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Part Five of the Ardenti Terra Series

​Prelude

It had been the third world war, and the world had been devastated.  In North America, seventy percent of the population had lost their homes, millions of people had died, and all the major cities had been attacked.  It took over two years to neutralize all the international threats, and most Western nations had suffered a similar outcome.  Without international collaboration, it had taken most countries years to re-establish their societies.  Previous governmental systems were dissolved to establish totalitarian authorities, to “help” the countries and nations rebuild from the rubble.

Canada, afraid of migrating refugees from the south they couldn’t support, closed their borders until they could re-establish their communities. Canada became self-sufficient and soon became the envy of the international community.  It had its own supply of oil, gas, lumber, fresh water and farmlands, and was in a perfect position to prosper.  

Initially, the communities worked together, they shared resources and labour as they rebuilt homes and towns.  Corporations that were left, pooled their resources together and worked to rebuild the country and feed the homeless.  But this was not a profitable business plan, and one after the other companies started to fail when government bailouts stopped.  One company, Harris Corp. continued to have the means to operate, and they were repeatedly asked by the government to save or buy out failing businesses.  Harris Corp. soon became an unintended monopoly in almost every industry.

Harris Corp’s initial objective was to focus on the essentials, comfortable and practical houses were built, not mansions. Hospitals and schools were re-established first, not luxurious shopping centres. Things that seemed less important were deprioritized, this included research and development, luxury items, and travel.  But as people started to settle back into a normal life, they also wanted to return to the lifestyles they had before the war, and the community rebuilds slowed and became political.  Those who were re-established earlier than the others started to demand for the life they had lost.  

​Eight Years Post War
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​Chapter One
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​Gibs

Gibs looked at her companions and smiled.  She believed that she really did have the best group of friends, who followed her into these situations with blind faith. She appreciated that she could rely on them, to help her carry out this plan.  It was late at night, (or was this considered early morning?). She was driving along a country road, which had only a few streetlights to reveal what lay just past the dark road’s edge. Every so often the distance would show a bubble of light which represented another giant warehouse location, the sideroads leading to them were always gated and guarded.  

The other three in the car stayed quiet as she continued to their destination.  Dax was the oldest in the group, he had just turned twenty and felt he was the leader of their small team, although it was usually Gibs who had the ideas and the plans.  Middy was a year younger than Gibs, at seventeen.  Then there was Carter, he was the youngest at only sixteen, and he was also the only one in the group that had kept his given name. Though his friends abbreviated it to Cart, for simplification.  Most of the orphans had either forgotten or purposely left behind their given names.  The names didn’t mean anything to them anymore, they had been given to them by parents that had died or abandoned them years ago.  They had no need to preserve anything from that time.  Those who were old enough to remember what had happened during the war never spoke of it, but most were too young to remember much of anything.  Gibs was eight years old when the war had started, and she couldn’t remember anything from that time.  All she knew was her whole family had been killed or were lost to her.  

Gibs stopped their Jeep across the road and blocked both lanes as best she could.  She checked the time, it was almost two AM, the truck would be approaching soon.  

“Get out of the car,” Gibs ordered.  

“In the ditch,” Dax clarified to the others, trying to sound in control. “Are you sure you don’t want to trade spots?” Dax asked Gibs as he got out of the car.

“I got this,” Gibs confirmed. “They are more likely to stop for a girl anyway.”

“OK,” he said reluctantly. “Just stay in sight, OK?”

“Yeah, I got this, now go hide,” Gibs sighed.  Dax was great, but a little overprotective.  He seemed to have more muscle than brains sometimes, but he had his heart in the right place. 

Gibs watched as Cart, Middy and Dax crouched in the ditch. Gibs didn’t have to wait long, she heard the truck coming and then saw the headlights approaching quickly.  The truck was moving fast, and she hoped that the driver was paying attention.  She stood in front of the Jeep and started to wave her arms.  The truck did not slow, she waved her arms harder and started to yell.  She noticed, just before it was too late, that the driver was distracted.  He had his head down and was looking at something on his dash, not watching the road. 

“Gibs, get the hell out of the way,” Dax yelled. Gibs didn’t need to be told twice, she quickly dove off the road, just as the truck crashed into their Jeep.  Her knees and elbows smashed onto the asphalt, and she felt a burning sensation as she scraped them on the road. 

“Oh shit!” Gibs muttered as she watched their small Jeep being tossed down the road.  The truck slammed on its brakes and left deep skid marks on the road.  When the truck finally stopped Gibs quickly ran to the driver’s door and pulled it open.  The driver was slumped over the steering wheel groaning. He had hit his head and was bleeding significantly from a gash across his forehead. 

