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Prologue
My name is Kelly. K.J. is my nickname. I live deep in the Appalachian Mountains. I am sixteen and I vaguely remember what life was like on the outside. ‘Outside’ being the operative word because I live in an old renovated underground military facility.
I have an older brother, Kevin, who is nineteen, and a younger brother, Keith, who is ten years old. Keith was born just before lock down in the underground facility. Our father carried him in right before they set the locks. My mother gave birth to Keith and died from the mutated disease before we had a chance to save her. Our mother’s pregnancy accelerated the disease. In the end, the disease took her life.
They made our father quarantine baby Keith, Kevin and me. We were Keith’s only hope the first three years of his life. We were all sick, but then things changed. Keith got stronger—we all did. We also became inseparable probably because of our long-term quarantine.
There were side effects from the sickness that made us different. Even though were assets to our small community in the mountain and they respected us, deep down I think they feared us. They feared us, you see, because we were now immune to the mutated virus. Our blood became the basis of the vaccination that protected the rest of our people.
Not many people were left on the outside. Those that were left had colonized. The mutants became members of the military forces, farmers and other workers. Their children were all different as well. The children were beautiful, brilliant … and lethal.
Kevin, Keith and I blended in but the others in our group did not. It was a new world out there. I remembered, before all this, that people were nice, but now most of them were evil. There were devil worshipers, religious cults, and groups struggling to take over the government. It may not have been the end of the world but it was the end of the world that the survivors had known. Keith never got to experience any of the good in life—he got stuck with just the crap. He is a tough little guy.
CHAPTER ONE
I hurried through the medical facility to try to get to the second story stairs. Since, I disabled the guard in the lobby; I had to stay away from the elevators for just a little longer. I came out right behind a security detail and eased quietly through a side exit. They didn’t even see me. I jogged to the parking garage and headed out the main entrance when I heard the commotion:
“Leave me alone, I’ve not done anything to you!” I heard my little brother scream. I ran faster when I heard the deep voice of someone much older than Keith.
“Give us your pack and your money, kid. You were dumb enough to be out here without an escort. Hand it over, boy!” I heard a fist or a kick make contact. “You little SHIT!” I could hear the scuffle and guys were cussing. Ah man, it was more than one!
I ran around the corner after I stashed my backpack safely in a corner in the shadows and plowed head first into the huge teenager that was sitting on Keith. “He has an escort, you moron. Leave my brother alone!” The fool got up laughing at me! Two other boys were headed toward us and I had the grim pleasure to see that my ten-year-old brother had messed them up some. One guy had a broken nose, another a fat lip and black eye. They were moving like Keith had kicked in their ribs.
“Boohoo! A midget escorting a midget! Come here, cutie!” The guy that I plowed off of Kevin was coming at me. “I may take you home with me, baby girl! You sure are a pretty little thing.” He was spitting blood and his eyes were cruel.
“Position, Keith!” I yelled. We quickly moved back to back to deal with the guys that were determined to kill us on the spot. One thing we learned about the people out here, they kept coming until you were dead. There was no winning the fight and walking away. That just didn’t happen anymore. My first kick was to the guy’s groin and Keith did the same with the one that was coming toward him. In unison, like a well-choreographed dance step, we slammed our knees upward into the guys’ faces. As they reared back, we spun and hit the boys with an upward thrust to the nose and saw them fall with a staring, surprised look on their faces. When we turned on the third guy, Kevin, our oldest brother, came running. The third teenager grabbed his friends and was trying to drag them away when the guards came running. He took off. We all did as soon as we retrieved our packs. This was getting old quick. Retrieving medicine and supplies wasn’t getting any easier.
__________
The three of us climbed the mountain to the cavern. We had been gone for three days, trying to find out information and gather supplies. We parked the Jeep in the hidden garage on the lower part of the mountain. We’d come back and pull out supplies later. I was carrying all of the medicine that Doc needed in my backpack, Keith was carrying games and computer programs for the kids and Kevin had a bunch of gifts for the group that included perfume, make up, jewelry, toys—stuff that wasn’t necessary but just something to get the morale up. It was tough for people to live like this. We had a community of forty people. Fifteen of us were kids and five of those were born in this hole. We had a set of twins that were nine years old, two boys that were eight years old. Elizabeth was a baby girl that was born a week ago. She was struggling for life. I understand that everyone needed the luxuries but we were still in survival mode. I thought it was a waste of effort to bring back anything but supplies and medicine. What did I know? I was just a grunt.
“K.J., wait up a minute!” Kevin grabbed my backpack to pull me back. “Keith’s falling behind, Kelly, take a break.” Kevin looked at his little sister and wondered where her drive came from. She rarely smiled anymore and she didn’t talk much either. “Come on, K.J., we’ve done well and it didn’t take the whole week this time, lighten up.”
I finally turned and looked at my older brother and smiled. “I know it Kev. I’m just tired of this crap. About the time we get use to sunshine, we’re running back into a hole in the mountain. I like it out here!” I admitted. As important as it was to get supplies back to our group, I would have loved to have gone swimming or see a movie on the outside, something other than this constant routine. Even watching a sunrise or a sunset sounded like heaven compared to where we had to live.
“K.J., you’re tired and you’re beat up. We have to have Doc look at you and Keith. Then you two can get cleaned up and get some rest. I’ll bring the patrol back to retrieve our supplies, okay?” He grinned as Kelly accepted the bottle of water and sat down wearily. “You know, you really kicked butt down there,” he praised her.
“Yeah, well they still hurt Keith, didn’t they?” I growled. I hurt, I admit it, but when I saw that teenager on top of my little brother, I went ballistic. Three guys that looked like they were in their late teens jumped Keith and were beating the crap out of him when I came around the corner from the hospital. My little brother bought some CDs and DVDs in the store and they had followed him out to rip off the rest of his money and strip him of his belongings. Keith put up a pretty good fight for a little guy. He wasn’t quite as tall as me and weighed even less. The guys laughed at me at first, which gave me enough time to clean house. When Kevin showed up, the one that was left standing ran. Kevin was six foot tall and weighed about a hundred and sixty pounds. He was solid muscle. He was good at intimidating the enemy. Me? Yeah right... I’m almost five foot tall and weigh about eighty pounds. I use it well, though. We’ve all been trained in hand-to-hand combat and weaponry, that’s why Keith had done as well as he did. But size matters, the three teenagers were huge and they had left some marks on us. At least I managed to save Keith from certain death. I have to admit it, I was really frightened when I saw him there all pale and blood everywhere.
“There’s our brother, K.J. I thought we were going to have to go back down and carry him back up. He’s been hanging around with Carey too much, he climbs like a girl.” Kevin was grinning as he reached down and pulled his little brother up to sit beside them.
“Hey, K.J.’s a girl, Kev, you better watch it!” Keith huffed. He was sore and didn’t mind a bit when his sister pulled him down to rest his head on her lap. “I think I got the same genes as Kelly, Kev, I’m gonna be a midget too,” he complained.
“Nah, man, I started growing when I was twelve. You’ll take off before too long and probably end up taller than me,” Kevin kidded him. He didn’t believe brothers and sisters could be as close as the three of them. He and Kelly had raised their little brother. He couldn‘t remember a time that Kelly wasn’t responsible. When their Mama died, Kelly went from a six year old to an adult. He was proud of her. Keith was turning out to be a great kid. Three years quarantined in a room together made them a unit.
“You guys are built like Dad, Keith. I am built like our Mama,” I told him. I had been watching through the binoculars but other than a deer or two, there wasn’t any sign of life. “Kevin, there’s a big ole’ buck down there…” I whispered.
“We’ll come back out if we need meat, Kelly.” He grinned. His little sister loved to hunt but they went sparingly. The survivors on the outside had about hunted out all of the wildlife around here. “You guys ready to move? Keith, are you good to go yet?” He reached out to help lift his brother. It hurt him to see the boy so bruised up.
“Let’s go,” Keith grunted and we stayed behind him to help him when he slipped. We could have gone around the logging road but we loved this straight up climb. It kept us in shape and it kept the main road from looking too well traveled.
We reached the landing and walked into the shallow cave. I hurried and punched in the entry code and put my hand on the panel. “State name..,” the speaker stated.
“Kelly Martin and her brothers, moron, let us in,” I growled. Jamie was at Control again. He had a boring job so for his quality entertainment he harassed whenever the opportunity presented itself.
“Scan all parties, please,” he came back. Keith and Kevin placed their palms on the panel and they heard the click. I flipped off the monitor and I could hear Jamie laughing. He was such a jerk. “The Commander saw that, Kelly Martin.” He laughed.
“Sorry Dad,” I muttered.
“Come on guys, you look beat.” The final lock was opened and the Martin kids entered the elevator. They flew down the first three floors to land on the medical floor. Doc and their father met them. The concern on his face was evident. They had been getting hurt more lately. It seemed like instead of life on the outside getting better it was just getting more dangerous.
“How bad were you two hurt?” Commander Martin asked. He looked at his children and shook his head. He hated that they had to go out on these patrols. They were the only ones that could make it through the outsiders. Keith blended in completely. He was small for his age, he had brilliant green eyes and his skin was almost an olive tone. He looked like he had a good tan but it had been the virus that had changed the pigmentation of his skin and added a weird shine to his eyes. Because Kevin and Kelly were exposed to the virus by caring for their brother in the heat of the disease, they looked almost identical. The only difference was that Keith’s hair was white and Kelly and Kevin’s hair was a pale blonde. Commander Martin’s children had always been beautiful. They looked a lot like his wife. Somehow the virus made them even more beautiful, giving the appearance of children born of the virus. Martin had trouble convincing the others that they should not be destroyed when they put the kids in quarantine.
Commander David Martin retired from the Air Force when he was stationed at Nellis AFB in Las Vegas, Nevada. He worked intelligence and was involved in the projects at White Sands and a few other well-hidden facilities. He had heard of this facility about to be auctioned and he bought it. They were four hundred feet underground with five floors of a completely self-sufficient underground bunker. Although the change of the millennium had brought a lot of fear and expectations, it was the government itself that drove Martin to develop his own survival system. It took years to engineer.
If one believed in the predictions of Nostradamus, the signs were there. Hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes, earthquakes, meteor showers and viruses—they all became more and more devastating as the years advanced. In 2010, a virus hit the United States and several countries abroad that brought death mainly to young children. They hurried and sent out a vaccine that they believed would protect the children and it seemed like it was going to work. No one realized that the virus was mutating as it became dormant and in March of 2012 all hell broke loose. Millions of children died—then the elderly. After that, it started working on the young to middle age adults. Nothing stopped it. Cities had to set up incinerators to destroy the bodies, the virus became even more airborne and those who survived were all scarred in one way or another. It affected people differently. Paranoia was one of the major side effects that all of the survivors had.
Martin had his family living mostly in the underground facility starting January 1st, 2010. His wife, Michelle, was having complications with their third child. Martin didn’t recognize the symptoms fast enough. When the disease raced through the local hospital that he had taken her, Martin barely escaped with his family. Michelle was buried at the base of the mountain. He delivered the infant in the garage, brought his children up and took them to quarantine. Martin had all of the latest vaccines and his children had not. Kevin and Kelly both contracted the disease and of course, Keith was born with it. They had enough of the current vaccines to not die but he watched in horror through the window as his children took care of the infant and each other. They changed daily for a month. They ran fevers, they convulsed and they regurgitated green bile. Even worse, the children took care of the disposal of the waste and kept their isolation cubicle sterile and functioning. They seemed almost ‘alien’ instead of human. Their movements were that abrupt and methodical.
It broke Martin’s heart to watch his six-year-old daughter, so sick she could barely hold her head up, caring for her older brother and the small infant. The children developed some kind of telepathic communication between them and soon Kelly and Kevin worked quietly, in unison and without words for months. Martin piped music into the room. He talked to them. He tried to tell them how much he loved them. He watched them withdraw. On Keith’s third birthday, the children shocked them all. Kelly walked to the intercom and said quietly; “We are not contagious and we have complied with your quarantine. Now we are coming out.” The locks on the quarantine door flew open and the children walked out together. “Father, if you do not want us here, we can survive on the outside. We can no longer live in isolation.”
The vote was unanimous to let the children stay in the community. They had computers and every program that the leaders could find to learn and keep them busy. They learned martial arts, weaponry, and several languages. The children had become brilliant, and were assets to the community. Martin saw glimpses of his children underneath their tough exteriors, but they weren’t children any more. They were something else.
__________
“Kelly, did you find the medications that I needed?” Doc asked.
“Yes, sir.” I quickly pulled off my backpack and followed him into the pharmacy. “I filled the backpack with everything extra that I could find as well. The medications are packaged different than they use to be, Doc. It took a while to find them all. They have this new wafer that you place under your tongue and it completely takes the pain away.” She held up several canisters. “See, they are stored in these cylinders and then placed in this kind of canister. I thought it might come in handy.” I was grinning. I already knew the stuff worked because Keith and I made it back in one piece. “Too bad it doesn’t heal the injuries, huh?”
Doc shook his head. “How bad did you two get hurt?” He reached out to touch the small girl’s face. Kelly was bruised up pretty bad.
“You should have seen the other guys.” I laughed. “Let’s get Keith in here first, Doc. I can wait. How’s the baby?”
“She’s holding her own, K.J. This should help. You actually found a good baby formula and being in powder form was perfect.” He smiled. It wasn’t enough but it would work for a while.
“Doc, we have four cases of that stuff in the Jeep.” I grinned. “We’ll run through the showers and I will send Keith back in a few minutes.” I hurried out and saw that my brothers were already in the showers. “Doc needs you as soon as possible, Squirt!” I yelled at Keith as I quickly hit the ladies shower room. Within minutes, I was under the scalding water and it felt like heaven. We had managed one shower while we were out. It was kind of dangerous because you had to guard each other and be ready to run naked if necessary at a moment’s notice. We all decided to bathe with our underwear on after the first few interruptions. That got really embarrassing quick. I washed my hair and the smell of the shampoo and the feel of the gentle soap made me feel like a princess. This was a luxury. One of the few luxuries we had but right now, I was thankful.
“Kelly? Are you in here?” I heard my best friend’s voice interrupting my thoughts.
“Yep. I think I will stay here forever,” I moaned but I knew I had to move it. There was still a lot to be done.
“Did Kevin and Keith come back with you?” Teri asked as she handed me a towel.
“Dah! We travel in packs, remember?” I laughed. Teri had a crush on my older brother.
“Ah, K.J. quit picking on me. You guys have been gone forever.” Teri was a really cute seventeen years old. She had long dark brown hair and almost golden brown eyes. She was a couple inches taller than me and was as feminine as I was—not. I loved her anyway. We hit it off immediately when my brothers and I came out of quarantine. She and Jamie had spent hours in front of our cubicle and talked to us for a year before we came out. Every day when they were done with their classes they would come and tell us about everything that was happening in the bunker. I think they helped Kevin and I stay sane while we suffered the solitude. Now, Teri and I shared a room and pretty much everything else.
“Sorry Teri, but we were only gone for three days. The guys are getting cleaned up and then Keith has to see the Doc.” I quickly dried off and appreciated the clothes that Teri brought me. I was in such a hurry to get clean; I forgot to grab clean clothes. “I think Kevin missed you also, Teri.” I grinned.
“I missed all of you, Kelly.” Teri laughed and then she gasped. “KELLY! What happened to you?” Her eyes were huge so I turned to look in the mirror.
“I got my butt beat again, Teri. Some guys jumped Keith. Kevin wasn’t back from the store yet. I found them when I finished getting the rest of the medicine from the hospital. I’m okay. Keith was beat up pretty bad.” I kind of gulped when I saw the marks. I did look pretty pathetic. I was starting to feel it. Evidently the pain wafers only lasted about six hours. I grinned and took another one. Keith needed Doc’s attention first and I still had stuff to do.
“Doesn’t that hurt?” Teri demanded.
“Nah, not too bad...” I grinned. I grabbed my laundry and stuffed it in my bag. “Let’s go see how bad Keith was hurt, okay?”
We hurried in to see Doc grab the portable X-ray machine. “How bad, Doc?” I asked. Kevin had a scowl on his face. “Kev? What’s wrong?”
“You need x rays too, Kelly. Doc says Keith has some broken ribs.” Kevin walked over and pulled up my tank top. “Damn, K.J. they beat the crap out of you!”
“They were a little bigger, brother. I’m okay.” I hurried over to hold Keith’s hand. “Are you in pain, Keith?”
“A little bit, Kelly. I’ll be okay,” Keith groaned. His abdomen looked rigid. “Doc…?” I threw a panicked look at our doctor and he nodded. “We’re all the same blood type,” I reminded him.
“Set up Kevin for a transfer, Kelly. Then I need to check you out. Teri, go get the Commander, Keith’s spleen is ruptured and it’s going to have to come out.” I looked up as Teri ran to the elevator to go find our father.
“I thought we got away without too many injuries Doc, I’m sorry,” I whispered and hurried to get things ready. I ran over long enough to stand in front of the x ray machine and then held out my hands for another x ray. We’d check out the knee later. I didn’t want Doc to slow down now. Our little brother was in trouble.
By the time Dad got back with Teri I had the surgery room ready. He had brought Amy and Sue to help with the surgery. They ran me out and I felt the prick of a needle and then someone, I think it was the smartass from Central, picked me up and carried me out of the room. I fell asleep and slept for hours.
__________
When I woke up, Kevin was on the gurney next to me sleeping. Teri had her head down on my bed and she was sleeping as well. I tried to focus and I saw the monitor and the IV. What the heck? I’m fine. Keith? What happened to Keith?
I reached down and shook Teri’s shoulder. She finally looked up and me. “Hey. How are you feeling?” She asked.
“I’m fine. What’s going on, Teri? How’s Keith? Where’s Keith?” I was beginning to panic. Kevin jumped up off of his bed and hurried over.
“Kelly! Stay calm, okay? Keith is in recovery. He’s going to be okay. The spleen was blown and he has several broken ribs but he’s going to be okay. You got hurt pretty bad too, Sis, so calm down and hold still.” Kevin reached down to brush the curls out of his sister’s face. She looked so petite and cute in spite of the bruises. She was toughest person he knew. He remembered his mother and Kelly looked just like her. He always thought he had the most beautiful mother in the world. Kelly’s eyes were a more brilliant green and her skin color was darker, just like his and Keith’s but she was still very beautiful. He thought he was going to have whoop that Jamie Allen if he kept hitting on her. The boy followed her everywhere like a lovesick puppy dog.
“How’s Keith doing? Can we see him?” I demanded.
“He’s going to be fine, Kelly. If you move from that bed before Doc says you can, he’s going to strap your butt down. You’re here until morning, okay?” Kevin grinned at me.
They both looked up and stared at the door. “He is not in a good mood,” I said as I tuned in and listened to my younger brother’s thoughts. “Whoa!” I laughed. I forgot about my ribs and doubled over, hugging my pillow tightly. I felt the injuries now that the pain wafer and the adrenaline wore off.
Their father walked in the door smiling. “Y’all heard that. Didn’t you?”
“Yes, he is not a happy camper right now, Dad. Can we take turns sitting with him?” I asked. Martin noticed than his son has his hand on Kelly’s shoulder. It was a combined power when they were touching. When all three of them were touching, they could open doors and manipulate people’s minds. It was useful but pretty frightening at times. They had never used their powers against their community.
