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 Chapter 1 
 
    I got up early, grabbed the bow, arrows, my backpack, and some rope. It had been a couple days since I had gone out and trashed the biker camp. I had spent more time sleeping than I cared to admit, but something about the long hours and intense fight had really taken it out of me. Today though, I felt good again.  
 
    I headed downstairs, outside, and into the woods. The girls had been bringing back reports of deer tracks near our second trap sight, and I wanted to see if I could bag us another animal. I enjoyed my morning hike through the woods as the first light of day filtered in through the lush full canopy of leaves above me. The air smelled clean, and I could hear the chirping of birds all around me. The whole area felt peaceful and serene.  
 
    I reached the trap site and found it empty of prey, though the small clearing was full of animal marks, droppings, and tracks. Some were older than others, and most of them were small animal marks like a rabbit, squirrel, and raccoon. However, a quick search of the area revealed a nice set of deer tracks. Based on how soft the edges were, I concluded that the tracks were over a day old. I followed them anyway in the off chance that they led me to where the deer had been resting.  
 
    I followed the tracks through a dense patch of brush and came out the other side on a game trail. Then I crouched down and found several much newer tracks intersecting the older ones I had found. A grin spread across my face, and I looked down the path to the south where the fresh tracks led. I moved as quickly as I could while remaining almost silent until the trail led into another thick tangle of bushes and thorns.  
 
    I knelt down and gently pried the thicket apart just enough to see through to the other side. There were two deer laying next to each other in a secluded and enclosed clearing. I could not get to them without going through the thicket and that would mean alerting them to my presence, so I nocked an arrow and waited. It wasn’t long before one of them stood up, stretched out, and wandered through the thicket and into the forest.  
 
    I made my way around the thicket until I could see the deer through the trees again. It was a medium sized doe with a nice light brown coat. It would provide a good deal of meat if I could bag it.  
 
    The doe nibbled at some vegetation on the ground, looked around for danger, and then wandered off.  
 
    I tried to stay downwind as I stalked the doe through the woods. I stayed about twenty yards back and kept enough foliage between me and my target to stay hidden when it looked in my direction.  
 
    I stalked the deer for twenty minutes before it came to the stream. As it stopped to drink, I saw my opportunity, stood up, and lined up a shot. The bow was absolutely silent as I pulled the string back, and the doe didn’t even look up as I let loose my arrow.  
 
    The doe bucked as the arrow slammed into its side, went to run, and fell over some thirty feet later.  
 
    This hunt had been much smoother than my first one with Paige. After tracking it for a while I had to wait to get the shot only to miss slightly. That meant instead of killing it immediately Paige and I had to track it down and put it out of its misery. I didn’t let the creature suffer long, but I was glad that this one went a bit smoother. I didn’t have time to track a deer today anyway. 
 
    I slung the bow over my shoulder, pulled out my rope, and walked over to the fallen creature. Then I retrieved my arrow, cleaned it in the stream, and tied up the dead deer. Then I used the rope to pull it along behind me and headed back to campus.  
 
    When I broke free of the trees, I saw Anna taking a lap around the campus grounds. Her long red braid bounced with every large stride, and her outfit of tight blue capri’s and a black sports bra did a great job of showing off her muscular, athletic body. 
 
    I gave her a wave and found a spot to hang the deer.  
 
    “You had a busy morning,” I heard Paige say.  
 
    I turned and saw the bookish brunette approaching. Her hair was tied up in a messy bun on the top of her head, she had on a slightly baggy black T-shirt, and a faded pair of blue jeans. She had a book tucked under one arm, and she adjusted her thick rimmed black glasses with her free hand.  
 
    “Woke up early and saw no reason not to get some shit done,” I said before I turned back to the deer, pulled out my knife, and started to gut it.  
 
    “Well, nice job,” Paige said as she watched me. “You follow the tracks around the second trap area?”  
 
    “Yeah, they led to a game trail with some nice fresh tracks,” I explained. “There were two deer out there too. I just had no reason to get both of them.”  
 
    “Makes sense,” Paige said. “No reason to get greedy.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I replied with a nod. “Are the others up yet?”  
 
    “Yeah, Tara was putting on some makeup when I left her, and Bailey is around here somewhere,” she said.    
 
    “Get a fire started in the smoker for me,” I said. “Grab any of the girls you see along the way to help you. I want to get this taken care of so we can get on with the rest of our day.”  
 
    “Will do,” Paige said. “See you in a little bit.” Then she gave me a small kiss on the cheek and ran off towards the smoker.  
 
    I finished cleaning the animal out, skinned it, and removed the head. Once that was done, I lowered it back to the ground and pulled it over to the smoker.  
 
    Paige, Tara, and Bailey were all feeding wood into the cavity at the bottom.  
 
    “Good morning, Tav,” Tara said as she turned to grin at me. Her platinum blond hair was still somehow perfectly styled in bouncy waves that framed in her smooth and soft face. She wore a tight pair of jeans that hugged her slender thighs, and the orange blouse she wore was cut just low enough to show off the maximum amount of cleavage. Each of the four women were beautiful, but Tara had that tall-slender swimsuit model look.  
 
    “Morning,” I replied. “How’s it going girls?”  
 
    “Good,” Bailey said as she glanced in my direction.  
 
    When this had all started, the sight of the bloody deer roped behind me would have easily made the thin blond sick. Now though, the gold nose ring, skinny jeans, purple peace sign T-shirt, and canvas high tops were more of a fashion statement than a way of life. Her attitude was still the gentle, nature loving girl she had started out as, but she had adapted well in order to better survive in this hostile new world. 
 
    “Thanks for getting the smoker going,” I said as I hauled the deer off the ground and started to hang it.  
 
    What remained of the deer’s blood sizzled and popped as it dripped onto the fire below it, and once the girls were finished adding wood to it we closed the shack up.  
 
    “Thanks for getting us more food,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, it was a nice morning,” I replied. “Now come on, let’s head for the library, we have lots to do.” 
 
    We all headed for the library and found Rolly and Anna already waiting for us.  
 
    “Bout time you guys got here,” Anna smirked. “I ran a mile and still made it here first.”  
 
    “I didn’t run a mile,” Rolly said while he sipped at a cup of coffee. “I was thirsty though, so I came here to make us coffee.” 
 
    “Hey, Tav had us build a fire for the smoker,” Tara pouted. “I would have been here early too if, like, I didn’t have to do that.”  
 
    “Relax,” Bailey said. “She is just teasing.”  
 
    “Alright, let’s all settle down,” I chuckled and shook my head. “Rolly, thank you for the coffee.”  
 
    “No problem, chief,” he said with a grin as he poured me a cup. 
 
    “So then, what’s on today’s agenda?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Well, these past couple of days have been nice,” I started. “But we know that this won’t last forever. Out of the four pillars, defense has going to be our primary concern, at least for a while. That doesn’t mean we will just forget about the others though.”  
 
    I took a sip of coffee, stood up, and turned to the whiteboard.  
 
    “We are in a good spot when it comes to food,” I said. “We will keep checking the traps and trotlines. I think between that and all of the work we are putting into the garden we will be okay for a while.” 
 
    “Yes, especially since you just got us another deer this morning,” Paige said.  
 
    “Nice,” Anna said. “Kinda wish you had come and grabbed me before you went out.” 
 
    “Sorry, I was trying to be quick about it,” I said. “You can come on my next hunt.” 
 
    “They are a ton of fun,” Paige grinned.  
 
    “Probably not as much fun as some personal time with Tav,” Tara purred.  
 
    “Wow, this conversation took a quick turn,” Rolly said as he raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Doesn’t it always?” Anna laughed. 
 
    “Usually,” Bailey agreed. 
 
    “What can I say, watching Tav carry that deer was just super hot,” Tara shrugged.  
 
    “Ladies, please, we have a deadline and really need to get through this,” I said as I tried not to sound too stern. Usually I would laugh at a comment like that, but I knew the bikers would be coming for us at some point, and we really needed to be ready when they did. 
 
    “Sorry,” Tara said. “Sometimes I just can’t help myself.” 
 
    “You are pretty hot,” Paige admitted.  
 
    “Thanks, but let’s get back to food,” I said.  
 
    “I was thinking, what if we built a greenhouse?” Bailey asked. “I mean the garden is great, and I would love to keep working on it, but a greenhouse would let us have a nice regulated environment to grow certain herbs, and even out of season vegetables or fruits.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, that’s a really good idea,” Paige said. “There are a lot of great spots for us to build one out there, and if we can’t find glass we could always just build one with some clear plastic.”  
 
    “I like it,” I said with a nod as I turned and wrote it on the whiteboard. “I don’t know if we have any of that kind of plastic but it is something we can keep an eye out for as we scavenge.”  
 
    I turned back to the group. “Anyone have a question regarding food?”  
 
    Everyone shook their head and sipped at their cups of coffee. 
 
    “Good, then we will move on to water,” I said. “The pump is great, and having water on demand has been wonderful, but now we need to start thinking about how we can store large quantities of purified water for long term use.”  
 
    “We have that big tank we got from the farm store back in Lanceton,” Anna said. 
 
    “Yeah, and that is a great start, but we need to get it set up,” I said. “Right now it sits empty because there is no convenient way to get the clean water in or out of it.”  
 
    “Well, we have a second pump. Couldn’t we set that up to pump water from the tank?” Tara asked.  
 
    “That’s a good plan,” Paige said. “Now we just need a way to get water into the tank.”  
 
    “Well I want you guys to come up with a solution,” I said. “Also we need a better way to purify our water. Boiling it is fine for now, but I think we are at the point where an automated system would work better. Preferably something that could output directly into our new clean water storage tank.”  
 
    “I don’t know a lot about water purification or filtration systems, but I bet I can find a few good books in the library on the subject,” Paige offered. 
 
    “Good, do that then and let me know what you can find,” I said. “We might not have electricity but we do have some excellent modern chemicals that might be useful.”  
 
    “This is cool, it’s like we are building our own little society here,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I always did like the idea of being self-sufficient,” Anna added.  
 
    “Not like we have much choice now,” Rolly chuckled.  
 
    “No, but we are doing a damn fine job,” the bookish brunette said.  
 
    “Thanks in no small part to Tav,” the greying handyman was quick to point out.  
 
    “I’m just doing what I can,” I said. “That being said, how does everyone feel about our current water situation? Do we need to spend some time boiling more water?” 
 
    “I think the plan to build a purification system is good,” the athletic redhead said.  
 
    “Yeah, spending an afternoon boiling water can be sorta tedious,” Bailey added. 
 
    “We probably need to do that today, though,” Rolly said. “I think we have twenty gallons of clean water left.”  
 
    “That’s not a lot.” I muttered. “Let’s make boiling water part of our daily routine again. Let’s do at least ten gallons. If you have the time I would do fifteen to twenty though.”  
 
    “I usually have some time in the afternoons,” Rolly said. “I’ll make sure it gets done.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I replied with a nod. “Don’t let him work alone though girls. If you find yourself wondering what to do go hang out by the fire and boil a little water.”  
 
    They all nodded in agreement as I turned back to the whiteboard.  
 
    “So what’s next, defense or comfort?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Please say comfort,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “It is comfort,” I confirmed with a nod as I turned back to the group. “I think it is about time we got a shower set up here on campus.”  
 
    A unified cheer rose up through the library. 
 
    “You aren’t just messing with us, are you?” Anna asked as she leaned forward.  
 
    “Nope, I honestly think now is the right time,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, fuck yes,” Tara muttered. “Will it have hot water?” 
 
    “Please say yes,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yes, it will have hot water,” I said with a chuckle. “We might need to grab a few things from Lanceton or the surrounding houses, but I have an idea for a simple single stall solar heated shower unit.” 
 
    “How’s it going to work?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well, let me show you,” I said before I turned to the whiteboard. I drew out a small blueprint of what I had in mind. It was a simple wooden stall with a showerhead in the top attached to a large bucket or tank of water by whatever metal or PVC pipe we could find. We would install a valve between the tank and the showerhead so that it was not always on, and we would build the thing in a well-lit place so the sun would warm the tank holding the water throughout the day. 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Bailey said. “Can we build it today?”  
 
    “Like I said, we still need a couple things,” I said. “I think we can get it done before the end of the week though. 
 
    “But I want a hot shower,” Tara whined. “Are you sure we can’t do it today? I mean, we could probably tear what we need from some houses down the hill.” 
 
    “We definitely could,” Rolly said. “I even have the tools to do so.”  
 
    “We all do, but we need to prioritize a little,” I said. “We know that it is only a matter of time until the bikers get their shit together and come looking for whoever attacked them.”  
 
    “So, what do we do then?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Well, we need to focus on defense,” I said. “That means increased training in both firearms and hand to hand combat. I will also be coming up with a detailed plan so that when the bikers do show up, we are all on the same page.” 
 
    “Do we get to set up traps and stuff?” Paige asked with a small grin.  
 
     “Yeah, we will make traps, movement plans, and figure out shooting spots for everyone.”  
 
    “Cool, do we get codenames?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I don’t think that is necessary,” I said with a laugh. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, though.”   
 
    “Awww, but I could think of so many things to call you,” Tara teased.  
 
    “Yeah, but they lose a little meaning when you use them outside of the bedroom,” I replied with a wink.  
 
    “I don’t care to hear them,” Anna said as she rolled her eyes. “I would, however, like to figure out what we are actually doing today.”  
 
    “Yeah, are we going to start setting up defenses?”  
 
    “Not quite,” I said. “Today we will ride to Lanceton. When the bikers head this way they will start there, and I don’t think this time they will leave much standing. We need to strip that place of anything useful before that happens.” 
 
    “Cool, how do you plan to do that?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Well, we have the jeep, the truck, and both our ATVs have trailer hookups,” I said. “I think that should be more than enough storage capacity to bring back what we need.”  
 
    “What should we be looking for?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Well, we need some plastic now if we want to make that greenhouse,” I said. “We could also use it for the shower to keep the weight down. Beyond that, I think we should find some bicycles since our gas won't last forever, and any tools, hardware, or building supplies are always good.”  
 
    “So, basically we should pick up anything that looks like it might be useful at some point,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, pretty much,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “I think we can do that,” she said.  
 
    “I think I’ll pass on this one,” Rolly said. “I can get some water boiled up while you guys are gone, and it leaves a little more space for gear.”  
 
    “Alright,” I said. “I’ll get you off campus at some point.”  
 
    “Oh, I have no doubt,” The old handyman chuckled. “Not today though.”  
 
    “Alright, I think we have wasted enough time this morning,” I said with a clap of my hands. “Tara, you and Paige go check the traps while the rest of us get the vehicles ready to go. Pack a lunch, and something for dinner. Today could be a long day.”  
 
    Tara and Paige stood up. The platinum blond stretched and let out one last morning yawn before she followed the brunette out of the building. The rest of the group finished their coffee and departed a half minute after, and then I headed for my dorm room to prepare for the day.  
 
    I had on my usual outfit of whatever jeans fit me the best, and a slightly baggy T-shirt. I scavenged what clothes I could, but rarely found things that fit me exactly. I had managed to get by this long but it was quickly becoming apparent that we needed to find a way to wash not only our clothes but our blankets and bedding as well.  
 
    I pulled on my vest and made sure everything was in place. My knife sat in its sheath on the front, the chest pocket held the ever useful Zippo lighter I had taken from the first biker I had killed, and my compass was tucked into the pocket below it with a map of the local area.  
 
    The 9mm Springfield XD was tucked into a thigh holster along with both spare magazines, and I slung my new favorite rifle, the HK MR556A1 over my shoulder. Then I tucked a couple spare magazines into the last pouch on my vest.  
 
    I filled my backpack with enough food to last me the day, a full bottle of water, and the other two magazines for my rifle. I knew Paige would have a medical kit if anyone got hurt, and any extra space could be used to store more loot. So I slung the pack onto my shoulders, adjusted my rifle sling, and headed downstairs to prep the vehicles now that I was ready for the trip.  
 
    I hooked up the trailer to the Jeep and found a smaller one to fit on one of our ATVs. It had been sitting out behind Rolly’s shed. Apparently he used it to haul stuff around the campus back when he had a working tractor. We would have to look for another in Lanceton, but between the two trailers and the truck there would be no shortage of storage capacity on this journey. Once that was done I moved over to the truck. The rusted blue beast had seen better days. The top half of the cab had been torn off, and the body was full of bullet holes.  
 
    I spent a while cleaning broken glass and shreds of metal from the seat before I finished removing what was left of the window from the frame. It was certainly not pretty, but at least it ran.  
 
    “Are the others back yet?” one of the girls yelled.   
 
    I looked up and saw Anna standing there with her spear in one hand and her backpack in the other. She had changed out of her running outfit and now had on a pair of olive green cargo pants and a plain black T-shirt. The SKS, now cleaned and polished, hung around her back on a makeshift sling, and her Colt 1911 hung in a holster at her side. Each of the girls had found a holster to fit their gun in among the gear I scavenged from the bikers just a couple days prior.  
 
    “Not yet,” I said as I grinned at her. “Looks like you’re ready to go though.”  
 
    “Is it too much?” She asked as she looked at herself. “I didn’t know how prepared I should be.”  
 
    “No, it’s perfect,” I said with a nod. “You never know what sort of trouble waits for us out there, and we have the gear so there’s no reason not to use it.”  
 
    “That was kind of my thinking,” the athletic redhead said.  
 
    “Are we ready to go?” Bailey asked as she came walking up. She was armed in a very similar fashion to her redheaded counterpart. Her spear was strapped to her backpack, and her choice of a rifle, a Smith and Wesson M&P Sport AR-15 with custom forest camo pattern, hung from her shoulder. Her 9mm Glock was tucked into a shoulder holster with a spare magazine, and she wore the same outfit as earlier except she also wore a red bandana to keep her light blond hair out of her eyes.  
 
    “Just about,” I said. “We are just waiting for our hunters. I doubt they will be gone much longer.”  
 
    As if on cue the other two girls came walking into view. Tara carried a skinned rabbit and was covered in blood up to her elbows. Paige had a gutted fish in each hand and a big smile on her face.  
 
    “Welcome back,” I called out to them. 
 
    “Hey,” Tara said with a wave. “Seems that, like, today was really good for food.”  
 
    “It certainly looks that way,” Anna said. 
 
    “We are set for a couple weeks,” Bailey said. “Now we just need to get some more vegetables to go with all this meat.” 
 
    “Well, we are gonna drop this stuff off with Rolly and get ready,” Paige said. “It almost looks like you guys are ready enough for all of us though.”  
 
    “Hey, no reason not to use what we have,” Anna said with a wide smile.  
 
    “Come on, I want to get going already,” I said. “You guys made good time, let’s not waste that by standing here chatting.”  
 
    “Yes sir,” Tara said before she gave a sloppy salute and then stuck her tongue out at me playfully. 
 
    “Go on,” I chuckled. “I hate to be kept waiting.”  
 
    “Oh, I know,” The platinum blonde called out as she and Paige made their way to where Rolly sat boiling water by the fire pit.  
 
    Anna, Bailey, and I waited by the truck while Paige and Tara went inside to clean up.  
 
    “What if the bikers don’t come looking for trouble?” Bailey asked out of the blue. “You did kick their asses pretty hard so maybe that will keep them in their own little area.”  
 
    “It will, but not for as long as it should,” I said. “What I did will be taken as an insult that must be punished.” 
 
    “Are they really that stupid?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Guys can be real idiots like that,” Anna said. “No offense, Tav.”  
 
    “None taken,” I said. “It actually works in my favor. It makes meatheads like those bikers easy to predict.”  
 
    “I guess that’s good,” Bailey said. “Still, why would you go pick a fight with someone who has already proven they can beat you?”  
 
    “People can do dumb things in defense of their pride,” I said with a shrug. “Plus, if they don’t act their leader risks being seen as weak. Usually the position of top dog is based on the guys under him assuming he is the biggest, meanest, and most badass guy out there. The fact that I rocked them so hard will call his abilities into question.” 
 
    “At least we know what’s coming,” Anna said.  
 
    “Wow, we leave you alone for a few minutes and look what happens,” Paige called out as she walked up. “Shouldn’t you be doing something productive?” The brunette carried her spear in both hands and had a black Mossberg 500 pump action 12 gauge tied to her pack. She had a bandoleer of shotgun shells strapped around her waist, and she had a small glock holstered at her hip.  
 
    Tara walked behind her armed with a carbine length black AR-15, and Hi-Point .45 that was taken from the drug cabin, and her spear was slung over a shoulder on a handmade sling. She had tied her hair neatly back with a black ribbon, and she had three spare magazines shoved into her tight pockets.   
 
    “You guys were taking so long that we figured we could be lazy too,” I teased.  
 
    “We would have been ready sooner if Tara had not wanted to fix her hair,” Paige said as she looked back at the platinum blonde.  
 
    “What, it was a mess,” she said with a shrug.  
 
    “It’s alright,” I laughed and shook my head. “You guys still made good time, but let's get going before it gets any later.”  
 
    “I’ll drive the truck,” Bailey volunteered as she jumped into what remained of the cab.  
 
    Anna hopped on the ATV with the trailer while Paige jumped on the other one. Their engines roared to life as I hopped into the driver's seat of the jeep.  
 
    “I guess that means I’m with you,” Tara grinned as she climbed in next to me.  
 
    “You could always ride with Bailey,” I teased. 
 
    Tara looked over at the battered truck and wrinkled her nose as she inspected the torn and mangled vehicle. “Yeah, no thanks. I think I would rather get there without taking a bug to the face.”  
 
    I laughed and turned on the Jeep. Then I looked over my small group of armed women around me and grinned. We were finally starting to look like a group of people not to be messed with. The fact that they knew how to use the weapons they carried made their warrior woman appearance all the more fearsome and sexy. I gave them a thumbs up, revved the engine, and took off down the hill and out of town.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    We rolled down the road like a small convoy, each of us loaded for trouble. This time when I saw Lanceton looming ahead I didn’t stop to survey the land. Instead, I kept on driving right into the middle of town with my girls right behind me.  
 
    I pulled up in the center square to find things exactly as I had left them. The two dead bikers I had come across last time, at least what the animals hadn’t eaten, had started to rot. Everything about the town seemed to be the same as when I had last left it. That helped to confirm my theory that it would be a while before the bikers came this way.  
 
    “It looks pretty quiet,” I said as I turned off the old olive green jeep and stepped out. “Let’s not take any chances though. I want you girls in pairs and no one grabs anything until we do a check of the area.”  
 
    “How exactly do you want us to go about that?” Anna asked as she stepped off the ATV and pulled up her rifle.  
 
    “We’ll stick together and go building to building,” I said. “Once we are sure the main square is clear, we will break off to start looking for supplies.”  
 
    “What about the houses in the neighborhood?” Paige asked. “Are we going to just avoid those this trip?”  
 
    “No, we need to get everything we can, but we don’t have the time to clear out the whole town,” I said. “Whoever gets assigned to the houses needs to do a sweep of the building before they start looting, and if anyone hears or sees anything weird, they drop what they are doing and come find me.” 
 
    “Let me guess, you’re going off on your own again,” Anna said with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Yeah, we can cover more ground if we split into three groups,” I confirmed.  
 
    “You know, one of these days we might get you to let us watch your back,” Paige said with a smirk as she pumped her shotgun to put a shell in the chamber. 
 
    “It’s nothing personal,” I said with a shrug. “Just trying to be efficient.”  
 
    “It’s alright, I think the whole lone hero thing is sexy,” Tara said with a grin.  
 
    “I hope you aren’t disappointed when I expect the rest of you to help me when the real fighting starts,” I replied.  
 
    “Nah,” the platinum blonde said as she shook her head. “Shooting guns seems to turn me on just as much as watching you work.” She looked at me, winked, and pulled out her pistol.  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I chuckled as I pulled up and readied my own rifle.  
 
    “Well it sounds like you need to teach us how to clear a building then,” Bailey said with a grin.  
 
    “Yeah, lead the way,” Anna said.  
 
    We started with the hardware store as it was small and familiar to all of us.  
 
    “I’m going to clear this solo first,” I said. “I won’t send you guys into a hostile building before you have had any training, so sit tight.”  
 
    “You sure that’s a good idea?” Anna asked.  
 
    “It’s not a big building, I’ll be okay,” I assured her.  
 
    I made sure I had a round in the chamber and approached the front of the store. I went in, checked my corners, and made my way up and down the aisles ensuring that each one of them was clear before I headed back to the entrance. As I lowered my gun, I stepped outside to where the girls waited.  
 
    “It’s clear,” I said. “Now huddle up, and I’ll give you a quick briefing.”  
 
    I cleared my throat as the girls all gathered around. 
 
    “Alright, here’s what you’re gonna do. You’re going to form a stack along the wall outside the main doors. That means getting into a close single file line. Once the person in front is ready, they will give a nod to let the rest of the team know it’s go time. That’s when you will enter the building.” 
 
    “What do I do once I’m inside?” Anna asked.  
 
    “You stick to your zone depending on where you are in line, and then you want to keep your gun up and do a quick but thorough visual sweep of your zone,” I explained. “Once you are sure no one is there yell clear to the rest of us. You got it?”  
 
    “Got it,” she confirmed. “Though how do I know where I should be looking?”  
 
    “First guy in line will swing right and cover nothing but the right corner. Second one through the door swings left. Alternate left and right with the remaining team members but always remember to set up a zone of fire that doesn’t overlap with the teammate who came before you.” 
 
    “Do we yell clear too?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yes, once you have done a visual sweep of your zone, you will yell to let the rest of your team know the area is clear,” I said. “Once we get the all clear will we keep our angle and walk the length of the store.”  
 
    “I don’t think I get it still,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Anyone have any paper?” I asked as I nodded at the blonde.  
 
    Paige quickly shrugged off her pack and pulled out a notebook and a small assortment of pens and pencils.  
 
    I took the book and plucked a black pen from her grip before I turned to a random page and drew a rough diagram. I made a square box to represent the room and used the first letter of our name as a rough representation of us. Then I drew arrows to show how I wanted them to go through the door, and where they should be standing after. The last thing I added were cones coming out of where they should be standing that represented where they should be looking. 
 
    “Alright, look at this,” I said as I passed the paper around. “Note each of your positions and the cones of fire. One of the most important things is to make sure you are never sweeping your buddies with your gun or including them in the zone.”  
 
    “This makes a lot more sense,” Bailey said as she looked at the paper.  
 
    “Another thing to note is that even if you see someone while entering you are to ignore them unless they are specifically in your zone,” I said. “We have to trust each other to cover our sections and clear them accordingly.”  
 
    “And then once we hear the all clear on our initial breach we start making our way through the store?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Yeah, but you need to maintain your angle,” I said. “That cone I drew on the paper should stay pointed in the same direction the entire time.”  
 
    “Right, because we don’t want to shift and catch any of our friends,” Paige said. 
 
    “So it’s that easy huh?” Tara asked. “That honestly doesn’t sound as hard as I thought it would be. 
 
    “The basic premise is simple,” I said with a nod. “It only gets complicated if we find something inside.”  
 
    “Oh shit, what happens then?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Then we get to find out how well you really do under pressure,” I said with a shrug. “To be safe though I think you guys should clear this first building dry.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Everyone unload your weapons,” I said.  
 
    “You sure this is safe, Tav?” Anna asked as she removed her magazine, and cleared the chamber. 
 
    “I cleared the building already and I would rather you all practice without bullets,” I said. “It’s way too easy to accidentally plug your friend in the back without any proper training.” 
 
    “Well I’m unloaded,” Paige said. “We ready to give this a try?”  
 
    “Yeah, stack up,” I said with a nod.  
 
    I had Anna take point, and the other girls stacked up behind her. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to join us?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “I’m gonna wait inside and watch your entry,” I explained. “I gotta make sure you are doing it right.” 
 
    “Suddenly I feel like I’m in school again,” Tara teased with a smirk. 
 
    “Remember, move together and keep your gun in your zone only,” I said as I looked at them all. Then I nodded and entered the front of the building. 
 
    I waited a few seconds and then called for them all to start.  
 
    Anna came in, hooked right, and covered the corner while Bailey moved in after her and took the left.  
 
    “Clear right,” Anna yelled after she did a sweep of her zone 
 
    “Clear left,” Bailey yelled after she checked her zone. 
 
    I watched as Paige entered next and went left. She swept her gun across Bailey’s back as she brought it up to cover her area. I shook my head and frowned.  
 
    Tara came in last, but managed to keep her muzzle clear of Anna as she took up her position.  
 
    “Move forward,” I yelled to them once they had all settled into their spot. They moved forward while maintaining their angles until they reached the end of the store. The moment they finished the girls lowered their guns and each of them grinned wide. 
 
    “Well that was kinda exhilarating,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, I mean that got my heart pumping, and we didn’t even find anyone inside,” Anna said. 
 
    “You did okay,” I said as I walked over to the girls. Then I pointed to Paige. “You swept Bailey with your gun though. I don’t want to see that again.”  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Paige said with a frown as she went red.  
 
    “Hey, it’s alright,” Bailey said in an attempt to be supportive. 
 
    “It’s really not,” I said. “We must hold each other accountable for this sort of stuff, especially if we want to be safe.”  
 
    “Don’t you think that’s a bit harsh?” Tara asked as she glared at me. 
 
    “Yeah, it was her first time,” Anna added. 
 
    “I understand that,” I said with a nod. “I just need you all to understand how serious this is. What if her gun was loaded, and she had a malfunction that sent a bullet through Bailey’s back?”  
 
    “Could that happen?” Paige asked 
 
    “It’s not a likely outcome but it could happen, yes,” I confirmed.  
 
    “Shit,” Tara muttered.  
 
    “You get it now?” I asked 
 
    “Yeah,” Anna sighed.  
 
    “I am not trying to be an asshole but some of this shit is serious enough to warrant harsh judgement,” I explained.   
 
    “I understand, and won’t do it again,” Paige said quietly. 
 
    “Good,” I nodded. “Now come on, you ladies will get plenty of practice today.” I grinned and motioned to the door. “Stack up and do it again. If I see anyone sweep a teammate, I’ll stop you and make you go back to the start.”  
 
    “This is like school,” Tara groaned. 
 
    “Well, I like it,” Paige said with a small smile as she headed for the front door.   
 
    The girls stacked up again and on Anna’s mark they entered the building once more. Half way through their walkthrough though Anna coughed, and the other three girls all spun towards her with their guns up. 
 
    “Stack it up and do it again,” I shouted.   
 
    It took them three more times to clear the building before they did it without one of them sweeping the other.  
 
    “Nice job,” I said as they got to the end. “Let’s head outside and head to the next building.”  
 
    We all filed out of the store and moved to the automotive shop next door. I cleared the building first with my loaded gun, returned to the girls, and told them to take their positions.  
 
    It took them three times to clear the building before they did it smoothly and without making a mistake. First time Anna got a little excited and moved too fast for her team and ended up farther forward without support. The second time Bailey didn’t keep her angle and ended up pointing her rifle at Tara as she advanced through the store. The third run was smooth, and I gave them my seal of approval before we moved on. 
 
    We cleared two more businesses before I felt confident in their new abilities. 
 
    “Alright, we have another couple places left to clear,” I said as we met back out in the town square. “Load your guns again, we are going to clear these last buildings hot.” 
 
    “You sure we’re ready for that?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Absolutely,” I said with a nod. “I’ll lead you in on these last ones.” 
 
    The girls all nodded as they reloaded their guns. Then we stacked up on the next business and ran through it as a team. It went smooth and the girls kept their guns free of each other and their eyes on their zones. I couldn’t help but feel proud of them as we finished the task and went back outside. 
 
    “Well that was pretty cool,” Anna said as we all regrouped at the vehicles.  
 
    “Yeah, that was fun,” Paige grinned.  
 
    “Good, but don’t forget we weren’t playing a game there,” I said. “The more we practice that stuff the better prepared you will be when the time comes to breach an occupied building.”  
 
    “Yeah, that sounds less fun,” Bailey muttered. 
 
    “I don’t know, I bet we could do it,” Tara said with a shrug.  
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” Bailey said. “I just wonder how many of us would get shot in the process.”  
 
    “Whoa now, let’s not jump to such fatal conclusions,” I interjected. “There is a reason we do this stuff. We train and prepare so that when we face opposition, you ladies will be ready.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Anna said. “We are stronger than we think, and with Tav’s help we will be ready for when we get into a fight and we will kick some ass.” 
 
    I grinned as the girls all looked at each other, then the weapons they carried, smiled, and nodded in agreement. It looked like they had finally started to realize that they were better prepared than they had thought.  
 
    “Alright, we will do this in teams,” I said. “I want Paige and Tara to head to the pharmacy first. I want you two to strip that place of any meds of value. Prepare for the future, because even if we don’t need it now we might need it later.”  
 
    “Where should we start?” Anna asked as she stepped up next to Bailey.  
 
    “You two will be hitting up the houses,” I said. “Start with the ones closest to the square and work your way outward. Again, clear the house before you dig in and start tearing it apart. Then take anything that you think might be useful. We aren’t leaving this place until we are full up.”  
 
    “What about you, Lone Wolf?” Paige asked. “Where should we come find you if things go south?”  
 
    “I’m going to start at the hardware store and get the supplies we need for the shower,” I said  
 
    “Oh hell yeah,” Tara exclaimed.  
 
    “The sooner we can get that built the better,” Anna agreed. “I am starting to get real tired of taking cold baths.”  
 
    “Hey, the water is starting to get warmer,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, give it a month or two and that stream will be downright pleasant,” Bailey added.  
 
    “But I can’t wait that long to bathe,” Anna said.  
 
    “Plus, there is something about a hot shower than is just soo good,” Tara said. 
 
    “We’ll get it done soon,” I promised. “I’m gonna get moving. After I’m done at the hardware store, look for me in the police station.”  
 
    “That place is nothing but a husk though,” Bailey said as she looked over to the looming scorched black building.  
 
    “What do you hope to find in there?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I am hoping I could find some spike strips or something that would help us slow down the bikers.”  
 
    “Wow, that’s a really good idea,” Paige said. “I am kind of embarrassed that I didn’t think of it.” 
 
    “This is why I get to go off alone,” I joked.  
 
    “On that note, I think we’re going to head off,” Anna said as she nudged Bailey. “Have fun guys.” Anna headed out towards a block of houses, and the blonde haired hippie waved at us and then followed after her.  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” Tara said. “As fun as our little field trips are, I am always excited to get back to the campus.”  
 
    “Pharmacy is over there.” I pointed to the small building on the edge of the square.  
 
    “Thanks, see you soon,” Paige said to me as the two girls started to walk off.  
 
    “Be safe,” I yelled out. “Come find me if there is trouble.”  
 
    The brunette gave me a thumbs up in response, and her platinum blonde companion turned to blow me a kiss before they disappeared inside the dark building.  
 
    I chuckled, shook my head, and headed off towards the hardware store. Once inside I picked up an overturned shopping cart and forced it over the broken glass and into the first aisle.  
 
    I loaded my cart with almost everything still left on the shelves. With the coming fight I knew we would be using more of our supplies to build defensible positions, barricades, and traps. I loaded up on nails, grabbed more hammers, and found a neatly packaged manual drill. I wasn’t entirely sure what I would use it for yet, but I saw no reason not to have it.  
 
    I filled up on metal, and PVC pipes as well as a variety of shower heads, nozzles, and pipe valves. I grabbed a dozen bottles of PVC glue, some pipe tape, and various connectors to be ready for whatever situation we came across. Once the cart was full, I pushed it out to the jeep and started to fill the trailer with my first haul. 
 
    I made five more trips into the hardware store with the shopping cart. I filled the back of the trailer with more nails, screws, and fastening hardware than we would probably ever need. However, we had more than enough space to store everything, and we probably wouldn’t get another chance to grab stuff from Lanceton before it was burned to the ground.  
 
    After I cleared the shelves of anything even remotely useful, I started to raid the small supply of lumber in the back of the store. There were seven ten foot 2x4s, a couple sheets of pine plywood, and some 2x12s.  
 
    As I carried the wood outside I saw Paige and Tara emerge into the sunny town square once more. They squinted against the harsh light of the sun, and each of them carried a reusable bag full of pill bottles.  
 
    “How’s it going?” I asked as I laid the wood beside the trailer.  
 
    “That place was well stocked,” Paige said. “I am really surprised the people didn’t clear it out before they skipped town.” 
 
    “Well it was locked when I first went in on my last trip,” I said.  
 
    “Probably good for us,” Tara said. “Paige found lots of stuff to help us out if we get really hurt or sick.”  
 
    “Yeah, I found more antibiotics, anti-inflammatory pills, pain meds, and even some anti-depressants,” the brunette said as shuffled through the contents of her bag. “I just kinda grabbed everything, really.” She shrugged and looked up at me.  
 
    “We did pass on the penis pills though,” Tara said.  
 
    “Both of us agreed that you really don’t need any of those,” Paige added with a wide grin.  
 
    “Should I be worried about what you two talk about when I leave you alone?” I asked as I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Of course not,” Tara said before she gave me a wink.  
 
    “How’s the hardware store treating you?” Paige asked as she slung her bag into the trailer. “Looks like you have done well so far.”  
 
    “Yeah, I think I am just about done in there,” I said. “The power tools are really all that I left behind.”  
 
    “No kidding,” Tara said as she leaned in and looked at what I had gathered. She pulled out a bag of drawer handles, looked at me, and raised an eyebrow. “What’s the plan for these?” 
 
    “Not everything has a purpose quite yet,” I admitted. “I am just trying to be thorough.”  
 
    “Alright, but if you are turning into a hoarder, we may need to talk,” Paige joked.  
 
    “Hey, I’m not that bad,” I said.  
 
    “Not yet,” Tara teased.  
 
    “What are we talking about?” Bailey asked as she approached. She pushed a simple black mountain bike along beside her, and her backpack overflowed with loot. The bicycle had a single gear, and half full tires. It looked like it would be the perfect size for some of the shorter girls. 
 
    “Tav’s turning into a hoarder,” Paige said.  
 
    “That’s not true,” I laughed.  
 
    “He says he is just trying to be thorough but there is some pretty useless stuff here,” Tara said as she nodded at the trailer. 
 
    “I don’t have any jars of urine stashed away,” I joked. 
 
    “Good, that’d be a deal breaker for me,” Tara replied.  
 
    “Hey, where’s Anna?” I asked as I noticed the redhead was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “Relax, she’s just around the corner,” Bailey chuckled. “I wouldn’t leave her out there all alone.”  
 
    A moment later Anna rode into view on a second mountain bike. This one was red, and had large sports tires, multiple gears, and full suspension. The redhead sped towards us with an equally full backpack and another bag tied to the back of the bike.  
 
    “Welcome back,” I said as she rolled up.  
 
    “What do you think?” The redhead asked as she got off the bike and gestured towards it. “Pretty sweet, huh?”  
 
    “It really is,” I said with a nod. “Bikes will be important soon enough too.”  
 
    “We have tons of gas though don’t we?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Yeah, but gas only has a shelf life of maybe six months,” I explained. “It won't be long before all of the gas we have goes bad.”  
 
    “What about the stuff under the gas station?” Paige asked. “Won’t that stuff last a bit longer?”  
 
    “Maybe, but I honestly don’t know,” I said.  
 
    “You think we could find a book about it?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Wouldn’t hurt to check,” Paige replied with a shrug.  
 
    “Still, we need to ready ourselves for when our vehicles become pointless,” I said. “I know there are all these post-apocalyptic movies and zombie shows where people just drive cars everywhere, but the reality is that gasoline just won’t be around, and bikes are the most efficient form of travel.” 
 
    “Well Anna and I found two bikes, and we didn’t even go through that many houses,” Bailey said.  
 
    “We cleared and scavenged three of them,” Anna confirmed. “Turns out houses take a minute to clear.” 
 
    “Yeah, there are a lot of rooms to check through,” Bailey added.  
 
    “I take it they were all empty though?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh yeah, we would have told you by now if they weren’t,” Anna said.  
 
    “Did you guys find anything good?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Anna said. “We actually couldn’t carry it all with us, but we have it piled up outside so we can easily grab what we thought was important.”  
 
    “NIce, what sorta stuff did you grab?” Tara asked as she leaned on the trailer.  
 
    “Lots of toilet paper,” Anna said as she pulled a roll from her bag and tossed it to the platinum blond. “I know we aren’t exactly low, but I would rather keep it that way.”  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t want to switch to leaves, or whatever,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Bark works pretty well,” I joked.  
 
    The girls all turned to me with a visible look of shock and disgust. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I’ll pass on that,” Tara said after a moment. She tossed the toilet paper into the trailer, pushed herself upright, and looked at me. “Where should Paige and I search next?”  
 
    “Just starting stripping the other stores in the square,” I instructed. “The sporting goods store probably has some more bike stuff, and even an office might have some hidden gems.”  
 
    “Cool, will do,” Paige said.  
 
    “Well, I’m ready to get back to work,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “Agreed,” Paige said with a nod.  
 
    “Have fun guys,” Bailey said as they started to head off.  
 
    “Should we get back to it too?” Anna asked the blonde.  
 
    “Yeah, let me drop this stuff off, and we can go get another load,” Bailey said with a nod.  
 
    “I think once you two finish up we will break for lunch,” I said. “I think we are going to be here a while still, and we should pace ourselves a bit.”   
 
    “Sounds good, we will come find you once we have everything loaded up,” Anna said.  
 
    “There is a little bit more lumber in the hardware store that I want to grab so I will be around there,” I said.  
 
    “See you in a bit then,” Bailey said. “Try not to have too much fun alone.”  
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled before I headed back out.  
 
    Based on the position of the sun as I entered the hardware store I guessed that it was a little past noon. We were making good time, but I doubted that we would be back before dark.  
 
    I grabbed the last of the wood and made my way through the almost empty store. It was sort of strange to think that this place would never be stocked again. While maybe not as explosively destructive as a nuke, the EMP really sent the entire world back a few generations.  
 
    I wondered if there was any place that had not been hit. Maybe the EMP was just a first strike in a larger invasion of the USA. It would be a long time before we would have any idea what became of the world outside of our little mountain home. Though, once the bikers were out of the way we would have the freedom to explore a little further.  
 
    I tossed the wood onto the pile I started next to the trailer. In an attempt to maximize our space I decided to wait until the trailer was full and strap the wood to the top. The plastic containers full of bungee straps I pulled from the store would help me keep everything in place, and I could take my time on the return trip if I really needed to.  
 
    Anna and Bailey were dumping another load of stuff into the back of the trailer. It looked like a bunch of camp gear such as small propane tanks, a couple lanterns, and some blue enamel tea pots. There were a couple very nice large backpacks complete with water bladders, and even more rope. Thankfully it was a common enough item that I doubted we would ever be in short supply.  
 
    “This is some nice stuff,” I said as I picked up and inspected one of the backpacks.  
 
    “Yeah, looks like one of the families who left this place liked to camp,” Anna said.  
 
    “We figured we would leave the tents behind though,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Probably a good call,” I agreed.  
 
    “We have one more load,” Bailey said. “Give us like ten minutes and we’ll be done.”  
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” I said with a smile.  
 
    The two girls rushed off to grab their last load as Tara and Paige came out of the sporting goods store. As they made their way towards me, I could see that they each had an armful of salvage.  
 
    “You haven't just been waiting here this whole time have you?” Paige teased.  
 
    “How lazy do you think I am?” I asked with a grin. 
 
    “I don’t know, but ever since you got back from that raid on the biker camp you have spent a lot of time asleep,” Tara said as she walked up and dropped an armful of heat packets into the trailer.  
 
    “Yeah, you slept for, like what, a whole day?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Right, my bad for needing to rest after spending a day sneaking around and taking out a few dozen bad guys, I’m sorry,” I chuckled.  
 
    “You better be,” Paige said with a smile and a wink. “You are supposed to be our leader here and right now the only thing I am learning is that it is okay to be lazy.”  
 
    I smiled, shook my head, and rolled my eyes.  
 
    Paige stuck her tongue out at me as she unloaded her own armfull of pilfered goods. It looked like she had managed to find a couple boxes of candy bars, and a bunch of extra shoe laces.  
 
    “Let’s take a break,” I said. “Anna and Bailey will be back soon, and I think we should eat something.”  
 
    “See, there he goes being lazy again,” Tara said sarcastically as she looked at Paige and shook her head. 
 
    “Man, he goes and has one heroic battle and suddenly thinks he doesn’t need to work,” Paige said as she shook her head.  
 
    “Alright, come on,” I chuckled. “I don’t want to hear you guys complain later so I figure we should all stop for some food now. Plus, we could have gotten some more work in before lunch if you guys had checked the traps faster.”  
 
    “Hey, we moved as fast as we could,” Tara pouted.  
 
    “Aw, don’t listen to him, he is just being an ass,” Paige said with a smirk.  
 
    “Says the girl who has been teasing me all day,” I said as I raised an eyebrow. “Seems a bit hypocritical, don’t you think?”  
 
    “What are you going to do about it?” Paige teased.  
 
    “Maybe I’ll find some handcuffs in the police station and lock you up as punishment,” I said with a wink.  
 
    The brunette blushed a deep red and said nothing in response to that. I think she really liked that idea, actually. 
 
    Tara giggled, hopped into the back of the beat-up pickup, slid out of her backpack, and pulled out a meal wrapped neatly in a pink handkerchief.  
 
    Paige joined her and pulled her own meal from her backpack. It was packed in a small black insulated lunch bag.  
 
    “Hey, Tav, look in that pile of stuff I just dropped into the trailer,” the platinum blonde said as she pulled out her water bottle. “There should be some of those little squeeze bottles of water flavor in there.”  
 
    “Nice find,” I said as I pulled out a couple of the small dropper bottles. The small berry flavored additive said it would give you more energy and help you work harder. While I doubted it would work quite as advertised the idea of drinking something other than plain water once in a while was nice. I tossed them to the girls in the truck. 
 
    “I have never really been a fan of water,” Tara admitted as she squeezed some into her drink. “I mean, I like it a lot more now than I did before the world ended, but I still prefer something with a little more flavor, like vodka.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m glad you thought to grab these,” Paige said “I forgot how much I missed drink options until I get offered something like coffee, or soda.”  
 
    “We could actually make some of our own tea easy enough,” I said. “There are plenty of flowers and herbs in the forest that would boil up nicely.” I took a seat on the back of the jeep and pulled a chunk of mountain lion jerky from my pack along with a small package of crackers.  
 
    “Is there anything you don’t know how to do?” Tara asked as she shook her head.  
 
    “Plenty,” I replied.  
 
    “Well, you could have fooled me,” the platinum blonde replied.  
 
    “My skill set just happens to be exactly what you need right now, but I don’t know much about farming, gardening, or proper care of animals,” I said. “That’s why I have you guys do all that research in the library.”  
 
    “It is fun getting to use the library for more practical reasons,” Paige said.  
 
    “I honestly never thought I would spend this much time inside of a library,” Tara admitted.  
 
    “This whole thing probably helped me get out of it more often,” Paige said with a shrug. “Weirdly this whole situation seems to have worked for our benefit. Besides the whole ‘people trying to kill us’ thing, of course.” 
 
    “Of course,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Man, you couldn’t have sounded more casual about that if you tried,” Anna said as she walked up to us and unloaded another bag into the trailer.  
 
    “I guess I am getting used to the way things are now,” the brunette mused as she chewed her food and looked off into the partly cloudy afternoon sky.  
 
    “That’s good,” Bailey said as she too joined us. “I mean, I think it is anyway. Should we be okay with all of the stuff happening around us?”  
 
    “Yeah, it will make life easier,” I said. “It might seem weird to normalize the strange things we now need to deal with but I think doing so will help you keep your sanity. After all, we can’t exactly change what happened to the world.” 
 
    “That’s true,” the athletic redhead said as she took a seat atop her ATV and pulled out her lunch. “This is normal now and no amount of wishing it wasn’t will change that.” 
 
    “Do you want to go back to the way things were though?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Anna said quietly.  
 
    For a moment we fell into a sort of introspective silence as each of the girls seemed to stare off into nothing.  
 
    I wondered if this was the first time they had truly considered that question. What had happened had been a huge change and things had only gotten more dangerous since I found them. Yet I had a feeling that they felt more complete now than they had when they were going to school only a couple months before.  
 
    “The idea that I might never see my family again is a little sad,” Bailey said to break the silence. “But what we have here is special, and I am pretty sure that I wouldn’t trade it away if I was given the chance.”  
 
    “Yeah, I don’t even miss my electronic luxuries as much anymore,” Paige agreed with a nod.  
 
    “Indoor plumbing would be nice though,” Tara muttered. “But, like, once we have that shower I think I won’t care about that as much.” 
 
    “I am glad you guys are adapting,” I said with a smile. “I know things have not been perfect but I am doing all I can to make life easier.”  
 
    “Don’t think we haven’t noticed,” Anna said. “You have done so much for us since your arrival, and I feel pretty safe in saying that none of us want you to ever feel like we do not notice or appreciate everything you do.”   
 
    “Thanks, but I have never felt underappreciated,” I said. “You guys have done a good job of making me feel welcome and rewarded. Very rewarded.”  
 
    “If the others weren’t here, I would show you exactly how much I appreciate you right now,” Tara purred.  
 
    “We can make ourselves scarce if we need too,” Anna joked.  
 
    “Yeah, but is there anywhere in town far enough away from them to escape the noises Tara makes?” Paige chuckled.  
 
    “You guys are just jealous,” Tara said.  
 
    “There’s no reason to be jealous,” Paige said. “Not like I’m getting skipped over.”  
 
    “I do try to keep things fair,” I added.  
 
    “You do very well,” Anna said. “Some of us just don’t feel the need for theatrics.”  
 
