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 Chapter One 
 
    Laurel River Lake 
 
    Trading Post 
 
      
 
    A slightly pudgy white man was sitting behind a huge oak desk listening to a tale in disbelief. His name, Victor Dunstan. He looked across the desk at a filthy young man with greasy black hair, Ricky, a member of the Pirates gang that had been wiped out. For the last hour, Ricky sat and told them of the horror he had witnessed weeks ago. Holding up a hand, “Hold on, boy,” Victor said shaking his head. “Let me get this straight. You were out on patrol and came across a machine killing infected, and you destroyed it?” 
 
    “It killed Greg!” Ricky cried out as a man wearing fatigues stepped over from the corner.  
 
    “Don’t raise your voice again,” he warned.  
 
    Trying to appear small and submissive, “Sorry,” Ricky whispered.  
 
    Chuckling as he leaned back in his chair, “Colonel Bren doesn’t like rudeness,” Victor grinned, motioning to the man in fatigues. 
 
    “It won’t happen again,” Ricky practically whispered.  
 
    Asking again for the third time, still not believing what Ricky was telling him, “So you and your patrol broke a machine that was killing infected?” Victor asked again, shaking his head. 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, sir. It killed Greg,” Ricky answered in a low voice, cutting his eyes to Bren. “Not the machine, the stuff running the machine, I think. When Greg touched it, he died.” 
 
    “And you don’t see a problem with that?” Victor asked. 
 
    Looking at Victor with wide eyes, Ricky shook his head. “A problem with what, sir?”    
 
    “Your patrol broke a machine that was killing infected and from what you’re saying, it was doing it autonomously,” Victor clarified and Ricky just blinked. “The machine was doing that on its own? Nobody was driving it?”  
 
    Nodding vigorously, “Yes, sir. Izzy said it wasn’t being driven by remote control,” Ricky answered. “Izzy was the one over the radios and our power.”  
 
    Hearing that there was a pirate with functioning brain cells, “And Izzy is where?” Victor sighed, hoping for more information. 
 
    With wide eyes filled with terror, “Phoenix got ‘im,” Ricky whispered, glancing around.  
 
    Fighting to remain calm and not pull his pistol out and shoot the imbecile on the other side of his desk, “That’s the machine that ran around spraying fire, correct?” Victor asked. 
 
    Slinking down in his chair like he was trying to hide, “Yes, the Borg Queen sent it,” Ricky replied in a whisper. “We killed one of hers so she sent Phoenix to kill us.” 
 
    Looking at Ricky hard, Victor knew the man couldn’t be older than twenty. At one time, he figured Ricky may not have been a complete moron but like the other pirates, the binge party they had been on since this started seemed to have taken what few brain cells any of them had left. “I trust this is the same Borg that’s on the radio near Pineville?” Victor asked, and Ricky gave a grin as he nodded.  
 
    Turning to Bren, “So, what do you think?” Victor asked.  
 
    Waving a hand to Ricky, “The Pirates are fucking idiots and whoever wiped them out did the world a favor,” Bren answered, and Ricky let out a gasp. “By dumbass’s own admission, multiple times, this machine they took out was killing infected by the hundreds, and these fuckwads broke it. I’m tempted to kill his ass right now.”  
 
    Shifting his gaze back to Ricky, “I’ve heard of stupid shit, but killing a machine that is eradicating infected just tops everything,” Victor sighed, reaching up to massage his temples.  
 
    “It killed Greg,” Ricky said again, like that was reason enough.  
 
    Dropping his hands from his temples and turning to Bren, “Have this stupid fuck taken outside and killed. I want the slowest and most painful means you can think of to kill him,” Victor told Bren, and Ricky jumped up screaming.  
 
    Two soldiers ran in and one buttstroked Ricky in the back of the head, knocking him out. As the soldiers dragged him out, “I was hoping stupid would be eradicated with the infection, but I’m proven wrong once again,” Bren said, moving up and sitting in the chair Ricky had just vacated.  
 
    “So, you found the Pirates’ camp?” Victor asked.  
 
    “Yes, and it was right where Ricky said it was. I only took a small team in, just to confirm, but we didn’t stay long because it’s inside the Wild Ones’ area. I agree with you, we don’t want to piss them off. I lost one patrol to them so I backed out fast. The destruction of the camp was total. And Victor, the Wild Ones turned loose the three stock the Pirates had bought from us. I asked Ricky about them when I got back.” 
 
    Giving a groan, “You don’t think we’ve angered them?” Victor asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No,” Bren said. “I told my men and the scouts who went with us to disturb nothing and leave everything as they found it. I lost contact with the patrol as they neared Girdler.”  
 
    Putting his elbows on the table and resting his chin in his hands, “Just how much of a problem do you think the Wild Ones can be?” Victor asked.  
 
    “We lost half a dozen scouts before we declared Knox County off-limits. None of them even got a chance to radio out, and neither did the patrol with me this time. They also wiped out the Devil Lords to the last man. I would consider them a grave threat. But we’ve proven, if we don’t go there, they don’t come out. I agree with you. Let them stay where they are and leave them alone. In time, they may reach out to us.”  
 
    “Yeah, about what I feel,” Victor sighed. “I just wish we had a more definite area to avoid. If they can do what that idiot claims, they could hurt us very badly. Any word on the search for Diane?” 
 
    “No. We know they headed west, but we lost them near Parkers Lake. A biker gang spotted them but couldn’t catch ‘em. They’d somehow gotten horses. Unless we get lucky with the reward, we aren’t going to find them.”    
 
    Giving a long groan, “Damn. I wanted that bitch dead,” Victor mumbled. “Any new intel on the Wild Ones?” 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, sir, and I’d advise against sending in any more scouts to get some. Let’s just question any people we find who’ve traveled through their area. Like we figured, they do let some move through their area, but none can stay. Any who try, don’t live. I might get one of my men to try and act as a survivor and move through, since we know they let people do that without killing them. But, I’d advise we make the exclusion area for our scouts to avoid even bigger. We need to include the north of Bell county, western Leslie county, and southern Clay county like the broadcast warns. Just for the fact we don’t know what in the hell they can bring to the battlefield.” 
 
    Laughing, “You think they’ll send killer robots?” Victor asked. 
 
    “No. But Victor, they have figured out how to kill infected without devoting manpower. For solely that reason, we need to leave their asses alone. Just from the reports we got from those few who have moved through their area, we know they are killing infected by the thousands. In time, they can wipe this area clear of infected. Then we can move against them if we have to. I just don’t want them to stop killing infected. I don’t think they realize it, but they’re helping everyone by killing off the infected in large numbers.”  
 
    Listening to Bren, Victor couldn’t help but be impressed with the reasoning. “Mark the area and inform the scouts, none of our men are to go near there,” Victor ordered.  
 
    “Sir, we need to tell all the other enclaves around us to avoid them as well. I don’t want the Wild Ones to think a patrol from someone else belongs to us. Somehow, they have next generation hardware and the knowledge to use it. As you’ve said many times, they don’t need supplies and we can’t even guess on the numbers, but to take out the Devil Lords and the New Dawn, they must be sitting on several hundred well-trained fighters.” 
 
    “What if we had air?” Victor asked. This was a sore subject with Bren because all his choppers had to be left in Corbin when the refugee center had been overrun. There were now only three military units within fifty miles that had helicopters, and Bren didn’t like asking to use them from any of the three. He had only done it once with General Wade, and vowed never to do it again. The other two sites he didn’t even want to trade with, but like Victor said, ‘business is business’. Those two military units traded lots of ammo with the Trading Post. 
 
    “Victor, I wouldn’t trust General Wade in Buckhorn to do shit! I’m willing to bet if choppers or planes showed up over the Wild Ones, they’d get shot down. The ease with which the Wild Ones penetrate camps is somewhat disturbing and to just leave pranks is just letting everyone know, they can kill whenever they want.” 
 
    Throwing up his hands, “How in the fuck did they stay off the radar before this?!” Victor cried out. “It must have taken years to set up their area, and nobody knows shit!” 
 
    “Sir, if you want my opinion, I think some of the Wild Ones were in departments of the government. That’s the only thing I can come up with that explains the weapons and tactics we’ve heard of. Then you figure, nobody had any information on them.”  
 
    “Shit. Best explanation I’ve heard,” Victor admitted. “Very well. Advise all outposts that trade with us to avoid the exclusion area. If they don’t, we’ll broadcast out to the Wild Ones where to find them if they attack or disturb them. You’re sure you don’t want to try and get the Wild Ones to take a few out?” 
 
    “I’d advise against it. I’m worried if anyone attacks or disturbs them, the Wild Ones will come for us first. We’re the closest sizeable threat. There are a few groups around with less than fifty, but they’re all allied to us. After us, they would just expand out till they get to the guilty party. They could’ve hit us after the Devil Lords, but we haven’t pissed them off and they don’t consider us a threat, so they leave us be.”   
 
    Looking hard at Bren for several minutes, “And you don’t think the Wild Ones didn’t attack us because they were worried about our size?” Victor asked. 
 
    Throwing his head back and laughing, “Really, Victor?” Bren howled out, then settled back into his business state again. “The Devil Lords had over nine hundred shooters and the New Dawn had over four hundred. Did the Wild Ones hesitate to attack both of them? Hell no, and they did it slyly by making them attack each other first. Then they only wiped out the winner. Sir, the Wild Ones wipe out those who come or are in their area. I just wish we had an idea of the area they declare. If they were after potential threats, they would’ve already hit us. We haven’t pissed them off yet and they don’t see us as a threat, and I would like to keep it that way. At the very least, until we can get more numbers.”  
 
    “And you still believe the Wild Ones’ strength is around three hundred shooters?” Victor asked. 
 
    Nodding, “Between two to three hundred,” Bren answered. “You don’t attack targets close to your base unless you can wipe them out. I do believe if the New Dawn and the Devil Lords had joined forces, they could’ve hurt or maybe taken out the Wild Ones.” 
 
    “We’ve talked to those weirdo New Dawn survivors up in Buckhorn, but they never found any base near them. I also talked to Boss Hogg the week before and they’d never found any faction near them either.” 
 
    Scoffing, “I could’ve hidden two divisions from those idiots in Knox County and they never would’ve found them,” Bren shot back, and saw Victor was lost. “Sorry. A ‘division’ is around ten thousand shooters.”  
 
    “You’re being serious?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Now, I might have been exaggerating with two divisions, but I could hide one easily. I’m just trying to let you know it’s not that hard, and my numbers for the Wild Ones could be way off. There could be as few as a hundred or as many as a thousand.” Seeing Victor nod slowly, Bren continued. “I believe it when the eggheads say over eighty percent of America is dead and walking around as infected, but sir,” Bren paused and when Victor turned to him, continued. 
 
    “Sir, there are small groups hiding everywhere. We have people hiding within five miles of us. I’m just saying they could have the numbers.” 
 
    Slapping the desk, “My scouts scour the countryside! There’s no way!” Victor challenged. 
 
    “I’m willing to bet, sir. Are you?” Bren grinned. “I could send a patrol out just to prove it. Let’s say, for ten stock of my choice?” 
 
    Wincing at the bet, Victor shook his head. “Not that steep,” he groaned.  
 
    Grinning, “I’m just getting my point across. This country is huge now. The scouts don’t check every closet, drainage ditch, and car trunk. And I’m sorry to tell you, they don’t know shit about moving through terrain. If it’s not near a road, the scouts don’t think anything can exist. With the eggheads’ predictions, there are still over thirty million breathing bodies in the states. Just using those numbers, there are a quarter of a million people within a hundred miles of where we are.” 
 
    Trying to follow Bren but failing, Victor just blinked. “You think we can find a quarter of a million people within a hundred miles around us?” 
 
    “Sir,” Bren sighed, “that encompasses over thirty thousand square miles. Before the outbreak, there were over a hundred people per square mile here. Now, I figure eight to ten. Again, using the eggheads’ numbers.” 
 
    Relaxing in his chair, Bren watched Victor think about what he’d said. Bren knew Victor was smart, but mainly in matters of business. Hell, the man had been a billionaire before the infection. He had been with Victor since the center in Corbin, and it was he who had led a platoon to Victor’s house and rescued him. At that time, Bren had four thousand troops, tanks, helicopters, and all the resources of the US military.  
 
    The infected hadn’t been impressed and had flowed over the land like locusts. So many infected piled on tanks that the engines couldn’t breathe, and the only air an engine could pull in was hydrogen sulfide. Once trapped inside after the engine blew, you suffocated from the hydrogen sulfide. If you didn’t have a barrier, a tall barrier that couldn’t burn down, the infected would get you. Most outposts now, like themselves, used water as a barrier. Nobody knew why but the infected hated it, and it could kill them if they were submerged. They didn’t die fast, but they did die if they stayed submerged. But the important fact was, the infected feared and hated water, and that was all you needed to know. 
 
    Even here, they had a small team of scientists studying the infected. The ‘eggheads’. It was only because of Bren that the eggheads held any status. He was the one who needed information on the infected.  
 
    When they had been run out of Corbin, it’d been Victor who had gathered up the first of the scouts and taken over the lake. Understanding the importance of the site, Bren had joined in. At that time, he had still been trying to follow orders. But he was getting fed up on those orders, getting huge numbers of his troops killed. It was the end of April when he had stopped following those orders and had joined Victor, setting up the lake. 
 
    The main reason he had hesitated was Victor had been setting up a compound that went against the very Constitution he had sworn to follow. Within a month, there were buildings and a power grid on the peninsula where there had only been forest. In the beginning, Victor had traded goods only, but before the end of that first month on the lake, slaves had been sold. It had bothered Bren in the beginning, but he’d gotten over it. 
 
    The turning point for Bren, he had found humans, not infected, normal humans eating other humans to try and stay alive. It became very apparent the rule of law was only the strong survive. Rape was a given outside the walls, inside the walls also if you asked for some. But inside the walls Bren and Victor profited from it, so it wasn’t rape to him anymore. 
 
    The soldiers still with Bren had followed him like a god because he’d stopped sending them on suicide missions, and their primary job now was protecting the lake. There were some in Bren’s command that worried about Victor, but not Bren. Victor needed him to run the campaigns, and he needed Victor to run the business.  
 
    Working through the math of what Bren had said, Victor finally looked at him. “Okay, I understand what you’re saying now.”  
 
    Tilting his head, “I knew you would,” Bren grinned.  
 
    “The eggheads give us anything new?” Victor asked leaning back in his chair. 
 
    “We have a briefing from them this Friday. At present, they’re running eleven experiments.”  
 
    At first, Victor had scoffed when Bren had found those at the lake he’d set up as researchers. Of the eleven eggheads, four would’ve been outstanding stock and one of the others, Victor would’ve branded. It hadn’t taken long for Victor to understand the importance of studying the infected. The ‘eggheads’, as Bren called them, were all primary staff. They were on the same level as the engineers and electricians from the dam. 
 
    “Hope they give us some good news for a change,” Victor sighed.  
 
    “Any information about the infected is worthwhile,” Bren said as the door opened.  
 
    About to unleash because there hadn’t been a knock or an announcement from his receptionist, Victor paused seeing his brother Blake walk in. “We lost two scout patrols,” he said, stopping at Victor’s desk. 
 
    Very slowly closing his eyes and shaking his head, “You’d better not tell me they were in the exclusion area,” Victor grumbled.  
 
    “Oh no, Vic,” Blake blurted out. “One was swarmed over by stinkers and...” He stopped and swallowed hard before continuing, cutting his eyes toward Bren. “The other came under fire near Gregory. We lost contact with them after a few minutes. Do you want me to call Major Dankin to check on them?” Dankin had a camp set up at Peoples, Kentucky, and traded with them fairly often.     
 
    “And just how do we know it wasn’t Dankin’s troops ambushing them?” Victor asked.  
 
    “Before we lost contact, the patrol said it was the gang that paints their faces blue,” Blake answered.  
 
    “You know, I never would’ve believed the world could descend to Mad Max levels in such a short time,” Victor sighed. “Bren, how should we deal with these ‘Blue Men’?”  
 
    “Vic, not all of them are men,” Blake told him in a low voice, but Victor just ignored him.  
 
    Thinking for a minute, Bren answered. “We need to let Dankin know they’re close. He’s lost a lot of troops to them. I’m betting they want his base.”  
 
    “You think they can take his base?” Victor gasped. “He has over three hundred troops.” Dankin was set up between the forks of streams but had dug them out. He had blocked off the land route by digging a moat. It wasn’t as formidable, but it did keep the infected at bay. The only thing that pissed Bren and Victor off was, they had no helicopters here while the other three units around them did.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, the ‘Blue Men’, as you call them, use very little planning when they attack, only brute force,” Bren told him. “Against small forces where you greatly outnumber your opponent, that’s okay. But if they, the Blue Men, attack Dankin and he’s ready, they’ll get wiped out. And that will be one less group we have to worry about.”  
 
    Liking the sound reasoning, Victor turned to Blake. “Blake, you know I hate the term ‘stinker’,” Victor warned.  
 
    Holding up his hands, “Sorry, it just slipped out,” Blake blurted out. 
 
    “So, how many and what were the scouts doing?” Victor asked, picking up a pen.  
 
    “Looking for Diane,” Blake answered, and looked down at a notepad. “The group that was overrun by infected had a dozen shooters. The one the Blue Men took out had sixteen.” 
 
    Tossing the pen across the room, “Stop all patrols looking for Diane now! That bitch has already cost us enough. I want the reward doubled if she’s brought in alive. But we won’t dedicate any more resources to finding her,” Victor snarled. “We don’t even know which area we need to avoid for the Wild Ones, and that bitch has cost me more.” 
 
    Glad they were stopping the search after so long, Blake made notes in the pad. “I’ll get it done, Vic. Just to let you know, the scouts’ haul of scavenged supplies this week is a ton under average.”  
 
    Raising his eyebrows, “Any ideas?” Victor asked Bren. 
 
    “Victor, the only option is to send the scouts out farther. But before you do that, I would advise replacing what scouts we’ve lost from the bodies here and adding two hundred more,” Bren told him. 
 
    Wincing hard, “You realize how much that’ll cost us?” Victor gasped.  
 
    “Sending patrols out farther weakens us, and we have to keep the patrols around us. The only way to counter that is to add numbers,” Bren pointed out. Neither man was worried about the scouts keeping any supplies they found, not anymore. In the beginning that had been a problem, but after a few bloody examples of those who had tried, it’d stopped very fast.  
 
    Giving a sigh, “Have to spend to make,” Victor said looking up at Blake. “Do it, and let the receptionist know I want my girls ready for tonight.”  
 
    Writing in his pad and not looking up, “I’ll take care of it, Vic,” Blake said moving to the door. “You know the Borg Queen’s broadcast changed, right?” Blake asked, and saw Victor and Bren both give dumbfounded looks. Walking over to the radio and turning it on, Blake spun the dial and the Borg Queen’s voice came from the speakers.  
 
    “To all, the Wild Ones’ kingdom is declared. If you enter Knox, Clay, Bell, or Leslie counties, you shall become a drone. Death will be granted by those moving off the beaten path and it will be welcomed, for the alternative is much worse, alone in the dark with the Wild Ones. This is feared by all mortals and even drones are learning, the Wild Ones’ kingdom belongs to only them.”  
 
    The recording repeated and Blake turned the radio off. “When did it change?” Bren asked.  
 
    “Yesterday,” Blake answered.  
 
    Pushing up from his chair, “I’ll call Dankin,” Bren said, then grinned. “I want to remind him that he owes us for this warning.” 
 
    “Shit, you are a businessman,” Victor chuckled.  
 
    Tilting his head to Victor, Bren followed Blake to the door. He knew war and was thankful he’d joined up with Victor. After Blake opened the door, Bren didn’t leave but closed the door, then turned back to Victor. “Victor, I’m telling you, we’ll have to take out General Wade in Buckhorn eventually. I’m surprised he hasn’t attacked us yet. Don’t trust him.” 
 
    Holding up his hands, “Sorry. I don’t trust anyone,” Victor told him and Bren nodded. “I know Wade wants to rule like a Roman Emperor over an empire.” 
 
    “The only reason he hasn’t tried for us is he’s so far away. Before this, fifty miles was nothing for units, but moving through the country with walls of infected really makes the world bigger. Units have to stay small to move about, otherwise I would advise to attack his ass now.” 
 
    “That’s why I put so much effort into finding Diane, if any of our enemies got her, that could hurt us,” Victor said, and was surprised to see Bren smiling. Diane had known a lot, but there was much she didn’t know. Only Victor and Bren knew just how many troops and scouts they really had. While his troops knew how many other soldiers were there, they didn’t know how many scouts there were. With two peninsulas blocked off, one on each side of the lake, it wasn’t that hard.  
 
    “I know, and with you increasing the reward that much, they will know. I would increase it, just not that much.”  
 
    Realizing that, Victor nodded. “Tell Blake, and just how many shooters do you think Wade really has up there in Buckhorn?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m certain he has more than we do. I’m betting double,” Bren told him, and was surprised this shocked Victor. “Victor, your scouts aren’t really scouts. But Wade isn’t a tactician by any means. He was a general because of his family only. I’m certain the only reason he hasn’t marched on us is because of his staff. They’ve told him he would lose much of his force before getting here. The noise they would make fighting to us would draw infected in from a thousand miles, and he would be caught between our walls and waves of infected from behind. That is, if they even reached us.”   
 
    “Thank you, Bren,” Victor said, spinning his chair to face a computer.  
 
    “It will take some time, but we will have the area secured, Victor,” Bren nodded as he opened the door and walked out. 
 
    Tapping away on the keyboard, “I hope I never have to kill you, Bren. You make an outstanding CEO,” Victor mumbled. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Two 
 
    Inside Wild Ones’ Perimeter 
 
      
 
    Standing on the bluff to the south of the build house, Heath looked out over the valley floor six hundred feet below. Work on the four community greenhouses had started the week Sandy and Mary had returned home. Heath had asked Lance and Ian to take a week off because everyone was shocked that the dads hadn’t made it. It was the fact the dads had died because of humans was what pissed everyone off. He and Dwain had gone over to help Lance and Ian set up tombstones in the back of the cabin, one for each dad, and then one each for Doug and Jason.  
 
    Lifting his gaze off the shelves that had been dug into the hillside to house the huge greenhouses, Heath looked toward Hinkle down the valley. With not a stinker in sight, he couldn’t help but grin. The boys had put out two more sets of battle bots to the east. After they’d been placed, one had to actually hunt for stinkers inside the three mile perimeter. Stinkers were still inside but thankfully, not many. 
 
    Lifting his arm and seeing it wasn’t seven a.m. yet, Heath looked at the top of the bluff above the greenhouses. It had been leveled and then a hole had been dug out. He and Dwain both knew construction and it didn’t take a rocket scientist to know the hole was for a swimming pool, but neither had seen one this big. There had been an Olympic-sized pool in Barbourville that he’d taken the kids to every summer, but this pool was bigger. Unlike a regular pool that sloped to the deep end, you went from four feet to eighteen feet at the middle because Lance and Ian didn’t want to fuck with concrete on a slant. Then to top it off, there was a building around the pool. The roof was up too, but it wasn’t enclosed yet. 
 
    The boys hadn’t even been over there the two days when the others had poured the cement. Heath and the others had told Lance and Ian they would do this, and for them to go do whatever they did to keep the area safe. That was how four more battle bots had gotten built in just a week. Nobody was going to tell Lance and Ian that they had all talked and whenever the boys showed up to do the tasks Heath and the others could do, everyone would purposely get in Ian’s and Lance’s way and pester them. After two days, they’d both told Heath they would leave him in charge of this project.  
 
    The pool wasn’t filled yet, and Heath would’ve liked to fill it. This summer had turned into a true scorcher. Many were thankful it was nearly October and hoped the heatwave would soon be over.  
 
    Like all pools there was a huge network of plumbing, but there wasn’t a chlorination system with the filter system. When this was pointed out by Dwain, Ian had explained the pool was going to be used to water the greenhouses below and refilled at night. With that much exchange of water, it wouldn’t become stagnate. As a surprise for Lance and Ian, Dwain and the members of the Beard Clan had mortared in a rock wall beside the pool that would have a ten-foot waterfall raining down into the pool. 
 
    Everyone had been disappointed the boys weren’t very excited to see the waterfall, but that hadn’t applied to the Ladybugs and Lilly. It was in watching how they had reacted, Heath had gotten a suspicion they’d been the ones who had asked for a swimming pool. Lance and Ian liked the waterfall, but it was how they’d acted that told Heath the pool hadn’t really been in their own plans.  
 
    After Lance and Ian had turned the site over to Heath was when he’d become nervous. He had watched the boys work in the past months and was always blown away. They talked very little to each other, but worked together seamlessly. Watching them, anyone could see they knew what each was doing, so any project they were on moved along very quickly because each knew what the other was thinking. What would take Heath and Dwain a few days to do, the boys could do in an afternoon.  
 
    “They make people feel inadequate,” Heath mumbled. 
 
    Adjusting his M4 across his chest, Heath gave a grin thinking about the new people who had been brought in during the past months. Everyone had helped them get set up, and Heath was very thankful the boys had agreed to move up the timetable to bring in the others. Now, there was a group in every section. The group in section four had been the last. 
 
    Thinking about the day they’d been brought in, he couldn’t help but laugh. Two of the young men in the group had had t-shirts on that said, ‘Geek Squad’ and lo and behold, that had become the group’s name. After getting to know most in the group, Heath and Dwain agreed the name fit really well. The group in section three had only been there for two weeks and Heath had been disappointed when Ian and Lance had just called them Group Three. But during that first week, the Ladybugs had started calling them ‘GTs’ for Group Three, so now everyone called them GTs.  
 
    During all that time, Ian and Lance still patrolled while they stayed on a schedule only they knew. With group three, GTs, and four, Geek Squad, the boys had added others they’d found, but had put one person in each group in charge. As of now, the GTs numbered thirty-four and the Geek Squad had forty-seven. One day on patrol outside the three mile perimeter with Jennifer, Lilly, and Rhonda, the boys had found the three slaves that had been released from the Pirates.  
 
    Lilly later informed everyone, the three had impressed the boys by setting up in a house up a draw. When the three girls returned with them, Heath was shocked when the boys didn’t send them to one of the new groups. They’d simply asked the Beard Clan to take them in. Patrick, just like Heath, wasn’t about to tell the boys no and had taken the three in to bring the Beard Clan up to twenty. It was Dwain who’d asked Ian why the girls had been put with the Beard Clan. 
 
    Ian had explained the girls, who were nineteen, sixteen, and fourteen, needed to be around stronger people. People who wouldn’t look down on them for what had happened to them and could train them. They knew the Beard Clan and Bear Trap Clan could do that, but only the Beard Clan had room since they’d cleaned up the third house that was in the draw with them where the Devil Lords had chopped up bodies to keep people away.  
 
    Hearing footstep behind him, Heath glanced over his shoulder to see Dwain walking over. “You left this in the Ranger,” he said, handing Heath a mask just like the boys wore, complete with skull.  
 
    “Shit,” Heath mumbled taking the mask. Pulling his helmet off, he put the mask on. Everyone now wore them when outside the area their group stayed at. Many loved them but some, like Heath, felt constricted with the mask on. That was when Ian had told him why everyone had to wear one. 
 
    “Just in case someone gets inside the perimeter, they can’t see our faces and can’t get a count.”  
 
    When it’d been put like that, Heath had to agree. At first, he’d had trouble spotting who he was looking for when working. Now for the most part, he could find someone just by how they stood, but he understood. It was just in the last month the gun bot overlooking Girdler had taken out a truck loaded with men.  
 
    Remembering the carnage, Heath gave a shiver. From five hundred yards, the ball bearings had passed right through the truck, turning it into Swiss cheese. The four men in the truck never knew what hit them when four thousand ball bearings had poured through the truck. From the equipment in the truck, well, what was left of it, they could see the group had been heavily armed. There had been a radio but like the truck, it’d been destroyed. The only useful item they’d salvaged was one pistol. Even the rifles had holes punched through the stocks and receivers. Hell, two of the rifles had their barrels sheared off by the ball bearings.    
 
    Many were worried they might have pissed off another gang, but Lance and Ian couldn’t have cared less. Both had just said, “Let ‘em try us.” It was then that everyone in the coalition had realized they were all part of the Wild Ones because the boys had said ‘us’. Radio traffic everyday talked about them and gave the area to avoid and for the most part, people did. Only a few were spotted on the outskirts of the perimeter moving through. Rhonda and Jennifer had found a campsite that someone had used in section four, right on the perimeter a week ago, but that was it.  
 
    Thinking of Rhonda, Heath gave a chuckle. Since the moms had returned, Rhonda did her work at Bear Trap house and when she was done, she went to the cabin. Every day she asked Lilly what their schedule was, and arranged her own work to be done while the boys were in the research area with or without Lilly and Jennifer. When they were done there, they would find Rhonda at the build house or cabin, waiting with the Ladybugs, moms, and the other kids.  
 
    She’d wanted to learn what they knew and was doing a good job of it. Now Rhonda could weld really well and was learning the CNC. Not to mention doing the gun drills with them. Lance and Ian hadn’t liked the fact that Rhonda drove her ass over, alone, every morning for workouts and gun drill days, then would head back to the Bear Trap house. Ten days ago, Rhonda had moved into the cabin. It was Sandy and Mary who had told her to because they didn’t like her riding over alone either. Rhonda had never asked to move in, but wasn’t about to turn it down. She’d flown back to the house, grabbed her belongings, and left. It was later that afternoon that Heath had even found out she’d moved. 
 
    Many at his Bear Trap house hadn’t liked Rhonda going because she was the best shot and put them down one strong body, but nobody was going to tell Rhonda what she was going to do. Just seeing Rhonda happy made Heath and Dwain proud of their sister. In school, Rhonda had been a mediocre student at best. She could now recite the periodic table and was studying like she was in college. Neither Heath nor Dwain could ever remember Rhonda reading a book, but now she was devouring everything the group at the cabin put in front of her to read and study.   
 
    “What are you chuckling about?” Dwain asked looking out over the valley.  
 
    “Rhonda,” was all Heath said. 
 
    Nodding with a sigh, “I’ve never seen her push herself like this for anything,” Dwain said. “I hated losing her at the house, but I’m glad she moved over. I never knew the girl was that smart, but she damn sure surprised me.”  
 
    “I’m just glad I can understand Holly now,” Heath grunted. Just in the few weeks at the cabin, Holly’s enunciation had improved tenfold. Oh, she still sounded country, but didn’t talk like she had marbles in her mouth anymore. Watching Holly over the last few weeks Heath knew she was smart, but nowhere near those at the cabin. Like everyone, including Rhonda, Holly did pushups when she didn’t get her answers right. It seemed to Heath that every time he saw Holly, she was doing pushups. It was two days ago when Lilly had told Holly she couldn’t do them anymore. 
 
    Not liking that, Holly had wanted to protest but Lilly had never wavered because Holly was nearly seven months pregnant. In Lilly’s defense, Holly was doing over a hundred pushups a day, and she didn’t want a pregnant woman to stress her body that much. Mainly because Holly did pushups until her arms gave out and fell on her face. In truth, Holly may have wanted to push it but was very respectful of those at the cabin, not to mention the fact Rhonda would’ve beat her down. Despite the age difference, Rhonda and Holly acted like sisters.  
 
    “You have any idea why they called us?” Dwain asked, looking over the valley.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Nope. They called and said be here by seven, so I wanted to get here at six-thirty,” Heath replied.  
 
    Glancing back toward the build house, Heath couldn’t help but shiver. Two new bots were beside the house. They were nearly as big as a battle bot but had a turret mounted at the top. The turret was a gun bot. It was one of their new creations, and the reason everyone wanted the boys to let others do work, to free the boys up. There wasn’t one person in the coalition who wasn’t scared of their creations, but they wanted those creations around them to kill anything that tried to get in the perimeter. Heath knew he shouldn’t have been surprised when they’d rolled the first one out, but he was. 
 
    The boys had called these thunder bots and because there were two, the second was on the other side of the house. It was the day the moms had returned when the gun bots they’d had out started having failures and shutting down. Ian and Lance would head out and fix it, only to get a message that another was down. For two weeks it seemed they were always heading to a gun bot. Heath and Dwain had both been expecting a tantrum at any minute, but neither Lance nor Ian had seemed pissed.  
 
    If they couldn’t fix it out in the field they brought it back, fixed it, and then took it back out. What impressed Heath was when they fixed one, they would go and check the others at the same area of failure. The area that broke down on one gun bot was checked on all. After two weeks the breakdowns became less frequent, and none of the gun bots had shut down in the last three weeks, so Heath was keeping his fingers crossed.  
 
    One thing Lance and Ian had to do on all the gun bots was slow down how fast it could feed ball bearings. The maximum went from six thousand to no more than four thousand a minute, but they did speed the disk up to throw the balls out faster. Heath couldn’t tell a difference because the ball bearings would still punch through metal. Then they’d had to redesign the feed mechanism, and he prayed for the gun bots to function properly so they wouldn’t fall to the wrath of Lance and Ian.  
 
    Glancing over at Heath, Dwain could tell he was lost in thought. “You think Sandy’s going to say anything?” he threw out. 
 
    Scoffing, “Shit if I know,” Heath mumbled. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind, Sandy didn’t like Lilly. To Heath, it was hate. Sandy was always coldly cordial and never outright mean, but she was hostile. Everyone knew Sandy didn’t like Lilly, and Heath prayed Sandy didn’t upset Lance because everyone could tell, Lance loved that girl. There was no doubt by anyone that Lilly was head-over-heels in love with Lance, but she was very submissive to Sandy. Out of everyone at the cabin, Lilly was the only one who called Sandy: Sandy.  
 
    The kids, his kids, Jodi, and even Holly called her Momma Sandy, just as they called Mary, Momma Mary. Rhonda called her Ms. Sandy. When Heath had asked Rhonda about the ‘Lilly’ situation, Rhonda had just sighed and told him she’d asked Lilly. That first day when the moms had gotten back, Lilly had called her Ms. Sandy just like she’d called Mary, Ms. Mary. There was no way she was going to call her ‘Momma Sandy’. The next day, Sandy had told Lilly, “My name is Sandy.”  
 
    More than once, Heath had seen Sandy glare at Lilly when she worked with Lance and Ian here at the build house. The first time was the second week back when the boys had started on their ‘master plan’. He could tell Lance was a momma’s boy, hell, anyone could. But Lance had been becoming a little hostile toward Sandy over the last month. It was just yesterday he’d yelled at her when Sandy had popped off at Lilly about nothing. What had shocked Heath, and everyone else, Lilly had taken Sandy’s side and had asked Lance to drop it.  
 
    “Yeah, I hope and pray they work it out,” Heath finally said. He could understand to a certain degree with Sandy. But he still had trouble thinking of Lance as a thirteen-year-old boy. Nearly every male in the group had said ‘Sir’ to Lance or Ian, at least once a day. Only to have the boys glare at them and they would call them by name after. But Heath could see Sandy only saw her little boy, not a badass motherfucker who could terrify people and was smarter than any ten people put together that Heath had known before the infection.  
 
    Hearing an electric motor, they both turned to see Ian’s tracked buggy come out of the trees. It was a sight to behold every time Heath saw it. The tracked buggy had over two and a half feet of ground clearance and you had to climb up to get in it. In the front center, Ian was driving. There were two seats just behind him but they didn’t look forward, they both faced out forty-five degrees so the passengers could cover from the front to the sides much easier. Then there were two more seats behind those, but they also faced back at forty-five degrees so the rear passengers could cover from the side to the rear. Then at the back was a small truck bed.  
 
    On the top was a true open gun turret and of course, it had the same centrifugal gun that was on the gun bots. But this one could be fired by a trigger and was only full auto. The turret was operated by pedals and could spin all the way around. Spotting a figure in the turret, even with the skull mask on, Heath knew it was Lance in the gun turret.    
 
    “I want to build one,” Dwain stated with awe, drooling over the creation as Ian parked. 
 
    “Go ahead, I’ll help. Just tell me what to do,” Heath offered.  
 
    “Pfft,” Dwain scoffed. “I might could in gas, but not electric.”  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, Heath had to agree. Just the fact he had never seen the tracked buggy plugged up to charge astounded him. All Ian or Lance would say was it had special batteries. He knew for a fact the damn thing could drive around for ten hours nonstop because that’s what the boys had taken to work on the gun bots after it was done. Heath and Dwain had asked if it had an engine to charge the batteries, but Ian had said no and had opened it up to show them. In the front compartment were computer towers and other electronics.  
 
    At the back was the enclosed storage area, like the bed of a truck where four people could sit or haul stuff. The bed floor was the hood to the engine compartment. When the back compartment was opened, they could only see the motors at the rear with batteries and a metal box that Ian had called their ‘special battery’. On the thick metal box they had seen ‘22K’ painted in yellow. Then Ian had shown them the rest and they’d nearly fainted. There were thermal cameras on the front, sides, rear, and one on a boom that could lift twenty feet up. Every seat had a flat touch screen monitor, and in the gunner’s seat there were two. A small one mounted on top of the centrifugal gun that could be used to aim nine hundred yards and the other, mounted to the frame. Each monitor at the seats and turret was touch screen, so the passenger could change cameras, pull up a map, change radio frequencies or other functions. But in the driver’s area there were four monitors, and Heath still didn’t know what all of them were for. 
 
    When Ian had shown them the air conditioner, they’d both nearly dropped. It wasn’t a car A/C, it was a disassembled 20k BTU window unit. Each seat had a vent that blasted the person with cold air. There was a metal roof over all the seats and the buggy had doors. The doors didn’t open out, they slid to the side like a shower door and were only four feet tall. When you climbed in, you climbed ‘in’ and dropped down into your seat. The gunner’s seat up top had a roof and was enclosed with thick wire mesh, and the top had a metal hatch one had to drop through to man the gun. It could be closed off to seal up the position as well. After the dog attack, Heath understood very well why all the buggies and UTVs should be enclosed. 
 
    Heath wasn’t stupid, and knew there weren’t batteries strong enough to last that long, but was at a total loss on how the buggy could operate for a full day without recharging. Just the damn A/C should’ve made the batteries drop dead in an hour, but Ian never turned the damn thing off. When he and Dwain had gone out with them one day to work on gun bots, well, watch over Lance and Ian as they worked on gun bots, Ian had never turned the buggy off. The A/C, computers, monitors, and radio had all stayed on.  
 
    After they finished at each spot with the gun bot, Ian would just climb in, grab the two control levers, and push them forward to take off. “If this hadn’t happened, those boys would’ve ruled the world,” Heath mumbled watching everyone get out, and then amended that. “No, they would’ve owned the world.”   
 
    It was the ‘master plan’ that had convinced Heath of that. The first part of construction were twenty feet long, seven feet wide steel pipes. It was when work started on the first pipe, Heath wanted to run away. The Ladybugs, Lori, and Denny were cutting out four-inch-long and two-inch-wide rectangles in perfect rows on the huge pipes. Off to the side, Rhonda and Lilly were cutting four-inch-wide and two-inch-thick steel beams. Each piece they cut was ten inches long, with one end cut straight across but the other end was cut at a forty-five degree angle, forming a long, sharp right triangle. It was when Allie took one of the steel pieces and put it in one of the cut-out holes in the pipe, Heath finally realized what they were making; a twenty feet long and seven feet tall shredder. Just like the ones on the battle bots, but beyond super-sized. Heath’s brain had gone into overdrive, thinking the boys were going to build a massive bot to roam the land, eating everything in its path. Only when Ian laughed, telling Heath that a machine that size was impossible did Heath relax, but he was still terrified of the ‘master plan’.  
 
     Watching Lance climb out of the gunner’s seat and walk on the roof that covered the right side passengers, Heath thought Lance looked… tense. He wasn’t mad because Heath had seen that often enough. When Ian got out Heath relaxed because Ian was moving like he wasn’t tense, and that was one thing everyone had come to understand. A person only had to know how one was feeling to know how the other was acting. To date, he had never seen one boy get mad and the other not. But most importantly, one never threw a tantrum alone. 
 
    Dino trotted out of the tree line and just laid down as Jennifer climbed out of the right front spot and Sandy the rear spot. When Lilly and Mary came from the other side Heath just raised his eyebrows, and was very thankful the mask was hiding his expression. “Lilly acts like a beat dog around Sandy,” Heath mumbled.  
 
    “You just spotted that?” Dwain shot off quietly.  
 
    Not realizing he’d said it out loud, “Dwain…” Heath started and then said, “Never mind.” He was going to ask if Dwain thought maybe Sandy had set the bar a little too high for her boy, but then remembered the ages. If he was being honest himself, Heath looked at Lance as being older than Lilly, despite the fact Lilly had been weeks away from having a PhD. in veterinary medicine.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Heath called out, grinning under his mask. 
 
    Lance stopped in front of Heath and Dwain, then pushed up his mask. Again, Heath was happy for his mask because if Lance’s posture said ‘tense’, his facial expression was agitated. “We’re heading out of the perimeter to Bimble,” Lance told him as Ian stopped on Lance’s right side. 
 
    Walking up on Lance’s left, “Lance!” Sandy snapped and nearly ripped her mask off. “They don’t need to come and neither do you! Mary and I can go get her!” 
 
    Lance spun to Sandy so fast, Heath and Dwain both jumped back and instinctively brought up their hands to block. They had sparred with Lance and Ian. Despite being ‘boys’, the two were man-sized now and could take Dwain and Heath wrestling. “Mom, don’t!” Lance nearly yelled. “We do this our way!” 
 
    “Young man, we crossed an ocean and over half the country to get here! Mary and I can get them!” Sandy did shout. 
 
    “Whoopee-fucking-dooooo,” Lance sassed and Jennifer sighed behind them, really wanting to go back to bed. She knew why each was mad of course, but over the last two weeks, the tension in the cabin between Lance and Sandy had been skyrocketing. Jennifer had never heard Sandy ever raise her voice at Lance and she’d damn sure never heard Lance sass or yell back, but she damn sure had these last two weeks, from both of them. Hearing Sandy take a deep breath, Jennifer closed and rolled her eyes.  
 
    Before Sandy spoke Lance did, and it wasn’t in a normal tone, unless one was at a heavy metal concert. “You act like we’ve been here playing checkers since March!” Lance shouted but Sandy didn’t step or move back with the outburst, she stepped closer.  
 
    “You will speak to me with respect, do you hear me?!” Sandy shouted back.  
 
    “I fucking am!” Lance yelled. “Anyone else I’d beat the shit out of, but you’re my mom and I will never hit you, so I’m going to fucking yell until you show me some respect!” 
 
    Standing just behind Lance and taking her mask off, “Lance,” Lilly said in a shaking voice, “don’t talk to your momma like that.” 
 
    Jerking her eyes from Lance and spinning her head like a tank turret to Lilly, “Nobody asked you, so butt out!” Sandy screamed at Lilly, and she cringed but didn’t step back from Lance’s side. “Just shut up when I’m talking to my son! W-” 
 
    Throwing his mask down and moving in front of Sandy’s gaze, “She has a name and it’s LILLY!” Lance shouted.  
 
    Sandy let out a snarl as she spoke, “I know what her fucking name is and if she minded her own business, I might use it! You will stay here, do you hear me?! Mary and I will be back!” 
 
    “You fucking try to go without us, and I’ll wrestle you down and tie your ass to a tree! I said I would never hit you, but I’ll damn sure wrestle you down.”  
 
    Dropping her mask, “I will get a belt and spank your ass, young man!” Sandy shot back. 
 
    Crossing his arms over his chest, “Oh, I would love to see you try,” Lance challenged, then started digging under his vest. “Fuck that. I’ll give you mine and let you try.” 
 
    With her voice firm and harsh, Lilly spoke. “Lance, now that’s enough. You will not disrespect your mother like that.”  
 
    Turning to Lilly, Lance’s face softened and he spoke in a much lower tone. “Lilly, she’s going to listen to me because Ian and I know what the fuck we’re doing.” 
 
    Everyone was shocked at how Lance looked and spoke to Lilly, not Sandy. Seeing how Lance had changed for Lilly, Sandy became livid. “We’ve moved through the land past hordes of stinkers, gangs and rapists! Don’t you dare lecture me, ‘young man’,” Sandy stressed hard. 
 
    “Lilly, please,” Lance said softly, then turned to his mom and his expression once again became pissed. “I guarantee you, we’ve killed more than you have. I’ve killed people and stinkers with my bare hands, bow and arrows, with a knife and a gun. We’ve secured this valley and wiped out three gangs, ‘Mother’,” Lance snarled the last. 
 
    Jennifer nearly fainted because she could swear Lance was about to tell his mom that he and Ian hadn’t lost anyone, but she and Mary had. But there was no denying Lance had inherited his mother’s temper. Before this, Sandy had never gotten hostile with Lance, but others in the neighborhood, Sandy damn sure did. Weird thing was the main reason Sandy unloaded on some in the neighborhood was because of Lance. Sandy had never yelled at Lance before this. Not that Jennifer had ever heard of, and the only spanking she could remember Lance ever getting was from his dad the year they’d moved into the neighborhood. Ian had gotten one also because they’d thrown rocks, on purpose, breaking two of Mr. Oliver’s windows. But they had only been eight years old then.  
 
    “I’m still the parent here, son,” Sandy growled. 
 
    Nodding with a scowl, “Yes, you are. Otherwise you’d be handcuffed to a tree,” Lance replied. “You will not do something stupid now and I can assure you, if you went without us, you would do something stupid.” 
 
    As the two went back and forth, Heath glanced behind Lance at Lilly. She looked nothing like her former self. Before the moms returned, she had held her head high. Now, she looked like a battered wife with her posture slumped and timid body language. He could see tears running down Lilly’s cheeks and Heath felt very sorry for her.  
 
    Glancing at the others, Jennifer was looking up at the sky, Ian had his eyes closed and was minutely shaking his head. With a scowl on her face, Mary was looking at Sandy and Lance. 
 
    Dropping her eyes from the sky, Jennifer wished they would shut up. She could see each one’s side, but thought Lance was in the right here. Even when Lance had been little Sandy had always listened to him, treating him like a grown-up, but that had stopped the day after they’d returned home. There were times when they were eating and Jennifer was expecting Sandy to get up from the table and feed Lance or cut up his food. For the first time, Jennifer saw Sandy wanted to treat Lance like the little boy he used to be.  
 
    Hell, Sandy and Mary treated Tyler and Chris, the boys they’d found, like young little boys, babying them. With so much going on, Jennifer hadn’t talked to Ian about Tyler and Chris but could tell, Ian wasn’t fond of them. She wasn’t sure about Lance but normally if Ian didn’t like someone, Lance didn’t either. But with the battle going on with his mom, Jennifer was sure Lance hadn’t even formed an opinion of them. Jennifer liked the two boys but with the tension at the cabin, still hadn’t gotten to know them.    
 
    Hearing Lance and Sandy snarling at each other, Jennifer gave another deep sigh. On that second day after their return, Sandy had started getting harsh with Lilly and Lance, more so to Lilly. Jennifer had to admit, Lilly was handling it better than she ever could’ve. The first time Sandy yelled at Lance, Jennifer had nearly fainted. And Sandy had yelled at Lance, which Jennifer was still having problems with. All Jennifer had ever heard from Sandy about Lance was ‘her baby boy’. But until today, Sandy had never yelled at Lilly. Toward Lilly, Sandy was just cold and heartless. Never would she have believed that Sandy would yell at her ‘baby boy’. For weeks, Lance had just gone along. Then two weeks ago, Sandy had gotten really harsh with Lilly. She hadn’t raised her voice, but the tone was louder than normal and very cold.  
 
    That was the first time Lance had yelled at his mom, and it had only gone downhill fast since then. When Lance had yelled at his mom, Jennifer did feel lightheaded. Because there was no denying, Lance was a momma’s boy and he loved her dearly. When Jennifer had talked to Ian about it that night, she’d been happy to hear that Ian had nearly fainted also.  
 
    “ALL RIGHT!” Mary screamed, making everyone except Lance and Sandy jump. Lance and his mom just squared off, glaring at each other like two boxers in a ring. Taking a deep breath, “Sandy, we agreed to follow Ian’s and Lance’s lead,” Mary stressed Lance’s name hard. “You need to relax, or I’m going to agree with Lance and you stay here.”  
 
    Shock hit Sandy’s face so fast Heath moved toward her, thinking she was about to faint. “Really?” Sandy gasped. “You’re taking his side?” 
 
    “No,” Mary answered taking her mask off. “They’re better than we are at stuff like this and you know it, so stop it. This isn’t the time or the place for this.”  
 
    “Fine,” Sandy snapped, bending down and snatching her mask off the ground.  
 
    Turning to Heath, Lance tried to calm down. “You and Dwain will get in the track,” what they called the tracked buggy. “I’m riding with Mom and Momma Mary to the meeting place. Ian will tell you where to get to cover us.” 
 
    Not trusting his voice Heath just nodded, thankful he wasn’t riding with them but if he’d been told to, he would’ve. As Lance picked his mask up, Heath saw Lilly wipe the tears from her face and put her mask back on. Before she turned to move to get in the track Lance grabbed her hand, and Heath saw Lilly jump and cut her eyes to the quad seat Razor where Sandy was sitting. There was almost an instant where it seemed to Heath that Lilly wanted to push Lance’s hand away, but she didn’t.  
 
    “I want your mind on what we’re doing, okay?” Lance told her softly, and reached up to stroke her chin under the mask. When he did that Lilly was still looking at his mom and did step back a little, but Lance’s hand just followed. “If you can’t, I want the truth, baby doll, because you’ll stay here.” 
 
    Giving a small sniffle, “I can,” Lilly mumbled, then looked into Lance’s eyes. “I can always watch your back, sw-,” Lilly stopped as she looked off and Heath realized he hadn’t heard Lilly call Lance by his pet name of ‘sweetness’ since the moms had returned. 
 
    “She’ll calm down, baby doll,” Lance told her, finally dropping his hand and putting his mask on. “I know you can watch my back, but I want you to watch yourself. I promise you, if you get hurt I’ll blow up and it won’t be pretty.” When Lilly jerked back, Heath was confused for a second and then realized Lance wasn’t going to blow up at Lilly. 
 
    “Lance, don’t,” Lilly told him. 
 
    “Do you need to stay here?” he asked crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    Shaking her head, “No.”  
 
    Lance hugged her but Lilly didn’t return it, and Heath saw her cringe when Lance hugged her. When Lance let Lilly go, Heath saw Lilly was looking at Sandy. Following her line of sight, even Heath gave a startle to see Sandy glaring at them. Even with her mask on, Heath could see disgust in Sandy’s eyes.  
 
    “Load up,” Lance told them, heading to the track. He grabbed his rifle and bow and then went to the Razor, climbing behind the steering wheel. “Dino!” Lance called out and Dino got up and jumped into the backseat next to Mary. 
 
    Moving over beside Lilly, Jennifer walked with her toward the track. “Lilly, get on intercom three so we can talk,” Jennifer said and Lilly gave a slight nod.  
 
    Letting out a long sigh of relief Dwain headed toward the track, watching Jennifer climb up to the gunner’s seat. “Shit, and I thought Mom was hard on Kathy when we started dating,” Dwain mumbled and Heath only nodded, climbing in the back right seat. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Three 
 
    Outside Wild Ones’ perimeter 
 
      
 
        Watching Lance drive off, Jennifer put in the ear bud for the intercom as Ian pulled out following him. They didn’t head down into the valley but along the slope, staying in the trees. No one ever came out and said it but everyone was nervous using roads and they only used them when they had to.  
 
    Tapping the screen mounted on her right, Jennifer pulled up the intercom menu and tapped the one and three. One was the primary line that Ian used, but there were four channels so others could talk and if something happened, you could still hear Ian. “Lilly, you on?” Jennifer called out. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Gripping the handle of the gun, Jennifer pressed the pedals and rotated the turret side to side slowly. “Are you okay to do this?” Jennifer asked. 
 
    “I told you I should’ve moved over to the Bear Trap Clan,” Lilly said raising her eyes to scan around and resting her M4 on the lip of the side.  
 
    “Lilly, like I told you, before you do anything, you need to talk it over with Lance,” Jennifer told her sternly. “If you do it without talking to him, I can guarantee you he won’t like it. I’m sorry for the way Momma Sandy is treating you, but she’ll stop.”  
 
    “Why do you keep telling me you’re sorry? I’m the one she thinks is taking her baby. Me, an old woman,” Lilly shot back.  
 
    For several seconds, Jennifer didn’t answer. It was the first time since Sandy had returned that Lilly showed fire. “Please, just talk to Lance before you do anything,” Jennifer told her again and then asked. “Have you?” but Jennifer already knew she hadn’t. 
 
    “No,” Lilly snapped. “He’s being mean to his mom because of me!” 
 
    “Lilly, he’s being mean because Momma Sandy is acting like an ass,” Jennifer told her. 
 
    “Don’t you talk bad about her, Jennifer!” Lilly barked, lifting her rifle up quickly seeing movement but it was only a rabbit.   
 
    Be damned if I would defend Momma Sandy if she treated me like that, Jennifer thought. “Lilly, you’re my buddy and she’s my Momma Sandy, so I can talk about her however I want to,” Jennifer told her. 
 
    “Um,” she heard Heath cut in on channel one. “Just who are we getting?” 
 
    “Diane,” Ian replied as Lance went around a fallen log. Ian just went over. “They met her on the trip here. She’s the one they helped.”  
 
    “The one who escaped from the lake?” Dwain asked in an excited voice.  
 
    “Yep,” Ian answered.  
 
    Even though the track rolled over the log with ease, Jennifer tapped the screen so she could talk to Ian. “Boo, I know your track is awesome, but you don’t always have to run over stuff.”  
 
    “Oh, come on. You barely felt it,” Ian laughed.  
 
    Biting her bottom lip, Jennifer let her lip go. “Heath, Dwain, you don’t hear what I’m talking to Ian about,” she told them because whoever was driving always had to have their station to talk on channel one. “Ian, is Lance okay?” 
 
    Lilly caught her breath as she waited what seemed like forever before Ian replied. “He’s okay to do this and continue on,” Ian replied.  
 
    Jennifer knew Ian didn’t want to say more because Lilly already felt responsible for the turmoil. “Ian,” Jennifer said, spinning the turret to look behind them and then turned it back to the front.  
 
    “No,” Ian sighed hard as Lance stopped at a tree line. “He can’t believe his mom’s acting like this.”  
 
    “She has a right to,” Lilly chimed in.  
 
    “You see my mom acting like that?” Ian shot back, coming to a stop.  
 
    Before Lilly could reply, “Ian, your mom’s tried to fix us up since you were in grade school,” Jennifer told him. 
 
    “Yeah, I was stupid,” Ian laughed as Lance sped out of the tree line, heading across the valley and back into the trees.  
 
    “Do you think Momma Sandy will chill out?” Jennifer asked.  
 
    Even though nobody could actually see him, Ian nodded. “Oh yeah,” he said confidently, and that did make Lilly and Jennifer feel better. “It’ll take some time, but she will.” Just happy there would be an end to the turmoil, Jennifer didn’t ask for a timeline.  
 
    When they neared the perimeter, they could see stinkers to their right heading toward battle bot site three. “How much distance you going to give me to cross?” Lance called over the radio.  
 
    “I’m thinking to let you cross while we cover, then you do the same,” Ian called back. 
 
    “Copy,” Lance called back and sped across the narrow valley as stinkers marched away from them.  
 
    After Lance had made it across, Ian sped over and they continued on. “We are outside the perimeter,” Jennifer called out. 
 
    “Oh, you’re getting good,” Ian laughed, following Lance along a ridge. When he came to a stop, Jennifer already saw the stinker moving through the trees ahead. Lance was out with his bow and shot the stinker before Ian ever slowed. As Lance drove past the corpse, he reached out to grab his arrow from the stinker’s head.  
 
    “I’ve practiced with my bow for an hour a day, but I don’t think I’ll ever get that good,” Heath said.  
 
    “I’ve said the same damn thing,” Jennifer agreed.  
 
    Diane had called out that morning on the radio. They had been monitoring the channel after the moms had told them. Lance’s computer program had pinpointed the spot just a mile outside of the perimeter, north of Bimble. Getting his mom, Lance had let her talk to Diane while he’d talked to Ian. Then Lance had told Diane to leave that spot but come back to it in an hour. That had been the first fight between Sandy and Lance; he hadn’t included her in the planning.  
 
    What surprised Jennifer, Sandy had never told Lance not to patrol, build dangerous stuff, or anything like that. It was only everything else Sandy bitched at him about. Mainly anything that had to do with Lilly.  
 
    Ahead, Lance came to a stop. “I’ll wait till you call,” Lance said over the radio.  
 
    Not responding because Lance’s voice was tense and Ian felt sorry for his buddy, he continued on. Driving past, Ian gave a wave and then followed the ridge. The trees fell away below them, exposing the small valley below, and Ian spotted the house. Reaching down, he tapped one of the screens and then stopped. The house was on the other side of the valley just over a quarter of a mile away, point blank for the centrifugal gun.  
 
    Dwain gave a startle as a soft hum sounded behind him and he glanced back to see the boom lifting up. The track was very quiet and unless someone was within fifty yards, they wouldn’t hear it as it sped along. Stopped, they would have to be beside it to hear those inside moving. Making sure nothing was near them, he glanced down and started tapping the screen beside him. It took a few seconds, but the image from the boom camera filled the ten-inch screen. He immediately spotted three warm objects on the opposite slope above the house.    
 
    The camera panned around and there were a few stinkers in the valley, but the closest was over a hundred yards from the house. 
 
    “Hey, brah. I got three above the house hiding. You have close to a dozen stinkers along the valley floor. Closest is a hundred yards to the house.” 
 
    “Copy. Are the stinkers moving up or down the valley?” Lance called back. 
 
    Looking at the screen, “To be honest, they aren’t really moving,” Ian told him, and Lance understood they were just milling about like bored stinkers did.  
 
    “Heading in,” Lance called back.  
 
    “Heath, Dwain, just keep an eye out. If shit goes down, Jennifer will deal with it while I move down the slope so we can get closer for effective fire from you guys,” Ian told them. 
 
    “Will do,” Heath said scanning around. 
 
    “Um, Ian?” Dwain called out tentatively. “This track armored?” 
 
    “It’s aluminum plate so it should stop up to a 7.62, but I suggest if you see someone shooting, shoot them and not test it,” Ian replied. Not trusting his voice to reply Dwain just scanned around, hoping Lance didn’t run into any trouble. 
 
    Coming out of the trees and into the valley, Lance pressed the pedal down and felt the vibration of the engine but could barely hear it. Two stinkers spotted the UTV as soon as they entered the valley and Lance glanced down at the instrument panel to see he was doing twenty-five MPH. Scanning around as he fought the desire to bury his foot on the pedal, Lance gave a startle. 
 
    “Damn it, Mom! Scan around for threats!” Lance shouted because Sandy was fixated on the two stinkers to their front.  
 
    “I’m watching!” Sandy popped off.  
 
    “You’re concentrating on the stinkers in front of us! Look for idiots who shoot!”  
 
    Sitting behind Lance and before Sandy could respond, Mary leaned forward and slapped the back of her helmet very hard. “Bitch!” Mary screamed. “Pull your head out of your ass before I stomp your ass in the ground!” Realizing Mary was right, Sandy concluded Lance was correct also and pulled her eyes off the stinkers in front of them.  
 
    Passing to the left of the stinkers, Lance took his hands off the steering wheel and foot off the accelerator to slow down. He passed by the first one and held up his .22 pistol. He squeezed the trigger when the stinker was fifteen yards away and saw his shot only graze the side of the head. “Fuck,” Lance mumbled and shifted his aim at the stinker now behind him. He squeezed the trigger four times, just bracketing the face. 
 
    Mary leaned forward and slapped Lance’s helmet. “You missed and it was in my area! You pull your head out of your ass before I beat your ass too!” Mary shouted and lifted her rifle, popping the other stinker twenty yards away as Lance dropped the pistol in his lap. Gripping the steering wheel, Lance sped toward the house.  
 
    Watching from the ridge above, Ian just shook his head. “Shit, is he pissed off. He never misses that close.”  
 
    Jennifer cringed because Ian’s microphone was open and they’d all heard it. She couldn’t remember Lance ever missing a stinker that close with his pistol. At the cabin they had all watched Lance do speed draws with that Ruger pistol, hitting quarters glued to a board at fifty feet.  
 
    Stopping near the house, Lance angled the UTV so he could take off fast and not have to back up. Lifting his rifle up, he scanned around as Mary and Sandy climbed out with rifles ready and taking off their masks. “One is coming down from the southwest. About forty yards up the slope,” Ian called over the radio.  
 
    Lance glanced up, “Dino, out,” he called over his shoulder and Dino jumped out. Even though Dino had been sitting behind Sandy, he circled the UTV and stopped beside Mary.  
 
    Watching that in the thermal image on her screen, “Ian, would Dino bite Momma Sandy?” Jennifer asked.  
 
    “Not unless she tried to spank the Ladybugs,” Ian told her. “You were there at the party when Dad tried to spank them. Uncle Doug had to lock Dino up.” 
 
    Jennifer remembered the Fourth of July party very well and wanted to correct Ian, his dad hadn’t “spanked” the Ladybugs by anyone’s definition. He’d patted their butts. If a fly had been on the Ladybugs’ asses, it would’ve lived through the ‘spanking’ and probably never even flown off after the first ‘hit’. But the Ladybugs had acted like Bill had broken their hips, dropping to the ground and crying. True to form, Lance had come over to comfort them.  
 
    “Then why did Dino go to Momma Mary?” she asked. 
 
    “Duh,” Ian sang out. “He doesn’t want to take sides.” 
 
    Thinking that was way too smart for a dog, even for Dino, Jennifer followed the figure down the slope in her gun sight. “Ian, I want you to think of a way Lance and his mom don’t go out together until they stop this shit,” Jennifer told him. She was glad Dan hadn’t come because he sided with Sandy no matter who she was mad at. Jennifer was expecting Dino to stomp Dan’s ass any day. Dino seemed to like Dan and Ann but it was clear, Dino was the alpha. Dan had growled a few times at some at the cabin those first few days, but Dino had stopped that. 
 
    “Oh, I am,” Ian replied. “And I’m telling Momma to talk to Momma Sandy because she needs to fucking chill.” With tears in her eyes, Lilly just scanned her area.  
 
    Mary soon saw the figure coming down the slope behind the house and step out of the trees. “Diane!” she called out with a sigh of relief and waved her closer. But Diane was staring hard at Lance, who still had his skull mask on. “Diane!” Mary barked in a low voice, startling her and Diane turned to her. “You need to move your ass. We are in the open and outside of our area.”  
 
    “Can we come with you?” Diane asked, cradling the M4 they had given her. 
 
    “We didn’t come here to talk. We came to get you and offer you and the girls a spot with us,” Mary said, then glanced around when Lance stepped out of the UTV, lifting his rifle. Three stinkers were coming up the road a hundred yards away.  
 
    Flipping his selector off as he shouldered his AR Lance squeezed the trigger, dropping the first and then the other two in seconds. Further down the road, he saw six stinkers heading for them. Putting his rifle on safe and climbing back behind the steering wheel, Lance toggled his radio. 
 
    “Ian, have Jennifer cut loose on that group coming,” he called out. 
 
    Before Ian responded, they heard a steady ‘burrrp’ of sonic cracks from the ridge. Diane gasped, watching the stinkers explode as the stream of ball bearings poured into them before sending up a dirt cloud when the projectiles buried in the dirt road. 
 
    “Momma Mary, tell Diane to get in and we’ll pick up the two with her up the slope,” Lance called out.  
 
    Waving Diane over, “We’ll go and get the girls,” Mary said, and was thankful Sandy hadn’t blown up since Lance had talked to his Momma Mary and not her.  
 
    “It’s okay?” Diane asked turning to Lance but was moving toward the UTV.  
 
    “We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t. Now if you’re coming, come on,” Mary told her and glanced around. “I trust that’s the girls up the slope?” 
 
    Not even acting startled Mary knew that, Diane just stared at Lance and nodded as she headed over and climbed in. “Dino, follow,” Mary called out and climbed back in.  
 
    When Sandy dropped into her seat, Lance turned to the back of the house and drove into the trees. “Ian,” was all he called out over the radio. 
 
    “Forty yards up and about fifteen to your right,” Ian called back.  
 
    Navigating up the steep slope, Lance spotted the small ledge where Ian had guided him. When he neared the spot, he saw the ledge wasn’t even big enough to park the UTV on, but spotted two girls stepping out of the bushes.  
 
    Not saying anything and just holding the brake on the slope, Lance was really expecting the UTV to start sliding back any second. “Tell them to get in your lap so we can go,” Mary told Diane. 
 
    “Girls!” Diane called out, and they ran over when she motioned to her lap. After the girls squeezed in, Lance let off the brake and quickly hit the accelerator, but the buggy still rolled back several yards until the tires dug in.  
 
    Afraid to turn on the slope, Lance just headed straight up it until he reached the ridge. Pausing on the ridge, “Ian, we still good?”  
 
    “Yeah, don’t see anything near us,” Ian replied and Lance spun the wheels, following the ridge around to where Ian was parked.  
 
    When he stopped and climbed out, “Why aren’t we going back?” Sandy grumbled. 
 
    “We need to watch the area and make sure they weren’t followed, Momma,” Lance told her, and Ian thought it sounded very affectionate, considering the tension in the air.   
 
    Having no intention of giving Sandy the opportunity to reply, “Diane, you can get out,” Mary said quickly. “Where are the horses?” 
 
    “Tied up on a ridge to the south. Well, two are. One got taken down by a pack of stinkers in Tennessee. I was lucky to get off before they got me as well.” 
 
    Turning her gaze to the two girls, Mary saw the oldest was holding the 10/22 and the other had the pistol on her waist. “Sorry, I never introduced myself. I’m Mary,” she told them. 
 
    Both smiled warmly, “Karen,” the oldest answered.  
 
    “Penny,” the other said, and walked over and hugged her.  
 
    After Mary introduced the others, she asked, “I take it, you ran into trouble trying to get home?” 
 
    Giving a sigh, “That’s one way to say it,” Diane answered. “We ran into packs of stinkers and in Tennessee, a mass of them. Met another group of survivors and found out the mass stretched east to west over thirty miles. With only two horses, I decided to just turn around. I prayed I’d find you two okay so we could ask to stay until winter at least, and wait before trying again.” 
 
    “Heath, can I ask a favor?” Lance sighed moving toward him. Praying the favor wasn’t ‘Spank Sandy’, Heath nodded. “Can they join up with the Bear Trap Clan?” 
 
    Thankful he hadn’t been asked to spank Sandy, “Sure,” he said. Since the moms had agreed that his and Dwain’s kids could stay at the cabin, “We’ll put them in Lori’s room.” Even if his kids had been made to come home, Heath still would’ve done whatever the boys asked.  
 
    When Sandy spun toward Lance, everyone gave a groan: on the inside. “They can stay with us,” she popped off.  
 
    “No, they can’t,” Lance replied curtly. “We have fourteen living in the loft and don’t have any more room.” The moms hadn’t stayed in the rooms downstairs. They’d brought two of the twin beds and had moved upstairs, so the loft now really looked like an army barracks. With eight bunk beds on the back wall and the twin beds at the front along the railing, it was somewhat packed when you added dressers and footlockers. The two rooms downstairs, the moms had turned into classrooms to get all the desks out of the living area.  
 
    Knowing another fight was brewing, Mary stepped between them. “Both of you, come with me,” she told them gruffly. Leading Sandy and Lance away from the group but still close enough that the group could cover them, Mary looked at Lance. “What’s the real reason you don’t want them there?” Mary asked. She knew Lance, and room wasn’t the reason he didn’t want Diane at the cabin. 
 
    “Diane,” was all Lance said. 
 
    “Really? You don’t trust her?” Sandy snapped like she was insulted. 
 
    Before Sandy cranked up, Mary put a hand on her chest to let Sandy know to shut up. “You don’t trust her?” Mary asked in a soft voice. 
 
    “No, I trust her,” Lance scoffed. “But if any of Victor’s group spots her, they’ll want to take her alive. They’ll sacrifice a lot of bodies to take her alive, and I don’t want her to be able to give information about the cabin.” 
 
    Never in a million years would either of them have thought of that. Hearing the reason, now even Mary didn’t want Diane at the cabin. An attacker would have to waste huge amounts of bodies to attack the cabin but if they knew where the traps and cameras were, that wouldn’t happen. “So, you’re willing to let the Bear Trap Clan take that risk?” Mary asked. 
 
    Shrugging, “It’s not a risk for them, they don’t have much out. But if they found her, as soon as Diane disappeared, we could just move them and lay an ambush. We can’t do that at the cabin without losing a ton of shit,” Lance answered, and neither mom startled at his casual cussing.  
 
    Even though she was still mad, Sandy had to agree but wondered if Lilly wasn’t somehow responsible. “Fine, they can go to the Bear Trap Clan,” Sandy decreed, and Mary rolled her eyes but didn’t say anything.  
 
    Walking back over, they found Diane waiting with a hopeful expression. “Heath says you can join them, but it’s not a free ride. You have to work and learn how to fight,” Mary told her and Diane visibly relaxed. 
 
    “Um, I’m not asking if they can join, but I promised I would mention them,” Diane said and everyone turned to her. “A group joined around us when we were heading back. I never told them how we’d met or where. I only told them we were heading to someone I knew.” 
 
    Ian was the first to speak as he climbed out of the track. “How many?” he asked. 
 
    “Twenty-nine.”  
 
    Somewhat surprised, “Can you vouch for them?” Ian asked. 
 
    “All I can say is they aren’t a gang and everyone pitched together fighting and working to get here. There was one more but we left his ass a week ago. He was worthless,” Diane answered. 
 
    When Ian turned to Lance, he found Lance shaking his head. “No,” Lance said flatly. “We damn sure can’t take in that many. Hell, the GTs are going to put a hurt on us in supplies after we brought that last group in to join up with them.”  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, I know we took them in too soon,” Ian agreed. “Okay, what about Plan Bravo?” 
 
    Jerking back several feet in disbelief, “Are you serious?! Already?!” Lance cried out and everyone was lost, but they were used to it with the boys. “We just started on the ‘master plan’! Alpha’s still not done or even half way and you want to start Bravo?! Are you fucking insane?!” 
 
    “Brah,” Ian barked. “We wait much longer and there won’t be anyone to start Bravo. We’ll have to do it, and then find people, and nurse them back to health, and then let them join Bravo.” There was no denying the longer they waited, the weaker survivors got, not to mention fewer. That had been proven with the GT group.  
 
    Rolling his head back to look up at the sky, “Ian, I’m asking you, are you sure you want to start Bravo? If you do, I’ll agree, but you better be damn sure,” Lance told him. 
 
    Not hesitating, “Yeah, I’m sure,” Ian answered.  
 
    Dropping his head down to look at Ian, “I’m with ya, brah,” Lance told him.  
 
    Turning to Diane, “Where are they at?” Ian asked. 
 
    Jerking a thumb over her shoulder, “Two valleys north at a farm with two barns and three houses up a long draw. But the farm wasn’t an active farm before this. Jarvis said it looked like maybe at one time the farm used to be a chicken and dairy farm, but the buildings and storage tanks are gone now,” Diane answered.  
 
    Behind his mask, Lance’s eyes got wide hearing where they were and glanced at Ian to find him shocked as well. “Who’s the strongest leader there?” Lance asked.  
 
    “Jarvis,” Diane answered. “He’s smart and everyone listens to him. After my horse got taken down, he was the one who helped us and joined in with us.” 
 
    Ian was about to tell his mom to load up in the UTV and they would ride over to talk, but quickly forgot that idea. He wasn’t about to leave Lance, Sandy, and Lilly without his mom there, since she was the only one who could shut Momma Sandy up. “Let’s all go over,” Ian offered to Lance. Somewhat shocked, Lance just nodded. “Will you let Jennifer stay in the turret?” Ian asked and the others in their group gasped in shock, even Sandy. 
 
    Knowing Ian had his reasons and Lance was sure he wasn’t operating up to par, “Yeah, brah. She can stay on the big gun,” Lance said without pause or shame.  
 
    Turning toward the track, “Heath, I need you and Dwain riding in the UTV to provide cover. Diane, you, Karen, and Penny ride with us in the track. Mom, you’re driving the UTV and Momma Sandy, you’re shotgun,” Ian assigned.  
 
    Still in shock that Lance wasn’t on the turret, everyone moved to where Ian wanted them. Before walking around to the left side to get in the front, Lance stopped beside the track where Lilly was still sitting. He reached in and patted her leg, then walked around to climb in.  
 
    When she climbed in the Razor Mary started it up, then looked at the instrument panel to confirm it was running. Adjusting her rifle in her lap she saw Ian pull out, driving along the ridge. “Sandy, this is enough,” she said, fighting to remain calm. “I hope you know Ian didn’t want Lance on that weird gun because he’s not thinking straight. I’m tempted to drive your ass back and drop you off at the cabin. This needs to stop now.”  
 
    “I’m good, and I’ll tell Ian thank you tonight.”  
 
    Following the path Ian was taking, Mary fought not to roll her eyes. “Sandy. Tonight, you, me, Ian, and Lance are sitting down to talk, and I mean talk.” 
 
    “I do talk, he yells,” Sandy shot back. 
 
    “No, Lance only yells when you get ugly with Lilly. There won’t be anyone there but us four during this discussion,” Mary informed her.  
 
    It didn’t take long and Mary saw the valley and farm Diane had described below. She could tell the boys had known of this area just from their reaction while listening to Diane. “Heath,” she called over her shoulder as she followed Ian down the slope. “You know what Plan Bravo is?” 
 
    “I don’t even know what Plan Alpha or the ‘master plan’ is, and they’re already working on ‘em,” Heath responded as Ian stopped just outside the tree line in a thirty acre field. Directly across from them was a large house and two smaller ones, and behind all three were two massive barns. They were bigger than the one at the build house. “Those barns aren’t cheap and this isn’t an active farm. How could anyone manage to maintain one, much less two?” Heath gasped.  
 
    After scanning around Mary had to agree, both barns looked well maintained. “Have no idea,” she said watching Diane get out and walk across the field toward the house.  
 
    “I got two in the loft of the closest barn with rifles, and three at the back of the closest house. One has a rifle, one a bow, and the last one has, I think, a bat,” Ian called over the radio. 
 
    “Call me a pussy but if I see someone coming with a gun, I’d drop the bat,” Dwain mumbled and Heath nodded as they both watched around them. 
 
    When Diane reached the big house, several came outside and then Diane’s voice came over the radio. “Come on up,” she told them. 
 
    They pulled up and Ian told Jennifer to stay in the turret and for Heath to take Dwain and watch the back. After introductions were made, Ian turned to Lance. “You start,” he said. Ian knew the fastest way to get Lance’s head in the game was to get his brain working. 
 
    Not in the mood, Lance sighed but started, turning to Jarvis. He was a black man nearly six feet tall with a medium build. “I’m sorry, but we can’t take all of you in,” Lance said, and the smiles and grins fell off all those present. “Yes, we’re taking in Diane, Karen, and Penny, but we have a proposition for any who want it.” 
 
    “Proposition?” Jarvis asked with a deep natural voice.  
 
    “We’ll help you set up an area as much as we can, but you will lay it out like we’ve planned. If you think something won’t work, you can voice your opinion and we’ll listen. If you’re right, you don’t have to do it, but if we don’t agree, it still has to be done,” Lance told him, and Jarvis raised an eyebrow in alarm. “We’ve built enough to ward off stinkers and gangs, so we know something about building stuff. We don’t want you wasting our time because we’ll be helping you, and we don’t want our efforts to be pissed away.” 
 
    “How long do we have and just what are we building?” Jarvis asked. 
 
    “A place that will protect you. How long depends on this group,” Lance answered and Jarvis gave a relaxed nod.  
 
    Jarvis turned when Ian started talking. “Now, any who don’t work, they’re to be thrown out,” he said and noticed several startles in the group. “Hey, be glad. You don’t work alongside us in our area, you get shot. Everyone works hard and we don’t tolerate free loaders.”  
 
    “That’s harsh,” Jarvis mumbled, but did tilt his head in agreement. “What if someone gets sick?” 
 
    “Dude, I said work, not grind everyone into the ground!” Ian cried out. “I hope you understand what we’re saying. If they work and get sick, they’ve earned the right to get better but more importantly, someone sick and working is a danger to the group. You don’t have long until winter, so you’ll have to work fast.”  
 
    A big grin split Jarvis’ face. “Naw, I understand what you were getting at. I just wanted you to clarify that this wasn’t going to be a work camp.”  
 
    “Oh, it is, but it’s going to be y’alls work camp. We’re still busting our asses building ours, but we’ll help you as much as we can and if you’re attacked, you have someone to call on. But we expect the same,” Ian told him. 
 
    Glancing around at the group before him, Jarvis studied the skull masks on everyone. “Are you part of the Wild Ones?” he asked very hesitantly.  
 
    “Yep,” Ian said grinning, but Jarvis couldn’t see it. “Just to inform you, because we’re offering you protection, you will become a target.”  
 
    “Shhiiit,” Jarvis huffed. “Every person walking around is a target. Whether it’s from a gang or stinkers, without friends to call on, the world is a very dangerous place right now.” 
 
    “Very,” Lance said and Jarvis turned to him. “We’ll go and get some supplies so you can secure this area first and bring you some protection.” 
 
    Giving a relieved sigh, “Oh, thank you. We barely have a hundred rounds between all of us,” Jarvis said.  
 
    Laughing, “We’ll bring what ammo we can, but that’s not the protection I’m talking about,” Lance told him, and Jarvis was clearly confused. “You’ll understand when we get back. Now, while we’re gone, everyone needs to decide if they’re staying. Those who stay will be working hard and trust me, the work never seems to stop. But the alternative is death or living in torment under a gang. Under a gang, you’re still getting worked hard with nothing in return. We should know because we’ve taken out quite a few.” 
 
    The group standing behind Jarvis all nodded because they had heard of the Wild Ones.  
 
    Pointing at Jarvis, Ian looked at the others behind him. “We’re putting him in charge and if he doesn’t work out, we’ll choose another. But if we find you aren’t listening to him for personal reasons,” Ian paused, “let’s just say, you won’t like it.” 
 
    Nobody in the group seemed to have a problem with that as Ian turned to Jarvis. “If we find you abusing your position, I guarantee you that you won’t like it, because we’re always watching,” he warned.  
 
    Shaking his head, “I don’t ask anyone to do something I won’t do myself,” Jarvis replied.  
 
    Lifting his hand and removing his right glove, Ian held his hand out. “We’ll be back in a few hours with supplies and protection. You need to talk to everyone. All of you need to make the choice of staying or leaving, but if you ever burn us we will attack, and there won’t be anyone left when we pull back.” 
 
    Staring at Ian’s eyes behind the mask, “The only reason I would ever burn ya would be because you sold us out,” Jarvis replied with a hard stare.  
 
    “Then it’ll never come to that,” Ian replied still holding out his hand.  
 
    Shaking Ian’s hand, Jarvis saw Lance pulling his right glove off and then holding out his hand. “I’m not lying when I say the work never stops,” Lance said in a tired voice. “Being a grown-up sucks ass.”  
 
    Shaking Lance’s hand, Jarvis and many of those behind him nodded. “Yes, it does suck being a grown-up,” Jarvis agreed. “But it sure beats being toes up with a stinker ripping into ya or a gang beating you to death just for the fun of it.” 
 
    Letting Jarvis’ hand go and putting his glove back on, “Oh, I’ll die by my own hand before either of those happen to me,” Lance replied nonchalantly. “We’ll be back in a few hours,” he said then stepped over, taking the radio from Diane. “This is on the frequency we’re using today, so don’t change channels or you’ll lose the encryption code. If you have problems before we get back, just call us.”  
 
    Taking the radio with spellbound awe, “Talk about having 9-1-1 again with the Wild Ones on the other end,” Jarvis mumbled but everyone heard him. Coming to the conclusion that Lance and Ian were over this patrol, several in the group wanted to ask to talk to the leaders, thinking Lance and Ian sounded young but didn’t act it. But they could see from the others in the Wild Ones, they were in charge of this group.  
 
    “You speak for all the Wild Ones?” one person asked.  
 
    “Better believe it,” Lance huffed.  
 
    “We’ll let you know when we’re on the way back,” Ian said and waved bye. 
 
    When they returned that afternoon with trailers loaded with barbed wire, chainsaws, ammo, food, and other supplies, Jarvis and his group barely noticed. They all stood rooted to the ground as the two thunder bots pulled to each side of the property to guard them. After Lance set up the fields of fire and told them the thunder bot was an autonomous machine and wouldn’t fall asleep, they watched the centrifugal gun in the turret swing down the valley and drop a group of stinkers in seconds. They now all had a fear of the machines. It was when Lance warned everyone where not to go and to leave them alone or they would attack, only then did the group move. As one, they all moved closer to the main house.   
 
    After Lance and Ian left, saying they would be back tomorrow, Jarvis finally stepped off the porch. The others stayed on the porch or inside, looking out the windows. “With friends like this, we stand a chance,” Jarvis proclaimed with pride. With the two bots, they only had to guard a small blind spot to the south that was at the base of the steep slope.  
 
    He turned to the house, “Let’s get this stuff unloaded and in the barn!” he called out and headed to a trailer. “Jill, you watch the kids so none of them cross the boundary for those bots.”  
 
    Happy she could stay inside, Jill gathered up the five small kids of the group. It was only after Jarvis had grabbed a load and headed to the barn that the others came off the porch, seeing Jarvis hadn’t gotten shot by the thunder bots.   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Four 
 
    The cabin 
 
      
 
    That evening at the cabin, Lance and Ian walked out of the ‘Men’s’ bathroom wearing shorts and drying their hair after showering. Letting his towel drape across his shoulders, Lance saw his mom and Mary standing on the other side of the sectional. “Where’s everybody at?” he asked. 
 
    “I sent them to the gym,” Mary told him. “We are talking and we’re doing it now.”  
 
    Turning to his mom, Lance nodded. “Okay, Momma Mary,” he said sounding somewhat relieved.  
 
    If Lance was relieved, Ian was ecstatic. “Thank you, Momma,” he nearly cheered, following Lance around the sectional. They sat down and Mary guided Sandy to sit down across from them on the other side. “Now,” Mary smiled around at everyone. “Who wants to start?” 
 
    Neither Sandy nor Lance spoke up, but Mary was just happy to see them looking at each other without snarls.  
 
    “Sandy, why don’t you start?” Mary said patting Sandy on the leg. 
 
    Having never looked away, Sandy was still staring at Lance. “You’re thirteen, Lance. You’re too young for her. I think she needs to move in with the Bear Trap Clan and we can move on from there.” The anger Sandy had about Lilly abated, nearly instantly, seeing for the first time the anger in Lance’s eyes. And that anger was directed solely at her.  
 
    Not believing Sandy had started out like that, Mary bit her lip. Just the fact Sandy hadn’t used Lilly’s name pissed Lance off, but to just blurt it out that Lilly had to leave? This wasn’t the old world and things had changed.  
 
    “I’m not old enough?!” Lance cried out. “We’ve killed thousands of people and tens of thousands of stinkers. Every night since we got to this cabin, Ian and I sit up and talk about what we need to do. We named them bridge meetings. You know why we called them that?” he asked but didn’t wait for a response. “A bridge takes a lot of effort to cross something dangerous, and you have to decide if it’s worth the effort and the risk. One of the first things we talked about was Jennifer wanting to help, and we let her do as much as we felt she could do without getting killed or getting us killed. But she wanted to do more, and Ian kept on in the bridge meetings saying we needed to let Jennifer do more, but I had to play devil’s advocate. Because dumbass here was in love with her and wouldn’t believe she was in love with him!” Lance cried out, throwing his hands in the air but never looking away from his mom as he continued. 
 
    “We had to weigh the pros and cons. And let me tell you, the cons outweighed everything. Because I knew if anything happened to Jennifer, I was going to lose Ian. I lose Ian and I’m not good anymore, and that leaves the Ladybugs alone and vulnerable. In this world, that equals dead and it’s never pretty.”  
 
    Seeing he had Sandy’s attention and Mary was in shock, Lance softened his tone. “But Jennifer needed to know how to patrol, fight, work on equipment, and everything else, not only for her own safety but because if something happened to me and Ian, it would be her and the Ladybugs.”  
 
    Never taking his eyes off his mom, “So every bridge meeting, we would weigh the good and bad about every decision we made and it sucked. I don’t want the Ladybugs outside but this cabin isn’t secure, it can be breached. Ian may act like he doesn’t like Allie but let me tell you, he loves her dearly. He was so against letting the Ladybugs go on patrol, we almost went outside because I wouldn’t drop it. I told Ian, ‘so what if we get overrun and have to move? Allie and Carrie won’t know shit about moving out there, and we would have to pick up their corpses because we didn’t teach them’.” 
 
    Lance paused as Mary gasped. Gritting his teeth, “Ian cried the rest of the night when he realized we didn’t have a choice! His baby sister and Carrie had to learn to fight and work!” Lance shouted and Ian looked away as tears rolled out of his eyes. “Because he was crying, that made me cry and the man code doesn’t cover that shit! All I could do was put my arm over his shoulders and tell him we’ll do everything we can to make sure that doesn’t happen. Allie and Carrie started patrolling the next day. Now I’m terrified because I’m the one who pushed this fucked-up shit! Those are my Ladybugs! I’m out patrolling the woods with them and if something happens, it’s my fault because I pushed it!” 
 
    Trying to calm down but failing, Lance did lower his voice again. “Having to watch daughters being raped beside their moms, as their fathers bled out or worse just feet from them, it changes some shit. Like little Jodi,” Lance sniffled. “She wants people to smile. I gave her a gun and her mom didn’t seem to like it and I didn’t give a shit. Kathy can fucking talk to me after watching girls, little girls, screaming as they’re getting raped and watching their family die. Then Denny and Lori, they try so hard it makes me envious. I knew if anything happened to their parents, they were dead and it wouldn’t be pretty. We offered to let them stay just so we could teach them something if that happened. You know what not teaching and letting kids have the option says? Come and rape me hard, not even my parents think I’m worth enough to have something to protect myself. So they came over and their parents understood what for and why we wanted them here. What did that do? Added more things for Ian and I to worry about and discuss in the bridge meetings, but we felt it was worth it.” 
 
    Listening to Lance speak, Mary wiped tears from her face and then glanced over and saw tears running down Sandy’s face. In that instant, Mary didn’t see them as boys anymore. Both were adults. They understood responsibility and commitment. 
 
    “You know I talked to you, Mom?” Lance blurted out and Sandy gave a startle. “The video you made for me. When Donald and his group came up here to hit us and we killed them. It wasn’t like the trip up here when we shot the bikers. Yes, I know we killed some, I watched one’s head explode when I shot him. But when Donald and them came here, it was different. We were laid out and could see their faces. I know it’s stupid, but Momma can fix anything and just hearing your voice helped,” Lance stopped and pulled up the towel to blow his nose. 
 
    Like he was confessing a sin, he continued. “Then Lilly comes along. I nearly just pulled out with Jennifer when they took her because I couldn’t watch it again, not another rape. Making calculations and running attacks off in my mind when the bikers held her down on the table, I felt we could do it and Jennifer wouldn’t get hurt. I just wanted to stop them and prayed no more bikers were coming. I hoped Ian wasn’t going to blow up because I’d endangered Jennifer like that. We agreed I had to go out with her first because I would be the better judge of if she was ready to continue. Just the fact Ian agreed to that blew my mind but later, after Lilly joined,” Lance paused. “After I realized I cared for her more than a member of the group, Ian went out with her because like him with Jennifer, I was biased. Looking back, it was a stupid risk to attack like that, but I’d do it again. But if any tried that to Lilly now,” Lance paused as his face became void of emotion, “I would show them the true meaning of torment.” 
 
    Getting the worry of Lilly out of his mind, Lance took a deep breath. “After she got here, I find out Lilly is tough, very smart, a fucking veterinarian who graduated with nearly a 4.0 GPA. And holy shit, is she hot! I looked at her like a boy shouldn’t be looking. Momma told me after Ms. Wasson ran around nearly naked, boys shouldn’t look at women like that, but here I was thinking about Lilly, a woman, wanting her to be my girlfriend.”  
 
    Looking off, “I kept asking myself, ‘What kind of chance do I have getting her?!’” he cried out. “But I was just overcome by her. She thinks and never said one thing about being older when she listened to anyone here. How could a thirteen-year-old have any hope of impressing her, and the Prime Directive clearly stated I wasn’t supposed to have feelings like that about a woman, but I was and I couldn’t stop them.”  
 
    Hearing ‘Prime Directive’, Mary gave a startle as Lance continued. “Then Jennifer comes up saying Lilly is checking me out. I know Jennifer’s my buddy but I had a real hard time believing that. At first, the Ladybugs didn’t like Lilly and that terrified me because I really liked her. I wanted to be near her even if I couldn’t be her boyfriend. I know it sounds corny, but I wanted to be a friend, just to be near her. I felt sick knowing I couldn’t even try to be more because it went against the Prime Directive when the Prime Directive said I shouldn’t even look at a woman like that. I was really getting worried thinking something was wrong with me.”  
 
