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                                                                      CHAPTER 1
 
 
 
      Dirty and bedraggled, we moved slowly towards the destroyed lodge.  Some of us were on four wheelers while the rest walked, dragging our feet, shoulders slumped. I thought we looked pretty pathetic because that's the way I felt.  I didn't want to see what destruction had been wrought on my home.  The idea that it wasn't there anymore just wouldn't form in my mind so I guess I had to see it to believe it.  I walked beside Mason, the person who grounded me and loved me, knowing he would hold me up if it got too bad.  He had in the past.
     I could see the hill that hid the lodge when we came out of the trees.  We had been fishing and berry picking with our friends from Valley East, another settlement in the valley to the east of us.  It'd been a day of celebration.  We'd all survived kidnappings, besiegements, a nuclear explosion and forest fires in the past few months and wanted to celebrate and prepare for the fast approaching winter.  It had been a grand day full of laughter and love, picking berries, picnicking and lounging near the prettiest lake in the world.  The sky was the palest of blues with the occasional fluffy cloud moving lazily across it.  The fish, jumping out of the water to catch the bugs skimming across the lake, made loud splashes drawing the attention of the fishermen.  Some deer had been sighted on the opposite side of the lake with twin fawns.  They'd lost their spots but were just as cute.
     I remember the smell of pine heavy in the air that mixed with the ribs smoking on the grill.  The women had stained lips and fingers from picking berries and eating almost as many as we kept.  The berries would make great syrup and jams. On a cold mid January day, pancakes with chokecherry syrup just made you smile, period.
     We'd just finished eating when the first explosion rent the air.  I actually felt the ground vibrate before I heard the noise.  While we were still trying to figure it out another explosion followed closely behind the first.  Then the debris began to fall.  The movies didn't do it justice.  It was like hell rose up to meet us.  The fires rained down on us, chasing us into the caves we'd discovered several weeks prior.  The director of camp activities at the lodge had made himself a neat little nest inside one and that's where we hid as our world burned down around us.  Alan, the man who'd saved my bacon on the trip back from Arizona last month had chosen to hide out in the cabin, thinking it was a better spot.  It wasn't and when it caught fire, he ran out,  his clothes a blaze heading towards us.  I can still still see the look of stark terror on his face.  He collapsed several feet from the cave and continued to burn for quite a while.  I'll hear his screams and smell the stench of burning flesh for the rest of my life.
     Two of the four wheelers caught fire that were sitting too close to the cabin so when things died down several of the men took what was left to investigate, leaving Howard and Duke in the caves with the women, to wait.  We waited till morning for the men to come back and when they did, they brought back the announcement we'd been dreading.  The lodge was gone.  I'd known ahead of time because a charred piece of coloring book page Mandy and colored for Howard last Christmas and had, until recently, hung in Howard's room, floated to the ground in front of the cave.  I gave it to Howard who tearfully accepted it then quietly left me alone.  We both knew, before the men returned, what they would find,  but didn't want to voice it.  Funny how you think if you don't say something terrible it won't be true.  This time it did no good to keep it to ourselves...the lodge was gone.
     It had been a dream of mine.  I'd found it one summer when a friend talked me into visiting during college break.  Id' fallen in love with the snow-capped mountains and the beautiful valley it sat in.  Hand hewn logs made up the lodge with a deck that went all the way around it.  We'd made it our home for over a year now and I think everyone felt the same way.
     When the virus hit, turning normal everyday people into flesh eating zombies, I was visiting my sister, Lacy in Florida while our parents were vacationing in Italy.  When they died when the plane crashed, I grabbed Lacy and headed to Montana, gathering friends about me as we fought our way north.  I met Mason, in East Texas, at a pet store of all places and we'd been together since.  He was lover, confidant and friend and he always had my back.  He tightly held my hand, knowing what we would find around the next bend and dreading it like the rest of us. 
     We encountered what was left of Ken's plane, first.  It was kept away from the house so he'd had a nice runway to take off.  It wouldn't be going anywhere ever again.  It lay on it's top, one wheel hanging loose, the prop completely gone and the rest of the plane nearly unrecognizable mostly because what was left of a truck was laying on top.  We stood around staring at it like ninnies until as one unit we turned to look down the valley towards the lodge.  I couldn't understand what I was looking at for a minute. The rock wall behind the lodge was a black, pile of rubble. No barn, or corrals or pig pen or mill or greenhouse.  Nothing but charred sticks poking up at weird angles, like the bones of a long dead animal.   We approached it slowly like it was a sleeping monster that might wake up and attack us. My mind was trying to make sense of it while I  almost tip toed towards it.
     Each step on the burnt earth caused a small puff of ash to fluff up.  We were all black from the soot, reminding me of the time last month, was it just a month ago? when we fought a flash forest fire set by a rogue team of national guard hell bent on acquiring the property.  Although, burning us out meant they were burning themselves out but, then I never said they were the brightest bulb in the package.  Anyway, after the fire we had soot in every conceivable place it could go.  Soot is oily, so trying to rinse it off  made it worse.  We learned to deal with it and used gallons of dish washing liquid to dissolve the oil.
     Right now the only thing that was white were our eyes and walking through the soot and ash towards the remains of our home was making things worse.  When we got close enough to take it all in, my legs gave out and I sat hard on the ground.  A cloud of ash swirled around from my impact and I waited for it clear enough for me to see.  I tried to make sense of what was before me.  Bits of  logs were sticking up from the ground at odd angles with a large depression in the middle. Pieces of stuff lay around it, furniture and what not, but couldn't make any particular shape out.  Paper still floated to the ground but I don't know from where and the smell...well, you can't describe the smell.
     Someone screamed scaring the crap out of me.  I looked at Mercy and she just sobbed into Clint shoulders so I looked where he was looking and saw an arm with the hand still attached.  Okay, that's not good.  I closed my eyes and willed the panic attack, I knew was lurking around the corner, to go away.  Taking deep breaths, I vowed not to look that direction again.  Mason knelt behind me with his hands on my shoulders giving me the strength I needed.  He helped me stand up, then hugged me tight for a few moments before I took another deep breath and walked towards what was left of our home.  
     The crater that was the lodge was huge.  I saw the shed where we kept our gunpowder and reloading supplies was gone.  The two cottages that were left from the forest fires were still burning mostly because they had been a distance from the lodge.  They were adding to the soot and ash already in the air.  The debris had filled the creek to the point where it was overflowing onto areas that housed the animals.  Those bodies and body parts were just littered everywhere.  It was almost as bad as the human body part...ok, not thinking about that.
     I turned to look at everyone else simply because I couldn't look at the destruction anymore.  The women had streaks on their faces where the tears were running down their soot covered faces.  The men weren't doing much better.  I turned into Mason's arms when Mandy said, "What's that?".
     "Damn", Flynn said.  "Sorry, but damn."  Yeah, me too. 
     We looked where she pointed and saw what looked like a missile.  Flynn cautiously approached it, walked around it and came back.
     "Don't go near it.  It's an unexploded mortar.  Hear that girls?" he said to Mandy and Clarissa, "Don't go near it or it'll blow up."  They held hard to their mama's hands and nodded their heads.
     Once the quiet had been broken we seemed to buck a bit.  
     "What now?"  asked Sarah.  "We don't have a place to live, or food or anything.  We're in worse shape now than when we arrived last year.  What do we do now?"  She expressed what was just beginning to enter all our minds.  I had no idea and for once they weren't asking me but expressing only feelings.
     "Well, there's the road house, where we keep the snow mobiles in the winter.  The trailer we put there is nearly filled with stuff like JD suggested a few weeks back.  We could stay there."  Howard knew about the road house cause it was his baby.  It was a large, four bedroom house with attached garage and several large outbuildings.  We had snow mobiles in one and the trailer in question had been filled with supplies.  I'd gotten nervous when the lodge was besieged last month and wondered what would happen if we had to leave in a hurry.  We had all our 'eggs' in one basket so to speak.  It was decided we would load one of the trailers with clothes, food stuffs, medical supplies etc, just in case.  Well, just in case arrived at lot sooner than I expected.   The trouble was it couldn't be home to one, two,...twenty six of us for long.  But right now would be fine.
     "It wouldn't do any good to look around any more.  We did that yesterday and last night.  Clint can tell you that Valley east is in the same shape.  I thought we'd buried all the bodies, must've missed that one so I'll take care of that and we can get to the road house.  Or if you want, just go ahead and I'll catch up later."  Mason said.  He was referring to the arm that Mandy saw earlier.
     "No way am I letting you out of my sight for a bit.  I'll help if you all want to go on."  I was being a girl...so sue me.
     "I think we can wait a bit longer, JD.  Randy can help Mason bury the...a...".  Lacy said, clearly not tracking too well herself.
     "Come on,"  Randy said to Mason, "we'll take care of this then get the women and children to roadhouse."
     I didn't want to watch but everywhere I looked was just too horrible, so I walked to the stream and sat on the bank putting my feet into the water.  Soon, I was joined by more people who tried to ignore the sounds of digging, each lost in our own thoughts. Lacy sat beside me and thought,  What are we gonna do with all these people, JD?  That road house isn't big enough for this many people. 
     I know, kiddo, I'm trying to think but my mind is so slow I can barely operate.  I guess my brain isn't generating enough power to keep my legs moving at the moment.  Give me some time, an hour or so, and I should be back to half power at least.  All I think about right now is how thirsty I am.  I swung my feet back and forth in the cloudy water.  It looked good enough to drink but I don't think it was clean enough.  Still, it did give me pause.  But I just sat and stared at it like everyone else.  Bubba didn't seem to mind how dirty it was however, he just lapped it up.
     We needed to get to the road house soon.  Davy, the baby was going to need to eat and we had stored quite a bit of formula for her.  We had managed to wean her of a lot of things, but she still took a bottle and she was getting fussy.  About the time I decided we'd better head that way, the men returned and we climbed out of the creek and headed for the gate.
     I nearly ran into the back of Melody when she stopped abruptly to look towards her brothers grave.  Flynn put his arm around her and waited as I slowly walked around her.  I'd let them say their goodbyes while I tried to muster the strength not to mourn the loss of my home.
     I was surprised to see the gate.  It had been rammed aside with what looked like a tank.  The remains of the tank in question was sitting, smoldering to one side.  It must've hit one of the many mines we had in the area trying to move the gate.  There was enough room to get around it and the tanker to get to the road.  There were several trucks sitting there, one with the hood up and another wrecked along side of the road.  Looked like they'd gotten into a fire fight with themselves.  I wouldn't look in the cabs as we walked by.  I'd had enough horror to last me awhile.  Still, one of the other ladies had more guts and when she gasped I turned and saw Sissy slumped behind the wheel of a truck, a bullet between her eyes.  Next to her, just as dead, was one of the guys from Valley East that had run off with her.  Well, that explained a lot.
     "Leave her."  I said.  When Sandy, our nurse started to object, I raised my bow and pointed at her.  "Leave. Her."  She backed up a step, then walked wide around me and down the road.  No one else objected.  Sissy was a troublemaker from the word go. She finally left the lodge while I was in Arizona, to live with Don, the medic at Valley East.  She caused enough trouble there that she left for parts unknown with one other member of Valley east.  It was actually a relief and although, I hadn't wondered where she'd gone, I now knew.  She wouldn't cause any more trouble.  I had once threatened to kill her and feed her to the hogs.  She had taken me at my word and was terrified of me.  I should have gotten rid of her a long time ago.  Now it was too late.  I was fighting awfully hard not to take the blame for this but was finding it increasingly difficult.
     "Stop it,"  Mason said.  "It is not your fault. It's hers.  Don't even try to take the blame for this.  It may not have mattered if you'd killed her.  No one here is blaming you, so by damned, don't you dare blame yourself.  I won't have it."  He squeezed my hand and I felt better. I must of been broadcasting so loud he heard my thoughts.  Since we were both telepathic and spent a lot of time not talking but thinking to each other he caught what I was feeling.   
     We walked in silence the rest of the way to the road house.  I was actually surprised to see it standing.  Something so simple as a house could make me cry and I did.  Randy ran to one of the larger sheds and when he returned I saw a look of relief on his face.  The loaded trailer was still there.  Well, maybe things were looking up.  After what we'd been through, anything good that happened from here on in was worth smiling over.  
     Flynn took Davy from a tired Melody, who sat at the picnic table behind the house exhausted beyond belief.  Randy and Howard returned with water and formula so they could feed Davy, change her stinking butt and water the rest of us.  I was starting to itch from the soot and ash so I dragged my tired self back to the trailer and although it was fairly nice outside, it was an oven inside.  I finally found the box with 'clothes' written on it, rummaged around in it for a minute till I found a set of red sweats for me and gray ones for Mason, then I started hunting for the dish soap.  It's the only thing that cut the oil in the soot and made my hair silky and shiny.
     "What ya looking for sis?"  Lacy asked.
     "Dish soap.   I can't seem to find any."  I said rummaging around in the crate marked 'kitchen supplies', head down, butt in the air.  I heard a "I found it" and dropped onto the floor of the trailer  in time to see Randy grab her and kiss her, hard.
     "Come on, give me a break.  If you're going to do that stuff to my baby sister, don't do it in front of me.  You know I can't take it." 
     They laughed like I knew they would and started looking for clothes, as I left the trailer. When the others saw what I had, they rose and slowly trudged towards the the trailer.  I grabbed Masons hand and walked to the small creek behind the shed, found a bunch of bushes where I shed my clothes and began the tedious business of getting clean.  
     I was in the road house and hour later, opening windows and making beds when the others began to straggle in.  A large kettle of water was getting ready to boil on the grill so we could eat some MRE's and drink hot chocolate.  No one had the energy or mind set to go hunting so we just opted for something quick. We did open up a couple of cans of Spaghetti O's for the girls since we knew they couldn't gag an MRE down.  It was just easier to open a can than fight with them about it.  They thought it was neat but 'Clarissa had started asking when they were going home.  I didn't envy Mercy or Sarah that task.
     There was a couch that made out into a bed but that was about it.  Several blow-up mattresses were brought out and would be inflated about bedtime.  If we did it sooner the girls and dog would have entirely too much fun.  The basement was finished so several of the guys would bunk down on the floor.  We had two night vision goggles that the night guards would use and there were four guards set up for six hour shifts round the clock until we knew what we were doing.  I was still drinking water like a camel.  I had a small cough but after the last 36 hours it was understandable.
     Everyone gathered around in the living room to discuss our future, except for the guards, who sat in trees and on top of the house.  We had to decide what to do...this place was a roof over our heads but that was it.  We didn't have any security and our weapons were few so we had to do something soon.  I was picking at my spaghetti and meatballs a la freeze dried.  Yuk.
     "The way I see it," said Duke, "we need to find a place to live and supply up.  That could only be a city."
     "No," Frank said, "the city is the last place we need to be in the winter.  There isn't any way to stay warm and we can't guarantee the food situation."
     "Well, what's your idea then."  The ideas flew around that room like the no-see-ums at the river.  Find another cabin, supply it, or a trailer park, or etc. etc.
     "We don't have time to do any of that.  Winters here can begin in September as easy as any other time.  We have no security, weapons, heat, food or anything else.  Whatever we have to do we have to do it soon, like tomorrow."  Alice said.
     "I agree with Alice," I said, " and the only way I can see us making it through the winter is to go south." 
     "South?  How far south?"  asked John, Valley East's mechanic.
     "Well, I was thinking somewhere warm in January...Southern Texas, New Mexico, Mexico.   I don't know."
     "How do we get there?"  asked Alice.  "We have six four wheelers."
     I smiled at that then looked over at Lacy.  She said,  "When JD and  I left Florida it was in a stolen pickup.  It died in Eastern Texas and we were going to replace it when we spied the prettiest RV you've ever seen.  It had a solar panel on top and three pull outs.  The shower was heaven and a double oven in the kitchen made us very happy campers.  All we have to do is find a RV dealership and pick out a motor home.  Let me tell you, having a toilet within arms reach was the best part."  She sat back and watched as minds began to whirl.   After a few minutes of everyone talking at once, I stood and faced them.
     "Most of us here came clear across the United States in buses, RV's and semi's.  We did it once so I see no problem with doing it again.  I don't want to, Lord knows, but it's something we have no choice about.  We have to go south.  Now, does anyone have a place in mind?  Running water would be nice.  We could pick up RV's and spend the winter in those."
     "What about that place in Utah?  The one that put Lacy on top of the bathroom stalls?"  asked Randy, which earned him a glare from Lacy.
     "Nope, too far north.  The Arches National Park is beautiful but we need to go farther south."  Alice perked up and said, "How about a hot springs.  The water can be piped right into the campers."
     "Where is it?
     "It's called Gila Hot Springs in south central New Mexico.  My family used to spend the summer there every year but I know it's open year round."
     "That means it's warm enough.  Anyone else have any ideas?"  When no one else said anything I continued,  "Well, let us know if everyone is okay with it.  Sleep on it and we'll decide in the morning.  We have to do something by morning though.  We need supplies so we can set up security."
     "I'll take first watch, Riley." Mason said. "I'm too keyed up to sleep right now.  Me and JD will sleep later."  He took my hand and led me outside.  He was man enough to let me go up the ladder first but I know it was so he could watch my butt.  We relived Frank, who looked wiped out, took one of the folding chairs and moved it back a bit from the edge of the roof.  Before we began our shift, Mason held me a long time, trying to reassure me it would be okay and for just a bit, I believed him.  I had to.  Hope is a terrible thing to lose.   
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     "I hope you know what you're doing, Ken.  Striking out on your own is dangerous and winter is right around the corner.  I wish you'd reconsider."  I was concerned Ken may have jumped into this without thinking.
     "Gosh, JD, I was own my own living in a damned tree house before I came here.  I'll do okay.  I'll look around until I find somewhere we can all live and when you return in the spring you'll have someplace to go.  It'll be easier for a smaller group to survive since there won't be as many mouths to feed.  It's a win win kind of thing."
     "Since I'm going to watch his back, I won't have to worry about him."  Jill said as she stood next to him with her arm around his waist.
     "Crap, I just remembered those four people that are supposed to meet us at the lodge in a few days.  I'll have Duke call them and tell them not to come.  Maybe you could pick them up somewhere."
     "I'll talk to Duke." 
     "What if someone gets hurt?"
     "Guess that's why I'm going along."  answered Don, Valley East's medic.  "You'll have Joe and Sandy who's had some experience with children.  You won't need two medics. And before you ask all the other questions you have stored away, let me answer them for you.  Liz is good with explosives and a hell of a cook so she'll be an asset.  John being a good mechanic will help if we have that kind of problem.  Frank is good with weapons and built like an ox so he'll help out a lot and Alice has learned a lot from Duke on the electronic end of things and should have a decent security system set up when you come back.  We're all aware of the danger, are good with guns and have our heads screwed on tight.  We're staying and that is all there is to it."
     They stood there nodding their screwed on heads while the rest of us just stared at them.  I didn't like it but I've found in the past few months it doesn't matter what I like, this kind of thing just keeps happening.  They'd be an asset here in Montana and I'd miss them a lot.
     "Okay, I give up.  You do what you have to do, just find a nice warm, safe place to live in the meantime.   You should at least stay till we get to Bozeman so you can supply up and we can part ways then."
     "We thought that would be a good idea as well."  Then Ken gave me a nice hug before leaving with several guys to go to the interstate to find  transportation. 
     We needed a semi to haul the trailer and at the very least a bus since there were 26 of us with the three kids, not counting the dog.  I'd be happy with a couple of vans at least until we got to Bozeman and could go shopping for RV's.
      Several of the guys left with the gator that could carry six, leaving the mule with us.  We sat around the table trying to figure out the best route from Bozeman to New Mexico.  I was still the one that did the routing although I don't like it.  So many things can go wrong, like bridges being washed out, traffic jams that are impenetrable and rock slides.  
     "Why don't we go back the way we came from Flagstaff?  It was clear, wasn't it?"  asked George.
     "Well, no dear it wasn't.  Remember the bridge that was out after we left the warehouse?  The one where we found Alan?  We did more backtracking than I ever want to do again.  We have the problem of finding a fuel tanker too since we got the last one on that stretch of highway.  We have to go a different route.  I think through Billings and then south to Cheyenne then maybe east, where the land is flatter.  I'll pick up some maps when we get to Bozeman."
     "Did you say we can pick out our own RV's?  I'd really like that."  asked Melody.
     "Yep, but everywhere we go has to be cleared first.  That's why a RV is so nice.  Waiting for someone to clear a restroom when you really have to go is a pain in the butt.  Having a RV provides us with a toilet, shower, air conditioning and a fridge.  Duke will set up solar panels so we don't have to run the RV all the time and still have air and fridge.  We have to black out the windows on the lower half, reinforce the doors and windows, that kind of thing."
     "Wow, I hadn't realized there was so much to it."
     "Yeah, and I think before the guys get back, we need to get what we'll need from the trailer, like a set of clothes, personal items, shoes, diapers etc.  We can pick up more in town, but I like to be ready.  We'll box them and put them in one of the vehicles when they get back.  Take an extra bottle of water and keep it near you all the time.  We'll have to help get the supplies and there's a method which I'll explain later."
     Everyone moved with a purpose then.  Supplies were readied and placed near the front door.  The guards were relieved so they could get what they needed from the trailer, then we waited.  The day was a warm one.  It was August, I think, so we still had some hot days left but not many.  The trees were already turning from the low temps at night and because of the lack of rain some of the green leaves had fallen.
     I heard a knock on the side of the house telling us someone was coming.  We watched as a blue mini van pulled up, followed by a cargo van and a small bus.  The gator pulled up and parked next to the garage.  It'd served it's purpose.   We greeted the returning men like they'd come back from battle, hugging and kissing.  They laughed and began to load the supplies in the cargo van.  Mason took me aside and told me the semi was on its way so we needed to clear everyone from around the trailer.  I told him if there was anything he wanted from it now was the time.  
     "If there was a tee shirt and jeans in there I'd be there in a second but as it is I'll have to wait for Bozeman.  We all look like refugees from a mental hospital dressed in gray sweats."  I looked around and saw he was right and started laughing.  It lightened the air around the place and we proceeded to get everyone out of the way of the trailer so Howard could hook up to it.  Then after a massive run on the bathroom, we loaded up and left the road house behind.  I tried not to look behind me as we pulled away.  It was just a house, right?
     Sometimes you get so wrapped up in the bad things you don't see the good.  The scenery was some of the good stuff.  I always wondered how a towering pine tree could live on the side of a rock cliff, but they do.  Early in the mornings the temps sat around 60 degrees and the smell of pine thick in the air.  Since we have no pollution, the air is crisp and clear and wraps around you like a good friend.  The birds dance on the wind currents created by the canyons and valleys, playing like kids in the clouds.  Sometimes you can't see much farther than several feet because of the mountains then you come around a curve and can see for miles, the land spread out before you like a gift.  Yea, that's the good stuff.
     It didn't take as long as I thought it would to reach Bozeman.  A rest area near town gave us a place to park while the guys went shopping.  As soon as the bus stopped, Alice jumped out and made a bee line for the rest room.  Frank grabbed her before she opened the door and when she whirled around to sock him, she caught sight of me.
     "You don't listen too well, do you, Alice?"  I said, as I walked up to the couple.
     "I have to go."  She said, pulling against Frank's hold on her arm.
     "Dumb bitch, you don't know how many walkers are in there.  You was told to wait till everything was cleared."  Frank said, not letting up on his grip.
     "Yes, and not to go anywhere alone.  You just broke two of the rules.  I don't know how you managed before, but you get anyone killed by your stupidity and you're on your own."  I watched as Mason cleared the restrooms.  He nodded at Frank who released Alice's' arm.  Her face had turned a not so flattering purple as she did the pee pee dance and rubbed her arm at the same time.
     "Come on, it's clear now.  Once we get a RV you can use the bathroom in it, but until then, it's this way or the highway.  That's just all there is too it.  We aren't doing things this way to make you life uncomfortable, we do it because we have no choice."
     We finished up and when we left, I made sure the door was firmly closed.  I walked around to the other side and found a huge map of the area with "you are here" clearly marked.  As I approached the group, I saw Duke on top of the cargo van keeping watch as the men below were quietly discussing who would go where.  I motioned them over to the map and after several minutes of talking they finally decided the ones who were splintering off would go with the more experienced, to make sure they knew what they were doing.  I thought that was an excellent idea.  There was a method to it.
     They needed weapons first, then night vision goggles and food.  I had a feeling Mason would have a new change of clothes when he returned and couldn't blame him.  As the day warmed, these sweats were going to be very uncomfortable.  I found a shady spot but I was already hot.  I didn't think it was even 80 yet so it was probably just me.  As I sat and watched the men, the women milling about and the kids and dog running around, I hoped we could make it to where we needed to be in one piece.  I just wanted to survive.  That word has taken on a new meaning for me.  The lodge was security to me and although one part of my brain told me it was gone, my heart wouldn't hear of it.  I could still see it sitting in that valley, looking welcoming and proud.  I would always see it that way, not a large, charred hole in the ground surrounded by debris and bodies.
     The men took the vans and when they had what they needed they'd go back and shop for RV's.  I thought the ladies should take part in that little shopping experience.  Before the virus, I would never have been able to buy a RV so the fact that you can just walk around until you found the one you liked and then drive it away was exhilarating.  I had a checkbook I used to carried and loved to write a check for a couple hundred thousand dollars and leave it behind with a nice thank you note.  The fact you didn't have a salesman dogging your every step was almost funny.  Although, one dealership I went to had a salesman who was a walker and they still dogged you.  Not funny I know.
     I sat on a rock and kept watch of the highway leading east out of town.  I could see a real traffic jam in the narrow part of the road between two mountains that looked like it might be a problem but I needed a set of binoculars before I could be sure.
     Sarah wandered over to sit beside me.  She didn't say anything for quite a while, then sighed.  "I can't believe it's only been 48 hours since we went berry picking.  It's like a horrible nightmare I can't seem to wake up from.  What's so weird is I  keep wondering what happened to all those berries.  With everything else that's going on I'm worried about berries.  Now we have to be on the road again, heading God knows where and watching our backs again I can't seem to get my priorities straight."
     "I know, kiddo, believe me I'm having the same problems you are.  I saw the lodge or what was left of it but in my mind it's still like it was before.  I won't ever see it any other way.  But even with losing the lodge, I have to remember it  gave us refuge and we made it into a home. But when it comes to berries, I don't know how long it will be before I even 'want' to pick them"
     "I agree, JD, I guess I just needed to know you thought the same way.  I expect we'll be here a day or so.  It'll take that long to secure the RV's and get Duke's bus just the way he wants it."
     I gave her a look and she laughed.  "Believe me he WILL get another school bus and outfit it just the way the other one was.  I look forward to my sewing machine and the sound it made as I worked the treadle.  Something restful in that sound."
     We heard the motors and turned as a large school bus pulled into the rest area.  Me and Sarah broke into laughter when we saw it.  Randy was driving it and when Duke saw it he pumped his fist into the air and yelled.  It looked to be a 56 passenger bus, bright yellow of course and Duke was in seventh heaven. Don climbed atop the cargo van to keep watch while Duke drooled over his new toy. There was even a tool box in the back, so Duke started right then and there removing seats.  The back area of the bus would be for supplies while the middle part a place for two beds and Sarah's sewing machine.  A place behind the drivers seat would be made for a table to put all his computers and monitors on.  He had a method that seemed to work for him so we left him to mumble and fuss.  
     The men started removing boxes from the back of the van, and the women were opening them to find weapons and night vision goggles.  Since there was no electricity in the buildings they were needed to be able to see the walkers.  I'd had a pair that I hung around my neck, as it seemed most of the time I was hurrying into a building and didn't have time to stop, dig it out of my backpack and put it on.  Nearly had my head taken off once and that's when I got inventive.  I noticed Mason hanging his around his neck and he must of felt me looking cause he paused long enough to look at me and wink.   I smiled back then went back to opening boxes. 