    “Hey, I don’t fake anything,” Tara snapped.  
 
    “Ladies, let’s settle down,” I said as I raised a hand to calm them. “Nothing to fight over.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Anna said. “I was just poking fun at you, Tara. I didn’t mean anything by it.”  
 
    “I know,” Tara sighed. “I am still getting used to the fact that you guys, like, are not always attacking me.”  
 
    “Why would we do that?” Bailey asked. “We are kinda like family.”  
 
    “Some things just take longer to get over than others,” Paige explained. “I still struggle with old crap sometimes.”  
 
    “Well we’re better than that,” Bailey said as a bright smile spread across her face.  
 
    “You’re right, we are,” Anna said with a smile.  
 
    “Wait a minute, let’s not gloss over the fact that Bailey didn’t contribute to our last conversation,” Tara said.  
 
    “Hey, yeah, have you really not spent a night with Tav?” Paige asked as she looked at the now blushing blonde.  
 
    “Guys, don’t make her feel bad,” I said quickly. “It’s not a requirement for being part of this team.”  
 
    “No, but it’s certainly one of its best perks,” Tara said.  
 
    “I’ve thought about it,” Bailey admitted as she rubbed at her arm and looked intently at the ground. “I just…” her words trailed off, and she shook her head.  
 
    “Hey, don’t listen to them,” I said. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to with me.”  
 
    “I know,” the blonde hippie said with a nod as she refused to meet my eyes.  
 
    Our conversation was interrupted by two brown rabbits that shot across the street in front of us. We all watched intently for a few seconds before they disappeared behind a house. 
 
    “Huh, wonder what they’re running from,” Paige said as she took another bite of lunch.  
 
    “Who knows, proba--”  
 
    Tara’s words were cut short as a third rabbit, this one white, ran out in front of us as well. However, before it could complete the same journey as the others a blur of silver grey fur bolted into view, and tore it off the ground with a snout full of sharp teeth.  
 
    The terrible sound of the rabbit's screams filled the air for just a moment before it was torn asunder by the grey beast. Bits of fur and flesh filled the air, and after one explosive moment of violence the world went silent.  
 
    The large beautiful grey wolf lifted its head, turned to look at us, and casually finished chewing on some rabbit. Its snout was coated in blood, and it stared at the group with cold green eyes a moment before its thin lips stretched back to reveal a mouth of blood soaked fangs as it started to growl. 
 
    Six more wolves stepped out from behind various buildings and made their way down the street towards us. Most of them were the same silver grey as the first, but there was one that stood out from the rest. It was covered in a thick coat of jet black fur, and two pale yellow eyes stared unblinking in our direction. It was broader and taller than the other wolves too, and while the others started to fan out it strode straight towards us.  
 
    “Fucking shit,” I shouted as I jumped to my feet. My lunch toppled onto the ground as I suddenly found myself with no appetite. The dogs we had encountered several weeks back had been dangerous, but wolves were far worse.  
 
    I grabbed the grip of my rifle and slammed it into my shoulder. Then I pressed my cheek to the stock and aimed at the black beast that now stood at the front. As if in response, the animal bared its blood-soaked maw and started to growl. 
 
   


  
 




Chapter 3 
 
    “Hold tight for a minute,” I hissed as the girls moved to grab their weapons.  
 
    I stared down the alpha as he stopped. His pack split and went to surround us as we made ourselves a nice huddled group. I gritted my teeth and lined up a shot, but couldn’t take it. These wolves were not the feral beasts that the dogs were, and they did not look like they were starving. That made me loathe to kill such beautiful and majestic creatures.  
 
    I let out a shout, pointed my gun up in the air, and fired off two rounds.  
 
    The pack barely even hesitated at the sound of gunfire, and they continued to surround us. It was clear that this would only be dealt with through violence.  
 
    “What do we do?” Bailey whispered in a frantic tone. “I really don’t want to be eaten.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure Tav has a plan,” Anna hissed.  
 
    “You do have a plan, right?” Paige asked as she looked at me and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re gonna fight,” I said. “Ready your guns.”  
 
    As the girls aimed their shotguns and rifles one of the wolves on my right lunged for us.  
 
    I swung around to take aim, but Anna was faster. The redhead fired off two shots that tore through the wolf’s chest. 
 
    It yelped loudly and crumpled to the concrete. Blood started to pool around the still beast, but as one fell the others went in for the attack.  
 
    The sound of gunfire filled the air as the remaining wolves charged towards us. The bullets and shells tore up chunks of concrete as the agile beasts avoided most of the gunfire. 
 
    I took a deep breath and aimed at one smaller wolf that sprinted towards me.  
 
    “Sorry about this,” I muttered as I squeezed the trigger. The sharp crack of my rifle filled my ears, and the wolf fell as my bullet tore through the length of its body.  
 
    The wolf didn’t even have time to yelp before it died, and it left a small crimson streak as it skidded across the pavement to land at my feet.  
 
    One of the girls screamed, and I spun to see Tara squeeze off a quick shot at a wolf that barreled towards her. The shot went wide, and the wolf kept on coming. I had just brought up my gun when the wolf lunged towards the platinum blonde. She screamed again, dropped her gun, and threw her hands up in front of her face.  
 
    The wolf yelped as Bailey put two rounds though its face. It was already in mid-leap though, and the lifeless body slammed into Tara and knocked her to the ground. 
 
    The pack retreated as their third member fell.  
 
    “Hold your fire,” I ordered. “Let them leave.”  
 
    The wolves scattered and disappeared as they ran behind houses and out of sight. 
 
    “Anna, Bailey, make sure they don’t come back,” I said as I dropped my gun to my side and turned to my team.  
 
    Paige already had her medical kit out of her backpack and tried to hush the crying platinum blonde.  
 
    “How is she?” I asked as I took a knee next to the two. 
 
    “I haven't got a great look at it yet,” Paige said as she pulled a bottle of peroxide and some washcloths out of her pack.  
 
    “It hurts sooo bad,” Tara whined as she rocked back and forth as blood dripped through her fingers.  
 
    “Hey, you gotta let go for a minute,” I said with a small smile. “Paige needs to see how bad it is so she can get you patched up. 
 
    “Alright,” Tara said as she sniffled and nodded. She removed her hand slowly from her injured right arm. 
 
    I took her left hand and held it firmly with both of mine as Paige popped open the peroxide and started to clean away the blood.  
 
    “Is it bad?” Tara moaned.  
 
    “Not really,” Paige replied as she inspected the injury. “I don’t think the wolf got you at all, actually. It looks like you banged yourself pretty good during the fall though.”  
 
    “That’s good news,” I said.  
 
    “Will I be able to use it while it heals?” Tara asked  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Paige said. “Once I get this thing cleaned out and bandaged, you’ll be good as new.”  
 
    “We will have to keep it clean though,” I said.  
 
    “Well, of course,” Paige added. “I’ll take care of that though.”  
 
    “Thanks, guys,” Tara sniffled.  
 
    “Tav, I don't think the wolves are coming back.” Anna called over to me.  
 
    “Good,” I said. “Stay ready until we finish up here though. It won’t be much longer.”  
 
    “Will do,” Bailey said. “Tara’s okay right?” 
 
    “Yeah, she is getting patched up now,” I replied. 
 
    Paige finished disinfecting, and she started to dab gently at the arm around the wound to clean away the dried blood to reveal the jagged gash. The bleeding had already started to slow, and once the area around the wound had been properly cleaned our medic applied a fresh bandage, and attached it to the arm with medical tape.  
 
    “How does that feel?” I asked as Paige finished applying the tape.  
 
    “It still hurts like hell,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, it will do that for a while,” Paige said. “I pretty much stopped the bleeding though, and now that it’s clean the pain will fade with time.”  
 
    “Take it easy for the rest of the day,” I said as I patted the platinum blond on the shoulder.  
 
    “I don’t think that’ll be hard to do,” Tara said with a small smile.  
 
    “Alright, group up,” I shouted as I stood.  
 
    Paige helped Tara to her feet, and everyone rallied around me.  
 
    “Since we know those wolves are still out there, I think we are going to spend the rest of our day together,” I said.  
 
    “Probably a good call,” Anna said. “Those guys are mean.”  
 
    “Wolves are not the type of creature to fuck with,” I stated. “We did good though. Nice shooting ladies, things could have been a lot worse if you guys could not land your shots.”  
 
    “It’s nice to know that I can hit more than stationary cans,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, but I really wish I had time to put in my ear plugs,” Anna said.  
 
    “You and me both,” Paige said. “I didn’t think about it until we started to shoot, but my ears are still ringing.”  
 
    “I think from this point forward we might want to think about keeping them in when we are in any situation that could even possibly turn dangerous,” I said.  
 
    “Won’t that will make communication a bit difficult?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We will work on non-vocal communication methods and when we need to talk, we will just have to yell,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Good thing I can be loud,” Tara said. 
 
    “Oh, we know,” Paige chuckled.  
 
    “Nice to see your humor survived the attack,” Bailey laughed. 
 
    “Hey, you think we can finish our lunch?” Anna asked. “I barely had time to eat before those wolves showed up.” 
 
    “Yeah, take ten,” I said as I scooped my remaining food off the ground and sat down on the jeep again.  
 
    The girls all sat down again, but they looked far from relaxed. Most of them had their guns across their laps as they ate, and everyone was very mindful of their surroundings.  
 
    “So what’s the plan after we eat then?” Paige asked. 
 
    “We will head to the police station,” I said. “I don’t think we are going to find much, but there could still be some police gear that survived the fire.”  
 
    “Man, that would be a sweet find,” Paige said.  
 
    “Don’t get your hopes up too much,” I warned. “The place looks pretty ruined and even if there was good stuff in a locked room, I doubt it survived the intense heat.”  
 
    “Still, it would be cool if there was some riot gear or something,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I really doubt a town this small would have full on riot gear,” Anna said.  
 
    “She’s right,” I agreed. “Though who knows, maybe we will be surprised.” I shrugged and finished my meat before I washed it down with a large drink of water.  
 
    “Hey guys,” Tara muttered after she cleared her throat. “Before we go, I just wanted to say I’m sorry. If I hadn’t panicked, then maybe I would have been able to hit that wolf before it got to me.”  
 
    “It’s okay,” Anna said with a small smile.  
 
    “Yeah, we got your back,” Paige said as she clapped the platinum blonde on the back.  
 
    “I just feel like a colossal screw up right now,” Tara admitted as she blinked her eyes a bunch.  
 
    “You’re not,” I said. “We will train harder to help ensure this doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “What if it does though?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Then we’ll have your back just like we did this time,” Anna said. 
 
    “Yeah, we’re a team,” Bailey added with a bright smile.  
 
    “Thanks guys,” Tara said as her smile returned. Then she set her sights on Bailey. “And thank you for making that shot. If you didn’t, then I might have more than a single scratch.”  
 
    “I’m glad I could help,” Bailey said as she went red and looked away. 
 
    “Alright, I said what I wanted to say and I think I’m ready to go now,” Tara said as she stood up and brushed the crumbs from her pants. She pulled her pistol and kept her injured arm close to her chest.  
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Paige, Anna, you guys ready or do you need a couple minutes?”  
 
    “Nah, I’m good,” the redhead said as she shook her head and shoved the rest of her lunch into her mouth.  
 
    “I can finish as I walk,” Paige said as she stood with a shotgun in one hand, and food in the other.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get this done,” I said as I readied my rifle.  
 
    We approached the large square building, stepped over the rotting, headless corpse on the lawn, and made our way through the burned out entryway.  
 
    The building was made mostly of brick which is why it still stood even after being torched. The once red stone of the walls was now stained black with soot, and every bit of exposed wood was charred and broken. Bits of glass littered the floor as not a single window survived the attack, and the whole place smelled of melted plastic, and scorched metal.  
 
    We stepped through what I assumed had been the main lobby and into the bullpen. There were half a dozen burned desks scattered about the large square room, and lots of ash had drifted into the corners. Each of the desks had piles of melted plastic on top of them and hollow computer cases beside them.  
 
    “Wow, I always forget how much damage fire can do,” Paige muttered.  
 
    “Yeah, this is grim,” Anna muttered as she kicked at what remained of a desk. The burnt wood crumbled at the smallest touch.  
 
    “At least we haven't seen any bodies,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Not yet anyway,” Tara added.  
 
    “Stay sharp,” I said. “If you notice anything that is not completely destroyed, give me a shout.”  
 
    I kept my gun up as we made our way through the room. Nothing moved, but I didn’t want to be caught unprepared again.  
 
    We moved as a group through the large central room towards a set of double doors at the far end. We left footprints in the ash with each step, and soot stained the bottoms of our pants.  
 
    The bullpen had nothing useful. The only objects that survived the fire were a few wire paper holders, and they were so badly burned that I doubted they would last long. 
 
    As I pushed through the blackened double doors they came off their hinges and fell to pieces as they hit the stone floor. I wouldn’t be here if this place was not made of bricks.  
 
    The hallway had a door on each side of it and looked to end in a T intersection at the end with cells along the back wall. The door on the right side of the hallway was made of thick metal and had a keypad melted onto its front.  
 
    “That’s probably the evidence locker,” I said as I pointed to the door.  
 
    “Do you think we can get it open?” Paige asked.  
 
    I walked over to the door, grabbed the handle, and pulled it open.  
 
    “Well alright then,” Anna said. “That makes it easy.”  
 
    I stepped into the small room as the girls came up behind me. It was maybe ten feet wide, and twelve feet long with shelves running the full length of the room on either side of the door. Unlike the rest of the police station this room was not stained black from fire. That did not mean it was unaffected by the heat as there were several bundles of melted plastic sitting atop the metal shelves. Whatever evidence the bags had contained was mangled beyond recognition.  
 
    “Anything in there?” Paige asked as she tried to peek around me and into the room.  
 
    “Nothing useful,” I said. The only thing that might have contained helpful supplies, the gun locker at the back of the room, was empty. My guess is that the bikers took whatever was in it before torching the building, but there was a good chance that the gun locker had been empty to begin with. I could not imagine this town had been brimming with crime.  
 
    “This isn’t where you hoped to find the spike strips was it?” Anna asked.  
 
    “No, they aren’t usually held in the evidence locker,” I said. “I would guess if we find them anywhere they will be in an armory of some type.”  
 
    “Well let’s find it and get outta here,” Bailey said. “This place is kinda unsettling.” 
 
    “Man, if you don’t like this you really wouldn’t have liked the old cabin Tav and I explored,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, I am okay that I missed that one,” The blonde hippie said with a nod.  
 
    “Me too,” Tara muttered. 
 
    “Come on, let’s finish up here,” I said as I pushed my way back into the hall. I crossed over to the door on the other side. The wooden exterior of this one had burned away enough to reveal a steel core. That had to be a good sign. I tried the door, but it didn’t open.  
 
    “Can we shoot our way in?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Let me try kicking it down first,” I said. “The frame looks wooden so I might be able to just force it.” I took a step back and planted my heel into the door right where the lock was. The frame cracked, but didn’t give. I grunted and kicked again. This time the door burst open to reveal a modest sized space also untouched by the fire.  
 
    “That was hot,” Tara muttered.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed.  
 
    I looked back and grinned at the girls before I stepped into the room. There were a couple long tables, a whiteboard, ten metal chairs, and a whole wall of lockers at the back of the room. Thin and crumbling paper sat scattered on one of the tables.  
 
    “Looks like we found the briefing room,” I said as I headed for the lockers.  
 
    “At least this room did not burn,” Tara said  
 
    “Stone construction really helps compartmentalize the fire,” Paige said. “It helps that this place is only one story too. If there was a second floor, the ceiling would probably have collapsed and let in the flame.”  
 
     “Well let’s hope these lockers have something good in them,” Anna said.  
 
    Bits of the room seemed to be torn up, and as I approached the locker I noticed it was littered with various sized bullet holes.  
 
    “Um, what happened there?” Bailey asked as she noticed the holes too. 
 
    “They probably stored ammo in here,” I said. “The flames might not have gotten to the room, but it must have gotten hot enough to set off the powder inside the bullets anyway.”  
 
    “Remind me not to throw bullets into a fire,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s never a good idea,” I said. “You have no control over where the bullet is going to go, and while it won’t travel as far as it would be shot from a gun it can still tear you up pretty good.” 
 
    “Weirdly enough, like, getting shot is not on my bucket list,” Tara said.  
 
    “Where’s your sense of adventure?” Paige said with obvious sarcasm.  
 
    “I think I had enough adventure for the day,” Tara said as she nodded to her arm.  
 
    “We took care of that problem,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Well, we at least ran them off,” Anna added. 
 
    “Don’t worry, if those guys come back we will be ready for them,” I said. “I just hope they stay away.”  
 
    I pulled open one of the lockers and frowned. There were several shotguns with melted plastic pieces, and four Glocks in a horribly damaged and unusable state. All that remained of the boxes of ammo were shreds of ashen cardboard. The next locker held more of the same, only instead of guns there were a bunch of melted polycarbonate police batons.  
 
    “Well, I think this is the armory,” I groaned.  
 
    “Oh, that doesn’t seem good,” Anna said.  
 
    “It’s not what I had hoped to find,” I said as I shook my head. “Though this place is not exactly huge, so it makes sense that their armory wouldn’t be either.”  
 
    “Well, are there any spike strips?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Haven't found any yet,” I said. “Though there are still a couple of lockers.”  
 
    “Hey, wait, look up top,” Bailey said as she pointed at the top of the lockers.  
 
    I looked up and noticed several bits of black metal poking into view. I reached up and felt around for a moment before I pulled down a ten foot length of spike strip. It was fully extended now, but could fold up to a more manageable size thanks to the criss crossing metal plates that the spikes were welded too.  
 
    Anna reached up and pulled down a second strip.  
 
    “Those are cool,” Paige said.  
 
    “Pretty sweet stuff to have when fighting guys on bikes,” Anna said as she inspected her strip. 
 
    “Is two of them enough?” Tara asked. “I mean it sounds like there are a lot of guys left.”  
 
    “Two is a good start,” I said. “We could possibly make some of our own using nails if we decide it is necessary.”  
 
    “So then, can we leave?” Bailey asked. “I am still not a fan of this place.”  
 
    “We haven't checked the cells at the back of the building,” Anna said.  
 
    “I don’t think we need to,” I said. “Cells are usually not full of gear.”  
 
    “True,” Anna said. “So then we are leaving?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “Let’s get out of here.”  
 
    I scrunched the spike strip into its smaller and easier to carry form and headed back outside. No surprises waited for us as we made our way back through the bullpen, and the area outside the police station was still clear.  
 
    “What now?” Anna asked as she stepped out behind me.  
 
    “Let’s drop off these spike strips and head for the houses,” I said. “I think we can find more useful stuff there than we can in any of the shops anymore.” 
 
    “Tara and I did notice they were looking pretty cleaned out,” Paige said.  
 
    “Hey, look at this,” Tara said. 
 
    I looked over and saw her standing by one of the desks. She stared at a piece of paper on the table, but as she went to pick it up, the corner she grabbed turned to ash. 
 
    “What is it?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Some sort of memo,” she said. 
 
    I walked over and looked down at the paper. It was an evacuation order. Someone had gotten enough warning about the EMP attack to send this town a message. It talked about a National Guard refugee center that was about sixty miles from here. The memo said it would be a place for people to stay safe until the government got everything sorted out.  
 
    “Anna and I saw something kinda like this while we were up in the cabin,” I said.  
 
    “Do you think that place is still there?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “I know the bikers have had some run-ins with the National Guard.” 
 
    “This could be good, right?” Tara asked. “I mean if the government has a place we could just go there.” 
 
    “I don’t think that is a good plan,” I said. “The minute that place runs low on food, water, and medicine it’s going to turn into a madhouse.”  
 
    “What if things aren’t as bad as we think they are,” Paige said.  
 
    “Then maybe it is peaceful,” I said. “Though we can’t worry about that right now. Make a note of the camps location on your map and let’s get outta here. This refugee center is not our concern until after the bikers.”  
 
    “He’s right,” Anna said.  
 
    “Come on, let’s get this stuff back to the truck,” I jogged off with the girls behind me.  
 
    We stopped briefly at the truck, dropped off the spike strips, and then headed further into town. I picked a neighborhood we had not explored much, cleared the houses, and started to loot.  
 
    Each house told a story of those who lived there before. It was strange to think that the people in all of the family pictures we passed by would probably never see their homes or stuff again. All I could hope was that whatever they had chosen to do when they left this place has been safe.  
 
    Our scavenging turned up nothing amazing, but we were able to find more clothing, bedding, and some more camping supplies and plumbing parts. We found a roll of plastic out in one of the sheds, and plenty of extra gardening supplies. Bailey and Paige managed to find a small stash of seeds, and while most of them were for flowers, there were a couple, such as carrots, ginger, and mint, that would be particularly useful to us.  
 
    “Hey, Tav, I was curious about something,” Paige said as she passed me with a bundle of fresh blankets in her arms.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. 
 
    “What are we going to do about clothes and stuff once we run out of stuff to scavenge?” She asked. “I mean I know we have plenty, but we also have a large pile of dirty and stinking stuff. Plus, if we keep getting hurt I will probably need fresh cloth to use for bandages.”  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about this too,” I said. “I think we might need to build a washboard and spend a day at the stream every couple of weeks.”  
 
    “Aw man, we are going to have to wash clothes too?” Tara whined as she walked by.  
 
    “You could just re-wear dirty clothes if you want,” I said with a shrug.  
 
    “Oh, hell no,” the platinum blonde said as she shook her head.  
 
    “That’s what I thought,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “So, will setting up a washboard be hard?” Paige asked as Tara disappeared.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “Haven't exactly made one of those before. I really doubt it will be complicated though.”  
 
    “Looks like I have more research to do,” the brunette said with a smile.  
 
    “Try not to sound too excited about that,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Sorry, I just like learning new things,” the brunette said as her cheeks turned a bright red.  
 
    “It’s okay, I was just teasing,” I said.  
 
    “We taking a break out here?” Anna asked as she poked her head out from one of the nearby rooms.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’re still moving,” I assured her.  
 
    “You better be,” she teased. “I would hate to find out those rumors about you getting lazy are true.”  
 
    We scavenged for several hours. Each time we found enough stuff for a load we would make our way through town, fill up our vehicles, and head back out. No matter how much stuff we gathered we always appointed one person to be the guard. That way we always had at least one person with their gun up in case of trouble, but no trouble came. In fact, the rest of the day went by without any issue, and we were hauling out the last load to the truck as the sky grew orange overhead.  
 
    “All things considered, this has been a pretty good day,” Tara said.  
 
    “Agreed,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “We have a ton of stuff here too,” Bailey said as she patted the side of the truck.  
 
    “Now we just have to find out what is actually useful,” Anna said.  
 
    “We’ll get that sorted out in the coming days,” I said.  
 
    Our truck and trailers were loaded with everything but the lumber I had set aside, and then once that was in place all we had left to do was strap it all down.  
 
    I pulled out a couple containers of bungee ties and tossed them to the girls. “Get your vehicles ready to go.” 
 
    “Will do,” Paige said as she caught one of the containers and started to strap down the load in the truck. 
 
    “We might actually make it back before dinner,” Anna said as she did the same.  
 
    “Bet Rolly cooked up something good too,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I bet we will get some fresh deer,” Paige said as she grinned over at me.  
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to see,” I chuckled, but as I loaded the last bits of wood into the trailer I heard a growl. When I turned I saw the black wolf and its remaining pack approaching from the houses.  
 
    “Well, at least there are fewer of them this time,” Anna muttered as she readied her rifle.  
 
    “Yeah, but I hoped we wouldn’t have to kill them all,” I said as I brought up my own.  
 
    The wolves had started to fan out again, but this time we were better prepared.  
 
    “We have to shoot them, don’t we?” Bailey said as she aimed down the sights.  
 
    “I’m afraid so,” I said as I closed one eye and did the same.  
 
    The wolves charged, but they didn’t have the numbers or the element of surprise. They went down fast as all five of us opened fire on the charging pack. Even Tara used her pistol and got off a couple good shots.  
 
    I ended the Alpha with a bullet to the skull, Tara and Paige combined fire on one of the pack members and tore it apart with shotgun and .45 fire, and Anna put two holes though a third wolf.  
 
    Bailey only took one shot, but it tore through the wolf’s front leg and went through his heart. The sound of gunfire was replaced with silence and the smell of sulphur as all of the wolves lay dead on the ground before us.  
 
    I sighed, shook my head, and let my rifle fall to my side.  
 
    “Nice shooting, guys,” Anna said with a small smile.  
 
    “You guys did really well,” I said. “It’s still sad we had to kill them,” Then I crouched over the Alpha wolf. I ran a hand through its fur and scratched it behind the ear. These things were not feral like the dogs we had fought. They were wild, but they were not starving, and I guessed they attacked us because we were in their territory.  
 
    “Can we eat them at least?” Bailey asked as she walked up behind me. “At least then they won’t go to waste.”  
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Let’s gut these guys and throw them onto the back of an ATV. We can salt and smoke them once we get back to campus.”  
 
    “Sweet,” Paige exclaimed and rushed over to the nearest wolf. 
 
    I looked back at her and raised an eyebrow as I pulled out my own knife. Never had I met anyone who enjoyed all aspects of the hunt as much as Paige. Maybe it was her background in medical studies, or maybe it was just some primal enjoyment. I shrugged and turned back to the black wolf in front of me, flipped it over, and started to cut it open.  
 
    Twenty minutes later all four of the wolves were neatly gutted. We left the large pile of entrails in the courtyard for whatever creatures came through here next, slung the creatures onto the back of Anna’s ATV, and headed home.  
 
    As the beat up green jeep rumbled down the road, I looked over and saw that, despite her injury, Tara had a content smile on her face. It was nice to know my girls were past the point of dwelling on their moments of weakness or failure. Everything we had been through was making my team tougher. I watched Lanceton start to disappear in the rear-view mirror and hoped that they would be tough enough to face the coming storm. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    I stopped on the bridge on our way back to the campus. If I was going to use it as a defense point I wanted to make sure I knew the area well. Since we did not know exactly when the bikers were going to show up, I wanted to be ready as soon as possible.  
 
    “Why’d we stop?” Tara asked. 
 
    “So we can get a look at our ambush site,” I said as I stepped out of the vehicle.  
 
    “What are we doing?” Anna asked as she pulled up on her ATV.  
 
    “Just a little planning. Let the others know so I don’t get that question two more times.” I grinned and winked at Anna. 
 
    The redhead shook her head and rolled her eyes, but I caught her grin.  
 
    The bridge itself looked to be a little tighter than a standard two- lane stretch of road. If I had to guess I would say it was between ten and eleven feet across with no walking space, and only small two foot stone barriers on the side. This would be the perfect place to funnel the bikers, especially since we had found the spike strips.  
 
    I looked up the road to where a sedan sat abandoned off to one side. We could roll it up on the bridge to create an even tighter funnel. That would make it almost impossible for the bikers to just go around the spike strips, and it also meant we had a narrower channel to shoot at.  
 
    The bridge crossed a small but rapid river ten feet below it. The embankments on either side of the river would not be impossible to ride on, but the current was swift enough to make crossing the eight foot stretch of water questionable. However, it would be foolish of me not to plan for a few of them to slip across that way.   
 
    Overall the bridge was about twenty feet long, and forest surrounded the road on either end. It would be easy enough to hide in the woods on our side of the bridge and wait for our enemy.  
 
    “This bridge will work really well,” I said as I walked over to where the girls had gathered.  
 
    “Anything we should know?” Paige asked as she raised an eyebrow.                
 
    “This is a solid place to start our defense,” I said. “Our spike strips are almost perfect for the narrow bridge.”  
 
    “Won’t the guys see the strip while they are riding up?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Maybe, but we can use some leaves and crap to hide it,” I said. “Plus, I am thinking of creating a barricade to force the bikers to cross the bridge in an even smaller area.”  
 
    “And where will we be set?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “We’ll use the trees for cover,” I said as I pointed to the thickly forested areas on either side of the road. “We will setup little shooting spots so you have a stable, well-hidden, and entrenched position to set up in,”  
 
    “Man, I never thought I would be doing something like this,” Anna said as she stood there with her hands on her hips.  
 
    “I don’t think any of us did,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, none of my future plans involved ambushing people on mountain roads,” Tara said. “Weirdly though I think this might be more fun than anything I had planned for my future.”  
 
    “Would be nice to have indoor plumbing, music, and electricity again though,” Paige said.  
 
    “You guys have really impressed me with how little you have complained about all you have lost,” I said.  
 
    “I think we just learned to appreciate the simple things like not dying of thirst,” Anna joked.  
 
    “Fair point,” I chuckled.  
 
    “I like our plan, but how are we going to know when the bikers head in our direction?” Bailey asked as she looked around the bridge. “We don’t have to take turns waiting here or anything do we?”  
 
    “They will probably burn the city as they loot, but we do need to set up some sort of alarm.” I looked around the bridge area. There were several cars on the road, and I still had a couple grenades in my backpack from my raid on the bikers camp. “Let’s move some of the cars on the Lanceton side of the bridge in place so that we can make a barricade.” 
 
    “That doesn’t seem like it will do much but slow them down,” Paige said.  
 
    “That’s why we will rig the vehicles with explosives,” I explained as I pulled my backpack off. I grabbed the three grenades from inside, and slung it back on. “When they try to move the cars, the grenades will trip, and then we’ll hear the explosion. It will also a kill a bunch of them. So win-win.”  
 
    “Shit, I forgot we still have those,” Anna said.  
 
    “Will we be able to hear those explode from campus?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” I said, “but if we put them close to some of the gas tanks, and load some other explosive stuff in the trunks of the cars, it will probably create a plume of smoke that we’ll see.”  
 
    “Hell, maybe we can get all the cars to explode,” Paige said. 
 
    “Exactly,” I said with a grin. “All we really need is some twine and maybe some duct tape.” 
 
    “We have both of those things,” Tara said.  
 
    “Good, then let’s head back down the road a ways,” I suggested. “We don’t want to set this up too close to the bridge or we won’t know they are coming until it’s too late.”  
 
    We headed a half mile down the road, and found two sedans and a hatchback sitting along the side of the road. Each of them had keys inside, and it was pretty simple to push them across the road to form a blocking wall. The only way to slip through the vehicular barricade would be to climb over or squeeze through what little gaps we left, but there was no way a motorcycle or car could slide by.  
 
    “Alright, who’s got the duct tape?” I asked.  
 
    “Right here,” Anna said as tossed me a roll.  
 
    “Got some string here,” Bailey said as she offered me a small bundle of twine.  
 
    I nodded and then got to work securing the explosives to the cars. I located the fuel tanks and taped the grenades to them first. There was no guarantee that the fuel inside would ignite, but my hope was that enough of the gas had evaporated out to allow for a decent sized explosion. Then, once all of the grenades were in place, I tied the string to the pins, and then ran the string along so that if the car was moved it would tug on the string and pull out the pin. Then I opened up some of the trunks and shoved a few pipe bombs inside. 
 
    “All done?” Paige asked as I pulled my head out from under the hatchback door.  
 
    “Yep, got them all rigged up,” I said. 
 
    “So then we just listen for the distant sounds of explosions while we go about our daily lives now?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we gotta be vigilant,” I said.  
 
    “Easy enough,” the redhead replied with a nod.  
 
    “My hope is that the bikers torch Lanceton before they make their way towards the campus,” I explained. “They think we are in Lanceton so burning the place down would be the easiest way for them to get rid of us. Once they realize we aren’t there then I expect they will head our way.”  
 
    “Well now we have an alarm in place in case they don’t do that,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yep,” I said.  “I think we’re done here though. Let’s get back to campus, and get some food in us.”  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Tara said. “I got hurt today, I deserve some alcohol.”  
 
    “Load up, ladies,” I shouted as I jogged back towards the bridge. “Let’s get Tara some alcohol.”  
 
    Once we got back to our vehicles we loaded up and rode through the winding mountain road in a tight pack. It didn’t take us long to complete the trip back home. As we pulled up the top of the hill, our old handyman was nowhere in sight, but a nice fire blazed across the courtyard in our firepit.  
 
    “Rolly, it’s us,” I said as I turned off the jeep and stepped out.  
 
    “What should we do first, Tav?” Tara asked as she jumped from the Jeep. 
 
    “Grab the wolves, skin them, and get them in either the smoker or the salt shack,” I said. “ 
 
    “Got it,” the platinum blonde said with a nod. 
 
    I headed off towards the fire as Rolly appeared from the middle building.  
 
    “Welcome back,” he called to me as he waved. “Bring back anything good?”  
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said. “We bagged a few wolves. The girls are taking care of them right now. Come on, I can show you what I got while we unload.” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Rolly said as he jogged over to me.  
 
    I turned around and headed back for the vehicles with the handyman in tow. The girls were already hard at work skinning the wolves in the courtyard as the old man and I passed.  
 
     “Welcome back, ladies,” Rolly said as we passed.  
 
    “Keep out of trouble while we were gone?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Well it sounds like I had a much less interesting day than you guys did,” he chuckled.  
 
    “What, you mean the wolves?” Paige teased. “They were nothing we couldn’t handle.”  
 
    “Tara did take a hit though,” Anna said.  
 
    “Are you okay, Tara?” Rolly asked with a frown.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said with a nod. “It was my own fault, but Paige patched me up.”  
 
    “It will heal up nicely,” Paige said. “Shouldn’t even leave a scar.”  
 
    “Thank God for that,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, fighting is one thing, but I am not sure I am ready for scars,” Anna said.  
 
    “Well then we better make sure we don’t get hit,” I said.  
 
    “Is it ever that easy?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Sometimes it is,” I said. “That’s why I try so hard to control when, where, and how we fight. The more we can control the engagement the better off we are.”   
 
    “That makes a lot of sense,” Anna said. “Every time you have gotten hurt it has been in unexpected combat situations.”  
 
    “True,” Paige said. “I mean you took out, what, forty guys without getting hurt?”  
 
    “Something like that.” I nudged Rolly along as I continued to talk. “None of that’s important right now, though. Unless something unexpected happened while we were gone we should be safe for the night.”  
 
    “It was all quiet here,” Rolly said. “I saw nothing but birds while you were away.”  
 
    “That’s good,” I said with a nod. “Aside from the wolves there was nothing unexpected in Lanceton. In fact, it looked like nothing had changed since I was last there.”  
 
    “Damn, this is a lot of stuff,” Rolly said as he started to pick through the contents of the truck. 
 
    “We went a little wild,” I said.  
 
    “Obviously,” Rolly chuckled.  
 
    “We have the space so I saw no reason not to fill it up,” I said.   
 
    “We like it when Tav fills us up with his--” Tara called over. 
 
    “Shush you,” I interrupted with a mock commanding tone, and the blonde model stuck out her tongue at me before she went back to work.  
 
    “Come on, let me show you the best pickup from this run,” I said to the handyman as I moved to the trailer. I unstrapped the load, removed the lumber, and started to unbury the spike strips.  
 
    “That’s some pretty nice wood,” Rolly said as he watched me set the boards aside.  
 
    “That’s what she said,” Anna exclaimed.  
 
    “Really, of all the things you could say there you went with a ‘that’s what she said’ joke?” Tara groaned.  
 
    “Looks, this stuff doesn’t come natural to me like it does for you,” The redhead replied.  
 
    “Hey, at least you tried,” Paige said.  
 
    “Thank you, at least someone sees this for the moment it is,” Anna laughed.  
 
    “I really should have seen that one coming,” Rolly chuckled.  
 
    “Probably,” I said with a grin. “Though I didn’t bring you over here to show you my wood.”  
 
    The old man groaned at my joke.  
 
    I rummaged around a moment longer and came out with one of our collapsed spike strips. I tossed it on the ground, janked one end, and it shot out to its full ten foot extension.  
 
    Rolly whistled and put his hands on his hips as he studied the blank metal device.  
 
    “We got two of these,” I said. “I figure we toss one on the bridge and use the other on the road that leads up to the campus.”  
 
    “You think two of these things will be enough?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “You think we could make up a couple more of these things if we needed?”  
 
    “Well, we can’t exactly use a welder, but we have enough spare wood that we could fill with big nails.”  
 
    “They wouldn’t be quite as effective, but I’ll let you know,” I replied. “We still need to build some traps, and there are enough abandoned cars to force the bikers right where we want them.” 
 
    “That’s true, I hadn’t thought about using the cars like that,” he said.   
 
    “Could we setup any of the cars to explode or anything?” Paige asked as she approached with a naked wolf in her arms. “I don’t know what all we have that can go boom, but I know makeshift explosives are frighteningly easy to make.”  
 
    “It could be a good use of some of our gasoline,” I said. “We won’t be able to use all of what we have before it goes bad so using it as a weapon is a good idea.”  
 
    “Thanks,” the brunette said with a grin before she bounced off towards the smoker.  
 
    “We also picked up a fair amount of propane today,” I said. “We could use some of that as well,” I muttered, more to myself than any of the girls. 
 
    Tara and Anna picked up their nicely skinned wolves and followed Paige. Bailey’s knife work was fine, but she still appeared to struggle with the act of cutting up a wild creature.  
 
    “Give me a minute,” I whispered to Rolly.  
 
    He looked to the blonde hippie, then back to me and nodded.  
 
    Bailey sat on the grass, knife in hand, and stared at the half skinned wolf in front of her. She let out a small sigh as I approached and didn’t look up to meet my gaze.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked as I crouched down in front of her.  
 
    “I don’t know,” she muttered before she wiped her knife on the grass. “Killing deer, and rabbits I get. We need the food, and it is the whole circle of life thing, but killing wolves feels wrong.”  
 
    “I’m not happy about it either,” I said.  
 
    “I just feel we could have tried harder to drive them off,” she said.  
 
    I sighed, sat down beside her, and took her skinning knife. Then I started to finish what she had started. “Sadly, I don’t think that was possible. They didn’t care about gunfire, and they even came back after we took out the first couple.”  
 
    “I know,” Bailey grumbled. “They are just such majestic creatures, and they are an important part of any healthy ecosystem.”  
 
    “I understand that it must have been hard for you, but what you did today helped keep us safe,” I said. “You personally took out at least two of these wolves. I’m proud of you.”  
 
    “Thanks, that means a lot,” she sighed. “But, my whole goal in life has always been to help make the world a better place for the animals and the environment.”  
 
    “You know how you can do that right?” I asked 
 
    “No, how?” Bailey asked as she looked up at me for the first time this conversation.  
 
    “By being a good steward of your environment,” I explained. “This is your chance to make sure that, this time, things are done right.”  
 
    “I hadn’t thought about that,” Bailey admitted.  
 
    “That doesn’t just mean protecting the animals that need protection though,” I added. “It also means hunting to keep down the number on invasive species and doing stuff like taking out a pack of wolves if they get too aggressive.”  
 
    “But I thought nature would just sort itself out if we didn’t interfere,” the blonde hippie said.  
 
    “Maybe in a perfect world, but as it stands us humans play a vital role in the world around us,” I said.  
 
    “I guess I had never thought about it like that,” she said. Then she looked up to me, smiled, and stretched out her hand. “Thanks, Tav. I think I can finish up here.”  
 
    I returned her smile, nodded, and handed the knife back. “Then I’m gonna go check on the others.” I stood, wiped my blood-covered hands off on my pants, and headed for the firepit.  
 
    “What do you want me to do about the stuff in the trailer?” Rolly called after me.  
 
    “Leave it for now,” I replied. “Let’s eat some dinner. It looks like it is doing to be a clear night, and we can worry about unloading everything in the morning.”  
 
    Tara and Anna sat around the firepit chatting as I approached.  
 
    “Get your wolves taken care of?” I asked 
 
    “Yeah, we threw ours in the smoker,” the redhead replied.  
 
    “Paige is salting hers as we speak,” Tara added. 
 
    “Good,” I said as I took a seat beside her. “Is there any more room in the smoker or will Bailey have to salt hers as well?” 
 
    “It’s totes full in there,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, between our wolves and the deer you took out this morning we aren't getting anything else in that smoker for at least a few hours,” Anna agreed.  
 
    “Sounds like maybe we should cut up some fresh wolf for dinner then,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, sorry that I didn’t have anything waiting,” Rolly said as he came up behind us. “Wasn’t sure when you would be back and didn’t want to waste anything.”  
 
    “It’s alright, old timer, come and take a seat,” Anna said as she patted an empty spot on the bench beside her.  
 
    Rolly groaned as he lowered himself down onto the handmade wooden seat and let out a yawn as he shifted until he was comfortable.  
 
    “Who wants to make dinner then?” I asked.  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Bailey said as she walked into our circle. “I just need someone to tell me what I am cooking.”  
 
    “We were thinking of eating some wolf,” Tara said. “It seems only right, what with the injury and all.”  
 
    “Maybe you can gain back the strength you lost by consuming that which hurt you, or something like that anyway,” Anna said with a shrug.  
 
    “Ummmm... sure,” Tara said as she eyed her friend with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    “Yeah, that was a bit much, even for me, and I’m a nature loving hippie,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Man, I can’t win today,” Anna muttered to herself as she shook her head.  
 
    Paige was wiping the blood from her hands as she walked around the corner. “What’d I miss?”  
 
    “Anna was being weird again,” Tara teased.  
 
    The athletic redhead rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest.  
 
    Paige looked at her friend, raised an eyebrow, and took a seat.  
 
    Meanwhile Bailey had started to butcher up her wolf for dinner. She cut off some flank, then the backstrap, and then threw them on the grate over the fire.  
 
    “I’ll go grab some plates, and a couple bottles of alcohol,” Anna said as she pushed herself to her feet. “Anyone have any requests or need anything from the kitchen while I’m there.”  
 
    “Can you grab me some garlic salt, pepper, and basil?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Sure,” Anna nodded. “What about the rest of you?” 
 
    “Nah, I got what I need right here,” Rolly said before he pulled out what was left of his bottle of Bulleit Bourbon.   
 
    “Man, you have really nursed that bottle,” I said.  
 
    “I just want to enjoy it while it lasts,” he replied. “I don’t know when I am going to see another one.” 
 
    “What about the rest of you?” Anna asked the girls.  
 
    “Could you grab some vodka and soda?” Tara asked. “I’m in the mood for something sweet.”  
 
    “Gotcha, I can do that,” the redhead said. “What about you, Paige?”  
 
    “I’m good,” The brunette said as she leaned back, adjusted her glasses, and pushed some of her messy hair out of her face. “I just want to sit for a while.”  
 
    “Then I’ll be back in a minute,” the athlete said before she ran off.  
 
    “I saw what you guys brought in today,” Rolly said after he took a sip of his bouron. “It’s a good haul.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Tara said with a warm smile. She dug into her pocket, pulled out a small bottle of water flavor, and tossed it to the grey haired man.  
 
    “What’s this?” he asked as he caught it and looked at the little squeeze bottle.  
 
    “Just a bit of flavor,” Tara said. “Plain old water can get a bit boring so I figured we might enjoy a bit of change.”  
 
    “Well thanks,” the old man said as he dropped the bottle into his breast pocket. He smiled so wide at the platinum blonde that all of the wrinkles on his face deepened.  
 
    “How’s the arm feeling, Tara?” Paige cut in. 
 
    Tara swung the arm around in slow loops for a moment before she looked at her brunette companion, nodded, and smiled. “It’s still a bit sore, but I don’t notice it like I did earlier.”  
 
    “You should probably change out that bandage before bed,” I suggested.  
 
    “He’s right, but we can take care of that after dinner,” Paige said.  
 
    “I think we will be ready to eat pretty soon,” Bailey said as she used a pair of grill tongs we kept by the fire to flip the meat that sizzled and seared over the open flame.  
 
    “It doesn’t smell great, but I hear it tastes better than it smells,” I said. “I haven’t eaten wolf before so I can’t compare it to anything else you guys might have tried before.”  
 
    “It’s kinda fun to find stuff that you haven’t done before,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, you have so much experience that I am always a little surprised when we come across something you have not done,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Well I am glad I can share this moment with you guys then,” I chuckled.  
 
    Anna walked back up with a bag full of plates, silverware, soda, and several bottles of alcohol. She passed the plates around, set out the alcohol, and sat back down. “Enjoy.”  
 
    The bottles got opened and started to make their way around the group. Tara and Paige made themselves a vodka and soda. Bailey and Anna passed a bottle of scotch back and forth, and I sipped on a bottle of cheap but tasty whiskey.  
 
    Bailey seasoned the meat, and let it cook until the outside was scorched, and the interior was cooked all the way through. She served us all a little bit of the backstrap, and plenty of flank meat.  
 
    “I feel like we should take a moment to acknowledge our accomplishments,” I said as I stared at the plate of hot meat in my lap.  
 
    “Alright, but make it fast,” Tara said as she looked at her food and licked her lips. “I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I had this food in front of me.”   
 
    “I’ll keep this short then,” I said before I grabbed the bottle of whiskey. “Here’s to you ladies and how far you have come.” 
 
    “I can drink to that,” Rolly said as he too raised his bottle.  
 
    “Perfect, nice and short,” Tara said.  
 
    “Here’s to you too Tav,” Anna said. “We wouldn’t be here without you.”  
 
    Everyone cheered and took a deep drink of their chosen beverage. As soon as we put down our drinks, we immediately started to tear into our dinner.  
 
    I took a bite and chewed slowly as to let myself really enjoy the flavor. It was a strange meat, and not quite like anything I had eaten before. I would guess that it was not dissimilar to dog, but I had not eaten dog either. The texture was fine, and the meat was tender enough. I much preferred the deer, but it was free meat, and I really didn’t want to waste what we had gathered.  
 
    “I expected it to be better,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t think it is your cooking that is to blame,” Paige said.  
 
    “No, it’s definitely the meat,” I confirmed. “It probably has something to do with their diet.”  
 
    “It’s definitely edible,” Rolly said. “I have had far worse things.”  
 
    “Same,” Tara agreed.  
 
    “The smoked wolf will probably taste better,” I said.  
 
    “Oh there is plenty of stuff we can do to improve this,” Tara said. “I’ll see if I can do something with it in the coming days.”  
 
    “Well, it isn’t bad,” I said. “I think it would make pretty good jerky.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Anna said.  
 
    “Add enough salt and anything is palatable,” Paige teased.  
 
    I chuckled and finished the meat on my plate. I saved the backstrap for last, but even that was not quite as good as I had hoped it would be. Thankfully we had enough meat that we could change it up. I wasn’t sure I could stand eating wolf more than a couple days in a row.  
 
    Despite the strangeness of the meal everyone finished what was on their plate and washed it down with alcohol. The sun set, and the sky darkened overhead as we all worked up a nice buzz and sat around the fire.  
 
    “You know what, I might actually head to bed,” Anna said. “If I had known what the plan was for today, I might have skipped the early morning run.” 
 
    “I bet,” Paige said. “I’m tired and I didn’t even do anything extra this morning.”  
 
    “It was a long day,” I agreed. “You guys turn in, I’ll clean up the pit.”  
 
    “You sure you don’t want any help?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “No, you guys did enough today,” I said. “Let me take care of this so you can get some rest.”  
 
    “Thanks, Tav,” Tara said as she stood and stretched.  
 
    “Well, shall we?” Anna asked and motioned towards the dorms.  
 
    “Yes please,” Bailey said.  
 
    The girls stacked their plates, said their goodnights, and headed inside for the evening with the bottles of booze. 
 
    Rolly grunted, stood up, and added his plate to the stack.  
 
    “Sleep well, old timer,” I said as I gave the man a warm smile.  
 
    “You too, Tav,” he said. “Don’t stay up too late.”  
 
    “Oh I won’t,” I said. “I want to sleep as much as the rest of you.”  
 
    Rolly laughed and patted me on the shoulder as he passed me on his path to the dorm building.  
 
    I took a deep breath and looked up at the blanket of stars that shone in the cloudless sky. On nights like these I considered grabbing a blanket and just sleeping out under the stars. The nights weren’t very cold, and we had not had any trouble with animals since the mountain lion, but I knew I would stay close to the girls in case they needed me. Especially now. I knew I had done a bunch of damage to the bikers, but they were probably going to show up in the next few weeks. 
 
    They could even show up earlier. We had to be ready, we had to train, we had to prepare. But we also needed to sleep and take care of our other survival needs. It was a bit of a juggling act, and I just hoped I was making the right decision by not having the girls prep non-stop for the coming fight. 
 
    At least the booby trap on the cars would give us an early alarm. 
 
    I stood up and started to put out the fire. That’s when I noticed the forty gallons of water sitting in plastic containers by the smoker. It looked like Rolly had spent a good while building up our clean water reserves today. I really did need to find a way to thank him for all he did. Without his support we would not have progressed as quickly as we had.  
 
    I snuffed out the fire, grabbed the plates, and headed for the dorm. I made a stop on the first floor to throw the plates into the sink and headed upstairs to my room. I snuck past the already sleeping pile of ladies and slipped into my dorm. The moment I pulled off my shirt I heard a faint and gentle knock on my door.  
 
    I grinned a little and unbuckled my belt as I stepped over to the door.  
 
    “I was wondering if anyone was going to join me this evening,” I whispered as I pulled the door open. To my surprise Bailey stood out in the hallway in an overly large T-shirt, and pajama shorts. She bit her lip and seemed to have a hard time meeting my eyes.  
 
    “Oh, hey,” I said. “Come on in.” I stepped out of the doorway, waited for her to step in, and closed the door behind her. Then I walked over to my bed and sat down.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bother you,” Bailey said as she stood just inside the door. She had her arms crossed tightly over her chest as she appeared to fidget as she stood.  
 
    “It’s never a bother,” I said. “What’s up?” I patted the bed as an invitation for her to sit down.  
 