“K.J., you have to rest, honey. Kevin and I will switch off and Teri and Jamie have volunteered to help. You need to heal.” He turned to walk out and then looked back. “You guys did an amazing job. I think you got everything we needed and then some. I’m very proud of you.” He walked away whistling. I could tell that he was relieved that Keith hadn’t been hurt any worse.
Jamie walked in and told Kevin that he would sit with me while Kevin and Teri went to calm Keith down. “Yeah, I bet you would like that. Wouldn’t you?” Kev growled.
“Kevin! It’s okay; you guys go spend time with Keith. I’m fine.” I laughed. It was kind of nice to have an over protective brother at times. “I can kick his butt, Kev, don’t sweat it.”
Kevin glared at Jamie for a minute and then shook his head. “We’ll be back.” The two walked out of the room and I noticed Kevin was holding Teri’s hand. I guess that was inevitable. Teri was cute and extremely persistent.
Jamie turned a chair around and straddled the seat. He placed his chin up on his crossed arms and looked at me. “You look like crap, Kelly.” He grinned.
“Well, at least I have an excuse, butthead.” I laughed and flinched. I guess Doc wasn’t going to share those pain wafers, huh?
“Kevin said you took on three guys. Kelly, has anyone ever told you that you were a girl and not big enough to be trying to fight three big guys?” He taunted.
“Yeah, but that person lost a couple of teeth. Wanna join him?” I growled. He was grinning at me. I knew that Jamie was kidding but sometimes he was just a real pain. Teri told me that he had a crush on me. I had no idea why. We had better-looking normal girls here. Besides, what kind of future did any of us have? The future didn’t seem much more than what might happen tomorrow at this point.
“You scared me, Kelly. Those jerks could have killed both of you,” he said seriously.
“I wouldn’t have anyone to pick on or to flip me off on the monitors if something happened to you.” He was trying to keep it light but I could tell it actually did bother him. I didn’t think the guy had feelings. Hmm...
“Sorry. They would have killed Keith. Jamie, you know that. There wasn’t anything else to do.” Then I remember something. I looked around and saw my ratty backpack by a chair. “I think I may have the answer to that problem. Bring my pack over here, Jamie, I want to show you something.”
Jamie hurried over to grab the pack and came back. “Why don’t you swipe another pack, kid? This thing’s a mess!” Everyone ragged on my pack. It was good luck, okay? The tear that Sue had sewn caught the knife that would have killed me on my fourteenth birthday. It was a sentimental ratty backpack. I couldn’t help it.
I shook my head and unzipped the side pocket. I handed the gun to him and then the case of darts. “Hey, what’s this?” He asked surprised.
“It’s a tranquilizer gun, Jamie. If we can match the chemicals and set up more darts, we could take down the enemy without killing them. It would keep us from getting hurt so much as. What do you think?” I asked.
“Have you shown this to anyone else?” Jamie asked just as Kevin and Teri walked back into the room.
“Shown us what?” Kevin asked as he hurried over.
“I found this in the guard shack at the hospital.” I grinned. Kevin saw me put the guy to sleep. “I thought if we could duplicate the tranquilizer, it might make things easier. Sorry Kevin, I forgot when all that went down with Keith. I just wanted to get him home to Doc at that point. I found it on the way in to get supplies and then Keith was in trouble...”
“Understood... Kelly, can I show this to Dad? You might be onto something. We could probably get a lot more of these. They are trying to use non-lethal force out there to take down the people that are out of control. I heard one of the cops talking about taking them to some healing facility that was set up like a high security prison while they got them under control.” He was grinning. “I think you may be onto something here.”
“Sure, take it to Dad. I’m tired, Kev.” I yawned.
Kevin stared at Jamie but nodded. He was to keep watch while Kevin and Teri found our father. “Kelly, you have a concussion, you hard headed woman, so don’t try getting up and walking around for a while, okay?” He grinned at me when I half-heartedly put my fist up to meet his. Kev leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Get some rest, Angel…”
Jamie watched as my brother and Teri left the room. “You know most families have sibling rivalry. Don’t you three ever fight?” He demanded. His twin siblings drove him nuts. He could tell these three kids loved and respected each other a lot.
“There’s no time left for stuff like that. You should be glad you still have family, Jamie,” I told him quietly.
“You’re right, I guess. Sorry. Get some sleep, kid. I’ll keep an eye on you.” He smiled.
I reached over and took a shiny little package out of my backpack. “Found you something.” I held up the package, taunting him with it. Jamie looked up with a grin. I handed him the MP3 player that I took from the big guy that was sitting on Keith. “Happy Birthday...”
Jamie looked at the player and his whole face lit up. “You remembered my birthday?” He grinned. “This is cool! Look at all of the songs in this thing!” He was excited. I handed him his cord that he would need to charge it and finally understood why Kevin took time to bring back gifts. It made people happy. For some reason, seeing the joy on Jamie’s face made me happy. Life was too serious. “Kelly, will you be okay for just a few minutes?”
“Sure. Where are you headed?” I asked.
“First, I’m going to let Keith listen to this while I go get y’all some of my birthday cake and then I’m going to come back here so we can listen to it together.” He started to leave the room and then he hesitated. Jamie ran back to my bedside. He surprised me when he leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Thanks, K.J.!” And he ran out.
“Huh! You’re welcome!” I laughed as I held my hand to the side of my cheek. He kissed me? That was weird! It was strange. When our parents were our age they were thinking about their first kiss, their first car, their first date, their first prom—things like school, college and sports. They had a future that kept their life exciting and something to look forward to.
All of us tried to just think of today—maybe even as far as next week. I don’t think any of us thought we had much of a future. Our folks thought being a kid sucked before? Well, it really sucked now. There were very few normal people left in this world and the future for those people seemed to be slim to none. I had read books about the past. The books for kids were a joke. If they could really see what a mutated virus could do, would they really think it all that cool? When graphic novels become pretty darn close to the year that you were living in, they just weren’t cool, okay? They were a grim reality check.
The colonies, towns, communities—whatever you want to call them—had drastically changed. Some thought they were witches, others vampires, warriors, Jesus followers, Satan worshipers—and maybe they were. I don’t really know. They were all weird. They all had amazing strength and intelligence and it seemed that none of them had any respect for life. They would kill their parents, brother, wife, child or anyone that didn’t agree with them or if they just didn’t like the way they looked at them. Trust me; this was a terrifying time to be a normal—or almost normal—human being.
When I was fourteen, Kevin and I went out to try to retrieve supplies and medicines that Doc needed. We went through one of the back alleys to get to the maintenance and delivery part of the hospital. Advice... Never go in the back door anywhere in 2020 unless you are well armed and beyond being shocked. There was a gang of eight mutated teenagers. I think a couple of them were girls but I won’t swear to it. Kev took on the bigger guys and I just waded through whatever came at me. They only had knives but all we had were the ball bats that we had learned to carry with us. I didn’t even have time to drop my backpack and the knife that was stuck in it by the time we escaped made me glad that I still had it on. This group of mutant teenagers had white hair and green eyes. Because they had been out in sunlight more than us, their skin was a lot darker. Some had features of Asians, some had features of African Americans but all of them had the green eyes and a strange color to their skin.
At the first spurt of greenish black blood from one of the smaller kids, I about puked. Kev and I stared at each other and started backing up. We realized that when we made contact with one of our bats, the skin on the kids indented, bruised and stayed that way. It was really gross. By the time we got far enough back to turn and run, we ran like the devil was after us. Somehow, it seemed worse than any picture of Satan that I could conjure up in my imagination. The kids that jumped us had tumors and scars that made them look hideous. I still nightmare about it at times. When we got back to the bunker, both of us were a mess. We had to go through decontamination and quarantine for ten days until they realized that we were immune to the outsiders. Keith had slept in front of the window in a sleeping bag most of the time. Kevin had to treat my back where the knife had made its way through. I was lucky. It barely penetrated the muscle. We tried to talk about the encounter with the kids in the alley but it made us physically ill just to think about it. Our blood was dark red; their blood was a greenish black. We bruised, they dented and skin tore away as though they were peeling like a snake. Their eyes actually glowed with hatred and the intent to kill. We were so glad that Keith didn’t go with us then. It was one nightmare that we worked hard on keeping from him.
Life was different now. As far as a future went, none of us felt too much hope. Yes, the sky was still blue and the seasons were the same. The buildings didn’t look much different and it seemed like technology was growing in leaps and bounds. People were evil now. I’m sure they weren’t always all bad—but now? We had not met anyone on the outside that wouldn’t kill us in a heartbeat if they got the chance. It’s a wonder that anyone else is alive. The way they act, it’s a miracle that they hadn’t all killed each other off already.
Future…? What future?
CHAPTER TWO
Kevin and Teri hurried to the dining hall. Doc said that the Commander had a meeting with the adults. Doc swore that he wasn’t invited. He was a lot of fun. The adults and the kids respected the Doctor. Doc kept us healthy and he taught my brothers and me a lot about medicine and emergency surgery, bandaging, splinting, what needed immediate attention and what could wait until we got back to the bunker. In his own way, Doc kept us alive when we went outside. He kept us prepared and well trained to handle any medical emergency. He had serious skills. He was an excellent doctor and surgeon and he was an even better man.
Kevin knocked on the dining room door. “Enter!” Collin, Martin’s second in command, yelled out. “Kevin, is everything okay?” He asked quickly.
“Yes Sir. I am sorry to interrupt. I wasn’t sure what the meeting was about but Kelly forgot to give my father something that might help. She found this in the guard shack at the hospital.” Kevin was a well-built young man that turned heads. He was a beautiful young man. Kevin quickly jogged up to the podium so that he could give his father the gun and leave.
“Kelly found this?” The Commander asked.
“Yes Sir. It was just before she found the guys attacking Keith. I’m sorry, Dad, she forgot about everything but getting our brother back. She was beaten badly, Sir. I probably would have forgotten as well.” He looked at his Dad seriously. “Kelly thought if we could duplicate this, it might not be as dangerous to go out and retrieve supplies. We wouldn’t have to kill anyone, just put them to sleep.”
“That’s a pretty good idea, Son.” Martin said. “That’s exactly what we were meeting about. You guys have been getting hurt more lately and it still isn’t safe for any of the others to go out in daylight.” There were murmurs through the crowd. It would be safer for those who went in during the dark because several had been caught.
“Sir, I overheard a couple of police officers and the government has switched to non lethal force. They are knocking them out and taking them to facilities to try to heal them. We should be able to get our hands on all of the darts and guns we need.” Kevin smiled. He knew his father had been worried.
“We’ll vote on it, Kevin. Tell Kelly that she did well. You both did. Why don’t you and Teri go and spend the night with our wounded, okay? I’ll check on you later.” Martin reached over and hugged his son. He depended on his children heavily and trusted them. The others have always been wary of them. If it weren’t for his children, survival in this facility would have been very difficult. He was proud of them.
__________
Kevin hurried back out to where Teri was waiting on him. “Okay, that’s done, we’d better head back before Keith disassembles the infirmary.” He held out his hand to Teri. “We’ll walk slow, okay?” He smiled down at her. It was funny but Kelly told him a year ago that Teri had a crush on him. It seemed pretty hopeless at the time but now things were changing. Less people lived in the huge facility and although it may be years before they could live in the outside world, there was still hope in the bunker to continue some kind of life. They had church services and school, music lessons, youth groups and they were becoming well organized as a community. His father was the Commander of this unit and he would move up the ranks of responsibility pretty quickly. He hated to admit it but Teri’s attention finally got his own attention. Maybe he had known it all along but there didn’t seem much hope. Now, he was pretty sure he was in love with Teri Adams. That terrified him at first but he was slowly getting use to the idea.
“Kevin, why are you frowning?” Teri asked.
“Um. I was just thinking, Teri, sorry. Did you say something?” He stuttered.
“Yes, I did. I asked if you wanted to go to the movie tomorrow. You guys brought new movies, right?” She asked.
Kevin stopped for a moment and looked down at her smiling. She was turning into a beautiful young woman. Teri had long brown wavy hair and golden brown eyes. Her skin was like ivory and she was absolutely the prettiest girl in the bunker. Kelly didn’t count because she was his sister but Teri was different. “I’d like that but…” Kevin pulled Teri into the side hall and bent to kiss her gently. “There are too many people in the theater.” He grinned as he grabbed her hand and continued down the hall to the elevator. “You know we could borrow one of them and preview it after Keith goes to sleep…”
“Really…?” Teri asked surprised.
“Yeah, we kind of held out on a couple of them to get first dibs. We were going to share with you and Jamie though.” He was grinning as they entered the elevator and Teri hit the stop button. “What? We have to get back, Teri.”
Teri tiptoed up and kissed him gently. Kevin put his arms around her and held her close for a few minutes. “It’s going to get better you know.” He whispered.
“I hope so.” Teri sighed and released the elevator. “For now, we do what we have to do.”
__________
Jamie came back and shared the MP3 player with Kelly. He had one ear bud and she had the other. They had eaten cake, sung songs and watched Keith on the monitor. Keith was aggravated because they had the music and he was only hearing the words that the two of them were singing off key but he was happy that he could see them and talk to them on the monitor between the two rooms. Jamie was propped up on Kelly’s bed with his arm around her. Friends... It was nice.
Keith’s mood improved after Doc decided to give both of them the pain killer wafers that Kelly had found. Obviously, Keith and Kelly were feeling no pain and Jamie was having a blast listening to them. Doc shook his head and closed the door to his office, grinning.
When Teri and Kevin checked on Keith, they were surprised to see him laughing hysterically and pointing to the monitor. Jamie and Kelly were sporting bedpans for hats and bulb syringes cut off for noses. They looked ridiculous and sounded even funnier. A nasal off key duet to whatever music they were listening to would have been a good blackmail video.
Kevin had to laugh. Keith looked great and he wasn’t in a crappy mood anymore. Kelly did that for him. She would act like a fool in front of God himself, if it made her little brother happy. Kevin wasn’t too happy about Jamie’s arm draped casually over his sister’s shoulder or the fact that he was sitting on the bed with her but he did appreciate what they were doing for Keith.
“Guys, I hate to be a party pooper but Dad’s meeting is probably just about over…” Kevin began and turned to see his father standing behind him grinning. “Never mind, y’all have been busted. Commander on deck...”
Martin looked at his kids and their friends and shook his head. “Are you feeling better, son?” He asked Keith.
“Yes, Dad... Sorry. I was being a grouch and Jamie and Kelly were trying to cheer me up.” Keith tried to choke down the giggles.
“It looks like they succeeded.” Martin said.
“Yes Sir.” Keith grinned.
“Okay then. Good find K.J.! I wanted to tell you guys again that you did a great job. Don’t stay up too late and please keep it down to just this level. I’m not sure the geriatrics could take it.” He waved and laughed on his way out.
“YES SIR!” The kids yelled in unison and cut more cake for Kevin and Teri. It felt good to be kids for one night. Too bad you had to get the crap beat out of you and spend time in the infirmary to deserve the time off. Maybe eventually they could have more time to goof off—without the pain.
__________
“Pssssssst, Kelly, wake up.” Jamie had tiptoed into the infirmary and was trying not to wake up Teri and Kevin. It didn’t work.
“What are you doing in here?” Kevin growled from the doorway. He had seen Jamie sneaking past Keith’s room.
“Ah, Sorry… Kev. Come on in and help me wake up K.J.” Jamie said quietly.
“Why would I do that, Jamie? She’s supposed to be resting right now. It’s only like three o’clock in the morning. What’s so important?” Kevin insisted.
“Kev, chill out and let him tell us, okay?” I moaned and tried to sit up. Teri was stirring in the other bed. I think we stayed up too late. “What’s up, Jamie?”
Teri grabbed a blanket and threw it over us as we sat on my bed and talked quietly. Teri and I were wearing tank tops and pajama bottoms but it was kind of cool in the infirmary and Doc controlled the thermostat. Kevin looked grouchy but that wasn’t anything new. He wasn’t exactly a morning person.
“Okay, I couldn’t sleep so I relieved Carson in Control so he could go get some caffeine and hit the head. There’s someone out there, Kev. I saw them running by the monitor and hit the record button. I was going to get you up after I woke Kelly.” Jamie whispered.
“Why didn’t you alert the Commander or Collin, Jamie?” Kevin demanded as he stood up. This was serious. Someone had found the bunker—probably followed them!
“Because, they’re just kids, Kevin...” Jamie stared at the wall and then he knelt down in front of Kelly. He knew that Kelly had a soft heart and if anyone understood it would be the three Martin kids—not the others who kept them in quarantine for three long years.
“K.J., there are like two teenage girls, three guys about our age and some little ones. I don’t know how many but they looked perfectly normal and they acted like they were trying to find us. We still have almost three hours until daylight. We could get them and put them in quarantine before the others came to this level.”
I stared at him for a minute. Jamie wanted us to do this without the adults? They might not let us back in. Then what? Jamie and Teri couldn’t survive out there. They looked too normal—well—normal like people use to look. They would get caught just like those kids out there would get caught.
“Jamie, how do you suppose we are going to get by with that?” I asked quietly. I understood where his heart was. Those kids were probably starving and in need of medical help and a home. I looked up and Keith was standing in the doorway. “What are you doing out of bed, little brother?”
“Kelly, if they won’t let you back in, I will sneak out and come to you. I can take a wheelchair down to Central Control and try to cover for you guys while you go out to retrieve them. No one else will let them in K.J. You know that. It’s up to the four of you to make that happen.” Keith came over and Teri and I pulled him up on our bed.
“Who’s at Central, Jamie?” I asked.
“Mitchell Long. He knows about them, Kelly, he was trying to get in touch with you when you guys first got in but he was on night shift and you and Keith have been stuck in here. He says they have been out there for four days now and are only moving at night.” Jamie looked really worried. “They need us, guys.”
Jamie and Teri felt left out when they saw the two brothers and sister join hands. This was one discussion they weren’t going to be in on. They heard nothing, but they knew from the expressions on the three siblings’ faces that a serious debate was going on.
I felt bad leaving out the other two but if we took on the responsibility of them and the children out in the woods, we had to be in agreement. We may end up being kicked out of the facility. It had happened before. People wanted on the outside just to see if they could survive and they would come back begging to come back in. None of them were given permission to come back into the community.
Our telepathic conversation wasn’t exactly a pleasant one.
“We have to try to help them at least, Kevin.” I said.
“We have to take care of our own first, Kelly, you know that.” Kevin said quietly.
“They’re children, Kev; they will die if they stay out there with no survival skills and no medical help. We have to take care of the ones that aren’t damaged.” Keith stated.
“What do you think Dad will do?” Kevin asked.
“They need us, Kevin, you know that. If we were bringing back adults; maybe they would kick us out but if these are kids, they need our help.” I said quietly.
“It’s a mistake, Kelly.” Kevin looked really worried.
“You’ll have Teri with you, Kevin. One way or the other, we’ll make it work. We could come back and get Keith if we are exiled.” I looked at my brother and realized that we had seriously messed with his plans. “What is it, Kev?” I asked quietly.
“K.J., damn it, I was going to ask Teri to marry me.” Kevin said quietly. Keith and I just stared at him. “Yeah, I know it’s not much of a life but I thought we’d have something to share here. I’m not sure I want her out there without a chance to come back. They don’t look like us, Kelly, they’ll get caught.”
“Wow.” That was all that I could think of at the moment. Other young adults had married in our community and we all thought they were nuts. “Kevin, you and Teri can stay and I will go. Someone has to save those kids.” I said quietly.
“No, we do this, we do it together.” Kevin said.