“You dumbass!” Gibs yelled at him. “Weren’t you watching where you were going?”

The driver just groaned again, he was barely conscious.

“What the hell Gibs!” Dax yelled at her as he approached the truck, Middy and Cart were right behind him.

“What? It’s not my fault this dumbass wasn’t watching the road,” Gibs argued.

“Get him out of the truck and let’s go!” Cart shouted.

“We can’t just leave him here he’s hurt,” Gibs protested. 

“We have to,” Dax replied. “We can’t take him with us, and we aren’t going to leave this haul behind we need it.”

“Fine! Help me get him in the Jeep,” Gibs demanded. Middy and Cart quickly complied and between the three of them, they dragged the barely conscious driver out of the truck and placed him into the very damaged Jeep.  

“You think the truck will drive?” Middy asked Gibs.

“God, I hope so, that Jeep ain’t going nowhere,” Gibs replied as they jogged back to the truck.  Dax turned the key and the engine chugged, then kicked in, and Gibs felt some relief.

“Come on get in,” Dax yelled at them.  

They all crammed into the cab of the truck which was only meant for two people.  Middy quickly found a spot on the floor between the driver and passenger seats, which left Gibs and Cart to share the remaining seat.  Gibs let Cart sit down, then she climbed onto his lap and slammed the door.

“Let’s go!” She said. She looked in the side mirror, behind them were lights coming along the road.  “We need to go now!” She said with more urgency.

“I know Gibs!” Dax yelled back as he put the truck in drive and slammed his foot onto the gas.  The truck jerked, chugged and then jerked again before it started to accelerate, Middy cheered, and Gibs sighed in relief as they put distance between them and the Jeep with the injured driver.

“I really liked that Jeep,” Gibs said as she watched the Jeep disappear from sight in the sideview mirror. 

“Maybe you shouldn’t have trashed it then,” Dax said. “Kind of sucks we don’t have wheels now.”

“I’ll get us new ones,” Cart offered. 

“It’s getting too risky,” Dax criticized. “That was the third car this month we had to steal.  And tonight was sloppy, if we keep on this trend, we are going to get caught.” Dax gave Gibs a sideways glance that showed his disappointment.

“Hey, it’s not my fault the driver was a dumbass,” Gibs defended herself. “We need this haul, and now that we have it, we can lay low for a while.  This will last for at least a month if we are smart about it.”

“You’re saying that, but you don’t even know what’s in the back yet,” Dax replied. 

“Can’t we just celebrate this one win?” Gibs said.

“Win!” Dax exclaimed.  “I’m not sure this is a win. We just left some poor man unconscious at the side of the road.”

“He’ll be fine,” Gibs interrupted.

“Our Jeep got totalled!” Dax continued. “And you almost got run over.”

“Mom, Dad stop arguing you’re making us feel uncomfortable,” Middy said sarcastically.  Dax grunted but didn’t continue his rant.  

“I’m fine,” Gibs mumbled under her breath determined to get the last word in.

“Actually, I think you’re bleeding on me,” Cart said shyly.  She was leaning against him, and he gently lifted her arm off his chest revealing a blood stain on his shirt.

“Oh, shit sorry,” Gibs said as she tried to look at her elbow. “Is it bad?” She asked him.

“It’s not good,” Cart said as he wrinkled his nose. 

“Shit,” Gibs repeated.

“You swear too much,” Cart complained.

“Seriously?” Gibs laughed. 

“And back there when you said that the “Jeep ain’t going nowhere,’” Cart continued. “You really needed to say, the Jeep isn’t going anywhere.”

“Really?” Gibs looked him in the eyes.  “Just ‘cause, you’re the one who reads bester than me, doesn’t mean I want the lectures Cart.”

Cart turned away from her stare, embarrassed.  She knew he didn’t do it on purpose, he was just trying to preserve some civility among their group, which was a hard task.  Gibs knew Carter was smart, he read every book he could find and tried to educate himself on current affairs and international politics.  Cart wasn’t arrogant, he was just too smart for his own good.  In a different time, or even in a different community he would have been studying to be a doctor, scientist or lawyer and would have made big bucks.  But instead, he was an orphan, left to fend for himself. He used his brilliance to hotwire cars and help his friends escape arrest for their petty criminal activities. 

They continued to drive in silence, Gibs tried not to bleed further on Cart, and Dax continued to grumble under his breath. Their “home” was in a deserted industrial area of one of the abandoned communities.  The community had been hit hard during the war.  Almost all the homes had been burnt down and it had been evacuated and left uninhabited for years.  Since this community was never rebuilt, it was also not intended to be inhabited.  But those who hadn’t been fortunate enough to find a new home or even an old home that wasn’t completely burnt down took shelter in any other stable building they could find. 