    “I don’t know, it seems kinda silly,” The blonde said after she shuffled across the room and took a seat.  
 
    “Well I am not going to force you to talk, but know I don’t judge,” I said as I draped an arm around her shoulder and pulled her gently into me.  
 
    “I know,” she said as she nuzzled her face into my chest. “I don’t know, I guess I am just a bit spooked knowing those biker guys will be coming this way.”  
 
    “I don’t think that is silly at all,” I said. “You guys haven’t seen real combat yet, and we already know how bad these guys can be.”  
 
    “Exactly,” Bailey said. “And what if they come, and I have a breakdown and get someone killed? I don’t know, I just feel safer when I am close to you.”  
 
    “Hey,” I whispered as I hooked a finger under her chin and pulled her head up to look her in the eye. “You are a better shot than any of the other girls, and we got a taste of how you deal with pressure today when you saved Tara from that wolf. When trouble comes, I will be glad to have you by my side.”  
 
    “You mean it?” she asked as a smile split her face.  
 
    “Have I ever lied to you before?” I asked in response. 
 
    “Well, you did say you weren’t going to get in a fight when you went to scout out that biker camp,” she said.  
 
    “You know what I mean,” I chuckled as I gave her a little squeeze.  
 
    She laughed and wriggled out of my embrace. She pushed some hair out of her face and stared at me for a moment with a smile.  
 
    “You want to stay here for the night?” I asked.  
 
    “Only if you’re okay with it,” she said.  
 
    “Of course, you’re all welcome here,” I said. “Especially if it makes you feel safer.”  
 
    “I don’t think any of us have ever felt as safe as we do with you,” she muttered as she blushed and looked away. “Sorry, that sounded corny.”  
 
    “No, that sounded genuine and sweet,” I said as I returned the smile. 
 
    Bailey laughed, shook her head, and stretched out on the bed. “You know, I really don’t get you sometimes.”  
 
    “Oh, did I do something wrong?” I asked as I shifted to lay beside her. 
 
    “No, but I just don’t understand how you can be so sweet when you need to be but so in charge at the same time,” she said. “It’s like you always know the right thing to say.”  
 
    “I don’t feel like I do,” I admitted. “But I just try to be honest and tell people what I think.”  
 
    “Maybe I am just not used to such honesty,” Bailey said with a shrug. “I appreciate it though.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Nothing breaks apart a team faster than lies.”  
 
    “Well I don’t think you need to worry about us breaking up,” she laughed. “Everyone likes you far too much for that.”  
 
    “Well I will always try to be a leader worth following,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t think you need to worry about that, either,” Bailey said quietly as she turned to face me. “I think we would follow you anywhere at this point.”  
 
    I smiled and stared into her brilliant greenish-blue eyes. The little bit of light that came in through the cracks in my boarded window glinted off her nose ring as she faced me. I leaned forward and kissed her. It was a gentle kiss, and she did not pull away. I ran a hand along her smooth pale arm as I kissed her a little harder. This time she leaned into it and kissed me back. 
 
    “Are you okay with this?” I asked as I pulled back.  
 
    She bit her lip, nodded, and then pulled me back in for another kiss. As we made out, I pulled off her shirt and wrapped a large hand around one of her perky breasts.  
 
    Bailey let out a surprised squeak that melted into a moan as I rolled her hard nipple between my fingers. Then she started to breathe deeper and grind against me as she kissed me harder.  
 
    She pulled away from me, panting, and smiled wide. “Maybe I shouldn’t have waited so long to do this.” 
 
    “I will just have to make it worth the wait,” I said.  
 
    Bailey giggled and leaned in to kiss me once more.  
 
    I continued to play with her breasts as I started to kiss her neck. Her back arched, and she moaned softly as I gently sucked at her smooth skin. I grinned as I slipped a hand down her shorts only to find her already soaked.  
 
    “I told you I shouldn’t have waited so long,” she breathed.  
 
    “Some things are worth the wait.” I teased her slit with my fingers as I moved to suck on her breasts. 
 
    Bailey’s back arched as I licked one of her firm nipples with my tongue and slipped a single finger inside her. She was so wet that it took barely any pressure for me to slip it in, but I felt her pussy tighten around it.  
 
    “Ohhh,” she moaned as she started to grope at my hard cock through the fabric of my boxers. “That feels really good.” 
 
    “We are just getting started.” I pulled my finger free of her grip, pulled her shorts down around her ankles, and pushed her onto her back. She was dripping like a stream and actually made a wet spot on the sheets as I pulled off my underwear to reveal my stiff member 
 
    She smiled wide and bit her lip as she looked at my hard cock. 
 
    “I take it you like what you see?” I asked with a smirk. 
 
    “I just hope I can take it all,” she replied.  
 
    I grinned and pushed her legs wide open. Then I rubbed my cock against her pussy to coat it in her wetness as she moaned and tried to push herself onto it.  
 
    “Patience,” I instructed. “I need to make sure it is nice and lubed up first.”  
 
    “But I want it now,” she whined.  
 
    I wrapped my hands around her wrists and pinned her hands to the bed as I kissed her neck, breasts, and stomach. Her constant quiet moans helped to guide me to what she enjoyed most as I continued to tease her with just the tip of my very hard cock, but I was starting to grow impatient as well.  
 
    “Have you been taking the birth control?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” she said as she nodded and blushed. “I had been thinking about you for a while and thought Tara was right, I should be ready for when this happened, but uhhh. It takes a month or so to really work.” 
 
    “So I should pull out?” I asked. 
 
    “Uhhh,” she sighed as she tried to wiggle her hips downward on the bed so I would slide into her. “I actually just had my period, so we should have another ten days before I ovulate.” 
 
    “So I can come in you?” I verified. 
 
    “Yessss,” she purred. “Please.”  
 
    “Good,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Then I held her legs open and pushed myself slowly inside her. I could feel her pussy gripping my cock as I slid in. She was tight, and I was glad she got as wet as she did.  
 
    Bailey’s moans grew louder as my cock pushed in deeper, and her legs began to shake in my hands as I buried myself up to my balls inside of her.  
 
    “Oh fuck,” she muttered. Hey pale body glistened with a thin layer of sweat, and she struggled to keep her eyes open as I slowly pulled my length out of her. 
 
    Then I started to thrust.  
 
    I moved slowly at first, but slowly picked up speed as I moved within her. Every time buried myself in her, she let out a groan as her eyes rolled back in her head. It felt incredible, but I was still a bit surprised when only a minute or so had passed, and her pussy began to seize around me. 
 
    “Ohhhh. I’m… I’mmmm coming!” Bailey let out a guttural cry, threw her head back, and dug her nails into my forearms as she grabbed me.  
 
    I grunted as I felt her pussy grow even tighter around my cock, but I wasn’t done yet. As I pulled out a long string of her wetness clung to my tip and then dripped onto the bed. I watched for a moment as her whole body shook and spasmed. Then I turned her over, straddled her, and, once she had started to calm down, slipped into her from behind.  
 
    Waves of pleasure pulsed through me as I rocked back and forth on my knees and slipped repeatedly into and out of the pretty hippie. I kept a steady pace and felt as a shudder ran through the woman once again as she pushed her face into one of my pillows, let out a muted scream, and climaxed a second time. 
 
    I let Bailey come down with my cock still buried deep inside her, but as I tried to pull out so I could change positions, she reached back with both her legs and grabbed onto my thighs.   
 
    “That felt incredible,” she panted. “I really like this position.” 
 
    “I’ll keep going then,” I growled, and then I moved faster as I slammed my cock deep inside her over and over again. She gasped each time, and soon I could feel my body start to tense with each deep trust.  
 
    “Pour it all inside me,” Bailey urged. “I want to feel your hot cum fill me.”  
 
    I nodded, grabbed her ass, and pounded her harder. The bed started to squeak as it shifted with each thrust, and Bailey’s moans started to grow louder again as her body shook.  
 
    The pressure built inside me, but I held on a while longer as the petite blonde started to scream again into the pillosw. Her sounds drove me over the edge, and I groaned as I unloaded inside her tight, warm pussy.  
 
    Bailey let out one long, loud moan as she was filled with my hot cum, and her body started to spasm once again.  
 
    Our climaxes each seemed to last us half a minute, and we each finally let out a gasp of relief when it felt like I was done filling her. Then I pulled out and dribbled the last of my load onto her ass before I collapsed beside her.  
 
    For a couple minutes my companion was unable to say anything as she fought to gain control of her body and her breathing once more.  
 
    “Enjoy yourself a little?” I asked after I was able to catch my own breath. 
 
    “Holy fuck,” she wheezed as she ran a hand through her thin blond hair. “They told me you were good, but damn.”  
 
    “Well, you’re welcome to that whenever you need it,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Noted,” she said with a nod. She then let out a long breath, smiled, and shook her head. “I have never been fucked like that. I didn’t even know it could feel that good.”  
 
    “Well, I hold myself to a high standard in everything I do,” I said. “Sex is no exception.” 
 
    “Clearly,” she said with a laugh. She rolled over and wrapped her arms around me, and we laid there together for a while. A chill crept over us as our bodies cooled and our sweat started to dry off. I pulled a blanket up over us as Bailey shivered.  
 
    “I know that probably didn’t make you feel any safer, but damn was it fun,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, you really did make it worth the wait,” she said with a grin. Though the grin faded after only a moment, and she shifted to look at me. “I’m not the only one who has been nervous lately. None of the others wanted to say anything, but ever since you got back from your raid the gang has been on edge.”  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said with a frown. 
 
    “It’s not your fault,” Bailey said quickly. “That’s why they didn’t tell you. No one wanted you to think that you had done something to make them feel this way.”  
 
    “No, I get it.” I said. “What if I slept closer to you guys?”  
 
    “You are already right down the hall,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Right, but we are all comfortable with each other so why should I stay here alone?” I asked.  
 
    “I mean, I am sure the girls would feel better with you being there,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Alright, then it’s settled,” I said as I stood up. I pulled on a clean pair of underwear, grabbed my bedding, and headed for the door. “From now on, I'll stay out in the common area with the rest of you.”  
 
    “I like that plan,” Bailey said with a grin as she shifted to the edge of the bed. “You go let the others know while I get dressed again.” 
 
    “Yeah, you might want to clean yourself up,” I teased as I nodded down to where a bunch of my cream dribbled out of her pussy.   
 
    “And whose fault do you think that is?” she laughed. “Damn. You came a bunch inside of me.” 
 
    “Is that okay?” I asked again, even though I knew it was a bit too late now. 
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey sighed. “It feels great. Don’t worry, I won’t get pregnant. Go set up your bed. I’ll get cleaned up.” 
 
    I grinned, winked, and slipped out into the hall. All the girls appeared to be asleep when I arrived in the common room, so I picked a place in between them all, set down my stuff, and got settled in for the night. I could inform them of this change in the morning, so I closed my eyes and tried to drift off to sleep with all my girls around me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    I awoke the next morning to the sound of people shifting around me. As I cracked one eye open, I realized Bailey was asleep on my chest, and the other girls had shifted to nestle in around me. It was nice to see that they were still comfortable enough to sleep despite the coming attack. I wanted them to take this seriously, but I wanted to shoulder most of the burden of worry. Being a leader often meant that you couldn’t tell everyone your true concerns. 
 
    “Good morning,” Anna whispered from where she lay beside me. “To what do we own the pleasure of your company?”  
 
    “I think I am going to sleep out here for now on,” I said.  
 
    “Oh?” She raised an eyebrow. “What, was one of us a night not enough company?” 
 
    “Not quite like that,” I chuckled quietly. “With everything going on I thought it might be safer if we all stuck together.”  
 
    “Cool,” Anna said with a smile. “I like the sound of that.”  
 
    I grinned at her and pushed myself upright as Bailey’s head slid into my lap. This was actually a really good idea. There was safety in numbers and there was little reason to split up when we slept. I had thought about this many times, but I did not want to bring it up. I knew that, when they were ready, the girls would say something that would lead naturally into this idea. 
 
    Tara shifted, yawned, and rolled into me. Then she wrapped her slender arms around my chest. 
 
    “Looks like you aren’t the only one who thinks that,” I whispered.  
 
    “I’m not surprised,” Anna said.  
 
    “Now the issue is getting up without waking the others,” I joked before I gently moved Bailey, and tried to pull Tara’s arms away from me without waking her.  
 
    “I can’t help you there,” Anna said after she let out a large yawn. “I’m gonna go for a run though. Have fun and see you later.” She then got up, pulled a clean pair of green leggings on over her lacy black panties, put on a black tank top, grabbed her running shoes, and headed downstairs. 
 
    “Man, her ass looks good in leggings,” I muttered.  
 
    “No kidding,” one of the girls said.   
 
    I turned to see Paige, dressed in a loose white nightshirt, let out a large yawn and twirl her hair up into her usual messy bun. She pulled on her glasses and gave me a small wave. “It’s nice to see you out here with us.”  
 
    “I thought it was time for a change,” I said.  
 
    “It’s a welcome one,” the brunette said.  
 
    “Makes getting up a little more complicated though,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Stay here,” Tara groaned as she tried to wrap her arms around me again.  
 
    “I have to get up,” I insisted.  
 
    “Awwww,” the platinum blonde pouted. “You’re so comfy though.”  
 
    I laughed, gently pushed her off, and stood up.  
 
    Bailey groaned, rolled over, but didn’t wake up.  
 
    “I expect to see you guys in the library before too long,” I said as I shook my head and smiled. “We have a lot that we need to do.”  
 
    I returned to my dorm, pulled on jeans and a green flannel, and then headed downstairs and towards the library.  
 
    By the time anyone arrived I had a freshly brewed pot of coffee prepared in a blue enamel coffee pot. I left the small propane stove on just enough to keep it warm until company arrived, but I did not wait for the others before I poured myself a cup.  
 
    I sat on the table and stared at the plans I had written out on the whiteboard. After our trip yesterday I had come up with a solid defensive plan that started at the bridge. We had enough space that we could set up multiple attack points where we could pick off some bikers before falling back to more defensible positions. Our campus was by far the most easily defensible spot, but if we could stop them before they got here then we mitigate the amount of damage that was done to our property and our land.  
 
    The door to the library clicked open, and I turned to see Anna and Rolly walk in. 
 
    “How was your run?” I asked the redhead. 
 
    “Good, another nice day for it,” she said as she took a seat at the table.  
 
    I nodded and poured a cup of coffee for her and Rolly and passed them around the table. “How bout you Rolly, how was your morning?”  
 
    “Good, I got up a bit early, checked on the smoker, and did a little reading. Like Anna said, it’s another nice day out there.”  
 
    “You’ve been busy too,” Anna said as she nodded towards the whiteboard.  
 
    “With our big trip outta the way I wanted to turn my attention to my defensive plan.  
 
     “It’s a nice map at least,” Rolly said.  
 
    I chuckled and studied the rough sketch I had blocked out in blue marker. It was messy, and it had lots of arrows pointing out possible defensive options in various places.  
 
    “Your handwriting isn’t bad, but you’re going to explain what all that manic marker scribbling means, right?” Anna asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll walk you through it,” I said with a smile.  
 
    The doors opened again, and the other three members of our group entered the library. Paige was dressed in her usual outfit of jeans and a T-shirt, Bailey was in a similar outfit, but Tara had changed it up today. She wore a short black skirt, blue blouse, and thigh high socks stuck out of her black flats. 
 
    “Good timing,” I said as the three each took a seat at the table. 
 
    Rolly leaned over, grabbed the coffee pot, and started to pour a fresh cup for the newcomers.  
 
    “So, what’s this then?” Tara asked as she took the coffee and motioned to the whiteboard. 
 
    “Plans,” I stated. “First though, I want to get our daily assignments out of the way. Going over my defensive strategy with you could take a while, and I do not want to forget to give you all your tasks. Anna and Bailey are on trap, trot line, and bathing duty. Meanwhile I want Tara and Paige to stay here and look for books on water purification.”  
 
    “Easy,” Anna said as she leaned back in her chair. “Any set afternoon plans?”  
 
    “Yes, once you and Bailey get back we will get together, shoot for an hour, and then work on our first shower.”  
 
    Tara let out a shrill squeak of excitement.  
 
    Everyone turned to stare at her with an amused look.  
 
    “Sorry,” the platinum blonde said as she went bright red. “I just got a little excited.”  
 
    “You don’t say?” Paige teased.  
 
    “Let’s stay on topic here,” I said with a grin. “We have a lot to cover this morning.” I turned back to the whiteboard and pulled out my marker. “So this is the plan I had so far. Using the bridge, the town, and the campus we will set up a three tiered defensive strategy.” I poked my marker at each of those locations where they were drawn on the whiteboard for emphasis. “Each of these has different advantages, plenty of cover, and clear escape routes.”  
 
    I moved back to the table and spread out a topographical map of our immediate area. I circled the bridge with the marker. “It all starts here. Yesterday when we stopped, I sized it up and decided it was a perfect first line of defense. We will take some of the cars around the bridge and move them to block the sides. That will create a bottleneck and force our enemies to move in small numbers through a narrow space.”  
 
    “We will put our first spike strip up there too, right?” Paige asked as she leaned over the map.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod as I turned back to the whiteboard. I had a larger, crude, view of the bridge drawn out on it. The cars on the bridge were simple boxes, but I had a spot for the spike strip clearly marked with a line with Xs crossed through it. “The spike strip will be set up here, right in front of the car funnel.” I pointed to my mark. “That won’t be the only trap we use though. We pulled lots of those small propane tanks from the houses on our last trip to Lanceton, and a couple of those set up with nails and shrapnel around them would make for a nasty bomb.”  
 
    “Are those the little circles with a B inside of them?” Anna asked as she pointed to the whiteboard.  
 
    “Yeah, those are where I am thinking, but that could change as we actually get stuff set up on the bridge.”  
 
    “How are we going to trigger these explosives?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Good question,” Paige said. “What sort of thing will even make these propane tanks explode?”  
 
    “We will have to shoot it to trigger it,” I said. “Though not just any bullet will work. The stuff we are carrying will just punch holes in the metal causing explosive decompression, but not a true explosion. For that we will need fire to actually ignite the propane as it escapes the canister.”  
 
    “So is there some magic way to light our bullets on fire then?” Anna joked.  
 
    “Actually, there kind of is,” I said. “I have a couple boxes of 5.56 tracer rounds. Those are going to be our best bet. I’ll have one box, and Bailey can have the other.”  
 
    “Why me?” Bailey asked 
 
    “You are obviously a better shot than the rest of us,” Paige pointed out.  
 
    “No way that’s true,” the hippie replied. 
 
    “She’s right,” I said. “You have proven several times already that you have a knack for shooting straight. You even did well with those wolves, so you’ll be fine to hit a stationary target when the bikers come.”  
 
    “Oh, alright then, if you say so,” Bailey said, but I could tell she didn’t have total confidence in herself yet.  
 
    “Would it be a good call to have a backup source of fire if the tracer rounds don’t work?” Tara asked as she studied my drawing.  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I asked.  
 
    “I dunno, what about molotovs or something?” the blonde model asked with a shrug. “Or are they another thing that doesn’t work like they do in the movies?”  
 
    “Oh they work,” I assured her. “That’s a really good idea too. We have enough spare gasoline to make some throwing weapons out of it and lighting the end of the bridge on fire would act as another deterrent.”  
 
    “Nice idea,” Anna said as she nudged Tara.  
 
    “Thanks, it seems I have those sometime,” she replied.   
 
    “So where will we be while all of this shit is happening on the bridge?” Paige asked.  
 
    “We will be in the trees on either side of the road,” I explained, “We will build little shooting spots in the trees to give us increased cover and stability. We will need to scout out the area to find the best spots, but we will try to build them a little higher for high ground advantage and increased line of sight.”  
 
    “So then we will be hidden in the trees shooting at the guys as they get across?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, all of the complicated stuff comes in the preparation,” I said. “We have to assume that the bikers will break through the bridge eventually though, and that is where my escape route comes in.” I returned to the topographical map and traced my finger along a path I had drawn in black ink. 
 
    “Why not just take the road?”  
 
    “That was my plan at first, but after studying this local map I realized that if we cut through the forest, we can not only save time, but we won’t be getting shot at the entire journey either.”  
 
    “I really like that last part,” Tara said.  
 
    “I thought you might,” I said with a wink.  
 
    “So we take this path and end up in the town,” Paige muttered as she traced my inked path with her finger. She looked up at me and grinned. “So what are our plans for the town then?”  
 
    “In town our most valuable resource will be the houses,” I said. “They will provide us ample places to hide in, take cover, and shoot from, but right now the bikers could just roll up the road and head for the campus. There are enough cars in town for us to set up a nice blockade, and I think we could actually turn the couple blocks of housing into a small maze of traps and shooting spots.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, if these guys stick to their bikes we can really control their path up to the campus,” Anna said with a nod. 
 
    “What kind of traps are we thinking of setting up in town?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “We will use our second spike strip as a last little speedbump before they can make their way up the hill,” I said. “We will use debris and stuff to hide this one as well. Though in our death maze I am thinking of doing a few more bombs and fire traps.”  
 
    “We could string up some tripwires between the houses,” Anna suggested.  
 
    “Yeah, if we could find something thin enough we could put them up high enough to catch the guys in the chest and rip them off their bikes,” I said.  
 
    “That would be brutal,” Paige said with a grin.  
 
    “A lot of what we do in town will be a repeat of the bridge,” I said. “We will set up spots for us to shoot from when we get back to town and then run once they start to push through our defenses.” 
 
    “Is the second black line that connects the town to the campus our route?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Yeah, the bikers don’t know the forest like we do, so following us that way to the campus would be a bad idea for them,” I said. “The more we stay in the forest the safer we are, and the faster we can move.”  
 
    “So the campus is our castle then?” Tara asked. “Like our final line in the sand?”  
 
    “Pretty much,” I said. “Though with our plan there shouldn’t be many people left by this point. We will have fewer traps up here at the campus, but we have this nice wide courtyard to use as a shooting gallery. We will build sniper nests in the woods for me, Bailey, and Anna. Rolly, Paige, and Tara will be set up in scattered spots in the three buildings. That will let us trap whoever is left in a massive crossfire making it hard for any of them to take cover.”  
 
    “Awesome, this sounds pretty simple,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Mechanically everything is simple,” I said. “Though we have lots of work to do to make sure that everything goes in our favor. We will setup our defense points and run drills to ensure that we can move from one spot to the next with speed. We also need to practice shooting more.”  
 
    “Sounds like we have some long days ahead of us,” Paige said.  
 
    “At least we will have a hot shower to help us unwind,” Tara said with a grin.  
 
    “We have to get it built first,” I reminded her.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know,” she said as she rolled her eyes at me. “But we are going to do that today.”  
 
    “Once we get the important stuff done first, then yeah,” I said with a nod. “So does anyone have any questions about our plan?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Paige said. “At least not right now. I’m going to be spending a while in here though so I might think of something while I stare at your plan throughout the day.”  
 
    “Let me know, but keep your focus on what I asked you to research,” I said. “Getting a purification system up and running would help us a lot.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll keep her on task,” Tara teased.  
 
    “Right,” Paige scoffed. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”  
 
    “Alright,” I interjected. “If everyone is good here, I think we should get to work.”  
 
    “What do you want me to do?” Rolly asked as he swirled the last bit of coffee around the bottom of his cup. “Don’t want to be useless.”  
 
    “No, of course not,” I said. “You’ll help me unload what we got yesterday, and I’ll show you in person what sort of defenses I am thinking of setting up here, and in town. Whenever you find yourself with some spare time if you want to work on those defenses it would be appreciated.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said with a nod.  
 
    “We all have our jobs, so let’s get to work,” I said before I capped the marker I had been using, finished my coffee, and headed to the courtyard with Rolly.  
 
    As I walked towards the trailers, I noticed that the grass in the courtyard was starting to get long. Come summer, depending on the rain, it might die off and become a patchy carpet, but right now it was starting to look like an unkempt field. It wasn’t a problem, at least not yet. Though we would want to figure out a way to at least keep a pathway carved out to keep down on bugs and places for animals to hide on our land.  
 
     “You don’t happen to have a manual lawn mower hidden in that shed of yours do ya, Rolly?” I asked as Rolly and I reached the vehicles. Then I hopped in the jeep. There was no point in carrying everything across the courtyard when I could just pull right up to the building we would store the gear in.  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint ya, but no,” he said as he shook his head and climbed in. 
 
    “Damn,” I muttered as I started the jeep. It only took a moment for me to drive from the parking lot to the dorm building. I parked the old olive green machine and started to fill my arms with scavenged goods. 
 
     “You think we will need one?” Rolly asked as he did the same. 
 
    “At some point we will need a way to knock some of the grass down, but it's not a priority right now.” I said as I tried to pull the building doors open without letting any of the gear in my arms fall.  
 
    “I’ll keep it in mind and see what I can do,” the handyman said.  
 
    We quickly fell into a rhythm of grabbing a new load and then sorting it out onto various tables in the lunch room based on what type of item it was. There was one table full of clothing, another full of bedding, and a third with any form of illumination. It took us about twenty minutes to empty and sort the Jeep and its trailer, and another half hour to do the same with the rest of the stuff. After we finished, we stood there a moment, just staring at the sheer amount of stuff we had managed to bring back.  
 
    “Think this will last us a while?” I asked.  
 
    “Oh yeah, this’ll do just fine,” Rolly chuckled. “The bikes seem like a good find.” He gestured with his head towards where the two bicycles sat next to one of the long lunch tables.  
 
    “Yeah, they will be useful in the coming months for sure,” I said with a nod. “Come on, let’s roll down the hill and check out the town. I want to see what sort of maze we can set up with the cars that were left behind.”  
 
    Rolly nodded and followed me out of the building. Then we each grabbed an ATV, took off down the hill, and rolled into town. We parked in front of the town’s one general store and started to walk the streets.  
 
    I took note of every house that lined the streets. What was most important to me were the windows. I wanted to know what sort of view they got of the area, where they were on the house, and if any of them were close enough to move between in a fight. The more we could move while firing at the bikers the harder we would make it for them to find out where we were and return fire.  
 
    “So I noticed you slept out in the main area with the girls last night,” Rolly said as we walked.  
 
    “Yeah, I had a talk with Bailey last night, and it turns out the girls were all a bit nervous,” I said. “So I decided that it was time I moved out there with them. It’s actually a bit safer anyway.”  
 
    “I’m sure it was a real hard adjustment for you,” the grey haired man chuckled.  
 
    “It was tough but I think I’ll manage,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “I will say that it is nice to know that you make the girls feel safer,” Rolly said. “They are good girls and deserve to feel safe despite our situation.”  
 
    “I agree, and I think they will feel better as their skills continue to grow,” I said as I stopped and smiled at him. Then I turned back to the surrounding houses. “I want every window boarded up, but leave gaps big enough to see through and shoot though. If we make all of the windows look more or less the same it should confuse the bikers a bit once the shooting starts.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Rolly said. “I can bring down some scrap and I bet there is stuff in the houses I can bust up too.”  
 
    “Perfect,” I said.  
 
    We walked completely through the town once and looked at the front and back of every individual house. I refused to send any of my girls into a house if the only entrance spilled out onto the street so I made a mental note of every one that we could use.  
 
    There were about a dozen vehicles still parked in the streets. Four of them were large pickups, one was a big grey van, two were SUVs, and the rest were sedans of various sizes.  
 
    All but one of the trucks would work as amazing barriers. They would not be the easiest to move into position but thankfully we could use our working truck to push them around if need be. One of the trucks was simply too large. It was a red beast of a vehicle with huge off-road tires and a lift kit. The bikers would barely have to slow down to slip underneath the thing. Though if we found ourselves in need of more barricades, we could bolt something onto the side to make it into more of a wall. With all of the abandoned vehicles we could cut off the direct route to the school completely, force them to cut through the neighborhood, and then direct them through the streets in an S pattern.  
 
    “I don’t expect you to move the cars alone, but once we get them in place do you think you could go through and make sure there are no gaps large enough for a bike to slip through?” I asked as we returned to the convenience store. “This part of the plan doesn’t really work if they can just go around.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rolly assured me. “I saw several places that would need a more conventional barricade anyway. There were some places where a guy on a bike could easily slip between some of the houses.”  
 
    “Make sure you leave at least a few paths for us to travel on foot,” I said. “Mobility is going to be a huge factor in how well we do in the coming fight. We are very outnumbered and if we get cornered at any point there is a good chance none of us will make it out of this alive.”  
 
    “Understood,” the man said as he leaned heavily on the ATV. He then pulled out an orange pill bottle, opened it, and popped one of the small white pills into his mouth. He sighed heavily and moved to sit on the four wheeler.  
 
    “Doing better now that you have enough pills?” I asked as I sat down on my own ride.  
 
    “Yeah, much better,” he said. “I didn’t realize how bad I was feeling until you came back with more pills. It was really stupid of me to keep my condition from you. Hell, it coulda killed me.”  
 
    “You’re right, but thankfully Bailey and Paige told me in time,” I said. “I hope if you have any troubles in the future that you will come to me sooner. I don’t want to see any of you hurt. Especially when I can do something about it.”  
 
    “I know,” Rolly muttered. “I just didn’t want you to think I was weak.”  
 
    I chuckled and looked over at the man. “You really thought I would think you were weak because of a heart condition?”  
 
    He shrugged. “I mean it kinda means exactly that.”  
 
    “I disagree,” I said as I shook my head. “I think you have proven to be an exceptionally strong and capable member of our team. You are only weak when your condition cannot be treated properly, and even then the weakness is only physical.”  
 
    “I think you might think too highly of me, Tav,” the old man chuckled. “Thanks though, always like knowing I am appreciated.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod. “I don’t just appreciate you for your hard work either. I value your insight and suggestions as well.”  
 
    “I’ve noticed,” he said. “I don't think anyone has listened to me this much for a long time.” He cracked a wide smile and shook his head. “Still not convinced it’s a good idea.”  
 
    “I think we are good here for now,” I laughed and fished the ATV keys out of my pocket. “Let’s get back up the hill and see how the girls are doing,”  
 
    He nodded, shifted to sit correctly on the four wheeler, and followed me up the hill.  
 
    We had spent the better part of the morning poking about town, and the sun was starting its descent towards the horizon as I pulled back into the parking lot with Rolly. We made our way across the courtyard and found Anna and Bailey spread out on the long grass cleaning half a dozen fresh fish. There was a small pile of entrails thrown to one side as the two worked to remove all of the scales from the creatures.  
 
    “Good haul,” I said as I walked by. “Throw those in the smoker when you’re done and grab your guns.”  
 
    “Will do,” Anna said with a smile. 
 
    We arrived at the library, and I turned to Rolly. “I am going to see how Paige and Tara are doing with their research and get them ready for some shooting. You think you can set up the range?”  
 
    “I think I can handle that,” Rolly replied. “What do you want them to shoot today?”  
 
    “Take some spent shotgun casings, and set them up down range,” I said after I thought about it for a moment. “Let’s see just how accurate these ladies really are.”  
 
    “Will do,” Rolly said with a nod before he turned around and marched off towards our range.  
 
    I went into the library, jogged down the small set of stairs that led to the stacks and our meeting table, and found Tara and Paige with several books spread out before them.  
 
    “It isn’t time to stop already, is it?” Paige asked as she looked up. 
 
    “I am afraid so,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “Oh thank god,” Tara said as she slammed closed the book in front of her. “I was seriously starting to lose focus here.”  
 
    “Did you guys find anything?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I think we did,” Paige said.  
 
    “Good, tell me about it later,” I instructed. “Right now I need you guys to grab your guns and earplugs and meet me at the range.”  
 
    “Gladly,” Tara said as she jumped up and rushed for the door.  
 
    “Well okay then,” Paige chuckled. “I am starting to think that Tara doesn’t enjoy the research as much as I do.”  
 
    “You don’t say,” I said in mock disbelief.  
 
    The brunette chuckled and headed for the door, but she stopped just long enough to give me a kiss and smack me on the ass before she too disappeared outside.  
 
    I shook my head, grinned, and headed for the range.  
 
    By the time I got there Rolly had already set up the targets, grabbed some ammo, and laid out the guns. He was sitting at one of the benches he had built as he waited for everyone to arrive. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as I gestured downrange to the targets.  
 
    “Yeah, I am excited to see how they do,” he replied.  
 
    “Me too,” I said as Anna walked up. She had her SKS cradled in her arms like a small child, and it glistened like it had been recently coated in a fresh layer of oil.  
 
    Bailey joined us a moment later with her AR-15 hanging from her left shoulder. Both women had their pistols strapped on and moved to stand in their favored shooting lanes. 
 
    “Wow, are those really what we are shooting today?” Anna asked as she got a look at the tiny targets.  
 
    “Yep,” I said with a grin. “We need to see just how accurate you guys can be,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, this should be fun,” Bailey said with a wide smile. She immediately popped in her ear protection, took a seat at her bench, pulled her rifle out, aimed, and started to adjust her sights. She had clearly been listening to all of my lessons so far.  
 
    Tara and Paige joined us a couple minutes later, and they each carried a shotgun. They took up their positions on the range, and I set boxes of shells in front of them. 
 
    “Today you will be using slugs,” I said. “I want to see how straight you can shoot, and it is a little hard to gauge that with birdshot.”  
 
    “Aw man,” Tara groaned. “I guess that’s fair.”  
 
    “Personally I think it will be a fun challenge,” Paige said with a shrug as she started to load her gun with the green colored cartridges.  
 
    “Good, now get your ears in because I don’t think I can keep Bailey from shooting for much longer.”  
 
    The girls nodded and scrambled to put in their ear buds as I stepped back to watch over the firing line.  
 
    “Range is hot,” I yelled once I was sure they were ready. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The next hour flew by as the girls practiced hitting small targets. Bailey had no trouble. She rarely needed a second shot to take down a single empty shotgun shell, and the ease with which she acquired targets was beautiful. Not only was she a natural, but she took every bit of advice and critique immediately to heart. Unlike many men I had taught to shoot in the past, there was no ego tied to this activity to her, so she saw no reason not to listen to me and try to do it her way.  
 
    The other three were not bad, though. While not as immediately precise as their hippie companion, they could all hit the small target out at twenty yards given enough time to aim and breathe properly. Tara struggled the most with this, but as I watched her shoot, I realized it was her inherent impatience that was her weakness. She would often work on lining up the perfect shot only to yank the trigger quickly, or let off a shot before she was certain she had it. As for Paige and Anna, well they just simply needed more practice to be as quick and precise as Bailey.  
 
    “Alright, you guys did great, but I think it is time to pack it up for the day,” I said.  
 
    “If we have to,” Bailey whined.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I am sure you will have a chance to show us all up again soon,” Anna teased.  
 
    “I’m not trying to,” Bailey laughed.  
 
    “We know,” Paige said with a sigh. “You’re just really fucking good at this.”  
 
    “You are all getting pretty damn good at this,” I said. “Our practice is paying off, but if we shoot for too much longer we might not have enough time to build a shower.”  
 
    “Yes please!” Tara exclaimed before she quickly checked that her gun was unloaded, put it on the table with the others, and skipped over to me. She looked back to the other girls who were still packing up. “Come on, hurry up!”  
 
    “Settle down,” Paige chuckled. “We want a shower too.”  
 
    “Yeah, I have pretty much forgotten what hot water feels like,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I haven’t...” Anna muttered with a smirk.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, we know,” Paige said as she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “When do the rest of us get to go enjoy this mountain ski lodge?” Tara asked as she narrowed her eyes at me. “I’m starting to get a little jealous.”  
 
    “Let’s finish dealing with these bikers, and then we will see about taking a nice little vacation,” I said.  
 
    “I guess that sounds fair,” Tara said.  
 
    “We’re ready to go, Tav,” Anna said as she added her gun to the armory table. Bailey and Paige nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Awesome, let’s go pick a nice spot,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll clean up here and join you guys in a little bit,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Much appreciated,” I replied. Then I headed out into the courtyard with the girls. It didn’t take long for me to find a nice spot close to the buildings bathed in sunlight. Based on the path of the sun and where things were around it I guessed it would have sunlight throughout the day, and that was the important part since we needed that light to heat our water. Once winter came around, we would have to figure out a different solution, but that was a problem for another day. 
 
    “Is this the place?” Anna asked as she watched me stand there and stare across the sky.  
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” I replied with a nod before I pulled out my knife and tossed it into the ground. “This will be our marker so we don’t lose the position while we grab lumber and tools.”  
 
    We made a run to the shed and loaded up on hammers, nails, 2x4s, and a couple staple guns to use to adhere the plastic. We made a second trip to the shed and grabbed some pipes, a showerhead, a valve, and two five gallon jugs.  
 
    By the time we had gathered our pile of resources Rolly had finished cleaning up after our shooting sessions and had come to join us. He had his toolbelt strapped on and was already picking out the straightest of our 2x4s.  
 
    “We all ready to get this done?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, hell yes,” Tara said.  
 
    “You heard her, Boss, let’s get started,” Rolly grinned. 
 
    The base of the shower was simple. We created a wooden frame out of 2x4 that was eight feet tall and attached to a simple three feet by three feet base. We built the base out of some treated lumber Rolly had found down in the town, capped it with some pine plywood, cut a small drain hole in the center, and wrapped the whole thing in plastic to help protect it against the water. Without the proper treatment there was a good chance we would have to replace at least the floor of the base in a couple months, but this would work as a prototype.  
 
    “What do you think?” I said as I stepped inside our frame. It was not overly cramped, and it didn’t rock around as I shifted my weight around on the base.  
 
    “Right now it doesn’t look like much,” Paige admitted.  
 
    “I can see the potential in it,” Tara said. “What’s the next step?”  
 
    “Let’s get the plumping done,” I said as I picked up some half inch PVC pipe. I ran two separate pipes from the top of the frame and joined them together with a Y shaped coupling. Then I attached a small piece of pipe to the bottom of the Y and attached our shower head. All of the pipes were attached directly to the 2x4 with metal clips and connected together again at the top so that we could start and stop the flow with a single valve.  
 
    Next we went to work on getting out water jugs in place. Using some adapters we fitted our pipes onto the front of the five gallon water jugs we had pulled from the campus dorm. They were the thin blue plastic jugs that came pre filled with filtered water and fit atop water dispensers.  
 
    “So, um... how are we doing to get the water into the jugs?” Anna asked as she watched me hook them up to the pipes  
 
    “I’ve got an idea,” Rolly said as he took a step forward. “We could cut off the top of each of the jugs, add a hinge, create a seal on both sides, and put a simple latch in the front to keep it closed.”  
 
    “That sounds great,” I said. “Do we have the hardware for that?”  
 
    “Yeah, I can go grab what we will need,” he said with a smile before he jogged off towards his shed.  
 
    “Good thing Anna said something,” Paige said with a grin.  
 
    “Any one of you could have stopped me at any point,” I said.  
 
    “I thought you had a plan,” Tara said after she shrugged.  
 
    “I did,” I grinned.  
 
    “Is there something we can do in the meantime?” Paige asked.  
 
    I thought about it for a moment before I nodded. “Yeah, I think there is.”  
 
    “Cool, what’s the plan?”  
 
    “A couple of you can start wrapping three of the sides in our black plastic. The other two can make a door to fit in the front of the frame, wrap that in plastic, and use the hinges I grabbed to get it in place.”  
 
    “Sweet, I’m making the door,” Paige said as she pulled out a tape measure and started to gather up the lumber. 
 
    “I’ll help,” Bailey said as she rushed to the brunette’s side.  
 
    “Looks like we are on plastic duty then,” Tara said as she looked to Anna.  
 
    “Seems so,” Anna nodded as she hefted up the roll of plastic. “Wanna grab the staple gun? I’ll cut it and hold it in place if you want to get it stapled down.” 
 
    “Deal,” Tara said quickly as she scooped up the partially rusted silver tool.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Bailey asked me as she held some lumber in place while Paige sawed it to the correct length.  
 
    “I think I am going to see if I can find a good place to start a greenhouse,” I said as I studied the courtyard.   
 
    “Oh sweet,” the blonde hippie said. “You think we will get that started soon?” 
 
    “Our shower is going well,” I said as I looked back at her. “I am thinking maybe we can get it started today, or at the very least maybe we can get our dimensions planned.”  
 
    “I love the smell inside of greenhouses,” Anna said as she held a piece of plastic in place while Tara struggled to work the staple gun.  
 
    Rolly ran back with a plastic bag full of hardware, rubber seal, and what looked to be a small manual rivet device.  
 
    “You need any help?” I asked as the handyman pulled the jugs off the shower structure.  
 
    “Nope, I think I got this,” he said.  
 
    “Alright, then give me a shout when you are finished,” I said.  
 
    “Will do,” he said as he set about cutting the top from the first blue jug.  
 
    I wandered out into the courtyard as the group worked behind me. There was not much I could help with until the jugs were done as, at the moment, I would simply get in the way. After a few minutes though I found a nice flat patch of ground with plenty of sunlight that would be a good spot for a medium sized greenhouse.  
 
    I made a quick run to the shed to grab some wood scraps and some twine, and then I returned to the future site of our greenhouse. I turned the scraps into small wooden stakes and used my tape measure to measure out a twelve by twenty area. I then marked each of the four corners with a wooden stake and then ran twine between them to give me a footprint. I took a step back and looked at the rectangle I created and nodded in satisfaction. Our courtyard was very quickly starting to fill up with useful outbuildings.  
 
    I returned to the group to find the girls were all busy working to hang the door to the little shower. It fit nicely, and they had even built a latch and pull handle. Our shower stall looked pretty nice covered in taut black plastic. I watched as Rolly poured a load of water into the top of the jugs he had prepared and smiled. It wasn’t fancy, but we had a shower.  
 
    “Nice job, guys,” I said. 
 
    “Thanks,” Paige said before she wiped the sweat from her brow and then cleaned off her glasses. 
 
    “I think it’s officially ready for a test run,” Rolly said as he latched the full jug of water closed. 
 
    “Oh, I volunteer,” Tara said as she stuck her hand up into the air.  
 
    “Don’t get too excited just yet,” I chuckled. “That water is not going to be warm, at least not yet. Right now we just have to turn it on and make sure it flows.” I stepped past the girls and pulled the door open. It swung out nicely without catching on any of the sides. I wondered if Rolly had given them any tips of how they should properly hang a door. Then I stepped in, pressed myself up against the side, and released the valve. Water rushed out of the spout and splattered loudly on the plastic floor. The water pressure wasn’t anything spectacular, but it was more than sufficient for scrubbing yourself clean.  
 
    “Oh my god, it works!” Tara squealed.  
 
    “Okay, take it down a notch,” Anna said.  
 
    “Sorry,” Tara said as she blushed bright red.   
 
    I turned off the shower and stepped back into the courtyard.  
 
    “So when can we use it?” Paige asked? 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I said. “Really, it is ready now, but you might want to give it all of tomorrow morning to really heat up.”  
 
    “Did you get the greenhouse started?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I have a spot that I think will work,” I said. “I think we will need to do some inventory before we get started though. Would hate to start it only to realize we don’t have enough wood to finish it at this size.”  
 
    “Good call,” Rolly said. “We have been using up quite a bit of good timbers here lately.”  
 
    “Nothing we can’t fix,” I said. “After all, we are setup right by a nice sized forest. If we need to, we could get real old school and make our own lumber.”  
 
    “I have always enjoyed the rustic look,” Anna said with a shrug.  
 
    “Yeah, but you might enjoy it less when you have to work all that wood yourself,” Paige said.  
 
    “I’m always up for a little woodworking,” Tara said as she winked at me. 
 
    “You’re good at it too,” I replied as I shot her a grin.  
 
    “I would tell you two to get a room, but we all share one now,” Bailey said with a smile.  
 
    “Well then they can get a different room,” Anna said. “At least while they are playing lumberjack anyway.”  
 
    “Ohh, that sounds fun,” Tara purred as she looked at me and licked her lips. “I could definitely fell some wood right about now.”  
 
    “You know what, it’s getting late,” Rolly interjected. “Suddenly seems like I should go make some dinner.”  
 
    “Aw, you scared off poor Rolly with your flirting, Tara,” Paige teased.  
 
    “I won’t complain,” Anna said. “I am actually getting pretty hungry, and that man knows how to cook some tasty food.”  
 
    “True,” I said with a nod. “But since we are the ones who drove him away, it seems only fair that we should be the ones to clean up the area. Return all tools, nails, and extra hardware to the shed. Any lumber can he moved out to the spot I marked for our greenhouse.”  
 
    “What about this plastic?” Anna asked as she shook the black roll at me.  
 
    “Toss that in the shed too,” I said. “After we get everything put away wash up and head for the fire pit.”  
 
    “So, is that it for today then?” Paige asked 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a nod. “We got a lot done, and we had a solid start to our defensive strategy. I’d say that is enough progress for one day.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tara said as she started to fill the plastic bag Rolly had brought with parts. “Plus, the sooner we sleep the sooner we can use this shower.”  
 
    “Wow, you are really obsessed with this shower,” Anna chuckled and shook her head.  
 
    “Hey, I really like hot water, and not all of us got to spend time in a hot tub recently,” Tara replied.  
 
    “Okay, sorry for saying anything,” Anna said as she shook her head.  
 
    I grinned at them, shook my head, and then turned to haul some of our extra lumber over to the greenhouse. If the girls were nervous about the coming fight, they were doing a damn fine job of keeping their spirits up. 
 
    We cleaned up the area and took a moment to admire our simple black plastic shower stall. It really wasn’t the prettiest of projects, but I was pretty sure no one was going to care as long as it did the job.  
 
    We retired to the fire pit for the evening as the first streaks of orange started to color the sky. A slab of deer sizzled on the skillet sitting over the fire, and a can of beans bubbled in a pot beside it.  
 
    “Smells good,” Anna said as she took a seat.  
 
    “Thanks,” Rolly said. “It’s nothing fancy, but I figured two nights of wolf meat might be a little much.” 
 
    “Maybe we haven't found the best way to cook it yet,” Bailey suggested.  
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “We have plenty of meat to experiment with.”  
 
    “Yeah, plus we have enough spices to make anything at least palatable,” Paige said.  
 
    “Especially if Tara is using them,” Bailey said as she smiled at the platinum blonde. 
 
    “Oh, hey, did you want to hear about what we found out about water purification systems?” Paige asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “Lay it on me.”  
 
    Paige shifted to give me her full attention, brushed a stray brunette hair out of her face, and started in on what she had learned. “Well, modern systems make use of stuff like chlorine gas to purify water and ensure it is safe for human consumption. Obviously we don’t have access to chlorine gas so an entirely modern solution won’t work for us. However, even a lot of large water purification and filtration systems use what we might think of as old school methods.”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s, like, kinda crazy how simple a lot of the process is,” Tara added with a nod.  
 
    “She’s right,” Paige said. “Some stuff you do in more primitive systems, such as running the water through stones and sand, is still used to help filter out particulates. Just on a much larger scale.”  
 
    “So, have you come up with a plan?” I asked 
 
    “Kinda,” Paige said. “I don’t think we have all we need yet.” 
 
    “What do we need?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “We need some large tanks to run the water though. We can set up each tank with a different filtration layer that then feeds into one large reservoir.”  
 
    “What do we need to form the layers?” Anna chimed in.  
 
    “Really it looks like all we really need is a layer of gravel, a second layer of sand, and a final layer of charcoal.”  
 
    “Where are we going to get enough charcoal to filter water with?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “We can make that,” I said. “We just need to burn some wood down into charcoal, and thankfully wood is in no short supply around here.” I motioned to the trees around us.  
 
    “Sweet,” Tara said. “I was worried about the charcoal thing too.”  
 
    “Well, it has to be activated charcoal,” Paige was quick to point out. “We can still make it, but it will take a little more work. Basically we need to bake the charcoal until we can break it down into a powder. Also I think if we can get some cheese cloth or some other form of porous cloth we could add that to each layer as just an extra method of particulate filtration.”  
 
    “I like this plan,” I said. “We can build it close to our pump so that we can pump water directly into the top of the system and let it drip through the layers. We just need to find some good sized tanks so we can process large quantities of water.”  
 
    “We will also need to build it so that we can get to the different layers and replace the materials as needed,” Tara said. She then looked at Anna and grinned. “See, I was paying attention.”  
 
    “Seems so,” Anna smiled and gave her friend a high five.. “Nice job.” 
 
    “We will make sure we have access to the system,” I said with a nod. “We have that water tank we picked up in Lanceton a couple weeks back that I intended to use as a reservoir. I think we will bury that in the ground a little to help regulate the temperature of the water and keep it out of direct sunlight.” 
 
    “How will we get the water out of it then?” Bailey asked 
 
    “We have that second pump,” I explained. “We can hook a hose up to the tank and pump out fresh clean water.”  
 
    “Oh God, that sounds soooo nice,” Tara said. 
 
    “Yeah, I am getting tired of boiling water,” Anna agreed with a nod.  
 
    “Well, if we need to we could probably rip some hot water heaters out of the houses down in town,” I said. “It won’t be a fun job, and the things are usually heavy as hell, but they would provide us at least something to get started with.”  
 
    “You know, there are a couple farms bout a half day out from this place,” Rolly said. “There is a chance we could find something a little bigger at one of those. We would have to make sure we could get the truck there to pick them up, but it might be a better alternative.” 
 
    “That would be perfect,” I said. “They would probably have stuff more the size I would like to use, and we might be able to score some more lumber to help us with our greenhouse.”  
 
    “What if we there are some animals, like horses or cows there?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Well then we might have a close source of meat,” I said. “We don’t exactly have a place to keep animals yet.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Bailey muttered. “Is that something we could work on?” 
 