“Keith can’t do this yet, Kevin. He just had surgery.” I argued.
“The surgery is done, K.J., we’ll take what meds that he needs and we’ll carry him. Jamie and I can carry him. We have emergency packs that have everything we need. Are you well enough to walk out of here if we have to?” Kevin stared at me and I had to take a deep breath. Both of us knew that there was a distinct possibility that we wouldn’t be allowed back into the bunker. It didn’t matter that our father owned it. The whole community claimed it now and although our father ran it. The bunker was run like a democracy and the majority ruled.
“Keith, you know what this means?” I asked. I saw the tears in his eyes and knew that he understood. I held him close for a moment. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay here where it’s safe and be with Dad?”
“I go where you two go, Kelly. If Dad wants to stay with us, he’ll follow us. We know a couple of places that we can get into and hide that those kids probably don’t know, right?” He was trying to be so brave.
We all looked at each other and nodded.
“Are you guys going to let us in on this any time soon?” Jamie asked.
“Okay Keith—you win.” Kevin said quietly. “Go tell Mitchell to cover for us; we’re taking our brother with us.”
“Are you crazy? He just had surgery!” Teri said in fear.
“We’ll take what we need and Jamie and I will carry him. Teri, you can stay if you want. I wouldn’t blame you. I have to tell you guys, they will probably not let us back in.” Kevin said bluntly.
“You are not going to scare us off. If you are taking Keith, you already know that they won’t let us back in.” Teri cried. “Don’t leave me here, Kevin!”
“Teri, it would be a miracle if they let us back in with all of those kids, no matter how much they need us.” I said quietly.
“Kelly, you can’t leave your father!” Teri said.
“He’s welcome to join us. Someone has to start on the outside again, Teri, it’s been ten years! What? Are we going to hide in a hole in the ground the rest of our lives?” I realized that I was being a little harsh but she had to know the facts. Kevin loved her and she was my best friend. “I only came back because of you guys the last time. I’ve had it with this place and the confinement.” Teri stared at her in shock.
“If you two are going, I’m going too. You can’t stop me!” Teri said stubbornly. Teri was about to get hysterical on us. We all saw it coming. She loved Kevin and she would be alone if we all left her.
“Teri, no one is trying to stop you. We just wanted you to know the facts.” Kevin said and he put her arms around her. “This isn’t going to be a walk in the park. It’s going to be strange and confusing and you can’t trust anyone but the five of us. Not ever... You got that?” Kevin demanded.
“I understand, Kevin. We do this together.” Teri said. Although we all saw the tears in her eyes, she had made her choice.
“Okay, Keith, we need you to lie down until we are ready to go, okay? It’s a good thing you don’t weigh any more than a loaded backpack. I’ll find an emergency strap and carry set up for you and we’ll pack your stuff, okay?” Keith groaned but he went back to his room and climbed in bed.
“Jamie, we need you to pack rations and pick up our emergency kits in our rooms, grab your clothes and try not to pack too heavy, okay? We’ll get what we need as we go.” Kevin told him quietly. Jamie nodded and took off. “Teri, I need you to pack up your and Kelly’s things and pick up your emergency packs, all right?” Teri nodded and took off running. “Kelly, I’ll get my stuff on the way through but I’m going to try to leave Dad a letter. I’m going to get a little extra equipment in case we really do get kicked out, okay?” I nodded and swallowed hard.
“Go ahead, Kev, I’ll take care of Keith and pack all medical supplies that we will need. If they kick us out, I’ll make sure that I get more medications and supplies and leave it for them before we head out for real, okay?” I was trying to put on the knee brace that Doc had given me. “I hate this.” I fussed.
“The brace…?” Kevin asked surprised.
“No, this…! This having to be ‘us’ and ‘them’... It’s time we started a new world out there, Kevin. Maybe this was meant to be.” I sighed. “Go ahead, Kevin. Grab us some radios and batteries, okay? They can have the dart gun. I know where some more are.” I grinned at him. “We’ll be okay, Kevin, we’ll protect them with our lives.” I held up my fist and he met it with his own.
“Hurry Kelly, we don’t have much time.” Kevin said as he jogged out.
I hurried and filled the necessary meds for Keith and what I might need. I tried to visualize what the kids outside the bunker might need at this point. We had no way of knowing if anyone was hurt or ill until we found them. I left Dad a note and I left another one for Doc. I hoped they understood. It was time to find more of us that weren’t taken over by the disease. Keith was normal and he was born in the disease. Yeah, we had some differences but we could live in the real world. It was time.
Yeah, I know, I was trying to convince myself and my insides were quaking. The unknown was scary. Always having a safe place to run back to was a comfort that I didn’t even appreciate until I realized that we had probably blown our sanctuary. I had hated coming back here every time for the last two years. I liked the fresh air and the blue skies. I loved playing in the grass and I wanted to have a pet and—and—just normal stuff!
__________
I hurried and helped Keith dress. I made sure that he had on comfortable layered clothing. It was June and the weather was pretty nice but at night the mountains could get cold. I dressed the same way. Keith’s bandages looked good. I had him sit in the sling, and then I strapped it on my back. We designed these for kids and small people. The rescuer could carry them like a pack but the patient was in a sitting position and comfortable. Keith was only about ten pounds lighter than me so I wouldn’t be able to carry him for too long at a time but I could help us get out of here. I might be small but I’m pretty stout.
“Are you comfortable, Keith?” I asked.
“I could walk, K.J.” He fussed.
“Not for awhile yet, Keith, I’m sorry. You are going to have to be carried for a while if you go with us. My knee is pretty messed up, Keith. Neither of us will be much help if we don’t take care of each other, okay?” I asked him as I picked up the med pack and put it across my front.
“Kelly, will Dad be mad at us?” Keith asked quietly. I knew that it was going to hurt him. He loved our Dad a lot. We all did.
“No, I think he’ll understand. I think he will try to get us back in, Keith, but I don’t think he will be able to manage it.” I told him sadly. “Let’s get out of here, Buddy.” I quickly walked to the elevator and the others were waiting on us. We had all moved fast and efficiently. If anyone could make it on the outside, we were the family to try it. Now, if we could just protect the others.
__________
“Okay, Mitch. Are you ready for this?” Kevin asked quietly.
“Yeah, I wish I could go with you. If you guys are going to hang around for a while would you let me join you later?” He asked.
“Collin would kill you.” I said with a grin. Collin was Mitch’s big brother, his gun ho brother. He would have loved cadet school.
“Yeah… Hit me hard or he will kill me anyway.” Mitch growled.
Jamie got in position to catch him and Kevin pulled on a boxing glove. He belted him so hard that Jamie went down with him and Mitch was out cold. “Man, Kev, you think you hit him hard enough?” He griped as he sat Mitch in the chair and tied him up.
“I had to make it real.” Kevin left the glove so that they could tell that none of them really wanted to hurt Mitch. Kevin looked at me. “Let me carry Keith.”
I shook my head. “Wait until we get out of here. Your packs are heavier than Keith. I can carry him for a while. Why don’t we head to the cave on top of the mountain? Do you think the kids found it?” I asked as we made our way out of the bunker.
“I don’t know, K.J. We had it pretty well hidden. Remember? It would be a good base though, you’re right. We’ll head there.” Kevin grinned at her. She was thinking and it was going to take a lot of hard work with everyone using their heads to make it through this nightmare. Kevin was sure that it was going to be hard on all of them.
Kevin held his hand out to Teri and they went ahead of us. Jamie stayed back to help with Keith. We all made our way quietly. To our advantage, we had night vision goggles. We ripped these off from the guard shacks but our Dad had a bunch more from years ago when he set up the bunker. The goggles that we had were lightweight and higher tech. We knew that we had to have some kind of advantage out here. Those kids didn’t look like us and neither did Teri and Jamie. We would have to move them in the dark.
It took us almost to daybreak to reach the cave up top. Kevin and I sat Keith down gently on a boulder on the outside and had Teri stay with him with the tazer. Keith had the shotgun. We covered them with the sheer camo cover that we always carried with us. “Okay. Keith, take this pain wafer. Teri will give you some rations and antibiotics as soon as it takes effect. Okay? We need you guys to rest while we scout out the cave. If they haven’t found it yet, we have a good stash and hideout in here, okay? We’ll be fine. If they found it, we may have to negotiate and I don’t want you guys included in it just yet.” I turned around and looked at Jamie. “You can stay out here with them if you want.”
“You might need me in there, Kelly. I look like them.” He whispered. I nodded my agreement and Kevin motioned us forward.
I looked back once and scanned the area. Keith was on alert and Teri was so nervous I was pretty sure that she wouldn’t let her guard down. I waved and ducked inside the cave.
Jamie watched my brother and I scan, back to back. We did have guns. Kevin and I both ripped off some silenced SIG pistols from some government guys. We hadn’t had to shoot anyone yet but we made sure that we could protect each other if it came down to them or us. We would get dart guns as soon as possible. Enough people had died and we didn’t want to add to the death toll.
It took us a half an hour to clear the cave. The poor kids hadn’t found it yet. They may have been too afraid to come up this high. They were going to have to find them because this was the safest place on the mountain outside of the bunker. We made our way into the cavern, put our supplies down and turned on a couple of lanterns.
“Let’s get Teri and Keith in here and get them comfortable and then Kev and I will scout around.” I said quietly.
“K.J., you need to get off of that knee. I can go with Kevin.” Jamie fussed.
“Daylight, Jamie, think about it. You and Teri will have to bleach out your hair and put on some of that fake tan stuff before you can go out. We’ll work on it and get you both in the sun and try to match skin colors but right now, it isn’t safe for either of you any further down.” I told him gently.
“She’s right, man. We’ll take a couple of those wafers, okay? We’ll travel light and if necessary, I’ll carry her back. We won’t go far and we’ll try to keep in touch and designate a time for us to be back. Let’s go get the other two in here first though.” Kevin told him and Jamie nodded reluctantly in agreement. He was out of his element out here.
They hurried and brought the other two in and laid Keith down on one of the cots. At least they had set this cavern up with double cots and sleeping bags. They’d have to double up but they’d manage. Teri worked at getting Keith comfortable.
We all worked quickly to clean out every nook and cranny. We had mothballs around and some other deterrents for snakes and such but we wanted to make sure that the others were going to be safe while we were gone.
“Jamie, this is a fresh water spring. Keep as clean as you can and make sure that Keith isn’t running a fever. The fog won’t lift with the rain starting so you can start a stove in that old cast iron stove there, okay? We have wood stacked out by the entrance. You will have to switch off with the shotgun and guard the door. Don’t come all of the way out, okay? You just need to keep watch. The radio will transmit over by the boulder on your right. We’ll wear ear pieces so we can hear you at all times.” I could tell that Jamie was a little worried. “Hey, we do this all of the time, remember? Just protect each other, okay?” I grinned at him, tiptoed up and kissed his cheek. I handed him his MP3 and grinned. “I already charged it. You guys can take turns, okay? Plus, I put a couple of books in my pack over there and there are three graphic novels for Keith. Get comfortable and we’ll keep in touch.” I ran back and gave Keith a kiss on his forehead, then checked his pulse and temperature. He looked good. “You, stay lying around today. If we have to hike out of here, I don’t want to carry your butt the whole time.” I grinned at him and held him close for a minute. I know I’m only sixteen but I’ve been the only mother that Keith has known.
“Stay safe.” Keith whispered.
“You too, tough guy...” I grinned and ruffled up his thick white hair. I hurried out and saw Teri and Keith in an embrace. I just kept jogging out to the opening. I could wait out there. I can only imagine how terrified Teri was right now. This was something totally new to her. Actually, it was new to us also. We were only use to being together as a unit. We wouldn’t have needed radios. We’ll adjust. I would have missed leaving Jamie behind. That kind of surprises me. But, it’s the truth. I guess I got use to the bum picking on me all of the time. Go figure!
“Okay Kelly, are you ready for this mess?” Kevin was standing behind me and I turned around and grinned at him.
“I thought we’d grab the motorbikes after we scouted on the way down. We could hit one of those chicken joints and bring some good smelling food back. That ought to bring those mongrels to us.” I grinned.
“That sounds like the best plan. Did you get money, too?” Kevin asked.
“I forgot to hand it in, Kevin.” I laughed. “For once, it paid off. I took six hundred dollars out of that cash box in the business office. It was already in a money bag.” I was grinning. Kevin pulled out a similar moneybag. “How much…?”
“Five hundred... We should be good to go for a while. I was so worried about you two in the infirmary I forgot to hand in the funds as well.” He was smiling and shaking his head. “Maybe this was just meant to be, K.J.” We both looked at each other quietly. We had been planning for the past couple of years. It wasn’t hard to see that the occupants in the bunker didn’t really trust us. They were afraid of Keith and almost as afraid of us. We had never done anything to warrant that. We just looked like ‘them’ because we had the virus. People get paranoid. If someone is different, they eventually try to find a way to get rid of them. So, for the past two years we had worked hard to cover ourselves as well as provide for those in the bunker. I think we knew that this was going to happen. I was just kind of surprised that it had taken ten years.
“They aren’t going to let us back in Kevin.” I told him as we hiked down the hill.
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure you are right about that.” Kevin sighed. “I guess you’ll end up with Jamie after all, huh?” I looked at him in shock. “The boy’s crazy about you, Kelly. It may take you a year to notice it like it did me—but I was always told that girls were quicker.” I glared back at him as I made my way down toward our garage area. “Just sayin…” I held up my hand for him to wait.
I slowly eased into the garage and came up behind the guy with my gun. “What are you doing in here?” I whispered.
“Jesus! Kelly, it’s me, Mitchell!” Mitch growled. He turned around and we saw the damage. Kevin hit him with a glove; he had a bruise on his jaw. Someone had beaten the crap out of him. I put my hand on his cheek and he flinched, fighting the tears that were about to spill in spite of his effort to keep cool. “Collin beat the crap out of me and kicked me out.” Beneath the hard ‘tough guy’ exterior, Mitch was crushed that his brother could do this to him. We knew Collin was a jerk but…he was his only living relative!
Kevin and I stared at each other. Mitch was seventeen, blonde, blue eyed, he was tanned from the tanning booth in the bunker. He was going to try to pass as an outsider. We walked him back to the rear of the garage and we pulled out three motorbikes and handed him a helmet. We didn’t plan on it but we had someone else to look out for. If they kicked out Mitch, we didn’t have a snowball’s chance to get back in. I had Kevin give a pain wafer to Mitch and we took off down the logging path. I’d hit the other hospital while the guys got food. We were going to gather up the others and see how bad of shape they were in. This was going to be a whole new life. I’d keep my word and replace the medicine that I took but we wouldn’t be going back in. Mitch was proof of the narrow mindedness of the majority. I’d try to find them some dart guns and more hair color and tanning supplies. That’s the best that I could do for them now.
We were almost to the road when Kevin stopped. “Kelly? Are you in pain?” I just shook my head. I’d rather feel the pain in my knee, the bruises and ribs than the pain in my heart. I don’t think pain meds could make that one quit hurting for a long time to come. Kevin leaned over. “Open up, Sis.” He said quietly and I went ahead and took the stupid med. It was time to get back to work.
“Are you okay, Mitchell?” I asked. Mitch nodded. He was angry and who could blame him? Collin was a jerk. He was probably being reprimanded but they would never get Mitch back in there. Collin was twenty years old. Their mother and father were killed before the lock down and Collin had bossed his little brother around ever since. We all knew how much Mitch resented him. Now, the damage was probably permanent. We couldn’t understand it. We clung to each other as family. The others seem to fight constantly. I felt myself adopting Mitch as another brother. We’d share our family.
We stopped just out of town. “Kevin, take Mitch and get the food—lots of it, okay? Those kids have to be starving. I will hit the hospital on the east end and I’ll let you know when I’m headed back.” I told him.
“Kelly, get checked out while you’re there.” Kevin said.
“Nah, I can’t take the chance, Kevin. I work with Doc all of the time. I’ll get what we need. If the knee gets any worse or if Keith needs care, we’ll go to the children’s hospital, okay?” He nodded. One good thing that had happened was that medical care was free. It was pretty cool to be able to walk in, get fixed and not have to pay when you were a kid. So many of us didn’t have parents...
We parted ways and knew to be back before dark. We’d have to hurry. Kevin and Mitch would get nonperishable goods and fresh food as well. Kevin and I both would be looking for a truck to move everyone in. Kevin could protect Mitch if he needed it. We were use to slipping in and out of the city and the suburbs around it. We’ve done it most of our lives. It used to be a lot wilder than now. It still wasn’t civilized but it was getting better. We had seen more than one person kill another. It used to be a massacre on the streets with no regard for human life. There was more order now, especially on the main streets. The alleys were still filled with fighting and death.
__________
We divided up on the highway and I headed to a different hospital. The one I hit yesterday might still be looking for me. One good thing about having a knee brace in place and a limp, I looked like I belonged as I limped in through the emergency room. I hurried and got supplies as quickly as I could. I found some new type of medications and grabbed a new medical handbook so I would know what all of the new meds were for. Two of the vial canisters were labeled. REPAIR INSIDE and REPAIR OUTSIDE. I have no idea what the heck that meant but it sounded good so I grabbed it. I also got more of the pain wafers. There was also a canister labeled ANTIBIOTIC CLENSE. I had learned a lot working with Doc and studying different medical programs that we had for the computers. I had even snuck into a couple of seminars and followed some doctors with residents on their rounds. It paid off for our community because my brothers and I had photographic memories. We absorbed knowledge fast and quickly put what we learned to work to help improve the bunker’s occupants’ way of life. I understood most of the new medical terms already and now that we had figured out how to hook into a local satellite, we have had the opportunity to tune in to a lot of their free school courses. Now, we were going to need a laptop because we left the computers in the bunker.
I hurried and soon I was quickly walking out the emergency room door. I saw a man sitting on a bench. He looked…broken. I needed to rest my knee for a few minutes so I sat down carefully. He didn’t make a move to talk or move any closer so I figured he might be okay. You never really knew. I grabbed a wafer and a bottle of water out. The guy looked miserable so I handed him another wafer and my extra bottle of water. “This might help with the pain, Sir.” I said quietly. “Put it under your tongue and let it melt.”
He looked at me cautiously and then he smiled really big. “Thanks.” He gladly took the bottle of water. The man looked like he was really sad. “You aren’t like the others.” He whispered.
“What others?” I asked cautiously.
“That’s okay; I’m not like them either.” He pulled up his sunglasses and looked at me with brilliant blue eyes. “You’ve had the virus, though, haven’t you?” He asked cautiously.
“Yes Sir, my brother was born with it. I took care of him for his first three years.” I said quietly.
“Where is he?” The man asked.
“He’s safe.” I answered as I got up. I didn’t want to have to fight this man. It was not possible to trust anyone.
“I won’t hurt you, kid. I just lost my wife in there. Our children and their friends ran away and I have no idea where to look or even if they are okay. I was just trying to figure out where they would have run to.” He said sadly as he stood up. “I really don’t blame you for not trusting me. Those morons spotted one of my boy’s blue eyes and they were going to kill him. They had to run. There was no other choice.” He said sadly. He began walking toward the parking garage.
“How many kids are you talking about?” I asked cautiously.
“Well, we had three teenage girls, two teenage boys and four little ones. The youngest is three and I’m really worried about him. He has asthma.” He stopped and looked at me seriously. “I’m not from around here so I have no idea where to look.”
“Where are you from?” I asked.