     By the time we had things ready for the men to go RV shopping it was nearly noon so we stopped to fix something to eat.  It consisted of spam which I managed to gag down after drowning it in mustard.  It filled the stomach but I was having visions of Sara's fried chicken that kept me hungry the rest of the afternoon.
     Melody and a couple of the other women got to go shopping for their RV's.  We figured they might as well learn the way to do it now rather than later. You never know when you might find yourself on your own and some things aren't common sense.  It's so easy to walk up to a door and just open it not thinking about whether there is someone on the other side ready to make a meal of you.  These women had had things done for them for so long they still expected it.  It was time to teach them how to take care of themselves.
     I wasn't going to worry about a RV this time, since I planned to ride with Mason in the semi that was pulling the tanker.  That would give us two semis.  One to pull the supply trailer and one for the tanker.  Randy and Lacy will have a RV while Riley and George will pull the supply trailer.  There would be two buses because we decided to make one into a clinic so Sandy and Joe would take charge of it.  The other team that was staying would make a bus into a clinic/computer station, plus have a semi to pull a tanker and a RV for the rest of them.  
     By the time the sun set the rest area was full of semis, buses and RV's.  The Montana team had lucked out and found a band tour bus that had several bunks in it and a large kitchen.  We all took turns filling up the water tanks, then we started blacking out the windows and reinforcing the doors, while some of the guys helped with removing seats from the buses and getting things ready to leave the next day.  We still had no security in the area except for people on roof tops but at least they had night vision and infra red cameras with the back up of motion sensors.   The next day, we'd start looking for food, medicine, clothes and personal items.  We worked till almost midnight and then collapsed into our beds.  Before Mason turned in for the night, he opened the skylight in the semi bunk, then climbed in beside me.
     "We should be ready to go by noon tomorrow.  I know Ken and Jill will be okay here, he's got her to back him up."
     I smiled at the sky, thinking about when I caught Mason cleaning the skylight just before dark.  I acted like I hadn't seen him while he worked to get it just right.  The truck was brand new, they all were.  The dealership was about two blocks away and they'd thought, why not?  Since we planned to work them pretty hard it was nice they were new.  Ours was a real pretty red one while George's was blue.  We still had to find Howard's tow truck because just any old truck wouldn't do.  It had to have a bunk with room for Bubba and a fridge.  The two truck stops were going to get a going over tomorrow.  Howard needed tools.
     So we snuggled under the stars so tired we barely got undressed.  I felt Masons arms around me as he spooned my back before I was asleep, the cool night air tickling my hair and coyotes in the distance soothing my heart.  I didn't dream that night cause I didn't have the energy and that was okay by me.
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     You know how you make a to-do list and think ok, no problem, I'll just whip that out in no time?  Six hours later you're just half way through the damned thing?  Yea, well, I was feeling pretty pissed off by noon the next day.  
     The guys wouldn't let me go shopping.  I had to stand guard at the welding shop so Howard could get everything on HIS list done.  I heard they ran into some walkers and Randy almost got bit and they didn't have enough time to get what they wanted...blah, blah, blah.
     I know I'm a pain in the ass but someone has to be.  The guys had just returned with a bunch of goodies when Duke blasted the air horn.  It wasn't as loud as it was startling.  John tapped Howard on the shoulder because the welder was so loud.  He immediately shut it down.   He'd been teaching John how to weld since their crew might need a welder. We watched as a line of motorcycles roared past us and hit the interstate, heading back the way we'd come yesterday morning.  I didn't know what they were doing but as long as they were doing it out of town in the opposite direction we planned to go, I was just fine with it.
     When the excitement died away, I happen to glance a pretty new pickup sitting near the garage door.  It was Kens new ride.  He was having a hitch welded on so he could tow his plane behind him when he got a new one.  I know, it was confusing for me at first too.  They needed to keep moving until they found the perfect place so he might as well save some fuel by towing the plane. 
     There was a hell of a lot of welding being done.  Hitches welded to all the outfits, tables welded in the bus along with cabinets and frames for fridges and satellite dishes on roofs.  Oh, yea and snow plows on the front of all semis.  Finding them had been a chore until they raided the road department.  They were very effective in brushing the walkers off the road. Running over them was too hazardous.  For us, not them.
     There were solar panels, borrowed from the rooftops of the rest area restrooms, to mount on Dukes bus, although I have no idea what they were to be used for.   He'd gave directions to put mounting brackets on all the outfits and wrote list after list of must haves. I thought women were bad about shopping but he topped us all.  Even Sarah was exasperated with him.  We don't have to do it all today, she said.   You can guess what he replied. 
     I inspected all the outfits to make sure they were as secure as they would get.  Our main problem was the baby.  What if she cried when a herd of walkers was staggering by?  There had to be something we could do but it was way past us right then. I continued to help unbox until I couldn't take it anymore.  About the time I was ready to find a corner and sneak in a nap, I smelled something wonderful.  I hadn't realized I was hungry until then, just tired.  
     Following my nose I approached the tour bus and climbed the steps.  Inside I found a large pot of stew boiling away and homemade biscuits in the small oven.  Sarah was showing the ladies of the Montana crew how to make something out of nothing.  They came across a case of canned stew and Bisquick.  Everyone was so excited that I didn't have the heart to tell them after nothing but stew and biscuits for a week they'll hate the stuff.  They'll find out. 
     I ate my fill and as everyone was sitting back enjoying the quiet, I suggested moving on in the morning.  I got some good looks.  I wish I had my camera and put that thought on my shopping list.  "We aren't done getting supplies."  Don said. 
     "I know and for the Montana crew that's important, but for the rest of us we can supply up on the way south.  We have just about everything we need except the tankers.  I think we should concentrate on those the rest of the afternoon and hit the road tomorrow."
     "Yes, I think she has a point.  We weren't this well equipped when we drove up from Texas and with eight vehicles we might have a hell of a time on the trip.  We should start that way as soon as we can.  Ken's crew can stay and do what they have to, till they feel confident enough to head out.  They've heard the details more than once, so we can leave in the morning unless someone thinks there's something here we need that we won't find anywhere else."
     Everyone looked at each other and shook their heads.  I'd gone over the maps several times with Jill, who would be their navigator and she understood the need to avoid large population areas.  They'd been grilled on what to do if a herd comes by, how to back their rigs if they need to, etc.  I couldn't think of anything else to do but leave and I wanted that done as soon as possible.  I hate goodbyes and saying it to my cousin would damn near kill me.  There was some last minute details to take care of, of course, so we all started working again after we rested.
     Then the guys went out specifically to find tankers.  They were gone an unusually long time when they returned with one tanker.  The fact that they found only one in a town this large was strange but couldn't be helped.  We used it to fill all the tanks of all the outfits.  Mandy was quick to point out that there were 13 of them but when I told her Uncle Ken would be pulling a plane she seemed fine with it.  Didn't want any bad luck, don't ya know. The tanker had been pretty full so we didn't take much, still we'd be looking for another one as we drove south.
     I said my goodbyes to Ken and Jill before I went to bed.  I knew they'd be too busy in the morning before we left.  They were planning to turn north just outside of Livingston then just before White Sulfur Springs turn west towards Helena looking for a tanker.  We'd continue east towards Billings, then turn south.  When we got to Billings we planned to hit Cabela's for more Scent B Gone which masked our scent from the walkers and whatever we could find for weapons.  Shopping was my specialty, so I was anxious to get started.
     Morning came with a lot of bustle.  We were awakened by the motorcycle parade flying back into town.  We'd hoped to be gone before they got back.  I gave the Montana Crew my best, just managing not to cry.  Lacy didn't fare as well, and Randy had his hands full which is why he kept sending me signals to help out.  I had my own problems so I left him to it.  I didn't run away but it was close.
     We sneaked out of Bozeman in a lot better shape than when we arrived.  We had new outfits, new clothes, full bellies and security systems that would knock Homeland Security's shiny new badges off.  It was nice letting someone else drive for awhile, because that left me to admire the scenery.  I'd miss it this winter but I knew we were coming back.  We followed behind Howard and Sam in the wrecker.  I think Lacy and Randy was behind us.  The tanker took up the rear. There really wasn't any rhyme or reason for the order of outfits, we just wanted to be sure someone with a plow was in the lead for obvious reasons.  We watched as the Montana crew turned off at Livingston, barely keeping from blaring our horns.  Noise attracted undesirables of all kinds so we just followed them with our eyes.
     We planned to come back the first of June.  That would give them time to find a place, get it secured before we got back. I'd seen it snow in May, a lot of snow too, but then I've seen it snow in June too but that sounded like a good month, so there.  Duke had found several sat phones and taught everyone how to use them, supplying them with the satellite dishes mounted nice and snug on the roofs of all they outfits.  There were GPS units provided for them and one would be put in Kens plane so he could get around.  Not much more we could do for them so we headed to Billings.
     Livingston to Billings is usually about an hour and a half but things aren't usual anymore.  Three hours later we finally saw Billings in the distance.  Laurel, just west of Billings, was almost impassable and the forest fire we'd seen last year when we were heading to the lodge had done some massive destruction.  It had crossed the interstate and all the fuel the cars, trucks and motor homes were carrying just added to the fire.  Charred remains of, well, everything blocked all side roads and off ramps with more of them on, and hanging over, the interstate overpasses.  There were several charred walkers staggering and crawling around and the smell was intolerable.
     We had to go slow while the wrecker cleared very narrow paths through the carnage.  The remains of explosions were evident with the amount of debris littered every where you looked.  I saw a half a motorcycle sticking out of the roof of a home nearby.  Bodies were in trees and rooftops.  It boggled the mind and made it twice as hard to continue.  I had to swallow continuously and I saw Mason having problems with it also.  We finally rolled up the windows and turned the AC on to cut down on the smell.
      When we arrived in Billings, we saw many of the stores on the west end were burned out shells.  Sportsman Warehouse was completely gone so we just kept moving and found the truck stop on the east side intact so we pulled off the interstate and into the lot. 
     "Come on, brat, lets see if we can liberate the place of anything useful."  He didn't have to ask me twice.  I grabbed my newer, fancier, cross bow, arrows and goggles and carefully exited the truck.  I have a tendency to trip over my own feet so I have been practicing restraint lately.  I nearly turned around and climbed back in when I saw Samantha heaving next to the tow truck.  Howard was standing nearby patting her gently on the back.  His face was an interesting shade of green but he held his ground...true love at its best.
     He guided her over to Lacy's RV, took her inside, and firmly closed behind her.  Randy, who had just exited the RV, tapped Howard on the shoulder and continued towards us.  When he frowned at something behind us, we spun around and saw three walkers lumbering towards us.  I had my bow ready so I shot one in the head.  Mason took out the other two.  Howard pulled out his gun but I shook my head at him.  It had no silencer.  He looked at it then back at me and returned to the tow truck, to get one. 
     Mason suddenly dropped behind the fender of the semi.  I dropped too...seemed like a good idea at the time.  Randy, and Howard did the same, followed closely by Flynn.  I had no idea what was going on until the scuffling noise.  Fitting the arrow into the bow,  I waited, my heart trying to beat itself out of my chest.  Two more staggered into view and we waited til they saw us and started our direction before Mason took them out too.  Then I heard it...a scrape, thump, thump, scrape, thump, thump.
     I kept turning my head trying to get a good signal on where it was.  I racked my brain of all the sounds that could be similar but nothing came to mind.  
     What the hell is that? I thought.
     I was trying to figure it out.  Wait a minute, I think it's heading this direction.  From behind us maybe?
     We looked behind us, nothing.  Mason looked over the hood of the truck.  Nothing, but the sound was getting closer.  We were still standing there frowning when I noticed Lacy waving wildly from the RV.
      It's under the trailer, crawling, sort of.  Under the trailer. Lacy thought at me. 
     Ken and Mason must of heard because everyone except Howard crouched down just as the 'thing' grabbed my ankle, yanking me down on the pavement.  Lacy screamed but all I could think was yuk, gross, get it off, get it off!!  I kicked wildly at it as I crab walked backwards.  It continued to slither, slide, thump at me, the lower half of its body gone.  Intestines slithered behind it leaving a slimy trail.  The thumping sound we heard was from its head hitting the pavement as it used its arms to raise it up to pull itself forward.  I don't know what its sex was.  I didn't care.  It was coming after me, its tongue dripping... something.  Suddenly, it's head exploded all over me and my new clothes.  My stomach heaved and I tasted bile while I fought down the panic attack that threatened me.  Mason helped me up but my legs weren't listening to my brain and he nearly had to carry me to the RV.  Then I balked.  "If I run now I'll never be able to do this again.  I have to get back on the horse.  Please."  He rubbed my cold arms and stared at me trying to read my mind which had seemed to shut down.  Finally, he nodded and we staggered back to the semi where I picked up my bow and strung another arrow, shaking like crazy.  Ken and Howard tried to clean some of the gunk off with baby wipes, while I tried to ignore them.
     "OK, brat, weapon up and we'll see how many more of these things we can kill."
     "Sounds good to me."  I said as I glanced down at the thing and gave it a wide berth.  
     The four of us cautiously worked our way to the truck stop entrance.  We spotted a fuel truck and when Howard started towards it, Riley tapped him on the shoulder then headed that way.  Joe joined us and I saw Clint hurry over to Riley to cover him.  We stood at the entrance trying to see inside.  This is where I usually get nervous and after the encounter in the parking lot, I was shaking like a junkie.  We put on our goggles and gently pulled the door open, sneaking in, one at a time.  Standing to one side of the door we scanned the area.  I detected movement in the back but so did the others and we slowly made our way that direction.
     I noticed a lot of food on the shelves, which meant no one alive had come this way in a while. That meant there were more walking dead than the other kind.  I grabbed a Three Musketeers, unwrapped it and grinned big at Mason as we slowly made our way to the back of the building.  We must've spent an hour in there checking to make sure it was clear, it was a big place but in the end we managed to secure the mechanics bay, shut the door, lock it and signal everyone else it was clear.
     Mercy elected to stay in the RV with the children but Lacy, Sam and George picked their way to the entrance and we began packing.  There seemed to be an abundance of candy.  I found TV's, microwaves, coffee pots and fridges that plugged into a cigarette lighters.  My favorite was an oven, shaped like the old, black domed, lunch boxes.  You just put in an aluminum loaf pan, conveniently sold here for 3 for $2.99, add hot dogs or soup or whatever, plug it in and drive on down the road.  By the time you get really hungry it's ready to eat.  What a deal.  I got all six of them.  Go figure.
     We placed everything at the entrance so it could be easily and quickly loaded, checked out quite a few CB radios and a boatload of batteries.  I was feeling pretty good about the whole thing, well, except of the ankle biter in the parking lot.  That made me think of how extremely gross I was, so I looked around and found jeans and a tee shirt that read 'I'm excited to be here.'  I stole a bumper sticker for Duke because his new bus doesn't have any and his other one was covered with them.  His read 'I see dead pixels'.  I'd let him find it himself.
     Loading seemed to take forever but it was actually done pretty quickly.  We scooted across the interstate to investigate Cabela's.  There wasn't much left so we headed out of Billings and turned south.  We had several big towns to hit before we got to the east/west interstate in southern Wyoming and it was late in the day, so I figured we grab the first rest area we came to.  As it was we were nearly to Casper when we finally found one.  We were tired, hungry and dirty and no one more than me.  I was informed the hot water heater in Lacy's RV was working so I headed there as fast as I could for a shower with my jumbo bottle of spring fresh shampoo.
     The three RV's fixed the meals so since I was already in Lacy's place, I'd eat there.  Soon Mason came in and said all the outfits were fueled up and ready to leave in the morning.  I visited with everyone once before hitting the sack.  Howard was helping Bubba pick out the perfect spot while Flynn and Clint watched the girls run and play.  They had some stored up energy and I guess they'd been driving them nuts to get out.  They'd just gotten used to playing whenever they wanted and now they're restricted.  But it couldn't be helped.
    I dragged my tired self to the truck and the bunk waiting for me there.  The night had turned chilly but I wasn't worried about it.  I would lay in Masons arms, watch the stars move about above me and think only good thoughts, if it killed me.
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     Have you ever been to Wyoming?   It put the 'rough' in rugged or maybe not, but anyway, it ain't for wimps.  The great plains of the Midwest meet the Rocky Mountains in Wyoming.  It's a great plateau broken up by a number of mountains ranges like the Black Hills in the northeast and the Medicine Bow in the southern portions.  Prairie grasses dominate the eastern third of the state in competition with shrubs, like sagebrush.   That's what the travel brochures said that Lacy picked up at the truck stop in Billings.  That's about all we saw too as we wove our way south on Interstate 25.  That and the walkers in Casper.
     You'd think in a state as sparsely populated as Wyoming there wouldn't be many walkers.  I mean you'd at least hope that was the case.  Nope.  And they weren't just any walkers either.  Cowboys and miners/prospectors and military walkers were not to be messed with, dead or alive.  They'd learned to move fast alive and they still moved fast.  They were still hungry too.  It was like a mob and we almost got stopped several times until we found a back way out of the place and headed south again.  We wasted almost half a day playing keep away in Casper.  We'd have to find another route on the return trip.
     Once we headed south again I started to see mule deer and antelope on the desert-like plains alongside the road.  The snow-capped mountains that stayed to our right was a reassurance that something was right with the world.  You just knew they'd be there the next day.
    We were exhausted by dinnertime.  My nerves were shot to hell and gone, Mason was holding it together but I knew he was ready to call it quits, so we started looking for somewhere we could rest for the night.  The one rest area on the interstate we came to next was full so we decided to keep going.   I wanted to stop before we got to Cheyenne so when we got to Chugwater, we agreed to stay overnight.
     Chugwater was located in a valley with deep, clay-stone bluffs to the north and west.  According to Lacy, 'an Indian chief was disabled during the hunt and his son took charge.  Under his direction, hunters drove the bison over nearby cliffs, when the animals reached the ground below, a sound of 'chugging' was heard by the hunters.  Good enough reason I guess to name a town which might account for the population of 212.  Or not.
    Grain elevators sat at one end of town with small concrete buildings along main street.  Our convoy stopped in the middle of main street and waited to see what walked out.  I guess maybe Mason got a bit impatient because he reached up, grabbed the air horn handle and blared out a big, old hello.  When he felt me looking at him, he shrugged and said, "What?" 
     "You have to ask?  You must really be tired.  I'll get the guns," and feeling put upon, I unhitched my seat belt, climbed into the bunk where I'd gathered our gear and prepared to do battle.  When nothing happened, we got out and faced a different direction, ready and waiting.  Well, hell, where was everyone.
     "They're in Casper."  Clint said as he approached us quietly. I looked at Mason but he was as surprised as I was.
     "Oh, I wasn't reading your mind.  But I asked the same question, so figured you was wondering.  There aren't that many anyway, so they had to go somewhere.  We'll break up into groups and check things out, but I figure the place is abandoned."
     So Mason and I headed to the north end of town and took the side with the grain elevator and started clearing each building.  I needed the exercise anyway after the harrowing experience in Casper.  We'd spent one whole day in Wyoming and were still only halfway through.  At this pace, it'll be time to turn around and head back as soon as we get to New Mexico.  We cleared most of the buildings when we met Randy and Flynn coming down the street.  They'd cleared the buildings ahead of us but it took nearly an hour to secure the whole town.
     Clint, Joe, Riley and Howard strolled up the street like they were on an evening walk talking quietly among themselves.  We talked a bit then decided all was clear and let the kids and dog go.  The women soon came out and we investigated the local watering hole, the Chugwater Soda Fountain with the elk head mounted on the wall.  I was surprised to find this one didn't have it's legs mounted underneath holding the rifle used to kill it.   Talk about overkill.
     The weather here was hot.  It was a dry heat but hot was hot no matter what the humidity was.  The sky was a pale blue, no sign of clouds and that's ok cause this part of the country was known to have a few tornadoes.  The creek running nearby was cool and it felt good to sit on the bank with your feet swinging in the stream, watching the trout swim by.  The other side of the bank was lined with cottonwood trees and beyond them were a small herd of antelope with their white rear ends or diaper butts  munching on the remaining grasses.  Past the creek were the bluffs the indians drove the bison over some hundred of so years ago.  Not very sporting but then when you're hungry...
     That reminded me I was hungry.  Mason had come to tell me dinner was ready as I was drying my feet off.  He let me use him for support while I pulled my shoes on then he pulled me in tight and  kissed me, nearly knocking my socks, err...I mean shoes off.  I pulled back and kissed his chin then smiled.  He smiled back and we walked back to Lacy's RV for dinner.  Canned stew again tonight.  I could smell it before I reached the RV.  If I wasn't so hungry, I'd just go to bed but I'd better eat, no telling what was ahead of us.
    Duke came in and said he'd contacted Ken with the sat radio.  They were at a campground north of White Sulphur Springs and planed to stay a few days while he scouted with the plane.  He said except for the walkers in  Lewistown which was in the center of the state, they'd made good time and everyone was doing ok.  Duke told them about the problems in Billings, but since it wasn't worth their time, they could decide if they wanted to stay away from that area.  It was good to know that the Montana crew was doing ok.  They'd been on my mind since Billings.  It was decided that we would call every evening just to see how far the range was on the phone.
      We poured over the maps that evening trying to figure out what direction to go at Cheyenne.  I knew I didn't want to go through Denver so we'd bypass it and it looked like we would be going east of it.  The road would be flatter, there were more side roads and less bridges to deal with.  West of Denver was nothing but mountains so we had to go east a bit then head south.
     That decided we turned in for the night.  Mason was feeling frisky and I did by best to calm him down before we finally fell into an exhausted sleep under the stars.  Morning found us eating pop tarts again but the coffee was sure good.  I hated to drink coffee on the road, I seemed to spend a lot of time going to the bathroom and that meant one of the RV's had to stop so I could.  I wasn't the only one with the problem so it seemed to work out ok.  Although, the guys did nothing but grumble which we gamely ignored.
    We could smell Cheyenne before we could see it.  Smoke rose straight up from the area of the refinery so we could guess what happened there.  We came upon the Little America travel center but we'd already decided not to stop.  After the Billings truck stop no one had the nerve.  There were three big trucks in the fuel bays and several cars in the parking lot but we kept going.   We took the interstate east towards Omaha with no problems then found the road blocked.  So we back tracked to the entrance to the interstate and got back on it to go farther south and then turned east again.  We did this so many times that we suddenly found ourselves in Colorado headed to Carr.  OK, we hadn't planned on that but we decided to go with it.  
     Traveling south again we found a small area where we could refuel and eat a little something.  Duke was complaining about his bus, so Howard had his head under the hood with Sam beside him.  Duke paced around the bus mumbling and gesturing but was ignored by everyone.  We'd been there, done that, but Clint and Mercy found it all amusing.  The kids and dog ran off some excess energy while the rest of us sat in the shade in the neat fishing chairs Randy had gotten in Billings.
     When we first met him he was hitchhiking in the dessert with one of the chairs strapped onto his back.  Bright red, if I remember correctly.  He had Lacy sitting in a red one at the moment.  It had a small table that sat to the right of the arm. A breeze kicked up and boy did it feel good cause it dried the sweat on my brow.  Pulling my tee shirt open I allowed some of the air to dry my chest.  Mason noticed, waggling his eyebrows at me but I just smiled and shook my head.
      Howard and Sam told us the bus was almost useless.  Something in the motor.  It wouldn't last much longer.  "Need to start looking for something else pretty soon."
     "Great!"  yelled Duke, "I just got everything the way I wanted it and now you tell me I have to start all over again."
     "Yep."  Howard said, wiping his hands on a rag. Not a man of many words, our Howard.  "Soon as possible." Then he turned and walked back to the bus to put away the tools, Sam right behind him.  Duke stood there a minute watching them leave then shoulders slumped, he kicked a rock out of his way and went to his bus to pet it.  Aww, a man and his  wheels.  I turned to Mason and said, "Aww, a man and his wheels."
     "Stop it,"  he laughed.  "This is serious, cause it's gonna put us behind nearly a day.  He's gonna want to soup it up like this one and that's an all day deal.  Maybe we should go into Denver anyway, we might be able to find something new there.  Then we wouldn't have to worry about it quitting."
     "Denver!   Are you suicidal?  Nope, no way are we going to do that.  Maybe Loveland has something.  Let's check there first then we can worry about Denver later."
     "Well, I guess we better route this one before everyone takes off."  After a very few minutes with my head slouched over the map, I gave the thumbs up to Loveland.  We turned and went north a bit then west before hitting the interstate.
     Loveland started at the interstate.  We pulled off the road at the first  place we could cause the road was blocked as far as we could see.   Prepared for a herd of walkers any minute, we allowed everyone to get out for a few minutes to stretch.  We were huddled around the sick bus when Mandy pointed and said "What's that?"  Like Pavlov's dogs we reacted.  Howard and Duke dropped and rolled under the bus. The women fought each other to get into the bus, while Mason and I crouched next to the front tire, weapons ready and looking wildly around.  Flynn had jumped on the hood of the bus and was turning in circles looking for the 'that' Mandy referred to.
     "Where?"  I asked.
     "Where Mandy?  I don't see anything."  Sarah said.
     "Over there, Mommy, by the pretty, blue truck."  She said, pointing at the something we still couldn't see.  "See that funny looking truck?  I ain't ever seen nothing like it before."  We looked the direction she was pointing and I finally saw the 'that' she referred to.  All I could do was stare. It was the weirdest thing I'd ever seen.
     It was a RV with tip outs and around 30 feet long or so.  It also was the prettiest purple you ever saw but after that it's hard to describe.  The front bumper was triangular shaped with the headlights recessed.  The grill was extra large and hung over the bumper, oval in shape and above it...well, the round windshield looked like a 5 foot CD disk had fallen forward to lay over the front of the vehicle and just on top of the grill.  The tandem rear-end was closed in and the whole thing looked like it had come from another planet.
     I felt the bus sway a bit and looked up to find Duke on top with Randy.  "Oh. My. God."  he said.  I forgot to mention that on the side of the thing in big white words was written, "Communications/Command Center Larimer County".  He took a step, then another and Randy grabbed him before he stepped off the roof.  "It's mine,"  he said, looking at each of us in turn,  "Don't anyone else even think about it.  It's mine.  Get me down.  Hurry."
     Everyone talked at once.  Trying to convince him to wait for the thing to be cleared before he got himself killed.  We were just barely able to stop him while, Flynn, Clint and Mason prepared to clear it.  Duke finally calmed down long enough to watch from the rooftop of the bus while we took care of business.  A fuel tanker behind the gas station had our attention and when we had Duke busy transferring everything to his new digs, we'd finish fueling all the vehicles.  Our tanker was nearly empty and we'd need another one soon anyway, so we decided to change while we were here.
     It took the rest of the day to get everything done.  The inside of the Dukemobile (Sarah named it) was set up just like a command center with a conference room in the back.  It had to be cleared out and the conference room transformed into a bedroom for him and Sarah and another smaller room into a bedroom for Mandy.  The place had lights galore, a small kitchenette and a nice restroom.  The rest of the walls were laden with monitors and computers with a long table down the middle.  Gadgets and do dads were everywhere you looked.  We discovered the roof raised and became an observation deck which had Duke jumping up and down like a four year old.  There were satellite dishes, and antenna everywhere and he seemed to know what everything did.
    So we left the bus behind and stuck the Dukemobile in the middle of the convoy and headed east for Brush, Colorado where we would head south to New Mexico.  I felt a lot better about things since we had fuel, pop tarts and water, the road looked clear as far as the eye could see and the mountains loomed to our right, seemingly, like they were pacing us as we rolled along.  Near dark, we pulled off in the parking area at the Dairy Queen in Last Chance Colorado, about 70 miles east of Denver.  The land was flat, barren and you could see for miles.  While we prepared for supper, the guys secured the building which hadn't been used in years and set up a secure perimeter.  Duke was still getting acquainted with the electronics of his new wheels so we'd do things the hard way until he figured everything out.  He said the place could do everything but make love but I didn't want to go there.
     When it got dark, the sky was a blanket of stars from horizon to horizon. You didn't know where to look it all so beautiful.  We had a small to-do over a walker staggering by in the middle of the night which proved the security system worked, but other than that it was a nice, quiet night for a change.
 