    “Yeah, but not right now,” I said. “We need to stay focused on our more immediate needs and our defense plan. I also think we should actually see what we can find at these farms first anyway.”  
 
    “I’ll mark them on your map if you want,” Rolly said as he started to cut up and plate the deer. He added a large spoonful of steaming baked beans to each plate before he passed them around. 
 
    “That would be appreciated,” I said with a smirk. I took the plate of food from the handyman and looked down at the hot food. Everything the old man did came out good, but I was thinking it was time he took a little break. That’s why I decided that tomorrow I would take him with me and head out to one of these farms. A map was nice, but a guide was better. Plus, I had not had the chance to spend much one-on-one time with Rolly since arriving at the school.  
 
    We ate our food, cleaned up, and sat around the fire while the sun sank below the horizon, and as I looked around at my unusually quiet group, I could tell they were tired. Anna stifled a yawn, and Tara fought to keep her eyes open as she stared at the flickering flames. 
 
    “Hey, how about we get some sleep?” I said quietly.  
 
    “I think that’s a good plan,” Rolly said as he pushed himself to his feet and started to collect the dishes.  
 
    We took care of the fire pit together, dropped all the dishes off in the kitchen, and headed to bed.  
 
    “See you in the morning, Rolly,” I said as I waved to the man.  
 
    “Night, all,” he replied before he slipped into his room down the hall from the common room.  
 
    “Are you going to stay out here with us again tonight?” Tara asked. 
 
    “I think that’s going to become the new normal,” I said. “Unless you guys object, that is.”  
 
    Everyone quickly assured me that I was welcome and started to adjust the room so that the five of us could sleep comfortably. Together we set up what was essentially a sleeping pit in the center of the room. We put down a layer of fresh sheets and piled some fluffy comforters on top for padding before we added in more pillows than I had ever expected to see in one place. Then we settled into the fluffy pile. I stripped to my briefs and placed myself in the center facing the stairs.  
 
    As I settled in the girls nestled in around me. Each of them found a way to sleep so that at least part of themselves was touching me in some way.  
 
    “Good night, Tav,” Tara said softly before she leaned over and kissed me.  
 
    The rest of the girls followed suit, each one saying good night and then giving me a kiss before they shifted and got truly comfortable. Then, only a couple minutes later, all four of them were sound asleep around me. 
 
    I chuckled and shook my head as I stared at the ceiling. I certainly never saw my life going in this direction, but I knew better than to complain about a good thing, so I closed my eyes, enjoyed the warmth of the women around me, and slipped off to sleep.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    I woke up the next morning in the middle of a pile of women. I looked down and chuckled because the girls were all wrapped around me in a labyrinth of limbs and hair. They were all still sound asleep as I started to untangle myself from them.  
 
    “Is it time to get up already?” Bailey groaned.  
 
    “You can sleep a bit longer if you want,” I whispered. “I just want to get an early start on the day.” 
 
    “Mmkay, night-night,” Bailey said as she nodded slowly and shifted to wrap herself around a pillow.  
 
    I managed to free myself from the four women without disturbing them much, and then I slipped back into the dorm room I had been using since my arrival. I pulled on a fresh pair of brown cargo pants, and a plain green T-shirt. It was starting to get hotter outside, and the time for flannels was almost over. I strapped my pistol to my hip, tucked my knife into my waistband, and headed outside.  
 
    The sky had just started to lighten as I trekked out into the courtyard. It was earlier than I usually got up, but I felt that it was about time I started a workout routine. I was getting more than enough protein to justify putting on a little mass, so I took a second to stretch out, and took off in a sprint.  
 
    Since it was my first day working out for a while, I started with three laps around the campus, forty pushups, forty sit-ups, and a couple dozen burpees. My shirt was soaked through by the time I finished, and the sun had just crept up over the trees, so I made my way over to the water pump, stripped off my shirt, and cleaned myself off with the cool stream water.  
 
    “Have fun out there?” Rolly called out to me as he emerged from the treeline.  
 
    “Yeah, it was a good way to start the morning,” I said before I splashed my face with water. “What were you doing in there?” I nodded towards the forest.  
 
    “Took care of some morning business,” he said as he smiled and wiggled a roll of toilet paper.  
 
    “Say no more,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Oh my, what a way to start the day,” Tara said as she came around the corner, stared at my exposed chest, and licked her lips. 
 
    “Nice,” Paige said with a grin as she too came around the corner of the dorms to join us. “Can we expect this more often now that it is getting warmer?” 
 
    “I guess you’ll have to wait and see,” I said with a teasing smirk as I pulled my shirt back on. “Where are Bailey and Anna?” 
 
    “At the library,” Tara said. “They are going to be sad they missed this though.”  
 
    “Well we should probably join them so you can tell them all about it,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll catch up with you in a minute,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Understood,” I said as I nodded at him. “I might get started without you.”  
 
    “I won’t be that far behind you guys,” he said.  
 
    “Well then maybe you won’t miss anything,” I teased.  
 
    I led Tara and Paige to the library, and we stepped in to find Anna and Bailey sipping something that smelled like tea.  
 
    “Well look who decided to show up,” Anna said with a smirk. 
 
    “Jokes on you,” Paige said, “Our little detour got us a nice view of Tav all sweaty and shirtless.”  
 
    “It was pretty hot,” Tara added.  
 
    “That’s nice, but it is not like it’s hard to get Tav to take his shirt off,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, but there is something extra good about catching a glimpse of him like that out in the wild,” Paige said. “Plus, that sweat really glistened off those pecs.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to put on a show,” I said as I took my stop at the front of the table.  
 
    “I know, that’s, like, why it was such a nice surprise,” Tara said. 
 
    “Alright alright, let’s take a seat,” I chuckled.  
 
    Bailey pushed over the pot of hot water, and a box full of assorted teas. “I figured this would be a nice change of pace from coffee.”  
 
    “It is,” I said with a nod as I picked out a simple sachet of earl grey, dropped it in one of the cups on the table, and covered it in hot water. “I kinda forget we have tea sometimes.”  
 
    “Well, we have lots of it,” Anna said. “We had a fair amount before, but Bailey and I found a couple boxes in almost every house we raided.” 
 
    The library doors opened, and Rolly made his way down the stairs towards us.  
 
    “You like tea don’t you old timer?” I asked as he took a seat.   
 
    “I prefer coffee,” he grumbled as the box of teas was slid his way. He picked through various flavors before pulling out a spiced chai. “Guess this will do though.”  
 
    “Rolly’s not a huge fan of tea,” Bailey said. “Noted.” 
 
    “I’m going to keep things short this morning,” I said. “Tara and Bailey will check the traps while Anna and Paige inventory our remaining lumber. This afternoon I want you guys to spend some time training with not only your guns, but your knives as well. We need to be prepared for anything when the fighting starts, and I want you ready to hold your own no matter the circumstances.”  
 
    “You don’t really think we will have to use our knives, do you?” Bailey asked with a frown. 
 
    “I hope not, but I have been in too many fights to assume everything is going to go perfect,” I replied. 
 
    “Got it, make sure we are ready for anything,” Anna said.  
 
    “Correct, after that I figure one or two of you can check out that shower,” I said.  
 
    “I’m first,” Tara said.  
 
    “I don’t think anyone has forgotten that,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    “Don’t forget to refill it once you’ve used it,” I said.  
 
    “Oh I don’t think you need to worry about that,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I can make sure the shower stays filled,” Rolly said. 
 
    “Not today you can’t,” I said with a smile. 
 
    “And why not?” He asked.  
 
    “You are me are going on a little field trip,” I stated.  
 
    “You’re talking about the farms, aren't you?” the handyman asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I appreciate you marking the map for me, but I’ll get there faster with you at my side,” I said. “Right now it’s really important that we make this trip as fast as possible. I don’t think the bikers are going to come anytime in the next few days, so I’m willing to risk a trip, but they are going to be here sooner rather than later, and we still have a lot of work to do prepping for them.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t wanna slow you down,” he replied.  
 
    “We’ll take the ATVs,” I said. “Can’t slow me down if we are moving the same speed.” 
 
    “Guess that is a good idea,” he mumbled.  
 
    “How long are you guys going to be gone?” Anna asked. 
 
    “Most the day I would assume,” I said. “Rolly says it’s about a half-day trip. The ATVs will cut that down a bit, so assuming all goes well we might even make it back before dark. Though to be safe don’t start to worry until tomorrow afternoon.”  
 
    “Got it, so we’re on our own for the day,” Paige said.  
 
    “Is that safe, what with the bikers out there and all?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “We should have plenty of notice when the bikers head this way,” I said. “Keep your eyes on Lanceton, and if you see smoke, or hear an explosion, start getting ready.” 
 
    “Our defenses are not prepared, like, at all,” Tara said as her eyes went wide.  
 
    “Calm down,” I said. “They are probably still hurting from my attack. I took out most of their bikes, and it should hopefully take more than three days to fix enough of them to get forty plus guys on the road.” 
 
    “Plus, we won’t be so far away that we can’t head back if we notice the smoke,” Rolly said. “We won’t ever be anywhere that we wouldn’t be able to see it.”  
 
    “There you go,” I said with a smile. “We will come running if, somehow, the bikers hit Lanceton today.”  
 
    “What if they don’t hit Lanceton and just come here first?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “That’s why we set the bobby-traps on the cars,” I said. “But Lanceton should be where they think the people who fucked with them are. They should only head this way once they burn it down and realize that no one is there.”  
 
    “Hey, we got this,” Anna said as she turned to the other girls. “They won’t be gone long, and if shit goes down, then we will do what we have been training to do, and kick ass.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Bailey said with a slow nod. “Tav has been training us for this, and if he thinks we will be okay for half a day, then we will be okay.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I wouldn’t be doing this if I was worried about your safety.”  
 
    “True…” Tara said.  
 
    “Good, then it’s settled,” I said with a nod. “If you guys have some free time I would suggest working in the garden, or boiling some more water.”  
 
    “Will do,” Paige said.  
 
    “Alright ladies, let’s get a move on,” the athletic redhead said as she pushed her palms flat on the table and pushed herself upright.  
 
    The other girls stood as well and followed the redhead out of the library.  
 
    I was glad that the others still recognized her authority and listened to her when she asked them to get stuff done. It helped that she was really starting to take charge and command them when needed.  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I turned and clapped Rolly on the shoulder. “Let’s go get ready and see if any of these farms has what we are looking for.”  
 
    I headed for the door, but Rolly grabbed my arm to stop me.  
 
    “Wait,” Rolly said.  
 
    “What’s up?” I asked as I looked over my shoulder at the old man.  
 
    “You sure you want me to come along?” He asked. “The girls can carry more, and they will be quicker to react to any dangerous situation.”  
 
    “I’m really not worried about it,” I said. I turned to face him, smiled, and placed a hand on each of his shoulders. “I think you have been holed up here at the campus too long.” 
 
    “Maybe,” he said. “It is nice here, and I can always find something useful to do.”  
 
    “Look, don’t think of this like work,” I said. “Think of this like a fun day trip. We can bring a couple of beers, stop for lunch to swap stories, and just have fun spending a little time with just the guys.”  
 
    “I hadn’t really thought about it like that,” Rolly replied. “And it might be kinda nice to stretch my legs and enjoy some time away from the girls.” 
 
    “There you go,” I said with a grin. “The girls are great, but it is still nice to get a break from the people you see the most from time to time. Now go get ready, and be sure to pack food, a gun, and some basic camping supplies.”  
 
    “I can do that,” Rolly said with a nod.  
 
    “Good,” I let go of him and stepped aside so that he could slip past and head for his room.   
 
    After a moment I nodded to myself and headed for my room. This would be good for all of us. A little R&R every now and again was necessary to keep our mental state stable. In the end that would lead to us being a better, more cohesive, and more effective team. 
 
    I threw together a one day travel kit that would fit into my backpack. It had a change of clothes, a small first-aid kit, a good chunk of smoked wolf, two cans of beans, two bottles of water, and my rope. I threw on my vest with two spare rifle magazines, my knife, lighter, flashlight, compass, and map. Then I grabbed my rifle, a couple cans of beer from our limited supply, and headed out to the courtyard. 
 
    Rolly was already waiting for me outside by the ATVs. He had a large brown backpack slung over one shoulder, a National Guard M-16 across his lap, and a pistol tucked into a holster in his waistband. A large wide brimmed brown hat replaced the newsboy cap that usually crowned his balding head, and he had black cargo pants tucked into what looked like a fresh pair of hiking boots.  
 
    “Looking good,” I said as I approached. When I reached the second ATV, I pulled off my backpack and slung it onto the back of the machine. 
 
    “Thanks, I am actually a bit excited about this now that I am all packed,” Rolly said. “I haven’t seen much of the outside world since the EMP hit, and I like riding these.” He patted the ATV under him. “Oh, before I forget.” Rolly leaned down and pulled up a container of gas. He handed it to me and strapped one of his own onto the back of his ride.  
 
    “Good call,” I said. “Would have hated to get these things stuck in the woods somewhere.”  
 
    “Yeah, I didn’t know how full these things were so I topped them off and made sure we each had a spare,” Rolly explained. 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I said. “I’m just about ready to go, but I want to say goodbye to the girls first.”  
 
    “Of course,” Rolly said. “I think your trap crew is still out in the forest though.”  
 
    “Well then I will at least say goodbye to Anna and Paige,” I said.  
 
    “You know where they are,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll be right back,” I replied before jogged across the courtyard to where the two girls were counting out what we had in finished lumber. Paige looked up and brushed the hair from her face as I approached. 
 
    “Taking off soon?” She asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I wanted to say goodbye,” I said. 
 
    “I always get nervous when someone says goodbye,” Anna said before she stood up, brushed her hands off on her pants, and walked over to me. “It always sounds like they won’t be coming back.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, both Rolly and I will be back soon,” I said.  
 
    “I know that,” Anna sighed.  
 
    “Hey, we got this, remember?” Paige said as she nudged her redheaded friend.  
 
    “Yeah, we got this,” Anna said with a smile.  
 
    “You guys think you will be able to keep busy until we get back?” I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Paige said. “There is always something to be done.”  
 
    “Yep, no worries there,” Anna said.  
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I replied. “Well, Rolly is waiting, and I want to get a move on. Pass my regards to Tara and Bailey when they get back, will you?”  
 
    “They’ll know you said goodbye,” Anna said.  
 
    “Stay safe out there,” Paige said.  
 
    “That’s the plan,” I replied. 
 
    “We both know your plans can change,” the redhead teased.  
 
    “Oh, shut up and give me a hug so I can leave,” I said with a smile.  
 
    Anna threw herself towards me, wrapped her muscled arms around me, and buried her face in my chest. I wrapped my arms warmly around her shoulders and held her for a moment before she pulled away enough to look me in the eyes. 
 
    “Come back to us,” she whispered. Then she leaned forward, tilted her head to the side slightly, and gave me a hard open-mouthed kiss. She pulled back after a long moment with a grin plastered on her face and then touched her lips with her fingers.  
 
    “Hey, I want to kiss him goodbye too,” Paige insisted as she pushed her way to where Anna had stood a moment before. She too wrapped me in a hug which I returned firmly, and then I leaned in for a kiss. The brunette took a softer approach, but pressed herself up against my crotch in the process. After she was done with my mouth, she pushed herself on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear. “I will be thinking about you when I touch myself later.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow as Paige pulled away, giggled, and waved before she went back to her task.  
 
    “Well, that was quite the send off,” I said.  
 
    “You clearly enjoyed it a little,” Anna sat as she gestured towards my groin. 
 
    I looked down and chuckled as I saw the bulge that I had started to create in my loose pants. “What can I say, that just happens when I get kissed my beautiful women.”  
 
    “Get outta here,” Anna said with a giggle.  
 
    I smiled, gave the girls one last wave, and returned to Rolly.  
 
    “Ready to go?” He asked as I walked up. 
 
    “Yep, nothing more to do here,” I said as I hopped onto my ride. I fired it up, revved the engine a couple times, and then nodded at Rolly. “Lead the way.”  
 
    He gave me the thumbs up and headed off into the trees.  
 
    It was a beautiful day to be in the forest. It wasn’t too hot, but we managed to stay warm as we wormed our way through the trees, bushes, and clearings. The lush green of the world around us was dotted with bright spots of light as the sun broke through the foliage to shine on the plants below. 
 
    We rode for thirty minutes before Rolly pulled over, waited for me to catch up, and consulted the map to ensure we were still going in the right direction.  
 
    “Alright, we should be hitting a stream up ahead,” Rolly said as he studied the map. “Looks like it shouldn’t be anything we can’t just roll through, but other than that we’re on track.” He folded up the map and handed it back to me.  
 
    “Sounds good,” I said as I tucked the map back in my vest pocket. “I’ll just keep following your lead a while.” 
 
    “I’m honestly surprised how well I remember this path,” Rolly said. “It’s been a long time since I visited any of these farmlands, but even abandoned they should be full of useful stuff.”  
 
    “The real trick will be getting it back with us on the ATV,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Well, once we know what’s there, we should be able to bring in the truck or the jeep,” the handyman said. “All of these places I have marked out on the map are connected to the road. I just don’t know exactly where at.”  
 
    “If we have the time maybe we can figure that out,” I suggested. “Not like these things don’t do well on pavement.” I smacked my ATV for emphasis as I spoke.  
 
    “That’s true enough,” the old timer chuckled. “Okay, I’m gonna keep on going. If you have any troubles keeping up let me know, and I’ll slow down for ya.”  
 
    Before I had time to respond, Rolly gunned his engine and took off through the trees again. I grinned, shook my head, and gave chase.  
 
    The two of us dodged around trees as I attempted to catch up to and surpass my older companion, but I quickly found out that he was no slouch on an ATV. Every time I would start to catch up with him he would gun the engine again and tear off through some gap I was sure was too small.  
 
    Twenty minutes later we came to a stop in front of what should have been a small and easily crossable stream. Instead the ten foot stream of rapid water looked more like part of the river that flowed under the bridge to Lanceton. It flowed in the same direction, moved at about the same speed, but based on the map we had it didn’t connect.  
 
    “Well, I did not expect this,” Rolly muttered as he studied the water and frowned. “Is there any place to cross close by?”  
 
    “Not according to our map,” I said as I stared at the paper spread out before me on my ATV. “I guess there might be a spot about two miles upstream.” 
 
    “Who knows if that’s right,” Rolly said. “I’m guessing those maps aren’t as new as we’d like them to be.”  
 
    “No, probably not,” I admitted. “Looks like we are going to have to solve this problem on our own.” I tucked the map away and started to look around the area for a solution. There were plenty of smaller branches and sticks that we could weave together to make a bridge, but I was certain it wouldn’t hold the weight of the ATVs. 
 
    Rolly dismounted, picked up one of the longer fallen branches, and poked it into the rushing water. He frowned as he pulled it out to reveal a depth of around five feet. That was more than deep enough to drown the engines of our quads, so it would be impossible to just drive through the water. 
 
    “Any ideas?” I asked with a lopsided smile.  
 
    “Just one,” Rolly said before he walked back over to his ATV, rummaged around in his backpack, and pulled out a hatchet. “I sharpened this guy a couple days ago, but didn’t think I’d be using it this soon. Figure we could chop down some of these arm sized green trees and build a bridge out of them.”  
 
    “Probably our quickest option,” I agreed. “Nice thinking bringing that along. It’s much better suited to the task than my knife.” 
 
    “Yeah but your knife will be good for stripping the branches off,” he replied. “I’ll chop em down if you wanna clean em up and lash them together.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said with a nod.  
 
    Rolly was as skilled with that hatchet as he was with the ATV, and it took him less than ten minutes to fell the first small tree. As he located and moved on to another, I crouched down and started to cut the branches from the first one.  
 
    “How’s you learn to do all of this?” I asked the handyman as we worked.  
 
    “Oh, I've done many things with my time on this earth,” he said.  
 
     “Such as?” I asked as I tossed another small twig off into the forest. 
 
    “A bit of everything really,” the old man replied with a shrug. “Never could settle on just one thing to do.”  
 
    “You seem to have found something good at the school,” I pointed out.  
 
    “Oh I did, plus I liked that job because it came with a whole mess of duties,” Rolly explained. He grunted and pushed over another thin tree. “It combined a lot of things I already knew how to do into a single title.”  
 
    “What’d you do before you came here?” I asked.  
 
    “Lots of things,” he chuckled. “I was a bit of a rambler.”  
 
    I stopped working, turned to the old man, and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Aww, don’t look at me like that,” Rolly said with a laugh. “Everyone has a past.”  
 
    “I know, but I feel you’ve been holding out on me,” I said. “I mean come on, you’ve gotta have some great stories.”  
 
    “I might have a few stories,” he said with a shrug. “Not sure how interesting they are.” 
 
    “Well, we have the time,” I said as I went back to work. Once the fallen three was clean I picked it up and laid it over the wide stream. Then I went to the second downed tree and started to clean it up as well.  
 
    “I guess we do,” he said. “Well I started out in the midwest. Grew up in a small town, but didn’t stick around long after high school. Got myself a pickup truck and started making my way through the country. At one point the plan was to visit every state that I could drive to.”  
 
    “What changed?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh you know how it is,” Rolly smiled. “Truck broke down sooner than I'd hoped. Picked up a job as a local mechanic doing simple stuff like oil changes and tire rotations, but one night I ran off with some local girls and never made it back to my pickup truck.”  
 
    “My my, Mr. Elderbroch, it sounds like you were quite the wild one,” I teased.  
 
    “No denying that,” he chuckled. “Hitchhiked around the country for a while from that point on. I would spend my days working hard for anyone who would pay me, and spend my nights spending what I made in food, drink, and entertainment.” 
 
    “Ever get into any trouble?” I asked 
 
    Rolly looked at me and grinned so wide that the leathery wrinkles of his face all but hid his eyes. “Oh yeah.” For a moment the old man just stood there and stared off into the forest with that big grin plastered across his face. Then he nodded slowly and went back to chopping at the tree. “You see, I had a weakness for the ladies. If a pretty girl so much as looked at me as they walked by I assumed they were interested and made a move. There were a few times in some small town in the middle of nowhere I hit on the wrong girl. One little blonde was a sheriff's daughter, and he didn’t appreciate a guy like me making passes at his little girl.”  
 
    I had stopped working entirely as I sat there and just listened to the old man’s tales. It was hard to believe that the gentle old handyman I knew now was once anything else. “What’d he do?”  
 
    “Spread some lies about me and ran me outta town,” Rolly said. “It’s probably a good thing though. Found out later that sheriff's daughter was a little unhinged.”  
 
    “Sounds like you dodged a bullet on that one,” I agreed with a nod.  
 
    “Ah hell, back then I wouldn’t have cared,” he admitted with a laugh. “That wasn’t the last town I ever got ran out of though. I never even did anything wrong, but lots of those small communities don’t care much for strangers who can steal away their women.”  
 
    “Ah, so you weren’t all talk then, huh?” I asked.   
 
    “Oh no, I had game once,” he said with a cocky smile.  
 
    “It sounds like you had a wild life for a while, so how the hell did you wind up here?” I asked.  
 
    “I met a girl,” Rolly said with a quiet tone. His smile faltered, and his gaze drifted to the ground. 
 
    “She must have been special,” I said.  
 
    “She was,” Rolly agreed with a nod.  
 
    “You’ll have to tell me about her sometime,” I said. As I looked at my aging companion, I could tell by his wistful expression that I had stumbled across something close to him. “Right now though, let’s get across this stream.”  
 
    Rolly looked up at me, nodded slightly, and managed a thin smile.  
 
    It took us about thirty minutes to find, fell, and clean enough thin trees to create a bridge. I lashed them together with the rope in my pack and tested it with my weight. The wood creaked under me but barely bowed under my muscular form.  
 
    “That looks pretty good,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Indeed it does,” I said with a nod before I stepped over to him and gave him a high give. “Nice work partner.”  
 
    “I suppose should probably try to drive over it now,” Rolly said as he crossed his arms and looked to the ATVs. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” I volunteered. Then I ran over, hopped on my machine, and drove it towards the bridge. I looked at my companion, gave him a thumbs up then let out a small sigh and gunned it forward. 
 
    The structure bowed and creaked under the weight of the four wheeler, but a moment later I was safely on the other side no worse for wear. I turned back around to look at Rolly, watched the bridge spring back into shape, and cheered.  
 
    “Look at that, it held up,” the handyman said with a grin. Then he jumped on his own ride, crossed the water, and continued on.  
 
    We rode for another couple of hours before we found a small clearing and decided to stop for lunch. We left the ATVs just inside the woods and took a seat on some of the larger rocks that were strewn about the area. We basked in the warmth of the midday sun as we enjoyed some of the food we had brought along.  
 
    “I’m glad you came along,” I told Rolly.  
 
    “Yeah, me too,” he said after he finished a mouthful of beans. Then he set down his empty can, let out a contented sigh, and rubbed his belly. “I didn’t know how much I needed time away until you got me out here.” 
 
    “You seem to be pretty attached to the campus,” I said.  
 
    “I am,” he said with a slow nod. “Goes back to that girl again.”  
 
    “What was her name?” I asked 
 
    “Nadine,” he said with a smile. “She was the most beautiful girl I had ever seen. She had curly red hair, fair skin, a face full of freckles. She was strong willed, kind, and fought fiercely for everything she believed in. Even when I was in my prime she was out of my league, but somehow I got her to love me.”  
 
    “She sounds lovely,” I said quietly. “Can I ask what happened to her?”  
 
    Rolly nodded and hid his face from me before he spoke again. “Yeah, she passed away about twenty years ago. Cancer got her in the end.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, shit like that really sucks,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah it does,” he agreed.  
 
    I had never been the best at knowing what to say when someone was upset. I was even worse at finding the right words to say in moments of deep sadness or loss. I let out a small sigh and dug the beers out of my backpack. I opened one and handed it over to my older friend.  
 
    He took it from me without saying anything, nodded his thanks, and took a sip. The beer wasn’t cold, and there was a slightly skunky taste at the end, but at the moment I was glad to have it.  
 
    For a few minutes we sat there in silence and drank our beer. Rolly played with the simple gold band around his ring finger. I had always wondered what the story was behind it, but had never found the right time to ask until now. When we did speak again, it was Rolly who spoke first.  
 
    “She was a teacher at the school,” he said “That’s how I ended up there. Nadine made me want to be a better person and when she asked me to settle down here with her, it was an easy choice.” He paused, took another drink of his beer, and hung his head. “We never had kids so after she passed I didn’t really know what to do so I just sorta stuck around.”  
 
    “I’m glad you did,” I said after I leaned over and placed a hand on his shoulder.  
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Rolly said as he looked over at me and smiled. “I think Nadine would be proud of all we have done.”  
 
    “She sounds like a good woman so I am sure she would,” I agreed.  
 
    “Here’s to Nadine,” Rolly said as he lifted his beer up high into the air. “Best damn woman that I ever met.”  
 
    “To Nadine,” I echoed as I toasted with him. 
 
    We finished our drinks, cleaned up after ourselves, and returned to our four wheelers.  
 
    “Thanks for listening to me ramble,” Rolly said as we climbed back onto the vehicles.  
 
    “You didn’t say much,” I replied with a shrug.  
 
    “No, but I said what I needed to say, and I appreciate that you listened and didn’t try to fix it,” he said.  
 
     “Of course,” I said with a smile and a nod. “You ready to get to this farm?” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s do it,” he said after he returned my smile.  
 
    Less than an hour later we turned off the noisy ATVs and made the last stretch of our trip on foot. We kept our guns ready and our lips sealed as we approached the first of the sites now marked on my map. The trees thinned out the closer we got to the farm. 
 
    We stopped just inside the treeline and took in our surroundings. A small single story powder blue farmhouse sat in front of a neatly tilled field, and off in the distance I could make out an aging yet solid red barn.  
 
    “This doesn’t look very abandoned,” Rolly whispered.  
 
    “No, it really doesn’t,” I agreed.  
 
    Half a dozen cattle grazed in a pasture out behind the field, and we could see a green diesel tractor parked behind the house.  
 
    “Let’s sit tight and watch this place for a while,” I instructed. “Keep a close eye on the windows of that house for movement.”  
 
    “Got it, I’ll let you know if I notice anything,” Rolly replied.  
 
    “I’m gonna move along the treeline to see if I can get a different point of view,” I whispered. “I won’t go far in case you need me.”  
 
    After Rolly nodded and gave me a thumbs up, I slipped away. The treeline curved around the property, and I moved to get a clear view of the front of the house. There was a cute red windmill our front, a set of windchimes hung from the front porch, and the front door was open revealing a screen door behind it.  
 
    The whole scene was a bit surreal. It was like we had somehow stumbled onto the set of a lifetime movie. I got comfortable and set up for a lengthy bit of reconnaissance.  
 
    An hour or so passed, but nothing had changed. The most exciting thing I had witnessed was the wind blowing the front door open and closed a few times. Other than that though the area was quiet and still. On any other day I would have waited here till dark just to be sure, but I couldn’t do that knowing there was so much left to be done back on campus. 
 
    I made my way back to where I left Rolly and found him looking as bored as I felt.  
 
    “Anything interesting happen?” the handyman asked. 
 
    “Negative,” I replied with a shake of my head.  
 
    “So what now?” he whispered.  
 
    “I think we should take a look inside that house,” I said. “Maybe we will get an idea of where the people who lived here went.”  
 
    “Makes sense,” Rolly replied.  
 
    “Alright, stick close to me, and keep you weapon handy,” I ordered. “I would rather not be caught unprepared.” 
 
    “Right, your turn to lead the way,” he said. 
 
    I nodded, readied my rifle, and crept out of the trees.  
 
    We sprinted from the treeline to the side of the house and then slid along the side until we could peek around the corner and check the front porch. The door still flapped in the wind, but nothing had changed. 
 
    “Looks clear,” I whispered before I swung around the corner and stepped onto the porch. The wooden deck boards creaked and groaned under my feet despite my slow and careful movements. I winced a little at each new noise. I stepped up to the front door as I heard the sound of Rolly following behind, pushed open the screen, and stepped inside.  
 
    As the wind slammed the door closed behind me again, I heard the distinct sound of someone working the pump on a shotgun.  
 
    “You fuckers came to the wrong farm.” 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    I turned my head to see an older woman with long curly grey hair, a set of dirty overalls, and a large sun hat standing just inside the door with a rifle pointed at my face. Her wrinkled face was twisted into an angry sneer, and wayward grey curls partially obscured her deep brown eyes.  
 
    “Listen, this is all just a mis--” 
 
    I shut up as the gun was shoved closer to my face, and the woman tightened her grip on the trigger. 
 
    “You shut your mouth,” she whispered. “And drop your gun too. Slowly though.” 
 
    I nodded, unclipped it from the sling, and bent over to set it gently on the ground. I would have explained that I didn’t want to mess up my new pretty gun, but I didn’t think she would appreciate me opening my mouth again.  
 
    A second woman, this one much younger, maybe mid-twenties, popped up from where she hid behind the couch. She had long auburn hair, a slender frame, and a sharp hooked nose. She was wearing jeans and a red button up rolled up to her elbows, and she had a pump-action shotgun clutched tightly in her hands.  
 
    I had to commend these people on being so prepared. They must have heard our ATV engines at the tree line and gotten into positions where they knew we couldn’t see them from the outside. Part of me wondered how long they would have waited if we had decided to pass this place on by. These people had shown a great deal of patience so far. I just hoped they would be patient enough to let us explain ourselves. 
 
    “What are we gonna do, grandma?” the young woman asked.  
 
    “See if your brother has the other one under control,” grandma said.  
 
    “You sure you’ll be alright alone with this one?” her grandchild asked.  
 
    The old woman shifted her eyes to glare at the younger woman. “Jenny, just go do as I said.”  
 
    “Sorry, grandma,” Jenny replied quickly. 
 
    “I’m good out here,” I heard a man shout from the porch. “He’s got some old man with him. Nothing I can’t handle.”  
 
    “Alright, Jenny, you stick with me then,” the old woman said.  
 
    The younger girl nodded and moved over to her grandma and raised her shotgun to point at my face as well.  
 
    I stood there, arms raised in a non-threatening manner, and really hoped these people were as reasonable as they appeared. They were the first normal looking people I had seen since coming out of the woods, and I hoped they weren’t actually just more degenerates. Though I guessed if they were I would probably have been killed already. 
 
    “So what is your business here?” The old lady asked as she took a step towards me and pressed the barrel of her rifle against my temple. “And don’t lie to me because I am not in the mood.”  
 
    “My friend and I were just scouting the area,” I said slowly.  
 
    The screen door smacked me in the back as it was shoved open, and Rolly shuffled into the house to stand behind me. He was unarmed as well and had his hands up.  
 
    The old woman raised an eyebrow as she looked over my older companion, and she ever relaxed her trigger finger just a little. 
 
    “Come on grandma, let’s get rid of these guys before they cause us any trouble,” the man I hadn’t seen said.  
 
    “We really didn’t mean to trespass,” Rolly said.  
 
    “You shut up,” Jenny said as she shoved her gun in my friend’s direction. The woman looked twitchy, and I worried if something spooked her she would blow a hole through the handyman.  
 
    “Can we just put down the guns here?” I asked.   
 
    I felt the cold metal of a barrel being shoved into the back of my neck.  
 
    “You would like that wouldn’t you,” the man behind me growled. “You fucking degenerate.”  
 
    “Settle down Dan,” the old woman said as she narrowed her eyes at the one I couldn’t see.  
 
    “Yeah but remember what happened last time wi--” 
 
    “I said settle down!” the grandma interrupted in a practiced angry tone that left no room for a response. She turned her attention back to me and Rolly. “Now finish telling me what you two are doing here.”  
 
    “We were looking for stuff to scavenge,” I said.  
 
    “Why did you come here?” The older lady asked.  
 
    “That would be my doing,” Rolly said. “I used to buy eggs here occasionally before the blackout and thought maybe we could find some of the stuff we need to finish up some projects.” 
 
    “My grandma hasn’t sold eggs for years,” Jenny said.  
 
    “Well I’ve been around a while,” Rolly said with a faint smile. “My names Ronald Elderbroch, and I’ve been a caretaker up at Piper College for a couple decades.”  
 
    “You came from the college then?” the grandmother asked. 
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” Rolly said with a nod. “If we would’ve known that you were here we wouldn’t have bothered you.” 
 
    “Well, we at least wouldn’t have tried to sneak into your house,” I said. “We would have come in an open and non-threatening manner.”  
 
    “They’re lying,” the unknown man hissed as he pushed his gun harder against my neck.  
 
    “Whoa now,” Rolly said as he looked back at the man. “Let’s not do anything hasty. We really don’t want trouble.”  
 
    “Dan, come on,” Betty said as she rolled her eyes. “I’ve asked you several times to settle down a little.”  
 
    “Am I the only one that remembers what happened when those biker guys showed up?” Dan asked. “We almost died, Jenny.”  
 
    “We’ve had a few run-ins with those bikers ourselves,” I said as turned my head just enough to sneak a peek at the man behind me.  
 
    He was a young guy, maybe early twenties, with short jet black hair and a scruffy beard. He wore a blue button-up shirt and seemed to be holding some sort of rifle. His green eyes were narrowed, and his mouth was twisted into an angry grimace. It was clear he didn’t believe a word I said, but, unlike Jenny, Dan seemed to be less jumpy.   
 
    “Oh yea, friends of yours?” Dan sneered 
 
    “Daniel, you shut your mouth and let them talk,” his grandma insisted. “We have them at our mercy, so let’s make sure they are the bad guys before we shoot them.”  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet,” grandma said. “Tell me about this college.”  
 
    I thought about answering, but she was focused much more on Rolly, and I thought he might have a better chance of digging us out of this hole.  
 
    “It’s mostly empty,” Rolly said. “There’s six of us total. Me, my friend here, and four girls back at campus.”  
 
    “What, didn’t want to bring your sex slaves with you?” Dan taunted.  
 
    “It’s not like that,” Rolly said with a sigh. “They were students at the school who stayed over break.”  
 
    “Yeah, well if they were your friends or whatever then why would you leave them alone?” Jenn asked.  
 
    “They have protection,” I said. “I’ve been training them for the past couple weeks so that they can take care of themselves.”  
 
    “And who are you then?” the older lady asked as her gaze shifted back to me.  
 
    “Names Connor Tavish, ex-Army Ranger,” I said.  
 
    “Oh really?” Dan asked. “What battalion?”  
 
    “3rd Battalion, 75th Rangers,” I said. “We were stationed in Fort Benning's Georgia. I didn’t get to spend much time there, though. Did three tours before coming back to the states.”  
 
    “He’s been helping me and the girls a lot,” Rolly added. “We were on our own until he came along.”  
 
    “Where did you come from Conner?” the old woman asked.  
 
    “Call me Tav,” I said.  
 
    “Rather not,” she replied. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said with a nod. “After I got back from my last tour I went into the woods for a year. When I got back I came upon Rolly and the girls over at the campus.”  
 
    “Why would you spend a year in the forest?” Jenny asked as she narrowed her eyes at me. 
 
    “I’m a bit of a primitive survival guy,” I explained. “I brought a knife, sharpening stone, a bag of clothes and--” 
 
    “That sounds crazy,” she interrupted, and her eyes opened wide.  
 
    “I’m the right kind of crazy to help people survive in this strange new world,” I replied.  
 
    “How do we know that any of this is true?” Dan asked.  
 
    “You don’t,” Rolly said. “Sadly we don’t really have a way to prove anything to you, but if we were going to be violent don’t you think we would have tried to make a move?”  
 
    “Not if you were smart,” the old woman said. “We have you outnumbered and outgunned. You could just be waiting for a chance to turn the tables.”  
 
    “You won’t get one,” Dan whispered.  
 
    “Since you guys had a run in with the biker gang, let me ask you this; did those guys come across as smart or patient at any point?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Jenny said. “They were loud, offensive, and aggressive.”  
 
    “They also weren’t cautious like you two were,” the grandma said. “After we heard your engines off in the woods Dan went out and saw you guys coming. We got into place, but you sure made us wait.”  
 
    “We wanted to see if anyone was around,” Rolly said. “This place looked too nice to be abandoned.”  
 
    “If you thought people were here how come you didn’t try to call out or anything?” Jenny asked.  
 
    “I’ve had too many encounters with bikers and crazies to give myself away like that,” I explained  
 
    “You calling us crazies?” Dan asked as felt him shift his grip on the gun.  
 
    “You’re making us look pretty crazy right now,” his grandma scolded. “You know what, Daniel, lower your gun.” 
 
    “That’s not a good idea,” he replied.  
 
    “Just do it, you too Jenny,” she continued.  
 
    I was relieved when Jenny nodded and lowered her gun. She quickly took a step back and looked to her grandma. A moment later the pressure on my neck disappeared as Dan must have lowered his gun.  
 
    Rolly let out an audible sigh, but kept his hands up.  
 
    “You two move to the couch,” the woman said as she motioned to the soft grey furniture with her rifle. “Don’t try anything funny either because I am damn fine shot.  
 
    “I bet you are, ma’am,” Rolly said with a smile before he crossed the small room and took a seat on the couch.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow as I followed his lead. As I looked at him I realized the smile on his face was stuck, and he didn’t seem capable of looking away from the older lady. I plopped down next to him and kept my hands in the air.  
 
    “Put your hands down,” the grandma said as she rolled her eyes. “Just don’t touch those pistols.”  
 
    She moved to stand in front of us with her rifle up, and the two younger people moved to stand at her side. They kept their guns down, but Dan’s finger was still on the trigger as he stood there and scowled at us.  
 
    “I’m gonna ask you some more questions, and if I get the feeling that you are being anything but honest I am going to let my grandson here do exactly what he is so keen on doing,” the old woman said. “Understood?”  
 
    Rolly and I nodded. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “Now explain yourselves fully.”  
 
    “Like my friend said we came up here to see if there was anything we could use,” Rolly said. “Most of the area is abandoned, and we assumed that this place might be abandoned too.” 
 
    “What did you hope to find?” The woman asked. 
 
    “We were looking for a water tank,” Rolly said with a shrug. “Though we are resourceful and would have taken anything that was useful.”  
 
    “The water tank would go a long way in helping us create a water purification system,” I explained.  
 
    “And what about these girls you say you left behind, what about them?” grandma asked.  
 
    “There’s four of them,” Rolly started, “Anna, Tara, Paige, and Bailey were students at the school before all of this started. They didn’t go home during winter break and thus ended up at the school when the power went out.”  
 
    “Why didn’t they leave?” Dan asked.  
 
    “At first I think they were afraid,” Rolly replied before he turned to me and smiled. “Now though it’s because of this guy. They like him quite a bit.”  
 
    “He doesn’t look very special to me,” Jenny scoffed.  
 
    “I’m not special,” I admitted. “I just taught them how to survive. Seems that put me in their good graces.”  
 
    “He’s being modest,” Rolly said. “First day we met him Tav saved us from a couple bikers. Then he helped us find food, water, and has continued to train us with firearms and close combat weapons.” 
 
    “Your buddy’s a good hype man,” the old woman said as she shifted her gaze and her gun to me. “Sounds a little too good though. Why would you stick your neck out and do all of this for who I can only assume were a bunch of strangers?”  
 
    “You’re right, they were strangers,” I said with a nod. “But I have always tried to be the type of person to do the right thing, and when I saw them being threatened by those bikers, the right thing really seemed to be to give them a hand.” 
 
    “Why’d you stick around once you helped them?” Dan asked.  
 
    “What else was I going to do?” I replied. “The world is different than when I had left it, and it was not like I could just get in a car and head home.”  
 
    “Hey, I know that things have been tough since the blackout,” Rolly said. “Your chances of running into good people seems slim nowadays, and I don’t blame you for being suspicious. Look at me though, what sorta hell do you really think an old-timer like me could bring you guys?”  
 
    “He is pretty old,” Jenny agreed.  
 
    “You watch it young lady,” the grandma said as she scowled at the girl.  
 
    “He’s clearly older than you grandma,” Dan added.  
 
    “Doesn’t mean he isn’t capable,” she replied.  
 
    “I try not to be useless, but I am not quite as spry as I used to be,” Rolly chuckled. He turned a little red and looked intently at his pants. “Though if you don’t mind me saying so seeing someone as beautiful as you makes me wanna impress.” 
 
    “Whoa, we do mind,” Jenny said as she took a step forward and pulled up her gun.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s our grandma you’re talking about there you dirty old pervert,” Dan added while he pulled his gun back into his shoulder.  
 
    I wanted to reach for my pistol but kept my hands on my lap. It would be a bad idea, and we would probably be dead before I got to pull it from the holster.  
 
    “For god’s sake, would you two relax,” the old woman said as she rolled her eyes. She lowered her gun for the first time since we arrived, smiled at the wrinkled man, and outstretched a hand. “My name’s Betty, and that was mighty sweet of you to say.”  
 
    “I meant what I said,” Rolly said with a smile wide enough to reveal his teeth as he shook her hand. “I wasn’t just trying to butter you up to make a move.”  
 
    “Even if you were it woulda worked,” Betty replied with a smirk.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing Grandma?” Dan asked.  
 
    “Put the guns down,” she said as she broke out her grandma voice for the second time.  
 
    The two younger people looked at each other with slack jawed mouths and shocked expressions but did as she instructed.  
 
    “I’m sorry ‘bout my grandkids, they have been a bit jumpy since we got a visit from some of those dumbass bikers,” she explained while she stared at Rolly with an almost unconscious smile.  
 
    “Seems you guys made it out okay,” Rolly said.  
 
    I sat back and let my companion do the talking at this point. He clearly had something going here, even if I did not understand exactly what.  
 
    “We did, but it spooked us a bit,” Betty said.  
 
    “Understandable,” Rolly said. “Tav has had almost half a dozen run-ins with those guys. He even snuck into their town and took out a bunch of their guys.”  
 
    “Alone?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Rolly said with a nod.  
 
    “Yeah right,” Dan scoffed.  
 
    “It’s true,” I said. “I got to put my military training to use.” 
 
    “He really that good?” Betty asked Rolly.  
 
    “Yes, Ma’am, he is,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Well you know what, it’s nice to know that good people still exist in the world,” the grey haired woman said with a big smile. “Especially ones that are as skilled and good looking as you two. Come on in and take a seat at the table boys. I’ll brew us a pot of coffee.” Betty slung her rifle over her shoulder and disappeared around a corner and into the kitchen.  
 
    “We’ll be watching you,” Dan said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Kids, go wash up, then come give me a hand,” Betty called out.  
 
    “Yes grandma,” Jenny said.  
 
    “Don’t worry, we don’t want any trouble,” I assured them.  
 
    “I hope that’s true,” Dan said before he looked at Jenny and nodded.  
 
    The young woman returned the nod before she made her way down a small hallway and disappeared into a bathroom at the end.  
 
    “So where’s the table?” Rolly asked.  
 
    Dan pointed behind us, and we looked to see a small dining room set up in front of a couple large windows that looked out over the farm. It was adjacent to the kitchen where Betty hummed softly as she worked to prepare us some coffee.  
 
    We stood up slowly, kept our hands free of the weapons at our hips, and made our way around the couch and to the table. The rough wooden table had seen better days, but based on the amount of scuffs and scratches I had to guess that it had been around a while.  
 
    Jenny came out of the bathroom and took the place of our watcher while Dan slipped away. When he returned both of them joined their grandmother in the kitchen where the three of them started to make up lunch. 
 
    “Well this is certainly unexpected,” I said quietly as we waited at the table.  
 
    “I know, I didn’t think I would ever find a nice older woman out here in the world,” Rolly said.  
 
    “That’s not exactly what I meant,” I chuckled. “You two seem to get along well enough though.”  
 
    “We’ll see if it continues that way,” Rolly said with a shrug. “I’ll tell you what though, she is just my type. I mean did you see that classic lever action she was using? It’s almost as beautiful as she is.”  
 
    “Alright lover boy, let’s stay alert here,” I chuckled. “The other two still don’t seem as happy with us being here as she is.”  
 
    “You’re right,” Rolly said with a nod. “Sorry, I’ll keep it professional.”  
 
    Betty, Dan, and Jenny joined as at the table with a fresh pot of coffee, several coffee cups, and a plate of sandwiches.  
 
    “Oh man, bread,” I said as I looked at the food and licked my lips. I had not really thought about it since I got out of the forest, but it had been a very long time since I had enjoyed a sandwich. All of the bread the girls had scavenged was either gone or spoiled by the time I had arrived.  
 
    “I made it myself,” Betty said as she placed one onto a paper plate and handed it to me.  
 
    I looked past her and into the kitchen where I saw a wood stove nestled between the countertops. The whole place seemed like a relic of an older time. That must have worked to Betty’s advantage when the power stopped.  
 
    “I haven't had bread in a while,” Rolly said as he picked up his sandwich and licked his lips. “Is that tomatoes and lettuce I see on there too?”  
 
    “Yep,” Jenny said. She looked at the old handyman and cracked a smile for the first time since we arrived. “We grew it right out back here.”  
 
    “Man, I am a bit jealous,” Rolly said.  
 
    “You guys don’t have veggies?” Betty asked.  
 
    “Not fresh ones,” I said. “Best we can do is stuff that comes out of a can,” I said.  
 
    “We’re working on a garden though,” Rolly was quick to add.  
 
    “What do you guys do for food then?” Jenny asked.  
 
    “We hunt, mostly,” I said. “We forage what we can from the forest too, but it doesn’t have stuff like lettuce or tomatoes.” 
 
    “Turns out having a farm is a good thing,” Betty said with a nod.  
 
    “Seems like you are doing well for yourself out here too,” I said. 
 
    “We’ve had rough patches,” Dan said as he took another bite of his sandwich.  
 
    “What happened?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Well we had to make an adjustment to not having power,” Betty said. “We lost some of the livestock, and we can farm a lot less of the land now that we have a lot less working farm equipment.”  
 
    “It’s good that you didn’t have to go through it alone at least,” Rolly said as he smiled at the older woman.  
 
    “Having my grandkids around has helped a lot, and we even thought things were going well until the bikers showed up about a month ago,” she said.  
 
    “What happened with them?” I asked. 
 
    “We welcomed them at first,” Dan said. “It was our attempt to be good people and go on like things hadn’t changed.”  
 
    “Yeah, that was a mistake,” Betty nodded. “They quickly beat up Dan and tried to have their way with Jenny.”  
 
    “Did you run them off?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Something like that,” Betty said as she looked out the windows at a small pig right next to the cow pasture.  
 
    “We did what we had to do,” Dan said.  
 
    “Good riddance I say,” Rolly said. “These bikers are no good, and I don’t think anyone left in the world is gonna miss em.”  
 
    “If only they were all we had to worry about,” Jenny sighed.  
 
    “She’s right,” Betty said. “We have a leg up here, but we are still a ways out from being totally sustainable.”  
 
    “Maybe we could help,” Rolly was quick to offer.  
 
    “He’s right,” I said. “We aren’t exactly far away, and there is a chance we could help provide you with things you don’t have. We have scavenged a lot of stuff from Lanceton, and the surrounding area. We have a bit of everything at this point. We will even have a sustainable source of clean water before too long.” 
 
    “That’s really kind of you two to offer,” Betty said.  
 
    “What’s the catch?” Dan asked.  
 
    “No catch,” I said. “We could do it as a trade.”  
 
    “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Dan replied.  
 
    “Oh stop it,” Betty interjected. “These two have been nothing but pleasant and cooperative thus far. They are different than those bikers.”  
 
    “Yeah, if they wanted to hurt us they could have taken their chance when we were in the kitchen making lunch,” Jenny said.  
 
    “I still don’t trust them,” the young man growled.  
 