“Tampa, Florida. It’s really bad down there. Things are a little better here but I heard out in Nevada there’s just no one around to bother you. Anyway, we were heading west when Lily went into labor. She just wasn’t strong enough.” He said sadly.
“Did she lose the baby?” I asked the man. He had tears in his eyes but I knew if the baby had made it, they would use it for experiments. The baby would be killed.
“Nah, she’s fine but they won’t let me take her. They say she has to be quarantined. She has brown hair and blue eyes.” He said sadly.
“I’ll get her for you.” I turned to head back in. “Um. Sir…? I think I know where your kids are. We will have to talk if I pull this off, okay?” He stared at me.
“You’re going back in there?” He asked incredulous.
“Yep, take my pack and take it to this position.” I hurried and wrote him down directions. “Two guys will be headed in that direction on motorbikes. Flash them S.O.S. and wait for a few minutes and then yell out Kelly Martin. Wait until they come to you, okay? When they do, explain to them what’s happening, okay? Then we’ll find your kids for you.” I explained quickly.
“You’re Kelly?” He asked.
“Yes Sir, get out of here now because they are going to look for you. What are you driving?” I asked. He pointed to a big Prevost motor home and I had to whistle, it was sweet! “Wow, you travel in style!” I grinned. “Hurry, I’ll try to radio the others but just in case remember what to do, okay? They do have weapons.”
“Kelly?” He said and I turned back around. “Be careful, I don’t want anything to happen to you, girl.” He said kindly. The man had the kindest eyes. He reminded me of our father when he thought about our mother. Sad from losing the love of his life and resigned to the fact that he had to go on for his children’s sake.
“I’ll be okay, Sir. I know my way around these places. Hey, what’s your name, Sir?” I asked.
“Jacob Vickers.” He grinned and waved and I hurried to slip into the hospital. I tried to plan on my way. I had been on the maternity floor in the west side hospital but not here. I had to get a lot of supplies for little Elizabeth, the newborn in the bunker. Hopefully, they are all set up about the same. The hospital on the west side didn’t have decent security on the upper floors and I could only pray that this one was the same. Either way, if the baby was still alive, she didn’t have long to live if she stayed here. So, I hurried forward as I plotted on my mission to get her out of here.
CHAPTER THREE
It wasn’t going to be easy to get to the maternity ward. I ducked into one of the storage rooms and found some scrubs. That took awhile but I finally found a pair short enough and hurried to look like a surgical nurse with the mask and hat and booties, so at least I wouldn’t lose my good sneakers if I had to run like heck. I found a backpack that someone had left in the lost and found and then a little baby carry strap. That was convenient. I filled the backpack with all of the baby necessities I could find just outside of the nursery and sat it inside the door of a storage room. I scanned the different incubators until I saw the only dark haired child there. She looked really tiny. Well, her chances were none if she stayed here so we were going to have to chance this. I didn’t take time to think what I was doing. Using a baby for experiments was wrong. She survived and her Mama didn’t—just like our Mama. She deserved some kind of life.
I watched the routine quietly. It wasn’t going to be so hard after all. I eased in after the three nurses took babies to rooms. I laid a pillow in the little bed and covered it with the pink blanket. I placed the baby in the sling and covered it with the too big white coat I had thrown over the scrubs. I walked out slowly looking at a chart. I reached inside the storage area, picked up the backpack and kept walking. Downstairs, I hurried into the storage room and blocked the door while I hurried and dressed back into my clothes. I put the baby in a different blanket with a little hat on her head and a pacifier in her mouth. I walked right out of the emergency room door and even waved at the guard at the shack. I climbed on my bike and started it casually although my insides were jumping and I wanted to peel out and hit the road with the throttle wide open. I eased out of the parking lot with my signal on and drove with traffic on the way out of town. I pulled out the radio as I left the city limits. “Kevin, can you hear me?”
“Kelly? Where the hell are you?” Kevin yelled into the radio. I couldn’t blame him. It was a big risk that we really couldn’t afford right now.
“I’m okay, Kev. Have you met Jacob, yet?” I asked. I could hear him cussing. I knew he was mad. I stepped outside the box. We always had a set plan and we never wavered unless one of us was attacked. I broke protocol by going back for the infant.
“Are you crazy?” He demanded.
“Yeah, Kevin, I’m crazy. We have another mouth to feed, brother.” I said quietly.
“You saved her? Are you being followed?” He demanded.
“No, none of the alarms went off or anything. They probably are just now realizing that she is gone. Okay? Hide Jacob’s camper somewhere and watch for me. I’ll drive by slowly and you all watch and make sure that I’m not being followed, okay? Hurry and hide his camper on the old logger road, okay?” I told him quietly as I weaved in and out of traffic, never breaking the speed limit or drawing attention.
“Okay, we already stashed his camper K.J. How far out are you?” he asked.
“I’m about there now, there’s a red Dodge dually in front of me Kevin.” I eased by our rendezvous spot and kept going.
“Okay, K.J., you’re clear, come on back.” I could hear the relief in my brother’s voice.
I hated to worry him and I was aware that he is going to be furious with me. He loves me—he’ll get over it—eventually.
I finally whipped around and headed back. I cut the headlight before I got there and eased into our little cut off. Kevin smacked my helmet and I nodded grimly. We both knew that he would have done the same thing. I would have been ripping him a new one if he had done what I did.
I eased off of my bike and Kevin took it to the garage. “Let’s hurry back. Teri and Jamie’s probably going ape by now.” I turned and smiled at Jacob. “I have your baby girl here.”
Jacob hurried over and touched her little head. “Did they hurt her?” He cried. The tears in the man’s eyes were heartbreaking. He had been sure that he had lost both his wife and baby. Kevin and I looked at each other and he nodded. Kevin understood why I went back. Enough children had been used for experiments.
“I don’t think they had time to yet. The nursery was full. Let’s go and get her under cover, the rain’s coming down harder. Jacob, you and Mitch walk in front of us in case you slip, okay? We’re use to these hills.” He nodded and hurried ahead.
We got about half way up the mountain and I quietly told Kevin to stop. Mitch looked at us and then grabbed Jacob’s arm. I heard something and I held still and watched for movement.
“Okay, I know you guys are hungry. We have Jacob and the baby and we’re headed up top. Follow us.” I nodded for Kevin to go ahead. “Jamie, we’re almost back and we have company. Stay cool.” I whispered into the radio.
“Okay, K.J., we’ll be watching.” Jamie came back. I could hear the relief in his voice.
We made the rest of the trip in quiet. When we got to the cave opening we turned around. “Jacob, you may need to talk to them. They don’t know us but I know they have to be starving.” I said quietly.
“Jason? Beau…? It’s me Jacob! Come on guys, we have the baby and these kids have offered to help us. It’s okay, boys, this girl saved the baby from the hospital.” Jacob had his hands held out and we could hear the kids coming. “There’s my family!” Jacob cried. “Are you all okay? Is anyone hurt?”
“Jacob, hurry, we have to get them inside.” I urged him. Kevin and I stayed at the mouth of the cave as Jacob and Jamie led the kids inside. It was a good thing that it was a big cave and that we had a lot of food.
“Kelly.” Kevin growled and I just grinned at him. “You are such a pain!” He took a deep breath and looked at the fading daylight.
“Yeah, I know. Hey Kev? I found some really cool stuff. Let’s get these guys settled and we’ll go over it. It might fix Keith right up.” I was grinning as Kevin caught Teri in his arms as she came running. “Kev, the guy’s got a Prevost!” He was smiling too. We had done okay so far. Mitch was safe. These kids were in a safe place and we saved a baby from the monsters that wanted to cut her up. Not bad for a first day out in the world. I walked back and kissed my baby brother’s cheek. “How’s it going, Keith?” I asked as I took off the backpack and handed it to one of the new girls.
“I’m okay, Kelly. Did you have any trouble?” He asked. His green eyes were huge as I eased the little baby out of the sling. “Wow, you stole a baby?” He asked.
“No, I’m returning the baby to her Daddy.” I replied and carried the little one over to Jacob. He held her in his hands in tears.
“What am I going to do with you little darlin’?” He said in wonder. She was a tiny thing.
“Well Jacob, that backpack is full of baby stuff and we’ll get whatever she needs that I didn’t manage to find, okay?” I said gently. “You lost Lily; she shouldn’t have died in vain.” I could tell the man was overwhelmed.
“It’ll be okay, Daddy.” A little boy covered with dirt came up to stare at me. “Thank you, Kelly.” He said as he held out his little hand.
“You’re welcome. Listen guys, there’s a small underground lake where you all can take baths and clean up but for now wash your face and hands and then eat. We have to stay as clean as possible to keep germs down, okay?” They lined them all up to wash and divided out the food.
“Kelly, go sit down and get off of that knee, kid.” Kevin said quietly. He was right. The stupid thing was swollen from being on it all day.
Jamie cleared a spot for me to sit down on his bunk. “Come on, take a load off.” He grinned. “Good save, Kelly.” He smiled at me.
I leaned back against Jamie’s chest and fell sound asleep. I didn’t mean to. We only had a couple hours of sleep the night before and had gone nonstop since then. I hadn’t held still long enough for sleep to catch up until now.
__________
Kevin finally got around to checking on his sister and found her sound asleep in Jamie’s arms. “Is she okay?” He asked worried.
“I think so, Kev. She just leaned back against me and fell asleep almost as soon as she sat down. She hasn’t eaten yet.” Jamie told him concerned. He had been afraid to move.
“She’s exhausted.” Kevin helped Jamie slide her over into a flatter position. “Send Teri over here for a minute. We’ll get her down to shorts and check out this knee.” Kevin stopped for a moment. “Nah, come on Jamie, help me get her out of her shoes.” He figured they were going to be living too close to be too shy about caring for knees and injuries. It wasn’t that hard to strip her down to the shorts underneath and Teri brought a pan of clean water to sponge Kelly down with. “Ah Kevin, look at her knee!” Teri cried.
“Yeah, it’s a mess.” Kevin had grabbed an ice pack out of their med bag and wrapped it around the knee. It was swollen twice the size of her other knee. “She did well today.” He said to no one in particular but he sure was proud of what she had done. She managed to find more normal people than they had seen in the ten years since lock down. And she saved a newborn baby from certain death.
“Kevin?” I yawned. I realized that our friends, Kevin and Keith were really close to where I laid. “Is everything okay?” I squinted at the light.
“Yeah Kelly, we have the baby though. Jacob and the others are exhausted. They have sleeping bags and all of them are camping out around the underground lake. We’ll meet in the morning. How are you feeling?” He asked.
“I’m good. Keith, are you okay?” I asked as I looked around at him.
“Yeah, I’m good. She sure is a cute baby, Kelly.” He grinned and I looked to see my little brother holding the baby girl.
“Kevin, there’s some stuff I found that might help all of us. The new medication book is in the top of my pack, could you hand it here?” I tried to sit up and realized that Jamie had his arms around me supporting me. “Hey Jamie...” I grinned. He just smiled and eased his arms away quickly.
“What have you found?” Teri demanded.
“Well you know I had to wonder what other new meds were out there because this pain wafer stuff really works. So, I found this.” I handed the new canisters to Kevin.
“You think they work?” He asked.
“I’ll try it first and then we’ll try Mitchell and then Keith, okay?” I asked. Kevin looked pretty skeptical. “Hey, if it heals our broken ribs and my knee and Keith’s surgery site, it’s worth having, right?” Kevin still didn’t look convinced. I grabbed it and popped the inside stuff and pretended to pass out. The look on Kevin’s face was priceless. “Kidding…! Geesh Kev! Lighten up!” I braced myself against Jamie as I stood up and we all watched the swelling go down on my knee. Teri reached over and pushed against my ribs and I had to grin. “Hey! It works!”
We spent the next hour watching and feeling our wounds heal. It was amazing! Mitch didn’t have a mark on him now. Keith had the giggles. I understood. It was nice not to be hurting like heck for a change.
“Kevin, we are going to walk out and see if we need to make anyone else feel better tonight. Did you check their injuries?” I asked as I jumped up. I couldn’t believe that nothing hurt. “We need everyone a hundred per cent.”
“Take Jamie, they don’t quite trust us yet. We’ll keep Keith and the baby. Mitch, you want to go with them?” Kevin knew that Mitchell was going to take some work. They needed to keep him involved and help him forget the beating he took.
“Sure, don’t let them make out too much, Keith.” Mitch grinned as Keith groaned and turned his back to them and started talking to the baby girl on his cot.
__________
“It’s just us guys.” I said as we walked back. “Jacob, can we talk to you a minute?” I had to squint because the light was pretty dim.
“What’s wrong, Kelly?” Jacob asked as he limped toward us.
“We have some really good stuff here. If you could line up the injuries, we could make them better with this new medicine that I ripped off.” I was grinning.
“Hey, you’re knee looks all better!” He said startled.
“It is all better, Jacob. Keith is better, and Mitchell is all healed. We tried it first to make sure it was okay. Let’s fix you guys up and maybe we can get headed out of here sooner than we thought.” I grinned. Jamie and Mitch hurried to line the kids up and we treated all of them. One of the girls had a broken ankle and several had bruises and cuts.
“Okay, sleep well. We’ll see you in the morning.” We waved and headed back toward our own little cavern.
“Kelly?” Jacob caught up with us and I turned around. “I think you saved us Kelly Martin. Thank you.” He held out his hand.
I shook the big man’s hand and smiled at him. “I think we’re far from being saved, Jacob, but I think we have made a good start. When we get out of Tennessee and head west, I think we’ll all be able to breathe easier. Good night, Jacob.”
“Good night, Kelly.” He waved and headed back.
Jamie grabbed my hand and squeezed it. I grinned at him and grabbed Mitch’s hand. “I have no idea where we are headed guys, but at least it is outta here!” I laughed.
Mitch and Jamie picked me up and carried me back. “And, we are all together!” They laughed as they swung me into the cavern and Kevin caught me. The teenagers in our group had stuck together. We left Carson behind but he had decided to marry one of the other teenagers and they had the baby that was now fighting to survive. The six of us, Jamie, Teri, Mitchell, Kevin, Keith and me had been a tight group for about seven years now. Jamie and Teri had been part of our little group for an additional year while we were still in quarantine. Collin wouldn’t allow Mitch near us back then.
“Time to chill, guys, we have a baby in here, remember?” Everyone settled down and I didn’t hesitate to cuddle against Jamie to go to sleep. Mitch lay back to back with Keith and Teri slept with Kevin. It was quiet in no time and you could hear everyone’s steady breathing. I heard the baby start to whimper and I eased out and got her and a bottle. I climbed back in while Jamie covered us with the blanket and I fed the infant. I only climbed out one more time to change her and the last thing I remembered when I climbed back in with the baby in my arms was Jamie telling me if I didn’t hold still he was going to trade with Mitch for Keith. I had to smile. We were a bunch of kids. I had no idea how we were going to make it but somehow I knew it was going to happen. I thought of my Dad and couldn’t control the tears that started down my cheeks. I had to try to get in touch with him before we left. I heard Keith sob quietly.
“Keith, I’ll try to get in touch with Dad before we leave, okay?” I whispered.
“Kay, Kelly. Sorry, I just miss him.” He whispered.
“We all do guys, get some sleep.” Kevin whispered. Finally, we all fell asleep from pure exhaustion. I couldn’t help but wonder what Dad was thinking. I hoped deep down that he would decide to join us and leave the bunker to the cowards inside.
__________
The next morning I eased out from under the blanket. I hurried to feed the little girl and changed her. I heated some water on the old cast iron stove, then bathed her, put a too big t-shirt on her and swaddled her in a blanket. I tiptoed over and shook Teri’s shoulder.
“What is it, Kelly?” Teri whispered.
“She’s been fed, changed and cleaned up, Teri. Watch her for a little bit, okay?” I whispered, trying hard not to wake my brother.
“Where are you going?” Kevin demanded. He slept light, I should have known.
“I’m taking some supplies down to the bunker and I’m going to try to talk to Dad. I have to let him know that we aren’t sticking around, Kev,” I whispered.
Kevin was out of bed and dressed quickly. “We go in pairs, Kelly.” He leaned down and kissed Teri. “How did I end up with a beautiful girl and baby in my bed while I was asleep?” He was grinning. This was not the Kevin that I knew. He usually woke up like a bear. We all avoided him like the plague.
“It was magic.” I laughed. “I’m outta here, catch up whenever.” I quickly grabbed my firearm and jogged out of the cave. When I cleared the opening, the sun was just coming up. I knew that Dad would fill in at Central Control during the early hours. He had trouble sleeping more than a few hours at night and he was restless. I was hoping that he would be in the control room when we got down there. Including the baby, we had sixteen people in this growing group. This was going to be difficult. It was pretty clear that the authorities would be looking for the infant. There was a little one in the bunker that they would love to get their hands on too. It used to be—before our lock down—that although scientists were callous, they still were humane to mankind. Now…? We were all slabs of meat to experiment on. They didn’t care about life—except maybe their own.
“Okay, Kelly, I’m ready.” Kevin grinned down at me. We jogged down our favorite path. Keith had even run it blindfolded for fun. Yeah, I know. At the time, we called it ‘quality entertainment’. It may sound stupid but it kept us in shape and our sanity intact. We always wasted time after the supply run was done because we dreaded going back into the bunker something fierce. A few times, when we had injuries like the last supply run, we went directly to the bunker.
“Slow down, Kelly... They may have patrols out.” Kevin whispered. He was right. Although I doubted any of them would be brave enough to mill around out here during the daytime, it was still pretty early.
I was actually surprised as I eased around the side of the opening and found Collin out front smoking a cigarette. I studied his face for a few minutes and realized that Mitchell’s hands were cut up for a reason. Collin looked like crap. Kevin eased around me and held the gun to Collin’s back.
“I ought to shoot you right here, Collin.” Kevin growled.
“Aren’t you in enough trouble, Martin?” Collin laughed.
“It depends on how you look at it, Collin. I have to admit it though; Mitchell looks a whole lot better than you do.” I laughed. I had never liked Mitch’s older brother.
“You won’t be allowed back in, Kevin. They already voted. You ‘better than thou’ holy attitude didn’t work. We’ll do just fine without you.” Collin said.
“Really…?” Kevin stared at me for a moment.
“Yeah, really... You’re history, freaks.” He laughed.
I went over to the bunker and pushed the enter button. Dad didn’t let us down. “Kelly? Are you okay?” He asked quickly.
“Yes Dad, we have Collin out here. He’s trying to finish his cigarette. We’re okay, Dad. We just can’t hang around much longer. We have the kids with us and they’re in good shape. Keith is fine, Dad.” I told him quietly.
“Kelly, when are you leaving?” David Martin asked.
“I’m not sure, Dad. We may leave during the night. There are a total of sixteen including Mitchell and us. We didn’t expect them to let us back in, Dad, but these guys needed help. I’m sorry that we have let you down.” I told him sadly.
“You’ve not let me down. My children will save this country yet. If you want to head Collin in this way, I would appreciate it.” Martin told his daughter.
He released the door, which shocked Collin. He figured we would rush in with him but instead we shoved Collin inside and then stepped back as the door closed. “Okay, Dad, he’s inside.” I told him.
“Kelly, are you at snow cap?” He demanded.
“Yes Sir, for now at least...” I answered. Snow Cap was our name for the cave up on top of the mountain. We shared information with our father but no one else inside. He knew that we were working to make sure we had some kind of backup in case the majority decided to kick the ‘freaks’ out. Dad helped us plan it all.