 



 
 
 
 
                                                             CHAPTER 5
 
 
     I woke up alone the next morning but I wasn't worried about it and was in no hurry to get up.  The bunk was tight, but the small windows were open, letting in a warm breeze.  I closed my eyes and could imagine my big, queen sized bed at the cabin, cool, sweet air sending the curtains dancing and the calls of the morning dove.  When I opened my eyes again, I saw the skylight in the bunk, no curtains but the sounds of kids playing had me throwing back the covers and searching for my clothes.
     When I climbed off the truck and saw the Dukemobile, I was taken aback at the science fiction of it.  I turned my head to the side and studied it a moment and was startled at the sound of footsteps behind me. "Kinda hard to imagine, ain't it?"  Sarah asked.  
     "I'd say.  But somehow I can see Duke at the wheel.  How's the inside coming?"
     "I have to admit, I had my doubts at first but he's done wonders and I think I can live with it. Somewhere in town, he found some flowered sheets and a comforter for the bed so I think I can get past the star wars effect.  Still, I have to admit, it does look like him.  Like someone thought of him when they were designing it."  We both stared at it a moment longer then turned and headed towards Lacy's RV.  "He's beside himself with all the gadgets and buttons.  I swear he was up all night playing with the damned thing.  Even woke us up because he had the sound to loud at one point.  I just rolled over and put the pillow on my head.  You can't talk to him when he's like that, so I warn you, don't try."
     "Thanks for the heads up.  I think we should leave as early as possible this morning.  No telling what lays in store for us up the road.  We've lost a lot of time and he'll have all winter to mess with that thing."
     "Yes, he said the same thing.  Doing it, however, is something else entirely." 
     When we approached Lacy's RV, most of the gang was standing around outside.  They were talking and as we approached I found the subject was the Dukemobile.  Mason turned when I put my hand on his shoulder and smiled before kissing me on the nose.  Lacy rolled her eyes and Mercy yelled from inside to hurry and eat.
     Mason came inside and had another cup of coffee as I ate pancakes and fried spam.  Yea, I know I said I'd never eat the stuff again, but desperate measures and all that.
     "Looks like it's a clear shot south to New Mexico on flat road from here, barring any road blocks and broken bridges."  I said, around a mouthful of pancakes.  I found if I chewed a few times, swallowed then took a drink of coffee I could get done faster.  Mason gave me funny look but didn't say anything.  Gotta love the man for discretion.
     "All the outfits are fueled and ready to go.  Duke's been going nuts getting all his new play-toys up and running.  He was even able to get a hold of Ken this morning.  They're doing ok and he told them where we were.  He's so damned excited, Duke that is, that you can't talk to him."
     "That's what Sarah said, so I won't talk to him.  He won't notice.  I hope he plans to drive that thing, cause I don't know if it would be a good idea for Sarah to drive while he plays."
     "I thought of that but he said he was the only one driving it, so it'll be ok.  What the hell?"
     I started to say something when I noticed the rocking.  Mason flew out the door, just as the sign on the building next to us fell to the ground.  An earthquake? Really?  I sat abruptly on the step as things rattled and rolled, the sound of glass breaking loud in the silence of the flatland.  It didn't last long but it felt like it.  The pancakes in my stomach weren't settling well, but I didn't care.  When was the last time an earthquake hit this area?  Then I thought explosion and looked in a circle around us for the mushroom cloud.  Okay, maybe I was being silly, but really.  What was that?
     We stood and looked around at each other until some imaginary bell sounded and as one unit, we prepared to leave.  We didn't have to do much to get ready so we pulled out on the road and waited for the others to get in line behind us.
     "I hope no bridges went down because of that, whatever it was."  I said, fluttering my hands at the same time.
     "Don't even think it.  I don't know if we even want to do much more backtracking.  Remember, back when you could just get in your truck, and drive down the road?  You could go hundreds of miles in one day.   Now, you're lucky to go fifty miles without having to backtrack eighty."
     "Yeah, I know.  I miss the good ole days too." 
     He smiled at me, then reached for my hand.  "At least we're together through this nonsense.   I can't think of another person I'd rather backtrack with."
     "Oh, shut up, fool and drive down the road.   Looks like they're all ready."  Just then they each piped up over the CB that they were, in fact, ready and if we didn't move they'd go around us.  Geez!  We headed south.
     Almost exactly one hour later we sat in the road staring at the buckled road in front of us.  We'd all gotten out of our outfits and were standing in a line staring at the mess.  
     "Do you think we should try it?"  Lacy asked.
     "I don't know.  Maybe one of us should just walk out and test it."  Sarah offered.
     So Mason tentatively walked out to the wrinkled, black tar and started walking slowly across it.  It looked like about 30 feet of it was disturbed but there was no telling how bad.  Mason reached the other side, inspecting the shoulder of the road closely, then walked back across it.
     "Looks like it might be a little soft, but I think it's okay otherwise.  I'll take the semi across, and that should be a good enough test.  If I make it we all should."
     "If  'we' make it you mean, you aren't crossing that without me."
     "Now JD, there's no reason...Hey!"  He yelled, as I headed back to the semi.  Climbing in, I tightened my seat belt as he opened the door.
     "What do you think you're doing?"  he asked, clearly upset.
     "I'm waiting on you evidently."  I stared out the windshield, waiting for him to close my door.
     He stared at me a moment, then closed the door, stomped around the front of the truck, and got in.  Putting it in gear made a horrible, angry dragon sound , then he took a big breath, put it in gear and we eased forward.
     Everyone parted and as we passed them but I could see the worried looks on their faces.  I hope they didn't see the scared look on my face.  Regardless, I was so not letting Mason do this alone. 
     The truck sank a couple of inches but the ground held.  Mason was having trouble controlling the steering wheel because the soft ground pulled him back and forth.  Semi's have an air ride system but the way we were hopping up and down in our seats had me afraid I'd be thrown through the roof.  Add that to the swaying and dipping the cab did side to side and it was a terrifying ride.  I was thankful we were only crawling because if we'd been going any faster we'd have wrecked.  We had just gained the hard part of the road when I looked in the mirror and saw everyone jumping up and down and pointing.  Then I saw the road behind us disappearing. 
     "Go. Go. Go.  Kick this fucking thing in the ass, the road's going.  Drive. Drive Drive.  Hurry. Hurry.”  I was nearly jumping in the seat as Mason jammed gears like a rookie and finally the trailer wheels found hard pavement.  We drove on another hundred feet or so to be sure, then jumped out of the truck, and ran back to check the damage.  The road continued to disappear as we watched and when it finally stopped there was a chasm a hundred feet deep and about 50 feet wide.  We were standing on one side while the rest of the crew stood on the other side staring at us.
     Now what are we going to do, JD? Lacy asked, mind to mind because the distance was too far to be yelling.
     I ah...well hell, I ah...don't really...um ....
     That's not helping JD.  She thought at me.
     I know that, let me think a minute.
     I looked at Mason, who was staring at the hole like it was gonna get him.  He was no help.  So I went to the truck and got out the map.  I was so flustered I couldn't think of what I was doing, so I was just as useless as everyone else.  I finally walked back to Mason and stared at the hole too.  What can I say, I was shaking like a whore in church from the adrenalin rush.  It didn't take me very long to sit hard on the hot pavement and cuss because it was too hot to be sitting on.  On the verge of tears I finally used Mason's pants legs to pull myself back up but he was shaking too so I just flung the map book down on the ground and screamed.  Yea, childish I know but the moment called for some drastic action and that was mine.  Mason jumped like he'd been hit with a couple thousand volts of electricity, as did the others and then everyone started talking at once.
     How are we getting across, JD?
     I don't think you are.  You're gonna have to find another way around.  As soon as I stop shaking, I'll look at the map and see.  Do you have a map?
     No, we were depending on you, like we always do.  I guess that was a bad idea.
     Now don't get excited about it, we just have to back up ten and punt.  Let me look at this thing for a minute.
     So they milled around on their side of the road while I looked at the map.  There was several ways around but I didn't know if those roads weren't torn open like this one.  So, I told Lacy and she told everyone else.  We'd go on to Rocky Ford and wait for them.  There wasn't anything else we could do.  I didn't like it but we had no choice.  We watched as they slowly turned around, and drove back the way they'd come. I didn't realize just what effect watching them leave would have on me, until Mason pulled me into his arms and I realized I was crying.
    We had some slow going when we found the road buckled up in several places.  I thought the semi was going to turn over once but it didn't.  It didn't help much when we drove right by a prison.  The damned thing was right next to the road with signs posted saying it was unlawful to pick up hitchhikers.  Yea, okay, whatever.  The prison walkers saw us and headed our direction, the fence keeping them from reaching us.  When I looked in the mirrors I could still see them straining to get to us, the fence swaying under their weight.  I didn't even want to think about that and hoped they calmed down before they tore the fence down.  It was a relief when we couldn't see them anymore.
     It was two hours later when we finally pulled into the outskirts of Rocky Ford.  We headed for the rest area we spotted on the map and I'd told Lacy we'd be waiting.  Now all we had to do was wait.
     Mason wanted me to get into the bunk and take a nap while he watched out for them but I was being stubborn so I promptly fell asleep in the passenger seat instead.  He woke me gently when it got dark, JD, honey I need you to quietly crawl to the bunk with the least amount of noise as possible.  There's a herd coming.
       OK, that woke me up.  I couldn't look so I just quietly slipped from the seat and crawled to the bunk and into the bed.  He very quietly followed me, slowly closing the curtains so they wouldn't be noticeable. The doors, I thought.  Got 'em, he
thought and we stayed there for a long time, him holding me and me letting him.  I tried to connect with Lacy but still nothing.  I didn't have to ask if Mason was trying cause I caught him a couple of times, nearly yelling in his mind to her.  We'd just have to wait a bit longer.
     We both fell asleep sometime during the night, waiting.  Waiting for the walkers to pass, waiting for the crew to show up, waiting for Lacy to connect.  I tried not to worry, I really did but I finally gave up and worried my head off.  If you're going to do something do it to the best of your ability.  That's what my mama always said.  I picked and chose when I followed that rule as a, well, general rule and this was one of those times.
     Morning came and with it a thunderstorm.  Well, hell, why not.  The wind buffeted the truck rocking us and trying to lift the hood.  They're only made of fiberglass anyway, so it didn't take much.  The rain came down in sheets and the lightning was non stop which meant the thunder was non stop also.  I was tired, hungry, worried and had to go to the bathroom.  I know, I always have to go when things are in a pinch but that's just my luck.  I gave Mason the 'I have to go' look and he looked around but didn't find anything for me to use.  I already knew about it, so he just shrugged his shoulders and cupped my chin. Sorry, brat.  He kissed me good enough that I became interested in other things, till we felt the truck get banged against.  Oh, for heavens sake.
     He chanced a peek out of the truck so I looked also.  The truck was surrounded by the undead.  The truck banger had a broken leg or back cause it was bent oddly to one side.  I looked ahead and saw a traffic jam from hell in front of us.  When things died down and we were able to continue, we'd have to back up a ways first.  Mason was getting good at it so this should be a piece of cake.
     I got an odd feeling as the rain let up.  I concentrated and finally got a line on Lacy.  They were heading towards us but were still a ways out.  Lacy?  "Mason, are you getting this?"
     "Yes, but it's weak."
     "They're a ways out but I know it's her."
     "Keep broadcasting, it might be the lay of the land, or the iron in the rocks keeping from communicating."
     "For Pete's sake, Mason it's not like it's a radio connection here.  I don't think it matters how much iron is in the rocks."
     "Just thinking out loud kiddo, don't get your pantyhose in a bind."
     "I don't wear pantyhose.  Give me a minute, here."
     I went back to calling Lacy again but didn't get anything that time.  I'd just wait a bit, which reminded me I had to go, again.  Sigh.  Water was dripping off the truck, which didn't help.  Mason saw how much trouble I was having so the smart ass presented me with a empty water bottle.  I gave him one of my looks, which had him trying to suppress a laugh.  He checked the side mirrors and around the truck the best he could then announced the area was clear enough if I wanted to step outside a minute for 'fresh air'.  He didn't have to say it twice.  I took care of business, then walked around a bit to get the kinks out.  I nearly fell on my ass with Lacy yelled in my head, JD! Can ya hear me now?
     Yes, smart ass, and Mason is cross eyed to prove it.  Where are you?
     We're on the road east of Rocky Ford about....25 miles, Randy says.  Where are you?
     East of Rocky Ford, in a traffic jam.  Are you all ok?
     Yea, I'll tell you all about it when we get there.  The road seems to be clear so we should be there in about an half an hour.
     Okay, we'll see ya then.
     "Did you get any of that?"  I asked Mason.
     "Yep, sure did, maybe we ought to think about getting on the other side of the road now the coast is clear.  If you're all done out here, we should get a move on."
     So we did but it took longer than I liked.  Backing up, we ended up backtracking until we got to the other side, since we were heading south, we needed to be there anyway.  By the time we got to the intersection, the crew got there too.  It was a grand reunion, but short lived when a herd of walkers heard us and headed our direction.  There was a lot of cussing and running but we high tailed it out of town and headed south by the time the walkers knew we were gone.
     We were on secondary roads so, no more rest areas.  The land was flat enough though that a person could just stop on the road and camp, it's not like there was a lot of traffic.  We did just that under a group of cottonwood trees that lined the road for a small stretch.  Setting up a couple of tables and some chairs we heard the story of their trip.
     It seemed like every road they took ended in a big gouge in the road to deep to drive over, or a bridge that was out, so they did a lot of backtracking.  They finally ended up on Interstate 25 near Pueblo Colorado and traffic jams from hell.  Since Howard had the snow plow on his tow truck he cleared the way but it was slow going.  They also had to deal with two herds of walkers that were rather large so they spent a lot of time 'hiding' from them.  They had traveled all night and were worn out.  I think everyone was just plain pooped and we decided to rest a few hours before heading out.  I was just happy we were together again so I didn't say much.  The kids and dog ran themselves ragged then we all just climbed into our outfits and napped a couple of hours.
     A little after noon, found us on the road again.  It was taking an awfully long time to travel through Colorado but we knew we'd have problems.  Still this was a bit on the ridiculous side.  Earthquakes?  It's like mother nature was trying to figure out what we could handle and we keep proving ourselves.  I just hoped we could continue to do so.  But time would tell, and I was wishing I had a watch.
 
 
 



 
 