    Ian reached over and patted Lance’s arm and Lance motioned to Ian with his head as he continued. “But on patrol I talked to Ian about it, and he said that’s what he always felt about Jennifer. Not that she was against the Prime Directive, but he wanted to be near her, just a part of her life, but he didn’t think he was good enough for her. I told him for the last three years Jennifer was in love with him, but Ian didn’t think he was good enough for her? That’s when he described what I felt. Nausea, just thinking about not being with her. I stopped the buggy to kick his ass while we were patrolling section two because I knew and had told him, Jennifer wanted him and he was being a stupid motherfucker for not hooking up with her sooner. When I walked around the buggy to yank his ass out and kick it all over the state of Kentucky, the cocksucker took off running and I couldn’t catch him. I mean, he could have the one who made him feel like that and stop that puke feeling because he could be with her, I couldn’t be with the one who made me feel like that because the Prime Directive said I shouldn’t feel like that towards a woman.” 
 
    Ian nodded emphatically, “I saw in his eyes I was going to get hurt, and didn’t want any part of the beat down coming. I figured I’d just run. Luckily, there were stinkers Lance could take his anger out on.”  
 
    Flipping Ian off, “Yeah, after chasing him a mile and killing stinkers that were trying to get us, I realized that wasn’t the best time to have a man discussion. Getting on the buggy I told Ian we could settle up later and he finally got in. Ian apologized and admitted he was stupid, but he didn’t want Jennifer to be let down because he wasn’t what she expected. Hearing that, I understood, because that’s how I felt when Jennifer said Lilly was interested and liked me more than a friend. I was terrified and started shitting water for three days. My underwear looked like a dirty diaper. My god, how can I impress a woman like her?! I didn’t even know how to kiss! When Sabrina tried to stick her tongue down my throat at the Fall Dance, I thought she was just being a bitch, fucking with me! Hell, someone had already grabbed my ass! I didn’t know she did it!”  
 
    Despite the severity of the conversation, Mary couldn’t help but suppress a giggle, even though she was still crying listening to Lance. “Jennifer, my only other buddy, who I’ve talked to on the phone nearly every night for years knew this was freaking me the fuck out!” Lance cried out with tears again in his eyes. “Ian begged her, my buddy and his girl, to show me how to kiss because I didn’t believe it when Jason said you really used tongue! Ian kissed at the Fall Formal!” 
 
    “Um, yeah,” Ian said turning from the moms to Lance. “In your defense, you did outrun Jason after he told us how to kiss. He caught me and stuck his tongue in my mouth and said if a girl did that to follow her lead. If I embarrassed him, Jason said he was going to strip me naked and cover me in honey, then throw me out at school.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, I outran him!” Lance cried out. “I ran to my house and hid behind Momma! Ooops wasn’t sticking his tongue in my mouth!” 
 
    Nodding, “Well, he was right,” Ian said calmly. “That’s how you kiss.”  
 
    Throwing his hands up, “Like I was supposed to believe either of you after that!” Lance bellowed.  
 
    Wiping tears from her eyes, “I remember the day,” Sandy sniffled. “I wondered why you ran inside and followed me around the house all day.”   
 
    “What the hell was I supposed to do?!” Lance shouted staring at Ian. Lowing his voice to normal, “Then I find out that’s how you really kiss being a grown-up. I couldn’t do that with Lilly. I would disappoint her. What do my two best buddies do? Ian convinces Jennifer, the girl he’s been infatuated with, and thank god he didn’t choose the frog,” Lance praised to the heavens, confusing both moms, “he talked her into teaching me how to kiss with fucking tongue,” Lance said shivering.  
 
    “Language,” Sandy said wiping tears from her face. 
 
    “We aren’t kids anymore, Momma Sandy,” Ian sniffled, wiping his nose off with his forearm. 
 
    Unknown to everyone inside, they were being watched and listened to. Outside in the gym, the others were standing behind Allie and Carrie and looking at a laptop that showed the camera in the living room, watching the discussion. With a lot now explained, Lilly turned to Jennifer and saw her shiver.  
 
    Like he was nauseous and suppressing a gag, Lance moved on. “Jennifer picked up a hammer, telling me to hold still or she’s going to use that hammer on my face and even now, I fucking know she would’ve,” Lance said, then did a cootie dance. “Jennifer is pretty and an awesome buddy, but I felt like I was kissing Granny Jackson with tongue. It just felt incestuous.” 
 
    Sandy rolled her shoulders with a violent shiver. “Oh, that’s gross,” she said, thinking about her mom.  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t have a sister to compare to, so that’s all I can use for comparison,” Lance shrugged. “Jennifer felt the same but she did it, and Ian begged her to. Why? Because I was terrified. I didn’t want Lilly to see me as a kid,” he finished in a mumble.  
 
    “Then all of a sudden, the Ladybugs really like Lilly and start pushing us together,” Lance got out with a small smirk, wiping snot from his nose. “I never loved those two so much for trying to help me because I couldn’t do it. I wanted to ask them to do it more but didn’t want Lilly to think bad of them and me. Just as soon as that thought entered my mind, I felt guilty. I’m already breaking the Prime Directive by even having feelings for a woman and I want the Ladybugs to force it? And through all this, Ian and I have to do everything we can to make sure everyone stays safe. I’m having emotions I don’t understand because nobody ever said emotions can make you shit water. I would’ve remembered that!” Lance huffed as his mind fluttered about and words just continued to spill out.  
 
    “I mean, do I just walk up and hold her hand? Do you only kiss when you’re relaxing? Can I hug her here or should I wait till nobody’s looking so I don’t embarrass her?” Lance said shyly. “The day Rhonda told me Lilly looks at me like she wants to marry me was the happiest day of my life. Rhonda is the toughest motherfucker I’ve ever met. She would leave their house with a revolver, six bullets, a machete, and eight bolts for her crossbow to look for food. Be fucking damn if I would’ve done that willingly.” 
 
    In the gym, Rhonda gasped as she stumbled back and fell on her ass, startled to hear just how much Lance looked up to her. 
 
    “I thought when Ian and I stayed out the first night to get over being scared outside at night was bullshit, and Rhonda did that shit all the time to take care of her group? She has balls of steel,” Lance informed everyone.  
 
    Nodding rapidly, “That’s no shit,” Ian agreed.  
 
    “So I took Rhonda at her word and I’m grateful for her. Besides Ian, that’s who I have to talk to for guidance. I’m terrified to talk to Jennifer now about Lilly because she might let something slip to Lilly. Rhonda and the Ladybugs are my relationship counselors. But I can’t ask the Ladybugs. Allie tells me to hold Lilly’s stupid hand and kiss her when I want,” Lance groaned. “Like that’s help. When is hugging a lot seen to cross over to stalking or molesting? What if Lilly stops me when I go to kiss her one time? Should I try again later or wait until she kisses me? What if she doesn’t?” 
 
    Just hearing the confusion as Lance mumbled trying to make sense of his feelings, Mary fought the urge to run over and hold him. 
 
    “When Lilly is just near me, I feel at peace,” Lance said, then looked up at Sandy with red eyes and tears on his cheeks.  
 
    “Now, my momma doesn’t want the one thing that brings me some measure of peace to be with me?! What the fuck?! When Lilly grabs my hand, my heart flutters? I thought I was developing a heart condition! My daddy was a doctor and talked about that shit. I start reading up on how to do an EKG thinking my heart’s going bad, and I’m only thirteen, like I don’t have enough shit to worry about! Then Ian says that happens to him all the time when Jennifer just gets close to him, so that was a relief,” Lance told them.  
 
    Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, “If you make Lilly leave, I leave too,” Lance told Sandy. “Ian and I started a place at the research area, just in case all of you got pissed because we let others in here. Uncle Doug left that Hummer to me. I’ll load it with what it can hold that’s mine and that’s it. I won’t take anything else from here, ever. Our dads bought this place so you have that right, Momma. This is yours and Momma Mary’s house, but I leave if Lilly does. I’ll offer her a place with me because I’m not depending on anyone else besides Ian for shit. I’ve done everything you’ve ever asked of me, Momma, and tried my hardest to make you proud of me and if you tell her to leave, so do I. I will not abandon you, Momma. I’ll come over every day and protect you and do the work here. You’re my momma. I’ll care for you and I’ll die for you, but if you don’t trust my judgement and let me try to get Lilly to be my girl, I have to leave.” 
 
    “Lance-,” Sandy sobbed, looking through her tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mom,” Ian said, looking at Mary and wiping tears from his eyes. “I’m going with Lance. With Lance, I can survive this and if we survive this, that means we all survive this.” 
 
    Tears rained down Mary’s face as she jumped up, looking down at Sandy. “Sandy?!” Mary wailed.  
 
    The back door flew open and the fact the thing flew open startled everyone. “No!” they heard and turned to see Lilly. Her face was splotchy, snot was streaked across her cheeks, and tears flooded from her eyes. “Lance, you are not leaving here for me,” Lilly bawled. “I can move in with Heath and stay in Rhonda’s room. We can still see each other if you want. Your mom has the final say.”     
 
    Swallowing hard, “I told you I would never stop you if you wanted to leave, but I’m leaving if you do. House seven forty-two is stocked and can be set up nicely if you don’t want to stay with me at the research area. We can set up there or just you can, if you don’t want to go to Heath’s,” Lance told her.  
 
    “Momma Sandy, why?” Allie wailed, running in the backdoor with Carrie. “We told you Lilly makes him happy! Lance really likes her and Lilly likes Lance because he’s awesome!” 
 
    Wiping tears from his eyes, “No, Allie,” Lance said looking at Lilly. “If this isn’t love, I don’t know what it is and if it isn’t, I don’t want to know what falling in love is if it’s worse than this. I love her.”  
 
    Hitting Lance so hard Lilly took him off his feet, wrapping her arms around him before they hit the sectional. Unable to speak, Lilly just cried in his chest, holding him tight. The Ladybugs ran over diving on the two, and Ian never saw Jennifer as she hit him and drove him into the couch and wrapped her arms around him, crying.  
 
    Sniveling, Allie and Carrie got off Lance and Lilly. With heads hung low, they both went over and latched onto Ian hugging him tight. “We love you too, Ian,” they sobbed. 
 
    Wiping her face, “Lance, Lilly,” Sandy said looking down at the two. “Nobody is leaving,” she told them. “Both of you come here.”  
 
    Getting up, they both stood in front of Sandy. “I’m sorry, and you’re right. I should’ve voiced my concern and trusted your judgement. All I could see was I was losing my baby boy, and that was selfish of me,” Sandy said, reaching out and grabbing Lance’s face with her hands. “I think you chose wisely, and I’m sorry that I and your dad weren’t here to help.” 
 
    Pulling Lance to her, Sandy hugged him tight. Reaching out, she pulled Lilly to them hugging her. “I saw it in Lance’s eyes the day we got here. He was in love and I’d missed seeing him take that step. I just wanted to protect him and I was thinking in the mindset of the old world, not this new forsaken world. That wasn’t right on my part. He made his choice and as much as I don’t want to admit it, I like his choice.”  
 
    Feeling the tenderness in Sandy’s hug for the first time, Lilly cried harder squeezing her tight. “He’s everything I’ve ever wanted. I really am sorry I’m old,” Lilly whimpered.  
 
    Kissing the top of Lilly’s head, “Oh, Lilly. I own dresses older than you, so don’t start. If Jonathan had been here, this never would’ve gotten this far. He would’ve told me Lance had made his choice and like it or not, we would stand beside him. I know he would’ve said it as sure as I’m here right now, and he would’ve been right,” Sandy said as Mary came over, wrapping her arms around the group.  
 
    The backdoor opened and Rhonda came in with Holly carrying Dawn. Lori, Jodi, Denny, Tyler, and Chris followed with all the dogs coming in. Tyler and Chris ran over and latched on in the group hug. “Is everything okay now?” Chris asked in broken sobs.  
 
    Looking down, “Yes, Chris, everything is okay now,” Sandy told him, wiping her eyes. She turned and saw Lance looking at her, and it was only then she realized he was taller than her now, but just barely. But it was Lance’s eyes that held her gaze. He was looking at her like he used to. He was looking at his momma.  
 
    “Thank you, Momma,” he said and Sandy pulled him close.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Five 
 
    The cabin 
 
      
 
    The next day at noon, Lilly was in the passenger seat as Lance drove them back to the cabin from the research area. Every day they spent at least a few hours there, and still, Lilly was terrified of the area. When she and Jennifer had been brought up the first time, Lilly was blown away. Here, away from others so they wouldn’t get hurt, Ian and Lance let their imaginations run wild. The discoveries alone terrified and astounded her. Then when you threw in their creations, Lilly fought daily not to go into catatonic shock.  
 
    “What’s next?” Jennifer asked sitting in back with Ian. 
 
    “Head over and talk to Bravo group. Lay out what they have to do,” Ian said. 
 
    “We aren’t going to look for the tigers?” Jennifer asked, and Lilly fought not to burst out laughing. Three days ago, the tigers had left out of the east gate of the diversion fence and hadn’t returned. They would usually return the same day if they left, but not this time.  
 
    “I’m not looking for mean pussy,” Ian stated flatly.  
 
    Reaching over and grabbing Ian’s hand to hold it, “They make excellent guard cats,” Jennifer offered. 
 
    “We have Dino, Dan, Ann, George, and Judy,” Ian said. But Dino never went with them to the research area, and that alone told everyone just how dangerous Lance and Ian considered it.  
 
    “I think too many people started coming over and are in the general area. That’s why the tigers left,” Jennifer offered and Lilly thought that was a good reason.  
 
    “If I would’ve known that, I would’ve talked to Lance about bringing people in sooner,” Ian laughed. 
 
    Lifting his phone up and tapping the screen, Lance slowed down to let the gates open. “You could’ve called,” Lilly told him. 
 
    Putting his phone away, “That’s why Ian and I put that on our phones. We didn’t want someone to be stuck in control while we were in the research area,” Lance told her, driving in. 
 
    Lilly was about to ask if he was going to leave it open, but then glanced back to see Ian tapping on his phone. Not about to ask why, “So, we’re taking more stuff over to Bravo Group?”  
 
    “Yeah, and telling them what needs to be done,” Lance said pulling around the back. They saw Rhonda, the Ladybugs, Chris, and Tyler out back shooting bows. “Never thought Rhonda would give up her crossbow.”  
 
    “She’s never practiced with a bow and I can assure you, between a bow and crossbow to hunt stinkers, I’ll choose a bow every time,” Lilly said getting out. 
 
    Happy they were back, Rhonda walked over. “Hey, guys,” she smiled. Jennifer had asked Rhonda if she wanted her to talk to Lance and Ian about coming to the research area to help. Looking Jennifer right in the eyes, Rhonda had told her, ‘fuck no’. Rhonda could tell that even the boys were scared of the area, but respected it. There was no doubt by any that Lilly and Jennifer were terrified of the area. The Ladybugs had asked to go after Lilly and Jennifer had gone there, but Lance had sat them both down and looked them in the eyes. 
 
    “Allie, Carrie, no,” he’d told them firmly. “If you go up there, you’ll die. There’s too much we have going on, and Ian and I can’t watch you.” Hearing the certainty in Lance’s voice, neither had asked again. 
 
    Setting her bow down, “What’s on the agenda?” Rhonda asked. 
 
    “Taking supplies to Bravo Group and laying out what they have to do,” Ian answered before heading into the shop.  
 
    “What time are we leaving?” Rhonda asked. Out of everyone in the group, Rhonda was the only one who could ask that because she was the only one Lance and Ian always allowed to go with them when she wanted. What amazed everyone in the coalition, Lance and Ian treated Rhonda more like a guy than any of the other males.   
 
    “After lunch. I have to program the CNC and do a little here first and at the build house,” Lance told her, turning to Lilly. “I’ll be inside in a minute, baby doll.” 
 
    Leaning over, Lilly gave him a kiss. “Okay, sweetness.” Watching them, Rhonda was so thankful the battle was over.  
 
    When Lance was inside the shop, “What is Plan Bravo?” Rhonda asked. 
 
    Shrugging her shoulders, “Beats the shit out of me,” Lilly told her and Rhonda turned to Jennifer. 
 
    “Fuck if I know!” Jennifer cried out. “How did you find out anyway?” 
 
    “Heath asked me yesterday,” Rhonda answered. “You didn’t even ask?” 
 
    “Rhonda,” Jennifer said with a sigh. “I don’t want to know any more of their plans. At one time I did, thinking maybe I could help. Now they tell me when I need to know and can help, otherwise I would worry and it would be for no reason. I have enough to worry about as it is and have a reason.”  
 
    Feeling awkward, “Um, do you still have those bridge meetings?” Rhonda mumbled. 
 
    “Yep,” Lilly said, slinging her rifle on her shoulder. 
 
    A thought crossed her mind and Rhonda panicked. “Do you have them at the research area?” 
 
    “Nope. When we’re there, we want all of our attention there,” Jennifer told her. “Lance and Ian came up with that rule. You only work there; discussion is done someplace else.”  
 
    Having another reason not to ever set foot there, Rhonda looked from Jennifer to Lilly. “Do you think I can come to one bridge meeting? I want to hear how you weigh the pros and cons.”  
 
    “I don’t see why you can’t,” Jennifer said glancing at Lilly.  
 
    “Neither do I, but we’ll have to talk to Lance and Ian to make sure,” Lilly said and Rhonda nodded. “I would suggest if they agree, don’t ask questions at the first one.” 
 
    Cocking her head to the side, “Why?” Rhonda asked.  
 
    “They always answer truthfully, and not one time has it ever been what I wanted to hear,” Lilly told her. “Ignorance is bliss. You’ll understand after you’ve been to one.” 
 
    Looking at those still shooting bows, “Where are the others?” Jennifer asked.  
 
    “Greenhouse with Ms. Mary,” Rhonda answered. “Ms. Sandy is inside getting lunch ready.”  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “I’m going to see if she needs help,” Lilly said and marched for the door.  
 
    When Jennifer went to follow, Rhonda grabbed her arm. “Don’t. Let them be alone,” Rhonda told her in a low voice.  
 
    Watching Lilly head inside, “You sure? It was just yesterday when Momma Sandy still wanted to kick her out,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “Yes. They need to talk alone, and the sooner, the better.” 
 
    As Rhonda let her arm go, Jennifer turned to her. “Did that happen to you? A momma didn’t like you?” Jennifer asked. 
 
    Scoffing, “Hell, no. I’ve only dated six guys and their mommas loved me more than their own sons,” Rhonda laughed out. “But I watched with Kathy and Robin. Momma didn’t like either of them. It wasn’t until they had time to talk alone that Momma started to like them.” 
 
    “Glad Momma Mary likes me,” Jennifer mumbled. “I don’t know how I would’ve acted if she’d treated me like Momma Sandy treated Lilly.” 
 
    Putting a hand on Jennifer’s shoulder, “You would’ve taken it, just like Lilly did,” Rhonda said then looked off, but Jennifer didn’t believe she would’ve. “But Ian wouldn’t have handled it like Lance did. Ian would’ve blown up at Ms. Mary and it wouldn’t have been pretty.” 
 
    “Ian loves his momma,” Jennifer gasped. 
 
    Nodding, “I know, but Ian isn’t as courteous as Lance is, and Ian had a brother and has a sister. Trust me, that makes a huge difference. I’m sure you’ve noticed, Ian is more forceful than Lance,” Rhonda offered. 
 
    “Yeah, but he damn sure wasn’t with me,” Jennifer grumbled. 
 
    “You’re the only person who, I can honestly say, I don’t think you’ll ever get that from Ian. That boy is so in love with you, it boggles my mind.”  
 
    Smiling as she thought about it, “I’m so happy he chose me instead of the frog,” Jennifer sighed in bliss. 
 
    “Oh, I’ve been meaning to ask you about that,” Rhonda said. 
 
    *** 
 
    Walking inside, Lilly hung up her rifle and vest and then moved over to the sink to wash her hands. “What can I do to help?” she asked as Sandy cut up vegetables on the island behind her. 
 
    “Almost done,” Sandy answered and Lilly just smiled because the tone was pleasant. Drying her hands off, Lilly turned and watched Sandy working with a smile. Feeling the stare Sandy glanced over, still with a smile. “Need something, Lilly?” 
 
    Just hearing Sandy use her name made Lilly feel better, but she needed to get something off her chest. “No… Sandy,” she answered, throwing the name in after a pause. 
 
      Tossing the vegetables in a bowl, Sandy wiped her hands off on a towel and still felt Lilly staring at her. “Are you sure you don’t have something to talk about?” Sandy smiled and Lilly could tell it was genuine. “I won’t get mad, I promise.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Lilly stared into Sandy’s eyes. “I wish you had talked to me about moving to the Bear Trap Clan before Lance,” Lilly told her, and Sandy gave a startle. “I would’ve left, or tried to after I talked to Lance,” Lilly blurted out, making Sandy feel lightheaded. 
 
    Seeing the shock on Sandy’s face, “It wouldn’t have been for you. I would’ve done it for Lance,” Lilly told her. 
 
    Shaking her head, trying to understand, “What?!” Sandy cried out. 
 
    “You -are - ‘Momma’!” Lilly enunciated in a snappy tone. “In Lance’s eyes, God was subordinate to you! He didn’t want to stand up to his momma but you left him no choice. You were on a pedestal that I don’t think any momma has ever been put on!” 
 
    With her legs trembling, Sandy moved over to the table and dropped in a chair, never taking her eyes off of Lilly. “I didn’t give him a choice?” she gasped. “You snatched up my baby boy!” 
 
    “Nobody makes Lance do what he doesn’t want to,” Lilly replied coldly. “You pushed him, telling Lance he didn’t have the ability to judge for himself what he wanted. That he could kill, fight, and work but when it came to girls, he didn’t know and wasn’t old enough.” 
 
    As Sandy digested the words and before she could respond, Lilly continued in a softer voice, “Lance wasn’t ready for that, for you to be moved off that pedestal,” she said turning away. “Lance loved his dad, but holy shit!” Lilly cried, throwing up her hands. “I’ve never seen any boy or man who held his mom in such high regard. He wasn’t ready for you to get off that pedestal he’d put you on.” 
 
    Anger, sadness, despair, and so many emotions flooded Sandy’s system and she felt her eyes water up when she stared at the side of Lilly’s face. “I just want him to have the best,” Sandy managed to get out in a steady voice.  
 
    Nodding, “So do I,” Lilly mumbled still looking off. “That’s why I wish you would’ve come to me first,” she said, turning to Sandy. “He wasn’t ready for you to come off that pedestal. It would’ve hurt, but I think I could’ve convinced him to stay here if I moved to the Bear Trap Clan. I don’t think I could’ve convinced him to stay long, but maybe long enough for you and me to talk this out.”  
 
    Studying Lilly’s face through her tears, Sandy could see the love Lilly had for her son. “You are a grown woman,” Sandy got out before her voice broke. 
 
    Giving a shrug, “Compared to Lance I feel like an idiot at times, and I have a PhD in veterinary medicine. Age wise, yeah, I’m older but shit, you’re right, Lance was born old,” Lilly told her.  
 
    Not liking the fact her own words were being used against her, “Did you seduce him?” Sandy barked.  
 
    Looking at Sandy with a hurtful expression, “Really?!” Lilly cried out. “I would never take that away from Lance unless he was ready.” 
 
    Very confused but able to see Lilly was being truthful, “So…” Sandy got out. 
 
    Cocking her head to the side, “NO. We haven’t had sex, Sandy,” Lilly stressed her name.  
 
    “Lance is still a teenage boy,” Sandy retorted.  
 
    Scoffing, “Yeah, with the body of a Greek God, the mind of an elder, and the heart of a lion,” Lilly huffed and saw Sandy’s eyes narrow. “I’m sure you know Lance studies a subject before he does anything, right?” 
 
    Finally realizing it was a true question, Sandy gave a nod. “You have porn to thank for Lance still being a virgin. Ian too, for that matter,” Lilly said and what hostility Sandy was feeling, vanished in utter confusion.  
 
    “Huh?” Sandy cried out.  
 
    “I trust you’ve seen a porn movie before?” Lilly asked rolling her eyes.  
 
    With a confused nod, “Well, yes,” Sandy snapped.  
 
    Dropping her eyes back to Sandy, “Don’t ever let Lance find out. Let him figure it out for himself you’ve watched a porno flick,” Lilly popped off. “In those movies, have you noticed none of the men have a stiffy when a scene starts?” Feeling lost at what Lilly was saying, Sandy just cocked her head to the side. “Erections!” Lilly shouted, making Sandy jump back.  
 
    “I know what a stiffy is,” Sandy replied curtly. “I just don’t know where you’re heading with this.” Giving a nod Lilly just stared at her, and Sandy realized she was waiting. “Yes, I’ve noticed that Lance studies everything to understand something before he starts anything,” Sandy finally said. “I just don’t know what you’re trying to say. Or how this deals with porn and erections.”  
 
    “Lance and Ian use porn like research. Just like those instructional DVDs or books,” Lilly told her, and this only confused Sandy even more. Realizing Sandy wasn’t following, “Sandy, they think ‘Men’ shouldn’t have erections unless the woman makes them right before they have sex. They both think only ‘boys’ have wood all the time.”  
 
    As her words hit Sandy, Lilly saw her face glass over in disbelief. “You have got to be shitting me,” Sandy blurted out.  
 
    Shaking her head, “Nope,” Lilly said. “They believe ‘Men’ have total control over that at all times.” 
 
    Pushing back from the table, “Are you serious?” Sandy gasped. “Grown men don’t have that control. Lance is smarter than that!” Sandy cried out not believing what she had just said, or heard for that matter. 
 
    “Yep, I’m serious. They think because they can’t control that part yet, both see themselves as boys in that regard. Because they’re studying it. Sex,” Lilly nodded. “They use porn like a study guide. And no, they won’t ask the men around here because they don’t want to be seen as boys by any of them. They believe only a boy would ask about having wood around girls. Real men don’t have to worry about that, in their eyes. Now if their dads were here, Lance would ask his. Ian, I’m not so sure.”  
 
    In shock but able to totally understand what Lilly was telling her, Sandy gave a slight nod. “Yes, he would’ve asked Johnathan.” Glad that Sandy was starting to understand, Lilly looked off again and Sandy just stared at her. It was in that instant, Sandy realized, Lilly knew Lance better than she did. “Just how in the hell did you figure this out?” 
 
    Giving a sigh because she’d only heard an accusation, “I listen to and watch Lance,” Lilly moaned.  
 
    Seeing that Lilly had misunderstood her question, for the first time Sandy felt bad that she’d hurt Lilly’s feelings. “I didn’t mean that I accused you of trying to molest him,” Sandy blurted out, then realized what she’d said and couldn’t help but laugh. “That sounded weird.”  
 
    Giving a laugh, “Yeah, it did,” Lilly agreed turning to Sandy, and was glad she hadn’t been trying to be mean.  
 
    “So, you’ve just watched him to figure this out?” Sandy asked resting her hands on the table.  
 
    “Yeah,” Lilly mumbled. “He’s everything I’ve ever dreamed of and more. I still don’t know why he wants a skinny old woman.”   
 
    All expression left Sandy’s face hearing Lilly say that. “Um, are you talking about yourself?” Sandy asked hesitantly.  
 
    “Duh, yeah,” Lilly scoffed. “I’ve talked to Jennifer. I know how girls and women chased after him and Ian.” 
 
    Leaning back in her chair, “So Jennifer knows all of them?” Sandy asked.  
 
    Not looking at Sandy to see the dark look cross her face or catching the slight growl in her voice, “Shit, Jennifer can give you the names and dates they tried because if one went after Lance, they were going after Ian too. It’s because of her and the Ladybugs that those women and girls didn’t get forceful and teach Lance and Ian, with “hands-on” experience,” Lilly chuckled. “She went out of her way to make sure those skanks didn’t take advantage of Ian, which meant Lance also.” 
 
    “I shall have to talk to her,” Sandy mumbled tensely and Lilly heard that, whipping her gaze to Sandy.  
 
    “Um, will you let me?” Lilly asked, and Sandy just stared at her. “No, I mean with you there. Jennifer wouldn’t tell you the entire story unless she’s relaxed. I know this sounds weird, but Jennifer is ashamed she butted into their lives like that. I think she’d worry you might take it out on her for not telling you but in Jennifer’s defense, she didn’t think you would’ve believed her.”  
 
    “So, Ian and Jennifer….” Sandy left open, staring at Lilly.  
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Lilly smirked. “I’m surprised Jennifer hasn’t thrown him down, though. Ian loves that girl and is intimidated by her something fierce. If it were up to Jennifer, they’d already be having sex. Shit, Jennifer would’ve jumped Ian in his home back in the neighborhood if she would’ve had the chance. But Ian… doesn’t want to be seen as a ‘boy’ in her eyes. He thinks Jennifer isn’t a virgin.”  
 
    “She is?” Sandy gasped.  
 
    Shocked that Sandy even asked, “Yeah. Jennifer was going to get Ian. Ian is and always has been Jennifer’s dream,” Lilly informed her. “Ian’s in love with her, thank goodness, but Jennifer was and is going to get him regardless. Ian will come to understand, resistance is futile”  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, that girl’s been after him for a while,” Sandy said, then looked up at Lilly. “Are you?” 
 
    “What? Am I a virgin?” Lilly asked beyond shocked and Sandy nodded. “No, I’m not a virgin. I’m not socially deformed. Just to let you know, if this outbreak wouldn’t have happened, neither Lance nor Ian would’ve been a virgin after this summer. There were some sluts living in your neighborhood and despite Jennifer’s efforts, they would’ve gotten to them. And for your information, the ones who would’ve gotten to them weren’t girls, they were women.” 
 
    Blinking slowly as she stared at Lilly, “Let me ask, some of the women whose yards they mowed?” Sandy asked and Lilly nodded. Turning away, “I knew that bitch was a whore,” Sandy grumbled.  
 
    Unsure of which bitch Sandy was talking about, Lilly just stayed quiet. When Sandy turned back to look at her, Lilly saw a glint in her eye. “So, this year will be the year Lance isn’t a virgin anymore?” Sandy asked.  
 
    Pushing back from the table, “Okay, that was weird,” Lilly said. “I said if this hadn’t happened. Remember I told you, those women would’ve gotten hands-on. One was a mother and daughter combo. I’m sorry to tell you this, but going hands-on will push any guy past the limit, including Lance or Ian. Now, it’s totally up to Lance because I won’t get hands-on. It’ll be his choice. The only reason I would stay out of his life is if he wanted me to. I’m sorry but I love him, and I’ll deal with your anger and hate for me.”  
 
    “I don’t hate you,” Sandy sighed, then looked down at the table. “I wish Johnathan was here,” she said quietly. “I don’t think anyone is good enough for my baby boy. Johnathan would tell me I was wrong.”  
 
    “Shit,” Lilly scoffed, and Sandy jerked her head up. “Nobody is good enough for Lance,” Lilly snapped. “I just want to be good enough to make him happy. If I see someone better come along who could make him happier, I’ll step aside. Yes, it would kill me inside but…,” Lilly paused and wiped tears from her eyes. “I want him happy. He’s the best.” 
 
    Whoa, Sandy said in her mind, watching Lilly wipe tears from her face. Reaching over, Sandy wiped a tear that Lilly had missed off her cheek, startling the shit out of Lilly. “Please stop crying because I don’t want Lance to think I was being mean to you,” Sandy told her sincerely.    
 
    “Even if you were being mean, I would tell him you weren’t,” Lilly sniffled, shocking Sandy yet again. Seeing the shock, “I told you, Lance doesn’t need you demoted in his mind anymore. You’re the cornerstone of his psyche. If Momma’s here, he thinks he can make everything alright. And whatever you do, don’t ever tell him you’ve watched a porno; that would be too much for him right now. He knows you’re a woman, but you’re Momma. Let him figure it out later in life that you’re a normal person as well as Momma. I just don’t see that happening until he’s in his twenties.”   
 
    Loving the insight to how Lance saw her, Sandy started getting a little scared that he held her up so high. “I never should’ve asked you to leave,” Sandy blurted out and Lilly gave a startle. “I should’ve trusted Lance’s judgement; all I saw was I was losing my baby boy.”  
 
    Giving a shrug and nodding, “No, I understand why you did and I was trying to talk to you alone, but there’s just been so much to do,” Lilly said.  
 
    Folding her hands on the table, “I’m not trying to be an ass when I ask this,” Sandy said, and Lilly became instantly alert. “Just how many men have you been with?” 
 
    “Men?” Lilly scoffed. “None.” Watching Sandy’s eyes grow big, “No, they weren’t men by any standards, they were boys. The first was on prom night and I had two boyfriends in college when I was an undergrad.” 
 
    Startled at the confession, “Shit, I went hog wild in college as an undergrad,” Sandy admitted. 
 
    Throwing up both hands, “Whoa! Don’t you ever tell Lance you had sex with anyone other than his dad!” Lilly cried out. “Since you want to know everything about my love life, yes, I had a girlfriend in grad school. And if Lance asks, I’ll tell him everything. I want him to know because if he wants someone else, I won’t stop him.” 
 
    Shrugging, “In grad school, I was a LUG until I met Jonathan,” Sandy huffed with a grin. Looking at Lilly and seeing total confusion on her face, “LUG-Lesbian Until Graduation,” Sandy offered and Lilly shot out of her chair.  
 
    “You don’t tell Lance that, EVER!” Lilly cried out. “Not even on your damn death bed! If you have diaries, burn those motherfuckers! And if anyone alive knows, you tell them to keep their fucking mouth shut!” 
 
    Looking at Lilly, Sandy finally understood. “He doesn’t think I’m a girl?” 
 
    “Yes, he knows you’re a girl, but you’re better than any girl! You’re MOMMA!” Lilly cried out. She had to get Sandy to understand just how Lance viewed her, even with the demotion. 
 
    Seeing with Lilly’s reaction of just what she was prepared to do to protect Lance’s view of his momma, Sandy couldn’t help but smile tenderly at Lilly. Lilly would always put her baby boy first. “So, I guess I shouldn’t tell him that Johnathan and I went to parties-,” Sandy stopped as Lilly jumped back. 
 
    “Hey! I don’t want to hear it because he can see through me when I’m lying!” Lilly panted out.  
 
    With a warm smile, “Yes, the ones we love can see that,” Sandy smirked, then patted the table. “Will you please sit back down?”  
 
    Very hesitantly, because she damn sure didn’t want to know more, Lilly sat back down. “So do we need to start protection on you or Jennifer?”  
 
    “Ms. Sandy,” Lilly said, and Sandy beamed with how she’d addressed her. “I started both of us on that, just to be on the safe side for everyone. If it were up to Jennifer, neither she nor Ian would be virgins. She’s tried, and I mean she’s been forceful; damn near hands-on. But Ian can’t keep certain things ‘down’, and that embarrasses him to high hell. He leaves the situation before Jennifer can get real hands-on, and by that, I mean he runs away.” Looking into Sandy’s eyes, “Literally, Ian has taken off running,” Lilly clarified.  
 
    “And you’re certain that’s the reason?” Sandy asked. 
 
    Nodding, “One hundred percent, with no chance of being wrong,” Lilly replied. “They truly believe that ‘Men’ shouldn’t have wood until the girl starts… um, well…” Lilly blushed. “Oh you’ve seen pornos, you figure it out.”  
 
    “Yes, I know what you’re talking about,” Sandy smirked.  
 
    “I will say this,” Lilly coughed. “If Lance tries choking me like many of those movies, I’m going to punch him.”  
 
    Arching her eyebrows as she nodded, “That’s why his dad had to go to work with a busted lip one time,” Sandy agreed, and Lilly’s mouth fell open. “If it happens,” Sandy sighed, “and you punch him, I’ll understand completely.”  
 
    “Ewww!” Lilly cried out, jumping from her chair and doing the heebie-jeebie dance. “I love Lance with all my heart, but we have got to stop talking about this.”  
 
    Just watching Lilly dance around, Sandy was suddenly struck just how much Lilly acted like Lance. “Will you sit down so we can continue?” Cutting her eyes to the back door and really considering just leaving, Lilly turned back as Sandy spoke. “We’ll change the subject.”    
 
    Reluctantly sitting back down, Lilly gave a slight nod. “I want to ask you, what would you have done if you’d met Lance and all this hadn’t happened? Let’s say you boarded and bought a house in our subdivision,” Sandy asked.  
 
    Casting her eyes down, “I would’ve waited on him to turn eighteen, and prayed he would’ve recognized me in the background. I would’ve stayed single and just hope one day he’d notice me,” Lilly muttered.  
 
    Just hearing Lilly say it, put Sandy at ease. “Lilly,” she said clearing her throat and Lilly looked up at her. “You have my permission to be Lance’s girlfriend.” Her expression never changed and Lilly just stared at Sandy in utter shock. Leaning over the table, Sandy waved her hand in front of Lilly’s face and her eyes never blinked. “Lilly?” she called out and didn’t get any response.  
 
    Only when Sandy tapped her cheek did Lilly blink, then jumped back in her chair. “Really?” was all Lilly could say. 
 
    “Yes,” Sandy nodded. “You love him and I knew the day we got here, he loved you. I didn’t want it, but it’s not up to me. I’m happy with his choice, but there is one more thing,” Sandy left hanging. 
 
    Furrowing her brow, “What?” Lilly asked, wiping her face.  
 
    “If you two stay together, I want lots of grandbabies.”  
 
    Snorting as she laughed, “Hope you’re patient until Lance realizes he can’t control parts of his body,” Lilly told her as she wiped tears off her face.  
 
    Hearing a key in the backdoor, they both turned to see Lance walk in. The first thing he saw was Lilly’s face and knew she’d been crying. Lilly saw fire fill Lance’s eyes and leapt up. “Lance!” she cried out. “Your mom’s been talking to me and told me that it’s fine that I’m your girlfriend.”  
 
    Just as fast as the fire had filled his eyes, it vanished. “Really?” he asked with a grin, turning to Sandy.  
 
    After seeing the fire in his eyes and how Lilly had jumped up to make sure Lance wasn’t mad at her, Sandy forced a smile. “Yes, I see she loves you like you love her,” Sandy said, and Lance ran over and hugged her. “It’s hard for any momma to see her baby boy grow up into a man but you are, even though you were born old. And I have to say, you chose wisely with Lilly.”  
 
    Letting his hug go, “I think Dad would’ve liked her,” Lance said turning to Lilly.  
 
    Giving a remorseful sigh, “Yes, he would’ve, and I wouldn’t have had a chance to blow up. Johnathan would’ve pointed out how good Lilly is for you,” Sandy told him and hugged him again.  
 
    When she stopped hugging him, Lance looked down at Sandy. “I’m glad you two finally talked,” he admitted.  
 
    “So am I,” Sandy said turning to Lilly and held out her left arm. Lilly came over and they all hugged. When they let go, “Are you about done outside?” she asked Lance.  
 
    “Almost, just came to get my laptop,” he said, heading over to his desk. His and Ian’s desks were the only ones still between the kitchen and living area. 
 
    “I’ll wash my face and be out there in a minute, sweetness,” Lilly smiled at him and Lance headed back out.  
 
    “So, since I’ve adopted Jennifer, do I need to talk to Mary?” Sandy asked getting up, and Lilly busted out laughing.  
 
    “No,” she chuckled out, and turned to look at Sandy and saw she appeared confused. “Ms. Sandy, if you talk like we did with Ms. Mary, she’ll inform Ian that men never get control of that part of their body. She wants Ian and Jennifer together for life. She wouldn’t come right out and give permission, but she’d inform Ian about certain things.” 
 
    The first thought that occurred to Sandy was to object about Mary, but Lilly could read people like a book. Sandy stopped and replayed conversations with Mary over the years in her mind. After a few minutes, Sandy finally nodded. “I think I’m going to have to agree with you on that.”  
 
    After Lilly washed her face and went outside, Sandy gave a long sigh. “We could be dead tomorrow and I won’t interfere. My baby boy is happy,” she told herself, moving to the sink. “But if she breaks my baby boy’s heart, she vanishes without a trace.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Six 
 
    Bear Trap House 
 
      
 
    Standing in the front yard near the wrought iron fence and looking at the empty valley below, Heath slowly sipped his coffee as the sun rose from behind the ridge to the east. Never in his life had he been so happy to see that Sandy had accepted Lilly yesterday. They had pulled up to go with Lance and Ian to take the Bravo group more supplies and for the boys to lay out just what they would have to do. The fact the boys had handed over a laptop that contained those instructions had shocked Heath.  
 
    The Bravo site was just outside of the three mile perimeter at the town of Bimble. As Lance had explained to them, it would be the only point where anyone could get near the Wild Ones. But, only those they wanted could approach. There wasn’t a doubt in Heath’s mind if the boys had given the instructions to him, he would’ve passed out. The first had been the wall around Bimble, an eight-mile-long wall around the small town of Bimble to enclose just over seventeen hundred acres.  
 
    When Lance had pulled out a map with the outline of the fence, a twenty-foot-tall wooden fence, Jarvis had given a startle but never cried out as the boys continued. Both had told Jarvis they would have things like the thunder bots protecting them but as of right now, that was all they could do and they were sorry. It was clear Lance and Ian felt bad when both stated they’d wanted to help with the work but just couldn’t right now. It was only when Jarvis had laughed and told Lance and Ian that was more than enough, the boys had relaxed. Bravo group had twenty adults and older teens, then nine tweens and kids, and the boys said they would all have to work.  
 
    Even Heath had been shocked listening to how the boys laid out the: how, when, and what to do. He was certain it would take a year to build the wall, but the boys were confident the first stage would be up in a month. The second stage was another wall built ten feet behind the first and then between the walls would be packed with dirt. Lance said if the group worked like they had laid out; it would be done before Christmas. The wall wasn’t the only thing the Bravo group had to do, but it was the priority. They also had to build greenhouses as they built the wall.  
 
    When Lance and Ian continued, Heath was spellbound. They had worked out ways to do everything that had been laid out. At the end, it was Ian who’d said if they found any other survivors on patrol that might fit in with Bravo, they would bring them, but it would be Jarvis who had the final say. Just looking at Jarvis’ face, Heath knew Jarvis would take in any the boys sent. Like everyone else, Jarvis and those at Bravo didn’t see and couldn’t believe the two were just boys.  
 
    When Jarvis had asked about the thunder bots, Ian had just shrugged and answered, “Just an evolution of our creations.” Heath didn’t know how much more evolution he could handle. Yes, he knew all the bots were controlled by computer, but to his mind, they were near magic and that terrified him. All he could see was a wave of battle and thunder bots deciding they didn’t want to play for humans anymore, and another plague would be released. Unlike stinkers, Heath knew he couldn’t run or hide from the bots. The only saving grace to Heath’s sanity was they had to recharge.  
 
    But like Ian’s new buggy, he hadn’t seen the thunder bots recharge, and that made Heath’s sphincter tingle.    
 
    In the barn at the build house, three small assembly lines had been set up. One made gun bots, one was for battle bots, and the last was for thunder bots. Like everything the boys did, nobody worked long hours on them. Each group had to send over a team every day to put in four hours ‘on the line’, as Ian called the work on the bots.  
 
    “What the hell are you thinking about now?” Dwain asked walking up, carrying a coffee mug.  
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, “Bots,” Heath answered, and was thankful to see Dwain give a shiver. 
 
    “I love those things, but on the inside…” Dwain paused, “I’m terrified of them.”  
 
    Scoffing, “I could write a book on the gut-wrenching fear I have of them,” Heath countered.  
 
    Waving a hand to the valley below them, “Those bots did that,” Dwain said shaking his head. “Even with that, I’m terrified of ‘em.” 
 
    Slowly turning to look Dwain in the eyes, “Can you imagine what Ian and Lance could do to anyone they really didn’t like?” Heath asked.  
 
    With a shiver running through his body so hard, Dwain spilled some of his coffee. “If I knew they were mad at me, I’d douse myself with gasoline, set myself on fire, and hope that would appease them with my pain, just so Lance and Ian wouldn’t chase me into the afterlife,” Dwain answered. 
 
    Very impressed and filing that away, “Yeah, I’d do that too,” Heath agreed.  
 
    “I just can’t figure out how they developed batteries that can hold charges as long as they do,” Dwain said, wiping the spilled coffee off his hand.  
 
    Heath just gave a nod, staring at the valley and saw a herd of deer cross the road below them. There were two battle bot systems completed but stored down in the valley from the build house. Everyone knew the boys had already decided where they were going, but nobody asked. Unlike the other battle bots that had Sterling engines powering the power station, this next generation didn’t.  
 
    On the side of the large battery that stored power there were two, and only two, solar panels. They were similar to the ones Heath used to have at his own house, two feet wide and three feet long, and on the back Heath had read the information plate saying they were five hundred watts. Just from what he knew of electricity, it should take two years with bright sunny days every day to charge the one ton battery for the power station. Dwain knew more about electricity and that’s why he’d helped Heath hook up the solar panels at the old house. 
 
    After the second group of battle bots and supplies had been taken down into the valley, Dwain had moved over to Ian. Knowing what Dwain was doing, Heath had followed. “When are we going to make the Sterling engines?” Dwain had asked. He’d wanted to know how to make them. Yes, the power-to-weight ratio sucked ass so you really couldn’t move them around easily. A gas-powered ten-thousand-watt generator weighed nearly two hundred pounds. A Sterling engine generator the same size weighed nearly four times as much, and that was just the engine and turbine. That didn’t take into account the mirrors and or thermal storage the boys had started using. When that was added up, the ten-thousand-watt generator was nearly over one and a half tons.  
 
    Taking off his mask, Ian had just grinned at Dwain as he’d stepped over to the huge battery and patted the only new addition, a three-foot-long, two-foot-wide, and one-foot-thick steel box mounted to the top of the battery. “This is our new creation. Think of it as a special battery,” Ian had smirked. There was one on the other battery, and each was the last thing put on by Lance. Everyone had seen the boys drive up with the steel boxes on the track buggy. Nobody had offered to help since Lilly and Jennifer had told everyone to let Lance and Ian do this part. Watching the boys move the metal box, Heath had known it was several hundred pounds.  
 
    What frightened everyone was they knew those steel boxes had come from the research area and like Dwain had said, ‘death lives in the research area’.  
 
    Not about to ask more, Dwain had moved off with Heath when Denny had come over with a laptop. Wanting to watch, Heath had moved over by his son and watched as Denny hooked up the laptop to the recharging station. With Dwain looking over Heath’s shoulder at the laptop screen, they’d seen the battery was getting twelve thousand watts from two five-hundred-watt solar panels.   
 
    The evolution of the battle bots seemed complete because there were only minor upgrades to the actual bots compared to the last ones put out. The upgrades this time was to the power station.  
 
    “How are they increasing power?” Dwain sighed out, still thinking about it.  
 
    “I’m sure if I asked they’d answer, but I’m certain I wouldn’t understand,” Heath chuckled. The gun bots being built now had all the upgrades from the trials, but one major change had been done to them as well, and it was a change Heath hadn’t liked. The gun bots could move now. They couldn’t move fast, only three miles an hour, but they could hit a stinker head at a thousand yards so they really didn’t have to move that fast. 
 
    Gun bots were mounted on a wheeled platform that, for all intents and purposes, was a motorized trailer. The platform was eight feet long and five feet wide with ATV tires at each corner. Each tire was connected to a small electric motor. Unlike the thunder bots, the gun bots had to be level to shoot.  
 
    When they were set up, four six-foot-long legs at each corner lowered down, lifting the platform off the ground until it was level. Only then could the gun bot be turned on to operate. It couldn’t shoot and move like the thunder bots. With his limited time in the military Heath knew this was a static weapon, even though it could move. Heath just really didn’t like the fact gun bots could move. Around the thunder bots, Heath already had to control his bladder so he wouldn’t piss his pants.  
 
    On the gun bots, Heath had asked, ‘Why the upgrade to move?’, and Lance had been the one who’d answered. “Anything that stays put can be taken out.” When Lance hadn’t said more and saw Heath just looking at him with a blank stare, “There’s military around and they have artillery. If gun bots can’t move, they can be taken out. So we’ll program them to move around their firing area.” 
 
    Oh, Heath understood the why, but it was the fact the gun bots had the same ‘special battery’ that the battle bots’ recharging station did. The only difference was their ‘special battery’ was half the size. Heath knew with that ‘special battery’, the only way gun bots couldn’t hurt him was when they ran out of the fifty thousand ball bearings stored in the hopper.  
 
    “Have you asked if the thunder bots have a ‘special battery’?” Heath asked.  
 
    “Fuck, no,” Dwain responded. “If they do, I don’t want to know. Ignorance is bliss in this case.”  
 
    “You know, with as many explosions as we’ve heard and know that’ve come from the research area, one would think the boys would stop,” Heath said, shaking his head before taking a sip of coffee.  
 
    Dwain just nodded. In the old world, Dwain knew they would’ve heard the explosions even with the research area two miles away. But now, with the world so quiet, they really stood out. None had shaken the ground so far and everyone was praying they never did. The first time they’d heard one, Dwain had thought the boys were practicing with the hand grenades because that’s what the first ones had reminded Dwain of from his time in the Army. He had been certain the noise could be heard up to ten miles away. But like everyone else, Dwain wasn’t going to say anything about the noise.  
 
    With the stuff Lance and Ian had made, they were alive only because of those two, just like the others. The explosions weren’t regular and there was never more than one in a week. Sometimes there wasn’t even one in a week. Dwain had just taken Heath’s position, ‘Don’t ask because I really don’t want to know. But I’ll help however I can’. 
 
    Tired of thinking about the robotic death Lance and Ian were building, “You think Seth is going to get his problem children under control?” Heath asked. Seth was the leader chosen by Lance and Ian for the GTs, group three. He was a tall robust man in his late fifties. Heath was certain he had seen Seth around before the infection and had asked Seth where he was from at the last meeting in the clubhouse.  
 
    Turned out Seth was from the area and used to run a farm south of Flat Lick. Seth had been with a group that Holly had told them about, one of the few that had impressed her. The one group Holly had reported that were rapists near Baughman, for some reason, they’d just died. Heath and Dwain had seen them on a patrol outside the perimeter with Lance and Ian in the week after the moms had returned. 
 
    On patrol a few days later, Heath and Dwain had slipped out of the perimeter just to check on the group. When they’d stopped on the ridge above the house the group had been staying in, they’d seen all six hanging from their necks in trees around the front yard. A sign was on each one that read, ‘Rape around here and you die. Wild Ones’     
 
    Bringing his mind back to the question, “I hope so,” Dwain answered. The GTs were in zone three and like everyone in the Wild Ones, they were set up in a draw. Lance and Ian had given the GTs instructions on what to do, like everyone else. Lance and Ian had dropped off rolls of barbed wire and instructions. GT group was to build pastures on the slopes and small valley floor around them. When Seth hadn’t asked questions, Lance and Ian had left to tell Heath and Patrick to send over help, even though the GTs were larger than both groups. Dwain had known as soon as they’d showed up Seth hadn’t needed them on the pasture fence, and they’d started on diversion fences.  
 
    By the second day, two thirty-acre fields had been fenced off and like Ian and Lance had told him, Seth made the fences eight feet tall with barbed wire six inches apart. And the next day, Ian, Lance, Lilly, Jennifer, and Rhonda had herded forty-two cows with ATVs from the area to the GTs’ site. It was quite clear what Ian and Lance had chosen for the GTs’ primary function in the Wild Ones.  
 
    The thirty-five members of GTs were spread out in five houses and one small mobile home up the narrow valley in zone three. With the Bear Trap and Beard clans helping, Lance and Ian had prepped the four houses with supplies taken from the Devil Lords’ storage houses around them. The mobile home wasn’t prepped.  
 
    Three of the GTs had moved into the mobile home, the problem children. Cory, who was nineteen and Rhett, who was twenty-one were both cocky young men who thought they knew everything. The last one was Rita, who was twenty-eight. While Cory and Rhett were just assholes, Rita was a bitch on top of being an asshole. All three had been in the original group of twenty-eight that’d been with Seth, and were the most vocal about any additions Lance and Ian brought in to join the GTs.  
 
    The three did work after Seth had gone and got them, but they never worked hard or long. When Dwain had met the guys, his first impression was they were from the country because Cory and Rhett looked like farm boys, but he’d soon learned they were from Lexington. When Dwain had seen Rita, his first thought was ‘whore’. Rita was pretty and had a hot body, but it was the way she flaunted it that just screamed ‘whore’. She expected everyone to do what she wanted because she was hot. That hadn’t bothered Dwain, the fact she was a cold hearted, grade-A bitch did bother him, though.  
 
    With all that going through his mind, “You want to talk to Seth again?” Dwain asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No,” Heath scoffed. “We voiced our concerns, as did Patrick. Twice.”  
 
    All the named groups had to send people to the clubhouse every day, for eight hour shifts, to watch the monitors. Those at the cabin weren’t included. Lance and Ian had planned on it, but Robin was over the scheduling and had informed Ian and Lance, ‘those at the cabin do enough, the others will take care of this’. Ian and Lance had both bitched and Robin had simply told them ‘fine’. But still, Robin had never given a slot of time to the cabin. Finally, Ian and Lance had just dropped it. Cory and Rita had been assigned yesterday for the GTs and were two hours late. This wasn’t the first time they had been assigned to the clubhouse, nor the first time being late. Every time they or Rhett had duty, they were late. “I say let’s talk again, or just do something,” Dwain suggested.    
 
    Slowly turning to Dwain and arching both eyebrows, “Do something?” Heath asked. 
 
    “Duh,” Dwain droned. “It won’t be long until Lance or Ian just cap the assholes. Let’s save them the trouble.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, that’s their call to make, not ours,” Heath stated firmly. Like Dwain, he wanted to help and not let the boys do all the heavy lifting, but was scared it could be seen as overstepping their role in the group.  
 
    Shrugging his shoulders, “I just want to help ‘em,” Dwain admitted.  
 
    “So do I, but they’re the ones who saved us and everyone else. That means we play by their rules in their playground.”  
 
    Not able to help it, Dwain grinned. “So, you heard Jodi reciting the man code when she came over last weekend?” 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, along with Denny,” Heath answered.  
 
    A wave of jealousy washed over him. “Lance and Ian are teaching him the code?” Dwain gasped. 
 
    “Nope,” Heath replied. “The Ladybugs are.”  
 
    Looking at Heath, Dwain thought he looked let down. “Is Lori learning the man code?”  
 
    “She knows the gist but doesn’t recite it. She’s adopted Lilly’s and Jennifer’s view that it’s stupid as fuck,” Heath admitted. There was no way he would ever come out and say it, but he really wanted Lori to become a Ladybug like Jodi. When Jodi had come over wearing the Ladybug mask, Heath had been envious because Lori had on the skull mask like everyone else wore. Even though Lance and Ian said everyone had to wear a skull mask, it didn’t apply to the Ladybugs, and that wasn’t lost on anyone. 
 
    It wasn’t that Lori wasn’t learning to fight and many other things. Things it would take years for them to teach the kids. He just wanted Lori to get the attitude of the Ladybugs. No matter what, those little girls would fight. One thing Heath didn’t have a problem admitting to anyone or himself, Allie and Carrie could scare the shit out of him. In Heath’s opinion, anyone not terrified of the Ladybugs needed to be shot for stupidity. Jodi, he knew, would never get that attitude. She was learning to fight and mimicking everything, but Jodi didn’t have that iron streak Allie and Carrie did. Jodi was very tender-hearted. That wasn’t really a problem since her best friends feared nothing, except Ian and Lance. 
 
    Last week, Lilly had started teaching Lori and Jennifer the basics of medicine, along with everything else they had to do. Oh, Heath had been thrilled about it and knew it was a vital skill that was needed. But Jennifer and Lilly didn’t hold the fear that Allie and Carrie did. The only ones who terrified others more were Lance and Ian. In time, Heath could see the Ladybugs surpassing the boys with that chip on their shoulder.  
 
    “So, you want to talk to Seth again?” Dwain asked again, since he could tell Heath was lost in thought. 
 
    Getting his mind on the question and thinking it over, “Let’s get Patrick and go over it this afternoon,” Heath sighed. “To be honest, I’m surprised the three are still breathing,” Heath admitted.  
 
    Turning to look out over the valley below, “If there wasn’t so much going on, I’m certain they wouldn’t be,” Dwain offered. It was only when he’d said it, Dwain realized they didn’t have a problem with Lance and Ian deep-sixing the three. “I want to ask Ian and Lance if they think the three need to go… If we can do it for them,” Dwain said and felt Heath turn. “I want them to know we’ll do what’s necessary and help them however we can.”  
 
    Staring at the side of Dwain’s face, Heath gave a nod. “Now that we can do, and I really like that idea.” Emptying his coffee mug and turning toward the valley, “For your ears only, I’ll do it but I think it’s going to eat at me later,” Heath confessed and continued before Dwain could speak. “I could kill a person if they attacked or I even thought they were going to hurt a member of the coalition. Those three have been nothing but shit. But… they’re part of us and that’s what I think will bother me.”  
 
    “Not me,” Dwain scoffed. 
 
    “Then you haven’t been paying attention,” Heath shot back. “Everyone Lance and Ian brings in, they view them as a blank slate by giving them the benefit of the doubt. They view everyone as equal.” 
 
    About to object because he didn’t see anyone as being equal to Lance and Ian, Dwain stopped his reply. Going over events, conversations, and actions from the boys, Dwain could see it plain as day. “When do you think they don’t see someone as an equal?” Dwain asked. 
 
    Shaking the few drops out of his coffee mug, “Up until they make the decision to kill ‘em,” Heath answered. “Shit, if I’d been them, I would’ve killed Grady at the first meeting. But they were giving him and all of us the benefit of a doubt.” 
 
    “I could still drop the hammer on that fucker,” Dwain huffed.  
 
    “Grady’s pulling his weight,” Heath countered. “He set up those extra fourteen cameras on his own and then set up an area to monitor them inside.”  
 
    “That bitch hasn’t stopped whining since he was born,” Dwain shot back. Dwain wasn’t surprised that Heath didn’t object to that. Grady was working, Dwain could agree with that, but the only reason why was because everyone had told him, work or leave. Granted, Grady wasn’t the most productive or enthusiastic member, but he was working and following the rules. The day the kids had left for the cabin, Heath’s wife Robin had told the Bear Trap Clan, nobody was allowed to just eat when they wanted and had to only eat what was put out for meals.  
 
    Grady, thinking he was better than that, hadn’t listened because it didn’t apply to him. 
 
    Oh, did Grady learn a lesson two days later. After supper, Robin had walked into the kitchen and found Grady opening a can of tuna. Not saying a word, Robin had grabbed a cast iron skillet and cracked Grady across the head. Everyone had been in the large den watching training videos, and had come running to the kitchen after hearing a loud ‘clank’ and something hitting the floor hard. When Heath first saw Grady, he’d thought his wife had killed him. Blood was pooling around Grady’s head as he laid unconscious on the floor. Robin had calmly looked around at everyone like she was daring someone to say something.  
 
    The fact she was still holding the skillet was why nobody even went to check on Grady, not even his wife Brenda. Leaving his bleeding ass on the floor, they’d all headed back to the den. Grady had woken up six hours later, still on the floor, and had found Robin sitting at the table with Brenda and Kathy and going over meal schedules. Not looking up from her writing when Grady fought to stand, Robin had calmly told him the next time he was caught getting food, she would use a gun. Heath just had a hard time believing what his wife had done and said. Like Dwain, he could still kill Grady but he’d never imagined his wife could do that. To top it off, before Grady had stumbled out of the kitchen, Brenda had told him to clean up the mess he’d made on the floor. Grady had just looked at the huge area of blood, blinking his eyes and for the first time, had done what he’d been told without whining.     
 
    Not in the mood to even talk about Grady, “How many are we working on today?” Heath asked.  
 
    “I want to shoot for six, but I don’t think we’ll get more than four wired in,” Dwain answered and Heath nodded. Their job was running cable and wire to the clubhouse and mounting cameras around the area. Four hours every day, that’s what Dwain and Heath did. Ian and Lance had given them a map marked with twenty-three locations around the three mile perimeter and they’d had those up in ten days, thinking they were done. While they had been working on the large swimming pool, Ian had given them another map with thirty more locations.  
 
    Two weeks later when Lance gave them another map Dwain and Heath found out, the more cameras they put up, the more Ian and Lance wanted. It was hard to argue since a person could watch multiple cameras, compared to putting a guard at each spot. As it stood right now, there weren’t enough people in the coalition to man the spots they had cameras up now. They were nearing a hundred total, and knew there were still that many cameras in boxes at the build house. Where the cameras had come from, nobody had a clue, and the boys weren’t talking.      
 
    Every group had tasks assigned by the boys and nobody really complained. They were alive in this forsaken world. 
 
       “Let’s call Patrick and ask him to go with us over to the GTs this afternoon before we head out,” Heath suggested. Dwain just nodded and followed him up to the house.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Six miles northeast of the perimeter, Lance held the binoculars tight. “Ian, they seem to know what the hell they’re doing,” Lance commented.  
 
    Also scanning with binoculars, “They definitely aren’t the bags of monkey asses we normally see,” Ian agreed. “Rhonda, you see anyone you know?” 
 
    Laying on the other side of Ian and on her own binoculars, “Naw, but I can’t be sure,” Rhonda said. “They some kind of filthy. I think one of the men looks familiar but shit, I thought the Beard Clan had some beards, but some of these guys would put ZZ Top to shame in their heyday.” 
 
    All three were lying prone on the lip of a ridge west of Field. It wasn’t a town or even a building where it was marked on the map, so they didn’t know what to call it. Below them were a group of survivors. They had found them using trail cameras and scouting. The group was set up in a bowl, but in the center of the bowl was a rise or plateau. There were no roads leading into the bowl and they had only found two spots where the group could drive the ATVs they had into the bowl.  
 
    In places around the bowl where the slope decreased, the group had strung up rope, wire, or cable to form diversion fences. None of the three doubted the group didn’t know of the Wild Ones or how close they were to the Wild Ones.  
 
    “I counted again and got thirty-seven,” Lance said softly.  
 
    “I counted a third time and got forty-two,” Ian replied.  
 
    Lowering her binoculars, “I got forty-six my third time,” Rhonda cringed.  
 
    “Has anyone seen people who don’t want to be there?” Lance asked.  
 
    “No, and I counted eleven kids that look younger than ten,” Rhonda answered.  
 
    “No, and I know some of those down there are complete families,” Ian answered. “That far tent? That woman holding the toddler and the two kids playing in the dirt are hers. The man to the far right of her with the FNFAL is the dad. I read the lips of the kids when he left.” Rhonda looked at the FNFAL, which was a rifle. To her it looked like the rifle was nearly as long as the man was tall. 
 
    “Brah, we have to be sure on a group this size,” Lance sighed. “These guys know how to move and fight.” Ian just nodded and Rhonda didn’t say anything as she listened to them.      
 
    “They use bows and know how to move, that’s for sure,” Ian said. “I agree, Lance. We need to watch them before asking.”  
 
    For five hours Rhonda had moved with the boys, and though she scouted with them nearly every time they went out, she was still blown away. When they’d first come up on the group Ian had suspected they might be remnants of the Nazis, but was soon proved wrong because there were many ethnicities in the group. A fact both boys seemed to love, everyone was armed. Rhonda could see with her own eyes even kids who looked no older than seven were armed.  
 
    Wanting to contribute, “They’re scavenging but aren’t going southwest toward the perimeter. I think they’re just staying on the fringe, hoping to remain invisible and use the Wild Ones for protection,” Rhonda said, scanning the group.  
 
    “Oh, listen to Rhonda,” Ian chuckled softly, feeling Dino move behind him. Lowering his binoculars and glancing over his shoulder, he saw Dino looking at three does through the trees. Knowing Dino would leave them alone, Ian went back to scanning the camp.  
 
    “Ian, you were right on starting Bravo,” Lance sighed. “If we’d waited longer, it would’ve been worthless. But I say let’s watch this group awhile just to make sure. They know what they’re doing and that many shooters could hurt Bravo if they’re bad.”  
 
    “Brah, I don’t want to ask them now,” Ian smirked. “They’re fine just where they are, for now.”  
 
    “How long should we watch?” Lance asked.  
 
    “A month, at the very least,” Ian answered, shocking Rhonda and Lance.  
 
    “You have a bad feeling?” Lance asked because he didn’t.  
 
    “No, but like you said, if they’re bad, they could be a problem,” Ian answered. “But look to the left, far side of the camp where they’re skinning that deer.” Rhonda and Lance both moved their binoculars to where Ian had said. “Those two people beside the one skinning? They’re being taught. Notice how they don’t move like many of the others? I think this group picked them up and is teaching them. Granted, pure speculation, but that’s what I think.”  
 
    “Yeah, if you look about thirty yards to the east of them, a woman is showing that man and woman how to tie a rope,” Rhonda said, and the boys shifted their gaze. “I can guarantee you, the woman watching hasn’t been in the woods much.”  
 
    “That’s what I mean. Let’s let them stay while we watch ‘em. They’re gathering survivors and let’s see what they do,” Ian suggested.  
 
    Lowering his binoculars, “Okay, let’s watch ‘em,” Lance said glancing at his watch. One day a week, Lilly set up a clinic in the clubhouse and it was today. If someone had a problem they came in, but Lilly also had scheduled checkups for everyone, just so she could build a health history. What Lance thought was funny was when Lilly was done with the people, she went to each group to check out their animals. Since Jennifer and Lori were learning, they always stayed with Lilly.  
 
    Lilly had already proven her worth several times over as the groups’ doctor. Last week, Patrick’s son Larry had broken his arm, from falling off a roof that he wasn’t supposed to be on. They’d driven Lilly over and she’d splinted Larry’s arm and cast it. The entire time Patrick had been telling Larry he wasn’t getting out of work.  
 
    Lilly had tried to get Lance to join in her teaching, but when Lance had been in the bunker and she’d used the ultrasound on Holly, Lance had just left. Seeing the baby and remembering the video he’d had to watch on childbirth, he didn’t even want to think about how the baby got out.   
 
    It was because of Lilly’s importance to the group that Lance didn’t want her on patrol, but he damn sure wasn’t going to say it. If she wanted to go and it was okay with Lance, she was going.  
 
    “Guys, since we agree, let’s leave them a surprise and see how they react,” Lance suggested.  
 
    “You’re going to leave a deed?” Rhonda gasped, dropping her binoculars.  
 
    Rolling his eyes to the heavens, “I said surprise, not deed,” Lance moaned.  
 
    Adjusting her mask and picking up her binoculars, “Had me worried,” Rhonda mumbled. “You ever deed me, I’ll swim the ocean to put distance between us.” Rhonda felt the two moving and turned to see both easing down the slope. She turned to see Dino just staring at her as he panted. “They need to include me in that mental link they have,” she told Dino as she got up and moved after them.  
 
    As the sun was going down, a group was leaving the bowl via one of the trails and came to a stop. Off to the side was a stack of boxes, but what caught their eyes was a written note on a piece of cardboard.  
 
    Hello, 
 
    We know you are here and you may stay but we will be watching. If we see you are a gang that hurts or torments, death won’t be swift. Don’t go to the southwest for any reason. You will find a radio and solar charger. Only use it if you are attacked, and help will be coming. Remember, we are always watching and if you prove worthy, we will meet with you. Here is some food and supplies from us,   
 
    The Wild Ones 
 
    P.S. If you see robots, leave them the hell alone. If you see a pile of dead stinkers turn back, there is a bot near and it will kill you.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    It was early one morning in October as Heath, Dwain, and Percy drove across the valley heading to the build house. Heath glanced back at Percy and saw him scanning around with his rifle gripped tightly. After the four had moved in with the Bear Trap group, everyone had seen just what had impressed Lance and Ian. Alvin, Julie, Gail and her brother Percy were very intelligent, but could also think on their feet. Turning back around, Heath knew those four were the only ones who could ever compare to Ian and Lance and maybe even be smarter but unlike Lance and Ian, they couldn’t fight and when it came to building what they’d planned, none could compete with the boys. Oh, they were learning to fight and doing it fast, but it would be a long time before they caught up, if ever. And Heath thought in time they would be able to build like the boys, just not as fast. The four were nerds and of that, there was no doubt.  
 
    In their late twenties, Alvin and Julie had both been working on their second PhDs. Alvin, in civil engineering and Julie, in electrical engineering. Percy’s sister Gail had been working on her masters in Bio/Organic Chemistry while Percy had been working on his masters in mechanical engineering. Percy had graduated high school at fifteen, and his sister at sixteen. Gail was now twenty and Percy was eighteen. That had impressed Heath and still did, but when he’d talked to Mary about Ian and Lance after the moms returned, Percy had been scared to talk to Sandy because she’d been acting hostile then. Heath found out the school board had tried putting Ian and Lance in high school last year, but the parents had refused. They’d wanted the boys to have a childhood.  
 
    The parents had paid for tutors and the extra curriculum for the boys, which satisfied the school board. But if the world hadn’t crapped out, the boys would’ve been sophomores when they finally went to high school the next year, skipping the ninth grade. The school board had wanted them to skip two grades, but their parents had all agreed that the two could skip only one more grade.     
 
    After Mary had told Percy that they hadn’t done anything special to make the boys turn out like they had, Heath didn’t feel as bad a parent anymore. 
 
    At the bottom of the valley and past the meeting house going toward Hinkle to the south was a new work area. “You ever find out what we’re building there?” Percy asked. The mountains of steel that had been accumulated were rather daunting. There were steel pipes big enough to walk through that were being turned into huge shredders, and two huge crane trucks along with other heavy equipment. 
 
    “Nope. They just call it the ‘master plan’,” Heath answered over his shoulder. “But you can ask ‘em.” 
 
    As Heath turned on the road heading up the hill to the build house, Percy looked at the new construction area. It was on a natural ten-acre shelf that had two houses. Heavy equipment had been used to dig back into the hillside to extend the ledge and was still there to work on the site. Now with the shelf at twenty acres, three huge foundations had been started on it. With one building at the back, nearly at the excavated hillside, the other buildings were at each end making a U.  
 
    The size of the buildings was large, to say the least, two hundred feet long and just over a hundred wide. Heath had seen the plans Ian and Lance had given Alvin after they’d learned he had a doctorate in civil engineering. For someone who didn’t have engineering experience, Ian and Lance were really good. Helping on the greenhouses, Percy soon realized Lance and Ian drew rough drafts before refining and making changes while they built. The only problem was, they weren’t the ones building now, everyone else was. A case in point, Heath and Dwain had been over the greenhouse project and soon realized Lance and Ian had never put doors in their plans for any of the buildings or the pool house. If built to plan, the buildings would’ve been structurally sound, with windows out the ass, but you couldn’t have gotten inside them.  
 
    Not bothering the boys or even telling them, Heath and Dwain had put doors in. They knew if the boys had been there, the doors would’ve been put in. They had come to understand the two could way overthink a problem, but they could always come up with a solution. When the dirt was removed from the hillside for the greenhouses, it was moved to the valley floor where the levee was going to be for the small lake. But the soil had a lot of rocks the size of balls, from baseballs all the way up to soccer balls with some boulders the size of small cars. The boys had moved off, pulled out notebooks, and had started talking about building a trammel, a rather intricate trammel, to sift the dirt out.  
 
    Again, not bothering the boys, Heath and Dwain had moved off, gotten some one-inch-thick floor grating and welded it together. Then they’d mounted it on steel beams so a front-end loader could pour a bucket out with a dump truck sitting underneath. Then the front-end loader would put its bucket under the grating and shake it. After ten minutes, only the rocks were still on the grating. Raising the bucket up, the front-end loader would dump the rocks off the other side.  
 
    It was in his first week there when Percy got to help build a battle bot, and Percy had been blown away. The fact that two ‘boys’ had designed and built them without any engineering or computer training was just hard to believe. He could see a few flaws, but was very hesitant to point them out. The main reason was Lance and Ian had built them and they worked. Lance and Ian had improved the design after seeing what worked better with each generation, but Percy had been told there weren’t many new changes to the ones being built now.  
 
    It was only when his sister kept calling him a sissy for three days straight, Percy finally went to Lance and Ian. He had really expected them to be hostile, or at least indifferent to his suggestions, but they weren’t. They were both ecstatic and let him make the changes. Much to Percy’s relief, the changes had improved the functions of the battle bots.  
 
    “It has to be important because they stopped the work on the greenhouses,” Dwain said looking out past Heath. The frames were up, along with the doors the boys had forgotten, but none of the windows were in the ceiling and only half the walls were up. Now, that didn’t include the pool area. It was done and enclosed. Everyone in the coalition had been brought over to swim when it’d been completed. They had watched Lance with Lilly on his shoulders and Jennifer on Ian’s have a chicken fight but the boys never left the pool, even after the contest was over. When Heath had led the Bear Trap Clan home, the boys finally had gotten out and wrapped towels around their waists. It was then Dwain had understood why Lance and Ian stayed in the pool so long. 
 
    “I just want to know where in the hell we’re going to get that damn many panes of glass to close up the roof,” Heath scoffed. 
 
    “I’m willing to bet three shifts at the clubhouse, Ian and Lance already know,” Dwain challenged.  
 
    “Fuck you,” Heath snapped. There were now a hundred cameras around them with more added each week, and that was still Dwain’s primary job. He was using the internet cable in the area to hook them up and feed them to the clubhouse after cutting the cable where it left the perimeter so they could power it up. And since Dwain was doing that, Lance and Ian had him dropping all power lines from the poles inside the three mile perimeter. As always, nobody asked why. Now, it wasn’t so much that the boys made a person feel dumb, it was when they explained everything, it was a lengthy process and that took time away from a project. Also, as Percy had come to find out as they worked, Lance and Ian were making plans on other things and when they were interrupted, that stopped the train of thought. More than once, Allie or Carrie had yelled at someone when they’d interrupted Lance while he worked because they knew Lance was thinking of other things. Now, unless the two were talking, everyone left them alone.   
 
    What used to be a two car garage at the clubhouse had been turned into a monitor room and each day, it was one group’s responsibility to watch the screens and report if they spotted anything. Robin had stopped the three shifts and now just assigned a group for the day. It was up to the group how often they traded off. But the primary function of the clubhouse was a meeting place for the coalition. It was formally a nice five bedroom home, but they had gutted it out to a nearly open floor. Now the entire coalition ate there once a week, usually on Sunday, and had a meeting afterwards. The meetings were Lance and Ian telling everyone what was planned for the next week and how everyone was doing. 
 
    Just thinking about the clubhouse, Percy flopped back in his seat. “Where does the power come from?” he gasped. Used to Percy talking to himself, Heath and Dwain didn’t respond. Lance and Ian had given him the blueprint they’d used to build the Sterling engine now at the clubhouse, but it should’ve been inadequate, very inadequate. 
 
    It was the first one put out that the Pirates had hurt, and even under the best of conditions only put out 10kw. The problem was Percy had gone through the clubhouse noting what power was used, and the clubhouse would’ve needed two of those Sterling engines at the minimum. Almost breaking out into a conversation with himself to ponder the facts, Percy stopped. He had already asked Lance and Ian, and both had told him they would explain in time.  
 
    Even though he was older, Percy really looked up to the two and treated them as the elders. They were very smart, but also adventurous. Something he had never been. He had spent a lot of time with the two and had even spent the night at the cabin twice. Learning about all the activities they’d been in made Percy jealous. His activities in school had been chess, computer, and mathematics clubs. Oh, Lance and Ian were on those too, but they’d also played football, baseball, basketball, track, and on the swim team for the school. Then they’d taken martial arts, were in Boy Scouts, and it seemed the list went on and on.  
 
    The only reason Percy knew about guns was one of his online gaming buddies at school had taken him out to shoot a few times. Shooting a gun for the first time, Percy had realized the games left a lot out.  
 
    When the infection hit, he had been at school, of course. He and his sister had shared a rental house. With both on full scholarships, they could manage it. Alvin and Julie were friends and were assistant professors, teaching several classes Percy had taken. They had come over regularly, if for nothing else, all four were hardcore online gamers. Since they lived in an apartment, Julie and Alvin came over to their house when it had become obvious the bottom was falling out. 
 
    None of them had a gun and with the exception of Percy, had never even held a gun, much less fired one. Not knowing how his gaming buddy would act if they all showed up, Percy had left on his own to cross fifteen miles of Cambridge, Massachusetts, just when stinkers were starting to flood the streets.  
 
    After getting to his buddy’s house, Percy was dejected to see he was gone but had left some guns, the same guns they’d still had when Ian and Lance had found them. Heading back, Percy only had a few boxes of ammo for each gun so he’d just run. Because his buddy had told him trying to get ammo in Cambridge was a pain in the ass, Percy didn’t even try to find any.  
 
    Getting back to the house, he had shown the others how to use the guns and told them what it’d been like outside. They’d packed up and left on foot because Percy had told them traveling by car was a death trap. They’d decided to try for a relief center but after reaching it and finding it overrun, they scratched that idea. Since Percy and Gail’s family lived out in the country of east Texas, that had become their new goal.  
 
    It was a rolling war for the quartet all the way. It was a week after the collapse when Gail had used her cellphone and was able to get the neighbors who lived a mile down the road from their parents’ farm to answer. That’s when they had found out their parents and other family members had been killed. 
 
    “What are you thinking of so hard back there?” Dwain asked as Heath parked beside the build house. 
 
    Shrugging, “Just thinking,” Percy mumbled, shaking his head to get the memories out of his mind.  
 
    Glancing at his watch and about to ask where Lance and Ian were, Heath saw one of the Razors come out of the trees. Then he noticed Jennifer was driving with Lilly riding shotgun. In the backseat was Rhonda, and Heath thought she looked nervous. “Wonder what’s wrong?” he mumbled as Jennifer stopped beside them.  
 
    “Follow me,” she said, and before she pulled off Heath stopped her. 
 
    “Um, what are we here to do all day?” he asked. “We didn’t bring a lot of tools to work with because we didn’t know.” 
 
    “You’re not working,” Jennifer said with a forced smile. “Follow me and I’ll let you know.” Not waiting to see if Heath was done Jennifer took off, throwing up dirt as she turned around to head back into the trees and up the slope toward the cabin.  
 
    “Did Rhonda look scared to you?” Dwain asked as Heath followed Jennifer up the slope.  
 
    “I thought she looked sick,” Heath replied.  
 
    Giving a very long groan, “Man, if what we have to do worries Rhonda, I’m going to piss glass,” Dwain moaned.  
 
    “Um, they know I’m not up to what they call ‘combat ready’, right?” Percy asked behind them.  
 
    Percy was shocked when Heath and Dwain both relaxed. “Sorry, forgot about ya,” Dwain said. “No, they wouldn’t, and that just confirms we aren’t going to war.”  
 
    “So what would have Rhonda worried?” Percy asked. What he knew of Rhonda was she was a badass bitch who was hot as hell and sounded like Reba.  
 
    “Ain’t no tellin’, but we can deal,” Heath replied as Jennifer reached the fence around the cabin. They followed behind and made the turn on the front of the fence to see another buggy parked outside the closed gates. As Heath passed, he saw it was Mary and Sandy in the buggy.  
 
    “What the hell?” he mumbled, following Jennifer down the driveway leading to the field. Passing through the cedar trees and not spotting anyone in the field, Heath wanted to drive up beside Jennifer and ask questions but didn’t. When they passed through the gate the boys had put up for the diversion fence, he almost did speed up, but hit the brakes to see Jennifer slowing down.  
 
    Coming around a curve, Heath saw Lance and Ian beside the track buggy. “Dino’s not with them, so we aren’t goin’ anywhere,” Dwain noted and Heath gave a nod as he pulled beside Jennifer and parked. Turning his UTV off, he saw Lilly and Jennifer get out and head to the boys.  
 
    Seeing Rhonda get out very slowly, “What’s wrong, Rhonda?” he asked climbing out. 
 
    Not answering, Rhonda just looked at Heath with wide eyes before she walked over to the others. “Hey, that’s the research area up there, right?” Percy asked climbing out.  
 
    Already nodding Heath turned around, pointing at a new trail that ATVs and equipment could use that led up to the ridge. It was a trail, not a road. Thirty yards to the right was a path, and the path was much more maintained than the trail. Right beside the path was a small sign, ‘Move past this point without the Wild Ones and we will have to bury what’s left of your dead body’. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s at the top of the ridge,” Heath answered.  
 
    “Wow,” Percy gasped in amazement. Yes, he was smart and scared because of what the others had only guessed at what was up there, but he still wanted to know.  
 
    Patting Percy on the back as he gazed up the slope, “I worry about you,” Dwain said, and skidded to a stop seeing Mary and Sandy get out, and they looked a little worried. Nothing like Rhonda, but they were damn sure worried. “Ok, now I’m starting to not like this.”  
 
    “Hey, Lance, Ian,” Heath said walking over.  
 
    “Hey, Heath,” Lance greeted and then strolled over. When Lance reached over with both hands Heath lifted his right arm up, expecting Lance was going to shake his hand for some reason. But Lance just grabbed his left arm and fastened a wristband around it. Not saying anything else, Lance spun to Dwain and put one on him, then Rhonda.  
 
    Lifting his arm to see what the band was, Heath started hyperventilating. It was an RF identifier, just like the boys had worn when they’d gone to raid the Pirates. It looked like a wristwatch from the side, with the bands just being Velcro. Where the watch face would be, only a small plastic square sat, the size of a large digital watch. As the pieces came together, Dwain and Heath started sweating.  
 
    “Why are they giving us RF ID tags?” Percy asked, looking at his wrist. He turned to see Dwain and Heath just staring at their wrists with sweat breaking out on their faces. 
 
    Not getting an answer, Percy just turned to see Ian step back after putting wristbands on both moms. “We’ve asked everyone here to come up to the research area-,” Ian paused as Percy jumped up in the air, pumping his fist. 
 
    “Yes!” he gasped, then turned to see Lance and Ian looking at him with grins. Beside them were Jennifer and Lilly, looking at Percy in disbelief. Turning, Percy saw the others were still staring at their wrists. 
 
    “Guys,” Jennifer called out and none looked at her. “GUYS!” she bellowed and they all jumped back, dropping their arms to their sides. “You really need to pay attention and listen because what they’re going to tell you, your life will depend on it.”  
 
    Stomping his foot and acting just like his daughter Jodi when asked to do something she didn’t want to, “Why do I have to go up there?!” Dwain cried out, pouting.       
 
    “Sorry, but there are things we have to show you, just so you’ll believe us,” Ian said with a smirk, trying not to laugh at Dwain pouting.  
 
    “Hey,” Rhonda called out, stepping up to them. “I’ll believe you. I don’t need to go up there.”  
 
    “No,” Lance said. “You need to see this with your own eyes because you can never tell anyone what you are about to see.” 
 
    Throwing her hands up, “Why me?!” Rhonda cried out. “I don’t understand what you do down here, much less up there!” she said, pointing up the slope.  
 
    “Rhonda, quit being a pussy,” Lance sighed.  
 
    Grabbing her crotch, “I have one, and can act like one if I goddamn well want to!” she shouted. “I know you make shit up there that you’re scared to bring down here! We know shit up there kills when others even get close! So why in the fuck would any sane motherfucker want to go up there?!” Everyone remembered Tony, one of the former members of the Geek Squad. Like everyone, the Geek Squad had been told to avoid the area of the cabin and if they saw signs telling them death was ahead, the sign wasn’t lying. Tony had told the others he wanted to see this ‘Research Area’. Lance and Ian had found what was left of Tony’s body the next day. To show everyone, they’d loaded it up in a plastic bag and laid it out at the clubhouse before Sunday lunch. Never once had either apologized about Tony getting killed, but they had told everyone again, ‘Don’t go near the research area’. A few in the Geek Squad were pissed about Tony, but he had been warned.  
 
    Very much in agreement with his sister, “Um, I don’t have one, but I’ll gladly say I’m a pussy if I don’t have to go?” Heath chimed in. 
 
    “I’ll take my dick off right now!” Dwain proclaimed.  
 
    Rolling his eyes in disgust, “Guys,” Lance mumbled. 
 
    Holding up a hand to stop any more proclamations, “That fear is justified, but just listen and you won’t get hurt,” Ian assured them.  
 
    “Rhonda,” Lilly said, and Rhonda turned to her, “You’ll understand the reason and significance of what they’re going to tell you, but nobody understands the science behind it.” 
 
    “Why me?” Rhonda whined and took a play from Dwain, stomping her foot.  
 
    “Okay, I was going to tell everyone when we got to the research area,” Lance moaned. “Heath and Dwain are here because everyone listens to them. They listen to us but take cues from Heath and Dwain. Rhonda, you’re here because everyone looks up to you and you’re an excellent judge of character. Our moms are here because they’ll weigh the importance of any others finding out. Percy is here because we need him and we have to ask him some very pointed questions.” 
 
    The six just looked at Lance in bewilderment. “We’re asking each person here to take a vow. Unless approved by everyone in this group, none here, including Ian and I, can tell another soul,” Lance said. “Your word is your vow and it could cost you your life.”  
 
    “It’s that important?!” Sandy cried out. 
 
    “Momma,” Lance said with a grave face. “If any group finds out what we’ve discovered, they’ll want it. If we can keep it a secret, we’ll have no trouble surviving this. It gives us an edge you can’t even quantify.”  
 
    Percy stepped up and nodded. “You have my word,” he stated firmly.  
 
    “There’s dangerous shit up there,” Dwain told him.  
 
    Waving one arm around them, “There’s dangerous shit down here,” Percy countered. “If they have discovered something that gives us an edge, I’ll do whatever it takes. I’ve shot motherfuckers trying to rape my sister and the sad fact is, I’ve done it more than once. She’s done it three damn times before I could even help.”  
 
    Jerking back at the realization that the safety the boys built around them had lulled them into a false sense of security, Dwain nodded. “You have my word.”  
 
    “You know you have mine, Lance,” Sandy smiled. 
 
    “Me too,” Mary said. 
 
    Letting out a long huff, “You have mine. I just don’t want to go up there,” Rhonda said as Lance and Ian turned to Heath. 
 
    “Oh, you have mine, but I don’t talk to anyone about anything I hear from you two,” Heath said, and Dwain nodded.  
 
    “Oh, and that irritates Robin to no end,” Dwain mumbled.  
 
    “I told her to go fucking ask,” Heath shot back, then looked at the boys. “Unless you tell me others can know, I don’t say shit.”  
 
    “Fork it over, bitch,” Lance grinned turning to Ian. “Told ya he wouldn’t tell Robin.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Ian shouted and pulled something from his pocket. When he placed it in Lance’s hand, everyone could see it was a switchblade knife. Feeling weird as the object of a bet between the boys, it was on the tip of his tongue to clarify, but Heath really didn’t want to know.  
 
    Looking at the knife, Lance handed it back. “You can keep it,” Lance grinned and Ian laughed, taking it back as Lance turned to Percy. “I want your honest opinion here and nobody will ever say anything, understood?” Locking eyes with Lance, Percy nodded. “Can your sister, Alvin, and Julie be trusted with a secret of this magnitude? I’m not lying when I say if others find out, we’ll get our asses kicked. In time we can make it very difficult for them to fight us, but not for some time.” 
 
    “Dude,” Percy scoffed. “Alvin and Julie worked on several government projects and never told anyone shit, and I asked. Alvin has been to Area 51. He didn’t tell me, I found a picture in his house. I asked him and all he ever said was, ‘yeah, been there’. Shit, I wanted to know about aliens.”  
 
    With an impressed nod, “At one time, I would’ve tried to get it out of him, but I’ve had my fill of alien lifeforms,” Lance said with Ian, Lilly, and Jennifer nodding in agreement. 
 
    “What aliens?” Percy asked. 
 
    “Duh, the ones inside the stinkers, dumbass,” Lance said. 
 
    “Oh,” Percy said feeling very stupid because he’d known that. “I was talking about aliens that could talk.”  
 
    “I can honestly say, we wouldn’t understand a damn thing,” Ian replied and Lance chuckled in agreement. “So, your sister?” 
 
    “Oh, Gail won’t say shit, especially if it gives us an edge against those outside the perimeter who want to rape and kill us.”  
 
    Lance and Ian turned to stare at each other for a few seconds, then they turned to Percy. “Will they and you work on this top secret project we’ve discovered? And I’m telling you now, dangerous doesn’t even come close. You will die if you aren’t very careful,” Lance told him.  
 
    Seeing actual fear in Lance’s eyes did unnerve Percy. “I take it, you two with Lilly and Jennifer have been working on it?” he asked and they nodded. “So if precautions are taken, there isn’t danger?” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Jennifer scoffed, and Percy jerked his eyes to her.  
 
    “Percy,” Ian said, and Percy turned to him. “You have to stay on your toes and never become complacent with the top secret project. We’ve had three explosions, all small because we took precautions. The material we were working with was in ounces but detonated with the force of pounds of TNT. You always start small with this shit and work your way up.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Jennifer piped in. “They’ve never done that until this shit. I’m so proud of them for realizing it was deadly and not just going full scale after they thought they had an answer.”  
 
    Now getting very worried, “We’ll follow in your footsteps then,” Percy said with a dry throat.  
 
    “Follow us,” Lance said as he and Ian started up the trail.  
 
    Jennifer jumped in front of everyone before they moved. “He means, follow them,” she stressed. “You only go where they go, touch what they touch, do what they do.”  
 
    Seeing she had their attention, Jennifer just nodded and followed up the slope. “I really don’t want to die today,” Rhonda moaned and got right behind Jennifer.  
 
    Lilly motioned for the others to follow. “I’m coming up behind, in case someone wants to look around,” she told them. “I have my pistol to shoot your knees out. Trust me, you would rather have that than some of the shit they have around here.”  
 
    Heath moved up behind Rhonda, so close she felt him breathing. “Heath, you knock me off this path and I’ll kill you. Hopefully, before something kills me,” she warned him and Heath moved back, but could still touch her without extending his arm. 
 