“Kevin, you’re awfully quiet son. Is everything okay?” Martin asked his son.
“It would be perfect if you were with us, Dad. We’re going to miss you.” Kevin’s voice had a catch in it. Dad was his hero and he loved him dearly.
“Don’t leave supplies, Kelly. They need to learn how to take care of themselves. I will be there as soon as I can. Don’t tell Keith in case I can’t get away, okay? I will catch up.” Commander David Martin had made up his mind. He was done with babysitting this bunker with a bunch of self-centered idiots. He had only stayed for his children’s sake and that didn’t apply any more. “Get going now, I’ll see you soon.” He said with a little bit of urgency. We could hear voices in the background.
We hurried back to cover before starting up. We heard the bunker door open and guys coming out with weapons. Obviously, they were not too happy with us. I could hear Kevin’s thoughts as if he were screaming them out loud.
“You don’t mean that Kev. They’re afraid of us.” I told him in my mind. We were running flat out, trying to arch out and then head up the mountain when they weren’t following us. “I guess we are the outsiders now.” I mumbled and looked up to see my brother right beside me.
“Do you think Dad’s coming with us, K.J.?” Kevin asked as we climbed together.
“I think if he can get away he will. Maybe Dad wanted out all along, Kevin. Maybe he was just trying so hard for our benefit.” I told him.
“Kelly, he put his life savings into this place. That’s hard to walk away from.” Kevin said quietly. His Dad was an important man. How could he walk away from something that he built and ran for ten years?
“Kevin, we learned from our father that material things weren’t important. Family is what matters and his family is out here now. The majority may have out voted him but they can’t tell him that he can’t leave.” I assured him as we made it into the clearing. Both of us sat on either side and waited. It was a habit to make sure no one is following. We always waited for a half an hour before proceeding into the cavern or the bunker.
“Kelly, what are we going to do with all of these kids?” Kevin asked. My mind was in the same place. Five of the kids were almost grown. The girls looked like they were maybe between thirteen and sixteen—maybe. The guys were probably sixteen or seventeen. The other four were three, six, eight years old and then of course the infant. All of the kids seem to be in good physical condition and most of them were able to care for themselves, so that helped.
“I think we should spend today getting to know everyone. They can pump us for knowledge and we will do the same. We can combine our knowledge and load up the camper with all of our supplies that we have stashed and head out before dark if Dad gets here, okay?” I looked around. “We’re clear, let’s go in.” We both disappeared into the cave, and were met by Jamie and Keith.
“Did you guys see Dad?” Keith asked.
“Yeah, they voted us out, Keith, but Dad is okay. He says he will try to join us later.” Kevin and I smiled over the top of his white head. Dad would make the difference. He was a good man. Kevin and I both quietly agreed if Dad couldn’t get free, we would go after him. It was evident that he didn’t want to stay in the bunker.
“We are all in the big cavern making breakfast guys, come on.” Mitch had run out and was breathing hard. “These guys are okay.” It was good to see Mitch smiling again. We followed him slowly and Jamie took my pack and slung it over his arm.
“Are you guys going to wear your guns?” He asked.
“We have to for now, Jamie. They followed us out of the bunker with guns. We lost them but Collin is leading the search and you know how determined that jerk can be.” I looked at Jamie’s concerned face and held out my hand. “We’ll be okay, come on, I’m starved.” Jamie was still scowling when we entered the cavern and the place became quiet. “First I think we’re going to have to talk.” I went to stand in front of the boulder and my brothers joined me. Jamie, Mitch and Teri quickly joined us.
“Okay, we need to talk.” I said loud enough for all of them to hear us.
“Who are you?” One of the older boys demanded.
“We’ll explain that and introduce ourselves. Then we’ll go around the group out there and all of us will share our information, okay?” I said and we waited for the room—cave—to quiet down. “Thank you.”
“My name is Kelly Martin. My nickname is K.J., and I’m sixteen years old. This is my brother Kevin, he’s nineteen, and my other brother Keith, he’s ten years old. This is Jamie, who is seventeen and Teri and Mitchell who are also seventeen. We have lived in that bunker for the past ten years. Keith was born in the disease and as you can see, other than appearances, he’s a pretty normal kid. Kevin and I contracted the virus while we cared for Keith in quarantine. All of us had been vaccinated except for the very last round of injections. We still got sick. As a result, we look very close to the mutants. That’s only on the outside. We are smart, telepathic between the three of us and we know this area well. We stocked the surrounding caves and this one because we expected the paranoia of the occupants of the bunker would lead them to kicking us out.” I took a breath. “We came out to see if we could help you guys. Truth is, I think, we just wanted out. We were happy to see people unaffected by the virus and we couldn’t let you all get caught or killed.” I stepped back and let Kevin take over.
“My Dad is the Commander of the bunker. He’s walking out and is going to join us. He’s ex military and knows a lot of places that we can check out and hide in along our way. We had no idea that he would be willing to give up the bunker that he bought and set up but that is his plan. He’s a good man. He’s a family man first and he’s proving that by walking away. They won’t let us back into the bunker. So be it. We hope to band together and head west. You all have a better chance with us. We have been getting supplies and walking among the people out there without being noticed. We only look like them, okay? We know it’s going to be hard but we want to start over somewhere safe away from here. It can be done. I know it can. There are enough of us older kids that can teach the younger ones and we can protect each other.” Kevin was thinking that he wasn’t sure that these kids wanted anything to do with them.
“How do we know that you aren’t like them?” One of the girls demanded.
“Because they won’t let us back in the bunker…?” I asked puzzled at first. “Look, we are normal kids that have been raised by a military regiment. We have been the ones out there finding medical and food supplies. We took chances for our community to survive. If we were like the mutants, I wouldn’t have saved the baby. I would have saved my own butt.”
“We can go our separate ways, if you want. We will survive.” Teri stood up and held Kevin’s hand. “We wanted to help you but if we are not welcome then, please, feel free to go ahead and leave. You aren’t our prisoners. We won’t stop you.”
“Why are they wearing guns?” One of the older kids asked.
“Sir, what is your name?” I asked.
“Jason Vickers, Ma’am, my father is Jacob.” He answered quietly.
“Jason, we have been protectors of the bunker for seven years—since they let us out of quarantine. You guys were lucky that you weren’t shot as a threat. They protect that bunker by any means necessary. You lucked out that either Mitchell or Carson was on duty the four nights you guys kept checking out the bunker. We went to try to give some supplies to those that they needed inside and to talk to our father. Dad told us to keep the supplies and he was going to join us soon. A team came out to track us and we arched way out and came up the back way to get back here. They have guns. We wear these for everyone’s protection right now. We haven’t had to shoot anyone in all of these years. It is a last resort. Mitch and Kevin managed to find more dart guns and darts and we will all eventually carry those, okay? You have nothing to fear from us.” I grinned and held out my hand to Teri, my best friend. “What you see here is family. We have all grown up together over the past ten years. Teri loves my brother, Jamie—is just Jamie, Mitchell has always been like a brother. You have no idea how close we are. We protect our own. We’d like you guys to be part of this family. I know we have to build trust but I think we are way ahead of you on that part.” I grinned.
“How’s that…?” The boy named Jason demanded.
“Mitchell didn’t report you for four nights while you guys ran close to the bunker. We left the bunker to try to help you. Kevin and Mitch brought back food and Jacob. I walked in, stole the baby and brought her here as well. We brought all of you into one of our hideouts to protect you and give you shelter, food and medical attention. Jason, I think we have already proven ourselves. I can’t apologize for what we look like. We didn’t make this happen. We lost our mother when Keith was born. She’s buried at the foot of this mountain. We were willing to leave Dad behind to help you guys stay safe. I don’t know what more you want from us.” I was getting irritated and felt an arm wrap around my shoulders. I looked up to see Jamie looking down at me.
“It’s up to you. I’ll tell you now, guys, Kelly is spoken for whether she knows it or not. Yes, she is beautiful and Teri is beautiful but they are off limits, okay?” I elbowed Jamie while he laughed. “Just sayin’ if y’all are worried about girlfriends and boyfriends—we aren’t interested in what’s yours. We’re happy with what we have.”
Jacob stood up grinning. He walked over and reached out for his baby girl. He looked to his group of people and shook his head. “I knew when I saw Kelly outside of the emergency room, she was different. None of the mutants can look compassionate. You guys know that. She listened cautiously to my story, handed me a backpack full of medicine and directed me here to you guys. When I was safe, she went back into that hospital and somehow figured out how to go in and get the baby and get back out without getting caught or drawing attention toward you guys. She’s earned my trust. She owed me nothing but she stepped up to help. I couldn’t go and get the baby; I would have been caught and taken away.”
Jason stood up. “I’m sorry Dad. My name is Jason Vickers, these are my little brothers; Brody is six and Joey is three years old. I’m seventeen and this is my girlfriend, Alexis, she is sixteen and her little sister Erin who is eight years old.” He stepped back with Alexis’ hand in his.
The other teenage boy stood up. He had been the quiet one of the group. “My name is Robert Alexander, Beau for short. I’m eighteen. This is my sister; Corrine, she is sixteen and my other sister, Jocelyn who is eight years old and my girlfriend, Nicole, who is also sixteen. Beau motioned for the others to sit down and he and Jason remained standing.
“Jacob has been our leader and it’s worked out pretty good. All of us grew up in the same neighborhood before the virus hit. We hid out on an island for three years. Our mothers died giving birth to our siblings as well. Lily survived somehow because she never left the island until just before she was to give birth with this new child. We thought we were protected and the virus was controlled. I guess she actually didn’t die of the disease but from complications during childbirth. She had been the only mother that survived.” Beau explained to them.
“I’m sorry if we seem ungrateful. We’ve seen some pretty terrible stuff on the way here and we really care for the people here. I apologize for our attitude. This is all strange and new to us.” Jason said with his voice a little bit softer. “I apologize, Kelly, I appreciate you sending Dad this way and saving my baby sister.”
I still had Jamie’s hand and felt comfortable knowing that he was near. “Jason, we understand where you are coming from. I know we can make this work. I know my Dad is coming if he can get out of the bunker and he will be a great asset to all of us. We’ll give him today to get free, okay? We have four motorcycles and we’ll take them with us. We can switch off riding them until we find a trailer to trailer them. If we’re going to the desert, we’ll need them. Kevin and Keith are really good at tweaking the engines so they are fast when you need them to be. We’ll send out a detail to clear out one of our supply stashes, take it to your camper and stash it there. We will need to keep check on the camper anyway to make sure the others don’t find it.” I smiled at the boy. We knew what it was like to have too much responsibility and only being a kid. Most of us grew up this way, I guess, even on the outside.
“I’m starving, Kelly.” Keith grinned. It was a good sign. Keith looked completely healed and he had his appetite back. Kevin and I had really been worried about taking him with us just after a serious surgery.
“Let’s eat and mingle and then we’ll get busy.” I laughed at him and then looked at Jacob. “I think we ought to name the baby, Lily, Jacob. That way your wife will live on.” I told him gently and everyone was in agreement. Raising Lily would be a group effort.
We joined the others for breakfast and Teri and I spent time talking to Alexis, Corrine and Nicole. Kevin sat with the older guys with Mitch and Jamie and Keith took over with the younger kids. We would pull this group together. Since we all had a mutual goal and it was based on family, friends and survival, we knew we had a good chance to pull it off. Keith, Mitch and I were healed and feeling great. The other kids seemed to be in good shape in spite of their ordeal this past week. I just hoped that Dad would get here soon.
While the others talked, Teri grabbed my hand and dragged me into the tunnel. “Kelly, I have to talk to you.” She whispered.
“Okay, you have me. What’s so urgent?” I was glad I brought the cup of coffee I just poured. Teri looked like this could take awhile. I love my best friend, okay? But she could get started and rattle on forever. She was such a ‘girl’.
“Kelly? Are you and Jamie an item?” Teri demanded.
“What?” I looked at her startled. “What are you talking about?”
“Jamie is in love with you.” She said quietly. “I think it’s great that he just stepped right up there and told the other guys that you were off limits.” She was grinning. We had ducked back into the smaller cavern and sat on the cots.
“I’m only sixteen, Teri. We’re just kids.” I told her frankly.
“Yeah, and I’m seventeen and so is Jamie. We aren’t exactly little kids, Kelly. We had to grow up a long time ago.” She was serious.
“Look, you worry about your love life and I’ll worry about my own. Dang Teri, isn’t surviving hard enough without all of the mushy stuff?” I grumbled.
“The mushy stuff is what makes it worth everything, you nut! Tell me that you don’t like Jamie.” She demanded.
“Well, yeah. I like Jamie. I’ve known him forever. Sometimes he can be a real pain in the butt and I feel like decking him but he’s always been one of us. A friend, Teri, he is a good friend.” I didn’t like being interrogated by my best friend. Usually it was about Kevin though and I wasn’t the one put on the spot.
“Kevin asked me to marry him, Kelly.” Teri whispered and I just stared at her. I knew it had been inevitable but we were kind of in the middle of a mess right now. That was Kevin’s argument to begin with. “Say something, Kelly!” Teri cried.
“Teri, you’re already like a sister. I think it’s great that you finally got Kevin’s attention. He’s crazy about you, too. You know?” I grinned and hugged my best friend. “Now, we have to find a preacher.”
“Kelly, you’re Dad is ordained.” Teri grinned. Then I understood. They were counting on Dad coming for sure.
“You want to be married in the cave?” I asked in surprise. I would think that they would want to be married outside somewhere in the open—not in confinement.
“I don’t know. It’s going to be soon but it doesn’t have to be right now, okay? I just wanted you and Keith to know.” She sighed. “You know Kevin has lightened up on Jamie some, you could get to know him better.”
“Teri?” I growled.
“What?” She asked grinning.
“Bug off, okay? I don’t know what I feel for Jamie. This is all new stuff and I don’t know if I understand any of it. You take care of Kevin and we’ll figure out the rest. I know you are in ‘love’ and you want everyone to be happy, but put away your little cupid bow and help us concentrate on getting out of here, okay?” Teri was such a romantic. I have no idea why we ended up being best friends. Oh yeah, we were the only two close to the same age that could stand each other. I forgot.
“Hey, why are you girls hiding in here?” Jamie poked his head inside the small cavern.
“We were just coming out. Teri was telling me the good news.” I laughed as Teri told Jamie the news of her and Kevin’s engagement. He was grinning and shaking his head.
“Man, does she ever shut up?” He kidded.
“Nah, she even talks in her sleep!” I laughed. Kev met us to take Teri away and we walked out to guard the entrance together. Jamie was quiet for a long time. He was staring out into the woods and he looked like he was deep in thought. So, I didn’t bother him. I did the same thing sometimes. We had a lot of things to think and worry about.
“You think we might have some kind of life now, Kelly?” He asked quietly.
“I sure hope so. It seemed pretty hopeless in the bunker but now I think it just might be possible. For the first time in my life I feel optimistic about tomorrow.” I admitted.
“As long as we all have each other on the outside, I’m sure that we’ll make it.” Jamie’s eyes met my gaze. “I meant what I said in there. I know you think I’m crazy, Kelly. I figure with time, I’ll wear you down and you’ll see what a catch I am.”
I looked at him and finally smiled. It was good to know that someone could like me that much. I think I always looked at us like we were freaks as well. “You might just succeed in that eventually, Jamie. Right now we have to think about getting out of here.” I reminded him and he nodded his agreement as we scanned the surrounding area. I was hoping that Dad would already be here.
“Kelly?” Jamie was staring at me. I realized that about five minutes ago but all of a sudden, I didn’t feel like growling at him or smarting off like I normally would have by now. I didn’t know what to say.
“What?” I turned to look at him and realized that he had moved closer to where I sat. “Jamie, is something wrong?” I demanded.
He held out his hand and cupped my chin in his hand. He was studying my eyes intently. “You have pretty eyes, did you know that?” He grinned.
“Mutant disease, remember?” I laughed nervously.
“No not mutant eyes; Kellie. Mutants don’t show compassion, love and every emotion that they feel in their eyes. You do. I think that’s part of what makes you so special.” I was definitely hoping Mitch or Kevin would show up. I had never been so uncomfortable in my life. I am going to kill Teri! She had to go messing with my head about Jamie and now I’m thinking like a ‘girl’ on guard duty.
“I’m not special, Jamie. I’m just me.” I whispered. He leaned over and kissed my lips and I about passed out. I guess the ‘peck on the cheek’ wasn’t considered a first kiss. This was scary. My stomach had butterflies, my mouth was dry, my eyes were full of tears and I had no idea why—and I was scared to death.
“Da—don’t, Jamie!” I stuttered and jumped to my feet. Jamie slowly stood up and grinned at me. “What was that?” I whispered.
“You do like me, Kelly. In fact, I think you like me a whole lot…” He grinned at me and stepped closer.
“Jamie, unless you want me to seriously hurt you, you better step back. I have no idea what the crap I’m feeling. I don’t think I like it very much either. Back away, Jamie, I have a gun.” I threatened half-heartedly.
Jamie laughed and went back to his side and sat down, staring out into the tree lined mountaintop. “I can wait, Kelly Martin. I just wanted you to know that I am a persistent fool when there is something that I want. I love you, Kelly.” I just stared at him and then buried my face in my hands. Why did he have to go and mess up a perfectly good friendship? Now what?
I was pretty positive when I saw Teri again; I was going to lay her out. Is this what she and Kevin felt? Or was it even more intense? Ah man! I couldn’t even imagine that. Teri messed up my head and then Jamie took advantage of it. That’s not fair. I didn’t have time for this new stuff that made me want to cry, laugh and puke at the same time. I didn’t even have a Mom to talk to about this and Teri wasn’t any help because she was all gooey-eyed over my brother. Life just went from tough to impossible. How am I supposed to concentrate now? Every time I look at this dark haired boy, my eyes zone in on his lips? What the crap?
CHAPTER FOUR
Kevin and Mitch made supply runs as they gathered our stash one cave at a time to take to the camper. They finally took Jason and Beau with them to load up the supplies on the camper. Jamie and I waited outside of the cave most of the day. Something was wrong; they weren’t letting our father out of the bunker.
The other girls fixed dinner and Teri spent time with them while the rest of us worked on our escape. We were all anxious to get going. Kev had seen several police vehicles cruise by the mountain. We knew that we had to get out of here.
Kevin walked up about the time that Keith came out to check one more time if we had heard from Dad. We all stared at each other. Silently, we discussed what to do.
“We can get him out of there, Kevin, you know we can.” I told him.
“Kelly, we can’t use force. How are we going to get him out if they have him guarded?” He asked. I knew he was frustrated.
“We’ve done it before. We pop the code and have them all put down their weapons and let our father free.” I said quietly.
“We’ve never used our power against the community, K.J. That would be wrong.” Kevin argued. I understood his thinking but this was different.
“They’ve never held one of us against our will before either, Kev. You know as well as I do that we are going to have to start using this ability if we are going to get out of this state. It’s time to find out what we can really do.” I said gently.
“She’s right Kev; I don’t want to leave Dad behind. They out voted him and they are going to degrade his authority until they kick him out at their discretion. I think we need to go and get him while we can.” We all stared at each other silently. Keith was thinking rationally and we knew that he was right. Dad wanted to leave and they wanted to use him as long as they could and then kick him out after we were long gone. That wasn’t fair. He was going to be degraded and then kicked out? Why not at our discretion and not the majority in the bunker?
“Okay, you guys are even freaking me out.” Jamie complained. “What’s the plan?”
