’t have joined up with him anyway if he offered as she stared at Wendy.  
 
    “Take the dogs and get the truck,” Arthur said, moving over to the door and kicking the beer cans away.  
 
    “There’s one outside!” one of the little boys cried out. 
 
    Wendy busted out laughing as she wiped blood off her face but only smeared it. “That one is my bitch that I’m going to toy with,” she laughed, then turned to Arthur. “I don’t need the dogs to come with me.”  
 
    “I know,” Arthur nodded. “But take them anyway.” 
 
    About to argue, ‘Remember the ants’, reverberated through Wendy’s mind. “I’ll take the dogs,” she said, heading for the door.  
 
    When she walked out, Arthur noticed all of the prisoners gave a sigh of relief. “It’s our date night,” he said grinning, making the woman nearly faint. “I like taking my wife out on these little jaunts, so she can have some fun.”  
 
    Even after what she had been through and seen, the woman was numb. “Thank you for having your date night here,” she managed to get out in a trembling voice. “Um, can you tell me where to go so we can leave, like now?” 
 
    Knowing she wanted to leave before Wendy returned, Arthur gave her directions and told them to ask for Albert, and tell him the Caravan Man had sent them. He never helped nor was asked to when the group gathered clothes, weapons, and food, shoving them in one of the pickups out front and were soon gone.  
 
    Driving back up Wendy laughed out, seeing two of the men hanging from the porch with a sign that read “You can’t hide from me even out here in the sticks, The Caravan Man.” 
 
    Jumping out of the Blazer, Wendy ran over to help Arthur drag one of the bodies out. “I’ll wash your Blazer,” she said, grabbing the feet. 
 
    “I can do it,” he laughed, throwing the body on the hood.  
 
    “Nah, I want to see if I can clean up without leaving a trace,” Wendy said.  
 
    “Don’t have to worry about the cops, hon,” Arthur chuckled.  
 
    “Didn’t you tell me ‘practice makes perfect’?”  
 
    Heading back to the house, “Yes, I did,” he said, still chuckling.  
 
    “Did I do okay?” 
 
    Stopping he turned and took off his fedora, “You did great,” he grinned. 
 
    Jumping up and down, “When’s the next date night?” she cheered out.  
 
    “Well, if you promise we can use Iron, I might be tempted to visit another house,” Arthur offered.  
 
    Stopping her cheering, Wendy glanced at her watch. “Babe, we won’t get any sleep if we do that.”  
 
    “You scared to stay out all night on date night?” he challenged.  
 
    “No,” she grinned. “You know that one area of the lake is deep enough to swim in, how about we go skinny dippin’ and do some freak nasty when we get home.” 
 
    Giving a nod, “Wouldn’t be date night without some freak nasty,” Arthur grinned.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Nobody irritates like Family 
 
    Hearing a tap on his door, Joseph sat up fast to run for it before it woke up Nicole, but he looked over and saw she was already awake and crawling around her crib. “Sorry, I was scared to sleep with you on my chest like Dad,” he yawned, getting up.  
 
    Nicole just giggled and pulled up on the crib until she was standing. Moving over to the crib, he picked her up and felt her diaper was soaked. “Dad is right, you’re so cute you have to be breaking some kind of law,” he laughed, and stepped over opening the door. 
 
    Shawn was in the hall and looked panicked. “Why didn’t you just come in?” Joseph yawned again. 
 
    “Joseph, they’re still not home!” Shawn cried out, and looked to be near tears. 
 
    Stepping back and blinking, “Who are we talking about?”  
 
    “Momma and Pops!” 
 
    Glancing at his watch and blinking his eyes more to clear his vision, “It’s only five, Shawn. Work doesn’t start till seven today,” Joseph mumbled, then turned around to see Jo Ann and Sally asleep on a pallet on the floor at the foot of his bed. At ten they were still up, and Nicole wouldn’t go to sleep even for Vicki, so he’d just brought them all to his room and told them when Mom and Dad got home, he would carry them down.   
 
    “Aren’t you worried? They went out to shoot up bad guys! What if they got hurt? We need to look for them!” 
 
    Reaching out and putting a hand on Shawn’s shoulder, “First, you need to chill,” Joseph said. “You’ll get a lot of the little ones upset.”  
 
    Seeing Shawn calm down, Joseph got panicked and spun around. “Where the hell is Robin?” he gasped, looking around the twins and only seeing Noah.  
 
    “Joseph,” Shawn said, walking over and pointing. “She’s in your bed.” 
 
    Moving Nicole to his side, he dove onto the bed. “Oh, fuck, did I roll on her?” he cried out, shaking her. “I’ve never slept with kids! I was terrified I would roll on them!” 
 
    “Joseph, you really don’t want to wake Robin up like that,” Shawn advised while Joseph continued shaking her. Not hard, but kind of rough. “I’m not kidding, she doesn’t like gettin’ woke up,” Shawn added, trying to hint for Joseph to leave Robin the hell alone.  
 
    When Robin sat up, Joseph nearly passed out in relief. Then Robin, true to form, informed Joseph and everyone else, she didn’t like getting woken up. Picking up Robin and putting her on his other hip, he gave a wince when she kicked him with her cowboy boots. “It’s okay, Robin, I was worried I might have rolled over on you. I didn’t want you to sleep in my bed, that’s why I made a pallet,” Joseph explained as Robin wailed.  
 
    “Joseph, you do know, she’s too young to understand that, right?” Shawn asked as Nicole started crying because Robin was.  
 
    “Oh, come on, not you too,” Joseph whined, wanting to go back to bed and start over.  
 
    Walking in while rubbing her eyes and wearing one of Arthur’s t-shirts, “Give me Nicole,” Vicki said, then reached out and just took her. “Why did you wake Robin up? She gets up early and she doesn’t like being woken up,” Vicki informed him.  
 
    “He shook her awake,” Shawn corrected. 
 
    Rolling her eyes, “Oh, shit,” Vicki said, pulling Nicole to her chest and carrying her out. “You’re dealing with Robin today, Joseph!” Vicki snapped, heading downstairs. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I thought I might have rolled over on her and hurt her,” Joseph said, taking a cue from Vicki and pulling Robin to his chest to try to get her to stop crying. 
 
    “You don’t roll over on Robin. Ask Andrea, she bites your ass if you do!” Vicki shouted from downstairs.  
 
    Joseph turned to see Shawn looking out the door in shock, “What now?!” he cried out. 
 
    “Vicki cussed,” Shawn mumbled. “I didn’t think she knew how.” 
 
    “I’ll write her a note that says she can. Can you help make Robin stop crying?” 
 
    Turning to Joseph, “Do I look like Momma or Pops?” he asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. “That’s who she listens to. The only other person Robin listens to just went downstairs with Nicole, as you well know.”  
 
    Moving to the door to at least trade kids with Vicki, Joseph stopped when Shawn grabbed his arm. “Vicki is starting the day of taking care of kids. You know she starts with the babies. You try to give her Robin, you’ll be doing double chores,” Shawn told him.  
 
    Seeing that Joseph didn’t believe him, “I know you’re their son, but I can damn sure guarantee you when Vicki gives you double chores, Momma and Pops will expect you to do them. If you don’t, Pops adds shit. Ask Todd. You don’t want to do the shit Pops adds.” 
 
    Patting Robin’s back as he bounced her, “Well, you’re right there. I had to put cow shit back in the field after collecting it, with my hands because I didn’t do what Mom said,” Joseph confessed. 
 
    “Give her here,” Jo Ann said, getting up and stretching.  
 
    Thankful some help was offered, Joseph gladly passed Robin over and was shocked when she went willingly, even latching onto Jo Ann. “Shh, it’s okay,” Jo Ann cooed, and Robin stopped crying but was babbling, and it didn’t sound nice at all. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Jo Ann asked as she started rocking Robin side to side. 
 
    Before Joseph could answer, Shawn did. “He shook her awake.” 
 
    “You didn’t stop him?!” Jo Ann shouted.  
 
    “He wasn’t listening to me!” Shawn shouted back.  
 
    Turning and looking up at Joseph, “You’re dealing with Robin today,” she informed him.  
 
    Getting up and picking up Noah, “I suggest you go and drink some coffee,” Sally advised as the twins headed for the door. “Why didn’t you take us downstairs when Momma and Pops got home?” 
 
    “Guys, they aren’t back yet. It was date night,” Joseph said, like that explained everything. 
 
    “They aren’t back?!” Jo Ann asked, spinning around in the doorway. 
 
    “Will everyone relax? I’ve known Mom and Dad to stay out until noon the next day on a date night, but we have work scheduled so they’ll be here before seven,” he told them. 
 
    Seeing that Joseph wasn’t the least bit worried satisfied the twins and they just headed downstairs. Turning to grab some clothes, Joseph saw Shawn wasn’t satisfied with that. Walking over to his nightstand, Joseph picked up a cellphone and handed it to Shawn. “Did they call it?” he asked, and Shawn tapped the screen to check recent calls but didn’t see any.  
 
    “No, but they might not of had the chance. Can we call them?” he asked hopefully.  
 
    “You can, but I’m warning you, ‘because you’re worried’ isn’t a good enough reason. They’ll tell you it is, but trust me, it’s not.” 
 
    “I’m just worried,” Shawn mumbled, handing the phone back. 
 
    Putting his arm around Shawn, “Little brother, you have got to have faith like our twin sisters do,” Joseph laughed.  
 
    Hearing Joseph call him ‘little brother’ perked Shawn up, making him grin. “I’ll take your lead then, big brother,” he said, still holding the phone out.  
 
    “Keep it on you, just so you have peace of mind,” Joseph said, grabbing his pants. Grunting as he put on his pants, “Why the hell does my back hurt?”  
 
    “Duh, big brother, Robin slept with you. The last time she slept with me, I woke up with bruises on my legs where she kicked me while she slept. I hate to admit it, but I’m glad she sleeps with Pops the most now.”  
 
     “Won’t do that again,” Joseph vowed, and Shawn just snickered.  
 
    “Said the same thing and lo and behold, that night she was sleeping with me.”  
 
    Pulling on his shirt, “Why?” Joseph asked.  
 
    “Robin was asleep in Pop’s bed and I woke her up. Pops made me deal with her and she went to my bed to go to sleep,” Shawn informed him, and Joseph let out a groan. “She may be little, but I really think she did it, just to prove to me, don’t wake her up. She’ll get up on her own. I will say, that was the last time Robin slept with me.” 
 
    Clipping his pistol and magazine holsters to his waist, “Does anyone wake Robin up?” Joseph asked. 
 
    “Yeah, Momma,” Shawn said. “Robin tries to run to Pops and tattle, but Momma won’t let her. Not even Pops wakes the little nudist up, only Momma.”   
 
    Just giving a sigh, “Mom has thrown water on me to get me up,” Joseph admitted, putting his arm across Shawn’s shoulders as they walked out of his room. “I can understand why Robin doesn’t piss her off.”  
 
    When they were downstairs, Joseph didn’t take his arm from Shawn’s shoulders and guided him to Arthur’s office. Moving to the desk, Joseph dropped in the chair and started tapping away on the keyboard. 
 
    Barging into the office, “Where the hell are Wendy and Arthur?!” Sarah shouted.  
 
    “Will you chill the fuck out?! I just got up, and had my ass kicked by a two-year-old nudist last night!” Joseph shouted.  
 
    Stomping her foot, “I was just asking a question, ass wipe!” Sarah shouted back.  
 
    Andrea and Todd both came in. “Momma and Pops aren’t here,” Andrea informed everyone. 
 
    Pushing away from the desk, “God damn, can I go back to sleep and get a do-over on today?!” Joseph cried out, and Andrea backed under Todd’s arm.  
 
    “Bro, take a chill pill,” Todd grinned, hugging Andrea to him. 
 
    Moving back to the keyboard, “Todd, I’m the oldest sibling, so that means I outrank you,” Joseph said, typing away and opening up programs. “All of you may be adopted, but you’re my brothers and sisters. So tell the oldest sister to chill the fuck out.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, I’m the oldest sibling and sister,” Sarah snapped. “I’m a year older than you, Joseph.” 
 
    Spinning around in the chair to face Sarah, “You, I have not accepted into the extended family, much less the primary one. I would as soon as have Skannish for a brother than you for a sister,” he told her, and Sarah’s face turned three shades of red.  
 
    “I’ll tell Wendy and Arthur you said that!” Sarah shouted. 
 
    “I rest my case,” Joseph said normal voice and with a grin. 
 
    As Joseph went back to typing, Sarah moved over to Andrea. “What the hell did he mean by that?” she whispered.  
 
    “Sarah, you don’t even call them Momma and Pops. Why the hell do we want you for a sister?” Andrea scoffed, and saw a very hurt expression on Sarah’s face. Swearing she could see tears welling up in Sarah’s eyes and feeling very bad, “Sarah, maybe one day you’ll be our sister,” Andrea offered. 
 
    “The day I leave the family,” Joseph sang out, and the hurt expression vanished and the tears dried up, never leaving Sarah’s eyes. 
 
    “When I’m the oldest, you’re doing double chores for a fucking year!” Sarah screamed, storming over to the desk and standing behind Joseph.  
 
    “Fuck, they fight like a brother and sister,” Todd mumbled to Andrea. 
 
    Looking up at him, “How would you know? You didn’t have one,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, but I had friends that did.”  
 
    “There!” Joseph cried out, and everyone turned to the desk and on the main monitor they saw a picture of Arthur’s Blazer coming through the south gate. “The game camera Dad has on the gate has a time stamp of 0427 when they got back.”  
 
    “Then where the fuck are they ‘younger brother’?” Sarah sassed. 
 
    Shaking his head, “Oh, I’m so not in the mood for you two bitching at each other today,” Shawn moaned. 
 
    “She fucking started it and I’m not the younger brother, skank. Because if I was your brother, I would throw you out of the motherfucking nest,” Joseph said, getting up from the chair but Sarah didn’t even make an attempt to step back.  
 
      “Go ahead and try, I’ll tell Wendy,” Sarah smiled. 
 
    “Aw, great, she’s a tattletale,” Todd moaned.  
 
    “Every family has one,” Andrea added. 
 
    Turning to them, “Well, she’s not ours,” Joseph informed them. Shifting his gaze back to Sarah, a grin sprang upon his face and Sarah did step back from that. “You’re a quisuilian fissilingual pediculous exophthalmic ructabunde sharmoota,” Joseph swooned.  
 
    “What the fuck did you say?” she growled. 
 
    “Oh, why don’t you look it up, but since you just learned how to use your opposing thumb, that might be difficult,” Joseph chuckled. 
 
    Looking away and repeating the words in a mumble, Sarah started looking around the office for a dictionary, having seen Joseph use one in here. 
 
    Tilting his head back and looking up at the ceiling, “So, if Mom and Dad are here inside the perimeter fence, can I get on the radio and call them?” Shawn moaned. Now he just wanted them back to break up Joseph and Sarah. 
 
    “Shawn, I wouldn’t do that,” Joseph advised. 
 
    Spinning around to Shawn, “Which radio do I use to call them?” Sarah asked. 
 
    “Oh, by all means, Shawn, show Sarah the radio and the channel to use and let her call them,” Joseph said very eagerly.  
 
    Just hearing that Joseph wanted Sarah to do it, took the desire from Shawn very fast. Turning back to look at Joseph and seeing him grinning, “Um, no, I’ll wait,” Sarah said in a low voice. 
 
    “I’ll show you the radio, Sarah, and even show you how to use it to call them,” Joseph offered very kindly.  
 
    Stepping away from Joseph, “Fuck that!” Sarah cried out in a panic.  
 
    With a very sincere expression, “Sarah, I’ll call them for you and tell them you want them here,” Joseph more begged than asked. 
 
    Backing up and moving behind Shawn, “No, thank you, I’ll wait,” Sarah replied meekly. There wasn’t a doubt in her or anyone’s mind, to call them was very bad. 
 
    “Um, Joseph,” Shawn mumbled. “What are they doing then?” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, “Really, Shawn?!” Joseph cried out. Dropping his eyes back to Shawn, “It was date night, date night always ends in freak nasty. I told you that.”  
 
    “What the hell is ‘freak nasty’?!” Sarah cried out, and Andrea turned around to bury her face in Todd’s chest, snorting with laughter.  
 
    “Aw, little Sarah doesn’t even know common terms,” Joseph cooed. “She’s ugly and dumb.”  
 
    Fire filled Sarah’s eyes as she went to move around Shawn and charge Joseph. She was willing to attack and let the cards fall where they may. 
 
    Throwing out his arm, Shawn stopped her. “Sarah, they’re having sex,” Shawn told her with a deep blush. 
 
    Pulling her face from Todd’s chest, “Oh, thank god,” Andrea moaned with joy. “Momma was getting uptight. It was getting close to the point I was about ready to beg Joseph to send them to the barn again.”  
 
    Staring holes into Joseph, “You ordered your parents to run off and have sex?” she snapped. 
 
    “You’re goddamn right I did, stupid fifth cousin to our third brother-in-law of our adopted aunt, distant boot-licking relative,” he snapped back. 
 
    Dropping his arm to just let Sarah pass so they could duke it out, “I need some coffee,” Shawn said.  
 
    Shawn walked past Todd and Andrea, shaking his head. Seeing Sarah and Joseph glaring at each other, “Should we stay in case they do fight?” Todd whispered.  
 
    “We sure aren’t pulling them apart,” Andrea said, grabbing Todd’s hand and pulling him to the kitchen.  
 
    “Where’s the dictionary you were using?” Sarah growled. 
 
    Shaking his head, “You don’t even know how to spell, why would you need it?” Joseph snarled. Spinning on her heel, Sarah stormed out. “I so fucking hate her,” Joseph sighed. “I’m asking Mom if I can move into the old house.”  
 
    Walking into the kitchen, he weaved around the bodies to the row of coffee pots and grabbed a mug. Pouring a cup, he headed for the backdoor because Sarah was in the dining room and Vicki was set up in the living room now, and he didn’t want to make Little Momma any angrier at him than she already was.  
 
    Stepping outside, he saw Donald and Daisy laying down on the patio. “Yeah, I think I might start sleeping out here,” Joseph told them.  
 
    Coming out with his cup of coffee, Shawn saw Donald and Daisy and then looked over but didn’t see Arthur’s Blazer. “Well, they’re close,” he admitted, taking a sip.  
 
    “Shawn, Dad taught Mom, and he can plan for anything. Only get worried if you see me get worried,” Joseph told him. 
 
    “I’ll try, but they’re the greatest,” Shawn mumbled, thinking it sounded babyish and Joseph saw him as a brother.  
 
    “Oh, they are. All my friends in school loved coming out here because of Mom and Dad.”  
 
    Grinning, Shawn loved being around Joseph and didn’t mind Sarah. But he was willing to babysit Robin for a year while doing double chores, if he didn’t have to be around both at the same time. “I know Pops isn’t worried because I’ve seen him kill people before, but the world has changed. Aren’t you a little worried about them?” 
 
    “Shawn, I flew halfway around the globe. I knew if either were alive, they would make it. To be honest, I didn’t expect Mom to make it because she was on the cruise, but Dad? Shit. He’ll stay up here at the house forever. I really thought he wouldn’t get exposed, but he did going to get Nicole. I’m just thankful. But no, they made it past the impossible part to me. Anything else that gets thrown at them, I just feel sorry for it.”  
 
    Hearing the certainty in Joseph’s voice put Shawn at ease. Hearing an engine, he got excited and fought not to run around the house. “Um, you won’t tell them I was worried, will you?” Shawn pleaded. 
 
    Lifting his mug and taking a sip, Joseph gave a wink. “I’ll tell Mom because she’ll like it, but I won’t tell Dad,” Joseph said.  
 
    The Blazer pulled around the house and they both saw blood covering the hood. “They hit people with the truck?” Shawn gasped. 
 
    “No, there’s no blood on the brush guard and winch, goofy. Dad probably threw dead bodies on the hood to hang around the area,” Joseph laughed as the Blazer shut down.  
 