    Walking up the slope, Heath realized it was really steep. Two hundred yards up, the area around the path started opening up and he risked a glance to each side and saw the underbrush was gone. There were trees but they were spaced out, and only trees bigger than ten inches around. To his right he could see the ‘road’ up to the research area.  
 
    Then on his left, he saw areas of bright sun and it was a tiny field barely fifty yards wide from top to bottom on the slope. Turning his head, he saw it was a swath and not a field as it ran across the slope. He could tell the area had been cleared but now had lush grass. Noticing something sticking up from the ground, he squinted his eyes at what he thought was a stump, but it was too perfect. Following a line along the slope he spotted another and then another, all evenly spaced out, but the space was over a hundred feet.  
 
    “You need to get closer to Rhonda, bitch,” Dwain said behind him, and Heath jerked his eyes forward and saw he wasn’t even five feet from her.  
 
    Before he could reply, he heard a humming that seemed out of place but familiar. Tracking it down, he saw an electric robotic lawn mower like one of his neighbors had bought a few years ago. The small mower was just roaming around the clear-cut swath along the slope.  
 
    “Death is out in that clearing, Heath. You don’t want a closer look,” Lilly called out from the back. “We entered the killing field a hundred yards back when the underbrush was cleared away. Stay on the path because each trap up here has to be turned on and off manually and separately. Not even your RF tag on your wrist will save you out there. It only keeps you alive on the path.” 
 
    “Heath, you get me killed, I’m kicking your ass wherever we end up, heaven or hell,” Dwain vowed and could hear more of the electric mowers ahead. The area should’ve been leaf-covered but only the grass was growing under the trees and it was short. 
 
    Too scared to even respond, Heath just moved closer to Rhonda and locked his eyes on the back of her head. Leaning into the slope, Heath heard a buzzing and knew what it was instantly. He jerked his eyes from the back of Rhonda’s head, looking for the source of the electricity. Ahead he saw a six-foot post in the ground and three evenly spaced cables attached to it and running left along the slope. “I pulled down more power lines than that,” Dwain said behind him.  
 
    “They pulled this down, Dwain,” Lilly called out. “Your cable is to be used elsewhere.” 
 
    “It-,”Dwain stopped when he saw there wasn’t a cover on the cable anymore and it was just exposed one-inch wire buzzing with electricity. “Talk about an electric fence,” he gasped. 
 
    Despite the situation and the fact she was terrified, “I want to see you and Heath piss on this one,” Rhonda challenged with a forced laugh.  
 
    Ahead, “No, ya don’t,” Jennifer told her.  
 
    Heath was about to say something but stopped in his tracks when he looked ahead. A gun bot stood beside the path and its barrel wasn’t resting over the frame, which meant it was active. He fought the desire to run and willed his feet to continue on, but his brain overruled and he couldn’t move. When a hand touched his arm, Heath nearly dropped dead. 
 
    Whipping his head, he saw Lilly had his left hand and was pulling him up the slope. “You’re off the path,” he panted. 
 
    “I know where to step and not go, but if you don’t move, Dwain is going to shoot you,” Lilly told him.  
 
    Glancing over his shoulder as Lilly guided him up the slope, Heath saw Dwain actually had his pistol in his hand. “That’s a gun bot,” Heath panted, motioning with his head up the hill. 
 
    “No shit, and I want behind the motherfucker!” Dwain shouted. 
 
    “There are ten around the research area,” Lilly told them, and Heath almost went back down the hill, but Lilly wouldn’t let his wrist go. Heath was certain if he dragged Lilly down the hill Lance might get upset, so he continued on.  
 
    Nearing the top, the path met the ‘road’ at a thirty-foot gap in the electric fence. Dwain saw another gun bot on the other side of the gap and out of the corner of his eye noticed Heath was slowing down, despite Lilly pulling him. Grabbing Heath’s shoulders and pushing, “Get behind the killer shit, dumbass!” Dwain cried out, shoving Heath.  
 
    Seeing buildings just a hundred yards at the crest, Dwain wanted to take off running but just pushed Heath in a steady walk. When they were twenty yards away from the building, Lilly let go of Heath’s hand, “We’re out of the killing fields,” she told them, and Heath just collapsed. “Don’t touch shit unless you ask.” 
 
    Fighting the flutter in her chest, Rhonda looked around the area and directly ahead at what she thought was a building, but it wasn’t. The sides were canvas tarps, but the roof was ridged and flat. Several of the tarps were pulled to the side exposing the inside, and Rhonda’s eyes got big when she realized just how large it was. “This is the main area,” Lilly said walking over. When Rhonda didn’t budge from her spot, Lilly held her hand and led her over to the building.  
 
    “The research area is just over five acres. The main area where all the work is done is only about an acre, the rest is used for testing. As you can see, this is really a large platform,” she explained, leading Rhonda up metal steps and into the building. Rhonda looked down to see the floor was a heavy metal grate raised off the ground.  
 
    Noticing Rhonda looking at the floor, “Yeah, they didn’t want to level the area to build because it would’ve taken them too long so they drove metal posts in and welded the grates to them. I like it since to expand, we’d only have to drive in some metal posts, weld up the floor, then weld up the roof, and grab some tarps for the side,” Lilly told her.  
 
    “This covers an acre?” Rhonda gasped. 
 
    “Wow, you’re good, just about. We have just over forty thousand square feet of platform covered with a roof,” Lilly told her.  
 
    Looking around, Rhonda gave a startle. “There are trees in here!” 
 
    Sighing, “Yeah, Lance and Ian wanted cover over the top so they just welded the floors around the trunks. It doesn’t leak as much as you’d think. The water just flows down the trunk,” Lilly said glancing back and saw Percy was with them.  
 
    Stepping to the side, she saw the others outside with the moms. Heath and Dwain were sitting on the ground as Ian, Lance, and Jennifer talked to them. “Guys, we need to go and wait for everyone,” Lilly said and saw Percy was disappointed. “Percy, all experiments are shut down, but there are still things on this platform if you knocked over or bumped into that could level this area.”  
 
    Shuffling his feet, he moved to mere inches from Lilly’s side. “I’m staying with you.”  
 
    All of a sudden, like a blanket had been lifted, Rhonda gave a gag at smelling stinker, very strong stinker. “Oh, man,” she coughed, waving her hand in front of her face.  
 
    “Sorry, it’s not that strong to me anymore,” Lilly said and walked over to a tree through the floor. On the trunk was a big box with a yellow button. She pressed it and they heard a hiss, then Rhonda couldn’t help but laugh. Under the yellow button, printed on cardboard paper, a sign read ‘Ass Cover Scent’.  
 
    “What’s rotten?” Percy asked, and Rhonda gave a test sniff and did smell rotting meat.  
 
    “Animals out in the killing field,” Lilly answered. “Ian and Lance used to go and clear them out, but Jennifer and I stopped that shit. Like I said, the shit out in the killing field ignores the RF tag. We told them to leave it as a warning for anything else because they weren’t removing it anymore. A week ago we had a pack of dogs show up, and it wasn’t pretty. Shit, we didn’t even want them to get Tony’s dumb ass. That area is one of the worst.” 
 
    Having no doubt she would’ve left Tony’s body to rot, “Like the pack of dogs that attacked us?” Rhonda asked. 
 
    Hesitantly nodding as she thought, “I think this pack was a little bigger,” Lilly admitted. “I really doubt if more than half a dozen escaped, though. There are cameras here that record and that’s how they knew where Tony was killed.”  
 
    “You think the tigers came here and got shot?” Rhonda asked, but didn’t sound too unhappy about it.  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, we don’t know where they went, but it wasn’t here. Cameras, remember?” Lilly said and saw Rhonda sniffing the air hard. “That’s what the ‘Ass cover’ button does, sprays a gallon of scented air freshener over the main area.”  
 
    Lilly led them back to the others and noticed Percy looking at two fifth wheel campers. “The closest one is a lab. It’s set up much better than the lab on the platform, or main area,” she said, jerking her head back toward the main building. “The other is just a camper where we eat and have a place to relax up here. Ian and Lance can go for hours working up here, but Jennifer and I can’t.” 
 
    Nodding, “I totally understand,” Rhonda said. 
 
    “Well, that’s rule number one. That is the only place you can relax up here. If your mind starts to wander, you pull your ass inside that camper until you can think straight,” Lilly told her. “I’m not exaggerating when I say just how dangerous some of the shit they’re working on is and the main one, we don’t know much about it. Trial and error with that shit is deadly.”  
 
    Lance handed out bottles of water to everyone and then turned around to point at a tree far to the left that had a board with a twelve-inch orange dot on it. “Does everyone see that orange marker?” he asked, and they all nodded. “Once you pass that marker, you’re in a testing area. The four acres around the main area are divided and numbered but all you need to know is, you don’t go past an orange marker.” 
 
    Sucking down the water and nodding, they all turned as Ian spoke. “If for some reason you do go past an orange marker and through the testing area, you will come to the electric fence and you’ll see a red triangle. If you pass those you’re in the killing field, and you won’t make it through them.”  
 
    Raising her hand, Ian turned to Rhonda. “I’m here. Now, can someone take me back down?” she asked. 
 
    “Just stay in the main area, don’t touch anything, and you’ll be fine,” Ian chuckled, and Rhonda gave a depressed sigh.    
 
    “Let’s move into the main area so we can start,” Lance said and Lilly moved over, grabbing his hand.  
 
    “Sweetness, will you show them around and just give them a brief tour?” she asked. 
 
    Thinking for a second, Lance turned to Ian who just shrugged. “It’s not changing anything and all the ranges are shut down. I think it’s a good idea,” Ian responded. 
 
    Everyone was shocked when Lance turned to Jennifer. “I agree, and it’ll let them know how you came up with all that you did,” Jennifer said. 
 
    Sighing and turning back to Ian. “Ian, I’m just warning you. Jennifer keeps up like she hasn’t contributed here, I’m kicking her ass,” Lance growled. 
 
    “I’ll hold her ass down,” Ian popped off and Jennifer let out a gasp. “Keep on, and I’ll drag your ass down the hill and kick your ass.” 
 
    “I’ve mainly just filed what you two and Lilly have come up with and haven’t even done that much,” Jennifer whined. 
 
    “Lance, Ian,” Lilly said, and they turned. “I’ll kick her ass.” 
 
    Before Jennifer could protest, Ian reached over and grabbed her arm. “You have solved several big problems on three different projects and one big problem on the main one. Don’t sell yourself short,” he told her with an angry expression.  
 
    “I just pointed out something,” Jennifer said, and the three nodded. 
 
    “And that solved the problem,” Lilly said. “Jennifer, you can see a simple answer. I never would’ve thought of limestone.”  
 
    “So we’re all in agreement on a tour?” Lance asked Lilly, Ian, and Jennifer. The others were still lost, not realizing Lance was back to his original question.  
 
    Lilly turned to the group. “That is rule number two. No changes can be made that deviate from the outline of the day. Only if the others agree, the change becomes part of the schedule. Otherwise, everyone must leave the research area and talk it over.”   
 
    “The camper?” Percy pointed. 
 
    Shaking her head, “No, the research area. That’s just a break area. Ian and Lance only eat there when they’re working,” Lilly answered, then gave a small smirk to Sandy. “They do come up here to make plans, but they never work.”  
 
    Not catching the smirk and feeling lightheaded, Sandy glanced at Mary and saw her face was pale. The boys were terrified of this area and followed their own rules to the letter. “Lance, what kind of traps and how many are out in the killing fields?” Sandy asked, wanting her mind on anything else. 
 
    “Oh, Momma, I don’t really know offhand,” Lance admitted as he pinched his bottom lip thinking, and Sandy wanted a do-over to ask something else. 
 
    “Ms. Sandy,” Lilly whispered and she turned. “They don’t know how many because there are prototypes out there, but they know where each of them are and how to turn them off and on.”  
 
    “So, you’ve been out in the killing field?” Sandy asked. 
 
    Motioning to Jennifer, “We’ve been out once to learn the lay of the land and unless one of them gets hurt out there and we have to get them, we aren’t going back into the killing field,” Lilly told her flatly.  
 
    “I think around seventeen different types of traps, but I could be wrong, Momma,” Lance said looking over, and saw his mom talking quietly to Lilly. When Sandy turned back to him, “The one we have the most of in the killing field is deadly balls,” Lance said and just hearing ‘deadly balls’, Heath crashed to the ground in a dead faint. 
 
    “That’s why we shut down everything,” Ian said looking at Heath. Clearly embarrassed, Dwain bent over and slapped Heath’s cheek. “Fainting in the main building and knocking something over can be very bad,” Ian told everyone.  
 
    When Heath sat up, Rhonda shoved Dwain to the side and got in Heath’s face snarling. Grabbing Heath’s shirt, “You button your pussy up and put it away. You get me hurt because you fainted, I’ll rip your balls off and shove ‘em up your ass.”  
 
    “Fine, just don’t send me out in the killing field to let a machine do it,” Heath panted, getting up.  
 
    “It doesn’t kill your balls, Heath,” Ian laughed. “Come and let me show you the prototype.”  
 
    Not wanting to, Heath followed Ian and the others fell in behind them. “This was by far Jennifer’s greatest idea,” Ian said proudly.  
 
    “What, deadly balls?” Rhonda asked.  
 
    Shaking his head as he led the group around the outside of the building, “No, building small scale first before going full size,” Ian answered. He stopped beside a six-inch metal pipe. At each end was a metal box, and the metal box closest to him had a four-foot-tall pipe that extended straight up. At the lip of the extended pipe were four metal balls. They could see a chain connected to the balls that led into the pipe and on the opposite side was a two-inch-wide curved blade welded to each ball.  
 
    “This is built to quarter scale. The real one is forty feet long, and the scale goes up for everything. Each ball on the real ones weighs ten pounds and the chain extends out sixty feet. On the prototype, the chain, well, cable extends out fifteen feet, but the concept is the same,” Ian told them. Making sure the others were behind him, he hit a switch and everyone jumped hearing a hum when the balls started spinning and in less than a second, they were extended out and giving a deep hum as they spun through the air. “The spinning part is inside the pipe, you see? Centripetal force pulls on a cable system in the horizontal pipe that extends the balls out. At full speed, it’s turning at three thousand RPM.” 
 
    “I didn’t see this out there,” Rhonda mumbled in awe. 
 
    “No, the only thing above ground is the vertical pipe. The things sticking out of the ground are painted to look like tree stumps. When a sensor detects motion, it turns on. It can kill, but the main job is to create a barrier for the gun bots to take down the targets,” Lance told her as Ian turned the machine off. “We went with this design because it’s easy to build and maintain.” 
 
    Hearing ‘bot’, Dwain turned to the bots beside the gap where the path and ‘road’ came in. “Is it my imagination or are those gun bots bigger?” he asked. 
 
    “No, they’re bigger,” Jennifer sighed. “They’re called ‘big gun bots’ because they throw a one-inch steel ball bearing.”  
 
    Having gone with Ian and Lance when they’d emptied out the building that had drums filled with the ball bearings, Rhonda turned to Lance. “Just why in the hell would anyone need that many steel balls?” 
 
    Looking at Rhonda and seeing she was being serious, “They used them to grind up rocks,” Lance told her and Rhonda just looked at him like he was crazy. “I’m not kidding. It’s the most economical way to smash up rocks. Throw some rocks in a drum, then throw in some steel balls and spin the drum. That’s why they had three different size steel balls there.” 
 
    Picturing it in her mind, Rhonda gave a nod and never even asked how Lance knew that. “So, why were they breaking up rocks?” 
 
    Shrugging, “I don’t know what that company was looking for, but that’s what they had them for. Usually it’s precious metals, but there are many other things they could’ve been after,” Lance told her. 
 
    “If they had half-inch and one-inch, what other size did they have?” Dwain asked.  
 
    “Four-inch,” Ian answered. 
 
    With his eyes getting big, “Are you going to make a gun bot to throw those?!” Dwain cried out. 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, but we made a cannon bot,” Ian said. “It’s just too much trouble to use those and besides, they didn’t even have two thousand of the four-inch balls. But the others, we’re talking like fifteen drums of half-inch and ten of the one-inch.”    
 
    Looking over at what looked like the body of another battle bot, Percy stepped to the side so he didn’t have to look around Rhonda. “It’s huge!” he cried out, and the others turned and saw him looking out and followed his line of sight. “Why did you make a bigger battle bot?! The power draw on that is going to cut the operation time down to barely a few hours at most!” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not a battle bot,” Ian laughed sinisterly, and the others didn’t like the evil cackle. “That’s the first dragon.”  
 
    “You’re making another flamethrower?!” Sandy cried out because she damn sure didn’t like Phoenix. 
 
    “No,” Lance laughed and that didn’t sit well with his mom. “If you read the stories, dragons do more than breathe fire.” 
 
    Before anyone could ask more, Percy lifted a numb hand up to point at the protrusion coming out of the turret. “That’s a railgun,” he gasped in awe. 
 
    Very pleased someone appreciated their work, “Yes, it is,” Ian beamed with pride.  
 
    “We can move over for a better look but if you’ll notice, it’s in the test area, so we aren’t going to get up close,” Ian told them, and the only one who moved to follow him was Percy. The other five saw Lance, Lilly, and Jennifer going as well and immediately took off so they could keep close. Because they’d all worked on building bots, they could tell it was just a frame packed with mechanical workings and the armor would be bolted on last.   
 
    Stopping just beside Ian at the boundary marker, Percy saw the eight-foot-long railgun jutting out of the turret framework. “There’s no way you can even generate enough power to fire this,” he mumbled. 
 
    Spotting two rows of what looked like sealed five-gallon buckets inside the hull, “What are all those for?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Capacitors,” Ian answered, but was turned looking at the side of Percy’s face. “If you look across the valley at the opposite slope, you can see where we test fired it.” 
 
    Turning back to the tank-like body, Percy just guessed it was over nineteen feet long and nearly ten feet wide. “You can’t put enough in something that small to generate enough power to fire one this big.” 
 
    “Oh? I don’t know about that,” Ian laughed. 
 
    Spinning around, Percy scanned the area and then listened really hard. “You don’t have generators here,” he gasped, then turned to the main building. It was loaded with monitors, lights, and dozens upon dozens of fans and equipment. The fans were spread over the entire main area, inside and outside of the building, and ranged in size with the smallest at three feet wide, and he realized they were being used to draw in fresh air because those outside were just aimed up. Just the fact he could see over a dozen large TVs, computers, fans, and monitors on, “Where are you getting power?” Percy asked. 
 
    “That is what we brought all of you here to talk about,” Ian said reaching over and patting Percy on the shoulder.  
 
    Studying the railgun, “The one I saw on YouTube the Navy was testing was bigger, and it used something like one megawatt to fire but every time it fired, it eroded the rail,” Dwain told them. 
 
    “Yeah, we’ve run into the eroding problem and we’ll just replace the rail after a hundred rounds,” Lance said. “This one takes three-hundred-thousand watts to fire.”  
 
    Very interested now, “What size projectile?” Dwain asked.  
 
    “Eight-pound dart,” Lance answered and then pointed across the valley at a small clearing eight hundred yards away. “It blew through four inches of solid steel and still blew a two-foot-wide crater in the hillside.” 
 
    “Speed?” Dwain gasped. 
 
    “Mach 7,” Lance replied with a grin. “We want something that can stop armor.” 
 
    “We have some Javelins,” Heath mumbled.  
 
    “Key word you used, some,” Ian said. “Eight isn’t that many.” 
 
    “Okay, why do I smell stinker mixed with lavender?” Sandy asked. 
 
    Lance, Ian, Jennifer, and Lilly busted out laughing as Lilly explained the air freshener system and the boys led the group around the building. They all stopped at seeing a large metal cage holding stinkers. “You have stinkers here?!” Sandy cried out. 
 
    “Yeah. How can we study ’em if we don’t keep some handy?” Lance asked. 
 
    Rolling her eyes, “You are so your father’s child,” Sandy mumbled. “How many?” she asked in a normal voice. 
 
    Not answering, Lance turned to Lilly. “Twenty-six in the cage. Jennifer and I used one yesterday testing the redesign of the fence,” Lilly told him. 
 
    Hearing ‘in the cage’, Sandy spun to Lilly, “You have some not in the cage?” she gasped.  
 
    Nodding, “Sixteen currently in experiments,” Lilly answered. “Don’t worry, they can’t get out of the experiments.”  
 
    Scoffing, “Shhiiiit. If they managed, they damn sure wouldn’t stay here,” Jennifer said. “They would haul ass to get away from here.” 
 
    “We’ve proven they don’t have that concept,” Ian spouted out. 
 
    Not looking at Ian, “I know I damn sure would,” Jennifer mumbled. 
 
    “What’s with the shipping container?” Rhonda asked, and the others turned around and saw a forty-foot shipping container on the hillside below them, well inside the test area. The container was laying length-wise up and down the slope, “It would’ve been easier to put it running with the slope.”  
 
    “Not for what we’re using it for,” Lilly sighed. “That’s the only part of the testing area Jennifer and I go in regularly.”      
 
    “Not willingly,” Jennifer chimed in.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “So, did your father’s notes help?” Sandy asked. 
 
    Both Lance and Ian nodded, “Boy, did they?!” Ian said. 
 
    “I wish I would’ve found that broadcast with the scientist talking just to record it because I… we were way too busy then to just listen,” Lance said. “Because of Dad, we know this parasite was designed to wipe out intelligent life.”  
 
    “That is pure speculation,” Percy scoffed.  
 
    Seeing Lance and Ian about to explain, Lilly stopped them. “Just do the tour and then we can take them to the office. There you can give them a brief overview of what we’ve learned about stinkers,” she stressed hard, “then you can talk about the parasite.”  
 
    They both nodded and led the group to the fifth wheels and took them inside the first one. The inside they could see had been ripped out and the interior looked like a lab. “Where in the hell did you get the microscope?” Rhonda asked. The others looked at the counter on the opposite wall that ran the length of the trailer. The microscope was really big and had two fifteen-inch monitors on it.  
 
    “You don’t want to know,” Jennifer sighed. “But we did need it.”  
 
    “Is it an electron microscope?” Dwain asked.  
 
    “No, light,” Lilly answered. “Magnification 1500 so you can see down to 200 nanometers, and the parasite is in the three hundred nanometer range.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you get an electron microscope?” Percy asked.  
 
    Throwing up his hands, “We couldn’t fucking find one!” Lance shouted, glaring at Lilly and Jennifer. 
 
    Holding up her hand with her palm facing Lance, “Talk to the hand, buddy,” Jennifer snapped not even looking at Lance. “The closest one we know of for a fact is in Knoxville and if either of you try for it, I’m breaking legs.” 
 
    “And when I splint them, I’m not giving either of you pain medication,” Lilly told them coldly.  
 
    “There’s shit going on we need to see and I think we could figure out a way to see it like we did with this one!” Ian cried out.  
 
    Giving a long sigh and turning to Mary, “Your son is pissing me off,” Jennifer informed her.  
 
    Tilting her head to the side as she nodded, “After you break his legs, I’ll help carry him to Lilly so she can fix them,” Mary offered.    
 
    Reaching over and grabbing Ian’s arm to stop him from unleashing on both, “Brah, drop it. I’m not in the mood and just like I said, the moms would agree with them,” Lance told him. 
 
    Glaring at Ian, “You thought I would’ve agreed for you to go to Knoxville?!” Mary cried out. 
 
    For the first time, Dwain and Heath got to see the typical teenager look on Ian’s face where he thought his mom was being stupid. Rhonda had already seen it and Percy wasn’t paying attention to them as he looked around. “Mom,” Ian groaned. “We could do it.”  
 
    Turning to Jennifer, “I’ll break his legs and you can help me carry him,” Mary told her. 
 
    “How about you break one and me the other?” Jennifer offered and Mary nodded, liking that idea.  
 
    Lilly moved around the lab and gave a brief description of what they could do, and one part of Sandy was very impressed. The other wasn’t because she was reminded of the age difference and Lilly really had graduated college with a PhD.  
 
    Leaving the lab, they headed to the other camper and found it still looked like a camper. And like everything associated with the boys, it was spotless. Moving to the back Sandy saw the camper had been altered, the bed was gone and another table had been put in with a very big TV on one wall. Moving back out she noticed a closet, but it had two hasps with heavy locks and if that wasn’t enough, there was a metal bar across the door with a lock on each end. “What’s in here?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “Mine and Ian’s shit and no, you can’t look,” Lance popped off. Suddenly, Sandy realized where the porn study material was. Still having trouble processing what the boys thought, Sandy could see how and why they did. For some reason, Sandy wanted to get more porn to let the boys ‘find’, since she had the porn to thank for Lance not moving ahead and along that road. It was then Sandy realized she was probably the only mother in history who’d had that thought. Porn had kept her son a virgin.  
 
    Closing the trailer, Ian led them around to the back and stopped when the others saw another building inside the testing area. “That’s a maze and not a building,” Ian told everyone and was moving off when Sandy asked.  
 
    “Why did you build a maze?” 
 
    “To test the reasoning power and memory of stinkers,” Ian answered still not stopping.  
 
    They followed on and saw more traps and other deadly items being tested. Two hours later and very numb, Ian led everyone inside the main building. He showed them the shop area, complete with CNC, lathe, welders, and tools beside a huge, heavy steel table. Moving around the room, he stopped at what everyone saw were six tall coolers that stores used to store beverages in. Everyone jumped back to see a stinker inside each cooler.  
 
    “Yeah, we do run experiments in here,” Ian told them. “This is the cold environmental study. The hot one is in test area five. In heat, stinkers can put off a funk.” 
 
    Moving up to the glass door on one, Rhonda saw ice on the stinker’s face. “How cold are they?” 
 
    Stepping up beside Rhonda, Lilly tapped a display above the door. “Each one is at a different temp. This one’s at minus ten Celsius,” Lilly told her, and Rhonda saw the stinker’s eyes open. Looking the stinker up and down, she saw the straps across its body bolted to the back of the cooler.   
 
    Not even jumping when the stinker had opened its eyes, “How cold is that in Fahrenheit?” she asked.   
 
    “Fourteen degrees,” Jennifer sighed. “I don’t like metric either but after what we’ve learned, I memorized it.”  
 
    “It’s much more accurate,” Ian said as the others looked at the displays and saw the last one was at minus forty. Moving through the group, Rhonda stopped at the last one and this stinker looked different.  
 
    “Is it dead?” 
 
    Moving along with Rhonda and stopping beside her, “Nope,” Lilly answered. “At minus forty they shut down and freeze solid. And before you ask, minus forty in Celsius is also minus forty in Fahrenheit.” 
 
    Stepping back from the cooler but keeping her eyes on the stinker, “You mean they don’t stop until it gets to minus forty?!” Rhonda cried out. 
 
    “No, they shut down. But they can thaw out and keep right on going,” Lilly told her. “Granted, it takes three days for them to thaw out but they’re none the worse for wear. We’re testing if the longer they’re frozen, does it have any effects. An ice cube in here would be thawed out again in a month.” 
 
    “So cold does slow them down?” Rhonda asked.  
 
    “Rhonda, that temperature is inside the stinker, not the cooler,” Lilly told her, and Rhonda’s eyes got wide as she grasped the idea. 
 
    “Hey, we’ll tell them about that later,” Lance said and moved along to continue the tour. When they were finished, everyone was led to a real room built on the metal grating. “This is the office,” Lance told them, holding the door open. Windows were on every wall and they could see the office had been built at the very end of the raised floor with the outer wall overlooking the maze in the testing area. The other windows just looked out into the main building.  
 
    There were four desks, one on each wall, with several huge monitors on each desk. In the middle of the floor were six chairs, and Sandy was reminded of a classroom. 
 
    “Lance, just a few questions,” Sandy said. “Why did you build around the trees for the main building, and why didn’t you just close in the sides with walls instead of tarps?” 
 
    “We don’t want this spot to be easily seen from the air. That’s why the trees are still there,” Lance said and Sandy gave a startle. “As for real walls, working with stinkers, well, stinks. So we like to raise the tarps up just for ventilation. To be honest, the only reason the tarps are there is so we can pull them down at night or when it’s dark enough to stop the area from being seen with the lights in here.”  
 
    When he was sure his mom was satisfied, Lance turned to Lilly and Jennifer. “Why don’t you two give the rundown on what we know about stinkers?”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Eight 
 
    The research area 
 
      
 
     “Why do we have to?” Lilly groaned. “Lance, when Jennifer or I give out information we sound boring. You and Ian don’t.” 
 
    “You don’t bore me,” Lance told her and Lilly grinned.  
 
    “That’s so sweet,” Lilly smiled. “How about you or Ian start off and we can jump in?” Lilly offered.  
 
    Shrugging and giving Lilly a wink, Lance turned to his desk and pulled six thickly-packed manila folders from a drawer. He tossed five down and opened one up to pull out a stack of papers stapled together and hand one out to each person in the group. Not surprised in the least, Lilly and Jennifer watched Ian go to his desk and pull out the identical items, even holding up a stack of stapled papers.  
 
    Stretching her neck to look over Ian’s shoulder, Jennifer saw the first typed page and knew it was an outline. “Did you make an outline?” Jennifer whispered to Lilly.  
 
    Shaking her head Lilly held up a notebook, and Jennifer could see handwritten notes. “I just jotted down stuff,” Lilly told her. 
 
    “More than me,” Jennifer said, holding up five-by-nine notecards with notes.  
 
    “I saw Lance’s outline before we left this morning to get everyone. That’s why I wanted him or Ian to start off,” Lilly whispered. Jennifer just grinned as Lance moved in front of the six sitting in chairs, and Percy held up his hand. 
 
    “Yes, Percy?” Lance chuckled. 
 
    “Can I have something to take notes with?” he asked. 
 
    Ian reached in his desk and pulled out a spiral-bound notebook. “As long as it never leaves this area,” Ian told him.  
 
    Getting up and taking the notebook, Percy looked from Ian to Lance. “I use my own form of shorthand,” Percy said, shocking the two. “Mom was a court stenographer and I learned it and made changes so I could take notes in school. Not even my sister can decipher my shorthand.” 
 
    Turning to Ian, “Damn, that’s smart as fuck!” Lance cried out, and Sandy gave a groan. She was still getting used to the casual cursing but could tolerate it when anger was involved. But since her own mouth had taken a turn for the worse, she wasn’t going to say anything.  
 
    “Brah, we aren’t learning shorthand,” Ian proclaimed. “Our computers are locked and we dictate everything as we work, so forget it.”  
 
    As Lance tried to convince Ian, Jennifer held up a headset to the others. “We all wear these when we’re working and can dictate to our computer anywhere in the research area,” she told them as Ian threatened Lance with bodily harm if he didn’t drop it. 
 
    “Fine,” Lance sighed and turned to the six. “First, the outline may seem scattered but in the end, you’ll understand why,” Lance said as Percy made squiggly lines on the page but was looking at Lance. “Now, has anyone noticed the stinkers have gotten faster since this started?” 
 
    Leaning toward Heath, “Told ya they were faster,” Dwain said. 
 
    “Yes. Now, we didn’t start real work in the research area until just before Lilly joined us and we don’t have recorded data on their speed at the outbreak of this parasite. But we do have reports that say their speed was three miles an hour. Now when we tested it ourselves Lilly was already with us, and we confirmed the average speed of the stinkers then was three point six miles per hour. Some were a little faster and others slower but that was the average we came up with.” It was on the tip of Sandy’s tongue to ask just how many stinkers they’d used for the test group but stopped; she didn’t want to know for certain. Whatever number Lance gave, she knew she wouldn’t like it.  
 
    Moving to stand beside Lance, and unlike Lance, Ian was glancing at his outline. “Our last speed test just wrapped up this week and the average fastest speed was seven point four miles an hour,” Ian said, then looked at the three. “Now, that’s a huge increase in just six months but we think,” he stressed very hard, “that we’re nearing the limit to how fast stinkers can move. Because as they speed up, their balance goes to shit. Their speed is increasing, but their balance isn’t. It’s still the same as when we first tested it.”  
 
    Throwing one hand in the air, “How in the flying fuck can you test balance on stinkers?!” Rhonda blurted out.  
 
    When Lance lowered his papers to answer, “Lance,” Lilly called out, making him turn. “I’ll tell her later, just continue,” Lilly smiled and turned to Rhonda. “Trust me, you want me to tell you.” Liking the sound of that, Rhonda nodded as Lance lifted his papers back up but didn’t even look at them. 
 
    “Now as everyone has seen, heard, and some experienced, when a stinker grabs, they don’t let go unless they want to,” Lance said, and Ian leaned back to tap his keyboard. One of the larger monitors on the wall blinked. Filling the screen was a stinker holding something attached to a wall. 
 
    “That’s Punk,” Lance motioned toward the screen. “That rod he’s holding is a sensor. The sensor maintains a ninety-eight-degree temperature and at random intervals gives a jiggle, like a shaking toy, so Punk stays interested,” Lance told the group. “Punk has held on tight to that sensor for seventy-one days, nonstop. The sensor is a dynamometer and a normal twenty-year-old human male in his prime has a rating of 45 kg. Punk here,” Lance motioned to the screen with his chin, “his grip is 102 kg. Very strong athletes range in the 60 kg range.” 
 
    With wide eyes, the six turned to the screen as Lance finally glanced at his outline. “We’ve found this is pretty consistent in all stinkers tested, with less than a ten percent variable,” he told them and looked up. “Punk’s grip has never faltered but has lessened at times, but only when he was distracted.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ian chimed in. “His grip dropped to 90 kg for ten seconds when we opened his box and he could see us.”  
 
    All six gave a shiver as Lance flipped to a new page of his outline. “If one grabs, chop off the hand,” he told them. “Severing the forearm muscles only works if you take away their anchor to the bones, and punching where a nerve used to be doesn’t work. Theoretically, they shouldn’t be able to do this without rupturing a tendon but,” he paused, looking at each one, “changes have been made inside.”  
 
    “One would think,” Ian started and they turned to him. “That the tendons would be rotting and stinkers would be getting weaker, but we aren’t seeing that. Just the opposite in fact.” 
 
    Leaning back and tapping his keyboard again, Ian flipped pages as the six saw a split image of human thighs on the screen. Both showed the skin cut away to expose the muscle belly. “Notice how they’re both red but the one on the left isn’t as red?” Ian asked and everyone nodded. “Notice how the one on the right is bloodier?” he asked and again, they nodded. “On the right is a human. The one on the left is from a stinker. We know that stinker turned at the very beginning.” 
 
    “They’re staying… fresh?” Heath put out, not even caring who the boys had cut open to check against.  
 
    Liking that, “Yeah, that’s why when you shoot them, stinkers are still gooey inside,” Ian told him and tapped his keyboard again. This time, an image came up that they had seen on TV before the collapse, a black rod with tentacles extending out. “This is the parasite,” Ian told them, and they all stared at the image. “The only way to see it like this is in a vacuum or frozen. That’s how they got the image that showed up on TV. It was frozen, but we never saw it. We were a bit busy at the time.”  
 
    “Now, the maze,” Lance said, and they pried their eyes from the screen to him. “We’ve run over a hundred through that damn maze and not one stinker can memorize it. It’s only fifty feet by fifty feet. Anyone here could memorize it in less than a minute. It doesn’t matter what you use for bait at the other end, stinkers can’t remember which way to go by themselves,” Lance said breaking into a grin. “If you let one stinker go through and ten minutes later let another in and keep repeating that, after twenty stinkers they’ll take the correct path. They move like ants, and we’re certain of this, but don’t know what chemical scents they’re using. When we started that experiment we thought we were screwed, just seeing the stinkers getting smarter, but we started over and put water misting heads over the maze to clean it after each stinker, and they couldn’t navigate it. So we tested again by just making one go through four times a day and after two weeks, none had navigated the maze.” 
 
    “Navigate margin?” Percy asked.  
 
    “Six wrong turns was a fail, and there are thirty-two turns in the maze but only six turns to reach the end with the correct path,” Ian answered.  
 
    “Random variable?” Percy asked. 
 
    “Less than eight percent took the correct path without a fail, and not one that did ever repeated it,” Lance said, then looked at the others. “It was pure luck they took the correct turns.”  
 
    “Okay, so they’re stupid,” Rhonda stated.  
 
    “By themselves, yes. But in a mass, they can solve a problem like the maze,” Ian told her. “One ant is stupid, but a colony is smart because they work together, like moving across the land “en masse” looking for food.” 
 
    “Any retention of learned behavior?” Percy asked but kept scribbling lines, flipping to a new page when he’d filled one.  
 
    Furrowing his brow, “From past life?” Ian asked. 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, from what they’ve picked up. I know you said they couldn’t navigate the maze, but anything else?” 
 
    “And you were an engineering major?!” Ian cried out. 
 
    Pausing his notes, “Yeah, you have to take statistics and sociology for just about every major,” Percy told him. 
 
    Popping Lilly’s leg jokingly, “That’s why you were so good at this stuff,” Jennifer whispered.  
 
    “Yes, but Jennifer, Lance and Ian are only taking college courses and not majoring yet. I want to know why they already took statistics,” Lilly whispered back.  
 
    Rolling her eyes up, “They fucking love math,” Jennifer moaned as Lance spoke. 
 
    “Yes, we have found some learned behavior is retained,” Lance said, and everyone became attentive. “But only minor things and nothing complex. They can learn how to open a door but not unlock one. If they do a simple action like that, and it doesn’t require a long-term thought process, they can retain it,” Lance said. “For a short time,” he added. 
 
    All six just looked at him, bewildered. “If a stinker doesn’t open a door every so often, they forget. Sorry, we don’t know a timeline because we were and still are concentrating on them hiding,” Lance told them. “That one seems to stay with them because they can do it anywhere. Once one learns to move till he can’t see the prey, we think it reasons the prey can’t see it. Since all it takes to reinforce the idea is to hide, they can do that anywhere.” 
 
    “We’re still testing,” Ian chimed in. “But we’ve made a stinker forget how to hide. We kept it secluded in a box for a month. Does it take that long? We don’t know.” 
 
    “So only short-term minimal tasks can be retained?” Percy asked scribbling away.  
 
    “That we’ve tested, and we still haven’t heard of any complex tasks,” Lance told him. 
 
    Raising his hand, “So, nothing is retained… from before?” Heath asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Ian and Lance said together. Hearing the certainty, Heath gave a relieved sigh as Ian tapped his keyboard again. When the image came up, they all got a little queasy.  
 
    “This is what’s inside the skull of a stinker a month after turning,” Lance told them. The screen showed where the top of a skull had been removed and inside was just a gooey mess. “The higher brain is the only part that the parasite doesn’t preserve and actively digests. It doesn’t use the digestive, respiratory, or circulatory systems but it preserves those to a degree.”  
 
    “Preserves?” Percy asked.  
 
    “The organism secretes something that somehow stops decay,” Lance said. “But it doesn’t do that to the higher brain, the part using so much energy.” Slowly cutting his eyes to Lilly, “We wanted to get a mass spectrometer to get a better grasp on what the secretion is, but we’ve been overruled,” Lance admitted. 
 
    “Oh, motherfucker!” Lilly snapped. “You even think of heading off to look for a mass spectrometer and I’ll monkey stomp your ass!” When Lance gave a depressed sigh, Sandy perked up in her chair after realizing Lance wouldn’t do shit to make Lilly mad, and she really loved that. Someone who could reign in some of the boys’ tendencies. For the first time, Sandy came to the conclusion Lilly wasn’t allowed to leave or be far from Lance, ever. 
 
    “Ahh,” Percy gasped in understanding. “That’s why you believe this is a weapon.”  
 
    “Oh, it is a weapon,” Lance huffed.  
 
    Lifting her hand up, “I’m lost,” Rhonda said, and Mary wanted to hug her because she was as well.  
 
    “As advanced as this parasite is, it should’ve evolved just in the six months it’s been active here, but it hasn’t,” Lance told her, very impressed that Percy had come to the conclusion so quickly, even without the rest of the data. “This parasite uses the body and communicates with each other in the body, but it destroys the higher brain; the part that makes us smart. The parasite is clearly designed to not progress past a certain point.”  
 
    “But I heard chimps could catch it,” Rhonda said.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, some can,” Lance told her. “But not all. From my dad’s notes before the collapse, they found out only one in twenty chimps could be infected and turn. And that was only the common chimpanzee. More orangutans turned than chimps, but it was still only one to six. It all comes down to how much energy their brain used. If they were a smart monkey, the parasite got turned on when they got sick. If they weren’t a smart monkey, they could die and not come back. Something out in space didn’t want life that could threaten it to survive, but it didn’t want to wipe out all life.” 
 
    Flinching, “Seems far-fetched, don’t ya think?” Percy cringed.  
 
    “Nope,” Lance said, then Ian spoke. 
 
    “Did you know scientists infected a dolphin?” Ian asked and everyone jumped. “They pulled it out of the tank, kept it wet, and infected it. It died and then came back flopping around but when they put it back in the water, it died. We don’t know how long it took and we aren’t going to find a dolphin to find out.” 
 
    “Stinkers die in water,” Percy declared proudly.  
 
    “We know,” Ian said and Percy slumped down dejected, but was still writing away. “If a stinker stays saturated in water for more than five hours, they die. If they’re in water for more than an hour, motor functions start to slow. It takes a week to regain them. But after five hours in the water, they may not die right away but they do die. So what does that tell you?” he asked Percy. 
 
    “Um, the organism doesn’t like water?” he guessed, but he didn’t sound convincing.  
 
    “Oh, the organism loves water and we’ll get to that later,” Lance told him. “Whatever created this, didn’t want it spreading to aquatic life.”  
 
    The other five turned from the boys to Percy because they were lost. “I’m no expert, but there are marine animals that rank high in intelligence,” Percy said. “If this was a weapon to go after intelligent life, it would go after all.” 
 
    “True, but no aquatic life has technology. The ET that created this shit doesn’t give a rat’s ass about smart fish, and I know dolphins aren’t fish,” Lance moaned the last part. “It’s after terrestrial life that could or currently does pose a threat.” 
 
    Finally pausing his writing, “Okay, just how did you come to that?” Percy asked.  
 
    “Fire,” Ian and Lance answered together, and Percy just cocked his head. 
 
    “Dude. Without fire, no species is moving ahead technologically. And it’s real fucking hard to discover or maintain fire underwater,” Lance told him, and Percy’s head bobbed slightly as he followed. 
 
    “Sure, they can be smart underwater, but they aren’t going to build spaceships and travel far and wide. Water is a thousand times denser than air. You know how much power you would need to have to get a water-breathing payload of aquanauts off the surface?” Ian asked. 
 
    Percy’s eyes suddenly brightened up on a problem he could work out. “Yes, I can figure it out real quick!” he blurted out.  
 
    “Percy!” Ian snapped before Percy flipped a page to start working. “It could be done but without discovering fire, it’s impossible.” 
 
    “But that means every world that has life would have oxygen,” Sandy said.  
 
    “You don’t need to have oxygen to have fire, Mom,” Lance told her. “Yes, on Earth oxygen is one of the components, but you can have combustion without it. We use the term oxidizers here because oxygen is so important to us, but there are other oxidizers besides oxygen.” 
 
    Leaning to Lilly, Jennifer whispered, “They make me feel so stupid. Without even thinking about it, Ian made a fluorine atmosphere in a box without oxygen and sure enough, started a fire. Then Lance came over and made another atmosphere with chlorine in the box and started another fire. Then when we left, they told me you just need an oxidizer but it doesn’t have to be oxygen.”  
 
    Waving a hand out, “Well, Ms. Sandy showed me a copy of Lance’s birth certificate so I know he’s only thirteen, but I’m still having a hard time believing it,” Lilly scoffed.  
 
    Jumping to his feet, “All right!” Heath cried out. “You’re going in a direction I can’t even follow. Can you continue on and pick this up another time with Percy? Shit, this is way over my head.” 
 
    “I’m good with that,” Percy said and jotted down squiggly lines. “So, you were saying the organism loves water but dies if the body is saturated for five hours?”  
 
    Nodding, the boys both looked at the six with huge grins. “It loves water, but only in the proper ratio,” Lance said, and the six gave him confused looks. 
 
    “The parasite generates electricity like you could never imagine,” Ian said in awe. 
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    “We generate electricity,” Percy pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, a hundred watts at rest is what a normal person puts out, but stinkers put out fifty times that,” Ian said grinning. “And the kicker is, they can increase it if they need to. All they have to do is for the parasite to increase in number.” 
 
    “There’s no way! They would show up hot in the thermals if that was the case!” Percy cried out. 
 
    Holding up a hand, “Listen,” Lance told him. “We’ve found out there’s one hundred grams of parasite for every kilogram a stinker weighs. So, roughly a pound of parasite for a hundred and twenty pound person,” Lance said. 
 
    “I don’t need you to convert,” Percy sighed rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Sorry, but others do,” Lance said, and Percy turned to the others.  
 
    “I’m sorry, guys,” he said, but they were just staring at the boys.   
 
    “Now,” Lance said and Percy turned back to him. “Before that person became a stinker, it took that sixty kilo person’s entire body to generate that kind of power, which we give off as heat. Now the parasite makes more heat but it’s smaller, and that one pound is spread out over the entire body. In case you’re wondering, the normal temp for a stinker is seventy-eight degrees.”  
 
    Following what Lance was saying, it suddenly hit Percy where all the power around here was coming from. “Holy mother,” he mumbled.  
 
    “What?” Rhonda gasped, looking around for a death machine coming to kill them. 
 
    With wide eyes, “The power here…,” Percy mumbled. 
 
    Realizing what he was saying, “You’re getting power from stinkers?!” Rhonda cried out. 
 
    Nodding with a shrug, “Kind of, but you figured it out so stop selling yourself short, chick,” Ian popped off.   
 
    “Now, let me take you on the journey of how we discovered this,” Lance said. “It actually started right before we paid the Nazis a visit. I wanted to know how much hydrogen sulfide a stinker put off after it died. I wanted to use it for fuel and covert over some of the ATVs and UTVs. We built an airtight steel box and put in some relief valves so we didn’t have a bomb lying in the field below the cabin, and then I threw in a dead stinker and some packets to absorb oxygen. Then I sealed the box,” Lance stopped as Jennifer chimed in. 
 
    “It was a steel coffin, not a box.” 
 
    Lance just nodded, “Okay. After I sealed it, I put a vacuum on the box at -1 Millibar.” 
 
    “Ssssshhhhit!” Percy exclaimed.  
 
    Leaning over to Percy, “I take it, that’s a lot?” Dwain asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Yeah,” Percy nodded. “The stinker didn’t like explode?” he asked Lance. 
 
    “No, that was the first weird thing we noticed. It just expanded like a balloon. Hell, the eyes were extended out of the sockets like two inches,” Lance chuckled, and the others felt squeamish. “I got pictures,” he offered, and they all shook their heads. 
 
    “Well, we were just continuing on at the cabin and went back to check on the coffin,” he said grinning at Jennifer, “two days later, just to see if we needed to change out bottles.” He paused, shaking his head. “When we got there, we walked up carefully and saw the vacuum was lost but both bottles were filled with hydrogen sulfide, sixty-four cubic feet of it, and the blow-off valve had gone off. We still don’t know exactly how much hydrogen sulfide a stinker will put off after the brain is destroyed, but we will one day.”  
 
    “Needless to say, we were pissed,” Lance said as Lilly and Jennifer snickered. “Okay, we threw a tantrum because that was a lot of work we’d put in to this. So, we opened the box and there wasn’t a stinker. There weren’t even clothes, bones, or teeth, just a gray, cloudy goo at the bottom. Getting very worried, we tilted the box over and found the goo was viscus and moved like honey. But at the bottom of the coffin, we found a hole had been eaten through a half inch of solid steel.” 
 
    The six were leaning forward in their chairs with bated breath for Lance to continue as he nodded to Ian and then turned back to them. “Knowing acid was involved, I turned it over to Ian. He went and got his stuff and came back to test the goo and found out it wasn’t acidic. It had a pH of 7.3, almost like the human body. But in the goo, Ian found a pacemaker. Well, we didn’t know what the fuck it was, but Lilly knew it was a pacemaker. Thing was, it was only the circuit board and nothing else. A silicon circuit board,” Lance stressed, “like you would see in any electronic.” 
 
    “Since we needed acid for batteries, Ian wanted to repeat the experiment and see just what acid was made and how strong it was,” Lance told them. “So we set it back up and repeated the experiment, but kept a much closer watch this time. In a day we watched the body seem to melt, and when we saw the goo collecting at the bottom, we shut down the vacuum and opened the lid,” he said with irritation. “Right before our eyes, we watched the goo go from clear to gray and increase in viscosity.”  
 
    “Knowing we were on to something, we repeated the experiment but this time, put a drain in. It took us two more times until we got a working sample, but it had to stay under vacuum and only be stored in glass or silicon.” 
 
    Crossing his arms as he sat on his desk, Ian whispered to the six loudly, “This was the first time we almost died.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lance nodded. “Ian did his chemistry and found the goo, which we call ‘stinker nut juice’,” he said and Percy burst out laughing. “Ian found it had a pH of 3.4. Respectable, but we’ve played with worse.”  
 
    Hearing that, both moms looked at them sharply.  
 
    “Oh, they’ve played with much more volatile acids,” Lilly chimed in, and the mothers turned to her. “Thing is, they make the shit I’ve only read about.” 
 
    Scoffing, “Ian can, I can’t,” Lance replied with no shame. Wanting to ask questions about that alone, Sandy didn’t let herself as she listened in wonder as Lance and Ian explained how they repeated the process until they had ‘stinker nut juice’. 
 
    When Lance finished, Ian threw up a hand. “But,” Ian sighed, “when I put that shit in a battery for an electrolyte, that was the second time we almost died.” The screen behind Ian came on and they saw it was a video recording. 
 
    “What the fuck did we do?!” they all heard Lance shout on the video and they knew he was the one holding the camera.  
 
    “Butt munch, we didn’t do anything!” Ian cried out on the video as the camera eased up on a crater left behind from an explosion. Only when they saw Ian move in front of the camera near the crater did they get an idea of the size, and Sandy thought it was bigger than the hot tub at the cabin. 
 
    The screen paused and they all turned to see Lance holding up a small twelve-volt battery that was commonly found in riding lawnmowers. “We put ten ounces of the stinker nut juice in with the hydrochloric acid and you can see for yourself the results. I won’t go over how long that took, since you have to keep the stinker nut juice in a sealed environment,” Lance told them.  
 
    “So, is this stinker nut juice the most powerful explosive ever?” Heath asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Not the way you’re thinking,” Ian replied. “This shit leans more toward nuclear reaction detonations.” Hearing that, everyone including Percy nearly stood up to leave.  
 
    Putting the small battery down, Lance turned back to the group. “Before the damn thing blew up, we were getting output readings of 1000 volts. That was the limit of the meter we had hooked up, but it spiked in four minutes, eight seconds. Thankfully, both of us were behind the explosive wall,” he explained. “The explosion was nine minutes, forty-three seconds after start.”  
 
    Grabbing a remote, Lance paused the video and then moved through the images slowly until the image locked on what was left of the battery buried in the bottom of the crater. “As you can see from what’s left, it was a bit volatile, but since then we’ve learned a lot and we were very lucky. Thankfully, the battery case failed to hold the pressure of the hydrogen sulfide. Otherwise, it would’ve been bigger,” Lance told them, and now everyone really wanted to leave but nobody was walking down that hill without one of them.  
 
    “So it was the gas that caused the explosion?” Percy asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, it caused the failure of the plastic case, thereby causing the explosion,” Ian corrected. “Stinker nut juice produces electricity on a scale no one could believe. Or I should say, it can create electricity on a scale no one could believe, but it must have the numbers and…” he paused with a grin, “fuel.”  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “Why in the hell would something make an organism produce power like that?!” Heath cried out.  
 
    Giving a long groan as he walked over to Heath, “Oh, I don’t know,” Lance huffed stopping beside Heath. Reaching out fast, Lance slapped the shit out of the side of Heath’s head. “How about powering a dead fucking body to walk around, numb nuts!” Lance screamed.  
 
    Bouncing in her chair, “I figured that out and nobody had to tell me,” Jennifer cheered.  
 
    “Holy mother,” Rhonda gasped as the implications of what Lance had said sunk in. “So billions of years ago, something didn’t want to face hostile life and developed this…” she paused, “black glass bacteria-like thing to wipe out intelligent life?”  
 
    Ian, Lance, Lilly, and Jennifer all nodded. “Yes,” Ian answered. “If this was ‘life’,” Ian quoted in the air, “it wouldn’t be limited in its evolution, but it is. It has been programed to do a specific job and whatever programed it was millions, if not billions of years more advanced than we are now.”  
 
    “How does it make electricity?” Dwain asked.  
 
    Whipping his eyes to Dwain, “Do I look millions or billions of years old?!” Ian cried out. “For all we know, it uses a very tiny wand from Harry Potter!” 
 
    Shaking his head, “So, it just makes power?” Dwain asked with wide eyes. 
 
    With a slight nod, “Okay, that’s a better question,” Ian stated. “No. It has to have organic material to generate controllable power. We’re still experimenting on inorganic and found some things can be used, but we’re going really slow. The only exception is water, but more than one scientist classifies water as organic. With water, only think of it like the parasite is barely getting enough energy to survive. It can make power from water but it has to be in proper portions, and under no circumstances do you use heavy water. That was our third mishap, but we were prepared for that one.” 
 
    “I still shit my pants,” Lance scoffed. 
 
    Throwing up his hands, “I told you, Lance! You were right and I was wrong!” Ian cried out. “If we got that electricity from water, the next logical conclusion was you’d get more with heavy water!” 
 
    “Hold up,” Dwain said getting to his feet. “Where in the hell did you get heavy water? They use that in nuclear reactors.”  
 
    Lilly and Jennifer were impressed that Dwain had known that. Ian turned to Dwain, rolling his eyes like Dwain was stupid. “I made it,” Ian snapped. “Granted, with what I have here I couldn’t make much but shit, I had more than Urey back in 1931 and he made it too.”  
 
    Leaning over to Percy, “Who is that?” Rhonda asked in a whisper.  
 
    “I think he discovered deuterium, what you need to make heavy water,” Percy answered, and Ian nodded.  
 
    Lance stepped over to Ian. “Brah, I didn’t mean to sound like an ass. I just said I shit my pants. I thought your theory was sound and I agreed, did I not?” 
 
    Rolling his eyes again, “Yes, but we should’ve just gone ahead with your theory first,” Ian sighed. “I’m so glad you didn’t agree with the sulfur infusion.” 
 
    “They make hydrogen sulfide. I would’ve suggested sulfur,” Percy stated. 
 
    “We did that two weeks ago,” Lilly replied, and everyone turned to her. “Anyone remember a really loud explosion?” she asked, and saw everyone’s eyes get wide. “That was the experiment to use sulfur as the infusion nutrient. It was one ounce of stinker nut juice with ten grains of sulfur injected slowly.” 
 
    Remembering that explosion because it had been the first to shake the ground, Heath got to his feet. “I would like to leave,” Heath declared.  
 
    “Sit your ass down!” Ian snapped, and Heath dropped in his chair. Looking around at the others, “As many know, Lance and I have toyed with explosives in the past, and put the blast equivalent to three pounds of C4.”  
 
    Raising her hand and swallowing to try and wet her throat, “Baby?” Sandy said meekly. “I’m grasping the concept, but what you two have discovered is very dangerous, just from what you’ve told us. I’m not saying we don’t need to explore it, but maybe we need to slow down the experiments, just a tad?” she suggested.  
 
    With dead eyes, Lilly turned to Sandy. “If you were still on that pedestal, Lance would be more open to a change for the Prime Directive,” Lilly told her. Finally realizing just what she’d lost in Lance’s eyes, Sandy slumped in her chair. “Ms. Sandy, they are being much more careful and you want to know the reason?” Lilly asked but didn’t wait for an answer. “It’s because Jennifer and I are coming up here with them. Oh, when we first learned what they’d found, neither of us wanted to stay in the state of Kentucky.”  
 
    “I wanted to find a boat and sail to an island,” Jennifer huffed as both moms shivered just from hearing ‘boat’.  
 
    “It was the third day when Jennifer noticed that our men were being much more careful and moving forward much slower with us here,” Lilly continued. “I’m sorry, I didn’t notice it. I was beyond shocked, coming to terms with what they had discovered and trying to wrap my brain around it. But Jennifer was compiling the work they’d asked us to help on and she read the notes and came to me, pointing out Ian and Lance were moving much slower on their experiments with us here than compared to before we started coming.” Glancing around the office and out the windows, “Don’t get me wrong, this place terrifies me and amazes me, but I asked Lance to never come up here without me if they do any work and Jennifer asked Ian the same and they both agreed. I would be just as happy to never come here but it keeps them safer, and this will give us an advantage none can compete with.”  
 
    Everyone clearly heard Lilly stressing that they had ‘asked’. She was explaining that no one should ‘tell’ the boys not to do shit. 
 
    “Thank you,” Sandy sighed and turned to Mary to find her still in a state of shock. About to ask Mary if she was okay, Sandy decided not to and would just let Mary come out of it on her own.  
 
    Getting back to the meeting, Lance then started talking about how they’d turned the shipping container into a collection vat by lining it with glass. After putting a drain on it, they’d rigged up more collection vats lined with glass. Next, they’d packed the container with stinkers they’d gone out and shot, sealed it up, and pulled a vacuum on it. Now, they had over seven hundred gallons of stinker nut juice.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Percy called out as his hand never stopped writing the squiggly lines. “How much stinker nut juice do you get out of a stinker?”  
 
    “For every kilogram a stinker weighs, we get a quarter of a liter,” Ian answered. “Lilly has figured out the count of organisms per cubic centimeter, it’s in the handout. I’m not committing the number to memory.”   
 
    Percy nodded as Ian continued. “Now with our first jaunt into this new field, we found if we mixed one liter of nut juice to three liters of water, we got electricity,” he told them and headed for the door. “Follow, please,” he called over his shoulder.  
 
    Getting to his feet, Dwain looked over at Heath who looked like he was about to pass out. “You realize something,” Dwain stated, and Heath turned to him. “Long ago a race created this shit to rule the universe, but two boys wanting to figure out how to go for a ride cracked their super weapon.”  
 
    Still feeling lightheaded, Heath thought about that and gave a grin as he relaxed. “Damn,” he smirked, getting up and following the others out. They found Lance standing next to a foot tall, two feet wide, and four feet long steel box that had posts like a battery. All along the battery were protrusions and wires leading to a computer.  
 
    “This was our first functioning ‘special battery’,” Lance told them. “It’s under a vacuum because without a vacuum, the parasite dies. Before anyone says anything, in a stinker the organism is in a sealed environment. That’s why you see that funky scab material on stinkers. The organism is keeping its environment. Now, Lilly found what’s left of the brain in stinkers, the lower brain stem, there are more parasites than the rest of the body.” 
 
    Still making scribbles on his pad, Percy let out a gasp. “The parasites form a primitive brain using ours like a scaffolding!” 
 
    Moving up beside Lance, “Okay, figuring that out so fast? He’s making me feel stupid,” Ian admitted.    
 
    Agreeing with Ian, “Yes, fifty percent of all the organisms are in the brain stem and branch out,” Lance said, then gave a rundown on how the organism spanned the body for movement and centralized on the optic and auditory nerves centers. Then Ian chimed in, giving the findings of how stinkers’ eyesight, from testing, seemed as good as human sight. Stinkers did have a hard time seeing into shadows, day or night. And when stinkers walked into shadows, it took their eyes minutes to become accustomed, even at night. At night, just walking from a field to tree cover took minutes before sight returned to baseline.  
 
    When Lance went to start, Rhonda raised her hand and Lance nodded at her. “Yeah, that’s cool and I wanted to know, but what about that?” she asked pointing at the battery. 
 
    Patting the battery with his hand, “Like I said, this was our first full-size success,” Lance stated with pride. “It’s under a vacuum and stays that way, like all our ‘special batteries’,” he said grinning and Heath felt lightheaded, now realizing what the ‘special battery’ really was. “This battery is producing eight thousand, two hundred watts, and as you can imagine, it’s heavy as hell.” 
 
    “After the explosions we’d had I wanted to use one-inch steel, but Lance talked me out of it and we used half-inch to make the housing,” Ian told everyone. 
 
    Looking around the group, “This battery is water and stinker nut juice only. Distilled water and nut juice only,” Lance corrected. “We tested using just unfiltered water but we both suspected it was going to be unpredictable, and we were right. There are contaminates in unfiltered water the organism can use for fuel.” 
 
    Looking at the huge battery, “There’s just water and stinker nut juice?” Dwain asked for clarification, and Lance nodded. “How in the hell is it making electricity?!” he cried out.  
 
    Dropping the smile, “We don’t fucking know!” Lance shouted. “We have theories, but I’m sure they aren’t even close! Shit, for all we know, the parasite is stripping electrons off atoms or using a magic wand! We only know what we’ve found out,” Lance said, lowering his volume at the end. “What we do know is when you feed organic material in controlled doses under the correct conditions, you get power.”   
 
    As one, the six turned to Ian. “We don’t know how it makes power, only that it does,” Ian told them. “Hell, my theory is the parasite uses quantum tunneling, splitting neutrons.”  
 
    Giving a low whistle, “Yeah, that would give you power out the ass at that scale,” Percy agreed. 
 
    Seeing Ian taking a breath to explore that line of thought, Jennifer stepped in front of him. “Not now,” she told him flatly.   
 
    Just groaning, Ian turned away as Lance moved along the battery. “The battery still gives off gas, hydrogen sulfide, but it also gives off hydrogen,” Lance told them, but looked at Dwain. “We don’t know why so don’t ask, but all our batteries give that off. The others just give off more since they’re upgrades,” he said, then tapped the protrusions at the top. “These are pressure release valves. If the vacuum pump fails, they go off. It only needs one, but all of our batteries have four. Our thinking was if all four failed at the same time, God wanted us dead.” 
 
    They all nodded at that as Lance moved around the table. “Our first battery has twenty gallons of stinker nut juice in it,” he told them and they all stepped back. “The organism is using the water somehow. On the computer screen you can see the level,” he said and they all turned to look at the readings on the monitor. “Water has to be injected into the battery to keep it at a three parts water to one part stinker nut juice.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you name it something else?” Sandy moaned, but was reading the monitor.  
 
    “We discovered it, and puked more than any ten people in the history of mankind until we got a real sample. We can call it whatever we want,” Lance snapped. “We called it ‘stinker nut juice’ for a reason.”  
 
    Standing on the other side of the table, Lance patted another steel box, but this one was two feet square cubed. The first thing they noticed was the housing wasn’t nearly as thick. “This was our second full-scale success,” he beamed with pride. “This special battery puts out twelve thousand, one hundred watts.” 
 
    As one, they all turned from the one on the table to the massive one beside the table. “The one on the table weighs fifty-eight pounds,” Ian smirked, then nodded at the one beside the table. “We don’t know how much that one weighs, but it takes a forklift to move it.”  
 
    Turning to the smaller special battery, everyone now understood just how important this discovery was. “What did you do?” Percy panted out.  
 
    Patting the small battery, “We call the juice inside, ‘super stinker nut juice’,” Lance laughed. “We pulled a nitrogen vacuum with distilled water and noticed a spike in power. This battery is getting sucrose injected at a controlled rate.”  
 
    Cocking her head to the side, “Sugar?” Rhonda clarified.  
 
    “Yeah,” Lance said. “In Dad’s notes, he said he thought at times he could smell ketones from stinkers. I was about to look it up until my buddy reminded me my girl is a veterinarian.” 
 
    They all turned to Lilly who just shrugged. “Jennifer and I weren’t coming up here yet. Lance just had me explain diabetic acidosis,” she told them.   
 
    When they turned back to Lance, they saw he was holding what looked like a hundred cubic centimeter glass syringe in his right hand. “I won’t bore you with the mixture ratio this one has, but this one syringe will run this special battery for eighteen days.”   
 
    “Whoa,” Percy gasped and the others wobbled on their feet. “Have you tried protein?” 
 
    The smile dropped off Lance’s face almost immediately. “Yeah, that was the explosion you heard five days ago,” he answered, and that got everyone’s lightheadedness to go away. “We have theories as to why, but all of us think we just can’t control the mixture because proteins are much more complex than simple sugar. One thing I will say, the damn energy readings were off the charts and we were only testing a sample the size of a D cell battery.”  
 
    “Percy?” Lilly sang out and he turned to face her. “Any of you try that again without talking to everyone, Tony won’t be the only one claimed by the killing field,” she warned him. “Let Lance continue.”  
 
    They followed Lance over to another table that had another two feet cube. “This is our latest creation. This one, we decreased the vacuum to -.25 Millibars and adjusted the nitrogen saturation. Using the same amount of sucrose, this battery puts out sixteen thousand watts for eighteen days. We’re happy with this and don’t feel the need to go for more power until we understand it just a bit better.”  
 
    “Why nitrogen?” Percy asked.  
 
    “It was a gas we found that the organism didn’t do shit with,” Ian answered. “Oxygen, hydrogen, and the few others we tried, the organism can use for power and then the fluctuations start. Fluctuations with this shit are always bad.” 
 
    “Real bad,” Jennifer scoffed.  
 
    “What were you using as protein?” Percy asked.  
 
    “Ground up pinto beans,” Ian answered. “I want to say our mixture matrix was evenly dispersed but on that scale, I can’t be certain.”  
 
    “So, you’ve only used sucrose and beans?” Percy asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No,” Ian smiled. “We found limestone works really well but it has to be very pure, like no living organisms in it.” Remembering them praising Jennifer about limestone, with his mouth hanging open Percy turned to Jennifer in shock.  
 
    “What? I know stuff,” Jennifer snapped. “Limestone is fossilized marine life.” 
 
    “So you got power from limestone?” Rhonda asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Ian stated with pride. “More than sucrose, but you have to make sure the limestone is pure by baking it to kill anything. We actually got more power, but it’s more labor intensive than just boiling down some sugar in distilled water. Plus, we can grow sugar.” 
 
    Looking around the area, “How much power are you generating up here with special batteries?” Rhonda asked. “Why call them batteries anyway? They’re really generators, aren’t they?” 
 
    “Yes, they are generators and not really batteries,” Lance answered. “But if anyone ever hears someone in this group talking about ‘special batteries’, that’s what they’ll look for and think they are. As far as power, for the research area we have several ‘special batteries’ for forty-eight megawatts.”  
 
    “Can one blow up?” Sandy asked looking at the last cube.  
 
    “It would take a line of failures, but yeah,” Lance answered. “The main safeguard is if the housing starts to get hot because the vacuum pump failed, the vacuum is released.” Hearing that, Sandy turned to look at him. “When air floods in, the stinker nut juice goes from a thin liquid to a thick, cloudy honey paste. The best that Ian and I can come up with is, ‘When air is introduced, the organism is overloaded with particles to consume’. We know from the microscope, the organism is dead. The glass rods are hollow. I think this is a safeguard so the organism can’t be studied, and Ian agrees.” 
 
    A loud slap sounded and everyone turned to Percy. “That’s why water kills them!” he cried out. “Our skin is permeable to water and it overloads the organism! They start eating what’s in front of them to produce power and die from overload!”  
 
    “About what we figured,” Ian nodded. “When they go into overload is when they produce acid that can eat through anything but silicon, some silica compounds, or a close derivative.” 
 
    “But they showed an active parasite on TV,” Rhonda pointed out.  
 
    “One that was flash frozen,” Ian responded. “We did that and you can look at it but as soon as it thaws the organism dies, somehow making energy from water, ice, and the air it was exposed to before it was frozen. Now, freeze it under a vacuum and it won’t die when it thaws.” 
 
    For several minutes nobody spoke, coming to terms with what they had learned. “Can anyone find this out?” Mary asked.  
 
    “Sure. If they did what we did,” Ian answered.  
 
    “Ms. Mary,” Lilly called out, getting her attention. “Nobody will go through all those steps. Yes, they’re smart, but also very lucky. Not only didn’t they get killed, but Lance and Ian went way overboard trying to get hydrogen sulfide to go for a ride.”  
 
    Hearing Lilly say it, Heath and Dwain gave snickers.   
 
    “Some may try to get fuel like they did,” Mary pointed out.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure some have,” Lilly responded, and moved over by the table and tapped the keyboard. She turned and pointed at a large screen, and Mary turned. On the screen was a metal coffin, but on the top of the coffin was a spout the size of a pencil with a blue flame. “Jennifer came up with this for our test to see how much hydrogen sulfide a stinker can make after being put down. If I wanted power, I could put water over that flame to generate steam, thereby power. There’s a one-way valve allowing air in at a steady rate and the flame’s rate of combustion is being monitored. Using both of those until it goes out and you’ll know how much hydrogen sulfide a stinker puts out. As we all know, even when put down, stinkers’ corpses stay around showing slow decomposition. We don’t know why so don’t ask, but we’re testing it.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid!” Jennifer cried out, even though nobody thought that or was looking at her. 
 
    “Jennifer,” Lilly sighed. “The only one who thinks you aren’t intelligent is you. We know you are.” 
 
    Perking up, “Thank you,” Jennifer beamed. Sandy turned to look at Mary and saw Mary just smiling at Jennifer blissfully. In that instance, Sandy made the decision she would never tell Mary what Lilly had told her about the boys and porn. Looking at Mary, Sandy was certain she would inform Ian of things Sandy, as a mother, really didn’t want Lance to know yet.   
 
    Looking at the corner of the screen at the date and time, “That’s in real time,” Percy informed her. 
 
    “Thank you, Percy, I didn’t know that,” Lilly replied in a flat tone.  
 
    “How long has the flame been burning?” Rhonda asked.  
 
    “Twenty-nine days,” Jennifer answered.  
 
    “Lance, Ian,” Dwain called out. “You have no idea how this thing makes electricity on this scale?” 
 
    Rolling his head on his neck, Lance dropped his gaze to Ian. “I’m so tired,” Lance groaned. Turning to face Dwain, “Have you ever seen Star Trek?” Lance asked and Dwain nodded. “This is like the Enterprise landed out there in the field and left the landing lights on. Ian and I come out and see the light and tell everyone ‘we got free light’. We don’t know it’s a spaceship and can do many things. All we know is we have free light over us.” 
 
    “Damn. That was good, dude,” Ian admitted.  
 
    Finally understanding, Dwain nodded and asked, “Do you think if someone got their hands on a special battery they could figure it out?”  
 
    “They would know it produces power. Take it apart and we’ve told you what happens. Sure, they can use a microscope and find the empty shells, but they’ll have to figure out the ‘how’,” Lance answered. 
 
    “Dwain,” Lilly chuckled. “Anyone opens one up to see the cloudy goo, they aren’t going to look at it under a microscope. They’ll put the goo in a mass spectrometer to find out what it is. No sane human would think of getting power from jelly. They’ll see the inside is glass and the plates are silicon graphite and ferrosilicon. Only Lance and Ian would think of looking in the liquid for answers because, for all intents and purposes, this organism is akin to nanotechnology.”   
 
    “Um, this may be stupid, but,” Rhonda paused, “all the parasites came on that asteroid?” 
 
    “Fuck no!” Lance cried out. “What gave you that idea?” 
 
    “Uh, they have a shell made of glass?” Rhonda answered.  
 
    “Silicon,” Lance corrected. “The organism makes it, but we have video under the microscope of them producing and they can do it at a very scary rate. When a person starts to get sick and is about to die, a person may only have three or four in their entire body. If the body is under stress and the electrical output of the brain drops in the space of two hours, there are millions of organisms. In four hours, billions.” 
 
    “And that’s the only time they can reproduce? In us?” Rhonda asked and Lance nodded. “So this will go away? Because I heard those not dying were getting rid of the organism.”  
 
    “I’m sure we don’t have any in us,” Lance said and saw Rhonda relax. “But this organism is here until the end of the Earth.”  
 
    Startled, Rhonda just gave a blank stare at Lance as Lilly explained. “Rhonda, in the mouths of stinkers walking around, you wouldn’t believe how many inactive organisms there are. The inside of their mouths should be black,” Lilly told her. “The stinkers that have been killed had some that weren’t even turned on and those will be in the environment forever. In a thousand years if a kid gets dirt in a cut where a stinker died, the glass rod could get in because they can last for millions of years just lying there, like they did across space. If that kid dies, it’ll get turned on. That’s what convinced me it was a weapon. It can’t evolve, and with what we’ve seen and found out here, that should be impossible unless it was created for that sole purpose, limiting the expansion of intelligent life.”  
 
    “So, a bite will always be a death sentence?” Rhonda questioned.  
 
    “There won’t be an immunization any time soon. Even if this hadn’t exploded across the globe and all our resources had been put on it, I’m sure an immunization would take half a century,” Lilly stated, but then smiled. “But, Mr. Johnathan had several interesting ideas on how to treat a bite.”  
 
    “What?!” Sandy cried out.  
 
    “In his notebook, Mr. Johnathan had several ideas on how to treat a bite with what he had heard on the radio, worked out, or just guessed,” Lilly told her. 
 
    “Like what?” Sandy mumbled.  
 
    “The one I’m going to try is fluid overload,” Lilly answered. “Granted, it will be very dangerous but if the patient is going to die anyway, it’s a valid theory after what I’ve learned here. I really feel our bodies could handle the fluid overload but the parasite can’t. Using what Mr. Johnathan came up with and doing more research, I feel good about the chances.” 
 
    Everyone was in awe as Lance mumbled, “Ian and I will go and get a sack of shit gang member to try it on.”  
 
    Never taking her eyes off Sandy, Lilly gave a heavy sigh. “Now you see why I’ve never mentioned it, Ms. Sandy. Your son has no concept of ‘unnecessary danger’. ”  
 
    Walking over, Sandy wrapped her arms around Lilly, hugging her tight. “Oh, I wish I could go back in time and kick my own ass for looking at you badly. You watch out for him, but he listens to you,” Sandy sniffled. “You are never allowed to leave Lance.” Surprised by the hug, Lilly returned it with a contented smile. “You can call me Sandy, Ms. Sandy, Momma, Momma Sandy, or even bitch. You’re allowed.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare call my momma a bitch,” Lance chimed in grinning, but then mumbled, “unless she’s really acting like one.”  
 
    Releasing Lilly and turning to Lance, “She has my permission,” Sandy informed him. “Oh, your daddy would’ve been so proud of your choice.”  
 
    “She’s the only girl I’ve ever chosen,” Lance popped off. Sandy took a breath as she raised her finger, pointing at him. “Hey!” Lance shouted. “You’re the one who asked Jennifer’s mom to fix me up with someone for the Fall Formal! I was just going to go by myself!” 
 
    “That slut Sabrina!” Sandy popped off. Jennifer looked at Ian, about to tell him they had to leave the research area but scratched that idea when she saw Ian trying not to laugh.  
 
    “You tried to fix me up with Nina Banks, Mom!” Lance cried out. “She had one eyebrow that went across her forehead! It looked like a ten-inch-long fuzzy caterpillar just died on her forehead! Then we can mention the fact Nina had more hair on her body than everyone in our family put together!”  
 
    Holding her chin high, “She wasn’t that hairy,” Sandy objected.  
 
    “Yes, she was,” Lance responded. “The only good the fur did was cover up the ugly.”  
 
    Crossing her arms, “She wasn’t ugly,” Sandy popped off.  
 
    “Are you insane?!” Lance cried out. “Nina was so ugly her parents sat her in the corner and fed her with a slingshot just to keep her away from the table so they didn’t have to look at her!” Everyone was trying not to laugh, not to appease Sandy and Lance but because of where they were. 
 
    “That’s being mean,” Sandy informed him.  
 
    “Mean? I was being nice,” Lance corrected her. “Nina didn’t need a costume on Halloween to win any contest. The fact Nina thought she was a goddess was what I found to be a problem. Spandex is a privilege, not a right.” 
 
    “She was a sophomore like Sabrina, and Nina wasn’t fat,” Sandy pointed out. 
 
    Nodding, “No, she wasn’t fat,” Lance agreed. “It wouldn’t have mattered to me if Nina owned the globe, so I couldn’t care less about what grade she was in. She had a butt that was four feet wide, shoulders that weren’t even two feet wide, one boob was like a double D and the other was a C. She was over six feet tall and had feet bigger than Jason.”  
 
    “Nina was always sweet,” Sandy informed him.  
 
    “I would’ve broken my own leg before going to the Fall Formal with her since you told me I had to go, and the only way I wasn’t, I would have to be in the hospital,” Lance let her know. “You left me with no choice, I had to find someone to go with. I was going with Allie if Sabrina turned me down.” 
 
    Chuckling, “Sabrina dumped Blake the day you asked her,” Jennifer snorted.  
 
    Turning to Jennifer, “Is that why that fucker got in my face?” Lance asked, and Jennifer nodded. “Why didn’t you tell me then? She got back with him. At the ball field he got in my face saying I treated her like crap. I went out with her one time. You could’ve said something. I can sit down and figure out how many hours you talked to me on the phone after that,” Lance challenged.   
 
    Flipping her hand at Lance as she rolled her eyes, “Sabrina was just pissed that you didn’t try to f-,” Jennifer froze, realizing what she’d almost said.  
 
    “I didn’t what?” Lance asked, but saw Jennifer wasn’t going to continue. “Hey, I told you I thought she was screwing with me when she put her tongue in my mouth. I can honestly say what Sabrina did wasn’t kissing. I’ve done that with Lilly and I like it. Sabrina was trying to stick her tongue down my throat and lick my stomach. She fucking gagged me! What the hell was I supposed to think?!” Knowing what Jennifer was going to say, Lilly wanted to help but Sandy had started this, so she wasn’t getting into it. 
 
    “Lance?” Sandy called out because she had a good idea what Jennifer had been about to say before stopping. “Nina wasn’t ugly and you could’ve gone with her.” 
 
    “You could’ve gone to the dance with Nina because I wasn’t going to,” Lance scoffed. “Even Dad said Nina was ugly.” 
 
    Letting out a gasp, “Johnathan would never call someone, much less a young girl, ugly,” Sandy stated.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. He didn’t say ‘ugly’. Dad called her genetically-challenged appearance-wise,” Lance told her. “That’s just a fancy way to say that bitch was ugly. I will say this, if Nina had shoved her tongue down my throat like Sabrina did, I would’ve found a gun and shot the bitch.” 
 
    “Lance, you’re being an ass,” Sandy told him, seeing Ian was changing colors in trying not to laugh and Jennifer was trying to hide so Lance wouldn’t ask more. 
 
    “No, I’m being honest,” he countered. “I wasn’t going out in public with someone who has to have a brush to comb the fur on her body.”  
 
    “Ian,” Sandy called out, and watched Ian bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing out loud. “Was Nina ugly?” she asked. 
 
    Shrugging, “Depends, Momma Sandy,” Ian smirked. “Compared to a sasquatch? No.”   
 
    Everyone let out snorts as Sandy turned back to Lance. “Why did you ask Sabrina, of all people?” 
 
    “Because she’d asked me a week before at church,” Lance replied. “I told her I was going alone. I didn’t give a shit who Jason fixed Ian up with, but then you told me I was going with a date whether I liked it or not.” 
 
    “Ooops fixed you up with Tabitha?” Mary snapped and all laughter left Ian’s body.  
 
    Looking at his mom and nodding slowly, “Yeah,” Ian mumbled, not sure if he should say more. 
 
    “I thought you liked Tabitha,” Sandy whispered.  
 
    “I did until I heard that,” Mary said. “Ooops had one thing on his mind about girls, and it wasn’t holding hands.” 
 
    Knowing very well about Ooops, Sandy just sighed still looking at Lance. “One thing I can say, if Lilly had lived near us, your father would’ve made you go with her. He could read people even better than she can. Oh, a fight would’ve ensued, but it would’ve been a fight your father would’ve won in the end.” 
 
    Perking up with a smile, “Really?” Lance asked in awe.  
 
    Nodding, “Oh, he would’ve slept at Doug’s a few nights, but I would’ve given in,” Sandy said and then smiled. “He always said you would know the one you were after.”  
 
    Thankful for a reprieve in the conversation, Jennifer stepped between them. “We are way off topic and need to leave,” she told everyone. She saw Lance’s eyes get wide, realizing what had happened. “Don’t,” Jennifer warned. “It was a slip-up and didn’t hurt anything. No experiments are running, so drop it or I’m picking up a hammer.”  
 
    “Okay,” Lance smiled and then headed out.  
 
    Behind him, Lance heard Heath mumble, “They can have Robin if I don’t have to come back up here.”       
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Ten 
 
    The clubhouse 
 
      
 
    Two days before Halloween, Heath pulled up at the clubhouse. “You know I don’t like being late,” Robin told him as he parked the UTV. Looking around at over fifty UTVs and golf carts parked in neat rows around the clubhouse, Heath parked at the end of a row.  
 
    “Robin, we’re half an hour early, so chill,” Heath sighed, getting out. 
 
    The rest of their group pulled in beside them, parking while Heath watched Robin grab dishes of food from the back of the UTV. Glancing around the parking area, or backyard of the clubhouse, he didn’t see the track or any vehicles from the cabin.  
 
    “They aren’t here yet,” Dwain said stopping beside him.  
 
    “They’re usually here an hour early just to go over the monitor logs,” Heath mumbled as Robin, Kathy, and the rest of the Bear Trap Clan filed past, heading into the clubhouse, but Percy stopped beside them. 
 
    “Where are Lance and Ian?” he asked, then noticed no vehicles from the cabin there.  
 
    “Have no idea,” Dwain shrugged. 
 
    “Oh, man,” Percy groaned. “I hope they aren’t doing anything cool.”  
 
    Heath and Dwain both cut their eyes over at Percy. “What would define ‘cool’?” Dwain asked.  
 
    Before Percy could answer, Heath popped off, “Don’t say shit about the research area.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, like learning a new patrol technique or weapon. You know, something cool,” Percy stressed.  
 
    “Percy, that’s every day for them,” Heath stated. The next day after the meeting at the research area, Percy had taken his sister Gail, Alvin, and Julie up to the research area. They’d been given the tour and from what Percy said, they had been just as blown away as anyone. Heath and Dwain took Percy’s word because they hadn’t gone. As Heath had told everyone, ‘I don’t ever want to go back’, and Dwain agreed with him.  
 
    Percy gave them updates, even though they didn’t want any. For the last three weeks, the four had been going over what the boys had discovered and all the test results. They had been supposed to stay for a shift there of four hours, but the group rarely spent less than six. Four more desks had been added to the office but so far, they hadn’t set them up. The four had stayed in the break camper going over data. When they had been told, all understood the significance of the discovery and never dreamed of taking anything from the site.  
 
    What bothered Heath, the four didn’t view the research area as deadly. Gail had told Heath and Dwain they knew it was dangerous but if they followed the rules, they would be fine. Heath thought there was definitely something wrong with them because the four weren’t terrified of the killer robots.  
 
    Percy, Gail, Alvin, and Julie had been ecstatic that they were going to help, and vowed they would continue their regular work and still help out in the research area. Dwain and Heath had gone ahead and done the fours’ chores at the Bear Trap house, just for the chance that they themselves would never have to go back to the research area.  
 
    Since nobody talked about what was actually there, except the killer robots, Grady had gotten excited. Grady had offered Percy to assist them and Heath had promptly punched Grady in the mouth. After Grady had woken up on the floor again, he’d found Heath standing over him with both fists balled up and ready to rain down. “You won’t even ask,” Heath had snarled. “You piss them off just by opening your mouth. You piss Ian and Lance off at the research area, the killer robots might follow you home and shoot one of us by mistake.”  
 
    “I just want to learn what they know,” Percy sighed, staring down the driveway into the valley below.  
 
    “Percy, we all want to learn what they know,” Dwain reminded him.  
 
    Shaking his head, “Most of the shit they know, they already knew before this!” Percy cried out. “Shit, I didn’t know you learned wilderness survival and stuff like that in the Scouts. I always thought they sat around campfires singing. Have you seen all the merit badges on their sashes and metal ones on their belts? I looked over some and holy crap! They learned more in Scouts than most people do in school. They shot guns in the Scouts! Then they shot guns with their families! They hunted, fished, played sports, and took martial arts! Did you know they’re black belts in Tae Kwon Do and third degree brown belts in kenpo?”  
 
    Never looking away from Percy, Heath just sighed. “Yes, and we know even doing all that, the boys still maintained straight As in school and in all the college courses they were taking in the gifted program. Percy, Denny was in Scouts too, and his troop didn’t do near what Ian and Lance’s troop did. Hell, Denny’s troop only went camping once a year. Ian’s and Lance’s troop went camping once a month, even during the school year.” 
 
    “I feel cheated,” Percy groaned. “I was in the gifted program and I wanted to play sports, but sucked ass. I broke my wrist just trying to dribble the basketball down the court and tripped. I can play a little now, but my coordination still sucks ass.”  
 
    “Join the club because we feel cheated as well,” Dwain agreed as he stared hard into Percy’s eyes. “Percy, don’t call them ‘sir’. I think you’re starting to get on their nerves with that.”   
 
    “I tell them I’m sorry,” Percy whined. “Fuck me, they’re more mature than any professor I’ve ever had. Gail didn’t believe they were only thirteen until Lilly showed her Lance’s birth certificate.” 
 
    Holding up his hand to stop Percy, “Percy, I’m just telling you because they like you,” Dwain told him, again. “They don’t see themselves as ‘sirs’. Sir, to them, is their father, sensei, scout leader or the like.”  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “Have they called you sir?” Percy asked.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No,” Dwain answered with no shame. “They haven’t called anyone here ‘sir’ and why would they? They saved all of us. We don’t rank that high in their eyes.” 
 
    “They’ve called Seth ‘sir’ once or twice,” Heath chimed in, and Dwain turned to object but stopped. “I assure you, they only did it because Seth is nearly sixty and still moves like someone twenty years younger.” Able to recall if he had heard it, Dwain finally nodded.  
 
    “I’ll try harder,” Percy sighed.  
 
    Glancing around to make sure no one was close, “Are you four going to be able to contribute in the research area?” Heath asked.  
 
    Making sure himself that none were close, a huge smile filled Percy’s face as he nodded. “Oh, yeah. Alvin is redesigning the special battery. He’s positive it’ll be twenty to thirty percent more powerful. Gail and Julie are redesigning the collection system for the nut juice. From what we’ve learned, when they store it, the nut juice will be in hibernation until needed. I started on smaller special batteries this week.” 
 
    Furrowing his brow, “Why smaller?” Dwain asked.  
 
    Still grinning, “To put in drones,” Percy answered, and Heath fought not to pass out.  
 
    “Drones, like in the kind that fly?” Dwain clarified, and Percy nodded. “What the fuck for?” Dwain gasped in panic as his eyes looked to the sky, expecting drones to descend from the sky and kill them all.  
 
    Finally, the smile fell off Percy’s face in shock. “To keep a watch over us,” Percy answered.  
 
    “Are they going to be armed?” Dwain panted.  
 
    Shrugging, “I’m not arming them,” Percy answered, and this made both Dwain and Heath relax. “Lance and Ian were already planning for drones, but it was going to be months before they could devote the time to do it. From looking at some of their plans, I think they’ll arm some.”  
 
    Oh, did that answer make Dwain and Heath lightheaded. “So, they already have plans to build small planes?” Heath asked.  
 
    “Kind of,” Percy answered. “They have partial ones, but neither has ever built a plane. Both have only flown remote controlled model airplanes. Now they’ve built drone choppers, for what I don’t know, but I would love to know,” Percy informed them with a grin.  
 
    “They want hover drones, too?” Dwain asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, I’ve built some of those, so it won’t be hard,” Percy answered. “Patrick and two of his brothers in the Beard Clan used to build and fly R/C planes, so Lance gave them a drawing of a plane and the payload they wanted.” 
 
    Very surprised about that, “They gave an actual drawing?” Heath asked.  
 
    “Oh, it was on a thumb drive,” Percy answered and Heath nodded, thinking that sounded more like what Lance would do. He had no doubt Patrick didn’t know the why or about the special batteries. To be honest, Heath had asked Ian and Lance to bring in Patrick and his brothers, but the boys had said, ‘not yet’. Taking that as the Beard Clan would be brought in sometime in the future, Heath hadn’t pushed. If the stipulation for the Beard Clan was he himself had to go back to the research area, Heath was going to ask they never be brought in on the secret. 
 
    “Guys,” Percy said with a cringe, “you do know Ian and Lance have a hovering drone over us now, right? They told us at the meeting in the research area.” 
 
    Heath nearly climbed in the UTV and left while Dwain thought about digging a hole and just hiding there. “Are you kidding?!” Dwain panted, never remembering any talk about a drone but knew he hadn’t been paying attention to what was said many times.  
 
    Shaking his head slowly, “No, they sent it up at the end of September,” Percy told them. “For a drone, it’s huge, but it only has cameras.” 
 
    Looking up at the sky through the leaves, “How high?” Dwain asked just tickled the drone wasn’t armed.  
 
    “Four thousand feet,” Percy answered.  
 
    A grin split Heath’s face. “They use it to watch for masses of stinkers moving toward us,” Heath stated, and Percy nodded.  
 
    “When was the last time y’all went to Bravo area?” Percy asked.  
 
    “Yesterday,” Dwain answered.   
 
    “Are they still staying on schedule?” Percy asked in awe.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, and if I wasn’t seeing it, I wouldn’t believe it,” Dwain answered. For a solid month, those on Bravo had cut down trees. Two hundred and fifty acres of trees. All the trees had been cut down between the town of Bimble and the three mile perimeter. After the trees were cut down, they’d been pulled into a small valley and there the trees had been separated. Those thirty feet tall and straight were stacked to use as poles, and all others were stacked to cut into lumber with a sawmill. 
 