    “You don’t have to,” I said. “We don’t have to be friends to come to an amiable trade agreement.”  
 
    “That’s true,” the man grumbled.  
 
    “We don’t have to worry about that right now, do we?” Betty asked. “It’s a nice day, and we haven't had any real company since the power went out, so why not stay a while?” The entire time the woman spoke she stared at the handyman.  
 
    The balding man pulled off his wide-brimmed hat, hung it on his knee, and smiled. Then he fixed me with an almost pleading stare.  
 
    “Yeah, alright, we aren’t expected back for a while anyway,” I said with a thin smile. I still worried about the bikers, so I didn’t want to spend all day here, but Rolly looked happier now than he had since I arrived. It would be cruel to pull him away now, and I had a feeling that his good mood would help to counter the stress of combat. 
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon with Betty and her grandkids.  We learned all about how Jenny and Dan had been up here on Christmas vacation and ended up getting stuck when the EMP hit. The three seemed to have a pretty good relationship for a family who had been stuck together for this long.  
 
    We got a tour of the well maintained farm, and were introduced to the remaining pigs, cattle, and chickens. Their supply of food for the chickens had started to run low, and Betty was not sure they could grow a replacement food supply in time.  
 
    I made a note to keep an eye out for chicken feed in my adventures. It wouldn’t be common, but we still had a few more farms to check out at some point.  
 
    Betty’s garden was a nice size and overflowed with lettuce, tomatoes, potatoes, and green onions. It was a beautifully crafted splash of color in the sea of green that was the surrounding area. It was clear as we were shown around the farm grounds that Betty was very capable. Rolly said as much but she assured us that she couldn't do it without her grandkids.  
 
    We returned to the house as the sun started to make its descent. The faintest streaks of orange started to stain the cloudless blue sky.  
 
    As the others went into the house I lingered outside a moment to stare out towards Lanceton. I wanted to make sure there was no sign of fire on the distant mountain slope. Every moment we spent here I grew more nervous, and I wondered if this trip had been the wrong call. Then again, cultivating a working relationship with these people could be equally important for our long term survival, so I pushed my nerves aside for the moment.  
 
    “Why didn’t you guys head to the National Guard camp like most of the people in the area did?” I asked as we stepped inside again.  
 
    “I told Dan and Jenny they could go if they wanted, but I didn’t want to leave my farm,” Betty said as she moved over to the table and picked up a half-full cup of now cold coffee.  
 
    “It’s a good thing we didn’t go,” the black haired man said. “Ran into a guy about a week ago who said he had come from that place.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I raised an eyebrow and looked at him.  
 
    “I guess the place is a shitshow right now,” Dan said. “The place is under martial law, and the soldiers abuse the people and won’t let anybody leave.” 
 
    “Seems the guy you came across got lucky then,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Guess so, but it turns out that it was a good thing we stayed here with our grandma,” Jenny chimed in. 
 
    I nodded and took a seat at the table once more. This pretty much confirmed the suspicion I had about the place. I had been around enough poorly planned government camps to know that they could quickly go bad. It might be worth looking into in the future to see if they were a threat to us, or if we could do anything to help the civilians inside. Plus, a bunch of power hungry soldiers could be far worse than the disorganized bikers we were dealing with now.  
 
    “This guy you ran into didn’t have any news about what happened out there did he?” I asked. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Betty asked.  
 
    “Like, do we know what caused the EMP?” I asked.  
 
    “That I don’t know,” Dan said.  
 
    “Yeah, we have pretty limited interaction with the outside world since this all happened,” Jenny explained.  
 
    “That’s a shame,” I said, “I would really like to know what happened out there.”  
 
    “I think we all would,” Rolly said.  
 
    “I don’t know, I kinda like not knowing,” Jenny said with a shrug. 
 
    Betty leaned over and gave her grandchild a gentle squeeze in an attempt to comfort her.  
 
    “Well thanks for sharing with me what you do know,” I said.  
 
    “So what do you think, Betty,” Rolly said as he sat down next to her. “Is there any chance we can set up some trade?”  
 
    “Yeah, I think that could be good for the both of us,” the older grey woman said with a smile.  
 
    “Great, what sort of stuff can we help you get?” I asked.  
 
    “You said you were pretty good at hunting, right?” Dan asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m pretty good,” I said.  
 
    “It would be nice to eat something other than chicken and beef every once in a while,” Dan said.  
 
    “It would also help us keep our livestock around longer,” Betty added.  
 
    “I can easily provide you with some meat,” I said, “We get a fair amount of rabbits and fish from some traps, and our forest is full of deer.”  
 
    “That seems like a good start,” Dan replied.  
 
    “We can also provide you with some guns,” I said, “We already have a fair amount of firepower, and our stockpile will only grow after we take care of the bikers.”   
 
    “And if you ever need help with projects around the house, I could give you a hand with that,” Rolly offered.  
 
    “I might have a few things you can do around here,” Betty said. 
 
    “We can’t offer you much today,” I said. “We didn’t exactly think we were going to run into anyone.” 
 
    “Well we appreciate you being civil people,” Jenny said.    
 
    “And it’s always nice to see someone my age,” Betty said.  
 
    Rolly and Betty smiled at each other, and I tried to keep a grin off my own face as I looked at the two older folks.  
 
    “When would you be able to provide some of these things?” Dan asked with a tone that abruptly changed the entire mood of the room.  
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know,” I said. “We are pretty sure the bikers are going to attack us in force, and we have to prepare for it, and I don’t think we are going to be making any more trips away from the campus until that issue is taken care of.”  
 
    “So you expect us to just trust you to come back?” Dan asked. 
 
    “We aren’t asking for anything today,” I said. “I am simply trying to set both of our parties up for a better future.”  
 
    “Dan, I know you are just trying to keep us safe, but I think you need to settle down again,” Betty said before she looked my way. “We have more than we need here at the moment so I won’t see you leaving empty handed. It’s not every day that we get to make new friends.” 
 
    “Well that’s mighty kind of you,” Rolly remarked.  
 
    “Being kind to others is what’s going to separate us from the barbarians now running about,” the grey haired woman said with a smile. “Jenny, fill a basket with some vegetables from the cellar, and see if we have some extra eggs.”  
 
    “Will do,” Jenny said with a nod as she left the table. 
 
    Dan huffed and stared at me and Rolly. I couldn’t blame him for how he felt, especially after they already had to deal with the bikers. Hopefully he would come to realize we weren’t his enemy given enough time.  
 
    “You really don’t have to give us anything today,” I said. “We aren’t here looking for handouts.”  
 
    “Oh no, I insist,” Betty said.  
 
    “We will return your kindness once our current danger is over,” Rolly assured her.  
 
    “I’m not worried about it,” Betty said. “In fact, if you can find a way to take it with you I might have something to help you with your water system. You said you needed some sort of water tank right?”  
 
    “That’s right,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Well, we have a big one that we don’t use anymore,” she replied, “Not sure what you parked out there in the woods or how you got it running, but if you can take it, then it’s yours.”  
 
    “Again, your generosity is appreciated,” I said. “We just came this way on a couple of ATVs, but we have a running truck that we can bring up this way assuming you have a road leading to the farm.”  
 
    “We do, but I have it booby trapped,” Dan said.  
 
    “Smart move,” I said. “Can never be too careful these days.”  
 
    “If you’re telling the truth about this biker situation, I might be persuaded to guide you through,” Dan said.  
 
    “So what then, you want me to bring proof of the fight once it happens?” I asked.  
 
    “That would help me trust you,” Dan said.  
 
    “You better not be suggesting he bring you heads or anything,” Betty said with a scowl.  
 
    “Even if you are, I won’t do it,” I said.  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Dan sighed. “Then we would just be more like them, and I don’t want that.”  
 
    “Good,” I said. “For a moment I thought we might have a problem.”  
 
    Jenny walked through the kitchen with a small picnic basket hanging from one arm, and a smile on her face.  
 
    “I got what you asked for, grandma,” the girl said as she set the basket down in front of Rolly.  
 
    “This looks delicious,” The handyman said after he peeked inside and smiled.  
 
    “It’s not much, but it should at least add a little variety to a couple meals,” Jenny said.  
 
    I looked out the window and saw that the last rays of the sun quickly faded from the sky. There wasn’t much light left in the day, and Rolly and I still had a trip ahead of us.  
 
    “It’s been nice you meet you folks, but I think it’s about time we head out,” I said.  
 
    “You sure you can’t stay for supper?” Betty asked. “We have more than enough for you two.”  
 
    “Thanks, but we should get back to our own,” I said.  
 
    “I suppose he’s right,” Rolly reluctantly agreed.  
 
    I stood up, scooped up the basket, and headed for the front door.  
 
    Rolly gave one last long look at Betty and followed after me.  
 
    “Don’t forget to grab your guns on the way out,” Betty said. “Sounds like you might need them before too long.”  
 
    Dan watched me closely as I stopped and picked up my rifle. His whole body appeared to tense as I clipped the sling back onto the stock. 
 
    “Well, it was a bit of a rocky there at the start, but I hope today marks the beginning of a good thing for us all,” I said as I stood by the door and waited for Rolly to retrieve his gun. Then I gave a salute, and held the door open for the greying handyman, and followed him out into the yard.  
 
    “I’m kind of sad to be going,” Rolly said as he trekked towards the treeline.  
 
    “I know, but we’ll be back,” I assured him. “We just need to take care of the bikers first.”  
 
    I turned back before we disappeared into the trees and saw the three watching us from around the edge of the house. Betty and Jenny waved at us, but Dan just stood there with his arms crossed over his chest. I smiled and looked at Rolly. “Maybe next time we can get Dan to like us.”  
 
    Rolly let out a laugh, and we started through the woods and towards home.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    By the time Rolly and I waved goodbye to Betty and her grandkids, the sky had turned to a dark blue, and a half moon shone brightly in a cloudless sky alongside a handful of twinkling stars. We headed home with the small package of extra goods that had been given to us, and every time I looked over at Rolly as we rode, he had a smile plastered on his face.  
 
    We crossed back over our handmade bridge and rode through the dark until we arrived once more at our campus. It was very dark by the time we broke through the trees, but a roaring fire across the courtyard welcomed us home.  
 
    Rolly and I parked, grabbed the stuff given to us by Betty, and started towards the fire.  
 
    “Hold up,” Anna shouted at us from somewhere in the darkness. “Identify yourselves.”  
 
    “It’s us,” I said.  
 
    I winced as I was bathed in the bright light of a flashlight.  
 
    “Welcome back,” Anna said after she clicked off the light.  
 
    I blinked rapidly as I tried to adjust once more to the darkness.  
 
    “Did you guys have a good day?” the redhead asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “We found other survivors.”  
 
    “And they didn’t try to kill you?” Anna asked as my eyes adjusted enough to make her shape out in the darkness. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Rolly chuckled. “They were worried we were there to kill them though.”  
 
    “Yeah, things were pretty tense there for a while,” I said with a nod.  
 
    “Well I am glad you guys were able to talk your way out of it,” Anna replied.  
 
    “It was mostly Rolly’s doing,” I said. “The old timer knows how to charm a lady.”  
 
    “Oh this I gotta hear about,” the redhead said.  
 
    “Can we do it tomorrow?” Rolly asked. “It’s been a long day, especially for me.”  
 
    “Of course,” I said as I clapped the man on the back. “You go get some sleep. We’ll fill the others in on events tomorrow.”  
 
    Rolly nodded at me and headed towards the dorms. “Goodnight Anna.” He waved at the redhead as he passed her.  
 
    The athlete waved at the man and then walked over to me. “Sounds like it was a pretty exciting day.”  
 
    “We had fun,” I agreed with a nod. “It was nice to have a little guy time.”  
 
    “Glad to hear it all went well,” Anna said.  
 
    “What about you guys, how did things go here?” I asked 
 
    “It was a good day,” she said. “We got all of the standard stuff done and spent a good chunk of the afternoon training. I think Tara might be better with a knife than the rest of us.” She took my arm and started to lead me towards the fire pit. 
 
    “Oh really?” I said as I raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Yeah, she is weirdly fearless when fighting in close combat,” Anna said. “She’s not afraid to take the hits as long as she can get in an even better one.”  
 
    “That’s a good trait to have,” I said.  
 
    “I think maybe her run-in with the wolves helped a bit,” Anna added. “Seems like she is trying to prove herself now more than she was before.”  
 
    “She doesn’t have to do that,” I said. “She really didn’t do anything wrong.”  
 
    “I know, and that’s what we tell her, but I think this is just something she has to do,” she replied.  
 
    “Fair enough,” I said as we walked into the light of the fire. “Get anything else done today?”  
 
    “Yeah, we have plenty of lumber, and we got two fresh rabbits today,” Anna said. “We moved the deer and the wolves to the salt shack and started to smoke the rabbits.”  
 
    “We’re starting to build up quite the stockpile of food,” I said as I nodded down to the basket of vegetables and eggs in my arms.  
 
    “No kidding,” Anna said with a smile. “We should probably throw that stuff in the kitchen and get to bed, huh?”  
 
    “Yeah, I suppose so,” I agreed.  
 
    We put out the fire, stowed our new food items in the kitchen, and headed upstairs where the rest of the girls were already asleep. I stripped down to my boxers while Anna changed into an oversized shirt. Then we joined the pile of people on the floor. After the long tense day I had just had, it didn’t take me long to drift off to sleep.  
 
    I got up early again the next morning, got dressed, and slipped outside for another morning of exercise. I started with another jog around the property for cardio before I went into another round of pushups, sit-ups, and burpees. It was a simple routine, and I wanted to find some weights to add in, but it was my favorite way to start the morning.  
 
    After working up a sweat I cleaned up, grabbed the eggs we got the day before, a fresh tank of propane for our stove, a large pan, some salt, and headed for the library. While I waited for the others I cooked us all a breakfast of scrambled eggs and heated some water for tea.  
 
    “Welcome back, Tav,” Paige said as she pounced down the stairs in a pair of jeans and another of her seemingly endless supply of college shirts. “We missed you yesterday.”  
 
    “Heard you guys had a good day,” I said.  
 
    “We did, but that doesn’t mean we didn’t miss ya,” she said and pulled up a chair.  
 
    “The others close behind ya?” I asked as I served up a plate of eggs.  
 
    As if on cue the door opened again and Tara, Bailey, and Anna joined us.  
 
    “I’d say so,” Paige chuckled as she pulled the plate towards her. “Where’d you get eggs?” 
 
    “Whoa, what, we have eggs?” Tara asked as she sat down. She smiled wide as she spied the plate of fluffy yellow food that sat in front of Paige.  
 
    “Rolly and I had a good day yesterday,” I said.  
 
    “Well come on, don’t leave us waiting,” Anna said. “We want some too.” 
 
    “I haven't actually had any eggs since I was like in my early teens,” Bailey said. “I remember them being good though.”  
 
    As I served the rest of the girls Rolly walked in. He looked a bit brighter than he usually did, and he still had a smile on his face.  
 
    “Whoa, someone is in a good mood,” Tara said before she took a large bite of breakfast.  
 
    “Yesterday was a really good day,” Rolly said as he sat down. He poured himself a cup of hot water and took a plate of eggs.  
 
    “He met a girl,” I said with a smirk. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “He is,” Rolly said with a nod. “We met a lovely lady by the name of Betty. Her grandkids were not quite as nice as she was, but they’re good people.”  
 
    “Aww, that’s so sweet,” Paige said.  
 
    “Why didn’t you guys bring them back here?” Anna asked.  
 
    “They have a place of their own,” I explained. “They were smart enough to stick to their farm when people started to evacuate. They have water, food, and a good house.”  
 
    “Man, I had almost started to think that we were the only sane people left in this world,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Well we have some allies now,” I said. “We are going to help provide them with things they might need, and in return they will provide us with some fresh vegetables, and the occasional dozen eggs.”  
 
    “They didn’t send any fresh veggies back with you did they?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “There’s some in the kitchen now,” I said. “Tomatoes, lettuce, and I think some green onions.”  
 
    “Yum,” Anna said. “I want to go in there and snack on one of those tomatoes like an apple.”  
 
    “Ugh, gross,” Tara said as she wrinkled her nose. “I’ll eat tomatoes cooked, but I don’t like them raw.”  
 
    “So what exactly happened to you guys yesterday?” Paige asked. “I mean obviously it worked out, but you were gone quite a while.”  
 
    “We hit a couple small snags,” I said. “First, we had to build a bridge to get across a pretty powerful stream, and then once we got there we were caught off guard by the very patient and very well prepared family that lived there.”  
 
    “That would be Betty and her grandkids?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Yeah, Dan and Jenny,” I said. 
 
    “I talked Betty down though,” Rolly said with a smug grin as he crossed his arms over his chest.  
 
    “Way to go, Rolly,” Paige said as she leaned over and slugged the handyman in the shoulder playfully.  
 
    “Not only will they help provide us with vegetables, but they also have an old water tank that they don’t use anymore,” I said. “Once we have the chance, we will take the truck up there and pick it up.”  
 
    “That’s awesome,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s huge news,” Tara said.  
 
    “Really all of yesterday was pretty big,” Tara said. “I mean these are the first friendly people we have come across since Tav arrived.”  
 
    “That’s true,” Paige said.  
 
    “Well we had a good day here too,” the platinum blonde said. “That shower you made is amazing.”  
 
    “Not that the rest of us would know,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, Tara got a little carried away and used all of the water,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    “I said I was sorry,” Tara pouted.  
 
    “We just have to give you a hard time,” Bailey said with a grin.  
 
    “I am just glad to hear it worked well,” I said with a smile. “Since we won’t all be able to use it every day, I think I will pop down to the stream today for a bath.”  
 
    “I’ll join ya,” Rolly said. “The water is getting a bit warmer at the stream anyway.” 
 
    “Since we’re heading that way the two of us will check the traps today,” I said to the girls. “You can spend the morning training with your spears and knives. This afternoon we start working full time on our defense efforts.”  
 
    “Where will we start?” Anna asked. 
 
    “We’ll start here,” I said. “If things don’t go as planned having our hilltop prepared will give us the best shot.”  
 
    “Alright, we will be ready when you get back,” Paige said. 
 
    “Anything else you want us to do this morning?” Tara asked.  
 
    “No, we got it under control,” I said. “Just get some practice in while Rolly and I are away.”  
 
    “Sounds good, and thanks for the eggs,” Anna said.  
 
    I finished my own plate of eggs and pushed myself away from the table. I looked back at the whiteboard but there was nothing new to cover. We were good, at least until we got through the inevitable biker assault.  
 
    “You ready to go?” Rolly asked as he sipped at his hot water.  
 
    “Yeah, but take your time,” I said as I nodded to his plate of unfinished eggs.  
 
    He nodded, pulled his plate closer, and started to scarf down what remained.  
 
    The room went silent as all of the girls did the same thing. A couple of them made a cup of tea but the rest were just happy with the hot water.  
 
    Rolly finished before the girls, wiped his mouth, and nodded at me.  
 
    “Well, we’re gonna head out,” I said as I stood up and stretched.  
 
    “Have fun, you two,” Paige said.  
 
    Rolly and I slipped out of the library, gathered up a fresh change of clothes, a couple small knives, our pistols, and the toiletries needed to take a quick bath. Then we headed out into the forest together.  
 
    “Man I can’t stop thinking about Betty,” Rolly said as we headed for the first trap sight.  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I asked as I looked at him and raised an eyebrow. “Seems you have a little crush.”  
 
    “I think so,” the handyman said with a nod. “I haven't felt this way about a lady since my wife passed.”  
 
    “You only just met her, you sure you don’t need to slow down some?” I asked.  
 
    Rolly laughed and pushed his way through a small copse of trees. “Tav, you get to be my age and the whole taking it slow thing seems silly. I mean I won’t be around forever.”  
 
    “No, but I bet you have another couple decades in you,” I replied.  
 
    “Yeah, but why waste time?” he asked.  
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I admitted with a shrug. “Especially not with the state of the world.” 
 
    “Next time you go back I want to go with you,” my companion said.  
 
    “Of course,” I said.  
 
    “I’m gonna tell her how I feel, and see if she feels the same way,” he explained.  
 
    “I think she might,” I said with a grin. 
 
    “Really?” Rolly asked as he looked at me with wide bright eyes and a childish smile.  
 
    “Did you not notice how hard it was for her to pull her eyes off of you?” I asked.  
 
    Rolly went bright red, chuckled, and shook his head.  
 
    We pushed through the trees to where our first trap waited. There was no rabbit, but the trap had been sprung. I knelt down and reset the trap while Rolly waited nearby with a silly grin on his face.  
 
    I laughed as I finished up and stood. “So should I expect this attitude for a while?”  
 
    “At least until the bikers come,” he said. “That might pull me back to reality.”  
 
    “Well, enjoy the feeling while it lasts then,” I said as I put a hand on his shoulder. Then I gave his shoulder a firm squeeze and smiled at the handyman.  
 
    “I will,” he laughed. 
 
    “Come on, let’s move on,” I said.  
 
    It was nice to see him this happy. He didn’t seem one to complain, but I had never seen him quite as happy as he was now. 
 
    A half hour later we arrived at the stream after having checked all of the trap sites. We didn’t catch anything, and a couple of the sites didn’t even look like they had been disturbed. It might have been time to search for a couple new locations. Even rabbits could grow smart enough not to go to certain areas.  
 
    The trotlines brought in a lot more than the traps. We got half a dozen fresh fish from the lines and cleaned them before we finally stopped for our bath. We ran a length of rope through the fish and hung them from my backpack for transportation.  
 
    “So how much of a chance do you really think we have against these bikers?” Rolly asked once he finished undressing and stepped into the stream.  
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know,” I said as I did the same. “The girls are a little green, but our plan is solid, and if we get the time to build all of our traps and defenses, there is a good chance we can at least run them off.”  
 
    “What if we don’t though?” he asked with a raised eyebrow. “No offense, but no one but you have ever seen real combat.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I nodded. “I can’t know for sure how you or the girls will react to getting shot at until it happens, but with enough training I think you will know how to stay alive even if you panic.”  
 
    “Well I am glad that you are in charge of all of this,” Rolly said as he started to scrub himself clean. 
 
    “We’ll rehearse our defense plan so many times that it will be second nature,” I explained. “When shit hits the fan, we’ll be running on autopilot.”  
 
    I washed quickly as I tried to keep my mind off the cold that still lingered in the flowing stream. It might have been better, but it was far from comfortable, and I was excited for a chance to try the shower out at some point.  
 
    Once we were clean, Rolly and I crawled onto the warm banks of the stream, dried ourselves off, and pulled on a clean set of clothes.  
 
    “You know anything about washboards?” I asked  
 
    Rolly looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. “How old do you think I am?”  
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” I chuckled “Our supply of clean clothes isn’t going to last forever, and our pile of dirty laundry is just going to become a breeding ground for bugs as we move into summer.”  
 
    “I suppose you’re right,” Rolly said with a nod. “I did use one when I was really young. Don’t remember exactly how they work, but I am sure they can’t be that hard to figure out.”  
 
    “That was my thinking too,” I agreed. “Well, let’s get back to the others. There is a lot of work to be done before our enemy shows up. You think you can run into town and start boarding up windows while I show the girls where and how to set up some snipers spots?” 
 
    “Of course, I gotta make up for all that time I wasted yesterday anyway,” he joked.  
 
    We shared a laugh and made the journey back to the campus. When we emerged into the courtyard all four of the girls seemed to be in the middle of a rather intense four person skirmish. They all tried to get the upper hand on the rest of the girls as they dodged, parried, and swiped at one another.  
 
    I stood there with a smile, crossed my arms, and watched as Anna let out a yell and came at Paige with a quick thrust.  
 
    Paige sidestepped the attack and went for the counter strike. Before it could land Tara checked her with her shoulder causing the brunette to tumble to the ground.  
 
    Bailey saw her opportunity and went in to slash at the platinum blonde’s exposed back.  
 
    Tara glanced over her shoulder and saw the hippie charge at her. She smirked, waited for her friend to commit to the attack, dropped low, and then shifted to cause Bailey to roll over her back and onto the ground. 
 
    “Man, you’re getting really good at this,” Paige said as she tried to steady her breathing.  
 
    “Thanks,” Tara said with a grin. “I think I am remembering a little bit of the martial arts training I did when I was little.”  
 
    “You never told us you took martial arts,” Anna said.  
 
    “I was like ten at the time, and I didn’t do it for very long,” Tara said.  
 
    “Seems like you remember a little of it though,” Bailey said as she picked herself up off the ground.  
 
    “Could be why this, like, feels more natural to me,” Tara replied.  
 
    I clapped as I walked up to the group.  
 
    “Hey, when did you get back?” Anna asked as she wiped the sweat from her forehead and stuck her foam knife in her belt.  
 
    “Just a minute ago,” I said. “I caught the end of the fight.”  
 
    “What’d you think?” Bailey asked after she brushed the grass from her pants.  
 
    “I think you guys stand a chance if it comes to close combat,” I said. “You’ve come a long way since I first started to train you.”  
 
    “We’ve been practicing pretty hard,” Paige said.  
 
    “It shows,” I replied. 
 
    Each of the girls had a red face and was covered in a layer of sweat. They must have been practicing for quite a while.  
 
    “Wash up,” I said. “Grab some water and meet me by the shed in fifteen minutes.”  
 
    “I’m gonna head off down into town,” Rolly said. “If you guys need anything I won’t be hard to find.” 
 
    “Stay safe,” I said as I gave him a nod.  
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about me,” he replied with a smile. Then he waved and headed off towards the parking lot. There was little reason to walk down the hill when he could just grab an ATV.  
 
    Anna turned to look at the rest of the girls. “Alright, you heard him, let’s go get cleaned up.” The others waved at me as she ushered the group away.  
 
    “See you soon,” I chuckled and returned their wave. Then I headed over to the smoker, tossed in the fresh fish, and moved the now prepared rabbits into our shed.  
 
    The interior of our meat shed was pleasantly cool, and I was glad that we had been able to keep it fairly well moderated, but I wondered if we could get some hay from Betty’s farm to help insulate the shack. It could be just another thing to help us keep it at an acceptable temperature during the coming summer months.  
 
    As I dropped off the previous days freshly smoked food, I took a moment to marvel at how well we had done for ourselves. Most of our main needs had been met and exceeded, at least for the time being. I gave a contented nod and left the shack. 
 
    Time to get ready for the upcoming war.  
 
    The bikers would be coming soon.  
 
    Not long after I met up with the girls at the shed just as instructed. They looked refreshed and Tara, Anna, and Paige had all changed their shirts. Bailey was still in the same bright purple T-shirt she had been wearing earlier but the rest of them had on black tank tops.  
 
    “Alright, now that we’re all here let’s go over some basic ideas,” I said. “What we are going to do today is find and prepare several spots in the treeline where we can take cover and shoot from. We want the shooting spots to have good visibility of the parking lot and courtyard to allow us to set up one big crossfire.” 
 
    “Can’t we just use the buildings?” Paige asked. “I mean we have three of them and plenty of places to shoot from inside.”  
 
    “The buildings are our fall back point after the bridge,” I said. “We are going to fight them there, but I want to make sure we have our last holdout spots figured out. Then we’ll work on the village, and then we’ll work on getting our spots by the bridge.”  
 
    “So basically we are going to shoot them from three spots?” Tara asked. 
 
    “It will be three phases,” I explained. “First, we’ll get them when they try to cross the bridge, then we’ll run through the forest and get to the village. Then we’ll set up there and shoot them when they come on the streets. Then, if we need to, we’ll fall back here.” 
 
    “So, three gauntlets,” Anna said as she nodded.  
 
    “Pretty much,” I confirmed with a nod. “My idea is to create a sort of semi-circle so that if anyone comes up that hill they won’t be safe no matter where they try to hide.”  
 
    “Couldn’t that be dangerous for each other?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Not if we set it up right,” I said. “We will create zones of fire kind of like when we cleared those buildings. As long as we each keep to our zone no one should hit anything but the enemy.” 
 
    I grabbed some basic tools from the shed, filled a pocket full of nails, and found a can of white spray paint that I could use to mark any potential positions. Then I led the girls into the woods. We stayed just inside the treeline and quickly found our first spot. There was a rather large tree with a solid view of the entire courtyard. I pulled out the spraypaint and marked the ground around it so we could find it later.  
 
    “What we are going to do is build a small elevated platform into this tree,” I said. “Then we will use branches, leaves, and foliage to obscure the platform in an attempt to keep the shooter concealed.”  
 
    “Makes sense, I would guess the best way to not get shot is to not be seen,” Anna said.  
 
    “That’s the idea,” I said with a smile  
 
    “How many of these are we looking to make?” Paige asked.  
 
    “I’m thinking half a dozen,” I said. “That will give us options and tactical flexibility.”  
 
    We spent the next hour picking out the rest of the spots. Once they were all marked, we gathered up the needed materials and got to work making the first spot. We nailed a simple ladder into each tree and then built a basic platform among the branches. We built it in such a way that you could take a seat on one of the branches and use another of them to steady your rifle on.  
 
    Next we decorated the spot with branches and leaves, and by the time we were done the only way to see the platform was to know it was there. We even moved into the courtyard and tried our best to spot it from the open while Anna sat in each one, but we really couldn’t see her.  
 
    “Well that’s pretty cool,” Tara said.  
 
    “Just five more to go,” Paige said before she crossed her arms over her chest and gave a nod.  
 
    “It’ll work,” I said. Then I smiled, turned to the girls, and motioned back to the woods with my head. “They won’t build themselves though.”  
 
    We headed back out and spent the next few hours putting up the next five shooting platforms. None of them could be seen from the courtyard even if you knew where you were looking. The flash of our guns could still give away the location, but even then it would be hard to pin down our exact location.  
 
    A few hours later we had finished making the platforms, and we all gathered up at the first one we had built. 
 
    “Alright, there is one more thing we need to do,” I said. “If you get pinned down, you need an escape route, and the forest provides the perfect cover.”  
 
    “Where should we run?” Tara asked 
 
    “We’ll plot out a course through the woods that leads us around the back of the buildings,” I said. “Then you can get inside and take up a spot in a window.”  
 
    “Solid plan,” Anna said with a nod.  
 
    “Lead the way then, Tav,” Bailey said.  
 
    We went around to all six of the spots and found the best route to use through the woods. Each path took you into the woods a little deeper than the treeline and headed around to the back of the property where we could exit the forest with the buildings between us and the center courtyard.  
 
    After we had the routes placed, we ran drills until the sun dipped below the horizon. I would have the girls get up on the platforms, then get down and run the path until they came out around back. The routes weren’t particularly long, and it didn’t take them much time to become proficient in running them. The chaos of combat would complicate that some, but I would make them run it until they could use the path with their eyes closed.  
 
    My stomach growled and alerted me to just how hungry that afternoon’s activities had made me. I patted my abdomen and looked to the girls. “I think we’ll call it there. It’s getting late, and I need some food.”  
 
    “Me too,” Anna agreed.  
 
    “Let’s go find Rolly and get something cooking,” Bailey said. “I’ll make dinner tonight. I want to use some of those vegetables.”  
 
    An hour later, we all sat around the fire with some bottles of booze, and four fish roasting over the flame. Bailey also prepared a small simple salad of lettuce, tomato, and nuts and topped it with a simple dressing of olive oil and basil. It wasn’t fancy, but it was a nice addition to our usual fare.  
 
    “It’s so cool that there is someone else out there,” Tara said as she sipped at a vodka soda. “I mean, someone who isn’t trying to rape and murder everyone they meet, obviously.”  
 
    “Yeah, next time can we go along and meet these people?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I think that can be arranged,” I said with a nod. “Might help get the grandkids to trust me a little more too.”  
 
    “Yeah, when Tav first mentioned you guys Dan assumed you were some kind of slaves,” Rolly said.   
 
    “Yeah, we should probably go clear that up,” Anna said with a nod. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Betty believes us,” Rolly said with a large smile. “It was so nice to meet another person my age.”  
 
    “Look at that smile, I think our handyman might have a little crush,” Tara teased.  
 
    “Maybe,” Rolly said as his cheeks went flush.  
 
    “Well I think it’s cute,” Bailey said while she poked at one of the roasting fish with a fork.  
 
    “I never said it wasn’t,” Tara was quick to reply. “I think he has done a lot for us and deserves to find a friend.”  
 
    “Agreed,” Paige said with a nod. “Gives him a reason to get away from the campus every now and again too.”  
 
    “You girls are sweet,” Rolly said. “I got away today though. Spent it down in town. Was nice to have some alone time.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I have a feeling you still would have rather been spending time with Betty,” Anna said with a grin.  
 
    Rolly chuckled, grinned, and took a swig of whiskey.  
 
    “How’d things in town go today anyway?” I asked.  
 
    “Went good,” the handyman said. “It was nice and quiet. I just got to keep my head down and get it done. I think I have most of the houses boarded up like you wanted them.”  
 
    “Nice,” I said. “Tomorrow I think all of us are going to head down and work on making our little barricade maze. We can finish up then if we need to.”  
 
    “That sounds like a long day,” Tara said.  
 
    “From here on out, every day is going to be a long day,” I said. 
 
    “Good thing there is always good food and better company waiting for us at the end of the day,” Anna said.  
 
    “Don’t forget about the shower,” Tara added.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Bailey said. “I actually did forget. Can I use it before bed?”  
 
    “Go for it,” I chuckled 
 
    We continued to chat until dinner was ready. Then we all feasted on fish, salad, and alcohol. Once we finished our food Bailey slipped off for a shower while the rest of us started to clean up the area. 
 
    “I think I am going to sleep well tonight,” Paige said as she gathered the dirty plates.  
 
    “I know I will,” Rolly agreed.  
 
    “Enjoy the rest,” I said. “You all earned it. I appreciate how hard you guys have been working.” 
 
    “We appreciate all you are doing to ensure we stay safe,” Anna replied. I saw her grin, her face lit by the dying flames.  
 
    We put out the fire, and one by one people started to head off to the dorm for bed.  
 
    “You heading in?” Paige asked. She was the last one to head in for the night.  
 
    “Go on without me,” I said. “I am going to make a trip down the hill real quick.”  
 
    “Everything okay?” She asked as she looked at me, cocked her head to the side, and frowned.  
 
    “Yeah,” I nodded. “I just want to make sure the spike strip is set up. There is no reason leaving the route to our home open while we sleep.”  
 
    “Want some company?” the brunette asked.  
 
    “I’ll be okay,” I said. “Go get some rest.”  
 
    “Alright, Tav,” the girl said. “See you soon then.” 
 
    She gave me a wave and headed inside. 
 
    I walked down the hill, enjoyed the cool evening temperatures, and spread out the spikestrip at the bottom. For a moment I stood there with my hands on my hips and looked out over the town. It was quiet, but I knew that soon enough it would be a place of gunfire, bloodshed, and flame. I looked back at where my home and my girls waited and smiled. 
 
    When it came, we would be ready. 
 
    I’d make sure of it. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
     The next morning we skipped the library. Instead, we met in the courtyard and made a large breakfast of meat, the last of our eggs, some coffee, and canned fruit.  
 
    Everyone except Rolly had chosen shorts and a tank top since we knew we would be outside most of the day. The handyman had on a pair of work slacks, his toolbelt, and a button up Carhartt. On his head he wore his favorite brown newsboys cap again.  
 
    “You sure you don’t want to change into something a little more comfortable?” I asked Rolly before I shoved a spoonful of eggs into my face.  
 
    “I was never one for shorts, and I don’t think that t-shirts are very comfortable,” he explained with a shrug.  
 
    “Don’t you get hot though?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Oh sure,” Rolly replied. “But it shouldn’t get really hot around here for another month or two.”  
 
    “What will you wear then?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Same thing I am wearing now,” he said. “Can’t beat the feeling of a breeze washing over you and cooling you damp clothes.”  
 
    “I think you can,” Tara said as she cringed.  
 
    “As long as you stay hydrated I don’t care what you wear,” I said.  
 
    “Thankfully that isn’t an issue anymore,” Paige said. “I actually hadn’t thought about how bad it would be if we didn’t have a steady supply of water by summer.”  
 
    “I wouldn’t dwell on it,” I said. “That’s not a problem we have to worry about. Eat up, I want to go down there and get to work.”  
 
    We finished up a few minutes later, piled into the Jeep, and drove down the hill. I stopped on the way down to collect the spike strip and tossed it into the vehicle. Then I parked in front of the general store and hopped out.  
 
    “So, what is the first order of business?” Anna asked as she stepped onto the blacktop. 
 
    “We need to move these cars,” I said as I pointed to the vehicles in the street. “They won’t run, but if we put them in neutral, we should be able to push them into position. We need to use the cars to make a wall that will force anyone on a bike into the neighborhood.”  
 
    “You weren’t kidding when you said today was going to be a long day,” Tara muttered.  
 
    “Can we at least take a moment to stretch out?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “That’s probably a good idea,” I said. “Take five, stretch out, and warm up. Rolly, you can continue where you left off yesterday if you want.”  
 
    “You sure you don’t need me here?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah, the trucks might be a bit tough, but I think the five of us can handle it,” I said.  
 
    “Well then I am gonna get to work,” Rolly said before he adjusted how his toolbelt hung and headed off into the neighborhood.  
 
    I followed the girls’ example and took a couple minutes to stretch. It was a bright and sunny day, and I had thrown a dozen bottles of water into the jeep just in case. This was one of the first real days of hard labor, and I didn’t need anyone to pass out.  
 
    After we all limbered up, I led the girls to the first car, put it in neutral, and had Bailey hop in. 
 
    “Alright, we are going to push the car, but I am going to need you to steer it,” I instructed the blonde hippie. “There won’t be any power steering so you are going to have to put your back into it.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, this is something I actually know how to do,” she said. “I helped my dad move a dead car a couple times growing up.”  
 
    “Good, that will make this a bit simpler,” I said.  
 
    Then I went to the others who leaned against the back of the white sedan.  
 
    “Alright ladies, you ready to push?” I asked.  
 
    Anna, and Paige nodded, and put their hands on the truck and shifted to find solid footing as they waited for my signal. Tara frowned and looked to her friends, and then at me.  
 
    “Don’t worry, this is easy,” I said to the platinum blonde as I took up a position between the brunette and the redhead. “Just plant your hands on the vehicle and be prepared to push.”  
 
    “I’m not great at dealing with heavy stuff,” Tara said.  
 
    “It will only be heavy for a few seconds,” Paige said. “Once we get this thing rolling, we will almost have to run to keep up.”  
 
    “Really?” Tara said with a raised eyebrow as she looked at me.  
 
    “Yeah,” I confirmed as I nodded at her. “Just help us get it moving, and we can do the rest.”  
 
    She nodded, looked at the others, and tried to copy their pose at the back of the vehicle with us.  
 
    “Alright, we’re ready to go,” I shouted up to our driver.  
 
    Bailey stuck her arm out the window and gave a thumbs up. “Foot's off the brake, and I’m ready.”  
 
    “On my count then,” I said as I smiled at my pushing team. Then I counted down from three and let out a deep grunt as I dropped my shoulder into the car and pushed hard with my legs.  
 
    For a moment nothing happened. The sedan rocked forward, but gained no momentum.  
 
    “Keep going!” Anna shouted. “I can feel it starting to move.” As she pushed, her face turned a red almost as bright as her hair. 
 
    All of us grunted and dug our feet in as we put our weight into it and nudged the car forward. We began to build momentum as the tires slowly turned, and a half a minute later we were all sprinting behind the steadily moving hunk of metal.  
 
    Bailey let out a cheer from the driver's seat and pointed us towards where I wanted to start the barricade.  
 
    As the tires crunched over the pavement I let go of the car and watched it roll on without me. Tara, Anna, and Paige dropped off a moment later and staggered back to where I stood as the vehicle made its way lazily down the road. It turned towards the general store and stopped just inches from the front of the building.  
 
    Bailey stepped out and looked at how she had parked the car.  
 
    “Nice job,” I called out to her.  
 
    “I could have taken up a bit more of the road,” she replied as she looked up at me.  
 
    “No, it’s perfect,” Paige said as she gave her friend a thumbs up and a smile.  
 
    Tara leaned forward, put her hands on her knees, and breathed heavily.  
 
    “You okay?” Anna asked as she nudged her platinum blonde teammate.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara wheezed. “I told ya I was bad at stuff like this.”  
 
    “You’ll get better,” I said.  
 
    “Not today,” she replied after she stood back up and pushed the hair out of her face. She took a black hair tie from her pocket and pulled her wavy hair back into a ponytail. Somehow Tara’s hair still looked perfect while tied back.  
 
    “We can start working out together,” Anna offered. 
 
    “Hard pass,” Tara said.  
 
    “Is that offer open to anyone?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Sure,” Anna replied with a shrug.  
 
    “I’ve started to workout recently too,” I said. “If you guys want, I could start getting you up so you can join me on my morning run.”  
 
    “Again, I think I’ll pass,” Tara said after she finally caught her breath. 
 
    Bailey had wandered back over to us with her hands tucked into the pockets of her shorts.  
 
    “Ready to do another one?” I asked as I turned to her.  
 
    “Yeah,” she nodded.  
 
    “Could I please be the driver?” Tara begged. 
 
    “I don’t mind pushing,” Bailey said.  
 
    Tara looked at me with big pouty eyes and pushed out her bottom lip in an exaggerated frown.  
 
    “Alright, Tara’s on driver duty,” I said. “Do you need me to go over what to do?” As I spoke I headed for the next car. It was an old blue station wagon with wood paneling along both sides.  
 
    Like almost every vehicle I had come across in this small town the station wagon was unlocked. As I opened the door, the stench of stale fast food wafted from the outdated car. I waved the smell away and chuckled as I looked over at Tara. “You sure you don’t want to push?”  
 
    “Oh, come on, it can’t be that bad,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “I’ve certainly seen worse, but it’s not pleasant,” I warned.  
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” She said as she rolled her eyes and pushed past me only to gag audibly as she took a seat.  
 
    “Alright, we’ll get in place,” I said with a grin as I smacked the roof of the cab.  
 
    “Just hurry,” Tara insisted. “I can’t believe someone would keep their car this dirty.”  
 
    I turned back to the others to find them trying to hide their giggles.  
 
    “That’s enough,” I said as shook my head and tried not to laugh. Then I headed for the back of the car again and got into position.  
 
    We got the next two cars moved into position and found ourselves with a very solid barricade. Due to the angle of the cars there were a couple gaps that would need to be filled with junk to keep the enemy from slipping through, but it already looked like it would be effective as a wall to slow down our opponents.  
 
    After our main barricade was made, we went into town. We used the cards that were around there to cap a couple of the streets and create a sort of S shaped pathway through the houses of the town towards the hill of the campus.  
 
    As we moved the last cars in place Rolly came from a nearby building, sat down on the front stairs, and pulled out a bottle of water.  
 
    “This place is starting to look good,” I said to him.  
 
    “Lots of places to hide and shoot, that’s for sure,” he agreed.  
 
    I looked around at all of the boarded-up windows. The handyman had done a good job of making sure that there were enough gaps to see and shoot through while ensuring that the shooter was hidden.  
 
    “So do we like, just pick a building when we fall back to town?” Bailey asked as she looked between all of the different houses.  
 
    “Not all of these places are useful,” I said as I shook my head. “You don’t want to take up a spot in a house that doesn't have a backdoor, and you don’t want to be in a house with only one window facing the street.”  
 
    “Is marking suitable buildings out of the question?” Anna asked.  
 
    “That would just let the enemy know where we are wouldn’t it?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Not necessarily, but I don’t think marking the houses up is the right call,” I said.  
 
    “What are we going to do then?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Let’s take a look around and see which houses can be used and go from there,” I said.  
 
    I took the group and started to scout out the area. There were nine houses in particular that met all of my requirements. A couple of them were large enough to house two shooters if it came to that, and the houses were spaced out enough so that we could cover the whole area if we planned it correctly.  
 
    “We have some really good options,” I said. “When the time comes, we will want to spread out all through the little maze so that there is no safe place.”  
 
    “Makes sense,” Bailey said.  
 
    “If we start shooting too early though won’t they just drive off?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Probably, and that’s why we won’t start shooting until they come around the last corner. By this point their numbers will already be thinned, and if we catch them in the streets, we might be able to end the fight here.”  
 
    “That would be sweet,” Anna said.  
 
    “So what’s the plan for making sure we chose the correct buildings?” Paige asked.  
 
    “We’re going to name them,” I said. 
 
    “Um… what?” Tara asked as she raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, I'm confused too,” Anna said, “How is naming them going to help us?”  
 
    I walked over to the closest suitable house. It was an orange two-story townhouse with an enclosed front porch, and a front yard full of dying flowers. 
 
    “When you look at this house what stands out to you?” I asked as I turned back to the group.  
 
    “The yard,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, whoever lived there must have loved to garden,” Rolly agreed. 
 
    “So then we could call this place garden house,” I said.  
 
    “Oh, I get it,” Paige said, “We use the names to help us memorize which houses we can use.”  
 
    “Exactly,” I said. “If we can name all nine of these houses based on something unique about them, then it will be easy to remember where to go.”  
 
    “Cool, this should work,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, I was going to try to just memorize the houses, but this makes that a bit easier,” Anna said.  
 
    “Let’s go name some houses then,” Tara said.  
 
    We traveled to the other eight houses as a group and settled on a simple name for each of them. It didn’t take long for us to come out with a list of simple titles that everyone agreed were easy to remember. The nine houses were garden house, blue house, white picket house, windchime, porch swing, doghouse, iron gate, and ornate door.  
 
    “So do we have anything else we need to do in town?” Anna asked.  
 
    “We will probably end up setting up traps,” I said. “Though I think we are going to spend the rest of the morning figuring out the best way up the hill through the forest.” 
 
    “Right, we need to know how to fall back,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Being mobile is just another great way to keep us out of danger,” I said. “If we can pull back before they realize exactly where we are then it means they can’t shoot at us.”  
 
    “I am starting to see a theme here,” Paige said with a smile.  
 
    “Yeah, funny how I am trying so hard to make sure we aren’t getting shot at,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “I can appreciate that,” Rolly said.  
 
    I let the group rest for a couple minutes. Our last task had hardly been difficult, but they had worked hard today, and I didn’t want to burn them out.  
 
    After that we all headed out into the woods behind and made our way up the hill towards campus. The trees were not terribly dense, but we found some nice, easy to follow, routes that we could run with very little issue. The big thing was that we become familiar with the area so that if one of us got followed they could easily shake their pursuer. Having a knowledge of the surrounding woods would give us just another advantage. We might not have had the numbers, but that wasn’t going to stop us from putting up one hell of a fight. In fact, with every new step of preparation I became more and more confident in our ability to repel the coming assault.  
 
    Once our escape routes were chosen, we went back into town and started to drill. I would have them all post up in a building, run out the backdoor, head into the woods, and march up the hill using the path we had chosen together. Then, after I was sure they knew how to get up the hill I had them fall back to one of the hidden shooting spots in the trees around the campus, get in place, and then fall back from there to the college buildings like we had practiced the day before.  
 
    We spent the rest of the morning and part of the afternoon running these drills over and over again. I ran with them half the time, and the other half I sat back and watched to ensure they completed the journey safely and quickly. I was proud to see them work as a unit. Once, when Bailey stumbled while they headed up the hill, Anna pulled her to her feet and ran alongside her to ensure they all made it. On another run Paige slipped and twisted her ankle, but Tara and Bailey were there to help pick her up and keep her going. I made them run the route probably twenty times, but not once did any of the girls whine, complain, or roll their eyes as I told them to go again. 
 
    They were all becoming good soldiers.  
 
    Rolly did not stay with us the whole time. After our fourth trip up the hill I told the older man that he could take it easy, so he headed off to sit down for a while and boil some water to make up for what they were consuming today. My plan didn’t include Rolly coming with us to the bridge anyway. He would be set up in the dorm building where he could move from room to room to take shots at any bikers that made their way up.  
 
    We took a short break for lunch, but everyone was too busy stuffing food into their faces and gulping down water to say much. Then the group made their way back into town and continued to drill. It wasn’t until just before sunset that I called it for the day.  
 
    “How’d we do?” Anna asked as she slumped onto the grass.  
 
    “You did amazing,” I said with a large proud smile.  
 
    The rest of the girls all collapsed onto the grass of the courtyard alongside the athletic redhead and smiled up at me.  
 
    “I think I live here now,” Tara muttered.  
 
    “Guess nobody wants dinner then,” Rolly said as he walked over to us.  
 
    “I think I can move for that,” Paige groaned as she shifted and got to her feet.  
 
    “Help me up and maybe I can make it there,” Tara said.  
 
    Rolly chuckled and pulled the platinum blonde to her feet.  
 
    “Anyone else need help getting up?” I teased.  
 
    “No no, I think I can manage that on my own,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    Bailey sat there for a moment longer and ran her fingers through the long grass. “No one will think less of me if I crawl over to the fire right?” She looked at us all and grinned then flopped to her feet.  
 
    “Come on, you guys deserve a hot meal,” I said before I started towards the fire.  
 
    The rest were slow to follow as they struggled to get themselves moving again. Once they arrived around the fire, the girls all groaned as they settled onto the wooden benches.  
 
    Rolly served us all up some venison tenderloin that had been covered with oil then rolled in flour before he fried it up in a pan. It was just the right amount of tender and crispy and was packed with flavor from whatever blend of spices the old handyman had decided to use. 
 
    There was very little talking as the group chowed down on the hot and tasty meal. Each of the four girls had heavy bags under their eyes and let out frequent large yawns. They would sleep well tonight.  
 