    Stepping out with a towel wrapped around his waist, Arthur reached back inside to grab an armload of stuff. Tip-toeing around the front of the Blazer with a towel wrapped around her body, Wendy weaved around while trying not to step on the sharp rocks. “Really, skinny dipping?” Joseph laughed.  
 
    Jerking his eyes to Joseph in shock that he’d accused his parents of skinny dipping, Shawn turned back to Wendy to see her reach the concrete patio.  “Yeah, it was my idea to end date night on,” Wendy said walking past them, and Shawn nearly fainted that Joseph was right. 
 
    “What are you two doing out here? Seeing if we were going to show up?” Arthur laughed, walking over and they saw his arms were loaded with their clothes and gear.  
 
    “Please,” Joseph scoffed. “I was getting away from Sarah, and little brother was just joining me.” 
 
    Dropping the clothes on the patio, they let off a wet slap. “God damn, the sun isn’t even up and you two are already at it?!” Arthur cried out. 
 
    “Hey, talk to her, not me!” Joseph cried out. “The only mistake I made was waking Robin up.” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, “What the fuck did you do that for?” Arthur growled. 
 
    “You never said she turned into a little demon if you woke her up. I’m sorry, she crawled into bed with me and I didn’t know it. I was scared I had rolled over on her.”  
 
    With the reason explained, Arthur’s expression changed fast. “Well, that would be a good reason,” he admitted, then looked up at Joseph. “But you’re still dealing with her today.”  
 
    “Dad, I’ll let Robin crawl up my ass if you tell Sarah to get out of my ass,” Joseph offered. 
 
    Stepping back and giving a nod, “Deal,” Arthur said, and headed for the house.  
 
    “See what I mean?” Joseph laughed, then turned to Shawn but saw him staring down with wide eyes. “What?” 
 
    Glancing down at the clothes Shawn was staring at in shock, “It’s not their blood,” Joseph pointed out. 
 
    “Even their tactical vests are soaked!” Shawn cried out.  
 
    “Yeah, so?” Joseph huffed. “I hope you notice, the smaller one isn’t soaked, it’s drenched, and that one belongs to Mom. So, what does that tell you?” 
 
    Not sure what he was feeling, Shawn just shook his head numbly. “Momma is a badass bitch.”  
 
    Patting Shawn on the back, “Very good,” Joseph said, and guided Shawn to the house.  
 
    Before they reached the door, Todd busted out. “You should hear the radio!” he cried out. “Everyone is talking about the Caravan Man attacking three different groups last night. One was in the middle of nowhere and they were found. The Caravan Man went in with another and took out the entire gang with knives!” 
 
    “Oh, I believe it,” Joseph laughed, and Shawn just nodded with wide eyes. 
 
    “They even chased a car down on the interstate that tried to get away and shot them up!” Todd told them. 
 
    “Hey, it was date night and Dad went all out,” Joseph laughed and Shawn noticed, Todd was excited but he didn’t act surprised in the least. “Go and check out Mom’s gear. It’s drenched in blood.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “I don’t doubt you,” Todd laughed, and opened the door for them.  
 
    Walking in, Joseph gave a groan seeing Sarah storming toward him. “You called me a totally worthless, forked tongue, lice-infested, bug-eyed, gas bag bitch!” she screamed. 
 
    “Damn, you figured out Arabic. I have to say, I’m impressed,” Joseph nodded, taking a sip. 
 
    As Sarah took a breath to unleash, Arthur barked, “Sarah!” making her jump a foot in the air. Spinning around in the air toward the shout, she landed looking at Arthur in shock. “I’m not in the mood. You will go to the dining room and sit down, right now.”  
 
    “Did you hear what he called me? Those aren’t the words, but that’s what they meant!” she cried out. 
 
    “Young lady, I will make you stand in the corner,” Arthur warned.  
 
    Stomping her foot and storming off, Sarah spun around and stuck her tongue out at Joseph and he flipped her off. Since neither spoke, Arthur didn’t care. “Joseph, you will eat in my office,” Arthur said with Nicole in one arm and Robin in the other. 
 
    “Why do I have to eat in the office and not her?” Joseph whined, but Arthur was happy he didn’t stomp his feet. 
 
    “She’s out of your ass,” Arthur said, walking over and handed off Robin.  
 
    Looking at Joseph with a grumpy face, Robin blabbered away at him. “I would rather listen to you than Sarah,” he stated proudly. Grabbing a tray, he put a plate down for him and Robin and headed off.  
 
    Pulling her wet hair up in a ponytail, “Why did you come down so hard on Sarah?” Wendy asked. 
 
    “Because you told our son to look up belittling scientific terms to call her,” Arthur popped off, then added. “But one that was in another language. You want to blame that on me?” 
 
    Scoffing and slapping Arthur’s butt, “After date night, are you kidding?” Wendy laughed, and grabbed platters of food and headed into the dining room.  
 
    Looking down at Nicole, “Oh, I will be taking her out on more date nights,” Arthur told her, and Nicole busted out laughing.  
 
    Heading to the dining room and sitting down, Arthur was shocked at how all the kids came over to him and Wendy. All of them hugged them, and many did it after climbing into their laps. “Guys, we were only out one night. You usually don’t see us anyway because you’re asleep,” Arthur told them. 
 
    Leaning over, Wendy slapped the back of his head. “You leave the kids alone, they missed us,” she snapped. 
 
    Everyone turned when Joseph ran into the room carrying Robin. “You sent him to the office?” Sarah whined.  
 
    “Shut it, bitch!” Joseph yelled, but never looked at Sarah as he stopped beside Wendy and Arthur. “Mom, there’s a guy calling for you on the CB, channel six. His handle is LL,” Joseph blurted out. 
 
    Wendy jumped with Arthur and both bolted from the dining room with Joseph following. Then everyone saw Jo Ann and Sally take off after them. The entire group looked from one another, then everyone got up. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Friends and a Rusty Trombone 
 
      
 
    Running into Arthur’s office, Wendy dropped in his chair and grabbed the CB microphone. “To LL, this is Wendy,” she called out. After waiting a few seconds, she repeated.  
 
    “This is LL,” a male monotone voice called back. “If this is the Wendy I’m looking for, how did we meet?” 
 
    Grinning, Wendy keyed the microphone. “You saved mine and two little girls’ asses.” She glared up at Arthur as he tapped the keyboard and a map sprung up on the computer.  
 
    Everyone that could hear the radio instantly heard the change in LL’s voice; he was very happy. “Good to finally hear from ya. Sorry, but had two others answer my call yesterday afternoon,” LL called back. 
 
    Not liking that they’d missed his first calls, “No problem, where are you at? Are you calling from where we talked about?” 
 
    “Very close, don’t go into towns unless we have to. Never thought I would see a plague of rats, mice, flies, and ants, but they love towns so we avoid them unless there isn’t a choice,” he answered, and Wendy heard him stress the ‘we’ each time. 
 
    Trying to figure out how to meet up with LL, “Can you give me a location without being very specific?” she asked, watching the computer screen. The map image on screen suddenly moved to the west of Clarksville.    
 
    “You bet,” LL laughed. “Remember what I cleared for you to get home?” 
 
    A wide grin sprang on her face remembering the Mississippi River Bridge, “Yes, and thank you so much for that.”  
 
    “There is one eight miles west of where you sent me, both are just shorter and clear,” LL said, hoping she understood. 
 
    Hoping he was referring to the interstate bridges west of Clarksville, “I think I do, LL. If not, when I get closer and if I guessed wrong, I’ll call you back to set up a spot to meet,” Wendy called out as Arthur grabbed the microphone. 
 
    Making sure the mic wasn’t keyed, “Ask him if they’re in danger right now,” Arthur said. 
 
    Understanding what Arthur meant, “LL, is danger close to you now? Is time a factor that we need to come hard and fast?” 
 
    “No, we had some trying to shadow us, but we gave them the slip,” LL answered, and a blue circle sprang up on the map on the screen. Wendy just blinked because it was a rather large circle with a circumference of ten miles, encompassing most of Clarksville, but the center was just to the west.   
 
    “Tell him it’ll take you four hours to reach him, and you’ll be in the vehicle he saw you in,” Arthur told her.  
 
    After Wendy repeated it and LL called back, “I’m driving the same manufacturer, but a different model and much older. There will be a van you can’t miss with me. Don’t rush, if we get in trouble, I’ll let you know,” he called back.   
 
    Turning around, “It only takes us an hour to get to Clarksville,” Wendy reminded him. 
 
    “I know, but he said others were responding to him, so we want anyone who sees vehicles moving or were listening to think you’re a long way from there,” he told her. 
 
    Tilting her head to the computer screen, “You were triangulating?” she asked.  
 
    “Yeah, but his transmissions weren’t long enough to get a lock on,” Arthur answered, then felt something behind him and glanced back, giving a startle. The office was packed. Out the door he saw the hall and all the way to the living room were packed. “Guys, we were going to tell you what was said,” Arthur laughed.  
 
    “So, how long for you to get ready?” Wendy asked, getting up. 
 
    Shaking his head, “I’ll be ready long before you, toots,” Arthur said, adjusting Nicole as she tried to reach down for the CB microphone. “But this is how we’ll meet up,” he said grinning. 
 
    *** 
 
    Driving the Tahoe she had taken in Florida, Wendy glanced over at Joseph in the passenger seat. He was sweeping the area and gripping his AR. For his first trip out, Wendy thought he looked rather relaxed. Looking in the side mirror, she saw the truck Ellie was driving with her crew.  
 
    “Want me to radio Dad?” Joseph asked as Wendy pulled onto the interstate in Ozark, heading east in the westbound lanes.  
 
    “No, wait till we’re closer. We know where LL is and if Arthur sees anything else, he’ll let us know,” Wendy said as both listened to the CB. People were chattering like always, talking about anything and everything. The only thing Wendy didn’t like was she had seen more people out and about than on any of the other trips. Most were at houses, but some were walking along the roads. They had even passed two trucks north of White Oak.  
 
    The interstate lanes were clear with an occasional car or truck on the shoulder. Since she had ridden on this road before she had seen all of them, and was now just looking for changes.  
 
    Hanging from a speed limit sign were two decomposing corpses with a sign hanging from them that read, ‘Be nice and don’t fucking piss me off, The Caravan Man’. 
 
    Joseph busted out laughing. “Wonder what they did to piss Dad off?” 
 
    “They killed a family I sold quilts to in Ozark,” Wendy answered. “Saw one at their house when I drove in and asked Arthur to go and check it out.” 
 
    Just as fast as the laughter hit him, all joy left. “This is bullshit,” Joseph sighed. “Why can’t people just get the fuck along?” 
 
    “It’s easier to take than work,” Wendy answered.  
 
    With a lopsided grin, “Unless the Caravan Man finds out,” Joseph told her. 
 
    Nodding and grinning also, “Yes, the Caravan Man has definitely thrown a few monkey wrenches in the takers’ plans,” Wendy agreed, then became serious. “Let Arthur know we’re three miles away.”  
 
    Grabbing the hand-held radio off the dash, “To the other half, we are three miles out, moving at forty MPH,” Joseph called out. 
 
    “Copy,” Arthur called back. “Peeping Toms were still in place to the north and south thirty minutes ago when overwatch pulled out.” 
 
    Coming over a hill, Joseph saw two vehicles parked in the median a mile away. “We have eyes on,” he called out.  
 
    “If trouble starts, we’ll hear it and come rolling with thunder. Be careful,” Arthur told them. 
 
    Putting the radio on the dash, “I wonder if it wouldn’t have been illegal if Dad would’ve ever made our radios?” he wondered out loud. 
 
    Scoffing, “Hell, no,” Wendy shot back. “Telling Arthur he’s not to do something is just giving him permission.”  
 
    As Wendy slowed, she grabbed the CB mic. “LL, we’re here. If that’s you ahead, flash your lights.”  
 
    An older Suburban flashed its headlights and Wendy saw the driver’s door open. “I see you,” LL called back.  
 
    “I see the house Dad was talking about to the south,” Joseph said, then turned north. “I think I know which knoll he was talking about two hundred yards to the north on the other side of the creek. He’s right, that one could be a problem. They have cover and we would have to assault that just to make sure we got them.” 
 
    Guiding the Tahoe off the road and into the median, Wendy eased up and instantly recognized LL. Even though they’d met face-to-face for only minutes, she could never forget his face. Letting out a sigh and making sure Ellie was still behind her, “Oh, I’m so glad he’s okay,” Wendy mumbled as the radio on the dash went off.  
 
    “I see one watching from the upstairs window from the house to the south, but we can’t see shit from that knoll to the north,” Ellie called out.  
 
    “Wish Dad would’ve left the overwatch in place,” Joseph said, glancing to the north at a visible ridge a half mile to the north. “I understand why he didn’t leave Todd and Shawn there, but it would’ve been nice.”  
 
    Grabbing the door handle, “Why do you think he pulled them?” Wendy asked, watching LL close his driver’s door.  
 
    “When we start shooting that way, we could hit our lookouts. I’m just surprised they would be watching LL this close,” Joseph said, turning to the house to the south. “That house is five hundred yards away. Way too far to ambush from, but a nice spot to observe from. That spot to the north, great spot to do either.”  
 
    “I should’ve known that,” Wendy sighed, opening her door and getting out. “Hey, LL,” she said smiling, and saw LL visibly relax when he saw her. Leaving her door open, “My son is with me. He’s getting out, and you have folks watching you.” 
 
    Walking over to LL, she was surprised to see him nod. “Yeah, spotted them two hours ago,” he told her with a sigh. “Jason saw them move in just after we got here two hours ago. One is staying set up on a spotting scope in the upstairs window. There are three in the house he’s spotted, but saw four enter it and none have left it.” 
 
    “You’re talking about the house to the south?” Wendy asked, but didn’t point. Instead, she held out her hand. 
 
    Shaking her hand, “Yeah,” LL said. 
 
    “Well, you have at least one to the north that’s closer. Unlike those to the south, they know what they’re doing.”  
 
    Giving a startle, “You saw Jason?!” LL blurted out in shock.  
 
    Still clasping LL’s hand in the shake, “Jason?” Wendy asked. 
 
    “The one to the north,” LL clarified. 
 
    “He’s with you?” Wendy asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, he moved in before we did,” LL said, letting her hand go. 
 
    “I need to let them know,” Wendy said, grabbing her radio microphone on her vest. “This is other half,” she called out. 
 
    “Go,” Arthur called out. 
 
    “The one to north is friendly.”  
 
    “Copy,” Arthur answered. “I take it you made contact?” 
 
    “Duh, how could I know that unless I had?” 
 
    “You could’ve seen them run up to rejoin the group as you neared,” Arthur shot back, and LL smirked. 
 
    “Oh, he can chap my ass,” Wendy mumbled, then keyed the mic. “Yes, made contact and standing here with LL.”  
 
    “We’re rolling,” Arthur told her. 
 
    Turning as Joseph got out, “I’m glad you had someone home to come back to,” LL said with a remorseful smile. 
 
    Looking behind LL at the Suburban and… Wendy gave a startle seeing the van up close. If there was an apocalyptic vehicle, she was looking at it. She could tell it was a Chevy 3500 van at one time, but it had been lengthened and another axle added turning it into a 6x6. Mudding tires that had to be forty inches tall were on the six wheels, and the van was lifted ten inches at least. A massive bumper was on the front that held a winch, and gear was stowed in the roof rack. “Fuck,” she mumbled, looking at the van. 
 
    Shaking the shock off, “Your kids didn’t come back?” she asked, turning away from him.  
 
    “No,” LL said remorsefully, looking at the radio on Wendy’s vest. “Sure that’s secure?” 
 
    Laughing, “OH, even the NSA would have fits trying to crack this thing’s encryption. The fact there was a law that said you couldn’t broadcast in encryption made my husband make some,” Wendy told him. 
 
    Very shocked, “Your husband survived as well?” LL asked.  
 
    Nodding, “He’s coming, but we can’t act like we know him. He’s going to act like he’s just riding by,” Wendy said.  
 
    “Think I need to pull Jason in then?”  
 
    “Yes, we’ll be leaving before he does,” Wendy said. Moving to the front of his Suburban, LL waved to the north with his left arm and then his right.  
 
    “I got movement to the north. One on foot running toward us,” Ellie called out. 
 
    Turning around, “You going to tell her he’s with us?” LL asked. 
 
    “She heard me tell Arthur. Everyone has to call out movement, friendly or not,” Wendy said, and LL gave an impressed nod. Barely able to see the figure coming, Wendy turned to LL as he moved back to her and for the first time, noticed LL looked physically drained. “LL, did you get Rudolph?” she asked. There were huge bags under his eyes.  
 
     “No,” LL told her.  
 
    “When was the last time you slept?” 
 
    “We sleep when we can,” he replied with a sigh. “Wendy, I’m sorry I came, but we didn’t have much choice, and you were the only thing I could think of. I’m begging, can you put us up for a few days? I know we’ll be a drain, but just a few days, please?”  
 
    Reaching over and putting her hand on LL’s arm, “You don’t have to ask, LL. If we can’t make room where we are, we helped set up another group. Either way, you can stay as long as you like,” she told him. The relief that flooded over LL stunned Wendy. For a second, she thought he was going to cry.  
 
    “We’ll take any help,” he panted out in relief.  
 
    “How many with you?”  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “Twenty-two, including me,” he answered.  
 
    Jerking her eyes back to the Suburban and van, “You have twenty people in those two vehicles now?” she asked in shock.  
 
    Nodding, “Eleven are infants, three toddlers, two seven-year-olds, a ten-year-old boy, a thirteen-year-old boy, and a fifteen-year-old girl,” he said in a tired voice. “Then there’s me, Jason, and his wife Samantha.” 
 
    Stumbling back, “Holy shit,” Wendy gasped. “No wonder you’re exhausted.” 
 
    With very tired eyes, LL gave a lazy nod. “I’ve never been this tired in my life.”  
 
    Turning as a figure ran up in a ghillie suit carrying a nice AR with a suppressor, Wendy noticed a very nice AR10 on his back, also suppressed but had a very large and expensive scope. “Jason, I take it? I’m Wendy,” she said, holding out her hand.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Jason said, shaking her hand.  
 
    Only able to see Jason’s face under the ghillie hood, the momma in Wendy almost told Jason to go and get in the bed this instant. If LL looked tired, Jason looked near collapse. “How in the hell could you move that fast with as tired as you are?” Wendy asked bluntly. 
 
    Giving a shrug that she could barely see under the ghillie suit, “Doing what I have to,” Jason panted, and Wendy could swear Jason was struggling to use energy just to blink his eyes. 
 
    “They spotted you,” LL said, and that got a startle from Jason.  
 
    Staring at Wendy, “When?” Jason blurted out, getting a boost of energy from adrenaline.  
 
    Even with the boost, Jason still looked ready to drop. “Arthur had a scout move in two hours ago to that ridge half a mile to the north. They spotted you with a thermal scope,” Wendy told him. 
 
    “This has a liner!” Jason cried out, tapping his ghillie suit.  
 
    “I don’t know what they saw, only that they spotted you, but even Todd said you were good,” Wendy said.  
 
    Turning to LL, “Man, I’m sorry,” Jason said, clearly let down that he could’ve compromised his group.  
 
    “Son, after what we’ve done, there isn’t anything to be sorry for,” LL said with a grin.  
 
    Hearing engines to the east, they both turned. “That’s my husband, the Caravan Man. We can’t let others know any of the names from his group,” Wendy told them.   
 
    Both jumped to gawk at her, “Your husband is the Caravan Man?!” they both cried out. 
 
    “Yep,” Wendy smiled with pride. “His real name is Arthur, but don’t tell any outside our group.” 
 
    “Um,” LL said hesitantly. “On this side of Russellville, we saw a man tied to a sign that wasn’t there yesterday. Wendy, his cluster had been cut off,” LL told her with a shiver. “There was a sign that said this happens to rapists, from the Caravan Man.” 
 