“We’re going to get Dad free. Get everyone together and head to the motor home. We’ll catch up. Just be ready to take off, okay? I stared at Jamie. “Jamie, I need you and Mitch to decide who is going to ride shotgun with one of the bikes, okay? The rest of you should hide in the motor home.” Jamie stared at me for a few minutes. I could tell that the idea of splitting up had him frightened.
They decided that Jamie would take the bike. Mitch could pass for one of the mutants if they were pulled over and several of the children were blonde and tanned. Jamie would be covered up with his leathers and helmet. Hopefully, it would be enough. We gave them the weapons and started to walk down the mountain ahead of them.
Jamie ran to catch up. “You guys need weapons! What are you doing?” He demanded as he tried to give me my gun back.
“Jamie, hurry and get the bike and get going. We don’t need the weapons as long as we work together. This can be done without violence.” I told him quietly.
“Kelly!” Jamie sounded so frustrated and worried that it touched my heart.
Kevin stepped up and put his hand on Jamie’s shoulder. “She will be fine, Jamie. I’ll take care of her. You have a big job ahead of you, concentrate on that. I’ll protect Kelly and you protect Teri, fair enough?” Kev held out his fist and Jamie met it with his own.
He looked back at us once and winked at me. Then he was gone down the hill at a dead run. “He’s kind of sweet on you, little sister.” Kevin kidded.
“Ah shut up!” I growled and hurried forward.
__________
The three of us stood in front of the bunker door. I hit the enter button and waited. “You no longer have access to this facility, Kelly Martin.” It was Collin’s voice. I should have known.
“We actually do not want access to this facility, Collin. We want our father. Please send him out for us.” I said quietly.
“Commander Martin is being restrained at the moment. He will be tried as a traitor and consorting with the enemy.” I could hear the joy in the sick bastard’s voice. I wanted to reach in the speaker and strangle him.
“Release him at once, Collin. We don’t want to leave this place on a bad note but our father has done nothing wrong.” I stated. I could hear Kevin and Keith in my head now. They were both furious.
“What are you going to do, K.J., you planning to take us all out?” He taunted.
“No Collin, I am asking nicely. We just want our father.” I said again.
“Tough, Martin. You golden kids aren’t worth squat to us any more so you have nothing to bargain with. So there!” Collin roared.
“You sound like a two year old, Collin Long. There’s something you need to consider now. How badly do want the door of this bunker to remain in place, Collin?” I asked.
“What? I can see you Kelly. You don’t even have weapons! How are you going to blow the bunker door?” He laughed.
“Let our father go, Collin!” Kevin growled.
“That’s not going to happen, pretty boy, you are out of luck!” Collin growled.
We joined hands and stared at the console with the speaker and it blew. We gave him five minutes to open the door and he did not comply. “Well, let’s see just how good we are.” I muttered, praying that between us we would have enough strength.
We stared as one and the huge door that they had even used the wheel to shut it with. I could see locks giving away in my mind and then the wheel spun and the door flew open. We stayed standing where we were.
“Release our father, Collin.” I said quietly.
Guards came running with guns pointed at us. I saw that Doc had brought our father out of quarantine, which held the cells as well. Dad had on Levis, Levi jacket and boots. He was dressed for travel already. His duffle and emergency bag was in his hands. We smiled at Dad and in unison held out our arms. All of the weapons dropped to the floor.
“Please let Dad go, Doc.” I asked and he did. Doc held out his hands and mouthed that he was sorry. We all nodded. We cared about Doc, he was probably the only good man left in here. “Come on, Dad; the rest of you back against the wall. They did just that but then Collin came running in and without thinking we picked him up and threw him down the hall and against the end wall. “Sorry, we really didn’t want to hurt him but if you saw what he did to his own brother, you know he had it coming.” I grinned.
“Let’s go Dad.” Keith walked forward and held out his hand “Our family is done with this place. Let them have it and see how long they survive hiding here and not facing the world.” Dad walked out and watched as we turned and slammed the door back in place and shut all of the locks again.
“How did you do that?” He asked in shock.
“We wanted you bad enough, Dad, we just concentrated our power on getting you out and we lucked out. It actually worked.” Kevin laughed as he hugged his Dad. “Now, let’s grab the bikes and catch up with the others.”
__________
It was kind of nice to see Dad in civilian clothes. He straddled his Harley and put on his helmet. Keith climbed up behind him grinning. Their father loved this old bike and we kept it in prime condition for him. He hadn’t had time to ride if for a while but he looked right at home. Kevin and I both had bullet bikes. The bike that Jamie took was a dirt/street combination. We actually needed more of those but when Kev and I came into the town, it was all by highway and the cruisers could go well over 200 mph. We had to be able to get away. One thing the cruisers couldn’t do was go between vehicles and make as quick as turns—or fit in tight alleys. We both had gotten use to these fast bikes. We never had time to just take them out to play or tour the countryside. They were only used on missions to retrieve important supplies. It took us a couple of hours to catch up with the motor home, they had been moving. I saw Jamie and rode up next to him. “What’s happening?” I asked.
“They just got pulled over, Kelly. I didn’t know what to do.” Jamie was scared. I went back, grabbed Keith, threw him on my bike and motioned to Kevin. We rode up to the back of the motor home and climbed off, parking our bikes. We all took off our helmets and Kevin held our hands as we walked on either side of him toward the officers.
“Kelly, you’d better hope that this is going to work.” Kevin fumed.
“Any other ideas, brother…?” I asked.
“Nah, let’s do this.” Kevin squeezed my hand and we walked toward the officers smiling.
“Hello kids, this doesn’t concern you. It’s just some mutants trying to sneak a child out of the city. It’s under control.”
I looked up at the faces plastered against the windows. They looked terrified.
“Sir, they aren’t hurting anyone, why don’t you let them go?” I asked calmly.
The officer looked startled. “Oh. You kids must be from the healing facility. They’re doing a good job. Don’t worry; we won’t let them hurt you.” He said kindly to the little girl that stood in front of him. Three beautiful children had come up to lend them a hand. Wow, maybe the new treatments really were working that they were doing now.
“Sir, we can’t let you hurt them.” Keith spoke up.
“Oh, we aren’t going to hurt them. We will take them to the healing facility, son.” The officer actually patted Keith on the head. Man, he hated that.
“How about the infant…?” I asked.
“She has to go back to the hospital for research.” The other officer said. He just wanted these kids to leave so they could do their job and go home.
“We can’t let you do that, Sir.” I said.
“Now, wait just a minute…” The big guy was headed our way with his hand on his gun.
“Stop…!” We all thought in unison. And he did. “You don’t agree with the authorities. These people have caused no harm. You will turn and get back in your cruiser and radio ahead to tell the others that this camper is cleared. Just an elderly couple on vacation…. Tell them to let the poor people pass. It’s time people started to enjoy life.” Kevin and Keith were grinning. Okay, I exaggerated a bit but it should work out okay, right?
We watched as the cops went back to the police car and pulled out. We motioned for Jacob to go ahead and he did, shaking his head.
Jamie and Dad flew up beside us. “How did you do that?” Jamie asked in awe.
“We just told them that they needed to give this elderly couple a pass and let them enjoy their vacation. We asked them to radio ahead to get the others to leave them alone as well. Let’s hope it works.” I was grinning and Dad was shaking his head.
“And I thought you guys needed me.” He said in awe.
“We do need you, Dad. Let’s get across the state line and then we’ll take a break and introduce everyone, okay?” He nodded and we all rode ahead. Jamie and I took point. Keith stayed with Dad, and they protected the rear. Cops passed but they never slowed down. Evidently, whatever we did actually worked.
It was five in the morning and we were in Kentucky. We found a rest area and we pulled in so everyone to stretch his legs before the place got crowded. We took time to introduce my Dad, check fuel, grab a snack and load back up. We wanted to keep moving for a while until we found a better place to take a break. Dad only trusted Kevin with his Harley and we were all getting pretty tired.
Jamie spotted it first. He motioned for everyone to pull over. There was a big van pulled over to the side of the road. It had been ticketed for removal by ten o’clock. We got off our bikes and checked it out. It was one of those fancy RV’s that carried all of the toys in the back. Our four bikes would fit—even Dad’s Harley. Kevin popped the hood and after working with it a little bit, he told me to hotwire it and to get it started. It was a little tricky but after about forty-five minutes, we had another ride. Another camper and a transport for the bikes...
Dad picked up the mike for the radio. “Jacob, I know an abandoned base about twenty miles from here. Would you guys like to take the day off under cover?” He asked. We had been on the road for eighteen hours and we were all exhausted. No one else had attempted to pull us over and we didn’t take time to load the bikes yet. We took a big enough of a chance when we ripped off the van on the side of the road.
“Sounds good to me, Buddy... You guys have to be exhausted.” Jacob said as he yawned. “Lead the way, Martin, we’ll follow.” He admired this family. Those kids had ridden their bikes for hours without complaint. He was surprised at their endurance.
Dad finally swung into an overgrown road. I hopped off my bike, picked the lock on the gate and let the others in. I followed them after I locked the gate back. The road wound back into a hillside and then we saw it. It was overgrown but secluded and there were barracks and buildings that looked pretty inviting at the moment. We pulled the vehicles into a bunker and everyone got out and stretched.
“Well, I think we’ll be okay for a while here. We’ll check out all of the fuel tanks and see if we can scrounge fuel. Watch for planes or helicopters overhead and you all stay alert. Travel in pairs, okay?”
Kevin and I watched as our father walked away with Jacob. He looked so young. You never think of your parents of being young but without the uniform and the responsibility of the bunker, Dad looked great.
“We did the right thing, Kevin.” I whispered.
“Yes, we did. Now, where’s the rest of our gang?” Kevin laughed as he looked around to see Jamie walking in their direction with his arm around Teri, laughing. “I’m going to kill your boyfriend, Kelly.” He growled.
“Jamie, you’re about to get hurt.” I laughed and Jamie grinned at her. He handed Teri to Kev and put his arm around Kelly.
“We were just looking for you two, K.J., were ya’ jealous?” He kidded.
“No, but I think Kevin was just about to break your arm.” I laughed at Jamie’s face as he looked at Kevin.
“Hey man, I was bringing the lady to you, okay?” Kevin boxed at Jamie and we all hit the barracks laughing. “This place is huge in here!” Jamie laughed. “Let’s relax before we have to look for supplies and fuel and bad guys, okay?”
We all looked at the bunks and headed toward them. I’m not sure who hit what bed first but we were all so exhausted our Dad found us later, face down with our shoes still on. Someone stripped us down to tank tops and shorts, but none of us remembered it. We were done for a while. We had managed to get away without anyone getting hurt. The relief and the exhaustion laid us all out flat.
__________
“Kelly?” I felt someone shaking me but I was in the middle of a really good dream… “Kelly! Wake up, will ya’?” I realized that it was Keith and slowly opened my eyes.
“What’s wrong, Keith?” I asked as I propped myself up on my elbow. I realized that everyone else had left and the bunkhouse was empty except for Keith and me. “Where did everyone go?” I yawned.
“They sent me to come and get you. I’ll show you where the showers are, okay? Everyone’s getting cleaned up and then we are going to meet in the dining hall for breakfast.” Keith was smiling. “Kelly, this place is really cool!”
I rolled out of bed and grabbed my bag. “What’s so cool about a military base, Keith?” I laughed and ruffled up his hair. I needed to cut his hair again. He was starting to look a little like a shaggy dog.
“There are hangers with trucks and equipment and food storage and there’s even a recreational room with pool tables and ping pong and arcade games and—and—even an old time jukebox! It hasn’t been stripped out yet, Kelly. It’s like they forgot about it and it’s just left standing here vacant with all of this stuff!” Yes, he was excited. The base looked really secluded. I’d take Jamie’s bike out later and look around to see just how alone we really were.
“I must have slept for hours!” I yawned.
“Yeah, well we got here around midnight but we all crashed until daybreak. Kevin and the older guys have already checked the perimeter and are switching off, running patrol.” He was grinning when I draped my arm around his shoulders. It was good to see our little brother so happy. I’m sure that having Dad with us made the difference. Yet, being outside with fresh air and sunshine had to be the ultimate spirit lifter...
“Here are the ladies showers, Kelly. The mess hall is over there.” Keith pointed out one of the larger buildings.
“Fine, go eat Keith and I will catch up, okay big guy?” I grinned as he took off running. I felt like running and kicking my heels up, yelling ‘free at last’! Whatever happens, we will not go back into that kind of confinement again. I was happy to see towels, soap and shampoo. I was even happier to find out that we had hot water... Someone had to have got this place going fast. Dad knew these places so I’m sure he and Jacob made sure that generators were running and power was restored. Kevin and I thought that we were going to have to do all of it but now we had some adults running the show with experience. I don’t know about Kevin but I sure was breathing easier.
“Kelly? Are you in here?” I heard Teri out by the door.
“Yeah, I’ll be done in a minute, Teri, what’s happening?” I asked as I grabbed a towel.
“Kevin wanted me to come and get you. Man K.J., you were out cold! Kevin said that you hadn’t really slept the whole time you guys were gone the last time and I know you haven’t had much rest since you guys got back. How do you do that?” She demanded. Teri firmly believed in beauty sleep. She could sleep until noon everyday if she was allowed to.
“You do what you have to do I guess, Teri. Evidently it caught up with me and knocked me on my butt, huh?” I laughed. I dressed quickly and we hurried to leave my bag in the barracks and headed to the dining hall. Teri looked relaxed. She really looked happy for the first time since I met her. We all had the gloom and doom of the bunker and then she worried about us every time we went out. Teri was our ‘brooder’. Not anymore though, she was all sunshine and smiles. “Why are you so happy?” I asked.
“Your Dad approves of me.” She grinned.
“He always has. Teri, what’s so different now?” I looked and then it dawned on me. “Oh, you told him about you and Kevin. Right?”
“Kevin did this morning. He said to wait until we got to our destination and then we would have the ceremony. He knows someone that is a real minister and owns like a resort or something. If he’s still there, that is.” She smiled.
“Sounds good to me...” I grinned.
“How about you and Jamie; what’s going on with you two?” Teri demanded.
“What?” I looked at her startled. “What about Jamie and me?”
“Well, has he kissed you yet?” She demanded.
“Teri?” I glared at her just before we got to the dining hall. “You don’t want me to kick your butt right here in front of everyone, do you?” I growled.
“Geesh! It was just a question, K.J.! Obviously, he has!” She ran to Kevin’s side for protection and grinned at me. There’s a problem with being too close; nothing was private. And I did not want to think about Jamie right now. I looked around the room and when I looked back, he was standing right next to me.
“Where did you come from?” I demanded.
“From the door, knot head, I was looking for you.” He grinned and grabbed my hand. Ah man, this is so weird.
We hurried and joined my family and friends and I had to admit the food was great and I was starved. Everyone seemed to be in good spirits. I think the others had finally realized what a great resource my Dad was. If we could cruise from one abandoned military facility after another, we would be okay. I think Dad and Jacob were talking about a destination. It sounded like a complete army base with housing and everything. Well, I guess when they worked it out, they’d tell us.
I got up to get another cup of coffee and ran into Alexis. “Hi, how are you guys doing?” I asked. We hadn’t had much time to get acquainted. Teri had a chance to get to know everyone on the Prevost while we were riding the bikes.
“This is a lot better than we thought it would be, Kelly. I am so glad that you and Jacob met.” She smiled. Alexis was a pretty seventeen year old. She was about five inches taller than me and she had pale strawberry blonde hair and green eyes. When she smiled, it made her eyes twinkle.
“I’m glad I met him too.” I said as we were walking back. “How is Lily doing?”
“We’re all switching off with her. Jacob and the boys are afraid she will break. She’s awfully tiny.” Alexis confided. “Would you check her out later?” She asked.
“Sure, no problem...” I nodded and we separated to our different tables. I wasn’t sure what I could do to help with the baby. I guess we would try to check out their infirmary, get a weight on the baby and go from there.
“Hey!” Jamie shook my shoulder. “Come back, K.J.!” He pretended to be yelling to get my attention.
“What? Did you say something?” I asked confused.
“Yeah, I asked if you would like to go for a hike after while with Teri and Kevin.” He grinned. He saw Kelly talking with Alexis and knew her mind was still on the conversation. She got so lost in her head sometimes. You had to shake her back to the present. Kelly was a brain and she couldn’t help it. Her mind went a mile a minute when she was trying to figure something out.
“Um. Sure. I was going to check out the infirmary though. You guys want to help me with that?” I asked. “Alexis is worried about the baby so I thought we’d check her out and get a weight on her and decide what to do next. We can’t take her to a hospital with blue eyes and dark hair.” I thought for a moment. “Let’s just get a baseline on everyone, okay? That way, we’ll know what we need to treat them. Jacob said Joey had asthma and I don’t know about the others.”
“Let’s go set it up.” Kevin said as he stood up. “Kelly’s right. Let’s make sure everyone is okay and then we’ll go for that hike.” He grinned. He could already see them setting up at a new home. Some of the bases that had been abandoned were really nice and had houses already set up. They would have to do a major clean up but they could make them a new home on the outside. It sounded like heaven.
__________
Alexis and Corrine brought in Brody, Joey and Lily as soon as they saw us open up the infirmary. We all worked together really well. The exam room was cleaned up and we did a quick inventory of what we had to work with. We were lucky. A lot of medications were still here and we were going to make sure that we had a complete supply in one of the campers before we left.
“Alexis, let’s get a weight on Lily.” Teri told her. They got all of her information while I checked out Brody and Joey. Both of the little boys were underweight. That wasn’t unusual for these times. We found out though that both boys had asthma. Brody was informative and told us about everything.
“We use an Albuteral inhaler and sometimes we have to use one of those nebulizer machines for breathing treatments. We are out of almost all of the medications though. Jason wrote them down and asked if you would check to see if they have the medicine here.” Brody grinned at me and I actually took time to really look at him. Both boys were blonde, blue eyed and really cute. Brody had wire-framed glasses that were tinted and from the way Joey squinted, I had a feeling that he might need glasses as well. I listened to their chests and both boys had a little bit of a wheeze, so we set them up with breathing treatments while we looked for their meds. We lucked out. The infirmary had the extra inhalers and medications that the boys needed. I packed the meds and an extra nebulizer in case their machine went out and handed it to them.
“Take these to your Dad and have him put them in the camper for you. Then you two carry these inhalers in case you need them, okay? I’m sure you know not to use them too much. If one use of the inhaler doesn’t help, get one of us or your Dad to help you. Right?” The boys were sharp. Brody even took notes.
“Yes Kelly, thank you.” Brody held out his hand for his little brother. He turned before they headed out and said; “You should be a doctor, Kelly.”
“Um. Thanks. We do what we have to do. Right?” I grinned as little Joey came running back to give me a kiss. These guys were so cute. “Why don’t you find your Daddy and give him these and then maybe he will let you play in the recreation room with the others.” That idea had them squealing and running to find their Dad...
I leaned back on the counter and bit my lip. Teri came over and put her arm around me. “Are you okay, K.J.?” She asked.
“Yeah, I’m okay. I was just thinking that this is the way it was suppose to be. Kids should be able to have fun and people should be allowed to think about a future. I’m glad we get to give them a little bit of that. Aren’t you?” I sighed. I realize this isn’t ‘normal’. But this was more normal that any of us have had in ten years—actually even longer than that. Life was changing drastically before we locked down on the mountain. To watch those two little boys that just ran out of here, though, it looked like it was time to hope again.