                                                                      CHAPTER 6
 
 
     I was getting tired of watching the mountains always to the right of us and never getting to be in them. If we didn't get there soon I'd be in full blown withdraw.  I needed the mountains like people needed air, food and water. I couldn't seem to take my eyes off of them.
      When we pulled into the old ghost town of Folsom we stopped in front of the Folsom Supply Co on main street among the weeds.  Our long line of outfits turned their engines off and just sat there, too tired to get out, listening to the clicking the motors made as they cooled off.  
      We had encountered cows and horses and walkers of every type, color and condition.  The roads had been almost impossible, with holes big enough to loose a truck in and chunks of asphalt broken on the shoulders.  The going was slow.  Trees down from storms, fires, traffic jams and damaged bridges hampered our progress no matter which way we went.  No one was in a good mood and everyone was hungry, dirty, out of sorts and plain pooped.  We were still a couple of days from our destination and nearly no one cared.
     Mandy came running up to Sarah and said, "Mama, come on.  Look what I found." Pulling her arm in the direction she wanted her to go.
     "At least she didn't say 'What's that?'." mumbled Randy.
     I smiled as I heard at least two others say, 'no shit.'  We followed Mandy because we didn't have anything else to do.  Dragging our feet  we turned at the corner of a building and saw a pool of water several feet deep, surrounded on all sides by a rock wall with a waterfall on the far end. 
     "Shouldn't we have cleared the place before we started wandering around?"  asked Duke.
     "Damn,"  Mason said, "we can't let ourselves get this tired again, we're too careless.  You women stay here, come on guys lets clear the area, then we can grab some grub, clean up and go to bed."
     "I hear you,"  Flynn said, as they went to secure the small town.  It had about ten buildings, some of which had bars on the doors and windows.  Most of the others were run down almost to the ground.  We'd leave them alone, cause we were only staying the night and planned to hit the hay as soon as possible.  I left them too it as I admired the nice, big bathtub in front of me.  Mercy, who was holding Davy, grinned at me and I nodded at her.  She handed the baby to Lacy, then her, Melody, Sam and Sarah proceeded to take off their clothes.  I went back to Lacy's RV and found some soap, towels and shampoo and got back in time to see them romping in the pool.  Tossing the soap and shampoo at them I turned and watched for the guys to come back while looking for any signs of trouble.
     The town was smaller than I thought because it didn't take them long to return.  I directed the men to find their women some decent clothes or at the very least robes so they trudged back to their outfits to do just that.  Not a grumpy word between them. No one had the energy. They knew when their ladies were clean, they would begin fixing some grub so that was fine with them.  By the time the women were through bathing they headed to the RV's to fix supper.  The men took over in the pool while I moseyed over to Lacy's RV and took a shower. 
     Not one person asked why I wasn't bathing in the pool. They knew the story of my jumping in a pool and while bathing an underwater walker grabbed me and pulled me under.  They don't fight well underwater so when I got loose of it and out of the pool, it started to follow.  I caved it's head in with a pipe wrench I found near the pools water intake valve.  I don't jump in pools anymore. Even when they're cleared.   I just can't do it.
     When I emerged from the shower, Sam and Howard had finished eating.  Sam asked, "Shouldn't we have felt aftershocks, if that really was an earthquake?"
     "Not necessarily."  Howard replied, "When I lived in San Diego years back, I found you wouldn't feel a small one unless you were standing still.  If you were moving around you wouldn't notice and it'd have to be a big one to wake you up.  Since we've been driving around the 24 hours after that 'quake I'd say we wouldn't notice any aftershocks."
     "I agree, Howard so I still don't know if it was an earthquake or the results of an explosion.  We may never find out."
     They said their good nights and headed to bed.  The sun had a couple of hours yet to set but we were too tired to care. It cast a shadow of purples and blues across the rocky landscape changing in depths and hues as the sun sank lower on the horizon adding reds and yellows to the mix.  No clouds were in the sky to stop the glow as it slowly draped itself over the sleepy town.  You could already hear the songs of the coyotes as they played in the desert and crickets were gearing up for a loud song fest when it got dark.  I finished my meal that I really didn't taste and sat on the broken curb in front of the Folsom Hotel and sipped my water.
     "Do you think it will be any better tomorrow?"  asked Sarah.
     "I doubt it.  We have to go through some more populated areas to get to the west side of the state and into the mountains.  I reckon we'll see more walkers and traffic jams so I don't think it's gonna be much better.  Although, if you think about it, today was about the worst it could be."
     "No kidding.  I didn't think Duke knew that many dirty words.  Mandy tried a few on for size so I'm going to have to speak to her about it.  Not tonight though, I'm just too damned tired."
     "Yes, I hear ya there.  I'm gonna turn in.  You all have a good one.  If you see Mason, let him know I'm down for the count, would ya."
     "No problem, goodnight JD."  she wandered off in the direction of the Dukemobile looking so out of place in this ghost town that words just couldn't  describe it.  I saw he'd tired a piece of Hawaiian material around his antenna, which made me smile.
     I pulled myself up into the truck, stripped to my undies and climbed between the sheets before going out like a light.  I don't recall Mason coming to bed but I felt him sometime in the night, curled up behind me, snoring lightly.  
     Morning came too early.  My body was pissed at me and didn't want to do what I wanted it to.  Kinks and knots had me moaning like a 80 year old and getting dressed was proving to be quite the feat. I was cranky anyway until I had my coffee so my day was ruined before I made it out of the truck. 
     Mason met me halfway to Lacy's RV smiling like he'd told a joke and holding the mug at arms length in front of him.  Smart ass!  I smiled and took it from him, and accepted the coffee flavored kiss he offered before we walked back to the RV for breakfast.  He hadn't gotten up long before me.  The morning was misty and cool, although we knew the sun would take care of all that and it'd be hotter than Hades in an hour or two.
     The land looked shrouded with a dress of lacy mist as it clung to nearly every leaf and twig it could.  The coyotes had gone to bed and a few of the birds were trying to court before it got too hot.  A movement caught my eye and when I looked I almost blew coffee from my nose.  One, two...no let me see, seven chickens scratched a small spot in the yard behind the supply company and when Mason saw what I was looking at he grabbed my bow and arrow and whistled for the guys.  They had a special whistle they used to get each others attention. Manly type stuff, ya know what I mean.
     As the men ran around chasing poor widdle chicks for supper tonight, I ate pancakes.  Lacy, Sarah and Mercy sat at  the small table and watched the mini rodeo, laughing at their antics until they delivered the poor things to our doorsteps.  We decided to skin them so we wouldn't have to deal with plucking and finished breakfast, fueled up and started the grueling trip to the other side of the state.
     When we'd come to Montana back a hundred or so years ago, or last year I guess, we'd passed through New Mexico.  I was trying to get us to the place where we had crossed the state to the west side.  I knew the road was pretty clear unless...well I didn't want to think of 'unless'.  We'd ran into a military unit at a ranch house we'd found that had electricity.  We'd hidden in the barn during a thunderstorm, then we sneaked out in the middle of the night.  We'd driven with lights out most of the night to get away so I wasn't sure I could find the exact route again.  But I didn't think that would stop me.  
     We hit Interstate 40 west of Tucumcari later that day playing dodge ball with walkers and traffic jams and the usual backtracking, wearing everyone's nerves thin.  The interstate was in pretty good shape but we had to do a lot of off ramps to on ramps because the overpasses looked bad enough to fall at any moment.  We finally headed south at Santa Rosa because we were tired of that crap and wanted some different crap.
     We got it.
     A thunderstorm came in with such force that it threw dirt and dust on us until we had to stop.  It was good that we did because the bridge a head of us was swept away in the flash flood.  Our outfits swayed  and jumped with the force of the wind and the hail cracked two vehicles windshields and took out a window in Clint's and Mercy's RV.  In a matter of minutes it was gone leaving a white faced bunch of Montanan's in its wake. 
     "Damn" someone said as we watched the flooding river sweep away the rest of the bridge.
     "Yeah," someone else said.
     "Well, hell yes, lets have us a flood to go with the damned earthquakes and dead walking people and forest fires.  Lets not forget prison walkers and gaping holes in the road where there isn't supposed to be gaping holes."  That would be me yelling.  I felt like I was standing outside my body and watching the other me losing it big time. It looked to be an interesting show.
     "Anyone have any oxygen on them." 
     "I heard that, Duke"
     "Well, ok,  Should I just kill myself now or wait till she comes to her senses?
     "Shut up, Duke.  JD, it's okay.  You know this is just a little wrinkle and we'll fix it."
     "Build bridges, do you now, Mace?  I have every right in the world to have a fit and you know it."
     "Yeah, if she wasn't doing it, I would."  Lacy muttered.
     "Me too, I'm done for."  Mercy said.
     "Same here," quipped Sarah
     "See, I'm not the only one."  When they all just stood there staring at me, I started to laugh.  Staring at that roaring river full of trees and debris I just lost it.  Ever seen the show 'Money Pit' with Tom Hanks and the tub he'd just filled with water falls through the floor and all he can do is laugh?  Well, that was me. I cawed like a crow, hooted like an owl and nearly wet myself when I started rolling on the ground. 
      I wasn't alone.
      Several minutes passed as restraint was attained.  Mud was scraped from various body parts and articles of clothing.  Sniffling and giggling was rampant but a little bit of decency was  found.  We'd all settled down to a certain extent but I was being watched very, very closely.
      Since we were out in the middle of damned near nowhere, we decided to rest for awhile before backtracking some more.  The land was flat except for those mountains to the west. The powers that be were making it awful hard to make it there.  But we were determined so we'd get there, I just hoped it was before we had to leave to go back to Montana.
     Duke had raised his observation deck on the Dukemobile and was walking around with binoculars surveying the dessert.  I don't know what he was looking for and didn't care.  I needed a bath so I headed for Lacy's RV where she was just putting some clean towels on the bed for me to use when I got out.
     "Feeling better now?"  she asked, like me going nuts was just expressing my feelings.
     "Not much but it's my own damned fault.  I'm so aggravated I could just spit."
     "Well, if you could've heard Randy when that flood came by you would known you aren't the only one."
     "Yes, Sarah says Duke's developed a mouth on him and Mandy is learning quick but I couldn't help it, sis."
     "I know, JD.  Don't worry about it now.  We'll get through this, we always do."
     "Yes, I guess I'm just tired of all this crap.  Maybe it's time I grew up."
     "You're about the only grownup around here, well, except for Sarah, Mercy, Melody, Sam, George..."
     "OK," I laughed, "I get the picture."  I peeled the muddy clothes off, and stood in the shower for a very long time.  I wondered at the size of the hot water heater about the time the water turned cold.  When I came out of the bathroom the kitchen was full.  Now what?
     Mason looked up from the map he was studying.  "Duke saw a large military facility to the east of here but I can't find it on the map.  We thought while everyone rested and unwound, some of us would take a look see."
     "Yes," Flynn said, "we haven't picked up any supplies on our way down here, and it's no ones fault" he said quickly when he saw me bristle, "we've just had to do so much backtracking that we haven't had the time.  We're all tired and want to do something different so we're going to check out the place and see what we can find."
     I leaned against the fridge, crossed my arms and smiled, "Bring back a big mac, fries and strawberry shake."
     "Me too," Sandy said "only make mine onion rings."  That started the orders rolling in but I was only conscious of Mason smiling at me.  Thanks, he
thought.  I shrugged, no problem, and smiled back.   
     They took Lacy's RV and went on down the road.  We spent the better part of the afternoon turning the other outfits around, fixing Clint and Mercy's window and unwinding.  We were out in the middle of nowhere so our view was unobstructed and what a view it was.  I guess it's the color of the mud or something but this amazing color of purple, or violet or something with casts of orange, rust and blues all mixed up so one color blended into another color.  Colors changed continuously as the sun dropped  behind the mountains.  The sky lit up with the prettiest purples I've ever seen.  I heard a clicking noise and turned in time to see Lacy taking pictures left and right.
     "Randy will do wonders with these in oils.  Well, as soon as we get him some canvas and oils anyway."  she said, still taking pictures until the little card was full.  Then she reached into her pocket and pulled out another card, exchanged it for the full one and kept taking pictures.  I looked at Sarah, and she just shook her head and smiled.  
     We were watching Bubba trying to catch a butterfly when I noticed the dust flying.  New Mexico was like Montana.  You could have a downpour of rain and an hour later the dust is flying on the roads again.  The guys were heading back and they had an additional two outfits with them.  This should be good. 
     It was good.  The military facility had a large Disaster Relief bus filled with water and food and behind it was a mobile Hospital Clinic.  Joe was beside himself.  It was getting dark ,while the new clinic was made into a home and clinic for Joe and Sandy.  They'd been sleeping in Lacy and Randy's RV but now they had their own beds, with bath in the big clinic.  Sam offered to drive the bus which we could then use for supplies. 
    The disaster relief bus looked like it hadn't seen much duty.  Nearly all shelves were full, cots and blankets competed with tents and raincoats.  Portable potties took up some room and toilet paper abounded.  Hmm.  Randy offered to drive the disaster bus leaving Lacy to drive the RV by herself.  She said she didn't mind as long as she could borrow Clarissa to keep her company. 
     I finally managed to talk Mason into telling the story of the trip they went on.  They'd approached the facility very slowly, stopping about a half mile out to check it out with binoculars. There was a lot of walkers, military personnel it looked like, so they had to devise a diversion of some sort.  After digging around in the RV a few minutes they found some flares and turned it towards the facility so that as it approached it didn't appear to be moving, just getting larger.  Randy  made a sort of sling shot  and when they got close enough they launched some flares at the other end of the lot.  When the walkers converged on the flares, the guys crept inside and done some digging around.
     The Disaster and hospital buses were near the gate, probably because they'd planned to take them on a mission, the doors standing open, batteries dead so they scavenged around and found outfits with batteries that would start the buses.  There was a brief time when they were discovered and had to send more flares out, and chop off some heads before they could continue, finding MRE's (Meals ready to eat) and rocket launchers and machine guns before they headed out.  Securing the gate, to make sure no walkers roamed about outside their enclosure unattended, so to speak.
     They hadn't noticed anymore road problems and wildlife was abundant which was good sign that walkers were absent.  They had a tendency to chase wildlife, which is too amusing to talk about.
    We spent a lot of time inspecting the new rides, refueling everything and in general wasting another day but we were ready to leave early the next morning, expecting to be at our destination by dark.  
     Expectations are a lot of fun if they pan out.  Aren't they? 
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     We arrived at the turnoff to the springs a little after noon the next day.  We had run into absolutely no problems on the way...no backtracking, no herds or bridges out, nothing.  We were so shocked that at the turnoff we stopped and checked the map to be sure.  Everyone milled around the off ramp, taking potty breaks and stretching legs while we make certain that it was indeed the correct place.
     We'd been in the mountains for most of the morning.  The change in temperature and the smell in the air was the biggest indicators that we were out of the flat lands.  I didn't care.  I seemed to calm down and become less cranky in the mountains.  That's what Mason said, which made me frown, so I didn't dwell on it
     The road leading to the springs started out paved but turned to gravel after several miles and ran alongside a fast running creek most of the way.  I didn't like the idea of high canyon walls on each side either but I didn't see what choice we had.  I saw there were several bridges along the way and my stomach sank.  If we couldn't get over the bridges then the whole idea of the hot springs was a wash.  I had visions of living in a warehouse for the next eight months and started to sweat.
     "Say, guys, guess what day it is?"  Duke asked wanting to show off his handy dandy new atomic clock he has in the Dukemobile.  When we all just stood there and waited, then he sighed and yelled "Labor Day."  Then did a soft shoe dance and stood expectantly waiting for some kind of response.  We all did a limp, not so excited 'woo hoo' and trudged back to our outfits.  I was as ready as I was ever going to be but I prepared my bow.  
     The walls of the canyons were tall and imposing.  Scrub brush clung to the sides almost like they were painted on.  Although we lost the creek, and before you ask I have no idea where it went, any number of times it would return to shadow us as we drove slowly towards the springs.  The first bridge looked solid and it felt that way as we crossed it.  I watched behind us as everyone else crossed just fine.  Several times I caught the glint of something shining off the tops of the canyon but couldn't identify it.
     "Are you seeing that glint up there every once in a while?"  Mason asked.
     "Yep, but I can't tell what it is."
     "It's small like a spotting scope."
     "Oh, shit, don't say that.  For Pete's sake, Mason, we don't have it in us to fight for another persons property.  Damn."
     "Don't get excited shorty, it may mean nothing."
     You guys seeing that glint up ahead?  Lacy asked.
     Yeah, we're not sure what it is but for now we'll just watch out for anything suspicious.
     OK, well, since we don't know this part of the country, that may keep us busy for a while.
     Well, now smart ass, I can't see that you're doing much of anything else at the moment.
     I'm not, shit for brains, but I may want to get busy with my man and I can't do that and watch for anything suspicious.
     Stop that you too, and pay attention, we have another bridge ahead.  That was from George.  We stopped and paid attention to the bridge which was also fine to cross.  
     The sun had started dipping over the tops of the canyon walls so it was gonna get dark soon.  We needed to be parked where we wanted to be soon.  The gravel road was kicking up so much dust that we had started to space ourselves a bit too far apart which wasn't good, so we slowed down in order to keep us together.  We started down a particularly steep incline which narrowed into a space big enough for a big truck and that's all, with rock walls you had to stick you head out the window and look up to see the sky.  Our trailer scraped the walls  as we came through but no one cared.  As soon as we cleared the opening, a valley opened up before you and the cabins and general store sat at the end of a long tree lined drive.
     We pulled up to the front of the large, barn like cabin, the others parking along the road under the trees.  It was so pretty and quiet.  So quiet that I was a bit concerned.  While we sat there, the door opened on the big cabin in front of us and a young boy of about 12 stepped out with a machine gun, pointed at us, of course.  He just stood there and waited, not moving or saying anything.
     "Well,"  Mason of many words, said.
     "Yeah,"  I was wordless too.
     "I reckon we ought to find out what the deal is.  If we have to leave, I'd like to do it before dark."
     "Yeah,"  Still wordless here.
     He started to open the door when the kid aimed the gun directly at him.
     "Can I get out?"  He yelled, through the half open window.
     "Don't reckon there's much reason too, seeing as how you're leaving."
     "That's what I wanted to talk to you about."
     "Nothin to talk about, git."  He motioned with the gun then brought it back to point at Mason again. 
     "Well, shit."
     "Yep."  I replied having no idea of what to do.
     "You're not helping much here, JD."
     "What you want me to do?  Shoot him?  Cause that's about the only way to part him from that gun."
     "Bobby?"  a small voice came from the cabin.
     "Shut up Sally,  I'll be there in a minute."
     "But I'm hungry, Bobby."
     "I said shut up."  He said, yelling at the door.
     OK, I'd had enough of this crap.  Leaping into his mind I saw a young boy afraid of his shadow holding an empty gun.  Opening the door, I walked back to Lacy's RV and told her to give me a couple of juice boxes, some crackers and a jar of peanut butter.  The kid stood on the porch yelling he was going to shoot me until he saw the peanut butter and then he shut up.  I walked up to him and placed the food on the bottom step, then stepped back.
     "Keep moving back to the truck."  He said, pointing that very large gun at me.
     "Nope."  I said, certain he wouldn't shoot me.
     He was busy frowning at me when a very dirty, little girl flung open the door, and limped past him to the grab the food.  She fumbled around with the lid til she got it off, flung it in the dirt and started digging into the peanut butter with dirty fingers, as she sat on the step.  I didn't care much for peanut butter and I've never seen anyone eat it straight from the jar.  The boy was watching her and having trouble holding the gun up.  It was a big one so I could understand the problem.
     I backed up a few steps, then slowly sat in the dirt my hands to my side.  " Help yourself, there's more where that came from.  We didn't come empty handed."
     "You're just saying that so you can take my gun."
     "Look kid, we have bigger, better guns and I have a genuine cross bow I use so that little gun doesn't mean nothing to me.  Eat something, then we're gonna talk and before you go on about us not staying then understand this...I came here from Montana and I don't intend to go another mile.  We're staying for the winter then we plan to go back to in June.  Share the place with us, or not but we ain't gonna leave. Period."
     He thought about it for a minute then dropped the gun, and ran down the steps to get in on the peanut butter fest his little girl pal was having.  "Ain't got no more bullets anyway," he said as he opened at juice box and gave it to Sally, then the crackers and dug into the jar in between Sally's fingers. 
     No bullets, did you hear that Mason.  He held you off with an empty gun.  Get a couple cans of spaghetti-O's from Lacy and a couple of spoons but walk slow, they're skittish as hell.
     On my way, JD.  She said from behind me.  The kids became very still as she approached but when she put the cans on the step they fell to eating.  She stood next to me and watched them.  Soon the rest of the crew was standing around us watching the kids eat.  I didn't see Mandy until it was too late.   She handed Bobby a piece of chicken then sat beside him and talked a mile a minute about the trip here.  Soon Bubba was laying on the step beside him, waiting for a handout.  Sarah and Duke were arguing about who was supposed to be watching Mandy. 
     Mason helped me up and we waited until the kids had run out of food before we said anything.  Then he introduced us all to the kids and explained why we were here.
     Bobby nodded his head, "Yea, we stayed here last winter and it wasn't bad at all.  There was enough food and all but we ran out about a month ago."  He put his arm around Sally who leaned into him, looking very sleepy.
     "At first there were other people here but they got sick and died then they tried to kill us."
     "What did you do?  How did you survive?"
     "Oh, there's a big ravine back yonder a piece and I let them chase me till I led them over the cliff. There's this big old tree there and I have a rope tied on it.  When they chased me I'd grab the rope and swing to the other side and they fall into the ravine.  It's really deep.  Then some coyote's came and I had to shoot them, that's why I'm out of bullets.  I dragged them over to the ravine too and we ain't been bothered much since then."  An image of a 'smurf garden' came to mind and I smiled.
     "That was pretty smart of you.  We have food, and we plan to get more but we need a warm, safe place til next June, then we'll leave you alone again, or you come with us.  That will depend on you two and you have plenty of time to think it over.  We'll make several trips into Silver Springs for provisions then we'll sit tight till spring.  We promise we won't interfere with the way you and Sally have been living unless you want us to."  He nodded his head about the same time as a flash of light lit the porch.
     "And who is using the scope to watch us?"  Bobby looked in the direction of the flash and shrugged his small shoulders, "That's just old Pete.  He thinks he's a soldier but he ain't nothing.  He keeps telling us that he is like our pappy and we need him to take care of us but no pappy looks at Sally that way.  I don't like him and we hide when he's around but right now he's up there watching you all."
     "Does he have a gun on him?"
     "Yea, it's some kind a hunting rifle.  But you wait a bit and he'll show up cause he'll think you've got food and come looking for some."
     "Are you and Sally from around here?  I hear a bit of a southern accent."
     "Nope, me and Sally come from Atlanta.  Our folks always comes up here to group up..."  he frowned at that.
     "You mean regroup?"
     "Yeah, that's it.  Whatever that means."  He was starting to get sleepy.  Sally had put her head in his lap several minutes ago and fell asleep, now his belly was full he was having trouble staying awake.
     "We have a nice RV with a big soft bed, would you like to take a nap in it for awhile?" 
     "I think Sally might be happy about that and I'll just go with you to take care of her while she's sleeping.  She feels safer that way."   He started to nod off, so Mason picked up Sally and Flynn grabbed Bobby who promptly fell asleep in his arms.  He looked down at him then walked towards the RV but not before I saw the shine of tears in his eyes.
     Sarah and I stood on the top step and looked out over the valley. Lacy and Mercy was cleaning off the step, then we slowly walked inside the building.   We stepped into a large room open to the rafters with several tables and a big kitchen at one end.  Stairs to one side led upstairs and Randy headed up those.  "Looks like someone's has been living up here.  It's a pig sty and stinks to high heaven."
     "Must be pappy then cause I bet those two kids have a place somewhere else.  Did you get the part of the way pappy looks at Sally?"
     "Right, and he better not come near those children while I'm around."
     "Gotcha, it's just a shame we don't have any pigs around.  I'd feed him to them."
     "Got some skinny guy walking down the valley with a rifle on his back.  Must be Pete."  Randy yelled from upstairs.  Mason, Flynn, Howard and  Sam came inside and looked down the valley at the approaching man.  "Duke, Clint and Riley are staying close to the RV to watch the kids.  Clint is moving it closer so we can watch over them till we see what the deal is."
     "Damn, did something die in here?"  asked Howard.
     "I think it just needs a bit of cleaning.  We have an old man walking up the valley so be on your toes.  We need someone with the kids."
     "I've got the kids," Lacy said, heading out to the RV.
     "I'm right behind you love,"  Randy said as he came down the stairs.
     "I'll see what I can find for dinner,"  Sarah said as she headed to the Dukemobile.
     "I guess the rest of us will have a little talk with Pete."   While we waited for him, we cleaned the place up.  I found a broom in the back and while I was there I made sure the back door and windows were locked.  That old man was not sneaking in the back way.  As I swept the floor around the kitchen area, I heard the door handle rattle a bit, and alerted the guys.  I continued to sweep the floor when the front door slammed open and a dirty, skinny man, stinking to high heaven, wearing a cowboy hat, boots and chaps? stepped into the room.
     "What the hell's going on in here?  Who the hell are you people?  This is my place."
     When we continued to clean and in general ignore him, he fired off a shot into the ceiling then stood with feet braced apart scowling at us.  About that time, Riley came up behind him and pressed a taser to his neck. He hit the floor hard, peeing his pants and firing off another shot before laying harmless on the floor.  I glanced up and saw the stuffed antelope hanging on the wall had another eye.  Pete lay unconscious on the floor, so Riley grabbed him by one arm and dragged him outside, then shackled him to the hitching post located at the foot of the steps.
     I went to the back and got a bucket of soapy water to clean the mess he made on the floor then Bobby came in, white faced and stared at us.
     "Wow."  he said then looked out the door then back at us.  "Wow."  he said again.
     "We're gonna clean the place up, then get some dinner ready, would you care to take a bath and get some clean clothes on while you wait?  It's up to you of course, but I thought it might make you feel better."
     He frowned at the thought of a bath but then glanced out at Pete again, smiled and nodded his head.  Lacy took his hand and led him outside while we continued to set things right.  Pete came to at one point and proceeded to rant and rave until Riley approached him with the Taser again, then he just glared at us.  When we had the room like we wanted it, Riley led him in and sat him in a chair, his rifle was laying way in the back on the kitchen counter.
     "You people made a big mistake by coming here.  I don't take kindly to being treated this way and my kids aren't going cooperate with you one bit."
     "Your 'kids', are taking a bath and getting cleaned up for dinner.  And just to set the record straight, we know they ain't your kids."
     "Fuck you people, they're mine and I won't let you take em away from me."
     "We ain't never been yours mister.   And if you ever come near Sally again, I'll kill you."  Bobby, hair still wet from his shower and wearing a set of kids sweats and Clarissa's Nike's, stood in the doorway, with his hands on his hips, ready to do battle.  I could see little Sally behind him on the porch.  "I'll kill you dead as hell you old bastard if you come near either of us again."
     "And if he doesn't I will,"  Randy said, his hands on HIS hips.
     "This is MY place, and you people are trespassing..."
     "Well, you're just gonna have to deal with it.  We plan to stay till next June and then we'll leave you alone to go back to Montana.  Until then, things are gonna change around here. You adapt or you die.  Your choice."
     "You can't do that."
     "We just did."
     "So what is it, old man.  It's up to you."
     "Go to hell, all of you.  I won't let you take over my place.  So kill me if you have to or I'll kill all of you.  Your choice, now.  What's it to be?"
     We looked at each other then Mason grabbed a roll of duct tape and proceeded to tape him to the chair.  When he got so loud we couldn't hear ourselves think, he taped his mouth.  "You made your choice old man."  Then he and Flynn grabbed the chair and carried him out,  Randy, Clint, Howard and Riley following him out.  Bobby started to follow but Sarah held him back.  I thought about it for a minute then signaled Sarah to let him go.  She frowned but released him and when he disappeared outside she looked at me.
     "He has to see it himself or he'll always wonder if we followed through on our threat.  He won't believe Pete's dead unless he sees it himself and I think he's hardened enough to accept it."  She looked at the door and sighed.  "I know, I feel the same way.  He's so young that you just want to protect them, but he's past that now.  Let's make sure he's seen the last of death for a while."
     We proceeded to make a nice dinner and during the proceedings we heard a rifle shot in the distance. The guys wouldn't have much of an appetite after that but the kids would make up for it.
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     During dinner we watched in stunned silence as Bobby took care of Sally.  He filled her plate, put the napkin around her neck, filled her glass with water.  Then they ate quietly except for the occasional whispered secrets back and forth.  When they were finally full, Bobby wiped Sally's mouth, got up and put their dishes on the counter, took Sally's hand and turned towards us.
     "We thank you for the food.  Sally thought it was very good."  Sally nodded her head to indicated she did indeed think that.  "So we decided we should go to bed now.  We'll be back in the morning and we'll stick around but tonight we're gonna sleep in our own beds."  He looked down at Sally as she leaned her head against his arm.
     "I don't think..."  began Sarah, but I cut her off.  "it's too early to go to bed, especially when you're really tired.  Do you need anything before you leave, like blankets or pillows?"
     "No ma'am, but we appreciate the asking.  So, goodnight."  Sally smiled real big and then let Bobby lead her though the dining room, and out the front door.  I looked at Flynn who was already putting his plate on the counter.  He kissed Melody's cheek, touched Davy's cheek who was snuggled asleep in her arms and went out behind the kids.
      "Do you really think we should let them sleep outside all night?"  asked Sarah.
     "Honey, they've been doing it for some time now and haven't had any problems.  One more night won't hurt them."  Duke took the words right out of my mouth.
     "They won't trust us if we don't trust them.  He's been taking care of that little girl for a long time, we have to trust him to take care of her one more night."
     "But he's so young."
     "Yeah, bites the big one doesn't it."  Me and Sarah stated to clean things up but Sam, Mercy and George took over, shooing us out of the kitchen.
     "So, who gets the loft?"  asked Lacy.  "There's a bedroom downstairs under the loft so there's actually room for two."
     Sam and Howard got the downstairs because the tow trucks bunk was very small.  Sarah and Mandy took the upstairs.  Duke planned to teach Flynn the controls of the command center and Sarah said she wouldn't be able to get any sleep, which is probably the truth.  While everyone was getting settled, Mason and I found a couple of rockers on the porch and planted ourselves in them.  Soon Flynn came back and sat on the top step.
     "They're in one of the back rooms of the cliff dwellings.  I had a hell of a time getting up there cause Bobby put a string of bells across the top of the ladder as a early warning system, so I climbed up the opposite wall and saw him tucking Sally into bed.  They were on their knees, in front the bed, saying their goodnight prayers.  They've got a mattress with blankets and pillows, a night table with a lantern and a small book case with stuff on it.  They're about as safe as we are in our beds.  Maybe more so.  Nothing's sneaking up on that kid." He leaned back against the railing post and sighed.  "It sure is pretty.  I didn't think we'd ever get here."
     We didn't think he was wanting conversation as much as just talking to himself so we just nodded and continued to watch the sun set.  Then it got so dark we had to use flashlights to find our way to bed.  Walking hand in hand back to the truck, I looked up and saw all the stars and stopped.  Mason looked up also and then put his arm around me as we walked to the truck.  I missed Montana more right then than I have since we left.  I fought back tears as we got ready for bed and when I lay back I looked out the moon roof and saw a falling star.  Mason and I just lay there and watched the stars until sleep crept in a stole my thoughts.
      The next morning I woke with the usual question in my head...'Where am I?'  Then I remembered and the quest for coffee began.  I knew this wasn't like the lodge where they'd have a pantry loaded with the stuff but I was hoping they had some coffee stashed away somewhere.  As soon as I opened the truck door I could smell it, and inhaling deeply, I followed the scent to the cabin.  Mason was sitting in the same rocker as last night, grinning like a fool as he sipped from his mug.
     "You better not have drank all of it."
     "Lots more where this came from.  Evidently Pete wasn't a coffee drinker."  He settled back and rocked the chair.
     "Watch out, you're looking like you're old enough to rock all day on the front porch."  He stuck his tongue out at me.
     "Well, I guess you showed me."  Then I blew him a kiss and hurried inside where I found Bobby and Sally sitting at the counter watching Sarah make what looked like oatmeal.  Sally's hair had been brushed and braided and Bobby's hair was slicked down with something.   A look from Sarah told me she had nothing to do with it.  So Bobby braids hair too.
     I couldn't resist touching them both as I walked by.
     "Morning."  Bobby said, as he wiped sweat from his glass of orange juice.  I looked at Sarah who grinned and pointed at the fridge.  "Solar panels."  Then she went back to scooping oatmeal into bowls for the kids.  They accepted them with whispered "thank you ma'am"s and began eating.  I took a sip of my coffee, bless Columbia, and watched them eat for a minute before joining Mason on the porch.
     Sitting in the rockers you looked down an avenue of trees to the entrance of the canyon.  Our outfits were parked under the trees on either side and would probably stay there.  A slight breeze rustled the leaves overhead while the smell of pine tickled your nose.  Mason nudged me to look to my right and there were several chickens scratching in the dirt.  "Bobby had em hid out of sight of Pete cause he was killing them all.  The old man would get drunk and shoot at anything that moved, mostly the chickens.  Bobby took the eggs and cooked them in one of the hot springs so they'd have something to eat.  The kid knew what he was doing.  Smart for such a small cuss." 
     "When everyone gets up and around we need to take stock and see what we have and what we need.  But I think before we go anywhere we need to unwind a day or two.  Did you see the fridge?"
     "Yeah, this morning when I got up I saw the solar panels and wondered if they worked.  I'll let Duke have a go at 'em when he gets up.  I think he spent most of the night teaching Flynn about the command center."
     "Yeah,"  said Flynn as he stepped out on the porch, "I had it figured out long before he got done teaching me.  That guy sure loves his toys."  He sat at his favorite spot on the second step, leaning against the top step.  "Damn, I'm glad we're finally here.  I could wait to go looking for supplies a day or so if everyone else can."
     "I don't think that's a problem.  Bobby says Pete mostly robbed the surrounding homes of weapons, jewelry and such.  He drank booze all the time so he didn't eat much.  We should find some food in those houses and solar panels too.  Seems a lot of folks in this these parts had them.  Lots of sunshine, I guess."
     "Bobby said he'd sit down and talk to us after he see's Sally fed."
     I smiled because I could just see him saying that.  He was the one to come out and tell us breakfast was ready.  He sat up at the bar and watched us as Sally ate a pop tart with Melody and Clarissa.  The kid had spunk, but he looked like he was awful tired of being a caregiver.  He wouldn't say anything though, he had pride too.
     "Oh, yeah, Duke was able to get in touch with Ken last night.   They had some problems around Helena, but have a canyon they've landed in they like.  The weather turned off cold at night so they say we were smart to head south.  They sent their love and said to be careful."
     "If they only knew."  Mason said.  No shit, I thought.
     Sally and the other kids finished eating and took off to play, Mercy behind them to keep watch and Bubba trotting along behind her.  She hid the gun in her sleeve just in case.  Davy was sleeping on a cot in the corner of the room.  Bobby went to the window and watched the kids for a minute before coming back to our table.  He thanked Sarah when she sat a glass of orange juice in front of him but didn't touch it for a minute.
     "I reckon things are gonna change around here since you folks are here.  Just the fact that old Pete is dead is a big change.  Seems strange to not be afraid any more.  Well of him anyway."
     "Bobby, you said he was stealing things like guns.  Do you happen to know where he hid the stuff?"
     He smiled, "Yea, the old man hid it in the caves across from us.  He tried to put it in the upper caves and got so drunk one night he fell off the ladder.  Hurt his back real bad.  So he got a room on the ground floor he built a door for.  Its easy to spot, only door in the caves."
     "Could you show us later?  We might need the guns.  We have to make a run into town for supplies and we'll need weapons."
     "If I can go along.  I been here for a long time.  I want to find something nice for Sally."
     "Is Sally your sister?"  Lacy asked.
     "No, but she feels like one.  Our parents just happened to be here at the same time.  Those two fifth wheel campers at the end are ours.  I ain't been in there since our parents died.  Won't either, not for nothing."
     "You don't have to go in there if you don't want to and we'll see about you going with us.  We'll need to go several times so you might want to wait.  That way we'll know what to expect."
     "I can show you around today.  There's a few places that have solar panels and a couple of places has zombies locked up in the bathrooms so you'll need me to show you which ones."
     "Sounds like a plan.  We'll leave in a bit."
     Bobby turned to me. "If you wouldn't mind, ma'am, I'd appreciate it if Sally could stay here with you while we're gone.  I'd feel better if she was safe and I didn't have to worry about her."
     “You put him up to it didn't you?” I asked Mason.
    “Nope, weren't none of me what done it.”  He was smiling too much.  I was gonna ask you if you wanted to come along but you can't turn the kid down now.
     I looked at Bobby who was patiently waiting for an answer.  "You bet, kiddo.  I would love to have Sally with me today.  Don't worry about her at all."
     "Thank you ma'am, I been worried about her for so long, though, I don't reckon to stop any time soon."  He walked back over to the window again.
     "Just as long as you stop calling me ma'am, we'll get along just fine."  He turned and smiled at me before looking back out the window.