    “Oh, Arthur didn’t do that,” Wendy laughed. “Last night was date night, and he gave that one to me before we went killing. You saw my bitch hanging from that stop sign.”  
 
    With an uncomfortable shrug, “Wendy, his whole cluster?” LL groaned, then unconsciously shifted his groin.  
 
    Giving LL a wink, “If you would’ve looked closer, you would’ve seen his cluster shoved in his mouth,” Wendy told him.  
 
    “That’s cold,” Jason said, staring at Wendy but was grinning, “but that is fucking awesome as shit.”  
 
    With the engines getting louder, they all turned to see two black Suburbans, an MRAP, and the dually truck pulling a trailer hauling ATVs. “Wendy, I’m so happy you got home to find your family and that they were all right,” LL said as the line of vehicles started to slow. “The fact you’re married to the Caravan Man makes me want to give you the world.”  
 
    “Why did he come in from the east?” Jason asked, glancing around.  
 
    “He took care of the others that those in the house are with,” Wendy answered, making both turn to her. “All he told me, was they followed you down from Missouri.”  
 
    “How in the fuck did he know where to look? We just got here yesterday!” Jason cried out. 
 
    Joseph started laughing, making both turn to face him. “The gang was a group of idiots,” he laughed out. “They had those citizen band walkie talkies; you know the hand-held ones?” he asked, and both nodded in understanding. “The idiots thought that since they hit the ‘Private’ button, it secured their conversations. All that does is makes it so you can’t hear any other radio, but they can all still hear you.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” LL mumbled.  
 
    “I thought some of the newer generations were encrypted,” Jason said.  
 
    Nodding, “Oh, they are. But the encryption is only to block out incoming traffic. It was against the law to broadcast out on radio bands,” Joseph said, and saw Jason take a breath to object. “Unless you got a license and gave the FCC your encryption code. Then and only then, could you broadcast out on radio frequency. That’s why the government can listen in on cellphones, they broadcast on a radio frequency and that’s also how they went after people that encrypted cellphone communication. The law clearly states, ‘radio transmissions’ and those laws were put in effect during the fifties.” 
 
    As the line of vehicles stopped in the other lanes, “Never knew that communist shit,” Jason mumbled.  
 
    “Remember, none of us know who the Caravan Man is,” Wendy said as Arthur climbed out of the first black Suburban. “Hello, Mr. Caravan Man,” she grinned, holding out her hand as he walked over.  
 
     Shaking her hand, Arthur looked at the group. “I need everyone to cover their ears,” he told them. “That group in the house has been calling for those we took out and are now freaking out. I want to go ahead and just take care of them.” 
 
    Jason and LL both gave a startle, “How loud?!” they both cried out. 
 
    “Oh, it’s about to get very loud,” Arthur told them. 
 
    “Let us pull up down the road so all the babies don’t wake up,” LL said, moving to his truck. 
 
    “Arthur, let me lead them home. They have eleven infants and there’s only three adults and two older kids that can help with the seventeen other kids and infants,” Wendy said, and Arthur jumped back. 
 
    “Holy motherfucker!” he cried out, turning to LL and Jason. “Fuck, I’ll just let them go.” 
 
    “I really wish you wouldn’t,” Jason said. “We gave them the slip, or thought we did last night, but they found us so they were up to no good.” 
 
    “Shit, they’ve been following you since you crossed over the Mississippi River in Missouri. They were waiting to see where you were going before hitting you,” Arthur said, and both LL and Jason froze.  
 
    “You better be shitting us, Caravan Man,” Jason mumbled. 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, you crossed I-155 Bridge at three a.m. day before yesterday, and that’s where they picked you up. They kept one on a dirt bike trailing you and calling out turns to those behind him,” Arthur told him. 
 
    “They followed us over two hundred miles, why?” LL asked. 
 
    “They thought you were heading to a survivalist retreat because you were traveling at night and your rides,” Arthur answered.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll give them that one for my ride,” Jason said, glancing back at the van. 
 
    “Sorry, but it was LL’s that had them convinced you were survivalists with his mint condition 1975 Suburban with an up-to-date off-road package,” Arthur said, and LL just looked at him confused. “More EMP resistant, or so they told me. I wasn’t going to give them a lecture on the error of their thinking before I killed them.” 
 
    “So, they’re all dead?” LL asked. 
 
    “Except those in that house and if they leave, I’m not chasing after them. There are others in the group back in Illinois waiting on word from them,” Arthur said.  
 
    “Fucking just cut loose on their asses,” Jason huffed. “We’ll just deal with the babies.”   
 
    “Are you insane?!” LL cried out. 
 
    Waving an arm out, “They followed us for over two hundred miles. I want to see the bastards dealt with,” Jason said. “Just let me tell my wife first.” 
 
    As he jogged off, Arthur spun to Wendy. “Another husband and wife made it?” he asked very cheerfully.  
 
    “Yeah, don’t know much else,” Wendy said as a woman climbed out of the jacked-up van that she took for Samantha, Jason’s wife. It seemed Samantha wanted to watch as well, as Jason ran back over and she climbed back in the van to warn the kids and watch from inside.  
 
    “Cut loose on the bastards,” Jason said. 
 
    Grabbing his radio, “Todd, girls, hit that farmhouse for me. Don’t stop until you dump your load of ammo,” Arthur called out. 
 
    “Oh, I’m so glad you’re letting the twins shoot the remote firing station,” Wendy sighed with relief. 
 
    “They asked real nice,” Arthur laughed as the top of the second Suburban popped open. A mounted minigun with Todd at the controls was exposed. As he swung the minigun over, the remote firing station had already swung over and fifty caliber thunder broke the quiet afternoon.  
 
    Fifty caliber tracers streaked across the field in the steady thump-thump-thump of Ma Deuce. Then, M134 minigun joined in. It sent a steady stream of red tracers across the field and it hosed the house down.  
 
    “Fuck, they’re loud!” Wendy screamed, covering her ears. 
 
    Turning to Wendy and pointing at his ear at the electronic aid, “I told you to put in your hearing protection!” Arthur shouted back, and Wendy just flipped him off quickly so she could recover her ears. 
 
    For three minutes, the two guns rained fire on the two-story house. When the firing stopped it was eerily quiet, but a chorus of screaming kids could be heard from the van.  
 
    Slowly, the house tilted to the left and then picked up speed, crumbling into a mass of lumber. Everyone could see some smoke, but no flames yet. “If they’re still alive, they aren’t happy,” Arthur informed everyone.   
 
    “I’ll let ’em kick my ass,” Jason said.  
 
    “Babe, we going to escort them home first or the new group area?” Wendy asked. 
 
    Clearly pissed off as he turned to look at Wendy, “LL is coming to stay at the house if they’re staying,” he popped off. “Those with LL are more than welcome to stay there as well.” 
 
    “We still have to finish the dorm rooms,” she reminded Arthur.  
 
    “I don’t give a fuck. LL saved my girl. He wants it, I’ll suck his dick right now,” Arthur vowed, and LL took several steps back holding up both hands. 
 
    “Whoa, now,” he called out.  
 
    “That’s fucking love,” Joseph informed everyone.  
 
    “Maybe, but you don’t need to do anything extravagant,” LL told Arthur. “Just a place to rest would be great, but if you can’t handle our numbers we’ll move on. No hard feelings.”  
 
    Squaring off with LL, “Motherfucker, you’re the only swinging dick that can go to my house and sit in my chair for the rest of your life and not do a god-damn-thing. I’ll do your work and mine. You didn’t have to help in that attack and I’m surprised you did, considering how outnumbered you were, according to Wendy,” Arthur said, and LL’s hands just dropped by his side in shock as Arthur continued. “Those with you, they’ll have to pitch in, but they stay with us. They are with you, the man that came to my wife’s aid. Now, I don’t want to have to get violent, but I will. I want you to at least come to my house, so I can feed you at the very least. If you want to move on, I won’t stop you, but I will beg you not to leave.”  
 
    Looking into Arthur’s eyes as he spoke, LL could tell Arthur was serious, LL was just hoping the blowjob was a joke. “Arthur, Wendy was fighting back, and I couldn’t just not help. That wasn’t how I was raised or how I raised my boys. I wasn’t going to commit suicide, but with the way Wendy was sending hate out of that little shack, they never knew I was involved until I had half their number down. I’m not something special, young man.”  
 
    Giving a shrug, “Don’t care why you did it, just that you did help her,” Arthur told him. “I’m in a debt to you that I’ll never be able to repay.”  
 
    Listening to Arthur talk, “Oh,” Wendy snarled out rather seductively. “We aren’t having a date night, we’re having a freak nasty night, babe.”  
 
    “Love my wife with all my heart, my very being, in fact,” Jason declared with raised eyebrows, “just don’t know if I could offer a blowjob and really mean it like he did.” LL and Joseph both snickered. “A hand job I could do, maybe even a reach around. Just don’t know about the pole smoking and hope I never have to find out.”  
 
    “Jason,” Arthur called out, breaking his realization discovery. “I’ll play LL’s rusty trombone with pride.” 
 
    Stumbling back, Jason fell on his ass with wide eyes. Hearing a ‘Wow’, from Wendy, LL looked at Joseph only to see shock. “I have no idea what that is, but I don’t have a trombone,” LL informed Arthur. “Much less a rusty one, son.” 
 
    Busting out laughing, “LL, it’s when someone eats a man’s ass and masturbates them at the same time; rusty trombone,” Wendy cackled.  
 
    Dropping his hands to his rifle, LL stepped back until his back was pressed against his Suburban. “Arthur, Caravan Man, I don’t care, you look at me funny, I’m going to shoot ya. You told me thanks and we could take a break at your place, we’re even, so get all this other stuff out of your mind for payment, there isn’t any payment due and never will be,” LL warned, then turned to Wendy. “Girl, you ever leave this one, I’ll find ya and it won’t be pretty.”  
 
    Samantha jumped from the van and everyone was surprised not to hear crying babies. “Jason, what the hell is wrong?” she asked, coming over and holding out her hand to help him up. 
 
    Taking her hand and looking up as he got up, “I don’t even have to think about the rusty trombone, I would just let someone fuck me before playing their rusty trombone,” Jason declared to all.  
 
    Shivering as she danced away, “Who’s rusty are you talking about playing because I’m leaving before you do,” she informed him. Jason quickly explained the reason and Samantha just shook her head and patted Jason’s cheek. “Good boy, if someone told me I had to repay them by playing the rusty trombone… I would tell you to skull fuck ‘em until they died.” 
 
    Leaning over, Jason kissed her cheek. “I could do that,” he chuckled. 
 
    “Y’all follow Wendy out. I’ll be along shortly,” Arthur said, waving at his vehicles and people started pouring out.  
 
    Seeing the twins on the MRAP, LL almost called out, but Wendy grabbed his arm. “Remember, we don’t know them,” she reminded him. “No one is close, but we don’t know if any are further out watching,” she said, pointing around the area.  
 
    Glancing around and noticing a number of hilltops miles away that a person could be set up on, “Sorry, just glad to see ‘em,” LL said. 
 
    Watching the twins struggling to lift a hundred pound can of fifty caliber ammunition together, “Oh, they were happy to hear from you,” Wendy said, very impressed with Jo Ann and Sally. “You can tell them later.”  
 
    As LL opened his Suburban’s door, he saw a kid and a young man carrying a dead body past, making him stop. A teenage girl followed them with a sign mounted to a board that read, ‘Point your fucking gun at me and I kill everyone in your group. Show me respect and I’ll do the same. The Caravan Man’  
 
    “Now that is teaching proper morals and behavior on a scale that will demand compliance. No slap on the wrist for your first infraction,” LL chuckled, climbing into his truck. Glancing over to see Samantha and Jason climbing in the van, he turned ahead to see Wendy already pulling away and turning around in the median. “Oh, Edith,” he mumbled to his dead wife who’d passed two decades ago. “I’ve never been so happy that I helped another person as I am for helping Wendy that day,” LL said, and the kids in the Suburban glanced over at him as he pulled out of the median following Wendy’s group.  
 
    In his mirror, he saw more bodies being pulled from a trailer that held ATVs until Jason and Samantha’s jacked-up van blocked his view by pulling in behind him. “Edith, I loved you more than the earth, but I don’t think I could’ve offered to play a rusty trombone for ya,” LL said, and that really confused the kids.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Exhaustion wins 
 
      
 
    Reaching the ranch, LL, Jason, and Samantha were blown away, but their bodies and minds were exhausted on a scale not many would ever know. When they pulled up to a spot to park, a passel of ten through twelve-year-olds came down from the house and collected the infants and other kids in their group. “They do know how to take care of babies, right?” Samantha asked, watching the infants being extracted from the van very adeptly by the kids.  
 
    “Oh, yeah. Little Momma doesn’t tolerate any shortcomings when it comes to the kids,” Wendy assured her. “We put the keys to all the vehicles under the driver’s seat,” she said, closing the door to the Tahoe. “Not for the kids, but if someone does figure out how to get inside the perimeter fence, Arthur doesn’t want keys left in the ignition. If the vehicle isn’t going to be used in a while, we arm the alarm and put the keys in a lockbox,” she said, pointing at a farmhouse on the valley floor that was surrounded by equipment.  
 
    Giving an impressed nod, LL tossed his keys under his seat and then shut the door. “Nice house,” LL said, looking at the house and wondering how the hell all the bodies he was seeing could possibly fit inside. 
 
    Throwing her head back and laughing, “That’s not our house, LL,” she said. “This used to be our neighbors’ farm. Now, the house and barn are used for storage. There are five other houses on small farms in our perimeter that we’re using also. Number six was where the lake is, so it got knocked down.” 
 
    Walking past his mom, “And boy, did you piss Dad off,” Joseph mumbled. 
 
    “Doing it his way would’ve taken ten days to tear down that house, barn, and outbuildings. Then move all the shit off and stacking it in neat piles. My way, we were done in an hour,” Wendy snapped. 
 
    Spinning around to walk backward, “Hey, I agree with you privately, but you know Dad hates to waste shit he can use later. I was dreading recovering that many damn bricks, or more appropriately, dreading for the kids because I know for a fact, neither of you would’ve let me help. I’ve done that before, remember the house that came with the land the textile barn is on? That’s the only time I’ve ever whined to Dad and I was thirteen. He told me to take my dick off and put on an itty bitty, little girl pussy because I was acting like a little spoiled bitch,” Joseph scoffed, spinning around and walking normally before calling over his shoulder, “Dad said I couldn’t even get a big pussy to replace my dick because not even a woman would whine as much as I did!”    
 
    “Why in the fuck didn’t you tell me then?!” Wendy shouted. 
 
    Jumping in one of the line of UTVs, “Are you insane?!” Joseph shouted back. “Then I would’ve been a tattletale, and he would’ve found a tiny pussy to replace my dick with! He wasn’t taking away my first toy, so I just shut my mouth and recovered the damn bricks!”  
 
    Laughing at the two, Jason slung his AR over his back. “I’m really not in the mood for feeding time,” he sighed. LL and Samantha both nodded, moving to the line of UTVs.  
 
    “Guys,” Wendy called out, stopping them. “Let the kids take ‘em and get them fed. I need to show you around.” 
 
    For a split second, the three gave a look of utter joy, but it was quickly replaced by fear. For the last seven months, Jason and Samantha had cared for and protected the infants, and then they’d joined up with LL who was caring for his group. It felt wrong not to be doing it with the effort they had already put forth. The three looked at one another, wondering how to proceed. 
 
    “Guys, the kids will be fine, I assure you,” Wendy told them. “I need to show you around. You’re big people, and you need to know the lay of the land inside the ranch, just in case we’re found or attacked. The big people will move out to hit the attackers while the older kids secure the home.”  
 
    Understanding that very well, the three followed Wendy to another UTV and climbed in. “Have many problems around here?” Jason asked, dropping into the backseat with his wife.  
 
    “No, the Caravan Man takes care of them before they become a problem to us,” Wendy answered, driving off back down the road lined with equipment toward the levee.  
 
    “Does Arthur take the kids out a lot to do his Caravan Man business?” Samantha asked, cradling her rifle. The valley had a sense of peace she hadn’t felt since before the world had fallen into viral misery.  
 
    “If you’re talking about hitting gangs, no. Today was the first time,” Wendy said, pulling to a stop on top of the levee. “He didn’t want to, but his mini me’s begged and pleaded after he caught the radio transmissions from that group shadowing you. I normally would’ve taken his side, but we had date night last night and neither of us has slept.”  
 
    Looking out over the fifty-acre area that would be the lake, “I’m sorry,” LL said. 
 
    “Pfft,” Wendy buzzed her lips. “It wasn’t because Arthur was tired and might make a mistake, I wanted the kids and Todd to go with him. When Arthur is tired he gets extravagant, and I wanted to avoid that at all costs.” 
 
    Leaning up between the front seats, “Not to be rude, but could you define ‘extravagant actions’ by Arthur?” Jason asked.  
 
    “He goes hunting around us after working all day. Anyone can tell when Arthur is tired by how he hunts. The last hard day he had and then went hunting, he chopped a member of a local gang’s arms off and sent him back. The man had gotten away from the attack when Arthur stormed their area. Arthur chased him down through a neighborhood as the man shot at him. Never firing a shot, Arthur got in front of him to distract the man, offering himself as a target so his dogs, Donald and Daisy, could take the man alive,” Wendy said with a foreboding expression. “He could’ve just shot the bitch in the legs, but no, he wanted to ‘play’ with him.”  
 
    Nodding as he sat back, “I would call that extravagant,” Jason agreed as Samantha leaned over and whispered.  
 
    “You try something like that your legs will be in casts for a year,” she informed him.  
 
    Explaining the area around the levee, Wendy took off driving around the area. It was two hours later when her radio went off as she was driving along the perimeter fence, “Momma, Pops heading back,” a young voice called out.  
 
    “Thank you, Pat,” Wendy called back and then froze, stopping the UTV.  
 
    “You’re welcome, Momma,” Pat called back, and Wendy let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    “Holy shit, I got his name right from over the radio,” she nearly cheered.  
 
    “Momma,” Pat called back in a low voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Wendy answered. 
 
    “Can you come home and make Joseph and Sarah stop shouting at each other?” Pat whispered. 
 
    Squeezing the radio so hard the plastic creaked, “Are they shouting inside with all the kids?” Wendy fired off.  
 
    “No, Momma. They’re out back near the swimming pool,” Pat answered. “Little Momma sent them outside just as soon as Joseph walked in.”  
 
    “I’m coming,” Wendy said, just dropping the radio in the seat.  
 
    “Is Sarah a problem?” Samantha asked as Wendy took off along the inside path of the perimeter fence.  
 
    “I like her. She can organize even better than Arthur, and I thought that was impossible. Just after watching everyone work for two days and seeing how they functioned in different areas, she started making the work schedules,” Wendy said. “And let me tell you, she’s fucking good at it. She knows which kid can do cement better than others, drive heavy equipment… Because of Sarah’s ability to do that, work is moving along really fast. Even Arthur said she’s taken months off his schedule.” 
 
    Really liking Sarah even though they hadn’t met her, they all saw Wendy just shake her head. “For some reason, Joseph and Sarah hate each other,” Wendy sighed.  
 
    The fact Wendy wasn’t unleashing on Sarah and not taking Joseph’s side, told LL just how much Wendy liked Sarah. “My middle two boys were the same way,” he said. “I made them work together for an entire summer. They finally stopped,” he offered on the sly.   
 
    Turning on a path through the woods, “Tried that, weeks ago,” Wendy scoffed. “Had to stop it on the third day because both picked up shovels, trying to take each other’s head off.”  
 
    Listening but scanning around the forest, “Well, I’ve met Joseph, so I’m taking his side,” Jason said, and Samantha punched his arm. 
 
    “Don’t start the male pride right off the bat,” she snapped, and LL gave a snort. 
 