    “Listen up,” I said after I finished my food and set down my plate. “All of you did really well today. You did an impressive amount of work, and never once moaned, complained, or argued when I asked you to do something. I know that the amount of times we ran those drills might have seemed excessive, but it’s important that we know this stuff. You guys made me really proud today in how you came together as a team and just kept going until I said stop.”  
 
    “We understand that you wouldn’t ask us to do this stuff if it wasn’t important,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, we trust that you are doing what you think is best for us and our home,” Paige added.  
 
    “I am glad, because I know that I sometimes ask a lot of you guys,” I said.  
 
    “That’s nice though,” Bailey said. “You treat us like we are capable, and everyone appreciates that.”  
 
    “You treat me better than most of my teachers did back when this was a school,” Tara muttered.  
 
    “Some of the teachers here did suck,” Bailey agreed with a nod.  
 
    Rolly laughed and shook his head.  
 
    “I will always try to be better than your shitty teachers then,” I said with a grin. “But tomorrow I’m going to be tough on you.” 
 
    “You are?” Paige asked, but the way she raised her eyebrow made me think she was more intrigued than scared. 
 
    “Yep. We need to train harder. Now go get some sleep ladies, you've earned it, and we have another day of work ahead of us tomorrow. You too Rolly.”  
 
    Everyone but Anna picked up after themselves and shuffled off towards bed.  
 
    “Let me help you clean up,” the redhead said.  
 
    “You don’t have to,” I assured her. “I can take care of this if you want to sleep.”  
 
    “Nah, I want to help,” she replied. 
 
    I nodded, and together we put out the fire and cleaned up the area. I really did want the girls to get some sleep, but I was tired too and would welcome the assistance.  
 
    “I need to run down the hill and put our spike strip back in place,” I said once the fire was nothing more than a dark pile of steaming wood.  
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Anna said, and I could see her bright smile even in the budding darkness of the early night.  
 
    Together we grabbed the spike strip, loaded up on an ATV, and headed down the hill. Anna helped me spread the strip across the end of our small maze and walked over to me.  
 
    “It’s starting to look like something defensible,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah, even if the bikers showed up tomorrow, I think we could make a good go of it with just what we have done,” I said.  
 
    “I really hope we don’t let you down when the shooting starts,” Anna said.  
 
    “You’re all stronger than you think,” I said as I crossed my arms over my chest and looked at the beautiful athletic redhead. “All you have to do is shoot straight and stick to the plan.”  
 
    “We can all shoot pretty well, and I think you are doing a good job of making sure we are all have intimate knowledge of your plan,” Anna said with a small smile. Then she turned away to try to stifle a yawn.  
 
    “Come on, let's get to bed,” I said as I shook my head and grinned.  
 
    Anna nodded, and we made our way silently back up the hill. Before I entered the dorm, I gave one last look in the direction of Lanceton, and once I was certain there was no sign of smoke or fire, I went inside and headed upstairs.  
 
    I went into my old room to strip off my old clothes, but turned as I heard the door creak open behind me.  
 
    Tara stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. She had on a long silky white nightgown, and I could already see her nipples poking through the thin soft fabric.  
 
    “Hey,” I whispered.  
 
    “Hey,” she replied as she started to saunter towards me. “Earlier you were talking about how well we did today, and I thought maybe my efforts were worth a reward.” She bit her bottom lip as she reached me and started to unbutton my pants. “By reward I mean your cock.”  
 
    “Good behaviour should not go unrewarded,” I said as I tossed my dirty shirt to the floor and smiled at the gorgeous lady in front of me. 
 
    “This is why you’re my favorite teacher,” Tara said as she unzipped my pants and let them drop to the floor. Then she pushed them aside, knelt down, and pulled my briefs down around my ankles. She giggled as my already hard cock sprung towards her face and licked her lips as she grabbed it with one hand.  
 
    “Well go on then, enjoy your reward,” I said as I thrust my hips towards her.  
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” she purred. Then she put my dick in her mouth and slowly took the full length of it down her throat.  
 
    “Wow,” I groaned, closed my eyes, leaned my head back, and placed a hand on top of her head as she started to suck.  
 
    “You like,” Tara teased as my tip came free of her soft and plump lips for a moment. 
 
    “Yeah,” I groaned again as she worked the shaft with one hand. 
 
    She continued to suck, lick, and fondle my length for the next ten minutes, and I felt my head begin to spin slowly as an orgasm crawled up my thighs. 
 
    “I’m going to come if you don’t stop,” I grunted. 
 
    “Oh, I’m guessing you’d rather come somewhere else?” she purred, and I looked down to see her wipe her mouth and smile up at me.   
 
    “Yeah, in your tight little pussy,” I growled as I pulled her upright. Then I slipped my hands under her nightgown, grabbed her perfect round ass, and lifted her into the air. Then I tossed her onto the bed and jumped on beside her before I slowly pulled her nightgown up to reveal her already wet pussy. 
 
    “Yes, please,” she begged. “I want it so bad.” 
 
    “My oh my, it does look like you want it bad,” I teased as I ran a single finger along her dripping wet slit.  
 
    She squirmed, nodded, and let out a soft moan.  
 
     “Good,” I chuckled before I pushed her legs far apart and started to kiss her inner thigh.  
 
    I slowly worked my way higher until I kissed her soft pussy lips. Tara shivered as I ran my tongue along it before I dove in and started to eat her out.  
 
    I savored her sweet taste as I took my time and explored her most sensitive area. She shivered violently, grabbed a handful of my hair, and let out a long, loud moan. Her thighs tightened around the side of my head, and I eased off until she released me.  
 
    “I hope you’re not ready to be done yet,” I whispered in her ear as I flipped her over and pulled her ass into the air.  
 
    “Not unless you are,” the platinum blonde panted.  
 
    I got on my knees behind her and rubbed my cock against her sopping wet pussy.  
 
    Tara instinctively started to rock back towards it, but for a few moments, I just teased her with it by pushing my head up against her but not going in. 
 
    “Tav, please,” she whined and pushed back towards me more aggressively. “I need it.” 
 
    “You have to wait,” I said as I smacked her ass playfully.  
 
    “Please?” she whimpered and looked back at me with a pouty face.  
 
    It was hard to say no to those big blue eyes though, and my cock throbbed with painful anticipation. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll give it to you,” I said as I pushed myself slowly inside her.  
 
    I was already wet from her dripping juices, so I just closed my eyes and enjoyed the feeling of her tight warm embrace as I slowly slid deep inside of her tunnel. We both gasped when I was in as far as I could go, and we both hung still like statues as we waited for one or the other to start thrusting or rocking. 
 
    I started with short slow thrusts deep inside her and worked my way up to fast long thrusts were I pulled almost entirely out before I slammed it back in to the hilt.  
 
    With each thrust Tara let out a new noise of pleasure. She matched my pace and pushed herself into me for greater force and feeling. Then she leaned forward and bit into a pillow to try to stifle her primal cries of pleasure as she arched her back perfectly for me. 
 
    “I’m coming!” she screamed through the pillow.  
 
    I let out a grunt, grabbed her hips down more, and pounded into her harder so that our bodies made wonderful wet smacking sounds. I knew I wasn’t going to keep this pace up forever, but I let out a growl of satisfaction when I felt the walls of her vagina tighten around my cock. She screamed into the pillow again as her legs buckled, and I felt a fresh flood of her wetness drip down my balls as she did all she could to stay upright.  
 
    Tara’s climax was the end for me, and I gave in to the building pressure and let out a loud grunt as my balls and hips began to twitch. Then I made a final thrust deep inside the gorgeous woman and let go.  
 
    Waves of pleasure flooded through my whole body as I released more and more of myself into her, and she screamed again as she felt my hot sperm fill her tunnel. Our climaxes seemed to last a good fifteen seconds, and then I slowly pulled away and watched my cum drip out of her still twitching pussy. 
 
    I tried to catch my breath as Tara fell forward with her perfect ass still in the air and let out one final contented moan. For a moment neither of us spoke as we worked to calm our breathing.  
 
    “Was that a fitting reward?” I asked quietly once I was able to speak again.  
 
    “Fuck yes,” Tara grinned at me and reached her fingers down to her pussy. “You just gave me another reason to be sore in the morning. Holy shit. I’m like dripping everywhere.”  
 
    “You look hot,” I said. 
 
    “Hmmm,” she moaned as she wiped a bit of cum from her pussy and brought it to her mouth so she could lick her fingers. “What a tasty reward.” 
 
    “You deserved it,” I laughed, but to see her lick my sperm from her fingers made my cock twitch with excitement. 
 
    “Come on stud,” Tara giggled before she swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up on uneven legs. Then she adjusted her nightgown and appeared to have trouble walking as she made her way to the door.  
 
    I got up, pulled on a clean pair of underwear, and followed her into the hallway. 
 
    “Seems you made me walk a little funny,” she whispered as we made our way to the common room together. “Damn, you really did come a lot in me. I’m like dripping down my leg.” 
 
    “Do you need to go clean up?” I whispered. 
 
    “Hmmm,” she sighed as she glanced back over her shoulder toward the bathroom. “Naw. I’ll just keep it inside. Feels really good to have you in me all warm and wet.” 
 
    “Oh, okay,” I replied, but my cock twitched again. Damn, Tara really knew how to get my engine running.  
 
    We reached our communal sleeping quarters and joined the other girls in their bed on the floor. I settled in next to Bailey, and Tara snuggled up next to me on my other side. Everyone looked to be sleeping so hard that I was pretty sure they didn’t hear what had just happened in the other room.  
 
    I looked at Tara, chuckled when she met my eyes and licked her fingers, and then shook my head. A wave of fatigue fell over me as I looked into her big blue eyes, and I struggled to stay awake as the events of the past day all caught up to me at once.  
 
    “Goodnight, Tav,” the model sighed before she buried her face in my shoulder and fell asleep.  
 
    “Goodnight, Tara,” I said as I closed my eyes and let sleep wash over me. 
 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    I woke up groggy and with sore shoulders and thighs. At one point in my life I would have been able to pull off a day like our previous one and wake feeling refreshed and ready, but it seemed that those days had passed. At least for now.  
 
    I let out a yawn and forced open my eyes. The room was already filled with soft light, and I could hear the birds chirping loudly outside, so I stretched and wormed my way out from the press of bodies that surrounded me.  
 
     I heard a door click shut and saw Rolly walk by a moment later. He looked at me, chuckled, and kept on walking towards the stairs.  
 
    “Morning,” I said to him. 
 
    “Good morning, Tav,” he said. Then he stopped, looked back over his shoulder at me, and the corners of his mouth curled into a knowing grin. “Have a good evening? 
 
    “I have a feeling you already know the answer to that,” I replied with a smirk.  
 
    He chuckled, nodded, and continued on down the stairs.  
 
    I got up and went to get dressed. I had not really stopped to think about who might have been able to hear my rather rigorous evening activities, but it seemed that the grey haired man didn’t mind at all.  
 
    I pulled on a pair of almost tight enough blue jeans, held them in place with a leather belt, and threw on a T-shirt. Then I fit my holster to my thigh, tucked my knife into the waistband, and called it good for now.  
 
    I stepped back into the hall and made my way towards the library. As I passed through the common room, the girls were awake and getting ready for the day.  
 
    “Morning ladies,” I said with a bright smile. “Let’s meet in the library again today. We need to make sure we stick to our usual routines while we work on our defenses.” 
 
    “Do I have time for a run?” Anna asked. 
 
    I walked to the closest window and looked outside. It was a little later than I would have preferred to get up, but there was still plenty of time in the day, and our defensive undertaking today was not quite as involved as the last one.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “That’s a good idea. Anyone else who wants to get a run in can join Anna and meet me in the library after.” 
 
    “I barely want to walk,” Paige groaned as she pulled a pair of jeans on over her cute red panties.  
 
    “I’m going to sit this one out too,” Bailey said as she sat on the floor and tied up her black canvas high tops. “My body really hates me for all of the work I put in yesterday.”  
 
    “Same,” Tara added.  
 
    Anna let out a sigh. “One of these days it would be nice to not have to run alone.”  
 
    “On any other day I would go with you,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I can run with you this morning,” I said. As if in protest of the idea I was suddenly aware of all of the sore spots on my body and just how tired I still felt, but I shook the feeling off and took a step towards the redhead. “The rest of you can prepare breakfast for us and keep Rolly company.”  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Paige said.  
 
    “Don’t take too long though,” Tara said. “I can’t promise I won’t eat your food if you’re too late.”  
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Ready to go?” Anna asked as she clapped me on the shoulder and made her way towards the stairs.  
 
    “I am,” I confirmed with a nod. “See the rest of you in a little while.” Then I gave a wave and followed Anna out into the courtyard.  
 
    We kept pace and ran around the courtyard together. I could feel it in my legs after the first lap, but Anna didn’t look like she was ready to call it yet, so I continued. We did three laps before the redhead slowed down from her steady jog and walked in the direction of the library.  
 
    “That was nice,” she said as I followed her. 
 
    “Kind of,” I said. “Running again makes me realize how out of shape I am compared to my army days.”  
 
    “Oh yeah, I bet you could run forever,” she said.  
 
    “Yeah, with a heavy pack on too,” I said.  
 
    “You can’t be that out of shape though,” anna said as she looked me over and raised an eyebrow. “I mean look at you, you’re all muscle.”  
 
    “They’ve been bigger,” I laughed. “Plus, there are some muscle groups that have not been worked for a while.”  
 
    “I’m happy to help you workout every muscle,” Anna teased.  
 
    “If I remember right you are pretty enthusiastic about it too,” I replied with a wink.   
 
    “You know what they say, do what you love, and you’ll never work a day in your life,” the redhead said before she looked at me and giggled.  
 
    We reached the library, and I held the door open for her, watched her walk inside, and followed her in.  
 
    I took a seat at the table, and Rolly passed me a plate of food and a cup of hot coffee.  
 
    “How was the run?” Paige asked.  
 
    “It was nice,” I said.  
 
    “Maybe next time I can convince more of you to join me,” Anna added.  
 
    “Hey, if we hadn’t worked so hard yesterday I would be down,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I just didn’t want to do it,” Tara said with a smirk. 
 
    “No surprise there,” Paige teased.  
 
    “I’m not against working out, but I got all the exercise I needed last night,” the platinum blonde said as she locked eyes with me and smiled.  
 
    “Yeah, I heard,” Anna chuckled.  
 
    “We all did,” Paige said. “You two weren’t exactly subtle.”  
 
    “Sorry,” I said with a shrug. “You were all so tired that I thought maybe you had fallen asleep before we started.”  
 
    “Even if we had, I think it might have been hard to sleep through Tara’s noises,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Don’t worry, none of us were actually bothered by it,” Anna said. “It didn’t actually keep me awake at all.”  
 
    “Good, because we have lots more work to do today,” I said before I took a minute to eat some breakfast. After I had stuffed my face for a couple minutes I continued. “I want all of you girls to head out and check the traps this morning. We don’t really need to food, but I don’t want to leave an animal out there suffering. Split into two groups to cover more ground so we can get going quicker. Once you get back, we’ll ride down to the bridge and start getting that set up.”  
 
    “Will we be running anymore drills today?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yes,” I said with a nod. “We will plan out how we want to get from the bridge back to town so we will have to run that through at least four or five times.”  
 
    “I’m glad I have a couple decent pairs of shoes,” Anna said.  
 
    “I do too, but my feet are still gonna hate me,” Tara added.  
 
    “Well, as long as the forest is thin enough we are going to make use of our ATVs to get from the bridge to the town,” I explained. “We might still be able to outpace the bikers on foot by using the forest as a direct route, but they won’t have a chance of getting ahead of us if we have wheels.” 
 
    “Oh, well that will make today a little easier,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Unless we can’t find a path that fits the ATVs,” Paige pointed out. 
 
    “Let’s hope that isn’t the case,” Tara said.  
 
    “We won’t know until we get down there and check it out,” I said as I cleared my throat.  
 
    “Are you trying to tell us that we should get out there and get our chores done?” Anna laughed.  
 
    “We have a ticking clock,” I said. “I know I hurt the bikers bad when I attacked them, but they will be here in the next week, maybe even a bit sooner. Hell, even tomorrow. We need to train our ambush strategy and maybe get some target practice in this afternoon.” 
 
    The idea of getting to shoot got all of the girls excited, so they finished their food and coffee quickly and headed out to check the traps and lines.  
 
    “I want you to stay around here,” I told Rolly once we were alone. “Go through the dorm rooms and make sure the ones that have a view of the courtyard are cleared out enough to move through.”  
 
    “I can do that,” the handyman said with a nod. “I will boil up some more water and take care of the meat in the smoker after that.” 
 
    “That would be appreciated,” I said. “Yesterday was tough, and I want you to take it easy for a day. I know you’re capable but I want you ready when the fighting comes.”  
 
    “Alright,” he replied with a nod. “Don’t worry about me though. I can handle more than you think.” 
 
    “I know, but I don’t want to burn you out,” I said.  
 
    “Just don’t hesitate to call on me if you guys need an extra pair of hands,” he replied.  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll come get you if we need ya,” I assured him before I stood up, stretched, and headed for the front door.  
 
    I knew that the girls wouldn’t be back for a half hour, so I prepared both ATVs, and the motorcycle in their absence. I loaded up the small ATV trailer with some wood, a few propane tanks, the spike strip, and all of the tools necessary to build. Then I loaded up a couple gas cans so that we wouldn’t have to worry about getting the four wheelers stuck, packed some food for us, and threw some rope into the trailer.  
 
    The girls still hadn’t come back by the time I finished packing. I looked around the courtyard for something to do, but I didn’t see anything that wasn’t an all-day job. However, I did notice the small black shower that was already basking in the morning sun. 
 
    After I made a stop inside to grab soap and shampoo I jogged over to the shower, stripped off my clothes, and jumped inside. The black plastic made the whole thing feel a bit smaller than I had intended, but the top was open enough to keep it from feeling truly claustrophobic. I toggled the valve and was rewarded with a gentle shower of warm water. I closed my eyes and just enjoyed the feeling for a moment. I didn’t want to be selfish and use all the water, so I quickly washed and stopped the flow. I had used a little under five gallons, but it would have been real easy to just stand there and drain it all.  
 
    I stepped back into the sun and shook myself off before I got dressed once more. Then I added fresh water to the shower and went to the firepit to wait for the girls.  
 
    They emerged from the woods less than five minutes later. They all looked to be in a good mood, and they carried three fish with them.  
 
    “Seems our trotlines are doing good,” I called out to them. 
 
    “Yeah but we didn’t have any luck with the rabbits,” Anna replied.  
 
    “I had the same issue the other day,” I said. “Seems like it’s time for us to find new spots to put our traps.” 
 
    “Want us to do that today?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Nope, we need to get to the bridge,” I said. “Throw those fish in the smoker and grab what you want to bring with you. I already have the vehicles ready to go.”  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Tara said.  
 
    The girls then took care of the fish and disappeared into the dorm to pack their bags. Fifteen minutes later we all met in the parking lot. I hopped on the motorcycle, and the girls doubled up on the ATVs.  
 
    “Meet you guys there,” I said as I turned on my motorcycle and revved the engine.  
 
    “We won’t be far behind you,” Anna said.  
 
    I nodded and headed off down the hill with my team close behind me. We had to make a quick stop to remove the spike strip from our path, but we were able to slip through our town maze and onto the forested mountain roads. 
 
    The engine roared as I took off down the road leaving the girls behind me. Five minutes later I pulled to a stop a few yards away from the bridge, parked the bike, and waited with a smirk for my companions to catch up.  
 
    “You didn’t tell us it was a race,” Paige said as she rolled up. 
 
    “If it was, it wasn’t a fair one,” Anna said. “There was no way our four wheelers could have kept up.” 
 
    “I just felt the need to go fast,” I said with a shrug. “No my fault you guys couldn’t keep up.” 
 
    Tara hopped off and stuck her tongue out at me.  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I laughed and waved for the girls to follow while I made my way towards the bridge.  
 
    I took a moment and really mapped out where I wanted everything to go in my head. I decided to put the bottleneck closer to our end of the bridge so that they would be closer to shoot at after they hit the spikes. That also meant they had to drive back up the bridge to retreat, and that gave us more chances to take a shot before they could take cover in the trees.  
 
    “Alright, Paige, Bailey check the cars sitting around here to see if they have keys in them,” I said. “We need to get them pushed up onto the bridge.” 
 
    “What if they don’t have keys?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Then we will search further out until we find some that do,” I said. “Don’t worry, I have a feeling it won’t be an issue though. You don’t exactly need your keys if the car isn’t working.” 
 
    “Good point,” Bailey agreed.  
 
    “What about us?” Tara asked.  
 
    “You two,” I said as I turned to face her and Anna, “Are going to help me pick out the spots to shoot from. We want to check in the trees alongside the road here. Again we want to focus on finding a spot that can see the whole area but is pretty well hidden from the road.”  
 
    “Got it, so just like at the campus,” Anna said.  
 
    “Pretty much,” I confirmed with a nod. “Though let’s keep these on the ground. We will use the slope of the hill to gain a height advantage here.”  
 
    “How come we always want to be up high?” Tara asked.  
 
    “The high ground is always advantageous,” I said. “It’s easier to line up a solid shot on those below, and they will have a harder time shooting up at you.”  
 
    “Oh, cool,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “We’ll check the woods on the right side if you want to check the left,” Anna said.  
 
    “Sounds good to me,” I said before I headed into the forest and up the slope.  
 
    I found two good spots that we could build out give us support and cover. They were high enough up to overlook both sides of the bridge, and there was enough nature around it to help camouflage the shooter.  
 
    “This will work,” I said to myself, and then I headed back down the hill to grab some supplies and saw Paige and Anna return.  
 
    “We found five vehicles close by with keys im them,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Nice job,” I said. “I had only planned on using two, but maybe we can roll the extra off to the side of the bridge to make sure it isn’t easy for someone to get up that way.”  
 
    “Doesn’t seem like a bad idea,” Paige said. 
 
    “Yeah, it will be a little more work, but it’s worth it if it helps us win,” Bailey agreed.  
 
    “How far out is the furthest vehicle?” I asked.  
 
    Paige looked down the road, pursed her lips and seemed to think about it for a moment before she replied. “Quarter mile maybe?”  
 
    “That’s going to be a trip,” I said.  
 
    “Think we can do it?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “The road's straight enough, and we have enough manpower,” I said. “So yeah, I think we can do it.”  
 
    Tara and Anna came down the right slope and joined us on the road.  
 
    “Everything go good with the cars?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Seems so,” Paige said with a nod.  
 
    “We found a few good spots on our side of the road,” Anna said as she used her thumb to point at the forest behind her.  
 
    “Good, do you think you will remember them if we switch tasks for a while?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I think so,” Anna said before she looked to Tara. “How bout you?”  
 
    “Yep, not a problem,” the platinum blonde said. “What are we doing?”  
 
    “Time to push some more cars,” I said with a grin.  
 
    We spent the better part of the next hour moving three cars and an SUV down the road and into place. A larger red sedan, and the big green SUV were placed on the bridge to create a fairly narrow bottleneck. The last two cars, a black hatchback and a silver sedan, were set up to block anyone trying to climb the banks of the stream on our side of the bridge. The side vehicles were not perfect barricades but they would still slow down anyone who managed to make it through the rapid water. Then we set up the spike strip right in front of the bottleneck on the bridge and used fallen leaves and debris to conceal it.  
 
    “That’s a good start,” I said as I wiped the sweat from my brow. “Just this is going to mess up their front line pretty good.” I kicked the metal strip for emphasis.  
 
    “We’re still going to use the propane tanks though right?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Oh yeah,” I said with a nod. “You and Anna should go back to what you were doing though. Build a simple barricade, camouflage it, and then make a mental note of its location so you can show us where they are when you are done. Do both sides of the road too. I’m going to help out here.” 
 
    “Alright,” Tara said. 
 
    “Give us a shout if you need anything,” Anna said.  
 
    I nodded and gave her a thumbs up as she and Tara slipped away to do as I asked.  
 
    “So then, time to set traps?” Paige asked with a wide grin.  
 
    “Seems like it,” I said as I returned her grin. 
 
    “Won’t they be expecting these though?” Paige asked. “They are going to find the traps on the cars we placed farther up the road by Lanceton?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said with a shrug, “that’s fine. If they spend time searching for traps, we’ll have more time to shoot them, and if they are in a hurry, they’ll get blown the fuck up. Win-win for us either way. Let’s get going.”  
 
    Bailey, Paige, and I grabbed what we needed from the trailer and started to set up our most destructive traps, the propane bombs. We took the small tanks used for camping, packed nails, screws, and other sharp junk around them, and then set them up in places where the blast was most likely to hurt the enemy while not filling us with random shrapnel. We were able to place them so that the vehicles acted as a shield for us. That meant that they would be less effective once the bikers crossed the road, but at least we wouldn’t need to worry about getting a face full of nails or metal scrap. 
 
    Next we took the rope I had brought with me, a good length of olive green paracord, and stretched it between some trees on our side just off the bridge. We set it so that the rope was about waist high. Between the color and thickness of the rope, it was fairly difficult to make out with all of the green around it, and even if the bikers did see it, they would have to stop for a second so someone could cut it down.   
 
    About the time we were finishing up with our traps Anna and Tara emerged once more from the forest.  
 
    “All done,” Tara said with a bright smile.  
 
    “Yeah, they are good spots,” Anna added with a nod. “We have full line of sight on everything you guys did down here.”  
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Show me.”  
 
    They showed us the small spots they had built into the hillside. Each little nest had great visibility, plenty of ambient cover, and was well hidden.  
 
    “Looks like all we need to do now is plan our way back to the town,” I said as I stood on the hillside with my hands on my hips and looked down at our deadly first stop. 
 
    One quick look around the area, and I could tell that our escape plan was going to work. The forest looked fairly thick, but there was more than enough space for us to fit both the motorcycle, and ATVs through. So, with the help of the map, we planned a route, walked it once, and then returned to where our vehicles waited on the bridge. Then we unhooked the trailer and loaded up for our first practice run.  
 
    The first time through was sloppy. We lost the route a couple times and that led to us running into dead ends were the trees got too close to pass through. Eventually though we made it to the town. 
 
    “That was way too slow,” I yelled over the engines as I looked back at the girls.  
 
    “We running it again then?” Anna yelled back. 
 
    I nodded, spun the motorcycle around, and used the road to get back to the bridge. Even with how sloppy the first run was the trip back to the bridge using the road was longer. Once we had this down there would be no way the bikers could outpace us.  
 
    We ran the route three more times. Each time I changed who was in the lead. Anna had been at the front for the first attempt, so Paige led us up for the second, Bailey took the point on the third, and Tara led us up for the final attempt.   
 
    It took us roughly two-and-a-half minutes total to get from the bridge to the town using our shortcut through the woods. That was half the time it took us to use the road. That meant we had room for error if we needed it. 
 
    By the fourth run we knew the path really well, but I noticed that our machines had left a slight but noticeable path through the woods. They marked out a very clear trail that, if they spotted it, the bikers could use to follow us straight into town. 
 
    “We need to cover our tracks,” I said to the girls. 
 
    “You mean, like, throw some leaves over the path or something?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Not quite what I meant,” I said as I shook my head.  
 
    “Well, when we stumbled around that first time we ran into a few dead ends,” Paige said, “What if we make some really obvious paths that lead off into nowhere.”  
 
    “That could work,” I said with a nod, “If we tear up the ground enough the route we just made could easily be passed over as some sort of old animal trail.”  
 
    “Well then let’s head back to the bridge,” Anna said.  
 
    We circled back around to the bridge again, but this time we used the motorcycle and the four wheelers to create deep and obvious paths that led into the woods and ran into dead ends.  
 
    “Alright, it’s starting to get dark, but there is a little more we need to do,” I said. “We are going to each take a spot and run this route from start to finish. We won’t use the vehicles this time though. We need to preserve the work we just did and we’ve used more than enough fuel for one day. I’ll give a whistle, and we will all move from our defensive positions through the woods, take up a spot in town, fall back to the campus, grab a sniper's nest, and then fall back to the buildings. Any questions?”  
 
    “Yeah, when do we start?” Anna asked with a smirk.  
 
    “Everyone get into position,” I chuckled as I shook my head. There was no denying the fact that the girls had really risen to the occasion. All day they had been upbeat, determined, and maybe even a little excited.  
 
    They were proving to be a dependable and hardworking team, and those traits would serve them well in the days and months to come. I felt that Anna played a large role in all of that. She was setting a good example of how to act, and the others had clearly taken notice.  
 
    It was well past dark by the time we finished the last run, and all of us were clearly tired. Tara and Bailey in particular looked like they might fall asleep on their feet. 
 
    “Man, I thought I slept good last night,” Anna muttered as she dismounted.  
 
    “Right? I never actually knew I could feel this spent,” Tara said.  
 
    “You know, at one point today I was thinking about asking Tav for some one-on-one time,” Paige started, “now though I think I would rather just sleep.”  
 
    “I know the feeling,” I said with a laugh. It was a fun idea, but my whole body was tired, and I felt I might be lucky just to make it up the stairs to our sleeping area. A hot meal and a good night's sleep would have me ready to go for tomorrow though. 
 
    The flickering flames of the firepit drew us in like moths, and we found Rolly already cooking dinner.  
 
    “Welcome back,” he said with a wide smile. “Saw you guys running around a bit from my spot on the tower and wondered when you were going to call it quits. Everything go well today?” 
 
    “Yeah, the bridge is prepped and ready to go,” I said. “I think our chances of getting through this alive are pretty damn good.”  
 
    “Good,” Rolly said. “Think you ran the route enough times?”   
 
    “We just want to be ready when shit goes down,” Anna said as she lowered herself onto a bench. “Oh man… wow, sitting feels nice though.”  
 
    “I’m afraid if I sit down I won’t get back up again today,” Bailey said with a smile that made it seem like she was only half joking.  
 
    “Well, once we get some food, we can all head to bed,” I said. “What’s on the menu for tonight?”  
 
    “I made us a sort of casserole,” Rolly said. “It’s beans, meat, spices, and canned corn topped with a cheap box of cornbread mix I found. Tossed it all in a dutch oven and tossed it on the fire.” He leaned forward and pulled the lid off the large black pan. “I think it’s ready to eat whenever.”  
 
    The minute the lid left the pot the air was filled with the savory aroma of all of the mixed ingredients. 
 
    “That smells amazing,” Paige said.  
 
    “Hey, I know we are all tired, but we should celebrate,” Anna suggested. “We have been working fucking hard, and I feel that what we have done deserves a drink.”  
 
    “I think you’re right,” Tara said.  
 
    “I’m down with that,” Bailey agreed.  
 
    “It’s hard to turn down a drink right about now,” I chuckled.  
 
    “Then I’ll be right back,” Anna said before she forced herself up and shuffled off.   
 
    “Man, I don’t think I ever actually knew what hard work was until now,” Paige said  
 
    “I know I didn’t,” Tara laughed.  
 
    “Feels good doesn’t it?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Yeah it does,” the platinum blonde agreed as she glanced at her hands. “Definitely been a change for me.” 
 
    “You’ve grown a lot,” Bailey said as she laid a hand on the other blonde’s shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks!” Tara laughed. “You have, too. I guess we all have.” 
 
    Anna returned a moment later with several bottles and started to pass them around.  
 
    I unscrewed the cap on a half empty bottle of vodka and winced as I took a swig. It was cheap and harsh, but the warm burn was welcome.  
 
    “Here’s to us!” Anna toasted as she raised a bottle of whiskey.  
 
    Everyone cheered and raised a drink with the redhead. After the first taste of alcohol the team seemed to loosen up, and right after that Rolly started to serve up bowls of his food.   
 
    As we ate, there was an energy about the group. Most of the girls chatted about the coming conflict with a sense of excitement and anticipation. Bailey however, sat off to one side and quietly ate her meal and drank some whiskey.  
 
    “You okay?” I asked with a frown after I moved to sit beside her.  
 
    “Yeah,” she muttered.   
 
    “That’s not very convincing,” I said.  
 
    She sighed, set down her food, and looked at me, “I don’t know, I’m just really nervous.”  
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with that,” I said with a warm smile.  
 
    “Look at the others though,” she said as she nodded to her friends who all chattered with a smile. “They are looking forward to the fight, so shouldn’t I?”  
 
    “Look, no one is going to be smiling once the bullets start flying,” I said. “Being nervous doesn’t make you any worse than any of your peers, and I am glad you are going to be there to have our back.”  
 
    “Really?” she asked.  
 
    “Of course,” I said with a nod. “You are an amazing marksman, and I have a feeling that you are going to step up when needed just like you did back in town with the wolves.”  
 
    “I did do pretty well then,” she said with a smile.  
 
    “Yeah, Tara would be a lot worse off if you hadn’t been around,” I pointed out. 
 
    “I guess that’s true,” she said. “Thanks Tav, I guess I am still just trying to figure out my place in all of this.”  
 
    “Your place is with us, simple as that,” I said as I placed a hand on her shoulder and gave her a big smile. “Now come on, let’s drink and enjoy ourselves. We deserve to live a little after all we have done.”  
 
    “That I can do,” she said with a grin as she picked up her cup of whisky. Then she downed it and went back to eating her meal.  
 
    We all drank, talked, laughed, and enjoyed the night until we all felt that comfortable buzz start to kick in.  
 
    “I think that means it’s bed time,” I said as I put the lid back on my vodka.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting for someone to say that,” Paige chuckled. “I wasn’t going to be the one to suggest it though.”  
 
    “After the day we had no one would have faulted you for wanting to get some shut eye,” Anna said.  
 
    “She’s right,” Tara said with a nod before she took one last sip of vodka and tossed her paper cup into the fire. “It would be crazy to not want to sleep at this point.”  
 
    “You guys head in,” Rolly said. “I’ll take care of everything out here.”  
 
    “You sure?” Bailey asked. “We would be more than happy to help clean up.”  
 
    “Oh no, you guys get some rest,” the handyman insisted.  
 
    “You’re the best, Rolly,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, seriously, thanks for taking care of so much,” Anna added. “I feel like I’m sleeping on my feet.” 
 
    “Get outta here,” Rolly chuckled as he shook his head.  
 
    “You don’t need to tell us twice,” Tara said. “Come on ladies, lets go pass out.”  
 
    I chuckled and watched the four of them shuffle off towards the dorms before I turned back to our handyman. “Have a good night, Rolly.”  
 
    “You too, Tav,” he replied. “See you in the morning.”  
 
    I nodded, gave him a small salute, and headed inside. Each step up to the second story made my legs burn once more, but I was able to make it without grunting or moaning thanks to the additional fortification of the alcohol. When I reached the top, I found the girls already changed and snuggled up.  
 
    “Hurry up and get in here,” Tara muttered as she patted a spot next to her.  
 
    “Yeah, you need sleep just as much as we do,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Plus, we sleep better when you’re here,” Paige muttred.  
 
    “Alright, alright, give me a moment,” I said before I stripped off my shirt, shoes, pants, and climbed into the mess of pillows and blankets that made up our bed. My whole body relaxed as the four gorgeous women around me all shifted to snuggle up beside me.  
 
    “Sleep well and see you in the morning,” I whispered before I closed my eyes and quickly fell asleep. 
 
    But sleep didn’t come as easily as I wanted it to. 
 
    I knew the bikers were coming, and while I knew I was doing the best to prepare the girls, I also knew that it was going to be a tough fight. 
 
    That we might not live through.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    The next morning I woke up before the sun had started to rise. I knew that we could not count on the bikers showing up on our schedule, so I had to be sure that the ladies were ready to act at any time. There was a good chance they would all hate me for a while this morning, but I could deal with it since I knew this drill would help them stay alive. So I slipped out from the tangle of their bodies, got dressed, grabbed my gear, and came back into the common room.  
 
    “Wake up,” I shouted before I started to clap loudly. “Come on, up up up.”  
 
    “What the fuck, Tav,” Anna grumbled as she pressed her hands to her ears and pried open one eye.  
 
    “You all have five minutes to get up and get dressed,” I said. “We are going to go run the routes. First the bridge, then the village, and then the school.”  
 
    “What time is it?” Bailey mumbled.  
 
    “Doesn’t matter, I want you up now,” I said. Then I crossed over and pulled the blankets off them and yanked each of their pillows out from under their heads.  
 
    “Alright, we get it,” Anna said as she sat up. “Come on guys, get up.”  
 
    All four of the girls grumbled as they rubbed their eyes and pulled on whatever half clean outfits they had nearby.  
 
    “Grab your backpack and get to the ATVs!” I ordered loudly. “Go! Go! Go! Imagine that we just heard the booby-trap blast, and the bikers are going to be at the bridge in a few minutes.”  
 
     The sky was still a dark blue as I stepped into the courtyard. A few of the stars still hung in the sky, and the morning dew was thick on the tall grass as I marched out to the parking lot. It had been a while since I had been awake this early, and my body protested somewhat after the series of long days it had just endured.  
 
    A minute later my team ran out of the building and made their way over to me.  
 
    “We are here,” Anna said as she rubbed some sleep out of her eyes.  
 
    “Do we have to run a drill this early?” Tara whined. “I totally want to go back to slee--”  
 
    “That is not a luxury you get,” I said. “We’re going to head to the bridge and run the route through from start to finish.”  
 
    “It’s dark though,” Bailey said.  
 
    “That shouldn’t stop you,” I said. “We need to be ready no matter when the bikers come for us.” I turned around and took a seat on my motorcycle. “Hustle up, the sooner we get this done the sooner you girls can have some coffee.”  
 
    The roar of the engine drowned out anything else the girls might have said, and as soon as I saw them loading up onto their rides I drove off down the hill, moved the spike strip out of the way, and headed for the bridge. This time I kept pace with my team as in a time of actual danger I would not want to pull too far ahead.  
 
    We arrived, and I dismounted. “Alright, take your positions in the trees. You get out your guns and get into a ready position. As soon as you hear me yell you get to your ATVs and fall back.”  
 
    The girls, all of whom still looked a little sleepy, nodded and scurried off into the woods around the road. I followed and took up my own position. There was no way I was going to just sit back and watch on this one. We were a team, and that meant doing the shit shifts together. I sat there for a moment to give the others the time to get set up. The forest grew very quiet around me as none of my team made a sound.  
 
    “Fall back!” I shouted into the still darkness around me.  
 
    The air filled with the sound of rustling leaves and breaking branches, and I took off down the hill towards where my bike waited.  
 
    As I stepped onto the pavement, the girls were already loading up onto the four wheelers. They then turned them on and tore off through the woods along our path.  
 
    I followed on the motorcycle and bounced along beside them. I wished I had something a little more suited to the rough and uneven terrain we rode though, but it got me where I needed to go.  
 
    The faintest bit of morning light stained the sky as we pulled into town. We rode straight into our little maze, abandoned our vehicles, and scattered into the houses we had previously marked.  
 
    Again I waited for a minute to let everyone get into place. I scanned the quiet streets and wondered if we could find a better place to stash our wheels. They were right out in the open and could easily get trashed, but I decided that our personal safety was more important than worrying about some useful, but ultimately replaceable hardware.  
 
    “Back to the school!” I shouted. Then I sat there for a moment and watched to see if anyone left through a front door or in view of my perch. Even in their sleepy state none of the girls made that mistake.  
 
    I smiled and slipped out the back door to join them on the forest trek back up the hill.  
 
    “Well this certainly gets the blood pumping,” Bailey said as we ran through the trees.  
 
    “Yeah, at least I am awake now,” Tara said as she jumped over a log like she had a hundred times before when we trained.  
 
    “You can get this feeling every morning if you join me for a jog,” Anna huffed.  
 
    “Still a hard pass,” Tara groaned.  
 
    “We’ll see how my body feels after this whole situation rolls over,” Paige said. “Right now I can’t imagine starting every morning with this much cardio.”  
 
    We made it back up to campus and spread out through the trees to cover the courtyard in a wide crossfire. From there we fell back through the woods and towards the college buildings. It was there that we all emerged from the trees and met up again.  
 
    “Good work,” I said as we all stepped out into the early morning sun.  
 
    “Really?” Paige asked as she raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t even feel awake until we reached the town.”  
 
    “Yeah that was pretty miserable,” Anna said.  
 
    “Did we really have to do that so early?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Yes, we did,” I said with a nod. “We don’t get to control when our enemy comes for us, and so we need to be able to react at a moment’s notice.”  
 
    “While I really don’t like how suddenly you woke us up, I get it,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, that makes sense,” Bailey muttered.  
 
    “It’s alright, you guys still did very well,” I said. “I was expecting a lot more complaining from all of you.”  
 
    “It wasn’t fun, but at this point we all know that you have a good reason for all the shit you do,” Paige said.  
 
    “She’s right,” Anna said. “Once I got past the initial shock of being woken up, I sorta just knew to shut up and listen.”  
 
    “I’m glad that you all trust me like that,” I said with a wide smile. “Now come on, let’s get to the library and make some coffee.”  
 
    “Yes please,” Paige said.  
 
    “That nasty drink has, like, never sounded better,” Tara chuckled.  
 
    As we headed for the library building, we ran into Rolly heading the same direction.  
 
    “Well now, this is a surprise,” the handyman said as we approached. “Saw that you were all up already, but figured you were at the library.”  
 
    “I got them up early and ran the plan through half-awake in the dark,” I said. “I’m a bit surprised you didn’t hear me get them up. I was not exactly quiet.” 
 
    “Slept hard last night,” Rolly said. “How’d it all go then?”  
 
    “Good,” I said as I looked back at the girls and nodded. “They are quite the team.”  
 
    “That they are,” the handyman agreed.  
 
    “Can we please have this conversation inside?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we were promised coffee,” Anna added.  
 
    “Well then, don’t let me stop you,” Rolly said.  
 
    I chuckled and led them all to the library. Then we took a seat around our usual table, and I started to brew some coffee. The pungent aroma of the roasted beans smelled wonderful, and everyone started to relax in their chairs. 
 
    “So what’s on the agenda today?” Anna asked while we all waited for the coffee to finish.  
 
    “We are going to run through the plan again,” I said. “But this time we are going to do it with full gear. You are all going to be armed, prepared with your backpack, and carrying extra ammunition. It’s how we will run during the actual attack so you might as well get used to how it feels to lug all your gear around.”  
 
    “Seems fair,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Good,” I said with a nod. “After that we are going to spend some more time on the range. I am going to see about getting something set up to simulate a moving target. You are all getting pretty damn good at shooting stationary objects but I doubt those bikers are going to be standing still.”  
 
    “Sweet,” Tara said. “I’ve been kinda missing our range time.”  
 
    “Well we have to consider our ammo reserves whenever we practice,” I said. “If we do it too often, we won’t have enough ammo when a fight comes.”  
 
    “You say that like you think these bikers won’t be the end of our troubles,” Anna said.  
 
    “They probably won’t be, but taking care of them should bring us peace for a while,” I explained.  
 
    “At least we can get more ammo from the bikers,” Paige pointed out.  
 
    “Yeah, assuming we win,” Tara said,  
 
    “We will,” I was quick to add. “We have a good plan and we’ll have the practice to back it up. No need to start worrying now.”  
 
    “Sorry,” Tara muttered. “I guess I really need that coffee.”  
 
    “Well, I don’t expect you to make it through today on coffee alone,” I said. “We are going to chill for a bit this morning while I cook you guys a big breakfast.”  
 
    “Oh my god that sounds good,” Bailey said.  
 
    “You won’t hear any complaints from me either,” Rolly said.  
 
    The minute the coffee finished, I poured everyone a cup. Despite the heat of the beverage everyone drank it down quickly and took a second cup.  
 
    “Alright, if you empty this pot make a fresh one,” I said. “I’m going to go get a fire going and make us something to eat.”  
 
    “We’ll be waiting here,” Tara called out as I started to leave.  
 
    “Don’t keep us waiting too long,” Paige teased.  
 
    I laughed, shook my head, and headed back outside. It didn’t take me long to start a fire, and then I picked out a couple choice looking rabbits, skewered them, and started to roast them over the fire. While that was going on I opened one of our last cans of fruit and found a handful of granola bars that would go with it nicely.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, I walked back into the library with a tray full of food and enough silverware and plates for everyone. While searching for dishes I realized that was another issue we would have to sort out before too long. Like our clothes the dirty dish pile was starting to build up, and that would only lead to problems down the line. At least we didn’t need a washboard to clean dishes.  
 
    “That smells amazing,” Anna said as I set down the food.  
 
    “Rabbit, good choice,” Paige groaned as she looked at the food and licked her lips.  
 
    “Thanks, Tav,” Bailey said with a smile as she grabbed a granola bar from the tray.  
 
    “Yeah, thanks,” Tara said. “You really didn’t have to do this for us.” 
 
    “It just felt right,” I said with a shrug. “Plus, I haven’t made any food for us lately.”  
 
    “Well I appreciate it,” Rolly said. “Oh hey, while you were cooking I was thinking about the whole moving target thing. I think I could rig up a simple little box with wheels that we could set a target on and then pull around with ropes.”  
 
    “That sounds like a solid plan,” I said as I started to load plates with food and pass them around. “That’s really all we are looking for too. We don’t need anything fancy.” 
 
    “I’ll start on that after breakfast then,” he replied.  
 
    “Much appreciated,” I said.  
 
    For a few minutes no one spoke as we all sat around the table and stuffed our faces with hot meat, sweet fruit, and slightly stale granola. Though there were enough happy groans as people bit into the rabbit to let me know that the meal had been well received.  
 
    “Oh, that was good,” Anna said as she pushed an empty plate away from her and leaned back in her chair.  
 
    “Yeah, you don’t really expect us to get up and go after that meal do you?” Paige teased.  
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t have eaten so much,” I replied with a grin.  
 
    “Well then maybe you shouldn’t have made it all taste so good,” Paige said.  
 
    “I didn’t stuff myself,” Bailey chimed in. “I’m good to go whenever.”  
 
    “Same,” Tara added. “I mean, I’m a little full but I’ll get over it.”  
 
    “Good enough for me,” I said as I pushed myself away from the table and stood up. “Take your dishes to the kitchen and then go gear up. I want you all loaded with a long gun, pistol, spear, spare magazines, and your backpack full of supplies. I will check you all over once you arrive and when I am satisfied with your loadout, we will head to the bridge and do this all again.”  
 
    “Alright, but if I throw up it’s your fault,” Paige said.  
 
    “At least then you’d have room for more food,” Bailey joked.  
 
    “That’s one way to look at it,” I chuckled. “Now get moving or I might just make you run it twice.”  
 
    “Yes sir,” Tara said before she gave me a sloppy salute and rushed out of the library with the others.  
 
    “You really know how to get those girls moving,” Rolly said.  
 
    “They aren't exactly hard to motivate,” I said with a shrug. “Especially when their lives depend on it.”  
 
    “I suppose,” the grey haired man said. “Still, I think you’re good for them.”  
 
    “Thanks, I am just making sure they are prepared,” I said.  
 
    Rolly nodded and groaned as he pushed himself to his feet. The older man yawn and stretched before he emptied the last of the coffee into his cup. “Well, I’m gonna go get to work. You guys have fun out there.”  
 
    “You too,” I said. “Good luck with your idea.”  
 
    “Thanks, but it shouldn’t be too hard,” he replied. Then he downed his coffee, set the cup on the table, and left the building.  
 
    I left a moment later and went to my room to gather all of my gear as well. I had my rifle, my pistol, my knife, and my backpack was filled with some medical supplies, simple food, and extra ammo. After loading up I went downstairs and found the girls awaiting me.  
 
    Each of them was decked out in their full gear set. Anna had the SKS slung over a shoulder, Bailey had her meticulously cleaned AR-15 with 4x sight cradled in her arms, while Paige carried the tactical black Mossberg 500 pump shotgun on her backpack and a Wilson Combat AR-9 9mm carbine in her hands. Tara had an old National Guard M16A2 hanging from one shoulder, and they each had their sidearm of choice strapped to them. Most wore it on their hip or thigh, but Bailey went for an older style shoulder holster.                
 
    “Looks good ladies,” I said. I did a quick inspection of each of the four women. Their backpacks had food, water, and medical supplies. They all had at least two extra magazines, and in Paige’s case, a bandoleer of extra shotgun shells as well, and each one of them had their spear strapped to the side of their backpack. On top of that they were all wearing jeans, hiking boots, and t-shirts or tank tops. They looked ready for a day in rugged terrain. Though I was not entirely sure why Paige had decided to bring two guns.  
 
    “You really shouldn’t carry both the shotgun and that carbine,” I said  
 
    “I really like the shotgun,” she said with a shrug. “It will make a big mess of some asshole’s chest if I shoot them. Don’t worry, I will be alright carrying both.”  
 
    “You sure?” I asked. “It’s a bunch of ext--”  
 
    “I did my research,” the brunette said with a grin. “I want to be sure that I’m prepared to protect the other girls in case someone slips by too fast and gets close. Plus, the entire time we are in town we will be fighting in fairly tight spaces. The only downside to this Mossberg is going to be reloading.”  
 
    “Alright, but if I see that it’s slowing you down then you leave the shotgun at home next time,” I said.  
 
    “Fair enough” she replied.  
 
    “Alright, you are all prepared,” I said. “Now let’s go and do it all again.” Then I hopped on the beat up black Triumph motorcycle and led the group back to the bridge. From there we stashed our vehicles just inside the forest where we could easily reach them, got into position, and started another run-through of the plan.  
 
    It went smoothly, and if any of the girls had any complaints they decided against sharing them. Instead they trucked along like good soldiers and stayed alert and attentive during the entire process. Despite them carrying their weapons not once did they slip up and do anything stupid. They either had them stowed or pointed in a safe direction the entire time.  
 