    At first, this had made everyone, including those in Bravo, nervous. Cutting trees, the heavy machinery and sawmill made noise, but Ian and Lance had pulled thunder bots, gun bots, and battle bots to surround the work area and to date, no stinker had made it through. Even with all that, Ian and Lance still had Bravo keep guards up. Every morning, Ian and Lance would drive out and escort Bravo through the bots to the work site, and escort them back to the farm where they were staying every evening. 
 
    Four days ago, Bravo had started on the first fence around Bimble. The night before, Heath and Dwain had gone to carry food to Bravo while Lance and Ian escorted them back to the farm. As Bravo worked, Ian and Lance had brought in eleven more people for Bravo, and Jarvis had taken them all. Since Bravo had started, over three dozen survivors had shown up on their own, wanting to join up. But Jarvis had only allowed twenty-eight to stay, the rest had been told they couldn’t stay and had to leave.  
 
    Waiting until after the meeting with Ian and Lance, Heath had asked Jarvis how he’d decided who to keep in the group. Jarvis had said those who stayed weren’t in Bravo yet, they’d only been given a chance, but he was certain they would work out. Jarvis had explained that some of those he’d sent away had just given him a bad feeling. The others he’d sent away, Jarvis had said they were assholes and wanted someone to protect them while they did nothing. One thing that did surprise Heath, sixteen kids under the age of seventeen had shown up. Unlike adults with kids, those without adults always showed up alone or with one other kid. Those sixteen weren’t added into the number yet because Jarvis had said he was going to do everything he could to make sure the kids stayed. Now, Bravo was the largest of all the groups in the coalition at eighty-one. The kids weren’t counted, but they still worked. 
 
    At that meeting, Jarvis had asked Ian and Lance if they could change the route of the wall in a few places. The wall would be just over eight and half miles around, but enclose nearly four square miles. Heath had looked at the map and saw the fence would travel around Bimble, staying on ridges, and with the changes Jarvis wanted, would enclose a tall peak to the southeast and one to the west. Before, those would’ve been outside and could look down into Bimble. He’d understood the reason, but Ian and Lance had just laughed. Ian had finally said, “Those high points weren’t going to be there outside your wall after you were done, but go ahead with the changes.”  
 
    The next morning, Heath, Dwain, Patrick, and some of their clans had headed out with Ian and Lance to escort Bravo to the starting point in a valley floor north of Bimble. After moving the bots and getting the go-ahead from Lance and Ian, Bravo had started. A tractor would pull up to the marked line and using an auger, drill a ten-foot-deep hole. When it was done, the tractor would roll up five feet and drill another one. Since they were only half a mile from Highway 25E, stinkers had come for the noise but were met by gun bots that mowed them down.  
 
    When the tractor had a hundred yards of holes dug, another group had come in and dropped sheered tree trunks in for poles. They weren’t each cut to thirty feet, the trees used just had to be at least thirty feet tall. Lance had told Jarvis they could trim them up later if they wanted to.  
 
    With the tractor still digging holes along the line and the group putting in the posts, they had fifty yards up before another group came in. This group screwed up the cut boards. All the boards were two inches thick and ten feet long, but the width depended on the tree. Boards ranged from four inches in width to some at twelve inches, but all boards in each row were the same width.  
 
    What had shocked Heath was how fast the wall was getting put up. After the tractor had dug a mile, it had stopped because it would leave the gun bot coverage area. By noon, a mile of completed fence was up and the boys had moved the bots to cover the next section. This time, a dozer had moved out first to level the ground since they were going up a finger that led down from a ridge. When it was a hundred yards into the job, the tractor had come in and the process started again.  
 
    Rhonda had come with Ian, Lance, Jennifer, and Lilly. As the second mile was being put in, she’d eased over to Heath and asked why the next row of boards were offset from the row below. The ends of the boards from one row to the next never ended on the same post. Feeling very elated that Rhonda had asked him, Heath explained that if the boards all ended on the same post, that would make a section of the wall weak. By overlapping each row, the strength stayed constant.    
 
    By the end of the day, two miles had been put up. Ian and Lance had told the Bear Trap and Beard Clans they didn’t need them tomorrow and to just continue on with the other tasks. Lance, Ian, Jennifer, and Lilly had gone out to move the bots and help cover while Bravo worked.  
 
    When Heath and Dwain had ridden over yesterday afternoon to see if Bravo needed help, Heath had slammed on the brakes where Bravo had initially started. They could see Bravo working on the ridge to the west, and knew Bravo would be done before nightfall. After they’d driven over, they could tell Bravo was much faster than when they’d started. And like they had figured, Bravo was done several hours before sunset, but started working on the temporary gates. 
 
    There were only going to be three gates. One at each end of highway 25E where it passed through Bimble and one gate to the north where they’d started on the valley floor for access to the coalition. Heath and Dwain had helped cover while the gates were put up on the highway to close the gaps. Unlike the gate to the north, these gates just looked like walls at the moment. A bulldozer was pulled up and parked behind the gate after it was propped up on the wall.  
 
    The wall was built like a diversion fence. It was slanted to all approaches that the stinkers traveled. At each end of the highway, it would divert the stinkers south. There were stinkers inside the fence when they’d escorted Bravo back, but they were trapped. At the highway, gun bots had been moved to hilltops so they could shoot over the twenty-foot-tall wall and stinkers couldn’t pile up. 
 
    As Heath and Dwain remembered all that, Percy was still waiting for more information on Bravo. “So, is the wall finished or what?” Percy finally asked because he had gotten home late yesterday from the research area. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Dwain mumbled as he nodded. “Yes, they finished yesterday.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Percy smiled. “You think that’s where Ian and Lance are?”  
 
    They both turned to look at each other, feeling like idiots. “Shit,” they both said at the same time.  
 
    “Clearing out inside of the fence was the next stage,” Dwain grumbled.  
 
    “Dude, it’s Sunday and unless they tell us different, we’re coming to eat with everyone,” Heath snapped.   
 
    “I know,” Dwain snapped. “We should’ve figured that out and been over here at sunrise to head out and help.” 
 
    Listening to Dwain and Heath, Percy finally spoke up as he shook his head, “Um, they didn’t invite you, so maybe they didn’t want anyone to come?” he offered. Working in the research area, Percy had come to the conclusion that Lance and Ian were mastermind geniuses. One thing Percy had learned was he didn’t help the boys until they asked. Oh, he always wanted to stay beside them just to watch their minds work but when he or anyone else was close, the boys didn’t work as efficiently. It was Lilly who had pointed out the reason. Lance and Ian were worried Percy would do something or stand in the wrong place, inadvertently blocking an escape route if things went bad. After that, Percy watched from afar.   
 
    As Dwain thought about that, Heath objected. “No,” he said flatly. “This is like patrolling. We should’ve thought about it and just showed up. Not all of us,” he stated adamantly. “But some of us should’ve been here to go and help.” 
 
    Hearing Heath’s reasoning, Dwain nodded. “Yeah, that is straight man code.”  
 
    Percy just looked at the two. He had memorized the code. Hell, there was a huge board at the research area that had all the rules listed. The board had many more rules than the code Ian and Lance recited every so often. The same one the Ladybugs recited every day. “Guys, I’ve memorized the code. That isn’t on the board,” Percy told them.  
 
    Dwain turned, looking Percy in the eyes. “Men protect,” Dwain stated. Seeing Percy take a breath to recite the entire verse, Dwain held up a hand to stop him. “I know the verse, but that’s the gist.”  
 
    Rolling that around in his mind and not finding any fault in the reasoning, “Do you think they’ll be mad that we weren’t here to help?” Percy asked.  
 
    “No,” Heath scoffed. “They know everyone needs to rest. For fuck’s sake, look at what they did before any of us were even here. Percy, you do realize, we, and I mean all of us were a drain for them to even bring in. We still are, but at least now the majority of us are helping and working on their ideas, as well as patrolling.” 
 
    “I want to shoot Cory and Rhett. Rita…” Percy paused before adding her to the death list because the skank was fine as hell, but she was a bitch of mega proportions. “Rita, I want to just sew her mouth shut,” Percy finally said.  
 
    “I’d shank all three and never bat an eyelash,” Heath stated with certainty. He had watched the videos Ian had given him and had tried out the technique Ian and Lance had perfected. Granted, he and Dwain had only practiced on stinkers, but felt ready to try it on real people. There were some other members in the GTs and Geek Squad who didn’t work and contribute like the majority, but they were never late and worked when they were supposed to. None came close to the three assholes.  
 
    Hearing the door open, they all turned to see Patrick walk out and head toward them. “I thought they’d at least let you go help clear out the inside of the wall,” Patrick said joining the three.  
 
    Giving a long sigh, “We fucking forgot that was the next stage,” Heath admitted, then caught just what Patrick had said. “You tried to go with them?” Heath asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, David and I showed up at the build house at dawn to join in, but they told us to just head home and take care of the chores and they’d see us at the clubhouse,” Patrick answered. It wasn’t lost on Percy that none had a problem following orders from two thirteen-year-old boys. 
 
    “But you know how to patrol,” Percy mumbled.  
 
    “Yes, and they told us that,” Patrick grinned as he scratched his beard. “They said they didn’t want any of us getting shot by Bravo group, since they don’t know how to patrol yet. Lance and Ian told us they would have their hands full just watching their own group and didn’t need others around to worry about. I told him they didn’t have to watch out for us because if any of Bravo shot at us, even by mistake, we were shooting back.” Dwain and Heath both nodded in agreement as Patrick continued.  
 
    “Ian said that’s why they didn’t want others to go. They told Jarvis and everyone in Bravo, if any person shot near anyone in their group, they and the people to their right and left were getting shot by Ian and Lance,” Patrick smirked.   
 
    “Hold up,” Dwain gasped, throwing out his hands. “Who all went with them?”  
 
    “Everyone at the cabin,” Patrick answered. “Lance was pissed that Holly and Dawn were coming, but it seems he’s learned to choose his battles with Lilly and Sandy.”  
 
    “Shit,” Heath huffed. “Holly was running through the woods hunting deer the day she went into labor with Dawn. Being pregnant doesn’t mean shit to that girl.” They had all seen it and agreed with nods. The only reason Holly wasn’t doing more was because of Lilly, or truth be told, Rhonda. Lilly would tell Holly what she could and couldn’t do. Moaning and groaning, Holly would complain and even a few times get angry, until Rhonda showed up. It was very clear, Holly loved Rhonda but was terrified of her.  
 
    “Fuck,” Dwain mumbled, and they all looked at him but Dwain had turned to Heath. “You know Kathy’s going to freak with Jodi going.”  
 
    “If she does, you need to slap that bitch,” Heath popped off and Dwain gave a startle. “I wouldn’t take my kids patrolling, but I trust Lance and Ian to take them. Lilly told us the day they went to the cabin, our kids were safer with Lance and Ian patrolling than they were with us inside the new house. I can very easily see that now, and it was my own fucking wife who pointed it out. After we went out with Lance and Ian, Robin told me those two could get out of any clusterfuck they ever found themselves in.” 
 
    All Dwain had heard was ‘slap that bitch’. “I slap Kathy and she’ll gut my ass. I sleep in the same bed with her.”  
 
    Patrick watched the two and was more than a little envious. He and his brothers would love to have their kids at the cabin learning. His wife had hinted to Robin about asking Sandy and Mary if their kids could join the cabin, but Robin had said there wasn’t any more room. Granted, they were teaching their kids, but not at the rate or magnitude they were at the cabin. Just listening to Denny talk to Heath one day, Patrick had wanted to join in himself at the cabin to learn.  
 
    “Dwain, I’m sure Kathy isn’t going to flip out,” Heath said. “She’s the one who wanted Jodi to stay there and like I told her that day, out of every idea any of us have ever had, hers was the best and still is.”  
 
    “You really think Kathy won’t freak?” Dwain clarified.  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be anxious and maybe even worried. Hell, I’m nervous with Lori out there. All she’s done is sweeps inside the diversion fence and three patrols,” Heath admitted. “But if Ian and Lance took them, they felt they’re ready. Something you and I never could’ve done. Shit, Rhonda wouldn’t even take us, her own older brothers!” 
 
    “If Kathy’s that worried, she could just talk to Ian and Lance,” Percy suggested. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Dwain scoffed. “Kathy nearly had a baby when they gave Jodi a gun, but she did admit she was in the wrong. Granted, it was later and only to me.” 
 
    Shaking his head, “Why in the hell would Kathy even want Jodi going around without a gun?” Percy asked in bewilderment. “Shit, any parent who doesn’t teach their kids how to defend themselves should just go ahead, pull a gun, and shoot their kid in the head to save them from a horrible death.” 
 
    Not about to enlighten Percy that none of their kids had weapons until Lance or Ian, Dwain turned back to Heath. “If they told Patrick and David not to go, they wouldn’t have let us go.” 
 
    Agreeing with that, Heath looked down the driveway out over the valley floor. “Here they come,” he said, and everyone turned to see the track buggy leading two UTVs. “Percy, you know what they’re outlining today?” 
 
    “No,” Percy snapped. “I’m doing good with just keeping up with what they have outlined for me.” Even though everyone knew Percy, Gail, Alvin, and Julie worked at the research area, none of them talked about it. So far, only a few people from the Bear Trap clan were the members of the coalition who’d actually seen and visited the cabin. After one of the Geek Squad members had gotten killed trying to snoop around the research area, it was avoided by all. It was only when Heath had informed the others that the traps near the cabin were just as deadly as those at the research area, everyone had stopped wanting to see the cabin. The gossip about the cabin tickled Heath when others talked about it, trying to guess what was there.  
 
    The gossip about the research area was on a whole different level, and there was only fear when it was discussed.  
 
    Watching the vehicles pull in Heath still shivered at all the skull masks, but then saw three Ladybug masks sitting in the left seats of the track buggy. Even without seeing their faces, he knew it was Jodi sitting with Allie in the first seat and Carrie in the next seat. “I wish they would let me watch how they build the next one so I could build one,” Dwain said in awe, looking at the track buggy.  
 
    “It’s finished,” Percy said, and Dwain let out a groan. “It just needs the ‘special battery’ and it’ll be finished by Tuesday.” Hearing ‘special battery’, Patrick gave a shiver. He knew it was a creation of Lance and Ian and that was enough to let him know it was dangerous.  
 
    Watching Lance climb out of the turret and Ian from the driver’s area in the front, Heath saw both were decked out for war. “Damn, how many stinkers were they expecting?” Heath mumbled, noticing extra magazine pouches on their vests. One new addition to each one’s left drop platform was a sheet rock hammer. He knew it was because of their dads. Above each of their desks at the cabin was the tool belts their dads had carried. Turning to glance at the others, he saw they were dressed the same way until his eyes got to Holly getting out of the UTV that Rhonda was driving. She wasn’t wearing a tactical vest like the others but had on a chest rig over her protruding belly. When Dawn jumped out wearing Multicam clothes following her, Heath couldn’t help but grin. Dawn was the only one not armed for war. Yeah, Dawn looked too cute. 
 
    As everyone climbed out of their rides, they started unbuckling their vests and stripping them off. Only when the heavy vests were off did they take off their masks and helmets. “I’m designing a fucking plasma rifle,” Ian decreed. “I’m tired of carrying fifty pounds of ammo.” 
 
    “Brah,” Lance laughed, pulling his XD from the drop holster on his vest. “You’d still have to carry ammo to generate the plasma.”  
 
    Watching Lance pull a clip-on holster from his small backpack, “It wouldn’t weigh fifty pounds,” Ian shot back, grabbing his own clip-on holster.  
 
    Picking his AR up and slinging it across his back, “Dude, we have enough shit to plan and build, but when we get the chance we can look into it,” Lance offered.  
 
    Happy with that answer, Ian headed over to Heath and them with Lance. “We would’ve helped,” Heath told them before they reached the group.  
 
    “Like I told Patrick, no,” Ian huffed. “Shit, we almost shot two of Bravo for losing their shit after seeing two hundred plus stinkers spill out of the high school.”  
 
    “If Allie hadn’t shouted for them to stop and grab their balls, they would’ve taken off,” Lance chimed in, and Ian turned to Lance with a snarl. “Ian, she never raised her rifle aiming at them! Allie kept it in the low ready position!” Lance snapped as Lilly and Jennifer came over to join them. Sandy and Mary led the rest inside the clubhouse.   
 
    “She should’ve let us handle it,” Ian popped off. “No sooner than Allie quit screaming, Carrie was fighting to lift up the SAW to shoot from the hip. That damn gun weighs nearly half of what Carrie does.”  
 
    Lifting his chin, “Carrie would’ve operated the SAW correctly,” Lance stated. 
 
    Cuddling into Ian’s side, “Shit,” Jennifer moaned. “Carrie’s my sister and I do love her. But I’ve never loved her as much as Lance does.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Ian grumbled, turning away from Lance as Jennifer wrapped her arms around his waist. He loved Allie just as Jennifer loved Carrie but to Lance, the Ladybugs were his sisters. Ian and Jennifer had told Lance more than once, nobody loved their siblings as much as Lance loved his Ladybugs.  
 
    Thinking of the newest Ladybug, Ian did admit to himself, he could spoil Jodi. Unlike Allie and Carrie, Jodi loved to make people smile and rarely threatened bodily harm. When Jodi did threaten, it was usually to join in a threat delivered by Allie or Carrie.  
 
    “They did very well today, thank you,” Lance challenged, and nobody was going to counter it as Lilly moved to his side.  
 
    It was on the tip of Jennifer’s tongue to thank Lance for not letting the Ladybugs use their bows, because they did want to and had asked. The problem was the bows the Ladybugs used didn’t kill a stinker unless it was ten yards away. This, Jennifer knew for a fact because Lance had chopped the heads off stinkers and brought them to the field below the cabin. The bows Allie and Carrie used were only a thirty-five pound draw weight. For nine-year-old girls that was awesome, but it couldn’t sink an arrow far enough into a skull to kill a stinker until it was ten yards away. That was entirely too close because if they missed, the stinker would be on them before the next shot if someone wasn’t covering them.  
 
    As long as she could remember, Lance had always loved Allie and Carrie. He’d had cousins come to visit because Jennifer had met them. But Lance had never shown the love to them or any of Allie’s and Carrie’s friends. In fact, Lance had hated many of their friends. But like Ian, Lance was starting to love Jodi. Jennifer had to admit Jodi was very loveable, and privately would trade Carrie for Jodi as a sister.  
 
    “How many did you kill inside the fence?” Patrick asked because everyone knew, don’t mess with the Ladybugs. If the girls didn’t scare enough on their own, they had Lance and therefore Ian as backup. 
 
    Shrugging, “Maybe a thousand,” Lance answered.  
 
    “Whoa,” Patrick gasped. “I bet with those battle bots, we’ve killed like a hundred thousand.”  
 
    “Dude!” Ian laughed out. “We haven’t even killed fifty thousand stinkers around here.” The look of awe dropped off Patrick’s face as he gaped at Ian. “From our best calculations, we haven’t even killed forty thousand stinkers.” 
 
    “Since Bimble is cleared, Bravo is in the fence?” Percy asked, and Lance and Ian turned to him in shock.  
 
    “Percy, inside the fence won’t be ‘cleared’,” Lance stressed, “of stinkers for days. But yes, they’re all inside and staying at a large building near the northwest wall, far away from everything. Like always, we left two thunder bots to guard them.” 
 
    “How many more do you think are inside the fence?!” Patrick cried out.  
 
    Shrugging, “Shit if I know,” Ian replied. “I wouldn’t be surprised if they kill another two thousand over the next few days.” 
 
    “Bimble wasn’t even an incorporated town! It’s a spot on the map! If you get technical, Bimble is a suburb of Barbourville and Barbourville didn’t even have a population of four thousand!” Patrick shouted.  
 
    “Duh,” Lance droned. “Stinkers love towns. Girdler is smaller than Bimble, and I know we killed over two thousand there before we could move around inside of town.”  
 
    “I wish you would’ve contacted us sooner so we could’ve helped,” Heath said in a low voice, but everyone heard.    
 
    Before Lance and Ian cut loose on Heath about that, Patrick spoke up. “So, you’re certain on your numbers killed?” 
 
    Nodding confidently, “Plus or minus a few thousand,” Ian answered. “We wouldn’t have gone into Girdler without the battle bot down the road to draw most out. Guys, yes, stinkers are dangerous, but they put out hydrogen sulfide and in a large group, that really fucks with your lungs. Trust me. Lance and I tried moving close to a group of thirty and nearly puked our lungs out our asses.” 
 
    Everyone turned to Lance as he spoke, “The reason Bravo is staying where they are is they can breathe there. It’ll take them a week to gather the bodies and it will have to be done carefully so they don’t start huge fires, burning down the buildings inside the fence.”  
 
    “I’m just glad stinkers aren’t as bad now as when this started,” Jennifer sighed.  
 
    “If stinkers still excreted that much hydrogen sulfide, Bravo wouldn’t be inside the fence,” Ian told her, and Jennifer agreed with a nod.  
 
    Knowing the boys experimented on stinkers, “How long do they make hydrogen sulfide after they die?” Patrick asked.  
 
    “Fuck if we know,” Ian answered, shocking him. “We have some bodies set up in the area,” Ian said, and Patrick nodded because there were bodies around the area the boys had told everyone to leave alone so they could watch the decomposition rate. Some were in the forests, others in fields, houses, creeks, some covered with leaves and at least one hanging from a tree just to test how fast they rotted. “Patrick, we didn’t start that until four months ago and those bodies aren’t showing much rot.” 
 
    “Gail’s calculations are the dead bodies are losing ten percent body mass a month,” Percy said. “Her latest calculation is after a stinker is put down, the body will be there for nine months producing hydrogen sulfide. Granted, not in the amounts of a stinker that’s moving around, but still enough to toxify an enclosed area.” 
 
    “I haven’t read that in what she’s done,” Lance said.  
 
    “She finished up her calculations last night before we left,” Percy answered. 
 
    “So we can’t get into towns for years?” Patrick asked.  
 
    Ian and Lance both grinned. “Want to bet on that?” Lance smirked and Lilly just groaned.  
 
    “Lance, not today,” Lilly begged. “Our children caused me enough grief today.” Hearing the Ladybugs referred to as ‘their children’, the others fought not to laugh.  
 
    “When did they not act good?” Lance challenged.  
 
    Lifting her gaze to look Lance in the eyes, “They always acted good, but were just a bit too eager as they,” Lilly paused, changing her voice to mimic Allie, “‘Bust caps in mothafackers’.” 
 
    Jennifer snorted, “Be glad they didn’t try to,” she paused to mimic Carrie, “Shank some bitches in the skull.” 
 
    “I told them they weren’t big enough yet unless they practiced,” Lance stated with pride.  
 
    “Brah, you let ‘em shank a stinker, I will lay the smack down on your ass,” Ian warned.      
 
    “Ian, the Ladybugs dish out ballistic therapy without batting an eyelash,” Lance popped off. “How many times have we had to get hands-on when a stinker got up in our grill?”  
 
    “Unless we were testing, the only times we’ve ever had to go hands-on is when we cleared buildings. The Ladybugs don’t need to do that anytime soon,” Ian warned.  
 
    “Dude, what if we get hit by a wave and they have no choice but head to a structure?” Lance snapped. “I can see it rather easily and you want to bitch about not even teaching them?” 
 
    For several seconds, the others were expecting Ian and Lance to drop gloves and just duke it out. They had all seen it at least once, and it amazed everyone that the two could wrestle or fight like they did and still remain buddies. Finally, Ian gave a nod and a long sigh. “Brah, I will only go along with it after you show me how you plan on training them, and it better be off tha hizzy fo shizzy,” Ian relented. 
 
    Leaning to Percy, “What does that mean?” Heath whispered.  
 
    Turning to Heath, “Fuck if I know,” Percy shrugged.  
 
    “Cool, sweet, and awesome,” Jennifer offered looking from Ian to Lance. “Lance, you get the Ladybugs hurt, you better pray Ian gets to you before I do.”  
 
    “Really?” Lance droned. “You’ll know the Ladybugs are hurt when I’m dead.” 
 
    Hitting Lance with her hip, “Jennifer and I want to learn hands-on with the Ladybugs,” Lilly informed him, and Lance gave a nod.  
 
    “We do hand-to-hand all the time,” Jennifer groaned. “Why haven’t you two taught us that yet?” 
 
    “You have learned it,” Ian corrected. “You just haven’t put it into practice, and we weren’t going to unless you asked.”  
 
    “And the Ladybugs have asked for three months,” Lance sang out. 
 
    Feeling Ian tense up, Jennifer patted his chest. “I’m not in the mood to watch you two go at it today,” she told Ian and he relaxed.  
 
    “How long will it take Bravo to clear the inside of the fence?” Percy asked.  
 
    “Two weeks at the very least,” Ian answered and saw Percy give a jolt. “Dude, that’s over four square miles and they’ll have to go over every square foot, look in each cubby hole, and search each structure from top to bottom. Then do it several more times, just to make sure none were missed. Don’t forget as they do that, they must keep working on the next fence, gates, and the greenhouses.” 
 
    “How will the fence hold until they get up the second one?” Heath asked.  
 
    “Unless another wave comes through, it should be okay,” Lance answered. “It’s diverting those on the parkway around Bimble.” 
 
    “Parkway?” Percy asked.  
 
    “Highway 25E,” Jennifer answered as Sandy stepped out from the clubhouse.  
 
    “Hey, people are waiting to eat,” she called out to them.  
 
    “Mom, we don’t have to feed them,” Lance moaned. “If they’re hungry, let them eat. They don’t need us to feed them.”  
 
    Still not used to even that little rebellion from Lance toward his mom, Jennifer rolled her eyes but Lilly popped Lance’s arm. “You chill out with your mom,” she warned him as Sandy headed over.  
 
    “Anyone who’s waiting for me to feed them can starve,” Lance snapped.  
 
    “Lance!” Sandy shouted. “You stop being nasty to Lilly!”  
 
    “She’s my girl but I wasn’t being mean, just stating fact,” Lance spouted out.  
 
    Casting her eyes to the heavens, “I do love him, but I’m going to kick his ass,” Sandy sighed. Dropping her eyes to the group, “Let’s eat so we can start the meeting,” she said, but was staring hard at Lance.  
 
    Smiling, “We’ll be there in a minute, Momma. I promise,” Lance told her in a pleasant tone. Loving the way Lance reverted back to his old self, Sandy patted his cheek and headed back inside. When she was inside Lance spun to Ian, holding out his left hand.  
 
    “Pay up, bitch,” Lance snapped. Giving a groan, Ian dug in his pocket and then slapped a gold coin in Lance’s hand. Watching the exchange, Jennifer shifted her eyes to Lilly who just shrugged.  
 
    “What was the wager?” Lilly asked.  
 
    Never taking his eyes off Ian, “Ian bet Momma wouldn’t take up for you over me,” Lance grinned. It was the fact there was a bet on the subject that seemed to disturb Jennifer and Lilly. 
 
    “Ian-,” Jennifer started, then just stopped. “Never mind,” she sighed. “Let’s go eat.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Inside the clubhouse 
 
    They walked inside to see the massive open area filled with tables. A line was formed at the kitchen area as people loaded plates from the bar and then headed to a table. Lilly couldn’t help but grin, seeing many adults and kids looking at Ian and Lance like superheroes. After washing up in the sink and spotting the Ladybugs at the table where those at the cabin always sat Lilly grabbed Lance’s hand, leading him through the maze of tables.  
 
    The Ladybugs always fixed their plates and what worried Lilly, the Ladybugs knew what she liked and didn’t like. With Lance, it wasn’t a surprise since they had been with him for so long, but the fact the Ladybugs had watched and learned what she liked did unnerve her on many levels.  
 
    Setting her AR on the table, “Thank you, Ladybugs,” Lilly smiled as Lance moved around the table to kiss Allie, Carrie, and Jodi on the head. As she walked around and did the same, Lance put his AR on the table and sat down.  
 
    “Wait till you try the Muscadine wine Mr. Seth made,” Allie sang out. Lilly glanced at the wine glasses on the table and like always, the glasses were a quarter filled. It was tradition, but there were some times Lilly just wanted to grab the bottle and down it.   
 
    “I’m glad because that stuff last week tasted like paint thinner,” Lance chuckled getting comfortable in his chair. When Lilly sat down beside him, they waited for the others in the cabin group to join them. It didn’t surprise Lilly that the Ladybugs had already been through the line to get their own plates and then had returned to get hers and Lance’s. Everyone in the coalition always gave way to the Ladybugs, even the three assholes Cory, Rhett, and Rita.  
 
    Tyler and Chris were the first ones back to the table, and Lilly saw both still wouldn’t look Lance in the face. Lilly knew Lance didn’t hate them, but he really didn’t like them and she couldn’t get the ‘WHY’. The fact Ian treated them the same way was what really bothered Lilly. Thinking about it, Lilly couldn’t even remember Lance and Ian ever talking about Tyler and Chris.  
 
    The only others who sat at their table were Heath, Robin, Dwain, and Kathy. They sat at the cabin table because their kids were there. The hall was filled with chatter as the rest came over, sitting down. When all were seated, they held hands and said grace. Not many other tables did, but they all lowered their voices out of respect.  
 
    When grace was finished, Lance smiled across the table at the Ladybugs. “Jodi, you still have a way to go, so not yet,” Lance said, and they all looked at him confused. “After I show Ian it’s safe, this week we’ll let you get hands-on.”  
 
    Throwing their hands in the air, “Yes!” Allie and Carrie sang out, and Jennifer swore Jodi looked relieved. 
 
    A clang sounded from the table and everyone turned to see Mary had thrown her fork down. “Lance!” she barked. “We have plenty to do besides setting up for Allie and Carrie to ‘get hands-on’.” Until the moms had gotten back, Jennifer had never heard Ms. Sandy yell at Lance, but she’d damn sure heard Ms. Mary yell at Lance. Jennifer had even heard her own mother yell at Lance for the same thing Ms. Mary had. The reasons were sitting on the other side of the table, pumping their fists in excitement.  
 
    “Mary,” Sandy called out softly. “If Lance thinks they need to learn this way, we should let him. If Ian agrees with the precautions, I don’t see a problem.” Closing her eyes, Jennifer sighed because she had heard Ms. Mary yell at Ms. Sandy for the same reason, Allie and Carrie. Her mom had never yelled at Ms. Sandy but had damn sure gotten stern a few times.  
 
    “Jesus, Sandy,” Mary groaned out. “We have enough shit to do. Hell, no sooner than we get one thing done, Ian and Lance come up with ten more! Yes, I want Allie and Carrie to learn to take care of themselves, just like I want everyone to learn that. But they can take a backseat.”   
 
    Opening her eyes, Jennifer stared at her sister and Allie, wondering what the fuck was so special about them. Nearly twice Carrie’s age, there had been many times Jennifer had wanted to punch her own sister in the face. Jennifer loved Carrie, but at times couldn’t stand her. Yet, Lance, Ms. Sandy, Mr. Johnathan, Mr. Bill, Uncle Doug, Jason, and many in the neighborhood had adored the two and had done nearly anything for them.  
 
    Turning to look at Lance down the table, “Lance, will this take much time to set up?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “No,” Lance scoffed. 
 
    Not about to continue because Ian would join in on Lance’s side, Mary just picked her fork up. “Sandy, we talked about this many times. They can’t get everything they ask for.”  
 
    “I most certainly haven’t given Allie and Carrie everything they’ve asked for,” Sandy snapped.  
 
    Pausing her forkful of food in front of her mouth, “Sandy, you’ve bought Allie more clothes than I did,” Mary grumbled, and Jennifer nearly chimed in the same for Carrie. “It was you, if I’m not mistaken, who said Allie needed a pink .22 at your house when we went to that gun show last year.”  
 
    When she’d been at Lance’s house, Jennifer had gotten a chance to see just what the Ladybugs had there. Not able to help it, Jennifer joined in the conversation. “Don’t forget about all the toys in the guest room downstairs at Momma Sandy’s house.” 
 
    Turning to Jennifer, “You’re my daughter now, so take my side,” Sandy whispered. 
 
    “Sandy,” Mary said lowering her fork. “The only reason you stopped buying toys for Carrie is because Jed and Yolanda begged, then told you to stop.” Oh, Jennifer remembered that two years ago when her mom and dad had gone down to Ms. Sandy’s. Carrie had walked around the house for three days with tears in her eyes, and it had been one of the few times when her mom and dad hadn’t given in.  
 
    “The girls needed stuff at my house!” Sandy cried out, and Lance nodded in agreement. “They were there every day.” Having had this argument with Sandy many times since they’d moved into the neighborhood, Mary just shook her head and then finally emptied her fork.  
 
    “Yeah, they were down there every day,” Jennifer scoffed in a low voice. “They were spoiled down there. Why wouldn’t they go there every day? Half the clothes for ‘Allie’ in the guest room just happened to be Carrie’s size.”  
 
    Leaning over and whispering in Jennifer’s ear, “You need to leave that shit alone,” Ian warned her. “Lance told you they were ‘Allie’s’ clothes because your mom and dad didn’t want Momma Sandy to spend that kind of money on Carrie. Momma Sandy said it was her money and she could spend it however she wanted. But I should point out, they never said a thing to Uncle Doug about buying Carrie hunting clothes, and those are expensive.” 
 
    Agreeing with a nod, “Uncle Doug was big enough to rape a sasquatch and you think my parents would say something about him spending money?” Jennifer scoffed. “I’ll drop it.”  
 
    Further down the table, Heath was really wishing he had lived near the families in the neighborhood before the meteor. “Can I ask what the meeting’s about today?” Heath asked. 
 
    “We have to focus on the ‘master plan’,” Lance answered and saw Heath slump his shoulders. “Heath, I made a small scale model and you’ll see with your own eyes, it doesn’t move around.” 
 
    Wiping his mouth off, “Ahh… Are you going to mention certain people being late for monitor duty?” Dwain asked. Dwain was shocked when Lance turned to Ian. 
 
    “Dude,” Ian huffed. “We’ve told them twice, and I don’t even want to know how many times Seth has talked to their asses. Our next talk will be laying them down and tucking them in for a dirt nap.” 
 
    Turning back to Dwain, “You have our answer,” Lance said.  
 
    “Lance,” Sandy called out. “That’s being a bit harsh.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, it’s not,” he replied. “Harsh would be killing the nut sludge jackoffs with a steel wire brush.” When Sandy went to speak, Lance raised a hand to stop her. “Mom, nobody rides this ride for free. Before you ask, no, we aren’t kicking them out either. I’m not worrying about one of them sneaking back a month or two later to take a shot at someone.” 
 
    “Or worse, going to one of the gangs and bringing a few of them inside the perimeter,” Ian offered. “They’ve been inside the perimeter and know where to move and not be seen. They wouldn’t be able to sneak maybe a dozen or so inside without getting spotted, but that could really hurt us.” 
 
    Rolling that around in her mind, Sandy understood the threat and gave a nod. “Fine. But Mary and I will do it if that action needs to be taken.”  
 
    The table went silent as Lance’s eyes got wide and Ian nearly choked on his food. “Over my dead body,” Lance snapped.  
 
    ‘You don’t think we can?” Sandy popped off.  
 
    “Oh, I know you could, but you might get hurt,” Lance answered. “You could sprain your ankle walking up on their porch. Hit a deer on the ride over or get accosted by elves. You’re my momma and can fight and do what you want, but running this shitshow is on Ian and me.”  
 
    Hearing that Lance was just worried about her safety from accidents, Sandy couldn’t help but smile. “Would you have said the same to your father?” Sandy challenged.  
 
    Shrugging, “I wouldn’t have to,” Lance smirked. “Dad would just tell us to not get extravagant on the method.” 
 
    About to object to that, Sandy paused and realized Lance was more than likely right. “What if Doug said he would do it?” Sandy threw out. 
 
    “I would hand him the keys to a buggy,” Lance responded and saw that surprised his mom. “Momma, Jason tried wrestling Uncle Doug twice and got his ass stomped. Uncle Doug could pick Jason up over his head, then put Jason in holds we’ve never seen or heard of. As much weight as we’ve put on, it would still take two of each of us to equal Jason. Uncle Doug, I wouldn’t wrestle him even if Dad and Daddy Bill helped us. Ian and I tried wrestling Jason together and he whooped our asses in seconds.” 
 
    “Punk ass stuffed us in that sleeping bag and farted in it the last time,” Ian snarled. Just hearing that there used to be a person who walked the Earth and intimidated the boys seemed to unnerve Heath and Dwain.  
 
    “I can still worry about you,” Sandy sighed.  
 
    With a flat expression, “Then you can help braid hair in the mornings,” Lance offered, and the Ladybugs gave a collective gasp. 
 
    Turning to the Ladybugs, Sandy gave them a wink. “They love for you and Lilly to do their hair.” 
 
    “A boy shouldn’t even know there’s a ‘Fishtail Braid’, much less know how to do it,” Lance scoffed, and Ian snickered.  
 
    “Lance,” Sandy chuckled. “You spoil them more than anyone.”  
 
    Oh, Mary was about to object to that, but Lance spoke first and Mary just held her tongue. “I do not!” Lance cried out and Ian started to stand up and name instances, but Jennifer stomped his foot hard to make Ian drop back in his chair wincing.  
 
    “Lance, last week you built a new bunk bed. You can’t say it was for you,” Sandy grinned.  
 
    “Oh, come on!” Lance shouted. “The bunk beds are twin extra-long! When I looked at Allie, Carrie, and Jodi sleeping on the top bunk, it looked like a mass of limbs! I tried moving another bunk closer so there would be two side by side, but they refused to move. I had to make a new bed before one fell out and got hurt.” When Sandy had first seen the new bed that had full extra-long mattresses on the top and bottom, her first thought had been Lilly was going to sleep with Lance until Lance had explained his reasoning. Sandy had then asked why he hadn’t just made the top full and Lance had popped off, ‘Oh, so when I get out of bed, I could crack my head open?’.  
 
    “Then they might’ve been more open to change if they’d fallen,” Sandy replied.  
 
    Shaking his head, “There isn’t anyone at this table who can name a time when Allie and Carrie didn’t sleep in the same bed if they were under the same roof,” Lance challenged.  
 
    “I know I can’t,” Mary scoffed and for the first time, Sandy saw Allie and Carrie were the female versions of Lance and Ian. She turned to the Ladybugs and saw Jodi was sitting between Allie and Carrie. In Sandy’s mind now, this was to flood Jodi from all sides on how to be a Ladybug.  
 
    Turning back to Lance and just ignoring the challenge, “Lance, you dote on them and it’s okay,” Sandy told him.  
 
    Lifting his chin high, “I’m forced into compliance,” Lance stated with no shame. 
 
    “They don’t cry that damn long,” Ian moaned. Allie and Carrie promptly stuck their tongues out at him. 
 
    Knowing Lance wasn’t about to admit he babied ‘his’ Ladybugs, Sandy gave a small nod and dug into her thigh pocket, pulling out an envelope. Putting it on the table, she slid it down to Lance. “I want this done by Wednesday,” Sandy told him.  
 
    Heath dropped his eyes to the envelope and saw it was a business envelope stuffed with folded pages. Lance took the envelope before shoving it in his thigh pocket without even opening it. “Yes, ma’am,” Lance told Sandy. 
 
    This didn’t surprise Heath or Dwain. When the mommas asked for something it was done, no matter what was being worked on. The day after they’d arrived, the first thing Sandy and Mary had asked for was a place to put the horses. Lance and Ian had started it that day and were done the next. A seven-acre fenced-in field in the valley below the cabin.  
 
    One of the first things the boys had to do was get an auger for the track steer. Then they’d drilled the holes, cut trees, and limbed them out to turn the trunks into fifteen feet tall poles. After the poles were in the ground, they’d strung up barbed wire just like the diversion fence, strands six inches apart, but the horse pen fence was ten feet tall. Still not done, the boys had put up an electric fence because of the tigers. And being Lance and Ian, they’d modified the power unit they’d taken from a farm. Heath didn’t know how much power was in the wire, but knew for a fact it shocked a tiger so bad it would fly back twenty feet. Uncertain if the tiger had jumped or the voltage had thrown it, Heath just stayed away from the humming wires.  
 
    “Mom, will you and Momma Mary go over the video and guard logs?” Lance asked. 
 
    After taking a sip of wine Sandy nodded, setting her glass back down. “We got them yesterday and we’re almost finished.”  
 
    “Ah, umm,” Dwain stuttered. “If those on guard see a person on the monitors, they’re supposed to notify everyone. What do you go over the logs for?”   
 
    “Stinkers,” Ian answered, then filled his mouth with food. As he swallowed, Ian saw Dwain still looking at him. “We record numbers in certain spots throughout the day and we’ve marked some just to see where they go.”  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “Marked?” Dwain asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we mark them with paint,” Ian answered and watched Dwain’s eyes glaze over. “With a paintball gun.”  
 
    Robin turned to Heath. “I told you that one I shot last week looked like it had come from a paintball match.”  
 
    “Where in the hell did you shoot it at?” Ian asked putting his fork down.  
 
    Heath cringed as he reached under the table to tap Robin to shut her mouth, but was too late. “Near Cannon,” Robin answered.  
 
    Lance threw his fork down on his plate and then turned to look down the table at Heath. Heath just dropped his eyes to his plate and went back to eating. The fact Dwain was trying to look innocent let Lance know there was more to this story. “I don’t recall Cannon being inside the perimeter,” Lance stated turning to Ian. “Ian, have you expanded the perimeter without telling me?”  
 
    Leaning back in his chair as he looked down the table at Heath and Dwain, Ian shook his head. “No, I wouldn’t expand out without talking it over with you. That expansion isn’t planned,” Ian answered. “Cannon is two miles outside the perimeter.” Realizing what she’d just admitted to, Robin’s eyes got wide and then she snatched up her utensils to continue eating. 
 
    Using her napkin to wipe her mouth, “Lance, they’re grown-ups and want to help,” Sandy told him.    
 
    “Momma,” Lance warned, holding up a hand but never turning to her. “When they learn how to move with us, we’ll let them start on their own,” he replied. “Heath moves like a cow through the brush, and Robin doesn’t like to crawl through the leaves. Dwain is just too eager and moves too fast. I can say Kathy is the best at moving but takes too long lining up her shots, and we won’t even talk about Kathy and using a bow.”  
 
    Glad to hear she was the best who could move around in the Bear Trap group, Kathy almost told Lance she could shoot the bow very well but the stinkers never stayed still. Noticing the stern look on Lance’s face, Kathy just kept that to herself and continued eating.  
 
    “May I ask what you were doing there?” Lance asked.  
 
    “Emptying the supply house the Devil Lords had there,” Heath mumbled. Because Heath and Dwain were at the cabin a lot, they had seen the map in the bunker.  
 
    Letting out a deep sigh, “If you needed supplies, why didn’t you say something?” Lance groaned. “We would’ve made time and gone with you.”  
 
    “We didn’t need them,” Dwain said sheepishly, looking down the table. “We knew the Geek Squad would need more canned goods to make it through the winter until the greenhouses start producing. You two have enough shit to do. We wanted to pitch in.”  
 
    Casting her eyes to the ceiling, “Oh, dear Lord, thank you,” Lilly sighed to the heavens. When she turned to Lance, Lilly wasn’t surprised to see a scowl on his face. “Lance, they put on their big boy pants, so stop it. If the Bear Trap Clan had run into more than they could handle, they would’ve pulled out and called ‘No Joy’.” 
 
    “Li-,” Lance started, but Lilly slapped the table hard.  
 
    “I said they put on their big boy pants!” Lilly shouted, startling everyone. “You can’t protect them forever! You and Ian have to let them go out on their own so they can learn without two ninja gods with them! Shit, moving with you and Ian through woods, I’ve learned a fucking deer would be intimidated! Smoke makes more noise than either of you!” 
 
    With his mouth hanging open, Lance just gaped at Lilly. Knowing she had him off guard, Lilly smiled. “They didn’t go far and wanted to help, so let them. You and Ian can’t be the only ones who go outside the perimeter.” 
 
    “You, Jennifer, and Rhonda have gone with us!” Lance cried out.  
 
    Rolling her eyes, “Jennifer, did you hear what Lance said?” Lilly asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jennifer scoffed, “With them.” 
 
    Blinking in shock, “You want to patrol outside the perimeter without us?” Lance mumbled.  
 
    “No, but I will,” Lilly told him in a gentle tone. “Lance, think. Have the Bear Trap group fallen behind in any of the tasks you and Ian laid out for them?”  
 
    “No,” Lance huffed.  
 
    “Then that should tell you, they had time to do this. They had free time to do something that you and Ian were going to do, but took it upon themselves to try and take some of the load off you two,” Lilly explained. “Did they go far?” Lilly asked, and Lance shook his head.  
 
    “Did they go to one of the more dangerous areas to gather supplies?” she asked and Lance again, shook his head. “Think, sweetness,” Lilly smiled. “The Bear Trap group wanted to test themselves without bothering you two. They did it and you won’t say anything about it.”  
 
    “You’d better be listening,” Jennifer informed Ian. “I have to allot time each day to brush my teeth. We can only do so much, and if they want to help and felt comfortable enough to do it, leave it alone.”    
 
    Giving a nod to Jennifer, Ian turned to see Lance was looking at him. “We,” Ian stressed hard, “aren’t saying shit.” When Lance went to speak, Ian held up his hand. “Lance,” Ian warned. “There’s a special time that rolls around every twenty-eight days. I’m sure you noticed someone used a baseball bat today for killing stinkers.” 
 
    With his eyebrows rising and what Ian said registering, Lance gave a slight grimace as he turned to find Lilly was already looking at him. “Yes,” Lilly answered the unasked question. “Jennifer and I are sharing that ‘special time’ now and I have to agree with Jennifer, beating a stinker’s head in with a bat is very relaxing for the mood swings and stretching out the cramps.”  
 
    Shifting his gaze to Heath and the others, “Don’t go far, and thank you,” Lance grinned nervously. 
 
    Leaning over to Mary, “Why didn’t you just beat my ass?” Sandy whispered. “You see how they reined them in?” 
 
    “I always knew Jennifer could do that for Ian, but my son acted like a bitch. It took the end of the world for him to see Jennifer wanted his ass and wasn’t taking no for an answer,” Mary stated, making Ian groan but never saying anything. “I don’t want to fight you because I don’t think we could act like Lance and Ian after they fight.”  
 
    Glad to not be in trouble but feeling cheated, “Paint?” Heath asked. “We noticed some stinkers that had purple paint on them.”  
 
    “Yes,” Lilly answered. “Every other day, we go outside the perimeter to mark infected. Purple means they came in from the north. You see yellow, that means they came from the east, and green means west. I do agree marking them is genius because it lets us know how the stinkers move.” 
 
    Pushing back from the table, “I like Percy’s and Gail’s way of using the drone to follow certain stinkers,” Jennifer stated. “Their way, we don’t have to go five miles outside the perimeter costing us time we don’t have.” 
 
    “We’ve always stayed on schedule,” Ian gasped like he was insulted.  
 
    “Boo,” Jennifer sighed. “I’m not you or Lance. I’m still organizing what you’ve done in the research area. Then organizing current projects we’re working on. Practicing weapons, learning chemistry…” Jennifer paused, about to name off every subject she was studying. “School work,” she blurted out to simplify it. “Along with all the other stuff like weapons, maps, engines, electricity, planting, and so on. Then there’s the actual work. You and Lance, when it’s time, you two can just move to the next project and go. I can’t. I make notes so when I have a free moment, I can go back and pick up, moving that one area ahead. Yesterday, I held my pee for two hours. Why? Because if I had peed, it would’ve put me fifteen minutes behind schedule.” 
 
    “Jennifer,” Sandy called out, making Jennifer look. “I’m taking care of that this week,” Sandy smiled.  
 
    A wave of weariness filled Jennifer’s face that was way out of place for a teenager. “I can’t even sleep late anymore because there’s so much to do,” Jennifer groaned. “Now, Lilly’s teaching me medicine. I feel like I didn’t learn shit until I got here. All those years in school didn’t mean shit. The only thing I can say I learned that’s helped, I learned to read, write, and numbers. The rest was horseshit.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m working on it,” Sandy repeated, and Jennifer gave a tired smile.  
 
    “You feel that way?” Lance whispered to Lilly.  
 
    “Sweetness, I can honestly say, college was a breeze compared to the learning and work here,” Lilly informed him.  
 
    When Lance turned to Ian, he found Ian already looking at him. “Dude, they said they wanted to help!” Ian cried out.  
 
    “We do!” Jennifer cried out, and Ian nearly took off running. “But even both of you are starting to get tired. I’ve been around both of you for half your lives. I know when you two are tired, and you passed the ‘tired phase’ months ago. You two are now in exhausted stage. In normal times I wouldn’t be bothered, but the cock sludge stuff you two are doing now can kill you. I’m not talking just about the research area. I mean patrolling and working. Your ‘master plan’? We’re moving and working on pieces of metal that weigh tons. One mistake and many of us could be hurt. Do we need to do it? Hell yes!” Jennifer cried out. “But you two are starting to slow down, and the only time you do that is when you’re worn out mentally and physically. Has it occurred to either of you that for the past three weeks, you haven’t gotten up before the alarm clock sounds?”   
 
    Ian and Lance just looked at each other for several seconds. Finally Ian shrugged, “I’ll admit, I’ve been a little tired.”  
 
    Before Lance spoke, Lilly did. “Lance, you’ve fallen asleep how many nights reading to the Ladybugs?” she asked.  
 
    “Are you saying I’m a bitch?” Lance snapped.  
 
    “No, and the first tit monkey who even suggests that, I’m shanking their ass,” Lilly informed him. “You and Ian both used to sit up reading late into the night but you two are so tired now, you pass out. Lance, two nights ago you fell asleep after reading the first page to the Ladybugs.” 
 
    As Lance furrowed his brow, “You did,” Sandy told him. “Lilly had the Ladybugs climb in her bed and she read to them.” 
 
    Giving a relived sigh, “Wondered how in the hell the story was six chapters from where I remembered,” Lance mumbled.  
 
    “Jennifer, Lilly, I’m handling that, so let it drop for now,” Sandy smiled at them. “If what I do doesn’t work, we’ll drug their asses,” she offered, and Mary busted out laughing. 
 
    “You give them melatonin and they’ll pass out like you shot them with a tranquilizer,” Mary chuckled.  
 
    “I don’t like taking that communist trash,” Lance moaned. “I wake up with drool all over my pillow.”  
 
    “It won’t come to that,” Sandy smirked. Since the rest of the clubhouse was listening, nearly everyone felt guilty as hell. Two ‘boys’ were working themselves harder than any of them, rescued all of them, and felt bad they weren’t doing more. The few who didn’t feel guilty thought the boys should do even more.      
 
    Realizing it was really quiet, Lance glanced around the clubhouse to find everyone staring at the cabin group. “What? Someone over here farted?” Lance asked. Sandy just gave a long sigh.  
 
    Several in the clubhouse chuckled as Heath cleared his throat. “Ahem, Lance,” he called out. “Have you and Ian scouted any of the large military groups around us?” 
 
    “Two,” Lance shrugged and saw Heath’s eyes get wide. “We scouted the group in Buckhorn since they’re the biggest, and the group near Peoples.”  
 
    “Near Peoples?” Dwain scoffed.  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, there can’t be more than a thousand there and whoever’s over it is rather intelligent,” Lance admitted leaning back in his chair. “They’re using the South Fork Rockcastle River and streams to form a moat around them. All in all, they have about four square miles enclosed.”  
 
    Giving a nervous glance to Dwain, “So you haven’t scouted the Trading Post?” Heath asked.  
 
    An evil grin crept up on Lance’s face as he gave a sly wink at Ian, and Ian just laughed and held up a thumb. “Nah,” Lance smirked. “They aren’t that much of a threat.” 
 
    “I, ahh, thought you hated Victor,” Heath said.  
 
    Shrugging, “I’ve never met him. Why would I hate him?” Lance asked. 
 
    “You said you were going to make Victor ‘toss your salad’. That’s hate in my book,” Heath replied, and the color drained from Lance’s face.  
 
    “It’s Victor Dunstan?!” Lance bellowed as he and Ian both jumped to their feet. 
 
    Seeing both were frothing at the mouth, Heath swallowed nervously. “Yeah,” he answered meekly. “We thought you knew and that’s why I asked.” 
 
    “All anyone said was ‘Victor’ was over it with a Colonel Bren! Was Victor Dunstan the only slimy ass licker named Victor in the state of Kentucky?!” Lance screamed. Really not liking the bloodlust in Lance’s eyes, Heath’s mouth went dry. “There was one Victor in our neighborhood and we went to school with two!”  
 
    “No, there were others named Victor,” Dwain offered since Heath didn’t answer. When Ian and Lance turned their bloodlust gazes to him, Dwain wished he had kept his mouth shut. “Around here when someone said Victor, you knew who they were talking about. Anyone else named Victor, we always called them by their last name.” 
 
    Lance and Ian glared at Dwain as they huffed like caged animals. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?” Ian growled.  
 
    “We thought you knew,” Heath offered then lifted a hand, pointing at Rhonda and Holly. “They knew,” Heath tattled. 
 
    Lance and Ian both whipped their gazes to Rhonda, and she nearly jumped up and took off running. “Yeah, I knew, but I thought you did too. How was I supposed to know?” Rhonda asked and said a silent prayer that Holly kept her mouth shut. She had seen them mad before, but never going from zero to pissed off.  
 
    When they turned away from her to look at each other, Rhonda gave a sigh of relief. “We can make time,” Ian grumbled, and Lance gave a nod.  
 
    “Ian? Lance?” Mary called out and they turned to her. Unlike the others, she wasn’t worried about the glare. “I’m sorry, but Sandy and I have dibs on Victor,” she stated firmly.  
 
    “No, he’s ours,” Ian declared.  
 
    “Sorry, boys. We called him,” Sandy piped in and they turned to her and like Mary, she wasn’t intimidated by the glare. “What we have planned for that bitch will make people cry for years.”    
 
    Lance was about to object, but Mary spoke up in a harsh tone. “Boys, I’m willing to beat the shit out of both of you!” she snapped. “That fucker is ours! Fuck going outside, we’ll stomp your asses right here!”  
 
    The anger on Lance’s and Ian’s faces evaporated with the threat and they turned to each other as Ian threw up his hands. “Brah, fuck that!” Ian cried out. “I watched Momma kick Jason’s ass and showed you the video. Momma had to jump up to punch Jason in the jaw and laid his ass out with one punch. They want that dildo jockey that bad, they can have the old, wrinkled dick tit monkey. Momma hits me that hard she’ll take my head off, so screw you. You want to push it, you’re on your own,” Ian stated adamantly. Jennifer’s, Allie’s, and Carrie’s mouths fell open in shock. For the first time ever, they’d just heard Ian state he wouldn’t back up Lance. 
 
    Shaking his head, “Dude, I’m not insane!” Lance cried out. He had never seen his mom fight or even wrestle, but Mary knew Sandy could. Momma Mary had just told his momma that she didn’t want to fight her. Momma Mary didn’t say she would stomp his momma in the dirt so Momma Mary knew his momma could fight, and that was more than enough for him. 
 
    They both nodded at each other and turned to the moms. “He’s yours,” Lance said. “But if they attack and we see him in our crosshairs, we’re taking the shot.”  
 
    “You said they couldn’t attack us,” Sandy said, and Lance nodded.  
 
    “Not in force because they’d have to cross the interstate and that area is packed with stinkers. The only way the Trading Post could do anything is in small groups.”  
 
    The rest of the coalition sat in awe because they’d all just learned something; the boys were physically terrified of their moms. Shifting his eyes to Lilly, Heath noticed she didn’t seem surprised and then he turned to Jennifer and saw neither was she. Then he turned to Allie and Carrie to see they weren’t surprised, and that just confirmed Sandy and Mary were badass bitches. 
 
    Lance looked around the clubhouse and saw everyone was still looking at their table. “Since everyone’s done eating, we can get the meeting rolling,” he stated, pushing his chair back. Moving to the front of the room and stopping beside a podium, he opened up the laptop and saw Ian coming up.   
 
    “Excuse me, before we start, can I ask something please?” Everyone turned to Amie, who was over the Geek Squad. Though Amie had Oriental features and thick, long black hair, she stood at five feet ten inches. Ian joined Lance at the podium and saw Lance go back to setting up the laptop, so he turned around and nodded at Amie.      
 
    “Thank you,” Amie smiled. “First, I’m just asking because everyone here is in debt to you.” 
 
    Ian just shrugged. “Okay,” he said and could see Amie was very nervous. “You don’t have to be anxious, this is what the meetings are for. What did you want to bring up?” 
 
    “Um, I’ve been asked by nine of the younger members of the Geek Squad if there was any way they could learn like those at the cabin,” Amie replied, then cringed. “They’ve begged me to ask if they could move to the cabin to learn.”  
 
    Standing motionless with his brain interpreting, Ian just blinked for several minutes. “We’ve sent over copies of all the stuff we have for everyone to study and learn,” Ian reminded Amie.  
 
    “Amie?” Mary called out, and everyone turned with Amie to look at Mary. “Sandy and I are working on something, but it will be another month before we know if we can do it. If we can do it, we won’t be able to take everyone but we’ll be able to take some.” 
 
    Amie and many others gave a sigh of relief. They wanted the kids to learn but were also learning themselves. Just listening to Heath and Dwain, at the pace their kids were learning at the cabin, many adults wanted to go there. “Thank you,” Amie smiled.  
 
    Standing up, Sandy looked around the clubhouse. “Those who want to come need to understand if we do this, you must commit. We can’t teach you anything unless you want to learn and do what’s necessary,” she told them, looking at the kids. It was only then in that instant, Sandy realized what everyone else saw. Lance and Ian weren’t kids. They didn’t even look like thirteen-year-old kids anymore. Sandy shifted her eyes to several eighteen-year-olds. Lance and Ian physically looked older than them.  
 
    The boys were now walking slabs of lean muscle with hair that came past their shoulders. Sandy had asked Lance if he’d wanted her to cut it and Lance wouldn’t hear of it. But it was more than the physical, Lance and Ian wore the expression of age on their faces that only worry and responsibility brought on.  
 
    With that realization setting in, Sandy wanted to sit down and sulk but continued looking around the clubhouse. “If you are taken in and don’t perform to your best ability, you will be removed and that spot will go to another. Those we teach, you’ll go back to your group and teach others,” Sandy explained, and saw faces filled with hope on all the younger people. “Those who don’t get a spot, we’ll arrange for someone from the cabin to come over to teach. We can’t do that until we have more security around us. Mary and I aren’t going to take resources away from our security. Lance and Ian have assured us they’ll tell us when we can, and their earliest projection was November.”   
 
    “Completely understand,” Amie nodded sitting down, and had several Geek Squad kids run over and hug her or pat her on the back.  
 
    “That’s why they’ve asked about security so much,” Ian mumbled to Lance. “Think that’s what’s in the envelope?” 
 
    “No, Mom said it has to be done now,” Lance reminded him as Sandy sat back down.  
 
    “First,” Lance said and turned to the table Rhett, Cory, and Rita were sitting alone at. “As of now, visits to Bravo group are suspended until the ‘master plan’ is operating.” The three scowled at him. It wasn’t uncommon for members of the groups to go and help Bravo when they could, mainly when they were cutting down trees and cutting lumber.  
 
    “Your choice, dickwads,” Ian huffed. “The thunder bots guarding them are shut down inside during the day, but we have six gun bots around Bimble to keep stinkers from piling up along the outside of the wall.”   
 
    Rita flipped her blonde hair off her shoulders, trying to act like a movie star. “How come you can go to any group’s location, but only a select few from the Bear Trap get to come to the cabin?” Rita spat.  
 
    “I’m stomping that bitch’s ass,” Jennifer snarled moving to get up, and Lilly grabbed her arm. 
 
    “Let Ian handle it,” Lilly told her quietly. Dropping back in her chair, Jennifer just glared at Rita.  
 
    “I’m so sick of this sly shit,” Jennifer snarled.  
 
    Ian turned to Lance, “You want to address that?” Ian asked.  
 
    “She asked you,” Lance smirked. “I answer it, my foot is going so far up her ass I’ll be able to tie my bootlaces in her mouth.”  
 
    “I want to see you try that,” Cory snapped.  
 
    As Lance went to put his boot in Rita’s ass, Ian stopped him. “You said I got to address this,” Ian grinned, and turned toward the room. “First, we set up your areas, dumb bitch, before you got here,” Ian grinned. “Second, I wouldn’t let any of you three near the cabin even if you could suck the chrome off a car bumper at fifty feet.” 
 
    Many in the room gave chuckles as Ian strolled from the podium over to the table the three were sitting at. He stopped and looked down at Cory. “You got a pretty mouth, boy,” Ian grinned and Lance gave a long sigh. 
 
    “Shit, Ian’s quoting movies,” Jennifer gasped, pushing her chair back from the table.  
 
    “Jennifer, let Ian handle it,” Lilly repeated. “We don’t need to mess up the plans they have. They tell us but I can’t remember all of them, and I know you can’t because you always ask me.” Jennifer turned to Lilly with a confused look when Lilly had said ‘we’. “You go over there to stomp that whore in the ground, I’m coming too.”  
 
    As Jennifer moved her chair back to the table, Ian had moved up to lean over Cory. “You my bitch?” Ian asked, then rammed his hip into Cory’s shoulder hard enough to scoot Cory’s chair he was sitting in a few inches across the floor. “Go ahead, make my day,” Ian chuckled as Cory just looked at the front of the room.    
 
    “Spank that bitch, bubba!” Allie cried out as she climbed up on the table to see better and then helped Carrie up. Cory was taller and bigger than Ian but it was very clear, Ian’s size was nothing but muscle.  
 
    “Allie, enough with the mouth before I spank your ass,” Mary snapped, and that stopped Carrie from issuing her encouraging words. It wasn’t lost on Heath and Dwain that the Ladybugs stopped.  
 
    Trying to get a rise out of Cory, Ian leaned down to Cory’s ear. “Everyone’s going to watch me stomp a mudhole in your ass and walk it dry, punk,” Ian breathed.  
 
    A chair scooted and others turned to see Seth get up, but Ian stayed leaning over Cory trying to egg him on. “Ian,” Seth said walking up. 
 
    “Seth, you touch me and it’ll be your ass getting kicked,” Ian informed him, but never moved from hovering over Cory.  
 
    “I wasn’t,” Seth chuckled. “I’ll kick his ass,” Seth stated, and that made Ian stand up and turn to Seth. “I know you can stomp his ass, but I’ll do it. I don’t want you hurting your hands.”  
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “The only way I’m going to hurt my hands is when I unzip my pants and pull out my dick for this bitch to gargle,” Ian replied, making Seth and others bust out laughing. The fact Seth was big and robust didn’t even faze Ian.  
 
    “Ian, you and Lance make stuff that’s magic to me,” Seth grinned. “I don’t want you to even get riled up. If you want their asses kicked, I’ll do it.” Then several others in the GTs stood up, telling Seth they would help.  
 
    Slapping the back of Cory’s head, “Pussy,” Ian grunted and headed back to the front of the room, stopping beside Lance at the podium.  
 
    “Damn, you quoted movies and didn’t stomp someone’s ass,” Lance stated in shock.   
 
    Ian scoffed, “Brah,” then pointed back at Cory. “He turtled up! Shit, Allie could kick his ass!” 
 
    “Let me, let me, let me,” Allie chanted as she jumped up and down on the table.  
 
    Smiling at Ian, Lance then turned and just looked at Allie. Allie stopped jumping and chanting as Lance dropped the smile. Grabbing Carrie’s hand, Allie pulled her back to their chairs. After they were in their chairs, Lance turned to Cory. “Shows you do have some intelligence. He would’ve hurt you bad,” Lance warned, then turned to Rita. “So bitch, you have anything else you want to say?” he asked, and Rita’s mouth twitched but didn’t say anything. “Damn, you have a spark of intelligence as well. I’m impressed.”  
 
    Lance started the meeting on what was going to be done and then Ian laid out the schedule. When Ian finished, he looked around the room. “Any questions?” he asked and none came.  
 
    “Heath?” Lance called out as he closed the laptop.  
 
    “Yeah,” Heath answered standing up.  
 
    “I need you and Dwain to come over in the morning and help move some stuff from the research area,” Lance told him.  
 
    Letting out a cry, Heath fell to his knees. “Please don’t make me!” he begged. “I’ll turn in my man card and wear a dress!” he howled with his eyes getting misty. “I’ll gargle,” he vowed with actual tears of fear in his eyes. 
 
    Ian and Lance both stared at Heath, speechless. “You can have my kids and you can have Robin, but please don’t make me go back there!” Heath whimpered. “I still have nightmares, and your machines know I’m scared of them and want to kill me!”  
 
    Slowly, Ian turned to Lance. “Dude,” Ian said. “You try and make him go, I’ll have to step outside with you.”  
 
    Stunned, Lance slowly shook his head. “I’d kick my own ass before Heath goes back up there.”  
 
    Dwain jumped to his feet. “Who do I gargle first so I don’t have to go?!” he cried out. “You can take pictures, I don’t give a shit!” 
 
    Ian and Lance both stepped from behind the podium and held out their hands. “You don’t have to come,” Ian rambled out. “We can take care of it with Percy.” Falling back in his chair and panting like he’d given birth, Dwain gave thanks to the universe but Heath was still on his knees. 
 
    “Heath, you don’t ever have to go there again,” Lance told him slowly.  
 
    Wiping the tears from his eyes as he got to his feet, “Thank you,” Heath muttered. The rest of the clubhouse just stared at the two. No matter what Ian and Lance had ever asked, Heath and Dwain had always done it. The research area now moved from a place of wonder to a place of horrors in everyone’s mind.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Outside the Wild Ones’ perimeter 
 
      
 
    With a light frost on the ground, the eastern sky was starting to lighten up with a new dawn on this forsaken world as Heath adjusted his mask. It had been a long time since Heath could remember it being this cold the first week in November. Hearing someone coming, he turned to see Lilly walking up. “Bit nippy,” she chuckled behind her mask.  
 
    “Just thinking that,” Heath agreed. “What are we waiting on?” 
 
    “Jarvis,” she answered.  
 
    Not even trying to understand why, Heath looked around at all the equipment and supplies loaded on seven semi flatbed trailers parked on the road with the engines idling. Then there were three mobile cranes and in front of those were six thunder bots. If that wasn’t bad enough, each thunder bot was towing a gun bot. At the very front of the line were the two tracks.  
 
    Today, they were putting in the last of ‘master plan’ traps. When Heath had seen the small scale model he had relaxed, but hadn’t believed Ian and Lance when they’d told him each one would take only a day to set up. After the three ‘master plan’ traps had been built, Ian and Lance had made the group practice for three days, setting them up in the valley floor.  
 
    The first trap had been set up to the east of Barbourville between Hedrick and Baily Switch on the Cumberland Parkway. Even with the practice, it had taken sixteen hours to set up and oh, did the stinkers start to get thick by the afternoon. Everyone knew without the thunder and gun bots, they never would’ve been able to set it up. The bots had been set up half a mile up the road and even that far away, the hydrogen sulfide had been rank by the afternoon.  
 
    Because it had taken so long, Heath had thought Lance and Ian would push for setting up the next trap back a day but they hadn’t. After loading the trailers it’d been midnight, so nobody got more than five hours of sleep. The next one was planned to be set up to the north above Green Road on Highway Eleven, and they’d had it up in only twelve hours. What had surprised everyone, Ian and Lance had told them the last one would be put out the day after.  
 
    Putting up the ‘master plans’, nearly the entire coalition had been used but the next day, Ian and Lance had only taken four from each group. They’d left before sunrise with dozers and excavators. A mile south of Crane Nest, they had used the equipment to block off roads and divert stinkers to the parkway and to Highway Eleven, and they’d been back before lunch.  
 
    With the one to the north, Heath could already tell a huge difference. Not that many stinkers had made it inside the perimeter lately, but the first battle bot site had reported only killing thirty stinkers all day yesterday. This morning when he’d looked, it had taken out only four last night.  
 
    The last ‘master plan’ was going to the east on the parkway between Baughman and Flat Lick. That was what Heath didn’t understand. Yesterday, Ian had told him Jarvis wanted to go see one trap set up. When they headed out to start, they would pass through Bimble and could’ve just picked Jarvis up. Knowing the boys had their reasons, Heath didn’t even try to think on them. Jarvis was the only person in Bravo group who had been inside the perimeter, and he could only come in when someone brought him.  
 
    Why? Because the parents were finally home, and that meant Lance and Ian could flood the area with death. Those who patrolled knew where they could cross the perimeter and it just so happened, those spots had cameras. Trying to cross anywhere else was taking your life into your own hands. Heath and Dwain had gone out when the boys had laid traps. It was the speed with which the boys could set up a trap that bothered Heath. They’d put out punji pits, spike swings, deadfalls, and then others that were creations of their own. There were four gun bots on the perimeter and the coalition avoided those areas like the plague.  
 
    After the first patrol, he and Dwain had practiced setting up traps like the boys had and now could, but not nearly as fast. When the boys were done, Heath couldn’t even tell where the damn thing was and that REALLY scared him. But like Dwain said, ‘If we can’t see it, then someone trying to sneak in won’t see it either’.  
 
    “You get lost in thought a lot,” Lilly chuckled. 
 
    “Sorry,” Heath sighed. “Trying to figure out how they can set up traps so fast.”  
 
    “Practice,” Lilly huffed. “And before you ask, they practiced before this and that’s all I can say.”    
 
    “Figures,” Heath mumbled, and turned to see Ian’s UTV coming and could tell Lance was standing up through the roof. “Doesn’t Lance ever drive anymore?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Lilly nodded. “But since he drove them here, Ian feels guilty he didn’t offer to help.” 
 
    The UTV stopped and Lance just climbed out on the roof and jumped off. Heath was about to walk over and then saw Lance was headed toward him. It took a second until Heath corrected that thought, Lance was coming over to Lilly. “Hey, baby doll,” he called out to Lilly with Ian, Jennifer, and Jarvis following.  
 
    When Lance stopped, Heath saw the moms, Patrick, Seth, Amie, and Dwain coming over. “We set?” Lance asked.  
 
    “We’ve been ready,” Lilly chuckled.  
 
    “Lance, why didn’t we just pick Jarvis up?” Sandy asked, and Heath made a mental note to tell her thank you.  
 
    “To tell the others in Bravo not to come,” Lance droned as only a teenager could and reminded Heath, Lance really was a teen. Lance and Ian didn’t do it often, and it’d been Robin who’d pointed out they were doing it more now because the moms were home.  
 
    “We’ve told them every day. You don’t need to belittle them,” Sandy replied, never acknowledging the ‘teen attitude’.      
 
    “Hey, I was being nice,” Lance snapped. “People get all teary-eyed if we don’t give warnings like, ‘you can die if you don’t listen’. I’m tired of telling stupid fucks how to hold their dick to piss and to wipe their ass after they shit.” 
 
    “Lance!” Lilly barked. “Lose the attitude with your mom!”   
 
    Locking his gaze on Lilly, “She’s my mom and I’m sick of stupid!” Lance cried out. 
 
    “Lance!” Sandy shouted. “Be nice to Lilly!”  
 
    Taking his mask off to reveal eyes wide with shock, Lance turned to Sandy and then Lilly and for the first time, he had second thoughts about them being friends. “So, I should’ve just picked Jarvis up on the way through and told them then?” Lance asked, but it was in a cordial tone. Before they answered, he continued. “That means this convoy of loud diesel engines would’ve sat in Bimble and we would’ve had to clear the east gate when they opened it because stinkers would’ve been there waiting. Here, they can’t hear the engines and by the time they do, we’re already moving and they won’t pile up outside the wall waiting on lunch.” Hearing it, Heath wasn’t the only one who nodded in understanding and felt stupid to not think of that. 
 
    Reaching up, Sandy pushed her mask up to expose her face. “Oh, you are so your father’s child. He expected everyone to think and reason like him, just like you do,” Sandy groaned.  
 
    “It’s not reasoning, Mom. It’s called not being stupid,” Lance countered.  
 
    “Fine,” Sandy said, giving up on reasoning with Lance. “Tonight, you’re on my team.” 
 
    Everyone saw a conflict of emotions on Lance’s face. He seemed to like the sound of that but at the same time, didn’t. “Mom, we have a mountain of shit to do,” Lance told her. Sandy didn’t say anything and just locked eyes with Lance. “Okay, what are we playing?” 
 
    “Fortnite,” Sandy answered with a grin.  
 
    It was Rhonda who’d told Heath what the envelope had held that Sandy and Mary wanted done. They’d wanted flat screens mounted at the foot of every bed. Three flat screens for the Ladybug bed, of course. It hadn’t even taken Ian and Lance half a day to complete it. When they were finished, they’d gone to work with the others, getting the ‘master plan’ ready. While they’d been gone, Sandy and Mary had hooked up game consoles to each flat screen and had put wireless headsets for each one. That night, the moms had informed them they were playing games. Rhonda had said the boys really hadn’t wanted to, but did play. Everyone had passed out in the early morning with game controllers in their hands.  
 
    The next day, everyone could tell a huge difference in Ian and Lance. They both appeared relaxed and giddy. Robin had gone to ask Sandy, and Sandy had told her the boys needed to be reminded they were still young. Sandy had explained they’d had to do that when finals were approaching. Lance was born old and the age had rubbed off on Ian, she’d told Robin.  
 
    “Mom,” Lance sighed. “Use your gun and don’t try to kill with your sword.”  
 
    “I like the sound it makes when I kill someone with my sword,” Sandy countered, and Jennifer coughed to stop her own laugh. 
 
    “Can’t we play Call of Duty, Battlefield, or even Halo?” Lance whined, and Sandy just shook her head. Lance didn’t have the heart to tell his mom she sucked at Fortnite. 
 
    “I want to win this time,” Sandy told him.  
 
    “Well, quit trying to kill people with your sword!” Lance cried out.  
 
    Behind them, Allie yelled out, “Let’s go, damn it! It’s cold and my balls are pulling up inside me!” 
 
    Spinning to the road, “Allie!” Mary shouted back. 
 
    Immediately, “She just said, ‘damn it’,” Lance huffed, and Mary turned to face him. Taking a breath to reply Mary just let it out, not in the mood to argue with Lance about his Ladybugs. When Mary turned to Sandy, she saw Sandy just shrug. 
 
    “That’s not really a curse word,” Sandy offered.  
 
    Turning and walking off, “She’s my daughter. I gave birth to her and I never babied her that much,” Mary mumbled.  
 
    “Let’s load up before Allie’s balls fall off,” Ian snickered.  
 
    Everyone headed to vehicles with Lance and Ian climbing in the backs of the two tracks. The small beds had computers and multiple screens set up so they could control the bots as they moved. To most in the coalition, the bots were magic because the boys weren’t driving them by remote control. The bots traveled with them. Ian and Lance would sit in the backs of the tracks, giving permission to the thunder bots to shoot at stinkers. The gun bots wouldn’t and couldn’t be activated until they’d been set up.  
 
    Those not driving trucks or equipment mounted up in UTVs and pickup trucks and spaced themselves among the convoy to shoot the stinkers the thunder bots couldn’t. Seth had even asked if they could just shoot stinkers until they reached the build sites. Where Heath and Dwain had fear of the bots, Seth had unbridled terror.  
 
    When they reached Bimble, the gate was opened and the convoy pulled through and they could see the inner fence was complete now. Bravo was starting to fill the ten foot area between the fences with dirt. Pulling onto the parkway, the convoy couldn’t go faster than forty because that was the top speed of the thunder bots and that was still too fast to many, but Lance wouldn’t let them travel faster than thirty miles per hour. 
 
    Passing through the east gate, the pungent odor hit them. Six hundred yards outside the gate there was a pile of several hundred stinkers that the gun bot overlooking the parkway had taken out. It had been set up yesterday and more than one person had wanted to ask and make sure Ian and Lance had turned the damn thing off. But they thought it might piss them off, and they were the ones controlling thunder bots, so everyone just prayed.  
 
    Everyone turned to look at the gun bot four hundred yards away, sitting on a ridge behind the wall that was six hundred feet over the parkway. Only when they saw the turret turned around over the frame did they relax, and only then did they notice a group from Bravo with rifles near the gun bot.  
 
    Driving the track that Lance was in, “Who cleared the bodies?” Lilly asked over the radio.  
 
    “I told Bravo to do it when we picked up Jarvis,” Lance answered. 
 
    In the track’s gun turret Allie spun it around, stopping to look down the parkway. On the flat screen for the gun she saw stinkers shambling towards them. “I got stinkers!” she cheered out.  
 
    RRRRRt, RRRt, RRRRt, sounded beside them as one of the thunder bots fired very short bursts and Allie watched the group of stinkers explode one at a time. In ten seconds, nearly twenty stinkers were down. The only sound was the ball bearings cracking the sonic barrier. “Let me shoot some goober smooching bitches!” Allie shouted over the radio. 
 
    “Allie, mouth!” Mary shouted over the radio. Mary was riding in Ian’s track beside them and Lilly could swear she heard Mary’s shout, even with the earphones on.  
 
    In Lance’s track, sitting on the right side, “Lance, let Allie shoot some,” Sandy told him over the radio.  
 
    “Hey, what about me?” Carrie called out, since she was in the gun turret on Ian’s track that Jennifer was driving.  
 
    “Take turns, girls,” Sandy told them, and Lilly just shook her head.  
 
    “What I wouldn’t have given to be treated like that when I was a kid,” Lilly mumbled, then she realized she’d said it out loud. In a panic, she looked down and sighed in relief that her microphone was off.  
 
    Allie and Carrie would call out targets and laugh as they sent a stream of half-inch ball bearings at a stinker. “Lance?” Sandy called out. “Why do the thunder bots shoot more than once? You said they’re just gun bots mounted on tracks.”  
 
    Making adjustments to the spacing of the three thunder bots he was controlling, “They are but when a thunder bot is rolling, I can’t get the stabilization system fine-tuned enough to do single kill shots, so it fires a burst. The burst is only ten or so projectiles,” Lance answered as Allie cut a stinker in half, literally. When it crawled away from the lower half Allie unleased another stream, evaporating the head.  
 
    Just over two miles outside the Bravo fence, they reached the small bridges that ran over Stinking Creek. The flow now couldn’t even be classified as a stream, it was now Small Stinking River. Without even being told the group separated, pulling to where they needed to be as Lilly drove over the eastbound bridge and slowed. The thunder bots pulled past and Lance unleashed them as Allie stood up out of the gun turret and used her AR on three stinkers that were close.  
 
    Two thunder bots continued three hundred yards down the road and stopped. The gun bots they’d been pulling unlatched from the thunder bots, with one sitting in the eastbound lane and the other in the west-bound lane. Both thunder bots pivoted and headed back toward the bridge while the legs at each corner of the gun bots extended out, setting down on the parkway and then extending out to lift the trailer the gun bot was mounted on off the ground.  
 
    The trailer was seven feet off the ground with the turret at ten feet when the computer started up, making sure it was level. In the track, Lance was setting the fields of fire and before the thunder bots pulled to a stop, he’d turned on one of the gun bots. Each gun bot held fifty thousand ball bearings like the thunder bots, but Lance and Ian had wanted to make sure if a mass of stinkers, a gang, or aliens invaded they could unleash hell. 
 
    At the other side Ian did the same, but his gun bots were set up to the side of the road since trucks would have to move back to get the rest of the supplies when they were needed.  
 
    “Are your children playing nice?” Lilly asked getting ready to climb out.  
 
    “If the bots are mine, then the Ladybugs are yours,” Lance countered and heard Allie gasp behind him. He turned to see she had climbed out of the turret and was standing on the wire mesh roof over the bed.  
 
    “Yeah, right,” Lilly laughed climbing out.   
 
    Standing well off to the side after the cranes set up, Jarvis watched in wonder as large metal frameworks were lifted off the flatbed trailers. The frame spanned between the bridges, with the footing on the roadway but rising over the guardrails. Over the guardrails, the frame dropped below the roadway. Jarvis watched as two more frames were lifted up and set in place so the framework reached from the abutment to the middle of the bridge span.  
 
    Forklifts lifted thin sheets of steel off another trailer as Jarvis watched kids and some adults donning welding gear. The smallest crane moved over and started lifting single sheets of one-eighth-inch steel sheets to cover the framework. As the welders went to work joining the three sections of frame together and welding sheets of steel, two groups went to work on each bridge. They moved truck-mounted drill rigs over the framework that supported the metal structure on the roadway.  
 
    Hoses were dropped down and pulled up to pumps being run by huge generators. Water soon covered the bridge as two-inch holes were drilled through the roadway. “I thought they only used drill rigs like that to drill for water,” Jarvis mumbled. Everywhere he looked, he could see people working. The only ones he saw not working were some kids who were standing guard.  
 
    “Pretty neat, huh?” Lance asked walking up.  
 
    Motioning with his chin toward one of the guards, “Why do you have so many? I know you like backup for your killer robots, but it seems a bit much,” Jarvis said.  
 
    “I wanted them to feel included,” Lance answered, pulling a tablet from a satchel at his side. Looking at the screen and tapping it a few times, Lance put the tablet away.  
 
    “Thanks for letting me watch. Not that I’m going to build one, but it gives me ideas on the wall,” Jarvis said. He felt Lance turn to him but Jarvis really didn’t like looking at that freaky skull painted on their masks, so he just watched the construction. “I wanted to ask you about your thoughts. We’ll mortar rock on the outside but on the inside, I want to just pile dirt up to form a berm.”  
 
    “Dude!” Lance cried out. “You have any idea how much dirt that’s going to take?” 
 
    Nodding, “Yep, and the three tallest and closest hilltops outside the wall will provide all the dirt,” Jarvis answered.  
 
    “Jarvis, that’s a good idea, but finding the fuel is going to be a problem,” Lance told him. 
 
    Shaking his head, “No, you said we were going to clear out Barbourville soon,” Jarvis replied. 
 
    “Jarvis, it’s just a small town. Even if the gas station tanks are full, which I can assure you they aren’t, there wouldn’t be enough,” Lance said.  
 
    “Trust me, I know where over twenty thousand gallons of diesel is at,” Jarvis grinned. “Remember, I worked for the railroad before becoming a pipeline worker for the oilfield.”  
 
    “That’s good to know,” Lance nodded.  
 
    It was only in the last few weeks that Jarvis had come to realize Ian and Lance really were over the Wild Ones. He’d thought there were adults but they were just staying in the background, which he couldn’t understand. Jarvis still didn’t believe they were thirteen. His twenty-four-year-old son didn’t act as responsible or mature as Ian and Lance did. Just the memory of his son caused Jarvis pain and he pushed it out of his mind.  
 
    “Lance, what did y’all come up with Bravo for?” Jarvis asked, and Lance didn’t turn to him or answer. “Each group inside the perimeter has a primary job, so what’s ours? I only ask so we can start.” 
 
    It was over a minute before Lance even answered. “You need to get set up first.” 
 
    “I know one reason we’re there is to provide a safe haven for others because you can’t fit that many inside the perimeter,” Jarvis said. He didn’t know the size of the perimeter because what Lance and Ian had shown him of the area on the map to avoid was much bigger than the actual perimeter. “Well, I guess we could all fit, but I understand why you don’t want so many inside.”  
 
    Finally Lance turned to Jarvis, “Oh, do tell?” Lance smirked, and Jarvis knew he was grinning under the mask.  
 
    “The fewer who know what’s inside, the less likely others will find out. That level of mystery is something few will want to test if they attack. Just from what I’ve seen I know if we’re attacked, those folks attacking are in for a bad day.”  
 
    “Lilly said you’d figure it out fast,” Lance told him, turning back to the construction. “Ian and I thought you wouldn’t figure it out until the wall was complete, but she knew you would.”  
 
    “So, what is Bravo for?”  
 
    Giving a long, tired sigh, “Supplies,” Lance answered.  
 
    Since he had been scavenging with Ian and Lance a few times, Jarvis knew what Lance was talking about. They didn’t want boxes of stuff but if some were found, they would take it. They wanted things and would dismantle them to get what they needed. “We can start on that now since we cleared Bimble.”  
 
    “No, you need to get the fence filled, the real gates up, and get all your greenhouses ready. Yes, some are up, but you need them all up. We have supplies available, thanks to the Devil Lords, but I would really like to hoard those for ‘Oh Shit’ moments. I didn’t think Bravo would grow as fast as it has,” Lance admitted.  
 
    “Neither did I,” Jarvis agreed. “I’m shocked there are people still roaming around.” Bravo was now over three hundred and would actually be more if Jarvis hadn’t sent some away. He hated doing it, but those he’d sent away were trouble. Most who came were given a week or so to see if they’d fit in, and most did. Some were just plain assholes and others just wouldn’t work. All were escorted out at gunpoint and warned if they were seen again, they would be shot. Jarvis did embellish because the thunder bots were always around, and told those who were escorted that the thunder bots had their biometrics and would shoot them long before a guard even spotted those who returned. So far none had tested it, and Jarvis was sure the thunder bots were the reason why. 
 
    Turning to Lance, “Lance, I’ve talked to the others over groups. They all started working days after you and Ian brought them in. We’ve been here for months. We’ll start gathering. What do you need us to concentrate on?” Jarvis asked.  
 
    “Jarvis,” Lance mumbled like he was ashamed. “We had the other sites prepped before any who came in were brought there. We were going to, at the very least, have the trees cut down for the outer fence before gathering up people for Bravo.”  
 
    “Hey, you don’t need to hold our dicks for us when we piss,” Jarvis smirked, and Lance busted out laughing. “What do you need us to gather?” 
 
    Feeling relief with the laughter, Lance turned to Jarvis and got serious. “Everything,” Lance told him. “We have no more computers, electronics, steel, aluminum, or electric motors. As of right now, we don’t have the parts to make another battle bot and they’re the easiest to make.” 
 
    Since he’d taken a lesson from the boys, Jarvis pulled out a notepad and started making a list. “Oh, I’ll have a mountain of shit for you in two days,” Jarvis vowed. “I wish you’d have told me sooner, so we could’ve started. On the inside, I don’t like your terminator bots but on the outside, I want hundreds of them forming a wall of death around us.”   
 
    “Well, we’re clearing Barbourville next week so that’s more you can gather from,” Lance said, feeling relief that Jarvis was bound and determined to help anyway he could.  
 
    “So our job is to gather. Anything else?” Jarvis asked making notes.  
 
    “In time, what you gather you’ll separate but for now, just get us some shit,” Lance told him, turning to watch the drill rig move to drill another hole in the bridge. “Bravo will also be set up so we can trade with others to get what we need and not have to find it.” 
 
    Looking up from his notebook, “Trade what?” Jarvis asked. 
 
    Shrugging, “Food, supplies, and ammo,” Lance answered.  
 
    “Food and stuff I can see in the near future but ammo, you have enough stockpiled to trade?” Jarvis asked in wonder.  
 
    “Shit, no,” Lance huffed. “We’ll set up a small factory and make it.”  
 
    “That’s going to take some time to put together,” Jarvis replied.  
 
    “No, it won’t,” Lance laughed, watching a group carry over a ten-foot-long, two-inch-thick bolt and put it into the hole that had been drilled through the bridge so the framework could be bolted down. When Jarvis didn’t reply, Lance glanced over to see Jarvis staring at the side of his mask. “There’s a small ammunition factory near Nevisdale. We’ll just go and bring what they have here. Ian can make cordite in his sleep.”  
 
    “Cordite?” Jarvis asked. 
 
    “Smokeless gunpowder,” Lance answered.  
 
    “Didn’t know that,” Jarvis mumbled. “Lance, I know the place you’re talking about. It’s a small family business, not a ‘plant’. I doubt the building is ten thousand square feet.” 
 
    “I know, but I’ve never been there. They specialized in match quality ammo and could make uncommon rounds,” Lance said. “It’ll make enough that we can defend ourselves and trade. We just won’t be able to trade much ammo. Before you ask, I don’t know how much we could make. Uncle Doug’s notes only say the place could manufacture ten thousand rounds a day. I don’t know if that’s one caliber or what.” 
 
    “Why in the hell would you think I would ask if you didn’t tell me?” Jarvis scoffed. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lance sighed. “People ask us all the time for more information after I tell them all I know.”  
 
    “Oh, I definitely understand that,” Jarvis nodded emphatically. They both turned to see the semi-trucks returning and Jarvis couldn’t help but shiver. On two of the trailers were the seven feet tall and twenty feet long shredders. The third trailer held four smaller shredders, if one considered “small” being two feet tall and twenty feet long.    
 
    “Let me help them guide them in,” Lance said already moving off.  
 
    Jarvis had seen the ‘master plan’ to the north in action and seen the work done before the shredders had been put together. He just couldn’t get it through his mind what Ian and Lance thought of to have planned out, designed, and constructed the ‘master plans’. The seven-foot-tall pipes that formed the main shredders were nearly twenty-two feet around. When he’d seen them lined up along the valley floor below the build house, Jarvis had even known where the boys had gotten them near Woollum. In the past, Jarvis had helped deliver the monster pipes and the smaller ones to a farmer who’d bought them from the oil company Jarvis had worked for. At the time, steel was cheap and the farmer had paid the steel price since he was going to use them for silos to store feed. The farmer had bought sixteen of the mammoth pipes and dozens of the two-foot pipes, because he had gotten them so cheap.  
 
    How the boys had found the farm Jarvis hadn’t had a clue until Ian had said they’d found it while scouting the Pirates.        
 