    Turning to look at the back of LL’s head, “Logan,” Samantha barked. “You want me to crawl up there?” 
 
    Wiping the smirk off his face, “Sorry, dust made me sneeze,” LL said.  
 
    “This Sarah just needs to chill,” Jason said, even with Samantha glaring at him.  
 
    “How can you say that? You haven’t even met her,” Samantha grumbled.  
 
    Feeling the glare on the side of his face, Jason refused to turn and acknowledge it. “Don’t have to. I’ve met Joseph and his parents,” Jason told her. 
 
    Thinking about that and unable to deny it sounded good, logical, and within reason, Samantha just gave a huff and turned to watch the trees pass by. When they approached the house from the west driving over the other small bridge over the moat, the three all sat up in wonder.  
 
    “This is fucking awesome!” Jason shouted, looking down at the moat. “Look at that current!” 
 
    “Yeah, at the corners, Arthur has sump pumps that’ll suck down anything up to the size of rat and drown it before grinding it up. Then the chunks are pushed out on a conveyor belt to the outside of the moat. So far, it’s only got a few rats, but he really built it for the ants,” Wendy said with a shiver, but didn’t see the other three shiver with her.  
 
    “Fucking ants,” LL said, trying not to tremble in his seat. 
 
    “Yeah, we always had like twenty or so cats around the barn but since this started, they’ve been breeding hard. They’ve doubled their number and so far, leave the farm animals alone so that tells me, they are-,” she stopped as LL spoke. 
 
    “Eating mice and rats,” he said. “This had to be put in before you saw ants.” 
 
    “Actually, no. Arthur wasn’t going to finish it until after the lake, but he was going to finish it because he said he wasn’t waking up covered in ants and rats,” Wendy said, pulling into the line of UTVs parked along the side of the back patio. “The work for it started before I came back, but Arthur said the ants wouldn’t be out this far, so he moved forward on other projects, only working on the moat in spare time.”  
 
    Unable to deny that was smart, “Then, why is it finished?” LL asked, climbing out.  
 
    “Because I fucking saw the ants and had to walk through them! I showed him the error in his thinking!” Wendy shouted. “We were all going to sleep on the fucking ground eating tree bark for all I cared, but that goddamn moat was getting finished before the lake!” 
 
    “If you expect me to disagree with you, sorry, I’m not,” LL said. “We’ve had to move twice because of ants. You can’t even go in a town of any size anymore because of rats. We watched a man, a full-grown man, get taken down outside of Memphis by rats and no, he wasn’t a crazy.”  
 
    Shivering so violently she danced across the ground, “Maybe we can put in another moat?” Wendy wondered.  
 
    “You are so goddamn stupid!” a shrill female voice screeched.  
 
    They all turned to see Joseph and a woman standing chest to chest, glaring at each other on the other side of the swimming pool. “Bitch, if brains were gun powder, you wouldn’t have enough to blow your fucking nose!” Joseph bellowed.  
 
    “I take it, that’s Sarah?” LL chuckled as Sarah screamed at Joseph.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, “Yes,” Wendy moaned as Ellie came out. “Ellie, will you take them inside and show them around, then make sure they eat?” Wendy asked with a look of utter exhaustion on her face. “I need to break up the children,” she sighed, waving toward Sarah and Joseph. 
 
    Thankful for the task, “OH, yes,” Ellie praised. “We drew straws inside to see who had to come out and try to break them up. I lost, Momma,” Ellie said, making Samantha, Jason and LL give a startle. “They’re fighting harder than they have in a while.” 
 
    “I hear,” Wendy said, handing her AR to Ellie. “Put this in the gun rack in my room,” she said, then looked down at her vest. Undoing the straps, “Take this also and put my pistol up,” Wendy said, pulling off the vest. “I don’t want to be tempted to shoot either of them.” 
 
    Taking the vest, Ellie just nodded. LL, Jason, and Samantha just stared at Wendy. Seeing the shock, “I wouldn’t shoot to kill them,” Wendy assured them but mumbled, “today.” 
 
    “I would only shoot them in the leg,” Wendy said, taking a deep breath and preparing to join the fray.  
 
    As Wendy walked off, they saw Kit and Kat bound over to walk with Wendy. “Let’s get inside,” Ellie ushered, heading for the door. Walking in, the three stopped to look around in wonder. They could see the work done to expand the kitchen and turn the garage into a dining room.  
 
    Looking in the living room at the daycare area, they saw a little girl with one of their babies in her arms. All over the floor on pallets were babies and kids asleep. “Fuck, they have quite a few kids as well,” Jason mumbled, seeing their kids intermingled among the group. Glancing at the window over the sink, Jason saw Wendy had reached Sarah and Joseph. He could tell just by the body actions that all three were bellowing at each other but thankfully, he couldn’t hear it. 
 
    “Need any help, Little Momma?” Ellie called out softly.  
 
    Looking up with a gentle smile, Vicki shook her head. After putting Wendy’s stuff away, Ellie started the tour of the inside and then led them back to the dining room to eat.  
 
    It was a half an hour later that Arthur pulled up to the house in UTVs with his group. They had all heard the yelling as they’d crossed the moat. “Pops,” Shawn said, turning the UTV off. “Can we just let them duke it out today?” 
 
    Taking his fedora off and wiping his brow, “Son, if we let them throw punches today, someone is getting hurt,” Arthur sighed. 
 
    “Joseph wouldn’t hurt Sarah bad,” Kirk said from the backseat, getting out.  
 
    “Son,” Arthur said, getting out. “If Joseph threw a punch now at Sarah, he would be fighting his momma, which he would never do. But I can guarantee you, as mad as Wendy is, she would hit him three or four times before she realized it because after the last time Wendy beat his ass, Joseph wouldn’t even try to block his mom’s hits.”  
 
    Closing his eyes and saying a prayer, “I’ll come with you and help if you want me to, Pops,” Shawn offered.  
 
    “Thanks, but no,” Arthur said, and Shawn cut his eyes to the sky and mouthed a ‘Thank You’ to God.  
 
    Pushing his AR to his back, Arthur strolled across the patio as Todd stopped beside Shawn and Kirk. “That is too much raw emotion from too many people in such a close proximity,” he said, watching Wendy screaming so loudly, she vibrated across the ground. 
 
    “I’m going inside before Pops starts,” Shawn informed everyone, breaking into a run for the door. Needing no encouragement, everyone that had gone out with Arthur stormed the back door, only to be met by Vicki. 
 
    “You wake up the kids and you’ll be doing double chores until the earth stops turning,” she growled at them with narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Sorry,” Todd whispered as they quickly closed the back door, stopping the noise from the ‘discussion’ going on outside. “We would’ve used the dorm entrance, but didn’t want to get close.” 
 
    Stepping over the child gate that separated the living room from the kitchen, “Fine, but I meant what I said,” Vicki said, moving to the kitchen and grabbing a tray that held snacks. “Go eat and get cleaned up, in case I need some of you to help with the new kids.” Not about to piss Little Momma off, they scurried away, silently of course, to the dining room.  
 
    When Todd sat down, Jason moved from his chair to sit beside him. “What the hell is double chores?” Jason asked in a low voice, watching Vicki carry the tray of snacks back to the living room. 
 
    After Todd explained, Jason looked off. “I’ve never been scared of anyone or anything in my life,” Jason said. “But I went to go check on the kids and she threatened me, a grown man that has been in three dozen firefights since this started. When that little girl,” he stressed, “glared at me and threatened me with double chores, I ran off like a bitch.”  
 
    Turning to Jason to see he had taken his gear off, Todd saw Jason was older than he was but not quite as old as Arthur. “Well then, that just shows you’re smarter than I was,” Todd said. “I got double chores my second day here because I didn’t listen to Little Momma.” 
 
    Glancing at the doorway back into the house, “We have fought and provided for those kids and for the first time, I really feel they’re okay and they aren’t even under my ass,” Jason said as Todd glanced over to see Samantha and LL both sound asleep in their chairs with empty plates in front of them.  
 
    “Sir,” Todd said, and Jason held up his hand. 
 
    “The name is Jason, not sir. I’m going to give you some advice, don’t ever call LL ‘sir’. He turns into an instant asshole.” 
 
    Knowing LL was in his late fifties or early sixties, Todd just nodded. “I’ll try,” he said. 
 
    “I’m just warning you, the old fucker can hit hard and throw shit harder,” Jason scoffed.  
 
    “Then I’ll try very hard,” Todd said.  
 
    Leaning back in his chair, “I take it, Arthur is outside jumping into the battle royale?” Jason asked.  
 
    “Oh, Sarah and Joseph will stop fighting when Arthur joins in. It depends on how bad they pissed off Momma if she stops,” Todd replied. “Those two just get Momma so mad when they don’t listen to her, she lashes out. Unfortunately, it’s always Pops that catches it.”  
 
    “Don’t ever get between a husband and wife arguing,” Jason advised.  
 
    Scoffing, “I wouldn’t stand up to Momma in that Abram’s tank we have down there in the valley,” Todd said, then cringed because he had raised his voice some. Glancing back to make sure Vicki wasn’t in the doorway, “Pops is a badass, but Momma… She’s the one I’m terrified of,” Todd said. 
 
    Coming into the dining room, Andrea came over and clipped an ID badge to Jason’s shirt. He looked down to see his picture and name. “Everyone wears them,” Andrea said, then glanced over at Samantha and LL. Putting their badges on the table, “I’m not waking them up.”  
 
    After looking at his badge, Jason realized everyone had them. “This is beyond smart.”  
 
    “Yeah, it was getting hard to keep up with names here,” Andrea said, sitting down on the other side of Todd.  
 
    “Shit,” Jason said, stretching out in his chair. “For three weeks, I got the name of all eleven babies wrong,” he grunted as he finished his stretch. “Samantha got pissed off because I just started calling every baby ‘kid’. Hell, I couldn’t even get the sex right. It wasn’t until I proved to her that she was calling some by the wrong name, she crawled out of my ass. I went and found some ID bracelets and those babies are still wearing them.” 
 
    “Pops was going to do that, but hasn’t got around to it,” Andrea said. 
 
    “I have extra,” Jason said, grabbing a glass of tea. “How much longer will they be outside?” 
 
    “I’m sure Pops has already separated Joseph and Sarah. I’m not going to check and see how Momma is reacting,” Todd said. 
 
    Shaking her head, “Momma is pissed,” Andrea offered. “She’s screaming in Pop’s face now.”  
 
    Seeing it was near three in the afternoon, “I hate to be a punk. You have some place I could lay down?” Jason asked, looking over at his wife and thinking she was about to slide out of her chair. “I swear I’ll do some work after a nap.”   
 
    “You and Samantha are staying in the main guest room upstairs. LL is staying in Joseph’s room. Joseph said he was sleeping on a cot he put in for Robin. We’ll get the other guest room ready for LL tomorrow,” Todd said, and Jason ran through the people he’d met, trying to remember a Robin.  
 
    “The others are making spots for the kids,” Andrea chimed in, seeing Jason was struggling to keep his eyes open.  
 
    “You’re sure the kids with us are safe?” he asked, losing the battle with his eyes and they closed.  
 
    “Safer than anywhere else,” Todd answered.  
 
    With a sense of safety he’d never dared dream of for the kids they had taken on, Jason tilted his head back and was almost instantly out.  
 
    “Let’s go get some others and get them upstairs,” Todd said nodding toward the three, getting up.  
 
    “Eleven infants,” Andrea exclaimed in awe. “I would’ve gone insane.”  
 
    Pulling Andrea from the chair, “The three kids I had nearly did that to me, and they could walk, talk, and tell me they were hungry, and pee by themselves. I just wonder how they got stuck with eleven newborns when this started,” Todd wondered, walking out holding Andrea’s hand.  
 
    Jason, Samantha, nor LL ever acknowledged or stirred as each was carried upstairs. Like their caretakers, none of the kids that had arrived with them, not even the eleven seven-month-olds woke up until the next morning, even when they were moved. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Hell would be a nicer place 
 
      
 
    Not wanting to, Jason struggled out of his sleep because his body needed relief. Blinking his eyes, he saw the nice room and glanced at the wall to see a metal gun rack mounted to the walls like you’d see in movies. His eyes immediately fell on his and Samantha’s weapons in the rack as he tried to convince his body to ignore the functions it wanted addressed. “I can never open the door of the van without waking up at least three babies and one kid,” he mumbled, closing his eyes and trying to ignore the pain his bladder was sending to his brain. 
 
    ‘I’M NOT IN THE VAN!’ Jason screamed in his mind. 
 
    With his eyes flaring open and shooting out of the bed, Jason panted while looking around his surroundings. The bed was empty and he saw his, Samantha’s, and LL’s rucksacks against one wall. Not seeing his vest or boots, he started spinning around and saw his vest was hanging from a door in the corner. A door across the room opened up and Jason jumped three feet in the air.  
 
    Coming out of the bathroom brushing her teeth, Samantha thought Jason looked like a cat thrown on a hot tin roof as he seemed to hover in the air. He landed looking at her, but she could see the panic in his face. Pulling the toothbrush out, “Babe, it’s okay,” she told him, and he just stared at her. “Forget my name, I dare ya.”  
 
    Blinking his eyes as his brain booted up, Jason just sank to the floor panting. “I’ve never slept so hard in my life,” he admitted, then lifted his head to peer over the bed. “Samantha, you really think I could forget your name? I should call you shithead for two days for that.”  
 
    Shoving the toothbrush back in her mouth, “I can throw just as hard as LL, so keep on,” she spoke around the toothbrush.  
 
    Realizing her hair was wet, Jason pulled up on the bed to see Samantha was wrapped in a towel. “There’s a shower in there?” he asked with an almost holy reverence.  
 
    Taking the toothbrush out with toothpaste foam around her mouth, Samantha grinned. “They have to have one of those instant hot water heaters because the hot water never stops and not even you will be able to use only hot. I don’t know what the temp is set on but I tried, it nearly burnt my skin off,” she admitted, then went back to brushing her teeth. Turning around and heading back in the bathroom, “I don’t know how I like that, with kids outnumbering adults I’m sure five to one,” she called out.  
 
    Glancing down and seeing he was only wearing boxers, “Did you strip me?” he asked, moving around the bed and heading for the bathroom.  
 
    Rinsing her mouth out, “Yeah, you still had your pants on. Why did you leave them on and not take my clothes off?” she asked, putting more toothpaste on her brush. “You know I hate sleeping in clothes, and I’ve had to do it for seven months. But thank you for taking my boots and socks off at least.” 
 
    Dropping his boxers and turning on the shower, “How many times have you brushed your teeth?” he asked, yanking his hand out of the shower. “Shit, that is hot.”  
 
    “Told ya,” Samantha laughed, and started brushing her teeth again. “I don’t know, but I don’t have to ration water for formula or food, so I can brush my teeth for real now.”  
 
    After adding some cold, Jason stepped in and could feel the grime and funk screaming as it was blown away by the hot streams of water. “Samantha, the last thing I remember was leaning back in my chair at the table,” Jason more moaned than spoke under the shower.  
 
    Yanking the shower curtain back, “You didn’t carry me here?” she asked, but didn’t stop brushing her teeth.  
 
    “Nope. Otherwise, I would’ve stripped you down because I know you don’t like sleeping in clothes,” Jason told her with his eyes closed.  
 
    Closing the shower curtain and rinsing her mouth out, “Hope they can overlook us just dumping the care of all our kids on them,” Samantha said, smiling at the mirror and inspecting her teeth. Grabbing some floss, she went to work.  
 
    “For the sleep…,” Jason paused and lifted his arm up to see it was just after six a.m. Checking the date and thrilled it was the next day, “last night and this shower, I’ll give someone a reach around.”  
 
    Opening wide to floss her back teeth, “Wwilla yoawy us tehh razior,” Samantha called out with her mouth open as she flossed.  
 
    Not even making an effort to translate, Jason opened the curtain. “You expect me to know what in the hell you just said?”  
 
    Taking the floss from her mouth and staring at him in the mirror, “Use the razor and get that shit off your face,” Samantha told him.  
 
    Reaching up and stroking the beard coming in on his face. “I kind of like it, since my electric razor died in Tennessee.”  
 
    Gracefully putting the floss down and turning around to look Jason in the eyes, “You don’t shave that shit off your face, I’ll never shave my legs or armpits again, I swear,” Samantha vowed and Jason jerked back, and noticed her legs and armpits were shaved.  
 
    In a panic, he turned looking around in the shower and found the razor and shaving cream. “Look, I’m doing it,” he said, filling his hand with foam.  
 
    Thankful it wasn’t a battle, Samantha turned around and grabbed the floss. “I can live like an animal when I have to and make do. But not when we’re back in civilization,” she said, returning to her task.  
 
    “You know where they put us?” Jason called out. 
 
    “Nope,” Samantha called out flossing, but he understood. “I woke up to pee and just tried this door, and found a bathroom with a stack of towels and supplies laid neatly in two piles.”  
 
    With Samantha speaking with her mouth open, it took a minute but Jason got the gist of what she’d said. “We need to wash their sheets,” Jason said, dragging the razor across his face. He wasn’t about to admit it, but he was glad to be getting rid of the beard. The constant itching was driving him insane, and the kids with them were doing a good job of that alone.  
 
    Finished flossing, Samantha smiled in the mirror again and then picked her toothbrush back up, loading it with paste. “We need to hurry and check on the kids. I’m sure Duke is pissed off since you aren’t there,” she said, and started brushing again. “I can’t believe you call him Duke, can you please stop?” she asked for the thousandth time.  
 
    With half his face shaved, “First, hell no, I won’t stop calling him Duke,” Jason snapped. “He looks like a baby John Wayne, and that’s what I’ll call him forever. Second, I just got in the shower and you expect me to rush?” he asked, arching an eyebrow. “I can see from the bottle of men’s shampoo in here that it’s unopened, so that means your bottles were unopened and both are half empty. I know how long it takes you to wash your hair. Samantha, you’ve been in this shower for over an hour.”  
 
    Spitting out a mouthful of toothpaste, “Then you don’t know shit,” Samantha huffed. “I woke up at four and showered once, cut the claws from my toes and fingers and then showered again. Yes, I feel guilty because I should’ve run right out looking for the kids because I know they’re screaming, but I had to get the funk off my body while I had a chance,” she said, looking in the mirror at him. “To wash those sheets, I’ll fill up a bucket of water outside to boil them in before we wash them.”    
 
    For the first time in seven months, Samantha was taking care of herself and Jason couldn’t say anything because he was going to indulge his Id and just take care of his body. Granted, he didn’t think he was going to shower twice, but wasn’t ruling it out just yet. “We’ll make it up to them somehow,” Jason offered, going back to shaving. 
 
    “If I would’ve known this was here, I would’ve begged LL to head here earlier,” Samantha admitted, satisfied her mouth was clean and grabbing a hairbrush.   
 
    “I wish you wouldn’t tell him that,” Jason said, but didn’t say it loud enough to be heard over the shower.  
 
    Feeling better than she could’ve hoped for just days ago, Samantha walked out to the bedroom and over to her rucksack. After they’d left LL’s in May because of the Heavenly Disciples, the only baths they’d had were from a bowl or stream, and they always came after the kids. Like their clothes were washed by hand, and that was only if they could. The clothes in their packs weren’t dirty, but they damn sure weren’t clean either. Dropping down on the bed and dreading putting on semi-clean clothes, Samantha took a deep breath and pushed her body up to get dressed.  
 
    About to move to her pack, she stopped. On a nice hardwood dresser on the wall were two stacks of neatly folded clothes. Clean clothes. Timidly moving over, she saw one set was larger than the other. Taking the shirt off the top of the smaller set, Samantha gave a gasp to see a bra, a clean bra that looked brand-new. Looking up at the ceiling, “If they ask Jason to have sex for payment, I’ll talk him into it, since that’s what Arthur offered LL,” Samantha whispered to the heavens. 
 