     The guys planned their forage of the area while Sam, George and I planned to check out the other buildings and the campers in the area.  I wasn't sure if George could kill a walker but I thought it was time to find out.  
     The guys took off, Duke taking up the rear.  He wanted to check out the solar panels and see if we could transfer them to the cabin.  When the guys were out of sight we started with Sally and Bobby's campers.  I figured the best way to find out if they were occupied was to beat on the door.  If we heard movement we knew we had something.  So that's what I did.  I beat the hell out of the door.  Nothing happened inside but the camper next to it started jumping.  We looked at each other and decided to take care of the bouncing camper first.  I let George open the door and shot the walkers as they piled out, literally, one on top of the other..three in all.  One woman and two men.  I'd instructed Mercy to keep the kids in the cabin so Sally wouldn't see us shoot them.
     George had disappeared and I feared it was too much for her until I saw her emerge from the back of the big cabin pulling a large wagon.  One of those with the high sides and big, fat wheels.  We piled the dead in the wagon and went inside the camper.  As quickly as possible we began to open windows mostly because of the smell but the heat was stifling. I found a purse and inside were pictures of a family with a beautiful little, blond hair girl lovingly wrapped up in her mothers arms.  I took the picture to save for Sally.  She might want it when she is older.  
     I found some of her clothes but by looking at them I knew they were too small.  I found a sweater that was her mothers and put it in a bag with the pictures.  When I found a raggedy, old, stuffed rabbit, I knew it was special to her, so it went into the bag too.  When we'd found everything that was useful we proceeded to the first camper and beat on the doors again.  I know, overkill, right? but you never know with these things.  The camper remained still, but we entered cautiously anyway.  Finding pictures and favorites of Bobby we also grabbed blankets and pillows that might be of use.  His clothes were too small too, so he'd need new ones.  We picked up a few supplies and canned goods but most of the cans were oddly shaped so they were left behind.
     Sarah and George pulled that wagon all over the campgrounds.  We loaded up on stuff and had to make four trips back to the cabin to unload it all.  Soon we filled the wagon with walker and had to got the ravine to empty it. He wasn't kidding about the ravine, it was deep.  I looked once and saw all the bodies, some still moving and refused to look any more.  We backed the wagon up to it, tipped it up and the bodies rolled out.  I knew I'd found another scene for my nightmares.  
     By the time we were done it was lunchtime.  Sarah found a couple of cans of cooked chicken and made chicken and noodles and some homemade bread.  We didn't wait for the guys to come back cause we didn't know how long it'd take them.  Sally didn't seem worried so we didn't figure to worry about it much either.  As long as they'd been there I figured Pete had cleaned out the walkers from most of the cabins and houses in the area so it would be a recovery mission more than anything.
     Mercy was trying to put the kids down for a nap but it wasn't easy.  They wanted to play, so out of frustration, we left them alone.  Soon, it got quiet and when we peeked inside we saw the girls piled up in the bed with Bubba right in the middle.  We sat around the big table in the dining room talking about nothing in particular when we heard a loud explosion.
     "Oh, for heavens sake, now what?"   I said, running to the front porch.  I could see dust rising in the direction of the cliff dwellings and reached for my guns, strapping them on as I ran in the direction of the caves.  I heard  Sam, Lacy and Sandy close on my heels as we ran past the ravine.  Skidding around a large boulder we ran into Mason and Flynn loaded down with weapons.
     "What the hell?"
     "Hey, ladies, I figured you heard the explosion.  Pete had a surprise rigged up for trespassers but we got most of the stuff out before it went off.  I think he was paranoid and rigged the place for walkers.  Like they'd steal anything."  We just stood there open mouthed as they paraded by, Randy, Howard, Riley and Joe following behind all loaded with weapons.  "Clint will be along with a pick up truck full of stuff in a bit."  Bobby tagged behind looking like he'd been in a dust bowl with a rifle on his shoulder grinning like a cat in cream.
     "That was sure a big kaboom, wasn't it?  Old Pete set a timer on it and it was way off, or it would have blown up yesterday.  Whew whee, I'm sure hungry."  He kept going, so we turned and went in their direction, excess adrenalin making my legs weak.
     When we got to the big cabin, the guys had unloaded their weapons cache on a table in the corner.  Pete had been busy collecting guns and ammo from the looks of it. 
     "This isn't all that bastard took, he had boxes of jewelry, paintings, artwork, fancy coats, statues and drugs.  I don't know what he planned to do with all that stuff since it wasn't going to feed or protect him.  I left the other stuff there since it won't do us any good. Ah, there's Clint now."
     We went out and met Clint driving a new extended cab pickup the prettiest cherry red you've ever seen.  The bed was full of stuff, including carpet, bedding and pillows.  I think we have enough of that for now.  The carpet would make the floors warmer in the cabin and a lot of pillows never hurt anything.
     Bobby came out with hair dripping to watch the proceedings. "Boy, that Sarah sure likes baths.  I ain't been this clean since I was a baby."  He was barefoot again and I realized we'd have a Huckleberry Finn on our hands if we didn't do something soon.
     "Yeah, tough when people care about ya, huh?"
     He smiled real big, "Oh, it ain't so bad.  I guess it's in her jeans.  At least that's what my mama always said."  I thought about that for a minute and laughed. He meant genes not jeans and I thought he may be right.  Too prove it Sarah stepped out on the porch and said, "You all might as well go down to those springs and bathe before supper.  I'll get ya some towels."
     "My mama said something else I thought was weird.  She said, 'I rest my case.'"  With that he went back inside and we all laughed.
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     We watched as the 'guys' made plans for the trip tomorrow.  Bobby was helping by telling them where the different stores were while Mason looked their location up in the phone book.   Every once in a while, Bobby would stand up and gesture wildly about something, then he'd sit back down to point at the map again.  We were sitting around the large dining room table watching the whole thing with amusement.  
     I wouldn't be going but I didn't mind.  I was still tired from the trip so they could go without me but I'd be ready to go on the next trip.  Sally was drawing a 'pit-sure' for her Bobby with markers Sarah found in the office.  We had plans for the 'pit-sure' she was drawing for her Bobby. Lacy came in with a handful of branches and when Bobby looked up to see what was going on Randy distracted him again.  
     Lacy slipped out with the picture hidden in her shirt about the time the guys announced they had everything ready for the next day.  We thanked Bobby for the help and then slowly walked him to the Dukemobile, giving Lacy time to put the picture on the wall.  Stopping in front of his parents camper, I asked Bobby if he wanted to sleep in it  since it was basically his.  "No ma'am, if I had wanted to I would've done it already but I don't ever want to go in there again.  I'd appreciate it if you and Mason took it.  You need something to sleep in other than the truck.  Ma and Pa didn't die in there or any thing so it's ok."
     I thanked him for the camper then we walked him over to the Dukemobile telling him that we wanted to show him the new room we made.  Lacy nodded at me to let me know she had done her thing so we led him inside.  He loved the Dukemobile and spent every waking minute there asking non stop questions about everything, so he was eager to step inside. It was when we ushered him to the back that he got suspicious.  I slid the door open and waited for him to enter.  He just stood there with his mouth hanging open.
     The quilt that was on his parents bed was folded  across the end of the bed.  A replica of the Space shuttle hung from one corner of the room with fishing line, while the other corner held several shelves with small cars and trucks, all taken from his camper.  On the table next to the bed was a framed picture of him and his parents on  a beach somewhere and on the wall next to it was Sally's picture.  It was a small hand outlined with purple ink and inside the hand were two stick people holding hands and the words 'Bobby' over the taller stick person, 'Sally' over the shorter person.  Little red hearts were drawn all over the rest of the picture.  The frame was small branches glued together with a red hearts taped over each corner.
     "That's my pit-sure I drawed for you Bobby." Sally said pointing to it.  "Do you like it?"
     Bobby, who hadn't taken his eyes from the picture near his bed turned and looked at Sally with eyes shining, and in a voice that shook with emotion he whispered, "It's the greatest picture I ever saw, Sally.  Thank you."  She turned and looked at us, bent over as she put her hand next to her mouth and loudly whispered, "I knew he'd like it cause he likes me."  Then she ran to the front of the RV.  Bobby stood next to the other picture and slowly reached out to touch it, running his finger gently over the face of his mother.  His shoulders were slumped and his head bent but he managed to say, "I thank you, with all my heart." his voice hitching a bit at the end.   I looked at everyone else and we all had tears in our eyes.
     "You won't ever be alone, Bobby, unless you want to be.  Duke will man the controls during the day and Flynn at night so there'd be someone here all the time.  So if you want to be alone all you have to do is close the door.  The bathroom is yours too and if you get lonely just come out and sleep on the couch if you want."  Flynn nodded his agreement because he probably didn't trust himself to talk right then either.  "Well, we'll just leave you alone so you can get ready for bed.  Goodnight, Bobby."
     He didn't say anything as we left.  We were a quiet bunch as we walked to the cabin.  My throat was so clogged I couldn't swallow.  I hadn't realized it would affect me that way and was relieved I wasn't alone.   Mason and I decided not to sleep in the camper that night, since I needed to do some things to it first, like reinforce the door, paint the bottom of the windows etc.  So we slept in the trucks' bunk again, waking early for the big day.
     Guys being guys they were ready and biting at the bit to be gone.  They'd take the semi leaving the trailer behind, all of them riding in the bunk.  Then they planned to return with  several trucks and trailers loaded with supplies.  I figured they'd be gone all day so we stood and waved at them until they disappeared around the entrance to the valley.  Duke stayed behind along with Howard and Joe to keep an eye on the rest of us.  Duke wanted some of the solar panels on the houses in the area removed and brought to the cabin so Joe and Howard would be busy most of the day.
     I'd go with the guys to the houses to see what supplies and food stuffs were available and bring back what I could find with Clint's fancy truck.  I helped them to dismantle some of panels after making two trips with the truck of mostly dry goods like paper products and laundry soap.  Bobby elected to help me that day.  Before we entered the first house I showed him how to beat on the door and listen for noises from the inside. Then stand to one side and shoot whatever comes out.  You did that with pantry's, closets and garages. 
    It was while we were struggling to put a baby bed in the bed of the almost full truck when Bobby asked, "Does it bother you?"  Not wanting to answer that loaded question until it was clarified, I asked "What?"  Closing the bed of the truck I leaned against the hot tailgate.  "Going into peoples house and taking stuff.  Does it bother you?"  Oh.  "Oh, that.  Yeah, it did at first cause I was raised not to steal, but then I got to thinking that the owner might want the stuff to be of use rather than to go to ruin from disuse and it got easier to do it.  I still think about it when I enter someone's house like this one, and I say thank you when I leave to make myself feel better."  He looked at the house and nodded.  I quickly grabbed the can of spray paint and painted a giant X over the door so we'd know the house had been searched.
     We were sitting in the truck and drinking some water, when Bobby said, "Pete didn't seem to care about the stealing cause he was taking stuff that was worthless, like booze.  I took some stuff too and felt bad cause ma told me I would go to hell for stealing."
     "This isn't stealing, Bobby."
     "Why?"
     "Stealing is taking something of value from someone who needs it.  This stuff is of no value to anyone but us.  The people this stuff belonged to is either dead or wish they were.  They don't care anymore."
     "How do you know they don't care."  Wow, tough kid.
     "I don't and if they come back and find the stuff gone and want it back, I'll load it up and bring it back with a bunch of apologies.  Till, then I'm not going to loose any sleep over it."
     He seemed to think about it while I drove the mile or so back to the cabin.  When we arrived he said  "Me either."  And that was the end of that.  
     We'd put a lot of the things in the garages of the places so we could get to them easily.  Locking the rest of the house to insure no walkers got back inside.  Three houses lost their solar panels that day and Duke helped to direct the placement of them on the cabin.  
     The Dukemobile along with the other campers were moved closer to the cabin.  Duke had an idea about how to route hot water from the springs through some pipes into each camper, generating heat.  It was just a bunch of gibberish to me so I ignored most of it.  He wanted to put some solar panels on the roofs to add more power to the cabin. I was getting worried about all the power he was wanting.  I mean, a few lights and the Dukemobile along with the cabin was bout it, right?  He wanted panels on the wash house too so we could have a washer and dryer handy.  I think he was just power hungry but that I could be wrong.  
     I'd found some boards and reinforced the camper door then painted the lower windows and after finally getting the tip out out where it belonged I braced it so it wouldn't sag.  After cleaning and transferring our stuff from the truck . I was ready to make the place my own for the next eight or nine months.
     After a nice lunch, we went back at it again.  I left the ladies to put up the baby bed and some curtains while Bobby and I hit the next house.  I let him lead the way this time and after pounding on the door extremely hard and hearing no noise, he quietly opened the door and jumped back beside the house to wait for...whatever.  I nodded at him and he crouched low before entering the house.  It was dark because someone had closed all the blinds and curtains, so that was the first order of business.
     When the front room was cleared, including the coat closet, Bobby headed to the kitchen and I caught him with his hand on the fridge door. "Stop."  He did.  "First check to make sure the electricity is on, then open the door slowly."  He frowned at me then at the fridge. "The stuff in the fridge probably went bad a year ago, Bobby, so you really do not want to open that door.  If the electricity is on then the freezer is you best bet.  But as a general rule, the fridge is history and will only stink up the place to the point of you finding your gag reflex and believe me you don't want to know about that."  He slowly removed his hand, like any fast movement might  mysteriously open the door, then placed his palm on the front of the door.  Shaking his head, he backed slowly from the door like it would attack him.  I smiled and started opening cabinets.
     I watched from the corner of my eyes as he knocked on the pantry door, then put his ear it, then knocked again.  When he was satisfied, he slowly opened the door then jumped back, ax raised when the broom that had been leaning against the door inside forced the door open almost hitting him in the face.  He glanced at me to see if I was looking, while I continued to put cans of baby formula in my box, then he picked up the broom, set it aside and started to the next door which looked like it went to the basement.
     "Hang on, always do things in pairs if you can.  Let me get into position."  I stood in font of the with my crossbow and nodded to him.  He proceeded to beat the hell out of the door then looked at me and shrugged.  I nodded to open the door and just as he reached out to grasp the doorknob, a shot rang out.  My arm felt like it had molten lava running through it as I staggered back, unsure for a moment what had occurred.  My ears were ringing like crazy.  The bow was now laying on the floor, my arm useless as I leaned against the stove fighting nausea.
     Bobby grabbed the bow and as the door slowly opened he aimed it.  Both of us were breathing like we'd run a race, fear immobilizing both of us but I think the pain is what had me stuck to the stove like week old grease.  A noise from the front room had me spinning around only to see Joe, yea, sneaking up on us.  Bobby pointed at the door, Joe nodded and pulled out his gun.  Grabbing a clean tea towel from the fridge door handle, he handed it to me, while continuing to the door.  He looked at Bobby but said nothing so I guess it was ok that he was standing there with a crossbow shaking like crazy.
      I folded the towel and pressed it to my upper arm.  Ow! Ow! Ow!  I heard another noise and saw Howard sneak around the corner when he saw the blood.  He tried to lead me from the room but I was stubborn and wanted to see who shot me.  He sighed, let go of me and pointed to the dining room table giving me the evil eye. Dammit!
     "Wait!  Don't shoot, it's Mikey."  said a muffled voice from the other side of the door.  I'm not sure who he was talking to, neither did Joe evidently cause he pointed his gun at the ceiling when Bobby yelled.  "Bobby?"  I heard a small voice coming from the darkness of the basement. "Yeah, it's me Mikey.  Come on out and meet my friends.  They won't hurt ya."  
     I was starting to see stars and the room started to spin about the time I heard Joe say, "JD, are you all right?" from about a million miles away and then nothing.
     I woke up on Howard's lap with a very tight something around my arm.  "Ow!" I said and his arm tightened around me.  "Hold on JD, we're almost to the cabin.  Joe will fix you right up."  I managed to say, "Goody can't wait" before the darkness swallowed me again. The next time I woke, Joe was cutting my arm off.  OK, maybe that's an exaggeration but it felt like it.  "Ow, dammit Joe."  as I tried to pull back from the pain, he pulled back. "I swear JD, you're like a child.  Hold still, and I'll be done here in just a minute.
     JD?  What's wrong?  I'm on my way, baby.
     I'm ok, just got myself shot in the arm by a baby.
     Baby?  What the hell are you talking about?
     Never mind, I'll be fine as soon as Joe gets through torturing me.
     We'll be there in a few minutes, hang on.
     "Just so you know, Joe, Mason should be here in a few minutes so you better be done with me by then cause he is going to yell at you."
     "Great,"  he mumbled, "that's all I need.  Okay, you're done, just keep that arm still.  It was a straight through shot which is why you lost so much blood, you have two holes in your arm.  I have some antibiotics I want to give you so roll over."
     "Why can't you give it to me in the arm.  Why do I have to bare my ass?"
     "Cause I'm the doctor here, not you.  If you need help, Sarah is just outside the door."
     So I rolled over, jerked my pants down far enough for 'the doctor' to stab me in the ass.  But I was laying there all nice and cozy when Mason came bursting in the door.  I mean that literally.  He'd have to repair it.
     "What the hell happened?  I can't leave her alone for five minutes...ok, it was longer than that..well, you know what I mean.  Never mind.  How bad is it?"
     "Bullet when through the upper part of her arm and out the other side so it isn't bad but she's lost a lot of blood and will need to rest a few days."
     That got my attention, "No way am I laying in bed for a few days.  You said it wasn't life threatening so I plan to be up about in the morning."
     "No you aren't"  Two voices sounded like one.  Then Mason sat on the edge of the bed.  "You scared the shit out of me, so you have to stay in bed as long as Joe says."  Before I could say anything, he raised his hand, "If I have to tie you to this bed I will but you WILL do as Joe says.  End of story."  
     I narrowed my eyes at him and he did it back to me.  I started to say something and he put his finger against my lips.  "Nothing you can say will change my mind.  So go to sleep."  With that he kissed my forehead, left the room and talked to Joe in the kitchen.  I finally realized we were in the camper.  
     I woke up to being tortured again.  Well, to be fair it was only Joe changing my bandage but it was still torture.  He checked my pulse, temperature and then pried my eyes open and squinted at me.  "If I were dead, that would wake me up."  I mumbled.
     He chuckled, "If you were dead, I wouldn't be doing anything.  How are you this morning?"
     "Morning?!"  I tried to sit up only to discover I had no strength.  "What the hell have you done to me.  I'm weak as a baby."
     "Nothing.  The blood loss makes you weak.  We need some iron pills for you but I can't find any anywhere.  Sarah will bring you something to eat later but don't try to con her into feeding you what you want.  You'll get broth.  Mason will be along in a bit to tell you how yesterday went but don't let him stay too long. You need to rest."
     "Crap."  
     "Yes, I know."  He chuckled again, as he tapped my foot under the covers and left.  I must of dozed because Mason was opening the windows and letting the sun in when I opened my eyes again.  I watched his fine butt move about the room before my eyes got heavy again.  Time had moved forward again when I woke to Mason sitting in the chair next to me reading a book titled "Ghosts of the New Mexico".
     "God, that's all we need roaming around.  Ghosts."  It came out sounding like a frog croaking but he understood.
     He slowly lowered the book then winked at me.  "You missed breakfast but Joe wouldn't let Sarah wake you.  I hope I didn't wake you cause Joe will kill me."
     "I may kill him before this is over.  I want to know about the baby that shot me."
     "What baby? Oh, you mean Mikey.  He's a friend of Bobbies and was hiding out in the basement of that house you  were in.  He was supposed to be gone but overslept.  He stubbed his toe on the top step and when he stumbled the gun went off..  He's really upset about it and wants to say he's sorry but we're putting him off so you'll be awake for it."
     "Well, I'm not prepared to hear an apology cause I'm pissed."  I was running out of steam and knew it.  I hated being this weak. I still had to go to the bathroom yet.  "Hold on to that thought and help me to the bathroom first?  Then you can tell me about the trip to town."
     He helped me take care of business and when my head hit the pillow I was out.  All this sleeping was getting on my nerves but I there didn't seem to be any help for it.  Later when I opened my eyes to Joe checking my pulse he motioned to the other side of the bed but I didn't have to look to know Mason slept quietly beside me.  Joe gave me another pain pill, tucked me in then left me to la la land once more.
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     If I didn't know better I'd say that table was getting farther away instead of closer.  I'd managed the restroom and now I was very slowly making my way to the kitchen table in the camper.  By the time I got there all I wanted to do was go back to bed but I sat heavily in the seat instead and opened the curtains to peer outside.  I wanted coffee in the worst way so I wasn't surprised to see Mason heading my way with two steaming coffee mugs.  Mean old me was interested in seeing how he opened the door with his hands full, so when the door opened easily I was almost disappointed to see a little person holding the door for him.
     The little person in question was a stranger so I figured out it was my attempted assassin.  I was relieved  not to see any weapons as he followed Mason inside. Mason stopped briefly trying to hide any surprise at my mutiny then sat the mug in front of me and I lost all desire to whine.  I inhaled the heady aroma of coffee then took a sip before sitting back and smiling.
     "Your such a pushover,"  Mason said as he sipped his mug.  The elf at the door quietly sat on the edge of the sofa, staring at the floor.  I looked at Mason and he just shrugged.  Well, hell.
     "Hey you,"  I said to the monster, "come here."  He slowly stood up, still staring at the floor and walked towards me about two steps.  Two very small steps.  I had the urge to yell at him to see if he would jump but he was so pathetic looking I finally gave in.
     I patted the seat next to me and softly said, "Come sit by me for a minute then you can go play with the others."  I thought for a second he was gonna bolt out the door, but he made his way to me but refused to sit.  Okay.
     "What's your name?"
     "Mike.  Michael Flannery but people call me Mikey." in a voice so low it was almost a whisper.
     "Are you the one that shot me?"
     "I tripped,"  he said, suddenly  looking me straight in the eye.  "I ain't never shot no one in my life, that was living.  I wouldn't have shot you but I tripped over that top step and the gun went off.  I wouldn't shoot you on purpose cause you're so pretty."  I felt my eyebrows climb into my bangs and glanced at Mason.  Yep, he was hiding a grin behind his coffee mug.  You laugh and you'll wear the rest of your coffee.
     "Well, I wouldn't want you shooting anyone cause they're ugly either.  I'm gonna be fine so stop worrying about it.  Do you think you could sneak me something out of the kitchen to eat?  I sure am hungry."
     "Oh, no ma'am, I sure couldn't do that. Dr. Joe said he'd skin me alive if I let you talk me into feeding you outta a 'sense of obligation.'  What ever that is.  So, no ma'am, I'm sure sorry.  I sure couldn't do that.  No way, no ma'am,"  As he talked he walked backwards stepping closer and closer to the door.  As if by miracle he turned at the door, opened it and was gone.  Just. Like. That.
     Mason did laugh then.  "Boy, you sure have a way with the young, JD.  All that sweet talk would just make me giddy."
     "Shut up about it and tell me about the trip."  I mumbled and settled back to enjoy my coffee.
     "Ah, yes, the trip.  Well, it was a pretty standard B&E (breaking and entering) except for the part where Randy...let me see, to explain..I know, remember the pet store in east Texas?"  Oh yea I do remember that.  It was the day I met Mason and yes, it was in a pet store.  We had just decided to leave when he turned toward the door and came face to face with a walker.  Only the glass of the door separating them.  Mason did a sort of dance before he headed quickly to the back of the store.
     "I almost forgot that...did Randy scream like a girl?"  We both laughed about it for a minute. Mason didn't scream like a girl, but did an impressive two step before recovering.
     Before he could continue, Joe stuck his head in the door.  I groaned and started to put my fingers up in the sign of the cross but the one arm still didn't work.  Mason saved the day by loaning me one of his fingers but it lost some of its effectiveness.
     "Very funny and here I was gonna let you up for the day."  He grinned big when he saw that I was already up for the day and without his approval.  "I saw Mikey headed to the back yard at a good clip, you get the chance to sweet talk the boy did ya?"
     I sighed and looked at Mason. "Told ya."  he even smirked, which wasn't a good look on him.
     "Sit Joe or leave but I am gonna hear about the trip.  I've been waiting long enough."
    "I'll go scare up something for you to eat while Mason tells his tale, then back to bed for you."  He jumped out the door making me wince cause the last time I tried that I took off several layers of skin.
     "Where was I?  Oh yea, we hit several electronics stores making Dukes day, a child's store making the ladies day, a grocery store getting some much needed supplies and a small convenience store before heading to the next mall.  We couldn't stop cause some bright soul hung several wind chimes out of reach near a Mexican restaurant.  Must of been a hundred a walkers.  Randy said some of them started to follow us but when we got far enough away they turned back to the wind chimes."
     I listened to his voice drone on about the different stores and traffic stops and found my mind wandering.  Mason must of noticed because the next thing I remember was him helping me up and walking me to the bed.  Because of the coffee, I had to make another stop but he finally had me sitting on the edge of the bed when Joe came in with another cup of coffee.  Cross that out, it was beef broth.  I managed to gag it down before falling asleep with my head on Masons shoulder.  Not a bad place to fall asleep I must say.
     I only cat napped but it was a healing sleep and I felt a lot better when I woke up.  Lacy was sitting by my side reading a magazine.  I don't know where she gets them but I'm betting Randy got the new ones.  
     She must of read my look because she pulled the covers back and helped me take care of business before helping me to the kitchen again.  She pulled a bottle of colored water from the fridge and set it on the table taking the seat across from me.  I took a sip of raspberry tea and grinned big.
     "Now, that's what I'm talking about."  She smiled as I downed the whole bottle then got another from the fridge.  I noticed the thing was full of em, then noticed they were very cold.  "Dukes been busy I see."
     "Yep, he has a whole trailer load of solar panels and knows how to use them.  The guys feet have hardly touched the ground since they've been back.  Mason threw a fit to get this place done so you'd have lights and cold tea. He's so sweet, sis."
     "Yea, that pet store done us both a favor."
     "What?"
     "Never mind.  What's for supper?  Don't tell me beef broth cause I ain't drinking it.  I want food."
     "Joe said if the broth stayed down you could eat with us tonight. So  They'll be over in a bit to carry you..."
     "I'll walk or I stay here.  This is ridiculous.  It's a flesh wound for Pete's sake.  I can walk."  To prove it I started to get up from the booth.
     "Hang on a minute sis, I need to talk to you about something before you go inside."  She sighed and squared her shoulders which made me very nervous.
     "What, Lacy?"
     "Okay, first off, we threatened to cut Masons tongue out if he even mentioned it, so don't yell at him.  Well, as far as that goes don't yell at me either."
     "Why would I yell at anyone, except the little person who tried to blow my head off and I didn't yell at him.  For that matter, I don't see Mason letting y'all tell him what to do."
     "Well he was against it...cause he hates to keep anything from you but we know how he gets flustered, and then stuff comes out of his mouth that doesn't make sense..."
     I laughed, "Yeah, I know what you mean.  Remember that time..."
     "JD, will you let me tell this?"
     "So tell it. What's the problem?"
     "All right, well, they brought back a couple who he says is married and she says...well, actually, she won't say one way or the other."
     "Lacy, I'm hungry here."
     Heaving a giant sigh, Lacy braced herself and blurted it out.
     "She wants Mason."  She quickly nodded her head like she had just revealed the national secret.  I just sat there and waited for her to get to the rest of it.  Nothing.
     "She wants Mason for what?"  She frowned, and cocked her head to one side.  I just lightly shook my head and nodded it a bit to tell her to finish it.
     "That is, JD.  She wants Mason.  He saved her and he's her knight in shining armor and 'he's so cute'.  Blah, Blah Blah"
     Okay.
     "So, did anyone tell her that he is taken?  And what's Mason got to say about this?"
     "Gee, JD do ya even think he's noticed?  We've all told her he was taken but she either doesn't believe it cause you've been laid up or is ignoring it.  She doesn't do anything when her husband, or whatever,"  waving her hands about wildly like me when I can't explain anything right, "is around, but as soon as he turns his back she is hanging on him..."
     "Who? Mason?  She's hanging on Mason?  What?  His hands tied or something?"
     "You should see him trying to get her hands off him, then he runs off to do some errand. He thinks she's just thankful but that girl has other things on her mind...and his name is Mason."
     "Well, I guess it's about time I rejoined the land of the living.  Don't ya think?  But I can't go like this, I need to clean up first."  I started to get up when Lacy glanced out the window.  
     "Better hurry, Mason and Joe are headed this way to take you to dinner.  Hurry and I'll delay them.  I put some nice perfume on the night table next to your bed."  That stopped me for a minute but seeing the guys round the camper spurred me on and I was safely ensconced in the bathroom when they came inside the camper.  I could hear voices but I treated myself to a good hair brushing, along with my teeth, and spritzed a touch of perfume in the air and stepped into it.  When I exited, I found a nice blouse of Lacy's laying on the bed and quickly pulled it over my head.  I was fighting to get it over my bandaged arm, when Mason chuckled.  When my head emerged from the soft silk I saw those eyes of his and that smiled and could do nothing else but kiss him.  Did I mention I had just put on some lipstick?  His eyes made me some promises that I waggled my eyebrows at and he kissed me hard enough to make my toes curl.  
     "Maybe we could have supper here tonight.  Just the two of us." He whispered against my lips.
     "If we did, we wouldn't eat any food and I'm starved, cowboy.  Walk me to dinner?"  He sighed like he was disappointed then turned and offered me his arm.  It would have been more romantic if we could have gotten out of the camper that way but there was some jostling and bumping before I finally got my feet on gravel and headed to the cabin, a man on each arm.
     I could tell people were happy to see me because nearly all of them were standing on the porch with big smiles.  I could also feel just a bit of tension in the air.  Sarah looked at Lacy who just nodded her head a bit making Sarah smile.
     "Hey girl,"  I said to her as we approached, "I hope something simple is on the menu tonight, cause I don't want you to go to any trouble for me.  I am starved though, so a T-Bone steak with baked potatoes would do."
     "Don't even think about it, JD.  Let your stomach adjust first."  Joe said as he helped me up the stairs.
     "Would fried chicken, mashed potatoes, corn and peas work with a bit of peach cobbler for dessert?"
     "Ah, a girl after my own heart."
     We were laughing when we entered the dining room so the 'lady' in question was a little put off by the crowd.  She sat at one of the small tables with another young man and they looked to be around their early 20's, tired and haggard like most of us looked but she was pretty, sort of.  He was nice looking but his eyes were hard.  Cold.  They were blue so the hardness made them look icy.  She looked at me with a frown on her pretty face so I had to say hello.  Right?
     "Hello, I don't think we've met.  I've been a little under the weather and Joe is a hard doctor to get around."  The doctor in question, harrumphed as he headed to the kitchen.  "My name is JD, and you are?"
     She didn't know whether to shit or go blind.  She just sat there and stared at me, finally blinking several times before she looked toward Mason.  She must of seen the lipstick on his neck so she turned back and plastered a fake smile on her face.  "I'm Nancy and this is...ah...Bruce." He looked at her like she'd lost her mind then turned towards me.  "Nancy and Bruce Wilson, pleased to meet you.  I'd heard you were laid up and I'm very glad to see you improved.  A bullet wound is a hard injury to come back from.  Or so I've heard.  Pleased to meet you and thanks for saving our bacon.  It was getting close for us."
     I felt sorry for him but the whole time he talked she looked at Mason.  "Well, I seem to be recuperating from one about every six months or so.  But thank you and welcome.  If you'll excuse me?  The good doctor has had me on broth for several days and I'm starved.  Enjoy your meal." 
     Mason acted like he was relieved when we moved to the back of the dining room where he sat me down with my back to the Wilsons.  It seemed most of the group had already eaten but they sat with us anyway.  Mercy bounced Davy who squealed with delight as Flynn played peek a boo behind her head.  When Mason brought my dinner, he sat beside me instead of across from me which must have burst Nancy's little bubble.  Dinner was wonderful, but my stomach had shrunk and I wasn't able to eat much.  I asked to take some chicken back to the camper later and Sarah presented me a wrapped package.  She knew what I was thinking.
     Duke showed up about the time I was getting interested in Masons hand climbing up my thigh.  "You guys think you could give me a hand?  I need to put some cables on the roof."
     Mason must of thought he needed a distraction cause he kissed me quick and followed the men outside,  followed closely by Bruce.  Well, at least he isn't a slacker.  The ladies  were in the process of cleaning the kitchen when Nancy approached me.  I thought she would.
     "So I bet you're glad to be up and around."  She started to sit down. 
     "Do you want to get a rag and clean the table?"  I asked, as she tried to get out of the clean up.  "I'm sure the ladies would appreciate it."  I hesitated a moment then turned just as George handed her a wet rag.  "Thank you so much."  George said and when Nancy turned away rag in hand, George winked at me.  I raised my good will package so she could wipe under it.
     "So," she said as she swiped the table a poor lick.  "Which one of these hunks has your brand on him?"
     I looked at Samantha as she rolled her eyes.  George thought at me, She knows already. We've been telling her for days.
     "Now, what makes you think one of these hunks has my brand on him?"  I took a drink of orange juice and shuddered.  Joe was getting on my nerves with this health crap.  "These good men, or hunks as you put it, don't need brand branding, Meredith."  Purposely getting her name wrong.
     She stopped and frowned.  "My name is Nancy and it was just a figure of speech.  I wouldn't want to step on anyone's toes so I was wondering if all of them is taken."
     "You can't tell by looking then.  That's a shame."  I didn't' have to fake the yawn just then.  I was fading fast and the fun was just beginning.  Mason I'm getting awfully sleepy would you be able to walk me back to the camper?
     On my way, brat.  Don't move till I get there.
     "I guess I've had it for the night, ladies.  It was a wonderful dinner Sarah, as usual.  If you'll excuse me, I'll just mosey off to bed. Oh and Mary," yep did it again, "just for the record, Mason has my brand all over him and I don't take to man rustling.  It's a hanging offense around here."  I turned to wobble to the door when she said, "I think I could take better care of him than you've been doing.  Laying around all day so you don't have to work, letting him work his ass off waiting on you hand and foot,"  She hissed, if a person can hiss that is.  What she didn't know was Mason was standing behind her and Bruce was right behind him.
    "No, you couldn't in your wildest dreams 'take care of me'."  Mason said,  "JD is the love of my life and there is nothing you could say or do that would change that.  She doesn't take care of me, I take care of her because she's so special.  If you think for one minute that I would have anything to do with the likes of you then you are sadly mistaken.  Watch your step or find another place to live."  
WOW!
     He took my arm, kissed my cheek and we slowly made our way down the steps to the applause of my friends.  I leaned my head on his shoulder as we walked, which is hard to do cause each step you take makes your head bounce, but I didn't care.  I didn't have to defend my man, he did it for me.  I found the energy later to thank him for the gesture in triplicate.  
    Joe would have had a fit.
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     The next morning found me feeling great.  I was thirsty as hell, which Dr. Joe tells me is my body's way of wanting to replace the blood loss, but my strength was back up so I really didn't really care why.  Yea!  Joe had been in and put a clean bandage on my arm, saying the wounds were healing fine.  I had to start physical therapy so I could get the strength back, then I could go on the next trip to town.  Being restricted to bed for a while did it for me as far as resting went. I was ready to do something.
     Mason spent the morning at the little table in the camper drinking coffee with me.  It was nice and cozy, quiet like and we didn't have to raise our voices to be heard.  We talked about nothing really, just spent some quality time together.  I think we're going to make a habit out that.  It was just plain nice.
     When we walked to the cabin for breakfast, our footsteps made little puffs of dust as we walked.  The birds were happy to see us today as were the clouds as they skipped across the light blue sky.  The air was fresh and clean with just a hint of chill but not enough to put a sweater on and I felt content for the first time since losing the lodge. 
     The dining room was full.  Nancy and Bruce sat at the table where they were the day before.  Duke was mounting several monitors to the far wall, looked like there would be around eight of them.  He had three put up.  He was arranging them so he could be in the cabin and monitor security at the same time, like he did in the lodge.
     The plan this morning was to bring all the campers as close as possible to the cabin so Duke could run hot water through them all. Something about piping the hot water from the springs through each camper, blah,blah,blah.  I didn't think we needed the extra heat but I have been known to be wrong. Then the room downstairs under the loft would become the clinic, with room for Joe and Sandy to sleep.  Sarah, Mandy and Duke would keep the upstairs while the rest of us camped out.  I thought it was workable and we needed the clinic somewhere in the cabin.  We'd had it in the disaster relief bus which worked at the time but the nights were getting colder and the leaves were getting ready to fall so winter was close.
     While I'd been lazing away in the camper, a chicken coop had been built and the chickens corralled so this morning we had omelets for breakfast.  We couldn't do that every day because we had to let the chickens sit on some of the eggs but we had the protein now, so that was a relief.  
     Nancy keeps looking over here.  She's shooting daggers at you big time.
     I don't care, Lacy.  She'll get over it or not.  Let it go.
     She gives me the creeps.  Mason thought.
     She knows a good thing when she sees it.  
     The guys got together after breakfast to discuss plans to find every camper in the area and pull them down to the cabin.  Then they planned to go through all the houses again.  I'd been there, done that, so I wouldn't be going there again.  The next thing I knew Mikey was standing next to me.
     "Miss JD."  he asked in that whisper of his.
     "Yes, Mikey,"  I whispered back.
     "I was wondering if you was still mad at me."
     "Um mm, let me see."  I pretended to think about it.  "Nope.  I don't think so.  Do you need something?"
     The loudest voice I'd heard came booming out, "No ma'am, I sure don't. Thank you Miss JD.  Yea."  He ran from the room, Bubba hot on his tail.  