“Stop the truck!” Middy suddenly said to Dax.

“Why?” Dax replied. “We are almost home.”  But he pulled over anyway. 

“Look,” she said pulling a uniform jacket out from behind her, it had fallen behind the seat during the accident.

“This is a Harris Corp. truck,” Middy said quickly referring to the H.C. logo stitched in gold embroidery on the jacket.

“So?  Everything is Harris Corp. these days,” Gibs replied.

“Didn’t you say they had trackers on their trucks?” Middy asked Cart.

“Oh crap, yeah!” Cart said.  He practically threw Gibs to the floor of the cab as he stumbled out of the vehicle.

Gibs climbed out of the cab and followed Cart.

“What are we looking for?” she asked as Cart started to crawl under the truck.

“I’m not even sure,” he said as he lay on the road looking under the trailer. “Something that doesn’t look like it belongs to the truck.” 

Gibs started to look as well, she bent low to see under the truck and behind the tires, but she had no idea what to look for.

“I think I found it,” Cart called from one of the back tires and Gibs quickly went to him. 

“Pass me that big rock,” he requested as she approached. Gibs grabbed a nearby rock and handed it to him.  She saw what he had found, there was a small black box tucked just over the back wheel.  He hit it with the rock and after a few blows the box smashed and fell to the road. Cart rolled out from under the truck and tossed the rock to the side of the road. They headed back to the cab, Cart was about to climb back in when Gibs gently touched his arm.

“Do you want to be on top this time?” she asked in a flirty voice as he turned to look at her.

“Funny,” Cart said without laughing.

“OK, seriously, good work, thank you,” Gibs said. She wasn’t one to offer compliments often, but she felt bad about scolding him earlier for the grammar lesson.  Hurting Cart’s feelings was like kicking a puppy. He was innocent, and naïve, in a devious, felonious, kind of way.  Cart smiled in appreciation and climbed back into the truck.  He offered his hand to her as she climbed back in. 

“Found it, we are good to proceed,” Cart confirmed to Dax once they were settled back into their seat. Dax started to the truck and continued to drive.

Since their home was a converted warehouse, there was a loading dock in the back.  They pulled the stolen truck right up to the dock and quickly went to assess their inventory.  As Gibs had predicted the truck was transporting stock for one of the grocery stores in the settled communities.  It included a variety of cereals, canned fruits and vegetables, soups, and even some fresh meats and produce. 

“Oh wow!” Middy exclaimed as they looked through their supply. “This is awesome!”

“It’s been a while since we’ve eaten this good,” Cart replied also in awe.

“We need to prioritize this,” Dax said getting down to business.  “The fresh stuff will only last so long, so we should enjoy it while we can.  We can ration the canned items and dried foods, so it lasts longer. If we plan this right, this could last a couple of months.”

“So, are you willing to call it a win now?” Gibs teased him.

“Yes, I’ll call it a win,” he replied as he hugged her. “But you scared the hell out of me, I didn’t think you were going to get out of the way.”

“You think I’m stupid enough to let a truck run over me?” Gibs said as she pulled away from him. 

“Sometimes I have no idea what goes on in your head Gibs,” Dax sighed. “Let’s get this stuff out of here.  We should dump the truck somewhere tomorrow, it’s too suspicious sitting in the loading dock like that.”

The sound of soft footsteps came from inside the warehouse and small bright eyes were now watching them.  Some of the other children had woken up as the truck pulled up to the building.  Once they heard that it was Dax and Gibs returning they slowly crept from their hiding spots to see what was in the truck.  

“Come on and help,” Cart called to them.  

Anyone awake rushed to the truck to help unload it.  There were twenty children in all, living in the warehouse, ranging from age eight to twenty, Dax being the oldest.  Gibs and Dax had been the first. They had met in what they remembered being an orphanage. Gibs had been sent there when she was nine, at least that’s what she remembered being told, and when the war ended the orphanage started to assign homes to the children it had housed.  By then Gibs was ten, and no one wanted an older child. That’s when she remembered meeting Dax, he was twelve and had the same issue.  The orphanage needed to close, the funding had stopped, but they still had the two kids that no one would take.  The Warden didn’t put much effort into resolving the problem, he handed Dax and Gibs fifty dollars each and told them to take care of themselves.  They wandered the streets for months, stealing food and sleeping in burnt-down or abandoned buildings.  They soon discovered that they weren’t alone, they started to find other kids in the same situation, and they started to gather a following of younger children. Gibs and Dax decided to take responsibility for the kids, and they found a location where they could make a more permanent home.  Over the eight years since they had left the orphanage, they had found twenty other kids who needed a home.  They brought the children in off the streets and made sure they were safe and taken care of.  They knew there were still hundreds of orphans out there, but at least they saved some of them.