“I know what you mean.” Teri said. Corrine and Alexis were both nodding in agreement. “I imagine your lives were a lot different than ours.” Teri looked at them thoughtfully.
“Well, we didn’t live in a mountain but living on an island fighting hellish storms and hiding from patrol boats wasn’t a lot of fun either. I don’t know how we survived. A couple that lived with us took a chance and got the last vaccines for us. They died from exposure and we lived somehow.” Alexis frowned for a moment. “We lost our parents on that island, Teri. It wasn’t pleasant.”
I listened as I checked the baby over. Lily was small. She weighed exactly five pounds but from the exam that Doc had given Elizabeth in the bunker and all of his explanations, Lily was in a lot better shape than the other baby was.
“I understand Alexis. No one’s life was good—inside or outside. We all suffered losses. Remember though, the kids that we have with us that are from Keith’s age down. They don’t remember the nightmare when it happened. Let’s allow them to start fresh and form their own memories.” I said quietly.
“I think you might be right about that, Kelly.” She grinned and then Alexis asked; “Are you a Jamie a thing?”
“What?” I looked at Teri and growled. “Teri, you are going to die a violent death.”
Teri was laughing. “The boy is nuts about her and Kelly just won’t pay attention. She’ll wake up before too long.”
“Just sayin’…” Alexis’ voice trailed off. “You know, Corrine really likes that Mitchell guy and he is pretty cute…”
“Lexi, I’m with Kelly! You are about to die as well.” Corrine was ticked and blushing like crazy. I had to laugh. At least there was another girl that wasn’t ready to plunge into this whole new boy—girl thing.
“It is okay, Corrine. Mitch is a really good guy. We wouldn’t have brought him with us if he wasn’t. He’s going through a lot right now. Down the road, though, he would be a good choice in boyfriends.” I smiled at her and she looked at me seriously for a minute.
“I would like to get to know him, Kelly. He seems so sad.” Corrine said.
“He is sad. He could use another good friend.” I turned back to the baby. “Okay, about the baby…Lily is small but she is well developed and healthy. We’ll find her a baby vitamin and more formula in the next place we stop—unless I can find something around here—and we’ll all keep a close watch on her. I think she scares us because she is so small. You know that Lily would have been dead if I left her in the hospital, right?” I looked at the others and they sadly nodded their heads. “Well, then I guess we do the best we can do and give Lily a chance to flourish. The fresh air couldn’t hurt, so we’ll take her for walks outside and expose her a little to the warm sunlight and we’ll do the best we can.” I changed Lily, put her big t-shirt on and lifted her up. “Cause you are such a little heart breaker, aren’t you Lily? We will have to find you some girly clothes and ribbons for your pretty hair…” The other girls gathered around and laughed at Lily kicking and cooing. “Yes, because you are one of the girls now; aren’t you sweet girl? You’ll be giving us advice before too long.” Alexis reached out to hold Lily.
“Thanks Kelly. She is just so little and precious, I was worried.” Alexis said. “I’m going to find Jason. Corrine do you want to come with me or do you want to hike with the others?” She was smiling.
Corrine stared at her and then glanced nervously at Teri and me. “Would I be in the way?” She asked timidly.
“Nope, in fact I was going to try to get Mitchell out and cheering up. He may be happier if the numbers were more even. Come on, Corrine, you’re more than welcome.” I grinned and held out my hand. Teri and I walked out with her. Alexis was smiling when I looked back and she mouthed a ‘thank you’. Evidently, Corrine was really feeling down as well.
__________
Mitchell met me when I came out of the barracks with my pack and had changed into hiking boots. Teri had gone ahead to find Kevin and pack a picnic lunch. “Hey Kelly, do you have a minute?” Mitch asked.
“Of course I do. What’s up Mitch?” I grinned as I fell into step with him. He at least looked like he had rested. He seemed a little lost right now, though. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah… Do you guys mind if I hike with you? I’m kind of bored.” He said.
“Nah, we don’t mind. I was coming to find you and ask if you wanted to go. Listen, Corrine was really bored too so I invited her to come along. I think she went with Teri. Do you care if Corrine comes along, Mitch?” I asked quickly.
“No. She seems pretty nice. I didn’t want to break up that whole couple thing. You know?” He grinned at me when he saw me flinch. “You’ll get use to it eventually, Kelly. Jamie grows on you after a while.” He laughed when I punched his arm.
“There they are, Mitch!” I laughed and waved at the guys walking toward us. Jamie was grinning really big until he saw Mitch drape his arm over my shoulder. Kevin turned to look at him and almost ended up in the dirt from laughing so hard. “Ah man, now we have the whole jealous thing too?” I whispered. Mitch grinned really big and kissed the top of my head as Jamie stomped toward us. “Jamie, chill out or you will have to stay with the children!” I griped at him and that made everyone laugh even harder. Jamie looked at Mitch and grinned. They bumped fists and we all headed to the trails. Kevin carried a radio and the rest of us were in the mood to explore.
“This place is pretty cool, Kelly. Have you had time to check it out yet?” Jamie asked as he grabbed my hand. I noticed that Mitch was helping Corrine over one of the rougher parts of the trail and they seemed to be getting along okay—that made me feel better.
“Not really, Jamie. We went from the dining hall to the infirmary. Before that, I don’t remember anything.” I grinned. At least I felt rested for a change.
“I’ll have to show you around later. Your father said we were going to stay for a couple of days and he wanted all of us in the communications room later. I guess we’re going to have to plan each move pretty strategically because we have a long way to go.” Jamie turned and lifted me up on the boulder that the others had climbed on. “Kelly, I don’t know how you can be so tough and so little at the same time.” He shook his head.
“I don’t really think about it.” I admitted. I was short, but I could climb and improvise. I was in really good physical shape. Most of the time and I had no trouble holding my own. “You do what you’ve got to do.” Then he had to try to keep up as I skirted the hillside quickly.
“Okay! Point taken…!” Jamie huffed when he caught up. “I know you can take care of yourself. All right? It’s just hard not to be macho man when I stand over a foot taller than you, okay?” He grinned. “Hey, here come the others.” The other four kids were catching up. Corrine and Mitch were laughing and Teri and Kevin looked like they were glowing. The sun was warm and it was beautiful out here.
“Hey! Look over there!” I pointed to a big cavern that went into the side of one of the hills. Kevin and Mitch hurried up while I got out our field glasses. I stared at the area and it had to be like an emergency storage area—or even a bunker like the one that we lived in.
“Kelly, what do you see?” Kevin asked as he scrambled up beside me. I handed him the field glasses for him to look. “Do you think it’s occupied?” He whispered.
“I don’t know, Kev. What do you think we should do?” I asked and watched as Kevin got out his radio.
“Dad, come in.” Kevin said quietly into the radio. He walked away as he talked and we all took turns watching the bunker. I knew that there were a lot more bunkers that people didn’t know about. I don’t know why none of us thought that a military base wouldn’t have one nearby as well. Kevin walked back and squatted down beside me. Kevin seemed tense and worried. Evidently, Dad thought the bunker was still occupied.
“Dad says to stay put and he will head this way with Keith and Jason. Beau and Jacob will take care of the compound with the other girls. He just wants us to hold tight until they get here.” He looked down at Teri and we could tell that she was disappointed.
“Let’s have that picnic while we wait, okay? Jamie and I can keep watch.” I grinned at Kevin as he smiled and nodded. I didn’t want to disappoint Teri either. The outside world was something new to her, Jamie and Mitch. They needed time to enjoy it.
__________
Dad caught up with us an hour later. Keith, Jason and Dad had camouflage on and they brought similar clothing for Kevin and me. They brought shirts for the others and hats. It was the most that they could find and hurry out to our location.
“Have you seen any movement?” Dad asked.
“No Sir and Jamie and I have watched it for over an hour.” I told him.
“Okay, then. No one saw any patrols? No sign of life?” He asked and we all shook our heads. The place could have been a tomb but I wondered what anyone else saw at our bunker from the outside most of the time—if they saw it at all. “Let’s check it out. Teri, keep Corrine behind us and we’ll have the other guys bring up the back. Keep low and stay quiet.” Dad eased ahead and we all followed silently. It took forty-five minutes to get down the where the tunnel was.
I eased back and talked to the others. “Mitch, please stay close and protect the girls, okay?” I handed him the gun out of my pack.
“Kelly, how about you—don’t you need the gun?” Teri whispered alarmed.
“Not as long as Kevin and Keith are with me, Teri. You guys keep low and follow us. You know the training. Watch closely and follow our signals, okay?” I whispered and Teri nodded and followed holding Corrine’s hand.
We got to just outside the tunnel and I saw that something wasn’t right. The metal door on the tunnel had been blown off. “Oh crap!” I muttered as I motioned those behind me down. Dad motioned for my brothers and me to go ahead while he protected the others. The three of us crept to the side of the tunnel and flipped on the night vision goggles as soon as we stepped inside. We didn’t need to go far. Kevin picked up Keith and ran back out with him while I stood there frozen in place. Dad and Jamie ran back in with Kevin and I felt arms around my waist. I turned and buried my face in Jamie’s chest. I had never seemed anything like this in my life.
In the auditorium, hundreds of skeletons were scattered everywhere. Guns were lying on the floor, and fabric from uniforms hung on the skeletal remains. Women, children and pets…I had never seen such a massacre in one room before. Who could do something like this? What could do this? Then, I heard something. “Get down!” I whispered and hit the floor dragging Jamie down with me. Jamie was almost hit by the bullet that burst through a door where we were standing. Without thinking, I grabbed the gun from Jamie, rolled and came up shooting. When my gun was empty and the room was silent, we all stood up and check for injuries. We were lucky and only had scrapes and bruises from diving out of the way. Dad and Kevin walked over to the bodies as Jamie helped me up. We followed a little bit slower.
Dad knelt down and looked at the four men that lay dead and bleeding green black blood. They were all dead. I had to run out and throw up. Jamie followed me and Teri ran down to pull me out of the open area. I was devastated. I finally turned to check out Jamie, terrified that he had been shot. The rifle report was so loud it was deafening and the door splintered at both of us when the bullet blew through it.
Dad and Kevin came jogging out and we all sat in the little clearing in shock. Mitch and Jason started to get up to go and check it out and Dad told them not to. “You guys don’t want to see that.” He said quietly. “You did the right thing, Kelly. They were all badly infected and crazy as hell.” He said as he crawled over to me. “Let’s get back and then we’ll get ready to leave this place, okay K.J.?” He asked gently. He had never seen his daughter move so fast and so deliberate. She was a good soldier. And it broke his heart that she had to ever see something so horrific that she would never be able to wipe it out of her memory.
“Kelly?” Kevin knelt down in front of me. “Let’s go back, Sis. We all need a shower and then we’ll pack up and leave this place. It’s going to be okay, little sister—come on. You did what you had to do to save the others.” He said gently. Kevin could read my thoughts when they were raging like they were right now. So could Keith unfortunately, so Kevin hurried over to hold him. Keith ran to me and threw his arms around me crying. Kevin came behind him and held us both tight.
“Okay.” I finally said when I could trust my voice not to shake too bad. “I’m okay. We have to move if we want to get back before dark. I-I’m sorry, guys. Let’s go.” Kevin and Keith walked beside me for a while until Jamie caught up and then they spread out to give us a little space. Jamie was almost killed back there. That had been too close. We had to be a heck of a lot more careful.
We were almost back to the base when Jamie stopped me. He turned me around and bent down to look me in the eye. “You saved my life Kelly Martin. I owe you big time.” He said gently. “We’re going to make a better world, Kelly. It’s going to get better.” He pulled me close and hugged me. “I’m so sorry that you have this to live with. I’m right here, Kelly. I will always be right here for you to lean on.” He held out his hand and we walked back to the base quietly.
Funny, every time you forget and you think life was going to change and be better, you had to face more mutants that were hell bent on killing you. Would it ever stop? Was Keith or even Lily going to witness some kind of normal peace in their lives? The fear of it never changing broke my heart. I understood Teri and Kevin now. I understood the others feeling like they had to live it all right now while they had a chance. I thought it would be all better on the outside and that was pretty naive of me. The outside wasn’t going to get better until some of us were brave enough to make it better.
All of us divided up at camp, grabbed duffle bags and headed to showers. I knew Teri and Corrine had been staring at me and I probably looked like I was in shock. I just didn’t feel like talking. What was there to say? More people were slaughtered and mutants had to be put down to stop them from killing us? It was done. Nothing could change that.
The water felt good. It was hot and I couldn’t scrub hard enough. I kept seeing green black blood on my hands and I finally slid down the shower stall in tears. My hands were raw from scrubbing—they were clean—but my eyes kept seeing nasty mutant blood. Teri and Corrine managed to help me dress and Jamie came and carried me to the bunkhouse. I guess by the time I quit shaking, I was out cold. I had cried myself to sleep like a girl.
Jamie told me that I cried like a human, not a girl. We all sat around in the middle of the night and we all talked it out. I was glad that Teri and Corrine hadn’t seen the massacre or the men that I killed. I had no idea why or how I reacted as fast as I did. I only thought for a second. My Dad, brother, Jamie and Jason were in the bunker with me. Others that I cared about weren’t far away. I couldn’t let them get hurt. I never thought for a second that I could have been killed. It didn’t matter. What good would life be if I lost these guys?
Jamie kept his arms around me for the longest time. I think he was happy to be alive at this point. I never realized the fact that Jamie really knew me. We had been friends forever. He knew that underneath a tough exterior, my heart ached for those around me—even the mutants, which sounded stupid. People weren’t born mutants. The disease or the virus—whatever they called it—was germ warfare. China tried to take over North Korea. Then North Korea hit them with nukes and for their last ditch effort, China released their last weapon. So many countries were destroyed so quickly it was scary. Their first effort wasn’t totally successful. The scientists quickly came up with an antidote. Too bad they were dead and gone before the virus mutated and about killed every human being in the world. In one-way or another, the results of the virus had changed everyone’s life. This was what we grew up with. We could all see the sadness in the adults’ eyes. Humankind’s need to survive prevailed. Life had restarted, but mankind would be plagued by this disease forever. Kevin says that we can only change our future. I’m still having trouble with the present. The future still seems remote and impossible.
When Dad came in later, he said that he found us all on the floor with the mattresses lined up and everyone holding hands sound asleep. He told us that this was unity and with unity, we would survive.
CHAPTER FIVE
We had a meeting after breakfast. Dad explained to the group everything that had happened as a result of our hike and finding the stupid bunker. No one questioned the action that I took. It’s simple; mutants fight to the death. They would have killed us. I didn’t like being stared at. I understood why they were staring but I hated it. I asked to be dismissed and my father nodded that I could leave.
I was out of the door and running. Jamie caught me when I finally slowed down. I leaned over with my hands on my knees wheezing. I had circled the base twice at a dead run and I had finally shook off the gloom and doom that was crushing my heart.
“Are we ready to load up, yet?” I huffed as I tried to get my breath back.
“We aren’t in a hurry. Jacob, your father, and the older guys have been routinely circling our perimeter, Kelly. We want to pack methodically and make sure that we can pretty much keep rolling until we reach our destination. The Commander thinks that we will run into this everywhere, Kelly. He said when we finally got to that place in Nevada that we would have to clear out the area around the base. He doesn’t think we will run into as many people as we get out toward the desert but if we are going to set up a home, we’ll have to run it like a military base.” Jamie took my hand and led me over to a bench.
We sat quietly for a while. “Where’s Dad now, Jamie?” I asked finally.
“He’s in the communications room. He was going to try to contact his friend and find out more about the area where that base is.” Jamie said. “Kelly, you need to let this go. You did what you had to do and you saved the rest of us because we didn’t react fast enough.” He reached over and cupped my chin in his hand. “Let it go, K.J., we have to deal with what is now.” He leaned over and kissed my forehead. “Why don’t we see if the Commander could use our help?” Jamie got up and dragged me up with him.
“Jamie, go ahead and I’ll catch up. I need to run through a shower and get this sweat and dirt off.” I told him and he looked at me tentatively. “Seriously, I’m okay. I’ll catch up.”
Jamie nodded and went to take all of us coffee to the communications room.
__________
By the time I caught up with everyone, Dad and Jacob, Kevin, Teri and Jamie were sitting at a table with a huge map spread out in front of them. Jamie jumped up, grabbed a cup of coffee for me and offered his chair. He stood behind me with his hand on my shoulder.
“Kelly, we’re going to have to backtrack a little.” He whispered. I looked at my Dad with a raised eyebrow. Could we afford to change direction now?
“We are headed into areas that are more populated than we thought. We just need to drop down to interstate 40 and our next stop would be Fort Smith in Arkansas. It’s completely shut down and vacant. Then we would go to Elk City in Oklahoma and drop down to Lawton Army Base that is also abandoned. We’ll go through Texas and then stop at the base in Albuquerque, if it’s vacant. I can’t get any information on it. But from there, we can head out to a small Navy station outside of Kingman, Arizona, then cut across to Fallon, Nevada and head up to the Black Creek Mountains. If—and this is a very tentative if—we can get there we are home free. There is an amazing valley with an Air Force station that is perfect and abandoned.” Dad took a sip of his coffee and drew out our route. Even from the old time maps, the route looked a lot less populated.
“How do we know that it is still abandoned Dad?” I asked quietly. The mutants from yesterday were still in the front of my mind.
“Kelly, the computers work. I managed to reach Harvey Hunter. He’s on the other side of the mountain with a small colony that hasn’t been infected. Harvey was a helicopter pilot at Nellis AFB before everything broke loose. He used to fly a small detail and me to the different stations that were nestled in the mountains. We all decided that this would be where we would end up and we divided out the different sites. They’ve kept this one vacant because I stayed in touch with them for the past couple of years. It wasn’t safe to move that far before. It might not be now. But if we can get to the Black Creek Mountains, we have a protected home.” Dad was smiling grimly. It was a long way between here and there. “Okay, what do the rest of you think?”
Jason, Alexis, Beau and Nicole stepped in behind Mitchell and Corrine. They were listening intently. I only wished that we had thought to go through Arkansas to begin with. We had wasted precious time.
“It looks like we have a trip in front of us, Dad. Maybe we ought to get started.” I said quietly. Everyone else nodded in agreement. As cool as this base was, we were wasting time and all of us wanted to leave.
“We’re borrowing a couple of Jeeps, Kelly.” Dad was grinning. “It’s a good thing that the van is a side loader because we’ll have to pull one Jeep behind each RV. We’ll wait until the last minute to switch your bikes out for newer dirt bikes, okay? You can run point and rear just like always. We’ll drive smart. Everyone needs to get ready and we will load up and leave at dark.” We all stood up and the group dispersed.
“Kelly, how are you doing?” Dad asked me from across the room. He motioned us over to where he stood.
“I’m okay, Dad. Sorry, I freaked out like that.” I mumbled.
“You’re only human, honey. Look, we found three laptops that are a lot newer than we had in the bunker. We’ll keep in contact and if we have to divide up, we’ll still be able to communicate. We need to set up a protocol and stick to certain codes. I want you and Jamie to work on that while we load up. I’ll send a group at a time to you so that you can get them familiar with using the laptops and how to safely communicate if we should get separated. You’re our computer whiz. Keith will be in here first and he can help you guys get all set up and help you teach the others. Kevin and I will help load everything to go.” Dad sighed. I know that he hadn’t intended on taking on more responsibility. At least this was on the outside with some kind of promise of something better.