    When you looked at the huge pipes now they looked closed in, but there was a framework inside each pipe. Again in awe, Jarvis wondered how the boys had gotten the framework inside because it fit perfectly and the outside rotated smoothly around the framework. Inside was one of the biggest electric motors Jarvis had ever seen and he’d worked in the oil field. Yes, he had seen bigger, but only on locomotives when he’d worked at the railyard. In the massive pipe was a huge seven-hundred-horsepower electric motor and the plate on the side said it weighed nearly six thousand pounds, and there was one in each of the huge pipes.  
 
    They had always been around, but it was the fact the boys had known where to look for them. Five had been pulled from water pumping stations and two more were pulled from farms that had used them to pump water. Not only had they found them, the boys had unhooked them, brought them back, and checked them over. There was another electric motor to drive the four ‘smaller’ shredders via a chain, but it was only five-hundred-horsepower and barely weighed a ton.  
 
    When the largest crane hooked up to the first large shredder, Jarvis saw it shift as it took on the weight. It was only then that he looked at the bridge itself, hoping it wouldn’t collapse because the mobile crane was a monster in its own right. Jarvis had seen cranes smaller than that one pick up a locomotive so he knew it could handle the weight of the pipe, even with the added weight of shredder teeth, interior frame, and huge motor. He was just worried about the bridge.  
 
    Moving his eyes to the control cab, Jarvis caught his breath to see it was Heath’s daughter Lori operating the crane. “She’s the best. That’s why she does the big loads,” Lilly said, walking over and taking off her welding jacket.  
 
    “Just worried about the bridge,” Jarvis mumbled.  
 
    “These, I’m not,” Lilly said jerking a thumb over her shoulder at the two bridges. “The bridges to the north we set up on, that’s a different story.” Jarvis nodded in understanding. Highway eleven was a two lane road but where they’d put the ‘master plan’, the state had been replacing the bridge and had built a temporary one beside the old one.  
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought of that in a million years,” Jarvis said to himself.  
 
    “Nobody would’ve,” Lilly laughed. “Lance told me you asked what Bravo’s job was. I just wanted to tell you, thank you.” 
 
    That startled Jarvis enough to make him turn to Lilly. “Thank me for what? Wanting to help?” he asked. 
 
    “No, well, I guess, yes,” Lilly admitted. “You’re willing to do what you can to help, which means to take some of the load off Lance and Ian.” 
 
    Shifting his eyes back to the pipe as it was eased down, “All I can really do is the gofer work because I can’t even dream of the stuff they do,” Jarvis told her. “I just find it hard to believe that they designed it only since this has started because no sane person would ever dream up a need for a shredder that size. Hell, car shredders aren’t even that big.” 
 
    “Well, you’re right on a car shredder, but that one will shred a car. Lance drove a Ford Focus into the first one to prove to Heath that the metal wouldn’t stop the shredder. The ‘master plan’ ate that car in two minutes flat,” Lilly smirked. “But you’re wrong on how long it took them to design it. This is the second plan because they found those huge pipes. The first one was going to be a shitload of twelve-inch pipes because Lance and Ian knew where some were. But they spotted those and changed their plan. In case you’re wondering, it took them four days to build it on the computer.” 
 
    Still staring at the pipe as people pulled on ropes to guide it in, “They would’ve owned the globe,” Jarvis stated.  
 
    “Said the same a few times,” Lilly said. “The reason I came over is Lance also told you how short we are on building supplies. I just wanted to make sure you keep that to yourself.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell anyone even if you hadn’t told me,” Jarvis said and again, turned to Lilly and saw she was smiling.  
 
    “I know, but I just wanted to make sure,” Lilly assured him. “The ‘master plan’ was to put more in, but we just don’t have the metal yet.” Hearing that, Jarvis almost walked back to tell everyone in Bravo to stop and go look for metal right now. He knew the boys could forge metal but hadn’t seen it. “Don’t worry, they’ve made plans and have what’s necessary to fill the gaps,” Lilly told him.  
 
    “Can I ask you something? And I’m not trying to be an ass when I do,” Jarvis cringed and Lilly nodded. “Lance and Ian are over running the site, but every other time I’ve been near them they’re working.”  
 
    When Lilly chuckled, Jarvis relaxed. “On big projects, we move faster if they tell us what, where, and how instead of working. Don’t say anything, but that’s why it took so long on the first one, they were working and like you heard Sandy say about Lance, they expect everyone to know what they’re thinking because it’s simple to them. Heath was the one to figure out, if they get in Ian’s and Lance’s way, the boys will move back and guide the work. On small projects, just stay out of their way.”  
 
    “That’s good to know,” Jarvis said and heard the groan of metal as the frame between the bridges felt the weight of the first shredder settle in.  
 
    “Jarvis, none in your first group have ever mentioned Diane, have they?” Lilly asked in a low voice, even though none were near. 
 
    Spinning to Lilly, “Hell no, and I told them if any did, I would kill their ass,” he panted out. “I lived in Kentucky outside of Glasgow and everyone in the state knows who Victor is. When Diane told me who she was running from, I told her we needed to be going west. Farther away from Victor, not closer. Most of the original group has heard of Victor, but they’ve all heard of the Trading Post and know what goes on there so they won’t say anything.” 
 
    “Don’t be mad, but I’ve been around Lance too long. He says the one time you don’t tell or ask would be the one time you needed to,” Lilly recited and Jarvis nodded. “Only trust those in your original group.” 
 
    “Lilly, I like those I came in with and would die for them, but I don’t tell anyone shit about what I know unless they need to know it,” Jarvis told her. “Everyone wants to know just what I’ve seen inside the perimeter and I just say, ‘you wouldn’t believe me’. Like I’ve told Lance and Ian, I don’t want to let the ones I won’t let stay even leave alive because they’ve seen how many we are and how we’re set up.” 
 
    “So, you’ve had a lot asking about the perimeter?” 
 
    “I’m keeping tabs on who and what they ask, just like you asked me to,” Jarvis told her. “Before you ask, yes, I think there are some spies inside, but not many. Most ask because like me, they see magic shit. Machines that move about on their own and kill without someone pushing a button, and just the fact that the boys can build them scares the holy hell out of me.” 
 
    “No, what should scare you is how simple it is to program and build a machine to do it. At one time, I thought I knew all about computers until I met Lance. Ian’s not far behind, but Lance is definitely the computer guru among them. Lance told me the programming and computer power has been around since the nineties,” Lilly informed him. “Those you suspect, please don’t confront them. We need you. Call us so we can confront them with you.”  
 
    “Girl, the only way I would confront them would be pulling my pistol and parking a bullet in their brain pan,” Jarvis informed her. “But Lance talked to me a week after you did and I told him I would let someone know if I really had a suspicion there was a spy.”  
 
    As the crane picked up the next large shredder, Jarvis jumped when the radio on his hip went off. “Jarvis?” a male voice called out. 
 
    “Oh, it better be good,” he grumbled, yanking the radio off. “This is Jarvis,” he replied.  
 
    “Hey, Jarvis. It’s Trent. We fixed lunch for the work crew and wanted to ask if we could bring it out.”  
 
    Looking up at the sky, “Some days I don’t want anyone in Bravo,” Jarvis admitted, then brought the radio to his mouth. “Trent, what part of ‘nobody to the worksite’ didn’t any of you understand?”   
 
    “Jarvis, come on. Since those first two super machines, we haven’t gotten many stinkers from the east. We just wanted to do something to say ‘thanks’.”  
 
    The hand holding the radio dropped to Jarvis’s side as he shook his head. “By using supplies the group had to give us,” Jarvis mumbled, feeling a headache coming on.  
 
    When he turned to Lilly, Jarvis saw a strange grin on her face. Before he could ask about the grin, Lilly spoke. “Let me call-,” she paused, turning back to the site and saw Lance directing the guiding team and then turned to see Ian on the other bridge looking at his computer tablet. “Let me make sure with Ian,” Lilly said grabbing her radio.  
 
    “Hold,” Jarvis barked in his radio as Lilly talked with Ian. When Ian replied, ‘I don’t give a shit’, Lilly turned to Jarvis. 
 
    “Tell them we’ll send someone to guide them in,” she told him, and Jarvis just looked at her weird. They were just over two miles from the wall. Hell, there were mountain tops inside the wall where those inside could see the build site. “Trucks just left to get more supplies, and they need to know where to park to not get in the way. Not to mention pulling off the roadway near here could get them shot by a gun bot.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, “I really try not to think about those,” Jarvis admitted.  
 
    “Oh, that’s unwise,” Lilly informed him. “When those damn things are live, they should be the first thing you think about.” Not wanting to admit that, Jarvis relayed the instructions as they heard the next large shredder seat into the framework.  
 
    Clipping his radio back on his belt, “You know, I’m a class A welder. I can help,” Jarvis offered, seeing the Ladybugs lead a group to the frame.  
 
    “No, this is the Ladybugs’ section. As you can see, I’m not getting my welding gear back on either.” 
 
    Jarvis gave a smile. In the time Bravo had been there, he had met the Ladybugs and seen them many times, but he hadn’t said more than five, maybe six words to them. Most were just greetings because he’d seen how the others in the coalition acted around the little girls. There was fear there, and Jarvis had enough shit to be afraid of and didn’t want to add more.  
 
    To Ian and Lance, Jarvis was a grown man and had no problem admitting to himself or anyone else, he was physically intimidated by them. Growing up he had been in fights, but the air around those two was something exerted by one who wasn’t worried about fighting. They knew they were that good. Their size was one reason Jarvis still had trouble believing their age. Without a doubt, Jarvis knew their biceps alone were sixteen inches. When he had seen them working without a shirt on last month, Jarvis had gone and put his back on. Chiseled muscles covered them. He had never even heard of a teen who could devote the will and drive, much less the time, to get a physique like that.  
 
    Just thinking about it, Jarvis wanted to go and push some iron. Granted, before the meteor he had been thirty pounds overweight, but this forsaken world had quickly fixed that shit. He was lean now and weighed what he had in college, but Jarvis wanted muscles like the boys had. 
 
    Pulling his mind back, he turned to see Lance storming over and out of reflex, Jarvis scanned around where to hide in case Bravo had pissed Lance off about coming to the site. “What?” Lilly grinned and the way she did it, Jarvis suspected she already knew what Lance was pissed about.  
 
    “I’m shaving Allie’s and Carrie’s heads when we get home,” Lance snarled. “I was going to get my welding gear and Allie told me to go stick my tongue down your throat! That was her team’s job and for me to leave! I told her Ian and I were over the site, so I could do whatever I wanted!”  
 
    It was on the tip of her tongue to point out to Lance; he was here with her and not welding so he wasn’t doing what he wanted. Thinking better of it, “Lance, they’re proud of their welding and even you said they’re really good,” Lilly offered. Lance was the only one the Ladybugs never got mad at. If Lance got mad with them they descended into tears, and it wasn’t pretty for anyone.  
 
    “So, you’re taking their side?!” Lance cried out and Lilly just sighed, then noticed Dino coming over. When Dino sensed Lance or Ian was upset, he always came to them.  
 
    “No, sweetness. You, and you alone gave them that section,” Lilly told him calmly as Dino just sat down beside Lance and leaned against his leg. Without realizing it, Lance reached down to pat Dino’s head. “They just want to show you they can do it without you looking over their shoulders.” 
 
    “Hello? This is the third one we’ve put in,” Lance sang out.  
 
    “Take your mask off,” Lilly chuckled, and when Lance took it off she lunged over, wrapping her arms around him and locking her mouth over his.  
 
    “Hey, no hanky-panky in the field,” Ian laughed over the radio.  
 
    “Shut up, Ian!” Allie screamed over the radio. “I told Lance to stick his tongue down Lilly’s throat and leave us alone! I don’t need a babysitter over my welding team!”  
 
    Lilly broke the kiss, and even Jarvis had to admit Lance looked rather relaxed. “Momma,” Ian called over the radio. “I want a new sister. How do I trade Allie in for another one?”  
 
    “Ian,” Mary laughed. “We don’t have the receipt, so we’re stuck with her.”  
 
    “Oh, come on!” Ian cried out. “Jennifer says we can trade in Carrie, too. If we trade in two, they might give me a little brother!”  
 
    “Ian, if I come up there, I’m kicking your ass!” Allie shouted.  
 
    “I’ll punt your little ass like a football,” Ian warned.  
 
    Giving a long sigh, “I don’t want kids,” Lance said.  
 
    “You can hang that shit up,” Lilly snapped, and Lance jerked his eyes to her. “Your momma told me we had to give her lots of grandkids, so you’d better get used to the idea.”  
 
    “I don’t want girls,” Lance offered.  
 
    “Lance, the male decides the gender, not the female,” Lilly reminded him. “You love the Ladybugs, so just stop,” Lilly said trying not to grin. “They ask and you do.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll admit sometimes they can be so sweet,” Lance said. “Except Jodi, she’s always sweet. If she had lived in the neighborhood, Jodi would’ve been my first Ladybug.”  
 
    Stepping close and getting in Lance’s face. “Don’t you ever say that out loud again,” Lilly threatened. “Allie and Carrie hear some shit like that, they would make Jodi leave and they love her. You just said you loved one of your kids more than the others and it’s the newest.”  
 
    “Fine,” Lance sighed, and Lilly turned to Jarvis. 
 
    “Don’t you ever tell anyone what you heard,” Lilly warned. 
 
    “I don’t talk to the Ladybugs unless I have to,” Jarvis confessed with no shame.  
 
    Thinking about that Lilly looked off, then finally shook her head. “No, I can’t do that because I live with them,” she groaned.  
 
    Lilly turned to see Seth driving a UTV and escorting three other UTVs from Bravo. Seth guided them into the median parking between the bridge abutments on the west side. Two people got out of the first and three got out of the other two UTVs. Lilly watched them pull out folding tables and huge pots, setting up to serve lunch. “Hope you’re in the mood to play Fortnite tonight,” Lance said breaking her trance of watching Bravo.  
 
    “Lance, I’m not much better than Momma Sandy,” Lilly chuckled.  
 
    “You don’t charge people with a sword when they’re shooting your ass,” Lance huffed as Lilly watched two of Bravo head toward them.  
 
    “Hey Trent, Linda,” Lilly greeted as they stopped beside Jarvis. Like Jarvis, they were staring in wonder at the construction.  
 
    Neither turned to Lilly. “Hi, Lilly,” Linda managed to reply, watching cranes hoist sheets of steel. Unlike the first ones, these were an inch thick. Trent gave a nod in greeting, with his mouth hanging open in awe at what he was watching.  
 
    “What brought on this desire to bring food when Lance and Ian had already said to ‘stay away’? They told us they would bring us down to see what they’d built,” Jarvis said watching the construction.  
 
    Turning from the site and staring at the side of Jarvis’s face, “Everyone just wanted to do something to say ‘thanks’,” Trent replied. “We know these ‘master plans’ are for everyone, but Bravo’s going to benefit the most.” Both Lance and Lilly just smiled at Trent and Linda. 
 
    Trent and Linda were actually the first to join up three days after Lance had started Bravo chopping down trees for lumber. Every afternoon, Lance and Ian would shut down the thunder and gun bots to follow them when they escorted Bravo back to the farm they were staying at. In the morning, they would escort Bravo back. On the third day, Ian and Lance had told Bravo to hang back as they got closer to the small valley Bravo used for the landing of the logging operation.  
 
    Sitting on top of a pile of logs were Trent and Linda. Both were wearing military vests, gear, and weapons, but were wearing blue jeans and long-sleeved shirts. They had heard the heavy equipment but as they’d gotten closer, they had seen the dead stinkers. With how the bodies were clustered in a line that followed the tree line, both had known they’d been shot by someone on the other ridge. So they had waited until dark and noticed a few stinkers stumble out of the trees and not get shot, so they’d moved carefully across the draw and over the ridge to find the logging operation in the valley below.  
 
    They had reasoned that whoever was logging was doing it during the day and they would just wait so they wouldn’t run into the snipers killing the stinkers. After Lance and Ian had come into the landing with Dino, they really hadn’t said much to Trent and Linda. Lance had gone back and escorted Bravo into the landing, then set out the gun and thunder bots. Jarvis had asked what he should do and Ian had answered, “Dude, you’re over Bravo. You don’t like them or they don’t work, throw them out.”  
 
    So that was how Bravo had gotten their first addition but just a day later, nine more had shown up. They weren’t as smart as Trent and Linda and had nearly gotten mowed down by a thunder bot. Unless Jarvis was with Ian and Lance, Trent and Linda were almost always near him.  
 
    It was Jennifer who’d asked about them that first week because Trent and Linda were already hanging around near Jarvis. In their late twenties, both seemed smart, worked, and worked hard. Neither ever complained about any task given and were always the first to volunteer for jobs. Jarvis said Trent and Linda had met when they’d served in the Army together and had gotten engaged two years ago when they’d been discharged. Trent’s family was from Chattanooga, Tennessee so they’d moved there to go to school and use their GI Bills. Their story of survival was common. The meteor had hit, shit went bad, and they’d been forced to grab what they could and run. Like many survivors, Trent and Linda said they’d gone to a FEMA Center first, but after the first was overrun and they’d barely gotten out alive, they had vowed they wouldn’t go to another. Since the FEMA center had taken their guns when they’d arrived, Trent and Linda had taken weapons and gear off soldiers the stinkers had killed before they’d turned. 
 
    They had been passing through heading north, thinking the cold would slow the stinkers down. Both had heard of the Wild Ones, listened to the Borg Queen, and knew gangs avoided the area. Trying to be slick, Trent and Linda had figured they could slip through to avoid the gangs. The only reason they said they had stopped was they’d heard heavy machinery, when noise normally caused death.  
 
    Clearing Bimble, everyone had gotten to see Trent and Linda were really good on the M4s they carried. Better than anyone in Bravo, in fact.   
 
    Seth came over carrying large paper bowls filled with chili and rice, then passed out plastic spoons. “You going to feed me too, Seth?” Lance smirked.  
 
    “You want me to?” Seth chuckled reaching for the bowl, and Lilly smirked watching Lance pull his bowl from Seth’s reach.  
 
    When Seth went to leave, “You aren’t eating?” Lilly asked.  
 
    “Already did,” Seth replied.  
 
    Not surprised, “Will you take Trent and Linda over so they can get a closer look without getting in the way?” Lilly asked and Seth gave a nod, then motioned for Trent and Linda to follow.  
 
    When they stepped away, “Trent and Linda seem to want to be your second in command,” Lance stated taking a bite. 
 
    “Yep, figured that out the fourth day after they joined, but Jill will stay my second in command,” Jarvis answered. “I do put them over crews because whatever I assign them gets done and gets done right.” Lilly knew Jill and liked her. Jill’s primary job was the kids in the group since she used to be a schoolteacher and was a nice young lady. Jill didn’t teach the kids schoolwork, she watched over them while showing them how to work. Each night she’d help Jarvis in laying out who worked where to get as much accomplished every day. 
 
    Turning to Lance, “I’m sorry I have to ask you, but did you tell them?” Jarvis asked.   
 
    “They haven’t been back over, have they?” Lance countered. 
 
    “We like for others in the coalition to come over, but those three never came to help,” Jarvis explained again. “I’m surprised they found their way home every night.” 
 
    “If you don’t want Cory, Rhett, or Rita back, just say the word and I’ll ban them from returning,” Lance offered, and Jarvis shook his head. 
 
    “Nah, when we get the gates up they can come back, but I’ve warned Trent that the drinking every time those three come over has to stop. Every once and a while I could understand, but damn,” Jarvis gasped. “I always expected Cory and Rhett to cause trouble when they were drunk, but Trent always kept them under control. I’m surprised Trent and Linda could work as hard the next day because I damn sure can’t after getting shit-faced.” 
 
    “Corey, Rhett, and Rita have never been model workers,” Lance said, and Jarvis gave him a double-take. “Hey, they’re in the GTs so they’re Seth’s problem, not mine. When Seth can’t or won’t control them, then the three will become my problem.”  
 
    Hearing another diesel engine, Jarvis turned to see a semi returning. On the trailer were two large metal boxes painted black, large being ten feet long, six feet high, and five feet wide. Each had four solar panels mounted on the sides. Jarvis wasn’t stupid and knew those four panels would take several lifetimes to charge batteries that size. He knew those produced power because he had seen smaller ones at the build house. Nobody had offered to explain and Jarvis had never asked. In truth, if someone had tried to explain he would’ve walked away, Jarvis didn’t want to know. One, it provided power way out of proportion to anything he knew about. The second, everyone seemed frightened of them. The only one who’d ever told Jarvis anything about the battery had been Percy.  
 
    “Sometimes they just blow up,” Percy had said, and Jarvis had nearly walked right back to Bravo. “There are alarms so if you ever hear a loud beeping, run. Just make sure you run away from the beeping. If a ride is close, get in it and drive away.”  
 
    The semi pulled over to the east bridge where they were standing and they saw Percy climb out of the cab with a huge grin. “I told them I could drive the semi,” he cheered out, and Jarvis didn’t really want to hear that with the explosive batteries on the flatbed. 
 
    With a heavy duty forklift, also known as a telehandler, they moved the shipping containers by pulling them over and gently lifting one of the special batteries off. Having faith in Lance and Ian because he knew they’d designed whatever made the special battery, Jarvis didn’t find a place to hide. He did nearly take off when the backup alarm on the forklift sounded.   
 
    Looking where the forklift was heading, Jarvis saw a huge transformer. Others guided the driver over to the place where the special battery was going. “I thought you hooked up the electricity,” Jarvis asked Lance as Dwain moved over carrying heavy wire. 
 
    “I had to move those fuckers without ‘em. Them? They can hook the damn things up,” Lance popped off, finishing his bowl off. Because he had looked at the plate on the electric motor, Jarvis knew it was three phase and took over five hundred amps to run the seven-hundred-horsepower motor. The fact there was another one and a five-hundred-horsepower motor, Jarvis knew that kind of power was dangerous and it was coming from metal boxes. That’s why he knew if they blew up it would be big, and he would take Percy’s advice and just take off running.  
 
    Trent and Linda returned wearing expressions of wonder. “Holy fuck, is that machine awesome!” Trent exclaimed.  
 
    “I like it,” Lance nodded, rolling his paper bowl up and shoving it in his cargo pocket. 
 
    “Um, why are there posts in the ground in front of the ‘master plan’?” Linda asked. “I’ve seen stuff like that around parking areas before.”   
 
    “So someone or stinkers can’t shove a car in the shredder,” Lance answered. “Yes, the roadway’s clear now but when a large mob comes through, we’ve seen cars moved down the road for miles.” 
 
    “Lilly said it could eat cars,” Jarvis said.  
 
    Nodding, “Oh it can, but it wears the teeth down much faster and I’m not in the mood to sharpen them every day or even every week,” Lance told him. “My worry is someone will drive a tank or dozer in. Both are heavy enough to break the framework.”  
 
    “Who the fuck would want to break it?!” Trent cried out.  
 
    “Assholes,” Lance replied. “That’s why gun bots overwatch all our creations now, but a gun bot can’t do shit to a tank. That’s why the poles are there.”    
 
    Glancing over at the gun bots around them, “How many are going here?” Trent asked.  
 
    “Enough,” Lance answered. “Don’t worry, they won’t engage stuff behind them, that’s the job of the gun bots in Bravo area.”  
 
    “When are you bringing in the Sterling engines?” Trent asked. There were two in Bravo to supply power. Lance and Ian had pulled them off the battle bot areas since they now had special batteries.  
 
    “Not putting one here,” Lance answered. 
 
    “I hung power lines before joining the Army, so I can help if you need some,” Trent offered. 
 
    Grinning as he pulled his mask back on, “Won’t need any powerlines,” Lance said. Trent and Linda both turned to look at the second special battery the forklift carried over and saw the solar panels on the sides. It was then they noticed Dwain running a tube from what looked like a five-hundred-gallon propane tank near the transformer, but there wasn’t a generator. Dwain was running the tube to the first special battery that had been set out.  
 
    “How in the fuck can you get enough power from eight panels to even think about powering the ‘master plan’?” Trent asked.  
 
    “Skill, knowhow, and magic,” Lance smirked.  
 
    Linda watched the gun bot out in front of the area take down a stinker with a single shot. “Those things are awesome,” she crooned. “I’ve read about them but never believed I would see one.” Nobody else commented and Linda seemed dejected. “Just how did you make one?” she finally asked.  
 
    “Skill, knowhow, and magic,” Lance repeated looking off. Jarvis followed Lance’s gaze over to the other bridge and saw Ian and Jennifer looking at a computer tablet. Grabbing his radio, “Ian, what the hell are you looking at?” Lance asked.  
 
    They watched Ian lift his radio up, “You’re not going to believe what got spotted!” Ian cried out, and broke into a run with Jennifer following.  
 
    “Hope it’s not trouble,” Jarvis said, watching them sprint over. 
 
    “If we see trouble on a monitor, we can kill it,” Lance assured him. “If you can see a bot kill area, a gun bot can see you. We have gun bots set up everywhere.”  
 
    Ian skidded to a stop, holding out the tablet. “Look,” he said, but wasn’t smiling. Taking the tablet, Lance just groaned and passed it to Lilly as he walked away. Jarvis, Trent, and Linda moved over behind Lilly to look at the screen and saw two tigers moving along a valley floor. Behind the two tigers were three cubs.  
 
    “Well, now we know why they left,” Lilly said, then thumbed to another image and this was zoomed in closer.  
 
    “Left?” Jarvis panted staring at the large kitty cats.  
 
    “Yeah, they used to live near us. We let them stay because they killed stinkers and anyone snooping around,” Lilly answered. She then explained about the zoos and circuses that released animals. “A word of advice, if you shoot them, make sure it’s with a big gun because they’ll get pissed off. If you wound one and it runs away, Ian and Lance will tie your ass up to use as bait so they can kill it.” 
 
    “I hate big pussy,” Ian informed everyone as Lance came back over.  
 
    “They’re outside the perimeter. If they try to return, what do you want to do?” he asked Ian.  
 
    Pointing at the tablet, “Pussy is breeding. Those little pussies will be big pussies very soon,” Ian stated. “I suggest we just make it hard for them to return and if they do, we get really big guns and kill the mean pussy.”  
 
    “Ian, mean pussy kills dogs and gangs,” Lance threw out. “I really want more shit out there that kills dogs.”  
 
    “Dogs can’t climb trees. I can climb a tree to get away from dogs. That doesn’t work on pussy,” Ian replied.  
 
    Thinking for a minute, “We could build them a treehouse outside the perimeter where we want them to stay. They seemed to like the one we built them near the cabin,” Lance suggested. “Ian, I don’t like mean pussy either, but I damn sure don’t want to hunt mean pussy unless I have to.”  
 
    Glancing at Jennifer and getting a nod, Ian turned back to Lance. “Okay, we’ll build them another treehouse. Think we need to stash more heavy guns in the buggies and tracks?” he asked. 
 
    “Dude, I’ll engage mean pussy with a centrifugal gun!” Lance cried out. “I can shoot their asses from three quarters of a mile and hit them with fifty projectiles a second. I know for a fact that gun can punch through an inch of rolled steel.”  
 
    “Not all the buggies and UTVs have one,” Ian countered. 
 
    “Ian, I’m not carrying a Barrett or the .458 Weatherby along with my gear when we patrol. We carry a 12-gauge with slugs and that’s enough,” Lance told him. “Worse comes to worst, I’ll use a fucking Javelin on mean pussy.” Liking the reasoning, Ian nodded as Trent looked back down at the screen.  
 
    “How do you know where it’s at from the picture? There aren’t any identifiers for camera numbers or location,” he asked.    
 
    “Dude, we know this area,” Ian said.  
 
    Looking back at the image, “This was taken from high up. There aren’t any mountain tops that high around here,” Trent said. “Where the hell is the camera?” 
 
    “Up in your momma’s pussy!” Lance shouted, startling them.  
 
    Trent held up both hands. “Dude, I’m sorry for getting you mad. This is just really neat,” Trent told him. Jarvis was about to tell Trent and Linda to leave, but Lance spoke first.  
 
    “Let’s just say nothing can get close without being seen. Anything moving in the open within ten miles can be spotted,” Lance said. Trent and Linda both gave gasps as Jarvis blinked in shock. “One person can move easily, but it’s hard to survive alone. Two can move easily and have a better chance at survival. After two bodies, each one you add, the effort to move and remain hidden compounds exponentially. So we had to set up to look for small bands moving around us.”  
 
    Looking rather pale, “I had a team out patrolling to the south and saw three survivors last week, and you didn’t notify us,” Trent said.  
 
    “Oh, that part just came online,” Lance shrugged.  
 
    “Drones?” Linda asked.  
 
    “Maybe,” Ian chuckled.  
 
    Trying to swallow with his mouth dry, “Trent, Linda, get the others and head back to Bravo,” Jarvis told them. Turning to Lance, “You think a gang is going to hit us, don’t you?” 
 
    “A large group would take huge losses, but I’m not going to say one won’t try,” Lance answered. “Hell, the Devil Lords, for the most part, moved in small groups. Granted, their fucking motorcycles made enough noise that it didn’t matter. They only grouped up when they were attacking. New Dawn? Now they moved small and if we would’ve left them alone, the Nazis would’ve taken out the Devil Lords in time. Training and intelligence trumps brute force ninety-nine percent of the time.”  
 
    After Trent and Linda had left, Lilly leaned over resting her side on Lance, “Did we do good?” she asked. 
 
    “Very,” Lance chuckled, and Jarvis wanted to ask but just left it alone.  
 
    The sun was setting when Jarvis watched the last part being mounted on the ‘master plan’. It looked like a tiny house built on a platform between the two bridges and was the only wooden part of the structure. Looking at the front of the small house there was a door but it was just painted to look like one. Then there was a huge picture window that took up most of the ten-foot-long front. Jutting out from the front was a large overhang, like a covered porch. 
 
    The window blinked when a projector on the overhang turned on. It looked like you were looking inside a house and it’d been filmed at the cabin. All of a sudden, everyone who lived at the cabin crowded to the window and screamed. Loudspeakers under the overhang let the scream sound out over the land in high definition sound. Jarvis had seen this at the one on the north ‘master plan’ before and still couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    It really looked like those at the cabin were inside the tiny house, looking out and screaming at something coming. Then the Ladybugs all ran around, waving their hands in the air and screaming while Ian and Lance yelled, looking at each other and then back out the window. When they left, the moms got in the window screaming and then each person ran to the window screaming.  
 
    Shouting and screaming continued as those in the window kept running up and looking out. Then it suddenly stopped when Lance and Ian stepped to the window holding up both middle fingers. “Bitches!” they shouted, and everyone behind them busted out laughing.  
 
    Then Denny jumped in beside them, holding up his middle finger. It was only then, Jarvis realized Chris and Tyler hadn’t joined Lance and Ian. He could see them running around and laughing in the background now, but couldn’t remember seeing them when he’d watched the entire episode at the north ‘master plan’. It was over an hour long and the longer it went, the crazier those on the screen acted.  
 
    “Stinkers act crazy seeing that,” Dwain said walking up behind Jarvis.  
 
    “Yeah, seen that at the north ‘master plan’ site,” Jarvis answered. All of a sudden, two butts were on the window and it looked like they were pressed against an actual window. “How?” 
 
    “They had a huge pane of glass set up in front of the camera,” Dwain answered as Ian and Lance stumbled off, pulling up their pants and laughter sounded from everyone in the background. All of a sudden, three little butts were pressed up against the window.  
 
    “Hey, stinkers!” Allie, Carrie, and Jodi sang out, and Jarvis saw Lance fall to the floor laughing.  
 
    When the Ladybugs moved off pulling up their pants, Rhonda and Holly jumped in front of the window and lifted their shirts to expose their bras. “Get some, punks!” Rhonda shouted and then lowered her shirt. Holly had more trouble pulling her shirt over her belly than her breasts.  
 
    “My god, how can your sister even walk without falling over?!” Jarvis cried out. 
 
    “Hey, nobody on my mom’s or dad’s side had knockers, so we don’t know where they came from,” Dwain admitted. The group continued to act crazy with everyone except Tyler and Chris front and center in the window. Jarvis was tempted to ask but realized it wasn’t any of his business.  
 
    Two butts filled the screen as Sandy and Mary looked over their shoulders. “Look, stinkers! Full moon mommas!” they shouted out, and the group howled in laughter. When Sandy and Mary moved away, everyone left the screen and it blinked again. Then it started over with everyone running to the window screaming. 
 
    “Damn, didn’t realize I watched the entire thing,” Jarvis grinned. 
 
    “I got a copy and play it at the house,” Dwain laughed. “I think it should get an Academy Award.”  
 
    Jarvis looked around and saw equipment being loaded up, then turned to the east and saw a truck driving along the median. From the other site, he knew they were putting down cascading lights like airports used to direct a plane to land. During the day they were very bright so he figured during darkness, they would be seen for quite a distance. The blinking drew the stinkers because they damn sure followed the cascading lights, just like a plane would in order to land.  
 
    “How far out do the lights start?” Jarvis asked.  
 
    “Now, only a quarter of a mile, but Ian and Lance want to extend them out a mile at each location,” Dwain answered.  
 
    A deep hum sounded making Jarvis jump, and he turned to look below the house to see the shredders turning. Of the two large ones, all that was exposed were the long teeth moving through slots of metal. The small shredders were mounted above the end to keep the stinker bodies moving. Looking down to where the ramp started between the two bridges, the first ten feet of the ramp sloped steeply so once a body stepped there, it was a point of no return. Jarvis had watched stinkers enter and if you blinked, you could miss a stinker getting reduced to chunks. 
 
    The chunks were pulled through by the big shredders and dropped to the water below. Jarvis didn’t know why but was glad because nobody had to come and clean the ‘master plans’ like they did the battle bots areas.  
 
    “Lance and Ian showed you the spots to block the roads, right?” Dwain asked. 
 
    “You mean the spots all of you are going to block the roads?” Jarvis grumbled. 
 
    Turning to Jarvis and taking off his mask, “Jarvis, they want to feel safe letting Bravo help. They, and we’ve put a lot of effort in getting your group set up. We don’t want to see that effort go away because a bunch of you weren’t prepared and ready to chip in without getting killed. They know you want to. Trust me, I’ve been there and so has everyone else in the coalition.” 
 
    “They’re teens! How can they accomplish what they have and think on this scale?!” Jarvis cried out.  
 
    “You figure that out, let me know so I can do it,” Dwain asked. “Like Heath told me, just be glad they allowed us to join with them.”  
 
    Understanding but wanting to help more, Jarvis just nodded. “I think Trent and Linda really pissed them off,” Jarvis sighed.  
 
    “Did Lance or Ian threaten to kill them?” Dwain asked and Jarvis shook his head. “Threaten bodily harm?” and Jarvis shook his head again. 
 
    “Lance yelled at them,” Jarvis told him. “I think because they were asking questions. Shit, everyone in Bravo asks questions. The shit they come up with is mind-blowing.”  
 
    “If Lance only yelled, they irritated them. Yes, I said them. If you irritate one, you irritate them both. If they threaten a beating, you’ve pissed them off. They threaten to kill, you’ve made them mad. I know because Heath and I’ve had all three,” Dwain admitted. 
 
    Feeling better hearing that, Jarvis followed Dwain to the back of the bridge as the forklift passed carrying a shipping container to block off the bridge so stinkers could only go between the bridges and into the shredder. “I don’t even want to know what all those boys have come up with,” Jarvis admitted. 
 
    “Jarvis,” Dwain sang out. “You don’t know how right you are.”  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Outside Bravo Wall 
 
      
 
    Exhaling fog in the cold morning air, Dwain glanced over his shoulder to make sure Lance was still inside the cell tower building. The same cell tower where Lance and Ian had placed a camera to watch the parkway before they’d even talked to Dwain and Heath. Now, the tower was three hundred yards outside of Bravo’s wall. Lance was reprogramming stuff and had explained what he was doing to Dwain, but Dwain had only understood something about ‘it was being turned on’. Two miles down the parkway, he could see the ‘master plan’. 
 
    This was the third tower Lance was turning on. The first one had been in Barbourville after they’d cleared the stinkers out. Even thinking about clearing the town now Dwain gave a shiver. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that without gun, thunder and battle bots, they couldn’t have done it. Like every town, there’d been dead stinkers there before they’d started clearing and that just complicated the task. You didn’t just walk into a building unless you let it air out or you had on a closed circuit breathing apparatus.  
 
    Because there was always a base layer of ‘stinker funk’ in the air, you could walk into a building and still breathe, but open a closed door to a room that held dead stinkers and get blasted with gas. One person in Bravo had passed out that way. The others with her had to hold their breath, running for the door before they’d passed out. Lance and Lilly had yanked their masks off and pulled air masks on before running into the building. Lance had carried the woman out as Lilly held an oxygen mask on the unconscious woman. She’d come to, but her lungs had hurt for days.      
 
    It wasn’t just inside where you had to be careful. When they’d cleared the town, they couldn’t get near the Walmart. When people had realized the shit hit the fan, Walmart had become a rescue center for two days. Stinkers seemed to like Walmarts because they had come there in force. Dwain and Heath had never gone there, but had heard it over the CB. There were now several hundred dead stinkers in the parking lot and you couldn’t even get close.  
 
    When Rhett had pulled out a flare to toss over and burn the bodies, Ian had punched him in the face so hard, it’d broken Rhett’s mask. Dwain had already lifted his AR to just kill the fucker. Before Cory or Rita could start whining, Seth had come over screaming at them. “You’ve seen how hot they burn! We light them here and the building will turn to ash! Ian and Lance told everyone, ‘NO BURNING UNTIL THEY GIVE PERMISSION!’.”   
 
    So Lance and Ian had brought up a mini excavator that had a grapple on the bucket and started removing bodies. They had tried to use a skid steer but there’d been too many bodies. The skid steer had a clamp on the bucket and had made a few runs. Then the engine had sucked in too much hydrogen sulfide and blown the head gasket. With the excavator, you could work from a distance.  
 
    Because the boys were still collecting bodies for ‘stinker nut juice’, they’d had a dump truck modified already with a long snorkel. When the bed was full and the wind blew just right, the engine would still run rough but not shut off or blow a gasket. The boys had removed enough bodies to pack two forty-foot shipping containers they had worked on to start the process of collecting ‘stinker nut juice’.  
 
    After that they’d just hauled the bodies out, using the bridge in Artemus to cross the river. In the field where the Devil Lords had set up a trail camera was where stinker bodies were dumped. Dwain was just glad they’d burned each load and hadn’t continued to pile more on. Battle bots now stood vigil there, blocking the bridge from stinkers.  
 
    There were still bodies in Barbourville but Bravo was slowly clearing them out and when they could, the other groups came to help.  
 
    Once the town was mostly clear Lance had started work on the cell tower and after he’d been satisfied, he had headed to Girdler to get that one ready. What irritated Dwain, was there’d been three towers that close and before the infection he’d had crappy service because those towers weren’t his carrier. His carrier had only had a tower in Corbin.  
 
    Dwain had run fiber optic lines from the cell towers to the clubhouse because Lance and Ian wanted to have cellphones so they could talk to people and not have to use radios for all to hear. Even though he was sure they knew, Dwain had pointed out that one tower covered over twenty miles, but the boys had just grinned at him. It was then Dwain had realized the cell towers were going to have another function. 
 
    To the north, Dwain could hear the sound of heavy machinery from a group working just outside the three-mile perimeter. There was a mountain between him and the group a mile away so he couldn’t see them, but Dwain could damn sure hear them. With the ‘master plans’ set up, the roads blocked and bots out, nobody had killed a stinker inside the perimeter for over a week. The first battle bot site outside of Girdler was only averaging six stinkers a day. 
 
    “Waiting for the program to download,” Lance said coming out of the building. Not wanting Lance to explain again what the program did, Dwain just nodded. Lance turned to the north. “That shit is loud,” he chuckled. “That’s why we couldn’t finish Alpha project until the ‘master plan’ was up and running.”  
 
    Just hearing the chuckle, Dwain gave a shiver. “Not complaining or judging, but don’t you think the electric fence is going a bit overboard?” Dwain asked cautiously. The fence was going to be just like the one around the research area. There wasn’t wire, it was cable. The same cable Dwain had been pulling down for months. Dwain knew electricity, and having that kind of raw voltage at ground level just gave him the creeps, not to mention the boys called it ‘The Death Fence’.  
 
    “Hey, be glad I talked Ian out of putting the death fence near the ‘master plans’ to form funnels,” Lance smirked and Dwain shivered.  
 
    None of the death fence was up yet as they had just started clearing a strip of land around the perimeter. Like the fence in Bimble, the death fence was going to run along ridges so that anything approaching the fence would always be downhill. Nowhere was the perimeter going to be three miles because they were following ridges. In the places it was closest would be three and a quarter miles, and the furthest would extend four miles out from the cabin. When it was done, the fence would stretch over twenty-four miles. Unlike Bravo, who’d put half their workforce into building the wall, only a group of twenty from the coalition would work on the death fence.   
 
    Dwain knew the death fence would kill stinkers because the boys had shown them a video of stinkers touching the fence around the research area. Like all lethal electric fences, five hundred amps pumped along the lines. That would kill any human, but a stinker? When a stinker touched the fence they didn’t burn and sizzle, they exploded. It wasn’t earth-shattering, but they damn sure exploded and it wasn’t the entire body, only where the parasite resided. The base of the skull and spine blew out mere seconds after the stinker touched a wire, shattering the bone. Along the arms and legs the skin would split where the parasite had embedded along the nerves. Lance had explained the stinker nut juice was turning into gas nearly instantaneously. Before any had time to wonder, Lance had promptly turned to Heath and told Heath if he asked why, Lance was going to kick him in the nuts. They didn’t know why, and wouldn’t even attempt to start looking into it for years. 
 
     Dwain found it ironic that stinker nut juice ‘special batteries’ would power the fence that would kill stinkers and any human who tried to cross it. Having long ago accepted the inadequate sensation when he compared himself or anyone else to the boys, Dwain just looked out over the rise.  
 
    “What do you miss the most?” Lance asked.  
 
    Giving a long sigh, “Being able to go to the store and just buy what I need,” Dwain answered. “A breaker burned out last week at the house. Heath and I had to search twelve houses before we found one that was compatible with the breaker box and the same amperage.” He turned to see Lance nodding his head slightly. “What do you miss?” 
 
    “The routine,” Lance replied immediately. “Wake up, go to school. Depending on the season, sports practice after school, basketball, football, track, swim team, soccer or lacrosse because Ian said we had to play. Tuesday and Thursday, kenpo practice after sports. Wednesday and Saturday were Boy Scouts. Homework when Ms. Penny brought us home, supper at seven, and church on Sunday.” As Lance recited, Dwain turned to him in shock and when he’d finished Dwain’s mouth was hanging open under his mask. Lance and Ian had done more in a week than most people did in a month.  
 
    Then a light went off in Dwain’s head. “That’s where I know Seth from!” he shouted, scaring the shit out of Lance. Realizing Lance had jumped back and brought up his hands to block, “Sorry,” Dwain said.  
 
    “Seth?” was all that Lance blurted out.  
 
    “Yeah, Heath and I knew we had seen him before but couldn’t figure out where. I just did,” Dwain stated proudly. “He was a preacher at a Baptist church south of Fourmile.”  
 
    “Was?” Lance asked and Dwain shrugged.  
 
    “Yeah, we were looking for a new church since our pastor had left the church we went to and we didn’t like his replacement,” Dwain explained. “Kathy was pregnant with Jodi and we’d gone to that church with some friends. I remember we liked it, but it was a good drive. I liked the church but not having to drive nearly an hour to get there. We only went that one time. We started going to a Baptist church near Artemus.”  
 
    “He never said he was a preacher,” Lance mumbled. Dwain understood because the boys had asked everyone what they did or could do and about hobbies.  
 
    “Lance, that was over eight years ago. He could’ve retired,” Dwain offered. Thinking that Seth was ‘young’ to be a retired preacher, Lance just filed it away.  “Lance, is Jodi really doing okay?” Dwain asked. He could tell Lance was thinking but wasn’t even going to make a guess about what.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Lance chuckled. “There isn’t anything we’ve taught that she’s had a real problem with. Yesterday, she made hydrochloric acid in Ian’s chemistry class. The only thing I can say, Jodi isn’t learning C++ as fast as she learned python.” Feeling cheated, Dwain gave a groan but was proud of his baby girl. In time, he just hoped Jodi could teach him what she had learned.  
 
    “Is, ahh, she goin’ to make a good Ladybug?” Dwain asked. 
 
    “Oh, Allie and Carrie love her, so yes,” Lance admitted, then gave a sigh. “Jodi is the only Ladybug who doesn’t try to make me crazy.”   
 
    Not sure how or if he should address that, Dwain just kept his mouth shut. Yes, he did feel guilty because his child was learning from the best in this forsaken world. The other kids in the coalition and even the ones still at the Bear Trap clan were learning, but not at the pace those at the cabin were. Lance, Ian, and the moms had sent stuff out to all the groups for the kids to work on. But unlike at the cabin, there wasn’t really anyone who knew all the stuff that had been sent over to help the kids learn.  
 
    It had been brought up several times at the dinner table in the Bear Trap house. A few months back, Grady had suggested the other kids rotate out of the cabin. Jodi, Lori, and Denny could come home and three others could take their place. What had shocked everyone was when Kathy had jumped to her feet holding a steak knife and told Grady if he ever suggested that again, she would cut his throat. Dwain had never expected that from his wife, but he’d been about to get up and go dig a hole to throw Grady’s body in before her threat.    
 
    Last week, he’d gotten to go on his first patrol with Jodi. Dwain had to keep reminding himself that this was his eight-year-old daughter. No sooner than the patrol had started Jodi had become all business and Dwain had to admit, she was good. Jodi was nearly at the level of Allie and Carrie. Since they’d had to find a stinker, the patrol had left the perimeter to the north and Dwain had watched Jodi drop stinkers from a hundred yards with her tiny AR.  
 
    A beeping noise sounded behind them and Lance just walked back into the small building, leaving Dwain to look at the morning sun sparkling off the frost across the land. When Lance came back carrying his laptop, Dwain followed him over to the UTV they’d driven up in.   
 
    Passing by Lance, Dwain got in behind the steering wheel. Not because he didn’t like Lance’s driving, but Dwain wanted Lance on gun. Even with all the cameras, traps and such around, Dwain knew if shit went down, he wanted Lance shooting. It didn’t even enter Dwain’s mind anymore that he felt better with a thirteen-year-old on the gun. Dwain knew Lance was faster and a much better shot than he was.  
 
    Glancing at his watch, Dwain wasn’t surprised to see they were done right on time. “Back to the build house?” Dwain asked.  
 
    “Yeah, Ian’s shift will be done on the fence path in an hour,” Lance answered, and Dwain eased out into the trees. There was a dirt road to the cell tower, but the fence from Bravo blocked it. Even if the road wasn’t blocked, it was faster to just head through the forest.  
 
    It didn’t take long to reach the road that ran from Bimble toward Hinkle to the perimeter. The only reason Dwain took the road now was the fence crew was clearing and he didn’t want to get in their way or spook anyone who was on guard. No matter what was in place around them, someone was always on guard. The only exception was work at the build house or the valley below the build house. There were enough cameras around for those at the clubhouse to spot trouble before it reached the valley.  
 
    Dwain soon spotted the path the crews had started this week. The thirty-yard-wide path started on the valley floor running up a finger to the ridge. It looked like a dirt road because it’d been cleared and the dirt was packed. Large rocks and stumps had been dug up, leaving just trees on each side of the dirt path. The trees taken down were stacked in piles along the valley floor and would be sent to the sawmill in Bravo. Averaging two miles a day, the crews were harvesting a lot of trees.  
 
    Passing through Hinkle, Lance had Dwain slow so he could check on the battle bots and gun bot. The last recorded stinker here had been over a week ago. When the death fence was up this group was going to be moved, and that wasn’t going to hurt Dwain’s feelings one bit as he stared at the gun bot on the ridge above that was standing sentry.  
 
    “We need to move this site to Cannon before the death fence is up,” Lance sighed. “It’s not doing any good just sitting here.” Dwain almost told Lance to turn the gun bot off and he would hand-carry the shit to Cannon.  
 
    Closing the laptop hard, “Fuck!” Lance screamed.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Dwain asked, not wanting a tantrum. 
 
    “We can’t get ahead for shit!” Lance snapped. “No matter what we do, shit keeps piling up!” 
 
    “Oh,” Dwain agreed by bobbing his head. “Lance, I hate to say it, but that’s just life. You do as much as you can because there’s always something else to do. Fix one thing and discover two more problems.”  
 
    “Being a grown-up sucks nasty, crusty ass!” Lance shouted, stomping the floorboard.  
 
    “You got that shit right,” Dwain scoffed. “You want to go find some shit to kill?” 
 
    Dwain was actually shocked when Lance looked at his watch before answering. “Nah, we don’t have the time,” Lance replied. Knowing that Lance wanting to kill shit wasn’t good, Dwain took off up the valley.  
 
    On the right, the levee rose from the valley floor and the dugout area was filling up with water. Below the levee was a large cinder block building for the ‘power house’. There was a turbine there on a pipe that would feed from the lake. Denny had made the turbine and had been very proud of his work. But the ‘power house’ was just another sham because the ‘special batteries’ were going to be put in to supply the real power.  
 
    The fact that dirt was piled around the power house just reminded Dwain of the danger the special batteries could pose. He understood the significance. The roof was wood so if a battery did blow, it would be directed up and not spread across the valley.  
 
    He turned to the step that had been expanded and the three metal buildings were now up, and those would require real power. The one on the right held two smelters. Dwain knew that because he had seen the one Ian and Lance had built, but these were bigger, much bigger. Also in that building were new machines that Ian and Lance had built. Unlike the smelters, the machines had been turned on so Ian and Lance could make sure they worked. Dwain and Heath had been there that day and had watched as the machines chopped up steel rods. One line made half-inch steel ball bearings and the other, one-inch ball bearings.  
 
    When he’d seen it, Dwain had thought it was the coolest shit ever because he’d never considered how a ball bearing was made. The center building against the cliff face now held the bot production lines from the barn at the build house. There had been people working and wiring up the building for electricity because the stinker nut juice was being made at the research area for the batteries.  
 
    The building on the left was the only one currently in use. It housed a supply area but one end had several clean rooms, and people reported there every day for shifts to make thermal cameras. Once Lance had figured out the best process, he and Ian had devised an assembly line. Dwain thought about his wife Kathy because she was there now. Only one camera was completed every day, but that was one more than they had.  
 
    Taking his foot off the accelerator and pointing at the smelter building, “How in the fuck did you and Ian know how to build smelters and machines that make ball bearings? You didn’t learn that in Boy Scouts because if you did, my scout troop sucked hind tit!” Dwain cried out.  
 
    “No, we didn’t learn that in Scouts,” Lance laughed. “Didn’t you ever watch ‘How It’s Made’? Uncle Doug has every episode.”  
 
    The first thing that went through Dwain’s mind was ‘when in the hell did Lance and Ian find time to even watch TV’. “So you watched a TV show at the cabin and figured out how to do it?” he asked.  
 
    “No, we watched the episode on ball bearings before this. The smelter, we’d used before this and knew how it worked. We just enlarged it each time we built another one,” Lance told him. “But there are episodes we’re going to watch just to figure out how to make more stuff.”  
 
    Not wanting to know, Dwain just pressed the accelerator and continued up the valley. Reaching the driveway on the right to the build house, Dwain turned and guided the UTV up the steep drive. “Give me copies of what you and Ian are going to watch, so I can help,” Dwain offered.  
 
    “Cool,” Lance chuckled then stopped, seeing the only greenhouse that wasn’t completed yet. “So much shit to do,” he moaned, letting his head flop back and looked at the roof of the UTV.  
 
    Not replying, Dwain parked at the build house and gave a shiver while looking at the newest creation under construction. If the thunder bots terrified Dwain, this one made his sphincter tingle. Years ago he’d had a hover drone at one time, and had even played with the one Denny had. The drones he and Denny had were four bladed and the size of a shoe box. There were two drones flying in circle patterns around the perimeter now that the boys had built. Each was six feet across and carried thirty pounds of cameras. The newest creation was a drone that was fourteen feet across and with the landing gear down, stood seven feet off the ground.           
 
    There were only three of the six motors mounted and only one had a propeller, a six-foot-long propeller, because Denny had wanted to put it on. What petrified Dwain and everyone else was the gun bot slung to the bottom of the drone. All Dwain could imagine were the alien microbes taking over the flying bot to kill the humans the stinkers missed.  
 
    That’s what was on the schedule for the next four hours, working on what the boys had dubbed, Angel. It was Sandy who’d asked about the name. Lance had told her to those here, if they needed help the bot would be an angel of mercy, but to those it was shooting at it would be an angel of wrath. Dwain had wanted to beg the boys to test Angel without the gun bot but wasn’t about to say it. Even though the gun bot weighed seven hundred pounds, they had no doubt it could work.  
 
    Dwain was certain it would work, but the microbes would use it because it could fly and kill.  
 
    Lance climbed out, taking off his gear and hanging it on racks at the back of the build house and then turned to see Dino galloping toward him from the driveway. “Hey, boy,” Lance said, hanging up his mask and then bending down to love on Dino. “Did you run off and leave Ian?” Lance laughed when Dino licked his face.  
 
    “Oh, that’s gross,” Lance said, wiping the dog slobber off his face with his gloves. Turning to the buggy, he saw Dwain rooted to the ground and staring at the Angel drone they were building. Noticing Dwain was gripping his AR really tightly, “Dwain, you shoot Angel and I’ll kick your ass,” Lance warned, getting off his knees.  
 
    “It will fly and kill,” Dwain told him, not taking his eyes off the drone. Moving over and hanging up his gear, Dwain almost hung his pistol up but left his drop holster on. If the bot cranked up, he was just going to take the beating.  
 
    “Dude, it doesn’t even have the flight computer or three motors. We’re wiring up those today, and I should be able to hook up the computer tomorrow. The battery won’t be ready till next week,” Lance said as a line of UTVs pulled in from the valley.  
 
    Ian and Heath climbed out of the first one as the others from their work crew parked. “Dino, you just left our asses,” Ian laughed as Dino lopped over and hung his head low. “I knew where you were going,” Ian said, bending over and petting him.  
 
    There used to be three small drones flying around in a pattern, but one had blown up from a battery failure. One thing they had learned was the smaller the special battery, the fewer safeguards they could put on it. After the drone had blown up, Lance and Ian blew up. They’d been clearing Barbourville at the time, and the two had turned their fury on a house that sat there mocking them for their failure. Jumping behind centrifugal guns, they’d leveled the house. After the house collapsed, Ian and Lance had left and come back with two dozers, driving over the wreckage. Only when Lilly and Jennifer had joined in the destruction did the two finally stop.  
 
    Like all battery failures up until then, it was because the battery had started making too much power and fed back on itself. That evening it had been Jennifer who’d come up with the solution, but she hadn’t told Ian or Lance. Jennifer had gone to the research area and told Percy and Gail what she wanted. When Jennifer was done, Percy and Gail had looked at Jennifer like she was the best thing since sliced bread.  
 
    Every special battery they built, Ian and Lance built it to provide power to what it would need to operate at maximum load, or as close as they could get it. Jennifer had Percy and Gail build the next battery to meet only eighty percent of maximum load and put real batteries in to supply power if the machine needed one hundred percent load. Using Jennifer’s simple solution, no other batteries had failed so far.  
 
    Ian and Lance had actually rearranged two days to do that for the tracks, thunder and gun bots, using Jennifer’s plan.  
 
    Finally tearing his eyes away from Angel, Dwain looked toward the back of the lot where two thunder bots, four gun bots, and Phoenix were parked. Each had a thick cable running to them and it looked like they were recharging, but they were actually being used to power the build house. When Phoenix had been upgraded, Dwain wanted to move. A bot that could shoot fire wasn’t needed by anyone as far as he was concerned. Then there was what looked like a twenty-foot-long miniature airplane that didn’t have a cockpit.  
 
    Patrick’s brother Colton had flown model planes and had been a pilot, so the boys got his help in designing a drone. It had only flown once, just to test it, and now was being fitted with cameras. 
 
    Hearing leaves crunch, he turned to see one of the tracks coming down through the trees from the cabin. Before the track even stopped, Denny jumped from the gun turret and ran over to Angel so he could help. “I think Lance and Ian are a bad influence on Denny,” Dwain mumbled as Heath came over to hang up his gear.  
 
    “You ask about the gun bot they built?” Heath asked and Dwain shifted his eyes over to the barn. Outside the main door was a gun bot. It looked like the latest generation sitting on a powered trailer, but around the housing there was a red stripe painted.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No,” Dwain answered. That stayed on the ground, so he didn’t even care about those anymore. “You think if I gave them Jodi, they would stop building Angel?” he asked. 
 
    “Nope,” Heath answered. “I offered to give them my kids, wife, and fifty years of servitude as a slave, and they wouldn’t even think about stopping work on Angel.”     
 
    Glancing over at Denny pulling tool boxes closer to Angel, “You need to get control of your son,” Dwain said.  
 
    “I’m telling you, Robin dropped Denny on his head when he was a baby,” Heath sighed, not understanding his son’s joy in the flying death machine. Neither turned when the other track pulled out of the trees with the rest of those at the cabin. 
 
    Jennifer climbed out of the driver’s spot and Lance smiled when Lilly got out of the track, but his smile fell off when she took off her combat vest to hang it up. Lilly saw the smile drop and glanced down at her shirt, wondering what had knocked the smile off Lance’s face. “What, sweetness?” she asked coming over, and Lance just looked at her confused. “You were happy, then looked like someone broke your video game when I took my vest off.”  
 
    A blush hit Lance so hard Lilly moved closer, thinking Lance was about to faint. “Oh, um, it… There… It wasn’t anything,” Lance coughed out.  
 
    “Lance,” Lilly sighed. “Am I your girl?” she asked and he nodded. “Then tell me.” Lance’s face went from red to purple. Dropping her vest and grabbing Lance, “Breathe, babe,” she told him.  
 
    As the purple subsided, Lance wouldn’t even look Lilly in the eyes. Lilly knew he wasn’t mad and to be honest, didn’t know what the hell Lance was experiencing. “You can tell me anything,” Lilly assured him in a low voice because what she felt from Lance was embarrassment, and he was only really embarrassed about one thing. One thing that had a mind of its own and affected all males, regardless of age.  
 
    Swallowing nervously, “Um,” Lance paused, glancing around to make sure none were close. “It’s not really anything,” he whispered, and Lilly took a hint from the Ladybugs and put on a sad face. When Lance gave a sigh, Lilly nearly passed out because it had worked. “You… um, you… you’re wearing a sports bra,” Lance mumbled looking away.  
 
    Lilly knew that but dropped her eyes down and immediately understood. Her breasts weren’t as big and there was no cleavage in her polo shirt. She knew Lance looked at her all the time, but this was the first time he’d ever admitted it. Then it was Lilly’s turn to blush. “If you want, I’ll go put a regular bra on?” Lilly told him, making Lance give a strangled cough.  
 
    “No,” he rasped out. “You always look beautiful.” Leaning over, he kissed Lilly quickly and then stayed hunched over to walk inside the build house. Ian, seeing Lance distraught, took off after him. Lilly glanced over at Jennifer, who Ian had left to go check on Lance.  
 
    There wasn’t any doubt by Lilly that the only reason Ian was still a virgin was because of Ian himself. Jennifer had told Lilly she had gotten ‘hands-on’ twice and Ian had panicked. The first time at the pump house at the cabin, Ian had actually taken off running. The second was there at the build house. Ian had panicked, telling Jennifer someone would come inside. Any day, Lilly was expecting Jennifer to just throw Ian’s ass down at the cabin, regardless of who was around.   
 
    Staring at the side of Jennifer’s face, Lilly could actually see Jennifer putting the pieces together. When she finally did, Lilly knew Ian wouldn’t be able to stop her. Jennifer had asked many times what the boys’ deal was, but Lilly wasn’t about to tell her. Like the boys, Jennifer would have to figure it out and take that step on her own.  
 
    “What’s wrong with Lance? He looked sick,” Sandy asked walking over. She stopped when Lilly turned and gave her a deadpan expression.  
 
    Realizing Sandy wasn’t making the connection, “What did I tell you about a make-believe problem men shouldn’t have?” Lilly asked, raising her eyebrows.  
 
    “Oh,” Sandy gulped, turning toward the house.  
 
    “Just a word to the wise,” Lilly said, and Sandy turned to her. “Your adopted daughter will be figuring it out soon.”  
 
    “Oh,” Sandy said with a smile. Sandy almost marched inside to inform Lance, men never got control of that until death, and Sandy wasn’t even certain on that. “That means Ian will figure it out and then Lance will know,” Sandy said, walking off, and Lilly stumbled back into the side of the house.  
 
    Ian ran inside about to ask what was wrong and saw Lance ‘adjusting’. “Yeah, I know,” Ian nodded. “Last night, Jennifer sat next to me on the couch half-naked in her sleep shorts. I could’ve pounded diamonds into dust!”  
 
    “Ian, meditation isn’t working,” Lance stated. “Heath and Dwain owe us. Let’s ask one of them how in the hell you control it,” he suggested. 
 
    “And be seen as punk ass little boys?!” Ian snapped. “Everyone here sees us as the badass motherfuckers we are! I’m not about to ‘ask’,” Ian quoted in the air, “about how to control that. We’ll just meditate more.”  
 
    “Ian, since we’ve brought in three more to help in the research area, we can’t get to our stash,” Lance reminded him.  
 
    Thinking about the three from the Geek Squad who’d been brought in, Ian tried to think of a time they could just go to the research area. The only time they really could was when everyone was asleep, and sleep was taking a high priority these days. “We move the stash,” Ian countered looking around.  
 
    “Bitch, there are more people here than the research area!” Lance cried out. “I never would’ve thought you could get wood so bad it hurts.” If his dad had been there, Lance would’ve asked him. He could ask his dad anything. He could talk to Mom about most anything but in Lance’s mind, his mom didn’t know anything about this. The first person Ian would have asked would’ve been Jason. Ian would’ve asked his mom before his dad, but because of how Mary had acted toward Jason and his womanizing, Ian wasn’t about to ask her.  
 
    Snapping his fingers, “There’s a fifth wheel camper at house ninety-one. Let’s pull it here as our new ‘break area’ and move our stash. We can leave the entire camper locked,” Ian offered.  
 
    Thinking it over, Lance finally nodded. “Okay, but let’s meditate at night also,” Lance nearly begged.  
 
    “Brah, we meditate every morning but as soon as our women come into the gym, all that meditation goes out the window,” Ian reminded him.  
 
    Coming to the realization that even if Lilly dressed up like an eskimo he would still have the problem, Lance shook his head in disgust. “You know, there are whole classes of drugs to make it hard but I haven’t found any that make it go away!” Lance grumbled.  
 
    “Why in the hell would anyone want to make it stay around longer?!” Ian cried out. “It’s awake before I am, all through the day, and still awake when I go to sleep. When Jennifer grabbed me in here last week, I almost fainted. I’m surprised she didn’t break her hand. I tried as hard as I could, but the damn thing wouldn’t go away! What do I do? Push her back saying someone might come in? That sounds like some pussy shit!” 
 
    “Dude, if Lilly grabbed my stiffy I would’ve died because she would know I had no control,” Lance confessed.  
 
    “Lance, I almost did die!” Ian cried out. “I suspect Jennifer thinks it just did that when she grabbed it. I finally got her and I can’t let Jennifer see I’m still a boy because I can’t control it.”  
 
    Realizing there was nobody they could ‘talk’ to, Lance just sighed. “If we had time, I know we could figure it out but no, we have to be fucking grown-ups, working our asses off nearly every waking minute of the day.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, the ‘wood’ needs to stop,” Ian said and Lance agreed with a nod. A ringing sounded around the room and outside and nobody even jumped. Grumbling, Ian walked over and grabbed a cordless phone off the wall. 
 
    “Build house, Ian,” he answered with the phone on speaker. 
 
    “This is clubhouse. Amie. We have three helicopters coming from the north, twenty-three miles out.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Ian and Lance both screamed. They headed for the door and Ian nearly kicked it off the hinges. “What’s the speed?” Ian asked, moving over to put his gear back on.  
 
    “Forty M-P-H,” Amie answered.  
 
    “What kind?” Lance asked, pulling on his vest as everyone moved to put on gear.  
 
    “Two Blackhawks and one Kiowa,” Amie answered, and Lance gave Ian a blank look.  
 
    “Kiowa is the one with the bulb above the rotors. It’s bigger than the egg-shaped helicopter,” Ian answered and Lance nodded. “Amie, is defense up?” Ian asked.  
 
    “Turned on when they were spotted,” Amie answered, and Ian stared at Lance.  
 
    “Let’s just shoot their asses out of the sky,” Lance moaned. “I’m not in the mood for shit today.” 
 
    “Ian,” Amie’s voice called out from the phone. “We’re getting a radio call by a captain on the choppers. He’s saying they’re from the military unit in Buckhorn.” 
 
    Never taking his eyes off of Lance, “Want to see what they have to say?” Ian suggested.  
 
    Shrugging, “Why? I’m killing every military unit we come across,” Lance answered, and Ian tilted his head back to look at the sky.  
 
    “Lance, I’m with you on that but hell, the fucker may be coming to offer supplies and lick our boots because we’re so awesome,” Ian offered.   
 
    A huge grin spread across Lance’s face, “You think?” 
 
    Dropping his gaze back to Lance, “Dude, they’re flying at a slow speed. Those choppers could be here in seconds but they’re approaching slow and easy,” Ian pointed out. “I’m just saying they might be coming to pay homage to the Wild Ones but nonetheless, they’re approaching their betters as they should, carefully and respectfully.”  
 
    Not really wanting to, but Lance could see Ian did, “Okay, but you even suggest leniency, we throw down,” Lance warned.  
 
    Setting the phone down, “Bitch, you want to suck my dick?!” Ian snapped squaring off. “I’ll go up there now and gut every fucker there. You know I want to. But I like it when bullies cow beneath us.”  
 
    “That’s no shit,” Jennifer scoffed.  
 
    Walking closer to the phone, “Clubhouse, this is Lilly. Radio out for the choppers to hold while we discuss this,” she said, then turned from Ian to Lance. “You two are discussing this and I didn’t want the military to interrupt.” None present were even surprised that the boys had no fear of the military now. 
 
    Cocking his head to the side, “You too?” Lance gasped.  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, I really don’t like either of you talking to an enemy. I’ve seen it and don’t like it but even I have to agree, it is cool watching bullies grovel to my man and his best buddy,” Lilly said with a grin.   
 
    Puffing out his chest, “I’ll back your call,” Lance said.  
 
    “Clubhouse, put the frequency on the phone,” Ian said and the speaker gave a click.  
 
    “This is Captain England with the US Army. We are holding five miles east of Manchester,” a voice called out.  
 
    “Hey, dildo. This is the Wild Ones. You know how to read a map?” Ian smirked.  
 
    “Yes, I can read a map,” England replied in a cold tone.  
 
    “Let’s see then. In fifteen minutes from now, your choppers will set down and we will grace you with our presence, to bask in the Wild Ones’ magnificence,” Ian said, trying not to laugh, and gave the grid coordinates to the valley below.   
 
    After reading back the coordinates, “Copy. Contact in fourteen minutes, thirty-two seconds,” England replied.  
 
    “Very good. You realized I marked the time, not you,” Ian congratulated. “A word to the wise, you’re already in our kill zone so don’t deviate from your instructions. You live only at our pleasure,” Ian advised with arrogance. 
 
    “Copy,” England replied.  
 
    “Damn,” Denny laughed. “That captain is almost gargling.”  
 
    “Heath, Dwain, in the power house. Momma, get a group and move to the hay bales. Momma Mary, get a group and set up on the hillside here overlooking the valley. Everyone else, come with us,” Lance said jogging to the UTV Ian had driven up in, and everyone scattered.  
 
    Denny was mad when Sandy called him for her group because Jennifer was already in the track she’d driven over and Lilly was climbing in the turret. He turned to see Lori climbing in the other track to drive with Rhonda in the turret. They hadn’t liked it when Sandy called them for her group but hadn’t said a word. The Ladybugs became livid when Mary called them for her group.   
 
    Tracks, buggies, and UTVs sped down the drive as the clubhouse called everyone, telling them choppers were inbound to talk with the Wild Ones. Lance and Ian pulled into the three building assembly area in the valley to see all the work crews standing outside and armed. They told them to spread out as Jennifer spun the track around to face out over the valley.  
 
    Grabbing his PTT, “Clubhouse,” Lance called out. “Wake up the thunder bots in the valley and keep on manual.”  
 
    “Copy,” Amie answered, and Lance reached under his mask to adjust his earbud.  
 
    “Have Halo keep a lock on the choppers until they land,” Ian called over his radio. 
 
    “Was goin’ to do that unless you ordered otherwise,” Amie informed him.  
 
    “I like the Geek Squad over the clubhouse,” Ian said, glancing at his watch.  
 
    With the drones up, a new room had been added to the clubhouse and only those approved by the Geek Squad manned it. It monitored the drones and controlled some bots inside and outside the perimeter. So far, only sixteen from Geek Squad had been cleared to run it by Amie, but others were being trained from the Geek Squad and other groups.  
 
    Waiting at the road leading down from the step, Lance grinned to see Dino come running off the paved road and up to them. “Hey, I patted the backseat for you to get in,” Lance said, reaching down to pet Dino.  
 
    “Brah, Dino doesn’t like to ride when we go fast because he can’t hold on,” Ian pointed out.  
 
    “Another reason I love thumbs,” Lance chuckled.  
 
    Right on time the three choppers flew in from the north, but only the small Kiowa landed on the blacktop road at the base of the rise. The two Blackhawks spread out over the valley. One came to a hover in the east above the hillside over the partially-filled lake. The other came to a hover in the south over the valley floor. Neither was more than a thousand yards away.  
 
    Leaning to Ian, “If I didn’t know better, I would think they’re trying to display a show of force,” Lance grinned. 
 
    Watching the small chopper shut down and three figures climb out the back, “And he gargled so well before,” Ian sighed, then grabbed his PTT. “Clubhouse, you have lock on the two still in the air?” 
 
    “Copy, three big gun bots apiece, you want more? I can shift two gun bots to assist,” Amie asked.  
 
    “Those choppers survive one-inch bearings from the big gun bots, I’ll give them a reach around,” Lance laughed.  
 
    “Clubhouse, big bots are fine. Be ready on my call,” Ian laughed out. 
 
    Two soldiers moved behind one man and held their M4s low but ready. Because they were at war with the military, the boys had studied rank. They soon saw the captain bars on the figure leading. “Hands off those weapons, cocksuckers!” Lance yelled out, holding his own rifle and ready to engage. 
 
    England said something over his shoulder and the two soldiers let their M4s hang at their sides as they followed England up. “I very clearly told you for all choppers to set down,” Ian said in a loud voice so England could hear him.  
 
    “It’s common doctrine. They’re providing cover,” England replied, studying the two figures wearing skull masks and standing alone with a huge dog. Shifting his eyes, he looked over at a vehicle with tracks and another figure wearing a mask, manning a weapon in a turret he had never seen before. All around him, he could see figures wearing skull masks near the three buildings and aiming a variety of weapons. “I ask for your group to lower their weapons as I ordered mine,” he said, stopping ten feet from them. “I’m here to talk.”  
 
    “Well, at least you said ‘ask’,” Ian huffed. “You’re alive only because you listened. I’m not ‘asking’ my group to do shit, ass licker. You killed your choppers by not following my orders,” Ian said grabbing his PTT. “Drop ‘em,” Ian called out.  
 
    From the north, south, east, and west, ‘Rrrrrrrr’ sounded as streams of one-inch ball bearings left barrels at five thousand feet per second. The two Blackhawks never had a chance to evade as rivers of one-inch steel blew through them. Because the destruction was so fast and violent, the choppers barely spiraled before they crashed down. In the space of seconds, the choppers went from mechanical marvels to flaming wrecks.  
 
    “You fuckers even twitch and you’ll die slowly,” Lance warned as a thunder bot rolled from beside the power house across the valley floor and skidded to a stop, aiming at the parked chopper on the road. “You were given instructions and didn’t follow them. A lesson was needed.”  
 
    Still looking behind him at the flaming wrecks, England just panted hard. Neither chopper had taken evasive action, dropped flares or chaff before they’d been utterly destroyed. “Each had ten troops aboard,” he mumbled, realizing this group couldn’t be intimidated and had the means to do whatever they wanted. They had heard the rumors and the warnings from the Trading Post, but none in Buckhorn had believed them. Now, England knew that had been a mistake and his need to survive kicked in.  
 
    “If the fire doesn’t cook them enough from turning into stinkers, we’ll cap ‘em,” Lance smirked as the two soldiers behind England glared at Lance’s mask.  
 
    “We’ve proven it takes a lot of heat to hurt the brain,” Ian pointed out like England wasn’t even there.  
 
    Shrugging, “I’ll let the Ladybugs use their bows,” Lance said.  
 
    Staring at England, “Since you followed instructions, you are alive,” Ian pointed out. “What do you have to say to the most awesome motherfuckers in history?” 
 
    Breaking out in a sweat, “I, um,” England stammered. “I bring orders from General Wade over the FEMA camp in Buckhorn. All citizens, regardless of residence, in this area are under his direction and control. You need to report to the camp ASAP. Troops will move in to assist. All equipment and supplies are to be confiscated.” When England finished, he cringed, expecting a bullet any second.  
 
    “Yeah, that really sounds like they came here wanting to lick our boots,” Lance groaned. 
 
    “I’m just following orders,” England panted. “That’s all any of the troops with me are doing.” 
 
    “Hey, dildo,” Ian said, and England turned to him. “Glad you remembered your name,” Ian chuckled behind his mask. “What do you think now?” 
 
    Swallowing nervously, “The Wild Ones are the most awesome motherfuckers in history,” England said.  
 
    “Ha!” Ian shouted. “They only see a fraction of the destruction we can call upon and they know.”    
 
    Racking his brain, England was trying to think of anything to get out of this alive. He had dealt with gangs of all descriptions, and even rogue military units, but none like the Wild Ones. A few at Buckhorn had said they were a rogue unit, but England had disagreed because General Wade was still in charge. Some of the gangs and military units had even taken out helicopters but not without losses, and never so quickly. England had heard mini and other chain guns before and whatever had taken out his choppers was the new tech reportedly held by the Wild Ones. There wasn’t a doubt it was a multi barrel gun because only those could fire thousands of rounds per minute. But all England had heard was the stream of the sonic cracks of projectiles.  
 
    “Dildo,” Lance said, and England turned. “I grant you permission to offer your opinion.”  
 
    The two before him sounded young but weren’t built young. “I shall notify my command that this area belongs to the Wild Ones and we’ll leave you alone,” England offered.  
 
    Pointing at England’s chest, “I suspect that’s a radio to notify your command?” Lance asked, and England knew better than to lie so he nodded. “Radio and tell them of the awesome motherfuckers you got to meet today.”  
 
    Grabbing the microphone on his chest, “This is Captain England to base,” he called out. 
 
    “This is base,” a voice answered. “What is the status of the meeting?” 
 
    “Both Blackhawks destroyed with all crews lost. No damage done to Wild Ones. I’ve delivered the message I was ordered to,” England said now soaked in sweat despite the cool temperature.  
 
    It was a few minutes and another voice came over the radio. “This is General Wade. Captain, I take it you are with the Wild Ones now?”  
 
    “Yes, sir,” England answered, then continued before Wade could speak. England just wanted to get out of this alive. In a few meetings he had been nervous, and even once had been held at gunpoint, but not like this. “Sir, I suggest letting the Wild Ones operate in this area they have declared under their own rule of law. They control the air around them, covering their declared zone with next generation technology. They have control of this area from infected like reported.”  
 
    Letting the transmit bar go, England prayed in his mind that Wade would take the hint and keep his ego in check. England knew unless the Wild Ones gave up, there was no moving in force to attack them. Moving across the land now meant getting ripped apart or if you were lucky, dying from hydrogen sulfide from the bodies of stinkers around you. Only small groups could move across the land and stay hidden but if they were seen by a large group of infected, they had to run. That was the only way supplies could be gathered, and infected weren’t the only things that had to be avoided. No group encountered yet had the stores of ammo to kill massive numbers of infected to even pacify their area, but it seemed the Wild Ones did. When the radio squelched, England tensed up. “If they remain in the four counties they have declared, I will grant them sovereignty,” Wade answered.  
 
    England nearly fainted with relief hearing Wade’s remark, then he noticed the two in front of him didn’t appear pleased. In fact, it looked like both had tensed their bodies up. “Oh, he grants us,” Lance snarled.  
 
    “We remain where the fuck we want, bitches,” Ian spat.  
 
    Suddenly, one had a pistol out and two loud booms sounded in England’s face. Even with the heat of the blasts and swearing he’d felt the bullets streaking past his cheeks, England never moved as two bodies hit the ground behind him. Hearing two suppressed shots near the road, England knew the pilot and copilot were dead too.  
 
    “Those fuckers were looking at me in the wrong tone of voice,” Lance said, shoving his pistol in his drop holster. Since they weren’t needed in the track anymore, Lilly and Jennifer got out and walked over.  
 
    “Damn, Ian is sexy being bad cop,” Jennifer crooned.  
 
    “You’re a good dildo,” Ian told England, removing the microphone from his hand. “This is the Wild Ones,” Ian sang out. “If any of you ever attempt to enter our domain, we will rain down destruction. I tried to let you bask in the breathtaking awesomeness but no, you wanted to see yourselves as equal to us. Only now do you understand, resistance is futile,” Ian sneered.  
 
    “My captain came under truce so return him,” Wade demanded.  
 
    Pressing the transmit bar, “You should’ve asked,” Ian advised and England wavered on his feet, trying not to pass out.   
 
    Several seconds passed before Wade gave a strangled reply. “I’m asking the Wild Ones to return my officer.”  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Ian laughed out, and England knew Wade was yelling back at Buckhorn. “If you or any others from Buckhorn venture here, everyone there dies.” Before Wade could answer, Ian reached over and turned the radio off.  
 
    “Please, I’ll tell you anything,” England begged as Jennifer and Lilly each moved between them, with each beside her own beau.  
 
    “Dildo, you really think we haven’t scouted your shit?!” Lance cried out, and England just blinked.  
 
    “It has been a few months and we didn’t go in every structure,” Ian pointed out, and England just prayed he would be of some use.  
 
    “There are over fifty thousand people in that camp! That camp is only fifteen hundred acres, that’s over thirty bodies per acre! Brah, we’re good, but come on!” Lance cried out throwing up his hands. Hearing Lance admit the two had limits impressed Lilly, but shocked Jennifer.  
 
    Reaching over and taking the pistol off of England, “Did I not steal that dumbass’s pistol?” Ian asked calmly and England started panting, remembering Wade shooting three people in September because his pistol had been stolen. “Everyone was watching each other and not the shadows. I’m telling you, we could’ve gone inside the command building again.”  
 
    “We got pictures and the layout, why in the pussy snot would we need to go back?!” Lance cried out. “We weren’t doing a deed!”  
 
    Holding his chin high, “I wanted to show Jennifer she could do it,” Ian said proudly.  
 
    “She pissed her pants when that soldier woke up in the barracks! The others were asleep, why worry?! The command building was always packed with people awake!” Lance shouted. Jennifer went to agree with Lance but Lilly grabbed her arm, stopping her.  
 
    “You pissed your pants when you snuck in Mr. Oliver’s room and he woke up,” Ian stated calmly.  
 
    “The Prime Directive said we couldn’t hurt anyone!” Lance screamed. “Yeah, I pissed my pants, bitch! That fucker had a .357 on the nightstand!” 
 
    “We took it,” Ian said calmly.  
 
    “AFTER THAT BITCH WENT BACK TO SLEEP!” Lance bellowed.  
 
    “Hate to interrupt,” Jennifer chimed in. “What the hell did you sneak into the Olivers for?”  
 
    As Lance glared at Ian breathing heavily, Ian just glanced down at Jennifer. “We replaced his aftershave with rubbing alcohol and shaved his eyebrows off,” Ian answered. Very clearly, Jennifer remembered that from two years ago. Mr. Oliver had eyebrows that looked like fur, way past the caterpillars Nina Banks had for eyebrows. “She could’ve done it,” Ian stated to Lance, but kept his eyes on Jennifer.  
 
    “Can she?” Lance shouted. “Yes, she can. But Jennifer doesn’t think so and if you don’t believe it, you can’t do it! You know that!” Keeping her face still, Lilly rolled her eyes to look at the sky. The fact the two could, at the drop of a hat, get into an argument to prove a point to others just amazed her to no end. 
 
    Then, like nothing had happened, Lance pointed to England. “If the fucker doesn’t give us some good shit, we feed him to the stinker kids. They can’t bite hard and it’ll take a while for him to die,” Lance offered.   
 
    “I’ll give you everything I know,” England vowed.  
 
    “You do, and we’ll let you return to your idiot general,” Ian chuckled and England winced. “Oh, I don’t think you’ll want to return after your stay with us.”  
 
    “Just let me go,” England begged.  
 
    “You give us good information and we’ll let you go with one hundred rounds,” Ian offered.  
 
    “And six days’ worth of food, but only if the information is something we don’t have,” Lance threw in. Reaching over and taking Lance’s gloved hand in hers, even in this hellish, forsaken world, Lilly didn’t think the planet was prepared for Lance and Ian.   
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Trading Post 
 
      
 
    It was close to Thanksgiving, even though only a few would celebrate with a feast in the Trading Post. Many there could only be thankful for being alive and a few weren’t even thankful for that, praying for death. In his office waiting on Bren, Victor went over the logs and inventory. When the door opened, he looked up and saw one of his security holding the door open to let Blake in. “You see Bren?” Victor asked. 
 
    Nodding as he moved over and sat in one of the plush chairs in front of Victor’s desk, “He’s coming,” Blake said.  
 
    Closing the log he’d been reading, “Let’s move to the table so Bren can have room,” Victor said, but Blake knew it wasn’t a suggestion. Even though Blake was the oldest and the family business had been passed to him first, that had changed two years after Victor joined the family business. In two years, Victor had been equal to Blake and in five years, Blake worked for and reported to Victor. Blake was certain if Victor had been dropped in the middle of a desert, he could’ve made money selling sand to nomads. Under Victor’s leadership, the family holdings were now in the billions.  
 
    Spreading out his notes and supplies, Blake turned to see Victor drop in the chair at the head of the table. For the first time in two decades, there was one person who was viewed as equal to Victor, and they were waiting on him. It surprised Blake that Victor didn’t seem to resent the fact of Bren’s standing. It absolutely floored Blake that Victor seemed to really like Bren. Victor had never shown or displayed emotions to anyone. To Blake, it seemed Bren was the first friend Victor had ever really had. Victor actually talked and shot shit with Bren.  
 
    As he sat down, Blake paused in realization. That’s why Victor talked and treated Bren differently. Victor viewed Bren as an equal. Victor had been married twice. The first wife had been thrown out because she’d complained of the mistresses Victor had living in the house. Victor, being Victor, destroyed her. Despite the fact Victor was a billionaire, the wife had been decreed to pay alimony to Victor. Oh, and Victor made sure she did, even though the ex-wife worked as a cashier at a drugstore. His last wife had died in Dallas or was presumed dead. She had taken Victor’s jet to go shopping and the world had gone to hell.  
 
    Victor had called and had the jet fly back, leaving his wife so he could use the jet to get anywhere. There were other jets Victor owned at his disposal, but that jet had the longest range. But by the time the jet had turned around, there had been nowhere to fly. The pandemic was global and America was faring better than the rest of the globe. Victor had kids but none by any wife. At last count before civilization had died, Victor had over sixteen but paid nothing to support them or their mothers. Blake knew for a fact that only three of the mothers had been over eighteen because that’d been one of his jobs, making sure Victor remained above the law of common people. A few mothers had tried to get access to the wealth but had wound up with the short end of the stick, if they were lucky. If they weren’t lucky, they died mysteriously. The six executive guards who protected Victor would be called in if Blake couldn’t get a situation under control, and they asked no questions.    
 
    It still amazed Blake just how fast the collapse had occurred. It had been a Friday and there’d been panic in Corbin, Kentucky. Saturday night, there had been infected in Corbin. Only because of Victor’s executive guards had they been able to hold out at the mansion. At all of Victor’s residences they’d had stockpiles of guns, ammo, and food. Not for the end of the world. They’d just stockpiled it in case the population ever got riled up because Victor was above them.  
 
    It was luck or fate Victor had even been in the area staying at his mansion on Laurel River Lake. The economic meeting in New York had been cancelled and Victor usually stayed at his estate in Louisville. Known only to Victor the reason why, Victor had headed to his mansion on Laurel River Lake that Monday. Blake only had three houses, but mainly stayed at his home north of Girdler. Victor was the one who had built all the buildings for business, just so Blake wouldn’t have to pay any tax and the state had paid him for the business buildings there. Most of the land around Laurel River Lake had belonged to the state, but Victor wasn’t just anyone. He’d wanted a house on the lake and the state legislature had sold him six hundred acres the same month, after some campaign contributions of course. The mansion was at the east end of the lake and even now was secured, but Victor rarely stayed there because it wasn’t as secure as the Trading Post.      
 
    Blake was just thankful Victor had told Blake to get to his mansion and had sent two company helicopters to carry Blake, his wife, and two kids. Within a week, the mansion had been under siege and the only reason they’d lived was because of the brick wall that sealed off Victor’s property. It was the next week when Colonel Bren had to lead a detachment of troops to rescue them. Again, Blake was thankful that Victor had pulled him and his family along.   
 
    They had been pulled to the FEMA camp in Corbin set up at the arena, and Blake was certain it was the first time Victor had ever been inside the arena. Victor, being himself, had immediately taken over running the camp from the mayor, FEMA, and Homeland personnel. It had seemed like a good location set up on a mountainside with walls blocking off any access, but the infected that had been killed below were poisoning the air. Within a week, Victor had taken Colonel Bren aside and had laid out the plan for the Trading Post. It wasn’t a trading post then, but Victor would always find a way to make a profit.  
 
    “What the hell are you thinking about?” Victor sighed, turning to look out a window. The only thing one could call the administration building was a mansion. There were very few living in tents on the peninsula and the buildings were not roughly-thrown together logs, they were built of lumber and looked professional. The peninsula used to be covered in trees, but they had been cleared away to build the latest expansion of Dunstan Inc. 
 
    Not surprised Victor wasn’t even looking at him, “Just how fast civilization collapsed,” Blake answered.  
 
    “Should’ve listened to my security and stockpiled more, but what’s done is done,” Victor mumbled, then finally turned to Blake. “You need to stop looking back and concentrate on the now,” Victor told him. “You can’t change shit and a missed opportunity is gone forever, so don’t dwell on it.”  
 
    The door opened as his security let Bren in. Bren usually looked professional in his combat uniform but today, he was filthy. “You got back last night, why not change?” Victor asked as Bren set down a laptop, stacks of paper, and a satchel.  
 
    “Had too much to go over,” Bren answered.  
 
    “Bren, you’ve been outside running around the woods for over three weeks. You’re the boss, and bosses don’t do that,” Victor told him.  
 
    Turning to Victor, “Victor, the reports we’re getting about the Wild Ones were just too much to take in. I had to make sure what was being reported wasn’t really fake intelligence,” Bren explained, then started spreading out the stacks of paper and Blake saw most were photos. “I know what I need to find out. Yes, I could’ve sent scouts but it would’ve taken multiple trips, and that’s the one thing we can’t risk. The more we’re in their area, the more likely they are to find us.”  
 
    Waving a hand out, “That’s what I mean. You not only went out into the wasteland, but into the very area we decided to avoid,” Victor said, and Blake just stared at Victor. Usually when people didn’t take Victor’s advice they weren’t around long, but it really sounded like Victor was impressed with Bren and his actions.  
 
    “Victor, I’ve been behind the lines before,” Bren chuckled. “Just be glad I did go because it’s bad.”      
 
    “So, our spies reported more?” Victor asked, picking up a pen.  
 
    Nodding as he turned on his laptop, “Yes, but they also managed to steer a prisoner the Wild Ones released to us,” Bren said, and that made Victor sit up straight in his chair. “A Captain England. He was over the group sent down by Wade to take over and bring the Wild Ones into his group.” 
 
    “How fucking stupid can Wade be?” Victor sighed. “We told that fucker, and six other groups told him, the Wild Ones needed to be left alone, and the idiot sends three choppers to take them over?”  
 
    “Oh, Wade can surprise you with his stupidity,” Bren stated. “All his staff advised against it. England was chosen because he was the lowest ranking captain and always went out to deliver Wade’s demands. Even I’m surprised England is still alive because he’s done it over two dozen times. If it weren’t for Wade’s staff, he would’ve been wiped out long ago. They are very well trained and can accomplish a lot, but this time they knew it was hopeless so the staff just sacrificed England, hoping to get Wade to understand and just leave the Wild Ones alone.”  
 
    “That didn’t work out,” Victor huffed. “I can’t believe the idiot is still broadcasting for people to come in.” 
 
    Finished setting up, Bren sat down on Victor’s right across from Blake. “It has worked to a degree because Wade lost two more Blackhawks,” Bren said. “Victor, they’re still getting about a hundred a month coming in because of that broadcast.”  
 