Gibs felt a small hand slip into hers and she looked down to find Bug, the youngest child in the warehouse, at her side. 

“This looks really good,” Bug said as she smiled at Gibs.

“Yeah, Bug, I think you are going to like some of the fresh fruit, there are apples there,” Gibs replied.  Gibs had started to call her Bug because she was so small but also because she always seemed to be around when they weren’t expecting it.  When they found her two years ago, she wouldn’t talk, and their best guess was she had been about six years old.  She had been living with her mother in a burnt-down house in the abandoned community.  Like so many others, Bug’s mother had turned to drugs to cope with the terrible living conditions and the post-traumatic stress of the war.  When they came across Bug, during a scavenger trip, her mother had been dead from an overdose for at least a couple of days.  Bug was half starved to death and terrified, it took her months to trust Gibs and Dax, and over a year to finally start speaking.  She never told them what her real name was, she was happy just being Bug. 

“Can I have an apple now?” Bug asked softly.

“Yes,” Gibs smiled at the small girl. “Absolutely, it will be such a treat!” Gibs grabbed an apple from one of the boxes and handed it to Bug.  Bug giggled and then ran away with her treasure. That made it worth it, Gibs thought. The risk is worth taking if it makes Bug and the other kids happy. 

Dax

“I caught Joey and Allie behind the warehouse again yesterday morning,” Gibs said as she lay down next to Dax on the mattress.  Their bedroom was an office in the warehouse, one of the only private accommodations in the building.  

“So, what did you do?” Dax asked.

“Turned the hose on them and cooled them off with cold water,” Gibs laughed. 

“Good,” Dax smiled. “If those two keep sneaking off to mess around we are going to have to make an example of them.”

“It’s your stupid rule,” Gibs reminded him. “You make the example them, I’m tired of hosing them off.” 

As the kids started to get older Dax had implemented a no sex rule.  He stated it was because they couldn’t risk anyone getting pregnant, labour would be too dangerous under their circumstances, they had no medical support, and they had no means to take care of babies. However, he did have a personal motive too. He didn’t trust himself with Gibs, he believed she didn’t realize how deep his feelings were for her and this was one way he could ensure that she stayed off limits and nothing could happen between them.

“I’ll talk to them,” Dax sighed, he wanted to sleep, even if it was just for a couple of hours, it was early morning, and they had been up all night.  Gibs had done well with the truck heist, but she had been careless and had almost gotten herself run over.  It had scared Dax, and he wondered if Gibs even considered what he and the others would be lost if something happened to her.

Gibs rolled over and rested her head on his chest.  This drove him crazy, he wanted to tell her to move away, but she never meant anything by it. It was a platonic relationship as far as she was concerned, and she just did it for comfort.  

“I can’t wait to have real food,” Gibs said. “Oh my god that meat looked good.”

“Yeah, I can’t remember the last time we had fresh fruit and meat,” Dax replied. “I think I saw some chocolate there too.  The little ones will go nuts over that.”

“I think everyone will,” Gibs laughed. “Me included.”

“You scared me today,” Dax said to her. “There was a moment when I thought you were going to get hit.”

“I was fine,” she insisted.

“You do know I wouldn’t be able to do this without you right?” Dax said. “I need you to help me, I can’t take care of these kids by myself.”

“You have Middy and Cart too,” Gibs said matter of fact.

“Yeah, but they aren’t you,” Dax replied. “This was our thing, we built this.  As sad as this place is sometimes, at least we were able to help some kids.”

“It is a good little place isn’t it,” Gibs answered. “But Dax, what do we do next? We can’t expect these kids to live in this warehouse forever, we need to find a way to offer something more.”

“What do you mean?” Dax said sitting up slightly so he could look her in the eyes. 

“Well think about Carter for example,” Gibs replied. “He’s unbelievably smart.  He deserves a chance at a better life.  He should have a chance at a real job or maybe an education. And what about Allie, despite her horny urges, she is an amazing artist.  It just doesn’t seem fair that these kids will never have a chance at anything.”

“We gave them a chance to live,” Dax reminded her.

“We gave them a chance to survive,” she corrected. “Are they actually living?” 

“What about you?” Dax challenged suddenly. “Don’t you feel like you should have a chance at a normal life?” 

“No,” Gibs replied sadly. “I feel like my purpose is to help them have theirs.  Does that make sense?” 