    Everyone was out of breath by the time we finished up and emerged from the forest at the back of the campus grounds. Not even Anna, our resident athlete, was spared. The moment we were finished the four girls started to strip off their backpacks and set their weapons in the grass. A moment later they slumped to the ground as well and sat there as they sucked in large lungfuls of air.   
 
    “I’m proud of you guys,” I said once I caught my breath enough to speak. “We are going to do that run at least twice a day in full gear until the bikers come, but I feel you guys are ready now.”  
 
    “I feel like we are doing pretty well too,” Anna said. “We didn’t really have any issues with that last run.”  
 
    “Adding in our gear made that uphill trek kinda brutal, but it felt good to know we can do this so smoothly,” Paige added with a nod.  
 
    “Do we get to shoot now?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “We can go shoot now.”  
 
    “I’ve been looking forward to this all morning,” the blonde hippie said with a smile.  
 
     “Then come on,” I said as I started out for the range and waved for them to follow. “Let’s see if Rolly has gotten his moving target all put together yet.”  
 
    The girls grunted as they picked themselves up off the grass, but they grabbed their guns and followed after as I headed over to the shooting range where I saw Rolly tinkering with something.  
 
    I got closer and saw the strange contraption that he had put together. There was a square base with what looked to be office chair wheels on the bottom. A four foot length of 2x4 stuck up from the base, and the handyman had already stapled a target in place. On either side of the base a rope was attached so that the whole construct could be pulled along. The rope was long enough, so that whoever pulled it could stand a good fifty feet off to one side and be well out of the field of fire. It was a crude first attempt, but it was perfect for today, and I knew I couldn’t have come up with anything better given the timeframe.  
 
    “What is that?” Tara asked as she walked up and saw the strange thing.  
 
    Rolly stood up, wiped off his pants, put his hands on his hips, and smiled at the thing. “It’s a dummy, of sorts. I think I can come up with something better given enough time, but I tested it, and the thing rolls along just fine.”  
 
    “That’s all that matters,” I said. “Is the bottom weighted down enough so that it wouldn't topple over when we pull it?”  
 
    “Yep, took care of that first,” Rolly confirmed.  
 
    “Perfect,” I said before I turned to face the team. “Alright, pick a lane. I’m going to be the one pulling the target along. I want you guys just to focus on hitting the target. You don’t need to go for any particular spot right now. Just hitting the paper will be good.”  
 
    “Got it,” Anna said.  
 
    “Doesn’t sound so hard,” Paige said as she started to set up. 
 
    “Don’t get cocky,” I said. “This is a different sort of challenge than you are used to.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Tara said with a smirk.  
 
    I was all for the girls growing confident, but if they got overconfident, we could run into trouble. This exercise would probably help to humble them a little though. They had little experience shooting a moving target aside from the wolves, and those charged right at us making the shots a little easier.  
 
    “Hey, so, like, this gun can be automatic, right?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Sure can,” I confirmed with a nod.  
 
    “Can I try that out, please?” Tara begged 
 
    “All it’s going to do is burn through ammo,” I said. “Automatic fire is most useful for suppressing the enemy, not hitting them. Let’s just stick with semi auto for now. We might work on automatic fire at a later point.”  
 
    “Oh, fine,” the platinum blonde pouted. 
 
    “Rolly, you’re shooting today too,” I told the grey haired man.  
 
    “You sure?” he asked.  
 
    “Of course, you need the practice just as much as they do,” I explained. “Plus it’s fun, and you already did your work for the day.”  
 
    “Alright, I’ll grab a gun,” he replied. 
 
    While the team got ready, I positioned the target on the left side of the range so I could run and pull it far to the right. Then I would have them unload their guns so I could switch sides and do it again going the opposite direction. It was going to be a very simple practice, but I figured I could challenge them a little by changing the speed at which the target moved.  
 
    “We’re all set here,” Anna called over to me as she gave me a thumbs up.  
 
    “Alright, ear protection in,” I yelled back as I balled up the small orange foam bits and stuffed them into my ears. Then I picked up the rope and got ready to move. At first I planned to just walk the target to let the girls get used to the idea of tracking a target. “Range is hot. You get five shots at the target. Once it reaches the edge of the range cease fire and unload your weapons.”  
 
    Everyone gave me a nod and hunkered down into position as I started to walk.  
 
    We spent an hour out there playing with our simple target. They did pretty well when it moved slowly, but a couple of them, notably Tara and Paige, had a little trouble with the follow through at first. Then I picked up my pace and jogged the target back and forth. It took them a minute to learn how much to lead the target, but once they did, they got that too, but it was when I started to run with it that they really had trouble. They were not used to tracking something moving that fast and several of them would panic shoot for fear of missing their opportunity. However, Bailey and Rolly caught on fast, and were able to help the others slow down and take their time enough to put a few shots on the paper.  
 
    Next, I mixed it up my changing the speed of the target at random. The erratic movement forced them to think on their feet and choose the right moment to shoot. Bailey was again exceptional at this. She truly was a natural with a gun, and it made me a little sad to think that the only reason she got to discover this talent was because of the EMP.  
 
    Once everyone had emptied their two magazines, we called it quits for the day. I didn’t want to burn through our bullets too fast, and everyone had been working hard.  
 
    “That was a shit ton of fun,” Anna said as we all sat down and started to strip and clean our weapons.  
 
    “Yeah, you were right Tav, that was certainly a bit different from just shooting at stationary targets,” Paige admitted.  
 
    “You guys still did pretty well,” I said. “Especially for having so little experience.”  
 
    “I feel like I might have a better chance at hitting wolves now,” the platinum blonde said.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Bailey can do it for you if you can’t,” Anna teased.  
 
    “No joke,” Rolly said. “You’re a really Annie Oakley there Bailey.”  
 
    “Who's that?” the blonde hippie asked.  
 
    “She was a famous female sharpshooter,” I said. “She was one of the most amazing shots to ever live.”  
 
    “She sounds like a badass,” Tara said. “How come I never heard about her?”  
 
    “I have,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, me too,” Anna added.  
 
    “Damn, I feel like maybe I missed out on something growing up,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I know there are a couple books about her in the library,” Paige said. “I can find them for you if you want. She was a pretty amazing woman.”  
 
    “Wait, she didn’t, like, kill a bunch of people or hunt animals to extinction or anything did she?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “No, she was a performer,” Anna said, “and, from what I’ve read, a pretty good human being.”  
 
    “How the heck did I never hear about this girl?” Tara asked.  
 
    “Well maybe you guys can read up on her this afternoon,” I chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t know if I will have the energy for that,” Bailey said.  
 
    “How come?” I asked.  
 
    “Well I don’t know, you haven’t told us what we are going to do next,” the blonde replied with a shrug.  
 
    “Once you finish cleaning your guns, you guys are done for the day,” I said.  
 
    “Wait, really?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Yeah, we could all use a little break,” I said. “Take the rest of the day off and be ready to get back to it tomorrow.”  
 
    “Oh my god, thank you!” Tara exclaimed. She hurried to reassemble her rifle which was now clean and coated in a fresh layer of gun oil.  
 
    “I call shower first!” Bailey called out.  
 
    “Damnit,” Anna grumbled.  
 
    “I call second,” Tara said quickly.  
 
    “Aw come on,” the athletic redhead whined. “I haven't gotten to use the shower yet.”  
 
    Tara pouted for a moment but then nodded. “Okay, fine. I suppose it’s only fair that you get a turn.”  
 
    “You’re the best,” Anna said as she hugged her friend.  
 
    “I guess,” Tara grumbled.  
 
    I chuckled and shook my head. Clearly one shower was not enough. The first one didn’t take that long to put up, so I wanted to install a second one. If all went well there was even a chance that we would have time to get that done tomorrow. However, today some of the girls would have to suffer and go without a shower.  
 
    Everyone quickly finished maintaining their gear and ran for the dorms to get their stuff stowed away. They then dispersed and went their own way to enjoy some much needed time off. Even Rolly put his stuff away, grabbed a book, and spent the majority of the day reading out in the sun. 
 
    The main thing I noticed with the transition was the sense of urgency the girls all had. They moved quickly, and with a driven purpose. They all had matured and learned a bunch in the last few weeks, and I felt my chest swell with a bit of pride when I realized that they were my lovers. 
 
    They were no longer sheltered liberal arts major college coeds. They were now badass babes that I loved more and more every day.  
 
    Once it got dark we all met up again out by the firepit. Everyone was in an exceptionally good mood as Tara worked on dinner. We didn’t even drink that night, but Paige did spend a while singing for us.  
 
    Her soft and smooth voice floated through the cool evening air as she covered her favorite songs from a variety of genres. No one spoke, we instead just sat and listened to her in a state of comfortable awe. Every time one of the girls was kind enough to show off their musical talent it reminded me of the things I actually missed. Music was definitely one of those things. Still, I wouldn’t give up all I had here even if it meant I could see all of my favorite bands live. 
 
    Paige finished, and took a seat as Tara passed out plates of hot wolf, and the last of our fresh vegetables from Betty’s farm.  
 
    “That was wonderful,” Anna said as she started to eat.  
 
    “Thanks,” Paige said as she went a light shade of red. “For years I wouldn’t sing in front of anyone. I was so afraid they would say I was terrible.”  
 
    “Well you have yet to disappoint us with your music,” Rolly said.  
 
    “I wouldn’t mind hearing it more often,” I said.  
 
    “Same,” Tara added.  
 
    “I’ll sing more if you’ll play the piano for us more,” Paige offered.  
 
    “That’s fair,” Tara said.  
 
    “Does this mean we can expect weekly music nights?” Bailey asked with a big smile.  
 
    “I think it might,” Paige said.  
 
    “Man, this day keeps getting better and better,” Anna said.  
 
    “What I have to say might add to that,” I said.  
 
    “Oh?” Anna asked as she looked at me and raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “Tomorrow everyone can sleep in,” I said.  
 
    Everyone around the fire, including Rolly, let out a cheer at my words.  
 
    I laughed and shook my head before I took another bite of wolf.  
 
    “It must be the weekend,” Tara said. 
 
    “Might as well be,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Well I’m still going to work you once you get up,” I said. “I’m going to check the traps in the morning, but once I am done with that we are going to load up in full gear and run the place through a couple more times.”  
 
    “Bring it on,” Anna said. “We are going to be rested and ready for anything.”  
 
    “That was the hope,” I said with a grin.  
 
    “Well, speaking of rest, I might head that way,” Rolly said with a yawn.  
 
    “Why’d you have to go and do a thing like that,” Tara teased after she also let out a yawn.  
 
    “Didn’t mean too,” Rolly chuckled.  
 
    “He has the right idea though,” Bailey said. “I think I am going to do the same.”  
 
    Rolly got up and headed inside for the night. After that, one by one, the girls started to follow his lead. Paige was the last one out by the fire with me. She stared into the dancing flames with eyes half open.  
 
    “Go to bed,” I said gently.  
 
    “I’ll get to it,” she said before she let out a yawn. “I just wanted to enjoy the night a little longer. It’s clear and the sky is full of stars.” She shifted her weary gaze skyward, and a smile spread slowly across her face.  
 
    “Alright,” I said as I stood up, stretched, and started to put out the fire. “Just don’t stay up too late.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll be in before too long,” the brunette said as she shifted to lay on the bench and stare up at the stars. 
 
    Once the fire was out, I went over to her, brushed some stray hairs out of her face, and gave her a kiss. “See you in the morning then.”  
 
    “Yeah, see you then, Tav,” she whispered back with a smile. 
 
    I chuckled, shook my head, gave one look at the brilliant night sky, and then headed for bed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    I woke with the dawn the next morning. The girls all slept soundly around me, and none of them so much as shifted as I got up. One of them even snored quietly, and I smiled down on the sleeping bunch before I went to get ready for my day. 
 
     Once I was dressed and geared, I crept through the dorm and made my way outside. Then I took a drink of water, stretched out, and sprinted off into the forest.   
 
    It was pleasantly quiet as I made my way through the woods. The only real sound was the crunching of plantlife under my boots, and the chirping of birds in the surrounding trees. I relished this perfect forest of spring, because I knew that soon enough the weather would grow hotter, and the air would be abuzz with mosquitoes, gnats, and flies. That’s why spring and fall were the perfect months. They hovered between the extremes of temperature just long enough to keep the bugs at bay and make for some of the best time to spend outdoors.  
 
     My morning jog to the rabbit traps was peaceful. Even with the coming fight there was a sense of calm to this place that could not be broken. It felt right, in a sort of primal way, to be spending so much time among the beasts and the trees.  
 
    The first trap sight was empty just like it had been the last few times we had checked it, so I took the trap and headed off into the woods until I found signs of more small game. Then I set the trap again, made a mark on a nearby tree with my knife, and headed off to check the other locations.  
 
    The next trap contained a plump black rabbit that squirmed and struggled against the wire that held it. Our traps were very efficient at capturing the rabbits alive, so if we took the time to build a rabbit hutch we could get some live ones and breed our own supply of rabbits. Our current methods of finding meat were working well, but having a controllable stable of food would be even better.  
 
     I put the fat black animal out of its misery with my knife, gutted the creature, let it bleed for a minute, and tied it onto my backpack.  
 
    I kept moving and found the third trap full as well. The brown rabbit that struggled in this one was not nearly as large as the first, but it would still taste good. I took care of it like I did the first and added it to my backpack. 
 
    The rest of the traps were as empty as the first, and I took a few minutes to relocate them and mark where they were with a slash on a nearby tree so I could remember them easier.  
 
    After all of the traps had been checked I jogged to the stream. Most of the trotlines were empty, but on one of the lower lines I found a nice large fish caught on one of our large hooks. Unlike the rabbits this fish was already dead, so I just added it to my haul before I took a moment to crouch by the stream. 
 
    I briefly paused to enjoy the beauty of nature before I dunked my hands into the water and washed away the blood of my morning's work. The cool water felt nice against my skin and splashed some of the stream water into my face as a refresher for the trip back. Then I let out a happy sigh, shook off my hands, and headed back towards the campus.  
 
    “Tav!” I heard one of the girls yell in the distance a few minutes after I started on the path towards home.  
 
    I pulled my gun and quickened my pace only to find Anna running up the path towards me.  
 
    “Oh thank god,” the redhead said as ran up to me.  
 
    “What's wrong?” I asked.  
 
    “There’s smoke,” she said. “We got up this morning and walked outside to see smoke coming from Lanceton.”  
 
    “Then we need to get back to the others,” I said with a growing sense of dread in the pit of my stomach. “Come on.” Then I ran down the path at full speed with the redheaded athlete hot on my heels.  
 
    It couldn’t have been more than a ten minute run, but every passing moment felt like an eternity. I knew we had a little time, but I didn’t want to waste it. 
 
    Anna and I broke free from the trees to see Paige, Bailey, Tara, and Rolly standing in the middle of the courtyard as they stared at the billowing, thick black smoke that rose up over the trees.  
 
    I stopped and stared at the smoke for a moment as well. It couldn’t have been burning long or I would have noticed it when I left to check the traps.  
 
    “Oh good, Anna found you,” Bailey said as she turned and noticed the two of us by the forest's edge. She rushed over to me, threw her arms around my waist and buried her head in my chest.  
 
    Gently, I pushed her back so that I could look into her eyes. “Hey, now is not the time to fall apart. We've trained for this, we are going to be okay.” Then I smiled at her and gave her a soft hug in return.  
 
    “You’re right, sorry,” Bailey said as she pulled away. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” I said.  
 
    I walked with her back to the others. Everyone looked worried as they glanced from the smoke to me.  
 
    “I didn’t think they would be here so soon,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, like, I thought we would have three or four more days at least,” Tara added.  
 
    “Well it’s a good thing we spent all the time we did working on our defense plan,” I pointed out. “That smoke means the bad guys are coming, but they don’t know that we are ready for them. When they hit that bridge we’ll be waiting, and they will learn that every action has its consequences.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Rolly said. “When we’re done with these assholes, they’ll wish they stayed home.”  
 
    “He’s right,” Anna said. “These past few days we have pushed ourselves so that when these biker douche bags rolled up towards our home, we would be prepared to defend it. Like Tav said our defenses are in place, all we have to do is stay behind them and give them hell.”  
 
    “We can’t get cocky now,” I said, “These bikers are still extremely dangerous, and we cannot take them lightly no matter how prepared we are.”  
 
     The girls all nodded along and pulled themselves up straighter as they listened to us talk. Their frowns were replaced with a stoic look of determination, and when they glanced back at the smoke they did not cower or flinch.  
 
    They were ready. 
 
    “Let’s go get our gear,” I said. “We need to get to the bridge.”  
 
    “What about me?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Set up in the dorms,” I responded as I pointed to the three story building full of windows. “Make sure no one tries to sneak through the woods or anything, and if they make it up the hill remember to move around after you pop off a few shots. That will make you harder to track and might trick the enemy into thinking there are way more of us than there are.”  
 
    “I’ll get ready then,” the grey haired man said with a smug grin. “We have enough guns than I can leave one in all the rooms that look over the courtyard.”  
 
    “Good plan,” I said before I turned back to face the girls. “Let’s get going.”  
 
    The ladies and I ran into the dorm building, headed up to the second floor, and started to grab our gear.  
 
    I used my old room as my staging area as I checked over my things. I had my pistol, my rifle, my knife, four extra full magazines, one of which was loaded with tracers, and a couple hundred extra rounds of 5.56 in the bottom of my backpack. Then I packed up my simple medical kit and rope. After that, I grabbed the rest of the tracer rounds for Bailey, and tossed them to her on my way downstairs.  
 
    “What’s this?” she asked as she caught the box. “Tracers to light up the propane,” I explained. “Load up a magazine with those and only use it when you want to set off one of the tanks. They will make our position very obvious.” 
 
    “Got it,” Bailey said with a nod as she pulled out a spare magazine and started to load it.  
 
    I found Rolly already putting loaded guns in spare dorm rooms so that he always had a gun ready to shoot. 
 
    “We’re going to be heading out soon,” I said.  
 
    “I figured as much,” the handyman replied.  
 
    “We won’t be back for a while, and I wanted to stop in and tell you to stay safe,” I said.  
 
    “Thanks, Tav,” Rolly said with a nervous smile. “You too. I expect all of you to be around after this day is through.”  
 
    “That’s certainly the plan,” I said. “I think the girls will do well.” 
 
    “Me too, but be careful anyway,” the handyman cautioned.  
 
    “We will,” I smiled. “Sit tight and keep your eyes open for anything strange. Hold your fire for a second and identify your targets too. I would hate to get caught in your crosshairs.” 
 
    “I won’t pull the trigger unless I know what I’m looking at,” Rolly said.  
 
    I smiled at the handyman and gave him a pat on the shoulder before I left him and headed downstairs.  
 
    The girls waited for me in the courtyard as I rushed out of the building. Each of them had already gathered their gear. They had kept their backpacks full and ready to go at a moment’s notice, and none of us were ever far from our guns.  
 
    I waved for them to follow as I made my way across the courtyard to the parking lot where the motorcycle and ATVs waited, and a grin spread across my face as I realized the girls had taken the liberty of getting the vehicles ready.  
 
    The side bag on my motorcycle was stuffed with molotovs, and each of them already had the keys in the ignition.  
 
    The girls looked ready for a fight. They were decked out in jeans, boots, and black t-shirts. Tara had her hair pulled back and used some of her makeup to apply a couple lines of warpaint on her cheeks, but I didn’t have the heart to tell her that it looked more cute than fearsome.  
 
    “Let’s get a move on,” I said as I hopped onto my motorcycle.  
 
    The girls jumped onto the forest camo ATVs and started the engines before they looked to me.  
 
    I nodded, turned on the old bike, and zoomed off down the hill. We slowed only briefly to get around the spike stip at the bottom before we tore off down the road towards our first battlefield.  
 
    Once we arrived at the bridge, we quickly hid the machines in the woods where we could get to them when we needed to retreat. 
 
    “So this is it huh?” Paige asked me as we ran up the hill and into the trees that overlooked the bridge. 
 
    “Yep, today you guys see your first real bit of combat,” I said. I looked over to her. “You nervous?”  
 
    “Yeah, kinda,” she said.  
 
    “Me too,” Bailey added.  
 
    “I’m less nervous than I thought I’d be,” Anna said with a shrug. “I think it might hit me more when I see the bikers riding up on us.”  
 
    “Yeah, I’m not real excited for that,” Tara said.  
 
    “Everyone gets nervous before a fight,” I said. “Just keep your wits about you and always remember the plan.”  
 
    “I don’t think we could forget it if we wanted to,” Anna smirked. 
 
    “Yeah, we ran it way too many times to forget it any time soon,” Tara added. 
 
    “That’s good, it means you won’t have to think about it while in the heat of combat,” I explained. “That’s why I had us run it so much. Once adrenaline starts pumping the less we have to think about what we are doing the better.”   
 
    “The adrenaline is good though right?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Kind of,” I said. “It should help you overcome any fears you have, but it won’t do you any favors when you are trying to shoot.”  
 
    “That’s comforting,” Paige muttered.  
 
    “Just remember that everything we have done these past few days has been to prepare for this moment. Sometime in the near future a pissed off gang of degenerate bikers is going to be coming down this road, along this bridge. When they do we’ll be ready, and they’ll learn why we are not to be fucked with. You have all been given the tools and the training to defend your home so use them well. Now let’s get into position and kick some ass.” 
 
    After that we scattered and headed off into the woods to prepare for the coming assault. Tara and I took the left side of the road while Paige, Bailey, and Anna were posted up on the right side. I settled in to the hillside and stabilized my gun on the small bit of cover that had been built for me.  
 
    “So what do we do now?” Tara whispered to me from where she was hidden.  
 
    “We wait,” I said. “Get comfortable and keep your weapons ready. We might be here for a whole day or maybe even two. ”  
 
    “Alright,” she replied. Then the forest went quiet as we all sat ready. 
 
    Hours passed, and there was still no sign of the bikers coming down the road. No roar of distant engines filled the air.  
 
    “What if they aren’t coming this way today,” Anna called out from the other side of the road. 
 
    “Then we wait here until tomorrow,” I called back. 
 
    “We’re really just going to sit here until they show up?” Paige chimed in. 
 
    “Yes, we are,” I said. “Since we cannot predict when they will head this way we just have to be ready when they do.”  
 
    “This is not exactly how I thought today was going to go,” Anna said.  
 
    “Well get used to it,” I chuckled. “This is a lot of what combat is, especially in an ambush situation. Sometimes you might have to wait days for just ten or twenty minutes of fighting.”  
 
    “Man, I thought we would ride out here, wait a little bit, and then fight for hours,” Tara said.  
 
    “If the firefight goes on that long we have done something wrong,” I chuckled. “We want to keep engagements short. The longer we fight the more chances they have to find out where we are and return fire. If we are going to get into a prolonged fight, we should do it back at campus where all of our ammo and supplies are.”  
 
    “I hope it doesn’t come to that,” Anna said.  
 
    “Me too,” I said. “Now quiet up and stay alert. Now’s a good chance to get some food in your bellies.”  
 
    Silence fell over the area again as I dug some smoked meat out of my bag and started to chew on it as I watched the road on the far side of the bridge. I had never cared much for the waiting, but I was not dumb enough to do anything reckless.  
 
    Another hour passed, but there was still no sign of the bikers.  
 
    “How you holding up Tara?” I whispered to wherever the platinum blonde was sitting.  
 
    “I bit bored honestly,” she replied with a chuckle.  
 
    “Yeah, I know the feeling,” I replied. “Stay sharp, and our patience will be rewarded.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t fall asleep if that’s what you’re worried about,” Tara replied.  
 
    “No, I’m not worried about any of you,” I said. 
 
    “You have a lot of faith in us,” Tara said. “I don’t think anyone has ever had as much faith in me as you have.”  
 
    “That’s kinda sad,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Tara replied quietly.  
 
    Things fell silent for a moment before Tara spoke again. “Thanks though, for seeing that I am more than just some party girl. Turns out all I really needed was someone to believe that I was capable enough to do more than be the dumb blonde.”  
 
    “I think most people will rise to the occasion if given the opportunity,” I said. 
 
    “Seems like you might be right,” she replied. 
 
    We fell silent again and continued our vigil. The rest of the day slipped by and as the sun started its slow descent towards the horizon, I started to think that we might be here for the night. 
 
    “Might as well get comfortable, Tara,” I whispered.  
 
    “Oh don’t worry, I already am,” she replied.  
 
    I chuckled, shook my head, and hunkered down as the sky started to turn a deep orange above me. Just as I leaned against a nearby tree with my gun in my lap I heard it, the boom of a distant explosion. 
 
    “You hear that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yeah, they triggered the Booby-trap,” Tara replied.  
 
    “Won’t be long now,” I muttered to myself as I rested my gun on my barricade once more and prepared myself for the coming fight as the sound of the roaring engines filled the air.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Headlights flooded the road and forest ahead of us with brilliant light as the horde drove onward. I pressed my cheek to the stock of my rifle and watched at least four dozen bikers advance through my sights.  
 
    It was just about time to see how the girls would react to full scale combat.  
 
    Our enemies were undisciplined, and I guessed that the moment they started to take fire they would fire back into the trees without a plan. It wouldn’t really work, but if they put enough bullets in the air, they could get close to one of us even if they didn’t know where we were. That was enough to make anyone nervous, and if one of the girls broke cover, it could be fatal. I just had to trust in them. They had proven themselves time and time again, and I had to believe that this time would be no different.  
 
    The bikers got to the bridge and stopped at the edge.  
 
    I watched them through my scope and took stock of the blockade. It looked like the majority of the guys were armed with an assortment of semi auto rifles, but some of them were carrying either shotguns of what was left of military M16A2s. It wasn’t exceptional gear, but they would be able to put a lot of bullets into the air.  
 
    “Looks like someone set up defenses,” a long haired biker yelled.  
 
    “Dumbasses didn’t stick around to use them though,” a second biker laughed.  
 
    The horde started to build up behind the couple scouts.  
 
    “What’s the hold up?” one of the gang yelled out. “We good to go?”  
 
    “Yeah, let’s roll,” the long haired biker scout said as he climbed back on his bike. Then he waved the gang forward and then started to speed off across the bridge.  
 
    I tensed as they got close to the bottleneck and the spike strip. It was time to see if our camouflage was good enough.  
 
    The lead group funneled into the small gap and didn’t slow down as they approached the spike strip at the far end.  
 
    The first set of bikers hit the strip, blew out their tires, and veered off the road. Three of them tumbled over the side and into the water while the rest wiped out on the far side of the bridge.  
 
    “Spike strip!” someone yelled out to halt the advance.  
 
    A couple guys got off their bikes and ran forward to try to remove the obstacle. 
 
    That’s when I opened fire. 
 
    The sharp crack of my rifle filled the air, and one of the guys trying to move the spike strip went down in a spray of red. I went to line up a shot on the second guy, but he went down as the girls on the other side of the road opened fire.  
 
    “Shit, they’re in the trees!” one of the bikers screamed as he dove for cover behind one of the cars.  
 
    “Get that spike strip moved,” someone at the back of the bridge yelled.  
 
    Some of the bikers got off their bikes and moved up onto the bridge. Half a dozen of them took cover behind the cars while four of them moved up to try to remove the spikes.  
 
    The guys in cover popped up at random to let loose a rain of bullets into the trees.  
 
    I ducked for cover as a stray bullet whizzed past me and caused a deluge of leaves to shower down, and then I bent over lower as I heard another shot come close. A moment later, the bullets were gone, so I knew that they really had no idea where to shoot, and were just spraying and praying. 
 
    The sound of Tara’s gun boomed behind me as she let off three shots, and I peeked up over my cover to watch one of the men trying to clear the way go down. The bodies would help clog the way and make getting through on the bikes more complicated.  
 
    I popped back up and started to open fire. With the help of the girls I tore apart all of the small group that was trying to remove the strip.  
 
    The group on the far side lined up along their edge and started to pour fire in our general direction. The air grew thick with bullets, and I heard several whizz past me.  
 
    Our guns fell silent, and I hoped it was because the girls had taken cover like I had. When I looked across the road, I couldn’t see any of them despite knowing where they should be. They were too well hidden, so I just had to trust that they were okay.  
 
    When I looked back over my cover, I saw that the bikers had sent another group to try to remove the obstacle. Two guys dragged the bodies out of the road, leaving large red streaks across the pavement, and two more were busy trying to fold up the spike strip.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed before I got back up and fired off a few shots. I caught one of the body carriers in the chest, and the other three ducked back behind cover.  
 
    Their buddies sprayed more bullets into the trees, but this time I didn’t duck back into safety. Instead I kept my sights trained on the gap and waited for them to try again.  
 
    My girls started to open fire again as well. Bullets tore at the cars the bridge goons used as cover, and a couple guys on the far side tumbled down the hill towards the water as bullets blew through their chests.  
 
    One of the bikers came out from behind cover using one of his dead buddies as a shield and made his way towards the spike strip. As he did his friends provided covering fire. Though without knowing exactly where we were, they didn’t do much but thin the trees.  
 
    I focused on the man using the human shield and tried to bring him down. I unloaded bullet after bullet into the dead body, but the man beneath kept going.  
 
    A second biker pushed his way out of cover using another corpse shield, but he immediately started to come under fire from my team on the opposite side.  
 
    I took my time and blocked out all of the chaos around me as I focused on the first corpse bearer. I put three rounds through the body and the man stumbled. He didn’t go down though, and he grabbed one end of the strip and started to pull it out of the way.  
 
    Then I was showered with splinters as a stray bullet found the tree beside me, and I had to take cover. 
 
    “The roads clear!” I heard someone shout. 
 
    The men on the bridge fell back towards their bikes and two of them were picked off by my team. The sound of gunfire lessened as the gang got back onto their bikes and started out across the bridge.  
 
    As they started to funnel through the gap the girls and I poured bullets into them. It was a target rich environment, and they fell easily to our combined firepower.  
 
    They didn’t stop, but as soon as they began to push past the funnel bright streaks of light erupted from the trees to my right as Bailey aimed at the first propane tank. Screams and shouts filled the air as a moment later the closest bikers were caught in the resulting explosion. 
 
    That forced the advancing members of the gang back behind the vehicles for cover as they tried to regroup. 
 
    “They’re in the fucking trees!” one of the enemy shouted. 
 
    “Yeah, halfway up the hill, left side,” another added. 
 
    “Fuck em up!” a third yelled. 
 
    This was the problem with tracer rounds. They had their uses, but they also came with the distinct disadvantage or showing the enemy exactly where you were shooting from. However, we didn’t have a choice. We couldn’t get the propane tanks to explode with regular rounds. 
 
    I emptied my magazine into the bikers as they shifted to focus fire on my girls on the opposite slope. Three of them dropped, but it didn’t pull their attention away from Anna’s group.  
 
    As I ejected the spent magazine I could hear the constant bang of Tara’s rifle ring out behind me. Since our enemies were focused on the opposite group, it gave Tara and I the chance to fire freely, and I saw three of them go down with her well-aimed shots.  
 
    I loaded my tracer magazine into the rifle and took aim at the second tank set up on the bridge. With no one shooting at me I was able to take my time and line up a clean shot. I pulled the trigger, and my first tracer round tore through the thin metal of the green propane tank, but it didn’t burst. 
 
    “Come on,” I muttered as I quickly lined up another shot.  
 
    The second tracer round hit the same target less than five seconds after the first, and the burning bullet lit up the leaking gas. The resulting explosion was much smaller than the first one, but it still filled the air full of shrapnel. More than that, it alerted them to my presence.  
 
    “Shit, they're on the right side too!” a biker exclaimed. 
 
    The assaulting force split their attention again, and this time the bullets were much closer. 
 
    “Move across the bridge,” someone commanded.  
 
    Another wave of bikes rolled across the bridge as a dozen men pinned us down in the forest. They got past the bottleneck, spread out, sped up, and ran right into rope we had strung across the end of the bridge. The men landed hard on the pavement as their bikes crashed into the woods without them. 
 
    The fallen men were quickly shot dead as my girls opened fire again.  
 
    Then we brought our full might to bear on the crossing gang and drove them back behind the cover.  
 
    “You mother fuckers can’t hide forever!” one of the enemies yelled out.  
 
    I chuckled as I swapped to a fresh magazine. They were taunting us yet they couldn’t even get across the bridge. Though they were right about one thing, we couldn’t stay here forever. We had made a dent in their numbers, but there were still too many of them to hold here if they really decided to push.  
 
    Some of the bikers got off their rides and headed down the hill to try to cross the stream. I kept an eye on the stream while the girls popped off the occasional shot to keep the bikers tied down.  
 
    As I watched a biker stepped out in front of the others and appeared to rally the crowd. The balding, shotgun toting biker who addressed the gang didn’t look anything like the leader I had seen. In fact, I hadn’t seen their leader at all yet.  
 
    I couldn’t hear what he was saying but the balding guy seemed to be doing a pretty good job of getting the bikers excited. The gang started to rev their engines, held their guns up, and cheered.  
 
    Then a perfectly placed shot tore through the back of the hype man’s skull and showered those closest to him in fragments of bone and splatters of blood. The act seemed to whip the mangy horde into a sort of frenzy, and they surged forward. They fired wildly in our general direction as they tore off down the road and started across the bridge. 
 
    I started to shoot once they filled the gap and watched a biker fall with every trigger pull. Though this time they didn’t stop. Instead they pushed past their dead and wounded as they headed for the other side.  
 
    I set down my rifle and grabbed a molotov from the box beside me. Then I pulled the beat up silver zippo from my vest, lit the cloth shoved into the bottle, stood up, and tossed it at the bridge. As it flew through the air I grabbed and lit a second one.  
 
    The first molotov hit and erupted into a wall of flame blocking the end of the bridge. A moment later the second molotov hit the ground and added to the roaring flame.  
 
    A few of the bikers couldn’t stop in time and flew through the flames, hit the rope, and fell screaming to the road.  
 
    The rest turned their guns on my position. It wasn’t too hard to figure out where the flaming bottles of alcohol had originated from.  
 
    I hit the dirt as bullets whizzed and popped through the air around me. For a moment I just stayed there with my chest pressed into the dirt, but as the intensity of the gunfire lessened, I grabbed my rifle and peeked back out towards the road. 
 
    Just then a trio of waterlogged bikers started to push their way past one of our side barricades. I went for my rifle to gun them down, but Tara got to them first. Two of them lurched, thumped against the truck, and fell to the ground, and the other one retreated back down the hill.  
 
    Anna, Paige, and Bailey kept pouring shots into the group on the bridge. 
 
    “Fall back you idiots!” one of the bikers yelled.  
 
    Once again the group of guys on the bridge fell back. They scattered into the trees to take cover and started to return fire.  
 
    I sighed and looked down at my supplies. I had three molotovs left, one and a half loaded magazines, and a backpack of loose rounds. I didn’t know how much ammo the girls had left, but I could assume they were not doing any better. We couldn’t repel that many more assaults before the bikers broke through, and if they did that while we were still here, it could be a problem.  
 
    As I looked out at the bridge, it was clear we had done well so far. Over twenty bikers lay either dead or dying on and around the bridge, and just as many bikes had been trashed in the assault. That wasn’t counting the guys or vehicles that had gone over the edge of the bridge.  
 
    “Tara,” I hissed into the forest behind me. “Get ready to go.”  
 
    “Got it,” she replied.  
 
    I stowed my rifle, lit two more molotovs and added them to the blaze. It seemed that even these lunatics didn’t want to drive through fire, and the longer it was going the more time we would have to get into position back in town.   
 
    The sky was growing darker with each passing second which made it harder to see what the enemy was doing now. The occasional muzzle flash would light up the far side, but not for long enough to matter.  
 
    “Fall back!” I shouted  
 
    It would be better to move before it became completely dark, and once we were set up at the second point, we could take a second to check for injuries and reload our magazines. Plus each time they pushed they got a better idea of where we were located, and we couldn’t risk taking a stray bullet.  
 
    The woods behind me rustled as Tara made for her ATV, and I ran for where my bike had been hidden at the edge of the road. Across the way I heard the four wheelers rumble to life and smiled knowing that the girls were at least healthy enough to drive.  
 
    I met Tara at my motorcycle. I got on, and she snuggled up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist. 
 
    “You alright?” I asked her.  
 
    “Yeah, how about you?” she asked. 
 
    “Unharmed,” I replied, “I hope the others are too.”  
 
    “Same,” Tara agreed with a nod.  
 
    “Let’s get outta here,” I said before I started the engine.  
 
    As I pulled out onto the road to cross to the other side, I noticed a single figure lurking just behind the wall of flame about fifty yards away. The figure paced back and forth, and I could see his long braid bounce off of his leather jacket. A beard covered the bottom of his face, and as he turned to look at me, the figure grinned to reveal brilliant white teeth. It seemed their leader finally decided to show his face.  
 
    “Nice bike!” he shouted. “It’s a shame you won’t get to keep it.”  
 
    “Then come and get it!” I yelled and then I gunned the engine and roared off down the road a little ways before I dipped into the forest and took our path back to the town.  
 
    “Either that biker was really dumb, or he knew something we didn’t,” Tara said as we rode on. “Why else would that guy taunt us like that.”  
 
    “Well that was their leader,” I explained, “He has to pull that tough guy shit, especially with what we just did to him.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a nod. 
 
    “I was expecting someone bigger,” she replied.  
 
    “Yeah, but that’s because you've watched too many movies,” I teased.  
 
    A couple minutes later, we emerged from the woods at the edge of town.  
 
    Paige, Bailey, and Anna had their guns up, but relaxed the moment they saw it was us.  
 
    “Thank god you guys are okay,” Bailey said as she rushed over and gave us each a hug.  
 
    “We were starting to worry a little,” Anna said.   
 
    “We weren’t that far behind you guys,” I said as I returned Bailey’s hug.  
 
    “No, but we expected you to be right on our heels,” Paige said.  
 
    “We got held up by their leader,” Tara said.  
 
    “Shit, how did that go?” Anna asked.  
 
    “The guys an idiot,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, he was all cocky and threatening,” Tara agreed.  
 
    “He knows where we live,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Weren't we counting on exactly that?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “Pretty much,” I said. “We need to get set up quickly. They will be hot on our heels.”  
 
    The girls nodded, and together we headed into town, dropped our vehicles off next to some of the houses we weren’t going to use, and then met in the street one last time before we dispersed.  
 
    “What we did at the bridge was good,” I started, “but the night is just beginning. We didn’t plan to fight in the dark, but I trust you all can handle it. The most important thing is going to be to identify your targets before you pull the trigger. Anyone on a motorcycle will probably be fair game.”  
 
    “I take it using our flashlights is out of the question?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Correct,” I said with a nod. “Nothing will give away your position faster than using a light.”  
 
    “This should be interesting,” Anna muttered.  
 
    “You guys will do fine,” I assured them. “Just know that whatever happens tonight I am already so proud of you.” 
 
    “Aw, thanks, Tav,” Tara said.  
 
    “We couldn’t have done this without you, though,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, it hasn’t been easy, but knowing you were nearby helped me keep my cool,” Bailey said.  
 
    “It’s true, you give us courage,” Anna said.  
 
    “I didn’t give you anything you didn’t already have,” I said. “I’m just good at showing people how strong they really are.”  
 
    “I dunno know if that’s true,” Tara said. 
 
    “Regardless, I am glad you are around,” Paige said.  
 
    “Same,” Bailey agreed.  
 
    “Well, we’ve wasted enough time, but before we split up, I want to make sure everyone is okay,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah, we’re all fine,” Anna said as she looked to Paige and Bailey. “Right guys?” 
 
    “No injuries here,” Paige said. 
 
    “I got grazed,” Bailey said quietly.  
 
    “What!” Paige exclaimed as she spun on her friend. “Why didn’t you say something?”  
 
    “It’s not really a big deal,” Bailey shrugged.  
 
    “That’s not for you to decide,” I said. “Tara, Anna, go grab a house while we take care of this.” 
 
    The redhead and the platinum blonde nodded and sprinted off down the street. Each of them chose one of the named houses and disappeared inside.   
 
    “Where’d you get hit?” I asked Bailey.  
 
    “Right shoulder,” she said as she adjusted to reveal a rip in the sleeve of her black shirt.  
 
    “Let’s get inside and take a look at it,” Paige said.  
 
    “Good idea,” I said. “Follow me.” Then I led the girls down the street until I found a nice large house. The place was big enough that even if we all had to fight together here, there would be some flexibility and options.  
 
    The interior of the house was dark, and we had to use our flashlights to find our way around. We pulled Bailey into the dining room, sat her down, and tore off her right sleeve where it joined the shirt.  
 
    “Careful, it’s tender,” Bailey winced as Paige peeled the cloth free of the wound.  
 
    “This could be a lot worse,” Paige said as she used her flashlight to inspect the jagged gash on Bailey’s arm. It was about three inches long, but very shallow. The blood dried to the blonde’s upper arm made the injury look far worse than it actually was.  
 
    “I can handle this,” I said to Paige. “You go grab another house while I clean it up.”  
 
    “You sure?” Paige asked.  
 
    I nodded and pulled off my backpack.  
 
    “Alright, stay safe,” the brunette said. She gave us one last look, let out a small sigh, and left us alone.  
 
    “Hold this,” I said as I handed Bailey my flashlight. Then I popped open the medkit, grabbed a bandage, some neosporin, and some aspirin. 
 
    “You should’ve spoken up when Tara and I rolled up,” I said as I spread the cream across the wound.  
 
    “It’s really not that bad, and I didn’t want to worry anyone,” Bailey said. She winced a little as I pressed the bandage in place and secured it with medical tape.  
 
    “Still, we gotta look out after one another, especially now,” I said with a gentle smile before I handed her the aspirin. “These will help with the sting.”  
 
    “Thanks, Tav,” she said before she tossed them into her mouth and chewed them up.  
 
    “Of course,” I said as I repacked my bag.  
 
    “Can I find a spot to set up now?” the blonde asked.  
 
    “Yep,” I said with a nod. “I would suggest you just hole up here.  
 
    “You sure you don’t want this house?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I’m okay finding another one,” I said. “I would take this time to reload your magazines and make sure you are familiar enough with this place to scurry around in the dark.”  
 
    “Alright, I’ll do that,” she said.  
 
    I grinned, tossed my backpack back on, and stood.  
 
    “Be safe out there,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Always,” I replied.  
 
    I went to leave but Bailey hopped up, grabbed my hand, and pulled me back just long enough to give me a kiss. When we pulled away the hippie had a large smile on her face and even in the buildings gloom I was pretty sure I could see a bit of red in her cheeks.  
 
    “Alright, now you can go,” she said.  
 
    “You sure?” I chuckled.  
 
    “Yeah. I wanna get ready to kill some people.” She stuck out her tongue at me, picked up her rifle, and headed upstairs.  
 
    I shook my head and made my way outside. Then I jogged down the road to the ornate door house in the center of our little path and headed inside. I made my way to the second story, picked the bedroom on the right side with a good view of the street, and set up my rifle. After that, I pulled out my empty magazines and refilled them with the ammo I had loose in my bag,  
 
    I was just finishing with my fourth magazine when I heard the distant rumble of the motorcycles.  
 
    It seemed it was time to go again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    The gang stopped at the entrance to our maze. They took a second to check the area for a quick way around, but we had made sure that going through the town was the easiest solution. 
 
    I watched as a couple guys probed the streets to check for spike strips and tripwires. They of course didn’t find any since the “trap” here was forcing them through our firing lines instead. After a quick check they returned to their buddies, got on their bikes, and slowly started to make their way through the town.  
 
    Headlights and flashlights bounced across the front of the houses as the bikers moved slowly forward. After the bridge they seemed to be more cautious about this entire thing, but they still weren't smart enough to realize it was a trap.  
 
    The girls were patient as the column of bikers pushed deeper into the town. I tried to count their numbers but in the increasing darkness and chaos of lights it was hard to do. The stream of enemies under me felt almost endless, but I knew it was at least less than it had been earlier.   
 
    “I don’t like this, it feels like we are being led somewhere,” one of them said loud enough for us to hear.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s kinda strange,” a second biker muttered.  
 
    “Hey, shut up and stay alert,” a third man barked. 
 
    I ducked into the shadows of the room when someone swept my window with a flashlight. Once the light was gone, I moved back to my original position and shouldered my rifle. 
 
     The enemy was almost completely in the maze, and if the girls had spread out right, it would be next to impossible for them to fall back. If it were not dark, I knew we could have finished the bikers here, but some of them were bound to slip by in the chaos once the shooting started. 
 
    I patiently waited for the last of the bad guys to start their way down the street before I closed one eye, blew out a slow breath, and lined up my first shot. I aimed for the middle of a biker who was illuminated in the headlights of the man behind him, and my rifle belched a gout of flame as I gently squeezed the trigger and put a hole through his skull.  
 
    “It’s a trap!” someone shouted as gunshots started to echo through the streets.  
 
    For a moment there was panic as the bikers tried to retreat. They ran around like bugs trying to find a place to hide from the light. One guy took a bullet through the eye as he tried to move his bike down an alley, while another screamed out, grabbed at his shoulder, and fell off his bike. Five guys were down before any of the bikers even returned fire, and when they did all they could do was spray wildly into the surrounding houses. 
 
    I went to line up another shot when I laid eyes on their leader again. He sat on his motorcycle in the middle of the pack and shook his head as he watched his men panic.  
 
    “Hey idiots!” he shouted, “Get into those houses and flush them out!”  
 
    I adjusted my aim and put the crosshairs on his head, but just as I went to pull the trigger a group of bikers swarmed past him and obscured my shot, and when they cleared out, the leader was lost in the crowd. 
 
    “God damnit,” I muttered before I put two rounds through the chest of another goon. 
 
    Half of the gang tried to take cover behind stoops, trashcans, and whatever junk was around the street. Then they opened fire on the houses while the other half of the gang started to kick down doors and rush inside various houses. 
 
    I focused fire on the bikers who had randomly chosen one of the named houses. If one of my girls was inside, I could at least make sure that they had fewer guys to deal with.  
 
    Gunfire ripped through my barricade, so I threw a hand up in front of my face to shield my eyes. Splinters stung my palm, so I fell back deeper into the room, grabbed my backpack off the bed, ran across the hall, and set up in the other window.  
 
    Three bikers spread out across the street were still shooting at where I had just been. I put half a dozen rounds in their direction before they had a chance to react. The first guy took a bullet in the side of the face, and the second took two in the chest, but I only grazed the third across the stomach. The second guy clutched his stomach, gurgled, and fell dead while the first tried to stop the bleeding from the hole in his cheek. The third guy tried to scramble off down the street but he fell hard as I put two rounds through his back.  
 
    I emptied the last few rounds of my magazine into the two men I left wounded and then ducked back into full cover to reload. I shoved the empty magazine into my vest, pulled out a fresh one, slammed it in, and chambered the first round of a new magazine. When I leaned out of cover and looked through the window again, there were not a lot of guys left on the street. A couple small groups of bikers watched the windows and returned fire every time they heard a gunshot.  
 
    It seemed that many of the bikers had gone inside the houses to try to clear them out. So far there was no indication that any of the girls were in trouble though, so I held my position and took shots at the dozen guys left in my line of sight.  
 
    A minute later five guys came running from one of the empty houses cheering and yelling. Then there was a small explosion in the building behind them and fire erupted from the front windows. It seemed they planned to burn us out.  
 
    I was just about to start shooting again when a scream cut through the air.  
 
    One of the girls was in trouble.  
 
    “Fuck,” I growled before I picked up my stuff and headed for the stairs. It would be easier to use my pistol on the street, especially since it did not have the increased zoom optics that the rifle did, so I pulled the handgun and let the rifle hang from its sling. Once I reached the front door I pulled it open just a crack and checked the street. There was no one close by, so I figured that most of the gang had pushed a little further in to the trap.  
 
    I slipped outside and onto the street. It was littered with dead bikers, trashed motorcycles, and spent casings. The air was thick with the smell of gunsmoke and fire.  
 
    Down the street a second house went up in flames and four more bikers came running out into the street. I crouched down behind a mailbox and watched as they laughed and cheered. Then they ran next door and kicked down the door to a familiar large blue house.  
 
    The same house I had left Bailey in before this all started.  
 
    I ran off down the street towards the house, raised my pistol, and fired into the men who wanted to get inside. One went down from a shot to the neck, and another took one in the back and stumbled into the house.  
 
    Several bikers on the street turned and leveled their guns at me as I ran, and bullets tore up the ground at my feet and impacted on the houses behind me, but I was lucky that none of them took the time to aim properly. 
 
    The bikers in the blue house used the doorway as cover and leaned out to fire at me. I forced them into hiding as I returned fire and bought myself enough time to slide behind a set of concrete stairs.  
 
    Six bikers started to close in on my location while a seventh biker sprayed bullets in my direction with automatic gunfire from a defensive spot behind two motorcycles. His constant gunfire chipped at my cover and kept me pinned down.  
 
    The boom of a shotgun cut through the other gunfire, and the assault on my cover lessened. 
 
    “I got you, Tav!” I heard Paige shout from one of the houses before the boom of her shotgun rang out again. 
 
    I peeked out just in time to watch one of the guys on the street fall to the ground with a large hole in his chest. The gunner in the back by the bikers was clutching what was left of his right arm. I jumped from cover and ran down the street towards the blue house. The guys inside leaned out to fire at me with their rifles, but never got the chance. 
 
    Bullets ripped through their chest as Bailey unloaded into them from the top of the stairs. “Get in here!” 
 
    I rushed into the house and slammed the door behind me.  
 
    “Thanks for distracting those guys,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Of course,” I said. “Do you know who screamed?”  
 