    Putting on the clean clothes just felt good and when Samantha went to grab her boots, she stopped. Her boots were at the foot of the bed, but they were spotless. Picking one up, she slowly brought it to her face giving a little sniff and nearly dropped it. She hated taking her boots off because they stank to high hell, now they smelled like lavender with no hint of rankness.  
 
    “How in the hell did they get the rankness out and clean them without burning them?” she wondered out loud. Dropping back on the bed, she put her boots on while humming softly and noticed her rucksack didn’t look as full. Dreading it but having lived out of it for so long, Samantha moved over and opened it up. All her clothes were gone. 
 
    Opening Jason’s she saw his were also. The only clothes left were those they’d had on, which were on the floor. She turned to the gun rack to see her AR and pistol. Like always they were spotless; weapons being the only thing that took priority over the kids and were always cleaned and ready. The fact she had killed more people than she wanted to admit made Samantha a little uneasy, but she would drop anyone who was a threat or possible threat without batting an eyelash.  
 
    Seeing her vest hanging beside Jason’s on a door, Samantha moved over and opened the door to see it was a walk-in closet packed with labeled boxes of kids’ clothes. Opening one, she saw they were brand-new kid clothes. Closing the door and grabbing her vest, she dropped it to the floor. Snatching it back up, she brought it to her face sniffing deeply. “It smells like Downey,” she sighed.  
 
    Jason had bought her tactical vest two years ago, and she’d never liked it because the damn thing was so hard to keep clean and seemed to weigh a ton when the ballistic plates were put in. After running around on a range all day Samantha hated the sweat-soaked thing, but the vest had to be taken apart and washed by hand. The best she or Jason had been able to do since the outbreak was wipe off the vest a few times with a rag to get the mud off. At times, Samantha had almost expected her vest to walk around by itself with only the funk to hold it suspended in the air.  
 
    Seeing her magazines were still loaded and in the vest, she pulled it to her chest. “I’ll help hold Jason down if they want sex from him,” she vowed. 
 
    “What?” Jason asked, coming out of the bathroom. 
 
    Like Jason had done when she’d come out of the bathroom, Samantha levitated in the air and landed facing him. “They washed our vests,” Samantha told him, “and our boots. All of our clothes in our rucksacks are gone. I think they took them to wash them.” 
 
    Done drying his hair, Jason looked at his clothes on the floor. “Shit, if that’s the case, I wish they would’ve just stripped my ass butt-naked and taken all my clothes,” he said, then noticed the clothes Samantha had on. “Where did you get those?” 
 
    She pointed at the other neatly folded stack of clothes, rolling her eyes, “Don’t you think that would’ve been rude, just stripping us down?”  
 
    “Humph,” Jason grunted. “With the way we smelled, there isn’t a person on the planet that would’ve gotten sexually aroused by stripping us.” Thinking she should’ve taken that as offensive, Samantha had to agree with him. Seeing she was pondering what he’d said, “Doll, you know I love you and think the world of you, but we stank to high hell. I held my breath to pull down my pants just to take a dump, not from my shit but from the sludge along my balls. That shit was deadly toxic to inhale.”  
 
    Cocking her head to the side, “Bitch, try being a girl and pulling down your pants when you haven’t had a proper bath in over half a year!” she popped off. “That’s why I pissed in my pants in Tennessee, I didn’t want to smell myself. You just have to pull it out to pee. I have to drop my pants for both my bodily functions, so don’t expect me to feel sorry for ya.”  
 
    Giving a shiver as he grabbed the stack of clothes, “Okay, you win,” he said flatly.  
 
    Grabbing her pistol, Samantha shoved it in her thigh holster and then grabbed her AR, checking it over without realizing she was doing it. She slung it on her back and waited on Jason. As he was putting his boots on, he saw her waiting. “You can go ahead and check on the kids, I’m coming.” 
 
    “I don’t know where the fuck we are. All I remember after getting here was a kid called Little Momma who takes care of kids better than most adults. I’m going to follow you,” she told him as Jason moved to get his vest. “Oh, I remember Joseph and someone named Sarah fighting.” 
 
    Buckling his thigh holster on, “Yeah, remember Little Momma because she threatened to give me double chores if I didn’t get out of the daycare area,” Jason said, grabbing his AR. 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “She said I was so tired I couldn’t walk straight, and if I stepped on a baby I was doing double chores until she got tired or turned sixteen, whichever came first,” Jason answered. “I got out of her area like someone was shooting at my ass.”  
 
    Moving over after Jason put his AR on his shoulder, “Babe, if we can’t make LL stay here, I still want to stay,” Samantha told him. 
 
    Scoffing, “LL tries to leave and I’m breaking his goddamn legs,” Jason informed her. “After they heal, I’ll break them again until he gets the idea that leaving here is bad.”  
 
    Pondering if that was a bit harsh, Samantha finally nodded. “I’ll help you put his legs in casts.”  
 
    Giving her a kiss, Jason headed for the door and true to her word, Samantha followed by letting Jason figure out where they were. Once the door was open, she heard Jason’s stomach growl as the smell of breakfast washed over them in the hallway. Turning to the left, they saw the hallway led to a doorway that opened up in another hallway that seemed to go on forever. From the foggy depths of his memory Jason remembered the dorm area, and it was the opposite from where he wanted to go.  
 
    Turning right, he followed the smell of food and coffee, walking past other closed doors until he reached the stairs. At the bottom, he saw Little Momma holding a crying baby and feeding it. Well, trying to feed it. Jason stepped over a child fence that sealed off the living room from the rest of the house.  
 
    The baby in Little Momma’s arms was bigger than the others and Jason saw only one that seemed to be near the same size, but he could tell was at least six months older than the baby in her arms. 
 
    “Duke, she’s trying to feed you,” Jason laughed, and the baby stopped crying. Pushing the bottle away so he could look around, Duke spotted Jason and held out his hands.  
 
    “Hold it,” Vicki snapped, making Jason freeze. “Bend down,” she told him and he did, then noticed Vicki was looking into his eyes very deeply with a scowl on her face. The intense face she had made Jason very nervous. 
 
    “Okay, you’re not so tired you’re stupid,” Vicki declared. “Hang your vest and weapons up, then come back and get Duke.” 
 
    Not arguing, Jason did as he was told as Samantha just stood rooted to the floor with a gaping mouth. “Bend down,” Vicki commanded, and Samantha almost went to one knee to bow to the sovereign ruler of little people. 
 
    Like Jason, Samantha felt uncomfortable under her gaze. Narrowing her eyes, “You can help with the babies this morning, but that’s it unless you take a nap today,” Vicki informed her. 
 
    Samantha nearly unloaded, but the words stuck in her throat, seeing the narrowed little eyes of steel seemingly daring her to disagree. “Um, okay,” she said hesitantly.  
 
    A smile sprang up on Vicki’s face. “Go get your gear off before you help, but we can do it,” Vicki said as Jason came back and took Duke. 
 
    Taking Duke, the first thing he noticed was Duke was clean and smelled like a baby. They’d done the best they could with the babies, but couldn’t keep the ‘baby fresh’ smell. To be honest, the babies and kids had smelled nothing like the adults. The kids and infants always had the scent of gun oil, since the grownups always had a gun in their hands if they weren’t holding a baby.  
 
    Looking down, Jason spotted the other ten babies they’d brought in. It was in that instant, he was proud of himself. He might not remember their names, but he could pick them out of the other infants and toddlers everywhere in the room, and then realized he could even pick out all the kids. “Thank you for giving them a bath,” Jason sighed, taking the bottle. “I was coming down to start,” he said, and he was going to.  
 
    “We did it,” Vicki said, picking up another baby and Jason noticed older kids coming in and taking a baby.  
 
    “I think I did a great job,” Andrea said, putting Pam down and getting another baby after seeing the diaper needed to be changed.  
 
    “Andrea, you do great with the babies, and I’m so proud of you that you stopped using your shampoo on Pam,” Vicki said, watching Andrea. “The fact you can look now to see a diaper needs changing says that.”  
 
    Coming back in, Samantha picked up a baby and just pulled it to her face, inhaling deeply, “Oh, I’m sorry we couldn’t do this for you every day,” she said, hugging the baby tight. 
 
    Putting the baby she was holding in a bouncy chair, “You took care of them the best you could, that’s all that matters,” Vicki stated, and Samantha thought that sounded much too grownup coming from such a small girl. Turning to Samantha, “You, Jason, and LL took care of the kids a hundred times better than you did of yourselves,” she continued, narrowing her eyes just a little. “I’m going to let that slide this time,” Vicki warned. “Pops says if you don’t take care of yourself, you can’t do shit for anyone else.” 
 
    Hearing how easily the curse came from Vicki, Samantha gave a startle. “Momma hears you talking like that you’ll catch it,” Andrea warned as she finished changing the diaper. 
 
    “I used it correctly,” Vicki sassed.  
 
    “She did,” Arthur said, walking up to the baby gate at the kitchen while holding Nicole on his hip and a mug of coffee in the other hand. “Vicki, I think they did an outstanding job with what they had. I know for a fact, they did a better job than I could have with that many little ones.” 
 
    Shrugging as she continued moving about working with the babies and kids, “I said they did, but Jason was so tired he almost stepped on some of the kids yesterday. Samantha is still tired, so she only gets to help with the babies until lunch and then she takes a nap or stays out of the daycare area,” Vicki dictated, turning around and putting her hands on her hips. 
 
    Trying not to grin because Vicki was wearing his t-shirt she slept in, Arthur just turned to Samantha. “Sorry, but Little Momma has spoken,” he told Samantha.  
 
    Still never having taken her eyes off Vicki, Samantha just nodded. “She’s protecting the babies and taking care of them. I’ll take a nap.” 
 
    Stepping over two babies that were crawling around, Vicki gave Samantha a big hug and then kissed her cheek. Loving the affection from Vicki, Samantha returned the hug. “Where’s LL?” she asked, getting to her feet. 
 
    “Asleep,” Arthur said, then headed off toward the dining room.  
 
    “She’s a whore!” an elderly man shouted walking past, heading to the dining room.  
 
    “Skannish, I’m not in the mood to hear about the princess!” Wendy shouted from the kitchen.  
 
    Stopping in the doorway to the dining room and spinning back to the kitchen, “Mario was right there, again! I went through twenty-one lives and that bitch couldn’t just run over to Mario!” Skannish shouted at her. Jason and Samantha just looked at each other, but heard stifled laughs and snickering all around them.  
 
    Storming over holding a pot of coffee, “You want me to take your Nintendo away?” Wendy threatened, and Skannish visibly paled.  
 
    “You wouldn’t dare, young lady,” he gasped.  
 
    “I most certainly will, and I’ll make you stand in the corner after we get finished working today,” Wendy warned.  
 
    Slumping his shoulders, Skannish turned around and shuffled into the kitchen. “Which Nintendo was she taking away from him?” Jason asked Andrea. 
 
    “The first one,” Andrea said, trying very hard not to laugh. “She wouldn’t really, though. He’s so funny to watch playing, everyone stops what they’re doing just to watch.”   
 
    Noticing Arthur heading out the back door without a baby and grabbing just his AR, Jason was about to start navigating his way through the kids when Samantha took Duke from him. When Jason turned to protest, “You can feed them all a bottle without equal, but it’s time to feed him and you still haven’t gotten the concept of how to use utensils yourself,” Samantha told him as Duke played with her hair. 
 
    Kissing her cheek, Jason made it to the kitchen through the sea of tiny bodies and grabbed his vest, just putting it on but not tightening the Velcro straps down and then slung his AR. Before heading out, he did grab a mug of coffee. When he stepped out, he saw Arthur just at the back side of the patio looking past some buildings buried in the side of the small hill just behind the house. “Sorry we just collapsed on you yesterday,” Jason called out, wanting to let Arthur know they weren’t pieces of shit.  
 
    Done taking a sip, Arthur didn’t even turn around as he spoke. “I wasn’t expecting you three to leave your rooms until this afternoon.” 
 
    Stopping beside Arthur and just looking at the small hill, “Make a list of what I owe all of ya for watching over the kids we dumped on you. Then carrying our asses to bed, washing our gear, the stuff to shower and clean up, not to mention the new clothes,” Jason said, just drinking in the quietness from the surrounding woods.  
 
    “Jason, Todd and the others already had you in the bed and were working on cleaning your gear,” Arthur said, pausing to take a sip of coffee. “I wasn’t surprised when he told me your weapons were spotless, but he was. I did get to help wash the kids, but I only think one woke up while they got bathed.” 
 
    “Duke?” Jason asked. 
 
    Finally turning to Jason, “Out-fucking-standing job on those name bands for the infants,” Arthur said, making Jason chuckle. “No, the teenage girl. Sorry, she didn’t have a name tag on yesterday and I haven’t seen her with one on today. I know I was told her name, but I just gave up on that.” 
 
    “Jill,” Jason offered, and Arthur nodded. 
 
    “Well, she woke up during her bath, but since it was Wendy and Andrea giving her a bath, they said she just opened her eyes and went right back to sleep,” Arthur said. “I was about to go in and start stripping you three down and just give you a ‘bed bath’ at the very least, but everyone said you could just do it in the morning. I told them if I was in your position, I would’ve been thankful to wake up cleaner than I went to bed.”  
 
    Hearing Arthur say, ‘bed bath’, Jason glanced over at him and then turned back to the hill, looking at the oak trees. “I would’ve been indebted to you more, and neither Samantha nor I would’ve cared,” Jason said, then chuckled. “Told Samantha that this morning and she gave me the look, and I told her no sane person on the face of the earth would’ve looked at us sexually with the way we smelled. I’m sure there might be one around on the continent, but I say we were in the top running for body odor funk.”  
 
    “Oh, if you would’ve come a few days ago, we had one here that could’ve beaten all three of you combined in funk,” Arthur said, making Jason freeze mid-chuckle.  
 
    “They were here?” Jason asked in shock. 
 
    “Oh, she still is, but she saw the error in her ways after Wendy and I dragged her ass outside and scrubbed her down,” Arthur told him.  
 
    Having seen filthiness on people before the outbreak Jason could understand, but not with the resources here. “Well, make a list of what we owe ya,” Jason said. 
 
    “You’re with LL, it’s all good,” Arthur said with contentment.  
 
    Stopping as he raised his mug to drink, “LL saved Wendy, we didn’t. You tell us how we can help repay that,” Jason said rather forcefully.  
 
    Turning to stare at Jason but grinning, “You helped him, so no debt. If you want to see a debt, then join up with us and you’ll quickly see we’re getting the better end of the deal,” Arthur said. 
 
    Nearly dropping his coffee, “How in the fuck can you say that?!” Jason cried out. “You have a paradise in this miserable world now and are making it better! You sound just like LL. Samantha and I know we bring a drain on any group we hook up with, hauling in eleven infants.” 
 
    “Jason,” Arthur said, turning away to look off. “We had over a dozen infants before you arrived, closer to two dozen. Sorry, can’t give you numbers because I don’t have my list. Granted, the youngest was eight months, or we think he’s eight months, the next youngest would be Nicole at nine months now. With you here, we have twenty-three adults here over eighteen and one hundred and fifteen kids sixteen and younger.” 
 
    Dropping his mug, “There are one hundred and thirty-eight people here?” Jason gasped. 
 
    Looking down at the mug, glad Jason grabbed a metal one, “Yep, you aren’t a drain on us,” Arthur said.  
 
    Trying to remember all those he had seen, Jason still couldn’t believe there were that many here, let alone over a hundred kids. “Um, any parents here with kids besides Joseph?” he asked. 
 
    “Nope, several siblings, and I’m not just talking about the twins we have,” Arthur told him. “We actually have one twin here who lost her identical twin sister but we, well, Wendy just found that out from Shelia last week. Shelia came in with Andrea before Wendy even got back home. But Todd was-,” Arthur stopped, realizing he went off topic and was about to start rambling. “Some days, I can’t stand her,” he growled. 
 
    “Huh?” Jason said, because it seemed like Arthur was talking about three different things at once.  
 
    Shaking his head, “My wife, she just knows me too fucking well,” Arthur snarled. 
 
    “I know how you feel. Samantha has told me to go piss when we were watching a movie before I realized I had to, I just held it to prove her wrong,” Jason said smugly.  
 
    “I like it,” Arthur grinned. “No, I have to take Adderall or my mind goes ten different directions and I can’t stay focused.”  
 
    Thinking about all he could remember seeing yesterday that had been accomplished and Wendy driving home the point that all this came from Arthur, “Dude, we need to go and get you more Adderall,” Jason told him, and got a hard glare. 
 
    “That shit kills my daydreaming and this is what you see around you,” Arthur told him.  
 
    Only giving a slight nod because he could tell this was a sensitive subject, “Well, it seems your dosage is right because you got your daydreams out into working ideas that have been built and are functioning,” Jason offered. 
 
    Pondering Jason’s words, Arthur perked up. “Damn, when it’s put like that,” Arthur mumbled. “Don’t let me forget to take my Adderall,” he told Jason. “Just don’t ever tell Wendy I said that.”  
 
    Acting like he was zipping his lips, “My lips are sealed,” Jason laughed.  
 
    “So you weren’t with LL when he helped out Wendy?”  
 
    “No,” Jason said shaking his head, and the back door opened. Trying not to grin as two boys walked up dressed identical to Arthur, he saw their ID badges read Shawn and Kirk.  
 
    Bending down and picking up Jason’s mug, Arthur turned around and introduced the two. “Kirk, can I get you to get us a refill?” Arthur asked, and Kirk smiled before taking the mugs and Arthur reached over to Shawn, speaking in a low voice. “Shawn, get my pill bottle from over the kitchen sink and bring me a pill, please.” 
 
    Holding out his hand, “Already got it, Pops,” Shawn said with a grin, and Kirk took off to the house. 
 
    “Damn, I must be a dumbass for not seeing it,” Arthur said, taking the pill and just swallowing it dry. 
 
    “So, do we need to locate some more?” Jason asked, somewhat worried because he knew it was going to be hard to find now.  
 
    “Nope, Shawn and Wendy got three years’ worth, and she told Sutton and Skannish they had until the end of the year to figure out how to make it,” Arthur said, and Jason saw Shawn shiver.  
 
    “You okay?” Jason asked Shawn. 
 
    “Oh, yes, sir. When we went to get the medicine, the hospital was flooded with ants and I don’t like thinking about it,” Shawn said. 
 
    Giving a long sigh, “Shawn, you’re a man just like me, the name is Jason.” 
 
    “Okay, Jason,” Shawn grinned.  
 
    “Wendy send you out?” Arthur asked. 
 
    “No,” Shawn answered, then thought Arthur wanted to be alone with Jason. “Just saw you out here,” he said, turning to head back inside. 
 
    “I was just asking, Shawn. You don’t have to leave,” Arthur told him, making Shawn puff out his chest. “I’m sure you’ve noticed it’s easier for me to do what Wendy wants most of the time just to avoid an argument.”  
 
    With an exaggerated nod, “Oh, yes, we’ve all noticed that,” Shawn said, making both laugh. 
 
    Coming out the backdoor carrying the mugs, Kirk walked over slowly. “Pops, Momma wants to know if you and Jason just want to eat out here?” Kirk asked, handing over the mugs.  
 
    Furrowing his brow and trying to figure out the ulterior motive behind that request, “She just asked that? Really?” Arthur blurted out, not able to come up with anything. 
 
    “Yeah, she was at the kitchen sink and saw you out here talking with Jason,” Kirk said, watching Jason take a sip and gave a surprised nod. 
 
    “Damn, and I didn’t even tell you how I like it!” Jason exclaimed. 
 
    “OH, Samantha,” Kirk started, “Your wife,” he clarified, just in case Jason forgot because he knew of two times that Arthur had forgotten Wendy’s name. “She fixed your cup.”  
 
    “I guess she wants to see if I wiped my ass,” Jason huffed. 
 
    Not sure how to process that, Kirk took a step back because he wasn’t checking. “She didn’t say that to me,” Kirk clarified.  
 