    Thinking about the military choppers Wade had and the company helicopters in Corbin still at the arena that they’d had to leave, Victor slapped the table. “Wasting equipment like that is beyond senseless and stupid,” Victor grumbled.     
 
    “Yes, the Wild Ones took the Kiowa intact, and I got to see it fly three days ago,” Bren said and Victor slumped in his chair.  
 
    “That cocksucker gave them air?” Victor moaned.  
 
    Shaking his head, “No, the Wild Ones already had air power and just got a helicopter,” Bren said leaning forward and digging in one of the stacks of photos. “They have drones,” Bren stated, passing Victor a photo of a small airplane drone. “The Wild Ones also have hover drones, but we don’t have pictures. I had one over my team for a few minutes, but was busy hiding from it and couldn’t get a picture. The hover drone was bigger than any rotor drone I’ve ever seen. It was about four, maybe five feet across.”  
 
    Handing the photo back, “That’s why you send others and not risk yourself,” Victor told Bren. “Your second in command isn’t that great, and I need your intelligence and thought process.”  
 
    “Lieutenant Colonel Sydlair’s strength is logistics and that’s why I wanted him,” Bren explained, and even Victor nodded in agreement with that. “Victor, if I had sent others, more than likely we would be at war with the Wild Ones and they can hurt us badly. I would even go so far to say if they wanted, they could launch and wipe us out. As of now, we’re too much trouble for that commitment of resources. But if we irritate them, the Wild Ones could change their minds.” 
 
    “Well, since Wade has pissed them off already, why not team up and both of us hit them?” Blake asked. “Hell, we could get six other groups to join in that attack.”  
 
    Holding up a hand to Blake, “Get that shit out of your mind, Blake,” Bren warned. “Think about it. Yes, the area around them is clear, but they could hold us off for a long time. Why? Because nobody would be able to bring all their strength to bear on the target. At most, we could get a hundred there through the infected for an attack and they would just become bodies. I’ve seen what they have and can tell you, it’s real.”  
 
    “The spies get any idea on the power?” Victor asked and Bren shook his head.  
 
    “No, and that’s why I spent the night with the eggheads,” Bren replied, then dug out more photos. “With the photos Trent and Linda have sent, plus what my team got, I had the eggheads come up with how much power would be needed.”  
 
    When Bren didn’t continue, Victor nodded and motioned with his hands for Bren to continue. “The Wild Ones are producing more power than we are here,” Bren told him, and Victor’s eyes got wide. “Yeah, half of the eggheads think the Wild Ones have a small nuclear reactor.”  
 
    “Oh, come on!” Victor cried out. “You couldn’t run out and buy one of those at Walmart!”  
 
    “No, but if you knew where one was stored, you could get one,” Bren offered, and that calmed Victor down. “Every branch had research on deployable reactors for power in the field. I’ve personally only seen two, but they do exist. The closest one I know of is in Pennsylvania. Even if we could go and get it, there isn’t anyone here who could run it. Despite what Hollywood says, it takes more than flipping a switch on.” 
 
    “I know that,” Victor said dryly. “So, you really think they have a small reactor?” 
 
    With a hesitant nod, “I’m leaning that way,” Bren admitted. “But even with the reactor, that doesn’t explain how they are powering equipment in the field.” He handed over a photo and Victor had seen one like it before of the infected shredder on the Cumberland Parkway. “Before I left, I had the eggheads work on the ‘special battery’,” Bren lisped the last, making Victor chuckle. “The eggheads came up with proof that a battery that size couldn’t power the motors on that shredder.”  
 
    “I could’ve told you that,” Victor said, leaning back in his chair and still looking at the photo.  
 
    “So could I,” Bren nodded. “But I wanted proof and the eggheads gave that. Notice how there is what looks like a small propane tank connected to that first special battery?” Bren asked. Still studying the photo, Victor nodded. “Even if there is a generator in that first battery, the size is too small to supply the power needed.”  
 
    Tossing the photo on the table, “They fucking made Sterling engines, and the only one I’ve ever seen working was built by NASA before it was taken over by the military,” Victor said.    
 
    “The eggheads built one,” Bren said, and Victor got interested. “The one they made only produces a thousand watts. We just don’t have the facilities to produce what they need to make more.”  
 
    Throwing up his hands, “So, not only do the Wild Ones have technology we’ve never heard of, but they have manufacturing capabilities?!” Victor cried out. “I would’ve known about talent like that and would’ve hired them!”  
 
    “Not if they were working on black projects,” Bren replied and after thinking for a few seconds, Victor nodded in agreement. “When I left, I arranged to meet face-to-face with Trent. I wanted him to find out what was in that tank. He did and it’s hydrogen sulfide,” Bren stated but wasn’t smiling.  
 
    “They’re farming the infected?” Victor gasped.  
 
    “On that, I’m sure,” Bren said, then pulled more photos out. “Three-inch conduit was run to that shredder east of Bimble and Linda was able to help hook it up to the substation that has been set up there. She was able to confirm the line was putting out power before she even hooked it up. That damn machine is not only killing infected, it’s producing enough power to meet its own needs and send the rest to Bimble.”  
 
    Victor just groaned as Bren leaned over, pointing at the shredder in the photo. “I asked the eggheads to come up with the how and they couldn’t, but they did come up with some very good suggestions. One of the eggheads worked at MIT for DARPA and down the hall there was another project. She was never read in, but they were working on batteries. They were using a ‘special’,” Bren quoted in the air as he grinned. “A special plastic, and it held power better than lithium and was ten times lighter. When that egghead used what she knew of that project, she could explain the power.”  
 
    “How is the battery getting charged?” Blake asked.  
 
    “That, we don’t know yet,” Bren admitted.   
 
    Putting the photos of the shredder down, “Yes, it is a cool machine but still just a machine,” Victor huffed. 
 
    “Victor!” Bren cried out, yanking out a map and spreading it out on the table. “If the Wild Ones had put two of those shredders on interstate seventy-five, one to the north and other to the south, we would see a seventy percent drop in infected!” 
 
    Sitting up and studying the map, “There’s no way in hell,” Victor said. “At any time, there are thousands on that damn interstate! The very reason it’s so hard to cross it.” 
 
    Tapping his laptop, “When I met with Trent, I told him to get footage of the shredder in action and he did. I know that shredder took a huge commitment of resources for the Wild Ones and they built three of them,” Bren said and turned the screen to Victor.  
 
    The image was from the bridge looking down into the shredder and Victor watched four infected reach the beginning of the shredder and immediately fall, sliding down the slope. When they reached the spinning drums, the infected seemed to vanish and the video ended. “I asked Trent for more of the shredder, or what is dubbed ‘master plan’. But that was the second time someone got suspicious of him around the shredder. The first was the day the shredder was put in, and that’s why he could only get a few pictures that he left at the drop house.”  
 
    “Let’s make some then,” Blake gasped, just thinking about being able to walk around outside the walls without having to kill a hundred infected.  
 
    “Oh, you know where to get the steel required? How about the huge cranes they used to assemble the things?” Bren asked. “After you get the steel here, how are you going to power it? As of now, the only way we could do that would be to run power lines from here to there.” Blake just blinked at Bren as he continued. “It took the Wild Ones a day to set up each shredder. Where they set them up to the east and north, they only had to kill a few hundred infected at each area. The one to the west of them, they had to kill over a thousand. They have gun, thunder, and battle bots to cover them, and never even had to use a single round of ammunition. I take it, you know how to build those so we could do the same?” Bren inquired with dead eyes.  
 
    “The eggheads built a battle bot,” Blake pointed out.  
 
    Nodding in agreement, “That they did, but it’s not as proficient as the ones the Wild Ones built. Do you know why?” Bren smirked, and Blake just sat motionless. “The eggheads had to build with what they had which was what we could scavenge. The tracks of our battle bot came from four mini excavators and they aren’t ideal. The damn thing has thrown tracks off more than it’s broken down. The Wild Ones made their tracks. By made, I mean they have the ability to pour molten metal into forms and machine themselves each link. The next battle bot the eggheads are making, they are going to be building it like the Wild Ones do, machining each piece. All the tracks the Wild Ones make are aluminum and we don’t have enough so our tracks will be steel, and that will cut down on operating time. So, when are you going to start and show us how they build the others?” 
 
    The fact Bren was speaking calmly and cold terrified Blake. “I was… just sayin’,” Blake stammered.  
 
    Bren turned to Victor, who just held up both hands. “Don’t,” Victor said. “I used to think they switched babies at the hospital, but Blake has the same mother and father I do. I had it confirmed with DNA tests, three times,” Victor admitted. “I think Mother just dropped him on his head a few times.”  
 
    After a few seconds, Bren gave a nod. “Said the same about my siblings but never had a DNA test done.” Turning back to Blake, “So, can you build the things the Wild Ones can?” Bren asked, and Blake just shook his head because he couldn’t speak.   
 
    “Do you think the eggheads can?” Victor asked.  
 
    Keeping his eyes on Blake as he answered, “With a gun, they are certain they can and are currently making one. On building a centrifugal gun, they said it would take a year to research but are certain they could do it, but pointed out that we can’t manufacture ball bearings on the scale needed,” Bren answered.  
 
    Finally taking his eyes off of Blake and turning to Victor, “I had the eggheads do another project,” Bren said. “Trent and Linda have sent several reports that the Wild Ones were collecting bodies of dead infected, and not to burn. They haven’t seen what for, and the three inside the perimeter they used to get information from haven’t either. But,” Bren said holding up a finger. “Trent and Linda both reported the Wild Ones gathered every storage container near them. So I told the eggheads to grab a container, stuff it with dead infected, and figure out how the Wild Ones could get power.”  
 
    Victor gave an impressed nod at the reasoning as Bren lowered his hand. “It did take some work, but they built a steam turbine and used the hydrogen sulfide the infected are pouring out. The set-up is producing ten thousand watts. As long as it takes for infected to breakdown, they predict the set-up will run for nine months to a year.”  
 
    “At least we can get some use out of the infected,” Victor grumbled. If the infected just tried to eat the living, this wouldn’t have been so catastrophic. The problem was the dead infected were like land mines that denied you an area. If you killed them too close to where you were holding up, you had to leave or die. Gathering supplies, the infected came and had to be killed. Ninety percent of the time the remains couldn’t be moved, so you couldn’t return to get supplies from that location again. For the same reason you couldn’t burn them because the supplies would be lost. Even in death, the infected killed the living by inhalation poisoning or denying supplies to live.  
 
    Grudgingly, Blake raised his hand off the table. “Um, are the Wild Ones making ball bearings?” he sheepishly asked.  
 
    “Oh, they have the capabilities to make so much more,” Bren said, digging in the satchel he’d laid on the table. “They have an actual smelter set up and it should be online by now,” Bren said, pulling stuff out of the satchel. “Linda was able to get from,” Bren paused, flipping a page in his notebook, “Rhett, one of the ones they use to get information from inside the perimeter.” Victor and Blake both looked at a one-inch ball bearing Bren was holding up.  
 
    “They can also make half an inch,” Bren said, then handed the ball bearing to Victor. “That one is the same that has been made for years but,” Bren said, holding up another ball bearing that looked just like the one he’d passed to Victor. “This one isn’t,” Bren said and passed it to Victor.  
 
    “Holy shit,” Victor gasped, taking the new one and holding one in each hand. “How in the hell did they do this?” 
 
    “What?” Blake asked, but knew better than to take them until Victor gave them up.  
 
    “It’s heavier, like twice as heavy,” Victor said, turning to Bren.  
 
    Nodding, “They upgraded the gun bots. The new ball bearings have a lead core. Trent got to see a test fire. He got pictures but no video,” Bren said.  
 
    “So?” Blake shrugged. “It shoots a heavier ball. What’s so big about that? For that fact, how in the hell did they get lead inside a ball?”  
 
    “I’m not going to call you an idiot because I wondered the same thing,” Bren admitted. “Ball bearings are made from rods of steel, learned that from the eggheads. If you look real close, you can see a difference on the new one. The rods of steel they use for those have a lead core.”    
 
    “Okay, it’s neat, but what’s the big deal?” Blake asked again, really wishing Victor would pass them over.  
 
    “Blake, they are twice as heavy, but the Wild Ones adjusted the gun bots’ motors so they are still throwing them out at five thousand feet per second,” Bren answered, and Blake turned from the bearings in Victor’s hands to look at Bren. Realizing Blake wasn’t making the connection, “Blake, those are more powerful than regular bearings. They impact with twice the energy. If you shoot enough .22 bullets at one inch of steel, they will eventually punch through. It’s the same for the bearings. It takes half as many shots to punch through armor, and they have a longer range because they can remain stabilized in flight longer.”  
 
    Realizing the implications, “Oh,” Blake panted as his face went white.   
 
    “Very good,” Bren crooned at Blake’s understanding. “The big gun bots that throw those one-inch bearings are really automatic cannons and not machine guns. That is a twenty-five millimeter cannon that’s firing three thousand rounds a minute. Even the Strykers and Bradleys we have would be turned into Swiss cheese by one of those, and they have way more than one.”  
 
    Finally handing the bearings to Blake, Victor shuffled his papers until he found what he was looking for. “So, what is Bravo doing?” Victor asked. “That’s what the group in Bimble is called, right?” 
 
    “Yes, they are The Wild Ones’ Bravo group,” Bren answered. “Their main job is to gather supplies, but not like our scouts do. They pull in cars to disassemble and recycle. Metal of all kinds, electric motors, computers, cameras, TVs, electronics, and the list goes on. Their function is to supply the Wild Ones with materials.”  
 
    Making notes, Victor gave a nod. “Effective,” he mumbled. “Have they added more?” he asked.  
 
    “Yes, as of last contact with Trent and Linda, Bravo is at four hundred and twenty-six,” Bren answered, and Victor gave a groan as he continued writing.   
 
    “Linda and Trent ever find out…” Victor paused, flipping a page, “what the Geek Squad does?”  
 
    “The ones they are using for information haven’t gotten definitive answers,” Bren answered and flipped several pages in his notebook. “Fourteen of the original Geek Squad actually made it from Knoxville. There was an IT/technology convention there and all were vendors.”  
 
    Looking up from the bearings in his hands, “IT/Tech Con,” Blake stated, and Bren gave him a surprised expression. “I was going to talk to a vendor for Victor, but Victor told me I couldn’t go since it was starting to get crazy.”  
 
    Making notes on what Bren had said, Victor looked up. “Everything Trent and Linda have sent said the Geek Squad, for all intents and purposes, were ‘geeks’. How in the hell did they get here?”  
 
    Giving a chuckle, “Don’t know how they got here, but the Geek Squad heard the ‘Borg Queen’ broadcast and just had to come and see,” Bren said. “They didn’t get close because the Borg Queen is bad and they saw what was left of Pineville. They found a spot and were setting up when the Wild Ones made contact.” 
 
    “The Borg Queen is bad,” Blake assured them.  
 
    “Should’ve watched more TV,” Victor mumbled as he made notes. “Anything on the other groups in the Wild Ones?” 
 
    “No, the three, Rhett…” Bren paused as he scanned the open page in his notes, “Corey and Rita, who are the only source of information from inside the perimeter, aren’t welcome at the other areas of Bear Trap, Beard, and Cabin groups,” Bren explained.  
 
    “They’d better be,” Blake scoffed, finally putting the bearings down. “For what we’ve had to send to Trent and Linda to get the three to talk it’s cost us a fortune.”  
 
    Somewhat glad Blake was thinking about cost, “It has cost us some drugs and liquor,” Victor huffed. “The way I see it, we’ve gotten a bargain.”   
 
    “Even Trent and Linda say the three are worthless. Linda’s last report said she was surprised the three are still alive because inside the perimeter the work is harsher, and those who don’t work go missing,” Bren said.  
 
    “They kill members?” Victor asked, glancing up.  
 
    “They haven’t so far that we know of but I assure you, they will,” Bren stated with certainty.  
 
    “How about getting Trent and Linda to sneak the three out and then we’ll get what we can from them?” Blake suggested.  
 
    Throwing down his pen, “Are you stupid?!” Victor cried out. “No, scratch that. How fucking stupid are you?” he corrected. “Everything Trent and Linda have sent says the three aren’t worth much, but you want to risk snatching them? None inside the perimeter can leave. Don’t you remember hearing that because I damn sure do! We get three worthless fucks here who can’t give us much of shit and aren’t any use as leverage, and piss off the one group that could bend us over and fuck us any way they want?!” 
 
    “Very good assessment, Victor,” Bren nodded.   
 
    “Then how about grabbing another one?” Blake suggested, hoping to get Victor to calm down.  
 
    “Any motherfucker we know who comes from the Wild Ones to join us, we’ll shoot and haul their bodies to leave a sign telling the Wild Ones they didn’t give us a choice, we told them they couldn’t join us!” Victor shouted, then snatched up his pen. Taking deep breaths to calm down, Victor turned to Bren. “Have Trent and Linda found out just who’s really at the cabin?” 
 
    “Nope,” Bren answered, and Victor slumped in his chair.  
 
    “You really don’t believe what Linda suggested, do you?” Victor asked. “I don’t give a shit how smart or driven, teenage boys and girls can’t do the shit going on there.”  
 
    “No, I agree with Trent. There are others at the cabin who don’t mingle with Bravo, and only a selected few of the other groups. Just from gossip, Trent has confirmed the bunkers at the cabin, but nothing on size,” Bren said. “The teens are just a front.”  
 
    Shrugging, “I’ve known some smart kids,” Blake said.  
 
    “Blake,” Bren sighed. “When I was a major, I had a captain under me whose son graduated high school at the age of twelve. At the age of fourteen, when I met the kid, he had two bachelor degrees. His IQ was near two hundred is all that I recall. Yes, he was smart, but very limited in his vision. As far as common sense, he had none. That kid, to this day, is the smartest person I’ve ever met, but I’m sorry. It takes teams of intelligence to come up with what we are seeing from the Wild Ones. The teens are fighters and we have that from Trent and Linda. Yes, I think those teens are smart, but they aren’t the source or the leaders. They are just window dressing to confuse others.” 
 
    Watching Blake, Bren could see he wasn’t convinced. “Blake, I want you to talk to England. He’s over in Barracks Two getting debriefed. He was taken to a house somewhere, blindfolded and questioned. England even says the questions he was asked came from military minds. They wanted layouts of buildings, distances, amounts, and very specific locations. Even England said the teens were being led,” Bren explained.  
 
    When Blake drew a breath to continue, “Don’t,” Victor warned, pausing his writing. “Kids don’t think like that, so drop it.” Rolling his eyes to Bren, “Please continue,” Victor sighed.  
 
    “Well, after getting to see the shredder, I moved around the Wild Ones’ area,” Bren said, leaning over to point at the map. “Trent told me he got Corey wasted and got a location I needed to check out here at Walker. So I moved the team there, and holy shit,” Bren gasped in awe. “I got to see a gun bot set up and functioning on its own.”  
 
    Tapping his laptop, “The gun is set up on this ridge overlooking the valley floor here where this valley to the east joins in,” Bren said, turning the screen to Victor. “Sitting there, the bot has a kill zone a thousand yards out. We sat there for three days, and the damn thing never missed a shot,” Bren said with awe.  
 
    On the screen, Victor saw infected bodies on a small road. He could tell the view was from a ridge to the south and the camera holder was beside a tree. Realizing the tree was between the camera and the bot, “So you thought the bot might see you?” Victor asked. 
 
    “I’m sure it could’ve, but I told my team not to expose themselves to its field,” Bren answered. “The views we got of the bot, the camera was just eased out from behind a tree or rocks while the operator looked at the screen.”  
 
    As Bren tapped the laptop, Victor watched two infected drop as their heads literally vanished. “This is the one I wanted to show you,” Bren said, and the image changed and Victor could see a road from the east, leading to the ridge the bot was on. Eight infected were moving along the road heading west, moving around headless infected on the road. “Watch,” Bren said with a grin.  
 
    In quick succession, all eight heads vanished. When the first body was on the ground, the last headless infected was already falling. “The bot killed eight infected in four point six seconds from a thousand yards,” Bren stated in awe as he paused the video. 
 
    “You sure that’s a thousand yards?” Blake asked, looking at the map and then the screen. “By map it is, but taking in the slope, I would say around nine hundred.” 
 
    Blown away Blake even knew that, “Correct. When you take in the thirty degree angle, the range is eight hundred and fifty-seven yards from the first infected shot,” Bren answered. 
 
    “No matter what, it’s farther than I can shoot,” Victor said.  
 
    “Victor, that video proves the bots’ shooting is autonomous. They may not move autonomous, but they damn sure shoot autonomously,” Bren told him.  
 
    “And each one has a fifty thousand round hopper full of ball bearings?” Victor groaned.  
 
    Nodding, “Trent has pictures of that,” Bren said. “He’s tried and Linda’s tried to get images under the cowling, but can’t. Corey, Rhett, and Rita aren’t on any of the assembly lines. Trent offered them a hundred ecstasy tablets if they could get assigned to one, but they couldn’t.”   
 
    “Can we steal one?” Blake asked.  
 
    Pointing at the map, “There’s one right there all alone. Get some men and go get it,” Bren challenged. “The turret can cover three hundred and sixty degrees, so how are you going to sneak up on it? We know for a fact the thunder bots have explosives inside,” Bren said holding up another photo. “Linda got this in Bimble when a thunder bot went down. Well, not really down, but Linda heard them say one of the motors was running hot. The rear door on the cowling exposes the drive motors, and right there you can see blocks of C-4. They are still in their wrapping and you can see the wiring. From that picture we can’t tell how they are wired in, but I’m not going to test it. We know for a fact the Wild Ones put lethal deterrents on their equipment. That’s why the dumbass Pirates are no more.”        
 
    Realizing nothing he offered made anyone happy, Blake clamped his mouth shut. 
 
    Glad that Blake didn’t continue, Bren turned to Victor. “By now, I’m sure it’s operational again. The Wild Ones have also turned on three cell towers,” Bren paused and passed over photos. “Everyone had their picture taken and thumb scanned, then were issued a cellphone.”  
 
    Blake did give a groan on that because he missed being able to use his cellphone. It was still on his belt but he just played games on it now.  “Shit,” Victor moaned. “That’s smart.”  
 
    “Huh,” Blake mumbled.  
 
    “They can keep track of everyone,” Bren said as Victor shuffled slowly through the photos. “The phones are also transmitters. Those in the Wild Ones can walk in front of gun and thunder bots without getting shot.”  
 
    Before Blake took a breath to ask, “No, we can’t steal a phone and get access,” Bren said, turning to Blake but Blake was never going to ask, he was just glad Bren said that because he’d wanted to. “The bots have facial recognition and biometrics of everyone. If you approach with someone else’s phone, you’re shot.”  
 
    “Hold up,” Blake called out, forgetting his mouth was clamped. “The Wild Ones inside the perimeter wear masks. How are they recognized?”  
 
    Genuinely impressed by that, “Each mask is individualized and it’s easier to scan. They print a skull on a sheet of kydex and then it’s heated up over a mold of that person’s face. When it’s done the eyes are cut out, along with the mouth slits. Now you should see how each one is different,” Bren explained.  
 
    Surprised that Bren had been cordial toward him, Blake just gave a nod.  
 
    “Can Linda do anything?” Victor asked, and Blake furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Captain Ryan was in cyber warfare,” Bren said toward Blake, then shifted his gaze to Victor. “She doesn’t want to risk it and I agree with her. Linda told me the programming she’s seen is beyond belief. Granted, it was only a glance at a screen when one was setting up a gun bot on Bravo’s wall but she’s certain if anything connects to a phone, it will notify someone,” Bren said and Victor gave a nod. “One thing Linda did say is if the meteor hadn’t hit and that programming had ever been released, someone would’ve gone to prison and lost everything.” 
 
    Victor turned, raising an eyebrow. “The language is compatible with many programs from Windows or Mac,” Bren explained and Victor gave a soft whistle.   
 
    “I’m getting so tired of the Wild Ones,” Victor sighed. “Any way you think we could ally with them?”  
 
    “Nope,” Bren stated. “They know you, or of you, Victor, and they don’t like you. Rhett, Corey, and Rita have told Trent and Linda that multiple times.”  
 
    Not surprised because he had pissed off many in his life, for the first time Victor was regretful. “Wish I knew why and could fix it,” he sighed. “Okay, so they have means to control their area. What else?” 
 
    “Victor, the area they have control over the infected is over a hundred square miles,” Bren said, marking a quadrilateral polygon on the map. “I moved my team on the outer edges of that and inside that, just on the edge, we only had to take out thirty-one infected over two weeks. Outside that on the way back, we were taking out twice that an hour.”  
 
    “I should’ve hired whoever started that group,” Victor said, then looked up at Bren. “Surely that’s not all.”  
 
    “So right you are,” Bren grumbled. “I met with Trent before starting my scouting mission and he told me the Wild Ones were going on an outing,” Brent paused to point at the map. “They were heading here to this small ammo plant.”  
 
    “That’s not an ammo plant!” Victor cried out. “That’s Jolly Munitions, owned by Matthew Jolly! They make ammo, but you can’t call it a plant. Matthew wanted me to help him expand but it wasn’t worth the investment.”  
 
    Holding up both hands, “First, I worked as a liaison at Lake City, I know it’s not a large plant,” Bren stressed. “Lake City can make hundreds of thousands of rounds a shift. But,” Bren snapped, “that plant could make more ammo than we can now. All we can do here is reload brass.”  
 
    “Bren, that plant specialized in competition quality and didn’t have the ability to make more than twenty thousand rounds a day,” Victor said.  
 
    “I think they could do fifty thousand a day,” Blake offered.  
 
    “Either or, that’s more than we make,” Bren grumbled.  
 
    “Bren, we don’t have the supplies or means to roll sheets of brass or billets of lead,” Victor told him, and Bren was impressed that Victor knew that. “Matthew ordered that and didn’t have the space or means to do it in house. That’s why I wouldn’t invest in Jolly. I invested in Retention instead, a munition plant in Florida.”  
 
    “Victor, if I had known that was there, I would’ve gone after it. I watched them load up rolls of brass and billets of lead. When that ran out, I would’ve found more or come up with a way to make it,” Bren told him. “Any other businesses like that around because I don’t have the internet to search?”  
 
    Victor shook his head, turning to Blake. “The only one would be Geoff,” Blake answered. “He has machines, but he made cases for real oddball rounds.” When Blake saw Bren looking at him, “Oh, his shop is in Corbin, a few blocks from the arena.”  
 
    “Might as well be on the moon,” Bren grumbled.  
 
    “We can send the scouts to check on the convoy?” Victor offered as he started making notes again.  
 
    Hearing ‘convoy’, Bren just groaned and his face flushed red. The ‘convoy’ was a supply convoy meant for troops protecting Corbin, London, and Lexington FEMA camps. When the military had been dispatched to fight the growing riots, they hadn’t been issued munitions. Only when it was confirmed that the dead were walking did Washington allow ammunition to be sent out to troops, but only in small quantities so the public wouldn’t be alarmed. A part of Bren could understand because that’d been the first week in April and there had been generals asking for permission to use small tactical nuclear warheads.  
 
    Even now, Bren didn’t want to think about popping mushrooms. They didn’t know shit about the lifeform and flooding it with radiation didn’t seem wise to Bren, and he was only a soldier.  
 
    Washington had finally come to terms that this was an extinction level event and had authorized full combat resupply. Arriving in Corbin with three thousand troops, Bren had a total of twelve thousand rounds of 5.56 for his troops. There had been civilians who were coming into the camp with more in the beds of their pickup trucks. Hell yeah, Bren had taken it because citizens weren’t allowed to remain armed and had to turn over all arms and ammunition. Even with that, Bren couldn’t keep the infected back. When word had finally come down that a resupply was coming Bren had felt relief, but the convoy had never arrived.  
 
    In Corbin, Bren had heard the call for help from the convoy, but he’d been barely keeping the infected far enough back from camp. They’d learned really fast, don’t kill the infected close.  
 
    They had lost contact with the convoy north of Williamsburg. Only after they’d left Corbin and set up at the lake had Bren gone in search of the convoy because he still needed bullets. The patrol Bren led had smelled the site long before seeing it. Moving to a hilltop a mile west of the interstate to view the area, it’d still been hard to breathe at times when the wind blew.  
 
    There, strung out nearly two miles, was the convoy. It had consisted of HEMET, or heavy transport trucks, and civilian semi-trucks, over a hundred in all. Looking at the scene even weeks later, Bren knew what had happened. The convoy had hit a traffic jam caused by a wreck, but what Bren couldn’t explain was where in the hell all the infected had come from. There’d been a sea of bodies along the interstate extending out a quarter of a mile on either side on the ground, and an easy ten thousand infected moving around. Even if the entire population of White county had been infected, it couldn’t account for those kind of numbers.  
 
    Staying hidden on the hilltop, Bren had tried to come up with a way to get to at least one truck but couldn’t. It would’ve taken a hundred troops and fifty thousand rounds just to clear a path and those troops would’ve had to have full rebreathers, and they currently only had five of those. The gas masks they had, the filters were gone because the hydrogen sulfide broke them down very fast.  
 
    Finally giving up Bren had left, but had returned twice and sent scouts three other times. The only thing that had changed was there were even more infected milling about. Photos from the last scouting trip had put the number closer to fifty-five thousand. It just pissed Bren off to no end. It was like the infected knew there was something there the living wanted and if they waited, living would come.   
 
    Victor and Blake both just stared at Bren as his face grew a darker red. “Is it something about the convoy?” Victor asked because Blake wasn’t asking shit.  
 
    “We don’t have to worry about the convoy anymore,” Bren finally said. “The Wild Ones have secured it.”  
 
    ‘BAM’ sounded as Victor slammed his hand on the table. “There’s no fucking way! I went by there when I went to see Pineville for myself! There were over fifty thousand infected there and twice that many dead! Where they came from I have no idea, but I saw them with my own eyes! That kind of equipment isn’t around here!” Victor bellowed. The door opened as two of his security entered. Shifting his eyes to them, Victor waved them out.  
 
    When the door closed, “I assure you, the convoy is gone,” Bren said through gritted teeth. “I found out on the way back from stopping by the drop house. Trent left a message and even photos. It seems the cabin group just woke up one day and decided they wanted the convoy.”   
 
    “How did they even know about the convoy?” Blake asked.  
 
    “They know of three military units we’ve never made contact with, so the only way I can figure is their drones have over-the-horizon capabilities,” Bren answered. That convoy had been his goal. With that, he’d been certain they could hold against anything and still trade some of the ammo. Even being conservative, there had been over a hundred million rounds of 5.56 on that one convoy.  
 
    There were other stockpiles, but none close. Another problem with those stockpiles, infected were there. Wade at Buckhorn had sent his Blackhawks to one of the ammo storage areas at Fort Knox. At that time, Wade had twenty-eight Blackhawks and they’d loaded each one to the max while killing infected to keep from being overrun. It had only been a few hundred but when they’d returned a week later, there were several thousand in the area. Bren knew it would’ve been difficult if not impossible to pile the bodies as they were killed and torch before leaving. The few places that had more stuff than they could get in one haul, they had tried that and those were the missions they lost the most personnel from.         
 
    Now if a large supply was spotted, you just backed out and came back with a larger group to get as much as possible because returning wasn’t really an option, until the Wild Ones. 
 
    “I’m not doubting you,” Victor started.  
 
    “I have photos,” Bren said, picking up a stack. “Where the convoy was, the metal guardrails are melted slabs because the heat was so hot.”  
 
    “How?” Victor gasped. “I would’ve been terrified to even shoot a gun, much less crank up a vehicle.”  
 
    “The centrifugal guns don’t have a flash and they never cranked any vehicle. Using the battle bots, they sent them in to push the bodies back and clear a path. They hooked up a long cable and pulled the trucks off the interstate one at a time, then cranked them up and drove them to Bimble. Trent said it took sixteen hours and reported some sixty thousand infected were taken out by gun and thunder bots while the crew worked,” Bren answered.  
 
    “Jesus! They have enough ammo now to hold off all the groups around here even if we all attacked at once, forget the other stuff they have!,” Victor cried out.    
 
    “Yes, they are the dominant group,” Bren agreed.  
 
    “But if someone attacks the Wild Ones and they have all that stuff around them, an attacker wouldn’t have to worry about infected coming up behind them,” Blake suggested.  
 
    Shaking his head as he turned to Bren, “I swear, Mom had to have dropped him on his head,” Victor stated, then turned back to Blake. “If they can turn the machines protecting them on, then they can turn them off, dumbass!”  
 
    Realizing that’d been stupid on his part, “What do we do if they try and attack us?” Blake asked, and Victor turned to Bren.  
 
    “We have stockpiles and can hold them off I’m sure, but I’m of the mind to let them have this place,” Bren shrugged. “But us trying to set up somewhere else isn’t feasible, so all we could do is hold them off as the infected surrounded us. Depending on how automated their creations are would be the determining factor. We know they weren’t at the Pirates camp, so I feel their machines aren’t that autonomous. Otherwise, they could just send bots where they wanted.”  
 
    “When are we pulling Trent and Linda?” Blake asked, and both turned to him. “I’m just asking because if we pull them and they ever find out we sent them, we are FUCKED!”  
 
    Raising his eyebrows and nodding his head, “That is a very valid assessment,” Bren agreed.  
 
    For several minutes, no one said anything. “Bren,” Victor broke the silence. “Get word to Trent and Linda that drops will only be once a month. I don’t want to risk them getting discovered.”  
 
    “They get discovered, we need to leave,” Blake suggested. “We can kick someone out of their place and take it over.”  
 
    Proudly looking at his brother, “Reasoning like that, at times, makes me proud you’re my brother,” Victor admitted.  
 
    “I’ll get word to Trent and Linda to stay put for the time being. No more live contacts and drops once a month unless they get word the Wild Ones are moving against us,” Bren said. “I’ll advise them to no longer go after information and just blend in. If they get anything, they can leave it at the drop house.”  
 
    “How many of our people know about Trent and Linda?” Blake asked, and Victor just turned to Bren.  
 
    Shrugging, “Besides us, maybe six or seven,” Bren answered. “Some know we have spies, but not who.”  
 
    “Those six or seven can’t get caught by anyone,” Blake said. “Even if they get captured by the Blue Men, they could let the Wild Ones know just to gain favor.”  
 
    “That’s pretty fuckin’ good,” Bren confessed, then nodded. “I’ll arrange that they are not to leave the Trading Post.”  
 
    “How can Linda even think teens are responsible?” Victor asked.   
 
    “Have no idea, but she does. She and Trent have gotten into some heated arguments about it,” Bren said.  
 
    “I know many teens, and none have shown me much of anything except attitude,” Victor said and Blake chuckled because Victor knew a lot of teen girls, if you called fucking, knowing someone.  
 
    “As have I,” Bren said. “I’ve had thousands of teens under my command over the years, very few were noteworthy, and none really impressed me.”   
 
    Gathering up his stuff as Victor and Bren walked out together, “Alexander the Great was a general leading his army to victories at sixteen, and Joan of Arc led an army to victory at thirteen,” Blake mumbled. “There are some teens who can surprise us and change history.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Putting down the wrench, Ian turned to Lance. “It needs to be handled,” Ian grunted, and Lance just rolled his eyes. “Dude, they’ve served their purpose!” 
 
    In the power house with Ian and Lance hooking up massive ‘special batteries’, Heath and Dwain just stood against the wall. Well, they were watching them hook up the batteries and if the boys needed something they would get it. So used to the boys talking like they weren’t there, both just shifted their gaze to Lance.  
 
    “I’ll admit they’re being a pain, but they’ve helped and not even known it,” Lance countered.  
 
    “Lance!” Ian cried out. “Allie is getting ready to kill Rita! If you wait and Allie kills that bitch, I’m ripping the hair off your balls one at a time!” 
 
    Covering his groin, “You need to chill, homey,” Lance gasped.  
 
    “That’s my little sister! I’m not kidding. After I rip the hair out, I’m dunking your nuts in rubbing alcohol,” Ian threatened, and Lance took a step back as Jennifer and Lilly came in.  
 
    “You touch my nuts, I’m ripping your dick off!” Lance countered but kept his jewels covered.  
 
    “What now?” Jennifer moaned, and saw Lilly looking at Heath and Dwain who were standing against the wall calmly.  
 
    “Lance, Allie pulled her knife on Rita during supper on Sunday, the knife YOU,” Ian stressed hard, “got her and let her use on killing stinkers.”  
 
    “It was only the heads at first,” Lance replied.  
 
    With narrowed eyes, “The fucking mouths still worked,” Ian growled.  
 
    Leaning over to Lilly, “If they take their shirts off and wrestle, I’m moving behind one of the batteries. Don’t follow. I’m going to watch, but want to be alone,” Jennifer whispered.  
 
    With her eyes growing to the size of silver dollars, Lilly whipped her head to Jennifer and gave a startle. The look on Jennifer’s face was one of utter lust, so much so it made Lilly a bit nervous. “The fact Ian has held you at bay is a miracle unto man, no matter what they think,” Lilly mumbled to herself, turning back to the boys. 
 
    “They needed to learn,” Lance snapped. “I pulled the teeth out so even if they got bit, the Ladybugs would’ve only been gummed.” 
 
    “Ass slug! I had to help you wrestle down nine stinkers and put them in rubber gimp suits!” Ian shouted.  
 
    “I do want to know where in the hell Lance found nine rubber gimp suits around here,” Jennifer snorted and Lilly had to nod in agreement.  
 
    “The Ladybugs did great!” Lance shouted, finally taking his hand off his jewels. “Each one rolled into their first stinker like I showed them, getting it off its feet and shanked ‘em in the head!”  
 
    Relaxing his posture with a deadpan expression, “Yeah,” Ian huffed. “The last one Allie did, she ran around it until it spun in a circle and sliced not one but both its calf muscles.” 
 
    “It fell down!” Lance shouted.  
 
    Nodding, “And Allie danced on its back to keep it from rolling over, then drove her knife in the skull,” Ian grumbled.  
 
    “Better than Carrie,” Jennifer chuckled softly. “She ran around her last one and climbed its back like a monkey to shank it in the skull.”  
 
    “I liked Jodi’s last method,” Lilly admitted. “She dove between its legs and the stinker bent over trying to follow and fell down. Before it moved to roll over, Jodi shanked it.” 
 
    “You know, Lori has asked if the boys would wrestle a stinker down and put it in a gimp suit so she could practice,” Jennifer whispered.  
 
    “I let Lance know and he said they would,” Lilly reminded her.  
 
    “Lance,” Ian said in a normal tone. “I don’t want Allie to kill a person until she has to and make no mistake, Allie is on the war path for Rita.”  
 
    “Fine,” Lance sighed. “We’ll handle it tonight.”  
 
    “I want to come!” Jennifer cheered, bouncing around on her toes. When neither said no and they turned to look at each other, Jennifer stopped bouncing. In her wildest dreams she’d never expected them to actually consider it. 
 
    “She’s gotten better at moving quietly,” Ian stated.  
 
    “Hey!” Lilly cried out. “She goes, that means I get to go!” Neither turned at Lilly’s declaration and just looked at each other, and Lilly really wished she could hear their telepathic link. 
 
    “They watch only,” Lance finally said.  
 
    “Duh, no shit!” Ian sang out. “I do want them to move around the three to practice.”  
 
    “Only if we’re on guns,” Lance countered. “They even look hard at my girl, I’m skinning the fuckers alive.”  
 
    Thinking for a minute to see if he wanted to add anything, Ian finally nodded. “Deal. We’ll take them out after our women sneak around,” he grinned. “I have something in mind for the three that will help us even more.”          
 
    Heath and Dwain just leaned back against the wall, knowing they had just witnessed a discussion of murder. The only thing they felt bad about was they weren’t invited because they really wanted to kill the three too. “Are you telling Kathy about Jodi?” Heath whispered.  
 
    “Fuck that,” Dwain hissed, then whispered. “I know the boys would never let Jodi get hurt. I just want to see a stinker in a gimp suit.” 
 
    When Ian and Lance turned to them Dwain and Heath stood up straight, ready to go grab something. “Call Seth, Amie, and Patrick,” Lance told them. “Bridge meeting at the clubhouse. One hour.”  
 
    Pulling out his cellphone, “Alone or can their second come?” Heath asked, scrolling through numbers.  
 
    “They can bring their second, but that’s it,” Ian answered as Heath and Dwain left, tapping their phones. “I like having cellphones again,” Ian said.  
 
    “Brings a feeling of normal,” Lance nodded, shifting his eyes to Lilly. “I’m sure Rhonda wants to come. Call her and tell her bridge meeting at the clubhouse.”  
 
    Lilly pulled her phone out and saw Lance pull his out. “Who are you calling?” she asked.  
 
    “Momma,” Lance answered, and Lilly turned to see Ian already dialing his phone. The fact she knew Ian was calling his mom is what bothered Lilly. The boys never said who they were calling with their voices, Lilly was certain that’d been discussed telepathically.  
 
    Watching Jennifer pull her phone out, “Who are you calling?” Lilly asked.  
 
    “The cabin, and telling whoever answers to send me some food,” Jennifer informed her. “I’ve been at Bravo all day being your assistant with Lori. I’m starving.” Lilly just laughed as Rhonda answered and Lilly relayed the message about the meeting. True to form, Rhonda was on the way before she’d even hung up.  
 
    With so many in Bravo now, Lilly had to devote one entire day each week to being a doctor. The fact a real doctor had joined with Bravo two weeks ago is what amazed Lilly. Everyone still wanted her to come and continue to be their doctor. Stanley, the doctor, was a family practice doctor and seemed okay, and Lilly had known he was a doctor after getting Stanley to assist her on clinic day. In time, Lilly hoped the others would allow Stanley to take some of them because Lilly was starting to feel overwhelmed. Counting everyone inside the perimeter and Bravo, the Wild Ones now numbered over six hundred.  
 
    Last week, Lilly had gotten to deliver her first baby from a woman in Bravo, and was thankful Holly now wouldn’t be her first. Lilly had suggested to Holly to let Stanley deliver and Holly had flat-out refused. Being the Wild Ones’ doctor was taking a lot of Lilly’s time and she, Jennifer, and Lori weren’t going on patrols as often as she felt they should. Hell, they weren’t helping in many areas as much as she thought they should. It had been over two weeks since they had gone to the research area with Ian and Lance.   
 
    “Carrie’s sending us food,” Jennifer said, hanging up her phone. 
 
    “You dog,” Lilly laughed. “You told her to send Lance food and put enough in there for us.”  
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Jennifer snapped. “I’m hungry, and the Ladybugs will walk through fire for Lance.”  
 
    An hour later, the group was at the clubhouse sitting around a table. Sandy and Mary brought the food over that Carrie had put together. When Lance said he wasn’t hungry, Sandy scooted her chair closer and picked up a fork. “Open,” Sandy said, scooping up some food.  
 
    Lance looked at his momma like she was crazy. “Lance, you’re going to eat even if I have to shove this down your throat,” Sandy told him.  
 
    “Momma, I’ve been feeding myself for some time,” Lance informed her. Undeterred, Sandy drove the full fork at Lance’s mouth. “All right!” Lance cried out, taking the fork and emptying it in his mouth. “Happy?” he grumbled with a full mouth.    
 
    Stabbing the food on his plate, he turned to see Ian eating. “Brah, Mom doesn’t say shit. She already gave me the ‘look’. She would’ve just shoved it down my throat,” Ian told him.  
 
    As he shoveled food into his mouth, “Has everyone here gotten an area ready for more people in your groups?” Lance asked between bites.  
 
    “I thought we were bringing that group near Field into Bravo?” Rhonda asked.  
 
    “We are,” Lance answered, looking at the leaders of the groups.  
 
    “Yeah, like you said,” Heath said, and the rest nodded.  
 
    Finished with his plate, Lance pushed it away and pulled out several sheets of paper from a folder, passing each leader a stapled stack. “Heath asked Ian and I to choose his, so that’s why his are marked,” Lance said, then hit his chest to help some of the food down.  
 
    “You keep eating that fast and I’ll feed you every day,” Sandy warned. 
 
    “Mom,” Lance said, lowering his chin and trying to burp. “I agreed to teach twice a week like you wanted. Please stop,” Lance grimaced as the food finally went down. 
 
    “Momma Sandy,” Lilly whispered loudly. “If he keeps that up, I’ll wrestle him down and hold him while you feed him,” Lilly offered.  
 
    Lance rolled his head, then dropped his gaze to Ian still eating. “Don’t look at me in that tone!” Ian cried out. “Momma told me to slow down last week, remember? And what does Jennifer do? She goes and gets a fucking hammer to tell me she’s helping Momma!” 
 
    Shifting his eyes to Sandy, “She’s my girl, and you can’t talk to her anymore,” Lance informed her.  
 
    “Excuse me?” Lilly snapped.  
 
    Reaching up and rubbing his temples, “I’m getting a headache,” Lance moaned. 
 
    Leaning over the table and speaking in a low voice, Heath glanced at Sandy as he spoke to Lance. “Lance, a word of advice. Don’t ever make your mom and girl mad at you once they’ve bonded. You aren’t ever goin’ to win, so just do what they want. Grit your teeth if you have to, but do it, whatever it is. Trust me.”  
 
    “Hey, bitch! I told you not to buy that corvette without talking to Robin! You’re lucky Momma left the belt at home before she came over to your house!” Rhonda cried out. Really wanting to hear that story, Lance filed that away to ask about later.          
 
    “On those sheets,” Lance said, “are the names of sixty-four people who are moving from Bravo into the perimeter. You will choose who you want in your group. Each name has what they did before and can do. All have been cleared by Jarvis as hard workers.” 
 
    “Smart,” Amie grinned. “We evaluate them before they come inside.” 
 
    “What about Jarvis?” Seth asked. “He’s earned his place. I’ll let him lead the GTs.”  
 
    “No,” Ian said, pushing his empty plate away. “Jarvis was asked, but he agreed to stay over Bravo to continue to lead them. Lance and I want him inside, but we have to have someone we trust over Bravo. Bravo will always be the largest of all the groups.” 
 
    “He should be able to come in without someone escorting him,” Sandy pointed out.  
 
    “He can,” Lance told her. “Jarvis has been able to come in since the wall was up, but he doesn’t want to appear above the others in Bravo so they can see him as equal to them.” 
 
    Thinking about that, “Weird,” Sandy mumbled.  
 
    “Anyone have any problems?” Lance asked, and none spoke. “Okay, Heath? Dwain?” Lance said as Ian shoved a folder over. “That has to be built at the cabin. You will escort Richard and whoever he brings each morning to help us.”  
 
    Opening the folder, “What is it?” Heath asked.  
 
    “A large classroom,” Lance sighed, and Sandy gave a deep growl. “At Christmas, Momma and Momma Mary are choosing eight boys and eight girls who’ll be allowed to move to the cabin.”  
 
    Lifting both hands high, “Yes!” Patrick sang out.   
 
    “Oh, we aren’t done yet,” Ian snickered and Lance flipped him the finger.  
 
    “Starting next week, Mary and I are starting classes here at the clubhouse similar to what’s going on at the cabin,” Sandy said proudly, then passed out papers. “Since we have too many for one class, we’ve broken them down into two. Each group will come here two days a week.”    
 
    “How long each day?” Seth asked nodding.  
 
    “Seven a.m. to seven p.m.,” Sandy answered. “If you flip to the next page, we’ve volunteered some in each group to teach areas that you know. That person decides how they do it.”  
 
    Raising her hand, “Um,” Amie coughed. “You have the Ladybugs listed to teach combat drills.”  
 
    “Yes,” Sandy sighed, rolling her eyes to Lance. “They are good, but tend to be a little on the harsh side.”  
 
    “They do great,” Lance snapped.  
 
    “Lance, they could make a drill sergeant blush,” Sandy shot off. “They need to learn patience, like they do with teaching Jodi.”  
 
    “Whoa,” Jennifer gulped. “Momma Sandy has found fault in the mighty Ladybugs?”  
 
    Whipping her eyes to Jennifer in shock, “I most certainly have not!” Sandy cried out. “They just need to calm down a bit when they teach.”  
 
    Nodding, “I stand corrected,” Jennifer stated. The meeting went on for an hour and then Seth put his hands on the table. 
 
    “Ahem,” Seth cleared his throat. “I have to admit, my problem children have proven they are beyond hope. Can anyone give me some suggestions?” 
 
    “Ah, don’t worry about ‘em,” Ian chuckled, and Seth looked at him in shock. “Their attitude is about to change. Lance and I are patrolling tonight and will stop by and talk to them.”  
 
    Closing his eyes as he gave a long sigh, “They usually don’t get back from Bravo till three or four a.m.,” Seth stated. “To date, they’ve never returned sober.”  
 
    “Seth?” Lance called out and Seth turned. “If they aren’t fixed by Sunday after this, I’ll wear a dress for lunch.” Not sure how to respond, Seth just blinked. “Any other problems, questions, or comments?” Lance asked.  
 
    “The people on the list we choose know the rules for inside the perimeter?” Amie asked.  
 
    “Yes, each has been asked and agrees,” Lance answered, and Amie just gave a startle.  
 
    “Jennifer and I asked the ones on the list during clinic days,” Lilly told her, then turned to Patrick. “I couldn’t help but notice, every male you chose has a beard.” 
 
    Crossing his eyes as he stroked his beard, “Duh,” Patrick droned.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    West of Fields 
 
      
 
    Teddy Umer crawled out of his tent into the cold frigid air. “Damn,” he huffed out with a cloud of fog. Dropping down on the log his family used as a couch, Teddy shoved his feet in his boots, really wanting to climb back in his sleeping bag. “Hate first guard shift,” he said with teeth chattering. 
 
    With boots on, he reached back into the tent pulling out his jacket and FN FAL. “I’m getting a smaller rifle,” Teddy groaned slinging the long rifle on his right shoulder after his jacket was on. Giving his wife and two kids a last look, Teddy zipped the tent back up and turned around to look over the plateau that sat in the middle of the bowl.  
 
    Hunting whitetail, he had found this site years ago before he’d been married. Even then, he’d known this was a spot to hide in if things went bad. There was a spring on the east end that provided plenty of clean water and flowed around each side of the plateau. The lip of the bowl was a hundred feet above the plateau and only in a few places could a person walk into the bowl, which meant fewer places that a stinker could.  
 
    The stars were overhead and the sky was just beginning to darken before the sun would rise to start a new day on this hell on earth. Dropping his eyes to scan around at the tents lined up around the plateau and facing inward, he sighed. They had thinned the trees some in the two months they’d been here. It was hard living but it was living, and that was better than many could say now.  
 
    Teddy and his buddies had always talked about surviving the apocalypse but had never really thought it could happen. If it did Teddy had expected an economic collapse but no, they’d gotten stinkers. Only knowing that something from outer space made the dead walk, all Teddy had cared about was how many he had to kill. When civilization had fallen apart, he and his buddies headed for their hunting club outside of Olive Hill.  
 
    They’d had more there, but a gang had discovered them. Teddy and his buddies had fought the gang off but knew they would be back with more. While the hunting camp had more luxuries, it wasn’t defendable. So much so, even the wives had started packing not long after the gang had been beaten off. They’d had a meeting and nobody had any idea where to go. It was then Teddy had remembered the bowl he’d found as a teenager.  
 
    All his life he had told his wife, kids, and buddies about it and that night, they’d loaded up on ATVs and had taken off on a hundred and sixty mile journey. It had taken over a month to reach the bowl, and they’d lost friends along the way but had picked up new ones. On the journey was when they had heard about the Wild Ones for the first time on the radio.  
 
    Twice they’d had to fight troops to keep from taking them in and once had gotten ambushed by a gang. But not everyone they’d met was evil and wanted to kill them. Some had joined in with them and others just wanted to trade information. It was from a farmer in Campton when they’d learned the area they were heading to was near the Wild Ones. Everything they had heard about the Wild Ones was if you left them alone, they would do the same.  
 
    It had been only thirty miles from the bowl when they’d picked up the Borg Queen. Just hearing the Borg Queen, Teddy had wanted to find a new spot but the group voted to continue on because they’d still only heard good things about the Wild Ones, unless you were a gang out to pillage. When the group had reached the bowl, everyone loved it. The kids could move around and not have to stay right under their parents. It was on the way to the bowl that they’d spotted weird fences in the woods or valleys. They didn’t mark off anything, just formed a barrier. It was Teddy’s wife who’d pointed at the ground near a fence. They had all seen the footprints of stinkers that seemed to follow the fence but where the fence stopped, the tracks kept going. It was then they’d realized it was a diversion fence and they saw the proof it had worked. So that was the first thing they’d done when they set up in the bowl, set up diversion fences anywhere a stinker could enter.  
 
    Teddy had been with the group going out on patrol when they’d found the first supplies and a note from the Wild Ones. Known only to his wife, Teddy had pissed his pants seeing a message signed by The Wild Ones. In the first three days they’d figured out the Wild Ones were to the southwest, and they would let them stay there. It was only when a group scouted south and found machines set up over valleys killing stinkers when everyone started getting scared.  
 
    Two days later, a group had come back from Dewitt, or what was left of the leveled town, and had told a story of machines that drove around to grind up stinkers. When they’d recited the sign there left by the Wild Ones, more than just Teddy had been ready to leave. But the majority won because there were very few stinkers that did manage to get near them. It was the day before that first contact with the Wild Ones when a scouting group had found the remains of a blown-up camp and then headed into Pineville, only to find it was gone.  
 
    A sign on the road proudly proclaimed, ‘Work of the Wild Ones’.  
 
    Teddy was certain if the Wild Ones hadn’t made contact when they did, the group probably would’ve left. The Wild Ones could blow up towns, had killer robots, and the Borg Queen worked for them. Those were really sound reasons to find another place to Teddy.  
 
    There’d been food in the boxes, but every adult had given sighs of relief to see coffee. Two days later another stack was left, and Teddy had asked the guard if they’d seen anyone and they’d said no. The group added the spot to be watched because they didn’t want to shoot at the Wild Ones by mistake and piss them off. From the radio they had heard the Wild Ones wore skull masks, and even Teddy had chuckled at that.  
 
    On patrol for supplies the day after the second supply drop, Teddy had spotted one with a mask in the tree line two hundred yards away, just watching them. The way the figure just stood there relaxed with a huge dog unnerved everyone. Even from that distance they could see the mask, and it had looked creepy as fuck. On a hunch, Teddy had given a wave and then nearly fainted when the skull waved back.  
 
    The others in the patrol with Teddy had started talking and telling Teddy that’d been smart. When they’d all turned back, the figure was gone. Teddy had wanted to go back to camp right then, but they’d needed to scout and gather supplies.  
 
    It had been another week before the next drop. Now when a drop was left, the entire group came out. When the first box was open, they’d found the radio and none had moved. A note was on the radio that said, ‘Use only for emergency and help will come’. Teddy admitted to his wife that he wasn’t certain if he wanted to call on people who would bring killer robots and the Borg Queen.  
 
    Also in the supply drop was a map. On the map there had been red Xs with a note saying to avoid those areas. What shocked everyone, there’d been an X to the east. They had seen robots at some of those marked areas, but they had all moved through the wide draw that was marked to the east. Since they had been there, only one stinker had made it near the north side of the bowl, the easiest way inside. And that one stinker had come up that draw. They had wanted to put a diversion fence there but it would’ve had to have been long, and they would have to put posts in the ground to go across the draw.  
 
    Needing to know, Teddy had led a group to a cliff that overlooked the draw and they’d all nearly fainted, seeing a shredding robot they now knew was called a battle bot roaming the draw. Police lights flashed on the bot as it sat and waited or moved around.  
 
    Realizing the Wild Ones were making an effort to protect them, the spirits of the group increased tenfold. They met more people when they scouted and spotted others. In the time they had been in the draw, the group had added twenty-two. Others had wanted to join but they weren’t asked, and three had tried to follow. Their bodies had been left in the draw and when they revived, the battle bot ate them. Trusting their gut was something nobody doubted anymore. If you didn’t feel right about something, you listened.  
 
    Hoping a pot of coffee was on the fire, Teddy shoved his hands in his pockets as he walked through the camp to the community fire pit. He spotted the four others on logs sitting around the fire who were going to be on duty with him for the next shift, and smiled because the coffee should already be on. 
 
    All thoughts of coffee vanished from Teddy’s mind as his feet rooted to the ground. There were five skulls sitting across the fire from the others in his group. One of the skulls turned to him, and Teddy thought the gray skull was grinning at him. Reaching up and wiping his eyes, trying to clear his vision, Teddy lowered his hands and the five skulls were still there and one was definitely looking at him.  
 
    “You sleep hard, Teddy,” the skull called out.  
 
    Hearing the skull call his name, Teddy felt his leg get warm and didn’t give a damn as urine trickled into his boots. “You sleep that hard sometimes, sweetness,” another skull said. 
 
    “Only when the Ladybugs wear me out, baby doll,” Lance laughed, then motioned Teddy to come over to the fire.  
 
    Turning to the four in his group, “Did the guards get you up?” Teddy asked and as one, the four shook their heads staring at the five skulls like they were make-believe. Realizing the Wild Ones had gotten in past the guards, Teddy was really terrified now. Turning to the five and trying to keep his voice from quivering, “You ah, didn’t bring any killer robots, did you?” he asked, then quickly added, “We have kids and I don’t want them to get hurt,” he offered, praying he hadn’t pissed them off.  
 
    “No,” Ian laughed, and Teddy turned to the skull talking. “We try to keep bots and people separated. Well, people we like, we try.”  
 
    “Not being rude, but you snuck past the guards?” Teddy asked.  
 
    “Yeah, three needed to practice,” Lance answered.  
 
    “Bitch, they have guns and you said we couldn’t shoot back!” Jennifer shouted.  
 
    “You got past, didn’t you?” Lance shot back. 
 
    “Why in the fuck did I have to take the guard’s cup?!” Jennifer cried out throwing up her hands. “I swear, that man heard my heart beating and didn’t look down just to be nice!”  
 
    “She took Jim’s coffee cup,” one of his buddies mumbled.  
 
    “I’m going to give it back,” Jennifer said.  
 
    “I’m soaked in sweat and it’s cold,” Rhonda announced. “Can we get this moving?”  
 
    “Teddy,” Lance said turning to Teddy. “We have a proposal for your group if you’re interested. There are rules, but if you can follow them and do your part, we want you to join Bravo group in Bimble.”  
 
    Teddy gave a startle. “On the radio they say Bimble isn’t taking any more and robots will shoot.”  
 
    “Nah, we set it up and talked to Jarvis. He’s willing to give you and your group a chance to join in with us,” Ian said as Teddy turned to him. “How many do you have now?” 
 
    “Seventy-one,” Teddy answered.  
 
    “Yes!” Rhonda gasped throwing her hands up, then she turned to Ian. “Pay up, bitch! I told you I counted seventy-one yesterday.” 
 
    Ian reached in his thigh pocket and tossed Rhonda a sucker. “Hope you choke and trip on your dick,” Ian grumbled.  
 
    Teddy leaned over, looking at Rhonda and her mask hard. “Are you Reba?” he asked, and the other skulls busted out laughing.  
 
    “I wish,” Rhonda huffed.  
 
    “Dude,” Ian chuckled. “Reba never had a rack like that! Rhonda could make Dolly blush.”  
 
    “Jennifer, your beau is irritating me,” Rhonda grumbled.  
 
    “Well, he’s right!” Jennifer snapped. “You could give me some! You have enough boob to spare me a little!”  
 
    Several people were coming out of tents hearing the talking and they all froze for a second, then quickly woke the others in their tents. “I like you the way you are,” Ian stated proudly, and Jennifer curled up next to him.  
 
    Lance started explaining the rules as the others came out of tents. Many just pulled blankets around them to get a closer look at the skulls before they left. Then they realized the Wild Ones were asking them to join! 
 
    When Lance was finished, “Hold up,” Teddy said. “You mean we join as equals? Have to work just like everyone else, and get the same treatment as everyone regardless of how long they’ve been there?”  
 
    Unsure of the real question, Lance turned to the others but Lilly answered, “This isn’t a fraternity or gang. You aren’t going to get hazed. But once you accept, you must fight to defend the group you’re joining, the Wild Ones. You will be accepted on probation because if we find out one of you is a psychotic killer or rapist, then there will be a problem. Theft from others isn’t tolerated, and it won’t be tolerated against you. Everyone is equal and after you’ve proven you aren’t a spy or deviant killer or rapist, you’re part of the group. You can leave when you want but if you leave, you won’t be accepted back.”       
 
    “You mean, we could’ve been hazing everyone like in the Scouts?!” Lance cried out. “We should’ve filled Patrick’s bed with shaving cream!” 
 
    Teddy stepped closer. “Um, if you have shaving cream, you can put it in my sleeping bag,” Teddy volunteered as he scratched at his beard.  
 
    “We know someone who won’t be joining the Beard clan,” Lilly laughed.    
 
    “We’ll let you discuss this,” Lance said as a voice rang out from the throng of people.  
 
    “Can we keep our guns?” 
 
    Lance spun toward the group and everyone turned pointing, wanting to let the skull know they hadn’t said that. Following the fingers, Lance saw a fifteen-year-old boy. “You give up your guns, and I’ll cut your throat with a dull knife,” Lance threatened. “You give up your gun when someone pries it out of your cold, dead hands after digging you out of a mountain of empty brass!” 
 
    “I think that covers how we feel about staying armed,” Lilly nodded toward the group, making many laugh.  
 
    Lance held up his hands and the group stopped laughing. “Jarvis is over Bravo, and he does have rules. One is in the dining hall, you can’t have a round in the chamber. I want my gun ready at all times but that’s his area so when I eat there, I take the round out of the chamber. Even if you shoot someone by accident, you are held accountable. You can’t cry out, ‘It was an accident’ and just think you’ll be forgiven. Warning, you shoot at me, I’m shooting back. I don’t give a fuck if it’s during supper.” When Lance finished, everyone was nodding in agreement.  
 
    “Jarvis has another rule. If you’re drinking or on drugs, your weapon can’t even be loaded. No gun on your body can be loaded,” Lance clarified. “Now that rule I damn sure agree with, but I think people should be smart enough to figure that one out without a rule.”  
 
    “I know of three who weren’t that smart,” Jennifer chortled.  
 
    “Ian, control your girl,” Lance said.  
 
    “Screw that, I get smooches from her. I piss her off, I’m not smooching you.”  
 
    “If we don’t like it, in a few weeks can we leave?” someone asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Lilly answered. “This probation period is for you and us. I’m sorry, but if you get there and demand this and that, you’ll be asked to leave. If you pick your toenails at the food table after you’ve been asked not to, you’ll be asked to leave.” 
 
    “Basically, don’t be an asshole,” Lance clarified.  
 
    “You allow drugs?” another voice asked.  
 
    Shrugging, “As long as it doesn’t hurt anyone else and you do your work,” Ian answered. “Now, there are drugs there for the docs,” he said motioning to Lilly. “Those are for the group and you can’t have those unless they give them to you. Steal them, and you’ll be chased away by a battle bot.”  
 
    “You’re a doctor?!” a female cried out, moving to the front of the group.  
 
    “Holy shit, that looks uncomfortable,” Lance gasped at the very pregnant woman.  
 
    Lilly jumped up and ran over. “When are you due?” she asked feeling the woman’s abdomen.  
 
    “My due date was yesterday,” she replied.  
 
    Turning to Lance, “Get the track,” Lilly said, and Lance vanished with Ian. “Your babies aren’t turned.”  
 
    “Babies?!” Teddy cried out, and his wife hit his arm.  
 
    “I told you she had more than one in there,” his wife said, then Teddy turned to see his kids with his wife.  
 
    “I didn’t know all of you were up,” Teddy said as Lilly helped the woman over to one of the few chairs.  
 
    “Has your water broke?” Lilly asked checking the woman’s pulse.  
 
    Shaking her head, “No, but it hurts. Nothing like my others did,” she answered. 
 
    “I’m Lilly, and…”  
 
    “Sorry, I’m Glynda,” she panted.  
 
    “How many kids do you have?” Lilly asked, then turned to the group. “I suggest if you’re coming to get your shit. I’m leaving with Glynda.”  
 
    The group sprinted away as Lilly and Jennifer talked to Glynda. Ten minutes later, the group did pause as two tracked vehicles drove over the lip and into the bowl, but only one drove up on the plateau. In half an hour, the group was packed up and Glynda was in the back of Ian’s track.  
 
    “Rhonda?” Lilly called out, and Rhonda came running. “You drive Lance with him on the gun. Ian, you’re driving and I want you to take it easy. I’m not in the mood to do a C section in the back of this track. Lance, call Bravo and tell them to get Stanley up and prep the clinic for a delivery.”  
 
    Pulling the tarp over the wire grate that surrounded the bed, Lilly turned the heater to high. Glancing back at the opening, she saw Lance standing there with wide eyes staring at Glynda. Just looking at Lance’s face she could tell he wanted to help, but his body posture was of a person who wanted to run away. “Sweetness, direct Ian to the gentlest route please, and kill anything that gets close. I can’t have Ian making evasive maneuvers,” she told him.  
 
    “I’ll lead Ian to the road in Mills and just follow it down to the parkway,” Lance mumbled, finally taking his eyes of Glynda’s huge belly. Lilly gave a shiver because that would lead them past two active gun bots, a roaming thunder bot, and two roaming battle bots. Since they didn’t have to worry about bots recharging now, an area was marked with posts that had RFID tags to set up the bots’ kill zone.  
 
    Nearly all roaming bots were set up on roads since stinkers used them. Battle bots roamed up and down a selected mile, but there was always a thunder bot near that could come. Many times the boys had stated the thunder bot was backup in case a large group of stinkers appeared, but Lilly knew the main reason was if something hurt a battle bot, the thunder bot would be rolling for payback. Even with all the work it took to build each one, the boys viewed the bots as disposable.  
 
    Lilly liked that and didn’t at the same time. She never compared the bots to a human life and there wasn’t any doubt that the bots had saved lives. What concerned her was if the boys started building them to just send out, killing everything. Now, any human wouldn’t be targeted because thanks to the new build area, all the roaming bots had thermal and could tell human from infected. That only changed if the bot took gunfire and then everything became a target. Or like Lance had said, ‘The bot is a hammer and everything that’s moving is a nail. Human, stinker, dog, deer, all the way down to animals the size of rabbits, all are nails’. 
 
    Around them she could hear ATVs cranking up, and hoped everyone had enough gas to get to Bimble. That was one thing that was starting to get in short supply, gasoline. They had diesel for days and were even making biodiesel now but gas, it was getting very scarce. Lilly had found out just three days ago that the boys were already addressing this because she’d been so busy being a doctor and vet.  
 
    Since they had the ‘special batteries’ the boys had never really wanted to produce gasoline, but Heath and others had pointed out there were many things that used it and were already out there in the world so they wouldn’t have to build an electric one. She’d been blown away that the government had put out booklets for people on how to make synthetic gasoline in the early eighties. None were perfect, but they would work.  
 
    Feeling Jennifer move beside her, Lilly turned as Jennifer helped stuff blankets and jackets behind Glynda to prop her up. Jennifer seemed to really want to be a doctor and vet and acted like she loved the idea, but Lilly could see apprehension. Not on being a doctor, on delivering another baby. This was also part of Lilly’s plan to calm Jennifer’s hormones down, but Lilly wasn’t going to hold her breath.  
 
    Putting the first aid kit back on the other bench and sitting beside Lilly, “Lori’s going to be mad if we don’t get her to Bimble,” Jennifer said.  
 
    “She has algebra this morning,” Lilly said finally feeling the track move, and reached back to close the tarp flap over the rear opening.  
 
    “Glad I’ve done that already,” Jennifer moaned as she caressed Glynda’s filthy hair. “She looks uncomfortable,” Jennifer hinted.  
 
    Nodding, “I know she is, but I’m not willing to give her anything outside our zone. I need Glynda awake and alert for now,” Lilly told her. The track was moving slowly but gently over the rough ground. “Think Lance will get mad because I had Ian drive us?” Lilly asked, since Lance had driven out with Lilly in the turret and Rhonda in the front right passenger seat.  
 
    “No,” Jennifer scoffed. “Nobody drives these tracks better than Ian, you’ve heard Lance say that. Even the Ladybugs said it, and that should be a crime in Ladybug World. Lance is the best at everything.” 
 
    Realizing Jennifer was correct on all accounts, Lilly pulled out her phone to see she had signal, great signal in fact. “My old cellphone never picked up this well,” she mumbled and texted Lori.  
 
    “You said she had algebra,” Jennifer smirked.  
 
    Putting her phone away, “She does, and has to decide if she wants to do it later,” Lilly answered.  
 
    Feeling the track level out, Lilly slid down the bench seat to peek outside and saw Ian was pulling up on the blacktop road. “Damn, that didn’t take long and wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” Lilly admitted. “You okay to watch her?” Lilly asked. “I’m going up top and man the turret.”  
 
    “Sure,” Jennifer said nervously, and was glad to be trusted like that.  
 
    Pulling the tarp back and opening the mesh hatch, Lilly climbed out to stand on the back of the track, then closed the tarp and hatch. Getting on her knees, she moved up to the turret and dropped in. Grabbing the headset, she put it on. “Ian, how long do you think?” Lily asked.  
 
    “Fifteen minutes or so unless you need to be there faster,” Ian answered.  
 
    Ahead, several hundred yards ahead, she could see Lance’s track with Rhonda in the turret. Suddenly, Lance’s track skidded to a stop then backed up, went forward, then backed up again, then moved forward. “Ian,” Lance’s voice came over the radio. “Keep your left track on the center line here, there’s a bump.”  
 
    “Copy,” Ian said, and Lance’s track sped off and Lilly watched again as Lance moved his track back and forth on the road repeatedly.  
 
    “Ian, hug the right shoulder here,” Lance called out, and Ian replied as Lance took off again.  
 
    “Wow, he took me very seriously,” Lilly gasped.  
 
    “The Scalf thunder bot is on standby,” Rhonda called out, and Lilly wondered why Rhonda had called it out over the radio. “The Walker and Scalf battle bots keep asking if I want to move them and they’re not giving me a standby choice.”  
 
    “Rhonda,” Lance sang out as he stopped and drove back and forth over a section of road near a bridge. “You have to say, ‘yes’ you want to move them, then it’ll give you the screen to ‘move them’ into standby.”  
 
    “Smart ass, you’d better be glad there’s a pregnant woman, otherwise I would kick your ass right now,” Rhonda snapped. “Battle bots on standby.”  
 
    “Ian, there isn’t a spot on this bridge to cross without bumping so crawl over the ends. The right side is better on the close end and the left side is better on the far end,” Lance called out.  
 
    “Copy,” Ian answered as Lance sped off, and Ian slowed down and literally crawled onto the bridge. Even moving at a crawl, Lilly could feel the track move over the bump and was thankful Lance was taking what she’d said so seriously. “Rhonda, not to be a pain, but is the gun bot in Walker on standby?” Ian asked, easing off the bridge.  
 
    “Ian!” Rhonda shouted over the radio. “Lance hasn’t told me to do that, so piss off! I know if you try and aren’t at a certain distance, the gun bot thinks you’re trying to hack and gives a false standby so it can kill you!”  
 
    “The distance is two miles and we’re inside of that,” Ian replied. “We’re identified, but I really don’t want the new people to get shot because the gun bot got trigger happy.”  
 
    “Damn it! Both of you have said they don’t get happy, they don’t get sad, they just operate!” Rhonda screamed, and Lilly could tell she was hyperventilating. “Gun bot at Walker is on standby,” Rhonda called out in a much calmer tone.  
 
    Lance called out a spot in the road for Ian to take and then his track took off, soon disappearing around a curve. Turning around, Lilly saw the new group in paired formation behind them. There were thirty-one ATVs composed of four-wheelers, side by sides, quad seat UTVs, and even one ancient three wheeler. Then there were two riders on dirt bikes. The group looked around as they rode along behind Ian. Half a mile behind the last riders, Lilly saw a stinker stumble out of the trees and turn to follow the procession.  
 
    “Yeah, come on,” Lilly smiled. “Death is only on standby for now.”  
 
    “Ian,” Lance called out, breathing hard. “Slow down some.”  
 
    Grabbing her PTT, “Lance, what’s wrong?” Lilly called out.  
 
    “Nothing, moving dead stinkers off the road so Ian doesn’t have to drive over them,” Lance answered with a grunt. “Damn it, Rhonda! I have this, get back on the turret!” Lance yelled out, and Lilly realized Lance had his mic on voice activation.  
 
    “Lance, these tracks are heavy, Ian can roll over a few bodies and it won’t jar us much,” Lilly told him.  
 
    “DUUUUuuuhh,” Lance grunted out.  
 
    “Lilly, there’s a four foot wall across the valley floor of stinker bodies,” Rhonda informed her.  
 
    “I hate fat fucking stinkers!” Lance cried out.  
 
    “I can help!” Rhonda shouted, and Lance shouted back at her to stay put. “I’m so kicking your ass in hand-to-hand tomorrow,” Rhonda informed him.  
 
    “YOOOoou,” Lance grunted out, “haven’t yet.” Lilly couldn’t help but grin at that. Rhonda was the only girl the boys could spar with and not hold back. They treated Rhonda like a boy. Lilly had sparred with both and once, Lance had grabbed Lilly to throw over his hip but Lance’s arms had wrapped around her chest as his hands palmed her breasts. Realizing his hands was squishing her boobs, Lance had let the hold go and Lilly spun around, kicking his legs out from under him. Lilly had felt bad but saw Lance wasn’t mad, only embarrassed that he’d gotten two handfuls of boob.    
 
    Rhonda, neither boy cared and just sparred hard with her. It was hard not to touch Rhonda’s chest boulders, but neither became embarrassed or held back. Lilly didn’t mind wrestling and sparring with Rhonda, but that girl was strong as hell. 
 
    The track came around the curve and Ian slowed as Lilly did a double-take. “They weren’t here yesterday,” Lilly pointed out. Ahead, Lance was actually off the road, clearing a path in the grass along the shoulder.  
 
    “Swing down here, Ian. Gun bot has blown holes in the roadway,” Lance panted out hard, then broke out in a run back to his track and dove into the driver’s compartment.  
 
    With eyes watering and breathing shallow, Ian wanted to speed through but didn’t. Slowly, Ian drove off the road and Lilly saw where the gun bots’ projectiles had impacted the roadway behind the line of stinker bodies. Holding her own breath, “Ian, you remember how many stinkers this gun bot had for a total yesterday?” Lilly asked, watching Lance just run over the four feet tall wall of bodies.  
 
    “It was under a hundred and fifty because we weren’t going to send the collection crew out,” Ian answered. As they drove through the gap Lance had cleared, Lilly was certain there had to be nearly a thousand bodies here. Finally able to breathe, “We’ll send the collection crew out or just get one of the battle bots to drive down here,” Ian said, gulping in air.  
 
    The small blade the battle bots used to use to clean up their area could now pivot to turn into a ramp. Driving slowly, stinker bodies were pushed up the ramp and into the spinning drums. Battle bots could now clean up mounds of bodies.  
 
    “Ian,” Jennifer called over the intercom. “One of the air masks back here? A strap is broken.”  
 
    “I know,” Ian replied. “The Ladybugs tried to get it on Dino yesterday and I told them they had to replace it. If you get mad, take it out on them.”  
 
    Glancing back at the others and seeing they were okay, Lilly spun the turret back ahead. “Ian, there are only a few on the outer boundary south of Walker. I’ve flattened them pretty good,” Lance called out. Reaching the boundary where the gun bot engaged, Lilly could see where Lance had pulled back and forth, flattening a few stinkers.  
 
    The stench was bad as always, but it didn’t take your breath away with only a few dozen bodies in the area. Behind the group, Teddy rode in wonder as they neared Dewitt to see the two battle bots. These hadn’t been upgraded so they were still operating in a box. One was pulled into the recharging station and the other was just parked in the middle of the box with its police lights flashing.  
 
    Nearing the parkway, Teddy noticed another line of stinker bodies and looked around for the gun bot, spotting it on a finger extending out over the valley floor. “Those things kill over a thousand yards away,” he mumbled in awe.  
 
    Off to the left they spotted a big something on the bridges, but couldn’t tell what it was or what it was doing. The only thing Teddy was certain of was the Wild Ones had built it, so it was dangerous and to be avoided at all costs. Coming to another pile of a dozen or so dead stinkers laid out in an arc, Teddy started looking and soon spotted another gun bot on a rise that stood guard over the small road they were on.  
 
    When he followed the tracks onto the parkway, Teddy’s thumb got slack on the throttle. Ahead he could see a wall, a really tall wooden wall. It stretched across the east and westbound lanes of the parkway and continued up the slopes, disappearing from sight. 
 
    The gates over the westbound lanes opened and a line of UTVs came out to meet them. The line pulled up beside Teddy’s group waving, and a side by side with a black man driving pulled up alongside Teddy. “I’m Jarvis! Follow me so we can get you settled in!” he shouted out. “Lilly wants to get the patient to the clinic!”  
 
    Taking in the warm smile, Teddy did a double-take and realized Jarvis was clean, even his clothes. After Teddy gave him a stunned wave, Jarvis spoke into a radio as he pulled in front of Teddy. No sooner than Jarvis was in the lead, the two tracks took off. “Never seen anything with tracks go that fast,” Teddy admitted, watching them speed off. “They have to be doing sixty.”  
 
    Nearing the gate, he saw crews on the outside of the wall working. Those to the south of the parkway seemed to be pouring concrete into a trench along the front of the wall. Turning, Teddy saw those to the north were using mortar to build a rock wall on the outside of the wooden wall. Coming through the gates and still looking north, Teddy got to see the wall was actually two walls ten feet apart and filled with dirt. “It has to be like twenty feet tall,” Teddy gasped, then saw dump trucks on the inside with other heavy machinery packing dirt on the inside of the wall.  
 
    Turning around, Teddy saw the flat area along the parkway behind the fence had an earthen berm that sloped back from the fence. “If there are enough stinkers that can push that down around here, we’re so screwed,” Teddy said, and heard a motor pulling up. Turning, he saw his wife in their side by side with his kids.  
 
    “Keep up with him!” she shouted. “They have killer robots and we don’t know where!” Looking ahead, Teddy saw Jarvis was a hundred yards ahead and sped up with his wife pulling back in line. 
 
    Everywhere he looked, Teddy could see people working. One thing that was blowing him away was they were using a lot of heavy machinery. Even over the noise of the wind and ATVs in his group, Teddy could hear them.  
 
    Following Jarvis as he turned off the parkway, Teddy’s hand slipped off the throttle in shock. A group of kids were playing football near the school. Since this had begun, none of the kids had played anything because noise meant death and here they were, running and yelling with smiles. “We’ve found heaven on Earth,” Teddy gasped and felt his four-wheeler give a lurch as something hit him. 
 
    Spinning around, he saw his wife pushing his ATV with her side by side. “Yes, I like seeing the kids play too, but until we know where the killer robots are, you stay up his ass!” she yelled, still pushing his ATV. Gripping the throttle Teddy took off, following the road up to the school that sat above the parkway. Heading into the parking lot, Teddy pulled up beside Jarvis as he climbed out of his ride.  
 
    “This is incredible!” Teddy cried out, shutting down his ATV.   
 
    “That it is,” Jarvis grinned, and waved a hand to the valley floor. “Welcome to Bravo group.”   
 
    Jumping off his ride, “All we have to do is pitch in like Lance and Ian said?” Teddy asked, ready to do whatever it took to stay here.  
 
    Nodding, “Yes, Lance and Ian vouched for your group, so let’s get inside and get you folks fed,” Jarvis told him, heading for the main entrance. “We get everyone to fill out a questionnaire to see what skills people have. If someone knows how to build, we don’t want them cutting grass,” Jarvis laughed as a cellphone on his hip rang. As Jarvis answered it, the others in Teddy’s group were all behind them, looking in awe at Jarvis.  
 
    When Jarvis hung up and turned to the sea of astonished faces, “Yeah, they got the cellphones working in this area,” Jarvis told them. “The cellphones also act as communicators with bots that are close. Needless to say, if you lose a phone, you’d better report it fast so that code can be taken out. We have a few groups around that would love to get their hands on a way inside to take this over.”  
 
    Nodding in understanding, “We’ve had to fight a few of those,” Teddy admitted. “If you need us to, we can hit ‘em before they try.” 
 
    Clearly shocked, Jarvis locked his eyes on Teddy. “We appreciate it, but nobody attacks anything unless Ian or Lance give the okay,” Jarvis explained. “They want everyone here able and ready to fight if we’re attacked. That’s what they’re worried about the most. I’m sure you’ve heard, they attack with bots, bots that will blow your mind,” Jarvis emphasized.  
 
    Teddy and everyone behind him nodded in agreement, so Jarvis led them inside the school. Walking down the hall, Teddy saw each classroom had been emptied and was lined with shelves. Before he asked, Jarvis explained that Bravo’s job was gathering supplies to build bots. Each room was set up to store different items and every item was logged into a computer.  
 
    When Jarvis led them into the cafeteria, the smell of food washed over the group and as one, every stomach growled. “That was kind of neat,” Jarvis chuckled. After everyone had food and was sitting down, Jarvis waved others over to pass out clipboards. “This is the questionnaire we need you to fill out,” he told them. “We don’t care how you learned what you know how to do, just write it down please; i.e., if you can make drugs, let us know. That means you understand some chemistry. Also, every job you’ve ever held, please write it down.”  
 
    Watching the group eat, Jarvis just grinned as the entire group nodded. “On the last page, write what job you would like to do, what you want to volunteer to do, and what would you like to study,” Jarvis told the group, and everyone paused their eating, even the little kids, and stared at Jarvis. “Yes, you must learn here. It is mandatory for many things like combat drills, marksmanship, hand-to-hand, basic motors, and basic electrician. I’m sure if you think about it, you’ll understand why those are mandatory.”  
 
    A teenage boy raised his hand and Jarvis nodded at him. “Um, I’ll try hard, I promise. But, I didn’t do great in school,” the boy admitted.  
 
    “And that is fine, as long as you’re trying,” Jarvis answered. “Now, if you want to stay armed here, that’s fine, but you will demonstrate that you know how to handle your weapons,” Jarvis told them. “There’s an area set up to get that done first. Normally, there aren’t any loaded weapons allowed here in the cafeteria. You can have a loaded magazine but the chamber must be empty. Why? Because we have small children here. Try as we might, none of us can get it through a toddler’s head that guns can hurt them. If there is an accident with your weapon, you are responsible. Despite the bullshit before the outbreak, guns can’t and don’t kill. A person can use one to kill but the gun is just a tool, and a person can have an accident where their gun kills,” Jarvis paused, seeing the group was listening but didn’t seem impressed.  
 
    Wiping his mouth off, “Jarvis?” Teddy called out. “We had rules like that already in place. Not the cafeteria rule, but you’re responsible for your weapons at all times.” 
 
    Since Lance and Ian had told him as much, Jarvis gave a nod. “Just wanting to make sure.” Jarvis continued his speech and when he’d finished, Jarvis asked if anyone wanted to leave. None were surprised that everyone stayed. Like the other groups, Jarvis took whoever Lance and Ian brought in. “Welcome to Bravo,” Jarvis smiled.  
 
    *** 
 
    As Teddy was parking at the school, Lilly came out of the clinic to see Lance and Ian with masks off, standing between the tracks. Each one had a laptop out, peering at the screens. “You want to help, sweetness?” Lilly asked.  
 
    “You would have to kick my ass and drag it inside,” Lance informed her, then looked up from the screen at Lilly. “I wouldn’t hit ya, but I damn sure wouldn’t go quietly.” 
 
    Not even surprised but a little disappointed, Lilly came over to kiss Lance. “We’re going to be here a bit,” Lilly sighed. Her job was taking more of her time than she liked. Today was supposed to be an off day for her, which meant Jennifer as well, but not now.  
 
    Closing his laptop, “Figured as much,” Lance nodded. “We were just hanging around to see if you needed us to go and get anything for you.”  
 
    Shaking her head, “We should have everything for-,” Lilly stopped as Lance threw a hand up.  
 
    “We both know cutting will be involved. We don’t want to know more,” he informed her with a dead voice.  
 
    Nodding in agreement, “Where’s Jen?” Ian asked closing his laptop. 
 
    “Giving Glynda a bed bath,” Lilly groaned, and rolled her eyes. “I agree she needs one, but Jen is nearly scrubbing off the top layer of skin.”  
 
    Turning to look at the clinic, “I was going to give her a kiss, but she can get it later,” Ian stated.  
 
    “Since you and Jen are busy now, we’re heading over to the power area to wire up the next special batteries,” Lance told her. Feeling a little guilty, because she and Jennifer were going to help the boys today, Lilly just smiled as Lance leaned over and kissed her. “We’ll leave you the other track,” he told her, turning to Ian.  
 
    “I’m driving,” Ian declared, crossing his arms over his chest. 
 
    Taking a deep breath to work himself up, Lance paused seeing Ian wasn’t going to give. Letting out the breath, “Fine,” Lance said, climbing up on the track and into the turret.  
 
    The clinic’s front doors opened and Rhonda came strolling out. “Damn, when Jennifer’s finished, Glynda’s skin will be sterile,” she predicted. Seeing Ian climb in the driver’s spot, Rhonda broke into a trot. “I know you weren’t going to leave me,” she snapped, jumping up and climbing in the left seat behind Ian.       
 
    “We weren’t coming to get you,” Ian snapped back pulling his mask on, then the communication headset. Lilly waved bye as Ian pivoted the track and took off.  
 
    Pushing the nervous feelings aside, she walked back inside and found Stanley waiting on her. “Lilly, I haven’t done a cesarean section since residency, fifteen years ago,” he told her.  
 
    “Well, I’ve never done one on a human,” Lilly replied. “I’ve done them on horses, cows, a goat, and a baboon at the Cleveland zoo last Christmas.”  
 
    “Good, I’ll do the epidural and assist,” Stanley informed her.  
 
    “You have been practicing for fifteen years,” Lilly reminded him.  
 
    “Family practice,” Stanley replied. “I referred out for OB/GYN. Insurance to deliver babies would’ve run me ten thousand more a month. When I finished residency, I was going to be a full family doctor, but there was no way I could pay that. I would’ve only delivered a small number each year for patients, and it just didn’t justify that expenditure.”  
 
    Walking over to a sink and scrubbing her hands. “Glad I became a vet,” Lilly scoffed.  
 
    “Girl, that was a good choice,” Stanley informed her. “I practiced near Knoxville and that area’s not high risk. There are places near the border, Florida, and New York, insurance companies wouldn’t even insure you for deliveries. One of my friends in med school went OB/GYN and set up a practice in Dallas, now that is a high risk area. He forked out fifty-two thousand a month for insurance just to deliver babies, plus his malpractice insurance.” 
 
    Only a little shocked at the amount but not surprised, “Very glad I went to veterinarian school,” Lilly said, drying her hands off.  
 
    They walked in to see Glynda in a new bed in a hospital gown with Jennifer and Lori hooking her up to monitors. “Wow,” Lilly mumbled, thinking Glynda looked like a different person. Stopping by the bed, Lilly saw Glynda was breathing through pursed lips and then noticed even Glynda’s fingernails had been trimmed and scrubbed clean. 
 
    “After we get the babies, I’ll do her toes,” Jennifer stated as she walked away to change into scrubs.  
 
    As the pain passed, Glynda looked up at Lilly with a small grin. “I love that girl,” Glynda sighed. “I haven’t shaved my legs in six months, and Jennifer did them better than I ever did.”  
 
    Since she and Stanley had both examined Glynda and agreed the babies had to be taken, Lilly held Glynda’s hand. Lilly smiled and started to explain the risks and go over what they were about to do. As she talked, Lilly realized Jennifer loved this job she was learning but had gone a bit overboard with the cleanliness part. “Just get them out,” Glynda finally grunted.  
 
    Turning to Jennifer, Lilly gave a nod as the group went to work. 
 
    *** 
 
    At the research area, Percy was going over the logs of what needed to be done to run the experiments, then noticed an entry at the bottom. “No way,” he gasped and moved out of the main building.  
 
    “Where are you going?” his sister Gail called out.  
 
    “Checking on something,” Percy answered heading to the holding area for stinkers, and Gail turned to the others. She had worked on some dangerous stuff before, but this research area gave a new meaning to ‘workplace danger’.  
 
    “Who’s going with him?” Gail sighed. Everyone who worked there took the job seriously and knew if they didn’t watch what they did, lives could be lost. When nobody went to follow, Gail just groaned and followed Percy to the holding area. The ‘holding area’ was just a walled-off section that had an elevated platform on one side so someone could pick out which stinker they wanted to use for a test.   
 
    Climbing the platform Gail stopped beside her brother, who was staring down into the area with a grin. The smell was burning her nose and the stinkers were growling because they could see Percy now. “What?” Gail asked stopping beside him, and Percy pointed inside. Following his finger, Gail’s eyes grew wide when she saw what Percy was pointing at. “Damn, they might just do something to contribute now.” 
 
    Standing in the far corner were Corey, Rhett, and Rita, all stinkers. Then she noticed each one had a different wound. Rita had been shot in the chest. Corey had been shot in the throat, and Rhett had died of a gunshot to the abdomen. “They tested wounds to turn time,” Percy smirked. “The faster someone dies, the longer it takes to turn.” 
 
    “We suspected that,” Gail pointed out.  
 
    “Now we have data to back it up,” Percy said. “I’m asking if I can use Rhett on my next experiment.”  
 
    Shrugging, “A stinker is a stinker,” Gail replied heading down the stairs. “I would’ve liked to have been the one to put them down,” she admitted. “Come on, we have batteries to fill and three experiments to continue today.”  
 