     "Anyone know what that's about?"  I asked.
     "He's been moping around here like a sick puppy waiting for you to notice him.  You're the only person he's ever seen that survived a gunshot so you're his hero.  Or is it heroine?"  Mason said.
     "You mean you let a child shoot you?"  Nancy said from behind me, surprise laced though the comment.  "He's what, six?"
     "He says he's seven so he's small for his age, but yes, Nancy I stood right there and let him shoot me.  You should try it, with any luck..."
     "JD,"  warned Mason starting to rise to confront her but the bitch thought he was defending her. 
     "That's alright, hon, don't worry about it."  He slowly sat back down and stared at Nancy.  Bruce walked over then, took her by the arm and as she turned away she smiled at me.  
     "You gonna be ok, with us gone?" Mason asked, hoping to distract me.
     "Yep, darling, I'm gonna help the girls, watch the kids play and take a nap.  You be careful out there.  One gun shot a week is plenty."
     He finished his breakfast and kissed my cheek giving me a look that make my stomach clench.  The look I gave back spoke volumes so he hiked his pants up, grinned big and swaggered out of the cabin.
     "Doesn't take much, does it?"  Lacy said, as she sat across from me.
     "Not for him evidently.  So it's just us today and after a nap we can play.
     "Well, you're looking a bit peaked so I'll walk you over to the camper."
     "Whoa, there a sec, sis.  I was talking about a nap after lunch, not now.  I'm feeling great today."
     Joe must've been monitoring the conversation from the clinic cause he yelled out, "She's alright to go, Lacy.  She has the smarts to take a nap if she gets tired."
     Shaking her head, she helped me with the cleanup, then I took a cup of coffee out to the porch and found Nancy sitting in my rocker.  She was starting to get on my nerves.  I sat on the top step putting my back to her as if I didn't care she was a chair thief.  I enjoyed the sunshine.  Bubba ran up the steps with a ball in his mouth so I took it and threw it down the lane sipping my coffee as I watched him chase it.  He brought it back and I threw it again.  What's up with that?  I thought as the process was repeated again.
     "I think he wants you to keep it since you have to do therapy."  Joe said from behind me.   "He'll keep bringing it back till he collapses so maybe you should hang onto it.  You know what you need to do."
     "I don't think she's smart enough to figure it out.  That little dog is smarter than her.  I don't know what Mason sees in her."  Nancy said, then stomped off the porch in the direction of her cabin.  Getting out of work again.  I just sat and squeezed the little ball until Bubba turned and raced around the back of the cabin.  His job done, I guess.
     "Wow."  Joe said.
     "Yep, not a fan."  I said, wincing at the pain.
     "Don't overdo it JD.  The girls are out back if you get lonesome."
     Something caught my attention at the end of the lane.  "Hold on a minute Joe.  Do you see what that is at the end of the lane?"  He stepped down the steps as he concentrated.  We both probably looked like a couple of dogs on a scent the way our heads were bending back and forth. Lacy, would you bring the binoculars out front and tell Sarah to get the kids inside? I stood up now, and bent forward like that would help me see better.  "What is that?"  Joe asked before I could.
     "It almost looks like someone dragging something.  No, wait.  It's two someone's dragging something.  And those someones are very short."
     "Not short, kids."  Just then Lacy came out with the binoculars and when I got the somethings sighted in, I could see two very young kids pulling a rope that was tied to something.  Their feet was kicking up so much dust the something was hidden in the cloud.  I couldn't determine the sex of the kids but they had the rope over their shoulders, leaning forward with the effort, dragging their 'something' down the lane.  Joe and I looked at each other and started down the steps at a run.
     "I don't know why shit like this happens when the guys are away."  Joe said while running.  I didn't either, I thought but it just seemed to happen that way.  Luckily they weren't far away so they could help if we needed it.
     The kids saw us coming and stopped.  They dropped the ropes and turned to run away but Joe caught them fast enough.  Holding onto them though was looking like a big problem for him.  "Help here, JD."  he grunted when one of them socked him in the gut.  I said, "If you guys want to be hogtied and dragged to the cabin then keep it up.  Otherwise, settle down and behave like little humans instead of animals."  Like someone had turned a switch, they settled down.  Just stood there glaring at me and puffing from the exertion of struggling with Joe.
     Once the dust settled we saw an old man laying on a sled of some kind.  He was naked from the waist down and didn't look too healthy.
     "What's wrong with him?"  I asked while Joe held on to them.
     The youngest one or maybe it was just the shortest of the two said, "He's real sick."  Causing me and Joe to take several steps back.  "Him and our baby sister was real sick but I think she died.  We knew you was here so we thought we'd bring him to ya to see if you can fix him."  Joe and I exchanged looks.  He maintained his hold of the kids.
     "Was either your baby sister or whoever this is, bitten?"
     "Yeah, they both was, ma went crazy after she was sick for a while and bit pa and Bitty.  Pa killed ma cause he said she was crazy,  then he got sick.  We locked him in the shed for a while but he fell down and ain't been hardly breathing for a while now so we brought him to you."
     "Were either of you bitten?"  I was circling the sick man trying to see any movement but, so far I couldn't see that he was breathing.  Not good. 
     Lacy showed up about then with my bow which made me feel better. This guy has been bitten so we need to get the kids behind doors before I have to kill him, again.  She nodded and started towards them but I held her back.  Just a minute while we find out if they're infected too.
     "Naw, we was too fast for him.  When we locked him in the shed, he was chasing me and when I got inside, I crawled out a hole in the back while Mary locked him in."
     "OK why don't you go with Joe..."
     "Not happening, JD"
     Good grief.  
     "OK, Lacy you go get Sandy so she can get the kids out..."
     "We ain't leaving pa."  and they started struggling again.  Well hell.  
     "Stop!"  I yelled and they did.  Hmm. Okay.
     George, would you send Sandy out please?  And make sure she's armed.
     "OK, kids this is the way it is.  There's a sickness that makes people crazy and then they die.  I think your pa has it.  Which also means he is gonna wake up pretty soon in a really bad mood.  So, we can help you by giving you a nice place to live and some food which means you have to leave with that nice lady running towards us.  I promise you we will take care of your pa.  The very best care we can give him.  Okay?"  I really needed to get them out of sight fast cause time was running out and pa would be getting back up any time really, really, hungry.
     They looked down at pa then took Sandy's hand as she led them back to the cabin.  I was staring at pa, waiting for any movement while waiting for word that the kids were out of sight.  I did not want them to see me put an arrow in his brain.  I was stepping back and forth, stomping little puffs of dust in the air each time.  I could feel sweat beading on my forehead.
     'How damned long does it take to walk back to the cabin?"
     "They're almost there.  The guys are just pulling into the lane behind us."
     I could hear the roar of the engines and when they slid to a stop, dust billowed thick and choking.  Although I felt 100% better I still couldn't take my eyes off the dead man laying so still on the sled.  My bow was cocked and ready and I was nearly vibrating with the need to kill him.
     "Where are they now?"
     "We're right here, babe."
     "Not you darling, the kids."
     "The door just closed."
     Pa just rose.  Straight up like he was connected to an invisible string and pointed right at me.  OK, I was ready for this, right?  So why was I just standing there staring at him?  Would've been half of his jaw missing and one eyeball hanging out resting on his cheek.  Would've been the smell which had me swallowing, and breathing shallow.  Would've been his penis which hung almost to his knees and dripped...something.  I was saved when Mason blew his head off.  Pa crumpled into a neat pile exactly in the middle of the sled just as if we'd planned it.  Mason stood there, smiling like he just won the lottery.  I shook my head.
     "Babe, I can't leave you alone for five minutes."  He said as he put his arm across my shoulders and started walking me back to the cabin.  The sound of the sled let me know that pa was heading to his final resting place.
     "We got two more kids.  They brought pa for medical help."
     "Damn, that's gonna be a tough one."
     "They said something about their baby sister that died and I was wondering about taking care of it."  The 'it' I was talking about was putting down the baby.   I just couldn't see myself killing a baby but it had to be done.  I must of been in some kind of shock cause I kept wondering where pa's pants were, why he was chasing the kids and how he could look so bad after being ill such a short time.  Usually little animals snacking on the remains causes that kind of damage but he hadn't been dead long enough.  
     We entered the cabin and found Sarah feeding the munchkins some oatmeal and canned milk.  I couldn't stand canned milk, but I wasn't much of a milk drinker to begin with so my bad.  The kids stunk to high heaven, and the little girls hair would have to be cut, no way those tangles could be brushed out.  Id' leave that to Sarah and Lacy who was talking quietly to them.  She'd been involved with the little ones lately and I was beginning to wonder if she was getting maternal.  Lord, I hope she doesn't want a baby of her own.  With that thought came shame, cause why shouldn't she want her own child.  It was just that the world was so messed up right then I couldn't see having a baby.  Melody had Davy and that had been ok.  Still, giving birth right now was too much too deal with. 
      I was starting to wonder also where we were getting all these kids.  When we arrived Bobby and Sally were waiting for us.  We had acquired the shooter Mikey and now these two.  I was worried about it but couldn't seem to come up with a reason.  Each child had a different story so it didn't seem to be a conspiracy.  I'd guess we were just lucky.
     Seemed like all the ladies but me and Nancy were gathered around the kids.  All that mothering and they wouldn't miss pa, at least that was my fondest wish.  Lacy looked at me and thought, It seems as though 'pa' was molesting these two adorable babies.  That's why they were running away from him.  They only brought him for help cause they were afraid if he got well on his own he would be mad cause they didn't do anything.  He was planning to attack us for the food in a few days but got sick instead.  I don't think they'll miss him too much.
     I felt like going out and shooting him again.  Well, at least he won't be molesting them anymore and they could enjoy being kids again.  Once I had a neighbor that was molesting his kids.  They were my friends and I tried to get them help but they were too scared.  When I told my mom, she said it wasn't any of our business so they suffered.  I hated that man with a passion and went out of my way to avoid him. 
     I watched with shinning eyes as the ladies took the kids upstairs to clean them up.  I was betting they were going to sleep the rest of the day out after dragging that sorry bastard here.  Yep, I'd kill him again, no problem.  Just then someone else I could've killed walked in and I sighed.  Nancy's head was a jumble of fear, anxiety and anger.  She was wondering how many more of the little bastards we were going to take in and have to feed.  She was wanting awfully bad to say something but the looks on our faces told her she better keep her mouth shut.  Time would tell, but I was betting she'd mess up.  I was also betting I would have to set her straight.  She had nothing on Sissy though, and I'd had practice with dealing with her kind.   I'd better start working on strengthening my arm though, I had a feeling I was gonna need it.
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     Mason spent some time with us before he left with the guys to finish what they started before the excitement.  The kids were still upstairs letting the ladies fuss over them.  I was trying to get the image of pa's penis out of my mind while I worked my arm muscle by lifting a small can of beans repeatedly.  I always seemed to be doing therapy of some kind.   
     A noise interrupted my thoughts and I looked towards Nancy and Bruce's cabin.  They were standing outside yelling at each other.  I couldn't hear the words but it didn't matter, I really didn't care.  All they seemed to do was fight.  She finally pushed him causing him to take a step back while she ran back into the cabin and slammed the door.  He stood staring at the door a minute before he headed back to my porch.  I ignored him as he wandered up and sat on the bottom step, staring at his feet.  I figured if he wanted to talk he would.  Since I wanted some peace and quiet I kept  lifting the beans and listened to the birds and squirrels.
      I was beginning to think he didn't know I was there until he asked, "Are one of the campers empty?  If there is I'd like to have one.  Just for myself.  I've had it with her.  I'm tired of being told I'm worthless." 
     "I don't see a problem with that.  Why don't ya take the four wheeler and go find the guys.  They're bringing as many of the campers as they can find here today.  I'm sure they'll be one for you.  In fact, I saw a big old truck with a slide in camper the day I got shot.  That would be perfect for one person."  
     He stood, dusted off his seat, hesitated like he wanted to say something else then went in search of the four wheeler.  I could've jumped into his mind and scanned it to see what the problem was but I'd been trying to stop lately.  Some peoples mind were a cauldron of misery and it was depressing.  I didn't need that.  A few minutes later, I heard the four  wheeler start up and the dust flew as he went in search of the men. Their cabin remained quiet the rest of the afternoon.
     I'd lifted beans till I was sick of it then went in search of a nap, which left me tired when I woke up an hour later.  I couldn't have slept any more anyway cause a procession of campers were driving or being pulled into the area.  The smell of venison hung heavy in the air from the elk Flynn killed the day before, making everyone's stomach growl, so a mad dash was made to every sink in the area where hands were washed and faces scrubbed clean.  Sarah made that mandatory and enforced it.  So the dining room was full and everyone was waiting by the time she called dinner.   I enjoyed the show as a lot of good nature d competing went on to get the best part of the meat.  
     She had baked a large roast, then pan fried a million steaks.  From that she made gravy to pour over mashed potatoes.  There was some canned fruit, applesauce and homemade bread.  She sure could whip up some wonderful homemade bread and rolls.  The men were starving, so  she had a huge smile on her face as she watched them eat, blushing when someone yelled out  what a fine cook she was. 
     Our two newest additions were getting special attention from Joe and Sandy.  Kevin said he was 10 but a very skinny ten years old if you ask me.  They'd been abused by their father and Joe took a special interest.  Sandy had his sister, Amy, sitting on her lap.   Pa was gone along with that part of his anatomy that haunted me and from now on they would be loved as children should be.  They both had taken naps but were already nodding so Joe and Sandy carried them off to bed.
     Bruce was sitting at the big table with the rest of us which left Nancy sitting by herself at the table by the door.  She kept glancing at Bruce's back like she wanted to say something but I think she'd probably said too much as it was.  She never said a word to anyone and after eating a bite, she stormed from the room...her footsteps marked her path down the steps.  The air cleared after she left and everyone talked quietly then.  Bruce seemed more relaxed than I'd ever seen him and joked with the men, telling one hunting story after another.
     "Why do you think we are finding so many children all of a sudden?"  Lacy asked.
     "I was wondering that myself."  George replied.  "We seemed to be finding them or they're finding us.  Not that I mind.  The poor things.  Sally is so sweet that I feel like she's mine already.  Riley is a fool around her."
     "Yeah, we've all noticed.  Well, as long as we can take care of them I don't see a problem with it."
     "How's your arm doing, JD?"  Mercy asked.  She'd fed Davy and then Flynn disappeared with her to put her to bed.  Hard to believe he was the hard nosed ex-seal.  He was so cute with that baby.
     "Better.  I've been exercising it all day so I can go on the next trip to town.  I wanted to do some shopping so get your lists ready.  We need to get some extra stuff for the new kids and I was thinking about Christmas coming up in a couple of months."
     "You gonna bring back a trailer full of stuff like last time?"  I'd filled a trailer full of nonsense stuff last year and everyone had the chance to go shopping for their loved ones.  They all hand made presents for me because I knew what was in the trailer.  It was great and I got some really unique gifts.  I became sad at the thought that all those gifts were destroyed when the lodge went up, except for the silver crossbow necklace Mason gave me.  I wore it all the time.
     "It seemed to work so I'll see what I can do.  We have more kids than last year so might have to bring back a trailer of toys.  This trip, though I'll just try to get the stuff we need.  There's a Tractor Supply store at the intersection  when we came in, they should have some bib overalls for Howard.  I noticed the ones he has are about worn out."
     "Yeah, he found them hanging on a clothesline at that little ghost town with the natural pool.  I thought he was gonna cry when he saw them."  Sam, his better half, said. "I have to admit he looks better in them than those sweats we were having to wear.  He tried to talk me into wearing a pair but I just couldn't bring myself to his way of thinking.  I prefer the sweats over the bibs but I would sure like to find some jeans."
     We all nodded at that.  Good, clean, well fitting clothes would be wonderful.  I needed new shoes and I'd noticed yesterday that everyone else did to.  This called for a trip to a warehouse.  You could just about find everything on your list at one place.  But it was an all day affair clearing the building of walkers then loading the stuff.  In the end it was worth it but it was an overnight affair. 
     People started saying their good nights and drifting off to their different 'homes' after the kitchen was cleared.  I ended up on the porch in my rocker (Nancy must of went to bed) sipping my tea while Mason sat in his rocker, his head back and eyes closed.
     "What ya thinking?"
     "I was just wondering where all these kids are coming."
     "Yeah, we were thinking the same thing after dinner but didn't come up with anything. I'm not gonna worry about it.  Long as we can take care of them I'm not going to worry about it."
     "Yea, you're right.  How about a little stroll in the moonlight, lover, I feel like holding hands."
     "That all you feel like?"
     "Well, I think I could be persuaded."
     I laughed.  "If you have to be persuaded, you're out of luck.  I don't have the energy."
     "You ok?"
     "Oh, yea, great.  Just weary.  Every day is better than the last and at this rate we can head to town this weekend.  Think you can fit me into your busy schedule?"
     He opened the door of the camper and let me go first so he could pat my butt as I walked by.  This time however, he did more than that and I found out later, I didn't have to do any persuading at all.
     I woke to the sun shining in my eyes through a slim crack in the curtains.  I felt all refreshed and tender in the right places from a long night of loving.  I was in the middle of a very good stretch when Mason came out of the bathroom.  He was toweling off his hair when he noticed me, and stopped to watch, his eyes getting darker.  I foresaw another round of love when someone knocked on the door.  Pulling the covers over me, he shook himself, then pulled on some sweats before glancing in my direction, shaking his head and pulling the door closed behind him to answer the door.
     I grinned as I jumped into the shower, pleased with myself as only a woman who makes her man happy by doing nothing much, can be.  I took a quick shower since Mason had just gotten out and put on some clean sweats and my tee shirt that read, 'Zombies are Stinkers' when Mason came back.  I was tying my Nike's while he told me that Nancy had disappeared.  They searched the area for an hour and she was no where to be found. Flynn had come by to say one of the newer pickups were missing along with some food stuffs.
     I remembered when Sissy disappeared and tensed up, because she returned with reinforcements to destroyed the lodge.  "Don't be worried, she isn't as smart as Sissy was.  It just means we don't have to deal with her anymore."
     "Well, I smell coffee so Nancy is on the back burner for now anyway.  Walk me to the cabin, and we can start planning our trip to town.  How ya doing for underwear?"
     "Babe, if ya want to see my underwear all ya have to do is ask."  I laughed like he wanted me too and slowly walked by him as he held the door for me remembering the night before.  He laughed then and all was right in the world.
     The dining hall was busy with the kids.  They had their own table now with Bobby the leader.  We sat nearby so we could monitor things but the older kids were helping the younger ones and doing a good job.
     I was examining the many slips of paper from everyone that wanted things from the trip.  We really needed to stop at a children's store.  Underwear was high on that list.  I also had so many sizes, that I may have to spend the night there.  Most of the other things could be found at a Big Lots or Sams.  
     The maps were brought out, so Bobby switched over to the big table to help.  After we got breakfast dishes done I wandered out to the porch to enjoy my coffee. Flynn and Randy took off to do some hunting while I settled into the rocker to enjoy some alone time.  I'd just gotten comfortable when the pot of dead flowers on the table beside me exploded.  The shot was heard right after that.  Oh for heavens sake.  Coffee had split all over me when I jumped and the cup went flying when I crouched on the floor.  Still crouched, I crab walked back inside the cabin, where the kids had been herded to the clinic while everyone armed themselves.  I nodded to Mason and Joe that I was fine and grabbed a rifle.
     I reached out to the mind in the distance and tilted my head back and forth to zero in on the signal coming from the top of the cliff in front of us.  I found rage, and confusion and immediately recognized Nancy's wavelength.
     "It's Nancy and she's pissed.  She plans to wait me out but wouldn't mind putting a bullet into that bast...ah...Bruce."
     I shrugged my shoulders at him to let him know I was sorry about the slip up and he just gave me a grin and a thumbs up.
     "I'm sorry, JD.  I should have known she would do something like this.  She hates you with a passion and I'm not sure why."  Bruce said as he took up a position at the side of the dining hall.  I didn't know if he'd be able to shoot her or not but as long as he tried to protect us that was all I cared about.
     Randy had taken the walkie with him so I told Lacy what was going on and she relayed the information to him. 
     "They're working their way around to the caves so they can get a clear shot but it may take a bit.  They said to stay low until they get into position."  So we stayed low but every once in a while Nancy would shoot out one of the windows just to let us know she was still there.  Flying glass had managed to cut everyone which kept Joe busy running around trying to put band aids on us.  At the rate he was going we were going to run out of them soon.
     We got into position but she has the jeep between us.  We have to move to another position or wait for her to stand up.  Flynn is gonna move down the ridge a bit and see if he can get a better shot at her. Give us about another half hour.
     Lacy relayed the info but we heard him over the walkie in the silence of the cabin.  So we hunkered.  Sarah came out once and wanted to know if she should try to fix some lunch for us but I told her to wait a bit longer.  We almost had things under control.  The kids were getting antsy and scared out of their minds and I couldn't blame them.  I was antsy as hell myself.
     Another gunshot made us duck again but she either missed or was killed.  Randy came over the walkie and said it was all clear.  I took that to mean the wicked bitch was dead.  So we quietly eased out the door ready to run but nothing else happened.  After about an hour, Flynn came driving in with the missing truck and a tarp covering Nancy's body.  Bruce walked over, lifted the edge of the tarp, stared for a minute, then walked to his cabin and shut the door.
     "I'll take care of her."  Flynn said, and drove towards to the ravine.
     "Well,"  I said, not sure where to go from there.  Doing the dance of joy was probably not appropriate for the situation...ok, it wasn't, I know but I couldn't help being thrilled.  I wouldn't have to duck every time I turned around and I was really getting tired of being shot at.
     Sarah, and Mercy, were in the kitchen digging up something to eat, while Melody and George was cleaning up the glass and putting cardboard over the windows.  The rest of us put up with Joe tending our various wounds so we could put the weapons up.  Duke went back to hanging monitors he had scavenged from the surrounding homes and after cleaning up the mess around 'my' chair I sat down with some iced tea, again.
     It was almost amazing that the life of a woman could be snuffed out and we could go back to living.  But we'd learned over the past two years, the next disaster could be around the corner and we had to put the last one behind us.  
     We'd plan for the trip to town in two days.  Tomorrow the guys wanted to go hunting and I hoped to get to go with them.  I was ready to get into the swing of things again.  My arm was just an aggravation now, and I figured it could use the exercise of a town run.  In the meantime, I found one of the many hot spring pools, stripped and waded in, enjoying the warm, bubbling water, making plans for a trip and playing Clue with the boys.
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     My face hurt.  I was smiling so much that my face actually hurt.  My cheeks were knotted up under my eyes and would probably stay that way.  I don't care, lets roll.  The drive to town was short, unlike in Montana, but I took pictures like a tourist and smiled at everyone.  Randy moaned and asked if I was gonna be that way all day and I told him to kiss my ass.  I was happy.  Happy to be alive, happy to not be in pain, happy to be going somewhere.  Just plain happy.  I knew it would go away soon, so I milked it for all it was worth
     The weather was perfect...a bit of wind but not much.  The sky was light blue, with wispy, thin clouds moving slowly west to east.  The landscape was a lot different from Montana, cause everything was brown or a color similar to it.  And rocks, lots of rocks, but then Montana had fields of rocks too.  I once wondered how they grew crops in those fields of rock but I after a while I just ignored them. I knew in Montana, snow was flying in the higher elevations.  I had no idea if it snowed here but I guess we'd find out soon.
     The first place we hit was a small mall or mallet.  Lacy gave them that word when she was young, around 11.  It probably had a dozen specialty stores and a grocery store on one end.  Flynn took off on his own to set off a car alarm about a half mile away to draw the walkers.  As it was, it took over an hour to insure all the walkers were past us so we could begin.
     The first store was electronics.  The boys carried out laptops, monitors, programs, routers etc.  I found computer games, printers and the stuff that goes with it along with it, speakers, headphones, night vision campers and goggles.  Whatever Duke would need and then some.  
     A tobacco store yielded quite a bit of lighters that we were always needing and batteries.  The art shop next door gave me a lot of stuff that our resident artist, Randy, could use and the bookstore next to it gave me the stuff to help teach the new kids how to read and write.  I got some magazines for the guys, hunting fishing and car repair and the girls got good housekeeping, gardening, sewing etc.  I didn't get a lot, Christmas was coming up but right now I knew where everything was and that was fine with me.
     I was rooting around through a cabinet for some pain meds in a pharmacy, when my hand was grabbed by a gray one with long, black pointed fingernails.  The fight was on.  While I tried very hard not to scream, I did make enough noise that Clint came running.  I don't know where they get their strength but it was doing a good job of pulling my hand closer to its mouth. About the time the thing was ready to take a bite out of my wrist, Clint cleaved his head in two and it nearly took me with it through the shelving unit.  After climbing back down I came around the end of the cabinet, rubbing my wrist and looked at the thing while Clint put his foot on its chest and pulled the cleaver out of its head.  
     "You ok?"  He asked, as he wiped the cleaver off on its clothes.
     "Yep, I just wish they'd attack one of you guys instead of me.  I always end up with the bruises."
     Mason, who was in the next building over whispered through my mind, You're just prettier and sweeter than the rest of us. I smiled and at Clint's questions expression I told him what Mason said.  He just shook his head, "We done in here?"
     I looked at my list and nodded towards the cart I'd nearly filled with 'necessaries' as Sarah called them.  With all the women in the group, we needed a lot of 'necessaries'.  It was the second cart we'd filled and nearing noon, so we adjourned to the truck and ate the sandwiches Sarah had made.  Someone produced a bag of chips which the men devoured but I thought they tasted stale.  After sitting on the shelf for nearly two years I would say they should have been getting stale.  I guess it was a guy thing.
     Mason looked at my wrist, shook his head then shooed me out of the truck and into the next store, this was a children's store.  After the guys cleared the store of two walkers, I grabbed my list and a cart and went to work.  I spent two hours and filled six carts trying to dress eight children.  Davy was still a baby so I got a lot of baby stuff and larger sized clothes than requested because kids that age grow so fast.  She still used a bottle, but was drinking more from sippy cups so a little of everything went into the carts.
     The grocery store took a while.  I was checking out the flour and sugar isle when a walker came around the end of the isle, when I took off to the other end another one came around the corner so that left me with no choice but to go up.  So I climbed the shelves with the cake mixes and hopped around on top of the icing until Randy could use his handy dandy pistol with the silencer to take them out. I glared at him when he started to laugh but finally accepted his help down. 
     "I'd shoot 'em myself, if I didn't need my hands to shop.  Just one smile and I'll wring your neck."  He pulled me in for a hug which I grudgingly accepted then went to stand guard at the end of the isle.  Mason sent me some love and if I didn't know better, I'd swear it was laced with laughter.  I blew a raspberry in his general direction, noticed the brownie mixes on the floor and scooped them up.  I'm not one to miss out on a golden opportunity like that.
     By afternoon we had the trailer nearly full.  I hadn't realize I'd gotten so much stuff,  then I realized the guys had been doing some shopping on their own.  Howard, Samantha and Mason had hit the sporting goods store at the end of the mall.  I wasn't sure what all they'd gotten but, please, it's a sporting goods store for Pete's sake. 
     My butt was dragging, we had some great stuff and the lists were lying crumpled in a wad on the floors.  It had been a good day and I was ready to go home.  If you look at the last two months, I'd been shot at and hit, shot at and missed and attacked by two walkers.  But life just keeps going on.  Like that battery bunny, I take a licking and keep on ticking.  OK, cheesy I know, but hey, it works.
     The trip back wasn't nearly as thrilling as the trip in but I was a happy camper.  I wanted to soak in one of the many hot springs pools, eat a stuffing dinner and make love to my man.  At that thought I glanced over at him and he gave me a quick wink and a grin as he made the turn onto the gravel road leading home.  I didn't read his mind but I didn't need to, that look means the same thing even if it hadn't been spoken aloud.
     We arrived to a crowd.  Our group keeps getting bigger but at least we hadn't found any more kids this trip.  That little problem keeps nagging at me but I hadn't come up with an iota of an idea yet.  They were gonna have a blast going through that trailer and I would just sit back and watch.  In my rocker, on the porch, with a glass of tea.  I'd picked up another case of tea bags so I was looking forward to a hot cup.  I smelled venison cooking and bread that probably just came out of the oven.  
     Someone grabbed my hand and I let out a screech.  Joe came over real quick and looked at it.  He started to say something but the look on my face stopped him.  "Why don't you find a hot pool of water and soak for awhile.  Sarah will call when supper's ready."  Smart man, and sweet.
     I grabbed a suit, and left everyone to it while I strolled to my favorite hot spot.  I found Lacy already there and when she saw me she smiled.  "I knew you were coming."  I laughed  and started stripping.  "Wouldn't have anything to do with your being telepathic would it?"
     "Can't see why.  You're a hell of a sender."
     "Really?  I did not know that."
     "Well, you do now.  Jump in and tell me what you brought me."
     I laughed at that.  I could remember when I left for Montana years ago, every time I came to visit Lacy she always asked me what I brought her.   Maturity doesn't seem to temper that particular habit.  "You'll have to dig around and find out for yourself."
     "Wow, that's a nice bruise bracelet ya got there.  Run into some walkers or is Mason getting kinky lately."
     "Don't answer that JD, she doesn't need any more ideas."  Randy said, from behind me.
     "Whoa, too much information here.  I'm the sister don't forget."
     "Hey baby, how was your trip?"  Lacy had completely lost interest in me and was eying Randy with hungry eyes.  I'd be doing the same thing to Mason if we'd been apart all day so I kept my opinions to myself.
     "I thought you'd be out there fighting for the digging rights to the trailer by now.  Surprised me you weren't so I had to come looking for you."  He squatted  down to get closer to her and when she reached up to kiss him she grabbed him by the shirt collar and pulled him in.  When he came up spitting and sputtering I thought he'd be angry but he laughed and proceeded to make love to her.  In front of me.
     "Get out of here and find a room."  I managed with a bright red face.  They kidded and splashed but finally left me alone to relax.  I settled back to relax and was alone for awhile until I had the feeling I was being watched.  I opened my eyes to Mikey, staring at my wrist.  "What's up dude?"  I asked sleepily.  
     "Walker do that?"  He asked, pointing to my hand.
     "Yeah, no big deal."
     "Did it bite ya?"
     "Nope, but it was close.   Want to join me?"
     "Naw, Sarah said we couldn't go into the pools unless we had swimming trunks and I don't."
     "Well, then, I reckon you haven't looked through the trailer yet.  I could have sworn I found you a pair of blue ones."  His face lit up, then he took off at a run.
     I got another five minutes before Mason walked up, and started taking his clothes off.  I really enjoyed that show until he got into the pool with me.  Then he sat across from me his arms on the rim of the pool just looking at me.  I felt his foot settle down in between my thighs so I squinted my eyes at him.  He ignored me and his foot remained still so I ignored it for the time being.  Sometimes we did that...just looked our fill.  Then he put his head back, closed his eyes and sighed.  I smiled and lay my head back and we proceeded to play through each other minds for the next half hour.
     So relaxed we almost couldn't get out of the pools, we laughed and tried to help each other on our wobbly legs.  The warm water had relaxed our muscles to the point of them not wanting to work.  Trying to hold each other up we slowly made our way back to the cabin for supper.  We walked to the camper to change clothes and got sidetracked for about an hour then showered quickly, dressed and ran to the cabin for supper.
     Everyone tried not to look at us when we barreled inside the dining room.  Still laughing like two red faced teenagers, we served ourselves and sat down to eat.  I looked for Mikey and asked if he found his trunks.  He smiled real big and held them up.  "I ain't letting them out of my sight so I can go swimming after supper."
     "Not for an hour after supper."  Sarah said, "You have to run off your supper first or you'll get cramps."
     "Yes ma'am,"  He mumbled but kept shoveling the food in.
     "We're still digging through the trailer but it looks like you got a lot of the things we needed.  I'm glad you thought to get all sizes of clothes for the kids, they grow so fast.  Thanks for the bolts of material,  I can start sewing tomorrow."  Sarah said, as she cleared away her plate.
     "You find a sewing machine?"
     "Yeah, one of the houses up the valley had a treadle machine in pretty good condition so she can start sewing."  Duke said smiling at Sarah.  She smiled back. AH.
     The new shoes came in handy too.  We are going through them since you got so many and picking out the ones that are more useful now.  I see you have a new pair on."
     "Yeah, I left the old ones at  the store.  Maybe we ought to think about burning the old clothes and shoes in the old ravine to get rid of them.  We could burn the garbage there killing several birds with one stone."  Everyone knew what 'birds' I was talking about cause they all nodded at the same time.
     "Where's Bruce?"  Mason asked, patting me on the leg.
     "He's been watching from the ridge where Nancy was shooting at us.  He was down for a bit, but thought it was such a great place he'd make it his own when you guys went to town.  He'll be down any minute."
     Sure enough, Bruce came walking in the door a few minutes later.  He seemed ok with Nancy being gone.  Maybe there wasn't much there after all.  He smiled at everyone and got some food, then sat at our table.
     "Before anyone says anything, I'm fine with Nancy being gone."  We all looked at each other then back at him.  He laughed.  "You think I'm reading your minds or something.  It's just the looks on your faces.  Did you pick me up something?"  
     We laughed at that.  He'd been the only one who hadn't asked that question. After supper, the kids ran their butts off so they could go swimming.  Melody and Clint walked them down to one of the shallow pools and let them tire themselves out, then when they got back they modeled their new pj's for us.  Mikey loved his G.I. Joe pj's because he hugged me and told me so.  Mason laughed and shook his head.  "I think I've got  some competition. I'll have to watch him a little closer."
     "Yep, he-man, you better watch out.  I like my men young."  His eyes got all dark again and the next thing I knew, we were saying our good nights and heading to bed.  I never knew shopping made men lovable, or I'd have to taken him shopping more often.  Before I went to sleep, I felt him kiss my bruised wrist and I knew what it was that made him lovable...the thought of losing me.  I curled up with him spooning me from behind and went right to sleep.
     The morning found us hunting down jackets, blankets and long sleeved anythings.  I didn't think it had settled into being cold,  it was just one of those days.  I grabbed the list and wrote down, jackets and sweaters.  It was mid October so I guess it was feasible it'd be cold but I hoped it didn't last too long.  I just wasn't thinking about it being cold when I was sweating my butt off shopping yesterday.  My bad.
     Mason kissed me bye before he left to hunting with with Bruce, Clint and Randy to go hunting.  I'd picked up some boxed meals but we still needed to fill the freezers with meat.  So the guys planned to go hunting everyday for a while.  We'd plan another trip to town in a couple of weeks but for now it was the same old stuff, different day. 
     Bobby offered to take us up to the caves to look around.  I'd heard a lot about the caves and thought now was as good as time as  any. The Pueblo people lived here and built their homes inside the six caves that ran along the river.  The sign at the entrance to the canyon said this happened over 700 years ago.  There were stairs and steps carved into the rock and you could see down the canyon for miles.
     The cold of the morning had burned off from the hot sun and the temps settled down to around 75 degrees making the day a nice one. Birds danced on the wind currents and clouds drifted in the light blue sky.  The silence was broken with the sound of two gunshots in the distance and I hoped we would have elk for supper.  Next month was Thanksgiving so we'd need at least three big turkeys to feed our rapidly growing family.
     When we got back to the cabin, Duke was talking to Randy in Montana.  He covered the phone for a second to say "He found us a home."  Then continued to talk.  I walked around the counter and started to fix us some hot chocolate.  I'd promised the kids on the way back from the caves, so I set the big pot on the stove and poured the powered milk into the water.  When it got hot, I poured several cups of non dairy creamer in to make it more creamy, then got the mugs down while all the time I was relaying what was being said to Mason.  Him and the guys were coming back from their hunting trip.
     I had mugs of hot chocolate ready when the guys arrived and Duke finally got off the phone.  He waited till we sat down before he announced our new home would be Chico Hot springs.  We started laughing and was still laughing when the great hunters appeared.  They'd gotten several turkeys, pheasants and two deer.  The deer here were smaller than they were in Montana but I have no idea why.
     The rest of the day was spent processing the meat and getting some of it cooked for supper. Later, as we sat on the porch in the near darkness, we saw a fireball streaming across the sky.  We all stood and stared in awe until it exploded as it went behind a tall cliff.  Duke came out to tell us another satellite bit the dust.  He said it was a communications satellite, probably TV  because we still had the sat phone and internet.  I guess it won't be much longer before they all fell out of the sky then we'd be without communications and computers would be nearly useless.  I wasn't looking forward to that.  I'd gotten used to looking something up if I needed to. When I mentioned it to Duke the next day he said he would just 'download' the internet onto disks.  I thought that might mean a hell of a lot of disks so I asked how many he would need. The little smartass replied 'all of them'.
     We got quiet after that, each lost in their own thoughts.  The noise of giving children baths and getting them ready for bed was just background noise to our thoughts.  After a whirlwind round of  goodnight kisses, the kids went to bed and it really got quiet.  We said our good nights and quietly walked back to the camper.  We stopped and gazed at the sky full of a zillion stars before we went to bed.   
 