“Yeah, it does,” Dax said lying flat again and pulling her close.  It made complete sense to him since that was exactly how he felt about her, his purpose was to help and protect her, it had been so, since he was twelve years old, and they were thrown out onto the street together with one hundred dollars between the two of them.  

“So, what else can we do for these kids?” Dax asked as he stroked her hair.  This was as intimate as he would allow himself to be with her.  

“I don’t know,” she replied. “I just feel like we need to do more.”

“Well let me know when you have it figured out,” Dax yawned.  “You know I’m happy to help.” He wanted to sleep, he was barely able to focus on their conversation. 

“What do you want to eat first,” Gibs continued to babble. “I want hamburgers.”

“Yeah, that would be awesome,” Dax replied.  His thoughts quickly drifted to thinking about the last hamburger he had.  His stomach started to growl, and he realized that he was feeling extremely hungry.  When there was no food, they had trained themselves not to long for food.  They knew how to ignore the grumbling feeling in their stomachs and make do with minimal rations.  His stomach, now knowing it didn’t need to be empty, seemed to be demanding food.  Dax could feel Gibs softly snoring next to him, but now the hunger in his stomach was keeping him awake, despite his exhaustion.  He carefully slipped out of bed to find something to eat.  He headed down the iron stairs and headed to the self-made kitchen where he found several of the children already awake and waiting for someone older to let them know what they could eat. 

“We’re hungry Dax,” Bug said when she saw him.  “Can we eat?”

“Yes,” Dax said with a big smile.  “Let’s see what we have.”

The kids followed him to the storage room, and he pulled out some of the boxes of fresh fruit.

“OK,” he said placing the boxes on the floor so they could see the contents. “Everyone gets to pick two pieces of fruit to start.  Since not everyone is up yet we can’t take it all, we need to share.” The small group nodded in agreeance as they stared wide-eyed at the fruit. 

“What’s that one?” A small boy, Sim asked, he was around ten years old. 

“A plum,” Dax replied. It had taken him a moment to remember the word. He had seen them before, but it had been a while.  “Try it if you want.” 

Sim carefully pulled the plum out of the box and took a bite, the juice ran down his chin and he smiled. 

Some of the other children decided to try the plums, but there were apples and bananas as well.  Soon they were all giggling and getting sticky with juice.  Dax helped himself to an apple and watched as the children enjoyed their fresh fruit. 

“Is this how people in the communities eat all the time?” Bug asked suddenly and the other kids stopped to listen for a reply.

“I don’t know,” Dax said. “But I guess, yeah, they would.  This truck was heading to one of those communities when we, ah, borrowed it.”

“If we borrowed it,” Sim started. “Does that mean we have to give it back?”

“No, we don’t,” Dax replied quickly.

“Then that’s not really borrowing, is it?” Bug asked.

“Yeah, like you can’t borrow food, how do we give it back after we eat it?” Sim questioned further.

“Just enjoy your food, and don’t worry about it,” Dax said getting frustrated. 

“Can we live in one of the communities?” Sim asked. “I want to eat like this all the time.”

“No stupid, we don’t have any money,” Rig, a twelve-year-old boy replied.

“Then how do we get stuff?” Bug asked.

“We borrow it,” Rig replied with a laugh, but he was old enough to know how things worked for them.

“Can we borrow a house in the community? So, we can live there?” Sim asked.  

“It doesn’t work like that,” Rig replied.

“But it works like that for us here,” Sim said confused.

“Yeah, but the houses in the communities are nice, people want them, they won’t give them up,” Rig explained. “People keep the nice things.”

“They didn’t keep us,” another boy, Andy, age eight said sadly. “Are we not nice?”

“OK, enough!” Dax said quickly, he wished Gibs was there, these types of conversations didn’t happen when Gibs was around, she knew how to deflect them. “Look this is our home, and you are all nice, Gibs and I will take care of you and will try to make sure that you are all safe.  That’s good enough, right?”

“Thank you, Dax,” Bug said slowly, she seemed to be feeling guilty.

“You’re welcome, Bug,” Dax said embarrassed about his outburst. “OK, everyone take your second piece of fruit and when the others are up we will have a proper lunch, deal?”

The kids grabbed more fruit and ran off in various directions throughout the warehouse.  Dax watched as some of them started to play with a soccer ball, others found a corner and read books and some just went back to sleep.  They had done well, considering the circumstances.  They had converted the warehouse into various sections.  The back was divided into sleeping quarters that were divided by large shelving units. Girls and boys were segregated from each other.  Only Dax and Gibs shared a room, but that was out of habit.  When they were young and the only ones in the warehouse, Dax had to sleep with Gibs because she was terrified to sleep on her own.  