    Nodding and finally looking away from the three new stinkers, “I have to say, I like how assholes are dealt with now,” Percy admitted.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Cabin 
 
      
 
    Sitting up in her bed, Lilly spun and threw her legs off the side as she let out a stretch. Glancing at the clock, she saw it was nearly six. Lifting her gaze, Lilly stopped at the bed beside her and couldn’t help but smile. Allie was asleep on Lance’s chest with Carrie snuggled into his right side and Jodi, his left. A book was laid out on the bed that Lance had been reading to them last night. Lilly just stared at Lance sleeping with the Ladybugs.  
 
    The boys still woke up most days before everyone else, but not on Sundays. On Sundays they slept until they woke up, and everyone tried to let them sleep as long as they could.  
 
    Feeling movement Sandy woke up, lifting her head off the pillow and glancing around. Her eyes stopped, seeing a contented smile on Lilly as she just stared at Lance and the Ladybugs sleeping. There was no doubt in Sandy’s mind now that Lilly loved Lance. The age thing barely bothered her, but since she and Mary were the primary teachers now, the age thing was disappearing fast because Lance was aging decades in her mind. 
 
    Sandy had been used to Lance just teaching himself but had found out, normal kids didn’t do that to the extent Lance and Ian had. Granted, the kids all tried hard but had to be shown and guided, where Lance and Ian just read about something and could do it when they were finished. More than once, Mary had to remind Sandy the other kids they were teaching weren’t Ian and Lance, so never expect that from them.  
 
    “Don’t know where Lance got that from because he didn’t inherit that brain power and self-drive from me or Johnathan,” Sandy muttered, tossing the covers off. Getting up, she saw Lilly never turned and just continued staring at Lance.  
 
    Shifting her gaze down the row of bunk beds, Sandy stopped at Jennifer’s bed to see Jennifer was still sleeping, sprawled out from under the covers. After talking with Lilly, Sandy had been keeping an eye on Jennifer and had to admit, Jennifer was wearing Ian down. Since she had adopted Jennifer, Sandy had talked to her, but knew it had gone in one ear and out the other. Ian was going to be Jennifer’s first whether he wanted to be, willingly or not. 
 
    When Sandy started making up her bed, Lilly turned around and saw her and then got out of her bed. When she was finished, Lilly followed Sandy downstairs. “What was Lance reading to them?” Sandy asked when she’d reached the bottom step.  
 
    “Grapes of Wrath,” Lilly answered.  
 
    Heading to the kitchen and shaking her head, “I didn’t like to read it when I was forced to in high school,” Sandy admitted with a smile, seeing the coffee pot was full. 
 
    “Well, Lance can make nearly any book interesting when he reads it to the Ladybugs,” Lilly said, grabbing some mugs and passing one to Sandy. “The fact he stops and asks questions reminds the Ladybugs they have to listen.”  
 
    Filling her mug, Sandy moved to the side as Lilly filled hers. “I wish Lance would take more interest in Tyler and Chris,” Sandy sighed.   
 
    Just the way Sandy had said it made Lilly glance over at her, and she found Sandy looking at her. “What?” Lilly asked.  
 
    “Has Lance said anything about them?” Sandy asked.  
 
    Shaking her head as she poured sugar in her coffee, “Sandy, I don’t think Lance has even said their names more than five or six times,” Lilly answered.  
 
    Stirring her own coffee, “That’s why I told Lance and Ian they had to teach,” Sandy said. “They weren’t doing anything with Tyler and Chris.”  
 
    Taking a sip, Lilly realized Sandy never once looked away from her. “Ms. Sandy, are you wanting me to talk to Lance about them?” Lilly asked.  
 
    Giving a sigh of relief that she hadn’t had to ask, “If you would, please,” Sandy said. “I asked Lance, but he just won’t talk about them.”  
 
    “I will,” Lilly replied.  
 
    Sandy moved over to the table and sat down, then realized Lilly hadn’t followed. Tapping the table for Lilly to sit down, “Please?” Sandy asked and Lilly moved over, dropping in the chair. “Do you think anyone is going to complain about Corey, Rita, or Rhett?” Sandy asked.  
 
    Shrugging, “If they’re smart, they won’t,” Lilly replied with a shiver. In that instant, Sandy knew she was right, Lilly and Jennifer had been there when Lance and Ian had dealt with the three. The day the new group had been brought in, Seth had called on the radio to say the three weren’t in their trailer. Ian had replied, ‘They all have a new job and won’t be back’.  
 
    “I wish he would’ve let me handle them,” Sandy sighed, taking a sip.  
 
    “No, you don’t,” Lilly informed her. “Trust me. Those three got off easy compared to what the boys wanted to do. You and Mary never could’ve taken them as quietly as the boys.” 
 
    Having been on patrol with them many times, “How in the hell can they move like that?” Sandy asked. Not sure Sandy really wanted the answer, Lilly kept her mouth shut because she wasn’t going to say. If Lance told his momma, that was fine, but Lilly damn sure wasn’t going to. “Lilly, I watched Lance crawl up on a deer!” Sandy cried out.   
 
    Having seen that many times from both boys, Lilly just nodded. In the last month, Ian and Lance had been getting others to try. Like everything, it was treated like a game to them. Depending on the situation, that dictated the rules. Sometimes they killed the deer, but the rules said you could only do that if you got within ten feet. Other times, they just crept up on the deer and would try to touch it. What shocked Lilly was she had seen both do that more than once. Ian had even snuck up close enough to take a doe with his knife. Oh, that had pissed Lance off and now he was trying to do the same.  
 
    Not every time had been a success, and Lilly was fairly certain the failures had been because the deer had smelled them because the wind changed direction. The Ladybugs, of course, were in on this new game, but were under threats of beatings if they tried to take one with a knife. They were only allowed to shoot one in the head if they got within ten feet. So far, none of the Ladybugs had taken a deer by sneaking up on one.   
 
    It was watching Lance sneaking up on a buck when Lilly had just given up on moving that quietly through the woods. She still practiced moving around through the woods, and inside the cabin at night with Jennifer, so they wouldn’t be so much of a liability when they went out with the boys.   
 
    Lilly realized Sandy was waiting on a comment. “They practiced,” Lilly offered.  
 
    “Lilly, they didn’t just learn that since this started,” Sandy stated. “Do you know how they learned it?”  
 
    Shaking her head, “I gave my word so I’m under oath to never say, even if I know. If you want to know, ask Lance,” Lilly replied.  
 
    With visions of Lance and Ian doing foolish activities in the old neighborhood, Sandy just gave a shiver. “I don’t want to know then,” Sandy confessed, taking another sip of coffee. “Is Glynda going to be all right?” Sandy asked changing the subject.  
 
    “She should be,” Lilly said. “One of the twins was having trouble breathing at first, but was doing better when we left yesterday. Stanley stayed at the clinic last night to be close. Since he didn’t call, I’d suspect there weren’t any problems.”  
 
    About to ask something, Sandy turned to see Mary, Ian, and Jennifer coming down the stairs. “I feel sorry for Lance,” Mary stated in a groggy voice. “I told the Ladybugs to get in their own bed but I see they didn’t listen, again.” 
 
    Taking the coffee pot from his mom, “I’m glad you never made me treat Allie like that,” Ian said filling a mug. “I would’ve run away.”  
 
    “I gave birth to Allie, and I never doted on her like that,” Mary scoffed, adding milk to her coffee. 
 
    “Lance is being a good brother to the Ladybugs,” Sandy declared in a proud voice.  
 
    Pausing her mug before she took a sip, “Sandy, you dote on them just as bad,” Mary grumbled, then took a sip. Rhonda was the next down and followed by the others, leaving only Lance and the Ladybugs upstairs.  
 
    “This kid need ta quit movin’ so much,” Holly grumbled, rubbing her belly. “Dawn never jumped around so much.”  
 
    Setting her mug down and turning to Holly as she filled a second coffee mug, “Holly,” Sandy called out. “Why were you wrestling a calf yesterday?” 
 
    “I’s tryin’ to milk his ma an he wouldn’t go away,” Holly shot back. “He keep on, I cuttin’ him up into steaks.” The fact Holly was just as small as Jennifer, and pregnant, didn’t seem to faze her in the least. Swollen belly and all, Holly had dove on the calf’s neck and cranked its head until the calf dropped to the ground. When the calf was on the ground, little Dawn had run out and jumped on the calf’s side to help her momma.  
 
    When Sandy was about to continue, Lilly reached over to grab her wrist. “It doesn’t do any good,” Lilly told her in a low voice.  
 
    Rhonda sat down at the table with her coffee mug and saw the concern on Sandy’s face as Lilly spoke to her. “Holly,” Rhonda barked. “No more wrestling cows until the baby is born,” Rhonda declared.  
 
    “Rhonda,” Holly whined, and stomped her foot. “I ain’t a cripple!” Rhonda just stared at Holly for several seconds and Holly finally groaned, “A’right.” None doubted Holly wasn’t tough and tried as hard as she could.  
 
    “Holly, we just don’t want you to hurt the baby,” Sandy offered. 
 
    Slapping her belly, “He need ta get tough,” Holly declared.  
 
    “Who?” Allie asked, and everyone turned to see Allie, Carrie, and Jodi walking into the kitchen.  
 
    “This young’un,” Holly clarified, slapping her belly again.  
 
    All three Ladybugs let out gasps as Holly slapped her belly. “Don’t do that!” Allie cried out, running over and covering Holly’s belly with her hands. “How would you like someone beating on the wall of your room?”  
 
    At a loss for words, Holly just blinked at Allie as Carrie and Jodi ran over. Carrie put her face on Holly’s belly, “It’s okay,” she cooed, caressing Holly’s belly along with Jodi.  
 
    Turning to Rhonda, “He ain’t even here an they spoilin’ it,” Holly declared.  
 
    “Let ‘em,” Rhonda warned, and Holly just sighed. Rhonda and Holly loved each other like sisters, but Rhonda wouldn’t hesitate to beat Holly down. Unlike other things, nobody said anything when Rhonda did it. Lance and Ian were the only ones who could take Rhonda sparring or wrestling.  
 
    Lilly and Jennifer didn’t like wrestling with Rhonda.  
 
    Lance walked in the kitchen and pushed through those around the coffeemaker, grabbing a mug. “Brah,” Ian laughed. “You have got to start telling the Ladybugs ‘no’.”  
 
    With his hair puffed out, Lance turned around to Ian. “Dude, don’t even start,” Lance warned, and just started drinking his coffee black.  
 
    As the Ladybugs moved away from Holly, “You three didn’t even help make up Lance’s bed?” Ian asked.  
 
    “He told us to go downstairs and he would do it,” Carrie smiled.  
 
    “The Ladybugs drooled on me. I’m taking a shower,” Lance informed everyone and just left. After he was in the bathroom, Lilly ran upstairs and got Lance some clothes. Coming back down, she almost handed the clothes to Tyler but stopped. She turned to Denny and handed him the clothes. 
 
    “Go put these in the bathroom for Lance,” Lilly smiled, and Denny took off.  
 
    “We didn’t mean to! We wiped the drool off!” Allie cried out. 
 
    Moving over and kissing each Ladybug on the head, “It’s okay,” Lilly told them. “How about we start on hair while breakfast is being done?” Ian was about to point out it was the Ladybugs’ turn for breakfast but felt Jennifer squeeze his arm, so he just told that idea to go to hell.  
 
    After breakfast and chores, the group loaded up in tracks, buggies, and UTVs and left to head to the clubhouse. They were an hour early, but saw the rest of the groups already there. Climbing out of the turret Lance jumped to the ground, only to have George and Judy come over and jump on him. “Down,” Lance said, and both stopped trying to jump on him. 
 
    “I played with you two yesterday,” Lance laughed, loving on both dogs.  
 
    “Training isn’t playing, sweetness,” Lilly told him, climbing out of the track. 
 
    Turning to Dino jumping out of the buggy Rhonda had been driving, “Dino thinks it is,” Lance stated.  
 
    Stopping beside Lance, “Babe, you and Ian were training them to take down stinkers. Neither of them weigh a hundred pounds. Dino weighs two hundred and forty pounds. George and Judy have to work to take a stinker down, Dino just runs over a stinker to knock it down,” Lilly pointed out.  
 
    Still patting the dogs, “All right, we’ll play today,” Lance said, and both dogs’ tails went into hyper-drive. “Go inside,” Lance told them and they took off, following the Ladybugs into the clubhouse. 
 
    Ian and Jennifer stopped beside them as Ian looked over to see Seth. He was standing at the edge of the yard, looking down into the valley. “George and Judy still do better than Dan and Ann,” Ian chuckled. “Dan and Ann see a rabbit, all thought leaves their brains.”  
 
    “They do good for the moms and don’t chase rabbits,” Jennifer noted.    
 
    “Then the moms need to train Dan and Ann and quit telling us to do it,” Ian huffed. 
 
    Patting Ian’s chest, “Just tell me before you tell Momma Mary that,” Jennifer said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell Momma that even on a bet,” Ian clarified.  
 
    Finding no fault in that reasoning, Jennifer turned to Lilly. “We can go to Bravo and take over for Stanley after the meeting,” Jennifer told Lilly. 
 
    Nodding and reaching over to take Jennifer’s hand, Lilly pulled her toward the clubhouse. “Lance, we’re heading in,” Lilly told him, and Lance just gave a wave as he stared at Seth. As they walked, Lilly relayed what Sandy had said about Tyler and Chris that morning.  
 
    “Does Seth look melancholy?” Lance asked. 
 
    Slowly turning away from Seth to lock his eyes on Lance, “Brah,” Ian snapped. “You know how gay you just sounded? Melancholy, really?” 
 
    Turning to Ian, “Dude, we had that as a vocabulary word in fifth grade, why not use it?” Lance popped off.  
 
    Bobbing his head side to side, “Because it makes you sound like a gay, limp-dick pansy,” Ian answered. 
 
    Rolling his eyes, “Okay then, does Seth seem sad to you?” Lance asked. 
 
    Finally turning back to look at Seth, “Yeah, that’s what caught my eye,” Ian admitted. “There’s no way he feels bad about those three numb-nut granny-panty sniffers.”   
 
    Shrugging, Lance just headed over to Seth with Ian beside him. The closer he got, the clearer it was that Seth was distraught over something. “Hey, Seth,” Lance called out, and Seth gave a startle as he turned around.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Seth said and then turned back around to look out over the valley. “Scared the dickens out of me.”  
 
    They stopped beside Seth but kept their eyes on him. “Seth, something wrong?” Lance asked.  
 
    “Nothing more than usual,” Seth answered.  
 
    “Um, you aren’t upset that the three dipshits disappeared, are you?” Ian asked.  
 
    Giving an actual chuckle, “No,” Seth assured him. “That was a bright spot in my day to be honest.”  
 
    “What’s wrong then, dude?” Lance asked.  
 
    “Evil rules this world,” Seth stated.  
 
    “Ha! Let evil show its ass here and we’ll remove it,” Ian challenged, but Seth didn’t even smile or grin.  
 
    Since he had never talked to Seth about what he’d learned from Dwain, “Seth, you were a preacher. Don’t you think you should have a little more faith?” Lance asked.  
 
    “There is no God and faith is useless,” Seth answered. “Both of my sons and their families are dead. I listened on the phone as one was killed by stinkers. My daughter and her family…” Seth just stopped, taking a breath. “They lived in Florida and I know they’re gone.” 
 
    Shrugging, “Well, you’re wrong about God. Despite what other scientists have said, the universe isn’t random. Something created it,” Lance said, and that made Seth turn to look at him in shock. “What? I know there’s a God. Is it the God spoken of in religions around the world? No,” Lance said. “Mankind’s brain can’t even begin to comprehend what God is.”    
 
    Nodding, “I knew for a fact God was real the day they announced the meteor held life from outside the solar system,” Ian said, making Seth turn to him in shock as well. “The odds of that randomness don’t exist.” Seth couldn’t believe what he was hearing, from two teenaged boys. He held a PhD in Religious studies.  
 
    “How can you believe with all this going on?” Seth asked.  
 
    “Brah!” Ian cried out. “You act like God threw that meteor at the Earth. God created life, all life, and expects life to flourish and survive on its own, improving the world better than they received it.” 
 
    Just blinking in shock, Seth was just too stunned to speak for several minutes. “This could be a test, and He’s wrong,” Seth finally got out. 
 
    “Whoa,” Lance gasped and took a step back. “God is an it, not a he or she. It is something we can’t comprehend, and you’re saying It is wrong for creating life?”  
 
    “I take it, you’ve read the Holy Bible?” Seth asked.  
 
    Nodding, “Yeah,” Ian answered.  
 
    “We’ve read the King James version, Catholic Edition, Torah, Vedas translations, and Kojiki translations,” Lance said, and Seth felt faint as he stumbled back. He looked at Ian and Lance like they were figments of his imagination. From his own studies, Seth knew of the Hindu and Shinto text, but that two thirteen-year-old boys had read them just blew him away.  
 
    “Why?!” Seth cried out in shock.  
 
    Furrowing his brow and turning to Ian, “Why what?” Lance asked, but Ian just shrugged so Lance turned back to Seth who looked pale. “Why did we read them?” Lance asked, and Seth gave a slight nod. “We don’t believe anything someone tells us until we study it. But we don’t believe in the texts either.”  
 
    For two minutes Seth just blinked at them. “Why?” he finally managed to get out.  
 
    “Duh,” Ian smirked. “Mankind wrote them. I don’t care if God was sitting right beside them telling them what to write. Mankind can’t do anything without putting his own two cents in.”  
 
    “What do you believe in?” Seth asked.  
 
    “Faith,” both answered.  
 
    “If you have faith in family and friends, you believe in God. God created life and if you have faith, you believe even if you don’t admit it,” Lance clarified. 
 
    Stepping back, “There’s no way you two are teenagers,” Seth declared, and headed toward the clubhouse. “I’m going to talk to your mothers and ask just when they gave birth to you,” he informed them. Suddenly, he stopped and turned to them and they could see most of the tension was gone as Seth smiled at them. “Thank you. I needed to hear that,” Seth told them, then turned back heading to the clubhouse. “You two are entirely too young to be that wise,” he told them over his shoulder.      
 
    As Seth walked inside the clubhouse, “Well, he looked better,” Lance noted.  
 
    “One day, we can tell him of the report we did for the pastor last year,” Ian chuckled. 
 
    Turning to look out over the valley, “Maybe,” Lance said, but didn’t sound convincing. “Are you sure you want to start setting up forward bots before the electric fence is up?” he asked, changing the subject.  
 
    “Brah, nobody will let us work on the fence and when we do, they get in our way!” Ian cried out. “I’m tired of trying to join in on work crews because the next slut donkey who gets in my way, I’m kicking their ass!” 
 
    Agreeing with a nod, “I think they do it on purpose so we can go do something else,” Lance offered.  
 
    “We came up with the shit! That’s how we improve our plans, by working on the projects!”  
 
    “Dude,” Lance said, holding up a hand. “Don’t spin off on me,” he snapped. “That’s just what I think, but it’s sound reasoning. Everyone wants us doing other stuff because they know the more we come up with, the safer they are.”   
 
    “They need to chill,” Ian said, calming down. “Yeah, with the gun bots covering the gaps, it’ll be hard for a group to get close, be it stinker or gangs.”  
 
    Lance pulled up the area in his mind with the ten battle bots to the north and west that were just set up on roads. “You do realize that’s going to take more gun bots than we have?”  
 
    “No. We set up the first three to the north on the valleys that lead to us,” Ian countered. “We keep the four with the thunder bots we have in reserve in case there’s trouble. When the next batch is done, we’ll start setting up the gun bots to the south and west.” 
 
    “We’ll have to patrol further out before setting them up,” Lance said.  
 
    “Brah, we don’t have to clear the area. After we set the gun bots up, they’ll do that for us,” Ian replied. “I just want the damn things up so when we patrol further out, we can run back. Anything that tries to follow us, the gun bots will show them the error in that thinking.” 
 
    Having to admit he really liked the sound of that, “Okay,” Lance said. “You want to take the girls?”  
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Ian snapped. “If we take them to do that, we won’t have to take them when we patrol further northwest. I’m telling you, the Blue Men are near Oneida. We can set up cameras and then when we get sightings, send in the hover drones. I thought Jennifer was going to faint when we took them to Buckhorn, and we knew where that camp was.” 
 
    “The drone is up and we can send it?” Lance offered.  
 
    “Hell, no,” Ian said. “I love that plane doing circles around us ten miles out at four thousand feet. We can spot a horde of stinkers over twenty miles away. Until we get another one, that one will stay.” 
 
    Sighing, “Ian, I don’t want to go check the other camps on the west side of I-75,” Lance said. “Any large group trying to cross the interstate will get ripped apart by stinkers. Hell, there are still areas you can’t get near without a respirator. We were lucky on getting that convoy.” 
 
    “That wasn’t luck,” Ian huffed. “It was skill,” he declared. “We came up with a plan and executed it.”  
 
    Shaking his head, “Ian, we had to get David to hover that chopper over the interstate, just to make sure we didn’t set off the hydrogen sulfide with a spark,” Lance reminded him. “We had to reload two thunder bots in the field before they ran dry. That was fifty thousand ball bearings each.” 
 
    Ian wasn’t about to admit even he’d been worried about pulling the vehicles in the convoy off the interstate because he and Lance had done the first ones. After they’d seen it was okay, then they had let the others do it. “We have production running now, so we don’t have to worry,” Ian said. “Lance, the sooner we scout and know our threats, the sooner we can deal with ‘em.” 
 
    “Brah, if they leave us alone, I’m all for letting them live,” Lance said.  
 
    “Lance,” Ian said in a hushed tone. “You know they’ll attack us eventually, no matter what we do. One thing we’ve learned, it’s better to attack than defend.” 
 
    “I know,” Lance groaned. “I’m tired of being a soldier, scientist, builder, mechanic, machinist, farmer, and the hundred other things we do. I just want to sit back and relax for a minute. Hell, I want to take Lilly out on a date that isn’t a patrol.”  
 
    “Where in the hell would you take her? The movies and mall are closed.” 
 
    “House seven forty-two that we fixed up. I was thinking about making a nice supper,” Lance answered.  
 
    Liking the sound of that, “You mind if we double date?” Ian asked.  
 
    “Ian, you really thought I wanted to do that alone?” Lance droned, and Ian gave a shrug. “I still get tongue-tied with Lilly sometimes! I need you and Jennifer there in case that happens.”  
 
    “Let’s do it Saturday,” Ian suggested. Holding out his hand until Ian shook it Lance felt better, kind of. “We’ll get to slow down eventually, Lance. If we don’t soon, Jennifer’s going to start blowing stuff up.”  
 
    “She sleeps more than we do,” Lance shot back. 
 
    Nodding, “Yeah, she’s going to start blowing stuff up because you and I aren’t slowing down,” Ian told him. “Lance,” Ian sighed closing his eyes. “She started a special time yesterday and I’m treading carefully. I love her, I really do but man, when Jen’s red army is marching, she gives a new meaning to ‘Walk softly and carry a big stick’.”  
 
    Putting his arm over Ian’s shoulders as they headed to the clubhouse, “We can take her stinker hunting with her bat,” Lance suggested.  
 
    “Okay, that sounds good, but if you don’t mind,” Ian cringed, “would you back her up?” Lance just stopped and Ian walked out from under his arm before coming to a stop. “Lance, you’ve seen how she gets. She overloads her ass charging into stinkers. When she swings that bat at me when I run in to help, I dodge. Problem is, Jennifer is swinging that bat faster. You? I don’t think she’ll swing the bat but if she does, you’ll pop her ass.”  
 
    “You’re damn right I will,” Lance huffed.  
 
    “And she will have earned it,” Ian agreed. “So, will you back her up?” 
 
    “Hell, yeah,” Lance grinned, and they headed inside.  
 
    Walking in the door, Lance and Ian were both shocked to hear the noise. The noise was just talking but it was loud, and it did feel good to hear it. Feeling a mountain hit his side, Lance looked down at Dino. “What?” Lance asked and Dino just panted. “Percy didn’t bring your girlfriend?” Lance asked, then looked around until he spotted Percy. “She’s right there,” Lance said, pointing at the female mastiff.  
 
    Dino just sat down panting as Lance reached over and loved on him. Then Lance turned around scanning the room and for the first time, realized just how many dogs the coalition had. Granted, the only dog that had joined with members was Lori’s terrier with the Bear Trap clan. All the others had been found on patrols or just came up on their own.  
 
    There were mutts, but there were many breeds as well. Dino was still by far the largest and Darla was next, but compared to Dino, Darla’s hundred and eighty pounds were tiny. Lance was convinced Darla was part braindead because she was hard to train, but at least Percy was making headway.  
 
    Shifting his eyes to their table, Lance’s face turned cold. Narrowing his eyes, Lance stormed across the room. Anyone who didn’t move, Lance shoved them out of the way. “Tyler!” Lance yelled, and the clubhouse became silent. “How many times have I told you?! Don’t hang your chest rig on your chair!” Lance shouted, pointing at the chest rig loaded with magazines on the back of Tyler’s chair. “I told you when we left to just get a few clip-on magazine holsters but you wanted to bring the chest rig?!” 
 
    Clearly terrified, “I’m sorry, sir,” Tyler mumbled. 
 
    “Lance,” Mary started, only to be cut off. 
 
    “Oh no, not this time,” Lance snapped, and Ian moved up behind Lance.  
 
    “Mom, don’t,” Ian said, and Mary’s mouth fell open in shock.  
 
    “Tyler, you put your rig with your weapon. That’s why there’re spots beside each gun rack. If something happens and bullets start flying, your first instinct will be to run for your weapon,” Lance growled.  
 
    “He couldn’t help much in a gun fight, even with his weapon and ammo,” Ian sneered.  
 
    Glaring at Tyler, “If your ammo’s on your chair, that won’t help much if you reach your weapon,” Lance said with his face getting red.  
 
    “Lance, calm down,” Sandy snapped, and Lance jerked his gaze to her and Sandy gave a startle to see the hostility in Lance’s eyes. 
 
    “Mom, enough. I promised I would teach classes because you asked, but this is enough,” Lance said, then took a deep breath. 
 
    Knowing Lance was about to unload on Sandy, Lilly jumped to her feet. “Lance!” she shouted, stopping Lance’s mouth. As she moved around the table, “That is your momma,” Lilly reminded him. Softening the glare at his mom, Lance turned back to Tyler. Stopping when she was behind Lance in case she had to pull him away, Lilly gave a pause when she saw Lance turn back to Tyler.  
 
    There was hate in Lance’s eyes directed at Tyler.    
 
    “Douche monkey,” Lance growled at Tyler. “Put your chest rig on the wall with your weapon.” Feeling Sandy was about to speak, Lilly turned and very minutely shook her head at Sandy. Everyone in the clubhouse was in shock. Dwain and Heath were at the table in shock with the others. Tyler had called Lance ‘sir’ and Lance hadn’t chewed his head off.  
 
    Thinking about it, Heath could remember Tyler and Chris always calling both boys ‘sir’ and neither had ever corrected them. Turning down the table to look at Tyler and Chris, Heath realized something else. Tyler and Chris always sat near the moms. He had eaten at the cabin several times, and could remember Tyler and Chris always sitting near Sandy and Mary.  
 
    Very slowly, Lilly reached out to take Lance’s hand. “Calm down, Lance,” she said in a soft voice.  
 
    Finally tearing his glare away from Tyler, Lance turned to Lilly. “I’m going outside,” Lance told her, letting her hand go.  
 
    As Lance walked off, “I’ll be with Lance,” Ian said, spinning on his heel and following. Jennifer jumped to her feet and took off after them. Lilly wanted to follow but didn’t. Slowly, Lilly turned to see Allie and Carrie both glaring at Tyler. The last Ladybug Jodi was looking at Tyler but wasn’t glaring. 
 
    “Allie, Carrie, don’t,” Lilly warned, and both whipped their eyes to her. “This is between Lance and Tyler. You won’t go taking Lance’s side.” When Allie went to speak, Lilly just raised her hand. “What you should be doing is trying to help Tyler and Chris from pissing Lance off, thereby pissing Ian off. If you’re really Lance’s Ladybugs, that’s what you would do.” 
 
    Allie and Carrie both turned to look at each other as Jodi turned to Lilly with her customary smile. “I’ll help them,” Jodi stated proudly. Allie and Carrie both turned to Jodi and then Lilly.  
 
    “We’ll try,” they said together. 
 
    “Now, I need to go calm Lance down,” Lilly told them.  
 
    “Stick your tongue in his mouth, that makes him happy,” Allie offered. Startled but not replying to that, Lilly turned and sprinted for the door as everyone started whispering to their neighbors.  
 
    Coming out the door, she heard Ian and Jennifer shouting at each other but knew she had to get Lance under control before going to them. Scanning the yard, she spotted him pacing on the driveway and took off. “Lance, why did you take Tyler’s head off?” she asked skidding to a stop.  
 
    Never stopping his pacing back and forth, “You’re really asking that?!” Lance cried out. 
 
    Looking away as she pondered that, “Um, yeah,” Lilly said. Because this was the first time she’d seen hate in Lance’s eyes, “Why don’t you like Tyler and Chris?”  
 
    Stopping his pacing and turning to Lilly, “Well,” Lance replied calmly, and Lilly nearly went back inside. “They’re lazy as fuck, dumber than a box of rocks, they have no drive, can’t shoot, and are completely worthless,” Lance said, counting off each on his fingers. “Need I go on?”  
 
    Thinking before replying, out of everyone at the cabin Tyler and Chris were the sloppiest and the laziest, Lilly reasoned. Tyler and Chris both knew their weapons but again, they were the worst marksmen. The only one at the cabin not doing as well learning, compared to Tyler and Chris, was Holly. Even then Lilly had to admit, Holly tried harder to learn than Tyler and Chris.  
 
    “Lance, you know what their family was like,” Lilly offered halfheartedly because in her eyes, Holly had it worse than Tyler and Chris did before the meteor.        
 
    Bringing his hand up and rubbing his index finger on his thumb, “You hear that?” Lance asked. “I’m playing the world’s smallest violin to drown out their worthless whining.” 
 
    Caught off guard and really not liking this from Lance as he continued rubbing his fingers together, “Sweetness,” Lilly said. “We just need to help them.”  
 
    Stopping his playing of the violin, “I’d sooner cut my dick off and sew it on my forehead,” Lance declared.  
 
    Lilly’s eyes grew wide as she heard and saw something from Lance she’d never seen him display before: jealousy. “Okay, Lance. Then just ignore them. They’ll have to figure it out,” Lilly panted. Making the connection, it finally made sense why Lance didn’t like Tyler and Chris. Lilly knew if Sandy found out she would treat Tyler and Chris differently, and that would destroy the two little boys. A part of Lilly thought Mary would also, but Lilly couldn’t be sure because Mary had more than one kid.  
 
    One thing Lilly had come to understand, Lance was Sandy’s baby boy and nothing was too good for him. Thinking about it, Lilly couldn’t even come up with a way to talk to Sandy about it. Lance had never had to share his momma with anyone except the Ladybugs, but Lance loved them so they didn’t count.  
 
    As Lance started pacing again, instances of the mommas coddling Tyler and Chris flooded Lilly’s mind and she wondered why she hadn’t seen it sooner. Tyler and Chris were the only ones at the cabin who got pampered by Mary and Sandy. The mommas helped and loved on everyone, but Tyler and Chris definitely got the lion’s share.  
 
    Hearing Jennifer yell at Ian and him returning it louder, Lilly remembered it was a special time for Jennifer. “Babe,” she said softly, moving up to Lance. “Just calm down. We don’t stay mad at those with us. Please, for me, calm down,” she begged.  
 
    When Lance turned to her with a relaxed posture, Lilly sighed with relief. “I’ll do anything for you, baby doll,” Lance smiled.  
 
    “Don’t get mad, but I have to stop Jennifer before she does something she’ll regret later,” Lilly told him, and Lance chuckled.  
 
    “Yeah, Jennifer doesn’t handle that special time as well as you do,” Lance admitted.  
 
    “In time, she will,” Lilly assured him, then kissed him quickly before taking off in a sprint. Lance turned to see Jennifer thrusting her chest out and bumping Ian as she glared up at him, but Ian was glaring right back and shoving with his chest. “If Jennifer was even five foot two, I might be scared of her,” Lance concluded as Lilly reached them, pulling Jennifer back.  
 
    In amazement, Lance watched Lilly calm Jennifer down in seconds. “I wish I could do that,” Lance admitted as Ian walked over.  
 
    “Jen needs to chill,” Ian stated.  
 
    “Lilly calmed her down. After lunch, let’s go find some stinkers for her to beat to death with a bat. That should cool her off,” Lance suggested, and Ian nodded. 
 
    Lilly hugged Jennifer tight as she tried to figure out how to get Lance over his jealousy. Now that she knew the cause, Lilly hoped she could figure out a remedy. She was ninety-nine percent sure if Lance accepted Tyler and Chris, Ian would as well. Because if one didn’t like someone, the other didn’t either. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Build House 
 
      
 
    Hooking up the gun bot to his track in the early morning light, Lance turned around to look at the other gun bot hooked to Ian’s track. They usually were towed by thunder bots but Lance had to drive the thunder bots, and they would be moving through trees today. Thunder bots could follow the track like they did each other, but Lance didn’t like that monster bot with a huge barrel sticking out and aiming up his ass.   
 
    He and Ian had waited until Tuesday to put the gun bots out, when Lilly and Jennifer wouldn’t have to cover the clinic. Lilly was going to drive his track with him in the turret. The three Ladybugs would be riding along in the seats. Jennifer was going to drive Ian’s track with him in the turret. Denny, Lori, and Rhonda would be in the seats. Lance was just thankful his mom hadn’t asked or even hinted that Tyler and Chris should come along. Holly was pissed that she wasn’t coming but had agreed to stay at the cabin and continue her lessons.  
 
    Every time Lance looked at Holly, his back hurt. Even though he didn’t want to, Lance’s mind tried to figure out how in the hell the baby in Holly’s gigantic belly was going to get out. To him, Holly’s belly looked as big as the rest of her body.  
 
    “Bit nippy,” Ian said coming over.  
 
    “Yeah, I hate to think about January and February if it’s this cold now,” Lance admitted. He watched Rhonda open the rear right door of Ian’s track and Dino jump in. “Maybe Dino needs to ride in the bed of the track, jumping up to get in those seats looks painful.”  
 
    “Dino rides where he wants,” Ian scoffed, watching Dino sit in the seat and stick his head out the window. They both turned as Lilly opened the left rear door for George, who leapt in with ease. “Yeah, it was easy for you, George, because Dino weighs twice as much,” Ian stated. 
 
    “You want lead?” Lance asked, adjusting his plate carrier and the gear attached to his body. 
 
    “Jennifer’s already told me we’re taking lead,” Ian informed him.  
 
    “Brah, she beat like thirty stinkers to death with a bat on Sunday,” Lance chuckled.  
 
    Nodding, “And for that, I’m thankful,” Ian replied. Lance just laughed as he and Ian bumped fists and headed to their tracks. Climbing in the turret, Lance checked the gun and put the headset on, followed by his mask.  
 
    He glanced over at the barn to see the frames of two more tracks they had started on yesterday. He and Ian had decided every group needed at least two tracks to move about and patrol from. When they’d announced it at the clubhouse, Dwain had headed for the build house to start working.  
 
    Lance was sure, using Jennifer’s idea of how powerful to make the special battery, the next generation of tracks would be much better. The two now had to be plugged into the grid and used for power, so the damn battery didn’t start pumping out more power or shut down. When they unplugged the tracks, everything had to be turned back on. Lance was just glad it was cold because the heater was electric and it could keep the power in check.  
 
    “Everyone set?” Lilly asked over the intercom, and everyone replied ready. Lilly followed Jennifer out, and Lance knew Jennifer had already told Lilly she was leading.  
 
    Coming down the drive and into the valley, Lance couldn’t help but feel proud at what they had accomplished so far. A stinker hadn’t been spotted inside the three mile perimeter in a month but still, nobody went anywhere unarmed. Wild dogs had been killed inside, whole packs even. Last week, Seth and the GTs had killed over twenty trying to dig under the wall of barbed wire around the livestock. Not to mention, mean pussy was still about. Much to Ian’s relief, the tigers were staying outside the perimeter and were using the new treehouse the group had built for them.   
 
    As Jennifer headed up the driveway toward the clubhouse, Lance couldn’t help but remember the first time they’d taken this route to the valley where Victor’s business sat. If dogs attacked this time, Lance didn’t even think his pulse would speed up. In the tracks, they could button up and still shoot out.  
 
    They passed the clubhouse and the monitoring crew getting off duty all waved as they passed by. “Ian did a really nice job designing these tracks,” Lance mumbled. The track didn’t ride as smooth as the last buggy Ian had built, but it was close. Despite that, Ian had stated the next generation would ride better with a new suspension system, and the seats were going to have more shock absorption. 
 
    Spinning the turret side to side to keep watch as they rode along ridges, Lance stayed alert despite the fact they were inside the perimeter. Ten minutes later, he knew they were crossing the perimeter without even needing to check the map. He and Ian could now run patrols two miles outside the perimeter without ever looking at a map.  
 
    A quarter of a mile farther on, they reached the cleared thirty-yard-wide path for the electric fence. Even after showing a video of a stinker touching the fence around the research area, many just couldn’t believe it could kill a stinker. To prove it to everyone, after the first mile had been put up on the west side, Lance and Ian had gone and hauled back some stinkers.  
 
    Turning the fence on, they’d stayed on the inside while the stinkers outside were let go. With most of the coalition watching, the three stinkers had shambled toward the fence. When the first stinker walked into the fence there had been a crackle of electricity and then a sizzling of flesh for a second as the stinker froze in place. Three seconds after touching the fence, the base of the stinker’s skull had exploded, along with the spine. The body had just fallen back, crashing to the ground as the other two stinkers reached the fence to meet the same fate.    
 
    What stunned those watching the most, the stinkers hadn’t smelled like hydrogen sulfide anymore. Lance and Ian had left those three bodies, just to see if the others would pick it up and they had. By the second day, the stinkers started rotting, rotting very fast. In the research area they had discovered that but also found out, the parasite in the stinkers killed by the electric fence were dead. What few they could find intact under a microscope looked melted. Before anyone asked Lance had warned them, they still didn’t know why and the first one who asked, he was throwing into the fence.  
 
    The fence was nothing more than ten power cables suspended a foot apart. Heath had pointed out that a small person could squeeze between the cables without touching them. Looking Heath in the face, Lance had said anyone who had the balls to do that had earned their way inside.  
 
    Many in Bravo were envious of the fence until Ian had told them four strands were going to be run at the top of their wall. Unlike the perimeter fence, Bravo’s electric fence was to deter humans because as Jennifer pointed out, ‘If stinkers learn how to climb a twenty-foot wall, we’re all screwed’.  
 
    So far, they were averaging two miles of fence strung each day, but Lance was sure they wouldn’t be finished with the thirty-six miles until the middle of December. Even if they did finish faster, the special batteries wouldn’t be done until then. “When that fence is up, I’m taking a day or two off,” Lance thought out loud. 
 
    The main build area of the three buildings in the valley was another reason why the fence wouldn’t have power until December. Against everyone’s wishes, Lance and Ian had hit a machining company in Corbin after getting the military convoy. They now had metal 3D printers and more CNCs, but they didn’t have the power to run all of them yet. The smelting building was concentrating on metal for the special batteries, ball bearings, and glass right now. With that running, very little of the machinery could run to make bots because those furnaces sucked massive amounts of power.  
 
    Seeing movement, he spun the turret to catch a flock of turkeys running off. “Oh, I’ll be looking for you next week for Thanksgiving,” Lance grinned.  
 
    Lilly steered the track to follow Jennifer’s trail as she hit the intercom toggle. “Lance, you’re awfully quiet,” she called out.  
 
    “Just thinking of all we’ve done and we still have more to do,” Lance laughed.  
 
    “We’ll get there, sweetness,” Lilly assured him.  
 
    Feeling the track slow, Lance looked up to see Jennifer pulling to a stop nearly in the same place where he and Ian had the first time here. Thirty yards in front of Jennifer was a clearing at the end of the ridge where one gun bot was going. There was a battle bot traveling a mile of the road that ran through the valley, but they were moving it further north. It had been there three weeks and had only killed one hundred and four stinkers. That didn’t bother Lance or Ian because the valley road led to Highway Eleven where the north shredder was. The shredder was a mile further down the road, and the stinkers didn’t get off the highway because there were lights and noise.  
 
    When the track stopped, Lance glanced around at the forest. “Damn underbrush is going to be brutal next year,” he mumbled. Grabbing his laptop and thermal binoculars, Lance climbed out. Reaching back in, he pulled his AR out and slung the loop over his head to let it hang under his right arm.  
 
    “Damn it, Dino. I was going to open the door,” Ian moaned, and Lance looked up to see Dino had jumped out the window.  
 
    “Surprised he didn’t get stuck,” Lance mumbled. Setting his laptop on the side of the track, Lance let George out. “Heel,” he commanded, and George lowered his head like he was sad. “That’s not going to work today,” Lance said. “George, we know you. If someone doesn’t tell you to stay beside them, you like to wander a bit too far from the group.”   
 
    Lilly opened the hatch of the driver’s compartment. “I’ve been trying since this started to make him and Judy stop that crap,” Lilly admitted. “At least you and Ian have got them to stop that and listen better.”   
 
    Shaking his head, “Lilly, you give them treats after you punish them,” Lance said.   
 
    “Yeah, because they took their punishment,” Lilly countered. She had to admit, Lance and Ian could train dogs much better than she could and that bothered her because she was a vet. Next week, the boys were going to start training George and Judy to attack humans. They had the gear, studied and planned it out, but Lilly was still a bit nervous on that. However, she knew they needed more than just Dino trained to protect and fight.  
 
    Lance turned to stare at Lilly’s eyes behind her mask. “Baby doll, punishment is so they know they did wrong.”  
 
    Punishment consisted of a loud whistle they didn’t like, going in the kennel, or taking away their chew toys. Lilly would swear when George and Judy saw their chew toys put up, they cried. “But they did their punishment correctly, so they should be rewarded,” Lilly stated again.  
 
    Giving up, Lance walked off and stopped beside Ian’s track. Ian was in the turret but staring at the camera screen mounted above the gun. “You see something?” Lance asked.   
 
    “I think the battle bot down there killed a cow,” Ian answered, and that piqued Lance’s interest. Climbing up on the track and sticking his head inside the turret, he looked at the image. The screen was only twenty inches but gave high definition colors and had a thirty power magnification.  
 
    There was clearly a cow’s severed head on the road. “I think it was a bull,” Lance said.   
 
    “How in the hell did the battle bot chop off the head?” Ian asked.  
 
    “The horns probably slowed the shredders down enough that they reversed and spit the head out,” Lance offered.  
 
    Thinking about that, Ian nodded in agreement. “Should’ve thought of that, but seeing just a cow’s head complete with big ass horns kind of threw me,” Ian chuckled.  
 
    “What I want to know, is just how in the crap the battle bot caught a cow to kill it?!” Lance cried out. “It has flashing lights, plays loud music or TV shows, and is the size of a pickup truck. It’s not like battle bots tip-toe around, sneaking up on stuff or jumping out of the bushes.” 
 
    With his chuckle dying, “I damn sure should’ve thought of that,” Ian admitted. “Operating, they only go six miles an hour top speed. A cow can trot faster than that,” Ian said more for himself because Lance did the programming. Just thinking about it, Ian could remember seeing some cows near battle bot one two months ago. When the bot had gotten near them, they had trotted away, mooing.  
 
    Pulling his head out of the turret, “After we set up the gun bot and go down to move it, I’ll replay the video,” Lance said, jumping off the track.  
 
    “Want to use the one I pulled in or yours?” Ian asked.  
 
    “I’ll unhook mine and set it up,” Lance said, then turned to his track and looked at the Ladybugs. “If you need to pee, do it now,” he told them.  
 
    “I have a diaper on, thank you,” Allie snapped, and Lance gave a startle at the information. “I’m not pulling my pants down out here with all the stuff we have to wear,” Allie informed him.  
 
    Turning around to look up at Ian, “Holy TWAT munch!” Lance gasped. “That’s smart as fuck!” 
 
    Sticking his head out of the turret, “I’ll agree it’s smart, but I’m not sitting in a diaper full of shit. I’ll take my pants down,” Ian declared.  
 
    “You don’t have to take your pants down to pee, bubba!” Allie snapped.  
 
    “Another bonus for having man parts,” Ian declared. Lilly, Jennifer, Lori, and Rhonda were all thinking that was an awesome idea and wondering why they hadn’t thought of it.  
 
    “Do all you Ladybugs wear one?” Lilly asked.  
 
    “Duh, yeah,” Carrie sang out. “Peeing in your pants, it runs down into your boot and makes it funky.”     
 
    “How long have you been wearing them and what made you think of that?” Lilly asked, and almost asked if they had one to fit her right now.  
 
    “We started in September after reading that book about the desert wars, and the soldiers riding around in tanks wore diapers and even the snipers wore diapers,” Allie answered. 
 
    Every female who wasn’t a Ladybug felt really stupid as Lance went over books in his mind. “I didn’t read that,” he finally said, then snapped his fingers as George tried to sneak off. George stopped and walked a tight circle before sitting back down beside Lance.  
 
    “Duh,” Allie sang out. “War books are to study. We want you to read us books that we can just listen to and not think.”  
 
    Having never heard pleasure reading described like that, Lance had to agree it was nice but wanted to find this book Allie was referring to. “What else did you get from that book?” Lance asked as Dino sat down beside him.  
 
    “Be polite, be professional, but have a plan to kill everyone you meet. If you’re not shooting, you should be reloading or moving. Anything worth shooting is worth shooting twice, ammo is cheap, but your life is expensive. Tracers work both ways, and friendly fire isn’t friendly,” Carrie offered.  
 
    “If the enemy is in range, so are you. Never draw the enemy’s fire, it irritates everyone around you. Always cheat, always win. The only unfair fight is the one you lose. If you eat the cheese in MREs, eat the hot sauce so you don’t get stopped up,” Jodi added.  
 
    When Lance glanced at Allie, “Parking a bullet in the brain pan will always stop your enemy. A hand grenade is a great way to tell the enemy, ‘Fuck You’ but when you pull the pin, Mr. Grenade isn’t your friend anymore. In the absence of a plan, move toward the gunfire and kill everything,” Allie told him.  
 
    “Ian,” Lance said, turning back around. “They’re getting Man Cards.”  
 
    Now standing out of the turret with his eyes wide behind his mask, “I’ll help print them,” Ian declared, and the Ladybugs gave sharp gasps of excitement. “The day just started, but I feel I’ve learned more than enough to call it a day well spent.”  
 
    “Allie, show me the book when we get back. I want to read it,” Lance said.  
 
    “I’m reading it first,” Lilly challenged. “This book is information I should’ve already learned. I still just piss my pants.”  
 
    “It’s on the computer,” Carrie giggled, and Lance was glad he wouldn’t have to wait.  
 
    Rhonda and Lori climbed out of Ian’s track and walked over to the Ladybugs. “Do you have any diapers that’ll fit me?” Rhonda asked.    
 
    Lilly couldn’t see Lance’s face because of his mask but she could tell by his stance, Lance was figuring out the Ladybugs were becoming a force to be reckoned with. Shifting her eyes to Ian, Lilly saw just a little fear in Ian’s posture toward the Ladybugs. “We should all fear for the world when the Ladybugs become teenagers,” Lilly mumbled, and was very thankful that was still four years away. 
 
    Shaking his head, Lance turned to walk to the tree line but stopped because Dino didn’t move. “Dino, I can’t step over your ass,” Lance groaned, turning on the thermal binoculars and walking around Dino.  
 
    Dino got up and moved ahead of Lance but walked slower than Lance was, and Lance ran into him again. “You want me to ride you?” Lance asked, stopping beside a tree just a few yards back from the rocky clearing at the end of the ridge. The finger to the valley below was almost steep enough to be called a cliff, but from the clearing set four hundred feet over the valley floor, it gave a good field of view.  
 
    As Lance was lifting the thermal binoculars up, he felt Dino’s body push against him hard. Letting the thermals go as panic gripped him, Lance moved to turn as sonic cracks sounded over his head. Giving up on moving back, Lance dove to the ground. “Cover!” he screamed in the air.  
 
    Hearing bullets striking trees with dull thunks, Lance crawled over behind the one he’d been leaning against. Coming up with his AR, Lance started dumping ammo across the valley, having a good idea where the shots were coming from. “ARAaawwww,” Lance heard howling. Forgetting the bullets, Lance spun on the ground to see Dino in the clearing laying on the ground. 
 
    “Dino!!” Lance screamed, and Dino tried to get up but collapsed back down, then tried to get up again and go to Lance. Realizing Dino was trying to come to him, “Dino, lay down!” Lance shouted, seeing lots of blood on Dino. Walking on his knees Lance kept shooting across the valley, rapidly going through magazines.  
 
    Brrrrrrrrrrr sounded as Ian opened up with the centrifugal gun, and Lance heard Jennifer drive the track closer to the tree line to give Ian a better field of fire. No sooner than Ian had opened up, the bullets stopped impacting. Unlike the machine gun shooting at them, Ian didn’t have to pause. 
 
    Not caring about anything, Lance dropped his AR to let it drag across the ground as he scrambled out into the clearing to Dino and Rhonda jumped in the other track on the turret. “Three hundred yards west of the curve, and two hundred yards up from the road where that depression is!” Ian called out where the gunfire had come from.  
 
    There were no tracers, but Rhonda didn’t have any problems figuring out where Ian was shooting. Trees were falling and dirt was getting kicked up like geysers were erupting. As he scrambled to Dino, a part of Lance’s mind heard Ian and knew where the attackers were. He and Ian had been in that depression, it was on their topo maps. The bowl was on a small step of the slope about a hundred feet long, thirty wide, and twenty to thirty feet deep. There was no water in the bowl and even when it rained, the bowl only held a foot or so but as soon as the rain stopped, the water drained into the ground.        
 
    But that small part of Lance’s mind was drowned out by his desire to get to Dino. Scrambling on all fours Lance gasped as he reached Dino, seeing an exit wound on Dino’s left side with a small piece of intestine hanging out. Fighting down his panic, Lance reached back and pulled off his small backpack, throwing it down. Ripping it open, Lance pulled out the first aid bag.  
 
    “Dino, stay,” Lance said in a breaking voice when Dino tried to get up and move in front of Lance. Opening a dressing, Lance shoved it on the wound as ball bearings streaked over his head. Ian would fire a ten second burst, then stop and Rhonda would fire a ten second burst, keeping fire on the attackers.  
 
    Even with the dressing on, the wound was still bleeding heavily. Reaching in the kit, Lance pulled out a package of QuikClot. Pushing the intestine back inside, Lance felt queasy when his glove caught on a piece of flesh. “Easy, Dino,” Lance said with tears pouring from under his mask. Tearing the top off, Lance placed a hand on Dino’s neck and then poured the powder over the wound.  
 
    Dino’s head jerked up as he howled in pain. “I’m sorry, Dino!” Lance cried out, but forced Dino’s head back down and emptied the package. When he was done, no blood was coming out of the nasty-looking wound. Gripping Dino’s legs, “Roll over, Dino,” Lance said, and Dino howled in pain but rolled over like he’d been told.  
 
    Lance breathed a sigh of relief seeing the small entry hole barely bleeding. Opening another dressing, he placed it over the wound and shoved one of the ties under Dino so he could wrap it around his body and tie it off. After it was tied, Lance realized laying on the exit wound hurt Dino more, so he rolled Dino back over.  
 
    When it was tied, Lance shoved his arms under Dino and tried to lift. He managed to lift Dino but because the dog was so big, Lance couldn’t support his body and Dino whimpered in pain. “Ian!” Lance screamed.  
 
    Already moving before Lance had finished calling his name, “Denny, get on the gun!” Ian shouted and vaulted out of the turret. When Ian’s feet touched the ground, he was already running. Getting close, Ian skidded to a stop and dropped on his knees. The first thing Ian saw was the massive amount of blood on the ground and then his eyes fell on the bloody clot and blood-soaked fur.  
 
    “We have to fireman carry him,” Lance said, moving to Dino’s head. “Every time he tries to stand, Dino falls down.” From the size of the wound, Ian had no trouble believing that. Easing his hands under Dino, Lance shoved them further under his body as Ian did the same from the back. Even with their arms all the way under Dino, they couldn’t grab each other’s hands.  
 
    “We just carry him,” Ian said, taking a deep breath and blinking tears out of his eyes. “On three,” he called out, then counted. On three they both stood up, supporting Dino’s weight on their extended arms. When Dino didn’t move as they lifted, both boys felt relief.  
 
    “Back of my track,” Lance said and with Rhonda and Denny still swapping fire, they carried Dino into the trees.  
 
    Lilly was already out of the driver’s compartment and in the bed of the track before they got there. “Good boy, Dino,” Lilly said in a breaking voice as she petted his head. Dino only whimpered as they moved him into the bed of the track. When Dino was inside, Lilly reached under one of the bench seats to pull out the large medical bag.  
 
    “Jennifer!” Lance shouted, moving to the left side of the track where ten-gallon barrels were strapped to the side. Undoing the strap, Lance knocked the lid off as he climbed up on the track. Moving up toward the turret, he opened the hopper. Grabbing the barrel he grunted, lifting it up with his tired arms. Before they’d changed to the lead core ball bearings, the small barrels had held fifty thousand ball bearings and weighed sixty pounds. The barrels still held fifty thousand, but now weighed over a hundred and ten pounds.     
 
    The hoppers could hold seventy thousand bearings but they only loaded fifty because the damn things were heavy. Fifty thousand could feed the centrifugal gun for over twenty minutes, and it could do it nonstop because they had tested them. As he dumped the barrel in the hopper, Lance saw it was only half full and didn’t think they had been there that long because the tracks were trading off keeping the attackers pinned down.  
 
    When Jennifer went to get in the bed to help Lilly, Lance stopped her. “No, you’re driving,” Lance told her and then turned to the seats, looking for the Ladybugs but didn’t see them. Again, panic filled his being but Lance heard the steady huff of suppressed shots and looked at the front of the track. Allie, Carrie, and Jodi were crouched behind the front of the buggy. One would aim around the front across the valley and squeeze off rapid single shots. When the gun went dry, they would eject and move so the next Ladybug could move up and shoot. Even in his grief, Lance was proud of the Ladybugs.  
 
    “Ladybugs,” he called out, and they looked at him. “Carrie, in the right front. Jodi, left front and put George in behind you. Keep alert and call out contacts, but you engage,” Lance stopped and turned to Rhonda. “Allie, swap out with Rhonda. Rhonda, swap out with Denny and tell him to get in the driver’s spot.”  
 
    Lance jumped off the track and kicked the bar the gun bot had used to be towed off the hitch on the track. He looked up to see Lilly already starting an IV on Dino. Walking to the front of the track, Lance grabbed his laptop. He turned to see Ian had pulled the satchel of magazines from the track.  
 
    “Go,” Lance told Jennifer, and Jennifer left. The track pivoted around but stopped from a complete one eighty because the gun bot was in the way. Jennifer shoved the handles forward and the track took off.  
 
    When the track was a hundred yards away, the tears in Lance’s eyes dried up. Lifting the laptop up and opening it, Lance didn’t even notice his blood-soaked gloves. No sooner than the screen came on, Lance was stabbing the keyboard with his finger.  
 
    The gun bot he’d unhooked woke up and started rolling forward toward the clearing. “Soon, you will know fear and pain,” Lance vowed, and turned to see Ian pouring a barrel of bearings into the hopper of the centrifugal gun. Using the thermal image from the gun bot, Lance scanned the valley below and didn’t see any human hot spots, but did see a few stinkers and deer.  
 
    Shifting his eyes back to the screen, Lance punched the keys hard and the gun bot pivoted broadside across the valley. The four legs extended out and when they touched the ground, the bot lifted up. Seven feet off the ground and level, Lance stared at the thermal image from the gun bot on the screen, using the trackball to mark the area where Rhonda was shooting, then activated the gun bot.  
 
    “Stop firing, Rhonda,” Lance called out and Rhonda stopped. No sooner than she did, Lance saw a hot spot across the valley where Rhonda had been shooting. Two and a half seconds later, he heard the sonic crack as the gun bot engaged said hot spot. “Peek out again, bitch,” Lance challenged, watching the hot spot vanish into a mist. 
 
    Walking over to the track, Lance held out the laptop to Denny. “When we leave, activate the second bot to watch behind you,” Lance told him, then felt his plate carrier shift. Glancing down, he saw Ian shoving magazines into his empty holsters. “Shit,” Lance gasped, seeing all eight magazine holsters on his chest had been empty.    
 
    Looking at the laptop, Denny saw Lance had marked the area the attackers were at as ‘Priority’ so the gun bot would engage them first over other targets. Wiping tears away, Denny looked back out to see Ian and Lance shoving long skinny grenades in their vests. When they were done, Lance and Ian just looked into each other’s eyes saying nothing.  
 
    “They’ll see us that way,” Ian said shaking his head, but not taking his eyes from Lance’s.  
 
    After a few minutes, “That will work,” Lance nodded, then headed out into the clearing as Ian took off his small pack. When Lance returned with his pack, Ian already had his ghillie pants on.  
 
    “Guys, I want to get their asses too, but let’s wait until we get some more people,” Rhonda told them. Both stopped and turned to her, and Rhonda wished she had just kept her mouth shut. There wasn’t hate or anger in their eyes. In fact, Rhonda couldn’t really tell any emotion from them, and that terrified her more than anything. “Be careful,” Rhonda finally got out, and the boys went back to pulling on ghillie suits.  
 
    As Lance checked over his weapon, “If anyone does show up, make sure they have their phone on,” Ian told them. “Rhonda, at odd sixty and ninety second intervals, let loose a ten second burst to let them know we’re keeping their heads down while we move into position.” 
 
    It was the fact Ian wanted their attackers to know they were coming was what worried Rhonda. Lance and Ian never hit anything when it was expected. They always stayed in the shadows, hitting when and where the enemy least expected. Even with all they had admitted to, the boys had never attacked hard head on. Their strength was intelligence and violence of action. Rhonda knew they had the violence part, but was really doubting the intelligence right now.  
 
    Lance turned to Ian as he cradled his AR. “How much are you willing to risk?” Lance asked.  
 
    Adjusting his mask, “I’m willing to eat a bullet,” Ian answered, and Lance agreed with a nod. Hearing that, Rhonda nearly fainted and fought the urge to bring up her gun and hold them at gunpoint until Lilly and Jennifer could get back there. 
 
    Lance held out his fist and Ian bumped it. “There comes a time when every normal man must be tempted, at times, to spit on his hands, hoist the black flag and begin slitting throats,” Lance quoted H.L. Mencken. “Let this be our day,” he added, then tightened his helmet down.  
 
    “The start of our journey,” Ian offered. “Because you can be sure, damn sure, they have friends. Friends who could’ve stopped them but chose not to, so they will face the same,” Ian replied.  
 
    “Then the black flag must stay hoisted and we leave the Federation.”  
 
    Taking off his glove, Ian held out his hand. “The Federation was good while it lasted but constrained us too much,” Ian said.  
 
    Nodding as he took off his glove, Lance clasped Ian’s in a shake, holding it. “No quarter, no forgiveness, and let the blood flow. I came into this world covered in someone else’s blood, I have no problem dying the same way,” Lance said. When they let the handshake go, Rhonda wanted to speak but just couldn’t find the words.  
 
    Putting their gloves back on and saying nothing else Lance and Ian moved off, skirting around the clearing and heading into the valley. “The valley of death,” Rhonda whispered.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    “Jennifer, slow down,” Lilly called over the intercom as she hung up a bag of saline. “I want to get there fast, but you’re jarring Dino too much.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jennifer replied. 
 
    Reaching down and flipping to radio, “Cabin, this is away team,” Lilly called out, then started hooking Dino up to the monitor. Each track had one in the medical bag that had been taken from ambulances in Barbourville.  
 
    “This is the cabin,” Mary answered.  
 
    “I need the litter brought to the back door. Dino has been shot and I’ll need everyone there to help carry him in,” Lilly said.  
 
    “What?! HOW?!” Mary screamed over the radio.  
 
    “I can’t go into that right now,” Lilly snapped. “Make sure the bunker care area is cleared because I’m going to have to operate.”  
 
    “Okay, we’ll be ready,” Mary called back with a breaking voice.  
 
    “Clubhouse, this is cabin away team,” Jennifer called over the radio.  
 
    “Clubhouse,” a panicked voice called back. 
 
    “I trust you heard our transmission. Notify all groups to move back to their locations, stop all work, and get ready for an attack,” Jennifer said and Lilly gave a shiver, then pulled out drugs to ease Dino’s pain before assessing him again.  
 
    “Copy,” the voice replied with the panic now through the roof.  
 
    “Jennifer, it’s Bear Trap work crew,” Heath called out. “Where were you attacked?” 
 
    “The valley we got the lumber from,” Jennifer answered. “Lance, Ian, Rhonda, and Denny are still there. I’d appreciate it if you would go and see if they need help. You have patrolled with them, so they won’t mind if you go. Just make sure you have your phones and they are on because I’m sure the gun bots are active now.” 
 
    With his voice trembling, “Don’t leave the house without the phone,” Heath told her. “I have Patrick and David here and they patrolled with them. We’re loading up and heading to them.” 
 
    “Heath, you call Rhonda and let her know when you get close,” Jennifer said quickly.  
 
    Breathing hard, “Copy, we will,” Heath answered as he ran to his side by side.  
 
    “Jennifer, it’s the cabin!” Sandy cried out. “Are the others okay?” 
 
    “Momma Sandy, we wouldn’t be coming back without them if they weren’t!” Jennifer shouted.  
 
    “Sorry, we have the litter by the door and the medical area is clear,” Sandy replied.  
 
    “Cabin away team, this is clubhouse air patrol,” Amie called out over the radio. “I’m moving a hover drone north to stay over them.” 
 
    “Copy,” Jennifer answered. “If you relay information, you relay to Rhonda. Lance and Ian can hear you, but I don’t want them using a radio. I swear, if I hear one motherfucker call for Lance or Ian, I’ll beat them to death with my bare hands!” 
 
    After Amie called back that she understood, Lilly reinforced the entry wound with another dressing. “Oh, Jennifer knows them well,” Lilly said, and Lori looked up at her. “She knows Lance and Ian are going to get close before doing anything. My guess is they’ll try to take some alive.” 
 
    “They have the gun bots. They can just wait them out because they can’t leave,” Lori pointed out.  
 
    “Oh, you have much to learn about Lance and Ian,” Lilly said as Dino let out whimper. In the back left seat, George looked through the wire mesh and whined in sympathy for Dino. 
 
    When they reached the clubhouse, Heath and the others passed them heading out and Lilly was sure they were doing close to fifty miles an hour. “Jennifer,” Lilly called over the intercom. “What made you think to put the coalition on alert for an attack?” 
 
    “Um, because that’s when Lance and Ian would attack someone. They wouldn’t attack right away, you know. They’d hold back, waiting for everyone to relax and go back to normal so maybe even wait a few days, but they would use something like this to attack.”  
 
    Lilly wasn’t going to tell Jennifer what she thought. That Lance and Ian were attacking right now. Something in Lance had changed and Lilly damn sure didn’t like it, but she pushed that out of her mind because Lance had asked her to take care of Dino. “Is Dino going to make it?” Jennifer asked meekly.  
 
    “I won’t know until I operate,” Lilly admitted, fighting the apprehension down. She had done minor surgeries on dogs before and had even assisted on a police dog that had gotten shot. Until now, she’d always had instructors near her offering support and that had just given her a sense of confidence. Taking care of humans, Lilly was nearly always petrified. The first baby she’d delivered, Lilly had only admitted to Lance she’d nearly passed out. The C-section had gone smoother because she’d had Stanley there and both of their knowledge base had put her at ease. 
 
    Dino was looked at like family by everyone, but to Lance, Ian, Jennifer, and the Ladybugs, Dino was a canine god. Not a week went by when the boys didn’t tell someone that the only reason they were alive was because of Dino. Lilly just prayed she could save Dino.  
 
    Reaching the road on the valley floor, Lilly saw a line of side by sides, golf carts, and ATVs loaded with members of the Geek Squad heading to their area and another line carrying others to the Bear Trap home. The lines of traffic paused, letting Jennifer turn off the road and up the driveway to the build house.  
 
    “I see ya at ta build house,” Holly called over the radio. Hearing Holly’s drawl, Lilly couldn’t help but grin. After Holly had her baby, Lilly was certain she would be another girl the boys would treat as a guy. Holly hadn’t wrestled in two months, well, practiced wrestling because if she pissed Rhonda off, Rhonda would take Holly down. Despite her size, Holly was strong as hell. Lilly had wrestled her a few times and didn’t like sparring with Holly, but she still preferred Holly to spar with than Rhonda. 
 
    When Jennifer entered the trees, she slowed to their customary speed which was still twenty miles an hour but they had traveled this path so many times, Lilly was certain most could do it blindfolded. The only time Jennifer slowed faster than a sprint was in the diversion chute and it had a gate now that could be opened and closed from the cabin.   
 
    Clearing the chute, Jennifer started down the slope but not fast because she didn’t want to jar Dino. “I’m talking to Ian about making the path to the cabin smoother,” Jennifer called over the intercom. Thinking that was a good idea but would just add more for them to do, Lilly saw the morphine was working and Dino seemed comfortable.  
 
    Driving along the fence, Lilly glanced out at the back of the cabin and saw them waiting by the back door. Before Jennifer reached the gate, it was opened and Jennifer sped through, rounding the cabin. “Lori, you take the monitor and saline,” Lilly said, standing up when Jennifer stopped.  
 
    Looking out, she saw Sandy, Mary, Tyler, and Chris running and carrying the litter. Lilly could feel the anxiety from them. “Calm down!” she shouted, and they froze. “Move gently and with purpose,” Lilly instructed. “We’ve practiced this for a person but not a dog, and Dino weighs more than anyone at the cabin.”            
 
    “Ladybugs, go hold the door open and make sure the path to the bunker is clear. Jennifer, you help me get Dino to the back and hand off to Sandy and Mary,” Lilly instructed. When she and Jennifer picked Dino up, Lilly had never been so grateful for the workouts. They all had to tell Dino to be still, but the drugs had taken Dino’s coordination so all he could do was shift his body. Since his body was nearly two hundred and fifty pounds, that threw everyone off a little.  
 
    When Dino was on the stretcher, Lilly jumped out of the bed. “Sandy, Mary, Jennifer, and Tyler, carry. Lori has the saline and monitor so move with her,” Lilly said, then headed inside to let them follow. Entering the back door, Lilly started undoing her vest and gear. When she reached the basement she started shucking her gear off, tossing it in a corner and heard the others upstairs carrying Dino inside. 
 
    Entering the bunker, Lilly moved over to the table and grabbed a surgical drape to cover it. It still amazed her that Johnathan had put this setup together before the meteor. Moving to the cabinets, she grabbed a surgical tray and supplies. The only thing Johnathan hadn’t had was a ventilator but they had gotten two from Barbourville with cylinders of oxygen. Turning the ventilator on and putting in the settings, Lilly ran through her mental checklist again. 
 
    Hearing the group starting down the stairs, Lilly ripped her shirt and bite suit top off and then grabbed a scrub top, pulling it on. Then she grabbed intubation supplies, getting them ready. When the group reached the bunker, Lilly pondered how to get Dino on the table without setting the litter down and then noticed someone had put a draw sheet on the litter. “Someone gets bonus points for remembering the draw sheet on the litter,” Lilly said, grabbing the sheet.  
 
    Pulling the sheet by herself, Lilly slid Dino off the litter and onto the table, and Dino didn’t seem to mind. “You told us that was the best way to move someone off the litter,” Sandy commented, and Lilly just gave a nod as she ran through what she had to do. Reaching up and grabbing the surgical lights overhead, Lilly turned them on and pointed them at the table as she went to work. The others stepped back, but still got in the way.      
 
    “You’re in my way!” Lilly barked, but saw everyone wanted to help. “Sandy, you and Holly get the med bag from the track and replace what we used, in case we have to go out fast. Mary, get the track cleaned up and replace the barrel of bearings the boys used. Ladybugs, you get at control and don’t leave,” Lilly said, turning to Jennifer and Lori. “Get your gear off, but don’t drop it in here.”  
 
    Everyone went to do their tasks as Lilly patted Dino’s head and he gave a groan. “I know, Dino. I’m going to do my best and then some,” she swore, then started drawing up medication. She had started training Jennifer and Lori to do this but they were changing, and Lilly wasn’t going to risk a mistake on Dino.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Lilly sedated Dino and then grabbed the intubation gear to put the ET tube in. “Dogs are much easier than people,” Lilly admitted. She had only intubated cadavers so far and wasn’t looking forward to her first real one.  
 
    Grabbing the sedation drip, Lilly hooked it to Dino’s IV and then started prepping for surgery. “Jennifer,” Lilly called and Jennifer stepped up to the table. “You remember how to draw blood from a dog?” Lilly asked. Because of all the wild dogs they had killed, Jennifer and Lori had gotten some practice on canines.  
 
    With her eyes getting wide, “Yeah,” Jennifer answered hesitantly.  
 
    Opening the surgical tray, “Get the supplies and take Allie,” Lilly said, pulling on gloves. “I need you to get two hundred cc’s off George, and another two hundred from Judy.”  
 
    One thing Jennifer did remember was there were more than a dozen different blood types in dogs and different negative factors. “You know their blood type?” Jennifer asked in shock. Dino’s blood type was on his collar. Ian had told her most owners of attack trained dogs did that.  
 
    “Yes, they’re the closest a dog can be to a universal donor,” Lilly said, setting up the instruments. “It’s still a risk without cross matching, but Dino is going to need blood to help recover. He needs more, but that’s all George and Judy can give.” 
 
    Turning to the cabinets and getting what she needed, “We need to blood type the other dogs in the coalition,” Jennifer said, then groaned because she’d just added more they needed to do. Grabbing Allie, Jennifer headed upstairs.  
 
    “Lori, get a box of sutures and open them up. Then grab three boxes of gauze and pull the suction over,” Lilly said, looking at the mass of hard QuikClot over the wound. Pulling on a surgical gown, Lilly took a deep breath and went to work.     
 
    *** 
 
    Speeding over the cleared path for the electric fence, Heath drove along the ridge heading north. “You need to slow down some so I can scan,” Dwain told Heath as he scanned the woods around them. “We can’t help if we get ambushed.”  
 
    Slowing down some, Heath continued on hearing Amie call Rhonda on the radio. “Rhonda, I have a drone over you and see eight bodies in a depression north of the road in the valley.”  
 
    “Copy. Can you do a circle around us to make sure there aren’t others?” Rhonda asked.  
 
    “There are a lot of pine, holly, and cedar but we did a circle a half a mile out and didn’t spot any humans on thermal, but you have a few stinkers to your northeast across the valley in the trees,” Amie replied, and Heath glanced at the bare hardwoods around them. There were evergreens about and Heath usually liked them, but didn’t at the moment because they kept the drones from seeing what was moving through the forest. When there were leaves, an army could move through the forest without being spotted by the thermal on the drones.  
 
    “Surprised they risked such a large group,” Dwain said, scanning hard with his rifle gripped tightly. Steering around a tree, Heath had to agree. Five in a group was all Lance and Ian risked on a large patrol that was going out far just to see what was about. Now the boys would each take a group and meet up, but a large group moving always seemed to be spotted by stinkers.  
 
    “They won’t be going home,” Heath answered. “You realize Ian was right, don’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve never known either of them to be wrong,” Dwain countered. “But what’re you referring to?” 
 
    “All their creations have made a safe zone around our borders and if an enemy can reach it, they can move about watching us.”   
 
    “I’m so sick of people,” Dwain sighed. “We’re facing extinction and some still act like assholes.”  
 
    “Shit floats and the worst always seem to find a way to survive,” Heath stated as he reached the ridge that they had used to get the lumber. Grabbing his radio, “Rhonda, Bear Trap and Beard Clan coming south on the ridge in two UTVs.”  
 
    “Copy, come up slow because Denny turned on the other gun bot and it’s covering our backs,” Rhonda answered. Unconsciously, Heath and Dwain both pulled out their cellphones to make sure they were on, then put them away.  
 
    “I pray your son turned the gun bot on correctly,” Dwain said.  
 
    “He always has, so I’m sure he did this time,” Heath answered, and prayed he was right. “Shit,” Heath mumbled and pulled to a stop. 
 
    “What?” Dwain gasped in shock, shifting his eyes everywhere, looking for a threat. Not seeing anything, he turned to see Heath taking his mask off. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Making sure I have my mask and not someone else’s,” Heath answered, seeing his name printed in the mask. A person could wear someone else’s mask but it wouldn’t fit right and you’d know it wasn’t yours. But it was the fact the bots scanned faces now that made Heath paranoid. When you got in range, the bot knew from the signal from the phone who was supposed to be there and if the face or mask didn’t match the code, the bot engaged.    
 
    Now doubting his own mask, Dwain pulled his off and saw his name. Before putting it back on, he glanced back to see Patrick and David were doing the same thing. “I like the bots, but sometimes I think the boys are making them too smart,” Dwain stated.  
 
    “Don’t ever say that around any bot in case it makes them mad,” Heath replied and eased along the ridge. It only took a few minutes until he spotted the track ahead. When he saw the gun bot behind it with the barrel aimed at him, Heath wanted to go home.  
 
    Feeling his balls pull up inside him as the barrel tracked them, Heath gave a sigh after seeing the barrel shift behind them to scan Patrick and David. Only when the gun barrel spun away did Heath feel better, but his testicles refused to come out of his abdominal cavity.  
 
    Pulling to a stop behind the track, Heath spotted the other gun bot in the clearing ahead but turned off the engine and got out gripping his AR. The gun bot in the clearing jerked to the right quickly and let out a sonic crack, then swung its barrel back north. Even though it’d never spun around, Heath nearly clawed a hole in the ground to bury himself.   
 
    “What’s going on?” Dwain asked as he climbed out. Before Rhonda answered, she cut loose a five second burst on the centrifugal gun.  
 
    “Keeping their heads pinned down,” Rhonda answered, and Dwain spun his gaze to her. Rhonda didn’t unnerve easily and Dwain knew his sister was worried.  
 
    “Where are Lance and Ian so we can help set up to hit this group when they leave?” Patrick asked, walking up and stopping beside the track.  
 
    “Oh, they’re already across the valley,” Rhonda answered, and the four gasped in shock.  
 
    “They are attacking an enemy that’s in defense and knows someone’s coming?!” Heath cried out. “Why didn’t they just go back and get a thunder bot then?” 
 
    “You’re asking the wrong person,” Rhonda informed him, but heard Heath take a breath to continue. “Heath,” she snapped, stopping his retort before it came out. “I know that’s not how they operate. I’ve been out with them more than you. The only people who can say they’ve been out more with them are Lilly and Jennifer. I know this isn’t their normal actions.” 
 
    “I love Dino, but they can’t get emotional. Hell, I can’t even count how many times they’ve told me that,” Heath panted.  
 
    Shaking her head, Rhonda let off another burst. “Oh, they are way past emotional,” Rhonda informed him. When Heath’s phone rang, he dove to the ground and rolled toward his side by side. Only when his phone rang again did Heath realize what it was and dug it out of his pocket. 
 
    “What?” he snarled as he answered.  
 
    “Do you need us to send more?” his wife Robin asked.  
 
    “No, stand guard there and wait,” Heath popped off, and hung up before he started cursing. When Heath stood up, he saw Dwain, Patrick, and David getting off the ground because they’d dived for cover as well.  
 
    “Really, Heath?” Rhonda scoffed. “You left your ringtone on coming outside the perimeter?”  
 
    “Rhonda, we were pouring cement when this happened, so back off,” he grumbled, but was turning his phone to silent and then noticed Dwain, Patrick, and David doing the same. Turning back to Rhonda, Heath saw her glance down to her right and knew she was looking at a monitor in the turret. 
 
    “You have a camera on that gun,” Heath reminded her.  
 
    “Duh,” Rhonda popped off. “Denny put the thermal image from the gun bot in the clearing on a screen.” No sooner than she’d finished talking, the four were moving to climb up on the track. “Don’t all of you get up here,” Rhonda warned. “I can’t traverse the gun if you do.” 
 
    The driver’s hatch opened up and Denny leaned out, holding a computer tablet, “Here,” he said. Dwain was the first there and grabbed it. “Don’t tap the screen,” Danny warned, and Dwain almost handed it back.  
 
    “If it can do anything to the gun bots, you keep it,” Dwain replied.  
 
    “No,” Denny scoffed. “I just had to put in the digital key to link with the camera and I’m not doing it again. If you change views, it’ll dump the code.”     
 
    Having no idea what Denny was talking about but understanding the bots wouldn’t kill him, Dwain looked at the screen with the other three looking over his shoulders. The camera was zoomed out to show a wide swath across the valley and Dwain could see the depression. Every tree near it had been shot down. The crosshairs were dead center of the depression and the readout said it was four hundred and six yards away.  
 
    At the far left of the screen two boxes appeared but there wasn’t anything in the boxes. “What the hell?” Patrick said over Dwain’s shoulder, but didn’t point at the screen to avoid the risk of touching it. Then Lance’s name popped up on the top box and Ian’s name on the lower one. “Where the hell are they at?” 
 
    “I know you can read,” Denny sang out, dropping back inside the driver’s hatch.  
 
    “Yes, but they aren’t there,” Patrick replied, staring at the two boxes. At first he’d thought they were stationary, but they were ever so slowly slinking east along the slope.  
 
    “They have on their ghillie suits,” Rhonda said, then squeezed off another burst. “Their suits have a thermal lining.” The four stared hard at the screen, trying to see anything of Lance and Ian but could only see a thermal image of bushes that looked the same as any of the other bushes under the bare trees. 
 
    Knowing the boys were good at moving silently and having witnessed it a few times, Heath just couldn’t grasp what his eyes were relaying to him. Stepping back and grabbing a spotting scope from his ride, Heath brought it up to his eye. He held it on the spot where the gun bot was saying they were, but didn’t see anything. “Are Lance and Ian waiting them out?”  
 
    “No, idiot,” Rhonda said. “They’re moving in on them.”  
 
    No one wanted to argue with Rhonda, but it really looked like the camera image was shifting more than the boxes were moving. “And you’re positive?” Heath offered to not anger his sis.  
 
    Rhonda didn’t answer, but Denny did. “One foot a minute, Dad. Moving at that speed, it’s hard for the human eye to detect.” 
 
    Lowering the spotting scope, “Look up ‘ninja’ in a dictionary and it’ll have a picture of Lance and Ian,” Heath stated.  
 
    “Rhonda,” Amie called over the radio.  
 
    “Here,” Rhonda answered.  
 
    “One of the attackers, a sergeant, is talking to Buckhorn on the radio,” Amie said. “They’re asking for a helicopter to come up and help, but Buckhorn is telling them no. They gave the grid coordinates of the clearing you’re set up behind. The sergeant is telling them a robot gun is keeping them pinned down.”  
 
    “Seems they scouted more than this spot,” Heath mumbled.  
 
    “Copy,” Rhonda replied.  
 
    “Rhonda, Percy has asked if he needs to bring a thunder bot out,” Amie called out.  
 
    “Negative,” Rhonda answered. “Ian and Lance didn’t ask for one, and one better not show up.”  
 
    “Copy,” Amie responded.  
 
    “Percy,” Carrie’s voice sounded over the radio. “We keep the thunder bots here in case the butt-munchers attack. We use the thunder bots to push the attackers into one of the gun bots’ firing zones to catch them in a hammer and anvil attack.”  
 
    “Percy copied cabin,” Amie answered.  
 
    “If the Ladybugs ever get mad at me, I’m leaving,” David told everyone.  
 
    “Like they would give you the chance,” Patrick scoffed.  
 
    For two hours they watched the two boxes creep along the slope, moving forty yards to close in on the attackers. What shocked Heath was Rhonda was still sending bursts out every few minutes, even though Ian and Lance were thirty yards away from the impact area. About to say something, Heath turned to see Rhonda pull her cellphone out and look at the screen.  
 
    “You got a text?” Heath asked.  
 
    “Yeah, Ian just texted, telling me to fire in five minute breaks now, but after two times to stop,” Rhonda said, putting her phone away and glancing at her wristwatch.  
 
    “Jesus,” Dwain gasped. “They’re that close and just pull out a phone to text?”  
 
    “Yes, and Ian sent a picture of the group too,” Rhonda said. 
 
    After the second time Rhonda fired, they watched Ian and Lance move much faster than before but it was still slow. Now the two boxes were at the west end of the depression. Before anyone could ask how or what the boys were going to do, they saw two objects fly through the air and into the depression.  
 
    ‘BAM’ sounded, followed a split second later by another and two more objects sailed into the depression, followed by loud explosions. “Those grenades sound weird,” Patrick said.  
 
    “Those are flash bangs,” Denny called out as two more sailed through the air. After they exploded, everyone watched the two boxes rush into the depression and then disappear.  
 
    “What the fuck happened?!” Heath yelled, already moving to jump in his side by side and drive down to help.  
 
    “They’re in the depression, Dad,” Denny said, and Heath stopped. “Gun bot knows they’re there but can’t lock on to them, so it blocked off that area as a fire zone.” 
 
    Ten minutes later and everyone was antsy. When the radio went off, everyone jumped. “Rhonda,” Ian panted. “Get Denny to drive down here and tell Heath and them to come.”  
 
    “Copy, moving,” Rhonda answered as everyone jumped in their rides and Denny started rolling. “Denny, you take the west slope down!” Rhonda shouted and Denny turned west, taking the much gentler slope.  
 
    Five minutes later, the track and side by sides were pulling up to the lip of the depression. Everyone dismounted at once, staring down inside. Five men in camouflage were handcuffed with feet tied off and lying face down. There was a body near the lip of the depression with the head missing. Another body was at the bottom. The body of the soldier had a vest on, but they could all see three huge holes blown through the front and a knife sticking out of the skull where his buddies had made sure he didn’t get back up.  
 
    “That damn gun can throw those bearings,” Heath mumbled.  
 
    “Bring some rope,” Lance called out as he took off his ghillie suit. Rope was grabbed from each vehicle and brought down. The group watched as Lance and Ian proved they were Boy Scouts with the knots they were tying. When they were done tying up the five prisoners, Heath was certain the ropes would have to be cut off. 
 
    “Any word on Dino?” Lance asked looking at Rhonda, and she shook her head.  
 
    “We’ll load them up,” Patrick offered, only to have Lance stop him.  
 
    “They aren’t riding in our shit,” he spouted. 
 
    They all turned to the tied-up soldiers. “You’re going to leave them? After all that?” Patrick asked in shock.  
 
    “Hell, no,” Ian spat. “We’re dragging their asses back.” 
 
    Not waiting for an explanation, the others moved down in groups of twos and grabbed the ropes tied around the legs. One by one they pulled the five up, stringing them out behind the track. None of the soldiers really fought while they were being dragged out and Heath stopped and stood over one. Blinking his eyes like he was confused, blood was coming from the ears and the young man’s nose. “You just had to come and start some shit,” Heath sighed.  
 
    Turning around, Heath saw Lance standing beside the track holding his laptop with Ian beside him, and both were looking at the screen. Shifting to the right and looking down into the valley, he could see the battle bot coming from the west along the small road. “Why in the hell did they do that?” Ian asked and Lance just shrugged. Both had a clueless expression as they stared at the screen.  
 
    “What did they do?” Denny asked coming over and sticking his head between them to see the screen.  
 
    “They tied the cow up and left it on the road,” Ian answered.  
 
    Heath looked down at the road below where the head of the cow was and three feet of thick horn stuck out from each side. “Fuckers have balls,” Heath admitted. “That’s a Texas Longhorn.” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘tied it up on the road’?” Rhonda asked, walking over and taking her mask off to look at the computer screen.  
 
    “They had two ropes around the head and tied them off on each side of the road so the cow couldn’t run,” Lance said.  
 
    “First, that was a bull, not a cow,” Rhonda corrected. “Heifers don’t have horns that big.”  
 
    Shrugging, “It’s walking steak, don’t care about the sex,” Lance replied, then closed the laptop. “We’ll leave the battle bot in place for now,” he said, putting the laptop in the back of the track, and Ian dug out his phone.  
 
    Looking at the screen, “Jennifer says Lilly’s done with surgery and Dino’s stable and off the vent, but Lilly’s leaving him sedated for now,” Ian said.  
 
    “He turns his ringer off,” Rhonda spat at Heath, and Heath just ignored her. On a hunch, “Ian?” Rhonda said. “Were you texting Jennifer while you two moved?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Ian scoffed, typing a reply. When he was done, Ian put his phone away. “You want to set up the second gun bot?” 
 
    Thinking for a minute, “No, we’ll do it later tonight when we move the battle bot further north up the road,” Lance replied.  
 
    “We only have two welcome wagons,” Ian replied.  
 
    Climbing up on the track, “That’s all we need,” Lance said, then climbed in the turret. “Rhonda, Denny, on the sides for cover and make sure we don’t lose one of our guests.”  
 
    From the look Denny gave hearing ‘welcome wagon’, Heath knew his son was the only one there besides the boys who knew what that was. Heath could tell Rhonda didn’t know but really wanted to ask. The fact she didn’t guided Heath to do the same, so he headed for his ride with Dwain.  
 
    “Want us to follow?” Heath asked, watching Ian climb in the driver’s hatch.  
 
    “Yeah, if the rope breaks and one falls off, try not to run over them,” Lance said and even with his mask on, Heath knew there was a grin on Lance’s face. “The Borg Queen is going to talk to them.” 
 
    When Ian pulled off, Heath watched the line of tied-up soldiers trail behind like cans tied to a string. It seemed being pulled across the ground was shaking the woozy off as they started crying out in alarm. “Heath,” Dwain said as Heath started to follow. “If the boys have made a cybernetic organism to be the Borg Queen, I’m leaving. I don’t know where I’m going, but I’m gone.”     
 
    “I’m staying close to them if they have,” Heath replied. “If they made it, they can kill it.”  
 
    When the line of soldiers was dragged onto the asphalt road, none seemed to be groggy any longer. All started to cry out in pain and Ian sped up, weaving the track from one side of the road to the other. This caused the soldiers to whip back and forth, rolling over onto their faces, and Heath cringed watching several get pulled along face first.  
 
    All the screaming stopped and Ian slowed back down, driving straight as the soldiers rolled onto their backs or sides. Several screamed in pain because their hands were in front of them and the asphalt had removed several fingers and broken many others. Again, Ian weaved back and forth while speeding up. When the screaming stopped Ian slowed again, driving straight. The soldiers all learned quickly, scream and it got worse.  
 
    They weren’t on the asphalt long and when Ian turned off onto a dirt road, Heath could see all the soldiers seemed to be relieved. “I’ve never even dreamed of that,” Dwain said beside him.  
 
    “Oh, I’m sure with what’s coming, those idiots would rather be dragged across the state,” Heath said with no remorse. All the soldiers soon found out the dirt was just as bad as asphalt because this was Kentucky, and there was just as much rock as dirt on the road. “Those troops better be glad they still have their vests on,” Heath stated.  
 
    “Why didn’t Lance and Ian take them off, I wonder?” Dwain pondered.  
 
    “The Borg Queen is waiting,” Heath replied, and Dwain just shut up.  
 
    Heath was certain the three miles to the build house were going to be the longest three miles the five had ever traveled. When they passed the clubhouse, some of those on duty came outside and watched them pass. When Amie flipped the line of troops off, Heath did a double-take at her. Amie had always been so sweet, but the look on Amie’s face now was very cold and hard. 
 
    Reaching the valley floor and once again on pavement for a half mile, the five gritted their teeth trying not to yell, and Heath could see most of the backs of the vests had been ground away. Again, when they were off the pavement the five seemed thankful as Ian sped up the driveway to the build house. Everyone was shocked to see Lilly and Jennifer there waiting.  
 
    Before Ian stopped, Lance vaulted out of the turret and ran over to Lilly. “How’s Dino really?” he asked.  
 
    “Lance, I will never lie to you,” Lilly told him. “Dino’s got a long way to go and isn’t out of danger yet, but he has an excellent chance. That’s why I came over. I know you want to see Dino, and you can, but before you do, you need to shower and change. You and Ian both.”  
 
    Taking his mask off, Lance glanced down at his body and it was filthy but he had been dirtier. “Can I ask why I need to be clean?” Lance pondered out loud. 
 
    “You and Ian have been fighting and your clothes are saturated with the smells of battle,” Lilly explained. “That will get Dino excited and he won’t want to stay still.”  
 
    Ripping his mask off, “We shower here at the build house,” Ian informed Lance.  
 
    Nodding, “We have some clothes here,” Lance replied. Neither would risk anything to cause Dino harm. Lance was glad that Lilly and Jennifer had talked them out of dragging a camper to the build house. They’d told the boys to use the build house as their ‘Enterprise’. Not even Lilly or Jennifer went inside without them. Both worked on projects here but nothing like at the research area. Nobody even mentioned the closet in the back bedroom that now had steel doors and was locked with metal hasps.  
 
    Reaching over, Lilly grabbed Lance’s hand. “I need to ask you one other thing,” Lilly sighed. 
 