 



 
                                                                      CHAPTER 14
 
     We were in the dormant stage and by that I mean it had been quiet for several weeks.  Even the last two trips into town hadn't resulted in any, shootings, kidnappings or bites.  We'd killed our share of walkers but that was about it for excitement.  We were now getting ready for Halloween and if anyone dressed up as a zombie they would die.  No question.
     We planned to go to our cabins, campers and rooms at dark and wait for the kids to show up dressed in their costumes.  We would then ooh and aah, drop a candy bar in the bag and they would troop to the next sucker.  The last trip to town netted a case of candy bars and we would give each child one, and I mean only one, piece to each kid.  They would be counted after the kids went to bed to be sure.  A sugar high is not a pretty sight with so many kids.  
     The nights in October were getting in the 20's, but the high 60's during the day.  I  know in Montana is was probably snowing and in the teens at night so we were ok, so far.  The heating system Duke set up with the pipes running through each camper was keeping it nice inside but there have been times when we had to open the windows.  So I wasn't too concerned about it getting really cold.
     November 1st found a couple tummy aches and arguments but other wise it was quiet enough.  There were some holidays we wanted to keep and this was one.  Thanksgiving was another and the guys were out today hunting turkeys.  They'd taken a net and wanted to catch some live ones which was something I really wanted to watch, but they were adamant that no women or children could come along.  I know these guys hate to be laughed at so I was disappointed.  It would've made an amusing show.
     So we stood on the porch and watched them disappear around the bend then turned to each other, shrugged our shoulders opting to go back inside and have another cup of coffee.  "I guess we need to figure out how to make a pen to put all those turkeys in when they return."  I said, leaning back against the chair.  "Anyone have any ideas on how to make a pen?"
     They looked at each other then at me.  "Lets ask Duke, he can look it up on the internet."  Sarah said.
     "We need to hit the local library for some survival books.  We lost all ours in the lodge."  
     "Yeah, we can't depend on the internet forever.  Those satellites won't stay up there indefinitely.  Someone better write that down on the list.  I'll check and see if the local library has a online catalog so we can write down the call numbers of all the books we need."
     "Well, if we find some thin reeds or willows we can weave them together for the roof.  Those things fly don't they?  So we need something to keep them from flying out."
     "The Wilson's down the road had a pen built for his nanny goats.  Would that work?"  Kevin said.  He seemed to have gotten over pa dying after he worked so hard to drag him five miles.  Of course, the fact that the man had been abusing him and his little sister for years might have a lot to do with.  "I'll show you where if you want."
     "I think that's a great idea, Kevin.  Thank you.  We'll leave after lunch."
     "Do you think that's enough time?"  Asked Melody.
     "Well, if they wanted to pen some live turkeys they should have built the damned thing before they left, so if they get back with live turkeys they can just stay in the truck under the topper all night.  I think though, we could at the very least, get the stuff together so it would be easier for them.  Capturing wild turkeys might wear them down a bit."  That brought about several jokes and a lot of laughter.
     So after lunch we headed to the Wilsons. Sure enough the pen the nanny goats (whose dead carcasses littered the area) would be perfect for the turkeys and we could make the roof.  So we started looking for tools to take down the wires and dig up the posts.  Kevin pointed to a pile of posts stacked behind the shed so that helped immensely.  We started to stack them in the bed of the truck.  
     But you know me, right, I couldn't help wondering about what was in that shed.  I used the hammer to pound off the lock and  when I opened the door the walkers inside turned as one to look at me. 
     Oh, shit.  
     I tried to slam the door but with the lock broke (thanks to me), it wouldn't close against three walkers anxious to get me.  They were trying to stick their hands out of the door to reach me while pushing against it at the same time.  The smell was unbelievable.  I was gagging and pushing back when Lacy and George pitted their strength with mine.  We pushed  the door closed, cutting off several fingers in the process.  The walkers not ours.  Now what?  
     I saw a metal fence post in the stack of wooden ones and yelled at Kevin to get it for me.  I thought he was too scared to move at first cause all he could do was stare then he ran to get it.  He propped it up against the door,  then we found several planks to nail over the door to keep them in till the guys got home.  Oh, I know what you're thinking.  Why didn't we just kill them and get it over with?  Well, when you scared, you do what you can and then think about it later.  
     We thought that later, when the guys got home they could come back and kill the damned things. I knew I was not about to open that door again just so I could kill them.  The deed was done.  We stood huffing and puffing from the exertion and then started laughing.  Kevin just shook his head and went back to stacking wooden fence posts in the truck.  George went into the house and came back out with a can of yellow spray paint and painted the number 3 on the door.  The guys shouldn't miss it, right?  We'll see.
     A dirtier bunch of people you've never seen pulled around back of the cabin to unload the truck.  Sarah supervised just to keep the little ones out of the way, while Joe helped us so it didn't take long.  We rested with tall glasses of iced tea, cooling off quickly in the shadow of the cliffs.  Finally we headed to the hot springs to warm up tired muscles and was found lounging there by the guys when they returned.
     I'd heard the truck drive up so I set the glass that was half full of dish washing soap in the springs with us.  By the time they got close enough to see us in the water, soap suds hid all the important parts.
     "So, I see you ladies (me, Lacy, George, Sam and Sandy) have been enjoying yourselves while us he-men have been working our tails off to bring home the turkey."  Riley made the mistake of saying.  I kept my mind quietly blank as Mason stared at me, narrowing his eyes when he couldn't find anything.
     "What have you been up to?"  He asked.
     "Yeah, Lacy what have you been doing?" Randy asked, squatting near the edge of the pool opposite her and far from her reach.
     "George, what's going on?"  Riley asked, the only one of them that couldn't read minds.
     "We've..."  George began.
     "Nothing," I said quickly.  "We've been enjoying ourselves just as you see.  Haven't we ladies?"  They looked confused but went along with it.  We all grinned really big.
     "Oh yeah," I said, "we picked up the materials you'll need to make the turkey pen.  They're behind the cabin."
     "What materials."
     "Materials."
     "What is she talking about?"
     "Yeah, JD, just what the hell are you talking about?"
     "Well, dear heart, we couldn't for the life of us figure out where you were going to put those poor, tired turkeys when you came back so we decided to make a pen for them.  Of course just finding the materials took most of the day, but we managed to get a truck load of wooden posts and wire, stacked them behind the cabin so when you got back you could just build a pen."
     "And, brat, just where did you find this massive amount of materials, as you put it."  He was getting worked up.  He is so cute when he gets worked up.
     "At the Wilsons.  Kevin showed us.  Wasn't that the sweetest thing?  So he-man turkey wranglers, how many turkeys did you bring back?"
     The guys looked at each and with no other words they turned red faced and walked back to the cabin.  That probably meant they didn't get any and didn't want to talk about it.  The sound of running feet got our attention but it was Bobby telling us 'you have a half an hour before supper was ready' or she was feeding it to the men.  Yea, right.
     George sighed, "And I had my heart set on a turkey leg."
     "Yeah,"  Sam said, "with dressing and everything to go with it.  Can't depend on anything anymore."  We were laughing as we climbed out of one spring and wallowed in the next one to remove the bubbles.  Then we dressed and walked back to the cabin, laughing and talking like we weren't going to catch hell when Kevin gave the men an accounting of our day.  They can't leave us alone for five minutes.  Yeah, we know.
     Mason managed to sit through supper, and the funny telling by Kevin of the shed-full (honest there were just three) of walkers.  He refused to look at me but the other guys were glaring at their women.  I touched his mind but it was thankfully blank.  When he turned at the end of Kevin's performance to say something, I interrupted, "Before you guys get all excited and bent out of shape let me just say this.  If you aren't going to take us with you and teach us about staying safe and defending ourselves then you can't say a damned thing about what we do while you're gone.  We aren't going to sit home and knit you scarves or mind the chilli'.  So yell at me if you feel so inclined, but Mason you will be yelling at my back."  With that, I headed for the door but his next words stopped me.
     "I don't know about the other guys but I'm so proud of you I can't find the words.  I just love you so damned much that I can't stand the idea of losing you or your getting hurt.  You could've been hurt..." He put his hand over my mouth because I'd opened it again..."but you used your head and managed.  That has a tendency to notch my pride a bit, since I wasn't here to save you, but it's something I can get over.  We'll try to include you if you want to go, in the future, I promise."
     I looked at the other girls then back at Mason.  "I didn't plan what happened today and I'm sorry you were worried but if in the future you could simply ask me if I'd like to go then I probably would try a bit harder to be more careful."
     "A bit harder?"
     "I can't promise any more than that."  He got that dark look in his eyes again.  The one that melts my insides and makes other things tighten up.  I don't know what anyone else was thinking or doing at that moment because my world was filled with Mason.  
     Someone cleared their throat and Mason and I jumped a foot.  "If you two plan to have a 'private' discussion then I would suggest you leave our presence."  Sarah said.  "If not, then I have apple pie with whipped cream for dessert."
     We opted out of dessert that night.  Mostly because Mason picked me up and threw me over his shoulder and carried me to the camper.  I saw the startled looks on the children's faces so I smiled real big and winked at them.  Everyone was laughing as Mason strolled quickly away.
     Later, as I waited for my heart to calm down with Masons leg thrown over mine and his hand cupping a breast, I marveled at this man in my life.  When I thought about us meeting in that pet store in Texas and the way he danced around after coming face to face with a walker, I stifled a laugh.
     "What's so funny, brat?" he said, as he nuzzled my neck.  That soft spot just below the ear lobe that sent quivers sliding down my back.
     "I was just thinking about Texas and the day we met."  If I was a cat, I'd be purring about now. As it was I was squirming.  "The way...oh yeah right there...the way you danced...hmm."
     Waking late the next morning I had to gently pry Masons hand from my breast so I could creep into the shower.  It was nice feeling all the tender spots and knowing how they got there.  When I came out rubbing my hair with the towel I saw Mason on his side with his head propped up on this hand watching me, naked.  Very, very naked.  He smiled and winked and I was done.
     An hour later, we walked back to the cabin, the smell of coffee and fresh cinnamon rolls dragging us from bed.  I don't know what got into us and really didn't care.  It was fun to be cared about and I didn't care who noticed.  
     As we entered the front door, Lacy was running out the back door with her hand over her mouth.  We all stared, then I ran out the back door just in time to catch her throwing up in the weeds.  Crap!  She held her hand up to silence me while she continued to wretch in the bushes giving me time to wet a rag and hand it to her when she finished.
     "I don't know yet.  I haven't said anything to Randy because I don't know yet.  I need one of those pregnancy tests to be sure."
     "That won't work, my dear.  Those things have an expiration date on them so I wouldn't trust one anymore.  We have to wait."
     "But I don't want to wait.  I need to know now,"  she said, as she wiped her mouth.  I handed her the bottle of water I'd grabbed when I got the wet rag.  
     "Randy needs to know."
     "No please, JD.  If he finds out now he'll act like an expectant father.  OK, I know he would be, but that would drive me nuts."
     "How did this happen.  I know. I know how it happened but weren't you using protection?"
     "Of course, we were.  Geez, give me some credit here.  Besides you can't talk."
     "What do you mean by that?"  I asked.  "This isn't about me."
     "After last night you have to ask.  Good grief, JD, close the damned windows."
     "OK, ok.  Look, we'll get though this, somehow, but for now Randy has to be in on this.  He was there when it started he should be there for all of it.  Including ralphing in the shrubs."
     She scowled at me then sat in one of the deck chairs and put her head in her hands.  "I'll get him and you can start including him in all things baby."
    I found Randy leaning against the fridge near the back door.  One look from me and he hurried outside. Grabbing a cup of coffee, I settled next to Mason and thought to him, Lacy might be pregnant.  She's telling Randy now then they can go from there.
     What about a pregnancy test.  
     Not reliable anymore.  They have expiration dates.
     How did you find that out?
     Never mind. 
     "What's on the agenda today?"
     Clint looked up from feeding Clarissa and said, "I think we are going to build a pen to hold all those turkeys we plan to bring back tomorrow."
     "Would you like to go, JD?"  Mason said before filing his plate with pancakes.
     "Why thank you Mason, that is just so thoughtful of you to ask."
     "Don't push it, JD.  I need to get some sleep tonight."
     I blushed to my toes and watched Lacy and Randy come in to take Joe to one side to speak to him.  I was glad to not be included in that conversation.  
     The rest of the day was spent watching the guys build a poultry pen.    Bobby had mentioned that several of the people living in the area had raised chickens and he knew one couple that raised rabbits.  So all kind of building projects were begun and several was even finished by suppertime.
     The poultry pen had just gotten the roof put on it and several rabbit hutches built when an earthquake hit.  This one must of been close cause trees fell, things fell off the walls in the cabin, campers rocked and  solar panels quit working.  Duke said he thought it was just a glitch and planned to work on it the following day so we all went to bed early.
    Mason was true to his word about getting some sleep that night but I didn't mind a bit.  My head hit that pillow and I was out.  I didn't feel the many aftershocks that the others felt but I did close the windows.  Mornings were our favorite time of the day.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                      CHAPTER 15
 
 
     It seemed like the great turkey rodeo was going to be some kind of major secret.  Howard and Bobby left the cabin before breakfast and returned an hour later with something in the bed of the truck covered with a tarp.  Another truck with a topper on its bed to haul all the birds captured on this clandestine hunting trip, according to Randy.   I was the only female that even wanted to go so my little speech the day before, about them 'not teaching us to defend ourselves so they can't say a thing about what what we do while they're gone', was a wasted speech.  I hate a wasted speech cause it was a good one. 
    While we waited for Howard and Bobby to eat, I geared up for a major hunt.  I didn't trust the guys and you can't blame me with the buildup for this turkey fiasco, so I was biting at the bit to go.  When the guys finished their preparations, which looked like a major, all out, frontal attack against a small country, we set off for the mountains.  The pot marked, paved road disappeared, then we bounced over pot marked, gravel roads until they turned into a game trail of sorts.  When that came to an abrupt halt at the edge of the treeline, the guys grabbed several gunny sacks, uncovered the object in the bed of the truck and proceeded to drag it out.  I was gifted with a small bucket of cracked corn.
     Their mystery object was an old, bed spring.  Just coils of springs set in a rectangle and wired to a larger wire frame top and bottom.  I so wanted to ask a bunch of questions but I just barely managed to keep my mouth closed.  I followed the procession through the woods till we came to a clearing.  It was gorgeous.  The sunlight seemed to reflect off the leaves of the trees circling the clearing.  It almost seemed man made but I don't think man could've managed something this perfect.
     The guys set the springs on the ground near the other side of the clearing almost under the trees then Mason motioned me over.  I watched as he sprinkled some corn around the outside of the springs then distributed the remaining corn in the springs themselves.  When that was done, they all patted each other on the back and turned to leave.
     "Ah." I muttered.
     Mason shushed me, grabbed my hand and tickled my mind.  We'll be back in a few hours and see if anything has been caught if not then we'll come back tomorrow afternoon.  There's a method to Howard's madness so lets just enjoy the view.
     So I did.  We returned to the trucks, got some guns and my cross bow.  Mason winked at me as we trekked off into the woods to do some big game hunting.  By late afternoon, Flynn had downed a cow elk and we had her field dressed and the remains hauled back to the trucks. I'd been so busy Id' forgotten the turkeys.
     It was decided, after a lot of discussion, which left me wondering why they even had to discuss anything, that we would just go home and come back the next night.  I was tired but the thought of those bed springs haunted me all night.
    The next day was the longest but housekeeping chores needed to be done so the day just flew by.  I was waiting by the truck with the topper after supper, ready to go.  The guys trooped out laughing and teasing each other, jumped into the two trucks and we went back up the meadow.  I jumped out of the cab as soon we stopped, grabbed my two gunny sacks still wondering what I was supposed to do with them.  
     We could hear the turkeys before we could see them and when we came around the side of a large boulder I stopped short, letting Bobby run into me from behind.  There on top of those bed springs were a dozen or so of turkeys, wings flapping, gobbling and carrying on like crazy.  They climbed onto the bed springs to get at the corn and got their feet caught in the springs.  I think if there had been a couple more of them they could have flown off with those springs. A couple of them had their heads caught so they must of been the most hungry.  
     Feathers snowed down from the sky, and the angry, scared birds tried everything they could to get free.  I watched as Howard, wearing heavy, leather gloves,  would grab a bird and stick him head first in the sack, hand him off to someone and repeat the process until we had all the birds.  A couple of them were badly injured so they'd have to be killed.  Thanksgiving wasn't very far away and we did want to have turkey.
     We trooped back to the truck and loaded the sacks into the back closing the door securely.  This was actually pretty smart cause by the time we got back to the cabin, two turkeys had escaped their sacks.  We pulled up to the turkey pen, opened the tail gate and watched the turkeys fly into the pen.  Clint took the injured ones out of sight of the children to prepare them for dinner. There were a lot people including children standing around the pen, looking at the birds.  We had ten turkeys, two toms and the rest were hens but Howard thought one or two were jakes.  I guess jakes are toms that don't have tail feathers and a really tiny beard.  I couldn't tell the difference and gave up caring when Lacy came out to announce supper.
     I put my arm around her waist and walked her back inside as the men continued to congratulate Howard on his inventiveness.  
     "How are you feeling today?"
     "Still sick to my stomach but at least I don't have Randy hovering over me constantly.  Joe convinced him it would be bad for me and the baby.  We still won't know for a month or so but I don't care anymore."
     "Well, we're all here to take care of you."  I gave her a hug and went to wash up.
     When I turned from the sink there stood Mikey. "Tell me the story about catching the turkeys, JD.  Please?"
     So, as I helped him clean up for supper, I told him of the squawking and the fluttering of wings and the storm of feathers.  When I dried his hands he wanted me to tell it again but I shooed him to the other table to sit with the rest of the kids.  He really liked Bobby and sat on his right.
     While we ate we planned the next big trip to town.  This was the big Christmas trip.  From the way the group was growing the tree would have to be enormous.  I had plans to put a tiny one in the camper and I think Lacy and Randy had the same idea. Christmas was really for the kids anyway.  Right?
     Our night was interrupted several times by the noise the turkeys were making.  I was about to the point of killing all of them by morning and found out over breakfast that I wasn't alone.  The guys talked about checking out the surrounding valleys to see if they could find any more livestock, which was something we had done at the lodge.
     Duke announced he'd talked to Ken again the night before.  They have the place ready for winter which was good since they'd already had several inches of snow.  It was secured  but Duke stressed it was only secure for their small party.  Once they started to expand their area, they would have to put up several dozen more trailer fences and more wind turbines. Everyone was fine and healthy and missed us all.
     We were a quiet group after that announcement.  I didn't know about the rest but my thoughts were of last Christmas, when we had our own miracle birth and tons of presents in a log home filled with love. 
     Several days later found us in three semis headed to a big box warehouse looking for boxed meals, clothes, weapons and medicine.  We pulled around to the back of the warehouse but didn't find any trailers at the loading docks.  That should have been our first clue.  That's never happened before.  They had to look around for empty trailers, hook up to them then pull them around back and back up to the docks.
     When we tried to get in, the doors were all locked.  Every single one of them.  The second clue.  We ignored it also.  Flynn was getting ready to break it down when Howard motioned him over.  We all stood and watched the little metal wheel on the electric meter spin around fairly fast.  I looked around and spotted a camera and when I looked closer I found them all over the place. 
     When I stepped over to one to get a better look, the other camera's moved with me.  The guys were in suspended animation for about a minute, ok less than that, but it seemed longer, then they ran for the semis.  Mason nearly jerked my shoulder out of joint when he grabbed my hand and pulled me over to the truck.  I don't remember how he got me inside but I was sitting in the bunk gasping for air as he slammed the door, locked it and plopped down on the bunk beside me.
     Now what?
     I looked at Mason and asked, "Now what?" as I rubbed my sore shoulder.  I could see the rear of our trailer through the right mirror while Mason watched the left.  I didn't see what we could do sitting in the bunk so I slowly made my way back to the passenger seat.  I could see the others on both sides of us doing the same.  About the time I decided it was going to be ok, the front mirror mounted, on the fender on the passenger side, my side, exploded.  The sound of the gun shot followed.  Well hell.
     We rolled our windows down and started planning our next move.  I was beginning to get worried, ok, so, I was already worried when Clint pointed out front and to the right.  I couldn't see anything until movement caught my eye and I could see a small person dressed in camouflage and carrying a rifle run from one parked car to another.  He seemed to be working his way to in front of us. Great.
     The guys kept talking out plans of action but I had caught a feeling, or stray thought that held my attention.  I turned my head back and forth trying to find the signal until I discovered it coming from in front of me.  I held my hand up to signal my turn and all eyes turned to me.  I found Mason and pointed to my head and shook it telling him not to talk to me telepathically.  He nodded, then I closed my eyes and concentrated hard on that small signal.
     I had noticed a few days ago that when Mason and I would talk mentally to each other, a couple of the kids would get nervous.  Mikey would actually stand up and look around like he could hear something.  I'd also noticed that since the virus, more people were psychic and could telegraph feelings, thoughts and have actual conversations.  Case in point, was Ken who couldn't talk mind to mind before the virus but could now.  He still had trouble narrowing down the signal to just one person though, so I was kinda glad he was in Montana.
     I was just picking up a word here and there so I reached out for Masons hand and between us I was able to find the signal and honed in on the conversation in front of us.  I tried releasing Masons hand and held the signal so sat back and listened in.
     Bad Boy 1: What are you doing?  You'll get killed.  You don't know these people.
     Bad Boy 2:, I don't care.  If I have to stay around that bastard one more day, he'll kill me.  I can't watch him do that to Lisa anymore.
     BB1: Wait, lets think this through...
     BB2: I'm done waiting.  I'm out of here.
     BB1 was in front of us, watching us while he 'talked' to the other one.  He was looking right at me so I nodded at him.  He got quiet but continued to stare at me so I decided to take a chance.  I looked him right in the eye and thought, You'd be safe with us.  I waited.  He frowned so I thought it again, You will be safe with us.  I
knew he'd caught it when his eyes got big as two saucers.  I smiled at him and he smiled back.
     BB2 thought, What are you smiling about.  You're leaving a lot of us behind to catch hell and you know it.
     I thought at him, not if you help us get inside.  We have the weapons and the know how to help you.  We also have a refuge in the mountains with plenty of food and safety.
     BB2:  How do we know we can trust you.
     BB1: Yea, you came here to rob us.
     I didn't know you were even here so we hadn't planned to rob you.  We just needed supplies.  We have a place where you can run in the hills, hunt elk, fish and be warm.  We just want to help but you can help too, by helping us get inside.  It's up to you.  The life you been living for a better life that is your own.
     BB1:  What do you mean a life that is our own?
     We plan to go back north in the spring and if you want to go with us you're welcome but if you want to stay here that's also up to you.  We can teach you how to grow your own food, hunt and  work the security systems.  All you have to do is live.  You might want to make a decision soon though, we need to get back.
     Mason nudged me so I opened my eyes and smiled at him.   "We're negotiating.  I think I almost have them talked into helping us.  Be another minute."
     He caressed my arm as I looked at Bad Boy One again who finally smiled and nodded.  We were in.  The boys sent me mental images of the warehouse layout that I relayed to Mason who was busy drawing it out on a paper sack.  BB1 tried to make a run for our trucks but gunfire sent him back.  I asked if anyone else inside was telepathic and he said several.  He became silent for several minutes before he finally let me know that they'd agreed to help. 
     We spent the next hour planning how to break into a Sams Warehouse.  As much as I hate to shop, this was almost laughable...almost.
 
 
 



 
 