    “No, but it wasn’t me,” she said.  
 
    “Alright, get back to a window,” I said.  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I’m going to find the others,” I said. “Think you can cover me?”  
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” Bailey said with a small smile before she disappeared into a room upstairs.  
 
    “Once I find everyone, be ready to fall back,” I shouted up to her.  
 
    “Got it!” the hippie replied. 
 
    A moment later I heard the sharp sound of her rifle firing above me, and I looked outside to see two guys go down with several holes in their chests. Every single one of Bailey’s shots looked to find their target.  
 
    Once the immediate area was clear, I stepped back into the street. I took cover behind one of the enemies’ motorcycles and watched the battle play out in front of me. My eyes darted from house to house as I looked for signs of my team in the buildings.  
 
    It had been several minutes since I had heard the first and only scream. My heart pounded as I tried to pinpoint my girls. There were only a couple reasons to only hear a single scream and many of them weren’t good. I shook my head and pushed the thoughts aside. I couldn’t let my fears get the best of me, not right now.  
 
    A flash of light from an upper window in a brown building down the street caught my eye. I holstered my pistol, readied my rifle, and moved from cover to cover as I headed for the building.  
 
    The few bikers left in this section of the street turned their attention to me as I advanced.  
 
    “Get him,” a particularly muscular biker shouted as he pointed in my direction.  
 
    I let off a shot and dropped a greasy haired man with a sawed-off shotgun. He hit the ground hard with a new hole though his heart, his weapon clattered across the concrete, and his buddies opened fire.  
 
    I darted behind the corner of one of the houses as the siding was torn apart by a rain of lead. Then the torrent of bullets lessened as the crack of a rifle sounded from where I had just come from.  
 
    I grinned and looked around the corner to see only three guys still standing. Two of them shifted their attention to the houses as they desperately tried to find where they were getting shot from. The third was in the middle of loading a fresh thirty-round magazine into his AR-15, but then he fumbled under the pressure, dropped it, and I put two rounds through his neck when he moved to pick it up. 
 
    One of the two remaining bikers cried out as a bullet tore through the back of his shoulder and sprayed the road with wet chunks. A second bullet hit him from the front in the chest, and he dropped.  
 
    The last biker’s eyes went wide as he looked at the surrounding carnage. He turned to run farther down the road towards the sound of more intense fighting. He never made it back to his gang.  
 
    I stepped out onto the street, looked to the building Bailey was in, gave her a thumbs up, then motioned for her to follow me. 
 
    A moment later the thin wisp of a woman came running from the front of the house with all of her gear. She pulled her rifle into her shoulder the moment she got free of the house and slowed her pace to check the area as she approached me.  
 
    “Nice shooting,” I said when she got close.  
 
    “Thanks, it wasn’t all me though,” she said with a small grin.  
 
    “I know,” I said. “One of the girls is up there,” I said as I pointed to the brown house. “It sounds like most of the fighting has moved to the end of our little trap, so my plan is to gather the others as we head that way.”  
 
    “Just lead the way,” the blonde hippie said.  
 
    I nodded, readied my rifle once more, and headed towards the sound of gunfire. As I approached the bend that led to the most intense fighting I slowed. I didn’t know how many guys were still alive and running around the corner would just get me killed, so I slowly worked my way around the corner and onto the last stretch of street. 
 
    I poked my head around the side of a house to assess the situation and found a biker waiting for me with a knife. He let out a savage yell and charged forward.  
 
    I tried to take a shot, but he was too close, and he knocked my weapon aside and thrust at my chest.  
 
    I dropped my gun, staggered back, and yanked my knife free.  
 
    The crazed tattooed man tossed his knife to the other hand and slashed out at my throat. 
 
    I brought up my own knife to deflect the attack. There was a high pitched metallic screech as his blade skipped along mine, missed my throat, and caught my forearm. A searing pain shot up my arm as his blade traced a path along my outer arm towards my elbow. Warm blood started to spill from the fresh surface wound as I kicked him in the knee and drove him back. 
 
    “Tav!” Bailey shouted as she came around the corner behind me.  
 
    “Go and get the others,” I grunted. “Fall back.”  
 
    “Are you s--” 
 
    “Go!” I yelled. 
 
    The biker came in for another thrust, but this time I was ready. I sidestepped the clumsy attack, grabbed his wrist, stepped in, and drove my knife up under his armpit.  
 
    The man gasped and dropped his knife as his eyes went wide.  
 
    Blood arced from the wound as I pulled my blade free, and I could see what remained of his gang behind him.  
 
    Just under twenty guys were crammed into the last section of the neighborhood. They had set up a small defensive blockade using extra motorcycles while they tried to remove the spike strip from the hill. Every time someone would try though bullets would rain down from the houses and push them back.  
 
    I picked up my rifle and took cover behind the edge of a house as five of the roughly fourteen guys remaining noticed me. They opened fire shredding the wall of the house.  
 
    “You’ve got no place to go!” one of the bikers taunted. “Might as well come out now and die like a man.”  
 
    “Some of us aren’t men!” Bailey shouted. 
 
    I looked across the street to see her in the brown house. I gave her an inquisitive look, and she tossed me a toothy smile and a thumbs up.  
 
    “Well in that case come on out, and we might just let some of you live,” another one of the bikers wheezed.  
 
    “Yeah, we could think of plenty of better things to d--” the man’s words were cut off as a round tore through his mouth and exploded out of the back of his neck. 
 
    The enemies taunts were replaced by a fresh series of insults as two more of them were filled with holes. All but two of them turned their attention back to the houses around them.  
 
    “Fucking shit! Get that fucking spikestrip moved!” someone yelled out over the chaos and gunfire.  
 
    Bailey sprinted across the street to join me behind the house. Bullets tore up the ground around her as a couple guys noticed her running and made her their target. 
 
    “That was either really brave or really stupid,” I said as she dove into cover beside me. “I haven't decided which yet.”  
 
    “Well I had to get over here,” she said. “Anna’s up there.” She pointed to the house she had just come from. “She’s okay and knows where the others are.” 
 
    “Did you tell her we are getting out of here?” I asked.  
 
    “Yeah, she said if we can cover her she can grab Paige and Tara and slip off into the woods,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Alright,” I said with a nod. “Here’s what we are going to do. I am going to suppress them while you run back across the street. Once you are in cover again, I want you to empty your magazine towards the enemy so I can join you.”  
 
    “I can do that,” she said. 
 
    “Good, we’ll distract them so that the rest of the team can get clear,” I said.  
 
    “Alright,” Bailey said.  
 
     “Wait for my signal, then run like hell,” I said before I peeked out around the corner. A few shots hit the house, but the enemy had taken up a more defensive position as they worked to clear the way.  
 
    “Now,” I said as I leaned out and pulled the trigger. I aimed for the largest cluster of guys but didn’t worry about hitting anything. Instead I just let loose with what was left in my magazine meanwhile to force the group down while the blonde zipped across the street.  
 
    Bailey got to the other side, took up position, and kept the guys pinned down as I rushed across to the other side. My arm throbbed from the knife cut, but I pushed the pain aside and kept running. 
 
    I got to the other side, ejected my empty magazine, slid it into my vest, and pulled out a full one. I only had two left including the one in my gun so I needed to make every shot count until I had a chance to fill my empties.  
 
    “How you going on ammo?” I asked Bailey as she pulled back around the corner.  
 
    “I’m getting kinda low,” she replied.  
 
    “Well then pick your targets carefully,” I said before I slid around to check the back of the house. I saw Anna and Tara slip out of the back door of Windchime about four houses down. They looked around, noticed me, and headed my way. Behind me I heard the bark of Bailey’s rifle as she took a shot.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked Anna as she and Tara got close.  
 
    “Mostly,” Anna said with a nod. “Caught a bit of shrapnel to the chest, but it’s nothing serious.”  
 
    I frowned, but nodded. If she said she was okay, I had to believe her.  
 
    “And you?” I asked Tara.  
 
    “Great!” she said. “I don’t have much ammo left though.”  
 
    “You have some loose stuff in your bag, yeah?” I asked.  
 
    Tara nodded.  
 
    “Good, then get back to the campus and take up positions in the sniper's nests,” I instructed. “Refill your magazines and get ready for any of them who make it up the hill.”  
 
    “Paige is still out there,” Anna said.  
 
    “Where?” I asked.  
 
    “Across the street in Iron Gate, behind the bikers,” the redhead said.  
 
    “We’ll get her out of there,” I said. “Just get up the hill.”  
 
    “Be careful,” Tara said. “Both of you.”  
 
    “We will,” I said. “I promise.”  
 
    Tara gave me a small smile as Anna tugged at her arm, then she blew me a kiss then snuck off towards the woods with her redheaded friend.  
 
    I returned to Bailey and put a hand on her shoulder so she knew I was there.  
 
    “See the white building there behind those four guys?” I asked as I leaned out around the corner.  
 
    “Yeah,” Bailey agreed before she took another shot.  
 
    Down the street one of the bad guys cried out and fell backwards.  
 
    “That’s where Paige is, we need to get her out of there,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll hold them off,” Bailey said. “You go get her out of there.”  
 
    “I won’t be gone long,” I said.  
 
    “I know,” Bailey said as she set her sights back towards our enemies.  
 
    I gave her a peck on the cheek, then headed out. Instead of just crossing the street I moved around behind the houses until I could cross out of sight of the enemies. Then I used the backyards to travel without being seen. 
 
    Most of the area was empty, but as I closed in on the white house, I saw two guys having a smoke out in the backyard. These two appeared casual despite the gunfire and shouting that came from the other side of the house, and I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    What a bunch of fucking idiots. It was in the middle of a firefight, my girls were killing their friends off like cockroaches, and these two morons were just taking a break? Hell, if they were going to flee, they could have just jumped on their bikes and rode off, but they were still here as if they were taking their fifteen minute break from their minimum wage job. 
 
    I could take them out easily with my gun, but that would draw far too much attention to myself. So I drew my knife instead and waited for an opening. 
 
    I actually felt a little angry that these guys were so dumb, so I imagined killing them would make me feel better. 
 
    “How do you think it’s going out there?” The first biker, a short dirty man with a red bandana and dark sunglasses, asked.  
 
    “Who the fuck cares,” the second man, a chubby man with a full scraggley beard, replied. 
 
    “We should probably get back out there at some point,” the short one sighed.  
 
    “I’m not doing anything till I finish my smoke,” the bearded man said as he puffed on the last half of his lit cigarette. 
 
    “Boss will get mad at us.” 
 
    “I don’t care. Fuck him.”  
 
    “Fine, I’ll cover for you till you finish,” the short one said. Then he sighed, checked his rifle, and headed back towards the street.  
 
    “About time he left me alone,” The chubby man said. He then leaned against the house, closed his eyes, and took a long slow drag from his smoke.  
 
    I rushed from where I was hiding one yard over, hopped the waist high chain fence, and reached the man before he even opened his eyes. Then I drove my blade in through the front of his face and up into his brain. He never even had time to speak. HIs body slid down the side of the house as smoke curled from his mouth as he slumped onto the ground.  
 
    I smiled, wiped my blade on his jacket, and quickly slipped in through the back of the white house.  
 
    “Paige,” I whispered into the dark house as I gently closed the door behind me.  
 
    I waited for a moment, but there was no response.  
 
    “Shit,” I whispered as I started to sneak through the dark hallways. I moved quietly so as not to alert the bikers that I could hear right outside. It wasn’t hard to find the stairs, but there was a very real chance Paige waited at the top with a shotgun. In the dark it would be hard to see who was coming for her, and I could easily end up with a gut full of buckshot.  
 
    “Paige,” I whispered again. “It’s me, Tav. I’m going to come up the stairs now.”  
 
    I took a deep breath and moved to make my way upstairs. Thankfully I was able to ascend unhindered. As I reached the top and headed down the hallway, the door at the end creaked open just slightly.  
 
    “Paige, it’s me,” I whispered again.  
 
    The door swung wide open and Paige let out a relieved sigh. She waved me over and closed the door once I entered the room.  
 
    “Once the bikers closed in, I didn’t want to risk giving myself away so I went dark,” she whispered. “Then I tried to sneak out the back, but there were some guys out there so I figured it was better to stay put.”  
 
    “It’s alright, I’ll get you out of here,” I assured her. “Bailey is keeping the guys out front busy while Tara and Anna fall back.”  
 
    “What about the guys who were out back?” Paige asked. 
 
    “I took care of them on the way in,” I explained. 
 
    “Well thanks,” Paige said. “Sounds like we should get moving then.”  
 
    “I’ll lead the way, you just stay behind me.”  
 
    The brunette nodded and followed me out of the room. Then we made our way down the stairs, through the first floor, and out the back door into the yard.  
 
    I took us back the same way I arrived to minimize the chance of conflict and a minute later we arrived back over where Bailey was settled in. She had shifted some garbage cans around to provide a little extra cover, and she took careful shots to keep the bikers pinned down.  
 
    “We’re all clear,” I said. “Let’s go.”  
 
    Bailey nodded, looked over her shoulder to smile at Paige, and took one last shot before she pulled back.  
 
    “You two go first,” I said. “I’ll cover the rear while you get into the trees.” 
 
    “See you at the top,” Paige said with a smile. 
 
    Then the two girls looked at each other, nodded, and ran for the treeline.  
 
    “Where’d they go?” I heard one of the bikers ask in the distance.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter, let’s just get up that hill,” another said.  
 
    I was certain that the second voice was the bikers’ leader. Part of me had hoped one of the girls had managed to take him out already. Though the goons were not exactly brave, and if he died, they might have run away long before now, and I was not looking to leave survivors. I needed to end this today. 
 
    The air filled with the rumble of engines as the motorcycles roared to life.  
 
    I glanced around the corner just in time to watch them start up the hill. Then I broke for the trees as the girls disappeared into them.  
 
    The soft light of the full moon didn’t do much to light up the dense forest, but we had done this so much recently that I had no issue navigating through the trees and thickets.  
 
    I could hear the motorcycles rumbling up the hill as I reached the campus. The girls were nowhere in sight but I trusted them to follow the plan.  
 
    The sound of a rifle rang out through the air followed by a tremendous metal screech as a motorcycle scraped along the pavement. It sounded like we took another one down.  
 
    I bolted for the closest sniper's nest, found it occupied by Anna, and ran for the next. Then I climbed up the tree onto the empty platform and watched as the last of the bikers, a group of ten, drove into the parking lot.  
 
    The cloudless sky and the full moon made keeping an eye on the last of the gang easy as they circled around the courtyard and fired wildly into the buildings and trees.  
 
    I lined up a shot and caught one of the bikers in the top of the head. The bullet tore off part of his skull and sprayed gore into the air as he lost control of the bike and crashed into the forest.  
 
    Two more bikers went down as the rest of the team did their job. The first took a bullet to the chest and flipped his bike with him on top of it. The second one caught a shot to the throat and fell off his bike before it careened into the treeline.  
 
    Five of the remaining bikers peeled off and headed back towards the town  
 
    They were trying to run away, but they were in the middle of our fire lanes, and the girls cut them down before they could get very far. The sound of our gunfire echoed through the courtyard as one by one the five bikers fell to our combined might. 
 
    Meanwhile the sixth biker pulled over and dove into the empty fountain for cover. He looked pointedly towards a section of the trees and opened fire with his automatic rifle.  
 
    The muzzle flash illuminated the man long enough for me to recognize the familiar face of the biker’s leader. He appeared to be laughing as he emptied all thirty rounds towards one of my sniper's nests. 
 
    Right as I lined up a shot the man took cover to reload his weapon, and the fountain’s jutting stone centerpiece hid almost all of him from me.  
 
    I growled and kept my sights on the area. 
 
    For a moment the entire courtyard went silent. It seemed the leader had picked the right place to take cover. 
 
    “You made a mistake coming here!” I shouted out, “Your only hope of maybe getting out of here would have been to try and run like the last of your men.”  
 
    “Yeah, but I’m not a coward!” He shouted as he stood up and started to spray bullets into the same area of the forest once more.  
 
    I held my breath and lined up a perfect shot in the middle of his crazed face, but as I went to squeeze the trigger part of his head exploded outward in a spray of hot blood.  
 
    The leader’s weapon went silent as he swayed for a second and then slumped into the fountain. A dull crack sounded throughout the courtyard as what remained of his head smacked against the edge of the old fountain.  
 
    It was over.  
 
    I waited a beat just to be sure, but then quickly climbed down the tree. I let my gun swing freely from my sling as I jogged into the courtyard.  
 
    A moment later the girls started to emerge as well, and a cheer rose up from them they realized they had all made it through alive.  
 
    I threw my fist into the air and cheered with them as my heart pounded with adrenaline fueled excitement.  
 
    “We did it!” Anna said as she rushed over to me.  
 
    “Yes we did,” I laughed. My breathing was rapid and shallow and the cut on my arm felt like it was on fire. I planted my ass on the ground and took a deep breath as the others continued to approach. Then I frowned as I looked to Paige and noticed her limping towards us.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked as I forced myself back to my feet and ran over to her.  
 
    The brunette, who had a large smile on her face, waved me off. “I’m fine.”  
 
    “Clearly that’s not true,” I said as I nodded towards her leg.  
 
    “I just twisted my ankle on my trip up the hill,” Paige said, “It’s not a huge deal. I’ll just need to wrap it tonight.”  
 
    “Alright,” I said.  
 
    “Looks like I’m not the only one who needs patching up,” she said as she looked to my arm.  
 
    “It looks worse than it is,” I said.  
 
    The group gathered around me. The whole group looked exhausted, Bailey had the bandage on her shoulder, part of Anna’s shirt was stuck to her chest with blood, and Tara had a gash in her arm. We had taken a bit of a beating, but all things considered we had done very well. 
 
    “That was really something,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, that was kind of awesome,” Paige agreed with a grin.  
 
    “Not exactly the words I would use to describe our night,” Tara said.  
 
    “Aw, come on, it wasn’t that bad,” Paige said.  
 
    “You’re right, I was expecting it to be a lot worse,” Tara said. “Plus, I do like shooting.”  
 
    “It was certainly intense,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, that was intense, but I wouldn’t call it fun,” Bailey said. “Well, maybe it was a little fun.”  
 
    “Well it’s over now,” I said with a small smile.  
 
    “Thank god for that,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I am just glad it went so well,” Anna said.  
 
    “Yeah, our defenses and plan really worked,” Bailey agreed.  
 
    Rolly jogged over to us with a rifle still in his hands.  
 
    “We won!” he exclaimed as he drew close.  
 
    “Damn right we did,” Paige said as she high fived the old man.  
 
    “Who took the final shot?” I asked the group. 
 
    Bailey slowly raised her hand above her head as her gaze drifted to the dirt. 
 
    “Nice job!” Paige cheered as she clapped her friend on the back. 
 
    “Yeah, way to go Bailey,” Anna said with a smile.  
 
    “That was a damn fine shot,” I said.  
 
    “I kept trying to line up a shot but even if I did I doubt I would have hit him,” Tara said.  
 
    “We all did our part, and today was a huge victory,” I said. “You did exceptional given the circumstances, and I am proud to have fought alongside each one of you. Now that the bikers are out of the picture, we can turn our attention to the fun stuff.”  
 
    “Oh, I like the sound of that,” Tara said  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Rolly asked. 
 
    “Well, since the fighting is over we have the pleasure of looting the dead and cleaning up the bodies,” I said with a wide grin.  
 
    The group groaned and started to protest, but I held up my hands to silence them.  
 
     “Don’t worry, we won’t deal with that tonight,” I said, “It’s late, you all fought hard, and I think we should head inside.”  
 
    “Wait, are you actually tired?” Anna asked.  
 
    “We did have a pretty long day,” I answered.  
 
    “I am way too wired to sleep,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, today was awesome, and I am all hyped up,” Paige said.  
 
    “Can we stay up and party instead?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I’m down for that,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Go wild,” I chuckled. “You guys just kicked ass, there is no reason not to celebrate.”  
 
    “Awesome, I’m going to go get the booze,” Paige chirped excitedly.  
 
    “You sure you don’t want to stay up and drink with us a while, Tav?” Tara asked.  
 
    “I’m pretty gassed, but I’d love to celebrate for a little while,” I smiled.  
 
    “You have to let me look at that arm anyway,” Paige said.  
 
    The group headed for the firepit. Rolly got the fire going as we all took a seat.  
 
    Paige pulled out her medical supplies and started to go around and patch up the group.  
 
    Anna returned with the alcohol, and we began to celebrate as the girls swapped stories of the small battle they had just won. Each of them had dozens of close calls, or times where they had saved each other’s asses, and their excited talks reminded me of my first few battles in the army, when I was still green and living through a fight made me feel like I could take on the world. 
 
    That feeling had faded fast with the longer I was at war, and while I never suffered from PTSD like some of my brothers, I couldn’t feel the same excitement the girls did anymore.  
 
    An hour later my adrenaline had started to wear off, and I was hit by a wave of fatigue. I stifled a yawn and was surprised to see the girls still so awake and excited.  
 
    Rolly was the only one who looked as tired as I felt. The old man struggled to keep his eyes open as he sat there with an empty bottle of bourbon in one hand.  
 
    “Ladies, it’s been fun, but I need some sleep,” I said.  
 
    “Awww, but we’re just getting started,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, we are going to swap more stories,” Anna added.  
 
    “I’ll be able to remember them better if I hear them after I get some shut eye,” I said with a smile. “I’ll talk to you all tomorrow morning.”  
 
    “Alright, fine,” Paige pouted playfully. “I guess we'll just have to have fun without you.”  
 
    “For now,” I said. “Come on Rolly, let’s go get some shut eye.”  
 
    “Yes please,” the old man said as he struggled to his feet.  
 
    Rolly and I started towards the dorms as we listened to the girls talk about the fight behind us.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    When the sun rose the next day, it seemed far brighter than it had been the day before.  
 
    I got up, stretched, and winced a little as pain lanced through my forearm. My cut was still tender, but Paige had fixed it up right. It took me a moment to realize that the girls weren’t there, and I wasn’t sure if they had even come to bed the night before.  
 
    I went over and peeked out through one of the windows. I could see several of them gathered around the firebit, and the faint smell of roasting meat hung in the air. It was strange to be one of the last people up, but I shrugged and headed for my room to grab some clothes 
 
    I grabbed a dingy pair of jeans and a dirty t-shirt. There was no point in putting on clean clothes until after we had moved all of the bodies. Once I was dressed, I went down the hall to Rolly’s room. I hadn’t seen him yet this morning and wanted to make sure he was okay. I knocked on the door and then leaned against the wall as I waited for an answer.  
 
    “Just a moment,” I heard a muffled voice call out.  
 
    A second later the door swung open, and Rolly stood there half dressed.  
 
    “Good morning,” I said with a smile.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to sleep in,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” I said as I patted him on the shoulder. “I think the girls are downstairs making breakfast and coffee. Just thought you might like to know.”  
 
    “Yeah, that sounds good,” he said. “I’ll be down soon enough.”  
 
    “Take your time,” I said. “I just wanted to make sure that you were okay.”  
 
    “Oh yeah,” Rolly said. “Just a little worn out after yesterday.”  
 
    “We all are,” I said. “We are going to clean up the town after breakfast, but that is all I have planned for today.” 
 
    “That’s mighty kind of ya, Tav,” Rolly replied.  
 
    “It’s not all for you guys,” I chuckled “I’m tired too.”  
 
    “Then go get some coffee,” Rolly said as he nodded down the hall. “Just make sure you save some for me.”  
 
    “Of course, old man,” I said with a smile. Then I gave him a nod, turned, and headed downstairs.  
 
    The smell of cooking rabbit greeted me as I stepped out into the courtyard. Paige, Bailey, and Tara sat around the firepit preparing food while Anna did a lap around the property.  
 
    I waved at the redhead and joined the others by the fire. It seemed the girls were still a little excited about their victory. I stood there with a grin on my face as I listened to them talk. They were so wrapped up in their conversation that they didn’t even notice me at first.  
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t think it was as awesome as when you blew up that first propane tank!” Tara said to Bailey.  
 
    “That was pretty sweet,” Paige agreed.  
 
    “The tracer rounds are cool for sure,” Bailey said with a nod. “Still, it wouldn’t have worked so well if you guys hadn’t pulled their attention away from me.” 
 
    “We had your back,” Tara grinned. 
 
    “Still having fun?” I asked as I took a seat.  
 
    “I mean, you were there for all of it, but yeah it’s fun to hear about how it went for everyone else,” Paige said. 
 
    “Did you girls even sleep last night?” I asked. 
 
    “Nope!” Tara laughed. “We just kept talking.” 
 
    “Reminds me of my first sleepover,” Bailey said. 
 
    “Only then we talked about kissing boys and not about how many of them we killed!” Tara laughed. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we didn’t let our excitement distract us from making breakfast,” Bailey said. 
 
    “It smells good,” I said. 
 
    “It always does,” Paige said.  
 
    “Unless we are cooking wolf,” Tara pointed out. 
 
    “True, but today is supposed to be a good day, so I decided to use some of our tastier meat options,” Paige explained.  
 
    “Good call,” I said as I took a seat.  
 
    “Have you seen Rolly this morning?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I checked in on him before I came down here,” I said.  
 
    “How’s he doing?” The blonde hippie asked.  
 
    “He’s good,” I said. “Just tired like the rest of us.”  
 
    “Can’t blame him for that,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, yesterday was super intense,” Tara added.  
 
    “We got through it though,” I pointed out. 
 
    “We didn’t even get that hurt,” Bailey said.  
 
    “That’s because we had a good plan,” Paige grinned.  
 
    “It wouldn’t have worked if you guys didn’t stick to it,” I said. “You all really impressed me yesterday. It would have been easy, or almost expected, to crack under the pressure.” 
 
    “Turns out fighting is easy when you have something worth fighting for,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, I just kept thinking about all of you and how, if I freaked out, you could all get hurt or killed,” Tara said.  
 
    “I don’t know, I kinda thought it was fun,” Paige said with a shrug.  
 
    “It sorta was,” Tara said.  
 
    “I don’t think I would ever do it again if I had the choice,” Bailey said. “Though, I am more okay with what happened yesterday than I thought I would be.”  
 
    “What are we talking about?” Rolly asked as he walked up to us. The grey haired man was fully dressed in a fresh set of clothes, and he had on his newsboy cap.  
 
    “Just what happened yesterday,” Tara said.  
 
    “How’d it all go?” Rolly asked. “Obviously everyone is okay, and we won, but I don’t know much beyond what happened up here.”  
 
    “Our setup at the bridge worked perfectly, and once we used our traps and emptied our magazines, the fire of the molotovs kept the bikers back long enough to give us a breather once we reached the town.”  
 
    “Heard lots of gunfire coming from the town,” Rolly said. “For a while there I was worried things weren’t going well.”  
 
    “It was intense,” Bailey said. “Once the bikers realized they were in a trap, they started to raid and burn the houses.”  
 
    “Shit, that explains the smoke,” Rolly muttered as he let his gaze drift back towards town.  
 
    “We were spread out nicely, and that helped to keep us hidden,” Paige said. “They never even got to the house I was in.” 
 
    “They did a good job of covering each other,” I said. “I saw a couple small groups that were gunned down before they made it into one of our marked houses. I assumed it was you guys protecting each other.”  
 
    “Yeah, I just wish I could have kept them out of Anna’s building,” Paige said.  
 
    “We took care of it,” I said.  
 
    “So they got inside where Anna was hiding?” Rolly asked.  
 
    “Yeah, but Tav was quick to respond,” Bailey said. “We covered him as he moved to where she was hiding and helped her take down the guys inside.”  
 
    “Nicely done,” Rolly said. “It all sounds pretty impressive.”  
 
    “What about you?” I asked. “Did anything happen here while we were at the bridge?”  
 
    “Oh no, nothing like that,” Rolly said as he shook his head. “Two guys found their way up the hill while you guys were fighting in town, but they weren’t expecting anyone to be here.”  
 
    “I’m sorry we let any of them slip by,” Anna said as she joined us.  
 
    “Yeah, you’re alright, aren’t you?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Rolly said. “Like I said, the guys didn’t think anyone was here, so they went down before they could do much of anything.”  
 
    “Nice job,” I said.  
 
    “Coffee’s ready, who wants some?” Paige asked as she wrapped her hand and used it to pull the pot off the fire. As she held it, the steam rose and fogged up her thick black framed glasses.  
 
    “I think we all do today,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, just pour a round for everyone,” Rolly said.  
 
    The brunette nodded, waited for her glasses to clear up, and poured each of us a cup of hot coffee.  
 
    We all sipped and slurped at the steaming liquid.  
 
    “Somehow coffee taste better today,” Tara said.  
 
    “I think that’s because we are still alive,” Paige said.  
 
    “Yeah, everything seems a little nicer after our fight last night,” Bailey said.  
 
    “If it makes coffee taste better, maybe we should get in fights more often,” Tara said.  
 
    “If you don’t like the stuff, just let me drink it for you,” Rolly chuckled.  
 
    “No way, I need the caffeine,” Tara smirked. 
 
    “Food’s ready,” Bailey said before she started to get a plate ready for each of us.  
 
    The food was amazing. It wasn’t anything special, but as I took that first bite of seared rabbit I realized just how long it had been since the last time I had a proper meal.  
 
    By the time we were done eating there was nothing left of the food Paige and Bailey had prepared for us. All of us ate with ravenous hunger, and Anna even went in search of some extra meat to sustain her. 
 
    I sat there for a moment with my empty plate and patted my full stomach. “I probably shouldn’t have eaten that much.”  
 
    “Tell me about it,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Are you sure we have to go move bodies now?” Tara asked. 
 
    “Yep, can’t get out of that just because we ate too much,” I chuckled.  
 
    I grunted as I pushed myself to my feet. It had been a really long time since I had stuffed myself like I did this morning. Sometimes it was worth it though, even if it would make the work afterwards that much harder. “Come on, let’s grab the truck and head down the hill.”  
 
    I waved for the girls to follow and headed for the parking lot. Everyone piled into the mangled blue pickup, I started the engine, and all six of us headed off down the hill.  
 
    Once we were in town, I avoided the bodies and drove the truck into the middle of our kill zone. Then I hopped out, stretched, and let out another groan. If we didn’t need the truck to move the bodies, I would have suggested walking to work off some of my food and tense muscles, but I supposed that moving the bodies would give me a workout.  
 
    “Alright, strip the bikers of any gear then haul them back here and toss them into the truck,” I said.  
 
    “What do we do with the guns and stuff we take off them?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “Just stack them in a pile for now,” I instructed. “Once we have removed all the bodies we can toss that all in the truck, take it back up to campus, and sort it out.”  
 
    “Um, I hate to ask but, like, what exactly are we going to do with the bodies?” Tara asked.  
 
    “We are going to take them a couple miles outside of town, make a big pile, and burn them,” I said. “If we keep them too close, then they’ll spread disease and attract more predators.”  
 
    “We don’t have to sit there and watch it or anything do we?” Bailey asked. 
 
    “No, once we start the fire we can get the fuck outta there,” I said. “And the faster we can get away from that smell the better.” 
 
    “We won’t be able to smell it from up here will we?” Tara asked as she wrinkled her nose.  
 
    “I doubt it,” Rolly said. “It’s not windy enough for that stench to travel this far.”  
 
    “I hope that’s true,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Well, we won’t know until we get that far,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, we better get to work,” Anna said as she looked around the street.  
 
    “I wish we had gloves,” Tara muttered as her gaze wandered to the closest body. 
 
    “You should’ve said something earlier,” Rolly said. “I have a few pair of work gloves in the shed.  
 
    Tara looked at him and pouted.  
 
    “Run up the hill and grab them,” I chuckled as I shook my head.  
 
    “Yay, thanks, Tav!” Tara exclaimed before she ran over and gave me a hug.  
 
    “Of course, just hurry back,” I said.  
 
    “I will,” the platinum blonde assured me.  
 
    “Bring back any gloves you find,” Anna said.  
 
    “Well, unlike the rest of you, I came prepared.” Paige pulled a pair of blue latex gloves from her pocket and snapped them on.  
 
    “Mmkay, I’ll be back shortly then,” Tara said before she gave us a wave and walked off.  
 
    “Well, shall we?” I asked as I walked over to a body.  
 
    “I suppose so,” Rolly said before he joined me.  
 
    I took a second to go through the bikers pockets, and then I grabbed his gun from where it sat beside him, and tossed it to an empty spot in the street. The cheap AR-15 marked the start of our loot pile. I tossed the spare magazines, extra ammo, and other small personal effects next to the gun before I grabbed the man’s feet. 
 
    Rolly quickly grabbed his hands, and we carried the body into the truck and tossed it in the back.  
 
    The girls all spread out and started to follow my lead. Some bodies were worse than others, and I tried to take the goriest of the corpses myself. That didn’t mean that I was the only one to get dirty though. All of us quickly found ourselves stained with a fair amount of blood.  
 
    Ten minutes later Tara returned with half a dozen pairs of ill-fitting work gloves. 
 
    “You guys have done pretty good,” the platinum blonde said as she peeked at the mounting pile of bodies in the back of the truck.  
 
    “Yeah, I am thinking we might need to go drop off this first lot soon,” I said as I walked over and took a pair of gloves.  
 
    “You think we won’t be able to fit them all in there?” Anna asked.  
 
    I looked at the truck bed. It wasn’t overly large to begin with, and the eight bodies already piled on top of each other made it look pretty full.  
 
    “There are at least this many guys still out there,” I said as I nodded to the load. “I don’t really want any of them to roll off during transit.” 
 
    “That sounds gross,” Bailey said as she and Paige approached with another stiff. They tossed it onto the others where it landed with a wet thud.  
 
    “I don’t think it could really get that much worse,” Paige said as she leaned against the truck.  
 
    “Trust me when I say that you’re wrong,” I grinned.  
 
    “Yeah… I don’t even wanna know,” Tara said as she shook her head. “Here, everyone take some gloves. Looks like you need them.”  
 
    Rolly and the girls quickly took a pair of gloves, used some water to wash off their hands, and threw them on.  
 
    “Now that you have some gloves go help search and move some corpses,” I said to Tara.  
 
    “Right away, Boss,” She replied with a grin. Then she gave me a sloppy salute, rushed off into the street, and started to loot the closest body.  
 
    “How many more do you want in here before we go drop them off?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Let’s do three more,” I said as I inspected the load.  
 
    “Cool, we’ll have it done soon,” the redhead said. Then she turned to Paige. “You go help Tara. I’ll take Bailey and grab a second.”  
 
    “Tav and I can grab the third,” Rolly said.  
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” I agreed with a nod.  
 
    All of us spread out again and picked over a few more dead men. The pile of guns and gear had started to grow fairly large, and we hadn’t even gone through the motorcycle bags. Every guy had at least one gun on them, and most carried a sidearm as well. There was also no shortage of ammo. Sorting the pile and counting the ammo was going to be a job all its own.  
 
    It didn’t take us long to get three more bodies piled into the rusting bed of our beat up truck.  
 
    “I’m going to run the bodies up the road a ways, and drop them off,” I said. “I need a volunteer to help me push them out the back.”  
 
    “I’ll do it,” Anna said.  
 
    “Thank god,” Tara said. “That sounds less fun than just carrying them.”  
 
    “It won’t be too bad,” I shrugged.  
 
    “We will keep stripping gear off these guys while you’re gone,” Paige said, “and then we’ll drag them into a pile so it will be easier to load.” 
 
    “Much appreciated. We shouldn’t be gone more than ten minutes.” I turned to Anna. “Ready to go?”  
 
    “Yep,” she said as she hopped into the passenger seat.  
 
    I nodded, took my position behind the wheel, started the truck, and looked back at my team. “Don’t enjoy yourselves too much.” Then I took off and headed out of town. 
 
    Anna and I headed off in the opposite direction of the bridge. Dense forest rose on either side of the road, obscuring the bright sunlight above. We drove for a few minutes before I pulled off onto a wide section of shoulder.  
 
    “We’re just going to dump them here?” Anna asked as she inspected the area.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s far enough away,” I said. “I take it it’s not what you expected?” 
 
    “Not really, but I guess I don’t know what I expected,” she said as she hopped out.  
 
    “If this area was more populated, we probably would have found a more private area,” I said as I got out. “Really all I care about is not starting a forest fire accidentally.” 
 
    We made our way around to the back of the truck, and I pulled open the tailgate.  
 
    “I don’t have to do anything special here, do I?” Anna asked.  
 
    “Nope, just toss them into a pile on the dirt,” I replied as I grabbed one by the ankle and pulled until they tumbled out the truck bed.  
 
    Anna’s face wrinkled into a mask of disgust as the body hit the ground with one arm out at an unnatural angle. She shook her head, then grabbed the next corpse and pulled it free of the truck.  
 
    It didn’t take us long to transfer all of the dead into a messy heap at the back of the truck. There was plenty of blood still in the truck bed, but that would be a problem for later. Thankfully we had an easy source of water to actually clean our vehicles and tools with.  
 
    “Alright, let’s get back to the others,” I said.  
 
    Anna stood there, her eyes fixed on the mangled mass of bloody corpses.  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I frowned and put a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Sorry,” she muttered as she rushed to the truck. 
 
    “You don’t need to be sorry,” I said as I joined her. “This is ugly work, and it can get to you now and again.”  
 
    “I guess,” she said. “I mean, I know they are bad guys, but that doesn’t make a pile of bodies any less disturbing.”  
 
    “It won’t be a problem much longer,” I said.  
 
    “Yeah,” Anna said with a nod. “I’ll get over it.”  
 
    “I know, you’re strong,” I said as I looked at her and smiled.  
 
    “I’m glad you still think so,” she said. 
 
    “You proved it yesterday,” I replied. “You all did.” 
 
    “Yeah,” she laughed as she smiled at me. “I guess we did.” 
 
    Then we started back down towards town. It made sense that the girls would feel a little strange as they looked at the aftermath of yesterday’s fight. I knew they would get over it though. They only did what was necessary to keep themselves and each other alive and that would help to comfort them.   
 
    We pulled back into town about five minutes later. The rest of the bodies had been stripped and piled up for transport. 
 
    “You guys find a good spot to burn these guys?” Rolly asked as we stepped out of the truck. 
 
    “Yeah, up the road,” I said.  
 
    “Well I think we gathered up the last of the guys here in town,” Paige said.  
 
    “We found tons of stuff on these guys,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, they had lots of ammo,” Bailey said. “Maybe we can get in some more time at the range soon.”  
 
    “Yeah, we need to stay sharp even when there isn’t any immediate danger,” I said. Then I started to load the bodies into the back of the truck.  
 
    The girls quickly stepped in to help me, and a couple of minutes later we had all of the bikers packed into the blood covered truck bed.  
 
    “Do we all have to go along to burn these guys?” Bailey asked as she pulled off the gore stained gloves.  
 
    “No, you girls head back up to the campus and get cleaned up,” I said. “Rolly and I can take it from here.” I turned to the handyman. “If you’re okay with that anyway.”  
 
    “Of course,” he said with a nod. “Burning these dead idiots up won’t bother me much.”  
 
    “That's what I thought,” I said with a grin.  
 
    The girls said goodbye, and wandered their way up the hill while Rolly and I headed back to where the rest of the bodies were.  
 
    We pushed them all out of the back, moved the truck a safe distance away, dosed the pile in lighter fluid taken from the shed, and used a zippo to start the fire.  
 
    Rolly and I stood there a moment as the bodies started to go up in flames. The air filled with the horrid stench of burning hair and cooking flesh.  
 
    “That’s worse than I thought it would be,” Rolly said as he placed a hand over his mouth.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s not a fun smell,” I agreed. “Let’s get out of here. We don’t have to watch this.” 
 
    The old man nodded and followed me back to the truck. I had one last look at the funeral pyre and was glad this was over. I was not naïve enough to think that they were the only dangerous group we would ever encounter, but at least they would no longer be a threat to us or the surrounding area. We could sleep a little easier at night knowing all that was left of them was a burned pile of bones.  
 
    Neither of us spoke as we made our way back to the others. The events of the morning left us feeling a bit more somber than we had upon waking up. However, as we rolled up the hill our mood lightened as we saw the girls. 
 
    Anna, Paige, Bailey, and Tara were spread out on the courtyard lawn with their faces to the sky. They all laughed and chatted among themselves until they noticed us pull up. 
 
    Behind them was our pile of loot. Based on the ATV sitting nearby, I guessed the girls had hauled it up here with the little trailer.   
 
    “Nice to see you again,” Anna called out to us. “Want to come join us on the grass?”  
 
    “Yeah, it’s a nice day for a little sunbathing,” Bailey said. 
 
    “I even, like, have some tanning lotion if you want it,” Tara added.  
 
    “Tempting offer, but I think I might want to go clean up first,” I replied with a grin.  
 
    “Well hurry up then,” Paige said.  
 
    Rolly and I looked at each other and laughed. It felt good to laugh after the chaos of the previous day.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you girls left any warm water in the showers did you?” I asked.  
 
    “Nope, sorry,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Yeah, it was tough enough just making the water last for four people,” Anna said.  
 
    “We had to share,” Tara grinned.  
 
    “It’s true, Tara and I had to fit into that small space together,” Paige said.  
 
    “I’m sad I couldn’t see that,” I said with a smirk.  
 
    “We could do it again sometime,” Tara purred.  
 
    “I’m not sure Tav would be able to fit in there with us though,” Paige said. 
 
    “He’s used to squeezing into tight spaces,” Tara purred.  
 
    “True,” Paige laughed. “If it’s wet enough, we can make him fit.” 
 
    “Okay… I am starting to think that their shower was more exciting than ours,” Anna said with a raised eyebrow as she looked at her blonde haired hippie friend.  
 
    “Don’t worry, it wasn’t as exciting as you’re imagining,” Paige chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, but maybe next time it will be,” Tara purred as she winked at me.  
 
    “Not that this isn’t entertaining, but I really want to go get cleaned up,” Rolly said as he placed an arm on my shoulder. “I’m going to go get a bath in.”  
 
    “I won’t be far behind you,” I said as he headed off towards the dorm. “Will you guys be good here for a little while?”  
 
    “We just spent the morning cleaning up after the last people who thought they could mess with us, so I think we’ll be fine,” Anna said with a smirk.  
 
    “Fair point,” I chuckled. “Alright, enjoy the afternoon then. I’ll be back soon enough.”  
 
    “Hurry back,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, we have to celebrate our win at some point,” Paige said.  
 
    “Don’t worry, there is still lots of time left today,” I said.  
 
    “Well go on then,” Bailey said. “The sooner you leave, the sooner you can come back to us.”  
 
    “Yeah, get your ass moving,” Anna teased.  
 
    “Alright, I’m going,” I chuckled. Then I went up to my room, grabbed some fresh clothes and toiletries, and headed for the stream. I took my time on the walk to enjoy the peace of the forest, and once I got to the stream, I met up with Rolly. Then I took a nice long bath and spent a while giving myself a thorough scrub. It felt good to wash away the grime of the dead, and even the chilly water felt nice after the mornings work.  
 
    I stepped out of the stream refreshed, gathered my dirty clothes, and headed back to the girls.   
 
    We spent the afternoon together and drank in celebration of our victory. Once the sun started to set Tara volunteered to make dinner. The rest of us offered to help, but she insisted that she do it alone. She said that it was her way to thank the rest of us for all we had done.  
 
    Despite our newfound safety, we still didn’t drink too hard, but when Tara came to us and said that dinner was ready we all had a nice buzz going. We all met around the fire as Tara started to cut up a large slab of deer. She also had a large pot with some sort of soup prepared from canned veggies and stewed meat.  
 
    “So what do you think is going to happen now?” Paige asked as she settled in with her plate of meat and a bowl of soup.  
 
    “I think we are going to eat,” Rolly said with a smile.  
 
    “You know what I mean.” Paige rolled her eyes.  
 
    “That’s a good question,” Anna said. “We were so focused on the bikers and our defenses that I feel kinda lost knowing we are done with that.”  
 
    “There is still lots to do,” I said. “We don’t need an enemy to stay prepared.”  
 
    “No, of course not,” Paige said. “It would be dumb for us to get lazy now.”  
 
    “Still doesn’t answer the question of what we are going to do next,” Tara said before she took a spoonful of soup. A wide smile spread across her face, and she let out a content moan. 
 
    “Well, we need to set up trade with Betty,” I said.  
 
    “We should probably do that soon,” Rolly said. “She was kind enough to send some stuff back with us when we didn’t have anything to give her.” 
 
    “We’ll pay her back,” I said.  
 
    “I know,” Rolly said. “I just think we should do it soon.”  
 
    “A little eager to get back there are you?” Anna asked with a smile.  
 
    “Maybe,” Rolly muttered as he looked intently into his soup.  
 
    “Aww, watching you get all shy is just so damn cute,” Tara said.  
 
    “Hey, be nice,” I warned gently. 
 
    “I am!” Tara insisted. “I want him to be happy. He’s so cute!”  
 
    “It’s just always kind of fun to see older people deal with relationship stuff,” Bailey said.  
 
    “Exactly,” Tara added with a nod.  
 
    “Well there isn’t much of a relationship there yet,” Rolly said. “Our first meeting started a bit rough, and we couldn’t stick around long.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, I am pretty sure she likes you,” I said. “You can find out for yourself when we go back.”  
 
    “We should probably bring along some of the guns we got off the bikers,” Rolly said.  
 
    “That’s what I was thinking,” I said. “We certainly have enough extra hardware now.”  
 
    “Plus, nothing speaks to a girl like firepower,” Anna said with a smile. 
 
    “Well I don’t know about that,” Rolly said. “I know I’m old fashioned, but I am pretty sure flowers are still popular.”  
 
    “Aw, man, that’s so sweet,” Tara said.  
 
    “Yeah, how come you never get us flowers, Tav?” Paige teased.  
 
    “I got you all guns and taught you how to use them. Isn’t that kinda like flowers?” I gave the girls a silly smile.  
 
    “Not really, but I guess I’ll take it,” Anna said.  
 
    “Plus, that’s not all I plan to get you guys,” I said. “I’m going to get a water tank for you soon.”  
 
    “That’s true, you do often get us practical gifts,” Bailey said.  
 
    “I suppose you did, like, help us make a shower,” Tara added. 
 
    “We can forgive you for forgetting the flowers then,” Paige teased.  
 
    “Much appreciated,” I chuckled. “Though it’s pretty clear that one shower isn’t enough.”  
 
    “We realized that one pretty fast,” Paige said.  
 
    “Then we should get a second stall built soon,” I said. “They don’t take that long, and we have all the stuff needed to do it.”  
 
    “That would be nice,” Rolly said. “I haven't gotten to try it out yet, and I would really like a hot shower. Especially after today. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad we have the stream, but that water still isn’t warm.”  
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that,” Bailey said. “We have been hogging the shower lately.”  
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll sort that problem out soon,” I said. “We should have a bit more free time to get all our projects done now.”  
 
    “Where do we stand on our water purification stuff?” Paige asked.  
 
    “Betty has a nice large tank for us up at her farm,” I said. “After we get that we can pull some nice big hot water heaters from town and get a system in place.”  
 
    “What about the greenhouse?” Bailey asked.  
 
    “No reason we can’t get that done soon too,” I said.  
 
    “Maybe we could get some seeds or starters from Betty,” Anna said. “That would help kickstart our greenhouse and garden.”  
 
    “Oh shit!” Bailey said. “I forgot about the garden.”  
 
    “Hey, it’s alright,” I smiled. “This last week has been a little busy, but all of our projects are still there.”  
 
    “Yeah, sorry,” Bailey said. 
 
    “It’s okay, we had a busy week,” I replied.  
 
    “That’s an understatement,” Paige chuckled.  
 
    “Kinda feels weird just going back to what we were doing before yesterday,” Anna said.  
 
    “I get that,” Tara said. “At least we know our training paid off.”  
 
    “Hell yeah it did,” Paige said with a grin.  
 
    “You guys kicked some serious ass,” I said.  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” Bailey cheered.  
 
    “Well here’s to you guys,” Rolly said as he set down his empty plate and pulled out what little bourbon he had left.  
 
    “No, here’s to us,” I said as I picked up a bottle of whiskey. “You helped too, old man.”  
 
    The girls grabbed a bottle, or a cup of their chosen mixed drink, and joined us in a toast.  
 
    “To our victory,” Anna cheered.  
 
    We all loudly echoed her words, and then simultaneously took a drink.  
 
    “You know, our home is safe, at least for now, so why don’t we worry about what the future holds tomorrow,” I suggested.  
 
    “You’re right,” Paige agreed. “We worked hard and deserve a night off.”  
 
    “Yeah, let’s party,” Tara said.  
 
    With that all talk of future plans, and worries about what came next, were put aside. Instead we spent the rest of the night enjoying each others’ company, listening to Tara play the piano, and just reveling in the fact that we were all still alive.  
 
    There was no doubt in my mind that more trouble would find us. When it did, we would have to be ready, but those were worries for another day. So I let myself relax and enjoy all that we had fought to protect, because there was no point in surviving if we could not stop to enjoy all we had accomplished now and again.  
 
    Tomorrow, there would be more work. 
 
      
 
    End of book 3 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 End Notes 
 
    Thank you for reading Without Law 3. If you enjoyed the book, please leave me a nice review here. Reviews really help attract readers to new series, so if you think others should read this, the best way to let them know is by leaving a positive review. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
 
    If you want to get notified of my books the day that they come out, make sure you follow my Facebook author page and join my Facebook fan group. If you don’t follow me on Amazon or join my Facebook page, you’ll never get alerted that the next Without Law is out. 
 
    
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
 
    Copyright © 2019 by Eric Vall 
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