In addition to sleeping quarters, they also created a study area (on Cart’s insistence) that included some tables a small supply of books they had collected over the years and sometimes even paper and pens, so Cart could teach them how to read and write.  Most of the warehouse was designated as play areas.  They had pulled in some abandoned play structures, including swings and a slide.  There was an area designated for soccer and a separate one for basketball.  They had also built climbing structures and even a gym using materials from the abandoned buildings.  Next to the loading dock, a separate room acted as their kitchen and dining room.  The kitchen worked with propane stoves and a fridge that was connected to a generator.  Since they didn’t have items that required refrigeration often, there was always enough gas for the generator.

Although it was made illegal years earlier to remove things from the abandoned homes, there was no way to enforce it, and a black market of stolen items had been huge shortly after the war.  The police worked hard to shut it down when they could, but there was just too much and generally, it was people just trying to survive.  Eventually, the need for the black market lessened as commercial activities started again and the economy started to recover, but it was still there for those who hadn’t been privileged enough to be reassigned a new home.

Dax sighed, Gibs was right, they needed more.  These kids needed a real education, not just Carter lecturing them a few hours each day.  They should have three proper meals a day, that weren’t stolen, and a safe home, not an abandoned warehouse.  Even though the warehouse was a step up from living on their own in the streets, it was hardly a proper environment for a child to grow up. They would only end up being homeless adults.  They needed to find a way to give the kids a chance.

“Hey Dax,” Cart said approaching him. “What are you looking at?”

“The kids,” Dax said slowly. “Gibs said she wants to do more for them,” Dax explained. “I think she has a point, we can’t stay here forever.”

“Why not?” Cart asked sounding surprised.

“What about you?” Dax challenged Cart. “Don’t you feel like you have been cheated? Everyone knows you’re the smartest guy here and that’s with figuring it out on your own.  Don’t you want more? You could go to school, eventually university and do something real with your life.”

“I never thought of it being an option for me,” Cart said looking at his feet.  “When you and Gibs found me a few years ago you saved my life.  I guess I’m just grateful to be alive, I never thought past that.”

Dax knew he was asking the wrong person. Cart was one of the few kids, that knew his parents were still alive.  Gibs and Dax had been shoplifting at a grocery store when they first met Cart.  Cart was shopping with his parents, he was ten years old at the time.  His mother and father got into an argument.  At first Dax and Gibs we happy about the distraction as it allowed them to sneak out with their stolen items.  The augment carried over into the parking lot, where Cart’s father started to beat his mother.  Cart tried to defend her and quickly became his father’s next target.  Dax and Gibs would have left and minded their own business, but they couldn’t ignore that Cart was in danger. Dax approached the family, although he was only fourteen at the time he had had his growth spurt and was almost six feet tall. He challenged Cart’s father while Gibs pulled Cart to safety.  Cart stayed with them for a couple of days, he decided to return home and forgive his father, but when he returned to his apartment, they had left.  The apartment had been abandoned and his parents left no hint as to where they had gone.  Cart wandered the streets for a few weeks before Gibs saw him again alone in a park, sleeping on a bench. She invited him to join them permanently.

“So, what are you guys thinking?” Cart persisted.  “You’re not closing this place down on us, are you?” 

“Hell no!” Dax exclaimed. “She just thinks we can do better.  I think she’s right, we kind of stalled.  I mean the little ones hide in here all day long, and we go out and commit petty crimes to survive.  Sooner or later, this is going to fall apart on us.”

“We need to legitimize this operation. Or at least pretend we have,” Cart suggested.

“How?” Dax asked.

“Maybe we can get charity funding?” Cart suggested. “If we aren’t a needy charity who is?”

“Interesting,” Dax said.  “We steal stuff all the time, why not a charity? So what? We rob a church or something?” 

“Yeah,” Cart agreed sarcastically. “Not exactly what I was thinking, but we can table that for now.  Let’s get some research done to see what our chances are to convince someone we are a needy charity. I can head to the library later to do some research.”

“Alright, you do all that reading stuff,” Dax offered.  He appreciated that at least Cart was able to read and understand those types of things.  Both Dax and Gibs stopped going to school when the war started.  Afterwards, they never had formal education.  Cart would force them to work on their reading, which they did, to get him to leave them alone.

“Where’s that lunch you promised everyone?” Cart asked changing the subject. 

“Let’s wake Gibs and get that started, I know she won’t want to miss it,” Dax replied. 
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​Chapter Two
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​Jay

Sara sat across from Jay at his desk, she waited quietly as he read and reread the report. 

“Did he have a family?” Jay asked finally.

“Yes,” Sara confirmed. “Wife and two kids.”