                                                                      CHAPTER 16
 
     The warehouse was a long rectangular building with eight docks in the rear.  A large parking lot was surrounded by a ten foot fence with barbed wire running along the top.  The rear parking lot held twelve street lights with cameras attached to each one.  The building itself had five cameras on the roof.  A steel stairway, landing and door were situated between the fourth and fifth docks.  So far their security looked pretty good.
      The front of the building housed offices on one side of the entrance and a reception area on the other with one large office and a dual restroom.  We'd noticed when we pulled around the back of the building the windows in the front were broken out so the door leading to the warehouse proper would be boarded shut providing safety for the interior but no light.
     There was a fire exit at each end of the building and the west end of the warehouse area held an employee break room with lockers lining one wall and two restrooms at the opposite side.  According to our little snitches, the security for the building is housed in the employee break room.
     The biggest room was designated for the head of the group referred to as Burly with the rest of the group consisting of eight children, and four adults, two of which were female.  Burly held them in the break room only allowing them out of bed (yuk!) to cook.  The other children took care of themselves and policed the area. 
      I'd gotten a picture of Burly once from digging around in BB1's head and avoided that again.  It's why I don't go drifting willy nilly through people's heads, the repercussions could be brutal and the following nightmares terrifying.  I finally found out BB1's name is Andy and he is 14 years old.  He'd been with the group for almost a year and tried to take care of the other kids.  Burly was abusive and Andy had taken beatings for some of the smaller kids knowing they wouldn't survive them.  My assessment of Andy went up a bunch of notches when I found that out.
     The weather had turned cloudy and a slight chill in the wind made us want to roll up the windows.  We'd finally gotten Andy inside the truck so we could plan the best way to enter the building.  The sniper, according to Andy, was firing blind through a slit in the rubber bumpers surrounding each dock.  When a trailer backed up to the dock, the bumpers helped it to 'snug' into the dock and kept the weather out in the process of loading or unloading.
     Riley and Flynn popped up on the side of the truck scaring the hell out of us.  "I've secured the east fire exit and  Flynn took care of the other one.  Slipped a steel fence post through the grate of the stair landing right in front of the door.  No one is getting out."
     Not to be outdone, Flynn said, "I slid my post down on the inside of the steel railing in front of the door.  Secured."  They both looked so happy I almost wanted to pat them on the cheek.
     "OK Andy, how are we now?"   
     "Tell me why you want to do this first.  You could just drive away and find another warehouse. Why do you want to risk your lives for this one?"
     "There are children in there.  I'm sure I can speak for the rest when I say you don't leave children to be abused.  Whatever we can get in the way of supplies later is cream...children come first."
     He stared at me until I got uncomfortable, then he nodded, tilted his head and closed his eyes, communicating with the others, I hoped.  He was quiet so long I was getting worried.  He finally sighed, and said "they're ready to do this, just give them some kind of signal to let them know.  They'll wait for my word, but you have to kill Burly.  They won't let you in the building at all until you promise to kill Burly."
     I looked at Mason who shrugged.  Great.  So I looked to the rest of the crew and finally Clint said, "If it means that much to them to kill this guy so they can be safe, I say why not?"  We all agreed, as heartless as it was, but then we didn't know what kind of person he was, yet.
     We quietly got out of the trucks.  I convinced Andy to tell the kids when we would start.  The steel door was open and when we got inside, a small voice near the floor said, "He's in the bathroom puking again."  I figured the he in question was Burly and said to the floor, "Stay down low to the floor or go outside.  If you get cold climb into one of the big trucks."  I heard the door close behind us. That left eleven not counting Burly.  
     Andy led the way to the right and when we saw the doorway, we split up and stopped on either side of it.  He closed his eyes and thought to the other kids and I began to hear scurrying, like the sounds of mice running.  The steel door opened and closed and soon Andy held up his hand  with five fingers up and then two fingers up.  Okay, that meant four adults were left and with our luck, which so far had held, we could get them out without a shot fired.
     The smell coming out of the room told us that the people inside didn't wash much.  In fact, the whole warehouse stunk to high heaven.  I wrinkled my nose but held my ground and waited while Andy 'spoke' to someone in the other room.  Soon I heard talking and then a young man of around 18 came running out the door.  Flynn grabbed him from behind and clamped a hand over his mouth.  The young man's eyes were huge as he halfheartedly struggled against the hold.  Soon his eyes slid up and he crumpled as the sleeper hold Flynn had on him worked it's magic and the young man fell unconscious.  Flynn picked him up and carried him over to the corner where he gently lay him down.
     OK, that left three and two were women.  I hoped Burly continued to stay in the bathroom while Mason quickly looked around the corner then thought back at me.  One of the young men is screwing a woman so get ready.  The bathroom is to the left.
     I nodded, tensed up the old back muscles and followed the rest of the crew inside.   Burly could be heard puking in the bathroom, while the other sounds were that of sex being performed rather vigorously in the bed near the bathroom.  One of the women sat on the bed facing away from us, drinking from a booze bottle.  I would imagine I'd need to be drunk to put up with what was going on too.  
     We stood at the foot of the bed, so far unnoticed by, well, everyone and just when I was starting to feel like I should have paid for this performance, the bathroom door opened.  We immediately swung our weapons toward the sound, with one eye on the couple in the bed.  Burly didn't disappoint us.  He was about six feet tall and 400 pounds.  He had a receding hairline, and facial hair so complete I had trouble making out other facial features.  His beard hung over his belly which was covered with hair too.  He belched loudly as he waddled into the room.
       He was playing with himself and making other noises I can't describe. Behind him I could see a very small, naked body lying very still on the floor in the bathroom.   Suddenly he looked up, saw us and reached back into the bathroom.  Several guns went off at the same time making small red holes appear in the front of his body.  The one that crumpled him was the one between his eyes.  He slid down the doorway, crapping all over himself as his muscles loosened, taking a very surprised look off his face at the same time.  The sound of screaming over rode the sound of sexual satisfaction as the young man on the bed still had not realized what had happened in the room.  When he did he reached for the gun lying on the bedside table and he was killed too. 
     The smell in the room had just ramped up tenfold.  I was swallowing repeatedly as I left the room to the rest of our group while I stepped over the dead man in the doorway and went to the child lying so still.  There was a lot of blood surrounding him as I reached for a pulse.  He opened his eyes, and frowned a bit then tried to talk.  
     Bending low I was just able to make out, "Run."
     I whispered in his ear, " Burly is dead. He won't hurt anyone ever again."
     He smiled just a bit and closed his eyes.  After several more breaths he lay still, holding my hand.  I sat down hard on the floor next to him, still holding his hand, and cried.  I heard a noise and looked up to see Mason and when I shook my head at him,  he  grabbed a towel and draped it over the small body, patting my leg before he left. 
     I don't know how long I sat on that bathroom floor surrounded by odors I didn't want to recognize but soon other children sat beside me and little voices cried along with me as we sat a vigil for the child.  Time jumped around after that, all of a sudden the huge mass of fat was gone, then the floor was cleaned.  Next thing I knew I was sitting outside on the steel landing, my hands clean and a child on either side of me.
     Randy sat on the step in front of me and Clint stood in front of him talking softly.  I finally honed in on his words..."take them back with us.  The women don't want to stay and the kids can't stay by themselves but they don't want to leave."
     I looked at the two dirty little munchkins beside me, then picked up the bottle of water in front of me and drank half of it.  I offered it to the kids but they declined.  Clearing my throat I asked, "Where's Mason?"
     Clint looked at me and said, "Inside, with the other man."
     "Dean,"  one of the kids said.
     "Who are you?"  I asked.
     "I'm Sid and that's Nevada.  The mean guy is Dean.  He was on Burly's side and helped him hurt us.  He's really mean."
     "Good to know.  Would you stay out here with these two nice men and wait for me?"  Sid nodded and said, "I don't ever want to go back in there again."  Then he put his arm around Nevada.  I stood up slowly, somewhat surprised at the wobbling of my legs, and went back inside the building, getting hugs from every child that saw me.  I couldn't remember all their names but it didn't seem to matter.
     "You ok?"  Mason asked, standing next to Andy.  I nodded my head and peeked around him into the other room.  The women were cleaned, dressed and sitting at the table in the kitchen area.  I hadn't noticed it was there when I first entered, but then I was a bit distracted at the time.
     "What's going on?"  I asked.
     "I'm trying to talk them into coming back to the cabin with us but there's a problem.  They don't trust us and would rather take their chances here.  We're still discussing it.  Why don't you talk to the, ah, women."
     I looked at the women in question, sighed and went to the table sitting as far from them as I could get.  Not because of what they may be but from the way they smelled.  Lord.  Clasping my hands on the tabletop I looked first at one then the other.  They just sat there and stared at me.  I sighed again.  
     "Hi," I said to start things off.  When neither one replied, I decided to be hardcore about it.  I simply didn't have the time or energy to waste right then. "We're trying to talk the little ones into leaving with us.  We have a nice place in the country where they'll be safe and well cared for.  I'd say you're both welcome but since you want to be hard asses, you can stay here."  With that statement, I rose and managed to make it to the door before the blonde said, "We aren't whores and I don't appreciate you treating us like it."
     Mason gave me 'the look' so I sighed and went back to the table and sat.  Looking at both of them I said, "I don't think the word was even mentioned so that's on you.  I don't like kids being mistreated so that's why I'm  more interested in them than you.  But they don't want to leave and we're in discussions about it right now.  So what exactly do you want to do?"
     Blondie looked at her friend then me.  "I've never thought about anything but getting through the next moment so I'd have to have a bit to figure it out."
     I got back up and went to the door.  "Mason, they want some time to think about it.  I say give it to them.  I honestly can't think about taking any of the supplies as long as they may be staying.  I can't take the smell in there any longer either, so I'll wait outside."  With that I went back outside to wait.  Sid and Nevada sat down beside me again and together we waited until it was almost dark.  I hated the idea of going  home in the dark.  The headlights attracted walkers like a dinner bell.  But if we go back tonight that's the way it was going to be.
     A gunshot rang out and Sid and I jumped up and ran back to the area where Dean was being interrogated.  Mason and Randy was standing over his body.  I didn't care.  I raised my eyebrows at Mason who just shrugged and grabbed Deans shoulders while Randy got his feet and they dragged him out the exit door.  The women spit on him as he was carried by.  OK.
     Blondie stepped up to me.  "My name is Lucy.  I'm a fair cook, and two years ago I got my license to fly planes.  I don't know what that can do now but I'm offering if you can forget what you saw earlier."  OK, so now I know which one she was.
     The other woman put out her hand.  "I'm Angie, I have some medical knowledge but mostly I was an animal vet.  That isn't  much good now, but I can learn to do other things.  I want very much to leave this horrible place as soon as possible.  The kids though may have other ideas and they won't take much guff.  They took it from Burly but he was just plain mean.  I wouldn't blame you if you refused to take me with you but I sure wish you'd reconsider."  I shook her hand and resisted the urge to wipe it on my pant legs, but just barely.
     When Mason came back in, he brought everyone with him.  "Seems that Sid and Andy have it in their heads to stay.  We can take whoever wants to go to our place because, if anything, we can teach you the security end of things so you can take care of yourselves.  Sid and a couple of the others are concerned that if they left, the place would become the property of someone else and they would lose the chance to stay, in case they don't like the cabin.  So, Clint, Flynn, Randy and I have decided to spend the night and let them sleep on it.  It's not too smart to go back after dark anyway.  Riley is topside calling Duke to let him know we'll be back tomorrow sometime."
     They all nodded like it was a good idea, then the women started to fix dinner for the children.  While they were doing that Nevada took my hand and led me around the warehouse.  Each child had made a fort out of cardboard boxes, complete with carton beds, tables and chairs.  Each one had personalized their home and I was impressed with the results.  Nevada's 'room' had been lined with butcher paper and she had painted landscapes on the walls of mountains and beaches complete with palm trees and crabs on the shore.  I was suitably impressed.
      She looked up at me with the bluest eyes I've ever seen and said, "We've made a home here and even if it was hell, it's still our home.  Now that Burly's gone it'll be better. I don't know but out there is scary, in here is safe.  Please don't be mad if we don't want to go with you.  You saved us and we'll love you forever, but this is our home and we really want to stay."  She then threw herself against me so hard I had to take a step back to keep from going down. 
     Well, hell.
     So we spent the night in the trucks and awoke the next morning to coffee.  The place had been scrubbed during the night, and the smell reminded me of bounce dryer sheets.  I noticed most of the kids were missing and when I asked, the women smiled and pointed to the roof.  I guess they had small plastic swimming pools all over the roof, full of water.  The sun heated the water during the day and the kids could bathe in the evening.  They were up there doing just that, getting cleaned up for us.
     We had a pow wow when we managed to get all the kids together.  Shinning red faces looked at us with those huge eyes and it was hard not to make them go with us.  A couple of them offered to go just to see if what we was saying was true.  Nearly everyone wanted to help load Tommy, the young boy that died,  into the trailer and after stopping at Walmart and picking up some supplies, we headed back to the cabin.
     Tommy would be buried in the local cemetery.  Sid and Andy came with us to check things out and Randy offered to stay behind to watch the kids.  We would return in a few days to see what the others wanted to do.  It was a nervous, fear filled couple of days of emotional ups and down.. When we pulled into the parking lot in front of the cabin, I nearly cried from relief.
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     "I wish we could just load them all up and make them come here."  I said to Masons shoulder, "That way I wouldn't have to worry about them."
     "We can't and you know it.  They feel safe there, it's their home.  Besides if we make them come here and they don't like it,  they'll just sneak back."  He was rubbing a place on my shoulder while we thought of ways to help the kids.
     "Where the hell are all these kids coming from?  I've seem more dead walking kids than live up to now so to see all these live kids has me stumped.  Well, doesn't matter really, we have to figure out a way to help them.  With us or without."
     "Yeah, I know.  I just want to save them all."  I watched the curtain move gently in the slight breeze that was with us most of the time.  I could hear Bubba barking in the background along with kids laughing and squealing as they played.  "If they did come to live here we'd have to make some kind of living arrangements for them.  More campers or maybe a mobile home or build another cabin or something.  They'd need their own rooms because to a certain extent they've had their own rooms made of cardboard."
     "I'll give it some thought.  If we could talk them into living here, they could be trained and when we leave we'd know they'd be ok."
     "How are we going to talk them into it?  We have a few days to convince Sid and Andy that this place is better for them than a warehouse.  I don't know if that's enough time."
     Mason turned in my arms and kissed my nose.  Cupping my check in his hand, he smiled.  "It's hard for me to see you hack a walkers head to mush then see you all concerned about kids.  You're like two different women, but I love them both.  Don't worry, brat, we'll figure out something."  Then he kissed me gently at first but it changed into something else entirely and we ended up being late for breakfast, again.
     When we finally managed to arrive for the coffee I'd been smelling for over an hour, Lacy and Sarah was cleaning up the kitchen.  "Where's everyone at?" I asked, as I poured some creamer into my mug. 
     "The guys are showing Sid and Andy around. They plan to take them hunting in the morning but today they want to show them the ropes."  I had no idea what 'ropes' she was talking about but I knew the kids would be ok with the guys. 
     We were throwing around ideas about how to provide more sleeping quarters when we heard squealing coming from the area of the turkeys.  Running out we soon discovered, several eggs had hatched and we had baby turkeys.  Quickly gathering up whatever we could find to plug the holes in the fence, we trapped them all inside.  Now we needed to figure out how to feed them but Sarah came through when she grabbed one, tipped its head in the water and rubbed its throat to make it swallow.  After a time, the turkeys were drinking water and eating what they're supposed to.  When Lacy asked Sarah where a corporate lawyer learned to take care of baby turkeys, she just smiled and went back inside.  We hounded her for hours but she never would reveal where her talent came from.
     Later that day we heard another commotion and when we stepped out on the porch we saw the guys coming back leading a cow.  Her calf was trotting along behind her balling its head off.  Sid and Andy had the biggest smiles on their face but all I could think of was yippee, fresh milk.  I think Mason was a bit jealous that he wasn't in on the rodeo, but he enjoyed the telling of the capture as the boys acted out the whole story.
     When things died down a bit I stood. "I have an idea."  Everyone stopped what they were doing and prepared to listen.  Ah, that's so nice.  "I was thinking we could bring in some mobile homes and attach them to this building.  We could make the homes into just bedrooms and build some kind of covered walkway between them and this building.  Since this is the kitchen/dining room we wouldn't need the kitchens in the homes and Duke can plumb them like the campers are now."
     "That has merit but we can barely get the 53 foot trailers down that hill let alone 70 foot trailers."  This was from Howard.
     "That's true, Howard, but some double wides aren't that long and I don't think we'd have that much trouble."
     "Yep, girl, that would work but does anyone know where there's a mobile home dealership?
     "I've already looked several up and have the directions so when we go back to town we can check them out."
     "That might work, but what if the guys don't want to move out here?"  Andy said, as he got up to get him some more coffee.  He really liked the stuff and always had a mug in his hand.  This one read "Dead Heads."  I'm not sure what it was referring to.
     "Well, we have to take that chance.  The way I see it, since we are leaving in June, you only have to put up with us those few months while we teach you all  we know."
     "Yeah,"  Clint said, "and they know a lot about survival.  If you're here you could learn a lot easier than if you're in town."
     "What else do we need to learn?"  Sid said.
     "Well, when we went hunting this morning, you had no idea how to gut the deer...hell, you've never eaten venison before today and you don't know how to process it or how to make jerky or can..."
     "OK," Sid said throwing up his hands, "you make a great point.  I see the advantages of living here with the little ones growing up in the fresh air and sunshine.  I'll see what I can do to talk them into it but don't count on anything."
     I looked over at Mason who smiled and winked at me.  I'd just have to cross my fingers and hope for the best. 
     The guys made plans to leave in the morning to find a couple of double wides.  At least four of them would have to leave and then they'd have to find four trucks to move them.  We wanted to have them in place and ready to move into by the time we brought the kids back.  I elected to stay home.  I let Sid and Andy go in my place to see how to secure the area so I guys could acquire.  
     Sarah put a large roast in the oven, and made bread while I sat on the porch and listened to Lacy talk to Randy on the phone.  I'd told her a head of time no phone sex and she grinned cute  and winked at me.  Before I could ask what that meant, Randy called and I'd listened to sweet talk for the past ten minutes.  Finally, I went back into the dining hall where Sarah, Mercy, Sam, Melody and George was talking at the table.  I'd already seen Sandy out with the kids and after a head count saw that everyone was ok. I wondered briefly when I would stop counting heads but I didn't figure it would be anytime soon.
     After a long hen session, we went outside and tried to decide just where the homes would be located.  In order for them to be hooked to the house it would be best to use one of the windows so it could be made into a door to the new place.   They'd have to position them into a V shape to the house because one of the hot springs was in the way.  So we pulled bushes, moved rocks and repositioned one of the campers so the way would be clear.
     The first of the houses arrived just after lunch.  The guys pulled up one behind the other and we stood around looking silly while we tried to figure out how to get the two halves lined up into one whole.  An hour later, the other two halves of the other house arrived, lining up behind the other two and Clint and Flynn joined the fun.
     "No one thought to see if the dealership had instructions on how to do this."
     "Well, someone can go back or maybe there's something online."  Everyone turned around and stared at Duke.  He threw up his hands, turned around and stomped into the cabin to do his magic on the computer.  The women climbed around inside the houses, oohing and ahing.  They both had furniture and appliances, yea.  
    Duke came through on the instructions of connecting the two halves so the remainder of the day was spent, putting one house together.  A lot of cussing and yelling accompanied the process so the women found ways to stay out of sight.  Well, you know me, I sat in the yard, under the shade of a pine tree, sipping my raspberry tea and enjoying the show.  They finally quit when the plastic was removed from the middle of the home.  It was a log cabin wanna-be but somehow it fit right in.
     The men barely had the energy to clean up and eat that night and after a long night of listening to Mason snore, the next day was a repeat of the day before. I was bored quickly so decided to make lists.  Lists for Christmas, lists of food stores, clothing, medicine, books for the new school we'd need.  By the end of the day, we had one broken toe (Howard) and numerous scrapes and cuts.  We'd be able to go back the next day and bring back the kids and start the long process of emptying the warehouse.  I was looking forward to it. 
     Sid and Andy was pretty excited about the move.  I don't think they were too keen on it when they first decided to do it.  But after spending some time outdoors, hunting and exploring they'd decided it was great.  They'd both picked up some color along the way and put on some weight.  The change was noticeable.
     We left early the next day, with Lacy going along with us.  She really missed Randy if  she was venturing out of the relative safety of home.  I'd tried to explain what she was going to find but I guess she couldn't imagine it, so she decided to find out for herself.  I'm pretty sure Randy had the place cleaned since we left so she'll never see the horrors we did.
     I was right about the place being cleaner.  Nevada met me at the door, throwing her arms around my waist and hanging on.  I looked over at Mason and he was smiling like crazy.  I stuck my tongue out at him as Nevada took my hand and led me to her 'room'.  The kids ran  all over the place to the extent that there seemed to be twice as many of them.  Someone had cleared a space in the middle of the warehouse and hung ropes making a huge swing set.  Cardboard mats almost a foot deep lay underneath the swings in case someone fell, cushioning their fall.  I had a feeling Randy had a part in this.  
     A shrill whistle sounded sending every child in the building towards the break room.  Ah, meeting time.  I noticed right away the bed had been removed.  Some chairs had been placed there instead and Clint, Mason, Lacy and Randy sat in the chairs while the children were gathered around Sid and Andy.  They were extolling the virtues of the cabin.  The children were hypnotized as the boys explained hunting, fishing and swimming in the hot springs. The new houses were described along with the cabin and the big kitchen and food in the freezer and the cow etc.  
     A small hand would go up every once in a while but otherwise they just listened.  Sid motioned me over before the idea was put to a final vote.  I stood awkwardly in front of the small audience wishing like hell, I been notified before hand of this speech.  Mason looked at me, smiled and nodded.  That's all the encouragement I needed.
     "This place would be your home, not ours.  We plan to return to Montana in June, so we wouldn't be there very long at all.  We'll help you learn all you'll need to survive on your own."
     "Like what?"  The little blue eyed girl asked.  I couldn't remember her name.  My bad.
     "Well, how to sew, can your own vegetables, sew  up a cut, how to skin a deer, forecast the weather, when to plant, how to fix the solar panels.  There's lots of things you need to learn.  You can play in the yard, chase the turkeys and in general enjoy being a kid.  It would beat living inside this tin can.  We even have brand new homes made for you so you can each have your own room and decorate it any way you want."  I looked at Nevada and she smiled at me and gave me a thumbs up.  
     "We'll leave you alone to decide.  Come on Mason, I want to try out those swings."  We all trooped out of the break room, my heart in my throat, as I pretended to ignore the scene taking place in that small room.  It's a good thing I had Mason swinging me or I'd of eavesdropped.  Soon we heard clapping and yelling and I knew they'd made up their minds.  Nevada came running up and I nearly drop kicked her before I got the swing stopped and she threw herself into my arms.
      "We all said yes.  I'm coming to live with you and play with the turkeys."  She tilted her head back and looked up at me with tear filled eyes.  Oh crap.  Not tears, I don't do well with tears.  I tried to smile back at her and then I just hugged the stuffing out of her.  She jumped back, grabbed my hand and said, "Come on.  Help me pack,"  and off we went to her room.
     It all the hustle and bustle I hadn't noticed the two women sitting in the corner till Nevada pointed them out to us.  I walked over to them and asked.  "You're packed already?"
     "No, we don't have anything that we really want to take."  Lucy, I found out later had arrived with the clothes on her back and judging from the sweats she was wearing, this was all she owned now. They were clean anyway.  Her friend, Angie, was in the same fix. 
     "Well, I think we can remedy that, since your both the same size as our cook.  We'll see about getting you some new clothes soon but there is just so much we can do now.  Do either of you know how to handle a gun?"
     They looked at each other then back at me.  "Yea, we can shoot.  Our dads used to take us deer hunting before the virus.  It's been awhile but I think we can remember."
     "I was thinking more along the lines of protection but hunting works too. We'll figure out some of the other stuff you'll need to learn along the way because come June our group goes back to Montana and you'll need to know as much as possible about just about everything."
     I looked at them and thought they'd be ok.  "Could you keep the little ones out of the way for a bit, we're going to load the trailers and I don't want anyone to get hurt."
     So the kids were kept out of the way, while pallets were loaded and then trailers.  Things  we couldn't use right then like fridges and such we put near the docks in case we had to have them in the future.  
     It took the remainder of the day to get back on the road.  I knew the ladies were fixing up the homes for the kids and Lucy and Angie would take the master suites of each home to monitor the smaller children.  The other house would be for the older children and we'd let them decide how to handle that.  We'd managed to find some inflatable mattresses so they can have some beds and one pallet was full of silk sheets and comforters.  Curtains and what-knots would just have to be made or we could steal them from the houses in the vicinity.
     I was feeling pretty good about things all the way back.  I was surprised to see the extent the women had gone to when I saw curtains, TV's, CD players and toys taken from the houses in the area along with plants hanging from hooks in the ceilings and along the paths in front. The guys still had to build connecting rooms to the cabin so they could come and go without going outside but we had other things to do in the meantime.  Like feed the masses, get the kids settled with a minimum of fighting over nearly everything and hugs, lots and lots of hugs.
     By bedtime, the kids, now totaling 15, and the adults were ready for bed.  I didn't know I could feel so happy and pooped at the same time.  Mason gave me the evil eye but I could tell he really didn't mean it cause he was worn out too, but it felt nice that he wanted me to know he was thinking of me, or was it him too, nope I think from rummaging around in his head he was wanting  me.  When we went to bed that's just what he did...all night.  With his knee between mine and a hand cupping one breast, each breath ruffled my hair just a bit but it was a comfortable feeling and I soon went to sleep after the star streaked across the sky and an owl hooted.  
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     The first thing I noticed the following morning was the quiet.  You'd think with 14 kids running around there'd be a storm of noise.  There wasn't and I was worried first thing that morning.  I kept looking out the windows as I dressed, looking for Mason at the same time.  I tried to mind find him but wasn't getting anything.  I wasn't worried about it cause sometimes he would so busy with something that his mind closed down.  But still...Where was everyone?
     As I walked to the cabin I listened and heard the birds, insects, turkeys making turkey noises and my stomach growling.  It was still peaceful as I made my way onto the porch where I stopped and listened at the door.  I could hear mumblings coming from inside but nothing to tell me why it was so quiet.  I reached for the door handle the same time someone inside opened the door scaring the crap out of me.
     Mason was startled to find me standing there too. "Damn, JD I was just coming to get you."
     "Yeah, okay, well, here I am.  Why is it so quiet in here?"
     "Come on in maybe you can figure this out."
     I entered the room to find all the new kids, sitting at the table, food in front of them, hands folded in their laps.  I looked at the everyone else and almost at the same time they shrugged their shoulders.  I guess they're waiting for me to do something.  Sigh.  Why is it always me?
     So I walked over to the table and looked at the kids.  "Eat."  I said, and they started eating.  Oh, well, that wasn't so hard.  I walked over to the counter and got my breakfast and a cup of coffee.  Moving back to the table, I sat next to Mason.  Everyone just stared at me.
     "What?"  I said, tasting the oatmeal and deciding it needed some more cream.  When I took a sip of coffee I saw everyone still staring at me. "Come on guys what's the deal?"
     "Well, we tried all morning to get them to eat and they just sat there.  We finally sent Mason in search of you.  You come in and say one word and they eat.  Why do you think?"  asked Lacy.
     "I don't know.  Maybe they've been conditioned to only eat when told to.  Did ya ask them?"
     "Well, no.   We were a bit confused by their behavior."
      "Well, ask next time.  When they're finished eating, I'll talk to them cause they really need to relax a bit.  You all need to be a bit more assertive.  Would you let Clarissa or Mandy get away with that?  No.  So just treat them like their yours and it should be ok.  I shouldn't have to tell you what you already know.  Where is Bobby?  He'd straighten them out."
     "He tried.  They just ignored him."
     "OK," I sighed.  "I'll do it this time, but I'm not mama material. This isn't my job."  When the newbies finished, they took their dishes to the kitchen then returned to their chairs.  
     I sighed.
     When they'd all returned to their seats I got up and sat at their table.  "I suppose you'd like to hear the new rules."  They all nodded.  "OK, this is the important one.  You all ready to hear this?"  They all nodded.  " OK, you're kids, act like it.  Play, nice, with each other.  Clean up after yourself.  No fighting, arguing or lying.  The adult in your house is the one you go to with problems.  If they won't help you then you come to one of us.  If you want seconds, and there is seconds, then ask.  If you want anything, ask. Period.  Any questions?"
     They all looked at each other and a hand went up.  I nodded to Amy?  Mary?  I couldn't remember her name.  She said, "We weren't allowed to play at the warehouse so some of the kids don't know how. Could you tell us what to do."
     "You want someone to show you how to play?"  I asked, surprise evident in my voice.  I couldn't help it.  They didn't how to play.  I turned and looked at the crew.  They were surprised too.  Bobby was standing next to the counter with Mandy close behind.  I motioned him over.  He didn't want to come.  So I motioned to him again.  Finally, he walked slowly over, head down and stood next to me.
     "You think maybe you could show these guys how to play?"  He looked at them then at me. "Ah, gee, JD do I have to?  Their little kids, I don't want to play with little kids."
     "I will."  Mandy said from behind us.  We both turned at that.  I looked past her to Sarah who had tears in her eyes.  Well, hell.  She nodded.  "OK, Mandy, if you would be so kind as to introduce these guys to the fine art of playing I would appreciate it."  Bobby quickly headed to the door and was soon gone. I turned to the kids at the table and said,  "Mandy here is going to show you how to play.  Listen to her, cause it's serious business and she is trying to help you. OK?  Can you all do that?"  They looked at each other, then nodded almost as one.  It reminded me of a row of bobble heads.  "Remember my rules and be nice to each other."  With that I got up and returned to my breakfast.  Mandy shooed the kids out the backdoor, and soon the squeals were tripled outside.
     Smiling at everyone, I warmed up my coffee and finished my breakfast.  "You are amazing."  Mason said, as he put his arm around the back of my chair.  "I never thought of that."  
      I shrugged, "What can I say?  I'm good."  He started rubbing the spot just below my ear, that spot that makes me sweat.  He leaned over and whispered in my ear, "Yes, you are.  Very good."  Then he kissed my ear making me shiver.
     "Good grief, can you not do that at the breakfast table.  I'm eating here."
     "Shut up, Randy.  You're just jealous."  Laughter caused the morning to return to normal.
      We continued to fix things up and get ready for the holidays.  Thanksgiving saw us roasting three turkeys and I lost count of the number of pies we made.  We couldn't find candy canes so Sarah was experimenting with making some and we spent one day making reindeer fodder, which goes a long way and the kids did it justice.  
     Thanksgiving day the kids did the turkeys justice, too.  They had fattened up a bit and was filling out to the point we had to make extra trips to town for new clothes.  There would be new clothes for them under the Christmas tree also.
     It seemed we went to town every day, getting supplies for one reason or another.  Joe and Sandy was busy teaching the new women, Lucy and Angie, about medicine.  They were fast learners.  Lucy was learning to be an EMT before the virus hit and her and Angie was in charge of the children when they were all put in a 1960's style fallout shelter.  They were there a long time and that's where the children learned to be quiet, to keep the walkers from hearing them.  It made sense now, where the kids came from, since the schools back then had emergency drills during the cold war.  
     For the next month all went fairly well.  There were fights with the kids, you just can't put that many kids together and not have fights.  The older kids were being trained to hunt, Flynn taking over that job, and we always seemed to have venison.  Duke's fancy helicopter, similar to the one he had at the lodge, found a herd of cows so a day was spent by anyone old enough, to help herd cattle.  Of course, there was a run on building a corral big enough then the worry of how to feed them. 
     I was sure they'd figure it out and went back to making, stealing and finding Christmas gifts for 17 adults and 15 children.  We finally decided to put a tree in each house as well as one in the cabin.  It couldn't be very big because the tables were filled each time we ate and there just wasn't any room.  I didn't think the kids had celebrated any holidays since the virus hit so this had to be a special time and we worked our asses off to make it so.  The oldest of the kids were being taught to hunt, fish, catch turkeys and all the stuff that goes with it.  Nevada and Abby were more interested in electronics so Duke had his hands full teaching them along with Angie on occasion.  The smallest of the kids were learning how to recognize different herbs and gardening.
     One day, I talked Mason and the guys into taking me with them when they went to a new electronics store.  There was a library across the street and I needed to get a truckload of books.  Lacy tagged along, because she wanted some new magazines.  I didn't have the heart to tell her there were no new magazines but I could use the help so she tagged along with me.
     The building was a newer one.  The walls were mostly glass so there was plenty of light but you could also see inside so I was really uncomfortable.  I grabbed the book cart and started in the aisle holding the survival books.  Not being too particular I grabbed books left and right.  Lacy headed to the children's section with her own cart and we preceded to provide the guys with the perfect hernia material.  They groused about all the heavy books but it couldn't be helped.  
     I cleaned out the medical, gardening and animal husbandry isles before hitting the cooking and canning books.  Lacy worked on children's, art, computers and videos.  I was checking out, or looking in this case, at the history section when a noise made me turn.  A walker grabbed for me but missed before coming at me again.  I hollered for Lacy to climb the racks while I was doing just that.  A hand grabbed my foot just as I was nearly on top, pulling me down towards its mouth.
     I hadn't realized I'd been hollering in my mind at the time but I guess Mason heard me that way.  I'd been so scared, I hadn't said anything else after yelling at Lacy.  I felt the walkers breath on my ankle and just as it was ready to take a bite, Mason barreled into it, knocking it to the floor with me on top of it.  It came back up from the floor to grab my arm, but I grabbed a book of poems and smacked it in the face, just as I was getting ready to smack it again, a large knife appeared in its left eye and it died, again. 
     I fell to one side off it just to get off it's rotting, nasty, stinking body and tried to catch my breath.  "Did it bite you? Did it bite you?"  Mason kept asking.  I finally had to opt for shaking my head, cause I just didn't have enough air to talk.  I was seeing spots before my eyes when he pulled me up, then picked me up and took me to the couch near the checkout desk.  He sat me on his lap and rocked me as I fought off the panic attack I had started having after being under the mountain in Flagstaff.
     I closed my eyes and just breathed until I got things under control again.  He managed to clean some of the gunk from the dead walker off my face and when I finally was able to track better I saw Lacy sitting on the top of a bookcase, eyes big, face white as she watched me.  I thought for some reason that it was a funny sight because I started laughing.  Mason looked where I was looking and I guess he thought it was funny too, cause he started laughing.  Lacy, however, did not think it was funny.
     Flynn finally helped her down, neither of them amused at us but we didn't care.  I finally got enough sense back and calmed down so I could finish what I started and we left the library and the walker behind.  The guys finished at the electronics store, making Duke a very happy man and the kids even happier for Christmas with video games. I'd happened upon a present for Mason so I was happy for the whole day although bruises were sprouting up everywhere on my body.  I hurt in some places I'd forgotten I had but mostly the places I'd had other bruises.  I should be used to it by now, but I wasn't. 
     When we returned we found several bookcases had been 'borrowed' from the surrounding houses ready for the books.  I left that for the ladies so they could see what we had, while I took a change of clothes to one of the hot springs to soak.  I gave my gift for Mason to Lacy to hide so he couldn't rifle through my mind and figure out where it was.  He sat lightly on my mind as he helped unload the trucks and reposition the trailer so it could be accessible for inspection.  It seemed like Christmas every time we brought a trailer in, so we let everyone who wanted to inspect the contents have a look see. 
      We worked like fiends after that to finalize the plans for Christmas.  The kids stayed out of our way, learning how to play again while we put up trees and gave them ideas on how to decorate them.  They learned how to draw, color within the lines which according to Mandy was 'vitally important' and pretend play.  She took her job very seriously and wouldn't tolerate any shirkers.  We spent a lot of the time trying not to laugh at them.  Mandy says it hurts their little feelings when we laugh at them so we really tried not to.
     No one else got hurt, no one tried to kill anyone, people learned to live in a crowd and we had a wonderful Christmas.  Unlike that first morning, the screams could almost be heard to Montana.  The Montana crew had managed to find the four people who were going to come to the Lodge before the explosion and had to be turned back.  They were helping set up the new place. It seemed like Ken and Jill were going to be parents about the time we would arrive next spring.  It gave me something else to worry about.
     We had a rough time a few days after Christmas when Lacy miscarried.  I wasn't sure why and neither was Joe but we would managed to survive, like we always did.  It was a world of surviving now and we'd deal with it.  We had a bunch of people to prepare for the life ahead without us while we prepared for the trip back to Montana in several months. I didn't know how we'd do it but if it had to be done, we somehow managed to find the way. 
     Meantime, me and Mason loved to the extent we were able.  I didn't know you could love that much but sometimes I was consumed by the feelings I had for him.  We laughed and fought and loved through it all just to wake up the next day to do it all over again.  Wasn't that the way it was supposed to be?  Wasn't survival for a reason?
     Mason said "We're going through this for a reason and I think that reason is to be happy, love and be loved and find a way to smile through it all.  We'll come through this because we're made of good stock.  We were taught to survive and we learned well.  We need to teach others and we will, because we're survivors."              
 
To Be Continued....
 
 
 
Reindeer Fodder Recipe
 
2 pounds white almond bark
2 T vegetable oil  (I substitute a small jar of peanut butter here.)
3 cups each of three different cereals
1/2 cup favorite nuts (I use pecans)
1 cup pretzel sticks, broken
1 cup coconut (optional)
 
Melt almond bark, add oil or peanut butter, mix well
Add remaining ingredients together mix well, then pour the melted mixture over all and coat well.
cool on wax paper, break up and store.  Makes a bunch.
 
You can throw in some raisins or cranberries, small marshmallows whatever to make it yours.
 
 
I am currently working on book four in the Walkers Series and hope to have it done and published the first of June 2013.
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