Jamie and I sat back down and started setting up the three computers. We found backpacks for the laptops and a lot of new programs that would help us set up desktops when we got to our destination. Keith brought Erin and Jocelyn and we were impressed at how quickly the young girls caught on. The rest were easy. We had some really intelligent kids with us. Their parents had basically taught them everything. We learned mostly from computer programs and repetition. I couldn’t help but envy them. Our upbringing had been so computerized and space age that it was just cold information. The ones on the outside had the subjects come alive for them when their parents taught them. Oh well, the results were the same. We had an intelligent group.
Teri and Kevin were the last to come in. They were already cleaned up and had brought us dinner. Jamie, Keith and I didn’t realize that we worked right through lunch and we had a complete set up to have a portable communication option.
“If I didn’t know that Keith was in here, I would swear you were in here making out.” Teri laughed and I could have hit her. For hours, I had not thought about Jamie in any other way than a fellow worker. We work well together and always have. Now, she was messing with my mind again.
“Guilty conscious…?” I growled and even Jamie laughed.
“No, I admit it.” Teri said smugly and I shook my head.
“Come on, you two are the last of the group. Besides making out, what did you guys get done?” I asked. Jamie was smiling at me because even with this weird skin color and a darkening tan, the blush shone right through. I would think after all these years that Teri would not be able to embarrass me.
Kevin messed up my hair as he walked by. “Lighten up, K.J. We painted the Jeeps black and we have them stocked with weapons and basic supplies. They have radios and CD and MP3 extras. Dad said that he wanted us to go in pairs. Jamie and you will take Mitch and Corrine. Teri and I will take Jason and Alexis. Beau and Nicole will stay with the kids in the RV. Keith will ride shotgun with Dad in the RV van. We’ll rotate drivers and keep going. Dad said that we might not stop as often as we had planned, but he has sites mapped out just in case.”
We explained the whole set up while we ate. I went and looked through a couple of classrooms and finally came up with two more laptops. We hurried and set them up as well. That should cover everyone.
“Okay, you three have to run through showers and meet at the Jeeps. Kelly, I have clothes left out for you and Jamie. Everything else is packed up and ready to roll. They should be just about finished in the dining hall.” Teri looked so happy. Kevin seemed pretty happy even though he had to be concerned. We worry more than the others—probably because we have seen so much bad on the outside while they were hidden in the bunker. I did finally understand. I’m slow on all of this gooey stuff, okay? I understand that now they have someone that they wanted to spend the rest of their life with—even if that should end up being way too short. I’m not stupid. I’m just not sure that I was ready for anything close to that. This whole pairing up and thinking about forever freaked me out.
__________
We drove through the night and switched drivers at daybreak at one of the refueling spots. Jamie and Mitchell brought us coffee and I about laid Jamie out when he handed me a child’s booster seat. When he put the seat in place though, I kind of liked it. The Jeep was set up for bigger people than me. Corrine wasn’t much taller. Jamie was still chuckling when he laid the seat back to take a nap. I glanced back and had to smile. Corrine had stretched out and was lying across Mitch’s lap and he was smiling and gently stroking her hair. For the first time that I had known Mitch, he seemed happy.
“You look comfy.” I teased as I looked at him in the rear view mirror.
Mitch grinned at me. “I am comfortable. Corry is pretty nice, Kelly.”
“So, it’s Corry now? Cool!” I laughed. “She really is nice, Mitch. I like her a lot.” I turned on the radio and wasn’t surprised when there were no stations to listen to. I reached down and grabbed the MP3 player that Jamie had brought with him, set it in place and turned it on. I saw Jamie smiling in his sleep. Somehow music made this more bearable.
We drove for hours. Dad and Keith switched off with Beau and Nikki so they could get some rest. Kevin was driving the point Jeep and he dropped down in Elk City, Oklahoma to head down to the base in Lawton. “Kelly, are you awake?”
I reached for the radio. “Yep. I’m the only one awake, Kev. Everyone is whooped. Are we going to stop soon?”
“Yeah, we’ll stop at the base in Lawton and take a break. Hey, did Jamie really get you a booster seat?” He asked. I could hear the laughter in his voice. “Did you kill him yet?”
“Yes, he got a booster seat and no I didn’t kill him yet. Actually, it’s pretty comfortable. The only problem now is reaching the pedals.” I laughed and I felt Jamie stir next to me.
“I’ll get her some blocks or those hand things for paraplegics.” Jamie yawned.
“Sounds like a plan, Bro, if you really think you can get by with it.” Kevin was laughing and I could hear Teri laughing in the background. “Kelly, use the caffeine in the thermos and make sure you have weapons close by. Get good and awake before we get to this base, okay?”
“No problem. How long do we have?” I asked.
“Probably another hour and a half... Let Mitch sleep another hour and then get him alert also, okay? I’m just being cautious here, Kelly.”
“I agree with you Kevin. Let’s get these guys to somewhere safe and let them relax for a while.” I smiled and reached over and turned up the music.
Jamie looked at me smiling. “It’s nice to wake up to music and you singing along with it. I thought I was in heaven.” I looked at him to see if he was joking. Crap, he wasn’t! What do I say to that?
“I love music, Jamie. You know that.” I said quietly.
He reached over and grabbed my hand. “I love sharing it with you. The bedpans and bulb noses were even fun.” I had to laugh at that. We had to have looked ridiculous.
“Ah…man!” I groaned as I saw several vehicles headed our way from a side road. “Wake up Mitch and Corrine and arm yourself.” I growled.
“Kev, we have company brother!” I said over the radio.
“I see them K.J. Stay cool.” Kevin slowed down and I could hear him talking to Dad.
“Keep going forward until they stop us. I’ll send Keith back if they stop us so the three of you can face them together.” Dad said.
We all held our breath as the Jeeps fell in behind us. They finally passed us and the front Jeep spun around facing the Prevost. They had a machine gun mounted on their Jeep.
“Terrific, send Keith back Dad. I’ll walk up to meet him and we’ll join Kevin in front.” I said quietly. I glanced at Jamie. “If we can’t stop them, get over here and take as many away from here as fast as you can move, okay?”
“Kelly!” Jamie looked terrified. I reached over and put my hand on the side of his cheek. “I know. I know!” He griped. “I just don’t like it that you guys are still being used.”
“We aren’t being used, Jamie. We’re doing this now because we want to. Cover me, Jamie. Climb over behind the wheel and cover me.” I said as I climbed out of the Jeep. I glanced back and saw Jamie getting in position and that he left the Jeep running while they got weapons hidden and ready.
Keith met me by the Prevost and we walked up hand in hand to where Kevin still sat motionless behind the wheel in the front Jeep.
“Who are you and what are you doing here?” The guy that hopped out of the Jeep was walking our way with a machine gun in his hands.
I didn’t try to shield my eyes. I wanted them to see the full glimmer of the disease in our green eyes. I held on to Keith’s hand and when we walked up beside the Jeep, Keith reached out to put his hand on Kevin’s arm. “We were just passing through, Sir. We’re moving to Arizona.” I smiled and tried my best not to appear nervous. “You guys live around here?”
“Yes, and we don’t take kindly to strangers on our road.” The guy barked. I studied him for a moment and realized that even though he had had the disease, he wasn’t a mutant.
“I’m sorry. Like I said before, we were just passing through. Is there a better road for us to travel?” I kept my voice light and for once, I was glad that my hair was brushed and I had new jeans with a sleeveless shirt and good tennis shoes on. I looked nice, I smelled nice and I could move really easy in these jeans in case I had to kick butt.
“Where were you stopping for the night?” He asked.
“Well, we were going to stop in Lawton, but if that isn’t acceptable, we’ll keep going.” I smiled and I could see the man start to relax.
“Are you just a bunch of kids?” He asked and I had to laugh, he wasn’t any older than Kevin.
“We have two of our fathers with us and the rest range from nineteen years old to…” I hesitated and thought for a split second… “A three year old. His main side effect is asthma so we try to make sure we are close to hospitals just in case he has a problem.” I’m such an idiot! I almost told them about Lily. Stupid!
“Yeah, my younger brother has asthma as well. What’s your name, kid?” He asked and he sounded a lot more relaxed and others had walked out to join him.
“Kelly Martin, Sir, and these are my brothers, Kevin and Keith. You see Keith was born in the disease and we cared for him and were exposed.” I told him. I could tell the boy had no shine to his eyes, which meant they were blue or brown and not mutant.
“That explains it. Are you the only ones with the green eyes?” He asked.
“Actually no...” I said quickly.
“Look, I’ll trust you here for a second.” He turned around and told the others to come out. They had brown hair, black hair, red hair and blonde. I looked around in shock.
“Jamie, come on up here.” I told Jamie and Kevin motioned for some of the others to walk out of the camper. Jamie came out, put his arm around my shoulder and smiled. And the guys facing us realized that we were in the same boat.
“I didn’t know that there were others.” The man said and held out his hand. “It’s getting really hot around here. Have you found a safe place to go?” He asked as he leaned against the Jeep.
Dad had walked out to talk to the guys as well. “We have.” He said and held out his hand. “My name is David Martin. These three are my children.”
“Sir, would you consider following us back to our base? We can provide you with safety and you can meet our parents. There are twenty of us. We have had to run constant patrol. We were thirty a week ago.” He said sadly. “Sorry, I’m Matt Smith. These are my brothers and my best friend.”
“I would be honored to speak with your family.” Dad said. “Please understand that we have to maintain arms. I have to get my family to safety, no matter what it takes.”
“I understand. Trust is earned and it takes a long time to earn it these days. Please follow us, Sir. You won’t be disappointed. You have to get off this road though, it isn’t safe.” Matt said and he motioned the others back to their Jeeps.
“Okay then.” Dad sighed. “Let’s follow them and see if they want to follow us out.” I felt sorry for Dad. He was like a magnet that gathered followers. He was going to stay the Commander, no matter how much he wanted to be free of the leader position.
__________
Matthew had told the truth. There were three families; two women, one wounded man, two wounded boys, five young children and the five boys that met us. Matt’s brother and one of his friend’s fathers had been killed recently. Matt’s father was in pretty bad shape and so were the two teenage boys that had been injured.
The women were terrified but our girls quickly put them at ease. Everyone here looked more exhausted than we had been.
Jamie and I went to see the wounded and Kevin ran in with our medical bag. With the new innovations in wafer form and spray on, we cleaned out the infection, used the inside repair and then the outside repair. It took awhile because infection had set in. Although we were all exhausted, we sat up with the wounded. The three of them were at death’s door. Unless this new medication actually worked miracles, I had no idea what else to do. I sat at the desk and fell asleep. When I woke in the morning, Jamie had laid me on the couch and was fixing coffee. I hurried to see what else I could do for the injured men.
By the time the others got up and decided to see how the wounded were doing, the guys were sitting up in their beds. They were weak, but they were healing rapidly. Dad and Jacob were so relieved that they sent us out to the van to get some real rest. I don’t even remember hitting the bunk or Jamie taking off my shoes. He said later that Teri and Corrine came and stripped me down to shorts and tank top. Well…actually…he explained that really quick because when I woke up, I was on the bunk in Jamie’s arms and about freaked out. I didn’t mean to hit him. He just scared the crap out of me when I opened my eyes and he was—right there! He only had on shorts and I saw his chest and his muscles and—and—it scared me to death, okay? Later, I thought he looked pretty nice, but right then…?
I closed my eyes while I tried to gain my composure. Jamie held me tight—not in an embrace—to keep me from kicking his butt. I was embarrassed. “Kelly, are you planning on hitting me again when I turn you loose?” He whispered in my ear. I realized that Kevin and Teri were lying in the next bunk and that I had been safe all along.
“Sorry.” I whispered.
Kevin was laughing hysterically. “I taught her well, didn’t I?” He was propped on his elbow laughing at Jamie. “I think you voice is changing again, Jamie.” He kidded. Teri had the pillow over her mouth to try to muffle the laughter.
“I’m good.” Jamie moaned.
“I’m so sorry.” I whispered.
“No problem, just don’t do it again, okay? I don’t think my pride can take the hit.” He grinned down at me. “You could kiss me and make it all better.” I rolled off of the bed and saw the smirk on my brother’s face. Okay, that did it. I pulled Jamie up into a sitting position, leaned down and kissed him full on the mouth. I thought Kevin would die. He so had that coming!
“Any better?” I whispered and saw the twinkle in Jamie’s eyes.
“Much better...” He grinned and ducked when Kevin threw a shoe at him. Teri was staring at us with her mouth wide open. Good, I shocked them. I was tired of being teased all of the time.
“Let’s go find something to eat.” I held out my hand and Jamie jumped to his feet. “We’ll leave you two alone, okay?” And we hurried out of the van.
“Did I see what I think I just saw?” Kevin demanded when he finally found his voice. He was kind of proud of his sister waking up and sending a knee to Jamie’s groin and a head butt to his chin. Then, she turned around and kissed the jerk?
“Yep. I have to admit it Kevin, he does have an awesome body.” Teri giggled. The look on Kevin’s face was priceless. He went from happy to proud to shock—in a matter of minutes. He couldn’t except that his little sister was beautiful. All of those boys looked twice at the little petite blonde. Teri caught it. During the last year, Kelly had filled out and she was more beautiful than her mother had been. Of course, Kelly didn’t see it but the guys sure looked twice.
“What are you doing looking at another guy’s body?” Kevin growled.
“I couldn’t help it Kevin! He only had on shorts. He looks almost as good as you, Sugar.” Teri was grinning. As if anyone on this earth could compare to Kevin. She was just enjoying this whole jealousy thing. “I think we might be in trouble, Kevin. I think Kelly just got a good look at that body and she was quite impressed.” Teri was laughing when Kevin jumped to his feet.
“That’s—that’s not funny, damn it! That’s my baby sister!” He growled and then looked down at Teri. “I think I liked her better when she thought we were all crazy. I’m gonna kill Jamie.” He growled while he pulled his combat pants over his shorts.
“They’ll just be another one in line. She’s really cute, Kevin. Jamie is a good guy and you know him. You know you approve, you nut!” Teri got up and headed to the bathroom to brush her hair and follow the others. “I’m hungry too. Let’s go find them.” Teri shook her head when she walked back to find Kevin standing in the same spot with his boots in his hands. “Earth to Kevin…I’m outta here in search of food. Are you coming?”
__________
We all sat in the dining hall and tried to set up some kind of plan to get these twenty people out of here. We had seventeen people and that was a pretty big caravan. I could tell Dad was worried. If we left them behind, they would die. It sounded like the local militia was sweeping the state.
“Dad…?” I held up my hand. He nodded at me and I stood up to talk. “I know the worry about a bigger group. We already grew from five to seventeen on the mountain. The fact is; we can’t leave them. So, since we have five laptops and military radios, why don’t we position Kevin out front, then the Prevost, then the families here, then you and the van and we will keep the position in the rear. We’ll have to space several miles between each set. I think we should run straight through New Mexico and not stop until we reach Kingman, Arizona. We can’t take much time at any one place until we get to our new home. We’ll make sure that no one gets stopped. Dad can have some of these guys back him up with the van and we’ll make it work.” I said.
“It’s unanimous to bring these families with us?” Dad asked surprised. We all held up our hands. We couldn’t consider leaving normal people out here for the mutants to eliminate.
“I’m proud of you guys. Okay, we’ll take the wounded until they get their strength back. Women and children will go in the Prevost, okay? Otherwise, we’ll continue the way we have been going.”
“Dad…?” I looked at him for a moment. “Keith needs to stay in the middle. We are stronger than we thought. At the last stop at the gas station, Keith turned those cops around by himself. Kevin stopped an attack in the bathrooms without touching them. I covered Teri at the rest area when a couple of the girls tried to attack her. If it’s something really serious, we’ll be catching up from behind you. Otherwise, everyone can be protected.
Matthew stood up. “What are you talking about, Kelly? How can you do this?”
“Matt, we have no idea what happened when we caught the virus taking care of Keith. But we went for months without realizing that we weren’t talking out loud. We could hear each other’s thoughts and we just discussed things in our minds. I know it sounds weird. We could hear Keith’s first words before he ever said them for others to hear. Then we realized when Keith wanted his bottle, he could reach out and levitate it to him. Believe me—it freaked us out at first. But then we tried it. First, we could only move a paper, then it progressed to a pencil, then a chair. We began to have control of our quarantine quarters by just using our minds. We learned that we could turn the doctor around and make him forget to give us shots—now that was fun but it didn’t last long, they figured it out. Because of what we are facing now, we have been challenged to merge together to turn away the enemy. If we are given enough time to respond, we can change the outcome. I didn’t have a chance at the last military base, the mutants came at us shooting—but anyway—separately-we can handle almost anything. Together, we can combine our strength and handle the big stuff. We haven’t found out anything that we can’t do together when we try.” I smiled at Matt. He was blonde and tall and wore a constant scowl. “Consider us your secret weapon. I think if we all combine our skills and brains, we can make it to our destination but we need to get going.” I looked at him and he was staring at me. “What?”
“Sorry, I was just wondering how someone so small could do that much damage.” He admitted. I felt Jamie tighten up beside me but my brother stood up next.
“Matt, she may be small but she can kick butt. Kelly is good with weapons and martial arts, plus she has a genius IQ. We won’t use our collective power against this group. We just want to protect everyone. We don’t need any more injuries.” Kevin held out his hand. We knew that this was strange and frightening but it was best to get everything out in the open with no surprises. “You don’t have to go with us. We’re offering our help.” Kev sat down and the room got quiet.
Sam, one of the injured fathers stood up. “I think we are lucky that you have invited us along. We thought that we were safe and from what Commander Martin has told me, you have the perfect solution. It may be the only solution. I’m sorry Kelly. Keith does look like the perfect children that were born in the disease although I can tell he has been raised appropriately and has the compassion of you and your brother. The Unit that attacked us and killed ten of our people was teenage mutants and young ones like Keith that led them viciously. Please forgive these kids for being afraid. They’ll learn what an asset that you are.” Sam sat down carefully. Because we didn’t get to them right away, it was going to take time for them to get their strength back.
I saw my baby brother stand up with tears running down his face. I hurried to put my arms around him and could feel his body shaking. “I’m not like them!” He cried. “I love my family and I wouldn’t hurt them or anyone else that was normal.” He turned and I held him against my chest while he sobbed. This kind of response always broke Keith’s heart. The three of us felt like freaks because we looked like the outsiders. Keith of course, looked just like them. Teri stood up and she was crying. “You want to know about monsters?” She said with controlled anger in her voice. “The adults and teenagers that were in that bunker that we grew up in were monsters. They treated these guys like the enemy and sent them out to fetch supplies and medicines for them. They could have turned on our community. Lord knows they had reason to. But instead they made sure that we got what we needed. They learned quickly, then turned around and taught us everything that they learned. They aren’t the freaks; they are the good guys. We were the ones that took advantage of their humanity and made them risk everything for our own benefit and selfishness.” Kevin got up and held her close. We looked at each other and led our brother and Kevin’s fiancé out of the dining room.
Jamie came storming out a few minutes later. He was actually crying. They loved Keith a lot and it hurt to see him hurt so badly. I held him close since Kevin and Teri had Keith. “We all need to calm down.” I said quietly. “We’re exhausted and we knew that we were going to run into attitude on both sides. They’re frightened. Matt lost one of his brothers, okay? Think about how you would feel in his shoes.” Jamie clung to me. He knew how Collin had treated us and that was partly why Mitch hated his brother. “It’s okay.”
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