    Laughing, “I was being a smart ass, Kirk,” Jason told him, and Kirk smiled. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s go get a plate,” Arthur said, but Kirk held up his hands. 
 
    “We can get both of you a plate,” Kirk said, glancing at Shawn. “Momma did say, don’t forget to take your medicine, Pops.”  
 
    Wiggling his head side to side, “You tell her I already took it,” Arthur said in a nasal voice, making the boys laugh.    
 
    Shawn wanted to stay, but Kirk looked hard into his eyes. “We’ll be back in a minute,” Shawn said, following Kirk. “What?” 
 
    “Momma said for both of us to get their plates and ours to eat out here with them,” Kirk told him in a low voice. “Momma told me that we can eat out here with Pops, but to let him and Jason talk.”  
 
    “Maybe we should just bring them some food and go back inside,” Shawn suggested, but really didn’t want to. 
 
    Shaking his head, “Mom said if Pops ate out here for us to as well, but to just stay close and let them talk,” Kirk said, grabbing the door.  
 
    “Wonder why?” Shawn mumbled, following him in. 
 
    Smacking his lips after taking a sip, “Damn, my wife can fix my coffee perfect,” Jason said, savoring the taste. “This is great coffee, by the way.” 
 
    Pointing to the greenhouse, “The beans came from there,” Arthur told him, and Jason nearly dropped his mug again. 
 
    “You have producing coffee plants?” he asked in spellbound wonder. 
 
    “Yep,” Arthur grinned, taking a sip.  
 
    “Arthur, don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re going to have to throw us out. LL, you’ll probably have to shoot him to get rid of him. We ran out of coffee three weeks ago. Coffee and his chewing tobacco are LL’s vices. He has plenty of chew, but has been touchy since we ran out of coffee. We’ve searched I bet a hundred houses, but someone beat us to it or there wasn’t any there.” 
 
    “You saw that many houses already searched?” Arthur asked, clearly not liking that. 
 
    “In Mississippi, you would be hard-pressed to find a house that hasn’t been ransacked by the Heavenly Disciples,” Jason said.  
 
    “Are they any part of that broadcast that’s, like, on every band?” 
 
    Nodding, “They are the broadcasters,” Jason told him as the boys came back out with four plates. 
 
    Moving over near the pool to use the bar next to the grill, Arthur helped with the loaded plates. “Pops, if you don’t mind, Kirk and I will sit at the table,” Shawn said, pointing at one of the umbrella covered tables.  
 
    “A man never tells another man where to eat,” Arthur laughed as the boys moved a few feet away and sat down at the table.  
 
    For several minutes Jason just stared at the bacon, eggs, sausage, and biscuits. Bending over, he just inhaled the aroma. “I’ve so missed real food,” he sighed, picking up his fork. “There’s lots of game around, but to start a fire and cook over it is asking for trouble. We used a propane stove and that cut down on the smell of fire but not the food. People can smell food from a long way off.” 
 
    Watching Jason savor the first bite, “You’ve seen that many people to be worried about?” Arthur asked, stunned. For them to move around outside the ranch, it was rarer to see someone. 
 
    “Only in Mississippi,” Jason said. “We went up to check on the Heavenly Disciples, but they’re moving around the entire state and ransacking for supplies. It wasn’t until we crossed the Mississippi River that we stopped seeing people. Even in Tennessee we saw groups, but they were heading south to join the Heavenly Disciples after hearing their broadcasts.”  
 
    Just seeing the way Jason’s face twitched each time he mentioned the Heavenly Disciples, Arthur knew Jason didn’t like them. “I take it, the message they put out isn’t what’s waiting there?” Arthur asked. 
 
    Wiping his mouth off, “Depends on what you mean,” Jason mumbled around his food, then swallowed. “They do help those that come, feeding them and such, but once there, it’s like a roach motel, you check in but you can’t check out.” 
 
    “Damn,” Arthur sighed, then took a bite of his biscuit.  
 
    “Back to what you asked, no, we weren’t there when LL helped Wendy. We, well, I ran into him just a week or so later. When he helped Wendy, LL only had Jill and one toddler at his house that he’d found. In the time until we met, he’d gathered up seven more kids. I ran into him in a dollar store in a hamlet north of Meadville, Mississippi. LL was in there for pull-ups for his toddlers and I was after diapers, formula, and whatever else I could grab for the babies.” 
 
    Not even wanting to think about the struggle Jason and Samantha had in taking care of eleven newborns, Arthur was in awe of the two.  
 
    Looking off as he remembered, “Needless to say, we scared the shit out of each other,” Jason chuckled. “LL came in and we drew down on each other. By then, Samantha and I had already been in five shootouts. It was a fucking running gun battle just getting our asses out of Birmingham,” Jason said, then became lost in the memory. 
 
    As he slowly ate, Arthur could see Jason was relieving the memory and didn’t want to interrupt. Jason would tell him what he was comfortable with. If he had to ask anything, it would only be about situations, not the past life of what was lost. Arthur only wanted to know about the shit floating around in the world. 
 
    After five minutes and Jason still in the memory, “You want to go inside and drop in a recliner?” Author asked.  
 
    Shaking the images from his mind, “Nah,” Jason answered. 
 
    “You sure? Because if I had been in your shoes, I’m sure I would still be asleep. I would hope someone would just drop an NG tube down me to feed me, but I would hope they would withhold the Foley,” Arthur laughed, and Jason just furrowed his brow. 
 
    “You were in the medical field, weren’t you?” Jason asked, but it came out as a statement.  
 
    Nodding, “Yep, Wendy and I were both nurses but thankfully, we worked PRN only, mainly to just keep our licenses,” Arthur told him. 
 
    “So, did your knowledge help you survive the flu?”  
 
    Still not realizing he’d had the supreme luck of the draw by getting a mutated much less lethal Rudolph strand, “Never got sick,” Arthur said. 
 
    “Then you’re part of the ten percent who were naturally immune,” Jason said, clearly envious. “I was an ER doctor.”  
 
    “Same area I worked,” Arthur nodded. 
 
    “Wouldn’t work anywhere else,” Jason grinned. “But I was working in Texas for several years when an offer came up that seemed too good to be true, but it wasn’t. I was offered a one year tenure in Birmingham. The salary was damn near impossible to believe, but after that one year I was going to be debt free from all our school loans. So I took a sabbatical from my job in Texas and we headed to Birmingham. Since we were only going to be there a year, Samantha and I just got an apartment, but I will say it was nice.” 
 
    Again, Jason paused for several minutes, then asked, “So, you were never in the hospital when the outbreak took off?”   
 
    “Never left here,” Arthur said, then looked down at his plate. “I got a message from Wendy from the cruise ship she was on. She told me she had Rudolph and half the ship was dead. I thought I was alone because Joseph was in the Navy on the other side of the world, and reports said all overseas bases were a total loss,” Arthur told him in a subdued voice.  
 
    Lifting his head up to look at Jason, “I was just going to leave but found Nicole and she gave me purpose, and I kept finding more kids and then the impossible happened, Wendy came home, then months later, my son returns,” Arthur said with misty eyes. 
 
    “I’m very happy for you, Arthur,” Jason told him. “Wendy looks like she recovered well but I hate to tell you, Joseph still has some time before he’ll be back to himself. The last I heard, four different strands were going around and I forget the nomenclature, but we just referred to it as Alpha, the original strand. It was the worst. We could test, but even the Gamma strand was deadly. However, if you recovered, your lungs weren’t trashed so hard. I’ve never seen a positive test for Delta, it was said to be mild at most and had the highest survival rate.” 
 
    Stepping back from his plate, “I didn’t even know about the four strands,” Arthur said. 
 
    “Unless you got Delta, you had a battle ahead because it didn’t cook so long inside and the body responded better,” Jason told him. “I’m willing to bet, Joseph had Alpha. Wendy probably had Gamma, but I saw up to fifteen percent that had Beta survive. Less than five percent survived Alpha without medical care.”  
 
    Seeing Arthur was stunned to hear the numbers from someone in the trenches, “Samantha and I both caught the Gamma strand,” Jason said, and swore Arthur nearly fainted. “Because I was in the hospital is how I ended up with eleven newborns.”  
 
    Mentally numb, all Arthur could do was nod. 
 
    “When the outbreak hit Birmingham, the hospital went from nearly empty to crisis mode in ten hours. I was in the ER for my shift at eight a.m. I watched the flood hit. People just started flowing in and before ten o’clock that morning, there weren’t any ventilators in the city of Birmingham that weren’t attached to a patient. By that night, so many people were dying so fast, and we were just unhooking their vent and putting them on another patient because there weren’t even enough ambu bags to bag everyone that needed to be intubated. It was at midnight when Duke’s mother came in,” Jason relived his nightmare and paused. 
 
    “She was in labor in full-blown end-stage Rudolph when she stumbled into the ER. I rolled a dead body off a stretcher and put her on it and went to work, but it was a lost cause. After she coded, I did a crash C-section. Something I’ve never done alone, and I wasn’t thinking long term then,” Jason said like he was ashamed. “All I could think about was getting that baby out and I did. Duke came out strong and healthy. Here I am with a newborn I just cut out of a dead woman, and an orderly came in and moved his dead mother off the stretcher so another person could be placed on it.” 
 
    Hearing the tales of hell on earth made Arthur shiver as Jason continued. “I tried to call someone to get the kid in the hospital, but every floor was full, even the nursery. There wasn’t even a bed to put in a hallway, and none of the pediatricians could break away to come down and check Duke over. His mother had no ID on her. Social Services wouldn’t answer and I couldn’t get anyone in administration. So, I finally called Samantha. I didn’t want her out, but I couldn’t work while carrying around a newborn. Before you say anything, every nurse, doctor, aide, hell, even every housekeeper was watching over at least one kid because the parents were dead. It wasn’t until later when I realized more kids than adults were surviving or just not getting sick. 
 
    Shaking his head, “I would never judge in those circumstances, Jason,” Arthur mumbled in shock as his mind provided images to Jason’s tale.  
 
    Looking off, “I loaded up a cart with formula and diapers and gave Duke to Samantha,” Jason paused as a grin split his face. “Samantha told me if I wouldn’t have called her to help with the baby, she would’ve thrown all my guns in the river, and that made me feel better.” 
 
    “So after Samantha left, I headed back into hell and I had been awake for sixty hours by then. Those that came in, we had nothing to give them. We had run out of IV fluids during the night, and the oxygen plant was overloaded and shut down so we couldn’t even give patients oxygen, but they kept coming. Bodies were stacked along the walls and I helped stack some outside the ER just because we had no room. Even now I don’t know how, I probably just collapsed from exhaustion, but I woke up on the damn floor next to a corpse. I looked at my watch and saw I had been out for over ten hours. When I stood up and looked around the ER, I only saw a few living bodies, but they were all in the last stages of Rudolph. I saw nurses and doctors I had worked with the last four months dead at their desks or laying on the floor coughing their lungs up. Everyone else was gone.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath before continuing, “From the time I woke up next to a corpse to my shift starting when hell opened up was barely over a hundred and twenty-seven hours, five point four days, for most of Birmingham, Alabama to die,” Jason said in a dead voice. 
 
    Turning to look at Arthur, “I was heading out to leave when I stopped, thinking about Duke and if there were other newborns,” Jason said shamefully. “Looking back, yes, I know it was wrong. I could’ve saved thirty: seven-year-old kids with the effort we put out on those newborns, but all I could see was Duke looking up at me. So I headed upstairs and thankfully, I took the stairs because the power went out on the way up,” Jason said, and Arthur stumbled back and grabbed a chair from under the bar and sat down before he collapsed in shock. 
 
    “When I stepped out on the sixth floor, I heard them crying,” Jason said, staring at Arthur but was looking down that hallway once again. “Bodies were stacked along the wall, but I never even glanced at them as I headed into the nursery. Six babies had already died from dehydration, but there were ten others screaming. So I grabbed some bottles and started feeding and changing. When I was done, I grabbed two baskets used for laundry and arranged five babies in each one and carried the baskets downstairs. Getting back to the ER, I found a cart and put the babies on the top and loaded the bottom shelves with formula and diapers. It was when I was rolling out that I thought about the pediatric floor and looked down at the ten babies I had. It was then I knew I couldn’t help anymore, and was probably going to lose most of these. I wasn’t under any illusion. I had already tested myself and knew I had the Gamma strain.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes focused on Arthur. “I had hope I could survive it because I’d seen way more survive Gamma than the other two I’d seen. But Rudolph is cruel. A person went from completely fine to dead in hours from a cytokine storm racking the body. It cooked so long and just overloaded the body so fast,” Jason told him. “But I had hope, and I had Samantha at home.” 
 
    Grinning, “Yeah, she was my secret weapon,” Jason said. “Well, I pushed the cart out to my car and found a firetruck had turned my car into a thimble. Since I only lived a few miles away, I just walked it and got to see what hell was outside the hospital. Bodies were everywhere, and that’s when I saw my first crazy. She was just beating her head against the wall and never stopped. Thankfully, this was early enough there was some violence, but it wasn’t a total war zone like a few weeks later. I finally made it home and immediately apologized to Samantha about bringing the babies, but she wouldn’t listen. We started what never seemed to stop, feeding and changing eleven newborns. Knowing what I’d brought wouldn’t last, I took her car to the store and found two people looting it. I had my gun now. So I didn’t give a shit. But when they saw I was loading up baby supplies, they both stopped looting the booze and cigarettes and helped me load all I could fit in the car. They both even waved bye when I left,” Jason chuckled. 
 
    “When I got back the feeding and changing was still going, but Samantha had fallen behind and I’m telling you, that sucked huge slime-covered cocks. When we got behind, we would no sooner finish than have to start over again. We were taking at least two babies to the bathroom with us as we fed them, just so we could take a dump. At that time some of the internet was still up, but we couldn’t find any help. Now, we were never really preppers, but we believed in being prepared. Our van was parked at a storage unit twenty miles away because there wasn’t anywhere to park it at the apartments. Neither of us wanted to go back to Texas but from all the gun fire we could hear outside, we knew we wanted out of Birmingham. We decided to just head west and find a place to set up and figure something out,” Jason stopped suddenly, looking off. 
 
    “As we were getting our gear ready, I started coughing hard and knew it had started. I had Samantha give me some antibiotics because pneumonia always set in and was one of the major secondary killers. Within five hours I was bedridden, and Samantha started an IV because I kept medical supplies at home,” Jason said, and Arthur nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I told Samantha I couldn’t lay flat for any reason,” Jason said, then busted out laughing. “My goddamn wife duct taped me sitting up in bed to the wall!” he howled out, and even Arthur laughed in shocked horror. At the table, Shawn and Kirk were both just crying silently listening, but had seen the hell Jason was talking about. 
 
    “I called Samantha every name in the book, pleading with her to just let me lay down for a minute. But she kept me taped to the wall and just changed pads under me as I tried to invert my lungs out of my mouth. Now, this whole time she’s caring for my sick ass, she’s continuing along with eleven infants. And continue she did for three solid days. The only reason she let me un-tape myself from the wall was because I wasn’t coughing up blood anymore and was talking coherently.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes up, “Oh, I still remember that first glass of water, and will never taste anything that good again,” Jason moaned. 
 
    “That evening with my recovering ass sitting with Samantha, she was still feeding and changing. The fact she never said anything told me she was nearing collapse. As fate would have it, Samantha started coughing that next morning. I gave her antibiotics, dragged her ass to the guest room, and taped her ass to the wall like she did to me,” Jason said, but didn’t give a hint of a smile. 
 
    “There I was with my wife and eleven babies, trying to keep them all alive and still recovering from Rudolph. The only thing I remember over those four days was my wife is a shitty patient, way worse than I was. But the day I undid her tape letting her off the wall, we were out of diapers and the power was out, and I still don’t know when that happened.” 
 
    “Tearing up any cloth we had for diapers, we kept up with the feeding and changing. Three days later, the decision to leave was made for us when a group hit the apartment complex. Now my bugout vehicle was twenty miles away, but our bugout bags and weapons were with us. When it was over, there were twenty-three shot bodies in front of our apartment. I went and got two red kid wagons and we loaded up the last cans of formula and the few bottles of water we had left and set out on foot.  
 
    “It took us two motherfucking days to haul our sick asses twenty miles but in our defense, we were ambushed twice and we still don’t know how many we killed. We found a store and went to get supplies for the babies, and this group told us to leave and that, ‘the store was theirs’.  
 
    Giving a shrug, “We opened up and killed all sixteen of them,” Jason said, and Arthur gave an approving nod. “We loaded up what we could and Samantha and I actually ate a meal. It was only canned food, but we tossed them down and kept them down. When we finally reached the storage unit, I felt relief seeing the van. Arranging the babies as best we could, I started off driving. We didn’t even make it fifty miles and had to stop because we were just so tired. Found a farm near Tuscaloosa the next day and spent a week there. When we left that farm, physically, we were doing really well. From there to that store in Mississippi where we met LL, we were in two more firefights. Like I told you, I ran into LL as he was getting pull-ups and I was getting diapers and formula. He saw the small diapers I was getting and pointed to some pull-ups, ‘I need those’ he said, then spit out a stream of tobacco.  
 
    “I told him he could have them all, and that’s when we heard the cars pull up outside. We both saw from each other’s reaction, neither knew those outside. I told LL, but still didn’t know his name, we had to hit them fast before they spread out, and he asked how I knew if they were hostile. 
 
    “Looking him dead in the face I said, ‘I don’t, but there are more of them than us’. We never got the chance to hit them first because a young woman we think they were chasing ran into the store and they shot her. As we moved to opposite sides of the store we were spotted, and it was on like a chicken bone. LL opened up from one side and me the other. In three minutes, all four cars they’d showed up in were smoking and eight were laying in the parking lot bleeding. I ran over to LL and told him I had to cover the back and he just nodded, taking out two more. When I reached the back, nine breached the door and they poured in single file. I swear, my first shot went through four of them. As they fell down moaning, I took out the other five and then the moaners.  
 
    “LL came to the back and nodded, holding out his hand, ‘Name’s Logan Lancaster, folks just call me LL,’ he said, and I told him my name. He loaded up a large garbage bag of pull-ups and saw me loading up a shopping cart of diapers and formula. LL came over and asked how many babies I had to need that much. When I told him eleven, he dropped to his knees in shock. Right then and there, LL knew we would be a drain on him and his group, but he offered for me to follow him to his house. I’m not going to lie, all I was thinking about was help dealing with eleven infants and when I told Samantha how we’d met, she was ready to go with LL. We were with him for a month before he told us about helping Wendy. She wasn’t the only one he’d helped, but she was the only one who’d offered a place if he needed it. That’s why LL felt guilty for coming here,” Jason said, and Arthur could tell there was more to the tale, but wasn’t going to push or even ask. If Jason wanted to share it, Arthur would be there. 
 
    Replaying the story, Arthur looked up to see Jason staring at him like he wanted an answer to something. “Jason, I would’ve done the same thing, though I doubt I could’ve kept all eleven alive unless I would’ve had Wendy,” Arthur admitted, and didn’t see Jason’s expression change. It was then, Arthur understood. 
 
    “Jason, I wouldn’t have gone to gather up any more kids,” Arthur told him, and saw Jason’s body relax. “Jason, I’ve seen other kids. Some as young as seven, but they run away and you know what? I didn’t chase them and I still don’t. I know if the younger ones aren’t dead, they will be by winter. I might have caught them or I could’ve been led to a trap. I could’ve slipped and gotten hurt, the list goes on. I had enough on my plate right in front of me to go and search for more labor intensive work that could put those that came with me willingly in danger. You have nothing to ever be ashamed of, and know Wendy and I feel like slackers compared to you and Samantha,” Arthur said, rolling his eyes up. “Eleven newborns. I hate to tell you, but I don’t even know if I would’ve taken them all, but I probably would’ve and figured we’d all live or die.”  
 