“Life insurance?” Jay asked. 

“Only the company benefits, which would be twice his salary,” Sara said passing a piece of paper to Jay that confirmed the driver’s salary.

“How much should we offer?” Jay said looking sadly at the page.

“The lawyers are saying we should wait for litigation,” Sara confirmed. 

“No,” Jay insisted. “I’m not going to wait for the widow of our murdered driver to sue us before we give her what we should be giving her any way to make this right. Give me a number Sara.” 

“How would I know!” Sara argued back. “I’m not a lawyer, and I have never been married, I have no idea what dead husbands go for these days.”

“Sorry,” Jay said. “I’m just pissed off.  This poor man was just doing his job, and he was killed for it.  It makes no sense to me.”

“I understand,” Sara replied softening her tone, she knew Jay was passionate about his company and protecting his employees. “Do you want to meet with the family?  Maybe that will give you an idea of their needs. It might not be just a financial solution.”

“This is why you are the best,” Jay said.  “Please set it up, I think Ashley should be there too, she’s a little better at emotional situations than I am.”

“You got that right,” Sara said under her breath, Jay let that one go.  They had known each other for ten years, and Sara had helped him establish the Harris Corp. empire, other than his wife Ashley, Sara was his closest friend and most trusted advisor. 

“From now on I want every truck doing nighttime deliveries to have two employees, no one travels on their own,” Jay continued. 

“That’s going to significantly increase your employment costs in deliveries,” Sara said. 

“Can we afford it?” Jay asked.

“I think so, I haven’t run the numbers, I wasn’t expecting you to request that,” Sara said, and Jay raised his eyebrows, she always predicted everything before he requested.  “Once this hits the news our stock price will suffer, but if we can get ahead of it with a public statement on how we take our driver’s safety seriously, and our new mandate is to hire more drivers, that could mitigate or even stop, the stock drop.  Do nothing and the stock drops, spend money on safety measures and employment, stock is stable, but we would be spending money we weren’t expecting.  Either way, we are out money, but at least this way we are doing good.” She paused a moment to check something on her laptop.  “Unemployment is still at twenty percent.  It will be easy to fill those positions quickly, there are a lot of people looking for work right now.  I’ll go get a press release out.”

“Thanks Sara,” Jay said as he leaned back in his chair.  He started to read the police report again.  The driver had been stabbed repeatedly, his truck was stolen, and he was left to die at the side of the road in a stolen Jeep.  It was such a violent crime for a few thousand dollars worth of food, had people really become so desperate?

“In the press release,” Jay said putting down the report. “Add that we are cooperating with the police investigation, and we want to ensure that the murders are caught and brought to justice. Make sure it’s clear to whoever did this that we won’t tolerate this, and we will protect our employees in the future by whatever means possible.”

“You want to threaten the murders publicly?” Sara said with hesitation.

“Too harsh?” Jay asked.

“Um, yeah!  Stick with sympathy and condolences. Any other measures you want to consider don’t need to be public,” Sara suggested.

“This is why I don’t do these things live,” Jay shrugged.  

“Yeah, good thing too,” Sara said shaking your head. 

“That’s why I have you,” Jay confirmed with a smile. 

“Mr. Harris,” Sara started sarcastically. “As the CEO of the most powerful company in the country, you will from time to time have to speak live and appear in public. You can’t hide behind this desk all the time.”

“Any other lectures?” Jay sighed.

“Yeah, you need to spend more time with your wife,” Sara confirmed. 

“Are you telling me that as my advisor or as my wife’s best friend?” 

“Both,” Sara said as she got up and left his office.

Jay pushed the police report to the side and started to file through the paperwork on his desk.  Then he turned on his computer and started to check his messages, but he had no desire to address work issues.  Over the last ten years, he had built a corporate empire, but it felt like it had aged him twenty years.  He wasn’t even thirty-five and he felt like an old man.  The stress of running such a massive organization had taken its toll on him.  He had tried to take care of himself and made sure he still hit the gym each night, but that was the only personal time anyone allowed him.  Even then, Sara followed him to the gym many nights to discuss pending issues as he worked out.  It would have been easy if he only needed to worry about the bottom line, but he had spearheaded the corporate responsibility initiatives in the country that required all corporations to donate towards the community rebuilds.  Working with the government, the corporations committed to a five-year plan that saw new communities built to house about seventy percent of those that had lost their homes.  After the first five years many of the companies were on the verge of bankruptcy.  Jay had worried, if the companies went bankrupt it would only add to the already high unemployment rate.  The government approved buy-out after buy-out by Harris Corporation to save jobs.  Rather quickly he owned oil companies, a telecommunications company, a lumber company, engineering firms, various manufacturing companies and distribution channels.  In fact, Harris Corporation owned so many companies directly or indirectly he had lost track.