    “Baby doll, you don’t have to ask,” Lance told her.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, “I need you to ask, tell, order, or whatever you do to get Allie and Carrie to stay near Dino,” Lilly told him. “We all know you two are about to unleash hell and they’ll want to help, but Dino listens to them better than anyone. They can keep him laying down and help tend to him.”  
 
    Scoffing, “You could’ve asked them that,” Lance chided. “For Dino, they’ll do anything they have to.” 
 
    Shaking her head, “No, I wasn’t asking them shit,” Lilly clarified. “For their ‘Lance’, Allie and Carrie will move the planet or die trying.” 
 
    “He’ll tell them,” Ian stated, and Lance turned to him. “Dude, as much shit as they put you through, they owe everyone this.”  
 
    “Let’s get cleaned up,” Lance said and then turned, heading for the build house. 
 
    “What do you want to do with them?” Lilly asked of the five tied-up moaning soldiers. 
 
    “They belong to the Borg Queen, but you can pick one to try treating for a bite,” Lance offered, then shrugged. “For now, they can stay there. They’re all already dead.”  
 
    As Lance and Ian went inside to shower, Lilly looked at the five. All were covered in scrapes and cuts from the trip. “Don’t think any have to get bit,” Lilly mumbled because just looking at them, Lilly was sure they would all die despite medical care. 
 
    Taking off his mask like everyone else, Patrick eased over to Rhonda as she took off her own mask. “Rhonda,” he called softly. “David and I want to go to the cabin. You know, just to be there for Lance and Ian when they check on Dino. Do you think they’ll mind?” 
 
    “Hell, naw,” Rhonda scoffed, then saw Patrick and David looked terrified. “It’s the cabin, not the research area,” she told them.  
 
    “The boys designed it to keep people out. Anything they design like that is deadly,” Patrick pointed out. Truth be told, he and David were just as scared of the cabin as the research area, but they wanted to be there for Lance, Ian, and those at the cabin in this time of heartache.  
 
    Seeing the fear they held of the cabin but the need to be there for support for their friends, Rhonda felt real pride for the coalition. No, not friends. Family, Rhonda corrected in her mind. “Just don’t run off and you’ll be fine,” Rhonda assured them. Patrick and David took that to mean ‘stay right beside her’, and that’s what they would do.   
 
    “Lilly,” Heath called out, walking over to her. “Dino listens to everyone at the cabin. Why did you really want the Ladybugs?” 
 
    “Dino does listen to most there, but not with the same conviction he does with some,” Lilly corrected. “Lance and Ian, Dino will always do what they say. Allie and Carrie…. Dino would….” Lilly just droned off, not able to put it in words. “Let’s just say Dino listens to them the best.” 
 
    “He lets them paint his claws,” Jennifer snickered, and everyone grinned at remembering Lance and Ian spinning off at Dino’s pink claws.  
 
    “But, why them? You think Dino would hurt someone else?” Dwain asked. Everyone, except Lance and Ian, knew the Ladybugs were a huge help when the boys planned anything like revenge, be it a deed or exploit.  
 
    “No,” Lilly and Jennifer both answered.  
 
    “Dwain, Dino is going to have a liquid diet for several days and everyone should know, liquid diets suck. Trying to reason with a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound mastiff why it can’t have food is going to be a challenge,” Lilly explained.  
 
    “Yeah,” Jennifer chimed in. “Not to mention the fact Dino doesn’t like to stay inside when Lance and Ian are outside.” It wasn’t long until Lance and Ian came back out of the build house carrying their ARs but wearing sweatpants, t-shirts, and Crocs. 
 
    “Lance, Ian,” Heath asked as everyone moved to vehicles, “I trust this calls for an exploit on a monumental scale.” Heading to one of the tracks, both stopped and turned to him, and Heath really didn’t like the dead expression on their faces as Lance spoke first. 
 
    “When I was a child, I spoke as a child, understood as a child, thought as a child.” 
 
    Then Ian continued, “But when I became a man, I put away childish things,” he finished the summary of 1 Corinthians 13:11. “This is war and in war, you kill everyone on the other side to the last man. There is no lesson to teach. There is no mercy shown to any that attack us.” 
 
    Many gave a shiver at the cold tone, but couldn’t even argue the reasoning. It was the fact the boys weren’t treating it like a game, competition of wits, or resolve. Their reasoning was simple; kill everyone who posed a threat before they could hurt the group.      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Trading Post 
 
      
 
    Sitting in Victor’s office with him, Bren and Blake were staring at a radio and listening to the Borg Queen. She was asking questions to the soldiers she claimed had attacked them. Every answer was given with a cry of pain. It was this morning when Victor had first heard it and nearly told everyone to load up to head north to Buckhorn and attack Wade, just so the Wild Ones would know the Trading Post wasn’t affiliated in the attack against them three days ago. 
 
    This morning, a helicopter from Buckhorn had come in carrying several officers who had demanded Bren follow the orders of Wade and assist in attacking the Wild Ones. Victor was heading for a gun to shoot the officers himself, when Bren stopped him.    
 
    They hadn’t known the day of the attack on the Wild Ones, but everyone at the Trading Post knew something had happened because that night, firework mortars had started going off to the northwest. Even though the base at Buckhorn was fifty miles away, they’d all heard the ‘Booms’ and ‘Pops’ of fireworks. Climbing the water towers, they had gotten to see the bright explosions in the sky and Bren had pointed out what everyone was already thinking, he had never seen fireworks going off that high. 
 
    It was the next day when they’d found out why the fireworks had gone off around Buckhorn, drawing in stinkers from miles and miles away. Bren had gotten some of his troops to start monitoring the radios of those at Buckhorn and found out the fireworks had been launched near the base at Buckhorn. One site was a mile to the north and the other, a mile to the west. Patrols had been sent out but none had returned.  
 
    One patrol had reported back that a small tank like the Wild Ones used was at the area to the east, but contact was soon lost. This worried Bren on many levels because that meant the Wild Ones could send out their thunder bots. Until then, he and everyone had assumed the thunder bots had to stay close just to recharge but now, they all knew better. 
 
    Victor was just staring at the speaker on the radio, still fighting the urge to just go and kill those who’d come down from Buckhorn. The area around them was pretty vacant of infected right now because the infected were now flocking toward Buckhorn. Listening to a soldier answer the Borg Queen’s question with a gurgling scream, Victor leaned back in his chair knowing that was the last one. The message was over two hours long and repeated, and Victor could almost say it word for word as the cold voice of the Borg Queen spoke again from the radio. 
 
    “Your warning was given, yet you attacked, so all at the camp under General Wade will die,” the Borg Queen stated. “The loyal minions in our army are assembling and will be there soon. When the Wild Ones leave, no human, young, old, male or female will be left alive.” There was a pause and then the broadcast started over again.      
 
    Reaching over, Bren turned the radio off. “I still say we kill some from Buckhorn, just to let the Wild Ones know we had nothing to do with it,” Victor stated.  
 
    “I agree with that,” Blake nodded. “How many does Wade have up there anyway?” 
 
    “Over thirty thousand bodies,” Bren answered. “Troops? He has over three thousand.”  
 
    Raising his eyebrows, “You’re sure?” Victor asked.  
 
    “Very. One of my officers knows Captain Lowell, who flew in with the group. I told you he had more than us,” Bren reminded Victor. “But there are also over a thousand Homeland agents on the fighting force, and Wade has added over two thousand that he pulled from the survivors to add to his ranks.”  
 
    “Damn,” Blake droned. “With both peninsulas of the Trading Post, we only have ten to twelve thousand bodies total.” 
 
    Nodding, “Yes, and since Victor expanded his scouts, we now can call on three thousand guns to fight,” Bren said.  
 
    For several minutes, Victor just studied Bren. “You think Wade can hold the Wild Ones off?” he finally asked.  
 
    “I doubt it,” Bren admitted. “But think, Victor. For the Wild Ones to attack Buckhorn, they will now have to push through a sea of infected that they brought there. Why take the risk? Infected are stupid, but they make the very air toxic around them and they have the numbers. No commander would face those risks willingly. Yet, the Wild Ones don’t seem to care. When or if they attack, they will have to fight through just to lay siege to Buckhorn because I assure you, they can’t just punch inside.”  
 
    Having been to Buckhorn twice, Victor agreed with a nod. The camp was set on Lake Buckhorn between two bays. Water protected the base from the north, east, and south. On the west side, a two mile fence had been put up. The fence was made from logs. At one time, the fourteen hundred acres that the camp covered had been heavily forested, but there weren’t any trees there now. All had been cut down to build the barricade which averaged thirty feet but in some places, the barricade rose fifty feet high.  
 
    Even Victor had been impressed when he’d first seen it because the barricade had been put up in a mere two weeks. Where the barricade didn’t follow a ridge was where it rose over fifty feet high. After the barricade was up and refugees moved in, the refugees were forced into labor. At one time, the area was steep hills but now was nearly flat. With shovels, wheelbarrows, and buckets, the refugees had piled dirt up on the back side of the barricade.  
 
    There was only one gated entrance that was used and could be blocked off very quickly if needed. Even then, work hadn’t stopped. Crews had been sent out to gather more trees and then those had been sunk at the water’s edge around the camp to completely seal the camp off. There were two boat docks that were used more than the road to bring in supplies. In the beginning supplies had been brought in by air, but the helicopters were in bad need of maintenance. They had the manpower, just not the parts to do the maintenance, so now the choppers were only used when needed.  
 
    Knowing Bren like he did, “You think the Wild Ones have bitten off more than they can chew,” Victor stated.  
 
    “That’s the way I’m leaning,” Bren admitted. “If nothing else, the Wild Ones have sealed Buckhorn off. Colonel Yelson who is over this delegation, showed me photos they took on the way here. There has to be half a million infected within two miles of the camp. Even on the east side of the lake you can see infected, and it’s nothing but forest there twenty miles in any direction. Nothing compared to the west side outside the barricade. There are so many infected along the barricade now, it can’t be manned. Their only saving grace is the barricade is so high, it keeps the hydrogen sulfide from filling the camp.”  
 
    “A wooden wall and the infected don’t go well together,” Blake offered, and Bren nodded as he spoke.  
 
    “Yes, but the platoon of engineers under Wade put a sprinkler system at the top of the barricade to help in the event the vapor is ignited. They used what was on hand and in my opinion, have made a nice, defensible area. If the Wild Ones attack that camp, they will have to take casualties to overrun it. A lot of casualties. Wade has sixteen Strykers, half a dozen Bradleys, twenty MRAPs, and a tank.” 
 
    Holding up his hands, “Bren,” Blake said. “I saw your men using equipment like that before we moved out here and it just turned into their tombs.”  
 
    Very surprised by Blake, “Very good,” Bren chuckled. “Yes, but against humans attacking, that equipment could repel attackers easily. What Wade really needs is artillery. Hell, even mortars, but they don’t have any. If they had artillery to keep the Wild Ones back from attacking the barricade, Wade could let the infected the Wild Ones called in to surround the camp deal with them.”  
 
    “We need to get some artillery,” Victor declared.  
 
    “Hold up,” Bren said. “Victor, to have artillery doesn’t mean just the weapons. You have to have huge amounts of shells for artillery to be effective. I’m talking a thousand rounds per gun. Mortars, you need just the same because they can’t shoot as far so you have to compensate with volume of fire to keep the enemy from advancing.”  
 
    Letting out a long groan, “So, we can’t go get any?” Victor asked. 
 
    “Victor, I would rather have air if we had to choose,” Bren told him. “The closest stockpile of artillery is three hundred miles and unlike small arms ammo, it has to be hauled in by truck in the amounts we would need. Heavy artillery, each projectile weighs a hundred pounds and takes charges more than that to launch it, so each ton you’re only lugging ten shots around. If we had a few heavy lift helicopters we might be able to bring in enough, but artillery eats munitions like you can’t even imagine. Artillery is called the ‘King of Battle’ for a reason, but it takes a lot to feed that king.”   
 
    Thinking for several minutes but not turning away from Bren, “Do you think the Wild Ones can take Buckhorn?” Victor finally asked.  
 
    “They already have, Victor,” Bren pointed out. “Buckhorn is cut off and can only move by air now, and they can’t haul in the supplies they’ll need.” 
 
    Since he’d been the last one from the Trading Post to visit Buckhorn, Blake spoke up. “Bren, they have greenhouses, livestock, and power. They can just hunker down behind their barricade.”  
 
    “They have some means to sustain themselves, but not for the numbers they have there,” Bren answered. “Blake, you know what we need, so apply that to them. Thirty thousand people consumes over a hundred thousand pounds of food a day, and that’s near starvation rations.” 
 
    Since he knew the Borg Queen broadcast by heart, Victor replayed it in his mind. “But the Wild Ones declared, ‘They were going to wipe Buckhorn out’,” Victor said.     
 
    Before answering, Bren pondered about how to word his response so Victor could see it from a military view. “Victor, like I said, Buckhorn is wiped out, they just aren’t dead yet. The only chance Wade had is long gone. If he would’ve launched everything he had and attacked when his patrol was taken, he could’ve done damage, real damage to the Wild Ones,” Bren acknowledged. “Now, granted, those he sent would’ve never made it back because the infected would’ve swamped them before they could leave. But with what Wade has, he could’ve hurt them. It just would’ve been a suicide mission for those who went, and he would’ve lost all his heavy weapons and most of his fighting force.”   
 
    With the scenario playing out in his mind, Victor shivered. “That’s not a choice,” he stated bluntly.  
 
    Bren was happy to hear that from Victor because that’s why the Trading Post didn’t take in lots of ‘survivors or refuges’ who’d been just ordinary souls before this, unless they had a trade or skill that was of use. The women and kids who made up the stock didn’t count. All of them were seen as commodities. Bren had pointed out for every ten refugees inside, there had to always be one armed personnel. This had to be maintained so those inside didn’t try to take over because only those in charge or who they’d appointed had guns.  
 
    Most other outposts had stopped taking in refugees because there had been only so much in the way of supplies, but not Wade. He’d kept the broadcast going and people had still come, but had soon found out they’d been better off outside with the infected. Wade ruled like an emperor and wanted subjects to rule. Wade was still the biggest supplier of stock to the Trading Post. The Trading Post had one thing Wade didn’t, food stores.  
 
    Only Captain Mendoza in Jabez still took in nearly all refugees he found, but didn’t take in all. Those who were brought in had to work and if they didn’t, they were thrown out. Mendoza was over the only military unit that still functioned as they’d been ordered, protecting the population. Even now, Mendoza still sent troops out to look for survivors, but Mendoza didn’t broadcast for people to find him and Bren didn’t know why.  
 
    Mendoza wasn’t even the highest ranking officer in Jabez. There was a one star brigadier general, but the troops and people there only followed Mendoza. And Mendoza had over two thousand troops and fifteen thousand people. Unlike other camps, Mendoza didn’t take weapons away from those who came in. He had some of his troops make sure the person knew how to use the gun and then put that person on the wall to help keep the infected back. Before he’d been forced out of Corbin, Bren had gotten reports that Mendoza had all FEMA and Homeland agents in his camp shot because they kept trying to take the civilians’ weapons away. Bren had to admit, it was smart thinking on Mendoza’s part to arm those who came in because it gave him more bodies to fight the infected and later, the gangs.  
 
    Mendoza had helicopters and still had armor. He had only ever been over a single company of a hundred troops, running a FEMA camp near Columbia, Kentucky. Bren didn’t know how, but Mendoza had kept most of his troops alive, fighting the masses and most of those in the camp at Columbia before they were forced out at the end of April. Mendoza had led his collection of people to Lake Cumberland in Jabez and like everyone, had sealed off a peninsula. Unlike any group in the area, Jabez was more like the old America. There were no slaves. Rape was punishable by death, and everyone had a gun.  
 
    Hearing of a safe haven, other units had started coming into Jabez. A lieutenant colonel had tried to take over the camp because he’d been the senior officer but as soon as he’d ordered all citizens to hand over weapons, Mendoza had shot him personally. After that, Mendoza hadn’t let any take control and had many officers of higher rank serving the captain.  
 
    Having only met the captain once, Bren didn’t like Mendoza but respected him. None from Jabez dealt with the Trading Post, nor did they affiliate with any who did. In September, Bren had arranged a meeting with Mendoza because Jabez was a force that could hurt them, and Bren had wanted Jabez neutral at the very least. There was no meeting per se. Bren had arrived at the arranged spot near Poplarville for the meeting, only to have Mendoza tell him, ‘Any of your troops come past here, they won’t live to report back’. With that said, Mendoza had loaded up and left.  
 
    The only reason Bren knew anything about Jabez was a major and a few troops had left and joined up with the Trading Post in July. Even now, Bren had no idea of the number of people or troops who were there in Jabez. One thing he did know, out of every base or camp, Jabez was the best. The peninsula that had been blocked off encompassed over fourteen thousand acres, and the wall blocking it off was only two miles long. Like they had done at the Trading Post, Mendoza had gathered shipping containers to stack them three high, end to end, forming a steel wall.  
 
    One thing Mendoza had done that they hadn’t was the bottom two containers had been filled with dirt and then a berm had been built up behind the wall. When he’d heard that, Bren had the same started on their walls on both peninsulas. But what really pissed Bren off, Mendoza had helicopters and knew how to use them and how to fight the infected.  
 
    The major who’d defected said Mendoza had sent all the Blackhawks off with troops and had secured an ammunition depot two hundred miles away in Tennessee. Then over the next three days, choppers had hauled ammo and supplies back to Jabez while the troops held off the infected around the stockpile. Bren would’ve given a lot to have Mendoza as an ally, but Mendoza followed no one and was staying true to the oath he’d given when he’d enlisted.    
 
    “Bren,” Victor said, and Bren brought his mind back to the here and now. “So, you think the Wild Ones are just going to let Wade starve?”  
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know,” Bren confessed. “It’s the smart call, but taking in how they’ve acted in the past and are acting now, I really wouldn’t be surprised if they did attack Buckhorn.”  
 
    “I hope you don’t suggest we attack the Wild Ones if they do attack Buckhorn,” Blake scoffed.  
 
    Turning to Blake with a glare, “I wouldn’t attack their location even if we had three times the trigger pullers we do,” Bren snapped.  
 
    “I know we told Trent and Linda to lay low, but have they sent anything?” Blake wondered, really just changing the subject because Bren scared the shit out of him.  
 
    Taking a deep breath to calm down, “You could say that,” Bren nodded. “I’ve kept the team out watching the drop house we use near Woodbine. This morning they noticed the mailbox flag was up, which meant a message was there.”  
 
    Knowing how the drop worked and where it was, “And?!” Victor cried out.  
 
    “Trent and Linda said they aren’t relaying or reporting anything else,” Bren replied. “They reported the first chance they get, they’re taking off, and it damn sure won’t be to head back here. Trent did offer two pieces of advice. He said, ‘if the Wild Ones want something, give it’ and ‘if they take an interest in our area, leave’.”            
 
    “They’re just going to leave?! After what we promised to give them for this job?!” Blake gasped in shock, and Bren nodded. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t like that,” Victor said.  
 
    “That’s why I’m leaning toward the Wild Ones attacking, but it doesn’t make sense. They’ve won. Buckhorn is cut off,” Bren stated.  
 
    Throwing up his hands, “Why in the hell did Wade even send troops there?!” Victor screamed. “We told him to avoid the area! For fuck’s sake, the Borg Queen told him to avoid the area! It’s not like he had to go there!”  
 
    Relaxing in his chair, “Oh, they wanted a battle bot and to get information on the others,” Bren answered, and Victor dropped his arms in shock. “The soldiers Wade sent were set up on a road that had a battle bot patrolling. They were trying to figure out a way to get it to shut down and not destroy it so they could get closer and study it. Don’t know how, but Wade ordered the team to attempt to bring a battle bot back.”  
 
    Hearing that declaration, Victor and Blake both just blinked. “Yeah, the group patrolled in on foot, but were tasked to bring back a machine that’s over eight feet wide and over twelve feet long. Using our battle bot in comparison, the Wild Ones’ bot has to weigh in at around three tons, at the very least,” Bren told them, and they still just blinked. “I’m telling you now, if that team of eight had completed their mission by hand, carrying that battle bot back, I would’ve done anything to have them in my command.”  
 
    “But all the equipment the Wild Ones put out has counter measures,” Blake pointed out.  
 
    “I know, and so do those in Buckhorn, but Wade told everyone if they could get the machine to shut down, the countermeasures would turn off,” Bren told them, shaking his head. “Wade can’t even program his own watch, but thinks he understands the technology the Wild Ones are putting out.”    
 
    Jabbing a finger at the door, “I say, we kill those dumbasses and throw their bodies out so the Wild Ones know we weren’t part of it,” Victor stated again.  
 
    “Victor, I would advise against even that. They could view our team as trying to attack them,” Bren offered, and Victor sighed. “But, I would like you to back me on a plan I have.”  
 
    Flopping back in his chair, “If you say attack the Wild Ones, I’m throwing shit at you,” Victor warned.  
 
    Chuckling, “No, but I want to tell Wade we will assist him,” Bren replied, and all color drained from Victor’s face. “We aren’t going to, but listen,” Bren assured him. “We are going to bring those four officers in here and refuse to offer anything. We let them keep on and finally, I’ll agree to an attack but I will lead it and it will be done my way.”  
 
    Hearing deceit, Victor perked up as Bren continued. “I’ll tell them when the Wild Ones start for Buckhorn, we’ll launch an attack from here. I’m telling Wade I want his choppers and two hundred troops from him for the attack.” When Victor started grinning, Bren knew he understood. “When I offer that, Victor, you will demand three hundred prime stock and four tons of ammunition, and you will want it delivered up front.”  
 
    “Um,” Blake mumbled. “Wade could just say he’ll launch the choppers from Buckhorn.”  
 
    “No, half his troops are going in on the ground because the ground assault is going to be the most costly,” Bren replied. “Like I’m going to tell them before long, the Wild Ones are going to move in whatever they used to take out those helicopters. Wade needs to get them out now while he still can.” 
 
    “Bren, you’re saying ‘if’ we were really assisting, I would only ask for three hundred prime stock and four tons of ammo?” Victor asked like he was insulted, and Bren nodded. “There’s no way in hell I would agree to that with our risk and what we’re putting out when the Wild Ones aren’t even interested in us.”  
 
    Thinking that had been a reasonable amount, “What would you ask?” Bren finally asked.  
 
    “Double that, at the very least,” Victor scoffed. “But what I would really ask for Wade wouldn’t give, but what you are really after.”  
 
    “I knew you would see it,” Bren laughed.  
 
    “I have to say, that is a good plan,” Victor admitted. “Do you think the troops that come here will give us any problems?”  
 
    “Hell, no,” Bren laughed harder. “Many of the troops up there have requested transfers here.”  
 
    “I like it,” Victor smirked. “Blake, tell my guards to let that delegation in.”  
 
    By that afternoon helicopters started lifting off at Buckhorn, transferring six hundred women and young children who appeared in good health to be delivered as stock to be sold. Continuing the airlift into the night, the pallets of ammo that Victor had agreed to, plus ammunition and supplies for the battle to come were flown in. Bren had demanded two hundred soldiers from Wade to assist in the attack. Wade had sent four hundred troops, plus the ground crews for the helicopters.  
 
    It was early the next morning when a helicopter taking off carrying what few spare parts there were in Buckhorn was shot out of the sky. Those inside the barricade knew where the shots had come from, but couldn’t send anything out with the wall of stinkers around them. The fact something was out there amongst the stinkers just to kill aircraft unnerved those in Buckhorn.  
 
    In the end, eighteen Blackhawks were flown to the Trading Post. There had been two more, but one had crashed during the night from engine problems. The other had been shot out of the sky. Bren also got two Kiowas and three Loaches. There were other choppers in Buckhorn but they were all civilian, and Bren didn’t really want them. Victor did want one. A thirty million dollar executive Sikorsky S-79, but there’d been no way they could ask for that without raising some questions.  
 
    None in Buckhorn ever considered that Bren wouldn’t keep his word, so everyone felt secure they would have assistance when the Wild Ones came. Standing out in a field where the helicopters were parked, Bren watched as collars were put on the newest stock. Not caring or even looking at the stock, Bren just smiled at the helicopters. Once again, he had air power to call upon.  
 
    *** 
 
    At the build house the next afternoon, Lance was leaning over a drone. Unlike the other fixed wing drone, this one had no engines. The wings were twice as long as the twelve-foot body. What confused many even further was much of the glider drone’s body was made from wood. Just looking at the drone, it looked like a twelve-foot round tube with long wings jutting out each side.  
 
    Lance was testing the one and only camera mounted in the nose to the few lithium batteries in the body. Satisfied the camera still worked after the test flight that morning, Lance stood up stretching. Back by the barn, he turned to see David and Patrick building another drone that looked just like the one he was standing next to. 
 
    “Good to go?” Ian asked, coming out of the build house.  
 
    “Checks out,” Lance nodded, grabbing his power meter and tools and then following Ian over to Phoenix. “You still good with the plan?”  
 
    Coming to a stop, “No,” Ian answered bluntly. “I want Wade’s funky, droopy-tit, sandwich ass.” 
 
    Spinning to lock eyes with Ian, “Brah, we may be good, but there’s no way in hell we could get inside now and back out with that flood of stinkers there,” Lance reminded him. 
 
    “I know,” Ian sighed. “You asked and I answered. That’s the only part I don’t and haven’t liked.”  
 
    “Ian, using the welcome wagons was the only way to keep some from escaping!” Lance cried out. The welcome wagons were just two thunder bots with firework mortar tubes on the back. They had wanted to build four but just couldn’t find the time to even get another group to do it.  
 
    “Lance,” Ian said calmly because Lance was getting riled up. “I know, and with what we can bring, this is our best attack. But you asked, and I really would like to have Wade as my bitch.”  
 
    Glad Ian wasn’t mad because pulling the stinkers there had been his idea, Lance turned around to see others working. Some were working on gun bots and others were working on thunder bots. Denny was near the driveway with Percy and Gail, working on Dragon. There was another tracked bot near Dragon and Lance tilted his head toward it. “You ever come up with a name?” he asked.  
 
    Ian just shook his head. The bot was the only one he had doubts on because he and Lance couldn’t get it to do what they wanted. They had taken the four-inch centrifugal gun they’d designed and had mounted it on a thunder bot body. Only when they’d mounted the gun did they realize the body was too small. Gail, Percy, Alvin, and Julie had built a new body for it. Unlike the other centrifugal guns that had disks, this one had series of cones to run the four-inch ball bearings through before spitting them out. The track body was the same size as the one Dragon was mounted on. The turret for the four-inch gun was just as wide as the body and seven feet tall, making the track look top-heavy. Those two bots were their biggest in size and larger than an M1 tank, but not nearly as heavy.  
 
    “I still say we need to test Dragon a few more times. I think we can get the RAIL gun to fire four times a minute,” Ian said.  
 
    Turning to Ian, “It might push our attack back,” Lance stated.  
 
    Shrugging, “It’s not like the ass munchers are going anywhere,” Ian chuckled. 
 
    Lance just nodded and then glanced over at the pavilion where the sandbox was. Allie, Carrie, and Jodi were all laying on boards, setting up the outline of the Buckhorn camp. Off to the side and sprawled out on pillows with his head up watching the Ladybugs, was Dino. Today was the first day Dino had been allowed to go outside. He hadn’t walked to the build house. The Ladybugs had gotten a small trailer, lined it with pillows, and then driven over with one riding on the trailer with Dino.  
 
    Lance didn’t really have to ask the Ladybugs to care for Dino because they had already assigned themselves to the task. They had moved more pillows down to the bunker and slept on the floor with Dino, with one always awake. And just like Lilly predicted, Dino really hadn’t liked the liquid diet. Lance was just amazed the Ladybugs hadn’t complained one bit because the liquid went in and came out of Dino looking the same but smelling much worse.  
 
    He had helped to clean Dino up the few times he’d been at the cabin, but the Ladybugs never seemed to mind. Lance did have one problem because Dino’s claws were now purple.  
 
    On the second day, Lilly had finally let Dino come upstairs, only to lay on the floor. No sooner than Dino was down, two Ladybugs had gone to retrieve their pillows as one stayed with Dino. Today was the first day Lilly had let Dino have some semi solid food, which was just a paste, and Lance really didn’t want to know what it was going to look like when it came out, but he would help clean up if Dino needed it.  
 
    “Hey, guys,” Jennifer called out, walking over with Lilly. Only Ian turned to smile at them as they walked up. Lance was irritated that they’d both taken time off their hospital duty to help out on the equipment for the planned attack. To him, their job was much more important because they were responsible for the care of the coalition and the animals.    
 
    “Where did you leave Lori?” Ian joked, noticing Heath and Dwain still working on the other track buggies.  
 
    Jerking her thumb over her shoulder toward the barn, “She’s still welding on her gun bot,” Jennifer replied as Lilly went over to stand beside Lance.  
 
    It’d been yesterday when Ian and Lance both noticed just how much help the Ladybugs provided when they planned an attack. It was Lilly who’d pointed out, deed, exploit, or war; they were all attacks of varying degrees. But both had finally realized the Ladybugs knew quite a bit and they could both tell when they weren’t there because they’d had to do the things the Ladybugs would’ve done.  
 
    Of course, neither understood the fear others still showed the Ladybugs and that did piss Jennifer off.  
 
    “What’s next, boo?” Jennifer asked Ian, snuggling up under his arm.   
 
    “Adding the bigger tanks to Phoenix,” Ian answered, and Jennifer gave a shiver.   
 
    “Hey,” Lilly said softly, leaning her head on Lance’s shoulder. “I’m helping, so drop it,” she told him.  
 
    Not in the mood to argue, “How’s your guinea pig?” Lance asked. Despite Lilly saying it wasn’t really necessary, Lance and Ian had hauled a stinker from the research area to the build house. After it had bitten the soldier Lilly had selected, they’d just shot the stinker and then later, hauled it back to toss it in one of the containers they used to harvest the ‘stinker nut juice’.  
 
    “He’s starting to sink, but I think he might make it a few more days,” Lilly admitted. The soldier looked like a marshmallow, he was so swollen with fluid. The fact he had lasted this long did give Lilly some hope the ideas she’d gotten from Johnathan’s notes might actually work. She was certain the soldier wouldn’t be so bad if he hadn’t been nearly dead when she’d started. The longest anyone had heard of someone lasting after being bit was nearly three days, and the soldier had lasted that long already. “Next time, there are other things I want to try,” Lilly finally said, taking Lance’s hand in hers to hold it.  
 
    “Were either of you going to tell us about the helicopter you shot down this morning?” Jennifer asked.  
 
    “Why?” Ian asked. “We told you we were sending out two big gun bots for that. It’s not our fault they drive so damn slow.”  
 
    About to reply, Jennifer just let it go. The thunder bots and gun bots had to be ‘driven’ remotely to the area Lance and Ian had wanted them. So they’d set up a station in the barn to remote drive the bots and to do this, they’d had a hover drone over them to relay the signal until the bots had reached the spots they were supposed to set up in. The thunder bots had to get there fast so they couldn’t even tow the gun bots and that had been the way Lance and Ian had designed the gun bots to move, by being towed. The only reason they'd wanted the gun bots to move independently now was so they could just move it around an area without having to go out and tow it.  
 
    At top speed, a smoking three miles an hour, it was very boring to remote drive a gun bot. The thunder bots, with their tracks and high ground clearance, could go over nearly anything, but the gun bots had to be driven carefully through the forest. One had even gotten stuck, but Lance and Ian had used the other two to push it out. What had really irked the boys was when the big gun bots were en route, stinkers had tried to attack them.  
 
    And because the bots weren’t active when in motion, the turrets had to be sighted manually. As far as Jennifer knew, no stinkers were actually killed or shot in the head on the bots’ journey. The boys, Denny, or one of the ones at the research area who was piloting the bots, had just sent off a few rounds to blow the stinkers apart. It had taken forty hours to pilot the three bots for the thirty-two miles through the woods to Buckhorn. Many were already expecting the boys to make changes on future gun bots.  
 
    Not wanting to, Jennifer turned to look at the Angel Bot. Only a fool wasn’t terrified of the flying gun bot, and they had gotten rid of the three ‘fools’. Unlike anything else the boys had built, Angel Bot was built first and foremost to kill humans. After putting Angel through its first trial, the boys had found out it wasn’t stable enough to take single shots and strike head-sized targets at distance, so Angel always fired a burst. One thing everyone did love, Angel had the same tracking system the gun bot did, but Angel couldn’t fire autonomously. It could fly in a programed pattern and find targets, but a human had to give permission.  
 
    Lilly was one of the few who knew, in time, Angel Bot would be given autonomy because she had asked Lance, but Lilly wasn’t going to tell anyone. She would let them find out on their own, including Jennifer. The only reason it wasn’t yet was because Angel only carried twenty thousand bearings for ammo. That may sound like a lot when Angel could blow apart stinkers, but anything connected to the head that continued to move, Angel kept shooting at it. Then the twenty thousand projectiles started going fast. On the last trial, Angel had averaged two hundred ball bearings to kill one stinker. But on one test, Angel had used over a thousand to take out a stinker.  
 
    The first burst had blown the stinker in half, but then the torso had started crawling. Angel had sent another burst and hit the chest area and still, the stinker could move. After two more bursts, the stinker still had the left arm and managed to flop about.  
 
    Needless to say, the boys hadn’t taken that well and when Angel was finally finished with the stinker, there was only a wet hole in the ground. Now on humans there wasn’t any doubt, Angel would just bring down steel rain. That was until the human turned to become a stinker and then started moving again.  
 
    Next to Angel were three more frames and like all things the boys did, these were upgraded. The next generation would have eight engines to help stabilize the platform more and they were redesigning the centrifugal gun they were putting on Angel. The spinning blade inside the disk generated a bit of torque, so Ian had designed a counter rotating blade that would be outside the disk to help stabilize Angel and improve the accuracy.     
 
    “Angel is turned off,” Ian laughed at Jennifer, who was just gawking at it.  
 
    Not wanting to even think about Angel Bot anymore, Jennifer nodded her head at the track with the four-inch gun barrel. “Have you two named it yet?” she asked.  
 
    “No,” Ian sighed because without a name, the bot just didn’t seem  real.  
 
    “How about Tiger Bot?” Jennifer suggested, and Ian gave her a weird look. “Tiger tanks in World War Two just freaked everyone out and we don’t like real tigers,” Jennifer grinned, “mean pussy.”  
 
    “I like it,” Ian chuckled.  
 
    “What are we going to do about the helicopters that got away?” Lilly asked.  
 
    “We know where they are and can take care of them when we want,” Lance smirked.  
 
    Lilly glanced around, making sure none were close. “Trent and Linda aren’t reporting anymore, so you can’t feed false information and learn anything from their meetings. Can we just get rid of them now?” she whispered. Only the four had known Trent and Linda were spies, and Lilly thought they should’ve at least told Jarvis because Trent and Linda always seemed to be around him. 
 
    “They cut ties with the Trading Post,” Ian chuckled softly, causing Lilly and Jennifer to look at him. “Trent snuck out last night to deliver the message at the drop house. He wrote it was their last contact and when they could, he and Linda were running.”  
 
    “Let’s kill them now,” Jennifer offered. Jennifer and Lilly had come to find out, even before Bravo had been started, the boys had set up cameras to catch spies. From inside the perimeter, it was impossible for someone to get a spy in any of the groups but Bravo, and the boys had planned on it. Everything Trent and Linda had sent, the boys had a copy of. The times one of the two would actually meet someone from the Trading Post in the drop house, it’d been recorded. Trent and Linda lived in the same apartment and every square inch was monitored.  
 
    “They aren’t a risk and besides, we can get more information out of them before they die,” Lance countered.  
 
    Neither Jennifer nor Lilly liked the boys risking so much. Trent and Linda were smarter than they let on. The phones everyone carried, Linda had tried to hack hers and figure out the code to disarm the bots but had soon found out the phone would tattle on her if she continued. One of the coolest things the boys had ever done was sending a listening device back to the Trading Post after hiding it in a thumb drive. The battery had died in a few days, but they’d gotten some good conversations in Victor’s office.   
 
    “What do you want us to start on next?” Lilly asked, and just dropped Trent and Linda. The boys thought the risk was worth it and they hadn’t been wrong so far.       
 
    Knowing just how much Jennifer didn’t like them, “How about you two start wiring up the next Angels?” Ian suggested, and Jennifer shivered.  
 
    “Asshole,” Jennifer mumbled, but still stood on her tip-toes to give Ian a kiss.       
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Twenty 
 
    East of Buckhorn Camp 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the back of his buggy track, Lance stared at the six monitors they had put in to run the battle. It had been a week since Dino had been shot and it was time. The trip had taken longer than he’d expected, but hadn’t put them behind schedule. The buggy tracks could’ve made the trip in an hour, but they’d had to lead a line of bots; six thunder bots, six gun bots, Dragon, Tiger and of course, Phoenix. 
 
    The camp was just on the other side of the lake, which only looked like a large river. They had set up on the east side on a peak where they could see the entire camp. After studying the maps, Lance knew if the group hadn’t leveled the area, there would’ve been many more safe zones that they couldn’t have fired into. But since the group had cleared and leveled the area, the bots could target anything in ninety percent of the camp.  
 
    With the help of drones, they had gotten very good photos and measurements so the model the Ladybugs had made was very accurate. But it was the computer model that Lance had built which really gave them the edge in the battle to come.  
 
    Because of past deeds, Lance knew once the action started anything could happen, so he was nervous. In truth, he and Ian hadn’t wanted anyone to come along for this battle, but the entire group had gone ballistic. The only ones who’d stayed at the cabin were Chris, Tyler, Holly, Dawn, Lori, and the Ladybugs because they were still taking care of Dino. It had surprised Lance that Allie and Carrie never begged to come, but he could tell they’d wanted to.  
 
    Eight had come from each group inside the perimeter, but only Jarvis was with them from Bravo. The GTs, Geek Squad, Beard Clan, and Bear Trap now all had two tracked buggies, so they’d all wanted to participate in the attack. It was Sandy and Mary who’d told the boys that they needed to let the others come, if for nothing else than to allow them to prove they were willing to fight.  
 
    Lance was certain he would’ve had to drug his mom to get her to stay at the cabin so he’d never even hinted for her to stay behind.  
 
    Ian was also in the back of his track that was set up just like Lance’s. The bots would be turned on, but they wanted to be able to monitor and shift them if the need arose. On one screen was an image of the camp from a hover drone six thousand feet up. There were other drones in case something went wrong with that one because they would need it to relay signals to the Welcome thunder bots that they had started moving into position to the south of the camp.  
 
    Picking up a pair of heads-up display glasses, Lance put them on to give him yet another screen to monitor. His glasses monitored Tiger Bot. Ian had another pair that linked him to Dragon. These were the most dangerous, not only to those in the camp, but to the group. Both had the potential to malfunction and cause the group damage, but they were also really needed. 
 
    On the screen, Lance was staring at the reasons why Dragon and Tiger were needed; the armor inside the camp. They had tested Dragon and there was no doubt it could kill the Abrams below but to do that, it had to work. Just in case Dragon didn’t, Heath and Dwain had Javelin missiles, but Lance and Ian had already decided, if Dragon malfunctioned, they were pulling back. They wanted no part of a slugging match with an M1 Abrams and half a dozen Bradleys. 
 
    Ian and Lance knew for a fact the big gun bots could take out a Stryker because they’d tested it. Pulling one out in a field that they’d gotten from the convoy, everyone had watched as a big gun bot destroyed it in seconds. Because Heath had thought a regular gun bot could knockout a Stryker, Lance and Ian had tested that too. It had taken nearly a thousand bearings, but the gun bot got through the armor on a Stryker and took it out.  
 
    The six Bradleys had reactive armor which blew outward, stopping an incoming projectile from punching through. This had given the boys a bit of worry, but nothing like the Trophy system on the tank, two of the Bradleys, and three of the Strykers. Trophy was an anti-missile system that shot explosives out, taking down incoming rounds or rockets. Ian and Lance knew how the system worked and were fairly certain it wouldn’t stop Tiger, and more certain it couldn’t stop Dragon. The RAIL gun fired so fast at hypersonic speeds, they couldn’t see the round getting hit. One thing they had taken comfort in, Trophy had a limited number of shots and they had more projectiles. But since they couldn’t test against a Trophy system, they weren’t positive. The Trophy system was the reason Lance and Ian had decided if Dragon malfunctioned, they were just pulling out. 
 
    Lance and Ian had set up a small station for Denny in one of the Bear Trap tracked buggies, but they had only put in three monitors. They didn’t want Denny to get overloaded with information.  
 
    “You there, brah?” Lance heard Ian’s voice in his headphones.  
 
    “I’m here. You got eyes on that tank?” Lance asked.  
 
    “Dude, I had that bitch locked-in the second we pulled up here,” Ian laughed. “I just called to let you know, Denny has the two Welcome thunder bots set up with the two big gun bots they picked up.” 
 
    That’s what Denny had to do on the drive here, move the two thunder bots over to the big gun bots and give the big gun bots a tow up to the hilltop to the south. On the way there, Lance had flipped one of his screens over to watch and had to give Denny some credit. Stinkers were really thick on the west side of the lake, but Denny had stayed on ridges when he could, avoiding most of the stinkers that’d gotten close. Those stinkers he couldn’t avoid and got in the way, Denny had just run over their asses.  
 
    “I still say we need to make a few thunder bots that have one-inch centrifugal guns,” Lance said. To him, the thunder bots looked like a smaller tank and were cool, but the barrel that stuck out of the turret just seemed puny to him when compared to the body.  
 
    “Brah, we have enough shit to do,” Ian reminded him, and Lance had to agree. Thunder bots took more effort, time, and material to make than the gun bots. That’s why they had more gun bots. With the production area coming online piece by piece, Lance wanted to average three gun bots, one thunder bot, and two battle bots a week. He and Ian were certain they could put out that many gun bots, but the battle bots took nearly as much effort to make as a thunder bot.  
 
    The reason they were still making them was the battle bots ripped stinkers to shreds, and that caused the lifeform to die much faster, thereby making less toxic fumes. Lance and Ian were both willing to decrease the production of the thunder bots further, just to keep making the battle bots. In all reality, the thunder bots were just gun bots with armor, but they could move much faster. The only reason they’d made the thunder bots was because assholes had shot their shit. It would take some good shooting, but the gun bots could be taken out with well-placed rounds. But any round that struck, the gun bot automatically started shooting back. That’s why Lance had never wanted to use his rifle to take a gun bot out.  
 
    He and Ian were both of the same idea that if a gun bot malfunctioned; just let the damn thing run out of ammo.  
 
    “Okay, let’s start the checklist,” Lance said, and he and Ian started assigning targets to all the armor.  
 
    Outside Lilly and Jennifer were standing guard, looking through the trees at the camp below them to the west across the lake. The ridge they were on was over fourteen hundred feet and the tallest area now inside the camp wasn’t even eight hundred. Even though they could see the camp, they were looking through empty branches to do it and didn’t have a clear line of sight. But teams were moving down the western slope of the ridge they were on to fix the line of sight problem. Working in teams, they wrapped bands around trees and wired them together. Over the last three days, the entire group had learned how to make the unique charges. They didn’t need chainsaws to remove trees, they were using explosives. 
 
    Each band had a shaped charge that would blow a section out of the trunk. After experimenting and practicing, now they could drop a tree in any direction they wanted.  
 
    When set off, the charge was only a bit louder than a shotgun, but they were putting out over two hundred to expose the camp from the ridge and open up their field of fire. The most they had set off when practicing was thirty and it had damn sure been louder than thirty shotguns fired at the same time.  
 
    All the gun bots had been pulled back from where they would set up, just to keep them out of the blast area. Dragon and Tiger were pulled up on the ridge, but Ian and Lance only wanted them there in case the tank or Bradleys started firing at the hilltop. Both would be pulled back before the trees were blown down.      
 
    “I still can’t believe they didn’t argue about so many coming,” Jennifer said in a low voice.  
 
    Grinning, “The mommas weren’t going to let them,” Lilly stated, hearing the twang of a bow. She turned to see Rhonda lowering a bow behind them and pulling another arrow out. Even though they were nearly half a mile from the edge of the camp, nobody wanted to risk using a suppressed weapon. “I’m glad we have so many with us because it would’ve been just you and me keeping the boys covered when they laid out the explosives.”  
 
    “We would’ve had to set up a day earlier,” Jennifer predicted, then turned to Lilly. “I don’t think they would’ve left Rhonda.”  
 
    Not even thinking about it, Lilly nodded in agreement. Rhonda was about the only person the boys didn’t seem to care if she tagged along. Of course Rhonda always asked, but the only time Rhonda wasn’t near one of the boys was when they were in the research area. That was the one time Rhonda didn’t want to tag along and learn. Oh, the boys had asked her if she’d wanted to come but unless the boys told Rhonda they needed her help, Rhonda didn’t go to the research area.  
 
    Glancing around to make sure none could hear, “Should we be jealous of Rhonda?” Jennifer whispered. “I’m not,” Jennifer added quickly, “But, some of the others in the group seem surprised we aren’t jealous.”  
 
    “Jen,” Lilly grinned under her mask. “If you ever get jealous of Rhonda, then you should be jealous of Denny, Heath, Patrick, Seth, and Percy. You and I both know Lance and Ian view Rhonda like a guy.” From the corner of her eye, Lilly noticed Jennifer nodding. “It’s not just them, but most of the guys in the group view Rhonda that way. I think it’s because the boys do. Remember two weeks ago when we were on patrol and Rhonda eased off? Ian asked where she was going and Rhonda told him to pee, and it still shocked Ian because the ‘guys’ just turn around and whip it out.”  
 
    Holding her masked face high, “I’m wearing my diaper,” Jennifer stated with pride.   
 
    “So am I,” Lilly responded. “But I don’t think we ever have to worry about being jealous of Rhonda.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, “Lilly,” Jennifer said. “Why isn’t Ian taking the next step?” she asked. “I’ve hinted and done everything I could, short of throwing his ass down. I know he wants to, so is something wrong with me?” 
 
    “He will when he’s ready, Jennifer. You’re his dream, and I’m sure he wants it to be perfect,” Lilly smirked because under no circumstances was she going to tell Jennifer the real reason. 
 
    Scanning around the area, “He needs to hurry the hell up,” Jennifer snapped.  
 
    Along the slope, Heath and Dwain were hooking up the charges others had placed on the trees after tying them together. Running his spool back up the hill, Heath turned around to see his wife double-checking his work. It wasn’t being nosey, that was Robin’s job as it was Kathy’s job to double-check Dwain’s work.  
 
    Like Ian had told everyone when they’d practiced, ‘If a charge doesn’t go off, don’t go near it. Leave the thing there until it decays’. 
 
    Working to hook the wires up to a relay board, Heath felt Robin step beside him. “This is going to be loud,” she informed him.  
 
    Nodding, “I’m sure it’ll be heard back at Bimble,” Heath agreed. 
 
    “No wires coming undone and all connections are still hooked up,” Robin reported. “I’m going to help Rhonda and her group watching our backs.”  
 
    Heath just nodded, but Robin was already walking away as Dwain came up to hook up the lead wires he’d strung out. “I think Kathy wet her pants,” Dwain chuckled. “She hates explosives, but the boys told her this was her job and she did it. She just wasn’t thrilled.”  
 
    “I think the fact our daughters helped to make most of the charges let your wife know, ‘Do what you have to’,” Heath replied, then rechecked his work.  “You nervous?”  
 
    “I could shit pink Twinkies right now,” Dwain admitted. “You want to know the weird part? I’m not even worried about those across the lake. I’m petrified of all the bots that’re about to be turned loose.” 
 
    There really wasn’t anything Heath could reply about because the very things that were protecting and fighting for them terrified him and nearly everyone else as well. Looking off as he pondered that, “You know, yes, this next level shit does scare me, but I trust Ian and Lance with my life and that of my family. They designed it and if something goes wrong, I know it wasn’t their fault,” Heath said. 
 
    “Hey,” Dwain snapped. “I wasn’t implying I don’t like this terminator stuff, but I don’t understand it and these machines kill on their own. We’re alive because of this stuff and I would die for those boys, but...” Dwain paused, turning to look down at the camp. “It’s just a shame humans are nearing extinction and some are still trying to dominate others. Heath, I’ve tried to follow the programming code Lance designed and I can’t even grasp it.”  
 
    “And yet, they’re trying to fight for what’s right and not rule because if they wanted to, they damn well could,” Heath said. “They’re more mature than most people ever will be.”  
 
    Finished hooking up his wires, “Yeah, and I’m glad they took a chance on us,” Dwain admitted again. “I’m going to get the power cables ready, you keep watch.”  
 
    Heath couldn’t help but chuckle, the area he was ‘watching’ was the west slope where they had just wired the trees up, just in case a stinker tried to climb up the sixty degree slope. Scanning around, his eyes stopped on Tiger. The bot was just pulled up on the rise, aiming the best it could through the trees. Heath was one of the few who knew the only reason Tiger had been made was so Ian and Lance could prove to themselves that they could make a machine to throw four-inch steel balls.  
 
    In Lance’s and Ian’s eyes, Tiger was a failure because they couldn’t get it to meet the standards they’d initially set out for it. They’d wanted Tiger to fire five hundred rounds a minute, with the projectiles near or at four thousand feet per second. Neither goal had been met.  
 
    The maximum rate of fire Tiger could sustain was two hundred rounds a minute. Any faster and the projectile speed dropped, jams started occurring and finally, motors started burning out. A four-inch steel ball weighed twelve pounds and the ingenious system of centrifugal cones that fed the barrel could only move so much weight at a time.  
 
    For speed, Tiger couldn’t break twenty-six hundred feet per second. Heath didn’t know what the problem was but thought the boys should be thrilled with that. They were launching a steel ball over seventeen hundred miles per hour but that hadn’t been the goal they’d set, so they weren’t happy. On the day Tiger was first tested, Heath had watched a twelve-pound steel ball hurl eight hundred yards to strike a four-inch-thick steel plate.  
 
    The steel ball had shattered on impact. It hadn’t punched through but Heath knew if it had hit a tank, those inside would damn sure have heard and felt the impact. Looking over the sensors Ian and Lance had set up for the test, Heath’s eyes had grown wide seeing the temperature of the steel plate target. From one impact, the temperature of the plate had jumped over two hundred degrees.  
 
    Just thinking of how fast the thing could fire, Heath knew Tiger and the other gun bots could eat through any armor, given time.  
 
    Like the gun bot ammo upgrade, Tiger’s ammo had been upgraded but Tiger got two different types of ammo. The ‘steel shot’ were steel balls with a lead core and now weighed eighteen pounds. Steel shot didn’t shatter on impact. ‘X rounds’ were balls with a steel shell, lead lining, and a hollow core. Heath couldn’t even pronounce the explosive Ian had cooked up to fill the core. It was thicker than honey and green. After the ball was filled, a plug with a blasting cap was screwed into the hole.  
 
    One thing Heath did know, it took a lot of energy to set off the explosive Ian had made. But Tiger’s shots impacted with over a million-foot-pounds of energy, and that was enough to set off the cap and explosive. Watching a test fire and the stream of steady explosions hitting the target, Heath felt pity for anything Tiger ever shot X-rounds at. 
 
    “They could conquer the world if they wanted,” Heath surmised, but knew neither wanted anything like that. They just wanted to be left alone with the group they had gathered, and try to live in this forsaken hell trying to make a better world.  
 
    “Hey,” Robin said, coming up beside him. “Time to pull back,” she told him, and Heath glanced at his watch and realized attack time was near.  
 
    Lilly called over the radio, telling everyone to make sure their headsets were on. Despite knowing, Heath reached up to test the headphones connected to his helmet. Gun bots weren’t loud but Tiger and Dragon were, and there was even more in store for the buttheads below.  
 
    “Percy, you ready?” Lance called out on the radio. 
 
    “I’ve been ready, holding these in the air sucks,” Percy responded.  
 
    Knowing what Percy was talking about, the glider drones, Heath shuddered. Even Lance and Ian didn’t like those, but they were needed for the attack. The fixed wing drone had engines that could power a plane three times its size, but struggled to tow the two drones into the air.  
 
    The road through the production area of the valley was the group’s runway for the fixed wing drone. When it lifted off for patrol, the fixed wing could get airborne in a hundred yards. On the first test flight towing the gliders, it had taken the fixed wing a mile and a half to get the gliders airborne. What nobody liked was how low the drone was because it’d had to fly right over Bravo in Bimble.  
 
    On the practice run, the gliders had been packed with eight hundred pounds of lead beads. When they lifted off for the attack, each would be packed with eight hundred pounds of explosives and it would once again be flying over Bravo.  
 
    It was Patrick’s brother David who’d suggested using a tow vehicle to help the fixed wing get airborne faster and to Heath’s surprise, it had worked. Using a truck, they were able to get the fixed wing and gliders airborne in half the distance, but they still had to fly over Bimble because the fixed wing just couldn’t get the altitude to start a turn.  
 
    The compromise was everyone in Bravo was going to clear the flight path, just in case of a crash.  
 
    Back at the clubhouse, Amie was piloting the fixed wing and Percy and Gail were flying the gliders, and none of it was easy. It took Amie nearly an hour to pull them up to seven thousand feet. The fixed wing and gliders all handled like bloated whales, but could be flown.  
 
    “Percy, start the dance!” Lance called out, and everyone dove for cover.  
 
    Coming in from the south, Gail’s glider was cut loose first. Both Amie and Percy had to start fighting their controls when the extra weight was cut away and Gail started her descent back to earth. When the cable dropped away, Gail only had twenty minutes of battery power but she wouldn’t need that much.  
 
    The dark landscape below was featureless except for the glossy surface of the lake below. A UV laser from the hover drone over the camp lit the way, aiming at the dark ground. The laser point terminated at the gate through the wall around the camp. “Banzai!” Gail cried out steering her glider at the beam, and Percy cut his glider away while Amie fought the plane as it shot ahead, suddenly released from all the weight.  
 
    All of a sudden, the quiet was shattered. “FOOLS!” the Borg Queen’s voice bellowed out in the darkness from loudspeakers to the south and northeast. “HOW DARE YOU ENTER THE REALM OF THE WILD ONES!”  
 
    At a thousand feet, Gail could see the gate on the screen with stinkers packed several hundred yards back from the barrier. Inside the camp, she could see people coming out of the buildings, looking around in fright. Right before impact, Gail noticed the gate was made from oak tree trunks. 
 
    ‘KABBBOOOOOOMMMMM’ 
 
    Shook the night and Lilly watched on her tablet a feed from the drone overhead. The thirty-thousand-pound dozer parked by the gate was tossed back like an angry child had thrown it away. Lilly’s mouth fell open watching a blue flame erupt and ripple over the sea of stinkers packed against the barrier. The blue flame ran the entire two miles along the barrier, burning off the toxic fumes the stinkers put off. Then just as quickly as it had come, the blue flame burnt off and Lilly was shocked to see the stinkers away from the blast weren’t on fire. Even those that had clothes on and caught on fire, it was quickly dying out.  
 
    “Fire in the hole!” Heath shouted, and hit the detonator. A series of five blasts, nanoseconds apart, rocked the world on the slope. Like a giant hand had reached down, five acres of trees at the top of the slope tilted as one and slid down the slope, leaving the lip of the ridge bare.     
 
    All the gun bots, Tiger, and Dragon pulled to the lip of the ridge as Percy steered his glider back to Earth. He’d gone last in case Gail’s glider hadn’t destroyed the gate, but he could see stinkers starting to move toward the hole. The laser from the drone was moved, aiming at a smaller gate on the east side where the camp had a marina set up.  
 
    “GET SOME, BITCHES!”  Percy shouted, diving his glider down.  
 
    ‘KABBBOOOOOOMMMMM’ again shook the earth, but Heath got to see this one as he ran forward toward the lip. The fence near the lake was just tree trunks in the ground and the explosion had sheared them off like they had never been there.  
 
    He could see people running everywhere but he could already see the tank moving toward the blown-open gate. One by one, the gun bots stopped and extended their legs, lifting off the ground and leveling their platforms. Then each swung their barrel over to aim west, then dropped the aim down into the camp.  
 
    A sharp ‘Boooom’ sounded and Heath felt the shockwave as Dragon sent the first round. There was no gunpowder, just the hypersonic crack of an eight-pound steel dart streaking away. It seemed to Heath’s eyes like the report and impact on the side of the tank three quarters of a mile away were nearly instantaneous. To his amazement, the Trophy system did go off but only after the round had hit the side of the turret.  
 
    There wasn’t any doubt and even from here, he could see the round had punched through the turret. The tank was rolling to a stop and one of the hatches on the turret blew off. 
 
    Heath glanced around to see crews dragging thick cables over to Dragon, connecting them to the back. These were power cables from the buggy tracks to give Dragon the extra power it needed to fire four rounds a minute like Ian had wanted.  
 
    A deep ‘RRRRRRR’ sounded and Heath turned to see Tiger unleashing steel shot on a Bradley. The reactive armor on the Bradley’s side erupted and did stop the first rounds, but there were another twenty right behind them. Like it was in slow motion, Heath watched four-inch holes appear in the side of the armor. Unlike the tank, the Bradley detonated when the ammo inside went off and the turret flew up in the air.   
 
    “Come, my children! Show them you are Borg!” the queen’s voice screeched into the night as the gun bots started shooting. Big gun bots targeted Bradleys and the others aimed at Strykers. Reactive armor erupted and Trophy systems went off, but streams of steel were raining down. Each round that impacted, heated the armor until the rounds behind it punched through.  
 
    Almost at the same time, three Bradleys and two Strykers blew up, and the fires that erupted lit the interior of the camp. From the south, the two big gun bots and thunder bots opened up, joining the carnage.  
 
    Gunfire from the camp aimed at the slope made Heath duck, but a gun bot swung over to let a burst go and the gunfire stopped, never getting close. ‘EEEERRRWWW’ sounded overhead, and Heath looked up to see Angel Bot zooming over and letting loose a burst at others in the camp shooting into the night. This was why Denny only had three monitors in Heath’s track. Ian and Lance wanted Denny’s focus on Angel because he had control of the fire button.  
 
    Dragon unleashed and Heath watched the round punch all the way through a Bradley before sending up a geyser of dirt on the other side. The turret launched in the air as the ammo inside blew and Dragon moved its aim to a Stryker.   
 
    Now, all five gun bots, three big gun bots, Tiger, and Dragon were firing into the camp, and the chaos was absolute. Those inside were getting hit from the south, the slope from the east, and from Angel in the sky.  
 
    “I warned all of the Wild Ones’ wrath! They have unleashed my minions among you!” the Borg Queen bellowed. “Now none will be spared!” 
 
    Heath watched crews setting up step ladders behind each gun bot and buckets of bearings were stacked, getting ready to feed more into the destruction below. The gun bots on the ridge were all firing in near steady streams, just dragging their rain of steel into clusters of people running.  
 
    Dropping his eyes, Heath saw seven dark shapes on the surface of the lake heading toward the far shore, and thought they really did look like monsters. The first out of the water, Heath would know that shape anywhere as the front gave a whine and water flew off like the bot had been shaking the water off, but it was just the shredders spinning up. A flash appeared on the side and left a steady flame in its wake.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Heath mumbled.  
 
    “Let all behold! My prized child is among you!” the queen’s voice echoed over the land, and Phoenix shot away from the water’s edge. The blown-out fence formed a ramp and Phoenix hit it at speed, going airborne. “My Phoenix is among you now, mortals! Bow to your betters before you die!” 
 
    “That’s some cold shit,” Lilly said coming up behind Heath, and Dragon let off another round. They watched Tiger sending rounds into any vehicle not burning because all the armor had died in the first forty seconds. Anyone who tried to shoot became a priority target, so everyone had stopped that and just tried to find a place to hide.  
 
    Phoenix hit the ground and bounced into the air again until gravity held it firm, then it headed straight for a large group running to find cover. The group only realized death was in the camp when they heard others getting shredded. Over twenty were sucked into the shredder as Phoenix plowed through the group, but didn’t stop or turn around and kept going.  
 
    Speeding to the south end of the camp where most of the bunkhouses were lined up, Phoenix locked on the brakes to skid to a stop fifty yards from the outer line. Flame shot out and Phoenix rotated in place, dragging the arc of streaming fire a hundred yards to cover half the line of bunkhouses.  
 
    The Borg Queen’s laughter erupted chillingly in the night as fires burned, then the laughter stopped abruptly. “My lovely child! Show them you are my chosen! Phoenix, unleash and make your Queen proud!”    
 
    “Fuck me,” Lilly gasped as Phoenix took off and set the rest of the line of bunkhouses on fire. With the outer line on fire, Phoenix took off to the next row while those in the bunkhouses realized they hadn’t provided cover and only aided in a funeral pyre. Like it was making the queen proud, Phoenix moved through the rows of buildings setting them all ablaze. 
 
    Those in the camp realized something evil was inside, but didn’t notice six more shapes coming in the blown-open gap at the lake. Like they were in no hurry, the six thunder bots pulled into an arc and then at the same time, opened fire. Those running to get away from Phoenix, met the thunder bots.  
 
    With all vehicles destroyed, the gun bots concentrated on warm bodies because stinkers were pouring into the gap now, but even the stinkers were avoiding the south end where Phoenix was making his queen proud. On the ridge, groups were now forming teams to open the hoppers up on the bots and pour buckets of bearings inside to feed the killing machines. 
 
    Heath turned to Tiger when he heard a sharp clank, then realized Lance was changing ammo feeders. When Tiger cut loose again, explosions now rained down as Tiger concentrated on the buildings until Phoenix got to them.  
 
    On the right, Dragon unleashed a round and when it impacted on a building and exploded, Heath knew Ian had changed over to the blunt dart that exploded damn near on impact. It was kinetic energy alone that created the explosion.   
 
    “My children! You are filling your Queen with pride! Show this puny Wade that all he has is dying! Those here could have stopped him, but let him enter the area of the Wild Ones! He defied your Queen so show no one mercy, my children!” she cried out, then started laughing. 
 
    “I would just eat a bullet,” Heath admitted, then turned to see Lilly was watching the view overhead on her tablet.  
 
    “Several have,” Lilly told him. 
 
    “Um, how in the hell do they have the Borg Queen’s voice?” Heath asked.  
 
    “It was Doug, or Uncle Doug. The program is on the computer at the cabin. Doug surmised that if Lance and Ian were scared of the Borg Queen, other smart people would be too.” 
 
    Waving a hand at the camp now completely lit by fire, “I didn’t know who she was at first, but I would damn sure be terrified of her now,” Heath confessed.  
 
    Lilly just nodded in agreement, watching people trying to find anywhere to hide. If they found a spot from those bots attacking from the hills above, the bots inside found them and if they didn’t, Angel did from overhead.  
 
    On the screen she spotted a group, a very large group, hunkered down in a ravine near the north end. From the size of the group, Lilly was guessing there was close to, if not over, a thousand trying to hide. The spot provided cover from the bots on the slope and those to the south and Angel was near the lake edge, shooting bodies trying to reach the water. On the screen, Lilly could see so many were packed in the depression that they couldn’t lay down, they were all just squatting and trying to will their bodies into the dirt.  
 
    With all the bunkhouses on fire in the south Phoenix took off, heading to the smaller group of bunkhouses on the north end. The few people that crossed Phoenix’s path were just sucked in. All of a sudden, Lilly saw Phoenix change course to go further west, but still heading north. “Oh, Lance spotted you trying to hide,” Lilly said. 
 
    Phoenix crested the lip of the ravine doing thirty miles an hour and hit the outer edge of the group. The bar at the bottom to trip bodies into the shredder and clean up its playground was now used as a scoop when Phoenix plowed ahead, gore spewing out each side. The bot was fifteen yards into the group, going right down the middle, before those at the other end knew the queen’s star child had found them.  
 
    The shredders were sucking in bodies as fast as it could handle them, but Phoenix had slowed to a crawl. Because the group had been packed so tightly, it took a bit to move and Phoenix still drove on, nearing the middle and creating an eight feet wide path down the middle of the pack.  
 
    Now the group started breaking apart to run out of the ravine, but Ian had diverted two of his thunder bots inside to the north. The group that emerged from the ravine, trying to escape Phoenix only met thunder bots. Bodies, the young, old, male, female, all just exploded as steady streams of steel raked the air. 
 
    “Angel’s out,” Denny called over the radio, and they saw Angel zoom away, heading south back home.  
 
    “You piece of shit!” Ian screamed, coming out the back of his track. They turned to see him grabbing a sledgehammer off the side as Jennifer ran over to him.  
 
    “What’s wrong?!” she cried out as the queen taunted the souls in the camp.  
 
    “Fucking Dragon’s loading arm broke!” Ian screamed. “We just replaced it and the arm has the nerve to break right now?”  
 
    “Ian!” Jennifer shouted, and got between Ian and Dragon. “You will not hit that damn thing! You rupture one of those capacitors, and there won’t be enough of your ashes left to put in a matchbox!” 
 
    About to move around Jennifer, Ian stopped and turned from Dragon to look down at Jennifer. Only he, Lance, and Denny didn’t have on masks because they all had display glasses on. “You know, I didn’t think about that,” Ian admitted.  
 
    “Put the sledgehammer down, go back in your hole, and command your minions until we leave,” Jennifer commanded. 
 
    With a huge grin, “Aw, don’t be that way,” Ian snickered. “The last time you were irritated this much, you showed me and Lance your hooters. How about now?” 
 
    Stomping her foot, “I tried showing them to you last week, but you ran the fuck off!” Jennifer shouted. With only the light of the fires from the camp below, Heath saw Ian’s face turn red as his mouth fell open. Ian glanced around and realized he wasn’t the only one who’d heard that, and his red face turned purple. Spinning around, Ian sprinted back to his track and dove in the back. 
 
    “He shouldn’t be ashamed of that,” Heath chuckled. “First time a girl showed me her hooters, I froze up. She just stood there and I couldn’t even blink. Finally tired of waiting, she put her shirt back on and I still stood frozen.”  
 
    “Ian!” the Borg Queen cried into the night, and everyone froze. “I told you to go back because running off like that would piss her off!” It was only then that the others figured out it was Lance who was speaking with the queen’s voice.  
 
    “Oh, like you’re one to talk.” The queen’s voice sounded like she was bipolar. “What the hell was I supposed to do? I’m not doing that shit we watch! A woman would chop a man’s head off after biting his fingers off, pinching and pulling that hard! That can’t feel good!” Everyone realized Lance and Ian were both the voice of the queen. 
 
    “You could’ve just looked!” the bipolar queen shouted back, and Jennifer took off running for the track.  
 
    As Jennifer dove in the back, “Oh no, not here!” the queen cried out. “Just thinking about your hooters, I already got wood so bad I’m lightheaded!”   
 
    “You know, hearing the Borg Queen say she has wood really freaks a person out,” Heath confessed, and everyone heard Jennifer tell Ian to shut up and he did. 
 
    “Heath,” Sandy called out walking up, and he spun around. “Let me talk to Lilly a bit,” Sandy told him, but it clearly meant, ‘Leave now… please’. 
 
    Not arguing, Heath scurried off and Sandy turned to Lilly. “I trust ‘the watching’ are the movies you spoke of?” Sandy asked. 
 
    “Yep,” Lilly nodded.  
 
    “Am I guessing correctly that the study material has been moved to the build house in that closet that’s been turned into a bank vault?”  
 
    Again, Lilly nodded, “Yep.”  
 
    “It sounds like they have S&M stuff. Don’t they have, like, any normal porn?” Sandy asked, and Lilly stumbled back.  
 
    Not even taking the road to what ‘normal porn’ was, “I don’t know what they have. That’s top-secret material to them,” Lilly answered, but was getting really freaked out again. Before Sandy spoke, Lilly lifted her hand up to stop Sandy. “I’m not talking about this with you, here of all places. But I really don’t want to talk about this with you anywhere. Remember, you’re ‘Momma’ and I don’t want Lance to ever hear the word ‘porn’ coming from your mouth.”  
 
    Turning to the camp, the bots on the slope still fired down at people trying to hide but now, there were long pauses. Sandy saw stinkers were now inside in force, covering over half the camp and those still alive weren’t going to be able to hide from them much longer.  
 
    “Okay, you’re right. Not the time or the place,” Sandy finally said, then turned to walk off but stopped, seeing Lance climbing out of his track. Lilly was so happy to see Sandy not head over to Lance and instead, head back over to Mary.  
 
    “Come, my children,” the queen’s voice calmly echoed over the land. “You have done well and killed for your queen. Let us tell the Wild Ones the vile mortals have been slain.”  
 
    “That was cold,” Lilly said as Lance stopped beside her.  
 
    “They shot our dog,” Lance replied, and Lilly was glad the queen didn’t repeat it.  
 
    Both turned to look over the burning camp and watched Phoenix leading the six thunder bots back into the water. “You have done well for your queen, Phoenix. You are now my chosen,” the queen declared, and Lilly looked up at Lance because he hadn’t spoken and she could hear Ian and Jennifer arguing.  
 
    “How did you do that?” Lilly asked, praying they didn’t have the queen stuffed away somewhere.  
 
    “Programed for when Phoenix headed back to the water,” Lance shrugged.  
 
    Hugging Lance’s side, “Let’s gather the rest of the children and get home then,” she snickered. “They have to get a bath before getting tucked in.”  
 
    Lance just hugged her laughing and both headed back to the track. Commands were sent out, the bots all formed up, and the group headed home, leaving a lesson for all burning below.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Trading Post 
 
      
 
    Stepping outside his residence, Colonel Bren breathed in the cold night air feeling something he hadn’t in a long time, pride. He now had over two thousand troops under his command since bringing in those from Buckhorn. Like he had told Victor, none felt any remorse about Wade. The only problem they had was more of their buddies hadn’t made it to the Trading Post. It had been eight days since the Wild Ones had hit and wiped out Buckhorn, and Bren didn’t regret his decision one bit. 
 
    Under the starlit sky, Bren scanned the thirty acres behind his residence. The helicopters were spaced out, as to not make easy targets, and at each one he could see ground crews working. At long last, he had air mobility and air power again.   
 
    The helicopters were in worse condition than he’d thought and no sooner than they’d landed, Bren had started sending them out the next day. He’d known where the supplies they needed for the helicopters were at. Loading up the choppers with as many troops as he could, Bren himself had led the assault to Farmers, Kentucky, where a FEMA camp had been overrun, but there’d been choppers and a maintenance wing set up at the airport before the camp had been lost. 
 
    Having learned much since this started, Bren had held the area with the troops who were flown in and had started airlifting the supplies back. The troops had stayed in place to hold back the infected while the choppers ferried the supplies back. The flight alone had been nerve-wracking in itself because every chopper’s rotor blades had been operating nearly double the recommended flight time. Not to mention every engine needed to be overhauled, but Wade would never commit the resources to maintain the craft. That was Bren’s first concern, and they’d hit pay dirt.  
 
    His troops had secured three more Blackhawks that’d been in Farmers for maintenance and a Chinook. What had thrilled Bren and everyone else, the hangers had been stocked with supply parts before the camp had fallen. It had taken two days, but the Chinook had made a world of difference in their hauls.  
 
    At the time the Wild Ones had hit Buckhorn, Bren couldn’t have airlifted out even if he’d wanted to. He had ordered all aircraft down and immediate maintenance done. Several of his subordinates had wanted to keep a few Blackhawks ready just for emergencies, but Bren had said no. It was too much of a risk to operate machines that were so far behind in maintenance, and he didn’t want to lose one from something that was preventable. Helicopters would start coming back into service in two more days, but they would truly be airworthy once again. 
 
    Bren had to admit, he liked the troops under him. They didn’t have to scrounge for supplies because that was Victor’s scouts’ job. Their primary job was the protection of the Trading Post. Despite this, two platoons had set out on their own, and had done a scavenging run. The Trading Post was mainly two peninsulas blocked off and trading only occurred on the main one, but there were really three peninsulas for the Trading Post. The third was a peninsula that had a large marina they used to bring in supplies, and the only one that could be accessed by a vehicle. Supplies were brought there and then moved by boat to the other areas.  
 
    There was a container fence but there was also a gate and because it was used so much, this was the area the infected flocked to. The troops had to keep the infected back and continually burn bodies to keep the area operating. Just a half mile up the road that led to the marina was where the eggheads had set up the battle bot they’d built. It didn’t operate with the efficiency of the Wild Ones’ bots, but it did operate enough to average a hundred infected a day. The troops loved it because they didn’t have to kill the infected and the marina gate was much easier to keep clear.  
 
    Granted, the bot broke down a lot, but the troops never complained because they’d learned how to fix the thing and not wait on the eggheads. This was what the troops had gone out for, supplies to build more battle bots, three more and now, they had four total. Unable to figure out how the Wild Ones had upgraded the batteries, the eggheads did what the Wild Ones had done before, set two bots up so one could recharge while the other worked.  
 
    All the troops had to do was pull the bots back, burn the area off and then set the bots back up. Unlike the Wild Ones’ bots, neither the troops nor the eggheads improved the design. They figured it worked so they’d leave it alone. Now, it was rare that infected even reached the marina wall with two battle bot stations set up, and the troops were figuring out where they could get supplies to make more.  
 
    Thinking about this, Bren gave a smile as he watched crews working on the choppers. There were very few trees left on the main peninsula where he was and the ‘airfield’ was a thirty acre leveled area. Putting his hands on his hips, Bren surveyed his growing army.  
 
    Other finds in Farmers had been drones (or UAVs, as the military classified them, Unmanned Aerial Vehicles) and a short-range radar unit. There had been micro drones that only had a range of three miles and medium drones that could range out to a hundred miles. It had been the day before the attack on Buckhorn when Bren had tried to fly a medium UAV over the Wild Ones’ area.  
 
    The UAV had been ten miles away from Bimble when they’d lost it. One thing they did know was the drone hadn’t crashed or lost signal, it’d been destroyed in flight. No alarm had gone off of a radar lock and they’d never seen gunfire. It seemed the drone was simply destroyed in the blink of an eye. After that, Bren had ordered no more flights east past the interstate.       
 
    Two days after the attack at Buckhorn, Bren had broken his own order and flown a drone north and then east, avoiding the area the Wild Ones claimed. He’d been relieved when the UAV wasn’t shot down, but that relief soon vaporized when the UAV had reached the Buckhorn camp. The destruction was total. Seeing modern armor ripped apart increased Bren’s desire to avoid the Wild Ones at all costs.  
 
    A group of scouts west of London had run into nine survivors of Buckhorn and had brought them to the Trading Post. All nine were military and one was a first lieutenant. Bren had questioned him about the attack and the lieutenant had assured Bren that no more than a hundred could have escaped the slaughter. The weapons the lieutenant described that the Wild Ones had used on the camp just put Bren in awe. One thing the lieutenant was positive of, the Wild Ones had a RAIL gun and it was mobile.  
 
    Bren knew one could make a RAIL gun mobile with no trouble, it was hauling around a massive power plant that posed the problems. Another thing that shocked Bren, he had offered for the lieutenant and eight soldiers to stay, but they’d all refused. ‘The Borg Queen told us to leave the state and never return. We’re leaving and never coming back’, the lieutenant had told him. Even though they hadn’t asked, Bren gave them some supplies and when the gate was opened, the nine took off in a jog to get the hell out of the state.  
 
    “If it comes to it, we’ll abandon the Trading Post if the Wild Ones take an interest,” Bren said out loud. “We have the capability now,” he grinned, looking at the helicopters. He didn’t want to leave because setting up somewhere else would take a lot of effort, but there were a few areas his staff had spotted that had survivors they could take over. Bren was certain if he had to, with the forces under him now, he could inflict damage to the Wild Ones, but was certain he would eventually lose. 
 
    *** 
 
    From the east under the clear night sky, Angel two, three, and four cleared the treetops at the edge of the lake and then dropped down ten feet from the surface, speeding west. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bren waved at the two soldiers on roving patrol as they continued past his residence and out to the airfield. Skimming over the surface two miles to the east, Angel two, three, and four shot up from the surface and leveled out at seven hundred feet. 
 
    A hundred yards from his residence, Bren looked at the Blackhawk he had assigned for his own use. Six crewmen were using a hoist to replace the engines they had completely rebuilt. The bodies of the crew started exploding as Bren watched projectiles punch through them and the Blackhawk. A split second later, he heard the stream of sonic cracks as projectiles eviscerated the helicopter and maintenance crew.  
 
    In three seconds it was over, and Bren looked out across the airfield in horror to see two more choppers had been hit. Before he focused his eyes, he watched three more choppers getting shot up. After a few seconds, three more were being hit and now troops around the airfield started diving for cover, realizing they were under attack but couldn’t hear the report of gunfire, only the sonic crack of rivers of steel.  
 
    Still standing on the porch of his residence, Bren watched his air wing get destroyed, three choppers at a time. Even then, he realized there were troops out there but unless they were near an aircraft, they weren’t targeted.   
 
    In sixty seconds, Bren had watched every aircraft he could see get hit and some were now starting to catch fire. Hearing a loud hum from the east, Bren tilted his head up and his mouth fell open as Angel two shot overhead. He knew instantly what it was because the lieutenant had told him about the overhead hover drone that’d attacked, but the lieutenant had said it had six rotors. This one had eight. Underneath the frame, Bren saw the gun bot.  
 
    With his mind processing the event in slow motion, Bren watched the bot flying west and the gun slung under it pivoted to aim behind it and started shooting at the destroyed helicopters again. It was only then that Bren caught movement in his peripheral vision a hundred yards south of another bot, and another a hundred yards further.  
 
    The two troops that had walked past on patrol had dived to the ground but both came back up on their knees, lifting their rifles and aiming at the one that had flown over. Angel was several hundred yards away when the two opened fire. Before either had shot more than ten rounds, both let out grunts as half-inch projectiles impacted them.  
 
    Seeing the impacts in the ground after hitting the troops, Bren realized they were coming from the south and not from the ones that had just flown over. Further into the airfield, he saw other troops shooting in the direction the bots had flown because Bren couldn’t even see them anymore. In quick succession, each troop who was firing was blown apart. It was then Bren’s brain registered others running about on the airfield but they weren’t being shot at, and some had passed mere yards from one who had been hit. On the far side of the airfield Bren saw a soldier firing away into the sky with a belt fed machine gun, then like the others he was hit but this time, a HUMVEE a hundred yards away was hit. “Stop shooting!” Bren bellowed as troops ran to try and save the choppers. Bren had quickly gotten the message, ‘stop shooting at us or we destroy more’.  
 
    Hovering to the south a mile away and a thousand feet up, Angel one joined the pack of Angels and continued its programed mission.     
 
    On numb legs Bren walked off his porch, staring at his destroyed air wing. For better or worse, he realized they were stuck there unless the Wild Ones allowed them to leave because moving by land to another spot was suicide. As his staff ran over to check on him, Bren just walked off to see what all was lost.  
 
    Two hours later, Bren walked into Victor’s office to see Blake and Victor waiting at the table in the back. “All the helicopters?” Victor asked before Bren had even reached his chair. 
 
    “Yes, all of them,” Bren sighed, and dropped in the chair. “Victor, the attack lasted no more than eighty seconds, and three drones destroyed twenty-four helicopters. Coming in from the east, they started firing about a mile out I’m guessing. Thing is, they accomplished the goal in half that time. When the three flew over us, all the choppers had been hit but as the drones flew toward the west, they hit each one again.” 
 
    “We need to do something,” Blake suggested, and both looked at Blake like he was insane. “Others can’t see that we just took a hit and not respond. Victor, you told me, if threatened always respond.”  
 
    Glad that his brother did listen, Victor still shook his head. “Blake, you never enforce a loss, and attacking would be a loss. I agree with Bren, if the Wild Ones come, we leave.”  
 
    “That’s going to be hard now,” Bren pointed out. Leaning back, Bren pulled out a digital camera. “We leave here, we have to go by land, and we don’t have the resources. We don’t even have enough vehicles to move the ammunition we have.”  
 
    “I heard that you ordered your troops to stop firing at the flying machines,” Victor stated, watching Bren scroll through images on the back of the camera.  
 
    “The UAVs were long gone but there were more to the south and anyone who fired got hit but after a minute or so, whatever it was to the south that shot them destroyed something else. We lost two Hummers and a fuel truck because of that,” Bren answered, then handed the camera to Victor. “This was taken down at the substation at the levee.”  
 
    Taking the camera, Victor gave a shiver to see a large hover drone with what looked like that weird gun the Wild Ones used hanging under it. The drone was just hovering over the substation yard. “I didn’t get reports of damage at the power station,” Victor said, looking up at Bren.  
 
    “There wasn’t any,” Bren answered. “The Wild Ones were letting us know, it could’ve been much worse. Guards at the marina reported a drone hovering over the new battle bot area but since I ordered, ‘don’t shoot unless fired upon’, they didn’t do anything and the UAV left.”  
 
    “So, they only destroyed the choppers?” Blake asked in wonder.  
 
    “No, they took out the Sentinel radar we’d brought in from Farmers,” Bren answered. “Just the radar, not the command truck with the monitor displays. It seems they don’t want us to have radar.”  
 
    “Did radar pick up the flying machines?” Victor asked. 
 
    “It did, but only when they were close and even then, weren’t registering them as threats. The machines flew in at treetop level and then dropped down to the lake surface. Only when they rose up to firing positions did the radar get them, but registered them as birds.”  
 
    Looking down at the screen on the camera, “That would be a big ass bird,” Victor noted. A knock at the door stopped him from continuing. “Come in,” Victor called out, and one of his bodyguards came in. Stopping beside Victor, the guard whispered in his ear and when he stopped, Victor just nodded and the guard left.  
 
    “Blake, get the radio and turn it to the Borg station,” Victor sighed. Doing as he was told, Blake returned with the radio, turning it on as he sat down and they caught the end of a Borg Queen message.  
 
    A beep sounded as the message repeated and the voice of the Borg Queen spilled from the radio. “I hope those at the Trading Post enjoyed the flight of my pretties,” the queen said rather seductively. “If there is a brain among you, then you should understand I could’ve told them to destroy all, but the Wild Ones forbade that.”  
 
    All three at the table sighed hearing that.  
 
    “Those who joined you from the imbecilic Wade have been granted a stay of execution and may continue to live. But the equipment wasn’t yours and the Wild Ones had decreed, everything at Buckhorn was to be destroyed. At the decree, the equipment was there but you so slyly tried to claim it thinking to fool the Wild Ones, so you had to be shown a lesson. Personally, I hope you haven’t learned your lesson and I may send my children among you,” the queen ended in a cackle.  
 
    “To prove you understand that the Wild Ones are the rulers here, you will give them a show of respect. Tomorrow by noon, all stock, the ones you make wear collars, and all branded will be taken to your marina and placed in trucks. They will be allowed to leave unharmed. You need not give them supplies for the Wild Ones will see to it, as they are taking this burden off of you before they set your stock and branded free. Any branded or stock not released at noon will be taken, as you must think you are better than the Wild Ones, and then they will unleash me and my children upon you. I know a few, very few, from Buckhorn escaped because the Wild Ones allowed it. Word must spread that my children are growing and wish to make me proud.” 
 
    Slack-jawed, the three stared at the radio like the Borg Queen was really sitting at the table talking to them. 
 
    “If you comply, the Wild Ones will allow you to exist, but you will never venture east past the interstate. If any do, then I will lead my children among you,” the queen giggled. “And I must say, my favorite child Phoenix wishes to show his queen how much he adores me by slaughtering those I find vile.” Hearing ‘Phoenix’ all three shivered, having gotten good descriptions of what it did.  
 
    “It has been some time since the Wild Ones have been among you, but we have a very good idea on the number of stock and branded you claim. All must be given leave at noon, despite the holder of the stock or what brand they have. For one, just one stock or branded not turned loose, I will be granted permission to come with my children and like Buckhorn, very few will get to survive to spread the word of my children who proudly serve beneath the greatness of the Wild Ones.”  
 
    “I was told to give you this message and I complied because even the Queen of the Borg obeys the Wild Ones. So you puny mortals should take heed. If I obey, what hope do you have to stand against them?” The radio beeped and the message soon repeated, but no one turned it off as their mouths hung open.  
 
    Bren had gone and found a copy of the movie, and the queen sounded just the same as the actor. So much so, Bren had actually started toying with the idea of tracking her location down before the forsaken world had evolved around them.  
 
    After the message played again, Blake finally reached over to turn the radio off. “I say we give the bitch what she wants so she keeps that demonic child Phoenix of hers the fuck away from us,” Blake informed them.  
 
    “How many stock and branded are here?” Victor asked, finally turning from the radio and blinking his dry eyes.  
 
    “Victor, I don’t know,” Blake answered. “I know how many we have to be sold or the ones that wear mine or your brands.” Victor understood because stock and branded were never counted as part of the population. “I don’t even know how many branded Timmy has, but it has to be over twenty. I’m sure he has at least seven stock.” At the Trading Post, Timmy held some sway because he was the head engineer over the levee and power plant. Most had been branded at the top of the sternum so the brand could be easily seen. Timmy always branded on the left glute, so his branded had to walk around with their ass exposed. There were men branded at the Trading Post, but very few men were stock. Most male stock were young boys, the rest were female, young and a very, very few old.   
 
    When stock was branded, it belonged to you forever and couldn’t be sold or touched by another, unless permission was given. Stock was viewed the same, but could be sold. But damaging someone’s stock, the penalties were much more severe than branded because stock were assets. The fact stock and branded were people didn’t faze any in the room. They’d made something off of it.  
 
    “Victor,” Blake said, digging out his tablet. “There are seven brothels, and at both casinos we have stock and branded working. Just those alone, we’re talking about four or five hundred.”  
 
    “What about the stock we have for sale?” Bren asked.  
 
    After his tablet came on, Blake brought up the spreadsheet and scrolled through it. “With what we got from Buckhorn, we’re looking at two thousand and seventy-three stock ready for auction.” 
 
    Bren turned to Victor. “We do what the queen says, it must be all or none,” Bren told Victor. “Over half here have stock and/or branded, and none can be allowed to stay.” 
 
    “They give up their stock and branded or they get the fuck out before noon tomorrow,” Victor responded, and that shocked Bren and Blake. “I have others trained now on jobs that are critical, so none of those out there are vital anymore.”  
 
    Giving an impressed nod, “Very good,” Bren smirked because he had sent some of his troops to learn the same jobs Victor was referring to. 
 
    “Do we even have the vehicles for them to leave?” Blake asked.  
 
    Thinking for a minute, “I’m sure we do but depending on how many, I’m sure we are about to lose all of our semi and box trucks,” Bren answered.  
 
    Staring at Bren, “Do you have any alternative?” Victor asked.  
 
    “Not one that doesn’t involve facing the queen’s children,” Bren answered. “Victor, this may be the break we wanted,” Bren suggested. “We’ve wanted a way to let the Wild Ones know, we aren’t a threat and will leave them alone. This is going to hurt us, but only in the short term. In the long term, we get the threat of Wild Ones attacking off our backs.” 
 
    “I have to agree with that,” Blake said looking up from his tablet. “Just from our ammunition stockpiles, we can replace the action and brothel stock in a month. That’s not including the food, drugs, and liquor stores we have put back from production. To be honest, I think we could replace everyone’s losses in a month.”  
 
    Nodding, “Those who stay and give up their stock and branded get replacements at half price,” Victor decided. “Any who don’t give them up have to be out before noon and can never return.”  
 
    Leaning over the table, “Victor,” Bren said softly, “I’m telling you now, any who work for us that want to leave, I’m having shot. We can’t risk them getting picked up by others who want information about our operation.”  
 
    “You hold ‘em and I’ll pull the trigger,” Victor replied. In the end, none were shot and most liked the idea of half price replacements.   
 
    Women and children constituted ninety-five percent of the four thousand, three hundred and eight that were brought to the marina the next day. At noon, a line of semis with boxed trailers pulled out heading east. Two miles from the interstate, they were met by thunder bots and a group in a weird-looking tracked buggy. A black man got out of the track and walked over to the lead truck. 
 
    “I’m Jarvis,” he grinned up at the driver. “Follow me to the Wild Ones and we can get everyone fed. Any who want to leave, we’ll get you some gear.”  
 
    The young woman driving the truck stared at Jarvis like he was make-believe and then turned to the thunder bots mowing down the infected trying to get closer. “We can leave?” she mumbled, turning back to Jarvis.  
 
    Shrugging, “We don’t keep anyone who doesn’t want to stay,” Jarvis told her as an Angel Bot flew across the road. “You can stay but if you do, everyone has to work and everyone has to fight. Sorry, but there are no free rides.”  
 
    “I don’t know how to shoot a gun,” the young woman confessed as tears filled her eyes.  
 
    “Darlin’, we can teach you that,” Jarvis laughed. “Any who do stay will come to find out learning is another requirement because the more we learn, the better prepared we are in this forsaken world.”  
 
    Rubbing the collar around her neck, “I want to stay,” she said, blinking tears away.   
 
    “You don’t have to decide now, darlin’. Let’s get all of you inside, get you fed, and let you rest before anyone makes a decision like that, okay?” Jarvis smiled, and the woman nodded. “We already have folks waiting to get those collars off, so just follow me and don’t bump into any of the robots because they’ll take it personal and start shooting.”  
 
    Rolling up her window, the young woman watched Jarvis climb up on the track and get inside the turret. “The Wild Ones,” she whispered and for the first time in over six months, she smiled.  
 
    “They’re really real,” a young girl in the sleeper gasped.  
 
    They followed Jarvis as bots cleared the way and they headed to what they all had thought was gone from the world, a safe haven, and it was provided for and offered by The Wild Ones.  
 
      
 
    The End 
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