    Glad to hear another say they wouldn’t have gone back for more, “Do you feel guilty about the kids you didn’t get?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Not one bit,” Arthur said, and Jason jumped back. “I told you, I have enough here to worry about without the coulda, woulda, shoulda, or maybes. The kids here are depending on me to do what I can to teach them this new world and how to live with their own hands. To feel sorry for not getting more is shitting on those I have, saying they aren’t worth all my effort. I have to run over here and maybe get a kid that won’t hurt any of you and just drain more resources away.” 
 
    Hearing the cold logic, Jason gave a long sigh, “Still feel bad,” he admitted. 
 
    “You can if you want, but when you see those babies and kids in your group, that bad feeling should vanish because they’re alive because of you, Samantha, and LL. You don’t need my, or anyone else’s approval for shit. I’m telling you, man to man, I don’t know if I could’ve kept all those babies alive and I can damn sure tell you if I had gotten sick, they all wouldn’t have survived. If Wendy had been with me when I got the babies, most would’ve died because I would’ve put more effort in saving her than caring for the babies. Sounds cold, but it’s the truth. I would be losing my biggest asset in this hostile world and keeping all the liabilities the babies gave me. Now, one or two, I could do because I could spread out. Jason, if it wasn’t for Little Momma, I’m not sure the babies I had would’ve been so healthy when Wendy got home. All I can say for sure is that Nicole would’ve been fine because she never was far from me, but I did what I could and thank God or whoever you want, but I had kids that helped, along with Little Momma.” 
 
    With the guilt abating, Jason felt better, but didn’t feel righteous in his choice. If asked, Arthur would’ve agreed because there were some kids he’d wanted to chase, but hadn’t even slowed or rolled down the truck window to call out for them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Growing threats 
 
      
 
    In the house, Wendy walked back over to the window and saw Arthur and Jason still talking. It was when Jason had first walked out that Wendy saw something on Arthur’s face she’d never seen before with other people. Arthur liked Jason as a buddy, something Arthur had never had. “Bond well, boys,” she said, heading back into the dining room. 
 
    On the patio, Shawn and Kirk had stopped crying listening to the two talking and just sat there, and both jumped when Arthur spoke. “Jason,” he said, and Jason glanced over. “If you don’t want to, that’s cool. But you seem to hate these Heavenly Disciples and at the same time, they seem to worry you.” 
 
    Before Jason could answer, the back door opened. “You goddamned young little shits!” LL cried out, wearing only boxers and socks but holding a mug of coffee. “You just let me sleep like some leech?!” 
 
    As LL stopped beside the bar, Arthur gave a small wink to Jason and looked up at LL. “Well, you don’t want me to blow you or play your rusty trombone, letting you sleep late was all I could think of to repay you.” 
 
    Very quickly, LL stepped back. “Oh, well, that would be fine then,” he stammered. 
 
    Grinning, Jason looked up at LL. “Well, what do I owe you for finally hauling us here? I could give you a reach around,” Jason offered. 
 
    “If you’re thankful, you just shake a man’s goddamn hand, not offer to molest him, you perverts!” LL cried out. Pulling out another stool, LL sat down with them. “Who do I have to pay for cleaning my clothes?” 
 
    “I’m ready to play the trombone,” Arthur offered, and LL narrowed his eyes. “We laid out a stack of new clothes for you.”  
 
    Not taking the bait and addressing the trombone comment, “Young man,” LL said, taking a long swig of coffee and giving a contented sigh. “I showered for an hour, and just wanted to let my skin breathe after being trapped under my clothes with the funk.”  
 
    “Ever think they may not want to see your ass running around in boxers?” Jason asked. 
 
    Before Arthur could answer, “I asked Wendy if she thought anyone would be embarrassed or such,” LL answered. “She said fuck ‘em if they were. Arthur and every boy here runs around in their underwear.” 
 
     Very proud of Wendy’s response, “Shit, we have toddlers that hate clothes,” Arthur said. “I’m hoping when they get older I can get undergarments on at the very least, but I’m not going to hold my breath.” 
 
    Taking very long sips of his coffee, “You and Samantha rose pretty early,” LL commented, and just held his cup under his nose to inhale the aroma.  
 
    “Until last night, the longest I’ve slept since I recovered was six hours since the outbreak,” Jason said, leaning back. “I don’t think my body will let me sleep much more than fifteen hours.” 
 
    Resting his mug on his thigh, “You’re tired but you’re okay,” LL told him, then narrowed his eyes. “Samantha is still very tired. She needs to take it easy.” 
 
    Scoffing, “Shit, she’s taking a nap today to keep Little Momma off her ass,” Jason rattled off.  
 
    Having met Little Momma just before coming outside, “I like that little girl Vicki. She’s got moxie, but bless her heart, she’s too innocent for this world,” LL said, and Arthur nearly fainted.  
 
    “How in the fuck could you know that?! You just met her and there’s no way you sat down to talk to her!” Arthur cried out. 
 
    Giving a sigh, “Some boy teased another about ‘spanking the monkey’ and Little Momma called out that someone needed to get the monkey, she wanted to see it. Shit, I’m ancient and I know what that means. But bless her little heart, Vicki was just feeding a baby at the end of the table with the most adorable expression. Hell, I’m tempted to jump in the truck and see if I could find a monkey, just so nobody has to tell her what it means,” LL told him.  
 
    “You take off to get one, you let me know and I’ll come with ya to find a monkey for Vicki,” Arthur promised, and LL gave a nod.  
 
    A serious expression slid over Jason’s face so fast, Arthur wondered if he was mad about something. “LL,” Jason called out, and LL turned to him. “Arthur was just asking about the Heavenly Disciples.” 
 
    The way LL groaned, “Hey, I was just asking, since I’ve heard that broadcast crank up before Wendy even got back. If you don’t want to talk about them, that’s fine,” Arthur said, sensing this was a touchy subject.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, Arthur. I wanted LL here when we talked about them to prove I wasn’t showing prejudice or embellishing,” Jason replied. 
 
    “Dude, I wouldn’t think that from either of you,” Arthur said. 
 
    With a flat expression, “We scouted them for three weeks, Arthur, and at times, thought those who’d seen stuff and reported it were blowing smoke up our asses,” Jason said. 
 
    “I’ve seen it, but still can’t believe it,” LL mumbled, looking off.  
 
    “So I take it, they could be a problem?” Arthur threw out.  
 
    Nodding, LL answered. “Oh, in time they’ll definitely be a problem, but you have put a big target on yourself here, son.” 
 
    Shrugging, “Knew I would eventually,” Arthur replied nonchalantly. Surprised by Arthur’s response, LL just stared at him. “The reputation of the Caravan Man does help, but it throws out a challenge to see if other bullies can come and knock me off the playground equipment. They want to see if they’re tougher.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you call yourself something else or even a group?” Jason asked. 
 
    “I didn’t name myself. The people around here did,” Arthur answered.  
 
    Slightly tilting his head to the side, “Now I understand the signs, the posing of bodies, and not wanting a name,” Jason said, clearly impressed. “I’m surprised you didn’t just want to hide in the background.”   
 
    “Oh, I did. But I was hauling around kids and tired of fuckers acting like asses,” Arthur said. “The fastest way to stop aggression is with violence of action. Anyone can protect themselves but I wanted everyone to know, I’ll kill you very violently if you even look at me wrong.”  
 
    “I’ll say you accomplished your goal,” LL chuckled. “The group that hit us when I first met Jason knew about you, and that was only a week or so after I’d run into Wendy.” 
 
    Not liking that his name had spread that fast, that far, “Well, it can’t be helped now,” Arthur sighed. 
 
    “Arthur, I talked to folks in New Mexico on my shortwave, and they even asked about the Caravan Man,” LL said, and Arthur just leaned his head back. 
 
    “Hauling all the kids with me,” Arthur paused then continued. “It was the best I could come up with, hauling around so many kids. I was terrified to leave them here, in case by some chance a cocksucker showed up,” Arthur explained. 
 
    “Hey,” Jason said, making Arthur drop his gaze down. “We aren’t judging, and I think you chose correctly. Trust me, gangs avoid you.”  
 
    “Well, I’m still killing them,” Arthur pointed out. 
 
    “Not as many as you would be if there wasn’t a ‘Caravan Man’,” LL shot back.  
 
    “But back to the Disciples,” Jason said, and Arthur saw LL get a repulsive expression. “The group that hit us that first day, that’s who they were. That was our first encounter with the Disciples.”  
 
    LL just nodded. “That’s who engaged Wendy that day.”  
 
    A coldness seeped into Arthur’s soul wanting blood. “Oh, really?” he snarled with an evil grin. 
 
    Reaching over, LL grabbed Arthur’s forearm. “Son, those were dealt with. Don’t go makin’ trouble if you don’t have to,” LL warned. 
 
    “Just how many of these Heavenly Disciples would you guess there are?” Arthur asked in a gruff tone. 
 
    With a shrug, “There were too many to count, and people were still pouring in. One day, we saw hundreds come in,” Jason said. “It’s just a conservative guess and it was over a month ago, but at the time, we were putting their numbers over fifteen thousand, and that was just in the main compound. There’s no way to get the numbers of the groups they have spread around gathering followers. When you factor in those, and it’s purely a guesstimation, but we’d put they had at the minimum another five thousand out scouring the land for followers. They control all the Mississippi River crossings from New Orleans to Memphis. Not in the city itself, because rats own Memphis now.” 
 
    The snarl left Arthur’s face and was replaced by disbelief. “You’ve got to be shitting me.” 
 
    “Now you see why I wanted LL out here,” Jason nodded. “Make no mistake, they’re hostile to any that aren’t them, but you didn’t hear about it until the last month or so on the shortwave. First, it was people who’d escaped ambushes or other gangs. Now, you’re hearing from people who have escaped, but people are still heading toward the radio broadcast.” 
 
    “Arthur, that number is very conservative,” LL chimed in. “I’m sure you know, more kids survived this Rudolph than adults. But the numbers we saw pouring in were more adults than kids, and we didn’t know why until we had to skedaddle.” 
 
    Throwing out his hand, “Arthur, I can guarantee you their numbers are much larger now, just a month later, and I’m willing to bet nearly doubled,” Jason said. “You just can’t believe the numbers that were coming in by car, walking, on bicycles. Hell, we saw a flotilla going down the Mississippi River to join up with the call of ‘Salvation for the masses’, as this preacher says every broadcast.” 
 
    “So, you scouted them?” Arthur asked.  
 
    “Yes, they started a compound out in the middle of nowhere, but have small groups set up all over central Mississippi and into Alabama. How Samantha and I avoided them was a miracle. We drove within thirty miles of the main compound when we left Alabama,” Jason said with a shiver. “Not everyone traveling they stop is coming to join, but you join or die.” 
 
    “Just how big is their main compound?” Arthur cried out. 
 
    “Oh, the perimeter fence is nearly forty miles around enclosing, like, sixty-five thousand acres,” LL answered. 
 
    Almost sliding out of his chair and hitting the ground, “And you saw this?” Arthur panted in shock. 
 
    “We all did,” LL said. “The compound is between De Kalb and Shuqualak, Mississippi. We scouted it over three weeks, and have it outlined on maps with our notes.” 
 
    “And they have a wall up?” Arthur asked, trying to wrap his mind around the effort to pull this off in such a short time. 
 
    “Your wall is to keep shit out. Theirs is to keep people in, but it also serves to keep out bigger critters,” Jason said. “The wall is made from semi-trailers, shipping containers, and railroad boxcars. I never knew there were that many semi-trailers in America, let alone in two states. My first scouting trip, I concentrated on the wall. Moving along the west side for nine miles, I counted one thousand, one hundred and twelve semi-trailers of different sizes. I’ll never forget that number,” Jason exclaimed. “There were shipping containers also, but the walls are mainly made up of trailers pulled end to end. The bottom gap is boarded up from the outside and dirt is thrown under the trailer before the inside is boarded up.” 
 
    From Arthur’s expression, LL could see he was still trying to process what they were telling him. “We scouted around the entire wall, and there wasn’t a single gap we could use to slip in. There are creeks running through, but they set a trailer over the creek and put chain-link fence under it, so a person can’t swim in or out,” LL told him. 
 
    Looking from one to the other, “So, they’re just out in the middle of nowhere Mississippi living behind a wall in tents?” Arthur blurted out. 
 
    LL replied, “Yes, but they aren’t living in tents. They’re building huge open dorms. Family units aren’t allowed, the preacher says. That’s what caused the wrath of God to descend. People weren’t putting Him first.” 
 
    “They even have electricity, but it’s only for the upper echelon, worship, or group areas. The common person is stuck living on a bed in a room with sixty other people. Each person in those dorms gets a dresser the size of a footlocker, and that’s all you have to hold your possessions,” Jason said. 
 
    “You fucking went inside a dorm?!” Arthur yelled. 
 
    Jason looked over at LL, who just shrugged. “Yeah,” Jason said, turning back to Arthur. “We were scouting them. Each of us went into a dorm, worship area, and even some of the ‘Heavenly Instructors’ rooms. They’re the ones who preach constantly and are just under the ‘Divine Apostle’, that’s the preacher you hear most on the radio broadcasting, calling for everyone to come to the Eden being built.” 
 
    Turning away in disgust, “Oh, this is so fucked up,” Arthur moaned. 
 
    “Dude, we haven’t got to the bad shit yet,” Jason said, and Arthur jerked his gaze back. “They’re brainwashing those who come. I don’t know if it was this preacher or one of his upper echelon, but they are fucking good when it comes to brainwashing. When you first join, whether you wanted to or not, you’re in classes for days, just listening. The lecturers spout out shit constantly, they never stop talking to let the person think. Any that don’t look like they’re paying attention go to sleep deprivation chambers and let me tell you, those are some fucked in the ass shit. Arthur, they’re breaking people in days. Many are numb after seeing their world gone and are just grasping for anything. The ones who have will are shown special counseling with the lecturers. Sleep deprivation, shock therapy, and psychedelic drugs. I mean everything, from LSD to mescaline. I always thought it would take months to break the average person, but they’re doing it in days.”  
 
    “I’m going to be sick,” Arthur said, trying not to heave.  
 
    “Son,” LL said, and waited until Arthur looked him in the eyes. “We still haven’t gotten to the bad parts.” 
 
    Nearly getting up and walking off, Arthur took a deep breath and then turned to look at Shawn and Kirk still sitting at the table. Both were visibly frightened. “Guys, you’ll say nothing to nobody until we tell the group, understood?” Arthur told them, and both just bobbed their heads slightly in agreement. “Go on,” Arthur sighed, turning back to LL. 
 
    “The instructors are next under the preacher. There are over a hundred easy, but even they have rank. Those at the top are called ‘Sovereign Instructor’ and we identified only fourteen of those. Just think of them as the chief mind wipers. Arthur, they just talk and preach constantly. Instructors at the bottom are called ‘Apprentice Instructors’, and they make up the bulk of the instructors. We know there are at least two more ranks, but we never heard anyone address them,” LL continued.  
 
    “Next come the soldiers, but they’re called ‘Crusaders’. Like in the past, you can tell because they all wear a red cross. Depending on their rank, that determines the size of the cross. Foot soldiers wear one about four inches big sewn onto their shirt. The woman over the crusaders wears a tunic-like robe that has a red cross three feet big on her chest,” Jason said, and Arthur just blinked. “Yes, woman, and she’s a motherfucking, cold-hearted bitch. I don’t know what that whore did before the outbreak, but she knows her shit when it comes to running an army and starting a fight. Her title is ‘Prime Crusader’.” 
 
    “Shit,” LL scoffed. “I would still rather be with her than Sovereign Instructor Eve.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, “I would rather have needles pushed through my balls than have to be in a class Eve was teaching,” Jason declared. 
 
    Shifting in his chair uncomfortably, “Fuck,” Arthur gasped. “So, did either of you see this preacher?” 
 
    “I saw him once, but he was out of range,” Jason said, startling Arthur. “Yes, if he had been in range, I would’ve shot his ass. My hope would be the underlings would splinter off to fight each other.” 
 
    “Oh, I so would’ve kicked your ass,” LL mumbled.  
 
    Not paying LL any attention, “But Samantha saw him three times. She was in range once but knew there was no way she could escape, and she didn’t want to leave LL and me to take care of the kids.” 
 
    “Whoa, you all went to scout? With the kids?” Arthur asked. 
 
    “Arthur,” LL said. “That day after we’d met, the area was flooded with crusaders. We knew they were looking for us because we’d killed a whole slew of them and had talked to some before they’d died.”  
 
    With an impressed nod, “Surprised you could get someone that was indoctrinated like that to even talk,” Arthur pondered. 
 
    Fidgeting with his hands, “Well, a propane torch brings compliance fairly quickly when you’re pressed for time and don’t really feel like talking that much to the subject,” Jason confessed. 
 
    After a moment’s reflection, Arthur nodded. “Yeah, that would do the trick.” 
 
    Grinning at Jason, “Oh, the doctor can make people talk,” LL chuckled. “But, continuing. My house was in a National Forest and if you didn’t know where it was, you weren’t finding it. But over the next few weeks, the odds started getting higher these crusaders would just stumble upon us, so we decided to check them out. We had asked about numbers from those left behind, but all they ever said was ‘A lot’. Thinking we could punch a few holes and get the group to back off, we went to scout. Loading up in the Suburban and van we took off. Moving slowly and carefully, it took us two days to get there, but we set up three miles away off an old logging trail in a ravine. After some objections, I went scouting first,” LL said, and Jason flipped him off.  
 
    Ignoring Jason, LL continued. “I snuck off that night and had no trouble finding them. When I saw that wall, I nearly passed out because I was on a hill half a mile away and it just went on and on. Knowing we weren’t going to do anything to let them know we were there, I continued and climbed over the wall. Moving about, I didn’t think that many people had survived, so I just started counting. It was an hour before dawn when I headed back and had counted over three thousand, and hadn’t even made it two miles inside the compound.” 
 
    Shifting his butt in the seat, “When I got back and told them, we all agreed to still check them out,” LL explained. “Each night, two would go out to scout while the other stayed with the kids, and we would rotate who stayed each night. Thankfully by now, all the babies were sleeping through the night. But I knew if any of us were caught, it would be only a matter of time before they made us talk. So we carried radios to call out if we could before being taken,” LL paused, appearing uncomfortable. “But those scouting couldn’t stay out more than six hours and if they didn’t return, the others were to pull out. We set up an alternate spot to meet up, just in case someone had to hunker down but after that, they were to leave before the one that’d gotten caught gave up anything. We were certain the questioning wouldn’t have started for a few hours until a commander showed up. Everyone thought they could hold out for an hour or two before breaking, knowing if they didn’t, the others and the kids would probably die.” 
 
    Liking the planning and thought put out, all Arthur could do was give an impressed nod of approval as LL finished his mug off. Wiping his mouth off, “That’s how we operated for twenty-three days straight, and every day we saw a new horror. Crucifixions, burning people at the stake, I mean some medieval shit,” LL shivered. “We got to see them hit a convoy of survivors who weren’t wanting to join up and ‘be saved to start the race over as God meant it to be’,” LL quoted the babble spouted by the instructors.  
 
    “Seven trucks loaded with folks heading west was stopped at a roadblock and quickly boxed in. When they didn’t get out, a hundred kids, ranging from five to twelve, surrounded the group and behind the kids were crusaders, using them as shields. Those in the trucks had some serious firepower, but never fired a shot and were just taken in. We saw that again before we crossed into Tennessee at a farm where a group was at. Like before, the group never fired and were taken in.” 
 
    Shifting his eyes from LL to Jason, “Think of me as a piece of shit, but I would’ve mowed those kids down and never batted an eyelash,” Arthur stated.  
 
    “Oh, we had already agreed to do that,” LL said, then continued. “After seeing that, some of us wanted blood,” LL accused, cutting his eyes to Jason. 
 
    “Eat me, bitch,” Jason snapped.  
 