Jay never had the intention to create a monopoly or dominate the economy.  His intentions were only ever to rebuild the country and ensure people were fed.  But, as there were fewer companies to share the burden, Jay needed to ensure that the Harris Corporation’s growth outpaced what he spent on charity, otherwise, they would have been the next corporation to go under.  He couldn’t allow that to happen since he had also become the biggest employer in the country.  It was a stressful and difficult balancing act, and he hated having the responsibility, but he also didn’t trust anyone else to do it. 

The irony of his situation wasn’t lost on him either.  He had fought with his grandfather for years and he made it clear when he was younger, he had no interest in running the family business.  At the time it only included the construction company, for which he was the majority shareholder after his grandparents passed. Then the war happened, and Jay found himself in the “unique” position to take over the biggest food manufacturing and distribution company in the country.  His actions weren’t exactly legal at the time, but they were necessary.  He liked to think that he had helped bring the country out of a dark time, but he knew he was far from done.

There was a soft knock at the door and Ashley entered without waiting for an invitation.  Jay smiled.  After ten years of marriage, Jay still believed that Ashley was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.  

“Hey,” she said cautiously as she approached his desk. She carefully sat on his desk right in front of him, so he was forced to pay attention to her. 

“Good morning,” Jay said as he wrapped his arms around her and rested his head on her lap. 

“That good of a day?” Ashley said as she ran her hands through his hair.  “It’s not even ten o’clock. What happened?”

“Just give me one minute,” he said exhausted.  “I want to pretend nothing is wrong and there is only you and me.” 

Ashley lifted his head and gently kissed him, after a moment he pulled away and leaned back in his chair, and he handed her the police report to read.

“Jesus!” Ashley said when she was done.  “This is awful. No wonder Sara was calling so early.”

“I asked Sara to reach out to his wife,” Jay explained. “I was hoping you would go with me?”

“Of course,” Ashley said taking his hand. “Jay, are you ok?” 

“Yeah,” he said sitting straighter in his seat. “Just not a good thing to wake up to.”
“You haven’t been happy in a long time,” Ashley accused. “I think you were happier during the war when you were a fugitive, hiding in a century-old house and bathing in a half-frozen stream.” 
“That wasn’t what was making me happy during that time though,” he said softly ginning at Ashley.  “I seem to remember a young lady who couldn’t keep her hands off me.”

“Hm, I don’t recall it that way Mr. Harris,” Ashley laughed. “You are suggesting I acted inappropriately in a doctor-patient relationship?”

“Oh, you definitely were inappropriate,” Jay smirked. “That’s what made it fun.”

“God that felt like a lifetime ago,” Ashley smiled. “Jay, take some time off, Sara can handle it for one day.  You deserve a break. Come home with me, I want to spend time with you.” 

To persuade him, she kissed him again, this time passionately. Jay groaned, he wanted to give up for the day, and go home and be with Ashley, but his head started to list the hundred obligations he had for the day that he needed to address. Ashley must have read his mind, as she slowly moved off his desk and sat across his lap and kissed him again. 

“Come home with me,” she whispered in his ear and then kissed his neck.

“You do that again, we won’t make it home,” Jay replied. 

“So, you’ll come home?” Ashley said hopeful.

“Yeah,” he said pulling her close and kissing her. “Give me twenty minutes, I have to get some instructions Sara.”

“Twenty minutes or I’m starting without you,” Ashley threatened. “Right here on your desk.”

“That’s not convincing me to hurry,” Jay smiled. 

Twenty minutes turned into forty, and then the board of directors called and wanted to see the press release. Then Sara had the driver’s wife on the phone and needed to confirm a time.  Then the board wanted a budget for the new drivers Jay wanted to hire. Forty minutes turned into four hours.  Ashley didn’t make good on her promise, she just left quietly. It was six o'clock at night when Sara stepped back into his office frowning.  

“I don’t need to hear it from you,” Jay said quickly. “I’ll hear it enough when I get home.”

“Here,” Sara said handing him a note.

“What’s this now,” Jay said frustrated. 

“It’s from your wife, she said not to bother coming home,” Sara replied with a grin.

“Excuse me?” Jay said taking the note and reading it.  The note wasn’t vicious, Ashley had invited him to dinner at their favourite restaurant. 

“You better hurry,” Sara said. “She’s already waiting for you.” 

The restaurant was only a block from the office and as Jay walked, he wondered why Ashley had stayed with him for as long as she had.  He had broken almost every
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