    With a smirk, “The next day, we found three on patrol and took them,” LL went on. “And Mister Propane Torch over there had them talking in an hour. It seems the preacher had taken, ‘the children will lead’, in a new direction. On all planned attacks or ambushes, they used kids as shields. But we finally had an answer to why more kids weren’t joining up in numbers like the adults. Some kids had escaped and word had spread. Adults didn’t know, but the kids were telling other kids.”  
 
    Feeling a thousand years old, Arthur just felt sick, pissed off, tired, frustrated, and in the need to strangle something. “Several times you’ve mentioned you had to leave the scouting mission. Were you compromised?” he asked.  
 
    “Yep. They have patrols inside the compound to watch for people trying to escape, but one patrol with dogs crossed one of our trails and we don’t know which one. But they found where we were going over the wall and started searching the area, so we left. We headed back down to my place and found it had been burnt down. That’s when I suggested we try for Wendy, and see if we could just stay for a few days before heading further west,” LL explained. 
 
    Not sure what to do or ask, “I’m glad you’re here,” Arthur told both of them. Before LL or Jason could reply, Wendy walked out with Samantha.   
 
    Walking over, Wendy knew from Arthur’s expression he’d heard stuff he didn’t like but she could still tell, Arthur enjoyed being around Jason and LL. Stopping beside Arthur, Wendy shoved her thumbs in her pockets. “Arthur, we’re taking today off,” she very clearly told him, and wasn’t asking. “We haven’t stopped for more than half a day. I want everyone to just relax.” 
 
    Setting her jaw and getting ready for a fight, Wendy kept her body relaxed when Arthur looked up at her with tired eyes. “That’s the best thing I’ve heard in a long time,” he replied, and Wendy nearly fainted. 
 
    Wendy was tempted to tell Arthur that she should’ve found him some buddies sooner, but wisely didn’t. “Glad you agree,” she smiled, and pulled out a bar stool and sat down.  
 
    Grabbing another stool, Samantha sat beside Jason but was staring intently at him. “What the fuck has you on edge?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Catching Arthur up on what we’ve been through till now,” Jason told her. 
 
    Suppressing a shiver, “Glad I missed it. I lived through it and have no desire to hear about it,” Samantha told him.  
 
    “Since we’re taking today off, I’m going to get the kids who are ready to test ‘to carry’ up to the firing range,” Arthur said, gripping the armrests of the barstool to push off, but Wendy reached over grabbing his forearm. 
 
    “Just wait till after lunch,” Wendy told him. 
 
    Confused, Arthur lifted his wrist up and saw it was almost eleven. “So, you informed everyone else before me that we’re taking today off?” Arthur teased.  
 
    Taking her hand off his arm, “Yep,” she chirped. “I had the big TV moved to the dorm living area and told Skannish to play Mario. Everyone’s over there rolling on the floor and laughing when he yells at the screen.” 
 
    “I’ve never laughed so hard in my life,” Arthur confessed.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    What did you say 
 
      
 
    The group sat talking for just a few minutes before LL stood up, “I’m going to get dressed.” 
 
    “Why? The day’s half over,” Samantha informed him. 
 
    “Keep on and I’ll make you take a plug of chewing tobacco,” LL warned. 
 
    “I would sooner cut my tits off with a butter knife before that shit got near my mouth!” Samantha shouted. Spinning around, LL jogged to the house before Samantha got up, and ran inside.  
 
    From the front of the house, the four heard shouting. When Arthur and Wendy gave simultaneous long sighs, Samantha and Jason turned to them. “Go and make them shut the fuck up!” Wendy demanded.  
 
    “I’m tired of talking to them! Robin listens better about wearing clothes!” Arthur cried out, and Samantha started giggling. 
 
    “That child hates clothes,” she laughed. 
 
    “I did it yesterday. You deal with it today,” Wendy told him. 
 
    “All you did was join in the screaming with those two,” Arthur replied, and heard the shouting moving around the house.  
 
    Getting up, “I’m showing Samantha the greenhouses and textile barn. Deal with them and make them shut up,” Wendy commanded, then spun on her heel. As Wendy walked off, Samantha kissed Jason on the cheek and took off after her.  
 
    Joseph came around the corner of the house with Sarah right behind him shouting. Stopping on the patio, he turned and started shouting back but Sarah had already started walking off, so Joseph just followed and yelled at her. Walking through the parked UTVs and buggies, Sarah spun around to scream but Joseph had already turned around, walking back to the patio.  
 
    Taking three quick steps to catch up, Sarah started shrieking. For ten minutes, Arthur and Jason watched the two. One was always moving away with the other trailing behind and yelling, but the argument never really left the patio.  
 
    “Arthur, how long have they been dating?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Dating?!” Arthur cried out. “Jason, last Tuesday, Wendy tried to get me to disarm both of them. They hate each other.” 
 
    Never taking his eyes off the two, very slowly, Jason shook his head in disagreement. “Arthur, those two are in love,” Jason stated with conviction.  
 
    Turning back to Joseph and Sarah screaming at each other, “Um, we seem to have two different ideas of love,” Arthur concluded.  
 
    “No, love is love and they love each other, but they’re both stubborn as hell. I can see it in their faces, neither wants to be seen as weak by the other,” Jason explained.  
 
    Not moving back and forth chasing each other anymore, Sarah and Joseph were standing toe-to-toe yelling. Any minute, Arthur was expecting fists to start flying. “Jason, if that’s your idea of love, I really don’t want to piss you off,” Arthur sighed, preparing to get up and break the two apart. 
 
    “Why don’t you just make them go fuck and get it over with?” Jason asked, and Arthur slid out of the barstool laughing.   
 
    Never turning to Arthur and still watching the fight, Jason saw Sarah push Joseph and then he pushed her back. “They’re acting like ten-year-olds who have a crush on each other,” he observed as Arthur climbed back up on his barstool, still laughing. “I acted that way in fifth grade to the girl I liked. Maybe we need to let them pass notes.” 
 
    “Dude, they’ll send letter bombs to each other,” Arthur said, wiping tears from his eyes.  
 
    “No, they won’t,” Jason stated confidently as the two pushed each other again. He finally turned away to Arthur. “They love each other,” he stated again with conviction, “a lot. Otherwise, blood would be flowing by now.” 
 
    Hearing the certainty in Jason’s voice, Arthur stopped grinning to watch the two, and gave a startle to see both were wearing their pistols. Turning to find Jason staring at him, “Jason, I’m sorry, but you’re wrong,” Arthur informed him. 
 
    Reaching down and pulling his AR to his lap, “This is my pride and joy of my collection,” Jason stated with pride. “It can shoot three-inch groups at four hundred yards. It has a mated bolt group for the barrel and the best trigger group you’ll ever shoot.” Looking at the AR, Arthur had to agree, it was a nice piece of iron. 
 
    Taking his eyes off the AR and turning to Arthur, “If I’m wrong, I’ll give you this AR,” Jason asserted. 
 
    With wide eyes, Arthur looked back down at the AR. Arthur loved guns, but not like Jason. Where Arthur viewed his guns as tools, Jason looked at his guns as works of art to use as tools. Just the care with how Jason treated his weapons with spoke of that. When he wanted a gun for patrol, Arthur just grabbed an AR or M4 from his rack. He treated his weapons nice, keeping them clean and doing maintenance, but it was a tool he was keeping ready. 
 
    To Jason, he was maintaining his work of art when he did maintenance. 
 
    The only weapons Arthur had that he saw as different were the M16 he’d stolen and the folded steel 1911 he’d made. Now the 1911, Arthur didn’t know anyone he even liked enough to shoot with it. The fact Jason had put up his proud work of art, made Arthur take pause in his certainty.  
 
    Shifting his eyes back to the fight, all Arthur could see was two people ready to kill. “You’re that certain?” 
 
    Glad Arthur understood the significance of the bet, “If I’m wrong, this gun is yours,” Jason told him. 
 
    “Then how do I make them move forward from the ‘I want to kill you’ stage? A stage I never knew existed,” Arthur wondered.  
 
    “Now that, I have no idea,” Jason confessed.     
 
    Taking a deep breath as he stood up, Arthur took his pistol off and set it on the bar. “If you’re wrong and this goes bad, I’ll take down Joseph, but you’ll have to take down Sarah. I wouldn’t ask, but you seem confident and I’m sick of listening to them.” 
 
    Elated that Arthur believed him, Jason set his AR on the bar but didn’t get up. “I got your back,” Jason told him. 
 
    “You remember that bitch has a pistol,” Arthur said, never taking his eyes off the two. Shaking his hands out, Arthur took a deep breath and let it out slowly as he headed into the fray. 
 
    Standing at the greenhouse with Samantha just to make sure Arthur did something, “About fucking time he went to break it up,” Wendy growled. 
 
    “Fucking stop!” Arthur shouted, making both jump up in the air. They both landed looking at him with fists raised. “Oh, you two want a piece of me?” Arthur challenged, bowing up and they quickly dropped their hands to their sides.  
 
    With both staring at him but still panting hard and ready to tear into each other, Arthur looked back and forth from Sarah to Joseph. “You know,” he started in a nice calm voice. “I’ve seen this before, but not until recently. You two are acting like kids. You know who you’re acting like?” he asked, but didn’t wait for acknowledgement. “You’re acting like Jim and Jodi,” Arthur told them, and the scowls fell off each one’s face in shock. 
 
    Kirk snickered, remembering his brother fighting with Jodi a few weeks ago. It took a second for Wendy to remember Jodi was at the daycare with Little Momma. She knew the kid, but had to think how they’d got here. 
 
    Clearly hurt that they had been accused of acting like a six and seven-year-old, Sarah and Joseph started to formulate their responses as Arthur continued. “Two weeks ago in the mud pile, those two fought like cats and dogs. Do either of you remember?” Arthur asked, raising his eyebrows as each racked their brains. 
 
    “Of course you don’t, because you two were fighting in front of the shop,” Arthur reminded them, but neither remembered that either. “I’m going to do to you what Vicki did to Jim and Jodi.” Both glanced at each other nervously, not understanding or remembering anything about the incident. 
 
    “First, let me remind you, I can stomp both your asses in the ground without breaking a sweat. If you run or try to run, I’ll catch and continue until you do what I say. Do each of you understand?” he asked in a very calm and soothing voice.  
 
    Starting to get worried, “But-,” Sarah began, but Arthur cut her off. 
 
    “Young lady,” he popped off, making Sarah snap her mouth closed. Joseph was just nodding. He’d had his ass kicked by Mom, he didn’t want any part of a beatdown by Dad. “Are we understood?” Arthur asked again.     
 
    “Yes, sir,” Joseph said, and Sarah nearly called him an ass kisser but thankfully, kept her mouth shut. 
 
    “Yes-,” Sarah paused for a second and saw Arthur’s eyes start to harden, “sir,” she added and his eyes softened up, making her relax.  
 
    “I want both of you to face each other,” Arthur told them and they did, but as soon as they locked eyes, both clenched their jaws like two bulldogs ready to attack. “Tell each other you’re sorry. Joseph, you go first.”  
 
    For the first time in his life, Joseph thought about not obeying his dad, but just couldn’t do it. “I’m sorry,” Joseph said through gritted teeth.  
 
    Very happy she didn’t have to go first, “I’m sorry,” Sarah responded in kind.  
 
    “Very good, you two,” Arthur praised. “Now, kiss and make up.”  
 
    If Arthur had told them to kill a baby, he would’ve gotten the same reaction. Both turned to him in abstract horror. “Are you serious?” Joseph whined.  
 
    Stomping her foot, “I would rather kiss a cow’s ass,” Sarah pouted. 
 
    “Shut it!” Arthur barked, and both stopped but were still looking at him. “Now, kiss and make up and I’d better believe it. You two are causing way too much turmoil here. Everyone loves each of you, but sides are starting to be taken. This ends today, and you two are going to kiss and make up. The kiss better look genuine enough to fool me, I’m warning you,” Arthur told them.  
 
    As she turned to Joseph, Sarah really thought of just loading up and leaving, but she knew Arthur could find her. He would bring her back and probably make her kiss Joseph in front of everyone here. Giving a depressed sigh, “Fine,” Sarah mumbled, dropping her shoulders and accepting her fate. 
 
    Going to complain to Wendy later, Joseph just nodded. Each closed their eyes as they leaned forward, puckering their lips like the little kids they were acting like. Their lips barely met and they stopped moving. “I’m not convinced,” Arthur told them blandly.  
 
    Both leaned forward more, pressing their lips together harder and both opened their eyes to see their archrival kissing them. “Very good,” Arthur praised just like he did to Robin for wearing her panties, and they both caught it.  
 
    Breaking the kiss slowly and leaning back while still staring hard at each other. “I’m sorry,” Sarah said in a small voice, but it sounded very sincere.  
 
    Nearly stumbling back, Arthur turned as Joseph spoke. “It was my fault this time. I’m sorry.” 
 
    For the first time, Arthur saw the two looking at each other without death in their eyes, and he started making plans to put Vicki over all internal disputes between family members with Jason as the family counselor. With a tiny shrug of her shoulder, “Well, I did chase you down and kept on,” Sarah offered with a hint of a smile.  
 
    “I kind of asked for it, though,” Joseph grinned.  
 
    Feeling weak in the knees, Arthur could now see what Jason had spotted through the hate-spewing screaming match. These two loved each other. In complete shock, Arthur just gawked as the two smiled at each other. “I’m very proud of you two,” he mumbled in utter disbelief.   
 
    Suddenly, the two lunged at each other, catching Arthur by surprise. Sarah leapt in the air to wrap her legs around Joseph’s waist and her arms around his neck. Catching her, Joseph wrapped his arms tight around her and their mouths locked in a passionate kiss.  
 
    Rooted to the same spot watching the passion, Arthur felt he wasn’t certain of anything in life anymore. Unable to think of anything, he just turned away. Looking back at the greenhouse, he saw Samantha kneeling beside Wendy who was sprawled out on the ground.  
 
    Seeing Wendy on the ground broke his stupor and Arthur broke into a sprint, skidding to a halt behind Samantha. “She fainted,” Samantha said, patting Wendy’s face. “I told you those two were in love.” 
 
    Blinking her eyes and realizing she was on the ground, Wendy sat up and leaned to look past Samantha. Sarah was still stuck to Joseph’s chest and the kiss was still going, but it looked to be getting hotter as the two weaved their heads side to side. “After what they put us through with that fighting, we’d better get a dozen grandkids,” Wendy proclaimed, and slowly looked up at Arthur. “How in the fuck did you do that?” 
 
    “Um, just made them do what Vicki did to Jim and Jodi,” Arthur confessed.  
 
    Holding out her hand for Arthur to help her up, “We need to get Vicki something nice for that,” Wendy told Arthur as he pulled her up.  
 
    “Hey, I wouldn’t have tried it if Jason hadn’t said they were in love,” Arthur admitted.  
 
    Slowly, Wendy cut her eyes to Samantha and found her blushing. “Um, yeah,” Samantha stuttered. “We met at a bar. I was at a bachelorette party and Jason was at a bachelor party. We locked up within ten minutes of making eye contact. The bouncers came over and separated us after I punched him and he poured a pitcher of beer over me. We locked up two more times and were thrown out…” Samantha told them with her blush turning a deep red and running down her neck.  
 
    “The bouncers grabbed Jason first and it pissed me off, so I jumped on one’s back and bit a chunk from his shoulder. Another bouncer ran over and grabbed me by the hair and Jason broke his arm. We looked at each other and bolted for the door. I told him I didn’t have a car there and Jason picked me up and ran for his truck when bouncers started pouring out of the door to the bar. We sped out of town and have been together ever since,” she ended with a smile, but was still blushing.  
 
    Patting Samantha’s arm, “Well, I’m glad Jason was a gentleman and took you straight home,” Wendy said with a grin.  
 
    Giving a snorting cough to keep from busting out laughing, “Yeah, he sure did. We sat on the porch swing holding hands,” Samantha forced out quickly, then fought not to laugh. 
 
    “What?” Jason asked, walking over.  
 
    “Samantha was telling us how you met,” Wendy said, and Jason’s face turned instantly red. “How you took her home like a knight in shining armor and sat on the porch swing holding hands.” 
 
    Glancing at Samantha biting the inside of her cheek, “Sure did,” Jason replied hesitantly, not remembering the night ending that way. 
 
    Sutton stepped out the back door to say lunch was ready but froze, seeing Sarah and Joseph still kissing passionately. “They had to have given them drugs,” he mumbled, then shouted, “Lunch!”   
 
    Just walking past the two, Arthur grabbed Wendy’s hand. Behind them, Jason grabbed Samantha’s. Inside, they found everyone except Sarah and Joseph in the dining room. Before sitting down or even picking up Nicole, Arthur walked around the table and picked up Vicki and engulfed her in a hug.  
 
    Sighing contently, Vicki hugged him back. “What did I do?” Vicki asked. 
 
    “Just being Little Momma,” Arthur told her and then Wendy hugged both of them.  
 
    “You are so smart, Little Momma,” Wendy said, squeezing tight.  
 
    Trying to figure out what she had done, Vicki just gave up and enjoyed the hugs. After Arthur put her down, Nicole was yelling from her bouncy chair. “You need to relax,” Arthur said picking her up, and Nicole stopped fussing.  
 
    Not sitting down, Arthur looked around the room. “Listen,” he said, and everyone turned to him. “I’m telling Vicki, she is to pick a full-time assistant to help her with the kids. If you’re picked, you’d better be honored or I’ll show you the mistake you made. There are too many kids now, even with others lending hands, for Vicki to continue on alone.” 
 
    Looking down the table at Vicki, “Little Momma, I want you to think about it and tell me who you want for an assistant tomorrow,” Arthur said, getting ready to sit down. 
 
    “I know who I want,” Vicki told him instantly.  
 
    Dropping into his chair, “Who?” Arthur asked.  
 
    The entire room turned to Vicki and she turned to look down the long table. “I want Chloe for an assistant,” Vicki stated with clarity. Many breathed a sigh of relief, a few sighed in disappointment. Stunned that she’d been chosen, Chloe stared at Vicki in shock.   
 
    “Vicki, can I ask you why? But it will be done,” Arthur nearly gasped, never expecting Chloe for Vicki’s choice. 
 
    “Shawn asked she be given another chance, and he’s the best big brother ever. Chloe has changed, and the kids will like her,” Vicki replied.  
 
    “I’ll do my best,” Chloe told Vicki, then cut her eyes over at Shawn and mouthed ‘Thank you’.  
 
    After lunch, Arthur had no desire to go outside. Joseph and Sarah weren’t there anymore and hadn’t come in for lunch. They’d just disappeared, but nobody went looking for them. Sitting in his office, Arthur looked up when Jason walked in. “Samantha taking her nap?” 
 
    “Yep, but only after Vicki reminded her, very nicely I must add,” Jason grinned, and saw Arthur was drawing diagrams of something so he moved along the wall, looking at the pictures.  
 
    Picking up the protractor, Arthur carefully drew a line on the page. “You want to go with me and the kids to the range in an hour?” Arthur asked. 
 
    “Love to,” Jason chuckled, moving along the wall still looking at the pictures. He suddenly froze and yanked a picture off the wall so fast, he knocked two others to the floor. “It’s her!” Jason shouted, scaring the shit out of Arthur and making him throw the pencil and protractor through the air.  
 
    Spinning in his chair and getting up, “Her, who?” Arthur asked walking over. 
 
    Holding the picture in his left, Jason jabbed a finger at the picture with his right. “This is that fucking bitch, Sovereign Instructor Eve right there! I would know that fucking slut anywhere!” Jason bellowed. 
 
    Standing beside Jason and looking down at the picture, Arthur saw it had been taken at the church of the women’s group. Standing in the center of the picture was Alicia. He’d been there the day Wendy had taken this picture of the Quilt Club at the church. “Fuck me! She’s still alive!” Arthur shouted. 
 
    THE END 
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